
[image: A Riveter at Low Water]

    
A Riveter at Low Water
Gilles Reverdin
At East Lock, riveter Talia Rook fights a failing gate, a hidden service route, and a flood that keeps changing shape. Steel, brine, wet rope, and bad timing press in on every side while she works the lower basin and the people on it through one hard shift.
ProseHub


    
The First Crack
Steel sang under her palm. The west seam took pressure hard, and the handline dragged a red groove across her glove. Talia set the rivet gun into the pilot hole and leaned her weight into the frame, because the plate lied about flatness when the basin pushed, and she trusted the pitch in the metal more than the gauge bolted to the wall.
Jori stood two rungs below with a tray of hot rivets wrapped in wire mesh. His right knee clicked each time he shifted. Talia took the tray from him before he could start passing them up one by one, set it against the brace, and kept the gun in her own hand. He gave her a look with one eye narrowed, but he did not argue. Good. Arguing wasted air. The seal head kissed the steel, flared orange, and went black.
A strip of blue cloth snagged on the brake ladder below, frayed at the edge, a union armband gone soft with wet and grime. It hung there like a scrap of laundry in a room nobody had cleaned since last season. Talia left it where it was. Cloth lied worse than steel.
Anika's speaker on the catwalk spit static. 'Lower gangway clear by red mark,' she said. 'No one stays under the deck after that.' The order ran through the frame, through Jori's boot, through the line in Talia's glove. Talia kept the gun on the seam. One more rivet, then the next. The west plate gave a thin, insect note that sat under the hammer's bite, and that note had already started to sound wrong.
Wrong cut, right there. Talia scraped the tar back with the edge of the caulk knife, slow enough to keep the gauge from bouncing, and the black skin peeled away in strings that stuck to her thumb and left a sour, oily smear across the steel beneath.
The brace was cut clean through halfway down, the kind of line a file made if somebody took all night and did not mind the noise of the tool. Wear left teeth. Rust left ragged edges. This had a bright edge under the grime and no wobble to it at all.
'What is it?' Jori asked.
'Keep passing,' Talia said.
'That brace is wrong.'
'So is the clock.' She held the knife flat and pushed the tar back over the cut before Anika could get another look from the catwalk.
Jori leaned in anyway. Talia turned her shoulder and blocked him with the tray. He was nineteen and built of bad balance and stubborn knees, and none of that changed the fact that he still reached for trouble as if it would move for him. She took the next rivet from the mesh, set it in place, and drove it home with two clean bites. The seam answered with a small, tight ring. Not enough. Never enough.
'Lower gangway,' Anika said over the speaker again. 'Now.'
Talia packed the tar back over the cut and spread fresh sealant across it with the heel of her glove. The mess went black and smooth. For a moment, the brace looked ordinary. That was the point. Ordinary kept people from asking questions while the steel kept failing beneath them.
Anika was at the stair. The lower gangway behind her filled fast with boots, tool bags, and the slap of wet rope against metal, while the upper deck stayed packed with crews who kept pretending there was time for pride.
'Move them,' Anika said.
'The seam first,' Talia said.
Anika's missing fingers tapped the rail once. 'The people first.'
Talia drove another rivet. The gun kicked against the heel of her hand. Orange light flared, then sank into black. The plate gave a long note, thin enough to pull at the skin behind her ears.
Jori tried to slide past her with the tray. Talia stopped him with the flat of her hand against his chest and took the tray back again. 'Up,' she said. 'Take those to the stair.'
'I can help here.'
'Up.'
He went, but not fast. His knee clicked twice on the rung, the sound sharp in the racket of the deck. A gust from the basin ran across the frame and lifted the blue armband on the brake ladder, making the frayed cloth twitch like it wanted to say something and could not remember what. Talia left it there and kept her eye on the seam.
The cut in the brace hid under the tar, but the steel around it kept giving a different note, a little flatter than it should. The pitch sat wrong under the gun. She pressed another rivet in and let the metal speak. It was talking enough already. She did not need words to know that the line had been cut from inside the lock, where only a person with access and time could get to it.
The catwalk underfoot gave a fishbone rattle. Talia kept the rivet gun on the seam while Anika drove the rest of the deck out under the red line, and the whole lockyard turned into a fence of moving backs, helmets, and tool belts, each one changing the noise of the deck as it passed.
Talia moved along the brace a foot at a time. Her left shoulder sat higher than the right, the old crush wound pulling whenever she climbed or reached or braced against a push that wanted more than she had on offer. She worked around it. Everybody worked around something. That was the job. The seam gave a short, hard ring and then another, and the second one came from lower in the plate, from the hidden cut she had packed tar over and chosen not to name.
Jori caught up with her at the next ladder. 'The stair is full,' he said.
'Then make space.'
'How?'
'With your legs.'
He gave her a look, then dragged two tool bags toward the upper hatch. The bags thumped against his shin each time he set them down, and his knee clicked again when he turned. Talia kept going. The handline on her harness bit through the glove and into the skin under it, a narrow strip of heat. She hooked it round the stanchion, leaned back, and let the line carry some of the weight while she fed the gun one rivet at a time. The frame held. For the length of six breaths, it held.
Then the plate gave another little note, and that note did not belong to the metal she was touching. It came from deeper down, from the guts of the lock, and it had the dry sound of a hinge that had gone too far for too long.
Too much slack. Talia cut the line short with one hand and shifted her stance, boot heels digging into the grit on the grate, while the handline dragged across the side of her glove and made the old scar in her shoulder stand up like a wire under skin.
A worker on the lower landing slipped on a slick patch of sealant. Talia hooked the line through a cleat, yanked him back before his boot went through the edge of the grate, and set him against the rail with a hard shove. He stared at her for half a second, then kept moving. Good. Staring wasted time too.
'You do not have to do this by yourself,' Anika said.
'Then send fewer people to the stair.'
'You know what I mean.'
Talia did know. That was the trouble. She set the gun down, took the wrench from Jori when he offered it, and finished the next bolt herself while he hovered beside her with both hands empty. The brace shuddered under the pressure. A few grains of tar fell from the cut and rolled across the grate like black salt. She had not asked for help. She had not needed it. That was how the story went when she told it to herself, and the story kept everybody standing right up until it did not.
The lower deck lights flickered once, then settled. The lock had a way of pretending. Talia slid the wrench under the lip of the plate and gave it a turn so clean that the bolt squealed. The sound went up the frame like a scratch up glass. Around them, boots kept moving toward the hatch. The evacuation line had started to thin, but the west seam still had teeth in it, and one tooth was missing in the middle where the cut hid under the tar.
The blue armband kept tugging on the brake ladder. Every time the frame shifted, it twitched a little, showing the faded stitching along one edge and the fray where a sleeve had torn it free. It was the kind of cloth that turned into blame when a shift wanted blame and could not find a face.
Talia ignored it. She had more useful trouble in front of her.
The patch gave under her next strike. Not much. Enough. She pressed her forehead against the cold edge of the plate for one second, then shoved off and drove the rivet home by feel, not sight, because the film of sealant had gone dull and the light on the catwalk came through the grating in narrow strips that kept changing every time somebody crossed above them.
Jori returned with a second mesh tray. 'Upper stair is jammed,' he said.
'Use the side ladder.'
'Anika says the side ladder is clear for evac.'
'Then use the wall.'
He huffed once through his nose and started down the side route with the tray held to his chest. Talia watched him go only long enough to count his steps. Three to the landing. Two more and the knee clicked. Fine. He was moving. That was enough.
Then the west seam gave a sudden, low groan that traveled through the whole brace and into her teeth. Talia dropped the wrench, caught it on the rebound, and jammed it under the lip of the plate before the gap could open wider. The cut brace had started to open inside the tar. Clean work, careful work. Somebody had wanted the lock to fail when pressure came on hard. Somebody had also chosen the hour with enough people on the deck to make the failure look like bad luck.
The lock had gone quiet in the wrong way. Not still. Quiet. The kind that happened after a bad wrench fit and before a bolt let go.
Talia pressed her ear close enough to the plate that the cold cut of the steel touched skin. The seam gave a thin, nervous ring when the basin pushed. Under that, deeper, a second note kept dragging along the frame, and every pulse of it told the same story: the brace inside had been cut before the shift started. No rust. No wear. Deliberate.
She straightened and caught Anika's eye on the catwalk. Did not lift a hand. Did not call out. A warning would stop the work. The work still had to keep people alive for another few minutes, and those minutes lived on her side of the wall, not in the story the cutter had written inside the lock.
Anika climbed down two rungs, her missing fingers hooked around the rail. 'Talk,' she said.
'The seam needs another row.'
'And the lower gangway needs emptying.'
'
It is empty enough.'
Anika gave her a flat look and turned to bark at the crew on the deck. Talia put the next rivet in place and held the gun steady until the head cooled enough to stop glowing. Her glove smoked faintly where the handline had bitten through the weave. She ignored that too. The patch held one more breath. Then another. It was not a seal. It was a dare.
Below them, a hatch banged shut. The sound ran through the lock and made the cut brace sing. Talia braced her shoulder against the frame, took the next rivet from the tray, and set it in the hole by touch alone.
The lower gangway emptied in pieces. One crew went at a time, then two, then a whole knot of them with tool bags banging against hips and hard hats tucked under arms. The catwalk rail shuddered each time somebody shoved through the door, and the sound of shoes on metal grew thinner by the minute.
Talia kept the rivet gun moving. Short bursts. Clean holes. Two clean bites, then the next. The work had a rhythm if she did not let the rhythm own her. The patch on the west seam held just enough to mock her, and the hidden cut under the tar kept making a flatter note than the rest of the plate. She could live with that for a while. She had lived with worse.
Jori came back once more, empty-handed this time. 'They are down to the last row on the lower stair,' he said.
'Good.'
'Anika wants you off the frame.'
'Anika wants a lot of things.'
He crossed his arms, the way he did when his knee started giving him trouble and he wanted nobody to notice. Talia took the wrench from the ledge, slid it into the next slot, and turned it with her whole body. The shoulder flared. The plate answered with a long, damp note that made the air in front of the seam seem to narrow. She held on. The brace did not let go.
Across the deck, the blue armband still hung from the ladder. It had turned darker now, less blue than wet cloth and dust. No one touched it. No one had time. A man behind her laughed once at something no one else could hear, a thin broken sound from the upper deck, then the laugh cut off when Anika shouted at him to move.
Talia drove the next rivet home and watched the head flatten against the steel. For one second, the seam went quiet. She almost took that as a gift. Almost.
Almost. The word had no business on a deck like this.
The west plate shifted under her next strike. Not much. Enough to make the wrench jump. Talia caught it against the frame and jammed her boot against the lower brace, using her whole weight to stop the seam from opening wider while the hot rivet hissed in the hole. The line on her glove cut deeper. Warm wetness slid under the skin at the base of her thumb, and she kept going anyway.
Anika came to the edge of the frame with a length of evac line looped over one shoulder. 'Take this,' she said.
'I am already holding enough.'
'You are holding too much.'
Talia looked at the line, then at the lower gangway, where the last of the crew were filing toward the hatch. The handline was thick hemp with a brass hook on one end, the sort of rope that had been dragged across a dozen decks and came back smelling of tar and iron and old rainwater. She took it because refusing would have slowed Anika down, not because she wanted it. She clipped the hook to the brace and shoved the free end toward Jori. 'Anchor that to the rail.'
He did it. No speech. Good.
The line went taut between them, Talia at the seam, Jori at the rail, Anika on the catwalk, and the three points held the frame long enough for the next row of rivets to go in. It was the first time all shift that Talia let another set of hands carry anything she had been guarding.
Then the hatch on the lower deck banged twice, hard enough to shake dust from the ladder joints. The wrong side of the lock was still moving. Talia turned toward the sound and caught a glimpse through the grating of the inside brace, the clean cut under the tar, and the way the plate flexed around it like a mouth around a missing tooth.
The seam held. That was the part that would have pleased her on a cleaner day.
Talia stood with one boot hooked under the stanchion and one hand on the line while the other fed rivets into the gun. The plate gave off a steady, low note now, not quiet, never quiet, but steady enough that the sound no longer climbed into the frame. It had bought a little time. Time was all it ever bought.
Anika checked the lower hatch and motioned the last crew through with a sharp jerk of her chin. No wasted movement. No speech. Jori came back up the side ladder with his tray empty and his shirt damp at the collar, and Talia waved him past before he could stop to ask another question. His knee clicked on the top rung. He looked at her mouth, then at the seam, and kept going.
Good.
The blue armband on the brake ladder snagged loose for a second and fluttered against the rung before catching again. Talia put it out of mind and drove the next rivet home. The patch on the west seam was no longer a patch. It was a line of hammered heads, some of them holding better than others, all of them doing their best. She pressed her glove flat to the plate and felt the heat moving under it, a slow spread from the fresh metal into the old.
Anika stepped beside her. 'That cut is inside,' she said.
'There is no inside from here.'
'You know what I mean.'
Talia took the next rivet from the tray, set it in the hole, and kept her eyes on the plate. There were still people on the lower side. There was still water pushing against the lock. There was still a seam to finish. The work had not gotten smaller because the deck was running out of bodies.
The lower line was down to bare hands. Talia could count the crew left on the deck by the sound of boots on the grating and the way the rail stopped shaking after each step. The lock had gone into that narrow place between jobs, where each thing took longer than it should and every delay looked like a choice.
Anika crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. One hand went to the rail. 'Finish the row,' she said.
'It is not finished.'
'Nothing here is.'
Talia almost laughed at that. It would have come out rough. She kept the laugh where it belonged and slid the next rivet into the hole. The gun clicked. The head flattened. The seam held its note for another beat.
Then the floor shivered.
Not much. Enough to throw a teaspoon of dust from the catwalk joints and make the blue armband on the brake ladder swing out and back again like it had a pulse of its own. Talia looked up at the catwalk, then down at the seam, then at the hatch on the lower deck. The order that had been riding the shift all morning finally took shape in her head as something with edges. The brace was cut. The patch was buying minutes. The lower side still needed eyes on it before the whole thing gave way.
Anika saw the change in her face and pointed at the stair hatch with two missing fingers. 'Get below,' she said. 'Now.'
Talia clipped the handline to her belt, snatched the last tray from Jori, and moved.

    
Under the Floodline
Three gauges hung above the sump. The left needle sat on green and quivered like a pin trapped in wax. The middle one drifted a finger-width past two bars. The right face had a crack through the glass and a thumb-smear of old oil on the rim.
Talia put her boot on the lowest rung and went down into the lower room with Jori one step behind her. The pump above them kept its low iron thud. Pipes clicked. A chain somewhere in the dark tapped a slow beat against a rail. Water ran across the grating in thin cold strips and gathered in the corners where the light did not reach.
So this was the room under the room. Not grand. Not clean. Just a basin of steel and wet concrete and old work done too often. The lower end of the lock, where the air tasted of brine, hot rubber, and machine oil, and where every loose bolt had a memory of its own. Talia kept her left shoulder angled in close to the wall so the old crush line would not catch on the ladder, and she did not give the room the luxury of attention. There was a hatch at the far end. There was a manual wheel beyond that. There was water already creeping over the first seam in the floor.
Jori came down with a crate of fuse links and a torch in his belt. His right knee clicked once on the third rung. He did not speak until both boots were on the deck. 'This smells wrong,' he said.
'Everything in here smells wrong,' Talia said.
She took the torch from him, not because she needed the light, because he still moved like a hand waiting to be slapped. The beam caught a bank of rivet heads on the access cover. They had been shaved flat. Little silver moons, each one ground smooth where a pry bar had bit and slipped. She held the torch a little lower. The line of them ran the length of the plate.
The cover should have had proud heads on it, rough and round from the gun. Instead it wore a row of clean scars, bright where the metal had been cut and then hidden under fresh grime. Not rust. Not wear. Somebody had worked these fasteners by hand and left them to pass as age.
Talia crouched by the plate and ran two fingers over the nearest scar. The edge still held a bite. Her glove came away grey with filings, and the filings stuck to the sweat at the base of her thumb. Same bright line as the cut brace above. Same hand, maybe, or same tool. Too neat for a wreck. Too patient for bad luck.
'Can you open it?' Jori asked.
'Give me the wrench.'
He set the wrench in her palm and stood back. Good. He had at least that much sense when the room stopped pretending. Talia slid the wrench under the lip and gave a small turn. The plate answered with a flat, sour squeal. A pipe somewhere behind the wall clapped once, hard, and the sound ran through the deck in a shiver.
The manual wheel sat beyond the cover, black as a cart rim and twice as stubborn, with four grip bars spaced around the face. It did not belong in a machine room. It belonged in a yard, in a barn, in the hands of people who knew how much force a thing could take before it bent. The wheel had a little rust bloom around each spoke socket. Old use. Old hands. Maybe no one had turned it in months.
Talia shifted her weight and heard the steel answer under her boot. Enough water below. Not enough above. Not yet. She pushed the cover farther open and the hinges gave a dry cough. The room behind it smelled hotter, as if the pipes had been running against themselves for too long.
The corridor beyond the cover dipped half a level and then split around a bank of valves. Valek stood at the far end with two salvage men behind him, one hand on a chain hung across the passage, the other on a pipe wrench so long it looked stolen from a dockyard. His coat was wet to the hem. A brown burn scar pulled one side of his jaw tight when he spoke.
'Pressure tells the truth,' he said. 'This place lies. It always has.'
Talia stayed where she was. The wrench in her hand had a line of grease on the handle and a nick at the head. Good enough. 'Move.'
Valek gave a small shake of his head. 'You open the bypass, the upper dock lives. You let the lower basin take the surge, and the lock keeps its crown where it belongs. That is the point of the system. The lock is lying to you if it says otherwise.'
One of his men shifted on the grating. The chain rattled. Talia kept her eyes on Valek's hand, because the hand mattered more than the face. His fingers were loose on the wrench. Ready.
Anika's voice came through the pipe speaker overhead, clipped by static. 'Talia. Report.'
'Blocked,' Talia said.
'How blocked?'
'By a philosophy.'
Valek snorted once. Almost a laugh. 'She still talks like a yard foreman.'
'And you still stand in doorways.'
The chain lifted. One man set his boot against the floor brace and leaned his whole weight in. Talia caught the movement before it turned into a shove. She moved first, not hard, just enough to clip the wrench from Valek's hand and send it skidding through the shallow water toward the valve bank. It hit steel, rang once, and disappeared under a pipe. The salvage men swore. Valek's mouth flattened. Good. That part still worked. People with ideas always expected the metal to agree with them.
Jori picked up the fallen wrench and set it on the nearest flange without being told. His knee clicked on the way back. Talia cut him a look and he stepped behind her shoulder, not in front of it. Better. The room had no room for front and back when the pressure started to climb.
Valek lifted the chain with both hands. One of the links had a fresh grind mark on it, bright as bone under the film of water. Talia took one quick look at the mark, then at the shaved rivet heads on the access cover, and the shape of the damage slid into place. Same tool. Same clean bite. The cut brace from the west seam had not been a single cut at all. It was one mouth on a line that ran straight through the lower room, through the gate, through every fastener somebody had wanted to look old.
'Who told you the lower basin had to take it?' she asked.
'Nobody told me,' Valek said. 'The steel did.'
There it was again. His creed, polished to a hard edge. Let the water vote. Let the load tell the story. If the upper dock stayed dry, all the better. If the lower basin filled, that was the bill. He could call that discipline and sleep with it.
Talia pushed past the cover plate and into the corridor before the chain could come down. The water took her boot to the ankle. Cold. Immediate. The walls sweated in long black streaks, and each valve handle wore a pale ring where hands had turned it raw over years. She put her shoulder against the far bulkhead and kept going. The manual wheel was two rooms ahead, behind a mesh screen and a pressure door with a round latch that took both hands to turn. She did not look back at Valek. He was a door like any other, just one with opinions.
The corridor narrowed to a throat of pipe and sheet iron. Water ran faster here, pooling in the low seam along the wall and licking at the toe caps with a sound like cloth dragged over stone. Talia moved by touch as much as by sight, fingers skimming rivets, flange edges, the cold lip of a bracket. Every third plate had a line of shaved heads on it, the fasteners ground smooth and then smeared with fresh black paste. Someone had wanted the whole lower run to pass as old fatigue.
A loud speaker cracked somewhere above. 'Lower deck, hold your line,' Anika said. 'Do not crowd the manual room.'
'Crowd it yourself,' Talia said, and kept moving.
The manual room door sat ahead, half hidden behind a pipe cage. Not a door, really. A round plate with a wheel in the middle and four locking dogs around the edge, the kind of thing a person had to turn and then trust with their whole weight. The plate was painted a dull green that had blistered off in half-moons. Around the rim, the fasteners were shaved flat. Again. There it was. Somebody had been here before her, had worried at the plate with a tool that cut clean and left no ragged edge.
Jori came up on her right. 'The hatch behind us is going bad.'
'How bad?'
'Bad enough.'
He was still trying to make his voice ordinary. Good luck to him. Ordinary had become a thin coat on top of the wet, and it was starting to peel.
Talia set the torch in Jori's hand and took the wrench back. She worked the first dog loose and the plate shuddered. A low bell note ran through the pipe cage and died in the water at her boots. She put more weight on the wrench. The room gave a little, then held. Not enough. Never enough on the first try. Her shoulder barked once, sharp and sour, and the skin over the old bruise pulled tight under her sleeve.
'Again,' she said.
Jori braced his back against the pipe and took the torch higher. The beam hit the plate full on. The green paint, the shaved fasteners, the black paste in the seams. Too much work to be random. Too tidy to be panic. Talia shoved the wrench down and the latch dog jumped free with a snap that rang up her arm.
The room beyond the plate was smaller than the corridor, bare except for the manual wheel, a pair of level rods, and a dead gauge on the far wall with water pooled inside the glass. The wheel sat in the middle of the floor like a black cart wheel bolted to stone, four grip bars waiting for hands. The hub was oiled. The spokes were dry. Somebody had kept this thing alive even while the rest of the run got rough.
On the far side of the room, a second hatch sat set into the wall. It had no label, only six small holes punched in a line above the latch. Talia stepped in and the floor answered with a wet slap. Her boot went down a fraction farther than it should. Water still climbing. Not much. Enough.
Jori came in behind her and stopped short. 'That hatch was not here before.'
'It was,' Talia said.
'No, it wasn't.'
He was right. Or close enough. The plate had been hidden behind a hanging curtain of pipe insulation and a brass guard. Somebody had opened the way and then tucked it back behind the room so neatly it looked like part of the wall. Talia put the torch up to the six holes. Fresh metal around the edges. Not old. Not a relic. A code entry, maybe. Or a lock picking its own throat.
Six short tones sounded from somewhere in the wall. Not the speaker overhead. Not a voice. A measured little run of beeps, each one flat and dry. Then the hidden hatch on the far side unlatched with a hard metallic snap and swung in three inches on its spring before stopping dead.
Jori went still. 'Did you do that?'
'No.'
The answer came too fast to carry any comfort. The hatch opened another inch. Cold air pushed out of the gap. The water on the floor trembled in a small ring, and the room changed shape around the sound. Talia set the wrench across the wheel and moved for the latch, because the room had given her one clean chance and she was not going to waste it by asking where the tone came from.
She reached the hidden hatch just as the pressure door in the side wall slammed shut behind her.
The noise hit like a dropped plate. Jori barked her name from the other side, then the metal took his voice and broke it into pieces. Talia spun back and threw both hands against the door. The seal was round and smooth, all the useful edges hidden inside the frame. A pressure door. Meant to close fast. Meant to keep a room alive by killing the room next to it.
'Jori.'
No answer from that side, only a boot strike, then another, then the hard wet cough of water hitting metal.
The wheel in the center of the room gave a single click. The manual catch had taken. Not fully. Just enough to hold the line for a minute, maybe two if the system stayed calm. Yes, but. The kind of yes that came with a fist at the throat.
Anika's voice ran through the pipe speaker again. 'Status.'
'The door split us,' Talia said.
'Where is he?'
'Other side.'
'Can you cycle it?'
Talia put her ear against the door and caught the tiny pattern of impacts from beyond it. Three quick, one long. Jori's boot against steel. His knee would be paying for that later. If later arrived in a shape that let anybody talk about knees.
Valek's voice came from the corridor behind the pipe cage. 'Leave the seal,' he said. 'It buys the upper dock another hour.'
Talia turned her head enough to see him through the mesh. He stood there with his one good hand on the chain, water climbing his boot soles, the rest of his crew already backing to the higher steps. He was not shouting. Did not need to. The lower basin was his acceptable loss and he had a face built for accepting losses. Pressure tells the truth. He could say that until the room went black.
She put both hands on the door wheel and gave it a turn. The first quarter caught and then jammed. The second moved with a shriek that went through her shoulder straight to the bone. Not enough. Never enough on the first try. The line had to hold longer.
Talia leaned her whole weight into the wheel. The metal turned one notch, then skated. The catch had gone half-set. The room kept its breath tucked tight inside the pipes, and the water on the floor climbed the seam by another finger. Jori banged again from the far side. Once. Twice. Then the knocks stopped and the silence behind the door looked too plain to trust.
She dragged her sleeve across her mouth and tasted metal. The shoulder wound bit back at the edge of the old scar, a hot wire under skin, but the wheel still had another bite left in it. She set the wrench through one of the grip bars and used both hands on the handle, the way you used a lever when pride had already done enough damage. The wheel moved.
A little.
Anika came down the ladder on the wall in three fast hits and landed with her boots in the wet. 'Talk to me.'
'The seal took.'
'For how long?'
'Enough if the pump stays honest.'
Anika crouched by the gauge, missing fingers spread against the frame. The needle had sunk by a sliver. Not much. Enough to make the room pretend it was winning. She gave the gauge one hard tap with the side of her knuckle. 'No room for pretending.'
'He is on the wrong side,' Talia said.
'I know.'
There it was. Nothing else needed saying. Anika stripped the wet rag from the valve post and shoved it at Talia. Keep the hands busy. Keep the room moving. Talia took the rag and wrapped it round the wrench handle so the metal would not peel her skin on the next turn.
Valek had already gone up the steps. He left two salvage men behind with the chain and a look that said the lower basin could keep its own company. One of them slipped on the wet plate and caught himself on the rail. Talia put a boot against the door frame and pushed the wheel another notch. The hidden hatch across the room clicked shut on its own. Nobody had touched it. Nobody could prove who had opened it either. The six short tones still rang somewhere in the metal, a clean code with no mouth attached to it.
The room took a breath that was not quite air. The manual wheel had locked into the catch and held. Not by much. Enough to make the pipes stop shuddering for a few seconds, enough to let the gauge on the wall drop a line and make everybody in the room stand still in the same ugly silence.
Talia kept one hand on the wheel and one on the rag-wrapped wrench. The floor under her boots no longer trembled every time the pump struck. It had changed its mind. That was worse than a hard failure. A hard failure was honest. This was a pause with teeth still in it.
'Can you get him?' Anika asked.
Talia looked at the pressure door. The round face had gone slick with condensation. Jori's knocks had stopped. There was no gap under the seal wide enough for a blade, much less a hand. If she dropped the wheel and forced the latch, the room behind her might take the full surge. If she held the seal, Jori stayed boxed in with a rising floor and a hot pipe run. The choices were both bad, which made the job easier in one stupid way. She kept the wheel.
Jori tapped once from the far side. Not panic. A signal. The sort he used when he wanted somebody to keep moving and stop standing in the way of it. He had learned that from her, or in spite of her, which came to the same thing on a bad day.
'We mark the hatch,' Talia said.
'Already did,' Anika said.
She had a strip of chalk in her hand, white against the wet steel. Good. Anika did not waste much. She scratched two marks on the wall beside the hidden hatch, then another at floor level where the water had reached the seam. Thin lines. Small work. The kind that kept a room from lying about where it had been.
The pump settled into a lower note. Not safe. Just lower. The water in the sight glass climbed a thumb-width, hesitated, and stopped. The room got too neat all at once. No chain rattle. No pipe knock. No boots. Even the drip from the ceiling seemed to space itself out, one measured drop after another, like somebody had lined the room up and asked it to behave.
The salvage men moved back to the higher steps with the chain gathered under one arm. Valek stayed where he was for one beat too long, one hand on the rail, jaw set against the pull of the lower air. He looked once toward the pressure door, once toward Talia, and that was all. No speech. No promise. He went up after his crew and left the lower room to its own wet smell and its own false calm.
Anika dropped the chalk stub into her pocket. 'We get one more minute like this,' she said.
'It will be enough.'
'It won't.'
Talia did not answer. The wheel under her palm sat hard and still, the lock catching just enough to make the whole run pretend. The hidden hatch had closed clean again. The six short tones had gone from the wall, but the shape of them stayed in the air like a mark on the skin after a hard rope. The room was too tidy now. The gauge sat almost level. The floor had stopped moving. Even the water at the seam looked patient.
On the far side of the pressure door, Jori tapped once more. Then nothing.
Talia kept her hand on the wheel and stared at the sight glass while the room held itself together by a thread nobody could see.
Too neat.

    
The Last Seam
How long could a seal lie?
Talia kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the frame, not for balance, not for comfort, just to keep the pressure door from taking both of them if the catch spat back. The lower room below the room had gone wet at the seams. Water ran in thin lines across the grate, under the pipes, and into the corners where old oil had made the concrete slick as a fish skin. Jori was still trapped on the far side of the round door, and every time his boot struck steel the sound came back thinner, as if the door had started eating it.
'Again,' Anika said.
Talia set the wrench through one of the wheel bars and leaned her weight into it. The reversed pawl caught with a hard click, then slipped and bit again. Good. The wheel had teeth in the wrong direction now. That had been the point of the salvage trick, to make the thing give back a little instead of holding its pride and all the pressure with it. The catch moved a finger-width. Not much. Enough to change the note in the metal.
The door gave one sour squeal, then settled. Jori hit it once more from the other side. Three quick strikes, one long. His signal. Still there. Still him.
Anika crouched by the baseplate with her missing fingers spread against the wet steel. 'He is breathing?' she asked.
'The door is,' Talia said.
That got a thin sound from Anika that might have been a laugh in another room. Here it stayed flat. Talia tightened her grip on the wheel and pushed again. The manual room answered with a deep scrape that ran up her arm and into the old crush line under her sleeve. The seal moved another notch. The gauge above the door trembled and slid back into the red band. Not enough. Never enough on the first turn.
Somewhere above them, a pipe clanged twice. The whole lower chamber shivered. The water at Talia's boots climbed a little higher.
'Hold,' she said.
Anika braced one shoulder against the frame. Talia set the wrench back into the wheel and turned it with both hands. The catch gave. Not clean. Just enough to let the door slacken a little on the far side, where Jori could still keep his knees out of the crush. The room smelled of brine, hot rubber, and old rust scraped open fresh. The door was lying less well now. That was something. Talia took it.
The hidden hatch at the end of the wall clicked once, then twice, the same dry little run of sound it had made in the lower room. Neither of them had touched it. The plate opened a hand's width and stopped, as if the lock itself had changed its mind and chosen a different throat to speak through.
The hatch did not stay open by courtesy. It held on a spring and a bent latch, both of them old enough to have been painted over twice and cut back clean by a knife that did not care for paint. Talia pushed it wider with the end of the wrench. Cold air came out of the gap. Not much. Enough to carry the smell of wet steel and deep dust.
Jori struck the pressure door again. One boot. Then the other. The knocks had the flat edge of a man trying to keep rhythm with a room that had none. Talia slid the wrench out of the wheel, hooked the handline from her belt, and ran it through the manual room cleat. The hemp bit into her glove. The line had been used for rescue in the last hour. Now it was a brace.
'On my count,' she said.
Anika nodded once. She took the free end and wound it round the black post by the gauge. No speech. Good. Too much speech and the room would start pretending it had time.
Talia planted both boots wide, set the wrench back through the wheel bars, and counted on her fingers. One. Two. Three.
They pulled together. The wheel gave a shriek like a file on a bad tooth, then moved. The pressure door shuddered. A strip of water ran out from the bottom seam and over Talia's boot toe. Jori's boot came into view through the thin crack under the plate, then the black heel of his other foot, then one hand shoved under the edge to keep his fingers clear of the frame. Good. He knew enough to make himself small.
'Keep going,' he said.
Not panic. Short. Dry. His voice had gone rough at the edges from the room and the door and whatever he had spent the last minutes doing to stay in one piece. Talia put more weight into the wheel. Anika took the line up another notch. The handline sang under the strain, a low twang that sat under the pump thud and the pipe clatter and all the other metal noises making the lockyard sound like a machine trying not to split.
The catch slipped free in a burst of metal dust. The pressure door gave two inches. Water rushed out from the far side in a black sheet and splashed across Talia's shins. Jori's face came into the gap for one hard second, grey with grime, jaw set, one knee bent awkwardly under him. Then the door stopped again, held by the old frame and the pressure still feeding from the lower run.
'Can you climb?' Anika asked.
'Yes,' he said.
A bad answer. The room knew it. Talia took the wheel off the catch and shoved the plate with her shoulder instead, opening just enough space for Jori to turn sideways. The metal screamed. Her left shoulder lit hot and sour under the sleeve. Jori came through sideways, one boot dragging, and Anika caught the back of his shirt before the wet floor could take him down. Good hands. For once, all the good hands were in the same room.
Jori doubled over with both palms on his knees. His right knee clicked once, then again when he straightened. He got one breath in through his mouth and then another through his nose, the second one cleaner. Enough. He wiped his face on the heel of his wrist and left a grey streak across his cheek.
'What happened in there?' Anika asked.
'Your lock bit me,' he said.
Talia looked past him into the room beyond the pressure door. The floor on that side had gone under water to the first seam line. Pipes ran low and crowded, each one marked with a chalk stroke, each one nicked in a way that had once been hidden by grease and time. The six-hole hatch stood in the far wall, half open, the same clean-edged cut around the latch. It was not a secret passage. It was a service throat. Old work, built to let hands pass under the lock skin and reach the outer face without crossing the upper deck. Someone had spent time keeping it alive. That changed the shape of the damage in the whole lower basin. It had not been one cut, one brace, one bad hour. It had been a route.
Talia wiped the wheel grease on her trousers and moved for the hatch. The hidden plate opened on a spring with another dry click, and the air beyond it came in colder than the room around them. The passage behind it sloped down, narrow as a chimney, with iron rungs set into the side and a chain rail on the left wall. The floor was wet with old runs and fresh drops. Somebody had crossed here recently. The steel still held the heat of hands.
Jori stared into it. 'That was in the wall the whole time.'
'Yes,' Talia said.
'Nobody uses it?'
'Somebody did.'
The six-hole latch clicked again, once, while nobody touched it. Not loud. Not soft. A dry mechanical sound that did not belong to any voice in the room. Talia put the torch up and the beam landed on a row of black finger marks along the rungs, greasy at the tips, as if the last person through had been wearing gloves too slick to hold. She stepped into the passage before the thought had room to grow legs.
The crawlway carried sound differently. The pump thud from above turned into a slow heartbeat against the ribs, and the water in the floor trough made every footstep drag. Talia kept one hand on the chain rail and one on the torch while Jori and Anika came after her. The handline came with them, still looped round Anika's wrist and Talia's belt, three bodies stitched together by a rope that had already done too much work for one hour.
Halfway through the passage, Talia stopped. A narrow window slit in the wall gave a view into the outer gate skin. The face of the lock rose beyond it, black with wet and open to the basin side, and two salvage men were already there with a chain hoist and a portable windlass, Valek at their shoulder with his long wrench and that jaw scar pulling at his mouth when he spoke. He had brought iron. Of course he had.
'Pressure tells the truth,' his voice carried through the metal. 'If you want the upper dock, stop trying to save the lower face by hand.'
Valek stood on the maintenance ledge outside the gate skin with the chain hoist hooked over one shoulder, one boot in a puddle of oil and rainwater mixed from the last tide run. His crew had a portable windlass set on a skid frame, the kind used for salvage lifts when the load had to move slow and every second of slip meant broken knuckles or bent stock. He had not come to help. He had come because the water had made the upper route smell too much like a problem he could not afford to ignore.
Talia shoved through the crawlway hatch and landed on the outer ledge with both boots, the handline dragging behind her. Wind slapped the basin face. The air out here carried cold brine and a metallic bite that sat under the tongue. The outer gate skin rose in front of her, a wall of plate and ribs and bolted plates the size of table tops, each one punched through with fresh rivets that already shone dull from spray. The seam they needed ran five spans up and three spans across, and every pulse of water from below made the lower edge twitch like it wanted out.
'He brought chain,' Anika said behind her.
'Good,' Talia said.
Valek gave her a flat look from across the ledge. One side of his mouth did not move much because the scar tied it down. 'You were going to do this with a hand line and stubbornness. The lock would have won by dark.'
'You talk too much for a man with a wrench.'
One of his men snorted. Valek ignored him and kicked the windlass frame another inch toward the anchor points. 'The lower basin is already taking load. That is the truth. The upper dock can live if we give the water somewhere else to go.'
'And the people below?'
'People move. Steel stays.'
Talia did not answer that. She was already looking at the outer plate, the rib lines, the fastening pattern, the old drill holes where a previous patch had failed and been drilled out clean. The plate had a lip along the bottom edge, just enough to catch on if the maintenance frame could hold it open for one more minute. Enough to get in behind it. Enough to set the oversized rivets she still had tucked in the emergency pouch at her belt.
Anika stepped onto the ledge and took the free end of the handline from Talia's belt. Jori came out last, one hand on the wall, knee stiff but moving. Valek watched him come through the slit like he was counting bodies and not admitting it. The portable windlass creaked when his man took up slack. Good. Creak was better than silence.
'Jori,' Talia said, and tossed him the second line.
He caught it. No hesitation. No grin. Just a grip and a brace and a small nod that did more work than speech would have done. Talia checked the hook on the end of the chain hoist, then the bent chain hook from the rack beside the ledge, a scarred piece of iron with one jaw narrowed from old force. It had the right shape for the lip.
'On my count,' she said.
The windlass barked once as Valek's man turned it. The outer plate moved a finger-width off its seat. Water hit the far side and spat through the gap in a sharp hiss. Talia climbed onto the maintenance frame while the ledge beneath her shook from the load, and the whole face of the gate started to sing.
The frame hung out over the basin face on two chains and an old rail runner, the kind of platform meant for inspection and nothing else. Talia put one boot on the wet plank and the other on the steel stirrup, then crouched low when the first slap of surge hit the plate from beneath. The frame jumped. The chain groaned. The sound went up through her boot soles and into the bones in her leg.
She kept one hand on the bent hook and the other on the pouch at her belt. The oversized rivets were heavier than the last batch she had driven in the west seam, thick shanks with broad heads meant for emergency work. Not elegant. Built to take punishment and still hold a face together when the panel around it had gone soft with age. She pulled three free and dropped them into the palm of her glove one by one. Cold iron. A little grease. The heads had the rough bite of a file finish.
'Pull,' she said.
Anika took the handline. Jori took the other section from her and wrapped it over a stanchion on the ledge. Valek's men cranked the windlass. The gate skin came a little more open. Just enough. The lip under the plate showed its edge, black with old sealant and new wet. Talia swung the bent hook under it and set it in the seam. The hook held. Barely. Good enough for one breath.
She lifted the rivet gun and brought the first oversized rivet into place with the nozzle of the tool. The plate shook under the pressure. The gun knocked once, twice, and the head seated with a low hard ring that ran through the frame and into the chain. The seam on the outside kicked water up in a white fan. Talia did not lean away. There was no room for leaning.
The second rivet missed the hole by a hair when the frame swung. Her shoulder flared hot and sour. The gun skidded. The hole chewed the edge of the shank and spat brass dust. She clipped the line tighter round her belt, put her foot against the brace, and shoved the tool back into place with her whole body. The rivet went through. The head flattened. The plate moved less after that.
'Hold it,' she said.
Anika and Jori took the load together without asking how much more it needed. That was new. Not the load, the way they took it. Talia kept the gun moving. One rivet. Then the next. The seam gave a low note each time the shank bit home, and the sound shifted from thin and loose to heavy and final as the row climbed upward. The plate did not stop shaking. It stopped trying to leave.
Water punched the far side hard enough to spray through the gap in a sheet, soaking Talia's sleeves and streaking the torch glass with salt. The line in her hand tightened, then tightened again as Valek's windlass crew took up slack. He had not spoken since the first turn. Good. Iron did the talking now.
By the fourth rivet, the frame had begun to swing in small hard arcs. The basin face below was not calm and would not pretend to be. Every surge came up through the outer plate, through the hook, through the line and into Talia's wrists, and every time it did, the old crush line in her shoulder made a neat hot complaint that ran down the sleeve and into the thumb on the trigger.
Jori shifted the line without being asked. His right knee clicked on the plank. He did not stop. Anika kept the other line taut with both hands, missing fingers wrapped in the rough braid until the skin at her knuckles went pale. Valek's men turned the windlass in a rhythm that would have been clean if the ledge had stopped shaking. It did not stop. It only moved from one kind of bad to another.
Talia set the fifth oversized rivet in the lip and the plate gave a hard kick that threw the nozzle sideways. The shank bit the edge of the hole and half-seated, cocked, wrong. The seam opened a finger-width around it and a stream of black water spat through the gap, hot with rust and old pipe scale. For one second the whole gate face looked ready to spit the frame off the basin and send it into the lower run.
'Again,' she said.
No one answered. They did not need to. Jori hauled on the line from the ledge, and when the frame settled half an inch, Anika took the slack with her side of the braid and Valek's men cranked the windlass hard enough to make the handle squeal. Talia put the bent chain hook under the lip and used it as a stop, bracing the crooked rivet until the gun could take the bite again. The tool shuddered once in her hand. Then it ran.
The rivet head flattened with a ring that dropped into the basin and came back as a dead little echo from the water. Good. Not pretty. Enough.
Talia did not put the next rivet in herself. She passed the gun to Jori. He stared at it for half a beat, then took it with both hands because the frame needed his weight on the line and his hands on the tool, all at once. Anika moved beside him and took the brace end while Valek's crew held the windlass. Talia pointed, once, at the hole. Jori set the rivet. Anika kept the plate from swinging. He drove the shank home with a rough two-beat knock and did not miss by a hair.
That was the turn.
Talia stepped back on the frame, left the gun in Jori's hand, and went to the far side of the plate where her body could still reach the seam without owning every part of it. The handline stayed taut across all three of them, and the load moved with them instead of through her alone. Good. The work got faster after that. It also got uglier. The seam took seven more rivets, then nine, then enough that the lip stopped singing and started holding its breath.
The plate settled one notch and stayed there.
That was the first sign. Not a clean stop, never clean, but a change in the note under the hammer. The low song in the metal flattened, then dragged out into a dull held tone that no longer climbed into the frame. Talia pressed the heel of her glove against the last rivet head and gave it a knock with the flat of the tool. Solid. Not done. Solid.
'Keep the windlass moving,' she said.
Valek's jaw tightened. He did not like being told by anyone in wet gloves, and the look on his face made that plain. He kept his hand on the crank anyway. One of his men gave a grunt and took over half the load with both shoulders. The outer plate had started to take the pressure on its own now, which meant the frame could breathe for a second and not lose the work. Talia used that second to drive the next rivet. Then another. Then another.
Her left shoulder had gone cold in one patch and hot in another. The old injury made a hard line under the skin that moved when she turned the gun and threatened to snag on every force of the frame. She worked around it. Everybody did. The difference now was that she let the line do some of the work. Jori held the gun feed. Anika held the brace. Valek's men held the windlass. Talia put the rivets where the plate needed them and nowhere else.
The last row ran across the lower lip in a rough black chain of heads, each one dim and wet and still too warm to touch. The plate no longer shivered with every surge. It shuddered, then stopped trying to shift. Water still hit the far side. Water still pushed. The gate gave it back in a lower tone, like a wall that had remembered what walls do.
Jori checked the next hole and looked up. 'You missed one.'
'Then I missed it.'
'You want it now?'
He had the gun in both hands. The line still ran between him and Anika and the wheel on the ledge. Talia looked at the hole, then at the bent hook, then at the three bodies holding the load in place while the gate skin settled under them like a jaw locking down. She nodded once.
Jori set the last oversized rivet. He missed the first bite, corrected, and drove it home on the second. Anika did not move. Valek did not speak. The head flattened with a clean hard ring, and the whole plate took the sound and kept it.
That was enough.
Enough was a loose word in a lockyard, but the plate made it true for once.
The surge kept pressing from below. The basin still wanted to run the wrong way through every seam it could find. Yet the outer face stayed in place and the lower room behind it no longer gave that thin singing note that meant a cut brace was thinking about opening. The pressure door in the crawlway had stopped shuddering too. Talia could not have said which hold came first. She only knew the frame had gone from a thing that fought to a thing that held.
'Clear the ledge,' Anika said.
Nobody argued. Valek's men backed the windlass off half a turn and then another. The chain took less strain at once, the sound of it changing from a bark to a low clink. Jori set the rivet gun down on the ledge with both hands, then flexed his right fingers once and rolled his shoulder. The bruise on his face had come up dark under the grime. He looked younger for it and older too.
Talia reached for the handline and found her glove pressed flat into the braid where all three of them had held it. She did not take it away. Not yet. Anika kept one hand on the line as well, missing fingers hooked around a twist. Jori kept the other end. The rope had a hot and rough smell from the strain, hemp and wet tar and iron dust, and the three grips on it made a narrow triangle of tension across the ledge.
Valek glanced at the seam, then at Talia. He had the look of a man who had run out of arguments and did not like the taste of the silence left behind. He gave one short nod to his crew and stepped back from the lip. The upper dock would keep. The lower basin would take the rest of the load. That was his answer and he could keep it.
Talia climbed down from the maintenance frame while the water on the outer face drummed a slower pattern against the plate. Her shoulder made one dull complaint when the boot hit the ledge. She ignored that and took the rivet gun from Jori, not because she needed it now, just because the work had a shape and she was not done with it until every tool was back in a hand that could store it.
The hidden hatch in the crawlway clicked once, then shut itself without being touched. The six-hole latch sat plain on the wall, clean in the lamp glow, with no sign of who had opened it or why it had chosen that minute. No one asked. The room had already taken enough speech.
Anika stripped the wet chalk from her pocket and marked a fresh line on the wall beside the pressure door. Short stroke. Level with the others. Jori watched her do it and then bent to wipe the water from the floor seam with the heel of his boot, making the black line on the concrete easier to see. The line did its work. The room no longer lied about where it had been.
Ten minutes later, the lower room had gone from a fight to a job again.
The pump note settled into a lower, even beat. Not safe. Just even. Water still moved across the grates in thin cold paths, but it no longer came in hard from the wrong seam or ran up over the boots in a black rush. The pressure door sat open by a handspan with Jori on the near side and the hidden hatch shut behind him, and the whole crawlway had that tired smell of hot metal cooling down after too much work.
Talia crouched by the manual wheel and checked the latch with the back of her knife. Solid. She checked the outer plate through the slit in the wall. Solid. She checked the row of oversized rivets with one knuckle, one after another, listening to the dull click each head gave the tool. Solid. The work had an order now. That mattered more than the noise did.
Jori leaned his shoulder against the wall and rolled his knee once. It clicked. He gave the joint a look and then let it be. Anika stood beside the gauge with the chalk in her pocket and the wet line on her sleeve. Valek's crew had gone back up the crawlway to the higher ledge, chain carried off shoulder high, and Valek himself had gone with them without another speech. Good. A man like that should leave a room after the iron has spoken.
The blue armband still hung on the brake ladder below the catwalk, darker now, more cloth than color. Nobody touched it. It turned in the air each time the pump struck, a small bad piece of laundry that had survived the same hour as everything else and still managed to mean nothing useful. Talia left it there.
The six-beep hatch stayed shut. No one named the sound that had opened it. No one looked long at the place where the spring had caught and released. The room kept that bit of itself.
Anika put the chalk away. Jori reached for the handline and started coiling it with both hands, slow and careful because the braid had taken a hard pull and needed to lie straight before it could go back on its hook. Talia let him work. The rope made a dry rasp as it slid through his fingers, and the sound had the kind of plain use the whole shift had been chasing since morning. That was enough too.
The handline made a rough crescent on the floor while Jori fed it through his hands. One loop. Another. He kept the coil neat even with the right knee clicking every time he shifted his weight, and Anika stood over him long enough to check the lay of the braid before she gave one small nod and moved off.
Talia took the last rivet off the ledge and rolled it across her palm. It was still warm at the head. Not hot. Just warm enough to keep the grease soft. She set it in the pouch with the rest and closed the flap. The pouch had one stitch coming loose at the corner. She would mend it later. The pouch had earned that much.
Jori finished the coil and held it up. The line sagged between his hands, loose now, no load in it at all. Anika took one end, Talia took the other, and for one small moment the braid hung between all three of them like a thing that no longer needed to carry a choice.
The pump gave its even beat. The floor stayed flat. The pressure door did not move. The outer plate on the basin face took the surge and gave nothing back but a dull note that belonged to the job and not the fear of it.
Talia let go first. Anika let go second. Jori let go last, and the handline dropped to the concrete with a soft heavy slap.
The line went slack.
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