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A Stitch Against the Moon
Irena Malen
Moonlit hands, a humming ring of petrified hearts, and a graftsmith who chooses craftsmanship over convention. Gideon performs a perilous surgical inversion to save his partner Isolde from a binding graft; the climax plays out as physical skill, improvisation, and sacrifice beneath the city’s small, lived rituals.
ProseHub


    
Seams at Dusk
The bench smelled of oil and hot glass; Gideon Hars worked as if he were composing a short, fierce prayer. He kept his hands steady at a level that had turned the guild’s reputation around him into a rumor—people spoke of his seams the way some spoke of saints—and he preferred the rumors to the conversations that followed. A hush had folded over the workshop as the patron’s attendants drew their cloaks tighter, the evening sky outside the shutters a metal smear. Gideon did not look up. He coaxed a thin shard of Heartglass into the channel he'd carved along the rib, easing it with the kind of fingers that had learned how to be precise by necessity.
The Heartglass took the light in layers; it was not simply bright but layered, like a memory refracted until it stopped being any one thing. When he slid the last stitch—soft silk, looped three times and locked with the slight, practiced pinch of his thumb—the shard hummed, not loud but with a pulse that suggested something crossing a border. The patron’s breath came out in a grateful, gasped puff; the attendants’ faces were polite grief and relief braided together. Gideon wiped the blade and set it aside. His palms smelled like iron and citrus; an old habit in the neighborhood was to chew candied peel to disguise the metal tang of evening, and a vendor outside his window hawked the last of those peel-wedges with a bell that had no business being cheerful.
“You make it look so clean,” the patron said, voice careful. “My son will be able to—”
“Move,” Gideon supplied, curt as a stitch. He did not offer more prophecy. Skill, he had learned, paid better than promises. Tamsin Vell, his apprentice, slid the tray of clamps nearer and, when she thought no one watched, mouthed the guild’s old joke: “Try not to give him a personality.” It was an absurdity and a kindness both; Gideon allowed the corner of his mouth to lift.
Master Halv lingered in the doorway of the inner room with that patient disappointment that older men wore when they had once sold a sensible future and then watched the town buy miracles instead. “You have a hand for this, Hars. Keep it clean.”
Gideon bowed his head in acknowledgment rather than thanks, because gratitude for a tool’s worth was a currency he preferred to hoard. He wrapped the finished seam in a thin cloth, placed a guarantee token beside it (the guild’s little coin that meant a year’s follow-up), and watched the patron’s party leave with the brittle air of those who had been gifted safety at a price. Outside, the evening market smelled of smoked fennel buns and roasted root squares; a child shouted about a new game where they balanced river pebbles on their elbows and told fortunes by how many pebbles stayed.
The workshop closed around him—a room full of implements and old habits—and he began the ritual of cleaning. He ran the carving knife’s edge under oil, examined the small pitting at the collar of the forceps, tamped abrasive dust from the notch of a clamp. There was a cadence to it that steadied him more than it had any right to. He thought in motions: this clamp bears the stress; that blade prefers a shallow angle; this shard will take a temper of quick heat and cool air. He found order in the work the way others found refuge in psalms.
Tamsin hummed a tune that had been invented by tavern-keepers and ruined by apprentices; she set a cup of thick, bitter tea beside him—cardamom, a twist of orange peel because the shop two streets over had begun steeping citrus to hide the iron fog that settled when the Lattice stirred. The Lattice was an old thing, a ring of petrified hearts on the far side of the river, whose yield the guild harvested and parceled out like a monopoly without the helpful pretense of benevolence. Heartglass kept people alive who might otherwise not be, but it also pulled—oh, everyone knew the metaphors; some called it hunger, others a rhythm. The patron had not said the word. People rarely did.
“You’ll eat that tea and tell me you’re fine,” Tamsin said, eyeing his hands. Her voice had a quicker, kinder edge now that he had stopped pretending the bench was his only companion.
“I will,” he answered, tasting the tea and grimacing. The cardamom chased the aftertaste of copper. There was a small humor to the fact that the city’s cooks had turned to spices to disguise the way air felt here; they served resilience in cups.
Gideon’s life, informally, existed in fragments that the guild had given names: a harvest tag, a guarantee stitch, an apprentice’s measure. Outside those labels there were other things—festivals where fishermen braided their nets in colors not meant to be seen, or the old custom of polishing one’s left palm before the first frost to invite fewer coughs. None of those small rituals had anything to do with the day’s graft, but they were the muscle memory of the town and they thrummed on the edges of Gideon’s work as he tucked the tools away.
He walked home under a sky the color of old pewter, the lamps along the lane flicking to life like patient eyes. The city’s lamps were squat glass bowls hung from iron ribs; on market nights stall-keepers would sometimes thread small shells through their hangers for luck, and those shells would chime softly if the wind caught them. People believed in noisy charms here because silence felt dangerous. Gideon kept to the alleys with his coat collar up; habit told him that the main thoroughfares collected more than crowds—they collected stories and the kind of attention that wanted to measure you.
Isolde greeted him at the doorway with a hand on the latch and a smear of flour on a sleeve. She had been at the oven; the tiny flatbreads she baked had gone a little too brown at the edges and smelled of smoke and rosemary. She always overbaked in the belief that crust hid a concession. Her hair was tied back with a strip of blue calico, and when she saw his hands soiled with the day’s labors she flicked at them as if she could wipe the trade off his skin.
“You came home with someone’s peace in a cloth,” she said, voice rough with amusement. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”
“Too late,” he replied, and kissed her knuckle like an apology and a promise. They made a small ritual of laughter and of cooking and of telling stories that looped just long enough for the rent to be applied’s day not to be top of mind. Isolde could mend torn gloves as quickly as Gideon could hide a poor seam; she had a way of finding the honest shape in a thing and coaxing it back to usefulness. That was one reason his work had never felt like a business to her; he was the one who fixed bodies for coin, she fixed the details of their messy life without asking for payment.
She set a plate of bread and a bowl of stew between them. The stew had a stubborn spice he claimed came from the hills on the city’s far side, where people made a condiment of sun-dried herbs and crushed preserved citrus and called it “pepper-lime” even though it was no lime at all. Gideon tasted and laughed; the stew was too strong, and he found himself grateful for the boat of small absurdities of their domestic life. They drank tea that tasted faintly of iron and told each other about small pains that would not make the ledger. It was a way of marking the evening as theirs.
She laughed at one of his dry jokes—Tamsin’s quip about personalities on the bench, which he’d repeated earlier—and then the laughter left her like someone had turned off a small lamp. Isolde’s fingers faltered against the side of the bowl. Her breathing skewed where it didn’t belong, like a note that clashed with the tune. Gideon’s spoon clattered against ceramic. He set the stew down and reached across the table with bare hands.
“Isolde?” he asked, and the name was a small thing he tried to hold steady.
Her eyes found his and were surprised, briefly, as if she had been looking at something else and remembered the room. Then she sagged, and when she moved her hand it trembled. Gideon did not think, not in the way someone else would have the luxury to; he reacted. He slid from the bench in a single motion, half-kicking his stool away, and caught her as her knees folded. She smelled of bread and soot and something that made his throat tighten—underneath the comforting, ordinary aromas there was a thin, metallic scent that prickled his skin.
He half-dragged, half-carried her to the couch. She protested with a soft, irritable laugh. “It’s dramatic, Gideon.”
“Sit still,” he said, his voice tight. He pressed his palm to her chest to feel the beat of the heart he had learned to think of as a drum and a machine. It was irregular, skipping and tugging as if something pulled it out of rhythm. He listened to the room: a condensing tick of the clock, the distant thump of a cart on cobbles, a cat complaining at the alley.
By the time he had wrapped her in a blanket and bundled her to the healer’s—the House of Menders that sat across the small square, under a crooked sign and a vine that never quite surrendered its leaves—the light had angled down and the lamps cast long, odd shadows. The healer, a woman whose hands had smoothed more fears than any sermon, took Isolde’s pulse and watched Gideon’s face with eyes that gave nothing away. She had the blunt kindness of someone who knew how little words could do and how much a practical touch might.
“Something is unravelling,” she told them without preamble, because these were the words that told stories for healers. She suggested a name—corroded seam, cardiac unweaving—phrases that made a thing sound technical and therefore manageable. Her conclusion had the neat cruelty of a diagnosis that presented options rather than cures: Isolde’s heart had begun to shuck its connective threads, to lose the weave that made pulse into steadiness. There was an easy remedy the guild used: a Heartglass graft, an insertion that might stabilize the failing tissue and clamp the torn edges back into a working rhythm.
The healer’s voice grew quieter when she spoke the cost. “A graft will tie her to the cadence of the Lattice,” she said. “It arrests the unravelling, but it also conducts. The shard forms a channel. Some patients find the pull indistinct and manageable; others feel a tug—small at first—and then, as months climb, a pattern arrives. They plan their days around its need.”
Gideon’s hands found the healer’s sample jar, the way a tradesman absentmindedly fingers a coffer. Inside, a small shard of Heartglass lay on a scrap of velvet. It caught the room’s light and threw it back in a thousand tiny faults. He did not want the usual answer and he hated the idea of choosing as if safety were a coin to be spent and not a body to be kept. Isolde, for her part, remained stubbornly defiant even in the ache. She gripped his sleeve with a force that kept him from stepping away entirely and, with humor threaded through thin breath, said, “You always pick dramatic evenings.”
Tamsin, who had trailed behind with a satchel of warmed poultices, tried to ease the room with a forced joke. “At least you’ll never have a dull anniversary,” she offered, which was an absurdity, and Gideon let the corner of his mouth twitch upward because the absurd fit their life as snugly as a patch.
The shard in the jar seemed ordinary enough until Gideon leaned in and saw the grain. Heartglass was never uniform; its veins made a map of the heart that had birthed it, an echo in crystal. But this piece had an odd fracture-plan, a series of nested loops that sat along the surface like the thready stitching of a glove. To most eyes it was just pretty; to his it was a language of manufacture, a seam where a crafter had set a line and stopped.
He plucked it from velvet with the cautious fingers of someone who handled things alive. The shard was cool and sang with the pressure of a faint life as if it wanted to be somewhere and could not decide where. Gideon turned it in the low lamplight and, by habit, thumbed the edge where the loops met. He felt the suggestion of a route that might be reversed; a way to lace the glass so that the pull ran inward and closed on itself instead of bleeding outward to the Lattice.
“Is this an old cut?” Master Halv asked from the doorway, the older man’s voice keeping itself small. He had come with the practical distance of someone who measured risk the same way he measured time—by units and margins.
“No,” Gideon said. His voice was quieter than he intended. “I don’t think so.”
The healer’s forehead pinched. She had seen shards that made odd cleanses before; she had not seen one that read like a reversed loop. “That grain is more complex than usual,” she admitted. “It could be a nuance from the heart that birthed it, or it could be the hand of a crafter who—” She stopped. She was being tidy; tidy people often left out the dangerous words.
Isolde, who had been listening with a breathless attentiveness, managed a crooked smile. “Gideon always sees things like a man reading the back of his own hands.”
“Because my hands pay attention,” he said, and meant the phrase in a way that felt like a confession and a vow at once. He cradled the shard as if it were a living thing and the idea that it might be arranged differently slid into him like a key. The shard’s loops made sense to his fingers in a way that maps and sermons never did; they suggested a seam that could be followed—if the follow was possible.
Back in the shop, long after the lamps had been banked and the city’s distant clatter had softened to small nocturnes, Gideon set the shard under a magnifier and began the first rough experiments. He did not want to craft a solution; he wanted to test a possibility. He needed to know whether the grain he’d seen could be coaxed to behave in a way that arrested the Lattice’s reach rather than feeding it. That was a thought that could upend guild instruction, ripple through the trade’s practices, alter how patients lived. Or it might be a fool’s errand, an optimistic itch his hands would not be able to scratch.
He warmed a scrap of thick oil over a pale flame, adjusted the magnifier’s lens and used a fine file to score the shard’s edge. The file rasped with a sound like a small confession. He tried a pinch of cooling water and then a puff of breath, his technique a kind of choreography—heat, pressure, timing. Tamsin sat beside him and passed him tweezers and ran a wet cloth over the bench in little, absent strokes. Her presence steadied him: she moved as if he were a familiar instrument and not a man with a knot in his throat.
“You know this might cost you your guild standing,” she said, softer than the laugh she tried to make it fit.
He looked at her, at the small, hopeful jut of her chin, and felt the honest fatigue of his years make a little more room for audacity. “So will doing nothing,” he answered.
They worked late. The tests were small and ugly—scoring and filing and seeing how the shard balked, then yielded under a different sequence of heat and pressure. Sometimes the glass flaked and left hairline scars; once a tiny piece shattered with a sound like a throat clearing and they cursed at each other as craftsmen do. The world outside continued its rituals: a family down the lane burned the last of their winter herbs in a pot as a ward against coughs; two children practised balancing pebbles on their elbows and shouted the count so loudly the whole block could review their fortunes.
When Gideon finally set the shard down, his palms had lost some of their old surety; a fine trembling threaded his fingers from the tension of holding something that might decide how another life would continue. He rinsed his hands in cold water and flexed his fingers against the basin’s rim. Old jokes would have suggested he count his digits and ensure nothing had gone missing, but there was no joke that fit this small, precise terror.
Isolde slept in a small bed at the back of the house; he checked on her with a habit that was part craft and part devotion. She whispered when he crouched by the bedside, not enough for Tamsin to hear from the doorway. “You will not let them make me into a piece of contract and seam?” she asked, voice wool-soft with fear.
Gideon put his thumb along the fragile place at the corner of her eye as if he could stitch courage there with pressure alone. “I won’t let them take you as payment,” he said, which was both a lie and a promise—because he could not know what he could or would risk for her. He had the shard under his pillow, wrapped in a scrap of velvet; he slept little, waking to feel the fabric and remind himself that possibility kept him awake the way fear had once.
In the small hours he made lists not with ink or ledger—he did not write it down—but with the motions of his hands. Tools to set aside. Temperatures to try. A need to find the grain of a shard freshly harvested and angled just so. The idea took on a weight and a perimeter: if he could temper a piece in such a way that the loops closed upon themselves, if a seam could be routed inward and made self-contained, then perhaps Isolde could be saved without owing the Lattice any tally. It was a dangerous thought. It made his stomach clench with the kind of exhilaration that comes from imagining one has found a way to alter a world by work alone.
The first light that came through the curtains was not the warm kind that promised ease; it was an anxious, slit light that cut across the bench and spilled over the tools. Gideon rose and dressed with mechanical care. He prepared a small kit for the day—scales, a handful of polishing powders, an extra set of needles, and the shard wrapped in the same velvet. He did not announce his plan. There were loyalties to navigate and a guild that preferred predictability to experiments. Yet the shard hummed faintly against his sternum as if it understood it would be tested.
He paused at the street and watched the market waking. A cart rolled by piled with reeds for weaving; a woman hawked jars of preserved lemon peel that tasted of sun and a scandal of sugar; a boy used a borrowed horse-harness as a toy and imagined himself the captain of a vanquished fleet. These were the small ordinances of life that kept the city from feeling like a ledger of debts and obligations. He loved them because they had nothing to do with the Lattice and its bargains. He loved them because they were ordinary and uncoerced.
Tamsin met him at the guild’s door, eyes bright and untroubled, though she must have guessed he had not slept much. “You look like someone who has held a moon in a tin,” she said, which was the sort of remark that would have been a poor incantation if offered in a chapel but seemed appropriate for their trade.
“Then let us be careful how we heat our tins,” he replied. He felt the mood shift inside him as courage altered the way his shoulders sat. He could do a conventional graft. That route had the advantage of guild approval and the awkward mercy of predictability. Or he could pursue the odd seam and the hope it suggested—a hope that would demand skill and cunning more than argument. He had one night of experiments and the shard’s hint; now he had the stubbornness of a man who kept his hands as his oath. He pushed the door open and, with Tamsin at his elbow, stepped into the day that would clause the question of his life and of Isolde’s.

    
Under the Lattice
The guild door sighed behind them like a creature relieved of a weight. Gideon stepped into a morning that smelled of river iron and burnt sugar, and Tamsin fell into step beside him as if gravity had her practiced. She balanced a satchel of tools on her hip and a ridiculous straw hat, its brim painted with a crude map of the market's fishmongers. It was the kind of hat a child might make for a festival and a grown apprentice would wear because it made people smile. She nudged him with an elbow and shot a grin that betrayed no small adrenaline.
“You look like a man who has rehearsed a confession,” she said, voice bright enough to shatter a brewing gloom.
“Confessions are for priests,” Gideon countered. He angled his chin toward the river where the Lattice waited beyond the wharves, a ring of turned stone and glass that held its own weather. “And I am bad at sermons.”
Tamsin laughed and the sound was a map of the old tavern’s rafter-jokes. Her humor made the morning less like a ledger page and more like a tavern seat—transient and warm. They threaded through the market where a woman sold saffron buns with a modern shrug, claiming the spice burned away small regrets, and a cart of schoolchildren balanced pebbles on their elbows as practice for a national contest in stone-balancing. It was not useful to saving a heart, but it was exactly the sort of small, ridiculous thing that kept the city from becoming only a tally of debts.
At the wharf the light bent against the water and made everything look hopeful in spite of itself. Men and women who worked the Lattice moved with a quiet, practiced recklessness: they hauled ropes, checked the old chisel marks, and spit on their palms as if that acted as both blessing and metric. One of them offered Tamsin a chipped coin for good luck and winked at Gideon in an awkward brotherly way. Gideon tipped his hat though he had little claim to such camaraderie. The harvesters sang as they worked, a slow rhythm that sounded less like praise and more like daring. When he climbed the first ladder, hands gripping the damp wood, the timber whispered and he felt the thrumming of the river through his boots. He kept his breath even and his fingers patient—skills a man polishing heart seams kept sharp so that other things could remain blunt.
They approached the Lattice on a flat boat because direct access was regulated. A steward checked their papers with the sort of attention a man gives to a neighbor’s child—personal, suspicious, and oddly tender. Isolde joined them at the last moment, moving with the steadiness of someone who had once stood farther out on that ring than any of them. She smelled of flour and coal, but there was a hard edge to her that he liked in a way that pricked guilt. She climbed the ramp with a smile that contained salt and a dare.
“Stick to the shore,” one harvester muttered, eyes on Isolde. Some guild rules were carved in a ledger; others lived in muscle and habit. The Lattice did not like strangers of certain sorts. It preferred hands used to certain rhythms.
They fastened themselves with rope slings and a patchwork of hooks. The Lattice was a ring built around a relic from a time when people liked attributing personhood to rock. Now it returned material in glints and quirks. The harvesters worked by feel and song: they tapped the stone with brass tips, listened for the echo that meant a seam below, and then used narrow cleavers to separate glass from stone without shattering it. Watching them made Gideon think of a seamstress cutting with a shiver of precision—an artistry requiring both speed and mercy.
A harvester named Corin tossed a shard up to Gideon, and the morning light fractured in it as if it had been a bowl of sky. “Not the flashy kind,” Corin said, smirking in a way that suggested the glass had character and a temper. “Those are vain. Take the patient ones.”
Gideon examined the piece, feeling at once reverence and the cold weight of trade. A polite shard could keep a heart steady; a brash one could make a man feel like he danced to someone else’s tune. He turned it in his palm and found the grain ran in loops and runner-paths that the lens made into symbols. He thought of the shard in his pocket from the night before—the one with the nested loops that suggested an inward seam. He had watched harvesters harvest without envy for a long time, and now he watched with a different hunger: not for what it could buy but for what it might do if coaxed differently.
They brought a few pieces back to the guild’s annex, where the air was dense with chips and the smell of heated crystal. Tamsin moved with a reckless efficiency, laying out clamps and polishing powders, while Gideon spread the shards on a cloth and inspected the grain under a jeweler’s loupe. The shop’s apprentice, an earnest youth with too many questions and too few teeth, watched them as if they were conjurers. Gideon found that the act of demonstration calmed him; fingers explaining plans were less likely to tremble than mouths.
He picked up a shard similar to the one he’d stowed away and tested the edge against a file. The file rasped and the glass quivered, a tiny, fierce sound. He filed lines so fine they caught the light like spider-silk, then heated the shard with a wick until the flame made the edges sing. It required a gentle steadiness: too hot and the glass would bloom into a fracture; too cool and it would not temper into the line he needed. His hands tightened into a measured choreography—breath, pressure, pull, cool. Tamsin supplied the oil baths and a steadying hand, and between them the shop made a little bubble of intent.
“Do you think it will listen?” she asked, leaning close enough that her hair brushed his shoulder and made him turn his head on a noise.
“If glass has ears,” Gideon said, “they are the ones who answer to patience.”
She snorted, an amused and nervous sound. Their banter was the scaffolding beneath which a risk could be stared at.
He began a sequence he had drawn in his hands over and over in the small hours: score a half-moon at the seam, follow it with a shallow cut that redirected the grain, temper it in olive oil whipped to the right heat, and then anneal the diverted seam by stitching a hairline groove into it. The steps were not theories; they were motions that would need to be performed during the operation, when the shard would be wet with blood and the room would contain only the sound of breathing and the clatter of instruments. He could feel his chest tighten thinking of that moment. That was how craft shaped courage: by naming the actions that must be done and doing them in rehearsal.
They tested the modified shard on a living model—a scrap of tissue supplied by a mender who owed Gideon a favor: a small, breathing thing with a heart just large enough for a single crystal seam. To call it a creature felt too grand; to call it an experiment felt too clinical. Gideon preferred the language of action. He held clamps, threaded a silk suture through a tiny space, and guided the shard as it took contact. The thing stuttered and then drew breath; a shiver passed through it where the shard nested, then steadied.
A trivial joke—Tamsin’s voice—broke the tension. “Well, if this works, we can start a boutique: bespoke hearts, tailor-made cadences.” She made a ridiculous bow and Gideon found himself laughing, the sound violent and grateful. Laughter in the room felt like a thin armor; it was absurd and necessary.
Not all tests behaved. One clean attempt saw the grain flare and the glass cleave into two pieces that glittered dangerously. A sliver nicked his thumb and he watched a thin line of blood bead on the pad. He cursed in a language that made Tamsin chide him like a guilty child and then, with gloves off, he pressed his hand to the wound, counted stitches with fingertip motions, and bound it using a folk remedy the healer had half-mockingly taught him: cold water, a smear of crushed onion leaf, and palm pressure. It hurt. The sting was a reminder that skill was not abstract; it exacted taxes in flesh.
As he worked, Master Halv’s shadow entered the doorway, folding the morningâ€™s cheer into a more somber countenance. The older man watched Gideon with an expression that had the peculiar patience of someone who had sold steadiness for years and then discovered the market wanted new things. He did not scold. He did not need to. He folded his hands and said, “You meddle with a world that pays many wages.”
Gideon looked up, thumb still pressed to the cut. “So do you,” he replied. It was a provocation and an acknowledgement both. Halv’s eyes narrowed but there was no malice; only a long acquaintance with consequence.
“What they do not pay,” Halv said, “is for hope that costs practice more than it returns. You risk a failed seam and then patients suffer and worse—no craftsperson wants to be the one whose variant costs a life.”
“That is a sensible fear,” Gideon said. He set his bandage aside and flexed his fingers to test the movement. It was a small victory that felt like a concession. “But the other fear is worse: ease that feels like mercy until it becomes a chain. A graft is helpful and precise, but it is also a line drawn and then signed.”
Master Halv had taught him to cut along the right grain and not to overheat a temper; he had also taught him to measure laterals and measure again. Halv’s caution was not an enemy so much as an elder’s instrument; there was care behind it, the same care that had kept many alive. The debate that simmered between them was not fierce; it was honest. It mapped a difference of temperament: Halv measured in margins and livelihoods, Gideon measured in seams and the small freedoms he could preserve. The guild was a machine that fed many mouths; Gideon’s desire to alter a single stitch did not necessarily attack the machine so much as hope to change the machine's welds.
When the evening came like a slow cup of ink, the market near the wharf hosted a thing the city called the tide-sellers’ fair—a row of stalls where fishermen and reed-cutters sold implements that had little use beyond whim. A woman sold reed whistles shaped like small birds that, when sung into, made a sound like someone calling for lost dogs. Gideon bought one on impulse—no rational reason—and stuffed it into his pocket. It had nothing to do with craft. It had to do with the odd superstition that one should carry small, useless songs on a day when a big, useful risk was attempted. People did not want to risk the Lattice without a ridiculous charm.
He also needed a shard with a grain angle different from the ones they had. He bargained with a harvester’s cousin who kept a private cache; the cousin liked to trade pieces for stories and for baked bread. Gideon told a story about a boy who balanced pebbles on his elbows and how, once, the boy had let one pebble fall and it landed on a cat’s whisker and the cat sneezed and then that sneeze set off a chain of small events that led to an old woman meeting an old friend. The cousin laughed and traded a piece for a loaf. It was a ridiculous economy and Gideon loved it—barter had less bureaucracy and more human awkwardness.
The shard he obtained had a long, spiral grain that suggested a route spiral inward like a coiled finger. It felt key-shaped in his palm; it hummed faintly when he set it by the lamp.
Back in the workshop he drafted the sequence he would need for the operation using instruments rather than ink: a dark tray for clamps, a set of needles filed to a precise taper, a small furnace for the tempering oil, and a bracket to steady the chest. He arranged them in the same order he would call for them under pressure. Tamsin watched him perform this ceremony of readiness with an intimacy he both resented and needed; she moved silently enough that her shadow became part of his plan.
Isolde’s breathing worsened over the next days, the pause between beats a little longer each time. Gideon watched for the rhythm and felt himself map each irregular note into a list of actions. He practiced the sutures on stray offcuts of tissue, threading the silk with a calmness that felt like devotion. “If you get grisly,” Isolde said one night, voice thin with an attempted joke, “do not take the flour out of the oven.”
He smiled despite himself. “I will burn the flour with the best intentions.”
Her small laugh made him ache in a way that had little to do with his hands and everything to do with the life between breaths. It settled something in him—a flicker of stubbornness that was not only professional pride but attachment. The plan hardened into something that would not be merely technical: it would be an act of care that risked the very tools that defined him.
A night trial nearly ruined the work. In a hastened tempering, a shard flaked along a hairline that had not shown in the loupe. The flake sailed like a dart and nicked a filament of the test model’s tissue; the model convulsed and fell into a small, panicked silence. Gideon moved without thought—the kind real practice produces—clamping, suturing, rotating the shard to relieve pressure, and pulling a thin loop that mended the tear. The room smelled of singed oil and the metal tang of worry. Tamsin wiped her palm across her brow and said, “I haven’t seen you move like that since the apprentice games.”
“Then we are either very good or poorly trained,” Gideon said sharply, but the adrenaline in his voice had softened into something like gratitude. He had not expected the work to demand his best; he had expected it to demand his will. To his surprise, it demanded both.
When the repair held, he sat back and felt the day’s weight settle into his bones. The cost was not theoretical anymore. He had a hand that throbbed and instruments that needed recalibration and a shard that seemed less cooperative than he had hoped. But he also had a route—an outline of motion that could, perhaps, reroute the lattice’s pull into a closed circuit. That thought had teeth. It chewed at his certainty and left him more awake than fear alone could.
Isolde watched him tighten small knots in her sleeve as if they were lifelines. Her eyes were steady and fierce and not at all the plaintive thing guildmen imagined when they spoke of patients. She rolled her head against his palm and said, quietly, “If you do this, you know there will be consequences.”
“I know,” he said. His voice had the weight of a man who had measured margins most of his life. “I also know what I would prefer to pay.”
They made the plan then with the bluntness of two people arranging furniture: necessary, practical, and intimate. The operation would take place at night when the Lattice’s pull was less insistent; they would need a shard cut at a precise angle, tempered to a hardness that would accept a looped seam, and an arrangement of sutures that would keep every vessel aligned as if they were hatched into the glass instead of through it. Tamsin would be the steady hands; Halv would not be invited into the theater—he insisted guild laws required a witness, but Gideon had learned how well certain adult rules could be sidestepped if the reason felt urgent.
The chapter of his life that had been tacked with cynicism now frayed into an action: fetch a piece, set the seam, perform the stitch. It was hands first, words later. They would test the plan on a last, stubborn model and then, if luck and craft agreed, they would attempt it for Isolde. The city went on selling shells and balancing pebbles while they prepared to cut a new seam into a living thing. The Lattice turned its slow ring and did not ask permission; Gideon understood that in the same way he understood how blades cut—without malice, with only the work to be done.

    
A Stitch Against the Moon
The moon had climbed like a pale thumbprint when they began. Lanterns in the lane had been banked; the shop’s glass ran a fogged line where breath met cold. Gideon moved through the rooms with the economy of a man who understood how to save motion: he opened drawers by touch, set instruments with the same precise attention he gave a living seam, and arranged the light so shadows would fall where they could not fool his eye. Tamsin hummed under her breath, a nervous, tuneless thing that belonged to apprentices and children. It was bad luck, some old women said, to go under the Lattice without a silly noise; it made the world less solemn and less likely to press on a single string.
Isolde lay on the bracket whose leather smelled of tar and old prayers. Her breath came even in the gaslight, thin but not yet surrendered. She had joked—bitter and bright—that if Gideon ruined her hands she would still make the household better bread. She clutched a folded scrap of calico to herself and, when Gideon knelt to check the set of her shoulder, she squeezed his wrist. “You make promises like you staple them,” she murmured. “Don’t promise me anything you won’t iron later.” It was a ridiculous line and he laughed despite the fear dogging his ribs; laughter steadied them both.
They had chosen the late hour because the Lattice hummed less then, a softer undertow some harvesters trusted. Outside, the city slept in odd rotations—some neighborhoods sang themselves to sleep with lullabies of brine and rope; others left bowls of sugared seaweed at thresholds to confuse tide-spirits that might look in. These superstitions were not useful to a graft, but they made the world snug in corners not governed by contracts and grain. Gideon liked that the city kept some habits private; it meant there were pockets of life the Lattice could not measure.
Tamsin set a tray: clamps, a furnace bowl, syringes polished to a sterile shine, and the modified shard wrapped in the velvet he had kept under his pillow. She wore the ridiculous straw hat from the market, brim pinned down with a hairpin, and kept adjusting it as if it had feelings. “If I faint,” she said with a crooked grin, “you are responsible for holding the hat.”
“You’ll not faint,” Gideon snapped, which was less sharp than it sounded. He felt the air tighten like the inside of a drawn glove. “And if you do, I will watch the hat.” His hands found the shard as if by muscle memory and he set it into the small cradle he had trimmed for it. The grain lines gleamed under the lamp: he had filed a shallow channel along one spiral, annealed it in oil, and practiced the stitch like a litany. The plan lived in the sequence of motions as much as in words: temper, score, seat, lace, route the pull inward, bind with a bead to break the outward leash. Each movement was a verb he trusted.
Isolde’s eyes were steady where the menders’ lantern painted small moons beneath her lashes. “If you ruin my gloves,” she whispered, “I will never let you boast at the market again.”
“You mean your terrible pride?” Gideon asked, and the bareness of the humor drew a smile from her. Their exchange was not for the benefit of any witness; it had the soft privacy of shared stubbornness. Tamsin checked instruments and passed a gauze without being told; her movements were a practiced choreography, half-obedience and half-adoration. She had learned to read Gideon’s hand-languages in the gaps between stitches.
Gideon set the brackets and steadied Isolde’s rib with a device—simple, brutal and honest in its purpose. He watched the beat below his palm and measured time in the small irregularities. There was no long, sentimental pause in which the hero discovers moral clarity; there was only the work and the decision that had already been made. He had chosen the route not because it promised a tidy victory but because it answered to the one thing that always steadied him: the idea that craft could be a force of care rather than a ledger entry.
Master Halv had sent a note more appropriate to his temperament: clean your edges and remember the guild pays in long hours. He had not come. The guild did not need to sit in the doorway to judge; its presence hovered like a formal chill. Gideon did not seek permission; he sought a seam that would hold the world together without lassoing a life into rhythm. Tamsin fed a heated spit under the annealing bowl and when the oil blossomed into a singing red she cooled it with a practiced breath. Her hands trembled less than her voice but that was a detail Gideon liked—hands told more truth than speech.
He had practiced the motions until they were a muscle’s memory: the pinch for the inner loop, the flick to coax the grain, the way to place a hairline bead that would act as an inert dam. As he heated the modified shard a small noise escaped the sleeve of his shirt—the reed whistle from the market, forgotten and still taped to his wrist. It gave one small, plaintive chirrup when he brushed it; Tamsin barked a laugh. “There,” she said. “You carry a song and you pretend to be alone.”
Isolde’s laugh was a thin thing. “You have more hats than sense,” she said to Tamsin. The absurdity of the moment made the oven-bright fear outside their circle feel less absolute. Humor had the unpleasant habit of reminding them that they were alive even in the place where they asked living to take a new shape.
Gideon made the first cut with a knife whose edge felt like a confession against the shard. The crystal took the line with a tiny exhalation as if it sighed at being remade. He worked by touch and eye both, scoring the channel slightly off the main seam so the grain would prefer an inward curl. Blood was a bright, real color beneath the lamplight when they opened for access; it was not the theatrical bleeding of stories but the precise, worrying red that required skill more than prayer. He clamped arteries with a surgeon’s calm and threaded a monitor tube into the chest cavity as he would a needle—careful, steady, never arrogant.
Tamsin’s hands trembled when she steadied the clamps; she stilled when he looked at her and allowed the steadiness to be borrowed. Gideon worked on the shard with a small file, breathing through the sequence he'd rehearsed. The shard accepted the new groove grudgingly and sometimes rebelled, splintering a hairline. When that happened he had to adapt: a different angle, a softer tempering, a sly use of a cooled oil that would flex the glass rather than fracture it. Craft was often improvisation; a good seamster was a liar who persuaded materials to tell new stories.
The Lattice, outside the walls, made itself known. A subtle tug ran through the modified shard like an answering chord; the crystal hummed and the air in the room tightened. For a moment a cold slid across Isolde’s chest and she gasped. Gideon felt the twitch of something reaching for purchase, an external rhythm sniffing for a match. He steadied his hand as if cupping something fragile—Isolde, the glass, the space between a need and a fix. “Hold,” he told Tamsin. The word was a command and a prayer.
She braced with the clamp and Gideon guided the shard into place. It was not a matter of will alone; it took a thousand precise pressures and a final, decisive stitch. He threaded silk through flesh with the speed of someone who had spent years making small miracles appear routine. The first contact was an affront: the shard tried to take, to thread itself into Isolde as if consuming a taste. He responded with a technique he had rehearsed in the quiet hours—an inside weave that laced a short, closed loop within the heart’s tissue, a loop that nested the shard rather than tethering it outward. Each pull was metered. Each knot had to be perfect.
The Lattice answered as if insulted. A tremor passed through the shard and that tremor ran down Gideon’s arm like a current. His right hand jolted where it held a needle and the edge nicked a small tendon; he felt pain white and sharp. He cursed without polite phrasing and Tamsin cursed in a language of her own that sounded like a child's game. The shard reacted to the pain with a protesting clack and for a breath the room seemed to cancel sound—the drowning quiet favorite of terrible moments.
“Steady,” he barked, because silence was not a place to think but to act. He braced his forearm against the edge of the table and continued with a steadiness born of training and stubbornness. When a vessel split along a seam he had to reroute sutures: a ladder-weave across a torn route that would carry pressure evenly, a small trick his mother had taught him when leather refused to mend. He threaded the silk like a ferryman and made a small bead of damp, cooled glass at the critical junction—a little inert bead snipped from a spare that would soak the pull and keep it from tracking outward.
Isolde moaned—a sound that was not theatrical but the honest calculation of a body afraid. “Gideon,” she breathed, and in that syllable was every argument and every apology they had never found the words to say. He bent close, working with both hands even as the right one sang with pain. The shard vibrated and the Lattice’s influence pressed like tide against a levee. He had to finish the final cloak-stitch: a cross-threading that would seal the loop and force whatever hunger the glass held to fold back on itself. That stitch required a motion his right hand now balked at; the tendon prick made it impossible to twist the needle with the old surety.
He set the needle on his lips for a second and tasted iron. Then he laughed—a raw sound that startled Tamsin into a small involuntary smile—and he adapted. He used the left thumb to spin the silk while the toes of his right hand anchored the leather; he shoved his shoulder into the work to guide the motion instead of the wrist. It was ugly and perfect. It was work.
The shard gave a sound like a sigh and then, for a moment, nothing. The Lattice pulsed, sent one last searching note, and the bead she had buried eased the pull into itself. Isolde’s breathing slackened, then deepened, finding a rhythm that belonged to her rather than to a ring of stone. Gideon sat back with a shiver that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with exhaustion. Blood gleamed on his thumb and the palm was numb with the taste of adrenaline.
They waited in a silence that felt like waiting under a bell. Isolde’s eyelids fluttered and she opened them to the lamp’s slow star. She took a breath and then another and the numbers of her heart—when Gideon checked the monitor with gloved fingers—settled into a steadier count. Tamsin exhaled a laugh that was half relief, half ridiculousness. “You did not make a poor seam,” she declared, which was the high compliment of their small world.
Isolde tried to sit up and then reclined with a groan. “My gloves?” she asked, eyes sharp even with recovery. Gideon smiled and she hit him with the folded scrap of calico and something wholly ordinary and curative: scolding. “You promised,” she said.
“I will not brag in the market today,” he promised, and it was an offer that sounded like a bargain. Halv arrived then with the measured tread of a man who had considered arriving and had then adjusted his conscience. He leaned in the doorway and said, “You have a hand for danger and a face for recklessness.” There was reprimand in his tone but not condemnation. He had watched more seams than most; he understood the calculus of craft. “There will be questions,” he added. “There will be trouble. But you saved her.”
Gideon wanted to answer with something that would settle guild records and neighbor gossip into the neatness of a ledger, but he only looked at Isolde and let the room keep its small, private victory. Craft had done what words could not. The world outside—the market, the tidal wharves, the small ridiculous festivals of pebble-balancing—continued as if nothing had bent its arc tonight, and that was exactly the kind of grace Gideon had hoped for.
The cost was immediate. He flexed his right hand and felt a hollowness near the thumb, a numbness that made fine motion clumsy. He tried to hold a tiny needle and his fingers refused the old eloquence. Tamsin watched him with a face that did not know whether to crack jokes or hand him a threat. She chose both. “You will become charmingly left-handed,” she said. “We will market you as ‘vintage dexterity.’”
Gideon laughed then and the sound was brittle. It was one thing to imagine a future trimmed at the edges by an injury; it was another to find the instrument on which he'd built his life altered. He had a moment of vanity then—that old ache of recognition that craft had defined him—but Isolde seized his other wrist with a tenderness that pushed pride aside with something warmer. “You gave me back a shape that might be mine,” she said, and the words landed like small stones. They were not grand; they did not claim to repair the city. They only fitted them together in a way that made the room softer.
Tamsin did not waste time preaching. She set out clean bandages, boiled oils, and the mender’s tincture Master Halv once sniffed at and then adopted when a favor required it. She pressed a poultice to the base of Gideon’s thumb with a confidence that made him trust her hands anew. “You will hobble to the market tomorrow,” she mused, “and there you will watch people miscount their gratitude.” Her mockery was the sort that healed.
They spent the next hours in small triage: Isolde slept and then nursed a weak appetite for a breadcrust Gideon had insisted he could still bake if the oven did not betray him. He did a clumsy, comedic effort to warm a flatbread using one hand while Tamsin held the pan. The absurdity of it—Gideon flipping a soggy circle of dough with a wounded right hand—made them laugh until they cried and then laugh again. It was necessary; tears and laughter pulled at the same cord. Outside, someone practised balancing pebbles, and the sound of stones tapping against stones threaded into their night like a metronome that was not the Lattice’s.
Morning came with a rain that smudged the lamps and left the streets smelling like iron and sweet bread. Word would spread: he had altered a seam, saved a life, and broken a standard stitch. That word would be a thing of gossip and admiration and probable censure. Gideon lay with his head on Isolde’s knee and watched the rain pattern the glass. The city outside prepared another market day, people folding their scarves into unfamiliar knots because some small superstition suggested new bracelets should be tested on storm mornings.
Master Halv sat with them for a while and sipped bitter tea. He spoke of measures and margins and the thing he had always loved in trade: the exactness of an accomplished hand. “You have always been reckless with beauty,” he said slowly. “Tonight you were reckless with mercy.”
Gideon felt a small pride that had nothing to do with guild notice. He found, oddly, that the loss in his right hand was also a particular kind of gain; his attention settled differently, onto faces and the small curves of bread and Isolde’s mouth when she slept. Tamsin began copying his sequences into a small, private book that she kept under her pillow. She wrote not for fame—she had no taste for public honors—but so that other hands might learn a variation. It was an act both modest and subversive: making a practice available so that chains might be mended into loops that closed on themselves.
When Isolde stood and slipped on a pair of gloves that still fit her, she pressed Gideon’s injured hand between both of her palms. “We will braid new stories yet,” she said in the way of someone who knows how to stitch a life back, row by patient row. Gideon squeezed back with whatever strength he had and found that his left hand felt like a new language emerging under his skin. The future was not a ledger entry but a sequence of motions he could learn again.
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