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Lines in the Dust
Elvira Skarn
At a dusty frontier crossing, telegraph operator Jo Larkin tends humming wires and keeps her solitude. When a wounded drifter and tampered lines hint at a payroll ambush, Jo must use her technical craft—splicing, keyed cadences and mimicry—to reroute danger and control the town’s fate.
ProseHub


    
A Line in Cinder's Crossing
Night pulled the town into a thin, honest hush. Above the station’s cramped parlor, Jo Larkin let her palms settle on the telegraph key like a smith lets his hammer find the grain of metal. The key spoke in a private click and hush she’d grown used to—short dashes, patient dots; language that didn’t interrupt. It was, for her, less a machine and more an honest listener.
Wind out on the plain softened itself to a polite whisper and washed a smell of frying dough up the stairwell. Marta Bell’s gin-scented ginger cakes had the town’s attention—Marta liked to bargain happiness into pastry—and the aroma snagged in Jo’s nose like a memory of summer. Cinder’s Crossing had its small cuisines: Marta’s cakes on market mornings, the butcher’s slow-cured beef on Sundays, and a black tea that the stationmaster drank too hot and too often. None of that changed orders on a key, but it softened how people were when they came in.
Tomas Rivera pushed the hatch open and ducked inside with the easy lack of a creature that expects no judgment. He carried two thick slices of cake wrapped in oilcloth. “I brought evidence,” he announced, making a ridiculous bow that sent a flock of crumbs across the desk. He always came late with contraband sweets and impossible optimism.
Jo didn’t look up. She kept her fingers light and let the rhythm tell her what to expect. “You’ll burn your fingers someday, Tomas,” she said without abandon. “You’ll find out Marta’s oven is both a miracle and a weapon.”
His grin widened. “Worth it,” he said, and nosed a slice toward her. “Besides, if the wires are gossip, I am a whisper. I keep the story sugary.”
Their banter folded around the room like warm cloth. It was the kind of small talk that meant more than it should—Tomas admired her, and she tolerated him in a way that let him be useful. He’d learned a simple sleeve splice once; Jo had made him practice until his hands stopped shaking. It was a trade in small trust.
From the glass pane in the door the stage’s lantern winked—a patient, wrong amber—and then a second thump landed on the landing. Boots in the hall. Not the stationmaster’s careful tread; something hurried now. Jo’s fingers stilled. She hauled the receiver closer and attuned herself to the incoming line. Static ran like a spider across the message, a string of dots mangled by a ragged pause. She frowned, tugged at the adjuster and felt the vibration of something that didn’t belong.
The hatch banged open and someone brushed in—cloth, dust, the sound of a man who had been riding at the edge of things. The office smelled suddenly of soot and iron and a new, sharp urgency.
The man on the threshold was all dust and ribs and a coat that had seen better summers. He braced himself on the doorframe with a hand wrapped in a bloody rag. A clean cut along his jaw made him look like a page torn in two. He blinked at the lamp and then at Jo with a look that was, for a second, as disarmingly ordinary as a neighbor asking for sugar.
“Jo,” he said, voice sand-gritted. The name had the same cadence it had when he taught her how to tie a half hitch around a pole: a piece of practical instruction made courteous. “You got doors? A quiet place?”
Jo rose fluidly, palms working as if they could keep pace with the need. She moved toward him and, without ceremony, took the bandage and eased it off. The man hissed. Blood had caked into his collar. Tomas rounded the desk and peered like a boy into a story someone else had started. He supplied a tin cup, moving with small, well-meaning clumsiness.
“You should have come through proper channels,” came a voice from the stair. Sheriff Abel Cray filled the doorway like a statute, his hat washed by the nearby lantern to a hard edge. He folded his hands as if folding evidence. “Roaming the road wounded and expecting sanctuary? You know the rules. The payroll coach got held up two hours east. We need every hand.”
The rider—no, the man—bristled. “I wasn’t involved,” he said. He spoke with a tired kind of charm, the kind that once got men out of tight spots and into beds with laundry hung on time. “I swear.”
Jo’s fingers worked quick and efficient, pressing cloth, checking for bone. Getting between a sheriff and a man with blood on his shirt is a quiet art. “Who are you?” she asked, calm as a wire. The man’s jaw did what a man’s jaw does when two stories meet. “Silas Quinn,” he said. The name sat like something familiar. A younger Jo might have swallowed it whole and lit candles, but she sat back and measured the truth with the professional muscle she had developed with copper and spool.
Silas’s eyes snagged on Jo for a second, bright with recognition and shame. “You ever show a lineman how to read weather out there?” he asked, forcing a joke to keep the room honest.
Jo let herself answer with the timbre that lived between her hands and the keys. “I don’t give lessons to panicked men. You’re more steady than that.”
Sheriff Cray’s mouth thinned. He moved forward with the habit of law, a gait that believed in steps and not in explanations. “If he’s the one,” he said, and his finger probed the air as if already weighting evidence, “I want you to send a wanted to the railroad and to the trading posts. If not—”
“Hold there,” Jo interrupted. She let her hands linger over the receiver, just long enough to smell the wood of the casing, the faintness of smoke. The incoming wire had flickered strange all evening. She listened, not to what people wanted it to be, but to what the pulses actually said. There was a hitch that should not have been there, like someone trying to mimic a voice with an actor’s breath.
Jo’s decision didn’t come like a sermon; it arrived like a measured signal: deliberate, necessary. “I won’t send anything until I can be certain the line is right,” she said, and the voice that issued from her was the voice of someone who trusted instruments more than gossip. The sheriff’s jaw tightened.
“You’re protecting him,” Cray snapped, an accusation shaped by the long habit of suspicion. It was an unkind shape but a familiar one. “You can’t be the town’s judge.”
“I’m not the judge,” Jo told him. “I’m the operator. The line tells the truth if you listen properly. Right now it’s lying. We need to see why.”
Her fingers slid open the desk drawer and brought out the spool register—thin, ragged pages with time-stamps that smelled of coal and wood smoke. She sketched through, her pen a small, harsh instrument. Messages listed, stations ticked: County Depot, Milltown, and a neat mark where a handshake ought to be. But between two time stamps a stutter, a blank space the width of a warning.
Tomas cleared his throat. “You think—” He stopped. The boy hadn’t the stomach for courtroom drama; he wanted tidy answers. “Who would mess with wires?”
Silas winced at being addressed like a villain and pulled his coat tighter, as if it might hide what the sheriff suspected. “Could be any number of thieves,” he said. “Maybe some rail hands working off hours. Maybe it’s a trick to make people run when you want them to.” His laugh gnarled. He wasn’t trying to charm anyone so much as deflect.
Jo’s hands were already up, moving. She unclipped a set of leather gauntlets from the wall and tightened them like a ritual. She had to go outside. The dark smelled of pineneedles and the damp of a steam-ironed morning gone wrong; laundry lines across the street slapped like a few stubborn flags, an everyday cadence that had nothing to do with holdups.
Outside, the night air bit into her skin and the poles loomed like a row of silent guards. Jo braced her foot against the rung and hoisted herself with a lineman’s ease. She felt for the splice with the sense a cook has for a seam in a pastry—no, better; a lineman knows where the splice should be by the feel of the wood and the give of the wire. Her fingers found the wrap, and something about the knot stopped her like a wrong note in a song.
The splice had been worked recently. The tar was fresh and tacky; a strip of cloth had been used as a temporary binder, and someone had left a small smear of grease in a pattern Jo recognized too well: a sloppy half-hitch with the tail tucked under. She had learned that particular tuck the first time she climbed a pole with a lineman’s patience; it was a quick, neat method to keep a splice from unweaving in the rain. And right then, with her glove rubbed raw and the string under her nails, she knew that whoever had been here could do more than press a key. They could make the line sing whatever tune they wanted.
She descended with the taste of resin on her gloves and the certainty of a new problem in her chest. Sheriff Cray waited impatiently on the landing like a man who’d been given a throat to clear. Marta hovered at the doorway with her apron smudged as a badge of errands done and mischief undone.
“You saw that knot,” Cray said before she could speak. There was a dangerous misread in his tone: triumph masked as inquiry. “If you’re telling me that proves anything—”
“It proves someone who knows line work—not just a passerby—handled the splice. Plenty of people know how to tie that tuck. Silas was taught it; I learned it; a dozen men at the rail can do it from memory.” Jo’s voice was blunt and precise. “Proof has to be more than a knot.”
Marta’s silhouette filled the doorway, apron flapping. “You’re not going to pin this on a man with blood on him without more, Abel,” she said. Her tone had the rough kindness of someone who’d lost husbands to smaller causes. She handed Jo a cup of tea as if offering an ally.
Tomas coughed at the desk, and in trying to be useful he plucked up the spare key to tap out a test signal. He meant to send a harmless hello, but his fingers were too impulsive. His test read to the outside as a fragment: I eat Marta’s cakes—no, no—Evan the blacksmith owes me a— The message collapsed into nonsense and drew a dry laugh out of Marta and an exasperated groan from Cray. Even in the middle of suspicion, a boy could ruin protocol and lighten the bone-deep worry in the room.
Jo moved like someone who knew how to keep a story from fracturing. She had Marta fold a spare blanket and tuck Silas into the curtained back room where the station kept packages. Marta muttered about bleeding on her best cloth but did it anyway—the woman had a thrift for mercy. Tomas snagged the lantern and stood like a small, vigilant statue by the back stairs, looking shamefully proud of the job of guardian.
From the desk Jo sent a formal inquiry to Milltown and County Depot, the operators’ language of civility. Her fingers shaped each press with care, a craftsman laying out a plan. Messages came back, some civil and clipped, some delayed. Milltown answered that its lines were fine; County Depot reported maintenance three hours earlier. But then a reply slipped in that had neither place nor time, a ragged echo of a station stamp she’d seen with its cadence thrown off. The signature was false, imitating the depot but pulling the commas at strange angles.
Silas watched her while she worked, propped against an empty crate and trying to look innocent as a man with a bruise. “You always had the best hands for coaxing a line to speak,” he said, and the compliment sounded like an attempt to pay a debt. “You keep them honest.”
Jo didn’t bother to hide the irritation that flared at the memory. “You got taught by a better man than most,” she replied. “And you can stop trying to butter me with charm. The wires aren’t butter.”
He forced a laugh that started in his chest and rattled out like a coin. “Somebody’s being clever.” He squinted toward the window where the market signs swung gently in a late wind. “Could be rail hands. Could be men who learned a tutor’s hands and keep their trade for darker reasons.”
Jo folded her hands briefly and then shook them out. She had little patience for grand theorizing; she had spools to open and a truth to reconstruct. At the bench she brought out her knotting tools and the little tin of tar she kept for emergency sealings. The way someone worked a splice said as much as their signature: neat tuck, overhand to keep moisture from gnawing—choices that spoke of training and temperament.
Rumors warmed like tea in Cinder’s Crossing; they brewed quick and, once poured, were impossible to reclaim. By midday the saloon had its own version of events. Men with fresh stubble leaned elbows on a bar that knew the shape of each complaint and told the stories with relish. Children ran a game where they smeared soot on their faces and pretended to be telegraph operators sending secret messages. It was a local culture of mimicry that had nothing to do with robbery and everything to do with habit.
The sheriff paced, his boots marking off a grid on the saloon floor. “If you’re not going to send that notice, Jo,” he said, voice lowering so might were legal as a threat, “I’ll take the man into custody. I don’t need another stage robbed because someone here valued a friend over the law.”
Jo’s reply was a motion: she reached for her tool bag and slung it over one shoulder. Her movements were economy made visible—tight, practiced, nothing ornamental. “I’m going to trace the line upstream,” she said. “I’ll check the next three poles and the junction at Farmer Hargree’s. If you want to come, you’re welcome.”
Cray’s eyes narrowed. “You mean you’ll go tramping across private land while a suspect remains loose?”
“Yes,” Jo said. “Because the line’s been used as a weapon, and that’s a bigger problem than this one injured man.”
Silas, meanwhile, had tried to be quieter than the rest of the room, his hands bandaged, his voice thick. “If I’m guilty, I’ll take what’s coming,” he said. “If I’m not—help me get the truth.”
That line, that want, shifted something in Jo. This was not merely about accused men and legal neatness. It was about whether she would use her hands for the town’s butcher’s knives or for its bandages.
Tomas, eager as a moth, volunteered to trail her from a safe distance and to carry water. “I can run like a beetle,” he declared proudly, and any threat in the room lost shape around his small theatrics.
They went out together: Jo with her belt and bag, Tomas with an exaggerated swagger that kept one hand on his pocket as if to protect the cake. The afternoon tasted of dust and boiled corn and the kind of heat that made people fold into shade. Farmer Hargree’s place was a simple hurdle of fence lines and a single cedar, and the telegraph poles there showed a faint history of beetle bore and sun-bleach. Jo climbed like a practiced thing, straps settling with a soft thud.
At the junction the splice looked older. But someone had added a fresh wrap beside it, tight and ugly, and there were marks on the wood where pliers had dug in. More than that, a faint smear of tar repeated the wrong pattern—a tack that belonged to hands that had learned tricks at the rail but weren’t particular about how their trade was explained. Jo pressed her thumb into the tar as if to taste it for truth.
They followed the line back into town with the slow, careful step of investigators who know how easy it is to bruise a story. By the time they crossed the bridge, the saloon had its crowd and the post had its gossip. A few men spat into the gutter as if the act could wash rumor off their bootheels. The town’s kitchen women hung their linens along a rope strung from the sheriff’s porch to the elm tree—a habit no one questioned—and a child below them played with a stick as though it were a tiny telegraph key.
“Walk like you mean it, Jo,” Marta muttered when they passed, a remark that had both warning and support tucked in it. She handed Jo a tin cup, hot with something medicinal. The gesture was small and, in a town like this, all the help a woman could demand.
Back in the office, Jo set the receiver and scrolled through the daybook—the pagekeeper where ingress and egress of messages were recorded in crabbed script. Names and times lined up like beads on a string until someone had added a clumsy knot and cut the cord.
Tomas hovered, the kid’s shoulders tight with over-eagerness. “If there’s a ring, do you reckon they’d have a leader? Like, who’s the boss? Maybe a fella with a mustache and a plan?”
Silas barked a weak laugh. “Bosses don’t usually get grease under their nails. They hire people to do that. Besides, whoever’s running this probably knows the stations’ codes, or they learned to stitch lines quick like.”
Jo’s chest tightened with the shape of choice. She could send the notice and be done with suspicion, but she had a sense—practical and stubborn—that sending a wanted signal would do what it had done so many times: it would move people into motion and leave them vulnerable. She’d read enough of the line’s temper to know a false motion was a magnet for violence. She wouldn’t sacrifice a town’s limbs for a neat legal action without more proof.
Jo set about doing what she knew how to do best: make the machine tell her only what it had to say and conceal everything else. She pulled the spare cover over Silas’s form and propped a crate in front of the curtained doorway. Marta put a hand on the man’s wound, hissed, and then went back into the kitchen muttering curses at the expense of blood. She returned with a tin of broth that smelled faintly of lemon and patience.
“Keep his head down,” Jo told Tomas quietly. “If anyone comes in asking for trouble, send them to Marta for tea.” The boy’s eyes were wide and earnest; he nodded like an acolyte taking his first vow.
At the desk Jo set a slow, precise trap. She sent a message to County Depot that read like a routine probe, an operator’s question made bland and legal: Have you had any unscheduled splices between here and Milltown? She sent it in a cadence that mimicked a curious clerk, not an alarmed sheriff. In telegraphing, tone was everything; you could push a station to answer honestly by asking like a neighbor rather than a judge.
The reply came back, slower than it should have—longer pauses, as if someone were thinking about what to say. The message’s tail was cut off and then resumed with a fragment: no report of sabotage— pause— probable maintenance—The pause felt deliberate, and Jo could taste it like metal. She keyed a follow-up that implied herself to be embarrassed by her own worry; she wanted to pull the response out.
“I don’t like the way they answer,” she said, hands working as if to prove a point. “Someone’s warming the outside of our lines. That means they can shape the message the town hears.”
Silas straightened in his hiding place, his voice small. “If I’m guilty, I’ll take what’s coming,” he said. “If I’m not—help me get the truth.”
That line, that want, shifted something in Jo. This was not merely about accused men and legal neatness. It was about whether she would use her hands for the town’s butcher’s knives or for its bandages.
Tomas, anxious to be helpful and to wash his hands of worry, offered a ridiculous plan. “We can string a decoy line, make ’em think it’s where we receive, and then listen,” he blurted with a grin that tried to be brave. Jo almost laughed; the absurdity of the boy’s proposal had the shape of truth in it. “Not bad,” she admitted. “But we don’t have a spare pole for a proper decoy. We’ll have to be cleverer.”
Her fingers moved to the keys and practiced a handful of phrases she knew would get men to talk. A trained operator could pry a man’s hands as gently as any constable; the machine would do the rest.
They set out before the sun had learned to be kind, when the world still felt pliable under the boots. Tomas fumbled with a small satchel of provisions, Marta’s hot cake wrapped in oilcloth, and an exaggerated sense of importance. Sheriff Cray had given Jo permission to check the line upstream—reluctantly, and with an oath that meant every man present knew the law could still be literal—but he trailed at a distance like a shadow who suspected daylight of being conspiring.
Jo tucked her tools into a leather roll at her thigh—pliers, tar, wire twine and a small file that had never let her down. She climbed with a lineman’s hunger: body finding grip, calf and forearm singing with the work. The air was thin there, and the prairie opened up like a stern map. The poles marched off into the yellow-inclined horizon, each one a stitch in the long seam between towns.
At the third pole from Farmer Hargree’s she stopped. Someone had crammed a small scrap of blue cloth into a knot near the splice—a rag used as a temporary binder, like the one she’d found earlier. But there was something else: a tiny brass washer, dented and stamped with initials almost eaten away by time. Jo cupped it and held it against the lantern’s light. The letters were small, and the pattern familiar in a way that felt like a slap: R.R., twice spaced.
Rail road. The mark might mean little to a man who wasn’t often looking, but to Jo the small washer carried a certain inevitability. Someone connected to the railroad’s maintenance crew had come through here. Someone who knew the depot, who knew how to fake a cadence, and who had access to tools that could make a line say whatever they wished.
Silas watched her with a kind of sharpness in his jaw. “You know that washer,” he said quietly.
Jo’s thumb rubbed at the metal, feeling the tiny grooves like a braille of guilt. “I do,” she agreed. “I know where they hand out those washers. It’s men who work directly for the rail. They don’t get those from tinkers. They’re kept.” She looked at him, and there was an accusation in her eyes, thinner than the metal’s scratch and just as dangerous.
Tomas, trying to be useful, found a scrap of wire and made a crude knot on the spot. “So the boss is who? The railroad’s manager? A crooked foreman?” he blurted.
Jo didn’t smile. She knew that the implication was broader. The railroad had men who worked the poles and men who kept their hands clean. If the ring involved someone on the inside of the rail, then this was no simple robbery. This was something that used the town’s means of communication—its arteries—against it.
They came back to the station in the late light, the sky like a bruise along the horizon. Farmer Hargree’s cows had drifted toward the low ground to chew cud, content and ignorant of the kind of human cunning that used wires to mislead. The town took its supper outside that evening; lanterns popped like small moons on porches, and the smell of cured beef and stew stitched itself across Main Street. Children drummed on tin pans and pretended to replay the day’s events with stilted operator voices. Life, in its stubborn normality, went on.
Jo laid the brass washer on the desk and let Sheriff Cray look at it. He turned it under his thumb and then handed it back with a knot of worry knotted into his face. Marta hovered with a pot of tea, her apron smudged with the soot of small kindnesses. Tomas sat on the edge of the desk and poked absently at the spool.
“We got something,” Jo told them. “Someone with railroad access passed through here. They spliced our conduct with a temporary wrap and left a marker.”
The sheriff exhaled a ragged breath that meant the law was awake to the idea that this was larger than an unlucky thief. “So what do you want me to do?” he asked. His voice had folded into necessary deference; the law wanted commands it could follow.
Jo was not one to hand out orders. She thought about sending a wanted notice, the kind that made men march and guns get polished. But if the suspects used the telegraph as a tool, sending a single issuing signal might do more than summon the town—it might set a snare in motion.
Instead she sat and listened. The key under her fingers felt warm from the day’s work. She found herself thinking of rhythm and pause the way other people might think of names. The telegraph purred and coughed in the corner, a patient beast.
Then the line hiccuped. Not a tremor, but the deliberate stutter she had noticed earlier, and out of the fragments somebody had pressed into the wire a phrase that tugged like an unexpected thread: lower causeway—dawn—hold.
The words were not whole. They were broken into parts and stitched with pauses, but anyone who handled payroll routes would understand. Lower causeway was a crossing used by the payroll coaches when they took the safer road; dawn was a timing. Hold—an order to delay or to wait—might be misdirected if someone wanted the town to move in one direction while an ambush took another.
Jo’s throat tightened in a way that was all muscle and decision. This was no longer a cut and rebroadcast to frame a single man. This was planning with intent. Someone had mapped a violence into the town’s veins.
She pressed her thumb against the washer again, and for the first time that night, the question she had avoided came toward her with a blunt insistence. She could send a clean, black message to the depot and call down the law like rain. Or she could do something else—use her hands to change the tune of the line itself.
She closed her fingers around the tiny metal loop as if it could be thrown like a coin toward a decision. The wires hummed against the night; the telegraph’s lamp burned on its one steady wick. Then Jo leaned forward, rested her palm on the receiver, and listened for what the next beat would tell her.

    
Static and Loyalties
Dawn shifted over Cinder’s Crossing like a slow exhale. Light spilled down the main street and warmed the faces of laundry pegged on lines between porches—the women here hung their linens in neat stripes every morning, a small festival of cloth that had nothing to do with trouble. A rooster, tired of being ceremonious, tried twice and gave up; someone in a back yard was steeping chicory coffee thick as ink but sweeter with molasses. The town had its rituals, and most of them refused to notice danger until it stomped in boots on Main.
Inside the telegraph office the machine sat like an old, patient animal. Jo heard it hum the way other people heard weather—low and honest—and she liked the way the room kept its own order. Tomas arrived in a flurry of energy and crumbs, carrying a small tin with leftover cake for Marta. He bowed solemnly, the boy trying to be ceremonious and failing in a way that made Jo’s shoulders loosen.
“You’ll make a habit of martyrdom, being a martyr for pastry,” she told him, snapping a rag over the desk. “You eat like a man who plans on fighting with forks.”
He grinned at that, then fell quiet when Sheriff Cray’s shadow pooled in the doorway. The sheriff’s face was a map of things he kept folded into his chest: a straight jaw, an impatience with nuance. He didn’t mince when he walked; he measured.
“Where’s that wanted notice?” he asked without preamble. His voice wanted a broadcast, a solution that could be nailed to a post and left to do its duty.
Jo set a hand on the key and felt the wire’s hum through the wood. “Not yet,” she said. The single syllable carried the weight of a workshop axle. “There’s been tampering. I found fresh splices upstream. Someone with decent hands learned to lie with wire.”
Cray’s brows rose. “So you’ll let a man with blood on his shirt sit a while longer because you feel like playing detective?”
“I’ll let the machine tell what it’s meant to tell,” Jo answered. Her voice wasn’t contrarian so much as exact. “If I broadcast what you want, I’ll burn a path I can’t take back. The wires are being used to choreograph movement. That’s bigger than one criminal’s shame.”
Marta, who’d come in with a fresh pot of tea and a handful of biscuits, gave Jo a look that was part warning and part gratitude. “You hear me, Abel?” she asked the sheriff. “Jo keeps the town steady. She’s not indulging fancy; she’s tending the line. If you want justice, let her do it without corralling her into rashness.”
The sheriff bristled, but his eyes slid toward Silas’s curtained room with a man’s practical reluctance. Outside, a child kicked a tin and sent the jangly note of imitation code across the lane—someone had taught the young ones the sound of dots and dashes that passed for news. It was absurd enough to be comforting, a detail that meant life would keep making small mischief even if big troubles moved like cattle toward the crossing.
Jo moved like someone who had learned to use muscle before speech. She strapped on her leather belt, the one with the small loop that carried coil and pliers, and set out with Tomas following like a shadow with sneakers. The morning was sharp; a wind from the east rolled over the prairie and ruffled the banners on the stagecoach office. Farmer Hargree’s daughter set out buckets of milk on the porch rail—milk that would be boiled for porridge later, a household ritual unrelated to rustlers or false signals.
They climbed the poles in silence for the first stretch, Jo’s gloved hands finding the lines as if they were grooves in wood. Her forearms burned pleasantly with the work; she liked the physicality of it, the way skill could make a body move as cleanly as a blade. At the splice she found the same tack, the same greasy half-hitch, but this time the tar had been smeared not only around the wire but on the post, a sloppy mark like a signature left by someone in a hurry.
“Someone rushed it,” Tomas said, peering like a boy at a new puzzle. “Or someone wanted us to see it. Which is worse?”
“Both,” Jo answered, and her voice had the flatness of one tallying evidence. She pried at the wrap and loosened the band; under the tar she found a tiny sliver of cloth caught, blue and coarse. She held it up to the light and saw, stamped faintly on a dented washer inside the bundle, the little letters she’d seen before—RR, cramped and tack-worn. A detail so small it might be overlooked, but she had learned long ago that workmen left the sort of fingerprints that could be read if one knew the language.
They followed the line farther than anyone expected. The poles curved like a spine toward the rail depot, and at the base of one post Jo found a scrap of a map someone had used to mark a route. It was torn, of course, and only showed a sliver with a hastily drawn arrow and the words Lower Causeway penciled in. A planning hand had been messy, but hands of dirty work often were. The map scrap was not a discovery in the romantic sense; it was a blunt tool—evidence of intent.
By noon the saloon hummed with suspicion. Men who had little to trade but opinions bought sarsaparilla and sold theories instead. Jo returned to the office with a sunburn line on her neck and the smell of pine resin on her gloves. She set the washer on the desk like a small accusation and untied the knot from her hair with an impatient hand. Her shoulders had the little stoop of someone who shouldered things not because they liked it, but because it was the sensible job.
News moved here with the mechanical patience of the key. Jo sent formal inquiries to Milltown and County Depot, framing her questions in operator’s civility: Have you recorded unscheduled splices? Are there unusual repairs? Her fingers pressed each dot and dash with the same intent she used when cutting a splice; she wanted the answers to be as honest as a wound.
The replies arrived with the kind of delay she trusted less: Milltown answered that their logs showed maintenance earlier, but their cadence was clipped; County Depot’s response came with a delay and an odd smudge of wording that suggested someone had rewritten a sentence in a hurry. Jo read them as she would read a rope: tension in certain spots meant someone had pulled at it.
Silas, confined behind Marta’s curtains, lifted his head when the messages came back. His eyes were more appreciative than fierce, the sort of wear that belonged to men who’d been out in weather and had learned to let pain sit where it fell. “They can pretend to be proper all they want,” he said, voice low. “You know how fast a man with the rail can learn to fake a depot’s tone. You saw the washers.”
Jo met his gaze without flinching. The boy in her—half apprenticed to curiosity—would have been eager to string him up by his reputation. The woman who had worked poles and followed codes understood that nothing could be done by gossip. “If you’re honest, tell me who in the rail works nearer this way. Names, not guesses.”
He rubbed at his jaw and spat a small curse. “Garrick’s crew handles the east spur sometimes. Garrick’s a hands-on man with a temper and a laugh. He keeps men in line. If they’re involved, it’ll be men from his crew more than the office.”
Garrick. A name meant something, not in itself but for the people who carried it. Jo fed the piece into the ledger like a coal into a stubborn stove. The wires would not lie forever; the problem was that liar and listener were both human. She started to map possibilities across the page, the sort of neat list that made a plan from chaos. Then the key in the corner hiccuped with a staccato the way a cough bursts out of a chest, and Jo turned her head.
Someone had tried to send a relay notched with false timing—an interruption meant to masquerade as routine. The message broke into fragments that stitched together oddly: lower causeway—dawn—hold—stop. The word hold came with the cadence of command. Whoever had set it meant for people to wait in place. Whoever else used the line to control movement had choices that were now as dangerous as a loaded rifle.
Town gossip sharpened faster than knives. By evening the blacksmith’s boy had sketched an elaborate theory involving Garrick, a missing ledger, and the prospect of a fortune stashed under a loose board at the saloon. An old widow swore that she’d heard men practicing Morse with spoons in the livery, tapping out instructions as if they were lullabies. No single story held true; they multiplied like rabbits and hatched in the dark.
Jo’s central problem was quieter than rumor: she had to decide whether to expose Silas by sending the wanted notice or to protect him until she could be sure the line wasn’t masquerading. The moral angle was not the one the sheriff painted; it was not a matter of loyalty or law alone. For Jo it was technical as much as ethical—if she pushed a broadcast that a criminal ring could intercept and reuse, she would have done the criminals’ work for them.
She practiced a few signals with the key while Marta fed Silas broth. “You and that key have more make-believe romance than half the young couples in town,” Marta said, handing Jo a tin cup. “You fuss over it, you polish it. Men would get jealous.” Marta’s joke was light but it held a seriousness—this place needed Jo’s hands at their best.
Tomas watched Jo key out an experimental probe meant to draw out anyone who might be listening. She set it to mimic a clerk asking for maintenance confirmation, a blandness designed to lower guard. The line answered with a static that folded around the signal like a moth drawn to flame. When the suspicious reply came it carried the faint hint of a station stamp that was almost, but not quite, right.
“Someone’s practicing their accents,” Tomas said ruefully. “Like a bad actor trying to do a county clerk.”
Jo let herself smile at the boy’s image, and the relief creased a small softness into the day. Humor had a practical purpose: it kept fear from ossifying into rashness.
Jo spent the late hours drafting a plan that was more a toolset than a speech. She broke down options by action: send notice now and risk directing people into an orchestrated trap; detain Silas and risk legal backlash; or act with the craft she knew—use timing, rhythm, and operator conventions to misdirect the misdirectors. Her fingers wrote notes with a blunt pencil, splicing together possibilities. She drew a rough sketch of the Lower Causeway and mapped where a payroll coach usually found the road narrow and the bank low enough for men to hide.
Sheriff Cray came in and read the lines she had drawn, his face folding like a man who had been given a bridle and wasn’t sure whether to wear it. “If you go the circuitous route, Jo,” he said, concern and threat braided together, “and you’re wrong, you are responsible.”
“I’m responsible now whether I act or not,” she said. Her answer was delivered without flourish. “If the wires are being used for orchestration, every broadcast becomes a cue. I need a way to control the cues.”
She proposed a measured deception: a set of false maintenance messages to be sent to the ring that would make them reposition, combined with a believable-sounding request to the railroad to delay the payroll coach on account of a contrived washout at a different crossing. The plan depended on her ability to imitate an operator’s tone and timing so precisely that it would be indistinguishable from a lawful command. That was her craft; it was also the ethical rub—she would be lying, but to prevent a greater lie from killing people.
Marta’s hands smoothed a rag over the desk. “You will be burning the town’s trust if this goes wrong,” she said quietly. “But if it goes right, you’ll have kept them alive. I trust you, Jo. Not because I know you’ll be right, but because I know how you mend things.”
That trust pricked Jo like a needle. She felt the gravity of it: people were not asking for a performance, they were asking for a keeping. Her fingers closed around the idea like a brace.
Training was practical and immediate. Jo taught Tomas to key in a mimicry of a County Depot clerk’s hesitance—the way a professional operator paused between words, the beat that carried authority. She made him tap until his wrist ached. The boy fumbled for the melody at first, then began to find the rhythm. Jo corrected his thumbs like a smith shaping a tool; she forced him to feel the space between commands, to understand that a pause could be as loud as a shout.
Silas proved less graceful with a key than with a pliers, but he had other uses. He went out to meet Garrick’s men under the pretense of a favor. Marta sent him with pieces of cake wrapped in oilcloth—comfort for small diplomacy. “Don’t get yourself shot for charity,” she said gruffly, pressing the packet into his hand. He took it with a crooked gratitude.
The day before the planned dawn, the town decided to hold a small fair of its own as a show of normalcy—barn games, a pie contest, children’s races. It was a detail that had no bearing on the telegraph’s etiquette, but its presence mattered. People gathered under bunting and ate cornbread smeared with molasses, as if routine could be armor. Jo watched them with the clinical affection of someone who understood why communities insisted on celebrations at all costs.
A drunk named Pritchard, who fancied himself a poet, got up on a barrel and tried to whistle Morse into a tune. The result was absurd enough to make even the sheriff crack a grin. Tomas laughed loud and long, and Jo allowed herself a breath that wasn’t strictly problem-solving. Small absurdities were ballast.
Night before the dawn was a slow machine. Jo wired a set of false relay cues into the office’s table and practiced sending them until her fingers knew the pattern by memory. She sealed a letter to County Depot in the voice of a frightened clerk and buried a plausible signature she had watched once in the Depot’s mannerisms. Forgery by ear required patience and a rehearsal that bordered on obsession.
Silas came to the desk and extended a hand that held a bandage and a small tin of tobacco. He was a man who had been in too many storms to think himself invincible. “If this goes wrong, I’ll take what I deserve,” he said. “But if it goes right—” He left the sentence unfinished as if the promise would be too big for silence to hold.
Jo tapped the key once and heard the hollow and solid return she expected from the room. “You can sit in the back,” she told him. “Watch, but don’t interfere. If I need you to move a man physically, I’ll ask.”
They split roles like a team that had practiced a maneuver; her skill with the wires, his knowledge of men who worked the rails, Tomas’s speed and Marty’s kitchen as neutral ground and hideout. Around midnight the town locked its doors and kept a lamplight burning like a small, stubborn eye. The temperature dropped; frost crept along the sill like a timid animal. Jo’s hands, cold from the night, found warmth in the metal of the key.
As the hour thinned toward dawn the line hiccupped and a ghost of the earlier message crawled back into the room: lower causeway—dawn—hold. The signal was clearer, closer now, an attempt at control evident and immediate. Jo’s breath tightened, not from fear but from the tightness of readiness. She had a plan that would ask her to do what she did best: speak with the key and make other people move as if by polite instruction.
She pressed a finger to the small brass washer she’d kept in a drawer and felt the nick under her fingertip like an old promise. She had made a choice—no public declaration, but a quiet, binding resolution. When the coach came, when men rose to follow orders, she would not be a passive witness. She would shape the message, not merely send it. Dawn was coming; the town’s routines would roll into it. Jo sat very still and began to count the rhythm in her head, feeling the cadence like a lit fuse.

    
The Last Signal
Dawn had not yet thrown open its curtains when Jo Larkin unfastened the strap of her tool roll and checked the small vials of tar. She had spent nights on poles and mornings scouring splinters from her palms; today the air pressed cold and thin against her face. They were all ready to move—Tomas with a boy’s foolish valour and Marta with an apron full of mercy and knives. They left without fanfare; Jo walked like a woman whose hands bore facts that could not be changed by preaching. She climbed a pole near the depot with the methodical calm of someone threading a fine needle, and the town’s breath held with her. The tampered splice at the junction had to be undone and replaced with something that would not sing under the hands of thieves. She worked with clamps and wire twine, prying open the false wrap and feeling for the exact place to tuck a new splice so it would not betray its maker. Tomas passed up a lantern, his movements quick and nervy, and when Jo asked him to hold the coil steady he did it with a seriousness that made her smile despite herself. Higher up, where the poles caught early light, Jo knelt on the crossarm and felt the fibers of the hemp belt bite soft lines into her palm. She could not afford a mistake; a mis-set splice might carry a command across town that would be taken for gospel and move men into place with guns already ready. She knotted with hands that knew how to be precise when things moved fast; she wrapped and soldered and made the joint like a small, faithful lock. She checked, checked again, and then deliberately left a trace of tar on the wood that would mark the splice as her own work; not out of vanity but to ensure the line would not be blamed for deceit it did not commit. When she came down, the town had its little noises back—miller’s wagon creaking, a dog trying to be philosophical under a porch, the church bell calling a parish to the morning that would have nothing to do with strategy.
At the station the kettle on Marta’s stove kept its small promise of warmth; she had a habit of leaving tea ready as if the town might always need mending. Jo sent her first message in a voice she had practiced until the cadence was as familiar as a lullaby; it was a polite inquiry to County Depot about a routine check, phrased clumsily as a clerk recovering from a late night. Her fingers paused artfully between words; she delayed just long enough for anyone tapping in at the wrong moment to think the clerk had momentarily drifted. From the other end of the line she waited for the Depot’s routine click—an approving cadence she could imitate and use to wrap the coach in a polite lie. Tomas waited like a small, hopeful animal by the window, though his hands were trembling enough to make the candles quiver; he had rehearsed bravery and now depended on it. Outside, the Lower Causeway lay like a shallow throat in the land; reeds nodded and the creek whispered, its regular small sounds assuring the thingness of the prairie. They had placed a small crowd of townsfolk along the curve of the road—Marta, the blacksmith, the old schoolteacher, a pair of men from the livery—each with a task that involved nothing more elaborate than holding a broom or a crate and looking about like normal citizens. Sheriff Cray had placed himself where the road narrowed, his posture a study in patience turned sharp; he was not the sort of man to leap without cause, but when he moved he did so with an authoritative economy. Jo’s fingers went to the key; she sent a short, courteous note to the depot asking for an arbitrary delay—phrased as an apologetic request about track maintenance—so that the coach’s schedule might be shifted an hour off. Then she keyed a second signal to the field they suspected the ring used, a stop spaced in a way that suggested hesitation—an order to hold and reconvene that would sound like uncertainty and cause those listening to hesitate rather than act.
At first, the road gave only routine noise—a coach wheel, a pack mule grunting, a man whistling tunelessly—but then the sound of boots accelerated into purpose and the outline of men materialized among the reeds. They were not the ragged variety who bragged at the saloon; they carried themselves like men who’d been paid and instructed: rope in hand, roll of tar, a look that guessed where silence could be bought. Tomas, at the window, made a pretended show of clearing his throat and dropped a tray of cups; the clatter let Jo hear the men shift and showed who among them was nervous. A man on horseback—broad-shouldered, with Garrick’s tattooed ring scars on his forearms—slid off and spoke a few words that no one in the office caught; the ring’s men were testing the town’s seams. Jo keyed again, this time a sharp, clear register to the depot that mimicked the exact stamp pattern she’d memorized; the stationmaster would take it as an earnest request and obey without second thought. The coach, patience folded into leather, slowed as a boy on its box read Jo’s forged request; the driver muttered curses about poor scheduling and drove the coach toward the hold point Marta had laid out. At the Lower Causeway the rustlers had already moved into the reedbed, thinking themselves invisible; they had a crude jammer with stolen battery packs ready to thicken the air with static. Jo felt the wire vibrate in a way that was less like music and more like someone trying to fake the sound of a bell; she understood the fake tone and coldly made her countersign. She keyed a delicate string of dots and a pause that imitated the Depot’s clerk; it read like a question, then a polite acquiescence, and on the far wire a hand took the bait. The jammer blinked and whined as if insulted, and then it sputtered; some of the rustlers swore, and one lifted his head like a hound whose scent had gone cold. They moved to snatch the signal line, but Garrick’s rider, impatient and handsome in the way of men who believe themselves owed, cut a quick glance and barked an order.
Jo felt a rifle report slap the air, a voice outside cursing, and she knew the ring had realized the jig. She did not scream; she slammed her heel into a rung and hauled herself down faster than any man would have expected a woman of her build to be able to move. She dove behind the office, rolled across delivering a spray of grit, and snatched up the spare revolver from Marta’s apron pocket with a dry motion as if the gun were an extension of the hand that wrote code all night. Bullets thudded into the office front, splintering the frame, the windows throwing shards like small, dangerous confetti, and one singed a corner of Marta’s teacloth. Jo fired a single, measured round into the air as a warning; the sound was theatrically useless but it gave the men pause and bought her a few heartbeats. She slipped back outside, shoulders low, and ran a hand along the line to test continuity; the wire thrummed with a signal that was not her own and she cursed softly under her breath. She ripped the false splice open with a knife and soldered a quick bypass, a ragged beauty of wire, clamping a second conductor so a section would carry only what she decided. While she worked, Silas tackled an approaching man with a thump that smelled of desperation; fists and boots became clumsy as the ledger of pride unfolded into panic. The man Garrick sent—broad jaw and a face mapped by older fights—tried to wade through the reeds, and Marta, who disliked guns in principle, had wisely brought a heavy skillet that she swung with accomplished fury. Tomas, who had been rehearsing heroics, tripped over his laces and sailed into the man with the battering-skillet, a slapstick collision that sorted panic into manageable chaos and made Jo laugh because absurdity sometimes cut through fear. In the half-light the rustlers realized they were stepping into an ambush: men with shotguns rose from behind crates, and Sheriff Cray’s rope tightened into a line that boxed the reedbed like a net.
The net closed with efficient clumsiness; a man went for Garrick and tripped on a crate, another tried to slide away and found himself face-to-face with the blacksmith who enjoyed watching fights but had no taste for theft. Jo, breathing like someone who had run without extravagance, keyed a call to County Depot that was short and businesslike: notify County Marshal, arrival imminent, prisoners in custody, do not release. He hesitated only to glance at Jo, an acknowledgement of risk shared between them, then sprang toward a man who was trying to wrench a wire into the mud. Jo’s hands found a spare pair of pliers and she mended a torn conductor with quick, clean grips, her motions like a musician’s fingers on a familiar instrument. Two men tried to cut across the ditch and were waved down by the blacksmith’s booming voice; he had a way of making small men look like bad ideas. Garrick, realizing the village had more teeth than he expected, snarled curses and attempted a flight toward the tracks, but Silas, with a rope and stubborn hands, collared him by the arm. When the last of the rustlers were bound and sitting on overturned crates, a small kid from the fair wandered over with a pie and offered it to Garrick as if sharing cake could absolve everything. He accepted it with a confused dignity and took a bite that made the guard grin; absurdity, again, was a tool better than bullets for unpicking shame. When the marshal’s rider came the county called it efficiency in law; when Jo shoved the hardened washer into the deputy’s hand, she called it the end of improvisation and the start of consequences. The deputy’s face was blunt and uncertain; he’d been to towns before and seen much less cleverness in the ways trouble arranged itself. Cray turned to Jo with a look that mixed gratitude and accusation; 'You could have raised the whole county,' he said, voice rough as gravel, 'what you did was clever, but don't make a habit of deciding the law by yourself.'
After the noise, the town returned to the ritual of mending: men carried away splinters, Marta salted and boiled a pot of beans large enough to feed a small regiment, and a child inventor fixed a broken toy windmill on a porch with gum and a hairpin. Jo found herself at the desk with the telegraph lamp in front and a posture that felt like prophecy; she believed in doing the work, not in explaining it. The marshal wrote a terse report that smelled like official ink and stamped consequence into the event; he congratulated the sheriff and made no mention of Jo’s fabrication, but he left the washer as evidence on the desk. Later, when people who had been skeptical of the telegraph asked Jo wryly about the cost of her 'fancy' tricks, she countered with a ration of Marta’s ginger cake and a blunt smile. At dusk the postman arrived from Milltown with a stack of letters none of which mentioned the morning’s oddities; he stopped to pick up a pair of speckled eggs the blacksmith’s wife pressed into his hand and went on, smiling at a mystery he did not wish to solve. Silas patched his own wound with a towel and then came back to sit on the stoop; in the day’s small quiet he mumbled thanks to Jo, which was almost a confession of trust in a man who kept to himself. That night, Jo opened the office to Tomas and said bluntly, 'You stay. Learn how the key breathes; don't be hero without saying it aloud.' He smiled and nodded, the boy accepting a regular place in a world that had always taught him to be provisional. Silas, who had once taught her to splice poles on a hotter day, now sat with a quiet face and said, in a low voice, 'Jo, you saved more than a coach. You should know that folks will find ways to thank you that aren’t tidy.' She nodded and offered him the last of the broth. She let herself accept that gratitude, awkward as it was; it sat in the space between her routine and the world like a new coin warmed by a palm.
Over the next week Jo kept the office open later than she had for years, letting the lamp burn for men who came to learn or to gossip, and an odd camaraderie took root like ivy across the woodwork. Tomas learned to key a proper county stamp and to watch the silence between pauses, and when he finally made a perfect call Jo cracked a smile that let other people see her like sunlight through glass. She set new rules on the ledger: never broadcast a wanted without two confirmations, record all repairs, and teach apprentices both the craft and the weight of what it meant to send a voice into a town. Marta hung a new sign above the station—'Open Service, Lessons by Evening'—which was not grand but meant the place had an invitation in it now. An itinerant fiddler took to the bench outside the saloon and made the town sound like something bigger than itself; his bow sometimes caught on a dead string and made an absurd screech that the children loved. Jo's half-smile became more honest each day; she let neighbors in on small practicalities—the best way to keep a wire from icing, how to recognize a splice done by a man who’d been taught proper care. A traveling salesman called to sell razors and poetry and hustled away disappointed when the town had little interest; Jo traded him a neat splice lesson for a pamphlet and a laugh. On the porch Jo repaired the register and set a spare lamp; the office smelled of resin and tea and the warm, edible tang of Marta’s cakes, a detail that belonged to life and not to plots. She looked at the spool and thought of the way signals had always been a bargain between trust and timing; she rubbed her fingers together and let the feeling be simple: the town and the wire would be tended. At last Jo climbed the pole and looked out over the town, the wires like small silver roads; she signaled once, not to manipulate but to remind herself of the faith she held in the small ritual of sending a message.
Night fell like a cloth over the town and the telegraph lamp burned steady; Jo sat alone for a long time and did not feel like a widow of conversation but as someone whose work mattered for more than herself. From the doorway Marta leaned in with a lantern and a joke, 'Keep the light on, Jo. We need someone to blame for the cake shortage.' Jo barked a quiet laugh and passed the tea to her. Once, in the middle of a quiet night, Jo tapped a rhythm and a man on the other line answered with a crooked joke about the price of socks; the silly exchange made her feel like part of something small and private. On the third morning, Garrick’s employer—some man from the rail—sent a quiet apology via the stationmaster and a note promising to recall the crew; some things, it seemed, could be negotiated when they knew women like Jo could watch the seams. When Garrick was loaded into the marshal’s wagon he tipped his hat at Jo with the small courtesy of a man who knows when he is broken; the gesture was so graceless it almost became sincere. Jo finished the night by mapping maintenance routes on the desk pad; small boxes and arrows, tidy notes about tar and gauze, because to care for a town’s lines was to care for its quiet. She finally shut the lamp and locked the door with a competence that had nothing theatrical about it; the quiet was not emptiness anymore but a companionable thing. As she walked home along the lane she noticed the children still playing in the moon-bright yard and thought the town had made its choice: to be small, loud, ridiculous, capable, and alive. She paused at the crossing and touched the wire with the back of her hand, feeling the faint warmth; the wire hummed like a friend, not a tool, and she permitted herself to say aloud, 'Good night,' as if the line might answer with gossip or weather. As she walked away the town kept talking and cooking and laughing; Jo found she was not less alone than before, but differently companyed, with people who would, if needed, climb poles and bake cakes and give out tea.
By the time winter stiffened the earth, Tomas could climb a pole without gagging at the smell of tar and Jo had taught him how to key a false cadence for practice; they practiced on days when nothing depended on the tone, and the practice itself became a conversation. Sometimes Garrick's men returned letters of apology and small bills for work done poorly; the stationmaster kept their notes as a reminder that the cost of mischief is often measured in work. People spoke differently about Jo now; they used the word 'keeper' with mild embarrassment and 'craftswoman' with quiet pride, words that settled on her like small clothes rather than armor. Sometimes, when she had a night off, Jo and Silas walked out to the causeway and watched the stars arrange themselves like long, patient dashes; they said little, which for both of them was enough. A final small joke: Pritchard the poet wrote a telegram in verse, clumsy and sincere, and the station posted it on the bulletin board where everybody read it and shook their heads in amusement. In a year the coach route resumed with better guards and an extra assistant to check splices; the railroad paid a fine to the county and quietly improved its maintenance sign-off—an administrative detail that gave Jo a small pleasure. Months later a man brought a spool to the station with a note: 'Repaired by hands that learned to care.' Jo kept the spool and the note in the drawer and sometimes read it when she needed a shape to hang her day on. When dust lifted in spring and the poles smelled of sap, Jo walked the line with Silas and Tomas, teaching them to feel for the small betrayals of sloppiness and to laugh when a splice looked like a patchwork rabbit. When spring rain came and drummed on the roof, Jo recorded it in the ledger with a small note: 'Good rain. Check all splices after soft weather.' It was an unheroic line, but it would keep the wires honest.
Years later a traveler passing through would pause at the telegraph office because of the smell of bread and the sight of boys learning to splice; he would tell another that this was a town that had learned to listen as well as shout. He would be right, in part; Cinder’s Crossing had kept its messy, human work and it had found a way to use a new technology to make people speak up to each other rather than across each other. As for Jo, she kept the keys and the lines and the habit of listening; sometimes she would send a silly message to Milltown just to see if the stationmaster would answer with a poem, and sometimes he did. She kept a ledger where she wrote down odd codes and little jokes people sent her, and a list of repairs that read like a private life, domestic and very particular. Her last act in the book: she keyed a short line that read 'lines humming, town warm' and left it in the register as a small record of the night she decided to let people in. It was not a heroic sentence; it was pragmatic and small, and exactly the kind of thing that meant a town could live with its wires rather than fear them. Jo walked home with her shoulders a little softer; the wire hummed its small sound behind her and the town breathed like a living, oddly faithful mechanism. It did not erase her old habits; she still woke to check the spool and to polish the key, the small rituals of someone who knew that technology was a language that needed a steady, human voice. She kept a ledger crossing the days and a hand that could splice under any pressure; the town had taught her to be more than a solitary operator — it had taught her how to bind people as neatly as wires were bound. For all that, she still kept the key polished and the lamp trimmed; someone must do the routine work of keeping towns stitched together, and Jo was good at the small, honest things. And she liked to hum while she worked.
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