CHAPTER ONE

The Breach

Tuesday, 6:14 a.m.

The boring machine had a name — Persephone, painted in yellow
block letters along her cutting shield because the tunnel crew
believed, with the superstition of people who spend their lives
underground, that machines without names had worse luck — and

at 6:14 that Tuesday morning, Persephone stopped.

Danny Ruiz felt it before the alarm sounded. Twenty-two years
running tunnel-boring machines had given him a body that
registered the absence of vibration the way other people register a
sudden silence in a house where a clock has always ticked. He was
in the control cab, eight hundred meters into the Colwell Yards spur
of the Halvard Deep Line extension, and the readout in front of him
had gone from a clean rotational torque curve to a spike, then a

flatline, in under four seconds.
“Talk to me,” he said into the radio, already moving.

“Face pressure dropped to nothing,” said Aditi Sharma, his shift
lead, from the forward monitoring station. “Like we broke into open

»

air.

That wasn’t supposed to be possible. Not at this depth, not in

this ground. The geotechnical survey — the one the city had paid



four hundred thousand dollars for, the one that had taken eighteen
months and involved three separate consulting firms — rated this
stratum as unbroken permafrost-stabilized clay down to the tunnel
invert and another eleven meters below it. Solid. Boring, in every

sense a tunnel engineer wanted the word to mean.

Danny reached the cutting face forty minutes later, after the
crew had backed Persephone off and rigged temporary shoring, and
he stood with his headlamp beam pointed into a cavity that should

not have existed.

It was a room. Not a natural void, not a pocket of unfrozen
ground the survey had missed — a room, poured concrete, low-
ceilinged, with a corroded steel door hanging half off its frame
where the cutting shield had clipped it. Cold air moved out of the
gap in a slow exhale, and it smelled wrong in a way Danny didn’t

have language for, mineral and sweet and faintly like a hospital.

“Nobody goes in,” he said, and heard his own voice come out
flatter than he meant it. “Aditi, get eyes on this and get it up to the

surface. Now.”

She came down the ladder with a headlamp of her own and
stood beside him at the breach, and for a moment neither of them
said anything. Beyond the buckled door, the headlamp beams
caught the edges of shelving units, rusted almost to lace, and rows of

what might once have been steel canisters, and something on the far



wall that could have been a chart or a map, its surface too degraded
to read. There was no dust, which struck Danny as the strangest
detail of all. A room sealed for that long should have been thick with
it. Instead the air inside looked scrubbed, as if the cold itself had

kept it clean.
“Boss,” Aditi said quietly. “Is that a body?”

He followed her light to the far corner, where a shape lay against
the base of the shelving, wrapped in something that had once been
fabric and was now a fused, papery husk. He made himself look for

three full seconds before he keyed the radio again.

“Shut down the whole face,” he said. “Evacuate the tunnel. And
somebody call the city — tell them we need whoever handles found
human remains, and tell them we need whoever handles” — he
searched for the word, because there wasn’t a line item on any safety

form he’d ever filled out for this — “whoever handles the rest of it.”

By 8:40 a.m., the Halvard Deep Line construction site at
Colwell Yards was cordoned off behind three separate perimeters,
and Danny Ruiz was sitting in the back of a city vehicle answering
the same six questions from four different agencies, none of whom
seemed to be talking to each other yet. He kept thinking about the
smell. Mineral and sweet and faintly like a hospital. He would keep

thinking about it, on and off, for the rest of his life.



What none of the men and women assembling in the cold
morning light above the shaft yet understood — what would not
become clear to anyone for another several hours, and would not
become clear to the person who needed to understand it most for
almost two full days — was that the room Persephone had struck
was not simply old. It had been closed for thirty-nine years
specifically because the two conditions required to open it safely,
cold and isolation, were the same two conditions that Halvard’s
earliest, warmest spring in recorded history had just quietly begun

to undo.



