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Running Cargo Through the Firefall
Celina Vorrel
On the vast ring station Spindle Nine, cargo courier Ilan Vey races through hidden maintenance spines as a solar storm closes outer sectors and the route to his sister tightens by the minute. Between jammed shutters, hot vents, and improvised freight hauls, the station turns into a maze of pressure, metal, and stubborn survival.
ProseHub


    
The Route That Turned Sideways
Spindle Nine woke the way it always did, with a low metallic shiver moving through the ring and setting loose cups rattling in the hab kiosks. Ilan Vey liked that sound better than alarms. Alarms meant someone had made a mistake, or a sector had decided to become dramatic. The shiver was honest. It said the station was turning, the docks were adjusting, and everybody below the outer rim should finish their tea before the next shift noise rolled through. He cut through Dock Corridor Four with a slung courier harness across his back and a cargo seal clipped to his belt, stepping past a stall that sold fried algae cakes dusted with pepper dust from the reclamation farms. The vendor had mounted a sign that read HOT BREAKFAST FOR COLD PEOPLE, as if the station itself had agreed to the joke. Two dockhands in grease-streaked coats were arguing over a tray of sweet root steam buns, and a maintenance bot with one crooked wheel was attempting to drag a ladder that was clearly too large for its ambitions. Ilan nodded at the bot. "You should quit while you are still ahead," he said. The bot blinked a green eye and beeped back with the solemn confidence of a machine that had never once considered quitting.
He slid into a freight nook where the floor plating changed from polished station metal to the scuffed steel of the load bays. The air smelled of warm insulation, citrus solvent, and the oily tang that lived near every cargo lift. A clerk behind the counter was stamping manifests with unnecessary force, each thump sounding like a verdict. Ilan held out his wrist tag. The clerk scanned it, frowned, and slid a cargo slate toward him. "You are early," she said. "That is suspicious." "I try to keep my career interesting," Ilan said. "It saves on hobbies." She snorted, which on Spindle Nine counted as a warm greeting.
His skiff was waiting in Bay C-12, a narrow cargo runner with a scratched nose, a stubborn left stabilizer, and a seat that had forgotten the meaning of comfort years ago. He ran a hand across its side and checked the clamps by habit. Cargo work on a ring station was not about speed alone. It was about knowing which panel flexed when the station spun, which airlock liked to stick after shift change, and which route looked efficient right before it became a trap. Ilan knew all of that. He knew where the upper market always spilled salt-colored broth during lunch. He knew which crews left spare gloves nailed to the wall for strangers who were missing one. He knew the outer viewports made people talk too quietly when the stars came into sight. What he did not know, or did not want to know, was why a red advisory had begun pulsing across the bay ceiling, warning of an incoming Firefall event three hours ahead of schedule.
He ignored it at first, which was his favorite way to be brave.
The freight bay doors sighed open on a view of the station’s inner spine, where traffic ribbons and service rails braided around each other like they could not decide whether to hurry or wait. Ilan guided a flat cargo sled toward the loading cradle and watched the ceiling screens flicker through the Firefall notice again. Solar interference. Dock drift. Outer-ring shutters to be tested and possibly sealed. The last line was written in the neat, detached language of people who did not have relatives in the outer ring. He had seen that kind of message before. It always carried the same cheerful tone of a machine informing you that your inconvenience had been processed.
Nadi Korr stood at the far end of the bay with a slate under one arm and an expression that suggested she had been born already irritated by the universe. She had once flown freight between broken moons and a refinery chain beyond the gas lanes, which meant she could identify nonsense at a glance. She also knew Ilan’s habits better than he liked. "You are late by three minutes," she said. "By station time or by your moral standards?" he asked. "Both."
A pair of loaders rolled the cargo toward him. The first crate was marked REGULATORS, VENT ARRAY, OUTER RING. The second carried coolant cells wrapped in impact mesh. The third had a sticker slapped on it by someone with a sense of humor and very little fear of paperwork: DO NOT STACK NEAR REGRET. Ilan stared at it. "That one is new." One of the loaders grinned. "It is a trial label. Management says morale improves when cargo feels understood." "Does the cargo respond?" Ilan asked. "Only after lunch."
Nadi tapped the slate. "Those valves go to Vent Sector K-12."
Ilan stopped checking his harness. "K-12 is outer ring."
"Correct."
"And Firefall is arriving early."
"Also correct."
He looked past her to the advisory screens. The projected band for the storm had shifted half a sector inward. The ring would have to rotate through a hard shutdown. Closures would cascade. Not a disaster for the station as a whole. A disaster for anyone who got pinned on the wrong side of the shutters.
"Why is my cargo suddenly part of a weather problem?" he asked.
"Because the station loves variety," Nadi said. Her mouth twitched once, almost a smile. "You have a clean route if you move now."
"Then I will move now." He already had his hands on the crate straps, checking weight balance, checking the lock points, checking the wheel housing because he did not trust anything that looked too tidy. The cargo was solid, the seals intact, and the manifest was signed for immediate transfer. Nothing unusual. Nothing he had not hauled a hundred times before.
He was halfway across the loading ramp when his wrist tag chimed with a private signal. Tala. He stopped with one boot on the ramp and one on the bay floor, then frowned at the tag as if it had personally insulted him. The tag flashed again. He answered.
— If you are borrowing my wrench again, he said, you can return it before I start charging interest.
Her voice came through with the dull background hiss of ventilation ducts and a sound like somebody knocking metal pipe against metal pipe. — I’m not borrowing your wrench. I’m using station property that happens to be near my hands.
— That is exactly how theft begins.
— And yet you still sound like you might miss me.
He leaned one shoulder against the cargo sled and looked toward the advisory screens. — I miss efficient plumbing more than that. How bad is it up there?
There was a pause, and he could hear her breathe through the line before she answered. — Fans in the east duct are coughing. Two gauge panels are dead. The market below us smells like burnt sugar because someone tried to toast a tray of citrus cakes on a heat vent. So, you know. Normal.
That was Tala: she could report a failing sector with the same tone she used for weather complaints and bad soup. It should have amused him. Instead, the words settled in his chest with unpleasant weight. He glanced at the projected closure band again, then at the freight label in his hand. Vent Sector K-12. Outer ring. East duct.
Nadi saw the shift in his face immediately. She never missed the moment when a courier stopped thinking about routes and started thinking about people. "Your sister works that sector," she said.
He did not answer at once. The station had enough hum to fill the silence, all ducts and rails and rotating mass. Finally he said, "She works where she likes. It keeps her difficult."
Nadi folded her arms. "And you keep pretending that is not your problem."
"It is not my problem unless the shutters close before she gets clear."
"They may."
He looked down at the cargo, then back at the ring, already calculating distances in his head without meaning to. The outer route was officially open. The service corridor behind the spice bazaar was not. The service corridor behind the spice bazaar was also faster by eleven minutes if the junction doors behaved and the station did not decide to become theatrical.
Tala’s voice came again, sharper this time. — Ilan? Tell me you are not standing around with that face.
— My face is not a problem, he said.
— Your face always means you are deciding to do something foolish.
He exhaled through his nose. "That is rude."
He finally looked at the vent crate again, really looked. Someone had scratched the side of the manifest plate with a maintenance stylus, leaving the serial number slightly blurred but still readable. The destination code matched K-12, and the weight tags were right for an emergency fan replacement, not a routine delivery. He opened the inner latch and found the shock gel pack, the coupling rings, and a slim thermal sleeve stamped with Tala’s sector seal. That seal was not supposed to matter to him. It mattered anyway.
"This one is for her line," he said.
Nadi’s expression hardened into the kind of calm that meant she was already running five possibilities ahead. "Then you need to move faster than the shutters."
"I can do both."
"No," she said. "You can do one very well and the other badly. Choose."
He almost laughed at that, because it was exactly the sort of thing she would say with her whole face serious. On any other day he would have fired back with something smug and called it friendship. But the Firefall band on the screen had widened again, and the outer ring had begun to dim as its own systems prepared for closure. The station was not the kind of place that gave you a clean warning twice.
A cargo drone drifted past on a maintenance line, its status light blinking amber. It clipped the corner of a hanging sign and spun in a small, offended circle before righting itself. Ilan watched it go, then muttered, "Even the machines are rushing now."
"Unlike you," Nadi said.
He gave her a look. "I am a professional. I wait until the last responsible moment."
"That is not a skill. That is a superstition."
"It has kept me employed."
Behind them, the bay speaker crackled. A public tone rolled through the corridor, announcing a test of the Firefall shutters and advising passengers to move away from outer-view galleries. Somewhere above, someone cursed in three languages. Somewhere below, the spice market bell rang for the noon exchange, and the smell of toasted kelp drifted up through the vents. Spindle Nine never paused just because one part of it was afraid. Vendors kept selling, children kept running, and old deckhands kept arguing over tea strong enough to peel paint. The ordinary machinery of life kept turning even while the outer ring prepared to shut itself like an eye.
Ilan hated that part most. Not the danger. The ordinary part. The station was always so ready to continue without noticing who it left in the wrong place.
He clipped the cargo slate back onto the sled and checked the side access routes one by one. Official corridor. Too slow. Dock lift. Probably jammed. Public transit spine. Crowded enough to turn him into a second-hand complaint by the time he arrived. The service spine behind the spice bazaar, if the hatch still opened. He knew there was a hatch because he had used it before, once to rescue a dropped pallet, once to avoid a wedding procession, and once because he had not wanted to explain himself to the dock captain. None of those reasons had been noble. All of them had been useful. That was enough for him.
"I am taking the lower route," he said.
Nadi’s eyes narrowed. "The one that is not on the map?"
"Maps are for people who like surprises."
"That route runs under half the market."
"Then it will be crowded with excellent smells."
She snorted once. "You are impossible."
"And yet profitable." He hooked the crate sled to the runner and shoved it toward the side track. "If anyone asks, I was never here."
"If anyone asks," Nadi said, "I will tell them you were late and dramatic."
"That is slander."
"It is accurate."
The lower route began behind a noodle stall where the cook was stirring a vat of black broth so thick it moved like oil. The stall owner glanced at Ilan, glanced at the crate sled, then at the Firefall advisory pulsing on the overhead pane. She had a towel over one shoulder and the expression of someone who had seen too many men pretend they were in a hurry. "If you knock my ladle over again," she said, "I will invoice you."
"Again is doing a lot of work there," Ilan replied.
She snorted and stepped aside just enough for him to slip past. The corridor beyond was narrower than the main market spine, with hanging foil charms threaded through support rails to keep the air moving in little glittering currents. Somebody had painted small blue fish along the wall plates to guide children home after dark cycle. A pair of technicians were sitting on a crate sharing a tray of sugar dusted cassava fritters while a weather screen above them displayed a dead starfield washed with the warning color for Firefall. The contrast was ridiculous and somehow comforting. Life on Spindle Nine always did that. It balanced on the edge of a problem and still found time to fry dough.
Ilan guided the cargo sled around a stack of cooling pipes and checked the local map marker with a practiced glance. The hatch should have been three corridors ahead, tucked behind an unmarked service panel. He was already planning how to clear the jam if the panel had swollen or if someone had welded it shut for reasons of their own. He preferred doors that admitted to being difficult.
His wrist tag vibrated again. Tala.
— You are on the move, she said before he could speak. Her voice was clipped now, more air in it than before. — I can hear your boots through the line. Are you in the market?
— If by market you mean a place where people sell noodles, argue over brightness bulbs, and pretend the storm is not coming, then yes.
— Good. Then I need you to stop acting clever and tell me why the sector board just lit up with a closure warning.
He slowed without meaning to. "Because the station has developed a cruel sense of timing."
— Ilan.
He exhaled, then said the thing he had been avoiding. "Your sector is in the projected cut band."
There was no immediate reply. Only static, the scrape of metal somewhere near her end, and then Tala again, quieter. — That is annoying.
He almost smiled at that. "You are unusually calm."
— I have seven people trying to keep vent fans from choking on dust. Calming them would take too long. Also, one of the apprentices has been crying into the filter cloth and now it smells like onions. I refuse to let the station defeat me with onions.
That got a short laugh out of him, sudden and unwilling. It was exactly the sort of absurd detail that kept him from spiraling into worry. Tala could turn an emergency into a complaint about cooking in the same breath. That was part of why he trusted her. She never made danger grander than it was.
Ahead, the service panel sat half hidden behind a stack of beverage crates and a decorative arch made from bent scrap tubing. Someone had hung little paper suns from the arch for the shift festival, and the paper suns trembled in the ventilation current as if they were trying to decide whether to run. Ilan set a hand on the cargo sled and looked at the hatch seam. It was old. Older than the market. Older than the current trade hall. The screws were painted over twice and the access plate bore a faded stencil: MAINTENANCE CREW ONLY, NO EXCEPTIONS. Those words made him smile for the first time all day. Rules on Spindle Nine always seemed strongest on doors no one trusted anyway.
He took the flat pry key from his belt.
The hatch fought him the way old station hardware always did, with a sticky resistance that suggested both age and spite. Ilan braced one boot against the wall, hooked the pry key under the seam, and leaned until the metal gave a wet, reluctant pop. A puff of warm dust and machine grit slid out around the edges. He coughed once, wiped his sleeve across his mouth, and heard a nearby vendor laugh softly without looking up from her stack of tin cups.
"If it bites you," she said, "that means it was mine first."
"Good to know the station still believes in property rights," he muttered.
He pulled the hatch open wider. A narrow maintenance shaft yawned behind it, lit by a line of pale utility strips that flickered as if they were unsure they still had a job. The air inside was warmer than the market, carrying the smell of old insulation, ozone, and the faint sweet trace of vent dust baked by years of heat. Ilan clipped the cargo sled to a rail anchor beside the hatch, then tested the weight of the crate once more before lifting it onto the dolly platform attached to the shaft wall. He liked cargo that stayed where it was put. Cargo was his preferred form of honesty.
Nadi’s voice came through the comm again, tighter now. "Status."
"I found the hatch."
"Of course you did."
"Do I hear admiration in there?"
"Do not insult me. How hard is the route?"
He peered down the shaft, where the walkway narrowed and split around a fan junction. "Depends how attached the station is to gravity."
"That hard, then."
He grinned in spite of himself. "I will take that as encouragement."
"Take it as a warning. Firefall is changing faster than the forecast. If the ring shifts again, those shutters will close like a fist."
That part was not news. What mattered was the distance between here and Tala’s sector. He checked the shaft markings, then the old service numbers stamped into the wall plates. This was not a public route. It ran behind the market, through vent service, then into a slim transfer lane that linked to the outer maintenance spine. Nobody used it unless a main corridor was dead or unless they knew the station well enough to trust its hidden bones. Ilan trusted bones more than polished surfaces.
He swung himself into the shaft, landed with a solid thump, and shoved the hatch down behind him until it rested ajar on the catch. The sound above dimmed at once, replaced by the hum of fans and the deep, breathing vibration of the ring turning around its own center. The shaft floor sloped gently outward, and each step felt like walking slightly uphill against the station’s spin. He rolled one shoulder, hooked the cargo sling tighter, and started forward.
The first junction opened into a narrow passage where the walls were lined with old color bands: red for pressure lines, white for control access, green for emergency ventilation. Faded arrows pointed toward sectors that no longer existed. Someone had scratched a crude grin into one of the panels and written, in tiny block letters, SAME STATION, DIFFERENT MOOD. Ilan let out a quiet laugh. "Accurate," he said to no one. A cleaning drone trundled past on three wheels, its mop arm folded like a broken wing. It turned its sensor cluster toward him, beeped once, and then got stuck trying to rotate in place. He nudged it free with the side of his boot. The drone emitted a relieved chirp and rolled away as if he had performed an act of statecraft.
The station groaned overhead, a long low shift of metal under strain. Ilan adjusted his grip, planted his hand against the wall, and kept moving toward the outer ring.
The deeper shaft was not a corridor so much as a narrow spine of service decks stitched together by ladder runs and handholds. Ilan moved through it with the fluid caution of a man who had spent half his life balancing objects that did not like being balanced. He checked the crate at each landing, then shifted its strap, then kicked a stubborn latch that had decided to catch on its own screw. Cargo did not care about his schedule, but it did care about inertia. So did the station. So did the Firefall advisory, which continued to pulse through the comm in Nadi’s clipped voice, counting down by half-measures and trying not to sound afraid.
At the next junction the gravity changed. Not much, only enough to make his knees feel one degree less certain. The station’s rotation bled through the deck, tugging at the body like a hand testing the seam of a coat. He lowered his center of balance, locked one boot magnet to the rail, and let the crate roll a fraction forward before catching it with his hip. The trick was to move with the shift instead of arguing with it. That was true in most places on Spindle Nine. The people who fought the ring ended up bruised. The people who learned its turns kept their teeth.
A service chute opened on his left, spilling warm air from the laundry decks below. He caught a brief smell of soap steam, citrus powder, and the toasted edge of someone’s overcooked meal. For one bright second the whole station seemed domestic rather than enormous: clothes turning in dryers, dishes clattering, someone swearing at a stubborn latch, someone else laughing too loudly at a joke no one had repeated correctly. Then the hum rolled again, and the world returned to metal, cables, and time pressure.
The next bulkhead was jammed halfway shut. Ilan swore under his breath, set the cargo sled against the wall, and inspected the mechanism. A warped guide rail. Classic. He pulled the pocket wrench from his belt, inserted the flat end into the seam, and drove his shoulder against the door. The panel shuddered but held. He braced harder, twisted the wrench, and felt the rail give with a faint metallic cry. "You can do better than that," he told the hatch. "I know because everything else on this station does." The bulkhead clicked, grudgingly, and slipped open just enough for him to squeeze through with the cargo trailing behind on its tether.
Nadi broke in over the comm again. "Ilan, the outer shutters are cycling."
"I heard."
"Then hurry."
"I am hurrying professionally."
"That is not a real answer."
"It is on my badge."
He heard a short sound that might have been her swallowing a laugh. That tiny crack in her voice steadied him more than he would admit. He moved on, climbing a ladder that ran beside an old coolant line, then shifting sideways along a catwalk so narrow the crate almost brushed both walls. The station’s spin pressed at his ribs. The metal under his hands had a faint warmth, like the hull still held memory of sunlight from long ago, though he knew better than to think in those terms. It was just heat transfer. Practical things. Tangible things.
Ahead, the shaft opened toward a transfer chamber. Old route plates were bolted into the wall there, showing a path toward outer maintenance, vent access, and a sector gate marked K-12. That code made his jaw tighten. Tala’s sector. He rested one palm against the railing and checked the comm again. The line was clear enough for him to hear her breath on the other end.
"You are too quiet," she said.
"That should worry you less than the fact that I am still coming."
"I am not worried."
"That is a terrible lie."
"I learned it from you."
For a second he almost answered with one of his usual dry remarks, but the words that came first were different. "Keep the crew together," he said. "If the shutters drop early, move them to the fan core. It has a second access seam."
She was silent just long enough for him to know she had heard him properly. Then, softer than before, she said, "You remembered that route."
He gripped the rail and stepped onto the transfer chamber threshold. "I walk this station for a living. I do not forget useful walls."
"That is the closest thing to affection you know how to say."
"Do not spread rumors."
The transfer chamber was a long oval space where four service corridors met under a ribbed ceiling of cable trays and sealed vents. Somebody had painted a small sunburst on the floor years ago, maybe for a festival, maybe to make the place look less like a throat. It was scuffed nearly clean now, but the shape remained, and Ilan had to step around it with the cargo sled rolling behind him. On the far wall a narrow access pane showed the outer ring turning relative to his position. The motion was subtle, yet it made the chamber feel alive, as if the whole station were shifting weight from one foot to the other before deciding what to do next.
He crouched at a junction box and opened the panel with the flat side of his wrench. Inside, the wiring was old but neat, bundled by color and secured with maintenance ties that had long since gone brittle. He checked the indicator strips, then flipped a manual relay to force the side lights to full brightness. Better visibility in case the chamber lost main power during the closure cycle. It was a small act, almost nothing, but on Spindle Nine almost nothing often kept people from breaking an ankle or missing a door by half a second. The station was built out of tiny choices like that.
A cart sat abandoned beside the wall, one wheel warped, its frame still half loaded with coils of ventilation hose. Ilan dragged it clear with a grunt, then shoved the cargo crate onto the platform and secured the straps through the anchor loops. This would be easier if he could push instead of carry, and easier still if the station would kindly stop trying to rotate at exactly the wrong moment. He gave the warped cart wheel a disdainful tap. "You are in a public place. At least pretend to behave."
The wheel wobbled in offended silence.
His comm clicked. Tala again. — Fan core access is still clear for now, she said. Her voice was flatter now, controlled in the way people got when they had too many tasks and not enough clean air. — But the east duct is getting ugly. There is dust in the stream. A lot of it.
"Seal the lower returns."
— Already did.
"Then vent to the auxiliary line."
— The auxiliary line is blocked by a pallet of festival seating.
He blinked. "Why does the vent access have festival seating?"
— Because the outer ring likes to pretend it is hospitable, she said. — Also because somebody thought the observatory deck needed cushions.
That struck him as so absurd that he barked a laugh. The image of emergency technicians dragging padded benches through a vent corridor while a solar storm closed in from outside was so perfectly Spindle Nine that he could almost admire it. "The station has terrible taste," he said.
— You say that like you were not raised by it.
He could have answered that he was not raised by anything so sentimental. He could have told her he preferred routes to roots, cargo to company, motion to silence. Instead he adjusted the cart straps and said, "I am approaching your side."
There was a pause. Then, in a voice just a little more careful than before, she said, — If the shutters catch you on the wrong side, do not do anything heroic.
He snorted. "You think I have a heroic setting?"
— I think you have a stupid setting.
"That is fair."
Nadi came over the main comm, voice hard as rivets. "Last warning, courier. The outer ring is entering shelter cycle. If you are not past the transfer seam soon, you will have to wait out the closure in maintenance."
"What is the survival rating on that?"
"Low enough to make me annoyed."
"Then I will try not to linger."
He lifted the cart handle, set his shoulder, and drove into the outer access lane. The route narrowed at once, the walls pressing close enough that he could feel the heat from the wiring behind them. Ahead, a gate marker blinked orange: SERVICE SPINE K-12, FIELD ACCESS ONLY. Beyond it lay Tala’s sector, the failing vents, the crews waiting under dim lights, and the shutters that were now almost certainly moving. Ilan swallowed, tightened the cargo sling, and stepped into the narrow passage without looking back.
The access lane bent twice before straightening into a slanted corridor built along the curve of the ring. Here the floor stopped pretending to be level. It tilted just enough to force every step into deliberate effort, and the rotation of the station made the air feel as if it were sliding past his ears. Ilan planted one hand against the wall and drove the cargo cart forward with his hips, counting the rhythm of the deck plates as they changed pitch beneath him. Left panel. Reinforced seam. Narrow vent throat. Support frame. He moved by touch as much as sight. The station was full of landmarks if you knew where to find them, and this spine had its own private language of dents, welded patches, and utility arrows that no longer matched the official diagram.
At one point he had to stop because a cluster of storage crates had been abandoned in the middle of the lane, likely by someone whose day had already become unmanageable. He examined them with a brief glare, then shifted the top crate aside to make a path. It was packed with festival paper, the kind used to hang bright shapes in market ceilings during the midshift celebrations. A corner had torn, and a dozen thin silver fish slipped free, drifting in the corridor airflow like they had been waiting all year for a chance to leave. Ilan watched one spin past his shoulder and muttered, "Fine. Even the decorations are escaping tonight."
The comm crackled. Nadi, again. "Why is your breathing louder?"
"Because the station is trying to flatten me."
"That is not how pressure works."
"I said trying."
There was a brief silence. Then she replied, dry as ever, "Your scientific precision remains a comfort."
He rounded a bend and found a narrow maintenance bridge spanning a gap between sections. It was only six meters across, but below it the shaft dropped into a dim service well lined with pipes that hummed against his boots. The bridge rail was missing one segment, and a warning strobe flickered in and out as if even the light had grown tired of being helpful. Ilan tested the bridge with one foot, then another, and pushed the cart onto it by leaning his weight into the handle. The wheels rattled over the seam. The whole span trembled once, then steadied.
He crossed anyway, one controlled step after another, with the cargo swinging just enough to remind him that gravity was a negotiation, not a law he personally intended to respect today. Halfway over, a metal plate in the ceiling gave a violent click and dropped a stream of dust onto his hair. He jerked back, blinked grit from his eyes, and looked up at the ceiling as if he expected an apology. None came.
"I hate this part," he said.
Tala’s voice came through, faint with distance but unmistakably amused. — Which part? The one where you complain, or the one where you keep moving?
"Both."
— Then complain less and move more.
He laughed once, short and unwilling, and then the access ahead opened into a wider maintenance node with a sealed bulkhead at the far end. The seal had been fitted with a manual wheel, old style, the kind only used when automation failed or when someone wanted a door that could still be opened by hands. Beyond it, red warning light throbbed on the wall plates. He could hear the station shifting in the metal, a deep resonant groan like a great animal rolling in its sleep.
And there, just beyond the bulkhead, was the faintest wash of orange-white light from the outer hull, the first edge of Firefall beginning to stain the corridor.
The light from outside looked wrong in the corridor, too clean and too fierce, as if the sun had left a blade behind and forgotten to take it with it. Ilan stopped at the sealed bulkhead and set both hands on the wheel, feeling the ridges bite into his palms. The door was locked on a timer. Of course it was. On Spindle Nine the line between safety and inconvenience was usually drawn by a timer somebody had not trusted enough to make easy.
He turned the wheel one quarter, then another. It resisted, held, and then moved with a grinding scrape that made his teeth ache. The mechanism had swollen slightly under heat exposure, or someone had not lubricated it properly, or the station simply did not feel like being accommodating. He planted one boot against the frame and heaved. The wheel gave another inch. A panel beside him flashed amber, then red, then back to amber in what looked very much like indecision.
Nadi’s voice snapped through the comm. "Ilan, the closure cycle just accelerated."
"I noticed."
"You have less than two minutes before the outer shutters lock."
He bared his teeth at the wheel and shoved harder. "That is not enough time."
"It is the time you have."
A laugh almost escaped him at that. Not because it was funny. Because it was exactly the sort of answer a pilot like Nadi would give when the universe behaved badly. He put his shoulder into the door, muscles straining, and felt the bulkhead finally release with a metallic shriek. The gap widened an inch, then two. Cool air rushed through it, carrying the scent of ozone and heated alloy. Beyond the seam, the outer ring corridor slanted sharply toward a viewport where Firefall was gathering in the black like a bruised dawn.
He wedged the cargo cart wheel into the threshold to keep the door from slamming shut, then hauled the crate forward. The cart caught on the lip; he kicked the axle, tugged the strap, and got it through with a jolt that nearly tore the sling from his shoulder. The panel on the far wall now showed only one route marker: SERVICE SPINE K-12, LOWER MAINTENANCE. No more public corridors. No more easy paths. Just the narrow, hidden run that could reach Tala’s sector before the shutters finished their descent.
The comm opened again, this time with Tala on both the line and somewhere closer than before. Her voice was sharper, edged with static. — Ilan, do not say a word unless you are carrying a miracle.
"I am carrying vents, which is the nearest thing this station gets."
— Smart answer. Are you at the gate?
He looked at the half-open bulkhead, the orange glare beyond it, and the service spine descending into darkness on the other side. "I am at the ugly part."
— That is all of it, she said.
"Rude."
— Accurate.
He nudged the cart aside, grabbed the manual release lever mounted in the wall, and pulled. The gate shuddered. Somewhere above him, a warning horn began to rise toward its full tone. The sound vibrated through his ribs, through the soles of his boots, through the steel plate under his hands. The station was telling him, in the only language it fully trusted, that time had stopped being negotiable.
Ilan looked down the narrow maintenance spine, where the darkness bent toward Tala’s sector and the hidden route ran beneath the skin of Spindle Nine. Then he tightened his grip on the crate straps, took one breath, and stepped inside.

    
The Narrowest Part of the Spin
The maintenance spine swallowed Ilan at once, and the bright noise of the market fell behind him like a door closing on a room full of other people’s patience. Ahead, the corridor bent with the curve of Spindle Nine, its walls ribbed with old conduit seams and its deck plates polished by decades of boots, wheels, and cargo sleds grinding in a hurry. Firefall light bled through the access grille behind him in hot orange stripes, turning the dust in the air into floating embers. He shifted the crate higher on its tether, felt the weight settle against his shoulder, and followed the narrow lane by touch as much as sight. The crate’s vent array was not large, but it had the kind of density that made every step a negotiation. That was good. Cargo like that kept him honest.
He passed a faded panel stamped MAINTENANCE CREW ONLY, NO EXCEPTIONS, with the last word half worn away by time and repeated insults. Someone had added a line beneath it in grease pencil: EXCEPTIONS ARE HOW THE STATION LEARNS. Ilan gave the note a dry look. Spindle Nine was full of people who thought the rules were a kind of weather. Most of the time, they were right. The floor tilted slightly downward, and he braced one palm against the wall while the cargo sled’s wheels rattled over a seam in the deck. The track was too narrow for speed, too cramped for mistakes, and too honest to pretend it was anything else. He liked that about it. Not because it was easy. Because it refused to flatter him.
A small utility lamp flickered overhead, half dead, half stubborn. Its casing had been taped with a strip of bright blue festival ribbon, perhaps in a moment of maintenance optimism, perhaps because someone had misread a celebration box as repair supplies. Ilan grunted softly and ducked beneath a pipe cluster. He could feel the station flexing around him, a deep, slow strain in the metal as the ring rotated through the Firefall warning. Not danger yet. Not disaster. Just the long tightening breath before a door slammed somewhere far away. He checked the cargo seal again and moved on, one deliberate step after another, with the sound of his boots and the sled wheels marking the only rhythm that mattered.
The first junction opened into a cramped service knot where three corridors met under a ceiling of bundled cables and insulated hoses. One lane angled toward laundry decks, one toward the lower market utilities, and one toward a dead service shaft blacked out for repairs months ago. Ilan chose the middle, because the middle usually meant the route somebody had forgotten to finish abandoning. A maintenance tram sat crosswise across half the passage, its battery dead and its front panel blinking a weak amber as if it still hoped to be useful. He set one hand on the tram’s frame, tested its weight, and decided it would move whether it wanted to or not.
He hooked the tram with his shoulder, dragged it back enough to clear the lane, and winced at the scrape it made on the floor plate. The sound was so loud in the narrow shaft that he expected a reprimand to come flying out of the wall. Nothing did, only a smell of warmed dust and machine oil. The tram had a handwritten note taped to its side: RETURN TO DEPOT IF FOUND. Ilan glanced at the sentence, then at the dead battery. Whoever had written it must have believed in a kinder universe than the one currently available. He pushed the tram farther aside, feeling its warped wheel snag and release, then threaded the cargo sled through the gap.
A small cleaning bot emerged from a side niche, one eye lit green, the other dimmer than a tired ember. It paused to inspect him, then chirped and extended a thin brush arm toward the sled as if offering help. The gesture was so solemn and so useless that Ilan almost laughed. Instead he nodded at it. The bot beeped once, pivoted on its uneven base, and rolled after him for three meters before abandoning the idea of heroism and turning back toward the tram. Spindle Nine produced that kind of absurd loyalty in its machinery. None of it worked for long, but all of it tried.
His wrist tag vibrated. Tala. He answered while keeping one hand on the sled harness. — Tell me you are moving, she said at once. Her voice carried background hiss from ventilation fans and the rattle of tools on a metal tray.
— I am moving in the approved direction of panic, he said.
— That is not a direction.
— It is on busy days.
She made a sound that might have been a laugh if she had not been trying to stay professional about the entire collapse of the sector. — We have two fan lines coughing dust, she said. One apprentice keeps swearing the filter cloth smells like onions. Another has decided the proper response to Firefall is to become philosophical, which is somehow worse.
— Onions are a strong enemy, he said.
— They are winning.
He smiled despite himself and rounded the tram by pushing the cargo sled around its nose. The lane ahead sloped gently upward, which on a rotating station meant his legs had started to feel as if they were arguing with gravity one sentence at a time. The station groaned once overhead, a long, low, metallic note that vibrated through his teeth. — How bad is K-12? he asked.
There was a short pause, then Tala answered, a little quieter. — Busy. Warm. Annoying. The east duct is trying to turn itself into a dust kiln. If you ask me whether we are still standing, the answer is yes for now.
That was enough. For now was a useful thing to have.
The corridor narrowed into a service run that curved around a laundry bay. Warm air drifted out through vent slats, carrying soap foam, citrus cleaner, and the unmistakable smell of clothes that had been dried too fast and folded with grudging hands. Ilan passed a row of hanging mesh bags filled with repaired uniforms, each tagged in colored thread so the owner could find it later. Someone had left a note tied to one bag: NOT MY SHIRT IF IT’S STILL WET. He almost smiled. The station never fully lost its domestic habits, even in a crisis. People still argued about towels, tea strength, and whose turn it was to empty the lint traps. The universe might be closing shutters, but laundry still had an opinion.
He reached a low arch where the deck dropped by half a meter. The cargo sled would not roll down cleanly, so he locked the wheels, crouched, and lowered the crate by its tether in controlled stages. The metal groaned against his palms. He set the sled down, tightened the strap, then ducked through the arch and pulled the rig after him with a grunt. A shower of tiny bolts had collected in the seam of the floor, and one bounced free under his boot, skittering into a drain channel. The deck lights flickered in response, as if the station was mildly offended by the noise. Ilan muttered, — You can complain later. I have a route to finish.
The lane opened into a larger cavity with exposed conduit and a collapsed fan cage leaning against the far wall. Someone had painted an emergency arrow over the cage years ago, but the arrow now pointed directly into a stack of storage bins. He gave the cage a wary look, then used the flat side of his wrench to lever one bin aside. The bins were full of folded festival seating cushions, the kind used during observatory evenings when the station pretended that sitting under the stars was a common civic pleasure. He huffed a dry laugh. Of course the outer ring had emergency cushions. Of course they were stored inside a maintenance cavity where nobody could actually sit on them. Spindle Nine never missed a chance to be ridiculous when the timing was worst.
A second comm pulse hit his wrist. Nadi this time. Her voice came through clipped and efficient. — Closure band just shifted inward. If you are still in the spine, do not trust the east-facing shutters. They are cycling early.
— That sounds rude, he said.
— It is worse than rude. It is structural.
He braced the sled against the wall, checked the crate latch, and angled himself past the fan cage. The passage beyond slanted sharply, and the air felt warmer there, carrying the faint smell of overheated wiring. He could hear the rotating station through the skin of the corridor, a constant deep pulse that became more intense whenever he crossed a structural joint. Each joint was a reminder that the ring was not a flat road. It was a body. And right now it was tightening all its muscles.
A small access hatch sat low in the wall beside a service conduit. Ilan knelt, checked the latch, and found it swollen from heat. He worked the edge with his pry key until the seam gave a reluctant click. The hatch popped open just enough to reveal a crawlspace behind it. Narrow, dusty, and useful. He slid the cargo sled closer, then threaded the crate’s tether through the hatch frame and began to angle the whole load through the crawlspace first, making room by shifting weight in careful increments. No elegance. Just leverage. That was usually enough.
The crawlspace was barely taller than his shoulders and warm enough to make his collar stick damply to his neck. Utility strips ran along the floor in dull segments, lighting the path in short pale patches that vanished before the next one could be seen. Ilan took the opening in a half crouch, one hand on the wall, the other on the cargo tether, and let the crate roll in stages behind him. The sled wheel caught once on a lip in the deck; he yanked it free with a sharp twist of his wrist and kept moving before his own momentum changed its mind. The route was ugly, but it was passable. Ugly routes often were.
At the far end of the crawlspace, a pressure gate stood half closed. The left plate had bowed inward slightly, probably from thermal stress. The right plate had not bowed so much as decided to become a different opinion. He stared at the gap, then at the crate behind him, and knew immediately that the sled would not fit unless the gate opened another handspan. He set the cargo down, wedged the sled nose against the frame, and turned the manual wheel. It resisted like a bad mood. He shifted his stance, planted one boot against the wall, and leaned until the wheel finally moved with a grinding shriek.
The sound was answered by a burst of static on the comm. Tala again. — Tell me you are not trying to force the old gate by yourself.
— I am not trying, he said. I am succeeding reluctantly.
— That is not reassuring.
— I know.
The gate opened enough for him to slip the sled through sideways. He pushed the crate into the gap, then braced one shoulder against the right plate while dragging the sled after it. The cargo snagged on the frame, caught for a breathless second, and then jerked free hard enough to pull him half a step forward. He barked a laugh that held more strain than humor. — You can be difficult when you want something, he told the gate.
— That sounds like something you would say about family, Tala replied.
He snorted. — I would never compare you to machinery. The machinery is less stubborn.
— Lie.
The crawlspace opened into a wider service hall with transparent panels along one side, each pane looking out into the ring’s interior support lattice. Through the glass he could see bundled conduits, light rails, and the far blur of moving structure as the station turned. Firefall light washed over the metal beyond in slow orange pulses. The sight made the space feel like the inside of a furnace that had learned to hang utilities.
At the hall’s center stood a junction box with four sealed trunks branching out from it, each labeled in faded paint. One branch had been tagged in red by maintenance staff years before: HOT RUN. DO NOT STOP. Another had a strip of white tape reading FESTIVAL ACCESS, then underneath in smaller handwriting, only if necessary, and under that, Somebody thought this was funny. Ilan gave the label a tired glance. That was Spindle Nine in miniature: necessity and improvisation, stacked with a sense of humor that never fully apologized. He rested one hand on the cargo crate and checked the tension in the tether. If the route beyond the hall was clear, he could reach the outer transfer line in minutes. If it was not, he would have to improvise with the weight he was carrying. He was beginning to suspect that the station had chosen this moment specifically to test whether he still knew how.
The next corridor bent toward K-12 with a steep inward curve that made his inner ear complain before his legs did. The floor was still level enough to walk, but every step carried the faint sensation of moving uphill while the station turned beneath him. Ilan adjusted the cargo sled’s axle lock and tightened the harness around his chest, then shoved forward into the curve. The walls here were older, their plates slightly mismatched from repairs made by different crews at different times. One section had been patched with a sheet of matte alloy stamped from another module. Another had a row of hand-painted blue fish guiding travelers toward the fan core. A third had tiny chalk marks near the base, likely counting shifts or marking leaks. The corridor carried history only in practical forms.
He passed a shuttered alcove where someone had set out tea cups on an overturned crate. The cups were all mismatched, one chipped, one missing a handle, one wrapped in cloth to keep it from rattling. Beside them sat a metal tin of spice powder and a note left by a kitchen crew: TAKE ONE. NOT THE SPOON. The spoon, of course, was missing. Ilan let out a brief breath that might have been amusement. Even now, with Firefall closing in and sectors locking down, some anonymous cook had found time to leave tea for whoever came through next. The gesture was small and almost absurdly brave.
Tala’s voice crackled back through the comm, nearer now. — You sound better, she said.
— That is because I am in a corridor full of excellent manners and stolen spoons.
— So you found the tea alcove.
— I found the tea alcove’s attitude.
— Good. The sector is not calm, but the crew is still moving. One apprentice is now carrying filter mesh like it is sacred. Another is trying to carry three things at once and has already dropped one, which I consider an improvement over the first hour.
— You are mocking them while they work?
— If I stop mocking, they will know I am worried.
He stepped over a cable bundle and came to a split in the corridor where one lane dipped down toward a service lift and another ran straight toward a long pressure seam. The seam looked worse. That meant he would take it. The lift would be slower, and slower was how the ring punished kindness. He set the crate rail on the seam’s left edge and rolled it along while keeping one hand on the wall. A loose panel clattered somewhere behind him. He did not turn. The station was full of noises meant to distract people from the important ones.
Nadi came back online. — Your route is still open, she said, but the outer dock is flexing. We have a seam deformation near the K-12 transfer junction. If it closes, that whole run becomes a dead pocket.
He frowned. — Dead pocket as in trapped, or dead pocket as in mildly inconvenient?
— Try trapped with a bad attitude.
— That seems unfair.
— It is the station. Unfair is the default.
He glanced at the cargo crate, then at the narrowing corridor ahead. The vent array inside was heavier than a simple replacement should have been. It was built with a reinforced frame and a lattice of counterweights, the kind of hardware that could anchor airflow under bad conditions. Not just parts. Potential brace material. The thought arrived not as revelation but as a practical alignment of shape and weight. If the transfer seam was deforming, this crate might do more than reach Tala’s crew. It might keep the route from tearing itself apart long enough for the shutters to finish cycling. He slowed, then smiled without any real amusement. The job had become larger than delivery. Of course it had.
The hall beyond the curve led into an access chamber where the air became warmer and drier, as if the station had started burning off excess breath. A pair of technicians stood on the far side of the room trying to coax an emergency bulkhead open with a hand crank and a length of pipe. One of them looked up when Ilan entered and nearly dropped the pipe in relief. The other, younger and covered in dust, had a filter cloth tied over the lower half of his face and carried himself with the wary stiffness of someone who had already run out of patience twice. Tala was not physically there yet, but her voice came through the comm at once.
— You found them.
— I found your sector, he said, and leaned the cargo sled against the wall. — And a door that appears to hate all living things.
— That would be the east access.
He eyed the crank, then the warped bulkhead seam. — Your people always choose the charming entrances.
The young technician made a tired little gesture with the pipe. — We were told the main route would hold. Then the station got opinionated.
— It does that, Ilan said.
He set the cargo crate down, crouched, and examined the bulkhead’s bottom seam. The plate had bowed inward enough to pinch the lower rollers. The hand crank could open the top half, but the bottom would need a wedge or a shove. He ran a palm along the frame, found a service lip, and jammed the flat end of his pry key into the gap. Then he hauled backward with his shoulder while one boot braced the sled in place. Metal complained. The seam shifted by a fraction. He shifted again, gritted his teeth, and heard the first technician exhale in a burst of hope.
— There, Tala said over comm, if you can call that a door.
— It is a hostile suggestion, he replied.
— Same thing in this sector.
The younger technician laughed once despite himself, which made him immediately look embarrassed. Ilan gave him a nod and kept pulling. The more the bulkhead opened, the more the air in the room began to move, drawing dust toward the seam in pale spirals. He could smell hot insulation, machine oil, and something sweet from a tray left near the wall — perhaps someone had brought root buns and forgotten them in the rush. On Spindle Nine, even an evacuation had snacks nearby. That was the sort of station this was.
The gate finally gave enough for the crew to slip through one by one. Ilan guided the cargo sled under the lifting plate, then used the crate itself as a brace to stop the bottom edge from collapsing shut. One of the technicians stared. — That thing is worth a lot, he said.
— Not if it is in the wrong place, Ilan replied.
Tala’s voice softened just a little. — You brought the hardware yourself.
He said, — I was already carrying it. Seemed inefficient to stop.
— You are impossible.
— That has been established.
The crew moved into the next chamber, and Ilan followed after them with the sled bumping at his heels. The chamber beyond was brighter, lit by emergency strips and the amber bloom from the outer ring warning system. Through a slit window he could see the rotation of the station and the distant flare of Firefall gathering at the edge of the hull. Somewhere ahead lay the fan core and the transfer seam where the ring would either hold together or give way. He rubbed grit from his glove across his palm and kept walking.
The fan core access was a long, oval chamber lined with vent trunks and heat exchangers. Dust had gathered in soft ridges along the floor like the aftermath of a storm that had no interest in leaving. Several crew members were already there, crouched beside an auxiliary intake panel and wrestling with a set of bent guide fins. One of them had tied a rag around her hair and was using a crescent wrench with such grim focus that Ilan had the brief absurd thought she might beat the machine into behaving out of pure irritation. A kettle sat warming on a side plate, its spout wrapped in cloth to keep the handle from rattling. Someone had definitely committed tea to the emergency.
Tala arrived from the opposite service hatch at almost the same time he reached the chamber floor. Her face was streaked with soot. A thin line of dust sat across one cheekbone, and she had one sleeve rolled to the elbow, exposing a forearm smeared with lubricant. She looked at him, then at the crate, then back at him with an expression that held relief so tightly it nearly became annoyance. — You took the hidden route, she said.
— It was available.
— You hate hidden routes.
— I hate losing more.
That pulled the smallest change in her face, something almost like a smile. It vanished at once because the room was too full of work for softness to stay long. She stepped aside and pointed toward the intake panel. — The fan line is choking. If the shutters seal before this clears, the lower ducts will overheat.
He set the cargo sled down, popped the side latch on the crate, and examined the vent array inside. It was a compact assembly of braces, filter bands, and adaptive vanes designed to regulate pressure across the outer ring. Not standard freight, then. Something that could hold under stress. Exactly the sort of thing the sector needed. He looked up at Tala. — Who packed this load?
— Dispatch did.
— They were feeling optimistic.
— They were feeling formal. Different thing.
He laughed once under his breath and rolled the crate closer to the intake panel. The frame caught on a seam in the floor. He kicked the wheel into alignment, then used both hands to tilt the crate upright. The weight shifted hard against his boots. He welcomed it. Weight was easier to trust than panic.
Nadi broke into the comm with a sharper edge. — Outer dock seam is worsening. If that transfer junction flexes another degree, the shutters will pinch it shut.
Ilan looked up. — Pinch it shut where?
— At the K-12 crossing. That route becomes unusable.
Tala’s jaw tightened. — Then we are not letting it close.
Nadi answered immediately. — With what?
Ilan rested one hand on the crate frame and the other on the intake panel. The answer had already arranged itself in his head with the cold clarity of practical work. — With this, he said.
No one spoke for half a second. Then the youngest technician gave a helpless laugh. — You are going to hold the station open with a vent array?
— Not alone, Ilan said. — I am merely the one carrying it.
Tala stared at him, then at the crate, then gave the smallest nod of someone accepting that the universe had left only one reasonable option. — All right, she said. — Show us where.
He answered by crouching, lifting one end of the crate, and sliding it toward the chamber’s reinforced brace line. The metal protested. The floor vibrated beneath his boots. Firefall light bled brighter through the vents. He hauled the crate into place under the overhang where the chamber met the transfer seam, and for the first time the shape of the problem became useful instead of frightening. The crate’s weight could act as a counterforce if the brackets held. The sled frame could anchor the load. The seam might stay open long enough for the shutters to pass. Enough. Maybe. Enough was what the station had given him from the start.
He wiped dust from his wrist tag and looked toward Tala. Her expression had shifted from worry into the clear, hard focus he knew best. It made her look older than she was and stronger than the corridor. She was already moving toward the manual braces, calling out instructions to the crew, reorganizing bodies, tools, and timing with the same certainty she used on a broken ventilation line. Ilan felt something settle under his ribs that was not relief exactly. Something steadier. They were not just surviving the sector cut anymore. They were shaping it.
He moved to help her set the first brace, and the station groaned around them like a held breath waiting to be used.
The transfer seam lay just beyond the fan core chamber, a narrow passage where two structural arms of the ring met under a deep ribbed arch. It was the kind of place that only mattered when the station was under strain, which made it the most important kind of place tonight. Ilan climbed onto the low maintenance ledge and peered down at the seam mechanism. The left support plate had shifted inward. The right side was still stable, but barely. If the outer shutters cycled now, the whole passage would pinch like a jaw closing on a tool left in the wrong place. He set his jaw, hauled the cargo crate forward by its side straps, and grinned a little at the absurdity of it all. — I spend my life moving things from one end of the station to another, he said. — Tonight I appear to be moving the station itself.
One of the technicians laughed too sharply and then clapped a hand over his mouth as if afraid the sound might weaken the frame. Tala did not laugh, but her eyes warmed. She crossed the chamber to the manual override wheel, planted both boots, and began turning the crank in steady measured pulls. — If it falls apart, she said, — I will blame you specifically.
— Naturally.
— And if it holds?
— Then you may still blame me. It preserves tradition.
That earned him a brief look of pure exasperation, which on Tala usually meant affection had found a path around the practical work. He rolled the crate into position beneath the brace line and locked the sled wheels. Then he crouched, checked the load spread, and twisted the side clamps until the frame bit hard into place. The weight settled with a dense, satisfying thud. The seam above shuddered, then steadied by the smallest measurable amount. Not enough to feel safe. Enough to feel possible.
Nadi’s voice cut in. — The outer dock is about to cycle. If your brace works, it will need to hold for the duration of the shutter transit. If it fails, the whole sector locks.
— Helpful, Ilan said.
— I am a source of truth, not comfort.
— That explains your personality.
Tala gave a short breath that might have been a laugh while she kept the crank turning. The crew moved in coordinated bursts now, one person passing clamps, another feeding pressure cable, another checking the intake fins. The ventilation frame shivered as they tightened the last coupling. Ilan stepped under the arch, one hand on the crate, and felt the force transfer through the metal into the floor. The station was no longer just rotating. It was resisting itself. That resistance was the work.
A warning horn began rising from somewhere deeper in the ring, low at first, then climbing into the chamber with a note that made every loose panel vibrate. Lights flickered. Dust jumped from the vent seams in tiny puffs. The outer shutters were moving. He could hear them through the frame: a distant hydraulic grind, measured and relentless. The crew froze for half a second, then returned to motion with faster hands.
— We need the final brace set before the shutters finish their cycle, Tala said.
Ilan nodded once and jammed his shoulder under the cargo frame, adding his own weight to the counterforce while the young technician hammered the locking pin into place. The pin slid, caught, then sank home with a dull metallic crack. The seam above held. The chamber held. The route held.
For a moment the only sound was breathing, the vent hiss, and the ring’s deep turning pulse. Then Tala looked at him across the crate and said, quieter now, — You came because I asked?
He considered pretending that was the reason, but the room had not survived this long on pretty lies. — I came because you would have come for me, he said.
Her mouth shifted, not quite a smile and not quite not. — I would have complained the whole way.
— Naturally.
— And I would have blamed your boots for the delay.
— They deserve it.
The wordless thing that passed between them after that was not grand. It did not need to be. It was just the kind of steady, practical bond that kept people moving in a place made of pressure and distance. Outside the chamber, Firefall light flared bright across the hull. The shutters slammed somewhere far off with a dull, immense finality. Inside, the brace held, the route stayed open, and the cargo Ilan had carried through the narrow spine of the station was no longer cargo alone. It had become a weight the ring could lean on.
Nadi came back one last time, her voice sharper than the warning tones now dying away. — Good work. Hold your position. The outer segment is still unstable.
Ilan looked toward the passage leading deeper to the dock and saw the light beyond it turn from orange to white-hot for a heartbeat, as if the storm had put its face to the hull. He tightened his grip on the brace frame, squared his feet, and glanced to Tala. She was already moving to the next task, already counting people and tools and time. He fell in beside her without another word. The dock was still ahead. The hardest part of the spin was still waiting. And now they had a way to meet it.

    
Bracing the Outer Seam
The fan core chamber was still holding, but only in the way a clenched hand holds: every muscle tight, every tendon pulled to the edge. Ilan stood under the ribbed arch with one boot planted against the crate frame and the other braced on the maintenance ledge, feeling the vibration run through his soles into his knees. The vent array he had dragged into place had become more than cargo now. Its reinforced lattice was taking part of the strain from the transfer seam, and the metal sang under load in a thin, uneasy tone that made the back of his teeth ache. Firefall light flashed through the access slits in orange-white bands, turning the dust in the chamber into floating sparks. Around him, crew members shouted over one another, passing clamps, chain hooks, seal strips, and a kettle that had somehow survived being pressed into emergency service. The smell of hot dust, lubricant, and burnt tea wrapped itself around the room.
Tala came up beside him with a wrench in one hand and a smear of grease along her wrist. She glanced at the crate, then at the ceiling brace, then at him. — You really did bring the station a spare spine, she said.
— I prefer freight as a calling, he answered.
— Your calling is inconvenient.
— That has always been the company line.
She almost smiled, then looked back toward the seam where the outer dock shuddered with a deep metallic thud. Nadi’s voice crackled from the wall speaker, sharp as wire. — Outer shutters are cycling. The west hinge is lagging by seven seconds. If the seam buckles, the dock locks hard.
Ilan crouched, checked the vent array angle, and slid one hand along the lower brace until he felt the cold edge of the support hook. The weight distribution was close, but not enough. He needed more leverage on the opposite side. — Then we give it more leverage, he said.
Tala arched a brow. — With what?
He looked at the cargo sled, the crate, and the chain winch bolted to the floor. Then he looked at the wall where an old service anchor still sat half hidden behind a run of cable conduit. — With the one thing this station always has too much of, he said. — More metal.
The youngest technician in the room made a grim little laugh. — That sounds expensive.
— It is, Ilan said, already moving. — Luckily, I’m not paying.
The route into the outer dock was narrower than memory and meaner than either of them wanted. Ilan pushed the cargo sled ahead of him while Tala guided two technicians carrying a pressure coil and a stack of emergency seals. The corridor sloped inward with the ring’s spin, and the station’s gravity tugged at the load as if it had its own opinion about where the freight ought to go. The deck plates underfoot thrummed with the accelerating closure cycle. Every few steps, a shutter somewhere deeper in the ring slammed home with a sound like a giant closing a fist around empty air.
They passed a shallow alcove where someone had left a row of tea cups on an overturned crate. One cup had a cracked handle wrapped in red thread; another held three sugared biscuits already gone soft from the humid air. A handwritten tag dangled from the crate edge: TAKE WHAT YOU CAN CARRY. RETURN WHAT YOU CAN. Ilan gave it a glance and said, — Finally, a station motto with manners.
— Focus, Tala said, though the corners of her mouth twitched. — If we lose the west panel, the route pinches shut.
— Then we don’t lose it.
— You say that as if the universe is listening.
— It usually is. That’s the problem.
They reached the outer dock threshold to find a small crowd already gathered behind a half-lowered security grille: two shuttle hands, three vent techs, a market cook in a flour-dusted apron, and a child no more than ten clutching a cloth satchel of filter pads as if it contained treasure. Nobody was panicking in the dramatic way people do in stories. They were doing the more practical thing: looking at each other, looking at the door, deciding who moved first. Ilan liked practical fear better than heroic speeches. Practical fear got people through openings.
Nadi’s voice came again, tighter than before. — Dock pressure is dropping. The outer rail is flexing. If you intend to use that sled as a brace, do it now.
— I was hoping you would notice the obvious, Ilan muttered.
— I work in operations, not miracles.
— Shame.
He hauled the sled sideways, locked its front wheels into the deck seam, and drove the crate’s steel edge beneath the partial shutter. The vent array frame shivered once, then bit into place. Tala and one of the technicians immediately ran the chain winch to tighten the load. The grille above them trembled, stopped, and settled with an ugly scraping sound. The opening was still narrow, but it was open.
The child with the satchel stared at him. — Are you always this dramatic?
Ilan exhaled through his nose. — Only when I’m trying to keep a station from folding in half.
— That’s not an answer.
— It’s the useful version.
Firefall had reached the edge of the hull now. Through the slit windows along the dock wall, Ilan could see the storm flare bright in bands of white-gold and rust-red, a glittering smear of charged particles crawling across the station skin. The sight made the whole dock feel heat-struck and unreal, as if the metal itself had stepped too close to an open kiln. He kept one hand on the cargo sled and the other on the chain lead, watching the rail indicator blink from amber to red and back again in ragged pulses. Somewhere beyond the chamber, a support roller had jammed. He could hear it in the rhythm of the shutter: a rhythmic cough, a pause, a groan of overstrained metal, then another cough.
— There, Tala said, pointing with the wrench. — Lower rail. It’s binding on the third tooth.
He dropped to one knee, slid under the side panel, and unlatched the access plate with the flat of his pry key. Warm air rushed over his knuckles. Inside was a compact nest of cables, a grease-dark roller housing, and a thermal warp in the guide track that had pinched the shutter’s edge. He swore softly. Of course. A simple jam with a dramatic personality. He tugged the line clear, then reached in with a rag and wiped the dust from the tooth set. The roller needed to be coaxed free before the shutter finished its next cycle.
One of the shuttle hands peered down at him. — Do cargo couriers always crawl into bad places?
— Only when the bad place is blocking the route, Ilan said.
— That sounds like a career choice.
— It pays better than philosophy.
He jammed his shoulder against the housing and nudged the roller with one boot until the gear shifted half a notch. The metal gave a reluctant squeal. Above him, the shutter moved another fraction. Not enough. He reached for the emergency grease tube clipped to the wall, squeezed a generous line across the guide tooth, and drove the pry key into the seam again. The roller slipped with a harsh click and finally rotated free.
The whole dock seemed to exhale at once.
Tala bent over the opening, eyes bright from effort and stress. — You fixed the jam.
— I offended it into cooperation.
— Effective.
— I try.
The child with the satchel smiled in spite of the alarm tone still ringing low in the walls. The market cook, who had clearly seen enough crisis to last a lifetime, lifted one of the soft biscuits from the crate and said, — If anyone dies after this, I’m charging extra for the tea.
Ilan looked up from the panel. — That sounds like the right order of priorities.
The room laughed, just once, and the sound steadied everyone more than any announcement could have done.
Nadi’s voice cut through the brief lift in the room. — The seam is still under strain. The vent array is holding, but barely. Ilan, if you want the dock to stay open long enough for evacuation, you need a counterweight on the far side.
He stood, wiped grease onto his glove, and looked across the chamber at the opposite brace line. The answer was already there, waiting in the shape of the cargo sled, the remaining support coils, and the old service anchor hidden in the wall. It was not elegant. It was not even graceful. But it was a route, and routes were what he did. — Then we build one, he said.
Tala stepped closer, voice low enough that only he heard it over the alarms. — You’re planning to drag more freight into the problem, aren’t you?
— I am planning to make the problem heavier in exactly the right place.
— You always make it sound simple.
— It rarely is.
She handed him the chain lead without asking for an explanation. That tiny trust hit harder than the alarm horn. Ilan took the lead, threaded it through the sled frame, and anchored it to the wall bracket while the technicians rolled two support coils into position. The child with the satchel got sent to stand well clear, which he did with the serious face of someone being promoted to essential witness. The market cook took up station beside the tea kettle and declared she would be insulted if the end of the world happened before the water boiled.
That, somehow, made the whole chamber feel less like a failure and more like a worksite.
Ilan climbed the side ladder to the raised service ledge, boots slipping once on the worn metal, then caught the upper rail and hauled himself onto the catwalk. From there he could see the far edge of the transfer seam, where the outer dock ran into the ring’s moving skin. The support plate had shifted again. Not much. Enough. He set his jaw, tightened the harness around his chest, and signaled down with two fingers. — On my mark, he called. — Turn the winch.
— You are not in charge, Tala shot back.
— I am carrying the thing keeping us all from being folded into a decorative shape.
That earned him a short, reluctant laugh from her. Then she braced her feet and put her shoulder into the chain wheel. The first turn came hard. The second came harder. The counterweight dragged with a metallic shriek, and the seam responded with a tremor that ran through the deck to Ilan’s knees. He felt the station shift around the load, felt the balance begin to settle into a new line. The opening was still narrow, still ugly, but it was holding. Firefall flashed again outside. The storm had not gone anywhere. It had simply found a more interesting object to strike.
The outer shutter chose that moment to misbehave in earnest. The west hinge cried out with a long grinding note, then lurched forward half a handspan too fast. Several people in the dock room flinched. The child with the satchel gasped. One of the shuttle hands swore and backed into the wall. Ilan reacted before the fear could spread. He jumped from the catwalk, landed hard beside the cargo sled, and threw his weight into the chain lead to arrest the movement. The metal drove through his shoulder like a hot spike. He grunted, shifted his stance, and wrenched the line down another notch while Tala tightened the opposite crank until the brace rang with a low, solid hum.
— Keep moving the people, Ilan said. — Don’t let them bunch at the door.
The market cook pointed at him with the biscuit. — You say that like you’re not currently trying to wrestle a wall.
— I have range, he said through clenched teeth.
That got another laugh, brief and breathless, and the line of people moved again. Two technicians shepherded the child through first, then the shuttle hands with the pressure coil, then the cook with the tea kettle held protectively to her chest as if it contained something more precious than survival. Ilan kept one eye on the shutter rail and the other on the load spread. Every time the mechanism slipped, he adjusted by a fraction: pulling chain, shifting weight, kicking the sled wheel, twisting the brace angle. He had always known freight through pressure lanes by the feel of the frame and the sound of the stress. Tonight the station had simply made him carry the lesson in both hands.
Tala moved beside him, one hand on the crank, the other on the emergency seal strip. — Your shoulder is bleeding.
— It’s just arguing with me, he said.
— It appears to be winning.
— Temporary condition.
She tore the seal tape with her teeth, slapped it across a crack in the lower brace, and looked at him with the kind of fierce irritation that could only come from caring very much and hating the inconvenience of it. — If you pass out after this, I’m leaving you in the maintenance nook.
— Good to know where I stand.
— You stand in the way.
— Also useful.
The shutter stuttered again, then settled. The counterweight was doing its job. The route remained open. People kept filing through. Beyond the threshold, the outer corridor glowed with the pale heat of Firefall and the dark curve of the ring hull. Ilan could see the next maintenance node beyond the dock, and beyond that the route back into the station’s breathing core. Not a clean path. Never a clean path. But it was there.
By the time the last of the evacuees reached the far side of the seam, Ilan’s forearms were shaking from effort and his shoulder had gone from pain to a deep, hot numbness. He kept hold of the chain anyway. That was what his work had always been: hold the load, hold the line, hold the moment just long enough for the next person to get through. Nadi’s voice came over the speaker with a rare thread of relief hidden under her usual severity. — Pressure is stabilizing. The west hinge is holding. I repeat, it is holding.
— You sound almost cheerful, Ilan said.
— Do not get used to it.
Tala climbed onto the sled frame and crossed the seam to stand beside him. Her face had gone pale under the soot, and one sleeve was torn at the elbow, but she was steady on her feet. She looked at the open passage, then back at him, and for a second neither of them spoke. The dock room behind them was full of people redistributing tools, tea, seals, and the last of the emergency biscuits. Somebody had started humming under their breath while tightening a clamp. Another person was already asking where the spare filters had been put. The station, having decided not to die today, had resumed its ordinary bad habits.
Tala finally broke the silence. — You could have waited for a cleaner route.
— Cleaner routes do not always exist.
— You could have left the freight.
He looked at the vent array, still biting into the brace line. — Then the seam would have fallen.
— You could have let somebody else do the hard part.
— Then I would have had to listen to you complain about their technique.
That brought the smallest, tired smile from her. It softened her face more than he expected. She stepped closer, bumped her shoulder lightly against his, and said, — You are infuriating.
— Yes.
— And useful.
— Also yes.
She glanced toward the outer corridor, where Firefall still glimmered beyond the hull. Then she said, quieter, — You came because I was here.
He did not waste the moment pretending otherwise. — I came because the station had you in the wrong place.
Her eyes held his for a second, warm despite the smoke and the alarms and the ugly bruise forming across his shoulder. Then she gave a short nod, as if accepting a fact she already knew and had not wanted to say aloud. — Next time, she said, — try arriving before the shutters start breaking things.
— Next time, he said, — you can ask for a less dramatic courier.
— There is no such thing.
Nadi’s voice came in one last time, this time without edge. — You’re clear for full transfer. The outer sector can reopen once the pressure line equalizes.
Ilan looked at the open seam, the stabilized brace, the crew moving in practiced bursts, and the little bowl of tea steaming on the crate near the wall. The smell was slightly scorched and entirely welcome. He let out a breath he did not realize he had been holding. The route was not just passable now. It was alive.
The final relay through the dock took longer than anyone wanted and went smoother than anyone had dared expect. Once the brace held, the crew began moving supplies through in orderly lines: pressure seals, filter pads, replacement couplings, blankets, tool kits, water cans, and two trays of sweet root buns rescued from the market kitchen. The buns had been slightly toasted by the emergency lamps, which only made them more honest. Children were told to keep their hands on the rail. Adults were told to stop carrying three things at once. Nobody obeyed the second instruction, but everybody looked happier hearing it.
Ilan stood to one side while a pair of technicians reset the lower latch and Tala checked the seam gauge with a grimly satisfied expression. Firefall still burned against the hull, but its violence no longer mattered to the passage. Through the slit windows, the light had shifted from violent white to a steadier amber wash, as if the storm had begun tiring of the station’s resistance. A maintenance crew had already started hanging fresh markers along the corridor: blue fish cut from foil, emergency tape, little hand-painted arrows pointing toward the reopened route. The decorations looked ridiculous next to the scorched bulkhead and the stripped cables. They also looked right.
The cook from the dock room appeared again with the kettle under one arm and a stack of cups in the other. She presented one cup to Ilan, then another to Tala, as if issuing a formal award. — You two ruined my schedule, she said, — and I respect that.
Ilan took the cup carefully because his hands were still trembling. — High praise.
— Don’t make me regret it.
Tala blew on her tea and eyed him over the rim. — Your shoulder will hurt tomorrow.
— Probably.
— You will blame the station.
— Naturally.
— And I will blame you.
— Also natural.
She gave a short huff that might have been a laugh, then glanced toward the open seam where the corridor remained propped under the vent array’s weight. The station had not become kinder. It had simply revealed one more way to hold itself together. Ilan could feel the change in the air already: less panic, more motion, the return of routine under strain. People were speaking in practical tones again. Someone was asking where to store the spare seals. Someone else was offering to carry the kettle to the fan core. A child was trying to persuade the young technician to trade a filter pad for a biscuit, and the technician was acting like this was a moral dilemma.
Ilan sipped the tea and nearly winced. It was strong enough to make paint peel. Perfect. — This tastes like it has been in a fight, he said.
The cook pointed at him. — It won.
That got the first real laugh from him all night.
When the pressure line finally equalized, the seam gave a low, satisfied shudder and settled into a stable line. The dock lights returned from emergency red to the warmer white of regular work. It was such an ordinary change that it felt almost miraculous. Tala stepped onto the catwalk with a fresh slate in hand and began writing down repairs, weight shifts, and replacement parts with quick, economical strokes. Ilan watched her for a moment, then picked up the cargo slate himself and checked the next freight line that had already been rerouted through the reopened passage. The station was never going to stop needing loads hauled, braces set, and bad decisions corrected before they broke something important. That part had not changed. What had changed was the shape of the job.
Nadi came through the speaker one last time. — I have adjusted the corridor mapping. The hidden route you used is now marked as an approved emergency spine.
Ilan frowned. — That sounds suspiciously official.
— Don’t get sentimental. It will still be badly maintained.
— Good. I prefer routes with character.
— Your route has enough character to qualify as a hazard.
— I’ll take that as a compliment.
Tala looked up from the slate. — You are grinning.
— Am I?
— Unfortunately.
He glanced at the open seam, at the people carrying tools and tea between sectors, at the ring turning beyond the hull with its old, relentless patience. For a long moment the storm light reflected in the metal and in the glass, and the whole station seemed suspended between strain and relief. Ilan set the cargo slate against his hip and rolled his shoulder once, wincing only a little. Then he reached out to help one of the technicians lift a heavy coil onto a waiting trolley. The motion was automatic now, practiced, familiar, and strangely comforting.
Tala closed the distance and took the other end of the coil without a word. They lifted together. The weight settled between them and moved as one. When they set it down on the trolley, she looked at him, then nudged his good shoulder with the back of her wrist.
— Next route, she said.
Ilan tipped his head toward the reopened corridor. — Next route.
They started forward side by side, carrying the last of the storm’s repair load toward the heart of the station while Firefall faded against the hull behind them.
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