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The Lantern That Hummed
Elvira Montrel
In a fog-choked steampunk city, tinkerer Tamsin Reed receives a cryptic note from her former mentor and descends into forbidden docks. With a salvager and a copper diver, she finds a Chrono-Lantern that reveals the past. Facing a ruthless Director, she restores the city’s heart engine and returns to remake the rules.
ProseHub


    
Fogbound Beginnings
The city wore its morning like a damp coat. Steam hissed from grates, beading along brass railings and catching the gaslight in weak halos. Tamsin Reed stood under the crooked sign of Reed & Wild Repairs and turned a key in a hissy boiler that had opinions. The boiler spat, clanged, and finally settled. She exhaled and wiped a thin line of oil from her cheek with the back of her glove. Somewhere beyond the market roofs an airship horn moaned, low and slow, like a whale calling from fog.
Her shop smelled of tin, coal soap, and tea leaves that someone had spilled into a drawer of springs. Gearboxes lay open on velvet. A clockwork squirrel, patched and proud, tested its little jaw on a nut made of copper. It clicked with satisfaction and wagged a wire tail.
“Careful, Pip,” Tamsin said. The squirrel froze, ears held high from tiny coils. “No more of Marta’s buttons.”
She stepped outside to the Clockmarket. Vendors rolled carts under the vaulted ironwork. Pigeons strutted with rivets stuck to their claws. Marta, the pastry-seller, slid a tray of apple turnovers into a heated cupboard built from an old smoke engine. The cupboards hissed when she swore.
“Morning, Tam,” Marta called, attempting cheer that the fog ate. “Tell your little terrier to stop stealing my string.”
“He’s a squirrel, not a terrier,” Tamsin said. “And also, a gentleman.”
“Gentlemen pay for their breakfast,” Marta replied, but she pushed a warm turnover across the counter with two fingers stained with cinnamon. “You look thin, love. Working nights again?”
“Five boilers in three days,” Tamsin said through a bite. The pastry flaked, sweet against the metallic air. “Everything’s overworked. Feels like the whole city’s running too hot.”
“Always has,” Marta muttered. She leaned over her cupboards to warm her hands. Down the lane, a steam omnibus rattled past with a sign for the Aether Board: INSPECTORS AT RANDOM. KEEP YOUR PAPERS. Behind it, a pair of enforcers in blue enamel breastplates moved at a patrol pace, their boots clanking in measured time.
Tamsin turned the turnover in her hand to hide it. The enforcers’ shadows slid over brass lampposts. Their faces were blank as shovels. She caught sight of the tower that held the heart-engine gauge. The red needle ticked lazily. It should have been higher.
A courier tube snickered and coughed beside her door. A brass pod thudded into the cage, wobbling. Tamsin set the turnover down, felt for the latch, and drew the pod free. The seal was an old sigil, ringed with soot, marked with a little owl’s head. Her chest tightened. She knew that mark.
Professor Loxley had signed his notes that way, when she’d been his apprentice in a different life and less fog. The edges of the brass were warm as if it had ridden far, fast. She broke the seal with her thumbnail and lifted out a folded strip of vellum and a small, odd gear cut with twelve notches.
Her name sat alone on the vellum: Tamsin. Below it, written in quick strokes that made her feel sixteen again, the message: If the heart falters, find the lantern under Dock Number Seven. Trust no Board men. The gear will fit. — L.
She turned the gear over in her palms. It had a dull shine, like something made before the city used polish and slogans. She could feel the weight of all the little decisions that would trail after folding this vellum, putting it in a pocket, ignoring it. She slid the note into her vest.
“Trouble?” Marta asked. She had seen a hundred secrets pass across this lane and asked that same question each time.
“Only work.” Tamsin smiled in a way that did not convince either of them. “How’s your niece?”
“Better,” Marta said. “They’ve moved her bed closer to the orphanage pump room. It’s warmer there.”
A gust of steam drifted down, smelling of damp brick and alkaline soap. The needle on the heart-engine’s distant gauge hesitated. Tamsin felt it more than saw it. A humming in the bones. The market fell quiet as if something living had paused mid-breath.
Then a siren wailed high. The sound scraped at windows, shook droplets from eaves. People looked up. The enforcers did too, before schooling their faces back to metal.
“Brownout,” someone said. “Again?”
A row of gaslights along Gear Street guttered, fought, and dimmed to a thready orange. The pastry cupboards complained and clicked down to save fuel. Tamsin dropped the half-eaten turnover into a napkin and shoved it into her pocket, as if a warm thing could keep her from thinking cold thoughts.
Dock Number Seven lay in the fog-belly of the city, where ships came to sleep and rats ran schools in the gutters. It had been sealed since a collapse last winter that chewed a funnel crane in half and sent rivets like hail.
“Tamsin?” Marta said softly. “Don’t.”
Tamsin looked at her, at the enforcers receding, at the needle’s stubborn slouch. Loxley had left a word and a gear. He would never have done that if it weren’t necessary. He’d never done anything without necessity. Not when he’d sent her away from the Guild. Not when he had kept certain techniques to himself with a shrug as flat as paper.
“Could be a trick.” Marta was guessing at shadows because Tamsin’s face gave them away.
“Could be the truth,” Tamsin said. “If the heart stops, the ovens stop, the pumps stop. Everything cold in a night. The little ones at the orphanage...” Her voice lodged. She pressed a knuckle under her eye and pretended it was a piece of soot.
Marta nodded once. “You’ll need a proper lamp.” She fetched a battered case from under her stall, brass corners polished by use. “Brighter than anything in your shop. Don’t say where you got it.”
When the siren finished, the market resumed like a wound that must scab, whether or not there was still grit inside. Tamsin paid Marta with three fine washers and two bolts that matched a stubborn size. She stepped back into her shop and began to prepare in the neat disorder she trusted.
Her rucksack took spanners, wire, flint, a coil of copper braided with horsehair, a folded map of the underworks that was only half-guess, and a small tin of white grease that smelled faintly of peppermint. She strapped on her spring boots and tested the ratchets. The springs groaned pleasantly. Goggles around her neck, a scarf to filter soot, and a watch pinned to her vest that had belonged to her mother—its back engraved with a lark mid-flight.
She was lacing a glove when something tapped at the shop window. Tamsin looked up. A watchmaker with hair like silver shavings peered in with her nose practically pressed to the glass. Her window said QUILL & SONS REPAIRS across the lane; the sons had been gone longer than most could remember, but the paint stayed.
Mrs. Quill slipped inside without waiting for a welcome, joints creaking, shawl smelling of camphor and brass. “You got a letter,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
“So did half the city, you think?” Tamsin didn’t mean it sharp, but it came out spiky.
“Only the ones who can read the old cuts,” Mrs. Quill said. She took Tamsin’s wrist in a hand that previewed weather and pointed a knuckle at the twelve-notched gear. “That fits a lock that doesn’t like the Board. Dock Seven is guarded by men with polished swords and little patience. If you go, you’ll need more than goggles.”
“Do you have more?”
Mrs. Quill smiled like she’d misplaced all but one tooth and cherished it. “Advice. Keep your shoulders low. Your breath even. Use the side door at the weeping wall and walk like a woman who belongs. And if you can, find that lantern.” Her mouth firmed. “Light matters down there. The old kind most of all.”
“Why?” Tamsin asked.
“Because the new light tells you what they want you to see.” Mrs. Quill patted her sleeve. “And because I had a boy once who took a job under the docks when they were hiring children for their small hands. He followed the new light, and it led nowhere. I never found him.”
She left, carrying her camphor smell and a wind of grief.
Behind the old woman, the market clattered again, more brittle than before. Tamsin set the shop’s lock. She looked up once at the heart-engine’s gauge. A thin quiver. No one else was looking. Everyone else was busy not looking.
The orphanage bell on Cinder Lane rattled a string of rusty notes. Children spilled into the yard to collect coal scraps and old buttons and the sort of treasure that fits in the hands of children who know about hunger. The matron’s sleeves were rolled, her cheeks bright with kettling heat.
“Miss Tamsin!” A girl called Nell wore an apron of mismatched fabric stitched with tiny neatness. “The pump is sulking.”
The pump wore a mood like a wet cat. Tamsin knelt by the iron belly and listened. The seal at the head leaked. She tightened with a quick twist and a breathless silence fell; then the pump resumed its argument with gravity and won. Water banged in the pipes, and the matron sagged against the wall with relief.
“If it stops in the night—” the matron began.
“I won’t let it,” Tamsin said. The promise tasted like metal. She wiped her hands on a rag, the fog turning the mark she left into a blur.
She reached Dock Number Seven a little after dusk. The city folded darker as she moved east. Warehouses squatted low, their roofs bowed with old snow no one removed because it had turned to soot and habit. A ferret of a man in a watchman’s cap leaned near the gate, blowing warmth into his fingers and swaying with the rhythm of a small metal music box hidden in his pocket.
Tamsin kept her head down, her stride under-thought. She touched the gear in her pocket and imagined Mrs. Quill’s one-tooth smile. The weeping wall bled rust down its face, a thin curtain falling into a gutter that whispered to itself.
She found the side door by feel. It complained softly when she asked it to open, then relented. Inside, the air forgot how to be air; it existed as damp and chill and the old breath of engines. She set Marta’s lamp burning and cupped its glow with her palm.
Voices moved beyond a wall. Enforcers, their vowels glazed. “Only authorized hands below. Orders from Director Vell.”
Tamsin swallowed. She could turn around. She could go bake pies with Marta and tell the matron to move the beds to warmer corners. She could ignore the letter and the gear and the old woman’s boy.
She took a breath as even as Mrs. Quill had told her. Then she slid along the wall, past a leaning stack of rot-soft crates, into the long throat of a corridor that led beneath Dock Number Seven.

    
The Donor’s Gift
It was warmer in the bowels of the docks, like the city kept its memories here and they gave off heat. Condensate clung to the underside of pipes and fell in patient drops. Tamsin kept to the scant light from her lamp and pressed her ear to metal now and then. Metal had its own speech if you learned to listen: a grumble there, a brag here, a complaint one could fix.
Her boot scraped the edge of a catwalk. A bolt rattled away into a naming darkness. She froze and waited for echoes that did not come. Somewhere above, feet marched, steady and plural. She tightened her grip on the lamp and took the next ladder down.
At the foot of the ladder stood a woman whose posture said she had never asked permission in her life. Her coat was oil-black and hung heavy with hooks and line, and her hair had the wet sheen of the river at night. She had a lantern of her own that burned with a shy blue flame.
“You’re not an inspector,” the woman said. “Your boots aren’t stupid enough.”
“Yours look more practical than mine,” Tamsin said. Her voice came out brave by accident. “I’m Tamsin.”
“Ada Grey,” the woman said. “Salvage. Scrap if the day is bad. Wrecks if it’s worse. Why are you under my feet?”
“Looking for something that belongs to no one,” Tamsin said. She felt the gear like a second heart in her pocket.
Ada’s gaze flicked to the lamp and the coil and the way Tamsin stood. “You can handle tools, at least. Good. I have a test for you.” She jerked her head at a quiet heap in the corner. It was not a heap. It was a copper man with barnacle-scarred plates. Its hands, thick-fingered, were carved to a diver’s paddle. Its head wore a round window glazed with salt.
“Jonah,” Ada said. “He’s stubborn. He won’t wake. The Board would melt him if they found him. Give him back to me and I might lead you where you want to go. Fail and I send you back up with a boot-print.”
Tamsin let her breath run smoother. She knelt by the copper man and lifted a panel with two fingernails and a prayer. The inside smelled of old rivers and a ghost of lemon. “Do you have his key?”
Ada handed her a ring the size of a saucer. “Half a turn to wake. That’s if he likes you.”
“He likes to breathe,” Tamsin murmured, and oiled a gear that sulked when ignored. She tightened a bolt-plug with the coin from her watch chain, frowned at a torn section of valve-mesh, and glanced up. “I’ll need horsehair or something like it.”
Ada tore a strand from the fringe of her scarf without ceremony. “Don’t make me regret this.”
Tamsin braided the horsehair through the coil copper, her fingers quick even when the rest of her shook. She set the braid where the mesh had failed, used white grease to seal a seam that had cracked like a lip in winter. The moments stacked up. Above them, boots crossed, paused. A voice drifted. “Check the third bay. Director wants that area cleared.”
She slid the saucer key into Jonah’s back and turned, a careful half. Something juddered in the belly of the machine-man. The porthole-glass fogged like a breath. Jonah sat up slowly, as if surfacing from a deep place.
“Good lad,” Ada said, soft and fierce all at once. She slapped Jonah’s shoulder with possession. “You owe me another test.”
“I thought that was the test,” Tamsin said.
Ada’s mouth tilted. “That was for Jonah. Now for you.” She pointed her blue flame at a mud-slick corridor that smelled like the sea when it is low and embarrassed. “This way. No talking unless the talking is necessary.”
They moved together, Ada’s boots sure on slippery iron, Jonah’s steps deliberate as an old tide. Tamsin stayed light on her springs, paying attention to her lamp and the cold breaths it took when they passed valve mouths. The corridor opened into a chamber ribbed like a whale’s throat, pipes arching overhead in parallel.
On the far wall, under a scallop of wet brick, a door wore a wheel-lock that did not want to be known. Its face was etched with little lines like maps. Tamsin’s fingers itched. She drew out the twelve-notched gear and held it against the lock. The gear shivered like it knew home when it smelled it.
“Be quick,” Ada said. “They sweep every hour, on the hour is never exactly an hour. That kind of hour.”
Tamsin fitted the gear. It sank, clicked, and the wheel turned under her touch as though a large animal had agreed to be patted. The door shifted with a sigh that might have been relief. Cold air washed over them, carrying a scent that was not exactly scent but old light.
Inside was not a room. It was a well of clarity. The walls were lined with glass rusted into opacity, and at the center hung a contraption that would have made any inspector report a miracle and any maker fall to their knees. Rings of brass rotated within each other, engraved with numbers that seemed to move whether or not the rings did. Suspended in the middle of those rings was a lantern of thick crystal, and in that lantern a flame burned that did not flicker.
“The Chrono-Lantern,” Ada said, letting reverence filter into her rough voice. “The old timers spoke of it like it was a trick or a joke. The thing that shows threads where no threads exist.”
Tamsin stepped closer, her hand hovering like she could gather heat from a candle behind glass. There was no heat. Only a hum, a kin vibration that reached the bones of her ear and leaned there. She looked for a keyhole and found none.
“What does it want?” she whispered.
“The right touch,” Ada said. “Usually. Sometimes it wants courage. It depends on its mood.” Ada spread her hands. “It is not a reasonable object.”
Tamsin made a small sound that could have been agreement or a prayer. She fitted the twelve-notched gear to the base where a missing tooth waited. Metal accepted metal like a handshake long overdue. The rings slowed and came to rest. The flame brightened, then narrowed to a sharp line and widened again until the room learned how to breathe around it.
Light spilled along the walls and crawled into the seams of brick. Where it touched, shapes resolved that were not there: a railing that had been torn away, a path that had once been clear. The lantern showed not the present corridor but the corridor as it had been when the builders built it.
Ada sucked in a breath. “Oh, you beautiful liar,” she said to the light. “You’ll tell us where to put our feet without being seen.”
Jonah shifted, his heavy hand resting on the wall as if to learn its story. Tamsin took the lantern’s chain over her head and settled it against her jacket. It felt both lighter and heavier than logic.
“Leave the rings,” Ada said, nodding to the apparatus. “They’re part of the trap and you don’t need them to carry it. Those were built for measuring. You’re not measuring. You’re surviving.”
Voices again, closer. A scrape at the outer wheel. Ada’s hand went to the hook on her belt. Jonah stood, steady as a pier.
The door shuddered. A key tried the lock and failed. Someone swore a Board oath. “Break it,” a second voice said. “Director’s orders.”
Tamsin tilted the lantern and watched the old railing glow along the left, the ghost of it saying I was here, I am gone but still true. “This way,” she said. She led, putting her feet where the lantern told her feet belonged twenty years ago. The floor between the ghost railing and the wall had rotten teeth waiting to bite.
A crash from the door. Iron screamed. Ada shoved Jonah through a gap that used to be an arch. They moved fast because the voices were moving faster.
They spilled onto a catwalk that ran under the dock’s belly and over the river’s black. A gale of breath from the river’s wet mouth took the lantern’s light and made it stretch thin. Tamsin pulled her scarf up and blinked grease from her lashes.
“Stop there!” The command snapped like a measuring tape. Enforcers in enamel poured onto the catwalk from the right, their batons humming with captured arc. The first one had a mechanical arm that ended in a brass gauntlet with too many knuckles. His eyes were small as screws.
“Sergeant Pike,” Ada said like she’d found a worm in a peach. “You ruin any river you touch.”
Pike bared his teeth. “Ada Grey. Salvage without license. Now with a thief.” His gaze cut to the lantern at Tamsin’s chest. “Director Vell thanks you for the legwork. Hand it over.”
Tamsin felt the lantern’s hum against her sternum. “It isn’t yours,” she said. Her voice decided not to tremble at the last instant.
“Everything under the docks is the Board’s by registry,” Pike said. He lifted his baton, arcs crawling blue. “Everything above the docks too, if we’re honest.” He gestured, and two enforcers moved to flank.
“Jonah,” Ada said, and the copper man stepped forward like a tide coming in. “Tamsin, down.”
Tamsin dropped, felt the baton chew air over her hair. She rolled, the catwalk’s grating scraping her hip through her coat. The lantern’s light scrolled over the metal. In its glow she saw not only the catwalk but the catwalk as it had been before a certain accident took a whole section out. “Right!” she shouted.
Ada obeyed without question. She darted into empty air that was either death or old steel. Her boots hit something invisible to anyone without the lantern’s truth. Pike lunged and his foot went where the catwalk no longer existed. He caught himself on the rail with his brass hand, cursed like someone who had swallowed a bee.
“Now!” Ada cried. She swung her grappler. Its hook kissed an overhead beam. She hauled Tamsin up with more strength than anyone would have given her at a glance. Jonah took a baton on his shoulder. The arc arced useless over his wet plates.
They ran. Their steps rang on catwalk and then on what no longer existed except in the lantern’s memory. Tamsin kept the light steady with both hands and a small prayer to stubborn objects.
An alarm bell began to ring, slow at first, then mad with its own echo. Shadows moved on higher platforms. The river below thunked something wood and blind into a piling.
“Left!” Tamsin shouted, and Ada took it, flipping the hook free and finding another purchase in the dark with the confidence of someone whose life had always been a negotiation with gravity.
They made the last jump into a culvert that smelled like moss and old bread. Ada shoved a grate shut with her foot. Pike’s baton slammed the other side a second later. “You can run,” he said, breath hard. “But this city eats everyone in the end.”
Ada patted the grate once like a baby she did not like. “We don’t plan to be on the menu,” she said. “Move, Tamsin. Before they think to go around.”
They went deeper, the lantern showing them steps worn soft by feet in another century. Above, the enforcers left their enamel prints on everything they touched. Tamsin didn’t look back. The lantern’s hum grew calmer on her chest, like it approved choices made in motion.

    
Into the Heartworks
A breath like furnace air met them as the culvert widened into the undercity’s machine-maze. The heartworks were not a single engine but a congregation of pistons and turbines and flywheels and governors that had learned to share power over years of arguments. Condensate fell in pulses from overhead. The floor trembled as if in time with steps taken by a giant far away.
Ada set her hand to a warm pipe. “She’s angry,” she said. “Someone’s choked her feed.”
Tamsin lifted the lantern. Its light licked along the sides of boilers and painted their earlier selves, crudely riveted when the city was poor and hopeful. In that ghostlight, certain panels glowed where hands had touched them many times; routes of habit worn into metal. Tamsin took a breath and followed the handprints.
They passed through a chamber of short pumps that jabbed like elbows. “We’re close,” Tamsin said. She could feel it in her tongue, the soft metallic taste of imminence. The lantern hummed a little higher and painted a path over a grated floor where some of the slats were sawed halfway through in the present but intact in the past. She put her weight where the past said safe and moved as if she had always walked this way.
An automaton cleaner the size of a seal slid down a sluice, whiskers twitching. It had brass bristles for teeth and a small bell collar that made a bored sound. It paused, regarded them with a lens-eye, and then resumed its housekeeping, unfazed by trespassers.
“Even the rats here are made of bolt,” Ada muttered.
“They squeak in hex code,” Tamsin said under her breath because fear made jokes sometimes.
They broke into a cavern of engines gathered like a jury. In the center, the heart shaft rose, a polished column taller than a church spire, its flywheel as big as the market square. It turned with a slow surety that was not sure enough.
A small red light above the governor blinked a rhythm that made Ada’s brow crease. “What’s that?”
“An error heartbeat,” Tamsin said. “Someone has forced a regulator to sing off-key.” She tilted the lantern. Light sifted along the floor in lines like strings on a violin. One of the lines cut sharp and wrong where an insert had been spliced into the feed.
Ada’s hand found Tamsin’s elbow briefly. “You can fix it?”
“If I’m left to work,” Tamsin said. “If I’m not, we’ll all take up new hobbies in the dark.”
A sound drifted: faint tapping behind a wall, a rhythmic code. Ada’s head tilted. “Hear that?”
Morse, Tamsin thought. She put her ear to a panel and listened, the tapping coming through in three longs, one short. She counted once in her head and smiled, surprised by her own spine. “It’s Loxley,” she said. “He’s swearing in code. He always imagined that to be useful someday.”
Ada’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”
Tamsin panned the lantern over the wall. In the glow of what used to be, a door appeared where none stood in metal now. “There,” she said. “But we have to wake the engine right first. Or the pressure will make a rescue a funeral.”
Ada swore, but soft. “We’d need a break somewhere, a place to bleed pressure without losing the shaft. Think the founders left us a conscience valve?”
“Maybe,” Tamsin said. The lantern threw old notes on a blueprint that only appeared to those willing to see beneath paint. She followed it around a bed of pipes to a chamber that had been bricked over when someone important decided safety was expensive. In the light’s memory, the bricks were not there.
She set her ear to the wall. Breathing. Machines breathe when they’re big enough. She found a place where the mortar sounded hollow, took her spanner, and made herself a doorway with the kind of speed that would have made a mason faint.
Inside, a wheel with a red hand waited. It had not turned in many winters. Tamsin spat into her palms, grabbed, and wrenched. The wheel groaned, the sound becoming a call that the engine answered. Steam hissed. A pipe above them sung like a kettle.
“You just woke an old shortcut,” Ada said, respect and fear braided in her tone.
“Now the regulator,” Tamsin said. She ran, light moving with her. At the base of the governor, a plate had been swapped with a false face. The screws were new and shiny as lies. She set her tools and worked in short, decisive gestures, knowing someone had hurt the machine on purpose and had expected everyone else to be too cautious or too stupid to undo it.
“You’ll draw them,” Ada warned.
“So be it,” Tamsin said. Sweat slid along her spine in a thin shiver. She felt the pattern of the engine’s song through the spanner, an old hymn that the founders had humming in their bones when they built this place with their hands and hope. She matched pitch.
A scrape. Boots. “There they are,” a voice said from a landing. Pike, carrying a coilgun slung like a snake. He leaned on the rail with his brass hand. Behind him, more enamel. And a man in tailored coal-black with a face smoothed by good food and no apologies.
“Director Vell,” Ada said under her breath, each syllable like a nail.
Vell took in the scene, his smile disinterested and neat. “Remarkable,” he said, as if looking at a painting he intended to buy and store where no one else would see it. “You brought me my lantern and have done the fiddly work besides.” He let his gaze slide to Tamsin. “Your name?”
Tamsin did not answer.
Vell sighed. “You do not matter enough for me to care what to call you. Step away from the governor. It is not your toy.”
“It’s not yours either,” Tamsin said, and surprised herself with the steady way it came out. She did not step away. She set her foot, wrench still warm in her hand.
Vell spread his hands as if addressing a classroom. “The heart will fail. It is built to eventually fail. When it does, my furnaces will keep us alive with real fire and a proper bill. No more of this charity engine nonsense. We will be a city of contracts. Of measurable value.”
Ada’s laugh was a file dragged across pipe. “You’ll be a king with a city choking at your feet.”
“Kings are a fairy tale,” Vell said, mildly amused. “Directors are real.” He flicked two fingers. Pike shouldered the coilgun.
Tamsin tilted the lantern. The remembered blueprints on the wall glowed. She saw a piston cycle in ghostlight and timed her next move to its fall. As Pike fired, she hit the governor’s relief with the wrench head. Steam shot up, white and blinding. The coil bolt screamed past and severed a rope that had forgotten its purpose.
Ada hurled her hook. It caught a support above Pike, who swore and flinched. Jonah moved with river slowness into the path of the second shot. It hit his chest with a thunk that made his porthole light flutter. He kept moving.
Vell did not flinch. “So,” he said, almost sadly. “Difficult.” He drew a slim cane from where a gentleman might keep a joke. The head of it clicked, splitting to reveal a blade with a line of lightning running within. “End this.”
Main pump pressure climbed. Tamsin felt it through her soles. She set the last screw, ripped the false face clear, and slid the true plate into position with a final slide that was a kind of love. The engine’s hymn raised in pitch, steadied, and held like a held hand.
“Now,” she told Ada, and Ada did something elegant and cruel with her hook that took Pike’s legs out from under him. The coilgun clattered. Jonah planted a copper foot on it, understanding this much of hate.
The enforcers surged. Tamsin brought up the lantern to blind them with old corridors that weren’t there anymore and the hope that seeing too much would slow them. It did. For two heartbeats.
Then Vell was in front of her, blade near. She saw herself in the bright metal, goggles askew, mouth set, the small scar on her chin she’d given herself with a hacksaw at fourteen. “Pretty toy,” Vell said. He shoved the blade toward the lantern.
The crystal cracked. The sound was a note she felt in her teeth.
Light bled from the fracture like water from a net. Tamsin’s breath hitched. The hum faltered, then doubled as if choosing between two hearts. The lantern’s memory strobe flickered, showing past and present and some third which might have been a wish. For a breath, Tamsin saw a boy under a dock and a hand that never found him, and Mrs. Quill’s one-tooth smile went through her like a nail and became steadiness.
Ada shoved Vell back with a shoulder that had moved anchors. “Run!” she snarled at Tamsin.
Tamsin did not run. She slid sideways, shoved the cracked lantern under her coat for a heartbeat, and grabbed a lever that a decent person would never touch. The floor bucked. Pressure vented from a side relief with a scream and a possible curse.
“Hold them,” Ada told Jonah, and the copper man did, his paddle hands firm as docks.
“Loxley,” Tamsin said, suddenly wild that the tapping had stopped. She swung the lantern’s leaking light to the wall where the ghost-door had been. It hesitated, then brightened as if choosing hope. She put her palm to brick. “Professor, give me something.”
A knock, faint and furious. Two longs, one short. She laughed with relief that scraped her throat. Ada threw her the hook and together they ripped bricks like bad stitches. Loxley fell into their arms, a scarecrow dressed in fine ruin. His monocle was gone. His smile was intact.
“My clever girl,” he said, breathless and giddy. “Took you long enough.”
“Hello, Professor,” she said, not allowing tears because grease had other ideas for her face. “Can you stand?”
“Can you fix?” he countered, tilting his head at the heartworks. “That is the more urgent question.”
Vell’s enforcers regrouped. Pike had a cut across his cheek now and the look of a man who would count this as debt. Jonas held two by their collars and headbutted a third.
Tamsin pushed Loxley behind a steam baffle. “I can fix,” she said. “If someone reads me the pressure as it shifts.”
Loxley’s ruined cuffs tightened at his wrists. He understood the music in machines as well as she did. He pressed his ear to a pipe and began to call numbers. “Eight. Now six. Climb—now drop.”
Tamsin moved. She reached into the engine like a physician and changed its breathing. The lantern rattled at her chest, cracked and stubborn. A bolt rang somewhere far. The flywheel’s speed wavered.
And then—the heartworks shuddered like a living body struck, and the lights all over the engine hall dipped to a color like old honey. Vell smiled thin. “Ah,” he said. “There we are.”
The great engine stalled.

    
A Light That Remembers
Silence in the heartworks was not silence. It was breath held under water, the pause between coughs, the absence of a hymn you had not known you were singing with your bones. Condensate ticked down. Far above, something dropped and rolled in a long, stupid arc.
“No,” Tamsin said, very quietly. The lantern on her chest flickered like a moth behind glass. She cradled it with both hands. The crack ran from base to crown, a hairline that smarted like a cut on her own palm. “Come on.”
Vell watched her, bored. “Turn your miracles in, girl,” he said. “Let men who have read the right books handle the collapse.”
“Books don’t breathe,” Tamsin said. She set the lantern on a brace, stripped off her glove, and touched the crystal with bare skin. It was cold, then abruptly warm. Beneath the glass, the flame was not flame. It was a memory of flame, a coherent glow bound into form by rings and mathematics and affection.
She listened. The heartworks had gone quiet, but quiet things still have noise. There was a tremor behind the stillness, a way the shaft wanted to move if asked in the right way. She closed her eyes and counted strokes Loxley had taught her long ago: one for hope, two for patience, three for cleverness, four for stubbornness.
She rotated the lantern’s cap a quarter-turn. The hum changed pitch to something like a dark violin. The old blueprints shivered against the wall, then settled, showing not the day the engine was installed or the day it was inspected but the first hour the founders had tested it with the city’s people gathered to cheer.
“Do you see it?” she asked. Loxley had crawled to her side, grimacing and pleased to be grimacing.
“The original bypass,” he breathed. “They built a feedback loop the Board never found. Of course they did. Idealists are devious when they must be.” He coughed and the cough turned to a laugh. “If you can find it in the present, we can prime her without Vell’s valves.”
Vell tilted his head. “Do you sincerely think I will let you?” He gestured. Pike stepped forward, coilgun raised again.
Ada checked Jonah’s porthole light. “Hold,” she whispered to him. To Tamsin, she said, “Tell me where you need your hands.”
Tamsin pointed with the wrench, eyes still on the lantern’s map. “There. There. And there, with the small wheel. Turn it when Loxley says three. On three, not after. Not before.”
“Three. Not after,” Ada said. She moved.
They became a small machine of people. Loxley called numbers with a conductor’s certainty despite the bruise rising along his temple. Ada took a station by the small wheel that had not turned since children carried rivets here. Jonah held a pipe closed by leaning like a pier. Tamsin traced the ghost bypass on the wall with her lantern and found the present’s bones to match.
Pike aimed. “Last warning.” His voice tightened. He saw which way the hour wanted to go and disliked the shape of it.
Tamsin looked at him and then at the coilgun as if it were a poorly made hinge. “Your Director will feed you coal and sell you air,” she said. “You will call it duty until it is too late to call it anything.” She did not wait for his answer. “Three!” she called.
Ada turned. Loxley spun a gauge. Tamsin shoved a lever. The heartworks answered in a low moan that grew into a tone that crawled into ribs and rearranged fear into use. Steam found the old loop like a river remembering a bed in drought. Pressure rose along an unexpected line. A second later, a relief valve screamed and then sang.
“Again,” Loxley said. “Two, then three. Hold. Breathe.” He placed an open palm on the shaft as if blessing a child.
Pike fired. The bolt cracked a pipe elbow inches from Tamsin’s head. Steam burst and scalded the air. Tamsin blinked tears that weren’t from pain and shoved the lever sullenly back into place because stubbornness was its own medicine.
Vell lost the composure he wore like clothes. He stepped toward her with the cane blade bright again. “Enough,” he said, and the word had heat finally. “Drop the toy.”
“Not a toy,” she said. She tipped the lantern so the cracked crystal threw a lattice of past-light across Vell’s face. For a heartbeat he wore the soot-smudged grin of a younger man who had once believed in engines and had chosen instead to believe in invoices. Surprise cut him like a small knife. He recoiled and the blade nicked his own sleeve.
Outside, the city remembered too. On Cinder Lane, the matron rallied older children to the pump. Marta banged open the pastry cupboard and said, “Turn, you useless miracle,” to the knob and then to herself. A lamplighter on King’s Walk stood with his pole raised toward a gas tongue that would not sway.
Tamsin found the last of the three wheels and spun it. The shaft shivered.
“Now,” Loxley breathed. “Now, tell her to stand.”
“Stand,” Tamsin whispered to the heartworks. “Please.”
Power returned like a held breath finally let go. The flywheel groaned and turned, reluctance in every inch until familiarity took over and the motion became its own desire. The first piston struck with a noise that made Ada laugh in triumph. The second followed with less grudge. The third came in like a miracle that insisted it was only mathematics.
The gaslights flinched and then flared across districts like struck matches carried fast along a festival string. Marta whooped and cried at once. The matron wiped her eyes with her sleeve and said no one saw that. Air began to move properly down alleys, into lungs, out again.
Here, metal settled into song. Loxley slid down the baffle to sit, hands shaking, smile feral. “You have it,” he said. “Oh my girl, you have it.”
Vell’s face emptied like a ledger with its sums gone wrong. He raised the cane blade, last argument in a lost debate. “Pike,” he snapped, voice cracking.
Pike did not move. He was looking not at the blade and not at the lantern but at the engine, the way an old man looks at a clock that starts after years, and at his own hands that had done harm and could yet choose otherwise. He unshouldered the coilgun. It hung from his hand like a thing that had wandered into the wrong story. He set it on the grating.
The enforcers around him shifted like a crop in wind.
Vell’s eyes went cold. “Cowards.” He lunged for Tamsin on a line that had only one end. She met him on the catwalk above the regulator, lantern swinging with both light and weight. His blade hissed, nicking sparks from rail.
Ada climbed the support like a woman born to masts and caught Vell’s arm with the hook. He snarled and yanked free, the cane biting into her sleeve and drawing a thin line of red.
“Director,” Tamsin said, sidestepping, “you are in the wrong century.” She feinted, showing him the lantern and then not, letting the cracked crystal strobe his sight. He flinched into the wrong step. His shoe caught on a ridge where an old bolt had sheared.
He pitched forward. His blade went down as if to test the engine it had mocked. Ada’s hook snapped out, caught his coat. He hung for a horrible second, a portrait of a man discovering gravity. Pike moved then, fast enough to be decent, hauled Vell up by the collar, and slammed cuffs around wrists that had touched too much paper and too little labor.
Ada panted, grinning. “You don’t get my river,” she told Vell. “You don’t get her heart.”
They left the heartworks by the stairway that had once been ceremonial. Tamsin had never seen it used. Today, it seemed right. Loxley walked with a limp and stubborn pride. Ada carried her hook in a way that promised mischief at later hours. Jonah trailed, his joints ticking like a slow metronome, content to have purpose.
On the surface, fog had thinned to a fragile veil. Airships moved like quiet whales above rooftops. The tower gauge’s needle stood where it should. People on Gear Street held their breath without realizing they were holding anything, and then let go into laughter and argument and the usual work of living.
Marta ran from her stall, apron flour-drunk. She threw herself into Tamsin’s arms and called her every pet name and curse she knew, half of which were about pastry and the other half about gears. The matron arrived with two children still damp from pump-room work. They pressed sticky fingers to Tamsin’s coat and announced her a hero with the authority of those who had almost been cold.
Pike stood aside, suddenly smaller without his weapons. He met Tamsin’s eyes and did not ask for forgiveness. He accepted custody from a pair of watchmen with less enamel and more sense. They led Vell away. The Director did not struggle. He stared at the lantern as if it had rewritten a chapter he liked.
A cluster of Board members appeared with their ledgers, all new interest and old caution. “We will need to examine the alterations,” one began.
Loxley bared his teeth. “Examine the records of your Director’s orders first,” he said, cheerful as a knife. “The city has a right to hear the notes on this composition.” A boy climbed a lamppost and blew the story into a horn that carried far.
Someone started to chant. Names rose like steam and dissolved, leaving the feeling of chorus: not one hero, but many hands. Tamsin felt heat bloom behind her ribs that was not embarrassment and not entirely pride. It was relief with kindness at its edge.
The Guild sent a messenger with a seal that used to make her mouth dry. An invitation to return, to hold a chair, to write rules. She read it, folding and refolding until the crease obeyed. She looked at her shop sign across the way and at the children on Cinder Lane and at Ada, who had always lived by water and never by stamps.
“Tell them I’ll advise,” she said to the messenger. “I’ll mend what breaks and yell when the sums don’t add. But I am not a chair. I am a wrench.”
She hung the cracked lantern above her door that night. It burned steady, sure of itself even in its imperfection, and its light was the sort that remembered.
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