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A Sluice Tender Who Counts Minutes
Henrik van der Berg
At East Sluice, a tired tender keeps the lower ward from flooding while a stolen control cylinder, a false work order, and a chief with clean hands push the gates toward failure. Iron, wet grit, and bad choices fill the shafts as Tessa Vale counts minutes, climbs narrow ladders, and carries a wrench no one else trusts.
ProseHub


    
Under the East Sluice
The gate kicked again.
Tessa jammed the shaved-tooth brass wrench into the manual collar and shoved until the bolt gave a wet click.
Three more hits like that and the lower ward would start taking water through the tram cells, the infirmary basement, and every corridor that still trusted the east wall to keep its mouth shut.
The needle on the pressure gauge sat above the red daub and shivered there, not from grace, not from luck, just from the line behind it loading up like a fist under a coat. Tessa kept one boot on the ribbed deck, one shoulder under the brace bar, and her right hand on the wrench handle, the higher shoulder scraping the metal frame every time the gate shoved back. The old crush never gave her any room to forget itself. Good. Some things stayed useful.
A relay box ticked behind her left ear. Water moved inside the pipe on the far wall with that low, mean rush that meant the intake had not settled yet. The chamber gave off wet iron, machine oil, and hot dust off the brake pads when the gate ran rough. No one in floodworks wrote that smell into a report. They wrote numbers. Numbers stayed clean enough to file.
Five minutes, maybe less. That was the shape of it. If the upper stop bar kept taking the load, the lower line would throw a crack at the seam and the whole east wall would start talking in a language nobody upstairs liked to translate. Tessa thumbed the brace pin free, caught it before it dropped, and slid the wrench a finger-width higher. Metal complained. Then it gave.
Her palm came away black. A smear, not blood. Somebody had oiled the hinge after last watch and missed the lower edge, which meant somebody had been in this room after the logbook closed. Tessa crouched by the hatch plate and dragged two fingers through the silt. Fresh boot print. Squared heel, nick on the outer edge, dock courier. Not hers.
That mattered more than the gauge. It always did, when a thing turned up where the shift chart said empty.
Jori Penn came down the stair with one hand on the rail and the other on a sealed flare tin the color of drying clay. He kept the tin under his elbow like it might sprout legs. The wrong sort of seal sat on the work slip in his fingers, a floodworks stamp copied so badly the edges had bled.
'You are late,' Tessa said.
'Lift jammed,' Jori said. He held up the slip. 'This yours?'
'No.'
He turned the page over. 'Runner handed it to me at Pier Seven. Brown coat. Left before I checked the ink.'
The ink line was wrong. Too glossy, too new. Somebody had pressed the stamp on in a hurry, then wiped the pad with a rag that still carried grease from a pump room. Tessa took the slip between two fingers and read the route without moving her mouth. Lower intake. East manifold. Inventory check. The kind of job that sent a dock courier into a room with a gate under load and a boss who liked clean reports.
'Where is the cylinder?' Jori asked.
'In its crate,' Tessa said.
'Which crate?'
She slid the slip into her belt and kept the answer under her tongue. The cylinder was not in any crate she trusted. The lower room was off by enough to snap a lock if the pressure jumped again, and if she put that in Jori's head he would spend the next ten minutes trying to be brave in the wrong direction. Better to keep him moving.
'Take the lower ladder,' she said. 'Check the east manifold. If it sticks, tap the housing twice and leave it.'
Jori frowned at the hatch. The flare tin shifted under his arm, tapping his ribs with a thin metallic clink. He had a good knee and a bad one, and the bad one made a soft pop when he turned too fast.
'You coming?'
'After you.'
He gave her a flat look that belonged to a man who had learned how to count favors and dislike the math, then stepped to the ladder. Tessa let him go first. That part was easy. It always was. She hooked the hatch with the toe of her boot, then sealed the upper latch behind him before the next kick came through the floor.
The ladder took them into a service shaft lined with old rivets and wet paint gone chalky at the seams. Jori led with the lamp low in his hand. Tessa kept close enough to catch his heel if he slipped, far enough back that he could not pretend she was the one taking the risk. The iron rungs rang under their weight. Each rung sounded different. The ones near the intake had a hollow buzz in them, a fine vibration that ran through the palm and up the wrist.
The pressure gauge box sat on the wall after the third bend, little brass face behind a cracked pane. The needle had climbed past the black mark and parked there with no apology. Tessa touched the glass with a knuckle. Dry. No spray on this side. Which meant the load came from deeper in, not the intake mouth. Somebody had opened the east feed.
'That line should be shut,' Jori said.
'It was shut at dawn.'
'Then somebody opened it.'
'Yes.'
The answer came out too fast. No room for arguing with a pipe. No room for arguing with anything that could crush a ward.
They moved on. The shaft narrowed into a crawl where the ceiling came down hard over the spine, and the walls sweated cold onto the cuffs of their sleeves. Jori went first because his shoulders were narrower and because Tessa had no appetite for crawling under iron if she could send another body into it. That was a bad habit. Useful, too. The district had taught her which one to keep.
At the far end, a maintenance plate hung half off its bolts. Not ripped. Unscrewed. A clean job. The grease on the heads had the dark shine of fresh hands. Tessa ran her thumb along one bolt, then wiped it on her trousers. Floodworks keywork. Not a dock thief. Dock thieves made mess. This one had habits.
Boots crossed the grating above them. One set. Then another. The patrol route. Tessa killed the lamp with two fingers and pushed Jori into the side recess before the light could spill through the slats. He hit the wall with a dull knock. She stayed still until the steps moved off toward the upper stair.
When the passage cleared, she gave Jori a nod toward the crawl. 'Go.'
'Where?'
'Through.'
He dropped to hands and knees and went into the dark first. Tessa followed because the alternative was standing still, and standing still got people assigned to a report.
The crawl opened onto the lower intake gallery, a broad room of pipes, grates, and a deck slick with thin water from the maintenance wash. The cylinder should have sat in the bronze cradle by the east lock. It did not. The cradle was empty and clean enough to shine. Tessa put two fingers into the socket. Oil. Fresh. A scrape line where the latch tongue had been lifted with a tool that fit floodworks teeth, not a dock blade.
'Well,' Jori said.
'Keep your mouth shut unless it buys us time.'
He did. Good man. Better than most.
Tessa knelt and checked the bolts around the cradle. One had a fresh scar across the head, a fine crescent where the wrench had slipped and been corrected. She turned the scar toward the light. Somebody knew exactly how much force the housing would take before it cried. That was not a thief. That was someone who worked in the building and had the patience to come back with gloves on.
The flare tin shifted under Jori's arm again. It gave a tiny tinny rattle, the sort of sound that made a room look emptier than it was. She did not ask why he kept carrying it. He had shown up with it. He could keep it.
'Someone filed a false order,' he said.
'Yes.'
'You knew that already.'
'I knew enough.'
He made a sound through his nose and leaned over the empty cradle. There was a smudge on the deck beside it, broad as a thumb, black with pump grease. The edge of it had a fingerprint ridge in the middle, which meant whoever took the cylinder had not bothered to clean after the lift. Hurry. Confidence. Both of them pointed up the same stair. Tessa stood and brushed her palms on her trousers.
The upper door slammed somewhere behind them. Not a gust. A lock. The kind that turned a route into a trap in one hard snap. Jori went still.
'That yours?' he asked.
'No.'
'Then we're late.'
The line to the east gate answered with one hard kick, and the needle in the wall box jumped.
The line on the left wall had started to chatter. Not loud. Worse. A thin bright knock that ran through the pipe and into the deck in a way that said the seam was getting ready to split. Tessa put two fingers on the pipe and lifted them away at once. Heat. Too much. She looked to the joint and scratched the paint with a nail. The rust ring under it had a new shine.
'Stay back from that side,' she said.
Jori backed up without asking why. The tin flare box tapped his ribs with each step. He was useful in short bursts. Long ones got messy.
Tessa took the shaved-tooth wrench and cracked the coupling one quarter turn. The line spit a narrow ribbon of water at the gasket. She caught it with a rag, then tightened back before the pressure could climb into the next thread. Count. Move. Stop. She worked by the sound of the metal taking the load, by the way the deck under her boots changed from a hard hum to a dull note when the line settled. The gate above them stopped kicking for half a breath. Then it started again.
'That's holding?' Jori said.
'For now.'
'You say that like it's a favor.'
'It is.'
She pulled the rag clear. The water on it ran grey and hot. A second valve sat farther down the wall, painted red once and now the color of old blood under soot. Tessa reached for it, stopped, and checked the tag wired to the stem. EAST MAINT ONLY. The tag had two punch marks at the top, the kind floodworks used when a line had to stay shut until a chief signed off. The paper edge was still clean. Someone had hung it there after the line was opened. Clean hands again. Same habit. Same room.
Jori pointed at the far door. 'That goes down?'
'It goes where someone wanted us to go.'
The answer landed plain between them. The lower ward always got the bad routes first. The people upstairs called it logistics when they had a tidy face and called it necessary when they didn't. Tessa stripped the rag off her hand, wrapped it around the wrench handle for grip, and nodded at the red-tagged door.
'Take the lamp,' she said. 'Open it.'
Jori gave her a look that lasted one hard second. Then he took the lamp and crossed to the door.
The door opened onto the wheel room, and the room opened onto pressure. Water moved below the grating in a black sheet, not deep yet, but deep enough to make the metal underfoot shudder with every surge. The great red valve wheel stood on the far bulkhead, dry as a stop sign, paint scraped at the knuckles where hands had hit it for years. The gauge beside it sat pinned so hard the needle quivered against the glass.
Tessa took one step in and stopped. The counterweight chain on the left rail had slack in it. Too much slack. Somebody had changed the run and left it half-bared to the pulley. That was deliberate. The gate above them was being held up by a bad choice somewhere else in the building.
'What is it?' Jori asked.
'Don't touch anything red.'
He glanced at the wheel, then at her. 'That narrows it.'
A clipped voice came down the tin speaker bolted to the wall. 'Seal the lower bay and keep the east access shut.'
Mara. No warmth, no slack in the words. Just a clean order from the upper gallery.
Jori looked up at the speaker. Tessa kept her eyes on the wheel room floor, where a line of wet footprints crossed the deck and vanished at the east hatch. Four toes on one print. Two fingers. Chief's hand. Mara had been down here, and she had not come alone. That part mattered more than the voice.
'You were going to tell me?' Jori said.
'Move.'
'That's not an answer.'
'It is if you keep walking.'
She took the lamp from him and set it on the low rail, then pushed the far hatch open with the wrench. It took both hands. The bolt had been oiled from the inside. That meant the east chamber had been used recently, and not by a stranger. The hatch gave with a thin metallic squeal, and colder water smell came up from below, mixed with the hot edge of machine metal. Tessa sent Jori through first again. His knee bumped the frame. He bit off a curse and went down the ladder with the flare tin clinking under his arm.
The shaft beyond the hatch ran steeper than the first one and half full of water. Not enough to swim, enough to catch a boot and twist an ankle if a person landed wrong. Tessa went down one rung at a time, the wrench hooked into her belt, the lamp tied off by its wire so it would not swing wild and throw light into the seams. Her left hand slid the rail; her right shoulder stayed higher than the left, the old injury catching on each turn. It was always the same on stairs. The body kept its own notes.
Below her, Jori said, 'This route wasn't on the slip.'
'No.'
'So why are we in it?'
'Because the slip lied.'
He let that sit. Good. People who lived by schedules always needed a second before they accepted that a schedule could lie.
Water lapped at her boots on the last rung. The floor below was a shallow basin of black runoff and old scale. The wall on the right carried a warm patch near the pipe seam, metal heat leaking through the paint in a narrow band. That was wrong. The lower chamber should have been cold. Somebody had fed the east line hard enough to raise the room temperature. Mara was moving water, not stopping it.
Tessa crouched by the seam and ran the wrench across the pipe collar. Fresh tool marks. The cap had been opened with floodworks teeth, then reseated. Not by a thief. Not by Jori. He had the kind of hands that left straight lines and apology. This was tighter, meaner work. A chief's work.
'What does that mean?' Jori asked.
'It means someone is choosing where the water goes.'
'And?'
'And the lower ward is on the wrong side of the choice.'
The sentence came out plain, stripped of any room for comfort. No need for comfort. The room could offer plenty of cold on its own.
At the far end of the basin, a gate bolt sat across the east chamber door, half submerged and crusted with scale. Tessa put her hand on it, then pulled back. The bolt had been thrown from inside. There were two fresh scratches on the brass head. One wide, one narrow, both from the same wrench type she carried. Somebody in that chamber had worked the latch from the other side and left in a hurry.
Jori stood at the edge of the basin with the flare tin under one arm and the lamp hanging by its wire. 'You want me first again?'
Tessa looked at the door, then at the waterline climbing the wall. 'You always were quicker to complain than obey.'
'That a yes?'
She lifted the wrench. 'Move.'
He went.
The east chamber was smaller than the others and uglier for it. A pump cage sat in the center with its grates kicked loose, one side warped from heat, the other slick with black runoff. The cradle for the override cylinder had been cut clean from the mount. Not broken out. Cut. Tessa knelt and ran the edge of her wrench around the bolt ring. Fresh filings stuck to the teeth. Someone had used the same tool twice in the same shift.
Jori stood in the doorway, lamp low, flare tin still sealed under his arm. 'That your mark?'
'No.'
'Then whose?'
She looked at the gouge and at the line of wet that crossed the floor toward the north stair. The trail ended where the wall met a service panel with the screws out and the gasket still warm from recent handling. Not a smuggler's route. A work route. Mara's people. Floodworks.
'The cylinder didn't vanish,' Tessa said. 'It moved.'
'To where?'
'Deeper.'
The word tasted like rust. There was one door left in the chamber that led deeper, a heavy hatch painted the same green as the intake walls and bolted from the outside with a manual wheel. Tessa crossed to it and put her hand on the wheel hub. Dry. Too dry. No spray. No easing. Whatever sat beyond that hatch had not been opened from this side in a while. Which meant the chamber was being used as a wall, not a room.
Jori took two steps toward the hatch and stopped. 'If Mara's inside...'
'Then she has the cylinder, or she moved it.'
'And if she hasn't?'
Tessa wrapped both hands around the wheel and leaned. The wheel did not move. She tightened her grip, set the wrench through one spoke, and tried again. Her right shoulder barked up hard, enough to drag the wrench sideways. The wheel gave a fraction and locked. Old metal. Old stubbornness. Good room for a lock. Bad room for mercy.
The gauge above the hatch clicked once and jumped two marks. Somewhere behind the walls, a spillway opened. Water began to run faster through the basin. Jori swore under his breath. Tessa kept both hands on the wheel and turned it a second time, slow enough to strip skin from the palm if the wrench slipped.
The wheel stuck on the third pull. Not stiff. Locked. Tessa set the wrench harder and tried to jump the spoke. The wrench slipped, kissed metal, and tore a line across her palm. She wrapped the rag around it once and hit the hub again. The hub answered with a dry crack, then stayed put. The wheel had been set to hold against a flood load, which meant whoever built it expected someone to come this way and expected that someone to use force.
Jori moved in beside her and took the lower spoke. 'Count.'
She gave him the count because counting kept hands in time and time kept panic out of the joints. One. Two. Three. They pushed together. The wheel moved a finger's width, then slid back with a hard snap that caught the wrench and flung it against the frame. The sound rang through the chamber and up the shaft. Not a good sound. A sound that invited water to come faster.
The basin answered. A seam in the east wall split open with a fast white line and spat a stream across the floor. Tessa dragged Jori back by the sleeve before the jet hit his legs. The stream cut the loose tool kit open and sent bolts skating into the drain. No room for clean work now.
'Again,' Jori said.
'No.'
She looked at the split seam, at the soaked grating, at the gate needle bouncing on the wall box. The cylinder cradle was empty. The hatch beyond the wheel stayed shut. The lower ward was still getting the water. That was the part nobody upstairs ever liked in a report, when the object of the shift held still and the room kept getting worse.
Tessa pressed the heel of her hand against the broken wheel hub and tried once more. The wheel did not move. The latch bolt bent instead. A second line of water opened along the seam beside the first, narrow as wire and twice as mean.
Jori stepped back. 'We can't hold this.'
'We don't have to hold it.'
'Then what?'
She grabbed the wrench from the floor, wiped the blade on her thigh, and looked at the submerged ladder that led up into the east service shaft. It was the only route left. The only route that might reach the other side before the chamber filled knee-high and took the lights with it. Above the rattle of the leak, the lower gate gave another hard kick that ran through the whole room.
'Take the shaft,' she said. 'Now.'
Behind the wheel room the narrow wall panel opened with the wrench. The panel gave up a strip of old wiring, three copper fuses, and a damp smell that sat under the hot metal like something kept in a tin too long. Tessa leaned in, braced by one knee, and traced the feed line with two fingers. The line did not go where it should. It branched. One branch fed the lower gate. The other fed the upper station.
So that was the shape of it. Not chaos. Choice.
Mara had built a split run to save the tram substation and the infirmary lights above, then let the lower ward take the runoff. Clean hands. Clean numbers. The kind of math people in offices called necessary because they never had to stand in the wash.
Jori said, 'Can you cut it?'
'From here? No.'
'From where?'
Tessa looked toward the east service shaft. Warm metal smell came from the chamber beyond, sharp enough to sit on the back of the throat. Something in there ran hot. Not a boiler. Not normal. The smell had been there since the sealed hatch opened, and it still had no place in the room. She left it alone and filed the edge of it away.
She slid the wrench under the access lip, lifted, and got one of the panel screws loose before the head stripped. Good enough to prove the panel was real. Not good enough to save anyone. The lower gate kicked the wall hard enough to shed dust. One bolt from the frame dropped into the water and vanished with a flat little plink.
'There,' Jori said, pointing at the shaft. 'That one's still open.'
'For a while.'
He moved before she ordered him to, which saved her the trouble of repeating herself. Tessa hauled the lamp free from its wire, tucked the shaved-tooth wrench into her belt, and glanced once at the flare tin under his arm. Still shut. Still useless. The red herring stayed where it was, tidy and sealed and not helping.
The stream from the split seam had widened. The floor around their boots was not deep yet, but it was deep enough. One more surge and the chamber would take their ankles, then their shins, then the ladder rungs. Tessa set a hand on the shaft rail and turned toward the only route that still had any shape left in it. 'Move.'
The shaft took them upward in hard rungs and wet black paint. Tessa went first because the wheel room behind them had started to cough through the seam, and because the shaft was narrower than the last one, and because Jori's knee made a bad sound on every other rung. The flare tin knocked his side. He could keep it if he wanted. Keeping useless weight had become a habit of his and hers both, for different reasons.
Halfway up, the lower gate gave a long shove that ran through the rails. Dust shook loose from the joint above Tessa's head and fell onto her sleeve in a grey line. Not collapse yet. Close. The needle on the wall box below jumped again, then sat hard against the stop. That was the shape of a failure. Not a clean one.
Jori braced one boot against the rung and looked down into the chamber. 'We lose the shaft, we lose the ward.'
'We lose it anyway if we stay.'
'Then go faster.'
That was the first good thing he had said all shift. Tessa hooked the wrench through the next rung, used it as a purchase, and drove herself higher. The shaft mouth came into view above, a square of dim light and wet metal, and beyond it the east service hall where the panel to the deeper chamber waited locked from the other side. Her shoulder rode high and mean against the frame. The old crush had entered the argument again. It always did, when the load went past reason.
Jori came up one rung behind her, breathing ragged through his nose, flare tin still sealed under his arm. The lamp bounced once, then steadied as he caught the rail. He held the top hatch with one hand while she got both boots onto the landing. The lower chamber shuddered once more.
'Take the shaft, Tessa,' he said. 'Now.'

    
Two Hands on the Wheel
The safety chain hung loose on the rail.
Jori was one rung behind, the lamp wobbling in his fist. Tessa kept her weight on the higher foot and climbed with the wrench hooked at her belt, because the shaft flexed under every surge and the metal sent the shock straight into the old seam in her shoulder. No room for softness. The lower ward still paid first.
'Stay on my back,' she said. 'If the shaft kicks, do not run ahead.'
He made a noise in his throat. 'You saying that now?'
'Now is when it matters.'
The next shove ran through the ladder. The rungs rang under both boots, a hard metal slap that climbed into the brace bolts and left a fine shake in the rail. Tessa laid her free hand flat on the side plate and let the vibration sort itself by size and direction. Big gate below. East side. Still under load. The whole passage had the sour bite of wet paint and the colder stink of sump water that had sat too long in a trench, the kind of smell that stayed in cuffs and under nails no matter how many times a shift washed its hands.
Jori climbed slower after that. Good. He had finally stopped trying to be brave in the wrong shape.
At the landing, the upper hatch sat shut with a fresh scratch around the key plate. Tessa checked the chain again. One end was hooked to the rail, the other looped through a bent eyelet hammered straight and then left alone. Someone had done that in a hurry or a temper. It would hold long enough to catch a body if the floor gave. It would also drop a person hard enough to break a wrist if they hung there too long. Nice work, whoever left it.
'That yours?' Jori asked, nodding at it.
'It was here.'
'You trust it?'
'No.'
He gave a short breath through his nose. The lamp swung once and cut a pale bar across the rivets and the damp paint gone chalky from heat. Then the hatch gave one hard knock from the other side, as if the room beyond had grown impatient.
Tessa set the wrench into the plate and twisted. The old screws took. Behind them the shaft gave another shove. She kept her body square to the hatch and worked by touch, because the last thing she needed was a slip from a bright room and a fast mind. The screw heads came loose one by one, each with a rough little bite that ran through the tool and into her palm. She eased the panel out, set it against the wall, and went through first.
The upper hall ran narrow and high, with pipes sweating along the ceiling and a catwalk bolted to the wall on brackets that rang under each step. Tessa kept one hand on the rail and one on the wrench, because the floor grating had enough give to complain under boot weight. The smell up there was different. Oil, hot scale, and a sharp iodine edge that came off the old coolant. Someone had been in the panel not long before them.
Jori held the lamp low. The sealed flare tin stayed under his arm, tapping his ribs with a dry metallic tick each time his knee popped. Tessa crouched by the open service box and ran the wrench along the fresh cut in the copper tee. Bright brass at the edges. New work. A second branch fed off the east line and ran upward, the pipe wrapped in clean insulation that still held the shape of the last hand to tighten it. The lower ward line had not broken. It had been given away.
A smear on the box door caught the lamp. Grease, black and thick, with three full finger tracks and two clean gaps where fingers should have been. That print could belong to only one hand in floodworks. Tessa pressed her thumb to the smear, then wiped it on her trousers.
'What is it?' Jori asked.
'Open route.'
He leaned in. 'To where?'
'Upstairs. The station. The lights people like to keep alive.'
The speaker on the wall gave a snap of static and then Mara's voice came through flat and clean. 'Seal the lower bay. Keep the east access shut.'
Jori looked at the speaker. Tessa kept her eyes on the fresh branch. The answer sat in the copper, in the bright cuts, in the way the line had been run to save one side and dump the load on the other. Clean hands. Clean numbers. Dirty room.
'You coming?' Jori asked.
'Yes.'
'Which way?'
'With me.'
That was the first honest thing she had given him in a while. She shut the panel with the wrench, hooked the chain from the rail, and pushed open the next hatch. The room beyond carried the same hot metal smell, only stronger, and a narrow red glow leaked from the wheel room ahead.
They crossed the catwalk one plank at a time. Tessa went first. Jori stayed close enough that the lamp painted both their boots and the rail between them. The grating flexed under her old shoulder and she did not give it extra weight with a hesitation. The shaft below them opened into the intake pits, black and slick with runoff, and the lines of pipe along the wall ticked under pressure like a jaw trying to stay shut.
'The branch runs up to the station,' she said. 'Mara split the line. Upper lights stay on. Lower ward gets the wash.'
Jori gave her a look. 'You knew that when?'
'Not long enough ago to fix it with words.'
He took that in without arguing, which counted for something. The catwalk turned a blind corner, and at the turn Tessa stopped long enough to clip the safety chain through the rail and feed the loose end back toward him. Not a tether. Not a promise. Just a line that would give them one more way to stay upright if the floor dropped out.
'If the grating goes,' she said, 'you hold this.'
'You not holding it?'
'I am.'
The answer came out fast, and he looked at her once more in that flat courier way that measured a person by how many lies they could carry without dropping them. Then he nodded and kept moving.
The wheel room sat ahead of them, round and low, with water spread in a black skin over the grating. The red valve wheel showed through it, half under the flood and half bare, the paint scabbed off the knuckles where hands had worked it through years of bad hours. The gauge beside it sat high and trembled against the glass. Tessa pushed through the hatch and the warm metal smell from the chamber below came up through the floor seam, sharper than before, like a coin left on a stove.
Mara's voice came again through the speaker. 'Seal the lower bay.'
Tessa set the lamp on the rail and took one more step into the room. 'Then come down here and do it.'
The wheel room had gone colder than the hall. Water slid over the grating in a thin skin, not deep enough to hide the shape of the floor, deep enough to make each step slick. The red wheel stood half under water. Its paint had gone scabbed at the knuckles where hands had worked it for years. The gauge beside it sat pinned near the top and quivered without rest.
Tessa stopped at the doorway and let the room sort itself. Left wall, pressure gauge. Right wall, drain grid. Far bulkhead, red wheel, brake chain hanging slack from a rail that had been bent once and never quite set right again. The room had the stale wet smell of iron and old sealant, plus that hotter note from the chamber beyond the east hatch, a note that did not belong and had not stopped lingering.
Jori stayed back half a step. Good. He had the lamp. She had the wrench. Mara had the upper line and the clean numbers.
The speaker crackled. 'Seal the lower bay.'
'Come down here and do it,' Tessa said again.
Static answered. Somewhere above them, the upper line gave a hard knock through the pipe run, and the water under the wheel room lifted with it, a small fast shove that slapped the bars and ran a cold line over the top of her boots.
Tessa moved to the wheel, hooked the wrench through a spoke, and drove. The wheel gave a hair, then bit hard and stopped. She shifted her grip, used the heel of her palm on the spoke, and tried again. The metal answered with a dry crack that ran up her arms and into the shoulder that had never liked straight force. The wheel moved a finger-width and locked there.
'Again,' Jori said.
The word came out steady enough.
She did not answer. The chain on the rail hung with just enough slack to matter if it sat in the right place. She glanced at it, then at the wheel, then back to the drain grid where the water had started to find a faster line under the bars. The room was still holding. Not by much. Enough to keep trying.
Tessa reset her stance and took a second run at the spoke. The wheel did not give. It only shuddered through the hub and left a fine tremor in the rail.
Tessa dragged the chain off the rail and fed it through the spoke that had just moved. The metal felt cold through the rag she wrapped around her hand. Up close, the slack had a shape. Not much of one. Enough to become a lever if the loop sat in the right place and enough to crush a wrist if it didn't.
'Hold that end,' she said.
Jori took the chain without asking how bad it might get.
That was the change. Not a speech. Not a clean line from one life to the next. Just her handing him the load instead of pushing him into it. He stood where she pointed, lamp tucked high against his chest, good leg planted on dry grating and bad knee bent enough to keep from locking. She stepped onto the wet side herself and set the wrench back into the spoke.
'When I count, pull,' she said. 'Not before.'
He nodded once.
One. Two. Three.
Jori hauled. The chain snapped tight across the rail and sang with the strain. Tessa leaned her bad shoulder into the wheel and drove the wrench through another notch. The wheel moved a blunt inch, then jerked back and took the wrench with it. Metal scraped metal. Water jumped up from the grating and hit her trouser leg in a cold sheet. The next shove came from the line above, harder than the last, and the whole room took it through the frame.
Mara's voice snapped through the speaker. 'Hold the lower bay.'
Tessa laughed once, without humor. 'Not for you.'
She shifted the chain loop lower on the spoke, closer to the hub where the leverage bit harder, and made Jori step with her so they were both pulling on the same side of the load. He did not ask why. He just moved. The wheel gave another short jump. Enough to open a seam in the pressure. Not enough to finish it.
The gauge needle twitched downward a fraction, then hung there, shivering over the mark.
The upper gallery opened above the wheel room as a narrow strip of iron and frosted glass. Tessa took two steps to the service stair and put her head through the grill. A line of light ran under the control door up there. Another line. Then a handprint on the brass latch, three fingers and two gaps in the grease, the print still wet enough to shine. That was Mara's left hand. The same hand that had set the split tee upstairs. The same cut on the box. The same missing fingers.
Jori came up behind her. 'That Mara?'
'Yes.'
He did not ask how she knew. He only looked through the grill at the upper gallery where a dark coat moved by the breaker box. Mara stayed above the line, where the floor was dry and the numbers stayed clean. That fit the print well enough.
Tessa put her mouth near the grill. 'You split the east line.'
Mara's answer came through the speaker. 'The upper station stays lit.'
'And the lower ward?'
'Less expensive than the station.'
That was all the room needed. No speech after that. Tessa turned from the grill and yanked the panel open beside the stair. The branch line ran in copper and canvas, then dropped into the east feed. She traced it with one finger and found the fresh wrench cut from earlier, the bright brass still clean under the grime. The route was real. The choice was real. The line above them had been built to take one district and leave the other to drown on schedule.
Jori crouched beside her, lamp angled low. The sealed flare tin still rode under his arm, untouched, dry, and useless. 'So we shut her down?'
'We shut the line.'
'And the gate?'
'After.'
She pulled the wrench free of the panel and pointed him back to the wheel. The clue had a face now, and it wore Mara's handprint. That was enough to stop guessing. Not enough to stop the flood.
The upper line gave another hard knock. Tessa hooked the chain tighter around the spoke and returned to the wheel.
Jori shifted his weight onto the good leg and kept the lamp steady while Tessa worked the wrench back into the spoke. The room shook again. Not much. Enough to make the water on the grating break into long black ribbons and run toward the drain.
'You are going to tell me what to do,' he said.
'Yes.'
She put the wrench in his hand and kept the chain in hers. No ritual. No speech. Just a tool passed across the seam where she'd been leaving people to manage their own luck.
'When the wheel turns, keep the chain snug,' she said. 'If I slip, you hold the rail and wait. Do not climb over me. Do not go ahead.'
He turned the wrench once in his grip. 'You trust me with this?'
'You have two hands. Use them.'
He almost smiled at that, but it never finished forming. Good. The room was too wet for anything like that to last.
Tessa stepped onto the slick side of the grating, planted her boots where the water ran thin, and leaned her body where the strain wanted to pull her off balance. The red wheel gave a low groan through the hub. A strip of rust flaked off the spoke and floated on the surface water like broken skin. She braced the wrench, counted the breaths by the sound of the pressure line, and drove.
The wheel moved.
Not clean. Not smooth. Enough to matter. Jori hauled the chain at the same time and the loop tightened around the rail until the metal rang once, sharp and bright. Tessa kept the load on her shoulder and did not shove him forward when the next surge hit. She held the same side of the wheel with him, shoulder to shoulder, hands hard on the same work.
The wheel moved again by another inch. The gauge dropped a notch.
'Good,' Jori said.
'Keep pulling.'
Mara's voice snapped through the speaker once more, flat as a stamp. 'Hold the lower bay.'
Tessa worked the wrench deeper into the spoke and gave Jori the count. He stayed with her. The chain held. The wheel kept turning.
Mara shut the breaker above them.
The upper line snapped twice through the pipe run, a dry banging that ran from the gallery to the floor under Tessa's boots, and the water in the wheel room lifted hard enough to slap the grating. The old shoulder in her body went hot and mean. She set her teeth, kept the wrench where it was, and gave Jori the count again.
One.
He hauled the chain.
Two.
She drove her weight into the spoke and used the rail as the other half of the lever, the chain biting the metal so hard it left a bright line in the paint.
Three.
The wheel came around a handspan. Then another. Not smooth. Never smooth. The brake fought back in short jerks, and each jerk sent a hard shudder through the frame, but the chain held the spoke to the rail and kept the wheel from kicking back while the pressure bled off into the bypass. The east gate above them answered with a long heavy slide that moved through the whole building, from the bolts in the deck to the pipes in the walls, and the first rush of water turned away from the lower ward and ran where the spillway wanted it.
Jori grunted and kept the chain tight. Tessa did not send him off or shove him out of the strain. She stayed where she was, both boots on the wet grating, one hand on the wrench and one on the chain, until the red wheel came round another quarter and the gauge on the wall dropped fast enough to make the needle blur.
The line above dropped once more. The wheel gave a final harsh turn. Then it stopped taking pressure and sat there with the whole room going slack around it.
The east gate came down.
The lower ward lights stayed on.
The room went quiet in the way a room does after strain leaves the metal, not in peace but in exhaustion. Water slipped back through the grate in long black bands. The gauge settled lower, then lower still, until the needle sat flat against the stop and held there. Jori kept one hand on the chain a moment longer than he needed to, as if his palm did not trust the new stillness. Tessa picked up the wrench, wiped the blade on the hem of her shirt, and set it on the rail.
Mara did not come down. A bootprint sat on the upper gallery dust, then turned, then vanished past the breaker door. The black line that fed the upper station had been cut. Somewhere farther off, lights still burned in the lower ward. The job had done what it could, and it had done it the hard way.
Jori shifted the sealed flare tin under his arm. It gave the same thin clink it had all shift and still had no reason to matter. Tessa did not ask for it. He did not offer. The tin stayed shut, red wax unbroken, useless weight and nothing more.
At the sealed east chamber, the warm metal smell stayed trapped under the hatch seam. Hot scale and something sharper, like a coin left on a stove. She put two fingers to the frame, then took them away. The room held its own secret and did not open it just because the gate had dropped.
Down below, men and women on the lower catwalk were shouting to one another across the dark, and the sound had no panic in it now, just hard work and the scrape of boots on wet steel. Tessa stood one step above the wheel room floor and let the sound pass under her. The chain hung slack where she had left it. The rail still carried the bright mark where the metal had bit in.
She took the wrench again and hooked the chain back onto the rail. Then she turned toward the stair with Jori beside her, the lamp between them, the red wheel still wet behind their backs.
They climbed back to the wheel once more before they left. The red paint had gone from the spokes where the wrench had bitten it, stripped down to bare metal and wet rust. The gauge no longer quivered. It sat at zero. Jori held the lamp up while Tessa put one hand on the wheel and pressed it steady. He set his other hand beside hers without being told.
No speech. Just the weight of the metal and the small drag of water draining away under the grating, the smell of hot iron fading into damp paint, the chain coiled tight along the rail, and the lower ward still lit below them.
Tessa checked the wheel one last time. The hub stayed put. The rail held the chain. The room had taken their work and stopped asking for more. She lifted the wrench, hooked the chain back onto the rail, and turned toward the stair.
The red wheel held.
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