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Gearsong over Brassford
Wendy Sarrel
In gear-crowded Brassford, young engineer Elara Prynn defies a guild edict when the city’s heart engine falters. Guided by a renegade mentor and a mechanical pangolin, she braves steam tunnels and sky bazaars to restore balance, expose sabotage, and rekindle trust.
ProseHub


    
Brassford at Dawn
Steam kissed the rooftops of Brassford as the first pale wash of morning stroked copper gutters and iron chimneys. Elara Prynn stood on the tarred boards of her building, her boots planted among coils of tubing and a scatter of brass washers. She cradled a hand-sized pressure gauge like a sparrow, turning a tiny wheel until the needle steadied at a narrow, stubborn mark. The gauge trembled anyway. A faint wheeze rose from the city below, a groan that always came before the mills woke. Today the sound skipped, breaking the rhythm the way a fiddler’s bow snags on a frayed horsehair.
Across the street the bakery puffed sugar steam. The scent drifted up, warm and sweet, and tangled with hot metal and the tang of coal. Pigeons hopped along the parapet, tilting their heads at the brass vines Elara had bolted to the wall as a trellis for tools. She tucked a strand of hair behind one ear, leaving a smear of graphite along her cheekbone.
“Hold,” she whispered to the gauge, as if patience could steady metal. “Hold for me.”
The needle stuttered and slid. A puff valve on her homemade water-heater snapped and rattled. A cap came loose and pinged off the roof. Elara lunged and caught it with one hand, the way a seamstress snatches a falling pin. The heater gave a resentful cough.
From below, her grandmother’s cane tapped once on the stair. “Elara! Don’t you dare boil the tea dry,” Magda called, her voice brisk as a hand drum. “It tastes like soot when you do, and then I look at you with my eyes and you say, ‘I was testing a theory, Gran,’ and I still drink it.”
Elara grinned and bolted the cap. “Tea is safe! Theory also safe!” Her grin faded as the city’s shudder came again, this time a little deeper. The big engine at the heart of Brassford—the one everyone called the Crown—had always hummed like a cat pressed to a ribcage. Today it sounded like a cat with a burr caught in its paw. She wiped her hands on her apron and grabbed her satchel.
Down the stairwell, the old brick smelled like rain even when the sky was clear. Pipes ran beside the banister, sweating. Magda waited on the landing in a chair with iron wheels that Elara had tuned so many times she could do it with her eyes closed. Magda’s hair was a silver halo under a scarf; she had the sort of gaze that could thread a needle in a breeze.
“City doesn’t feel right,” Elara said. The floor planks ticked as heat crept through the building.
Magda looked toward the east, where the mooring towers rose like organ pipes against the pale. “Engines are like people. They get moods when they’re overworked and underloved. Eat before you fuss with them.”
They ate beside the round window. Outside, thin cables strung between the rooftops trembled as laundry flapped, white flags of ordinary life. The kettle puffed, then sighed, and Elara poured tea into thick mugs that had belonged to her mother. The glaze on the handles had worn smooth. She tried not to think about the letters that had never come and the silences that stretched like the iron rails of the tramway to nowhere.
Magda folded a paper from the newsboys. The ink smeared her thumb. “There’s a guild notice today.”
“Always a guild notice,” Elara said, biting into a bun. It oozed jam and steam burned her tongue. “New rules to ‘ensure safety and prosperity.’ New ways to clip the wings of anyone who can hold a wrench without their signet.”
“You hold a wrench very well,” Magda said. Her eyes crinkled. “That frightens people who prefer their power polished and hung on a wall.”
Elara’s gaze drifted to the corner where her mother’s workbench sat beneath a cloth. She could list the contents of each drawer. Springs sorted by size. Filaments too thin for gloved hands. A box of cog teeth shaped like ovals instead of spikes—the sort of oddity her mother had loved.
On the street below, Rafi whistled. He had a paperbag tucked under one arm and a scarf that once had been vivid red but now wore the city’s gray. He looked up, saw Elara in the window, and raised an arm in salute.
“Saved you a fig roll,” Magda said, already pinching the pastry in half and sliding the larger piece onto Elara’s plate.
Elara set her mug down as a low tremor lifted it and set it back. The cups clinked. The Crown’s breath came too short, too fast. Somewhere a safety whistle burst into a sour squeal; then silence. Magda’s hand tightened around her cane.
“Gran,” Elara said, “if the Crown falters—”
“I remember what happens when those pistons stop,” Magda said softly. “I remember soot in the lungs and ice on the inside of windows. Brassford forgets that it was a village before it was a marvel.”
Elara’s jaw worked. She stood, slid her satchel over her shoulder, and tucked her goggles into the collar of her coat. “I’ll go see. The guild hates unexpected minds at their rails, but I hate avoidable calamity more than their frowns.”
Magda’s mouth quirked. “Bring back the basket from the baker’s, and your grand old calamity will be briefer.”
Outside, the street swam through a haze of steam and early ash. Shopkeepers unlatched shutters that clattered like dominoes. A tram chimed. Elara waved to Mrs. Koslov at the spice stall and ducked to avoid a rope bearing a heap of potatoes from an upper window to a cart below. The rope creaked, sending dust motes glittering into the warm air. If she stood very still, she could taste cinnamon and hot iron on the back of her tongue, like a peculiar candy.
Rafi trotted beside her, his satchel banging his hip. “You feel it, don’t you? Like when a violinist misses a note and keeps going but you can’t forget the miss.”
“More than a miss,” Elara muttered. “More like a fray in the bow.” She wouldn’t say that word. She found another. “A snag.”
They passed a row of automata with faded paint, shaped like street sweepers and small birds. Someone had embellished one with a violet ribbon. Children laughed as the little brass bird hopped and tilted, pecking at a crust on the paving stones. Its left eye clicked. Elara stooped to adjust its toe-joints. The little machine’s balance steadied, and it tapped her boot as if in thanks.
“Careful,” Rafi said. “Tinkerers caught in public service are enemies of order today.” He flicked his eyes toward the square. “Big announcement. They built a dais.”
Elara straightened. “Let them speak. I’ll listen. Then I’ll decide if the words are for feeding or for burning.”
At the corner, a street organ shrieked and then found its melody. Elara slipped her hands into fingerless gloves and breathed through the itch under her skin, the need to fix what ached. Brassford had rhythms: morning hoists, midday whistles, evening songs rising from above the mooring towers as the airships heaved against their lines. The Crown’s broken cadence bled into everything.
In the baker’s she bought a basket of rolls and tucked a small pot of jam beside them. Heat from the ovens kissed her face. The baker’s boy threw flour in a glittering arc, and for a moment the square outside looked like a snowglobe, swirling and bright. Then another tremor thudded. The racks rattled. The baker gave Elara one look, eyebrows bristling, and muttered, “Not good, girl. Not good.”
Elara reached the square as the guild’s banner unfurled. Brassford’s seal—a crown hovering over a toothed gear—glowed under the morning sun. A polished man with a trim beard and a blue velvet coat stepped to the rail. His signet ring flashed as he raised a hand. Two clockwork enforcers flanked the dais, taller than a tall man, jointed like mantises in polished steel.
“Citizens,” the man called. His voice carried easily. “Guildmaster Armand Kestrel, at your service. Brassford thrives when it trusts the hands of experts. Recent fluctuations in central pressure are under our control. To protect you, all independent maintenance and unlicensed interventions are henceforth suspended. Violators will meet penalties.” He smiled. “We thank you for your cooperation.”
Murmering simmered. “Suspended?” someone said. “And if a valve blows at three in the morning?”
“Report to the guild,” Kestrel said. “We will dispatch.”
Elara’s fingers curled around the strap of her satchel so hard it bit her palm. Beside her, Rafi made a strangled sound.
A whistle shrieked, not from the dais, but from the direction of the old boilerhouse two streets over. The sound cut off. A gasp rippled across the square. Elara didn’t think. She moved. She left the basket with Rafi and sprinted, boots thudding, past the spice stall, past the tram line that hissed as if insulted. The air grew hotter, thicker, as if a giant put his mouth to the city and breathed out.
When she turned the corner, the boilerhouse had coughed its bricks onto the street. Glass glittered underfoot. A small form sat in the doorway, hands over ears, eyes glazed. Elara slid to her knees. The child didn’t cry. That scared her more than tears. She looped her arms under the child and carried her to the curb.
“Breath,” Elara said, pressing a hand to the small chest. “In. Out. Like bellows. Good.” A man stumbled past and fell. Elara’s head hammered with a steady, awful chant: too hot, too fast, wrong.
She lifted her eyes. On the far side of the rubble, half hidden, a pigeon automaton lay on its side. Its metal wings twitched. A tiny cylinder gleamed beneath it, brass and engraved. Elara’s heart lurched.
Rafi reached her, panting. He saw where she looked. “What’s that?”
“Something not for the street,” Elara said. She slid the cylinder into her pocket just as two enforcers turned the corner with smooth, insect grace.

    
Edict and Ember
The enforcers’ footplates bit the cobbles with precise, indifferent clacks. They scanned, lenses contracting. Kestrel’s voice drifted over the crowd like a sheet. “Remain calm. The guild will restore order. Step away from hazards.”
Elara wrapped her coat tighter, the better to hide the bulge the cylinder made against her hip. Rafi touched the back of her arm with two fingers, a gentle anchor.
They guided the child to a woman whose eyes were wide with grateful shock. Elara felt the tremble in the kid’s limbs ease. The boilerhouse hissed like a beast with a punctured lung. One of the enforcers pivoted toward Elara. She made herself small. She kept her face bent, hair hiding her cheek, as if she were only another soot-streaked girl doing what any neighbor would do. The enforcer moved on.
They walked back to the square without speaking. Elara kept one hand over her pocket. The cylinder pulsed against her like a second heartbeat. At their building, Magda had already wheeled herself out, the baker’s basket on her lap.
“What did you bring me instead of my bread?” Magda said. She didn’t miss the edge in her granddaughter’s movements.
“Injuries,” Elara said. “And a question.” She waited until they were inside before she drew the cylinder from her coat. It was half the length of her palm, the brass etched with a pattern of overlapping circles like ripples. The endcap had a tiny hole plugged with red wax.
Magda’s breath caught. “Your mother’s mark,” she whispered, touching the ripples. “She used that pattern on the little music boxes she sold on festivals. Where did you find this?”
“At the boilerhouse,” Elara said. “Under an automaton. It wasn’t there by chance.”
Rafi set his satchel down as if he feared to make a noise in a library. “Do we open it?”
Elara reached for the cap. Her fingers hesitated. She looked at Magda. The old woman nodded once, decisive. Elara broke the wax and twisted the cap. It came free with the whisper of a promise kept too long.
Inside waited a scroll of oiled paper, rolled around a sliver of glass so thin it hummed when she touched it. Elara eased the paper out. It was densely inked with her mother’s tight hand, the lines as crisp as if written yesterday.
Elara,
If this reaches you, the Crown is no longer safe in the guild’s hands. Certain men call failure profit. You must reach the Lumen Vault beneath the Salt Tunnels. I could not bring everything to the surface. Use the key I hid where our kettle used to whistle. Do not trust a velvet coat. Do not go alone.
—A.
Elara swallowed hard. The room blurred and then snapped back. “The kettle,” she said, already moving. She pulled back the stove, knelt, felt along the wall where the pipe bent. Her fingers found a seam. Inside hid a jackknife and a small brass piece with gear teeth along only half its curve: a key so peculiar it had to open a place the key imagined even as it was made.
Rafi squinted at the paper. “Lumen Vault? Salt Tunnels? Those old maintenance caverns near the eastern cistern?”
Magda’s hand shook on her cane. “Your mother went down there when you were little. Too many times. She wouldn’t tell me why, only that the city sang better when she listened under the streets.”
Elara set the key on her palm. It was heavier than it looked. She could feel ridges under her skin, an alphabet written in brass.
“Velvet coat,” she whispered. She didn’t have to say the name.
Rafi blew out air. “You can’t go alone. She wrote it there in black and white.” His mouth tugged into a crooked smile. “Good thing I count as almost none, so I’ll be your second none.”
Magda shook her head. “I’m not your barricade. I won’t say no to you chasing a duty your mother left you. But I will ask you to think.”
“I did,” Elara said. She didn’t sound breathless, though her heart ran like a small engine with the safety valve tied down. “If the Crown fails, we all freeze. If someone is strangling it for coin, we all choke. I can’t watch that happen through a window.”
Magda reached for her, and Elara leaned down. The old woman touched Elara’s cheek, smearing a little soot and maybe some tears. “Then pack properly,” Magda said, with that tone that could slice a loaf and fold laundry and bless a journey all at once. “If you return hungry and cold, I’ll tell the grocer not to sell you carrots for a month.”
Elara laughed, a near-wild little bark, and then steadied. She packed her satchel: spanner, coil of fine copper filament, a small hammer, the jackknife, a vial of oil, rags, chalk. The odd key went into the inside pocket, over her heart. She wrapped the glass sliver in the oiled paper and slid it into a side pouch. Goggles. Gloves. A coil of rope.
Rafi raided his bag for two apples, three fig rolls, and a tin of almonds. He pressed the tin into Magda’s hands. “For you, until we get back.”
“You’ll bring me better than almonds,” Magda said. “Bring me truth.”
Elara stood in the doorway and looked back at the room that smelled like tea and warm bread. Warmth pooled in the corners the way sunlight does in summer kitchens. “We will be as careful as impatient people can be,” she said.
Magda snorted. “That’s not reassurance. Go. Before I chain you to the stove.” She frowned. “Take a scarf. The tunnels are damp. Damp gets into bones.”
Elara wrapped the scarf around her neck. It smelled like dried lavender. She tucked the brass key under the edge of the cloth. The weight steadied her, the way a good tool does when it knows its work.
They left by the back stair. The alley was a slit between buildings, the air cool despite the city’s usual heat. Cats negotiated territory on the fence with delicate ears. Elara cut toward the tram line. She and Rafi didn’t speak much. Words felt heavy. The city creaked around them, a winded animal trying to sprint with a stitch in its side.
At the eastern cistern, a low building crouched over the street like a toad in a fog. Pipes ran into its flanks. A rusted gate guarded the entrance to the Salt Tunnels, a maze that carried brine and runoff beneath the district when Brassford had been smaller and the saltworks had ruled the docks.
Elara examined the lock on the gate. It wasn’t a guild deadbolt, just an old city ward. She breathed out. Her fingers remembered how to make a pick out of a bit of wire and a prayer. The ward gave way. The gate swung, protesting. The smell that rose from the stair was cold and mineral, like old tears.
“Still time to go above and have another bun,” Rafi said. He was joking, but his eyes were serious.
Elara looked at him. “You can wait.”
“Keep your voice down,” he said, grinning a little now as he set his hand on the rail. “Sound carries in places like this.”
They descended. The light from above faded to gray, then to that pale not-dark that comes when stone breathes the sun it has saved. Elara clicked her small pocket lamp to life. It was a thing she had assembled from scraps: a glass bulb, a coiled filament, a tiny battery she had coaxed into being with stubbornness and a stolen afternoon. Its glow painted the tunnel walls in honey, picking out the white veins in the stone.
Water dripped. Their footsteps echoed. The city’s throb, that comforting purr that had always accompanied life above, came duller here, as if they were hearing the heart from inside the bones. Elara traced chalk arcs on the wall each time the tunnel split, marking a path back.
They reached an iron door. It had no handle, only a keyway whose shape made Elara’s bones hum. She drew out the odd key and held it up. The cut teeth matched the keyway the way a melody finds a harmony. Her hand shook as she slid the key home.
“Wait,” Rafi said. He pressed an ear to the door. “Something’s moving in there.”
Elara’s mouth went dry. She gripped the key and turned.

    
Underworks and the Pangolin
The door eased inward with a breathless sigh. Elara held the lamp ahead of her. The chamber beyond was taller than she expected, the ceiling lost in shadows. Ropes and chains hung in arcs. The floor was a mesh walkway over a channel of slow water, black as ink. Beneath the mesh a gleam moved. Elara’s heart clenched before her mind finished the shape: scales, overlapping, not fish-smooth but armored.
A small mechanical creature sniffed the air. It was the size of a terrier, plated in burnished brass. Each scale was pierced near the base, patterns repeating like ripples in a pond. It peered up with onyx eyes, then rolled with a soft clatter into a ball, a metallic seed. A faint whir came from its core, and a tiny puff of steam curled from its snout.
“Hello there,” Elara whispered, dropping to a crouch. “You a secret, or did you lose your maker?”
The machine uncurled, sniffed, then tugged at the hem of her glove with careful claws. When she reached to touch, it flinched. Elara saw a strip of frayed wire at its flank where two plates met. The wire sparked when the little creature moved.
“I see it.” She set her lamp on the mesh and pulled off a glove. The metal cooled her fingers. “Hold still, friend. I won’t hurt you.” She spoke as calmly as she could, the same tone she used for nervous valves and skittish children. The creature planted itself, quivering. Elara unwound a length of her copper filament, tied a quick knot—a loop, not a knot, she corrected herself—and bridged the broken wire. She dabbed oil with the edge of a rag.
The whir steadied. The mechanical pangolin—she was sure now—blinked. It extended its tongue, a flexible strip with a magnet at the tip, and snagged a lost screw from the mesh. It presented the screw to Elara with quiet pride.
“Payment? You’re hired.” Elara stroked the plate behind its neck. The pangolin leaned into her fingers as if warmth could pass from human to brass.
Rafi sagged with relief. “Good. It’s not a tunnel crocodile.”
“Let’s not invent those,” Elara said. She scooped the pangolin carefully, and it settled across her arm like a heavy coil of chain that had learned to breathe. Its weight hummed against her skin.
“Who taught you to listen for broken wires like a musician?” a voice asked from the dark. Elara twisted, lamp raised. A man stepped from an alcove where the shadows were thickest. He wore a coat patched with old guild blue, though his signet finger was bare. Gray threaded his hair, and his face had the sort of lines that come from frowning at equations and smiling at small victories.
“Don’t move,” Rafi said, which sounded braver than he looked.
The man laughed softly. “If I intended harm, I wouldn’t have left the pangolin to be your judge. It likes you. That is nearly enough proof for me.” He dipped his head. “Darshan Grey. Once I wore a guild signet. Now I fix things that fall between rules.”
Elara steadied. “Elara Prynn. This is Rafi, who pretends he’s only a messenger. And this is—” She hesitated.
The mechanical creature tapped its claws on her arm. Rafi grinned. “Clinker,” he said, as if the name had always been there.
“Clinker,” Elara repeated. The pangolin clicked its tongue, approving.
Darshan’s gaze flicked to the key visible at Elara’s collar. “Your mother came here with that key years ago.”
Elara felt the floor tilt under her. “You know her?”
Darshan’s face softened. “Ana Prynn taught me to hear the way a stuck piston pleads. She said the Crown sings in cords only certain ears are born to hear. She also said she’d leave a path for the one who came after her. I didn’t think the one would have her eyes.” He sighed. “The Lumen Vault waits. It tests the intent of the hands that touch it. I can guide you to the threshold. Past that, your skill must convince it.”
Rafi glanced at the ropes overhead. “What does it do?”
“It stores light like a cistern stores water. Not just light from the sun. Light from friction, from impact, from voices in certain frequencies. It feeds energy back into systems that need it. It can make falter into balance. That is why men who count their coin hate it. You cannot sell balance if everyone can draw from a public well.”
Darshan’s smell was oil and peppermint. He led them along the mesh walkway, Clinker trotting at Elara’s heel with a curious click. They turned down a side passage where stale air waited, layered over with old smoke. The rock here glittered with tiny flecks like stars trapped in stone. Rafi shivered.
“The guild knew about this? And did nothing?” he asked.
Darshan’s mouth twisted. “They did a very particular nothing. They sealed the obvious door and told themselves the rest was folklore. They greased a few palms to ensure the archive forgot the pages that mattered. The vault is inconvenient to profit.”
They reached a rusted spiral stair. It groaned under their feet, and flakes fell into the dark like lazy snow. At the bottom, a wide door loomed. It was studded with lenses and narrow slits, and its face was embossed with curves and circles like the diagrams of a harp’s harmonics.
Darshan stood to one side. “You’ll hear it before you see it,” he said. “You’ll need to strike the plates in a pattern that matches the Crown’s good breath, not the stuttering one you heard today. The vault listens for the true rhythm. Your mother could. Can you?”
Elara’s palms dampened inside her gloves. She pressed her ear to the metal. A thin tone threaded through the door, faint and steady. Clinker placed its forepaws against the base of the door and hummed in a small, metallic voice. The tone shifted. Elara felt something like a door in her own chest ease open.
She took the small hammer. The first tap was too hard, too eager. The second found patience. Tap, pause, tap-tap, longer pause. Her heartbeat tried to drag her into hurry. She refused it. She thought of Magda folding paper birds. She thought of her mother’s bent head over a stubborn spiral spring. Tap. Pause. Tap. The tone behind the door grew warmer.
The slots in the door widened into eyes of gold. Light caught in the lenses and skittered across the plates. Elara matched her taps to the way that light ran. Clinker hummed. She smiled despite herself.
The door unlatched with a breath like an old choir coming in on the right note.
The chamber beyond glowed as if a thousand fireflies had chosen to hold still on command. The walls were honeycombs of glass vials and crystal panes linked by narrow copper capillaries. Each held a slow pulse of radiance, golden and blue. At the center stood a pedestal shaped like an open hand. Within the hand lay a coil: a helix wound of metal Elara had never seen, silver shot through with a faint shimmer. The coil lifted the small hairs on her arms.
“It resonates with light and returns it as useable force,” Darshan said softly. Awe lived in his throat. “Your mother named it the Heliocoil.”
Elara reached but did not touch. “She left this for the city,” she breathed. “Not for the guild’s vault.”
“The coil is only part,” Darshan said. He pointed to a narrow drawer beneath the pedestal. “There’s a lens. And there should be a chime.”
Elara pulled the drawer. Inside lay a disc of glass edged with brass, its surface etched with a spiral so fine it looked like fog trapped in solid air. Beside it rested a small bar of metal with two forks at one end. When she plucked the bar, it sang a pure, sweet tone that set her teeth tingling and the vials in the walls trembling. The light inside them gleamed a little brighter while the note held.
“The chime wakes the stored light,” Darshan said. “The lens focuses it. The coil collects and translates. Together, they will soothe the Crown’s stagger. But the moment you take them, the guild will feel the change. They will move to stop you.”
“I know,” Elara said. She cradled the coil as if it were a bird’s egg. It warmed her palms. Clinker looked up at her and chuffed. “We won’t let them choke this city.”
Rafi’s eyes shone. “We get back. We put it where it belongs. Then what?”
“Then the Crown breathes right,” Elara said. “And Brassford remembers that engines are built to serve people, not men with velvet sleeves.”
Darshan closed his eyes. When he opened them, his jaw had firmed. “There is one thing more. The coil will need a seed to begin its work. A sunstone crystal. We can find one in the Gantry Rows. But the Rows are watched.”

    
Gantry Rows
Gantry Rows hung off the west mooring towers like a market that had learned to climb. Catwalks webbed the air between pillars and pulleys. Stalls bristled from the steel frames, bright as parrots on a rigging. A woman in a leather apron heated glass over a ribbon of blue flame; a boy hawked copper rivets by the fistful; a violinist with a split lip played a tune that made coins jump into her case as if wind nudged them.
Elara kept her hat low and her goggles around her neck. Clinker moved at her heels with careful grace, as if understanding that curiosity here could be trouble. Rafi walked one step ahead, his eyes everywhere at once. Darshan melted into the crowd with the ease of someone who has practiced being invisible.
They passed between stalls hung with shimmering filaments wound onto spools like spun sugar. Elara’s fingers itched. Tools were displayed like pastries. She saw a hand drill with a perfect wobble to its gear teeth so it would never stick, a set of tweezers with magnifiers included. She forced herself forward.
Darshan nudged her shoulder with his elbow. He didn’t look at her when he murmured, “Two enforcers at the north gantry. Pretend the world is unremarkable.”
“That’s your party trick,” Rafi said. “I specialize in remarking.”
Elara stopped at a stall arranged with polished stones. A woman in a yellow shawl sat cross-legged behind it, a veil tied across her mouth against the dust. Her eyes lit when she saw Clinker. She tapped the plank with a knuckle. Clinker tapped back, then flicked a small nut from beneath a crate and presented it to her. She laughed; the sound crinkled her eyes.
“Looking for a crystal that sings when it’s warm,” Elara said under her breath.
The woman tilted her head and drew her shawl closer. “What sings cannot be sold to men who refuse to listen,” she said. But she reached under the plank and brought out a wrapped packet the size of a plum. Inside lay a shard of sunstone. It flashed even in the shade, flecks catching the glow from the gas lamps that lined the gantries. “Price of this is a promise.”
Elara weighed the shard in her palm. It remembered light the way a shell remembers the sea. “What promise?”
“That you put it where it belongs,” the woman said. Her voice was calm, almost amused. “And that you come back and buy my husband a kettle. His old one has died a noble death.”
Rafi made an oath over his heart that was half sincere and half show. Darshan laid money on the plank without haggling. The woman lifted a hand. “Save it. If you use coin for honor, you will run out of it at a poor time. Give me a story, instead.”
Rafi grinned. “I have a basket of those.” He told, in swift strokes, about the boilerhouse and the moment the lung-sound went wrong. He told it in a way that made the woman lean forward and smile. When he finished, she tucked the money away anyway and waved them off.
They moved toward the central tower. The Rows sang in bolts tightened and loose hinges squealing and voices calling across rope spaces. Elara tucked the sunstone into her satchel next to the Heliocoil. The weight of the two together felt like composure.
“Stop,” Darshan breathed.
On the opposite catwalk, two enforcers had paused. They were listening to their own heartless language: clicks and ticks through the antennae that unfurled from their slope-metal shoulders. A man in a velvet waistcoat stood between them, looking over the stalls with theatrical disinterest. He drew a gloved finger along a rail and inspected the dust on his fingertip.
“Armand Kestrel,” Rafi said without moving his lips. “He came himself. That’s vanity or fear.”
“Both,” Darshan murmured.
Kestrel lifted his head. His gaze raked across the Rows, grazing Elara’s face and sliding on. He began to stroll, slow as syrup. The crowd pulled itself into smooth currents to make a path for him. He stopped at a stall where a young man sold miniature weather vanes shaped like birds. Kestrel bought one and let it spin in his palm. He smiled, small and sharp.
“Go,” Darshan hissed. “South stairs. Now.”
They moved as a unit, Elara’s breath thin in her chest, Clinker pressed against her boot. As they reached the stair, a hand closed on Elara’s wrist. She spun. The person who held her wore a black band over her eyes and stood with a straightness that spoke of stubborn pride. The blind woman’s fingers were callused from a life of delicate work.
“Your lamp is humming wrong,” the woman said. Her voice was a rasped melody. “Give it here.”
Elara hesitated, then handed the pocket lamp over. The woman tilted her head and used a tool from her own apron to tap the glass disc Elara had tucked into her satchel. “You’re carrying better than a lamp, little engineer. You’ll need a way to focus it without melting your hands. Take this.” She pressed a small brass frame into Elara’s palm. It held a set of louvers that could shift from wide to narrow with a lever. “I’m Sabiha. I know light when it hisses. Consider this a loan.”
Elara swallowed. “I’ll return it.”
“You’ll return yourself,” Sabiha said, turning her banded eyes toward the place where Kestrel’s footfalls echoed. “Soon. Now walk.”
They took the south stair. A child cried somewhere above, and a hawker’s bell rang three times in quick succession. Kestrel’s voice carried over the mechanical hum. “Check the lower decks,” he told the enforcers. “Our dear Ms. Prynn has a habit of walking where she pleases.”
Elara jerked, her ribs tightening as if a strap had been pulled. How had he learned her name? Rafi squeezed her shoulder and grinned to hide the way his own hand shook. “I told you you’re famous.”
“Not the sort I wanted to be,” Elara muttered. Darshan made a quiet, contemptuous sound.
They reached the base of the tower and slipped into a corridor that smelled of tar and oranges. Sabiha had vanished as if the market had hidden her under a sleeve.
“Side door,” Darshan said, pushing through into blinding brightness. Ropes sank into the sky, airships swaying at their moorings, shadows sliding over the rooftops like the hands of giants.
They hadn’t gone twenty steps along the quay when the enforcers spilled out from a freight elevator, pincher hands gleaming. Darshan shoved Elara and Rafi behind a stack of crates marked with painted suns. Clinker made a low grinding murmur that sounded almost like a growl. Kestrel’s voice came crisp and calm.
“Ms. Prynn. You take admirable initiative for a person who has never been asked. Imagine what we could accomplish if you put that gift inside the guild instead of waving it in the street.” He gestured at the enforcers. “Bring her here.”
Elara didn’t give them time to be efficient. She kicked the wedge under the crates. The stack teetered and tumbled. Sun-painted boxes slid into the street like toppled altars. One enforcer slipped. The other recalibrated and leaped. Elara ducked. The pincher clamped where her head had been. Wood splintered. She smelled fresh pine and her own fear, copper-bright like blood, though she wasn’t bleeding.
Rafi flung a coil of rope over a girder and held the other end while Elara jumped, catching the loop, swinging her feet up to plant on the enforcer’s chest. The second machine grabbed for her boot. Clinker launched, a whirring ball of plates, striking the enforcer’s wrist with a clang. The machine’s grip faltered. Elara swung free and landed on a lower quay.
Darshan moved with an economy that meant he had fought before. He used a prybar not as a tool but as a lever against knees. When the enforcer overbalanced, he knocked out a panel and yanked free a bundle of wires. Sparks sprayed, and the machine went stiff.
Kestrel did not flinch. “There are more of them,” he said, as if reassuring a child about biscuits. “You can ruin a dozen and I will still open the next crate.” He turned his face toward Elara. “You think me a villain because I dislike chaos. I intend to sell order to people who will pay for it with gratitude. You intend to give it away until it is worthless.” He shook his head, disappointed. “You are your mother’s girl.”
Elara’s throat closed. The word mother in that mouth might as well have been a cinder. She grabbed Rafi’s hand, and they ran for the rope. As they swung out over the gap, the air tasted like tin and sun.

    
The Crownworks
They reached the Crownworks by evening, slipping along service alleys as the city’s lamps bloomed one by one. The Crownworks rose like a cathedral made by an engineer who dreamed in pistons. Towers stitched to towers, each wrapped in girders and ladders. Steam lifted in pale columns and caught the last, low light. The great fan blades in the highest window turned slow, a weary salute.
Elara lay on her stomach beneath a grate while Rafi popped the screws from a manhole cover with a screwdriver he claimed he’d inherited from a detective, though Elara suspected he’d inherited it from a friend’s careless back pocket. Darshan squeezed in first, then Elara slid after him, and finally Rafi followed, replacing the cover as if laying a coin on a closed eye.
Inside, the heat was a living thing. It wrapped around Elara’s ribs and pushed at her lungs. The pipes sang, not music but motion, long tones that shivered the bones of the building. Elara pulled her collar up over her nose. They crept along a narrow maintenance passage, heads bowed against low beams. The metal beneath their palms thrummed.
Darshan used hand signs, pointing to the places where the enforcers tended to nap in their charging docks. Clinker pressed its nose to Elara’s wrist when she drifted too near a pressure valve on the verge of blowing. She moved, and the valve shuddered harmlessly instead of screaming.
They dropped into a cavernous gallery where the main turbines spun. Floor plates echoed underfoot. In the center, a pillar rose, half bridge, half spine, leading toward the governor—the place where all the careful wooing of force became control. Elara could see the spots where the rhythm faltered, tiny jerks, the way a dancer coughs and keeps smiling.
She set the Heliocoil on a workbench and unwrapped Sabiha’s louvers. Rafi stationed himself by the stairs with a pipe like a club. It did not make him look braver. It made him look like a kid trying not to let his hands shake. He winked at Elara anyway.
Darshan held the sunstone so it caught what light there was. It glowed in its own slow way.
The first enforcer dropped from a gantry like a spider. Darshan swore and surged forward.
“Hold the coil,” Elara shouted. She lifted the louvers and the lens and fitted them together. It felt like assembling a throat. She pointed the device at the coil. “Rafi! The chime.”
Rafi plucked the metal bar with trembling fingers. The note rose, pure and sweet. It climbed the rafters, touched the turbines, and fell like soft rain into the coil. The Heliocoil answered with a hum that made the hair on Elara’s knuckles rise. She rotated the louvers to a narrow slit. Light gathered inside, not light like from the sky, but the pale-gold residue that lives in metal that has been handled with love for years.
The enforcer lunged. Darshan intercepted, taking the blow on the heavy sleeve of his coat. He grunted but did not fall. Clinker rolled and slammed into the enforcer’s ankle joint. The machine’s leg skidded, and it flailed, claw gouging a plate from the floor with a sound that hurt teeth.
Elara tuned the focus. The coil drank the awakened shimmer from the air and pulsed. She felt it, an eager beat under her palms. She adjusted the louvers again until the coil gave a low, satisfied purr. The turbines’ stammer softened. It was like hearing a child’s fever break.
Bootsteps rang. Kestrel strode onto the bridge above them, coat neat, hair smugly in place despite the heat. He looked down at Elara with something complicated in his eyes. It was not hatred. It was appetite, like a man gazing at a pepper he intends to bite.
“So that’s where she hid it,” he said. “In a story, under a city that loves stories.” He spread his arms. “I offered you a place with us. You chose theft. How do you expect to explain this to the council?”
Elara did not look up; she did not give him the satisfaction. “I’ll explain it by warming their houses,” she said. “By slowing the death of a father’s breath when the wind goes thin. I’ll explain it by the way the white in this city will stay white in winter.”
Kestrel’s smile went thin. He gestured. Two more enforcers came down the stairs like a cold idea.
They closed, seamless, efficient. Darshan staggered. Rafi swung his pipe and struck an enforcer’s head. It rang, and the machine turned toward him with the slow inevitability of a train. Elara’s mouth filled with a taste like pennies. She reached blindly and found the chime. When she struck it with her knuckle, the note was smaller, higher. The vials of stored light in the building—Elara could feel them, now—trembled. The coil thrummed harder.
Kestrel stepped onto the stairs, out of sight of the bridge, and then onto the floor. He carried a device like a crossbow for people who distrust string. It spat a bolt with a cable attached. The bolt struck Darshan’s shoulder and crackled. Darshan cried out, dropped the sunstone, and sprawled. The coil’s hum faltered.
Elara’s hand closed on the sunstone, grateful that the crystal was a thing and not a word. She jammed it into a slot at the coil’s core. The coil recognized the seed and swelled its tone. The turbines steadied more. The building shifted a fraction of an inch, a giant settling into a better chair.
Kestrel advanced. “You always were too dramatic, Mr. Grey,” he said. “You didn’t have to leave in a blaze of duty. We would have found a place to hang your conscience.”
Darshan spat blood and smiled. “You tried. It slid off the hook.”
Kestrel shrugged and raised his weapon. Elara picked up the lens-and-louver device and tilted it. The coil’s glow gathered and poured through the louvers in a tight stream that glanced along the weapon, found the cable, and heated it enough that the insulation smoked. Kestrel dropped the bow with a hiss. He looked at Elara, then at the coil, and his face did something she’d never seen before. It cracked.
“You have no idea what I owed,” he said. “What debts weight the spine. You think me a cartoon. I am a man who chose a clean balance sheet.”
“You chose cold houses,” Elara said. “You chose babies waking with blue lips. That is a cleaner sheet?”
Kestrel lifted his hands, as if to show he carried no more weapony surprises. “Take your victory, Ms. Prynn. Flip the switch. Warm the world. Then watch when people demand more warmth than you can provide. Watch them learn to hate a gift they didn’t pay for. Watch order beg for price.” He gave her a horrible, small bow. “I will be there to sell it to them again.”
Elara’s hands trembled. She wanted to hurl words like bolts. She heard Magda’s voice instead: Eat before you fuss with them. The old humor steadied her. She turned to the governor and set the coil’s shining throat against the coupling. The coil slid home with a kiss of metal on metal. She adjusted the louvers so the focused glow fed evenly. Rafi struck the chime again, and Clinker hummed, matching the note like a tuning fork.
The Crown took a long breath. It exhaled a sigh that seemed to lighten the building and the city beyond it, as if Brassford had been clenching around a pain and now released it. Heat spread, not scorching but sure. Gauges steadied. Whistles blew two short signals, the universal sign for danger passed.
The enforcers froze in mid-lunge, their instructions lost in the shift. Their limbs sagged. Darshan pushed himself to a sitting position with a grimace. Kestrel stood very still on the stairs. In that stillness, he seemed suddenly fragile, a man who had been carrying a closed jar for too long and now didn’t know where to put it.
City guards entered at a run, summoned by alarms that had changed their tune. They saw Kestrel with the weapon, the fallen enforcers, the trembling coil, the steadied turbines. They saw Elara, soot-faced, and the mechanical pangolin pressed against her boot, and they saw Rafi with his pipe, and they made a choice. They raised their whistles and blew three slow notes. Bring witnesses. Bring council.
Elara reached out. Clinker rose on hind legs and put its forepaws on her shin. She stroked the plate behind its head. It chirred and relaxed into a curl against her foot.
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