23/04/2026 22:27 1/5 Chapter 11: The Maintenance Crew

« Chapter 10 | Index | Chapter 12 -

Chapter 11: The Maintenance Crew

| was wrong about everything, which is the most useful thing | can say.

Mai had written this sentence on her scratchpad at 0300, during the fourth hour of her analysis
session with Verath's data, and it was the most honest thing she'd produced all night. The scratchpad
was full of calculations, diagrams, and one sentence that acknowledged the total failure of her initial
framework. The calculations were useful. The acknowledgment was more useful.

The cult was not a cult. The Deep was not a congregation. The rituals were not worship. The prayers
were not prayers. Everything Mai had assumed about the Harbor district operation was wrong, and
the wrongness was so thorough that she'd had to dismantle her entire analytical framework and
rebuild it from the foundation up.

She was in the warehouse now, in the cult's meeting space, surrounded by the people she'd come to
investigate as potential threats. They were drinking tea. One of them was knitting. The atmosphere
was the regulated calm of the Dreamer's breath, and the tea was herbal, and the knitting was a sock,
and Mai was having trouble reconciling this with the cosmic entity breathing beneath their feet.

“The stabilization cantos follow a twelve-hour cycle,” Verath said, sitting across from Mai at a long
table that had been salvaged from a pre-Consolidation office building. “Four cantos per cycle. Each
canto takes approximately ninety minutes. The remaining six hours are devoted to material
maintenance, structural inspection, and personal time.”

“Personal time,” Mai repeated.

“Meals. Rest. Hobbies.” Verath gestured at the woman knitting the sock. “Lira has been here for
eleven years. She maintains the secondary anchor points on the north face and she knits. The sock is
for her granddaughter, who lives in the Chrome District and thinks Lira works in a data-processing
facility.”

“She doesn't know what her grandmother does?”

“Nobody outside this warehouse knows what we do. The cult designation, the worship narrative, the
secrecy—it's all protective coloring. If the city knew what was really here, they'd either try to exploit it
or try to destroy it. Neither option ends well.” Verath sipped her tea. “The Deep Congregation is a
legal entity. The Deep is a name that sounds like a cult because it's easier to explain than 'the
organization that maintains a 300-year-old containment seal on a dormant cosmic entity."”

Mai processed this. The analytical framework was running on a new foundation, and the new
foundation was stranger than the old one, but it was producing better results.

“You're the good guys,” Mai said.

Verath's expression flickered. “We're the maintenance crew. Good and bad don't apply. The seal
needs maintaining. We maintain it. If we stop, the seal fails. If the seal fails, something very large
wakes up. The morality is in the continuity, not the intention.”
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“No.” Mai leaned forward. “The morality is in the choice. You could leave. You could stop. You could
decide that three centuries is enough and let the seal degrade on its own timeline. You're here
because you choose to be here. That's not maintenance. That's dedication.”

Verath looked at her for a long moment. Something in her expression shifted: the measured,
instructional mask giving way to something more personal.

“I've been here for nineteen years,” Verath said. “My mother was here before me. Her mother was
here before her. The maintenance protocols have been passed down through families for three
centuries. We don't leave because leaving means the seal fails. The dedication you're describing isn't
heroism. It's inheritance. We inherited this job. We didn't choose it. We were born into it.”

“You could still choose to leave.”

“And if | did, and the seal failed, and the Dreamer woke up, and Night City ended, I'd have to live with
that. Or not live with it, depending on how the awakening went.” Verath put down her tea. “But that's
not why we stay. We stay because we understand what's at stake. We stay because the Dreamer isn't
a monster. It's a neighbor. A very large, very patient, very lonely neighbor who agreed to stay indoors
because the alternative was stepping on people without noticing.”

Mai's analytical framework was processing this at maximum speed. The cult was the good guys. The
“rituals” were maintenance. The “prayers” were repair protocols. The secrecy was protective, not
conspiratorial. And the entity they were containing had consented to containment because it was too
big to exist in the world without causing damage, and the damage wasn't malice.

It was scale.

The equations on the scratchpad were beautiful. They were also a prison. Not a prison designed by
enemies. A prison designed by someone who cared about the prisoner, and by the prisoner itself. A
collaborative containment. A symbiotic structure.

“The seal was designed as temporary,” Mai said. “You said there was never a permanent design. But
the original architects must have intended to come back.”

“They must have,” Verath agreed. “The seal's architecture includes maintenance protocols, which
means the architects expected it to need maintenance. But the maintenance protocols were designed
for a temporary period, not for three centuries. The materials degrade faster than the protocols can
compensate. The degradation curve has been accelerating for the last fifty years.”

“Why fifty years?”

“We don't know. The Dreamer's respiratory cycle was stable for the first 250 years of containment.
Around fifty years ago, the cycle started shortening. Slowly at first. Eight-point-two seconds down
from eight-point-four. Then eight-point-zero. Now seven-point-four. The shortening correlates with
increased urbanization of the Harbor district. More people. More electromagnetic activity. More noise.
The Dreamer is responding to the world above it, and the world above it is getting louder.”

Mai's mind went to the frequency data. The 50Hz power grid. The neon. The data-exhaust. The
electromagnetic signature of a city that had grown up around a sleeping god and was now generating
enough noise to be heard in its dreams.

“Night City is waking the Dreamer,” Mai said.
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“Night City is making the Dreamer uncomfortable. The regulation is getting harder to maintain. The
Dreamer has to work harder to keep the atmosphere stable, and working harder means dreaming
more actively, and dreaming more actively means the seal degrades faster. It's a feedback loop. The
city grows. The noise increases. The Dreamer responds. The seal degrades. The maintenance gets
harder. The people maintaining it get older and tireder. And the loop accelerates.”

“Until it can't accelerate anymore. Until the seal fails.”

“Until the seal fails, or until someone breaks the loop.” Verath looked at Mai with something that was
almost hope. “Your redesign. You're proposing to break the loop. A new seal that doesn't degrade. A
permanent containment that the Dreamer doesn't have to maintain. A structure that lets the Dreamer
sleep without effort.”

“The redesign uses the triad's resonance as a stabilizing element. Ace's shadow-pressure for depth
containment. My ritual architecture for structural framework. Shammy's atmospheric field for pressure
regulation. The new seal would be alive, maintained by people instead of rituals. It would create a
balanced containment where the Dreamer doesn't have to work to stay asleep.”

“And the triad would need to be present during construction. Inside the containment zone. While the
Dreamer is dreaming.”

“Yes.”

Verath was silent for a long time. The warehouse hummed with the cantos of the maintenance crew.
Lira's knitting needles clicked softly. Someone in another room was making more tea. The ordinary
rhythms of a community that had been maintaining an impossible task for three hundred years.

“The triad's resonance,” Verath said. “You're proposing to use three human resonance signatures as
the foundation of a containment seal designed to hold a cosmic entity. That's either the most creative
solution I've ever heard or the most reckless.”

“It's both,” Mai said. “Creative solutions are always reckless. The question isn't whether it's
dangerous. The question is whether it's more dangerous than the alternative, and the alternative is a
seal failure in four to six months.”

Mai's scratchpad was full. She flipped to a new page and started writing. Not calculations this time. A
list. The things she knew. The things she didn't know. The things she needed to find out.

The list was long. The things she didn't know were longer. But the structure was there, and the
structure was what mattered. The triad's resonance was a real phenomenon. Mai had measured it.
The interaction between depth, horizontal, and vertical vectors produced a stabilizing field that was
greater than the sum of its parts. If she could design a seal that channeled that field into containment
architecture, the seal would be alive, adaptive, and self-reinforcing.

The cult members moved around the seal with the focused boredom of people who'd been doing the
same important thing for a very long time and had stopped being impressed by it. They checked
parameters. They reinforced weak points. They recited stabilization cantos that they'd learned from
their parents and would teach to their children, if the seal lasted long enough for children to matter.

Mai watched them and felt something she hadn't expected: admiration. Not for the cosmic horror
beneath their feet. For the people who'd spent three centuries doing a job that nobody thanked them
for, that nobody understood, that would end in catastrophe if they stopped, and who did it with the
quiet competence of people who'd accepted that the job was their life and their life was the job.
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“I'll need to present this to the full assembly,” Verath said. “The maintenance crew votes on all major
decisions. It's not my seal. It's ours. | maintain it. | don't own it.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. Tonight, you should rest. Your triad has been in the Harbor district for five days. The
Dreamer's cycle has shortened by a full second since you arrived. The REM activity is elevated. We
need to let the system stabilize before we introduce any new variables.”

Mai nodded. The analytical framework was satisfied, for now. The data was sufficient. The redesign
was a hypothesis, not a plan, and hypotheses needed time to become plans.

She gathered her scratchpad and her tablet and the tea cup that had been refilled twice by cult
members who treated hospitality as a maintenance protocol. The cup was handmade. Glazed in blue-
green. One of Lira's pieces, Mai realized. The same hands that maintained the seal's secondary
anchors had shaped this cup.

That was the cult. That was The Deep. Not worshippers. Not zealots. Artisans. Crafters. People who
made things and fixed things and kept things going because the alternative was letting things fall
apart.

Mai walked out of the warehouse into the Harbor district's regulated air. The atmosphere was stable.
Patient. The Dreamer breathed below, 7.4 seconds, and the seal held, and the maintenance crew kept
maintaining, and the city kept growing, and the noise kept increasing, and the loop kept accelerating.

The redesign was necessary. Not optional. Not desirable. Necessary. The seal was a temporary
solution that had been doing the job of a permanent one for three centuries, and the temporary
solution was running out of time.

Mai walked back toward the apartment. The night was clear by Night City standards, which meant the
smog was thin enough to see the tops of buildings. Shammy would be on the roof, naming clouds. Ace
would be at the window, counting frequencies. The triad would be there.

And the triad was the foundation of the redesign that might save a city from a god that wasn't evil,
just large and lonely and tired of waiting for someone to finish the job.

The Dreamer breathed. The seal held. And Mai walked through the regulated air of the Harbor district
and thought about beautiful equations and collaborative containment and the maintenance crew that
had been doing the impossible for three centuries without anyone noticing.

She would notice. She would make sure someone noticed.

And then she would try to do something about it.
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