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Chapter One
The Waiting
The figure was gone.
Seren had counted three heartbeats between seeing the raised hand and the moment it vanished, swallowed by shadow between the towers. Now there was only stillness: the lap of water against hull, the creak of the Tide's Hope shifting in the current, and the impossible silence of a city that should have been dead.
No one spoke. The boat drifted slowly, turning with the current, and Seren found herself holding her breath as though any sound might shatter something fragile. Gull held the tiller with both hands, his knuckles pale against the weathered wood, his eyes fixed on the bridges that spanned the gap between buildings high above. Moss clutched Cora's journal to their chest as though it might anchor them to something solid. Wren stood at the bow, one hand resting on the gunwale, scanning the rooftops with an intensity that Seren had learned not to question.
And Seren herself stood in the middle of the boat, trying to remember how to breathe.
They had arrived. After two days of sailing through drowned ruins, past the submerged remnants of motorways and the skeletal frames of collapsed structures, after a journey that had seemed impossible until it wasn't, they had reached Bristol. The towers rose around them like the bones of giants, steel and glass climbing toward a sky that seemed impossibly far away. Most of each building was submerged, lost beneath the dark water that pressed against windows thirty, forty floors down. Only the uppermost levels broke the surface, ten or fifteen storeys of glass and concrete and, Seren now saw, something else entirely.
Life.
She had expected ruins. She had expected decay and collapse, the slow victory of water over human ambition. She had imagined empty towers, hollow shells where birds nested and rust ate through steel. Instead she saw bridges. Rope and cable and salvaged metal spanning the gaps between towers, some at dizzying heights where the wind must howl, others closer to the waterline where spray would dampen them in storms. She saw movement on those bridges, figures crossing from building to building with the casual confidence of people who had done this a thousand times, who didn't think twice about the drop beneath their feet.
She saw solar panels angled toward the morning light, their surfaces cleaned and maintained, positioned for maximum exposure. Someone had calculated the angles. Someone had mounted them securely. Someone was keeping them free of grime and bird droppings. She saw rainwater collection systems cascading down walls in elegant spirals, channels and gutters and collection basins that spoke of decades of refinement, each generation improving on the work of the one before.
This was not a dead city. This was something else. Something that had survived and continued surviving.
The water around them was dark and still, reflecting the towers in fractured images. Seren looked down and saw her own face looking back, distorted by the gentle ripples from the boat's hull. Below that reflection, far below, lay the streets and shops and homes of old Bristol. A whole city drowned, preserved in darkness. She thought of the people who had lived there, who had walked those streets and slept in those buildings. Gone now, all of them. Or perhaps not all. Perhaps some had climbed. Perhaps some had found their way to the rooftops and refused to die.
"They're watching us," Wren said quietly. Her voice was steady, but Seren could hear the tension beneath it, the careful control.
Seren looked up. More figures had appeared on the bridges now, perhaps a dozen of them, standing at intervals along the spans. They didn't cluster together, didn't confer. They simply stood, each one alone, watching the strange boat that had drifted into their territory. None of them moved toward the water. None of them called out. They were still as statues, their faces too distant to read, their intentions impossible to guess.
The weight of their attention pressed down on Seren like something physical. She had never felt so exposed, so visible. In Havenswell, she knew everyone. She understood the rhythms and relationships, knew who to trust and who to avoid. Here, she was a stranger under scrutiny, being measured by standards she didn't understand.
"Should we..." Moss started, then trailed off. The question hung unfinished in the salt-tinged air. Should we call out? Should we wave? Should we do something other than drift here in the shadow of these towers, waiting to be judged?
"We wait," Gull said. His voice was rough, the voice of a man who had not slept properly in days, who carried exhaustion in his bones. "We came to them. They'll decide how to receive us."
The minutes stretched. The sun climbed higher, painting the tower-tops in gold and rose, catching the solar panels and making them gleam. Shadows shortened and shifted. A bird wheeled overhead, some kind of gull, crying out once before disappearing behind a rooftop garden. The sound was startlingly loud in the silence, and Seren flinched at it, then felt foolish for flinching.
She tried to occupy her mind with observation, with the kind of detailed analysis that usually calmed her. The bridges weren't uniform, she noted. Some were clearly older, heavy rope and weathered wood, built in the early years after the flooding when desperation drove innovation. Others were newer, sleeker, using cables and pulleys and counterweights that suggested ongoing refinement. Someone here understood tensile strength. Someone here had thought carefully about load distribution and material fatigue, about how to build structures that would survive wind and weather and the constant stress of use.
She wondered what they would think of Havenswell's tidal generators. She wondered if they had ever imagined that people might live on the water itself, floating rather than climbing. She wondered if they had sent boats out in the early years, searching for other survivors, or if they had turned inward, focused entirely on the challenge of building a world in the sky.
The watchers on the bridges didn't move. The silence stretched on.
Then a splash broke it, sharp and sudden in the stillness.
Seren's head snapped toward the sound. Between two towers, where shadow pooled thick and dark against the eastern walls, a shape emerged. A small boat, little more than a raft with raised sides, guided by a single figure working a long oar from the stern. The oar swept through the water in smooth, circular motions, propelling the vessel forward with barely a ripple. It was a technique Seren had never seen before, elegant and efficient, and she found herself studying the mechanics of it even as her heart raced.
As it drew closer, she could make out details. The figure was young, perhaps her own age, with sun-bleached hair cropped short and skin weathered by wind and salt. He wore clothes that had been mended many times, practical and close-fitting, nothing that would catch on a rope or snag on a rough edge. His face was expressionless, giving nothing away. He moved with the easy confidence of someone who had spent his life on the water, who knew every current and eddy in this drowned maze of towers.
He brought his boat alongside the Tide's Hope and looked at them for a long moment. His eyes moved from face to face, assessing, calculating. Seren felt herself being weighed against some standard she did not understand, some measure of worth or threat that existed only in his mind. She resisted the urge to speak, to explain, to justify their presence. Gull had said to wait. So she waited.
"You're from the water," the young man said finally. Not a question.
"Yes." Gull's voice was calm, the voice of someone who had negotiated difficult moments before. "From the Estuary Collective. We've come a long way."
The young man's eyes moved across their faces again, then dropped to the supplies stacked in the Tide's Hope, the carefully wrapped bundles and sealed containers. He took in the wear on their clothing, the salt stains and the patches, the exhaustion in their postures. Whatever calculations he was making, he kept them to himself.
"Follow," he said. "The council will decide what to do with you."
He turned without waiting for a response, his oar dipping into the dark water and sweeping them forward in that same effortless circular motion. Gull adjusted the tiller, and the Tide's Hope slid after him.
They moved through the towers in silence, weaving between buildings that rose like cliffs on either side. Seren watched the walls pass, close enough now to see details she had missed from a distance. Windows had been converted into doorways, opening onto platforms that jutted over the water on salvaged scaffolding and repurposed metal. Pulleys and winches hung from brackets, systems for raising and lowering goods between levels. Gardens grew in containers on every available surface, vegetables and herbs spilling over railings, greenery cascading down walls in living curtains fed by the rainwater systems she had noticed earlier.
On one balcony, a woman was hanging laundry, sheets and clothing that would dry in the constant breeze. She paused to watch them pass, one hand shading her eyes against the sun, but she didn't call out or wave. On another, children peered through a railing, their small faces curious and wary. An old man sat in a chair near a window, his hands busy with some kind of netting work, and he too watched them without expression.
These people had not merely survived. They had built something. Something that worked.
The young man guided them toward one of the larger towers, its upper floors bristling with solar panels and collection tanks. The building had once been something corporate, Seren guessed. A bank, perhaps, or an insurance company. The kind of place where people in suits had made decisions about money and risk. Now it was something else entirely, repurposed for survival, every surface put to use.
A platform extended from what had once been a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, now a docking area where several small boats were moored. The young man brought his vessel alongside it and stepped out in one fluid motion, then stood waiting for them to do the same.
Seren was the first to move. Her legs were unsteady after days on the water, muscles protesting the sudden stability of a surface that didn't shift beneath her feet. She managed to step onto the platform without stumbling, but it was a near thing. The surface was solid beneath her, metal grating over a wooden frame, secured to the building with bolts that had been carefully maintained, regularly checked for rust and stress. She found herself noting the construction, filing away details for later consideration.
The others followed. Moss nearly slipped on the wet metal, and Seren caught their arm, steadying them until they found their balance. Gull moved slowly, his age showing in every careful step, but he made it onto the platform without assistance. Wren came last, her movements controlled and precise, her eyes scanning everything around them with that intensity Seren had learned to recognise. Whatever Wren was looking for, she hadn't found it yet.
The young man led them through what had once been a window, now a doorway with a salvaged wooden frame. Inside, the space had been transformed beyond recognition. Walls had been knocked through to create larger rooms. Furniture had been built from reclaimed materials, chairs and tables made from office desks and wooden pallets and things Seren couldn't identify. Light filtered in through windows that looked out over the drowned city, warm morning light that caught the dust motes drifting in the air.
They climbed a flight of internal stairs, passed through corridors where the original carpet had been worn through to the concrete beneath, and finally emerged into a room that might once have been an executive suite or conference space. The windows here stretched from floor to ceiling, offering a panoramic view of the towers and bridges and dark water below. Someone had placed salvaged chairs and benches around the edges of the room, and a low table held a pitcher of water and several cups.
"Wait here," the young man said. "Someone will come."
And then he was gone, disappearing through another doorway, leaving them alone in this strange space between sky and water.
For a long moment, no one moved. The silence pressed in, broken only by the distant sound of the wind against the windows and the faint creak of the building settling.
Then Seren walked to one of the windows.
From this height, the drowned city spread out before her in all its haunted beauty. Towers rising from dark water, their lower floors lost beneath the surface. Bridges spanning the gaps like threads of a great web, delicate from this distance, trembling slightly in the breeze. Boats moving between buildings, tiny from up here, carrying goods and people through the flooded streets. And far below, beneath the surface, the shadow of the old city. Streets and buildings and ordinary structures that had once been Bristol, now lost to the deep.
She pressed her palm against the cool glass and stared down into the water. Thirty-five floors. Perhaps forty. That was how far the flooding had risen, how much of the old world had been swallowed. Down there, somewhere, were pharmacies and hospitals and all the things they had come to find. Down there was the answer to the sickness killing their people.
They just had to convince these strangers to help them find it.
She thought of Havenswell. Of the platforms and the generators and the kelp forests that sustained them. Of everything they had built upon the water, everything they stood to lose if the sickness took hold. She thought of Cora, working herself to exhaustion trying to find a cure. She thought of the children with fever-bright eyes and the elders whose coughs shook their whole bodies.
They had come so far. They had risked so much. And now everything depended on what happened next.
Behind her, Moss had settled onto one of the benches, still clutching Cora's journal, their face pale with exhaustion and hope. Gull had lowered himself onto another bench, his face grey, his eyes half-closed. Wren stood in the centre of the room, her hands at her sides, her expression unreadable as she stared at the door through which the young man had vanished.
"Well," Seren said quietly, turning back to face them. "We're here."
No one answered. There was nothing to say.
They had arrived. Now came the waiting.
Chapter Two
The Council
Moss had never been good at waiting.
In Havenswell, there was always something to do. Herbs to prepare, grinding dried leaves into powder with the worn stone pestle Cora had given them. Tinctures to bottle, measuring precise amounts into salvaged glass containers, sealing them with wax and careful labels. Patients to check on, wounds to clean, fevers to monitor. Cora had taught them that stillness was a luxury healers could rarely afford. "The body doesn't wait," she had said once, her hands steady as she sutured a deep gash in a fisherman's arm. "Neither should you."
But here, in this strange room high above the drowned city, there was nothing to do but wait. And think. And try not to let the fear swallow them whole.
An hour had passed since the young man had left them here. Perhaps longer. Moss had lost track of time, caught in a spiral of worry that circled back on itself without resolution. They sat on one of the salvaged benches, Cora's journal open in their lap, but the words blurred when they tried to read. The familiar handwriting, usually a comfort, only reminded them of everything they had left behind.
The others had found ways to occupy themselves. Seren stood at one of the tall windows, studying the bridges and pulleys visible from their vantage point, her engineer's mind clearly cataloguing everything she saw. Every few minutes she would lean closer to the glass, squinting at some detail, then step back with a thoughtful expression. Moss envied her ability to lose herself in technical observation.
Gull had settled onto a bench near the wall and closed his eyes, his breathing slow and steady. But Moss doubted he was actually sleeping. There was a tension in his shoulders, a tightness around his mouth, that suggested his mind was as restless as theirs. He had been strange since they arrived in the city, quieter than usual, his eyes carrying a weight that Moss didn't fully understand.
Wren paced. She moved in a slow circuit around the room, her footsteps soft on the salvaged flooring, her eyes moving restlessly from window to door to window again. She paused occasionally to examine something, a piece of furniture, a mark on the wall, but never for long. Whatever she was searching for, she hadn't found it.
Moss turned back to the journal and tried again to focus. They had read these pages so many times they could recite them from memory. Cora's observations about the sickness: the fever that came first, mild at the beginning, then climbing. The cough that followed, dry and hacking, keeping patients awake through the night. The weakness that set in after a week, making it difficult to stand, to eat, to breathe. And then, in the worst cases, the final decline. Lungs filling with fluid. Fever spiking beyond what the body could bear.
Seventeen people had died before Moss left Havenswell. Seventeen, out of a community of perhaps eight hundred. Not a catastrophe, not yet. But the sickness was spreading faster than anyone could contain it, and without proper medicine, that number would grow. Would keep growing until there was no one left to bury the dead.
Moss closed the journal. They couldn't think about that. Not now. Not when everything depended on what happened next.
A door opened.
The sound was quiet, just the soft creak of hinges, but it cut through the silence like a blade. Moss looked up, their heart suddenly hammering. The others turned as well, Seren stepping back from the window, Gull rising slowly from his bench, Wren going still in the centre of the room.
A woman stood in the doorway. She was perhaps forty years old, with close-cropped grey hair and dark skin, her face composed in an expression that gave nothing away. She wore practical clothes, well-made but mended in places, and she carried herself with the bearing of someone accustomed to authority. Not the authority of force, Moss thought, but the authority of respect earned through difficult decisions.
Behind her, four others filed into the room. Two men and two women, all of them middle-aged or older, all of them watching the foraging party with careful, assessing eyes. They arranged themselves in a loose semicircle behind the first woman, a formation that felt rehearsed, deliberate.
"I am Councillor Adaora," the grey-haired woman said. Her voice was calm, measured, the voice of someone who had learned to control her emotions in moments of uncertainty. "You've come a long way."
"Yes." Gull stepped forward, moving slowly, his posture non-threatening. "From the Estuary Collective. Two days' sail from here."
Adaora's eyes moved across the group, taking in each of them in turn. She studied Gull longest, something flickering in her expression when she looked at him, though Moss couldn't read what it meant. When her gaze reached Moss, they felt the weight of it like a physical pressure, and they had to resist the urge to look away.
"We haven't had visitors in years," Adaora said. "Some of us weren't certain anyone else had survived the flooding. We've seen boats in the distance, from time to time. Scavengers, usually. People looking for things to take." Her voice hardened slightly. "They learned quickly that we have nothing worth taking. Nothing we're willing to give up."
"We're not scavengers," Gull said.
"So you claim." Adaora moved further into the room, her council following. One of the men pulled the door closed behind them, and Moss heard the soft click of a latch falling into place. Not locked, but closed. A barrier nonetheless. "Four strangers arrive in a boat, claiming to come from a community we've never heard of, asking for help. You'll understand if we have questions."
What followed felt like an interrogation, though no one raised their voice or made any threats. Adaora and her council wanted to know everything. Where exactly was the Estuary Collective? How many people lived there? How had they survived the flooding? What technology did they have? What did they eat? How did they govern themselves? Who made decisions? How were disputes resolved?
Gull answered most of the questions, his voice steady, his words careful. He spoke of Havenswell, of the floating platforms anchored to the seabed, of the tidal generators that provided power and the kelp forests that provided food. He spoke of the other settlements along the estuary, names that meant nothing to the Rooftop council: Saltmarsh, Tidepool, the Warren. He described the loose network of communities that traded and shared and helped each other through difficult times, the boats that carried goods and news between them, the councils that met twice a year to discuss matters affecting everyone.
He made it sound solid, real, worth knowing about. Moss listened with something like wonder. They had grown up in Havenswell, had taken its structures for granted. Hearing Gull describe it to outsiders made them realise, perhaps for the first time, how remarkable it truly was.
But they could see the council's faces, and they could read the doubt there. These people had been isolated for fifty years. They had built their own world in the towers, their own systems, their own way of surviving. They had done it alone, without help from anyone. The idea that others had done the same, elsewhere, in different ways... it was a lot to accept on the word of strangers.
"You mentioned technology," one of the other councillors said. A woman with grey-streaked hair and sharp eyes, sitting slightly apart from the others. "Tidal generators. What does that mean?"
Seren answered before Gull could. "Turbines positioned in the tidal flow," she said, stepping forward. "The movement of water in and out with the tides turns the blades, generating electricity. We use it to power desalination systems, lighting, communication equipment." She paused, her engineer's enthusiasm momentarily overcoming the tension of the moment. "We can produce consistent power as long as the tides keep moving. Which they always do."
The councillor looked intrigued despite herself. "And you built these? From salvage?"
"From salvage, yes. And from things we've learned to make ourselves. We've had fifty years to refine the designs."
A murmur passed through the council. Moss couldn't tell if it was scepticism or interest. Perhaps both.
Finally, Adaora turned to Moss directly. "And you? You've said very little."
Moss's throat tightened. The weight of attention shifted to them, all those careful eyes, all that assessment. They looked down at Cora's journal, at the careful notes and desperate questions written in her familiar hand. The handwriting of someone who had spent her life healing people, who was now watching her community die and couldn't stop it.
Then they looked up and met Adaora's eyes.
"I'm an apothecary's apprentice," they said. Their voice came out steadier than they had expected, steadier than they felt. "My teacher is the best healer in the Collective. Cora. She knows herbs and remedies and how to set bones and deliver babies and treat fevers and dress wounds. She's saved more lives than I can count."
They paused, gathering themselves. The next words were harder. The words they had come all this way to say.
"But there's a sickness spreading through our community. Something we've never seen before. It starts with fever and cough, mild at first, easy to dismiss as a common cold." Moss's hands tightened on the journal. "But it doesn't stay mild. The fever climbs. The cough gets worse. After a week, people can barely stand. After two weeks..." They had to stop, had to force the words past the tightness in their throat. "After two weeks, their lungs start filling with fluid. They can't breathe. They drown in their own bodies."
The room was silent. Moss could feel the others watching them, could feel the weight of everything they had left behind pressing down on their shoulders. The faces of the dying. The sound of coughing in the night. The children who didn't understand why they couldn't play, why they had to stay in bed, why their friends weren't coming to visit anymore.
"We've tried everything we know," Moss continued. "Every herb, every remedy, every treatment Cora has learned in forty years of practice. Nothing works. Seventeen people have died so far. More are sick. More are getting sick every day." They looked around the room, meeting each councillor's eyes in turn. "We came because we hoped... we thought maybe someone here might have kept the old knowledge. Medical texts. Pharmaceutical formulas. Ways of making medicine that we've lost."
They swallowed hard. This was the heart of it. The reason they had crossed unknown waters, risked everything.
"We don't have anything else to try. If we can't find help here, I don't know what we'll do. I don't know how many more people will die before it burns itself out. If it burns itself out."
Adaora's expression had shifted as Moss spoke. The wariness was still there, the caution of someone who had learned not to trust easily. But something else had joined it. Something that might have been recognition. Understanding. The look of someone who had watched people die and felt helpless to stop it.
"You came all this way," she said slowly, "for medicine."
"Yes."
"And in return? What do you offer?"
This was the moment. Moss had rehearsed this in their head a hundred times during the journey, lying awake in the boat while the others slept, staring up at unfamiliar stars. But now that it was here, the words felt inadequate. What could they possibly offer that would be worth the knowledge to save their people?
They glanced at Gull, who gave a small nod of encouragement.
"Food," Moss said. "Kelp, sea vegetables, preserved fish. We have sustainable harvests, more than we need for ourselves. The sea provides abundantly if you know how to work with it." They thought of what Seren had observed about the vertical gardens, the limitations of growing things on rooftops, the finite space available for cultivation. "I imagine it's hard to grow enough up here to feed everyone. Hard to get enough variety, enough protein. Hard to replace what you lose in bad growing seasons."
Something flickered in Adaora's face. A crack in the careful composure. Moss had seen that look before, on the faces of patients who had been pretending their pain wasn't as bad as it was, who finally admitted they needed help. The look of someone who had just been seen.
"You have food," Adaora repeated. Not a question. A statement, carrying weight.
"We have food. And we have knowledge too. Tidal power, like Seren described. Boat-building. Kelp cultivation. Ways of living on the water that you might find useful." Moss took a breath. "We're not here to take. We're here to trade. To help each other. You have things we need. We have things you need. Isn't that how it's supposed to work?"
The silence stretched. Adaora looked at her fellow councillors, some wordless communication passing between them. Glances exchanged, slight nods, the subtle language of people who had worked together for years. Then she turned back to the foraging party.
"We'll discuss your proposal," she said. Her voice was neutral, giving nothing away. "You'll be given quarters. Food will be brought. I would ask that you don't wander. Not yet. Not until we've decided how to proceed."
It wasn't a yes. But it wasn't a no either.
"Thank you," Gull said. "We understand."
Adaora studied him for a long moment. Her eyes narrowed slightly, something working behind them.
"You speak like someone who remembers the old world," she said.
"I do." Gull's voice was quiet, carrying a weight that Moss didn't fully understand. "I was born here. In Bristol. Before the waters rose."
Something shifted in Adaora's expression, too quick for Moss to read. Surprise, perhaps. Or recognition of a different kind. Then it was gone, and she was turning toward the door, her council following behind her.
"Someone will come for you," she said over her shoulder. "Wait here."
The door closed behind them, and the foraging party was alone again.
For a long moment, no one spoke. The silence felt different now, charged with possibility rather than empty with uncertainty. Something had happened in that room, Moss thought. Something had shifted.
Seren appeared at their shoulder. "You did well," she said quietly.
Moss shook their head. "I don't know. I couldn't tell what she was thinking."
"She reacted when you mentioned food." Seren's voice was thoughtful. "Did you see her face? Just for a moment, when you talked about protein and variety. She needs what we have."
"That doesn't mean she'll help us."
"No. But it means we have something to offer. Something real." Seren put a hand on Moss's shoulder, a brief warm pressure. "That's more than we had an hour ago."
Moss looked out the window at the drowned city spread below them. Towers rising from dark water. Bridges spanning the gaps. And somewhere in this maze of survival, perhaps, the knowledge they needed to save their people. Books and formulas and the accumulated wisdom of the old world, preserved through fifty years of isolation.
They just had to convince Adaora to share it.
"I hope you're right," they said.
Seren didn't answer. There was nothing to say. They had made their case. Now all they could do was wait.
Chapter Three
Ghosts
The others had finally fallen asleep.
Gull could hear their breathing in the darkness, the soft rhythm of exhaustion finding rest. Moss had curled up on one of the salvaged benches, Cora's journal tucked beneath their arm like a talisman. Seren lay on another bench, one arm thrown over her eyes, her chest rising and falling in the slow cadence of deep sleep. Wren had taken the floor near the door, wrapped in a blanket she'd found in a storage cupboard, positioned where she could see both the entrance and the windows. Even in sleep, she was watchful.
But Gull could not rest.
He stood at the window, watching the darkness settle over the drowned city, and tried to remember how to breathe.
The moon had risen, a pale crescent hanging between the towers, casting silver light across the water below. From this height, the flooded streets looked almost peaceful, the surface still and dark, reflecting the scattered lights of the occupied towers like fallen stars. Somewhere in the distance, a bird called, its cry echoing between the buildings and fading into silence.
Fifty years. Fifty years since he had stood in Bristol, since he had walked these streets, since he had been a young man with a wife and a future and no idea that the world was about to end. Fifty years of building a new life on the water, of learning to sail and fish and survive, of telling himself that the past was buried and gone, drowned beneath the waves along with everything else.
And now here he was, standing thirty-five floors above the grave of everything he had lost.
The city looked different at night. During the day, you could see the bridges and the gardens and the signs of life that the Rooftop Collective had built, the evidence of fifty years of survival and adaptation. But in the darkness, with only a few scattered lights visible in the towers around them, it was easier to see what lay beneath. The black water. The submerged buildings. The streets and homes and ordinary places that had drowned when the sea rose and never receded.
Down there, somewhere, was the corner shop where he had bought milk and bread on his way home from work. The pub where he and his mates had gathered on Friday evenings, laughing and arguing and believing that the future would be kind. The park where he had proposed to Meredith, kneeling on the damp grass while she laughed and cried and said yes, yes, of course yes.
All of it gone. All of it under the water, preserved in darkness like a museum no one would ever visit.
Gull pressed his forehead against the cold glass and closed his eyes.
He could still see it, if he let himself. The small flat he had shared with Meredith, two rooms on the third floor of a converted Victorian house. The kitchen where she had burned toast every morning and laughed about it. The bedroom with the window that didn't quite close properly, letting in the sound of rain and traffic and the ordinary noise of a living city. The narrow hallway where they had hung their coats side by side, his battered work jacket next to her student nurse's uniform, still crisp and new.
That flat was somewhere below him now, fathoms deep in the dark water. The furniture would have rotted, the walls would have crumbled, the photographs on the mantlepiece would have dissolved into nothing. But in his memory, it was still there. Still home. Still the place where he had been happy, before happiness became something he had to work at.
And the hospital. He couldn't stop thinking about the hospital.
Meredith had been in the final year of her training when she fell ill. A lung infection, the doctors had said. Something she had caught from a patient, perhaps, or from the damp winter air. She had been admitted to the very hospital where she had been learning her trade, lying in a bed on the fourth floor while her fellow students brought her water and tried to keep her spirits up.
The flooding had started while she was still too weak to stand.
Gull had been with her when the evacuation began. He had watched the nurses and doctors rushing to move patients to higher floors, had seen the panic in their eyes as the water rose faster than anyone had predicted. They had tried to move Meredith too, but she was so fragile by then, so weak. Every cough shook her whole body. Every breath was a battle.
In the end, he had carried her himself, up flight after flight of stairs, until there were no more stairs to climb. The upper ward, where the last of the stranded patients had been gathered. The water rising below them, floor by floor. And Meredith in his arms, her breath rattling, her hand gripping his with what little strength she had left.
Her last breath had been a whisper he couldn't quite hear, lost in the sound of waves breaking against the windows. The illness had taken her before the water could.
He had fled after that. He didn't remember the details, didn't want to remember. Someone had pulled him onto a boat. Someone had taken him away from the city, out into the open water, where the flood couldn't follow. And he had kept going, kept running, for fifty years.
Until now.
A knock at the door made him turn.
The sound was soft, barely audible, but it was enough to pull him out of his memories. The others stirred but didn't wake, their exhaustion too deep to be disturbed by such a gentle noise. Gull crossed the room quietly, his old joints stiff from standing too long, and opened the door a crack.
An elderly woman stood in the corridor. She was older even than Gull himself, her white hair pulled back in a neat braid that hung over one shoulder. Her face was lined with decades of living, but her eyes were sharp and clear, carrying a keenness that age had not dulled. She wore the same practical clothing as the other Rooftop residents, mended but well-made, and she carried herself with the bearing of someone accustomed to authority.
Gull recognised her from the council meeting earlier that day. She had sat to Adaora's left, listening but not speaking, her attention moving between the foraging party and her fellow councillors with the watchfulness of someone who missed nothing.
"I hope I'm not disturbing you," she said. Her voice was soft, careful not to carry to the sleeping figures behind him.
"I wasn't sleeping."
"No." She studied his face with those sharp eyes. "I didn't think you would be."
There was something in her expression that Gull couldn't quite read. Not pity, exactly. Something closer to recognition.
"May I come in?" she asked. "I promise not to wake the others. There's something I'd like to speak with you about."
Gull hesitated. It was late, and he was tired in ways that had nothing to do with sleep. But there was something about this woman, something in the way she looked at him, that made him step back and open the door wider.
She entered quietly, her footsteps making no sound on the salvaged flooring. She settled onto a bench near the window, positioning herself where the moonlight fell silver across the floor, and gestured for Gull to join her. He lowered himself onto a chair across from her, his bones protesting the movement, his knees popping in the silence.
"I'm Councillor Okonkwo," she said. "Though that's not what brings me here tonight."
"What does bring you?"
She looked out the window at the dark water below, at the drowned city spread out beneath them. For a long moment, she didn't speak. When she did, her voice was distant, touched by memories.
"You said you were born here. In Bristol. Before the waters rose."
"Yes."
"So was I." She turned back to him, and Gull saw something in her face that he recognised. The look of someone carrying memories too heavy to set down, too painful to examine, but impossible to let go. "I was twenty-three when the flooding came. A graduate student at the university, studying environmental science of all things. I remember the day the barriers failed. The sound of it." She paused. "Like the world was tearing itself apart."
Gull said nothing. There was nothing to say. He remembered that sound too. The roar of water breaking through concrete and steel, the screaming of people who had nowhere to run, the deep grinding groan of buildings beginning to collapse. It was a sound that had lived in his nightmares for fifty years.
"How old were you?" she asked.
"Twenty-six. I worked on the docks as a cargo handler. Loading and unloading ships." He could still feel the weight of crates in his arms, the salt spray on his face, the satisfaction of honest labour. "My wife..."
He stopped. The word caught in his throat, a fishhook that wouldn't come loose. Even after fifty years, it still hurt to say.
"My wife was a student nurse," he continued, forcing the words out. "Still training. She was in her final year, almost qualified. But she caught something from one of her patients. A lung infection. She was in a hospital bed when the flooding started." His voice cracked. "Too weak to evacuate. I stayed with her until the end."
Councillor Okonkwo was quiet for a long moment. The moonlight caught the silver in her hair, the lines around her eyes, the patient stillness of her folded hands.
"I lost my mother and two sisters," she said finally. Her voice was gentle, carrying old grief with the ease of long practice. "They lived in Bedminster, in a row of terraced houses near the park. The water came so fast there. By the time anyone realised how bad it was, the streets were already flooded. They couldn't get out."
Bedminster. The name stirred something in Gull's memory. He had walked those streets, once. Had passed those terraced houses on his way to visit a friend. Had seen the park where children played and dogs ran and families gathered on Sunday afternoons.
All of it gone now. All of it under the water.
"I'm sorry," he said. The words felt inadequate, but they were all he had.
"As am I. For your wife." She folded her hands in her lap, her fingers gnarled with age but still steady. "I don't speak of it often. Most people here, they were born after. They know the stories, they've heard the accounts, but they don't remember. Not really. Not the way we do."
"It's different, remembering."
"Yes." She met his eyes, and something passed between them. An understanding that didn't need words. "That's why I came tonight. When Adaora told us about you, told us that you remembered the old Bristol, I knew I had to speak with you. I had to know if you remembered it the way I do. The way it really was."
Gull thought of all the stories he had told over the years. The histories he had helped preserve, the accounts of the old world that he had shared with the children of Havenswell. He had always tried to be accurate, to be truthful, to honour what had been lost. But there was a difference between accuracy and truth. Between describing the flood and remembering how it felt to watch your whole life sink beneath the waves.
"I remember," he said. "I've spent fifty years trying not to. But I remember."
Councillor Okonkwo nodded slowly. "Why did you come back? After all this time?"
It was a fair question. Gull had asked it of himself a hundred times during the journey, lying awake in the boat while the others slept, staring up at stars that looked the same as they had fifty years ago.
"Because people are dying," he said. "Because a young healer who has never left home volunteered to cross unknown waters to find help. Because I couldn't let them go alone." He paused, looking out at the dark city. "And because I think I was tired of running. Tired of pretending that this place didn't exist anymore. That it wasn't still here, waiting for me to come back."
"The city remembers too," she said softly. "We built something new in these towers. Something that works. But underneath, it's still Bristol. Still the place we lost."
"How do you bear it?" Gull asked. "Living here, surrounded by..."
"Ghosts?" She smiled, a small sad smile that held no happiness. "We had no choice. We couldn't leave. The boats were gone, the water was everywhere, and we had to survive. So we climbed. We found the highest places we could reach, and we held on. And eventually, holding on became living." She looked at him. "But you had a choice. You left. You found another way."
"I ran away."
"You survived." Her voice was firm. "There's no shame in that." She reached out and touched his hand, her fingers light and papery against his weathered skin. "We all did what we had to do. The ones who didn't survive... they can't blame us for the choices we made."
Gull felt something loosen in his chest, something that had been knotted tight for fifty years. He had never spoken to anyone who truly remembered. The elders in Havenswell who had lived through the flooding had all come from different places, carried different memories. None of them had known Bristol the way he had. None of them had lost what he had lost. None of them could understand what it meant to stand above the drowned streets of your youth and see nothing but dark water where your life used to be.
But this woman understood. She had been there. She had seen the same water rise, heard the same sounds, felt the same terror and grief. She had survived, and she had kept surviving, and she was still here.
"We all left somewhere," Councillor Okonkwo said, as though reading his thoughts. "Some of us just didn't leave as far."
Gull looked out the window again. Somewhere down there, beneath the black water, was the flat he had shared with Meredith. The hospital where she had died. The streets where he had been young and hopeful and certain that the future would be kind.
He wasn't sure if he had come home or come to say goodbye. Perhaps it didn't matter. Perhaps the important thing was simply that he had come at all.
"Thank you," he said. "For coming to speak with me."
"Thank you for listening." Councillor Okonkwo rose, moving slowly but steadily, her joints protesting but her dignity intact. "Whatever the council decides, whatever happens next, I wanted you to know: you're not alone in remembering. You never were."
She moved toward the door, then paused and looked back. The moonlight caught her face, illuminating the lines and the strength and the weight of years.
"There's a memorial," she said. "On the roof of the old library tower. Names of everyone we lost in the early years. It's not complete. It never could be. But it's something." She hesitated. "If you want, I could take you there tomorrow. Before the council meets again."
Gull thought of Meredith's name. Of seeing it carved in stone, acknowledged, remembered. Of standing in the open air and finally letting himself grieve for everything he had lost.
But then he realised: her name wouldn't be there. The memorial was for the Rooftop community, for the people who had died after the survivors climbed. Meredith had died before any of this began, one of the countless thousands who had perished in the flooding itself. Unmemorialised. Unremembered by anyone but him.
"I would like that," he said. "Very much."
Councillor Okonkwo nodded once, a gesture that carried more than words could say. Then she slipped out the door, and Gull was alone again with the night and the water and the ghosts that had waited fifty years for him to come home.
He stayed at the window until dawn, watching the darkness slowly give way to grey, then gold. The towers emerged from shadow, their bridges and gardens becoming visible, the signs of life returning with the light. Somewhere below, a boat moved between buildings, its occupant beginning the day's work. Somewhere above, a bird sang.
And for the first time since Meredith died, Gull let himself cry. Not the silent tears of private grief, but real weeping, the kind that shook his whole body and left him gasping for breath. He cried for his wife, for his youth, for the city he had loved and lost. He cried for fifty years of running, of pretending, of holding the grief at arm's length because looking at it directly was too painful to bear.
When it was over, he felt empty. Hollowed out. But also, somehow, lighter.
The others were starting to wake behind him. Soon there would be things to do, decisions to make, a mission to complete. But for this moment, in the grey light of dawn, Gull stood at the window and let himself remember.
Chapter Four
What She Knows
"The council has agreed to give you a tour," the young woman at their door announced.
She was perhaps twenty-five, with dark skin and intelligent eyes, her hair wrapped in a bright cloth that stood out against the muted colours of the tower. There was something confident in her bearing, the easy authority of someone who knew her place in the community and was comfortable in it. She carried herself like someone who had grown up here, who knew every bridge and walkway by heart.
"My name is Kira. I'm to show you what we've built."
"That's very kind," Gull said. He looked exhausted, Wren noticed. His eyes were red-rimmed, as though he hadn't slept, and there was something different about him this morning. Something softer, perhaps. Or broken open. She wondered what had happened in the night, but she didn't ask. Everyone was entitled to their private griefs.
"I'll go," Wren said, stepping forward before the others could respond. "I'd like to see."
The words came out more eagerly than she had intended. She felt Seren's glance, quick and curious, but she didn't meet it.
The others came too, of course. Moss, still clutching Cora's journal as though it were a lifeline, their fingers tracing the worn leather cover absently as they walked. Seren, her eyes already tracking the cables and pulleys visible through the window, her engineer's mind cataloguing everything she saw. Gull moved slowly, his age showing in his careful steps, but he kept pace. Whatever had happened to him in the night, he wasn't going to let it stop him.
Kira led them out of their quarters and along corridors that had been utterly transformed from their original purpose. What had once been office space was now living quarters, workshops, storage areas. Walls had been knocked through to create larger communal spaces, or reinforced to support new loads. The floors were worn smooth by decades of feet, and the walls bore the marks of countless hands, the paint scraped and faded and touched up in patches where resources allowed.
Salvaged furniture filled rooms that had been redesigned for purposes their original architects had never imagined: a conference room converted into a communal dining hall, long tables made from reclaimed doors set on trestles. A corner office turned into a children's nursery, bright with handmade toys and small sleeping mats. A reception area repurposed as a tool workshop, the old corporate logo still visible on one wall, half-covered by racks of salvaged implements.
"How many people live in this tower?" Moss asked.
"About eighty," Kira replied. "We're one of the larger buildings in the Collective. Some of the smaller towers only house twenty or thirty."
"And you're all connected? All the towers?"
"Most of them. The bridge network took decades to build. Every generation adds to it, improves it." Kira's voice carried quiet pride. "My grandmother helped build the first bridges, back in the early years. Rope and salvaged cable, strung between buildings at the lowest safe height. We've come a long way since then."
They passed a group of children being taught by an elderly woman, their voices rising and falling in a recitation of something that sounded like history. The woman paused to nod at Kira, her eyes curious as she took in the strangers, but she didn't interrupt her lesson. The children stared openly, whispering to each other behind their hands.
They emerged onto a broad platform that connected three towers. Wren's step faltered, just slightly. She recovered quickly, but not before she felt Seren's attention shift toward her.
"We call this level the Commons," Kira explained. "Most of our community gatherings happen here. Meals, meetings, celebrations. It's the heart of our tower cluster."
The platform was impressive. Rope railings lined the edges, beyond which the drowned city dropped away into shadow and water. Solar panels had been mounted on every available surface, angled to catch the morning sun, their surfaces clean and well-maintained. At the centre of the platform, raised beds held vegetables and herbs, tended by several people who looked up with curiosity as the foraging party passed.
An elderly man was pruning tomato plants, his fingers quick and practised. A young woman sat cross-legged beside a bed of herbs, grinding something with a mortar and pestle, the sharp scent of rosemary rising from her work. Two children chased each other around the edges of the platform, laughing, until an adult called them back to safety, their protest carrying on the wind.
Life. Ordinary life, happening in this extraordinary place.
A cooking fire burned in a sheltered corner, tended by a woman who was stirring something in a large pot. The smell of it drifted across the platform, some kind of stew, fish and vegetables and herbs. Wren's stomach rumbled despite herself. Nearby, an old man sat mending a fishing net, his fingers moving with the automatic ease of long practice, while a younger man watched and learned.
"The bridges are fascinating," Seren said, her voice carrying that particular tone she got when her engineer's mind was fully engaged. "The tensile structure, the load distribution. You've clearly refined the design over time."
Kira smiled, pleased by the professional interest. "We have engineers who've spent their whole lives working on the bridge systems. My mother was one of them, actually. She spent forty years maintaining and improving the cables. Said they sang to her, in the wind. She could tell by the sound if a connection was wearing thin."
"How do you handle wind loading?" Seren asked. "At these heights, the stresses must be significant."
"Counterweights, mostly. And flexible connections that allow the bridges to move without breaking. You can feel it when you walk, the give in the structure. Children who move here from other towers sometimes find it unsettling at first, but most of us grew up with it. To us, a bridge that doesn't move feels wrong." Kira gestured toward a distant tower. "Would you like to see the anchor points? I could arrange a visit to the engineering level later, if the council permits."
Seren's eyes lit up. "I'd like that very much."
They walked on, crossing from tower to tower on bridges that swayed gently in the wind. The cables hummed softly, a low vibration that Wren could feel through her feet. She kept her eyes forward, focusing on Kira's back, on the bright cloth wrapped around her hair.
"Over there," Kira said, pointing to the east, "is the collapsed section. We use it as a navigation marker. Everyone knows to give it a wide berth. The structure is unstable, and the currents around the base are unpredictable."
"Yes, I've..."
Wren caught herself. Swallowed the rest of the sentence before it could escape.
"You've what?" Seren asked.
Her voice was casual, curious. But there was something sharp behind it. Something watchful.
"I've heard that collapsed structures can be dangerous," Wren said, keeping her voice steady. "Unpredictable currents. Debris. We have similar hazards back home, around the submerged buildings in the estuary."
It was a reasonable answer. A logical answer. The kind of thing anyone might say.
But she felt Seren's eyes on her for a moment longer than was comfortable, felt the weight of the engineer's attention before Seren turned back to Kira with another question about load-bearing cables.
The tour continued. Kira led them to a tower that housed vertical gardens cascading down its interior walls, level after level of greenery fed by the rainwater collection systems and lit by salvaged mirrors that redirected sunlight from above. The effect was extraordinary, a shaft of living green descending through the building's core, the air thick with moisture and the smell of growing things.
Birds had made their homes here too, darting between the levels, their calls echoing in the enclosed space. Small ones, mostly, sparrows and finches that had adapted to this vertical world. One landed on a railing near Moss, cocking its head curiously before fluttering away.
"We encourage them," Kira said, noticing Moss's delight. "They help with pest control. And the children love them."
The air was thick with the smell of growing things, a green lushness that felt almost unreal after days on the salt water. Tomatoes ripened on vines. Beans climbed salvaged trellises made from old office furniture, the metal frames of chairs and desks repurposed to support new life. Leafy greens spread across raised beds, their roots fed by composted waste from the kitchens above.
"We can't grow enough to feed everyone," Kira admitted. "Not by a long way. But we supplement what we have. Herbs for cooking and medicine. Vegetables for variety. It helps with morale as much as nutrition, honestly. People need to see things growing."
Moss exclaimed with delight, reaching out to touch leaves and stems with the careful fingers of someone who understood plants. "These are healthy," they said. "Whatever you're doing with the soil, it's working. The colour is good. No sign of nutrient deficiency."
"Composting, mostly. And we've learned which plants do best in artificial light versus natural. Fifty years of experimentation." Kira smiled. "We've made every mistake possible, probably. But we've learned from them. That's what my grandmother used to say. Every failure is a lesson, if you're paying attention."
While Moss examined the plants and Seren studied the irrigation system, tracing the pipes with her eyes and asking questions about water pressure and filtration, Wren drifted to the edge of a walkway. Below her, visible through gaps in the structure, the dark water stretched between buildings. Far below. Thirty floors, perhaps more.
She stared down at it for a long moment. Then she turned away, her jaw tight.
When she looked up, Seren was watching her again. Just for a moment. Then the engineer turned back to Kira's explanation of the drainage system, and the moment was gone.
The tour continued. The rainwater collection systems, elegant cascades of channels and tanks that captured every drop that fell on the tower roofs. The solar arrays, their panels aging but still functional, lovingly maintained by teams who understood that this technology could not be replaced if it failed. The workshops where repairs were made and tools were crafted from salvage and ingenuity, the sound of hammering and filing filling the air.
At each stop, Wren watched and listened and said little. She contributed observations when it seemed appropriate, asked questions that wouldn't draw attention. But she was careful. Careful about where her eyes lingered. Careful about what she said.
Finally, Kira led them back to their quarters. "The council will meet again this afternoon," she said. "I'll come for you when they're ready."
"Thank you," Gull said. His voice was rough, but genuine. "This has been most illuminating."
Kira smiled and left them. The door closed, and the foraging party was alone again.
The others talked quietly among themselves, discussing what they had seen, what it might mean for the negotiations. Seren was excited about the engineering, eager to compare notes with Davi, the infrastructure chief Kira had mentioned. Moss was hopeful about the library, about the medical texts that might hold the answers they needed. Gull sat by the window, his exhaustion showing, but he contributed to the discussion in his measured way.
Wren stood apart, looking out at the bridges and towers, the dark water far below.
A hand touched her elbow.
She turned, her heart jumping. Seren was there, standing close, her voice pitched low so the others wouldn't hear.
"Wren."
"What?"
Seren studied her face for a long moment. Those clever eyes, taking in everything, missing nothing. Wren held very still, keeping her expression neutral, giving nothing away.
"You know more about this place than you're letting on," Seren said quietly. It wasn't a question.
Wren opened her mouth to deny it, to offer some explanation, some deflection. But the words wouldn't come. She just stood there, caught, uncertain what to say.
Seren waited. Then, when no answer came, she shook her head slightly.
"Never mind," she said. "For now."
She walked away, rejoining the others by the window, and Wren was left standing alone, her heart pounding.
Chapter Five
Different Answers
Seren had asked to see their engineering, and to her surprise, they had agreed.
Now she descended through the tower's interior, following Kira down stairs and along corridors, leaving the living quarters behind. The character of the space changed as they went deeper. Less furniture, more cables. Fewer windows, more purpose. The walls here were unpainted concrete, the original structure of the building exposed rather than softened with salvage. Every few floors, they passed through heavy doors that could be sealed against flooding or fire, the hinges oiled and maintained, the mechanisms tested regularly.
The air grew warmer as they descended, carrying the smell of oil and metal and systems under load. Seren could hear it now, the hum of working infrastructure, the pulse that kept the towers alive.
"Davi runs our infrastructure section," Kira explained as they walked. "She's been doing it for thirty years. Learned from her mother, who learned from the founders. She's... particular. If she decides you're wasting her time, she'll tell you to leave. Don't take it personally."
"Understood."
"I mean it. She's sent councillors away when they asked stupid questions. She doesn't care about politics, only about keeping things running."
They reached a level that thrummed with activity. This was clearly a working space, not living quarters. Cables ran along the walls in neat bundles, colour-coded in a system Seren didn't recognise but immediately wanted to understand. Tools hung from hooks, organised by function, each with its place marked on the wall behind it. Workbenches lined the room, covered with components in various states of repair. The air smelled of solder and lubricant and the particular warmth of electronics doing their work.
A woman looked up from a workbench as they entered. She was perhaps fifty, with grey-streaked hair pulled back in a practical knot, her hands stained with grease and her eyes sharp behind a pair of salvaged spectacles. The frames were mismatched, one arm wrapped with tape, but the lenses were clean.
"Kira," she said. "And a visitor, I see."
"Davi, this is Seren. She's from the Estuary Collective. She says she's an engineer."
"Does she now." Davi set down the component she had been examining, a small motor of some kind, its housing cracked and its windings exposed, and crossed her arms. "What kind of engineer?"
"Tidal," Seren said. "I maintain the generators at Havenswell. Turbines driven by the ebb and flow. We use the energy to power desalination, lighting, communication systems."
Davi's expression shifted, the wariness giving way to something that looked almost like interest. "Tidal power. We've theorised about it. Never had the resources to try. How efficient are your turbines?"
"About thirty-eight percent on a good day. Forty-two during spring tides, when the flow is strongest. We lose efficiency in neap tides, but we've learned to predict the cycles and manage our consumption accordingly."
"What's your storage solution?"
"Salvaged batteries, mostly. We've learned to recondition them, extend their lifespan. There's a whole team that does nothing else. Plus some experimental work with compressed air, storing energy as pressure in sealed tanks. Less efficient, but the tanks last forever if you maintain them."
Davi's eyes had lit up. Seren recognised that look. She had felt it herself, many times, the excitement of meeting someone who spoke the same language, who understood that the difference between thirty-eight and forty-two percent efficiency was the difference between comfort and scarcity.
"Show me your hands," Davi said abruptly.
Seren held them out without hesitation. Davi examined them closely, turning them over, noting the calluses on her palms, the small scars across her fingers, the evidence of years spent working with metal and wire and saltwater. A burn mark on her left thumb from a soldering iron. A crooked fingernail that had never grown back properly after being crushed by a dropped panel.
"Alright," Davi said, releasing her hands. "You're not just talking. You've done the work." She turned to Kira. "I'll take it from here. Thank you."
Kira nodded, looking faintly surprised, and withdrew. Seren was left alone with the Rooftop engineer.
What followed was one of the most fascinating afternoons of Seren's life.
Davi led her through the infrastructure levels, explaining systems as they went. The solar arrays were the heart of everything, panels mounted on every available rooftop surface, their output fed through charge controllers to a bank of salvaged batteries three floors below. The whole system was monitored from a control room where handwritten charts tracked output and consumption, the data recorded daily by a rotating team of apprentices.
"We train the next generation," Davi said, gesturing at a young man who was carefully logging numbers from a row of meters. "Everyone learns the basics. Enough to spot problems, enough to understand why the rules exist. But the real training takes years. I've got four people I'd trust to take over for me. Four, in a community of eight hundred."
The solar arrays were supplemented by small wind turbines mounted on the highest rooftops, their blades turning slowly in the morning breeze. Seren could hear them through the walls, a rhythmic whisper that underlay everything.
"Storage is a constant challenge," Davi continued, pausing at a maintenance station where a disassembled solar cell lay spread across a workbench. "Batteries degrading over time. Materials for new ones increasingly scarce. We've stretched everything as far as it will go."
"Our panels are dying," she admitted, running a finger along the edge of the degraded cell. The surface was clouded, microscopic cracks spreading across what had once been pristine silicon. "Fifty years of exposure. UV damage, thermal cycling, salt in the air. We've been cannibalising from abandoned towers, stripping panels from buildings too damaged to occupy. But we're running out of buildings to scavenge. Another decade, maybe less, and we'll be in real trouble."
Seren studied the degraded cell, tilting it to catch the light. "What about concentration? Mirrors or lenses to increase efficiency from fewer panels?"
"We've tried. Several times, several different approaches. Gets too hot. The cells crack faster, not slower. Or the mirrors tarnish in the salt air and lose their reflectivity." Davi shook her head. "Every solution creates new problems."
"That's engineering."
"That's engineering." Davi almost smiled.
They moved on to the water systems, and here Davi's pride was evident. Rainwater collection had been refined over generations, channels and filters and storage tanks arranged in elegant cascades down the tower walls. Seren had seen the results on the tour that morning, but now she saw the mechanisms, the pumps and valves and monitoring systems that made it work.
"We can capture ninety-three percent of rainfall," Davi said. "The other seven percent is losses we can't prevent. Evaporation, overflow during heavy storms, seepage through joints we can't quite seal. Purification is simple. Slow sand filters, charcoal beds, UV exposure where we have the power for it."
"We use kelp filtration," Seren said. "The natural biofilm removes most contaminants. Slower, but no power required. And the kelp itself is useful, food and fertiliser and material for a dozen other things."
Davi looked intrigued. "We don't have kelp. Nothing grows in the water here. The currents are too strong around the buildings, and there's nothing for it to anchor to."
"You could. If trade were established. Kelp grows fast, adapts well. We've cultivated strains that thrive in still water, not just open sea. The inner harbours at Havenswell are forests of the stuff now." Seren paused, realising she had stepped beyond technical discussion into something more political. "Assuming an agreement is reached, of course."
"Of course." But Davi's eyes were thoughtful, calculating. "What else could we trade for? Hypothetically."
They talked for another hour, exchanging knowledge with the easy fluency of people who understood the same fundamental truths. Davi explained vertical ventilation, the careful management of airflow through the connected towers, using thermal differentials to drive circulation without power. Seren described tidal prediction, the intricate dance of moon and sun that governed Havenswell's power generation, the calendars and charts they maintained to forecast output months in advance.
They sketched diagrams on scraps of salvaged paper, pointed at components, debated solutions. Davi showed her a pump mechanism she had been struggling with for months, a recirculation system that kept seizing up despite her best efforts.
"The bearings wear out," Davi explained, frustration evident in her voice. "Salt contamination from the air. I've tried sealing them, lubricating them, replacing them with different materials. Nothing lasts more than a few months."
Seren studied the mechanism, turning it over in her hands. The design was clever, compact, but she could see the problem. "What if you didn't fight the salt? We have something similar at Havenswell. The bearings are ceramic, salvaged from old dental equipment. They don't corrode."
"Dental equipment." Davi stared at her. "We have a whole cache of that. Pulled it out of a clinic years ago, never knew what to do with it."
"The drill bearings. Tiny, but precise. You'd need to redesign the housing to accommodate them, but..."
Davi grabbed a pencil and began sketching, her hand moving quickly. "If I scaled down the shaft here, and modified the mounting points..."
"And added a labyrinth seal to keep the worst of the salt out..."
They bent over the sketch together, finishing each other's sentences, building on each other's ideas. It was the kind of collaboration Seren rarely experienced, even at Havenswell. Most people didn't think this way, didn't see the world as a series of problems waiting to be solved.
Davi set down the pencil and looked at the sketch they had made together. "This could work. This could actually work."
"It might need adjustment. Everything does. But it's a starting point."
"A starting point." Davi shook her head slowly. "Do you know how long I've been wrestling with this? Two years. Two years of failed solutions. And you walk in here and in twenty minutes..."
"You had all the pieces," Seren said. "You just needed someone to see them differently."
It was, she realised, the first time she had felt truly at ease since leaving home.
"Your people," Davi said eventually, leaning back against a workbench and wiping her hands on a rag, "they really live on the water? Floating?"
"Platforms anchored to the seabed. Some boats that move between settlements. Some stilted structures built on the ruins of what used to be there. We've learned to move with the tides rather than fight them."
"Remarkable." Davi shook her head slowly. "When the flooding came, we climbed. Went up. Higher and higher, staying above the water. You went out."
"Different answers to the same problem."
"Yes." Davi studied her for a long moment. "The council is still deliberating. They're cautious, and they have reason to be. We've been isolated a long time. Decades without contact beyond our own towers. Trust is hard when you've never had to trust anyone outside your own walls."
"I understand."
"But if trade does happen..." Davi hesitated, then pushed on. "I'd want to be involved. On the technical side. Figuring out how to share knowledge, how to make our systems work together. There's so much we could learn from each other."
"So would I."
They regarded each other, two engineers who had spent their lives solving problems no one else understood, and found recognition in the other's eyes. It was a rare thing, Seren thought. To meet someone who saw the world the way you did. Who understood that everything was systems and solutions, that every problem could be broken down into components and addressed step by step.
"You're not what I expected," Davi said.
"What did you expect?"
Davi's expression grew complicated, old memories surfacing. "Stories, mostly. The older generation, the ones who remember the early years, they talk about the chaos. People fighting over resources. Groups trying to take what others had built. We learned to hide, to defend, to trust no one outside our walls." She paused. "Those memories shape how the council thinks. They're not wrong to be cautious. But maybe... maybe the world has changed enough that caution isn't the only answer."
Seren thought of Havenswell, of the sick and the dying, of Moss's determination and Gull's grief and Wren's strange moments of hesitation.
"We don't want to take," she said. "We want to trade. We want to build something that helps everyone. That's the only way forward, isn't it? Isolation kept you safe, but it won't keep you alive. Not forever."
Davi nodded slowly. "Maybe that's possible. Maybe."
She walked Seren back to the main level, taking a different route this time, one that passed through areas Seren hadn't seen before. A room full of salvaged electronics, sorted and catalogued, waiting for the right application. A workshop where two young apprentices were learning to solder under the watchful eye of an older technician. A storage area stacked with coils of cable, carefully preserved against the day they would be needed.
"Every generation adds to this," Davi said, noticing Seren's gaze. "We save everything. Even things we don't know how to use yet. Someday, someone will figure it out."
"We do the same. My grandmother used to say that knowledge is the only thing that multiplies when you share it."
"Smart woman."
"She was."
They climbed back up through the tower, the air growing cooler as they rose, the hum of machinery fading behind them. When they reached the main level, Kira was waiting to escort her to the others. At the threshold of the engineering section, Davi paused.
"Whatever the council decides," she said, "I'm glad we talked. It's good to know there are other engineers out there. Other people who understand that keeping things working is the only thing that matters."
"There are," Seren said. "More than you know. The world didn't end. It just changed."
Davi smiled, the first real smile Seren had seen from her. "Changed. Yes. I suppose that's the right word."
As Seren followed Kira back to their quarters, her mind was already racing with possibilities. Solar panels and kelp filtration. Tidal power and vertical gardens. Compressed air storage and thermal ventilation. The things they could learn from each other, the problems they could solve together.
But underneath the excitement, a quieter thought surfaced.
Wren, on the tour that morning. The way she had almost said something about the collapsed tower before catching herself. The moment on the walkway when she had stared down at the water, her jaw tight, before turning away.
Seren filed it away. There would be time for questions later.
Chapter Six
The Library
Councillor Adaora came for Moss herself.
She appeared in the doorway of their quarters without announcement, her presence commanding immediate attention. The others looked up from what they were doing, Seren from a sketch she was making of some mechanical component, Gull from the window where he had been sitting in silence, Wren from a corner where she had been staring at nothing in particular. But Adaora's eyes were fixed on Moss.
"You wanted to know what we have," she said. "I'll show you."
Moss set down Cora's journal, their heart suddenly beating faster. "Now?"
"Now. If you're ready."
"I'm ready."
They followed her through corridors and across bridges, moving deeper into the tower complex. Adaora walked with purpose, her stride long and confident, offering no small talk. Moss found themselves hurrying to keep pace, their shorter legs working hard on the stairs. The route took them through residential areas where people nodded respectfully at the councillor, through a communal kitchen where the smell of cooking fish hung in the air, across a bridge that swayed gently in the wind.
"The library was my grandmother's project," Adaora said as they walked. "She was a teacher, before. When the flooding came, she saw what was being lost. The books rotting in the water. The knowledge disappearing. She organised the first salvage parties."
"She sounds remarkable."
"She was. She died when I was twelve. I've been continuing her work ever since." Adaora glanced back. "You carry a healer's journal. Someone else's work that you're trying to preserve."
Moss touched the journal at their belt. "Cora. She is our physician. She's too ill to travel, but her research brought us this far. I'm trying to carry it forward."
"Then you understand."
Finally, Adaora stopped before a heavy door. It was reinforced with metal bars, clearly salvaged from somewhere, welded into place with care. She produced a key from a cord around her neck, a small brass thing worn smooth with use, and unlocked the door with practised efficiency.
"We don't let just anyone in here," she said. "This is the heart of what we saved. What we protect."
The door swung open, and Moss's breath caught in their throat.
Books. Thousands of them.
The space had once been a conference suite, perhaps, or a series of executive offices. Now the internal walls had been removed, creating a single vast room that stretched across an entire floor of the tower. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, built from salvaged wood and metal, reinforced to bear the weight of all that paper. More shelves divided the space into sections and aisles, creating a labyrinth of knowledge. Windows along one wall let in the morning light, the glass carefully maintained, free of the grime that covered so many surfaces in this vertical world.
The air smelled of old paper and careful preservation. Something else too, something herbal, and Moss spotted small sachets tucked between the volumes on the nearest shelf.
"Lavender and cedar," Adaora said, following their gaze. "Keeps the insects away. We lost too many books in the early years to moths and beetles before we learned."
Moss walked forward in a daze, reaching out to touch the spine of the nearest book. It was real. Solid under their fingers. A medical textbook, the cover faded but the title still legible: Clinical Pharmacology. Next to it, Principles of Internal Medicine. Next to that, Oxford Handbook of Clinical Specialties.
"We started salvaging in the first year," Adaora said, watching their reaction with something that might have been satisfaction. "When we realised the water wasn't going to recede. A group of us organised raids to the flooded levels. Diving where we could, holding our breath, grabbing whatever we could reach. Using ropes and buckets where we couldn't. Anything to save what could be saved."
"How many?" Moss whispered.
"Three thousand, four hundred and twelve. We've counted. Catalogued every one, recorded condition and subject, created an index that lives in three separate copies in case one is lost." Adaora moved deeper into the library. "Not all of them are useful in a practical sense, of course. Fiction. History. Philosophy. Things that matter for other reasons, that feed the soul rather than the body. But the technical sections..."
She stopped at a series of shelves marked with handwritten labels and gestured.
Moss stared. Medical texts. Pharmaceutical references. Chemistry manuals. Anatomy guides. Row after row of exactly what they had come to find. Their vision blurred, and they realised they were crying.
Their hands trembled as they pulled a book from the shelf. Principles of Drug Synthesis. The cover was water-stained at the edges, the pages slightly wavy, but the text was legible. They opened it carefully, scanning the pages, seeing formulas and processes that Cora had only been able to guess at.
"It's here," they said. Their voice cracked. "Everything we need. It's all here."
"The knowledge is here," Adaora said. There was something careful in her tone, a warning beneath the words. "That's not quite the same thing."
"What do you mean?"
Adaora led them to a table near the windows, where a stack of notebooks sat beside a collection of labelled jars and vials. The jars were mostly empty, Moss noticed, or nearly so. Residues and dregs, the last traces of substances that had once been plentiful.
"Sit," Adaora said. "Let me explain."
Moss sat. The hope that had surged through them at the sight of the books was already curdling into something more complicated. They recognised that tone. They had used it themselves, when delivering difficult news to patients.
"We have the formulas," Adaora said, taking a seat across from them. Her hands were folded on the table, her expression measured. "We understand, in theory, how to synthesise most common medications. Our scholars have spent years studying these texts, learning the chemistry, working out the processes."
"Then you can make medicine."
"Some. Simple things. Aspirin equivalents, synthesised from willow bark. Basic antiseptics from fermented plant matter. Tinctures and poultices that help but don't cure." Adaora shook her head slowly. "But for the more complex pharmaceuticals, the antibiotics and antivirals and targeted treatments, we have a problem."
"What problem?"
"Raw materials." Adaora picked up one of the jars on the table, turning it in her hands. It was nearly empty, just a residue of white powder clinging to the glass. The label read Sodium Hydroxide - Grade 3. "Most pharmaceutical synthesis requires specific precursor chemicals. Industrial compounds. Things that existed in laboratories and factories before the flooding. Things we cannot grow in gardens or filter from rainwater."
Moss felt the hope drain away, replaced by a cold weight in their chest. "You're saying you know how to make the medicine we need, but you can't actually make it."
"Not entirely. Not yet." Adaora set the jar down with a soft click. "We've tried. Believe me, we've tried. We've experimented with substitutes, with alternative pathways, with making do. Sometimes it works. Usually it doesn't. The chemistry is unforgiving. Wrong reagents mean wrong products. Sometimes dangerous products."
"But the materials exist somewhere."
"They're still down there, in the flooded levels. Pharmacies. Hospitals. Chemical supply warehouses. Fifty years underwater, but many containers were sealed. Glass and plastic and steel, designed to preserve what was inside." Adaora's voice grew quieter. "We know they're there. We've seen them through the water when the light is right. Tantalising. Just out of reach."
"Then why haven't you retrieved them?"
"Because we can't reach them." Adaora's voice was measured, but Moss caught something beneath it. Frustration, perhaps. Or old grief. The grief of watching people die when the cure was so close. "The flooded levels are deep. Dangerous. Full of debris and currents and collapsed structures. We don't have the equipment or the expertise to go down safely. We tried, in the early years. We lost people. Good people. After a while, the council decided the risk was too great."
Moss leaned forward. "But someone does. Someone can reach them."
Adaora was quiet for a long moment. The light from the windows shifted as a cloud passed over the sun, casting the library into temporary shadow. When she spoke again, her voice was careful, picking through words like someone navigating unstable ground.
"There are others. Below us. People who live in the water, in spaces between the flooded levels. Pressurised chambers. Sealed buildings they've adapted to their needs. They call themselves the Underloft." She paused. "They have the ability to go down. To access the submerged city. They've brought things up before, traded with us when circumstances aligned."
"Can they help us?"
"Possibly." Adaora's expression was complicated, layers of history that Moss could only guess at. "But contact is difficult. We don't speak with them often. Different people. Different ways of living. Different priorities."
"Why not?"
"Disagreements. Misunderstandings. Old wounds that never quite healed." Adaora met Moss's eyes directly. "It's been over a year since we last had direct communication. The channels exist, but they've gone quiet. I'm not saying it's impossible. I'm saying it's not simple."
Moss looked down at the book still open in their hands. Formulas for medications that could save lives. Knowledge preserved through fifty years of careful stewardship. And all of it useless without the materials that lay beneath the water.
"We need to reach them," they said. "The Underloft. Whatever it takes."
"There may be a way. There are people who move between communities. Intermediaries who know the protocols, who maintain relationships across the boundaries we've built." Adaora rose from the table. "I'll make enquiries. But I can't promise anything."
"I understand." Moss stood as well, clutching the pharmacology book to their chest like a talisman. "Thank you. For showing me this. For being willing to help."
Adaora inclined her head. "Your people are dying. You came all this way to save them. Risked the journey, trusted in strangers. That means something." She paused at the door. "You can stay here as long as you like. Study the texts. Take notes. Learn what you can. The knowledge is yours to share."
After she left, Moss stood alone in the library, surrounded by more knowledge than they had ever seen in one place.
For a long moment, they simply breathed. The air was thick with the smell of old paper, of preservation, of decades of careful stewardship. Somewhere in the distance, they could hear the sounds of the tower, voices and footsteps and the creak of bridges in the wind. But here, in this room, there was only silence and the weight of accumulated wisdom.
They began to explore. The medical section was extensive, but there was so much more. Agricultural texts, detailing crop rotation and soil management for conditions that no longer existed. Engineering manuals, their diagrams precise and beautiful. Chemistry references, physics textbooks, biology surveys. An entire shelf of atlases, their maps showing coastlines that had long since drowned.
And fiction. Novels with cracked spines and faded covers. Poetry collections. Children's books with bright illustrations now dulled by time. Moss pulled one out at random, a novel they didn't recognise, and opened it to the first page. The paper was brittle at the edges but the words were clear. Someone had loved this book once. Someone had carried it up from the water to save it.
They returned to the medical section and began to work in earnest.
They pulled books from shelves with trembling hands. Pharmacology texts. Medical references. Pages filled with formulas and dosages and procedures that could save lives. They copied notes into the margins of Cora's journal, their handwriting cramped and hurried. Drew diagrams of molecular structures. Made lists of compounds and processes.
Some of what they found confirmed what Cora had suspected. Other passages revealed how much more there was to learn. The complexity of pharmaceutical synthesis was staggering. So many steps, so many variables, so many ways for things to go wrong. Moss understood now why Adaora had been cautious. This wasn't just a matter of following a recipe. It was chemistry and precision and equipment they didn't have.
But the knowledge was here. The foundation was here. If they could get the materials, if they could find someone with the expertise, they could build on what these books contained.
Hours passed. The light through the windows shifted from morning to afternoon, the sun tracking across the sky, dust motes dancing in the golden beams. An elderly man came in at one point, nodding at Moss before settling in a corner with a book of his own. Later, a young woman arrived to check the preservation sachets, replacing a few that had grown stale. Neither disturbed Moss's work. The library, it seemed, was a place of quiet purpose.
Finally, they found it. A chapter on respiratory infections. Antibiotic protocols. The exact medications that Cora had suspected they needed, confirmed in black and white. The synthesis pathways laid out step by step. The required reagents listed with precision. The dosages and durations, the contraindications and alternatives.
Moss read the passages three times, committing the key details to memory even as they copied them into Cora's journal. This was what they had come for. This was the answer to months of watching people suffer, of feeling helpless, of knowing there had to be a way.
The formula was there. The process was there. Everything they needed.
Except the materials. Which lay at the bottom of a drowned city, accessible only to people who lived in darkness and pressure, in the spaces between worlds. People who had cut off contact. People who might not want to help.
Moss closed the book and pressed their forehead against its cover. The leather was cool against their skin. They thought of the patients back home, growing sicker by the day. They thought of Cora's steady hands, too weak now to hold a pen. They thought of everything they had risked to get here, everything they had found, and everything that still remained out of reach.
They had come so far. They had found the answer. And still the path forward led deeper.
Into the water. Into the unknown.
Chapter Seven
The Trade
The council chamber was smaller than Gull had expected.
He had imagined something grand, perhaps. Some echo of the old world's bureaucratic vastness, the kind of room where important decisions had once been made by people in expensive suits. Instead, the five councillors sat around a salvaged table in a room that might once have been a corner office, sunlight streaming through windows that looked out over the drowned city. The table was scratched and worn, its surface bearing the marks of decades of use. Mismatched chairs surrounded it, each one salvaged from a different source, some with torn upholstery, others with arms that had been mended with rope.
It was a working room. A practical room. A room where things got done.
Councillor Adaora sat at the head of the table, her posture straight, her expression giving nothing away. To her left was Councillor Okonkwo, who caught Gull's eye and gave him a small nod. The memory of that morning rose unbidden, sharp and tender.
Before the others had woken, before the sun had fully risen, Okonkwo had come to their quarters. She had not said why, only asked Gull to follow her. They had climbed stairs and crossed bridges in the grey predawn light, ascending to the roof of the library tower where the memorial stood.
Hundreds of names carved in stone. People the Rooftops had lost in the early years. The flooding. The hunger. The diseases that came when medicines ran out. Gull had stood before the wall of names and felt the weight of all that loss pressing down on him.
Meredith's name was not among them. She had died in a different hospital, on a different rooftop, as the waters rose around them both. She had never been part of this community, never climbed these towers, never known these people. One of the countless forgotten, unmemorialised except in his own memory. Fifty years he had carried her, and no one else even knew her name.
"We could add her," Okonkwo had said quietly, watching his face. "Your wife. If you tell me her name, we could carve it here. So she's not forgotten anymore."
Gull had wept then. Properly wept, in a way he hadn't allowed himself in decades. Great wracking sobs that shook his old body, that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than grief. And Okonkwo had waited beside him in silence, her hand on his shoulder, until he was ready to speak his wife's name aloud.
Meredith. Her name was Meredith.
He owed Okonkwo a debt he could never repay.
Now, in the council chamber, he tried to focus on the present. The foraging party sat on the opposite side of the table from the councillors. Moss in the centre, Cora's journal open before them, their hands resting on its pages as if drawing strength from it. Seren to their right, her posture straight and attentive, her engineer's mind clearly cataloguing everything she observed. Wren to their left, her restlessness visible only in the occasional tap of her fingers against her thigh, the way her eyes kept drifting to the window. And Gull at the end, feeling every one of his seventy-six years.
"We've discussed your proposal," Adaora began. Her voice was measured, neutral. "We have questions."
What followed was not quite negotiation, not quite interrogation, but something in between. The councillors wanted details. Practical, specific details about what trade would actually look like.
"How much kelp could the Estuary Collective provide?" asked a councillor Gull didn't know, a thin man with careful eyes. "And how often? We need to understand the scale before we can assess the value."
Seren answered that one. "Our harvest is seasonal. The largest yields come in late summer and early autumn. We could provide significant quantities, enough to supplement your diet meaningfully, but the logistics of transport would need to be worked out."
"What form would the trade take?" another councillor asked. "Would the same party return, or would there be regular voyages? How would we maintain contact between exchanges?"
More questions followed. About the tidal generators and whether the technology could be shared. About the kelp strains and whether they could be cultivated here. About the other settlements along the estuary, the network of communities that might also want to trade. About what the Rooftops had that the Collective might want.
Moss answered when the questions touched on medicine, their voice growing stronger as they spoke about what they had learned in the library, the formulas and processes they had copied into Cora's journal. Seren answered when the questions concerned technology, sketching diagrams on scraps of paper to illustrate points about tidal power and compressed air storage.
But the weight of representation fell largely on Gull, and he found himself speaking more than he had in years. His voice, rusty from decades of solitude, grew steadier as he talked.
He spoke of Havenswell. Of the floating platforms that rose and fell with the tides, the wooden walkways that connected them, the gardens that grew in repurposed containers. Of the tidal generators that hummed day and night, pulling energy from the endless rhythm of the sea. Of the way of life the Collective had built upon the water, neither fighting the flood nor fleeing from it, but learning to live with it.
He spoke of the other settlements along the estuary, the loose network of communities that supported each other through storms and scarcity. Fishers and farmers and crafters and healers, each group contributing what they could, taking what they needed. Not perfect. Not without conflict. But functioning. Surviving. Sometimes even thriving.
He spoke of abundance in good seasons, of careful rationing in lean ones, of the delicate balance that kept eight hundred people alive on the uncertain sea.
The councillors listened. Their expressions gave little away, but Gull could see the shift happening beneath the surface. The careful attention. The occasional glance exchanged between colleagues. These were not hostile people. They were cautious people. They had been hurt by hope before, had trusted and been betrayed, had learned to be careful about letting hope in again.
"You've been isolated a long time," Gull said, when the questions finally paused. "We have too. Different kinds of isolation, maybe. You in your towers, us on our platforms. But the same loneliness underneath. The same wondering if anyone else is out there. The same fear that we might be the last."
Councillor Okonkwo nodded slightly, her eyes meeting his across the table.
"What you're proposing," Adaora said slowly, choosing her words with care, "is more than trade. It's connection. The end of isolation."
"Yes."
"That's a significant change. For both of us." She leaned forward, her hands folded on the table. "What if it goes wrong? What if trade brings conflict? Competition? What if we open ourselves up and find that the world out there is still as dangerous as our grandparents feared?"
Gull considered the question carefully. It deserved a careful answer.
"It might," he said finally. "We're human. We make mistakes. We disagree. We hurt each other, sometimes, even when we don't mean to." He looked around the table, meeting each councillor's eyes in turn. "But we also help each other. Share with each other. Build things together that none of us could build alone. That's human too. Maybe more human."
He leaned forward, his old bones protesting the movement.
"Your people have food insecurity. The fishing is poor, the gardens can't produce enough. Ours have a sickness we can't cure, people dying while we watch helplessly. You have knowledge we need, books and formulas and fifty years of learning. We have resources you lack, kelp and fish and materials from the coast. We could stay apart, stay safe, and watch our separate problems slowly get worse. Or we could take a risk. Reach out. Try something different."
Silence followed his words. The councillors exchanged glances. Gull could feel the weight of the moment, the balance tipping one way or the other.
Then Adaora spoke again. "What would you risk for your people?"
Moss answered before Gull could. "Everything." Their voice was steady, stronger than he had ever heard it. "We left our homes, our families, everyone we love. We crossed unknown waters with no certainty we'd find anything at all. We did it because people are dying, and we couldn't stand by and do nothing."
Their eyes met Adaora's across the table, and Gull saw something pass between them. Recognition, perhaps. Understanding.
"What would you risk for yours?"
The question hung in the air. Gull watched Adaora's face, saw the weight of leadership pressing down on her shoulders. She was responsible for eight hundred people. Every decision she made affected their survival. Every risk she took could cost lives.
"We lost family in the early years," she said finally. Her voice was quiet, but it carried clearly in the small room. "Many of us did. Starvation. Disease. Violence, in the worst times. We climbed because we had to, but climbing wasn't enough. We had to learn how to live up here. How to grow food where nothing should grow. How to ration and preserve and make do with less than less. How to keep hope alive when hope seemed foolish."
She looked at Moss, at the journal they held, at the desperation they had carried across the water.
"We know what it is to watch people die. To feel helpless. To wonder if there's any point in going on." She took a breath. "We're not going to be the ones who turn away when others need what we have."
Gull felt something release in his chest. A tightness he hadn't even known was there.
"Then we have an agreement?" he asked.
"We have the beginning of one." Adaora looked at her fellow councillors. Nods around the table, some reluctant, some more willing. One councillor still looked uncertain, but he didn't object. "Trade can happen. Knowledge will be shared. We'll work out the details over time, the quantities and schedules and logistics. But the principle is agreed."
She paused, her gaze moving across the foraging party, taking in their exhaustion, their desperation, the weight they carried.
"We understand that time is not something you have in abundance," she said. "Your people are dying. Every day you spend here is a day they spend suffering." Her voice softened, though it lost none of its authority. "We will not delay you with ceremony or caution. Whatever we can do to help you move forward quickly, we will do."
Seren spoke up. "And the medicine? The materials from below?"
Adaora's expression grew more complicated. "That's not in our power to offer. The Underloft operates independently. They have their own council, their own priorities. But we'll help you make contact. There are intermediaries who move between communities, who maintain relationships across the boundaries we've built."
"The Bridge Folk," Wren said quietly.
Everyone turned to look at her. Adaora's eyes narrowed slightly.
"You've heard of them?"
"I've guessed." Wren's voice was carefully neutral. "People who can move between the Rooftops and the Underloft. Who know both worlds. It makes sense that such people would exist."
Adaora studied her for a moment longer than was comfortable. Then she nodded. "Yes. The Bridge Folk. If anyone can arrange a meeting with the Underloft, they can."
The meeting wound down after that. There were more questions, smaller ones, practical matters about timing and communication and how to maintain contact between visits. Seren offered to work with Davi on technical specifications. Moss asked about copying more of the medical texts. Gull mostly listened, letting the younger members of the party handle the details.
He was tired. The kind of tired that went beyond physical exhaustion, down into the bones and the soul. But it was a good tired. The tired that came after something difficult had been accomplished.
The councillors filed out one by one, some pausing to nod at the foraging party, others already deep in conversation with their colleagues about what had just been agreed. The thin man with careful eyes stopped to shake Gull's hand, his grip surprisingly firm. A woman who had said little during the meeting smiled at Moss as she passed.
Okonkwo approached Gull before she left. "The memorial," she said softly, so the others wouldn't hear. "The carvers will add her name tomorrow. I wanted you to know."
"Thank you." His voice was rough with emotion. "For taking me there. For... for everything."
She touched his arm briefly, a gesture of connection, of understanding. Then she followed the other councillors from the room.
Adaora lingered by the door. The others had already left, heading back to their quarters to process what had happened, and Gull found himself alone with her.
"You've been here before," she said. It wasn't a question. "Not to the Rooftops. But to this city. I can see it in how you look out the windows. The way you watch the water."
"I was born here," Gull said. The truth felt strange to speak aloud. "Bristol General Hospital. Twenty-six years old when the flooding came. I left on one of the last boats out, heading for higher ground that turned out to be just as doomed, just in a different way."
"And now you've come back. After fifty years." Adaora studied him with those careful, assessing eyes. "Why?"
He thought about the question. About all the answers he could give. About the sickness, and the journey, and the young people who had needed an elder to guide them. About duty and responsibility and all the practical reasons.
"Because I was tired of running," he said finally. "Tired of pretending this place didn't exist anymore. That it wasn't still here, underneath everything. Underneath me."
Adaora nodded slowly. "The city remembers. Even drowned, it remembers. And so do we."
She was quiet for a moment, looking out at the view through the windows. The towers rising from dark water. The bridges spanning between them. The gardens and solar panels and all the signs of life that had grown from catastrophe.
"Perhaps coming back is a kind of hope. Perhaps that's what trade really is. Not just goods exchanged, but... connection. The end of pretending we're alone in the world."
Gull looked out at the city where he had been born, where his wife had died, where fifty years of grief had finally found somewhere to rest.
"Perhaps it is," he said. "Perhaps it is."
Chapter Eight
The Bridge Folk
The trader arrived that afternoon.
Seren was in the workshop with Davi, comparing notes on battery reclamation, when Kira appeared in the doorway. They had been deep in discussion about salvage yields and reconditioning techniques, the kind of practical conversation that made Seren feel most at home. Davi had spread a collection of salvaged cells across the workbench, some still viable, others too degraded to save, and they had been sorting through them together, testing each one with a multimeter that Davi handled with the careful reverence of someone who knew such tools could not be replaced.
"The Bridge Folk are here," Kira said. "One of them, anyway. He's asking about the visitors from the water."
Davi set down the multimeter, her expression shifting. "Finch?"
"Who else?"
Seren caught the look that passed between them. Amusement, wariness, and something that might have been grudging respect. The kind of look people exchanged when discussing someone who was both valuable and exhausting.
"Who's Finch?" she asked. "And what are the Bridge Folk?"
"Traders," Davi said. "They move between the communities. Us, the Underloft, whoever else is out there surviving. They bridge the gaps, carry messages, keep us all from being completely isolated." She set down a damaged cell and picked up another. "We built the bridges between our towers, but the Bridge Folk are the ones who travel beyond them. Finch is... well. You'll see." A faint smile played at the corners of her mouth. "Go. This is what you've been waiting for. I'll finish up here."
Seren gathered the others and made her way to the Commons platform. Word had spread quickly, as it always did in close communities, and a small crowd had already gathered by the time they arrived. At its centre stood a figure unlike anyone Seren had yet seen in the Rooftops.
He was not what she had expected. Where she had imagined someone weathered and practical, dressed in the same muted tones as the Rooftop residents, this man was bright-eyed and animated, his movements quick and expressive, his clothes a mismatched patchwork of colours that stood out sharply against the greys and browns around him. A yellow scarf was wound around his neck, somehow still vibrant despite obvious wear. His jacket was patched in three different fabrics, none of them matching, and he wore it with the air of someone who had chosen every mismatched piece deliberately.
He was perhaps thirty, with olive skin and dark curly hair that fell past his ears, and he talked with his hands, gesturing expansively as he spoke to the gathered onlookers. Even from a distance, Seren could hear his voice carrying across the platform, rich and theatrical, drawing laughs from some of the listeners.
"Ah!" he exclaimed as the foraging party approached, his eyes lighting up with what seemed like genuine delight. "The legendary visitors! The sailors from beyond the horizon! The brave souls who crossed the drowned lands to find what was lost!" He swept into a theatrical half-bow, one arm extended in a flourish. "Finch, at your service. Trader, traveller, professional go-between. Connector of peoples and purveyor of possibilities. I've heard so much about you."
"We're told you might be able to help us," Seren said, keeping her voice neutral despite the urge to smile. There was something infectious about his energy, but she had dealt with traders before and knew that charm was often a tool like any other.
"Possibly. Probably. Almost certainly, depending on what kind of help you need." His smile was easy, but his eyes were sharp, taking in details with a calculating intelligence that belied the performance. She saw him note the calluses on her hands, the way Moss held Cora's journal, the tension in Wren's shoulders. "Word is you want to reach the Underloft."
"Yes. We need materials they can access. Medicine, or the components to make it."
"Medicine." Finch nodded slowly, the theatrical manner fading slightly into something more thoughtful. "Noble cause. The Underloft might be interested. They're not heartless, whatever people say about them. Distant, yes. Difficult to reach, certainly. But not without compassion, in their own way." He glanced around at the crowd, then back to Seren. "Perhaps we should talk somewhere quieter? Trade negotiations are best conducted without an audience, I find. Fewer misunderstandings that way."
Councillor Adaora had arranged a small meeting room for them, a corner space that had once been an executive office and now served as a private council chamber. The foraging party gathered on one side of the salvaged conference table, Finch on the other, lounging in his chair with an ease that suggested he was comfortable anywhere. He had a way of making any space feel like his own territory, Seren noticed. A useful skill for a trader.
"So," he said, steepling his fingers. "The Underloft. Let me tell you what you're dealing with."
He explained. His voice lost some of its theatrical flourish as he spoke, becoming more precise, more informative. This was someone who understood the value of information and knew how to share it effectively.
"The Underloft live in the mid-levels of certain towers," he began. "Roughly floors ten through twenty, depending on the building. When the waters rose, they didn't climb like the Rooftops. They sealed. Pressurised chambers, airtight doors, systems that let them live at the waterline and below. They're amphibious, in a way. Moving between air and water as easily as you or I might walk from one room to another."
"How?" Seren asked, fascinated despite herself.
"Diving bells. Submersibles. Pressure suits cobbled together from salvage. Bristol was a port city once, with a maritime heritage. The old docks had equipment, the university had research vessels, and the Underloft found it all." Finch spread his hands. "They can access the flooded city in ways no one else can. The lower levels, the sealed warehouses, the submerged infrastructure. Everything we've lost to the water, they can still reach."
"That's exactly what we need," Moss said, leaning forward. "The medical supplies, the chemical compounds. They're down there, preserved in sealed containers. The Rooftops have the knowledge but not the materials."
"And the Underloft have access to the materials," Finch agreed. "But they're not easy to approach. They don't speak much. Literally. Generations of living in pressure environments have made them economical with words. Sound carries strangely underwater, and they've adapted. They communicate through gesture, through action, through the things they make. If you go in talking and demanding, they'll seal their airlocks and pretend you don't exist."
"Then how do we approach them?" Moss asked.
"Slowly. Patiently. Let them observe you before you ask for anything. They're watchers, the Underloft. They see everything, say little, and judge by actions rather than words." Finch leaned back in his chair, crossing one ankle over his knee. "They value craft. Skill. Things made with care. If you want to open a dialogue, you bring them something well-made. A gift that shows you understand the value of work. Something you've created yourself, ideally. Mass-produced salvage won't impress them. They want to see the evidence of hands and minds at work."
Seren considered this. It made a certain sense. In a world where so much had been lost, where mass production was a memory and every tool had to be maintained and repaired, craftsmanship would naturally become a mark of worth.
"And you can guide us? Introduce us?"
"I can get you to their door. After that, it's up to you. I know the way down, I know the protocols, I've traded with them before. They tolerate me, which is more than most surface-dwellers can say." He smiled wryly. "But I can't speak for you. The relationship you build with them will be your own."
"What do you want in return?"
Finch grinned, genuine amusement flickering across his face. "Straight to the point. I like that. No wasted time on pleasantries." He leaned forward, his playful manner giving way to something more businesslike. "You're building something here. Trade with the Rooftops. Contact with the Underloft. Connections that didn't exist before. A network, if you will. I want in."
"In how?"
"First access to new trade routes. Best deals when goods start flowing between communities. A seat at the table when decisions get made about how this network grows." He met her eyes, and for a moment the performer disappeared entirely, replaced by something shrewd and calculating. "I'm a trader. Trade is what I do. It's my craft, you might say. Whatever network you're building between the Estuary and Bristol, I want to be part of it. Not as a servant or an employee, but as a partner. Someone with a stake in the outcome."
Seren looked at the others. Moss nodded slightly, their expression thoughtful. Gull's face was neutral but not opposed; he had dealt with traders in his time and knew the value of having useful people on your side. Wren was watching Finch with an intensity Seren couldn't quite read, something complicated moving behind her eyes.
"We'd need to discuss the details with our community back home," Seren said. "We don't have the authority to commit to long-term arrangements without consulting the Collective."
"Naturally. I'd expect nothing less from people who take governance seriously." Finch nodded approvingly. "But in principle? A partnership, assuming the Collective agrees?"
"In principle, yes. You help us reach the Underloft, you're part of what comes next."
"In principle is good enough for now." Finch clapped his hands together, the theatrical manner returning in full force. "Then we have a deal. Conditional on your community's approval, of course, but a deal nonetheless. I'll make arrangements. We can leave tomorrow morning, if you're ready."
"We're ready," Moss said, their voice firm. "We've been ready since we left home."
Finch studied them for a moment, and something shifted in his expression. Less performance, more genuine interest. He looked at each of them in turn: Seren with her engineer's hands, Moss with their healer's determination, Gull with his elder's gravity, Wren with her guarded watchfulness.
"You really have come a long way, haven't you? Not just distance. In what you're willing to risk." He stood, pushing back his chair. "Right. Tomorrow at dawn. Meet me at the eastern bridge cluster, the one that looks out toward the collapsed tower. Bring anything you want to offer as a gift. Something you made yourself, if possible. The Underloft appreciate that sort of thing."
He moved toward the door, then paused, one hand on the frame.
"One more thing." His voice had lost its theatricality entirely now, quiet and serious. "The Underloft see more than they say. They read people. Subtle things, the details most of us miss. If there's anything you're not telling each other..." His eyes moved across the group, lingering on Wren for a moment longer than the others. "They'll probably figure it out. Just something to keep in mind."
Then he was gone, the sound of his footsteps fading down the corridor, and the room was quiet.
"Thoughts?" Seren asked, looking around the table.
"He's clever," Gull said slowly. "Perhaps too clever. The kind of man who sees every angle and plays them all. But useful, if he's genuine about wanting a partnership rather than just what he can take."
"The terms are fair," Moss added. "If he can really get us to the Underloft, a share of the trade is a small price. We're not here to hoard connections. We're here to build something that helps everyone."
Wren said nothing. She was staring at the door Finch had left through, her expression troubled, her fingers pressed against the table as if steadying herself.
Seren watched her for a moment. Finch's warning echoed in her mind. If there's anything you're not telling each other, they'll probably figure it out.
Whatever Wren was hiding, the Underloft might bring it to light. Maybe that wasn't entirely a bad thing. Secrets had a way of festering when kept too long.
"We should prepare," Seren said, breaking the silence. "Think about what we can offer as gifts. Something well-made, something that shows craft." She looked at her own hands, callused and scarred from years of working with turbines and tools. "I could put something together from my repair kit. A demonstration piece, maybe. Show them how we solve problems on the water."
"I have Cora's journal," Moss said quietly. "Not to give away. But to show them. Proof that we have knowledge worth sharing, research that matters."
Gull nodded. "I'll think on it. There may be something I can offer from my years at sea."
Wren remained silent, lost in her own thoughts.
They dispersed to prepare. Seren returned to the workshop to gather materials, her mind already working through possibilities. She had a small toolkit she had brought from Havenswell, carefully maintained, each piece selected for versatility and reliability. Perhaps she could construct something that demonstrated the principles of tidal power. Something elegant and functional that would speak to the Underloft's appreciation of craft.
Tomorrow they would descend toward the Underloft. Tomorrow the next part of the journey would begin. They had crossed the water, they had found the Rooftops, they had secured knowledge and the beginnings of trade.
Now they needed to go deeper.
She thought of Havenswell. Of the sick and the dying. Of Cora, too weak to hold a pen, waiting for news that might never come. Of everything they had crossed the water to find.
They were close now. So close.
Chapter Nine
Confrontation
The celebration was modest, but to Wren it felt overwhelming.
They had gathered on the Commons platform as the sun set over the drowned city, the broad space transformed by lanterns and the warm glow of cooking fires. Someone had produced instruments carved from salvaged wood, a fiddle with mismatched strings and a drum made from stretched membrane over a salvaged container, and music drifted through the evening air. It was rough music, imperfect, but it was joyful in a way that made Wren's chest ache.
Food was shared from communal pots, fish stew and roasted vegetables and bread baked that morning in the tower ovens. Drinks were poured, something fermented from fruit that had a sweetness cut with an unexpected sharpness. Conversations flowed between people who had been strangers just days ago, the awkwardness of first contact giving way to something warmer, something tentatively hopeful.
A trade agreement. A beginning. Something worth celebrating.
Wren couldn't make herself join in.
She stood at the edge of the gathering, a cup in her hand that she hadn't drunk from, watching the others. Moss was deep in conversation with Councillor Adaora, the two of them bent over a book that someone had brought from the library, their heads close together as they discussed something that made Moss's eyes bright with hope. Gull sat with Councillor Okonkwo, the two of them speaking quietly, the weight of shared memories visible in their posture. Seren was surrounded by a small group of Rooftops engineers, gesturing enthusiastically as she explained something about tidal turbines, her hands sketching shapes in the air.
They all belonged here. They had all found their place in this strange new community, at least for the evening.
Wren felt like a ghost at the feast.
When she was certain no one was watching, she set down her untouched cup and slipped away.
The bridges swayed gently beneath her feet as she walked, the familiar motion that the Rooftops dwellers no longer noticed. She crossed from tower to tower, moving away from the celebration, away from the lantern light and the music and the laughter. Each step took her further from the warmth, deeper into the quiet parts of the complex where the evening shadows gathered thick between the buildings.
She passed a woman coming the other way, someone heading toward the celebration with a covered dish in her hands. They nodded at each other, stranger to stranger, and then Wren was alone again, her footsteps the only sound on the metal walkway.
The sounds of the celebration faded behind her as she went deeper, until she found a quiet spot between two of the smaller towers. A walkway that led nowhere, ending abruptly where a planned bridge had never been completed. The anchor points were still visible on the opposite tower, waiting for cables that had never been strung, a project abandoned or postponed or simply forgotten in the endless list of things that needed doing.
The celebration was a distant murmur from here, the music barely audible over the whisper of wind through the cables. Below her, the dark water stretched between buildings, still and silent, reflecting the first stars that were beginning to appear in the darkening sky.
She stood at the railing and looked down.
The water was black at this hour, impenetrable, hiding everything that lay beneath. Thirty floors down, perhaps more. A whole world submerged, preserved in darkness and pressure, inaccessible to the people who lived in the light.
Almost inaccessible.
Wren gripped the railing and stared into that darkness, and felt the weight of everything she carried pressing against her chest.
Footsteps on the bridge behind her. She didn't need to turn to know who it was.
"Wren."
Seren's voice was calm. Too calm. The voice of someone who had thought carefully about what they were going to say, who had rehearsed the conversation in her head before starting it.
"Seren."
"We need to talk."
Wren turned. The engineer stood a few metres away, silhouetted against the distant glow of the celebration, her posture straight, her expression unreadable in the fading light. She had followed Wren here deliberately. Had waited for the right moment, when they could speak without being overheard.
"About what?"
Seren walked to the railing and stood beside her, close but not touching, both of them looking out at the same dark water. For a long moment, neither spoke. The wind hummed through the cables, a low vibration that Wren could feel in her bones.
"You've been here before," Seren said finally. Not a question.
Wren's heart stuttered. She had known this was coming. Had known since the tour, since the slip about the collapsed tower, since Seren had caught her eye and said for now. She had just hoped she would have more time. Time to prepare. Time to find the right words. Time to figure out how much to reveal and how much to keep hidden.
"I don't know what you mean."
"Don't." Seren's voice sharpened, cutting through the pretence. "Don't lie to me, Wren. Not now. Not after everything we've been through together."
Silence stretched between them. The distant music drifted across the bridges, incongruously cheerful, a celebration of connection while the two of them stood apart, a chasm opening between question and answer.
"I've been watching you since we arrived," Seren continued, her voice quieter now but no less intense. "The way you look at things. Not with curiosity, like someone seeing something new, but with recognition. The way you hesitate before asking questions, as if you already know the answers and you're pretending not to. The way you almost said you knew that collapsed tower before you caught yourself." She turned to face Wren, her eyes steady and searching. "You know this place. You've been here before. Why didn't you tell us?"
Wren gripped the railing until her knuckles ached. The metal was cold under her fingers, cold and solid and real, an anchor in a moment that felt like it was slipping away from her.
She could keep lying. She had done it for years. Had built walls around herself, careful constructions of silence and deflection, keeping everyone at a safe distance from the truth. But something in Seren's face, something in the weight of this moment, made her tired. So tired of carrying it alone.
"Yes," she said. Her voice came out barely above a whisper, almost lost in the wind. "I've been here before."
Seren's expression didn't change, but something shifted in her posture. The tension of suspicion giving way to the tension of confirmation. "When?"
"Years ago. Before I joined the scouting crews officially. I used to..." Wren stopped, gathered herself, forced the words out. "I used to go further than I was supposed to. Explore places that were off limits. The drowned cities. Bristol."
"Against community rules."
"Yes."
Seren was quiet for a moment, processing. The stars were brighter now, the sky darkening from blue to black, the last light fading from the western horizon.
"Why didn't you say something?" she asked. "When we were planning the journey. When we were trying to understand what we might find here. You could have helped. You could have told us what to expect, how the towers were arranged, where the safe approaches were." She shook her head. "You knew this place, and you said nothing."
"I know." The words felt like stones in her mouth, heavy and hard and impossible to swallow. "I couldn't admit it. I've been breaking the community's trust for years, Seren. Going places I wasn't supposed to go. Making trips that no one authorised, no one knew about. If I'd spoken up, everyone would have known. Gull would have known. He's the one who made the silence about Bristol into law in the first place."
"So you let us navigate blind rather than admit you'd broken the rules."
"Yes." Wren couldn't meet her eyes. "I'm not proud of it."
Seren turned back to the water, her profile sharp against the darkening sky. When she spoke again, her voice was different. Less angry. More puzzled. The voice of someone trying to fit pieces together that didn't quite match.
"That explains the secrecy. But it doesn't explain everything."
Wren's chest tightened. "What do you mean?"
"On the tour. When we were in the tower with the vertical gardens. You drifted to the edge of that walkway and stared down at the water. You weren't just looking. You were looking for something. Your whole body changed. Your breathing. Your posture." Seren glanced at her. "And just now, when I found you here. You were doing the same thing. Staring down like you're waiting for something to surface."
Wren said nothing. Her fingers ached from gripping the railing.
"There's more, isn't there?" Seren asked quietly. "Something you're not telling me. Something beyond just breaking rules about where you were allowed to explore."
The question hung between them. Wren felt the weight of everything she carried pressing against her chest, demanding release. The trips to Bristol. What she had found here. Who she had found here. The relationship that had grown in secret, in stolen moments, in a world beneath the water. The letter in her pocket that she had never been able to send, the words she had written years ago and carried ever since, waiting for a chance to deliver them.
But she couldn't. Not yet. Not here. The truth was too tangled, too painful, too connected to things she didn't fully understand herself.
"This is all I can give you right now," she said. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, hollow and tired. "I've been here before. I know more than I should. I should have said something, and I'm sorry I didn't."
Seren studied her for a long moment. Whatever she saw in Wren's face, whatever depths she glimpsed behind the partial confession, she didn't push further. Perhaps she understood that some truths couldn't be forced. Perhaps she simply knew that now was not the time.
"Alright," she said. "For now."
There it was again. Those two words that promised this wasn't over. A temporary reprieve, not an absolution.
"But Wren." Seren's voice hardened slightly, taking on the practical edge of someone who needed to know they could rely on their crew. "When this matters. When what you know could help us, or save us, or make the difference between success and failure. You need to speak up. I don't care about rules. I don't care about what you did years ago. I don't care about whatever else you're carrying that you can't talk about yet. I care about getting home alive. I care about saving the people who are counting on us."
"I understand."
"Do you?"
"Yes." Wren met her eyes, forcing herself to hold that steady gaze. "When it matters. I'll speak up. I promise."
Seren held her gaze for a moment longer. Then she nodded, something shifting between them. Not quite trust. But the beginning of it. The acknowledgment that secrets existed, that there were things unsaid, but that when the moment came, Wren would do what was needed.
"I'm going back to the celebration," Seren said. "You should come. Staying apart only makes people wonder."
She turned and walked away, her footsteps fading into the distance, swallowed by the sound of wind and distant music. Wren watched her go until she was just a silhouette against the distant glow of the celebration, and then nothing at all.
The night had grown colder. Wren pulled her jacket tighter around herself, but the chill she felt had nothing to do with the temperature.
She stayed at the railing, looking down at the dark water.
She had told Seren the truth. Part of it. The safe part. The part that explained without revealing too much. The unauthorised expeditions. The broken rules. The knowledge she should have shared and didn't.
But the rest stayed locked inside her. The reason she had come to Bristol in the first place, all those years ago. What she had found here, in the depths, in the pressurised spaces where the Underloft made their home. Who she had lost. The words she had carried ever since, waiting for a chance to deliver them to someone who might no longer exist.
Tomorrow they would descend. Finch would guide them to the threshold, and then they would be on their own. The path would lead down, into the pressurised depths, into the world that had swallowed everything she couldn't speak of.
She didn't know what she would find there. Didn't know if what she was looking for still existed after all these years. Didn't know if the letter in her pocket would ever reach its intended recipient, or if she was carrying words for someone who had long since been claimed by the dark water.
But she knew she couldn't run forever. Sooner or later, the past caught up with everyone. And Bristol, this drowned city that held all her secrets, was waiting.
She looked down at the water one last time. Somewhere beneath that black surface, the Underloft lived their hidden lives. And somewhere among them, perhaps, was the answer to every question she couldn't bring herself to ask.
Then she turned and walked back toward the celebration, toward the others, toward whatever came next.
Chapter Ten
The Descent
The decision came down to Moss.
They sat in their quarters as evening fell, the four of them arranged around a salvaged table that had seen decades of use. The light from salvaged lanterns cast warm shadows across their faces, and beyond the window, the drowned city was disappearing into twilight, the towers becoming silhouettes against a darkening sky. Finch had briefed them that afternoon on what to expect from the Underloft, and now the weight of choice pressed down on all of them.
"We've achieved something real here," Gull said. His voice was tired but steady, carrying the gravity of someone who understood what they had accomplished and what still remained to be done. "Trade with the Rooftops. Access to the library. Medical knowledge we didn't have before. More than we had any right to hope for when we left Havenswell."
"But not medicine," Seren said. She sat with her hands folded on the table, her engineer's mind clearly working through the practical implications. "Not the actual compounds we need. Just formulas. Instructions for how to make what we can't make without the materials."
"Formulas are valuable," Gull replied. "Cora can work with formulas. She's clever, resourceful. Given time, given the right conditions, she might find another way to make what we need. Some workaround we haven't thought of..."
"We don't have time." Moss's voice was quiet, but it cut through the room with an edge that surprised even them. They held Cora's journal open on the table, the pages filled with her careful observations, her desperate questions, her notes on symptoms and progression and the terrible mathematics of a spreading epidemic. "The sickness is spreading. Every day we delay, more people fall ill. More children develop the cough that won't stop. More elders slip away in the night, their lungs too weak to keep fighting. We left Havenswell four days ago. Four days, and Cora was already too weak to travel. How much weaker is she now? How many more have fallen sick? How many have we already lost?"
Gull fell silent. There was no answer to that question, and they all knew it.
"Going deeper is a risk," Wren said. She had been quiet through most of the discussion, her eyes distant, her thoughts clearly elsewhere. Now she spoke with the careful precision of someone choosing each word deliberately. "The Underloft are unknown. Their world is pressurised, submerged. Nothing like what we know. We'd be entering their territory, playing by their rules, with no guarantee they'll help us."
"Finch said they're not hostile," Seren replied. "Different, yes. Difficult to approach. But not hostile. He's traded with them before."
"Finch says a lot of things." Wren's voice was flat. "He's a trader. Saying things is what he does."
"He also knows them. Better than anyone else we've met." Seren turned to Moss, her gaze steady and direct. "But this isn't really about Finch, is it? It's about what we came here to do. What we promised when we left."
All eyes turned to Moss.
They looked down at the journal. Cora's handwriting blurred as their eyes filled with tears they refused to shed. Every page was a testament to her dedication, her brilliance, her refusal to give up even as her own body betrayed her. She had sent them on this journey because she believed they could succeed where she could not. She had trusted them with everything.
They thought of the children in the sickbeds back home. Little faces flushed with fever, small bodies wracked with coughs that seemed too violent for their fragile frames. They thought of the elders whose coughs shook their whole bodies, who tried to hide their weakness because they didn't want to be a burden. They thought of the fear in everyone's eyes as the sickness spread, the whispered conversations that stopped when Moss walked by, the desperate hope that someone would find an answer.
They had left home with a promise. They had crossed unknown waters with a purpose. They had found knowledge, allies, the beginning of something extraordinary. But they hadn't found the medicine itself. Not yet.
The materials existed. They were down there, in the flooded levels, preserved in sealed containers that had waited fifty years to be opened. All that stood between them and the cure was a descent into the unknown, a negotiation with people who lived in a world of pressure and silence, a leap of faith into darkness.
"We go deeper," Moss said. Their voice came out stronger than they expected, steadier than they felt. "We finish this."
Silence followed. The lantern flame flickered in a draft, sending shadows dancing across the walls.
Then Seren nodded, a sharp decisive motion that spoke of practical resolve. "Agreed. We've come too far to turn back now."
Gull sighed, the sound carrying decades of experience, of risks taken and prices paid. But he didn't argue. "Then it's decided. We descend tomorrow."
Wren's expression was complicated, something between resignation and resolve, a weight that Moss couldn't quite interpret shifting behind her eyes. She said nothing, but her silence was its own kind of assent.
"Then it's decided," Gull repeated. "We descend tomorrow."
The evening passed in quiet preparation. Finch had given them instructions: bring something well-made as a gift, something that showed craft and care. The Underloft valued the evidence of skill, the proof that you understood the worth of things made with patient hands. Mass-produced salvage would mean nothing to them. They wanted to see who you were through what you had created.
Seren retreated to a corner and worked with the tools from her repair kit, assembling a small device that demonstrated principles she had developed at Havenswell. It was a compact water filter, no larger than her palm, using layers of ceramic and charcoal and a clever gravity-fed design that required no power to operate. She tested it twice, adjusted the flow rate, tested it again. When she was satisfied, she wrapped it carefully in a piece of clean cloth.
Gull sat by the window with a piece of driftwood he had carried from home, a smooth grey fragment that had washed up on the Havenswell platforms years ago. He turned it in his weathered hands, studying its grain, then began to carve with a small knife he kept at his belt. The shavings fell around his feet as the wood slowly took shape, becoming a stylised wave, rising and curling, frozen at the moment of breaking. It was beautiful in its simplicity, a lifetime of seamanship distilled into a single flowing curve.
Moss worked by lantern light, copying key pages from Cora's journal onto fresh paper. They selected carefully: the observations that had led them here, the hypotheses about synthesis, the evidence of rigorous methodology. A gift of knowledge in exchange for the knowledge they sought. Proof that they came as scholars, as healers, as people who understood that information was the most precious resource of all.
Wren sat apart, her back against the wall, watching the others work. She had said nothing about what she would bring.
Moss noticed but didn't ask. Everyone prepared in their own way. Whatever Wren was carrying, it was hers to share or keep as she chose.
Later, when the others had settled into restless sleep, their breathing evening out into the rhythms of exhaustion, Moss stood at the window looking out at the dark water between the towers.
The city was quiet at this hour. A few lights burned in distant windows, night-workers or insomniacs or people like Moss who couldn't find rest. The bridges were empty, swaying gently in a wind that carried the smell of salt and the faint industrial tang of the solar arrays cooling after a day in the sun. Stars glittered above the towers, the same stars that shone over Havenswell, the same stars that had guided them across the water.
Somewhere down there, beneath the dark surface, people were living in spaces Moss could barely imagine. Pressurised chambers carved into the flooded levels. Sealed stairwells converted into airlocks. A world built in the gap between air and water, where every breath was a victory against the crushing weight of the sea. And somewhere in the drowned pharmacies and flooded hospitals below them, the materials waited. Chemicals and compounds that could be synthesised into medicine. Fifty years of preservation, sealed against the water, waiting to be recovered.
All they had to do was ask.
All they had to do was go down.
Moss pressed their hand against the cold glass. The window was a thin barrier between the air they breathed and the void beyond. In the Underloft, those barriers would be different. Airlocks and pressure seals. The boundary between life and death measured in atmospheres and millimetres of reinforced steel.
They had never been more frightened in their life.
But fear wasn't a reason to stop. Fear was just another obstacle, like the waves they had crossed and the negotiations they had navigated and the doubt that had whispered at them every step of the way. It could be acknowledged, respected, moved through. You didn't have to be fearless to be brave. You just had to keep going despite the fear.
Cora had taught them that. In the long nights when the sickness first appeared, when they had stayed up together trying to understand what they were facing, Cora had spoken of courage as a practice, not a trait. Something you did, not something you were.
A sound behind them. Moss turned.
Wren stood in the doorway, her silhouette dark against the dim light of the corridor. She moved quietly, as she always did, but tonight there was something different in her posture. A tension that spoke of things unsaid.
"Can't sleep?" Moss asked.
"No." Wren moved to stand beside them at the window, looking out at the same view. Her reflection overlapped with Moss's in the glass, two ghost-images superimposed against the darkness. "You?"
"No."
They stood together in silence for a while, two people on the edge of the unknown, sharing space without needing to fill it with words.
"Are you frightened?" Wren asked eventually.
"Terrified," Moss admitted. There was no point in pretending otherwise. "You?"
Wren was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper. "Yes. But not of what you might think."
Moss didn't press. Everyone carried their own fears, their own reasons for dreading what came next. Whatever Wren was afraid of, it was hers to share or keep as she chose. Moss had learned that lesson the hard way, pushing too hard in the early days of the sickness, trying to force answers from patients who weren't ready to give them.
"Finch said they see more than they say," Wren said, still staring out at the dark water. "The Underloft. That they read people. That they notice things others miss."
"Does that worry you?"
Another long pause. The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken things.
"Maybe it should."
Moss considered this. They thought of their own fears, their own doubts, the weight of expectation that had pressed down on them since they left home. The knowledge that everyone was counting on them. The terror of failure. The guilt that they hadn't found the answer faster, hadn't pushed harder, hadn't been good enough.
"We all carry things," they said finally. "We all have parts of ourselves we'd rather keep hidden. Mistakes we've made. Secrets we hold. But maybe that's alright. Maybe the point isn't to be perfect. The point is to keep going anyway. To do what needs to be done, even when we're frightened, even when we're not sure we're worthy of the trust people place in us."
Wren turned to look at them, her expression unreadable in the darkness. For a moment, Moss thought she was going to say something. Reveal whatever it was that weighed so heavily on her.
But the moment passed.
"Cora's wisdom?" Wren asked instead.
"Some of it." Moss managed a small smile. "Some of it's mine."
Wren almost smiled back. Almost. It was the closest Moss had seen her come to relaxing since they arrived in Bristol.
"Get some rest," she said. "Tomorrow's going to be long."
She slipped away, her footsteps silent on the salvaged flooring, and Moss was alone again with the dark water and the distant stars visible through the window.
Tomorrow they would descend. Tomorrow they would enter a world unlike anything they had known, a world of pressure and silence and people who communicated through gesture and craft. Tomorrow they would ask strangers for help, and everything would depend on whether those strangers said yes.
The fear was still there, coiled tight in their chest, a cold weight that made breathing difficult. But so was something else. Determination. Purpose. The knowledge that they had come too far to turn back now, that the people waiting at home deserved every effort they could make.
Whatever waited below, they would face it.
For Havenswell. For Cora. For everyone counting on them to bring back a cure.
Moss stayed at the window until the first grey light of dawn touched the towers, painting the dark water silver and rose. Then they gathered their things, woke the others, and prepared to go down.
Epilogue
Below
Dawn came grey and silent, the sun hidden behind clouds that promised rain before noon.
The foraging party gathered on the eastern bridge cluster as the first pale light touched the towers. Their packs were lighter than when they had arrived, carrying only what they would need for the descent: water, a day's food, the gifts they had prepared. Everything else remained in their quarters, trusted to the hospitality of people who had been strangers just days ago.
Finch was waiting for them, his colourful clothes incongruous against the grey morning. The yellow scarf was wrapped tight against the chill, and his usual theatrical manner seemed muted, subdued by the gravity of what they were about to attempt. He nodded as they approached but said nothing, simply turning to lead them into the tower complex.
Councillor Adaora met them at the threshold of the first building. She wore a heavy coat against the morning cold, her grey hair loose around her shoulders, and she carried a small bundle wrapped in oilcloth.
"The Rooftops Council wishes you success," she said, her voice formal but warm. "What you've begun here, these past days, is something we thought impossible. Trade with the Estuary. Connection beyond our towers."
She pressed the bundle into Seren's hands. "Dried fish and salt. A gift for the Underloft, from us. Tell them we remember the old connections."
Seren accepted it with a nod, tucking it carefully into her pack.
Adaora stepped forward and clasped hands with each of them in turn. Seren first, a firm grip between engineers. Moss next, receiving a gentle squeeze that lingered. When she reached Gull, her handshake lasted longest, and something passed between their eyes that needed no words. Two elders who had both lost too much to the rising waters, who understood each other's grief without having to speak it.
When she reached Wren, Adaora paused. Her eyes searched the scout's face for a long moment, and Wren held the gaze without flinching.
"Safe passage," Adaora said finally. "And safe return."
"Thank you, Councillor."
Something flickered in Adaora's expression, but she let it pass without comment. She stepped back, and Finch led them onward into the tower.
The path took them through spaces Kira had not shown them on the tour, through buildings that were less maintained, less populated. The sounds of the waking community faded behind them, replaced by the creak of settling structures and the whisper of wind through gaps in the walls. They passed a group of children playing in a corridor, who stopped to stare at the strangers with wide, curious eyes. An elderly woman nodded to them from a doorway, her face creased with something that might have been respect or pity.
The infrastructure changed as they descended. The bridges became narrower, their cables more weathered, the platforms beneath their feet showing the scars of age and hard use. Solar panels disappeared entirely, replaced by dim chemical lights that cast a pale bluish glow across the corridors. Salvaged lanterns hung at irregular intervals, their flames guttering in drafts that spoke of the vast empty spaces below.
Moss stumbled on a section of loose grating, and Gull caught their arm before they could fall.
"Careful," Seren said, testing the next section with her foot before stepping forward. "The maintenance down here is patchy."
"Hardly anyone comes this deep," Finch said over his shoulder. "No reason to keep it pretty."
The air grew colder with each level they descended, damper, carrying the salt smell of the water that pressed against the windows of the abandoned floors beneath them. Condensation beaded on the walls, and their breath began to mist in the chill. Gull pulled his coat tighter, his joints protesting the cold in ways he tried not to show.
They passed through a section where the windows looked out onto nothing but dark water. Moss stopped, pressing a palm against the cold glass. The flood line was visible on the opposite tower, a sharp demarcation between the dry levels above and the submerged floors below. Algae clung to the submerged windows, green and brown streaks that marked fifty years of patient growth.
"Thirty floors," Moss said quietly. "All of it underwater."
"More than that in some places," Finch replied. "The ground floor of this complex is sixty metres down. The Underloft have mapped most of it. They know these buildings better than we do, honestly. We live on top of them. They live inside them."
Gull stared at the water, his jaw tight. Somewhere down there, preserved in darkness, lay the streets he had walked as a young man. The thought made something twist in his chest, but he said nothing.
Seren touched his elbow. "We should keep moving."
He nodded and turned away from the window.
Finally, they reached a platform that jutted out over darkness. The shaft below dropped away into shadow, the bottom invisible even when Seren leaned over the railing and squinted downward. Cold air rose from the depths, carrying that strange mechanical smell of oil and old metal and something else, something organic, like the breath of a living thing.
Finch stopped at the edge and gestured for them to set down their packs. "We wait here. Catch your breath. It's a long way down, and you'll want your strength."
They spread out across the platform, finding places to sit or lean. Seren crouched at the edge, examining the descent mechanism with professional interest. Counterweights hung in the shaft, massive blocks of salvaged concrete connected by cables to a platform that waited below the lip of the opening. She traced the load-bearing points with her fingers, testing the tension in the lines, noting the redundant safety catches that would arrest the platform if the main cables failed.
"Clever design," she murmured. "Multiple failsafes. Someone really knew what they were doing."
She pulled the water filter from her pack and turned it over in her hands, checking the seals one final time. The ceramic was cool against her palms. The charcoal layers were packed tight. She had tested it a dozen times before they left Havenswell, but she tested it again now, running through the mental checklist until she was certain everything was in order. It would have to be enough. It was the best she could make.
Moss sat with their back against the platform railing, the copied pages spread across their lap. Their lips moved silently as they read, committing the formulas to memory one more time. Antibiotic synthesis. Pain management. Fever reduction. Each page represented hours of careful work in the library, knowledge that Cora had gathered over decades now distilled into instructions that Moss could carry in their hands.
A gust of cold air rose from the shaft, scattering the pages across the platform. Moss lunged after them, heart lurching, snatching them from the air before they could flutter over the edge and disappear into the darkness below.
"Tie those together," Gull said. He lowered himself onto the platform beside Moss with a grunt, his knees protesting the movement. "Lose one page down there, you might not get it back."
Moss nodded, pulling a length of cord from their pack. Their hands trembled slightly as they gathered the pages and bound them into a tight roll. The thought of losing even one formula, one dosage, one piece of the puzzle that could save Havenswell, made their stomach clench with fear.
Gull watched them work, his weathered face unreadable. When Moss finished and tucked the roll inside their coat, he nodded once in approval.
"You've done well," he said quietly. "Cora would be proud."
Moss looked up, startled by the gentleness in his voice. "Thank you."
They sat together in silence for a moment, the old man and the young healer, looking down into the darkness that awaited them.
Seren appeared at Gull's other side, settling onto the platform with the easy grace of someone used to working in awkward positions. "How are you holding up?"
"I'll manage."
She didn't press, but she stayed beside him, a quiet presence. After a moment, she said, "The mechanism looks solid. Smooth descent, counterweighted. Should be easy on the joints."
He snorted softly. "That obvious, am I?"
"You hide it well." She paused, her eyes fixed on the darkness below. "But I notice things."
Below them, somewhere in that darkness, lay the Bristol of his youth. The docks where he had learned to work. The hospital where Meredith had drawn her last breath in his arms. Fifty years of distance, and now he was going to descend into it, to walk those drowned streets and face whatever ghosts remained.
His hand found the railing, gripping it until his knuckles whitened.
Wren stood apart from the others, at the far edge of the platform where the shadows gathered deepest. Her hand rested against her pocket, fingers pressed to the familiar shape within. The darkness below seemed to watch her, patient and waiting, the way deep water always waited.
She forced herself to breathe slowly, evenly, the way she did when navigating difficult passages. Her pulse wanted to race, but she wouldn't let it. Not here. Not now. Not where the others might see.
The letter had travelled with her for years. Through storms and calm waters, through the long nights of keeping watch and the bright days of sailing home. Always in her pocket. Always waiting.
Soon.
She turned her face toward the darkness and let the cold air wash over her. Whatever waited below, she would face it. She had run from this moment long enough.
Finch clapped his hands, and the sound echoed through the vast space, bouncing off walls that descended into shadow.
"Right then. Gather round."
They assembled before him, four travellers from a distant shore, about to descend into a world none of them had ever seen. Finch's colourful clothes seemed almost defiant against the grey of the platform, the yellow scarf a bright streak in the gloom.
"This is as far as I go," he said. His voice had lost its theatrical lilt, and for once he sounded entirely serious. "Below here is their world. I've sent word ahead that you're coming, and they've agreed to receive you. But I can't guide you through it. The Underloft have their own ways, their own rules. You'll have to learn them as you go."
He looked at each of them in turn, his eyes lingering on their faces as if committing them to memory.
"They're different from anyone you've met. They speak through action more than words. They value craft and patience and the evidence of careful work." His gaze settled on Seren. "Show them what you can do, not what you can say. Words are cheap down there. Skill is everything."
He stepped back and gestured to the platform that waited at the edge of the shaft.
"The lever controls the descent. Pull it toward you, you go down. Push it away, you stop. The counterweights do most of the work. Simple mechanics." A ghost of his usual grin flickered across his face. "Even I can manage it."
The grin faded, replaced by something more genuine. Something almost vulnerable.
"Good luck," he said. "I mean that. What you're doing matters. Not just for your people, but for all of us. The Rooftops. The Estuary. Everyone trying to survive in what's left of the world." He paused. "Don't forget that. Even when it gets hard down there. What you're doing matters."
They stepped onto the platform together. The metal was cold through their boots, solid and reassuring beneath their feet. Handrails lined the edges, worn smooth by countless hands that had gripped them during the long descent. Seren noted the maintenance points, the places where the cables had been spliced and reinforced, the evidence of careful upkeep that spoke of regular use.
Finch raised a hand in farewell. Already his bright clothes were fading into the grey of the platform above, the yellow scarf diminishing to a small spot of colour.
Gull gripped the lever. He looked at the others: Seren with her pack settled on her shoulders, Moss with the rolled pages tucked safely inside their coat, Wren with her hand still resting against her pocket.
"Ready?"
Nods all around. No words. None were needed.
He pulled.
The platform lurched once, then began to lower. Smooth and steady, just as Seren had predicted. The mechanism hummed softly, cables vibrating with tension, counterweights rising as they descended. Above them, the opening shrank, the grey morning light fading as they dropped deeper into the shaft.
The walls pressed close on all sides. Seren ran her hand along the surface as they descended, feeling the marks of tools, the places where the structure had been reinforced, the evidence of engineering that had made this passage possible. Every few metres, chemical lights cast their pale glow, creating pools of illumination separated by stretches of shadow.
Down.
The air grew colder. The salt smell intensified, mixed now with oil and metal and the particular scent of machinery that had been running for decades. Moisture beaded on the walls, on their clothes, on their skin.
Down.
They passed a sealed door set into the shaft wall, its edges crusted with some kind of waterproof sealant, a symbol painted on its surface that none of them recognised. The Underloft's mark, perhaps. A claim on this territory, this in-between space. Gull stared at it as it rose past them, disappearing into the darkness above.
Down.
The shaft opened into a vast flooded space, and Moss gasped. Through gaps in the walls, they could see water, dark and endless, pressing against barriers that held it at bay. The waterline was above them now. They had crossed the threshold into the drowned city itself, descending through levels that had been submerged for half a century.
Seren reached over and gripped Moss's shoulder. The young healer was trembling, whether from cold or fear or simple awe, and Seren's touch seemed to steady them.
But ahead, through the gloom, lights flickered. Soft, steady lights that grew brighter as they descended. Not the dim chemical glow of abandoned spaces, but the warm illumination of habitation. Of life in the deep.
The platform descended toward them.
Shapes moved in the light below. Figures waiting on a receiving platform, their faces turned upward, watching the visitors from the surface world descend into their domain.
Seren straightened her pack, feeling the weight of the water filter and the Rooftops' gift.
Moss touched the rolled pages through their coat, the knowledge that could save Havenswell.
Gull released the lever as the platform began to slow, his weathered hands steady despite the ache in his joints.
Wren's hand finally left her pocket, hanging loose at her side. Ready.
The lights grew brighter. The figures became clearer. A dozen people, perhaps more, standing in silence on a platform that jutted out from a sealed doorway. They wore clothes of strange materials, fabrics that seemed to repel the damp, and their faces held an expression that was difficult to read. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Watchful. Waiting to see what these surface dwellers would prove to be.
The platform settled with a soft clunk, solid ground beneath their feet once more.
The descent was complete.
For a long moment, no one moved. The four travellers from the Estuary Collective stood facing the silent watchers of the Underloft, two groups separated by fifty years of isolation and a few metres of pressurised air.
Then one of the Underloft stepped forward. A woman, her grey hair cropped short, her eyes sharp and assessing. She looked at each of them in turn, the same way Finch had, the same way Adaora had. Reading them. Judging them.
Her gaze settled on Seren, on the pack she carried.
"You've brought gifts," the woman said. It wasn't a question.
"We have," Seren replied. "Proof of what we can offer. Proof of what we can do."
The woman nodded slowly. "Then show us."
She turned and walked toward the sealed doorway. After a moment's hesitation, the foraging party followed, stepping off the platform and into the drowned city at last.
The darkness swallowed them whole.
And somewhere in that darkness, in the pressurised corridors and sealed chambers of the Underloft, the next chapter of their journey was waiting to begin.
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