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The city had learned to live with a wall, but Julian Cross had never learned to stop looking at it.

Every morning, at precisely six forty-five, the warning sirens sounded across the northern district. They lasted eleven seconds, just long enough to remind the citizens that the border remained secure and that the danger beyond it had not disappeared. At six fifty, the public screens came alive with the same familiar announcement: another peaceful day in Veyra, another successful night of protection, another reason to be grateful.

Julian had stopped listening to the announcements years ago. He still heard the sirens, though. Everyone did. Even people who claimed they had grown accustomed to them always paused when the sound began, as if some instinct buried beneath their daily routines remembered what the noise was supposed to mean.

Danger was on the other side.

That was what they had been told since childhood.

From the twenty-third floor of his apartment building, Julian could see the Great Divider stretching across the horizon like a scar cut into the city. It rose higher than the surrounding buildings, its concrete surface reinforced with steel plates and crowned with surveillance towers. Floodlights watched the streets below it. Cameras turned slowly along its length, following movements that rarely amounted to anything more threatening than a delivery truck or a stray dog.

Beyond it lay the Southern District, though most people in the North preferred to call it the Restricted Zone. Official maps showed only a grey strip where the southern neighborhoods should have been. School textbooks described the region as unstable, impoverished, and hostile. News broadcasts occasionally displayed distant images of crowded streets and armed patrols, always accompanied by the same warning: the South had rejected peace, and the North could not afford to forget it.

Julian had spent most of his adult life designing buildings for a government that insisted the city was safe. He had drawn apartment towers, administrative centers, underground transit stations, and public shelters with reinforced ceilings. He knew the dimensions of the northern streets better than he knew the faces of the people who lived in them.

He also knew that the official maps were lying.

The first clue had been a measurement that did not make sense. A drainage corridor beneath the old municipal quarter appeared on three different engineering documents, but its length changed in every version. One map showed a sealed maintenance passage. Another showed a concrete foundation where the passage should have been. The third, an outdated blueprint he had found in a storage archive, suggested that the corridor continued beneath the Great Divider.

Julian had checked the numbers twice, then a third time. He had blamed a drafting error, an old revision, perhaps a mistake made by someone who had never visited the site. But the more he examined the records, the more he found small inconsistencies. Missing sections. Repeated measurements. Entire pages replaced with newer versions that carried no record of who had authorized the changes.

Someone had not simply forgotten the old tunnels.

Someone had worked very hard to make sure nobody remembered them.

His phone vibrated against the kitchen counter. Julian glanced at the screen.

MAREK: You're late.

Julian checked the time. Six fifty-three.

JULIAN: I'm not late. You're early.

MAREK: That's what people who are late usually say.

Julian almost smiled. Marek had been his colleague for four years and his friend for three, although Julian suspected Marek would have described their relationship as a professional inconvenience. He was one of the few people in the planning authority who still possessed a sense of humor, which was either a sign of courage or a symptom of poor judgment.

JULIAN: I'll be there in twenty minutes.

MAREK: The director wants the eastern foundation revisions before nine. Try not to disappear into one of your archaeological adventures.

Julian stared at the message for a moment before locking the phone. Marek knew about his interest in old plans, but not about the documents he had copied or the private notebook hidden beneath the loose floorboard in his bedroom. Julian preferred to keep it that way.

He finished his coffee, put on his dark coat, and crossed the apartment toward the door. Before leaving, he stopped beside the window.

The southern skyline was barely visible through the morning haze. A few old buildings rose behind the wall, their rooftops uneven and their windows dark. The North had artificial sunlight panels, automated transport, and glass towers that reflected the morning sky. The South looked as if it belonged to another century.

Julian had always wondered whether people there looked at the North with the same curiosity.

Or whether they hated it as much as the broadcasts suggested.

He left without finding an answer.

The Northern Urban Planning Authority occupied a twelve-story building in the administrative quarter, a structure of pale stone and mirrored glass that had been designed to look welcoming without offering anyone a reason to linger. Security gates stood at every entrance. Employees scanned their identification cards, submitted their bags for inspection, and passed beneath facial recognition cameras before reaching the elevators.

Julian had never understood why a department responsible for designing roads and buildings required the same security measures as a military command center.

He had asked once. His supervisor had told him that certain infrastructure projects were classified.

He had not asked again.

By eight twenty, Julian was seated at his desk, examining a set of foundation revisions. The eastern sector project was supposed to be routine: an extension to the public transport network, two service corridors, and a reinforced underground storage facility. The numbers were straightforward, the soil reports were clean, and the approval deadline was approaching.

Everything about the project was ordinary.

That was what bothered him.

He enlarged a section of the digital blueprint and compared it with an older printed copy he had brought from home. A narrow service passage appeared beneath the eastern foundation, ending at a wall of reinforced concrete. On the older copy, however, the passage continued for another forty meters before turning south.

Julian leaned closer to the screen.

The difference was not a drafting error. The coordinates matched too precisely for that. Someone had removed a section of the passage and redrawn the foundation over it.

"You're doing it again."

Marek's voice came from behind him. Julian minimized the document.

"Doing what?"

"Staring at a screen like it personally offended you."

"Maybe it did."

Marek placed a paper cup beside the keyboard and pulled a chair over. He was broad-shouldered, usually cheerful, and possessed of the irritating ability to notice when people were hiding something. His dark hair was never properly combed, and he had a habit of rolling his sleeves up even in the middle of winter.

"Coffee," he said. "The machine has finally produced something that doesn't taste like burnt furniture."

Julian glanced at the cup. "You bought me coffee?"

"I bought myself coffee. You happened to be sitting here."

"Generous."

"I try."

Marek looked at the minimized document. "Eastern foundations?"

"Apparently."

"Apparently?"

"There's a discrepancy in the old plans."

Marek's expression changed, almost imperceptibly. It was not surprise exactly, but something closer to recognition. He reached for his own cup and took a slow sip.

"Old plans are full of discrepancies," he said.

"Not like this."

"Then leave it alone."

Julian looked at him. "That's unusually specific advice."

"Because I know you. You'll spend three nights trying to prove that a corridor drawn in 1987 still exists, and then you'll tell me you haven't slept because the numbers are bothering you."

"They are bothering me."

"Of course they are."

Marek stood, but before walking away, he rested one hand on the back of Julian's chair.

"Listen. Not everything that gets buried is waiting to be discovered. Some things are buried because someone decided they should stay there."

For a moment, neither man spoke.

Then Marek smiled, as if he had not said anything unusual at all. "Anyway, the director wants those revisions. Try to finish them before lunch."

Julian watched him return to his desk.

He was beginning to suspect that the people around him knew more about the old tunnels than they were willing to admit.

By the time Julian returned home, the sky had turned the color of dirty steel. The city lights were already coming on, one district at a time, creating neat patterns across the northern skyline. From his apartment, the buildings looked almost beautiful. Their windows glowed in orderly rows, their streets moved with automated precision, and the distant security towers swept the wall with pale beams of light.

The North knew how to make control look like comfort.

Julian removed his coat and loosened his collar. He had spent the afternoon pretending to work while secretly comparing archived maps, and the effort had left him with a headache. He opened the refrigerator, found nothing worth eating, and settled for a glass of water.

Then he went to the window.

It had become a habit. He told himself he was checking the weather, or watching the security patrols, or simply looking for a distraction after another day inside the authority building. The truth was less complicated. He wanted to see what lay beyond the wall.

Tonight, the southern side seemed unusually quiet. A few distant lights flickered between rooftops. Somewhere near the old industrial quarter, a searchlight moved across the upper floors of an abandoned building.

Julian rested his hand against the cold glass.

A small flash appeared in the distance.

He blinked.

There it was again.

A brief point of white light, high above the southern rooftops. It vanished almost immediately, then returned several seconds later. Julian straightened and leaned toward the window.

It was not a security light. The pattern was too irregular. It was also too high to come from a vehicle or a street-level patrol. The light seemed to originate from a balcony on one of the old residential buildings, perhaps six or seven blocks from the wall.

He watched carefully.

One flash.

A pause.

Another flash.

Then darkness.

Julian glanced toward the surveillance towers. Their lights continued to sweep across the wall, apparently indifferent to the tiny disturbance on the other side.

He went to the drawer beside his desk and took out a small pair of binoculars. He had bought them years ago for a hiking trip that never happened. After adjusting the focus, he searched the southern buildings until he found the balcony.

There was someone standing there.

A woman, perhaps. The distance made it difficult to tell. She stood near the railing, holding something that caught the remaining light. A mirror, Julian realized. A small handheld mirror angled toward the North.

He lowered the binoculars, then raised them again.

The figure had not moved.

Another flash struck his window.

This time, Julian saw it clearly: a deliberate reflection, aimed almost directly at his apartment.

He looked over his shoulder, checking the room as if someone might have witnessed it with him. The apartment was silent. The television was off, the corridor beyond the door was empty, and the only sound came from the ventilation system humming above the kitchen.

He returned to the window.

The woman was still there.

Julian raised one hand, uncertain whether the gesture would be visible from such a distance. He felt ridiculous. The woman could not possibly see him clearly, and even if she could, there was no reason to believe she was trying to communicate.

He lowered his hand.

Then the light flashed again.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

A pause followed. The mirror tilted, sending a narrow beam across the darkness before disappearing behind the balcony railing.

Julian stared at the empty space.

He had no idea what the signals meant. They could be accidental reflections, a game played by someone with too much time, or a warning intended for someone else entirely. The sensible thing would have been to close the curtains and forget about it.

Instead, he carried the binoculars to his desk, opened the drawer, and took out a small pocket mirror he had kept since childhood. Its silver backing was scratched, and one corner of the frame had broken years ago. His mother had given it to him when he was nine, telling him that a mirror was useful for more than checking whether his hair looked terrible.

He had never understood what she meant.

Now, standing beside the window, he angled the mirror toward the last remaining light in the western sky.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

Then a thin beam crossed the distance between the buildings.

Julian shifted his wrist, sending the reflection toward the balcony across the wall.

He waited.

The woman appeared again.

She was closer to the railing now. Even through the binoculars, he could not make out her face, but he could see the mirror in her hand.

A flash answered him.

Julian felt an unexpected smile pull at the corner of his mouth.

He sent one more reflection.

The answer came almost immediately.

One flash.

Then darkness.

He stood there for a long time, holding the little mirror in his hand. The city continued its evening routine around him. Trains moved between illuminated towers, traffic flowed beneath the elevated roads, and the security lights swept over the Great Divider as they had every night for decades.

Yet something had changed.

For the first time in his life, the wall did not seem entirely silent.

Julian placed the mirror on his desk and returned to the window. The southern balcony was empty now. He searched for several minutes, but the woman did not reappear.

He was about to close the curtains when he noticed something on the opposite building.

A small white rectangle had appeared against the darkness, held up behind the balcony railing. It was too far away to read, but the shape was unmistakable: a board, perhaps a piece of paper, reflecting the remaining light.

Someone had written something on it.

Julian adjusted the binoculars, trying to sharpen the image.

The rectangle disappeared.

A few seconds later, a single flash struck his window.

Then two more.

Julian did not know why, but he had the distinct feeling that the woman was smiling.

He looked at the empty balcony and spoke quietly, though there was no possibility she could hear him.

"Who are you?"

Across the Great Divider, in a city he had been taught to fear, a light appeared once more.

And this time, it stayed.
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Julian did not sleep well.

He had spent most of the night returning to the window, convincing himself that the flashes had been a coincidence, then abandoning the explanation as soon as he remembered the deliberate pause between them. Someone had stood on a balcony across the Great Divider and directed a mirror toward his apartment. Someone had waited for his response. And when he had finally answered, the light had returned.

It was a conversation, of sorts. A remarkably foolish one, considering that neither participant knew the other's name.

At two in the morning, Julian had opened the curtains for the sixth time. The southern balcony remained empty. At three, he had checked again. At four, he had given up and gone to bed, only to wake an hour later with the uncomfortable certainty that he had missed something.

By the time the morning sirens sounded, he had reached a decision.

He would wait until evening.

He would not send another signal until he understood what the first ones meant.

It was a sensible plan, which made it particularly unlikely that he would follow it.

The day at the authority building passed with unusual slowness. Julian completed the eastern foundation revisions, attended a meeting about transport access, and spent forty minutes listening to a department director explain why a project that had been delayed for eleven months was still considered ahead of schedule.

He contributed nothing to the discussion.

His attention kept returning to the balcony. He wondered whether the woman would appear again, whether she had received his last signal, and whether she had understood it as a response or mistaken it for a random reflection. He also wondered how many people in the South owned mirrors, and how many of them had the opportunity to stand on a balcony high enough to reach the northern buildings with reflected sunlight.

The questions were becoming ridiculous.

At eleven thirty, Marek appeared beside his desk carrying a folder.

"You look terrible."

"Good morning to you, too."

"Did you sleep?"

"Some."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one you're getting."

Marek dropped the folder onto Julian's desk. "The director wants the revised access plan by tomorrow. He also wants an explanation for the missing forty meters in the eastern service corridor."

Julian looked up sharply. "He noticed?"

"I noticed. He noticed that I noticed. Apparently, this is now a departmental concern."

"What did you tell him?"

"That the older blueprint was outdated and that the current version should be treated as authoritative."

Julian leaned back. "You told him that?"

"I told him what he wanted to hear."

"Why?"

Marek gave him a long look. "Because I enjoy having a salary, Julian. It's an old-fashioned preference."

Julian lowered his voice. "The measurements don't match. The corridor was removed from the newer plan, but the foundation calculations still account for the original structure. Someone altered the drawing without changing the engineering data."

Marek glanced toward the surrounding desks. Nobody appeared to be listening, but he moved closer anyway.

"Then correct the calculations and submit the plan."

"That doesn't answer the question."

"It answers the question you're supposed to be working on."

"You're avoiding something."

Marek sighed. "I'm trying to stop you from making your life difficult over a corridor that hasn't appeared on an official map in thirty years."

"Which means you know it exists."

For the first time that morning, Marek looked genuinely annoyed. He collected the folder and tapped it against the desk.

"Finish the revisions," he said. "And, for once, don't assume that every missing thing is waiting for you to find it."

He walked away before Julian could respond.

Julian watched him return to his office. The conversation had lasted less than two minutes, yet it left him more unsettled than the previous night's strange signals. Marek had not denied the existence of the corridor. He had not even asked how Julian knew about it. He had simply warned him to stop looking.

Julian opened the folder and began working.

Whatever Marek was hiding, it could wait until he had something more substantial than a suspicion.

The apartment was unusually warm when Julian returned that evening. The heating system had been running since afternoon, and the windows had gathered a thin film of condensation. He opened one of them, letting in the cold air, then placed his dinner on the kitchen counter and forgot about it.

The southern balcony was visible between two distant buildings.

It was empty.

Julian checked the time. Seven twelve. The previous evening, the first flash had appeared shortly after sunset. He had no reason to expect the same timing, but he found himself arranging his evening around it anyway.

He cleared a space on his desk and took out a notebook. On the first page, he wrote the date and drew a rough diagram of the buildings between his apartment and the southern balcony. He estimated the distance, marked the angle of the light, and noted the approximate duration of each flash.

Then he stopped and stared at his own handwriting.

He was conducting an observation report on a stranger with a mirror.

If Marek ever found out, he would never let him forget it.

Julian turned the page and wrote a question.

WHO ARE YOU?

He considered it for a moment, then crossed it out. The message was too direct. Whoever stood across the wall might not understand English, or might not want to reveal anything. He needed something simpler.

He drew a small square, followed by a single dot.

It was hardly sophisticated, but it would be difficult to misunderstand. A question mark would have been more useful, except that he had no idea whether the woman could see it from such a distance.

He looked at the clock again.

Seven twenty-six.

A faint movement caught his attention.

The balcony was no longer empty.

The woman had appeared near the railing. She wore a dark coat, and her hair moved slightly in the evening wind. Julian reached for the binoculars, adjusted the focus, and held his breath.

She was carrying the same mirror.

For several seconds, she did nothing. Then she raised it toward the fading light and sent one brief flash across the distance.

Julian felt an unexpected rush of relief. He had not realized how much he had been waiting for it.

He picked up his own mirror and answered with a single reflection.

The woman responded with two flashes.

He frowned.

Two.

Was that a greeting? A correction? A request for something? Or had he misunderstood the entire exchange?

He tried one flash again.

This time, she lowered the mirror and raised a white board. A dark shape had been drawn on it, perhaps a circle or a letter, but the distance made it impossible to read.

Julian went to his desk, found a larger sheet of paper, and wrote a single word in thick black letters.

HELLO.

He held it against the window.

The woman remained still for a moment. Then she turned the board around. A word appeared in large, uneven handwriting.

HELLO.

Julian laughed quietly.

It was absurdly satisfying. A simple word, written by someone he had never met, had crossed a border that thousands of soldiers, cameras, and concrete barriers had been built to make impassable.

He found a marker and wrote another question.

CAN YOU READ THIS?

He held it up.

The woman tilted her head, then raised her own board.

YES. CAN YOU?

Julian smiled. The handwriting was neat, almost formal. He wrote back.

OBVIOUSLY.

Her answer came a few seconds later.

GOOD. I WAS WORRIED.

He laughed again, this time loudly enough to surprise himself.

The woman had a sense of humor. Or at least, she had decided that a stranger across a heavily guarded border deserved one.

He wrote another message.

WHAT SHOULD I CALL YOU?

She looked down at the board. For a moment, Julian thought she might refuse to answer. Instead, she wrote a name.

CLARA.

He read it twice.

Clara.

It was the first thing he knew about her, apart from the fact that she owned a mirror and was apparently willing to use it to communicate with someone in the North.

He wrote his own name.

JULIAN.

Clara read it, then looked directly toward his window.

He could not see her expression clearly, but something about the way she stood made him feel that she was studying him, trying to match the name with the person holding the board.

A moment later, she wrote:

NICE TO MEET YOU, JULIAN.

He considered several possible replies and rejected all of them. The situation was strange enough without making it stranger.

Finally, he wrote:

YOU TOO, CLARA.

She raised the mirror and sent one flash.

Then she disappeared from the balcony.

Julian waited for her to return, but the light did not come again. After ten minutes, he lowered the paper and stepped away from the window.

He had exchanged seven messages with a woman in the South.

He knew her first name.

He knew she could read English.

And, judging by the last message, she had a better sense of humor than most of his colleagues.

It was not much.

For reasons he could not explain, it felt like the beginning of something.

Across the Great Divider, Clara Voss remained behind the closed curtains long after the balcony had gone dark.

Her apartment was on the sixth floor of an old residential building overlooking the southern perimeter. The windows were narrow, the walls were thick, and the heating system had not worked properly since the previous winter. A small electric lamp illuminated the room, casting a weak yellow circle over a desk covered with papers, a half-empty cup of tea, and a black notebook.

Clara placed the mirror beside the notebook and removed her coat.

She was twenty-four years old, though the last few years had taught her to appear older whenever necessary. Her hair fell loosely around her shoulders, and a faint crease remained between her eyebrows from concentrating on the distant window.

She opened the notebook.

On the first page was a handwritten list of dates, building numbers, and observations. Beneath it, someone had drawn a rough outline of the northern residential district. A small red mark identified the apartment building where Julian lived.

Beside the mark was a name.

JULIAN CROSS.

She looked at it for a long moment.

Then she turned to a fresh page and wrote the date.

First confirmed contact. Subject responded to visual signal. English comprehension confirmed. Name exchanged.

She paused, tapping the end of her pen against the paper.

The word subject looked wrong now.

Clara crossed it out and replaced it with Julian.

She closed the notebook when a knock sounded at the apartment door.

Three knocks, evenly spaced.

She waited.

A second series followed, this time quicker.

"Clara?" a man's voice called from the corridor. "Are you awake?"

She recognized it immediately.

Elias.

Clara slid the notebook beneath a stack of sheet music and moved the mirror away from the window. She checked the balcony curtains, ensuring that no light escaped through the gap, before crossing the room.

When she opened the door, Elias stood outside wearing a dark uniform beneath a civilian coat. He was tall, lean, and clean-shaven, with the kind of expression that made even ordinary questions sound like interrogations.

"You weren't answering," he said.

"I was playing."

He glanced past her into the apartment. "You don't own a piano."

"Not everyone needs one to practice."

"That's a clever answer."

"It's the only one I have."

Elias entered without waiting for an invitation. He looked around the room, taking in the papers, the tea, and the closed curtains. His gaze paused briefly at the desk.

"Did you make contact?"

Clara folded her arms. "With whom?"

"Don't do that."

"Then ask a question worth answering."

Elias studied her for several seconds. He had known her long enough to recognize when she was irritated, and longer still to know that irritation did not necessarily mean fear.

"Did you see anyone on the northern side?"

Clara met his eyes.

"No."

The answer came too quickly. She knew it as soon as she said it, and she saw that Elias knew it too.

He walked toward the window.

Clara did not move, but every muscle in her body tightened. The mirror was hidden, the notebook was covered, and the board she had used to write her messages was lying face down beneath the desk. There was nothing obvious to find.

Elias stopped beside the curtains.

"You should be careful with the light," he said. "The northern surveillance systems have improved."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Your father used to say that curiosity was the most expensive habit a person could develop."

Clara's expression hardened. "My father said many things."

"Some of them were worth remembering."

"Is that why you keep repeating them?"

Elias turned away from the window. For a moment, his face softened, though Clara could never tell whether the expression was genuine or simply another instrument he had learned to use.

"Your next appointment is tomorrow at nine. Don't be late."

"I know."

"And Clara?"

She looked at him.

"Whatever you think you're doing, remember that the people on the other side are not your friends."

The words settled between them.

Clara held his gaze until he finally left. She locked the door, waited for his footsteps to fade down the corridor, and returned to the desk.

She pulled the notebook from beneath the sheet music and opened it to the page with Julian's name.

For several seconds, she did nothing.

Then she added a small note beneath the record of their conversation.

He has no idea why I chose him.

Clara stared at the sentence before drawing a line beneath it.

She had expected the first contact to feel like a procedure, another step in a plan that had been prepared long before she had agreed to take part. She had expected to exchange the necessary information, establish a reliable channel, and move on to the next stage.

Instead, Julian had made her laugh.

It was an inconvenient detail.

She closed the notebook and slipped it into the bottom drawer of her desk. Then she returned to the balcony and opened the curtains by a few inches.

Across the wall, the northern apartment was still illuminated.

Julian was standing by the window.

He was holding a piece of paper, though he was no longer writing anything. He seemed to be waiting for her to return.

Clara lifted the mirror.

She sent one flash.

Then, after a moment's hesitation, she sent another.

A small light appeared in his window in response.

She watched it for several seconds before lowering the mirror.

There was no reason to smile.

She did anyway.

Julian was still at the window when his phone vibrated.

He looked down and saw a message from an unknown internal number. It contained no greeting, no explanation, and no indication of who had sent it.

Your access request for the eastern archive has been denied.

Julian frowned.

He had submitted no such request.

He read the message again, then opened the internal project portal. The access log showed an attempt made under his employee identification number at 18:42 that evening. The request had been denied by the security office.

At 18:42, he had been on his balcony, holding a mirror.

Someone had used his identification.

He checked the details. The requested file was listed under an unfamiliar code, followed by a location description.

SUBLEVEL 03 — HISTORICAL INFRASTRUCTURE RECORDS.

Julian felt the warmth leave his face.

He had never heard of Sublevel 03.

He opened the access history, but the record had already been restricted. A notification appeared across the screen, informing him that further attempts to view the file would be logged.

For several moments, he stared at the message without moving.

Then his phone vibrated again.

This time, it was Marek.

MAREK: Did you request access to the historical archive?

Julian looked toward the southern balcony. It was dark now, and Clara was nowhere to be seen.

He typed a reply.

JULIAN: No. Why?

The answer arrived almost immediately.

MAREK: Don't go near that file. And don't ask me about it tomorrow.

Julian read the message twice.

Outside, the surveillance lights continued their slow movement across the Great Divider. Somewhere beyond it, a woman he had met less than an hour ago was closing the curtains of her apartment, unaware that his name had just appeared in a restricted government record.

Or perhaps she was not unaware at all.

Julian returned to the window and looked toward the balcony where the first light had appeared the previous night.

He had thought he was beginning a conversation with a stranger.

Now he was no longer certain that the conversation had begun with him.
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Clara Voss had learned that silence could be more dangerous than a lie.

A lie required attention. It had to be constructed carefully, supported by details, and remembered well enough to survive the questions that followed. Silence was easier. People often filled it with whatever explanation made them most comfortable, and in the South, where every conversation carried the possibility of being overheard, comfort was a luxury few people could afford.

Clara had become very good at saying nothing.

The following morning, she stood in front of the narrow mirror above her bedroom sink, fastening the buttons of a dark blue coat. Her reflection looked tired. She had slept for perhaps three hours, waking twice to check the balcony and once because she thought she had heard footsteps outside her apartment. The second time she checked the window, she had found nothing but rain running down the glass.

On her desk, the black notebook remained locked inside the bottom drawer.

She had considered destroying it more than once. The sensible part of her knew that keeping a written record of the operation was unnecessary and dangerous. Every name, date, and observation existed somewhere in a system controlled by people who did not forgive mistakes. A notebook could become evidence. Evidence could become a confession, even when its owner had never intended to confess anything.

Yet she had kept it.

Perhaps because it was the only place where she could write what she actually thought.

Clara tied her hair back, took a worn leather bag from the chair, and checked the time. Eight fifteen. Her appointment with Elias was at nine, and the southern streets were unpredictable in the morning. The electricity might fail, the checkpoints might close without warning, or the transport system might decide that a neighborhood had become temporarily inaccessible.

In Veyra, even being late could look like a political statement.

Before leaving, she returned to the desk and opened the drawer. She removed the notebook, turned to the page with Julian's name, and studied the small red mark beside his building number.

JULIAN CROSS — NORTHERN RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT.

The file had described him as an architect employed by the Northern Urban Planning Authority. Twenty-six years old. No known political affiliations. No criminal record. A father listed as deceased. A mother whose records were incomplete.

There had been a photograph, too.

Clara remembered looking at it for the first time. Julian had been standing outside a government building, wearing a dark jacket and looking directly at the camera with the expression of someone who had been interrupted in the middle of an unpleasant thought. He did not look particularly dangerous. He did not look particularly important.

That had been the point.

She had chosen him because he had access to the plans, because his family history connected him to the old infrastructure project, and because the people who had prepared the operation believed he could be persuaded to search for the tunnels.

They had not selected him because of his smile.

Clara closed the notebook.

That was a thought she did not intend to examine.

The Southern Records and Cultural Archive occupied what had once been a public library. Its stone façade was stained by decades of rain, and the large windows on the upper floors had been covered with protective metal screens. A faded inscription above the entrance still carried the words Knowledge Belongs to Everyone. Someone had tried to remove it years ago, but the letters remained visible beneath the paint.

Clara arrived at eight forty-seven.

A guard at the entrance scanned her identification card and glanced at the bag hanging from her shoulder. He was young, with a pale scar beneath his left eye and a bored expression that suggested he had been assigned to the building as punishment.

"You're early," he said.

"Should I come back later?"

He looked at her, unsure whether she was joking. "No. Go ahead."

Inside, the archive smelled of dust, old paper, and damp stone. The main reading room was almost empty. A woman in a grey sweater sat behind the reception desk, sorting documents into separate trays. Two students occupied a table near the window, whispering over a stack of government-issued textbooks.

Clara nodded to the receptionist and continued down the corridor.

Her office was on the second floor, in a room that had once been used for cataloguing historical maps. The walls were lined with shelves, and a large wooden cabinet stood beneath the only window. A small electric heater sat beside her desk, though it had stopped working properly before winter began.

She placed her bag on the chair and switched on the computer.

The screen took almost a minute to load.

Clara opened the archive's public database and began reviewing the morning's assigned records. Most of her work involved verifying old documents, correcting damaged catalogue entries, and preparing approved materials for public access. It was not difficult work, but it required patience. She had always liked the archive for that reason. Paper did not interrupt her, did not ask questions, and did not pretend to understand things it had never experienced.

People were less reliable.

At nine precisely, Elias entered the room.

He had removed his civilian coat and was now wearing the dark uniform of the Southern Intelligence Directorate. A silver insignia sat above his left breast pocket. He carried a thin folder, which he placed on Clara's desk without greeting her.

"Your report."

Clara continued typing. "Good morning to you, too."

"Don't start."

"I'm not starting anything."

"Then answer the question. Did you make contact?"

She finished the line she was writing before turning toward him. "Yes."

Elias pulled out the chair opposite her and sat down.

"Describe it."

"Visual contact. Two evenings. No names beyond first names. No personal details."

"You exchanged names?"

"He gave me his first name. I gave him mine."

Elias opened the folder. "You were instructed to establish a communication channel, not to introduce yourselves."

"Would you have preferred that I send him a government identification number?"

"I would have preferred that you followed the plan."

Clara leaned back. "The plan required him to respond. He did. A name makes the next exchange easier."

"Names create attachments."

"Only if people remember them."

Elias looked up from the folder. His expression remained calm, but Clara recognized the warning in his eyes.

"Do you find this amusing?"

"No."

"Then stop behaving as if it is."

He removed a photograph from the folder and placed it on the desk. It showed the northern apartment building from a distant surveillance angle. Several windows were illuminated, but one had been marked with a small white circle.

Julian's apartment.

"His identification number was used to request access to Sublevel Three yesterday evening," Elias said.

Clara kept her face still.

"Did he request it?"

"Apparently not."

"Then someone used his credentials."

"That is what we're trying to establish."

"Why are you asking me?"

"Because the timing is interesting. The request appeared less than an hour after your first confirmed contact."

Clara glanced at the photograph. "You think the two events are connected?"

"I think coincidence is a convenient word people use when they don't have enough information."

"Then you should collect more information."

Elias closed the folder. "We are doing that."

He stood and walked toward the shelves. His attention moved across the old map cabinets, the reference books, and the locked storage room at the end of the corridor.

"Your father used to work here," he said.

Clara looked down at her screen. "I know."

"He believed the archive was the only institution in the South that still had a chance of preserving the truth."

"My father believed many things."

"He was right about some of them."

"Is that why you keep bringing him up?"

Elias turned. "Because you keep pretending you don't know what he left behind."

For a moment, the room seemed smaller.

Clara's fingers rested on the keyboard, motionless. She could hear the low hum of the computer and the faint movement of people in the corridor outside.

"What exactly do you think he left behind?" she asked.

Elias watched her carefully. "You tell me."

She returned her attention to the screen. "I have work to do."

He did not answer immediately. Then he picked up his folder and moved toward the door.

"Don't confuse the fact that you're useful with the idea that you're free to make your own decisions," he said. "Those are two very different things."

When he left, Clara waited until his footsteps had disappeared before allowing herself to breathe properly.

She looked at the photograph again.

Someone had accessed the northern archive using Julian's credentials. The operation's first stage had not yet required him to request anything, and she had certainly not instructed anyone to use his identification. If the attempt had come from the Southern Directorate, Elias would know. If it had come from the North, the security office would already be investigating.

There was another possibility.

Someone else knew about the tunnels.

Clara folded the photograph and placed it inside the folder. Then she opened the archive database and searched for a file she had not accessed in several weeks.

THE VEYRA INFRASTRUCTURE AGREEMENT — ORIGINAL RECORDS.

The screen displayed a notice stating that the documents were restricted.

Clara stared at the message.

Her father had once told her that the truth was rarely hidden in a single document. It was scattered across dozens of ordinary things, waiting for someone patient enough to notice how they fit together.

She had never understood why he sounded so certain.

Now she wondered whether he had been trying to warn her.

At eleven thirty, Clara left her office and went down to the basement.

The archive's lower level was colder than the floors above. Old radiators lined the walls, and the fluorescent lights flickered whenever the ventilation system started. The basement contained boxes of damaged books, outdated newspapers, and records that had been transferred from government departments during the first years of the division.

Most of the material had never been catalogued properly.

Clara preferred it that way.

She passed the storage shelves and stopped in front of a narrow door at the end of the corridor. A brass label identified the room as Historical Materials — Restricted Access. She took a key from her bag and opened it.

Inside, the air smelled of paper and metal. Shelves covered three walls, and a long table stood beneath a ceiling light. At the far end of the room was a wooden cabinet with a broken handle.

Clara crossed to it and removed a small envelope from behind a row of old municipal registers.

The envelope was yellowed at the edges. Her father's handwriting appeared across the front.

For Clara. When you are old enough to ask the right question.

She had found it two years earlier, hidden among documents that had been scheduled for destruction. She had read it so many times that she could almost recite every word, but she still returned to it whenever she felt uncertain.

She opened the envelope.

Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded twice. There were no explanations, no instructions, and no comforting words. Only a short message written in the same precise handwriting she remembered from childhood.

If you ever find yourself standing between two sides that both claim to be right, do not ask which one deserves your loyalty. Ask who benefits from keeping them apart.

Below the sentence was a drawing.

Two small circles, separated by a thick line. Beneath the line, a narrow passage connected the circles.

Clara turned the paper over.

Three numbers had been written on the back.

03 — 17 — 09.

She had never discovered what they referred to.

For a long time, she had assumed they were coordinates, perhaps a reference to an old map. Later, she wondered whether they were dates. She had searched the archive's public records and every document she could access without triggering an
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