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The Rigger with the Rusted Harness
Irena Malen
When a storm tears through the cliff-city of Harrowedge, veteran line rigger Tamsin Rook has to keep a suspended crossing alive long enough to save trapped evacuees. With a young apprentice at her side, she fights rusted machinery, brutal wind, and a failing span in a rescue built on skill, nerve, and hard-earned trust.
ProseHub


    
The Span Begins to Shudder
At dawn Harrowedge looked assembled by someone who distrusted flat ground and trusted gravity too much. Houses clung to the cliff face in stacked terraces, their shuttered windows painted the blue and ochre that meant safe wind, while smoke from breakfast braziers climbed in thin threads between rope bridges and maintenance ladders. The lower market was already awake. Someone was frying oat cakes in a stall wedged between two stone supports, and the smell of pepper broth rose from a communal kitchen below the east stair. It was the kind of morning that made the city seem almost cheerful, if one ignored the drop.
Tamsin Rook ignored very little. She stood on the upper maintenance spine with her boots planted wide, a rusted harness clipped across her chest, and checked each clasp on the line with the patient precision of someone who had been disappointed by loose metal before. Her fingers moved fast and sure: thumb over rivet, wrist twist, tug on the cable, glance to the anchor, another tug. The crossing beneath her swayed with the wind and answered in a low, metallic hum. She liked that sound. It was honest.
Kez arrived out of breath from the tower steps, carrying a dented thermos in one hand and trying to look as if he had not been racing a clock with his shirt half-tucked. He lifted the thermos as if it were a peace offering.
- You are late.
- I brought tea.
- That is not an excuse.
- It is if the tea is good enough to forgive a crime.
Tamsin looked at him over the top of the harness strap. His grin was already too wide for the hour. He was young enough to believe a joke could still improve a bad situation, which meant he had not yet spent enough mornings with gravity. She took the thermos anyway, drank once, and handed it back.
- Too much ginger.
- That means it works.
- That means you are trying to start a fight.
- I would never start one. I only stir the ingredients.
She snorted despite herself, then turned back to the line. The wind had a damp edge to it now. Somewhere out beyond the western shelf, the storm front was gathering into a dark, bruised wall. Tamsin watched it for half a breath, then snapped her attention to the clamp beneath her boot. The day had not even warmed, and already the sky looked ready to pick a quarrel.
They moved along the maintenance catwalk in a crouched rhythm, one hand always on steel. The upper crossing was not made for comfort. It was a narrow ribbon of grated metal and cable hooks, bolted to the cliff by old crews who had built for endurance rather than elegance. Tamsin tested each snubber as she went, then cursed under her breath when her glove came away with a smear of fresh rust.
- You missed that last week, Kez said.
- I did not miss it. I was busy.
- Busy doing what?
- Keeping the span from dropping into the gorge.
- Ah. So the usual.
He was light on his feet, too light for her taste, but he had quick eyes and a good instinct for where a failing line would go first. That was why she tolerated him. The city had plenty of people who wanted to learn the trade for the romance of heights and heroics. Kez was one of the few who understood that rigging was mostly about unglamorous effort: tightening, replacing, hauling, and never trusting a part simply because it had survived yesterday.
Below them, the lower terraces had turned into a moving ribbon of ordinary life. Laundry racks swung on pivot arms to catch the sun. Two women were arguing over the price of dried citrus peel. A baker at the east ledge slapped dough into oval loaves and slid them into a stone oven with a flourish, as if feeding the whole city were a performance he intended to win. Harrowedge had a way of continuing its habits even when the sky threatened trouble.
Tamsin reached down to the secondary line and gave it a hard pull. The cable answered with a sharp, almost offended twang.
- Hear that? she said.
- The cable? Yes.
- No. The second note. It should not have one.
Kez leaned in, then frowned. There was a faint squeal under the tension, a tiny complaint buried in the metal. She shifted her grip, lifted the housing with one boot, and saw the frayed edge of a support sleeve she had meant to replace two days ago. Not catastrophic yet. Not safe either.
- That was going to keep, she muttered.
- You say that like cables have feelings.
- If they do, I hope they are ashamed.
The wind came in colder, and Tamsin straightened. The storm was moving faster than forecast. She could feel it in the line before she could see it in the sky.
They reached the main joint just as the tower horn sounded from below. Not an alarm yet. A warning. The deep note rolled upward through the scaffold and made the bolts shiver in their holes. Tamsin looked toward the western shelf and found the sky turning the color of old iron.
A voice crackled through the speaking tube bolted to the support beam. Orin Vale never wasted breath, even on weather.
- Upper span, report.
Tamsin took the tube, pressed it to her mouth, and stared at the central clasp while she spoke.
- Visual inspection shows a frayed secondary sleeve on the east side and a crack in the main clasp housing. No failure yet.
- How bad?
- Bad enough for you to stop asking that question and start sending extra hands.
- You know what I mean.
- I know you hate uncertainty. Try an occupation with less weather.
There was a pause, the sort that meant Orin had not appreciated the joke but had decided not to waste time objecting.
- Main traffic is being rerouted. Keep the crossing open for twenty more minutes.
- That clasp will not like twenty minutes.
- Neither will I.
- Then we are in agreement.
The line shuddered under her hand. Tamsin crouched and examined the crack more closely. It ran along the throat of the housing, a hairline fracture she could have missed in weaker light. She pulled a wrench from her belt, set the jaws around the bolt, and braced her shoulder against the beam. The first turn resisted. The second gave with a sharp snap that made Kez flinch.
- If that breaks, he said, I would like it recorded that I had doubts.
- Your doubts are never silent enough to need recording.
- Harsh.
- Accurate.
She tightened the bolt, then drove a wedge into the sleeve with the heel of her hand. The joint steadied, but only just. Something below them groaned, a deep twisting sound that traveled up through the cliff itself. Tamsin lifted her head. The western shelf had vanished beneath a wall of rain that looked almost solid.
Thunder cracked across the gorge, and the crossing answered with one sharp, metallic ring.
Rain hit the span in hard slanted sheets, making the grating slick in a heartbeat. Tamsin dropped low, one arm hooked around the line, and hauled Kez down beside the support beam just before the wind hit again. The gust punched through the maintenance spine with enough force to make the whole structure sway toward the gorge, then drag itself back with a long, resentful groan.
- That was impolite, Kez shouted.
- Wind does not care about manners.
- It should.
He was grinning despite the water streaming off his hair, which was the kind of foolishness that either meant courage or lack of sense. Tamsin had not decided which. She shoved a spare clamp into his hand and pointed toward the fasteners.
- Hold that line steady.
- With what, exactly?
- Your hands.
- Excellent plan. Very reassuring.
He wrapped both arms around the cable as she twisted the clamp into place, then leaned his weight backward when she signaled. The cable tightened. The support spine stopped complaining long enough for her to reach the next housing.
That was when the shout came from the freight cage.
It was trapped halfway across the span, swinging just enough to make the sound ugly. Tamsin looked up and saw the cage hanging from a broken pulley arm, one brake locked and the other spinning uselessly in the rain. Inside were six people she could make out through the wet bars: a courier with a swollen satchel, an old woman gripping a parcel against her chest, two dockhands, and a child pressed against the cage door with both hands on the iron mesh.
The child saw Tamsin and banged once on the bars.
- We are stuck!
Tamsin was already moving. She rose, clipped herself to the center line, and stepped onto the narrow service rail that ran under the cage. Kez caught her sleeve.
- Tamsin.
- Hold the line.
- That is not a plan.
- It is the only one I have time for.
Her voice was flat, but the choice had already been made in her body. She moved along the rail hand over hand, rain beating against her helmet, the gorge yawning beneath her boots. Above, the cage jerked hard as another gust hit. The child inside screamed. Tamsin reached for the nearest brace and hauled herself up to the platform beneath the cage, jaw clenched against the spray, her harness grinding against the metal as she climbed.
The freight cage was smaller up close, and louder. The pulleys shrieked with every swing, a wet metallic cry that set Tamsin's teeth on edge. She hooked one arm through the side frame and leaned in through the open maintenance slit, rain running down her face in cold streaks.
- Everyone keep still, she said. If you start panicking, I will have to listen to it and that is not helping.
The old woman blinked at her, then barked out a startled laugh. The sound steadied the others more than comfort ever could.
- Are you always this charming? the courier asked.
- Only on workdays.
The child stared at her harness. - Is that rust?
- It is history.
- It looks itchy.
- It is.
That got a snort out of Kez, who was still braced on the line below, managing tension with both hands while the whole section heaved over the drop. Tamsin gave him a quick glance and found him where she had left him, rain darkening his sleeves, boots skidding only once when he shifted his weight. He caught her eye and lifted one shoulder as if to say, Still here.
Orin's voice slammed through the tube from the tower below.
- Cut the cage loose. Save the span.
Tamsin turned her head just enough to aim her reply downward.
- There are people in it.
- There are more people on the lower terraces.
- Then send them a thank-you note after you let these six fall.
- Do not get theatrical with me now, Rook.
- I am a rigger, Vale. Theatrical is when I throw your best rope into the gorge.
She could hear the strain in the tower now. Not panic, not yet, but the edges of urgency scraping raw. The clasp housing had shifted. The cage was not simply stuck; the brake arm had bent in the storm and jammed itself against the pulley frame. Tamsin squeezed through the maintenance slit, clamped both feet against the cage beam, and got her wrench onto the twisted arm. Metal bit into her glove. She forced the wrench clockwise, then stopped when the whole cage lurched.
- On my count, she said. Kez, take the side line. Not the main. The side line.
- You are very confident in a storm that hates us.
- I am not confident. I am busy.
The child peered at her with huge wet eyes. Tamsin hooked a hand around the frame, gave one hard pull, and freed the brake arm with a crack that rattled the cage. The line above screamed in protest, but the brake shifted enough to unlock one side. Not all of it. Enough to begin.
Kez threaded the spare rope through the guide ring exactly once and then froze, waiting for her to check. It was a small thing, but it told her more than any speech would have. He had stopped guessing and started listening.
- Better, she said.
- You sound amazed.
- I am working through the shock.
He made a face at her, then leaned backward on the rope as she signaled. The cage moved two hand spans, then stopped dead when the wind hit its flat side. The old woman cried out and the child grabbed the bars with both fists. Tamsin slammed one boot against the lower brace to steady it.
- Keep your feet down, she snapped. If you are going to fall apart, do it quietly.
The courier let out a wet laugh. - She is either brave or miserable.
- Both, Kez called.
- Accurate, Tamsin said without looking at him.
A second gust came through, harder than the first. The cage lurched sideways, and the twisted brake arm scraped open against the pulley with a shriek. Tamsin saw the load indicator swing too far toward red. Too much weight on one side. Too much strain in the upper clasp. She reached into the harness pouch and pulled out a pair of balance hooks, the kind meant for quick reroutes when cargo shifted in transit.
She looked down through the rain toward Orin's tower. - I need the auxiliary cable.
The answer came instantly. - Not possible.
- That was not a useful answer.
- The lower crews are already tied off. If you take the auxiliary, you lose half the east district line.
- If I do nothing, I lose six people and probably the cage.
Another pause. When Orin spoke again, the edge in his voice had sharpened into something colder than authority.
- Rook, you are not authorized to improvise a rescue through a failing span.
- And yet here we are.
He did not answer. He did not need to. Tamsin knew what he was thinking: if the storm kept growing, he would have to choose between a structure and the people depending on it. She had made that choice before. It had not become easier. It had only become clearer.
She clipped one hook to the cage frame and the other to the side brace, then shoved her shoulder against the load to take pressure off the bent brake. Kez caught the end of the auxiliary line she had thrown and stared at it as if he could not quite believe she was using it.
- You are rerouting through that old service cable?
- Unless you have a better suggestion hidden in your pockets.
- I have a receipt, two nails, and optimism.
- Those are all poor substitutes for engineering.
- You mean your profession.
- I mean my patience.
He laughed once, breathless and bright, and took the line to the far ring exactly as she had shown him on calmer days. The cage shivered, then moved another step. Harrowedge groaned around them, but the freight cage inched toward safety.
By the time the rain thickened to a white curtain, Tamsin had stopped thinking in terms of minutes. She thought in pulls, in shifts, in the next single movement that would keep the span from killing someone. The freight cage was now close enough to touch from the maintenance rail, but the top joint above it had begun to drift out of alignment. She could see the problem now: the main anchor was taking the storm load unevenly, and every correction she made pulled the damage somewhere else.
- Kez, she said, when I tell you, move the weight to the left.
- The left of what? There are several lefts in this situation.
- The left that keeps us alive.
- Narrowing it down, are we?
The humor helped more than she wanted to admit. Not because it was funny, exactly, but because it kept him from becoming another source of noise. He understood that, which was why he was still smiling through the rain even with his hands shaking from strain.
Tamsin climbed the cage frame, then the service riser, and hauled herself toward the upper mast where the anchor housing sat in its bracket. Each step required three decisions: where to place her boot, when to trust the next rung, when to ignore the part of her body insisting this was foolish. Wind battered her from the side. Rain made the metal slick. She drove her spikes into the support and kept climbing anyway.
At the top she found the housing shifted half a finger-width outward. Enough. That was all it ever took. One careless storm, one neglected bolt, one crack nobody had time to name. She jammed the wrench into the slot and hammered the locking pin home with the handle end. The pin bent. Not enough. She hammered again, harder, using her shoulder and her whole body. The housing settled by a breath.
Below, Kez shouted up to her.
- Is that supposed to make that noise?
- No.
- Terrific.
The load line snapped taut. Tamsin looked down and saw the cage begin to respond. One side of the brake had freed fully now, and the auxiliary cable was finally taking enough weight to shift the freight outward by inches. The old woman inside the cage was crying, not from fear now but from the release of it. The child had stopped banging the bars and was watching Tamsin as if she were a problem being solved in real time.
The tower horn sounded again from below, deeper this time. Not warning. Escalation.
Orin's voice broke through the tube in clipped fragments.
- Main anchor is moving. Repeat, main anchor is moving.
Tamsin froze with one hand on the mast. Something below her had gone wrong enough to be felt through the whole skeleton of the span. The line shuddered once, violently, and the hairline crack she had seen at dawn answered with a sharp metallic pop.
The pop became a shriek. Tamsin spun toward the sound and saw the main anchor housing shift again, this time with enough force to tear the lower sleeve loose from its seat. A strip of wet metal peeled back like bark from a tree. The whole upper span dipped, then lurched hard to the right. One of the support braces snapped against the beam and skidded free.
- Kez! she shouted.
He was already moving, throwing his weight onto the side line and planting his boots wide to keep the cage from swinging too far. He looked up at her, rain in his lashes, grin gone now, all focus.
- Say the word.
- Shift the load to the auxiliary and do not let go until I tell you.
- That is not comforting.
- It is a command.
- Much better.
Orin shouted something from the tower below, but the wind stole most of it. Tamsin did not waste breath answering. She dragged herself down from the mast and dropped onto the cage roof, then crawled to the far side where the line was still attached. The cage swayed beneath her like a live thing. She could feel the whole span beginning to separate from the cliff, not collapsing yet, but loosening its grip on the stone.
She clipped one hook to the side ring and swung under the frame, using her shoulders to drag the balance line into place. The auxiliary cable protested with a deep twang. Tamsin gritted her teeth, hooked her heel on a crossbeam, and hauled until the line moved. Once it caught, the cage steadied by a fraction.
A crate inside split open under the jolt. Flour burst into the rain and turned the air into a sudden white cloud. The courier swore. The child laughed in astonishment. For one absurd heartbeat, everyone looked ghostly and powdered, as if the storm had decided to decorate them before trying to kill them. Tamsin barked out a laugh herself, once, sharp and disbelieving, and that tiny crack of sound seemed to cut through the panic better than any order.
- Fine, she muttered. If we survive this, somebody is paying for new cargo seals.
Kez coughed through the flour haze. - Put it on the storm's tab.
The cage edged forward. The first evacuee stepped onto the maintenance rail, then into Tamsin's grip, and she guided them across with all the economy of someone who knew exactly how much pressure the structure could bear. One by one they moved. The old woman went first, then the courier, then the child, who refused to let go of Tamsin's wrist until she said he could hold on all the way across. She let him. It was faster than arguing.
For a moment it seemed as though the line might hold after all. Then the tower below let out a deep, breaking groan that sounded too much like the cliff itself giving way.
Tamsin looked down through the rain and saw the first true shift in the anchor bed. The support bracket at the cliff face had cracked free of its stone seat by a bare inch, then another. The entire upper assembly was sliding, slow but certain, toward the gorge. Not enough to fall yet. Enough to trap anyone still on the span when it did.
Orin's voice came through the tube, strained for the first time that morning.
- Evacuate the span. Now.
Tamsin stared at the line, then at the evacuees already moving across with Kez. There were still two people on the freight side, and the cage itself had swung back out into the wind. If she left now, they would be stranded. If she stayed, the anchor might pull the whole structure apart.
That was the sort of choice riggers made before breakfast if the city was in a bad mood. Today the city was in a worse one.
- Kez, she called, keep the line tight.
- Tamsin, I do not like your face right now.
- Good. Hold that feeling.
- Is that a plan?
- It is all I have.
She moved before anyone could argue. A quick clip of the harness, a hard plant of her boots, and she was halfway back along the narrow rail, one hand on steel, the other reaching for the nearest brace as the span swung under her. Rain blurred the gorge into a gray wound below. The cliff wall loomed on her right, close enough to scrape her shoulder if she mistimed one step. She caught the service beam, pulled herself past it, and saw the main anchor housing twist another degree outward.
Below, the tower alarms finally began to sound. Not one horn, but several, rising in staggered layers from different terraces, each district signaling the next. The city was waking up to the fact that something had gone badly wrong.
Tamsin heard the sirens as she braced one boot against the beam and reached back toward Kez. The span lurched again. The anchor slipped another fraction. For one suspended heartbeat, they were both stranded on the damaged line between the cliff and the freight cage, with rain hammering the metal beneath their hands and the evacuation alarms climbing from the terraces below.
Tamsin tightened her grip until her knuckles burned. Kez caught the line beside her, eyes wide but steady.
- Tell me what to hold, he said.
And then the anchor shifted again.

    
Cargo, Wind, and Bad Decisions
Rain hit the span in hard slanted sheets, turning the grated walkway into a strip of black glass. Tamsin tightened her grip on the rail and felt the whole upper crossing twitch under her boots. The main anchor had shifted again. Not collapsed. Not yet. But the change was enough to make the cable sing in a higher, uglier note that cut through the storm noise and sat right behind her teeth.
— Kez, hold the side line and do not look at the gorge.
— That is a very specific request.
— It is also a very practical one.
Kez, soaked through and trying to keep his balance with the stubborn confidence of the young, jammed both hands around the auxiliary rope. He planted his feet wide on the slick grating and glanced down exactly once before obeying her. His face tightened, then loosened when he found the horizon again.
— I officially dislike this part of your profession, he said.
— Which part?
— The part where the building feels negotiable.
Tamsin almost laughed, but the anchor groaned again and stole the breath from her mouth. The line was carrying too much weight on one side. The freight cage still hung crookedly in the rain, the people inside it pressed to the bars while the jammed brake kept the whole load from sliding into the gorge. She could not free it by force alone. She needed balance, and fast.
She kicked off the center beam, swung to the narrow brace at the cage’s underside, and caught herself with one hooked arm. The motion sent a sharp ache up her shoulder and rattled the rusted harness across her chest. She ignored it. Pain was merely the body’s opinion, and right now the body was being pessimistic.
Below, the lower terraces flickered with movement. People were leaving their morning stalls, pulling awnings tight over baskets of dried roots and millet cakes, shouting to one another through the rain. Harrowedge kept living even while one of its main arteries was trying to tear loose. A woman on the west stair was still arguing with a fish seller about the price of smoked river carp, as if commerce might bully the weather into manners.
— We need a counterweight, Tamsin called. Now.
— From where?
— The cargo cage. Use the barrel slings and anything heavy that is not trying to be heroic.
Kez made a face. — You mean the crates?
— Yes.
— The ones with the ceramic dishes?
— Especially those.
She hooked her wrench under the cage latch, pried it open by degrees, and peered inside. The courier had already opened the top crate in search of supplies and found only a stack of packed clay bowls wrapped in wool. The old woman watched Tamsin with a level stare, water dripping from the brim of her hood.
— Those bowls are for the east canteen, the woman said.
— Then I promise they will arrive with a dramatic story.
— They were supposed to arrive without a dramatic story.
— The storm disagreed.
That earned her a dry huff that might have been amusement. Tamsin passed the first sling through the crate handles, then nodded to Kez. Together they shifted the load, inching the weight toward the side brace while the cage shuddered and the line complained. The movement was slow, ugly, and necessary. The sound of the brake grinding against the pulley changed pitch by a fraction. Enough.
She slammed her palm against the frame. — There. Hold it there.
Kez braced his hip against the rope and grunted. — That is my least favorite sentence from you so far.
— I have worse ones.
— I fear this fact deeply.
Another gust ripped across the span, cold enough to sting. For one breath the entire crossing leaned toward the gorge, and every loose strap snapped hard against the metal. Tamsin felt the anchor seat below her flex, not break, but flex in a way that meant the cliff itself was giving up its grip on the housing. She swore under her breath and reached for the side chain.
The only thing keeping the cage from swinging wide now was the counterweight she and Kez had improvised from cargo and instinct. It was absurd, inefficient, and completely outside any neat instruction scroll Orin would have loved. But it worked, just barely. The storm threw another fit, and the line held itself together for one more heartbeat.
Tamsin used the heartbeat to move. She dragged a hand over the cable, checking tension by touch, then shoved the brake arm another notch into place. The metal was hot from friction despite the rain, and the vibration ran up her wrist like a live wire. The cage answered with a small, grudging correction and stopped yawing long enough for the people inside to breathe.
The child by the door pressed both palms to the mesh and stared at her. His hair was plastered flat to his forehead, his mouth open in a round shape of wonder and fright.
— Are we falling? he asked.
— No.
— That sounded uncertain.
— Everything sounds uncertain when it is wet.
That got a surprised laugh from him, small but real. The sound cut through the tension around the cage better than another order would have. Tamsin glanced at Kez and found him staring at the child with the same expression she felt on her own face and rarely allowed anyone to see: surprise that a joke could still matter while everything threatened to break.
Below them a bell from the lower market rang out once, then again, not for ceremony but to call workers away from the exposed east stairs. The market day would continue later, assuming the storm did not turn the whole district into a pile of wet timbers. Someone had already tied canvas over the spice stands. A baker was wrestling his oven cover down while a pair of apprentices darted through the rain carrying flat trays of cooling bread, their boots slapping puddles. The ordinary stubbornness of Harrowedge made Tamsin oddly angry. Why did everyone keep acting as if the world could be bargained with by routine?
Orin’s voice cracked through the speaking tube mounted beside the support beam.
— Rook, cut the cage loose and clear the span.
Tamsin looked toward the tower below, but the rain had blurred it into a dark shape wrapped in moving white. She did not need to see his face to know he was rigid with calculation.
— There are people in it.
— There are people on the lower terraces too.
— Then send them a prayer and a funeral note.
— You are not helping.
— I am working.
A pause. Wind hissed in the tube.
— If the anchor seat gives way, you lose the whole upper crossing, Orin said. Maybe the east service ladder with it.
— If I cut now, I lose six people and a cargo cage.
— The district can survive lost cargo.
— They are not cargo.
The answer came back colder. — I am aware.
That was the point where anger might have made her careless. Instead it sharpened her focus. Tamsin looked down at the lower edge of the tower and noticed something she had missed in the first rush: the emergency service shunt, an old secondary path for load transfer, bolted into the tower spine and hidden behind a plate of maintenance mesh. It was rusted, neglected, and still connected to the far mast across the gorge.
A bad idea. The best kind, in a storm.
— Kez, she said, when I move, you keep the counterweight steady.
— And if I do not?
— Then I will be disappointed, and you will hate the sound of my voice.
— That is motivating, somehow.
— I have a gift.
She clipped her harness to the side ring, wriggled around the cage frame, and climbed toward the maintenance plate while the rain hammered her shoulders. The service shunt sat under a rusted cover sealed by two corroded bolts. Tamsin set the wrench, drove her weight through it, and felt one bolt crack free. The second resisted. She reset her grip, braced her boot against the beam, and hit it again harder. Metal gave with a sudden shriek.
The plate swung open. Cold air breathed out from the cavity behind it. Tamsin peered inside and saw the old tension track, narrow but intact, leading into the guts of the tower like a hidden vein.
— Kez, she called, I need the chain slings and the black tool box.
— Of course you do.
— Bring them now.
He did, moving with the quick, awkward precision of someone trying to be brave in a place that actively disliked bravery. He nearly slipped once, recovered by throwing his weight into a crouch, and hauled the box to her hand. The toolbox was dented, the latch crooked, and the handle wrapped in faded cloth to keep it from tearing skin. Tamsin prized the lid open and nodded.
Inside: pins, wedges, a compact maul, and enough chain to build a temporary deadman anchor if she was clever and lucky. She had never trusted luck. Cleverness would have to do.
She sent Kez to the cage with the chain slings while she dragged the toolbox into the cavity. The service track was no more than a shoulder-width tunnel between the tower skin and the inner brace, lined with old conduit and streaked with mineral water. Every few feet, the wall was marked with faded maintenance tags in blue paint, each one a reminder of crews that had worked here before she was born and probably complained about the same weather. Half of Harrowedge was held together by people who had learned to swear in rhythm.
The tunnel stank of wet iron, old grease, and the chalky mineral dust that seeped from cliff stone when the rain got heavy. A cluster of cliff swifts clung to a beam overhead, their tiny feet invisible until one shifted and shook a spray of water down Tamsin’s neck. She hissed, looked up, and the bird blinked at her with deep offended dignity, as if she had been the intruder in its hallway.
— Even the birds think this is their tower, she muttered.
— I would not fight them, Kez called from behind her. They look organized.
The sound of his voice in the narrow space made it feel less like a shaft and more like a working room, which was absurd because the room had no floor and one wall was essentially the cliff trying to remember its shape. Tamsin crawled forward, knees scraping, one hand on the rail, the other dragging the toolbox. She stopped at the emergency jack assembly and crouched over the gear teeth. The teeth were jammed with rust scale and a long knot of old binding wire. Whoever had serviced it last had been either rushed or careless. Possibly both.
She jammed the maul into the gear housing, leaned her shoulder against the frame, and drove a short, violent blow into the obstruction. The wire sprang loose with a snap. A shower of grit pattered onto her sleeves.
— Beautiful, Kez said. That was beautiful.
— It was loud.
— Loud can be beautiful.
— Not when it is my problem.
She laughed under her breath, then pulled the jack lever and felt the mechanism answer with a sluggish but usable turn. Good. She set one chain sling through the deadman slot, looped another around a bracing eye, and tested the pull. The whole structure vibrated. Not ideal. Still alive.
Behind her the speaking tube crackled again. Orin’s voice had lost some of its hard edge.
— Status.
— I found the service shunt.
— That track has not been used in years.
— It should be embarrassed.
— Tamsin.
— It is holding.
A pause, then: — How long?
She checked the tilt of the line, the strain in the cable, the way the cage had settled under Kez’s counterweight. The answer was not comforting.
— Long enough if the storm stays bored. Not long enough if it gets creative.
Orin exhaled sharply into the tube. — I am sending no more hands until I know where to put them.
— Good. Put them on the lower stairs and keep people moving.
— We are doing that.
— Then do it faster.
He gave a sound that might have been irritation or reluctant approval. The tube clicked off.
Kez’s boots thudded somewhere behind her, and he crouched into the tunnel with the chain slings over one shoulder like a smug rope thief.
— I brought the things you wanted.
— Miraculous.
— I know. It is my best trait.
She took the slings and examined the links. One was twisted where it had been stored badly. She worked the bend straight with pliers, then handed Kez the spare wedge.
— On my signal, you feed this under the jack foot. If it slips, don’t try to catch it. It weighs enough to break fingers.
— That seems specific.
— It is.
— Your profession is becoming less romantic by the minute.
— That is because you are seeing it honestly.
He grinned, then sobered as the tower trembled. This time the shudder rolled from deep below, through the inner ribs, up into the cavity and straight into Tamsin’s bones. She froze, listening with her whole body. The anchor bed had moved again. Not a little. Enough for the jack to squeal against the brace.
— We are running out of tower, she said.
— I did not know tower could be used up.
— Everything can be used up.
That shut him up, which was rare enough to count as a warning. Tamsin set both palms on the jack lever and pushed the load a fraction farther onto the shunt. The chain drew tight. Somewhere above, the freight cage shifted and a wet metallic cry rang out as the brake finally loosened another finger-width.
— Good, she said. Keep going. Keep everything going.
It was not a grand line, but the work did not care about grandeur. It cared about pressure, load, and whether human hands could stay steady long enough to matter.
The counterweight held. Barely. That was enough to start moving people across in a controlled stagger instead of a desperate scramble. Tamsin climbed back into the open rain and saw the freight cage finally sit level, the front edge lifting a hand span above the rail. The old woman inside had wrapped one arm around the child, not to restrain him but to keep him from seeing how far down the gorge went when the wind tore through the gap. The courier had gone pale and was clinging to the frame with the solemn concentration of a man making an agreement with every deity he had ignored in calmer weather.
Kez looked up at her and thrust out his chin toward the transfer route.
— It works.
— Do not sound so surprised.
— I reserve surprise for when you say something cheerful.
She gave him a quick glance that was almost a smile and stepped to the cage door. One by one the evacuees moved to the maintenance rail, clipped onto the side line, and crossed to the tower platform where the lower crew waited with blankets and dry hands. Tamsin guided them with short commands, a touch at the elbow, a pull at the harness ring. Efficient. Firm. Good enough.
The old woman hesitated at the rail edge and looked back at Tamsin.
— You are coming too, yes?
— After this side is empty.
— That is not what I asked.
— It is the best answer I have.
The woman made a face, then reached into her sleeve and pressed a braided cord into Tamsin’s wet palm. It was woven with bright threads, a tiny charm against bad luck, the kind people in Harrowedge tied around bedposts and tool handles and baby cradles for no reason that could be defended in writing.
— For your harness, she said.
— It looks too cheerful for me.
— Then it may do some work.
The child, already halfway to the tower, twisted around and shouted back over the rain.
— Your belt looks like a beetle.
The courier snorted. Kez laughed so hard he had to grip the rope with both hands. Tamsin stared after the child for one bewildered second and then, to her own shock, felt the corners of her mouth lift. Briefly. Her harness did resemble a beetle, if beetles were built to survive falls.
— I hate that he is right, she said.
— That was a smile, Kez said.
— It was not.
— It absolutely was.
— Keep moving before I reconsider your existence.
He saluted with two fingers and dragged the last of the chain across to the shunt. That should have been the end of the immediate crisis, but the tower answered with a hollow crack that went straight through the rain noise. Tamsin looked down and saw a new fracture spreading across the anchor seat, this one lower and wider than the first. The cliff face around the base had started to shear under the soak.
Orin’s voice cut in, suddenly hard again.
— Rook, we have a new failure on the southern side. The old mast is waking up.
Tamsin’s attention snapped toward the far end of the crossing. Through the rain curtain she could just make out the shape of the decommissioned southern mast across the broken service bridge: a black iron spine rising from the rock, its braces wrapped in old warning flags faded nearly white. It had been silent for years. Now one of its lower supports was trembling.
Orin continued, each word clipped and exact.
— If the upper anchor goes, this entire route folds. You will not hold it here.
Tamsin looked at the fracture in the seat, then at the far mast, then at Kez, who had finally stopped grinning and was watching her with alert, ready eyes.
The answer came to her not as hope but as work.
— I know, she said.
— Can you reach it?
— Not from here.
The speaking tube hissed. Rain rattled the grating. Somewhere below, a market horn sounded in the middle of evacuation and was drowned instantly.
Tamsin tucked the braided cord into her harness, squared her shoulders, and pointed to the broken bridge.
— Clear the transfer route. We are moving the load.
Kez glanced toward the far mast and gave a very quiet whistle.
— You did say you wanted a bad idea.
— This one is mine.
— Naturally.
She watched the next wave of evacuees step onto the tower platform, then turned toward the swaying bridge that linked their failing span to the southern mast. The storm had opened the gap wider than before, and the only way forward was a crossing of rust, rain, and bad luck held together by bolts old enough to have opinions. Tamsin clipped her harness to the line and tested the tension one last time.
The far mast waited in the rain like a black nail hammered into the cliff. If she could reach it, she could reset the load. If she could not, Harrowedge would start losing bridges by the minute.
She took one step onto the bridge, felt it shudder under her boot, and heard Kez fall in beside her without being asked.
The bridge was narrower than it had looked from the tower, which was somehow offensive. It crossed a gap where the storm wind had room to build a full body and throw itself at them. The grating flexed under every step. Old rivets shone wetly in the dark metal, and half the safety mesh had long ago been replaced with hand-tied wire that was now shivering loose in the gusts. Tamsin moved low, one hand on the side rail, the other testing each plate before she trusted her weight to it.
Kez stayed a half-step behind, carrying the toolbox with one hand and holding the transfer line in the other.
— If this bridge fails, he said, I want it noted that I objected.
— Noted.
— Thank you.
— Your objection is late.
— I was busy being brave.
A flash of lightning lit the gorge below. For one white instant Tamsin saw the depth again: terraces cut into the cliff, cable ladders hanging like threads, rain turning the drop into a moving wall of glass. Then the light vanished and the world snapped back to black water and iron. She kept moving.
At the midpoint of the bridge the wind hit hard enough to force both of them to their knees. The metal groaned. A loose plate slapped upward, struck Tamsin’s shin, and skidded away into the dark with a sound that never quite reached the bottom. She swore and drove the heel of her boot down on the next section to keep it from lifting.
— On the far side, she said, there is a service winch and a manual release.
— You know this because?
— Because I built the replacement half of it three winters ago.
— Of course you did.
It was true. Three winters ago, when the old southern mast had started to lean under ice load, Tamsin had spent two nights in a sling above the cliff replacing half the catch plate while the rest of the crew drank hot broth below and made bets on whether she would come down intact. She had. They had paid up in dumplings. It was one of the few memories she allowed to feel warm.
The bridge gave a shudder again, this time lower and more dangerous. Kez stopped and crouched, one hand flat to the grating.
— Hear that?
— I do not need to hear it. I can feel it.
— No, below.
She paused. Beneath the wind and the cable hum was a faint rhythmic knock, not from the bridge itself but from the mast cavity ahead. Someone, or something, had been working loose in the southern brace long before the storm. Tamsin frowned and moved faster.
The far mast emerged from the rain as a shape of iron ribs and weather-worn plates. Its lower platform had sagged, but the central spine still stood. A ladder ran up its side into a maintenance housing with a jammed hatch. A faded banner from some long-ago civic festival fluttered from one broken bracket, its painted gull now only a blur of blue and white. Harrowedge never entirely threw away anything that could still be tied on.
Tamsin hooked her boot under the final rung and hauled herself onto the mast platform. The moment her weight settled, the whole structure complained. Not a failure yet. A warning.
— Kez, she said, set the toolbox down and feed the spare chain through the lower ring.
— There is a lower ring?
— There is now.
He blinked rain from his eyes, then obeyed with the quick seriousness she had come to expect from him. Tamsin knelt by the winch housing and saw the problem immediately: the manual release pawl had seized, and the guide gear was offset by a dent large enough to suggest something had hit it hard from inside. She slid a pry bar beneath the lip, leaned into it with her shoulder, and felt the seal resist before giving a harsh metallic jerk.
Inside the housing, something clanged loose.
The sound was followed by another, lower and uglier than the first. The hidden knock she had heard on the bridge came from here. Tamsin froze, one hand still on the pry bar, while the storm rattled the mast around her.
Then the hatch shuddered from the inside and began to open by itself, just a fraction, as if something on the other side had been waiting for her to arrive before making its move.

    
Hands for the Last Crossing
The hatch swung inward with a shriek of rust and old pressure, and for one breath Tamsin thought the southern mast might have something alive inside it after all. Then the sound resolved into what it really was: a chain under strain, a loose gear catching and slipping somewhere in the dark. She leaned through the opening with her wrench raised, rain streaming off her helmet, and found a narrow service chamber packed with machinery that had not been touched in years.
The space smelled of wet iron, lamp oil gone sour, and the chalky dust that lived in cliff stone. A long counterweight drum sat in the center, wrapped in chain and guide cable, its surface striped with faded warning paint. Nothing in Harrowedge stayed unused forever. It only waited until weather or need called it back to work.
— Well, Tamsin said, peering inside, at least it is not haunted.
— You say that like you were concerned, Kez answered behind her.
— I was concerned it might be worse than haunted.
He crouched at her shoulder, toolbox tucked under one arm, rain dripping from the end of his nose. He looked at the chamber, then at the drum, then made a low whistle.
— That thing is larger than I expected.
— Most useful things are.
— That sounded suspiciously like wisdom.
— Do not spread rumors.
She climbed in first, boots finding the rungs embedded in the mast wall. The chamber was barely wide enough to turn in, which meant every movement had to be deliberate. Tamsin slid one hand along the brace beam and felt vibration running through the iron. Not idle noise. The mast was carrying force even here, deep inside its ribs. Somewhere above, the line was still under load; somewhere below, people were crossing because she had not let them die to the weather.
A second knock sounded from inside the housing, sharper now. Not a thing trapped. A pawl. The emergency release gear had shifted, and the hook end had seated half a finger-width too deep into the tooth ring. That was what had been tapping the shell in the wind.
— There, she said. Pointing with the wrench. That pawl is jammed.
— Can I be honest?
— Rarely a good idea, but yes.
— It looks offended.
She huffed out a laugh despite herself. Then she wedged her shoulder beneath the gear housing, took the wrench in both hands, and pushed. The metal resisted with a damp, ugly squeal. Kez reached in from behind her and set a bar against the guide plate.
— On three, Tamsin said.
— I hate that number.
— One.
— You are cruel.
— Two.
They heaved together. The pawl moved half an inch, caught, then moved again with a jolt that rattled both their teeth. A shower of rust flakes rained into Tamsin’s collar. She grunted, shoved harder, and felt the ring shift under her pressure. Something in the mast answered with a deep groan, like a man waking up with a bad back.
— If this falls on us, Kez said, I want the record to show that I was betrayed.
— By gravity?
— By your profession.
— It is important to have hobbies.
The dumbness of the joke steadied the air around them. Tamsin drove the wedge into place and turned her head toward the speaking tube mounted to the inner wall.
— Orin, she said. I found the southern release. It is seized, but usable.
The answer came through in a burst of static and rain.
— How long to ready the transfer?
— That depends on how much you enjoy standing in a storm while metal tries to kill you.
— Tamsin.
— Ten minutes if the mast behaves. More if it keeps its sense of drama.
A pause, then Orin’s clipped voice again.
— The upper anchor has lost another fraction. Bring the south mast online now.
Tamsin looked through the opening toward the bridge outside. Rain had turned the gap between structures into a white curtain. Beyond it, the main span shuddered, the freight cage swaying like a lantern in a gale. She tightened her jaw, set one hand on the drum, and nodded once though no one could see it.
— Then we are done waiting.
She climbed deeper into the mast, and Kez followed with the tool box and a face that said he had just realized he was no longer helping with a repair but walking into the middle of a very dangerous solution.
The inner run of the mast was narrower than the chamber, a vertical throat lined with old catwalk brackets and conduits slick with condensation. Tamsin moved first, one hand on the rung ladder, the other on the wall, climbing by feel because the light from the hatch above was already turning gray under the storm. Every few feet she had to stop and kick a boot against the brace to shake loose pooled water before it could run down her sleeve.
Below, Kez followed with the toolbox hooked to one wrist, muttering to himself as he squeezed through. He emerged into the shaft with a grimace and caught her looking.
— I know what you are thinking.
— I doubt it.
— You are thinking I should have stayed on the platform.
— I was thinking your shoulders are too broad for this shaft.
— That is more flattering than I deserve.
— Do not get vain. It makes the tight spaces feel smaller.
He laughed, then immediately had to duck as a hanging bundle of old signal rope brushed his hair. The bundle was stiff with salt crust and weather dust, tagged with a faded strip of blue cloth. Harrowedge marked maintenance gear with colors instead of words where it could, since half the crew in the outer terraces came from different valleys and spoke in overlapping dialects. Tamsin had always liked that about the city. It preferred practical signs over polished speech.
Above them, the mast bowed to another gust. The vibration came down the ladder in a hard pulse. Tamsin froze, listening with her bones. Not collapse. Not yet. But the south mast was older than the rest of the route and had more scars than pride.
— We need to get to the capstan room, she said.
— That is upstairs, obviously.
— Obvious is not useful.
— You are in a mood.
— I am in a hurry.
She climbed three rungs at a time, boots scraping against iron. The shaft opened into a circular maintenance room tucked inside the mast’s spine. A wide wheel sat on a central spindle, its spokes coated in old grease that had turned black with age. Chains ran from the wheel to two anchor pins and then out through the wall toward the outer braces. It was the kind of mechanism built by people who expected weather to behave itself for at least one season. Harrowedge was never that polite.
A broken pin had lodged in the wheel teeth, wedged sideways so that every turn strained the release instead of freeing it. Tamsin crouched, peered at the jam, and clicked her tongue.
— There is your problem.
— That is your phrase for everything, Kez said.
— And yet I am often correct.
She took a narrow chisel from the toolbox, set its tip against the broken pin, and hammered once. The room answered with a metallic bang that made both of them flinch. A flock of small cliff swifts erupted from a hidden ledge near the upper vent, shrieking indignantly as they wheeled through the room and vanished back into the storm. One of them clipped Kez on the ear.
— I have been attacked, he said, appalled.
— By a bird.
— A large bird, if you ask me.
— It did not ask you anything.
Tamsin snorted, then drove the chisel again. The pin moved. Not enough. She shifted her stance, braced a knee against the spindle housing, and struck harder. The pin jerked free with a sound like a snapped nail. The wheel turned a fraction on its own, then stopped.
— Good, Tamsin said. Now we can make it worse in a controlled way.
— That does not comfort me.
— It was not meant to.
She fed the chain through the guide ring and pointed for Kez to take the slack. He did, planting his boots and leaning backward with both hands on the links. The tension changed immediately. Somewhere in the mast, the line adjusted its weight with a throaty creak. Tamsin closed her eyes for half a second and listened. The drum had begun to accept load. That was enough to let them try the rest.
The speaking tube crackled again.
— Orin to south mast. Status.
— We are alive, Tamsin said.
— Low standard.
— Then I am performing above expectations.
A pause followed, then a lower voice from the line relay—someone in the tower taking over the next batch of evacuees.
— The main span is still moving, came the report. Three freight loads and six walkers cleared. More still waiting on the east side.
Tamsin opened her eyes and looked toward the hanging chain. The numbers made the room feel smaller, not larger. Every minute mattered. Every adjustment mattered. She grabbed the wheel spokes and shoved. The capstan turned with a reluctant groan.
— Kez, keep the tension steady.
— I am trying very hard not to die in a memorable way.
— Try less talk.
— Impossible.
The wheel rolled another notch. This time the chain rang taut, and the entire mast interior shuddered as the load began to move through the old emergency path. The sound that followed was not victory. It was a working sound, rough and dangerous, but in a city built on edges, that was close enough.
Tamsin and Kez worked in the shaft until the rain and thunder blurred into one continuous pressure outside the walls. The capstan room was hot from friction now, though the air in the mast remained cold enough to make their hands ache. Tamsin adjusted the wheel by inches, checking the alignment of each chain segment before she allowed another notch of movement. She trusted steel the way other people trusted bread: not because it was beautiful, but because she knew exactly how much pressure it could take before it failed.
Outside, Harrowedge was shifting itself around the storm. Through the open hatch below, she could glimpse the lower terraces where people were being moved away from the exposed bridgeheads. Blankets flashed bright against the gray rain. Someone had lit signal bowls of oil along the east stair, their flames cupped in glass lanterns to guide the evacuation crews. Above a spice stall, a cloth canopy snapped like a sail. Life continued to look inconveniently alive.
— My hands are starting to hate me, Kez said.
— Good. That means they are still attached.
— An unusually encouraging standard.
— I make do.
She threw him a look, and he gave her one of those short, crooked grins that appeared whenever he was tired enough to stop pretending confidence was natural. It made the shaft feel less like a tomb and more like a narrow workshop suspended in the cliff.
The wheel shifted again. The southern mast responded with a deep, drawn-out note. Tamsin stopped, listening.
— Hear that? she asked.
— Unfortunately.
— Not the groan. The change after it.
Kez held still, then nodded. The pitch of the line outside had altered. It was subtle, but there. The load transfer had begun to spread the strain away from the upper anchor and into the southern route. Not enough yet. But enough to save them if they kept pushing.
The speaking tube spat static, then Orin’s voice, tighter than before.
— The upper anchor is no longer stable. If you are going to reroute, do it now.
Tamsin set her jaw and glanced at the wheel. The broken pin had been only the first problem. The second was the brake housing itself, which had warped under years of water seepage. The capstan would not turn smoothly unless she ground down the swollen edge with the maul and a flat file. It would cost time. They did not have time. That meant she would make time by force.
— Kez, hold.
— I am.
— No, harder.
— I have a terrible feeling about this instruction.
— Correct feeling.
He dug in with his boots and took the strain. Tamsin wedged a steel bar under the wheel to keep it from spinning back, then hauled herself to the far side of the housing and swung the maul down on the warped lip. The impact rang through the chamber. Once. Twice. On the third strike the housing bit into the file mark and shaved away a crescent of rusted metal.
— Beautiful, Kez said breathlessly. That looked expensive.
— It is the mast’s problem now.
The wheel turned easier after that. Tamsin allowed herself a single breath of relief and immediately resented it because relief was usually the moment before something else went wrong. The storm outside obliged by hitting the mast full in the side. The whole room lurched. A chain loop came loose from a guide hook and snapped across the floor with a crack like a whip. Kez jumped back with a yelp.
— If this thing tries to bite me, I am leaving.
— You are already leaving, Tamsin said. With the rest of the city, if I do this right.
The line went silent for a second, then came back with a new voice from the tower platform.
— Rook, the east-side walkers are in place. We have one freight cage remaining and a crew of four on the bridge.
Tamsin’s gaze sharpened. Four. That meant the last load could still fit if they moved fast. She turned the wheel another notch and looked down toward the hatch opening. Wind flung rain through the slit in hard white ribbons.
— Kez, when I call, you release the slack on the left chain and feed the right onto the drum. If it slips, do not catch it with your hands.
— What should I catch it with?
— Your excellent sense of self-preservation.
— I left that in my other trousers.
The joke earned him a short, unwilling laugh from her, and that laugh did something to the pressure in the room. It did not make the storm kinder. It made them less alone in it.
Tamsin climbed the inner ladder to the upper hatch and shoved it open. Wind punched through immediately, wet and cold and violent. She stared out at the bridge network, at the failing main span and the trembling southern route, and saw that the moment to commit had arrived. The south mast could take the load if she locked it properly. If she hesitated, both routes would fail at once.
— Ready, she shouted.
— Ready, Kez answered, which sounded like trust disguised as fear.
She nodded once, and they moved the city’s weight from one failing line to another.
The transfer began with a sound like the entire cliff exhaling through clenched teeth. Tamsin felt it first in her knees, then in the wheel, then in the chain under her gloves. The load shifted south. Not cleanly. Not gently. But it shifted.
The upper span dipped hard, and for one dangerous moment the whole system tried to choose collapse over compromise. Tamsin slammed her shoulder against the wheel, while Kez fed the slack through below with both hands and a grimace that made him look twice his age. The drum accepted the strain, spun half a turn, and nearly bucked them both off the floor.
— Hold it, Tamsin barked.
— I am holding it.
— Better.
— I am offended by the implication that I could not hold it before.
— Be offended later.
The mast shuddered. Somewhere outside, a brace bolt gave a shrieking complaint. The sound traveled into the chamber like a warning from the bones of the structure itself. Tamsin felt the move in the cliff and knew they had less than a minute before the next major gust. She lunged to the side panel, jammed a locking wedge into the release slot, and hammered it home with the maul. The wedge bit, but not enough.
The hatch above rattled violently. Rain blew in sideways. The sky had gone almost black now, with only the white flashes of lightning revealing the span beyond. In those flashes she could see the freight cage still halfway across, the evacuees inside it clinging to the frame as the crew on the tower platform prepared the final crossing. Orin stood among them, one hand on a support post, his coat plastered to his back by rain.
His voice came faintly through the tube.
— You have seconds, Rook. The main anchor is tearing.
Tamsin swore, pulled free of the wheel, and climbed out onto the outer catwalk that wrapped the mast. The walkway was little more than a grilled strip clamped to the iron ribs. Beneath her boots the structure vibrated with every gust. She had to duck under a hanging signal chain, then swing sideways around a snapped brace whose edge had curled like a broken blade. Kez followed to the hatch but stayed inside, keeping the drum tension from drifting.
— What are you doing? he shouted.
— Finishing the lock.
— From there?
— If you have a more pleasant suggestion, now is the time.
He had none. He gave her a look that was equal parts terror and admiration, then leaned back into the chain to keep the drum steady.
Tamsin climbed the outside ribs of the mast until she reached the junction plate where the southern route tied into the load bed. The plate was slick with rain, pitted by years of salt wind, and cracked at one corner where the storm had already bitten. She set the wrench to the locking bolt and found it half-stripped. Of course it was. Nothing worth saving ever stayed polite long enough to make the work easy.
She shifted her stance, braced one boot against the iron, and drove the wrench with her full body weight. The bolt turned a fraction. She reset, pulled, and struck again. The plate answered with a deep metallic slap. The locking bolt moved another notch.
Below and behind her, Kez shouted something that was lost in the wind, then called again.
— Tamsin, the left side is slipping!
— Then put your shoulder into it!
— I would like this noted as a deeply unfair trade!
— Noted!
A gust struck the mast broadside. The catwalk jerked under her feet. Tamsin caught the rib with one arm and kept the wrench from flying away by biting down on the handle through her glove. She could taste grease and rainwater. The bolt was almost seated.
She twisted once more, and the locking plate finally dropped into place with a clunk so satisfying it almost sounded like laughter. The southern mast took the load fully.
Every cable in the structure rang at once.
The sound that followed was not quiet. It was a long, reverberating chord of metal and tension, the note a bridge makes when it has decided, for the moment, not to die. Tamsin froze with one hand on the outer rib and the other still gripping the wrench. The entire route vibrated under her feet, then steadied by a fraction as the southern mast accepted the weight that had been trying to rip the main anchor loose.
For one heartbeat she did not move. She only listened. The cliff answered with a low, settling groan, and beyond it the storm kept pounding at the span like an angry fist against a locked door.
Then the main anchor finally failed.
She heard it more than saw it: the sharp crack of stone releasing iron, followed by the deep, ugly scrape of a structure shifting load all at once. The upper crossing lurched, and on the far side the freight cage swung wildly before the new routing took hold. Orin shouted from the tower platform. Kez cursed in a voice that managed to be both terrified and offended. The chain sang. The brace shook. Tamsin threw her weight against the wall and held on.
— Keep it moving! she yelled.
Kez was already doing it. He had become, in the last minute, exactly the kind of person who could stand in the middle of disaster and remain useful. He fed the drum with one hand, hauled the slack with the other, and planted his boots so hard against the deck that the metal rang under him.
— I am moving it! he shouted back. I hate this, but I am moving it!
— Excellent. Hate later.
The cage crossed in a short jerking rush, now riding the redistributed load. The evacuees inside stared out with wide eyes, no longer panicked so much as stunned by the fact that they were still above the abyss and not in it. The old woman who had given Tamsin the braided cord clutched the child against her coat and raised her free hand in a shaky gesture of thanks.
Tamsin could not answer. She was too busy climbing.
The south mast still needed a final lock on the release side, or the strain would unravel the whole arrangement as soon as the next gust hit. She pulled herself back along the outer catwalk, reached the upper hinge, and found the secondary pin half-seated. It had to be driven home manually. Of course it did. Nothing in her life had ever respected convenience.
The catch was positioned in a place that would have been easy to reach in calm weather and nearly impossible in a storm. Tamsin wedged one boot on the brace, leaned out over the drop, and rammed the pin home with the heel of the wrench. It bounced. She hit it again. The third blow drove it into place so hard that pain flared up her wrist.
The mast settled.
Below, the city continued to be the city. A market bell sounded in the distance. Someone shouted over the rain about a missing kettle. A cook was still trying to save a tray of dumplings from a leaking awning. Harrowedge, inconvenient and stubborn, refused to stop being alive just because the sky had become murderous.
Orin’s voice came through the tube, rough now, stripped of its usual steel.
— South transfer is holding.
Tamsin leaned one shoulder into the mast and let herself breathe once.
— Good.
— That is all you have to say?
— For the moment, yes.
Another pause. When he spoke again, it sounded like acknowledgment, though he would have hated anyone calling it that.
— You were right, he said. The cage should not have been cut.
— I know.
— That is also all you have to say?
— For the moment, yes.
It was the closest thing to apology he was ever likely to offer in public. Tamsin accepted it without ceremony, because ceremony never held a line together.
Kez, half drenched and breathing hard at the drum below, looked up and saw her still standing on the outer catwalk. He lifted one hand in a clumsy salute.
— Please tell me we are finished with the part where the building tries to eat us.
— We are nearly finished with it.
— That is not a comforting answer.
— It is the honest one.
She laughed, a short raw sound that disappeared into the rain. Then she turned and began climbing down, because the work was not over until every person was across and every hand had come home.
The last evacuees crossed in a fast, disciplined line under the direction of the tower crews. Tamsin kept one hand on the side cable and the other on the harness ring of each person as they stepped from the swaying freight cage onto the stable platform. She guided them with short commands, correcting a foot placement here, a breath there, all the little adjustments that made survival look almost ordinary after the fact.
The child from the cage was the last to cross. He stopped on the platform edge, looked back at the gorge, then looked up at Tamsin with wet, serious eyes.
— Did you win?
Tamsin glanced at the broken span, the rain, the shuddering mast, the work still clinging to its own bones, and then at Kez, who had sat down on the deck with the exhausted dignity of a man determined not to collapse until someone else did it first.
— Today, she said, I kept it from losing.
The child considered this, then nodded as if that was sufficient accounting for a day.
— Good.
He went with the others. The old woman paused long enough to touch the braided cord where Tamsin had tucked it into her harness. The gesture was small, but it landed with more weight than any speech could have. When she moved on, the cord flashed bright against the rusted buckle like a scrap of sunrise.
By the time the final cargo cage had emptied, the storm was beginning to tire itself out. The rain still came down hard, but the wind had lost some of its teeth. The southern mast, locked and bearing load, held steady enough to let the tower crews start shutting down the damaged upper route in sections instead of tearing it apart in panic.
Orin approached across the platform with the cautious stride of a man walking toward a conclusion he had not chosen. Water ran off the brim of his hood. His expression looked carved out of fatigue and stubbornness.
— The east terrace is clear, he said.
— Then we can all go back to pretending we wanted a calmer morning.
— That is not likely.
— No.
He looked at the rusted harness across her chest, at the braided cord tucked under one strap, then at Kez, who had stood again and was now wringing rain out of his sleeves with a face that said he had aged a decade in one hour.
— You did good work, Orin said at last.
Tamsin blinked once. Praise from him was rarer than clear weather.
— I know.
— Unbearable woman.
— And yet you are still speaking to me.
Kez barked a tired laugh. Orin shook his head, and for a moment the three of them stood there in the rain like a crew that had forgotten how to be strangers.
The storm eased by degrees. Out beyond the gorge, the clouds thinned enough to show a strip of pale sky between two darker layers. Harrowedge’s bells began to ring again, not in alarm this time but in scattered signals from the lower terraces, the ordinary noise of people getting back to the business of living.
Kez tipped his head toward the east canteen. — There will be broth.
— You sound hopeful, Tamsin said.
— I am. It is a dangerous condition, apparently.
— I would recommend tea instead.
— With no ginger?
— Do not push your luck.
He smiled. She almost returned it without trying. Instead she looked down the line they had just held together and felt, for the first time in a long while, that the weight on her shoulders did not belong to her alone.
The south mast stood against the rain, scarred and upright, taking the load. The city would continue on its edges, as it always did. And now, because hands had worked together long enough to keep the line alive, it would continue one day longer.
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