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Slipstream Over Aqualis
Quinn Marlot
Jax Arana, a maintenance diver in a floating city, sees a crisis blamed on his friend. With help from a wry elder and a stubborn drone, he takes on security forces and a ruthless director to stop a catastrophic plan. Under rain and roar, he rewrites the city’s song and finds his place where steel meets sea.
ProseHub


    
The City That Sings
The floating city breathed like a giant animal. Wave converters groaned with each swell, and the decks answered in a deep metallic chorus. Salt hung in the air, tasted on the tongue before the wind pushed it down the corridors between stacked habitats. Jax Arana, twenty-six and all tendon strength from a life in harnesses, slid down a maintenance ladder until his boots kissed the damp steel of a ballast shaft. The walls sweated. Pipes rattled in a rhythm he knew as well as his own pulse.
He clipped a tether to his belt and crouched by a whining valve. Cold sprayed his knuckles as he twisted a spanner. A fin of sunlight knifed through the grate above, scattering into coins on the standing water around his ankles. Below, the city’s underbelly hummed like a choir of whales. On good days the song calmed him. Today it vibrated too tight, too fast.
Rik’s voice crackled through his earpiece. 'You on shaft four? We’re getting chatter from the converters. Might be another surge.'
Jax braced and leaned into the wrench. 'I’m on it. Tell them to hold the load until I finish here.'
'You want me to tell the converters to be polite? You do it. I like my eyebrows.'
He grinned despite himself. The valve jerked, then seated with a heavy thunk. The spray softened to a mist. He wiped his face with the back of his hand and climbed up into the heat and smell of lubricant. Above, a hatch opened onto a narrow service balcony overlooking one of the wave throats: a circular maw where the ocean funneled up through a lattice of vanes and dynamos the size of houses. Jax stood a moment with fingers gripping the railing. The ocean rolled under them, blue turning to iron where the sky reflected off it. Seabirds toyed with the drafts, angling their wings with careless control Jax felt in his bones when he hung outside the city, nothing under him but thirst and air.
He climbed again, into a market level where heat lamps kept greens alive in rows of grow trays. Voices spilled like beads. An old woman bargained over spiced seaweed cakes. Two kids argued over a toy hydrofoil until a vendor fixed them with a glare. Jax stopped at a stall where orange fish flickered in shallow tanks. His sister, Nia, had painted the sign herself, all swoops and bubbles.
'You’re early,' Nia said, appearing from behind a string of drying kelp with a brush stuck in her hair. 'You fix everything?' Her eyes were the deep brown of wet teak, and worry always lived at the edges, even when she laughed.
'Almost. Converter cells are jittery. You stay away from the lower decks today.' He grabbed a seaweed cake and paid with two tokens, then flicked the brush out of her hair. 'You still on for shift change dinner? Rik promised to cook, which means I bring noodles.'
'We’ll all burn together,' she said, but she smiled. The laughter settled some of the tightness in his chest. 'Rik came by earlier, looking like he’d slept in a cable tray. Said the executive tower’s people were out on the decks with tablets, doing their thing.'
'Counting profit or counting screws?'
'He didn’t say. Just looked spooked.'
A rumble passed through the metal under his feet, not the steady thunder of waves but a rolling growl like a big animal shifting in its sleep. Lights along the ceiling blinked. People paused mid-gesture, as if the whole market had taken the same breath.
'It’s fine,' Jax said automatically. 'They’ll bleed the pressure off.' He took a bite of the cake. It was crisp at the edges, sweet and salty at the center. He chewed and listened. The converters’ song had changed key, higher, and somewhere in it something rattled, a loose spoon in a drawer.
At the far end of the market, a trio of security officers in slate jackets moved through the crowd, scanning faces. Their boots left wet prints. People parted for them without needing to be told. The one in front—sharp cheekbones, hair cut close—met Jax’s gaze for half a beat and then slid away. The city carried its rules in small gestures. You learned them or you got scraped.
'I have to go up,' Jax said. 'If this hum gets worse, they’ll lock decks down. Stick to the mid levels. If I’m late for dinner, give Rik the pan so he can do something heroic with it.'
Nia tugged his sleeve. 'Don’t get thrown off anything today. I have plans that require you alive.'
'Bossy,' he said, but he kissed her forehead and jogged toward the ladderwell.
Wind struck him as he climbed to the open catwalks. He moved in the rhythm of a hundred climbs before, palms knowing every worn rung. The smell of ozone sharpened. Far below, spray feathered up with each crash of water through the vanes.
He crossed a grating suspended between two converter housings. The grating vibrated with a note that made his molars ache. To his left, the ocean flexed its weight against the city’s armor. To his right, the towers of the executive spire rose, glass and white composite, flags snapping. He hated how clean it looked from here.
The grating dipped. Jax dropped to a knee and grabbed a support cable. A child—hair plastered to a small forehead, eyes wide—clung to the mesh halfway across, frozen. One step had gone wrong and now feet refused to move. A woman on the deck behind Jax called out a name and made to run, but a security officer blocked her with a palm.
Jax eased along the grating, keeping low. 'Hey,' he said, voice steady. 'Good place to see the birds, but they like it better if we get back to the solid part. I’m Jax. What’s your name?'
The child swallowed. 'I—Levi.'
'Good. You’re going to put your hand right here and I’m going to walk us back.' He took Levi’s hand and felt the tremor. They moved, one foot at a time. The grating shook under them as a breaker hit the vanes and boomed up the throat. Jax counted, timing the sway. They reached the deck. The woman scooped Levi up and sobbed into his damp hair. The officer pretended not to wipe his own face with the back of one wrist.
Jax straightened. A hiss stung the air. The converter tower ahead vented steam in a white spear. Alarms woke in tiers, dull throbbing that reached into bone. The market below cracked into motion, tarps dropping, trays slid aside. The sea’s color changed, as if someone had tipped ink in it.
Rik’s voice was back in his ear, tight. 'They’re ordering an emergency load shift. That should not happen without warning. Jax, where are you?'
'On six. What’s your panel say?'
'It says someone is forcing a peak draw. And it says I am an idiot because I can’t stop it from here.'
Jax ran. The deck pitched. He grabbed a ladder and rode it down three levels, boots slamming each rung. At the base, a bank of manual overrides waited under a drip of cold water. He jammed his palm against the pad and keyed in his authorization. Red bled to amber, then to green on two of the gauges. The third refused to shift. A tremor pushed through the structure like a shiver.
He looked up as a shape shrugged free of the sea half a kilometer off: a crest like a mountain, then a fracture of foam and light. The converter tower to his left coughed again, then screamed. A panel blew out. Shards spun up and out, glittering like angry birds, before the wind tore them away. The scream kept going even when the alarms cut out, metal bellowing grief. Hot air and salt stung his eyes.
On the far deck, a team of security sprinted in a loose diamond. At their center walked a man who didn’t hurry. He wore a slate coat, too fine for this wind, and a small smile that made Jax’s fingers ache. He’d seen him in council announcements and in the corner of screens: Director Carden Holt, the chosen face of the executive tower. When he looked up, it felt personal, like a hand closing on the back of Jax’s neck.
By the time Jax hit the lower level again, Rik was in cuffs. The two officers on him were careful, but they held his arms at angles that said the care could vanish. Rik’s hair was plastered to his skull, his eyes bright fever-wild. 'Tell them,' he called to Jax, 'tell them I was in Bay Two, I couldn’t do a thing from there—'
Jax pushed forward, and the closest officer raised a hand. 'Stop. Area’s locked. Orders.'
'From who?'
The officer tipped his head. Jax didn’t look, but he felt Holt’s presence at his back like a weight shift. 'Maintenance tech Rik Hode,' Holt said, voice smooth. 'You were on shift when the peak was forced. Our logs lead to your console. We are going to ask you many helpful questions.'
Rik laughed once, high and furious. 'Ask your own mirror.'
Holt’s gaze slid over Jax as if he were part of the hull. 'Clear the deck.'
Jax’s world narrowed to the sight of Rik’s face as they moved him away. He’d seen false accusations before. They fell on the ones too tired to fight back. He curled his hand into a fist, then forced it open. Through the railing, the ocean heaved under the city, huge and indifferent. Nia was somewhere above, probably watching the vids, probably seeing Rik’s name scroll under flashing lights.
He turned from the deck and ran toward the old hull levels, where the city’s bones remembered what they’d been before the clean coats were painted on. If not from the tower, answers would come from there. The converters’ song kept rising, slicing the air into thin strips. The city wasn’t breathing right. Someone had their hands around its throat.

    
Blacklines and Gifted Tools
The lower decks smelled like rust, salt, and old coffee. Pipes ran like ribs along the walls. When the city was younger, builders had left passages where no one expected them; now they were the veins that carried people who needed to move without being seen. Jax moved in a crouch, pausing when footsteps echoed too cleanly in a corridor. The regular decks had alarms and scanners. These had shadows and family passwords.
He found Nia at the edge of a stairwell tucked behind a storage cage of battered floats. She grabbed him hard enough to hurt, then pulled him into the dim. 'I saw it,' she said. 'They’re dragging Rik everywhere. They plastered his face all over the big screens. People are spitting.'
'He didn’t do it.'
'I know that voice. That’s your I’m going to fix the entire ocean voice.' She breathed fast and shallow, then steadied it. 'What are you going to do? You can’t storm the tower.'
'No. But I can do what I know. The converters talk if you know how to listen. There’s a pattern to the surge. It isn’t random. Someone fed it the wrong meal.' He brushed a curl of hair from her cheek. 'I’m going to talk to someone who kept the old maps.'
'You mean the hermit in the hull?' Nia tried to make it a joke, failed. 'Jax—'
'I’ll be quick. Stay on the mid decks. If things tilt, get to the rafts. Promise.'
She stared at him a long second. 'Fine. But I’m not waiting with my hands in my pockets.'
'I know you,' he said, and he kissed the top of her head and slipped away.
The old hull’s corridors were low, forcing him to hunch. He ran his hand along a wall where someone had etched a line of fish into the paint, each fish smaller until it vanished into a dot. At the end of a tight passage, a door stood with a sensor long dead, replaced by a knotted length of rope. He tugged twice. It opened.
Dr. Muiren was older than the city. That’s how the story went. In truth, she had the nimble movements of someone who refused to admit things like years applied to her. Her hair was white where it escaped a scarf, and she wore a patched jacket with pockets that looked hungry.
Jax lifted his hands, palms empty. 'The city’s choking. I need a map you don’t hang on the wall.'
'I don’t hang maps at all anymore,' Muiren said. 'People steal walls these days.' She glanced past him down the corridor, then let him in and sealed the door. Inside, the room was a small museum of wet and metal: pressure gauges that still ticked, a glass case with a coral fan inside, stacks of coils and anchors. The air smelled of oil and tea.
She handed him a mug without asking. 'Drink. You’re rattling like a loose bolt. Tell me what the converters sang.'
'High, wrong. Like someone forced a resonance from above, not the sea’s beat. Rik’s arrested.' He described the surge, the tower, Holt’s calm voice. Muiren listened without interruption, her eyes hooded.
When he finished, she shuffled to a metal trunk and pulled out something wrapped in faded cloth. She laid it on the table, unwrapped it, and revealed a disc the size of Jax’s palm. Its surface was a dull silver with a hairline spiral etched into it. She placed it on his hand. It felt warm, as if it had a pulse of its own.
'Echoscale,' she said. 'Proto-sonar, if you want a tidy word. It reads vibrations and prints them into a pattern you can see if you learn to look. The converters will tell you their story if you hold this to the right places. It was built to map whalesong. Turns out a city has a voice too.'
He turned it. The spiral caught the light like wet skin. 'Why me?'
'Because you already hear the song. This just helps you draw it.
And this.' She produced a coil of line with a stubby gun grip at one end. The line gleamed, braided with strands like hair. 'Phase tether. It bites when you tell it, sinks teeth into metal, tilts, even water-slick. Pull the trigger and it sets. It hates letting go. Your hands are good but not that good.'
Jax reached for the grip. It was heavy, comforting. 'What do you want in exchange?'
'Bring the city back breathing. And when you come home, teach me how to make a noodle stir-fry that doesn’t taste like regret.' She shot him a look that dared him to argue. Then she kicked a canvas tarp revealing a small, scarred drone shaped like a manta ray. 'Kite’s half dead but stubborn. It has old sensors, short range. If you can coax it awake, it’ll keep you from going places you don’t belong. Or shove you back where you need to be.'
Jax set the echoscale in his pocket and ran a fingernail along Kite’s seam. The drone’s lenses were clouded with salt. He found the service port and jimmied it open with a piece of wire. The casing hummed, a slow reluctant sound.
'Hey,' he said to it, because sometimes machines listened better if you were polite. 'Wake up, friend.'
Lights flickered under the skin. Its tail twitched. He laughed, startled. 'Look at you.'
Muiren grunted in satisfaction. 'It remembers you. Now go before the tower throws a net wide enough to snag even your luck. Stay off the main decks. Use the blackline between pumps eight and nine if you need to cross fast. The foam lockers by the intake? They hide a hatch that no one thinks about.'
He strapped the tether over his shoulder and bundled Kite against his chest. The drone’s edges were smooth, the way a river makes its own language out of stone. Muiren pressed a small tab into his palm. 'When you find something, if you find proof, bring it to me first. I like truths before they’re polished by people who think mirrors are more honest than water.'
Outside, the corridor breathed cold. Alarms pulsed somewhere distant and muted. Jax moved along the blackline, a painted stripe that once had told new workers where not to step. Now it was his road. He skirted a wheeled bin, ducked under a pipe, and found the foam lockers. He dragged them aside. The hatch behind them was ringed with salt bloom, but its hinges sighed open when he leaned on it.
A narrow maintenance passage ran into the dark. He slid in, shoulders kissing the walls. Air moved, bringing the taste of the sea. Ahead, a sliver of light. He came out onto a lip above a surge channel where water shot through like a freight train. The opposite side was ten meters away, bolted stairs leading up to a control deck. No walkway.
He clipped the tether to his belt, braced his boots, and fired. The hook thudded against a handrail with a bite he could feel in his wrist. He yanked. It held. He took one breath, then swung. The water below thundered, threw spray into his face. He hit the far side hard enough to rattle teeth, scrambled, and rolled onto the landing with a curse and a laugh combined.
The control deck was sealed. Of course it was. His authorization pinged the door and got a polite red refusal. Jax set his ear to the metal, let the echoscale kiss the skin of the city. The disc thrummed and printed a swirl across its face, lines hooking into peaks. Behind the door, a different hum fed the lock. Someone had told it to ignore anyone like Jax today.
He backed up. 'Kite,' he said, and the drone twitched in his hands as if irritated. He set it on the deck. It perched, tail nothing, just a suggestion of movement. 'Give me eyes.'
It slid to the wall and flattened itself. A small blade folded out, worryingly sharp for something he wanted to call friend, and teased a panel loose. Behind the panel lived wires biting their own tails. Jax took a breath and jimmied the pair that sang the same note as the lock. The hum dipped, sighed, and the door yielded.
Inside, consoles blinked dumbly. Manuals were strewn on the floor, open to the wrong pages. He went to the main panel and pressed the echoscale against a bracket. The disc printed a pattern that made his scalp tighten. The spike wasn’t random; it was whipped, driven from a command that bypassed the normal safety gates. He slid his palm along the edge and found a data port, then a small cartridge tucked behind, as if someone had put it there in a hurry.
Voices snapped around the corner. Jax slid under the console and held his breath. Two boots stamped water on the deck.
'Check this one. Holt wants every lock sealed by hand. No more trust in code.'
'Like code did this on its own.'
Metal knocked metal. Jax let them pass, then eased out and palmed the cartridge. He set a foam charge by the manual seal; if they tried to lock it again, the charge would make them think twice. He ghosted the corridor, followed the blackline he saw in his head, and slipped out onto the catwalk beyond.
Drones rose over the edge like sleek gulls with hard eyes. They tilted at him, a lazy curiosity becoming focus. Jax grabbed Kite and ran. The first drone spat a line that slapped the rail and tried to cinch. He cut it with the tether’s blade. The second sprayed markers that would tell anyone where he went. He took a sharp left into a sluice that stank of old brine, dropped, and slid into water.
Cold took his breath. He kicked, let the surge spit him into a calmer pocket. A grate scraped his shoulder, gouging paint off Kite’s skin. He came up under a lip of decking, coughed out water and laughed again because he was still alive.
Muiren’s voice reached him through the thin little speaker he had clipped in his ear. 'You better be bringing me cake with that cartridge.'
'I brought you something sweeter than cake. Proof someone is driving this with a dirty hand.'

    
Hunter in the Spray
Jax dried his hands on his shirt as he clambered onto a service platform three decks below the market. Muiren’s den crouched behind an innocuous maintenance door. She met him with a towel and a look that said she’d already guessed the shape of what he’d found.
He set the cartridge on her bench. 'You can make this talk?'
'It will sing, or it will hiss. Either way it tells the truth.' She slid it into a cradle and the old screen above her bench shook off a veil of dust and lit. Data crawled across in a wobbling march. Muiren hummed under her breath, an old sea melody that didn’t care if the words were right.
While she worked, Jax called Nia. Her face filled his display in a corner of the screen. Her hair was pinned back, her mouth set. 'I’m fine,' she said before he could ask. 'They’re closing sections in the market. People are jumpy. Did you get anything?'
'I got a thing Muiren likes and a bruise the size of a map. Stay where you are. If anyone asks questions with the wrong smile, you give them nothing.'
'You think I give wrong-smile people anything? I’m not eight.' She softened. 'Be careful, Jax.'
Muiren made a small satisfied sound. 'They thought they were clever. They weren’t clever enough for an old woman with a stubborn screen.' She tapped a square. 'See here. The command that drove the peak came not from a converter deck. It originated from a relay in the executive spire. They masked it as a safety test. If your friend’s console shows his ID, someone rerouted a ghost through his panel.'
Jax set his hands on the table to keep them from shaking. 'Holt.'
'He doesn’t climb down ladders like you. He climbs with words. The mask is layered. You’ll need to get closer to peel it back. And there isn’t much time. The patterns here—the peak wasn’t a single punch. It was the first in a set. I think they plan to decouple a ring. Let it drift. Claim a failure when they sell the rest to a friendly buyer.'
'Leave the food decks and the worker dorms to the water.' Jax tasted iron.
Muiren met his eyes. 'Get closer.' She shoved a map across the bench. A plan of the spire’s lower maintenance routes. 'There’s a service stair in the east buttress nobody uses because it smells like old fish. It comes within one deck of the relay they abused. I don’t like sending you there. But I like less the thought of the sea owning our kitchens.'
'Nia,' Jax said through his comm. 'I need a distraction upstairs. Something that pulls a handful of officers off the lower decks for ten minutes. Can you do that without getting anyone hurt?'
There was a pause. 'I don’t throw rocks, Jax. I talk.' She cut the connection before he could argue.
He checked Kite’s charge and Muiren’s gifts, then rolled his shoulders as if that could settle the knot between them. He moved through old corridors that smelled of smoke and salt. The east buttress lurked behind a wall of vendors’ stalls shut quick with metal shutters. He found a small door with a smear of rust like a handprint. It creaked, and the smell hit him: fish, stale oil, wet felt. He grinned. Muiren had been right as usual. No one came here on purpose.
He climbed, bootfalls deliberate to keep the steps from singing. Midway up, a loud voice cut through static on his comm. 'All units to the central market, report. Disruption underway at Stall Row Three.' He could hear Nia, cool and clear, telling a cluster of people how to claim space with questions. She would keep it just shy of the line. He pushed faster.
At the top, a narrow catwalk bridged to a service corridor carved into the spire’s flank. The walls were too clean. The air was too dry. He put the echoscale to the panel at the corner. It printed a curl that said two guards waited ahead, laughter thin and bored.
He stepped around, moving like shadow to shadow. 'You hear we’re getting hazard pay for this?' one said. 'If the city snaps, my pay won’t keep me dry,' the other answered. Jax dropped behind them and tapped their heads together with a careful, precise motion. They went down without yelling. He tied their wrists with zip line. He avoided their faces. He wasn’t here to break more than he had to.
The relay door wore a smug little faceplate. He set Kite by the seam. The drone’s blade teased again; he reached mentored into the nest of wires and found the one that hummed with a voice not quite like the others. He rerouted it through the echoscale. Data danced. He recorded all of it with a flick. He needed proof not just for himself, but for people who trusted what screens said more than what his guts screamed.
The corridor beyond opened onto a vertical garden that climbed the spire’s inner wall. Water trickled, engineered to sound tranquil. Jax hated it. He turned to leave and met eyes the color of copper over a mask.
Captain Vale moved like she’d been born with a harness instead of bones. Her slate suit whispered as she stepped into the corridor. She carried herself as if gravity worked for her privately. 'You dragged your feet,' she said, voice flat. 'Now we have to dance in the spray.'
Jax didn’t answer. He fired the tether at a ceiling strut and yanked himself sideways as her shock baton chopped through the space where he’d been. Sparks kissed the wall. He let the tether swing him behind a column and cut the line. He hit the floor and rolled. She was on him again, baton a flick of light. The air smelled like a storm.
'Rik didn’t do it,' he said between motions.
'Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t. Not my question. My question is why you’re pulling wire from my relay.'
He flicked a foam charge under her foot. It popped and spread, glue-hard. She stepped aside with a small huff as if dodging a clumsy dance partner. He admired the move even as he hated it. She came in low. He locked her wrist, twisted, and felt the angle give. She hissed, pivoted, and struck with her other hand. His ear rang.
Then the world tilted as the spire swayed under a wave. Vale grabbed a rail and anchored like a hooked fish. Jax grabbed a pipe and prayed it wasn’t decorative. For a heartbeat, they both looked past each other to the window where the sea threw itself against the city.
She recovered first. He fired the tether too late. Her baton kissed his ribs. White exploded behind his eyes. He forced his hands to move anyway, grabbed, and dragged himself toward the open maintenance hatch. She pursued with disdainful efficiency.
Kite flashed between them, a small stubborn blade on wings, and clipped her hand. Her baton clattered. She didn’t swear. She simply changed tactics and went for his leg. Jax kicked, rolled into the hatch, and dropped on blind faith.
The shaft swallowed him. He caught the ladder two rungs down and let his momentum bleed out in a scream his throat swallowed. He slid into darkness and wet air. Above, Vale’s face looked down like a coin dropped down a well. She did not follow. He was not her main hunt. He was a knot in a rope she intended to cut later.
He pulled breath into his lungs and moved. He knew when a fight was not the point, and today the point was deeper, wetter, more dangerous than this stairwell could offer.
He surfaced under a grating near the base of the spire. He had to shoulder the grate aside and wriggle like a seal to get out. Rain had started, fine needles that slicked the deck and made every surface a suggestion. He checked the fight’s souvenirs: a throb at his ribs, a scrape on his forearm, a gratitude for Kite that he would say out loud later.
Muiren’s voice was steady. 'You sound alive.'
'I have proof the push came from the spire. And I met one of Holt’s hunters. She thinks I’m an errand she can run later.'
'Let’s make later a day she doesn’t reach. I pulled more from your cartridge. The push wasn’t just a push. It’s the first in a sequence. They are cycling the converters toward a state where they can justify decoupling the east ring. The release commands are ready. Timed. You have hours, not days, before metal and water meet in a fight none of us win.'
Jax looked at the sea. It slapped the city with open palms, less friendly now. 'They want the east ring loose. That’s the food decks.'
Muiren’s voice sharpened. 'And most of the dormitories. It would look like a tragedy no one could help. And then the spire would go gliding into the arms of a buyer so rich they call storms by their first names.'
'Where’s the choke point?'
'Primary Throat. The intake under the central hub. Every surge rides through it. There are manual overrides there older than your mother’s jokes. You get down there and you can slam the sequence into a sulk. It will take muscle and math. And other people will try to stop you.'
'I’m better with muscle than jokes.' He breathed. 'All right. Send me the map. Nia—'
'Already on my way to the rafts if things go stupid,' she said before he could form the plea. 'But I’m not moving until I see your icon get where it needs to go.'
'Bossy,' Jax said again, and the word was a lifeline.
He moved along the ring toward the central hub. The decks shook under his feet as the ocean grew rowdy. People hurried in purposeful lines, carrying bundles of blankets and foil packets. Security stood at corners pretending they saw everything. Holt would be watching screens filled with points of light he called citizens. He would not be down here where the air tasted like effort.
Jax slid into a chute that led to the mooring wells. Chains, black with old grease, rose into the gloom, singing with the motion of the sea. He clipped the tether to his harness and to the nearest chain. Kite flicked ahead, casting a small ghost of light. The well breathed and he breathed with it. Down was the only way out now.

    
The Throat of Aqualis
The mooring well’s walls were pitted and furred with barnacle scars. Each meter down was an argument the city had with the sea, and the sea was patient. Jax descended hand over hand, boots scraping against chain links slick with salt. The roar grew until it didn’t sound like roar anymore. It was continuous pressure inside the skull, as if the city’s heart were beating between his ears.
Spray burst up in breathy exhalations, leaving him soaked, shivering, and grinning. Something about the edge of control woke a precise calm in him. He cupped the echoscale against the wall where the well flared into the intake. Patterns exploded across the disc’s face in hooked spirals. He didn’t need to be a scientist to hear the point where the sequence tipped. The pressure waves were stacking, an ugly ladder that would end in a snap.
He spoke into his comm, and Muiren answered with the steadiness of a lighthouse. 'You’re at the throat. There is a maintenance collar three meters to your left as you face the flow. It will not be where you want it to be. Grab it anyway.'
He shifted. Current clawed at him. The collar bit his fingers and then bit harder into his palm as if to remind him who was stronger. He wedged his foot in a rung that had forgotten how to be a rung and pulled himself around with care not to be a red smear on the steel. Kite hung in the air above the water like a thought refusing to sink. He loved that stubborn little shape more than was rational.
The intake gaped. Massive doors, like gills on a giant, flexed with hydraulic breath. Inside, shadowed vanes trembled, working too hard. He fired the tether into the inner wall, felt it shoulder into the metal. He hung in space over the roar and told his stomach to stop thinking. He swung in an arc and planted his boots on a narrow ledge. He pressed the echoscale where the ledge shivered. He saw the wave of commands riding the pressure pulses. He would have to break the rhythm at the right beat.
'How do I slam it?' he asked.
Muiren’s voice was quiet. 'There’s a manual wheel beside you at knee height. It’s ancient. It goes clockwise. It was built by people who trusted hands more than code. Be one of those people now.'
Jax braced and turned. The wheel screamed like a thing alive. Muscles bunched and burned. He laughed, and the laugh made room for breath.
Something moved in the water below, a thick shadow writhing through turbulence. Jax’s laugh cut off as a head rose, jaws too long, eyes flat and black. The city had let experiments slip once, and some of them refused to die. The eel surged up the intake, body snapping like rope. It struck. Jax jerked back; teeth scraped his boot and threw sparks. He fired the tether at its head. The hook hit scale and slid. The eel lunged again.
Kite dove. The drone’s body buzzed, an ultrasonic whale-cry turned knife. The eel contorted, hated the sound, and snapped at the drone. Kite juked, a sliver of metal thought, and the eel hit the ledge with its teeth, shooting pain through the structure like a tuning fork.
'Lovely pet you found,' Muiren said in his ear, dry as bone.
'It sings better than I do.' Jax yanked the wheel again. The intake’s doors shifted a fraction in the rhythm they needed. The sequence that would have stacked the next surge buckled. He felt it in the way the pressure wave didn’t quite find a partner. He put his shoulder into another quarter-turn.
The eel hit again. Jax swung the tether and felt it bite deep into the leather of the creature’s mouth. He shot the line with his thumb and it cinched tight. The eel thrashed, slamming itself into steel until the vibration sang in his bones. He held on and kept turning, the wheel biting blisters into his hands.
The drone’s light showed another movement: a silhouette near the opposite door, slim and human. Jax squinted through spray. Captain Vale clung there, suit sealed against the wet, helmeted now, visor reflecting the chaos.
She gestured, not with the baton but with a flat palm, as if to say, Hold. He didn’t trust it. He turned again. The intake door shuddered into the position Muiren had whispered over and over in his ear. The next wave hit, and nothing stacked. It just broke and rolled. The city groaned, then took a breath that sounded like relief.
Vale’s voice flashed in his ear, hijacking his channel. 'You’re making a mess of my orders.'
'Your orders are wrong.'
'Orders are the spine. Without them, we are jellyfish.'
'You work for a man who wants to sell our bones. That make your spine happy?'
'You think too simple, maintenance man. Holt is a plankton eater. Others gave him his teeth. Get out of the throat. You can’t hold it from there forever.'
He didn’t have time to argue philosophy. He cut the tether line holding the eel. It vanished into the froth. He set a mechanical brake on the wheel and pulled himself back up, every move measured against the pull of water.
The tunnel above the intake offered a crawlspace too small for fear. He wedged through, the echoscale tucked against his chest where he could feel its soft heartbeat. He emerged into a narrow gallery with a view over the central machinery. It was vast, beautiful in a brutal way, a skeleton that made electricity instead of blood. Above, catwalks crisscrossed the space like lines of prayer someone never taught him to say.
Holt’s voice replaced Vale’s. Too smooth. Too certain. 'You are a nuisance, Mr. Arana. Your hands are competent; your vision, limited. Do you think I care which friend of yours we used to paste our code? You're not saving the city; you’re making it more expensive to detach.'
Jax breathed out through his nose so he didn’t say something stupid. 'You can talk from your tower, but the metal argues with you here. The bolts don’t like liars.'
'You think in bolts. I think in tides of resource and reach. I am removing inefficient parts. They think they have rights because they breathe. The city is a system. Systems function when parts know their place.'
'You mean when parts shut up and pay you.' Jax moved along the gallery. He had to get to the Heart Spindle, the axis where command met muscle. He saw a path, a ladder bolted on one side like an afterthought, leading to a narrow rim around the spindle. He took it, climbing fast.
Vale swung into view from a different approach. Her visor was up again, her eyes like weathered copper pennies. She didn’t smile. She lifted a hand, palm out. 'Stop. I think you believe you are the hero, and you may even be. But you are also the lever. Holt wants you to turn the city enough to claim he did all he could. Walk away and he loses his narrative.'
'He keeps talking about parts and systems. People are not parts.' Jax kept moving. Vale adjusted her grip on her handhold and matched him, not blocking, not yet, but waiting.
'People are habits and hopes. They’re also fatally good at ignoring physics. Holt learned to speak those two languages better than anyone who thinks with hands. He will not forgive me if I let you reach the spindle.'
Jax fired the tether. It caught a ring above the spindle platform, and he swung across. Vale swore once, an ugly sound that made Jax almost like her more. She pushed off after him.
They landed hard on the spindle rim. The floor hummed under their boots, an enormous instrument string plucked by the sea. Jax rolled, came up with the tether, and caught Vale’s leg. He yanked. She dropped, twisted, and sliced the line with a hidden blade that sprang from her wrist guard. They moved like they both had practice fighting on narrow places where the fall was the third fighter in the ring.
Holt’s voice softened to honey. 'Stand down, Captain. Let the maintenance man have his moment. The city loves a story. He will tire, and while they cheer, we will do what is needed.'
Vale showed the smallest flinch at the command. Not her order. She hated that. She came hard, anger now part of the rhythm. Jax ducked and felt the baton skim his hair, a kiss he didn’t want. He drove a shoulder into her midsection. They slammed into the rail. The drop below was a mouth waiting to swallow both of them. Jax felt how easily he could shove and be done. He didn’t.
He feinted left. She bit, swung, and he snapped the tether around her forearm and the rim. The phase line set with a hum. She yanked and found her arm married to the platform. Rage flashed; then begrudging respect.
'You won that one,' she said between breaths. 'Go finish the other.'
Jax didn’t wait. He ran to the spindle controls. Physical levers, old and beautiful. He slammed three into the reset positions Muiren had burned into his brain. He keyed the echoscale to the contact plate, letting it make a picture of the pressure pattern. The waves lined up wrong, then snapped into a healthier figure, loops that said the city could breathe again.
Holt’s voice rose a shade. 'Enough.'
Above them, a gantry moved with a mechanical calm and locked into place. Holt stepped onto the far end, not in person but as a projection so crisp Jax wanted to punch it anyway. He smiled. 'You think you have proof. You have noise. The council likes clean lines, Mr. Arana. They will see a reckless worker and a forced error.'
Jax held up the echoscale. 'This little disc says otherwise. And so do my eyes.' He patched his comm into an open channel. 'Nia. Muiren. Send it.'
On screens across the city, Muiren’s decoded sequence rolled—a truth with edges. The mask peeled like old paint. The command routes traced themselves in red to the spire. Holt’s smile didn’t change but his eyes killed a little thing behind them.
Vale, stuck to the rim, laughed once, low. 'Now that is a better order.'
Holt extended a hand as if the gesture could reach. 'Come to the tower. We can use your hands. You do not have to be poor to be useful.'
Jax turned his back to the projection and hugged the spindle lever with both arms. He pulled. The city’s heart fought him, then yielded. The alarms changed pitch. The sequence that would cut the east ring died before it began.
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The roar softened. It didn’t cease—nothing ever did on a city that lived on the back of water—but it stopped screaming. Jax held the lever engaged until the brake locked. His arms shook with the effort, with the come-down from the fight. He unhooked Vale with a flick of the tether. She stood, flexed her wrist as if gauging the damage, and looked at him without LEDs or orders between them.
'You could have dropped me,' she said.
'Lots of people could have done lots of things today. I did this instead.' He leaned on the rail and breathed the air he had fought for.
Holt’s projection flickered, tried to stay, and then cut to a council feed that hadn’t seen this much honest use in years. Faces came in squares, blinking, talking over one another like gulls. Muiren’s voice speared through the noise. 'I have fed the sequences to your screens and to a hundred citizens who like sending things. Choose if you want to be useful or decorative.'
Jax could have cheered. He didn’t. He was too tired and too focused on the work, the small work, the one that followed every heroic turn of a wheel: checks, second checks, the gentle tap of a wrench against a housing to hear if it sounded right. He put the echoscale against the spindle again and saw the pattern settle into loops that didn’t bite their own tails.
He looked up. Vale was gone, as quiet as fog. Fine. He would measure her later.
On the deck above, a door slammed open and Rik appeared, hair wild, face swollen where someone’s impatience had met his cheek. He moved like he didn’t trust the floor not to grab him. He saw Jax and barked a laugh that had too much relief in it. 'You always did love a big switch.'
Jax hauled him into a hug that hurt both of them. 'You shouldn’t be down here.'
'Council wanted to talk to me and then realized they preferred talking to each other.' He looked around with the awe of a maintenance tech seeing the city’s heart for the first time. 'You make it stop screaming?'
'Help me make sure it keeps quiet.'
They moved together, shoulder to shoulder, the way they had for years. Kite buzzed like a faithful blade and perched on the rail to watch.
The climb back up took forever and an instant, the way climbs always did. The rain faded to a mist that painted everything silver. Jax’s muscles trembled. The city underfoot hummed less angry and more alive. He ran a hand along a railing he’d cursed so often and felt a ridiculous affection.
They emerged onto the mid decks. The market looked like someone had hit pause on a busy film and then forgot to unpause. People stared at the big screens where Muiren’s maps still danced. Holt’s face no longer filled the corners. Instead a councilor’s voice tried to shape what had happened into a sentence that didn’t sound like failure.
Nia moved through the crowd with her own gravity. She saw Jax and Rik and inhaled a sob she refused to let out. Then she did anyway, because even stubborn people have lungs. She collided with Jax’s chest and stayed there too long for him to pretend his ribs didn’t ache.
'You were supposed to not fall into anything,' she said into his shirt.
'I followed orders. I fell into several things and came back out.' He smoothed her hair, stupidly grateful for the small thing.
Rik patted her shoulder awkwardly and then let his hand fall, unsure what to do with it. 'They’re calling an emergency session. Holt’s gone to ground. Captain Copper Eyes is nowhere, probably digesting orders.'
Nia leaned back to look at his face. 'You made them listen.'
'We gave them something they couldn’t smooth away.' He felt the weight of the echoscale in his pocket and thought again of how a city had a voice if you leaned in.
Vendors who had slammed shutters now lifted them. A tray of fish glinted like moon shards. A kid spun in a circle and fell down with the glee a body can have when it understands it is safe again.
Muiren appeared out of nowhere, as she liked to do, a scarf trailing like a flag. She nodded once at Jax in a way that felt larger than any hug. 'You brought me something sweeter than cake, as advertised. Also, you owe me noodles.'
'How did you get here before us?' Jax asked.
'Old hull paths remember me. The council sends a message for you.' She cocked her head. 'They want to see your face when they apologize for nearly feeding you to economics.'
The council chamber had never felt like it had enough room for air. Today it did. Today the windows were open and the smell of wet metal and boiled tea came in. Councilors stood, sat, started to rise again when they remembered they weren’t supposed to be impressed by people without tailored jackets.
An older councilor with a voice like gravel took the lead. 'Jax Arana. Dr. Muiren told us to keep this brief or she would distract us with a wrench. You have our thanks. We will pursue the allegations you brought and we will lock down whatever doors allowed them.'
Jax shifted, not comfortable with thanks shaped like speeches. 'Make sure the east ring never sits at the edge of a knife again. I don’t care what happens to Holt if the city is safe. And Rik—'
'Is cleared,' the councilor said. 'For the moment that will have to be enough. We would like to ask you to take a position overseeing converter integrity. We would like you where the hands are that can feel when something is wrong.'
Nia squeezed his hand so hard his fingers popped. Muiren’s thin mouth tried not to smile and failed. Jax looked at his palms, at the new blister on the heel of his hand and at the old scars. He liked the noise and the spray and being where the bolts were.
'I’ll do it,' he said slowly, 'if you let me keep my ladder. I don’t want a seat so high I forget how the steel feels.'
A ripple of laughter, not the mocking kind. Someone half his age in a council badge near the back said, 'We can build you a desk with a hole in it for a ladder. You can commute vertically.'
The councilor who had spoken first tilted his head. 'Done. And Mr. Hode—'
Rik jerked. 'Sir.'
'If you ever get arrested in my city again, make sure it is for stealing fish for a party. I prefer my scandals celebratory.'
They left with the paperwork not yet signed. Nia, Rik, and Jax stepped into air that tasted like possibility with oil mixed in. People didn’t cheer at them. They nodded, some clapped, some went back to arguing about the price of greens. This was better. It meant the city had decided to keep moving.
Jax found Muiren again at her den when dusk turned the water to pewter. He set the echoscale on her bench with both hands, like a gift and like something too heavy to hold alone. 'I should give this back to its owner,' he said.
She pushed it back at him with a knuckle. 'You are its owner now. It likes the way you use it. It likes being kept where it can hear.' She glanced at Kite, which had nested itself on her shelf and sulked until Jax clicked his tongue. It glided down and bumped his shoulder.
'And that?' he asked.
Muiren sniffed. 'That is yours if you promise to oil it and not let it chew officers. My door stays open. My kettle stays on. Come when you forget how to breathe.'
He nodded. He started to speak, ended up just squeezing her shoulder. She patted his fingers with a hand with more years in it than some ships.
He returned to the decks with the drone perched on his pack, his new position a word he was not used to carrying, his sister’s laugh a sound he wanted to keep nearby. The city at this hour, not yet night, not yet day, did a different kind of singing. People called to one another from scaffold to scaffold. The sea, grudgingly calm, lapped like a cat tasting milk.
Nia met him at the rail where they always watched the water. She passed him a bowl of noodles even though he had promised to cook. He twirled them and burned his tongue and made a face that made her snort.
'You scared me today,' she said in the quiet that came after busy. 'Don’t do that again.'
'All right,' he lied. They bumped shoulders.
Out at the horizon where sky and water argued over who got to hold the last light, a pair of whales breached. Sound rolled in, deeper than the city. The echoscale in his pocket warmed. He didn’t need to pull it out to know the pattern. The converters answered with a softer note, tuned to live. Jax set his palm on the rail, felt the hum, and thought of all the small hands that would hold onto this metal tonight and trust it to be there tomorrow.
The city breathed. Jax breathed with it. The spray carried salt and a hint of spice from someone’s kitchen. Kite flicked its tail and chased a gull until both of them laughed, one with voice, one with metal.
He did not pray. He listened. And in the listening lived a promise he meant to keep: to be wherever the hands were needed, to be the person who would swing when there was nothing under him but air, and to land where people needed him most.
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