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Skyline Tides
Mariette Duval
In a storm-lashed coastal metropolis, rooftop runner Mai races to deliver an AI patch to the city’s seized desalination plant. With gecko gloves, an amphibious drone, and help from a silver-haired radio tinkerer, she threads canals and catwalks to outmaneuver mercenaries in a high-stakes sprint for water.
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When the Water Went Quiet
By midday the rooftops steamed, and the city smelled like hot metal and lemongrass. Mai crouched on the corrugated tin outside her aunt’s repair stall, a socket wrench biting into a stubborn bolt on a dented outboard. The motor’s casing was scarred with rust and salt, but she talked to it anyway under her breath.
“Easy, uncle,” she said. “You’ll purr again.”
Below, boats nudged the stilts like impatient cattle. Vendors shouted over the engine-drone of a hundred scooters on planked walkways. Fish dried on bamboo racks. Plastic tarps bellied and snapped under monsoon wind, blue and green flags against the white glare.
Aunt Huong leaned from the shade, hair pinned with two chopsticks. “Mai, you’re going to strip it. Bring the fan belt to Bao before the tide flips.” She pushed a bowl of noodles into Mai’s hand. “Eat first.”
Mai slurped, oil slicking her lips. In the alley, a kid in a faded cartoon shirt banged a stick on a bucket. Rhythm ricocheted through the planks.
From somewhere distant, under everything—the whistles, the haggling, the clatter—came the bass hum of the desalination pumps. It lived in the bones of the city, a low heartbeat you forgot until you listened. Mai had slept to that hum as a child, counting its slow pulse until morning.
She twisted the wrench, felt the bolt grudgingly give. The motor’s guts came free into her lap. “There you are.” She wiped oil on her shorts, tightened the new belt into place, and set the casing aside. Sweat tickled her spine. On her wrist, the leather cuff Tùng had braided for her was warm and damp, smelling faintly of solder.
“Go,” Aunt Huong urged. “Bao will complain to the sky.”
Mai vaulted to the walkway. Planks bounced under her bare soles. Heat rose in watery sheets from the canal. She took three long strides and then the habitual leap across the gap where a plank had never been replaced. Air rushed. Her fingers brushed a dangling power line, then she landed light, momentum clean as a blade.
People made way for her without looking; everyone knew the way she moved, like a gecko smoothed into human shape. “Mai!” someone shouted from a boat stacked with pineapples. She flashed a grin, kept running.
She reached Bao’s paint-flaked ferry, tossed him the belt. “Try not to eat this one,” she said.
Bao caught it with his foot and laughed, a brown river splitting his teeth. “No promises.” He jerked his chin at the sky. “Storm by dusk. Bring your aunt under a roof.”
“I’m the roof,” Mai replied, winking. The ferry rocked as she sprang back onto the walkway and sprinted toward the ladder that took her to the rooftops. Up there, the wind was cleaner. The city spread—tin, tarps, the bronze backs of tanks and wind spinners, the white spine of the old TV tower against the haze.
She ran until the muscles at the top of her thighs burned in a pleasant way. The rooftops made a path only if you knew the seams. She darted around a water tank, planted a palm on a knee-high wall, and vaulted it. The world hummed beneath her: engines, voices, pumps.
She paused on the crest of a roof ridge and let the wind press her shirt tight across her ribs. A kite wheeled. Far off, the desal plant blinked its safety lights behind a fog of heat—low buildings and tall chimneys and, at the edge, the intake channel where the sea tried to drag itself in. The hum ran up into her jaw. She turned her head and listened with her teeth, a trick learned as a girl when she had walked scaffolding with her father before the sea rose over their street.
A boy popped up from a hatch beside her, hair plastered to his forehead. “Mai!” He thrust a paper packet into her hand. “Your aunt forgot the ginger.”
“Save me from her wrath,” Mai said solemnly. She tucked the packet into the webbing of her bag.
Her radio crackled, a tired little box scuffed and taped. “House of Huong,” a voice rasped, familiar as the smell of solder. “Mai-girl, you got ears?”
“Tùng?” She squatted beside the hatch. “I hear you.”
“Tell your aunt I can’t fix the neighbor’s rice cooker until the storm passes.”
“She says you could fix it with your eyes closed and two fingers if it was for yourself.”
Tùng’s laugh was just air through wire. “She’s not wrong.”
Mai smiled and turned her head west. The sky was building muscle. Clouds stacked, dark on the bottom, white-glowing on top. She could feel the city’s pulse in the wind.
She started to run again. A gust, the smell of hot rubber, the flash of a scooter leaping a gap where the walkway had warped. A dog, bones sharp, nosed a torn bag of rice.
Then the hum stopped.
It went so suddenly that Mai staggered, the phantom of it tugging at her knees. The city’s noises made a carnival without the bassline. People stilled. Voices faded. A string of prayer flags fell slack. On the ferry, Bao’s hand froze on the throttle. From the noodle stall below, Aunt Huong’s spoon knocked a bowl and stopped.
“Hey!” someone shouted. Laughter broke, then died. The pumps did not catch again.
Mai’s radio hissed as if it too had lost its balance. She lifted it slowly. “Tùng?”
Static scraped like sand in her ear. Another voice, not from her radio, came from the city speakers that hadn’t worked for weeks, sudden and too loud: “Citizens, remain calm. Maintenance operations are underway.” The voice was flat, not their engineer.
Calm did not come. The first wave of panic was small, a ripple. People tipped water out of bottles to see how much they had. The second came on its back. A boat nosed fast and clipped a stilt. Someone screamed at no one.
Mai slid down into the alley and pushed through bodies. Her fingers knew the way to her aunt’s shoulder and squeezed. “Stay,” she said. “Don’t chase rumors.”
Aunt Huong’s face went hard and clear. She nodded once, slipped two sealed jugs onto the counter. “I’ll boil tea. I’ll talk them quiet.”
Mai lifted the canvas pack under the stall. It had her tools, a coil of thin rope, a roll of tape, two knives that had been her father’s. She slipped her arms through it and felt its weight correct her posture.
Her radio popped again. Tùng’s voice squeezed through like a thin whistle. “Mai. Come to the tower. Now.”
“What is it?”
“Come,” he said, and the word broke, cut by a sharp, artificial hiss that made the hair on her arms stand up. Jamming.
Past the canal, a skiff cut wake like a razor. Three men in gray rode low, faces under mirrored visors. Their boat’s prow shone like a bullet. On the hull, paint glared: a slanted chrome tide mark.
Mai swore under her breath. She knew that logo from whispers. A mercenary outfit hired by corporations when lawyers weren’t fast enough. Chrome Tide.
They swept under a low bridge and the one at the bow stood, boot on the gunwale, and spoke into a loudhailer. “City water is now under the custody of Chrome Tide,” he announced in crisp English accented with someplace far from here. “For safety. Do not approach the plant.”
The words hit the crowd like cold rain. “Who are they?” someone demanded. “Where is Nguyet from the plant? Where is Thao?”
The man in gray didn’t answer. He sat. The boat surged.
Mai moved. She didn’t think it; she flowed. Over stacks of plastic buckets, around a boy clutching a fan. A drone hummed overhead, a black beetle with a camera eye. Its shadow crawled across her aunt’s hands.
“Mai!” Aunt Huong called. “If you go, go quiet.”
Mai ducked into a side alley where the boards were newer and their nails fought the salt. From there she climbed the bamboo ladder bolted into the concrete of an old apartment block, slipping her feet into grooves she’d worn herself over years. Three floors up, she hauled onto a balcony mottled with mildew and spiderwebs. Laundry whipped her face.
She looked for the simplest line to the tower: a water tank, a sheet-metal shed, a low parapet, the sagging edge of a billboard with its paint scabbed into maps. She could do it with her eyes closed if the city hadn’t shifted.
The drone tilted and came for her.
Mai ran, breath burning, the sounds of the panicked market thinning behind her. Tin rattled, boards shifted. The drone’s prop wash met the wind and skittered. Its camera blinked, red pupil dilating.
“Find me after,” she whispered to the humming air, to her aunt, to the boy with the ginger. “Find me laughing.” She leaped the gap to the billboard frame and felt it sway like a broken tooth.
The drone dropped, angling to cut her off. It spat a thin dart that flashed as it passed and gnat-stung the metal by her hand.
“Hey!” Mai barked at it, anger flaring clean. “I’m not your story.” She snapped the strap on her pack and yanked out a wrench. When it dipped again she threw, not at it but at the pipe it skimmed past. The wrench rang and the drone’s wing clipped the pipe and yawed. It recovered fast, smarter than the cheap ones that hawked fish recipes by the bridge.
Mai climbed the billboard lattice, palms biting rust, feet pushing against empty. Her pulse thudded in her teeth. The drone tried to rise above and her line tightened; she saw its path and hers crossing in three moves. She kicked out and took the last girder by the side and it groaned but held, and she poured herself up and over the roof edge.
Hot tar hit her nose. Her palms were black. She ran flat-out across blistered roofing toward the TV tower’s maintenance ladder, a dark stripe down its side. The drone came low now, buzzing like anger.
A man stood by the ladder, a sleeveless shirt and broad shoulders, a glint of chain at his neck. He held a folding knife and a look like he’d decided something. “Stop,” he said.
Mai didn’t. He grabbed at her pack and caught a strap. She twisted, flowed under his arm, stomped his knee. He cursed and folded and she was already moving past him. She didn’t like hurting people who weren’t the ones holding the city’s throat, but the tower was a spine and she needed it.
The drone hissed right behind her ear. She felt its heat. She spun, knife out, not to slash its body but to cut the tether that steadied it against gusts. The blade nicked a ribbon-thin line of filament. The drone wobbled and the wind took it and slid it over the roof edge. Its blades screamed trying to correct, and then it disappeared.
“Sorry,” she panted at the empty air, and put her hands on the ladder.
The ladder was old, paint burned away to white bones, the metal warm and pitted. Mai’s fingers slipped only once. She climbed until her shoulders were clean pain and then a landing took her weight. There a door, one she had kicked open the previous typhoon season while rescuing a pair of cats. She shouldered it now and the hinge threw a shower of rust. A stale wind in the stairwell tasted like dust, mouse droppings, and old electricity.
“Mai,” her radio whispered again, thin as a thread. “Up. I’m up.”
She took the stairs two at a time. Through a broken window she saw the sea look like melted tin and the desal plant’s chimneys stop smoking. Chrome Tide’s boat had multiplied; three now moved like knives slicing the surface.
At the top, the door to the transmitter room had been blocked with a chair and a pile of dead equipment. Feet scuffed. Then a hand, thin and brown, slid back the chair.

    
The Donor’s Bench
Tùng kept his radio room like a shrine built of junk. Coils of copper hung from nails. Knobs and battered dials spread across a desk made of two doors. The window was open to the wind that smelled of ozone. A calendar from fifteen years ago showed a mountain wet with cloud.
He squinted at Mai, mouth set in a line too old for his face. “Your feet are a rumor in the stairwell,” he muttered, then looked past her shoulder to the city. His hair had gone to silver where the headset rubbed it.
“The pumps,” Mai said.
“They’re not ours anymore,” he said, no drama, just meat in the words. He tapped the radio with a pen. “Whoever’s riding the channel is strong. They’re jamming anything near the plant. We have a gap now.”
“A gap for what?”
“For this.” He slid open a narrow drawer and brought out a wafer in a plastic case. It held light even here, a dull glow like algae in a bottle. A tag on its side read: BlueReef Patch 3.9, HAND CARRY.
Mai reached without touching. “For the desal AI.”
He nodded. “Engineers wrote it through the night on batteries and candles when the grid cut. They can’t punch it through the jamming. Someone has to take it in by hand.” He watched her as if he didn’t know her and was deciding if he should.
“She’s a machine,” Mai said. “An angry one when she locks.”
“Angry because she thinks she’s protecting us. This will change her mind.” He closed her fingers around the case. “Mai. You run like you’re writing on the air. Write this into the plant.”
“And if I don’t?”
“Then we wait on whoever hired Chrome Tide to decide we deserve a drink.” Tùng’s eyes were not old, not at all. They were river-polished, hard and clear. “You can say no. I’ll ask someone else. But I thought of you first.”
Mai tucked the case into her pack. The same hand that did that zipped another pocket and counted tools. “How do I get in? They’ll have the gates locked and the docks blocked.”
“Front door is a joke.” He pulled a cloth from something leaning against the wall and unwrapped it like a ritual. Under the cloth was a pair of gloves, graphite black, with pads on the fingers and palms like the scales of a fish. Tiny wires nested in the cuffs. “You’ve climbed bare.”
“What are those?”
“Gecko rig,” he said with a boy’s pride. “Nanofiber pads. The lab threw them out because they failed somewhere cold and dry. But this city—” He gestured to the sweating walls. “Wet and warm. They love us.”
Mai slid a glove on. It hugged her hand like it knew her. She flexed. The pads were soft and somehow intent. “Test?”
“Window,” he said. “No falling.”
Mai pressed her gloved hand flat to the glass. The pads kissed it with a sound like tide pulling back from sand. She let her weight come onto the hand, breathed into her belly, lifted her feet. For a moment she hung off the window like a lizard, side muscles trembling. She laughed, breathless, and dropped.
“They bite,” she said.
“They let go when you roll your fingers, not your palm,” Tùng said. “Remember. Or you’ll lose skin.” He wrapped a thin coil of line around her waist—a shimmer-gray rope, light as a whisper. “This is for the river crossings. Kevlar core. Don’t show it to anyone who would sell their mother. Which is everyone.”
She traced the rope’s weave with her thumb. “You’ve been busy.”
“Busy is not dying of thirst.” He moved to a second table and tapped a metal manta ray the size of a medium dog. It was beautiful in a blunt way, a flat, muscular triangle, intakes on its underside, stubby fins that could flex. “Meet Bac Son,” he said. The manta’s camera blinked blue, like an eye opening.
Mai grinned despite the room’s heat. “You built a fish.”
“Amphibious drone,” he said, with gentle pedantry. “She swims quiet, hops low over water, and carries twice what she should if you flatter her. She will follow you and sulk when you ignore her. She can carry this.” He lifted a small plastic case and popped it open to reveal a ring of keys, each with a colored band.
“Plant master keys?” Mai asked.
“Copied when I fixed the gate lock for Thao and took a print by mistake. She bought me coffee and pretended not to see what I’d done. You’ll need blue and white.”
Wind thumped the window and made the glass thrum. Mai looked out. Chrome Tide boats had multiplied again. On two rooftops farther down, men in gray stood like crows watching a field. The market below had gone feral-quiet, sound swallowed by fear.
“How do I get to the intake?” she asked.
“Under the old viaduct, through the bus lane. The intake mouth is a steel throat and the guards think only water uses it.” He slid a sketched map across the table. “Cross the fish market roofs, drop to the canal at the old cinema. Bac Son will meet you at the culvert. Don’t let anyone see the case.”
Mai pulled the gloves off and tucked them. She adjusted the straps of her pack until they sat perfect. “Aunt Huong will kill me.”
“She’ll feed you first,” Tùng said. He touched her shoulder. “You come back. Or I’ll go find you and scold you myself.”
The descent felt longer than the climb. By the time Mai crossed the landing where the cats had once trembled in her arms, sweat had cut dark rivers through the dust on her skin. When she pushed into the alley, the air was a pot lid, heat sealing the street.
She found Aunt Huong without looking, as you find shade in a city of sun. The stall’s counter had sprouted elbows and worried brows. She ducked behind it and drew her aunt into a corner where the smell of star anise and old wood was strong.
“You’re going?” Aunt Huong asked. She said it like rain coming.
“I am,” Mai said.
“Cross yourself with ginger then.” Her aunt broke the packet the boy had brought and rubbed a sliver on Mai’s wrist. The sting was brief and clean. “You don’t owe the city your bones.”
“I owe it the way it holds our house up.”
Aunt Huong snorted. “Walls hold houses. People hold the city.” She pushed a sealed jar into Mai’s hands. “Drink when you think you don’t need to. Don’t fight on water if you can run. Don’t be polite.”
“Me?” Mai grinned. “Polite?”
“You were born saying sorry to the wind.” Aunt Huong cupped her face. The lines around her eyes softened. “Run like your father would have told you. Run like laughter.”
Mai swallowed and nodded. She kissed her aunt’s salty cheek and was gone.
The market had set in for a long worry. People cluster-packed, whispering. A man tried to hack open a case of bottled water with a cleaver and slipped; the bottle spun in the air like a fish and cracked on a pole, gushing onto planks. People stared at the spill as if it were blood. A woman trapped it in her hands and brought the slick to her lips.
Mai kept to the edges. She moved fast when she could, slow when fast had weight and eyes. Two gray uniforms drifted into her path and then drifted out again, bored sharks.
At the edges of the fish market, a boy in an orange cap stepped in front of her with a grin too wide. “Lost?” he asked.
“Found,” she said. She shifted to slip by and he matched her.
“Nice pack,” he said. Other bodies arranged themselves around her, casual, leaning. Opportunists, not Chrome Tide. She could smell the nervous sweat on one, the sweetness of gum on another. “What you carrying?”
“Ginger,” she said, and smiled. “Aunt says I need it.”
“Open it,” the orange cap said.
Mai sighed. She let her hand find the clip on her coil rope and flick it. It hissed out and she looped it once around a post and yanked. The line snapped tight and whipped across shin level. Two of the boys yelped and went down. She stepped into the gap it made and was gone as they swore behind her. Her heart thumped hard and she let it, let the fear and heat burn into something simple: go.
At the old cinema the air tasted like damp velvet. Posters fused to the wall showed ghost eyes under water stains. The canal here narrowed between buildings. A culvert gaped, black and slick, a throat lined in slime.
“Bac Son,” Mai whispered. The manta slid from shadow like a trick of light, water beading off her back. She bunted Mai’s shin and then settled with a small, pleased whirl of her fans.
“You look smug,” Mai told the machine. “Did you bring the keys?”
The manta’s top panel popped; the colored-banded ring lay in a neat nest. Mai palmed the white and blue keys and hid them under the strap at her shoulder.
A bark behind her snapped the air. The boy in the orange cap had found a friend with a rusted shotgun. “Pretty fish,” the new man said. His smile was all gums. “Pretty pack.”
“Don’t,” Mai said.
“Then leave it.” He lifted the barrel, not quite at her but close enough to shake language loose.
Mai didn’t argue. She was already moving left when she spoke, stepping into the slick little edge where the boards met the water, where only feet that loved this city trusted. He shifted to track her, and in that shift his balance went stupid. She dropped. Her shoulder hit the water, cold shock a slap. She rolled under the barrel flare as it coughed and bucked, and a spray of rotten wood went into the canal in a spray.
She came up under the dock, grabbed a beam, kicked free of weeds, and sucked air into her tight chest. The manta had flipped to the other side of the canal, low and quiet.
Mai tucked herself small and then exploded the other way, swinging out, feet first. Her soles hit the shotgun and sent it clattering. She landed and drove her shoulder into the man’s belly. He gagged and folded. The orange cap lunged; she gave him a palm heel to the nose. It popped. He screamed. She jumped over him and whistled once. Bac Son slid up against the dock. Mai grabbed her flank and let the manta tow her into the dark mouth of the culvert.
Behind her, curses and water. In front, the culvert sucked like a throat swallowing. The light thinned. Slime made the walls gleam like polished stone. The manta’s fans dropped to a whisper, smooth as a sleeping cat. Mai tucked her chin and let her body ride in the low, tight space, shoulders brushing slick. She spat and tasted iron. Her pack tugged at her neck. Her breath sounded too big. She reached forward and laid her gloved hand on the manta’s spine. “Good fish,” she said, and the drone’s camera blinked once, as if pleased.
Far ahead, there was daylight, a circle at the end of a long dark pipe. Mai gripped the case in her pack and felt it glow cold like a worry stone against her back. The hum that had been her lullaby was still gone. She missed it so hard it was almost funny.

    
The Wind Spine
The culvert spat them into a sump where the city’s old bones showed—broken brick, rebar like ribs, water slopping from a pipe that hadn’t meant to last past her childhood. The wind had more bite now. It shot down the concrete like it wanted to scrape skin.
Mai hauled herself onto a shelf and listened. Over the sump’s drip and slap came the sharp edges of voices, clipped, the wordless communication of men who trained to say less. She pressed flat. Bac Son tucked herself into a shadow, her metal skin taking the color of algae.
“…north side clear… intake float sensors offline… packet? Negative.” The words rode the air like bad music. They were at the intake. The mercs were spitting around the mouth of the city’s throat.
Mai breathed through her nose until her pulse slid lower. She tapped the manta twice. The drone pulsed blue: ready.
The sump had an access ladder welded to a wall when walls had still been pretty. Mai pulled the gecko gloves from her pack and slid them on. The pads drank the light. She put her hand to the wall and felt the pads kiss. The weight of her became simple. She spread herself on the concrete like a wet leaf and climbed sideways, low, over the lip. Her shoulder brushed a valve. The heat from it was a warning. She froze. Below, a boot scraped. The rhythm of walking paused, then continued. She moved again, slow, fingers rolling to release the pads, relatching them with each breath.
She gained the intake yard and its bright sham of safety. Everything here was painted a cheerful blue that looked wrong against the storm sky. Fences, rails, caps on pipes. Chrome Tide bowed the tops of the grass where they walked. Their guns looked blunt and practical.
The intake mouth was a grid of steel bars like a giant had left its comb in the river. One merc leaned on it smoking. He was the bored kind—the most dangerous.
Mai slid behind a drum, rolled under a catwalk, breathed shallow. The man flicked his cigarette into the water and watched it go. His visor was up; his eyes were summer grass. He didn’t look like a villain; he looked like someone who would sell you a trinket and ask after your mother. Fear does this: it puts ordinary faces on ugly jobs.
The gate that led to the maintenance tunnel was to his left. A padlock, blue. The keys in the manta’s belly had a blue twin.
The merc finished his smoke and walked toward the office. He stretched his arms behind his head, bones popping. Mai counted his steps. At the eighth step he disappeared behind a jut of wall. She slid for the gate, her body like taught wire. Her glove kissed the gate and clung. She wrapped her legs around the post to anchor herself and reached back, blind, feeling for Bac Son.
The manta had moved like an obedient shadow. Mai slipped two fingers under the panel as it rose and snagged the ring. Blue, then white. She pressed the blue key in, turned. The padlock clicked as loud as a cry.
Voices. “You hear that?”
Mai slid the lock off and took it and the chain into her hand to keep them from clanking. She pushed the gate open a hand-span and slid through sideways. The metal kissed her pack. She exhaled, making herself thinner, and she was in the tunnel’s cool throat.
The maintenance tunnel carried the smell of sea into concrete bowels. Lights flickered with a slow, dying patience. Water whispered under gratings. The storm breathed down the shaft and made little papers tremble. Mai heard herself in the space: small, fast, louder than she wanted to be.
She moved with one hand to the wall to feel the tunnel’s heartbeat. Each valve she passed throbbed a different rhythm. The plant wasn’t dead; it was locked with its muscles clenched.
A voice chased her down the corridor. “You. Stop.” It came from behind, distant but not far enough. Footsteps followed.
Mai didn’t run. She took the first maintenance ladder up and ducked through a hatch onto a catwalk above the pump gallery. Below, fat pipes ran like asleep whales. At the far end, glass walled off the control room. The blinds in it were half down like tired eyelids.
The catwalk sang under her feet. She crouched, spreading her weight. Through the window she saw two silhouettes. One sat casual on the edge of a console, long legs crossed, the other stood with a stillness that wasn’t relaxed. The seated man swung his foot. He had a voice that didn’t need a loudhailer.
“This city is choosing to be foolish,” he said to someone Mai couldn’t see. “We give safety. They mistake it for theft. Do you know what thieves are in the long run? Dead.”
The other shape said nothing.
Mai moved to the next beam and then the next. Her gloves purred on the rail when she needed them. A radio popped in the control room and crackled a string of coordinates. The seated man tapped something on his thigh. “Copy,” he said lazily. “The maintenance tunnel is live. I want two men at the east hatch. Now.”
He lifted his face then, and through the slats of the blinds Mai saw a jaw set clean as steel and eyes that were nothing like the summer grass outside—these eyes were river-stone, smooth and without a story. Captain Virek, if the whispers named him right. The one who smiled only with his teeth.
“Donor’s old tower is hot,” another voice said on his radio. “Ham chatter. Probably the courier.”
Virek’s head tilted like he was listening to music. “Waste time elsewhere. The tower is bait. If they had anything that mattered, they’d be here.”
“You want us to pick them?”
“Let the panic do it for us,” he said. He swung off the console and stood, shoulders making armor look casual. “We hold the water and the hill holds the city. The city steps into the hands that are open.”
Mai had no more time to listen. She took the catwalk into a shadow and slid down a ladder into a narrow space between pipes. Sweat carved icy roads down her sides. She found the manual access to the intake throat and put the white key in it. It turned with a stubborn, grudging click. Something large shifted the air. The grate, a section of it, slid aside into a slot with a grating scream.
Salt wind punched her face like a big hand. Water threw its voice up through the opening. The sky beyond was a slate bruised purple. Rain started like someone shook beads.
The intake tunnel was not a tunnel; it was a mouth with wind in it. She had to swing on a rung and catch a strut with her knee to keep from being thrown. She laughed once, sharp, because fighting the sea always did this to her—made her feel the edges of her. She hooked her coil line to a ring and unrolled it to the manta.
“Stay close,” she told Bac Son. The drone slid into the mouth, fans digging at air as much as water. The storm’s first big breath came and shoved them; Mai clung, legs crooked, arms burning.
Above her, boots slammed on metal. “She’s in the intake!” a voice yelled.
They’d found the open hatch. She didn’t wait for their light to find her. She went into the throat of the plant, a slit between moving water and the concrete ribs that tried to discipline it. The gecko pads made the rough walls feel like skin. She moved in bursts when spray thinned, tense when waves reached for her pack.
Halfway along, the tunnel widened into a chamber where three channels met like fingers and fought. A maintenance platform hung so crusted with salt it looked like coral. She hauled onto it and lay flat, chest jackhammering, rain needling the back of her neck through the hatch she had not closed.
A light knifed through the spray. A merc leaned out with a harness clipped to his belt. He didn’t bother with words. He fired a tethered hook at her platform. It bit and held fast. He locked his descender and slid. His boots hit hard. His visor showed her a mirror: a small, wet person with big eyes and stupid courage.
He swung his weapon down and it choked and sputtered with water, the round punching the wall a foot to her left. She rolled under his legs and he stomped and missed, his boot smacking salt that shattered like glass. She came up with the wrench from her pack because she’d lost her knife in some puddle of fighting.
He came in close as a man taught to fight in hallways. Good. She was a hallway.
She brought the wrench across his wrist. Something cracked in the mix of bone and plastic. He grunted, a surprise more than pain. He backhanded her across the cheek and the platform snapped into two versions. She fell to one knee, spat pink at the salt. He shoved his visor back into place from where it had slipped and came forward. She rolled onto her back and kicked up. Her heel found his harness buckle. The clink was tiny and perfect. The clasp snapped. His weight wasn’t hers anymore; it was the storm’s. It took him in a sound like relief and smacked him into the grate. His tether went taut and then jerked. He made a gargled noise. She didn’t watch what happened next.
She took the wrench in both hands and levered the white key’s slot cover off the next access. She shoved the white in. It turned. The intake gate ground further open. The thunder outside seemed to approve.
She went deeper. The tunnel narrowed and made echoes. A child could have fit here laughing; she fit swearing gently, shoving her pack ahead and following it like a stubborn dog. The concrete vibrated with the thuds of plant hearts. The sound comforted her even while it scared her—like standing under the belly of something alive and big and not convinced you were a friend.
She reached a hatch lit by a glowing green that meant more to men who wore lanyards. She peered through its little glass and saw the maze of the pre-filter galleries. Walkways. A crane. A ladder that ran into darkness. Somewhere, the control room’s glass boxes.
Her radio scratched like a bark. “Mai,” came a voice just barely. “You awful child.”
“Tùng?”
“You’re in the teeth of it,” he said softly, like someone admiring a carving.
“Feels like they’re chewing.”
“They have a captain who likes to hear his own good ideas,” Tùng said. “Virek. He’s making a pretty show. He’ll come to the floor when someone says a clever thing about you. Be careful when unwatched men come to watch themselves.”
“Copy your poetry,” she said. She pressed the hatch lever and it resisted. “Locked.”
“Hydraulic release is in a culvert above your head, right of the ladder.”
Mai swung into the ladder, grunting when her shoulder caught. The gecko pads grabbed metal as well as they had glass. She found the protruding valve by her fingers, not her eyes. It squealed when she turned it. The door shuddered. She dropped back, twisted the lever, and the hatch gave her its heavy respect.
She slid inside and pulled it behind her. The air here was cooler, cleaner. The floor under her boots had the tooth of anti-slip paint. Lights glowed with a steadiness that made her throat loosen with foolish gratitude.
Footsteps again. Different boots. Not merc tramp; softer. A woman stepped out from between two tanks with a wrench in hand like a priest’s staff. She wore the plant’s faded coveralls and an expression like a cliff.
“Mai,” Thao said. Relief made her wipe a hand across her face as if to erase it. “Your shoes are a song in my headache.”
Mai almost laughed, almost threw herself into her. “I brought you your machine’s apology,” she said. She tapped her pack.
Thao’s eyes lit. “Come. The core is being stupid and righteous. You’ll need to speak nonsense to it and mean it.”
“Someone told Virek to expect me,” Mai said as they ran, ducking under a pipe that hummed like bees. “They heard you’re awake.”
“Captain Teeth?” Thao spat. “He thinks locking a door makes it his.” She pointed. “Up those stairs. And stay low. He likes to make speeches and shoot the ceiling between lines to scare interns.”

    
Salt Cathedral
They took the stairs in a knotted crouch, legs burning. Mai’s breath seemed to stretch so thin it might tear. In the core gallery, glass-walled rooms rose like aquariums lit from within, each with its school of screens swimming numbers. At the center, behind a door marked with bored caution signs, BlueReef pulsed its heartbeat of light. A thousand little thoughts arranged themselves in it like reef fish.
Thao slapped a badge to a reader and the door declined to care. “She thinks she’s protecting us,” Thao said, imitating the AI’s sweet recorded voice. “In human: she’s terrified.” She jammed a bypass plug into a port under the reader, the kind of plug you didn’t keep in a drawer without deciding things about your life. The lock chewed the idea and then let go.
“Go,” Thao said. “I’ll flirt with a safety system over there and buy you seconds.” She pointed to a panel with a forest of valves.
Mai slipped inside. The room smelled like ozone and hot plastic. BlueReef’s core tower rose like a column of slow lightning. Its casing was clear and sweating. She saw herself in it—hair ropey with wet, a smear of blood across her cheek, eyes bright with a kind of stupid.
She unzipped her pack and took out the wafer case. It sat in her palm like a promise. She approached the core and found the service port with fingers that had memorized it without ever having been here. She popped the wafer out and for a second it balanced on her skin, too light to hold such weight. She slid it home.
Outside the glass, boots. Voices. Virek’s, calm as a knife left on a table. “I admire initiative,” he said. “I admire courage. I do not admire theft.” His reflection cut across the glass, taller than he was because of how the light held him.
Mai’s heart tried to be in two places. She forced it back into her chest and breathed. She tapped the panel like Tùng had taught her, the code a rhythm in her thumbs. BlueReef thought about it. Lights shifted from white to the color of water at dusk.
Locks thumped open somewhere. A hiss of relieved pressure. Thao whooped like a songbird strangled mid-note and then swore in a way that made Mai proud.
Virek’s bootsteps came right to the door. He didn’t rush. Rushing was for people who didn’t already think the end of the scene was theirs.
The door breathed and didn’t open. Thao had done something clever.
“Cut power to the core room,” Virek said, and someone outside fumbled with a panel. The lighting blushed. Mai’s stomach fell like an elevator. BlueReef chirped in a tone that meant she didn’t like being poked there.
“Ten seconds,” Thao shouted. “You have ten and then you have to speak a woman into lighting candles during a storm.”
Mai laughed, because the edges were too sharp not to. She stroked the panel. She spoke aloud because sometimes machines liked you to pretend you were singing them bedtime songs. “Hey, Blue,” she said. “We need a better idea. This patch says you’re smarter than you were an hour ago. Listen.” She tapped again. The panel blinked a new color. The override requested a key. Not a metal one. A phrase.
She typed the plant’s first name. The one the children had painted when it opened. SaltCat. The panel purred. Somewhere, a far gate shook its head and unlocked.
The door’s light went green as if to be polite just as someone outside pried its panel off with a tool. The door slid, sighed, and began to open in the slow offended way of big things being disrespected.
Virek was there. He filled the doorway without crowding it, exo-brace making him taller and giving his legs the bored confidence of a panther. He wore the gray like it was a suit that had decided to be armor. He carried his rifle low, pointed down as if it were nothing. Only his eyes were busy.
“Hello,” he said. “You caused me to walk more than I enjoy.”
Mai’s mouth found its own words. “You caused my aunt to boil tea with her hands shaking.”
He smiled. The smile didn’t reach the river stones in his eyes. “I like tea,” he said.
He moved so fast the eye could have blamed a light flicker. The rifle came up, spoke, spat a burst that chewed the floor where Mai’s foot had just been. She spun, the gecko pads sticking, rolling, unrolling. The core’s casing took a hit and shouted a crack. The smell of hot electronics roared. BlueReef complained in a language only Thao would decode.
Thao did something on the panel outside that changed the room’s air—sudden negative pressure that sucked at her clothes. Virek cursed like a man frustrated to find himself inconvenienced by physics. He lifted a hand and gestured two men in. They slid low, their boots skittering, the way trained men move when they expect clever floor.
Mai went up. She took the frame of a pipe with her left hand and walked her feet on the wall like a sideways animal. A burst lanced out and snapped past her ear; heat kissed her cheek. She dropped behind the core tower. The core hummed like a wet finger on glass.
“Stop,” Virek said, not loud. He didn’t need loud. His voice had a trick of setting itself into your spine.
Mai looked at him the way you look at an incoming wave: with interest, with calculation, with nostalgia for unbroken noses. “No,” she said, and kicked the emergency light panel behind her. The room went to red. Shadows jumped and had their own ideas. For a second, men and pipes and cables wore the same faces.
She launched. Her shoulder met a man’s ribs. They both grunted. She grabbed the edge of his vest and used him to turn momentum. He tried to elbow her and hit a conduit. Sparks bit the air and stung her neck. She stole his sidearm with a twist her father had named the Mouse and sent it skittering under a cabinet.
Virek sighed. “Tiring.” He took three strides and then he had a notion. He reached out and palmed the wall as if feeling the city’s pulse. “You love this place too much,” he said, almost to himself. “That’s the weakness. Love ties your hands. I do not love it.”
“Then go home,” Thao yelled from her panel. “Take your toys.”
He ignored her and picked a lever on the far wall as if from a menu. He yanked it. Somewhere, a shutter slammed. The pressure in the room punched their ears. Water battered a new path with enthusiasm and the sound of big money making bad choices.
Mai had no map for this. But bodies do fast math when sand-bagged by noise. She put one hand on the gel of the gecko pads and one on the rope coiled around her waist, and she moved. The room’s far exit, a catwalk over a churning pit where intake water got calmed like a drunk, lit with safe green. That was a lie. Nothing was safe. But it was where the patch would matter most if it connected its nerves to the plant’s spine.
“Thao!” Mai shouted. “Can you give me ten?”
Thao swore again, a string that would have melted paint. “I can give you eight.”
“Seven will do.” Mai jumped, hit the catwalk with her hands, folded her body, and let the gecko pads taste metal. They liked it. She swung and landed in a crouch, ribs arguing. The catwalk shuddered under a sudden, heavy step; Virek had decided the view was better here.
He came toward her, rifle pointed but low. She saw how he held it—with affection, the way some held a dog. “Give me the case,” he said without emphasis. “And I will give you back your little market with only bruises.”
Mai actually thought about it. That was the trick. He had never said please. He let you imagine he might.
“Sorry,” she said, because Aunt Huong had been right about the wind. “I have an appointment.”
She ran the catwalk like a line painted on air. Virek followed without hurry, legs eating distance. He did not run; he simply occupied more of the future with each step. He lifted the rifle and fired once. The shot was not for her. It severed a cable above the walkway that she had intended to use for a swing. He smiled without his mouth.
She felt the empty where the cable should have been and had another thought instead. She took the thin gray coil at her waist, flicked it, and it hissed across the gap to bite the frame of a filtration tower. The coil had teeth and they liked that steel. She yanked. Her body swung clean and she let it and landed harder than she wanted. Pain stole air. She had no air to lend.
She felt rather than saw the manta skim up through a service slot below, wet and stubborn. Bac Son nosed up against the catwalk like an eager dog that had taken a long way around. “Show-off,” Mai rasped.
Virek’s last three strides were quick, impatient. He was done drawing shapes in the air with his confidence. He came close and this was the moment where he leaned in to let his voice cut smaller. “You’re one body,” he said. “I am a company and a contract and a sum. The tide is metal and doesn’t care about your soft parts.”
“Then drown,” Mai said, almost kindly.
He snapped his rifle up. She dove. The round kissed the rail and shrieked, belled the metal. She hit the landing at the end of the catwalk shoulder first and something in there complained in language she used for nothing else. She kept moving because stopping meant being a shape on a chart.
Ahead the interface hung in a little shrine of safety, the idiot-friendly screen asking for mercy with blue icons. She jammed the patch in. Lights walked from left to right like a patient parent guiding a child across a street. BlueReef hummed low, like a singer taking a note to the bottom of her range. Somewhere, gates shifted priorities.
The city made a sound Mai had never heard: fifty thousand people exhaling as pumps took breath again. The hum rose under her feet and climbed the bones of the building. It tilted the entire day toward relief like a soup pot you had been too polite to empty.
Virek stopped. He felt it too; it moved through his legs and reminded his bones they were just bones. His jaw worked once like he had bitten a lemon and discovered it was a hand grenade.
“You made it ugly,” he said. “You made it public.” He gestured, a small flick, and two of his men stepped forward to make a complication.
Mai didn’t wait for more of the speech. She snapped the coil back, the bite releasing, and looped it over the rail. She leaped into space like she always had intended to and fell until the coil took her and turned the fall into a pendulum and then into forward. She hit Virek feet first. He rolled with it, too good to take the whole insult. She landed hard and her knees burned a white jag of pain.
Bac Son rose like a low wave and bunted Virek’s shins. He stumbled, shock flickering across his calm like a gull’s shadow. Mai was already through the door, already down the stairs, body choosing the slippery lines without asking her permission.
Behind, his voice snapped orders. Boots hammered the room. The catwalk sang with weight. Thao’s laugh came bright and cracked and a little unhinged, like someone who had watched a dam burst the right way.
The plant’s big muscles started to move in confidence rather than clench. Valves breathed. Water rode its rails like a horse that had decided the rider wasn’t an idiot. Mai ran the pump gallery with the smell of wet metal in her nose and the sea talking at the windows. She dropped into a maintenance hatch like a thought dropping into a deeper one. She slid, scraped, came up against air that smelled dirty and safe because anything not full of men with guns was safe.
Her radio spit a word. “Girl.” Tùng. “Are you…?”
“Thirsty,” she said, gasping. She had her hands on the floor and her forehead on her hands. “It’s singing. Hear it?”
Tùng didn’t answer for a second, which told her he was listening through his bones. Then he swore in a way older than salt and then laughed in a way that made her grin into the floor.
“The city woke,” he said.
“Chrome Tide?” she asked, rolling to her back. The concrete pressed patterns on her skin.
“Unhappy fish. They’ll try to spin it. But the pumps hum. Even propaganda can’t hum like that.”
Mai pushed up. She had to get out before Virek tried to come fetch his pride and her head for a matched set. She moved on hands and knees until the maintenance shaft told her by smell and echo that it decided to be the culvert again, then she slid into it like a seal into water. Cold cupped her gently for the first time all day.
Bac Son bumped her hip. “You earned a sardine,” she told the drone. It made a pleased tone that Tùng must have made it in private, because it sounded like affection in a kettle.
They spilled into the canal behind the old cinema. Rain danced in silver nails. The market lifted faces to the sky. You could hear people crying over the water and no one pretended it was for anything else. Mai pulled herself onto the boards like a cat dragged out of a bath and lay there while the storm explained itself.
Aunt Huong found her because of course she did. “You wicked child,” she said, kneeling, voice shaking and sure all at once. She pressed a cup to Mai’s lips. It was hot. It was tea.
“I have a suspicion,” Aunt Huong said, eyeing the manta, the gloves, the rope like they were cheeky nephews, “that the city will want to give you a ribbon and a speech.”
Mai drank and let the hot make other things quiet. “Give it to Thao,” she said. “And to a silver-headed liar at the tower. We already have tea.”
On the far side of the canal, Virek stood on a roofline in the rain, watching the plant, his face tilted to hear the hum. He was a man thinking of an angle on a new day. He tapped his radio. He said nothing. Then he stepped back from the edge and vanished into the city that wasn’t his.
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