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The first lesson every Archivist learned was that preservation was not an act of keeping everything. Preservation was the careful process of distinguishing between what carried value and what merely occupied space. The Archive existed because previous civilizations had suffered from the consequences of forgetting, allowing knowledge to disappear beneath the passage of time, political upheaval and the gradual decay of human memory. The purpose of the Archive was not to honor everything that had existed, but to ensure that the knowledge necessary for continued progress remained accessible to future generations.

I had worked within the Archive of Eryth for thirty-one years, and during that time I had processed millions of records, each one passing through the same evaluation systems that determined its continued relevance. My work was neither dramatic nor celebrated, and that suited the nature of the profession. Archivists did not create discoveries or lead societies forward; we maintained the foundation upon which those achievements rested. The work required patience, precision and the ability to separate personal curiosity from objective assessment.

The Archive occupied the lower levels of the central district, extending beneath the city in a network of chambers that contained the accumulated knowledge of centuries. The structure above ground appeared modest, constructed from pale stone and smooth metallic surfaces that reflected the architectural principles of the Collective. There were no unnecessary decorations, no statues of historical figures, no elaborate designs carved into the walls. Every element served a function, and anything without purpose was considered an inefficient use of resources.

My workspace was located in Section Forty-Two, within the Cultural Compression Division. The room measured seven meters by five meters, with a single workstation positioned against the eastern wall. The lighting adjusted automatically throughout the day according to my biological rhythms, increasing slightly during periods when concentration was statistically more likely to decline. The temperature remained at nineteen degrees Celsius, which had been determined to provide the highest average productivity among Archivists. The chair beneath me modified its structure every few minutes to maintain optimal posture, and the interface displayed only the information required for my current assignment.

There was comfort in knowing that everything around me had been designed with purpose.

At the beginning of each work cycle, I received my nutritional allocation from the Archive’s internal distribution system. The meal arrived at precisely 12:30 according to my scheduled break period and contained the recommended balance of nutrients calculated from my health profile. The food was not unpleasant. It was carefully formulated, consistent and efficient, providing everything required for physical maintenance without unnecessary excess. I had read historical accounts describing meals prepared for pleasure rather than nutrition, but I had always found those practices difficult to understand. A meal existed to sustain the body. Additional complexity appeared unnecessary.

The first record assigned to me that morning concerned agricultural development during the Fifth Expansion Period. The original collection contained seventy-four thousand eight hundred and twenty-one pages documenting research trials, regional reports, correspondence between agricultural specialists and several decades of experimental methods. The system had already completed its preliminary assessment before placing the collection in my queue.

	Preservation value: 96.4 percent.

	Recommended compression: Approved.


I reviewed the material before confirming the process, as required by Archive protocol. The purpose of human oversight was not because the system was unreliable. The system had achieved an accuracy rate beyond any individual Archivist. Human review existed because maintaining responsibility was considered an important principle of governance.

After reviewing the collection, I approved the compression.

The seventy-four thousand pages became three hundred and twelve.

Nothing essential had been lost.

The second collection concerned medical correspondence between research institutions during the period before universal treatment systems were established. This record contained information regarding early experimentation, unsuccessful approaches and the gradual development of preventative medicine. Its preservation value was higher because the information contributed directly to scientific understanding.

I approved the collection without hesitation.

The third record required more consideration.

Collection: Personal Correspondence of Rural Communities During the Pre-Unity Era.

The title alone indicated a low probability of relevance.

Personal correspondence had become uncommon after communication systems became fully integrated. Modern citizens no longer required letters to maintain relationships, document experiences or record thoughts. Information could be stored, accessed and shared instantly. The concept of writing private messages that might never be read by anyone else had largely disappeared.

The Archive displayed the assessment.

	Scientific contribution: None.

	Political significance: Minimal.

	Technological relevance: None.

	Cultural significance: Under evaluation.


I opened the collection.

Thousands of individual letters appeared across the interface, each one representing a small portion of a life that had existed centuries earlier. Most contained ordinary details that would have been considered insignificant by modern standards. A farmer described the arrival of winter rains. A parent recorded the first words spoken by a child. A family discussed the preparation of a seasonal gathering that had no economic or political purpose.

I understood the information.

I simply did not understand why it had been preserved.

One entry particularly drew my attention.

The writer described attending a yearly festival in a small settlement near the southern valleys. According to the record, no resources were exchanged, no agreements were formed and no practical outcome resulted from the gathering. 

People traveled for several days simply to share food, listen to music and repeat stories that had existed for generations.

The sentence that followed had been highlighted by the Archive system.

“We gathered because we needed to remember that we belonged to something larger than ourselves.”

I read it twice.

The phrase was unusual because it did not communicate measurable information. It described an emotional condition rather than an observable event. There was no statistical outcome, no scientific contribution and no practical application.

I removed the sentence from the compressed record.

The final summary contained the necessary information.

Rural communities maintained seasonal social gatherings primarily for recreational and social purposes.

The collection was reduced from twenty-four thousand six hundred and eleven pages to seventeen.

The process was complete.

I moved to the next record.

The Archive operated without interruption. Thousands of Archivists worked across different divisions, each managing specific categories of knowledge. The Scientific Preservation Division maintained discoveries and research. The Historical Division maintained political developments and significant events. The Engineering Division preserved designs and innovations.

My division handled everything that existed between importance and irrelevance.

Culture. Expression. Memory.

The categories were difficult because they lacked the certainty found in scientific records. A mathematical equation either contributed to future development or it did not. An engineering design either functioned or failed. Cultural records required interpretation, and interpretation introduced inconsistency.

This was why human assessment remained necessary.

During my scheduled movement period, I encountered Elian from the adjacent workstation. We had worked in the same section for nine years, although our interactions were limited to professional exchanges.

“Your compression efficiency increased this cycle,” she said.

“By 0.6 percent,” I replied.

“That exceeds the divisional average.”

“Yes.”

We continued walking toward the nutrition area. The conversation could have ended there, but after several moments she continued.

“I reviewed a collection of early paintings yesterday.”

I looked toward her.

“Was there a reason?”

“No. It was randomly assigned for assessment.”

“And?”

She looked ahead toward the corridor where hundreds of Archivists moved between sections.

“The records were strange.”

“How?”

“People spent years creating them.”

I considered this.

“Historical artists existed before automated creation systems.”

“Yes,” she said. “But I wondered why they continued after machines became capable of producing superior results.”

I did not answer immediately because the question required interpretation rather than information.

“The purpose was replaced by a more efficient method,” I said.

She nodded.

“I know.”

There was a pause.

Then she asked:

“But does that mean the purpose disappeared?”

The corridor continued around us, filled with the quiet movement of people completing their assigned tasks.

I had no response.

The Archive did not contain the answer.

When I returned to my workstation, a new record appeared. It had not been automatically categorized.

	Record Type: Audio

	Origin: Unknown

	Age: 482 years

	Title: Untitled Song

	Preservation Assessment: Requires Human Review


I opened the record.

The system displayed its analysis.

	Technical quality: Poor.

	Recording degradation: Significant.

	Composition complexity: Low.

	Historical documentation: None.

	Cultural relevance: Unknown.


I looked at the final recommendation.

Manual classification required.

The file contained no author, no location and no explanation for why it had survived for almost five centuries.

It should have been simple.

The data indicated that the record had no measurable value.

I activated the recording.

A voice filled the room. The timing was inconsistent. The pitch fluctuated. The recording contained background noise and moments where the singer appeared to pause before continuing. It lacked the precision of modern compositions generated by artistic systems. By every measurable standard, it was inferior. And yet I continued listening.

I listened to the recording again.

The decision had already been made, although I had not yet confirmed it. The file had been classified as culturally negligible, its technical quality was poor and its historical significance could not be established, which meant that the correct procedure was deletion. There was no reason to listen again, and yet my hand remained above the confirmation panel while the cursor moved back towards the beginning of the recording.

The first sound came through the speakers as a faint crackle, followed by a low, warm note that seemed to tremble slightly before settling. Then came another, softer and higher, and another after that, until the instrument had formed a small pattern that repeated beneath the voice: dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa... There was something almost physical about the rhythm, a gentle forward movement followed by a pause, as though the person playing had taken three steps, stopped to look behind them, and then continued. It was not precise enough to satisfy any modern composition system. The intervals between the notes were inconsistent, the tempo shifted without apparent instruction, and every so often the instrument produced a faint wooden click beneath the melody.

Then the singer began.

The voice was quiet at first, almost swallowed by the recording, and I had to increase the volume before I could distinguish the words. There was a slight rasp beneath the notes, and the first phrase ended with the singer drawing breath sharply through their teeth before continuing. The sound should have been corrected during recording. Modern vocal systems removed breathing, pitch variation and accidental noise automatically, but whoever had made this recording had left all of it intact.

“Walk with me beneath the fading sky,vwhere forgotten rivers learn to fly...”

The words were strange.

I looked at the linguistic analysis while the singer continued, but the system did not flag any unfamiliar vocabulary. Every word was known. The sentence structure was simple. The meaning was not.

“Carry the names that time has taken, keep the dreams that lie forsaken...”

The instrument followed the voice, dum-da-dum, dum-dum, daaa, and then the rhythm became slightly faster. The singer seemed to smile while singing the next section. I could not see them, of course, but something changed in the voice, a lightness that was detectable even without visual information.

“If the stars forget their places, if the oceans lose their names, someone will remember footsteps, someone will remember flames.”

I stopped the recording.

The room was silent again.

I looked at the final line.

Someone will remember footsteps.

There was no practical reason to remember footsteps.

I searched the Archive for the phrase and received several historical results, most concerning poetry from the pre-Unity period. The word poetry appeared repeatedly in the records, usually accompanied by descriptions of cultural practices that had eventually been replaced by more efficient forms of communication.

I opened one of the archived explanations.

Poetry: A historical form of artistic language in which words were arranged according to rhythm, sound and metaphor for expressive purposes.

Expressive purposes.

I read the phrase again.

The concept remained difficult to quantify.

I restarted the recording.

This time I did not open the analysis panel.

The melody returned, dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa, and after several repetitions I noticed that I had begun anticipating the next note. My fingers moved against the edge of the desk without conscious instruction, tapping lightly against the surface whenever the rhythm paused. Three taps, then a space, then two, followed by the longer final beat.

I stopped my hand.

The singer reached the second verse.

“When the morning finds the river,

when the old roads disappear,

keep a candle for the traveler

who has nowhere left to hear...”

I frowned.

The sentence was grammatically unusual.

A traveler could have nowhere to go, but nowhere to hear made little sense. I replayed the line.

“who has nowhere left to hear...”

Perhaps the recording was incomplete.

I checked the waveform.

There was no corruption at that point.

The phrase had been sung deliberately.

I wrote a note in the classification field.

Possible transcription error.

I considered adding an alternative interpretation, but could not identify one.

The singer continued.

The rhythm became brighter, almost playful, and the instrument began moving beneath the voice with a little bouncing sequence of notes, da-da-dum, da-da-dum, dum-dum-daa, repeating until it became strangely easy to anticipate. The melody was simple enough that I could almost follow it without listening closely, and that was perhaps what unsettled me most. I had listened to thousands of machine-generated compositions during cultural evaluations, some containing millions of calculated variations and harmonic structures too complicated for an individual human mind to reproduce, yet I could remember this one after less than a minute.

The singer laughed.

It was barely audible.

A breath escaped between two lines, followed by a small, embarrassed sound, as though the person had made a mistake and continued anyway.

The recording did not correct it.

I found myself smiling.

I stopped.

My expression returned to neutral.

I looked at the room around me, although there was nothing in it that could explain the reaction. The walls remained white. The lighting remained unchanged. The Archive interface continued displaying the same classification information. Somewhere beneath the floor, automated systems were transferring records between storage chambers, their movement producing a low mechanical vibration that had become so familiar that I rarely noticed it.

The song sounded wrong against all of it.

That was the only description I could produce.

Wrong.

The singer reached the final verse, and the music slowed again until the bouncing rhythm became something softer, dum... da-dum... dum..., each note separated by enough silence that I began noticing the spaces between them.

“And if all the songs are sleeping,

if the old lights have gone,

someone somewhere will remember,

someone somewhere will sing along.”

The final note lasted longer than the structure suggested it should.

The singer’s breath remained audible afterwards.

Then the recording ended.

I waited.

Nothing happened.

The Archive returned to its ordinary silence.

I looked at the playback counter.

Two minutes and eleven seconds.

The expected evaluation period had been eleven seconds.

I had exceeded it by one hundred and twenty seconds.

I should have deleted the file.

Instead, I replayed the final verse.

The deletion confirmation appeared in the center of the screen.

	Cultural significance: Negligible.

	Historical relevance: Unverified.

	Technical quality: Poor.

	Preservation recommendation: Remove.


My finger moved towards the confirmation field, but I stopped when the rhythm returned to my memory.

Dum... da-dum... dum...

I tapped the edge of the desk once.

Then again.

I realized what I was doing and withdrew my hand.

The recording had lasted two minutes and eleven seconds.

I had no reason to remember it.

I confirmed deletion.

The waveform disappeared.

The title disappeared.

The file ceased to exist within the Archive.

For several seconds I remained seated, looking at the empty space where the recording had been.

Then I opened a new classification note.

I entered the title.

Untitled Song.

Under preservation assessment, I wrote: No identifiable historical or practical value.

I stopped.

The cursor blinked after the final word.

I added another sentence.

Melodic structure unusually memorable.

I read it.

That was not a recognized preservation criterion.

I deleted the sentence.

The note now contained only the information required by procedure.

I closed the record.

That evening, the city was quiet.

The streets below my apartment carried the occasional hum of automated transport, the sound rising and falling between the buildings with mechanical consistency. My nutrition unit prepared the evening meal while I stood beside the window, watching the lights change across the residential district according to the city’s energy schedule.

I found myself tapping my fingers against the glass.

Three taps.

A pause.

Two taps.

Then the longer beat.

I stopped.

A few seconds passed.

My fingers began again.

Dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa...

I looked down at my hand.

I did not know the song.

I had never heard it before that afternoon.

I knew, however, what came next.

And when I quietly hummed the first four notes beneath my breath, the sound felt strangely familiar, as though I had not learned the melody that day but had merely remembered something I had forgotten.

* * *
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I woke three minutes before the apartment’s scheduled illumination cycle, which was unusual enough to register as an interruption but not unusual enough to trigger any concern. The room remained dark around me, its temperature held at precisely nineteen degrees and the ventilation system producing the familiar low vibration that traveled through the walls and into the bed frame. 

I remained still for several seconds, listening to the building before the lights gradually increased from complete darkness to the neutral morning setting. The melody from the previous day was already present in my thoughts, although I had not consciously recalled it. 

It arrived with the same sequence I had heard in the recording, the notes forming themselves somewhere behind my attention: dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa... I pressed my fingertips against my knee and found myself following the rhythm before I realized what I was doing. Three taps, a pause, two taps and the longer final beat. I stopped immediately and looked at the clock. There were still five minutes before my scheduled morning routine began, and for some reason I remained seated on the edge of the bed rather than standing.

The apartment performed the remainder of the morning preparation without requiring my involvement. The nutrition unit measured my breakfast allocation according to the day’s projected energy requirements, dispensing a portion of grain, fruit and protein into the standard ceramic dish while the preparation surface produced a quiet sequence of clicks and mechanical hums. 

I ate while reviewing the overnight information summary, which contained the usual reports of stable resource distribution, improved agricultural yields, continued reductions in preventable illness and the completion of several infrastructure projects. 

There were no wars to report, because there had been no wars for generations. There were no shortages, because distribution systems adjusted production before shortages developed. There were no major outbreaks, because diseases were identified and treated before they became widespread. The summary was reassuring in the way a perfectly flat line was reassuring. Nothing had gone wrong. Nothing required intervention. I finished breakfast, placed the dish into the cleaning unit and left the apartment at the same time I did every morning.

––––––––
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THE CITY OUTSIDE WAS already operating at full capacity, although there was very little visible evidence of activity beyond the movement of people and vehicles. Transport systems glided through designated routes without the congestion that historical records described, maintenance units moved beneath the pavement repairing minor structural degradation before it became visible, and the buildings surrounding the eastern district stood in ordered rows of pale stone, glass and metal, their surfaces free from advertisements, graffiti, decorative murals or any other addition that did not serve an identified purpose. Citizens walked towards their assigned workplaces with the same quiet efficiency that had become characteristic of Eryth, and although there were thousands of people within sight, I could not remember the last time I had heard anyone laughing loudly in the street. 

I had seen historical recordings of markets where people shouted to one another, musicians performed beside food stalls and children ran between crowds without supervision, but those environments had always appeared dangerously inefficient to me. Too much movement, too much noise, too many variables. I had never understood why anyone had considered such places desirable.

When I entered the Archive, however, I noticed something unusual immediately. The public information display above the reception corridor had changed its usual rotation of scientific and administrative announcements, and a new message appeared between two reports concerning agricultural optimization and regional health outcomes: Cultural Preservation Inquiries Increased by 17.3 Percent Over Standard Weekly Average. 

I slowed without intending to. The figure was not particularly significant, and the increase was nowhere near the threshold required for intervention, but I found myself reading the message again before continuing towards Section Forty-Two. Beneath the statistic, the Archive provided a reminder that citizens could submit personal records through approved preservation channels, although unverified cultural material might require extended assessment. 

There was nothing alarming about the announcement. The Archive received unusual requests every day. What interested me was the category itself, because cultural preservation inquiries had been declining steadily for several decades and there had been no known event capable of reversing that trend.

Elian was already at her workstation when I entered the division, and she turned towards me before I had finished activating my interface. She looked tired, although the difference was subtle enough that I might not have noticed it under ordinary circumstances. Her hair had not been adjusted according to its usual pattern, and there were faint shadows beneath her eyes that suggested she had slept less than the recommended duration. 

I asked whether she had seen the announcement, and she nodded before lowering her voice, despite the fact that there was no practical reason to do so. She told me that several of the new preservation requests appeared to be connected, although she admitted that she had not yet established a verified relationship between them. When I asked what connected them, she looked towards the other Archivists and then back at me.

“The Shepherd,” she said.

The word produced an immediate recognition that I did not want to acknowledge. I opened the morning queue and found three new requests carrying the same title. One had originated in a farming settlement in the northern districts, another had been submitted from a western manufacturing region and the third had been registered within the capital itself. 

The citizens had no documented relationship with one another, and their occupational records, ages and residential histories showed no meaningful overlap. The system calculated the probability of a shared origin at 1.2 percent, which meant that the similarities were statistically more likely to be coincidental than coordinated. I opened the first submission and found a handwritten account describing a dream in which an unidentified person had appeared beside a river and spoken about forgotten songs. 

The second contained several pages describing a gathering where people had attempted to reproduce a melody that none of them could identify. The third consisted almost entirely of a drawing depicting a featureless figure beneath a circular shape that the author had labeled as light. 

Beneath the drawing were two words, written in uneven handwriting: HE REMEMBERS.

Elian watched me read.

“Do you think they’re connected?” she asked.

I should have answered that there was insufficient evidence to establish a connection, because that was the correct assessment and because the Archive’s preliminary analysis supported it. Instead, I asked her what she meant by connected, and she seemed surprised by the question.

“The song,” she said.

I looked back at the drawing.

For several seconds I could hear nothing except the low mechanical vibration beneath the floor and the faint movement of hundreds of people working in the surrounding sections. Then the melody returned to me with such clarity that I could almost hear the damaged recording playing again through the speakers. Dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa... I did not tell Elian that I had deleted the song the previous afternoon, and I certainly did not tell her that I had remembered it while eating breakfast.

The first citizen connected to the requests arrived shortly after the beginning of the second work cycle. 

Maran Vey, an agricultural systems coordinator from the northern district, and his occupational record suggested a stable and highly productive career with no previous history of psychological irregularity or cultural interest. He sat opposite me in the consultation room with both hands resting on his knees, appearing uncomfortable with the sterile environment despite having spent his entire adult life within institutions designed according to the same principles. 

I explained that his preservation request required clarification because the submitted material contained references to an unidentified figure known as the Shepherd. He looked at me for several seconds before answering that he had not originally intended to submit anything at all, but that he had begun writing because he was afraid he would forget what he had experienced.

“What did you experience?” I asked.

“A song.”

His answer was immediate.

I entered the statement into the record and asked whether he had heard the song through an approved system, whether another citizen had performed it for him or whether he had encountered it through one of the Archive’s existing cultural collections. He shook his head each time. When I asked where he had heard it, he looked down at his hands and told me that he had heard it in a dream. I recorded that information as a possible sleep-related auditory experience, but before I could continue, he asked whether I knew the melody.

I looked at him.

He began to hum.

The sound was quiet and uncertain, and at first I thought he was attempting to remember something incorrectly, but after the first few notes I recognized the structure. Mmm... dum-da-dum... dum-dum... daaa... His voice rose slightly on the final note and then faltered, causing him to stop and start again. He had not heard the recording I had deleted. There was no documented route through which the two of us could have encountered the same material, and yet the melody was unmistakable.

“Where did you hear that?” I asked.

“In the dream.”

“What was the dream?”

He hesitated, and when he finally answered his voice had become quieter.

“I was somewhere I couldn’t identify. There were people around me, but I couldn’t see their faces, and someone was singing. Everyone else seemed to know the words.”

“What were the words?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You remember the melody.”

“Yes.”

“Then why not the words?”

He looked at me with an expression I could not classify.

“Because I think the words were about us.”

The statement was not informative enough to record accurately, so I left the field blank.

He continued before I could ask another question.

“Someone called him the Shepherd.”

“Did you see the Shepherd?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know the person was there?”

“I don’t know.”

His answer was accompanied by a small, tired smile, and I noticed that his eyes had become wet. He wiped them quickly with the back of his hand and appeared embarrassed by the movement.

I asked whether he had been experiencing distress.

He laughed once.

It was not a happy sound.

“Nothing is wrong,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

I did not write that sentence down.

He looked towards the glass wall separating the consultation room from the Archive.

“I have a good job. My health is excellent. My family is safe. We have everything we need. There is nothing I am afraid of, and there is nothing I need to change. I know that I’m supposed to be grateful for that, and I am, but sometimes I wake up and I cannot understand why I am waiting for the day to begin.”

I remained silent.

He looked at his hands again.

“I don’t want anything bad to happen,” he said. “I just want something to happen.”

The statement remained between us.

Maran eventually left the consultation room, and I watched him walk through the Archive’s central corridor until he disappeared among the other Archivists and administrative workers. I returned to my workstation and searched the Archive for the Shepherd, beginning with historical references and then expanding the search across mythology, religion, folklore and cultural records. 

The search produced thousands of results concerning agricultural traditions and ancient religious figures, but none referred to the being described in the recent requests.

I changed the parameters to records created within the last month.

Three results appeared.

I opened them one at a time.

The first was a handwritten sentence submitted by an unidentified citizen: He comes when we have forgotten ourselves.

The second stated: The Shepherd remembers the songs we no longer know.

The third contained the same faceless figure I had seen in the child’s drawing, surrounded by a rough circle of lines that might have represented light, the sun or perhaps nothing more than an imperfect attempt to draw a shape. Beneath it was a sentence written with such pressure that the ink had marked the paper beneath the page.

He is what remains when everything else is gone.

I sat back from the screen.

Around me, the Archive continued its work without interruption. Records entered the system and emerged as compressed summaries. Historical correspondence became dates and outcomes. Personal journals became demographic information. Paintings became classifications. Songs became descriptions. Entire lives were being reduced to the portions considered necessary for understanding what had happened.

I looked at the three sentences again.

They contained almost nothing.

No dates.

No locations.

No names.

No measurable events.

They should have been almost worthless.

Instead, I found myself opening a new document.

I titled it Cultural Anomaly: Shepherd References and began recording the submissions chronologically. I included the locations, the dates, the descriptions of the dreams and the recurring references to music. 

When I reached Maran Vey’s account, I hesitated before entering the detail concerning his melody.

Then I typed the sequence as accurately as I could remember it.

Dum... da-dum... dum-dum... daaa...

I stared at the words.

It looked ridiculous.

I almost deleted it.

Instead, beneath the transcription, I added a final note.

Multiple independent individuals appear to remember the same unidentified song.

I saved the document.

Across the room, Elian suddenly looked up.

Her fingers were resting against the surface of her desk.

She was tapping quietly.

Three times.

A pause.

Two times.

Then a longer, softer tap.

She noticed me watching and stopped.

Neither of us said anything.

I looked back at my screen, where the word Shepherd remained at the top of the file...
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Harmony
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I had been listening to music professionally for eleven years without ever making a piece of my own, although I had never considered the distinction unusual until someone asked me about it during an occupational assessment when I was twenty-four. The question had been part of a standard series concerning career satisfaction, creative fulfillment and long-term professional development, and I remember looking at the assessment screen for several seconds before answering because I had never thought of my work as belonging to the category of creativity. I evaluated music. I did not make it. The distinction seemed obvious to me at the time, just as it seemed obvious that an architect did not need to manufacture bricks or that a physician did not need to discover every medicine they prescribed. Music existed as a product of the composition systems, and my responsibility was to ensure that the product met its intended standard.

The Musical Quality Division occupied one of the larger administrative structures in Eryth’s central district, although the building had been designed to minimize the impression of scale from the outside. The interior was divided into thousands of acoustic chambers, each isolated sufficiently to prevent one composition from interfering with another, and the walls were constructed from pale sound-absorbing material that made the entire building feel quieter than the city beyond it. There were no posters, portraits or decorative instruments mounted along the corridors, and there were certainly no pianos, violins or other traditional objects that might once have been associated with musical work. They were unnecessary now. The systems generated sound directly, and the analysts evaluated it through controlled interfaces capable of reproducing a composition with greater accuracy than any physical instrument could provide.

My workstation was in Chamber 18-B, along the western side of the building, where I spent most of my days listening to music generated for specific purposes. There were compositions designed to accompany exercise, compositions calibrated to improve concentration, compositions intended to encourage relaxation and compositions created for social environments in which the system predicted that people would benefit from a greater sense of emotional connection. There were pieces designed to accompany historical simulations, therapeutic sessions, public ceremonies and private recreation, and each was generated according to a vast collection of data gathered over centuries of human musical behavior. The system knew which intervals were likely to produce tension, which rhythms encouraged movement, which harmonic progressions created anticipation and which combinations of instruments produced responses associated with nostalgia, comfort or excitement. My job was to identify the occasions when the system had failed to reproduce its intended effect.

At 07:59, my workstation recognized me and began loading the day’s queue. At 08:00 precisely, the first composition started.

A string arrangement filled the chamber, beginning with a low sustained note before gradually introducing higher harmonics. I listened for thirty seconds, then opened the structural analysis. The composition was intended to accompany a morning concentration program, so the system had been instructed to avoid abrupt changes in tempo, excessive harmonic tension and frequencies associated with auditory fatigue. Everything was within tolerance. I approved it and moved to the next file.

The second composition was designed for a communal recreation center and used a brighter arrangement with percussion distributed across several frequency ranges. I listened for forty-two seconds before noticing a repeated rhythmic pattern that might have encouraged involuntary synchronization among listeners. I flagged it for minor adjustment, and the system regenerated the relevant section before sending the revised version back into my queue. The new version was marginally less effective according to the predicted response model, so I rejected the revision and approved the original.

That was what most of my days consisted of.

Listening.

Comparing.

Rejecting.

Approving.

The work required concentration but very little invention, and I preferred it that way. I had never possessed any particular desire to compose music, and the thought of sitting alone with an empty musical sequence seemed vaguely uncomfortable. An automated system could generate ten thousand melodies in the time it would take me to decide what the first note should be, and even if I somehow produced something worthwhile, there would be no rational justification for choosing it over the millions of compositions already available.

The machines were better.

There was no humiliation in acknowledging that.

It was simply a fact.

At 10:30, I completed my first performance review and checked the results. My approval accuracy was 98.6 percent, my average evaluation time was 19.4 seconds below the divisional target and my rejection rate remained within the optimal range for my position. The system projected that I would complete my assigned queue approximately forty minutes ahead of schedule.

I accepted the assessment and continued working.

The room remained cool and quiet throughout the morning, with only the music entering the chamber through the speakers and the occasional soft click of my interface controls interrupting the silence. I became accustomed to the strange intimacy of listening to music alone in a room while knowing that the music had not been made for me. Every composition had a purpose, and every purpose had been specified before the first note existed. Even when a piece was intended to produce joy, melancholy or excitement, those responses were treated as measurable outcomes rather than mysterious experiences. The system did not need to understand what happiness was. It only needed to know which combinations of sounds reliably produced the behavioral indicators associated with it.

I found that reassuring.

There was something comforting about a feeling that could be predicted.

At midday, I collected my meal from the distribution unit and ate in the employee dining area, where several hundred analysts sat at identical tables while personalized information feeds displayed silently above them. My meal consisted of grains, vegetables, protein and fruit in quantities calculated according to my nutritional requirements, and I ate while reading an article about recent improvements to the composition engine. The newest model had reduced undesirable harmonic repetition by 11.8 percent and increased predicted emotional engagement by 7.2 percent across several demographic groups. One of my colleagues mentioned that the next generation would probably reduce the need for human quality assurance altogether.

“Do you think they’ll replace us?” she asked.

I looked at the article again.

“Eventually.”

She smiled.

“Good.”

I understood what she meant. If a system could perform our work more accurately, there was no reason to prevent it from doing so simply to preserve employment. Human labor had never been valuable because it was human. It had been valuable when humans were the most effective available method.

We finished eating.

Neither of us spoke about what we would do if our work disappeared.

There was no immediate need to.

That afternoon, I evaluated 1,183 compositions, although I remembered almost none of them by the time I left the building. There was something strange about this aspect of the work that I had never discussed with anyone: I listened to music for approximately eight hours every day, yet almost none of it remained in my mind afterwards. The pieces were technically distinct, but they had been designed according to the same underlying principles, and after years of exposure I could often predict where a composition would move before the next section began. A gradual increase in harmonic density meant that a resolution was approaching. A repeated melodic phrase meant that the system was preparing a transition. A slight reduction in tempo indicated that the emotional response was about to change.

The music behaved exactly
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