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Harbor-9: Tidebreak Run
Quinn Marlot
In a storm‑lashed port megacity, parkour courier Jae Park stumbles onto a corporate plot to cripple the tidal gate and drown the Lower Harbor. With a retired mechanic, a sharp‑tongued drone pilot, and a magnetic grappling glove left by his missing diver sister, he races across cranes and skybridges to expose the scheme and fight through the Gate Spine.
ProseHub


    
Salt and Steel
The wind off the strait salted Jae Park’s lips as he sprinted the edge of the cargo-block roof, rubber soles whispering on damp tar. Below, Harbor‑9 roared—cranes swung like skeletal arms over stacks of containers, horns bleated, gulls knifed the sky. A ferry’s wake scribbled white against iron water. Jae didn’t look down; he trusted the city’s rhythm more than his own breath. He gauged the next gap, flexed, and flew.
He landed with a jolt, knees bent, palms out, a scuff of pain and grit. The aluminum satchel thumped against his back. A rusted pipe hissed. Somewhere a hydraulic pump groaned like a sleeping giant. Jae cut across a rooftop garden where someone had coaxed chives out of scraped soil. The scent of wet earth and diesel tangled together.
“Move, runner,” a vendor shouted from a lower balcony as Jae vaulted a railing.
“Two minutes,” Jae called without looking, swung down to a fire escape, sprang to a narrow ledge painted with flaking blue letters: BOLTHOUSE MARKET. He had forty seconds to deliver to Keisha.
He hit the market’s spine at a fast walk, shoulders low. Stalls bled neon, steam from noodles and curry. A woman hammered out music on a steel pan. Jae slid around a clutch of boys trading fishhooks and slipped behind a curtain of plastic strips.
Keisha Adeyemi sat in the back of a van whose sides were painted with storm clouds. A nest of monitors glowed around her. Miniature rotors, spare blades, a soldering iron, ribbon cable. Her braids were pulled tight, eyes harder than chrome.
“You’re late,” she said, but her mouth twitched.
“Thirty seconds,” Jae said, flipping the satchel latch. “Traffic.”
“In the sky?”
“Gulls. Hostile airspace.” He grinned as she checked the insulated case inside: two tins of sea urchin roe. Payment would be in parts and favor, as always.
Keisha sealed the case. “You hear they’re closing another block under the North Spine?”
“Rumor.” Jae stretched his fingers. He could feel the city’s pulse through his palms when he rested them on corrugated metal. “They always say they’re closing something.”
She snapped a drone battery into place. “This sounded different. Evac notices went out at dawn. Thirty hours. Family floors, Jae.”
He rolled his shoulders, something tightening between them. “It’s high ground. They want the view.”
“And the rent.” She handed him a water bottle. “Your sister call?”
Jae’s throat worked. “Hana’s on dive rotation. Storm gate inspection.” He took a long drink and let the water sit, cold, before swallowing.
Keisha watched his face. “She promised to ping when she docks.”
“She will.” He capped the bottle and forced a shrug. “What could go wrong with corporate maintenance and a storm gate the size of a stadium?”
“Everything,” Keisha muttered. Her wristband buzzed. She glanced down and her mouth flattened. “Valkyrion patrol just rolled by the North Spine. Armored unit.”
Jae looked past the plastic strips. Outside, the market felt smaller. He adjusted his satchel, muscles ready. He didn’t run toward trouble. He ran where he was told, where his feet knew.
But his feet began to move.
He followed the market’s outer catwalks, taking the slimmest routes to keep his profile low. Below, the North Spine knifed through the district, a concrete dorsal fin lined with rails. Valkyrion vans idled like sharks along the curb, their engines a bass hum under the gulls. Men and women in gray armor stood at angles that said this was routine and also not.
Jae pressed against a rust‑flaked pillar and watched. His breath turned shallow. A family hurried across the street with laundry bags and a cat carrier. Security shuffled them aside without speaking. A drone hovered, its camera eye unblinking.
A black Hi‑Lift truck coughed up a man who wore his uniform like a mirror plate. No scuffs, no color, sun‑cut hair. He scanned the block like he owned the weather.
“Commander Oster,” a sergeant said, touching her visor.
“Clear it,” the man replied. His voice carried easily. “Towers are coming up sooner than expected.”
Jae’s jaw locked. Towers meant luxury rooms wrapped in glass, air that didn’t smell like docks. Towers ate blocks.
The first door went down under a battering ram. The sound cracked nerve and bone. A woman screamed. Jae flinched but kept watching. One of the officers set a device in the threshold—looked like a cone with a ring of vents. He stepped back, nodded. The cone hissed. In seconds a fast, ugly fire climbed the doorframe.
“No,” Jae breathed. He fumbled for his pocket camera, flipped the lens cap off, and started recording. Flames licked into the hallway, a chemical orange that didn’t smoke like wood. Manufactured. Shameful.
An old man stepped forward with a bucket, a child at his hip. Two officers blocked them, impassive.
“Off limits,” one intoned.
Jae’s hands went cold. The camera saw what he saw—the ringed cone, the burn pattern, the shoulder insignia. He slid along the catwalk, hunting an angle. When the man called Oster turned, his gaze paused on the upper railings. His eyes raked once, precise, and then slid away.
Jae started to back up. A drone pivoted, tilting, then rose toward him like a wasp. He broke into motion.
He vaulted a crate stack, hit the next ledge, grabbed a laundry line and swung. The line sagged and hissed past his ear. A pot clipped his shoulder and crashed below. The drone followed, gyros whining.
“Hey!” someone shouted as he barreled across a balcony, dodging a chair. He threw himself across a narrow alley, fingers slapping wet stone, feet scrambling. The drone’s prop wash rattled the tin awnings.
A second drone took position ahead, red light blinking. Jae reached instinctively for a grapnel he didn’t carry and cursed. He hit a maintenance ladder hard enough to bruise and slid down, palms burning, dropped to a waste chute, sprinted.
Alert sirens began to wail. He didn’t look back. He knew what he carried on his camera now: proof a court could feel. If anyone listened.
He cut left where the market ducked under the rail line. A tunnel breathed diesel and hot metal, the good stink of Harbor‑9 that meant work and hands and line burns. Jae slowed to a walk and tucked the camera into a pocket inside his shirt. His heart stabbed at his ribs in fast, shallow beats.
Bolthouse’s murmur rose again, the familiar babel of trade. Jae swung into a narrow stall where yellow bulbs turned everything honey‑warm. Wire baskets, stacked radios, a coiled hose, a mannequin’s arm pointing nowhere—Anchorhouse Supply was organized by Olan Vesh’s memory alone.
“You’re all elbows,” Olan muttered without looking up. He sat behind a counter, palms stained with oil, a wad of cloth in one hand. His hair was iron gray, his face wind‑cut. He wore a faded jacket with the City Works emblem patched on one sleeve.
“I need a…something,” Jae said. “You know the kind of something I mean.”
“Sunsuit, line clamps, boots?” Olan’s eyes flicked up. He read faces like weather charts.
“Something for being seen when you shouldn’t.” Jae swallowed. “They’re burning families out, Olan.”
The older man’s jaw ticked. “I know.” He slid a drawer open, closed it again. “There’s a time to hide and a time to show teeth. Which one are you thinking?”
Jae didn’t answer. He reached for the counter to steady the tremble in his hands.
A soft chime sounded. Olan’s gaze fell to a shelf, to a low metal box with a glowing dot. It hadn’t lit in months. “Huh,” he said, and pulled the box out. He keyed a sequence. The box unfolded, and a small capsule rolled into his palm, red as a buoy, stamped with three letters Jae knew immediately: HNP—Hana Nari Park.
His breath snagged. Olan held the capsule up, eyes on Jae.
“It pinged,” Olan murmured. “Message was time‑locked. From your sister.”
“Play it,” Jae said. His voice broke.
Olan’s thumb pressed and the capsule projected a tiny blue square of light. Hana’s face flickered into being, damp hair plastered to her head, breathing hard as if she’d climbed. “Jae, if you see this, I’m late,” her recorded voice said, short and clipped. “If I don’t show by dawn, take the core in locker C‑12 and get it to Olan. Do not go home. Do not talk to anyone in a gray collar. The gate’s wrong. It’s going to—” The clip scrambled with interference. “—find Olan. Run.” The projection burned out with a cough.
Jae stared at the darkness where her face had been.
Olan’s hand, rough as rope, closed over the capsule. “C‑12’s on the dock under the Old Crane. You know the way.”
Jae nodded, once, twice, then motion blurred into urgency. He turned, almost knocked the mannequin’s arm to the floor, and stumbled out into the market’s churning light.
“Jae!” Olan called. “Stay off the Spine. They’ll be watching.”
He didn’t stay off anything. He ran.
The Old Crane rose from the dock like the fossil of a brontosaur, its gears seized and its cabin etched with tags from three decades. Below it, welded lockers kept fishermen’s knives and spare boots away from salt theft. Jae’s breath came in frosted bursts now as fear bled heat.
C‑12 was halfway down, filigreed with rust. He knelt, spun the wheel, and held his breath. The wheel resisted, then gave. Inside lay a foam case wrapped with orange cord. He slit the cord. A matte disk rested in the foam, the size of a saucer, with a braided tether coiled beside it and a glove whose knuckles held a ring of tiny magnets. Something that promised reach.
A note had been wedged into the foam, stiff from water and oil. Olan’s block letters: Bring this to Anchorhouse. Don’t power it in open air. People who work under bridges don’t trust luck. Neither should you.
Jae lifted the glove, heart stumbling. He slid it on. It fit like it had been tailored to his hand. The disk was heavier than it looked, surface pitted, humming faintly.
Boots rang out on the dock slats. Jae went still, then pushed the case shut and eased the locker closed.
“Runner!” a voice called, bright with amusement that could become sharp. “You drop something?”
Three Valkyrion officers strolled into view, helmets at their hips as if the sea owed them sun. Jae forced a breath and straightened. He kept his hands open at his sides. The glove’s magnets picked up the iron in the board nails and sang in a tiny way only he could feel.
“Not mine,” he said.
“Dock’s closed to non‑permit,” the leader said. He had a scar at his mouth that pulled one corner into a mock smile. “Show papers.”
Jae patted his pockets slowly. He had papers, forged enough for markets, not for docks. The officers waited, still as cranes. He looked at the water past their shoulders, the waves knifing under pilings. He could run. He had run from worse ledges.
Something else moved—a reflection above, not below. He flicked his eyes up. A second team ghosted the walkway, rifles slung. More than a casual check.
He fished out a grease‑smudged permit and handed it over. The leader skimmed it, shrugged, and gave it back. Then he stepped close, nostrils flaring as if he could smell sweat. His gaze dragged down to Jae’s glove.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Old work glove,” Jae said. He flexed his fingers. The magnets thrummed. “Found it.”
“Lucky day.” The officer’s mouth scar twitched. He stepped back. “We’ll see you around, runner.”
They drifted past like porpoises pretending to be logs. Jae waited until he could breathe. He slid the disk into his satchel, tucked the glove under his jacket, and walked out with his pulse slamming.
At the market’s edge he broke into a run he didn’t plan to stop. Olan was waiting. Hana’s message burned behind his eyes.
Behind him, under the crane, the waves slapped the pilings as if counting time.

    
Curfew Line
By late afternoon the sky turned the color of a bruise, clouds massing out past the storm gate. Harbor‑9’s speakers chirped the curfew tones—a polite melody that made Jae’s jaw grit. Markets shuttered. Lifts clanked to a stop. Security sealed gates with the smooth efficiency of a ship crew reefing sails.
Jae kept moving. He took back corridors that smelled like fish sauce and warm plastic, stairwells marked NO PUBLIC ACCESS, beams that vibrated when trains passed. He reached Anchorhouse with shoulders tight and eyes skimming every shadow.
Olan locked the door the second Jae slid in. He didn’t waste questions. The older man set the foam case on the counter and opened it like something sacred. He lifted the disk reverently, thumb tracing a scratch. “MagneSpoke,” he said. “Prototype from the maintenance labs. Your sister brought this in months back. Said it wasn’t ready. Said she’d tell me when.” He looked up. “She told me today, I guess.”
Jae stood still. The room was louder now—every hum, every tick of a cooling pipe. “What is it?”
“Think of it as a handheld anchor. Throws out a magnetic clamp, fetches you, holds you, pushes you off steel when you tell it. It was supposed to help workers when lifts glitched. Emergency jumps. Rescue.” Olan breathed through his nose. “I wouldn’t power it in open air if I were you.”
“I wasn’t going to,” Jae said, though every nerve in his right hand begged to feel what the glove could do.
Olan slid a second item across the counter: a thumb‑sized data core in a rubber sleeve. “From C‑12 too. City spec, older style. Hard to wipe.”
“Hana said the gate was wrong,” Jae murmured. “She wouldn’t spook easy.”
“Storm gates are supposed to move water like lungs move air.” Olan gestured toward the windows. “If someone wants a flood somewhere, a breath can be held.”
Curfew cut deeper. The outer door hummed as the block’s shutters slid into place. Olan looked at Jae the way a man looks at a map before throwing the map away.
“They’ll sweep tonight,” he said. “And they’ll look here. You’ve got a choice: disappear till morning, or go now while the streets are still confused.”
“What would Hana do?” Jae asked, and hated how small his voice sounded.
“She’d run toward the hinge,” Olan said. “The place where a city swings between safe and broken.”
Jae closed his fist around the data core. The cold rubber bit his skin. “Then I’m going.”
Olan’s eyes narrowed, measuring. He gestured to a trapdoor. “There’s a maintenance ladder to the underbridge. Stay low till you hit the yard. If you make it to the East Crane, I’ll meet you with a thing or two you’ll need.”
The old man’s hand gripped Jae’s shoulder once, hard. Then the trap door opened, and the city’s belly breathed him in.
The underbridge was a tunnel of columns and knitted shadows. The air smelled like iron filings and stale tides. Jae moved with one palm out, fingertips skimming concrete. He counted pipes. He felt the slight incline of the walkway that told him he was angling toward the yard. He followed the thrum of generators until the sound opened up and the air went cold on his cheeks.
He rolled against a concrete bollard and looked out. The East Crane yard squatted in stacks of metal, hulking silhouettes between flickering mast lights. A chain‑link fence topped with concertina bracelets flickered with a lazy wash of electricity. Beyond that, a single Valkyrion jeep nosed along a lane, lights off. Two officers walked behind it, muttering into mics.
Jae watched their patrol pattern for a count of forty, breathing slow. He could try the fence where it sagged near a drain, but he had no cutter and no stomach for electricity. He could try the drainage channel itself, which dribbled into the yard past a chute of scrap. He smiled without humor and slid into the channel.
Cold water slapped his ribs. He gritted his teeth and belly‑crawled, pack high. The channel narrowed and then opened under a gap in the fence where a repair hadn’t been finished. He wriggled through. His jacket snagged, tore, released. He lay still with his ear against damp concrete and felt the tremble of the jeep wheels pass above.
Footsteps. Voices. A laugh. The yard smelled like oil rags and salt. Jae eased up into the bones of a shadow and then was running again, low and sure, from stack to stack.
“Hey!” a voice barked. “You!”
He didn’t turn. The word wasn’t a question; it was a shot being aimed.
A spotlight flared, turning the world to glare, and Jae cut left into a canyon of containers. He saw his next motion in the lines of friction and angles: ladder rungs, a handhold where paint had peeled, a gap just wide enough for a shoulder. He climbed.
Boots thundered below. A baton rattled against the container wall. He reached the top and sprawled flat, breath searing his throat. The spotlight combed the canyon’s mouth and then bit into the rungs. The beam swung toward him.
Jae slid the glove on and felt its hum in his knuckles. He pulled the disk free, snapped the tether to his belt loop with shaking fingers, and pointed it at a crane boom twenty meters away. Don’t power it in open air, Olan had said, but the air here was full of steel. Jae pressed his thumb into the disk’s inner ring.
It kicked like a fist. A hard thunk sounded from the crane, and the tether spooled out in a blur and burned his hip. The clamp bit steel. The disk vibrated as if it had found a note it liked.
“Please, please,” Jae said to the machine and to no one, and he jumped.
He swung hard over a lane, boots skimming a stack corner, the tether yowling. The spotlight swung wild and then lost him. He hit the far platform on his side, rolled, and sucked in a desperate swallow of air that tasted like metal and maybe relief.
“Runner!” a voice bellowed. Jae scrambled on hands and knees and disappeared into another seam of shadow.
He didn’t stop until his lungs felt scraped and his legs quivered. The yard’s far side kissed the city’s under-back with a tangle of elevator pylons and rail supports. Jae slid into a gap between beams and dropped to a catwalk that groaned under his weight. Below, he saw darkness moving like water—it was people. A cluster of figures huddled under blankets, heads down, as if their lives could avoid attention by making themselves small.
“Hey,” he hissed, and a woman raised a face lined with oil and grit. “You can’t stay,” he whispered. “They’re sweeping.”
She looked past him with eyes that had already finished counting risks. “Where to?” she asked.
He swallowed and pointed toward a spillway that the flood control guys used to dry‑dock a barge. “There. Behind the bulkhead, then cut left.”
She nodded once and tugged children out of shadows he hadn’t seen. They ghosted past him with the silence of people who’d had to. Jae watched until they vanished, then turned and kept moving.
He found Olan at the base of an old hoist tower, a shape drawn in chiaroscuro by a single work light. The old man’s face looked carved from driftwood. He held a coil of cable and a square plastic box.
“You didn’t power it,” Olan said. “Good.”
“I kind of did,” Jae admitted.
Olan blew air through his teeth. “Come on. You want to keep that toy, you earn it.” He tilted his head toward the tower. “Lift’s jammed in the sheen. Someone’s been starving it of maintenance. Could be deliberate. It’s load‑bearing for half the block.”
Jae followed him up narrow stairs that clanged. The city thumped around them. At a landing Olan crouched beside a panel and pried it open. “You go under the carriage,” he said. “You’ll see a retractor plate half‑torn. You pull the plate, brace the brake, and I’ll reset the governor. You got one minute before the counterweights creep.”
“What happens if I miss?” Jae asked.
“You fall and I get angry because I can’t fix a splat.” Olan didn’t smile. He handed Jae a wrench. “There’s a dead man’s switch. You keep your thumb on it while you work.”
Jae lay flat and squirmed under the carriage into the greasy heat. Metal sang around him. He tasted copper from where he’d split his lip. He found the plate Olan had named and wedged the wrench under an edge. The plate resisted, then twanged.
“Thumb,” Olan said above him, and Jae realized he’d lifted it off the switch. He pressed down again and felt the brake hold like a tired animal bracing a load.
He pulled the plate free. A shower of metal dust salted his face. He fumbled for the brace and wedged it in. Boots thudded on the platform above. Olan cursed. Voices. Security voices.
“Jae,” Olan said, tone flat. “You done?”
Jae shoved with his whole arm. The brace seated. “Done.”
Olan yanked a lever and the whole lift shuddered. Somewhere a clunk echoed. The weight of the block above them shifted in a way Jae felt in his teeth.
“Good,” Olan said, and then he shoved a plastic box into Jae’s chest. “Now run.”
They dropped the last flight of stairs together and burst into a corridor that smelled like ozone. A flashlight beam cut across the far end. Olan darted through a doorway and Jae followed into a room lined with coils and transformers. The boxes hummed with stored storm.
“Here,” Olan said, making Jae kneel. He strapped the MagneSpoke disk into a cradle on the glove and cinched a band around Jae’s wrist. “The more steel around you, the more it hums. You can throw a clamp up to forty meters if your line’s clean. The push feature’s short. You’ll feel it in your bones. Don’t show it off. It’s loud in ways machines can hear.”
Jae swallowed. “And the core?”
Olan tapped his jacket pocket. “Safe until we can read it. I’ve got an old terminal that still speaks this language.” He gripped Jae’s forearm. “Your sister said run. So you’ll run—to the right place, not aimless.”
Boots scraped outside.
“Valkyrion Security!” a voice barked. “Unlock!”
Olan pressed Jae toward a back hatch. “Emergency ladder. Down two and over three. You’ll pop out behind the East Spine kiosks. Don’t get cute.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll have a discussion about permits,” Olan said dryly. “Go.”
Jae hesitated a heartbeat that cost both of them. Olan’s hand was in the center of his back then, urgent. Jae slipped through the hatch into air that tasted like rain coming and metal that had been licked by salt for a century.
He descended into a well of steel where his breathing was the only fast sound. He counted rungs under his palms. His mind was a string of images: a cone with vents breathing fire; Hana’s blown‑out message; Olan’s hands stained with city; the MagneSpoke’s hum licking his bones.
He hit the second landing and counted over three. The hatch there resisted, then swung. He rolled out behind kiosks stacked with padlocked crates. Neon from a noodle stand washed the walkway pink. A kid on a scooter saw him and froze wide‑eyed. Jae put a finger to his lips. The kid nodded and vanished.
He cut right into a rain of sparks where a worker sawed rebar. The man glanced up, earplugs in, and gave him a two‑finger salute. Jae slid past a column, up a ladder, along a beam that still held the day’s heat. A siren warbled two octaves above human. Drones again.
Jae sprinted. The glove hummed like a cat on his hand. He pointed without thinking at a crossbeam ahead and felt the clamp fly, heard the satisfying thunk. He threw himself into the air, swung wide, and landed on a truss that shook his teeth.
He didn’t stop. Curfew wasn’t a suggestion now; it was a net being pulled closed. He moved faster than anxiety could name the ways he might fall.
The city opened before him in plates and rails and catwalks. Somewhere beneath the bruise‑sky, the gate waited like a clenched jaw.
He ran.

    
Gift of the Bridgewright
Night softened some edges but sharpened the rest. Harbor‑9’s cranes became animal backs, their lights fireflies pinned to steel. Jae found a pocket above the yard where the wind cut the sound into cleaner lines. Olan’s workshop sat dark beneath, shutters pulled. Keisha’s van glowed down the block like a lantern.
“Tell me you brought something,” Keisha said when he ducked under the van’s lifted door. Her eyes flicked to the glove and widened. “Okay, that’s something.”
Jae flexed his hand. The MagneSpoke hummed like a living thing. “Olan called it a MagneSpoke. Hana left it. And this.” He slid the data core out. Keisha whistled.
“Old school. Hard to tamper. Let me.” She plugged it into a cradle between two monitors. The screens filled with static and then a polite request for credentials in a font that smelled like museums.
She typed, tried again, swore under her breath. “We need Olan’s box. This thing is stubborn. Also? Beautiful.” Her fingers danced. “I can mirror inputs and trick it into thinking it’s on the right bus, but that tantrum won’t hold long.”
Jae leaned in, watching as if codes could be wrestled like bodies. “Hana said the gate was wrong.”
Keisha’s face went flat. “The gate’s run like a brain. It doesn’t mess up without someone telling it to. And even then, it argues.”
A knock sounded on the van door. Jae froze, hand going to the glove. Keisha rolled her eyes, hit a button, and the side door slid to reveal Olan, rain crusting his eyebrows.
“Welcome home,” Keisha muttered. “Bring flowers?”
“Just old language,” Olan said, shouldering in. He set a battered terminal on the floor, flopped the screen open, and connected a cable to Keisha’s cradle. The old machine chimed with a noise like a village bell. Lines of text scrolled, impatient.
“Talk to me,” Olan urged, tapping keys. “Come on, old friend.”
The terminal accepted a hash, then a passphrase. Olan’s lips moved as he typed the words company men had forgotten could still open doors. The screen flashed: STORM CONTROL—GATE SPINE—MAINT LOG. A folder with a stupidly benign name opened: TIDE MAINT SCHED B. Inside, files named like snacks: Biscuit, Cracker, Sandwich. Olan frowned. “Cute.”
Keisha snorted. “Cute is a mask.” She pulled the Biscuit file. It unfolded into a diagram of the Gate Spine’s inner controls, then a schedule overlayed with blocks of red.
Jae felt the bottom of his ribs go cold. “What’s red mean?”
Keisha tapped a box. “Charges.”
Jae looked up. “Explosives.”
“Not big ones. Shaped. Control rods, servo clusters. You don’t need to blow the whole gate to hurt it. You only need to nudge its brain the wrong way while the city sleeps.” Olan’s voice had no ornament now. “They’ll open to the spring tide and jam in a kill position. Water goes where it wants. Lower Harbor drowns.”
“Hana knew,” Jae whispered.
Olan’s gaze softened and then hardened again. “And they knew she knew.”
Keisha pointed to the schedule. “Two nights from now. Before dawn. They’ll count on low work crews and on the city being half‑blind because someone ‘accidentally’ took down the relay towers. We’re not going to let that happen.” She reached for another file. “Sandwich says where the jammers are.”
The map expanded. Red circles pricked rooftops along the North Spine and the pier head. One circle pulsed dimmer than the rest. “Older model,” Keisha said. “I can break that one if I can get a line of sight. Maybe piggyback a message if I time it with the relay’s heartbeat.”
“We’ll need eyes and bodies,” Olan said simply. “You can’t shut down charges you can’t reach.”
Jae looked at his gloved hand. The city seemed to tilt toward it. “I can get to them. If you can tell me where, when, how to rewind the locks.”
“Want to try that toy for real before we bet lives?” Keisha arched a brow.
Jae’s laugh had no humor. “Thought I already did.”
They moved to the lot behind the van. Olan marked anchor points and drop zones with chalk on concrete. “You hit, swing, brake. The brake’s the ring on your palm. If you over‑brake, you pop the clamp. You like your ribs? Don’t over‑brake.” Olan looked him in the eye. “You miss, you fall. You don’t get to miss.”
Rain began, then pulled back, teasing. Jae jogged to the first line. He pointed the disk at a weathered beam jutting from a power shed, thumbed the release. The clamp flew and thunked. He breathed, counted, jumped, and swung clean, legs tucked. His stomach rose, then settled. He squeezed the ring, felt the line hum down, and dropped to the chalk square on both feet.
He did it again at a steeper angle. The line sang higher. He clipped the beam on the backswing and cursed as his shoulder yelped. Olan grunted. “Better to learn pain here than over water.”
Again. Again. Keisha watched, bouncing on her toes when he hit a clean arc. “Give me one at fifteen meters,” she called.
Jae turned, sighted blindly through rain, and threw the clamp at a crane spar just visible past a billboard. It thunked. He ran, jumped, and felt the line pull him into a smooth wide U that put the world into a silent focus. Midair, for a clean heartbeat, he felt exactly what Hana had loved about open water: the balance between force and trust.
He landed soft, and the sound came back—the hiss of rain, tires on wet road, the van’s fans.
“Okay,” Keisha said. “You can fly. Tomorrow we steal a passkey off a Valkyrion jeep, then we go say hello to their server tower.”
“Hello?” Jae managed.
Keisha’s smile went wolfish. “We’re going to borrow files with our hands while they’re busy totalling up invoices.”
They waited until the hour when Harbor‑9 sagged into its version of sleep—machinery in low resist, workers on benches, the water’s slap rhythmic. Keisha’s drones took off like whispering moths. She handed Jae a cap and a cheap jacket that made him look like a bored tech on a lunch run.
The Valkyrion lot held a neat geometry of vehicles. Floodlights turned rain into shaken beads. Jae used geometry too—angles that kept him in shadows, ramps that let him appear where people didn’t expect people. Keisha’s voice murmured in his earbud. “Two on smoke break at the gate. Camera above north corner is a dummy. Real one’s under the eave.”
He moved accordingly. He reached the jeep they’d marked and dropped to a crouch by the driver’s side. The passkey would be either in the cup holder, because arrogance, or on the driver, because procedure. He peered through the window. No key. He sighed and slid under the vehicle, rain grit scraping his cheek.
Boots approached. He went still as a photograph. The boots stopped by the front bumper. A lighter flicked, then a stream of blue exhale. The man leaned, knocked ash against the fender, and laughed at something in his ear. He shifted, and a keycard lanyard swung forward, inches from Jae’s face.
Jae moved like a pickpocket at a temple. His hand flicked out, lifted the card, and slipped it off without breathing. The man’s laugh didn’t hitch. He flicked his ash again and wandered on.
Jae slid under the next jeep and exhaled only when he’d counted ten heartbeats. He wormed out the far side, stayed low between bumpers, and then was up and walking like he belonged, hand in his jacket pocket like he was checking messages.
Keisha’s whisper: “Left. Left again. Gate has a dead zone where the hedge meets the wall. Yes, they landscaped.”
He ghosted into the dead zone and climbed the hedge like a ladder. A thorn bit his wrist. He didn’t bleed. He dropped to the sidewalk outside, ignored a pair of teenagers sharing a cigarette under an awning, and didn’t look at the drone that drifted overhead. He walked until he wanted to run and then kept walking.
At the van he handed Keisha the card. She kissed the air beside it. “And you didn’t even have to hit anyone.”
“Yet,” Olan said grimly.
They moved. The server tower squatted above the North Spine like a cathedral grown out of boxes and glass. It hummed in a key that made teeth ache. Rain glazed its sides. Keisha taught the passkey to smile at the cameras. Olan showed them a service hatch that no longer existed on drawings newer than he was.
“You can’t give it back once you open it,” Olan said. “Know that.”
Jae rolled his shoulders. The glove hummed. “Open it.”
Inside, the tower smelled like cold dust and air that had been wiped with numbers. Keisha slid along a wall of racks whose blinking lights winked like eyes that were not seeing them yet. Olan kept one hand on the old map in his head and the other on a crowbar because sometimes old tools did better work than new ones.
A stairwell zigzagged down into the machine’s throat. Jae’s bootfalls sounded loud and then silent as noise dampers kicked in. He could hear his own breath with embarrassing clarity.
On Sub‑Level 3 they hit a locked door that didn’t want to smile for the passkey. Keisha bit her lip and pulled a palm‑sized panel. Plastic tabs popped. She flicked her wrist and a flexible cable unfurled like a snake and bit into a test port. The lock considered their arguments and then buzzed open.
The core room’s air tasted like coin. Jae’s skin prickled. Racks rose taller than any person, caged, humming. Olan made a small noise of appreciation despite himself.
Keisha moved with dancer focus to a console. She slid the data core in with a lover’s care. The console’s screen brightened, recognized, and asked again, politely, for credentials. Olan fed it phrases that made the machine remember its manners.
Jae stood watch by the door. The hum hid nothing. He heard the clack of a heel at the far end of the hall and the breath someone made when they didn’t intend to make noise.
“Company,” he hissed.
Keisha’s hands blurred. Files dumped. Progress bars crawled like stubborn worms. Olan’s jaw bunched. “Come on, come on.”
The door whispered, then kicked. The second kick broke the latch out of its moorings. A broad silhouette filled the gap—an enforcer in an exo sleeve, servo motors whining. He had a face like a cliff and eyes like a night sea. He smiled thinly when he saw Jae’s glove.
“Leave the gift,” he said. “Walk away. You’re a runner, not a soldier.”
“Depends on the day,” Jae said. He didn’t look at Keisha. He didn’t look away from the man.
“Name’s Rook,” the man said, stepping in. His sleeve added weight to his gestures. “And today you run.” He lunged.
Jae fired the MagneSpoke at a ceiling beam without thinking. The clamp bit. Rook’s arm blade hissed under Jae’s shirt as he swung up and over, boots kicking the enforcer’s shoulder. Rook grunted and pivoted faster than he should have in that much metal. He caught Jae’s ankle and yanked him down. Jae rolled, pain spiking bright.
Keisha shouted: “Got it!” She ripped the core. Alarms woke the tower with a terrible, careful sound.
Olan threw the crowbar. It struck Rook’s sleeve with a dull clong that made the man’s arm twitch. Jae jammed his thumb into the MagneSpoke’s outer ring and felt a hard, stomach‑deep pulse. The clamp released and then shoved, a magnetic sneeze that knocked Rook back a step and made racks shiver.
“Go!” Olan barked.
They went. The stairwell became an instrument for panic. A siren learned the right frequency to turn knees into spun glass. Jae grabbed Keisha’s arm on a landing when she almost misstepped. Rook’s boots pounded behind them, inexorable. On the ground level, security gates began to slither down.
The service hatch yawned. Jae fired the clamp at a pipe outside, swung through as the gate scissored shut, and hit rain with a gasp. Keisha and Olan slid after him.
Rook reached the hatch as it slammed. He didn’t curse. He watched Jae through glass and rain and smiled like a man who’d found a new hobby.
Harbor‑9 stared back, wet and wide. Jae tucked the core inside his jacket. He didn’t feel like he could get warm again until dawn.
They ran.

    
Jammers and Knives
They hid under a road deck while water dripped a steady metronome. Keisha’s van was too obvious for now; so was Anchorhouse. Olan’s breath rasped once and then steadied. He cradled the old terminal like a baby and stared at the map again.
“We can’t warn anyone if the jammers stand,” Keisha said. The van’s systems still pulsed in her earpiece with quiet, loyal pings. “I can throw a message into the storm of noise, but it’ll melt unless we knock down at least one tower. That will get attention.”
“Pick the old one,” Olan said. “The dim pulser.”
Keisha nodded. “Rooftop above the fisheries exchange. Eight stories. Tight ladder. Two guards because they think age equals harmless.” She glanced at Jae. “You up for a climb in the rain?”
Jae flexed his fingers. “If I was only up for dry climbs, I’d live inland.” He looked at Olan. “You in shape for a raid?”
Olan’s eyes showed a slice of humor. “Don’t make me race you.” Then he sobered. “I’ll trail two blocks back and jam their trackers with noise from the old relays. Keisha, you ride herd on us.”
They moved, crossing under and through and behind, ducking in and out of Harbor‑9’s soaked skin. The fisheries exchange block had been built stout and square back when ships were wood. The roof ladder was caged rust and caution. Jae went first. The MagneSpoke buzzed at every bolt, wanting.
At the top, the jammer tower stood like a steel reed with a tumor of dish array near its tip. Two guards indeed, shoulders hunched against rain, talking about football as if the night wasn’t sharpened. Jae slipped behind a vent stack and looked at angles. He measured the space between guard and guard with the back of his tongue.
He flicked the clamp to the tower’s cross‑member, squeezed, and let the pull take him in a curve over the first guard’s head. He dropped, tapped the man’s wrist with the side of his hand, and the baton fell without argument. Jae snatched it mid‑air and slid past the man as he cursed and grabbed for him.
The second guard saw too late. Jae didn’t hit hard; he hit smart, at joints. The guard folded with a huff and then lay still, boots splayed. Jae breathed, chest hot.
Keisha’s voice was tight. “Thirty seconds until a routine sweep catches their badges sitting still.”
“Copy,” Jae whispered. He popped the jammer’s panel. Inside, a patchwork of boards blinked, bored. Olan’s voice in his ear was dry and precise: “Ground the third plate, then flip the analog override. They keep them for nostalgia. Good thing about nostalgia.”
Jae grounded the plate with a wire that hissed once and then settled. He flipped the override. The dish’s lights went from steady to confused. Keisha’s breath hitched.
“I’m in,” she said. “Boosting signal over the open relays. Say hello to Harbor‑9.”
Her voice changed when she spoke to the city. It lost its sarcasm. “Lower decks, listen up. This is Keisha Adeyemi. We found evidence Valkyrion plans to damage the Gate Spine to flood the Lower Harbor. We’re uploading proof. Stay off the Spine, but don’t hide. Show yourself. Make them see you.”
Jae held the wire, shoulder screaming. He felt the jammer fight and then sulk. On a hundred screens and a thousand cheap handsets, an image bloomed: the cone with ring vents breathing fire in a family’s doorway. The feed Keisha had yanked from the tower’s memory linked with Jae’s camera.
Shouts rose from the streets. Some angry, some frightened. Lights came on in windows where people learned to keep lights off after curfew. Doors opened. A pot banged like a gong. A kid blew a whistle until it became a shriek even over rain.
“Pull it,” Olan said. “They’re moving.”
Jae let the wire go. The dish hiccuped, then went dark like a star snuffed. He clipped the panel shut and slung the first guard’s baton on the ladder rung where he could find it again. He and the guards looked at each other for a heartbeat that said: None of us asked for this night.
He slid over the edge, clamped to a vent, and vanished into the rain.
They didn’t get two blocks before Valkyrion punched back. Trucks roared from the Spine with armor that made their tires squeal. Officers poured onto the exchange floor in gray ripples. Jae’s group ghosted through a fish stall and out a service alley. They didn’t run fast; running fast draws eyes. They moved like they had the right to be exactly where they were.
Behind them, a loudspeaker barked: “Shelter in place. Violators will be detained.” Pots hammered back. “We see you,” someone shouted. “We see what you do.”
Olan angled them toward Anchorhouse before Jae could say no. “I’m not leaving that terminal on the van,” he said. “Also? There’s a thing in my floor that might keep you alive longer than your youth. We swing by fast and loud.”
Anchorhouse looked dark and empty. Olan unlocked two locks, slid one bar, and they were inside, wet and breathing like dogs. He reached under a shelf, pulled a false metal plate, and lifted a package wrapped in oilskin. He set it on the counter and unrolled: a harness with two shock‑absorbers that looked like steel vertebrae.
“Shock tethers,” Olan said. “Clips to your belt and to the MagneSpoke line as a second friend. If your clamp fails or you misjudge, you get a second try. You pay with bruises instead of bones.”
Jae reached for it like a hungry man for bread.
The door shattered inward, wood coughing splinters. A gray wave filled the shop with rifles, the line’s end capped by Rook’s flat face.
“Hi,” he said. “Miss me?”
“Down,” Olan snapped, and the three of them dropped behind the counter as the first shots ripped holes in Olan’s shelves. Radios screamed. A coil of cable vomited itself onto the floor.
Rook didn’t shoot. He moved forward through the chaos, letting his people flush corners and check shadows. He wanted the three breathing. He wanted the glove.
Jae rolled the harness toward his waist and clipped one tether without looking. Keisha crawled behind a stack of rubber boots and pulled two metal plates from her backpack. “Keep these between you and bullets,” she said, voice a tight thread. “This is not a teaching moment.”
Olan’s hand found the crowbar again. There’s always a crowbar. He flicked his eyes to a back door that led into a corridor barely wide enough to step through. Jae nodded, once.
Rook stepped around a shelf like a man touring a museum where he’d curated the exhibits himself. He saw the open crowbar drawer and touched it with one gloved finger, smearing oil. “Old tools for an old man,” he murmured.
“New tools for a new fool,” Olan shot back.
Rook didn’t smile. He twitched two fingers, and his people moved. The nearest officer leaned to peer over the counter. Jae popped up, fired the clamp at a ceiling track, and let the line yank him sideways out of the arc of two rifles. He kicked the officer’s gun as he went. It spun and clattered.
Keisha threw one of her plates like a frisbee. It hit a fluorescent tube, which exploded in a shower of glass and darkness. Olan got his crowbar under the second officer’s ankle and pulled. The man went down with a curse. Jae hit the far shelf, rolled, and fired the clamp again. He didn’t think; he drew arcs.
“Don’t shoot the glove,” Rook said, a low growl. “Bring me the hand attached to it.”
“Hard pass,” Jae muttered. He grabbed Keisha’s collar and pulled her toward the back door. Olan followed, moving with the efficiency of a man who knew the distance of the room in his bones.
They shoved into the corridor as bullets chewed wood where their backs had been. The corridor kinked left. Jae fired the clamp down it, hit the far pipe, and pulled himself and Keisha in a flailing slide, Olan patrioting behind. The door at the end resisted; Olan shouldered it once, twice, then it blew open into night air.
Rook’s people didn’t stop at the door. They pushed, relentless. Jae fired a push pulse behind him. Metal rang. For a beat the corridor became a magnet storm, powerful enough to throw off three aim lines and buy a breath.
They exploded into an alley and then into the drenched wider world. People on the street saw them and saw the officers and made choices. The choices were not the ones Rook wanted. Bodies flowed. Voices rose. Hands pulled at Jae and Keisha and Olan to hurry, to get small, to be part of them.
Rook stepped into the alley mouth and looked at the sea of faces. He curled his lip once. He wasn’t scared of a tide. He just calculated it. He tapped his sleeve and his voice cut the noise: “Drop the riot posture. Lock the district. Find them quietly.” Then he vanished back into anonymity with the kind of confidence only state money buys.
Jae leaned against a cold wall while rain ran like melted glass down his face. Olan’s arm hung at a stupid angle.
“You good?” Jae asked through breath.
Olan’s mouth twitched. “Define good.” The words dragged. “Get that shoulder in. I need it tomorrow.”
They took shelter in a barge warehouse lent by a dock foreman who counted debt by cups of coffee. Olan’s shoulder went back under Jae’s hands with a sound that made Keisha wince without looking. Olan grunted once and then grinned like a pirate.
“You’ll feel that in the morning,” Keisha muttered.
“I feel it now.” Olan flexed his fingers. “But it’ll hold.”
They spread the stolen files on the terminal’s screen again. Keisha triangulated the remaining jammers with a chewed pencil and a scope. “We took out one. That gives us a slit in the storm. We need to blow the rest with timing good enough that at least one message gets through.”
“And the charges?” Jae asked.
Keisha zoomed on the Gate Spine. Her fingers trembled, just a little. “Their service schedule says the manual override is disabled for maintenance. That’s a lie you tell to a system to make it ignore its own conscience. The override still exists physically. Olan? Old friend?”
Olan’s eyes had already gone distant, walking catwalks in memory. “Manual’s behind a keyed panel in the north control room. Two analog arms. They locked them with a mesh cage after a tech bumped an elbow ten years back. Took me a week to drill the holes in that cage. They probably haven’t patched it.” His grin cut sideways. “Because nobody believes in elbows anymore.”
Jae rubbed his face with both hands. “We go at dawn,” he said. “Edges are gentler, crews are changing, eyes are tired. We knock two more jammers down as we move, you blast the warning for real. Then we hit the Gate Spine before Oster wakes to the sound of people outside his trucks.”
Keisha’s mouth set. “We’ll need bodies.”
Olan nodded. “I can call Timo at the lifts. He owes me hurt favors. He’ll bring harnesses and three stubborn men. That buys you minutes. Dock kids can run messages. Old folk can make the kind of noise that sounds like history.”
Jae thought of the woman under the pylons with the children. He thought of Hana’s blunt face when she said what needed saying. He stood, every line in him drawn tight but not brittle.
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s build a morning that holds.”
Outside, thunder started miles offshore. The city rolled its shoulders like a fighter testing range.
They tried to sleep. Keisha on a crate, Olan in a chair with his chin on his chest, Jae on the floor with the MagneSpoke under his palm like a dog that could bite. Sleep came in slices and spat him back.
When the first gray took the windows, they rose, put on harnesses and resolve, and went to find the hinge.

    
Gate Spine
They rode light bikes borrowed from a courier patchwork. Tires hissed over rain‑slick streets. The air had the sharp clean taste that comes when storm wind draws city breath seaward. Harbor‑9’s cranes stood at parade rest, metal shoulders beaded with water. The Gate Spine loomed ahead, a steel ribbon across the strait, its control towers lit like watchful eyes.
Timo met them at a dock spur with two men built like pylons and a woman with wrists braided in safety tape. “You got me outta bed for a fight,” he said cheerfully, handing Jae a bundle of harnesses. “You better make it worth the bruises.”
“Wouldn’t dream otherwise,” Jae said. He counted colors, clipped buckles. Olan shook hands with each of Timo’s people in a grip that kept their eyes on him. Keisha checked the drones in her pack and shook out her shoulders.
“Two jammers left between us and the Spine,” she said. “We toss them and sing to the whole city. Then you two”—she flicked her chin at Jae and Olan—“play with levers.”
“Copy,” Jae said.
They reached the first jammer on a cold storage roof that smelled like old fish and ammonia. Jae climbed while Olan and Timo’s crew played slow chess with guard routes below, stepping into view and then out, muddying patterns. Jae popped the panel and did the small cruel thing he’d learned—grounded a plate, stole a heartbeat of signal, and then snapped the override. Keisha’s whisper hitched. “Open relay—go.” Her voice rose to the city again, and this time it didn’t melt. Screens lit. Windows opened. People stepped out with pots and pans and drums and boots.
By the time they reached the second jammer, the streets had turned into a river flowing the other way. People walked toward the Spine. Not like a mob, more like a parade that forgot its instruments. Rook’s gray units tried to put up portable fences. People went around them like water. Mothers walked with children on their hips. Old men wore Navy caps they’d kept in drawers for funerals.
Jae killed the second jammer and heard cheering three blocks away. It took him a second to realize the cheer had a point—it was a wave moving toward him.
“Their cameras see it,” Keisha said, voice shaking with something like laughter and fear married tight. “Keep moving. They won’t hold the line if enough eyes are on them.”
Jae threw his leg over the bike and looked at Olan. “Ready?”
Olan cracked his knuckles. “No. Let’s go anyway.”
The Gate Spine’s approach ramp rose from the city like a firmament. Valkyrion had parked two armored vans across it as if steel could stop intention. Rook’s people stood ten deep, shields up, feet carefully placed. Rook himself stood center, visor raised, eyes narrow. Commander Oster waited above on the ramp, posture relaxed as a cat on a warm hood.
Jae didn’t head straight for the line. He shot down a maintenance lane and then up a ladder to a catwalk that paralleled the ramp. The catwalk throbbed with the rhythm of the city’s blood. Olan came behind him with the kind of speed old men found when memory made promises to muscle.
Keisha’s drones buzzed ahead, dipping and darting. They burped static into comms. “Left side is softer,” Keisha murmured. “Or looks that way. Hard to tell with Oster. He plays judo with crowds.”
Timo’s crew reached the foot of the ramp with harnesses and hooks, and began quietly walking up the outer rail like this was just another Tuesday. People flowed behind them like a tide that had found a channel. A woman started a chant about water belonging to everyone. It wasn’t catchy, but it was loud.
Rook lifted his hand. His line shifted grip, not forward, not back. Oster tilted his head, listening for something only he could hear—pressure, perhaps, or his own patience.
“Jae,” Keisha hissed. “Go now.”
Jae fired the MagneSpoke at a rib of steel twenty meters up, felt the clamp hit, and ran. He jumped into a swing that brought him across the ramp’s face like a fly across glass. Rook saw him and moved. But physics still had the edge over pride. Jae swung past the shield line in a clean curve, squeezed and dropped low into a roll that scraped his left knee and lit it up hot.
He was inside the cordon. He ran.
Olan followed with less grace but more stubborn, clamping and hauling his narrower body across with a grunt. A shield clipped his boot, and he hissed, but he didn’t stop.
Oster smiled. “There he is,” he said almost fondly. “Fetch.”
Rook went. He didn’t sprint. He moved like a working piston, efficient. His sleeve added a good thirty kilos to his mass. He hit the catwalk, and the catwalk rang like a bell. Jae felt the sound in his teeth.
“Straight to north control,” Olan panted. “Don’t play with him.”
“Not my favorite toy,” Jae said, and fired the clamp to a crane spar that ran alongside the ramp. He flew, rain in his eyes like needles, and hit a maintenance balcony with both hands, pulling himself up and over by the edges. The control tower’s door was a square of heavy steel. Keisha’s passkey kissed it. It blinked a slow, suspicious green.
Jae shoved inside. Olan’s breath followed. The door sighed shut on Rook’s frown like a book on a finger. Rook took a step back and put his shoulder into it. Metal moaned.
“Levers,” Olan gasped. “Now.”
The north control room felt like the bridge of a ship without windows—consoles, switches, a map on the wall with dots Jae didn’t trust. Olan moved with long familiarity to a metal cage bolted over two spring‑loaded arms. The cage’s mesh had holes drilled into a corner that didn’t match the rest.
“Hello, old sin,” Olan murmured. He pulled a pin he’d planted years back. The mesh flexed. He worked his fingers into the holes, then his hand, and he winced when his shoulder argued. “Gimme a second. Age forgot to ask for permission.”
At the door, metal screamed. Rook’s shoulder had found purchase. Keisha’s voice: “Crowd’s pressing. Oster’s speaking into cameras like he’s a mayor. He’s promising safety and order.” Her voice dropped flat. “He’s lying to them with the whole of his chest.”
Jae stepped to the map and stabbed a finger at red dots he recognized as charges. “Drop rods here, here, here,” he said, and Olan grunted, which meant yes.
The mesh gave. Olan slid the panel aside just enough to get a grip on the first lever. “Hold the other with me,” he said. “Springs are loaded for a giant.”
Jae grabbed the second. The handles were cold, slick. He set his feet, and they pulled. The springs resisted like muscles clenched against pain. He bared his teeth and thought of Hana’s laugh at stupid jokes.
“Ready,” Olan grunted. “Three.”
They pulled in a count that synchronized with the heart of the city. The arms screamed and then slid. Somewhere far under their feet, great machinery moved. Pressure maps shifted. Red dots blinked. Keisha’s gasp crackled. “You did something. They lost remote.”
The door blew open. Rook filled it.
He didn’t shout. He came in like a weather front. Jae’s hands slipped and he caught the lever with his knee while throwing the clamp at a ceiling stanchion. He flung himself sideways as Rook’s arm blade scythed where his head had been.
Olan kept his lever down with the stubbornness of a man who had once held a lover’s hand through grief. “Finish,” he rasped.
Rook pivoted toward Olan. The old man didn’t flinch. He would rather the blade came into him than into the lever. Jae slammed the push pulse. The room thrummed. Rook’s sleeve jerked, motors complaining. Jae slammed his shoulder into the lever. It clicked into detent. The map shifted again. Some red lights went out. New ones flashed, angry.
Rook turned, eyes narrowing. “You keep making bad choices,” he said. He came fast. Jae couldn’t get the clamp up in time. The blade kissed his jacket and carved heat along his ribs.
Pain made his hands stupid. He stumbled. Rook lifted the blade for the finish, and a shock baton cracked into his elbow. Olan again, teeth bared, blood on his lip. Rook hissed and struck back, backhand. Olan skidded into a console, breath leaving him in a hard, ugly sound.
Jae saw Keisha’s drone flash in the doorway before Rook knocked it down with a lazy smack. “Enough toys,” he said.
“Then try mine,” Jae snarled, and punched the MagneSpoke point‑blank into Rook’s chestplate and hit pulse. The magnetic wave shoved hard enough to throw Jae back into a panel and send Rook into the doorframe. Sparks spat. Rook swore in a language Jae didn’t recognize.
“Keisha,” Jae gasped. “How long?”
“Two minutes,” she said. “Oster’s moving to manual on the south tower. He’s smart. He’ll try to counter you.”
Rook surged again. He was a tide. Jae was a fish that refused to be crushed between rock and sea.
They broke the control room in small ways that cost big. A console died with a noise like a drowning thing. A rack of paper manuals skittered to the floor like birds. Olan threw a chair with surprising accuracy. It hit Rook’s knee actuator, earning a grunt and a fractional stagger.
Jae fired the clamp at a beam behind Rook and swung himself into the man like a pendulum. Weight and motion met in a clean transfer that knocked Rook sideways into the cage guarding the levers. It groaned but held. Jae landed, felt his knee scream, and did it again.
Rook learned his rhythm. He pivoted on the second swing and caught Jae mid‑arc. The exo sleeve’s grip ate the shock tether and kept chewing. Jae felt the glove pinch his skin. The world narrowed to a hard point. He didn’t have leverage. He had pain and a memory of Olan’s voice saying don’t over‑brake.
He didn’t. He let the line go slack, dropped a foot, and then slammed the ring. The clamp bit again, the line sang, and he slid out of Rook’s grip like a fish out of a knot. He hit the floor and rolled.
Olan swayed, caught himself, then did something small and perfect: he reached into the mesh cage with the hand that hurt, found a screw, and loosened it three turns. The cage sagged. The lever’s handle got a new angle. Jae saw it and understood. He grabbed, pulled, and locked the last throw tighter than any override on a screen could manage.
Keisha’s voice hit the room like a thrown rope: “Broadcast’s clean and city guard just cut Valkyrion’s perimeter authority. They can’t declare private martial law with everyone watching. Also? The flood charges just blinked from armed to question mark. Whatever you did, do it again if needed.”
Rook looked at them and made a decision that reminded Jae the man wasn’t a cartoon. He stepped back, hit his sleeve’s reset, and moved for the hall to pivot to the south tower, leaving a parting gift: a smoke canister that filled the room with bitter fog.
Olan coughed and swore. “He’s not done.”
“No,” Jae said, eyes watering. “But neither are we.” He stumbled to the window that looked over the inner machinery. Rain hit glass in silver threads. Beyond, he saw Oster on the south catwalk moving with an economy that said this was not his first time lying to a machine with his body.
“Go,” Olan said, catching Jae’s arm. “I’ll hold this side and get the cage back when I can see. You stop him.” He slammed a fresh magazine into a battered pistol he’d been hiding under a shelf for years. “I am very tired of young men thinking they can tell a city it’s a toy.”
Jae nodded and went, limping, bleeding a little, feeling lighter than sense allowed. He fired the clamp to the outer ribs and let it carry him out into rain and noise and the humming heart of the Gate Spine, toward a man who thought he could turn oceans into property.

    
Tidebreak Run
Wind grabbed at Jae the second he stepped onto the outer ladder. Rain came at an angle, stinging. The strait boiled under him, white on gray, a cold engine. The south tower’s catwalk ran like a nerve along the gate’s spine, slick with algae in places the maintenance bots never loved.
Oster moved like a man whose shoes never saw rust, but he was sure‑footed anyway. He had rolled his sleeves and tied back his careful hair. He wore a smile that wanted to be friendly on a day with no friends. Two officers flanked him but kept a step back as if his aura charged the air.
“Commander,” Jae shouted over the weather, voice blown thin. “Stop.”
Oster turned. He looked at Jae the way one looks at an unexpected gull that landed on a polished rail. His smile deepened. “You’re the courier,” he said. “A messenger should know when to put the message down before it catches fire.”
“Lower Harbor isn’t a lecture hall,” Jae said. “You don’t get to teach it a lesson.” He kept moving, hands light on the rail, the MagneSpoke humming in a way that told him the bones of the gate loved magnets with a fierce, clean love.
Oster gestured, and the officers moved to block. Jae fired the clamp past their shoulders and let it yank him into an arc that made the world a blur for a heartbeat. He tucked and rolled when he hit the grate, came up inside their guard, and put a palm in one officer’s chest and the other’s knee. They went down with surprised oofs. Oster didn’t flinch.
“You’re ruining your own neighborhood’s chances,” Oster said, stepping back toward the south control door. “Progress needs demonstration projects. People leave for better towers, tide rolls over old boards, and we all sleep easier.”
“On who’s bed?” Jae shot back. He grabbed the control door’s bar. It didn’t like him. Keisha’s passkey licked it through his pocket like a ghost, and it tried to like him. Inside, the south control was a mirror of the north, but with a personality that suggested a different set of techs had loved it. A paper crane hung from a monitor. Jae felt the person who’d put it there as clearly as if they’d brushed past.
Oster slid in behind him, casual as a cat. “You can’t out‑lever me,” he said, almost gently. “You don’t know the sequence.”
“Teach me,” Jae said, and punched the MagneSpoke onto a stanchion. He was bluff; he knew Keisha knew enough from the north to guess the west. Oster smiled like a man watching a moderately clever child.
He moved, fast and precise, to a panel Jae hadn’t seen, and his hand went to a switch that didn’t look like a switch. Jae followed, caught the wrist, and slammed him into the mesh. Oster’s head didn’t hit. Jae was not a soldier. He was good at making his body a bridge, not a hammer.
The officers regained their feet and came in. Jae felt the air shift behind him. He fired the clamp to an overhead rib and yanked himself up and over the console in a messy flip. One officer stumbled into the control arms. Oster snarled a word that cracked like glass.
Keisha’s voice in Jae’s ear: “City guard on the feed. They’ve opened a channel for me. Say hi.”
Jae took a breath. “This is Jae Park,” he said, words ragged. “We’ve got proof Valkyrion tried to flood us for real estate. We’ve stopped the north override. We’re stopping the south. If you’re guard and you have a conscience, come help. If you’re Valkyrion and you have one, stand down.”
The room didn’t care about speeches. It cared about torque. Oster shouldered Jae hard, a precise blow to the ribs he’d already split. Pain washed him hot. Oster grabbed the mesh and yanked a release only he knew. The arms trembled.
“Keisha,” Jae gasped.
“On it,” she shot back. “I just killed their remote again, but Oster’s hands are local. You have to physically lock it.”
Jae did the small things right—foot here, hand there, balance on the balls—while his big muscles screamed. He pinned Oster’s wrist and shoved his forearm under the lever handle as a stop. Oster hissed, trying to snake free. The officers were smarter now; they didn’t step close. They circled, batons in low grip.
A new sound rose outside—a different siren, older and stricter. City guard, real one, not bought one. Boots hit the outer deck in a rapid cadence that sounded like rules being enforced. A woman’s voice, amplified: “Valkyrion Security, drop private authority and clear the control rooms.”
Oster bared his teeth. “You think a city can choose between a working port and a sentimental slum?”
“It just did,” Jae said, and pushed. Oster’s wrist slid. The lever kissed the detent with a satisfying click. Oster spat a curse and went for Jae’s throat like he’d been waiting his whole life to do that in a silk tie.
Jae didn’t trade grips. He slipped. He’d spent years learning how to not be where hands wanted him. He let the grab take his jacket and shrugged out of it. He was in a thin shirt in rain now, skin a film of salt and cold. He fired the clamp past Oster into a stairwell brace and jerked himself clear. He landed on the ladder and rode two meters down like a man giving himself away to gravity on purpose. He swung back up and hit one of the officers in the belly with both feet. The man oofed again and went down in a clatter.
City guard pounded in. They didn’t point guns like movie cops. They made a wall with shields that said: We are bored and serious. “Hands!” a woman barked. Oster raised his, but slowly, a lawyer’s pace. His smile looked like a blade when it bent.
“Commander Oster,” the guard captain said, voice dry. “On your knees. Now.”
“It’s raining,” he said.
“Then you’ll be clean,” she replied. Two guards moved, fast and efficient. Oster didn’t struggle; he’d measured this, too. The officer still standing looked at Rook, who had appeared in the doorway like a ghost of muscle and calculation. Rook looked at Jae and then at the captain and then at Oster’s hands in cuffs. He rolled his shoulders.
He went to one knee.
Something like air escaped Jae. He sagged against the console and then remembered Olan and the north side and breathed again.
“Charges?” he asked Keisha.
“Disarmed,” she said, relief and disbelief braided. “I want to throw up and sing.”
Rain gentled. The sirens turned to distances and then off. City guard took statements with the patience of people used to chaos. Jae stood under the south control’s eave and let water run off his jaw. He watched as Olan limped across the catwalk with the stubborn joy of a man who had refused to die in a building he’d helped keep alive for decades.
They met in the middle of the Spine, under a light that turned rain to glitter. Olan’s face was pale under the grime, but his eyes were bright. He clapped a hand to Jae’s shoulder, then winced, then laughed at himself.
“You lock it?” he asked.
“Locked,” Jae said. He swallowed. “You?”
“Locked,” Olan said. “Guard swept the north. Rook evaporated right before they stepped in, then chose not to be a martyr. Smart for once.”
Jae squinted down at Lower Harbor. People were pouring into the streets the way water finds channels. Pots banged. Someone had set lanterns in the shapes of fish. The smell of diesel and wet rope was as sweet as bakery. He looked past it, as if looking hard enough could tug someone home.
Keisha’s hand touched his back. “HQ just cleaned Valkyrion’s permission stack. They’re done. For now.” She hesitated. “I also scraped a file labeled ‘Dive Log—Incident 44.’ It referenced a diver named Hana Nari Park being debriefed for insubordination after flagging anomalies. The file went dark yesterday at 0400. Then there’s a footnote: ‘Transfer to temporary holding. Gate Spine, north maintenance.’”
Jae didn’t realize he’d started moving until he was moving. “She’s here,” he said, almost under his breath. He ran, body a sum of hurts and also fresh. He reached north maintenance and nearly collided with a guard triage team.
“Back,” a medic said, hands up. “We’re working.”
“Hana Park,” Jae said, voice cracking. “Diver. Sister.” His eyes scanned faces. Wet hair, blood, smudges of grease, but not her.
“Here,” someone croaked. The voice came from a bench behind a cart of tools. Jae threw himself around it and found Hana sitting like she’d just come up from twenty meters—breathing hard, eyes blown, face gray. A bruise made a dirty storm on her cheekbone. Her hands shook.
“Hey,” she said. “You’re late.”
Jae made a noise he didn’t know he had. He dropped to his knees in water and hugged her too hard and then right. She hissed and then smiled against his shoulder. He felt her ribs move and didn’t push his luck.
“You ran toward the hinge,” she murmured in his ear.
“Couldn’t help it,” he said. “Bad messaging genetics.”
She laughed, and it loosened something knotted in him.
“Hold still,” the medic said, but he was smiling too.
Keisha’s voice in his ear softened. “I’ll get the crowd to make space. Bring her when she’s steady. The city wants faces.”
The faces lined Harbor‑9’s decks and alleys that evening like lanterns themselves. Even the gulls seemed to settle and listen. The city guard set up a mouth that led to a stage that wasn’t a stage—it was a pallet on four barrels under a tarp. Olan stood with his arm in a sling and a scuffed jacket zipped high. Keisha held a mic patched to a loudspeaker with a cable that had seen better winters.
Jae stood with Hana beside him. Her bruises had come up like tide marks. She held his hand because if she let it go he might float off.
He didn’t like talking to crowds. He liked moving through them. But the city had already seen him move. It wanted to hear him say what motion had meant.
“Hi,” he said, voice climbing the wet air. A hundred small noises answered. “We stopped something today. Not alone. Olan. Keisha. Timo and his stubborn ones. The guard who remembered who she works for. The kid on a scooter who nodded and vanished. The woman who told me where to hide and then showed up here with a drum.” He exhaled. “Hana.” His voice dipped. “They wanted to flood us to sell us the pieces back. We said no.”
He lifted the MagneSpoke. It hummed even here, in peace. “This saved me,” he said. “But it’s just a tool. The bridge held because the people who built it and walked it and fixed it loved it. We hold because we love this place.” He glanced at Oster being led into a van, at Rook standing apart with arms folded, face unreadable. He lifted his eyes to the crowd again. “Stay loud. Stay seen. They can’t move our home like a chess piece if we keep hands on it.”
Keisha squeezed his shoulder. Olan nodded once, painfully dignified.
After, the noise turned into a celebration because fear needed to cycle into something that didn’t rot bone. Someone grilled fish. Someone fired a flare that turned rain to confetti. Children ran with paper boats.
Jae and Hana slipped to the pier edge and sat with feet over black water. The Gate Spine hummed like a content animal. The city shouldered up around them.
“You kept my toy,” Hana said, nodding at the glove.
“Borrowed without asking,” he admitted.
“Good,” she said, then sighed. “I’m going to yell at you in the morning about it. Today you get a pass.”
He leaned his shoulder into hers. “In the morning,” he agreed.
Olan joined them, lowering himself with noises that admitted to physics. He set a small box between them. “For your workshop,” he said to Jae. “You’ll run. But maybe you’ll also build. Teach kids how to swing, not just away from trouble, but toward someone who needs a hand.”
Jae looked at the box. Inside lay spare magnets and steel cable and a note in Olan’s block letters: Don’t worship tools. Use them. Fix them. Share them.
Jae smiled. He felt tired in a way that had an ending. The city breathed a long breath. The tide turned and went out with its own agenda, the way it always would.
He squeezed Hana’s hand once. Streetlights reflected in the water like a path he didn’t need a map to follow.
Tomorrow would be busy. Tonight, the bridge held.
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