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Latch League
Elias Krovic
In the salt-scoured ruins of a vanished sea, mechanic Nessa Rell breaks a water baron’s hold to save her settlement. She braves salt storms, con artists, and the belly of a desalination fortress, aided by a radio witch, a limping engineer, and a snappish drone. As flood meets thirst, she must choose between chaos and community.
ProseHub


    
The Skyloom Goes Quiet
At dawn the settlement called Gleam woke like a rusted hinge. Canvas roofs snapped in the inland breeze, tarps shivered on their frayed lines, and all around the broken overpass people moved with the careful economy of the thirsty. Nessa Rell climbed the skeleton of a billboard, boots ringing softly on the welded rungs. Her palms smelled of oxidized metal and damp mesh. The dew nets glowed faintly, jeweled with the night’s thin mercy. She drew her knife and scraped along the line, coaxing the droplets down into a jar the color of old glass. The water sang a small sound, a ribbon over stone.
“Careful, Nes,” Jae called from below, shaded eyes squinting up. He had a bandanna around his neck and a coil of plastic tubing over one shoulder. “Last ladder rung cracked yesterday.”
“It’ll hold,” she said, testing it with her weight anyway. The thread creaked. Beneath her, Gleam spread in tiers around the highway’s collapsed exit ramp: huts braced with bent signposts, a market under a patched bus shell, a ring of old tires marking the cistern square. Beyond, the salt flats blind as spilt milk stretched to a ragged horizon.
A child tugged at Jae’s shirt. Tovan, twelve and all elbows, his skin powdered with fine salt. “Is there enough to taste?” he asked, licking dry lips.
Nessa lowered the jar. “Two sips,” she said. “No swallowing the second one.” Tovan rolled his eyes, smiled anyway, and took it carefully. He tilted for one measured swallow, then held the water under his tongue like it might dissolve.
The sun tipped over the line of stalled bus carcasses. Heat started its early hum. Nessa clambered down and wiped her knife on her pant leg. Her hands were chapped, webbed with thin scars from wire and glass. She wore her father’s tool belt, patched so many times the leather had its own map of stitches, wrenches snugged into loops like ribs.
“Skyloom’s reading low,” Jae said. He glanced toward the solar condenser tower at the edge of Gleam. Its mirrored petals were tilted to the morning, their silver backs dull with dust. A thin column of steam rose where the brine outlet ran. “Marla wants you there.”
Nessa looked up. A few gulls wheeled, thin things that had learned to live off human gristle and wind. The sky was pale already. “On my way.” She squeezed Tovan’s shoulder, felt the heat there, the shallow breath. “Stay in shade. No running.”
He made a face. “I’m not five.”
“Then drink like a grown-up and help sort pipe collars,” she said, and he grinned and ran anyway, light as a dry leaf. Nessa set off toward the tower, the jar knocking against her hip, the hush in her throat that came each time she passed the cistern. The water inside always smelled faintly of tin.
Marla waited by the condenser base, her arms folded tight into the frayed sleeves of her denim jacket. She was all bone angles and sun-bleached hair pinned into a knot, a whistle threaded on a string around her neck the way elders wore charms before the sea hopscotched away. Men in brimmed hats and women with cracked lips fanned out in a wary circle. The tower purred, but wrong—thin, ragged, as if breathing through cloth.
“Morning, Nessa,” Marla said, but there was a tremor beneath the greeting. “She’s surging weird. Your gauge reading?”
Nessa crouched at the panel, unscrewed the heat-warped cover, and pressed her fingers to the copper. The warmth bit her skin. She leaned in: the flow meter ticked, jumped, ticked again like a heart with a skipped beat. The smell of scorched polymer threaded up. “Membrane pressure's high,” she said, and her mouth went dry. “We’ve got fouling in the stack.”
“Can you clear it?” someone asked. A child coughed nearby. Nessa heard the dozens of breaths around her all at once, a chorus of lungs. How many sips left in the cistern? How many nights till tongues cracked?
She tightened a valve to bleed off pressure. The tower sighed. The steam thinning briefly then belched a wet, salty reek. She tapped the housing. “Shut it down,” she said. “If it shreds under load we lose everything. I need to pull the cartridge and clean it.”
Marla’s jaw flexed. “Do it.”
Nessa slid the tools from her belt, bolted her boot to the grating, and eased open the service door. Heat rolled out. Inside, the membrane pack looked like a stack of pale coins pressed into a cylinder, held by a corroded clamp. She reached in with tongs. On contact the clamp gave a brittle snap like a thin bone. The cartridge slumped, gooey with greenish slime and sparkling with micro-salt. A hairline crack laced through it like a dry river map.
“Don’t,” Jae said, arriving with a coil of hose and seeing the same thing, the same crack. “Tell me that’s surface.”
Nessa shook her head. “She’s blown. Too many backflushes. We’ve been stretching it months past sane.” She set the ruined piece on the tray. The heat in the cavity pulsed against her cheek, trying to pull the last of the moisture from her. The crowd rustled like paper.
Marla’s fingers found the whistle, didn’t lift it. “We have reserves,” she said, wary, unconvincing.
“Two barrels,” Jae said under his breath. “Maybe.”
Nessa wrapped the crackling cartridge in burlap like a body. She stood and wiped her arm across her forehead. “We need replacement membranes,” she said clearly. “From the plant. From Brinehold.”
A murmur, half scoff, half prayer, ran through the gathered. Marla’s mouth turned thin. “We don’t go near Brinehold.”
“We’ve said it for a reason,” Marla continued, voice steady by will, not comfort. “Kade’s men would tax our shadows if they could find the line to grab them. Anyone from Gleam crossing into his marked sands doesn’t come back the same, if at all.”
“The reason was safety,” Nessa said, wrapping the words around her heat-spiked pulse. “This is safety. Without membranes the tower is a bonfire.” She held up the cracked cartridge like a verdict. “You know this part. They have stacks of them, crates. They hoard what keeps us drinking.”
Jae set the hose down, dust off his fingers rising like breath. “Patrol’s been heavier. Yesterday Rovers took a bike from Mossfield. Left the kid walking.”
A new dust plume smudged the edge of Gleam. Heads turned. Engines. Marla’s whistle finally came to her lips. One long keen note lifted over the roofs. Doors shut. Children shuffled under awnings. Nessa slid the ruined cartridge back under burlap and wiped her hands on her pants.
Three dune sleds drifted into the square, their fans whining. On the lead, a woman stood, legs planted like she owned the ground beneath and the air above. Sura. Kade’s right hand, the linebreaker who cut settlements and drew new maps with the end of a spear. Her hair was braided, beads clacking. She had a pilot harpoon slung across her back and a smile that never reached her eyes.
“Morning, Marla,” Sura called, swinging off the sled with fluid ease. She looked around, saw the open service panel, the gathered faces. Her gaze slid across Nessa, paused, moved on like a blade flicked clean. “We’re collecting. Scrap, wiring, and your south barrel this cycle.”
“Our south barrel is reserve,” Marla said. “The heat’s been—”
“—worse,” Sura finished, still smiling. “I keep a ledger. All of you would be bones under gulls if Brinehold shut down. So we take now, and you keep sipping later.” She turned her head slightly and the men behind her moved as if tugged by invisible reins. One walked to the marked barrel. His boot rang on the rim.
Nessa stepped once, then checked herself. Sura watched the motion, lifted her chin. “And who are you?”
“Maintenance,” Nessa said, voice flat. The word was small enough to swallow, but she set it down between them like a brick.
“Then maintain the patience of your elders,” Sura said lightly. “We all do our work.” Her eyes tipped up to the tower. “If I were you, I’d keep that purring. Kade’s not generous with those who let their machines die.” She leaned in, and her voice went soft enough the crowd had to lean to catch it. “No one touches the plant without the right bracelet. No one. Not even the wind.” She straightened. “Load and go, boys.”
They left a smear of churned dust across the square and a quiet that kept rhythm with the thud of Nessa’s pulse. The empty ring on the ground where the south barrel had stood looked larger than the barrel itself. Tovan’s face showed in the shadow of a doorway, eyes too wide, a jar in his hand like a talisman. Jae threw his hat on the ground, picked it up again, put it on. Marla’s lips moved around words she didn’t say.
In the workshop under the bus shell, the air was cooler. Nessa laid the cracked membrane on a table, set each tool around it like an answer she wished she had. The room smelled of old rubber and the spice they sometimes crushed from roadside weeds to trick their tongues. She washed her hands with three measured capfuls and watched the water cloud gray.
Jae stood in the doorway, thumb worrying a nick in the frame. “You’re thinking,” he said.
“I’m counting,” Nessa answered. “Barrels and breaths.” She opened the drawer where she kept schematics. Her fingers traced faded lines of intake pipes and brine vents. Brinehold’s outline sat on the page like a bruise her father had drawn before he left for a run that turned into a different life.
Jae came closer. He knew that map. Everyone did, in streaks of rumor and warning. “Marla will lock the north gate tonight,” he said. “She’ll post Sil and Hono. You won’t sneak out with a pack and a rail-spike like you’re hauling junk.”
“I won’t bring a rail-spike,” Nessa said. She folded the map into her jacket. “Just an empty bag. And tools smaller than they expect.”
He reached to touch her arm, hand hovering, then dropping. “It’s not a story where you come back a hero and people toss flowers, Nes. It’s just heat and wrong boots and a hole where the water should have gone.”
“I know what it is,” she said. Her gaze slid to the door where the sky showed, a hard sheet of pale. “It’s also Tovan’s breath at two in the morning. It’s Marla’s hands shaking with a whistle she can’t blow. It’s the taste of grease because we lick our fingers instead of washing them.” She pulled the drawer open further, found a small T-handled wrench with a square end polished by years, and pushed it into her belt.
Jae exhaled. “If you’re doing it, leave before second bell. I’ll keep them weighing bolts till you’re past the ditch.”
She looked up at him. A small smile pulled at her mouth despite the stone in her chest. “You’ll distract half the settlement by miscounting?”
“I’ll count like a poet,” he said with mock gravity, and she laughed once, dry and brief. He sobered. “Come back.”
Nessa nodded. When the heat let go a fraction after dusk, she packed her bag by feel: coil of line, patch kit, knives, a spool of copper, the dew cloth folded soft as breath, the empty bag for something that might change everything. She tucked a note under Tovan’s sleeping mat and watched him turn, arm flung over his face. She kissed the air above his hair.
Before second bell, Gleam held its breath. She slipped between shadows of barrels that weren’t there, under the overpass ribs, past Sil snoring with his chin on his chest. She took the embankment where the weeds smelled peppery and bitter, and the salt flats opened like a blank page that could burn if you read too long.

    
Salt Road and the Balloon Witch
The world on the flats was a mirror that refused to return your face. The old sea had fled, leaving behind a crust white as bone and just as brittle. Nessa walked with her head wrapped and eyes slitted behind tinted lenses. The heat wasn’t a thing on your skin so much as a presence in your blood. With each step her pack’s strap ticked against her chest like a metronome for worry.
By midmorning, the wind rose. The salt sang—a high, dissonant keening as it scoured the land and struck the corroded fence lines and the spine-straight remnants of old piers. Bits of the past tumbled across the flats: a doll’s eye, a cooking lid, a scrap of foil that flashed like water and was not. She followed the buckled shadow of the highway until it dwindled into nothing. The world opened wider and smaller at once.
She saw the balloon gondola at noon. It lay stranded on a hump of earth and trash, its balloon long gone, the basket like a ribcage turned on its side. Antennas sprouted crooked from its back. Flags of different cloths flapped from line to line: shirt sleeves, a towel with a faded cartoon fish, a strip of emergency blanket. A name painted in looping hand on the gondola’s flank was half-scraped away: ED— something.
“Don’t come up if you didn’t bring jokes,” a voice called, thin and crackling. “Or batteries.”
Nessa raised both hands palms-out and climbed the tilted ladder. Inside the gondola a woman with paper-thin brown skin sat in a nest of wires and radio guts. Her hair was cut close to her scalp, and her eyes were so steady it made Nessa straighten unconsciously. The place smelled like ozone and old tea.
“You the balloon witch?” Nessa asked.
“At your eye level I’m Edda,” she said. “Stand in that square if you value your toes. Floor gives on the left.” She pointed with a soldering iron. “You don’t move like a looter. You move like a problem-solver doing math with her feet.” Her glance flicked to Nessa’s belt. “Hydro-wrench, T-handle, smooth jaw. You’re either a fool or a gift.”
“I came for help,” Nessa said simply. “Gleam’s condenser died. We need membrane cartridges. I’m going to Brinehold.”
Edda’s eyebrows walked toward each other. “Everyone wants something from that iron hive,” she said. “Most want to be left alone by it. You want to walk in. Why would I help you climb into a machine that eats hope?”
Nessa shrugged one shoulder. “Because I fix things. Because you keep a radio station out here on a pile of scrap and I figure you don’t do that because you like the sound of your own voice.”
Edda smiled, small and quick. “Sit. You still might be a fool. Worse, you might be young.”
Edda set a dented kettle on a ring burner and motioned with her elbow. “Hand me that coil snip. No, the other one. The red-handled liar.” Nessa passed tools as instructed. The kettle burbled and hissed. Edda poured a thin brew the color of floodwater into two cups. It smelled of mint and rust. “Trial first,” Edda said, raising her cup without drinking. “You fix my little beast and I fix your chances by thirteen percent.”
“What beast?” Nessa asked, amused despite the knots in her jaw.
Edda pointed up. A dragonfly-shaped scrap thing hung from a beam on a wire tether, its wings patched with translucent plastic. “Wing regulator’s sloppy. It drifts off in cross-breeze like my sister’s attention. You fix, and he’s yours.”
Nessa set down the cup, stood on the safe square, and reached up. The drone’s belly was warm. She loosened two screws and found a frayed weather strip mashed in the gear track. “This’ll chew itself to dust if we let it,” she muttered. Edda watched, saying nothing, eyes like slow lanterns. Nessa cut a clean rectangle from the edge of her dew cloth, pressed it as a new bushing, and tightened the frame. “Try him.”
Edda turned a dial. The wings hummed to life. The drone rose, wobbled once, then steadied, hovering like a patient thought. It moved when Edda twitched her fingers, then froze where she set it. A small light flickered blue.
“Rook,” Edda said. “Behave for your new caretaker.” She handed Nessa a palm controller. It fit perfectly. “He knows three whistles and one panic slap. If you slap, he forgets orders and follows you. He also bites fingers.” She lifted her cup, sniffed it, didn’t drink. “You said membranes. Don’t take them from the front. Inventory watchers are hawks. Slip in through Intake South—there’s a duct for silt eject. Half flood, half rat, and colder than regret. You’ll need a T-9 to unseat the welded grates. Got one?”
Nessa patted her belt. “T-9 and prayers.”
“Bring both,” Edda said. She reached into a tin and drew out a printed sheet with faint rings like tree growth, numbers scrawled in the margins. “Humidity pattern this week. Dew lines hug the low rails at dusk. Good for walking, bad for hiding. And keep away from the noise towers. They make your head wrong.” Her gaze softened for a breath. “Who’s waiting for you to come home?”
“My boy,” Nessa said without thinking. Then, quickly, “My brother.”
They ate in the slit hour before sunset when the heat set down its weight for an instant. Edda told stories with her hands, slashing, shaping air the way she shaped circuits. Once, she’d chased weather for a living in a world that still had scheduled storms. Now she chased rumors and sent out warnings: patrols here, safe wells there, a wedding in the Valley of Lights. “People need to hear each other,” she said, chewing on a strip of salted gourd. “Otherwise we forget our real size.”
When the wind shifted and brought a smell like electric rain, Edda clicked on a radio. It whispered static and then a clean tone. “That’s Brinehold,” she said. “Shift change. Listen to the rhythm of their boots.” It was faint, a mechanical order you could hear in the beat of the station’s alert, an old song rewritten for iron.
“Ever been inside?” Nessa asked.
“Once,” Edda said. “On a dare and a bet and a bad month of my life.” She tilted her cup, finally drank, grimaced. “There’s an old mechanic who knows the belly. Lives in a train carcass called the Sunneedle, left over from before the collapse. He’ll help if you make it across the Bonefield with your name still your own.” Edda held up a finger. “Two more things. One, take this.” She handed Nessa a small vial of slaughterhouse-smelling liquid. “Brine tick deterrent. Two, when you feel like singing, shut up.”
“Noted,” Nessa said, wrinkling her nose at the vial.
“Sleep on the top pallet,” Edda said, pointing. “The lower one sinks and I don’t want to fish you out of the bilge at two.” She tucked a thread behind her ear. “If you live, bring me a handful of truth. Doesn’t have to be big. Just not a rumor dressed up nice.”
Nessa lay awake longer than she meant to. Rook perched on a wire above, turning slowly on his tether like a weather vane in reverse. Outside, the salt sang and somewhere far away a low horn sounded like a ship calling for a sea that wouldn’t answer. She touched the page in her pocket—humidity bands and numbers—and thought of Gleam’s cistern, of the last barrel rolled onto a sled. Her throat was a shriveled fruit. The night crawled down into her bones.
The storm came fast and sideways. By midday the sky was a sheet of glare and then, because the flats obeyed nothing but physics and old spite, the wind shifted and brought with it a wall of salt fine as smoke. Rook buzzed low near her shoulder, wings whirring their small grief. Nessa tied her scarf tighter and looked for a smear of darkness that might be shelter.
She found a culvert—a pipe mouth yawning black under a ridge where a long-dead canal once carried water obediently in a line. She slithered down the rubble, boots punching at stones that rolled like dry bones. The air in the culvert tasted like pennies and cold shade. She sat with her back to the wall and let her shoulders shake once, from strain or relief or nothing she’d name.
Rook’s wings clicked. He landed on her knee, light as a word. Nessa set him to diagnostic. His light blinked yellow, then green. “You and me,” she said, voice hoarse. “Don’t fly off because the wind tells you a better story.” He clacked as if offended.
She checked the map Edda had given her. Ditch Nine cut a line east-by-south. The Bonefield lay beyond—a graveyard of turbines where the wind still spoke through aluminum bones. Beyond that, if her feet and luck held, the Sunneedle. She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Four more days,” she told herself. “If blisters don’t get ideas.”
Something tickled at her ankle. She looked down and saw a gray lump like a scallop with legs feeling along her boot. Brine tick. It tasted the salt on her skin and decided it wanted more. Another dragged its armored belly over her other foot. Nessa set her jaw, pulled the vial Edda had given her, and dribbled a line along the rim of the culvert. The smell was a punch. The ticks stopped, clustered, and then retreated with a sound like many tiny mouths sulking.
When the storm blew itself into a different argument, she eased back into the glare. The world was flatter than before, small dunes shaved off by the wind. A boy’s shape detached from a chunk of rebar and ran at her, bare feet slapping. He made a swipe for her canteen. She caught his wrist, pivoted, and they both ended on their knees in the crust.
“Let go,” he snarled, teeth bared.
“Say please,” Nessa said, breath ragged but steady. She loosened, not letting go entirely. “You drink half my day, I drink half your stomach, fair?”
He froze, surprised into stillness, then snorted. He was perhaps fourteen, skin open to the sun’s rude lessons, hair cropped with a knife. A scar made a crescent on his upper lip. He glanced at Rook, who ticked and glared, and seemed to reconsider his life choices.
“Name’s Lio,” he muttered. “Brine Choir’s camped by the Bonefield. They’ll sing you wrong. Don’t look at their cloth. Patrol’s nested at Spill Gate Five. They run bikes like they’re late to their own funerals.”
Nessa handed him the canteen, counted while he drank, took it back at “four,” and sipped once herself. “Thanks,” she said.
He shrugged. “Give me a bolt?” She flipped him a brass screw. He bit it like a coin and flashed a brief smile. “Don’t hug the rail out there. The ground falls in where it wants.” And then he was gone, a streak of salt and ribs, back to whatever tribe took him in out here.

    
Bones of Wind
The Bonefield wasn’t a place so much as a sound. Hundreds of wind turbines broken to stumps, their blades snapped or hanging, turned on loose bearings. The wind threaded through slats and struts and made a choir of low moans and high whistles. Cloth and wire fluttered from towers like flags from forgotten houses. The sun poured itself onto everything until even the shadows felt hot.
Nessa walked with her shoulders hunched out of habit, as if that could make her smaller to the eyes that might be watching. Rook skimmed ahead, then doubled back, a glinting insect in the glare. She smelled oil gone sour and wind-polished aluminum. The ground was treacherous, pocked with sinkholes where salt ate into old foundations. She placed her feet like words in a sentence she didn’t want to rewrite.
The first song was close enough to be a whisper and far enough to feel like a memory. “Water, o water,” it murmured, voice fluted, breathy. A sheet of shimmering plastic dangled from a tower, fluttering like a mirage cut loose. Figures moved behind it, their outlines soft and welcoming. Nessa felt her fingers reach without her permission and clenched them until the nails bit.
“Rook,” she said softly. The drone rose and let out a shrill maintenance alarm. It was ugly and true and made the singing falter. A woman stepped from behind the plastic. Her face was painted with salt paste in lines down her cheeks. She smiled like a mirror smiles: it only loved you if you looked correctly.
“Traveler,” the woman sang, voice sliding, “you look burned. Walk this way. We have shade.”
“I have shade,” Nessa said, jerking her chin toward her hat. “And I’m allergic to velvet.”
The woman laughed. Behind her, a boy played a stringed thing made from bicycle spokes. Two men in tattered coats shifted their weight like cats planning. Nessa edged away from the sheet. The plastic rippled with colors that made her throat open. She clenched her jaw. “I don’t have copper,” she said to the air, to their want. “I have nothing you want more than you want to keep your feet.”
The woman’s painted smile stayed, but her eyes went flat. “Everyone has something.”
Nessa whistled twice. Rook dipped, then zipped, snagging the edge of the plastic and hauling it up like a curtain. The men flinched at the sudden exposure. Sun stabbed into the shade behind the sheet and showed their piles of junk: a child’s shoe, a kettle with no lid, a cracked UV panel scabbed with resin. Desperate and dangerous in the way hunger always was.
“Next time,” Nessa said to the woman, to herself, and moved on. The wind sang a derisive harmony. She stumbled over a bolt, jammed her wrist against a stanchion, and hissed. Rook clicked in concern, or maybe irritation.
She found the Sunneedle by smell before she saw it: hot plastic and stale grease and the sweet copper tang of old capacitors. It lay half-buried in salt, its magnetic levitation rails buckled into a laugh at physics. The train’s skin had peeled in places, showing a rib cage of composite and wiring. Someone had drawn eyes around a porthole. They watched her with the patient boldness of things that couldn’t move.
She circled, calling out without letting the question make her small. “Hello the wreck! I need a mechanic, not a noose.”
A figure rose from a shadow, crossbow steady on a coil of steel. The man had a beard like steel wool and shoulders set as if carrying weight he’d forgotten to put down. His arm was wrapped in oil cloth from wrist to elbow, stained a deep brown. “You need what lots need,” he said. “I only offer what I have. And I don’t have patience for thieves.”
“I have nothing worth taking,” Nessa said. “Except time. And any thief is spending that already.”
His mouth twitched. He did not lower the bow. “What you want?”
“Brinehold. Intake South. Membranes.” The words tasted foolish, so she said them steady.
The man snorted, finally easing the bow. “You a story-teller then. Otis,” he added, gesturing with the weapon as if introducing an old dog. “Used to tune that beast of a plant till my hands learned her cough.” He lifted his wrapped arm slightly. “She bit back once too often. You want my help, you earn it. Capacitor nest in that trough, five meters down. Electric eels took to living in the sump when the water ran away like a sensible animal. You pull one cap without cooking your teeth, I’ll talk to you like you’re real.”
Nessa’s throat worked. “If I say no?”
“Then you die slower somewhere else,” Otis said. “I won’t see it so it don’t count.” He stepped back, motioned with his chin. “There’s a bath of brack in that trough still wet enough to throw. Don’t let the eel’s hum creep into your head. Hum back louder.”
She climbed onto the edge. The trough was a narrow tank, its side plates etched with minerals like frost trapped forever. She tasted the air, metallic and green. Rook hovered over her shoulder, light green. Nessa slipped her hands into the water to elbow depth. The cold bit ache into bone. A vibration kissed her skin, then gnawed.
She began to hum. It was a stupid tune from Gleam about a goat and a wheelbarrow. She filled her chest with it, mouth closed, throat buzzing. The vibration faltered. Her fingers found the hard cylinder of the capacitor housing and twisted. It resisted, then let go. She pulled her hands free so quickly she gasped, water flying. An eel surfaced, long as her leg, eyes like old coins. It clicked a warning like a knife on a plate. She showed it her teeth and stepped back. “Hello to you too,” she said, shivering, and handed the cap to Otis.
He took it, eyes glinting. “Decent pull. You didn’t fry. Means you can maybe listen when iron complains and not throw a tantrum.” He limped—Nessa noticed it now, a hitch in his left side—as he led her into the Sunneedle’s belly. The interior was a cathedral of scrap: bench seats turned worktables, partitions hung with wrenches, a net of cords where he’d dried fish once and now hung circuit boards like prayer flags.
Otis cut the wrapping from his arm. His hand was a cluster of scars melted into each other. Fingers fused where a flash flood of current had decided to reorganize bone. “Don’t look,” he said. “Or look and don’t pity. Pity’s a cheap green,” he added, misquoting some old saying so it felt like his. He set the capacitor down and rummaged through a crate. He brought out a round ceramic disk the size of a tea plate, gray and smooth. “Membrane,” he said. “Not the fancy ones they ship now. This is old stock. Hardier. Clogs slower. If you get in, grab the crate stenciled with five small circles. That’s these.”
Nessa ran her thumb around the edge of the disk. It felt like honesty—plain and useful. “How do I get in?”
“You swim a little,” Otis said. “You curse, you bleed some, you think of something you’d do anything not to think about so your body can do its job while your head goes elsewhere. Intake South’s silt duct opens into a maintenance corridor. Grates stuck with salt. T-9 will sing for you if you hold your breath long enough.” He handed her a length of rod with a square end that matched her wrench. “Override piece. You brace this in the valve wheel, you have a little leverage. Don’t break it. I can’t make another from rail cuttings until my death anniversary.”
Nessa looked up. “Why are you helping me?”
Otis’s gaze went sideways, the way people looked when they remembered something they wanted to fold small. “I’m tired of hearing people lie to themselves about drought being a king you bow to. Water’s a toddler. You give it rails and it obeys until it doesn’t. It needs watching, not worship.” He pulled a folded sheet from his pocket, edges black with grease. “Map to the intake. Patrol routes a month old. Might as well be a century, but patterns stick even in chaos.” He held her eyes. “Kade’ll send Sura if he catches scent. She’s a whip with legs. Don’t play.”
They ate something hot and ugly out of a dented can. It tasted like protein with a grudge. Rook perched on a wire and preened one wing with the seriousness of a surgeon. Night fell like someone shading a lamp. Otis rolled his shoulder, winced. “You leave at not-quite-light. Drones are lazy then.”
“Come with me,” Nessa said before she realized the shape of the daring.
He shook his head once. “I limp. And I don’t want to see her belly again until my bones are part of someone else’s house.” He glanced toward the flats. “Besides, someone has to be here when the wrong kind of singing gets loud.”
Not-quite-light had no color in it. The world was a graphite sketch. Nessa moved along the rim of a shallow basin, keeping to where the salt crust held firmer. Rook rode silent above the old rail line, his light off. Otis had watched her go with his hands in his pocket and his mouth turned down like the weight of it was heavier than a scowl could carry.
The first drone passed high, a manta shape against the pale. Nessa froze, one knee bent, breath held until her chest ached. It slid by, uninterested or calculating for later. The second came lower, rotors ticking. She ducked into a ditch and rolled, scraping her elbow open on a sharp rock. Blood made a perfect round drop then flattened under the air’s demand.
Engines snarled. Not drones. Bikes. A wedge of three rovers crested a low dune, their scarves snapping, goggles reflecting the world like flat coins. Nessa flung herself into the trough, pressed against the salt wall. Rook buried himself in her scarf hood, a hum in her ear like a heartbeat she could borrow.
The first bike slowed, then turned toward the ditch as if pulled by curiosity. The rider swung off, boots sending up white dust. He peered down, saw nothing but ripply air. Nessa held a breath so empty it became its own prayer. The rider spat once into the ditch, a gesture half contempt, half superstition, and then turned back. “Nothing but rot,” he called over the engine.
On impulse, Nessa grabbed a stone and flung it with a twist of her wrist. It clattered against a fallen tower to the left. The riders jerked that way as one, instincts drilled into them by a world where stillness meant death. They chased the noise, engines yelping. Nessa wormed along the ditch, then up, then slid into the shadow of a broad pipe half-buried like a whale bone.
A figure ambled into her peripheral vision, hands held out, no weapons. Otis. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He was supposed to be a shape behind her, not now, not stepping into the open with a limp and that stubborn set to his mouth.
“Hey!” he yelled, throwing his voice in a way that scattered its edges, made it hard to place. “You want real gear? I’ve got train guts! Come earn your pay!” The bikes wheeled. He lured them away, east, toward the wind wire forest. He didn’t look back.
Rook nudged her ear, and she realized she hadn’t moved. “Go,” she whispered to herself and to the drone and to Tovan and to Edda and to whatever in the air listened. She ran bent double, body remembering a younger game of hide-and-seek, and didn’t look at the line Otis made in the salt.

    
Brinehold’s Belly
Brinehold didn’t loom. It sat. It had the thick patience of something that knows it is necessary. The plant was a ring of low buildings and a tower like a blunt thumb, built of concrete and old promises, bristling with antennas and patched with sheet metal scavenged from a hundred broken ships. Pipes ran from it like pet rails, curving into the flats where their ends frothed brine. Watch platforms rose at intervals, manned by figures with binoculars and rifles with stocks worn smooth by hands.
Nessa crawled to the lip of the intake channel, stomach pressed flat to the salt. Rook peered over her shoulder, wings flicking. The water here wasn’t ocean water. It was the plant’s own. A current moved with purpose, vacuumed from the flats by buried pumps and pushed toward the mouth like a breath. No guards stood here. No one liked the intake. It was a throat.
She tied a line to a rebar spike and hammered it into the crust with quiet taps, each one a measured fear. She tied the other end to her waist and slid in. The cold was a hand around her ribs. It glittered on her skin and tried to steal heat. The current tugged her along the culvert. She gripped the rough sides and used her elbows to fight its grip. Rook hovered over the mouth, small, faithful, a dot that could be a fly to anyone watching.
The first grate was visible three body lengths in, its bars furred with mineral roses. She pulled herself forward, lips clamped around air so thin it felt imaginary, and set the T-9 on the square hub. Her fingers were ice-stupid. She pushed. The grate didn’t care. She pushed again, with her shoulders and anger and the memory of Tovan’s laugh pressed into nights. The bolt screamed and then moved half a turn. Her lungs started to stampede toward panic. She bit it back and kept working.
The grate turned. She shoved it aside and slipped through, scraping her hip on something that tore cloth and skin. Ahead the duct narrowed and then opened into black. She forced herself not to imagine what else had made this passage in, what rats drowned here, what melt-off swirled in these eddies. She hit the second grate and nearly sobbed from the sameness of the task. T-9, push, turn, the squeal of iron waking after too long asleep.
Her hands were bleeding now. She couldn’t feel it. She forced the second grate aside and wriggled through. The current helped her now as if proud of her, carrying her into a low vault where the sound shifted. Machinery hummed above. The ceiling sweated. She pulled herself onto a shelf and gulped air that smelled like copper and wet stone. She lay for a count of fifty until her heart stopped trying to beat out of her chest and then eased into the maintenance corridor, Rook slipping in through a vent to join her, dripping salt.
Inside, the plant was a mouth full of teeth. Gears in cages, belts running patient as rivers, lights flickering, the floor a grate over a snarl of pipes. Nessa moved hunched, following yellow paint flecks that meant maintenance paths. Voices came and went, the sound of men joking to keep fear from eating tips of fingers that reached into machines with no love. She kept to the parts the voices avoided: the bends, the crawl spaces, the dumb corners.
She found the membrane bay by the way the air felt. It was cooler and damp. Crates were stacked almost to the ceiling, stenciled with circles and numbers, the paint blurred by humidity. She let out a breath she hadn’t admitted she’d been holding for years. She slit a cord with her knife and cracked a crate. Inside, disks stacked in columns, gray and precise, each one a small victory she could lift.
She packed six into her bag, then eight, then ten until the weight rose from doable to stubborn. She zipped her bag, strapped it tight to her shoulders, and took one more disk. She wrapped it in her scarf and pushed it under her shirt, cool against her stomach like a promise and a dare.
“Hey,” a voice whispered, small. Nessa jerked and turned. A boy stood in the shadows, a cap crooked on his head, a mouth stained with brine where he’d licked a finger recently out of silly desire. He couldn’t have been much older than Tovan. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, matter-of-fact.
“I know,” Nessa whispered. “You either, probably.”
He shrugged, the motion quick. “I carry rags. Get yelled at. My name’s Tam.” He peered at the disk. “Those make water.”
“They help make water,” she corrected automatically. “Place make water. People make it matter.” She gestured with her chin. “Can you get me to the sluice gallery?”
Tam looked over his shoulder and then back. His eyes skittered away from hers and then back like a fish that wanted a lure and wanted to keep living. “I can show you a ladder. Sluice gallery is guarded. The big levers live there. Kade likes to keep them where his hand can find them.” He bit his lip. “If I tell you, will you give me—”
“A story?” Nessa suggested, surprising both of them. He blinked and then nodded. She leaned close. “Once there was a goat who learned to climb metal. It was stubborn and proud and had hooves like grief. People laughed until the goat bothered to learn what the metal cared about. After that the goat climbed anywhere it wanted. It was still a goat. But everyone else learned to watch their roofs.”
Tam grinned despite himself and pointed. “That way,” he said. “Past the dripping pipe that smells like eggs. Up the ladder, past the pipe with yellow tape. Don’t step on the slick part. It’s not slick. It’s a lie.” He darted away. The slick part was a thin film of algae over a shallow pan. A person stepping would go to their knee and make a sound guards understood. Nessa stepped wide.
The sluice gallery was a cathedral compared to the corridors. It ran in a long curve around the plant’s side, high above the brine outfall. Levers rose like ribs along the wall, each painted red, each with a handle polished by thousands of pulls that always stopped short. Through the open arches she could see the flats, the bright false peace. Men in vests stood along the rail, rifles hung from straps on their backs. No one looked like they wanted to use them. They watched water. It was the only thing worth watching, according to Kade’s sermons.
Nessa crept to the shadow of a rib. Rook clung under the rail, a small waiting light. She could taste the damp on her tongue and a metallic hint of hope that always smelled like pennies — a small, ridiculous thing to want and impossible to live without.
“Your boots are wrong,” a voice said softly behind her.
Sura stepped from a pillar like a knife appears in a fight you don’t want. She had her bow slung and her braids coiled tight. Up close her eyes were older than her face. She had a way of tilting her head as if sound reached her sideways.
“You don’t belong here,” Sura said, almost gently. “Your hands have salt and oil but not this machine’s kind.”
“You said no one touches the plant without a bracelet,” Nessa said. “But I’m not touching. I’m going to force it to be kind without asking.” She held up the override rod, square end glinting.
Sura’s smile flickered. “You’ll hurt people,” she said. “You think water is a right because you never had to bleed for its order. Kade keeps this place safe.”
“Safe for who?” Nessa asked. “We die by careful measures. You survive on ledgers and threat. I prefer a flood.” She moved when Sura moved. The first strike was not with weapons but with shoulders. Sura was strong. Nessa absorbed the hit, took a step into it, twisted, and they stumbled along the rail together, boots scraping.
Rook shot upward and bang-clicked a loud, ugly sound. One of the guards took a step, confusion pinning his boots. Sura snagged Nessa’s wrist and ran her into the wall. Pain flared and then steadied into a thread she could ignore if she stared hard enough at survival.
“Last chance,” Sura said. No gloat. Just the weight of what could be prevented.
Nessa shoved the override rod into a lever gear slot and twisted with all the anger and love she’d smuggled in her body. Sura swore, reaching to yank it away, and the lever shifted a notch. Not enough. Nessa put her shoulder against it and pushed. The lever slid. Somewhere below, something groaned—the sound of a door that had been closed by habit remembering what opening felt like.
The alarms lit before the first sheet of water foamed. Lights bit the walls, ruby and white, ricocheting off metal into sweaty faces and reflected eyes. Rook zipped along the rib line and opened two more latches with clicks like a mischievous bird. Nessa slid the second lever, felt something in her shoulder pop with a nausea that wanted to be a scream. She pushed anyway.
Kade arrived like a storm that had learned to dress itself. He was broad without softness, beard neat, eyes sharp and tired. He wore the bracelet that made doors nod instead of bite. He saw Sura locked with a stranger and did not roar. He walked toward them and that was worse. Behind him, guards arranged themselves in a rough half-wall, and workers froze, hands hovering over tasks, compelled by a fear they had been taught was obedience.
“Nessa Rell, I presume,” Kade said, and the name startled her—her name inside this place. Someone had said it into the wrong ear at the right time. “You come to steal what order looks like.” His voice had the cadence of sermons. “Do you think this plant runs on mercy? Mercy is a currency no one can keep track of.”
“It runs on people,” Nessa said, breath burning. “They’re more expensive than you think.” She yanked the third lever with a noise in her shoulder like dry rope. Red lights strobed. The brine outfall below choked and coughed, then coughed clean water like a miracle that knew math.
Kade’s eyes flicked to the river turning. He drew a spear-lancer from his back, its cable humming, a compact spool of fury. “You’ll drown fields,” he said. “You’ll make salt run where it wasn’t invited. People will die if you open doors that were closed for reasons you weren’t owed.”
“People are dying because they can’t cross your ledger,” Nessa said. Sweat ran down her spine. “Edda’s right,” she added, surprising herself. “Noise towers make heads wrong. Yours hums with power and has forgotten the pitch of thirst.”
He frowned slightly at the name. Rook, as if on cue, flicked a lever under a maintenance hatch and a siren howled an old pattern—the code for a maintenance recall. Workers glanced at each other. Some moved without permission, fingers inching toward additional levers they had learned never to touch. Habit fought hope in their eyes, and hope edged ahead’s nose.
Kade leveled the spear. “Stop,” he said, not to Sura, not to Nessa, but to the room. For a moment the plant obeyed. Nessa could feel it: that collective flinch into stillness. She moved inside that pause the way one moves through a friend’s door without knocking, because the fight had already made them intimate.
She knocked the spear aside with the T-9. It rang and jarred her bones. The cable scraped metal and sparked. Sura swore, stumbling. The lancer’s harpoon struck the rail and pinwheeled into the sluice below, dragging the cable after it. Kade let it go rather than be pulled. He lunged with hands instead, and his hands were worse.
He drove Nessa back against the wheel house. Her injured shoulder shrieked. She stepped on his foot, brought her forehead up hard. He cursed, eyes watering for a blink’s length. Rook darted and pecked at his ear with a satisfying wet noise of pain. Nessa shoved the last lever. Below, the gates lifted. Water, honest and heavy, surged into channels long quiet, bit at the flats, and then ran where gravity told it to. The sound soaked into people’s bones and made them taller.

    
Water Finds a Way
Nessa didn’t watch Kade go over. She was too busy trying to stay upright with a shoulder that refused to be part of the team anymore and a crowd that had decided to be water—rushing, spilling, finding cracks. Men who always had keys found their hands knocked aside by those who never did. Sura caught Nessa’s arm as the world tilted and steadied her. They locked eyes again, both breathing like fish in too little water.
“Not like this,” Sura said. It sounded like a promise to herself.
“Then like what?” Nessa asked, dazed and furious and so tired the tired felt clean.
Sura’s lips pressed to a line. “You opened the gates. Fine. Now it won’t be about who can keep them shut.” She lifted her chin. “Get out. Take your prize before my men remember the rules they liked a minute ago.”
Nessa nodded, teeth gritted. She pushed her way along the rail, down a ladder that vibrated with the plant’s joy or anger. In the corridor she grabbed two more disks—too many, too heavy, but her hands didn’t listen to reason anymore. Tam appeared at her hip like a ghost with a grin.
“You’re trouble,” he said, admiration bright and scary in his voice.
“Learn to fix pumps,” she shot back. “Trouble wears out.” He darted ahead, led her to a service hatch. “You want to leave by the way you came?” he asked.
“I want to leave any way that doesn’t chew me,” she said. They slid through the hatch. The maintenance corridor hissed with steam and something else—fear changing its mask. Nessa tightened the straps of her bag around her chest and squeezed into the silt duct again. The cold took her breath like a thief. For a panicked second she couldn’t find the first grate, and then her fingers hit iron and remembered they were strong.
She turned the bolts. Above her, shouts layered like a poorly mixed song. Below, the current had opinions. She shoved herself through, lungs taught and aching. Rook slid along the surface of the water like a skipped stone, then plunged through the vent and buzzed frantic against her hair until she wanted to laugh and cry and bite something all at once.
She came up in daylight that looked wrong because it was brighter where the channel ran. The flats had a new line across them, a mirror where there had been none. It wasn’t a river yet, not properly, but it was a wound, and wounds change bodies fast. She dragged herself onto the crust, rolled onto her back, and watched a bird swoop low, confused by the shine.
Sura stood suddenly to her left, not aiming anything, just standing like a pillar you forgot how much it holds the ceiling. “We’ll be back for order,” she said softly. “Don’t mistake flood for freedom. It needs mending as much as anything.”
“Then bring tools instead of spears,” Nessa said through her teeth, and Sura actually smiled, a small, tired thing. Then she was gone. Nessa wiped her face with her good sleeve and started walking while she still could.
The water made a sound like glassware clinking in a long room. It found low places and made them important. It carved an initial into the earth and then underlined it. People traveled along its edges in ones and twos and then clusters, some chasing, some fleeing, some drawn by the promise of a different thirst. Rook flew ahead and returned like a dog in the mood to show off.
Villages turned out like festivals. Kids laughed reckless and scooped at the edges with tins. Old men stood with their hands on canes and cried like something had forgiven them. In one place, women in bright headscarves unrolled mats and set up pots as if the world had recalled how to be ordinary. There was also argument: whose field it crossed, whose salts it would lift, whose fence now meant a different thing. In all of it the water kept up its commentary: move, and I’ll move you.
Nessa’s shoulder gnawed and then went numb and then gnawed again. She had wrapped it with a strip from her shirt. Blood dried brown and flaked. She paused at a bend where the flow had gnawed small channels into the salt like veins. She cupped water and let it run out between her fingers, not drinking because it wasn’t safe yet, because even hope needed boiling.
By dusk the silhouette of Gleam rose: the overpass like a rib, the canvases like flags of countries that had never been charted. People on the roofs shaded their eyes and saw her shape—a dot wobbling under a bag too big. The cry that went up was small at first, then braver. Marla stood, whistle turning in her hand without sound.
Tovan ran out past the tires, his feet leaving prints that held water at their heels. He stopped before touching her, eyes enormous. “You came back,” he whispered, as if volume might break it.
“I brought you something boring,” Nessa said, trying for light. She slid the bag down onto the hard-packed ground. The gray disks clinked. Jae came up, breathless, face open. He crouched, touched the membranes like a believer touching a relic, then looked up at her with his mouth open and didn’t say what crowded there.
“Our barrel came back,” a woman said—and it had, in a way. The south barrel had been rolled into place and stood at a tilt to make it look like it had always been there. People were bringing pots as if practice could make water appear. Nessa smiled in spite of herself and nearly fell, sudden black fish darting across her vision. Jae grabbed her elbow, careful of the bad arm. “Easy,” he said, and his voice made the ground steadier.
They moved as if inside a machine they had built together. Gleam’s condenser stood quiet, expectant. Nessa lay the gray disks out on the bus-shelled table, hands trembling as if it were cold rather than blistering. Jae scrubbed the housing where black gunk had sunbaked into a crust. Tovan measured bolts and handed them like surgical instruments. Marla stood back at first, then stepped forward and held the light so it fell just right and did not throw shadows where darkness could trip fingers.
Nessa slid the new membrane stack into the housing, the smooth edges catching, then welcoming the frame. She tightened the clamp with the T-9 until the metal sang a tiny, right sound. “Prime the intake,” she told Jae. He opened a valve. The tower breathed like an animal waking. The pump thudded. The gauge needle trembled and then steadied on a number that made the back of Nessa’s neck go warm.
“Flush first,” she said automatically, and they did, letting the first run trickle out onto the dirt where it darkened into mud and then dried into a map they would not forget. “Now.” She closed the waste line. Jae opened the intake. The tower’s hum shifted in a way that made people’s shoulders square. A thin thread of water ran from the tap into a bowl. It was cloudy, then clear. It made a sound that scratched at the soft places inside ribs. Tovan laughed and then choked on it and then laughed again. Marla wiped her eyes with the heel of her palm so quickly it could have been sweat.
Nessa lifted a cup and held it to the light. “Boil,” she said sternly, even as the room leaned toward her hand like plants toward sun. She set the cup aside. “We’ll set a watch in shifts on the canal. Kids don’t swim in chemical birthwater,” she added, making the word a joke so that it wouldn’t be scary.
Marla’s hand shook when she picked up the cup. “I was wrong,” she said, voice small and iron. “To think fast rules would beat hunger’s slow tricks. You went where I told you not to. You walked in teeth and came back with—” She gestured, loss for words a luxury she rarely allowed.
“With parts,” Nessa said to save her from trying to make it poetry. “And with a mess I made for someone else we’re going to have to help fix.”
“What about Kade?” someone asked from the doorway. The name fell into the room like a rock into a pot.
Nessa thought of Sura’s eyes on the flats and of Kade’s hands and of the flood. “He’ll be busy not drowning in power,” she said wryly. “He’ll come. Or he’ll send someone. We’ll have something he doesn’t control now. That makes us vulnerable and strong at the same time.” She picked up her wrench. “Welcome to actual life.”
They ate together, which made the food taste like something cooked on purpose rather than an apology from the cupboard. Children ran reckless along the tires, shrieking when their shadows fell into the quickly made rivulets that braided along the new canal beyond. Someone strummed something; someone beat a pot. The sound of laughter had edges. Pleasure had to muscle its way through worry.
Otis arrived at twilight, limping harder, a strip of shirt bound around his thigh. He leaned on a length of pipe he’d found a way to make into a cane. He stood at the edge of the light like a regret that decided to be useful instead. Nessa’s mouth fell open. “You—”
“Ditch looped back,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. “Your water made a mess of their bikes. Sura’s crew had bigger arguments than an old man by the time I left.” He lifted a small sack and set it on the table. “Filters. My purse. You earned more than I could carry without becoming stuck between two bad ideas.” His eyes flicked to the tower. “She sings a better pitch now.”
“You should sit,” Marla said, all briskness and genuine care. He waved away a stool and then sat on it anyway. Tovan handed him a cup of boiled water with both hands, serious as a doctor feeding a bird.
Edda’s voice arrived in the middle of the noise, floating from the radio that sat high on the shelf, its antennae bent like grass in wind. “Gleam,” she said, warmth and dare in the word. “Reports of a new cut across the flats. If you made that, be gentle with it. If water is a toddler, you don’t scold it for running—you run with it and point it away from stoves. To the one who stole the maintenance recall tone, polite applause. Be aware: Kade’s boots are confused. His ledger is soggy. He will try to write a new one. Don’t let him put your names on it without your hands agreeing.”
People laughed, then quieted. Nessa looked at Jae, then at Marla, then at Otis. “We need a league,” she said. “Not just a radio voice shouting and a girl with a wrench. A group that sets rules the way a good dam sets flow, small and smart. Rotating caretakers. Shared parts. A fund that’s not just a barrel no one dares open.” She rubbed her face with her good hand. “We can call it the Latch League. We latch things that want to fly off. We open them when they should.”
“Thumb committees,” Otis said dryly. “You’ll learn to hate minutes.”
“We’ll learn to like each other,” Marla said. She set the cup down with decision. “I’ll call neighbors. Edda will call the world. We won’t be a place that sits and waits to be taxed.”
Later, Nessa stood by the cistern and listened to water say its simple piece. Rook perched on the line and warmed his wings. Tovan slipped his hand into hers. “Was it scary?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. The thing in her tone made him look at her instead of the water.
“Will it be again?”
“Yes,” she said again, and squeezed his hand. “That’s not a villain. That’s just the work.”
The canal gleamed under the thin moon, shoulders already steepened by hands with shovels, its course nudged away from fields that would salt a second time if drowned wrong. Far off, a siren wailed faintly then cut, as if thinking better of it. Gleam’s canvas roofs flickered in the breeze, and the new dew lines Edda had promised hugged the rail at dawn, making everything shine just a little where it hadn’t the day before.
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