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Chapter 1 — Saltline

The sea beneath Pelagia refused familiarity.

By the time Basin Three called for salvage, Priya Suresh already had one clove under her tongue and salt drying on her wrists.

She dressed in the changing bay under Sector Nine while the fans shoved damp air around the room. Her locker door stuck unless she hit the latch twice with her knuckle. Salt came up through the vent stacks before dawn, mixed with kelp rot from the vats and the iron smell of machinery kept too long behind flood seals. One clove helped with the mold stink. It also gave her something sharp and clean to bite down on when the work turned stupid.

Inner mesh first, cold at the seams. Then the black-and-green flex suit, patched at the knees where deck work ate fabric faster than requisitions replaced it. Harness. Gloves. Seal check. Mouthpiece tether. Comms bead. Fin boots. She leaned toward the locker mirror, checked the scar through her eyebrow, then tightened the left wrist seal a second time because the first click never felt trustworthy.

Pelagia made habits out of distrust. Lower-deck plates clicked under pressure. Rails filmed over when the temperature dropped by a single degree. Filters clogged with silt until someone hit them with a mallet and swore them back to work. The whole city sat across linked pontoons, ballast tanks, growth frames, and service barges, every meter already promised to agriculture, housing, or some argument from administration. Nothing sat idle. Even waste had a route, a ledger entry, a salvage value.

“Late again,” Farid Tan said from the doorway.

“I’m on time.”

“Your version of time is theological.”

“And your version of leadership is prolonged irritation.”

He gave her the small morning huff that counted as affection. His jacket hung open despite the humidity. Sweat, he claimed, improved his right to complain. “Basin Three,” he said. “Line seven intake is spitting slurry back through the chamber. Engineering blames the baffles, which means engineering wants us to confirm their innocence.”

“Then we should disappoint them.”

Farid stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Weather bureau says the belt is tightening. Minister’s office wants clean reports from the lower decks.”

Priya slid the coupler over her shoulder. “That sounds unhealthy.”

“It sounds administrative.”

“Same thing.”

His face settled. “If you find something inconvenient, think before you feed it into a system that eats paper.”

The shift klaxon sounded once, low and familiar.

She studied him for a beat, then headed out with the Basin Three crew into the lower maintenance spine. Pipes crossed overhead in thick insulated runs. Condensation dripped into collection troughs. Pressure panels flashed oxygen load, hull stress, salinity, pump draw. Pelagia looked ceremonial from a distance; from inside it was valves, cramped access corridors, and people carrying the city on their joints.

There were eight assigned to the basin: two line divers, three intake engineers, one waste-handling apprentice, one current-mapping operator, and Priya, whose title changed often enough that nobody bothered with it. Below the grated floor the sea lifted against the scaffolds in dark rolling slabs. The outer storm belt had already risen at the horizon, a wall of cloud broad enough to dim the dawn.

At the launch platform the supervisor read assignments from her slate. “Line seven intake. Priya Suresh, lead salvage on external splice and debris recovery. Rafi, ballast support. Nira, current telemetry. Keston, visual inspection only. If you improvise, I will file it as sabotage.”

Keston raised a hand. “That seems subjective.”

“It isn’t.”

The bay doors opened with a hydraulic shudder. Wet metallic wind came through at once. The launch cradle lowered them toward the work skiff, a blunt maintenance craft fitted with mag-skids, tether locks, retrieval poles, and sample bags stained by old jobs nobody had bothered to bleach clean.

Rafi touched the braided cord around his wrist as they strapped in.

Nira glanced at him. “If that’s for the storm, it’s too late.”

“Then it’s for the hull.”

“The hull has never listened.”

“That has not stopped anyone from begging it.”

Spray slapped the canopy when the skiff detached. Pelagia fell behind them in broken outlines of turbines, catwalks, rain-pale windows, and antenna masts. Priya booted diagnostics on the aft console while the craft dropped toward Basin Three through hard rain.

The basin came up in the belly lights: circular intake throats, pressure channels, floating grates, and a service ledge slick with algae and industrial sheen. Seawater entered Pelagia there for desalination, cooling, nutrient harvest, and everything else the city called survival when it wanted to avoid the word extraction. Waste left by another route, sorted, dried, stripped, compressed, and sold until nothing retained the dignity of being useless.

“Telemetry’s unstable,” Nira said.

Keston leaned back. “A reassuring start.”

The skiff locked onto the ledge. Below them the intake array churned in amber work light, dark water threaded with kelp fiber and fish-scale glimmer.

The supervisor came over comms. “External splice is west arm. Line seven intake jam. Priya, visual on the cage and recover anything larger than a handspan. Bag suspicious residue separately. If there’s neural slurry, tag quarantine.”

Priya frowned. “Neural slurry in line seven?”

The supervisor did not look up from procedure even through the channel. “Then perhaps the day will educate us.”

The channel cut.

Rafi made a small sound of disapproval. “I hate it when they call trouble educational.”

They descended from the skiff onto the exterior maintenance runs.

The outside of Pelagia was a harsher country than anything visible from the residence decks. Narrow ledges. Salt-slick access ladders. Braces beaded with spray. Gaps that opened straight onto the black heave below. Priya moved with the caution of long practice, one glove on the support rail, boots finding purchase by habit before thought. The sea rose and dropped under the grating in pale flashes. Every so often a heavier wave struck the lower skirt and sent a vibration through the structure into her knees.

At the west arm she found the jam.

It was smaller than she expected, which made it more annoying. A compact knot of clipped kelp, shredded filter mesh, fibrous waste, and pale threadlike material had twisted around the intake swivel. Maintenance bots had tried to clear it and only driven the mass tighter into the cage. Priya anchored one elbow around a support bar and reached in with the retrieval claw.

The material yielded too easily.

Not shell. Not bone. Not the stiff drag of simple rot.

She brightened her visor light and looked more closely. The pale strands were nearly translucent, suspended among the kelp in a way that looked organized rather than accidental. Neural slurry sometimes retained faint filament structure when the refinery skipped a proper breakdown cycle. She had seen it in sealed lab drums: gray gel, processed bio-residue, remnants from wetware salvage and old implants, always declared inert by people who did not have to touch it.

The claw came back slick with it.

Priya sealed the material into a sample pouch and tagged quarantine. Her glove did not like the feel of it. Neither did she.

Above her, storm light shifted. The sea under the grating flashed once with a shape so brief she almost dismissed it—a blurred suggestion of a face turning in sleep.

She went still.

The image was gone before she could decide whether it had been real.

“Priya?” Rafi said over comms. “You stuck?”

“No.” Her voice came out flatter than she intended. “Working.”

She checked the intake chamber again. The jam had bent two lower fins, and in the gap between them something bright caught and lost the amber light with each movement of the water. She reached in with the claw and pried it loose.

It was not shell, not scrap, not standard hardware.

The object fit into her palm: black casing, edges warped, surface roughened by salt intrusion. A small module. Data bead, memory capsule, old sensor housing—something in that family. The identifying marks had been worn off or burned away. Its matte finish belonged to an older equipment line, one used before Pelagia standardized most of the lower systems.

She closed her glove around it.

A faint pulse ran through the conductive layer of her suit.

Not enough for the visor to flag. Not enough for a shock warning. Just a stuttering electrical beat, unmistakable once felt.

Priya turned it over slowly. The casing should have been dead. It was too damaged, too waterlogged, too old. Yet the pulse came again: hesitate, recover, continue. Not a status beacon. Not a simple repeating diagnostic. More like an object remembering how to insist on itself.

“Nira,” Priya said. “I’ve got a module here.”

A beat. Then Nira’s voice sharpened. “Hold still. Your suit is reading intermittent signal bleed.”

“From the slurry?”

“No. From what you’re holding.”

Rafi said, “That possible?”

“Not if physics were feeling cooperative.”

Priya lifted the object closer to her visor. Corrosion had etched the shell. Mineral accretion lined one seam. Beneath it she could just make out a strip of old polymer once set bright against the black. No colony stamp. No corporate serial. The sort of thing private salvagers brought up and quietly sold off-record.

The pulse came again.

“It’s transmitting?” Priya asked.

Nira sounded unwilling to commit to the word. “Something is. Low power, wrong band, irregular packet. Keep it steady.”

That was about the last instruction Priya wanted.

She held it steady anyway.

The pressure changed. Not dramatically. Just enough that her ears noticed before the instruments did. A deep vibration ran through the intake frame, not from the pumps but from the structure itself. The metal under her boots seemed to answer something below.

She looked down.

For one second the water beneath the intake was alive with lines of light.

Not plankton. Not reflection. A lattice moving below the surface, threads of pale brightness crossing and re-forming too quickly for her eye to give them shape. It looked, absurdly, like writing dissolved in current.

Her hand closed harder around the module.

Then the sound arrived.

Not through the shared comms. Not through the suit speakers. Through the bone-conduction strip resting against her jaw.

A voice.

Distorted, filtered, weak under static, but human enough to stop breath.

She caught only a fragment. A few syllables, clipped by interference, blurred at the edges, spoken in a register that carried fear without theatrics. The tone mattered more than the content. There had been intention in it. Someone, somewhere in that broken signal, had tried to speak.

Then silence.

The module went inert in her hand.

“Priya.” Nira again, urgent now. “Say something.”

Priya realized she had not answered for several seconds.

“I heard it,” she said.

Rafi: “Heard what?”

“The module.” She hated how uncertain that sounded. “It carried a voice.”

The supervisor came on at once, no trace of boredom left. “Repeat. Did you receive an active transmission?”

“Yes.”

“From source?”

Priya looked at the object in her gloved hand while rain hammered the grating and the sea struck the supports below. Pelagia groaned around her in the low structural language the city used when bearing too much force.

“I don’t know.”

“Describe the transmission.”

She could have lied. Faulty comms. Reflected diagnostic tone. Static artifact in the conductor strip. Any explanation that preserved procedure would have made life easier for everyone with a title.

Instead she said, “It sounded like a person.”

Silence followed. Real silence, the kind that made all the background noise noticeable.

Then the supervisor said, very carefully, “Bag the module. Return to dock. No discussion on open channel.”

Priya looked once more into the water. The lattice of light had vanished. The intake was only an intake again. The storm remained weather. The module remained an object in her hand.

None of that helped.

She sealed the device into a quarantine pouch and clipped it to her harness.

The rest of the job proceeded because there was no mechanism in Pelagia for stopping cleanly once a shift had begun. Rafi cleared the intake fins. Nira logged a pressure irregularity and swore at two telemetry dropouts. Keston retrieved a dead drone from a tether nest and announced that manufacturing standards had collapsed since civilization peaked, which was his way of saying he was rattled. No one raised the signal again on open comms.

On the return ride the storm advanced.

Lightning branched inside the outer belt in white fractures. The sky took on a green cast at the margins. The sea built itself into long ridges of spray. Pelagia appeared through curtains of rain and disappeared again, upper towers briefly lit by morning windows from the residence rings. Those strips of domestic light—someone heating broth, someone waking a child, someone cursing a dead fan—looked almost offensive against the violence gathering offshore.

Priya sat with the pouch on her knees and did not touch the seal.

Keston looked at it, then at her. “You think it was a ghost?”

“No.”

“Good. If the intake system has developed an afterlife, I’m changing departments.”

Nira kept her eyes on the console. “If it wasn’t that, what was it?”

Priya had no answer that respected either experience or sense. She could say damaged hardware. She could say resonance. She could say the sea had found a new way to humiliate certainty. None of those felt honest.

“I don’t know,” she said.

It was the correct answer and the least useful.

When they docked, two archive technicians and a security officer were already waiting in the lower bay.

That alone sharpened the air.

Archive staff did not come down to maintenance unless something was politically sensitive or expensive enough to justify visibility. Security appeared when someone higher wanted to decide which category mattered more.

Priya stepped off the skiff with the quarantine pouch at her belt.

The security lead stood beside the checkpoint lamp in a flood-resistant coat, broad-shouldered, shaved head wet with blown rain, scar crossing one brow. Priya had seen him once before during a ration dispute in the lower atrium. He had worn the same expression then: composed, controlled, dangerous in the tidy administrative way of a man who expected obedience to save everyone time.

Faris Malik.

He looked at the pouch before he looked at her.

“Priya Suresh,” he said, reading from her manifest strip.

“That’s the current theory.”

If he found that irritating, he hid it well. “We’re taking custody of the Basin Three sample.”

“You’ll need a transfer order.”

The archive technician beside him intervened with exhausted courtesy. He was young, careful in his movements, the sort of man who handled records as if touching paper too firmly might alter history. “For immediate containment,” he said. “The suspected neural residue only.”

“Nothing about today suggests only.”

“Please.”

Priya disliked politeness from people carrying institutional access. It usually meant they wanted cooperation while preserving the option of force.

She unclipped the pouch and held it out. The technician took it gingerly. Through the clear seam, the black shape of the module caught the inspection light.

Faris’s attention narrowed. “That’s not slurry.”

“No.”

“What is it?”

“You tell me.”

The technician turned the pouch toward his wrist slate. Data updated across the small screen. His expression changed by a fraction—tiny enough that another person might have missed it.

“This casing is old,” he said.

“How old?” Faris asked.

“Outer shell is heavily infiltrated. Hard to date cleanly. But the model line looks obsolete. Pre-colony industrial, possibly earlier.”

“Earlier than Pelagia?” Priya said.

The technician hesitated. “Earlier than current settlement records.”

A poor choice of phrasing. He seemed to know it the moment the words left him.

Faris held out a hand. “Slate.”

The technician gave it over.

Priya watched Faris read. His face barely shifted, but there was the slightest tightening at the jaw, the sort that appeared when a person encountered information he had prepared procedures for but not meaning.

“What does it say?” Priya asked.

“Nothing stable,” he said. “Fragmented transmission signature. Heavy degradation. Traces of memory encoding. Acoustic residue.”

“Acoustic residue,” Priya repeated. “That’s a decorative phrase for human voice.”

“Possibly.”

Rafi, still half out of his harness, said from behind her, “That’s not the word she used on the platform.”

Faris ignored him. “You’re done here, Suresh. Submit a formal incident note and stand by for review.”

“A review.”

“Standard procedure.”

“No,” Priya said. “Standard procedure would have left the sample with maintenance until chain transfer was logged.”

His gaze flattened. “Standard procedure is what the city can afford.”

That was almost candid. Priya disliked it for that reason.

The technician drew the pouch a little closer to his chest, unconsciously protective now. Priya noticed and hated that she noticed. Possession was already trying to form where only concern should have existed.

“Who ordered pickup?” she asked.

“You do not need that for your report.”

“I asked anyway.”

“And I answered the useful part.”

He was good at turning refusal into official tone. Men like him built careers out of making absence sound procedural.

Priya unclipped her wrist slate. The incident prompt waited open. One submission would route the anomaly into maintenance review, assign it a code, attach timestamps, produce an audit trail. Or it should have.

Faris watched the screen too closely.

The technician did too.

Behind them the bay seals cycled in a heavy pneumatic rhythm. The sea knocked the lower hull in dull repeating impacts, like a hand testing a door.

Priya began typing.

Incident code. Location. Basin Three west arm. Time. Dawn shift. Observed event: anomalous memory-signal activity in intake residue. Source unknown. Human voice transmission noted.

The final field waited.

She entered: ACTIVE TRANSMISSION DETECTED.

Then she submitted.

For a moment the slate held the text. Then the screen blinked.

No confirmation number appeared.

No routing trace. No audit signature.

Only blank white space and a thin gray line where the system had already started pretending nothing had been said.

Priya stared at it. “That’s wrong.”

The technician swallowed. “Could be delayed sync.”

“No.” She reopened the log from local cache. The event had been stripped to an empty maintenance shell. Not failed. Not pending. Hollowed out. “Someone pulled it.”

Faris crossed his arms. “You may have miscoded the submission.”

She looked up at him. “Do I strike you as a person who miscodes reports?”

He did not answer that.

“An active transmission from submerged hardware disappears and that counts as noise?” she asked.

“In this city,” he said, “many things become noise when the wrong people hear them first.”

It was too honest to be comfortable.

The technician went pale. He was holding a thing everybody in the room wanted named differently.

Priya kept her hand on the slate. “Who is filtering maintenance records?”

Faris placed one gloved hand over the device. Not rough. Controlled. Prevention masquerading as calm. “Stand down.”

She did not move.

“If you want the office route,” he said quietly, “use it tomorrow. Right now you are done.”

There was no profit in arguing in the dock bay. He knew it. So did she. Anger spent in the wrong room became either a security note or nothing at all.

He removed his hand.

The archive technician rushed to fill the silence. “We’ll keep it isolated. Cold chain, sealed access, no standard archive route. You’ll receive custody trace.”

Priya let skepticism sit plainly on her face.

“Yes,” he said again, less firmly.

Faris stepped back. “Clear the bay, Suresh.”

That should have ended the exchange.

Instead Priya’s eye caught the inspection lamp reflecting off the pouch seam. The module inside looked, for one unwelcome instant, less like equipment than like something organic preserved by accident. The thought that came with it was irrational and immediate: the sea had not rejected this object. It had kept it.

She left before that thought had time to improve itself.

The upper maintenance corridors were brighter, though the added light only made the structures look thinner. She passed two crews repairing a vent manifold, sanitation drones parked beside a spill mat, a nursery transport stacked with oxygen canisters, a woman in cafeteria gray carrying a crate of mushrooms and cursing a broken lift under her breath. Pelagia was full of people performing endurance so steadily it became background.

Priya climbed three decks to the Floodworks control gallery because she could not yet bear the quiet of her own quarters. The gallery curved around a bank of display panes and monitoring stations, every surface carrying some version of pressure, intake load, current drift, or storm modeling. Burned coffee and wet circuitry scented the room.

Farid stood by the south console with his cracked thermal mug.

He looked up once and read enough from her face. “You filed?”

“It erased itself.”

“That’s what I expected.”

Priya stopped short. “You expected?”

“I suspected.”

“Of what.”

Farid took a measured sip from the mug, as if the pause helped organize the answer. “That Basin Three has been sensitive for longer than anyone admits. That some intake anomalies are being watched before maintenance sees them. That certain records vanish neatly when they would inconvenience people upstairs.”

“You might have mentioned that before I climbed onto a storm-wet ledge and touched the problem.”

“Would it have changed your behavior?”

“Yes.”

“No,” he said. “It would have made you angry earlier. You do cleaner work when the anger arrives after the evidence.”

Priya disliked how accurate that was.

She moved to the rail and looked down at the system maps. “The report didn’t fail. It was hollowed out.”

“I know.”

“That isn’t a glitch.”

“No.”

“Then who is doing it?”

Farid set the mug down. Its handle had been repaired with heat tape years ago. He trusted that mug more openly than he trusted administrators. “When a system starts eating its own record trail,” he said, “somebody with rank asked it to.”

“That still isn’t a name.”

“It’s the shape of one.”

She turned toward him. “I don’t need shapes.”

“It may be all we get for a while.”

Priya folded her arms. Water dried in salt lines along her sleeves. “The module was old. Pre-colony, maybe. And it wasn’t dead.”

Farid grimaced. “I would prefer not to hear that sentence in this room.”

“It remains true.”

He rubbed a thumb against the mug. Small gesture. Grounding habit. “There have been oddities,” he said at last. “Trace residue in the intakes. Signal bleed after major storms. Archive buffers spiking without declared input. Nothing that should produce a voice.”

“Should.”

“Yes. That word is doing a lot of labor today.”

She leaned on the rail and watched flood readings scroll. Too many impossible things had already happened before breakfast. “Who is watching the logs?” she asked.

Farid took his time. “Someone with archive clearance and enough authority to make maintenance look incompetent if the question becomes public.”

“Lim.”

Farid did not answer.

That answer was answer enough.

Lim Dorian belonged to the upper levels in the way certain men belonged to polished surfaces and good climate control. He managed scarcity by translating suffering into civic language. Priya had dealt with him four times in six years, usually over budget lines or denied repairs. He never raised his voice. He never needed to.

“If I’m sensible,” Priya said, “I call this contamination and go sleep.”

“If you’re sensible, yes.”

“And if I’m not.”

“Then you keep pulling at it until the city decides whether to scare you or recruit you.”

She gave a short breath that was not quite a laugh. “The city already decided I’m disposable.”

Farid did not offer comfort. He rarely lied for emotional benefit.

A chime sounded from the east console. Private incoming.

Farid glanced over and said, under his breath, “No.”

He muted the alert, but not before Priya saw the sender line flash: archive division, transit access, restricted.

His face changed, not dramatically, just enough to show the message mattered.

“You didn’t tell anyone?” he asked.

“I spoke to the team and the people in the dock. That’s all.”

“Then someone moved faster than I expected.”

He turned the screen a fraction away, which told Priya what she needed to know: the message was not routine.

“What is it?” she asked.

Farid held up one finger for patience and read.

The chime sounded again.

“Farid.”

He exhaled through his nose. “It’s Noor Amina.”

The name tugged at memory. Archive clerk. Lower civic records. Quiet woman, neat clothing dusted with paper no laundering ever quite removed. Priya had seen her in the atrium carrying trays of storage chips with the concentration of someone always working one layer below panic.

Why Noor would contact Farid privately, Priya could not guess.

He read a little longer. When he looked up, his caution had sharpened into something heavier.

“Well?” Priya said.

“Noor says the Basin Three anomaly isn’t isolated.”

“How would she know?”

“She’s seeing things in the archive feed before they’re cleaned.”

“What things.”

Farid’s mouth flattened. “A memory file came through legal routing attached to a dead settler record.”

Priya straightened. “That shouldn’t happen.”

“No.”

“A corruption event?”

“That would be the charitable interpretation.”

The console chimed a third time.

A second attachment opened under Noor’s first tag: access-coded, minimal metadata, one destination line.

FOR PRIYA SURESH.

Neither of them touched the screen.

The file expanded on its own.

A narrow block of archive metadata appeared, followed by an audio waveform clipped from a legal memory packet. The system had managed a partial transcription beneath it.

Priya looked only because not looking had become impossible.

The first words on the line were not from any dead settler she knew.

They were her mother’s.

The room seemed to narrow around that fact. Burned coffee. Monitor hum. Storm pressure in the walls. Farid beside her going very still.

Priya read the transcription again because the mind sometimes needed repetition in order to suffer accurately.

Her mother had been gone for years. Gone in the administrative sense first, then in the bodily sense later, both losses handled by forms and unhelpful condolences. Priya knew her voice in the oldest part of herself. The cadence, the clean consonants, the way caution sat under even ordinary speech.

She did not need the waveform to tell her what she was seeing.

Farid said, carefully, “You’re certain?”

Priya answered without taking her eyes off the console. “Yes.”

Outside the gallery glass, the sea drove itself against Pelagia’s lower frame. The city held. The storm advanced. Systems continued their work. Somewhere below, in cold chain or archive transit or a secure room with too much authority in it, a damaged module sat in the dark after speaking once.

Priya kept looking at the screen.

The day had begun with waste in an intake cage.

It had become something else.




Chapter 2 — The report that vanished

Priya did not sleep long enough to reach anything useful.

Pelagia never went quiet. It only changed instruments. Pumps took over when the cargo winches stopped. Hull plates answered the tide with slow knocks that traveled up through the bunk frame. Rain tapped at the seam above her narrow window, thickened, then gave way to runoff ticking through an exterior gutter that needed clearing. Somewhere down the ring a pressure door kept failing to latch cleanly. Every few minutes it closed with a flat metal smack that made the corridor mutter back.

She lay still until work light bled through the cracked ceiling panel and turned the room from gray to the color of old bone. The patch in the corner had yellowed. A curl of sealant hung there like a fingernail clipping. She had meant to file a maintenance request. Now the thing irritated her on principle. Systems still found time to notice peeling sealant.

Her slate sat on the shelf above the bunk, charging from a cable she had looped twice around the port so it would not slip free in the night. The casing felt cold and damp when she picked it up.

Four notices waited.

Tool inventory reminder.

Filter inspection reassignment.

Ration ledger reconciliation.

The fourth came from Floodworks Control.

REVIEW TEAM MAY RECLASSIFY BASIN THREE EVENT AS NONACTIONABLE SIGNAL ARTIFACT. CONFIRM IF NO FURTHER EVIDENCE EXISTS.

Priya read it again.

It was offensive, but not quite the clean confession she had half expected after the dock bay. Signal artifact could mean many things in a storm city. Bad conduction in a suit strip. Cross-channel bleed from work crews. Acoustic chop off the intake frames. Cheap software making expensive certainty out of noise. The wording left room for ordinary incompetence. That was the clever part.

Below it sat another prompt.

SUPPLEMENTAL INCIDENT MATERIAL MUST BE SUBMITTED BY 0900.

New form template. New deadline. New language.

She opened the Basin Three entry from local cache. Most of the substance remained there in the stripped-down way emergency systems preserved anything not yet overwritten: location, intake number, contamination note, possible voice transmission, quarantine chain. The submission itself, though, had gone thin. No routing stamp. No archive receipt. No confirmation number. Only the bones.

ACTIVE TRANSMISSION DETECTED.

The line was still there, but the event around it had been peeled back until it looked less like a report than a rumor somebody had typed while wet.

Priya checked outgoing queues, then the maintenance incident ledger, then the review staging folder. Basin Three did not appear. She told herself that could still be timing. Storm traffic jammed the clerical side of Pelagia every season. Systems stalled. Syncs broke. Half the colony ran on equipment held together by patch code and resentment.

She reopened the review notice. The sender line was automatic. The threshold code was one she did not recognize.

That gave her enough uncertainty to be dangerous.

She got dressed fast. Dark work trousers. Gray shirt with one cuff fraying open. Utility jacket still sour from yesterday’s rain. She braided her hair at the nape with an elastic gone soft from overuse and checked the mirror screwed to the locker door. Scar through the eyebrow. Salt roughness at the cheeks. A woman who looked as if she had been argued with by machinery before sunrise.

Her comm bead clicked alive before she finished the jacket.

COME TO GALLERY BEFORE SECOND BELL.

Farid.

No greeting. No explanation.

She sent ON MY WAY and stepped into the corridor.

The ring smelled of wet cloth, algae paste, old disinfectant, and somebody’s burned breakfast. Morning traffic had already thickened. Maintenance blues. Food-service gray. Nursery staff guiding sleepy children in a two-person line that broke apart every six steps. A sanitation drone trundled near the drain channel with one wheel making a faint chirr on each rotation. Priya stepped around a crate of mushrooms abandoned outside a galley hatch and kept moving.

Pelagia’s mornings had their own weather even indoors. First coffee. First swearing. First private arithmetic about whether the storm would worsen before shift end. The colony did not have rush hour so much as organized compression.

By the time she reached the transition shaft, the light outside had climbed from flat gray to a hard metallic white. Water flashed between lower supports whenever the sea rose high enough to catch it. The whole city seemed to hang above a moving mirror.

The Floodworks control gallery curved over the intake platform in steel ribs and thick glass panels fogged at the corners. Up in the civic tower, people translated strain into policy language. Down here the strain came with numbers attached.

Farid stood at the south diagnostic bank with his cracked thermal mug and the jacket he never managed to button straight. He had been shaved recently, which meant either he expected to see officials or he had slept badly enough to try imposing order on one small part of the day.

He did not look up at once. “You got the notice.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And I resent its tone.”

“That’s healthy, but not operational.”

She stopped beside him. “The report’s gone from queue.”

“Gone or delayed?”

She turned to answer sharply, then stopped. He had asked it without irony. Not a performance. A real question.

“You think this could still be innocent.”

“I think storm traffic and bad routing make fools of confident people all the time.” He took a sip, grimaced at his own coffee, and set the mug down. “Walk me through it from wake-up. No speeches.”

She did. The notices. The stripped cache. The blank queue. The unfamiliar threshold code. As she talked, Farid opened two internal boards on his console and checked the overnight intake review logs.

“Here,” he said after a moment. “Your submission touched oversight at 22:14. Then it hit a triage filter.”

“Triage filter.”

“Storm-day classifier. Auto-sorts field noise from reports likely to multiply downstream work.”

“That sounds dishonest.”

“It sounds cheap, which is how dishonesty enters a budget.”

He expanded the line. The classifier note was banal enough to be insulting.

POSSIBLE SENSOR GHOSTING DURING HIGH HUMIDITY AND ELECTROMAGNETIC LOAD. HOLD FOR MANUAL REVIEW.

Priya stared at it. “Sensor ghosting.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“That isn’t a manual review. That’s a cupboard.”

“Maybe. But it is still plausible. Storm belt. Wet hardware. Bone-conduction strip. They’ve hidden bigger mistakes inside smaller ones.”

She hated him a little for saying what the form itself implied. Because he was right. Because the city had given itself an alibi before giving itself a secret.

“Can you pull the manual review?” she asked.

“I can request it.”

“Do that.”

Farid’s hands stayed still on the console. “If I do it from my terminal, my name stays attached.”

“Since when does that bother you?”

“Since my daughter applied for upper-deck med training and discovered every family member now gets graded for administrative reliability.”

That changed the room.

Priya looked at him more carefully. The extra shave. The jacket buttoned wrong. The stiffness around the mouth.

“I didn’t know.”

“You were busy climbing into storms.”

“You could have said something.”

“I am saying it now.” He kept his voice level. “Hana got through the exams. Better scores than the minister’s nephew, if gossip is worth anything. Two weeks later my file picked up a note about resistance to reporting harmonization. Small thing. Probably nothing. That’s how they build leverage now. Small things.”

The west console operator glanced over, caught Priya’s face, and devoted herself to a pump-balance screen with desperate sincerity.

Farid tapped the request line anyway.

“There,” he said. “Now my name stays attached.”

Priya watched him send it. “That was fast.”

“I’m old, not timid.”

A beat passed while the request spun.

The gallery carried its usual layered noise: keys tapping, relays clicking, a fan somewhere laboring through a bad bearing, the sea below slapping the lower grates with a hollow, regular thud. Priya had spent years hearing work in those sounds. Today each one seemed to ask whether she meant to be sensible.

The reply came back in nineteen seconds.

MANUAL REVIEW PENDING. SOURCE DATA DEGRADED. DO NOT DUPLICATE REPORTING UNTIL CLASSIFICATION RESOLVES.

Farid let out a small breath through his nose. “There. That is deniability with punctuation.”

“Do you believe it?”

“No.” He tipped his head at the console. “But if someone later claims nothing was suppressed, this is the line they’ll point to.”

Priya leaned on the cold rail and looked out through the glass. The intake loops rolled beneath the colony in dark, measured circles. White foam tracked along the lower mouths. Ordinary water. Ordinary motion. Yesterday she had watched those same channels hold a voice where no voice should survive.

Her bead chimed.

Not on public traffic. Direct.

Farid’s eyes shifted to her at once. “Who?”

She checked the sender tag.

Noor Amina.

“That was quicker than your bureaucracy,” Farid said.

Priya opened the message.

I should not send this on active lines. Your Basin Three submission was not rejected. It was mirrored through archival comparator space under memorial exceptions. If you heard a human voice, answer with one word only: yes or no.

That was it.

No theatrics. No explanation. Noor wrote the way careful people placed fragile objects on a table.

Priya typed yes.

Farid had already turned his body to block the west operator’s line of sight. “She contacted you directly.”

“Yes.”

“That means either she trusts you or she has run out of safer options.”

“Those are not opposing conditions.”

Noor’s reply came before the thought was finished.

Then the suppression is deliberate. Meet nowhere obvious. I can prove route tampering and partial memorial cross-match. Not here. Not yet.

A second file attached itself beneath the text: a clipped route map, a list of node names Priya only half recognized, and one highlighted branch in red.

MEMORIAL LEGAL HOLD / DECEASED SETTLEMENT RECONCILIATION.

Priya felt the back of her neck tighten.

Farid read over her shoulder. “So much for sensor ghosting.”

“Not entirely,” Priya said. “They gave themselves that first. This comes after.”

He nodded once, grim. “Good. Keep the sequence straight. It matters.”

A lot of things clicked into place at once. The early review notice. The hollowed-out report. The classifier with its weather excuse. A machine had first treated her submission as likely noise. Then someone or something farther up the line had noticed what kind of noise it was.

Farid said, “If memorial routing caught it, archive is involved before a person ever chooses to be.”

“Which could still be system design, not a man in a locked office.”

“Yes.” He looked at the map again. “That may be worse.”

Noor sent a location string.

Lower registry annex. Paper intake room B. Ten minutes.

Priya pushed off the rail.

Farid caught her sleeve. Not hard. Enough.

“You do not go alone.”

“You just told me your file is being leaned on.”

“And I just spent that capital.” He released the sleeve. “If Hana loses her training slot because I walked with the wrong diver, I would at least like the walk to accomplish something.”

She opened her mouth to argue, then shut it. There was nothing noble available that would not also be insulting.

“Fine,” she said.

The registry annex sat one level below the civic records spine, where Pelagia kept its old habit of pretending paper meant stability. Few people trusted paper more than systems, but they trusted system outages even less. The intake room smelled of dust, damp cardboard, and the sharp lemon oil somebody used on cabinets that no longer deserved preservation.

Noor stood beside a flat sorting table under a strip light that buzzed on the edge of failure. She wore archive gray, neat as always, though the cuffs of her sleeves carried the faint residue of toner and old files. She was not a dramatic woman. That made the tension in her hands more persuasive.

When Priya and Farid came in, Noor locked the door behind them and checked the manual privacy latch as if she expected the gesture to matter morally even if not technically.

“You should not both be here,” she said.

Farid replied, “Then you should have written fewer alarming messages.”

Noor accepted that without interest. Her eyes stayed on Priya. “You answered yes.”

“Yes.”

“What kind of voice?”

“Human. Strained. Brief. I couldn’t make out the words.”

Noor shut her eyes for one second, reopened them, and slid a wafer-thin storage card across the table. “I copied only the route residue and classifier stack. Nothing from the protected memorial file itself. If they audit me, I may still argue I was confirming a misroute.”

Farid looked at the card. “Will that argument work?”

“No.”

That landed with almost no change in tone.

She turned on the table reader. The projection that rose above it was plain, cramped, and ugly in the way honest infrastructure often was. Priya saw her own report packet at the bottom, time-stamped from the dock bay. Above it ran the first automated filter: weather artifact risk, hold for review. Above that, a second event fired twelve seconds later.

MEMORIAL PATTERN ALERT. HUMAN RESIDUE MATCH ABOVE THRESHOLD. REDIRECT TO COMPARATOR.

Priya looked from the projection to Noor. “Human residue.”

“It is the archive term,” Noor said. “I did not write it.”

“I know.”

Another branch opened: legal memorial staging, deceased settlement reconciliation, restricted comparator, manual hold.

Farid’s jaw set. “That is not standard archive behavior.”

“No,” Noor said. “It is not standard anywhere I was trained. The comparator layer should only activate when legal disputes require preserved testimony to be checked for tampering or duplication. Instead it is watching maintenance traffic.”

“Watching for what?” Priya asked.

Noor hesitated. She had the habit of a person who preferred accuracy to speed and kept paying for it. “For recurrence, I think. For memory structures returning through environmental intake. For preserved signatures appearing in places the system considers impossible.”

“Impossible is becoming a crowded category.”

Noor did not smile. “Your report hit the storm-noise filter first. That is real. It catches thousands of useless fragments every season. Then the memorial pattern alert claimed it. That part is not explainable by weather.”

So there it was: the layer of doubt, then the hand inside it.

Priya studied the node list. “Who can authorize this comparator?”

“In theory? Archive governance, legal review, or special continuity directives from the civic tower.”

“In practice?” Farid asked.

“In practice, permissions accumulate and no one admits how.”

That sounded true enough to make Priya tired.

Noor touched another line. “There is more. The comparator did not simply store your packet. It queried a memorial record already under restricted hold.”

A file stub opened at the edge of the projection. Most of the identifying fields had been blocked, but one status tag remained visible.

DECEASED SETTLER RECORD / ACTIVE INHERITANCE DISPUTE / ACCESS SEALED.

Priya frowned. “Inheritance. On Pelagia.”

“There are still kinship claims attached to evacuation property, offshore labor death funds, foundation-era salvage rights,” Noor said. “People die. Paper persists.”

Farid folded his arms. “And this memorial record matched the voice fragment?”

“Partially. Enough to trigger comparison, not enough to certify identity.”

“Whose record?” Priya asked.

Noor looked at the privacy latch, then back at Priya. “I am trying very hard not to say too much before I know what has already been trapped around you.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is not meant to be.” Noor drew in a careful breath. “The record is tied to your family line.”

The room did not move, but Priya had the brief, ugly feeling that the floor had adjusted half a degree under her boots.

“My family line,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

Farid’s head turned toward her. He said nothing. Good man.

Priya kept her voice flat by force. “You mean my mother.”

“I mean I found your maternal registry markers in the sealed branch. I did not open farther. I copied enough to know the system was not behaving lawfully, and then I stopped because I enjoy remaining employed.”

“Employed,” Farid said. “That ambition may already be in danger.”

Noor’s fingers pressed together until the knuckles paled. “I know.”

That was the first clear sign of strain Priya had seen from her, and it told her more than an outburst would have.

“Why send for me?” Priya asked.

“Because if I route this upward, it disappears into continuity language and I become a procedural footnote. Because if I do nothing, then the next time the sea sends up a voice, the system will know what to do with it before any person does. Because my brother is on the vanished-workers list from South Berth and every month archive tells me his status remains unresolved while still charging our family storage fees for his legal traces.” Noor stopped. Pressed her lips together. Began again with more control. “I am tired of being asked to respect processes that keep receipts for grief and lose the dead.”

There it was. Motive, not rhetoric.

Priya said, softer, “How long have you known about the vanished list?”

“I work records. I know what repeats.” Noor glanced at Farid. “And I know what careers look like when they get trimmed for asking why.”

Farid gave a dry nod. “Badly trimmed.”

Noor handed Priya the storage card. “Do not access it from any registered terminal. Use a detached reader if you trust one. If you trust none, break it and remember what you saw.”

Priya slipped the card into the inner pocket of her jacket.

“What happens to you if they trace this copy?” she asked.

Noor looked around the paper room with its swollen cabinets and failing light. “Reassignment first, if I am fortunate. Then audit. Then the sort of quiet civic death that arrives one permissions layer at a time.”

Farid let out a humorless breath. “We collect those efficiently.”

A chime sounded from Noor’s terminal.

All three of them went still.

Noor crossed to the desk, checked the incoming line, and lost a little color. “Archive wants confirmation that comparator spillover from Basin Three has been resolved.”

“Resolved,” Priya said.

“It means someone has noticed the packet did not settle cleanly.” Noor shut the terminal without answering. “You need to leave. Separately would be wiser, but wisdom is not improving our morning.”

Farid moved to the door, then stopped. “Before we go. If this is family-linked, Priya needs more than route data.”

Noor hesitated one last time, then opened a small drawer built into the table. From it she took a black polymer tag no longer than a thumb joint, edges worn pale where handling had rubbed away the finish.

“This came through internal courier before dawn,” she said. “No proper chain. My name on the temporary custody line. No sender I could verify.”

She placed it in Priya’s palm.

The tag was cool and slightly greasy, like old plastic stored too near machinery. An archive seal pressed one end. Across the face, in dark ink written by hand, sat a short instruction in Noor’s careful script.

Open only if you are ready to see what the sea has kept.

Priya turned it over.

A code string ran along the back, locked to a dead-settlement record and set to expire in under four hours. Beneath the seal, partially hidden, was a file marker.

She angled it under the light.

Not a place.

Not a case number.

A name.

Her mother’s.

For one moment nothing in her body obeyed her except the hand holding the tag. The room turned painfully exact around that stillness: strip light buzz, damp paper smell, lemon oil, Farid’s coffee gone stale in the room with him, Noor’s breath gone shallow but controlled. Out in the corridor a cart squealed on a bad axle and kept going.

Farid watched her face carefully. “Priya.”

She did not answer.

Her mother had been dead for years. Dead in the civic registry, dead in the practical ways that came after, dead enough that official sympathy had long since thinned into past tense. Priya knew her voice in the oldest part of herself. That was the difficulty. Not memory in the abstract. Texture. Timing. The way Mira Suresh clipped certain consonants when trying not to show impatience.

Noor said, “I did not open it. I wanted the choice to be yours before the system made it otherwise.”

Priya closed her fingers around the tag.

It bit into her palm at one chipped corner. Good. The pain was small, local, useful.

Farid stepped nearer. “We can still treat this as manipulated evidence.”

“We should,” Noor said at once. “For now. Until we know whether the name is bait, corruption, or something worse.”

Priya looked up then, because both of them had chosen the right caution and she suddenly hated them for it.

“Something worse than my dead mother entering a maintenance report?”

Neither answered.

She pocketed the tag. “I need a clean reader.”

Farid said, “Mei.”

Noor nodded. “Not a networked bench. Not anything that checks automatic privileges.”

“I know how to open a file,” Priya snapped.

Noor took the hit without complaint. “Yes,” she said. “You do.”

That cooled Priya more effectively than apology would have.

Farid opened the door a fraction and listened before unsealing it. “I leave first,” he said. “If anyone asks, I came down to shout about intake indexing and stayed to do it properly.”

“That part will be easy to believe,” Noor said.

He gave her the smallest tilt of the head, almost a bow, then looked back at Priya. “Hana’s exam interview is next week. I would prefer to reach it with my file intact.”

The words were dry. The meaning was not.

Priya met his eyes. “You should have led with that.”

“You would still have come.”

“Yes.”

“I know.”

He left.

Noor began wiping the projection table with a cloth that smelled faintly of vinegar, though there was nothing on the surface to remove. Priya recognized the gesture for what it was: hands needing labor so panic did not claim them.

“Your brother,” Priya said. “South Berth. How long?”

Noor kept wiping. “Eighteen months.”

“And archive still lists him unresolved.”

“Yes.”

“But storage fees continue.”

Noor gave a short, bleak sound that almost qualified as laughter. “Pelagia is very good at billing the uncertain.”

That sentence stayed with Priya.

She moved to the door. “If they ask, you never saw me.”

“They will ask better questions than that.” Noor set down the cloth. “Go to Mei. Open nothing alone. And if the file contains a voice match, remember that recognition is not proof.”

Priya nodded once and stepped back into the corridor.

The annex felt narrower on the way out. Pipes sweated overhead. The floor tack under her boots made each stride slightly sticky. Somewhere nearby a child was reciting multiplication tables in a bored, stubborn monotone while an adult corrected him without conviction. Life continued with insulting discipline.

She reached the lower service stair and stopped halfway down, one hand on the rail gone rough with chipped coating.

Recognition is not proof.

True. Useless, but true.

The tag in her pocket seemed to carry its own temperature. She could feel its outline against the jacket lining each time she breathed. Part of her wanted to crack it open there on the stair using nothing but the slate and bad judgment. Part of her wanted to throw it through the nearest vent grille and walk until Pelagia turned back into a city of pumps and metal and problems with ordinary names.

Instead she kept going.

Mei’s workshop sat behind supply cages and a misaligned hatch that always needed a shoulder to close. The place smelled of solder, hot dust, and tea steeped to the point of bitterness. Relay boards lay in open trays. Spare couplers hung from wall hooks. A half-disassembled reader unit occupied the center bench like a gutted insect.

Mei looked up from a diagnostic panel and took in Priya’s face before noticing anything else.

“That bad,” she said.

“Worse.”

“Good. I hate being underprepared.”

Priya shut the hatch behind her. “I need an isolated reader. No network checks, no automatic permissions, no helper routines with civic manners.”

Mei pushed her frames higher on her nose. “You do know how to ask nicely. Sit.”

Priya took out the storage card and then, after one second more, the black polymer tag. She set both on the bench.

Mei saw the archive seal, then the handwritten note, then the way Priya’s fingers stayed too close to the tag after releasing it.

Her expression changed.

“Who died again?” she asked.

Priya answered without looking away from the tag.

“My mother,” she said. “Apparently not enough.”
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Chapter 3 — The archive under water

Evening settled through Pelagia by increments.

Priya felt it while she moved lower through the civic spine with Noor Amina’s access tag sealed in her fist. Up on the habitation rings, people would still be arguing over supper portions, dragging damp laundry nearer the vents, bribing children toward sleep while the weather knocked at the hull. Down here the light had already gone thin and practical. Floor strips cast a hard white path along the composite deck. Condensation filmed the bulkheads. Every shut hatch looked less like privacy than quarantine.

The tag pressed a chipped corner into her palm. Old polymer. Worn archive seal. Noor’s handwriting remained precise even under strain.

OPEN ONLY IF YOU ARE READY TO SEE WHAT THE SEA HAS KEPT.

Priya had disliked the line at once. Noor did not strike her as theatrical. If she had written it anyway, the thing beneath it had probably forced the sentence out of her.

Mei had checked the route fast in her workshop, standing over a detached reader with a soldering iron still cooling in a tray beside her.

“It’s real,” she had said. “Or real enough to ruin a week. Older archive branch. Pre-reform permissions. The tag does not open a public memorial file. It opens the plumbing behind one.”

Then she had pulled a drawer too hard, sworn at it, and added, “If you go, don’t improvise with any live console that asks polite questions. Those are the dangerous ones.”

Farid’s advice, sent by narrow-band bead a few minutes later, had been simpler.

Don’t let them decide what category you are standing in.

That was the sort of warning a person earned by surviving institutions longer than he admired them. Priya had left her own slate behind. She carried a stripped maintenance pad with no family registry tie and no personal cache worth harvesting. She had washed her face and changed shirts. The day still clung to her in other ways. Her jacket smelled faintly of brine, machine oil, and the bitter tea Mei drank when she forgot to stop working.

The submerged archive occupied a level most residents never saw. They knew it existed. Birth proofs came from there. Death confirmations. Kinship certificates. Compensation disputes after storms. The archive belonged to the same category as ballast control and waste circulation: too central to ordinary life for anyone to feel easy looking directly at it.

Priya had been down twice before. Once to clear a cooling-line obstruction. Once with her mother, years earlier, when a clerical error had turned a dead cousin into a duplicate living claimant. Even then she had disliked the place. Its quiet was wrong. Not peace. Suppression.

She crossed the transition deck where the flooring changed from open grating to sealed black composite and the air lost any remaining trace of cooking or bodies. Here it was filter-dry cold, wet metal, stale disinfectant. A cleaning cart stood abandoned against the wall with one wheel skewed sideways. Someone had left a paper cup on top of it; dried tea had glued a sugar packet to the rim. A maintenance decal peeled from the cart in one corner, lifting and falling in the vent draft like it wanted to leave first.

At the end of the deck waited the old submersible lift.

The cab sat behind a security screen thick enough to survive pressure breach. The frame had been painted so many times the metal edges looked padded. Salt had won along the seams anyway. The call panel offered three destinations: civic annex, legal stack, submerged vault. The lowest line glowed through scratched plastic.

Priya pressed Noor’s tag to the reader.

Nothing.

Then a smaller prompt blinked alive under the main interface.

SECONDARY STRING REQUIRED.

Of course.

She entered the code from memory. The first attempt failed. She entered it again, slower this time, aware of the camera above the panel and the ghost of her own face in the security glass: hair pulled back too tight, scar through one eyebrow, jaw set for an argument no one had started aloud yet.

The panel thought about it. Too long.

Then the lock disengaged with a flat hydraulic sigh.

She stepped in. The floor grating was wet under her boots.

The doors closed and the cab dropped.

The descent took less than half a minute. It felt longer. Pressure shifted through her jaw. The field compensation hummed up through the walls. Somewhere outside the shaft, water moved over reinforced skin with slow body-sized force. Pelagia never let anyone forget what held it up and what waited around it.

Priya thought of Basin Three. Static in her headset. Broken cadence resolving for one second into something human and then gone. She thought of her report sliding out of maintenance traffic and into memorial space before anyone had told her it could. Then she thought of her mother’s name written on Noor’s tag in Mei’s workshop, impossible and present at once.

When the lift stopped, the air beyond the doors felt colder by several degrees and one shade older.

The corridor ahead was narrow, floor-lit, and lined with service pipes wrapped in patched thermal foam. The smell was exact: processed seawater, old sealant, disinfectant, cold iron. A sign over the first gate read:

CIVIC RECORDS / MEMORIAL STORAGE / LEGAL CONTINUITY / SENSITIVE RECALL

Sensitive recall.

Pelagia could make almost any harm sound administrative.

She stepped into the scan port. Light moved across her jacket seams, boots, bead, maintenance pad. It stalled over Noor’s tag. Amber blink. Pause.

Then the gate opened.

No guard waited inside. No alarm sounded. Only a side terminal displaying visitor authorization in dim text.

AUTHORIZED: A. AMINA

Priya moved on.

The corridor bent twice before widening into the lower approach. On her right, viewports looked into chambers of chilled racks, submerged cylinders, coil spools in sealed housings, sensor crowns rising from dark baths. She could not name every apparatus. She did not need to. The impression was clear enough. Memorial traces. Legal testimony backups. Kinship redundancies. Compressed sensory lattices held in suspension against rot.

Memory, turned into equipment and filed like pipe stock.

A soft tone sounded from somewhere ahead. Then another. Not an alarm exactly. Queue notification.

When she reached the antechamber she saw why.

Two technicians were working the back consoles, and both had too much to do. A broad-shouldered man with a cooling-compound stain on his cuff was feeding cartridges into a reader bank while half watching a terminal line flicker yellow, yellow, red, then yellow again. Beside him, a woman with her hair pinned so tightly it changed the shape of her face was guiding a sensor wand along a data canister that trembled faintly in a suspension sleeve.

Neither station looked ceremonial. Both looked overloaded.

The woman glanced up. Her gaze went from Priya to the visitor line to the tag in Priya’s hand.

“You’re early,” she said.

Interesting.

Priya said, “I didn’t know there was an appointment.”

“There isn’t. Not one that survived being written down.”

The man snorted once without looking away from his terminal. Yellow became red again. He swore under his breath and yanked a live queue slider back into its lane.

Priya caught the screen for an instant.

UNSETTLED MEMORIAL TRANSFERS / WEATHER INTERFERENCE FLAG / PRIORITY HOLD

The woman followed her glance. “Don’t stare unless you plan to help,” she said.

“Can I help?”

The woman gave her a brief, assessing look. “Do you know the difference between a failed checksum and a drifting witness packet?”

“No.”

“Then no.” She jerked her chin toward the inner pressure door. “If Noor asked for you, go now. Rounds moved up. Patrol crossed legal stack seven minutes ago.”

That sharpened everything.

“Patrol?”

“Audit patrol.” Her mouth tightened. “Different uniform. Same effect.”

Priya moved for the door. Behind her the broad-shouldered man muttered, “If Chamber Four spits another unresolved chain at me, I’m feeding the whole rack to records law and letting them eat it warm.”

The woman said, “You’ve said that before.”

“I meant it before too.”

Ordinary irritation. Real work. Real pressure. More useful than any speech.

The pressure door ahead was large enough to suggest the chamber beyond had once housed machinery, not memorial files. Its locking ring showed layers of old paint and older salt.

MEMORIAL COMPRESSION CHAMBER 4, read the overhead label.

Below it, smaller: CIVIC CONTINUITY THROUGH PRESERVATION.

Priya let the line offend her for one second, then stepped through.

The chamber opened downward in three shallow tiers around a central compression basin. She stopped without meaning to.

She had expected storage. She had not expected this much active work.

Transparent cylinders stood in descending rows, each immersed in a dark suspension bath fitted with sensor crowns and narrow status bands glowing blue, amber, or green. Terminal columns rose between them. In the center, the active basin held a black surface finer than water. A set of thin mechanical arms descended in sequence, lifted packets from a staging tray, and touched them into the field. Each contact sent a pale disturbance through the fluid, not light exactly but a brief whitening, as if the basin were remembering something and refusing to keep it.

The room carried a steady hum that settled low in Priya’s ribs.

Two more workers moved along the lower tier. One was guiding a live transfer canister into a dock sleeve while reading off numbers to the other, who keyed them into a console with one hand and held a cup of coffee in the other. The coffee had gone cold; a skin floated on top. No one here had time for fresh rituals.

At a side terminal near the basin stood Noor Amina.

She wore archive gray with the sleeves rolled to the forearms. Her glasses sat low on her nose. Her posture was neat. Only her left hand gave her away. It kept flattening itself against the terminal edge, then lifting again.

She looked up, saw Priya, and came halfway toward her without haste.

“You made it,” Noor said.

“That was the plan.”

“Plans go missing here.”

The sentence was dry, almost distracted. Noor glanced past Priya toward the upper door before looking back. “Come. Not there.”

She led Priya along the top tier instead of down to the center. They passed a staging counter piled with coded wafers and three unlabeled transfer sleeves. One sleeve had been split and resealed with clear tape. Someone had written VERIFY AGAIN in pencil across it. The small ugliness of the fix pleased Priya more than it should have. Perfect systems lied.

Noor stopped at a side workstation screened from the main chamber by a bank of dormant coils. The terminal there was old enough to have a physical shutter over the camera and a cable nest at its base that had been tied, untied, and tied again by human hands.

“This node has no live civic mirror,” Noor said. “It still logs locally, but it sulks when asked to share.”

“You sound fond of it.”

“I respect its limitations.”

That was more Noor than anything Priya had heard from her so far.

Noor held out her hand. Priya gave her the tag. Noor pressed it into a recessed slot on the console, then took a key from an inner pocket and turned a manual lock Priya had missed at first glance.

The screen stayed dark.

Noor turned the key back, then forward again at a different angle.

Still nothing.

“Good,” Priya said.

Noor looked at her. “No. Good is a successful login. This is older than good. Help me.”

She stepped aside.

On the lower panel sat three physical toggles hidden under protective caps. Noor pointed to the leftmost one. “When I lift the shutter, hold that down until the drive light blinks twice. If it blinks red, let go at once. If it hums, also let go. If you smell citrus, definitely let go.”

Priya stared at her.

“I am not joking.”

“That is an unfortunate way to deliver instructions.”

“It is the true one.”

Priya braced a thumb on the toggle. Noor lifted the shutter, turned the key again, and the console gave a short protesting rattle. One blink. Two.

Priya released.

The screen came alive in a wash of gray text.

Noor let out one careful breath. “There.”

“You could have said you needed a second pair of hands.”

“If I had written that, you would have known I was nervous.”

“I already knew.”

“Yes,” Noor said. “That was rude of me, in retrospect.”

The admission was so plain it almost counted as humor.

A directory tree unfolded on the screen. Not the polished interfaces of upper civic systems. This was blunt work: route IDs, chain classes, transfer marks, manual annotations that should not have existed in a modern archive at all. Noor touched nothing for a moment. Her finger hovered over the track strip without landing.

“I can show you the public story,” she said, eyes on the screen, “or the path your report actually took. We probably have time for one clean look and one bad decision.”

“My report.”

Noor nodded and opened a route trace.

Priya watched the lines populate.

BASIN THREE / FIELD ANOMALY / STORM-NOISE CLASSIFIER

That much she already knew. Below it came the piece Noor had hinted at in the annex.

MEMORIAL COMPARATOR FLAG / HUMAN RESIDUE THRESHOLD

Below that, not one destination but a branching
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