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Cue for the Restless Stage
Delia Kormas
Eli Navarro, a lead rigger at a small theatre, faces detached shadows that gather in the wings on opening night. As the Unmoored escalates into a dangerous mechanical crisis, Eli must use his rigging skills—knots, arbors, timing—and lead the crew in a live rescue during the performance.
ProseHub


    
Between Cues
Eli Navarro arrived at the Gamut Theatre before dawn like he arrived at everything important: early, with his pockets full of knots and answers. The city outside the alley windows smelled of frying cumin and river fog, the kind of morning that made people move slower and buy the saffron buns from Maribel's stall two doors down. That detail—the saffron buns, the way everyone pretended they were too refined to admit liking them—had nothing to do with the theatre's problems, and precisely for that reason it comforted him. Routine that was not emergency work was a kind of luxury.
He unshouldered his kit bag, ran his fingers along the leather of his belt, and checked the two carabiners clipped to a webbing scarred with years of gloves and grease. There were tools that answered like good dogs: the belay device would sing when a load set, the shackle would settle into place, the cast iron arbor would grind with an old, certain complaint. Eli liked certainties. People were not often certain; people slid and surprised. Rope did what it was told and rope could be trusted to tell you if it was tired.
The Gamut was a squat brick joke of a building that refused to look like a temple but held one inside. Every corner smelled of tea and sticky programs, the green room hawking economy tea-bags in chipped mugs that read 'Break a Leg' in fonts too cheerful to be sincere. The bar had a tradition nobody asked for—every Thursday after rehearsal someone smuggled out a steaming pot of something they referred to as 'thespian stew' and everyone pretended it was an old recipe. These were details that had nothing to do with rigging, but they held the building together as surely as the steel beams.
He climbed the narrow service stairs and counted the steps by touch—twenty-three, then a notch in the rail where someone had hammered a flathead and left a crescent. Above the stage, the grid hummed with the weight of history: rigging pipes, ropes coiling like quiet snakes, and a grey batten that still smelled faintly of latex and bad floral spray from a prop wedding years ago. He ran a gloved palm over a fly line and felt the faint grit of dust. A few meters away, the night watchman—Barto, who collected stray teacups like relics—snored softly on a folding chair and woke only when Eli dropped a bolt into his palm with a metallic clack. Barto blinked, murmured something about 'good timing' and offered Eli a cigarette butt he'd been saving for tough days. Eli refused it, the smoke and the morning cafes were a separate city.
Rehearsal bulletin pinned to the corkboard announced the week's runs with the kind of cheerful tyranny common in small theatres: warnings about spills, a plea for someone to bring plant food, a note about the volunteer usher who liked to sing show tunes off-key. Eli read it with the same clinical eye he used on equipment checklists. That was his job in micro: find the problem before it found the people. He ran a hand over the list of battens and their load ratings. Old theatres kept secrets in margins and he had learned to read the margins.
Voices drifted up from the stage like temperature—heated and sticky. Mateo was warming his voice in the apron below, launching into a bravura speech that folded the room like an aimless flag. The actors treated the stage as a public square; technicians treated it like a private workshop. Across the wings, Ruthie Lo was already at the lamp table, cursing gently at a cluster of gels and unlabeled gobos, her laugh the short, practiced kind that meant she had made surviving into an art form. She spotted Eli, raised a smudged hand, and called, 'You're early. Bribed Maribel for extra buns or something?' Her tone implied she knew the answer and wanted receipts.
Eli grinned without thinking. He liked Ruthie because she treated him like somebody who could be roped into tea, and also because she supplied the theatre with an arsenal of bad jokes that dissolved the worst kind of silence. 'No saffron bribes today,' he said. 'Just the usual—grease, curses, and the smell of latex.'
She snorted and tossed him a cup of reheated coffee. It landed at his elbow with the casual accuracy of someone who'd spent ten years slinging light gels and sliding on wet plywood at a run. 'Drink it quick. It'll make you sentimental.'
He took a sip and the coffee tasted like old iron and hope. The company trickled in: Tamsin, who moved like an idea in heels, sweeping in with a clipboard and a responsibility that looked like a posture rather than a mood; Sam, who kept an eye on the budget as if it were a temperamental child; a stagehand who had a small, shoehorned radio that played sentimental ballads and sometimes soap operas if the market was quiet. The theatre lived by small, predictable cruelties and tiny consolations; it was nothing if not consistent.
Rehearsal began with the clack of shoes and the whisper of lines. The stage felt warm underfoot, a place that had been warmed by laughters, footfalls, and the weight of things that were not entirely defensible by logic. Eli watched from the wings, fingers lightly assessing the ropes in his hands. His eyes kept sliding to the actors—on stage they were bright, taut; offstage they were blander, like dried fruit. He had a practiced eye for timing, for the way a performer's weight would shift a batten, for the exact second a drop should lower without catching a face in the scenery. He liked to line up moments that mattered and keep them safe.
Halfway through the second blocking, a small absurdity happened. A top hat—cheap felt, a prop from a previous farce—took itself off a peg and rolled across the stage, made a tiny arc, and sat politely at center stage as if waiting for applause. Mateo, in the middle of a long cadence, hesitated as the hat performed its own little business; the audience of crew who had slipped into the house to watch for notes laughed before they knew why. Eli's first thought was mechanical: a loop of twine, a snag on the peg. His second thought was stranger; the hat had rolled with a deliberate politeness, as if it had learned manners.
A stagehand called out, half-joking, 'Damn fine hat.' Ruthie called back, 'It wants a pay raise.' There was a ripple of laughter, the sort that warms a room and then becomes part of the furniture. These small jokes were how they kept from applying earnestness to everything. Eli's fingers tightened on the line he was holding without meaning to; the rope hummed.
When Mateo launched again, someone in the third row of the house—an old man who sometimes came to see matinees—clapped and the sound fell oddly into the room. Eli noticed it because he always noticed the way sound traveled when the house was half-empty: it sliced and stayed. He noticed, too, that an actor's shadow fell wrong. Not simply faint; it wasn't under the actor's feet at all but lagged behind the actor as if trailing on a separate path. Mateo moved and the shadow made a small pirouette before catching up.
He frowned and looked up at the grid. The ropes overhead clacked in the draft and the rig was breathing. There are reasonable explanations for odd shadows—lighting angles, mis-set instruments, a raked stage. But Eli had a catalog of reasonable explanations and this did not fit neatly into any of them.
After rehearsal break, Eli climbed the grid for a quick inspection. There was a brisk, practical air to being up there—no small talk, only the company of hardware and the soft clack of stage hands' boots far below. He ran a wrench along a pin and felt the metallic memory of tension. Downstage the company argued over a line and the sound filtered up like a low tide. From his vantage, the stage looked like a functioning map of human anxieties: lines, cues, and people standing in places that had been decided in other rooms by other needs.
Ruthie met him halfway on the catwalk, bracing with the confidence of someone who had fallen off a ladder and lived to tell the story. 'You get a look at the hat?' she asked, balancing a roll of gaffer tape like a baton. She had grease under her nails and the kind of grin that said she offended the universe by surviving. Eli indicated toward the stage and said, 'It bowed.'
She laughed, a quick, incredulous noise. 'It couldn't have bowed. It doesn't have lungs.'
'Maybe it doesn't need them.'
They moved together along the catwalk, the ropes a conspiracy of lines beneath them. Eli inspected the rigging at the edge of the grid, fingers running along the life of the halyards, feeling for fray, for the hairline bites where rope gives up. He tested a batten, found it steady, and ran through the mental checklist: grease, pin clearance, sash cords, swages. Everything nominal. But the shadow he'd watched didn't seem interested in nominal.
Eli slid from the catwalk and descended toward the wings by ladder. The theatre was a place of odd intimacy: actors left their socks near the heater, and a coffee cup could tell a story about a night's rehearsal like a secret witness. The props table held a papier-mâché goose that had been used in a student show and never reclaimed. It watched the world with stubble of glue for a beak. As he passed, the goose's neck arced suspiciously toward a spotlight and then snapped back, like a child doing a trick it didn't mean to show.
'You seeing things today, or finally upgrading your senses?' Sam called from the stage manager's desk, where the headset cord looped like a sleeping snake. He glanced up, eyes half-lidded, and for a moment looked like someone who had aged three weeks in a season. There was warmth in his voice, the kind that was worn smooth by responsibility.
Eli chalked his hands and reached for a roll of belay line. He had an itch to solve this the way he solved snarls: by getting in close and manipulating it. He liked the feel of rope that answered back when you pulled it; it taught you humility and the joy of a correct knot. He tied a quick running loop and threaded it through a length of halyard, fashioning a small snare to test on a shadow if he could catch one. The plan was clumsy, born of impulse and craft rather than theory. He liked improvised solutions because they left room for hands.
He tested the loop on a stray length of rigging and felt it catch like a jaw. It held, then eased. He muttered to himself, a habit that smoothed the edges of concentration: 'Three wraps, two half-hitches, cinch.' The line sang in his fingers and for a moment he was not a man worried about ghosts but a person doing what he knew how to do. The theatre offered work and that work offered an incantation: fix what is broken.
Backstage, an assistant—Niko, who had the body of a man who'd once been a dancer and the attention span for a thousand improvisations—poked his head into the wings with a grin. 'You building a noose for eccentric hats, or is this some kind of avant-garde knitting?' he asked. Niko had a habit of reducing tension with jokes that sounded improvised but were actually well-timed weapons.
Eli allowed a small smile. 'Testing for ghosts.'
Ruthie rolled her eyes. 'Of course you are. Make sure the ghosts sign the release form.'
The humour was light, the kind that lubricated a team. They joked because no one offered the heavy things; jokes were the currency of people who had to carry each other through long nights. Eli felt, in that moment, less alone than he had before. Not entirely sociable, not suddenly charming, but connected by the same small ironies the rest of them shared.
He spotted something then, a small aberration that made his throat tighten: a shadow that seemed to unspool itself from an usher who was crossing the stage with a stack of programs. The usher's feet moved and the shadow hung back for a beat, then telegraphed a movement of its own and drifted toward the wings as if drawn. The motion was deliberate, not a mere miscast angle. Eli tightened his jaw and followed.
The wings were a place of folded things and histories: costume sacks with last season's sequins, mask boxes, a ladder leaning like a patient animal. The air smelled of resin and old perfume. Eli moved through it all with the efficient awareness of a man accustomed to avoiding obstacles while carrying gear—shouldering past a box, ducking under a rigging rope, feeling the beat of the stageboards under his boots. He slid a hand along a batten, checking pins with knuckles rather than eyes; it was faster that way.
A child in the audience section had knocked a packet of popcorn, which had tumbled across the aisle. That, too, became absurd. A shadow—subtle at first—bent toward the popcorn and mimed the act of eating with exaggerated relish. It was the kind of pantomime that belonged in silent comedy and in the theatre's lounge act more than it belonged in a place of ghosts. The shadow paced the floor like a person learning to use hands. It made a small, theatrical show of failing to chew and then shrugged, an almost-embarrassed gesture.
Someone near the back burst out laughing, a short, startled sound that broke the thin strain in the air. Eli felt something in his chest unknot on that laugh. For a long moment, the room felt lighter, as if humour itself was a tool and had been applied correctly. Then the shadow slid away into darkness and the feel of the space changed: a new attention had been called to it.
He didn't want to freak anyone out; the Gamut ran on small margins and greater optimism. A notice on the board read 'Keep morale high, budgets low' in an enthusiastic hand. Eli considered raising the issue with Tamsin, but he could see the woman's face when she was sized against funders: a jaw that set like an expensive closure. She needed the opening night money. A simple closure—even for safety—would cost them everything. The moral arithmetic of small theatres tended to be ugly.
He climbed a ladder and walked along a low catwalk that gave the house a view like a predator. The shadows under the lights behaved oddly, not merely lagging but arriving late and sometimes ahead, like understudies stepping forward in the wrong moment. He tried to line up cues in his head, to explain them away with angles and miscalibrated fresnels. The theatre's lamps hummed a steady note; the house lights were warm and smelled faintly of people. He tapped at a gel frame and found it seated. No obvious culprit.
Below, a rehearsal tumbled into a moment of unintended truth: two actors, previous rivals, found an honest laugh over a line and it sustained—their genuine connection was a bright, awkward thing and the audience of crew recognized it like an offering. The shadow attached itself right then, slipping back to its owner and flattening as if relieved. Eli watched, puzzled and quietly hopeful. If human warmth could draw them back, then perhaps this was not an old building remembering sorrow but an effect caused by something that fed on isolation. It was a small hypothesis and a dangerous hope.
He moved through the wings like a craftsman on his way to the proper tool. When people were busy performing, the theatre felt like a furnace that had been tamed into a useful heat. His hands set a mic pack right, tightened a cuff, adjusted a strap. Being useful was a sacrament he had been raised to observe.
There was a moment—small, ridiculous—that should have been dismissed as comic relief but lodged itself in his chest. A papier-mâché goose that had been watching from a props table turned its head with the exaggerated motion of an actor waiting for a cue. It extended its neck, then mimicked a bow so refined it might have been trained by a butler. Behind it, a stray shadow executed an elaborate curtsey and the room erupted in a laugh that was partly astonishment and mostly relief. Eli found himself laughing too, a clean sound that was more oxygen than amusement.
But the laughter did not answer the pattern he'd glimpsed. Shadows were doing small, human things with the mischief of pets or pranksters—bowing, stealing popcorn, practicing applause at the wrong moment. The effect was absurd, like a theatre where the furniture had opinions. Someone joked that the Gamut had finally hired a ghost with stage experience. Eli's response was to keep working, because work was a way to anchor a conversation to something practical.
He checked a sash cord and found the fibers warm with friction. He cranked a winch and felt the machinery settle. Small things; he liked small things when the large ones were evasive. Below, Tamsin called for attention—she wanted the next run clean. The actors gathered at the wings, their faces flushed from exertion. There was a kind of tired beauty to them, the way people look after they have given something away and only a little of it is returned.
As they shuffled into position, Eli paused and watched. The house was a patchwork of soft noises: a cough, the scrape of a chair, footsteps. And then he saw it: in a narrow shaft of light where the back row met the aisle, a group of shadows had gathered, separate from any visible bodies. They huddled like children under a blanket, miming lines with a concentration that was almost tender. Eli's first reaction was disbelief. It had the shape of something he could not allow himself to name.
He moved without thinking—descending the ladder, gripping the rung with callused fingers, climbing across beams that knew the weight of a hundred unsaid apologies. He felt his heart beat in his wrists as much as his chest. He drew near the cluster, the smell of stage dust rising like an old promise.
The shadows were not merely drifts of ink. Up close they had edges, a thickness like breath against glass, and an urgency that looked almost like rehearsal. They mimed cues with exacting attention, practicing gestures as if training for a role they had been given in secret. A shadow performed a small speech, cataloguing silence with impeccable timing and the kind of longing you only find in people who have been waiting to be noticed.
Eli extended his hand with a professional caution, the way you touch hot metal to know its temperature. His fingertips hovered near a shape that could have been a cast-off shade. The air felt cooler there, like stepped-in winter. When he reached, the shadow recoiled—not with malice but with the instinctive wariness of an animal that had learned to hide from touch. It did not flee into nothing; instead, it congealed into an attentive curl, watching him with the absence of face and the presence of intent.
He felt the theater's absurdity tilt into something else: intentionality. These were not loose photons playing dress-up; these shadows rehearsed. They arranged themselves into rows as if taking cues, they studied their own silhouettes as if rehearsing how to look properly tragic or joyous. When he moved, one of them mirrored him with a lag that suggested attention rather than accident. It was a slow, focused mimicry that made the hairs rise on his forearms.
A small, ridiculous impulse struck him: he tried to make the same gesture twice, faster, to check whether it was echoing him or inventing moves. The shadow followed the second time, slightly behind, with a delicate, almost ironical flair of an understudy learning to be menacing. There was humor in the movement—an absurd little bow that seemed to ask for applause from an audience that had no hands. He let out a sound that might have been a laugh and the sound fell oddly in the space between curiosity and alarm.
Below, someone clapped—an offhand, nervous sound—and the shadows reacted like actors in a farce, flinching and then resuming their practice with renewed concentration. Eli swallowed, feeling the familiar gear-shift of a craftsman who had encountered a problem that answered only to skill and patience. He felt the tug of responsibility; whatever these were, they had found the Gamut in a way that made the building feel less like an instrument and more like a stage for a new kind of performance.
He checked his watch with a clumsy motion, the hands too bright in the dim. Opening night was a week away and the theatre's ledger—metaphorical, emotional, and actual—was balanced on a knife-edge. For a moment he imagined announcing the thing: 'Ladies and gentlemen, due to technical anomalies, tonight's performance is postponed.' He pictured Tamsin's face, the way it would set, the funders' eyes, Sam's silent panic. He thought of Maribel's saffron buns and the small economies that would collapse if the doors were closed. The choice pressed against him like a loaded fly bar.

    
Up in the Fly
Rain had the polite violence of something that wanted attention but not trouble. It rattled on the theatre's old guttering while Eli tightened the harness around his waist and checked the knots again, as if reassessing reality required a ratified knot. From up in the fly tower the city sounded like a crowd that had moved on to something else: a busker three blocks away looping a tune on a bowed saw, a bakery's oven door slamming with the domestic certainty of bread, and the distant vendor who sold sugared plums that tasted like holiday postcards. None of that fixed the problem hanging under the grid, but it kept his head from filling with the shape of fear.
Ruthie was waiting at the catwalk entrance with a stubby flashlight and a grin that had the same steadiness as the cleat she favored to secure a halyard. She handed him a travel mug that smelled suspiciously of cinnamon and something else—tea brewed from an office plant someone swore soothed the throat. "You sure you want to go up without breakfast?" she asked, slinging a coil of thin webbing over her shoulder like a ceremonial scarf.
Eli caught the coil before it fell. "Breakfast can be improvised. Gravity can't." He used a hand that had repaired more failing fixtures than some actors had repaired their reputations. He clipped his descender, snugged a prusik under the utility belt, and climbed into the net of steel and wood where the theatre hid its bones.
Above the stage the fly tower opened like a throat of cable. Old timber smelled of resin; the steel tasted faintly of rubbed coin. The battens hung in rows, each with its own small private history of pins and wear. A rigging monitor—Sam—tucked in beside the pin rail with a tablet that grimly numbered loads and tolerances. Sam glanced at Eli and offered that rarest of things: a look that admitted concern and the burden of logistics. "We ran that batten at ninety percent last night because someone swapped a sandbag. I put it back, but I'd rather you eyeballed the arbors." He tapped the tablet as if tapping could press sense into the numbers.
Eli moved like a man accustomed to talking with his hands. He ran fingers along the sash cords, felt the give and the roughness, tested the handline. His movements were deliberate, economical: a professional's choreography. He spoke without drama. "I'll check the pin clearances, test the clutch, and run the arbor with a proof load. If anything hums wrong, it has to talk to me."
They climbed together in a practiced silence; Ruthie hummed a tune that was nonsense and entirely hers. Up there, the rain's rhythm turned into a metronome and the city was far enough away that its commerce was a suggestion. The catwalks yielded a different geography: the theatre's internal climate—warm dust, the sharp metallic of a freshly oiled quoin—had nothing to do with the ghostliness below and everything to do with the building's stubborn literalness.
Eli's hand found the arbor's lug as if remembering it by touch. The arbor carried the counterweights like a heart carries blood: rhythm, tension, reciprocation. He set a test load—two sandbags and a repaired piece of flat—to see how the system breathed. The arbor cycled under the motor and then was taken by hand; a clutch that should have resisted like a patient thing gave too easily, and a faint, wrong sound crawled along the steel. He tightened the clutch, then checked the pin rail with the flat of his palm. Something had chafed the wood's varnish; an inch of fiber had been shaved down in the last month.
He ran a small torch along the batten's length and found the place where a sash cord had been rubbing at a subtle angle, producing heat that could lead to fray. Those were the small secrets that turned routine into danger: a misaligned cotter, a bent shackle, an overlooked splice.
While Eli worked, a shadow slipped between the ropes like a careless apprentice. It moved with curiosity rather than malice—leaning forward to inspect a sandbag as if it expected it to have an opinion. Eli watched it tighten into a thin line against the house light; it hesitated, then drifted again, which he could not comfortably call random.
"I'm telling you, Eli," Ruthie said, her voice softer because of the height, "this place is getting theatrical. We trained the props to act, and now the set's got an ego." She laughed, which sounded like a deliberate act of defiance against the day's narrow anxieties.
Niko, who had climbed up to carry a spare shackle, grinned. "Tell me it's only me who thought the goose on the props table winked last night. That thing's been doing improv better than half the student corps." His humor threaded through the work like cordage—light, binding.
Eli allowed himself a small smile. It had been a long time since someone else made prop gossip sound like comfort. He used two hands to splice a temporary sleeve onto a sash cord—sleeves were quick fixes and honest—then ran the rope through a testing block. The snatch block hummed and threw back a note like a bell that nearly meant something important.
He radioed down. "Sam, run me the house rope slowly. I'm going to take the arbor by hand and run a proof." His voice was narrow with concentration.
Sam's reply buzzed through the headset with that particular kind of theatre panic that was more worry than panic: "Copy. Running at twenty percent. Watch the left lock." Below them the company's mundane rhythm was continuing: the actors were in blocking, the director masked her worry with brisk orders, and someone was trying to find lipstick for a quick continuity fix. The theatre had its own economies that had nothing to do with physics: small favors, baked goods exchanged for favors, offstage kindnesses.
The arbor came up with a steady, grown man sort of patience. Eli's gloves skimmed the slotted pin rail; he listened to the timber under his palm. He felt for that particular wrongness, and then the wrongness announced itself by exaggerating: the batten shivered, there was a metallic cough from the clutch, and one of the sandbags began an unplanned swing. Shadows in the ropes detached themselves like children who had been told to wait and then decided waiting was boring.
A top hat, that same cheap hat, slid along a rope like an actor ducking into curtain call and flopped indignantly on a sandbag as if it were an offended critic. Someone called out in the house—somebody with a taste for the melodramatic—"Is that circus included?" The joke was cruel and bright; laughter washed over the house like a soft wave.
Eli's hands tightened. "Hold the line!" he said into the radio, the command crisp. He braced his shoulder against the pin rail as the batten tried to go. The clutch clattered and an arbor started to drag with a sound he knew too well: the sound of a load that wanted to become consequence. He pulled on a spare line and took weight, feeling the geometry of ropes and leverage arrange around him like a reluctant team.
The batten lurched, faster than it should have, and the sandbags began a pendulum swing that threatened to belt the edge of the apron where props and crew gathered. For a humming second—thin as thread—Eli saw the world as a set of moving centers and he moved between them: he shifted his feet, anchored his pike, and wrapped two more turns of ratchet strap around the anchor cleat. He chewed through vocabulary he'd only used in theory: three wraps on a cleat, a half hitch, a stopper knot. It was all muscle now, his hands smart and precise.
He climbed down the fly rope like a man who'd been lowered by practice into an emergency. The batten swung with a possessive, hungry motion. An actor under it froze, eyes going wide, mouth open on a line that split into air. A set piece—an arched window—tilted; it had been secured with trust and now tested the currency. For a second the theatre's airy illusions seemed fragile as paper.
Eli latched onto the pipe and the rope sang through his gloves. He set a prusik and thumbed the device into place. The rope shuddered. "Ruthie, hand me the rescue sling!" he called. She cast him a look that was all instruction and affection and tossed the gear precisely. Someone from the house—an elderly patron who'd once run a sailing ship, rumor said—stood up and clapped at the audacity of the moment in a misguided attempt at bravery; the clap landed embarrassingly like a syncopated mistake.
Hands moved in choreography: Sam eased a motor, Ruthie threw a sling, Niko steadied a loose sandbag, and Eli took weight into his harness. He felt a particular, physical panic that didn't rattle his voice but demanded new, raw cunning. He threaded a temporary hitch into place while the batten tried to resist the universe's insistence.
The Unmoored had ruined a simple set of expectations. The shadow that touched the sash cord had grown more interested than he'd like: it was now threaded where an eye bolt should have been, a thin black line that tried, very politely, to tug. It wasn’t monstrous; it tugged with the tastefulness of a practised hand and the impertinence of a guest moving furniture.
Eli grunted. He wrapped a belay around his waist and set a friction hitch against the falling momentum, trading his harness for the system's favor. His fingers bled a small exclamation as rope burned under strain; salt collected quickly, and he bit the inside of his cheek to keep from making a sound that would invite the theatre's worst quiet. He liked being quiet in storms.
With a maneuver he'd rehearsed in calm, he reversed the lead, used a second line to take the fall off the batten, and fed it into a block where it settled like a sleeping thing. The batten stopped three heartbeats from disaster and the sound that followed was equal parts relief and exhausted, professional laughter. Someone near the wings—the stage electrician with a poetry chapbook in his bag—swore softly and then praised Eli in a way that wasn't really praise but a reclaimed truth: "You keep the gravity honest." Ruthie slapped his shoulder with something close to gratitude.
When the dust settled, an awkward pause filled the house. The audience of crew members and volunteers and the few hardy patrons who had come for the rehearsal clapped in a complicated way: part relief, part ritual. Tamsin stepped to the wings with that swallowing tightness leaders carried. She did not scold; she set orders with the economy of someone choosing the right tool for an entire room. "We run the show. We can't afford a shutdown tomorrow," she said, voice steady but fraying at the edges. "Can you make the batten safe, Eli?"
He looked at the clutch, the pin, the rope's life on its fibers. He had a bucket of quick fixes but knew short-term answers were often invitations. He set his jaw. "I can make it safe for the night and find the root cause before opening. But we need a full inspection—again. And whoever swapped the sandbag needs to know better." His tone was practical and contained a small reprimand, but the rebuke hit softer than old wood.
They worked like a crew that was learning to be honest in its labor: no big speeches, no theatrical pronouncements, only the slow making-right of things. Eli tightened a clutch, replaced a worn sash, and re-spliced a suspect tail of rope with a neatness that read like apology. Ruthie handed him tools and told stories in between torque checks—about a lighting designer who once insisted on installing a chandelier made of spoons and about a midnight audience that once cheered at a blown fuse because it felt spontaneous. Those stories were domestic weights; they steadied the atmosphere.
When the last of the nuts were snug, Eli stood on the catwalk and surveyed the ropes like someone who had mended a small civilization. Only then did he feel the weight of the thing he'd interrupted: the shadows had shuffled, but they had not disappeared. Several clustered like a curious chorus near the back of the grid, detached and attentive. They watched the crew's hands as if measuring skill with their own absent fingers.
He tried a test: he whistled an off-key little tune Ruthie liked and watched a shadow flinch and tilt toward sound the way a dog might locate a footstep. It was absurd—and the absurdity landed with a strange tenderness. Ruthie laughed out loud. "Either there's a very refined poltergeist, or we've finally exhausted the student company's patience and it decided to stage a coup."
Niko called down a joke about hiring the shadows for understudies, and Sam muttered something about insurance. Tamsin's eyes were distant in a way that meant she was weighing monetary realities against lives. The theatre had been a place of small economies that depended on risk. It was unwilling to close for an accident because it had always survived by deciding not to die on principle.
The snare he'd fashioned the night before sat coiled in his kit—an improvisation of webbing, a small loop dressed with an extra sleeve and an old theatrical hook. After the adrenaline drained, he couldn't shake the idea of a controlled experiment. "If they're drawn to thinness—places people are alone—then maybe they'll come here, where nothing hides them," he said to Ruthie in a voice nearly casual, because casualness disguised worry.
She looked at him and gave that look that was half chide, half encouragement. "Don't go heroing yourself into the boards, Eli. We like you as a person who returns from heights. Not as a tragic set piece." She tapped the snare with a finger, imparting faith in something tactile.
He set the snare on a spare batten, letting the loop hang like a trap for a thought. He threaded a line through a block and rigged a gentle lift; if the snare caught an unattached shadow and the system registered weight, they'd have data. If the snare didn't hold, they'd have observation. He preferred data to speculation the way he preferred gloves to bare hands.
At first nothing happened. The ropes hummed; the house breathed; the city outside gave its indifferent drum. Then, as if invited, a shadow brushed the snare. It didn't leap in like a wolf at meat; it leaned with curiosity and practiced civility. When it touched the loop, the webbing felt nothing and everything simultaneously: cold as an empty stage and heavy as responsibility. Eli tightened his grip. The snare held for a length of time that felt generous: enough to test, not enough to claim victory.
The shadow pulsed, an added rhythm, and made a small, almost gentlemanly bow before drifting off toward the wings. It left the snare cold and slightly damp, like a theater towel that's been used to wipe a performing face. Eli rubbed his gloved hand along the line and felt, absurdly, as if the rope had taken on a memory it could not speak.
They booked an impromptu after-hours meeting: safety checklist, a round of coffee from the chipped urn that breathed tannin into the green room, and a conversation about what to tell the board. Tamsin argued for candor with a slant toward preservation—honest enough to survive funders' scrutiny while hiding the parts that would look like superstition. "We say mechanical failure," she proposed. "Repairs are underway. No cancellation, no panic. Fix it and sweep the rest under the rug we call progress." Her voice had the brittle pragmatism of someone who'd learned to cradle hope with gloves.
Sam counted expenses into the dark. Numbers clicked together like beads on a string. The theatre's reserve money was thin; the city grants were not reliable; the opening night's week would tie their future into a knot. A closure would be death if the insurance made it dry. "We close and we lose everything," Sam said. "We don't close, someone gets hurt and we lose more than money."
Eli listened and felt the pressure settle his spine. There was no easy moral calculus. The theatre was a small organism that fed on risk and audience; closing it would shutter all the neighbor vendors too—the plum-seller and the bakery with their morning savories he loved but did not need to admit he loved. He could feel the city's appetite in the gutters: people whose livelihoods hinged on a heartbeat in the theatre's clock.
He had a choice that tasted of iron and coffee: to blow the whistle and force a shutdown, protecting people but committing the theatre to probable death, or to do what he did all the time—repair, patch, repeat—and keep the show on. That choice was complicated by the shadow he'd snared for a breath and the knowledge that the phenomenon did not respect budgets.
At the end of the meeting he walked back up into the fly tower alone, the rain soft now like an audience warming up. He put a glove on that still held the faint, odd residue of the snare and felt his breath catch as his own shadow shifted oddly under the house light. For a second it lagged, then matched him in a new way, less like a copy and more like a companion deciding whether to stay.
He settled on a small, private decision. He would not shut the building down today. He would not yet invite the board into superstition. He would, instead, do the technical work: a full inspection, a detailed take-apart of the clutch and pin assemblies, and a rehearsed protocol for emergency loads. He would also try to learn how these things behaved—what drew them, what satisfied them. He'd be a practical scientist in a universe that refused to be neat: hands doing what the heart could not manage alone.
Before he left, he leaned out over the stage and listened. The shadows above were like students waiting to be called for performance. One of them executed a little curtsey that had a comic, private grace. Eli laughed aloud in spite of the day's adrenaline lull, because laughter was currency they could afford.
Below, in the green room, Ruthie popped open a tin of stale cookies and declared them ceremonial. "You fixed the batten," she said as if she were offering absolution, and the whole room took the small cookie like a sacrament. Eli took one. It tasted like overcooked flour and the comfort of being needed. The fly tower smelled of rope and rain and, for now, of something he had the skills to hold at bay.

    
Crossing the Pin Rail
The meeting started at nine because that's when the city finally served coffee worth pretending to drink and when the funder's voicemail stopped blinking red. The green room smelled of reheated stew and bargain citrus hand soap; a knitted banner for the community theatre swap hung limp over the radiator, its stitches a small, defiant manifesto of people who mended what they could. World details mattered to the Gamut: Maribel's saffron buns were reserved for emergency morale and every Monday the street outside hosted a busker who played a saw that sounded like a whale with stage fright. These things had nothing to do with wiring or arbors, and precisely because of that they carried weight.
Tamsin sat at the head of the battered kitchen table with her clipboard like a shield. The board was due on the line in an hour for a call; she had folded business-speak into brave postures. Sam hovered with the tablet open to the budget file and a face that had learned to count the theatre's chances in decimals. Ruthie poured too-strong coffee from the chipped urn, while Niko leaned against the wall with a coil of wire over his shoulder, flicking through cue sheets as if reading a dangerous novel. Mateo came in late, hair still in clumps from sleep on the vanity; somewhere his phone lit with an agent's message asking questions about the show's future. The room held a particular theater-kind of dread that smelled faintly of actors' sweat and possibility.
"If we postpone, the grant money dries up and the funder reassigns us to something with fewer ghosts and more spreadsheets," Tamsin said, voice careful. "If we don't, someone could get hurt."
Sam tapped numbers. "We lose the season if opening night doesn't happen. That’s not a hypothetical—we've got rent and the bar owes the city for last month. If anyone gets hurt, the lawsuit eats us."
Eli stood by the kettle with his fingers wrapped around a mug because it gave him a reason to hold something steady. He had the instinct of someone who notices physical imbalance first: a rope's abrasion, a batten's odd cough. He didn't solve moral puzzles by staring at them; he solved them with hands. He set the mug down and, as if arranging parts on a bench, opened his notebook and sketched a quick risk map—what could fail, how it would fail, what margin of safety they could buy with time and muscle.
Ruthie, watching him, said softly, "You're angling for hero stuff, Eli. Or for a quiet, reasonable catastrophe." Her smile was half accusation, half hope.
He met her glance with an evenness that was its own truth. "I'd rather not pick the outcome by lottery. I want to control as many variables as I can."
Mateo cleared his throat. "You control variables with rope? You can't knot the world back together. But I swear—I need this run. If we lose the chance, I lose the audition in two weeks. That's how it works."
The room shifted. A line about auditions had the bluntness of a blade: for some people theatre was survival and not just vanity. Eli felt the weight of that in his palms. He stood, paced to the window that looked out onto the alley where the busker was already tuning his saw, and listened to the city threading noise into something almost like permission.
He walked the stage that afternoon the way a man walks a wound: slowly, feeling for tenderness. The floor smelled of resin and old applause. He bent and ran fingers under the wing-folds where the drop skims wood, felt the hum of a winch through the soles of his boots, and checked each batten for slop at the pin rail. He let his hands speak: feel, test, measure, mark. When he tightened a cotter pin he was making a decision by action; that was how he preferred to decide.
Someone had been mischievous with the cue sheets again. The Unmoored's calling card at the Gamut seemed to be rewriting the margins into something less functional and more whimsical—lines shuffled into a poem about lost socks and applause, stage directions rewritten as flirtations. A goth-leaning understudy had taped a little paper heart into the book and called it 'evidence.' The contradiction of it made Eli laugh, a short, private sound. Humor had a way of keeping panic from hardening into fear.
He tested a sash cord and noticed the fibers had begun to pill where they rubbed a splice. He felt for warmth, for the chemical signature of friction. He pried open a small access panel in the fly floor and shone a penlight along the arbor's teeth. The clutch had a faint burr that shaved patience into sawdust. These were technical problems with technical solutions, and in that there was reassurance. He could name the grief and call the right tool.
Mateo found him there, kneeling in dust like a man at prayer. "You're going to tell me to pack a harness?" the actor said, half-jest, half-plea. He had the kind of face that could be lit for pity or triumph depending on the light. He looked at Eli not as an audience but as someone whose life was interwoven with cable and timing, and for a moment the performer's vanity stripped away and he was simply human.
Eli gave him a knot tutorial on his knees, hands demonstrating while his voice stayed low. "When you cross someone's palm with an honest touch, don't over-commit. Let the other person land into it. Timing is everything. Also—don't fake it. The room knows."
Mateo blinked, unexpected gratitude softening his features. "You always make life sound like a set of three-reel tricks."
"It's all rigging if you look at it right," Eli said. He looped a quick bowline for him and slid it into Mateo's hands. The actor gripped the loop with more care than he'd ever shown a prop; it was a private lesson in trust.
The real choice arrived in the form of logistics and small threats: an inspector would be by Thursday, the volunteer usher who taught yoga at the senior center already threatened a walkout, and a city permit for the busker festival ran directly past their marquee on opening night—good for audience turnout, terrible if the calamity spilled out into public. Tamsin argued for honesty in abstract terms, then folded her hands when Sam's spreadsheet suggested that honesty would be terminal.
Eli knew the arithmetic: call a shutdown and people survive physically but lose their incomes; press on and the building survives but puts bodies at risk. There was no clean moral lower bound. He could not simply walk away. It was not in his craft to abandon a structure mid-strain. His training cornered him into action.
He convened an ad hoc subgroup: Ruthie, Sam, Niko, and Mateo were invited because they were the ones who would have to move when the stage asked for improvisation. "We have one week to both make it safe and to test whether these things respond to... connection," he said without saying exactly how. The room's air shifted into the practical.
Ruthie pulled a face. "Connection? Is that a new piece of kit we're buying? Or is this one of those vague exercises where actors weep for an hour to appease the house spirits?"
Eli allowed himself a smile. "No kits. No ritual weeping. People being honest instead of performing honesty. And some practical rigging—nets, redundancies, and a contingency to stop a batten electromagnetically, manually, and with a human in harness if it comes to that. I don't like giving anyone a chance to be crushed."
Niko whistled. "We're going to be artful paramedics. Love it." He grinned in the way men do when they accept a dare.
They divided the labor with the clumsiness of people who were good at their jobs but not at the politics behind them. Sam took the spreadsheets and compounded grant contingencies into a canopy of plausible denials to offer the board if needed; Ruthie agreed to pull the lighting rig so they could re-check every instrument for angle and heat; Niko would inventory spare slings and test load limits; Mateo would commit to a small series of off-script moments designed to generate honest connection between cast members. Eli's task was both technical and strangely social: design a mechanical snare that would capture an unattached shadow long enough to study it, and at the same time teach the company how to stop feeding whatever it was with their loneliness.
"You want me to teach actors to not do what they do best: perform," Mateo said, incredulous. "How do I dog-ear my authenticity?"
"Stop thinking of authenticity as a performance," Eli said. He climbed onto a folding chair by the props table and used the edge as a whiteboard. He drew a crude diagram: a net hung from a battens' weight, counterweighted arbors, a manual override keyed by an operator in harness. "We time the snare for a real, unprompted moment between two actors. When they give a spontaneous touch—an unplanned laugh, a true apology—the shadow should be weakened and come back to its owner. If that moment happens and the snare triggers, we capture it and study how it behaves. If it doesn't, the mechanical net will still give us something to hold."
They looked at each other in the way teams do when a plan is half a hope and half a risk. There was no heroics left unsaid; the only way forward was coordinated labor and the acceptance of mundane danger.
Eli spent that evening assembling materials. He braided halyards into a net with the kind of methodical patience he reserved for things that could not plead. Rope is honest: it tells you when it is weary, it shows a line where a new knot will hold. He found an old theatrical shuttle—an ugly, almost sacred thing—and repurposed it as a throwing anchor. He measured load-bearing limits and sketched redundancy paths in the margins of his notebook. The math calmed him the way ritual did for others.
World detail: while he worked, the alley below filled with the smell of chestnuts from a vendor advertising roasted months earlier than usual, and someone on the corner sold hand-painted fans to tourists who liked heat as a souvenir. Their irrelevance made the task feel possible. There was a life outside dread.
He tested a small mock snare by tying it to a sandbag and letting it jerk free; the net cinched and held with a cold efficiency that felt like good news. Then he tried something more ridiculous: he threw a loop over the papier-mâché goose as a joke. The goose, which had been a source of an earlier, absurd skit, dived into its role by promptly tripping over its own beak and knocking over a stack of cue cards. Niko laughed so hard he had to sit down; even Sam let a small grin escape. Absurdity was a valve: if they didn't have jokes, they'd have only dread.
At midnight Eli walked the rows of the empty house, his steps a measured percussion. He sat down in the cheap parterre seat nearest the stage and watched the black rectangle of woods like a man who had trained himself to see vectors of attention. He imagined the moment they'd need: the exact note of a laugh, the precise millisecond of a touch. He thought of Maribel's buns cooling on the counter and the busker tuning his saw in a world that would go on selling small wonders regardless of the theatre's fortunes. That pragmatic thought—a pastry outlasting panic—gave him a kind of permission to choose a risky path: he would not call to close the house yet. He would attempt to save both bodies and the building by putting every bit of his craft where it mattered most.
Morning arrived with sun that smelled like cheap stage makeup and a parade of city sanitation workers who sang at crosswalks. Eli convened the team with a list that read like a battleground map: redundancies here; human override there; rehearsed warm, unscripted moments before curtain that would double as experiments. He delegated: Sam to the paperwork and the fallback plan; Ruthie to the lighting and props checks; Niko to the rigging redundancies; Mateo to the human experiment. Each assignment carried the tacit trust of people who had bled on the same plywood.
Emotionally, the room did not rearrange into confidence. The choice he had made—practical, furtive, and morally knotted—sat on his shoulders like a harness. He felt the pull of it with every breath. It was not the moral purity he'd imagine in some other life; it was the practical compromise of someone who tied knots to keep others from falling.
Tamsin found him on the catwalk, where the theater's bones were visible and honest. She handed him a paper cup he didn't want and said, quietly, "If this goes wrong, I will hate you in a way I cannot afford to acknowledge. If it goes right, you will never admit you were scared."
He looked at her, at the way her lips formed truth like a currency exchange. "If it goes wrong, tell the story right. If it goes right, don't let me fix everything alone."
Her fingers touched the back of his hand—a small, surveillance-level reassurance from a director who seldom touched anything that wasn't scripted. It was a private moment of trust. He had crossed an invisible line when he decided not to close the theatre; now he had crossed a physical one. He uncapped his marker, labeled the net 'experimental hold,' and stowed it with gloves and spare shackles. The plan was set into motion like a machine winding toward a cue.
Outside, the busker finally played a note that sounded like an admitted mistake and then a triumph. It registered below like a benediction. Eli climbed down to the wings with the net on his shoulder and a small absurd thought lodged in his skull—if a papier-mâché goose could bow, perhaps anything could be coaxed back into place with the proper cue. He smiled, which is to say he accepted the risk and called his team to begin rehearsal.

    
Tension and Counterweight
They scheduled the workshop for early afternoon because the busker's saw player took his lunch at two and the house was quietest then. The weather had taken a teasing turn—a moist heat that made the ropes feel slick in the palms and the lamps sweat a faint film of condensation. Eli liked knowing small, practical things like that; humidity changed the bite of a knot and the way a clutch sang. It was one more variable to plan for, not a verdict.
The green room smelled of reheated stew again, but this time Tamsin had insisted that someone finally add extra onions. Ruthie passed around paper plates of the theatre's staple: soggy, over-spiced dumplings they called thespian stew in a parody of culinary dignity. Niko had brought a pack of folded fans—the kind you bought in a kiosk and used for dramatic effect—and sold them for a dollar apiece as a fundraiser. These flourishes didn't solve the physics of a batten, but they held the troupe together; ritual comfort was a sort of counterweight.
Eli unpacked his toolkit like a man revealing medals. He arranged carabiners, shackles, lengths of new polyester halyard and the net he'd braided for days. It lay heavy across his knees like a sleeping animal. He'd made the net not as a spectacle but as a promise: to catch and hold enough so the crew could study what happened. He wanted to hand the design off; the practice of sewing skill into other people's hands was the hardest thing he had to do.
He started the workshop with a practical demo. "We're going to run three things at once," he told them, voice even. "Technique—what holds when something goes wrong. Chemistry—how people behave when they're not faking it. And finally, contingency—what the net does if neither of the first two stops this."
Ruthie snorted. "So basically we're teaching actors to be honest, then teaching a rope to be honest, and then teaching the rest of you to improvise in case honesty fails. Right. Practical, as always."
Mateo rolled his shoulders like a man unused to being instructed in humility. "Tell me when I have to be sincere on cue so I can schedule it."
Eli smiled without malice. "You don't schedule sincerity. You create conditions where it can happen. Think of it like pre-tensioning a batten: you prepare everything so it will respond cleanly when the load comes."
They split into two rooms: one for technical practice and one for acting exercises. Eli worked hands-on with the crew—Niko, Sam, and a dye-stained volunteer named Lila—while Ruthie set the lighting to warm ambers that minimized sharp contrasts. He went over the splice he'd patented in his head and then out loud: the extra tuck at the eye, the long tail, the anti-chafe sleeve. He watched Niko struggle with a palm-sized knot the way he used to watch an actor choke on a line he wanted safe. When Niko failed, Eli didn't step in to do it for him. He guided with fingers and words, letting the younger man learn through touch and mistake.
The absurdities started small. The papier-mâché goose, which Ruthie had declared a mascot and then promptly assigned a bit in the show, waddled into the net storage and somehow managed to hook its beak on a coil of halyard. It pulled, causing the dangling rope to swing and slap one of the old cue sheets off the board. The cue sheets, spirited by the drafts from the street door, drifted in a slow, indecorous dance and smacked Mateo in the forehead like tiny, accusing flags.
Mateo kept his composure until a particular cue paper, printed with an old director's scrawled note—'Find truth'—landed on his lap. He stared at it through a breath that was too close to breaking. Eli watched him through the spill of light and felt something shift in his chest; it was the small, sharp awareness that these people carried delicate economies of courage.
Later, during a mirroring exercise, Eli made them pair off and echo each other's small movements—not copy, but respond. "If your partner reaches, you shouldn't imitate their reach; you should make the move they'd expect as an honest reply," he instructed, standing with one foot braced against the stage edge like someone who measured balance by stance. "Timing is empathy. The theatre notices a fake touch before anyone in the room knows they faked it."
Mateo partnered with Jude—an actress with a laugh that broke, then healed, on the same inhale. They stumbled through several iterations, performing politeness that read like a practiced gesture. On the third run, Mateo let himself hesitate, then he reached for Jude's wrist in a motion that had the barest edge of apology. It wasn't scripted; it landed with the fragile thrill of a door opened by someone who'd been holding the handle for years.
Something flinched in the room. Shadows shivered and one of them—a small, spare silhouette that had been observing from the wings—skated across the floor and flattened riskily close to Mateo's feet. Mateo didn't look down; he met Jude's eyes, and there's a fraction of wind in a moment when two people do something without the audience's permission.
Eli felt his throat tighten and, for once, did not hide behind a technical explanation. He felt pride instead, a hot, unadorned relief that this could be coaxed. He also felt the old, private ambition that had driven him since his apprenticeship: the desire to be seen as indispensable, to be recognized for keeping people safe. That desire tugged at him with a metallic pull.
The day turned into a series of small, professional cruelties—stress tests of the net and of the people. Eli raised the net on the second's rehearsal batten and loaded it slowly with sandbags while Ruthie called out weights and Niko monitored the sheath. They needed the net to cinch like a trap that knew its limits and then release only upon command. He braced the arbor, fed the lead through the block, and watched the rope take. The net fell and the mouth closed—precisely. They cheered in a manner that was both clinical and childish.
But the test that convinced them to proceed happened in a quieter place: a private run-through where two actors were asked to trade an unscripted memory. Mateo, who'd been sardonic and blithe most mornings, said something so small and honest about a childhood walk—about dropping an ice cream and the way his mother told him it was fine—and the breath of the theater changed. The shadow that had been loose and impatient slid back toward its body and lay down as if someone had given it a warm blanket. The effect was not categorical, but it was enough. It registered in Eli's knuckles like a callus forming.
They patched the net here and reinforced the batten there; he taught Lila to belay and let Sam practice taking a tool that had always been his alone. Each small lesson required him to give up a piece of the work he liked keeping secret because nothing was more private than the ways a person held a rope. Training others meant trusting them with his language—his knots.
A small disaster punctuated the day. During a mock deployment the arbor jammed when a shackle she'd thought sound cracked at a microscopic fault. The batten snagged the front drop and woke the house with a sound like someone clearing a throat. Lights faltered. A crew member cursed. The project piece—the half-built net—slipped in a way that made gravity feel like a question.
Eli moved first: he lunged up the ladder to the catwalk, lungs burning with a cold rush of adrenaline that sang through his teeth. He unbolted the suspect shackle with a wrench that seemed weighty in his hands and replaced it with his own spare. He looped a temporary sling, adjusted the prusik, and steadied the load until the big motors could be engaged again by Sam downstairs. He did not announce himself heroically; he simply did what had to be done, which was the only kind of hero he recognized.
His hands smelled faintly of iron and resin from the wrench and the rope; his forearms thrummed with use. When he slid down the ladder, Ruthie looked at him with something like admiration. "You take the scary bits like a person who knows it's ugly but necessary," she observed, handing him a paper cup of bad coffee like a medal.
He accepted it with a grunt and drank. The coffee tasted like late nights and decisions. "We almost lost the net because of a chewed shackle," he said. "We can't let crap like that surprise us. Pre-inspect, every time."
Tamsin approached them while Eli was still catching his breath. She had a paper clipped stack of emergency procedures and a countenance that had been shaped by funders and deadlines. "If we show that we've got a protocol—if we can demonstrate redundancy and human oversight—then the board might accept an alternate report. They'll like numbers. If we lose them to something that reads like the supernatural, we lose them entirely."
Eli met her direct gaze. "I'll make the numbers honest. We'll have a documented inspection at the end of every day, signed by the techs. We'll run a redundancy test in the morning and one in the evening. And I'll teach everyone to take a fall safely."
She tapped a pen against her lip. "And the acting?"
"We keep making the space for honest moments. We practice authenticity until it's second nature. Not shallow weeping—actual small offers. A hand to the elbow, a true pause."
She smiled, tired but ready. "Alright. Teach me a knot while you're at it so I can feel useful during the inspection."
He laughed, the sound loose enough to be private triumph. Teaching his director to tie a bowline felt absurd and intimate all at once. They bent over the rope like conspirators.
The evening's light went thick with the golden dust of a theatre that had been lit and unlit a thousand times. Outside, someone roasted chestnuts on the corner—a seasonal vendor who did better business the nights the house blew full—and the smell drifted in under the stage door. A couple sat on a bench across the street, holding paper cones of roasted nuts and arguing quietly about what to see next. The world carried on, indifferent to the coil of ropes and the collection of people who had chosen to make themselves vulnerable in a room.
They ran the last rehearsal under dim light as an experiment in stress and theater. Actors were asked to perform while being interrupted by small, scripted technical complaints—a light flicker, a misplaced cue, a top hat that refused to bow. The interruptions were designed to force unscripted responses. The net was hung but not armed; it was a promise and a test. Eli listened from the wings while Niko manned the secondary belay and Ruthie kept an eye on the gels.
Midway through a scene, the papier-mâché goose again found its way into the action—this time with the absurd heroism of a trained prop—and stole a cheeky envelope from the props table. It waddled across stage, the audience of crew laughing until they were breathless. The laughter was a small sacrament. Mateo, called forward by the ad-lib, chased it with a guileless earnestness that became a real thing; he scooped it up, breathless, and in the act of returning it put a hand on the actor who had been playing opposite him—a small, unplanned stabilizing gesture. It landed like a chord.
A shadow, previously wobbly at the edges, slid inward toward its owner and seemed to sigh the way a tired person does when allowed to lie down. Eli swallowed and felt the knot of tension unwinding, thread by cautious thread. He also felt the pull of consequence. This wasn't an academic test anymore; it was a living experiment, and he had committed the troupe to being the specimen.
He walked back to the grid and checked the net's ratchet, wound it a quarter turn, and tightened a spare splice. Then he sat on the edge of the catwalk, feet dangling, and allowed himself a private, ridiculous image: if the theatre caught its breath right then, perhaps it would cough up the oddities and keep the people unharmed. The thought was half-serious enough to be almost useful.
Later, they gathered for a debrief that felt more like a family meeting than a production note. One of the volunteers—an elderly woman named Gwen who sold programs in exchange for gossip—brought Maribel's last batch of saffron buns in a blue Tupperware and declared that they were a peace offering to the gods of theatre. They ate together, conspiring with crumbs.
Eli let the spirit of it wash over him. People admitted small fears—Mateo confessed that he feared being a fraud and Ruthie admitted she sometimes pretended not to be terrified of heights because it made the actors feel safer. Sam confessed he worried about losing what little cushion the finances provided, and Lila admitted she had been afraid to handle the main batten because it seemed like a place where failure was permanent.
When conversation turned to gratitude, Tamsin gave Eli a look that did more work than a thousand compliments. "You leaned into responsibility instead of stepping aside," she said. "You did the thing leaders often forget: you taught."
He shrugged at the compliment in the only way he knew—half embarrassed, half relieved. "I taught because I don't trust that someone else will hold it if I don't," he replied. "And because I don't want to be the only person who knows how to stop a dropped batten."
Her hand, quick and practical, squeezed his shoulder. The gesture cost her nothing and meant everything. He felt seen; it was not the public recognition his old ambition had craved, but something steadier. Progress, he decided, could taste like a burnt bun and a steady line of rope through one's fingers.
They left the theatre late, the city street cooling like a pot emptied of steam. The busker's saw played a single long note that seemed to stretch between one night and the next. Eli walked home with his coil of spare line slung over his shoulder, thinking about balance—about how much weight a small person could bear if they were braced correctly. The net remained untested in earnest, but the team felt different. They had learned something that was not a technique alone: to accept help. He had taught them to catch; he had begun, begrudgingly, to let himself be visible in the process.

    
The Last Cue
Opening night arrived without fanfare and with every possible petty omen. The street smelled of rain rinsing the pavement and of chestnuts roasted in a cart two doors down; Maribel had a tin labeled 'For Emergencies' and it contained saffron buns that had been saved for precisely this kind of anxiety. The busker on the corner tuned his saw in a key that sounded like a throat clearing, and tourists bought painted fans while arguing about the merits of street percussion. None of it fixed the rack of halyards above the stage, but it offered a peculiar, necessary normality. The theatre's life extended in small domestic gestures that had nothing to do with rigging and everything to do with human habit.
Eli arrived with his harness slung over one shoulder and a coil of polyester halyard over the other like a practical banner. He ran his palms along the new splice once more in the alley light, the fibers singing under his fingers. Inside, the house smelled of dust and warmed velvet and the kind of stage makeup that never quite left the air even after the show closed. There was a tick in the wings of the building: volunteers straightening programs, ushers folding back their jackets as if to make room for someone else's nerves, a string of emergency candy handed out like votive offerings.
Ruthie met him at the stage door, clutching a roll of gaffer tape and wearing a grin that had been pressed taut by sleep. "You look like a man ready to argue with gravity," she observed, handing him a paper cup of something approximating coffee. "Or like someone who'd rather have a fight with a bad motor than with people."
"Both," he said, accepting the cup. "I'll take the motor; the motor's honest. People are unpredictable." He paused, then added, because she deserved the truth and because the truth had begun to feel like currency, "But only for tonight."
She bumped his shoulder with the flat of her palm—an affection that wasn't loud but kept things from sliding into the lonely. "Good. Then don't be lonely when the applause comes, you stoic creature. We'll sing nonsense at you if you look like you might miss it."
There was a chime in his ear as Sam clicked through the pre-show checklist on his tablet. The list was a litany—pin checks, clutch tests, backup motors armed, the net pre-rigged on a spare batten and roped to two independent arbors. Theatre protocols had a way of folding fear into ordered action. Eli ran his gloved hand along the net's braided edge; it felt like a promise he could measure. He clipped his carabiner to the safety line and went to the grid to watch the light settle, to feel the way the house would breathe when the house lights dimmed. It would be up to him to make the moment safe with a rope and a knot.
They called the house on time and the small theatre filled like a throat taking breath. There were friends and critics and people who had come for the busker festival and accidentally found themselves with a ticket. Someone in the back row clapped as if opening night required that a stranger turn into an accomplice. Upstairs in the fly tower, Sam toggled the backup relay and kept his headset microphone close, voice clipped and practical. "Secondary clutch is live. Net release tested. Arbors at ninety percent. Keep your eyes open for any unusual movement."
Eli moved about the grid as if he belonged to it; he checked a cleat, thumbed a pin, whispered to the ropes in a language that had no words outside the catwalks. The stage below was a geometry of warm bodies: actors pacing, a director doing last-minute calibrations with a single, intense movement of her hand that could reroute an entire night. Mateo warmed his voice at the apron's edge, practicing a laugh he promised himself would be real. The company had rehearsed for months and now the danger felt ridiculous in spite of itself—like a scene in a drama that insisted on being lived through the flesh.
Ruthie, perched with her headlamp and the air of someone who'd always been ready to catch the absurd, stuck her head up into the grid. "You want an auspicious omen or a weird one?" she asked, grinning.
He looked down at the house and answered, more to himself than to her, "I'll take normal. If normal won't show up, give me charming." The small laughter she offered was a kind of sacrament.
Backstage the papier-mâché goose had been given a ceremonial seat near the props table and had, as was its habit of late, tipped slightly toward the spotlight like an understudy attempting dignity. A top hat lay waiting on a hook, eyes peeled as if it expected to be called into performance. The house lights dimmed. The hush that precedes a show rolled over the room and the city outside fell into a hush that was almost complicit. Eli clipped into his belay, took a breath, and listened to the first line of the night's opening monologue.
The night unfolded like a practiced trap. For a time, everything obeyed what it should: cues landed with arithmetic precision, spotlights found their faces, lines tasted of truth. The audience laughed and cried at appointed moments; the actors moved through arcs they'd planted and tended for months. Then, as if testing the margins of civility, a shadow rose from the wings and took a bow where no one had given a cue. It was a small, theatrical movement and the audience tittered. People laughed because laughter was the safe way to respond to a world that might have been slightly unmoored.
Eli felt his stomach tense. The net, unarmed but ready, lay like a held breath. He kept visual contact with Sam and with Ruthie, and listened to the cadence of the house. Then the first serious thing happened: a gauze drop snagged on a lip of the battens, catching light and momentum and, in the same breath, taking the wrong weight of scenery with it. The batten jerked.
Sam's voice in his ear was efficient and cold with adrenaline. "Batten three is catching. Left clutch—partial slip. Secondary in place?" he asked.
"Secondary live. Manual override engaged," Eli replied, moving with the kind of speed that is practice incarnate. He moved up the ladder and into the fly tower with a harness that sang against its hooks. The batten tried to slide; ropes sang. A sandbag swung in a pendulum that could have felled a dresser or knocked a frangible set into an actor's path. The theatre blurred into technical geometry and human hazard. There was no room for metaphors; there was only weight, friction, and timing.
He drove his feet into a beam and wrapped a prusik around the handline, trading his balance for the system's favor. In his hands the apparatus felt honest: certain turns and three wraps, a half hitch to finish, and a secure bowline to hold the temporary load. He explained a sequence into the headset in short commands—no room for a sermon, only instruction—and felt the audience's breath like a chorus pressuring the frame of the building.
The net's alarm—a small, absurd little bell someone had wired to the release—jangled as the mechanism responded to the overloaded batten. For a laugh-struck instant, a detached shadow tried to take the bell in its intangible hands and ring it like a circus monkey. The sound landed absurd, and someone in the front row laughed out loud, partly from hysteria and partly because the theatre had always asked permission to be strange.
Eli threw himself into the practical solution. The manual brake on the arbor had jammed in the wrong position—a little corrosion at the pawl that would have been an academic problem on any other night. He undid the offending cotter pin with one hand while supporting the temporary belay with the other, wearing a glove that had known the teeth of a thousand stubborn devices. He felt the rope's heat along his palm; it left a tender sting. A surge of sympathetic panic hummed in his headset—Ruthie calling out approximate weights, Sam counting rotations, Niko feeding spare slings.
He had rehearsed the rescue in his head until it had become cognitive muscle memory. He reversed the clutch with a precise set of half turns, engaged a second line, then leaned his weight into an improvised counterhold. He opened his hand to the stage and saw the actors moving beneath him like players on a map. Mateo was mid-speech, voice trembling into a note that commanded attention; Jude's eyes were on Mateo and there was a rawness in her face that felt like a healing.
Eli swung the snare into place—he had the net pre-roped to two independent arbors specifically to distribute the shock load. The braided mouth snapped open and swallowed the way a curtain drops; the net billowed and cinched around the offending drop, pulling the worst of the motion into a controlled shape. He heaved and felt the load settle; his shoulders burned with a strain that was not pain so much as proof. The apparatus held, but the night wasn't over. The Unmoored, displeased by being contained, began to act with bolder gestures.
Shadows unmoored by the net lashed outward like scattered confetti. They performed absurd little vignettes in the aisles—a shadow tried to take a program and then sat in a seat to practice reading, a cluster of them climbed a curtain and gave a mock-apple-polish bow to an imaginary front-row critic. The audience, sensing the thread of live unpredictability, laughed in parts and gasped in others. It felt, for a shaky moment, like the theatre had become an experimental petri dish designed by a child's idea of performance art.
An especially audacious shadow tried to take the house cat—Apollo, a tabby that liked to nap on rope coils—by circling and kneading in mid-air. Apollo opened one eye, considered the shadow with feline disdain, and turned over, as if to say, "If you have an interior, keep it; I'm not interested." The absurdity broke something taut in the night, and in a small, human way the laugh of that moment loosened the crew's nerves.
But playfulness soon gave way to peril. A second batten, older and more tired, squealed with the kind of complaint that suggested a hairline failure. The secondary clutch took some weight, but then began to slip in jerks. The ratchet singed the line that had been set as a temporary lead. Eli watched the index of load rise in the headset readout like a thermometer heading for fever. In the wings, an usher bolted to clear the apron where a precarious set piece threatened to clatter free.
Eli assessed and executed with the clarity of a man whose vocation taught him to make quick poetry out of machinery. "Ruthie, I need a clean hand on the lower block to pin the sandbag. Sam, ready the motor release if I call three. Mateo, if anything goes wrong, keep your feet moving and don't improvise weighty contact. Everyone else—clear the apron. Now." His commands were short, functional, and threaded with authority not by volume but by certainty. He trusted his team because he'd taught them, and now they trusted him because he'd shown up.
The manual clamp he needed was frozen by bent metal; he could hear the faint, ugly sound of stress in the arbor's bearings. There was no time for an elegant fix. He climbed down to a lower tie-off point with rope burning the palms of his hands and a small smear of blood where a frayed sheath nicked his thumb. He tied an emergency three-wrap on a cleat and ran a short span under himself to take the shock. It was brutal, clean, and absolutely the right thing.
When the final slip came, it came like a test of everything he'd ever practiced: the batten slid and the net took a portion of the fall and then the arbor tried to seize. Eli, harness buckled and breath hot in his throat, wrapped the running end around his body and braced. He took on the energy as if he were a human anchor. The audience's sound dimmed into something like a prayer.
For a long drawn moment he held the entire weight. He felt the fibers bite into his palms and into his ribs as if the world had compressed into a thick, necessary rope. He thought, bizarrely, of Maribel's saffron buns cooling in the alley—small sweets that had nothing to do with physics and everything to do with why they were risking all of this—and the image steadied him. He pulled, he wrapped, he kept his shoulders squared and his spine an honest column. The house shuddered, but the ropes held.
Then hands were at his shoulder—Ruthie's small iron palm, Niko's strong grip on a spare sling, Sam's simultaneous motor kick. They helped him redistribute the strain while he inserted a new pin into the arbor and cinched the clutch with the finality of someone signing off on a document. The load shifted from being personal to being systemic. Each hand that touched a rope shared a piece of consequence and responsibility.
When the big bad thing had been made small enough to manage, a silence fell that was less like relief than like recognition. The house gave a sound that started like a laugh and turned into a long, watery applause because the show had almost broken and had not. Tamsin stepped into the wings like someone who had come unshod through their own anxiety; she found his eye and crooked a finger in a private, jagged smile. She didn't say anything at first—her expression carried the gratitude.
Mateo, breathless and shaking with adrenaline that had nothing to do with his art, came up and draped his hand over Eli's shoulder in a clumsy, earnest embrace. "You kept the floor from swallowing us," he said into Eli's ear. His voice had the rough edge of someone who had been given a second chance at keeping an audience. "Thanks. I don't have a better way to say it."
Eli let the words land without turning them into an essay. He accepted the awkward gratitude because that was the currency of people who had been rescued by other people's competence. "You did your part, too," he replied, meaning it. "You kept moving."
Ruthie, dirty with grease and glowing with the residual adrenaline of practical triumph, crowed a small, theatrical note and produced from somewhere a stale bun which she offered to Eli like a coronation pastry. He took it and laughed, which sounded ridiculous and large in the wings. An usher who had been nervously hovering gave them both a look of reverent relief, as if they had watched a small miracle unfold.
There were things to do: reports to file, pins to change, lists to make. But the night's worst had been averted by something practical and unglamorous: Eli's hands and his stubborn commitment to teach others the language of safety. The net, rewound and inspected, sat like a tamed creature in the wings. The Unmoored—having had some of its mischief curtailed—settled into a behavior that felt leisurely instead of predatory. Shadows still did the odd curtain call in the aisles, and the papier-mâché goose managed a proud, slightly off-key honk from the props table.
Backstage, in the quiet that follows a show that could have been catastrophe, they uncapped a different kind of work: repair and gratitude. Sam made sure the paperwork would reflect a mechanical failure mitigated by proper protocol, a truth that would keep funders calm. Tamsin whispered instructions that would become habits—daily pin checks, a required two-person inspection at the start of every performance, and a clearer chain of command. All of it was small, bureaucratic magic that would buy them more nights.
Eli let himself be led to the green room where Ruthie insisted on caffeinating him and wrapping his palms in warm towels. She watched his hands like someone watching the carvings on an old instrument. "You always make rescue look like a craft rather than chaos," she said, handing him back his gloves.
He flexed his fingers and felt them oddly tender and, for once, not empty. A small thing—the way Mateo looped a scarf around his neck because he said he felt chilled—made him aware of how much of his life had been spent in the vertical economy of ropes rather than in horizontal comforts. It was an awkward, good sensation, like learning to accept a compliment without deflecting.
They did not pretend that everything had returned to the status quo. The Unmoored's presence was real and ongoing; it only was less hungry and less inclined to take what it wanted when people made space for one another. A shadow still attempted to steal a program and failed when a child in the front row reached out and pat it like a confused animal; the child's spontaneous kindness had the pragmatic effect of reattaching the shade. The world remained odd, but the theatre had learned how to answer oddness with craft.
Tamsin found Eli once more, with a small, awkward reward in hand: a printed card that named him 'Technical Lead' in a title that had been more honorific than practical until then. It was not a grand promotion and it did not come with much money, but it came with something rarer to him: public notice. He felt himself flush in a private place where his pride lived.
She reached out and squeezed his hand in the small, private way that directors do—efficient, sincere, and brief. "You saved the night and taught us how to save ourselves next time," she said. "Now the board will have a narrative that keeps funding. We'll get through this season."
He wanted to say many things—about being seen, about how his hands remembered what his mouth forgot—but he folded them away like tools. Instead he said, simply, "I'll keep the ropes honest. You keep the stories human." She laughed softly at that, a sound that felt like a contract.
Later, with the hands-down work done and the volunteers easing into the messy ritual of tea cups and shared cigarettes, they stood outside on the curb. The busker was packing his saw away, still humming the key he'd started the night with. Maribel came out and offered a bun to whoever looked like they needed it most. Eli took one and found, absurdly, that the saffron mixture tasted like a benediction.
Apollo the tabby hopped down from a coil of spare line and wove itself between their ankles with all the theater-cat entitlement. A shadow from the wings flickered across the pavement and performed a tiny curtsey to a drunk tourist, then drifted back as if it had been making a small social point. The night felt narrower and, somehow, wider in consequence. They had stopped a falling batten; they had prevented injury; they had learned procedures that would make the theatre safer. But more than that—less narratively tidy and more human—they had become more practiced at reaching out without artifice.
Eli watched the way Ruthie argued with Sam over whether the net should be stored in the upstairs cupboard or under the stage; the argument was petty and affectionate and the kind of thing that meant a group kept working together. He realized, with the clarity of a man who'd been lowered through fear and found a ledge, that he had been handed a small group who would call him first instead of letting the night grow teeth while he stewed in silence.
He tied a small overhand for practice on a spare cord, careful and neat, and then dropped his hands. The last image he held before sleep asked for his attention was the papier-mâché goose giving a final, very dignified bow. Even the mysteries of the unmoored had a flair for the theatrical. Tomorrow, he knew, there would be more checks, more small repairs, and likely another odd shadow or two trying to take a bow. Tonight, though, the house slept with its ropes slack and its people in the green room, laughing and being human in ways proven by what their hands could do.
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