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Stitching the Horizon
Sofia Nellan
Etta, a solitary master sailmaker, is drawn out of her workshop when a strange, destructive wind begins shredding sails across her archipelago. Called to repair the supply brigantine Hollowway, she must teach and lead a ragged fleet in a desperate, hands‑on rescue—deploying modular panels and her lifetime of craft to stitch a moving corridor through the churn.
ProseHub


    
The Closed Shop
The workshop sat like a barnacle at the cliff’s lip, an awkward, stubborn thing that refused to be wind-polished into anything pretty. It was a long room of timber and rope, of iron awls and planes dulled by the press of hands, where the ocean’s breath came in and rearranged every scrap of cloth by midmorning. Etta Rowan liked it that way—drafts that reminded her sails what they were supposed to do. She moved through the room with the economy of someone who knew every splinter by name: palm along the bench to steady a wonky seam, heel against a post to bend a stubborn batten, fingers that braided kelp fiber as quick as lightning. The bench was a map of use—scattered pins, a bowl of beeswax, a pine wedge worn smooth by the same rubbing of a left thumb for fifteen years.
Outside, the quay was already layering itself into the day. Vendors thumbed pastries warm from a communal oven, the square fragrant with brine-cured lemon cakes stacked under a flaking tin awning. A boy with a trumpet made of hollow reed practiced a morning tune that everyone pretended to dislike and secretly tapped a foot to. The town had rituals that had nothing to do with sails: on market days they painted the beaks of the gulls with streaks of colored chalk to keep them away from the fishmongers’ stalls for a few hours, a small, ridiculous civic pride. Etta paid the ritual no mind, but she liked the way chalk flakes clung to her gloves when she walked past.
Her companion in the workshop was absurdly dignified. Mr. Ruffles, a goose whose dignity consisted entirely of waddling intent and a dramatic, nasal honk, regarded the workbench with the proprietorial air of a foreman who insisted on being consulted. He had a basket of old sail scraps where he nested like a lord in a felted chair. This morning he had adopted a needle. He cradled it under a wing like contraband and glanced at Etta as if to say: I safeguard the pointy things.
“Give it back,” Etta said without looking up, palms steady as she coaxed an awl through tough kelp braid. The stitch she favored—an off-balanced curve that let a panel take a gust and share the force—needed a steady pull. “You’ll sew it into the basket and then what? Demand overtime?”
Mr. Ruffles honked with entirely the wrong sort of offended cluck, tucked the needle deeper, and rocked suspiciously. The absurdity of it made Koa, who hung in the doorway, snort a laugh that scattered like bell chimes across the wood.
Koa’s cheeks were still freckled from the sun; his hands were fuller in the fingers than Etta’s, and he kept knocking over little things in the workshop—awl, thimble, a measure of batten tape. He looked as if the world wanted him to trip over its flat spots and he pleased it by obliging. Still, when he picked up a knife to pare a strip of kelp it moved like a different hand entirely: quick, economical, eager to learn.
“You're late,” Etta said, not unkindly. “I gave you a list.”
“I traded my list for a cleft tooth to stare at,” Koa retorted, dropping his voice into mock gravitas. “And besides, you can’t start without me. You do the fine handwork. I’m the lumber.”
Etta rolled her eyes but pointed him to the kettle. Water took on its own flavors in the workshop: membrane from old rope, a whisper of pine sap. Koa fetched a mug and handed it over, smile like the spare key to a locked place. The exchange had nothing to do with business and everything to do with habit: she made the tools sing, he kept them from falling into the gutter when she was distracted. That, she thought, might be what community was; small, practical stitches that kept someone from dissolving in the brine air.
A man in a coat rubbed with salt—brine-stained leather, weather on the seams—came up the narrow path and eased himself onto a crate nearby. Marek, a fisherman with rope-burned knuckles and a grin that had given up trying to be handsome, watched the workbench like a shrine.
“I've got a wind that eats seams,” Marek said, dropping his voice as if the wind itself might overhear. “Came back from the ledges and—” He spread his hands, and the gesture described a sail unraveling like a thing unmade. “You can fix it, Etta.”
Etta glanced at the torn scrap Marek offered. The fibers were fuzzy along a ragged edge, the kind of wear that fit a boat that had seen too many stubborn tides. She set the scrap down, feeling the old tickle of problem-solving under her ribs—the same itch that had kept her awake as a girl, inventing knots to stop a heel from slipping. Her fingers danced a test seam into the air, tracing the shape she would take. That motion was more sincere than any promise she could give.
“Not for show,” she said. “I mend what’s broken, I don’t perform miracles.”
Marek’s grin folded into something softer. “You never did like the applause.”
Mr. Ruffles, who had been glaring philosophical daggers at the needle in his basket, took advantage of the conversation to produce a violent, comic bob—a theft so frank it must have been planned for weeks. He leapt, needle pinched like a trophy, and waddled under the bench. Koa barked, Etta cursed—a single, practical word she used for mechanisms—and then they were both crawling after a goose with a weapon. Marek laughed so hard his grin reopened into a laugh line; even Etta allowed a small smile. For a moment the workshop was not a place of guarding skills, but of small ungainly life.
By the time the needle was reclaimed and the kettle had boiled into a scald of steam, the harbor had deepened into the slow business of the day. Boats came and went with the choreographic precision of experienced hands. Etta’s eye caught a sail across the sound, a dark canvas that winked away like a distant bruised cloud, and she wondered at the way the wind shaped itself. The thought snagged on something sharper—there had been rumors, whispers of sails shredded in calm conditions, but rumors in a sea town were as plentiful as gull calls. People told tall tales for warmth.
She shook her head and returned to the scrap Marek had offered. The awl bit in, and she pulled a stitch that knuckled under the strain, neat and stubborn and perfectly useful. It was, she thought, the kind of thing that would hold. The workshop breathed around her; tools arranged themselves into the familiar choreography. Outside, as if on cue, a gull nearby let out a single, ridiculous bark of sound—something between a squawk and a laugh—and Marek wiped wetness from his eye with the tail of his coat.
Marek’s patched sail, once Etta had finished, looked like a thing that had been coaxed back from mischief. Her seams hugged the tear with the kind of geometry she favored: a staggered, layered stitch that gave a panel a little slack to breathe and a lot of backbone to take punishment. She treated the kelp braid like living muscle, shaving fibers away where stiffness would catch, reinforcing in places where strain liked to concentrate. She tested the repair by hefting the scrap and slapping it with the flat of her hand; it flexed, sighed, and stood to attention as if grateful.
Koa watched with the eager gravity of someone who plans to steal her tricks anyway. He mimicked the motion of her hands, slow and half-formed, and then shoved his thumb guiltily into a finger-hole he’d made by accident. “You could teach me,” he said, the plea wrapped in a joke.
Etta's jaw tightened. Teaching was a knot she long avoided untying. It would mean letting other hands learn the cheap, ingenious twists she kept private because trade was food and art and armor all at once. She had been praised enough to eat the song of it, and criticized enough to store her secrets like a squirrel hoards nuts.
“I don’t teach,” she said flatly, even as she smoothed the repair with a careful palm. “I do.”
“You do and then you stamp the thing with a lock,” Koa grinned. “You’re a human clasp.”
She almost laughed. “Better to be a clasp than a leaky boot.”
There was a larger politics at work on the quay that had little to do with daily mending and more to do with money and stubborn temperament. Outside the workshop, someone shouted about a new kind of rope that was cheaper and promised stretch-free lives. Another argued that the new rope would not last a winter. Corin Vale—broad-shouldered, loud-mouthed, and fond of the opportunity a new rumor provided—was making the strongest case. Etta disliked his hands because they moved too quickly over cloth, his solutions always aimed at speed and the slick coin that came with it, not the grain of longevity she respected.
Corin had a storefront that smelled of tar and lemon oil and believed in soldering profit to every seam. He made an easy antagonist because he wore his commerce like armor. He did not hide his contempt for Etta’s slow, peculiar adjustments. He sometimes brought a group of apprentices to her eyesight and gestured with an open hand as if to show them the difference between her world and his: “Look—this is how you get a job done in an afternoon,” he would say.
A fish-seller unrolled a net of smoked mackerel on a board; a woman unrolled a length of woven reed for festival lanterns that would glow bluish in the next week. The festival was distant from the immediate worry about frayed sails—local culture had its own orbit—but it was good to see the reed and the smoked mackerel, ordinary things that made a place livable. Etta liked the way communities had barnacles of needy pleasures—cakes, music, painted gulls—sticking to their pragmatic hulls.
Koa tugged at a length of batten, trying to set a curve with his small, impatient fingers. He grumbled theatrically. “You keep fun for yourself, Etta. You keep the bright stitches and all I get are the knots nobody wants.”
“You keep the knots that hold the hull together,” Etta said. “You’ll see which ones matter when you’re wet to the bone.”
She meant it. Skill earned weight when you were up to your waist in water and a gust came to argue about dignity. It was one thing to critique a seam from a dry quay and another to rethread a live rope while waves threw their wrists at you. That difference insulated her from some giddy selflessness and shielded her craft from being trivialized into mere trickery.
When Marek left, he left a coin wrapped in a scrap of sail for her troubles and an offhand, worried look that stuck behind his smile. Etta watched him go—the clamor of the market swallowing him up into a palimpsest of color and motion. The day leaned forward. She returned to her bench with a sense of the ordinary sort of consequence that slid into life like sand into a shoe: unpleasant where present, tolerable with a shoe change. She drove a stitch through another scrap and let the rhythm soothe her.
Even so, there was a whisper woven into the quay gossip she could not ignore. Two boats had been brought into the harbor with torn mainsails in the last tide. The wording was woolly, the rumor hazy at first—something about fabric flaying when the wind was kind, as if the breeze itself had picked a sudden appetite for canvas. People exaggerated in markets because the world was harsher than their stories let on and stories were their armor. She folded the scrap neatly, set it aside, and pretended the whisper was only a gull’s raucous opinion.
The afternoon made slow progress: the kiln down by the cooper’s place hissed, sending up little plumes of steam that smelled faintly of resin; the reed-lantern women argued over which blues painted a gull’s beak best. Etta worked methodically, and the motion of her hands kept her mind from over-complicating—stitch, pull tight, wax, press. In the corner of the workshop a small pile of offcuts grew into something almost ornamental: a mad collage of canvas in colors that would offend a sailor’s eye but pleased her in a private way.
Koa then produced the wind gauge he had been tinkering with because he thought measuring wind should look fancier than a stick with a feather. It was a ridiculous contraption of brass rings, a strip of whale bone, and a glass bead he swore was “good look.” He set it on the sill and watched with an inventor’s glee as it measured nothing at all in particular but shimmered prettily when the breeze shifted. Etta pretended not to care, but she appreciated the attempt to make the day a little less bare.
“You know what you should do,” Koa said, whittling a thin piece of kelp as if it were a story he couldn’t finish. “You should hold a public showing. Show them how it works. Make a spectacle. Then they’d have to respect you.”
Etta didn’t look up from her work. “Spectacles get cheques and applause. They also get imitators.”
Koa shoved the whittled strip into the inside of her palm like an offering. “Is it so bad to teach?”
“It’s not teaching I’m afraid of,” she said slowly. She let the words come out measured like a stitch. “It’s the idea that everything good about a thing can be made into a riveted, copied thing and lose what made it useful.”
He considered her for a long moment, the curious face of someone who believed talent was a communal thing. “You could be wrong and still be worth teaching,” he said finally.
The remark was not a plan but an argument. She let it sit between them, warm as a kettle.
There were other small absurdities to the day: a sea goat—a shaggy, horned creature that belonged to an old woman down by the market—wandered through a stall and began eating a coil of spare halyard as if it were a snack. The owner chased the goat with more indignation than speed, shrieking that the goat had no taste for proper rope. Later, Etta would hand the goat the odd strip of unused canvas, which it accepted with an aristocratic shrug and then proceeded to shred, turning her neat scrap into a confetti mess. She laughed at that then, a sound that belonged to the shared recognition that nothing in a working harbor stayed dressed for long.
The conversation at the quay lined itself into other, rougher threads. Corin’s apprentices were louder now, and they had begun to ask pointed questions of any captain that passed by. “What do you pay for a sail?” one would ask, his voice bright with the possibilities of money, and then the captain would only look at the seam of his rigging and say nothing. Money had a way of arriving late and leaving quicker; most people understood that, even Corin’s crew. Yet the idea of cheap materials that could be worked quickly had traction. People liked fast solutions in a place where weather made schedules optional.
News drifted in like a paper boat. A sputtering message came by a young courier who stamped up the path, his lungs full of the harbor’s air. He approached Etta like someone delivering a personal debt.
“One of the brigantines—Hollowway—said their mains were tearing along the leech,” he announced, breathless and still thrumming from the climb. “They’re sailing at first light. Captain Bram asks if you will look at their canvas.”
Etta folded the kettle’s steam into the air and set it down. The name Hollowway had weight: it was the supply brigantine, the town’s link to provisions beyond the archipelago—flour, rope, medicines, the odd luxury that kept a place from becoming merely functional. If Hollowway failed to come through the next tide, the town would know in the clench between tooth and tongue.
Koa whistled low. “They’re asking you.”
Etta watched the harbor with a slow, practical attention. Boats were not stories. They were machines with moods, and they required an eye that would see wear before it wanted attention. She thought of Corin's quick-fix promises and the market’s appetite for a new miracle. She thought of Marek’s coin, of Mr. Ruffles’ stolen needle, of the reef-pocked patchwork of lives that depended on cloth stretched in patient geometry.
“I’ll look,” she said finally, though the word did not commit her to the sea tonight. It committed her to a thought. “Not because they asked. Because—” She pinched the edge of a scrap and let the gesture speak. “Because someone will be out there with nothing if they fail.”
The declaration was practical, not heroic: a recognition that a hand might be needed and she had the one that could be trusted to do it. Koa bumped her arm in a small salute of comic ceremony; Mr. Ruffles honked as if in approval and then promptly attempted to tuck himself into the kettle for warmth—another absurdity rescued from freezing logic by human patience. Outside, the gull with the painted beak bobbed by on invisible strings of civic pretense and let out a sound almost like a chuckle.
The courier, having been fed a mug of tea and offered a palm-sized pastry as thanks, hesitated at the gate. “Captain Bram says they haven’t seen this sort of wear before. Not in calm. The seams—there are strips like someone ran a knife along them.” He looked at Etta in a way that asked the kind of question that had nothing to do with payment: Can you stop it?
Etta felt, for the first time that day, a small tremor under her ribs. It was not a fear; it was a practical consideration. There were ways to mend; there were ways to measure; there were ways to design around a problem if you knew what force you were dealing with. She tested a needle between her fingers and slid it back into her palm like a promise she hadn’t quite chosen to make.
The sky had thinned toward evening, the harbor folding into itself with the softness of tired things. Lamps were lit in the shops like cautious stars; their glow turned the market stalls into squares of warmth where people clustered to share gossip or a piece of candied kelp. Etta moved among her tools—a small procession she could perform in the dark—and organized them with the quick, exact order of her profession. Instruments were respectful; they were meant to be handed from one set of hands to another without surprise. She oiled an awl, felt the drag and the smoothness, and set it down so the next grip could be clean. The act alone settled her.
Koa leaned against a post and watched her, the man-child apprentice who had the persistent optimism of someone who thinks the world will overhear his good intentions and respond kindly. “You look like someone who could hold a moon if it leaned his way,” he said.
“Only if the moon agreed to be sewn,” she answered. The phrase was a kind of joke she’d use when she wanted to say no to a request without being unkind.
They shared bread that had been warmed in the market—thick, coarse with a glaze of ginger and brine-tang. Etta ate in the way that people who move with their hands do: quickly, methodically, always with a finger ready to pick up either a dropped pin or a falling thought. Meals were quick here because the sea demanded that practical tempo. The town had other rituals—on certain evenings they hung little wind-ribbons from lamp posts, thin strips of painted cloth that clattered in a sound the children insisted was secret music. It had nothing to do with seam geometry and everything to do with making the world less sharp.
She found herself telling Koa about an old fix she had once made on a winter crossing, about a knot that had almost unspooled itself but for a clever twist she’d invented over the lantern light. He listened, wide-eyed and impressed—not because the story made him admire her more, but because it made him trust that her hands knew what to do in a pinch. That trust, she thought, mattered more than the design of any sail.
A low knock sounded at the door while she spoke. It was the sort of knock that belonged to someone who had climbed the narrow path from the quay and had little time for ceremony. Etta opened it to find Lila Morn on the stoop: precise, painfully polite, and the sort of person who organized people the way other people organized their kitchens. Lila held herself as if there were a list inside her that needed dreadfully to be checked off.
“Etta,” Lila said, her voice the soft clink of coins in a jar. “I don’t want to impose, but we could use your judgment. A couple of the town skiffs lost their sails this afternoon in the calm. It’s worrying people. Could you—would you—”
Etta folded her hands and felt the callus on her palm, the one that never quite faded. “I’ll inspect them,” she said after a beat. She did not promise to teach or to preach. She promised to look and to tell them what she saw.
Lila’s gratitude was a small, careful thing. “If you find anything odd—if it seems beyond the usual—please say. And Captain Bram asked if you would look at Hollowway's main. They’re leaving at first light.”
That last bit landed with a weight Etta could feel in her feet. The Hollowway was a ship that cut supply routes like an artery; if it missed a tide, people noticed. Her fingers flexed around a scrap of leather. She felt the animal economy of the town tightening a little—people balancing on the edge of what they could endure until the supply brigantine rose from the horizon with goods and calm.
She said nothing for a moment while Lila watched her with the patient hope of someone who had planned for the worst and wished to be proven wrong. After a second, she nodded. “At first light,” she confirmed. It was a small acceptance. She had not agreed to cross the sound in a storm or to teach a crowd how to mimic her work. She had only agreed to look.
Lila folded her hands politely and left with the quiet efficiency of someone who had done the necessary thing. Her footsteps were swallowed by the market’s hum. Etta closed the door and stood in the dim light of the workshop, where the tools seemed to lean toward her in expectation. Mr. Ruffles had already appointed himself a sentinel and sat on a coil of spare halyard like a sentry who thought himself decorative and strategic at once.
She sat and began to draft the outline of what she would need: canvas samples, a length of kelp braid, a couple of battens cut to a variety of spring. There was a ledger she kept in her head—materials, spells of patience, times she would not go—but she scribbled a quick list nonetheless. The act of naming supplies steadied her and gave her a route map through a day that might tilt into trouble. She tied a knot to test—overhand, snug, then tucked the tail—and examined how it behaved under a small jerking motion she created with her wrists. The knot did its business and refused to fail. It was a small victory but a useful one.
She was not one for drama. Her decisions were stitches: discrete, functional, and often unremarked. Tonight she let the thought of the Hollowway sit on the table like an unlit lantern. She also felt, faintly, a pull at the back of her jaw that had no business there unless it had meaning: an impulse to show up where something might need her hands. Whether that impulse was vanity or community, she could not tell yet. She only knew its direction.
Midnight came on the harbor with the thin, steady wind that made the flags whisper like asleep mouths. Etta could have stayed awake until dawn, letting the practice of arranging tools keep her company, but she was not a person who hoarded sleeplessness for its own sake. She put a blanket over the worktable, draped canvas across a chair, and then remembered Mr. Ruffles, who had a particular opinion about the best places to nap. She found him asleep in the basket with the reclaimed needle carefully tucked under his wing as if he had always intended to be useful.
A creak in the doorway announced Koa’s return. He came in with the furtive gait of one who had been given permission to a forbidden place—the pie stall at the end of the quay—and had taken full advantage. He handed her a slice of something sweet and flaky, steam still layered along its crust.
“Stole it fair and square,” he said, proud and guilty at once. “I traded a favor for a slice.”
“You’ll get paid in stitches someday,” Etta joked, and he laughed like a simple, honest sound. He dropped into the chair across from her and watched the room as if it might tell him secrets if he could only look long enough.
They spoke in smaller voices then, about nonsense and the day’s petty cruelties. Koa asked about the knot she’d tied earlier and she showed him where the tail tucked, how the load was distributed; his fingers mimicked the motion and a small light went on behind his eyes. It was a teaching that had nothing to do with the world at large, and everything to do with a specific hand needing to know a particular thing.
At two in the morning, when the town was reduced to a few lamplights and the sea made a long, patient sound, there was a knock at the gate so muffled it might have been part of the wind. Etta opened it to find a young courier whose face was almost as young as the dawn. He held a rolled scrap of paper pressed to his chest like a secret. There was a courier’s urgency in his eyes and the tremor of someone who had run farther than his legs had meant to.
“The Hollowway,” he said straight off, and Etta recognized the name like a weight. “Captain Bram sent a note. He said their mains have been showing progressive tearing along the leech for the last two watches. They’re taking a supply-run at first light and he… he wants to know if you can come.”
Etta took the scrap from him with the casualness of someone who had handled many such requests. The handwriting was cramped and official and smelled faintly of tar and lamp oil. The content was lean and direct: Captain Bram asked for Etta Rowan to inspect Hollowway’s mains before the brigantine sailed. There was an addendum in a different hand—less officious, more personal: We haven’t seen this before. It’s not like the usual fraying. The courier’s fingers fluttered as he waited.
Koa leaned forward, bright-eyed and suddenly sobered. “They’re asking for you,” he said.
“You should have better manners than to ask for me through a note,” Etta told him. She was not offended; she had been invited many times and refused with a dozen polite put-offs. “Ask in person next time.”
The courier scratched his head, embarrassed, then produced a small coin and bowed—a gesture learned in a dozen towns—and left with more haste than he had arrived. The harbor was quiet enough to hear the flap of a sail somewhere distant, a solitary sound that set her palms to remembering the feel of a live sheet.
She walked to the window and looked out. The sea was a dark smear with a few stars pricked into it; the horizon was a low, emotionless line that could hide fortunes and disasters alike. The note in her hand felt heavier than it physically was. Hollowway had been the town’s backbone more than once; it brought in flour and rope and odd little luxuries that kept the world from becoming only a means to survive. If its mains were failing not in the eyewitness wind but in a new way, she suspected it might mean something the town had hardly vocabulary for.
Still, for all that hovering unease, Etta folded the paper back into her palm and set it on the bench. There were practical steps to be taken and tools to assemble. She made a list she told no one about: lengths of kelp braid, battens of varying gives, a spool of waxed cord, her best awl. She took oil to her boots and arranged them at the door; a pair of trousers hung ready in the dim, a bit stiff from sitting idle.
Mr. Ruffles, sensing the movement, hopped onto the bench and attempted to tug at a length of canvas with his beak as if to say: We do not sleep when opportunities present themselves. He was rewarded with a crust of pastry shared by Koa and a wag of Etta’s chin that said: tomorrow, then. They settled, in their uneven, human way, into a night that was a waiting list of errands and quiet obligations. The harbor hummed like a thing with many small engines, and Etta kept her tools arranged like a pilot keeping the instruments tidy—not because she trusted the instruments to be right but because she needed them to be ready.
When the gulls started their quiet, knobby signal of early light, Etta was already awake. The routine steadied her—pocket the awl, tuck a length of wax cord into the palm, test the batten for spring with a quick, practiced bend. Koa was half-asleep by the kettle, panda-eyed from staying awake to make sure she wasn’t leaving alone; his voice came out small and contraband when he asked, “Do you think it’ll be more than sewing this time?”
Etta strapped on her working belt and tightened the knot twice, because she had learned from experience that haste made poor stitches. “I don’t know yet,” she admitted. The answer was small but honest. “We’ll find out when we get there.”
They walked the path down to the quay like people with a single shared purpose. The town was waking in a scatter—lamps blown out, fisherman bundling nets, the smell of sea-oven smoke drifting from someone’s alley. A vendor who sold clove-sweetened nuts waved an empty hand at them like someone giving last scraps of cheer. The festival ribbons shivered on their posts, bright in the washing light like a crowd’s polite applause.
The Hollowway lay abreast two piers over, a squat brigantine of honest lines and useful scars. Captain Bram was a man whose face had made peace with wind and salt; his voice was blunt and efficient. He stood with the ship’s log in one hand and his boots planted on the deck like anchors.
“Etta,” he said when she climbed aboard, as if he’d slipped a familiar name into a pocket. There was an economy to his greeting: he trusted people who arrived, not promises. “We’ve lost half a mast’s worth of canvas already on the last two watches. The leeches—knives along them, but only in certain spots. We called up Corin first, but he had a dozen apprentices and no patience for boating us at night.” He spat once into the water, pragmatic as ever, and then added, “We’d rather not lose Hollowway if we can help it.”
Etta walked the deck with her eyes flat and ready, hands at the ready to reach for a frayed hem or a loose batten. She felt for the fabric with a practiced touch—no theatrics, only a scrutinizing patience. Her fingers trailed along a seam, felt the grain of its give, the memory of where a strain had pushed in the past. The story the canvas told under her hands was an honest one; it complained where hands had been rough, it remembered sharp knots and sharp reefings. But the knife marks—there was a different cadence to them, something that suggested a lateral tearing instead of a straight rip.
She set to work in the narrow, private way she reserved for the roofs of ships. She cut a small swatch for testing and braided a reinforcement that would give the panel extra forgiveness. She measured, bent, waxed, and stitched with a concentrated energy that shaded into calm. Koa fetched battens and passed them like a second pair of hands; they moved with a quiet choreography fitted to the task.
At one point, as she knelt to feed a waxed cord through a thin seam, she heard Captain Bram’s voice behind her, roughened with concern. “What do you make of this, Etta?”
She didn’t look up. “It feels like the sail’s been asked to do impossible geometry,” she said. “But it doesn’t snap like that of its own accord in calm. Something’s been doing the asking.”
Bram rubbed his chin, an action that implied both thought and fatigue. “We’ll pay in coin and grain. Whatever you need.”
“Pay won’t fix a hole if the wind itself is different,” she said. The remark was not entirely helpful as a promise, but it was honest. The work of her hands could mend fabric, strengthen joins, invent slack where bite wanted to sit. It could not, however, change the physics of the world. For that, perhaps, they would need to adapt.
They worked until the light went thin and the first real change of tide creased the water. The sail she had patched looked disciplined and proud, honest under the hand. When she stood, Captain Bram offered a nod that had the shape of thanks without being overdone. Koa, who had been fetching and cutting and holding things in a way that elbowed him into competence, flushed with the quiet pride of not spilling anything for an hour.
They left Hollowway with the quiet sense of a task done and the knowledge that the thing they had done might not be enough. Etta’s unwillingness to teach had not changed in the small machinery of the day; she had refused to show the apprentices her off-balanced seams. Yet somehow the town’s nervousness had found its way onto her bench and into her hands.
Back at the shop, the market had grown louder as deliveries arrived and rumors stretched themselves out into full stories. The patched sail Marek had brought earlier hung from a beam to dry, its stitches visible like a map of private decisions. People came to the workshop—some out of curiosity, some out of insistence. A woman from the bakery stood there munching the corner of a candied kelp pastry, listening with wide interest. She was distracted by the way Etta worked; there was a meditative kind of craft to it that swallowed ordinary hours and spat them back out refined.
Koa and Etta arranged the tools again, and for a fleeting moment the day’s urgency felt like a misremembered dream. Then a shout from the quay cut through—the sort of shout that gathers people because it is louder than any other sound. Etta, without thinking, grabbed an extra awl, a spare length of kelp, and an extra bit of waxed cord, tucking them into a bag as if the bag itself were a talisman.
“You don’t have to go,” Koa said, touching her arm with a hand that had become clumsy with concern.
“If I don’t,” she answered, without hesitating, “someone else will be left with a knife where a seam should be.”
Outside, the harbor formed its audience. A small boat, a town skiff, had been towed in and its mainsail lay on the dock in a sad, ragged heap. The tear was not the same as ordinary wear—the edge was angry and clean in places, like a path where fabric had been unwillingly guided. People clustered, offering guesses that ranged from supernatural nonsense to crude practicality. Corin’s apprentices stood in a group and tried to look like they understood unfolding warfare of weather; their mouths moved but their hands remained inexperienced.
An old woman, who mended nets with a patience that looked like prayer, peered at the fabric and said, “This is not the work of a bad seam.” Her pronouncement came out as a statement of fact, not fear. The old woman’s words had the weight that carries in a harbor—that of someone whose hands had once stretched over hundreds of hulls and learned what a run in canvas could and could not do.
Etta crouched and examined the torn edge with the narrow attention of someone who reads cloth the way others read faces. She ran a thumb along the hem—no scorch, no obvious chemical stain. The fibers were separated with a sideways drag, and the pattern of damage suggested a force that curled and then bit, like a filament weaving sideways through the weave. She touched it to confirm what her eyes suggested and felt a faint grit on the fibers, a powdery residue that did not belong to rope or pitch.
“Do you see this?” Lila asked softly. Her worry was a thin ribbon—measured, careful.
Etta wiped her fingers against her palm and held the residue up for a blade-light. It glittered like something worked into sand, not uniform, composed of tiny crystalline bits that caught the dawn. She had never seen anything like it. It was a detail that did not belong in any of her well-thumbed manuals of wear and care.
“Where did you get this?” Corin demanded, pushing forward with a smug assumption that anything unfamiliar could be explained away with a new product or a loud voice.
“From the tear,” Etta said. “And from the places around it.”
Corin scoffed and gestured to his apprentices in a way that implied the existence of a simpler world in which questions had orthodox answers. People liked the neatness of that world. Etta, however, was not satisfied with neatness.
She gathered what little evidence she could, pocketed a scrap of torn thread—she called it thread now in the way everyone else might, though in her head the idea still stung—and put it in a small jar. The jar felt important because it made a question feel real. Questions were easier to act on than rumors.
A small, ridiculous squeal broke the tension—a child on the quay had made a sound because Mr. Ruffles had taken off with a strip of kelp between his beak and was parading around as though he had found a banner. The absurdity of it made people smile, and in that smile the shape of the day shifted. People laughed; the harbor loosened its frown. The presence of the goose, the shared joke, the oddity of the painted gulls—all of it grounded the people in something like normalcy even as they whispered about the tear.
Etta fastened the little sample jar into her bag and finished preparing the tools she would need if she chose to take the Hollowway’s invitation seriously. Her hands moved as if by muscle memory through tasks they had performed a hundred times. The act of getting ready steadied her resolve; action, in her experience, always outperformed speculation.

    
Claims on the Wind
The quay filled by noon as if someone had opened a sack of small anxieties and let them tumble out. Word had teeth: Etta was needed. People arrived in tidy groups, their faces a mix of expectation and complaint, like weather-beaten flags at half-mast. Lila had organized the meeting out of necessity and polite force; she stood at the edge of the pier with a clipboard the size of a small plank and a patience made of quiet lists. Corin Vale arrived in a cloud of lemon oil and showy confidence, apprentices in tow who practiced the broad smiles of people certain money would follow showmanship.
Etta had not wanted an audience. She had put out a single invitation—to inspect, to advise—and the town had converted that into a summons. Still, she came because the sound of people sharing fear made her skin ache. She pushed through the crowd, hands free but alert, the weight of her kit at her shoulder like a second conscience. The morning ritual at the market continued around the edges: someone boiled seaweed for a soup that smelled of distant storms; an old potter baked clay whistles that imitated gull calls and sold them as children’s toys. These details mattered—they made the harbor a place people could recognize when tides turned outward.
Lila stepped forward before anyone could clap. “We’re grateful you came, Etta,” she said, the sentence shaped like a small bridge. “We hoped you might tell us whether this is a fluke or something to worry about.”
Etta flexed her fingers against the strap of her bag. “Show me the worst examples first,” she said, practical and brief. Her tone landed hard in the open air and kept itself simple, like a well-cut sail.
A captain pushed a bundle of ruined canvas across the picnic of crates. The tear was sharp and angry in places, ragged in others, sprinkled with the same crystalline grit Etta had found on the town’s skiff. Corin wandered over with the swagger of a man who expected applause; his apprentices lingered near the edges, eating up the drama. He leaned on a crate and offered a loud, easy solution. “Cheap rope, quick replace, and you’ll have new material before the tide turns. We can save you coin and time.”
An old woman who mended nets for the fishers snorted. “Cheap rope,” she said, finishing a stitch. “Cheaper solutions break bones when the sea wants you to keep ’em.”
Koa, sitting on a coil of spare halyard with a ridiculous contraption of brass and bone balanced beside him, barked a laugh that chased away some of the gathering tension. Mr. Ruffles strutted along the pier like an absurd mayor, tugging at a length of borrowed kelp and honking as if to endorse some invisible policy. The joke of it warmed people; even Corin flinched at a honk and smirked before his mouth returned to business.
The questions that grew around Etta were not all practical. They were steeped in a kind of civic ledger that counted favors, debts, and expectations. “Why don’t you teach?” a young apprentice from Corin’s group demanded, more curiosity than accusation in his voice. The apprentices had the bright hunger of those who could imagine making work into livelihood overnight.
Etta pushed a glove into the knot of her belt and let her gaze sweep the crowd. She had been asked that before, in steps and hints: Wouldn’t it be simpler if she ran a school? If she held a public exhibition? If she let a dozen quick hands make a dozen quick copies of the seams she guarded so carefully? She felt those requests like drafts under a door—pervasive, persistent.
“I don’t teach halves,” she said finally, hearing the bluntness of the phrase, which was meant to keep things tidy. “Sewing is as much about knowing when to leave slack as when to pull taut. It’s not a trick you take on and expect to win the sea at tomorrow’s tide.”
Corin stepped forward then, the motion like a sail snapping into wind. “So you hide it to charge more?” he shouted, voice booming over the pier. “You keep secrets and sell them to the highest bidder. That’s not craft; that’s gatekeeping.”
A ripple of murmurs answered him. A few faces hardened like wet leather; others looked lost. Corin’s claim had sting because it reframed Etta’s privacy as greed. She felt the accusation like a gust she had not expected. It made something small thrum inside her, a protest that had nothing to do with money but everything to do with how her work balanced on a tight, private spine.
Lila moved between them with a diplomat’s economy. “We’re not here to make enemies,” she said gently, hands open as if smoothing the lee of a sail. “We want to understand and to prepare.”
Koa, who had been fiddling with the brass wind gauge, scowled at Corin as though the man had offended his mother. “You can’t put the sea in a ledger,” he said, voice high with indignation. “It doesn’t care about coin.”
Corin waved him off with a hand sharp as a cleat. “Sentiment’s all right until you lose freight.”
The crowd’s attention tilted between the two of them like a compass needle. Etta kept her hands busy with the bag of samples, pulling out little evidence and passing it around—scraps of beaded grit, a small jar with a powder that caught the light like frosted glass, use-worn battens marked by the scatter of teeth where a shark perhaps had taken a taste. People turned them over, felt their surfaces, attempted to make sense with the fingers they used for everyday repair.
Between jabs of accusation and sensible questions, the mood found a shape that made space for small absurdities. A fishmonger sold triangular cakes—brined lemon pastries that melted into the mouth and left an odd echo of the sea—and offered them for free to anyone who listened without interruption. A troupe of children paraded through the pier with wind-ribbons tied to the handles of small kites, squealing as each ribbon snapped and chattered in the air. The sound of their small triumphs threaded through the adults’ more serious voices like a bright pocket of warmth.
Mr. Ruffles, who had been watching the world with the studious disdain of a judge, decided to make a statement. He mounted a coil of spare halyard, shuffled into a pose of grave authority, and proceeded to waddle in a circle exactly where the town’s most vocal spectators had gathered. He honked once, sharp as a punctuation mark, and then took a triumphant bite of a pastry someone had left on the crate. The comic timing was perfect; a laugh went through the crowd and dissolved some of the tension as if it had been salted away.
“Even his goose thinks we should be kinder,” Koa murmured, leaning close enough that Etta felt the warmth of his shoulder. The moment humanized the larger complaint—teasing, not pleading—and reminded people of the ordinary stakes: hunger, warmth, the market’s ongoing necessity.
Lila, eyes firm, steered the crowd back to practicalities. “We’ve had a few boats with similar damage,” she said. “Captain Bram asked if Etta would look at Hollowway’s main. We expected that. But there are other things: the small skiffs and the cobblemen’s nets. We need to know if this is a pattern.”
A hand shot up—an erosion of caution—and a fisherman with a throat like rope told a story of a calm day, a sail that flapped like a wounded bird, and then the tearing. He spoke not for drama but for the practical fear of losing a season’s catch. Those stories layered into a clear urgency: whatever did this, it was not an isolated trouble.
Etta felt the pressure of the crowd braid around her. She had counted on being consulted, but she had not expected the civic intensity that followed. People were not only asking for mending; they were asking for certainty. They wanted rules they could apply, patterns to organize their days around. She understood that need. People needed forms; they wanted to measure the unknown and name it so they could live with it.
She removed her gloves and held the scrap of canvas that bore the most curious abrasions. People craned in to peer. “The pattern of the tears suggests something lateral,” she told them, working through her thoughts while she spoke—testing ideas against the small physical clues as she had been taught to do by years of hands-on correction. She laid the scrap on a plank and rubbed it gently; the grit fell away in a faint smudge on her palm.
“Could it be a sharp object?” someone asked.
“No,” she replied. “There’s no mark like a blade would make. This looks like the fabric was invited to fold and then something bit at the fold. It leaves grit, not fibers, like the cloth was combed by something that shed into it.”
The apprentices in Corin’s circle whispered to one another. Corin, eager to outrun doubt, muttered loudly about new ropes and clever knots. Bram, who had arrived late and had a map of the ship’s usual routes folded into his coat, listened with the narrow attention of someone whose life was measured in tides and safe margins.
Bram moved closer. “If Hollowway’s mains keep failing, we won’t make the supply run cleanly,” he said. “There’s a channel we take sometimes—eddy-prone and narrow. Our engine can’t always hold us straight through; we rely on sail geometry to keep the ship steady. If the mains are the wrong shape at the right moment, we’ll be in trouble.”
Etta turned her head and found that the day had narrowed into its true shape—this was less about coin or reputation and more about people’s survival on a schedule. The Hollowway’s role as supply link made the problem larger than a single boat. The harbor held its breath as if the wind might decide between them.
Conversation shifted toward contingency—who would go if the brigantine needed escort, which skiffs could fare the channel, whether the town’s own supply caches had enough to last a missed tide. There were lists and suggestions; some nonsense, some useful. Corin proposed a relay of patched sails—manufactured quickly and deployed like bandages—then offered an ornate, brittle grin that suggested his idea was clever until it failed under real load.
Etta did not want to be the center of the conversation. She wanted tools and a team, not a petition. But the town regarded her as if her hands were a public good, an asset to be called. She felt the familiar moral weight—she had to decide if her craft would remain private or become public, whether she would sequester what she knew to keep it pure or broaden it to protect others. She heard herself in their inquiries, felt the tug between keeping the work intact and the urge to make it multiply.
“What we need is understanding,” Lila said plainly. “Not just sewing until the next tide. If something new is happening, we should learn to read it and to make resilient sails that don’t depend on one maker.”
Koa leaned forward, earnest and impatient. “Teach them,” he said, looking at Etta. “Start with the captains. Show them what those seams do and why. It won’t make you less Etta.”
Etta laughed, a small, sharp sound that smelled of sea and fatigue. “Teaching’s not a magic trick,” she said. “It’s a slow god that asks for time. I can show them the stitches, but I can’t hand over the instinct.”
Lila nodded as if factoring that into a new plan. The council of the harbor—that informal, practical body made of people who had to keep boats moving—began to draft ideas aloud. Someone suggested a shared workshop night; another recommended a surveillance of sailing patterns to chart when the tears happened. The town’s habits began to accommodate the new problem, as towns do: with lists, committees, and the peculiar optimism of people who assume that any problem, named and measured, could be made smaller.
Amid the serious talk there were smaller cultural details that reminded everyone why they bothered to keep harbors functioning. A pastry seller announced a “wind cake” competition for the festival—cakes that would not fall apart under gusts, a joke that made the bakers eye flour like an instrument to be tuned. A group of local weavers unveiled a new style of netting meant to sing in the wind and scare off gulls; the design had nothing to do with the tearing but represented the town’s appetite for projects that made life more tolerable. These things were trivial beside the damage, but they mattered; they were languages the people used to translate anxiety into projects.
Through all of this, Etta worked with a restless kind of focus. She sketched on a scrap of oiled board, not equations but diagrams—how a batten should flex at the leech, where to place slack so a bite would glance rather than gouge. She traced motions with quick hands, rapid and decisive, turning the abstract into the tactile. Her actions were the sort of leadership that did not require speeches: she drew, she pointed, she placed a batten in a volunteer’s hand and let them feel the spring.
Koa watched her and then mimicked her, fingers awkward, eyes intent. “Here—see how the curve lets the gust roll off instead of biting?” he murmured to a small group of skiff owners, less teacher than translator—a familiar pattern in their relationship where he became the lively echo to her steady line.
“You’re doing good,” Lila said softly to Etta, laying a hand briefly on her shoulder in the sort of small encouragement that fell between officials and friends. It was not applause; it was a practical acknowledgement: your hands are helping us make plans.
The afternoon darkened into something like resolve. Corin, sensing his public image slipping beneath the sea’s more urgent realities, shifted tactics and offered a demonstration of his own—cheap, strong canvases that could be produced quickly. He set them up with a bravado stage, unfurled a new bolt, and asked for volunteers to test it against the wind. A few apprentices scrambled to comply, eager to show the crowd a tangible fix.
Etta watched without comment until the moment the wind hit. The new canvas bulged and snapped in a way that looked impressive at first but quickly became a brittle spectacle; where Etta’s patched panels had folded and breathed, Corin’s cloth took the gust and declared loudly that it could not cope with the nuance of strain. It flapped and then leaked, edges flaring like a mouth that could not close. There was a small groan in the crowd—disappointment and a growing appreciation for resilience over shine.
A captain clapped slowly, not unkindly, and offered the sea the kind of practical verdict we all respect: “You can dazzle with flash, Corin, but when you’re three days out from the nearest shore, you prefer a sail that won’t sing itself into pieces.”
Corin’s face softened for the first time that afternoon; he swallowed pride like water and nodded, the motion small and human. “Perhaps,” he said, tone moderated. The pier felt like a living thing that had just learned to judge a merchant not by promises but by how his cloth performed when the sea asked for endurance.
The meeting dissipated little by little as people returned to works and shops, ideas carried in their pockets like tools. Lila collected notes and suggested a plan: a shortlist of captains to be taught the basics, a rotating crew to monitor sails, and an idea for a test run with a modular panel Etta sketched on her board. The plan was sensible and small; it fit the town’s way of doing big things slowly and together.
Etta agreed to show a small cohort—captains and a few volunteers—how to read the signs and to install temporary reinforcements. She did not promise to start a school. She had still not decided whether the craft could be broadly dispersed without losing its edge. But she would teach a handful of practical things that any crew could use in immediate danger. It was a compromise that smelled like salt and good sense.
As the crowd thinned and the market resumed its gentle commerce, Etta found a moment of quiet behind her own shop. She unrolled the board with the sketch of modular panels and drew new lines, the motion a practiced shorthand. Koa came up behind her, shoulders dusted with flour from a baker who had insisted he try a new kind of tide-proof bun.
“You did well,” he said, the compliment tossed with the casual intimacy of someone who had watched her work from the inside of the room for months. “You didn’t give them speeches, just tools. That’s more dangerous.”
Etta snorted softly. “Dangerous how?”
“Because tools make people think us mortal,” he said. “You are mortal and terrifying enough without the myth.”
She smiled despite herself. It was a private exchange—no crowd, no demands, just two people who had shared small hardships. The remark revealed the depth of their bond: he admired her craft and yet wanted her not to hoard it out of fear. It was trust, not just curiosity.
She tied a loop into a piece of kelp and handed it to Koa. “Keep them honest,” she said. “Tell me if I get proud.”
He took the kelp like a promise and clipped it to his belt. “I will,” he said, voice steady. “Even if you threaten to lock up all the needles.”
They both laughed; it was the honest kind of laughing that signaled a truce with the day’s anxieties. Beyond them the harbor had reassembled into its quieter rhythms: pots clanked, a woman combed sea-salt from her hair with the thoroughness of ritual, and a child blew a clay whistle that imitated the gulls’ tone in a tone unbearably off-key. Those ordinary things had nothing to do direct with the tearing of mains but everything to do with why people kept returning to the sea: it made them part of a chain of little absurdities and steady, practical acts. Etta packed her tools for the afternoon, feeling the friction of decision under her nails. She had agreed to teach a narrow slice—captains, basics, practical reinforcements—but the question of how much of her craft could become shared would not settle in her mind that evening. It lodged like a stubborn nail: useful, uncomfortable, and demanding the right kind of leverage.

    
Shredded Sky
They shoved off while the town still smelled faintly of night ovens and sea-salt sugar. Dawn had salted the gulls’ chalk into the ropes and left the quay looking like someone had made a careful mess. Etta slung her tool bag over one shoulder and checked each pocket like a small ritual: waxed cord, needles, spare battens, a rolled panel of the modular cloth she’d been testing, an awl whose handle was smoothed by a dozen crossings. Koa brought his brass wind gauge, which was half gadget and half charm—he’d wired a glass bead to it so it jingled prettily when the air shifted. “It tells you when wind’s in a feisty mood,” he said, grinning. The device had the sort of personality children give to forgotten machines.
Mr. Ruffles refused to be left behind. He had learned, in a manner of slow and undignified education, that leaving one’s home for a boat meant pockets of pastry would appear, and when pastries are in the world a goose follows. He waddled aboard like a small, earnest admiral and demanded a tiny lifejacket in a voice of honks. Etta taped a scrap of canvas into a ridiculous vest and tied it with a string. He honked approval and promptly attempted to wedge the awl into the pocket meant for her chalk. Koa laughed, the sound quick and bright, and shoved the goose back from the dangerous temptation. It was absurd and it made the crew lighter.
Captain Bram stood on the deck with the practical gravity of a man who measures risk by how many hands he can depend on. “You’ve tested these panels in the yard,” he said to Etta, voice low and blunt. “We’ll run them in the channel and see if your fancy lattice can hold a brigantine’s lee.”
Etta answered by pulling the first panel from its roll and looping the reinforced seam through a low cleat. She worked with the economy of movements that makes heavy things seem lighter: splice, pull, stitch, tension. Her fingers moved like machine gears and yet kept the gentleness of someone who knows cloth is stubborn and jealous of rough handling. Koa helped, passing battens, holding edges taut with the earnest clumsiness of a novice who means well. “Remember,” he said, then glanced at the wind gauge and added, “it also sings in a gale.”
The town slipped astern as they threaded the narrow throat that led to open sound—boats tacked and slipped like a practiced herd, and fishermen’s superstition hung in the air: they blessed keels with a sprig of thyme for luck on odd days, a small custom that had nothing to do with stitch work but made folks nod as they rowed by. The channel narrowed and the water smelled of cold iron and a tang of seaweed ferment, a local delicacy the town ate in winter. Etta felt the familiar tug of sea-work awake in her bones; she tightened a knot once and released it to check its memory.
They rigged the prototype as they would a puppet, each panel a tongue that would speak to the wind. Etta’s design was modular: several smaller panels that could be lashed together into a larger lattice, designed to bend and roll rather than to take the wind’s full blunt force. The idea was to give the fabric choices—let a gust move through it like a herd through a gate rather than smashing into a single wall. She handed a batten to Bram and showed him how to seat it so the curve would flex under a certain pull.
“Why not just make it thicker?” Bram asked as he settled the batten into place. The question came from a sailor’s honesty; thicker seems safer to someone who thinks of weight and bulk as protection.
“Thicker fights back,” Etta said, tightening a lash. “This asks the wind politely to move someplace else.”
Koa, who liked metaphors that involved food, chimed in. “Like asking a crab to take a different rock,” he said, which made Bram snort. The rapport between them was easy—Bram’s gruffness and Koa’s bright silly courage fit around Etta’s steadfast competence like a well-sewn hem.
The wind for the first hour behaved like someone at a market choosing their stall: capricious but manageable. Koa’s gauge tinkled now and then and Etta made small adjustments, lacing panels tighter or letting a little slack breathe where a swell might want to sniff. The sea shone low, a ribbon of pewter with occasional bright teeth when a fish broke the surface. A stray seal popped its head up to peer, indignant at being observed.
On deck, the crew joked and worked; the habit of humor kept their muscles looser. Bram told a short tale about a boy he’d once hauled from a rocky lee and Etta listened with a small, private smile, nodding at the rhythm of a life that had always included tides and stitches. They were professionals on a day’s work—no speeches, no grand gestures—just hands making practice against the unpredictable.
The first oddity arrived like a smell: subtle, a metallic glimmer in the air that only the gulls seemed to notice first. They rode a line of wind that curved in a way the ordinary channel never did, an upwelling that bent the spray into an arch. Koa’s gauge whined and spun, the little bead glinting like an eye. “That’s not right,” he said, voice small.
Etta squinted toward the horizon and saw a ribbon of movement lifting the water in furious little eddies, a bruise on the sea’s smooth skin. It could have been a whirlpool’s cousin, a localized curl of air that gathered itself with appetite. She felt the hair on her forearm prick, a professional warning. “We’ll reef and ride,” she ordered. Hands moved with the quick consent of practiced sailors. They reduced sail and shifted weight so the boat leaned and begged the wind to pass politely by.
A first gust snuck through like a thief, finding the seam’s weakest notch and following it with a hungry, lateral bite. For a moment the prototype held, its panels turning to take the brunt and sending it away, but then the spiral found a place where two panels met in a stubborn ridge and bit. The fabric split along a leech with a sound like a struck skin—the tear grew sideways, and the salt spray flung itself into their faces like a chorus.
Etta’s hands attacked the problem the way a surgeon’s hands do: sudden and precise. She scrambled up a low mast, boots finding holds she trusted, and pressed battens into a jagged hole, jamming canvas enough to keep the worst from blowing out entirely. Bram barked a dozen orders—hold that cleat, cut that line, watch the lee—and the crew scrambled to obey. Koa fought with a coil of waxed cord, his hands fumbling but steadying when Etta’s voice cut through the salt: “Pass the awl! Don’t let the lash run!”
Mr. Ruffles, never one to miss drama, had chosen that instant to make a statement. He strutted to the rail and, in a burst of aquatic patriotism, flapped himself half off the deck as if he intended to supervise from the water. Bram snatched him just shy of grandeur and muttered something like a curse that tasted like care. The absurdity—rescue a goose while the sea wanted to take your sail—made Koa laugh in a short, ragged burst that sounded like air escaping from a drum. Laughter kept panic from growing to terror.
They righted what they could, but the fabric bore a new language of weakness: little slashes that had the look of something combing through weave with tiny teeth. Etta scraped at the tear and found, again, that glittering grit worked into the fibers—like powdered glass or salt that had been organized into sharp crystals. She tucked a sample into her palm and closed her fingers around it as if that would limit its reach. The discovery made her stomach drop because it matched the scrap she’d taken from the skiff at the quay.
“We can jury-rig a lee,” Bram said, trying to clip the worry from his voice. “Can we get close enough to put together a patch that’ll hold?”
Etta’s mind was already working through the options: lacing battens for a curved seal, making a secondary panel that could be clamped temporarily, letting slack in controlled folds. She barked orders that were all action verbs—splice, lash, pinch—and the crew moved as a body, rough and immediate. Koa handed her a batten and then, clumsy with adrenaline, tried to staple down a strip of cloth with a gaff hook and missed. “Not the gaff for gaffing,” Bram growled, which made Koa redden and then grin sheepishly.
They threw a line to a small tender whose crew had been swept toward a shoal by the same peculiar gust. A boy clung to the thwarts, eyes wide and bright with a terror that cut the marrow of anyone who had ever loved a child. Etta leaned over and passed a loop made from a spare panel, her hands steady and quick, and the boy hooked it through his arms and was hauled aboard with the graceless gratitude of someone who had been rescued. The act was simple, immediate, and it tightened something in Etta’s chest—an affirmation that hands, even clumsy ones, could change the immediate shape of danger.
After the rescue, they rode the worse aftermath: the sea had a mood now, and it pulsed in small, unpredictably vicious spirals. Etta worked on the damaged area with the methodical fury of someone who knows that improvisation without order becomes another kind of failure. She cut a panel to size, stitched it with a care that did not tolerate hesitation, and lashed it across the tear with battens that she bedded into the curve so the wind might slide off rather than dig a new groove.
Her palms ached with salt and effort; she removed her glove with a single motion and used the heel of her hand to smooth wax into the seam. The wax smelled of bees and pine and something like safe rooms. The patch held enough that the boat could make way if they were careful, but Etta did not like “enough” when people’s livelihoods rode on it. “We ought to get eyes on Hollowway,” she said, the sentence low and deliberate. “If their mains are like this, it’s more than a few bad tacks.”
Bram’s jaw tightened. “We’ll go near enough to see if they’re running any jury-rigged canvas,” he said. His voice had the weary calculation of someone who had spent nights worrying about cargos and food for children ashore. “But we won’t risk the brig in this throat if it’ll bite any more than it already has.”
They threaded their way toward the thicker water with a pull that was careful and small—steer, check, ease. The channel opened and revealed Hollowway a pale bulk on the horizon, a boat that should have been moving with the tide but instead sat in a patch of water that boiled with odd currents. From that distance they could still see a scrap of fabric flapping uselessly in a way that made them flinch in unison. The sight was the kind of proof that changes speculation into action. Etta felt a responsibility settle, not like a command but like a familiar tool that needed to be wielded. She tightened a lash and checked her kit again, counting the needles as if each one were a small promise.
They tried to approach Hollowway to offer immediate help, but as the distance shortened a new pattern in the water revealed itself: a ring of small, churning currents that formed a slow, hungry wheel. It wasn’t the deep churn of a whirlpool that pulls a hull down in a single, violent bite. This moved differently, like an engine with too many small teeth, grinding a path that could fray a sail over several passes. The brigantine fought to keep its orientation, tacking and bowing to the wheel with a dignity that was starting to show strain.
“You can’t hold her in a place like that,” Bram said. “We’ll get close and see, but without a proper escort we only invite more trouble.”
Etta watched the vessel as if reading a face. Her hands were steady despite her quickening pulse; she slid a needle through a new panel with a motion that was a kind of prayer. “If I can get a lattice together, something that redistributes the pull instead of resisting it, we might make a corridor through the churn,” she said. The idea sat in the air like a challenge—simple in formulation but monstrous in execution.
Koa’s eyes went wide. “You mean like a moving hallway?” he asked, delighted by the image. He sounded like a child inventing a new game in a storm.
“It’s not a game,” Etta answered, but there was a twinge of curiosity in her voice that tasted like the old hunger. It would require them to stitch under pressure, to fasten battens and lash seams while the water tried to take their hands. It would require more people and better-prepared panels than they currently had.
Bram made a hard decision with the weight that comes from knowing many people expect you to return. “We can’t take Hollowway out of that wheel alone,” he said. “We’ll have to make do and come back with an escort. Bring what you can, Etta. The town will want you to start teaching more than a handful after this.”
That last line landed like a gust of a different sort—social pressure sliding into practical command. Etta’s jaw tightened. She had not promised a school, only to help in emergencies. The thought of a rush of hands, unpracticed and eager, looping pins into the wrong place, made her stomach flinch. Yet the sight of Hollowway flapping at the edge of the churn was the kind of brute fact that turned ethics into immediate work: people would need sails that could live with teeth like this. She nodded once, a small, silent concession. “We go back, bring supplies, make patterns for a fast assembly,” she said. The decision was made with the economy of someone who prefers action over debate.
They eased back toward the harbor with a list of tasks already forming. The crew moved in a focused, mechanical way—the small effective muscle of a group that had just been reminded how quickly the sea could punish sloppiness. Etta’s hands kept finding the rhythm of drafting new panels, her movements quick and deliberate even though the light was thinning and the gulls had gone quiet about the matter. Koa kept fiddling with his gauge, muttering new observations into the air, and every so often his excitement would break the tension into a smile.
When they slipped into the last sheltered cove before the quay, a thin fog licked the water. The town’s lighthouse keeper often left small bowls of hot broth at the gate for late workers—a tradition unrelated to sailmaking but deeply connected to how folks cared for one another. Bram accepted a ladle with a grunt of thanks and Etta let the warmth seep into her palms. It was, bizarrely, as important as any voting of panels: food made people steady.
Koa, fidgeting, picked up the scrap of glittering grit Etta had tucked into her bag and squinted at it as if peering at a jewel. “It’s like—like someone shook the stars into the weave,” he said, earnest and a little breathless.
Etta didn’t answer immediately. She set the scrap on the bench and tightened a spool of cord with a decisive twist. Her mind was already sorting patterns—where to place seams for redundancy, how to let battens share load, what simple instructions would keep someone alive on an awkward watch. The small, absurd moments—the goose in a lifejacket, the wind gauge that sang, the lighthouse broth—kept the day human. The larger thing—the flaying wind that fed on seams—had made the day urgent and messy. She clipped a needle into her mouth and, with the low, practical focus of a person about to teach others how to keep a town afloat, she began to lay out a plan for hurried rebuilding and instruction.

    
Patterns for Many
The morning the classes began, the quay looked like someone had hung intention out to dry. Lines of benches, a couple of rough trestles, piles of spare canvas, and a succession of captains and skiff-owners who kept one hand on their wallets and another on an old habit. Lila had arranged things with a kind of civil ruthlessness—schedules, sign-up slips, a handful of town rules taped to a crate: “Respect tools; ask before taking; don’t sew when tired.” The rules were small and sensible. The crowd, however, arrived with their own versions of sensible attached: an anxious grandmother clutching a spool, a boy with flour on his sleeves who had come because his father told him to learn anything that might save their season.
Etta unrolled the modular panels on a low table and let her fingers run over the seams as if greeting an old friend. Teaching felt like a blade she’d never learned to bank; it gave the town something immediate and real, but it also risked her private method. Koa sat nearby with his wind gauge tinkling, eyes bright and hands ready. Mr. Ruffles, newly-appointed ceremonial foreman, had established a perch atop a coil of halyard and scowled imperiously at anyone who mistreated the tools—a gesture that, absurdly, made people tend to their pins with more care.
“You have to pick your start,” Lila murmured as she shuffled sign-up slips. She’d learned to be practical; emotion had its uses but not when supplies depended on the tide. “Show them what to do first that will keep people afloat.”
Etta nodded. She began with the basics: how a leech needed slack in the right place, how battens must be seated so they shared strain instead of focusing it. Her hands moved with the clarity of someone who translated geometry into human motion; she threaded an awl and handed it to a captain with the same careful attention she might pay a child in a room of sharp things. “Feed the stitch with intent,” she said. “Pull with patience, and let the cloth tell you where to stop.”
That small phrase did more than explain technique. It told people that skill listened. A pair of apprentice-turned-captains hunched in, following her fingers like birds tracking a hawk. Etta let them fumble under her gaze; she corrected the angle of a needle with a swift, confident press and watched how their hands learned the right humility to keep a seam from panicking under strain.
The town’s attempts at mimicry produced an odd pageant. One villager, thinking that bulk meant strength, sewed a sail from layered wicker-lattice and canvas strips; the thing looked like a festival costume and flapped as if embarrassed. A baker’s boy tried to replicate the staggered stitch using a kitchen skewer and a hopeful grin—he produced a scalloped mess that smelled faintly of sugar from the pie he’d been carrying. The harbor laughed, and the laughter was a salve: these demonstrations, foolish as they were, let people engage without the full terror of failure.
Humor kept panic from consolidating. Mr. Ruffles, sensing the general looseness of attention, made a grand show of correcting a fallen pin by snapping it up and tucking it into his wing as if he were an inspector who’d come to town wearing a feathered badge. The absurd image of a goose with a pin calmed a sailor’s taut jaw more than a dozen reassurances could.
Koa proved useful in a way Etta hadn’t predicted. He translated technical terms into hands-on games—“let the batten breathe” became “hug the wind, don’t wrestle it”—and the captains remembered what to do because they’d laughed while learning. Young men and women who had spent their lives reading waves rather than diagrams picked up the rhythm faster when the lesson was given in motion rather than doctrine. Etta watched him with a narrow pride that had nothing to do with vanity. He was becoming the bridge she had feared to build; his clumsy optimism and patient mimicry made learning less like theft and more like a shared trade.
Not everyone welcomed the redistribution of craft. Corin, predictably, had a louder opinion than anyone needed. He prowled the edge of the workshop with a group of apprentices like a merchant trailing a banner. His barbs arrived as a volley: public policy dressed as criticism. “You’ll ruin the market,” he told anyone within earshot, fingers jabbing at a bolt of canvas as if punctuating his commerce. “If everyone knows how to sew like Etta, who will pay the proper prices? We’ll be making sails for free and losing our livelihoods.”
The remark landed on attentive ears. For some who lived hand-to-mouth, it was a reasonable point. For others, the idea of preserving a craft as property felt like locking bread in a chest. The debate slid into the day in little pockets—between two captains over the kettle, while a net-mender threaded her needle on a bench. Etta heard the arguments and felt the familiar tug: keep it private and maintain the integrity of a craft, or share and risk dilution but possibly protect lives.
Late that afternoon, a small accident made the moral question immediate. Corin arranged a demonstration of a “quick patch” at the pier. He had secretly put a batch of his own materials into the queue that morning—cheap, apparently strong canvas bolted into a panel that promised easy production. He invited a few younger skippers to test it in a short run. The patch was flashy, stitches neat in a factory-made regularity. People clapped at its polish. Then a gust, petty and cunning, struck the panel and the cheap canvas tore like tissue. There was a shameful, stunned silence. A child near the quay called it “a paper trick” and the laugh that followed carried more weight than any argument about pricing.
When Etta approached, Corin’s smile had already shifted into a practiced conciliatory expression. “There are no miracles,” he said, voice shaped into an apology that was also a rebuke. “You need both craft and commerce.”
“Craft without care is still dangerous,” Etta replied, blunt as a cleat. She gathered the torn panel and examined the frayed edge: the same glittering grit sifted into the weave that had haunted their repairs. Corin’s apprentices shuffled and looked at the deck with the guilty slouch of someone who’d learned to applaud a spectacle regardless of consequence.
Koa, who had been watching from the table where he’d been tying small sample knots, rose and brought evidence of his own. He had noticed something odd earlier while unloading a box—a whisper of sawdust and a hairlike scratch on the inner edge of a batten. He showed the group a tiny notch in a batten that had been filed too sharp, a flaw that could catch a seam and nick a thread. “I thought it was clumsy,” he admitted. “Now I’m not sure.”
Heads turned. Corin’s grin tightened. “Accidents happen,” he muttered. His tone carried the suggestion that the harbor should accept misfortune as fate and pay for better screws. Few believed him entirely, but the doubt planted a seed that would grow in some minds: perhaps someone had tampered to discredit new methods. The idea was dangerous because it refracted the problem into suspicion, and suspicion corrodes community faster than any wind could shred a sail.
That evening, when the workshop closed and the market’s noise contracted to a few private conversations, an old sailor found Etta stacking battens in the sheltering dim. He had hands like split rope and eyes that had traveled a hundred tides. He watched her for a long moment before he spoke, then said simply: “You mend things for us more than you think.”
Etta kept her movements slow, folding a panel with a respect that bordered on affection. “I mend what I’m asked,” she said. It was true and it concealed a measure of her hesitation. Teaching more felt like handing away the keys to a door she wanted to keep latched.
The sailor’s laugh was soft and honest. “I once sailed with a maker like you,” he said. “She’d stitch a patch and it held like a promise. We came through a storm and she taught a boy—just enough. He used what she’d given and came back with fish and a steady grin. If you teach everyone here what to do, you’ll dull something in it, maybe. But you’ll also leave fewer sons without dinner.”
His words were a small, honest bribe to humanity. Etta felt the pull, the tug that had kept her on the fence. “There are parts I won’t give,” she admitted quietly. “Tweaks that aren’t just habit but a way to keep something alive.”
“You’ll choose,” he said, as if he’d bet on her before the coin existed. “Choose how you want the harbor to remember you.”
That night, she slept poorly. The choice lived like a restless tide under her ribs. Teaching the captains would mean faster distribution of resilience; keeping secrets might preserve the art but endanger lives in a wider storm. Dawn would demand action either way.
Etta’s compromise took shape like a stitched panel: clear edges, reinforcements where needed, and an allowance for slack where things needed to move. She would teach a narrow, practical curriculum—basics that would let a crew survive a churn and rearrange panels at sea—but she would reserve finer secrets for a trusted circle who proved steady under pressure. The plan felt like an honest middle ground and also like a rope-handler’s trick: tension on one lead moderates the strain on another.
She announced the plan the next morning with less fanfare than a harbor hymn. Captains, a few skilled menders, Lila, and an odd selection of volunteers would be taught the fundamentals immediately. Once they had learned, they would teach others in turn, but only under her supervision and with a slow, deliberate apprenticeship. The terms were not perfect. They required oversight and social accountability—an odd concept in a place that measured its debts in kettles of broth rather than contracts—but Etta trusted people more than a ledger. Koa clapped once with a noise that sounded like two sticks hitting and the gathered group laughed because his joy was contagious.
Corin stood at the fringe, his expression a map of misgiving. He spoke, but this time his voice carried less certainty and more calculation. “If this works,” he said, “it will change how we trade.”
“That’s the point,” Lila answered before Etta could. “We’ll change how we survive.”
Under the terms Etta set, the first lessons were precise, brutal in their economy. She taught how to cut a panel to force a curve in the leech, showed how a batten must be not merely stiff but relieved where it needed to act as a sacrificial guide, and insisted that a dozen small checks be performed before any patched sail left a quay. The captains moved with the patient violence of men used to bending stubborn things into place; their hands, unskilled in her specifics at first, began to curve in the right way. Etta watched them and felt something like relief: the craft would not vanish, but it would be distributed in a way she could support.
Despite the careful start, the harbor found new urgencies. A messenger arrived with nervous breath and a folded note: the swell pattern charted overnight had shifted eastward, forming tighter curls over the shoals where small boats often ran. If the pattern held, more crafts might bite at the same seam. Lila and Bram argued for fast escalation of training. Etta tightened her jaw but agreed; the choice was less pure now because time had become a tangible enemy.
They created a rotation—teams who would learn in sequence so that the knowledge spread like a careful tide rather than a reckless flood. Etta insisted on discipline: no shortcuts, no applause-driven tricks. The first roll-call included veterans who had never before allowed any apprentice to touch a sail in their care, and young hands who had only ever reefed and rowed. Teaching them required Etta to be precise and patient, to squeeze her knowledge into shapes that could be caught and passed without losing the tone that kept them alive.
At the edge of one long day, Koa came to her with a half-made panel that surprised her: the edge had been reinforced not by any of her secret tweaks but by an instinctive rearrangement of stitches that left the curvature intact and made the seam calmer under a tug. He had not copied; he had improvised in the spirit of her teaching. “I thought it might be useful,” he said, cheeks flushed with the kind of pride that had nothing to do with money.
Etta took the panel, pressed her palm to the curve, and felt the answer in the grain. The small victory made her chest expand with something that felt dangerously like hope. Teaching had begun to be less a theft and more a way of creating redundancy—making sure the harbor could hold one another when tides became cruel. Still, the sea kept its own counsel. Even the best stitch could fail under a pattern of wind that was malicious and new.

    
Hemline and Hoist
By the time the sun climbed and began to roughen the surface of the quay into a glittering, inconvenient mirror, Etta had the workshop arranged into a clinic of rapid repairs. Benches lined the shelter like patient bodies; fans of battens leaned against posts; coils of kelp braid and waxed cord lay in tidy, reachable heaps. She moved between them with the economy of someone who'd built a life in small, decisive gestures—she sliced a panel with a single, clean draw of her knife, smoothed a raw edge with the heel of her hand, and set the cut where hands could find it without thinking. Around her, people formed a churn of practiced disorder: captains who could reef by smell, young apprentices learning that knots answered to patience, and a scatter of curious townsfolk who had come because alarm travels faster than any merchant’s news.
Koa arrived with his wind gauge jangling like a church bell of poor tone, grin broad enough to cut the worry around his eyes. He carried a crate of sample panels the town had assembled overnight: clumsy at the edges, earnest in the middle, each one a lesson hammered into cloth. Mr. Ruffles was perched on top, polishing his beak on a spare scrap as if that were a badge of honor. The goose looked obtusely proud of the chaos; his presence was a domesticated piece of absurdity that made people unclench. Someone had tied bright festival ribbons—blue-dyed kelp strips the weavers reserved for parties—to the tent poles, and they fluttered like watchful insect wings. The sight had nothing to do with sails and everything to do with how the town kept its heart from turning to salt.
Lila checked names off on a board she’d painted in steady strokes: captains first, then experienced riggers, then the volunteers. “We’ll do rotations,” she said, voice mild but firm. “This is triage for sails: the essentials first.” Her hand brushed a kettle someone had left on a warming stone; the smell of spiced kelp-tart drifted by on the air—a local snack that had nothing to do with stitch geometry but did a great deal to steady nervous hands. Etta nodded and set a small line of rules: inspect, prepare, practice. She taught them instead of lecturing them. She showed a curve in a batten and then let a captain feel it with his own palms. “Let the batten be the elbow, not the skull,” she said, and the image made a few of them laugh because it reduced complexity to an absurd body metaphor they could remember.
The training sessions became a kind of theatre, a fast-paced pageant of useful mistakes. One splintered together a sail from basket-wicker fashioning and stiffened canvas; another attempted the staggered seam with a butcher’s twine and produced a pattern that looked like a child's festival costume rather than a rigging solution. A baker’s apprentice sewed with the same rhythm she used for buns and nearly glued a seam by accident with sugared fingers; the smell of pastry mingled with tar and beeswax in a way that felt almost celebratory. Mr. Ruffles, under the mistaken impression he was an appointed quality inspector, snatched a stray pin and took it to his nest like a trophy. The comic display eased the tension; people could laugh while they learned, and laughter made errors seem less terminal.
Corin hovered at the edge, watching with the sour concentration of a man who believes economy can be hammered into any problem with enough coin. He had made a show of not joining at first; his apprentices did most of his looking. When one of Corin’s men asked louder than necessary if Etta could “really scale a market” with such slow work, she didn’t bite. She simply demonstrated a quick binding—a trick of wax and loop that took her only moments. Her fingers moved in a sequence that was both practiced and exact: tongue of cloth, waxed cord fed carefully, a knot tied and tucked to the other side of the panel. The apprentices crowding around her mimicked the motion in a way that made Etta think of teaching as a translation act—transforming muscle into language that hands could speak.
A small crisis exploded mid-morning when one of Corin’s apprentices, eager to show speed, came to Etta seeking help. He’d been given a set of panels stamped with Corin’s mark and told to attach them for a trial run. His hands were fast; he had learned to make theater of speed. When Etta took one of the panels, her practiced touch found something wrong: a batten had a notched edge filed shallowly to encourage a tighter seat, and a row of whip-stitches had been squeezed so flat the weave would find purchase and begin to tear itself from under. The apprentice’s face went pale; he had been instructed to hurry, and in that hurry someone had traded caution for show.
Etta did not accuse first. She set to work, the way someone sets a broken bone—align, steady, wrap. She talked as she worked, because words are a kind of instruction too. “You can be quick,” she told the boy, braiding a kelp strand into a binding, “but quick that doesn’t last is vanity. The sea will not be impressed.” The apprentice watched her fingers and let the lesson sink: technique, not hurry, saved lives. Corin hovered like a storm threat at the edge of the crowd, and when the apprentice mentioned his name, the man’s jaw tightened in a visible, petty flash. The spectacle could have soured into argument, but Lila stepped in with a measured voice—list-managed and practical—and the matter became a repair task with public pedagogy attached. Tension eased into practicality.
Then something worse: sabotage, or at least something that wore the mask of deliberate harm. A crate of pre-cut lashing loops meant for the modular kits arrived with the loops fused—melted-looking at the ends, fibers stiff and prone to snap. The pack was small and not worth too much, but its failure signaled risk. Koa found the defective pieces first, blundering into them with the sort of comic solemnity that had become his brand. He held up a loop like a court evidence with dramatic flair. “Presenting Exhibit A: the sad little snap-loop,” he proclaimed, and a few people laughed because he made the scene less scary.
Etta’s stomach tightened. She checked the other bins and found more small anomalies—battens filed sharp in a way that could nick a seam and strips of canvas pressed with a foreign residue that smelled faintly of a chemical she could not name. It could have been a manufacturing defect. It could have been an accident. Corin, predictably, had gone from looker to explainer: “Faulty batch, probably a bad supplier,” he offered, smooth and sure. But people had been nervous about his presence, and suspicion is a tinder that lights quickly in a harbor town. Etta set the bits aside and reworked a replacement on the spot; she insisted the town test kits before any of them left the quay. The demonstration was practical and public: if something was wrong, they would catch it before it went to sea.
That evening, Corin did more than complain. Someone sabotaged a stack of the town’s preassembled kits that had been staged for a worst-case drill: seams were partly slit along their leeches, and a few battens bore shallow grooves scored so they would catch fabric and shred it under drag. It was not an act large enough to ruin a career immediately, but it was deeply dangerous in a place where a torn sail could strand a boat for days in a storm. The action forced a difficult moment of truth: the harbor’s problem had turned from mysterious wear into something that might be manipulated, intentionally or through negligence.
People gathered in the dusk, faces shaded and damp with the day’s exertions. Corin’s face held a defensive hardness; he claimed ignorance. The captain of a small skiff, whose hands had more knuckles than money, bristled and accused him openly. “You’d make profit out of panic,” the captain said. Corin shot back that a man could only do so much for free. Etta stepped between them like a stitch holding a strained seam. She had little patience for moralizing or for the slow moral rot of accusations without evidence. “We will secure what we can and test everything,” she said. “No more kits leave without a check from two different hands.”
Her voice had the authority of someone who makes decisions in the small, exacting language of doing. That evening the town set a new rule: double inspection. No kit, no bolt, no batten went out without two people signing off on its integrity. It was tedious and slightly bureaucratic, but it reduced the chance that someone’s greed or carelessness would strand a family on a shoal. The new rule cost time and rubbed against the grain of quick improvisation, but Etta was clear: the sea could be cheated only so far before it punished both liar and innocent alike.
Faced with sabotage and the narrowing window of safe passage for Hollowway, Etta shifted gears. She gathered the most capable hands she could trust—Bram, Lila, Koa, and a pair of veteran riggers—and set to design a new variant on the modular panel that could be assembled quickly at sea and that would tolerate less-than-perfect materials. Her fingers danced across a board where she drew shapes with a soap-stained stick: panel sizes that nested, lash points that could be cinched with gloved hands, battens with sacrificial tips that would give first before a full seam failed.
She worked through the night like a woman who had decided not to hoard knowledge but to refine how it could be shared. Koa sat beside her and became the shorthand translator, proposing loops made of thin kelp woven into quick-hitch toggles he’d seen fishermen use to moor small boats in a hurry. Bram suggested easy-to-carry battens that could be clipped into place with a quick toggle rather than tacked. Etta stitched prototypes until her thumbs brightened with blisters; she sewed seams that could be tucked and folded, toggles that could be cinched with one hand, and battens that would shear at predetermined points rather than gouge a leech. The work was pragmatic, almost brutal in its simplicity. She refined the panels so a dozen hands could lace them together in minutes, not hours.
In the small hours, the town’s rituals surfaced like driftwood. Someone left a bowl of steaming seaweed broth at the gate of the workshop—a token from the lighthouse keeper, who always believed hot liquid was a remedy for any exhausted hand. Children slept on a scrap of canvas in the corner, a one-night sleepover that smelled of tar and little feet. Mr. Ruffles, dignified in his patched lifejacket, positioned himself on the bench like a feathered sentinel and, for reasons no one could fully explain, took to honking every time a panel passed inspection successfully. It became a running joke: a certified panel meant a honk and a small cheer.
By dawn they had enough kits for an escort fleet: short, brutal packages that contained nested panels, pre-waxed cords, battens with sacrificial tips, and quick-lash toggles. Etta’s design emphasized redundancy; if one seam failed, another would take the load. It was not elegant but it readied the town for action in a way their earlier improvisations did not. People packed boxes with a seriousness that smelled of work turned into hope. Etta felt the pull of belonging in the quiet of that early hour: this was not merely a craft’s multiplication but a social knot being tied.
They planned a rehearsal in the lee of the harbor before they would attempt to run out to Hollowway. The idea was simple: create a moving corridor through an eddy by towing an assembled lattice that redistributed gusts away from the brig’s mains. It was a waiting answer to a technical problem, and it required coordination: boats would form a staggered line, panels would be hoisted and locked together, and a trailing craft would maintain tension so the lattice stayed as a moving wall. Bram drew a simple diagram in the sand and the captains nodded. They had practiced navigation for years, but they had not practiced making the sea willingly accept a new shape.
“Make sure there’s soup on the rescue boats,” Lila insisted, half-joking, half-serious. “People with hot food make better hands.” The detail was domestic and oddly decisive: warm bowls steadied kin and made the rest of the night’s work palatable. Etta laughed softly and added jars of pickled root to the supply list, an irrelevant but welcome comfort. The town’s small amenities had nothing to do with engineering and everything to do with keeping people whole when the world demanded they push beyond themselves. They packed the escort boats, sealed boxes, and practiced raising a panel in a steady cadence until the motions felt like a song.
As they finished the final load, a courier came up the path at a run, breath sharp and guilty with urgency. He handed Captain Bram a small folded note; the paper had been stamped with the brigantine’s emblem and smelled of tar and last-minute haste. Bram read it with a face that drained and then set his jaw with the practical grimness of someone whose choices are measured in boundaries and consequences.
“There’s a tide window,” he announced. “A single clear corridor when the swell turns at thirteen-thirty. If we miss it, Hollowway will sit another tide in that wheel and cargo will shift.” The words fell like a cold coin in the workshop. The timetable tightened to a single, unforgiving edge. Etta felt the world reduce to the size of her kit bag and the accuracy of her stitches. She looked at the assembled crew and saw faces that had become part of her life—Koa’s eager, ragged steadiness; Lila’s careful command; Bram’s blunt resolve; even Corin’s sullen shape at the edge, something like a man watching the town pull together despite him.
She tied a last knot in a piece of kelp, handed a box to Koa, and felt the responsibility anchor heavy in her palm. “We move at the turn,” she said. “We’ll need quick hands and steady heads. If anyone’s unsure, speak now.” The small question went unanswered; people’s faces had the look of those who had accepted the job. Mr. Ruffles honked once—sharp and important—then tried to hitch himself to a coil of rope as if to volunteer. Koa pretended to salute with a grin that broke the moment’s tension into warmth. The harbor smelled of hot broth, wax, and salt, and Etta felt herself lean into the work, not away from it. The hour had become a thing that would be met by hands, by skill, and by the stubborn, ridiculous heart of a goose who refused to be left ashore.

    
A Sail to Hold the Sea
They moved at the turn of the tide with a kind of taut calm that belongs to people who have rehearsed for danger without ever wanting to admit the rehearsal. The quay smelled of hot pastry and tar and something sweeter: a row of vendors had set a brazen display of night-baked kelp tarts, the sugar glazing them into shining moons. A potter rolled a barrel-shaped whistle on the bench nearby, its tone meant for children to mimic gulls during the festival; the whistle’s off-key warble drifted across the work as if the town were lending a nervous soundtrack to courage.
Etta counted tools the way other people counted prayers. She packed waxed cord, toggles, two spare awls, battens with sacrificial tips, and the small, oiled needle she had carried for a decade. Koa, who had learned to make a show of steadiness, checked the toggles with a series of anxious tugs. Mr. Ruffles waddled in ceremonial circles atop a crate, honking with gravitas and then pecking at a stray ribbon until someone laughed. The absurdity of a goose in a lifejacket, supervising harnesses, turned a raft of jitters into a sequence of lighter hums. The laugh made hands steadier.
Captain Bram fussed over lines and charts like a man pinning a corset on a stubborn bride. He had cracked a joke about the town bringing more barricades than men—“If the wind’s going to be dramatic, at least we’ll have applause”—and that, too, leased small courage to the company. Lila moved like an organized tide, checking names, ensuring soup was packed into thermoses and that each boat’s manifest had an extra ration. Her pragmatic kindness was the sort that arranged strangers into dependents before either could protest. She found Etta between crates and touched her forearm as if to lend an old, small blessing.
“You doing this because you can or because you want to?” Lila asked quietly; the question mattered less for the answer than for the admission of intimacy.
Etta tightened a toggle. “Because someone has to hold a gap open until a big thing can squeeze through. My hands do that.”
Koa appeared at her shoulder, wind gauge jingling. “And because you’re stubborn,” he added, grinning. His presence was a human counterweight to the sea’s indifference.
They formed the escort fleet in the lee of the first shoal: three coastal skiffs with outriggers, each laden with a folded lattice of modular panels, and two mid-sized boats to take up slack and hold the lattice taut. The plan was a coarse choreography—boats arrayed in a staggered, moving line, panels lifted and locked together, the last craft bearing a trailing line that kept the corridor steady. It would not be elegant; it would be urgent, and urgency rewards simplicity.
Etta moved like a conductor who also mended fraying instruments. She clipped toggles into place, showed a hasty crew how to seat a batten so it would shed a gust instead of trying to stop it, and tied loops in a way that made the lash give first rather than tear the cloth. Her fingers flew with a precision that looked effortless because it was earned in small hours and colder hands. She shouted single, clear commands and then steadied the next motion with the quiet authority of someone who made other people’s hands into tools they recognized as their own.
At one point, as a skiff groaned under the weight of a too-heavy panel, Mr. Ruffles decided to enforce morale by waddling down the plank and planting himself squarely on a batten, as if inspecting its flex. The crew laughed despite the stress; a man gave the goose a mock salute and offered him a piece of kelp that Mr. Ruffles accepted like a reward. The joke was necessary: laughter scattered fear into manageable parts.
They left the harbor in a line that felt small against the basin of open water. The channel was narrower than most maps suggested; tides liked to fold in on themselves there, creating fingered eddies that would not let go. Hollowway waited in the churn like an old patient animal, its flanks puffed with gear and a handful of people who had been held too long by the swell. From a distance she looked like a painted promise, but up close the mains sagged with repairs that were too thin to answer the new bite.
The first attempt to establish the corridor was almost graceful. Panels unfolded like unexpected wings; toggles clicked into place with the relief of a puzzle solved. Bram kept the escort boats on a slow, steady pull, and the water slatted off the lattice in less violent patterns. The brigantine shifted, grateful for the lee, inching as if the lattice were a walking corridor. For a handful of heartbeats it seemed they might thread the wheel and slip Hollowway free.
Then the sea found a new mood. A spiral rose at the edge of their line—clean, sharp, and angrier than the first tests. It detonated into a series of lateral gusts that hunted seams with the intelligence of something used to finding the seam’s least defended angle. Panels puckered, battens popped, and one join blew open with a sound like a stretched throat letting out a final complaint. Water flung itself onto decks with a wet, deliberate appetite.
Etta reacted like someone whose hands knew the translation of panic into procedure. She stripped off the spare gloves, slid up a mast, and drove a batten into a newly gaping seam with a motion both violent and tender: she surged, braced, and hammered the batten’s sacrificial tip into the flaw, sealing it with a lash that fed itself into the panel’s shoulder. She had practiced the movement so often that it felt less improvisation and more inevitability; the muscles knew the chord.
Koa moved below in an improvised double, holding a secondary lace that took half the strain while Bram eased the tow line to take the jerks. The crew chanted single rhythms as they hauled—the sort of sea cadence men develop in storms to sync their efforts. It was utterly physical: knots tied, battens wedged, breath held and let out in measured blasts. Etta threaded a needle with one hand while hanging from the shrouds with the other and sewed a running seam that would hold until the brig could clear the churn.
At one moment she looked down and saw Mr. Ruffles, balanced absurdly on a safety coil, honking sharply at her as if to comment on the stitch’s neatness. The sight pulled a laugh from someone near her boot; the relief of humor made the motion of repair smoother. They were a small, messy organism of people and a goose fighting an indifferent ocean.
The lattice held long enough for them to get one-third of Hollowway moving out of the wheel. But the sea was not yet done. A second spiral, wider and more patient, began to close behind them. It battered at the patched seams like an interrogator testing answers. The corridor needed to be longer and steadier; they would have to build while moving, and the building had to be precise.
Etta made a decision that had no room for doubt. She ordered the fleet to slow, crawled to the brigantine’s mizzen, and began to stitch panels directly to the mast—creating a temporary, vertical lee that would lengthen the corridor’s effect. It was dangerous in a way that required muscle memory and absolute calm: she looped toggles, pressed battens into sleeping pockets, and threaded waxed cord through clammy canvas with fingers that refused to tremble. Each stitch was an active argument against the sea’s plan.
Bram held position despite the tug at his helm. “You’re a stubborn thing,” he grunted, voice full of a respect that came only when someone’s skill became everyone’s safety.
“You taught us to be stubborn,” Etta shot back, though the words belonged more to Koa and the captains than to herself. She drove another seam home. The visible exhaustion on her face was a story of small decisions compounded into a single, necessary motion.
Rope burned under hands and palms blistered, but the addition lengthened the corridor sufficiently for Hollowway to make headway. The brigantine answered the lattice like someone learning a new set of habits; its sails slackened into helpful folds and the helm found a steady angle. The crew of the escort boats hauled and cinched in a rhythm that became almost musical in its insistence. The moving lee became not merely a clever invention but a living, stitched thing.
As Hollowway began to clear the worst of the churn, a final, sharp gust struck the stern of the lead escort. A last seam gave, and a panel ripped in a way that made everyone freeze: not out of superstition but because timing had compressed into a single thin line between success and disaster. Etta did not look up. She ran, climbed, and dove in one continuous motion—taking a broken strip, lashing it with a new batten, and sewing a whipping that would take strain rather than flail. Her hands moved through the same pattern she had made a hundred times; the action was pure craft, not epiphany. It bought them the length of minute they needed.
When the brigantine finally passed into calmer water the sound the crew made was not a cheer so much as an expelled breath that had been held too long. People wept in small, private ways—hardened skippers who dabbed at their eyes, a child who clapped with an animal glee. Hollowway’s captain stood and offered a nod that held a world of thanks. Bram slammed a fist on the rail and laughed the exhausted laugh of someone who’d done a hard thing and won.
Mr. Ruffles earned an ovation by stepping onto the brigantine’s gangway as if he’d always been an admiral, honking and accepting a ceremonious bit of kelp. It was the kind of absurd image that made the victory feel human and not mythic. Koa, cheeks flushed and hands shaking from exertion, hugged Etta around the waist in a small, messy embrace that said more about trust than any speech could. “You did it,” he said into the crook of her shoulder.
She wiped her hands on a rope and let herself be held for a beat. The rescue had been won by skill and stubbornness—the tangible, physical work of making a new geometry for the sea. It had not been solved by a clever telling of truths or the revelation of hidden intent; it lived in the strength of stitches and the steadiness of hands.
Back in the harbor the town turned to the clean-up with a kind of practical efficiency that was almost ceremonial. Sailors boiled and flensed ripped panels, set aside pieces that could be repurposed, and made lists of parts the town would need to stock for the coming season. People moved with the relief that follows an acute fear; the laughter returned easily now and felt richer for having been scarce.
Etta sat at her bench with hands that trembled in the small way fatigue makes a sleeve fray. Lila stopped by and pressed a bowl of hot broth into her palms—again, kindness as practical as a sewn hem. “You’ll have to let the others help more often,” Lila said, not as advice but as a given.
Etta touched the bowl, feeling warmth that grounded her. She looked toward the line of apprentices eking patterns along a beam; Koa stood among them, trying to teach the staggered stitch with the earnestness of someone who had only recently learned a grammar and now wanted to make a language of it. Etta’s chest loosened as a new kind of tiredness settled in: the exhaustion that comes from having used everything you have and realizing there is still more to pass on.
That evening they held the first meeting of a formal workshop collective, not a school owned by one mind but a place run by many hands with rules that Etta would help shape. The terms were modest: apprentices would learn by working under an experienced hand for a season, the town would maintain a stockpile of tested panels, and any experimental materials would be inspected twice before leaving the quay. Corin came, not with swagger but with a small, practical question about the price of battens. Conversation was honest in the way it must be when livelihoods depend on clarity.
Etta agreed to open her bench on scheduled days. She would not hand over the private finesses she’d kept as a last, solitary defense—those tweaks that needed a patient apprenticeship to make sense—but she would teach the modular patterns, the sacrificial batten idea, and the quick-lash toggles. It was a barter: craft preserved but shared enough to make the harbor resilient. Koa would be one of her first senior apprentices; he grinned dumbly in the glow of the meeting and Mr. Ruffles approved with a punctuated honk.
People left the meeting talking about lists and plans. Someone started a small registry for spare kelp braid donors; another suggested a monthly drill. The harbor settled into a new rhythm: vigilance folded into everyday work. The change felt practical and alive rather than triumphant.
The nights that followed were quieter in the way of something that has been repaired and will not be broken in the same way again. Etta returned to the bench and found the rhythm of tools familiar and kind. Koa sat beside her, learning to tension a batten without thinking, fingers gradually changing shape into competence. Mr. Ruffles resumed his role as a ridiculous foreman, occasionally stealing an awl when he thought no one watched and then looking offended when he was scolded.
Sometimes Etta woke in the middle of the night and walked to the window to look at the sea. It lay dark and patient, a thing whose moods they had learned to live with. She felt the tug of new obligations—teaching, oversight, meeting the town’s needs—but those pulls were different from the ones that had made her hide in the first place. They were stitches of a social shape she had not anticipated and yet somehow belonged to her hands.
The final scene of her day was small and domestic: she threaded a needle, set it in the bowl beside her, and watched Koa stitch a neat, imperfect seam that would, with care, last. Mr. Ruffles dozed in a basket of offcuts nearby, and the wind ribbons on the quay rattled as if whispering an old, private joke. The town around them would still have storms; tides would still take what was careless. But for now the harbor had lines—not only of rope and sail but of people who could braid them together. Etta bent over her work with the contented concentration of someone whose profession has become both tool and tether.
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