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Chapter1: The Black Fin Sinks Before the Bell
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The first thing wrong with the sea was the silence.

Not the quiet kind. Not the kind dockworkers cursed at before a storm, when gulls vanished and ropes stopped creaking because every man on the pier was holding his breath.

This was cleaner than that.

Dead-clean.

I stood under the belly of the Seraphim with a wrench in one hand and a listening tube pressed against the copper throat of the maintenance board. The board clicked, sighed, spat blue sparks from a cracked insulator, then settled back into its usual bad temper.

Above me, eleven cars of polished whitewood, brass rails, velvet seats, prayer glass, and noble money slept in the lantern haze of Gateharbor Station. Below me, beneath the inspection grates, the Lathar Sea lay black between the bridge pylons.

The Seraphim’s mage furnace had not been lit yet, but the whole train still hummed faintly from stored barrier charge. It ran through my boots and up my shins, a low, steady tremor.

Steady was good.

Steady meant the sea stayed under us.

I adjusted the rune dial on the communication board until the needle found the night maintenance band.

Static hissed.

Then a man’s voice broke through, thin and wet with distance.

“Gateharbor maintenance, this is Oran Pell at Seventh Sea-Gate Pylon. Do you read?”

I straightened.

Nobody called from Seventh Pylon before dawn unless something had gone wrong.

I reached past the hanging oilcloths and slapped the response plate with two fingers. The rune lit under my touch.

“Gateharbor maintenance reads you,” I said. “This is Sena Cross, lower service bay. Say again.”

A pause. Wind pushed against Oran’s line. Not hard wind. Open-sea wind. The kind that found every gap in a man’s coat.

“Sena? Where’s Chief Morn?”

“Sleeping in the forward crew room, unless the station master finally killed him with paperwork. What’s wrong?”

The board clicked three times. I heard Oran breathe before he answered.

“Got a mark on the east face of Seventh.”

I looked toward the wall map bolted above the tool racks. Eleven red beads marked the Seraphim’s cars. A blue glass thread showed the Sea-Gate Line stretching out from the mainland, over the Lathar Sea, through the pylon fields, and toward the island chain beyond dawn’s reach.

Seventh Pylon sat far out near the deep water bend.

Too far for a casual inspection. Too far for a nervous report.

“What kind of mark?” I asked.

“Not corrosion.”

My grip tightened on the wrench.

The night crew liked understatements. If a man said not corrosion, he meant the stone had either cracked, melted, or grown teeth.

“Impact?”

“No. I know impact. This is...” He swallowed. The line caught the sound too clearly. “Sena, it’s a bite.”

I stared at the board.

Behind me, Niko’s jacket hung from a hook, still dripping rain from his earlier platform run. Beside it, three furnace gauges sat in neat rows, all dark. The Seraphim had not moved. The station had not opened its gates. Nobles had not yet raised their crystal cups. Priests had not yet thrown blue salt.

Still, my palms went damp.

“Say size.”

Oran laughed once. It sounded wrong. Short. Airless.

“You’ll think I’ve been drinking.”

“Say size.”

“Upper arc is eight feet across. Lower gouge runs under the support band. I can’t see the full depth without dropping the cradle.”

I turned to the second board and pulled the pylon inspection drawer open. Each bridge support had its own set of brass tabs, inked logs, barrier readings, old repair notes. Seventh’s tab stuck halfway out, warped from damp. I yanked it free.

“Any fracture in the barrier ribs?”

“Not on the gauge. But the bone core’s exposed.”

I stopped moving.

The wrench slipped in my hand and knocked against the board.

Ancient sea-beast bone did not expose easily. It was wrapped in charmstone, black iron, three bands of warded cement, and enough official confidence to make a minister smile on inspection day. I had seen cracked outer casings. I had seen salt rot. I had seen old binding lines leak pale light like pus.

I had never heard a maintenance man calmly say the bone core was exposed.

“Oran, pull back from the pylon.”

“I’m on the service cradle.”

“Then bring the cradle in.”

“I need the image crystal to catch this first.”

“No, you don’t.”

Static scraped through the line. Something clanged on his end, metal tapping metal in the wind.

“Sena,” he said, lower now, “there are no fish.”

I looked down through the grate.

Between the station pylons, the sea held the lantern reflections without a ripple. Usually, night fish flashed in the barrier glow. Silverbacks. Needle eels. Harbor fry thick as spilled filings. Even in winter, even in bad weather, the water under Gateharbor moved with life.

Tonight, nothing crossed the blue shimmer under the rails.

Not one flicker.

I turned the listening tube toward the open vent and held my breath.

No gulls.

No fish slap.

No distant whale call.

Only the train’s sleeping charge and Oran’s thin breathing through copper.

“Get off the cradle,” I said.

“I’m sending visual.”

The board’s center crystal shivered and clouded. Blue static swarmed inside it, then cleared into a grainy view from a pylon lantern.

Seventh Pylon rose out of black water, huge and pale, its surface banded in iron. The inspection cradle hung beside it like a child’s toy basket, lamps swinging in the wind. A man’s gloved hand moved across the image, holding the crystal steady.

Then he angled it down.

The bite filled the glass.

For half a breath, my eyes refused to make sense of it. The marks were too clean. Too spaced. Curved gouges bit through ward-cement and charmstone, each one wide as my forearm. Along the lower edge, splintered white showed through.

Bone.

Ancient bone, shaved open like soft wood.

“Do you see it?” Oran asked.

I leaned closer until my forehead nearly touched the crystal.

Fresh edges. No algae in the cracks. No salt bloom. No old darkening.

New.

“Oran,” I said, keeping my voice flat because flat voices kept men alive longer than frightened ones. “Cradle in. Now.”

“I just need one more angle under the—”

The line knocked.

Not a sound through the air. A hit. It came through the pylon, through the cradle, through the crystal mount, and into the communication board as a deep, ugly thud.

The image lurched.

Oran cursed. Metal screamed. His lantern swung wild, throwing light over black water, white pylon, black water again.

“What was that?” I asked.

No answer.

“Oran.”

“Something hit the lower strut.”

“Bring the cradle in.”

“The winch jammed.”

I dropped the wrench into my belt loop and shoved the pylon drawer aside. My fingers found the emergency relay key. Seventh Pylon’s maintenance cradle had a remote recall if the line held and the winch gear had not snapped. Not fast. Not gentle. But better than leaving a man hanging over open water.

The key stuck.

Of course it stuck.

I braced my boot against the bottom rail and twisted until the metal bit into my palm.

The key turned.

On the crystal, the cradle jerked upward half a foot, then stopped so hard the image blurred.

Oran shouted. Not words. Just sound.

“What’s caught?” I snapped.

“I can’t see—wait.”

The crystal tilted down.

The sea below the cradle was no longer flat.

A bulge moved under it.

Not a wave. Waves ran with wind. This rose against the wind, long and smooth, pushing the lantern reflections aside. The black water lifted in a line thick enough to be a roofbeam.

My mouth dried.

The bulge sank.

For two heartbeats, the sea went still again.

Then a fin cut through the water beyond the pylon.

It was black. Not dark blue, not shadowed gray. Black like wet coal, tall enough that the lantern light caught along one edge and slid off.

It moved without haste.

The fin passed through the outer ring of barrier glow and vanished under the cradle.

Oran whispered something I could not catch.

The board needle jumped.

“Oran, do not move,” I said.

My own voice sounded too close in the service bay. Too small for the water under that man.

He breathed. Once. Twice.

Something struck the pylon from below.

The whole communication board bucked against my hand. A warning bell rang once from the barrier panel, then choked on its own clapper. The crystal filled with white spray. The pylon lantern snapped sideways and went dark.

“Oran!”

His line crackled. A boot scraped metal. The image came back tilted on its side.

I saw the cradle rail bent inward.

I saw Oran’s gloved fingers locked around the crystal bracket.

I saw water falling upward across the glass because the whole cradle was swinging out and down.

Behind it, in the black below, something pale opened and closed.

Not a full shape. Not enough to name. A curve of gray-white underside. A row of triangular flashes. Water bursting around a moving wall of flesh.

The crystal shrieked with feedback.

I slapped the emergency relay again. “Seventh cradle, recall! Recall!”

The mechanism answered from the board with a dead red blink.

Line tension lost.

Oran’s voice came back in pieces.

“—not a storm—Sena, tell—tell Vale—Seventh is—”

Another hit.

The sound went through my ribs.

The image spun. Lantern light caught the pylon face one last time. The bite marks flashed bright. The service cradle tore loose from its upper rail.

The crystal showed open sea.

A black fin crossed the lower edge of the image.

Then the feed cut to static.

I stood with my hand on the relay key until the brass burned cold against my skin.

“Oran,” I said.

Static.

“Oran Pell, answer.”

The board spat one blue spark.

“Seventh Pylon, answer.”

Nothing.

I turned every listening dial along the maintenance band. Fifth Pylon gave me sleepy signal hum. Sixth gave me wind. Eighth’s marker clicked steady and bored. Seventh gave me a flat, open hiss that sounded too much like breath dragged through teeth.

I tried the harbor station band.

“Gateharbor central, lower service bay,” I said. “I have lost contact with Oran Pell at Seventh. Possible pylon breach. Possible—”

My tongue stopped.

Possible what?

Shark?

Sea beast?

Old story with teeth?

I looked at the inspection crystal. It still flickered with dead snow.

“Possible structural attack,” I said. “Request immediate hold on Seraphim departure and senior review.”

The answer came after a delay.

“Lower service bay, repeat your authority.”

I stared at the speaker grille.

“My authority?”

“Confirm rank.”

“Sena Cross. Lower maintenance crew.”

Another pause. Papers moved somewhere far above my pay.

“Where is Chief Engineer Morn?”

“Not at the board.”

“Where is Captain Vale?”

“Preparing departure ceremony, I assume. Wake whoever you need. Seventh Pylon just lost a cradle.”

“Was there confirmed weather damage?”

“No.”

“Confirmed collision from vessel traffic?”

I looked through the grate again at the empty sea.

“No.”

“Then hold for review.”

“I said request immediate hold.”

“And I said hold for review. Do not flood the command band with unverified panic before a royal-route departure.”

The line clicked off.

For a moment, I could hear my own teeth press together.

I ripped the pylon tab from the drawer, tucked it under my arm, and shoved away from the board.

The service bay ran the width of the train’s underside, cramped with pipes, charge cables, folding ladders, valve wheels, buckets of sealant, and men’s forgotten mugs. Most nights it smelled of oil, hot dust, and damp wool. Tonight the air had a sour bite, like old brine pulled up from deep cracks.

I crossed to the inner stairs and climbed two at a time.

Halfway up, the Seraphim woke.

Not the furnace. Not yet.

The passenger lights bloomed first, one row after another, white and gold through the thin seams around the floor panels. Somewhere forward, a string ensemble tested a bright little run of notes. Wheels shifted on their locking charms. The forward control car sent three polite chimes through the body of the train.

Departure preparation.

My shoulder hit the hatch harder than I meant it to. It opened into the crew corridor behind the service galley. Warm air rolled over me, carrying butter, polished wood, perfume, and prayer incense.

Too clean.

Too bright.

A junior porter nearly dropped a tray of blue salt bowls when he saw me.

“Miss Cross, you can’t come through here in work boots. The white carpets—”

“Where’s Vale?”

He blinked. “Captain Vale?”

“No, the other man everyone salutes while pretending not to sweat.”

His mouth opened and closed.

I pushed past him.

The Seraphim’s lower crew corridor fed into a narrow viewing slit beside the platform. Through the glass, Gateharbor Station shone like a festival shrine. Flags snapped over the main arch. Noble guests in white-trimmed coats and pearl hairpins moved toward the forward cars under umbrellas held by servants. Merchants laughed too loudly near the gold-ringed entrance. Priests in sea-blue robes stood in a line beside ceremonial salt basins.

At the far front, Captain Marius Vale stood on the carpeted platform, silver baton tucked under one arm, black uniform perfect from collar to boot.

Of course he looked perfect.

Men like Vale could stand in front of a fire and make the smoke apologize.

I slammed my palm against the corridor door release.

It did not open.

Restricted during ceremony.

I dug my service key from my belt.

A hand caught my wrist.

“Careful,” Niko said. “You break that lock, Elric will make you sleep in the coal drawer.”

I turned on him.

Niko Veyne stood with his sleeves rolled, sandy hair still damp, smile already half-formed. It was the kind of smile that got him forgiven by cooks, inspectors, widows, and once by a dock guard whose boot he had accidentally nailed to a plank.

It faded when he saw my face.

“What happened?”

“Seventh Pylon lost a cradle. Oran Pell’s gone.”

His fingers tightened around my wrist, then let go.

“Gone how?”

“I don’t know.”

That was not true enough, and he heard it.

His eyes flicked toward the maintenance board hatch below us. “Sea took him?”

“Something hit the pylon. Something big.”

Niko’s throat moved.

“Big like drift whale?”

“Drift whales don’t leave teeth in bridge bone.”

For one breath, all his usual noise vanished. No joke. No shrug. No quick answer.

Then he looked toward the platform.

“Did central hold departure?”

“They asked my rank.”

“Damn it.”

I shoved the key into the door lock.

Niko lowered his voice. “Sena.”

“Don’t.”

“You go out there with half a report and no chief behind you, Vale will bury it before you finish talking.”

“I have the visual feed.”

“Then get Elric.”

“There’s no time.”

“There’s never time when you’re angry.”

I turned the key. The lock clicked.

Niko grabbed the door edge before I could open it. “Listen to me. If you accuse command of ignoring a pylon breach during the anniversary run, in front of white-crown passengers, they’ll call it insubordination before they call it danger.”

“Then help me make it louder.”

His jaw worked.

Behind the glass, Vale lifted his baton. The platform quieted in a practiced wave. Priests raised silver bowls of blue salt. A woman in a fur-lined cloak laughed softly as a servant adjusted her gloves.

Niko did not move.

Something in my chest pressed inward, small and sharp.

“Fine,” I said.

I pulled the pylon tab from under my arm and shoved it against his chest. He took it by reflex.

“If I get dragged off the platform, bring that to Elric.”

“Sena—”

I opened the door.

Ceremony noise hit me at once. Applause. Strings. Polite station bells. The sea beyond the platform arches sat black and smooth under the barrier lights, pretending it had not just swallowed a man.

A few passengers turned when I stepped onto the edge of the white carpet. Work boots tracked grease across the silver border. A noble boy stared at the wrench on my belt like it might bite him.

Vale saw me before I reached the first brass post.

His smile did not change. That was the worst part.

He finished his sentence to the crowd, something about courage, engineering, the crown, and fifteen years of safe passage. The words slid past me like oil over water.

I kept walking.

Sir Garrick Thorne shifted from beside the forward steps. Armor under a formal cloak. Sword at his hip. Eyes already measuring which of my bones would be easiest to break without upsetting the ceremony.

Vale lowered the baton just enough.

“Miss Cross,” he said, voice warm enough for the guests and sharp enough for me. “The crew entrance is not through the honored platform.”

“Seventh Pylon is damaged.”

A ripple moved through the nearest porters. Not the nobles. They heard the tone before the words.

Vale’s smile held. “Maintenance concerns are to be brought through the proper chain.”

“Oran Pell reported fresh bite marks in the pylon casing. Bone core exposed. Then his cradle dropped.”

The baton stilled.

Only for a blink.

“Lower your voice,” Vale said.

A priest scattered blue salt into a ceremonial brazier. It hissed and burned with sea-green flame.

“He’s not answering,” I said. “The line went dead after impact. I saw the feed.”

Garrick stepped closer. “This area is restricted.”

“Then restrict the train from leaving.”

The noble boy’s mother drew him back. Someone whispered. A merchant laughed once, uncertain and too loud.

Vale’s eyes cooled.

“Miss Cross, grief for a colleague can distort judgment.”

I stared at him.

Grief had not reached me yet. There was no room for it. Not with the image of the bent cradle rail still bright behind my eyes. Not with the sea sitting so still beyond the arches.

“Pull the feed,” I said. “Now. Before the furnace lights.”

Vale leaned closer, still smiling for the passengers.

“Return below.”

“No.”

Garrick’s hand closed around my upper arm.

My body moved before my temper did. I twisted into the grip, hooked my boot behind his polished shin, and stopped just short of putting a knight on the anniversary carpet in front of half the kingdom’s donors.

His fingers dug harder.

“Try it,” he murmured.

I looked at Vale, not him. “If the furnace vibration reaches Seventh and that pylon is compromised—”

“Enough.”

The word cracked like a baton on rail.

The platform fell quiet.

Vale turned to the crowd with a softened face.

“Anxieties run high among those who labor unseen to make wonders possible,” he said. “Let us thank our diligent crew for their vigilance.”

Applause stirred, confused but obedient.

My skin went hot.

Vale looked back at me and lowered his voice.

“One more word and I will have you confined to the service bay for the duration of the journey.”

Before I could answer, the station’s first departure bell rang.

Deep bronze. Clean. Beautiful.

It rolled through Gateharbor Station and out over the black water.

My stomach dropped.

The Seraphim answered under my feet.

Far below, in the furnace car, the ignition charms began their sequence. Not full burn yet. A waking growl. Low, layered, familiar.

Except beneath the proper hum, something dragged.

A rough note.

Hungry metal. Bad alignment. Or a vibration the gauge would not admit.

I felt it through the soles of my boots.

Then, faint through the open platform arches, another sound came from the sea.

Not a splash.

Not a wave.

A long pressure against water, too far out to see.

I turned toward the dark.

For a moment, past the station lights and the first stretch of transparent rail, the sea beyond the pylons lifted in a narrow black line.

A fin broke the surface.

It crossed the barrier glow once, slow and silent.

Then it sank before the second bell began to ring.
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The second bell was still ringing when Garrick Thorne dragged me off the white carpet.

He did not throw me. That would have made a scene. Men like him never wasted violence when control looked cleaner.

His fingers stayed locked around my arm, hard enough to leave marks through the sleeve, while he guided me toward the crew door with a smile stiffened onto his face. Captain Vale returned to the front of the platform as if I had been no more than a loose ribbon blown across the ceremony.

The fin was gone.

The sea beyond the station arches lay smooth again, black under the barrier lamps. If I shouted about what I had seen, half the passengers would look, see nothing, and remember only a dirty-booted mechanic ruining their anniversary departure.

Garrick shoved me through the crew door.

Niko caught my shoulder before I hit the corridor wall.

“Easy,” he said.

I knocked his hand away. “Don’t.”

He looked at my arm, then at the closed door. “You saw something.”

“So did you.”

“I saw water move.”

“It was a fin.”

His mouth tightened, but he did not say no.

From the platform, Vale’s voice carried through the polished panels, softened by brass and velvet.

“By the grace of the crown, the skill of our engineers, and the blessing of the sea, the Sea-Gate Express Seraphim now begins her fifteenth anniversary journey.”

Applause rose.

Under it, far below, the mage furnace turned another notch awake.

The hum crawled through the corridor floor.

Niko glanced down. “That’s rough.”

“You hear it?”

“I’d have to be dead not to.”

“Then back me up.”

He rubbed one hand over his jaw. There was grease under his thumb. “With Vale? Right now?”

“With anyone who can stop the furnace from coming up to full output.”

The third bell rang.

The Seraphim’s wheel charms answered in sequence, front to back. Soft clicks ran under the cars like knuckles tapping bone.

Too late for ceremony. Not too late for brake lock.

I pushed past Niko and took the service stairs down.

The lower corridor narrowed into pipe-shadow and warm metal. Every step deeper stripped away the perfume and music from above. By the time we reached the main service bay, the air tasted like oil, old salt, and heated copper.

That was where I belonged.

Not because I liked it. Because the train made sense down here. Valves did what pressure told them. Bolts held until rust or bad work made them fail. Pipes did not smile while hiding cracks.

Elric Morn stood at the furnace gauge board with his coat half-buttoned and his gray hair flattened on one side from sleep. He had one hand pressed against the resonance pipe.

He did not look at us when we came in.

“I heard central band traffic,” he said. “Tell me clean.”

I pulled the pylon tab from Niko’s hand and slapped it on the board. “Oran Pell reported fresh bite marks at Seventh Pylon. Bone core exposed. No fish in the water. Cradle line lost after something hit the lower strut. Visual feed showed a black fin.”

Elric’s fingers stopped on the pipe.

Only for a moment.

Then he turned the nearest dial and watched the needle wobble.

“Size?”

“Bite arc around eight feet, maybe more. I only saw part of it.”

Niko leaned against the tool rack but kept looking at the floor. “She tried to tell Vale.”

“I know what she tried.” Elric’s voice stayed flat. “Did he order a hold?”

“No,” I said. “He ordered me below.”

The furnace gave a deeper cough.

All three of us looked at the central gauge.

The ignition needle climbed from blue to pale gold. Proper warm-up range. The sound did not match it. There was a drag beneath the note, a slow scrape too low for the ear unless the body caught it first.

I stepped to the side panel and opened the resonance vent.

Heat breathed over my face.

“Fuel feed?” Elric asked.

“Stable,” Niko said, already at the left gauge.

“Barrier draw?”

I checked the glass tube. “Higher than it should be while still docked.”

“How much?”

“Seven points over.”

Elric swore under his breath.

That frightened me more than the number. Elric swore at people, tools, rain, station tea, noble timetables, and the crown’s inspection forms. He did not swear at gauges unless the gauge had told the truth.

He reached for the command speaking tube.

Captain Vale’s voice came through before Elric could speak.

“Chief Morn. Your lower crew has already interrupted the departure platform once. I expect there will not be a second disturbance.”

Elric’s hand closed around the tube.

“Captain, the furnace is drawing heavy against barrier before track transfer. We need to delay full output and inspect the pylon logs.”

“Noted.”

“That means hold us.”

“No. That means keep your crew focused. The Seraphim is already cleared.”

I stepped closer. “Captain, Seventh is not answering.”

A thin pause.

“Miss Cross, I do not recall inviting you into this conversation.”

I grabbed the tube. Elric did not stop me fast enough.

“Oran Pell is gone,” I said. “You have a dead maintenance man and a damaged pylon on your route.”

Niko hissed my name.

Vale’s reply came softer.

“A man is not dead until recovered or confirmed.”

“Then recover him.”

“The sea below Seventh is outside immediate station reach.”

“Because you’re sending us toward it.”

Elric took the tube from my hand.

“Captain,” he said, each word ground down, “I recommend reduced output and a standby inspection run before we clear the inner pylons.”

“The board has noble guests, royal observers, temple delegates, and investors aboard. The crown expects a clean anniversary passage. We will not delay for unconfirmed damage reported through a junior mechanic’s panic.”

Panic.

My hand found the edge of the gauge board. I pressed until the brass lip cut into my palm.

Elric’s eyes flicked toward me.

“We can compensate from below,” Vale continued. “That is what maintenance is for.”

The line clicked closed.

The furnace entered second burn.

The service bay filled with low golden light.

Above us, the Seraphim moved.

Not fast at first. She eased forward like something too expensive to hurry. The wheel charms released from station lock with a series of clear chimes. Through the side slit, the platform began sliding backward. White gloves waved. Blue salt burned. Musicians played louder as the station’s brass gates opened onto the first transparent span.

The Lathar Sea waited beyond.

I stood with the speaking tube still swinging beside my face.

Niko moved first. He always did when silence got too sharp.

“Right,” he said, clapping his hands once. “If command wants us to keep this miracle from falling into the water, I vote we do that before Sena murders a decorated officer with a wrench.”

I looked at him.

He lifted both hands. “Not saying he wouldn’t deserve the wrench.”

Elric pointed at the furnace board. “Niko, check lateral stabilizers six through eight. Sena, aft barrier relays. If the draw climbs another five points, I want to know before the glass cracks.”

“What about Seventh?” I asked.

“We reach the first sea span in three minutes. Seventh is hours out.” Elric’s face did not soften. “Keep the train alive until I can force Vale to look at the feed.”

“That thing hit before full burn.”

“I know.”

“Then full burn is a dinner bell.”

Elric’s eyes stayed on mine.

For a second, I thought he would tell me not to use sea stories in an engine room.

He did not.

“Then listen harder than it does,” he said.

That was as close to permission as I was going to get.

I took my tool belt from the rack, added a coil of seal-wire, two spare relay chips, and a blue-glass meter, then ducked into the aft crawlway.

The Seraphim’s service passages ran under and beside the passenger cars, narrow enough in places that my shoulder scraped charmstone. Every few yards, a little viewing grate gave me pieces of the world above.

Gold shoes under the merchant car tables.

A priest’s robe hem brushing the floor of the prayer car.

White carpet in the noble car, so thick it swallowed footfalls.

Then the sound of crystal cups.

A toast began above me as I crawled under the white-crown car.

“To the Sea-Gate Line,” a man said. Smooth voice. Old money in every rounded word. “To progress over superstition.”

Laughter answered him.

Another voice, a woman’s, soft and careful. “Father.”

The man ignored the warning in it. “No, Celia, let us be honest on a day of triumph. Our grandparents feared the Lathar. They prayed at every tide pool and begged permission from waves. We build bridges.”

A polite murmur followed.

I twisted around a support pipe and checked the relay box under their floor. White-crown car had triple barrier reinforcement. Clean stones. Proper glow. No corrosion. Whoever sat above me could spill wine during a storm and never feel the wind.

The relay box hummed perfectly.

Of course it did.

I moved on.

The gold-ring car had double reinforcement and fresh charm seals. A merchant complained about the price of island pearls. Someone else praised the view. The sea beyond the windows was still mostly station light, flat and safe-looking.

Under the prayer car, the air cooled. Blue prayer glass changed the color of the barrier shine, making my hands look drowned. Brother Tolan Rusk’s voice drifted down through the floor.

“O Nerevas, keeper of tide and bone, accept our salt and guide our passage.”

A hundred passengers murmured after him.

I had heard dockworkers pray like they were speaking to a dangerous neighbor. Tolan prayed like he expected the sea to stand at attention.

I checked the prayer car relay. Stable, but the auxiliary breaker had a temple seal over the inspection latch. I frowned and rubbed grime off the mark.

No maintenance stamp.

I marked it with chalk and kept moving.

By the food car, warmth spilled through the seams. Pans clanged. Someone shouted for more honeyed citrus. A cook cursed in three languages and dropped something heavy.

The furnace hum deepened again.

My teeth caught it before the meter did.

I pulled the blue-glass meter free and pressed it to the floor rib.

The needle trembled.

Not upward. Sideways.

That should not happen.

I tapped the glass.

The needle steadied, then jerked sideways again, as if something outside the train had tugged the sound through the metal.

“Lower service to furnace board,” I said into my belt-link. “I’m getting lateral resonance under the dining car.”

Static answered.

Then Niko. “How bad?”

“Bad enough to make the meter lie.”

“That’s rude of it.”

“Niko.”

“I’m checking six through eight. Stabilizers are tight. Draw still high, but not cracking.”

“Do you hear the low drag?”

A pause.

“Yeah.”

Something in his voice made me stop with one hand on the next hatch.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Niko.”

“I said I hear it.”

He cut the link.

I stared at the dark little speaking rune until the glow dimmed.

Then the crawlway opened into a wider service junction behind the gray-seat car.

Noise changed there.

The front cars carried laughter, silverware, music, prayer. The gray-seat car carried babies fussing, boots shifting, bags dragged under benches, nervous coughs, cheap wool damp from rain. Not misery. Not yet. Just people packed closer together while the expensive cars ahead stretched their legs.

I stepped out of the service hatch and into the aisle because the relay box sat behind a panel some designer had decided should be accessible only by annoying everyone in the cheapest seats.

A man pulled his knees back to let me pass. An old woman clutched a basket of onions. Two students stared at my tool belt. A boy tried to see through the tiny porthole and gave up.

“Maintenance,” I said, kneeling at the wall panel. “Mind your toes.”

The screws were painted over. I hated decorative paint.

I dug the tip of my knife under the first screw and cracked the seal.

A small voice near my shoulder said, “Are you fixing the train?”

I turned.

A girl with dark braids and a coat too thin for sea travel stood in the aisle, holding a cloth rabbit by one ear. Ten, maybe. Her eyes were too wide, but not because of me. Children listened to floors better than adults did.

“Trying to,” I said.

“My mama says it sounds sick.”

Behind her, a woman rose halfway from a bench. Tired face. Red hands. The kind of hands that had packed crates, scrubbed pots, and pulled a child away from hot stoves more than once.

“Mina,” the woman said. “Don’t bother the crew.”

“She’s not bothering me.”

The girl looked at my wrench. “Do trains get sick?”

“Everything with a furnace gets sick if people ignore the cough.”

The woman’s mouth twitched, almost a smile.

“I’m Rosa Quill,” she said. “This is Mina. We’re headed to Bellweather Isle.”

“New work?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Rosa’s fingers settled on Mina’s shoulder. “New start.”

That was an answer with a locked door behind it.

Mina leaned closer to the open panel. “Can you make it better before we go over the deep part?”

My hand stilled on the relay chip.

“Who told you there’s a deep part?”

She pointed to the porthole. “A man on the platform said the middle sea has no bottom.”

Rosa gave a small embarrassed breath. “Porters say things to scare children.”

“No,” I said, fitting the meter clamps to the relay. “The sea has a bottom. Some parts just don’t like being measured.”

Mina considered that.

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Like being measured.”

Rosa’s eyes widened. “Mina.”

I laughed once, quiet and dry. It surprised me on the way out.

“No,” I said. “I bite.”

Mina smiled for half a second.

The relay meter chirped.

I looked down.

Barrier strength in the gray-seat car sat four points lower than it should. Not failing. Not even near failing. But lower than white-crown by enough to make my jaw tighten.

I pulled the chip, cleaned the contacts, and reseated it. The reading improved by one point.

Only one.

“Is it bad?” Rosa asked.

“It’s holding.”

That was true. Not kind, not cruel. True.

The Seraphim cleared the last station locks.

Light shifted outside the portholes. The stone shadow of Gateharbor fell away, and the sea opened below us.

Mina pressed to the glass.

I should have told her to sit down.

Instead I looked too.

The Sea-Gate Line stretched ahead, a ribbon of pale transparent rail suspended between massive pylons. Blue-white barrier light ran under it in a soft sheet, bright enough to show the water far below. Farther out, dawn had not yet reached the horizon. The sea was ink with a skin of iron.

No fish crossed the glow.

My belt-link snapped.

“Sena,” Elric said. “Report.”

“Gray-seat relay undercharged. Not critical. Prayer car auxiliary breaker is sealed by temple mark. No maintenance stamp.”

His silence sharpened.

“Leave it for now. Get to freight-passenger. We’ve got complaints about cold air and a stuck inner door.”

“Cold air?”

“Just go.”

I closed the panel and stood.

Mina tugged her rabbit close. “Are we safe?”

Rosa looked at me with the kind of fear adults try to hide until children teach them they have failed.

I wanted to say yes. It sat on my tongue, easy and useless.

The floor trembled under my boots.

Not the furnace hum.

A small tap from below.

So faint the benches did not shake. The water glasses in gray-seat did not ripple. Nobody gasped. Nobody looked down.

Just me.

And Mina.

Her eyes dropped to the floor.

I crouched and pressed my palm flat against the aisle boards.

There it was again.

Tap.

A pause.

Then a sliding pressure, soft as a fingernail drawn along the underside of the world.

The Seraphim glided fully onto the sea span.

Behind us, Gateharbor’s lights began to shrink.

Ahead, the barrier line shone over empty black water.

My meter needle kicked sideways once, hard enough to strike the glass.
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The meter needle stayed pinned against the side of the glass.

Not high. Not low.

Sideways.

I tapped it with one knuckle.

It kicked again, a sharp little jerk that made Mina suck in a breath beside me.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“It means the meter needs manners.”

Rosa did not smile this time. “Miss Cross.”

The floor gave another faint tremor. It did not travel like wheel vibration. Wheel vibration ran along the rails in a steady pattern, left-right, left-right, a heartbeat made of iron. This came from below and slid across the underside of the car as if something had brushed the barrier skin.

The gray-seat passengers kept talking. Bags shifted. A baby fussed. Someone complained about the cold.

I unclipped the meter from the relay box and stood.

“Mina, sit with your mother,” I said.

“But—”

“Now.”

She obeyed before Rosa could pull her back. Smart child. Too smart for a train like this.

I latched the wall panel and forced my voice into something that sounded like routine.

“Minor undercharge. Nothing you need to move for.”

A man across the aisle snorted. “That’s what they always say.”

“Then surprise me and stay seated anyway.”

He looked like he wanted to answer, saw the wrench on my belt, and chose his newspaper instead.

My belt-link flickered.

“Sena,” Elric said. “Where are you?”

“Gray-seat aisle, moving aft.”

“Don’t. We’ve got a complaint from white-crown about service access noise. They want a mechanic to inspect the forward thermal line.”

I stared at the little speaking rune.

“White-crown is warm.”

“I did not say it made sense.”

“The aft relay is undercharged and the meter just kicked sideways.”

A pause.

“How much?”

“Hard enough to hit glass.”

Behind Elric, through the link, I heard Vale’s voice, low and smooth. I could not catch the words. Then a door closed.

Elric came back rougher. “Inspect forward thermal line. On your way, check the emergency lockers. Quietly.”

“Why?”

“Because I asked.”

Elric Morn never wasted words. When he used extra, it was usually to hide something.

I looked once at Rosa and Mina. Rosa had one arm around her daughter now. Mina’s rabbit stared at me with stitched black eyes.

“If the floor shakes again,” I said, “get away from the windows and stay low between the benches.”

Rosa nodded.

Mina held up the rabbit a little. “Does he stay low too?”

“Especially him.”

That got the half-smile back, but only for a second.

I left through the service door at the end of gray-seat and ducked into the narrow passage between cars. The air changed again. Less wool, more varnish. The Seraphim liked reminding people where they stood by scent alone.

The forward service spine ran alongside the passenger compartments, hidden behind sliding wall panels and decorative grilles. From there I could see pieces of the train without being part of it.

Gold-ring first.

Warm lamps. Thick carpet. Polished tables bolted to the floor with shock charms hidden under brass flowers. A woman in a green traveling coat held a glass of sparkling citrus and asked whether the delay in breakfast would be compensated. The steward apologized as if his own blood had spoiled the eggs.

Their emergency locker sat behind a painted panel of sea swans.

I opened it with my service key.

Six float-collars. Four charm flares. Two compact barrier hoods. All properly stamped. All fresh. The collars were white leather with gold thread and soft inner lining.

I ran my thumb over the maker’s mark.

Hale Maritime Provision.

Joryn Hale’s company.

I had seen his name on half the safety crates in the lower stores. The lower ones did not have gold thread.

A laugh rolled from the next compartment.

I slid the panel shut and moved forward.

The white-crown car did not merely have carpet. It had silence. The kind bought by thick walls, trained servants, and enough space between seats that nobody had to smell anyone else’s fear.

The service grille opened behind a carved screen near the tea alcove. I crouched and peered through the pattern.

Lord Adrian Solmere stood at the center of the lounge with a porcelain cup in hand, silver hair tied neatly at his neck, blue coat dry despite the rain still streaking some windows. He was not tall, but everyone around him left him tall space.

His daughter sat beside the window.

Lady Celia Solmere looked younger than I expected. Not young like Mina. Young like someone dressed every morning by a house that had already decided her shape for her. Pale gloves. Dark hair pinned with pearls. Back straight. Eyes on the sea instead of her father.

Joryn Hale occupied the chair across from Adrian, wide shoulders, red-gold beard, rings on three fingers, smile big enough to sell rope to a drowning man.

“I assure you,” Joryn said, tapping his cup with one ring, “the Seraphim carries the finest emergency provisions on the line. My own company checked the stock twice.”

“Once for safety and once for profit?” someone asked.

Laughter followed.

Joryn pressed a hand to his chest. “My lord, safety is profit. A living passenger buys a return ticket.”

More laughter.

My fingers tightened on the grille frame.

Adrian smiled as if Joryn had said something mildly charming, not rotten under the sugar. “The important thing is public confidence. The Sea-Gate Line must remain a symbol. People invest in symbols before they invest in rails.”

“Quite right,” said a man I could not see.

Celia’s cup clicked softly against its saucer.

Adrian glanced at her. “You disagree?”

“No, Father.”

Too quick.

Joryn leaned forward, all warmth. “Lady Celia has a tender heart. That is no sin. But she need not worry. The premium lockers alone could float this entire car for a week.”

A woman near the hearth laughed. “And the rest of the train?”

“Is supported by the same excellent company,” Joryn said smoothly.

Not answered. Slid around.

I shifted my weight.

The white-crown emergency locker sat behind an ivory-inlaid panel near the rear vestibule. I opened it a finger’s width.

Then wider.

Twelve float-collars. Six barrier hoods. Eight charm flares. Two folded raft charms in sealed silver cases. A hand-crank signal mirror. A box of heat stones. Medical wraps. Clean water ampoules.

Enough for three times the number seated in this car.

I counted again.

No mistake.

The Seraphim had eleven cars. The back two passenger sections were packed shoulder to shoulder. Their lockers would not look like this. They never did.

A shadow fell across the panel.

“Crew are not to disturb white-crown fittings without permission.”

I turned.

Sir Garrick Thorne stood close enough that I could see the tiny salt marks drying on the leather of his gloves. He must have come through the vestibule without a sound, or I had been too busy counting rich people’s spare lives.

I shut the locker.

“Thermal inspection,” I said.

His eyes moved to the service key in my hand. “That is not a thermal line.”

“I found that out.”

“Your name.”

“You grabbed my arm twenty minutes ago. Try remembering.”

His jaw hardened. “You will address me properly.”

“I will address a leaking pipe properly if it earns it.”

The carved screen behind him shifted. A few white-crown passengers looked over. Joryn’s smile sharpened with interest. Adrian watched me the way men watched dock cranes unload cargo they owned.

Celia did not look at my face.

She looked at the locker.

Then down at her gloved hands.

Garrick stepped closer. “You forget your place.”

“No,” I said. “I work in it.”

His hand twitched near his sword.

The floor trembled.

Not much.

Enough for the tea in Adrian’s cup to ring against porcelain.

Every face in the lounge turned toward the windows.

The sea outside slid dark and calm beneath the barrier glow. The train held steady. No glass cracked. No bells sounded.

Joryn laughed first.

“A grand machine has a pulse,” he said. “Surely we should be glad of that.”

The others accepted the laugh because it was easier than the silence.

Celia still watched the locker.

Garrick lowered his voice. “Leave.”

I did.

Not because he told me to. Because the tremor had come through the floor again, and I needed to know whether the rear cars had felt it.

In the corridor outside the white-crown lounge, a man nearly collided with me while scribbling in a pocket notebook.

He was lean, dark-haired, and damp at the cuffs, dressed better than gray-seat but worse than gold-ring. His eyes flicked from my tool belt to Garrick behind me to the closed locker panel.

Then he smiled without warmth.

“Kellan Reed,” he said. “Lathar Chronicle.”

“I didn’t break anything.”

“Good. Broken things are usually less interesting than hidden ones.”

I tried to step around him.

He moved with me. Not blocking. Just inconvenient.

“Was that a structural tremor?”

“Ask the captain.”

“I did. He said all systems are performing within ceremonial expectation.”

“That sounds like him.”

Kellan’s pencil paused. “You are the mechanic from the platform.”

“I’m a mechanic from several places.”

“The missing maintenance man at Seventh. Is there a name?”

My hand found the edge of my belt. “Who told you that?”

“A porter who talks when frightened.”

“Then frighten him less.”

Kellan’s gaze dropped to the grease on my sleeve, then to my face. “I’m not your enemy.”

“I don’t have time to sort the pile.”

“That means there is a pile.”

Behind us, Garrick’s boots struck the floor.

Kellan stepped aside before the knight reached us. He did it lightly, like yielding ground bored him.

I moved forward.

He called after me, softer, “If there is a record, keep two copies.”

I did not turn around.

The prayer car doors stood open ahead, blue light spilling across the corridor. Brother Tolan Rusk had finished the formal blessing, but passengers still knelt along the aisle. Some white-crown guests had come forward for show. Some gray-seat passengers stood near the rear because they meant it.

Blue salt burned in small bowls fixed to the floor. The smoke smelled clean at first, then bitter underneath.

Tolan stood before the altar, robes falling in perfect sea-colored folds. His face was smooth, his smile gentle, his eyes dry as old paper.

“Fear is a tide,” he said to those gathered. “It rises when hearts grow heavy with hidden guilt. Offer salt. Offer confession. The sea knows anger, but it also knows mercy.”

A woman sobbed quietly.

I stopped at the side wall and opened the auxiliary inspection panel I had marked earlier.

The temple seal stared back at me.

Not wax. Not decorative.

A real lock-thread had been woven through the breaker latch, sea-blue and silver. If I cut it, every priest aboard would feel the insult in his bones.

I took my knife out anyway.

A young woman in plain novice robes stepped close.

“Please don’t,” she whispered.

I glanced at her.

She had brown skin, a round face, and dark hair tucked messily under a blue head covering. Her hands were folded too tight around a prayer cord. A novice. Not polished enough for Tolan’s front line.

“Maintenance panel,” I said.

“I know.”

“Then move.”

Her eyes flicked toward Tolan.

He was still speaking, still smiling, but his attention had tilted toward us.

“The breaker was sealed by temple authority,” she said.

“That does not make it less stupid.”

Her mouth pressed thin, as if she agreed and hated that she did.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Veyra Holt.”

“Veyra, if the barrier draw spikes and this auxiliary line is locked, prayer will not take the load.”

She looked down at the seal.

The train gave another faint shiver.

A few people gasped. Tolan lifted both hands.

“Peace,” he said. “The Lathar remembers our pride. We answer with humility.”

His eyes met mine over the kneeling passengers.

Not fear.

Warning.

I closed the panel without cutting the thread.

For now.

Veyra let out a breath.

“Miss Cross,” she murmured, “do you know which pylon we cross before the deep bend?”

My hand stopped on the latch.

“Why?”

She looked toward Tolan again.

“Never mind.”

I hated those words more than alarms.

Before I could press her, the belt-link snapped hot against my hip.

“Sena,” Niko said. “You still forward?”

“Yes.”

“You might want to see freight-passenger. Door lock’s jammed, and people are getting ugly about space.”

“On my way.”

I left Veyra standing beside the sealed breaker with her prayer cord cutting red lines into her fingers.

The farther aft I went, the thinner the walls became.

Gold-ring gave way to gray-seat noise, then to the freight-passenger car.

There was no carpet there. No carved screens. Crates were strapped along one wall, luggage nets along the other, and people sat on benches made for short crossings, not anniversary comfort. A goat bleated from a wicker carrier. Someone’s boots stuck out into the aisle. Damp coats steamed in bad air. The cold came through the floor seams.

Niko crouched by the inner door with a pry bar, grinning at an angry dockworker twice his size.

“See, if you yell at the door, it gets shy.”

“Open it,” the man snapped.

“That was the plan before you introduced your voice.”

I stepped over a coil of rope and knelt beside him.

The lock housing had swollen around the bolt. Not weather. Heat warp from the charm line beneath it.

I touched the metal, then pulled my fingers back.

“Too hot.”

Niko’s grin thinned. “Yeah.”

“Why is this line hot?”

“That, my terrifying friend, is the question I was saving for your arrival.”

A woman coughed from the bench behind us. A boy fanned her with a folded ticket. The air smelled of wet wool and too many bodies.

At the far end, another emergency locker sat under a chipped red mark.

I looked at Niko.

He saw where I was looking. “I already checked.”

“And?”

His face did the thing it did when he wanted to make a joke and could not find one that would survive the room.

I crossed to the locker and opened it.

Four float-collars for a car packed with more than thirty people.

Two had cracked mouth valves.

One charm flare had leaked powder into the bottom of the box.

The last collar was stamped Hale Maritime Provision, but the stamp was crooked, the leather stiff, the charm seam dull.

A cheap copy wearing a good name.

The dockworker saw inside and went quiet.

That spread faster than shouting.

A woman stood. “Is that all?”

I shut the locker.

“Sit down.”

“Is that all?” she asked again.

Niko rose slowly. “We’re checking other stores.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t.”

Her face changed. Not panic yet. Worse. Counting.

Counting children. Counting old people. Counting herself against a locked door, cold floor, deep sea.

I turned back to the jammed lock and drove my screwdriver under the heat-warped housing.

“Niko, cut power to the lower charm line.”

“Already did.”

“Cut it harder.”

He slid under the bench and opened the floor plate.

The goat bleated again.

Someone laughed with too much edge.

The door bolt snapped loose.

Air moved through the car as the passage opened.

“Forward in groups of six,” I said. “No pushing. Bags stay if they slow you. Children first.”

The dockworker’s eyes narrowed. “Since when do mechanics give passenger orders?”

“Since doors started cooking themselves shut.”

He looked at the open passage, then at the locker, and stepped aside.

Niko leaned close as people began moving. “You’re getting bossy.”

“I’m getting accurate.”

His smile flickered. For half a second, he looked like he wanted to say something else.

Then he looked away.

Again.

It hit the same place in me as the sideways meter.

Small. Wrong. Easy to ignore if I wanted to be stupid.

I did not want to be stupid.

“What are you not telling me?” I asked.

His hands stilled over the floor plate.

“Sena—”

A bell rang from the forward corridor.

Not departure. Internal service call.

Elric’s voice followed through every crew rune, tight and clipped.

“All maintenance hands to assigned checks. No passenger disturbance. Repeat, no passenger disturbance.”

No passenger disturbance.

The freight-passenger car stared at its broken locker and open hot door.

Niko put the plate back.

“We keep moving,” he said.

I grabbed his sleeve before he could stand.

“Answer me.”

He looked at my hand. Then past me, where passengers were filing through the passage in frightened little knots.

“I’m telling you to keep moving.”

He pulled free.

I let him go because people were watching, and because the train shook again.

This time, the hanging luggage nets swayed.

Not enough to scream.

Enough that every conversation died.

Far below, the mage furnace dragged its low note through the floor.

I climbed through the service hatch ahead of the freight-passenger group and took the side spine back toward the maintenance archive. If Elric wanted checks done quietly, he could have them. But I was done walking past locked panels, polished lockers, sealed breakers, and men smiling over rotten safety gear.

The archive sat behind the crew mess, in a room so narrow two people had to turn sideways to hate each other properly. Old logs filled iron drawers from floor to ceiling. Pylon repairs. Furnace replacements. Barrier calibrations. Passenger complaints. Injury reports rewritten until nobody had caused them.

I pulled the recent emergency stock ledger first.

White-crown: full.

Gold-ring: full.

Prayer car: full.

Gray-seat: partial.

Freight-passenger: pending replacement.

Pending.

The word sat there neat and harmless in black ink.

I flipped to the maintenance sign-off.

Several stamps. Joryn Hale’s company seal. A railway procurement mark. Vale’s office approval.

No mechanic signature on that page.

I shoved it aside and pulled the pylon drawer for Seventh.

The drawer stuck.

I yanked harder.

It came free with a dry scrape and spilled old folders across the floor.

Most were current inspection sheets. Salt wear. Barrier polish. Annual reinforcement. Boring things written by tired men with bad pens.

At the back, under a warped divider, sat a thin black folder with no date on the tab.

I opened it.

Half the first page had been inked over. Not crossed out. Buried. Thick black strokes covered location, order number, reporting officer.

But the lower margin had escaped.

A pressure diagram of a pylon support band.

A note in cramped handwriting.

To route main span over Seventh after fracture warning is reckless. Bone core resonance remains unstable under deep current load. Recommend immediate halt.

My breath stopped.

I knew that handwriting.

Not from letters. My father had hated letters. Not from keepsakes; my mother had sold most things with ink or brass on them after the funeral.

I knew it from old tool tags.

Small, hard, slanted forward, as if every word had somewhere to be.

At the bottom of the page, beside a smeared maintenance stamp, a name remained where the black ink had failed to reach the edge.

Rogan Cross.

The train groaned under my boots.

Somewhere forward, crystal rang against crystal again.

I kept my fingers on my father’s name until the ink smudged against my skin.
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My father’s name did not belong in that drawer.

That was my first thought, stupid and sharp, before anger found room to stand up.

The maintenance archive shuddered around me. Iron drawers rattled in their frames. A stack of old incident forms slid off the lower shelf and slapped against my boot, scattering paper across the narrow floor.

I did not move.

Rogan Cross.

The ink had smudged under my thumb, but the name stayed there, stubborn as rust.

I had seen it carved into the handle of his favorite torque wrench. I had seen it written on dock pay slips my mother folded twice before hiding them in a cracked tea tin. I had seen it on the death notice the railway sent us, the one with an apology so clean it left no fingerprints.

I had not seen it in an active Sea-Gate archive.

Not after three years of asking the wrong clerks, opening the wrong cabinets, and being told that all records related to the accident had been properly closed.

Properly closed meant buried.

I pulled the black folder closer and spread it over my knees. The archive barely had room to crouch, but standing felt wrong. The page trembled against my fingers with the train’s furnace hum.

Half the report had been painted over in thick black ink.

Location. Gone.

Order number. Gone.

Senior approval. Gone.

The remaining lines looked harmless until I read them twice.

Bone core resonance remains unstable under deep current load.

Recommend immediate halt.

Do not route main span over Seventh until fracture warning is reviewed.

The words pressed into my eyes.

Seventh.

I turned the page.

The next sheet had been scraped so hard someone had torn through the top layer of paper. I held it toward the little archive lamp. Black strokes swallowed whole lines, but indentations remained where the original pen had dug into the page.

I angled it until the light caught.

—deep seam venting—

—marine response likely—

—furnace vibration test forbidden within—

The train gave another small sideways tremor.

The lamp chain clicked against the ceiling.

I lowered the page and listened.

Furnace. Wheels. Barrier.

Under them, the same dragged note, slower now. Heavy. It rolled through the frame and made the old drawer handles buzz.

I reached for the next paper.

A hand closed around my wrist.

I nearly drove my elbow into a rib before I saw who it was.

Elric Morn stood in the archive doorway, shoulders filling the gap, face gray in the lamp light. He had come without a sound. Or the train had covered him.

“Put it down,” he said.

I looked from his hand to his face.

“No.”

“Sena.”

He did not use my name like that often. No bark. No bite. Just tired metal bending under too much weight.

That made my fingers tighten harder around the report.

“You knew this was here.”

His eyes went to the folder, then away.

“That drawer should have been sealed.”

“It was stuck.”

“That is not the same as open.”

I pulled my wrist free. “My father filed a warning on Seventh Pylon.”

Elric stepped inside and slid the door almost shut behind him. The archive shrank around us. His coat brushed hanging tags from the old gauge shelf. They swung and ticked against each other.

“Not here.”

“Where, then? On the platform in front of Vale? He likes ignoring me there.”

“Lower your voice.”

“No.”

“Sena.”

“No.” I shoved the page toward him. “It says do not route the main span over Seventh. He wrote that. Three years ago. Before he died at a pylon the company called safe.”

Elric’s jaw tightened.

Outside the archive, footsteps rushed past in the crew corridor. Someone cursed. A cart wheel squealed. The Seraphim kept moving, but the sound had changed. Less glide. More strain.

Elric reached for the folder.

I pulled it back.

“Don’t.”

His hand stopped.

For a moment, he looked older than he had at the furnace board. Not sleepy. Not annoyed. Old in the bones.

“You should not read that while we are underway.”

A laugh came out of me. It had no humor in it. “That’s your warning?”

“It is the one I can give you right now.”

“You mean the one that keeps you safe.”

His eyes flashed.

Good. I wanted them to.

“You think I stayed on this line because I enjoy crawling under rich people’s floors?” I asked. “You think I kept quiet every time they said my father missed a binding crack because I believed them?”

Elric’s voice dropped. “I never said he missed it.”

“No. You never said anything.”

The train lurched.

Not the little taps from below. Not the sideways pull in the meter.

This one rolled through every joint of the Seraphim.

The archive drawers slammed open all along the wall. Paper burst out like startled birds. The lamp swung hard and hit the ceiling. I grabbed the shelf to keep from falling. Elric braced one hand against the doorframe and the other against my shoulder before I struck the lower cabinet.

A warning bell sounded from somewhere aft.

One ring.

Then two more, faster.

Barrier strain.

Elric swore and reached for the corridor door.

I caught his sleeve. “Did you know?”

He stopped with his back half-turned.

The bell kept ringing.

“Did you know my father’s report was buried?”

His hand closed around the door handle.

“Sena, the train is under load.”

“Answer me.”

He looked back.

There was no room in his face for a clean lie. Not here. Not with my father’s name between us and the bell cutting the air.

“I knew he had filed warnings,” he said.

The words landed without sound.

My fingers went numb around the folder.

“And you let them call it his mistake.”

Elric’s mouth moved once before any words came. “I had a wife in Eastlock and two boys at the academy. The company knew where every one of them slept.”

The bell rang again.

I should have felt something neat. Rage, maybe. Grief. Something I could hold and aim.

Instead the archive felt too small for my skin.

“My mother sold his tools,” I said. “Did you know that? To pay debt collectors after the pension review said negligence voided half the benefit.”

Elric closed his eyes.

Only for a breath.

Then he opened them and looked at the folder, not me.

“Rogan told me to keep one thing if the worst happened.”

I stopped breathing properly.

“What thing?”

“Not now.”

I stepped into his path. “What thing?”

The corridor beyond the door exploded with Niko’s voice.

“Elric! Sena! We’ve got deceleration!”

Elric shoved the door open.

Niko stood outside with one hand on the wall, hair damp with sweat, eyes too wide to hide behind a joke. He saw the folder in my hand.

Then he saw the name.

His face changed.

Barely. Anyone else might have missed it. A tiny pull at the corner of his mouth. A blink held too long. His gaze dropped to the floor.

My stomach turned cold.

Niko had known me since we were small enough to steal fish cakes from the same market stall and run in opposite directions so only one of us got caught. He had seen me fight three boys for laughing at my father’s funeral coat. He had slept on our kitchen floor the week after the accident because my mother kept forgetting to eat and I kept taking apart door hinges with no reason.

He did not look at me.

Not now.

“Niko,” I said.

The train’s speed bled away under our feet.

You could feel it if you knew the Seraphim. The wheels did not grind; magic took care of that. But the pull shifted forward. The body leaned softly against its own motion. Cups would slide in the dining car. Lamps would swing. Passengers would ask polite questions, then louder ones.

“Niko.”

He rubbed both hands down his front as if wiping grease. There was none there.

“Furnace draw spiked,” he said to Elric. “Forward control ordered a reduction. Vale says barrier flutter near the third span.”

“Third span?” I said. “That’s nowhere near Seventh.”

Niko still did not meet my eyes. “I know.”

Elric took the report from my hand.

I grabbed it back before he could fold it closed.

His patience snapped. “We do not have time for a family trial in the archive.”

“You had three years.”

That hit him. I saw it.

Niko flinched too.

The floor dropped half an inch.

Everyone in the corridor heard it.

Not felt. Heard.

A deep clunk from somewhere beneath the cars, followed by a groan that traveled forward through the couplings.

The lights flickered blue.

Then gold.

Then blue again.

“Barrier relay shift,” Elric said. “Move.”

He pushed past Niko and ran toward the main service bay.

Niko followed.

I stood
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