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    For those who drowned and those who sank,For the child who drew the dark,For the name erased from every plankAnd the heart that still holds the spark—
This tide is yours. This salt, this song.The sea keeps everything,Even the ones we got so wrongWhen we forgot to sing.


    



  	
        
            
            "The world above survives by amnesia. But the water remembers every stone."— from the Choir of Salt, The Tide Below Ashes
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Chapter 1 — The Flood Archive
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The air inside the storage room tasted like old metal and drowned paper.

Elias Navarre pressed his palm against the warped doorframe and leaned into the darkness. The light from the corridor behind him cut a weak rectangle across the floor, illuminating nothing but dust motes and the edges of collapsed shelving. Somewhere deeper, water dripped with the irregular rhythm of a failing heart.

He should have gone home hours ago.

The government archive near Port Louis had been dying long before the floods. Leaking roofs, crumbling plaster, air conditioners that groaned like sick animals. But the cyclone season of last year had finished what neglect started. Three storage rooms inundated. Centuries of maritime records, plantation ledgers, colonial correspondence reduced to pulped, blackened masses that crumbled at the slightest touch.

Elias had been assigned to triage the damage. His job was to determine what could be saved, what could be photographed, and what belonged in a dumpster. It was tedious, emotionally draining work that paid barely enough to cover his studio apartment in the older part of town.

He preferred it that way.

Loneliness had become a kind of architecture for him. Walls he had built carefully, room by room, after Ana died. He did not welcome visitors. He did not invite conversation. He arrived at the archive before the other restoration staff, worked through lunch with headphones on, and left after everyone else had gone home. His colleagues had stopped trying to draw him out months ago. They called him professional but distant. They did not know about Ana. They did not know about the cyclone. They did not know that Elias had stopped believing in small talk the night his sister drowned in a storm surge that should never have reached their neighborhood.

That was seven years ago. He had been twenty-two. She had been fourteen.

Now the archive had flooded, and Elias had found himself surrounded by other people's losses. Ship logs from the 1840s, their ink blurred into illegibility. Indenture records from the sugar estates, names bleeding across pages like wounds reopening. Letters home from colonial administrators, the paper so fragile it dissolved between his fingertips.

He told himself it was just work.

He told himself he did not hear anything in the dripping water.



The first strange reference came on his third day.

Elias was working through a stack of maritime journals recovered from a storage crate that had partially protected its contents. The leather bindings were ruined, but some interior pages remained readable under magnification. The journal belonged to a French sea captain named Delacroix, dated 1789. Most of it was unremarkable—cargo manifests, weather observations, complaints about crew discipline.

Then, halfway through, Elias found a passage that made him stop.

"Three men lost near the reef at dusk. They saw something beneath the breakers and went to investigate. The others heard voices calling from the water, but the voices spoke in no language any man aboard recognized. By morning, the reef was silent. The men were never found."

Elias read it twice, then moved on. Sailors were superstitious. The Indian Ocean had claimed thousands of lives over the centuries. There was nothing unusual about disappearances near coral reefs.

But another entry, dated two weeks later, caught his attention again.

"The men refuse to speak of what they heard. Gaspard cut his own ears with a rigging knife this morning. He said the voices followed him even on land. I have confined him to his quarters. The others whisper that something beneath the island has awoken. I do not believe in such things, but I cannot explain the dreams that plague this crew. Every man dreams of drowning, yet the sea is calm."

Elias set the journal aside and rubbed his eyes. The archive's fluorescent lights flickered overhead. He had been staring at damaged text for nine hours. His vision was playing tricks on him.

He turned to another journal—this one English, dated 1824, belonging to a colonial surveyor named Hartwell. The handwriting was meticulous, almost obsessive. Hartwell had been tasked with mapping coastal settlements for the expanding sugar economy.

Then, near the back of the journal, Elias found a page that had been deliberately damaged.

Not by water. By a blade.

Someone had cut away entire sections of text, leaving only fragments. But enough remained.

"—heard them singing beneath the —"

"—not human, but they —"

"—reef is not a reef. It is a —"

"—the Administrator ordered the records —"

"—voices beneath the water, I swear it on my —"

Elias sat back in his chair. The chair groaned. The building groaned with it.

He had seen enough water-damaged documents to recognize intentional erasure. The colonial administration had not merely lost these records. Someone had tried to destroy them.

He pulled another volume from the stack. Then another.

The pattern repeated. Every maritime journal, every surveyor's log, every plantation registry that mentioned the coastline contained either oblique references to disappearances near the reefs or evidence of systematic excision. Pages razored out. Paragraphs painted over with thick black ink that had hardened into brittle shells. Phrases scratched away with such force that the paper had torn.

Someone had spent considerable effort burying something.

Elias made a note in his restoration log. Possible pattern of missing coastal records. Recommend secondary review.

He did not write down what he was really thinking.

He did not write about the way the hair on his arms had stood up when he read the phrase "voices beneath the water."

He did not write about the fragment that looked, for just a moment, like it had rearranged itself while he was reading.



The first sensory disturbance came at night.

Elias had stayed late to finish cataloging the damaged journals. The archive's security guard, an elderly man named Jagan who slept through most of his shifts, had left him a key to lock up. The building sat in a low-lying district near the old harbor, surrounded by warehouses that had been converted into offices for NGOs and failing startups. By eleven o'clock, the street outside was empty.

Elias worked by the glow of his desk lamp, the rest of the room swallowed in shadow. The rain had started again—not the violent downpours of cyclone season, but a steady, patient drizzle that drummed against the corrugated roof. heard it.

Dripping. Inside the walls.

Not the occasional drip of a leaky pipe. This was rhythmic, almost deliberate. Water moving through cavities where no plumbing existed. The archive had been inspected after the floods. The walls had been dry.

Elias stood slowly. His chair scraped against the concrete floor. The sound echoed longer than it should have.

He walked to the nearest wall—a cracked plaster surface covered in peeling institutional paint—and pressed his ear against it.

The dripping continued. But beneath it, barely audible, something else.

Whispers.

Not words, exactly. More like the shape of words. A rhythm that suggested speech in a language he almost recognized. Creole, maybe. Or French. Or something older, something that predated both.

"—souvenir—"

"—la mer—"

"—pa bliye—"

Do not forget.

Elias jerked his head back. The whispers stopped. The dripping continued, indifferent.

He told himself it was his imagination. He told himself that exhaustion and grief and the mournful acoustics of old buildings could produce auditory hallucinations. He told himself that he had been spending too much time thinking about Ana.

He did not check the other walls.

He gathered his things and locked the archive behind him, walking home through streets slick with rainwater and reflected neon. The canals that ran beneath Port Louis had swelled with the evening rain, and as he crossed a footbridge, he glanced down at the dark water moving below.

For just a moment, he thought he saw faces in the current.

He did not look again.



The sketch was the thing that finally broke his composure.

Three days later. Elias had nearly convinced himself that the whispers had been a trick of exhaustion. He had slept poorly, dreamed of drowning in clear water while someone watched him from the shore, and arrived at the archive with the hollow feeling behind his eyes that had become his normal state.

He was processing a collection of loose documents that had been found scattered across the floor of the most damaged storage room. Some had been glued together by moisture into impossible clumps. Others had separated into individual leaves that curled at the edges like dying petals.

One document caught his attention because it was not water-damaged.

Not completely, anyway. The edges were stained, but the central image remained visible. A hand-drawn sketch. Ink on heavy rag paper that had survived better than most.

The sketch showed a shoreline during a storm. Towering waves curled against a cliff face. And beneath the waves, standing upright on the seabed as though the water weighed nothing, were figures.

Human-shaped. But wrong.

Their limbs were too long. Their heads were angled at positions that suggested necks made of something more flexible than bone. They stood in a circle around something Elias could not quite make out—a shape in the center of the sketch that had been blurred by water damage, or perhaps deliberately obscured.

He stared at the sketch for a long time.

Not because it was frightening. Because it was familiar.

Ana had drawn something almost identical when she was nine years old.

He remembered it perfectly. The same storm waves. The same figures beneath the water. The same strange circle in the center of the seabed. She had left the drawing on the kitchen table one morning, and their mother had asked her where she had seen such a thing. Ana had shrugged and said she dreamed it.

"The people under the water talk to me," she had said. "They say the sea remembers everything."

Their mother had taken the drawing away. Elias had forgotten about it until now.

His hands were shaking.

He turned the document over. There was no author listed, no date, no indication of who had created it. But the paper stock suggested late nineteenth century. The ink was iron gall, consistent with colonial-era materials.

Someone had drawn the same nightmare almost two hundred years before Ana was born.

Elias set the document down carefully, as though it might shatter. He stood. He walked to the window that faced the harbor. The sky was gray, the water gray, the line between them almost invisible. Somewhere beyond the breakers, coral reefs stretched across the seabed like buried cathedrals.

He thought about the whispers he had heard. Pa bliye.

Do not forget.

He thought about Ana's voice on the old cassette recordings he had kept in a shoebox under his bed. Her laugh. The way she described her dreams with the casual certainty of someone describing the weather.

"The sea remembers everything people try to bury, Elias. That's why it keeps talking to me."

He had told her she had an overactive imagination.

He had told her to stop drawing such scary things.

He had told her she was safe.

Then the cyclone came, and the storm surge breached the seawall, and Ana had been walking home from a friend's house along a road that should never have flooded, and Elias had not been there, and she had drowned in water that tasted like salt and diesel and the memory of everything she had tried to warn him about.



He should have gone home.

Instead, Elias found himself walking toward the flooded storage room at the back of the archive.

The door was warped, swollen with moisture, difficult to open. He pushed his shoulder against it and felt the wood give with a wet groan. Inside, darkness and the smell of standing water. The floor squelched beneath his boots. Somewhere in the blackness, water dripped into water.

He pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight.

The beam cut across collapsed shelving, ruined documents floating in shallow pools, walls covered in dark stains that looked like maps of nowhere. The room was smaller than he remembered. Or maybe the water had changed its dimensions. He could not tell anymore.

He waded deeper. The water rose past his ankles. Past his calves. That was wrong. The flood had been drained weeks ago. There should not be this much standing water.

The whispers started again.

Louder this time. Not coming from the walls. Coming from the water itself.

"Elias."

His name. Spoken in a voice that was not quite Ana's but close enough to stop his heart.

"Elias, don't be afraid."

The water rippled around his legs. Something moved beneath the surface. Not a fish. Not debris.

He aimed the flashlight at his feet.

The beam illuminated nothing but dark water and the tips of his boots.

But beneath the boots, deeper than the floor should have allowed, he saw pale movement. Shapes shifting in the gloom. Faces, featureless and patient, looking up at him from a depth that could not exist.

"Elias."

The voice was inside his skull now. Warm. Familiar. Wrong.

"You're almost ready to remember."

He dropped his phone.

The light spun wildly across the walls before plunging into the water and going dark.

Elias stood in absolute blackness, water up to his knees, cold seeping through his clothes, and heard someone—something—breathing softly in the dark with him.

He ran.

He did not look back.

He did not stop running until he reached his apartment, locked the door, and sat with his back against it until dawn.

But when the sun rose, he found wet footprints leading from his bed to the bathroom sink.

He had not walked to the bathroom last night.

He was certain of it.

And yet the footprints were there. And the sink was full to the brim with seawater.

And somewhere beneath the island, beneath the reefs, beneath the buried memory of centuries, something that had been waiting for him to remember finally smiled.
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Chapter 2 — Ana's Room
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The house stood at the end of an unpaved road where the sugarcane fields began their slow climb toward the central mountains.

Elias had not visited in nearly four years. Not since his mother moved to France to live with her sister, not since his father drank himself into a cirrhosis diagnosis that landed him in a public hospital ward where he refused visitors. The property had been left to rot, too expensive to maintain, too emotionally burdened to sell. The bank owned most of it now, but the foreclosure papers moved through the courts with the lethargy of tropical molasses.

Elias parked his battered sedan on the grass verge and sat for a long moment with the engine off.

The house was smaller than he remembered.

That was always the way, wasn't it? Childhood spaces shrinking as grief aged you. The pale blue walls had faded to something closer to gray. The tin roof had rusted in patches, and one of the shutters hung at an angle, swinging slightly in the warm breeze. No lights in the windows. No sound but the insects and the distant rumble of trucks on the main road.

His key still worked, though the lock had stiffened. He pushed the door open and stepped into the smell of abandonment—dust, mildew, the faint sweetness of dried sugarcane pollen that had drifted through broken screens.

The living room was frozen in the moment his mother had walked away. Dishes in the sink, though the water had long since evaporated. Newspapers on the coffee table dated the year Ana died. A family photograph on the wall, the glass spotted with age, showing four faces that no longer existed in the same configuration anywhere in the world.

Elias walked through the ground floor without stopping. The kitchen. The bathroom where his father had shaved every morning, the medicine cabinet still containing half-empty pill bottles. The small study where his mother had graded primary school assignments, her handwriting still visible on a stack of uncorrected tests that would never be returned.

He was stalling.

He knew he was stalling.

The staircase groaned under his weight. The second floor was hotter than the ground level, the heat rising through the tin roof and getting trapped in the narrow hallway. Three doors. His parents' bedroom, closed. The bathroom, door ajar. And Ana's room, at the end of the hall, the door painted with faded decals of sea turtles that she had insisted on when she was seven.

Elias stood outside her door for a long time.

He could hear his own heartbeat. He could hear the wind moving through the cracks in the roof. He could hear, or imagined he could hear, the faint whisper of water moving through pipes that had been dry for years.

He opened the door.



The room was exactly as she had left it.

That was the worst part. His parents had not been able to touch anything. Not after the funeral, not in the years that followed. The bed was still unmade, the sheets gray with dust. Clothes hung over the back of a chair, a dress she had worn the week before she died. Books stacked on the nightstand—young adult novels with cracked spines, a battered encyclopedia of marine life, a sketchbook with charcoal smudges on the cover.

The air was thick and still. The window faced east, and the afternoon sunlight fell across the floor in slanted rectangles, illuminating dust motes that spun lazily in the heat.

Elias walked to the window and opened it. Fresh air poured in, carrying the scent of earth and distant rain. He leaned against the sill and breathed until his hands stopped shaking.

Then he turned to face the remains of his sister's life.

The sketchbook was the first thing he picked up.

He had seen Ana's drawings before, of course. But he had not looked at them closely since her death. He had packed them away, boxed them up, told himself he would go through them someday when it hurt less. Someday had never arrived.

Now he opened the sketchbook to the first page.

And his blood went cold.

It was the same image from the archive. The shoreline. The storm waves. The figures standing beneath the water with their too-long limbs and impossible necks. But Ana's version was more detailed, more intimate. She had drawn faces on the figures—not human faces, not exactly, but faces that suggested personalities, histories, griefs. The central shape that had been blurred in the colonial sketch was clear in hers: a spiral staircase descending into darkness, the steps made of coral and bone.

She had drawn this when she was eleven.

Elias turned the page.

Another drawing. A city beneath the water, towers and spires covered in barnacles and kelp, windows glowing with faint blue light. Figures moved through the streets, their bodies elongated, their hands raised as though in welcome or warning. In the foreground, a small human girl stood at the edge of an air bubble, reaching toward one of the figures.

The girl had Ana's face.

Elias turned the page harder than he intended, the paper tearing slightly at the edge.

A third drawing. Tunnels beneath Port Louis, the underground drainage systems and forgotten passageways that dated back to the colonial era. Ana had never been in those tunnels. She had never even seen maps of them. But she had drawn them with architectural precision—the curved brick ceilings, the iron grates, the places where the walls opened into larger chambers that should not exist according to any municipal record.

And everywhere, everywhere, the symbols.

The same symbols Elias had seen in the damaged colonial documents. The drowned language. Ana had scattered them across her drawings like signatures, like prayers, like warnings written in a script she had no right to know.

"The sea remembers everything people try to bury."

Her voice, from a cassette recording. He had not listened to those tapes in years. They were in a shoebox under his bed in the apartment, along with photographs and a lock of her hair and the bracelet she had been wearing when they pulled her body from the floodwater.

Elias set the sketchbook down carefully and sat on the edge of Ana's bed.

Dust rose around him in a small cloud. The mattress sagged beneath his weight. He looked at the walls, at the posters of whales and coral reefs, at the string of seashells she had collected on family beach trips, at the water-stained ceiling where a leak had bloomed into a dark flower.

He had never understood her obsession with the ocean. Not really. She had been born near it, raised within the sound of waves, but so had every child in Mauritius. Most of them learned to swim, learned to fish, learned to respect the currents and the cyclone seasons. Ana had been different. She had spoken about the sea as though it were a person. As though it were awake.

"It talks to me, Elias. Not with words. With feelings. Like being underwater but not being afraid. Like remembering something you never forgot."

He had told her she was being dramatic.

He had told her to focus on her schoolwork.

He had told her to stop drawing such scary things.



The cassette tapes were in a wooden box on her nightstand.

Elias had forgotten about the recorder. It was a cheap handheld model, the kind students used to record lectures, the plastic yellowed with age. He found batteries in the nightstand drawer—dead, crusted with corrosion—but the box also contained a small power adapter. He plugged it into the wall socket, and miraculously, the building's electricity still worked.

He inserted the first tape. Rewound it to the beginning. Pressed play.

Static. Then Ana's voice, younger than he remembered, higher and more tentative.

"This is Ana. I'm eleven today. Mama gave me this recorder. She said I should talk about my dreams because maybe it will help me sleep better. I don't think it will help, but I'll try."

A pause. The sound of her breathing.

"I dreamed about the stairs again. The ones underwater. They go down so far, Elias. I can't see the bottom. But the people under the water tell me it's okay. They say the stairs lead to the place where everything is remembered. They say I'll go there someday, but not yet. Not until the water rises."

Elias closed his eyes. His chest felt tight, compressed, as though something was sitting on his sternum.

The tape continued.

"I drew the stairs today. Mama said it's beautiful but scary. She asked me why I always draw the same things. I told her because they're real. She got quiet. She said I shouldn't tell people about the dreams because they might think I'm sick. But I'm not sick, Elias. I just hear things other people don't. Like the songs. Do you remember the songs I told you about? The ones from under the reef?"

He did not remember. Or maybe he had chosen to forget.

"They sing about the drowned cities. About the people who lived here before the ships came. About the ones who went down into the water and never came back, but they're not dead. They're just somewhere else. Somewhere underneath."

The tape hissed. Ana hummed a melody that Elias did not recognize—something modal, something that seemed to shift between major and minor in ways that felt deliberate and unsettling.

"I have to go. Dinner's ready. I'll record more later. Bye."

Click.

Elias sat in the silence, the dead air of the tape hissing against the speaker.

He inserted the next tape.

And the next.

Over the course of two hours, he listened to hours of Ana's voice, aging from eleven to fourteen, her dreams growing darker and more detailed. She described underwater cities with impossible architecture. She described tunnels beneath Port Louis that she had never visited but could map from memory. She described figures that visited her at night, standing at the foot of her bed, dripping seawater onto the floor, speaking in a language that she said felt like "remembering how to breathe."

The final tape was recorded three days before she died.

Her voice was different. Calmer. Almost peaceful.

"I know what's going to happen, Elias. I've seen it. The water is going to come over the walls, and I'm going to walk into it, and everyone will think I drowned. But I won't be drowning. I'll be going home."

A long pause. When she spoke again, her voice was barely above a whisper.

"Don't blame yourself. You couldn't have stopped it. Nobody can stop what the sea wants. But you'll understand someday. You'll remember. And when you do, don't be afraid. We'll be waiting for you."

Click.

The tape ended.

The recorder fell silent.

Elias sat in the dust and the heat and the fading afternoon light, and he did not cry, because he had stopped being able to cry for Ana years ago. Instead, he felt something worse. Certainty.

She had known.

Not suspected. Not imagined. She had known she was going to walk into the floodwater, and she had done it anyway, and she had called it going home.

He picked up the sketchbook again. Turned to the final drawing.

It showed a girl standing waist-deep in black water, her arms open, her face tilted upward. Around her, the figures from the depths reached toward her with their too-long hands. Behind her, a door stood open at the bottom of the sea—a door made of coral and bone and something that looked like frozen lightning.

And above the door, written in the drowned language that Elias was beginning to understand without translation, five words.

The door beneath the island.



He must have fallen asleep.

The sun had set. The room was dark except for the pale glow of the moon through the open window. Elias lay on Ana's bed, the sketchbook still pressed against his chest, the recorder silent on the nightstand.

He dreamed.

Ana stood in black water that stretched to every horizon. No sky, no shore, just water and darkness and the distant glow of something moving far below. She was older now—the age she would have been if she had lived. Twenty-one. Her face was the same, but her eyes were different. Older. Stranger.

"Elias."

He tried to speak, but his mouth filled with seawater.

"You found the drawings. I knew you would. I knew you'd come back eventually."

She walked toward him through the water, but her feet did not disturb the surface. She was walking on top of it, or perhaps the water was rising to meet her. He could not tell.

"Don't open the door, Elias."

Her voice was calm. Not afraid. Certain.

"Not yet. You're not ready. The Archive will eat you if you go down there now. You have to learn to listen first. Really listen. Not like when we were kids. You have to let yourself feel it."

He wanted to ask her what she meant. He wanted to ask her where she was. He wanted to ask her if she was dead or something else, something that had merely stopped being human.

But the water rose around his chest, his neck, his chin.

Ana watched him with her strange, old eyes.

"Remember. The sea keeps everything. Even the parts you want to forget."

She reached out and touched his forehead.

And the water closed over his head.



Elias woke gasping.

He was on the floor. Not on Ana's bed. The mattress was empty above him, the sheets undisturbed. He had fallen, or been pulled, or simply rolled off in his sleep. His clothes were soaked. His hair dripped onto the wooden floorboards.

He stood shakily, his legs unsteady, his heart hammering.

Water pooled across the entire room. Not much—an inch, maybe two. But enough to cover the floor completely, to soak the bottom of Ana's posters, to fill the impressions of his own footprints.

He looked at the window. It was still open. The moon still shone. There was no rain. No broken pipe. No source of water anywhere in the room.

He looked at his hands.

Salt crystals glistened on his palms.

He looked at the floor, at the water, at the way it seemed to pulse gently, as though breathing.

And from somewhere beneath the house, beneath the foundations, beneath the island itself, he heard Ana's voice, soft and distant, singing the strange melody from the cassette tape.

He did not sleep again that night.

He sat in the doorway of her room, watching the water evaporate slowly into nothing, and he waited for dawn, and he thought about doors beneath islands, and about sisters who walked into floods, and about a language that remembered him even when he tried to forget.
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Chapter 3 — The Drowned Language
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The university library occupied a colonial-era building that had been retrofitted with air conditioning, fluorescent lighting, and the particular sadness of institutional modernization. Elias had avoided the campus since his own graduation nearly a decade ago. The sight of students laughing on the lawn, carrying books they would skim and forget, felt like a species of torment he no longer needed.

But Dev Ramkissoon worked here. And Dev was the only person Elias could think of who might take him seriously.

They had met during Elias's brief attempt at graduate studies—a master's program in historical preservation that he abandoned after Ana's death. Dev had been a postdoc then, quiet and intense, with a reputation for working on languages so obscure that other linguists joked about his specializations specializing. He had since earned a permanent lectureship, published two monographs on extinct creoles, and developed a minor international reputation for deciphering undecipherable scripts.

More importantly, Dev believed that colonial archives systematically erased indigenous knowledge. He had written papers about it. He had given conference presentations about it. He had argued, sometimes loudly, that the silence in official records was not evidence of absence but evidence of deliberate destruction.

If anyone could help Elias understand the drowned language, it was Dev.



Elias found him in a windowless office on the third floor, surrounded by stacks of paper that rose like stalagmites from every available surface. The air smelled of old coffee and printer toner. Dev himself looked like he had not slept in several days—dark circles under his eyes, his shirt untucked, his glasses perched crookedly on his nose.

"Elias Navarre," he said, looking up from a magnified photograph of what appeared to be a carved stone fragment. "I heard you were working at the flood archive. Salvage work, right? Miserable business."

"It's something." Elias closed the door behind him. The office was too warm, the radiator clicking despite the tropical climate outside. "I need your opinion on some documents."

Dev's eyebrows rose. He set down his magnifying glass and leaned back in his chair, which groaned under the movement. "Documents? From the archive? You know I'm a linguist, not a conservator."

"The documents contain writing I can't identify. I think it might be a language. Something..." Elias hesitated, searching for words that would not make him sound insane. "Something that doesn't appear in any official records."

Dev was already reaching for his glasses, adjusting them with the particular intensity of a man who had just scented prey. "Show me."



Elias had brought photographs rather than the originals. The colonial documents were too fragile to transport, and after the incident in the flooded storage room, he was reluctant to remove anything from the archive without authorization. But he had taken high-resolution images of the most anomalous pages—the cut passages, the overwritten paragraphs, the marginal annotations that seemed to shift when viewed from different angles.

Dev spread the photographs across his cluttered desk and bent over them like a priest examining
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