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LYDIA

There are signatures a lawyer reads and signatures she remembers.

The first kind binds a company, disposes of land, appoints a director. The second kind waits in the dark.

Y. PETROU waits beneath my thumb.

Two hours earlier, we ate dinner beneath strings of courtyard lights.

Mara passed bread to Alex. Sofia argued with Theo about a headline he claimed made him sound “insufficiently handsome for the alleged crimes.” Celeste told Katerina the fish needed nothing and received more lemon anyway.

Yannis sat at the far end, where the monastery wall gave him a view of the harbor gate.

He has chosen the tactical chair at every Kallias meal for eleven years. He eats slowly, drinks one glass of wine, and disappears before dessert if the room contains enough other people to keep everyone alive.

Tonight I stopped him.

“Archive,” I said when he rose.

“Now?”

“The salvage wallet arrived from Malta.”

His hand remained on the chair back.

No one else noticed. Around the table, Theo was objecting to being called “reckless but redeemable.” Yannis looked toward Sofia’s notebook, then at me.

“Who logged it?”

“Nefeli’s courier and the island registrar. Independent chain.”

“Who opened it?”

“No one.”

“Why not wait until morning?”

I could have answered that we had waited through two books, one corporate takeover, an offshore trafficking case, and seventeen years of respectable obstruction.

Instead I said, “Because paper does not become safer in the dark.”

He came with me.

The walk from the courtyard to the archive takes four minutes. Gravel, monastery steps, the eastern gallery with its saints darkened by candle smoke. Yannis remained half a pace behind until I stopped.

“Walk beside me,” I said.

“Narrow stair.”

“Wide enough.”

He moved beside me without asking why it mattered.

Perhaps it mattered because dinner had made visible everything we did not have. Mara and Alex spoke with the unfinished ease of people whose worst bargain had become a chosen life. Sofia reached for Theo’s water before he knew he wanted it. Their happiness was not simple, but it was public enough to require no tactical chair.

Perhaps I was tired of Yannis appearing only at the edge of rooms I controlled.

At the archive door, the electronic lock refused my code once. Yannis put one hand near my back without touching.

“Again,” he said.

The second attempt opened it.

Inside, the salvage wallet waited on the steel table, salt dried white along its seams.

I signed the access log. Yannis signed beneath me with the compressed initial he uses only on old security forms.

Y. Petrou.

I noticed it and felt a memory move.

Then I opened the wallet.

The paper is brittle at the fold, its coast-guard letterhead faded to the yellow of old teeth. Across the top, a clerk stamped a date twenty-four years ago—seven years before Helena’s car entered the water. Beneath it, someone typed an order redirecting Patrol Seven from the east search corridor to a distress call south of Salamina.

Duration: forty-three minutes.

Authority: Commander L. Stavridis.

Relayed: Y. Petrou.

The archive room on Asteri is cold enough to preserve grudges. Metal shelving runs from floor to ceiling. The only window is a narrow slot cut into the old monastery wall, black now against the island night.

Yannis stands on the other side of the steel table.

He does not reach for the page. That is how I know it is real.

“It’s mine,” he says.

His voice has not changed in the eleven years he has worked beside me. Low, unhurried, built to make panic feel embarrassing. Tonight it makes the back of my neck prickle.

“The signature?”

“The relay.”

“A distinction without comfort.”

His eyes lift to mine. In most rooms, people notice his size first: broad shoulders, hands that look more suited to rope than keyboards, the stillness of a man who wastes neither motion nor warning. I notice the white beginning at his temples. It arrived while I was pretending not to look.

Behind us, the dehumidifier gives a wet mechanical cough.

I turn the page over. Nothing. “You told me Helena’s car was found after the harbor barrier.”

“It was.”

“You did not tell me you diverted the patrol searching for her.”

“I relayed an authenticated command.”

“And then?”

He looks toward the door.

An old reflex. Not avoidance. Assessment.

I smell it a second later.

Smoke.

Yannis moves before I finish the thought. One hand closes around the salvage wallet; the other catches my wrist.

“Down.”

The archive door shudders inward with a flat metallic bang. Not an explosion. A pressure charge, small and precise. Fire pours across the threshold in a bright orange sheet.

The overhead lights die.

Emergency strips wake along the floor, painting the room blood-red.

“Suppression system,” I say.

“Cut.”

The sprinklers remain dry.

Yannis drags a fire blanket from the wall cabinet. I take the wallet from him and shove it inside my jacket while he wraps the blanket around us.

“North wall,” he says. “Service hatch.”

“The hatch is sealed.”

“Not anymore.”

He has already taken a compact pry bar from the emergency locker. Of course he has. Yannis prepares for the failure of every system he is paid to trust.

Heat presses against my cheek. Plastic begins to drip from the ceiling cable trays. The smell is chemical, not paper. Whoever started the fire wants it to travel faster than history normally burns.

Yannis wedges the bar beneath the hatch. His left shoulder falters. Half a second, no more, but I see it.

I set the wallet between my teeth, take the bar above his hand, and add my weight.

The latch snaps.

Cold sea air punches through the opening.

“You first,” he says.

“No.”

“Lydia.”

“The corridor is narrow. You cannot turn with that shoulder if the frame comes down. Go.”

His expression would frighten someone who had not spent eleven years telling him no.

The shelf behind us collapses.

That decides it.

Yannis goes through the hatch, drops to the exterior maintenance walk, then reaches back. I pass him the wallet before I give him my hand.

The moment our palms meet, the past makes a liar of time.

Seventeen years vanish. A detention corridor. Rain in Piraeus. His knuckles split, my blouse buttoned wrong, both of us too young to understand that one night can outlive a marriage that never happened.

Then I am through the hatch and against him on the narrow iron walk.

Below us, the Aegean is black glass scored by moonlight. Above, smoke folds out of the monastery roof.

Yannis keeps one arm around my waist until my shoes find the grating.

“I’m steady,” I say.

His hand remains for one beat too long.

“I know.”

Footsteps strike the courtyard stones. Alex shouts from the main entrance. Somewhere an alarm finally begins, late and useless.

Yannis looks at the salvage wallet under my arm.

“How many people knew it was here?”

“Six.”

“How many knew we were opening it tonight?”

I think of the chain-of-custody notices, the independent counsel, the two investigators on the mainland. “Four.”

His mouth hardens.

Then his radio hisses.

A woman’s recorded voice says, in Greek and English, “Mayday, mayday, mayday. Engine-room fire. Three souls aboard. Position—”

Yannis tears the radio from his belt.

The coordinates repeat.

His face empties.

“What is it?”

“Open water south of Salamina.” He looks past me at the burning archive. “Same position as the diversion order.”

The recording begins again.

Not a cry for help.

A signature.

Alex’s emergency crew reaches the maintenance walk with a ladder. A young volunteer tries to wrap a foil blanket around me while I am still giving instructions.

“Madam, please sit.”

“I will sit when the evidence is inside an insulated container.”

He looks at Yannis for help.

“Do what she says,” Yannis tells him.

The volunteer decides he dislikes both of us.

From the courtyard, I watch the roof burn inward. The fire has found the oldest contracts first. Wax seals blacken. Pages lift in the heat and vanish above the wall like birds too damaged to land.

Alex comes to stand beside me.

“My mother’s file was in there.”

“A copy. Nefeli holds the scan.”

“You made one?”

“I make three of anything a Kallias asks me to keep secret.”

Under other circumstances, he might smile. Tonight he studies my face.

“Did you know about Yannis?”

“No.”

“Do you believe him?”

I look across the courtyard. A medic is cleaning the burn on Yannis’s wrist. He keeps trying to move his hand so he can see me.

“I believe the narrow things he has admitted,” I say. “The rest is still under examination.”

Alex nods. He has learned to accept precision even when he wants comfort.

The false mayday begins for the fourth time.

Yannis crosses the courtyard and switches off his radio. In the sudden quiet, the sea below the monastery sounds close enough to enter the room.
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YANNIS

The first time I heard the woman on the radio, I was twenty-eight and stupid enough to believe a valid cipher made an order true.

Tonight the recording is cleaner.

That detail bothers me more than the fire.

I switch channels and call the Asteri harbor master. “Confirm distress traffic at the coordinates.”

Static, then Giorgos answers. “Nothing on civilian emergency. Only your security band.”

“Track the transmitter.”

“Already trying.”

Lydia stands in the courtyard while smoke climbs behind her. Soot cuts a dark line over one cheekbone. Her hair has come loose at the nape, silver bright among black. She still holds the wallet under her arm as if it is an ordinary closing file and not the reason someone just tried to cook us alive.

Alex reaches us first, Mara beside him in a robe thrown over trousers. Theo and Sofia follow from the guest wing. The three couples of this family are never all on Asteri without a crisis or a wedding. Tonight has chosen.

“Anybody hurt?” Alex asks.

“No,” Lydia says. “The east archive may be lost.”

Alex looks at the flames. He does not ask about the documents before the people. His mother’s death taught him some things badly and marriage taught him others better.

Mara touches Lydia’s arm. “What did you find?”

Lydia takes the diversion order from the wallet and gives it to her.

Alex reads over Mara’s shoulder. I watch the exact second he sees my name.

Then he sees the date.

“This is wrong,” he says. “I was seventeen that night, not ten.”

“The operational copy was backdated seven years,” I say. “The retention period had already expired when anyone knew to ask for it.”

Lydia looks at me. “You knew the date was false.”

“Since Rallis showed me the original log.”

I have stood between that man and knives, bullets, a sinking launch, and his own worst decisions. None of it buys me the right to ask him not to look at me like this.

“You signed the order that pulled them away from my mother?”

“I relayed it.”

“You found the car.”

“After we returned.”

“Forty-three minutes after.”

“Yes.”

The word lands with no defense around it.

Sofia takes out her phone. Lydia’s gaze cuts toward her.

“No recording,” Lydia says.

“I’m opening a note.”

“On a network that may be compromised.”

Sofia lowers the phone, not because she likes being instructed, but because Lydia is right.

The volunteer fire crew crosses the courtyard. I step aside to give them the line and smell accelerant on the wind.

“Yannis,” Lydia says.

I know the question before she asks.

“Who issued the order?”

“The command cipher belonged to Rear Admiral Leon Stavridis. Commander then.”

Theo lets out a soft curse. Stavridis has cut ribbons beside ministers, chaired rescue charities, and lectured young officers about honor. His company supplies half the private port security in the country.

“And was it his voice?” Mara asks.

“The order came by teletype. Authentication matched.”

Lydia watches me with the patience she uses on witnesses who think a narrow answer is the same as the truth.

“What aren’t you saying?”

I hear boots on stone. Fire bells. The false mayday repeating under all of it.

“Not here.”

Her chin lifts. “You have had seventeen years to choose a better place.”

Alex moves toward me.

Mara catches his hand. Not restraining. Reminding.

I take the radio spool from the wallet and turn it in the moonlight. The brown tape is scarred with salt. A white evidence tag circles the hub, and the handwriting on it belongs to Manolis Rallis.

He taught me to read weather before instruments. He took his coffee without sugar and carried peppermints for children we pulled from boats. He died with newspapers calling him the officer who abandoned Helena Kallias.

I let him.

“Rallis kept the watch log,” I say. “The official copy was altered after the search.”

“How do you know?” Lydia asks.

“Because I saw the original.”

“Where?”

“In his kitchen, three days before he died.”

Her face goes still.

“And you did nothing.”

There are accusations a man can answer and accusations he deserves to carry.

“I did something,” I say. “It wasn’t enough.”

The radio cuts off mid-coordinate.

Giorgos comes back. “Signal was inside the island repeater. Someone loaded the recording remotely.”

I scan the roofs. The monastery windows. The low line of the harbor wall. Nothing moves except fire and people trying to contain it.

The message was never meant to send us to sea.

It was meant to tell me the night is not mine alone.

Lydia folds the diversion order with careful hands.

“Independent protocol begins now,” she says. “No Kallias chain of command. No private security custody. Nefeli holds the legal file. Inspector Kosta receives a duplicate in the morning.”

“You need protection.”

“I have survived an arson attack. I do not need the noun. I need to know what you propose to do.”

“Move you off Asteri.”

“No.”

I step closer and lower my voice. “The fire started at the only exit. It was built to trap whoever opened the wallet.”

“Then moving me may be exactly what they expect.”

“They know your name now.”

A change passes over her. Small enough that no one else sees it.

“They have always known my name, Yannis.”

The old intimacy of it—the warning inside my full name—hits lower than it should.

“This is different.”

“Why?”

Because Stavridis once told me that a young lawyer could disappear into the same water as Helena. Because I believed him. Because Lydia went back into the Kallias building the next morning, and I have spent every day since mistaking proximity for penance.

I look at the soot on her skin.

“Because this time,” I say, “he knows what I kept.”

Lydia studies me as if the sentence has opened a file.

“He?”

“Stavridis.”

“You are certain?”

“No.”

“But you used the pronoun.”

“The cipher was his. The method was his.”

She folds her arms. “And the fear?”

I do not answer fast enough.

The fire chief interrupts to report that the blaze is contained. Initial residue suggests a marine accelerant used in engine compartments. Whoever set it knew that the island crew would first assume an electrical fire and cut power.

“Can the security recordings be recovered?” Lydia asks.

“Local system wiped at twenty-two fourteen,” I say. “Cloud mirror shows an authentication from my office.”

Alex’s stare returns.

“Were you in your office?”

“No.”

“Who has your credentials?”

“No one.”

Sofia makes a small sound. “That is what Theo said in Malta.”

The comparison is deliberate. Book Two began with authentic credentials used as a weapon.

“Then we assume the compromise predates tonight,” Lydia says. “Every instruction attributed to Yannis requires secondary verification.”

She says it before Alex can suspend me. Before doubt becomes punishment.

I should thank her.

Instead I say, “That includes evacuation instructions.”

“Especially those.”

Her mouth is stern, but there is life in her eyes now. Anger is better than the stillness she wore when she first saw the signature.

The salvage wallet passes into Nefeli’s temporary custody bag. Lydia signs as witness. I sign beneath her.

Our names share a page for the first time since the old inquiry.

The sight is more dangerous than fire.
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LYDIA

At four in the morning, the dining room becomes an evidence lab.

White linen comes off the long table. Nefeli arrives by secure video from Athens, her face divided into hard squares whenever the island connection falters. Mara photographs each item. Sofia writes by hand. Alex stands at the window and does not look at Yannis.

The salvage wallet contains seven pages, one radio spool, a brass key, and a blue glass bead.

The blue bead is the only object without an explanation.

“Start with the death file,” I say.

Nefeli shares the digitized record recovered from the Book Two archive. The screen fills with a forensic report bearing the seal of the Piraeus coroner’s office.

Female. Estimated age, thirty-eight to forty-five. Immersion trauma. Identification by personal effects and dental comparison.

Helena was forty-two.

The report names Dr. Orestis Spanos as the forensic odontologist. Beneath his signature is an attachment code. Mara opens the dental chart.

I read the creation date twice.

“That cannot be right.”

“What?” Alex asks.

“The comparison chart was logged on the ninth.”

“She died on the twelfth.”

“The body was recovered on the thirteenth.”

Silence gathers around the table.

Sofia scrolls to the summary recovered in Malta. “The AION file says Helena’s body was never found.”

“The private file says no body was ever independently verified,” I reply. “The public statement said the recovered woman was Helena. Constantine maintained two versions: one to end the search and one to protect himself if the identification failed.”

Alex looks at the conflicting pages. “So even the lie had an exit.”

Sofia turns her notebook toward herself. “A template?”

“Not with patient-specific restoration marks.” I zoom in. “Lower left molar, gold inlay. Crown on the upper second premolar. Someone prepared this as Helena’s chart before the car entered the water.”

Alex sits down.

He does it slowly, like a man who has been struck somewhere no one else can see.

“I saw her in the passenger seat.”

Mara kneels beside his chair. “You saw your mother before you got out. This says nothing about what happened afterward.”

He presses his thumb and forefinger to his eyes. For years he carried the guilt of surviving while his mother drowned within arm’s reach. Now we have taken even the shape of that grief from him.

Yannis remains near the door.

I look at him. “When was the body identified?”

“Fourteen hours after recovery.”

“Were you present?”

“Outside the mortuary.”

“Did Constantine see her?”

“He was taken into a private room with Spanos. He came out seven minutes later and signed.”

“And you?”

“I was a watchkeeper under investigation. No one asked what I thought.”

His restraint irritates me because I know what it costs him. It also irritates me because seventeen years ago he had not possessed it. He was furious then—at Stavridis, at Constantine, at me. His anger had filled a room like weather.

I had kissed him to stop him shouting.

It did not stop anything.

Nefeli scrolls to the chain-of-custody page. “There’s a gap. Body transferred from harbor recovery to municipal mortuary at eleven twenty. Intake signature at twelve fifty-eight.”

“One hour thirty-eight minutes,” Sofia says.

“Enough time to alter jewelry and records,” Mara replies.

“Not a body,” Alex says.

No one answers.

The brass key from the wallet bears an oval tag stamped VRY-3. I search the old asset register. A decommissioned maritime signal station appears on a survey map.

Vrysi. An uninhabited islet east of Salamina, leased to the coast guard until twenty-three years ago.

Yannis crosses the room in three steps and closes my laptop.

Everyone looks at him.

“Why?” I ask.

“That search went through the house network.”

“It went through the isolated review terminal.”

“Which still reached the registry.”

“Open it.”

“No.”

The word is quiet. Absolute.

I stand.

We are nearly the same height in my shoes. He has always seemed larger because he makes space yield before he enters it.

“You do not get to decide which evidence I see.”

“Someone burned an archive within two hours of that wallet being logged.”

“Then improve the firewall.”

His eyes darken. “This is not a board meeting.”

“No. In a board meeting, you remember that I am not employed by your fear.”

Alex says his name, but Yannis does not look away from me.

“Inspector Kosta gets everything at dawn,” I continue. “Including the Vrysi search.”

“Not the original.”

“A forensic duplicate.”

“Not from here.”
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