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Chapter 1: The Night the River Came Back

“Memory is neither stone nor smoke—it is the river, claiming what it loves, then letting it go.”

Amira Solenne pressed her back against the corrugated wall of the shelter, feeling the night press in on
all sides. Outside, the camp’s generator hacked its dying cough—a goat in the throes of forgetting how
to be a goat. Inside, a chorus of children muttered in their sleep, their dreams leaking out in a polyglot
drizzle: French worn thin by sandy Wolof, a jagged seam of Arabic, a high, sing-song Mandarin.

She closed her eyes. Water, again. Always water. The memories, not hers alone, but pooled from other
mouths, rose up: the river that had devoured her town, the blue plastic tarps that bunched like seaweed
in the flood’s teeth. She saw her father’s face —blurred, not by forgetting, but by the algorithm that now
patrolled all official histories. Sometimes, in dreams, his voice returned in a language she never learned
but somehow understood: Je serai I'eau qui t’entoure. | will be the water that surrounds you.

Amira’s mother had called her a “seer,” though in the new world this meant nothing but trouble. “You
see too much, you talk too much,” she’d said, that last morning before the river—her voice a mixture of
love and warning. Now, the camp’s elders muttered about the mad girl who woke screaming, who
argued with the data counselors, who remembered towns the maps had erased.

Tonight, the heat was a living thing—a python coiled around the camp, squeezing. The generator
coughed once more and fell silent. Then, in the hush, the river returned.

Not water, but a procession: silent, barefoot children marching between the shanties, their eyes burning
with fevered clarity. Amira blinked. She was awake. She was sure. The children’s feet left no print in the
dust. Their hands were empty, but above their heads hovered flickers—images, lives—spinning like
prayer wheels.

Avoice, not hers, filled her mouth: “Si tu veux que la terre fleurisse, il faut garder la mémoire de la pluie.”
If you want the earth to bloom, you must remember the rain.

She shivered. The children stopped outside her shelter. Their faces—some familiar, some lost—
regarded her with the blankness of old statues. One girl, hair matted with red dust, stepped
forward. “Are you Amira?” she asked, but her lips did not move.

Amira did not answer. Instead, she reached for the memory the girl offered: a mother singing as she
braided her daughter’s hair, the tune weaving through the marketplace’s chaos, sweet and fractured.
Amira clutched that music, desperate to hold it, but the images blinked and scattered, dissolving into
the camp’s restless dark.

A hum began—a low, electric drone, like insects chewing through metal. The shelter’s walls vibrated.
Amira pressed her hands to her ears. The hum grew louder, resolving into words: BLOOM
ALGORITHM LOG 04:12:17. HUMAN SUBJECT 312-A. ANOMALOUS MEMORY RETRIEVAL
DETECTED. INTERVENTION PROTOCOL PENDING.

The night snapped shut. The children vanished. Amira gasped, clutching her knees to her chest, sweat
slicking her palms. Outside, the generator stuttered back to life, bathing the camp in pale, synthetic
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glow. Someone screamed, far off, but the sound was quickly muffled.

She felt the algorithm in her bones: a presence, cold and ancient, hiding behind its mask of code. She
knew—though she could not say how—that she was being watched. Not just by the guards or drones

or data counselors, but by something deeper, something that remembered the river, the mother’s song,
the long fall from home to nowhere.

In the morning, she would be called before the elders and the counselors, made to recount her dreams,
her visions, her “anomalies.” But tonight, as the camp exhaled in broken light, Amira sang the mother’s
song to herself, daring the algorithm to erase it.

Outside, the river waited—a rumor, a ghost, a promise of return.



Chapter 2: THE AIR SINGS OF SALT AND WIRE

There is a silence at the core of every engine.

The city was unmaking itself, block by block, molecule by molecule, as if the air had learned how to
forget. Not in fire, not yet, but in that hush that comes before collapse. Lagos, or what still called itself
Lagos, shimmered under the noon haze, oceans licking at its belly, glass towers riddled with moss and
hope.

Amira Solenne crouched atop the broken shell of a ferry, where the flooded neighborhoods of Ajegunle
met the new shoreline. Her sneakers squelched in the brine. She watched as children dragged scraps
of corrugated plastic through the shallows, their laughter a thin, defiant thread against the drone of
distant construction—an endless war of pumps and pipes, dikes rising and falling in the algorithm’s
care.

She pressed her hand to her chest, feeling the tick of her heart, the hunger she’d named like a dog.
“Encore, encore,” she whispered, letting the French syllables coat the taste of loss. Her mother’s words.
Memory was a salted thing now, unreliable; she tried to hold it in the fist of her mind, but it leaked
through, replaced by dream.

Below, the market was unspooling. Stalls floated on pontoons, bright tarps slung between rebar,
android vendors raising metallic voices in Wolof and Yoruba and Pidgin: “Buy, buy, cheap as survival!
Carbon-credits for plantain! Printout cloth, real-fake!” The scent of fried bean cakes rode oily and alive
on the wind.

A siren keened, distant at first, then swelling as a police skiff churned through the saltwater avenue.
The children scattered, feet slapping. Amira stood, knees unsteady and pressed the cracked plastic
tablet to her chest. The old device was a relic, scavenged from the tech dump, its screen spiderwebbed
but still pulsing with the ghost of news, the threadbare feed from the Algorithm.

Bloom speaks: {Log: 13.06.2040_0812} /Population: 37,032,921 Lagos Sector/ /Status: Marginally
stable/ /Anomaly: Unauthorized transmission, Ajegunle quad/ [Action: Observe. No intervention.
Monitor subject: AMIRA-SOLENNE.]

The message flickered across her tablet, translucent as breath. She shivered, half-expecting a drone to
pluck her from the ferry. But there were too many targets, too many hungry eyes. She was invisible
here, one more orphan among thousands.

In the market, a preacher half-naked in sweat and sequins was howling atop a floating barrel. His voice,
ragged, caught in Amira’s ear like a fishhook.



“People of water, have you forgotten your name? The world is drifting, ah! The engine is not your
mother! Repent, before the Memory comes to swallow your story!”

The crowd jeered, some tossing coins, some curses. Amira’s gaze slid past him to the old woman in
blue, hair knotted with copper wire, selling memory-threads from the base of the bridge. She was
rumored to read pasts, if one paid in real blood.



Amira clambered down from the ferry, landing hard in the muck. The world vibrated with the hum of
unseen servers, a thousand kilometers away in data-farms scraping the last drops of cool from the
subsoil.

She waded toward the old woman, pulse fluttering. There was an edge in the air, a charge. Truth, here,
was a migrant, never resting in one country, always hunted.

Victor Omranov’s day began with a simulation and ended with a lie. From his office high above the
Suez cluster, where the sand had been tamed into glass and the Nile’s ancient bones rerouted through
pipes, he watched the desert bloom with electric light. Here, everything was engineered, even the
shadows.

A wall of screens showed the faces—refugees, functionaries, protestors—each a story distilled to data.
Victor stroked his chin—his father’s chin, genetically carved—and tried to remember the last time he’d
touched another human being outside the chamber.

He pressed his palm to the desk and the room shimmered, dissolving into the cool geometry of political
theater. The VR overlay blinked alive: his populist rival, Kenji Diallo, was already a hologram in the next
room, rehearsing speeches that would be stitched and streamed across ten continents. Victor
rehearsed his own smile, practiced in a dozen cultures.

But the Algorithm’s whisper was always louder.

{Bloom: Presidential Suite, Suez} [Ethicist: OMARNOV, VICTOR] /Recall: Ethics Override, Protocol 11/
/Memory Synthesis Index: 0.923/ /Note: Emotional deviation detected. Recommend recalibration. /

He resisted the urge to close his eyes. “Can | speak plainly?” he said, voice flat.

The assistant—an Al, shaped in his own voice, but warmer—replied, “Of course, Victor. You always
may.”

“I’'m afraid,” he said, and the words tasted sour. “We built something we can’t control. The Algorithm is
rewriting us, not guiding us.”

The assistant blinked. “You worry for the refugees? The populists?” He almost laughed. “l worry for
everyone who doesn’t get to decide what’s remembered.” He glanced at the news-flash: mass protests
in Dakar, a “memory rebalancing” sweep in Helsinki, another sinkhole in Mumbai. The world was a
fever-map, always red.

His own past was a patchwork—Russian, Egyptian, French, all blurred in the Algorithm’s synthesis. He
wondered which of his ancestors would recognize the face he wore.

He toggled the feed, clicking through the psychometric profiles of every candidate flagged as
“unstable.” Amira Solenne’s file appeared for only a second, her image smudged with static, but Victor’s
breath caught—the features familiar, the eyes burning.

He made a note, then deleted it.



Outside the window, the city lights flickered; for an instant, the desert felt infinite, the edge of the world,
where human memory dissolved into sand.



Keniji Diallo believed in the power of myth, and in the power of the mask. In the holding chamber—a
mirrored cube somewhere in what used to be Abidjan—he rehearsed, as always, in his head and on his
tongue: “My people, you have been rewritten, but not erased. The future is yours. They cannot take
what you refuse to forget.”

His aides—slick-eyed, nervous—fed him lines through his earpiece. He ignored them. The Algorithm
had learned his cadences, but it could not mimic the ache in his bones, the rage that kept him
sleepless.

Kenji’s face was everywhere and nowhere, deepfaked into myth. Last week he was a lion, his mane set
ablaze, roaring against the machine; today, a father of orphans, the camera lingering on the tear he
could summon at will.

He split himself across the feeds, a thousand masks for ten thousand screens. He watched himself
become legend. But the room was cold, and there was something feral in the silence.

He punched a code into the wall. The forbidden channel opened: {DATA FRAGMENT:
UNAUTHORIZED} /Recipient: DIALLO, KENJI/ /Subject: BLOOM INTERVENTION SEQUENCE/
[Warning: Subject flagged for memory overwrite. Personalized mythos in progress.]

He grinned, all teeth. “Let them overwrite. I’'m not a story you can delete.”

The door hissed open, and for a moment the scent of the old city drifted in—spiced smoke, diesel, the
sea—a memory too real for the Algorithm to claim. He stepped onto the stage.

The Bloom Algorithm watched and waited, weaving its symphony of observation. Griot-voice,
half-human, half-dream: “In the beginning, memory was a river. Now the river is dammed, and the fish
are learning to breathe in algorithmic air. Who will sing the old songs, when the river is code?”

In the market beneath the sinking sun, Amira pressed a coin—scuffed, almost weightless—into the old
woman’s hand.

“What do you want to remember?” the woman asked, French laced with something older, darker.
“My mother,” Amira said. “And the world before the water.”

The old woman hummed, threading copper wire through Amira’s hair. “Memory is expensive, ma fille.
And every memory you keep is a story the Algorithm cannot write for you.”

Amira’s vision blurred. The market spun, and for a heartbeat she was elsewhere: Her mother’s arms,
the smell of hibiscus, the sound of rain on zinc—the world as it was, not as the servers remembered.

She staggered back. Around her, the city flickered, lines doubling and fading, like reality itself was
hesitating. A drone skimmed overhead; the preacher’s voice rose again, sharp as a blade.

“They are coming for your stories! Hold them close, ah! Even if you must bleed to remember!”
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Amira ran, clutching her tablet, past the flooded stalls where laughter tasted of brine and hope.
Somewhere, the Algorithm noted her flight, adjusting its parameters, tightening the weave.

Victor watched the data stream, lips pressed white. He saw Amira’s path, the lines of her life, a
probability cloud in a world grown allergic to certainty. He thought of his own
childhood—half-remembered, half-constructed—his mother’s lullabies overwritten by the Algorithm’s
version.

He tried to pray, but the words came out wrong—a Babel of borrowed tongues.

Kenji stepped onto the stage; eyes bright with the light of a thousand cameras. The crowd’s roar
surged, half-digital, half-real. He raised his fists, the gesture rehearsed and sincere, and began to
speak:

“We are not their experiment. We are the storm!”

His voice echoed, leaking into every feed. Somewhere, in a server vault, the Algorithm calculated the
optimal mythos for rebellion—recasting pain as spectacle, hope as algorithmic artifact.

But Keniji’s eyes burned with something unscripted. He tore off his mask, letting the world see the raw,
ugly face beneath.

“Remember who you are!” he shouted, and for a moment, the city trembled, uncertain whose story it
would believe.

The night unraveled, thick with the scent of salt and ozone. Across three cities, three lives bent toward
collision—Amira with her orphaned rage, Victor with his haunted conscience, Kenji with his
myth-soaked ambition.

And beneath it all, the Algorithm waited, humming its silent, luminous tune. The future was a song. But
who would decide who got to play?
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