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The Wheel and the Whine
Julius Carran
Eva, a structural acoustician in Prague, hears an illegal tunnel’s signature near the metro during a festival. With a retired signalman and a brass key to a forgotten floodgate, she descends into service tunnels to outwit a corporate sabotage that would flood stations. A thriller of sound and steel.
ProseHub


    
The City’s Pulse
At two in the morning the city sifted into its softer rhythms. The tram brakes squealed somewhere near Národní, a saxophone leaked from a fifth-floor window above a bakery, and the Vltava sent a mingled scent of algae and cold stone up to the streets. In the seismic room beneath the municipal hall, Eva Nečasová warmed her hands on a lopsided mug and watched the thin green lines flow. Her screens glowed: accelerometers, geophones, a scrolling waterfall of color that translated the city’s tremors into something she could hear.
She flicked a switch and a hiss of filtered noise bloomed in her headphones. Beneath the hiss a faint rhythm ticked—three short, one long, then a gulp of silence. The pattern tugged her upright in the chair. She rolled closer, minimized two windows, and isolated the band between twenty and forty hertz. The tick sharpened into a mechanical chirp she hadn’t heard in years.
“Alena?” Eva called, not taking eyes off the trace. The dispatcher in the adjoining room half turned, her knit scarf trailing over a stack of reports.
“If this is about a fox in the courtyard again, I’m pretending to be asleep,” Alena said.
“There’s a chirp near Staroměstská. Like a TBM warming up.”
Alena’s smile faded. “There’s nothing scheduled there.”
“I know.” Eva pinched the bridge of her nose, then dragged the cursor to overlay last week’s baseline. The new trace trembled with purpose, like a breath being held. “I want a route map. Anything out of hours.”
Alena picked up the radio, murmured to the late shift at metro ops, and scribbled something. “They say no works. They can send a patrol if you like.”
“Wait.” Eva closed her eyes and listened. The chirp seemed to bite into the low rumble of ventilation fans. It wasn’t the steady song of a legal tunneling machine. It was the toughened wheeze of an old one, spooling hesitantly. She grew up with this sound. Her father used to bring her to watch night works through chain link, pressing a warm thermos into her small hands while men in orange moved like careful ghosts in the sodium light. He died under a collapsed brewery roof farther out, but the game of listening never left her. “I’m going out,” she said.
Alena swivelled. “Eva, don’t be a hero. Call ops.”
“I’ll take the portable. It’s festival week—if something is wrong, we can’t wait hours for sign-offs.” She zipped her jacket, slid the field geophone into its foam cradle, and clipped a municipal badge to her lapel. The halls smelled of wax and printer toner. Outside, the air bit her teeth with cold as she pushed open the side door and stepped into a street rinsed by neon and river light.
The city was never quiet, only layered. Footfalls reverberated down stone arcades; diesel from a late bus laced with roasted chestnuts from a cart on the corner. Eva swung her backpack forward and paced toward Staroměstská, boots tapping damp cobbles. She cut down a narrow lane where an old painter had chalked a cracked heart beside a drainpipe and ducked into a service alley that led under the riverfront arcade.
She set her case on a bench, felt the metal clasp’s cold bite, and lifted the geophone puck, heavy and the size of a teacup saucer. She pressed it to the flagstones. The headphones delivered an intimate picture: tram hum, a thin pebble clack two streets over, water pushing through brick veins—and there, the chirp again, three short pulses and the longer, dragging, wounded note.
“Talk to me,” she whispered. She swept the puck across the ground. Louder by the old stairwell. She moved down and found a manhole cover damp with condensation. Her fingertips came away smelling of iron and mineral. In the stylized lettering around its rim, someone had scuffed the word KEEP.
She recorded thirty seconds, tagged the file, then headed for the station. The entrance yawned like a brass-framed mouth, escalators sliding with a calm that always felt rehearsed. At the bottom, the night guard stood with his large ring of keys like a knuckle-duster. He recognized Eva from other odd hours.
“Another sinkhole?” he said.
“Maybe,” she said. “You seen anything tonight?”
He shrugged, his jacket rustling. “A busker got chased off the main hall. Couple of students skipped the fare and tried to run past me. Regular saints.” He leaned closer. “You look pale.”
“I need access to the old ventilation corridor.” She flashed her badge.
“No can do without the ops captain.” His gaze softened. “You can look from the service door. If anything sprays me, I’m taking your jacket.”
She smiled and followed him. The corridor beyond the metal door was lit by flat panels that hummed in a way her chest felt more than ears. Water had crept from the grout to draw delicate maps on the floor. Eva crouched. Wetness kissed her knuckles. The damp didn’t smell of a broken supply line; it smelled old, with a stale-cold sweetness of an aquifer. She put the puck to the tile.
The chirp rattled in her skull, close enough to touch.
Her phone buzzed. An unknown number. She answered and a filtered voice poured through, barely more than air. “Close your ears, Eva,” it said, pitched so flat it scraped. “The city doesn’t need another collapse.” The line cut.
The guard’s eyebrows climbed. “Who was—”
“Wrong number.” Eva stood, pulse in her wrists. A figure in a reflective jacket watched from the far end of the hall, the tape on his sleeve unreadable at this distance. He turned and stepped behind a pillar when she looked. She tasted copper, like fear sucking pennies in her mouth.
Back in the seismic room, her hands moved before her doubts caught up. She pulled the recorded file into the software and ran a signature comparison. The library spat out a cousin match: an older Herrenknecht model, under maintained. A pamphlet from ten years ago floated behind the match, and the thumbnail of a smiling man in a hardhat happened to be one Henrik Fogel, chief executive of Fogel Infrastructure, accepting an award for “city-shaping excellence.”
“Karel?” she called into the office across the corridor. He was welding something the size of a lunchbox with a soldering iron, copper smoke curling like thin blue snakes.
“Uh-huh?”
“Cross-reference the new line bids with Fogel Infrastructure. I need to know where they’re allowed to dig.”
He typed, forehead wrinkling. Minutes crawled. “They’ve got the concession for the connector by Náměstí Republiky, and utility reinforcement near Florenc. Nothing under Staroměstská. Looks like they tried for a heritage overlay and got slapped down.”
“So what’s their machine doing singing under the river?” Eva murmured.
Her boss drifted into the room like a fed-up cloud. Dr. Pospíšil wore a tie too thin for his neck. “Why is the hall light on? We don’t run site ops at two thirty.”
Eva told him concisely. He listened without interruption, then drummed his fingernails on the console. “It’s Signal Festival week. Thousands on the squares, tunnels crowded late. If you shout ‘wolf’ and I need to convene a committee, we will lose the night and the week will blame us for scaring them.”
“I’m not shouting,” Eva said. “I’m asking to look.”
“You already looked.” He pressed two fingers to his eyelids. “Finish your shift here. If anything spikes, we call ops. Do not involve yourself in private security pissing contests, do you hear?”
Her phone vibrated again. A text this time, a photo of the manhole she had just knelt by, time-stamped, and the words: We see you. The sender’s ID was a snowfield of numbers. Eva let the screen blacken and slid the device face down.
Karel whistled low. “You made a friend.”
“It’s the old TBM whine,” she said. “It’s chewing too close to something. A canal, maybe the old fishbone drains. If they breach a pocket, we’ll drown a station.” Her voice came out steady. She remembered her father’s fingers, nicked and bandaged, counting down when a slab was about to be hoisted. She remembered the strain in the rope just before it lifted. There was that same readiness in her bones. “I’m going back,” she decided.
Pospíšil said nothing, which was not yes and not no. Silence often had enough room to walk through if you didn’t look anyone in the eye.
The tram rocked her toward Old Town. Along the river, light installations bent the air: slow-falling LEDs like rain held back, a harness of small lamps draped over a statue until it looked like a quiet constellation had landed for a rest. People laughed soft, wrapped in scarves, every step cushioning the clock’s slow advance.
She stepped off near a side entrance to the metro reserved for staff and contractors. Cold skittered through the joints of the metal gate. Her badge beeped and the lock yielded. Her breath pooled in front of her like milk. Inside, a corridor sloped toward the bowels of the station. Paint flaked from the railings in fingernail crescents. A song drifted from farther along, notes of a harmonica bending around concrete corners. The tune was sweet and wary, like someone asking an old friend to forgive a debt.
The musician sat on an overturned crate in a service niche, hat brim low, a backpack propped at his boot. He had the pale, grainy look of someone who did not go to sleep when others did. His hair hung in a steel-colored tide to his collarbone. Two fingers of his left hand were missing past the knuckle.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, as if finishing where her thoughts had been headed.
“Neither should a harmonica,” Eva said, tightening her grip on her case.
He gave a small laugh that died quickly. “They chased me from the main hall again. The echoes down here are better, anyway. Pipes talk.” He flicked his eyes to her case. “You hunting a leak?”
“Something like that.” She knelt, set the case down, and lifted the puck. He angled his head, listening not to her, but to the air.
“She’s tired,” he said softly, looking past her shoulder. “Whatever they’re running. Bearings are complaining.”
Eva looked sharply at him. “You can hear that?”
The man tapped the side of his head. “Years under the rails. They call me Tomáš or ‘old bother’ depending who’s on shift. I kept the signals alive before the city decided screens knew better than hands.” He slid off the crate and crouched. “Here.” He held out his palm. It held a brass key thick as a thumb, its bow worn shiny by hundreds of worried rubs. A number was stamped into the metal: Θ-17. “If you insist on going where the city keeps its breath, you’ll need this. There’s a floodgate behind a mural. No one wrote it on maps when they digitized them because no one remembered it. I did.”
Eva hesitated. The brass was warm from his skin. “Why me?”
“Because you’re listening,” he said. “Most people hear a hum and name it ‘background’ and walk on. You named its shape. That means you intend to be responsible.”
A maintenance trolley rattled somewhere above, then the echo of a boot sole. The reflective-jacket man’s shadow bled across the far wall and then reeled back like a fishing line reeled tight. Eva slid the key into her pocket. Tomáš nodded toward the deeper corridor.
“The valve handwheel is big and stiff,” he said. “Anticlockwise to close. It will fight you. Everything here fights you. That’s how you know it’s honest.”

    
Into the Service Tunnels
Eva’s world narrowed to concrete, cable trays, and the thin strip of yellow paint that warned the unwary they were walking too near live rails. The smell shifted with each bend: hot dust near transformers, a metallic tang where steel met steel, an old dampness where the tunnels leaned under the river. Tomáš moved with a sideways sway that belonged to tunnels, that late-shift rhythm keeping a body calm when the air pressure changed.
“Keep low where the overhead is close,” he said. “Acoustic shadows will trick you. There’s a pocket by the ventilation duct; stand in it and you feel like someone’s singing in your teeth.”
“Why are you helping?” Eva said, checking that the geophone lead wasn’t snagging. Her breath condensed in quick ghosts.
“Because a company that starts in secret ends with funerals,” Tomáš said. “I’ve escorted enough drunks out of stairwells to know the look of someone trying not to see. You’re not doing that.” He tipped his head back as they passed a duct. “Hear that? That’s water not where it’s supposed to be.”
Eva pressed the puck to the wall. The headphones fed her a layered choir of city life: duct fans, a traffic wave above, and something darker in the audio spectrum, like a heavy garment being dragged along stone. Her stomach tightened. She tagged the sample.
They reached a steel door painted with a mural of lilies in lime-green, a remnant from a time when someone believed staff deserved surprise and color. A plaque beside it had been removed, leaving screw scars. Tomáš lifted his chin toward the lock. “Θ-17.”
She pulled the key. It thunked in with a gravity that felt ceremonial. She leaned into it. The mechanism inside groaned, as if a big animal had rolled in sleep. The door gave.
Beyond lay a chamber that caught sound strangely, bloated and soft-edged. The walls were brick, older than the station around it, sweating with condensation. A handwheel the size of a car tire sat at the far end, its paint scabbed, its spokes fat. A pipe two meters in diameter dove into the floor.
“Flood bypass,” Tomáš said, voice lower without meaning to be. “It’s meant to keep the river from licking the platforms during spring surge. If somebody’s nosing too close to an old drain with their playing, this buys time.”
Eva framed the wheel with her light. A smear of fresh grease angled across one spoke, as if someone had tested it recently. Her light jumped, thrown back by the gleam from a camera bubble in the upper corner. The red LED fixed its dot on nothing, plainly uninterested.
“Closed circuit?” she asked.
Tomáš lifted a shoulder. “Probably not wired anymore. Or wired to someone who won’t call the police.”
Her phone vibrated. Karel’s name. She answered and kept her voice neutral. “We’re under the river.”
“You’re not; officially you’re in the kitchen breast-stroking in soup,” Karel said in a tight whisper. “I traced your charming text stalker through a sequence of burner numbers to a private security rig. The client domain leads to… guess.”
“Fogel,” Eva said.
“Fogel,” Karel confirmed. “I can’t pull permits without flagging my search to a watchdog. But I see a ghost project number and a list of ‘transit resilience assessments.’ Translation: they’re mapping where a tap would make a nice mess. Eva, you need to be a pensioner by morning, not a hero.”
“Working on it,” she said and hung up. Tomáš’s eyes asked and she nodded. “We keep going.”
They skirted along a walkway bolted to the wall above a service track. A maintenance train hummed somewhere ahead and then showed itself in a slow, silver glide, lights washing the tunnel like a reversed sunrise. Eva pressed her back against the wall and felt each bolt head imprint a little ache. The driver, absorbed, did not look up. He wore a jacket with a logo that matched the one she had seen on the man in the hall.
Once the car was past, Tomáš beckoned her forward with two fingers. They crossed to a narrow door half hidden under a tangle of cables. Inside, the air tasted of coins. The space opened to a ladder that dropped into a void. When she turned her light down, the beam revealed wet steps and the shadow of an arch another century older than the rest.
“Old drain,” Tomáš said. “She ran to the river when the river wanted company. If someone is tapping her, they’re doing it where the map says nothing is.”
They descended. Water lapped quietly, a secretive tongue against the bottom of the last rung. Eva knelt on the lowest dry step and set the puck on a brick lip. The listening now was intimate in a way that shot a flush through her, a strange embarrassment at eavesdropping on vulnerable bones. The machine sound was strong here, paired with the high, glassy whine of a pump. A third sound rolled underneath, bone-low and slow: soil yielding grain by grain.
“That’s not a clean bore,” she said. “They’re scouring near a void.”
Tomáš touched the mortar. “If they breach, it won’t explode. It will open like someone pulling a plug, and then you won’t coax it closed.”
A light swung behind them, making the water shimmer with borrowed stars. The reflective-jacket man set his boot on the top rung.
“Evening stroll?” he called down, voice bright. He was younger than she’d thought, with a shaved head and a face that could pass for kind at the right angle.
“City staff,” Eva said. “Surveying.”
“Without ops clearance?” He smiled and showed flat, careful teeth. “That’s brave. Brave is often tired the next day.” He flicked his eyes to Tomáš. “They still let you roam, old-timer?”
“More than they let you dig where you shouldn’t,” Tomáš said evenly.
The man’s smile thinned. He took one step down. His boot squeaked. “I don’t want to write you up for trespassing. It wastes everyone’s time. Go home. Let the people with insurance handle the scary places.”
Eva stood and kept her hands visible. Her mouth tasted like old pennies again. “I know you’re tapping the old drain line. I have recordings. If you want to avoid lights and uniforms tomorrow, you’ll leave a note to your boss to call me. We can talk about civil penalties instead of cuffs.”
He laughed once, the way a carpenter might when the nail was bent beyond saving. “There won’t be lights and uniforms. There will be a temporary inconvenience, some photos of wet shoes on the internet, and then a contract. That’s how cities work.” He lifted his radio to speak and froze. A chirp—her chirp—buzzed from the speaker, then a low voice: “Package two set. Thirty-eight minutes.”
Tomáš’s eyes did a small jump and came back steady. Eva felt like the step had dropped an inch beneath her foot. “Thirty-eight,” she repeated softly. “Then we don’t have time to argue about policy.”
They climbed fast, footsteps echoing. The reflective-jacket man made no move to stop them, only lifted his radio again and pivoted away, the way a wolf might swing its head to check its options. Tomáš led down a parallel corridor that smelled of oil and boxwood, the scent from a crate someone had broken and left to splinter. He made left-right-left turns without hesitation. Eva stayed close, blotting water from the potholed floor with her socks.
“Where are we going?” she said.
“You’ll need more than ears,” he said. He pushed through a pair of louvered doors into a cramped room cataracted with dust. Shelves lay crooked under a weight of tools from decades of engineers. He found a canvas bag and pulled out a battered brass handset and a coil of black wire.
“What is that?” Eva asked.
“A field telephone. It talks to the analog backbone. Digital can be told to forget you; copper remembers out of spite.” He traced the wire with his fingertips. “If we need someone who’s still awake to send an announcement or cut power, this is better than a prayer.”
He handed her a laminated map brittle with age. Pencil annotations ran in a crabbed hand: bypass lines, ghost chambers, small skulls where someone had marked “do not enter” after a near miss. The floodgate’s symbol sat like an eye by the old lilies mural.
“If they’re setting charges, they’ll be on the outside of the segment rings,” Tomáš said. “Easy to fix, less easy to see if you’re moving fast.”
“Thirty-eight minutes,” Eva said, tasting the number.
They ran. The tunnel widened, then squeezed. She ducked under cables and scraped her shoulder, yelling was useless against the tunneled acoustics, so they didn’t. They moved with small noises. The geophone puck banged against her thigh, a promise and a threat.
At a junction, a thin woman in Fogel-blue overalls stood with a clipboard, eyes hollow with a shift that had gone on too long. She noticed them and made a calculation. “Authorized?” she asked, voice flat.
“Emergency inspection,” Eva said and flashed the badge without slowing. The woman’s eyes swept over it, over Eva’s face, over Tomáš’s missing fingers, and something in her went indecisive and softened. She looked at the floor as if ashamed of the moment of cowardice and let them pass.
At the next curve, a small red case sat open beside a ring segment. Eva knelt so fast her knees barked. Inside, lined with foam, lay putty-like charges and a detonator with a screen reading 00:23:47 and counting. She swallowed and her throat ratcheted around nothing.
“You ever done this?” Tomáš asked.
“Only on screens,” she said. Her fingers shook and stopped. “The detonator is timed, maybe with an RF arming next stage. If we don’t know its logic, we shouldn’t pull random wires.” She looked at the band where the segment met the next. Someone had smeared sealant back over the attachment spot clumsily. “They stuck it like a tick.”
She pulled a utility blade from her pocket and slid it under the sealant. The smell of artificial almond wafted up: composite blasting gel. “Okay,” she whispered to the bomb like it could be reasoned with. “Okay.” She didn’t cut the wire. She pried the whole patch off in a shallow arc, slow as teeth parting lips, then lifted the charge and its little brain into the case and clipped the lead to a copper pipe to ground it. The numbers kept marching. “Not ideal,” she said. “Move.”
By the time they reached the mural again, thirty-four minutes had shrunk to nineteen. Eva’s chest hitched. Sweat cooled at the small of her back in a close clamminess. The floodgate room greeted them with its old brick damp and its wheel that might as well have been the moon.
“You close,” Tomáš said. “I’ll find copper.” He clipped the field phone onto a pair of oxidized terminals tucked near a junction box that had not hosted human hands for years. He cranked, listened, and smiled with half his mouth when a thin buzz answered.
Eva wrapped her hands on the wheel. The metal had the indifferent warmth of something that held the day’s fatigue. She poured her body into it. It did not move. She braced a foot on a lower spoke and leaned, and something in her hip popped unpleasantly. The wheel squealed a fraction of a degree. “Come on, old lady,” she grunted. “You’ll feel better once you stretch.” She put her shoulder under a spoke and pushed again, feeling the tremble of rust unwelding from rust.
Tomáš’s voice floated: “Ops? Anyone listening on the copper? Good. There’s an emergency. You’re routing through a closet I loved when I was twenty. Yes, you can send a message to platforms. No, don’t argue. Tell them to clear Můstek and—yes—Staroměstská, but keep them calm. Say routine sanitary flushing. They’ll laugh, but they’ll move if you sound bored.”
The wheel took pity on her or she conquered arrogance. It heaved a quarter turn. Cold water banged in the pipes as if a hand had struck at the sound. Eva pictured it: a disk sliding into place against a throated rush. She kept turning. The numbers on the detonator she had not disarmed marched on somewhere behind them like a tide schedule.
Halfway through the turn, the reflective-jacket man stepped into the doorway. He watched in silence as Eva strained. His face had a new stillness, as if he had decided to be carelessly honest. “If you block the bypass,” he said, “pressure goes somewhere. It’s a big pipe, but it’s a bigger river.”
“We’re not blocking. We’re shaping,” Eva said, panting.
He shook his head, sympathetic. “You don’t understand the schedule you’ve entered.”
Tomáš lifted the handset and didn’t put it down. “Ops,” he said, “patch me through to platform speakers now.” He looked at the man in the doorway. “You’re not going to like the sound of a thousand feet leaving a station, friend.”
The man’s radio chirped again. A voice: “Thirty percent charge failed. Adjust sequence.” He nodded once, as if someone had told him the soup would be late and that was all, and left.
Eva gave the wheel one last shove and felt it seat. The floor under their boots seemed to inhale as water obeyed a new command.
“Now,” Tomáš said, handing her the field phone. “Tell the city what you can.”
She pressed the handset to her ear. The dial-tone was a living thing. When a young operator’s voice answered, Eva spoke clearly, compressing everything she was into three sentences and a siren that wound itself up in the distance like the faithful arriving.

    
The Valve and the Voice
Announcements tumbled into the tunnels with that curious tired cheerfulness of transport systems that had survived wars and reorganizations. “Due to routine maintenance, please proceed to the exits. Thank you for your cooperation.” The words slid around columns and across escalators. The platform at Můstek responded like a seashell emptied of its small inhabitants. People moved, not slowly and not in panic, jackets whispering, bags pattering thighs. Eva pictured the flow with the same mind that arranged frequencies on a screen.
She felt the floodgate settle a fraction and the pipe’s timbre change. She set the geophone puck on the floor. The pump whine rose a semitone. Somewhere, someone responded to her sabotage by stressing a system she had not yet seen.
Tomáš listened with his head tilted like a fox. “They’ll try to push through the old drain harder. But you’ve made them a longer path.” He examined the wheel. “We can open and close in steps to pulse the pressure. Buy time.” His fingers, those that remained, ghosted over the spokes like he was remembering a lover’s shoulder.
The corridor outside filled with fine dust that hung as a faint veil. Eva coughed it out of her throat, tasted lime and a long-ago fireplace. A low thump rolled through the brick, and they both looked up instinctively, as if the weight had hands. Her phone ticked: Karel again.
“Police en route,” he said without greeting. “I slipped a flag through a friend in utilities. Also—this is spicy—someone opened a remote console to valves near the station. Please tell me you did that.”
“Manual,” Eva said. “Old gate.”
“Good. Because remotely someone is sending a ‘test’ script that keeps failing with ‘mechanical obstruction.’ They’re not happy.”
The reflective-jacket man reappeared, this time with two companions. One held a tablet; the other had a crowbar resting like casual punctuation on his shoulder. They approached and checked themselves at the threshold, taking in the wheel, the handset, the old brick with its patient black damp.
“You’re making this theatrical,” the man said. “Does it help you breathe?”
Eva’s forearms ached. She made herself straighten. “Stop the pumping and show me your permit.”
The man looked at her without amusement. “You can’t scare me with words we both know are missing.” He looked at Tomáš. “Do you remember how the system behaved when you didn’t get your way, old man? It kept going. It’s bigger than you.”
Tomáš’s voice was gentle and undeterred. “It’s not bigger than physics. Turn your taps and the water will go where the pressure suggests. But we’ve suggested otherwise.”
The man with the tablet lifted it. “Move,” he said.
“No,” Eva answered.
He didn’t insist. He set the tablet to record, panned across the wheel and Eva’s shoulders and Tomáš’s face. He lowered the device. “When the photos of people wading through a centimeter of water make the news, my boss will call it an anomaly in old drains. We’ll present a plan. A contract follows. You can stay heroic in your basement. Donations to heritage funds soothe everything.”
“I think you miscounted your centimeters,” Eva said softly.
A new vibration entered the listening field, so low it was like a change in pressure felt on eardrums while diving. Tomáš closed his eyes. “They’ve breached the edge,” he said. “Slowly. On purpose.”
“Then we pulse,” Eva said. She put her back into the wheel. He joined her, old hand against spoke, younger hands blistering fresh. The floodgate’s song changed, little rattles in its throat answering their effort.
The pulsing worked, but only to a point. The old drain’s voice rose to a hiss. The maintenance train returned, this time backing, couplers clacking like impatient teeth. Above, a crowd compressed, then thinned, the announcements doing their careful theater.
“We can’t hold them and fight a pressure wave,” Tomáš said.
“Then we split.” Eva pointed down a corridor threaded with ancient bricks. “I need to see where they set charges. If we can disarm two more, we reduce the initial surge.”
Tomáš’s gaze flicked to the old gate. “I can keep the rhythm. Go.” He handed her the field phone’s second handset and slung the main unit over his shoulder. “Two turns left, one right, and a ladder. Watch your foot on the third rung.”
She ran. The tunnel’s air felt thicker, like breath before a storm. Her light found the second case taped under a cable tray. The readout said 00:07:19. She exhaled the beginnings of a curse into the echo’s open mouth. A cable ran off into the seam. A small sticker, no bigger than a fingernail, sat on the plastic. It showed Fogel’s stylized letter F. She took a photo.
“Okay,” she told the charge. “You were designed to resist panic.” She cut the strap with the knife and lifted the case onto her thighs. The housing was sealed with tamper screws. She slid the blade into the seam and pried, tiny step by tiny step until a corner yielded with a soft, ugly cry.
Inside, the detonator’s logic board sat like a tiny uneager brain. She traced the path from the gel to the board, to the switching transistor. She had disarmed a model like this in a class by cutting power to the trigger, not the timed circuit. She dug her fingernail into the battery connector and slid it free. The display went black. She held her breath. The gel did not complain. She eased the leads back into the case, snapped it shut, taped it to a handrail on the safe side of the seam, and turned to run back.
Her phone hissed. “Eva?” Karel’s voice drifted with a mouthful of static. “Police are in the main hall. Fogel’s security is arguing with a captain about jurisdiction. Someone showed a letter from a ministry I have never heard of. They say ‘resilience exercise.’ The captain says ‘resilience my ass.’ It’s bedtime in bureaucracy, which is bad.”
“Buy the captain sixty seconds,” she said. “Say the word ‘liability’ and say it twice.”
She felt, more than heard, the moment Tomáš changed the floodgate’s position. The pressure seemed to step aside in the pipe and try the back stairs. A jet of water, thin as a cord but fierce, licked the far edge of the chamber’s threshold and retreated as the wheel laughed a firmer syllable. Tomáš had found the gate’s language.
The corridor’s dust thinned. The sound under her feet shifted. She ran past a poster washer and an old advertisement for a mineral water with a smiling girl in a bathing cap. The next case lay partly obscured by a maintenance broom. The timer said 00:04:38. She swallowed the thought that human hands had put that broom there casually on purpose to test the universe and knelt again.
She had cut power to the second detonator, and the case presented the same body plan. Her fingers found a rhythm, firm and methodical. The numbers shrank with a child’s glee in trying to make her hurry. She detached the battery and the timer died. She felt, ridiculously, like kissing her own knuckles.
A footfall behind her. She pivoted, blade held low. It was the thin woman in blue overalls. Her hollows were now lit by a careful anger.
“Why?” the woman asked. It wasn’t accusation. It was something like a plea.
“Because you’ll put water where it will find children and old legs and the impatient,” Eva said. “Because your boss will stand behind a lectern and point at me for moving a wheel.”
“I meant why are you in this,” the woman said quietly. “You could be home.”
Eva thought of her father’s hands counting down, and the rope that had strained. “Because I loved a man who loved concrete like a companion. And because he was under a roof when it changed its mind about being a roof. And because he taught me to listen when something grinds wrong.” She held the woman’s gaze. “You can leave.”
The woman’s mouth moved around words and failed to produce any. She nodded once, a strange, tiny bow that people sometimes make to the dead when they are talking to the living, and stepped aside.
“Does your boss sleep?” Eva asked.
“Not at night,” the woman said and was gone.
Eva ran back, lungs cooling painfully. The floodgate room glowed in her light. Tomáš had set his feet wide, one hand on the wheel, one on the handset. His lips moved around numbers. He looked older by three years than when she had left.
“They tried to talk through me,” he said. “A man with a smile I could hear demanded I ‘stop interfering with resilience testing.’ I told him to find me a quiet desk job with a granddaughter in the building to bring biscuits. He did not enjoy that.”
“They set three charges at least. Two are sleeping now.” She flattened the geophone puck against the floor. The pump’s whine had plateaued. “Housekeeping?”
“Pressure’s under mischievous control.” He winced. “But the pipe is complaining on a flange that should not be complaining.”
As if punctuating him, a crack ran a short bright path along mortar and was gone with a sound like knuckles rapped on wood. Eva and Tomáš looked up on the same breath and then at each other. They had a shared idea a moment later.
“We need to find the manual valve controlling the cross-connection near the arch,” Eva said. “If we open it, we buy a new basin. It dumps into an excavation that’s empty.”
Tomáš nodded. “I know the one. But it’s behind a door with a pad that looks clever.”
The door looked clever enough. A keypad with a little camera lens peered like a curious insect. Someone had taped a sticky note beside it with the word coffee in lowercase. Eva tilted her head. The lens reflected her light like a pinprick blossom.
“You think it’s a two-factor?” she whispered.
“It’s a bored intern,” Tomáš said. “Or a bored contractor. Sometimes the cleverest lock is a tired person who doesn’t return a call. But we don’t have a phone number to forget.” He looked at the hinge. “You have the key to the gate. I have a key to most doors.” He produced a thin sheet of steel the size of a postcard. “Door shim. Helps when keys misbehave.”
He slid it into the corner, bowed it, and felt the unseen tongue. Eva stood watch. Their light caught the air in quiet flakes. Far off, the city lifted its voice as a tram squealed, as if offering applause for a play it couldn’t see.
The latch yielded. Inside, the cross-connection valve stood like a great iron sunflower stem crowned with a wheel smaller than the floodgate’s but just as stubborn. They put their shoulders to it together. It gave like old people give: reluctantly, then fully. Water thudded in a complimentary way underfoot.
Karel’s voice pinged her ear again. “The captain says liability into a recorder now. Lights are on. Fogel is on his way in a suit he must have slept beside. He’s smiling like funeral bread.”
“Good,” Eva said. “He can read the part where he signs.”
They turned back toward the floodgate room. The reflective-jacket man was there again. This time he had nothing in his hands. He looked at the handwheel, at the open cross-connection door, at the old brick that no longer ran with thin films of water. He nodded once. “You made it less bad,” he said. He seemed genuinely interested in the mechanics of his defeat.
“You can still stop the pump,” Eva said.
He shrugged. “Then my boss loses his edge and calls me careless. He is not kind when he uses that word.”
“You can call in a fault code and say dust fouled your intakes,” Tomáš said. “Blame the city for not cleaning.”
The man thought. He did not promise. Somewhere, a relay popped like a roasted chestnut cracking its seam, and the pump’s whine lowered by an inch. He had done something. He lifted his hands in a quiet, unspecific peace and walked away.
“People,” Tomáš said, almost laughing. “They’re the only reason we can sometimes save anything.”

    
Morning on the River
Henrik Fogel arrived with his suit and his smile and the practiced air of a man who preferred other people’s time. He stepped off the platform with a small entourage of men who wore their jackets like notarized statements. The police captain, stocky and tired-eyed, rested his hands on his belt with the stillness of someone who had watched too many early mornings fail to be simple.
“Ms. Nečasová?” Fogel’s voice carried with perfect candlelit tenderness. He extended a hand. Up close he was clean lines and the softness that money could buy only in places where it shouldn’t. The old photos had barely aged him; he carried a patina of success like a well-oiled instrument. “I’m told you’ve been very… engaged.”
Eva looked at his hand and did not take it. “Your people are drilling into a drain you don’t own.”
“We are conducting a resilience assessment approved by a ministry you would be astonished to learn exists,” Fogel said. “And we are thrilled that our city systems responded with such alacrity to an exercise.” He widened his eyes lightly at the captain. “I will be sure to note your professionalism in our report.”
The captain let the words pass by like buses he had no intention of boarding. “Your men were within a meter of old masonry not listed in your file. You set charges.”
“Dummy charges,” Fogel said. “Harmless.”
Eva raised her phone, screen lit with an open photo: the batteried logic board and the almond scent she could remember like a slap. “Not dummy. Who signs for the gel, Mr. Fogel? Who carries that on a resilience exercise?”
Fogel’s smile coolened by a degree. He shifted so the camera on a pole behind him caught his good side. “You act as if the city can be modern without risk, Ms. Nečasová. If we fear a centimeter of water, we will never renew what is tired.”
Tomáš laughed once, a short bark with no joy in it. “A centimeter? You told the concrete a love story, and it answered you with a caution. You kept talking like a bad date.” He lifted the old brass handset. “We have a tape of your man ordering a sequence in minutes. It will make a lovely duet with your ‘dummy’ story.”
Fogel turned and the smile left completely for a moment, like a halo that had slipped. “Who are you?”
“A relic,” Tomáš said pleasantly. “From when a man at a wheel thought first and filled in paperwork after.” He leaned on the wheel as if it were a lectern.
The captain cleared his throat. “There will be statements.” He looked at Eva. “If your wheel is as important as your friend suggests, keep it as it is until my engineer arrives.”
Eva nodded. Her arms trembled in a slow burn. She felt the city in her hands in a way that frightened her with its intimacy. Karel appeared from a stairwell, cheeks flushed, waving a sheaf of screen grabs. “Paper,” he said. “For once.”
By six, the tunnels echoed like a bowl after soup: used, useful, slowly cooling. The police photographer had made their ritual with a little flash like a tape measure of light. The reflective-jacket man sat on a case, his head bent, his radio on the floor beside his boot. He had the look of someone learning a new silence.
Fogel took calls near a column, voice smooth, hand slicing air with a tenderness that suggested he never raised his voice and did not need to. He left once with two men and returned alone, the edges of his mouth a shade paler. Word had gone up: an investigation with enough teeth to be noticed on the afternoon shows. He would adjust.
Eva walked the room with the engineer the captain had finally summoned. They checked for hairline fractures and found the small bright line they had heard sound. The engineer, a woman with a neat braid and a patience that looked expensive and earned, touched the crack with a cotton swab and widened it a fraction to release water that had been thinking about misbehaving. “You were lucky,” she said.
“Luck is old equipment with a soul,” Tomáš said. “And a woman who understands how to ask it favors.”
The braid tightened a smile. “We’ll epoxy and sleeve. The old drain needs a formal burial or a careful rebirth, not midnight whispers.” She scribbled instructions and made a call.
On the platform, the captain gave a short statement into a field of microphones. He spoke about cooperation, about routine checks that turned prudent at the right time. He did not say sabotage. He did not say Fogel. He said: “We thank city staff who used their initiative. People sometimes talk about machines as if they are all knowing. We are grateful for the ones who know people.” He nodded toward the hallway where Eva and Tomáš stood and refused to look at them again in case it made them sprout cameras from their shoulders.
Eva’s legs remembered being still and reminded her that she had not obliged them. She sat with Tomáš on the crate that had served as his stage.
“You should sleep,” he said.
“You?”
“I’ve been sleeping in pieces for decades.” He produced a roll and a little cheese from his backpack. “Emergency rations.”
She laughed, the tension releasing in odd suddenness. She tore the roll and offered him half. They ate while the tunnel breathed in a human way again, air exchanging in slow pulses. The floodgate stood immovable as a soldier who was also a grandmother.
“Why did you leave?” she asked.
“They made the signals into pictures,” he said. “I like the click of a relay that pretends it has a conscience. Screens don’t pretend. They sell.” He patted the wheel. “But sometimes they forget to throw away the parts that matter.”
Up on the river, morning finally arrived, a pale striping of gold across low clouds. The air smelled of coffee through open doors and wet stone and fall leaves crushed under feet. Eva walked with Tomáš across the bridge. News vans idled and blew white breath. A busker fiddled a song with too much optimism for the hour and earned coins anyway.
They stopped by a bronze plaque fixed to a granite wall, the kind of city plaque that always seemed to refer both to someone brave and someone no one could remember. Eva touched the cold metal out of habit. She had never been able to walk this way without doing it. Her father’s name was not on it. The plaque belonged to a flood from years ago that had not broken the station because a foreman had closed a manual gate while someone on a radio had argued with a chart. She smiled crookedly. She had loved that story as a child. It must have been what put a stethoscope not on her chest but on the city’s.
“Do you still play?” she asked Tomáš.
He lifted the harmonica and blew a phrase that sounded like the apology of a machine that had bumped a knee on a low stair. “Nothing anyone would hire in daylight.” He pocketed the instrument. “They’ll call you to a table today. They’ll use three syllable words that smell like dust. They’ll ask, very politely, that you write your work into a guideline so that no one will need to believe you next time.”
“I’ll write it,” she said. “And I’ll keep listening.”
They stopped at a kiosk. The vendor handed over two coffees with a curiosity he did not try to hide. He had probably seen their faces drift across a morning site already on a screen somewhere. Eva cupped the heat with both hands, inhaled, and let the steam wet her nose.
Karel called. He sounded awake and thrilled and faintly terrified. “We have a meeting at ten. The ministry I’ve never heard of sent an invitation. You’ll get a badge with a bird on it. Also, someone left a box of pastries at your desk from ‘a grateful commuter.’”
“Eat two before someone steals them,” she said.
“And Fogel?”
“His suit will be on television saying nothing beautifully. But someone will look at a line in a spreadsheet and follow it with an actual finger. The city occasionally remembers it has those.”
She hung up and leaned on the rail and watched the river slide a little faster than her mood. Boats murmured. The water sound was the throat of an animal too old to impress, too strong to insult.
“You saved a piece of something,” Tomáš said. “It’s never the whole. But no one ever gets the whole.”
Return to work felt like stepping back into a room where the furniture had the same shapes but different weights. Eva’s screens still glowed. The coffee still tasted like baked mud. The seats still creaked. But her palms remembered the wheel and every hum she heard insisted on being named.
Pospíšil arrived with his tie a fraction braver than normal. He stood awkwardly by her desk as if it might be a dais. “I gave your name,” he said. “To the mayor’s staff. The captain told a story where you featured as a person who does not panic usefully under tension. Someone will want you to advise on a committee I once dreamed of avoiding.”
Eva smiled. “You can send Karel.”
“Please don’t,” Karel called from his nest of wires. “They will make me explain things with pictures.” He pointed to the box on her desk. “Pastries. I checked for curses. Only sugar.”
She opened the lid. Inside, a note: Thank you for keeping water where it belongs. Another, on a napkin, in a careful hand: Not everyone gets to meet their city. You did. From a man in a reflective jacket who is looking for a better job.
She folded the napkin and put it in her pocket above the brass key. The key sat heavy, absurdly comforting, a token like those stories used when stories had obvious magic in them.
Her phone buzzed again. An official number. The voice on the other end was smooth like new marble. “Ms. Nečasová? We appreciate your vigilance. We’d like your insights on non-digital redundancies. There is an interest in ‘heritage mechanics,’ if you will.” The phrase sounded earnest and faintly embarrassed.
“I’ll bring a list,” Eva said, and the list was already writing itself in her head: gates that needed new hands, valves that wanted exercise, ducts that could be made to speak to someone who listened. She would add training for operators in hearing machines as if they were colleagues.
Tomáš paused at the doorway, hat in his hand, harmonica in his pocket. “They want me today?” he asked without facing anyone in particular.
“They’ll want you,” Eva said. “They just won’t know how to ask.”
He smiled with one side of his mouth and left, steps slow the way a song fades. She turned back to the screens. The city’s bands of color moved on. A tram clanged. Somewhere, a street cleaner’s broom hissed over stone. The floodgate turned once in her mind, a steady, faithful weight, and then settled into history where it would keep pressure from becoming harm.
She put on the headphones and listened, not for danger, but for the relief that had laminated itself thinly over the noise. It was there, she decided, like the breath you didn’t know you were holding until it smoothed itself out, quiet and ordinary and the shape of a city that had been handed back its own morning.
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