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The Tethers of Highpoint
Ivana Crestin
Rowan Hale, a solitary tether rigger, faces the greatest crisis of his craft when Highpoint’s main anchor fails and a convoy is left swinging between cliff and sea. Riding the live line through screaming wind, he must perform a risky under-load splice and redirect overwhelming force through improvised anchors. The town’s battered humor, banter, and food-stall rituals thread through the danger as neighbors scramble, bracing for the worst. Rowan’s hands, honed on decades of rope and iron, become the decisive answer to a technical emergency that won’t yield to speeches—only to skill and quick, physical improvisation. As the final knot is set and the convoy steadies, the repaired anchor proves both mechanical and social: the practical teaching to come binds the man to the community he once kept at arm’s length.
ProseHub


    
A Day on the Tethers
The tethers sang at dawn, a dozen thin, patient voices strung between cliff faces and ledges, each cable carrying its private rhythm of loads and slack and the faint metallic memory of decades of wind. Rowan tasted the sound more than heard it: high notes where a bar had once been tightened, a dull low moan where salt had eaten a brace. Up here, with the ocean far below and the town’s terraces stacked like a caravan of leaning houses, the work was always translation—reading what the metal wanted and making it do what the people needed. Rowan moved through that language with the same hands that used to dismantle stubborn engines. There was a comfort in the dialogue with rope that felt safer than conversations with people.
A delivery drone hummed up from the market ledge, wobbled like an apologetic insect, and deposited a paper-wrapped pastry against Rowan’s boot. "Recon-7 insists you eat something actually sweet today," came a brassy little synthetic voice through the hub at Rowan’s collar. Rowan rolled an eye and unwrapped the chalkberry tart one-handed, flaked sugar dust puffing like tiny clouds. The drone couldn’t taste, only reported calibrations and probability of rancidity, but it was programmed for kindness in a way Rowan had not been taught.
“Does it at least have coffee?” Rowan asked the empty air, fingers busy clipping a secondary tether to a safety ring.
"It has an approximation of coffee. It will attempt comfort," Recon-7 replied. Its tone did not quite reach irony, but it tried.
The town smelled of sea-brine and toasted kelp this morning, a smell that had nothing to do with the tethers and everything to do with the rooftop gardens where people grew wind-gnarled herbs and grilled kelp on little iron plates. A practised ritual at Highpoint was for households to bring small loaves to the ledge fair—bread wrapped in sea-glaze, honeyed with locally brewed wind-tea. Old women sat on benches braiding the festival bunting (narrow strips of sailcloth embroidered with last year’s harvest), and children traded sealed jars of spiced tide-pepper. These were ordinary things, distractions and comforts that could have existed on any ordinary morning.
Rowan cinched the harness, leather whispering as a strap found its notch. The harness was familiar, fit to muscle and bone, a second skin that taught restraint. A riggers’ thumb brushed calcareous ridges on the cable, feeling for a whisper of fracture. To a passerby the motion might look like fussing, but the hands moved with a surgeon’s impatience: check, pinch, twist, slide. The world here had rules of leverage and tension and rhythm, and Rowan obeyed them the way others obeyed the days of the week.
The first span ran out like a ribbon into the morning haze, a single thin line arcing across a gap big enough to swallow a barn. Rowan stepped off the ledge with a lightness that came from practice—the left foot kick, the catch on the webbing rope, the brief flex of knees and the long, calm breath. The tether carried and translated weight without drama; the entire city trusted those translations in a way people rarely trusted each other. Below, gondolas bobbed like small, glassed-in boats tethered mid-air, their patched sails folding and catching in the breeze, tiny markets and kitchens balanced in lacquered cabins. A cluster of them threaded the next span, a convoy big enough that Sera would be proud—stacked boxes, wrapped crates, a child with a cat that refused to stay inside.
Sera stood on the nearest nodal platform waving a hand that meant half-greeting, half-command. She wore the courier’s bandolier and a patched jacket with a grin stitched onto the collar, the kind of grin that had sharpened from laughter and habit. When Rowan landed near her, the suspension of the line made a small musical creak and the world tilted pleasant and sick-making for a heartbeat. Sera called across the wind, voice clipped by the gusts and the cogs of the convoy.
"You’re an early pest today, Rowan. Thought you were on half-shift until noon."
"Shift’s never half when the ropes are honest," Rowan returned, sliding a carabiner into a clip and flexing a tired shoulder. "Besides, I’m chasing a rumor of a loose clamp. Can’t have a clamp loose on a day when the town’s baking."
Sera snorted. "Then go be a clamp-botherer. If you give me anything useful, I’ll owe you a coffee that isn’t Recon-7’s approximation."
Their banter was work-smooth, the way old colleagues磨 each other's edges: not intimate in a romantic sense, but full of the small gives of people who counted on one another. Rowan’s smile was the briefest part of his face, a lean-up against the ordinary.
At the nearest node Rowan set down gear with a quiet efficiency. He unpacked a coil, a weight, a length of braided tape, fingers moving in that choreography of knots and hitches that had once won him admiration and later had been granted grudging respect. The node smelled of oil and skin-sweat and the faint sharpness of iron. He took a moment to listen: the cable under his boots thrummed a steady note. It wasn’t perfect but it was familiar, and fingers memorized the imperfections as effortlessly as a lover memorizes a scar.
"You always talk to rope like it owes you money," Sera said, folding over the rail to watch his hands.
"Someone has to keep it honest," Rowan muttered without looking up, thumb finding a frayed strand and rolling it back into place. "You ask people to stay honest; I ask the stubborn bits of metal. Both are noisy jobs."
Sera’s laugh was a quick, bright thing that bounced against the cliff face. "Kito says you’re just lonely up there, but I think you’re allergic to small talk."
"Small talk doesn’t have proper knots," Rowan said. He looped a rope through a metal ring and shoveled the slack into a tidy coil, then launched himself toward a second cable with a practiced hop, a painter’s leap to a scaffold.
Nearby, children were practicing the afternoon’s buoy-flag signal, a local pastime where youngsters climbed small freestanding poles and waved laundry to mimic rescue signals. It was a detail of life that would have nothing to do with saving a convoy, yet it mattered: leaders drank from the same supply of town pride as the maintenance crews drank oil. The air tasted of smoke from the communal grills—fish slow-roasted in cedar baskets—and from a distance a merchant called his wares in a cadence that made goods sound like invitations. There was life here that ran parallel to the tethers, a softer bloodstream.
A shift in wind came then, not the usual steady trade but a slate-fingered rush that chewed at loose cloth and made the drone Recon-7 wobble in its hover. Rowan felt the cable’s tone change, a sudden shiver that traveled like a cold finger along steel. People below froze in the way of those who understand weather more intimately than calendars: shutters were latched, tarps tied into hurried knots, sails furled for the wrong season. The convoy tightened like a living thing drawing breath.
"We’re getting a squall," Sera said, voice flat with the kind of focus that didn’t invite false comfort. She barked an order into a thin radio line and the convoy responded with the practiced movements of workers who had prepared for a dozen smaller disasters. Gondolas shifted their balance, crews thumbed brakes and tightened rigging, the whole line of freight and people moving in small, synchronized adjustments.
Rowan tightened his own primary and leaned into the cable to check an adjacent splice, fingers flying to test each strand. When he moved back toward the convoy he saw something that made his heart drop in a way the tethers hadn’t: the midway anchoring mast—a squat iron spine bolted to the cliff, the load-bearing point for half a dozen spans—had a hairline crack spreading like a web.
"Kito, you see that brace?" Rowan called into the shortwave clipped to his chest. The reply was a shaky patience.
"Aye. That mast’s older than some of the houses. Weather’s been eating it. I’m on my way, but you know me, I’m slower than tide. Be ready to hold what you can."
Rowan’s hands tightened on the rope until his knuckles paled. He didn’t like climbing toward panic; he preferred the steady arithmetic of repair. Still, some things required immediate response.
The crack widened with a sound like a disagreeing bell. Metal sheared, sending a shower of tiny shards into the morning; dust bloomed from the cliff mouth and the tether hummed a changing chord. A gondola swung out of sync, a carriage of crates and villagers, and in one suspended cabin a small face peered from behind a stained curtain—Mika, whose wide eyes clung to the rim of the window as if sight alone might anchor him. The convoy jolted, and then the failing anchor gave with a low, horrible groan.
Everything did what it had been trained not to do: the cluster of gondolas arced away as if they’d become planets released from orbit. Boxes tumbled, straps screamed, and a mother’s hand slammed against a porthole in a sound that made Rowan’s teeth ache. He moved without thinking his normal contemplative pace—the morning’s careful choreography dissolved into raw, animal motion. Rowan shoved a knot into place, hooked a secondary line, and braced his boots against the cable.
A maintenance clamp caught on a bobbing crate and tore loose like a tooth. One of the gondolas began to drift toward the sheer face of the cliff, scraping along a rough spit of stone that would shred the hull and spill its passengers. Rowan launched himself along the line, arms working like pistons, boots slapping the cable, hands finding holds and then pushing off, a person driven by training and an old, practical compassion.
"Hold her!" Sera yelled, voice thin and furious, and she had half a dozen hands in motion—people lashing and bracing, a chain of bodies moving like a living wall against what was trying to become a disaster. Rowan arrived at the most distant gondola and wrapped his forearms around a support beam, planted feet, and drew the car slowly against the compromise that wanted to drop them. The air smelled of salt and warm fear and the faint sweetness of that chalkberry pastry he still had in his pocket.
At the nodal platform Kito’s radio crackled with static and the measured fatigue of a man who’d seen enough to be tired but not so much as to be surprised. "The anchor’s base… it’s eaten through. We’re talking more than a simple splice, Rowan. If you get it into a quick patch, it’ll work for a while, but—there’s a lot of old iron down there."
"How long ’til you can get a crew up?" Rowan asked. His voice was a tool now, smooth and direct.
"Longer than I like. Longer than you can hang someone on a cable, probably."
Mika pressed a small face into the porthole and met Rowan’s eyes. The child’s fingers preyed at a frayed bit of rope as if part of life’s normal preoccupations continued regardless of catastrophe. There was panic behind those eyes, but also a calm of someone who trusted there were hands that would come for them. Rowan swallowed a dry, bitter laugh and felt something shift inside him—a hard, stubborn set of plans that had made him solitary now began to feel like a failing tool.
Rowan’s fingers worked faster, weaving a temporary bridle out of whatever webbing he could spare, knotting and pulling and threading until the load read differently across his forearms. The bridle bit into the gondola’s hull and slowed its pendulum enough to stop a scrape that would have split its planking. Sera shouted short, sharp directions, her voice a taut wire of assurance. For a few breathless minutes they managed to slow the disaster into manageable chaos: straps were knotted, a makeshift loader was lashed in place, and someone in a lower cabin started a hand-crank that drafted the gondola toward a safer node.
Recon-7 kept worrying at the edge of Rowan’s harness like an eager dog, blinking sensors that reported temperature, wind speed, and the exact angle of the failing anchor in a manner that made Rowan mutter curses under his breath at the algorithms.
"You tell anyone I trusted your pastry, Recon, and I’ll mount you to the mast in pieces," Rowan muttered, though his tone carried relief already that bordered on gratitude.
"Recon-7 requires no threats. Recon-7 requires routine checks, maintenance, and a slightly better pastry vendor," the drone replied with an electronic chirp that almost sounded smug.
For a moment the absurdity of it—arguing with a hovering hunk of metal while the town’s lifeline trembled—made Rowan laugh, a short bark that loosened his shoulders. Humor was a tool sometimes; it tightened focus as much as it loosened fear.
But that small victory behaved like a bandage on a broken jaw. The bridle held because the team of hands at the next node kept tension, because Sera and a worker named Lorma were pivoting a manual winch and because small, quick decisions happened in a tight rhythm. At the other end of the line, the midway mast shuddered like something with lungs and refused to stay still. The crack headed deeper than anyone wanted to admit, and Kito’s voice had the shape of a man measuring work against age.
"Rowan, you need to see the base. Don’t try to make it pretty. Tell me plain: can it take a reroute?"
Rowan rocked back on his heels and felt the sway of the convoy underfoot as if the entire town were a living harp. He could imagine what the mast’s foundation might look like—salt-cooked iron, laced with old bolt holes that had been drilled and then re-drilled to keep the city alive. Salvage would not be quick. A reroute would mean hauling anchor gear from the maintenance hangar two spans away, gear heavy enough that it would take at least one strong person to fetch it without overloading the fragile nodes.
"It’s eaten through, Kito. Quick fix won’t hold. We need anchors from the hangar, or we’ll spend tonight picking gondolas out of the surf."
Static, and then a softer sound. "Aye. I’ll marshal whoever I can. But, Rowan, you hear me—don’t go doing a solo sprint if the spans are eating the bolts. You know how the sea gets clever."
Rowan looked at Mika again, and at Sera who already had a hand on a tool that had nothing to do with her job but everything to do with her nature: she would not watch and do nothing. Rowan felt the old habit to turn away, to let others do the social labor while he handled the mechanical, rise like a reflex. It had kept him safe. It had kept him alone. Today, as the wind carved small lines of panic through the convoy, he made the impulse he hated—he moved toward the place that hurt.
He ran, not with the theatrical leap of a hero in a storybook but with a rigger's practical speed: low, controlled steps along the line, legs absorbing snap and rebound, hands blistering from friction. He crossed platforms where market stalls had been lashed to the railing, where a woman had displayed jars of preserved lanternfruit with tiny painted labels. Those jars were only a detail of life—a small, pleasant thing from a world that would go on to celebrate a harvest regardless of whether the tide roared—but seeing them in their neat rows made Rowan think of all the ordinary mornings that would be lost if the tethers failed.
He passed a pair of lads practicing the coastal dance on a spare scaffold, feet beating out rhythm as if the sea itself were instructing them. They threw a quick salute as he passed, which he returned with a clipped nod. People moved around disaster as they always did: with little rituals that affirmed continuity. Rowan caught sight of Sera working the manual winch again, sweat beading on her brow and her mouth curved into something between a grimace and a grin. She looked up when she saw him heading for the hangar with a heavy pack already slung across his shoulders.
"You’re not alone unless you insist, you know?" she called after him, breathless and sharp. There was no reproach—just the brusque invitation that had always been their language.
Rowan didn’t look back to answer. He set his jaw and tightened the pack straps until the weight rode true. The choice felt wrong in a familiar way: abandoning the convenient comfort of solitude for the mess and warmth of other people. He felt his chest hollow a small fraction and then fill as he ran, the rope under his feet a cold, honest line. The anchor’s decay had cracked something else besides metal; it had pried open the edge of a choice, and without quite deciding to be brave, Rowan decided he would not leave them hanging.

    
Under Strain
Rowan moved toward the maintenance hangar with the pack riding low on his shoulders, the weight a blunt reminder of what had to be fetched. The hangar, a squat corrugated shell bolted to the cliff with iron ribs like ribs of some great animal, crouched two spans away. People had cleared the ledges into corridors of purpose: vendors had lashed up shutters, a boy balanced a tray of candied kelp skewers with the innocent ferocity of someone who believed they could barter fate, and a cluster of old women adjusted the bunting so it would not shred tomorrow when the winds returned. Rowan’s boots hit the cable with the practical rhythm of someone who had no patience for theatrical leaps. He kept low, palms finding the rope and moving like an anesthetized clock—measure, step, clip.
Sera met him halfway, breath puffing like a small animal’s. She had a partner’s glare rather than an invitation. "You didn’t plan to run the hangar solo, did you?" she asked, stuffing a fist into an open pocket as if to hide the quickness of her worry.
"I planned to be efficient," Rowan said, tightening the straps. "I didn’t plan to be theatrical about it."
Sera’s laugh was a quick burst. "Efficiency is just a fancy word for not dragging your feet until you’re forced. Kito’s summoning a crew, but half of them are on the lower terraces helping with broken carts. You want company, or do you prefer heroic solitude?"
The edges of Rowan’s mouth softened. "Company is messy," he said. "It involves conversation and shared ration tins and songs I never learned."
"Good answer," Sera said. "I’ll be your messy company."
They moved together across a span where the market had left little traces: jars of preserved citrus—bright spheres suspended in syrup and tagged with the year’s festival sigil—hung near a stall that sold small blown glass globes, each one used as a travel scent-catcher. Nobody needed these things to survive; they survived because people made life worth surviving. Rowan felt the tug of that detail not because it fixed anchors but because it reminded him of the texture of days he had kept at arm’s length.
At the hangar door Kito was a compact, steady presence, waving off a younger rigger who wanted to leap into action. The old man’s hands were ink-stained with grease and old rope dust, fingers that could still tease a stubborn splice into compliance.
"Rowan," Kito said, voice carrying like worn rope. "Glad you didn’t decide the town could do without you yet. We’ve got only so many hands that will risk the main spans. The base’s eaten through more than your average rumor."
"How long to drag anchors out?" Rowan asked, already planning hoisting angles and load paths in his head.
"Far enough we’ll need a hand-crank on the move. There’s a service walkway that used to be solid. It’s no longer solid. You’ll be taking a detour down and around, and keep your head—there’s a tangle of out-of-order maintenance drones near the lower chute. They’re functioning like angry wind-wasps."
Recon-7 chimed in from Rowan’s harness with an officious beep. "Recon-7 notes increased aerodynamic turbulence and recommends a pastry for morale."
Sera snorted. "Recon thinks with pastry. You ever imagine that machine at a tea table, asking for jam?"
Rowan snatched a half-warm tart from his pack and held it out to the drone. "Offer it etiquette. If it asks for jam, tell it to mind its propellers."
The drone whirred and accepted a corner of the tart with the delicacy of a cat offered a finger. The absurdity—handing a drone a pastry while the town readied for more broken iron—lifted the tension by a fraction and made breathing easier. Then they turned back to the work at hand.
Kito unrolled plans and pointed to the map of spans. "We’ll pull the heavy plates from the lower hangar. The walkway’s collapsed in a few places; the detour will take us near the lower chute. Keep an eye on the old winches—their teeth are brittle from weather. The anchor drums are heavy. I want two teams: one to haul, one to steady. Rowan—you lead the steadying."
The instruction was both trust and test. Rowan wrapped his fingers around the strap and felt the heat of metal that had been in the sun. The job was not only about hauling weight; it was about reading where the iron wanted to give so they could force it to stay. He tightened the harness and nodded once, a brisk sign. "Let’s go."
They set off on the detour with a small, practical convoy: two riggers, Sera carrying a box of hand-tools, Rowan with the pack, and a younger woman named Lorma lugging a coil of cable. The path descended into a notch of cliff where water had once carved a channel; now the stone was wet and the air smelled of roasted kelp and something smoky from the communal braziers below. It was a detail—a neighborhood scent that meant nothing to the anchor’s integrity and everything to the fact that people were alive and cooking. Rowan kept his mind on knots and weight and the practice of moving heavy things across unstable ground, but the smell lingered like a human hand on his shoulder.
The detour’s first obstacle was the collapsed walkway. Where a neat wooden board had once made a level passage, there was a gash of hanging timber and slack cable. The crew clipped in, and the air tightened with attention. Sera took a running hand to the first rung and vaulted with the kind of muscle memory that made her look effortless. Lorma followed, breath quick and loud. Rowan checked each anchor as someone who read old scars before they reopened; he felt the rope’s pulse under his palms and judged which ledges would hold.
Reaching the lower chute, they encountered the maintenance drone cluster. Dozens of little machines hung in a chaotic wreath, servos whining with the residual heat of exertion. They had been knocked from their patrol by the gusts and now circled in unnatural patterns like metal gulls confused by a storm. Their sensors were partly offline and their preprogrammed avoidance rhythms broken—some drifted dangerously close to the tethers, seeking the very lines that kept the city aloft.
"Great," Lorma muttered. "A swarm. I hate these little things—no respect for personal space."
Rowan glanced up and saw a blade of one drone nick a braided sheath. He reached out with a hook and snapped a cable clamp in a one-handed motion that came out of a lifetime of small, precise contests with metal. A drone tried to circle his head and he swatted at it with a glove, the impact sounding faint and absurdly polite. The machines buzzed like an irritable beehive.
"They’re not angry," Sera said. "They’re lonely. Occupation forgot to teach them how to apologize."
"They were never taught any wrongs," Rowan said, voice clipped. He didn’t anthropomorphize the machines, but he treated their broken behavior as problems to be solved. He tightened a loop of ribbon cable around a stray rotor, wired a manual dampener, and reprogrammed a microprotocol with a physical hit to the sensor array—an old trick that worked because the machines were simpler than their software suggested. The drone cluster calmed into a staggered orbit and finally drifted off to a maintenance bay in the lower stacks like truant children gone home.
As they worked, Kito moved among them with a slow, economical pace. He barked adjustments and caught a slipping band with a practiced hand before it could slip. The old man’s way of moving showed an intimacy with tools that bordered on affection. He joked about the anchors like men joke about stubborn oxen—an old humor that called the anchor an aging beast that refused to retire.
"Anchors always act like they want a pension," Kito said, grinning as he hauled a heavy plate. "Then they try and drop the entire city when you turn your back."
Sera snorted. "Tell that to the mast. It’s practically on a sabbatical."
The laugh loosened the taut shoulders of the group. Humor was a practical thing on the decks—like a spare clip, it bought seconds of steadiness.
At the lower hangar, the anchors were heavier than Rowan expected. They arrived stacked on pallets, iron black with old treatments, each drum thick as a child's chest and rusted at the rims. Rowan ran his gloved hand along one edge, feeling the pitted surface as if it contained a map of all the storms it had seen.
"How many will we need?" Sera asked, breath hot from the climb.
"Enough to hold a caravan and the neighbor’s stubborn stubbornness," Kito said. He counted in halting brassy numbers and then gave a snap decision. "Two sets. One for the reroute and one spare to show the sea we mean business."
Loading the drums required choreography. They lashed rope straps around the plates, set up a three-point hitch, and prepared a hand-crank winch. Rowan’s mind organized the pulls, the placement of feet, the angles of leverage. He called instructions that were no longer mere words but the way a body shaped a plan: "Step, take, brace, heave," and then the body did what the mouth commanded.
They moved like a small machine; each person’s motion was a cog in the larger device. The plates rose with protest and then cooperation, the winch whining as it took the weight. Sweat dampened necklines and darkened forearms. The work was simple in its cruelty: heavy, immediate, and utterly present. Rowan liked that detail; it left no room for the protective edifice of solitude. He had to be with them, hands and mind and breath. The sense of being required by others was new enough to feel like warmth.
As the last anchor came onto the pallet, a gust rolled through the chute and shoved the convoy’s line with a wicked smack. The temporary bridle they had put in place at the node groaned. Someone swore. The plates shifted a fraction and the winch teeth complained. It was a small failure on paper, but it sounded like a verdict when you were in the midst of it. Kito’s smile thinned.
"We don’t have time to finesse this," he said. "If that bridle slips under the convoy’s weight, we’ll be in lifeboats instead of hauling anchors. We need to set a secure live hold before we touch that main rig."
Rowan leaned into the problem. The plates were on the pallet; the detour would demand they carry them across another precarious stretch. He felt the gravity of the choice: move quickly and risk destabilizing what little held, or spend time reinforcing and risk losing the tide of rescue. The tide was not merely weather; it was the flow of all the town’s small equilibria.
He looked at Sera, at Kito, at the younger riggers with grimy palms and hopeful faces. Decisions came in the body first, and his body had already given a private verdict. "We do the hold," he said. "We set a live hold now. I’ll steady the line while you two move the drums. Keep the winch running at low pull. No jerks."
That instruction was a promise with edges. They nodded and moved into position. It was the moment before the long, hard labor: a line drawn and a breath held.
They set the live hold with an economy of motion. Rowan anchored a secondary bridle to a series of old bolts, spacing the load across as many reliable points as the cliff would afford. He rigged a sacrificial snub—a short length of braided strap that would take a shock instead of a primary rope—then threaded it through a friction hitch and fed the tail to a manual capstan. His hands worked like a clockmaker: small, precise, intent on the geometry of force.
Lorma and Sera hauled while Kito adjusted the compounding angles. Sweat slid into Rowan’s eyes and stung; the wind cut like a blade and carried the wet tang of sea-baked weed. Noise of the town fell away until the only sounds were strained breath, the whine of the winch, and the thin steel note of the convoy’s cables taking load. The live hold took the burden but complained. Metal does not speak the language of soft protest; it gave micro-chimes, fittings creaking where corrosion disputed purpose.
"The bracket by the second bolt is paper-thin," Kito muttered. "We’re knitting life from old stitches here."
"Then stitch harder," Rowan replied, pulling the capstan until his arms trembled. His muscles near memory—those long hours of rope and metal—knew how to distribute pain into progress. "If the bridle slips, you’ll have my head and a very stern town council."
Sera tossed him a look—half amusement, half exasperation. "You say that like you’ve been saving people for fun."
"Sometimes I do it for pastry," Rowan admitted, panting.
The moment’s levity was tiny and precise as a rivet, but it tightened hands and steadied nerve. They kept pulling until metal calmed into new lines and the load distributed evenly. The convoy breathed more slowly in its suspended chairs; a small child somewhere laughed as if the universe had simply moved on. The live hold bought them time: not a solution, but a buffer.
They moved the plates in rotations. Two men at a time would cradle the iron and shuffle it across the short spans, the sound of boots and metal a steady percussion. Rowan positioned his shoulder against the bulk of a drum, felt its awkward mass, and directed the balancing pivot so that the team did not fight the weight but let it roll on their leverage. The choreography required trust; hands had to trust hands.
Beyond the immediate work, Rowan noticed a detail of the town that made his chest unclench and then tighten again. On a nearby roof a group of teenagers hammered tin into wind-chimes, their laughter tinkling like a distant festival. The chimes had nothing to do with anchors or bridle hitches, but they were the small dry hearths of the community—the craft of making small things that sing when the wind passed. He filed it away in the same folder he kept the chalkberry tart: not necessary to the hold itself, but part of why people put up with living on angled ledges.
As the plates moved, they found that the walkway’s worst parts had hidden, dangerous rot. A rope sleep pocketed a plank and someone nearly lost footing; a rotten bolt spun beneath a shoe. Rowan’s hands flew, finding handholds, catching hips, shifting a foot, guiding a person clear of peril with the mechanical calm of one who has saved people by keeping their body’s geometry right.
Near the end of the haul, Lorma misjudged a pivot and a drum rolled half free. Her cry was sharp; a loose strap snapped into the air like a striking snake. Rowan lunged, shoulder-first into the mass, and took the weight in a pitch that nearly buckled his knees. He let out a sound that was half anger and half laughter at his own reflex.
"You content with public displays of heroics?" Sera called, grinning and hauling.
Rowan coughed, bracing the iron with both hands. "Only for the pastries."
After the last drum crossed the span, they lashed them in place and checked the paths. Kito inspected the newly set live hold and pronounced it a weary but effective solution. "It’ll work if no one gets clever with the capstan," he said, rubbing his hands as if testing for a pulse in the metal. "But Rowan—this is a temporary measure. The mast base is worse than I feared. The reroute will require anchoring to the far buttress. That’s a longer haul and a hands-on job."
The words landed as a new weight. Rowan’s chest tightened in preparation. They had bought breathing room, but the problem had not gone away. The work required more time, more people, and a climb to a farther, possibly exposed rock to fix the anchor properly. Kito folded his plans into his coat and settled into a look that meant: now we see the depth of the hole.
Rowan felt that look as if it were a hand on his back pushing him forward. He had chosen to come; now the choice extended itself into longer labor. He straightened, flexed fingers that smelled of iron, and looked toward the farther buttress that glinted beyond the next arc of sky. "We’ll get it done," he said, and tried not to let the word sound like a command and instead let it be a shared promise.
They rested for the length of a breath and then set off for the farther buttress. The terrain changed as they moved: the world narrowed into a cold ledge with a jag of cliff that caught the wind and threw it at them sideways. The gusts had a personality; they blew in a blunt, impatient voice that insisted people move with purpose or be shoved into a spectacle. Rowan shifted the strap across his chest and felt the drums’ slow pendulum; each movement had to be counterbalanced against the sway.
Mid-route they passed a terrace garden where elderly men smoked rolled kelp over cedar chips and argued about the proper ratio of preserved citrus to vinegar in the winter pickles. The discussion had nothing to do with anchors, and everything to do with continuity; people argued because they had a future they expected to return to. Rowan listened for a moment and realized he had missed the sound of another person arguing about recipes. It was a small, domestic ache, an odd awareness that had nothing to do with metal and everything to do with being human.
The route narrowed into a segment where a waterfall, recent and still raw, had undermined stone. The ledge they needed to traverse had partially collapsed into a vertical chute. The crew set up a temporary belay and prepared a lowering operation. Rowan checked all slings and re-tied a harness that had frayed; his fingers moved with the smooth brutality of someone who treated safety like a small memorial to good planning.
"This chute looks fun," Sera said, trying to keep her tone light. "By fun I mean a hair-raising test of our anatomy."
"I thought you liked surprises," Rowan said.
"I like surprises I can sell to a child as an adventure," Sera said. "This one I’m paying for in advance."
Rowan smiled despite the tightness in his jaw. He clipped into the belay and leaned back, letting the rope take his weight. Then he descended, lowering himself into the narrow fall-line with the careful discipline of someone threading a needle with a live wire. Below him the chute smelled of wet moss and iron; that smell was neither pleasant nor offensive, it was simply the honest odor of where water had been busy.
At the bottom he found a mid-landing where the cliff had shorn off a chunk of old walk and left a mess of planks and twisted rebar. Sera joined him a moment later, feet finding purchase, grin quick and genuine.
"You’re in a chatty mood for someone with an anchor to fix," she said.
Rowan examined the rubble and selected points he could use for a temporary girder. "I’m conserving words," he said. "Words are lighter than iron and less useful right now."
They hammered and lashed, using a makeshift spreader to lift the drums over jagged edges. The plan was improvised: a lever here, a rolling stave there, and plenty of sweat. The drums ground against rock, painted with the history of repairs. Rowan’s hands ached with a sweet, focused fatigue he recognized as the only honest measure of usefulness.
As they worked, a small absurdity broke the seriousness: a stray maintenance drone hovered in and dropped a perfect, undamaged glass globe into the hands of a passing child. The globe rolled in the child’s palms and reflected an inverted slice of the cliff-side, like a miniature world upside down. The child’s delighted squeal was brief and bright; it was a note of life insisting the world was not only catastrophe.
The moment was a small protest against fear. Rowan found himself smiling in the middle of hauling iron. It surprised him. Smiles were not his standard operating gear; they were more like earrings he had once worn and kept in a drawer. This one felt warm and inconvenient, the way a friend’s arm across the shoulder might feel when you least expected to want it.
They reached the buttress at last: a broad, flared rock that jutted out like an attentive sentinel. The idea was to make this solid outpost into a new mainline anchor. Rowan inspected the rock face and ran his palm over striations of mineral and old corrosion of handholds. The anchoring points had to be drilled and set, and the rock’s geometry would demand eye for the right line of pull. He traced possible bolt lines with a gloved finger and found ones that looked promising—solid seams without fissures. It would be a labor-intensive job but it had virtue: if they did it right, it would last.
Kito set the drill and an old hand-crank rig into place. The tool was heavy, a piece that required two people to manage at best and four at worst. Rowan organized the motions, telling people when to take the weight and when to let the cranks grind. Each rotation bit deeper and left a ring of dust like a slow heartbeat. The work was slow and honest; each bolt demanded exactness and an acceptance that a mistake would be loud and final.
During a pause Sera leaned against a rock and produced a small tin of pickled lemons from her pack. She offered one to Rowan, who accepted out of habit rather than appetite. It was bright and too sour, the kind of taste that slapped the mouth awake. "From Myra’s stall," she said. "She swears by vinegar for courage."
Rowan chewed and felt the sharpness cut through the day's formalities. The simple act of sharing a preservative tasted like companionship: not a moral lesson but a tiny trade that said we face things together. They passed the tin around and resumed work.
As they drilled, the weather tightened. Clouds gathered like a chorus that had rehearsed for days and decided to finally sing. Wind pushed at the rope and the jutting plates, and the sea’s voice rose to a long, low note that made the cliff seem alive and large. The team set more temporary braces and threaded extra safety lines. Kito kept count of bolts set and muttered the names of old riggers as they worked, a private litany that made the job a ritual.
Bolt by bolt, the anchor began to take order. Rowan’s hands worked with exactitude, measuring angles with a glance and translating them into torque with the help of a brace bar. The drill chewed and spat, and finally a new hole took the first heavy bolt—the kind threaded to swallow shear and hold tension. They tightened it until the metal barked and then seated a washer the size of a palm around the bolt head. The rock accepted the hardware like someone who had been asked to hold a secret: solid, quiet, willing.
Sera manned the manual capstan while Kito readjusted saddles and Lorma fed rope. Their motions were harmonious in a way Rowan would have once described as inconveniently close. He found himself giving short, sharp instructions, not because he loved command but because he loved competence. "Hold ten degrees off center," he said, and hands obeyed. "We’ll feed slack here and take up there."
During a lull, Kito leaned over the newly set bolt and gave it a modest salute. "You hold, you old rock," he said, as if acknowledging a newly formed pact. "No funny business."
Sera laughed. "Promise is sealed—now someone get on with the second line before Kito starts singing to the stones."
They worked until muscles protested and the rock showed final signs of readiness. Two heavy anchor plates were in place, bridled across the buttress and ready to accept the convoy’s load should they choose to transfer it. The plan was to splice the live line into the new anchors and transfer tension; if done wrong, the transfer would spit them back into chaos. If done right, the new anchor would carry the burden with patience.
Kito examined Rowan with a frankness that felt like a test. "You can do the splice under tension, yes?" he asked. There was no accusation; rather, it was the practical note of someone assessing abilities before a tough job.
Rowan swallowed. The thought of performing an under-load splice had a particular gravity: it required riding the line, feeling live tensions, timing each tuck, each clamp, and operating the manual re-tension to keep the convoy from shuddering. It was the kind of thing that separated a theoretician from someone who put themselves where the rope bit.
"I can do it," he said. The declaration was not theatrical; it was an available promise, like a hand extended. Kito nodded once and set his tools. "We’ll need a rope team on the other end to take slack as you splice. Sera—are you comfortable with coordinating the brakes?"
Sera’s face set like a hand-grip. "I can grease a brake and scold it into behaving."
They ran practice splices on a calm segment, smaller ropes and a light load. Rowan threaded cords, tucked tails, and clamped with his tools, demonstrating a sequence that was part craft, part muscle memory. The team watched, not with passive attention but with the active kind that read a body’s rhythm and learned it. Kito made a remark about the elegance of a properly set splice that made Rowan smile with an odd mix of pride and discomfort.
The practice passed well, but practice and danger are cousins who do not always pass along secret directions. As the team prepared the transfer, a gust rolled over the buttress in a low, sneering wave. It bent the new lines and sent a ripple along the convoy’s suspended bodies. For a moment, a cabin swung a degree further than tolerable. The live bridle quivered and then bore again, but the small breach between successful practice and dangerous reality had been shown.
Kito’s jaw tightened. "We set it now or we set it too late," he said. His voice had the blunt finality of a bell.
They took position. Rowan strapped into the harness that had come with a lifetime of repair notes embroidered into its webbing. He felt the old familiar calm at the pit of his stomach—a tool-operator’s concentration where the world narrowed to points of tension and the act ahead. Sera moved into the brake station; Lorma and two others braced at the slack take-up. Kito stayed with a hand on the far line, steadying and watching.
There was a sliver of absurdity: Recon-7 hovered a respectful distance, a blur of sensors and polite computation, and chirped: "Recon-7 notes that morale consumption correlates positively with pastry intake. Recommend a success pastry upon completion."
Rowan barked a laugh. "Recon, if you survive this, I’ll let you have my tart. You will appreciate actual pastry textures."
The drone emitted a tiny triumphant chirp and drifted back to observe. The team's laughter was a small, necessary rebellion against fear. Then the air tightened and the practical business of moving metal resumed.
Rowan shifted weight onto his feet and launched himself along the line, moving out toward the splice point with the callused certainty of someone who had threaded worse seams. The cable hummed under him, the vibration of the convoy still speaking in low tones that told of the weight it bore. He felt the live tension as a line pressed into his fingertips, a living geometry that required constant negotiation.
The splice demanded his full attention. He threaded the tail, folded rope, tucked strands into the braid, and clamped pieces in carefully timed moves. Each tuck had to be exact or the weave would fail under the immediate, brutal interrogation of mass and gravity. Rowan’s hands worked quickly, and his breath timed each move. He could sense the men at the other end taking up slack under Kito’s call.
Wind played a meaner tune now, testing each knot with a new enthusiasm. A gondola out on the line swung, its passengers mere silhouettes of motion. Rowan’s palms were raw, his fingers moving with a surgeon’s focus. Steps of the splice slid into place—overhand, tuck, whip, seat—and he felt a small satisfaction in the fit. This was a living craft: tact, timing, and the knowledge a splice must fit the life it would hold.
Halfway through, a capstan gear near the live point gave a protesting squeal and began to slip. The line shuddered and a nearby gondola listed as if someone had shoved it from the side. Sera’s voice cut across, not panicked but sharp as a blade. "Hold it steady. Ten degrees more brake. Lorma—take. Kito—watch our slack."
Rowan’s hands did what his mind could barely keep pace with. He wrestled a tail into place with a wrist motion that translated torque into tucked tension, and he thrust a clamp into the groove. The capstan’s slip changed the calculus: the splice had to take load a hair earlier than planned. He tightened, whipped, and cinched with the kind of brutal tenderness that the job demanded.
A rigger on the lower node yelped as a strap snapped under stress. The sudden cascade of small failures could have loosened a chain of safety straps and turned everything into freefall. Rowan’s training knotted together with instinct: he rode the line, kept his hips low to absorb shift, and slammed a tail into the newly formed splice, seating it with a compact, final twist. The clamp set like a jaw locking.
For a breath the world hung on a single thin margin. Then the rope settled into a beat and the gondolas eased into a controlled sway. Relief was a palpable thing: voices rose and fell like wind off the cliff. Kito let out the breath he had been holding and shifted from observer to mechanic, checking fittings and taking up slack where others could not. Lorma whooped, shaky and triumphant.
The transfer had not completed, but the tension had moved from the old mast’s compromised base to the new buttress they had just prepared. The new anchors had accepted weight. The crew began the careful, painstaking work of sliding more load across the splice, inch by measured inch. Rowan’s arms burned; his gloves were slick with sweat and dust. He tasted iron and tar and something that might be fear or adrenaline. The splice wasn’t just a knot; it was a promise made of twists and frays.
And then, as the load shifted in a way that should have meant success, a shriek of tearing metal echoed down the line—a small component on the old route had finally failed. A temporary clamp let go and spun free, and the old mast shuddered in a farewell that was less graceful than violent. The live hold they’d set earlier absorbed some of the blow, but the sudden reallocation of forces made the convoy kink and jerk.
The moment after a failure is a place without poetry; it is instructions and quick hands. Rowan had no time for internal speeches. He barked orders and moved on them. "Brake more! Take slack left! Nudge the gondola out with the tail!" Each command was a precise little engine that moved muscle and rope. He rode the line, tasting the new geometry, and adjusted the splice while the wheels of mechanics turned beneath his feet.
Kito watched with a face drawn in lines of concentration. "You got this, lad. Steady hands now. Don’t let it think you’re guessing."
Rowan did not feel like a lad. He felt like a fulcrum—small, necessary, and balanced on raw leverage. The live splice held through another rough set and they managed to guide the nearest gondola toward a node where people could be helped out safely. Each success was a small notch on the day’s ledger, an accumulation of muscle memory and trust. Still, the old mast had gone further than expected and the next failure might be less forgiving.
Kito’s voice came steady: "This will hold for now, if you can finish the rest of the splice from the line. But you’ll need both hands and a clear head. I’ll keep the capstan from slipping. Sera—prepare the brake with a slow, steady reclaim. We take it slow and exact."
The team aligned like a small machine again, and Rowan felt the gravity of the moment in the center of his palms. He birthed a final string of tucks and set the last clamp. When he cinched the final knot, it felt like closing a book with a sigh—a finished task whose finality was measured in metal and the low creak of settled tension.
They had done it, or at least the immediate danger had been tamed. The new anchor took the bulk of the convoy’s weight and the old mast’s failing pieces hung like a rumor. Rowan slid to the node with legs that trembled from the strain and let the rope take his weight while the team secured the last spans. People below cheered in small, practical noises—coughed laughs and relieved curses. The child Mika waved from a porthole and pressed a small hand to the glass, smiling as if the whole business were tidy now.
Kito quirked a smile that collapsed his face into a softer map of age. "You’re getting rusty in the head and not the hands, Rowan. Lucky for us."
Rowan snorted. "I’m rusty everywhere, if the truth be told."
The humor was brittle and true and it landed between them like a warm stone. Sera moved to Rowan’s side and punched him lightly on the shoulder—hard enough to make sure he felt present but gentle enough to be familiar. "You owe me a tart, you know."
"I owe a lot of tarts," Rowan replied. "I might have to build a bakery as penance."
The small jokes knitted them into something temporary and vital: a crew that had done the job and survived. They began clearing; people returned to their routines with an odd, renewed respect. The market vendors opened shutters slowly, like waking someone who had slept through a storm. Kito gathered the remaining riggers and set them to cataloging which nodes would need further inspection; he moved with the economy of experience.
Rowan felt the edges of solitude fraying in a way that was not wholly unpleasant. He had spent years defending the narrowness of his life with hands and habit; now his hands were full of other people’s needs and laughter. The work had revealed a new ledger of responsibilities: not of organized governance, but of human service. He found he liked the shape of it.
They packed tools and made sure the winches were secure. Recon-7 zipped in, a small blur, and deposited an extra tart at Rowan’s belt in what it likely calculated as a celebratory gesture. The absurdity of being awarded pastry by a machine made Rowan smile broadly for the first time that day.
But Kito’s face had not entirely softened. He took Rowan aside and peered into the younger man’s eyes with a look that carried more than technical assessment. "You rode the line well today. There’s a difference between knowing your tools and letting them teach you to trust people. You did tonight. Don’t lose that."
Rowan swallowed the simple gratitude that crowded his throat. It was a small teaching moment, and the rightness of it was not romantic—it was practical. The town needed hands and hearts both. Rowan’s skills had saved lives. The moral of the day was not grand; it was blunt and usable: skill paired with willingness can hold a town.
They thinned their numbers as dusk began to blur the ledges; the town’s lamps—small oil cups tucked into niches—breathed light into the terraces in quiet, domestic patterns. The smell of braised kelp and citrus drifted up and reminded Rowan again of all the ordinary reasons people clung to these high places. He let the scent fold around his fatigue and thought of the promises sewn in rope and laughter.
As the crew dispersed, Sera fell into step beside him and nudged his elbow. "You’ll teach someone that splice tomorrow, right? You can’t be the only one who knows how to hold."
Rowan looked out at the line and the townspeople—faces turned to the cliff as if to check their own breathing. The thought felt heavy and true. He had long guarded his solitude against the obligation to share knowledge. Now he felt the tilt of something new. "Yeah," he said finally. "Tomorrow I teach."
Sera’s grin was a small, warm thing. "Good. And if you’re stubborn about it, I’ll keep the tart-bribery program in place."
They laughed and made their way back across calmer spans, the night settling like a folded sail. Rowan’s hands were blackened and sore, but they felt large in a way that had less to do with pride than belonging. He had used his craft to steady the town, and in the cost of muscle and skin he had paid down some of the ledgers that had kept him aloof. The tethers hummed beneath them, softened by the lowered load, and Rowan listened—not for the betrayals of metal but for the small, human sounds of a place that would mend.

    
Splice and Hold
Dawn had the impatience of a thing that knew it had to be useful. Highpoint woke in a series of practical gestures: shutters flung, kettles set to a coal-wick, and a baker down on the third terrace banging a tired spoon against a mixing bowl because she liked starting the day with a little noise. Rowan stood at the node with his harness straps cinched and the smell of kelp-smoke and steeped sea-tea in his nostrils—small comforts that meant the town still believed in breakfasts even while it balanced on cables.
Kito arrived with the slow, sure pace of a man who treats equipment like kin; he carried a rolled tarpaulin and a box of old bolts that clacked like teeth when he set them down. Lorma came with a coil of new braid over her shoulder and an expression that said she had been practicing bravery as a habit. Sera carried a battered manual brake with a brass plate where her grandmother had once etched a doodle—an absurd little lion wearing a crown—and she tucked the tool into its holder with a fond, rough-handed reverence.
Recon-7 buzzed overhead and, with machine earnest, lowered a paper cone of the bakery's morning fritters into Rowan’s palm. "Recon-7 hereby contributes to morale," it chirped.
Rowan accepted the fritter, its sugar crust cracking under his thumb. "Recon, if you get crumbs in your sensors I will count it as a personal failure."
The drone replied with a series of approving beeps, which in the language of small machines meant: I will not betray you. The joke landed between them like a weathered coin—useful and oddly comforting.
Kito unrolled their simple plan on a grease-splotched board. The new anchors on the buttress were set to accept the convoy’s weight; what remained was the live transfer. Rowan read the schematic once, then traced the line on the board with a gloved fingertip as if reading a familiar palm. "I'll do the under-load splice from the line," he said. "Sera, you hold the main brake steady. Kito, you keep the capstan from slipping. Lorma, take up slack as I feed tail."
Sera glanced at him with the same half-smile she’d had when he volunteered for unnecessarily risky repairs in the past. "You sure you want the attention? You get jumpy when people clap."
Rowan tightened a strap around his calf and met her look. "I prefer applause in the form of pastries."
The banter wasn't empty; it kept nerves braided and gave the team room to breathe. Around them the town continued to live out its small rituals—teenagers reheated metallic clinks on scrap tin for wind-chimes, an old woman on a balcony argued with a neighbor over the correct quantity of preserved citrus in winter pickles—details that had nothing to do with bolts and everything to do with why people stayed. Rowan checked his spikes, swung a toolkit into the harness's pocket, and stepped onto the line. The cable hummed under his boots like an animal settling into a new weight.
The line tilted into a long arc and the world fell away into a study of force and wind. Rowan’s feet knew the rope before his eyes did; he placed each step as if reading the steel’s breath and let the harness take micro-shifts. Sera’s voice came across the wind—quick, clipped directions that threaded the air like a taut ribbon. "Slow on the capstan. If you take too much, the old nodes scream. Keep your hands soft."
He responded with a short laugh that tasted of grit and exhaustion. "Soft like a lullaby? I'll try."
The convoy hung like a constellation of small houses. Children leaned out of portholes to watch the operation as if witnessing a predictable play, while an elderly man in one cabin fussed at his dog—both trivial distractions that made the risk feel less absolute. Rowan advanced toward the splice point, carrying a length of amber-braided tail that had been sewn by the hangar’s best hands. The braid wiped clean and smelled faintly of lanolin and hot rope—an aroma that made him think of old hands and new contracts.
Halfway along the span a gust rolled in that nudged the convoy in a way that made Rowan's stomach tighten. The wind had a practiced impatience now, and it began to play with the line as if testing the riggers’ resolve. He set his boots deep, planted his heels like anchors, and reached for the point where old tension met new possibility. Tools were an extension of his forearms: the hook that would steady the first hitch, the clamp that would bite into live wire, the needle-thin fid that threaded tails like the eye of an indifferent god.
Kito’s voice crackled in his ear with the precise economy of someone who knows too many things to waste words on theatrical encouragement. "Rowan—remember the sequence. One tether to the drum, seat the tail, tuck twice, whip three, and set the clamp with the palm down. Keep your hips low; let your legs do the shock work."
Rowan breathed through the instruction and let muscle memory answer. He knelt on the cable like a man making a prayer out of knots, palms finding slack, fingers folding tails. The first tucks went into place and the braid sat like a promise.
Halfway through the first weave, a scream cracked from below: a gondola that had been less well-balanced by the transfer jolted and a crate slammed against a wooden bulkhead. A woman’s voice cursed and the convoy leeched a few degrees of stability. A capstan gear on a lower node gave a metallic cough, and a strap that had been acting like a spare muscle finally twanged and fled.
The immediate danger shifted from theoretical to urgent. Rowan’s hands tightened on the braid; every movement now risked setting off another domino. He felt the line’s tension climb under his body like a tide coming in, and he knew the margin between success and catastrophe had narrowed to the thickness of a strand.
"Brace! Brake more! Lorma—take!" Sera’s commands snapped through the static. Her voice had the sound of spring-loaded precision—never loud so much as exact—and hands responded. Lorma hauled slack with a grunt; Kito took up a secondary hold while swearing in a way that was almost pastoral.
Rowan switched tactics mid-weave. The splice needed a sacrificial dynamic grip—a short runner that could absorb sudden shocks while he finished the pass. He shoved a length of webbing into a snug figure and set a temporary hitch that would slip only under extreme load. Then he fed the tail faster, hands blurring as he translated weight into ordered sequence: tuck, tuck, whip, seat. The clamp bit and held—momentarily.
For a breath the crew existed as small precise machines. The world compressed to the heat of his palms and the rasp of braided fiber. He imagined the rope as a living thing: it complained, it settled, but it listened when treated with exactness. Mika’s small head appeared at a porthole and the child’s shout—half encouragement, half marvel—struck something in Rowan. He steadied, not because he hadn’t been steady before but because the town’s voice had become part of his grip.
The capstan’s protest returned with a sharper sound: a gear tooth finally gave, and a tense strap spun out like a struck string. The convoy lurched as a metadata of small failures cascaded. Rowan felt the spine of the line flex with a violent curiosity; a gondola swung wider than was comfortable and the groan of wood and rope made a sound that matched the scrape of cliff.
Kito’s voice was calm but raw at once. "We need to reroute that force. Make it go somewhere safer."
Rowan’s options ran like a list of dangerous things: stop, and the caravan might snap free; continue, and an unexpected shear might take half the span with it. He chose a third way: to redirect the energy through a sacrificial drum—an old maintenance technique he had only used once in a storm when he was younger and more foolish. It would mean riding the line and setting a live bridle that’d take the blow so the splice could finish. It was ugly, but it might hold.
He barked: "Sera—feed five notches. Kito—get a runner on the lower node now. Lorma—stand ready to wrest slack if I give a shout. Hold your breath and watch my hands."
Sera didn’t hesitate. She twisted the brake with a practiced motion that made the mechanism sing in reverse. Kito snapped a rope into a figure-eight and hurled it down to the lower node like a fisherman casting for safety. Lorma’s face went white and determined. Rowan braced his feet and launched himself along the line, using his body to close the gap to the sacrificial drum they’d set earlier as a shock absorber.
The physicality of it was everything: lungs burning, muscles firing in small, efficient explosions as he moved across the vibrating steel. He rode a wave of slack and tension, timing his steps with the heed of a man dancing on glass. The violent swing of a nearby gondola sent a wash of spray over his boots, making the line slick. He dug his heels and hauled himself like a climber finding purchase on a bad day, fingers scraping raw against braid and metal.
Reaching the drum, Rowan slammed into the work with a kind of curt violence—pulling loops into a three-point bridle that would distribute the new path of force. He anchored one point, then another, and finally engineered a redirection that would ferry the worst of the concussion away from the then-fragile splice. It required both cunning and ugly strength: he threaded a runner through an improvised fairlead, kissed a palm down over the clamp to keep it from slipping, and then placed his weight in such a way the drum could bite into the coming surge.
A gust took the span like a blunt hand. The convoy screamed with renewed motion. The sacrificial drum caught the first throat of violence and shuddered. Metal complained and then held. The splice felt the transferred load and, crucially, did not scream in return. Rowan’s body trembled from the exertion; his hands were raw lace with salt and cord. He had to finish the last tucks and set the final clamp while the drum took the heat.
Kito’s voice, near but not intrusive, gave a steady counterpoint: "Rowan—now. Two tucks and seal. Don’t hesitate."
Rowan’s fingers moved with a mercy-less speed that came from years of practice and a present need. He felt the braid settle under his palms as each weave folded into place. He worked not as a man who trusted his own bravery but as someone who trusted a long apprenticeship of muscles and hitches. The last clamp met the groove with a finality that sounded like a bell. He cinched it hard, then whipped the tails and parried a stray bite from a frayed strand.
For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the line sighed and set; the load moved cleanly onto the buttress anchors they’d drilled. The sacrificial drum whirred as its last bites came home and then settled into an obedient stillness. The convoy’s motion smoothed; gondolas found their proper orbit. People’s sharp noises folded into a chorus of relieved murmurs and a few scattered cheers. Someone below let out a laugh so fierce it had the shape of a sob.
Exhaustion arrived all at once and with exactness: legs like spent bellows, hands that shook with a kind of holy fatigue, and a face that had been scrubbed by wind and salt. Rowan slumped against the line, breathing hard, and let his harness hold the weight he no longer wanted to bear. Sera reached him first and hauled on a slack tail until his feet touched a nodal platform.
"You going to be dramatic about fainting or just collapse with dignity?" she asked, but the teasing was thin with worry.
He managed a dry cough and answered, "Dignity is overrated. Bring pastry."
Their laughter tasted like the town’s morning: sharp, warm, necessary. Kito clapped a hand to Rowan’s shoulder with the sort of affection that had no ornament. "You rode the line like a man who’d been doing it for years. Reckless sometimes, but effective."
Rowan swiped his palms across his face. "I nearly bought myself a funeral by being clever."
Lorma nudged him with a grin. "You nearly made us proud. We’ll put it on your headstone: 'He braided powerfully.'"
Mika appeared, small and solemn, and reached up to press a damp hand to Rowan’s scarred palm. "You weren’t alone, mister. We all watched. You were brave."
That simple, earnest praise lodged in Rowan more stubbornly than any medal. It had the weight of an uncalculated truth: he had been held and he had held. It was tactile, immediate, and oddly more binding than the stitched-in deference of his harness.
They spent the following hours securing fittings and pacing repeats of procedures until Kito pronounced the job finished enough to sleep. The new anchor rode the load with a patience that seemed almost apologetic; the town’s weight settled back into its smaller rhythms. People returned to their terraces with quieter steps—the kind that come from having had a close escape and deciding to live anyway.
At dusk the community gathered below the node where they’d worked: lanterns swung in the breeze and the scent of the baker's evening loaves rose like a hymn. Someone had strung the teenagers’ wind-chimes across a low rail; the metal tinkled when the breeze passed with the kind of accidental music that convinced you the world would find reasons to continue. Kito brewed a small pot of sea-tea and passed tin cups; the brew tasted of tannin and salt and the strange comfort of being awake after a fight.
Rowan sat with his hands wrapped around a cup that warmed his palms. Sera nudged him and said in a flat tone that was nearly fond, "Tomorrow—teach the splice. You’re not allowed to keep the knowledge on a high shelf. People die when skills get hoarded."
He answered, not with a manifesto but with a narrower, truer thing: "I’ll show them. Not because it’s noble, but because muscle remembers. It’s practical."
Kito smiled, his face mapping into the roads of age. "We’ll start at dawn. You can begin by showing them how to braid a tail without cursing."
Rowan felt something like relief and something like a small, stubborn joy. He had come to mend a rope and ended up stitching himself back into a town’s daily life. The crowd’s chatter folded around stories—an old woman recounted a tale about a stubborn gull that stole a loaf; a child sang a nonsense verse about a pirate who preferred pastries; nobody announced grand morals. They simply set about living.
Later, when Rowan walked back along the spans toward his own narrow ledge, he carried a small tin of pickled lemons Sera had pressed on him for fortitude. He held the tin as if it were a small contract: tomorrow he would teach. The tethers hummed under his boots, and for the first time in a long time they sounded like a chorus of neighbors and not merely the mechanics of private work.
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