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The Switchkeeper's Promise
Sofia Nellan
Fog and machines braid the fate of a small junction where Rae Calder keeps rails intact by skill and stubbornness. When deliberate sabotage threatens a vital supply train that carries both a repair part and lifesaving medicine, Rae must use tool, timing and trust to split a moving consist and steer both needs to safety.
ProseHub


    
Night Shift at Crosscut
The night at Crosscut was the sort that wore its age like a coat: patched, slightly singed at the cuff, smelled faintly of coal and sweet bean paste. Rae Calder liked it that way. The junction lived on small certainties—how long a wheel took to cool after a stop, the exact way the levers snapped under a firm palm, which track sang when a freight rolled over a loose spike. Rae walked those certainties like a ritual, palms finding familiar ridges on iron and wood, ears tuning to the tiny dialects of the junction’s bones.
A low fog had slid from the valley and settled into the railbed, making the lamplight smear into halos. Rain had threatened all evening but hadn’t quite made the effort; the town called that weather “the half-tide,” a polite thing that came to mend fences and annoy shoe leather more than to do real damage. People made a tea from preserved loquats and grit-sweetened milk to chase the half-tide away; Rae kept a dented thermos of it against the points box, stashed there like a talisman against the cold. It was not the sort of tradition you read about in grander places—Crosscut had cuisines born of necessity, not ceremony—but it tasted like home to those who had learned to like hard things.
Rae bent to the points, chest close to the weathered timber, and ran gloved fingers over the mechanism. Oil had been good to this junction when there was oil to be had; now grease came in measured tins and improvisation. Rae loosened the protective plate and listened: a faint metallic rasp, a whisper of something that did not belong. The lever’s throw felt sluggish, as if the points had woken on the wrong side of the rail. Rae hooked a pry bar under a stubborn plate, braced heels against the gravel, and strained with the practiced economy of someone who had learned to muscle old iron rather than replace it.
A couple of sparks flew from a corroded bolt; Rae swore under breath, a private, efficient curse and not one meant for poetry. The switch made a sound like a slow cough when it finally gave. There was a ridiculous satisfaction in that small victory—like wrenching open a jar of preserved pears with fingers that had forgotten the exact shape of spring—but the satisfaction was short. The control wire that ran from the points to the signal box lay severed, frayed at the end as if bitten. Someone had taken a deliberate cut at the cable and then, awkwardly, tried to hide it under silt and grit. Someone had also loosened the main retention bolt with fingers that had left bright marks in the mud.
Rae’s first move was practical: light the lamp, sweep the immediate track, check the starboard insulators. Hands worked without drama, tightening and testing, retying a splice with cordage kept for such sins. That’s the part of Rae’s job that comforted them—an active mind paired with a stubborn body. The junction liked people who could move things back into order.
The lamp threw a cone of yellow over the ballast and, beyond it, Huck Tiller’s silhouette arrived like a rumor—broad-shouldered, half-smiling, bowline of a man who sold shoes and silence when it suited him. He moved with the ease of someone who’d earned his jests through practice; his boots had a way of squelching the wet ground with theatrical timing.
“You’re wrestling an old beast,” Huck said, setting down a crate that clunked with the solid sound of tins and rope. He sniffed the air. “Smells like someone plundered a bakery and a clock shop.”
Rae wiped grease on a sleeve and met Huck’s grin with a narrow one of their own. “Don’t say things like that within earshot of the points. They’re jealous of compliments.”
Huck chuckled, the sound folding into the fog. “Right. And they like to eat compliments with a side of crow.” He peered into the cut wire as if proximity might broadcast useful gossip. “Looks deliberate.”
“A drill?” Rae asked, thinking aloud more than questioning.
Huck’s gaze slid to the widened bolt marks and then back to Rae. “Not a professional’s cut. Quick, messy—someone who didn’t want to linger. Might be desperation. Might be spite. Or both.”
They worked side by side without fuss. Huck handed tools—pliers, stout cordage, a small brass rig that hadn’t belonged in modern kits for a hundred years—and Rae took them with the casual gravity of a person who trusted hands more than hearsay. With the lamp steady and the repair improvised, the two kept a rhythm: one steadied, the other supplied; one coaxed life back into the machine, the other kept watch on the dark.
At one point Huck reached into his crate and unfolded a thin strip of brittle paper. A crude timetable. He slapped it on the signal box with a thumb and a grin. “And—small news. There’s a special coming through first light. Word travels like a hungry dog and it found me.”
Rae’s jaw tightened. "’Special’ is rarely tourist fare," they said, tightening a clamp until it sang. “What’s on it?”
Huck’s grin faded to something more businesslike. “Parts and med crates. The sort of load that makes three settlements sit up in bed and check their teeth. One of those is a replacement part for your junction, if the whispers are true.”
For a fraction of a second Rae felt a ridiculous spike of joy and then the weight of it—the knowledge that the part might be on a train that might be wrecked if the cut went unnoticed. Huck, sensitive to moods, offered a small, rueful joke. “If it’s gods and fate playing games, they’re terrible at the timing.”
Rae managed a short bark of laughter. “They’ve never been punctual.”
The lamps around them hummed, stubborn against the fog, and the junction held its breath. Outside, the world was a soft smear of houses that slept in halting piles; inside the little circle of lamplight, there was a machine that needed mending and two people whose friendship had been refined by years of trade and blunt humor. The repair would buy time. It would not answer why someone had chosen to cut the wire.
They patched what they could with leather, cord, and a hush that felt like respect. Huck muttered at the splice, then looked up at Rae with a question that mattered more than the tools or gossip.
“You thinking someone from the valley?” he asked, then added before Rae could answer, “I’m not pointing fingers. Fingers get jammed in gears.”
Rae leaned back on spurs of rail, letting the weight trace the bones of tiredness through shoulders. “I don’t know. Could be a lanky traveler looking for mischief, could be a hand from a nearby hamlet who thinks sabotaging tracks will starve another place. People do strange arithmetic when they’re hungry.”
Huck nodded slowly. “Hungry arithmetic. Good phrase.” He tucked it away like a coin.
A crow perched on the distant signal and made a complaint—two sharp calls—and a dog yelped once and then stopped, the sound like someone testing their throat. The night wore those small noises the way a tailor wears spare thread—careful and exact.
Rae crawled into the points box, hands deep in machinery that smelled like iron and warmed grease. Fingers found the stubborn coupling; palms knew exactly how much pressure would coax it without breaking. The body remembered what the head insisted had gone missing years ago. Rae wrenched, judged, set a new shim of metal to hold the throw, and then clamped the whole assembly with a jury-rigged brace so the points would not wobble if a heavy car took the siding.
It was dirty work: coal smudges under the nails, a scuff that throbbed like a small, honest bruise on the knuckle. Rae hummed a short, tuneless thing that used to be a work song—something that had no name anymore but fit the rhythm of iron. Huck whistled something off-key in answer and for an instant the junction was not merely a place where steel crossed but where two people stitched a thing back to life.
A far light blinked—headlamp, probably an origin signal—and Huck’s expression tightened. “You hear that?” he asked.
Rae listened: a distant drone of wheels, the way a storm gathers momentum from a neighboring county. It was far enough to be patient for now, close enough to be a deadline. “Yeah,” Rae said. “Train.” They rose from the points box, joints protesting precisely as if the muscles were reminding them of older hurts.
“Special?” Huck asked.
“Doesn’t say,” Rae answered, pulling the lamp higher. “But someone cut our wire.”
Huck’s grin dropped like a hat taken by wind. “That’s a poor poker hand.”
They sealed the patched splice with beeswax—they had all sorts of small economies at Crosscut—and wound up the joints of the improvised clamp. It would hold for a passage if no one molested it again. That was the truth of most salvage: temporary, stubborn, and honest. It bought a night or maybe two. It didn’t buy explanations.
Rae stepped away from the pts—an old shorthand for points that had smudged into habit. They walked the track in measured steps, palms brushing the rail as if to remind both themselves and the metal that it was still connected. Underfoot, the ballast clicked like cheap coins. The lamps around the junction threw small islands of visibility; beyond them, the town slept with a softness that sometimes made Rae resentful. Not of the sleep, but of the way ordinary nights eroded the urgency in people’s eyes. Urgency required a particular sort of attention; routine could be lethal if it grew into complacency.
Huck stood on the opposite rail, balancing like a man who’d used to dance at fairs. “So what now?” he asked. He wasn’t asking the practical—Rae had done that with the clamp. Huck wanted to know whether Rae intended to stay put and watch the junction like a hawk or to send a note to the other hamlets and let them worry.
Rae considered. There was a map of priorities in their head, one that had been drafted after a derailment years back—names like blame, quick fixes, and regrets were inked into it even if Rae never went back to look. But Rae never listened to maps in the abstract. They trusted what they could touch. “Stay,” Rae said. “Watch the approach. If that train is carrying a repair part, it shouldn’t be left to chance.”
Huck squinted. “You sure? Might be safer for you to walk out of here, send someone with a plank of wood and a note. Let the train stop at the crossroads and let a team handle it.”
Rae’s smile was thin, not mockery so much as the careful curve of someone who had learned what small mercies looked like. “You know me, Huck. I’m not built for running.”
Huck barked a surprised laugh. “You built like a stubborn clock, that’s true. Still—” He spread his hands as if to measure time itself. “There’s talk of a special train. More than that—people are nervous. If the repair part is on that thing, Crosscut’s next week depends on it.”
Rae glanced down the line where darkness pooled, trying to imagine a train’s long belly passing in the half-light. It would be cruel and foolish to imagine too neatly how cars split, where couplings were likely placed, which crate might be at which end. Tradecraft is often a matter of guessing well and making sure your hands are ready to correct for error. Rae ran a thumb along the clamp; the work felt steadier when skin met metal.
The train’s drone deepened into a long, patient hum. Huck’s eyes went distant for a beat, remembering routes he had sold boots to and odd favors for. “There’ll be other folks listening up the line,” he said. “If the special is what people say it is, it’ll be split when it reaches Crosscut—or it’ll be expected to. Whoever cut the line didn’t seem to care for that sort of expectation.”
Rae’s teeth pressed together. The small, practical worry that a cut could cause a derailment sank into something grayer: the idea that someone had made a choice. That thought was more complex than the wrenching of bolts; it implied motive, someone’s arithmetic of suffering or gain. It implied that Crosscut was an actor in a drama rather than a passive stage. Rae did not like being a stage.
For an hour they checked and rechecked. Rae climbed the signal mast despite a protest from knees and an unhelpful memory of a ladder that had buckled for no good reason once. The climb told them what was necessary: the insulators were splattered with a reddish lichen that locals called river-bristle—an inconsequential detail that told you only that the valley’s damp took its own stubborn joys. Huck leaned against the rail and popped a tin of dried mushroom cakes, offering one to Rae with the solemnity of a priest passing bread.
“Want one?” Huck said. The cake was dense, with a chewy sweetness, and had flecks of preserved citrus peel in it; they tasted like afternoons in a place that kept small rituals alive. Rae accepted, fingers brushing Huck’s for a moment, a contact that meant more than the exchange of food.
“You saved those from the last convoy?” Rae asked.
He shrugged. “I keep the good stuff for night work. People get poetic when they’ve eaten bad porridge for long enough.”
That made Rae smile properly, a brief easing of the jaw that folded out a memory of laughter had they allowed it. Humor at Crosscut was not gaudy; it was dry and quick, a little grainy at the edges, often improvised like everything else.
Back at the points box, Rae tested the manual throw under a load simulation. They had a wooden block and a weighty spare wheel trucked from the siding years ago for exercises like this. Rae heaved, jammed a wedge, readjusted, and then let the simulated carriage move. The points shifted and held, the bearings sang, and the exercise worked. They tightened the clamps again and slotted a bright patch of cloth around the mechanism as a visual warning for any passing fingers. It was unlikely the cloth would mean anything to a determined saboteur, but it made the mechanism look acknowledged rather than neglected—and neglect was the enemy of care.
As the night deepened, Rae found the humor in small ironies. “We patch things to stop them from falling apart,” they said to Huck. “It’s a profession of optimism.”
“Optimism with grease under the nails,” Huck answered. “And a good whiff of loquat tea.”
They laughed, not because the joke was particularly sharp but because shared labor creates its own relief.
An odd sound fractured the conversation—a scraping from a siding not far from their lamps, followed by the muffled clink of stepped stones. Both of them stiffened. Huck’s hand went like a slow mechanized reflex toward a strap on his shoulder where he kept a short iron rod. Rae’s other hand slipped to the pry bar they’d used, fingers closing with the familiar architecture of a grip.
A figure moved in the fog, hunched and careful, carrying a bundle wrapped in gray canvas. The person stopped short where the lamplight picked them out: a thin, weary profile and hands that were hands of someone who had learned to bargain with scarcity. There was a pause long enough for a small drama to seat itself between them.
“Evening,” Rae said, letting the greeting be an offering before suspicion could purchase its own space. “You lost?”
The newcomer’s voice was small and dry. “Not lost. Looking.” Their accent had an edge from the west ridge, not too distant. “Track crew said the junction watched at night.”
“Track crew’s right. We do.” Rae’s tone was not accusing; it was a polite, mechanical fact.
Huck stepped forward so he stood between Rae and the stranger, a casual shield of a man who sold footwear and smirked away confrontation. “You should have a name,” Huck said. “People like names.”
They exchanged it. The newcomer’s name was Elan. He blamed himself for sounding like a saddled mule rather than anything clever. Elan kept his eyes low as if he’d been admonished by life itself and had learned to look down to avoid a second scolding. The conversation unfurled slowly into something that was not only necessary but oddly intimate.
“We’re just checking things,” Elan said. “There’s talk along the line. People clear their throats and mutter about a special. If someone’s cutting wires, others will think to do the same.”
Huck’s expression softened with the recognition that gossip was a currency and fear made it spend. “You’re from up the ridge, aren’t you? Haven?”
Elan’s jaw tightened. “Something like that.” He kept his voice low. “I carry this.” He lifted the bundle and it revealed a small folded strip of cloth and three glass marbles—children’s prizes, old-world curiosities pressed into new uses as trade chips. “We trade marbles for bandage kits. The kid at home is half-blind after a stone came loose in a mill and cut his eye. We traded and we begged. When someone told us to come by Crosscut, they said the junction was a good place to know who was coming through.”
The human scale of that small confession hit like a physical thing. Rae felt an annoying tug in their chest: a prickle of a judgment that was quickly followed by the habitual, manual response of someone who could fix and thus alleviate. It was an economy the junction taught: hands solved part of the world’s rougher mathematics.
“Stand by the lamp,” Rae said, voice steady. “We’ll see if the special needs balancing.”
Elan’s relief was so quiet it looked like a small animal settling. He took the lamp’s halo with the reverence of someone acknowledging a hearth. The three of them—Rae, Huck, Elan—formed a small triangle under the lamplight, warming each other like emergency blankets.
Conversation shifted sideways into the mundane: how to mend a splintered axle with old strap iron, the best way to coax a stubborn whistle back to life, where to buy a loaf that did not taste like crushed paper. These were practicalities that did not solve motives or cut wires, but they kept people from turning speculation into panic. Elan’s presence reminded them that the precinct of their work was larger than the mechanics. There were faces in towns that trusted the junction and faces that resented it.
Huck told a story about a conductor who once tried to auction a hat to raise money for bandages—Rae laughed because Huck’s telling made even the smallest mischief sound like a purpose. Elan listened and offered the occasional slight smile, the kind that began at the eyes and spread carefully down the cheeks.
At some point, someone—Huck, probably—looked down the line and squinted. The faint point of a light had grown into a deliberate beacon. It moved with an unhurried inevitability, the way a tide promised to come in no matter what you wished. The special, if it was indeed the thing they feared, would need to parse its cargo carefully. Modern rolling stock still depended on old habits: trains split at junctions where hands could pull them apart, where couplings were human rather than automatic, and where an honest, greasy hand could pry a car into a siding.
Rae's mind, which preferred the exactness of metal to the messier arithmetic of motives, began to lay out the problem: the cut wire disabled an automated signal, meaning the safe, slow rearrangement of cars would be in doubt. The replacement part, if it was on the expected train, might sit at an end no one wanted to risk stopping in the middle of the junction. A medical crate somewhere else might mean lives at stake. A simple arithmetic: one train, two priorities, zero automatic options.
Huck’s voice drew attention back to the present. “Special runs early. You sure you’ll be able to hold it, Rae?” he asked. There was a respectful, roguish challenge in the question—one that asked whether Rae’s hands could do what planning could not.
Rae set their hands on the rail with an odd intimacy. Metal did not answer ethics. Metal responded to torque and lever length. “If the part is on that train,” Rae said, “we’ll have to split it manually. That means timing and strength and a clean throw. I can do the mechanics. I can’t promise what the decision will be.”
Elan swallowed. “People will be looking for both.”
“People always look,” Huck muttered. “They look with spoons.”
A small laugh passed between them that was more relief than humor. Laughter, here, was an economy as necessary as grease—an exchange that admitted fear without letting it purchase the whole night.
The distant light kept growing, patient as a thought that finally found purchase. Rae checked an old schedule note Huck had put on the signal box and then touched the clamp again with a gloved hand. The repair would hold for the approaching passage if there were no further interference. That was a conditional statement with a lot of weight. Conditions in places like theirs were heavy things; they settled into bones.
Somewhere down the line a bell pealed: three short rings, one long. It was an old safety code the line still used because old things sometimes had the advantage of being stubbornly clear. The sound vibrated through the footings of the junction, a small, insistent drum. Rae took it as an invitation.
“Right,” Rae said. They straightened, joints protesting like old pulleys. “We do a real check. I’ll run the box and make sure the manual throw is fail-safe. Huck, you keep watch on the southern approach. Elan—if you’ve the nerve, you can stand at the siding to watch for any trouble. Stay visible. Be calm.”
Elan nodded, face set as if he’d been handed a simple favor and a heavy responsibility in the same breath. He moved to the siding and settled into a stance that suggested he might have been fashioned precisely for waiting: watchful, ready to point when needed.
Huck pulled a small hand-lamp from his pack and clipped it to his belt with the casual flourish of a man who trusted showmanship as much as tools. He gave Rae a look that had equal parts fondness and something like admission. “If anyone can coax a carriage apart without setting half the valley on fire, it’s you,” he said.
Rae worked quickly and methodically. There was an economy to their movements: hands that knew where to press, where to wedge, where to listen for the sigh that told you a coupling had eased. They checked bolts and bearings, tested the manual throw under a carriageling load, and then tightened the brace that would keep the points from wandering. Each motion was a sentence in a language Rae had learned by trade: yank, brace, adjust, lock. The language built a meaning that distraction could not easily undo.
As the special’s headlamp cut a brighter path through the mist, Rae felt the long-nursed solitude of their job press against the lamp’s circle of light. There was work to do, hands to set to the right place at the precise moment. There was also the nagging realization that somebody—someone with hands and haste and a reason—had decided to make the junction’s work a gamble. That realization was the thin things men made from fear.
The special’s light poured over the junction with an amiable arrogance, as if its engineers had been taught to believe the world parted politely at the request of iron and steam. A ribbon of wheels sighed from the dark and drew the rails into a kind of conversation. The air vibrated with the approaching engine’s tone; Huck tossed a small pebble at the track and watched it skip like an impatient heartbeat.
Rae moved to a vantage where the silhouette of the rail cars would be easiest to read: front light high, chassis low, the telltale shift where couplers showed their seams. They had a little bag of tools tied at the belt—hooks, a short crowbar, a coil of improvised cable—and their hands rested on them like a pledge. The junction was quiet in a concentrated way; even the fog seemed attentive.
Huck leaned close and muttered, not in mockery but in the way of a friend probing for a reaction. “You ever think about trading this life for something softer? Bean growing, perhaps. Sitting by a window that ain’t vibrating with the hum of axles?”
Rae’s laugh was a matching smallness. “I tried bean growing once,” they said. “I got bored. You can only water a bean so many ways before it feels like a conspiracy.”
Huck’s grin was immediate. “That’s the problem with you and your occupation—too curious for quiet planting.”
They said nothing else; words would have been a nuisance now. The lead cars rolled past with a whisper of metal and the distant clank of containers settling. Headlights passed and threw short, decisive shadows that carved the junction into manageable pieces. Rae watched the couplings like a surgeon watches a pulse.
The first cars—freight flatbeds and sacks—shuffled along and the cargo pattern emerged: general supplies, flour sacks, tins stamped with funny old logos that meant nothing except nostalgia. The traders in the valley liked old logos because they told a story no one else in the region could read. Deeper still, the train’s pattern told its own tale: medical crates were heavier-looking, banded with tapes and frays; larger iron crates carried parts and had been lashed not merely for transport but for argument.
Then the train gave a tiny shudder in the way old machines do when they encounter a variation in track. Rae’s hands tightened on their tools. The special’s pace was steady but not slow enough to be simple; it was slow enough to be anxious. Rae counted couplings in their head like a silent meter: one, two, three—the rhythm of things that could be split with the right shove at the right time.
From the corner of the lamp’s halo something gleamed: a small scrap of fresh metal lying where no metal should be. Someone had left a wedge—a crude, hastily jammed piece of rock and rust—wedged in a secondary siding to force confusion. That single, ugly artifact announced that the act was not clumsy curiosity but deliberate interference. Rae’s mouth went dry with the knowledge of how quickly a wedge could decide a direction.

    
The Long Ticket
Dawn arrived like a cautious passenger, not quite certain it was meant to get off at Crosscut. The town woke in fragments: someone swept a stoop with a broom made of braided fishing line, an old woman hung a row of patched scarves from a line to dry, and children clustered at the yard’s edge skimming flattened bottle caps across the puddles as if the water were a different country. The little rituals had nothing to do with sabotage and everything to do with staying human. Rae liked to watch those games when they had a moment; the way the kids measured distance by how much a lid could skip made the world seem more evenly judged.
The points box still smelled of grease and beeswax when Rae came in from the night shift. They shook rain from their coat and ran a thumb along the freshly tightened clamp more for reassurance than inspection. The clamp had done what clamps do: made a temporary promise. Huck was already there, propping himself against the signal post and munching a dry wedge of kettle-cake, his grin a fixture like the rusted bell over the station door.
“You got the look,” Huck observed, nodding at Rae’s hands. “Hands that have decided business.”
Rae rolled their shoulders and handed Huck a bit of leftover cake. “Handle it like I always do,” they said, jerking a thumb toward the rails. “Make it obey.”
Huck took a bite and looked around. The square in front of the junction was filling with people faster than gossip. When a line depends on a spool of wire and a lever, news travels the tracks ahead of steam. Today the news was not flattering: someone had cut the control wire and wedged a crude rock in a siding. Lio March, who kept the ledger of the hamlet’s comings and goings with a stubborn affection for precise complaint, was already arranging seats—his way of calling a meeting without saying so.
Rae threaded through the gathering where voices rubbed against each other. There were small merchants with satchels smelling of dried herbs, a woman with bandaged knuckles who traded shoe mends for bread, and two farmers arguing over whether winter wheat would forgive late planting. These people weren’t actors on a stage; they were neighbors whose lives hinged on punctual deliveries. The trade in Crosscut was not just goods; it was favors, grudges, and the occasional kindness traded over second-hand tea.
Lio made his way up on a crate like a man taking a pulpit that had been built by necessity rather than ceremony. He had a conductor’s backbone and a voice that rolled out like timetables—steady, slightly exasperated. “We’ll be brief,” he said. “There’s a special on the line. Word is it’s carrying something for everyone and something for Rae.” He let the last part hang a fraction too long for anyone comfortable.
Murmurs spread. Rae felt the old warmth of blood go to work differently in their body—there was a taste of copper when people remembered an accident that had once happened under their watch. People forget kindness easily, but they remember incidents that require a ledger. Rae could feel the ledger being flicked through like the pages of a gusted book.
“We need to know what we’re doing when that train arrives,” Lio continued. “The junction can’t be left to luck.” His eyes softened when they passed over Rae, a look that was not innocently kind but respectful in the way of someone who still measured value by craft.
“What’s the worse that can happen?” a farmer demanded, his voice the gravelly one of someone who’d mended fences more often than he’d mended hearts.
“A derailment,” Rae said before they could stop themselves. Their answer landed like a stone. “A jammed points can send cars where they don’t belong. A wagon full of heavy crates off the ties can crush sleepers and kill the line for days. Worse still, if a special loses its brakes in the wrong place, people get hurt.”
There it was: a blunt statement that shifted the room’s air. Practical fear is often more persuasive than moral indignation. The farmers nodded in a way that acknowledged math. Lio’s jaw tightened. “We can’t afford to lose the line.”
Ada arrived like a kicked-up dust storm and then, strangely, like a hand that demanded to be held. She was younger than most of the town’s grayers, with hair blunt-cut and hands already scarred by work. She carried a satchel that slung like a promise against her hip and a look that suggested anyone who tried to come between her and what she wanted would find her uncommonly direct.
She cut through the knot of conversation and stood before Lio and Rae without ceremony. “My brother’s eye,” she said. The words were simple and dangerous. “We were promised a med crate on that special. He’s bleeding and blind on one side. If that crate stops at the wrong siding, he’ll lose more than sight.”
The small assembly held its breath—partly because humans are dramatic and partly because a person speaking personal need converts abstract debate into something tactile. Ada’s urgency was not a soapbox; it was a list of bones and blood.
“Where’s he from?” Lio asked.
“Vern’s Hollow,” she said. “Three hours by foot.”
A woman from the edge of the crowd, who ran a kiln and had a stare for no nonsense, asked the question that mattered in a town where scarcity remade morals daily. “If we stop the train for the med crate, do we strand the rest? If we let it pass to fix the junction, what then? Repairs take time.”
Rae watched Ada’s face tighten and the way her fingers toyed with a frayed strap. There was a hunger in her urgency that Rae recognized—not hunger for food but for a small mercy. They had seen that look before, in a child who had once come to the junction after a cart came loose, the same way people came when they had only one thing left to barter: hope.
“There’s not always a clean choice,” Rae said, stepping forward though they had no desire to be cast as the town’s conscience. “If the part for the junction is on the train, and if the med crate is on the same consist, then someone has to make a move that risks something else.”
A murmur grew into a low argument; people lined up their points like settlers marking borders: immediate life versus future reliability. Lio’s voice tried to pull the argument toward logic. “We think as communities,” he said. “If we lose the junction for a week, we lose more than a single crate. The hamlet by the north spur will starve without grain. The smith will be without metal. We can’t put everything on this one stop.”
Ada shot back, her temper as sharp as the tool scars on her knuckles. “That smith doesn’t have stitches. He can’t buy medicine with metal. The north spur can wait a week if someone’s eye is gone.”
The words were not meant to settle the debate—they inflamed it. Someone in the crowd tossed in a practical middle: rationing medical stock from nearby towns, riding out with runners to fetch more supplies. But distances in Crosscut were exacting; a runner could be stalled by mud, rain, or bandits. It was easier to argue than to carry a crate up a hillside on a sick child’s behalf.
Huck watched the exchange with an exasperated half-grin. He clapped his hands once, bringing a bit of theater to the square. “Folks,” he said, “we could always settle this with afternoon tea and a singalong—if singing was as effective as fixing a bent axle.” He winked at Rae, the joke landing as a bit of salt to the room’s flavor. Laughter cracked the tension slightly; humor, like grease, lubricated human mechanics.
It was typical of Crosscut’s meetings that anything solemn found a fissure for something human to get through. They argued about choices in a way that revealed how little money and how many long memories could change the climate of a decision. Old grudges surfaced like weeds: a dispute about a cow’s sale from three winters ago, the rumor of goods diverted on a track a year prior. Rae felt those memories prick against their skin, the kind of prick that has nothing to do with real danger but everything to do with how people measure blame.
“Rae,” Lio said finally, pressing his palms together as if in prayer and practicality, “you were on the line when the last derailment happened. Can we trust you to make the call?”
The question landed like a ledger being closed. Rae’s face must have betrayed them because a handful of murmurs leaned to pity and a few to suspicion. They had lived with the derailment for a long time; it had been a shape in their life that informed choices and tightened shoulders. That event had not been simple—no one’s was—but the town’s memory simplified things into blame and verdict.
Rae felt the particular heat of being both necessary and suspect. They found their voice by measuring it against the irons they worked on. “I can assess the train’s configuration when it arrives,” Rae said. “I can tell you where the med crate likely sits in the consist, and where a replacement part might be. But I won’t make a decision on gossip. I’ll make it on what I can see and what I can do.”
There was an edge of defiance in that statement, not grandstanding but the fine grain of someone who trusted hands more than hearsay. Lio studied Rae for a long beat and then, as if conceding to craft, nodded. “Then we wait for sight,” he said. “But we prepare. We make plans for both results.”
People broke into smaller knots of preparation, each tending to their own anxieties. Someone collected rope and wedges; another cleared the siding behind the station to make space for a possible stop; a couple of older boys debated whether they could drive a cart fast enough to meet a train if someone needed to fetch a crate. Conversations acquired a practical tone as if the town were a single machine anticipating a necessary repair.
Ada lingered. Rae caught her watching the rails with a kind of ferocious focus. When Lio moved to address a vendor, Rae walked to her.
“You need the crate now,” Rae said.
Ada’s jaw worked. “Yes.”
There was a pause where neither spoke. Rae had a cupboard of reactions: guilt, duty, pragmatism. They also had hands that still remembered how to rig a manual coupling. It was a strange and private repertory—how to take a lever, how to feel the give of a carriage. “If it’s on the train,” Rae said slowly, “it might be at either end. Whoever loaded the special will have their reasons. We need to see where the med crate is. If it’s in the front cars, stopping it might be safer than trying to split it. If it’s at the rear, stopping risks losing the part you need.”
Ada made a noise that was almost a laugh, almost a sob. “What if it’s in the middle?” she asked.
Rae’s mouth tightened. “Then someone has to plan to split it. Manually.”
That sentence—plain, technical—carried the weight of danger and possibility. The town listened because the language of levers and clutches was a dialect Crosscut understood. It was also a moment where Rae’s profession showed itself as a moral instrument: not merely a means to move goods but a muscle that could shape fate if used properly.
Ada surprised Rae by not pleading further. Instead she drew a ragged breath and said, “Teach me.”
The town’s air shifted. There are ways to ask for help and ways to offer it. Ada’s was the latter: a bid to become useful rather than an appeal to pity. Rae blinked. The offer was honest and fierce. Teaching someone to be steady with a crowbar, to know when a coupling will yield and when it will not, was a kind of trust that required the teacher to accept the student’s presence.
“You don’t have to,” Rae said before they decided whether the answer was generous.
Ada’s eyes were flatly determined. “I don’t want your pity. I want your hands.”
Huck, who had been listening at the edge with a knack for dramatic timing, clapped once. “A budding apprentice,” he announced. “Crosscut’s offering a bargain: two hands for one heart.” He winked at Rae, and the group cracked a faint smile. Humor again, like a small tool to pry open stubborn faces.
Rae found themselves testing the idea in their mind, as if balancing a weight on a scale. Their instinct was to refuse—teaching meant responsibility, and responsibility meant vulnerability. But the look in Ada’s face was not the glazed urgency of someone who would complain if rebuffed; it was the set of someone ready to swallow whatever the work demanded.
“Fine,” Rae said finally. “If you’re serious, knot up your sleeves. We’ll start with basic carriage checks, then practice hand-coupling under low load. If you keep your nerve, you’ll have a place here.”
Ada’s nod was a small officiation. She rolled her sleeves up and exposed the knuckles that had been discussed earlier, tiny pale crescent-scars like old badges. Rae handed her a small spanner and watched as she took it with a careful, practiced motion. The first lesson was simple: how to feel a bolt as if it were telling you a secret.
They worked near the station, in the open where the crowd could see but not interfere. Rae showed Ada how to check a wheel bearing without dismantling the car—listen for a slight, steady grit that suggested a failing roller, feel for play in the axle with a practiced hand. Ada mimicked motions with surprising steadiness; her fingers answered the lesson the way a new key learns a lock. Their training became a quiet public performance amid the noise of people arguing and the soft clatter of market stalls.
Between motions Rae answered questions that wandered away from danger, the way people’s minds needed small comfort. He told Ada about a trick to keep a whistle from squealing—wrap a scrap of canvas once around the reed and it will take the edge off; he taught her a phrase conductors used when they wanted to warn without frightening: “steady on.” These were the little usages that formed a craft’s language, and teaching them helped Rae in ways that talking could not: it let their hands translate the past into something immediate. Ada listened and practiced and laughed when she banged a knuckle on a stubborn lug.
Lio watched from the side, fingers steepled. He approached with a weight like someone who had seen people make decisions that needed temper and yet believed in hands over speeches. He addressed Rae with a mixture of appreciation and a question that had to do with trust.
“You’re taking a person under your wing,” he said. “Do you trust this to change the danger to something manageable?”
Rae wiped grease from a palm and met Lio’s gaze. “I can teach someone to use tools,” they said. “I can’t teach luck.”
“But you can measure it,” Lio replied. “And measurement is most of wisdom here.”
Rae gave a thin smile. “Then we measure.”
News filtered in from the line through Huck’s habit of being a human rumor mill. He’d met a runner at dawn who’d glimpsed the special’s configuration at a distant siding: certain crates marked with blue twine, a heavier iron box on the third car, and signs of someone having rearranged the load with a thumb and a shrug. The report was loose—rumors always were—but Huck’s version had the detail that took the room’s breath away: the part needed for Crosscut was there, the med crate might be there too.
The square quieted in a way that made the hairs on Rae’s arms stand up. When danger becomes a calculation, people listen for numbers. Huck’s grin was gone; he was back to the business of seriousness. “If both are on that train,” he said quietly, “we’ll be choosing who gets help and who keeps the line.”
Lio closed his eyes for a second, as if flipping a mental ledger. “We’ll do both,” he said finally. “Not by miracle. By plan.”
That response did not erase the complications. Manuals don’t write themselves into successful operations. If a train carried both a part and a crate, splitting it in place would require someone to unlock couplings by hand, to wedge a point while cars slowly moved apart, and to hold a switch against force. It was hard work, precise work, and when the stakes were human it ceased to be abstract.
Rae’s hands went back to the rail as if by habit. They drew a small diagram with a stick on the dirt: engine, then two boxcars, then the iron crate, then med crate farther back. They traced lines and couplings with a blunt finger, explaining how a manual split could be forced if you had time, if you had courage, and if you had people who could accept risk. Ada watched that diagram like it was a prayer.'

    
An Arrangement
Morning in Crosscut was a tidy sort of theatre: people acted out small, necessary roles so the town could believe in continuity. The clothesline market was alive by the time Rae pushed the points box door open—rows of scarves swayed like reluctant flags, and someone was selling loquat jam in chipped glass that had been rinsed so often it shone like a pale coin. That market had nothing to do with rails, which made Rae like it; life had to keep some corners that trains couldn’t reach.
Huck leaned on the signal post with a winning half-smile and a wedge of kettle-cake on his knee, flour dust kissing his beard. He produced the Sunridge convoy’s offer as if it were gossip wrapped in a ribbon: they’d pass Crosscut at dusk, they’d employ a reliable hands-on man for the road and offer wages plus a chance to alight in a place where axles didn’t sing through the night. “Fancy windows that shut without humming,” Huck said. “You could go study beans in a windowed cottage.”
Rae snorted a laugh that tasted partly of fondness and partly of long-old habit. “I tried bean growing,” they said. “I discovered beans are conspirators.” The joke landed like a pebble in Huck’s bowl of showmanship and they both laughed, small and private.
Then Ada arrived, sleeves rolled, oil on her palms like a patina of courage. She’d been up at dawn helping Lio sort extra rope and had come over to practice. Rae felt that pull—between the thing they were offered that might mean silence and comfort, and the stubborn, complicated life that kept the town humming. The offer to leave tugged at a hollow place inside them that used to want different things: maybe a bed that didn’t creak with passing freight, maybe a town where mornings were only mornings and not a tally of potential disasters. The thought of walking away had warmth in it. So did the idea of staying; both were dangerous comforts in their own way.
Training began like an apprenticeship should: small corrections first. Rae knelt beside a static carriage wheel and showed Ada how to place the palm against the flange and judge play—not with eyes but by fingers, the way someone reads the last line of a sentence by touch. Ada’s hands moved like someone who’d done unglamorous labor before: steady, honest, and impatient to be trusted.
“Feel the bearing,” Rae instructed. “If it whispers, it’s tired. If it rattles, it’s angry. You want the quiet ones—quiet gets you farther than bravado.”
Ada concentrated, lips thinning. “And if it’s angry?” she asked.
Rae smiled, small. “You cage it with oil and patience. If it still snaps, you move away and call for a bolstered wheel. That’s what brakes are for—an honest retreat.”
There was something intimate about teaching that had nothing to do with drama: it was transference of muscle memory, of the small, practical superstitions that kept people whole. Rae showed Ada how to shim a wedge with an old copper strip and how to test the clutch on a coupling without losing your fingers. Ada tried, her forehead furrowing. When she finally felt the coupling give, she whooped and then embarrassed herself into a laugh that was human and raw.
Huck watched with the bemused tolerance of someone who loved the noise of commerce more than its catastrophe. “You two are very good theatre,” he said, tossing a greasy scrap of kettle-cake to a dog passing by. “One teaches, the other learns. In a week you’ll be hauling the town’s grievances in a neat little cart.”
Ada barked a grin. “I’ll tell the town I was trained by the best.”
Rae’s jaw clenched in a way that felt like an old scar remembering cold. Training Ada stitched a new seam in the habit of solitude they’d kept. It was honest work, but each honest motion also pushed the question: if they taught someone else to do what they did, could they step away? Teachers often make way for flight, but teachers also anchor those they teach by tying knowledge to place.
They tested manual coupling under a low-load setup: a flat cart, a wheel-bench, and a practiced simulation of a moving car. The town gathered in small clusters as if theater were expected; children dragged bottle caps across puddles, measuring the distance with the solemnity of a judge. The world detail slipped in between maneuvers—the mayor’s wife handing out loquat tarts to keep people alert, a neighbor airing a blanket scented with river-bristle resin because damp weather had the habit of closing lungs in winter. It was ordinary and unobtrusive and entirely unrelated to sabotage, and that was precisely why it mattered.
Ada fumbled with the clamp and cursed a small, loud oath. Rae grinned at the sound—a private approval of the way she dared to be clumsy and resilient at once.
“You’re learning to be clumsy with intention,” Rae told her. “That’s a good start.”
She elbowed him lightly. “You say that like a compliment.”
“You earned your rights to be smug,” Rae said. “You kept a line.”
Their rapport had the shape of practical banter. It was not sentiment disguised as humor; it was a language two people build when one teaches and the other responds. Sometimes the jokes were small bolts that kept the structure intact.
Later that morning Huck returned with new information: a runner from a siding had watched the special earlier the day before and could tell them with some certainty where the heavy iron crate and at least one med crate rode. The runner’s story was not a manifest—there were no longer that many honest ledgers—but a practiced eye could tell cargo by the way cars sagged, the particular sound of taped crates, the stains on canvas coverings.
“The iron box—heavy and strapped—was at the rear cluster,” Huck reported, leaning in. “Third from the end. Med crate? Up front. Near the engine.”
Rae felt their palms grow suddenly dry. The arrangement was a knife: one thing that fixed the junction in the back, one thing that would save a person in the front. It made the spatial geometry of choices immediate and brutal. “That’s…that makes it complicated,” Rae said finally.
Ada’s face went a shade paler. “So we can’t easily stop it for both.”
“No,” Rae answered. “Not without splitting it.”
They went back to the small practice rig with a new intensity. Splitting a consist meant knowing where couplers were, how much slack to introduce, how long it took brakes to bleed under a given load, and how to wedge points so a certain number of cars would take a siding without dragging the rest. It was mechanical choreography.
That choreography required more than theory. Rae showed Ada how to stay under a moving car without the hysterics scenes from old tales, where one false move meant a missing limb. Real skill was about timing and body angle and knowing when the iron would shift and when it would not. Rae had a dozen small rules for risk: keep both knees bent, don’t reach over a live coupling, and never trust a repaired retainer until you’ve tested it three times.
Ada obeyed with an eagerness that bordered on reverence. She learned to read the sound of a brake as a language: a crisp snap meant a recent adjustment, a wet rasp meant the drums had water and would need drying. She learned to wedge and to chant quietly under her breath—old rail-workers’ rhymes that were less superstition and more cadence. Rae listened to her sing and felt a strange warmth, like some part of him had been set to rights by the simple human rhythm.
For the first time since the derailment years ago, Rae felt the possibility that their knowledge could outlive them. It was a small balm. Teaching did not guarantee escape, but it made leaving less cowardly; it made staying a choice rather than a prison.
Around midday, Lio approached with the kind of seriousness that belonged at high tables. He didn’t speak in rhetorical flourishes; his words were concrete. “We heard from Vern’s Hollow,” he said. “Ada’s brother is steadier, but they need sutures and proper dressings. The med crate front matters.”
Rae nodded and kept their face intentionally blank. Lio’s presence was the town reminding itself of long-term stakes and considering the short-term mercy of a family’s life. “If the iron box is at the rear, we need to figure how to keep the junction serviceable without losing immediate aid,” Lio continued. “You have a thought?”
“I do,” Rae admitted. “We can attempt a manual split at the junction. I’ll need helpers at the couplings, someone to man a hand-brake far enough forward to keep speed manageable, and a wedge on the secondary siding. But it’s high-risk. If the coupling doesn’t take, we could lose cars.”
Lio weighed that with the patience of someone who’d managed towns through cold seasons. “Risk often breeds necessity,” he said. “We can assign teams. Ada can lead one of them with Rae.”
Ada swallowed a laugh that was equal parts shock and fierce joy. Rae caught the look—astonishment and the gleam of someone realizing they mattered.
Later in the afternoon, while people made plans and children practiced bottle-cap sprints down the lane, Rae sat on the back steps of the station and felt the offer of Sunridge like a warm object in the palm of their hand. Huck had leave a small note: “Sunridge will take you. Think on it.” There was a strange, private conversation between desire and duty that Rae tried to hush with practical lists: inspect the clamp, double-check the sash on the secondary siding, and teach Ada to feel the difference between a braced and an unbraced coupling.
A stray customer came by hawking dried pear slices and two copper rings repurposed into spoons. He offered Rae a sample and a joke about spoons getting more life than some marriages these days. Rae chuckled, and for a moment the temptation to step into a different scene—the convoy, the bean window, the unshaken house—looked like a reasonable choice rather than a fantasy. But then Ada’s laugh carried from the practice rig—a raw, honest sound—and Rae felt anchored again.
They recognized the truth in the old ways: leaving met pain for others; leaving was an act that rippled. Staying meant daily small salvations—the stitches, the tightened bolts, the hands you taught so you were not alone. Rae’s heart, which had been practiced to reticence by years at the junction, softened like a hinge that had finally been oiled. It did not resolve them, but it arranged their priorities anew.
Evening gathered with the glitter of small lights in window frames. People hung wind-socks made of dyed rag strips on the posts—an old Crosscut custom intended to catch the half-tide winds and warn travelers whether the valley’s fog would thicken into rain. It was not functional for the sabotage, but it spoke to the town’s design for living: rituals untouched by crisis. Ada lashed a strip of blue rag to a post and squinted at it as if testing a verdict.
Rae stood beside her, watching the windsock’s dance. “You ever want to leave?” she asked.
Ada thought a beat. “Not really,” she said. “Not yet. I want to be the one to get my brother stitched up. After that—maybe I’ll travel. Maybe I’ll keep my feet under an axle. Right now I want to stay and earn it.”
There was no poetry in that answer—only the commitment of a person deciding where to put effort. Rae admired it. The town’s decision-making was not grand. It was made of hunger and humor and practical attachments.
A runner arrived at dusk with a fresh detail: the siding wedge was worse than a rock. Someone had jammed a crude iron hook into the rail seat to make the secondary siding fail entirely. The saboteur had not just cut wire; they had prepared confusion. That made Rae’s throat tighten because the problem was no longer merely the geometry of a train’s cargo. It had become an active, deliberate effort to make choices bloody and complicated.
Rae stood up, feeling the weight of both Sunridge’s offer and the tangible work around them. Huck joined and punched at the air the way onlookers do when they mean to be helpful. “You could always go,” Huck said too quietly, “and let Ada take over. She’s good.”
Rae looked at Ada as she tightened a new wedge with a hand that had acquired a confident steadiness. The sight answered Huck more than words could. “She’ll be good,” Rae said. “But she deserves to learn under me first. Either way, I’ll not abandon this basis.”
Huck shrugged. “Fine by me. I like a stubborn clock.”
Ada grinned, and the small town around them breathed—tense but arranged. Rae understood that leaving was now an option laid beside the obligations like two pieces of a simple puzzle. They were not resolved, but they had been put where sight could measure them. It made decisions less abstract and more immediate. If courage was required, then skill and fellowship would be their currency.
Night closed with a careful hush. Rae tightened the braces on the points, inspected the ropes, and reviewed the procedure for a manual split aloud until their voice was a low comfort against the station’s wood. Ada and a few volunteers practiced the sequence slowly until fatigue set in and they moved like a precise, tired machine. The world outside the lamplight smelled of wet leather and kiln smoke—small details like these were not part of the sabotage’s calculus, but they were the reasons people kept showing up.
Rae set an improvised watch schedule and then stood for a long time with Huck by the gate. The Sunridge offer lay between them like a short, polite argument. Rae’s hands were smudged and competent; their throat held a question that did not require answer yet. Ada’s voice came across the yards—light, precise—correcting someone’s stance on a coupling. Rae felt something like relief and terror at the same time. They had learned how to leave and how to stay. For the first time since they’d taken the points box as a hermitage, being alone seemed like a choice rather than a sentence.
They shut the points box and locked the door with a clink that sounded like a promise. Outside, the wind-sock fluttered in its small, brave way, and the town’s lights winked as if to say: we are here, messy and human. Rae’s hands lingered on the latch a moment longer than necessary, and then they walked back toward the lamp where Ada was practicing the final hitch. The work was not finished, but the arrangement had. They had a plan, a pupil, and a reluctant, hopeful commitment that would have to do for now.

    
One Switch, Two Stops
The square smelled like tea and engines when the meeting broke into factions. Dawn had scraped a pale light over Crosscut and the wind-socks on the posts slatted like sleepy flags, warning only that the valley’s half-tide might thicken into rain. Women hung strips of cloth scented with river-bristle resin across the market to keep damp from settling into wool; the smell was ordinary and stubborn, a detail that had nothing to do with trains but everything to do with how people kept themselves from thinking only of danger. A child kicked a bottle cap so it spun in a puddle and watched it hop, measuring distance in the old way. Someone from the kiln passed by with a crate of fresh tiles steaming like small flat ovens. Life rearranged itself in small, sensible rituals even as argument gathered its breath.
Lio stood again on the crate because it let him look over heads without shouting. He had the habit of making decisions feel like timetables; people trusted him when he moved in measured phrases. “We have to choose,” he said, voice even. “If we stop that train for the med crate and the iron part goes onward, we might lose the junction for a week. If we send the train on to save the line and the med crate is gone, someone’s life may change forever.”
Ada’s reply came like a splintered edge. “My brother bleeds now. He doesn’t have a week.” She folded her arms as if to hold in a fever. “You talk about the junction in the abstract, Lio. I’m talking about a person who needs hands that know how to stitch.”
A baker muttered about the logic of bread—how a village that cannot deliver grain grows thin at the knees—and a smith spat a match of practicality about metal stocks. Huck threaded himself through the crowd with a grin meant to lighten what had become a blunt and dangerous scale of choices. He clapped his hands to claim attention and said, “We can do this the sentimental way or the sensible way: the sentimental way involves tears and maybe a hymn; the sensible way involves a rope and a wedge. I vote wedge.” The joke did what jokes do—sawed tension in two and let some air come in. Laughter was small and necessary, a lubricant on a rusty hinge.
The vote was messy in the way small towns count things—by shouts, by hands raised, by the quiet arithmetic of who could not afford to lose a single sack of grain. Some wanted to prioritize repairs: the smith and the miller favored keeping rails moving. Others, like Ada and a handful of mothers, insisted medical supplies were priceless and immediate. The tally slowed into argument. Fingers found old grievances to sharpen: who had taken a spare wheel last winter, whose cart had been heavier with goods diverted the year before. Those little debts always appeared at moments like this; grudges are a kind of currency in towns where ledgers are kept in memory and in the tight lines of faces.
Rae listened without taking a side the way someone listening to a machine listens for the right pitch. Their job wasn’t to moralize; it was to measure torque and timing. Still, it was impossible for them not to feel the gravity of both needs. They understood how a town’s future could be bent by a week without parts, and they understood how a person’s life could be bent by an hour without dressings. When Lio turned to them with the weary, tacit expectation of leaders, Rae found the place where choice pinned like a nail.
“I won’t let you put this on me as a verdict,” Rae said. “But I can offer another way. We don’t have to choose only one or the other. We can split the train, if we have the hands and the nerve. It’s risky. It’s exacting. It needs practice and timing and people who will take on danger because they choose it, not because they were forced into it.”
The idea landed differently than the earlier arguments. Where talk had been abstract and defensive, Rae’s proposal demanded specifics—who would uncouple, who would wedge the points, who would manage brakes—and those specifics became things people could either agree to or refuse.
Rae sketched the plan in the dirt with a stick: engine, a short line of boxcars, the iron crate at the rear, med crate near the front. They traced where couplers would be and where volunteers should stand. “We’ll ask the crew to make a slow pass through the junction,” Rae said, fingers drawing the arc of a maneuver. “We’ll time a manual uncouple behind the engine and shove part of the consist into the siding while the remainder keeps going. Someone has to hold the switch under load. Someone has to decouple by hand. Someone has to manage brakes so the cars don’t run into one another.”
Huck rubbed his chin as if deciding whether this was the sort of thing worth betting a hat on. “It sounds theatrical,” he said, “but I’ve seen worse theatre with better finales.”
Ada’s eyes went from the dirt diagram to Rae and she said simply, “Teach me everything you can. I’ll be on a coupling if you’ll have me.” Her tone was not begging; it was a bid for agency, which made her presence blunt rather than fragile. Rae felt something inside them shift—the old loneliness that had kept them at the junction like an old creature that hoards warmth had begun to unravel. Teaching would make them vulnerable, but it would also make their knowledge live beyond a single hand.
They split tasks. Lio sent runners to nearby settlements to ask for help; Huck was charged with gathering rope and wedges from traders; a band of youth volunteered for manual tasks, more out of wanting to matter than because they understood the risk. Ada was assigned to Rae’s side as an apprentice and a brace. The town arranged itself into roles with a brisk, fearful efficiency.
Prepping the gear felt like praying with tools. Rae marched through a checklist the way an engineer might warm up a machine: checking the hand brake rig, testing spare shackles, proving the improvised clamp that would keep the points from wandering under the load. They crawled into the points box and re-set the throw, felt for the hairline wobble that would tell them if a wedge was insufficient. Ada handed them tools without hesitation, learning the names of bolts and the way a coupling bar accepted pressure. Both of them were dirtied by the work—grease at their nails, a smear of oil on Rae’s cheek that looked almost deliberate like a badge.
Rae’s movements were active and exact: they levered a stubborn bolt, hammered a broken retainer back into shape, lashed a cable across a winch and tightened it until it hummed. Their body spoke the language of iron—push, brace, twist, listen—and the demonstration was better than any lecture. Ada watched in concentrated silence and then mimicked their motions; at first her hands were cautious, then surer. The lesson was not only technique; it revealed the steadiness required to do work that keeps people alive.
Huck fussed with ceremonial mischief, producing a battered tin kettle he claimed would be the train’s official tea box should all go well. “If we split a train,” he said, “then we must name the day and provide cake.” His attempt at whimsy forced a grin from a tired smith and even made Lio’s stern features soften. The absurdity of naming a day for disaster made the edges of fear less sharp, and that was a necessary thing. Humor did not cure the danger; it allowed people to stand for it.
They ran through the sequence with a low-load practice rig: a short flatbed and two weights. Rae anatomized every motion. “You go in at a twenty-degree angle,” they coached Ada as she practiced sliding the crowbar under the coupling to pop a retaining pin. “Don’t lift; lever. Keep your knees bent so if something shifts you throw your weight away, not into it. Shout the count—don’t trust rhythm alone. When the slack comes, clamp and hold. If the coupling binds, pull away and wait for the next pass.”
Ada repeated the count as if it were a litany: one—hold; two—crow; three—pop. Her mantra was under her breath, but the sound steadied the group. Lio taught half the volunteers how to jam a wedge properly so that it would hold under pressure, not merely scratch the metal. Huck practiced being the messenger, sprinting to the far signal to wave the blue rag if the crew needed slowing. The choreography had to be simple so a tired person could follow it with hands that trembled.
Training made the danger visible and therefore negotiable. People could prepare for risk in measured parts: a coupling here, a wedge there, a man with a hand-brake. The community coalesced into a working machine; the machine, if competent, might make both needs possible.
At dusk a runner returned with a report that sliced through the practiced calm. Someone had been seen at the secondary siding that afternoon, crouching low with a crude iron hook. That morning’s shallow interference had been an unskilled cut; this was a deliberate attempt to jam the siding so that it would not bear a car. The runner’s eyes were hollow with a kind of certainty that was worse than speculation. The town’s rehearsed choreography shifted into a race against an active hand that wanted confusion.
Rae’s face tightened like a spring. They grabbed a crowbar and marched to the siding with Ada at their heels. They wrenched aside rotten sleepers, pried loose jagged wedges and found the hook set deep enough to threaten timber. It took brute force and a measured angle to free it; Rae braced their feet and levered the hook free with a grunt that came from the gut. Ada shoved a wedge into place as the hook slipped out, then hammered it home while Rae held a block beneath so the point would take weight safely. Their hands were fast and methodical, moving as if their bodies were two parts of a single machine.
When they straightened, Rae felt the town’s attention like a hand on their shoulder—support and a weight. They wiped oil on their sleeve and found Huck watching with a face that had gone serious. “Someone’s doubling down,” Huck said. “They don’t want us to try a split.”
Rae allowed a small, dry laugh. “Then they don’t know how stubborn we are.”
That night the lamplight made everyone look like figures in a sepia photograph. Volunteers took watch in pairs. Children were sent home with the kindly admonition not to stand at the rails but most of them lingered in doorways to watch the adults move through the choreography of a possible crisis. The town organized like clockwork: teams for wedges, teams for braking, and a hand signal plan in case the telegraph went dark. It was a practical, human answer to a deliberate act of disruption.
Shortly after midnight a shout tripped the watches into action. Someone had slung a coil of wire across the signal mast and cut it—careful, purposeful work that made a knot of problems. The field phone line between Crosscut and the nearest siding was dead, so they could not patch a direct signal to the engine. Lio cursed softly, counting how many ways they might still communicate. Candles were lit in a line up the hill as an old method of warning; it felt absurdly theatrical but comfortingly old-fashioned. Huck swore he would write a play about it someday—crosscut theater, the night the town saved an eye and a rail. His humor was thin at the edges with tension, but still it helped.
Rae moved through the dark with a practical focus. They checked the points’ clamps again, reset the throw, and tightened the winch that would hold the switch under stress. They tested hand-splices on the rope that would be used to steady cars and tightened shackles until fingers were numb. The work itself was an argument in metal: if done right, it would win the day; if done wrong, it could cost everything. That was the steadiness they had to hold.
Then the saboteur returned, not as a shadow this time but with a visible face. Elan—whom they had let linger the week prior when he claimed he had come to trade marbles for bandages—stumbled into the lamplight with dirt smeared under his fingernails and a look that made the blood go thin in Rae’s veins. He held up a hand that had once been a helpful one and said, “I’m sorry.”
The confession was clumsy and real. Elan admitted to being part of a small group that resented Crosscut’s line bringing goods to places they felt had been given preference. They thought a stoppage at the junction would redistribute urgency; they did not intend to cause injury. His shame was visible as a small, animal thing. The town’s faces hardened in different ways—some with indignation, some with a softer pity. Rae felt the complexity of rage meet the complexity of want and then a practical choice settle into place.
“We could bind him and hand him to the magistrate,” someone muttered. “We could turn him over to the nearest siding.”
But Lio stepped forward and, with a look that balanced care and firmness, said, “We hold him and we make him help fix what he broke. This isn’t theatre. It’s repair. If he helped jam the siding, he can be the hands that take it out.”
Elan nodded like a man who’d been rescued from drowning by a rope of shame. The decision to make him work was not mercy alone; it was practical. A person who understood how he’d thought could perhaps learn how wrong he’d been. Rae handed Elan a loose wedge and watched him hammer, the blows not at all theatrical but at least honest. Ada kept one eye on Elan and another on the ridge where the first light of the approaching train would soon be found.
Plans hardened like wet iron hitting a hammer. They agreed on signals: three long bell peals would mean stop; two quick tugs on a tether would mean slow; a single white rag waved at shoulder height meant go ahead with caution. Rae drilled the volunteers until the motions were reflex and Huck practiced delivering the rag at speed while trying not to trip over his own feet. They tested rigging once more: the clan of wedges, the jury-rigged winch, the clamps that had been bolstered with spare strap iron and an extra shackle. Ada tightened a bolt with a confidence that made Rae’s chest warm in an unfamiliar way.
At the edge of the square the baker distributed bread and small jars of preserved loquat jam—an unconnected kindness that nobody had demanded but that everyone needed. People ate with a focus that was less about comfort and more about preparatory ritual; mouths moving together was a way of anchoring nerves. In the flicker of lamplight, the town looked like a set of hands assembled to do what hands could do best: repair, hold, and keep going.
Before they took their positions, Rae pulled Ada aside. “If anything goes wrong, you get clear,” Rae said. “This work needs steady hands. If you feel it shift wrong, get out.”
Ada put both hands on Rae’s forearms and looked at their face as if it were a map. “I’m not a thing you can tell to go away,” she said softly. “I’m in the coupling or I’m not. I choose it.”
Rae almost laughed—part admiration, part dread. An old solitude unmoored a little. The plan would be run with courage and with errors, with hope and with cost. There was no making it neat.
They took their positions under the sponge of fog that crept low from the valley. Huck and two lads waited on the southern approach to flag the driver if anything changed in the pattern. Lio and others stood ready with wedges and spare ropes near the siding. Rae stationed themselves at the points box with the newly reinforced clamp and a hand-crank bolted to the side because the automatic line was dead. Ada set near the first coupling with the count practiced on her lips.
A final absurdity arrived to keep nerves from turning brittle: a rooster escaped from a crate somewhere and paraded down the rail with the arrogance of someone not afraid of trains. Huck made a small, theatrical bow to it and promised the bird a biscuit if it remained decorative. The laugh that followed was not triumphant; it was small and necessary. People swallowed fear and kept their hands in motion.
From the dark came the train’s headlight like a low-slung moon rising. Rae’s breath shortened and the world reduced to the click of rails, to the coils of rope at their feet, to the feel of cold metal under their palms. They had chosen a third way: neither surrender to scarcity nor a single, cruel verdict but a messy, dangerous hope that through skill, timing, and shared effort they could save both the life in Vern’s Hollow and the life of the junction. The choice had been made; now they must make it hold.

    
Hands on the Points
Fog hovered low like a cautious guest, only its breath made the lamps bloom soft instead of sharp. The train’s headlight was a patient star inching through the valley; every eye at Crosscut measured its approach as if counting heartbeats. Around the square, the half-tide wind tugged at cloth-windsocks—blue and patched strips that the townsfolk tied to posts to read the weather and to make the place look less vulnerable. Things that had nothing to do with sabotage were exactly the things that steadied people: the loquat jam stall steaming a faint sweet scent, the kiln-owner proffering warm tiles for cold palms, and a child outside a doorway skimming bottle caps across a puddle as if the water were a distant sea worth exploring.
Rae crouched by the points box with the reinforced clamp under their palm. The clamp had been lashed with spare strap-iron the night before, a jury-rig that felt both shameful and noble in the cool air. They checked shackles, retorqued bolts, and felt the subtle give in a roller where a bearing might be about to mutter. Hands moved with a muscle memory that had learned to turn emergency into manageable parts: test, brace, wedge, listen. Ada stood a pace away, sleeves rolled and eyes fixed, the same crowbar Rae had given her the day prior slotted at her belt like a new kind of language. Lio had organized the town into roles with the precise tone of someone who’d lived through winters and knew how to ration fear into work. Huck, performing his usual function as both joker and errand boy, fussed with a flag and a kettle-cake as if ceremonial biscuits might steady fate.
There was ritual in the small details. Someone brought out a pot of loquat tea and set cups on a bench; Ada took one, blew and smiled, sipping as if the taste itself were a salve. A neighbor laid out a strip of resin-scented cloth to dry over the market rail—river-bristle resin, a Crosscut habit that kept damp from settling into wool. Even petty comforts mattered: a small theatrical bow to a wayward rooster that had been wandering the tracks all morning drew a laugh, sharp and human. Humor was a thread as practical as rope; Huck’s jokes cut the tension into manageable slices, and everyone bit off a piece.
Rae ran through the procedure aloud, the way a tradesperson teaches both the choreography and the contingency. “We count,” they said. “One—hold; two—crowbar in; three—pop pin; four—clamp and wedge. If the coupling binds on two, we pull back and take the next pass. If slack comes early, watch for a rebound.” Ada repeated it under her breath, a litany of tools. Volunteers manned wedges, others held spare ropes; Elan, his hands raw from his own labor and apology, hammered the last wedge into place with a conviction that felt like penance and promise. The town had decided that a person who’d broken trust should be given a way to help fix what he had harmed. That decision smelled faintly of riveted metal and fresh bread.
The engine’s drone grew, a long animal breath that made the rails hum underfoot. Huck, who liked the comic relief of ceremonial duties, had affixed a white rag on a staff as Crosscut’s improvised signal. He sidled into his appointed place and shook it like a flag at a play. “If this goes well,” he quipped around his teeth, “I’ll write a pamphlet: How to Split a Train and Keep Your Nerves Intact.” Huck’s grin was a thin rope; it held some of them up.
The crew’s low whistle answered in the distance. The driver, a barrel-chested woman with a laugh that had become a local rumor, eased the special into the approach at a crawl. Dust uncurled behind the cars; canvas flaps beat softly against crate wood. From Rae’s vantage the consist showed its secret: the med crate marked with blue twine sat two cars from the engine, and the heavy iron box—Crosscut’s rumored replacement—hunkered near the rear. The geometry of the load felt like a cold problem solved by warm hands.
Ada moved to the coupling with the careful speed of someone who knows that movement can be mercy. Rae had taught her the angle to set a crowbar under a pin and how to use body weight, not brute force, so that when slack came they would not be pulled into catastrophe. Volunteers paced at distances, spare rope coils looped around their forearms. Lio’s voice rang clear: “Remember the counts. No heroics. Stick to the plan.” He looked at Rae as if asking the last moral question by way of trust. Rae answered with a nod and a motion—tighten the winch, feel the clamp, listen for the give.
The train rolled in, metal singing where prior repairs had smoothed a bad seam. Ada placed her boot on a step, taking the motion as if stepping into a new skin. She hooked the crowbar under the retaining pin and leaned, muscles working in a rhythm she had practiced. Rae had a hand on the winch handle, fingers registering the hum of tension through the cable. “One—hold,” came Ada’s voice, shaped like a small bell. Huck, at the signal, rocked the rag once as if testing the wind. This was work with choreography and risk; it answered fear with competence.
The first attempt stuttered. The pin refused to budge, stubborn as a millstone. Ada braced harder and felt a flash of panic—there are moments when a body must choose between over-reaching and disciplined restraint. She leaned back on her feet, shifted the crowbar, and felt the pin give a fraction. “Two—crowbar,” she called, and Rae cranked the winch to take a little more load off the coupling. A metallic groan moved along the train and a jar of tins clattered inside one of the boxes; someone in the crowd hissed at the sound, the way you might at a small animal startled.
At the siding a shadow moved—fast, clumsy, a hand trying to wedge something under a rail. One of the youth watchers sprinted, cuffing the figure who turned out to be a desperate man from a further hamlet who had come alone to try to force a stoppage. He had thought to snare the siding and pull goods; he had not meant to endanger lives, he said between breaths, only to take what his family needed. It was an ugly, human calculus. Lio was there, steady as timetables; he took the man by the collar and, instead of an oath, gave him a task: help us un-jam what you jammed and then stand with us. The man’s contrition was a small, clumsy thing and then his hammer answered his apology; he worked like a man whose guilt had become labor.
Back at the coupling, Rae felt the telltale slack begin to feather across the cable. They braced their boots in ballast and pressed their weight into the winch, using body and bolt to hold the points’ throw against the slow pull of motion. The clamp sang under strain, and Rae added a shim under the rail seat—an improvised wedge of old strap-iron hammered until it fit like a friend in a notch. Ada’s fingers found the pin’s lip and, with a single coordinated yank, the link unlatched. The count rang out clean: “Three—pop pin!” The coupling sighed open like something relieved of a burden. For a breath the world felt like a machine in which every gear had come to place.
The split did not come without cost. Cars groaned and slid with an anger that required attention. One of the volunteers misjudged a step and skinned a palm against a spike; Elan, doing penance with a new kind of commitment, pressed a bandage into the wound and kept hammering the wedge until it locked. The driver feathered the brake with the skill of someone who’d learned to read a train by its sound, and Huck, absurdity still his armor, called out to the crew, “Keep her steady, love—Crosscut’s offering tea and a biscuit when you pass!” There was a brittle comedy in the line, an attempt to social balm.
Against the groan of metal, Rae felt the old ache flare from their shoulder—a memory of the derailment years ago—and then recede under the work. There was no room for regret in the hand that gripped a winch; regret is a conversation for fireside, not points-box. They moved their body, turning torque into a locked position that would hold the switch under the strain of re-routed cars. This was practical altarpiece: the faithful work of hands that knew the liturgy of iron.
When the separated cars eased onto the siding, the med crate bumped its way gently into place as if it had been expecting this exact geometry. Someone from Vern’s Hollow—Ada’s neighbor, breath ragged from the run to meet the siding—pulled the crate open with hands that shook and fingers that refused to be polite. Bandages, sewn packs of herbal salves, a small iron splint kit—small, precise things that could save a life—spilled into the lamplight like urgent coins. Ada sank to her knees beside the crate and began pulling out what was needed, fingers working with the same economy she had shown at the coupling.
Lio organized a retrieval team with the calm of someone who loved neat lists; two men took the med supplies and bounded up the ridge with the speed of purpose, while others prepared the larger iron box for careful shifting back to the junction once the line was clear. The driver gave Rae a look that was not quite gratitude and not quite amusement: a recognition between tradespeople. “You and your people move like a herd that actually knows a map,” she said, and Rae managed a short, tired laugh.
Ada climbed down, clothes smudged but steady, and met Rae at the points box. “He’s got a bandage on already,” she said. Her voice was small and fierce; the relief in it had edges. Rae put a hand on her shoulder, the contact a brief, honest thing. “You did good,” they said. It was a praise that had weight because Rae did not hand those words out lightly; they measured them like torque.
The iron crate at the rear was next: not glamorous but vital. Rae and a small team worked to unstrap and heave it onto a prepared flat—manual muscle with shims and sledging ropes. They levered, they cinched, and they used a borrowed axle to ease weight onto rollers. Huck supervised with exaggerated solemnity, awarding biscuits by the handful. The crate was heavy enough to make you respect gravity; its interior held the replacement retainer and a small bundle of spare pins, the exact geometry the points had been missing. Rae ran the part in their hands like a person sensing an old friend come home. They fitted it into the worn hinge with precise taps of a light hammer, seating it until the throw felt right and the old wobble that had been their constant understory stilled.
There was repair to do after triumph. The town’s hands worked at the junction like a single organism: one team tightened the clamp permanently, another kneaded grease into rollers until bearings sighed with a new promise. Rae’s motions were both clinical and intimate—place the retainer, align the pivot, set the shim, take a test throw. Ada held a wrench steady while Rae drove the pin home; her fingers answered with a confidence that had been earned in both sweat and fear. Their shared glance carried the quiet of two people who had built trust with practical tools rather than speeches.
When the final test came, Rae turned a lever and the points replied with a clean, decisive snap. The sound was small and near, but it had the effect of a hymn. Children cheered in the square as a light engine crept forward for a test pass; the driver gave a satisfied toot and the little train coughed like an animal pleased to be whole. Huck performed a brief bit of triumph, dancing a foolish jig that drew laughter even from Lio, who pretended sternness and failed. The town smelled of loquat jam and resin and the iron-sweet tang of worked metal; these scents had nothing to do with sabotage but everything to do with being alive in that place.
Elan stood aside, his hands raw but his shoulders a little straighter. Lio clapped him on the back in a way that balanced rebuke and acceptance. The choice to make someone who had erred help to repair was practical, and it had the added effect of changing a face in the crowd from suspect to worker. The town’s ledger of memory now carried a new line: he who broke it helped to mend it, visibly and honestly.
Ada left to ride with the med team up to Vern’s Hollow, clutching a satchel of supplies and a stubborn hope that stitched like a new seam. Rae watched her go with a lightness he had not anticipated—an easing that felt like a softened hinge. Lio came to stand beside the points box, arms folded like someone who organized storms into schedules. “You keep your hands well,” he said simply, which for Lio was praise of the highest order. Rae answered with a grunt and admitted a small truth: “I almost took Sunridge’s offer.”
Lio’s eyes narrowed, not in judgment but in the arithmetic of lives. “And?”
Rae shrugged, clamping a stray length of rope into a coil. “This is what I do. I was lonely before I knew a neighbor could be a responsibility as well as a nuisance. I thought leaving might be quieter.” There was a pause where the gutters of the station drank the words. “But if teaching someone means the knowledge doesn’t die with me—then maybe that’s a different sort of quiet. I can leave when the town can keep running without my hands, not before.”
Huck wandered over with two kettle-cakes and a grin. “So you’re staying?” he asked, as if the answer was the only sensible punchline.
Rae took one of the cakes and ate it like a sacrament. “For now,” they said, and the word carried a future rather than a prison. Lio nodded as if the plan could be trusted to a calendar, and Huck slapped Rae on the shoulder in a friendship that felt less theatrical than real. The town’s tasks moved into the ordinary cadence of repair and tending; wounds were bound, crates inventoried, and the points box given a final sweep.
That evening, as the lamps winked one by one and the wind-socks settled into a gentler rhythm, Rae sat on the station step while a child offered a bottle cap for a coin. Ada returned later with a small report: her brother’s wound would scar but not ruin sight, the med kit’s salves had done their work, and the family would be all right. Rae’s hands still smelled of grease and loquat tea. It was a complicated scent, but honest. The town felt like a machine that had been well oiled for one more season.
In the days that followed, people mended the little lessers of their lives—repaired shoes, stitched sleeves, boiled a pot of loquat jam to celebrate small successes. The junction, which had been a weary thing that breathed worry into the town, now clicked with a steadier rhythm. Rae taught Ada finer points of the craft: how to feel the subtle balance of a spring retainer, how to sight a rail curve for even wear, how to listen to a wheel and know if it was plotting mischief. She learned fast, her hands taking the language of iron into an accent of their own. The work became a shared dialogue, words and motions braided together.
Huck took to telling a new story at the market: the day Crosscut split a train and still offered tea. He would over-embellish the number of biscuits and understate the strain, but the town forgave him. Humor like that kept edges soft. Lio updated his ledger with a neat, small line about volunteers and one about a man who had been made to help, and the file would be the kind of record people read aloud on long evenings by lamp light.
Rae found himself staying in the points box longer than he had meant to, because there were new reasons to be there. He would sometimes think of the Sunridge offer as a distant weather cell—possible, changeable, not necessarily expected. There was no grand revelation in his choice. There was only tightened bolts, the warmth of someone to pass a wrench to, the small smugness of watching someone you taught succeed under pressure. That satisfaction was less a sermon than a practical, stubborn comfort.
A week later, when the line ran clean and a small convoy rolled through without drama, the town gathered to mark the repair with something both silly and sincere: they hung a new strip of wind-cloth on the central post, embroidered with initials and a sketch of a crowbar. Huck pronounced it a banner for a holiday and demanded a biscuit for everyone who had a hand in it. Ada pinned the strip with the pride of someone who had earned her place; Elan stood beside her with a repaired hammer and a look that had returned weight but kept humility. Lio raised a small glass of warmed loquat tea and said, simply, “To the junction.”
Rae felt a warmth that had nothing to do with the tea. The promise implicit in a wrench passed from one hand to another felt like a currency more durable than rumor. He knew he could still leave—Sunridge’s offer might never evaporate—but the necessity of his craft, the way it braided him to other people, made the idea of walking away less tidy than it once had been. He had learned that connection was a mechanical thing as much as it was an emotion: you built it by aligning pins, tightening bolts, and showing up when the press of need demanded a steady hand.
The rooster returned to its crate and was given a biscuit by a laughing child. Huck staged a ridiculous ceremony where he knighted the kettle-cake with a practise crowbar and bestowed the title of “Official Biscuit of Crosscut” upon it. Laughter echoed while the rails hummed with a steady, workmanlike song. Rae put a palm on the lever and felt the familiar resistance ease beneath his hand. The switch answered as it always had—on trust, on timing, and on the patient knowledge of how to make iron obey. That night, in the lamplight and the scent of loquats, Crosscut slept with its rails aligned and more people awake to the fact that hands can change things more reliably than prophecy.
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