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Chapter One
The Threshold
The platform settled with a soft clunk, and Seren's ears popped for the third time.
The first had come halfway down the shaft, a sharp discomfort behind her eyes that made her wince and swallow. The second had followed minutes later, deeper, as they passed the waterline and descended into levels that had been submerged for fifty years. This third was gentler, a subtle equalisation as the pressurised air of the Underloft's domain wrapped around them.
She worked her jaw, trying to ease the lingering ache. Beside her, Moss was doing the same, their face pale in the blue-green glow that emanated from somewhere ahead. Gull stood rigid at the lever, his weathered hands still gripping the mechanism that had lowered them into darkness. And Wren had positioned herself at the edge of the platform, her body angled toward the figures that waited in the light below.
The descent was complete. Finch's bright yellow scarf had vanished into the grey above long ago. They were alone now, four travellers from the Estuary Collective, standing at the threshold of a world none of them had ever seen.
The receiving platform jutted from a sealed doorway, metal grating beneath their feet, handrails worn smooth by countless hands. Ahead, through an opening in the shaft wall, light spilled from a chamber beyond. Not the dim chemical glow of the abandoned levels above, but something warmer, steadier. The light of habitation. Of life in the deep.
Figures stood in that light. A dozen, perhaps more, arranged in loose formation on a platform that mirrored their own. They wore clothing made from unfamiliar materials, fabrics that seemed to shed the damp rather than absorb it. Their faces held expressions Seren could not easily read. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Watchful. Patient. The look of people who had learned to wait, to observe, to judge by evidence rather than words.
The air was different here. Denser, somehow. Heavier. Each breath required slightly more effort, as though her lungs were working against the weight of the water that surrounded them on all sides. The smell had changed too: salt remained, but beneath it lay something mechanical. Oil. Metal. The particular scent of systems that had been running without pause for decades, holding back the sea.
No one spoke. The silence stretched between the two groups, broken only by the distant hum of pumps and the soft drip of condensation from pipes that lined the walls.
Then one of the Underloft stepped forward.
She was older than Seren, her grey hair cropped close to her skull, her movements carrying the economy of someone who had learned that wasted motion cost energy. Her eyes were sharp, assessing, moving over each of the newcomers in turn. When her gaze reached Seren, it lingered on the pack she carried, on the shape of its contents visible through the fabric.
"You've brought gifts."
It was not a question. The woman's voice was low, unhurried, stripped of unnecessary inflection. A statement of observation. A test, perhaps, to see how they would respond.
Seren met her gaze. "We have." She kept her own voice steady, matching the woman's brevity. Finch's words echoed in her memory: they value craft and patience and the evidence of careful work. Show them what you can do, not what you can say. "Proof of what we can offer. Proof of what we can do."
The woman's eyes moved over the group again. Moss, pale and determined, one hand pressed to their chest where Cora's copied formulas rested inside their coat. Gull, his weathered face revealing nothing, though Seren could see the tension in his shoulders, the way he held himself against the ache in his joints. Wren, silent and watchful, her hand resting against her pocket in that gesture Seren had noticed a hundred times before.
"Then show us."
The woman turned and walked toward the sealed doorway behind her. After a moment's hesitation, Seren stepped off the platform and followed, the others close behind.
The doorway led into a corridor that should not have existed.
Seren felt the pressure change as she crossed the threshold, another subtle shift that made her swallow reflexively. The walls here were lined with pipes, sweating with condensation, carrying water or air or substances she could not identify. Pressure gauges dotted the surfaces at regular intervals, their needles steady, their faces illuminated by tiny indicator lights. The blue-green glow came from tubes running along the ceiling: bioluminescence, she realised. Cultivated algae, contained and channelled, providing illumination without power or maintenance.
The grey-haired woman walked ahead without looking back, her footsteps silent on the metal grating. The other Underloft remained on the receiving platform, watching the strangers pass into their domain. Seren could feel their eyes on her back, measuring, judging.
The corridor sloped downward. With each step the pressure increased incrementally, not painful but present, a constant reminder that they had descended below the waterline and were now borrowing air from systems designed to hold back the sea.
They emerged into a larger chamber, and Seren stopped walking.
The space had been carved from what must once have been an office building's lower floors. The ceiling curved upward, reinforced with metal struts that bore the weight of the water above. Through sections of transparent material set into the walls, she could see the drowned city itself: murky water pressing against the barriers, fish moving in the gloom beyond, kelp swaying in unseen currents.
Pipes ran along every surface. The hum of pumps filled the space, a vibration she could feel through the soles of her boots. This was infrastructure on the edge of physics. Fifty years of adaptation, refinement, improvement. Every junction, every seal, every redundancy spoke of engineering knowledge hard-won through trial and catastrophe. One crack in the wrong place, one failure in the wrong system, and the sea would claim everything.
The grey-haired woman had stopped. She was watching Seren with those sharp eyes, and something flickered in her expression. Interest, perhaps. Recognition.
"You see it," she said. "The work."
"I'm an engineer." Seren gestured at the pipes, the gauges, the careful integration of systems that kept this bubble of air intact. "This is remarkable. Someone understood what they were doing here. Many someones, over many years."
The woman studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded, a small movement that carried weight.
"I am Vela," she said. "I speak for the Underloft when speaking is required."
"Seren. Of the Estuary Collective. Havenswell."
"Show me."
Seren unslung her pack. She withdrew the oilcloth bundle first, the gift Councillor Adaora had pressed into her hands that morning on the bridge cluster. Dawn felt like days ago now, though it had been only hours.
"From the Rooftops Council," she said, holding it out. "Dried fish and salt. They asked us to tell you they remember the old connections."
Vela took it, passed it to someone behind her without comment. Her attention remained fixed on Seren's pack.
Seren reached in again and withdrew the water filter, still wrapped in the clean cloth she had used to protect it. She unwrapped it carefully, revealing the compact device. It sat in her palm, no larger than a closed fist. Ceramic and charcoal layers visible through the transparent housing. The gravity-fed design she had developed at Havenswell, refined over years of experimentation, built into this specific device at the Rooftops while waiting for Finch to arrange their descent.
"Water filtration," she said. "Gravity-fed. No power required. Ceramic outer layer for particulates, charcoal bed for organic compounds, final chamber for biological contamination." She held it out. "I built this one at the Rooftops. Tested it twice, adjusted the flow rate, tested it again."
Vela took the filter from her hand. Her fingers moved over it with familiarity, finding the seams, testing the joints, tracing the path water would take through the system. She did not ask questions. She did not praise or criticise. She simply examined, the way an engineer examines, letting the work speak for itself.
The silence stretched. Around them, the pumps hummed their constant rhythm. Condensation gathered on the pipes above and dripped onto the metal grating below.
Finally, Vela looked up.
"We'll test it," she said. "If it performs as you describe, it has value." She set the filter aside on a nearby surface. "If it does not, we will discuss what else you might offer."
Her gaze moved past Seren to the others, settling on Moss.
"The one who carries medicine knowledge. Step forward."
Moss moved to stand beside Seren. Their jaw was set with determination, though Seren could see the fear beneath it, the desperate hope that had driven them across the sea. Their hand moved to their chest, to the place where Cora's formulas rested inside their coat.
"I am Moss. Healer's apprentice from the Estuary Collective." Their voice was steadier than Seren had expected. "I carry formulas for compounds we cannot synthesise. Our village healer is dying. Others will follow if we cannot find the medicines we need."
Vela's expression did not change. "Many villages have died. Many continue to die. The world ended fifty years ago, and it has been ending ever since." Her voice held no cruelty. Only fact. "Why should your village concern us?"
Moss flinched but held their ground. "Because we're not asking for charity. We're asking for trade. Skills for skills. Knowledge for knowledge. The Rooftops have agreed to new trading relationships. We can offer connection to the open water, to communities you cannot reach from the deep."
"Pretty words."
"Words are all I have until you let me show you what I know."
Vela considered them for a long moment. Then she turned away.
"We will discuss your request," she said. "You will wait."
She led them deeper into the complex, through corridors that had once been office hallways, now stripped to bare metal and lined with the infrastructure of survival. They passed doorways opening onto other chambers: a space where figures bent over workbenches with careful hands; a room filled with growing things under artificial light; an area where children sat in a circle, listening to an elder speak in low tones.
The children looked up as the strangers passed, their eyes wide with curiosity. Seren wondered how many of them had ever seen anyone from the surface. How many had ever breathed air that had not been pumped and filtered and carefully measured.
They came to a small chamber at the end of a corridor. Benches along the walls. A low table in the centre. One wall held a window of thick, clouded material through which the drowned city was visible: the upper floors of an adjacent tower, dark and empty, glass covered with decades of algae.
"Wait here," Vela said. "Food and water will be brought. Do not wander. The complex is not safe for those who do not know its passages."
She paused at the doorway, her gaze moving over the group. It settled on Wren, who had not spoken since the descent began, who stood now with her back to the wall and her hand pressed to her pocket.
"The scout," Vela said. "You are very quiet."
Wren met her eyes without flinching. "I'm here to help my people. Nothing more."
Something flickered in Vela's expression. The look of someone who had seen through a carefully constructed facade.
"We shall see," she said, and left.
The silence that followed felt heavier than the pressurised air.
Gull lowered himself onto one of the benches with a grunt he could not suppress. The descent had cost him, Seren could see it in the way he moved, the careful deliberation of someone managing pain he would not acknowledge. Moss sat beside him, hands clasped in their lap, fingers working against each other.
Seren moved to the window. Through the murk she could trace the outlines of buildings that had once stood above the water. A world that had been, now drowned and dark. The Underloft had not merely survived here. They had built something new within the ruins, something that functioned, something that endured.
She heard soft footsteps behind her. Wren had moved to the far corner, positioning herself where she could watch both the door and the window. A defensive posture. The posture of someone expecting trouble.
Her hand rested against her pocket. Always that pocket. Always that gesture.
Seren crossed the room and stood beside her, close enough that her voice would not carry.
"Whatever it is," she said quietly, "you're going to have to tell us. These people see everything. Secrets don't survive down here."
For a moment she thought Wren would deny it, would retreat behind the competent scout's facade. But something cracked in her expression. Something honest, and raw.
"I know," Wren said. Her voice was barely a whisper. "Later. When we have what we came for. I'll explain everything."
It was more than she had offered in days. Seren wanted to press, but the Underloft were surely watching, even here.
"Later, then," she said. "But we will talk."
Wren nodded once.
Seren returned to the window and looked out at the drowned city. Somewhere in that darkness lay the medicines Havenswell needed. The compounds that could save Cora. The knowledge that Moss had carried across the sea.
They had descended into the deep.
Now they had to prove their worth.
Chapter Two
The Price
The waiting was unbearable.
Moss sat on the bench with Cora's formulas spread across their lap, the pages they had copied so carefully in the Rooftops' library now creased and softened from handling. They had read them a hundred times already, knew every symbol and notation by heart, but their eyes moved over the text again because it was better than sitting still, better than counting the minutes while Cora's life slipped away on the other side of the sea.
Antibiotic synthesis. The primary compound required specific precursors that Havenswell could not produce, could not find, could not substitute. Without it, the infection would spread. Without it, Cora would die. Without it, others would follow, because Cora was the only one who truly understood the old medicine, the only one who could teach Moss what they needed to know.
The mathematics of it haunted them. Four days already gone: two sailing to Bristol, two more at the Rooftops. This was the fifth day, and they still needed to negotiate, to find the medicines, to make the journey home. Two more days of sailing at minimum, assuming fair weather, assuming no complications. A week, perhaps more, before they could return to Havenswell. And Cora had looked so fragile when they left, her skin papery and thin, her breath coming in shallow gasps that rattled in her chest. She had pressed Moss's hand and told them to be brave, to be clever, to bring back what Havenswell needed. She had not said goodbye, but they had both known it might be the last time they spoke.
Moss's fingers tightened on the pages. The paper crinkled softly in the pressurised silence.
Across the chamber, Seren stood at the window, her posture rigid with the effort of appearing calm. She had been watching the drowned city for an hour now, her engineer's mind no doubt cataloguing the infrastructure visible through the murky water. Gull sat on the opposite bench, his eyes closed, his breathing slow and steady. Resting his joints, Moss knew, though he would never admit to needing rest. And Wren remained in her corner, motionless, watchful, her hand pressed to her pocket in that gesture that had become as familiar as breathing.
None of them spoke. There was nothing to say that would not be overheard, nothing that would not be measured and weighed by the people who had built this place.
Food had been brought, as promised. Simple fare: dried fish, a dense bread made from something Moss did not recognise, water that tasted faintly of minerals and recycled air. They had eaten mechanically, without appetite, fuel for bodies that needed to keep functioning even when minds were elsewhere.
The door opened.
Vela stood in the threshold, her grey hair catching the blue-green light from the corridor beyond. Her eyes moved over the group and settled on Moss.
"You," she said. "Come with me."
Moss's heart lurched. They gathered the pages quickly, tucking them inside their coat, and rose on legs that felt unsteady. Seren turned from the window, her expression questioning, but Vela was already walking away, and there was no time for reassurance.
"Just me?" Moss asked, hurrying to catch up.
"The others will have their turn. You first."
The corridors seemed longer than before, the pressure heavier. Moss followed Vela through passages that twisted and branched, past sealed doors and humming machinery, deeper into the complex. They tried to memorise the route, marking turns and junctions in their mind, but the sameness of the metal walls and the constant thrum of pumps made it difficult to distinguish one stretch from another.
They emerged into a chamber larger than any Moss had seen in the Underloft. The ceiling arched overhead, supported by beams that had once held up an office building's grand atrium. Now those beams were reinforced with salvaged metal, and the space below was filled with people.
Two dozen, perhaps more, arranged in a loose circle on benches and chairs and salvaged furniture. No table at the centre. No formal arrangement. Just bodies in a room, watching as Moss entered behind Vela.
Their faces held the same expression Moss had seen on the receiving platform. Assessment. Judgement. The look of people who had learned to read strangers for survival, who trusted actions over words and evidence over promises.
Vela gestured to a space at the edge of the circle. Moss moved to it and stood, acutely aware of every eye upon them.
"Speak," Vela said. "Tell us what you need and why we should help you get it."
Moss's mouth went dry. They had prepared for this moment, had rehearsed what they would say during the long nights on the Tide's Hope, but now, standing before these silent judges, the words seemed inadequate. Too small for what they were asking. Too thin to carry the weight of Havenswell's need.
They began anyway.
"My name is Moss. I'm a healer's apprentice from the Estuary Collective, a community called Havenswell." Their voice sounded strange in the pressurised air, flatter than it should be. "Our healer, Cora, is dying. She has an infection that we cannot treat because we lack the compounds to synthesise the medicine she needs."
They pulled the pages from their coat and held them up, though they doubted anyone could read the cramped notations from across the room.
"These are her formulas. Decades of knowledge, carefully preserved. She taught herself from books salvaged after the flooding, experimented, refined, built a practice that has kept our village alive for thirty years." Moss's voice cracked slightly. They steadied it. "Without her, we lose not just a healer but a teacher. The knowledge dies with her unless I can learn enough to carry it forward."
They paused, gathering themselves. The Underloft watched without reaction. No nods of sympathy. No murmurs of understanding. Just that patient, measuring silence.
"The compounds we need are specific. Antibiotics, primarily. Certain chemical precursors that we cannot find or produce on the surface. Cora believes they might still exist in the drowned pharmacies and hospitals of the old city." Moss lowered the pages. "We came here hoping you might help us find them."
The silence stretched. Somewhere in the distance, a pump changed rhythm, a subtle shift in the background hum that Moss felt more than heard.
Vela spoke. "You want us to go into the drowned places. Pharmacies. Hospitals. Buildings that have been sealed for fifty years, filled with water and darkness and the debris of a world that ended." Her voice was flat, without inflection. "Places where people died. Places where bodies still lie."
Moss flinched but held their ground. "Yes."
"These places are dangerous. Unstable structures. Currents that shift without warning. Limited air, limited visibility, limited time. Every expedition into the deep costs us resources, risks lives." Vela's eyes were hard. "Why should we spend those resources and risk those lives for strangers?"
The question hung in the air. Moss had known it would come, had prepared answers, but standing here in the blue-green light with two dozen faces watching, those answers felt fragile.
"Because we're not asking for charity," they said. "We're asking for trade."
"Trade." Vela's tone was neutral, neither encouraging nor dismissive. "What do you have that we need?"
This was the crux of it. Moss had thought about this during the journey, had discussed it with the others, had turned the problem over and over in their mind. What did the Underloft lack? They had built a functioning society in the depths of a drowned city. They had food, water, shelter, skills. They had survived for fifty years without the surface world.
"Connection," Moss said. "Reach. The ability to trade beyond the towers."
A murmur passed through the circle. Subtle, quickly suppressed, but real.
"You have the Bridge Folk," Moss continued, pressing forward. "They carry goods between you and the Rooftops. But the Bridge Folk have limits. They don't sail the open water. They don't have contacts with the floating communities, the island settlements, the other survivors scattered across what's left of the coast."
They took a breath, steadying themselves.
"The Estuary Collective does. We sail. We trade. We have relationships with communities you've never heard of, resources you can't access from here. The Rooftops have already agreed to expand their trading arrangements with us. If you help us, you become part of that network. Not just the Underloft trading with the Rooftops, but the Underloft connected to the wider world."
Silence again. But something had shifted in the room. Moss could feel it, a subtle change in the quality of the attention focused upon them.
Vela glanced at someone across the circle. A man, younger than her, with dark hair and watchful eyes. Something passed between them, a communication Moss could not read.
"The Bridge Folk carry our goods already," Vela said, turning back to Moss. "They have for years. Why do we need another route?"
"Because routes fail," Moss said. "People die. Boats sink. Communities collapse. Fifty years ago, the whole world was connected, and then it wasn't. You survived because you built redundancies into your systems, failsafes and backups and alternatives. Why wouldn't you want the same for your trade?"
The words came from somewhere Moss had not expected, a clarity born of desperation. They watched Vela's face for any sign of response, but the grey-haired woman's expression remained unreadable.
Another glance across the circle. Another silent communication.
"We'll discuss," Vela said finally. "Wait outside."
Moss hesitated. "How long?"
"As long as it takes."
There was no arguing with that tone. Moss turned and walked toward the doorway, feeling the weight of every gaze on their back. At the threshold, they paused and looked back.
"Cora is dying," they said. "Every hour matters. Please."
Vela nodded once, a small movement that might have been acknowledgment or might have been dismissal. Moss could not tell which.
They stepped into the corridor, and the door closed behind them.
The wait that followed was worse than the waiting chamber had been. At least there, Moss had the others. Here, standing alone in a corridor lined with pipes and gauges, there was nothing but the hum of the pumps and the pressure of the deep and the terrible knowledge that Cora's life hung on a decision being made by strangers.
Moss pressed their back against the wall and slid down until they were sitting on the metal grating, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around themselves. The pages rustled inside their coat with each breath.
They thought of Havenswell. The village they had grown up in, the only home they had ever known. The way the light fell across the water in the mornings, golden and soft. The smell of the kelp beds at low tide. Cora's cottage with its shelves of salvaged books and dried herbs hanging from the rafters.
They thought of Cora herself. The woman who had taken Moss in when their parents died, who had taught them to read and to heal and to hope. Who had believed in them even when they did not believe in themselves.
If Cora died while Moss sat here, waiting for strangers to decide whether her life was worth the risk...
The thought was too large. Too heavy. Moss pushed it away and focused on breathing, on the rhythm of the pumps, on anything that was not the unbearable weight of helplessness.
Time passed. Moss could not have said how much. There were no windows here, no way to mark the hours except by the slow ache of muscles held too long in one position. They did not move.
The door opened.
Vela stood in the threshold, her expression still unreadable. But something had changed. Something subtle in the set of her shoulders, the angle of her jaw.
"Stand up," she said.
Moss scrambled to their feet, heart pounding.
"We've discussed your request," Vela said. "There are conditions."
Conditions. Not refusal. Moss felt something loosen in their chest, something they had not realised they were holding.
"What conditions?"
"The engineer. Seren. She will work with our people, share her knowledge, demonstrate her skills. If she proves valuable, that weighs in your favour."
Moss nodded. "She will. She's remarkable."
Vela continued as if Moss had not spoken. "The old man. Gull. He knows the surface waters better than anyone alive. Our pilots could use that knowledge."
"He'll share it. He wants to help."
"And you." Vela's eyes fixed on Moss's face with an intensity that made them want to look away. "You carry your healer's knowledge. You will teach what you know. Share the formulas, the techniques, the practices that have kept your village alive."
"Yes." Moss did not hesitate. "Anything. Everything. Whatever you need."
Vela studied them for a long moment. Then she nodded, once, that same small movement that carried so much weight.
"We'll take you to the pharmacy," she said. "This afternoon, once the divers are ready."
This afternoon. The words hit Moss like a wave. In just a few hours they would find what they needed. By evening they could begin preparing for the journey home. Cora might still have a chance.
"Thank you," Moss said. Their voice broke on the words. "Thank you."
Vela's expression softened, just slightly. A crack in the stone.
"Don't thank us yet," she said. "The drowned places are dangerous. We've lost people in them before. There's no guarantee you'll find what you need, and no guarantee everyone will come back."
"I understand."
"Do you?" Vela's gaze was searching. "The deep takes what it wants. All we can do is try to take something back."
She turned and walked away, leaving Moss alone in the corridor with the hum of the pumps and the weight of everything still to come.
But for the first time since they had descended into the Underloft, Moss felt something other than fear.
They felt hope.
Chapter Three
The Depths
Gull stood at the window and looked at the world he had fled.
The others had dispersed across the small chamber after Moss left with Vela. Seren had returned to examining the infrastructure, her fingers tracing the paths of pipes along the walls, her engineer's mind working even in captivity. Wren remained in her corner, motionless except for the slow rise and fall of her breathing. Neither of them had spoken. There was nothing to say.
So Gull had risen from the bench, ignoring the protest of his knees, and crossed to the window.
The material was not glass. Some kind of salvaged plastic, thick and clouded with age, scratched by decades of use and cleaning. But it was transparent enough to show what lay beyond, and what lay beyond made Gull's chest tighten with something he could not name.
The drowned city.
Buildings rose through the murky water like the bones of giants. Office towers he had walked past as a young man, their windows now dark and empty, their facades covered with algae and barnacles. Streets where cars had once crawled in endless traffic, now home to fish that darted between rusted lampposts and submerged benches. A world preserved in darkness, frozen at the moment of its ending, waiting beneath the waves for someone to remember what it had been.
Gull pressed his palm against the plastic. It was cold, colder than he had expected, the chill of the deep water bleeding through despite the pressurised air. On the other side of that barrier, the temperature would be lethal. The pressure would crush an unprotected body. The darkness would swallow everything.
And yet people lived here. Had lived here for fifty years, in bubbles of air and light carved from the ruins. The Underloft had not merely survived the flooding. They had made a home in it.
He looked down, tracing the outlines of structures that descended into shadow. Somewhere below, too deep to see, lay the hospital. The one on the hill, they had called it, though the hill was underwater now, the building's upper floors visible only to divers who ventured into the most dangerous reaches of the drowned city.
Meredith had died there. Fifty years ago, in his arms, while the waters rose around them. She had been sick for months, a lung infection that the old world's medicine could slow but not stop. The flooding had started while she was still too weak to stand, and Gull had carried her up flight after flight of stairs as the hospital evacuated, climbing until there were no more stairs to climb. Her last breath had been a whisper he could not 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. Someone had pulled him onto a boat. Someone had taken him away from the drowning city, out into the open water. And he had kept going, kept running, for fifty years.
Until now.
Gull looked up, instinctively, toward the light filtering down from above. Through the murk he could see the surface, a shimmering ceiling far overhead, brighter than the depths but still impossibly distant. The waterline that separated the drowned world from the living one.
Something was wrong with it.
He leaned closer to the window, squinting through the scratched plastic. The light was uneven, flickering in a way that had nothing to do with clouds or the movement of fish. The surface itself was disturbed, choppy, the kind of chop that spoke of wind. Strong wind.
Gull had read water his whole life. He knew the patterns of storm and calm, the subtle signs that told a sailor what was coming before it arrived. And what he saw through that window, filtered through fifty metres of murky water, was unmistakable.
Weather building above. A storm gathering.
He filed the observation away and said nothing. There was nothing to be done about it from down here. They could not control the weather, could not hurry the negotiations, could not change the fact that they would have to sail home through whatever was coming. Worrying the others would accomplish nothing except to add fear to the weight they already carried.
But he would need to tell them eventually. Before they left. Before they committed to the voyage home.
"You see it too."
Gull turned. An old man had approached without sound, his footsteps masked by the constant hum of the pumps. He was perhaps Gull's age, perhaps older, his hair white and thin, his face lined with the particular weathering that came from decades in pressurised air. He moved with the careful economy of someone who had learned that every motion cost energy, and energy was precious in the deep.
"The surface," the man said. He came to stand beside Gull at the window, his eyes fixed on the shimmering light far above. "You were watching it. Reading it."
"Old habit."
"Sailor?"
"Fifty years now."
The old man nodded slowly. "I can always tell. The ones who came from the water. They look up. The ones who came from the land, they look down, at the buildings, the streets. But the water people, they look up. Toward the sky they can't see anymore."
They stood in silence for a moment, two old men gazing at a world neither of them could reach.
"I'm Harrow," the man said finally.
"Gull."
"You came from the Estuary. The floating communities."
"Havenswell. It's a village built on the water, in the estuary where the river meets the sea." Gull paused. "You've heard of us?"
"We've heard rumours. Stories from the Bridge Folk, fragments and whispers." Harrow's voice was soft, almost wondering. "We thought we were all that was left, for a long time. The Rooftops above us, the Underloft below, and nothing else. Then the Bridge Folk told us about communities on the water, people who had survived by learning to float." He shook his head slowly. "Fifty years, and we're still discovering who made it through."
"There are more than you'd think," Gull said. "Scattered. Isolated. But surviving."
"Like weeds in the cracks." Something that might have been a smile flickered across Harrow's lined face. "That's what we are now. All of us. Weeds in the cracks of a broken world."
Gull looked out at the drowned city. Fish moved between the buildings, silver flickers of life in the murky water. Kelp grew from rooftops that had once held solar panels and air conditioning units. Nature had reclaimed what humanity had abandoned, filling the spaces left behind with new life, new growth.
"What was it like?" he asked. "In the beginning?"
Harrow was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was distant, the voice of someone reaching back through decades of memory.
"Chaos. Terror. The water kept rising, and we kept retreating. First to the upper floors. Then to the rooftops. Then to the bridges between buildings, the ones the Rooftops still use." He paused. "Some people went up. Climbed as high as they could, built their communities in the sky. We went down."
"Why?"
"Because someone remembered the basements. The parking structures. The spaces that had been built to withstand pressure, to hold back groundwater and flooding." Harrow's eyes were fixed on something Gull could not see, something fifty years in the past. "We sealed them. Reinforced them. Built airlocks from salvaged materials and prayers. And when the water finally stopped rising, we found ourselves in a bubble at the bottom of the world."
"How many?"
"At the start? Perhaps three hundred. We lost half in the first year. Pressure sickness. Accidents. People who couldn't bear the darkness, who walked into the airlocks and never came back." His voice was flat, reciting facts that had long since lost their power to wound. "But we learned. Adapted. Found ways to grow food, to filter water, to keep the pumps running. And here we are."
"Here we are," Gull echoed.
Another silence. The pumps hummed. Condensation dripped from pipes onto metal grating.
"You lost someone," Harrow said. It was not a question.
Gull's hand tightened against the window. "My wife. Meredith. She was in hospital when the flooding started. Too weak to evacuate. I carried her up the stairs until there were no more stairs to climb." His voice flattened. "She died in my arms while the water rose around us."
"In the hospital?"
"The one on the hill." Gull heard his own voice as if from a distance, flat and careful. "She was sick. Had been for months. There was nothing they could do except make her comfortable at the end."
Harrow nodded slowly. "I know that hospital. We've mapped most of the drowned city over the years. The hospital is too deep now. The lower levels flooded completely when the waters rose. No air pockets. No way in."
Something in Gull's chest released. He had not realised he was holding it, this small desperate hope that he might somehow reach the place where Meredith had drawn her last breath. That he might stand in the room where he had held her hand and said goodbye.
He could not. The sea had taken that too.
"Perhaps that's a mercy," he said quietly.
"Perhaps." Harrow's voice was gentle. "The past is underwater now. All of it. The streets we walked, the buildings we worked in, the places where we loved and grieved. Gone. But not forgotten." He gestured at the window, at the drowned city beyond. "We remember. That's what we can do. Remember what was, and keep living in what is."
Gull thought of Meredith. Not as she had been at the end, frail and fading, but as she had been before. Laughing on the deck of their first boat. Standing at the helm with wind in her hair. Dancing in their kitchen to music only she could hear.
He had carried those memories for fifty years. Had carried them across the water, through storms and calms, through the slow building of a new life in a world that had ended. And now he had carried them here, to the depths of the city where they had begun.
"We have an archive," Harrow said. "A room where we keep the things we've salvaged. Not useful things, not tools or equipment. Meaningful things. Photographs in sealed cases. Books wrapped in plastic. A child's toy. A wedding ring." He paused. "We save what we can. So it's not forgotten."
Gull thought of all the possessions he had left behind. The photographs on the mantlepiece. Meredith's nursing textbooks. The small things that had made a home.
"We found something years ago," Harrow continued. He reached into his coat and withdrew a small rectangle, water-damaged but recognisable. A photograph. "The docks. Before the flooding. We pulled it from a building near the harbour, sealed in a frame that had kept most of the water out."
He pressed it into Gull's hand.
Gull looked down at the image. The docks where he had worked as a young man, loading and unloading cargo. The cranes silhouetted against a grey sky. The ships waiting at anchor. A world that existed now only in memory and in this single fragile image.
"It means nothing to us," Harrow said. "Perhaps it means something to you."
Gull's throat tightened. He could not speak for a moment.
"Thank you," he managed finally.
Harrow nodded. "When your business here is done, before you leave, I can show you the archive. In case there's anything else you recognise."
They stood in silence again, two old men looking at a world that had drowned. The light from the surface flickered and shifted, the storm building above making itself felt even here, in the pressurised depths.
"The weather," Gull said. "It's turning."
"You noticed." Harrow's voice held no surprise. "We felt it in the pressure readings this morning. Storm coming. A big one, from the patterns."
"How long?"
"A day, perhaps two, before it hits in full. The surface will be rough before then." Harrow glanced at him. "You're worried about the voyage home."
"We have to get back. People are depending on us."
"The young one. The healer's apprentice. They spoke of someone dying."
"Not just someone. Many." Gull turned from the window to face Harrow. "There's sickness in our village. It started with the elderly, then spread to the young. A baby fell ill before we left. Our healer, Cora, she's been fighting it for months, but without the right medicines..." He shook his head. "She's dying too, now. The same sickness she's been treating in others. And when she goes, we lose the only person who truly understands the old medicine. The only one who can teach the next generation what they need to know."
Harrow nodded slowly. "Then you'll sail into it. The storm. Because the alternative is waiting, and waiting costs too much."
"Yes."
"I've seen that look before. On the faces of people who went into the water knowing they might not come back." Harrow's hand found Gull's shoulder, a grip that was surprisingly strong for someone so old. "Be careful. The sea doesn't care about your reasons. It takes what it takes."
"I know." Gull had been a sailor for fifty years. He knew better than most what the sea could do. "But we don't have a choice."
"No. I suppose you don't."
The hand on his shoulder squeezed once, then released. Harrow stepped back from the window.
"Your people will be wondering where the young one has gone," he said. "Vela is thorough. The questioning takes time."
"Will they agree? To help us find the medicine?"
Harrow considered the question. "Vela sees the value in connection. In reach beyond the towers. And your engineer impressed her, I think. The one who looked at our pipes like they were poetry." A ghost of a smile. "We don't get many visitors who understand what we've built here. Who see the work instead of just the strangeness."
"Seren. She's remarkable."
"She is. And remarkable people are valuable, in a world where so much has been lost." Harrow moved toward the door. "I think they'll help you. But the drowned places are dangerous. Even we lose people, sometimes, in the deep. Be prepared for that."
"I am."
Harrow paused at the threshold. "The archive. When you're ready. Find me, and I'll take you there."
Then he was gone, his footsteps fading into the constant hum of the pumps.
Gull turned back to the window. The drowned city spread before him, vast and silent, holding its secrets in the murky water. Somewhere down there, in a building he could not reach, Meredith had died. And somewhere up there, beyond the churning surface he could barely see, a storm was building that would test everything they had.
He thought of the voyage home. The Tide's Hope cutting through rough water, waves breaking over the bow, the wind screaming in the rigging. He thought of his hands on the helm, guiding them through. His hands, which ached now in ways they never had before. His joints, which protested every movement. His body, which had served him faithfully for seventy years and was beginning, finally, to fail.
He could not tell the others about the storm. Not yet. Not until they had what they came for, until there was nothing left to do but face it.
But he would tell them. When the time came. And then they would sail into it together, because that was what they did. Because Cora was dying, and Havenswell was waiting, and the sea did not care about their reasons but they had to try anyway.
Gull pressed his palm against the cold plastic one more time, a farewell to the city he had fled, to the woman he had loved, to the past that lay drowned beneath him.
Then he turned away and went to wait with the others.
Chapter Four
Recognition
Wren had been trying to disappear.
It was a skill she had honed over years of scouting, the ability to fade into the background, to become unremarkable, to exist in spaces without drawing attention. She knew how to hold her body still, how to keep her breathing shallow, how to let her eyes move without moving her head. She knew how to be present without being seen.
But the Underloft saw everything.
She could feel their gazes even when she was not looking at them. In the waiting chamber, in the corridors they had walked through, in every space where the pressurised air pressed against her skin like a physical weight. The Underloft watched the way sailors watched the horizon: constantly, automatically, reading every shift and change for signs of what was coming.
And Wren knew, with the certainty of someone who had spent her life reading others, that they were reading her.
Her hand drifted to her pocket. Again. Always. The letter sat there like a coal, like a wound, like a promise she had carried for years and never kept. She forced her fingers to uncurl, to fall away, to rest against her thigh instead. But the shape of it remained in her mind, the creases worn thin from folding and unfolding, the words she knew by heart though she had never been able to speak them aloud.
The door opened, and Moss returned.
They looked drained, their face pale in the blue-green light, but there was something else there too. Something that had not been present when they left. Seren turned from the pipes she had been examining. Gull looked up from the window where he had been watching the drowned city. Wren remained in her corner, watching.
"Well?" Seren asked.
Moss sat down on one of the benches, and for the first time since they had descended into the Underloft, something like hope flickered in their eyes. "They've agreed. Conditionally."
"Conditions?" Gull's voice was careful.
"Seren works with their people, shares her engineering knowledge. You share what you know about the surface waters, navigation, the routes between communities." Moss looked at each of them in turn. "And I teach them what Cora taught me. The formulas, the techniques, the practices." They took a breath. "If we do that, they'll take us to the pharmacy this afternoon. Once the divers are ready."
This afternoon. The words hung in the air. Wren saw the effect it had on the others: the tension in Seren's shoulders easing slightly, the quiet nod from Gull, the way Moss's hands finally unclenched in their lap.
"You spoke to someone while I was gone," Moss said, looking at Gull. "I can see it in your face."
"An old man. Harrow." Gull's hand moved to his coat, touching something inside it. "We talked about the old days. About what was lost." He paused. "He gave me something. A photograph of the docks, from before the flooding."
There was something in his voice, a weight that had not been there before. But before anyone could respond, the moment passed, and the chamber fell back into its pressurised silence.
Wren remained in her corner. Back to the wall. Eyes on the door. The posture of someone expecting trouble.
Because trouble was coming. She had known it from the moment they descended into the Underloft, from the moment the platform settled and the grey-haired woman had stepped forward with those sharp, assessing eyes. The Underloft remembered. That was what the Bridge Folk had told her, years ago, when she had first come to Bristol carrying a letter she could not deliver. The Underloft remembered everything, because in a world where the past was drowned, memory was all that remained.
They would remember her.
The door opened.
A young woman entered, perhaps thirty years old, with dark hair pulled back from a face that held the same watchful expression Wren had seen on every Underloft she had encountered. She moved with the quiet economy of someone who had grown up in pressurised spaces, her footsteps nearly silent on the metal grating.
She stopped when she saw Wren.
For a moment, neither of them moved. The young woman's eyes narrowed, her head tilting slightly to one side, the way someone tilts their head when trying to place a half-remembered face. Wren felt her heart stutter, felt the blood drain from her cheeks, felt the walls of the corner she had chosen close in around her.
"I know you."
The words fell into the silence like stones into water. Across the chamber, Seren turned from the pipes. Gull's attention shifted from the window. Moss looked up from their clasped hands.
"I know you," the young woman said again. Her voice was flat, certain. "You came before. Years ago. With the Bridge Folk."
Wren's mouth was dry. Her hand had found her pocket again, fingers pressing against the familiar shape of the letter, and she could not make them stop.
"You stood at the threshold," the young woman continued. "The receiving platform, at the top of the shaft. You had a message, something you wanted to deliver. But you wouldn't descend." Her eyes never left Wren's face. "You came back three times. Maybe four. Always the same. Standing at the edge, looking down, and then leaving."
The silence that followed was absolute. Wren could hear her own heartbeat, could feel the pressure of the air against her eardrums, could sense the weight of her companions' attention turning toward her like a spotlight.
She could deny it. The thought flickered through her mind, brief and desperate. She could claim the young woman was mistaken, that she had never been to Bristol before this journey, that whatever memory the Underloft held did not belong to her.
But the Underloft did not ask questions they did not already know the answers to. And Wren was tired of running.
"Yes," she said. Her voice sounded strange in her own ears, hoarse and thin. "Three times. You're right."
The young woman nodded slowly. "You never delivered your message."
"No."
"Why not?"
Because I was afraid. Because I couldn't face what waited at the bottom. Because every time I stood at that threshold, looking down into the darkness, I felt the weight of everything I had lost and everything I might find, and I could not make myself take the step.
She said none of this. She said: "It doesn't matter now."
"Everything matters here." The young woman's voice was not unkind, but it was unyielding. "The Underloft has long memories. We remember everyone who comes to the threshold. Everyone who descends. Everyone who turns away."
Movement in the doorway. Vela stood there, her grey hair catching the blue-green light, her sharp eyes fixed on Wren with an intensity that made the scout want to look away. How long had she been listening? How much had she heard?
All of it, Wren knew. Of course all of it.
"You came to the threshold," Vela said. Her voice was quiet, measured. "You didn't descend." Not accusation. Observation. The simple statement of fact that the Underloft valued above all else. "Why are you here now?"
Wren felt the eyes of her companions on her. Seren's gaze was questioning, concerned. Gull's was unreadable, the weathered face of someone who had learned long ago not to judge others for the secrets they carried. And Moss was watching with the wide-eyed attention of someone who had thought they knew a person and was discovering they did not.
"I'm here with my people," Wren said. "To help them."
"That's not what I asked."
The words hung in the air. Wren's hand tightened against her pocket, against the letter that 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. The letter she had written and rewritten, had carried and protected, had never been able to let go of or deliver.
She could tell them. She could open her mouth and let the truth spill out, the whole tangled mess of it: the person she had loved, the choice she had been too afraid to make, the years of standing at thresholds and turning away. She could tell them about the letter, about the words she had never spoken, about the hope and the grief and the terrible uncertainty that had followed her across the sea.
But not here. Not now. Not with the young woman watching and Vela assessing and her companions suddenly strangers who had never known this part of her.
"There's more," she said quietly. "But it's not relevant to why we're here. We came for medicine. For Havenswell. That's what matters."
Vela studied her for a long moment. Those sharp eyes seemed to see everything: the tension in Wren's shoulders, the way her hand pressed against her pocket, the careful control she was exerting over her voice and her expression. The grey-haired woman was reading her the way Wren had spent her life reading others, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
"There's more," Vela agreed. It was not a question. "But you're right. We have other matters first. The medicine."
She turned to the young woman. "Kestrel. Show them to the preparation chamber. They'll need to be fitted for the dive tomorrow."
Kestrel nodded and gestured for the foraging party to follow. Seren moved first, her eyes lingering on Wren for a moment before she turned away. Gull rose slowly from his seat by the window, his joints protesting audibly in the pressurised silence. Moss stood, their expression still holding that look of surprised uncertainty.
Wren pushed herself away from the wall. Her legs felt unsteady, her heart still pounding from the confrontation. She moved toward the door, toward the corridor beyond, toward whatever came next.
Vela's hand caught her arm as she passed.
"Scout." The grey-haired woman's voice was low, pitched for Wren's ears alone. "Whatever you came here carrying, it won't stay hidden. Not down here. The pressure finds every crack, every weakness, every secret we try to keep." Her grip tightened briefly, then released. "Better to speak it yourself than to have it dragged out of you."
Then she was gone, disappearing down a corridor that branched away from the one Kestrel was leading them through.
Wren stood frozen for a moment, her arm still tingling where Vela had gripped it. The letter burned against her thigh. The weight of everything she had not said pressed against her chest like the water that surrounded them on all sides.
"Wren."
Seren had stopped walking. She stood a few paces ahead, her expression carefully neutral, but her eyes held something that might have been understanding. Or might have been the beginning of distrust.
"Coming," Wren said.
She forced her legs to move, forced herself to follow the others through corridors that seemed narrower than before, through air that seemed thicker, through a world that was pressing in on her from all sides.
The preparation chamber was larger than the waiting room, filled with equipment Wren did not recognise. Diving suits hung from racks along the walls, patched and repatched over decades of use. Rebreathers sat on shelves, their tubes coiled neatly, their gauges glinting in the bioluminescent light. Kestrel moved through the space with the ease of long familiarity, selecting equipment, checking seals, laying out gear for each of them.
Wren stood apart, watching but not seeing. Her mind was elsewhere, circling back to the young woman's words, to Vela's warning, to the secret that had begun to unravel the moment they descended into the Underloft.
A hand touched her elbow. Seren, her voice pitched low.
"Whatever it is," she said, "you don't have to tell me now. But you're going to have to tell someone, eventually. Before it tears you apart."
Wren looked at her. This woman she had sailed with for days, had shared meals and watches and the cramped quarters of the Tide's Hope. This woman she had kept at arm's length, the way she kept everyone at arm's length, because closeness meant vulnerability and vulnerability meant pain.
"Later," Wren said. The word came out rough, scraped raw by the pressure she was trying to contain. "When we have the medicine. When we're on our way home. I'll tell you everything."
"Promise?"
The word hung between them. Wren thought of all the promises she had made and broken, all the thresholds she had stood at and turned away from, all the letters she had carried and never delivered.
"Promise," she said.
Seren held her gaze for a moment longer, then nodded and turned away to where Kestrel was demonstrating how to seal a diving suit. The moment passed. The preparation continued. The world kept moving forward, indifferent to the secrets that Wren carried.
But the unravelling had begun.
The Underloft had seen her. They remembered her. And whatever she had come here hoping to find or hoping to avoid, she could not run from it any longer.
Her hand found her pocket one more time, pressing against the letter that had waited years for this moment.
Soon, she thought. Soon she would have to face it.
She just hoped she was ready.
Chapter Five
The Craft
The preparation chamber hummed with quiet activity as Kestrel demonstrated the diving equipment.
Seren watched the young woman's hands move over the pressure suit, sealing joints and checking connections with the practised ease of someone who had done this a thousand times. The others were scattered around the room: Moss examining a rebreather with nervous fascination, Gull standing apart with his arms crossed, his weathered face unreadable. And Wren, still carrying the weight of what had been exposed, stood near the door as if calculating escape routes.
The diving suits were remarkable. Patched and re-patched over decades, they bore the marks of countless repairs, each one a small victory against the deep. Seren's fingers itched to examine them more closely, to understand the engineering that kept people alive in an environment that should have been lethal.
Vela appeared in the doorway.
"The engineer," she said, her sharp eyes finding Seren. "Come with me. There's something I want you to see."
Seren glanced at the others. Moss looked up from the rebreather, uncertainty flickering across their face. Gull gave a small nod.
"Go," he said quietly. "Show them what you can do."
Seren followed Vela out of the preparation chamber.
The corridors seemed different now, walking them alone with only the grey-haired woman ahead. The blue-green light of the bioluminescence cast strange shadows on the metal walls. The hum of the pumps was constant, a heartbeat beneath everything, and Seren found herself listening to its rhythm, cataloguing its variations, her engineer's mind automatically assessing the systems that kept this place alive.
"The conditions were explained to you," Vela said without turning. "Your knowledge in exchange for our help."
"Moss told us."
"Good. Then you understand what's expected."
They descended through levels Seren had not seen before, past sealed doors marked with symbols she was beginning to recognise. Pressure indicators. Flood warnings. The notation of a people who had learned to live on the edge of catastrophe.
Vela stopped before a large doorway, wider than the others, reinforced with metal struts. She pressed her palm to a panel beside it, and the door slid open with a soft hiss of equalising pressure.
Beyond was a workshop, and Seren's heart began to sing.
The space was vast, carved from what must once have been a loading bay or storage facility. The ceiling arched high overhead, supported by beams that had been reinforced and re-reinforced over decades. Equipment filled the room: diving bells hanging from ceiling mounts, their brass fittings gleaming in the artificial light; pressure suits arranged on racks, patched and re-patched with materials from different eras; tools laid out on workbenches with the careful organisation of people who understood that every item was irreplaceable.
The smell hit her next: machine oil and metal shavings, the sharp bite of solvents, the particular mustiness of rubber gaskets and leather straps. Beneath it all, the salt-tang of the sea, ever-present, a reminder of what pressed against the walls on every side. It smelled like work. Like purpose. Like the kind of place where broken things came to be made whole.
And the salvage. Seren's eyes moved over it hungrily: pumps that looked Victorian alongside modern electronics, valves and gauges and regulators from every period of the old world, all of it cleaned and maintained and kept functioning through ingenuity and necessity. She recognised pieces of Brunel's engineering mixed with components that must have come from twenty-first century buildings. A history of technology, preserved and repurposed in the depths of a drowned city.
"You see it," Vela said. The same words she had used when Seren first entered the Underloft, that same note of recognition in her voice.
"It's remarkable." Seren moved toward one of the workbenches, her fingers itching to touch, to examine, to understand. "You've kept all of this working for fifty years?"
"Necessity is persuasive." Vela gestured, and a woman emerged from behind one of the diving bells. She was in her forties, perhaps, with dark hair shot through with grey and hands that bore the calluses of decades of physical work. Her face was weathered but not unkind, and she moved with the quiet economy that Seren was beginning to recognise as characteristic of the Underloft.
"This is Silka," Vela said. "She maintains what keeps us alive. She'll show you what we need."
Silka nodded to Seren and gestured toward a workbench in the corner, where a complex mechanism sat surrounded by tools and components. She crossed to it, and Seren followed.
It was a pressure regulator, more sophisticated than anything she had built at Havenswell but operating on principles she recognised. Multiple chambers, interconnected valves, a system designed to maintain consistent atmospheric pressure across different sections of the complex. The engineering was elegant, the kind of design that came from decades of refinement, but something was wrong with it. She could see the evidence of recent repairs, patches that had been applied and reapplied, adjustments that had been made and unmade.
Silka activated the mechanism. The hum of pressure flowing through it was uneven, stuttering. A faint hiss escaped from somewhere inside.
"Leaking," Silka said. Her voice was low, economical. "Output's inconsistent. Getting worse." She shut it down. "We've been compensating. Can't keep doing that."
Seren nodded and turned back to the regulator. She removed the outer casing carefully, exposing the internal mechanism, and began to trace the pathways of air and pressure through the system. Her fingers found the seals, tested the connections, felt for the subtle wrongness that her engineer's instinct told her was there.
There. A seal in the secondary chamber, degraded by years of exposure to the pressurised atmosphere. The material had hardened, lost its flexibility, was no longer creating the airtight barrier the system required. And there, connected to it, a valve that had shifted out of alignment, probably as someone had tried to compensate for the failing seal.
She pointed to the degraded seal, then to the misaligned valve. "This is your problem. The seal's gone hard, so it's leaking. Someone tried to adjust the valve to compensate, but that's made the alignment worse." She looked up at Silka. "I can fix it, but I'll need materials. What do you have?"
Silka's face flickered with something that might have been approval. She moved to a storage cabinet and returned with a tray of salvaged components: seals of various sizes and materials, valve parts, gaskets, the accumulated treasure of fifty years of careful salvage.
Seren sorted through them, her mind working through the problem. She didn't have an exact replacement for the degraded seal, but she could improvise. Two smaller seals, layered correctly, would create the same barrier. And the valve could be realigned if she adjusted the mounting bracket, which would require reshaping a piece of salvaged metal to create a new support.
"No exact match for the seal," she said, "but I can layer these two smaller ones. And if I reshape this bracket, I can get the valve back into proper alignment." She looked at Silka. "It'll take an hour, maybe more."
Silka nodded. "Show me."
Seren set to work.
The hour that followed was one of the most satisfying of her life. She worked in focused silence, her hands moving with the precision that came from years of practice, her mind fully engaged with the problem before her. The pressurised air of the Underloft seemed to fade away, the weight of everything they had come here for retreating to the edges of her awareness. There was only the mechanism, the tools, the elegant challenge of making broken things whole.
She disassembled the secondary chamber, removing each component with care, laying them out on the bench in the order they would need to be reassembled. The degraded seal came away in pieces, the rubber crumbling at her touch, leaving residue on her fingers that smelled of age and failure. She cleaned the seating surface with a rag Silka provided, working the cloth into every groove until the metal gleamed.
The two smaller seals required careful preparation. She tested their flexibility, their thickness, the way they compressed under pressure. The inner one would bear the brunt of the load; the outer one would provide backup and help distribute the stress. She cut a thin shim from a scrap of brass to fill the gap where the original seal had sat, creating a surface the layered replacements could grip.
Silka watched without comment, her dark eyes following Seren's hands. Once, when Seren reached for a particular tool, Silka's hand was already there, offering it before she could ask. Their eyes met briefly, and something passed between them: the recognition of shared understanding, the wordless communication of people who spoke the same language of craft.
The sealant compound Silka provided was unlike anything Seren had worked with before. It had the consistency of thick honey but set firm within minutes, creating a bond that was both flexible and airtight. The smell of it filled her nostrils: chemical and briny, like the sea had been distilled into something useful. She applied it sparingly, knowing that too much would be as bad as too little, and let it cure while she turned her attention to the valve.
The mounting bracket was the tricky part. She needed to reshape a piece of salvaged metal without access to proper machining tools. But the Underloft workshop had something better: a collection of hand tools that had been maintained and modified over decades, each one adapted to the specific needs of this environment. Seren selected a file and a small hammer and set to work, shaping the metal with patient, careful strokes.
The file bit into the brass with a sound that was almost musical, a soft rasp that settled into rhythm as she worked. Metal shavings curled away from the edge, catching the light before falling to the bench below. She checked her progress frequently, holding the bracket against the valve housing, feeling for the places where it still didn't quite fit. Adjust. File. Check again. The work was meditative, each stroke bringing her closer to the solution.
When the bracket was ready, Seren fitted it into place and realigned the valve. The mechanism was designed for adjustment, she realised, built with the expectation that maintenance would be ongoing, that components would shift and need correction. Whoever had designed this system had understood that survival in the deep meant constant adaptation.
She reassembled the outer casing, checked every seal and connection, and then looked at Silka. "Ready to test."
Silka moved to a control panel at the edge of the workshop. She activated something, and Seren heard the soft hiss of pressure flowing into the regulator. The mechanism hummed to life, valves opening and closing in sequence, chambers filling and equalising.
For a long moment, nothing happened. Then the gauges on the regulator's face steadied, their needles finding positions they had clearly not held in some time. The output reading climbed to the correct level and stayed there, rock steady, no fluctuation.
Silka tested it for several minutes, adjusting inputs, checking outputs, running the system through its paces. When she was satisfied, she turned to Seren.
And smiled.
It was not a wide smile. Just a flicker, a brief softening of that weathered face. But it was enough.
"Good work," Silka said. "Clever solution."
Three words, but from someone like Silka, they carried weight. Seren felt warmth spread through her chest.
"She did well."
Vela had appeared at some point during the repair, standing in the doorway of the workshop, watching without comment. Now she moved forward, her sharp eyes examining the regulator, the improvised components, the evidence of Seren's work.
"Improvisation," Vela said. "Adaptation. Using what's available to solve problems that weren't anticipated." She looked at Seren. "That's how we've survived down here. That's what we value."
"It's what we value too," Seren said. "At Havenswell. We don't have much, but we make it work."
Vela nodded slowly. "The pharmacy trip will happen this afternoon. Silka will guide you. She knows the drowned places better than anyone."
Silka inclined her head in acknowledgment.
"The compounds you need are in a hospital pharmacy, thirty metres below our current depth," Vela continued. "It's been sealed for decades, but we've maintained access through a series of airlocks. It won't be easy. The structures are unstable, the pressure at that depth is punishing, and we can only stay down for limited periods. But if the medicines you seek are still viable, that's where you'll find them."
"Thank you," Seren said. The words felt inadequate, but she meant them.
Vela's expression shifted slightly, something almost like warmth entering those sharp eyes. "Thank us when you've found what you came for. And when you've made it back to the surface." She paused. "The deep doesn't give up its treasures easily."
She turned and left, her footsteps fading into the constant hum of the pumps.
Seren stood in the workshop, surrounded by the salvaged technology of fifty years, and felt something she had not felt since they descended into the Underloft: hope. Real hope, not desperate hope, not the hope that was just another name for fear. The kind of hope that came from proving herself, from being seen and valued, from knowing that she had something to offer and that it had been accepted.
Silka touched her arm, drawing her attention. "Come. The others will be ready soon."
Seren nodded and followed her back through the corridors toward the preparation chamber. Along the way, Silka pointed out key systems, her voice low and precise: the main pumps that kept the complex breathing, their housings vibrating with the effort of holding back the sea; a filtration junction where water was cleaned and recycled, the pipes sweating with condensation; a pressure lock that connected this level to the ones below, its seals gleaming with fresh grease.
"Maintenance schedule," Silka said at one point, gesturing to a chart mounted on the wall. "Everything gets checked. Everything gets recorded. Miss something, people die."
Seren absorbed what she could, hungry for understanding, knowing there would be time for deeper learning later. If they survived. If they returned.
When they reached the preparation chamber, the others were nearly finished being fitted with diving gear. They looked up as she entered, their faces holding questions.
"This afternoon," she said. "We go to the pharmacy this afternoon. Silka will guide us."
Moss's face transformed with relief. Gull nodded slowly, his weathered features revealing nothing of whatever he was thinking. And Wren, still in her corner, met Seren's eyes for a brief moment before looking away.
"You proved yourself," Gull said. It was not a question.
"I fixed a pressure regulator." Seren sat down on one of the benches, suddenly aware of how tired she was. The focused work, the sustained concentration, the emotional weight of everything that had happened since they descended. It was catching up with her. "Silka seemed satisfied."
"Silka," Moss repeated. "She'll be guiding us?"
"She knows the drowned places. Vela said she's the best they have."
Moss nodded, processing. "Then we have a chance. A real chance."
"We always had a chance," Gull said quietly. "Now we just have to take it."
The chamber fell into silence. Outside, somewhere in the pressurised depths of the Underloft, the pumps continued their endless rhythm, holding back the sea, keeping the borrowed air flowing, maintaining the fragile bubble of life in the drowned city.
In a few hours they would descend further, into places that had been sealed for decades, into darkness and pressure and the unknown.
But for this brief moment, they waited. And for the first time since they left Havenswell, Seren allowed herself to believe that they might actually succeed.
Chapter Six
The Pharmacy
The pressure suit was heavier than Moss had expected.
Silka helped them into it piece by piece, sealing joints and checking connections with the same economical movements she brought to everything. The material was thick, rubberised, patched in places with materials that did not quite match. Decades of repairs, layer upon layer, each patch a dive someone had survived.
"Breathe normally," Silka said, fitting the mask over Moss's face. "The rebreather does the work. If you panic, you use air faster. Understand?"
Moss nodded, though the gesture felt strange with the helmet encasing their head. The mask pressed against their cheeks, the seal tight and uncomfortable. Through the faceplate, the world looked slightly distorted, edges softened, colours muted.
Around them, the others were being fitted by Kestrel and another Underloft diver whose name Moss had not caught. Seren stood still as her suit was sealed, her fingers brushing each valve as it was connected, testing the give in every joint. Gull lifted his arms for the fitting and winced, his breath catching audibly as he forced his shoulders into position. Wren stood with her hands loose at her sides, her gaze fixed on a point somewhere beyond the wall, letting Kestrel move her limbs like a doll being dressed.
"Thirty metres down," Silka said, loud enough for all of them to hear. "The pressure will be significant. Your ears will hurt. Swallow, work your jaw, it helps. If you feel dizzy or confused, signal me immediately." She demonstrated: a closed fist, tapped twice against her chest. "That means trouble. We surface. No arguments."
She moved through the group, checking each suit personally, testing seals, adjusting straps. When she reached Moss, she paused.
"You're the one who needs to find the medicines," she said. It was not a question.
"Yes."
"Then stay close to me. The pharmacy layout is complicated. Dark. Easy to get lost." She tightened a strap at Moss's shoulder. "When we find it, you search. I watch the structure. The building is unstable. We don't have much time."
"How much?"
"Twenty minutes. Maybe less. Depends on what we disturb." Silka's dark eyes held Moss's through the faceplate. "Find what you need fast."
The airlock was a cylinder of reinforced metal, large enough for six people standing close together. They filed in, the Underloft divers first, then the foraging party. The inner door sealed behind them with a sound that made Moss's stomach clench.
"Water coming," Silka said. "Stay calm."
A valve opened somewhere above them. Water began to pour in, shockingly cold even through the suit. It rose around their ankles, their knees, their waists. Moss's hands found the wall behind them and pressed flat against the metal. Their throat tightened. The cold found the gaps in the suit's seals, tiny fingers of ice against their wrists and neck. Water pressed upward, dark and thick with particles that caught what remained of the light and scattered it into murk.
The water reached their chest. Their shoulders. Their chin. Moss tilted their head back, gasping one last breath of air before the surface rose over their face and swallowed them whole.
Silence, except for the rasp of their own breathing inside the helmet. Weight, settling onto their shoulders and chest like hands pushing down. Every movement required effort, as though the water itself resisted them.
Moss's breath came fast and shallow, fogging the inside of their mask. They forced themselves to slow down, to remember Silka's words. The rebreather does the work. Panic uses air. Breathe normally.
A light flickered on ahead of them. Silka, holding a waterproof torch, its beam cutting through the murky water. She gestured: follow me.
The outer door of the airlock opened onto darkness.
Moss had expected corridors, walls, some sense of structure. What they saw instead was a vast open space, a building's interior stripped bare by fifty years of flooding. Debris floated in the water: papers long since dissolved to pulp, furniture reduced to skeletal frames, unidentifiable shapes that might once have been equipment or decoration or the ordinary objects of a working hospital.
Fish darted away from their lights, silver flickers disappearing into shadow. Algae coated every surface, green and brown, transforming the walls into something organic, something alive. The water itself was thick with particles, each one catching the torchlight and scattering it into a haze that reduced visibility to a few metres at most.
Silka swam forward, her movements practised and economical. Moss followed, kicking awkwardly in the heavy suit, trying to match her pace. Behind them came Seren, then Gull, then Wren, with Kestrel bringing up the rear. A chain of lights in the darkness, descending into the drowned city.
They passed through what had once been a doorway, now just a gap in a crumbling wall. Beyond it, a corridor stretched into shadow, the ceiling sagging with the weight of water above. Signs hung at angles, their text faded to illegibility. A wheelchair lay on its side against one wall, half-buried in silt. A child's stuffed animal, grey with algae, drifted past Moss's faceplate and disappeared into the dark behind them.
The ache in their ears sharpened with every metre. Moss swallowed, worked their jaw, felt something pop and ease before the pressure built again. Their chest felt tight, each breath requiring conscious effort, as though the water outside was squeezing their lungs through the suit.
Silka stopped at an intersection, consulting something on her wrist. A map, perhaps, or a compass. She pointed left, and they followed.
The corridor narrowed. Debris thickened. They had to push through tangles of fallen ceiling tiles and rotted furniture, each disturbance sending clouds of sediment billowing into the water. Visibility dropped to almost nothing. Moss swam blind, following the glow of Silka's light, trusting her to lead them through.
And then, suddenly, they were there.
The pharmacy door was still intact, sealed against the water that had claimed everything around it. Silka examined it, running her hands over the edges, finding the mechanism that held it closed. She looked back at the group and held up five fingers. Five minutes to open it.
She set to work, using tools from a pouch at her belt. Moss watched, their heart pounding against the inside of the pressure suit. Their fingers opened and closed on nothing. They counted their breaths to keep from counting the seconds.
The seal broke with a rush of bubbles. The door swung inward, revealing a space beyond.
Moss pushed forward before Silka could stop them.
The pharmacy was smaller than they had expected. A single room, perhaps ten metres square, lined with shelves and cabinets. The water that rushed in as they entered was clearer than the water outside, preserved behind the sealed door for decades. Through the swirling sediment, Moss could see bottles. Boxes. Containers. Hundreds of them, arranged in rows, labelled with text that was still partially legible.
They swam to the nearest shelf and began to search.
The labels were faded, water-damaged despite the sealed door. Moss had to hold the bottles close to their faceplate, squinting through the distortion, trying to match the names to the list they had memorised from Cora's formulas. Amoxicillin. Ciprofloxacin. Metronidazole. The names of the old world's medicines, the compounds that Havenswell could not synthesise.
Some bottles were ruined, their contents cloudy or crystallised. Others had cracked, their seals compromised by pressure or time. Moss set these aside, their hands shaking inside the thick gloves. The third shelf. The fourth. Their fingers were going numb from the cold, their movements clumsy. The torch beam wavered as they searched, casting strange shadows across the walls.
There.
A sealed container, larger than the others, marked with a red cross and text that Moss could still read: Emergency Medical Supplies. They pulled it from the shelf, felt its weight, saw that the seal was intact. They clutched it to their chest and kept searching.
Another container, smaller, labelled with names Moss recognised from Cora's list. And another. Not everything they needed. But enough.
A hand gripped Moss's shoulder. Silka, her jaw set tight behind her mask, the skin around her eyes creased with urgency. She tapped her wrist: time. And then she pointed upward.
A groan of metal echoed through the water, deep and resonant. The building shifting. Somewhere above them, metal shrieked against metal.
Silka gestured urgently: go. Now.
Moss gathered the containers they had found, three in total, clutching them against their chest with both arms. They could not fit them in a bag, could not secure them properly. They would have to carry them, hold them tight, not let go no matter what happened.
The group was already moving, swimming back toward the door. Seren led now, one hand trailing along the wall, pausing at each junction to study the ceiling before choosing their path. Behind them, the pharmacy shelves shuddered. Bottles began to drift free, spinning slowly in the water, catching the torchlight as they rose.
They had barely cleared the doorway when the wall beside them buckled.
It did not fall so much as fold, the concrete bowing inward as though pressed by an enormous hand. Cracks raced across its surface, spiderwebbing outward, and where they spread the wall began to crumble. Chunks of masonry broke free and tumbled in slow motion through the water, trailing clouds of powdered concrete that billowed white against the murk.
Moss kicked hard, trying to keep up, the weight of the containers throwing off their balance. Their breath came fast, fogging their mask, the rebreather hissing with the effort of keeping pace. Ahead, Seren had stopped at a junction, her torch sweeping left and right. The corridor they had come through was gone. Where it had been, a mass of twisted metal and shattered concrete now blocked the way, still settling, still shifting, debris continuing to rain down in lazy spirals.
Seren pointed right. A different route.
They swam through a doorway into what had once been a ward. Beds lined the walls, their frames rusted to lace, mattresses long since rotted to nothing. The ceiling here was lower, pressing down, and as they passed beneath it Moss saw the cracks spreading overhead. Plaster fell in sheets, dissolving into clouds of white that turned the water to milk.
Gull's voice, muffled through the water, shouting something Moss could not understand. They did not stop.
A beam came loose ahead of them, swinging down through the water with terrible slowness. Kestrel grabbed Wren and pulled her back just before it swept through the space where she had been. It struck the floor and the impact rippled outward, stirring the sediment into a blinding storm.
Moss swam through it blind, one arm locked around the containers, the other stretched out before them, fingers brushing debris and walls and things they could not identify. The cold had seeped through the suit now, settling into their bones, stealing the strength from their limbs. Their shoulder struck something hard and they spun sideways, clutched the containers tighter, felt one begin to slip, adjusted their grip with fingers they could barely feel.
Keep moving. Don't stop. Cora is waiting.
Light ahead. Silka's torch, a wavering glow in the murk. Moss kicked toward it, arms locked around the containers, refusing to let the weight drag them down. The corridor was narrowing, the walls pressing inward, and Moss realised with horror that it was not an illusion. The walls were actually moving, buckling under pressure that the structure could no longer bear.
A section of floor gave way beneath Gull. He dropped suddenly, arms flailing, and Seren caught him by the wrist and hauled him upward as the tiles tumbled away into darkness below. For a moment they all hung there, watching the floor fall, watching the black void that had opened beneath them.
Then Silka was pushing them forward, driving them on.
The airlock door appeared out of the murk, Kestrel already working to open it. Behind them, the corridor they had just swum through collapsed entirely. The ceiling came down in sections, each piece dragging the next, a cascade of destruction that sent a pressure wave rolling through the water and shoved them all forward like leaves in a gale.
Silka counted heads as they tumbled through the airlock door: Seren, Moss, Gull, Wren. All present. All alive.
The door sealed. For a terrible moment nothing happened, and Moss thought the mechanism had failed, that they would be trapped here while the building collapsed around them.
Then the water began to drain.
It fell away from their shoulders, their chest, their waist. Air rushed in to replace it, cold and thin but breathable. Moss's legs buckled and they slumped against the wall, sliding down until they sat on the metal floor, the containers still pressed against their chest. Their arms would not unlock. Their fingers would not release.
"Did you find it?" Seren's voice, distant and echoing inside their helmet. "Moss, did you find it?"
Moss held up the containers. Three sealed packages, intact, undamaged. Their throat was too tight to speak. They nodded instead, and nodded again, and could not stop nodding until Seren knelt beside them and put a hand on their shoulder.
Silka was checking the seals on the containers with practised hands. She nodded once, that same economical gesture of approval she had given Seren in the workshop.
"Good work," she said. "Let's get you back to the surface."
The inner door opened onto the Underloft's pressurised corridors. Moss stumbled through, the containers still clutched against them. Their legs shook with each step. Their breath came in shudders that might have been sobs if they had the strength for crying. Behind them, distant and muffled by water and stone, the drowned hospital continued to collapse.
But in their arms, they carried what they had come for.
Chapter Seven
What Lies Below
Moss sat on the floor with their back against the wall, the salvaged containers clutched to their chest. Their fingers were white where they gripped the seals, and their whole body shook, small tremors that ran through them in waves. Water still dripped from their hair, pooling on the metal beneath them.
But they had made it back. They had what they came for.
Silka was helping Moss out of their pressure suit, her movements still precise though slower than before, a tremor visible in her fingers when she paused. Seren had already stripped off the upper half of her suit and was examining a small tear in the material, running her thumb along the torn edge, testing the material's integrity. Wren stood apart, still in her suit, watching the others with an expression Gull could not read.
Harrow appeared at Gull's elbow, moving with that silent economy the Underloft cultivated. "They did well," he said quietly. "The building started to collapse around them. Not everyone gets out when that happens."
Gull nodded, his eyes on Moss. The young healer had risked everything in that drowned pharmacy. Had held on when the structure failed around them. Had brought back what Havenswell needed.
"The archive," Harrow said. "You wanted to see it. Now is a good time, while they recover."
Gull hesitated. He should stay with the others, should be here when they were ready to talk about what came next. But Harrow had offered something, back in their first conversation, and Gull had the sense that declining would close a door that might not open again.
"Show me," he said.
Harrow led him through corridors that descended deeper into the complex. They passed through an airlock, the pressure shifting subtly as they crossed the threshold, Gull's ears popping with the change. The air on the other side was colder, damper, carrying a staleness that spoke of spaces rarely visited.
"We don't bring many people here," Harrow said, as if reading his thoughts. "It's not a place for casual visitors."
The corridors narrowed. The ceiling lowered. Pipes clustered along the walls in dense tangles, their surfaces slick with condensation. Gull could hear the pumps working harder here, fighting against the pressure of the deep water that surrounded them on all sides. They were approaching the edge of what was habitable, the frontier between the Underloft's bubble of air and the crushing dark beyond.
Another airlock. Another pressure shift. Gull's joints ached with the change, a deep throb that settled into his knees and shoulders. Harrow moved slowly, waiting for him at each threshold, patient with the limitations of age.
The archive was behind a heavy door, reinforced with metal plates, sealed with mechanisms that Harrow operated with practised ease. When it swung open, the air that rushed out was different from anything Gull had breathed in the Underloft. Stale, yes, but also somehow sacred. The smell of old paper and preservation fluid and time itself, held in suspension.
The room beyond was not large. Perhaps twenty metres square, the ceiling low enough that Gull could have touched it if he raised his arm. But what filled the space made him stop in the doorway, his breath catching.
Objects. Hundreds of them, thousands perhaps, arranged on shelves and in cases and on small pedestals. Not random salvage, not useful equipment. Meaningful things. Personal things. The remnants of lives that had ended when the waters rose.
Gull stepped inside, moving slowly, his eyes passing over the collection. A pair of spectacles, their lenses clouded with age, labelled with a name and a date. A child's stuffed rabbit, threadbare and faded, one ear missing. A wedding ring in a small glass case, the gold still bright after fifty years. A watch that no longer ticked, its face frozen at 3:47. A shoe, just one, small enough to have belonged to a toddler, the leather cracked but the buckle still shining.
Each object had a label. Names, dates, locations. The streets and buildings where they had been found. The people who had brought them here. The stories, where they were known, of who these things had belonged to.
"We started this in the first months," Harrow said, his voice soft in the preserved stillness. "When people realised the water wasn't going to recede. That this was permanent. They started bringing things. Photographs. Possessions. Things they'd grabbed in the evacuation, things they'd salvaged from flooded buildings. They needed somewhere to put them. Somewhere they would be safe."
Gull moved deeper into the archive, passing shelves lined with sealed frames. Photographs, dozens of them, protected behind glass and plastic. Families posed formally. Children playing. Couples on their wedding days. Faces that looked out across the decades, frozen in moments of normalcy that no longer existed.
He paused at one. A woman, young, laughing at something outside the frame. Dark hair blown by wind. Eyes crinkled with joy. He did not know her. Had never known her. But something in the image caught him, held him. The pure unguarded happiness of it. The certainty, visible in every line of her face, that there would be more moments like this one.
"Do you know who she was?" he asked.
Harrow came to stand beside him. "No. We found the photograph in an office building, fifteenth floor. The frame was sealed well enough that the water hadn't reached it. We don't know if she worked there or if she was someone's family. We don't know if she made it out."
"Does it matter?"
"It matters that someone loved her enough to keep this photograph. That she mattered to someone, somewhere." Harrow's voice was gentle. "That's what all of this is for. Not to preserve the dead, but to preserve the fact that they lived. That they were here. That they mattered."
Gull thought of Meredith. Her photograph was not here, would never be here. It had drowned with everything else, lost to the water that had taken so much. But he carried her image in his memory, clearer than any photograph. The way she tilted her head when she was thinking. The sound of her laugh. The feel of her hand in his.
He moved on, passing cases filled with smaller objects. A set of keys, rusted but still recognisable. A pair of reading glasses. A child's drawing, sealed in plastic, the colours faded but the shapes still visible: a house, a tree, a family of stick figures holding hands beneath a yellow sun.
"How do you decide what to keep?" he asked.
"We don't, really. People bring what matters to them. We find space." Harrow gestured at the crowded shelves. "We've had to expand three times. Build new rooms, seal new spaces. There's always more. Every dive into the drowned city brings back something. A book. A photograph. A piece of jewellery. The city is full of ghosts, and every ghost left something behind."
Gull stopped at a shelf near the back of the room. Books, dozens of them, wrapped in plastic to protect against the damp. He could read some of the spines: novels, textbooks, children's stories. The accumulated knowledge and imagination of a world that had ended.
"I used to read to her," he said. "Meredith. When she was sick, at the end. She couldn't hold the books anymore, so I would read aloud. Poetry, mostly. She loved poetry."
Harrow was quiet, letting him speak.
"I don't remember the words now. Fifty years, and I've forgotten the poems she loved. But I remember her face when I read them. The way she would close her eyes and just listen." Gull's voice roughened. "I kept some of those books, after. Carried them with me when I fled. But they were lost somewhere along the way. Another storm, another wave, another thing the sea took."
"The sea takes everything, eventually," Harrow said. "But not all at once. And what it takes from us, we carry in other ways."
They stood in silence for a long moment, surrounded by the remnants of a drowned world. The pumps hummed in the distance. Condensation dripped somewhere, a slow steady rhythm like a heartbeat.
"There's something else," Harrow said finally. "Something I need to tell you."
Gull turned to look at him.
"The storm. The one we discussed earlier." Harrow's face was grave. "The pressure readings have been dropping all afternoon. Faster than I expected. Faster than I've seen in years."
Gull felt his chest tighten. "How bad?"
"Bad enough that I wouldn't send divers out. Bad enough that the Rooftops will be securing their bridges." Harrow met his eyes. "If you leave now, tonight, you might outrun the worst of it. If you wait until morning, you'll be sailing straight into it. And from what you've told me about your village, about your healer..."
"We can't wait."
"No. I didn't think you could."
Gull looked around the archive one last time. All these objects, all these memories, preserved in a room at the bottom of a drowned city. The Underloft had found a way to hold onto the past, to keep it safe against the weight of water and time.
He had been carrying his own past for fifty years. Perhaps it was time to stop carrying it alone.
"Thank you," he said. "For showing me this. For all of it."
Harrow clasped his hand, a grip that was surprisingly strong. "Safe voyage, Gull of Havenswell. May the sea carry you home."
The walk back through the corridors felt longer than before. Gull's joints ached with each step, the pressure changes taking their toll on a body that had endured too much. But his mind was clear. He knew what he had to do.
The others looked up as he entered the preparation chamber. Moss had changed out of the pressure suit and sat with the salvaged containers arranged on the bench beside them, their hand resting on the largest one as if afraid it might disappear. Seren was conferring with Silka about something, their heads bent together over a schematic. Wren remained in her corner, her hand in her pocket, watching.
"Gull." Seren straightened as she saw his face. "What is it?"
He looked at each of them in turn. Moss, still pale from the dive. Seren, her jaw set. Wren, standing apart, her eyes unreadable.
"Come here," he said quietly. "All of you. Away from the door."
They gathered around him, close enough that he could speak without being overheard. Silka remained at the workbench, far enough away to give them privacy, though Gull suspected she knew what was coming.
"There's a storm building above us," he said. "I saw the signs when we first descended, and I spoke to Harrow about it then. He said a day, perhaps two." He paused. "That's changed. The pressure's been dropping all afternoon. Faster than expected. It's coming sooner, and it's coming harder."
The colour drained from Moss's face. "How long?"
"If we leave now, tonight, we might outrun the worst of it. If we wait until morning, we'll be sailing straight into it."
"We can't wait." Moss's voice cracked. "Cora doesn't have time. The village doesn't have time."
"I know."
Seren stepped closer, her voice low and urgent. "What are we looking at? Wind speed? Wave height?"
"Bad," Gull said simply. "The kind of storm that sinks boats and drowns sailors. The kind where you make your peace before you set sail."
Silence fell over the group. In the distance, the pumps hummed. Condensation dripped from the pipes.
"We don't have a choice," Wren said. It was the first time she had spoken since they returned from the dive. Her voice was flat, certain. "We have the medicine. People are dying. We sail."
Gull looked at her, this woman whose silences said more than her words. "It's not just about choice. It's about knowing what you're sailing into. I won't lie to you and say it will be easy. It won't. Some of us might not make it home."
"Then some of us don't make it home." Wren's jaw was set. "But the medicine does. That's what matters."
Moss stood, their hand still resting on the containers. "She's right. We didn't come this far to stop now. We didn't risk everything in that pharmacy just to sit here and wait while Cora dies."
Seren nodded slowly. "I'll check the boat. Make sure everything is secured for rough weather. If we're sailing into a storm, the Tide's Hope needs to be ready."
Gull's throat tightened. He had to look away for a moment. These people, this crew he had barely known a week ago, were willing to sail into hell because others needed them to. Because giving up was not in their nature.
"Then we leave tonight," he said. "As soon as we can get back to the surface."
Silka appeared at his elbow, her dark eyes moving over the group. She had heard, of course. The Underloft heard everything.
"I'll see about expediting the ascent," she said. "There are preparations to make. Supplies to gather for your voyage." She looked at Gull. "Wait here. I'll return when we're ready."
She turned and walked into the corridor, her footsteps fading into the hum of the pumps.
Gull lowered himself onto a bench. The archive, the corridors, the weight of what he had just told them. His legs ached. His back ached. Everything ached. But there was a strange peace in it too, a clarity that came from having finally spoken the truth.
Moss sat beside him, the containers of medicine arranged carefully at their feet. Seren moved to the window, staring out at the drowned city, her fingers drumming against her thigh. Wren remained standing, her hand in her pocket, her gaze fixed on the door.
The door opened again.
Vela stood in the threshold, her grey hair catching the blue-green light. But she was not looking at Gull, or Moss, or Seren. Her sharp eyes were fixed on Wren.
"Scout," she said. "Come with me."
Wren went very still. "We're leaving. There's no time."
"There's time for this." Vela's voice was quiet but firm. "You came here carrying something. You've been carrying it for years. Before you leave, you should know what happened to the person you came to find."
The silence that followed was absolute. Moss looked up, their brow furrowed. Seren turned from the window. Gull watched Wren's expression shift, the careful mask cracking to reveal something raw beneath.
"How did you..."
"We remember everyone who comes to the threshold," Vela said. "And we remember why." She stepped back from the doorway. "Come. This won't take long."
Wren looked at the others. Gull saw the way her breath caught, the way her hands curled into fists at her sides, the way she could not quite meet his eyes.
"Go," he said quietly. "We'll wait."
Wren nodded once. Then she followed Vela into the corridor, and the door closed behind them.
Chapter Eight
The Letter
The corridor stretched ahead of them, lit by strips of bioluminescent algae that pulsed with a rhythm like slow breathing. Wren followed Vela past doors that stood open onto small living spaces, past a communal kitchen where someone stirred a pot over a salvaged heating element, past a group of children playing a game with stones on a scratched metal floor. The ordinary business of life, happening in pressurised rooms at the bottom of a drowned city.
None of it felt real. Nothing had felt real since Vela had spoken her name in the preparation chamber and told her it was time.
Before you leave, you should know what happened to the person you came to find.
Seven years. She had been carrying this weight for seven years, and now she was walking toward an answer she had both craved and dreaded since the day she had first stood at the threshold and could not make herself descend.
Her hand found her pocket. The letter was there, as it always was, the paper worn soft from years of handling. She had written it the week after Rhea descended, sitting alone on the deck of a borrowed boat, staring at the horizon and trying to find words for everything she had failed to say before she went down. She had rewritten it three times before she was satisfied, and then she had folded it carefully and tucked it into her pocket, and she had carried it on every journey to Bristol since, hoping each time would be the time she finally delivered it.
The words were burned into her memory. An apology. A confession. A plea.
I should have come with you. I was afraid, and I let that fear make the choice for me. But I never stopped thinking about you. I never stopped wishing I had been braver.
She had written those words for Rhea. For the woman who had descended into darkness because her community needed her skills. The woman who had asked Wren to come along, to build a life together in the pressurised depths, to be partners in a new world. And Wren had refused. Had stood on the surface and watched her go down, and had told herself she would follow soon, when she was ready, when she had found the courage.
She had never found it. Three times since then she had returned to Bristol, and three times she had stood at the threshold and turned away. The letter had grown heavier each time, the words inside it calcifying into something that felt less like hope and more like a monument to her own cowardice.
Vela stopped at a junction where three corridors met. The lighting was dimmer here, the algae strips fewer and farther between. They were in the older part of the complex, Wren realised. The sections that had been sealed first, in the desperate early days of the flooding.
"The person you loved," Vela said, turning to face her. "You never spoke her name when you came to the threshold. You only asked if the engineer from the Rooftops was still here. If she was well."
Wren's throat constricted. "I couldn't. Speaking her name would have made it... real."
"And you weren't ready for real."
"No."
Vela studied her with those sharp eyes that seemed to see everything. Whatever she found in Wren's face, it made her expression soften slightly, the lines around her mouth easing.
"Come with me," she said simply. And turned down the left-hand corridor.
Wren's heart began to pound. This was it. After seven years of standing at the threshold and turning away, she was finally going to see Rhea. Finally going to deliver the letter she had carried for so long. Finally going to say the words she had written and rewritten and never spoken aloud.
She thought of Rhea's face. The way she used to smile when she saw Wren, that particular brightness that had always made her feel like the most important person in the world. Would she still smile like that? Would she be angry? Would she have moved on, found someone else, built a life in the deep that had no room for the woman who had been too afraid to follow?
It didn't matter. Whatever waited at the end of this corridor, she would face it. She had run long enough.
They walked in silence for a time, past sealed doors and humming pipe clusters, past a window that looked out onto nothing but dark water and the distant suggestion of buildings. The air was colder here, thicker somehow, as if the weight of the sea above was pressing down on everything.
Finally, Vela stopped at a door. Like the others in this section, it was unmarked, anonymous, one of dozens lining the corridor.
She knocked twice, then stepped back.
"I'll leave you here," she said. "Take what time you need. When you're ready, follow the corridor back to the main junction and turn right. Someone will guide you to the others."
Then she was gone, her footsteps fading into the hum of the pumps.
Wren stood alone in the corridor, her hand pressed against the letter in her pocket. Her heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her throat, in her temples, in the tips of her fingers. This was it. Behind this door, after seven years, she would finally see Rhea again.
She raised her hand to knock, but before she could, the door swung open.
For one bright, impossible moment, her heart soared.
Then the figure in the doorway resolved into focus, and everything crashed down around her.
The woman standing there was perhaps fifty, her dark hair streaked heavily with grey, her face lined in ways that spoke of years in dim light and recycled air. Familiar, yes. But not the face Wren had been dreaming of for seven years. Not the face she had carried across oceans and through storms and to the threshold of this drowned city three times over.
Nell. Not Rhea. Nell.
Something must have shown in Wren's expression, because Nell's own face shifted, recognition giving way to understanding, then to something that looked terribly like pity.
"Oh, Wren." Her voice was soft. "You thought... you hoped it would be Rhea."
Wren couldn't speak. Her throat had closed completely. The letter in her pocket felt like a stone, dragging her down into depths she couldn't escape.
Nell stepped forward and pulled her into an embrace.
It was fierce and tight and slightly awkward, the embrace of someone who had forgotten how to hold another person close. Wren found herself clutching back just as fiercely, her face pressed against Nell's shoulder, breathing in the unfamiliar scent of Underloft soap and something that might have been machine oil.
"Come in," Nell said when they finally pulled apart. "Please. Before the neighbours start wondering."
The room beyond was small and cluttered, every surface covered with tools and components and half-finished projects. A narrow bed was pushed against one wall, neatly made, a faded blanket folded at its foot. A single lamp cast warm light across a workbench where something mechanical sat in pieces, waiting to be reassembled.
"I'd offer you tea," Nell said, "but we don't have tea down here. Haven't for decades. I have something fermented from kelp that tastes like regret, if you're interested."
"I'm fine."
"No, you're not." Nell sat down on the edge of the bed and gestured for Wren to take the only chair. "You're shaking. You've been shaking since I opened the door."
Wren looked down at her hands. Nell was right. A fine tremor ran through her fingers, visible even in the dim light. She sat down in the chair and pressed her palms flat against her thighs, trying to still them.
"You came with her," she said. "When Rhea was traded. You descended together."
The name felt strange in her mouth after so long. Like a word in a language she had almost forgotten.
"I did." Nell's voice was quiet. "She asked me to. Said she couldn't face it alone, and the only other person she wanted..." She trailed off, but Wren heard the rest anyway. The only other person she wanted wouldn't come.
"How long?" Wren forced the words out. "How long was she here?"
"One year and three days. The minimum service term, plus the time it took to arrange transport back to the surface." Nell's dark eyes held hers. "She counted every single day, Wren. Every morning, she would wake up and calculate how much longer until she was free to leave."
Wren's chest felt tight, as if the pressurised air had suddenly become harder to breathe. "She left?"
"She left. Six years ago, almost seven now. The moment her term was up, she was on the first transport to the Rooftops." Nell paused. "She was going to find you."
The words hung in the air between them. Wren heard them, understood them, but for a long moment they refused to make sense. Six years. Rhea had left the Underloft six years ago, had surfaced, had gone looking for her. And Wren had been coming to Bristol, standing at the threshold, carrying a letter she could not deliver, searching for someone who was no longer there.
"Where?" Her voice came out as a croak. "Where did she go?"
"Back toward the Estuary, first. That's where you were from, where she thought she'd find you. But..." Nell spread her hands helplessly. "Communication is difficult. The Bridge Folk carry messages sometimes, but not reliably. We hear things, rumours, fragments. Nothing certain."
"You don't know where she is."
"No. I don't know if she found the Estuary. I don't know if she found you. I didn't even know you were still looking until Vela told me you'd descended with a foraging party." Nell leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. "Six years, Wren. We both thought... I thought maybe you'd found each other. That the silence meant you were together somewhere, that the story had a happy ending I just wasn't part of."
Wren shook her head slowly. The movement felt disconnected from her body, as if someone else was controlling her.
"I've been everywhere," she said. "Crewing boats, running scouting missions, never staying in one place for long. The Estuary knew where I was, but I was never there. I was always moving."
"Running."
"Running." The word tasted bitter. "I thought... I told myself I was looking for her, but really I was just running. From the guilt. From the fear. From the fact that I couldn't make myself descend and face whatever was waiting."
Nell was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was gentle.
"Rhea knew you were afraid. She understood. The Underloft isn't for everyone. The pressure, the darkness, the feeling of being buried alive under tonnes of water... it takes a particular kind of person to make peace with that." She paused. "She never blamed you for not coming down. She only blamed herself for not being brave enough to stay on the surface with you."
Wren's eyes burned. She blinked hard, refusing to let the tears fall. "She didn't have a choice. The trade was arranged. The community needed her skills."
"There's always a choice. Rhea chose to honour the trade because she thought it was right. And then she chose to leave, when the term was done, because being right wasn't enough anymore. Because she needed to find you more than she needed to be honourable."
The letter in Wren's pocket felt like it was burning through the fabric. She pulled it out, the paper soft and worn, the creases so deep they had nearly become tears. She held it in her lap and looked down at it.
"I wrote this seven years ago," she said. "The week after she descended. I was going to give it to her. Everything I couldn't say out loud, everything I was too afraid to tell her in person." She traced the edge of the fold with her finger. "I've been carrying it ever since. Every trip to the threshold, I told myself this would be the time I delivered it. And every time, I couldn't make myself go down."
Nell looked at the letter but didn't reach for it. "What does it say?"
"That I was sorry. That I was wrong to let her go alone. That I never stopped loving her, not for a single day." Wren's voice cracked. "That I would come to her, when I found the courage. That I would find her, no matter how deep she went."
"And now?"
Wren stared at the letter. For seven years, it had been a weight she carried, a symbol of her failure, an apology that could never be delivered because she was too much of a coward to descend. But now...
"Now she's not down here," she said slowly. "She's up there. Somewhere. Looking for me while I was looking for her."
"Ships passing," Nell said quietly.
"Ships passing."
Wren folded the letter along its familiar creases and slid it back into her pocket. It settled against her thigh, the same weight it had always been, but different now. Not a message for someone in the darkness below. A promise for someone in the light above.
"I should leave it with you," she said. "In case Rhea comes back. In case she hears you're still here and comes looking for news."
Nell shook her head. "She won't come back here. The Underloft was never home for her. It was a duty, a debt to be paid. Once she left, she left for good." She reached out and touched Wren's hand, her fingers cool and dry. "Keep it. Find her. Give it to her yourself."
"I don't even know where to start looking."
"You're a scout. Finding things is what you do." Nell's mouth curved in a small, sad smile. "And now you know she's out there. Now you know she wants to be found. That's more than you had an hour ago."
Wren looked at this woman who had been her friend once, years ago, before everything fell apart. Who had descended into darkness because she was loyal to Rhea. Who had stayed, year after year, while Wren had run.
"I'm sorry," she said. "For not coming sooner. For leaving you both down here."
"You didn't leave me. I chose to stay." Nell squeezed her hand and then released it. "My skills were useful. They still are. The Underloft is home now, in a way it never was for Rhea. I've made my peace with it."
"Are you happy?"
The question hung between them. Nell considered it for a long moment.
"I'm content," she said finally. "I have work that matters. I have people who value me. I've stopped counting the days." She paused. "But if you find Rhea... when you find her... tell her I said hello. Tell her I'm glad she got out."
Wren stood. Her legs felt unsteady, but they held her. The room felt smaller than before, the air thicker, the weight of everything she had learned pressing down on her.
"I have to go," she said. "The others are waiting. There's a storm coming, and we have to leave tonight."
Nell stood too and walked her to the door. At the threshold, she paused.
"When you find her," she said, "don't wait to say what needs to be said. Don't carry it in your pocket for another seven years." Her dark eyes were bright with something that might have been tears. "Some words are too important to stay folded up in letters."
Wren nodded. She couldn't speak. Her throat was too tight, her chest too full.
She stepped out into the corridor and walked back the way she had come. Past the sealed doors, past the humming pipes, past the window that looked out onto darkness. The letter rested against her thigh with every step, a familiar weight with a new meaning.
Not a monument to her cowardice. A compass pointing forward.
The others were in the preparation chamber when she returned. Gull sat on a bench, his face lined with exhaustion. Moss was checking the seals on the medicine containers for what must have been the tenth time. Seren stood by the window, watching the dark water beyond.
They all turned when she entered. She saw the questions in their eyes, the concern, the careful distance they were keeping because they knew some truths couldn't be shared until the person carrying them was ready.
"Wren." Gull's voice was gentle. "Are you all right?"
She thought about the question. About what "all right" meant, after everything she had learned.
"She's alive," she said. The words came out steadier than she expected. "The person I was looking for. She's not here anymore. She left, years ago. She went looking for me."
Silence. The pumps hummed. Condensation dripped from the pipes.
"And you never found each other," Seren said quietly.
"No. We've been searching in opposite directions for six years." Wren touched her pocket, felt the letter through the fabric. "But now I know. She's out there somewhere. And when this is over, when we've saved Havenswell, I'm going to find her."
Gull nodded slowly. He understood, she knew. He had carried his own losses for fifty years. He knew what it meant to search for something that seemed forever out of reach.
"Then let's get home," he said. "So you can start looking."
Silka appeared in the doorway, her dark eyes sweeping over the group. "The ascent chamber is ready. We should go."
They gathered their things. Moss lifted the medicine containers with both arms, cradling them like something precious. Seren checked her pockets one final time. Gull pushed himself up from the bench, his joints protesting audibly.
Wren followed them out of the chamber, into the corridor, toward the ascent that would carry them back to the surface. The letter rested against her leg with every step, a promise written seven years ago that had finally found its purpose.
She was not running anymore.
She was going to find her.
Chapter Nine
The Ascent
The farewells were brief, as the Underloft did all things: economical, deliberate, weighted with meaning the words themselves could not carry.
Silka stood before Seren in the preparation chamber, her dark eyes holding the same quiet intensity they had carried since their first meeting in the workshop. She did not speak. Instead, she reached out and took Seren's hand, turned it palm-up, and pressed something into it: a small metal tool, worn smooth with decades of use. A pressure gauge calibrator, Seren realised. The kind of tool that could not be replaced, only inherited.
"For the next thing you fix," Silka said. Five words. A gift beyond measure.
Seren closed her fingers around it and nodded, her throat too tight for speech.
Across the chamber, Vela approached Moss. The grey-haired leader carried something in her hands: a rebreather, compact and well-maintained, its tubes coiled neatly.
"In case you return," Vela said. "The drowned places hold more than medicine. We've barely scratched the surface of what's down there." She pressed the rebreather into Moss's hands. "Next time, you won't need to borrow."
Moss took it, understanding the weight of the gesture. An invitation. A door left open.
"Thank you," they said. "For everything."
Vela's sharp eyes softened, just slightly. "Save your healer. That's all the thanks we need."
Gull stood apart, near the corridor that led to the ascent chamber. Harrow had come to see them off, the old man's movements slow and careful in the pressurised air. They faced each other in silence, two survivors who had found unexpected kinship in the depths.
"The photograph," Gull said. "I'll keep it safe."
"I know you will." Harrow's lined face creased in something that might have been a smile. "The sea is rising out there. I can feel it in the pressure readings. Be careful."
"I've sailed through storms before."
"Not like this one." Harrow clasped his arm, a grip that held for a moment longer than necessary. "May the current carry you home, Gull of Havenswell."
Wren was the last to say goodbye, though hers was not to anyone present. She stood in the doorway of the chamber, her hand pressed against the letter in her pocket, her gaze fixed on the corridor that led deeper into the complex. Somewhere down there, Nell was returning to her work, her life, the home she had made in the deep. And somewhere out there, beyond the water and the towers and the churning sea, Rhea was searching.
Silka appeared beside her. "Ready?"
Wren turned away from the corridor. "Yes."
They filed into the ascent chamber, a cylindrical space lined with pressure gauges and reinforced seals. Silka worked the controls with practised hands, and the mechanism hummed to life around them. Water began to drain from the chamber above, air rushing in to replace it. The pressure shifted, subtle but unmistakable, Gull's ears popping as the atmosphere changed.
The first threshold. Then another. Then another.
They rose through the Underloft's layers like divers ascending from the deep, pausing at each pressure boundary to let their bodies adjust. The blue-green light of the lower levels gave way to something greyer, more diffuse. The hum of the pumps faded behind them. The weight that had pressed against Seren's chest since they descended began, slowly, to ease.
The final airlock opened onto a platform she recognised: the receiving chamber where they had first arrived, a lifetime ago. The bioluminescent glow was dimmer here, the space shadowed by the structures above. Through the gaps in the ceiling, she could see the surface, a rippling mirror of grey light far overhead.
Something was wrong with that light.
"Dawn," Moss said, their voice hushed. "We've been down there all night."
But it wasn't the hour that caught Seren's attention. It was the quality of the light itself: uneven, flickering, disturbed by something more than the passage of fish. The surface was moving in ways it hadn't been when they descended.
"Storm," Gull said quietly. He had seen it too. "It's building faster than I thought."
Silka led them to the final ascent: a platform that would carry them up through the water column to the threshold between the drowned city and the Rooftops above. They crowded onto the metal surface, gripping the rails as the mechanism engaged.
The platform rose.
Water closed over their heads, dark and cold and pressing. Seren held her breath instinctively, though the platform carried its own air, a bubble of atmosphere that rose with them through the murk. Fish scattered from their passage. Kelp brushed against the rails, long strands trailing in the current.
Then they broke the surface, and the world changed.
Wind hit them immediately, sharp and cold, carrying the smell of rain and something else: the particular electricity of a storm gathering strength. The sky above was a churning mass of grey and black, clouds piling on clouds, the kind of formation that made sailors think of their mortality.
The platform settled against a docking structure at the base of the Rooftops towers. Silka steadied them as they stepped off, her feet finding purchase on metal that was already slick with spray.
"This is as far as I go," she said. "The Bridge Folk will meet you at the northern span. They'll guide you to your boat."
Seren looked up at the towers looming above them, at the bridge network that connected them. The cables were singing in the wind, a high keening sound that set her teeth on edge. The platforms swayed visibly, even from this distance.
"The bridges," she said. "In this weather?"
"The Rooftops will tell you not to cross." Silka's dark eyes met hers. "But you will anyway. Because you have no choice." A pause. "Be careful. The wind is worse at height."
She turned and stepped back onto the platform. The mechanism engaged, and she descended into the water, her figure growing smaller until the surface closed over her and she was gone.
They were alone.
"Come on," Gull said, already moving toward the stairs that led up into the tower complex. "Every minute we wait is a minute Cora doesn't have."
The climb was brutal. Seren's legs burned after the first ten floors, her lungs aching for air that seemed thinner than it should be. The pressure of the Underloft had accustomed her body to a different atmosphere; now every breath felt inadequate. Beside her, Gull moved steadily but slowly, his joints protesting audibly with each step. Moss carried the medicine containers against their chest, refusing to let anyone else take the weight.
Wren led the way, her scout's instincts reading the structure, finding the fastest route through the maze of repurposed corridors and converted office spaces. The Rooftops were quieter than they had been on the way down, the residents taking shelter from the approaching storm. Shutters had been closed. Doors had been sealed. The celebration platforms where they had shared food and stories stood empty now, the lanterns extinguished.
They emerged onto the bridge level, and the full force of the storm hit them.
The wind was a living thing, tearing at their clothes, trying to rip them from the narrow platforms that connected the towers. Rain had begun to fall, light at first but growing heavier with each passing moment. The cables that supported the bridges thrummed with tension, vibrating at frequencies that made Seren's bones ache.
A Rooftops guide was waiting at the first span, her face grim beneath a rain-soaked hood.
"You cannot cross," she said. "Not in this. People have fallen in lesser storms. The cables..."
"We know the risks." Seren had to raise her voice above the wind. "We don't have a choice. There are people dying in our village. Every hour we wait..."
"Is an hour they don't have." The guide's expression didn't change, but something shifted in her eyes. Understanding, perhaps. Or resignation. "You're determined to go?"
"Yes."
The guide looked at each of them in turn: Seren, her jaw set; Moss, clutching the medicine like a lifeline; Gull, his weathered face calm despite the wind; Wren, her hand pressed against her pocket, her eyes fixed on the horizon she couldn't see through the rain.
"Single file," the guide said finally. "Hands on the guide ropes at all times. Don't look down. Don't stop moving. If someone falls..." She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.
They stepped onto the first bridge.
The wind hit them sideways, a gust that made Seren stagger against the guide rope. The platform swayed beneath her feet, the motion sickening after the stability of the Underloft. Rain lashed her face, blinding her, running down her neck and soaking through her clothes. She gripped the rope until her knuckles ached and forced herself forward, one step at a time.
Behind her, she could hear the others. Gull's breathing, harsh and laboured. Moss's footsteps, deliberate and precise, refusing to hurry even as the wind tried to tear them from the cables. Wren, silent as always, her presence felt rather than heard.
The first span. Then the second. Each bridge felt longer than the last, the towers seeming to recede even as they approached. The wind shifted direction, coming now from ahead, pushing against them like a physical force. Seren leaned into it, her legs burning, her arms aching from gripping the rope.
Halfway across the third span, Gull stumbled.
Seren heard it before she saw it: a sharp intake of breath, the scrape of boots on wet metal. She turned, her heart in her throat, and saw the old man on his knees, one hand still gripping the guide rope, the other pressed flat against the platform.
"Gull!"
"I'm fine." His voice was tight, controlled. "Just my knee. Give me a moment."
But they didn't have a moment. The wind was rising, the rain falling harder. Every second they stood still was a second the storm grew stronger.
Moss was there before Seren could move, one arm around Gull's shoulders, helping him rise. The medicine containers were tucked securely under their other arm, protected even as they offered support.
"Lean on me," Moss said. "We're almost there."
They moved forward together, a single unit against the howling wind. Seren counted the spans as they passed: four, five, six. The docking platform appeared through the rain, a dark shape at the edge of the tower complex. And standing on it, rain plastering his dark curls to his forehead, was Finch.
He helped them off the final bridge, his hands steady despite the conditions. His usual grin was muted, replaced by something more serious as he took in their exhausted faces, their soaked clothing, the way Gull leaned heavily against Moss.
"You made it." He had to shout above the wind. "I had money on you, but I was starting to wonder."
"The boat," Seren said. "Is it ready?"
"Ready as she'll ever be." Finch gestured toward the docking structure below, where the Tide's Hope strained against her moorings. "But Seren... you're really going out in this?"
She looked at the sky, at the black clouds massing on the horizon, at the whitecaps already forming on the water between the towers. She thought of Cora, dying in Havenswell. Of the medicine in Moss's arms. Of everything they had risked to get here.
"We don't have a choice."
Finch nodded slowly. For once, he didn't have a joke ready. "No. I don't suppose you do." He gripped her arm briefly, a gesture of respect or farewell or both. "Fair winds, Seren of the Estuary. Such as they are."
They descended to the docking platform, the stairs slick with rain, the wind buffeting them at every turn. The Tide's Hope rose and fell with the swells, her hull groaning against the fenders. She looked smaller than Seren remembered, more fragile against the vast grey expanse of churning water.
They boarded quickly, Finch casting off the lines as they settled into position. Gull made his way to the helm, his movements steadying once his hands found the tiller. Moss disappeared below deck with the medicine, securing it against the rough passage ahead.
Seren took her place at the navigation station, checking instruments, reading the sky. The barometric pressure was still dropping. The wind was still rising. Every sign pointed to serious weather, and they were sailing straight into it.
"Ready?" Gull called from the helm.
Seren looked at the maze of towers rising from the water around them, at the submerged buildings lurking just beneath the surface. Getting out of the drowned city would be dangerous enough. The open water beyond would be worse.
"Ready," she said.
The Tide's Hope pulled away from the docking platform, her sails catching the wind. Immediately, the first swell hit them.
It came from the wrong direction, a wave that had bounced off a submerged building and doubled back on itself. The boat lurched sideways, her hull groaning, and Seren grabbed the rail as the deck tilted beneath her feet. Gull fought the tiller, correcting their course, but before they could recover, another swell struck from the opposite side.
"The buildings!" Seren shouted above the wind. "The waves are reflecting off everything!"
She could see it now, the chaos of the water around them. In open sea, swells came in patterns you could read and predict. Here, in this maze of drowned towers and submerged streets, the waves had no pattern. They bounced off walls, collided with each other, created peaks and troughs that appeared without warning. The water was a churning confusion of cross-currents and reflected energy.
A swell lifted them toward a tower that rose from the water thirty metres to starboard. For a sickening moment, Seren saw barnacles on the brickwork, close enough to touch, close enough to shatter their hull against. Gull spun the tiller hard, the boom swinging overhead, and they scraped past with less than a metre to spare.
"Moss!" Seren called down the hatch. "Stay below! Brace yourself!"
The reply was muffled, but she heard them acknowledging.
Wren had taken position at the bow, one hand gripping the forestay, her eyes scanning the water ahead. She pointed sharply to port, and Gull adjusted course, steering them around a wave that was breaking against the corner of a submerged office block, sending spray twenty feet into the air.
Another swell. Another lurch. The Tide's Hope pitched forward, her bow diving into a trough that seemed to open up from nowhere, and then she was climbing again, water streaming from her deck, the rigging screaming with the strain.
A section of rusted fire escape protruded from the water dead ahead.
"Starboard!" Wren screamed.
Gull hauled on the tiller. The boat heeled over, her rail nearly kissing the waves, and the twisted metal passed so close to their port side that Seren could have reached out and touched it. She saw rust flakes, barnacles, the skeletal remains of what had once been a stairway leading to a door that now opened onto nothing but water.
They cleared it. Barely.
The towers began to thin as they moved toward the edge of the drowned city. The swells grew larger but more predictable, the reflected chaos giving way to the rolling waves of open water. It should have been a relief. It wasn't. These swells were bigger, driven by the wind that was building out on the channel, and the Tide's Hope climbed each one with her timbers groaning before plunging down the far side into troughs that blocked the horizon.
Moss emerged from below, their face pale but determined. They took position near the mast, one arm hooked through a stay, the other pressed against their chest where the medicine was secured in a waterproof bag beneath their jacket.
"The containers are lashed down," they reported. "They won't move."
Seren nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Rain was falling harder now, driving horizontally across the deck, stinging her face and blurring her vision. She wiped her eyes and looked back at the drowned city, at the towers shrinking behind them, at the bridges becoming threads of darkness against the grey sky.
They had made it out. But they weren't safe. They weren't even close to safe.
Wren joined her at the stern, both of them watching Bristol disappear into the rain and the gathering dark.
"We did it," Moss said quietly, moving to stand beside them. "We actually did it."
"We're not home yet," Wren replied.
"No. But we will be." Moss touched their chest, where the medicine rested. "We have to be."
Gull stood at the helm, his hands steady on the tiller, his eyes fixed on the compass. His joints screamed from the constant correction, the endless fight against waves that wanted to push them off course. His lungs burned with every breath of wind-driven rain. Every part of him felt the weight of seventy years and the punishment of the last few days.
But his mind was clear, and his course was set.
Home. Havenswell. Cora.
The Tide's Hope sailed on, small against the vastness of the churning sea, leaving the drowned city behind as the storm gathered to meet them.
Epilogue
The Shape on the Horizon
Seren
The barometer had dropped another three points in the last hour.
Seren stood at the navigation station, bracing herself against the roll of the deck, her knuckles white where they gripped the chart table's edge. The needle sat lower than she had ever seen it at sea, hovering in a range marked with faded red ink by some previous owner who had known what such numbers meant. She tapped the glass twice, hoping the mechanism had stuck, hoping for any explanation other than the obvious one.
The needle didn't move. If anything, it seemed to sink another fraction as she watched.
She pressed her palm flat against the table and closed her eyes, forcing her breathing to slow. The instruments told a story she already knew from the sky, from the water, from the way the wind had shifted three times since they cleared the drowned city. Each shift had come faster than the last, the gusts carrying a sharpness that cut through her oilskin and settled in her bones.
Two days of sailing ahead. Maybe more, if the wind turned against them. And the storm would hit before they reached home. She was certain of it now, with a cold finality that left no room for hope.
She traced the route in her mind, the way Gull had described it during their passage here, before Bristol, before the Underloft, before everything had changed. The Estuary lay somewhere beyond the horizon, separated from their current position by miles of open channel. Miles where there was nothing to shelter behind, no towers to break the wind, no harbour to run to if the weather turned murderous. Uncharted water, navigated only by Gull's memory and the compass in his weathered hands.
The Tide's Hope was a good boat. Strong-built, well-maintained, designed for the unpredictable waters of the flooded coast. But she was small. Twelve metres of oak and determination against a sky that had turned the colour of a bruise.
Seren secured the navigation instruments and stowed them carefully, her hands moving through familiar motions while her mind calculated distances, speeds, the mathematics of survival. There were no charts for this passage, no careful lines marking safe water and hazards. Only Gull's memory and the compass he carried in his weathered hands. They would need to reef the sails soon. Secure everything that could shift. Prepare for conditions that would test every seam, every joint, every skill they possessed.
She looked toward the stern, where Gull sat with his hand on the tiller, and her stomach tightened at what she saw. His face was calm, but there was a greyness beneath his weathered tan that hadn't been there this morning. His shoulders hunched forward with each gust, and twice she watched him close his eyes and breathe through his mouth as if fighting down pain.
He knew what was coming. They all did.
But watching him now, Seren wondered if they would lose him before they lost the boat.
Moss
Below deck, the motion was worse.
Moss wedged themselves into the corner of the small cabin, spine pressed hard against the bulkhead, legs braced against the opposite bunk. Every pitch of the boat sent their stomach climbing into their throat. Every roll made the world tilt at angles that couldn't possibly be real. Their skin had gone clammy, cold sweat prickling along their hairline despite the chill that seeped through the hull.
One hand stayed pressed flat against the waterproof bag strapped to their chest. Inside that bag, wrapped in cloth and secured with careful knots, were the containers from the drowned pharmacy. The medicine that could save Havenswell. The medicine that could save Cora.
The boat pitched forward, dropping into a trough, and Moss's vision swam. They had never been good sailors. The constant motion, the creaking of the hull, the knowledge of all that water beneath them and around them and crashing over the deck above. It made something primal in their chest want to curl up and hide, to press themselves into the smallest possible space and wait for it to be over.
But they couldn't hide. Not now. Not when they were so close.
Cora's face rose in their mind, sharp and specific despite the days and miles that separated them. Not the general memory of her, but a particular moment: the last time they had seen her, propped up in her bed with pillows behind her back because she no longer had the strength to sit unaided. The grey pallor of her skin, like paper that had been left in the rain. The tremor in her hands as she pressed the copied formulas into Moss's keeping, her fingers cold and bird-thin against their palms. The absolute trust in her eyes, undimmed even as her body failed her.
Bring it back. I know you will.
Moss tightened their grip on the bag until their knuckles ached. The containers inside were solid, real, tangible proof that they had done what they set out to do. They had sailed to Bristol. They had descended into the Underloft. They had entered a drowned pharmacy in a collapsing building and emerged with what they needed, while the walls buckled and the ceiling came down around them.
But it meant nothing if they didn't arrive in time.
Another wave struck the hull, and the boat heeled sharply. Somewhere above, they heard Seren shout something, the words torn away by wind. Moss pressed their back harder against the bulkhead, fighting the nausea that clawed at their throat, and sent the words across the water toward Havenswell, toward Cora, toward everyone who was waiting and hoping and dying.
Hold on. We're coming. Just hold on.
Gull
The sea was changing.
Gull felt it through the tiller, the vibration running up through the wood and into his palm, into his wrist, into the aching joints of his shoulder. The swells were longer now, deeper, the kind that built over miles of open ocean before reaching shore. Each one lifted the Tide's Hope like a hand raising a child, held her for a moment at the peak where the wind tore at her sails and tried to spin her beam-on to the waves, then let her slide down the far side into troughs that hid the horizon behind walls of dark water.
He had sailed through storms before. More than he could count. Storms that had torn sails and snapped masts and left him bailing water until his arms gave out. He had survived them all, through luck and skill and a stubbornness that refused to let the sea have the final word.
But this one felt different.
It wasn't just the size of the swells or the speed of the dropping pressure. It was something in the quality of the light, the colour of the clouds massing on the horizon, the way the wind kept shifting as if the sky itself couldn't decide what it wanted to do before it killed them. There was a weight to this storm, a deliberateness, as if the sea had been waiting for them.
Foolish old man, he thought. The sea doesn't wait. The sea doesn't care. It just is.
But the thought didn't ease the tightness in his chest. If anything, the tightness was getting worse.
It had started somewhere in the drowned city, when he'd hauled himself up the bridge cables hand over hand while his vision greyed at the edges. He'd ignored it then, told himself it was just exertion, just the cold, just seventy years catching up with him at an inconvenient moment. But it hadn't faded. If anything, each hour at the tiller drove it deeper, a band of pressure that wrapped around his ribs and squeezed with every breath.
His left arm had gone numb an hour ago. He'd shifted his grip, told himself it was just the position, just the cold spray soaking through his sleeve. But he'd spent seventy years on the water. He knew what numbness meant when it crept up from the fingers and settled in the shoulder like something had come loose inside.
A wave struck the hull at an angle, and the tiller kicked in his hand. The motion sent a bolt of pain through his chest that made him gasp, made his vision narrow to a tunnel with the horizon at the far end. He held on. Corrected. Brought her back on course through sheer bloody-mindedness while his heart stuttered and skipped in a rhythm that felt nothing like it should.
Not yet, he told it. Not yet, you stubborn bastard. You can stop when we're home.
His joints screamed. His shoulders burned from the constant corrections. His lungs rattled with each breath of salt-laden air, and there was a taste in the back of his throat like copper, like something had torn loose inside and was slowly leaking. He was too old for this. Too worn down by years and grief and the endless work of survival.
He thought of Meredith. Her face in that hospital room, grey and still, while the waters rose around them. He thought of the empty chair at his table, the silence in his cottage, the way he'd kept sailing all these years because stopping meant having nothing left but the memories of her.
Maybe this was how it was supposed to end. Out here, on the water, fighting to bring his crew home. There were worse ways to go.
But his hands were steady on the tiller. His eyes were clear, even as the edges of his vision flickered with each laboured heartbeat. And somewhere ahead, beyond the gathering dark, Havenswell was waiting.
He would get them home. Or he would die trying.
Wren
Bristol had vanished.
Wren stood at the stern, one hand gripping the rail, watching the last smudge of the drowned city fade into the grey haze behind them. The towers, the bridges, the place where Nell still lived and Rhea had once descended, all of it dissolving into the mist and spray until she couldn't be certain it had ever been real at all.
Seven years. Seven years of carrying that letter, carrying her guilt, carrying the weight of everything she'd failed to do. And now Bristol was gone, swallowed by distance and rain and the churning wake of the Tide's Hope, and she was sailing away again.
But this time was different.
Her hand rested against her pocket, feeling the familiar shape of the folded pages through the wet fabric of her coat. The letter was still there, the paper soft and worn against her fingers, the anchor that had held her in place for so long. But the weight of it had changed. Shifted. Become something else entirely.
Rhea was alive. Out there, somewhere, searching. Nell's words echoed in her mind, clear and certain despite the howl of the wind: She went looking for you. Years ago. She never stopped.
They had been looking for each other across a drowned world, always moving, never meeting. Ships passing in the endless grey, separated by timing and luck and the vast indifference of the sea.
For years, the letter had been a monument to her failure. Proof that she had been too afraid to follow, too weak to descend, too broken to do the one thing that mattered. She had carried it like a penance, a weight she deserved, a reminder of everything she had lost through her own cowardice.
But now the letter was something else. A compass. A promise. A reason to survive whatever was coming.
The wind gusted hard, cold and sharp, carrying the first real drops of rain. They struck her face like needles, drove into her eyes until they watered, plastered her hair against her skull in sodden ropes. She turned into them, letting them sting, letting them wake her from the daze of everything that had happened in the Underloft.
Ahead, the horizon had disappeared behind a wall of black cloud. Lightning flickered in its depths, silent at this distance but growing closer with every passing minute. The storm filled half the sky now, a darkness that seemed to breathe and pulse with its own terrible life.
Seren was shouting something about reefing the sails. Moss was below, clutching the medicine that could save their village. And Gull sat at the tiller, his face grey and his breathing laboured, holding their course through what looked like sheer force of will.
They might not survive this. The thought came clear and cold, stripped of drama or self-pity. This storm might kill them all. Might scatter the Tide's Hope across the channel in splinters and leave nothing behind but questions and grief.
But Wren found she wasn't afraid. Not anymore.
She would get through this storm. She would return to Havenswell and help save the people who were dying. And then she would start looking. Not running this time. Not fleeing from one place to another, telling herself she was searching while really just trying to outrun her own guilt.
Searching. Truly searching. For however long it took. However far she had to go.
The storm was coming.
Let it come.
The Tide's Hope
The boat sailed on, small against the vastness of the churning sea.
Her hull groaned with each wave, oak and pine flexing against forces they were never meant to endure. Her sails, reefed now to storm canvas, strained at their lines like living things trying to break free. Water streamed across her deck in sheets, found every gap in her hatches, dripped into the cabin below where it pooled and sloshed with the motion of the waves.
Four people aboard, each carrying something precious. Medicine that could save a village. Memories that could not be drowned. A promise that had waited seven years to find its purpose. And an old man's stubborn refusal to let the sea have the last word.
The rain fell harder now, driving horizontal in gusts that stung like thrown gravel. The wind rose to a howl, then a scream, tearing at everything it could reach. The swells grew taller, darker, their crests torn into spray that mixed with the rain until there was no telling where the sea ended and the sky began.
Behind them, the drowned city slept beneath the waves, keeping its secrets and its sorrows and the people who had chosen to stay. Ahead, Havenswell waited in the grip of sickness and hope, counting the hours until the boat that carried their salvation appeared on the horizon.
Between them, the storm gathered its strength, patient and implacable and utterly indifferent to the dreams and fears of the tiny vessel that dared to cross its path.
The Tide's Hope climbed the face of a swell, hung for a moment at the peak where the lightning illuminated her straining sails, and plunged down into the trough beyond.
Racing toward home.
Racing against time.
Racing against the failing heart of the man who held their course.
Into the dark.
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