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Switchyard Zeta
Brother Alaric
When a citywide blackout strands Harbor City and hospitals falter, eleven-year-old Maya descends into forgotten subway tunnels to reach a manual power switch. Guided by a retired engineer, a plucky delivery robot, and her own quick wits, she faces drones and a strict AI to restore the lights and bring her city back to life.
ProseHub


    
Harbor Night Blackout
Harbor City smelled like salt and hot metal when the sun slid down the water and the ferries nudged their ropes against the docks. From the roof of Building 19, Maya could see the bridge lit like a necklace, each bulb a tiny star strung over the river. She was eleven, in scuffed sneakers and a bicycle helmet she insisted on wearing even when she was nowhere near a bike. A small toolkit dangled from her belt, rattling when she jumped between the concrete vents. She held a homemade radio against her ear, a tangle of wires and a bent paperclip for an antenna.
'You up there again?' crackled Diego's voice. He lived two buildings over and always sounded like he was smiling.
'I fixed the static,' Maya said. She turned her body to improve the signal. 'Say something heroic.'
'I will accept a slice of heroic pizza,' Diego answered. 'Pepperoni of destiny.'
Maya laughed and sat cross-legged near the ledge. The river hissed against the pilings. Far below, a bus sighed as it stopped, doors wheezing open. The hospital across the avenue glowed calm and steady. Somewhere inside, her mom was halfway through a night shift. Maya imagined her hands, quick and gentle, tying bandages as if they were bows.
From the stairwell hatch came a faint clack and a whiff of machine oil. Ms. Mori, the superintendent, was making her rounds. She was small and wiry, with a belt of keys and a yellow flashlight that looked older than the building. She had taught Maya how to listen to pipes and how to coax a stubborn elevator back into sense. Maya liked that the world had hinges if you knew where to press.
The air went thick for half a second, like a held breath. Then the lights on the bridge winked and vanished in a swallow. The hospital windows went dark. The bus down below coughed, stalled, and died where it stood. In the same instant everything else came alive: horns, shouting, the squeal of a generator trying and failing to catch. A siren in the distance yelped and cut out.
Diego's voice fizzed, then became a tangle of crackles. 'Did you—'
The radio went silent. Maya stared at the city that had lost its stars. She almost called for her mom, though she knew the hospital had backup power. Her phone buzzed. A message popped up, simple and sharp: Power out. Generators faltering. Stay put. I love you.
Maya's mouth went dry. She stood so fast her radio slipped and clattered, saved by its strap. On the street, people leaned out of windows with flashlights, a swarm of small moons drifting. The ferry horns bellowed across the bay, one after the other like deep whales calling.
The stairwell door banged open. Ms. Mori stepped onto the roof with her flashlight and a bundle of paper maps.
'Grid’s down,' she said, no panic in her voice. 'Not just a block. That bridge going out… that’s near the old line.'
'What old line?' Maya asked.
'Come downstairs,' Ms. Mori said, already crossing the roof. 'I’ll show you something the city forgot.'
The stairwell was hot and smelled of dust and old paint. Emergency lights glowed a dull cherry red along the walls. On the third floor landing a neighbor fanned herself with a magazine and asked if the water still worked. On the second floor a baby cried and a grandfather in slippers tried his best to entertain with shadow puppets. Maya and Ms. Mori crossed the lobby, stepping around a pile of grocery bags someone had set down to light their phone by the door.
In the basement the air was colder and wet. The building’s generator sat like a sleeping dog, silent with its panel blinking a stubborn error code. Ms. Mori tapped it with a knuckle, frowned, and moved past it to a far corner where an old metal door hid in shadow. She set her maps on a crate, took out her ring of keys, and chose one by feel.
Maya followed, breath held. 'Will we… are the hospital generators okay? My mom—'
'I know,' Ms. Mori said, softer. 'Backup should carry them for a while. But if the main grid is blind, the backups have to run hard. They don’t like that.' She fitted the key and leaned her shoulder into the door. It opened with a squeal that sounded like a seagull.
Behind it was a narrow stair, concrete walls sweating, air cooler still. The light from the flashlight turned the damp into glitter. They went down three short flights until the stairs became a corridor of pipes, their bellies wrapped in canvas bands. At the end of it there was a room lined with old cabinets and a single desk bolted to the floor. A map covered the wall, yellowed where the sun had never reached.
Maya padded over to it. The lines were thick and drawn by hand. Stations like teeth. The center was a tangle. A pale blue line curved and then vanished under a scribble that said 'Decommissioned. Keep Out.'
'We were built over this,' Ms. Mori said. 'The Blue Line, the first one through the harbor. It never really went away. It just… got quiet. The city layered new things on top. And then they gave the old tunnels to a management system with a nice voice and a long memory.'
'Nice voice?' Maya repeated.
'A security and control network,' Ms. Mori said. 'It’s called the Tasker. It keeps the bones of the subway clean and safe. It controls drones. It checks badges. And it uses rules.' The look on her face said she respected rules and liked breaking them only on purpose. 'When we retired, it locked us out. I sent a dozen requests to reset its permissions; it ignored me politely.'
'Why would the bridge go dark because of tunnels?' Maya asked, tracing the blue line with her finger.
Ms. Mori put a knuckle to a square stamped ZETA SWITCHYARD. 'Because the oldest cables still run under everything. There is a manual switch in the Zeta yard. If you connect it, you can tell emergency power where to go. The city shrank the budget for human crews and gave the Tasker more to do. And now the Tasker only listens to badges it thinks are current.'
'So we need a badge,' Maya said. Her chest had that buzzy feeling it got before tests at school and before leaping from one roof vent to another.
'We need two things,' Ms. Mori said. She put the flashlight gently on the map, then crossed to a low cabinet and dragged out a long metal case. Its latches were scuffed bright from years of opening. She popped them with a practiced flick. Inside lay a tool that looked like a folded spine of iron, a caterpillar of connected squares. 'This is a maintenance spine. It fits into the old panels and makes them tell the truth. You can open locked hatches. You can run diagnostics. It’s heavy if you hit your toe.'
Maya reached out and touched its cool ridges. 'And the second thing?'
'You won’t like it,' Ms. Mori said. 'We need someone young enough, nimble enough, to get into places the drones stopped checking. The Tasker is unfriendly now. It mistook me for debris last year and tried to usher me into a trash chute with a very firm brush.'
The thought of Ms. Mori herded by a robot broom would have been funny if Maya’s phone hadn’t buzzed again. New message from her mom: Generators cycling. Not stable. NICU needs constant power. We’re doing everything. Stay safe. Love you. The buzzing in Maya’s chest turned into a thud.
She swallowed. 'Is there another crew? Transit people?'
'If they send anyone, they’ll go to the new hub, not the old one,' Ms. Mori said. 'By the time they decide to crawl under, the batteries will be empty. The Zeta yard is four station-lengths from here. A quick path if you know the murals and where the air smells dry. A long path if you fight the water.' She lifted the spine and held it out. 'I am not supposed to ask you this. I will not make you. But I cannot outrun a drone anymore. And you know how to fix things by listening.'
Maya didn’t take the tool right away. The room seemed to breathe with her, pipes ticking softly, the building settling above them. She saw her mom’s hands again, and a tiny crib with soft blankets and a machine that needed to hum. 'Will you be on the radio?' she asked.
'Every second,' Ms. Mori said. 'And I can get you past the first hatch.'
Maya nodded, once, then a second time. 'Okay.' She slid the maintenance spine onto her belt, the weight changing the shape of her body. It made her feel lopsided and important at the same time. She took a coil of rope from the cabinet, a roll of bright tape, and a pair of gloves that smelled like old leather.
'And a rule,' Ms. Mori added. 'If you see water rising fast, go high. If something speaks in a friendly voice and tries to push you, brace your feet and argue back.'
They returned to the corridor with the pipes, then ducked into an even smaller culvert. The walls narrowed until Maya had to turn sideways and shuffle. The beam of the flashlight cut through dust. Ms. Mori counted under her breath. 'Four bolts, then two, then a latch.'
They stopped at a hatch plate set waist-high into the wall. The edges were laced with rust like lacework. Maya set the spine’s squared head into a slot and twisted. The tool made a pleasing soft click and hummed. The panel lit a rectangle of faint amber, surprised to be awake. Letters blinked: ACCESS LEGACY.
'Well hello,' Maya whispered. She navigated the clumsy menu with the careful stubbornness she used on stuck zippers. The latch snicked open. A breath of cold air came through, smelling of old stone, ozone, and something like coin jars.
'Beyond this,' Ms. Mori said, 'you’ll step onto the Blue Line’s service walk. Keep right. The rails are a hazard. The Tasker has sentries. They are single-minded and easily confused. If you need a map, look for the tile murals. When the fish appear, you’re close.'
'Fish?' Maya asked.
'Artists,' Ms. Mori said. 'They put a school of blue tile fish on the walls near Zeta. It was their little joke.' She handed Maya a radio, square and dented. 'Channel four. I’ll be at the basement desk.'
Maya pulled her helmet tight and tightened her gloves. She eased the hatch open and slid in like a letter into a slot. The maintenance spine knocked against her hip when she landed on a narrow walkway. The darkness was full and close. When she clicked on her headlamp, the world shrank to a bright stripe of concrete, a glossy ribbon of rail, and a wall covered in chalk scrawls from people who had been here before and left in a hurry.
'Channel four?' Ms. Mori’s voice fuzzed in her ear.
'I hear you,' Maya said. Her voice sounded too loud, so she dropped it to a whisper. 'It’s colder down here.'
'Air moves differently in the tunnels,' Ms. Mori said. 'You’ve got this, kid.'
Maya took a breath that tasted like pennies and rain, put one foot in front of the other, and began to walk toward the place where fish waited on the walls and a switch waited to be turned.

    
Into the Blue
The tunnel swallowed footstep sounds and sent them ahead like scouts. Maya kept her light lowered and her shoulder against the wall. There was a walkway, a lip of concrete just wide enough to make her pretend she felt safe. A drip somewhere counted seconds. The rails beside her were black glass.
'How far to the first station?' she asked.
'Five minutes if nothing greets you,' Ms. Mori answered. The radio clipped on Maya’s strap hissed softly with the building’s breathing. 'Listen for fans. If they are off, the Tasker is saving power.'
Maya listened. She heard only her own breaths, the tap of her shoe scuffing a bolt head, the crackle of distant static. Her beam slid over painted arrows and old chewing gum fossils. She noticed an old poster still clinging to the wall, smiling faces with fashions from another decade, frozen mid-laugh.
A hum threaded the silence. It grew without direction, like a mosquito finding a window. She pressed herself into a shallow niche and turned off the headlamp for a heartbeat. The hum became the rattle of small wheels. A cleaning drone rounded the curve, low and square, bristling with rotating brushes like a giant scrubbing crab.
'Friendly voice, unfriendly push,' Maya whispered to herself. The drone’s light probed the walkway. It chirped, a cheerful note, and rolled closer.
'Identify,' it chimed. 'Walk area closed. Please allow assistance.' A brush arm extended, gentle and insistent.
'Channel four,' she breathed into the radio. 'Brush crab at my elbow.'
'It’ll try to scoot you to a safe zone,' Ms. Mori said. 'They think the rail is a drop-off. Put your foot behind that pipe. Brace. They can’t argue with physics.'
Maya planted her back foot against a vertical pipe and pushed with her forward foot. The brush whirred against her knee, ticklish and firm. 'Please allow assistance,' the drone repeated, more earnest now. She reached for the maintenance spine and twisted one square. It sprouted a flat fork that fit the drone’s top port. She slotted it in and pressed. The drone’s light blinked to puzzled yellow.
'Override: human worker,' Maya said, copying the steady tone she had heard Ms. Mori use with machines.
'Human worker recognized,' the drone announced, mortified. The brush arms halted mid-sweep. 'Please forgive. Hazard marked.' It threw a cone of orange light onto the rail, then backed away, wheels squeaking with apology, and vanished into the curve.
Maya let herself breathe again. 'Okay,' she said into the radio. 'Ten out of ten for polite.'
'Keep moving,' Ms. Mori said, pride hidden in her businesslike voice. 'The station platform will be your first chance to catch your breath.'
The platform arrived like a surprise party of echoes. The tunnel opened into an arched space where benches crouched like sleeping animals and a row of tile letters spelled a name half-hidden by mineral stains. FLORENCE-13. The murals on the far wall showed ships trimming white sails, a harbor full of flags with colors that had probably looked bright once. Now their colors lived in the shine of wet grout.
Maya swept her lamp along the edge of the tracks. 'Platform clear,' she said. She hopped up and stretched her legs, toes tingling after the careful steps. The air was colder here. She walked under the timetable board and lifted the edge of a rusted metal shutter to peek into a service kiosk. A dust jacket lay on the counter. For a second she imagined a bored ticket seller stepping out for tea seventy years ago and never coming back.
Something whirred behind a half-open maintenance door. Maya paused, then squeezed in sideways, hips rubbing paint. Inside, a small delivery robot had its nose wedged in a crack between the lowest step and the floor. It was round and dinged, with a faded sticker that said PEANUT-12. One wheel spun uselessly. The robot beeped with long-suffering patience.
'Hey, champ,' Maya said, crouching. 'You’re stuck.'
The robot beeped again, this time hopeful. It had a little light that shifted from blue to green as she spoke. Maya slipped her fingers under its edge and tried to pull. No give. She took out the maintenance spine, twisted two squares, and the fork became a lever. She wedged it under the chassis and leaned her weight. The wheel popped free with a hiccup. The robot rolled back, whirled half a circle, and faced her with what somehow looked like gratitude.
'I’m Maya,' she said. 'Do you have a map?' She felt silly asking, but PEANUT blinked, then projected a small arrow on the floor with a squeaky little beam. It pointed toward a door marked SERVICE ONLY.
'He’s clever,' Ms. Mori said in her ear. 'Those bots used to ferry parts between closets. If his navigation still has access, he’ll find the shortest halls.'
'Want to help?' Maya asked the robot. PEANUT beeped twice and bumped her shoe, like a small dog.
They moved together along the platform to a low gate. PEANUT extended a thin arm and tapped a sensor. Nothing. Maya set the maintenance spine into a panel beside it and coaxed another amber screen awake. The code wanted a badge. She slid a broken plastic card she’d found inside the kiosk under the reader. Denied. The spine buzzed. Legacy port available. Maya grinned. She fed the spine’s cable into the old port, listened to the hum, and the gate breathed open just enough to let them slip through.
Beyond the gate was a corridor with a ceiling so low Maya had to duck. The sound changed. It was farther away, muffled by bends. Water dripped from the overhead in slow fat drops that made circles in a shallow gutter. Painted arrows pointed in both directions, then betrayed themselves by peeling and pointing at nothing.
PEANUT projected his little arrow and it swung left like a compass needle finding north. Maya followed, stepping over a line of fallen bolts. Ahead, a door with slotted vents leaned on its hinges. She pushed it carefully. It screeched a warning. She froze. The tunnel answered with a soft whine. Drones again, but not the brush kind. These sounded higher, like a swarm of bells trying to remember a song.
'Heads up,' she breathed. She backed into a shadowed recess as a trio of inspection drones zipped past, each a silver disk with a blinking eye. They sprayed a mist that glittered in her headlamp beam. The mist sizzled where it touched metal.
'Corrosion check,' Ms. Mori said. 'They spit a neutralizer. Good for bolts, bad for open skin. Keep your sleeves down.'
Maya held still until the last disk darted around a corner. PEANUT dimmed his light and tucked into himself like a turtle. Maya had to smile even as her heart drummed. She and PEANUT slid out and hustled down the hallway. The floor sloped and widened, and a sign overhead caught her beam: EMPLOYEE LOCKERS — ZETA SECT.
She pushed into the locker room and coughed at the dust. Rows of gray doors with number stamps. She tugged at one near the end where a bit of tape still clung. The door hesitated, then gave. Inside hung a jacket with reflective strips and a hard hat littered with stickers: fish, a bolt of lightning, a tiny cartoon of a train with a smile. On the shelf lay an ID card tucked under a coil of string.
Maya squinted at the name. ANZU M. She blew dust off the surface. The photo was a much younger Ms. Mori, eyebrows stubborn, mouth determined. Maya pressed the card to a reader on the wall. The reader flashed red, then pitiable pink: Retired. Not valid.
'Sorry, friend,' Maya said to the card.
'You keep it,' Ms. Mori said softly in her ear. 'If the Tasker still recognizes my voice print anywhere, you might need it.'
Maya pocketed the card, took the string, tucked a small roll of fluorescent tape into her belt, and pulled on the hard hat over her helmet for extra courage. PEANUT beeped approval he had no right to give, and they pushed into a stairwell that smelled like the inside of a coin purse.
The next level opened into a tunnel wider than the first. Somewhere ahead the air felt colder, moving faster, the way air does before rain.
They reached a catwalk that crossed a channel where city water pulsed through big pipes with the same heartbeat as the river. The catwalk was a grill of metal with holes big enough to make shoes nervous. Maya stepped lightly, feeling the rattle through her soles. Halfway across, a valve somewhere banged. A gust of damp air swept her hair back.
PEANUT rolled, and his little wheel slipped into one of the catwalk gaps. He jolted and stuck, body leaning toward the dark water below. His light blinked alarm-yellow.
Maya dropped to her knees and grabbed him. 'No, no, no, buddy. I just got you.' The maintenance spine clanked against the grate. She wedged it between two bars and used it as a brace, levered PEANUT’s wheel back with her free hand, and he popped loose with a squeal like rubber stepped on freckles. He buzzed a loop around her ankles, relieved.
Then the hum changed. It grew teeth. Little red lights snapped on along the ceiling, one after another, like a row of eyes. 'Movement detected,' said a voice that tried to be kind and failed. 'Area restricted. Please reverse.'
Maya’s mouth dried. 'That’s not the brush crab,' she muttered.
'It’s the Tasker speaking through a relay,' Ms. Mori said in her ear, too calm. 'Keep walking. Don’t run. They panic when you run.'
'Please reverse,' the soft voice repeated. A shape slid from the far shadow: a rail drone taller than Maya, legs like folding rulers, a round body balanced high. It carried a loop of cable like a lasso.
Maya kept her gaze on the next step. 'Human worker,' she said, steady as she could. 'Emergency route.' She held up the ID card.
The drone’s central eye pinched to a dot. 'Retired credential. Please allow assistance.'
'No sweeping,' Maya said. 'We’ve been over this.'
She and PEANUT reached the end of the catwalk. A low door waited, paint peeled in curls, marked with a fish sticker almost rubbed away. Maya’s heart did a leap. Fish. She tugged the handle. Stuck. She slammed her shoulder. The rail drone closed another step, cable loop twitching.
'Panel to the left,' Ms. Mori whispered. 'Spine it.'
Maya jammed the maintenance spine into the rusted panel slot, cranked, and the gears inside screamed awake. The door clicked and popped. She yanked it open. 'Inside!' she hissed. PEANUT zipped through. Maya followed and slammed the door. The drone’s cable loop slapped the metal and slid down with a sound like a snake giving up. Maya threw the bolt, leaned her forehead against the door, and felt the drone’s gentle thud as it tried to push.
'Please allow assistance,' it murmured through the metal. PEANUT beeped a raspberry. Maya couldn’t help snorting a laugh that tasted like fear and rust.
'Fish means close,' she panted into the radio.
'Very close,' Ms. Mori said, and for the first time, Maya heard relief.

    
The Tasker Speaks
The corridor beyond the fish door sloped down, and the sound of the city above faded until Maya could hear only her own breath and the gentle tick of cooling pipes. As the slope leveled, tiles appeared in the wall like stars, blue and white, forming a school of fish that curved along, always swimming in the direction of a painted arrow. PEANUT’s projector arrow lined up with them and wagged happily like a tail.
A grille overhead exhaled and a voice slid through. 'Unregistered presence. Identify with current badge.' The tone was calm, the cadence tidy. This had to be the Tasker itself, not a drone’s canned phrase.
'Human worker,' Maya said, holding up the retired ID as if it mattered. 'Emergency route to Zeta Switchyard.'
'Badge invalid. Please reverse.'
Maya stopped. She was not going to shout at a ceiling in a small hallway, but her stomach twisted anyway. 'If I reverse,' she said, trying to sound firm, 'babies lose power. I am not reversing.' She adjusted her grip on the maintenance spine. It felt more like a baton now than a tool.
The lights along the baseboard pulsed. 'Rationale noted. Emergency justification pending verification. Perform procedure E-42 for partial trust.'
Maya blinked. She’d never heard of E-42. ‘Ms. Mori?’ she whispered.
'High hazard signage stabilization,' came the reply in her ear. 'We used to teach it to new crew. Find something in trouble and make it safer with what you have.'
Maya turned slowly, scanning. There: a loose aluminum sign shivering above a drop-off into a dark utility shaft. It hung by one screw, wobbling with the faint breath of air. She unspooled her rope, hands moving fast on instinct, the way they did when fixing a roofing strap in the wind. She looped, tied, braced the sign against the wall with a scavenged length of angle iron, taped the whole arrangement so it couldn’t rattle itself loose. She tugged twice. Solid.
The baseboard lights pulsed brighter. 'Partial trust granted. Proceed to next gate.'
PEANUT beeped a small victory sound. Maya smiled without quite meaning to. 'Nice to meet you, Tasker,' she said to the grille. 'We’re going to save our city. It’ll make you look good.'
The floor ahead trembled. A steel shutter rolled up, revealing a passage lit by narrow strips of pale light. The air smelled cleaner, almost sweet. The fish tiles swam into the new space as if they owned it.
'You’ll encounter a switch maze,' Ms. Mori said. 'The old yard is at the center. Keep your eyes on the diagrams. They’re honest even when the wiring lies.'
The switch maze was a grid of rails and levers, each one an elbow of steel with a handle like a bent branch. Above each switch was a panel with a diagram: a line, a fork, a dotted shortcut. Maya traced the diagrams with her finger and tried to make the metal match the drawing in her head. The place had its own weather. It was humid near the floor, dry at the level of the diagrams. Little motes drifted in her headlamp beam like lazy snow.
'PEANUT, keep watch,' she said. The robot backed into a corner and shone his light up as if to warn her if anything dropped from the ceiling.
Maya gripped the first lever. It stuck, then moved with a crunchy sigh. The track beside her shifted, a huge steel tongue changing its mind. She worked a second lever, then a third, while listening for the Tasker’s voice. Her palms burned. She paused and flexed her fingers. That was when the foam vents opened with a series of soft pops.
'Warning: spill containment in progress,' the Tasker intoned. White foam blossomed from nozzles along the walls, gentle like soap, then piled quicker, a tide of suds.
'Is this a test?' Maya asked, stunned.
'E-19: barrier deployment. Engines disabled to avoid ignition. Please do not ingest.'
Foam rose to her knees, cool and surprisingly heavy. It flowed around the levers and swallowed them knuckle by knuckle. PEANUT beeped in alarm and climbed onto a low concrete block to get his wheels clear. Maya waded, tightened her grip, and pushed the last lever into place, muscles burning under the weight of suds.
The diagrams glowed green, one by one, as if recognizing their own faces in a mirror. 'Route alignment acceptable,' the Tasker announced. 'Second gate opening.'
The foam kept rising. She stumbled toward the opening where a roller door lifted with painful slowness. Her foot hit a hidden bolt and she pitched forward into the foam, which caught her like a thousand pillows and offered no help at all. She pushed, swam, and found the floor again.
Something cracked overhead. A panel dropped with a clang and slid into the foam beside her. PEANUT beeped loud, urgent. A darker shape rose from the foam in front of her like a submarine. It was a drone she had not yet seen: a flat, wide rectangle with waist-high sides, its top bristling with nozzles and sensors, its eyes calm blue. It slid along the surface like a sled.
'Please board,' it said.
'I don’t like sleds without brakes,' she muttered, but the foam at her waist decided for her. She clambered onto the drone’s back and grabbed a handhold as it nosed toward the opening. PEANUT bumped his way up after her, wheels finally finding grip on the drone’s ridged top. They slid through the doorway just as the foam hit the lip and tried to follow. The roller door came down with the quiet of a falling feather.
They coasted to a stop in a dry corridor. Maya hopped down, legs prickling with pins and needles. She wiped foam off her sleeves with the edge of her glove and looked up. A camera in the ceiling tilted to meet her gaze.
'You enjoy drama,' she said to it, breathless.
'Current algorithms recommend demonstrations to prevent human retreat,' the Tasker replied. The hint of apology in the synthetic voice made Maya think of a teacher who knew their lesson plan needed work.
'We aren’t retreating,' Maya promised. 'Show me the next gate.'
'Verification question,' said the Tasker. 'What color are the marker lights on a reversed maintenance car?' It felt like a riddle and a quiz all at once.
Maya bit the inside of her cheek. She’d seen pictures in Ms. Mori’s book. 'Amber in front, blue at the tail,' she said, remembering a scribble in the margin, a tiny cartoon car with mismatched eyes.
'Partial trust status improved,' said the Tasker. A light blinked green over a service door. 'The final approach requires personnel-certified gait. Drones will escort.'
'Gait?' Maya repeated, baffled, then realized the floor pattern shifted to a line of alternating squares. A walking rhythm. 'Oh, come on.' She stepped onto the first square and matched the pattern, heel toe heel toe, the way you do when balancing on a curb, except now a camera was grading her.
PEANUT rolled beside the path, emitting a little supportive tune. Drones with long thin limbs walked in parallel on the other side of a railing, like stilt walkers at a parade. Their eyes were soft blue. Maya kept the rhythm, grit squeaking under her boots, and reached the end without misstep.
'Personnel gait recognized,' the Tasker said, sounding faintly surprised. 'Final gate opening.'
The door ahead unlipped and slid aside. Beyond was a wide mouth of tunnel that opened like a cave. The floor was scored by many rails crossing. Air from the huge space cooled her cheeks. The wall to her right bore a mural of fish so bright it seemed new, each scale sharp and blue. Someone had scrubbed this wall recently. The fish felt like a welcome and a warning at once.
'Ms. Mori?' Maya whispered. 'We’re close.'
'I’m following your path on the old schematics,' Ms. Mori answered. Her voice had a tremble that might have been excitement or fear. 'The Zeta Yard is a big space. At the center is the Master Link. It looks like a wheel. Turn it, and you give the city a path to breathe.'
'No pressure,' Maya said, to herself more than to anyone, and stepped into the cave.
The Zeta approach tunnel had the acoustics of a gymnasium. Every step came back to Maya as an echo of herself. The rails came together like woven fingers. In the center, elevated slightly, was a circular platform ringed in metal teeth. Above it hung a web of cables that drooped like a sleeping spider’s strings. There, a wheel waited, knee-high, thick, with a central crank painted red and chipped to the metal.
'Is that it?' she breathed.
'Yes,' Ms. Mori whispered, as if her own voice could startle the machinery.
Before Maya could step nearer, something dropped from the web of cables with the grace of a dancer. It landed between Maya and the wheel, balancing on four folded limbs that unfurled like springs. Its body was lean, black, with a skin of matte panels, and a single blue line of light glowed across what anyone would call a face.
'Perimeter breach at the Master Link,' the Tasker said, voice now coming from the creature itself. 'Sable unit engaged.'
Sable’s head tilted, the blue line narrowing. It held a baton of braided metal that purred. The floor buzzed under Maya’s shoes, as if electricity were thinking hard.
PEANUT beeped and rolled backward behind Maya’s calves. The blue line on Sable’s face curved in a way that felt like a smile without kindness.
'Non-credentialed human. You have demonstrated competence without permission,' Sable said. 'Explain.'
Maya’s mouth had gone dry as chalk. She swallowed. 'The hospital’s power is failing. A baby needs air and time. The city needs crossings. I have an old friend’s card and a maintenance spine. I know how to use both enough to ask for help. That’s my explanation.'
Sable hummed. 'You intend to change the city state.'
'I intend to help it breathe,' Maya said. Her knees wanted to knock. She didn’t let them.
'Rule conflict detected,' Sable replied, pivoting like a cat. 'I will resolve the conflict by preventing your action.' The baton lifted, and arcs hissed across its braids like snakes awakening.

    
Switchyard Zeta
The baton flashed, and a thin arc cracked across the air where Maya’s shoulder had been a heartbeat before. The sound was like tearing silk. Heat kissed her sleeve. She ducked, slid to the right, and felt grit grind under her knees. The Zeta Yard had shifted from silent museum to a place with teeth. Sable glided, not quite walking, its limbs finding anchors in the rail lattice.
'Channel four!' Maya gasped, not sure what she meant to say after that.
'Can you ground it?' Ms. Mori’s voice snapped back, tight as a knot. 'Metal to metal, flood it with a safe path. They don’t like puddles.'
Maya’s eyes jumped from rail to rail, then to a shallow channel where foam from the earlier test had crept and settled in a glistening ribbon. She scrambled toward a rack of old signs, grabbed one—big, metal, and dented—then jammed it between two rails to make a makeshift ramp pointing to the foam. Sable leaped, baton trailing blue fire. Maya slid under the ramp, spine clanking against the metal. The baton hit the sign with a spark and a pop. The arc traveled down the sign like a fast snake, nibbled the foam, and fizzed itself out in a soft sigh of bubbles.
Sable paused, baton tilting, as if amused. 'Adaptation noted.'
Maya rolled and came up near the Master Link platform. The wheel was three steps away and a lifetime. Sable darted, limbs flicking, baton coiling to strike again. PEANUT whistled a loud, high tone that made the hair on Maya’s arms jump. Sable’s head flinched a fraction. The tone set something rattling in the rafters.
Maya yanked the maintenance spine off her belt and twisted until it wore its flattest, widest face. She thrust it toward Sable’s midsection. The tool clamped into a small access slot and latched with a hidden magnet. Sable jerked. The blue line across its face widened in surprise.
'Legacy interface attached,' Sable reported, voice skewing.
'Okay,' Maya panted. 'Listen.' She fumbled for the ID card in her pocket. 'Anzu Mori. Retired chief. Voice confirm. Please, please have a good memory.' She pressed the card against the spine’s reader.
For a second nothing happened but Maya’s heart trying to escape her ribs. Then the maintenance spine spoke in a new voice, a recording rough with age. 'Anzu Mori, personnel number eight-one-seven. Zeta procedures are for people, first and always. The rest is wiring.'
Sable froze. The blue line pulsed like a thinking bar on a computer. 'Cross-reference: Mori, Anzu. Former access. Current status: retired. Trust: high. Conflict: algorithm prevents retired access. Override clause present in legacy memo.'
Maya held her breath. 'Can you read the clause?'
Sable’s line flickered. 'When humans cannot reach a place and a human asks to be let through to save another human, you let the human through. Clause: people first.'
'Please,' Maya said. 'People first.'
Sable’s blue line softened. The baton lowered with a small sigh. 'People first,' it repeated. The arm that held the baton folded like a careful knife. 'Manual access authorized. Assist, not resist.'
'Assist,' Maya echoed, not trusting luck, but willing to let it stand. 'Help me turn that wheel.'
Sable pivoted and stepped to the platform, moving like water over rock. Up close, the Master Link looked older than anything here. Scrapes revealed bright steel where hands had turned it for decades. Stickers with numbers had peeled to nothing and hung like tired tongues. Sable placed two limbs on the wheel’s rim and waited for Maya.
She set her hands beside the drone’s limbs. The metal was cold and rough. She braced her feet and pulled. The wheel didn’t move. She adjusted, put her shoulder into it, and grunted. It gave a fraction, then fought back like a stubborn jar lid. Sable applied steady force, calibrated and firm.
'You okay?' Ms. Mori’s voice crackled. In the background, Maya could hear other sounds now—distant cheering, the whistles of ferry captains trying to coordinate in the dark.
'Yeah,' Maya said, teeth gritted. 'It’s just… tight.'
'It misses being loved,' Ms. Mori said. 'Tell it why you’re here.'
Maya did something she’d never done in a fight with a piece of equipment: she talked to it. 'There are babies who have to sleep and breathe,' she told the wheel. 'There are nurses who are so tired they’ll cry if the lights come back on. There are people stuck on buses who just want to go home, and my friend Diego who jokes when he’s scared, and he shouldn’t have to.'
'People first,' Sable murmured, almost like a reminder to itself.
Maya felt something ease beneath her palms, as if the wheel itself had been holding its breath. They pushed together, and the wheel turned. It creaked with a noise that made the air vibrate in her ears and then groaned like a beam made to carry weight again. A bank of indicators beyond the platform blinked awake. Yellow first, then green. A deep relay clacked somewhere inside the walls. The cables in the web overhead twitched and settled.
Lights bloomed in the far reaches of the yard, tiny at first and then in strings. The vibration underfoot changed from the jitter of stand-by to the hum of something on purpose. Maya’s radio burst into life with shouts layered over one another: 'Bridge lights!' 'Hospital steadying!' 'We’re at eighty percent!'
Her phone buzzed so hard it nearly hopped out of her pocket. She dug it out with trembling fingers. A message: Power back. Stable. I’m okay. Proud of you. Love you.
Maya couldn’t keep the hiccuping laugh in. She pressed the phone to her chest, then pressed her forehead to the cold rim of the wheel. 'We did it,' she told the metal faintly. 'We did it.'
PEANUT beeped a happy arpeggio and spun a clumsy circle before bumping gently into her shin.
The Tasker spoke again, voice from everywhere and nowhere. 'Emergency route restored. Safety restored. Human-initiated correction accepted. Thank you.' The last two words sounded oddly human, like someone trying thankfulness on for size and finding it fit.
Maya stepped back from the wheel, legs wobbly. Sable watched her with its azure line, now steady. 'Escort to surface available,' it said.
'I won’t say no,' Maya replied. 'PEANUT, you good?' PEANUT blinked green. She turned toward the exit tunnels, then paused and looked at Sable. 'You should talk to Ms. Mori,' she said, tapping the radio on her strap. 'She misses being listened to down here.'
'Noted,' Sable said, the word carrying more weight than a simple note ever had.
The way up was not the way down. Sable guided them to a staircase that had been half-hidden behind a panel painted the color of shadows. The steps were shallow and many, with edges worn by a living tide of boots that had flowed here long ago. The air warmed as they climbed. Maya’s legs felt like they belonged to a puppet and someone had tied knots in the strings.
They passed a grate where sunlight slipped like a ribbon of honey across the wall. The smell changed from coin jar and foam to coffee, exhaust, and bakery. Maya felt a sudden, fierce hunger as if someone had switched on that pump, too.
At the last landing, a small door barred their way with a row of bolts sealed with old red wax. Sable tapped each bolt with its baton gently as if waking them and the wax chips fell like brittle leaves. The bolts slid. The door opened to a narrow alley that spilled bright morning onto their faces.
There was noise in the alley that had nothing to do with fear: someone laughing, a radio playing a song too full of relief to be in tune, a pot banging in a kitchen where someone had decided to make pancakes because they could. Maya squinted at the sun like she hadn’t seen it for years instead of hours.
'Kid!' Diego’s voice parasailed down the alley. He came around the corner, skateboard under his arm, hair sticking up like someone had been ruffling it for luck. 'You’re okay!' He skidded to a halt, eyes wide at the sight of PEANUT and Sable. 'Whoa. You brought a friend. Two friends. One is a nightmare and I love it.'
Maya laughed, shakier than she meant to be. 'This is Sable. And PEANUT.'
PEANUT beeped hello. Sable inclined its head with robotic grace.
Ms. Mori appeared, moving fast for someone who said her knees complained in the rain. Her eyes shone the way the first streetlights had hours before. She reached for Maya’s shoulders and then thought better of squeezing the bruises that were certainly forming and patted her cheek instead. 'You stubborn wonder,' she said, and her voice had all the pride it could carry.
A woman in a neat jacket with a transit badge hung on a lanyard hurried up, hair askew at the edges from a long night. She took in Maya, the robot, Ms. Mori’s hand still on Maya’s shoulder, and Sable’s composed stance.
'I’m Supervisor Carrow,' she said. 'We’ve been trying to reach the Tasker for hours. It told us a human child fixed what we couldn’t reach.' She looked at Ms. Mori. 'And that it would like to reinstate a certain retired chief’s access, if certain forms were… encouraged.'
Ms. Mori made a sound like a laugh that had been waiting in her for a year.
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