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The Night the Sea Went Dark at 12:17

The control room's night lighting cast blue stains across the glass wall. Yoon Haejin pushed aside his cold coffee and enlarged the attenuation graph for East Sea Section 3. As the clock in the lower-right corner of the screen passed 00:16:58, the end of the waveform trembled. Fine teeth appeared along the flat green line. Five seconds later, three undersea repeaters stopped responding in sequence. The alarm struck the control room ceiling a beat too late.

Haejin did not touch the automatic recovery command. In the twelve seconds before the system opened a bypass circuit, he trapped the raw readings in a separate window. East Sea Section 3 terminal voltage: zero. Optical receive power: unavailable. Circuit status: hard down. The failure time on the screen was 00:17:03.

The same numbers as yesterday. And the day before.

He leaned away from the back of his chair and called up the incident history.

The six most recent failure reports opened in a vertical stack. Wind speed had varied from day to day, and the wave height showed no consistent pattern. A hard northeasterly had blown during the first event, but the sea had been calm during the third. On the day of the fastest current, the water had been running in the opposite direction from tonight. There had been no proximity warning from a maintenance vessel or trawler. Yet the red break marker occupied the same field in every report.

00:17:03.

Not even the seconds differed.

Suspecting a time-synchronization error, Haejin bypassed the control servers and opened the independent clocks at both ends of the line. The logs from the Haemyeong cable landing station and the Cheongna relay station differed by only two-tenths of a second. If one unit had generated a false alarm, the optical reflectometry reading at the opposite end could not have collapsed at the same time. He placed the two measurement windows side by side. The break lay 83.4 kilometers east of Haemyeong Port. Even with the margin of error included, every event pointed to the same stretch of seabed.

The customer network changed from orange to green when the bypass came online, and the alarm fell silent. The original circuit did not recover. Then, exactly 118 seconds later, the receive power rose from the floor without a command. The line the equipment had classified as severed reconnected, leaving behind only accumulated errors.

The cable had not been cut and somehow healed itself. Something had blocked the light in a way the equipment could not distinguish from a physical break.

A gray notification surfaced beneath the attenuation graph. It came from the navigational-aid receiver, a window unrelated to the undersea circuit. It normally carried the battery voltage and wave-height reports from weather buoys, and the night shift kept it minimized. Haejin was about to dismiss the notice when he saw that the transmitter identification field was blank. A registered aid should have displayed its marker number and control-station code before anything else. This transmission contained only a frequency and signal strength.

He expanded the window.

At 00:16:47, a narrow carrier had arrived from the open water east of Haemyeong Port. It had lasted 2.8 seconds. It was neither voice nor a position message. Three clusters of regularly broken pulses, a brief pause, then the same sequence again. The automatic decoder returned UNKNOWN FORMAT.

Haejin turned on the audio. A dry, low series of beeps cut through the ventilation noise.

Four short, two long. Pause. One short, then four long. Another pause, two long and three short.

He copied the dots and dashes onto the edge of a memo pad. Morse code. The first pair read H and M. The final two groups read one and seven.

HM 17.

It resembled a call sign, but not one that matched the civilian buoy-identification system used in the Haemyeong sector. He could not tell whether the number referred to a time. Rather than write down a theory, he drew a box around the pulse sequence.

The signal vanished while he loaded the official navigational-aid registry. Twelve lighted buoys under Haemyeong Port's jurisdiction used that frequency, and all twelve reported normal remote status. Haejin widened the coordinate radius into international waters. He overlaid lists of markers awaiting disposal, temporary construction buoys, and marine-survey instruments. Nothing matched the time of transmission. The nearest registered buoy lay 11.6 kilometers off the estimated bearing. Given the received power, the signal could not have come from that distance.

Haejin called the navigational-aid control station's night number. He gave the frequency and reception time but said nothing about his Morse interpretation. The duty officer checked the maintenance schedule and the temporary-installation permits one after the other. No marker had conducted a test transmission in the open water at that hour.

When the officer asked for a position, Haejin said he had only an error ellipse. The station could not issue an incident number for an unidentified aid without a field check, the officer told him, but asked him to preserve the original reception. The station's own records would be deleted automatically after a week. Haejin did not record the call. He wrote down the officer's name and the last-update time of the registry the officer had searched.

Before hanging up, the officer added in a lower voice, "Nothing is supposed to be floating at those coordinates."

Haejin attached the answer to the incident screen as the basis of an official registry inquiry.

He opened the time-of-arrival difference between the two receiving antennas. The antenna on the port roof and the auxiliary antenna at the landing station were separated by 0.031 seconds. Noise generated inside one unit could not have produced that interval. A rough intersection of the two bearings formed a small ellipse about eighty-three kilometers east of Haemyeong Port. It overlapped the section marked on the cable-attenuation graph. The uncertainty area was broad, but its center lay too close to dismiss as coincidence.

Haejin disabled the automatic cleanup rule. A marker signal without an identification number was normally compressed into the noise archive after thirty minutes. He bundled the raw waveform, the reception times from both antennas, and the frequency spectrum into a separate incident. He did not put the decoded characters in the filename. He could not yet call the transmitter a buoy or claim to know who had sent the signal. What he could preserve was narrower: a transmitter absent from the official registry had been present in that sector, and it had sent the same short sequence twice.

On the first replay, he noticed a blank interval between the end of the second signal and the first tremor in the attenuation graph.

Eleven seconds.

He checked the screen synchronization and measured it again. Still eleven seconds. He amended the incident note to POSSIBLE UNREGISTERED NAVIGATIONAL-AID SIGNAL PRECEDES EVENT and pinned the receiver window beside the attenuation graph.

Haejin duplicated the raw logs for all six incidents into a read-only bundle and generated a hash for each one. Ordinarily, he would have left the procedure to the automated summary. This time he did not merge the incident numbers. He left the cause field blank on the new failure report and titled it VERIFY REPEATED TIME.

With the cursor resting over Save, he realized the company's standard classification table contained no category for an undersea circuit that vanished and returned on a schedule.

At 00:19:41, the original circuit stabilized within its normal range. Haejin copied the six times onto paper and underlined the final line. Chance should have produced variation. If the sea had caused the failures, they should have shifted as the sea changed. Only one thing had remained constant across all six events.

At 12:17 a.m., the same section had been classified as severed.

Every time.

He had just opened the night-failure summary when the internal-call indicator appeared. The caller was Baek Jinsu, the operations director. Haejin saved the incident bundle once more before accepting.

"Is the circuit back?"

"It recovered after 118 seconds. I've deferred the cause determination."

Jinsu asked first about customer impact. The bypass latency had stayed within tolerance, Haejin said, and no external outage notice had been issued. Paper moved at the other end of the line, followed by a short silence.

"Your draft title says Verify Repeated Time."

Haejin looked at the incident-management screen. He had saved the title less than three minutes ago, and a senior-access marker already sat beside it.

"All six began at the same time. The clocks at both ends agree."

"Keep that in the raw material. Don't call it a recurring pattern in the executive report. Classify it as a possible weather event."

Haejin's hands stopped above the keyboard. Beyond the control-room glass, empty workstations blinked in sequence. He did not pretend to have misheard. Jinsu knew as well as he did that the two phrases did not describe the same uncertainty. A recurring pattern implied another failure could be predicted. A weather event pushed the cause backward into waves that had already passed.

"Tonight's wind and wave data don't match the earlier incidents."

"I said possible. I'm not asking you to state it as fact." Jinsu never raised his voice. "Leave the unidentified transmission out of the executive summary as well. Attach it when the navigational-aid station issues an incident number. If you report a recurring failure now, the emergency-response level changes, and we'll have to explain it to the shipping companies and insurers."

Haejin opened the report's approval path. The phrase recurring pattern would notify the root-cause analysis team and the marine-safety office at the same time. Possible weather event could be closed at the operations director's level. A single choice of words could reduce the investigation team and push a transmitter that did not yet have a name beyond the edge of the record.

"I'll enter your instruction in the revision history."

This silence lasted longer.

"Put it under my name. But lead with no customer impact and normal service restored."

The call ended, and the report-entry window moved automatically to the foreground. Haejin selected OTHER—ANALYSIS PENDING as the cause. He did not delete the free-text note he had already written—SAME TIME REPEATED; EXTERNAL SIGNAL PRECEDES EVENT. Instead, he opened the executive-summary field separately. The cursor blinked after the last word of possible weather event.

He did not submit the report at once.

First he added the time of the instruction, the originating extension, and Baek Jinsu's name to the incident note. The call had not been recorded, so he entered what he had heard as an operational instruction without quotation marks. Then he added the retrieval time and provider identifier for the source weather data. If anyone later asked what evidence supported the stated possibility, the record would at least show that it had not originated in the observations.

In the executive report, he entered the required wording.

00:17 TEMPORARY FAILURE, EAST SEA SECTION 3. NO CUSTOMER IMPACT FOLLOWING BYPASS SWITCHOVER. CAUSE: POSSIBLE WEATHER EVENT; DETAILED ANALYSIS TO FOLLOW.

Just before submission, he added only the incident-file number to the attachment list. The title and hash were visible, but an approver without the necessary permission could not open the raw waveform. It was neither deleted nor disclosed.

When he clicked Approve, the document status changed to UNDER REVIEW—OPERATIONS DIRECTOR. Almost at once, the revision history of the cause field folded into a single gray line.

Initial entry: Verify Repeated Time.

Executive summary: Possible Weather Event.

Haejin's employee number stood between the two.

He drew a seventh line beneath the six times on the paper. On it he wrote not the failure time, but the time of the reporting instruction: 00:24:12. He did not know whether the signal would return. If the same thing happened the next night, however, he now had a reference point for determining what repeated first.

Haejin folded the paper, slipped it behind his access card beneath the clear cover, and opened the shift-handover field without closing the incident file.
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The Break Before Dawn

Haejin stayed in the control room long after his shift had ended. The headset abandoned by the night operator smelled faintly of disinfectant, and the windows facing east were still black. He duplicated the previous night’s incident window onto his private analysis screen, then pulled the failure records for East Sea Section 3 from the past thirty days. Not the summaries prepared for customer notices, but the raw events recorded by the optical transmission equipment down to the millisecond: link loss, failover, signal recovery. He excluded the automatic retries between them. Count those, and a single outage swelled into three or four.

When he narrowed the search to 00:00–00:30, seven incidents remained. They had not occurred every day: October 14, 19, and 24; November 3, 7, and 8; and the night that had just ended. Haejin isolated the first moment of optical loss in each incident and placed the timestamps side by side.

00:17:03.412

00:17:03.398

00:17:03.421

The spread between the earliest and latest values was 0.023 seconds—narrow enough to pass as duplicate records of the same incident once the synchronization errors of the two control servers were combined. He touched the final digits on the screen. If waves had disturbed the cable, there was no reason for the starting point to cluster this tightly across different dates. But matching timestamps alone did not justify writing that someone had intervened. Scheduled diagnostics and shore-side power transfers also kept time by the clock.

At the edge of the screen, 12:17 a.m. stirred a memory of a similar string of numbers from a year before. Following an instruction from above, he had suppressed that pattern as equipment error. Memory, however, was not evidence. Instead of repeating his old conclusion, he withheld judgment until the raw logs arrived.

Haejin opened the current data. In addition to the readings from the Haemyeong Port tide station cited in the previous day’s report, he added public raw data from two observation points close to the open water crossed by the cable. First he verified that all three station clocks used the same reference time. Each carried a UTC synchronization marker, with no gaps in coverage. For every incident date, he downloaded ten-minute observations of sea level, current speed, and current direction around midnight. He ignored the interpolation supplied by the agency. He joined the raw observations linearly and calculated the values at 12:17 himself.

During the first incident, the current had run northeast at 0.42 knots. Four days later it had run southwest at 0.18 knots; the following day, the water had been almost slack. On the fourteenth it had been fastest, flowing north at 0.61 knots, while on the twenty-fourth it had moved in the opposite direction at 0.47 knots. At that same hour, the difference between the highest and lowest sea levels approached one meter. The sea at the moment of failure did not belong to any single set of conditions.

He changed the axis of comparison without rushing to judgment. Perhaps the failures were tied not to a particular speed but to the moment the current turned. He added the beginning of flood and ebb tides, along with high and low water, for each date. On the calendar, 12:17 remained fixed; the tidal phase slipped from day to day. The first incident came thirty-eight minutes after low water, the second one hour twelve minutes before high water, the third twenty-six minutes after high water. On the most distant date, slack water was still more than two hours away.

A scatter plot formed on the right side of the screen. Tidal phase ran along the horizontal axis, outage onset along the vertical. The points scattered sideways but overlapped vertically in a line as thin as a strand of hair. Haejin deleted the regression equation. There was no need to decorate the report with a correlation coefficient. Instead, he wrote down the expected time shift under each hypothesis. If tidal loading were responsible, the incident time should have moved with the tidal phase. If drifting debris had struck the cable, the events should have clustered where speed and direction were similar. The record matched neither.

He overlaid the current curves from three hours before each failure to three hours after. Perhaps a peak current before 12:17 had loaded the cable after a consistent delay. But shifting the delay in five-minute increments did not bring the peaks together. Align one date with the maximum flood current and another date’s lowest ebb landed on top of it. He widened the tolerance to ten minutes, thirty minutes, an hour. No common interval explained all seven incidents.

Using the failure log itself as the anchor produced a different result. The alternate circuit opened between 1.8 and 2.1 seconds after link loss, and every link returned to normal within forty-three seconds. Recovery time varied with load. Only the starting time refused to move. Haejin separated that distinction into its own column. The pressure created by the sea and the response executed by the equipment could not be treated as the same number. Beside every calculation he recorded both the path back to the raw source and the time at which he had queried it.

He placed a warning in the worksheet that the sample contained only seven events, then expanded the comparison period to ninety days. The screen froze for a moment. As the archive server restored the compressed logs, only the cooling fans grew louder. Haejin removed the slip of paper tucked behind his access card. Six times were written there, followed by the time from the previous night. Minute-level notes on paper could not replace raw logs, but they could warn him if the server’s results no longer matched what he had seen.

When the restoration finished, two more incidents appeared. Both had been omitted from the daily outage report because their customer-impact duration was classified as zero seconds. September 28 and October 12. Their first optical-loss timestamps were 00:17:03.405 and 00:17:03.417. On one date the current had been midway through the flood; on the other, near the end of the ebb. Haejin sorted all nine incidents again. Their entire range still fit inside exactly 0.023 seconds.

“You’re still here?”

Lim Sugyeong, the operator taking over the shift, entered with two paper cups. Instead of answering, Haejin pulled an empty chair beside the screen. A calculation seen by only one person could later be reduced to a judgment made by only one person.

“Do these look like duplicate copies of the same incident to you?”

Sugyeong set down the cups and scanned the incident identifiers. “Different equipment, different dates.”

“Check the clock synchronization first. See if there’s a correction I missed.”

Sugyeong opened the time history of the control servers and the offset table for the submarine termination equipment. They divided the rows and checked them in silence. One device had run six milliseconds slow in October, but the result held whether they calculated before or after the automatic correction. Sugyeong took her hand off the mouse.

“If this was scheduled work, there would have to be a job set for seventeen minutes past the hour somewhere.”

“Which is why it isn’t a cause yet.”

Haejin pinned the nine incidents’ differences in tidal phase and their variation in onset time to the same screen. He began to write Current conditions inconsistent, then stopped. Inconsistent could be read to mean that the current had played no role whatsoever. He revised the sentence.

Within the observation period, outage onset did not shift with changes in sea level, current speed, current direction, or tidal phase.

He did not hide the calculations beneath it. He listed the raw-data identifiers, reference-time corrections, excluded retry events, interpolation method between the two observation points, and sample size. The final line held only the numbers: First optical loss in 9 incidents: 00:17:03.398–00:17:03.421.

The previous day’s possible weather-related cause could no longer survive on the word possible alone. Whatever else the current had done, it had not made the clock. Haejin was about to attach the analysis table to the incident file when he checked the permissions marker. Adding a new attachment to an incident under review by Operations would immediately alert Baek Jinsu. If he kept it local to avoid that alert, the calculation itself could cease to exist while he was away from his desk.

He designated Sugyeong as reviewer and registered the attachment. He named it for the procedure rather than the conclusion: EastSea3_OutageTime-TidalPhase_CrossCheck. The upload time and both employee numbers were stamped into the revision history. An internal-call indicator from Operations soon began blinking in the corner of the screen, but before answering, Haejin did one more thing. He left the Weather/Current box checked under automated cause classification and added a flag beside it: Supporting basis requires review. Jinsu held the authority to change the classification. Haejin still had the power to record that its basis had been challenged.

The line rang a third time. Haejin looked once more at the vertical thread of points on the scatter plot. Nine different seas had moved in nine different ways. Only the failures had stopped at precisely the same time. He answered.

“Manager Yoon.”

Baek Jinsu’s voice was always flat, as though it had already passed through a conference-room speaker. “Have you reviewed the customer notice?”

Haejin looked at the draft open on one side of his screen. Temporary quality degradation in East Sea Section 3. Possible effects of weather and maritime conditions under review. It was an unobjectionable sentence to send to a customer. Unobjectionable had survived too long in the space between we do not know the cause and we know but will not write it down.

“Not yet. I uploaded the analysis table first.”

“I saw it. That’s why I’m calling.”

Jinsu paused. Beyond the control-room windows, the headlights of an employee bus swept across the port road. Sugyeong had started back toward her station, but stopped to look at Haejin. Haejin held one palm down to signal that it was all right.

“The customer doesn’t need a cause hypothesis,” Jinsu said. “They need to know which circuit they can use and when service will be restored.”

“Those can’t be separated. Nine incidents began in the same second. They don’t match the currents, either.”

“And what are you going to write instead? That somebody did something?”

“No. That the evidence is too weak to classify them solely as weather-related.”

“If you change that sentence this morning, the port authority, the insurers, and the shipping lines will all send inquiries at once. One mention of recurring outages is enough.”

Jinsu did not sound as though he were trying to frighten him. That made the warning linger. He probably knew which departments would send the inquiries and what their official letters would be titled. Haejin could not tell whether that precision was competence or simply a method for stopping work.

“They need to ask before anyone can verify it.”

“We verify first. Internally, not out there.”

“Even now, restoring our own raw server logs takes time. And the field-access records sit outside Operations.”

“All the more reason to issue the notice first. We can’t tell customers we missed the cause.”

Haejin leaned away from the back of his chair. “First we need to know whether it was missed or omitted.”

Paper shifted at the far end of the call. Jinsu cleared his throat once. “Manager Yoon, do not use that word in the analysis report. Omitted reads as a control failure. For now, list weather and equipment status together. Move the data-retention issue to internal review.”

Haejin wrote the sequence in his notebook as Jinsu spoke. Weather. Equipment status. Internal review. The nine timestamps remained on the screen while he copied the words. Changing the way a record was read did not change the shape of its numbers.

“When will the internal review happen?”

“The customer notice comes first this morning. We’ll schedule an operations meeting this afternoon.”

“If we wait until this afternoon, we won’t be able to inspect the site before the next outage.”

“Do not proceed on the assumption that there will be another outage.”

His voice was quieter than an order. Haejin looked at his watch. 6:42 a.m. Seventeen hours remained until the next 12:17. Long, in one sense. Short, when approval to approach submarine equipment was involved.

“I’m not assuming. I’m preparing.”

“A customer notice and a check of the alternate circuits are sufficient preparation. Hold the field-dispatch request. The forecast may change, and sending a vessel before it does will only add cost.”

Haejin looked at the emergency-dispatch criteria taped beneath the monitor. When optical loss recurred and its cause remained unclear, field diagnostics were listed as optional. Below the word optional was the name of the approving authority: Baek Jinsu. The rule had been written so that no one was prohibited from acting, yet no record showed who had stopped them.

“Then at least open remote diagnostic access to the repeater section. It was read-only last night.”

“Security can open it.”

“Why did Security lock it?”

This silence lasted longer. Sugyeong stopped clicking her mouse. Jinsu answered slowly, as though choosing from a list.

“Because there were traces of external access. Is that enough?”

Haejin’s hand stopped for the first time. Traces of external access. The phrase was larger than weather-related, and more dangerous than the recurrence Jinsu did not want in the customer notice. If what he said was true, someone might have reached the equipment. If it was not, he was borrowing Security’s name to close down the question.

“When was that discovered?”

“Get the report from Security. Manager Yoon, right now we need to settle the wording.”

Haejin stared at the call window. The disconnect button was one finger’s width away. But ending the call would not remove the man who held the approval. He selected the first sentence of the draft: Possible effects of weather and maritime conditions. His finger hovered over Delete, then moved away.

“I’ll send the notice. I won’t alter the analysis table.”

“I’m not asking you to alter it. I’m asking you to withhold judgment.”

“Withholding is not the same as deleting.”

Jinsu did not answer. A few seconds later, the call ended. The disconnect tone sounded softer than the control room’s ventilation.

Haejin copied the customer-notice draft into a new file. He kept the original intact and added only the time to the end of the title: 0607_Draft. Then he appended one short sentence to the analysis table: Field dispatch and remote diagnostics for the repeater section pending approval, per Operations directive.

Sugyeong pushed one of the paper cups toward him. The coffee had already gone cold.

“Was that the first you’d heard about the traces of external access?”

“Yes.”

“Should we ask Security?”

Haejin looked toward the windows, where the dark was beginning to thin. The port cranes slowly found their outlines. He did not write Jinsu’s words down as a cause. Instead, he left them on the next line as a question no one had yet managed to erase.

Review repeater access records for East Sea Section 3 prior to 00:17.

After saving the sentence, he opened the revision history. Anyone could read the report itself, but the names of those who had accessed the records sat behind separate permissions. Jinsu had told him to hold field deployment, yet he already knew about the traces of external access. The fact that Operations had received that information first suggested that someone, somewhere, might have been watching the same failure before anyone in last night’s control room.

A small warning appeared beneath the revision table: one linked raw event could not be found. Haejin confirmed that it was a reference error in an existing attachment, not in the question he had just added. The incident bundle contained eighteen raw-file identifiers. Only the eleventh showed a file size of zero. Its status was not Retention period expired, but Deleted by user.

“Was this empty last night?”

Sugyeong pulled her chair back over. “I looked at the waveform, not the file list.”

Haejin checked the deletion time first: 1:03:19 a.m. Forty-six minutes after service had recovered, and after his call with Jinsu. The deleting account was not a human employee number but EVT-NORM-02, the server account that converted raw events into a standard format and removed duplicate rows. A routine operation should have left a processing mark across the entire incident bundle. Instead, only one single-line fragment had disappeared.

He did not press Restore. The restoration visible on the screen would merely recreate an empty file. A hollow container with a new timestamp would be difficult to distinguish from its state immediately before deletion. He opened the storage server’s segment list instead. Before entering the control interface, raw events were recorded by two separate collectors. Even after the primary collector completed normalization, the original bytes remained in closed segments on the auxiliary collector until the next integrity check.

The auxiliary collector could not be read directly from the operations network. Using his read-only outage-analysis permissions, Haejin queried only the segment index. He checked whether the sequence numbers before and after the deleted file identifier were continuous, and whether their close times and hashes matched. The preceding segment had closed at 12:16:59 a.m.; the following one had opened at 12:17:04. Between them lay a four-kilobyte block whose last eight identifier digits matched those of the fragment missing from the incident screen.

“Opening the source will alert Security,” Sugyeong said.

“If we open it, the alert becomes part of the record.”

For the access reason, Haejin entered Integrity comparison for deleted raw event. He did not mention Jinsu’s claim of external access. If he used an unverified hypothesis to justify restoration, it could later appear that the hypothesis itself had drawn the evidence out. When he designated Sugyeong as a simultaneous viewer, an approval dialog opened on the other woman’s screen.

“If I click this, I’m taking responsibility with you, right?”

“It means you saw it with me. I’ll record the judgment.”

Sugyeong watched him for a moment, then authenticated with her employee ID. The access request bearing both their names went into Security’s queue. Haejin expected an immediate denial, but temporary privileges left on the incident-response account activated first. A read-only window opened in the center of the screen, raw encrypted bytes on the left and a converted preview on the right. Remaining viewing time: 4:58.

The block contained only one line. Its beginning was familiar: collector time, East Sea Section 3 endpoint identifier, advance optical-input-loss value. The delimiter was not. Normal events separated fields with semicolons. Here, the fourth delimiter had become two vertical bars, causing the normalization server to mistake everything that followed for a duplicate memo. Haejin did not run the conversion again. He divided the source character by character.

00:17:02.911;E3-WT04;RX_PRELOSS=-2.7||SRC=3821.842N,13047.116E;TTL=05

The record preceded optical loss by 0.501 seconds. A TTL value at the end was common in short-lived management packets, but the digits after SRC did not match any equipment-address format. Only when Haejin saw the decimal points and compass directions did he recognize latitude and longitude: 38 degrees 21.842 minutes north, 130 degrees 47.116 minutes east.

He preserved the hash of the raw record. A copied string alone would provide no way to prove that even a single comma had changed. Then he compared the primary-collector hash for the same block against the auxiliary one. The value retained in the pre-deletion index matched the backup copy. At least this one line had not been created during restoration.

Sugyeong started to paste the coordinates into a map window. Haejin raised a hand.

“Public chart first. Not the company chart.”

“Why?”

“If the marker appears only on our map, we’ll mix the source with our interpretation.”

They set the coordinate system before opening a blank nautical chart. The log did not say whether the numbers used the World Geodetic System or a local working grid. Haejin selected the most common world geodetic datum as a working assumption and placed a warning at the top of the screen: Coordinate system unconfirmed. The point appeared far northeast of Haemyeong Port. It lay 11.6 kilometers off the registered route of East Sea Section 3, with no company-managed repeater listed at that position.

He tried other coordinate systems in turn. The national survey datum and an older correction used on the company network shifted the point by anywhere from hundreds of meters to several kilometers, but none placed it on the cable route. Even a generous error margin left it beyond the safety radius of every registered repeater. That did not prove any equipment existed there. The packet might have lied about its origin, or digits from some other system might merely have resembled coordinates.

Less than a minute remained. Haejin grouped the coordinates, conversion conditions, raw hash, and deletion time into a single evidence table. He titled it Unregistered Coordinate String, not Source Location. Beneath it, he separated three things: the fact that the string existed in the source, the calculation that placed it beyond the registered cable route when read as coordinates, and the judgment that the packet’s actual origin remained unknown.

Security sent a viewing-expiration warning. At the same moment, a prompt asked whether they wanted to extend preservation. Selecting yes would remove the incident bundle from automatic cleanup, and even Operations would be unable to shorten its retention period unilaterally. It would also place the reason and the applicants’ names on the audit list immediately.

Haejin turned the screen toward Sugyeong. “You can step away here. The record already shows that you saw the coordinates.”

Sugyeong did not rise. “You said you didn’t want this reduced to one person’s judgment.”

She clicked the joint-preservation confirmation first. Haejin approved it after her. Just before the window closed, the source block was copied to a separate evidence store, and a new hash and both employee numbers were sealed into the index. The deleted line did not return to the incident screen. It became something else: a record that carried with it who had deleted it, when it had been deleted, and which auxiliary copy had restored it.

Haejin wrote the coordinates by hand beneath the seven call signs on his paper. 38°21.842′N, 130°47.116′E. He had never seen the location before. Instead of circling the numbers, he placed a single question mark beside them. Plotting a point on a chart was not the same as naming its owner.

Sugyeong enlarged the point on the public chart. There were no navigation marks nearby, no registered observation buoys. The closest label was the boundary of a joint fishing ground that had closed years before. At a larger scale, the sea became a blank blue plane without a name.

“You were told to hold field deployment. Who do we send this to?”

Haejin opened a new report addressed to Jinsu, then closed it again. The preservation alert would already have gone to Operations and Security at the same time. What they needed now was not to assign meaning to the coordinates but to find out whether the same digits survived in any other record.

“Start with the raw reception list from the aids-to-navigation control station. Only what we can obtain through a public request.”

“But the location isn’t managed by the company.”

“That’s why we can’t end with a company record.”

Haejin sent the incident table containing the coordinate string to Sugyeong’s review queue. The day before, he had recorded an order from above alone in an incident note. This time, both names were attached from the beginning. The unknown point remained outside the map they knew, but at least it could no longer be erased from a single person’s screen.

Sugyeong turned her own monitor toward Haejin. East Sea Section 3 sat at the top of the scheduled customer notices. Delivery time: 7:00 a.m. The approver field was still blank. Haejin studied it, then left the phrase possible weather-related cause under review untouched. Delete it now and the entire notice would be rejected. Leave it, and that might be the only sentence anyone remembered. He settled for attaching the analysis-table link to the review note—a small, conspicuous trace intended to keep the two documents from traveling toward different conclusions.

“What about the captains’ contact list?” Haejin asked.

“There’s a rule against contacting them directly before Port Control issues its notice.”

“Who wrote the rule?”

Sugyeong could not answer. Haejin did not press. From the emergency contact list he copied only the call signs of vessels scheduled to cross the subsea section. He decided, without telling anyone yet, that if the alarm sounded again, he would not wait until the latest moment the rules allowed.

There were seven call signs on the paper. In the margin beneath them, Haejin wrote the outage time again: 00:17:03. He did not place a period after it. Neither the sentences in the report nor the wording of the customer notice could erase that time yet.

The second hand on the control-room clock moved one mark. Haejin heard it enter the next and still did not close the screen.

The sea had not brightened. Somewhere inside that darkness, someone might already know the next time.

Haejin decided not to remove that possibility from the record.
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Chapter 2
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The Call That Was Never Received

The control room's night lighting shut off after nine. Haejin was entering coordinates in the last field of the handover sheet when he heard a woman's low voice arguing with reception beyond the door.

"I only need Yoon Haejin to verify something. I'll file the interview request separately."

The stranger held a clear folder to her chest. Rain darkened the shoulders of her black coat, and a compact recorder with a cracked display rested in her right hand. Her visitor badge read Seo Yura. Under affiliation: independent journalist.

Haejin kept the door closed. "Who sent you?"

"I can't reach him now."

"Then leave it with Security."

"Even if the numbers he left match your records?"

Yura pressed a folded sheet to the glass. The latitude and longitude used degrees and decimal minutes to three places: north thirty-six, east one-thirty. Precise enough to show a complete route on a printed chart, not enough to locate undersea equipment. Instead of enlarging the numbers, Haejin recorded the notation: degrees and minutes; three decimal places; datum unspecified. Beneath the coordinates, someone had written, 00:17 RECEPTION CONFIRMED.

He took her to an interview room with no internal-network terminal. She did not set down the recorder until the procedure was complete.

"Where did you get the coordinates?"

"From my source. Last Friday, at a café near Haemyeong Station. He consented to the recording."

On her phone was a message: If I become unreachable, ask an engineer to verify this recording. Haejin noted the date, not the number.

"What makes him missing?"

"No contact with family or work for four days. His family filed a report yesterday. The station confirmed only that they received it. I don't know where he went or whether anyone took him."

Yura did not soften what she did not know.

"How did you decide those coordinates match mine?"

"I didn't. After yesterday's outage, the first four digits appeared briefly on the navigational-aid control station's public receiver. The rest came from his paper."

"Our public route map doesn't show exact positions."

"That's why I'm here."

Haejin did not take the sheet yet. A short red pencil line stood beside the coordinates. The reverse carried a copy of the Haemyeong Port east breakwater bus schedule. It might show his source's last route or merely a meeting place.

Yura switched on the recorder. It took two presses before the play symbol appeared.

"The original?"

"The device exactly as I received it. I made a copy and recorded the original file's hash. No edits."

"I have no reason to believe that."

"No. And I have no reason to believe you on the spot."

Haejin connected no company equipment. He had her use the built-in speaker and logged both the recorder time and the second hand on his watch.

For ten seconds there was only wind, metal striking at regular intervals, and a distant vehicle on wet pavement. Then a man drew breath.

"A map doesn't explain the sea. It only explains what the first person to erase it was afraid of."

The voice broke up. Paper turned. Three short electronic tones sounded, followed by a long low alarm. Haejin's pen stopped. The spacing matched the circuit-switching alarm in the previous night's 00:17 failure log. Not enough to identify the same equipment, but hard to imitate from memory.

The man continued.

"The twelfth field isn't empty. It was changed to call not received. Midnight seventeen. Look at the marker on the eastern end. The black thing isn't floating, it's—"

Friction cut him off. A nearby door opened. The recording ended.

Yura lifted her finger from Play. "Can you recover the last sentence?"

"Not now."

"The alarm?"

"The sequence resembles our circuit-switching alarm. I need the raw file to call it a match."

"And the coordinates?"

Haejin covered the numbers in the margin of his call-sign sheet and read out the leading digits. Yura marked each matching place on her copy. The degree-and-minute values agreed through the final digit. Only then did he draw her clear folder to the middle of the table.

"I recovered these coordinates from a deleted raw log. They aren't on general charts and lie outside a closed communal fishing boundary. That's what we can establish."

"Not that your company has equipment there."

"Correct."

"Or that my source went there."

"Correct."

Yura struck two lines from her questions, like someone who discarded the wrong sentence first. Haejin remembered the word he had refused to delete from yesterday's report. There was still no evidentiary bridge between a company record and a missing-person report.

"I won't publish his name. His family doesn't want it public either. But come with me to the last confirmed location. Alone, I'll start thinking every metal sound is a buoy. Alone, you'll see the recording only as a company log."

"Where?"

She turned over the sheet. Beneath the bus schedule was a receipt from the convenience store at the east breakwater. Friday, 23:41, with the family's printed consent to provide it.

"The clerk doesn't remember him. Public breakwater footage has already been overwritten. But after that time someone complained on the city board that the navigational-aid inspection light came on at the end of the breakwater."

Haejin checked the wall clock. His failure-analysis meeting with Baek Jinsu began in ninety minutes. Going now meant arriving late. Explaining everything to the company first could cost them the vessel-traffic record from the time the light appeared.

He did not ask for the recording. Instead, leaving the original untouched, he made two certificates listing the copy's hash and playback time. Yura signed first. Haejin changed same alarm to similar sequence; comparison required, then added his name. One copy went into her folder, the other into his field notebook.

"I'll go as far as the breakwater. Public areas only. We don't touch equipment."

"One more condition. I keep your name out until publication. But if the company tries to destroy material, I disclose that this certificate existed."

It sounded like protection and drew a line that made inaction impossible.

"Don't distort the technical facts I verify."

"And I won't present an unconfirmed claim as established."

Haejin logged the field visit to Sugyeong as on-site comparison with public navigational-aid records, then linked the interview-room access record and certificate time to the incident chronology. He only messaged Jinsu that the preliminary analysis would follow. The reply came at once: NO OUTSIDE CONTACT. REPORT FIRST.

Haejin locked the display without showing Yura. He neither deleted the instruction nor promised to obey. Over his night-shift uniform he pulled on a rain jacket and pocketed the sheet with seven call signs.

The rain had stopped outside. Low cloud pressed over the harbor, and the white inspection light at the end of the breakwater flashed once in the gray morning. Yura waited beside him instead of walking ahead.

"Finding your source and finding the cause of the outage are not the same job," Haejin said.

"I know. We only need to find out whether they meet."

They boarded the port loop bus. Watching the sea smear across the window, Haejin recalled the final scrape in the recording. He did not know what the black thing was. But the coordinates were no longer numbers he held alone, and two people were now going to answer the call that had never been received.

The bus waited a long time outside the fish market as passengers in wet rubber boots blocked the aisle. Yura compared stop numbers with the transit record on her phone. Haejin did not
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