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Gathering Windglass at Dusk
Roland Erven
On the cliffside settlement of Kest Spire, every warm room and working pump depends on rare windglass pulled from storm-bitten ridges. Ridge runner Tarin Vale leads a harvest that goes wrong when her younger brother chases a richer seam and the mountain starts to fail, forcing her to fight the storm, the terrain, and the load before night closes in.
ProseHub


    
Climbing Before the Storm
Kest Spire woke the way it always did, with shutters banging against stone, kettles hissing over blue braziers, and a wind so constant it seemed to have lived there longer than the people. Tarin Vale sat at the long kitchen table with her gloves drying beside a bowl of bean porridge gone half-cold, watching the lower terraces brighten one level at a time. Below the windows, market runners were already shouting prices for rope, kiln coal, and the first woven sacks of the season. Windglass season made everyone louder. It had a way of doing that. A good seam could warm a home, keep the water pumps alive, and buy a week of decent bread; a bad harvest could leave half the spire rubbing their hands over cold ash and pretending they were not worried.
Iven dropped onto the bench across from her with the grace of a person who had never once believed gravity was a personal insult. He set down his bowl, looked into it, and made a face of theatrical betrayal. — Is this breakfast or mortar? he asked.
— If you want sweeter, Tarin said, you can go lick the storage wall.
— I asked because I care about the future of the household, not because I am dramatic.
— You are dramatic because you are alive, came Sella Brune’s dry voice from the doorway.
Sella stepped inside carrying a coil of line over one shoulder and a bundle of hooks in the crook of her arm. She was older than Tarin by enough years to have climbed routes that no longer existed, and she wore that fact the way some people wore medals: without interest in impressing anyone. She set the bundle on the table, glanced at Iven’s untouched porridge, and snorted.
— Eat, she said. You will need strength before the ridge starts trying to remove your sense of balance.
The settlement was already preparing for the first lift of the day. Women in soot-dark aprons were laying out dried herb cakes for the crews, children were chalking the stair edges with bright marks to show which steps had iced over during the night, and the boiler keepers were loading fuel briquettes into carts with the solemn faces of surgeons. Tarin dipped a spoon into her bowl, mostly because the food was there and partly because her stomach had stopped trusting optimism years ago. Windglass prices had fallen twice this season. Everyone could feel it. No one wanted to say it too loudly, as if the mountain might take offense.
Iven leaned forward, lowering his voice with exaggerated secrecy. — Tell me you still have a plan that does not end with us eating root mash until winter.
— My plan, Tarin said, is to bring back enough glass to keep your brotherly speeches short.
— Cruel, he said. Deeply cruel.
Sella took her bowl, stood over the stove, and added a pinch of black salt to it with the solemnity of a priestess. — Today, she said, we cut clean, we take what the ridge offers, and we come home with our hands attached. Anything more ambitious than that is how people become cautionary tales.
Tarin did not answer at once. Outside, the wind threw a spray of dust against the panes, and for a moment the whole room looked gauzed in pale grit. It was the kind of morning that promised trouble without the decency to name it. She tightened the strap on her wrist brace, swallowed the last of the porridge, and rose from the table. The season had begun whether she liked it or not. The mountain would be waiting.
The gear shed smelled of waxed rope, oiled metal, damp leather, and the bitter resin used to keep climbers from freezing at the fingertips. Tarin moved through the clutter with practiced speed, checking every hook and knot by touch. She ran the line through her hands, feeling for frays, then tugged each anchor ring until it rang clean against the workbench. Beside her, Iven was packing as if he meant to cross a continent instead of climb a ridge that had been used, argued over, and sworn at by generations. He had tied extra cloth around one boot, stuffed a spare shirt into his bag, and somehow found room for a tin cup with a dent in it the shape of a gull.
— You are not camping for a month, Tarin said.
— Preparation is not a crime.
— It is when it makes you slower.
He grinned and held up a small leather pouch. — Mother said to bring the pepper seed packet. For luck.
— Mother says many things.
— She also says you look like a kicked furnace when you are worried.
Tarin snatched the pouch, checked the contents, and tied it to the inside of her harness where it would not rattle. The townsfolk believed in all sorts of small habits before a harvest. Some burned fennel in their boots. Some tapped the first rung three times. The line workers swore by a mouthful of bitter tea and a kiss to the stone threshold, which Tarin considered a private matter best kept off public notice. Today the crews had gathered a jar of pickled bean stems for the upper break, because no one trusted an empty stomach near a hundred feet of bad weather.
Sella entered last, as if she had been waiting for the room to become properly serious before allowing herself in. She inspected Tarin’s harness, paused at the reinforced shoulder straps, and gave a short nod. — Good. You remembered the stiff brace.
— I remember my own bones, Tarin said.
— Do you? Sella replied. Because last season you treated your ribs like they were optional.
Iven barked a laugh into his sleeve. Tarin ignored him and checked the map board nailed to the wall. It was not a map in the grand, elegant sense of the word, just a weather-scuffed slab with chalk marks showing the safest cuts, the old slips, and the narrow shelf where the first seam usually formed. The route had thinned every year. The ridge was not giving up its windglass in the same broad veins anymore. It came in smaller, sharper patches that took more time and cost more sweat to reach.
— We go early, Sella said. Storm front should hold until afternoon. Should.
— Should is a generous word, Tarin muttered.
Sella’s mouth twitched. — It is the only word we get.
Iven slung his bag over one shoulder and nearly overbalanced. Tarin reached out without thinking, caught the strap, and steadied him by the elbow. He blinked at her, then laughed softly.
— See? he said. You do care.
— I care about not having to carry you down.
— Still care.
That was the trouble with Iven. He made stubbornness sound like a compliment. Tarin let go, turned back to the bench, and tucked the last hook into her sleeve. Outside, the bell for first ascent rang across the lower terraces, not a solemn sound but a brisk one, like a foreman clearing his throat. Tarin took one breath, then another, and followed the others into the wind.
The ascent began where the paved steps ended and the mountain started making its opinions known. Beyond the last terrace, the path narrowed into a carved lip cut into the cliff face, one boot-width of stone with open air on the left and a wall of raw rock on the right. Tarin led with her body angled low, one hand sliding over the stone for balance, the other testing each hold before she trusted it. Wind whipped around the outcroppings and shoved at their backs in hard, impatient bursts. The harness lines pulled and shifted as the crew moved in a staggered chain behind her.
Iven was already sweating, which was impressive in itself considering the cold. — Tell me again why we climb this side and not the gentler side, he called over the gust.
— Because the gentler side collapsed five winters ago, Tarin said.
— Ah. Excellent. I like routes with a history.
— You like routes that do not kill you before lunch.
— Those too.
Sella moved behind him, her boots striking the stone with the unfussy rhythm of someone who trusted her own weight. She carried a short pole for probing loose sections, tapping each ledge before the others stepped on it. When the mountain answered with a hollow knock, she marked the spot with white chalk and passed it by. No speeches, no drama, just the blunt etiquette of people who made their living on the edge of a fall.
The settlement below them dwindled into a scatter of roofs and smoke vents, the cooking fires turning to threads, the water cisterns glinting dully in the morning light. Farther out, across a split valley full of stone teeth, Tarin could see the other ridge camps already at work, black specks moving along the cliff line like beetles with ropes. Competition was part of the season, but so was courtesy. If a crew found a dangerous fracture, the next team would want to know before the weather took the rest. That was one of the few rules everyone still obeyed.
A gust hit hard enough to force Tarin to kneel. She flattened herself against the rock, boots scraping for purchase, and shouted without turning her head. — Heads down. Wait for the lull.
Iven made a sound that was half complaint, half prayer. The next rush of air tore past them with a low howl, flinging grit against their sleeves. A loose pebble skittered off the ledge and vanished into the drop. Tarin counted four heartbeats, then five, then rose in one smooth motion and signaled forward. They crossed a narrow section where the cliff had been cut into rough steps generations earlier. The stone was worn into cups by countless feet, each hollow a reminder that survival here was a shared habit, not a single act of bravery.
At the next bend, they found the morning’s first real test: a place where the path pinched around a jutting fang of rock and the wind came straight through it, fast enough to tug at cloaks and rattle buckles. Tarin tied a safety loop around the fang, passed the line to Iven, and watched him step across with exaggerated caution. He made it to the far side, then spread his arms for balance in a gesture so theatrical she nearly laughed.
— There, he said. I remain magnificent.
— Barely, Sella said.
— She means yes, Tarin said.
The group kept moving. By midmorning, the air had turned colder and thinner, and the smell of the lower kitchens was gone, replaced by stone dust, old ice, and the sharp mineral scent that meant the first windglass deposits were near. Tarin felt the change before she saw it. The ridge sharpened under her boots, the rock face studded with pale, translucent flecks that caught on the wind like tiny blades of winter. She raised a hand, and the crew slowed to a hush.
Windglass did not look valuable until someone knew what to look for. In the cliff face it appeared as pale seams no wider than a fingernail, hiding in fractures where storm pressure had pressed mineral-rich vapor into stone and turned it to crystal over years nobody could count. Fresh seams were clear, almost colorless, until the first cut exposed their inner sheen. Then they flashed with cold color, not bright exactly, but vivid enough to make a tired climber straighten up and forget, for a moment, every ache in their knees.
Tarin crouched beside the first pocket and scraped away loose grit with the edge of her chisel. The crystal answered with a dry, brittle whisper as she opened the seam by a handspan and inserted a wedge to keep it from splintering. Her fingers moved with the assurance of long practice: angle the cut, tap twice, listen for the shift in tension, then pull before the stone panicked. The work was exacting and ugly and beautiful all at once. A poor cut wasted material. A greedy one shattered the whole patch and sent a season’s wages back into the cliff.
— You still have the prettiest hands on the ridge, Iven said from behind her.
— That is the first nonsense you have spoken this morning that I can tolerate.
— High praise.
Sella snorted and inspected the seam over Tarin’s shoulder. — Clean enough. Don’t flatter yourself, boy. The stone is doing most of the work.
They cut in silence for a while, the rhythm of tool against crystal becoming almost soothing. Tarin packed each shard into a felt-lined crate as it came free, lining the compartment with reed fiber to stop the edges from knocking together. Around them the ridge made small noises of its own, faint clicks and settling sighs as the wind pushed through unseen hollows. The sound was normal. That did not mean it was pleasant.
By the time they had filled one crate and half of another, Iven had started to gain confidence. He shifted his weight a little too far to the left, peered into a crack that Tarin had already judged too narrow for profit, and drew in a sharp breath.
— There is more there, he said.
Tarin did not look up at first. — There is always more there.
— No, really. See the way it runs? It bends inward. That means a pocket.
Sella lifted her chin toward the ridge above them. — It also means the ridge is thinner up there.
Iven smiled in that maddening way of his, the one that meant he had heard a warning and chosen to admire it instead of obeying it. — Thin can still be worth the climb.
Tarin stood, rolled her shoulders, and glanced toward the seam he meant. She saw it immediately: a deeper vein, hidden behind a shelf of brittle rock, likely richer than the one they were working. It was the kind of sight that made a harvester’s pulse quicken despite every sensible objection. She also saw the angled fault line running beneath it like a scar. The pocket was sitting on bad support. The mountain was offering a gift with one hand while keeping a knife in the other.
— We take what is marked, she said. Nothing more.
— That is what you always say, Iven replied.
— And that is because it keeps us alive.
He opened his mouth, probably to make a joke and a case at the same time, but Tarin had already moved. She dug the next wedge into place, twisted, and freed a second cluster of crystal with a sharp crack. The sound drew every eye on the shelf. For one bright second the seam caught the wind and flashed clean as ice, and the whole crew fell quiet under the weight of how much it would fetch.
Tarin did not like that silence. It made greed sound like awe.
They had just begun loading the second crate when the wind changed direction and came at the shelf from below. Tarin felt it in the soles of her boots first, a subtle shiver traveling through the rock, then in the sudden lift against her sleeves. The mountain did that sometimes: a warning before the real trouble arrived. She straightened, scanning the seam lines, and saw a hairline fracture running beneath the newly exposed cluster.
— Back a step, she said.
No one argued. Even Iven obeyed, though reluctantly enough to make it obvious. Sella crouched, pressed two fingers to the stone, and frowned.
— That line was not there ten minutes ago.
— It was there, Tarin said. We just were not paying it enough respect.
Iven shifted his stance, eyes fixed on the pocket farther in. — If we cut that side clean, we could take twice as much before the next storm closes us out.
— And if the ridge tears open, Tarin said, then we get none of it and a long ride down in pieces.
He gave her a look that mixed exasperation and affection so neatly it almost disarmed her. — You always make adventure sound like bookkeeping.
— You always make bookkeeping sound like a prank.
Sella barked a laugh into the back of her glove. The sound was brief, a spark of warmth in the thinning air. Then she pointed her pole at the upper seam. — She is right. The rock is too dry. The whole pocket is hanging on a sliver. Leave it.
A lesser crew might have protested longer. Tarin’s hands stayed calm even as her jaw tightened. She hated leaving profit behind almost as much as she hated the way the younger harvesters looked at risk like it was a dare. But she had seen what the mountain did to people who took one greedy cut too many. Whole seasons had vanished under collapsed shelves. Families had spent winter rationing heat in dark rooms, blaming bad luck when it had really been bad judgment.
— Pack it, she ordered. We are done here.
Iven made a noise in his throat that could have been a protest if the wind had not swallowed it. He bent to lift one crate, then froze, gaze snapping past Tarin toward the deeper crack.
— Tarin, he said, and this time the joke had left his voice.
She turned. The fracture had lengthened by a finger-width and was now running under the lip of the shelf in a line too neat to be comforting. Tiny flakes of stone were dropping into the drop below, each one vanishing into the noise of the wind. Tarin took one step forward, then another, and the rock answered with a dry ticking sound like a tool being struck from inside.
— Move, she said, more sharply now.
The crew began to shift, but Iven was still staring at the richer seam as if he could talk it into staying put. Tarin saw the thought arrive in him before the action did. He had already decided that there was time for one more look. That was the kind of decision that had turned many good climbers into names spoken only at memorial meals.
— Iven, no, she snapped.
He was already sliding sideways, one hand reaching toward the edge of the hidden pocket, boot searching for a foothold where there was none. Tarin lunged after him, but the shelf gave a low, tired groan beneath her weight, and the crack under the seam widened just enough to send a long strip of crystal shivering free. It hit the stone with a brittle crack and scattered bright fragments across the ledge.
— Oh, that is unfortunate, Sella muttered, which from her counted as shouting.
Tarin planted her feet, grabbed for the rope at her waist, and started after her brother.
Iven was not fast enough to outrun his own bad idea, which was usually what made him livable. He had reached the edge of the richer seam and was leaning in, one hand braced against the rock, when the ledge under him shifted by an inch and stole all his confidence at once. His boot slipped. He windmilled his arms, swore, and managed to catch the lip with his fingertips before gravity could finish the argument.
— Tarin!
She reached him in three hard strides, seized his wrist, and drove her heel into a narrow notch to anchor herself. The strain bit through her leg immediately. Wind punched at her shoulders, trying to pull both of them off the shelf together. Tarin gritted her teeth and hauled once, then again, enough to feel the tendons in her forearm burn. Iven was light, but panic made people heavy.
— Congratulations, she said through her clenched jaw. You have found the exact point where I become furious.
He gave a strained laugh that nearly turned into a yelp when the rock kicked under them again. — I was looking for the seam.
— You were looking for a funeral.
— That is unfair. I am very attached to my own life.
— Then stop trying to lose it for a profit margin.
She got her free hand around his harness and jerked him up high enough for him to plant a knee on the stone. Behind them, Sella was already moving the rest of the crew back toward the safer line, barking short orders with the steady contempt of someone who had never needed a panic to think clearly. One of the younger haulers, a broad-shouldered woman named Anik, fumbled her crate and nearly dropped it. Tarin saw it from the corner of her eye and barked, — Leave the glass. Hands first.
Anik obeyed instantly. Good. No one argued when Tarin sounded like that.
Iven crawled onto the shelf and lay flat for one breath too many, his face pressed against the stone while the wind tore at his hair. Tarin hooked an arm under his chest and shoved him toward the inner wall. — Up. Move. I do not care how heroic you feel, I need your feet to function.
— I was not being heroic.
— You were being expensive.
That got a cough of laughter out of him, which was useful if not flattering. He rolled to his knees and started helping her pull the nearest crate toward the marked path. Every motion now had to be deliberate. The shelf had begun making a thin, crackling sound underfoot, not loud enough to panic anyone who did not know better and just loud enough for Tarin to know better. She found the rope line, wrapped it twice around a stone tooth jutting from the ridge, and cinched it tight until the fibers sang with tension.
A gust hit hard. The line snapped taut. One of the crates skidded half a handspan toward the edge before Tarin kicked it back with the side of her boot. She saw the richer seam again, glittering with dangerous promise, and then a small chunk of the overhang gave way with a pop. It fell past her ear and vanished.
— We are leaving that pocket, she said.
— I noticed, Iven replied, still breathing too fast.
The humor helped. A little. It did not change the fact that the shelf was shifting under them. Tarin pulled the second crate closer, wedged it against the inner wall, and reached for her hammer with one hand while keeping the other on the rope. If the ridge insisted on throwing a fit, she would at least make it work for the result. Behind her, Sella shouted for everyone to gather line and stay low. Ahead, the route back no longer looked like the same route they had climbed in the morning.
The path home had narrowed into something meaner than before, as if the mountain had decided to charge extra for the return trip. Tarin took the lead again, partly because she always did and partly because she trusted her own anger more than the wind’s mood. She moved sideways along a slanted lip, one hand on the rock, one hand on the rope, boots finding each worn hollow by memory and touch. Her shoulders ached. Her forearms burned. The shelf behind them kept shedding little fragments into the drop, as though the ridge were shaking crumbs from a torn loaf.
Iven followed close enough that she could hear his breathing, which was irregular in a way she disliked. — You are making that face again, he said.
— What face?
— The one that says if I survive this, I will still be angry with you at dinner.
— Good. I was hoping for consistency.
Sella, bringing up the rear with the spare line and the second crate, made a grunt that might have been amusement. She paused to test a sloping step with her pole, then chose a different line altogether, climbing two handholds higher than Tarin would have preferred and landing on a narrower shelf with complete confidence. There were few things in the world Tarin admired more than a person who could be right while looking irritated about it.
A sudden pulse ran through the stone. Tarin felt it through her boots, a deep tremor that started under the seam and traveled outward in a swift, ugly shudder. She glanced back. The richer pocket they had left behind had begun to fracture along its underside. A pale section of the overhang bulged, then dipped, then settled with a sound like wood bending under too much weight.
— Keep moving, Tarin called.
Iven looked back too. He saw the same thing and made the sensible choice for once: he stopped talking. The crew quickened their pace. One of the crates slipped again, and Tarin caught it by the strap before it could tumble. The motion yanked her shoulder hard enough to spark pain down her arm, but she kept hold and dragged it across the rock, every inch earned.
When they reached the next narrowing, the cliff face jutted out in an ugly angle that forced them to cross a short open gap no wider than two strides but far less forgiving. Tarin crouched, threaded the rope through a piton she had hammered in on the way up, and tested it with all her weight. It held. Barely. The wind shoved at her back, trying to turn the leap into a joke.
— One at a time, she said.
Iven peered over the gap and made a face. — I hate when you say things like that in a tone of confidence.
— Then try liking falling less.
He snorted, but his eyes stayed fixed on the far side. Tarin stepped first, landed hard, and swung the line to him. He crossed with both hands gripping the rope and his boots scraping for purchase against the stone. For a heartbeat he hung too far out, legs flailing, then Tarin hauled with a sharp jerk and yanked him onto the ledge. He landed on his knees, cursed loudly, and slapped the rock as if it had personally insulted him.
— You are doing wonderfully, she told him.
— I have never hated praise more.
They kept going. The storm front was still holding off, but the air had turned thin and metallic, and the light had shifted into that hard, washed-out color that made distances seem either shorter or much more dangerous. Tarin could feel the route in her calves now, every turn and break in the cliff registered through muscle and balance. This was the part of the climb where skill mattered more than courage. Courage got people into trouble. Skill got them home.
Ahead, the final shelf before the descent line came into view. Tarin saw it at once for what it was: not a relief, but a decision point. The shelf bent around a stone fin, and beyond it the ridge sloped into a rough, hidden cut that might offer a cleaner way down if the weather stayed generous. If the weather did not, they would be trapped above the spire with a damaged load and a broken route. The mountain had not finished making demands.
And behind her, just out of sight, the richer seam gave one more dry, hungry crack.
Tarin reached the last safe ledge and turned to face the others, one hand still wrapped around the rope. The crew gathered in a staggered cluster, breathing hard, faces smudged with pale dust and sweat that had already started to chill. Iven bent with his hands on his knees, then straightened before he could look too miserable, which was the sort of stubborn vanity Tarin had grown up with and had never quite managed to hate. Sella set the crates down with careful precision, as if the act of being neat could persuade the ridge to behave.
For a brief second, the wind eased. In that pause Tarin heard something she had not wanted to hear all day: the soft, almost delicate clicking of stone under stress. Not from behind them now, but under the ledge itself.
— That is not good, she said.
— Your phrasing is encouraging, Iven muttered.
Tarin knelt, pressed her palm to the rock, and felt the smallest tremor running through the shelf like a pulse at the wrist. The fracture from the upper seam had traveled farther than she thought. It had found the structure beneath their feet and was working through it with the patience of a blade. She looked toward the descent cut. The route downward would be narrow but possible if they moved now. If they delayed, the whole upper shelf might shed them all into the valley below.
Sella saw the look on her face and did not waste time pretending not to understand it. — We can still get down, she said.
— Yes, Tarin answered, and if we do not hurry, we will do it with less dignity.
That got the smallest grin out of Sella. Iven, still pale from his near fall, gave a sharp laugh despite himself. The moment mattered. Tarin used it. She snatched up the lead line, looped it around the rock fin, and threw the free end to Sella. — You take the crates. Iven, with me.
— That sounds ominous, he said.
— Everything sounds ominous when you are involved.
He came anyway, because for all his reckless instincts he trusted her in the only way that mattered. Tarin moved to the lip of the shelf and looked down toward the route they would need to descend. The cut was there, narrow as a scar and twice as unfriendly. It could work. She could make it work. That was not the same as safe, but safe had never been the mountain’s favorite word.
Then the shelf gave a low, dreadful groan from beneath their boots.
All at once the cracks were no longer tiny. They ran in branching lines through the stone, under the crates, under Tarin’s feet, under the place where Iven was stepping back into line. A section of the ledge shifted outward by the width of a hand. Dust burst from the seam in a pale puff. One of the crystal clusters on the upper pocket snapped free and tumbled over the edge, striking rock twice before disappearing.
— Move! Tarin shouted.
She shoved Iven toward the descent cut and threw herself after him, one hand reaching for the rope, the other for the nearest anchor. The mountain answered with a sound like breaking teeth, and the shelf began to peel away beneath their boots.

    
The Wind Inside the Cut
The shelf gave way in a sound like a crate bursting open under too much weight. Tarin felt the stone lurch beneath her boots, felt the rope go hard in her hand, felt Iven’s balance vanish all at once. She threw herself sideways and caught his harness as the ledge peeled outward. For a heartbeat he hung over the drop with one knee skidding against the rock, mouth open in a startled curse that the wind tried and failed to steal.
— You are impossible, Tarin snarled, hauling with every muscle in her back.
— I was improving the route.
— You were improving your chances of dying.
The rock under them shivered again. A strip of crystal snapped free from the richer seam and shattered against the cliff in a spray of pale shards. Tarin hooked her heel into a narrow notch, jammed her shoulder against the wall, and dragged Iven up enough for him to catch the inner lip with both hands. Behind them Sella slammed her pole into the stone, caught the spare line, and shouted for everyone to flatten against the wall.
The shelf tore loose with a terrible ripping scrape. A slab the size of a worktable slid outward, bounced once, and vanished into the open air. Dust burst into their faces. The wind surged through the empty space where the ledge had been, hard enough to make Tarin’s eyes water. She did not stop moving. She shoved Iven into the nearest crook in the rock, pressed him low, and dropped beside him with one hand still locked on the rope.
— Crates first, she ordered. Hands after. Nobody is heroic on my account.
Anik was already tugging the nearest crate toward the inner wall while muttering a prayer to whatever patience might be left in the mountain. The crate snagged, tilted, then thumped flat as Sella kicked it into place. For one moment, all of them were breathing the same thin air in a pocket no wider than a doorway. Above, the fracture line kept clicking and settling like teeth grinding in the dark.
Iven stared at the missing shelf where the richer seam had been. Tarin caught the look and gave him a glare sharp enough to cut rope.
— If you say one bright word about the crystal, I will leave you here to argue with the cliff.
— I was thinking, he said, very quietly, that the cliff has rather poor manners.
— It has manners compared with you.
That earned a short, breathy laugh from Anik and a snort from Sella. It also earned Tarin a sharp stitch in her side, because laughing while clinging to a collapsing ridge was a foolish luxury and one she could not quite resist. The mountain kept grinding overhead, sending little flakes of stone down around them like unwanted confetti. Not festive. Not helpful. Just the ridge reminding them who was in charge.
Sella leaned close to the wall, listened, and then pointed down the line where the shelf had narrowed into a shadowed cut. — Main descent is gone. We take the side run.
Tarin looked where she pointed. The path they had climbed was no longer a path at all, only a broken lip trailing into rubble. The side cut, though, was something else: a slim crack in the cliff face, half-hidden by a curtain of hanging moss and a rib of old stone. Not a route a cautious crew would choose. But not a route that had fallen away either.
— Do you know it? Iven asked.
— No, Tarin said, and saw his face fall. Then she added, We are about to.
She tightened her grip on the line, eased one boot onto the first safe hold, and pulled herself toward the dark slit in the rock while the mountain continued shedding pieces of itself behind them.
The side cut smelled of mineral dust, old rain, and something faintly metallic, as if the cliff had been struck here and never quite forgotten the bruise. Tarin led them into it one shoulder at a time, turning sideways to fit while the rope scraped softly along the wall. The passage narrowed almost immediately, then widened just enough to let them crouch. It was not a proper tunnel. It was a wound in the stone that had learned to stay open.
Iven huffed behind her, trying very hard to sound cheerful and failing in a way that made him more endearing than he deserved. — I would like to note that the mountain is now actively trying to wear me as jewelry.
— Keep talking, Sella said from the rear, and I will use your belt as reinforcement.
— See? Tarin, you are not the only one with a talent for comfort.
Tarin braced one hand on the wall and moved deeper, feeling the rock tremble under her palm. The cut angled downward in uneven steps, each ledge slick with a film of cold moisture. A drop of water struck her wrist, then another. Somewhere ahead the wind drew itself through a tighter gap and made a thin, whistling note that rose and fell like a poorly tuned reed. It was the sort of sound that made the skin under your collar tighten.
At the first bend she stopped and crouched. Old tool scars marked the stone here, shallow gouges where someone long ago had used chisels with more determination than finesse. Not a map. Not a record. Just the kind of mark people left when they had needed a route and had not cared whether it looked beautiful. Tarin touched the grooves with the tip of her glove and felt the angle of them.
— This was cut by hand, she said.
— Wonderful, Iven replied. That means another person was willing to make bad decisions in here before us.
— They may have survived them, Sella said.
The side passage split around a jutting tooth of rock, one arm climbing into darkness and the other sinking into a lower channel. Tarin paused, listening to the way the wind moved. She could feel the pressure shift on her cheek, the warmer breath from below and the colder draft from above. It was not language, exactly, but it was close enough to make her curious. She had spent years treating the ridge as a problem to beat back. Here, trapped inside it, she began to suspect it was also a shape to learn.
— Left, she said after a moment. The right arm is too narrow and too loud.
— You are making decisions by how rude a tunnel sounds now? Iven asked.
— It has not failed me yet.
Sella gave a low, approving grunt and passed the first crate to Tarin so she could drag it around the bend. The crate bumped hard against the wall, releasing a faint chime from the crystals inside. Tarin froze until the sound faded. Even silence had edges in here.
The ceiling dipped, and they had to lower themselves to hands and knees. Iven’s knees cracked against the stone with such noise that he winced. — I have become a very expensive mule, he muttered.
— Finally, Tarin said. A useful skill.
That made Sella bark a laugh, brief but real. The sound warmed the cramped passage better than the air did. Tarin took that small heat with her as they crawled onward, into the darker bend where the mountain’s breath began to move around them in earnest.
The wind throat narrowed to a point where Tarin could no longer walk upright. She had to brace one palm on each wall and shuffle sideways, feeling for purchase through the soles of her boots and the pads of her fingers. The rock was cold enough to bite. Every few steps, the passage breathed, drawing air in and pushing it back out with a force that made her sleeves flutter against her arms.
— If anyone asks, I am calling this a corridor with ambitions, Iven said from somewhere behind her left shoulder.
— Corridors do not have ambitions, Sella replied. People do, and sometimes they are foolish enough to build in the wrong place.
— Comforting, he said.
Tarin rounded a sharp angle and saw the passage open into a narrow chamber no taller than a standing man but long enough to shelter them for a moment. It was studded with faint pale crystal along the ribs of the wall, not loose seams like the ones above but embedded growths that had fused with the stone itself. The chamber held the wind in a strange way, slowing it, bending it, making it slide around the edges instead of striking straight through. She crouched and ran her hand along one of the crystal ribs. It felt warm at the center, despite the cold air.
She looked up.
— Don’t cut there, she said instantly.
Iven had already lifted his chisel, of course. He lowered it with visible reluctance. — I only wanted a look.
— A look is how people start a collapse.
Sella stepped closer, examined the rib, and gave a faint nod. — Leave the spine. Take only what has grown loose at the edge.
That was when Tarin understood. Not fully, not in some grand dramatic burst, but in the practical, useful way she trusted most: the crystal was not just valuable here. It was part of the structure. The ridge had built itself around it, or through it, or maybe because of it. The chamber was staying open because those mineral ribs were bracing the wind’s pressure. Greed would not only waste the seam; it would break the passage.
She felt a small, surprising rush of curiosity. Not wonder. She had no patience for wonder. Curiosity was better. Curiosity could be used.
— So the cliff stitched itself around the growth, she said.
— You say that like it is ordinary, Sella replied.
— Is it not?
Sella made a face that might have been amusement. — Ordinary is for kitchens and laundry.
— We are standing in a stone throat trying not to die, Iven said. I think ordinary has fled the region.
The chamber opened into a low shelf just wide enough for them to sit if they did not mind being uncomfortable. They did mind, but they sat anyway. Tarin loosened her glove, inspected the red stripe beginning to form across her palm, and then used a strip of cloth from her wrist wrap to bind it tight. Sella shared out a handful of bean cakes, hard as roof tile and twice as stubborn, and Iven produced a small flask of pepper tea that smelled sharp enough to wake the dead.
— You packed tea and not water? Tarin asked.
— Water is for people who enjoy being ordinary, he said.
— That explains why you are impossible, Sella muttered.
They ate in silence for a few breaths. Then Iven, with crumbs on his chin, held up the bent tin cup he had somehow kept tied to his bag through the collapse. — I would like the record to show that this cup has survived more of the mountain than I have.
— It has the same attitude, Tarin said.
The remark made Sella grin despite herself. Even in a cramped chamber of stone and cold air, the smallest pieces of laughter could make room for breathing. Tarin looked again at the crystal ribs. She could feel the route below them, the air pressure shifting down the throat, the way the passage would open if they respected the brace points and closed if they cut greedily. It was the first time she had ever felt the ridge as a thing with logic rather than mood.
That thought should have frightened her. Instead, it steadied her.
They left the chamber by a narrower path that slanted downward in uneven steps, each one no more than a boot edge shaved out of the stone. Tarin moved first, one hand on the wall, the other threading the rope ahead to keep the crate from twisting. The wind grew harsher as they descended. It came in bursts, as if some enormous unseen lung were deciding when to exhale. Dust skittered past their knees. Tiny pebbles rattled in the cracks.
Below, the passage opened into a vertical notch with a drop too long to climb safely without line. Tarin anchored the rope around a stone hook, tested it with her weight, and then motioned Iven over.
He looked at the drop, then at her face, and made the mistake of smiling. — I know that look. You are about to make me impressive against my will.
— If you slip, I will personally lower your confidence into the valley, she said.
— That is not how confidence works.
— Today it is.
He started down with the exaggerated caution of a person trying very hard not to look afraid. For three steps it went well. On the fourth his boot skated on a thin glaze of moisture and his body tipped backward in one sudden, ridiculous flail. His hands pinwheeled. One crate banged into the wall with a hollow clang.
Tarin lunged, caught the line with one hand, and dug her boot into the notch. The rope bit into her palm. Iven hung for a breath with both feet swinging in empty air, eyes wide enough to make him look younger than he had any right to be.
— I have excellent news, he said in a strained voice. I remain attached to the world.
— Your timing is terrible, Tarin answered, and hauled.
Sella laughed once, a short dry sound. Then she was beside Tarin, bracing the rope with her shoulder while Tarin locked her elbow and pulled Iven back to the ledge. He scrambled up, collapsed flat on his stomach, and pressed his forehead to the stone.
— I hate climbing, he said.
— No, Tarin told him. You hate listening.
— Also true.
She should have been angry enough to keep the fear at a distance. Instead the fear sharpened into alertness. She could feel the storm pressing above them now, a weight in the air that made the passage taste metallic. The mountain was changing with each gust. Tarin looked at the notch, at the way the walls pinched in a little then opened again, and chose the safest angle without hesitation. The shape of the world was not random. It was a problem that could be read if a person respected its edges.
They resumed the descent. The crates scraped. The crystals inside clicked softly against their pads. Every sound seemed magnified in the throat of the ridge. Somewhere overhead the upper shelf gave a final groaning snap and a shower of grit pattered down through the cut. Tarin did not look back. Looking back was a good way to lose balance, and balance was the only opinion the mountain cared about.
When the notch opened into a slanting gallery, she stopped to steady her breath and glanced at Iven. He had dust on one cheek and a scratched knuckle, and he was trying to look unbothered in the way only guilty people could manage. She nudged him with her elbow.
— Next time you decide to be useful, she said, try an option that does not try to bury us.
He gave her a crooked smile, small and sincere. — Next time I will choose a less dramatic hobby.
— Good.
— You sound hopeful.
Tarin looked ahead into the darker cut and felt the first thread of something less bleak than caution. Not trust. Not yet. But maybe a willingness to keep going, which on the ridge was often the beginning of trust.
— Do not get carried away, she said, and started forward.
The gallery they entered was wider than anything they had seen since the collapse, though the ceiling remained low enough to force them to hunch. The air here carried a warmer draft, and with it came the faint smell of smoke from the settlement below. Not cooking smoke yet, not hearth fires, but the thinner breath from the vent chimneys that fed Kest Spire’s lower chambers. Tarin knew that smell. Everybody in the spire knew that smell. It meant the building was breathing, and breathing meant the day was still holding.
She stepped to the lip of the gallery and looked out.
Kest Spire clung to the cliff below them in stacked terraces of stone and timber, every level lit by pale work lamps and the flicker of kitchen fires. The market lanes were already crowded even at this hour. Rope merchants shouted from under striped awnings. Children ran errands with herb baskets tied to their backs. A pair of laundry women were snapping damp sheets out over a lower rail, cursing the wind when it snatched a corner and tried to carry the cloth away like a flag of surrender.
Near the center of the settlement, the wind chambers stood in a ring of squat towers built into the rock. Tarin watched one of them vent a burst of steam too fast and too hard, the plume twisting sideways in the rising gusts. Another chamber answered with a high, rattling whistle that made her jaw tighten.
— That does not sound healthy, Iven said.
— Nothing about this morning sounds healthy, Sella replied.
Tarin did not answer at once. She was watching the lower intake braces. One of the vent fins had shifted. Not broken, not yet, but strained in a way she could see from this distance because she had spent half her life learning what strain looked like in stone, timber, rope, and flesh. The storm was coming early. Maybe earlier than the weather-watchers had guessed. Maybe the chamber crews were already fighting pressure they had not expected.
A shout rose from a lower platform. Tarin leaned out and saw another ridge crew descending by a different cut, their line waving. One of them spotted her and raised a hand in warning.
— Front is moving fast! came the faint call. Lower vents are coughing again!
— Excellent timing, Iven muttered. I was hoping the mountain would wait until we were emotionally prepared.
— It is very rude of it not to, Tarin said.
The joke landed because the truth underneath it was grim. If the lower chambers failed, the settlement would lose heat before nightfall. If the storm slammed the spire before the load reached the intake houses, the new windglass would do no good at all. Tarin’s feet moved before her thoughts finished lining up. She turned, gathered the rope, and pointed down the next stretch.
— We do not stop here.
Sella was already shouldering the crates. — Good. I was growing tired of waiting for the mountain to finish its speeches.
Iven hopped over a broken stone lip and winced. — I would like everyone to know I am behaving admirably in difficult conditions.
— You are surviving in difficult conditions, Tarin corrected. There is a difference.
— Painful, he said.
But he followed, and that mattered more than whether he was smug about it. Tarin took the lead again, descending toward the first terrace with a quicker, sharper step. Curiosity had not chased the fear away. It had simply given the fear something to do. The ridge had shown her a pattern. The chambers below were part of it. If she could get the glass to the right place at the right time, the spire might hold the storm instead of buckling under it.
That was not hope yet. But it was close enough to keep her moving.
The next traverse was a long sloping cut with one side open to the valley and the other pressed against a wall that had been polished slick by years of wind. Tarin moved carefully, planting each boot with the flat of her foot, then shifting her weight only after she had felt the stone answer. Below them the drop was full of moving mist and distant rooftops. Above them the sky had gone the color of bruised iron.
She stopped at a ledge where the path pinched around a stone fin and signaled for the crates. Sella fed the first one along the rope while Tarin lowered it hand over hand to a lower notch. The crystal inside chimed softly. It was a bright, clean sound that seemed almost absurd against the moaning wind.
— Hear that? Iven said, looking down. It sounds like we are transporting a very expensive argument.
— That is because you keep talking, Sella said.
He grinned, then turned serious when the rope tugged hard in Tarin’s grip. A gust had caught the crate mid-lower and swung it against the wall. Tarin planted both feet, braced her shoulder, and let the rope slide only a finger’s width at a time until the crate settled again. The work required all of her attention: one bad angle, one careless motion, and the load would smash or fall or drag her with it.
At the next section, the route narrowed into a leaning seam across the cliff. Tarin crouched and examined the stone with a grim little smile of recognition. The surface had a grain pattern she knew: hard enough for edges, soft enough for a blade, but only if struck in the right direction. She set the tip of her chisel against a hairline lip and tapped twice. The edge popped clean. She carved a foothold with three quick blows, then another, creating just enough space for the crew to pass.
— You make that look easy, Iven said.
— It is easy if you have already broken your pride on the same stone for years.
— Comforting, as ever.
The passage opened suddenly onto a narrow platform where they found two lower harvesters from another crew hunched around a kettle over a little sheltered flame. The smell of pepper tea and roasted chickpeas hit Tarin first, and she realized with a start that she was hungry enough to consider stealing someone else’s lunch.
One of the harvester women looked up, recognized Tarin, and lifted her brows. — You lost part of the mountain too?
— Only the rude part, Tarin said.
— Lucky you, the woman replied. We got the windy one.
Her companion, a broad man with soot on his sleeves, offered Tarin a crooked biscuit from the edge of the pan. — Take it. We made too many. The children upstairs traded us dried pear skins for the recipe and now the whole thing tastes like an argument.
Iven accepted the biscuit before Tarin could stop him and took a bite with such solemnity that the other crew laughed. — It is, he announced, the food of hardship and poor decisions.
— You eat it like that was a compliment, the woman said.
— It was the best I could manage, he replied.
The moment was brief, practical, and oddly comforting. They shared news of the storm, of the shifting vents, of the lower intake gate that had begun rattling earlier than expected. Tarin listened closely. Every detail mattered now. The spire was not a static thing. It was a body under stress, each chamber and passage affecting the next.
When they left the platform, her steps were quicker. She had stopped thinking of the mountain as a wall in front of her and started thinking of it as a shape she could move through. That change was dangerous. It made her brave in a way she was not used to. It also made her curious enough to keep going.
By the time they reached the last steep run before the settlement, the storm had begun to press its fingers into the cliff. Wind slapped at their backs in sudden hard bursts. The ropes sang. Loose grit stung Tarin’s cheeks. Ahead, the route dropped into a final chute where the stone walls came close enough to catch a shoulder if a person was careless.
Tarin halted at the lip and motioned for the others to crouch. Below them, the lower intake house throbbed with a rough mechanical clatter. The vent fin she had seen from above had shifted more than she liked. Its edge was no longer aligned cleanly with the channel. Instead it sat tilted, one brace under strain, the opening yawning unevenly like a mouth trying not to split.
— That brace is going to give, she said.
Sella followed her gaze and frowned. — If the chamber takes the full gust before it is fed properly, the pressure will kick back into the lower galleries.
— Which means, Iven said, for once not joking, the heat goes wrong and the whole terrace gets a very unpleasant afternoon.
— That is the gentle version, Sella replied.
Tarin watched the vent fin shudder again. This was not just about getting the load home anymore. The settlement was part of the same structure as the ridge. The crystal they carried mattered, but so did how it entered the system. If it was dumped carelessly, if the intake was fed unevenly, the chamber would still choke under the storm. She could see the problem in the stone now, the same way she could see a loose knot in rope before it failed.
That awareness did not arrive as revelation. It arrived as the practical urge to move her hands.
— We split the crates, she said. One goes to the chamber crew immediately. The other stays with us until I see where it needs to be set.
— You see it from here? Iven asked.
— I see enough.
Sella looked at her for a long moment, then nodded once. — Good. You have finally stopped treating the ridge like a beast to outstubborn.
— I still think it is rude, Tarin said.
— Of course it is rude, Sella said. That is why we learn its habits.
A tiny, surprised laugh escaped Tarin before she could stop it. The sound felt almost foreign in her chest. She turned her face toward the churning sky and let the wind hit her squarely, no longer only resisting it but measuring it. The storm was close now. The lower terrace lanterns below flickered as shutters were thrown open, then slammed back down. Someone shouted orders. Metal clanged. A child cried and was hurried out of the open lane by an adult in a flour-smudged apron.
The spire was in motion. So was she.
— Move, Tarin said, and started down the chute with the crates, already planning where her feet would land next.
The descent into the first terrace was chaos sharpened into a shape Tarin could work with. People were rushing in every direction, but not in panic. Kest Spire knew weather too well for panic. It preferred useful noise: shouted instructions, banging shutters, the clatter of chain hooks, the thump of barrel lids being sealed. Tarin moved through it with one crate strapped to her back and the line wrapped across her shoulder, ducking under drying racks and stepping over coiled hose as if the whole settlement had rearranged itself to test her patience.
A work crew near the intake house looked up when she arrived. One of them, a broad-armed woman with soot in her braids, pointed sharply toward the chamber stair. — The fin’s slipped again!
— I know, Tarin called back. Keep the lower brace clear. Do not overfeed it.
The woman blinked at her, then nodded and shouted the order onward. Tarin did not waste time explaining. There was no time left for that. She handed the first crate to Sella, then caught Iven by the sleeve as he tried to dart ahead to help an older man haul a jammed shutter.
— You stay with me, she said.
— I can help there.
— You can help by not becoming a second problem.
His mouth twitched, then he gave up and fell into step beside her. That, more than any apology, was its own kind of agreement.
The chamber stair dropped in a spiral around a central intake shaft. Warm air rose up in uneven pulses, carrying the smell of heated stone, pitch, and the pepper broth someone had set to simmer in the lower cookroom. The everyday life of the spire kept pushing through the crisis. Somewhere below, a pan clattered. Somebody laughed too loudly, maybe from nerves, maybe because the only sane answer to bad weather was stubborn noise.
Tarin reached the stair landing and looked through the open arch toward the chamber mouth. The windglass crew there was already scrambling to secure the braces, but the intake fin kept shuddering under the pressure. One loose edge had begun to chip. Not enough to fail now, but enough to grow dangerous fast.
She set the crate down, rolled her shoulders, and took in the shape of the problem with all the focus she had once used to judge cliffs. The load needed to be shifted. The brace needed more weight on one side, less on the other. The storm would shove the intake hard in the next burst. If she could direct the new glass and lock the chamber’s angle before that hit, the whole system might hold.
It was not peace, and it was not safety. But it was a path.
Sella came up behind her, breathing hard, and watched the fin tremble. — You know what to do.
Tarin nodded once. Her hands were already moving toward the crate straps.
Above them, the first real roar of the storm struck the upper vents. The intake house answered with a groan deep enough to shake dust from the stair beams. Tarin tightened her grip, stepped toward the chamber, and felt the ridge and the settlement pull into the same tense breath.
The mountain was not done with them. Neither was she.

    
Carrying the Storm Home
Tarin hit the lower landing with the crate half-sliding on its strap and the storm already throwing its weight against the intake house. The chamber swallowed heat in short, uneven breaths, and every brace in the room answered with a tired metallic groan. Men and women in soot-dark work vests were running in tight circles around the vent shafts, trying to look busy and failing because the whole place was too loud to hide fear in. One of the younger chamber hands stared at Tarin as if she had climbed down from the sky itself.
— Crates to the balancing shelf, Tarin snapped. Not the center cradle. The shelf.
The boy blinked, then jerked into motion. Good. No time to explain. She dropped the rope from her shoulder, shoved the first crate toward Sella, and crossed the room in three hard strides. The intake fin above the central shaft was out of line by almost an inch, enough to make the vent cough instead of breathe. That inch mattered. It always did. The chamber looked less like a machine and more like a stubborn animal deciding whether to bite the hand that fed it.
Iven came in behind her on a wet skid, hair plastered to his forehead, carrying the second crate like it had personally insulted him. — I would like to file a complaint against the weather, he said.
— Put it down before the weather files one against you, Tarin answered.
Sella was already at the side ladder, one boot on the first rung, eyeing the warped brace. — Lower intake is shuddering harder than it should. If that fin swings again, the whole chamber starts belching hot air into the galleries.
— Then we stop it from swinging, Tarin said.
— That is the sort of sentence people say before they nearly die, Iven muttered.
The chamber crew did not laugh, but one of them snorted into a sleeve. The noise was almost a relief. Tarin hauled the nearest crate onto the shelf and opened the lid just enough to see the pale crystal inside, stacked in felt sleeves and glinting like frozen breath. Windglass did not forgive rough handling. She knew that better than anyone in the room. She shut the lid with the side of her hand, locked the catch, and pointed at the maintenance hatch in the floor.
— Clear the grate below. I want the feed channel open before the next gust hits.
A pair of hands dropped into the hatch, scraping away grit and broken reed packing. Somewhere below, a cook shouted for the kettle to be moved off the back flame because the air had gone wrong again. The ordinary life of the spire kept pushing through the crisis: a child crying for a burnt bun, someone cursing over a spilled basin, the smell of pepper broth climbing through the warm air. Tarin let all of it pass through her without slowing. The storm was already close enough to shake dust from the beam joints.
She climbed the side ladder, feeling the steel shift and sweat under her palms. At the top, the maintenance catwalk crossed the intake shaft on a narrow ledge of riveted iron. The fin was visible there, a long black sheet of angled metal quivering under pressure. Tarin crouched, set her boots wide, and listened to the pitch of the vent. It was wrong. Not broken yet. Wrong in the way a knot is wrong just before it slips.
— Keep the crate fed slowly, she called down. Half a handful at a time.
— Half a handful? Iven called back. That will take forever.
— Then do it forever.
That earned her a dry bark of laughter from Sella, which was better than a prayer and twice as useful. Tarin took the service hammer from her belt and moved toward the fin, already measuring where her weight would need to go.
At the edge of the catwalk, Tarin could feel the whole intake house shiver under the storm. The vent shafts below her were pumping warm air upward in uneven bursts, and every burst hit the iron grating with a dull slap that vibrated through her knees. The chamber had been built by people who understood pressure, but storms did not care about respect. They came in, forced their opinions into the stone, and made everyone else adapt or crack.
She knelt by the brace hinge and brushed away a crust of dried resin with the tip of her glove. The pin had shifted. That was the problem. Not a grand failure, just a slight one, the sort that became catastrophic because everyone ignored it while focusing on larger disasters. She slid her chisel into the seam and worked it a fraction wider, listening for the change in tone. When the metal rang clean, she nodded to herself.
— I need a dry wedge, she called down.
— We have a crate of priceless crystal and you want a dry wedge? Iven shouted.
— Yes.
— Ridiculous system.
— Efficient system, Sella corrected. She handed Tarin a bundle from the tool hook. From this angle Tarin could see the older woman already directing two chamber hands to lash a loose brace with rope. Sella never wasted motion. She had the kind of authority that came from surviving enough bad weather to become a habit.
Tarin set the wedge against the hinge, then stopped. The line of the fin was not simply off. It had twisted because the lower counterweight trough had filled unevenly. If she forced the top brace into alignment without correcting the load, the fin would spring back under the next gust and crack the housing. She glanced over the railing to the lower shelf where the crates had been set. One crate had to move. Not far, but exactly. The glass needed to sit in the side trough, not the center cradle.
— Sella, move one crate to the west trough. Not the east. The west.
— Why?
— Because the fin is leaning east. If we balance the wrong side, we teach the chamber the wrong habit.
That made the chamber keeper, a broad-shouldered man with damp sleeves and a face full of worry, give her a startled look. Then he followed her hand with his eyes and understood enough to stop arguing. He barked at the nearest worker, and the crate began to shift across the room.
Iven had climbed partway up the ladder and was craning his neck at Tarin like a gull demanding attention. — Are you telling me this thing has habits now?
— Everything has habits, she said. Even you. Unfortunately.
— Cruel, he said, but he was smiling despite himself.
The fin gave a sudden hard shudder. Tarin caught the brace with her forearm and drove the wedge home with two sharp hammer strikes. The metal flinched, then held. Not perfect. Better. The next burst of wind came through the shaft in a long, low roar, and the chamber answered with a steadier hum instead of a cough. Tarin let out a breath she had not meant to keep. The first piece was in place. The storm was not winning yet.
She came down from the catwalk by the maintenance ladder on the far side, boots hitting each rung with a quick, practiced rhythm. The lower chamber had grown hotter. Steam crawled along the stone seams, carrying the smell of pitch, boiled grain, and wet wool from the drying racks above the cookroom. A pair of kitchen workers had dragged a tray of flat buns toward the entrance arch, probably for the crews once the first emergency eased. One of them caught Tarin staring and lifted a brow.
— Take one if you can catch it, she said.
— I can catch it, Iven called from the ladder, and nearly slipped trying to lean toward the tray.
— You can catch the floor, Sella replied. Stay where you are.
The joke was small, but it loosened something in the room. Tarin snatched a bun for herself, tore it open, and found it stuffed with onion mash and herb paste so hot it steamed the air. She ate standing up while the chamber crew kept working. That was Kest Spire in a storm: everyone shoving food into themselves between emergencies, everyone pretending that a hot mouthful could count as comfort.
The first vent adjustment held, but the storm had shifted and was forcing a stronger draft through the east channel. Tarin followed the sound, then stopped at a narrow maintenance doorway that led onto the external service ledge. Rain hammered the stone outside in diagonal sheets. The opening was wide enough for one person at a time and slick enough to ruin a careless life. She looked at the ledge, then at Sella, then at Iven, who had finally come down and was wiping crystal dust off his hands with a look of determined innocence.
— No, he said immediately.
— I did not say anything.
— You were thinking it.
— Correct, Tarin said. I am going out.
Iven’s expression soured. — Of course you are.
Sella leaned close to the doorway and looked into the rain. Her face stayed unreadable for a moment, which meant she was being generous. — The outer brace may need a hand. If the fin swings again, we lose the whole angle.
— So I am going out, Tarin repeated.
— I am going with you, Iven said.
— Absolutely not.
— I am not a child.
— You are currently arguing with a wall while the wall wins.
That got a rough laugh out of one of the chamber hands, and even Iven had to admit the point by glaring at the floor. Tarin tied the line around her waist, checked the knot twice, and took the oilcloth cloak from the hook beside the doorway. The stone outside was colder than the room by a painful margin. She stepped into the rain and the storm took a hard bite at her shoulders, flattening the cloak against her back and driving droplets into her eyes. The outer ledge ran along the intake tower in a shallow curve, with a service rail on one side and the open drop on the other. Tarin moved low, one hand on the wall, boots finding each cut notch by touch. Below, the settlement glowed through the rain in blurred patches of warm light.
The outer ledge made no attempt to be kind. Rain turned the stone into polished glass, and the wind came in sudden hammerblows that threatened to shove Tarin sideways at every turn. She stayed low, feeling with her toes before committing weight, keeping the line taut at her hip. One wrong step on a maintenance ledge was not a mistake one got to repeat.
The fin housing loomed ahead of her, a dark rib of metal rising from the tower wall. Every gust drove it to vibrate against the frame with a high, chattering note. Tarin heard it and grimaced. The sound reminded her of a loose cup rack in the cookroom after supper, only meaner. A curtain of rain swept past so hard it blotted out the view for a moment. When it cleared, a white sheet from some unfortunate laundry line had blown loose and wrapped itself around the rail behind her like a ghost with poor timing.
— If that is you trying to help, she muttered to the sky, I decline.
She reached the brace point, set one knee down, and inspected the pin chamber with fingers numb from cold. The hinge had not only twisted; one of the side slots had widened under stress, which meant the wedge would never sit true unless she rebuilt the bite. She pulled the mallet free, wedged the chisel into the seam, and struck twice. The metal answered with a neat, bright ring. Better. Then the next wind hit and nearly slammed her shoulder into the frame.
Below her, through the grate, she could hear Iven and Sella calling up in sharp fragments. The voices were distorted by rain and stone, but she caught enough. — Half a handful, Iven was saying, sounding offended by the entire concept of moderation. — No more than that!
Sella’s reply was a barked command and a muttered insult about boys with too much confidence.
Tarin smiled once despite herself and drove the wedge deeper. The fin shifted a fraction. Not enough. She reached for the line, looped it around the support rail, and used her full weight to pull the housing toward alignment while she hammered with the other hand. The action bit through her shoulders and back. Every muscle in her body tensed against the storm. Water ran down her wrists, into her sleeves, down her neck. The service ledge shook so hard that the boots of someone inside the chamber thudded through the wall as if the whole tower had become one large drum.
A gust hit from below, carrying the heat of the intake shaft with it. Tarin felt the air twist around her, and for one impossible second she understood exactly how the ridge ridges outside had worked against her earlier: pressure, release, angle, weight. Not mystery. Force. She adjusted her stance, shifted her hip, and let the wind push where she could use it rather than where it wanted to throw her. The fin moved with her instead of against her.
— Now! she shouted.
She could not see who heard her first, but the response came. The chamber feed below began to turn slower, more measured. Windglass crystals clicked into the trough in smaller loads. The fin settled a finger-width closer to true. Tarin drove the wedge home one final time and tied off the brace with a strip of rope before the rain could loosen her grip.
The ghostly laundry sheet had returned, fluttering into her face as she stood. She caught it with one hand, laughed once, and shoved it over the rail so it could join the storm in whatever foolish place it preferred.
The pressure spike came without warning, hard enough to make the entire intake tower shudder. Tarin was still on the outer ledge when the lower vent coughed, and the sound rolled up the shaft like a fist striking a drum. The fin jerked against her brace. One side of the housing screamed. She felt the movement through the rope at her waist and knew instantly that the west trough was still too full.
— Too much glass, she shouted through the rain. Ease the west side!
Sella’s voice came back at once, clipped and clear despite the storm. — We already did.
— Then it is still too much.
That was the problem. Not the amount, but the order. Tarin saw it in a quick flash of understanding born from years of handling the cliffs. Windglass was not just a load; it reacted to placement, to angle, to the way the air was being fed around it. If the chamber swallowed it in one heavy bite, the pressure kicked back. If she spread it thin and staggered the feed, the intake could breathe.
She unhooked the rope, backed along the ledge, and reached the side hatch again. The storm tried to shove her into the wall. She caught herself on the rail, shoved a shoulder into the frame, and shouted down to Iven.
— Open the east bypass.
There was a pause. — The little door that sticks?
— The very same.
— I hate that door.
— It is mutual.
He obeyed. Somewhere inside, metal clanked and the east bypass opened just enough to relieve the pressure. The tower answered with a deep, shuddering exhale. Tarin took the moment and slid into the maintenance tunnel, not to retreat but to reach the central feed junction from the inside. The tunnel was narrow, damp, and full of hot air that smelled of iron and boiled grain. Her hands skimmed the wall as she moved, finding the old grooves left by workers before her. One of the beams had split near the junction. A splinter of wood jutted out like a broken tooth.
She yanked a length of reinforced line from her belt, looped it around the beam, and hauled until the crack cinched tighter. Then she jammed a dry wedge into the split and hammered it down with the back of the mallet. The beam held. Not pretty. Functional. That was enough.
— Tarin, Iven called from outside the hatch. The crate is running low.
— Good. Feed the rest in smaller packs.
— That is going to take forever.
— Then do not think about forever.
There was a brief silence, then his voice came back softer. — You are not asking me to be smart, are you?
— I am asking you to be useful.
— I can do useful.
— Excellent. Now prove it.
She heard him move. Good. The storm came again, harder this time, and the tower groaned around her. Tarin crawled to the junction, wedged her shoulder beneath the support bar, and held it while the feed began to settle. The chamber pressure changed by degrees, not by miracle. She could feel it in the stones. The intake house started to breathe more like itself.
The next rush hit harder than the first, and for a few heartbeats Tarin had no choice but to become part of the frame. She planted one boot against the junction wall, the other against the beam, and leaned her full weight into the bar while Sella and the chamber hands fed the crystals in measured handfuls. The whole system gave a low, angry moan. Tarin grit her teeth and pushed back.
The trick was not strength. It was timing.
Each gust slammed through the intake shaft in a pattern broken only slightly by the storm. Tarin waited for the brief slack between pulses, then shifted her hips and forced the bar a fraction lower. Sella caught the change from inside and shouted for more line. Iven, who had somehow reached the hatch again, dropped the rope coil at just the right moment and held the slack while Tarin tied it off. He was breathing hard, rain dripping from the end of his nose, but his hands were steady.
— Look at that, Tarin said through clenched teeth. You are learning.
— Do not sound so shocked, he grunted. I can be competent under pressure.
— For the record, Sella called from the room beyond, he is also annoying under pressure.
— I heard that, Iven said.
— Good, Sella replied. It saves time.
The chamber took another hit. A side grate rattled loose and bounced twice along the floor. One of the workers lunged after it, slipped on the wet stone, and would have gone down if Tarin had not hooked the heel of her boot under the edge of the hatch and shoved the bar sideways just enough to redirect the vibration. The grate skidded harmlessly into the wall instead of the vent shaft. The worker stared at her, wide-eyed, then gave a quick, grateful nod.
The crystals were down to the last crate now. Tarin could see the pale glow of the load through the open lid as the chamber hands lifted it one careful layer at a time. She spotted the imbalance before anyone else did. One side had a denser shard stack than the other. If they dumped it all at once, the fin would yaw. She jabbed a finger toward the left-hand trough.
— Break it. Split the lower half into the side trough first.
The chamber keeper hesitated only long enough to understand that hesitation would be more expensive. He signaled a worker with a hooked tray, and they began the slow transfer. Tarin held the beam. The storm hit. The line bit deeper into her glove. Somewhere far outside, a lightning flash turned the wet stone white, and a moment later the thunder rolled over the tower so hard that dust fell from the ceiling seam.
Still, the chamber did not break.
It changed shape instead. The fin settled. The awful chattering note faded into a steadier hum. The lower vents stopped coughing heat into the galleries and began sending it where it belonged. Tarin felt the whole intake house loosen by a degree, like a clenched jaw finally deciding to rest. She had not won against the storm. She had simply taught the spire how to answer it.
Once the pressure steadied, the chamber crew moved as if the world had returned to its proper size. One person slammed the hatch shut. Another hauled the spilled tool basket back to the wall. A third sat down on the floor for half a breath, then sprang up again when Sella barked at her to keep working. The storm still shook the tower, but now it shook with less malice. Tarin let go of the beam and flexed her fingers. They ached. Good. That meant she had used them properly.
Iven leaned against the hatch frame with a grin that was too tired to become smug. — I would like the record to show that I helped.
— You did not fall off anything, Tarin said.
— That also counts.
— Barely.
Sella came out of the chamber with one sleeve soaked through and a smear of crystal dust on her cheek. She looked at the fin housing, listened to the quieter thrum in the shaft, and gave Tarin a single nod that meant more than applause ever could. — Held.
— For now, Tarin said.
— For long enough, Sella replied.
The lower cookroom had already turned the crisis into dinner. Someone had set out bowls of thick bean stew and hard biscuits for the crew, and the smell rose through the intake house in a wave so comforting it felt almost unfair. Tarin accepted a bowl from a kitchen worker with flour on her forearms and burned her tongue on the first mouthful because she had forgotten, for one foolish second, that the stew was still hot. Iven made an unattractive noise after biting into a biscuit that had gone hard with the steam and declared it fit only for roof repairs, which drew a reluctant laugh from the nearest chamber hand.
Even with the storm rattling overhead, the spire had resumed its ordinary habits. That mattered. The laundry lines on the lower terrace would be less likely to freeze tonight. The water pumps would keep moving. Families in the upper tiers would feel the heat rise through the stone and know the chambers were still breathing. Tarin felt that result settle in her bones more firmly than the fatigue.
A young crew runner approached with the empty windglass crate on a shoulder. — Where do we set the next cut? he asked.
Tarin looked up at him, then toward the storm-dark ridge above the tower. The richer seam from earlier was gone now, collapsed into useless stone. There would be another seam later, and another after that, but not on a reckless climb and not with a blind appetite. She pointed to the chalk board by the stair.
— Mark the eastern shelf as unstable. Clear a second brace route before the next harvest.
The runner frowned. — That will take more time.
— It will also keep us from arguing with the cliff again, Iven said.
That got a grin out of the boy and a mutter from Sella about boys being too pleased with themselves when they were right by accident. Tarin did not correct either of them. She set the bowl down, checked the splint on her palm, and felt something unfamiliar and plain settle in her chest. Not triumph. Not relief. Something steadier. A willingness to build the next move instead of only surviving the current one.
By late evening the storm had begun to drain itself out over the valley. The upper ridges still wore a crown of black cloud, but the worst of the wind had moved on, leaving the settlement damp, steaming, and loudly relieved. Kest Spire looked different after a hard weather hit. More windows were open. More voices carried from stair to stair. Children were already darting through the lower lanes with wet hair and stolen crusts of bread, daring one another to run under the drip lines before the adults could shout them back.
Tarin stood on the outer terrace with Sella and Iven while the ventilation towers released long white plumes into the cooling air. The stone beneath their boots still held the day’s warmth. Somewhere below, a kettle lid banged against a pot in a rhythm that had become the unofficial sign that supper was done and people were allowed to sit down without guilt. The smell of stew, boiled greens, and fresh bread drifted up from the cookrooms in thick, comforting waves.
Iven leaned on the rail and squinted at the ridge. — It is almost peaceful from here.
— Almost is doing a lot of work, Tarin said.
— As usual, Sella added.
Tarin looked along the cliff line, not with the sharp fear she had carried that morning but with something closer to attention. The ridge was still dangerous. It would always be dangerous. But now she could see where it had flexed, where it had failed, and where it had held because she had made it hold. That changed the shape of things. Not the mountain itself. The work.
The young runner from earlier came up carrying a chalk bucket and a plank board for route marks. Tarin took it, knelt beside the rail, and drew a fresh line for the stable path they would need on the next harvest. She added one note at the side: west trough first. Sella watched, then reached over and added a second mark for the outer brace line. Iven, unable to resist, drew a tiny rude face beside the unstable shelf and earned himself a cuff on the shoulder.
— That is not official, Tarin said.
— It should be, he replied.
— It has no dignity.
— Neither does the ridge.
That was true enough to make Sella snort into her sleeve. Tarin handed the board back to the runner, who fled before anyone could assign him more work. The storm had done what storms always did: it had stripped the day down to weight, balance, and what people were willing to carry for one another. Tarin was tired to the bone, but not empty. The settlement behind her was warm. The chamber had held. The brothers and sisters of the ridge had not been crushed by greed or panic. They had adjusted, moved, and answered back.
She drew one slow breath and let it out into the night air. Above the spire, the clouds thinned enough to show a strip of pale sky. The cliffs still looked sharp, dark, and impossible. Tarin did not smile at them. She only rested her hand on the rail, felt the stone warm beneath her palm, and turned toward the lighted terraces where dinner was waiting.
The lower market reopened before the lamps had even finished being relit. That was how Kest Spire behaved after a storm: not with a grand announcement, but with practical noise. Sellers dragged tables back into place. A woman with flour on her arms began pulling fresh buns from a covered tray and was immediately pestered by two children pretending not to be hungry. Someone had hung damp wool stockings over a rail to dry beside a rack of pepper roots, which seemed like a judgment on everyone’s taste but nobody complained.
Tarin, Sella, and Iven took the narrow stair down together. The steps were crowded with people carrying baskets, folded cloth, repair kits, and the kind of exhausted satisfaction that only comes after a bad weather shift has been survived without disaster. A pair of old men argued over whether the storm had sounded worse than the one the winter before. A girl in a patched coat declared that this one was clearly louder, because she had heard the tower groan from her room. Nobody believed her, which only made her repeat the claim louder.
At the cookroom entrance, the head cook pressed three hot bean cakes into Tarin’s hands and refused payment with the air of someone settling an old debt. — You held the tower, she said. Eat.
Tarin did, and immediately had to blow on one bite because the filling was still fierce enough to sting. Iven watched her and looked offended on principle. — How can the food always be both excellent and trying to burn me alive?
— Because the spire respects no one, Sella said.
— Finally, someone honest.
They found a bench near the outer wall where the stone still held a little heat. Tarin sat with her back against it and let the warmth seep through her cloak. Her arm throbbed where the rope had bitten in, and her shoulder would complain for days. She did not care. The pain was useful in the way a proper tool was useful: proof of work done.
Iven tore his cake in half and offered the better side to her without ceremony. Tarin accepted it. That, too, felt like part of the day’s repair. Not the ridge. Not the chamber. The small habit of sharing what remained.
— So, he said, with the seriousness of a man proposing an absurd business venture, next time we take the stable route.
— There is no next time yet, Tarin replied.
— There will be.
Sella looked across the market lane where the last rainwater was being swept into the drains with long reed brooms. — There will be, she echoed, and nodded toward the chalk board pinned outside the intake house. — But the route changes now.
Tarin followed her gaze. The new brace line was already marked. The unstable shelf had been redrawn in rough crosshatch. The work would be harder at first, because safer work often was. More line to carry. More time spent tying off. More arguments with impatient crews. But it would also mean fewer broken ledges, fewer blind climbs, fewer decisions made just because the mountain had failed to frighten them enough. She could live with that.
The night air cooled fast after the storm. Lights began to bloom in the upper windows one by one, tiny warm squares climbing the face of the spire. From somewhere above came the sound of a child laughing at being found hiding behind a water barrel, and an answer from an adult telling her to come inside before she caught the damp. Tarin looked up at the pattern of lit windows, then at the dark ridge beyond, and felt the day settle into its final shape.
The mountain had not become gentle. Kest Spire had not become safe. But the intake house was breathing steadily, the vents were holding, and the people inside the stone were still making supper. Tarin rested her elbow on her knee, watched the steam rise in the cool air, and let the evening sit with her long enough to know that the next climb would begin from somewhere stronger than fear.
By the time the last dishes were cleared, the storm had moved far enough away that only the tallest ridges still carried its shadow. Tarin climbed back to the upper terrace alone for a little while, mostly because she wanted the quiet and partly because she did not want anyone to see how heavy her legs felt on the stairs. The wind up there was cleaner now, stripped of rain. It pressed at her cloak without the rage of earlier, a cool, steady force that made the tower’s chimneys hiss in thin white lines.
She paused near the rail and looked across the valley to the black line of the cliff path they had taken that morning. From here it was just stone and angle and the idea of danger, nothing more. That was the trick of distance. A broken ledge became a dark scratch. A near-fall became a story told over soup. But her hands still remembered the rope. Her shoulder still remembered the pull. The memory of the storm sat in her muscles, not her thoughts, which was better. Thoughts could wander. Muscles kept score.
Sella joined her a moment later carrying two mugs of steaming herb tea, one for Tarin and one for herself. She held one out without ceremony.
— You look like a person considering a second climb.
— I am considering the price of stupidity, Tarin said.
— Too expensive tonight.
Tarin took the mug and wrapped both hands around it. The tea was bitter, hot, and exactly what she needed. Below them, the settlement was settling into its nighttime rhythm: shutters latched, lanterns tended, kitchens cooled, and the lower market slowly giving itself over to sleep. Somewhere a man was wheeling a cart of wet firewood toward the rear stacks while cursing at a wheel that squeaked on every turn. Ordinary sounds. Good sounds.
Iven arrived a little later, carrying a folded cloth bundle and looking less injured than earlier, which was generous of him. He held the bundle out to Tarin with a vaguely guilty air.
— Mother sent this up. She said you were likely to be cold.
— She said that about you too.
— I was not cold.
— You were wet enough to qualify as weather, Sella said.
That earned a laugh from all three of them. Tarin unfolded the cloth and found a thick patch wrap for her palm, a spare strap for the harness, and a small packet of dried apricots tucked into the fold as if Mother had decided seriousness should always travel with sweetness. Tarin shook her head and smiled despite herself.
— She really does know us too well.
— It is a gift, Iven said. A terrifying gift.
They stood there a while without speaking. Tarin was content to let the silence stay useful. The storm had taken enough from the day already. What remained was not certainty, but it was enough: a warm settlement behind them, a route adjusted before the next failure, a brother who had finally learned that panic could be turned into labor, and a ridge that might still be read if someone was willing to keep learning its habits.
When Tarin at last turned from the rail, the spire below glowed with evening heat. The intake house held steady. The wind moved over the cliff and found no easy way in. She headed back down toward the lights, the tea still hot in her hands, while the night settled softly over Kest Spire and the mountain kept watch in the dark.
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