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Hands on the Line
Edgar Mallin
A linekeeper's night operation at Dry Crossing turns into a tense, hands-on rescue when a caravan needs a one-minute handshake through a guarded repeater. With a choke of ferrite, a live splice under load and quick improvisation, skill decides a child's fate as the town watches.
ProseHub


    
Run of the Line
The repeater thrummed like a tired animal, a low, patient vibration that rode through Rowan Hale's boots into the damp straps of the harness. Dawn had come in a flat, metal-gray sheet, scraping the horizon with light the way a file would scrape a stubborn bolt. Rowan breathed out and tasted copper and the residue of old grease; both were as familiar as a name. Around them the pylon rose in sections of scavenged lattice, mismatched steel and salvaged composite, each panel a different weather and a different life. The whole thing belonged to the world like a patched coat, and Rowan's hands knew how to coax seams closed.
They moved the way someone who had practiced betrayal a thousand times would move—quick, deliberate, a rhythm learned from the work. Fingers found a corroded splice sleeve and stripped away a crust of mineral. The tools never complained. Rowan's wrench, nicknamed Ruth for reasons nobody in the hollow questioned, clicked once and then fit snugly. "You're in a generous mood today," Rowan muttered to Ruth and tightened a bolt with the sort of affection that was mostly professional code. There was a small, private humor in treating inanimate things like a rowdy crew at the dock. It kept loneliness from being tidy.
Below, the road unrolled like a scar through the scrub, rumpled by tires and the tracks of things that had been machines and were not any more. A weather vane far off, a rusted wind-harvester shaped like a hand, spun lazily; its blades had earned a habit of coughing out orange dust when the breeze chose to. People ate that dust in cities and pretended it wasn't part of their soup; Rowan had seen it dust the steps of a signboard where a council once posted notices. Culture was abrasion here—small rituals survived, like chewing a slice of dried fruit wrapped in paper when the heat cut the day in half, or the way children had renamed the migrating birds in three different towns so the birds sounded like jokes told poorly. These were not things Rowan belonged to, but they were the scenery that kept the world from being only danger.
The job was a line of skill and tiny, stubborn faith. Repeaters like this one kept towns talking if someone could keep the feed staunched against corrosion and stray currents. Rowan's work was physical, a choreography of hands and harness, of tie-offs and torque. On the workbench at the pylon's base they kept a small jar of conductive gel, a strip of braided copper and a spool of one favorite, ugly adhesive tape. Today the repeater had moaned—dropped bursts, gone thin on its carrier frequency. Rowan climbed and found the spot: a splice that had been repaired once, then again by someone who'd left the job half-woken. The outer sheath was a mess of mismatched sleeves and brittle sealant.
Rowan set to with practiced impatience. They sanded back the worst of the corrosion, heated a bit of old solder with a hand torch that spat a stubborn blue, and pressed the splice home. Fingers ached in a good way, as if they'd been doing honest work. The radio panel blinked less nervously; a steady light returned. They tightened, they cussed softly, they smiled in consideration for the small miracle of a circuit obeying hands.
At the base of the pylon a motor hummed and a cart with spoked wheels pitched itself to a stop. Rowan glanced down and fished a small rag from a pocket to wipe grease from a palm. People passing often watched the routine with the same combination of curiosity and relief a farmer's market crowd gives to someone who can cure a blight. When a hand went up in the road it could be a trader, a troublemaker, a delivery or a beggar. Today it was Rafi Kade's caravan, a shaky line of patched wagons and a handful of people who have the look of people who have too many small losses to count.
Rafi climbed down from the nearest wagon with the gait of a person who did not spare themselves the details of the world. He was hollowed by careful things—eyes that had grown used to searching for danger. "Morning," he called, and there was nothing soft about the word. An exchange floated: a glance, a calculation, a measured distance. Rowan responded by lowering their harness and letting gravity pull them down like a practiced well-timed fall. They landed with a scrape and a small, resigned grunt.
Around Rafi, a small kid clutched something threaded through a cord: a patch of cloth, frayed and fading in a pattern of checkered orange and gray. It might have been a toy in better years. Rowan noticed the token because it was incongruous—bright enough that, if placed next to a set of lost gears, it would pretend to be important. "Dropped it by the foundation," Rowan said, and Rafi's jaw tightened as if he'd expected discretion from anyone who worked with lines.
Rafi moved close enough that the air of the caravan grazed Rowan's face—cooking smoke and something that smelled like an attempt at perfume, the names of survival boiled down. "We're asking, not demanding," Rafi said. "There's a repeater two towns over. It will route a plea. We need a patch for an hour. Medicine for a child. You do that, you can charge. We have trade—spare panels, food, a couple of small dynamos. You'll be paid."
Rowan blinked; the token in the kid's fist did not bother them yet, only the practicality of the ask. They looked toward the pylon, their home in a way that didn't include people. "Unauthorized patches pull trouble," Rowan said. The line could be used as a trail for raiders, a backdoor. Every unsanctioned connection had a price and sometimes a body count. "And I don't work gratis. You know the rates. I don't do—" Rowan paused and pulled out a small, battered metal square from a pocket, as if they could bury the request in measurement.
Rafi's face loosened an inch. "We know the rates. But we can't meet them. Not the whole. We can offer help with the crossing, fuel for the torch, a day's labor. The child—he has a fever. The medic owes us a favor if the line goes through. We'll not be a burden."
Rowan chewed the inside of a cheek, then shook their head. They had a memory for ledgers that counted for the kind of small debts people kept in this world: a favor exchanged for bread, a splice traded for a night's rest. Somewhere in that history there had been a mistake Rowan had made—an unauthorized fix that had led to more than they had intended—and it had a gravity like a stone blocking a spring. "No," Rowan said to Rafi, soft enough that it might have been negotiated away, but Rafi's expression hardened. The child's checkered token bounced as the kid stamped an impatient foot.
The caravan caravaners shuffled and muttered, their voices a background of wind in dead grass. Rowan looked at the pylon again, at the steady, obedient thrum. A repeater was a tool and a tool was a promise; the promise was to do no harm. They returned to their bench, set their torch down, and began to pack the gel and spools. The caravan had not left: that was another calculation. People who needed something tended to stay where they could be seen. They asked again, gentler this time.
"Please," the child said. He threaded his fingers through the cord of his token and looked at Rowan with the kind of small courage only children who have been taught to be quiet get. "My name is Teo. My cough is loud at night. The chills make my teeth ache. The baker in Hollowbrook says the medic can help if the gate will listen."
Rowan squinted. There was a technical voice in them that liked problems to have technical features: voltage, impedance, signal-to-noise ratio. There was another, quieter measure: the way a child's face could narrow a person to a point. Rowan's hands were still greasy from the splice. They thought of the fix that had not gone as intended years back and of the small funerary practices people performed for lost trust.
A laugh escaped unexpectedly, sharp and dry. Not cruel—more like a cough that had picked up an absurdity. The caravan's cook, a woman with a grin like a hinge, muttered something about Rowan having a heart made of wire and dust. "Don't go turning into a humanitarian on us, Hale," she said, half in jest and half in warning.
Rowan looked at Ruth, the wrench, which had been resting on a spool, and then at the child's token. Without quite deciding to, they reached down and picked up Teo's token from where it lay on the pylon's foundation—someone had dropped it earlier, as the soil had picked it up in a small, ashamed fold. The cloth was rough, its orange faded by too many days in the sun. Rowan rolled it between thumb and forefinger, feeling the knot. Most people would have considered it evidence of necessity; Rowan, for a private second, remembered a voice that had told them hands should do only the useful.
"I don't make promises I can't keep," Rowan said, and it was both an excuse and a confession. They looked at Rafi. "I'll listen to the frequency. I'll sweep for a clean window and see if there's a way to patch one hour with the town's repeater without leaving a trail. You bring me the dynamos and the panels. I will not go into their gates and I will not let a transmission piggyback for more than a single clean handshake. That is my limit. I do not accept charity." Rowan's voice had that flat, precise cadence that people who traded in measurements used to avoid unnecessary opinions.
Rafi accepted the terms with the weight of someone who had few options and a long practice in making peace with hard things. He nodded once. The caravan moved to set up a perimeter, stow packets of dried rootcakes and sun-cured tubers in places where they would be swapped for labor. The camp smelled of coffee grounds brewed twice and of a child's faint cough. Rowan felt the token grow heavier in their palm. They slid it into a pocket they thought of as private.
The pylon's base was a small furniture of tools and tarps, a functional altar to continuity: a bench, a tin of spare bolts, a milk-can full of water that tasted faintly of copper. Around it, people performed the ordinary things this world allowed: braiding cords for hats that kept dust out of hair, laying out slices of preserved fruit on corrugated metal to dry in the thin sun, swapping jokes about the migration of beetles that had started to look like a seasonal forecast. Rowan liked to watch those micro-practices; they were a weather of the community, harmless and intimate.
Sera, the vendor who ran the little stall near where the road left the scrub, slipped over with a cup balanced in a hand. She had hair the color of a rusted spring and an apron that had never learned to resist stains. "You could be kinder, Hale," she said, and there was no judgment in it—only a recognition like reading the weather. Sera set the cup down on Rowan's bench. The drink inside was bitter and hot and made of roasted seedpods that had once been labeled as dessert until the maps had been redrawn. "You'll take tea for thought. It won't repair the splice, but it will keep your hands from shaking when you have to climb again."
Rowan took the cup with both hands, and the small human act of warming them against the ceramic felt like a negotiation. "It's a bad habit to accept favors," Rowan said, and Sera laughed, the sound like somebody unhooking a stubborn latch. "Then don't make better ones while you're at it," she teased. "Someone's got to break the monotony around here."
Her jokes were not there to startle Rowan into virtue. They were the town's way of keeping edges dull. Rowan leaned against the bench and looked at the caravan settling like a tired animal that had finally found a place to rest. Teo's breath came in small, wet drafts. The sun had risen enough to make long ribbons of shadow between the pylon's legs. Rowan tasted the bitter seed and felt something shift—an anxiety of muscles letting go, which was not yet release, merely a slight loosening of a grip.
They worked. That was the way Rowan untangled things: by doing the work. They went through the motions that had kept them sane since whatever misstep had closed them off from straightforward warmth. The hands remembered tension, the jaw remembered shorelines of torque, the shoulders remembered the rhythm of hauling lines across a broken bridge. Practice was a prayer without words.
After Sera left, the caravan's machinist—an old man with hands that had always known the inside of engines—brought out a small dynamo. It looked like a child's toy in the way that dangerous things sometimes did: naïve and small and entirely real. "We patched a coil from an old tram," he explained quietly, as if the mechanics had dignity and that dignity should be respected. He wiped grease on his thigh and offered the device like a treaty.
Rowan examined it with a gloved hand, rotated the shaft, listened to the bearing. It would not be ideal, but it would run a torch and enough current for a small handshake. They were practical: the ability to coax a signal into being had been their primary language; money or gratitude were secondary. This dynamo would buy them the chance to do the technical part, which, if done square, neutralized risk. Rowan ran a diagnostic with a small meter and nodded. "It's marginal but workable," they said. "Bring coils. And more reliable tape. I don't want our seal liberated by an old adhesive."
Conversations like this were not about politics or philosophy. They were a barter of things that mattered: materials, time, a knowledge of where the town placed its guards. Rafi leaned in and murmured a set of directions—patrol shift times, the town's repeater schedule—and Rowan wrote them on a scrap with a pencil that barely trimmed wood from a twig. The act of writing felt oddly intimate and dangerous, as if committing coordinates to paper could be a betrayal. Rowan folded the scrap into a pocket and stood up. They climbed the pylon again, not because the repeater needed more tuning but because the ritual of being aloft steadied a nerve that otherwise might bend.
From there the world looked like scaffolding and possibility. Rowan braced a knee against a rung and swung their leg over an arm of lattice. The wind at that height smelled of distant salt—no, not salt; a mineral tang like old iron and something green in decay—reminders that the world still had places where sea had been and where it was not. Up high, the city of poles looked like a constellation of domesticities: tarps, smoke-ropes, clotheslines strung between towers like small flags announcing private weather. People had adapted the leftover architecture into habits. Clotheslines here were hung with hand-dyed fabric and with strips of bright plastic that made a sound in the breeze and sometimes, habitually, a child's muffled laugh.
Rowan reached the splice and peered through a small crack in the old sealant where someone before had tucked a scrap of ribbon—probably to mark a test point. They pulled it free and examined its frayed fibers; it had the quality of little acts that had been hurried. The rope of the feed shivered under a breeze, and Rowan clipped a tension line to a brace and took up a lever. With a grunt, they pumped the winch, drawing the cable taut and whistling iron. Muscles signed the check with a burn that made the rest of their body feel very alive. The splice lay open before them like a small altar. They cleaned, heated, dressed, and seated the joint with patience.
The radio panel flickered. A signal came in, broken and hunting like an animal looking for water. Rowan adjusted the frequency, nudged the bandwidth, flattened the carrier with a small, joyless smile. The voice on the other end was faint, not the caravan's but a channel that had nothing to do with them; a nickname, a town schedule perhaps. Rowan's hands moved with urgency born of the practical mind. They were a mechanic of voices as much as of wires. The signal steadied. Rowan hooked the meter, watched the numbers climb into safe territory, and struck a match on a strip designed not for theater but for insurance. The match spat, smoked, and died in a small, obedient curl.
Heights had a way of clarifying. From the lattice Rowan could see a line of smoke where the caravan had lit a small cooker, and beyond that the road that fanned out into the scrub and the low clumps of houses where people had decided to stay together. There was a rhythm to settlement: a market corner, a well that sometimes worked, a place where children smeared chalk onto the walls and left signs that looked like language but were only jokes. Rowan's world had been reduced to lines and nodes long ago; people were the nodes, and Rowan was the slow, stubborn line in between.
They finished the splice and packed up tools with the ruthless efficiency of someone who had learned to make their life like a kit. They strapped Ruth in place and tested the gear. Below them a woman from the caravan—Sera? No, not Sera; this was the mechanic's younger daughter—shouted up, something urgent, and Rowan scanned the road. In the dust, two figures moved wrong: their gait suggested they were not part of Rafi's crew but strangers scavenging for anything to sell. They carried knives, and their jackets were a collage of other people's claims. Scavengers were part of the landscape here, a certain kind of weather that could come with sun and leave you flayed.
Rowan did not like surprises but had long ago learned to treat them as a kind of problem to be solved. They eyed the scavengers and calculated angles: a drop of 10 feet, a span of line they could use. They slid down the lattice like a practiced animal, landed, and moved with the economy of motion that comes from doing one thing very well. They crossed the small clearing, boots sending up a discreet cloud of dust, and set a trip-line in a place that would catch a wheel if someone tripped it. The two scavengers paused and looked at a pile of discarded cable, then at the line where something anomalous had been laid like bait.
It was almost funny—the way danger here dressed itself in the world's usual garments. One of the scavengers reached for the cable without noticing the small coil Rowan had buried like a child burying treasure. The pulley snagged; a weight dropped with a thud and the scavenger's leg tangled. They cursed and twisted like an animal with a trap. Rowan moved in, hands steady, and put the edge of a knife to the scavenger's throat with a gesture precise as adjusting a tensioner.
"I don't want blood," Rowan said, and the tone was a trade's tone: clear, unshowy, efficient. "Walk away and keep your kneecap. Don't come back."
The scavenger's laugh was too thin for a joke. "We need wire," he snapped. "Your line's worth more than your threats."
Rowan's hands were flat and quick and moved like they had done a thousand small negotiations with reality. They hauled the scavenger into a lever-locked position and used the rope to tie his wrist to his own belt. The other scavenger, seeing this, weighed the odds and backed off. People measured risk in this region constantly with a kind of practical math. It was not pretty; it was as clean as it could be and as brutal as it needed to be.
After a moment Rowan released the man and pointed to the road. "Go. Find honest work. If I see you near this pylon again, you won't be walking anywhere."
They did not spar with words about morality; they dealt in results. The scavengers left, angry and humbled, and the caravan's people huddled for a second to catch their breath. Teo, the child, looked up at Rowan with a new kind of calculation—people like children are good at watching who will move for them.

    
A Request in the Dark
The caravan's camp configured itself like a small, determined village: wagons formed a loose ring, a pot suspended over a folding frame, a string of small flags made of saved packaging snapping in a breeze that carried the soft rust of old metal. Rowan watched them from the bench at the pylon's base, elbows on knees, fingers turning a spool of tape until the ridges softened. The sun edged toward afternoon, and with it the long, practical negotiations of survival began in earnest. People here bartered more than goods; they traded time, labor, and the currency of risky favors.
Mara arrived without flurry, stepping out of a shaded wagon with the easy gait of someone who wasn't new to being near roaring metal. She carried a canvas pack and a grin that implied trouble in a friendly form. Rowan recognized that grin: it had been aimed at them twice in the last year, once when a tensioner snapped mid-haul and Mara had caught the free end with both hands, and once when Mara had offered to stitch new grips onto Rowan’s harness with a careful stitch that was almost tender. "You look like a person who's just promised themselves to the antiseptic life of bolts and cold coffee," she said, and dropped her pack on the ground like a present.
Rowan rolled their shoulders and handed Mara a spare glove. "I do not live on coffee alone," they replied dryly. "Also, I prefer my bolts unsentimental."
Mara laughed. The sound cut the tightness of the morning into something like arrangement. She set a small battery charger out on the bench and took up a worn multimeter like someone greeting an old friend. "We brought what you asked for," she said. "Coils, spare tape, a fresh strip of braided copper. Rafi sweated to trade the dynamo for a day's labor down the line. He looked like he wanted to keep a week's worth of grudges for the trip home if we failed."
Rowan flexed the fingers of the glove, rough lines that mapped years of work. "He should be grateful he got you instead of Kos," they muttered. Kos was a man who specialized in loud opinions and worse timing. Mara's brows lifted. "You have no taste for loud opinions," she teased, a tone that had the weight of someone who'd watched Rowan defuse arguments the way they defused shorts—calm, a little cruel to nonsense.
The caravan's small child, Teo, watched them. His cough had been quietened for a time with a cloth over his chest and a warmed compress; he still blinked at Rowan as if trying to decide whether the linekeeper belonged to the world of adults or to the realm of necessary monsters. Rowan moved toward him, knee bending in a mechanical courtesy, and took the checkered token from the pocket where they'd tucked it. Teo's fingers stretched in a single tiny motion and touched Rowan's knuckles, like a testing current finding a ground. "You're the one who fixes voices," he said, not as a question but as a fact that would be checked later.
Rowan handed the token back. "Only the wires," they said. "People's voices are a mess. They come with all the wrong frequencies."
Mara's eyes sharpened; she shifted gear in the bag with careful fingers and produced a slender antenna, a neatly coiled whip that smelled faintly of solder and lemon oil—artisan touches that made impossible things manageable. Rowan's hands went to the antenna as though it were a lever that moved everything. They fitted it into the test rig and flicked switches, fingers that knew to listen rather than look. The meter answered with a thin, hopeful beep. Outside the ring of wagons, a woman fried pieces of thin rootcakes and offered a few to passersby; the scent of frying starch mixed with grease and made a domestic soundtrack that had nothing to do with the radios. That little scene—cooking without question—was its own kind of resilience. It was a detail of the world that would not keep a child safe, but it would keep people from going mad with hunger.
Rowan ran a sweep. The readouts traced a shallow valley of noise and a few spikes where other repeaters breathed. "Their story checks on a pulse," Rowan said. "But the transmitter they claim to own doesn't match the profile. They're running a low-power homemade rig, and a town wouldn't put a signal on that frequency for a medic request unless someone did a handshake from inside the gate." They looked up at Rafi, who had drawn nearer, face tuned into bargaining. "They can transmit, but they can't authenticate. Someone in the town will hear a bastard signal and either ignore it or answer with anger."
Rafi's reply was the kind of voice that had learned how to fold urgency into patience. "We need the handshake to trigger a scheduled check. We don't have the tokens the gate demands. We can buy a minute if you can make the town believe it's scheduled."
Rowan exhaled, tasted the metal of the decision. It was not just about hands and wires—some decisions carried the weight of blood if miscalculated. Still, the practical mind reduced it: required power, the timing of patrols, probable shunts the town used to deflect piggybacking. Rowan looked at the caravan again, at Teo's small, watchful face. The world, at that moment, held a line so fine between aid and hazard that a single misstep might snap more than copper.
Mara crouched and braced a palm on Rowan's thigh, a small, boldness of companionship that startled them into a different geometry. "You taught me to read a carrier like a face," she said quietly. "You taught me to know when a line is honest. You won't be fooling yourself into a martyr's mistake, are you?"
Rowan's laugh was a short, brittle sound. "I'm not a surgeon. I'm a crank operator who knows how to make things pretend for a while. You make me sound noble."
She reached up and caught Rowan's hand, fingers warm under the glove. "You're not noble. You're useful. That's better. Useful gets you people fed. It gets Teo medicine."
Her words landed like rivets. Rowan blinked away the small sting of remembering a past error—an unauthorized patch they'd done once, when the price seemed smaller than the urgent hunger of a different child. That patch had led to a ripple of consequences: a raider had traced the signal and an entire outpost had paid. Rowan had counted blame and sworn off the casual charity that had the habit of collecting corpses. The memory was a functional thing; it was a ledger kept in muscle memory and in the scar on a palm. They nodded once as if closing a door and unclipping a single memory from the rest.
"We'll do a probe," Rowan said. "A single handshake, timed with a scheduled repeater cycle. I will engineer a temporary return so it looks like a sanctioned request. We will not leave a trace beyond that minute. You three—Rafi, Mara, caravan—move with precision. No stray transmissions. You understand that if anyone hacks this and uses it for more, I won't be able to cover it."
Rafi’s jaw tightened. "We understand."
They spent the afternoon sewing together the plan in the practical grammar of a person who understood that talk counted for nothing without gears. Mara and Rowan soldered a patch lead under a sun that faded the colors of tea scarves; the caravan's machinist spliced in coils and strapped the marginal dynamo to a frame of salvaged tubing. The camp's cook came and asked for a favor: bread crisped on the edge. Rowan took a piece, chewed, and found the act of eating oddly comforting in its ordinaryness. The fact that someone could still fry rootcakes while a clandestine handshake was being prepared was a small, stubborn proof of life.
While Rowan and Mara worked the rig, they listened to distant chatter. Voices stitched into the air like scraps of conversation on a clothesline. There was a market call here, a child's laughter there, the static-laced orders of a gate that had been designed long ago by people who thought fingers would be steadier. Rowan tuned for a scheduled check. Towns that kept strict doors often ran timed rehearsals: a fake distress call, a check of gate systems, a schedule that patrols expected. If Rowan could mimic the tone and the parameters of that check, the town's repeater might simply accept a handshake as routine and route whatever the caravan needed to an on-call medic. The plan was a small deception performed for a mercy.
The ledger of risk was practical. Any unauthorized splice could be audited if a guard followed a wave back down the line. A string—or a wire—left in the wrong place could gleam in a moonlit raid and talk. Rowan's hands moved with tight, clean precision, wiring an attenuator of sorts, a method to slip a signal into the town's expected range and then pull it out again. It was the kind of work that had no romance but a lot of arithmetic: impedance, return paths, how much load a dynamo could supply without overheating. Mara handed tools with a dancer's timing; her fingers never hesitated where Rowan needed them to be. Together they made the radio behave like a polite guest.
At one point, as they tightened a clamp, Mara grinned at Rowan and said, "You could be so smug about this if you'd let yourself glow like those town noticeboards when they light their festivals."
Rowan snapped a wire into place and gave a dry retort. "I prefer a dim honesty to gaudy lies. Besides, we hate festivals; they remind us of the people who used to order soup with too much sugar."
The joke was absurd enough that a few people near the fire laughed. Humor in this place was often defensive: a way to keep the constant edge of risk from sharpening into panic. The camp's fabric flags fluttered, and a child started humming a song that moved like a list of chores set to an off-rhythm. Someone called it a prayer of sorts, but no one took it seriously; it served to thin worry like steam in cold air.
As dusk warmed the world into orange bruises, Rafi leaned close to Rowan and said, low, "If this fails, it's on us. If it succeeds, we owe you. We're not asking for grace, only a chance."
Rowan looked at him, considering the practical ways one might be owed a life: not in honorific titles but in boiled roots and spare panels. "You will pay,” Rowan answered. “In labor and in something else: you will take care of this place if it needs it. We are a line. We do not exist to be plundered."
Rafi nodded; his face softened in a manner that suggested relief more than gratitude. Bargains here were not phrased in flowery speech. They were carved into daily routine. Mara walked the outer ring and pinned a small piece of reflective material to a staff; it was not for the operation but for a child's game she had promised to win later. The reflection caught the last angled light and threw a little, ridiculous flare between the wagons—a private, absurd beacon that had nothing to do with banded repeaters.
As night folded in, Rowan climbed the pylon again to get a vantage point. The town's towers were visible like a distant set of teeth—lights, guard fires, a place that kept its own silence the way it kept its gates. They listened for the hum of the town's routine, measured the rhythm of guard shifts, counted the pauses between drills. On the bench below, Mara ran through the checklist with a quiet ferocity: dynamo warmed, coil impedance within acceptable range, attenuator calibrated. The plan was not elegant; it was fragile and made of small operations that had to be choreographed with human timing. Rowan tasted the electricity in the air and felt, for a sliver of a heartbeat, the kind of nervous expectancy that had once come only with positive weather.
Rowan's memory was not indulgent. The image that returned was short and sharp: a child's fevered hand reaching for a rope, a splice tied in haste, the particular smell of solder burnt too long, a band of men with wide faces marking positions in the dust. The memory had taught them restraint like a tool teaches a hand to avoid cut. This image did not lead to a monologue; it led to a list: go slow, avoid obvious signature, deploy noise-scatter, plan a quick retraction. Rowan put the list into practice with the kind of faith one has in straps and bolts.
At midnight they would attempt the handshake. They scheduled a small window of three minutes, not one minute, because the town's schedule often loped a fraction late and a handshake needed to fold into human error. Rowan insisted they give the town the rhythm of something familiar; people behind gates were machines only by convenience. Harlan Voss, the town foreman, if he was awake, would recognize a pattern someone had practiced before and might, grudgingly, accept the call long enough for a medic to pick up on a plea.
Mara's hand brushed Rowan's arm—a small, grounding motion that said more than words. "If you step back after this, I won't think less of you," she said. "If you step forward, I won't either."
Rowan replied by tightening a terminal lug with deliberate force and sticking a nub of solder into place. Their response was not an answer but an action. They tightened, they double-checked, they adjusted an isolation box with a whisper of chemical adhesive to keep humidity out. The world at night smelled of cold damp metal and the distant sweet-sour tang of fermenting roots left out too long. On a cart near the fire, someone strummed a handmade instrument—glass beads sliding under string—to keep a rhythm that made the vigil less raw.
The camp hunkered, breathing as though waiting for thunder. There was an odd absurdity to the scene: a cluster of people with knives and patched armor and a single linekeeper who could make or break a minute of mercy. A dog dozed at Mara's feet, snoring in a cadence that keyed to the slow pulse of the dynamo. It was a small world that had learned to carry on despite the possibility of doom. Humor and routine lived together like two neighbors who tolerated each other and shared sugar.
When the scheduled hour neared, the caravan's machinist hopped onto the dynamo frame and began to spin with a steady rhythm. His hands worked like a metronome, and the little machine responded, belching a current through the wires that smelled faintly of burning varnish. Mara monitored the output and made small adjustments; she flicked a small reed switch in time with the dynamo's breath. Rafi stationed two people at the treeline to watch for patrols and set a flare to confuse any prying eyes. Rowan checked the attenuator one last time and slotted the patch into place with the kind of precision that belonged to someone who had once guided a hundred-volt line through a storm.
The town's repeater, as if on cue, sent a brief, standardized check: a hollow tone followed by a coded chirrup that matched the pattern Rowan had been listening for all afternoon. For a second, everything was machinery and math: frequency match, amplitude within tolerance, the correct header sequence. Rowan executed the handshake with steady fingers. The rig accepted the signal as if someone had handed it an old passport and the gate nodded in a tired bureaucratic way.
Then the unexpected: a second carrier rose like a jealous animal, a phantom signal that did not belong. Rowan saw the spike and froze for a blink. Mara's voice, trimmed like wire, whispered, "We have a ghost."
Their three minutes narrowed into a sliver. Rowan's training kicked in; they mended instinct with protocol. They adjusted a choke that would mask the spurious harmonic and rerouted the return path into the buried sheath they'd prepared. Hands moved fast and sure, each motion economical and effective. Rowan climbed a small lattice to access a junction and shunted a lead into a ceramic pot; the friction of the climb made their breath sharp and metallic. They could feel the lines hum under their gloves as if wires were alive and afraid.
The caravan's people held their breaths and watched the horizon for the small pale flames of patrolling torches. The phantom signal faded as quickly as it had risen—either a curiosity or a probe from a scavenger using a homemade rig to sense for opportunities. Rowan didn't wait to classify it. They pushed the handshake through on the edge of tolerable noise and dragged the signal into a clean slot. A voice crackled through the line, strained with the city's clipped cadence: "Medic on duty, state your need."
Rafi's answer was clotted with fear and hope and practiced brevity. "Medical alert. One child with fever at position—" he gave the coordinates they'd rehearsed earlier, a tidy little lie in the shape of exactness. The town's gate hummed, a mechanism that could accept or deny with near-magical bureaucracy. The voice took the coordinates, and there was a pause that stretched like a wire between two knots.
Rowan watched numbers on a tiny screen that meant life in this arrangement: signal integrity, current draw, temperature of the dyno's coil. The metrics stayed within safe bounds; the town's medic asked for confirmation and a description of symptoms. Teo's coughing sounded thin and wet in the dark, and Rowans's throat tightened with something like permission. Rafi described the child's signs. The medic said he'd send a small second party with a travel badge and a packet of salves and a request that the child be moved to a shaded area for cooling. It was not a hospital, but it was something.

    
The Tower at Dry Crossing
The Dry Crossing sat like an old wound stitched poorly: a bridge of half-sprung beams and a tower that had learned to lean. Rowan's boots hit broken asphalt with a steady cadence, each step a small negotiation with the bone-deep dust. A wind pushed across the plain and brought the smell of boiled barley from a vendor's brazier; he called his product "comfort crumbs" and sold them in folds of waxed paper marked with doodled suns. Names mattered here—petty renaming was a culture's way of keeping humor in a diet that had otherwise become very practical. Children nearby had stuck improvised flags—scraps of plastic and ribbon—on a post and elected a beetle as their weather prophet. The beetle was painted blue and had an unfortunate tendency to be right about rain.
From a distance the tower looked intact enough to be disrespectful. It wore a crown of antennae like a jealous victor and had metal plates riveted over old portholes. A narrow ladder crawled up one side, its rungs patched with different metals. At the landing, men lounged in the kind of attitude reserved for steady jobs: guarded yet possessed of small vanity. Harlan Voss, the foreman everyone in town respected—or feared—stood with his chin tipped back, as if evaluating the sky. He had a foreman’s walk: broad, deliberate, the gait of someone who'd learned to measure people by the steadiness of their steps.
Rowan moved with them, harness slung at their hip, shoulder strap creaking. They'd come to inspect the landing and to see whether the town's repeater had been reinforced in the way locals claimed. The caravan clustered behind Rowan like a small, protective fauna. Rafi, with his bargain-scarred face, kept his children close and tried to look large by spreading his arms, like a man who remembered how to make territory with posture.
A lookout on the tower spotted them and blew a whistle. Steel echoed. The men on the tower straightened like knives sliding into sheaths. Harlan looked down, and there was a fraction of a second where everything went bureaucratic—names, titles, the invisible ledger of who belonged where. He called out, voice carrying, blunt and practiced, "Hale. State your business. This is Harlan Voss. No unauthorized patching through our line. We don't need trouble."
Rowan dropped the harness and let smoke and human business swirl around them. They answered with the candor a tradesman keeps for the sake of not making enemies of the practical. "I checked your feed this morning from the pylon on Route Seven. I came to note what you've installed—interference shunts, relays—and whether the timing windows could accommodate one short handshake for a medical request."
Harlan's mouth thinned. "You did what?" he barked. He struck a pose that was half-anger, half-auditor at a cattle pen. "We don't open windows for strangers, Hale. We schedule people. We check badges. We've had piggyback raids before, and we found out who was helping them."
Rowan's reply was even and unshowy. "No windows. One handshake, one minute, timed to your test pulse. We're not asking for a permanent line. We want a moment. There's a sick child."
Clusters of the frontier's small rituals thrummed around like bees: someone frying root chunks beneath a clamped lid, a pair of teenagers playing a game with a shard of polished glass where they made ridiculous predictions about who would marry whom. These domestic details were not part of Rowan's calculation but they were the texture of the world; people kept cooking, joking and playing while stakes shifted like the seasons. A sentry hung a string of beads across his breast and told stories about the last time the town had thrown a gate party; he had kept one bead that was bright red to remember a sour joke. The town's culture had many such tokens; they were fragile, and often absurd.
Harlan scowled. "We don't trust caravans coming through with half-their inventory missing and valorous cheeks full of promises. You people bring noise and then expect warm milk. If you're asking for charity, turn around. If you're asking for permission, ask the council in the morning. We're not open to short-cuts."
Rafi stepped forward with a face that had practiced pleading. "We only need a minute, Harlan. It's a child. He has a fever. Please. We'll accept any conditions."
Harlan's answer was a catalogue of worry: security, precedent, a memory of raiders who had followed a trail of open patches and brought a night of flames. Rowan heard the logic and the fear as separate things; they were familiar with both. But they also knew that the town's protections included a particular set of mechanical countermeasures that made a simple patch impossible. Someone—town technicians who had once been keen and then hardened—had installed automatic shunts and logging relays for just such unsanctioned attempts. Any attempt to piggyback would trip noise filters and alert a guard patrol within a single cycle. That technical fact was what Rowan had come to measure.
They scanned the tower's lower girders and found evidence of those defensive touches: armored junction boxes, ceramic choke housings and a deliberately vented ground sheath. The engineers had done their work with a kind of petty thoroughness; it looked like a love letter written by prudence. Rowan crouched and ran a probing sensor along a conduit, a slender instrument that fit into a bolt hole and read residual currents. The numbers told the story: a monitored return path, looped with a diode matrix to detect foreign current flow. If they tried to put a return into the main feed they'd set off an old-fashioned burglar alarm, only it barked electricity instead of noise.
Mara watched Rowan's face as they read the gauge. She sat on an overturned crate and chewed a strip of salted root, flicking crumbs at her boots like a child amused at mischief. "You're smiling like it's a puzzle," she said softly, not to mock but because she knew the expression well: the light in Rowan's eyes when a conundrum folded into possible solutions.
Rowan's fingers moved across the gauge with the same kind of practical joy; they'd been schooled to love impossible mechanical knots. "It's a clever defense. They didn't trust strangers, so they put a sensor that would notice the difference between legitimate load and a quick, illicit splice. But there's thrift here too—someone had left a maintenance conduit bolted with a corroded plate on the north side. It looks unused. Corrosion means it's rarely opened. That could be our clue."
Mara grinned. "You sound like a dentist describing a cavity. But if there's an unused conduit, it could be our scalpel."
Rowan's eyes narrowed, the way a person reading a blueprint will narrow when finding the one line that saves time. It wasn't a clean solution. Using the maintenance conduit meant crawling—literally—through a narrow iron sleeve that had been put there for service crews and then neglected. It meant working near live lines and finding a way to divert current without tripping the town's logging matrix. It also meant exposure: if a guard liked to stroll the catwalks, they'd be seen. And the town's people, who had already made their prejudices visible by clustering at the tower, would likely make the caravan a small example of misplaced trust.
Rafi's voice cracked like dried cord. "We could do anything you ask, Rowan. We'll stand and we'll make ourselves small. We'll promise to leave at dawn. If you can get us that window—just a minute—I'll make sure we never come to beg again. We'll be gone."
There was a geography of shame that mattered, like low places where water puddled and had to be crossed with care. Rafi's plea scraped across that geography, and Rowan felt the tug of a responsible cruelty. They had been where Rafi stood once, choosing between the humane thing and the safe ledger. The difference now was that Rowan had the tools to make the safe ledger bend without breaking, but only if they accepted risk. Risk in their trade was not abstract: it was splintered wire, a human snagged on a bracket, a splice that told tales. It would also be their hands, moving under a sky full of eyes.
Harlan watched the exchange like a man watching the tide decide whether to erode the beach. He shifted and called up, "You know our rule, Hale. We can sanction an emergency, but we don't do clandestine work. If you're thinking of slipping a line under our nose, you'll be making an enemy."
Rowan met his gaze. They could have stepped back then—left the caravan to its fate, clambered back up the road to the pylon and pretended they'd found the town too fussy for their blood. It would have been an easy solution: tidy, justified, cold. Rowan's hand went to the pouch where they kept a small coil of insulated wire, and then their fingers did something they had not expected to do: they touched the child's token that had been tucked into the fabric of their pocket since the pylon.
That touch was a minor thing, almost a superstition. The token was frayed, orange and gray, and it hummed with the kind of small human weight that made an otherwise technical problem tilt. "If you try a conduit, you should know two practical things," Rowan said, voice steady as an anchor. "First, the conduit is fed by a maintenance bus that is monitored but can be spoofed if you provide an isolating choked return. Second, the last man who opened that plate did so with a rivet gun. The plate's rivets look corroded, but the close fit will make access a one-handed job if you use the right leverage."
Harlan's eyebrows went up. The exchange had shifted from argument to tradecraft; that had a way of softening suspicion because technical talk made decisions mechanical, not merely moral. Harlan called a technician down, a stooped fellow named Marrick, who came with a toolbox and a face that had been made from worry and economy.
Marrick crawled under the tower like an undertaker at a parade, examined the bolted plate and winced at the rust. "We left that for the maintenance crew to fix last month, but they said the job would disturb the schedule and might leave a bare path. We can't risk a raw opening to strangers."
Mara stepped close and offered bread as if diplomatic gestures had to involve grease. "We'll hold our positions. We'll not send a signal. We'll not touch until you approve otherwise. We only need to open it a small amount, make a spliced insertion and close it quick. We are not the reckless sort."
The humor—wet bread offered as everyman's bribe—made Harlan's face twitch. For a dizzy second, the absurdity of diplomacy in this world was visible: deals sealed with fried dough and the promise not to be troublesome. Harlan barked a harsh laugh and told Marrick to fetch a hammer and a pry bar. Even if he intended to watch them closely, he had to know whether Rowan's plan could be achieved with minimal fuss.
They worked in a narrow geography of iron and wary gazes. Rowan crawled under the tower and set a light that smelled faintly of oil and solder; the smell made their hands remember other nights of work. They eased a crowbar under the plate with a force measured to prevent a noisy snap. The rivets protested; corrosion made them stick like old teeth. Rowan leveraged and eased, then gave a sudden shove so the plate slid free with a soft, begrudging sound. For a moment they held their breath, as if the metal would scold them.
Inside the conduit it was dusty and close, the world reduced to metal ribs and a narrow cavity that tasted faintly of old smoke. The camera on Rowan's helmet scrolled like a second pair of eyes and fed the image to Mara, who watched from the surface and kept an inventory of why they were risking themselves: fear, a child's cough, the possibility of being undone. Rowan wormed through the sleeve, feeling for a junction box. Their hands found the housing of a thin return bus and a set of test leads. The lines hummed like small unspoken truths.
Rowan's fingers moved with a dexterity that was almost choreography: they threaded a composite sleeve, inserted an isolating ferrite choke and bound it with a strip of adhesive that smelled of resin and old leather. The action was precise: any gap would betray them. It required a live splice at the return's braid, a risky maneuver because the bus was under low standby current. One misstep and they'd trip the detector or weld their tools to the circuit. Mara's voice murmured technical encouragement over a short-wave link; her words were steady, clipped, like a metronome counting off trust.
From above, Harlan walked the perimeter and barked orders. People around the tower slowed like a flock hearing thunder. The caravan's outer circle had shrunk; pride and humiliation had a way of making people stoop. Teo watched with big, fever-bright eyes. Rafi's jaw worked like an old engine. The town's watchtower kept an eagle-eyed sweep of the lane, their lamps scratching against the darkness like slow, bright insects. They had all decided—some by fear, some by necessity—to watch the work but to let it unfold if it could be contained.
Rowan found the splice point and set a small clamp. Their palms were steady, despite the closeness and the knowledge that a single misroute would send a red flag up the tower and bring men with lanterns and questions. With gloved fingers they cut a short insulated sleeve and folded it over the exposed braid. The air around the cuff smelled like copper and warm plastic. Mara's breath sounded in the earpiece and she said, quietly, "Slow and clean. Think like you're sewing."
They worked as if under a cloth, hands moving precise stitches around the braid. The splice took time; it didn't have the glamour of violence or the romance of a grand speech. It required patience, the kind of muscle memory only a profession can teach. Rowan soldered a bridged return using a small flux that had belonged to a technician who once refused to call what they did "magic." Rowan's hands flicked the flame, folded the wire into curtain-like healings and fastened the new feed with a neat wrap. They sealed the work with adhesive and a grease-proof tape that had been traded in a week of favors.
As the last strip adhered, a dog's bark rose from the edge of the encampment. The sound startled the watcher on the tower and a lamp swung in the direction of the noise. Someone laughed nervously; humor had a way of blustering where fear wanted to weather. It was a small absurdity—a town watch startled by a dog after locking up for the night—but in that absurdity there was relief. Rowan used the distraction to press the final screw into place.
The lines hummed with a new pattern, a small pocket of current that carried the staged signature Rowan had engineered. They pulled back through the conduit and closed the plate with hands that had been steadier when there was no audience. The rivets bit back into place with a grinding protest, and Rowan hammered them flat with oversized force, not elegantly but effectively. Carrion birds circled distant sun-baked roofs, and the crossing smelled of dust and oil and the faint sweetness of someone burning roots for tea.
Above, Harlan descended and surveyed the patched plate, his face a map of reluctance. He ran a tester along the outer casing and frowned. "You did this quick, Hale," he said. "If your motive is charity, it's clumsy. If your motive is mischief, it's bold."
Rowan wiped their palms on a rag and offered a half-smile that was mostly functional. "My motive is efficiency and a child's pyloric complaint. I prefer not to embroil the town in long debts. I make temporary repairs, not treaties. If you want me to remove it tomorrow, I will. But for now there's a viable path that will accept a short handshake without tripping your alarms."
Harlan's eyes flicked to the caravan, to Rafi's pale face and to the child's token tucked in Rowan's pocket. He measured the cost and the risk; the town's ledger was a weight he carried visibly. "You do this and you'll be seen by us as a professional, Hale. You break the rules, you are still a useful person. That has ways of biting both ways. If anyone uses your patch to burgle us, you'll be the first person they name. Know that."
Rowan nodded. The practical truth of it was a small, uncomfortable thing: being useful in this land meant you're found when something goes wrong. It meant responsibility, and sometimes it meant punishment. They had accepted that in the hush between hammer and rivet.

    
Tension
Dawn pressed itself thin between the lattice of the tower and the low clouds, turning metallic surfaces into long, pale knives. Rowan woke with a harness strap still imprinted on their shoulder and an obliging ache in the forearms, a reminder that the body kept its own ledger. They moved through the morning with a practiced economy: coffee boiled from ground pods that tasted faintly of licorice and the curious dust of old brass, a strip of bread warmed in a skillet until the edges burned into a comfortable bitterness, the kind of breakfast that felt like an apology from the world. Around the camp, people were already engaged in small rituals—knotting cords, oiling gears, the half-ceremonial brushing of leather gloves. It was a maintenance day for some; for others it was simply the way you kept your hands busy so the worry didn't lodge in your throat.
Rowan set out the tools with the reverence of someone laying out surgical instruments: the clamp kit, a spool of silvered braid, an assortment of ferrite beads and ceramic pots for choke assemblies, adhesive tape that had earned mythic status because it never melted in heat, and the hand-cranked winch Mara had reinforced with a strip of scavenged roller. Each item had a smell and a history, and Rowan treated them like colleagues. They checked the dynamo again, bent to listen for bearing noise and tapped the rotor to judge resonance. A mechanic in this world learned to read sound as if it were a scripture; Rowan could tell if a bearing was fatigued by the tone of a knock. "She's fine for three minutes and then she'll whimper," Rowan told Mara, who was squinting at a tiny coil and threading a length of braided copper through a ferrite core with a focus that made her look younger and older at once.
Mara hummed. "There's an honesty to instruments," she said, one of those lines that reads like a half-joke and lands as something sincere. "They don't keep grudges. They either work or they don't. Unlike towns. Or people."
Rowan grunted agreement. "And yet we ask them to do both."
Their banter folded into the morning, carrying a weight that was light enough to make the work feel less like a prelude to violence. They ran through a rehearsal: a short checklist of actions that would have to be precise when the time came. Someone would spool the handshake; someone would stand watch; someone would feed the dynamo with steady rhythm. Rowan assigned roles with clipped efficiency, watching how each person took responsibility. Rafi, who had the tired look of one who practices hope sparingly, volunteered two of his best to be lookouts. Sera—who had an apron more patched than not—volunteered food for the men standing watch, a small gesture that had the potency of a blessing. The point of the rehearsal was not to rehearse courage but to reduce the dramatic human factors—to make the risky minute as much a machine as possible so that panic could be beaten back with levers and bolts rather than speeches.
By mid-morning the tower's shadow slanted like a dark promise across cracked asphalt. Harlan's presence, as inevitable as a bad weather front, walked into the camp with the flat, cautious posture of a man weighing consequence. He did not come alone: Marrick trailed behind with a toolbox that looked heavier than his mood, and two tower watchmen hovered at the edge of conversation as if the world were something delicate they were signed to guard rather than own. Harlan approached Rowan and said, blunt as always, "You pulled a plate and jammed your hand into our guts. That was bold, Hale. You realize you carry the town's trust like a hot coal."
Rowan checked a ferrite, pinched it between thumb and forefinger, and offered the kind of reply that smoothed edges without lying. "I sewed a temporary seam. It's not pretty, but it's serviceable. It will accept a single handshake without tripping your logging matrix. After that it comes out."
Harlan's face did not soften easily. "If I find that traffic after the fact, you'll be a liability. You'll be banned from our docks and our markets. Your hands will be useful but unwelcome. I don't do that to people I respect, Hale. I do it to people who endanger us."
The observation landed like weather. It was not a threat delivered by men with state power; it was a reminder of the ordinary kind of authority a town holds: the power to let someone in or keep them out. Rowan felt it as a practical constraint. They met Harlan's gaze without flinching. "Then watch us. Watch every minute. If anything goes sideways—if anyone uses our window to do harm—I will accept whatever punishment you deem necessary. But if someone dies because we refused a minute, you'll have to live with that too."
There was a hardness to towns that was not all villainy; it was a form of self-preservation. Harlan's next question was practical: "Who will do the splice? Who will run the dynamo? Who is your backup?"
Rowan outlined the distribution of labor. Mara would be the runner on the winch, taking a lead role in controlling the tension across the Dry Crossing during the handshake. That role meant she had to be precise and fast: a mistake in line tension could snap a splice or strip a binding. It was a dangerous, technical bit of choreography, and Rowan said so plainly. "You're the most reliable hand for that leg," Rowan told Mara. "I need you on the edge. If anything goes wrong with the tension, your call is the one that shuts it down."
Mara blinked, then squared her shoulders. "You're asking me to steer the other end of the rope while you fiddle with the guts inside the conduit? That's basically an invitation to panic on the first gust."
Rowan snorted a laugh. It wasn't purely humor—there was steel braided into it. "You can panic politely. And you will have a signal code. Two short pulls and everything stops. No questions asked."
Mara's reply carried both affection and a professional edge. "Then it's a code I'll learn. If I have to, I'll teach half the caravan too. None of us like being merely useful—we prefer being indispensable."
Harlan stepped into the exchange with a grunt that might have been respect. "If that's the arrangement, then you run it like you mean it. But know this: your patch sits on a thin tolerance. If a patrol gets a hint you've used our feed for anything more than a medical check, you'll never repair this town's fences. So keep it strictly to the minute and pull everything out clean. Marrick will monitor and has orders to report anything weird."
The agreement had the flavor of a brittle truce. It was the kind of negotiation that existed where people were both neighbors and potential adversaries; they lived beside one another but only to a point.
Back at the pylon, Rowan took a breath and rolled their shoulders, then got their hands to work in earnest. There was no more time for equivocation. They had to configure an isolating return that would mimic an internal maintenance call: a low-capacity return routed through a buried iron sheath that would attenuate any harmonic spikes and fool the logging matrix's signature analysis. Rowan grabbed a spool of braided copper, selected a handful of ferrite beads of graded size, and assembled a choke array. The choke would act like a throat on the current, smoothing surges and preventing harmonics from betraying the handshake. The design was old-fashioned and simple by the standards of pre-collapse labs, but it was elegant in its thrift: it asked materials to do as much as possible with as little as possible.
They threaded the braid through a sequence of ferrites, bound the assembly in layers of insulating tape and then encased it in resin to resist the small humidity that collected in the tower's shadow. The work was physical, tactile; Rowan's palms knew exactly how much pressure to apply when folding the braid, how the heat of a soldering iron would alter the alignment, when to step back and let a joint cool rather than risk a brittle fracture. They worked with the quiet concentration of someone who had decided that the rest of their life would be measured in neat joints and serviceable splices. Mara handed tools as if they were choreography rather than assistance—handing a clamp just before Rowan needed it, offering a flashlight when the light angled wrong, catching a dropped screw without looking. Their movements flowed together in the way of people who have worked together often enough to anticipate small errors. It was both efficient and intimate; it shifted the dynamic between them from employer and helper toward something like partnership.
During a pause, Rowan washed a small bolt in a tin of solvent Sera had brewed from citrus peel and leftover varnish. Sera's solvent had an odd smell—sweet, like an old festival—and while Rowan worked the bolt clean they spoke about meaningless life things: an exchange about the town's odd festival where people tune old bells instead of instruments and a story about a child who painted the weather beetle green and then swore it had been right about three cloudy afternoons. The conversation didn't need to move the plot forward; it simply existed to prove that the world they fought in also spun on visible, absurd rituals. For a moment Rowan let the comfort of those details settle in: a community that tuned its bells, a child who painted beetles, people who sold fried rootcakes wrapped in paper cheered by the sound of investment in small things. Those details had no technical relevance, but they tethered Rowan to the human shore.
The pause did not last. They had to test the choke under simulated load. Rowan wired the choke into a bench rig, attached a motor that could draw a measured current and began dialing in the load. The numbers climbed: milliamps, then a more meaningful ampere count that made the dynamo hum. Rowan watched the readings and adjusted the choke spacing to shave off spikes. The filament of the lamp swung with the vibration of the motor; Mara held a reflective strip to observe micro-flicker, knowing that such flicker could translate into a logging signature. The world reduced itself to instrumentation and the tactile elements of throttle and resistance.
As the test reached a tolerable plateau, Marrick's skeptical voice came over a short-wave. "You're within range, but there's no margin to spare. One overshot and the logger will mark it."
Rowan didn't look surprised. "We build no margin. We build obedience. If the town finds the trace we remove it immediately and accept whatever consequence. That's the deal."
Marrick made a sound that might have been a concession. Harlan watched from the edge of the camp, arms folded, listening like a man deciding which storms to go outside and fix. It was a test of nerve and trust. The policy of the town and the pragmatic compassion of the caravan had found a fragile compromise, and both sides respected the need for mechanical honesty. Rowan felt the responsibility settle like a weight across their shoulders: not just to get the minute, but to run it like a surgeon because they had promised. Promises in this world were more like tools—useful, sharp, and dangerous when misused.
Even rehearsals have small, chaotic moments. A child from the caravan—one of Rafi's brats—decided to practice signaling with a stick and managed to knock over a crate of spare fittings. There was a small commotion, somebody laughed, somebody snapped at the kid, and then Sera produced more fried rootcakes and the world steadied. Humor in these hours was a buffer; it kept desperation from hardening into something monstrous. Rowan found they appreciated the smell of frying starch, the absurdity of people persisting in modest pleasures while the machinery of risk clattered in the next breath. You could call it grace, or you could call it tactical sanity.
Later, as dusk softened the tower's metal, Rowan and Mara sat on the low wall with the day's tools at their feet, looking over plans scrawled on a strip of oilcloth. Mara's voice was quieter than earlier: "Are you sure you want to take on all of this? You could walk away before the minute. You could refuse Harlan and go back to the pylon."
Rowan looked at the schematic, then at Mara, and folded a hand around a strip of insulating tape until the edges softened. They were not prone to theatrical pronouncements. "I could run away," they said slowly. "But I stopped doing things halfway when I realized I could measure the consequences. This—this is the kind of thing my hands were made to do. Also, I keep a token in my pocket now that a child made me carry, and it weighs something I can't put down."
Mara's face moved through a slow, amused disbelief. "You and your tokens. You keep turning into a sentimental metalworker."
Rowan grinned, the expression real and a little raucous. "I'll be honest: the token is mostly a nuisance in the pocket. But it gives me a slightly better story to tell the folks at the pylon when they ask if I did anything useful today."
When the first star pricked the sky, Harlan issued a final caution. "You do this tonight and Marrick watches the loggers. If anything happens beyond the minute, you'll answer to me. If people use this to raid us, you'll be named. Your skills are valuable; don't waste them convincing us you're reckless."
Rowan straightened, feeling the old, reflexive tension that had once taught them to retreat. The memory of a bad splice, of men tracking a signal and bringing fire, rose like a taste of iron. But now it was not only Rowan's hands that would operate; it was a team. They had rehearsed signals and practiced a shut-down code. They had built a choke and hidden the return in a conduit that would not betray them easily. Rowan had chosen to accept the burden; they had also chosen to share it.
Before the team broke to rest, Rowan handed Mara the small canvas pouch that contained the sequence cards—the coded pulls and the order of operations. "You run the winch. You call the stop. If you hear anything wrong, pull twice. Pull twice hard and the whole thing dies. You understand the weight of that?"
Mara accepted the pouch like it was a sacred little manual. "I do. And if I blow the line, I'll come and eat your boring breakfast for a week as penance. Deal?"
Rowan laughed, the sound abrupt and full of relief. "Deal. It's a culinary death sentence."
They dispersed into a night that smelled of oil and cold metal, each person carrying a specific duty and a private, small trepidation. The decision had been made not as a dramatic pronouncement but as a set of threaded actions: prepare, rehearse, trust the tools and the people. That, Rowan thought as they latched their pack, was the essence of their work and, possibly, the shape of how they could begin to be connected again. The minute had become a fulcrum. The hands would decide.

    
Hands on the Line
Night unfolded over the Dry Crossing like a slow curtain, and the world shrank to the slice of light where the caravan had laid its small furnace. Rowan moved through it with the kind of focus a mechanic keeps when the only difference between success and disaster is the bite of a bolt. The dynamo perched on its frame coughed and warmed, a grumpy machine with a personality you could read in the way its casing flexed. Someone laughed and called it "Old Gus," and the name stuck like a charm; Mara joked that Old Gus would be the only living thing at the crossing with fewer complaints than Harlan Voss.
It was ridiculous and human—one of those absurd details that had nothing to do with radio signatures but everything to do with how people kept themselves intact. On the far edge, a vendor arranged a tray of comfort crumbs, brown rounds that smelled like burnt sugar and made children forget sharp things for a breath. A boy adjusted the blue-painted beetle atop a stake, promising rain, and the beetle, inexplicably, had been right twice that month. Rowan let those small pieces of the world pass by like scenery; they were not the point but they kept the edge of fear from gnawing into panic.
Mara moved with the ease of someone who had already put the choreography in muscle. "You look ten pounds heavier with responsibility tonight," she said, handing Rowan a spare clamp. Her voice was almost teasing, but the look in her eyes had the steady gravity of someone who would not flinch if the line went live.
"It's just tension," Rowan replied, flashing a half-smile that was mostly a calibration. "And the same old fear that my hands will betray an honest intent." They fitted the clamp to the splice housing and ran a quick sweep of the meter. Numbers blinked into acceptable ranges. "Everything is within tolerance. We're waiting on the schedule pulse."
Rafi moved among the wagons like a concern-shaped man. He checked the child's temperature once more, his fingers gentle despite the calluses. Teo coughed and then smiled a small, rueful grin when Mara made a ridiculous face, mocking a town medic's solemnity. The scene was intimate: people trading their small courage for the chance of a better morning. Rowan tied off a lead and felt the familiar pattern of focus settle, as if muscles themselves were new instruments of decision.
The town's repeater hummed a scheduled check—an old-life ritual of maintenance that had been repurposed into a civil heartbeat. Harlan's lamp winked in the tower as someone confirmed the schedule and Marrick's voice came crisp over the shortwave: "Pulse coming in ninety seconds. Keep your signatures tight."
Rowan breathed, felt breath catch like a tool. Then they moved into the conduit access they'd sealed the night before. The iron sleeve was cool and smelled faintly of rust and resin. Inside, the space was a narrow throat, oligarchic to the point that it forced concentration. They fitted the headcam, slipped a gloved hand around the splice kit and began the final setup. It required a visible choreography: a choke array nested in a composite sleeve, a bypass that would carry a carefully limited return and a masking harmonics band that would make the handshake sound like nothing but routine maintenance.
Mara took up the winch at the Crossing's other end. Her fingers looped and checked the tension lines, two short pulls reserved as the kill signal. "You call it, I'll pull it," she said. Her voice was steady, not soft. "I'm not going to be the one who panics and breaks everything."
Rowan's reply was halfway to a smile. "You're allowed to be dramatic later. For now, keep the line patient. If it flinches—double pull. You know the code."
The three minutes began. The dynamo thrummed; Old Gus took a breath and spat current into the patch. Mara turned the winch with a slow, constant rhythm so the line ran true and did not sing wrong. Rowan leaned into the conduit, hands steady and cool, and set the feed into a silent slot. Their palms worked like an old prayer: braid, ferrite, flux, solder. Each motion was a promise made by skill, not by sentiment.
At first it was arithmetic: frequency match achieved, amplitude trimmed, carrier smiled into tolerance. The town's repeater accepted the handshake as if someone had slid it an old coin. Then a blip arrived—an intrusion that sounded at first like static and then resolved into a probing carrier on a nearby frequency. Mara's voice clipped into the ear: "We have a ghost. South side reading."
The ghost could have been many things: a curious scavenger, a novice with a homemade rig, or a deliberate probe by someone fishing for loopholes. Rowan did not indulge the mystery. They thought of the numbers and not the faces: harmonics that shouldn't be there, a rise in return currents that could nudge the logger out of complacency. With hands that did not tremble, Rowan adjusted the ferrite spacing, slid a compensating bead onto the drain and changed the choke's Q factor. The conduit felt suddenly like a violin's body under their hands: a vault of vibration that could, if treated with craft, be made to sing true instead of shout.
From above, a lamp moved along the tower and Harlan's voice called, sharp and questioning. "What's the patch registering?"
Rowan answered in the language of measurements. "Clean on the handshake. South reading is a bleeder—nothing tied to us. We're scrubbing harmonics now. Hold position."
Marrick's test meter hummed approval. But the ghost persisted in a thin, annoying way, a presence that might find a quirk and broaden it into a trail. Rowing that spectral interference into a tight slot demanded more than tools; it demanded improvisation. Rowan dug a little deeper into the kit and produced an improvised neutral return: a braided micro-shunt wrapped through a ceramic pot, damped with resin and wrapped in oily canvas. They slid it quickly, like someone threading a needle by touch, and the blip folded in upon itself.
For a moment relief was so close it could be smelled—like rain on hot metal. The tiny world at the Crossing exhaled together: Rafi let his shoulders loosen, Marrick muttered something that might have been a compliment, and Sera brought out a small tray of comfort crumbs as if celebration could be a ration. Teo's cough quieted a hair and he blinked at Rowan with a look that might later be told as a story of gratitude.
Then the rope screamed. A raw, fractured sound, high and impossible. The line across the Crossing had taken a gust—an abrupt crosswind—and the strain over the winch spiked. Mara's hands flared into action, muscles clamping, leaning into the crank to keep the line from snapping free. "I've got it," she said, voice bright and a little strained. "Don't cut. I'm holding."
Rowan knew the physics of a snap: a parted conductor becomes a weapon, whipping and biting and taking anyone in its path. They also knew the remedy: redistribute tension, trap the whip, and if need be, be the living clamp. With a quick calculation, they unthreaded a micro-grip and clipped it into the line's mid-run and then anchored it to a brace inside the conduit, giving the line a new path and a catenary that took some of the shock out of the gust. It was ugly, last-resort engineering—improvisation that had to be clean to avoid becoming a hazard.
The pull eased but the relief was short. A shadow shifted on the tower's catwalk and a guard's lamp caught the splice plate for an instant. Eyes lifted toward the ring of wagons. Harlan shouted an order: men on the north perimeter to check movement. The town's rules had always been enforced with muscular practicality; now that muscle would have to decide whether mercy was allowed to pass without breaking the spine of policy.
Rowan did the only thing they knew how to do well: act. They crawled up the conduit throat until the camera showed them a half-glimpse of the splice, then slid a stabilizing strap around the braid and cinched it down with the kind of wrenching force that left their palms burning. A bolt required torque and the torque required a leverage that put their shoulders in a certain hurt, but the splice held. When the guard's lantern moved again, it did not find the telltale shimmer of an exposed return; the tape and resin glowed dull and ordinary in the lamp's yellow. The logging matrix did not beep an alarm.
Harlan's voice came over a mic, less sharp and more measured: "Hold it. Recorder shows a maintenance signature. We'll send a runner through in daylight to inspect. If we've been duped, you'll answer."
Rowan's hand left the wrench for a second and they said plainly, "We won't be dupes. We will remove the insertion after the hour. We accept whatever consequence if this hurts you. Now give us a minute to get the child medicine."
There was a long, practical silence; even the beetle on its stake seemed to hold its breath. Then, finally, Harlan's voice carried a grudging permission. "One minute. No more. Marrick's watching. If anything odd happens, I pull the plug."
Rowan's heart hit a rhythm that was close to panic and close to prayer. The minute began.
They moved like a well-drilled team under that minute. Mara managed tension and gave a soft hiss that signaled the dynamo's load shifting; Rowan fine-tuned the choke, opened a tiny port in the attenuation box to let just enough return escape and then sealed it with resin so it would not look tampered with. Rafi keyed a short burst of words into a handheld rig and then, as arranged, a town medic's rough voice answered: "On my way. Hold your coordinates."
Marrick confirmed via the shortwave: "Signal in. It's clean. One minute used. Prepare for exit."
Then the messenger arrived, a grim-faced woman with a stamped tag and a satchel that smelled of bitter herbs. She moved with the practiced mercy of someone who had been tasked with delivering relief where it was most needed. She stepped over to Teo, put a cooling cloth on his forehead and opened a small tin of salve. Teo's breathing eased in a way that was almost visible; his skin lost some of its fevered sheen. The child's small hand found Rowan's gloved finger and squeezed—a simple human contract written in a touch.
Words then spilled that were not technical at all. "You did this to save him?" the medic asked, not accusing but questioning what had led skilled hands to bribe a town's rules for a minute of mercy.
Rowan answered simply: "We did it because we can do the work that will make the call look proper and because the child was at risk. I won't ask you to like me for the method. I'll ask only that you accept the aid."
The medic's face, marked by long nights and shorter joys, crumpled into something that resembled approval. She lifted the salve and said, wry, "Old Gus gets more grace than some people. Don't let him hear you call him grumpy."
Mara laughed, a little too loud and too quick; the noise broke the tension like a hand uncorked. Laughter spread—small, anxious, human. The minute closed with a stitched signature and then the patch was stripped with methodical care. Rowan reversed each step, removing the micro-shunt, desoldering the bridge and sealing the conduit plate as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever been there.
The consequences moved like weather. In the gray light of morning Harlan walked the ring, Marrick at his elbow, recording a practical log of what had happened. The town's elders argued in low voices about precedent and mercy. Some wanted to levy fines and demands for future assurances; others saw the child—awake now and blinking—and their arguments lost heat. People who had convinced themselves to be cynical found their mouths open with the awkwardness of being wrong.
Harlan, for all his crust, wore discomfort like an honest mask. He came to Rowan with the set of a man who had decided to weigh the ledger not in paper but in immediate result. "You broke our rules and you did it to save a life," he said. "You pay the town's price for that. You will help train our people in maintenance so they learn to make fewer mistakes. We'll give a supervised window for emergencies, if you agree to run the first rotation and teach apprentices on a schedule. If anyone abuses it, the window closes."
Rowan felt the old reflex to refuse—solitude had been their trade—but something in the morning made them strange and open. They imagined hands other than their own learning to twist ferrite correctly, to bind a braid without panic. They imagined Mara's grin becoming less of a private light and more of a communal signal. Rowan answered, not with a grand speech, but with the only thing that mattered in a life of craft: an offer of service coupled to a promise to show others how to do the work. "I'll run the rotation," they said. "I'll teach them the choke sequence and how to splice under load. But I won't be expected to forgive fools who use it for violence."
Harlan nodded, then extended the town's old habit of respect in the form of something practical: a small allowance of materials and a schedule for supervised patches. It was not a reward; it was a contract. Rafi, who had been watching, folded in relief until the lines on his face eased.
There was a small, ridiculous ceremony after—nothing formal, only a table where people shared the comfort crumbs and swapped small jokes about Old Gus's temper. Sera produced a dubious sweet made from boiled roots and called it "victory bread," though no one was quite sure if victory should be eaten as something so humble. Mara took the first bite and made an exaggerated grimace at the taste, then pretended it was divine. Everyone laughed because laughter was the cheapest and most necessary unity.
Teo, feeling fever-low and cheeks pinking back into color, crawled up onto Rafi's lap and tucked the token Rowan had returned the night before into a pocket of his jacket. He looked at Rowan with an expression that combined suspicion and gratitude and said in a child's solemn voice, "Will you fix other people's voices too?"
Rowan met the child's gaze and felt something like a warmth in their chest that had nothing to do with soldering irons. "I fix the lines that make voices pass. If that helps voices get better, then yes. I'll fix them. But next time you ask for medicine with a louder song, teach other kids to listen for the right tone so you don't have to risk a minute."
The child made a solemn nod that was part ceremony and part promise. Mara ribbed Rowan gently: "You sound almost like you're trying to make a moral. Stick to screws."
Rowan rolled their eyes and went to the pylon with a pack of spare ferrites—an action that was not dramatic but purposeful. They climbed up to check the levels and fixed a small tremor in a splice while humming an off-key line a child had made about beetles and weather. Their hands moved still as they always had, but the work now carried another quality: teaching hands were watching from below, eager and clumsy and indispensable.
By midday the caravan packed and readied to move. They would not be beggars today; they would be travelers who had debt repaid in the form of medicines, a supervised window in which help could be called, and a few spare parts to fix what the road dished out. Rafi clasped Rowan's forearm in a grip that was less of barter and more of brotherhood, rough and quick and sincere. "You did what you do best," he said simply. "I'm in your debt, and if ever you need a hand down the line, you'll find one."
Mara stayed. The grin that had once been private settled in and became a promise; she took an oath—of sorts—to help run training when Rowan was too tired or too old, and to keep the crossing's lines honest. She accepted a small pouch of woven string from Harlan as a token that had the awkward weight of being an adopted neighbor. They argued, briefly and good-naturedly, about whose breakfast was more intolerable; Rowan lost the argument and conceded a week of culinary penance.
Rowan had expected nothing but movement back to the pylon and the same steady solitude that had become their rhythm. Instead they found themselves called by what they'd always done—the craft that used to be only a tool for pay now a conduit for community. They climbed the pylon, placed hands against cold metal, and listened to the wires. Voices traveled differently in the morning; they sounded less like commodities and more like people. Rowan turned a bolt, tightened a splice, and then looked down at a young apprentice—Mara—who grinned up at them like a friend rather than a helper.
The work continued as it had to: check, tension, dress, seal. But the seams were different now. They bound more than copper; they were binding small, human things together. Rowan slipped Teo's token into the pouch on their belt and felt its weight as a little principle. They kept their hands on the line not because it was the only thing they could do, but because it had become the only honest way they wanted to live.
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