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Nobody Leaves on Spare Legs
Rustam Yagudin
In the lower tiers of a stacked megacity, Tala Venn spends her nights fitting synthetic legs in a cramped street clinic while rain, steam, and market noise leak through the walls. When her younger brother asks her to prepare a custom pair for a dawn relay, a simple repair turns into a fast-moving test of trust, skill, and what a family will risk to keep the heat on.
ProseHub


    
The Late Shift
The clinic sat between a battery laundrette and a dumpling stall that never seemed to close, no matter how hard the rain hammered the alley or how hot the air turned under the street canopies. Tala Venn worked the late shift with her sleeves rolled to the elbows and her gloves stained at the fingertips, guiding a dock worker’s lower leg into alignment under a lamp hooded with cracked plastic. Outside, the city kept rearranging itself in wet layers: freight trams groaned under the pavement, delivery bikes hissed through runoff, and a red paper charm on a nearby doorway slapped the wall each time the wind shoved down the lane. The smell was a mix of solder, fryer oil, ozone, and the metallic damp that clung to every lower-block corridor after midnight. Her autoclave coughed like it resented being awake. The dock worker, a broad man with a jaw full of old scars, flexed his repaired ankle and laughed in disbelief. —You make it sound easy, he said. Tala tightened the last latch, checked the pressure seal, and pulled away with a shrug that had no room for comfort in it. —Easy is what people call work they did not do themselves. He thanked her three times on the way out, as if repetition could make the gratitude less embarrassing. Tala nodded once, wiped her tools, and set the kettle to boiling cloudy tap water into something almost drinkable. Across the alley, the dumpling vendor was still shouting his midnight special with the enthusiasm of a preacher selling salvation by the bite: pepper paste buns, broth cups, fried starch rolls wrapped in recycled foil. The whole block smelled edible and tired. Tala was deciding whether dinner counted if it came in a paper sleeve when the door chime gave a squeal that sounded almost offended, and Jory stepped in, soaked through, one shoulder lower than the other, carrying a hard case under his arm as if it held either valuable hardware or bad news. He shut the door with his heel, shook rain out of his hair, and grinned at her in the way only a younger brother could get away with. —You still alive, or did the clinic finally win? He looked older when he was wet, the shape of him sharpened by cold and street light. Tala set down the wrench she was holding and stared at the case. —If you brought me a dead battery, I’m charging you for the funeral. He snorted, tossed the case onto her bench, and said, —I brought you work. That is almost the same thing.
Jory leaned against the counter as if he had every right to be there, which was exactly the sort of confidence Tala found suspicious in anyone who was not paying for an appointment. His jacket dripped onto the floor grating. The clinic’s floor sensors registered the moisture and lit a small amber warning that meant nothing, because the place had been warning them about everything since the building was new enough to still have a brochure. Tala crossed her arms. —You came here at this hour to bother me? —I came here at this hour because you refuse to answer calls before sunrise and because the city is full of people who think a good decision can survive until morning, he said. He gave the room a quick glance, taking in the open limb, the tool tray, the stack of spare actuators, the kettle, the tiny shrine of unpaired screws she kept sorted by thread count. His mouth twitched. —Still decorating with bolts, I see. —Still talking, she said. He lifted his hands. —That was cruel. I’m injured. —Emotionally, yes. Physically, I’m not convinced. Tala wiped her palms on a rag and motioned toward the chair near the calibration frame. —Sit down. If you are here because your knee is making noises again, I will charge you for the insult. He sat, but only because he liked pretending to obey. For a few seconds they listened to the alley noise around them: the vendor’s voice, the hiss of rain on the canopy, a scooter whining past with a cargo crate strapped behind it, some distant argument rising and fading upstairs. Jory set the hard case on his knees without opening it. —I need a custom build, he said. —No. —You haven’t even heard the part where I am desperate. —I heard the part where you think that changes anything. He smiled, but his eyes stayed fixed on her. —It’s a relay. Dawn start. Tight turns, moving platforms, freight frames, the ugly sort of route that eats borrowed hardware for breakfast. I need runner-legs that won’t fold me in half halfway through.
Tala gave him the same look she had used on a dozen clients who came in with a broken limb and a heroic attitude. It usually worked on strangers. On Jory, it only made him more determined. —No, she said. —Absolutely not. You want speed, I can sell you speed. You want stability, I can sell you stability. You want me to weld a miracle onto your bones for a relay you probably heard about because some idiot in a bar said the payout was generous, then no. Family jobs are where judgment goes to drown. Jory grinned. —That is the most insulting professional opinion anyone has ever given me, and I once had a bartender call my gait a public safety issue. —That bartender was correct, she said, and reached for the case before he could hide it from her. He let her flip the latches. Inside lay a pair of lower assemblies with the shells peeled back, joint housings scarred by repeated stress, a heel actuator missing a tooth, and one calf unit wrapped in tape so old it had gone a smoky yellow. Tala clicked her tongue. —You have been running on these? —Borrowed parts, mostly. The phrase slipped out with the careful casualness of someone trying to make damage sound like thrift. She lifted the left assembly, turned it under the lamp, and found the burn line in the servo channel. —These are not borrowed. These are being survived by. Jory’s mouth quirked. —That sounds worse than I meant it to. —That’s because it is worse than you meant it to. She pressed a thumb into the liner where the pressure had eaten the foam flat. Old, familiar wear patterns stared back at her from the angles: the way he favored the outside of his foot when he ran, the tiny overcorrection in the ankle that made his stride look careless to anyone who did not know him. Tala had seen that same broken rhythm when he was thirteen and racing through service tunnels on a stolen scooter, laughing like gravity was a rumor. —When is the relay? she asked. Jory hesitated just long enough for her to know the answer was inconvenient. —Dawn. We sign in before first light.
Tala set the assembly back in the case with more care than she had shown it coming out. Her first instinct was to refuse again, harder this time, but the room had gone quiet in a way that made refusal feel too easy. The rain kept striking the canopy outside in small metallic taps. The dumpling vendor had moved on to shouting about soy glaze and extra chili as if the block were a hungry animal. Jory watched her hands, not her face. He knew that trick, the one where she looked disinterested while her fingers started building a map of the problem. —How much? he asked. —How much what? —How much will it cost to hear you say no in more sentences? —More than you can afford. —That’s not a number. —It is if you count my patience. He laughed, but the laugh had a thin edge. Tala hated that edge. It meant the joke was covering something else. She leaned the case open, extracted the left assembly, and ran a light over the scorched channel. The burn had propagated under the seal, small but ugly. One hard impact on the relay and the unit would jam. A bad jam. A dramatic jam. The kind that sent a runner to the pavement with a story no one wanted to repeat. —You knew this was damaged, she said. —I knew it was old. —That is not the same thing. —I’m aware. He rubbed the back of his neck, then glanced toward the ceiling as if the answer might be stuck there with the pipes. —I’ve been patching it for months. The relay pays enough to make the patching stop. Tala almost told him he was speaking nonsense, which would have been easier than admitting the possibility of a real payout. She turned the actuator in her hands. The housing had been milled down twice already; if she wanted to get another reliable pass out of it, she would have to rebuild the alignment and replace the liner with something that could take a hard stride without biting into skin. Not impossible. Just annoying. Jory saw the shift in her expression and took it as permission. —You’re thinking, he said. —Don’t sound so surprised. —I’m not. I’m encouraged. —You should be alarmed. Her kettle clicked off. For some reason the little domestic sound made the whole room feel more dangerous. —Why this relay? she asked. He shrugged one shoulder, then winced at something in his back. —Because I can run it. Because the route is messy, the crews are impatient, and people keep paying extra to watch someone not fall.
Tala folded her arms again, but this time it was less armor and more habit. —You always find the stupidly expensive way to be alive. —And you always call it stupid only after you understand the bill. He reached for one of the disposable cups on the shelf, filled it with tea before she could stop him, then made a face at the first sip. —This tastes like the concept of rain. —That is because you ruined it by touching it, she said. But his complaint bought her a second to look at him properly. Not the wet jacket or the joke, but the things the room had not yet had time to hide: the thin tension in his shoulders, the slight hesitation before he settled his weight, the bruised discoloration along the edge of his left hip where the harness had rubbed raw. He had been taking hits and pretending they were only inconveniences. That was a family trait, unfortunately. —Where is the payout going? she asked. Jory’s gaze shifted toward the floor grate. One second, two. Too long. —It keeps us from cutting power in the apartment when the heat spike hits. —Us? —Mother, mostly. He said it quickly, then faster, as if speed could flatten the weight of it. —The home unit is running hot. The compressor’s been coughing. The landlord wants to replace the entire feed if it goes again, which means a fee, which means a week of arguments, which means you and I pretending not to notice the place turning into a kiln. The relay money covers the repair. Maybe the parts after. Maybe. Tala let the silence stretch because anything else would have sounded too close to panic. Their mother had never liked saying she was uncomfortable, which made her dangerous in the summer. A person could survive hunger if they accepted the word. Heat was harder. Heat got under skin and made everyone stupid. Jory rubbed a thumb over the rim of his tea cup. —I wasn’t going to ask if it was not necessary, he said. —You already did, she replied. —You know what I mean. She did. That was the problem.
Tala moved around the bench and stood over the open case, looking down at the hardware the way some people looked at bad weather, with an exhaustion that had learned the shape of defeat and refused to name it. She did not like family work because family work made the body part of the argument. A stranger could be charged, repaired, sent away. A brother could bleed and then laugh about it later, and somehow that made the repair feel less like service and more like surrender. She took the left assembly out again, split the outer shell with a narrow blade, and exposed the stripped channel beneath. —You should have come to me earlier. —You would have said no earlier. —Correct. —So I came now. —That is not a defense. —It is a schedule. He earned a faint look for that one. Tala set the shell under the scanner and watched the readout bloom in pale bands across her wall. The servo load was uneven. The liner had hardened in two places from repeated heat cycling. The toe return spring had lost half its response. A cheap repair job could get him through a grocery run. A relay would rip the unit apart and spray him across a loading dock like a cautionary tale. She did not say any of that aloud because Jory already knew the truth in his body. Instead she pulled a measuring ribbon from her belt, looped it around his calf, and barked, —Stand up. —Now who is being bossy? he muttered, rising before she had to repeat herself. —The person with tools, she said. He stood still while she marked pressure points with a grease pencil, then rotated his knee, bent the hip, checked the angle of the ankle, and ran a palm along the tendons as if reading the terrain under synthetic skin. He had grown broader since the last time she had measured him, but not stronger in the way that mattered for speed; the damage had taught him to overcompensate. That explained the slight twist in his run and the bruise pattern near the edge of the harness. —You move like you’re apologizing to the ground, she said. —The ground has been rude to me. —The ground never asked to carry your nonsense. He barked a laugh. It was the first real one she had heard from him that night, and it took a fraction of her guard with it. From the alley came another sensory interruption: the vendor’s tray clattering, a burst of music from a passing bike with too many speakers, and the smell of ginger broth drifting under the door. Tala’s stomach betrayed her with a soft growl. Jory heard it and, of course, made a face of theatrical concern. —Should I be jealous of the soup, or have you finally admitted I am right? —I am hungry, not persuaded, she said, but she could not stop the corner of her mouth from lifting.
By the time she had the first set of new measurements, the clinic had shifted from closing-time silence into the focused mess of a real job. Tala pulled open a drawer of actuator rings and sorted them by diameter across the bench. She clipped a brace onto the test frame, then another, then used a tiny alignment gauge to check the curvature of the right socket before deciding it was still too tight by half a degree. Jory watched her with the mixture of respect and alarm he usually reserved for electricity. —You always work like that? he asked. —Like what? —Like if the parts misbehave, you plan to insult them into obedience. —If a part needs encouragement, it was built by an optimist. She shaved a sliver from the inner edge of the liner, held it up to the light, and smiled without meaning to when the material gave exactly the resistance she wanted. The room filled with the soft rasp of her tools: cutters biting, clamps clicking shut, a file moving in controlled strokes, the tiny electric whine of the recalibrator. She was good at this, and the fact annoyed her almost as much as it comforted her. On the wall monitor, the feed from the district weather grid flashed a warning about humidity and thermal drift. No one in the lower blocks needed a warning to know the rain would keep the heat trapped until morning, but the city liked pretending data could make discomfort look civilized. Tala reached for a fresh coil of fiber mesh and caught Jory staring at the half-built assembly. —What? —Nothing. —That means something. —It means you make ugly things look efficient. —A compliment from you? I should record this for the museum. He smirked. —You’d charge admission. —Of course I would. She fitted the mesh, crimped the edge, and braced it with a press block until the shape held. It was not glamorous work. It was not the kind of work people wrote songs about, unless the songs were about survival and expensive mistakes. But under her hands the jagged damage began to look like a path instead of a failure. Jory’s gaze softened for a moment, and Tala had the strange, uncomfortable sense that he was not looking at the hardware anymore but at the fact that she was willing to touch the problem with both hands instead of pushing him away. That feeling lasted only a second before he ruined it, as brothers were born to do. —You realize, he said, —if this goes badly, I will blame your workshop. —If this goes badly, I will charge your estate for the cleanup.
The first test happened in the back corridor where the clinic’s rear door opened onto a service lane and a slope of worn metal stairs that fed into the freight level below. Tala preferred the corridor because it was narrow enough to force honesty. No one could fake a good run where every wall was close enough to punish a wobble. Jory strapped in while she tightened the last latch, then rolled his shoulders and tried for confidence. The new runner-legs looked cleaner on him, sleeker and meaner than the salvaged set he had brought in, but Tala could already see the places where a millimeter would matter and a bad landing would not forgive. —Do not show off, she said. —Then what is the point of having me here? —To avoid getting carried home in pieces. He flexed the ankle. The servo answered with a smooth, almost luxurious rise, and he whistled. —That is unfairly nice. —Enjoy it while it lasts. She stepped back and gave him room. Jory took three careful strides, then a fourth that turned into a jog, the kind of jog that promised trouble because it felt too easy. Tala snapped, —Shorter steps. He adjusted. The left leg caught a fraction late, then recovered. He tried again, faster this time, and the toe plate clipped a railing with a sharp metallic note that made both of them flinch. —Too eager, she said. —I’m trying to make you proud. —That is an entirely separate injury. Despite herself, she reached out, caught his elbow when the frame pitched under his weight, and steadied him. Her hands knew the angles before her mind had time to assign meaning. The contact was brief, practical, and oddly intimate in the way only urgent work can be. Jory looked down at her fingers on his arm, then up at her face. —You’re helping, he said, as if noting weather. —I’m correcting a problem. —Same thing in this family. —Do not get poetic on me. He laughed, then made another run along the corridor. This time the motion held. Not perfect, but held. Tala walked beside him, matching his pace, adjusting tiny variables with sharp commands: shift the weight, relax the hip, stop stomping like a man trying to negotiate with a door. The humor kept the tension from becoming panic. For a few breaths the two of them moved as if they were solving the same equation from opposite sides. Then the left joint gave off a faint, angry heat. Not enough to fail. Enough to worry her. Tala caught the temperature spike on the scan strip and frowned. The build could survive a street run, maybe even a heavy sprint, but a full relay under load would drag it to the edge. She had reduced the damage, not erased the risk. There was still one more problem to solve, and it would not yield in a narrow hallway.
Jory saw the frown and slowed. —What? —Your left channel is running hot under load. —That sounds like a personal criticism. —It is a mechanical one, which is usually safer. She pulled him to a stop and crouched at the ankle, fingers moving fast over the seam. The skin on the liner was warm where it should have stayed cool. Not dangerous yet, but close enough to demand a better answer than hope. Tala clicked her tongue and looked down the corridor as if the correct solution might be waiting at the far wall in a more cooperative mood. —The rig needs live calibration. Not in here. On a moving frame. —Tomorrow, Jory said immediately, before she could frame the refusal. —No. —Yes, because otherwise you’ll keep trimming until I look like a table leg and then call it professional integrity. —That would be a very handsome table, she said, but the joke landed too lightly to hide her concern. A moving frame meant the freight loop on the market edge, where cargo platforms rolled along the outer track before dawn. The route shook, swayed, and rewarded balance with humiliation. It was also the only place where she could tune the legs against real motion instead of a static corridor. Jory watched her face and knew he was winning by inches. That was irritating. —You don’t have to like it, he said. —I have a deep and thriving dislike of this entire arrangement. —And yet. —And yet, she repeated, more to herself than to him. She straightened, brushed grime from her knees, and examined the calibration strip again. The heat spike had not worsened. That meant a fix was possible if she rebuilt the coupler and reinforced the return path. Possible. Not pretty. Not fast. But possible. The dumpling vendor shouted through the alley door that the last batch was nearly gone and that anyone who bought two cups got a free chili bomb, which sounded more like a threat than a deal. Tala ignored him and looked at her brother. He was standing too still now, trying not to seem hopeful, which made him look younger. —You have ten minutes, she said. —For what? —To tell me whether you are brave or stupid. —Those are not separate categories in our family. She huffed a laugh despite herself. Then he reached into his jacket, hesitated, and produced a small payment chip already loaded and registered. Tala stared at it, then at him, and the air in the corridor went hard. —You already paid the deposit. Jory lifted one shoulder, the guilty one this time. —I needed the slot. —You reckless fool. —I know. —No, you do not. I am the one who knows. He tucked the chip back away, face set in stubborn apology. Tala closed her eyes for a beat, then reopened them and took the runner-leg off the brace. The job had moved from argument to reality, and reality was always harder to dismiss. She pointed at the bench with the file in her hand. —Put the old assembly back on the table. If I’m doing this, I’m doing it right. And if you embarrass me in public, I will deny knowing your name.
Jory obeyed at once, which was either a sign of gratitude or fear. Tala preferred not to ask which. She carried the assembly back to the workbench, set it under the lamp, and began the real rebuild with quick, disciplined motions that made the room feel smaller and more precise. She pulled the coupler apart, replaced the fatigued spring, shaved the burr from the track, then rewired the return line so the heat would spread across the housing instead of collecting in one ugly pocket. The metal gave off a faint warm smell as she worked, a smell that always reminded her of coins left in a pocket through summer rain. Jory hovered at the edge of the bench, trying not to interfere while still obviously wanting to watch every move. —You can sit down, she said without looking up. —If I sit, I’ll look nervous. —You are nervous. —I’m expensive. There is a difference. She snorted and tightened the brace clamp until the new liner seated cleanly. The line of the fit changed under her hands; the ugly drag in the old design softened into something smoother, less punishing. Not perfect, but the kind of improvement a runner could feel in the first hundred steps. Tala held the assembly up, turned it, and tested the flex by hand. The response came back crisp. Good. Better than before. The fix still needed time to settle, and a proper live run would tell her what the scanner could not, but she had bought them a fighting chance. Jory exhaled in a long, quiet rush. —You’re doing the thing where you pretend you are only annoyed, he said. —I am only annoyed. —Your face says otherwise. —My face has poor taste. The corner of his mouth lifted. Outside, the rain shifted from hammering to a softer hiss, and the alley lights wavered in the runoff that had gathered at the curb. Somewhere upstairs a child was laughing at something that sounded like an argument with a toy drone. The ordinary noises threaded through the work, reminding Tala that life kept happening whether they were ready for it or not. She checked the final alignment, then set the reworked assembly beside the old case. —Tomorrow, she said, —you bring this back at first light and you do exactly what I tell you. No heroics. No improvising unless I ask. No dramatic collapse on a public route. —That last one feels personal. —It is. Jory grinned, but the grin was gentler now. —So, is that a yes? Tala glanced at the rebuilt leg, then at his face, then back at the rain-dark window where the alley reflected the clinic in fragments of soft yellow light. She did not like giving easy answers, and this was not an easy answer. But the job was no longer theory. It was family. It was heat, rent, and the stubborn fact that he had trusted her with the thing that could fail him in front of everyone. She picked up the torque driver, clicked it shut, and said, —It is a maybe with conditions. Bring me the full set in the morning. If the fit holds, I’ll take it on. Jory’s shoulders dropped a fraction, relief slipping through before he could hide it. He gave her one of those crooked smiles that had probably talked him out of trouble since childhood. Tala rolled her eyes, though not hard enough to mean it. The next hour would still belong to the tools, the measurements, and the stubborn work of making something survive. The next morning would belong to the relay. For now, she packed the revised parts back into the case, locked the clinic door against the wet alley, and let him follow her out into the steam and traffic, both of them carrying the same small, dangerous hope without saying its name.

    
Measuring the Gait
By the time the first pale strip of dawn slipped between the buildings, Tala had already taken the runner-legs apart twice and put them back together once. The clinic smelled of hot metal, brewed tea, and the citrus cleaner she used when she had lost patience with everything else. She was leaning over the bench with a torque driver in one hand and a calibration strip in the other when Jory came in carrying two paper bags and the kind of grin that usually meant he had done something impractical and survived it. One bag held sesame buns still warm enough to fog the plastic; the other held a cup of bitter street tea that smelled faintly of ginger and overworked patience. He set them down beside her tools as if feeding a dangerous animal. —I assumed you had forgotten to eat again, he said. —I assumed you had forgotten how to knock, Tala replied without looking up. She tightened the inner latch, checked the seal, and flicked the actuator with a fingernail until it sang at the right pitch. Outside, the alley was waking in layers: a dumpling cart hissed open, a sanitation drone swept wet leaves into a gutter, and somebody upstairs was arguing with a kettle that sounded as if it had already won. Jory watched her work for a moment, then leaned against the wall. —The crew is waiting at the yard, he said. —And I am waiting for you to stop hovering like a guilty pigeon. —I brought breakfast. —That does not make you innocent. He laughed, and the laugh was enough to make the room feel less like a clinic and more like a place where people were allowed to enter with bad timing. Tala finally looked at the bags, then at him. The relay chip he had left with her the night before sat in the corner of the bench like a very small, very expensive argument. She took the bun, broke it in half, and handed one piece back. —If this goes badly, I’m blaming your taste in risk. —If this goes badly, I’m blaming your taste in instructions, he said. She rolled her eyes, but the corner of her mouth lifted. That was as close to tenderness as either of them ever liked before sunrise.
The freight yard at market edge was already crowded when they arrived, though the sun was still low and thin. Delivery frames stood in rows like patient animals, their cargo braces clinking in the morning breeze. Men and women in grease-stained jackets moved between them with steaming cups in hand, and a vendor under a patched canopy was selling bean porridge, fried dough spirals, and a syrupy green tea that tasted better than it had any right to. The city’s public speakers were playing the dawn safety notice in a cheerful voice that made every warning sound like a compliment. Tala followed Jory through the crowd, her toolkit hanging from one shoulder, until they reached Ivo near the loading gate. He was taller than she expected, wrapped in a dark work coat with the sleeves cut off at the elbows, and his expression suggested he had been awake for six hours already and disliked everyone equally. He gave Jory a quick nod, then looked at Tala’s case. —So you’re the one making the miracle smaller, he said. —I prefer the phrase tighter fit, Tala replied. —That sounds less dramatic. —Good. Drama is expensive. Ivo’s mouth twitched, which might have been approval. He crouched to inspect the left leg assembly, ran two fingers along the outer housing, and then stood again with a grunt. —We are not doing heroics today, he said. —Wonderful. I hate heroics before breakfast. —You sound disappointed, Jory muttered. —I’m saving that for later, she said. Ivo pointed down the yard where the route markers glowed a dull amber on the wet pavement. —We lost a lane near the south cooling line. Burst pipe. The board pushed the handoff to the freight loop and shortened the ground section. That means tight turns, one transfer cage, and more time in motion than I like. Tala glanced at the markers, then at the crew clustering around the frame. None of them looked thrilled. Good. Fear made people honest, at least for a while. —When do we move? she asked. Ivo shrugged one shoulder. —After your brother proves he can still stand without drama. Tala snorted. Jory put a hand over his chest as if wounded by the slander. Ivo looked between them and, for a moment, his severe face softened. —If it breaks, it breaks before the race, he said. —That’s the idea. —It had better be, Tala replied, and already she was unpacking the brace rig under the orange glare of the loading lamps.
She fitted Jory into the calibration stand beside the loading gate while the yard noise swirled around them. A rail cart screeched somewhere behind the stack of crates; a trio of workers in reflective sleeves argued over a coil of cable as if the cable had personally insulted them. Tala ignored all of it. She set the cuffs around Jory’s calves, adjusted the knee locks, and leaned in close enough to check the pressure points with the pad of her thumb. His skin was warm from the walk over, and the new liner held better than the old one already, but his body still carried the old habit of guarding the left side. —Stop shifting your weight, she said. —I’m not shifting. —You are breathing like you’re shifting. —That is rude and medically unhelpful. She slid a measurement band around his thigh and marked the tension line with grease pencil. The new flex ring sat half a millimeter too stiff at the outer bend, which meant it would bite at speed unless she shaved the edge and relieved the return. She reached for the file. —Lift your heel. —You could say please. —I could, but then the job would get ideas. He obeyed, and she worked fast, shaving a sliver from the liner until the edge answered the way she wanted. The smell of warmed polymer rose faintly under the blade, sharp as rain on a heated plate. Jory watched her hands with the expression he reserved for storms and expensive machinery. —You always look like this when you’re thinking, he said. —Like what? —Like you want to argue with the material until it apologizes. —It usually does. —That’s terrifying. —That’s efficiency. She tapped the joint and had him flex. The motion came up smooth, then hesitated at the turn. A tiny click, almost lost under the yard clatter. Tala’s eyes narrowed. —Again. He rolled the ankle, took a step, and the left toe responded with a delayed whisper of sound. Not failure. Not yet. But a stutter at exactly the wrong point in the stride. She crouched, pressed two fingers against the housing, and felt the heat gather where it shouldn’t. —We need motion, she said. —We are standing in motion’s neighborhood. —Not enough. —You’re going to make me jog in the yard, aren’t you? —If you complain, I’ll make it a jog with opinions.
The first test run started as a walk and then turned into a cautious run through the service lane behind the yard, where the pavement tilted toward the freight loop and the walls were painted with old advertisements that had peeled into bright abstract strips. Tala moved beside Jory at a fast trot, her tool pouch slapping softly against her hip. The air was damp and already warming, and every vent in the district seemed to breathe out steam as if the whole city were waking with a long, irritated exhale. A breakfast cart at the corner was selling sweet rice cakes under a sagging blue tarp, and the vendor called after them to slow down because no one wanted to spill syrup before dawn. Jory gave her a sideways glance. —If I fall, I want it on record that you pushed me into this. —If you fall, I want it on record that you were warned, Tala said, and then she reached out, caught his elbow, and corrected the angle before the wobble could become a stumble. He reset his footing, took two longer strides, and the new assembly answered with a clean, satisfying swing. Better. She could feel it before the scanner confirmed it. —That’s it, she said. —That’s what? —Stop fighting the floor. Let the leg work with it. He laughed, breathless. —You make it sound romantic. —I would never do that to engineering. The lane opened onto the freight loop, where the moving frames rolled along a broad steel track above the market streets. Containers stacked on platforms passed overhead with a low, rhythmic thunder, and the smell of fried oil below mixed with coolant and wet concrete. Tala climbed onto the side step of the nearest service cart so she could watch him from the same plane as the motion. From there the stride pattern showed itself more clearly: a faint drift to the inside on the left, a slight overcorrection on the push-off, a reaction to old pain, not new hardware. She clicked her tongue and called, —Shorten the second step. —You say that like I’m a machine. —No, she said, and braced herself against the cart rail as it lurched. —Machines are easier to persuade. The cart rolled forward, the legs held, and Jory’s grin widened as if he had found a private joke in surviving the first half minute.
The yard marshal caught them near the loop entrance, one hand raised for attention and the other holding a clipboard covered in weatherproof tape. He was a narrow man with silver threads in his beard and the expression of someone who had spent decades being blamed for delays he did not cause. He looked at Jory, then at Tala on the service cart, and shook his head in weary disbelief. —You’re the replacement, he asked, —or is she the one taking the money? Jory opened his mouth; Tala answered first. —I’m the one making sure he keeps his parts attached. —Good, the marshal said. —That sounds important. He stamped the relay tag and waved them toward the staging line where the crew was assembling in layers of cheap armor and old habits. A runner with mirrored sleeves and a silver calf brace was stretching beside a crate of citrus bottles. Another, all sharp elbows and braided hair, was arguing with a teammate over whether the starting order should be based on speed or who had the fewest bad decisions in the last month. Tala liked that immediately. It was the sort of argument that told her the crew was alive enough to be difficult. The runner with the mirrored sleeves glanced at her tools and smirked. —You’re bringing clinic work onto the loop? —Only the parts that can handle it, Tala said. —That’s not reassuring. —It’s accurate. Jory folded his arms. —If you’re worried, don’t look at the equipment. Look at me. —We are looking at you, the braided one said. —That’s the problem. There was a burst of laughter from the line, and even Ivo’s mouth twitched despite himself. Tala watched the exchange and felt something unfamiliar loosen under her ribs. Not trust exactly. Not yet. But the crew was not treating Jory like a liability with a pulse, which was more than she had expected from people who measured worth by split times. The marshal called out that the handoff had been moved forward because the south lane remained blocked, and the line groaned as one. The route board lit brighter amber. Jory looked at Tala. —So, no pressure, he said. —You always say that when the pressure is enormous, she replied. —It’s my contribution to morale. Ivo pointed toward the lead frame. —Get moving. The first pack is rolling in less than two minutes. Tala tightened her grip on the rail and climbed higher to keep pace. The day had stopped being a rehearsal.
Once the frame started, it was impossible to pretend the city was still asleep. The freight line surged forward in short, heavy pulses, carrying stacked cargo above the market streets and through the narrower service arteries where morning workers had already begun to scatter around curbside tea stalls and folded laundry racks. Tala moved with the cart, one hand hooked around the rail, the other holding her scanner out like a lantern she had no intention of dropping. The runner-legs held through the first turn, then the second, then the brief swerve beneath a vent that breathed hot steam across the track and made every metal surface glisten. Jory kept his cadence clean, shoulders loose, hips centered. Every time the left side tried to drift, Tala barked a correction and he adjusted without argument. —You’re making this look easy, he shouted over the engine rumble. —It isn’t easy, she yelled back. —That’s what makes it irritating. A pair of route children on a balcony waved at the passing frame with sticky hands and a shared bowl of noodles. One of them nearly dropped a pickled plum onto the street below, and the other laughed so hard he had to sit down. Tala almost smiled. Almost. Then the cart hit a warped section of track and lurched sideways, throwing her shoulder into the rail hard enough to sting. She grabbed tighter, rotated the scanner, and checked the thermal line. The flex ring was warming faster than she liked, but not so fast that it could not be managed. Not yet. Ivo appeared on the front platform, shouting timing adjustments to the crew ahead, and the braided runner from earlier fell into stride beside Jory long enough to call, —Your sister is terrifying. —You have no idea, Jory answered, and the grin in his voice made Tala glance up despite herself. That grin mattered. It meant he was not running like a man waiting to be pitied. He was running like someone who had earned the lane for the first time in a long time. The frame angled into a tighter corridor, passing a row of breakfast kiosks where steam rose from egg buns and fermented bean soup. The smell was so good it should have been illegal. Someone shouted a joke about charging by the bite, and someone else threw a wrapper at them, which only made the first person laugh harder. Tala used the distraction to crouch, check the heel actuator, and tug the side clamp another notch tighter. The fix held. She breathed out once, short and sharp, and kept moving. The route was alive now, and so were they.
The maintenance track lay behind a chain of service gates that opened only because the front lane had become too crowded with stalled cargo and impatient drivers. Tala did not like the look of it. The track was narrower, the rail joins older, and the support beams wore rust the way some people wore scars: openly, without apology. Below, the district kitchens had started the day in earnest. Woks hissed. Fish balls bobbed in broth. A vendor in a sleeveless apron was arranging skewers of sugared tofu while complaining to anyone who would listen about the price of scallions. The world was busy being ordinary, which made the moving frame above it seem even more precarious. Ivo shouted the reroute over the engine noise. The relay board had shifted the final stretch farther out because of the jam at the freight bridge. Less traffic, worse surface. Tala heard the words and immediately understood what they meant for the leg on her brother’s side. More vibration. More heat. More chance for the ring to shear if she kept relying on the old margin. Jory glanced at her, then at the track ahead. —You’re frowning again, he said. —I’m thinking, she answered. —That’s almost the same expression. —Only if you’re used to disappointment. He made a face. —There it is. I knew you had a mean streak. —It’s not mean if it keeps you from breaking. The frame rocked over a seam in the track, and Jory absorbed the jolt with a clean bend through the knee. Much better than the night before. The new fit had settled into his stride, and the changes she had made were holding. Tala felt a flicker of pride so sharp it almost annoyed her. Then he looked back at her over his shoulder and asked, more quietly, —You should have told me no if this was going to scare you so much. She almost answered with a joke and let it die in her throat. The honest reply sat closer to her chest than she liked. —No would have been easier, she said. —And? —And easy is not the same as right. Jory blinked at that, maybe because she rarely said anything that sounded like a direct answer. The moving frame groaned over another seam. Somewhere behind them a cargo latch slammed shut. Tala checked the thermal strip again. The flex ring had begun to sing a little under load, a tiny clicking complaint she could feel through the rail. That sound mattered. It meant the problem had not vanished. It had only agreed to wait.
Jory heard the click too, because he had spent enough time in her clinic to recognize the difference between healthy noise and the sort that led to a bad afternoon. He reduced speed without being told. Tala did not thank him for that; she simply gripped the rail, reached down with her free hand, and popped open the side plate while the cart was still moving. The crew beside them stared in a mixture of horror and admiration that she would have found funny if she had not been busy. A maintenance clamp, a spare pin, and one stripped length of reinforcement mesh sat in her pouch exactly because Tala refused to trust a single solution. She hooked her boot under the cart brace, leaned out just enough to keep balance, and slid the clamp into place while the frame rumbled beneath her. The motion was ugly. It was also effective. —You do realize, Jory said, trying to sound casual while his legs continued moving on command, —that most people would consider this a terrible place for repairs. —Most people have poor timing, she said. The crew snickered, which gave her the opening she needed. She cinched the clamp, threaded the reinforcement across the hot edge, and torqued it down until the singing softened to a steady hum. A hot breath of steam burst from a vent below the track and blurred her vision for one dangerous second. She swore, blinked it away, and finished the seal with a gloved thumb. —If you fall off, one of the runners called, —I’m charging your family for the stain. —Put it on the tab, Tala said. —My family likes a challenge. That got a real laugh, and the laugh made the whole moving line feel less like a machine and more like a stubborn group of people choosing not to fail together. Tala sat back against the rail and checked Jory’s posture one more time. He had adjusted the stride to match the repaired tension. His shoulders were lower. His breath was steadier. The leg was no longer fighting him at every turn. Then the relay board flashed again at the front of the frame, and Ivo’s voice carried back through the noise with the edge of a command that could not be ignored: the final gate had been moved, and the official start was now less than ten minutes away. Tala looked ahead at the narrowing track, then at Jory, then at the service harness still clipped to the side rail beside her. The dawn run was no longer a test. It was becoming the thing itself.
For the first time since she had agreed to the job, Tala felt the shape of the decision settle in her body instead of her head. The crew had already done more than she expected. Jory had already done more than she expected. The legs were holding, but only because she was close enough to hear their complaints and answer them with steel and timing. The relay board’s shift meant she could no longer treat the next stretch as a distant finish line. It was now. It was always going to be now. They paused at a staging spur where the freight frame slowed long enough for crews to swap coolant and shout instructions over one another. A vendor had parked a wheeled cart beside the spur and was serving hot tea in paper cups so thin the heat could be felt through the sleeve. Tala took one, blew across the surface, and drank anyway. It tasted like overboiled leaves and honest exhaustion. Jory sat on the low edge of the frame and flexed both legs in sequence, watching her over the rim of his own cup. —You can still get off here, he said. —No, she replied. —That was meant to sound merciful. —It sounded like you hoped I would. He smiled a little, then looked away toward the line of waiting crews. —I don’t like being the reason you stay up all night, he said. Tala huffed a laugh, not unkindly. —That makes two of us. Their mother’s voice came through on a short district message channel a second later, rough with sleep and too much heat, asking if the compressor had stopped making that awful wheezing noise again. Jory held the device out so Tala could hear. She called back that the repair held, that the unit was behaving, and that if it started coughing again she would come home with worse tools and less patience. Their mother replied that this sounded exactly like a threat and therefore like reassurance. Jory laughed so hard tea nearly sloshed down his sleeve. The sound surprised Tala enough to make her stare. It was a good laugh. An easy laugh. The kind that did not ask permission to exist. Ivo stepped up beside them and folded his arms. —Five minutes, he said. —Then you’re either on the frame or off the payroll. —Charming, Tala muttered. —I try. He looked at her, really looked, and the skepticism that had sat in his face all morning eased into something quieter. Respect, maybe. Or the first fragile shape of trust. —You coming? he asked. Tala glanced at Jory’s repaired legs, at the crew tightening straps, at the open service harness beside the rail. Then she reached down, cinched her tool pouch more tightly against her hip, and answered by climbing onto the frame.
The official start came with a burst of light from the yard lamps and a shout from the marshal that was swallowed almost immediately by the engine roar. The freight frame lurched forward under its load, and Tala hooked one arm through the service harness while the other stayed ready over the scanner, fingers tense around the grip. The city opened in fragments around them: lower-market awnings flashing past in bands of color, steam rising off grates, a school of delivery drones dipping and rising above the avenue, and rows of apartment windows catching the first hard edge of sunlight. Jory took the first turn cleanly. The leg assemblies answered with a smooth, hungry rhythm that Tala could feel through the rail rather than see through the scanner. She called out adjustments anyway, because a runner’s body and a fitter’s eye were not the same thing and never would be. —Shorter on the left. Keep the hip loose. Don’t chase the corner. —I know, he shouted back. —Then prove it. He laughed, and the laugh came out steady. The frame banked around a bend where the pavement dropped away to a service trench below, and Tala had to plant her boot, lean her weight into the harness, and brace the moving rail with both hands to keep herself from sliding. The wind that rushed up from the trench smelled of wet metal and frying oil and the distant sweetness of breakfast buns still being sold to people who had missed the morning in the ordinary way. There was no room left for distance now. Only motion. Jory glanced back once, quick as a signal, and Tala answered with the smallest nod she had given him in years. He understood it immediately. The next turn was sharper. The support beam ahead was narrower than the last. The route markers beyond it glowed a hard amber under the climbing sun, and the outer freight span waited somewhere past the final bend, broad and dangerous and still very much alive. Tala tightened her grip, checked the heat line one more time, and felt the legs gather under her brother like a thought turning into action. The frame surged toward the span, and she stayed with it, tools ready, body braced, willing enough now to meet whatever the city decided to throw at them next.

    
Crossing the Last Span
The freight frame climbed onto the outer span just as the city finished changing color. What had been a wet, dim dawn above the market was now a hard, bright morning that made every puddle flash like polished foil. Tala kept one hand hooked through the service harness and the other around her scanner, the tool bouncing lightly against her wrist as the frame shuddered over the first set of expansion joints. Below, breakfast was already in full swing: steam rose from soup stalls, fruit vendors shouted about overripe pears, and a man on a corner cart was loudly promising that his bean buns could cure despair, which sounded medically unsound but spiritually plausible. Jory flexed his repaired legs and rolled his shoulders, trying to look casual while the relay crew tightened straps around cargo crates and coolant tanks. Tala’s eyes never left the thermal line on her display. The left actuator was warm, but not yet angry. The right was steady. Good enough for now. —You keep staring at me like that, Jory said, —and people will think you’re proud of me. —People can think whatever they want, she answered. —I’m trying to stop your hardware from making a dramatic exit. Ivo, standing at the front rail, gave a short bark of laughter. The man had the look of someone who found trust mildly suspicious but useful in a crisis. —If anything falls off, he called back, —I want it before the end of the route. No souvenirs. One of the runners behind Jory snorted. —That’s cruel, he said. —I collect souvenirs, and now I’m emotionally hurt. —If you want comfort, Tala said without looking up, —buy a blanket and lower your expectations. That earned a few grins in the line. The frame lurched again, taking them higher above the market terraces where the awnings below had already filled with morning customers. The city smelled of oil, rain, sugar, and hot metal. Tala inhaled once, set her stance, and watched the span ahead widen into open air.
The outer span was the part of the route that made people talk with extra confidence because they were afraid of it. It crossed above a maintenance trench, a drainage channel, and two levels of stacked road loops that carried goods in loops large enough to make the traffic below look patient. Crosswinds slipped through the open lattice and shoved at the frame in sudden little bursts. Tala tightened her grip and signaled Jory with a sharp tap to the rail. —Shorten the second step, she said. —You said that before. —And I am saying it again because your left side is flirting with overcorrection. —My left side is tired of your opinions. —Tell it to file a complaint after the finish line. He laughed, but he obeyed. His stride settled. The new legs answered with a clean, efficient swing that would have made the old version of him look jealous. Tala watched the joint angles on her scanner and felt the first real relief of the morning, which of course meant the hardware immediately chose that moment to remind her that relief was a luxury. A thin warning line flashed amber across the display. The left flex ring was heating faster than it should under sustained load. Not failure. Not yet. But a problem with teeth. She crouched, braced one boot against the rail, and peered at the housing seam. The pin had shifted a fraction under the last set of jolts. Small. Annoying. Dangerous later. Jory noticed her expression and did the sensible thing, which was to sound amused while being quietly worried. —That face again, he said. —What face? —The one that means you’re about to climb onto moving machinery and insult gravity. —Gravity deserves it, she muttered. Above them, a public safety drone drifted past the span in a lazy circle and chirped, in the friendliest voice imaginable, that no unauthorized maintenance should be performed while in transit. Tala stared at it for half a second and said, —Then it should stop following me, because that advice arrived too late. The drone kept hovering, offended by her tone or its own programming, and the runners laughed hard enough to shake the cargo straps. Tala did not smile, but she reached into her pouch, selected a shim, and began planning the repair in her head while the city kept rolling under their feet.
A sudden gust hit the span from the east and shoved steam up from the lower vents in a white sheet that washed across the frame. For one suspended second everybody vanished behind it: the runners, the crates, the front rail, even Ivo’s shoulders. Tala felt the motion through the frame before she saw it, a brief sideways sway that made the cargo lash cords sing. When the steam thinned, the left side of the load had shifted by half a handspan. One crate of coolant had slid toward the outer edge, and the whole frame was now pulling slightly against Jory’s side of the harness. Tala swore under her breath and slapped the rail. —Hold center. Don’t chase the tilt. —I’m not chasing it, Jory said through clenched teeth. —I’m trying not to meet it romantically. —That is the worst sentence you have said today. —The day is young. She signaled the nearest runner to brace the crate line and waved Ivo over. He arrived in two fast strides, glanced at the shifted weight, and immediately cursed with the resigned fury of a professional who hates being correct. —We lost balance on the south stack, he said. —If it shifts again, the rear line will drag. —Then move the load inward, Tala said. —Now. Ivo barked orders. Two runners shoved their shoulders under the sling while another clipped an extra belt through the crate frame. The cargo smelled like machine coolant and fermented plum paste from a vendor’s delivery that had not been packed carefully enough; someone in the line gagged and said, —If I die here, tell my family I was defeated by soup. —That’s not soup, another runner replied. —That is a crime in a container. For a second the absurdity of it almost broke Tala’s concentration. Almost. She kept one eye on the heat warning while the crew muscled the stack back toward the centerline. Jory held his cadence, one heel striking, then the next, keeping his body underneath the moving weight as if he and the frame were negotiating terms. Tala saw the balance return by tiny degrees. Good. Better. Not enough to relax. The leg remained hot, and the next section of the route would be rougher. She slid closer to the side rail, already reaching for the field clamp she hoped she would not need yet.
The problem with a successful repair is that it makes you greedy. Tala had fixed the first heat spike, corrected the weight shift, and convinced the runner-legs to behave through two more shallow bends, so of course the final section of the span decided to become a lesson in humility. The bridge narrowed as it approached the transfer gate, the outer edge bordered only by a low lip of metal and open air. Wind rushed between the support ribs and slapped at everyone’s sleeves. Beneath them, the lower traffic loops looked like moving circuitry: buses, cargo rigs, delivery scooters, all flowing in bright little channels of morning noise. Tala checked the scanner again. The left flex ring had climbed back into the warning band. Worse, the vibration pattern was no longer just heat. There was a hairline fracture in the support ring, probably from the old salvage part she had only partly trusted. “Only partly trusted” was not a phrase she liked to apply to family limbs. Jory saw her jaw tighten. —Tell me something good, he said. —I can’t. —That bad? —Not yet. —That is not reassuring. —I wasn’t aiming for reassurance. I was aiming for honesty. He gave her a look that contained equal parts gratitude and irritation, which was probably the most truthful expression either of them had worn all morning. The frame bucked over another seam. Tala grabbed the rail, steadied her footing, and made a fast decision. —I need the side plate open, she said. —On the move? Jory’s voice went sharper. —Do you see a better time? —I see many worse times. —That is not a useful category. Ivo, hearing the exchange, turned and shouted, —If she says open it, open it. I am too old for surprises. —You are not old, one of the runners called back. —You just sound like your joints are negotiating with the weather. Ivo ignored the insult and kept the line moving. Tala unhooked one latch, then the second, while bracing herself with her shoulder against the rail. The public safety drone, still following the span, dipped low and chirped another cheerful warning about unsecured posture. —Not now, Tala snapped. The drone tilted away as if offended. Jory glanced between her hands and the next curve ahead. —If you fall, I’m blaming your equipment, he said. —If I fall, she answered, —I will be deeply annoyed with yours. That got a laugh out of him, and for one breath the fear eased just enough to let the work begin.
She popped the side plate open with a sharp twist of the driver and exposed the cramped interior of the left assembly. Heat bled out in a thin metallic smell. The ring was sitting where it should not be, one edge stressed, the inner pin shifted crooked by the shaking of the bridge. Tala braced one knee on the rail, leaned into the moving frame, and fed her arm down into the housing until her fingers found the pin head. The motion was ugly, awkward, and completely impossible to do nicely, which was exactly why she was doing it herself. —Jory, she said, —cut your stride by one count until I tell you otherwise. —That sounds like a recipe for falling over. —Trust me. —I do trust you. The answer came faster than she expected, and it landed harder than the wind. She did not have time to think about it, because the pin had already begun to slip. The flex ring shuddered. Tala jammed a shim under the edge, then reached for the tension clamp clipped to her pouch. The first clamp missed. The second caught. The third she had to swing with her whole shoulder, using the frame’s movement against the hardware. A runner behind her muttered, —This is either brilliance or a claim filed with the gods. —Shut up and hold the crate, Ivo barked. Tala worked by touch now, not sight. She felt the resistance through the glove, the hot bite of the metal, the tiny shift when the ring settled one fraction tighter. Her scanner flashed again, almost angrily. The temperature was stabilizing but not enough. She needed more support, and the only rigid piece long enough to brace the housing was the polished calibration bar she had brought from the clinic, the one she used when she wanted a fit measured down to the sliver. It was her best tool. It was also exactly the right shape. She reached into the pouch and pulled it free. Jory saw it and groaned. —That’s your nice one. —It was my nice one, Tala said. —Now it’s a hostage. —You are very committed to making me feel guilty. —That is because you’re already guilty. She slipped the bar into the opening and drove it home with the heel of the driver until the housing stopped vibrating. The repair held for a single glorious second. Then the frame hit a seam, and the whole assembly bucked hard enough to nearly throw her off balance.
The jolt hit like a shove from behind. Tala’s shoulder slammed the rail, the clamp skittered half an inch, and the left leg gave one ugly, alarming cough of metal as Jory’s weight shifted into it. He stumbled, caught himself, and swore with the kind of sharp breath that meant pain had just flirted with becoming serious. Tala did not think. She lunged. One hand locked over the housing, the other snatched the support bar before it could slide loose, and she jammed her boot against the edge of the plate to keep the assembly from twisting. The frame kept moving underneath her, unhelpful in the way only moving machinery can be. —Jory, step shorter, she barked. —I am trying. —Try harder. —That is your idea of comfort? —You know I’m not here to comfort you. I’m here to keep you upright. He grunted, forced the next step smaller, and the leg answered with a sickening scrape. The driver in Tala’s hand had already cracked at the handle from the earlier impact. One more good strike and it would fail completely. She looked at it, then at the housing, then made a decision so fast it felt like jumping. She snapped the driver apart at the seam, pulled the hardened shaft free, and drove the metal stub into the stripped pin channel as a temporary locking peg. The motion was furious, precise, and a little absurd, like repairing a machine with a bit of broken manners. —Did you just sacrifice your favorite tool? Jory gasped, half in awe and half in pain. —It had a good life, she said. —Not long enough, if you ask me. —I didn’t ask. Ivo shouted from the front rail, —If the two of you can stop arguing with the bridge for ten seconds, I would appreciate it! —The bridge started it, Tala yelled back. One of the runners laughed so hard he nearly missed his grip, and another slapped his shoulder to keep him from tumbling. The distraction was enough. Tala hammered the improvised peg home with the palm end of the wrench, then cinched the clamp again until the flex ring settled into a steadier hum. The heat line on her scanner dropped a notch. Then another. The left side was no longer climbing. Not cured. Held. That was enough. She exhaled once, sharp and shaky, and finally let one hand leave the housing. Jory straightened with a careful breath, testing his balance. The leg held his weight. His face, damp with sweat and wind, broke into a grin that looked almost disbelieving. —You’re impossible, he said. —And yet, she answered, —you’re still standing.
The last stretch of the route opened in front of them like a dare. The span narrowed into a long straightaway lined with warehouse roofs, market balconies, and a row of weather-beaten banners that had been strung across the street for a festival nobody had time to cancel. The cloth snapped in the wind, painted with bright fruit shapes and old slogans about community power, which in this district usually meant somebody had organized a soup sale and a raffle. Crowds had gathered on the rooftops and upper walkways to watch the relay pass, and their cheers rolled down over the frame in waves. Tala kept one hand on the rail and the other near her scanner, ready to intervene again if the repaired assembly complained. It did not. Jory had changed his stride to match the fix, and now the motion looked smooth enough to make the old version of him seem like a rough draft. —How’s it feel? she shouted. —Like someone finally stopped trying to insult my knees, he shouted back. —That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me all morning. —I contain multitudes. The crew laughed. Even Ivo, at the front, threw a glance over his shoulder that was almost a smile. The frame surged under a set of overhead cables, and the runners ducked instinctively as a maintenance drone zipped past with a tray of cooling gel pads strapped to its underside. One of the rooftop spectators leaned too far over the edge to wave and nearly dropped a bundle of wrapped pastries. Her friend yanked her back and then shouted at the relay crew, —If you win, I want my bundle back! —We’ll return it with interest, Tala called up, and that won another burst of laughter from the crowd. There was a delicious, ridiculous sense to it all: the open wind, the yelling, the smell of sugar and machine oil, the fact that the city had turned the route into a public event before the final gate was even in sight. Tala nearly forgot to scan the heat line because she was watching Jory’s posture, watching how the repaired leg now carried him rather than fighting him. That was when another runner on a parallel frame drifted too close on the outer lane, his cargo shifting with a screech of loose straps. Ivo shouted a warning. Tala reacted before anyone else had finished inhaling. —Jory, in. Two steps. Now. He obeyed instantly, cutting inward and letting the rival frame scrape past where he had been an instant before. The near miss sent a shiver through the whole line, but the repair held. They cleared the obstruction, and the finish gate came into view beyond the rooftops, bright and narrow and very real.
The finish was not dramatic in the way people liked to imagine it. It was loud, crowded, and slightly messy, which was more honest anyway. The relay frame crossed the line under a burst of shouted counting from the officials and a spray of cheap confetti thrown by market kids who had climbed onto a service wall to get a better view. The marshal stamped the route chip, the timing board flashed green, and the crew around Jory erupted into a ragged cheer that sounded half triumphant and half relieved to still have all their limbs. Tala stayed braced on the rail for one extra beat, just long enough to make sure the left flex ring was no longer heating, then let out the breath she had been holding since the first span. Ivo slapped the front frame hard enough to rattle a crate and shouted, —That’ll do! That will absolutely do! —I know, said one runner, grinning so hard it changed his face, —it feels illegal to be this alive. Jory bent forward with both hands on his knees, laughing in short, disbelieving bursts. Tala swung down from the service rail and landed beside him. For a second neither of them spoke. The noise of the finish drifted around them: workers calling out weights, a vendor arguing about who had knocked over his tea cooler, somebody in the crowd asking loudly if the relay crew had room for one more person who had good balance and no shame. Then Jory looked up and said, very quietly, —You stayed. Tala blinked, and the word hit harder than any impact on the bridge. She shrugged one shoulder as if it meant nothing, though her eyes had gone suddenly hot. —You were difficult to ignore. —That is the nicest insult you’ve ever given me. Ivo came over with the payout chip between two fingers and offered it to Tala first. —Your work held, he said. —Better than that, actually. He looked from her to Jory and then away again, as if he did not want to make the moment awkward by being kind. That made him easier to like. Tala took the chip, weighed it in her palm, and saw more than money in it: heat for the home unit, parts for the compressor, a month where nobody had to pretend discomfort was just weather. Jory touched her sleeve with the back of his hand. —We should call Mother. —She will ask if you bruised anything expensive, Tala said. —I did, Jory replied. —Mostly my dignity. —Then we’re in terrible shape, she said, and this time the laugh that left her sounded so unguarded that both of them noticed it.
They made the call from the shade under a freight awning where the air was still warm but no longer moving enough to threaten the nerves. Their mother answered on the third chime, her voice rough from sleep and heat, and the first thing she asked was whether the compressor had finally stopped sounding like a dying animal. Jory held the device while Tala leaned in. —It held, Tala said. —The repair held. We’re bringing the payout home. There was a pause on the line, then a soft exhale so tired it almost disappeared. —Good, their mother said. —I was about to start talking to the machine myself. Jory laughed. —That would have been embarrassing for the machine. —It has had worse mornings, their mother replied. The call went on long enough for her to ask about the relay, the route, and whether anyone had the good sense to avoid falling into traffic. Tala answered the technical questions. Jory answered the dramatic ones. Together they made the whole thing sound simpler than it had been, which was perhaps the oldest family habit they had. When the call ended, Tala stood still for a moment with the device in her hand and listened to the city resume its ordinary roar around the finish yard: bolts clinking into bins, a cart wheel squealing, a delivery drone complaining at a child for touching its package seals. Ivo was already discussing next-route maintenance with his crew, and the runners were tearing open packets of salt nuts and cheap fruit slices as if they had earned a festival. Jory nudged her shoulder. —You’re smiling. —No, I’m not. —You are. It’s small, but it’s there. —You have a criminal talent for observation. —I learned from you. She shot him a look, then reached into her pouch and withdrew the shattered remains of her precision driver. The handle was split, the shaft bent, and one side of the casing had been crushed where the frame had jolted. She held it in her palm, then tucked it away instead of throwing it out. Jory noticed. —Keeping the trophy? —Keeping the reminder, she said. —Of what? —That a good fit sometimes needs a bad day to prove it works. He considered that, then grinned. —That sounded suspiciously wise. —Don’t get used to it. They walked back through the market together while the sun climbed higher and the breakfast stalls began switching to lunch pans. The dumpling vendor from the alley was still shouting, now offering a discount on the last of his bean buns to anyone who looked like they had been awake for too many hours. Tala bought two, then a third because Jory had already started looking at the cart with longing. He thanked her with theatrical solemnity. She rolled her eyes, but there was no distance left in the gesture. The city was still loud, still hot, still stubbornly alive, but now it seemed to have made room for them inside its noise.
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