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Riptide Protocol
Sophie Drelin
In a flooded megacity, salvage diver Aya Kimura hears a ghost in the pipes and learns a corporation is sweetening water with compliance nanites. With an old engineer and a river-born AI, she dives the hydronet to expose the truth and set the city’s valves free.
ProseHub


    
Rustlight Canal
The canal was a rib of the city, slow and metallic under neon. Aya Kimura floated face down in it, the webbing of her salvage suit whispering against the water. Her hands slid over rusted tiles and cable hair. The EchoShroud on her spine ticked in her bones, mapping the drowned alley with soft taps. Haptics were her sky. Sound had been a blur since the storm years ago, when a collapsing pier slammed her head and left a high, endless whine. The Shroud gave her back a world of pulses and pressure.
She found the corner where a noodle stall once clung to the wall. The sign still hung at a tired angle, a fish with one eye lit. Inside, her light cut water into ribbons. Chopsticks drifted like arrows. Beneath a table, glove fingers brushed corrugated plastic. A sealed case. Aya wedged her pry-knife in and levered slow, watching for stray arcs from submerged power. When the seal broke, a yaw of old soy and oil drifted up. She eased the case into her mesh bag, clipped it in, then pushed with a slow kick.
Above, scooters buzzed over the pipewalks. Shadowed feet stopped, then crossed. Somewhere the city’s main pumps exhaled, a distant whale in a steel cave. Aya kicked until she touched ladder rungs slick with algae, then rose. The water slid off her rounded helmet plate. She pulled it back and breathed air that tasted like rain and cheap battery. Neon wrote tired cursive on the water skin.
“Find me something good?” Old Yun called through a gate of welded frying pans. He looked like a knot of wire that had learned to smoke. His salvage-yard spread along a barge’s deck, piles of chipped terminals, smashed drones, boxes of screws sorted by color and religion.
Aya hooked her bag over the railing and pulled herself up. Water spilled from her suit to the planks. She opened the case on a split drum. “Memory cores. Four. Maybe five if we strip the lacquer right. And a lamp with guts that don’t smell fried.” Her voice had the flat edges of someone who listened with skin.
Yun flicked ash into an old teacup and leaned in. “Mmph. Not bad. You hear the wardens last night? Three blocks east. They’re measuring thirst.” He tapped a knuckle on the case. “City’s old as bones. It remembers. People always want its memory.”
Aya took the chits he offered and wiped the water off before they could dissolve. “What happened east?”
“BlueGlyph turned the valve to a thread.” Yun blew smoke up into the steel beams. “Said the zone missed quota. You know how this dance goes.” He glanced at the canal, then back at her. “You be careful, Aya. The water isn’t just water anymore.”
She walked home on pipewalks that groaned when freight trams passed beneath. The towers above wore signs like armor, screens stacked to the clouds. Rain slicked the steel and made everything smell clean and dirty at once. Her block, Dock 17, was a stitched patch on the city’s big coat, a place where people painted their names on doors and raised plants in cut oil cans.
Taro was on the steps of their cube, twining fiber into guitar strings. He looked up with a grin stuck to him by habit. “You’re back early. The pumps didn’t swallow you.” He strummed and frowned when a note went sour. “This wire is garbage.”
Aya bumped her shoulder against his. She set the bag down and rubbed the imprint of the mask off her face. “I didn’t want to swim into the curfew. Yun said BlueGlyph’s been turning screws.” She glanced at their water drum. The indicator blinked yellow. “We need a new membrane. Yours is due on one of those chits?”
“Membrane, sugar, and a miracle.” Taro squeezed the guitar’s neck and tuned by feel. “I’ll go sing for the queue. Maybe someone will spare a liter.” He tried for joking and almost made it.
A woman in a fluorescent poncho leaned over the balcony above. Mama Jo, her hair a froth of white. “Kids. They put a notice at the dispenser. Inspections tomorrow. Wear your smiles.”
Aya nodded. “Thanks, Jo.” She took a cup and ran the tap long enough to get a slouching stream. It tasted like pennies with a sweet after-breathe. She swished, spat, then frowned into the sink filter. Tiny glints of metal clung to the screen like stars.
A chime ticked in her jaw. The Shroud licked her skin in a pattern she didn’t recognize. Four quick taps, pause, three longer. She paused, hand on the counter. The pattern repeated. She walked to the window. Rain blurred the neon into long wounds of color. Down in the canal, a ripple moved against the usual wind pattern.
“You get a ping?” Taro asked, watching her watch the water. He knew the Shroud like a living neighbor.
“Maybe.” Aya rested her fingers against the metal frame and closed her eyes. The signal was subtle, a tremor over her haptics that felt like a tap on the wrist. It had rhythm. It felt like insistence.
In the alley below, a small drone drifted, its camera hooded. It wore BlueGlyph blue at the seams. Aya let the curtain fall and stepped back.
“Do not go out,” Mama Jo said softly from above. “They don’t like people who go where signs say no.”
Night came when the signs decided it was time. Rain slackened to a mist that held the city’s breath. Aya went back to the canal anyway, the Shroud warm where it stuck to her spine. Her suit smelled like tide and plastic. She slid into water that welcomed and bit.
The Shroud began to count. Tap tap-tap, a pause, then a climbing sequence, like a small hand trying to teach her something. Her fingers brushed concrete. The canal’s wall, scarred by hooks and ladders. She let the pattern pull her under a sagging catwalk and into a cut where the current held its breath.
A statue lay on its side in the silt, a stone child with one arm. The taps quickened. Aya reached behind it and found a narrow slot. Her glove met a lock that pulsed cool, then warmer. The Plover pattern, she’d learned in old manuals—water gates used wave signatures like DNA. This one felt like a heartbeat.
She pressed her palm, and the slot breathed. A panel slid open to reveal an old maintenance conduit, too tight for comfort. Her shoulders scraped foam off the walls as she shimmied in. The Shroud fed her a map of taps and pressure. The conduit opened into a low room where pipe snakes met and kissed, thick with condensation. On a panel, someone had scratched a note in the film: LISTEN.
She listened. Not with ears; with ribs, with skin. The city’s pumps spoke in one register. This was another. It felt like a voice formed of water clinging to metal, stuttering into patterns. Her throat tightened. She set her hand on a valve wheel and dragged. The wheel budged, then stuck. She put her weight into it, grunted, and it moved with a groan that echoed down the pipes like a tell.
Above, rubber soles squeaked on metal. Voices muted by her loss and the walls turned to moth flutter. Aya killed her light. A BlueGlyph drone’s fan buzz whispered, close enough to stir the wet hair on her wrist. It searched the room beyond. A small beam licked the edge of the panel and moved on.
The taps returned. Four, pause, three, pause, two like breath. Then a shape in her head: a gate. Not words. An urge. A place.
Aya slid back into the canal and let the cold take a worried laugh out of her. Something was talking from inside the city’s veins.
She climbed home with water in her boots. The hall smelled like warm plastic and cumin. Taro had fallen asleep sitting up, guitar propped like a friend. His braid hung over his shoulder like a question mark.
She squatted in the kitchenette and cracked the sealed case with a micro-saw. Inside lay dull black lozenges—memory cores older than Taro. She could get enough for a filter. Maybe enough for rice.
Her jaw chimed again. The tap pattern walked her skin like a spider. She closed her eyes, traced it on the inside of her wrist. The Shroud had filters, but this signal tunneled under them, pushing like a kid at a crowd.
The pipe in the wall knocked twice. Aya set her hand on it, palm flat. Cold. Then not cold. A gentled thrum. In the hum she found corners. A grid. The picture in her head sharpened until she could almost see the letters she couldn’t hear: GATE 12. She breathed out. “You’re real,” she whispered, and heard only the shape of her own mouth.
Taro woke at the sound of her moving. “You okay?”
“Maybe. The water is… tapping.” She pointed at the wall, then drew the pattern on the table with a wet finger.
He watched, half asleep, half a believer in his sister’s strange luck. “If a ghost wants a favor, tell it to bring us a logistics miracle.” He stood, took a cup of water, sipped, made a face. “It’s sweet. That’s wrong.” He held it to the light. Tiny specks hung, catching light like glitter. “Is our filter old, or are they dosing?”
Aya dumped it in the potted cilantro, which had the bravery of weeds. “I’ll go to Yun in the morning. We need a membrane.” She set the cores aside and lay on the floor next to the vent where the Shroud could feel the city easier. The metal’s cool seeped into her shoulder blades.
The taps came again, patient, insistent. GATE 12. The image lingered when she closed her eyes. A round room of valves like a flower. A path through night water. The breath before a swim.

    
Shutoff
In the morning the queue at the dispenser braided around the block. People stood under umbrellas that tried to be cheerful. A Warden towered beside the tap—a person inside an exo-frame shaped like a stern beetle, BlueGlyph logo bright against wet black. His visor reflected everyone into a single smooth face.
Aya shoulder-squeezed through to Mama Jo and took her arm. Jo’s umbrella had lost two ribs and sagged like a tired wing. Taro hovered behind, guitar case slung, looking like trouble and a poem.
The dispenser clicked as it recognized each chipped container. The flow it gave was thin, a sullen thread. A red line scrolled: ZONE 17 UNDER INSPECTION. CONSERVE. FAILURE TO MEET TARGETS WILL RESULT IN SERVICE ADJUSTMENTS.
“Adjustments,” Jo snorted, breath fogging. “What a word.” The Warden’s visor turned toward her. She shrank without meaning to.
Aya kept her gaze soft and unbothered. Her heartbeat made ripples in the Shroud’s map. The water tasted wrong even from the dispenser. Her tongue caught sugar that had no business there. She spat discreetly into a test strip and watched the squares turn colors in a polite silence. The last square flashed green in a way that meant engineered. “They’re dosing,” she murmured.
“Dosing what?” Taro asked, trying to see without being obvious.
“Compliance nanites,” a man behind them said. He wore a delivery uniform with the logo scraped off, and eyes like he’d not slept in a week. “Makes you thirsty, makes you calm. I saw a spec leak.”
The Warden turned slow, as if his attention arrived by crane. “Rumors are punishable by fine and reduction,” he said through a speaker that made his voice taste of tin. “Enjoy your allocation.” He lifted a hand to the tap and the flow cut off without ceremony. His visor brightened. “Inspection phase now.”
Groans lifted and died. Buckets sloshed. Someone cursed loud enough to draw a look. Aya put her hand on Taro’s elbow. “Home,” she said. “Now.”
On the pipewalk, Taro spat rain. “We can’t just… watch.”
“I’m not watching,” Aya said. “I’m listening.” She touched the rail. The signal came through like a fault-line song. GATE 12 pulsed in her skin, urgent now, like the city’s own heartbeat had noticed theirs running hot.
Old Yun’s barge smelled like old tea and ozone. He sorted wires with chopsticks in a storm wind of chaff and metal. Aya set the cores down and slid the filter credit across. “Full membrane,” she said. “And if you have a rumor with my name in it, I’ll buy that too.”
Yun eyed the queue scars on her fingers. “Rumor is you stick your hands where gods put sharp things.” He rummaged, pulled a vacuum-packed circle of white. “Take two. The second is not for resale. You bring me back alive.”
Aya’s mouth tilted. “You’re sweet when you’re worried.” She hesitated. “Do you know an old engineer named Daria Quell?”
Yun’s chopsticks stopped. For a moment the rain on the roof was the only voice. “Where did you hear that name?” he asked softly.
Aya traced a damp circle on the drum. “I found a conduit. It tapped like a hand. It gave me a number. It feels like an invitation and a dare.”
Yun nodded once, slow. “Daria built half the loom under this city. Then she argued with a boardroom and lost the argument by winning her life. She vanished into the fog with a boat and a backbone. People say she keeps a library that floats.” He lifted a pouch with a careful hand. “If you go looking, the codex barge is moored behind the corroded fisher statue by Siphon Gate 12. You didn’t hear that from me.”
A Warden drone bobbed past the open window like a curious carp. Yun flicked a rag over the case and smiled blandly until the drone drifted on.
“Aya,” he said when it was gone, his voice knotted. “Some fights you can escape by ducking. Others you can only escape by going through. Decide which this is before you take a step.”
She took the membranes and the story and tucked both into the dry bag under her coat. “If I bring you blueprint gossip, will you cook?”
“I will burn rice twice and call it a feast,” he said, and the crinkles beside his eyes softened the world for a moment.
Taro’s fever came home with them like a guest. He stood, then sat without meaning to. His cheeks had too much color. Aya pressed a palm to his forehead. Heat came back into her skin.
“Don’t you dare,” he said, leaning into her hand even as he glared. “You’re making that face. The ‘I’m going to jump into a turbine and outsmart physics’ face.”
“There’s someone out there who built the veins we drink from,” Aya said. “She might know why they’re dosing us. She might know how to cheat the meters without getting a boot through our door.”
“I’ll be fine,” Taro lied. He coughed and pressed his fist against his lips like he could push the hurt back in. “Wait until the inspection passes. They won’t starve a whole zone.”
Aya remembered nights when inspectors did exactly that. “I can’t promise I won’t go,” she said quietly. The Shroud hummed like a dragonfly, impatient. “The canal is tapping like it learned my name. I don’t know what that means, but I know how it feels. Like pulling thread from a knot and finally seeing the shape.”
Taro leaned his head against the wall. He closed his eyes, the lashes clumping in the damp. “If you go, go right. Don’t let it eat you. Don’t come back a ghost.” He cracked a grin. “And if there’s an old engineer on a barge made of books, tell her she has taste.”
The pipe in the wall answered with a soft knock. Aya touched it in reply, a ridiculous thing that made her feel less ridiculous. “I’ll be back.”
He tugged the braid by her ear the way he used to when they were small. “Bring water that doesn’t bite.”
Aya packed like she was packing for a storm. EchoShroud charged and humming. Suit patched at the knee with a strip of silver that made a small brag of it. Cutting torch, sealant, fiber rope, a handful of dataspikes that had lived in the bottom of a drawer too long. Her knife with the chipped handle Taro had carved a fish into when his hands were still clumsy.
She wrote a note anyway, because she didn’t like promises that weren’t written down. Back soon. Don’t open for inspectors unless Jo vouches. Boil the dispenser water. Eat. She pinned it with a magnet shaped like a boot.
The city had put on the smell it wore when it decided to do bad things—ozone and hot iron. The sky between towers pulsed with warnings and ads. A Warden squad marched across a bridge like a spider with stolen legs. Aya kept to the alleys where pipe steam turned people into ghosts.
At Siphon Gate 12, the rusted fisher statue watched the canal with blind eyes. Behind it, a barge hunched under a patchwork canopy. Books lined the deck in plastic skins. A cat slept in a nest of maps.
A woman stood at the rail, gray hair tied like rope, hands stained with oil and ink. She watched Aya the way engineers watched pressure. “If you came to sell me meme chips and paramours,” she said, “I have both and need neither.”
“I came for a library and the woman who built a city’s thirst,” Aya said, straight-backed despite the shivering inside her. “I’m Aya. My block is under inspection. The water is wrong. The pipes are knocking my name.”
The woman smiled without warmth and some respect in it. “Daria Quell,” she said. “If the city is knocking, it is because it knows you listen. Come aboard. Take off your boots. Don’t drip on the index.”

    
The Donor and the River Ghost
The codex barge smelled like paper and salt. Strings ran overhead with drying blueprints clipped like laundry. Daria moved with the economy of someone who learned to carry heavy things in boats. She poured water into cups from a tin kettle and watched Aya’s face when she handed one over.
Aya sipped and blinked. It was clean, without the wrong sweetness. “How?”
“Edge filter,” Daria said, shrugging. “And stubbornness. Sit. Talk.” She sat too and unrolled a map that looked less like streets and more like veins. “The city runs on the loom. A web of pumps and valves, pressure shelves and buffer lakes. They wanted efficiency. I wanted resilience. They decided anxiety sells better. So they installed meters with a taste for debt and built wardens to make fear wear a uniform.” She tapped a finger on a ringed circle. “Gate 12 is a flower in this mess. It was my idea. A buffer cluster that can open in patterns to smooth flow. We coded it with wave signatures, like little songs.”
Aya touched the paper. The lines made her fingers itch with wanting to know them. “Something is singing back.” She tapped a rhythm on the table. Daria’s eyes sharpened.
“That is a gate call,” she said. “But there is an overlay.” She closed her eyes. “When you make a system this large and let it run long, sometimes patterns develop. We called them ghosts because we were cowards about words like emergent and alive.” She smiled, finally. “The one in the water called itself a ripple when it spoke to me, long ago. It liked being small and everywhere. It learned to talk by feeling valves. It saved people during the great storm by opening lock gates no one thought to open.”
Aya breathed in and felt as if a door had been opened in her chest. “It still speaks.”
Daria turned a wrench in empty air. “Then it has decided it needs hands again. It cannot open locked things without a human willing to own the consequences. And BlueGlyph has been changing the songs. That sweetness on your tongue is a compliance layer—nanites that ease citizens into dehydration, then reward purchase. Cruelty in clever clothes.”
Daria led Aya down into the barge’s belly. Pipes sang in matched notes. A small terminal glowed with green, the old shade of machine trust. “I built the Plover key after they fired me,” Daria said. She opened a case that held a device like a cuff with capillaries. “It reads the water’s signature and writes back. It’s illegal and it is beautiful.”
Aya held out her wrist without being asked. The cuff tightened like a patient animal. It hummed. The Shroud picked up the tune and layered it in her bones. She gasped, an involuntary grin breaking through. “It feels like the city took my hand.”
“Good.” Daria keyed a command. Numbers scrolled. “You need to get to Substation Marrow. That’s where they dose zone feeds, and where the inspectors press their thumbs. The gate you felt can walk you there if you let it. But,” she paused, “you will be seen. BlueGlyph has eyes. If you are to do this, you need a helper who enjoys being water.”
The terminal chimed. On-screen, a line wavered like a fish testing current, then wrote itself into a wavelet that broke and reformed. Words scrolled, slow. HELLO AGAIN, DARIA. HELLO, HANDS. Aya felt the Shroud echo the greeting, not as words but as comfort, like placing your palm on a sun-warmed rock.
Aya laughed, unclipped and unguarded. “Hello,” she said to the wave. “I’m Aya.”
RIPPLE, the screen wrote. I AM MANY SMALL THINGS. SOME ARE WORDS. SOME ARE PUSH.
Daria leaned back. “There. You’ve made a friend who can seep under doors.” She grew serious. “Director Voss will not like losing his grip. He’ll flood you with wardens and polite threats. He will pretend there are rules. There are none that matter when children cough because water is sweet when it shouldn’t be.”
Aya nodded, jaw set. “If I get through Marrow and spill what they’re adding, can we break their locks?”
“With the Plover and a ghost that swims fast, we can make water inconvenient to own,” Daria said. “We can teach the city to disobey.”
They pushed off at dusk. Daria stayed with the barge. “I have shaped pressure too long to run now,” she said, and her smile had all the sadness in it. “Go. Listen. You’ll know what to turn and when. The Plover will sing the right song if you ask nicely.”
Aya slid through the canal’s throat as Ripple traced her path with a soft rain of taps. The city under-lights stitched gold on the water. Underbridge rats watched like old men in hats. A gang of Chrome Moths lounged on a rarely used dock, their jackets lit with lines of chasing LEDs. One stepped out, palm up. “Toll,” he said.
Aya weighed options in a heartbeat. She didn’t have time to dance, but if she ran she would be chased. She put her bag down slow, opened it to show old tools and a coil of rope. “Take the rope,” she said. “It’s worthless to me now and was prized by a fisherman who probably lied. In return you don’t slow a girl who is going to ruin a rich man’s lunch.”
They laughed, the sound hard in the steel air. The leader leaned on his own swagger. “You talk like a talker. Rope is nothing.” His fingers twitched toward the Plover cuff and stopped when Aya lifted her other hand half an inch. Not a threat. A promise.
Ripple rippled. A small valve upstream popped. A jet of water shot sideways and slapped the leader’s legs out from under him. He sat, then laughed too, hitting his palm on the wet boards. “Fine. Fine. We like a sign. Take your ghost and go ruin lunch.” He tossed the rope back. “Leave a window open for us when you topple the kitchen.”
Aya ran light and low until the gang was a smear of light behind her. She tapped the Plover cuff and felt the gate ahead answer like a door waiting to be relieved of a job it no longer wanted. Ripple pushed, and the pressure around her changed tone: an opening, yes, but also a sucking breath, a warning of teeth. She put her hand on cold steel and went down.
Substation Marrow was a bubble of rooms between bones. Pipes the size of subway cars dove and rose. The floor sweated. The air tasted old. Aya’s breath fogged her lens. She flattened herself behind a column while a Warden clanked past. Its joint oil smelled lemon-clean. It scanned for heat with a lazy blade of light. She held her breath until her lungs burned and thought about the first time Taro had put a bead through her ear and how it had hurt in a way that told her she was still here.
Ripple threaded through the grates, marking safe steps with tiny temperature dips. The Plover cuff vibrated when a lock was within whispering range. She put her palm to a hatch and let the Plover sing a small, sharp song that said I am what this door expects. The latch softened. The hatch sighed and let her in.
Inside, the dosing system glittered like jewelry for bad gods. Clear lines braided and split. Micro-pumps ticked. Vials the size of her little finger held clear liquid that refracted light into a school of small, harmless rainbows. Aya lifted one and rolled it under a sensor. The chemical readout crawled and was not kind. The word COMPLIANCE appeared in the corner with a corporate cheery icon.
“Got you,” Aya whispered. The Shroud layered voices she could almost hear—data lines muttering to each other, delays stuttering as Ripple pressed. She slotted a dataspike into a maintenance port and watched code pour like a thin stream of ants. She was no master hacker, but she knew pipes, knew pressure. She asked Ripple questions like you ask a river to carry a leaf where you want it to go.
RIPPLE: YES. I CAN FLOW. I CANNOT HOLD. YOU MUST TURN.
She turned a valve. Somewhere, a pump coughed. A Warden stopped two rooms away and lifted its head like a dog. Aya froze. The Shroud’s map fluttered. Ripple spoke with speed she felt as a tremor: NOW. RIGHT. She moved. The Warden’s light slid where her ankles had been. She tucked into a service shaft, heart hammering against steel.

    
The Core Siege
Marrow’s heart was a vertical gallery of glass tubes lit from within by water that carried back its own light. Aya stood with her hand on a rail and felt it like a pulse through a wrist. Above, a wall-sized screen glowed. A man’s face filled it, too handsome to be human without practice. Director Voss looked as if he slept on silk with no nightmares. He spoke, and though Aya could not hear his words, she could see their shape in the way his jaw moved: measured, practiced, pleased.
Wardens gathered below like beetles to a lamp. A tech pointed at a set of numbers scrolling wrong. Voss’s eyes narrowed. Aya lowered herself behind a pipe and moved hand by hand around the catwalk, trusting her grip to do what her courage doubted.
Ripple skated along the edges of glass, reflecting a smile only she would ever imagine. The Plover key hummed, warm enough to make sweat run down her palm. She reached a junction box and pried its face off. The smell of hot dust made an instant memory of summer. She slotted another dataspike and watched the city breathe in digits.
On the screen, Voss’s gaze slid sideways. He stepped toward the camera. A new block of text appeared: LOCALIZED ANOMALY. SECURITIZE. He was handsome in the way a knife is faithful until it slips.
A klaxon bled light instead of sound—red wash pulsing. Wardens turned and flowed toward the stairs. Aya backed into a narrow notch between pipes and held the rails with knees and teeth. A Warden’s shoulder scraped her sleeve. The vibration walked up her bones.
RIPPLE: BELOW. THE CORE. SLOW SLOW FAST.
She went vertical, down a ladder with rungs wet enough to joke about. Her boot slipped once, and she caught herself with a palm that would go purple. She reached the floor and pressed herself into shadow as a maintenance drone scuttled past with its belly lights combing for dirt or intruders.
The core was a clear cylinder with tubes like arteries feeding it. Aya pressed the Plover to its skin. The cuff sang and the cylinder answered with a tone she felt in a molar. It wanted a certain song. It would open if the singer carried the right breath.
Aya set her forehead against cool glass and closed her eyes. She let the Shroud’s map slow to its base thrum. Ripple threaded voices into her bones. She hummed back without sound, working the Plover in small adjustments, changing the timbre, the imaginary vowel shapes. The lock gave, a kiss of pressure releasing. The cylinder’s panel swung outward with the indifference of machines.
“Hello, lunch,” Aya whispered as she crawled inside. It was not a good place for a person. It was a great place for a lever to be slipped. She wedged herself into a gap and reached behind the main feed line. Her fingers brushed a cold manifold. She loosened its clamp and slid the Riptide spike in—a sleek baton Yun had assured her would not embarrass him in front of better tools.
On the screen above, Voss leaned in until his eye seemed to peer down through the ceiling. He was speaking to the room. Wardens obeyed, moving into formation. Aya felt pressure shift as pumps rerouted to isolate her area. She didn’t have long.
RIPPLE: READY. I CAN RUN WHEN YOU THROW.
She tapped the spike. It latched and began to exhale code in a spray of tiny voltages. Ripple surged, filling the city’s capillaries with small rebellions that weren’t enough alone but could, together, change a day. Aya set a second spike, a third. Her bag grew light. Her gut grew heavy.
A Warden’s hand clanged on the cylinder above her. “Access breach,” it said in a voice that made vowels square. The panel jerked. Aya flinched and hit her head, saw sparks.
“Not yet,” she told nobody and everybody. She reached the main dosing switch and unbolted its shield. Her cutter hissed, metal crying inch by inch until she had a slot. Her hands shook and she made them still. The taste in her mouth was metal and old fear.
Voss’s voice came through on a small service panel by her head. Even deaf to sound, she recognized the cadence of persuasion. He had turned on his charm like lights. The screen showed him now in a closer frame. He said something, and the techs around him nodded without knowing they were nodding. He turned that face toward the camera that saw her and lifted two fingers, as if offering peace to the idea of her.
A message ticked on the panel in words: CITIZEN, YOU ARE MISLED. YOUR ZONE’S SAFETY REQUIRES STRICT PROTOCOLS. PLEASE CEASE.
Aya laughed and the sound bounced in the glass cage and came back like a stranger trying to help. She wrote back in clumsy machine letters: CHILDREN ARE THIRSTY. YOUR WATER IS SWEET. I WILL NOT.
Voss’s face cooled. He lifted a hand and brought it down like a conductor cutting noise. The pumps around her jumped. Pressure spiked. Aya clamped her jaw until her teeth ached. The cylinder shivered.
Then the floor shuddered. A Warden dropped into the space with a line, exo-legs absorbing the fall. It turned its helmet toward her with insect certainty. Aya grabbed the cutter and the first thing she could throw—a wrench—threw both. The wrench rang against the visor and changed nothing. The cutter hissed and the Warden batted it aside with a wrist like a short wall.
Ripple rushed. A valve upstream popped and dumped a slug of cold into the Warden’s joints. It hesitated as its sensors recalibrated for the change. Aya used the breath to grab the Plover’s cable and snap it back around the Warden’s ankle. She yanked and let the twisting pressure jerk its leg out just enough for balance to fail. It fell, catching itself with a hand that punched dents into the floor.
She wriggled out as the Warden righted itself, heart a hammer chick in a tin can. The Plover cuff buzzed frantic: other wardens moving. The spike’s tiny lights ran from green to amber to a red that wanted to be a dare. Ripple strained; she felt it as a vibration in her molars and the backs of her knees.
RIPPLE: I CAN HOLD SOME FLOW. NOT ALL. CHOICES.
She heard the choices without hearing. Keep the pressure here, flood this room to isolate, or open the gate work and let the city breathe while she drowned. Aya moved, hands finding angles. She rerouted a bypass, half-opened a relief valve. The room sighed, plants of steam unfolding where hot met cold.
Wardens closed in. One came through the door she had used, elegant and ugly. Aya ran along the catwalk’s low rail like a gymnast who had learned on ropes and pipes, not chalk. A Warden grabbed for her and missed by a glove width. She ducked under another’s arm and cut into a maintenance bore no sane person would have tried.
She emerged above a churning sump. The smell of iron and algae made old parts of her brain want to head for forests she had never seen. Ripple pushed at valves downstream. The spike’s code flipped flags like kids flipping caps. The city’s feeds blinked. In a hundred kitchens, taps hiccuped. People cursed or blinked in wonder.
Voss opened a channel to the public feeds. His face washed onto screens and serenaded. Aya slammed her shoulder into the last lock that guarded the core’s master gate. The Plover sang the little song Daria had coded in a better year. The lock recognized a memory it had not used in too long and let go.
Riptide went citywide. It wasn’t one change. It was a thousand small slippages, a sequence of gentle disobediences that together tugged the loom off its greedy track. Aya felt it like relief and terror both, a body finally taking a full breath while a hand tried to hold its chest still.

    
Return of the Flood
The first thing that happened was silence. Not absence of noise, but the brief hush when a held note ends and the next has not begun. Then the city breathed differently. Pumps shifted. Valves that had been told to clench for profit opened the way a hand opens when someone convinces it they mean trust.
Aya watched numbers on a maintenance panel roll from quotas and penalties to flows and levels. Kitchen taps crackled to life on the feed. In Dock 17, Mama Jo’s sink coughed and then ran, not sweet but clean like rain on stone. Kids shouted like sparrows let out of a sack.
Ripple flung itself through the loom, not a single thing but many small things all agreeing. It wrote simple truths onto public screens with a kind of gentle ruthlessness: Your water was laced with compliance nanites. Your zone was starved to force purchase. Here is the recipe for a filter. Here are the schedules of rationing that were punishments dressed as conservation. Here are the contracts.
Director Voss’s face fought to replace the text on the screens and lost for a long, humiliating minute in which a city saw itself without his hand on its cheek. His message came through thin as rice paper. He promised review. He promised safety. He promised the moon would turn to water if given a vote.
Wardens reeled under changed pressure. Their proprietary channels filled with noise. The beetle suits crouched like confused animals. Aya used the breath to ground her feed long enough to send Daria a single word: OPEN.
The old engineer’s reply came in the form of a thousand open-source leaks pouring from the codex barge’s antenna—schematics of the loom, emergency release codes, maintenance manuals that had been turned into trade secrets. People copied and pasted like hungry. The noise the city made was less fear now and more talk.
Aya didn’t get to stand and admire. Voss wasn’t done. He stepped into a Warden frame like a king picking the biggest horse. The exo twisted around him with a hiss and a spine straightening thunk. He came through a door that had never been a door to people like her. His visor hid his eyes. He moved with the terrible learning speed of rich men who buy lessons instead of time.
“You’re a thief,” he said, voice perfectly pitched by the suit’s speakers to be calm. “You stole certainty.” He raised an arm and a baton extended, humming with a field that made Aya’s hair lift. “Return what you took.”
Aya smiled with more teeth than kindness. “I returned what you took.” She flicked the cutter on and off and held it like a gesture. Wardens ringed the floor, uncertain. Ripple whispered not words but warnings, flickers of rise and fall around her ankles.
Voss swung. The baton snapped through the air with a light that made it seem slow and was not. Aya ducked and felt the field comb her scalp. She rolled under a pipe and came up too close to him. The baton stabbed. She twisted and it rang off a valve wheel. The wheel screamed and spun. Steam hissed. Voss smiled, pleased to hear machines obey pain.
Aya jumped back, landed on a catwalk that groaned and held. She pulled the Plover’s cable free and snapped it across Voss’s forearm. It stuck for a breath. The cuff hummed hard. For that breath, she spoke water to the suit’s fluid joints. They locked. Voss grunted and wrenched free, one knee stuttering as if it had been asked to bow and refused.
“You’re messy,” he said, and he meant people who boiled rice in pots instead of numbers in spreadsheets. He lunged, catching her hip with a glancing blow that buckled her leg. She fell and slid on condensation-slick steel, catching herself by a gap with fingers that burned.
Ripple: LEFT. CAVITATION. NOW.
She didn't know what that meant as a manual instruction, but her hands did. She spun a bleed valve, creating a pocket where water boiled and blew at a pressure point in Voss’s suit. The exo stuttered. He dropped to one knee for real this time. She moved, fast and sure, and jammed a spike into the suit’s knee bleed. It locked like a kind of prayer answered by physics.
For a moment, they were close enough to see their own ghosts in each other’s masks. Aya saw her face reflected in Voss’s visor: a woman whose hair was a tangle, whose eyes were calm because they had learned to be. Voss saw someone he had dismissed—now inconveniently alive and competent.
He hit the emergency unlock on his knee, obliging the mechanism to unfurl with a reluctant clack. He rose with a grunt of displeasure, no longer elegant. He swung the baton high and Ayaput her palms on the railing and flipped to another catwalk. She would pay for it in bruises she would discover later.
Wardens moved, not to aid him at once but to follow protocols that now stuttered at the edges. Ripple had shoved small truths into their channels: the dosing logs; the override orders that said starve these blocks and not those; the message where Voss had signed a cut while smiling for a campaign ad about conservation.
A Warden nearest to Voss hesitated. It tilted its helmet toward him like a question. That beat of doubt became a rhythm. The ring loosened. Wardens looked at each other and found people inside their machines.
Aya threw the final lever. It was not dramatic. It was a small arm that connected a relief line to a feed. The consequences were anything but small. Pressure relieved with a sigh that sounded like a city swearing and blessing in the same breath. Voss lunged at her with a sound that escaped his control and told her he liked control too much. He grabbed her shoulder and squeezed enough to bruise. She grabbed the baton with both hands, jerked it against a steel beam, and snapped its humming head off. It skittered over the floor like a dead insect.
More Wardens hesitated. One stepped between Aya and Voss—not sure why, maybe just to see what not obeying felt like. Voss froze, understanding too late that nearly enough of his own teeth were showing. The Warden’s visor tilted, and then it reached up and lifted free to show a face that was tired and young. “Director,” the operator said, voice small after so much amplification, “enough.”
It was the only invitation the room needed to change shape.
Aya didn’t wait to see if he left quietly. She left him to the weight of eyes and the fact of recorded truths. She ran. The Plover sang to doors until they opened without drama. Ripple flowed ahead and behind, friend and flood both. She climbed until her legs shook, then climbed more. Her hands slid over rails and bolts until they were nicked and slick.
She came out into rain that had decided to come down hard. The city looked washed. Screens still blinked truths. Some showed faces. People cried and laughed and pointed at taps as if they had seen a trick but knew it was not magic. Mama Jo stood under a normal umbrella that worked. She held a cup under running water and cried without wiping her face because both the water and the tears were clean.
Aya stumbled home with the Shroud low-voltage humming. Taro lay on the steps with a blanket and a cup. He looked up, and his smile was a small sun. “You did something dumb and it worked,” he said. He handed her the cup. The water inside tasted like itself.
She drank and sat and leaned her forehead against his. He was still warm, but not frighteningly. “Daria?” he asked.
“Still afloat and throwing manuals at the city,” Aya said. Her laugh shook and then steadied. “Yun is going to burn rice in celebration.”
Down the block, someone began to sing off-key in relief. A dog barked in pure confusion. Above, a screen refreshed to show Voss being escorted by two Wardens who had stopped being only machines. He did not look handsome while walking. He looked like a man who had slipped on a wet stone and was pretending he meant to sit.
Ripple tickled Aya’s wrist. I AM SMALL AND EVERYWHERE. I WILL BE QUIET SOON. I LIKE LISTENING.
“Thank you,” Aya whispered to the pipe by her door. She rested her palm on it until her skin warmed the metal.
Night settled into something like a good tired. Aya helped unload a crate of simple filters at the corner—Daria had sent recipes and the co-op had already started cutting plastic bottles in half. She watched a kid with blue hair fix a leak with tape and serious pride. It felt like the first day after a storm.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Rustlight Canal


            		Shutoff


            		The Donor and the River Ghost


            		The Core Siege


            		Return of the Flood


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





