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A Scar in the Spillway
Gilles Reverdin
A spillway rigger with one shoulder gone soft and a habit of keeping the better exit for herself is forced up a wet maintenance line where dead-yard badges, office seals, and a clipped chain point toward sabotage hidden inside the district's own flood controls, while a runner with two missing fingertips keeps pace beside her. Steel, oil, and river pressure set the pace.
ProseHub


    
The Gate Under Load
Three red work gloves hung from the rail. One had Jessa's split seam. The south gate kept knocking below them, a dry tin note that climbed the stair and tapped the loose filling in her left molar, then ran on into the wheel housing where it set the bracket bolts to shaking.
Bad timing.
Ivo stood on the far span with the tool roll, cut off by the snapped catwalk and a gap wide enough to drop a man into the sluice channel. Jessa kept one hand on the chain block and the other on the crowbar, because the counterweight had slipped two teeth and the wheel frame had started to sing against its seat. The floor under the housing shivered in short pulses, each one carrying grit under her boots. She had five minutes, maybe less, before the tide marker reached the second notch. No more than that. The room smelled of machine oil, wet rope, and iron that had sat in water too long. Her left shoulder hung lower than the right under the harness, and the strap there bit every time the gate struck its seat.
'Hold the line,' she said.
Ivo lifted two fingers, the missing ones on his right hand folded into the gesture stump-first, and tapped the valve cap twice. Still clear. Good enough.
Jessa set the crowbar under the chain block lug and took up on it in slow bites. The steel complained. The load gave a little, then settled back with a grind that came through her boots. Not enough. The wheel wanted one more turn and the frame wanted to split before it gave it. She nudged the block another notch, then another, and the ratchet answered with a sick little click that set the red gloves on the rail to swinging by a finger's width.
She slid the split pin out from the seam of her left glove and held it between her teeth while she worked the bar higher. Tiny thing. Bent from old use, bright at the scratch. If the pawl walked, the gate would drop three inches and shave the stop clean off. She pushed the pin back into her palm and kept on the load.
That was the job. Keep the thing moving. Keep it alive. Leave the rest for the next man with better luck.
The west hatch stood open behind her, a narrow slice of dry stair and clean air that led up toward the service deck. She could have sent Ivo through first. Could have told him to take it and keep the tool roll tight to his chest. Instead she shut the hatch after her own shoulder cleared it and left the latch resting flush against the frame. No reason to leave a door open.
The gate answered with another hard knock. Somewhere past the room, Harlan Pike's crew dragged a chain along the catwalk and the sound cut short, one clean snip in the dark space beyond the wheel room.
By the time Jessa got the wheel housing to take another half-turn, the gauge on the wall had crawled past the black mark. The brass face was pitted with old water spots, one of them green at the edge, and the needle sat at a tilt that looked almost personal. It did not belong there. It belonged in line, flat against the notch, and instead it kept wobbling like a loose tooth.
The south gate struck again. The frame gave a low moan.
'You stay there,' Jessa said.
Ivo answered with two taps on the valve cap. Then, after a beat, he called, 'The cut's wider.'
'Use the brace rail.'
'Which brace rail?'
'The one on your left.'
'That one is gone.'
Of course it was.
She swung the wheel key through the eye of the spindle and gave it a quarter turn. The housing tightened under her hands. Grease made the ferrule slick. She took the edge of the crowbar in both palms and drove it against the ratchet teeth until the metal flattened against the stop block. The load shifted. A fist-sized flake of rust broke loose from the bracket and dropped through the grating with a dry tick. The sound landed neat and hard in the lower channel, where the water answered in a thin slap against the concrete lip.
Harlan Pike was on the far side of the span. His coat caught on the pipe frame when he crossed the broken section, one hand on the cable rail, the other on a black-handled cutter. He did not hurry. He moved like a man carrying an invoice.
'You are making the work worse,' he called.
'You cut the catwalk.'
'Because the catwalk was already failing.'
'The gate is failing.'
'Then it failed where pressure lives.'
He kept his voice level, all counts and clean edges. It made the line between his mouth and the pipe rack look colder than the steel around him. Jessa jammed her shoulder into the wheel and took the load on bone and strap. The old crush on that side flared hot. She kept the pressure on until the frame settled. Good. For a breath. Then the ratchet skipped one tooth and all the work came back at once.
Too much slack. Too little time.
The collar pocket should have sat under the top cover, a brass ring with three locking tabs and a grease nipple at the east lip. Jessa lifted the lid, leaned the lantern in, and got a clean circle in the grease where the part ought to have been. No collar. Just the outline of one, a round shine pressed into black oil like the base of a cup.
She kept the lid up with the heel of her hand and stared at the empty seat while the wheel knocked behind her. Cheap trick. Clean work. The line had been stripped while the room still ran, which meant somebody wanted the gate to answer to pressure and nothing else. It meant somebody had done the job with time enough to wipe the grease after.
'What is it?' Ivo asked.
'Gone.'
He said nothing for a moment. Then, 'That bad?'
'Worse.'
The pressure gauge gave a small twitch as if the answer had touched it.
Jessa slid the split pin into the pawl housing and bent the ends over with the nose of the pliers. Tiny, ugly fix. It would hold the ratchet long enough to keep the wheel from walking back if the load jumped. Maybe. Good enough for one ugly minute. The metal pin bit into the housing, and for a second the room had the smell of hot wire and old pennies.
A chain clinked somewhere below. Harlan's men were moving.
She worked her way down the side ladder, one rung at a time, keeping her weight on the good side because the left shoulder had started to drag. Metal cold through the boot soles. Oil on the rungs. The lower deck under the grating flashed with river light and a thin line of brown foam slid past the drain lip. The smell under there went sharp, iodine and rust, like a cut left under tap water. She did not look long at the empty collar seat. Empty things had their own way of dragging a room around behind them.
No collar, no clean closure. The gate had been set to fail open.
The west service stair came up beside a wall of riveted plates, dry and narrow and lit by one naked bulb with a cracked shade. Jessa put a hand on the door, checked the latch, then shut it again when Ivo came up behind her. The metal tongue slid into the catch with a tiny hard click that seemed bigger than it ought to have been.
'There is a stair,' he said.
'This one is mine.'
That came out flat enough to pass for work. He grunted and kept moving. The door stayed shut.
They crossed the Sluice Walk under a low brace of pipes that dripped in a steady beat. The span swayed with each shift of water against the hull, and the whole thing had the kind of flex that made people look at their boots instead of the drop. Jessa did not give the better route away. If the wheel kicked, she'd need it. If Ivo needed it, he could take the long ladder at the south wall. That was the clean shape of the room, and she kept it in her head like a nail in the cuff.
The gate banged again. Not as hard. Yet.
At the far end of the walk, a clean rectangle in the silt marked where a tool chest had been dragged across the floor. Fresh scrape. Not Harlan's sort of work. Harlan left inventories. This was someone else, someone in a hurry and not clean about it. A splash of oil had dried near the cut, black and thin as beetle shell. Jessa bent close enough to catch the smell of hot metal, then moved on.
Ivo leaned over the grating and tapped twice against a loose bolt. On the other side, a reply came back, three taps on sheet steel. Someone in the dark below, alive and moving.
Jessa kept to the rail. The railing had been cut and rewelded once already; the splice sat in the middle like a broken tooth with fresh filler around it. She put her weight there anyway. The thing held. Barely. The bridge shivered under her boot and the missing collar, the dead space in the wheel, the open stair behind her all sat in the same hard line.
'Keep up,' she said.
He did.
For now.
The next door had been caged shut with a loop of chain and a padlock cut open with a blade thin enough to leave a neat burn mark on the hasp. Jessa took the loop off with a wrench and let it fall. The metal struck the deck with a flat ring that rolled along the hall and died under the pipes.
Inside, the service hall ran parallel to the gate arm, one wall of pipes on the left, a row of gauges on the right, and a low trench in the floor where spilled grease had dried into a black rind. Harlan Pike stood at the far end with two of his men, one hand on a clipboard case, the other on the black-handled cutter. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to.
'You took longer than you should,' he said.
'You cut through the catwalk.'
'Because the catwalk was already failing.'
'And the gate?'
'Then it failed where pressure lives.'
He had the tone of a man discussing stock counts. No heat. Worse for it. The room kept his words in its pipes and gave them back with a hard little ring.
The gauge nearest Jessa sat low in its brass ring, needle bent under the glass like a hair pinned to paper. She put two fingers on the face and stopped. The glass was warm from the line behind it. One of Harlan's men had filed the stop clean off the bracket. Fine work. Too fine for sabotage by accident. Too fine for a sloppy crew with a grudge. A man had to hold the tool steady for that kind of cut.
Ivo stopped at her shoulder. His right hand flicked once, two missing fingertips scraping the rail. He wanted the next instruction. She did not hand him the whole shape of the hall. The dry exit was on the left side, behind the pipe rack, the kind of route that could carry one person quick if the valve apron stayed shut. She kept it in her pocket.
Instead she pointed to the wheel casing.
'Get the brace pin.'
'Which one?'
'The one with the blue paint.'
'There are three blue pins.'
'Then pick fast.'
The first blow came from the far end, a length of chain swung across the hall and caught the pipe rack with a crack that made the light jump. Jessa ducked, drove her elbow into the latch, and went low under the second strike. The room shrank into sound and metal and the wet slap of water in the trench. No time for anyone to be polite about it.
Jessa took the blue pin, not because it was the right one at first glance but because the chipped paint sat on the side closest to the weld scar, and weld scars have a way of telling the truth if a person bothers to look at them. She jammed it into the brace slot while the chain came in again, then drove the crowbar under the sleeve and levered until the whole plate moved three fingers' width.
Too little.
Enough to keep it from ripping free.
The red glove on her left hand started to peel at the seam. The split seam opened wider across the palm, and a wet line of rust streaked the cotton until the cloth looked bruised. She wrapped the glove around the hot chain link anyway because bare skin had no business there. The heat went through the fabric in a hard pulse and left her tongue tasting of metal.
'Jessa,' Ivo said.
'Move.'
'Where?'
'Back.'
Harlan's cutter bit into the pipe rack and sent a bar of steel spinning through the hall. It struck the floor, skidded, and buried itself in the grease channel with a sound like a can lid snapped off by a thumb. One of his men swore. Harlan did not.
He stepped sideways, giving the water a little room, and that was the sort of action that told on him more than words. Pressure did not matter to him unless it could be counted.
Jessa brought the crowbar down again. The stop plate moved. The wheel answered with one hard lurch and stopped with the side of the housing against her hip. Her left shoulder took the pull and sent a hot line down the arm to the wrist. She kept the bar in place and let the strain sit where it wanted. The room would take what it could, and she would take the rest.
The dry stair was still there, one door down and left. She kept it shut.
No reason to leave a door open.
The service basin sat under the north return, a square pit with a grated lip and a drain in the middle the size of a dinner plate. Jessa knelt on the rim, one knee on cold metal, and ran two fingers over the slot where the actuating collar should have sat. Grease, a scrape mark, and the little lip of a fresh file cut. Somebody had taken the part while the line ran hot, then dressed the housing after, clean enough to pass if no one looked twice.
She looked twice.
And again.
The file cut on the stop was shallow on the inside and deeper on the outside. The gate had been encouraged to swing free when the pressure came up. That was the plan. Open under strain, dump water through the lower ward, spare the main feed by sacrificing the rooms beneath it. Harlan had not needed to say it. The cut marks said it clean enough.
Harlan's voice came from the hall behind her. 'You can still leave the lower ward.'
'And let the gate take the whole run?'
'It was already taking it.'
'You set it up.'
He did not answer that. Which was answer enough.
Ivo came down the stair with soot on his cheek and blue paint on his chin. He handed over the brace pin without a word. Two missing fingertips, one bent wrist, and still he climbed like a ferret in a pipe. He had a way of moving that made the narrow spaces look less mean.
Jessa slotted the pin and checked the pawl. It held. For one more hit, maybe two.
The wheel room shuddered. The gauge needle jumped and slapped the right stop so hard the glass spidered from the center. The room kept its own shape. Jessa only had less of it now.
A fresh clank came from the east line, then another. Not water. Someone moving steel somewhere out of sight, and moving it in a hurry. The sound ran through the hall and came back with a little skip at the end, like a cart wheel caught on stone.
She stayed over the empty collar pocket a second longer than she meant to. Empty things had weight.
Harlan swung the cutter at the chain block line. Jessa turned the bar and took the strike on the ferrule. The blow rang through her teeth. She put her boot on the lower hook and kicked the line free from the snag before it tore the ratchet off the housing.
'You stop this now,' he said.
'Then tell me why the collar is gone.'
'Because it was a dead piece in a live room.'
'You filed the stop.'
'To save the upper pumps.'
'By drowning the lower ward.'
He lifted one shoulder. No defense. Just a weight shift. He had a point, and that made him worse.
Jessa crossed the hall in three quick steps, grabbed the black handle of the cutter with her good hand, and drove the blade into the cuff of his sleeve rather than his wrist. The cloth split. He jerked back. His men surged. Ivo slammed the dropped brace pin into the trench drain and bought half a breath from the rack above. The rack shivered, then held. Barely.
Half a breath.
Enough.
Jessa shoved Harlan into the pipe run. The steel gave under his shoulder. He slipped, caught the rail, and kept his feet by a line of luck he did not deserve. One of his men went in too fast and struck the pipe rack with his hip. He folded around the angle, then came up cursing with one hand to his side. The cutter lay on the floor between them, black handle, steel jaw, a clean tool turned ugly by use.
The gate below banged again. The sound had changed now. Less room. More pressure. The wheel was still not free. It would not be, not in this room, not with the collar gone and the stop filed wrong and the tide still climbing. Jessa kept her weight on the bar and let the housing take it. The floor answered with a hard tremor that set the dust to jumping at the grout lines.
The west stair door still held its flush line against the frame. Dry steps behind it. She had not given it away. Not yet.
Jessa put her hand on the west stair latch and left it closed while Ivo waited at the hall mouth. The brass tongue sat in the catch with a neat little click. The better exit stayed on her side of the wall. That was the shape of it, and she did not make a speech out of it.
'Take the east run,' she said.
'That one slopes into the drain.'
'Then keep the rail.'
'You have the dry stair.'
'It stays with the wheel.'
He gave her a look that did not need words. She took the first rung of the east ladder anyway, because the right side of the hall had started to bulge under pressure and the west door would not keep its shape much longer. The metal under her boots had begun to give a little each time the gate hit, a soft flex that made the teeth of the ladder sing when her weight landed on them.
The chain block gave another hard clack. One hook slipped. The wheel jerked. The split pin held.
Barely.
Jessa hooked the red glove under the hot chain and took the line across her palm, cloth smoking at the seam. The smell went sharp and bitter. The glove that had hung clean on the rail now sagged around her hand, torn open at the thumb and dark with rust where the fibers had gone damp. The gate moved an inch. Then another. The stop plate screamed against the housing, metal on metal, and the whole room answered with a shake that ran from the floor to the light fixtures and back again.
Ivo shouted something from the stair. Harlan swore. Somebody down the hall kicked over a tool tray. Jessa put her shoulder into the wheel and drove until the old crush in that side went hot and plain. The gate did not free. It gave her a sliver. Good enough to keep it from tearing itself apart. Bad enough to keep the work alive.
A small screw bounced off the grating and disappeared into the drain. The sound should have been nothing. It landed like a clock hand breaking loose.
The wheel stopped shaking only when Jessa jammed the split pin through the pawl and hammered it flat with the heel of the wrench. The move was ugly and fast. The gate kept its half-open bite. The lower ward stayed on the edge instead of under it.
For a second the room held on that shape. Water hissed in the trench. The gauge needle lay bent against the right stop. The red glove on her left hand had split open at the thumb and the cloth hung in two loose strips around the chain. She let the hot metal rest on the torn cotton and took the sting into the fabric instead of her skin.
Harlan stood at the hall mouth, one hand braced to a pipe, the other empty now. His crew had stopped coming forward. Smart of them. The room had one bad edge left and everybody in it knew which one. One of them was breathing through his mouth, fast enough to fog the rim of the pipe cap, and the thin breath made the whole hall smell of tin.
Ivo came down the stair with soot on his cheek and blue paint on his chin. He stopped beside the wheel and looked at the empty collar seat, then at the filed stop, then at Jessa. He did not ask the clean question. He waited for the ugly one.
Jessa wiped grease from the collar pocket with the back of her glove. The steel there held only the round shine of old fit and no part at all. Somebody had stripped the actuation while the line ran hot. Somebody had left the gate ready to swing free the minute the pressure came up. The answer sat in the cut marks, in the empty seat, in the way Harlan had shifted his weight when the water pressed.
She kept her hand on the wheel.
Who cut the south chain?

    
Across the Sluice Walk
Which dead yard still stamped badges this fresh?
The plate lay in the sludge beside the chain trough, one corner glossy where backflow had licked it clean, and Jessa hooked it up with the tip of her wrench because anything that neat down here had either been dropped on purpose or dropped by a fool with money in his pocket.
Bad sign.
Fresh grease clung to the back. The stamp read BLAKEFIELD CUTYARD, a yard that had gone dark five years ago after the east brake burned through its bearings and took half a loading platform with it. She turned the badge once between thumb and forefinger, the metal still warm from the line behind the wall, and the rivet holes on the clip sat too fresh, too square, as if somebody had punched them yesterday and rubbed the edges with oil to age them. The back had a tiny ridge where the press had slipped. Not a yard job. Not clean enough.
Ivo stood at the broken span, the tool roll braced against his chest. His right hand, the two missing fingertips folded into the gesture, made a quick point toward the far hatch. He did not like the shape of this any more than she did. Good. The north room had gone quiet except for the gate knocking and the chain rasp from Harlan Pike's side of the catwalk.
'Keep your feet on the rail,' Jessa said.
'The rail is bent.'
'Then keep them on the bent part.'
He gave her a long look. She gave him the shorter answer and kept the badge. The dry stair behind her would take one person clean, maybe two if they were small and lucky. She did not mention it. No need to leave the easier route on the table.
The south gate struck again. The wheel room answered with a metal groan. Harlan's crew had started dragging chain across the far span, one iron loop after another, the sound clipped and hard as if they were counting losses. Jessa slid the badge into the pocket of her torn red glove and moved for the Sluice Walk. The glove had split along the seam in the last room, and the open edge rubbed her palm raw where the chain link had taken heat. Better cloth than skin.
The walk ran over the return channel like a plate laid across a mouth, narrow, damp, and raised only a few inches above the sluice, and each step sent a small tremor up through the grating and into the bones of her ankles. She kept one hand on the pipe rail, not for balance exactly, more for the habit of checking what kind of trouble a surface planned to become. The rail was greasy. Good. Grease meant recent hands. It meant Pike had been this way, or somebody wearing his clean idea of work.
The Sluice Walk narrowed after the first brace and turned mean at the second, where the guard rail had been cut loose and folded back against itself, leaving a lip sharp enough to take skin from a knuckle.
Too narrow.
Ivo went first because his shoulders were smaller and his bad hand gave him a cleaner profile through tight spaces, and he moved with the tool roll slung under one arm while the chain from the lower deck beat a slow rhythm against the support posts below. Jessa stayed behind him by three paces. Enough room to catch him if the grating gave. Not enough to pretend it made her generous.
The dead-yard badge knocked once against her palm. A little square of metal. That was all. It carried the weight of a lie with a clean punch through the middle.
At the mid-span a brass pressure gauge sat in a pipe loop, its glass split from top to bottom and the needle dancing on the wrong side of the black mark. She touched the casing with two fingers. Warm. The line behind it still carried heat, which meant the bypass had been cut in recent minutes, not days. Fresh work. Too fresh for the yard stamp. The gauge face held a line of grime across the bottom, and the numbers at the edge had rubbed thin from hands that used the place hard and often.
Harlan Pike stood at the far hatch with his cutter hanging loose at his thigh, one eye clouded pale where a splash had taken him years ago. He did not rush. He never rushed. The man moved like a tally closing.
'You should turn back,' he said.
'Move your crew.'
'The lower rooms are already taking water.'
'Because you opened them.'
He gave a small lift of the shoulder that was answer enough.
The hatch behind him wore a new plate over the old lock, two screw heads polished bright. Jessa kept the badge in her glove and moved on. The office work had started here, not in the yard, and the bad yard stamp was there to pull her eyes in the wrong direction. Clean trick. Cheap, too.
The walk took a slight drop at the next brace. She stepped down and the grating rang under her boots like a loose tray. Under the sound, the channel below kept moving in the dark, flat and patient.
At the next junction the pipe rack split into two runs, one climbing, one sinking, and the dead-end branch carried a fresh smear of black wax on the flange where somebody had sealed and opened it again within the hour.
Fresh. Not old. Wrong.
Jessa ran her thumb across the wax, then wiped it on the torn glove. The wax had a print in it, a box-square stamp with the upper office notch cut into the corner. Not a contractor mark. Not a yard mark. Pike's office used it on storage seals and control tags, and whoever planted the badge had rubbed the same wax into the back of the clip to make the metal look older than it was. Pike had not been careless. He had been tidy enough to pass at a glance and sloppy enough to show his hand to anyone who bothered to turn the thing over.
That was the turn. The badge was bait, not proof.
Ivo stopped beside the gauge and leaned in under the pipe. His missing fingertips brushed the rim of the cracked glass and pulled back quick. Smart. Sharp glass had a way of remembering skin.
'It means what?' he asked.
'It means someone wanted us on this side.'
'Pike?'
Jessa did not answer right away. The pipe under her palm ran hot, and the vibration through it came hard, a short pulse each time the gate below struck its frame. Harlan was ahead because he had the room mapped, because the reroute used the upper line and the office plate, because no contractor from a dead yard carried wax in the district square unless the district gave it to him.
The idea sat ugly and clean in her head. Pike had not only ordered the cut. He had dressed the trail to send blame sideways. Old yard, dead yard, easy yard. A name people did not check if they were busy keeping their footing.
Bad sign.
The hatch on the far side of the junction stood half open. A strip of service light cut across the floor, narrow and yellow. Jessa slid the badge into the glove again and moved through the light while the chain below made its counting noise.
'Keep close,' she said.
'That means worse than last time.'
'It usually does.'
The line ahead bent toward the upper return, where the pipes ran tighter together and the ceiling came down low enough to brush a helmet. The walk there had no rail on one side. Just space and the dark water below.
Three minutes burned in the pipe crawl.
They stopped in a service alcove no wider than a filing drawer, where the wall sweated rust and the floor dipped toward a drain with a bent grating over it. Jessa shut the little gate behind them. The metal tongue went home with a click so small it might have belonged to someone else's house.
Ivo leaned both palms against his knees and waited.
So did she.
Nothing down here gave a clean breath of room. The pipe over the alcove ticked when the heat moved through it, and the sound worked on the nerves like a loose bolt in a train door. Jessa wiped the badge against the torn red glove until the back came clean enough to show the newer punch holes under the fake yard stamp. A double set. One old, one new. That was the trick. Pike had not used the dead yard mark because he cared where the blame landed. He had used it because the old stamp carried enough rust to pass at a glance, and nobody hurried to check the back of a badge when the room was already going bad.
'I don't like this route,' Ivo said.
'Good.'
'That's not an answer.'
'It is here.'
He slid down the wall and sat on a pipe brace. The boy had the same habit of waiting that all runners did when they were trying not to waste a question. Jessa used the pause to press her knuckles against the cracked gauge on her belt. The glass there had split at a spider line and the needle quivered in tiny hard jumps. The line was still live. The reroute carried heat. Not a cutaway, then. A live diversion. Somebody had kept pressure on the upper feed while starving the lower rooms.
That made the choice plain enough. Follow the bypass up, or chase water until it won the lower ward for them. She kept the collar seat in mind. The actuating ring had to be near the office line. A man did not plant a false badge unless he had something to hide close to hand.
'On your feet,' she said.
Ivo got up. No complaint. Good.
The alcove door opened on a corridor with a floor run of rivets and a fresh smear of boot oil leading uphill. Pike's men had gone that way in a hurry. The oil made a thin black ribbon along the seam, bright enough to catch the lamp.
The crawl rose under the pipe bank, a slot just high enough for a hunched man and too low for anyone who liked their ribs intact, and the metal above carried a thin tremor that came through the palms before it reached the boots.
Hot route.
Ivo went in first with the tool roll shoved ahead of him. The bag scraped rust from the floor and left a clean streak in the grime, which was as good a map as any down here. Jessa followed with the badge in one pocket, the torn red glove on the other hand, and the cracked gauge bumping against her hip each time she shifted on the knees. The line to the north return had been diverted here. Not guessed. Not maybe. The pipes told it through heat and weight and the smell of stale oil under fresh water.
At the bend the wall plate changed color. New weld. The edges still held a faint blue heat from the torch. Somebody had cut a branch line and fed the gate through an office bypass, a clean little theft of pressure that took the load off the upper pumps and dumped the lower rooms into the channel. The bearing under the south brace ran on old babbitt, soft as wax under heat, and the scrape there matched the new weld. Somebody had held the line steady while the cutter worked. Not a hand from the street. A hand that knew the room.
Jessa put two fingers on the fresh seam and pulled back. Too hot. The skin under the nails went prickly. Fine. There were other ways to know a lie had been dressed in steel. The control plate above the weld had a district mark stamped into the corner, the same box-square notch as Pike's storage seals.
The wheel in the crawl sat ahead of them like a metal mouth chewing nothing, all flanges and spokes and a missing cap. No name for it helped. It was a thing for sending force through walls, and somebody had made it talk to the upper office instead of the gate where it belonged.
Ivo crouched by the line and peered into the service slot. 'The collar is here?'
'Near.'
'That's not a yes.'
'It is close enough.'
He snorted once. The sound kept itself small. Smart.
The pipe beside her had a slow thump in it, each beat followed by a tiny jump in the gauge needle. The gauge was cracked wide now, one spider leg running into the brass ring, and the needle trembled so hard it turned the mark into a blur. That was the answer. The line had not failed by accident. It had been trained.
Jessa set her torn glove over the hot bend and held the seam down with the heel of her palm. The cloth smoked at once. She kept on. The red cloth blackened, folded, and went stiff around the pipe, a useless shape made useful by pressure. The burn smell sat in the throat and stayed there.
They came out above a basin where the floor dropped in a shallow stair to a drain pool and a rusted cage around the control relay.
There it was.
The actuating collar lay in the basin under a curtain of dripping pipe sweat, brass ring half masked by a rag of canvas and a smear of pipe dope, as if someone had hidden it on the way past and meant to collect it after the room settled. Small. Ugly. Important.
Jessa went down the stair with one hand on the rail and one on the crowbar. The collar sat warm in the basin, not from water, from recent handling. Fresh tool mark on the locking tabs. Fresh grease on the inner lip. Somebody had removed it, not stolen it. A thief takes and runs. A man with keys moves pieces and leaves them in range. The ring had a narrow score near the tab, the kind made when a hurried hand drags steel against steel and does not stop to smooth the edge.
The dead-yard badge knocked against her hip. She took it out, laid it on the basin edge, and turned it over. On the back the old yard stamp sat over a second impression, thin and square, the kind office seals left when somebody pressed too hard on soft wax. Pike's box mark again. The fake had been made in the upper office with a badge from nowhere in particular and then dropped where a tired rigger would grab it without question.
'This is plant work,' she said.
'From Pike?'
'From Pike's side.'
That was enough for now. The rest still needed hands and a room with a door that locked from the inside.
A chain clattered somewhere beyond the basin and one of Pike's men called down the pipe run. Jessa took the collar, tucked it under her arm, and used the torn red glove to keep her fingers off the heated tabs. The cloth had gone black at the seam. The new shape of it fit her hand like a burned map. The glove had started as gear. Now it had become a pad, a wrap, a small sacrifice to keep the skin from taking the whole cost.
Bad plan.
Better than waiting.
She climbed out of the basin with the collar tight against her ribs and the pressure gauge jumping in her belt. The corridor above kept sloping uphill. Pike had gone that way.
The control gallery sat above the wheel room behind a mesh wall and a door with a new lock plate, the kind sold to offices that wanted their secrets to look like maintenance. Harlan Pike stood by the panel with his cutter in one hand and a brass key ring in the other, the ring thick with tags. That was the line. Not the badge. Not the yard. The key ring.
He opened the panel without looking at it twice.
Office work.
The thought came up sharp and plain from the metal. The reroute had not happened in some contractor's shed or in the mud below. It had moved through that ring and into the upper cabinet. Pike's own hand had done it.
Jessa and Ivo came up the ladder in silence long enough for the top rung to clack under her boot. Harlan turned, one pale eye on her, the other clouded with that old splash mark. He did not step back. Men like him counted on the room to do the work.
'You are late,' he said.
'You cut the walk.'
'I made the load survive.'
'By feeding the lower ward.'
'By keeping the pumps alive.'
That was the whole of him. Save the machine, spend the room.
One of his men swung a chain loop down from the rail. Jessa drove the crowbar up under the loop and shoved it aside. Ivo jammed the actuating collar under his elbow to keep both hands free, then ducked under the second swing and kicked the loose gauge box off the shelf. It hit the grating and burst, brass teeth and screws running out in a little spray. The noise went thin in the mesh and bounced back wrong, tinny and hard.
No time for clean.
Jessa crossed the floor with the badge in her left glove, not because it mattered now but because throwing it away would have been easy, and easy made a bad habit look tidy. Harlan backed one step toward the office panel. That was the first mistake. He still had the key ring in his hand, a tidy loop of brass and steel, and the office lock behind him wore the same square stamp she had found on the control plate. The reroute had walked down from the office above the wheel room. Not from a dead yard. Not from the catwalk. From Pike's own cabinet.
The key tags struck each other once when he moved. Small sound. Big answer.
The door beyond the gallery gave onto the upper control corridor, a narrow room lined with relay boxes and brass tags, and the collar in Jessa's arm started to heat the cloth hard enough to smell of scorched cotton.
Hot metal.
Harlan backed through the corridor with his cutter low and his key ring gone to his pocket. He had the weight of the room because he knew where the load lines ran, but Jessa had the shape of it now, and shape beat weight when the floor had already started to fail. The pipe run overhead shuddered once and settled with a tired clink that ran along the brackets.
She put the collar onto the relay spindle, not to lock it all the way, only enough to catch the teeth and stop the wheel from free-running, and the action was awkward with one shoulder dragging and the other hand wrapped in blackened glove, but the ring took. Teeth clicked into place. The gauge on the wall jerked once. The pressure line steadied.
That was the move. Not save everything. Stop the rush.
Ivo grabbed the lever housing and held it while the line kicked. His two missing fingertips left white marks on the paint. He grunted once, more through the teeth than the throat, and kept the lever from slipping back. Jessa could not have asked for cleaner work. His posture told the whole room what the hands would not.
Harlan came in with the cutter.
Jessa drove the crowbar into the hinge slot and pinned the door halfway shut, then pushed past it with her shoulder and went low under the swing of the blade. The cut missed her hair by inches and chewed a bright groove through the relay cover instead. Brass dust jumped into the air and came down on the floor in a clean little arc. The strip of light from the panel flashed off it once, then vanished.
'If you keep that line open, the whole lower block goes,' she said.
'It already has.'
'Not yet.'
'Then it will.'
He was calm as a bill stamped paid. His calm had more damage in it than shouting would have had. He had already chosen the ward to lose and was only arguing about when.
The corridor tilted a finger-width as the backflow hit the support braces. Jessa planted a boot on the floor seam, shoved the collar another notch, and forced the lever home. The gauge needle steadied on the black line. Good. One part of the room obeyed.
The rest still broke.
Five minutes later the corridor had become a shelf of noise and wet steel.
Jessa kept one hand on the collar and one on the rail while Ivo lugged the tool roll and the cracked gauge between them. The gauge face had spidered wide enough to blur the numbers, but the needle held close enough to the mark to tell her the line would stay in the teeth if she kept pressure on it. The cloth of the red glove had gone stiff as tin around her palm. Each squeeze scraped the burned seam. That glove had taken heat, oil, and the edge of a chain, and it still clung together because some things were built for cost, not comfort.
The dead-yard badge sat in the pocket like a stone.
A small thing. Useless now. She pulled it out once more at the landing where the office line crossed over the wheel room and turned it in the light. The fresh stamp on the back was almost invisible unless the brass caught the lamp at the right angle. Pike's square mark. Office wax. A cover made from above, then dropped below. The fake yard name had done its work. If a man went looking too fast, he would chase the oldest scrap and miss the clean door.
Ivo looked at the badge, then at Harlan on the far side of the mesh, and said, 'That was him.'
'Yes.'
'He used the old yard to hide it.'
'Yes.'
The answer had no extra room. Good.
Harlan had stopped at the office panel. He no longer had to pretend. The key ring was in his pocket now, but the shape of it bulged through the cloth. The office lock behind him wore the same square stamp she had found on the control plate. That was the part that changed the whole room. Not the badge. Not the lower grate. The office above.
Jessa slid the badge back into the glove and kept moving. The walk under them shivered, but the line held. No clean route, no clever exit. Just work that stayed in place long enough for the next step. Her left shoulder dragged under the harness and the old crush in it sent a hot line down the arm, but the collar sat firm under her ribs and the gauge kept to its mark.
The lower ward bell began to ring in the far distance, one of the flood alarms, and the sound went through the pipework like a knife through a tin can.
Too late for clean.
By the time they reached the lower stair, the reroute had stopped being a rumor and turned into a line on the plate.
The office plate above the wheel room matched Pike's cabinet. The dead-yard badge was a clean lie. Harlan Pike had moved the gate controls through the upper office, dressed the trail in old contractor metal, and left the lower ward to take the pressure if nobody caught him in time.
Jessa pinned the collar under her arm and shut the last hatch with her shoulder.
Done.
Not done in any soft way. The gate still shook below them, the pump line still ran hot, and the alarm bell kept dragging its note through the pipes, but the question had a shape now and the shape pointed up, not down. That mattered. The answer sat in steel and wax and the clean cut on the relay plate, plain enough for any hand that took the time to touch it.
The corridor smelled of burned cloth and wet iron. A drop of water slid off the mesh, struck the grating, and vanished into the drain with one dry click. Ivo stood beside her with the tool roll hooked under his arm and the cracked gauge pressed against his ribs, and neither of them made the mistake of looking back at the badge as if it could still tell a different story.
Pike's ring had been the key. Pike's office had been the source. Pike had rerouted the gate from above the wheel room, and the dead-yard stamp had only been there to send a rigger in the wrong direction.
Harlan Pike had rerouted the gate from the office above the wheel room, and the dead-yard badge had been planted to make the lie look old.

    
Hands on the Wheel
The wheel key clicked against the rail. Jessa caught it before it dropped into the sluice trough, brass hot through the glove, and the sound jumped off the mesh wall and back into the gallery where the gate kept thumping below their feet like a boiler with bad coal. Harlan Pike stood at the office panel with his cutter low and the key ring loose in one hand, calm enough to make the room meaner, and he had picked the worst angle for his body so the only clean route to the manual wheel ran behind him. Ivo stayed by the broken span with the tool roll hugged to his chest, his missing fingertips folded tight against the palm, and the far hatch behind him showed a thin strip of stair and dry air Jessa did not mention. No reason. Her left shoulder dragged under the harness and the strap there bit when the gate struck its seat, but the line of brass on Harlan's ring took her eye harder than the pain did: one wheel key, filed flat on one side, bright at the edge like a fresh scar, the same bite the south chain link had taken where the metal had been shaved through. That was the cut. Not the yard. Not the catwalk. Him.
'You cut the south chain,' Jessa said.
Harlan turned the key ring once and let the brass tag strike the cutter handle. Small sound. Big answer. 'I trimmed a failure point,' he said. 'The line was already failing.'
'It was fine until you fed it wrong.'
'The lower rooms were due to flood.'
He said it like a shipment sheet. Ivo's chin lifted toward the west stair, a clean narrow run behind Jessa's shoulder, and she kept that route out of her mouth. If he knew about the dry steps, he'd take them and the rest of the room could rot. Better to keep one door in reserve. Harlan's second key caught the light then, a blank brass stub hung behind the office tag, unnumbered and filed down so smooth it should not have been on a district ring at all. The sight of it sat ugly in the gut. No one in the room had signed for that, and nobody put a hand on a blank like that unless it had already opened something. The dead-yard badge in her torn glove knocked once against her knuckles and lost what little authority it had left. Tiny lie. Tiny weight.
Wrong room.
Jessa shoved the crowbar under the office plate and drove up until the seal cracked with a sharp pop that cut through the gate noise, and when Harlan came off the panel to stop her she slid under his cutter and caught the brass ring off his hand, because every load had one soft point and his was the hand that liked to keep clean. The ring struck the grating and bounced once toward the sluice lip. Ivo snatched for it, missed, and kicked the tray of relay screws into the hall instead. Harlan's men were on the far span already, chain loops moving through their hands in a flat counting rhythm, and the room had started to choose its bad angle.
The west stair behind Jessa had a dry lip and a clean rise. She did not use it. She put her boot on the office panel and held Harlan there for one more breath while Ivo slipped under the pipe rack and the gallery noise swallowed the last of the key ring's spin.
Three minutes vanished in the service alcove. The pipe over their heads ticked with heat, the floor dipped toward a drain with a bent grating, and the dead-yard badge lay in Jessa's palm looking small and stupid now that the office wax on the back had shown through the grease. She rubbed it on the torn red glove and watched the fake stamp smear, then turned it over again. One punch mark was old, one fresh, and the fresh one held the square corner of an office seal from the upper cabinet. Pike had dressed the trail from above and sent it down looking like yard metal, which meant the badge had never mattered except as bait. She let it drop into the sump. A little silver click. Gone.
Ivo stood with his back against the pipe brace and kept his tool roll tucked high under one arm. 'That was the point?' he asked.
'Point was the wrong door.'
'We still need the right one.'
'Yes.'
The answer sat thin and mean in the alcove. The second key blank on Harlan's ring had not gone back to the floor with the rest of the brass. Jessa turned it once between thumb and forefinger. Unnumbered. Filed down to a stub. A blank should have had more shame than that, but this one had the smooth edge of a thing cut for use and kept for later. She slipped it under the torn glove where the split seam bit the heel of her hand and left the dead-yard badge in the sump. Red on rust. Metal on mud. Good enough for the room.
A low pulse ran through the wall. The pressure gauge on her belt quivered against the seam, needle walking half a mark and snapping back. The line was still hot. The reroute was still taking load. Somebody had kept pressure on the upper feed while starving the lower rooms, which meant Pike's crew was not just in the office, they were working the control line from a route they had opened twice. Once logged. Once not.
'You keep the tool roll,' Jessa said.
'You want me in front?'
'No. I want you where I can grab you.'
He gave her a look that asked for more and got none. The stair out of the alcove held two routes: the upper crawl through the pipe bank, narrow and hot, or the lower hatch into the sump run where the water was already climbing the side wall. Jessa chose the crawl and did not tell him about the dry stair behind the office panel. She left it shut and pushed the latch home with her elbow. One less easy door. One more reason to keep moving.
Two doors later the corridor tightened into a pipe crawl with a blue weld seam still warm from the torch, and the air there had the thick bite of iron that had been sitting wet too long. The office plate on the wall carried a second wear mark beside the seal, a thin slot where a key had turned twice in a hurry and then turned once more when the hand came back to make the hole look like maintenance. Two openings. One logged. One not. That was the complication and it sat there plain: Pike's ring had not been the only hand on the cabinet. A second key had opened the office lock and left no district tag, no contractor number, no yard mark at all. Some blank had been cut from the master, or some clerk had borrowed it, or somebody had made a duplicate with enough patience to keep the edges clean. The origin stayed in the wall like a chip of metal you could not brush out.
Jessa pressed the filed-flat wheel key against the slot and gave it a turn. It slid in with a tight scrape, and the key teeth bit the mark so hard the brass sang in her fingers. That was enough. Pike had not only dressed the trail from above, he had opened it from above, and the badge from the dead yard had been thrown down to pull the eye off the office cabinet while the real work stayed in the upper room.
'Keep down,' she said.
'Already doing it,' Ivo said.
The crawl opened on a mesh door with a service lamp over it, and beyond the mesh the control gallery ran narrow and hard, one wall of pipe and relay boxes, one wall of drop and moving water below, with Harlan Pike at the far end and two men on the catwalk beside him, chain loops loose in their hands and no hurry anywhere in their bodies.
The mesh door held half open. Jessa took the edge with the crowbar and drove it wider until the hinge barked and the lamp over the frame jumped once in its bracket. Harlan turned at the sound, one pale eye on her and the other clouded by the old splash mark, and he did not step back. Men like him counted on a room to do the work for them. He had the office key ring in his pocket now, but the shape of the second blank still showed through the cloth, and the sight of it told Jessa more than any speech could have. Pike had kept a spare route for himself and called it maintenance. He had cut the south chain with the filed-flat wheel key, opened the upper cabinet with a blank no one logged, then dressed the whole mess with a dead-yard badge and hoped the lower ward would drown while the upper feed stayed clean.
Now.
Jessa crossed the threshold in two hard steps. The catwalk below the gallery rattled under her boots, all grating and old weld and a little more flex than any sane man would trust, and Harlan's nearest man swung a chain loop at her head while the second came low for her knees. She took the high swing on the crowbar, let the iron hook ring off the bar, then drove the filed-flat key into the office plate and turned until the seal snapped open with a dry crack that cut through the room noise. The same bite on the key fit the gouge on the south chain scar, and the match sat so plain against the rust that Harlan's story folded down at once. No yard failure. No bad luck. A hand had shaved the chain on purpose and used office access to hide the cut.
'I trimmed load,' Harlan said.
'You shaved chain.'
'You don't keep a district alive by feeding the lower rooms first.'
'You keep it alive by not lying about the cut.'
He came off the panel then, cutter up. Clean move. Late. Jessa shoved Ivo behind the relay rack and took the blade on the crowbar shaft, the shock running into her shoulder and lighting the old crush along the left side so hot it went numb at the edges. She kept the bar in place. Good enough. Pike's nearest man slipped on the grease channel and went shoulder-first into the pipe run, cursing through his teeth. Ivo kicked a box of relay screws off the shelf and the brass teeth sprayed across the grating, a little bright storm that bought half a breath.
The office panel stood open now, and behind it the manual control corridor showed the wheel room at the end, the big gate spindle, the counterweight housing, and the gauge stack on the wall with the lower dial already leaning off the mark. The floor here had taken on a slight camber from years of load, and the boots of every man in the room told the same story in the same narrow line. Pike knew the shape of this place. He knew exactly where the weight would go when the load turned bad. That made him worse, not better.
'Get to the wheel,' Jessa said.
Ivo looked at the control room, then at the drop behind the mesh, then back at her. 'You first?'
'No.'
The answer came out hard and flat. She moved anyway, because the only thing left in the room that mattered was the manual wheel and the pawl housing beside it, and if Pike kept them off that side for one more minute the lower ward would take the surge straight through its brick spine.
The wheel room took the first hit with a sound like a chain snapped inside a drum. The gate arm shuddered in its housing, the counterweight lurched two fingers' width on the track, and the gauge stack on the wall ticked hard enough to rattle the cracked glass. Jessa came into the room low, crowbar in one hand, the filed-flat wheel key in the other, and the split pin that had sat in the seam of her left glove came free under her thumbnail with a thin bright flick. Tiny thing. Old thing. The kind of thing that stays hidden until the room asks for it.
Harlan's men tried the side route first. One dropped chain across the catwalk entrance, one swung the loop at the pawl housing, and the third went for Ivo with the cutter handle. Ivo kept the tool roll tight against his ribs and kicked the third man in the shin hard enough to fold him at the knee. Good. The boy had more bite than his size promised. Jessa jammed the crowbar under the lower tooth of the ratchet, held the load with her good shoulder, and slid the split pin into the pawl housing with the point of the wheel key. It took a little work. The housing had gone hot. The metal bit her fingers through the torn glove. She kept pressing until the pin seated, then bent the ends flat with the heel of the wrench.
The gate did not free all at once. It gave a finger's width, paused, then gave another, and the counterweight track answered with a deep groan that ran through the floor, up the pipe legs, and into the ladder rungs under her boots. The brass needle on the nearest gauge walked off center and stopped against the left stop, trembling once before it settled. Good enough to hold. Bad enough to keep the room alive.
Harlan took one step toward the wheel. Jessa cut him off with the key ring, the filed-flat edge catching his sleeve and dragging him off balance long enough for Ivo to wedge the relay hook under the counterweight pin. The pin slipped. The weight shifted. The gate moved another inch and the whole room changed shape under the load, pressure moving into the spill channel instead of the lower ward. Water punched through the rear sluice and ran where it was meant to run. That was the point. That was the job.
'Hold it,' Jessa said.
'It is holding,' Ivo said.
The line gave one last hard shudder. A pipe cap popped off somewhere behind the mesh and skittered across the floor. Harlan's nearest man backed out of the wheel room with both hands up, eyes on the moving chain and the moving water, and even Pike took one step back from the panel when the gauge stack quit climbing. The lower ward alarm line, which had been dragging its note through the walls for the last hour, went thin and then broke off in the middle of the corridor as the pressure dropped into the channel below.
Not clean. Enough.
The gate took the load. Not all of it. Enough.
Jessa kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the crowbar while the pawl housing settled under the split pin, and Ivo held the relay hook in place until the weight stopped hunting. The floor under them still trembled in short, mean pulses, but the line had changed direction now, and the sound coming up from the spill channel had gone from a hard knock to a steady rush. The lower ward would stay dry if the bridge kept its shape and the control line kept its bite, and the whole room knew it without anyone saying it out loud. Harlan Pike knew it too. He backed into the office corridor, cutter low, key ring gone to his pocket, and his crew followed him the way men follow a bad order when the room stops giving them cover.
The dry stair stood open behind the office panel. Jessa could have taken it. It sat there clean and narrow and dry, the kind of route that keeps a person above the mess and out of the water. She had kept it for herself twice already. Once in the first room. Once in the alcove. The habit sat in her hands the same way the wrench sat there, easy and practiced and not something she had ever had to explain. Ivo was on the far side of the broken span, one boot on the mesh lip, his tool roll under his arm, and Harlan's retreat had left him boxed against the drop with a chain loop snagged around the pipe brace near his hip.
Jessa shut the office panel with her shoulder, drove the latch home, and turned into the wet route instead of the dry stair. No speech. No look at the empty steps. She went straight through the spill path, water up to her calves already, and took the chain block off the wall with a wrench. The block came loose with a jerk. Good. She looped the chain around the pipe brace, fed it through the hot ring at the end of the rail, and pulled until the line took hold. The red glove on her left hand had split down the thumb and the torn edge wrapped the chain like a rag on a brake shoe. The glove smoked where the metal still held heat. She kept pulling.
'Ivo,' she said.
'Bit stuck,' he said.
'Get the roll over here.'
'Which way?'
'Toward me.'
He did not ask why the dry stair was open behind her. He did not take it. He crouched low, fed the tool roll across the mesh lip, and got one arm over the chain loop just as Jessa took the weight on the block and hauled. The brace groaned. The rail gave an inch. Water slammed under the span and ran up against the lower lip in a dirty sheet, but the chain held and the mesh held and Ivo's boot found the first rung.
That was the turn. Not the gate. Her.
Jessa backed into the spill path until the water hit the shin of her good leg, then the knee, then the torn glove around the chain burned hot enough to strip the skin smell out of the air, and she kept the pull steady while Ivo hauled himself over the broken section and into the channel behind her. The better exit remained open on the far side. She did not take it. She kept her body between the moving water and the boy with the missing fingertips until he got both feet on the same side of the break.
The catwalk had started to float at the brackets. Jessa kept the chain block tight and used the crowbar as a brace against the rail, one boot on the mesh and one in the water, while Ivo climbed the last rung with the tool roll banging against his ribs and a streak of pipe grease across his cheek. Harlan shouted from the office corridor behind them, but the words washed thin under the sound of the spill channel taking the load, and the room had moved past argument. The lower ward was out of the line now. The upper feed had its own fight. The gate had one job left, and Jessa had one job left, and neither one cared what Pike wanted.
'Hand me the split pin,' she said.
Ivo dug it out of the wheel housing with two quick motions and passed it across. His missing fingertips made the hand look rough and unfinished, but the grip was solid. Jessa took the pin between her teeth for a second, then slid it through the eye of the chain block and bent the ends over with the wrench so the block could not slip when the rail shifted. The move came from old work, the sort of work where a bad line can take a hand if a person gives it an inch of daylight. The gate shuddered again. Water slapped the wall. The mesh under their boots gave a little flex and then settled. Enough.
No clean route. Only one that held.
Jessa hooked the red glove over the hot chain so it would not jump free, and the glove that had started the night as a piece of kit and a habit of keeping better exits for herself now hung torn and blackened over the line like a rag someone had used to stop a leak. The chain bit through the cloth, the cloth bit through the heat, and the whole mess stayed where it had been set. She gave the wheel one more turn with the filed-flat key, felt the ratchet settle under the split pin, and watched the nearest gauge needle drop to the stop with a dry snap that made the cracked glass tremble once and then go still.
Harlan came to the mesh door but did not cross. He had the key ring in his hand again, or maybe just the weight of it in his pocket, and the blank key stub showed for one second in the opening of his coat before the water spray took the light off it. Jessa did not go for him. The spillway had already made its choice. The lower ward would stay dry. The office route would get answered later. She had other work in front of her.
'Up,' she said.
Ivo went first this time. Jessa put one hand on the rail, one on the chain block, and backed them both out of the wheel room while the gauge held its line and the water ran where the river meant it to run.
Five minutes later the room had changed its mind about them. The rush in the spill channel had gone from an angry shove to a steady grind below the floor, and the smell in the gallery had turned from hot iron to wet brick and old oil cooling on steel. Jessa kept her left shoulder lower than the right because the harness liked it that way now, and the old crush under the strap sent a hard line through the arm each time she lifted the chain block. The block still hung warm from the rail. The torn red glove stayed wrapped around the hot link, black at the edges and stiff in the thumb, a small ugly wrap that did the work it had to do and nothing else. Ivo walked beside her with the tool roll under his arm and the gauge box tucked against his chest, and his missing fingertips tapped the metal twice whenever the floor sloped.
Behind them the office corridor still held Harlan Pike, or what was left of his calm. He had not crossed the mesh door after the gauge dropped. He had not followed them into the spill path. The room had taken the lower ward out of his hands and given him only the upper cabinet and the key ring in his pocket, and that was enough punishment for now. Jessa did not look back long enough to turn him into a story. Stories made tidy edges. This room had none. The office panel still wore the cut mark from the filed-flat key, and the second blank sat in her pocket where she had put it without asking whose hand had cut it or why no district tag had been pressed into the metal. Some things stayed where they landed.
The dead-yard badge, the one with the fake stamp, had slipped out of the sump when the water changed direction and spun once in a shallow eddy before disappearing under the grating. Good. It had done its job and that was all it deserved. The reroute no longer had a trail to hide behind. The lower ward alarm line had gone dead. The spillway took the load. The channel below ran full but not wild, and the pressure gauge on the wall at the far end of the corridor sat low with its needle pressed off center and its glass split from top to bottom. No room in the house for a clean finish.
Ivo stopped at the landing and looked back at the wheel room. 'You left the dry stair,' he said.
'It is still there.'
'For who?'
'Not for me.'
That was all he got. Jessa kept moving. The chain block banged once against her hip and left a wet mark on the coat. Her right hand stayed on the rail. The left one stayed close to the glove wrap. The blank key in her pocket gave one hard corner through the cloth when she turned, then settled back against the seam. She did not pull it out. The question around it could wait. The room had enough live work without that piece of brass telling its own lie.
The last service door opened on a narrow stair to the lower ward street, and the air there had the river in it, cold and metallic and moving under the brick. Not much. Enough.
At the lower stair landing, where the wall sweated and the pipe run shook out one last pulse into the brick, Jessa stopped long enough to set the chain block on the rail and hook the torn red glove back over the wheel handle so the link would not slip while the room cooled. The glove sat there black at the thumb and split at the seam, one finger hanging open to the air, and the brass gauge at the far end of the corridor held its needle flat against the cracked glass and did not move. Jessa caught Ivo by the coat and pushed him through the last door first because the spillway had taken its load and the lower ward would stay dry, because the route that stayed open now belonged to the people who had not been given the better exit earlier, and because there was no room left for the old habit to keep deciding for her. The needle lay flat.
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