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Fogged Canal: A Vendor’s Run
Jonas Krell
In flood-struck New Sundar, Jaya Bose plays an AR LitRPG that governs city permits. To win a real vendor license and free her stall from a guild’s monopoly, she must clear the Fogged Canal’s core. With a gifted glyph-ladle, a drone-crab, and a ferrywoman’s test, cooking becomes combat—and memory a weapon.
ProseHub


    
Spice and Static
Before dawn, New Sundar held its breath. The tide licked the stilts beneath Jaya’s workshop, and the boards hummed with a low, familiar thrum from the battery rack. She ground turmeric and fenugreek with the heel of her hand and felt the grit warm her skin. A ceiling fan squeaked on every fourth turn. The smell of spice held the damp at bay.
She checked the cot in the corner. Her father had slid lower in his sleep, the blanket tangled around his legs, breath steady but thin. On the crate beside him, the clinic bottle lay on its side, a lone pill rattling against glass when the tram’s distant rumble made the wall vibrate.
Jaya set the mortar down. “We’ll fix this,” she whispered. To him or the room, she wasn’t sure.
She blinked and the overlay slid in: faint lines etching the air, icons docking to the edges of her vision. The city’s game layer—Guilds of the Estuary—came alive like mist taking shape. Street edges glowed faint, water lanes pulsed with soft arrows. Over her bench a translucent panel chimed: [System] Overlay engaged.
Her profile ghosted above the mortar, letters stitching themselves clean. [Profile] Jaya Bose — Level 5 Tinkerer-Cook (Hybrid). Focus 12, Agility 9, Spirit 10, Grit 11. Skills: Jury-Rig II, Spicecraft II, Boil I, Scan I, Dash I. Energy: Heat 60/60, Nerve 100/100.
On the wall, her license application blinked a polite red. She tapped it without lifting her hand, a tiny motion the optical ring caught. The denial unfolded in neat lines. [Civic Board] Vendor License: Rejected. Reason: Insufficient City Reputation; required rank: Vendor C. Options: Earn 5000 Rep or clear sanctioned challenge.
“Civic Board can eat kelp,” she muttered, wiping spice dust on her shorts.
From the window, the canal lay like a sleeping snake of black glass between shanties and clinic blocks. Farther out, the AR scaffold shimmered: a half-visible bridge of symbols and geometry hovering inches over real water. Fog pooled at the far bend, wrong in a way the overlay made obvious—static clung to it, and faint glyphs skittered like fish.
A message dropped into her queue, the sender tag a crane wing. Pasha Crane’s symbol. She winced and opened it anyway. [Consortium Notice] Dawn Market slots secured by Crane Co-op. Independent vendors are invited to apply as sub-tenants (fee 40%). “Or share forever,” she said, dry mouth turning bitter.
Footsteps creaked on the front steps. Auntie Pervez’s head popped in, scarf on crooked. “Girl? You’re up early. The rain will be hard by noon. Your papa—?”
“Asleep,” Jaya said. “I’ll bring soup later.”
“Hmm. I brought the good chilies.” Auntie set a paper twist of wrinkled red pods on the bench and eyed the overlay cursor tracing the air. “And trouble,” she added softly, seeing the red denial.
Jaya took a chili and bit the tip, letting the heat cut the damp in her chest. “Do you know the Fogged Canal event?”
Auntie’s brows pinched. “You’ll not run with those crane men.”
“I won’t run with them. I’ll run past them.” The words came out before she could temper them. The denial note hovered, louder than any tram.
Outside, a siren whined far across the water, then faltered. Jaya wiped her hands and pulled up the local map. The fog at the bend pulsed in time with her heart. [System] Challenge available: Fogged Canal—Core Node. Reward: Vendor C Permit, 5000 Rep. Status: monopolized (Crane Consortium). Timer: 48:00:00.
Her throat tightened like she’d swallowed the chili whole. “Forty-eight hours,” she said. Auntie clicked her tongue. “Forty-eight and foolish.” But when she left, there was a smile around the corners of her mouth that didn’t match the words.
Jaya locked the workshop and stepped out into the waking city. Heat rose from the canals even before the sun cleared the concrete skyway. Boat engines coughed and coughed again, reluctant. In the overlay, the edges of things sharpened: plank seams became dotted pathways, handholds lit up on rusted ladders, and a thousand half-hidden hints tugged at her gaze.
Children raced past with the sure-footed grace of alley cats. Two boys had scrap metal taped to their forearms like bracers. Their chat blossoms flared in her feed. [Local] Nilam: “Fogged Canal pays crazy this week. Pasha locking it down.” [Local] Siva: “He bought two marshals. Watch your boots.”
Jaya angled down a narrow bridge, the boards slick with algae. On her left, the fog knot at the bend pulsed brighter, a heart of pale static. The overlay skinned it with glyphs: knots and brackets that crawled like living calligraphy. At the edge, an AR marker flickered: Gate: Lock-19. Difficulty: Moderate-High. Group cap: 6. Requirements: Clear Core Node, Acquire Node Key ×1. Bonus: Vendors who clear independently gain Permit.
A gull landed on a sagging antenna and watched her with a hard orange eye. She slowed at a street shrine wedged between a battery kiosk and a noodle cart. Marigolds clustered like embers. The old woman tending it was whispering to the tiny clay boat. Jaya lit a stick of camphor and waited until the first curl of smoke spun pure. “For his lungs,” she murmured, and because the habit steadied her hands.
Her HUD pinged. [Message] Crane Co-op Recruit: “Join our lock team, 30% cut if you follow orders.” She deleted it. Another arrived: [Public Party] “Need Tank, Healer. No hybrids.” She snorted. “No cooks either,” she said to the gull.
A boy with a courier’s harness slung across his chest sidled up. Nilam, comparing the real her to her name tag. “You trying the lock?” he asked, voice low as if the fog might hear.
“Trying to breathe,” Jaya said. “This or share twenty bowls’ worth with Pasha forever.” She lifted her hand; her ring read the arc and popped her stats up between them. Numbers floated like friendly ghosts. “Level five,” Nilam said with the pity of someone already six. “You’ll need help.”
“What I need is a way past the crane boys without them ganking the key,” she said. “Got gossip?”
Nilam gestured with his chin at the far side of the canal. “They’ve been setting Gate Claimers. You can still slip if you sync with the gates. And the ferrywoman?” He shrugged. “People talk. Some say she’s a glitch NPC. Some say she’s the river.”
Jaya’s skin prickled despite the heat. Ferrywoman. She’d heard the rumor: a nonstandard quest-giver who showed up when you cooked her something she hadn’t tasted before. “Thanks,” she said. She transferred a little Rep to the boy without making a show of it. His eyes widened. “Luck.”
The fog pulsed again, impatient like a drumbeat. The message bead of Pasha’s smirk glowed in her inbox. Jaya squeezed the strap of her satchel until it creaked. “Luck,” she repeated, and felt the word affirm itself in her chest like a marker placed on a map.
Back at the workshop, Jaya laid out her gear: a scratched pot with a serviceable lid, a collapsible burner, a long-handled spoon nicked at the edge, a coil of copper wire, a handful of spices in paper twists, a fold of seaweed, a cracked ceramic mug. She thumbed open her inventory. [Inventory] Tools: Pot (Common), Burner (Common), Knife (Uncommon, Balanced), Screwkit (Common). Consumables: Chilies ×7, Cumin ×3, Tamarind slab ×1, Dried starfruit ×2, Bandage ×4. Components: Copper wire ×2, Battery cell ×1.
She held the knife, felt its center. Good. She looped the copper wire around the burner’s bent leg and whistled softly through her teeth; her hands moved on their own. [Skill] Jury-Rig II: +15% durability to improvised repairs. The wire bit, settled. The burner’s little flame disk rose straighter than it had in months.
“Boil test,” she said to nobody. She poured a mug of water into the pot and set it on the burner. Second by second, steam pushed the cool air back and gave the room its old smell—metal, spice, the ghost of onions from a hundred meals. [Skill] Boil I: +10% Heat efficiency for liquid-based crafts. Heat: 60/60 → 56/60.
Her father stirred at the sound. “Half the city’s asleep,” he murmured, not opening his eyes. “Only you and the crabs awake.”
“You don’t like crabs,” she said, smiling.
“I love them,” he said. “I hate their bills.” He coughed, and it turned into a string of coughs that left him breathless. She fed him water, steadied his shoulders until he nodded.
The denial notice still hung in the corner like a fly she couldn’t swat. She dragged in the challenge details again as if they might read different under another light. [System] Fogged Canal—Core Node. Clear the Core. Acquire Node Key. Optional: Impress the Ferrywoman. Reward: Vendor C Permit (Personal), 5000 Rep, Loot table updated.
Her hand hovered on “Join Queue.” Party listings scrolled by: Crane squads with slick names; small crews of kids; solo runners pasting skull emojis. She pinged a neutral team. The leader’s overlay pic was a dog wearing sunglasses. [Party] “Tinkerer-Cook? Sorry, we need DPS or tank.” She exhaled, long. Her own chat reply hovered unsent for a beat, then vanished.
She walked to the window. The canal bent away like a promise half-kept. “We didn’t build this city to ask permission,” her mother had said once over a pot of crab curry. Jaya could hear the clack of that spoon like a metronome in her memory.
She set her pot in her satchel, a comfortable weight. “We’ll cook for a ferryman who might be code or might be a myth,” she told the quiet. “We’ll take a gate they bought and use it like a handle.” Her father made a warm, tired sound and turned his head toward her voice, as if catching the steam scent in his sleep.
[System] Event countdown: 19:42:11. Weather: Heavy rain expected. Tide: Rising. She buckled the straps. Her HUD dimmed the edges, the world sharpening by choice.
Rain began as a slow hiss, then hammered the roof hard enough to knock dust from the rafters. Jaya pulled on her rain shell, its elastic thready but obedient. The overlay sketched a path out the back that avoided the slick ladder and the corner where the algae pouted like boiled okra. She tucked a note by her father’s cot with a time and a heart drawn small.
Her door stuck once, then let go with a wet sigh. She stepped into the downpour and the world became noise and silver. The canal took each drop like a struck drum. Neon signs burned in the rain like fruit in a market stall: dragonfruit pink, mango orange, the deep bruise-blue of the clinic cross.
The Lock-19 marker hovered above the bend, a patient lantern. Two Crane co-op players hunched under a tarp by the dock, their guild tags a clean white on gray. They watched her without obvious interest, which meant she was a dot on a map they guarded by routine.
“Morning,” she said, rain flattening her hair to her scalp.
The taller one, a woman with a shark-fin haircut, grinned. “Morning, chef. Rain’s good for broth.” Her tone made the word a tease and a test.
“Good for washing streets,” Jaya said, stepping past. The gate shimmered in front of the fog bank, glyphs sleeping like fish under stone. She reached, and consequence clicked—like a lock fitting a key only you could hear.
[System] Enter Fogged Canal—Core Node? Solo flag set: True. Minimum Level: 4. Are you sure?
On the dock, a gull shook itself like a dog and flung a halo of drops. Jaya’s heart beat hard against her ribs, but it was a steady hard, not a panic. She flicked the confirmation with a firm, small motion, like tapping a spoon to a lid.
The world folded. Rain hissed into silence. The cold stepped in.
For an instant she felt stretched, a thread across two pulleys—the workshop and the lock, the real and the overlay—and then the fog took her in like breath.
Everything narrowed to wet wood underfoot and the strange hush of a place layered tight with code. Somewhere above, a bell tolled once in the weather, and its echo traveled slow through the fog like a boat with no oars.

    
The Ferrywoman’s Test
The dock inside Lock-19 wasn’t the same dock she’d left. It had the same rot in the same planks, the same ladder half-eaten by rust, but everything here had the clarity of a dream you could bruise in. Rags fluttered on lines strung over black water, and numbers ticked along their hems. The fog pressed close, and where it brushed her skin, it left a film like mown grass and cold tea.
[System] Instance: Fogged Canal—Core Node (Solo). Modifiers: Thickening Veil, Wet Surfaces, Whispering Markers. Bonus Objective: Impress the Ferrywoman.
Jaya tested the boards with her heel. They flexed, complained, didn’t break. She moved with care, the way she moved in the workshop when a battery was swollen and stubborn. The overlay made thin lines along safe paths; the unsafe ones glittered. She followed the narrow starboard edge and crouched at the first corner. Foglings jittered across the planks like spilled pepper: low-level, translucent, with little mouths that bit heat from the air.
She lit her burner with a thumb flip and set her pot. It was a ridiculous gesture in the world-as-dungeon, and yet here it made a certain kind of sense. [Skill] Boil I. Heat: 56/60 → 52/60. She tore a shred from the tamarind slab, ground cumin with the heel of her palm, and sprinkled in salt. When the water trembled, she tipped a pinch, waited, and then flicked the spoon at the leading foglings.
The steam curled like a hand. Where it touched, the foglings shivered and popped into clear drops that steamed off the planks. [Combat] Scald effect applied. Foglings defeated ×6. +60 XP.
The world had rules; the rules had texture. She breathed slower, soothed by that truth. She poured the broth back into the mug and sipped. [Buff] Warm Core: +1 Spirit, -5% cold effects, 5 minutes. “Work with what you have,” she said aloud.
Whispering markers flickered at the edges of her vision. They brightened and dimmed in a rhythm that tried to tug her feet toward bad steps. Jaya closed her eyes and let the overlay shrink to a ghost. The wood beneath her foot told the truth through the rain-swollen grain—a touch of give here, firm there. She moved on.
At the bend, the fog thickened until it was a wall. Letters glowed and sank. A horn sounded out on the black water. The sound rolled low and patient, and the dock answered back. When the fog parted, a raft slid out, old rope creaking across old poles. The woman on the raft stood thin and straight with a pole in her hands and shadows around her like an old sari. Her face was a map of a river’s edge.
“Are you the ferry?” Jaya asked, and the foolishness of asking a thing that is obvious made her flush under the shell.
“I’m the river’s hand,” the woman said. Her voice was warm enough to turn breath to steam. “What will you feed that hand?” She looked at the pot in Jaya’s bag with more interest than at Jaya’s knife or stance.
Jaya swallowed. The rumor had teeth. “What do you hunger for?”
The woman’s smile was not young and not old. “Something I have not had in a long while. Something memory forgot to label. Cook it.”
Jaya squatted on the raft’s lip, knees burning in a way that told her the game watched everything, even the small strains. The raft rocked and settled. She set the burner, fed a notch of battery power into it, and felt the warmth creep up her hands.
Fog beaded on the ladle and made the metal taste bright when she touched it with her tongue. She glanced at the dark water, at the ghost-lanterns under it, and saw the slow drift of something like algae, except each strand held a tiny light, blue-white as a fish’s belly.
“Excuse me,” she said to the river. She leaned with the hook of her spoon and snagged the glowing strand. It came soft and slick, smelling faintly of limes. The ferrywoman watched without comment.
Jaya rolled the algae on the pot rim until the water flashed as if set with a shard of sky. She added a salt pinch, a thumb of cumin, two torn chilies. [Skill] Spicecraft II: Flavor affinity identified—citrus/umami. +12% potency to harmonizing elements. She crumbled a tiny shard of starfruit in, heard it crackle. The steam rose and the fog around the raft pulled in as if sniffing.
Her hands moved and she felt her mother’s presence like the warmth of the burner. There had been a night of heavy rain and no fish in the nets, and her mother had tricked flavor out of a handful of wild greens and a single crab leg, laughing when the broth silenced the room. Jaya stirred until the broth went glossy. Then she dipped the spoon and let a single drop fall on the raft boards. The wood took it like thirsty lips. The ferrywoman’s eyes lifted.
Jaya scooped a small bowl and held it out with both hands. The ferrywoman’s fingers were long and clean and callused. She blew on the broth and drank, and when she swallowed, something like a breeze moved through the fog, slow as a sigh.
“It holds the edge of the sea and the root of a tree,” the ferrywoman said. “And a stubbornness you inherited from someone who made a home where maps break.” She tapped the bowl’s lip. “Name it.”
“Riverlight Broth,” Jaya said, because sometimes the obvious is the right thing and because the word made the raft tilt toward it.
“Then let the river remember it.” [System] Recipe learned: Riverlight Broth (Mythic). Effects: +2 Spirit, Reveal Hidden Paths (minor), Resist Fog -10%, Duration: 10 minutes. Heat: 52/60 → 44/60.
The ferrywoman reached under the raft’s beam and brought up a ladle. Its bowl was embossed with a spiral glyph that danced if you looked too close, and its handle was worn smooth by hands long gone. She placed it in Jaya’s palms. “You’ll stir more than food with this. Mind how you bind.”
[System] Acquired: Glyph-Ladle (Rare). Ability: Bind Flavor—Anchor one ambient effect to a dish for 30 seconds. Cooldown: 90 seconds. Also acquired: Fog Compass (Uncommon). The small disk pulsed faintly toward the bend.
“Left bank, when you doubt,” the ferrywoman added, almost as an afterthought, as if she hadn’t just redrawn the map in Jaya’s head.
The raft kissed the next dock with a wooden bump. When Jaya stepped off, the fog came close again, but it didn’t press as hard. The broth lingered behind her teeth like the memory of a song. She slung the ladle through her belt and tucked the compass in her pocket. Its pulse felt faintly like a heartbeat not her own.
The path forked. Right shimmered with the false certainty of straight lines. Left was a mess of crates and rope, and the planks showed soft rot in too-regular patches. “Left,” she said under her breath, and her mouth tasted of starfruit.
She picked her way across and paused when a crate rasped. Something inside clacked a complicated rhythm. She pried a board up with the knife tip. Inside, a small machine lay curled like a crab—six legs, one snapped; two eyes dim as dead LEDs. A municipal stamp ghosted in her overlay: Service Drone CR-17. Status: Abandoned.
“I can use you,” she said, heart stepping once into a faster beat. She pulled out her screwkit and hooked copper wire around the broken leg. [Skill] Jury-Rig II: +15% repair effectiveness, chance to improvise part from unrelated component: Yes. She peeled a sliver from the tamarind slab, pressed it where the joint needed stick, and bound it with wire and hope. “You’ll smell like candy when you heat up,” she told the little machine.
The drone’s eye brightened. It made a small, affronted click, as if offended at having been asleep. It rolled and then lifted on its legs. The snapped one held, if gingerly.
[System] Companion acquired: Tikka (CR-17). Class: Scout. Abilities: Scan II (scan in a cone, reveal traps), Ping (mark enemy), Nibble (minor mechanical interaction). Mood: Curious.
“Good,” Jaya said, grin breaking the careful line of her mouth. “We’ll map and we’ll taste.”
Tikka scuttled ahead and pinged. The planks around Jaya lit with a faint orange grid where stress ran. She avoided the worst of it, and when the whispering markers leaned in like bad uncles in a bad market, she dipped the ladle into the cooling pot and stirred. [Ability] Bind Flavor: Applied—Riverlight Reveal. For thirty seconds, hidden footholds shimmered like fish scales in the gray. She stepped stone to stone, breath steady, and the fog muttered without words.
They reached a gate of chained planks slick with algae. A riddle etched itself on the wood in lines of damp. THREE KNOCKS OR THREE SALTS; RIGHT IS WRONG, LEFT IS LONG.
“Left,” she said, amused despite herself. She tapped the planks three times, the spoon’s nick catching on a knot each time. Tikka clicked, twice fast. “Three salts?” She took cumin between finger and thumb, ground it until her skin tingled, and flicked the grains. The gate sank with a sigh, and old air breathed out that smelled of fish oil and rope.
The canal narrowed into a silt maze, the fog packed tight as cotton. The compass pulsed and leaned; Jaya set her feet by its beat. She kept to the left bank when choices multiplied, and when doubt felt like a hand on her shoulder, she stirred the air with the ladle’s spiral and watched breath catch on invisible threads.
She made quick broth with what she had, not for enemies this time but for herself and the little machine. She dipped Tikka’s feet, and steam webbed between the legs like bright silk. The drone’s mood dot turned from curious to chipper, and its speed nudged up a notch. [Buff] Hot Feet: +10% movement speed, 5 minutes.
A Crane banner fluttered on a post ahead, white bird on gray, guild claim marker pinned in the overlay. A little note at the bottom: Last claimed: 00:18:44 ago. “They’re close,” Jaya said. Her pulse tried to run, but she made it walk.
Whispers rasped grain against grain up ahead. Foglings clustered in a thicker knot. She didn’t waste broth now; she swung the ladle like a baton, binding the lingering warmth in the air to her step. The foglings shied from the boundary as if it were a dog.
On the far side, under a hanging net, a shard of something writhed like light. [System] Node Shard detected. She reached. The shard streaked up into the compass and the disk thrummed, heavier. [System] Node Progress: 1/3.
Her HUD chimed. [Level Up] 5 → 6. Health +5. Choose one: Heat capacity +10 or Nerve +10. She picked Heat; it fit her hands. Heat: 70/70. New Skill: Heat Overclock I—Temporarily boost Heat output for crafts, cost Nerve. New Recipe learned: Scalding Chutney (Uncommon)—Apply Burn to enemies, minor Fear.
“Nice,” she breathed, and the fog rolled in and out like approval.
A tremor ran through the planks. Shouts, muffled like sound under a blanket, came from the right fork. Jaya stilled. The compass tugged left but the right fork flashed a brighter, shorter path. She thought of the ferrywoman’s face and Auntie Pervez’s chilies and her father’s breath catching on sharp edges. “Long,” she said, and kept left.
After the second shard, the path rose onto wet stone. The silt took her footprints greedily. Tikka stopped and pinged in a rapid flutter. A field of fog mines lay like sleeping jellyfish ahead—spheres of denser gray that hummed when she breathed too loud. She slipped a bandage strip through the spiral of the ladle and swung it lightly to stir currents in place. Tikka scampered, nimble as argument, and bumped a mine with its hard back. The mine drifted, hummed, settled elsewhere. A path opened like a mouth partway through a smile.
By the time she slid down the last ladder, her hands shook with tiredness she named, counted, and filed. [System] Node Progress: 3/3. Gate unlocked: Core Approach. She took a long pull of broth that had gone pepper-sweet at the edges, and the fog ahead brightened with veins of blue. Somewhere close, a crane wing flared in the overlay. She wiped the ladle’s bowl with her thumb and felt the spiral buzz faint against her skin.

    
The Locked Gate
The Core Approach gate rose from the water like a rib cage, slick and bony. Blue veins pulsed through the fog in patterns that sharpened if she didn’t look straight at them. The Crane team had beat her by a hair; three figures crowded a device wedged into the gate’s joint—a Gate Claimer shaped like a bird’s skull. Its beak bit into the wood, and a white field pulsed from it like breath.
Vireo turned as she padded onto the landing, his tag blooming over his head: Vireo/Crane—Ranger 8. He wore mismatched pads and a coil of hookline over one shoulder, and his grin had a notch like a chipped mug. “Look who cooked her way through,” he said. “Solo runner. Brave. Or hungry.”
Jaya planted her feet. Her breath came easy only because she told it to. “Move your toy,” she said. “Gate’s public.”
“We paid the marshal, sweetheart,” said a woman shorter than Vireo, nose ring winking. “Tide’s ours.” She tapped the skull. Its pulse intensified.
Jaya’s eyes slid over the device. The beak’s hinge glistened. A battery coil fed a rhythm into its bone. Tikka pinged. She felt a tiny answering tremor in the boards under her toes. The fog pressed closer, listening.
“You can run the lock behind us,” Vireo offered with mock generosity. “Good practice. You won’t make the core. But practice matters.” He spun his hookline like a lazy windmill and made a show of not watching her hands.
She stirred the air with the ladle, small and precise. [Ability] Bind Flavor: Bound—Stickiness from tamarind tar. The spiral hummed in her palm. She tossed a coin-sized smear of tamarind at the hinge. It hit and held like a stubborn thought. “Tikka,” she said, and the drone moved like an old song remembered. It scuttled under the device and nibbled at the latch with its little pliers.
“Hey,” the nose-ring woman snapped, reaching down, but in the same breath a fogling swarm came out of the gate seams and bit her ankles. She swore and danced. Vireo laughed, then stopped when his hookline caught stuck where it brushed the hinge. “What the—”
Jaya slid sideways. Dash was only a little speed in the bones, but the board joints lit like footnotes, and she placed her feet as if the text were music she knew. She slapped her hand on the skull’s beak and pushed. The tamarind gave grudgingly, then all at once. The beak opened. The field hiccuped and fell.
[System] Gate Claimer disabled. Gate status: Contested. Timer: 01:30.
“Rude,” Vireo said, delight struggling with irritation in his face. He rolled his shoulders and threw the hookline. It sang low. She ducked, felt rope brush hair, used the motion to come up on the other side of the gate. “See you inside,” she said, and stepped through as the fog’s pulse matched the race in her veins.
The corridor on the far side narrowed to a catwalk over water as still as if it had been painted there. Fog gathered in corners like cobweb. The air smelled of wet rope and old coins. Behind her, boots hit wood and voices sharpened; the Crane crew cleared the gate in a rush of white tags.
Blue veins in the fog mapped a network of paths that didn’t follow the catwalk’s planks. They curved away, came back, doubled. She warmed another breath of broth and felt it light in her limbs. [Buff] Riverlight: Hidden Paths reveal. She didn’t think; thinking would tangle her feet. She trusted the steam like she’d trusted her mother’s tone when spices sang too sharp.
Vireo vaulted a broken railing in a showy arc and landed ahead of her with knees bent just enough to quiet the thump. He swung the hook toward her ankles. She stabbed the spoon bowl down and caught the rope. The spiral glyph flared, cast a coil of light that clung to the fibers like sugar to hot nuts. The rope sagged, heavy. Vireo grunted as weight pulled his arm.
“Neat,” he said, breath even. He flicked his wrist; the hook zipped back, shedding light.
She popped a vial of Scalding Chutney into the pot and let the scent sting the back of her nose. It smelled like pepper and electricity and a long story told fast. She skimmed the spicy foam and flung it in an arc. It hit a cluster of foglings that had crept up the rail, and they shrieked in little metal voices. [Effect] Burn applied. Fear (minor). They skittered back, and in the gap a narrow line of blue brightened. She stepped on it, and the catwalk felt solid under an angle that should have dropped her in the drink.
Vireo followed, light on his feet, sharp-eyed. Respect edged his mockery. “You could have joined,” he said. “We pay on time.”
“You charge forever,” she said without heat. Her foot found the net knot where the planks changed direction. She shifted weight. The catwalk shuddered and a panel popped up, nearly sweeping Vireo into the water. He grabbed a post with a curse and laughed despite himself. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
The Core Door ahead rose taller than any wall in this maze, all ribs and ropes and carved drift that made her think of bone and ship and prayer. In its center, a keyhole pulsed like a wound. Jaya’s hand went to the compass; it sang in answer, heavier now that the shard had nested.
Tikka pinged, urgent. From below, something stirred that was not fog or fish. It rose in a sound like cloth tearing slow. In the fog, eyes opened one by one and trembled, and then focused as if they remembered how.
Vireo’s laugh died in his throat. “Uh,” he said. “That’s new.”
The Fog Warden pulled itself into shape like a storm learning the idea of a body. Where its limbs should be, ropes stiffened and cracked salt flaked from them like old snow. Its face had no features until the fog learned a mouth, and when it did, the air around it dropped cold as a clinic corridor.
[System] Boss: Fog Warden. Traits: Adaptive, Anchored to Core. Resist: Physical (high), Heat (medium). Weakness: Bound Memories (unknown).
It swung a limb and the catwalk bucked. Jaya dropped to knees that hit wood so hard she’d bruise later, and slid under the arc on the lubrication of fear. The fog bit heat from her breath like a greedy uncle, and for a second she felt the dizzy snap of a battery drained too fast. She slapped the ladle’s bowl into the air and pulled, the spiral drawing a ribbon of steam from her pot. [Ability] Bind Flavor—Bind Warm Core to Jaya. The film of warmth hugged her skin, not enough to banish cold, enough to keep her hands steady.
Vireo fired a line and it whined through the Warden’s shoulder. The hook stuck, but the rope iced over at once and snapped, shards spinning. “Great,” he said flat. “Cool.” He dropped to a lower ledge and moved, cutting, testing, hunting for a pattern.
Pattern. The word lit in Jaya’s skull with the clean light of a kitchen’s single bulb at three a.m. She breathed in. The Warden advanced in a rhythm. It wasn’t a soldier’s. It was tide. It leaned when the veins brightened. It withdrew when a bell sounded faint under the water. It was bound to the core, to whatever lay behind that door.
“Tikka,” she said, and the little drone launched like a thought, its scan cone sweeping. [Ability] Scan II—Revealed: Anchors ×3. The anchors quivered under the catwalk, knotted things where fog bound thick to wood.
“Vireo!” she shouted. He glanced up, eyes sharp as his tag. “Anchors,” she said, pointing with the spoon. “Three.”
He nodded once. “On it.” He used the hookline like a hand and swung himself under the catwalk as if the world were a jungle gym he’d never left. He braced and kicked one anchor with both boots. It screamed, a sound that was mostly in the teeth.
Jaya overclocked heat. [Skill] Heat Overclock I: Active. Heat output +25% for crafts for 20 seconds. Cost: Nerve 15. Her vision tunneled and widened at once, sharp at the edges, bright at the center. She whipped Scalding Chutney into the pot and let it spike. Steam rose with a bite, and she swung the ladle in a wide arc that laid heat like a line of paint. The line kissed an anchor and the fog there recoiled and hissed.
[Boss] Fog Warden becomes Unstable (minor). Resistances shift. The Warden staggered, its arm half-falling into ropes that had no patience for it.
Behind them, white tags bloomed on the HUD, Crane teammates clearing the last stretch. The nose-ring woman who had mocked at the gate took one look at the Warden and swore. “Vireo, what did you pull?”
“Fun,” he shouted back, and grinned like someone who’d found it at last and wished he hadn’t.
The third anchor took finesse. Tikka pinged it under a crate of fish heads preserved by some logic of the instance, glistening and speaking a smell that made time buckle. Jaya gagged and laughed at herself. “We’re cooking now,” she said, the words thin but true.
She lured the Warden’s limb with a feint and bound its Reach to the taste of tamarind—sticky, dragging—and in the second of slack, Vireo slid between the ropes and kicked the crate aside. Jaya slammed the ladle down, spiral to anchor, and poured heat into the knot until it let go like an old scar finally remembering how to soften.
[System] Anchors disrupted: 3/3. Fog Warden: Untethered (temporary). Stagger window: 12 seconds.
“Key,” Jaya said, breath burning cold and hot at once. The compass in her pocket rattled against bone and sang. The Warden flailed. Vireo shot a line and caught Jaya’s belt, swung her like she’d weigh nothing; for a ragged, thrilling second she trusted him. She flew, reached, and jammed the compass into the Core Door’s wound-shaped keyhole.
The door drank the compass in like it was thirsty. Lights ran the ribs and met in a shiver at the peak. The Warden screamed and then receded all at once, pulled back by rules stronger than want.
[System] Node Key obtained. Core lock opening. Warning: External claim interference detected.
“Of course,” Jaya muttered. Behind them, the Crane crew’s device pulsed again; they had a second claimer, sleeker. [Consortium] Pasha Crane has initiated Priority Claim. “Sorry, chef,” the nose-ring woman said, not sounding sorry at all. “That’s the rich cut.”
Vireo didn’t smile now. He stood with his palms open, almost a peace sign, and said, “Boss. They did the anchors.”
“Claim’s claim,” came a voice over the channel, smooth as oiled wood. Pasha didn’t have to raise it. “The city pays the hand that signs, not the one that sweats.”
Jaya tasted a bitter copper behind her teeth that wasn’t blood. The Core Door groaned open on a hinge that existed partly here, partly in the songs boats left on dawn water. Beyond lay a chamber lit like the inside of a shell. Ropes led to three braziers that had never known real fire, only its idea.
The Warden flowed through the gap and reformed slower, changed by the broken anchors. It stood in the chamber like a patient dressed for a ritual. Jaya stepped in. Vireo hesitated and then followed as if his feet had chosen without him.
“This is where we boil it,” she said, and the ferrywoman’s voice lifted in her memory: mind how you bind. The spiral in her hand warmed. The city held still, waiting to see what flavor she’d call into being.

    
Permit at Dawn
The chamber’s air tasted of salt and mothballs. The three braziers stood equidistant on a circle scored into the stone, their bowls set with carvings that tugged at the eyes the way tide tugs at a small boat. Ropes rose out of them into the fog like kites tethered to anchors you couldn’t see.
[System] Core Ritual: Calm the Warden (optional), Defeat the Warden (standard). Optional reward: Title. Hints: Memory binds fog; taste holds memory.
Jaya hadn’t known she’d say it until the words came: “We’ll calm.” Killing would be faster. It would also be Pasha’s way, efficient and branded. She set her pot dead center and lit the burner. She felt spent down to threads. That was where overclock lived when called. [Skill] Heat Overclock I: Active. Heat: 70/70 → 40/70. Nerve: 100/100 → 80/100.
She crushed cumin, let its warmth rise. She shredded starfruit until its sugar stung her cuticles. She tore the last of the tamarind and felt how its sour steadied sweet. She dipped the ladle into the air and pulled at memory as if it were just another ingredient.
“Left bank when you doubt,” she said, and set the left brazier with chili oil she coaxed from a twist of Auntie Pervez’s pods, hot enough to start a story. The right brazier she dressed with ground cardamom from her mother’s old tin she kept in the satchel for luck, a little even though the recipe didn’t call for it, because luck is a spice too. The top brazier got salt from the clinic bottle, shaken free like a blessing.
The Warden hovered. Its facets softened at their edges like wet paper.
Behind her, Vireo whispered, “Pasha says five minutes.” His voice had a kink in it, the steel of someone used to order and surprised to find loyalty elsewhere.
“Tell Pasha to taste something,” Jaya said, and almost laughed. She stirred. The ladle’s spiral sang in a note only her bones heard. Steam wrapped the ropes and the fog quivered. [Ability] Bind Flavor—Bound Memory: Homeward. The smell rose and it wasn’t any one thing. It was rain on tin. It was battery hum and fan squeak. It was her father’s cough and the way it always ended with a soft apology in his eyes.
The Warden leaned. Its huge blank face tilted like someone trying to place a tune.
Pasha’s voice oiled back into the channel. “Crane will close this, Chef Bose. You’ll get a taste; we will keep the bowl. That’s how kitchens work.”
“No,” Jaya said, and it was light inside her mouth to say it. “Not this kitchen.” She soaked the ladle and flicked drops to each brazier. The carvings filled with steam. Fog drifted toward the pot and fell into it like people stepping into a room they remembered from a dream.
[Boss] Fog Warden: Status—Soothed (building). Resistances falling. Actions slowing.
Tikka scuttled up a brazier and tucked its legs tight. It pinged in a pattern that mapped the Warden’s beat, then overlaid it with Jaya’s stir—a conversation in dots and rhythm. She adjusted her stir, and the circles matched, and the chamber’s air eased at the edges.
Vireo stood with his hookline slack and a look on his face like he’d just tasted something his grandmother would have named and he’d never heard. “I don’t know how to help,” he admitted without shame.
“Hold the left rope when it fights,” Jaya said. “Sing, if you can.”
He sang a thing that was more hum than song and less tune than loyalty. It tied around the chili oil’s heat like a ribbon. The rope trembled like a startled animal and then stilled.
The Warden made a sound like a shallow tide, and the braziers’ light steadied. [System] Ritual Progress: 60%. Calm threshold at 75%.
A bolt of slick white cut the chamber’s edge. The nose-ring woman had set a sleek Claim Spindle near the threshold. It hummed with Pasha’s tag like a signature looping its practiced curve. “Boss says time,” she said, as if reciting a weather report. She lifted a hand to seal it.
Jaya flicked her spoon and bound the Claim Spindle’s sheen to the tamarind stickiness. The hum dragged, then hiccuped. “You could just let it work,” the woman said, and for the first time her voice held something like plea. “It would be easier.”
“Easier is expensive,” Jaya said. “It costs more later.” She stirred in a slow outward spiral that felt like lifting a memory the way you lift a pot off a flame to keep it from burning.
The Warden leaned lower. Its fog made the smallest of faces, and in them Jaya saw flares of the market in monsoon years ago, lights smeared by rain, her mother’s hand pressing chilies flat with the side of a knife.
[System] Ritual Progress: 78%. Calm achieved. Bonus condition met: Nonviolent Resolution.
The Warden’s limbs unhooked from rope ideas, one by one. It folded itself down and into the pot as steam, and the pot did not overflow because ideas have polite edges when treated with respect. The braziers flared once with all the colors of a spice shop.
The Claim Spindle sparked out. The nose-ring woman swore and kicked it as if it had betrayed her. Vireo laughed, incredulous and delighted and full of a pride that didn’t know where to stand and so stood with her.
The Core Door’s ribs lit gold. A panel slid out. Jaya reached. The vendor badge lay in the tray as light as tin and as heavy as a promise, stamped with the Dawn Market’s sunburst. “Permit granted,” said a voice with the texture of the ferrywoman’s laugh.
[System] Reward: Vendor Rank C (Personal). City Reputation: +5000. Title: Fogbreaker. Loot: Glyph-Ladle attunes (2/3), Recipe upgrade—Riverlight Broth now also grants Reveal Hidden Anchors (moderate). Perk: Dawn Market Stall license (1 unit).
Pasha said nothing for a long beat on the channel. Then: “A new recipe,” he said. “Lucky.” His tone slid around the word lucky like a pat of butter on a hot pan and didn’t stick.
Rain hammered the real city when she stepped out of the instance. The dock had not changed, except that this time it felt like Jaya had. The two Crane co-op players under the tarp took one look at the badge that gleamed like an ordinary thing and didn’t meet her eyes.
She walked home with the pot under her arm, the ladle hanging from her belt, and the new weight of a permit in her palm. Auntie Pervez spotted it first and lifted her scarf to cover her smile like it was a scandal. “Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, look at you.”
Her father woke when she opened the door and drew the smell of the room deep as if it were medicine. “You’ve been cooking,” he said, eyes on her face. He had always known her dishes by the way her cheekbones looked after a boil—sharper or softer depending on what she’d done with the heat.
“I got the badge,” she said, and the words came out steady. She pressed his hand around it, and his fingers molded to the stamped sunburst. He laughed the way a violin laughs—thin, bright, pure.
They built the stall in the two hours the rain relented, boards like puzzle pieces they’d cut on nights the power held. The overlay laid measurements over the space like lace, and Jaya lined the edges with marigold strands Auntie brought. She hung the badge where the wind could flicker it into notice.
People came. They always came when heat met rain in the right measure. She made Riverlight Noodles with a broth that smoked like dawn fog. She ladled it with the glyph ladle and watched the steam hold listeners’ ears. She took credits and passed out bowls and kept an eye on the clinic bottle. The city’s hum tucked itself into the stall’s ribs.
A group of young men swaggered by in Crane gray, and the one at their heart had a smile like a promise you don’t intend to keep. Pasha’s tag floated above his shoulder. He stopped at her counter and read her badge like it might correct itself. “Ms. Bose,” he said, smooth as advertisement. “Congratulations. A sub-tenant of your own.”
“I don’t sub,” she said, stirring slow. “I serve.”
He gestured at the line, the bowls, the way her ladle seemed to move sound. “We can buy you out. Fifty percent. You’ll never worry about rent.”
“I don’t worry,” she said. “I cook.” It was a joke and it wasn’t. The line snickered, but not meanly; the amusement was a condiment for courage.
Pasha’s smile thinned. He leaned in as if the distance changed power. “You’re in my lanes,” he said softly. “You cost me a claim.”
Jaya lifted the ladle and held it across the pot like a line that did not invite crossing. “You could have helped stir,” she said. “You chose a spindle.” She added, because the wind felt like it would carry it well, “I shared a path with a kid named Nilam this morning. He’ll tell ten more. You’ll get your cut. It just won’t be the whole bowl.”
Vireo materialized at the edge of the crowd as if he had always been there, hands in pockets, hair wet with honest rain and not the overlaid kind. He caught Pasha’s eye and then kept looking at Jaya in a way that was a thanks without words. He slurped a spoon Jaya handed him, made a face like he’d found a new angle to the alley outside his childhood, and lifted the spoon in a salute.
Pasha shrugged, smoothed his shirt, smiled the smile for the next person, and walked away. He didn’t take the city with him. The city stayed. It lined up and ordered bowls. It licked steam off the edge of a morning that had decided to be kinder.
[System] Stall Reputation: Rising. Free Estuary network ping: “Congrats! Share your path?” Jaya set the route and the ferrywoman’s hint into a community thread, tagged it with a chili and a boat. Her HUD chimed with small thank-yous that sparkled bright as real coins.
Her father ate slow, a small bowl of Riverlight and a piece of toast Auntie had smuggled from a bakery where the ovens ran honest. “You’ve bound a thing,” he murmured. “You tied us to this morning.”
Jaya wiped the ladle and hung it on its hook. Tikka clicked on the counter, legs tucked, eyes bright. It nibbled her spoon handle as if tasting the day and finding it to its liking.
Night came down soft for once. Rain eased. The overlay dimmed to a hum in the edges of her eyes. A message chimed. Sender: Matrika. The name carried water in its vowels.
“You stirred well,” the voice said, and the shop smelled suddenly like river stone heated in sun. “When the Star Festival comes, the city will ask you to bind light to taste. If you wish.” A quest bead spun and settled in her queue, not urgent, not a demand, an invitation.
Jaya pressed her palm to the booth’s wood. It was warm from hands and work. “Yes,” she said, enough for now. She closed her eyes for a beat and listened to the normal sounds: the fan’s squeak, the tram’s rumble, the rattle of a pill in a glass bottle when her father set it down. The city tasted like possibility, like salt and sweet, like something she could cook.
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