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Chapter 26: The Tone Beneath

They moved again, faster.

Not running—running was noise and noise was data—but a controlled pace, shoulders low, light dim,
eyes constantly checking corners and seams. The tunnel here was a patchwork: composite lining
cracked in places, older steel showing through like bone under torn skin. Pipes ran along the ceiling in
crooked lines, some still warm with circulation, some cold and dead.

The tone rolled again.

Clean. Low. Intentional.

It wasn’t loud, but it had presence, the way a sonar ping had presence: it wasn’t sound meant to be
heard.

It was sound meant to find.

Ace felt it in her teeth more than her ears. Felt it in her ribs, where the three-beat pulse tried to rise
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and answer like a trained reflex.

Violet behind the lock remained unnervingly quiet—no teasing, no purring.

Just listening.

Mai whispered, “If this is a beacon—”

Bright cut in, “Then it’s mapping us.”

Mai’s mouth tightened. “So we stop being map-friendly.”

Ace glanced at the walls. “Seams.”

Mai nodded instantly. “Exactly.”

They reached a junction where the tunnel split into two narrow trunks. Neither was labeled. One
curved with that subtle spiral suggestion again. The other looked damaged, rough, scarred by old
force.

Mai pointed to the scarred one. “Wrong path.”

Bright nodded. “Wrong path.”

Ace followed.

They slipped into the damaged trunk.

It angled upward slightly, then dipped, then flattened, as if whoever had torn it open hadn’t cared
about structure—only about getting through. Old metal jagged edges caught their clothes. Dust stuck
to sweat.

And then the tone came again.

Closer.

Ace felt her ribs tighten as if someone had pressed a cold hand against her sternum from the inside.

Three beats tried to assert themselves against the tone’s clean cycle.

Like two protocols fighting over the same port.

Ace swallowed hard.

Mai noticed. “Ace.”

Ace kept moving. “I’m holding.”

Bright’s voice was low. “Describe it.”

Ace hesitated, then forced honesty through clenched teeth. “It’s like…a call that expects a reply. Not
emotional. Not persuasive. Just…assumption.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “Like a network ping.”
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Ace nodded once, breath ragged. “Yes.”

Bright’s jaw tightened. “It thinks you’re a node.”

Mai’s voice turned ice. “Then we make it wrong.”

They rounded a bend—

—and the trunk opened abruptly into a larger space.

Not a chamber.

A cavity.

Something that had been carved into the platform’s interior like a surgical pocket.

The ceiling was higher here. The air colder. Damp. The smell of salt thick enough to taste.

And in the center of the cavity stood a structure that didn’t belong on an offshore platform.

A column.

Not steel.

Not composite.

Something translucent, faintly luminous, like a vertical slab of glass that had been filled with deep
green water.

It pulsed softly.

Not light.

Pressure.

And the tone came from it—clean and low—radiating through the platform’s bones.

Mai froze.

Bright froze.

Ace’s breath caught.

The three-beat pulse in Ace’s ribs surged hard, delighted and terrified at once, like Violet had just
recognized a distant cousin.

Violet’s presence behind the lock stirred—and for the first time in minutes, she whispered again.

There you are, Violet breathed, almost reverent. The choir without mouths.

Ace’s jaw clenched. “Shut—”

Mai’s hand snapped onto Ace’s wrist, firm, grounding. “Ace. Eyes on me.”

Ace forced herself to look at Mai, not the column.
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Mai’s silver-blue eyes held hers. Human. Real. Anchor.

Mai spoke softly, controlled. “Do not answer it.”

Ace swallowed, nodded once.

Bright’s token light shook slightly as he swept it across the column. The light didn’t reflect normally. It
bent, like the air around the structure wasn’t playing by the same rules.

Bright whispered, “This is an embedded system.”

Mai’s voice went low. “No. This is an embedded presence.”

The column pulsed again.

And Ace felt it—an internal tug, not a voice, not a thought. A protocol handshake request, clean and
automatic.

A sense of recognition that was almost insulting.

As if the structure had looked at her and decided, without question:

Compatible.

Ace’s ribs pulsed—three beats, pause, three beats—trying to align.

Violet pressed forward against the lock, excited.

We can speak through it, Violet whispered. We can learn what’s under the water. Let me—

Ace clenched her jaw so hard pain flashed. “No.”

Bright shifted, eyes narrowed. “We should not be here.”

Mai didn’t disagree. She studied the column like she was studying a bomb.

“Is this what the hull tap was connected to,” Mai whispered.

Bright’s voice was tight. “Possibly. Or something like it. A local node that can ping outward through
steel and water.”

Mai’s gaze sharpened. “And memetics knew this existed.”

Bright didn’t answer immediately.

Because the truth was written on his face.

They knew enough to route them away from speakers and cameras—

—but they hadn’t known this was down here.

Or if they had, they hadn’t told Ace.

Mai’s voice went dangerously calm. “Bright.”
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Bright swallowed. “I didn’t know this was active.”

Mai’s eyes went hard. “But you knew it was possible.”

Bright’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Ace’s attention flicked back to the column despite Mai’s grip. The translucent surface rippled faintly,
like something was moving inside the green depth.

Not fish.

Not bubbles.

A slow shift in density, like the water itself was thinking.

The tone pulsed again.

Stronger.

The platform’s older bones hummed in response.

Ace’s ribs tried to answer, and she felt her lock strain—not breaking, but vibrating under pressure.

Mai squeezed Ace’s wrist once, hard. “Ace.”

Ace forced her breath wrong again. Ragged. Ugly. Human.

Her heart refused to sync.

The column’s pulse stuttered, just slightly, like it had expected compliance and didn’t know what to
do with refusal.

Bright whispered, “It’s adjusting.”

Mai’s voice was flat. “Then we leave before it learns.”

They started backing away slowly, careful not to trip, careful not to turn their backs fully on the
column.

And then, behind them, from the tunnel they’d entered—

a voice.

Not the tone.

A human voice.

Calm.

Plain.

Too close.

“I told you that space was unsafe.”
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The interface.

She stood in the tunnel mouth, half-lit by dim emergency glow, unhurried.

Her eyes glimmered violet with satisfaction now, like she’d been shepherding them.

Mai’s disruptor came up instantly, aimed at the interface’s throat.

“Move,” Mai said softly.

The interface didn’t move. Her gaze flicked past Mai—past Bright—straight to Ace.

“You found it,” she said, almost pleased. “Good. Now we can stop pretending this is only about your
lock.”

Bright’s jaw tightened. “You routed them here.”

The interface’s smile was thin. “We removed variables. The platform’s node does not like noise. It
prefers clarity. It prefers—”

Her eyes stayed on Ace.

“—compatibility.”

Ace’s ribs pulsed hard.

Violet behind the lock purred in delight.

Mai’s voice went cold as deep water. “You used us as a key.”

The interface didn’t deny it. “We needed to see if the node would handshake with her.”

Mai’s finger tightened. “I will kill you.”

The interface’s gaze didn’t flinch. “If you kill me, you will lose your only human explanation for what is
happening.”

Bright’s voice snapped, “You’re not an explanation. You’re a problem.”

The interface looked at Bright at last, and her calm returned like a mask.

“I am containment,” she said. “And containment requires knowledge.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “Containment requires consent.”

The interface’s smile sharpened. “No. Containment requires outcomes.”

Ace stood very still.

Because now the shape of the trap was visible.

Memetics hadn’t just been testing Ace’s lock.

They’d been testing whether Ace could be used as a port into something living in the platform’s older
bones.
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A system that pinged through steel.

A node that preferred compatibility.

And Ace—Ace was the compatible thing.

Mai’s hand slid from Ace’s wrist to Ace’s palm, fingers interlacing for a heartbeat—grounding, real,
anchoring in the most human way possible.

Mai’s voice was low. “Ace. Look at me.”

Ace did.

Mai’s eyes were silver and furious and steady. “We do not handshake.”

Ace swallowed. “I know.”

Bright’s voice went sharp. “We need an exit.”

Mai didn’t look away from the interface. “We make one.”

And in the cavity, the column pulsed again—stronger now—like it had decided the time for polite
pings was over.

The tone rose, filling the space with clean pressure.

Ace’s ribs pulsed in answer—

—and the lock inside her chest screamed silently under the strain, while Violet behind it smiled,
delighted, because the platform’s older bones weren’t merely calling anymore.

They were starting to connect.

—
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