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      No city is raised above the sea by stone alone.

      Long before Atlantis came to rest upon its pillars of carved load and measured light, it was held aloft by other things: by adjudications entered into sealed archives, by rites performed in chambers where a seal mattered more than a life, by laws that knew how to rename loss, and by the old discipline of giving every fracture an explanation before it could become a question. Its radiance is therefore not innocence. The white turning of the Star Tower, the suspended quarters, the harmonized streets, the calm descending from the heights in regulated degrees—these are not merely the signs of splendor. They are the visible surface of an order built to survive its own impossibilities.

      But there are promises no civilization can make without teaching itself a new language of concealment. Atlantis endures by calibration, by record, by the management of thresholds so exact that law, ritual, and machinery have long since learned to speak to one another as if they were born from the same mouth. What cannot be repaired is classified. What cannot be named is revised. What cannot be borne is entered elsewhere, under another heading, beneath another seal. In such a city, the danger is never only in what breaks. It lies also in what continues—smoothly, brilliantly, with every official surface intact—after the first forbidden alteration has already been admitted into the foundation.

      For there are boundaries older than policy and more perilous than failure. Between the living and the returned. Between continuity and imitation. Between a record and the truth it is arranged to contain. Between the sanctioned miracle and the hidden cost required to keep it from collapse. Atlantis has lived too long beside these boundaries not to have crossed some of them. It has only grown more magnificent in proportion to the silence required.

      And silence, in Atlantis, is never empty.

      It resides in compensation sent without names. In missing persons reduced to numbered transfers. In documents sealed not because they are false, but because they are exact. In chambers below chambers, where pillars carry more than weight and old grooves draw in what they were made to conduct away. It waits beneath the language of necessity, beneath the Temple’s order, beneath the Workshop’s successes, beneath the Crown’s continuity. It gathers wherever a city must persuade itself that survival and innocence may still be spoken in the same breath.

      This volume begins not at the center of power but at its margin, where the sea meets the engineered world and the first signs of disorder can still appear before they are properly named. There, before dawn, the water lies too still beneath the coming light. The harbor remains a place of labor, rust, shipment, and return, while above it the main city hangs in immaculate confidence, every district assigned its rank, every brightness given a purpose. Yet the order visible from a distance is already under pressure from something colder than weather and older than doctrine. A light no report can comfortably contain has begun to rise from below. A wound in the measurable world has opened and closed too quickly to be believed. Somewhere in the machinery of continuance, something has started to take more than it gives back.

      So the threshold, when it comes, does not announce itself as prophecy. It comes as a reading that does not fit. As a warning too small to justify alarm. As a hesitation in the hand. As blood beneath a medical seal. As one man standing on the deck of a supply ship, looking toward a city that has already taught its people the first rule of endurance: the explanation is the answer.

      But some explanations do not close the matter. They open it.

      And before Atlantis can decide what must be forgotten next, the sea gives off a white light of its own.

      Transition into Chapter 1: Before dawn, the water was iron-gray, and far off, Atlantis was beginning to appear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The White Light on the Sea

      

      
        2. Beneath the Star Tower

      

      
        3. The Copyist

      

      
        4. The White Chamber

      

      
        5. The Deepwater Workshop

      

      
        6. The Evening Tide of the Harbor

      

      
        7. The One Who Returned from the Sea

      

      
        8. The Guardian of the Threshold

      

      
        9. The Buried Layer

      

      
        10. The Prince’s Summons

      

      
        11. The Salt of the Dead

      

      
        12. The White-Line Interrogation

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE WHITE LIGHT ON THE SEA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “No city is first destroyed by water. Water comes later.

        A city is first destroyed when it begins to name the impossible as error, and error as order.”

        — from the sealed fragments of the Star Tower Proceedings

      

      

      Before dawn, the sea was iron-gray veined with a dark blue close to clotted blood. It lay too still to be real sea, more like a sheet of metal polished past all reason, with a furnace not yet gone cold sealed beneath it. The Echo, a supply ship, skimmed over that surface. At her bow, the water sheared open into brief streaks of sickly orange under the stern lamps.

      Lacian Viseran stood by the rail without leaning on it. He simply stood there, one hand unconsciously rubbing the old callus on the second joint of his index finger—the mark left by years of gripping calibrators and steel cable. The wind was hard. It carried the abyssal sea’s familiar breath: mineral, salt, and something else underneath, cold and faintly rank in a way no clean word could hold. He narrowed his eyes.

      Far off, Atlantis was beginning to appear.

      At first it was only a blurred halo on the horizon, like starlight softened by vapor. Then the outline sharpened. These were not the lines of a natural mountain range. They were geometry, prophecy, and colossal engineering hammered into one form. The city proper hung above the sea, borne on enormous stone pillars whose surfaces were carved with ancient conduction grooves. Between them, tier upon tier of districts, arcades, stairways, and suspended platforms rose beneath a pale gold artificial firmament so steady it almost seemed eternal.

      Its source stood at the city’s center: the vast structure called the Star Tower.

      It was no tower at all, but a vertical lance of cold white radiance fixed into the sky. Deep within that column, more intricate forms turned in slow measure, as though the visible light enclosed the core of some gigantic instrument. The Star Tower did not cast its brilliance evenly. It had been calibrated—precisely, deliberately—to illuminate each quarter of the city at a chosen angle, at a chosen strength, and, as the official doctrine said, to provide “harmonic tuning for life-energy.”

      Now that light was sweeping toward the Harbor District on the Outer Ring. Wherever it passed over the sea, the water took on an unnatural silver-gray sheen, metallic and brief.

      None of the older sailors aboard the Echo lifted their heads to look directly at the center of the Star Tower. They bent instead over ropes, over fittings, over cracks in the deck, each movement marked by the same practiced avoidance. As if the light was not merely light. As if it was something that could strip a little from a man without leaving a wound.

      Lacian looked away. His hand brushed the portable calibrator at his belt, and the cold metal steadied him for a moment. This inspection run had taken three days. His assignment had been to check the structural stability of three auxiliary conduction towers in the outer sea. The report was finished. All recorded data lay within acceptable thresholds—on paper.

      But the unease inside him had not quieted. It persisted like a fingernail drawing across steel.

      The last message his father had left before vanishing concerned “reading drift” at Outer-Sea Conduction Tower Seven.

      That tower had been marked structural fatigue, permanently sealed last year.

      Lacian shook the thought away. A calibration apprentice from the Harbor District had no business doubting every official normality simply because paper and instinct did not agree. He had made it into the main city’s system; that alone counted as fortune. In her last letter, Namira had mocked him for it—said he had entered the main city and learned to speak like them, all thresholds and parameters, as though he had forgotten what rust smelled like in the harbor.

      He had not argued back. He had folded the letter and placed it in the bottom of his tool case.

      Some things could not be explained to someone who still lived below.

      Then the sea lit up.

      Not dawn. Not reflection from the Star Tower. Not lightning.

      The light rose from under the surface.

      A band of cold white radiance, its edges unnaturally clean, pierced the iron-gray water without warning two hundred meters off the port bow. It gave off no heat. It did not glare. It simply existed.

      As if something vast, cold, and wholly nonliving had opened an eye once in the deep.

      Lacian froze.

      A silence fell over the ship so complete it seemed the light had swallowed even the wind and the slap of water against the hull. Every sailor on deck stopped where he stood. Hands hung halfway through motion. Heads turned but did not fully move. Only Captain Morey—old Morey, his face crosshatched by sea wind and old scars—made a sound, a strangled intake that was almost a sob.

      Then the Echo sank.

      Not rocked. Not tilted.

      The whole vessel settled downward by half an inch, as if some invisible force had taken her weight in hand and pressed.

      The keel gave a long, muffled groan, like the spine of a sleeping beast stepped on in the dark. Deck-mounted balance frames lurched out of true. Hydraulic rods shrieked. A secondary crate loaded with calibration crystal—pale blue, half-transparent stones so expensive and so sensitive to vibration that a careless jolt could ruin them—snapped loose when its latch burst open. The crate slid across the slanting deck straight toward the rail.

      “Catch it!” Morey’s shout ripped the silence apart.

      Lacian was already moving.

      He was closest. His body outran thought. He lunged and threw both hands against the metal frame on the crate’s side. It was heavy, driving hard with its own momentum. His boots slipped on the wet deck. He grunted, shoulder braced into it, putting his whole weight behind the shove. The rough steel bit into his knuckles. The old callus tore. Warm blood sprang out at once.

      Two sailors crashed into place beside him. Between the three of them—pushing, hauling, grinding heel against deck—they managed to pin the crate just short of the rail. Ropes tightened. Fastenings were reset.

      Lacian let go and breathed hard. His palms were slick. When he looked down, blood and seawater were spreading together between his fingers.

      The white light beneath the sea was gone.

      It had vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. The water was iron-gray again. A collective delusion, the mind wanted to say.

      But the keel’s groan had been real. So had the shrill alarm from the instruments when the deck lost balance for that brief, brutal instant.

      For a moment—only a moment—Lacian thought the light of the Star Tower itself had faltered half a beat.

      He could not be sure.

      When he looked up again, the white column turned as it always did: steady, cold, intolerably exact.

      “…What was that?” a younger sailor whispered, voice shaking.

      “Silence.” Morey cut him off. His face had gone darker than the sea. “Back to your stations. Check the containers. Secure the rigging. We’re nearing port. Do not make a mess of this.”

      The men scattered. They moved faster than before, but no one spoke. The deck filled instead with dull impacts, metal dragging over metal, and the hard breath of men pretending not to fear what they had seen.

      Lacian pulled an old cloth from the back of his belt and wrapped it around his bleeding hand with no care at all. Then he went to the rail and stared at the stretch of sea where the light had risen.

      The water showed nothing. It gave nothing back.

      An ancient device malfunctioning beneath the surface? Energy leakage from a deep mineral seam? Some fracture in a buried conduction line?

      He shook his head.

      He was a structural calibration apprentice. His work was the visible, measurable body of things: pillars, grooves, load, stress, fracture, failure. Not the fantasies of abyssal detectives.

      Most likely it had been an overflow from a deep conduction channel, refracted through the water until it looked stranger than it was.

      Yes. That had to be it.

      Yet the pain in his knuckles and the cold sharpening inside him argued against so convenient an answer.

      The Echo continued toward the main city.

      The closer they came, the clearer Atlantis became, and the more suffocating it seemed. The great pillars were webbed with ladders, pipes, and transport rails. Small aircraft—officially termed light-shuttles—moved soundlessly along fixed tracks of radiance like glowing insects. Higher above, the central suspended island of the Royal Quarter lay beneath a pale violet defensive screen, its palace domes sharp as blades, its banners stirring in the high air. The marble structures of the Temple Quarter shone with a cold sanctity under the Star Tower’s light. Below them, the region of the Deepwater Workshop remained veiled in an opaque blue haze, broken only when immense circular gates opened and shut, letting out furnace-red glows from within.

      It was a hive arranged by law.

      Each level had its function. Each person had a place.

      The Office of Structural Calibration, where Lacian served, occupied the lower middle strata—the technical execution tier. Men like him were the hive’s repair hands, patching comb so the whole structure might continue. He was supposed to count himself fortunate. He had risen out of the harbor’s permanent smell of fish rot, metal dust, and salt-sweat into a system of clean uniforms, fixed wages, and upward passage.

      Yet as he looked at the city—more radiant by the minute, more magnificent, more inhuman—his throat tightened.

      The ship entered the main channel. High guidance beacons stood along either side, crystals set into their crowns casting soft blue light across the approach. Other vessels crowded the water now: transport ships, support craft for mining platforms, a few swift boats marked in the Temple’s silver-white insignia.

      Everything seemed, outwardly, restored to order.

      Old Morey came to stand beside him. He took out a battered pipe and bit down on it without lighting it.

      “Boy,” he said, voice kept low, eyes still on the sea. “Don’t put that thing in your report.”

      Lacian turned. “Why?”

      “Why?” Morey let out a short, contemptuous breath. “You think writing it down does anything? Last time half an access bridge in Harbor Sector Three came down in the night, what did the report say? Localized stress fatigue. Repaired. Eleven dead. Not one name left on the page. Compensation sent through an anonymous accident account.”

      He tapped the pipe once against his palm.

      “You know what an anonymous account means? It means the money was sent, and no one can tell you to whom. No one can tell you who took it.”

      Lacian said nothing.

      He knew.

      People from the harbor always knew. After his father disappeared, the money his mother received had come from one of those accounts. No explanation. No signature. Only a numbered transfer.

      “Some fluctuations,” Morey said, “aren’t for your eyes. If you see them, then you didn’t. That’s how men stay alive longer.”

      Then he walked away with his hands clasped behind his back, leaving Lacian at the rail alone again in the cold.

      The port drew near.

      The Harbor District on the Outer Ring was Atlantis at its broadest and most disorderly point of contact with the world below. Dozens of causeways reached into the sea like the feelers of some colossal beast. Cranes towered overhead. Cargo stacks rose like walls. Conveyors ran without pause. People moved everywhere in dense currents that never fully broke. The air was thick with sea salt, machine oil, rotting kelp, cheap food, and the sweat of thousands.

      The noise was overwhelming.

      Winches thundered. Containers struck one another with blunt concussions. Steam vented in shrill bursts. Overseers shouted. Laborers answered in rough cadence. Somewhere above it all, Atlantis’s official broadcast continued in its flat, emotionless voice, issuing the day’s harbor orders and the familiar instruction:

      For the continuance of civilization, maintain order.

      The Echo eased toward Dock Seven. Wharf crews were already waiting. Mooring lines flew. Bolts locked. The gangway dropped.

      Lacian lifted his tool case and the crate of calibration crystal that had nearly gone overboard—too valuable to trust to anyone else before it reached its designated receiving point in the harbor warehouse—and went down the swaying gangway with the others.

      His boots had barely touched the solid concrete of the causeway when a new sound split the air above him.

      A sharp metallic scream. The sound of something pulled beyond endurance.

      Everyone looked up.

      High Crane Three was carrying an alloy cargo box the size of a small house, moving it slowly toward the berth beside the Echo. The sound had come from its main cable. One twist of the steel line was visibly coming apart. Fine metallic strands snapped upward and outward like opened veins.

      “Back!” a dock overseer shouted.

      His voice vanished under larger noise.

      Too late.

      The broken cable whipped like a dying serpent and struck the crane arm, throwing off a spray of sparks. The principal load shifted at once. The great cargo box lurched sideways.

      Then, in full view of hundreds, it dropped toward the point where causeway met dock—where the crowd was thickest.

      Time stretched.

      Its shadow came down first, heavy as death.

      The crowd exploded. Screams, shouts, bodies colliding, bodies falling. The instinct to survive overrode every rule at once. People scattered like a struck ant column, but there were only so many exits, and they clogged almost immediately.

      Lacian was less than thirty meters from the fall line.

      He saw a child—a boy of seven, perhaps eight—knocked off his feet and thrown to the edge of the causeway. The boy was too frightened even to cry. He only sat there staring up at the widening shadow. Nearby, a woman—his mother, surely—was trying to force her way back through the opposing human surge and being driven away by it step by step.

      Lacian’s mind had not finished forming the thought before his legs were already in motion.

      He dropped the tool case and crystal crate where he stood and ran.

      The press of bodies hit him like floodwater moving in reverse. He turned his shoulder, drove an elbow into a panicked dockman, went low, nearly lost his footing, kept going. Five meters. Three. One.

      He reached the boy, snatched him up, and threw himself sideways with everything he had.

      The cargo box struck the place they had been an instant before.

      The impact was a detonation.

      Concrete burst upward in slabs and fragments. The causeway shuddered violently. Rebar tore out of the broken surface in twisted lengths. Sea spray and dust came down together. Lacian folded himself around the boy, shielding him as chunks of shattered concrete struck his back and shoulder. Pain flared dull and hot. A high ringing filled his ears, and for a moment the world became distant and underwater.

      He coughed, blinked dust from his eyes, and looked down.

      The boy was shaking, but unhurt.

      Ahead of them, the alloy container had punched through the deck of the causeway and jammed halfway into the opening it had made. Its nearest edge stood less than two feet from Lacian’s boots. Seawater was already sloshing up through the broken gap in dirty white foam.

      He had to move.

      The bridge might yet go.

      He got to his feet, the child in his arms, and staggered toward clearer ground. The confusion around them was still spreading, though whistles had begun to cut through it and harbor officials in uniform were trying to impose some shape on the panic. He handed the boy over to the woman who came stumbling toward him, white-faced and breathless, unable to form more than fragments of thanks as she crushed the child to her.

      Only then did Lacian feel how badly his back and arm were burning.

      He turned and looked at the wreckage.

      The broken causeway. Bent metal. Faces gone gray with shock. And beyond all of it, farther inland, the radiant main city still hanging in perfect calm, its light unchanged, as if the blood and dust beneath it were occurring in another reality altogether.

      The division struck him with sudden force.

      Light above. Blood and grit below.

      Harbor personnel were already stretching barrier lines and driving back onlookers. A middle-aged man in a gray uniform with the insignia of the Office of Calibration on his cuff came over at speed, glanced at Lacian’s dropped tools and the crystal crate, and said, “Calibration?”

      Lacian nodded. “Apprentice. Lacian Viseran. Returning from outer-sea inspection.”

      “The crate intact?” the man asked sharply.

      “It should be.”

      “Then take it to warehouse receipt immediately. With crystal, a discrepancy of even one unit becomes a record problem.”

      He turned away, then added over his shoulder, “And do not ask questions about today. Main cable fatigue. Already classified.”

      Lacian watched him go without answering.

      Already classified.

      So quickly.

      He bent to retrieve his tool case and the crate. One corner of the box was dented, but the casing had held. Good.

      He was about to move on when something at the edge of his vision caught him.

      At the harbor’s margin, in the shadow of a pile of discarded mooring rope and old crates, someone was standing still.

      The figure wore a deep blue robe, simple in cut yet uncannily exact in its fit. It did not move. Around it, the morning fog still lingered, but somehow never quite touched it. On one shoulder perched a small silver-white thing of uncertain outline. In the broken light of the mist it shone faintly, like a cold star.

      The figure seemed to feel Lacian’s gaze.

      It turned its head by the smallest degree.

      Too far away. Too much fog. He could not make out the face. Yet he felt the attention that came back to him: level, cold, absent of any ordinary human register. No alarm at the accident. No distaste at the confusion. No surprise at being observed.

      The look felt less like attention than assessment.

      Scanning. Confirming.

      Then, in less than a breath, the blue-robed figure stepped backward and was gone into thicker shadow and mist. The small cold point of light on its shoulder vanished with it.

      Gone.

      Lacian blinked. The shadow held only piled refuse now.

      A trick of shock, perhaps. A fragment of the eye failing after fear.

      And yet he remembered the stance. The stillness of it. Its center of gravity had been wrong for a living body—too exact, too fixed, like a statue set upright by calculation. And the thing on its shoulder had seemed, impossibly, halfway between a bird and some delicate ancient device.

      “Hey! You there! Are you hurt?” A harbor official ran up, staring at the blood on Lacian’s hand and the dirt ground into his coat. “Medical station’s that way.”

      “…I’m fine,” Lacian said hoarsely.

      He looked once more toward the shadow. Nothing.

      Then he turned and carried the crate toward the side passage that led to the warehouse quarter.

      The warehouses stood west of the docks, a line of low but massively built domed structures. Their walls were thick and windowless; only heavy alloy doors and high vents broke the surfaces. The air smelled of dampproofing compounds, old paper pulp, and the faint ozone tang that always clung to calibration crystal. It was quieter here than at the piers. Only cart wheels and the boots of patrolling guards disturbed the hush.

      Lacian found the receiving desk for Warehouse Seven. Behind it sat a thin record clerk bent over a stack of documents thick enough to brace a beam. At the sound of footsteps, the clerk said without looking up, “Number.”

      “Office of Calibration, outer assignment inspection team. Returned crystal crate. Number C-7743.”

      Lacian set the crate down.

      The clerk finally looked up and pushed his spectacles higher on the bridge of his nose. He picked up a hand-sized scanner and passed it over the crate’s metal plate.

      “C-7743… issued for auxiliary outer-sea tower inspection. Hm. Record shows you were due back yesterday evening.”

      “Delayed by weather.”

      “Weather,” the clerk repeated, in a tone so flat it emptied the word of meaning.

      He opened the lid. Inside, pale blue crystal lay in neat rows, each piece nested in its own vibration-dampened channel of cloth. Their surfaces were smooth. Within them, minute points of light seemed to drift in slow suspension. The clerk scanned them one by one while a green progress bar advanced evenly across his screen.

      “Crystal undamaged. Quantity confirmed.”

      He took out a yellowing paper form, wrote several lines with a dip pen in quick precise strokes, then stamped it with a complex seal bearing the united insignia of the Office of Calibration and the Royal Court.

      “Sign.”

      Lacian wrote his name and worker number in the indicated space. The clerk tore off the copy and handed it over.

      “Original archived. You may go.”

      Lacian took the paper but did not turn away at once. “What happened at the docks today—does it happen often?”

      The clerk’s hand paused.

      He lifted his eyes again. Through the spectacles, his gaze rested on Lacian’s face for two full seconds before dropping back to the papers.

      “The cranes are old,” he said. “The Harbor Office has requested replacements. An accident. Nothing more.”

      “Only an accident?”

      “What else?” The clerk’s voice dropped until it was nearly a whisper. “Young man, in Atlantis, everything has a record, and every record has an explanation. The explanation is the answer. Do not ask questions beyond the answer.”

      The edge of the receipt copy bit faintly into Lacian’s fingers.

      He asked no more.

      He left the warehouse, and the heavy alloy door closed behind him with a low, final blow.

      Beyond the warehouse quarter, the transit corridor connecting harbor to main city rose ahead. Its walls were transparent, made of something like crystal and something like engineered stone, letting the port remain visible on one side and the dark sea beyond it. Light-shuttles moved along their fixed tracks, leaving brief tails of radiance. Everything was orderly again, as though fracture, screaming, and dust had belonged to another hour entirely.

      At the corridor’s end stood the identity checkpoint. Two guards in silver-gray uniform waited on either side, each holding a baton-shaped scanner. Lacian stepped forward, raised his wrist, and exposed the metal identity band there.

      The scanner gave a soft chime. Green light.

      “Lacian Viseran,” said a mechanical female voice. “Office of Calibration, third-rank apprentice. Clearance level: Yellow Sector access.”

      One guard nodded and let him through.

      Lacian entered the main city.

      The temperature became constant at once. The air was clean, touched with the scent of stone after rain. Harbor noise vanished behind the seal of the transit corridor. Beneath his feet, the moving walkway hummed with a soft, regulated sound. The broad streets on either side were lined with buildings of elegant, controlled design, their surfaces sheathed in materials that shifted in faint luminosity with the hour. People moved there in ordered quiet, dressed in clean lines, speaking in low voices or reading from suspended light-screens that hovered before them. Now and then figures in white passed by, severe-faced, and others unconsciously gave them space.

      This was the Yellow Sector, the living and working quarter for technical execution personnel. Below the Blue Sector of administrators and the Violet Sector of the Royal Court and Temple core, but far above the Gray Sector of base labor and the harbor itself.

      Lacian’s residence stood on the western side of the Yellow Sector: a twenty-story hive-block. He passed through its doors on his identity band, took a silent lift to the twelfth floor, and walked a long corridor lined with identical alloy doors marked only by number.

      1207

      His room.

      He entered. The chamber was not large, but complete: sleep pod, worktable, personal storage, and a small domed window capable of simulating natural light. He dropped his tool case to the floor, set the crystal receipt on the table, then went into the narrow washroom and turned on the water.

      Warm water ran over the scrapes across his back. He drew a breath through his teeth as it hit. Looking down, he saw his knuckles bleeding through again. The old cloth was gone—lost somewhere between ship and dock. He rinsed the hand clean, dried it, took a strip of medical seal from the cabinet, and fastened it over the wound.

      Then he sat at the worktable.

      Spread there were several structural diagrams he had been studying before departure: stress-distribution maps of old harbor support pillars. Along the margins he had made the marks he always made when thinking—minimal arrows, a few numbers, one node circled in red where the stress value ran too high.

      That node corresponded to a position near Dock Three.

      The place where the crane failure had just occurred.

      Coincidence?

      He stared at the plan for a long time, then opened a drawer and took out his portable calibrator. Its casing was cold. The screen was black. He pressed the activation key.

      The display woke to a standard standby field: time, date, ambient baseline readings. He opened the historical log and searched the recorded data from the early morning hours.

      Most of it was normal. Temperature. Humidity. Pressure. Environmental energy density.

      Then he reached the entry for local entropy gradient.

      The graph showed a sharp, cliff-like plunge at 4:17.

      The value dropped from a stable 0.0003 to⁠—

      blank.

      Not zero. Blank.

      The blank lasted approximately twelve seconds.

      Then the line returned. The baseline afterward sat very slightly higher than before by roughly 0.00001, a difference so small it would be dismissed in routine calibration as background noise and ignored without comment.

      Lacian kept looking at the gap.

      Entropy gradient undefined.

      Within Atlantis’s theoretical framework, that was equivalent to a temporary failure of physical law. Under the city’s energy network, entropy gradient was held within an extremely narrow range. That constraint was one of the foundations of everything: the city’s suspension above the sea, the stability of its systems, even the possibility of death-before-return technology.

      It could not be undefined.

      It was like water holding shape with no vessel around it.

      He backed out to the main interface. Everything now appeared ordinary. The blank in the record could have been a defect in the instrument itself.

      Outside the small dome-window, the artificial firmament was brightening into full day, laying a soft gold edge across the room. Somewhere in the distance, bells began to ring—the signal for the Temple’s morning prayer. Another day was opening in Atlantis’s unchanging order.

      Lacian leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

      The images would not leave him.

      The cold white light under the sea.

      The shadow of the falling cargo box.

      The deep-blue figure with the point of silver fire on its shoulder.

      The clerk’s whisper:

      The explanation is the answer. Do not ask questions beyond the answer.

      He opened his eyes again.

      At the corner of the worktable lay the unfinished reply he had begun to Namira. Only the first line was written.

      Namira, all is well in the main city. Work goes smoothly. Do not worry.

      He pulled the sheet toward him, crumpled it in his fist, and threw it into the waste chute by his feet. Then he drew out a fresh page and took up his pen.

      The nib hovered over the paper for a long time.

      At last he wrote:

      Namira, how are things in the harbor lately? If you see unknown numbered entries on any conscription list, or if the sea makes strange sounds at night, do not go to look. Do not speak of it to anyone. Wait for me to come back.

      He stopped, folded the page, and slipped it into the inner pocket of his coat. The act felt faintly absurd.

      What warning could he give her when he did not even understand what he himself had seen?

      He rose and went to the small domed window.

      Outside, Atlantis unfurled beneath its constant artificial light, precise and immense. The Star Tower turned in its endless white rotation, calibrating every gear of the city, every ripple, every beat.

      Lacian lifted his hand and looked at the dark thread of blood seeping along the edge of the medical seal over his knuckles.

      Then he closed his fist slowly.

      Pain answered at once, sharp and clean. It was real. More real than the blank interval on the screen. He needed that reality.

      He returned to the worktable, opened the calibrator again, and called up the data segment from 4:17. With careful motions he copied the twelve-second blank—together with thirty seconds of normal data on either side of it—into an isolated encrypted partition. For the password, he used the date his father disappeared.

      When he finished, he shut the instrument down and slid it back into the leather holster at his waist. The metal casing rested against his skin, carrying a residual cold that was not his own.

      He went to the door. His hand settled on the latch and stayed there a moment.

      Beyond it waited Atlantis: a new day, immaculate and ordered.

      Within the room lay a sealed fragment of the impossible, and the small persistent pain in his palm.

      He drew a breath and turned the handle.

      The door opened.

      Corridor light poured in—uniform, steady, unquestionable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            BENEATH THE STAR TOWER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The pillars men praise are rarely the pillars that bear them.

        What truly holds a civilization aloft is usually buried where no public light is permitted to fall.”

        — Instructional gloss, Office of Structural Calibration, restricted recension

      

      

      “All right.” Old Morey tucked the letter into the inner pocket of his grease-dark work jacket. “Watch yourself on the way.”

      Lacian turned and left. He crossed the transfer station crowded with stacked crates and pushed open an iron door that complained on its hinges. Outside, the corridor bridge linking the main city to the Harbor District shone a cold white beneath the unchanging daylight.

      He presented his identity band and the badge of the Office of Structural Calibration. A Royal Guard beside the gate studied the card-slot display for several seconds.

      “Authorization confirmed.” He handed the band back. “Go straight to the main hall of the Office of Calibration. Your mentor is waiting.”

      The gate slid aside.

      The air of the main city was dry and clean, carrying the scent of cooled metal. The streets were broad. The people moved at an even pace. No one ran. No one raised a voice.

      Lacian walked faster than usual.

      The main building of the Office of Calibration sat low and thick against the street, like a squared block of stone. Over the entrance arch an inscription had been cut into the metal:

      Calibration is Order.

      The corridor beyond lay dim. Conduction plates along the walls gave off a low hum. At the far end, a wooden door stood half open.

      “Come in.” His mentor sounded tired.

      Lacian pushed the door inward. His mentor sat behind a worktable buried beneath drawings, the cuffs of his sleeves stained with ink and metallic dust.

      “At dawn today, you recorded an anomalous data segment.” The older man did not look up.

      “Yes. A local entropy gradient dropped into an undefined blank for twelve seconds.”

      “The data?”

      “Encrypted and stored. In an isolated partition.”

      His mentor rubbed at his temple. “What did the Harbor District clerk say?”

      “He said the crane was old. An accident.”

      “An accident,” his mentor repeated softly.

      Then he raised his head.

      “You’ve been reassigned. This afternoon you’ll join a high-clearance underground inspection.”

      Lacian paused. “My duty schedule⁠—”

      “Reassigned,” his mentor said again, and this time the word came harder. “Official purpose: review of aging load-bearing nodes. One hour from now. Third Descent Shaft.”

      He opened a drawer, removed a pale-gold metal card, and pushed it across the table.

      “Temporary access key. You’ll need it to pass the field membrane at the shaft mouth.”

      Lacian picked it up. “Who else is on the team?”

      “One senior technical officer. Four Guards. The officer is from the Workshop side. Eurika Forgefire.”

      The Workshop.

      Something tightened under Lacian’s ribs.

      “Once you’re below,” his mentor said, lowering his voice, “watch more, listen more, ask less. Whatever the technical officer tells you to do, you do it. If the Guards are present, do not leave formation. Do not touch any device without authorization. Understood?”

      “Understood.” Lacian ran his thumb along the edge of the access key. “This inspection… does it have anything to do with the anomaly from dawn?”

      His mentor looked at him for a long time.

      It was the kind of look that tried to open the skull and inspect the thought inside. Then the sharpness faded, covered again by fatigue.

      “I don’t know,” he said, restraint restored. “In Atlantis, many things appear connected. In truth, they merely happen to exist on the same drawing.” He gave a small flick of his hand. “Go. Don’t be late.”

      Lacian rose and slipped the key into the inner pocket of his coat. At the door he stopped and glanced back.

      His mentor had already lowered his head again, studying the document on the desk. In the dim light, his gray-white hair looked like dirty snow.

      Lacian closed the door quietly behind him.

      

      The Third Descent Shaft lay on the second subterranean level.

      The platform there was broad, floored in metal grating, the air thick with ozone and machine oil. The shaft mouth was more than ten meters across. Its depth vanished in darkness, save for the faint mechanical hum rising from very far below.

      Five people were already waiting.

      Four Guards, fully armed, stood in a loose half circle around a woman at the center.

      She looked to be about thirty-five, solidly built, dressed in the dark red workwear of the Deepwater Workshop with a leather protective vest over it. Her hair was cut close. Her skin had the bronze cast of someone long exposed to furnace heat. She was looking down at a glowing tablet in her hand.

      As Lacian approached, one of the Guards lifted a hand.

      “Identification.”

      Lacian presented his identity band and temporary access key. The Guard examined both, then stepped aside half a pace.

      The woman looked up. Her gaze was direct and stripped of ornament.

      “Lacian Viseran?”

      “Yes. Third-rank apprentice, Office of Calibration.”

      “Eurika Forgefire. Technical lead for this inspection.” She spoke quickly, as if reciting operating parameters. “Your task is to assist with stress detection and groove scanning on the load-bearing nodes. You brought your calibrator?”

      “I did.”

      “Model?”

      “Standard Office of Calibration issue⁠—”

      “Enough.” Eurika cut him off. Her eyes dropped to the holster at his waist, rested there for two seconds, then moved away. “When we go down, stay with me. Do not wander.”

      She did not look at him again. Her hands returned to the tablet. Lacian caught a glimpse of a complex three-dimensional structural map. At its center stood a massive cylinder descending into the depths.

      After several more minutes of work, Eurika closed the display.

      “Time. Prepare for descent.”

      She went to the guardrail and pressed a silver-white metal plate into a recessed slot. Blue light flared to life. Luminous lines rose around the rim of the shaft and spilled downward along the inner wall, revealing the first twenty meters below. The shaft wall was smooth dark-gray metal engraved with dense conduction grooves. A pale blue light moved through them in slow pulses.

      “Field membrane disengaged. Lift in position.”

      A circular platform rose slowly from the center of the shaft.

      Eurika stepped aboard first. The four Guards followed, two before and two behind. Lacian entered last and took position slightly behind her.

      “Hold the rail,” Eurika said, fingers already moving across the control surface.

      The platform shuddered once and began to descend.

      The grooves on the shaft wall seemed to slide upward before his eyes. Pale blue light flowed steadily through them, accompanied by a low, continuous hum. The sound had a strange penetrative quality, as though it could set bone vibrating.

      Lacian studied the grooves.

      He had been trained to identify the function of standard conduction patterns, but the density here far exceeded anything he knew. Many of the lines and junctions were unreadable to him.

      The depth reading climbed in stable increments.

      Fifty meters. One hundred. One hundred and fifty.

      The air grew colder. The humidity rose. The smell of metal and ozone took on a thread of saltwater. The glow in the grooves brightened. Their pulse quickened. The hum deepened into a pressure against the eardrums.

      At roughly three hundred meters, the platform swayed lightly.

      Lacian tightened his grip on the rail. One of the Guards put a hand to the short rod at his belt.

      “Normal fluctuation,” Eurika said without turning. “Interference from the deep conduction field. Hold on.”

      The platform continued downward.

      The roar increased until the entire shaft seemed to be resonating around them. Lacian felt pressure behind his eyes and a dull heaviness in his chest.

      Four hundred meters. Five hundred.

      Then the wall changed.

      The dark-gray metal gave way, gradually, to stone so dark it was almost black. The grooves carved into it were older, rougher in pattern. Their light shifted from pale blue to a muted gold. The roaring reached a peak—then suddenly fell away.

      In its place came a slow, deep, rhythmic beat.

      “Thud… thud… thud…”

      With each pulse, the dark-gold grooves brightened, then dimmed again.

      “We’re here,” Eurika said.

      The platform stopped. The depth reading fixed at five hundred and eighty meters.

      Before them spread a vast ring-shaped platform of black stone, more than thirty meters across, girded at the edge by a circle of thick load-bearing pillars. The pillars were black as well, their surfaces carved with grooves through which dark-gold light was flowing. At the center of the platform lay a sunken circular zone marked only by a ring of luminous warning sigils.

      Beyond the platform there was nothing but darkness.

      Only now and then a faint current of light moved somewhere in the abyss below, enough to suggest that the darkness was not empty.

      Lacian stepped off the platform. The stone beneath his boots felt solid and glacial. The air was cold enough to bite. Moisture gathered almost immediately on his skin. The deep beating sound seemed to come from everywhere at once.
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