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Setting Bones in Winter
Henrik van der Berg
Beneath Brackenhold’s winter streets, bone-setter Tamsin Vale works the night shifts that keep cracked walls, broken bodies, and a sleeping colossus from giving way. When deliberate fractures spread through the undercity, she follows the damage into buried chambers where steel, bone, and fear hold the city together by inches.
ProseHub


    
A Clean Fracture in Winter
The first crack appeared under the dockside chapel just before midnight, when the snow had begun to fall in dense, slanting sheets that made the lamps look as if they were burning underwater. Tamsin Vale stood in the narrow workroom beneath the chapel, one sleeve rolled to the elbow, the other darkened with old plaster dust and the faint reddish smear that never quite washed from bone-setting tools. She leaned over the body on the table, a dockhand with a jaw broken in three places and ribs bent in a way that made her wince in professional offense.
“Whoever packed this fellow into a fight,” she muttered, fitting two fingers beneath the man’s sternum, “should be fined for laziness.”
Across the room, Orren Pike snorted and held a lantern steady with both hands. “That would be the first time a brawl got billed like a carpentry job.”
“Everything is carpentry if you hit it long enough.” Tamsin drew a thin silver hook from her apron, slipped it between fractured ribs, and tugged. The bones gave a wet, brittle click as they settled into a more honest shape. She worked quickly, with the calm brutality of habit: press, brace, twist, hold. Her fingers moved with such certainty that the dead man’s chest seemed to sigh under her touch.
That was when the body shuddered.
Not a big movement. Not a theatrical lurch from the grave, which would have been simpler in its horror. This was subtler, a small involuntary jerk that lifted one hand from the table and let it fall again with a slap. Tamsin froze with one palm planted against the man’s sternum. The lantern flame bent sideways though no door had opened.
Orren swallowed. “That is not usual.”
“No,” Tamsin said, and her voice came out flatter than she intended. “Usually they wait until after I’m finished to make a nuisance of themselves.”
She checked the neck, the jaw, the line of the spine. The body was dead. That much she could swear by. Yet beneath the flesh she felt a wrongness, a faint vibration as if something buried deep in the bones had taken a breath it did not need. She reached for the ankle, turned it, and found the fracture pattern repeated in miniature—clean diagonal breaks crossing each other like a deliberate mark.
The same pattern.
Not in the body. In the table.
Tamsin straightened so fast her stool skidded back and struck the wall. She stared at the work surface, at the pale lines scratched through the old oak and filled with wax. The cuts were shallow, nearly lost under years of use, but she knew the shape of them. She had seen it before on brace-beams in the lower wards, where the stone supports under the streets held up the city’s weight. It was the pattern used by builders when they wanted a section to fail slowly instead of all at once.
Something cold walked across her ribs. She set the lantern closer and found, carved near the table leg, a mark no larger than her thumb: a crescent split by a straight line.
Master Halden’s sign.
Tamsin stared at it until Orren said, quietly, “You look like you’ve swallowed a nail.”
“I’m trying to decide which is worse,” she said, and took the body’s wrist in one hand while the other reached for the small leather kit at her belt. She could still hear the chapel bells above them, muted by snow and stone. Somewhere beyond the walls, the city groaned in its sleep. Brackenhold always sounded that way in winter: wood contracting, pipes freezing, old bones shifting in their sockets. Tonight the sound seemed louder.
She adjusted the wrist, fixed the forearm, and, because she could not help herself, snapped the elbow straight with a sharp crack that made Orren wince.
“That sounded expensive.”
“It was.” She glanced at him. “If he rises and complains, you’ll tell him I was generous.”
Orren’s mouth twitched despite himself. He was young enough to keep humor close to the throat, where fear could not choke it. Tamsin used to find that irritating. Lately she found it useful.
A gust of wind rattled the cellar window. Snow hissed against the glass. Then, from somewhere below them, came a second sound: a slow, hollow knock.
Not from the chapel.
From beneath the floor.
Tamsin motioned for Orren to kill the lamp. In the dark that followed, the body on the table made one thin, scraping sound as its heel slid against wood.
“Tell me,” Orren whispered, “that is the building settling.”
Tamsin crouched, laid her ear to the flagstones, and heard it again: knock, scrape, pause. Not random. Not weather. A measured impact from deep under the chapel foundation, as if something below were testing the walls for weakness.
She rose slowly, every muscle tightening. “No,” she said. “That is something underneath us learning the shape of the house.”
Orren lit the second lamp only after Tamsin had crossed the room and barred the cellar door with a brace of iron hooks. She moved with brisk economy, the way she did everything when she was angry enough to become careful. The body on the table had stopped twitching, but she did not trust the stillness. Nothing that had knocked from beneath the floor deserved trust.
The chapel workroom was cramped and overused: shelves of bone files, wedges, splints, resin pots, and a row of ceramic jars labeled in Tamsin’s severe hand. One jar held powdered chalk. Another held charred willow ash for cleansing. Another, marked with a skull and a warning cross, contained teeth extracted from things that should not have had them. Orren once asked if she sorted by usefulness or menace. She had answered, “Yes.”
He had laughed, then regretted it when he realized she was serious.
Tamsin picked up the body’s ankle again and turned it under the lamp. The fracture lines had a manufactured neatness that offended her on an almost personal level. “These were not caused by a fall,” she said. “Nor by a beating. Someone knew exactly where to put pressure.”
“On a corpse?”
“On the city.” She lifted her eyes to the ceiling, as if the chapel floorboards could feel accused. “Same craft. Larger patient.”
Orren set down the lamp and rubbed his hands together for warmth. “That sounds like a sentence a priest would use before threatening us.”
“It sounds like a sentence a builder would use before being paid to pretend he isn’t threatening us.” Tamsin reached for her heavy coat and shoved one arm into the sleeve. “Get your gloves.”
“Which pair?”
“The ones that don’t have a hole in the thumb.”
“That narrows it down to one pair and a dream.”
He was still grinning when she opened the cellar door. The laugh died from his face as the knock came again, closer this time, and the entire threshold shivered under the impact. Dust trickled down from the lintel in a fine gray line.
Tamsin paused with one hand on the iron brace. She knew that sound, or something like it. Years ago, when she had apprenticed under Halden, she had been sent into the lower supports after a sinkage collapse. The braces there had sounded like this when they started to go: not a scream, not a break, but a warning placed in the wood by patient force.
She made a decision without speaking. If the damage was under the chapel, then it was touching the district’s old foundation channels. If it reached the lower wards, the poor sections built into the city’s underside would begin to buckle. Brackenhold had been stitched together from old stone, scavenged timber, and the bones of things no one named aloud. A failure in the wrong place could open a wound through three neighborhoods before dawn.
Orren saw her expression and stopped joking entirely. “You’re going there.”
“Yes.”
“Now?”
“Do you prefer later, when the street is in the river?”
He hesitated, then snatched up his coat and followed her to the stairs. “I was hoping for a less direct answer.”
“You’ve been with me too long.”
“Tragic for both of us.”
They emerged into the alley behind the chapel, where the snow had gathered in dirty drifts around butcher carts and prayer posts. Brackenhold at night was a maze of leaning roofs, iron gutters, and windows glowing amber through frosted glass. The city smelled of coal smoke, wet wool, boiled turnips, and the bitter resin used on the lower-level beams. Somewhere a vendor was still selling sugared chestnuts from a brazier, because winter made even the grim people of the city crave small sweetness. Tamsin caught the smell and felt, absurdly, annoyed that the world was continuing to be ordinary.
A woman in a patchwork shawl hurried past them carrying a bundle of laundry and muttering at the weather as if it had insulted her mother. Tamsin ducked beneath a sagging awning and checked the street supports. The stone braces beneath the chapel’s lane rose from the pavement in short black ribs. Snow clung to them. At first glance they looked whole.
Then she saw the hairline cracks.
Not one. Many.
They ran along the mortar seams in precise diagonal cuts, just like the fracture on the corpse’s bones. Tamsin knelt, ran her hand across the nearest brace, and felt a faint tremor move under her palm. The stone was warm. That should not have been possible.
Orren crouched beside her. “Tell me that’s just city heat.”
Tamsin pressed two fingers to the crack and felt grit loosen beneath her nail. “No. Somebody’s been removing the load pins from the lower supports.”
“Could that happen by accident?”
“It would require a remarkable amount of stupidity, so yes, but I doubt it.”
She crouched lower and inspected the base of the brace. There, half-hidden under a crust of sleet, was the same crescent-split mark she had seen on the table. Her stomach tightened. Halden’s sign again. Not painted. Not chalked. Chiseled into the stone with a mason’s clean, practiced hand.
A bell rang somewhere in the upper district, deep and slow. The sound traveled through the frozen streets and seemed to settle in Tamsin’s bones. She rose and looked toward the dark slope leading down into the lower wards. Smoke hung there in layers, caught between roofs and scaffold bridges. Below, the city thinned into older streets built around the buried remains of the colossus, the ancient structure whose ribs and vertebrae formed the bones of Brackenhold’s deepest foundations.
Every child in the city was told the same story: the giant slept, and the city grew around its body because there was nowhere else safe enough to stand. Most adults stopped talking about the giant once they were old enough to fear what language might invite.
Tamsin never believed in the story. She believed in load-bearing beams and bad weather.
Tonight, the difference no longer mattered.
The lower wards sat in the city’s shadow like a bruise. Narrow lanes dipped between old stone tenements, their upper stories jutting out over the streets as if the houses were trying to lean in and overhear each other’s sins. Laundry lines crossed the alleys in frozen arcs, stiff with crusted frost. Children slept above bakeries where the ovens never fully cooled. Somewhere nearby a cooper hammered barrel hoops while his wife shouted at him for doing it after midnight, which sounded, Tamsin thought, like the sort of argument that kept a marriage honest.
Orren followed behind her with a satchel of wedges, resin cloth, and two lengths of iron bracing. He had insisted on carrying the heavier bundle. Tamsin allowed it because he would have been offended otherwise and because she had already decided she might need both hands free.
The first collapsed passage they found had been cordoned off with rope and prayer tags. The tags fluttered in the wind like dead moths. A pair of ward guards stood nearby stamping their boots and trying to look brave. One of them recognized Tamsin and nodded with the forced relief of men who had just remembered a useful tool existed.
“You’re late,” said the taller guard.
“Then you’ve had too much time to make it worse,” Tamsin replied.
The guard blinked. “That sounds like the sort of thing you’re paid to say.”
“It’s what I’m paid to prevent.”
She ducked under the rope and approached the breach. The stones had split along a seam that ran from the wall into the street support, and from there into the base of the adjoining tenement. Snow and grit had poured through the crack and piled in a pale ridge on the floor. Tamsin crouched, pressed her fingertips to the fracture, and felt the building settle another fraction.
Orren whistled softly. “That doesn’t look like a natural collapse.”
“No.” She scraped away the dust and found the load pin holes empty. “Someone’s been pulling support from the wrong side.”
The guards exchanged uneasy glances. One of them said, “We heard knocking. Thought it was the old venting channels.”
“In this district?” Tamsin snorted. “If the vents were knocking, I’d ask for a better wage.”
The younger guard gave an uncertain smile, then looked embarrassed for smiling at all.
Tamsin set two wedges into the seam and drove them in with the heel of her hammer. The blow rang through the passage with a clean, satisfying sound. She drove another pair deeper, then forced resin cloth into the gap to keep out moisture. Her hands moved without haste, but without pause. Each action was a conversation with gravity, and gravity, unlike most people, answered in the only language it respected.
Behind her, Orren asked the guard, “How long before this place actually falls?”
The guard stared at him as if the question were indecent. “We were hoping to avoid an estimate.”
“Optimism,” Orren said, “is just panic in nicer shoes.”
That earned a bark of laughter from the second guard, which he immediately turned into a cough. Tamsin did not look up, but the corner of her mouth twitched despite herself. It was a dangerous sign. Amusement made rooms feel less sealed.
A woman appeared at the far end of the alley carrying a basket of onions wrapped in cloth. She stopped, took in the broken passage, the guards, the tools, and Tamsin kneeling in the snow, and asked, “Is it the dead again?”
“No,” Tamsin said.
The woman looked relieved until Tamsin added, “Worse. It’s the supports.”
The basket tilted in the woman’s arms. “That’s worse?”
“Yes,” said Orren. “Dead things generally stay where they’re put. Wood and stone are much more ambitious.”
The woman muttered something unprintable and hurried on, clutching her onions as if they might be conscripted into the repair effort.
Tamsin stood and examined the wall beyond the breach. In the mortar, almost hidden beneath the wet stone, she found the split-crescent mark again. It had been cut at chest height, deliberate and clean. Her jaw tightened.
“Halden,” she said under her breath.
Orren heard her. “Your old master?”
She nodded once.
“You think he did this?”
“I think someone used his mark.”
“That seems like a terrible courtesy.”
Tamsin straightened, shoved the hammer into her belt, and looked down the lane toward the deeper wards. Far below, a dull thump rolled through the ground. Then another. The city answered with a shudder of its own.
A thin crack ran across the nearby wall, splitting a patch of frost from corner to corner.
Tamsin moved before anyone else could speak. She sprang forward, kicked open the collapsed brace lying against the wall, and dragged it into position with a grunt. Orren swore and grabbed the opposite end as the structure sagged. Together they levered the support under the beam just as the stone settled another inch. Dust burst upward in a gray cloud.
For one breathless instant the alley went still.
Then the repaired brace held.
A child peered from a doorway across the street and shouted, “Did you fix it?”
Tamsin wiped her hands on her coat and looked at the crooked beam now shoved into place by improvised force. “For tonight,” she said.
The child considered this, then nodded as if that were a respectable answer and vanished back inside.
Orren leaned on the brace, breathing hard. “You know,” he said, “I’m beginning to think your profession lacks glamour.”
“I’m devastated.”
“Should I start a petition?”
“Only if you can spell it.”
He gave her a wounded look. “That was unkind.”
“Yes,” she said, and finally allowed herself the briefest smile, “but accurate.”
They made for the old support stair, a narrow spiral cut into the city’s lower stone, where the air grew damp and the walls sweated mineral water. The stair descended beneath tenements, beneath storage vaults, beneath a disused chapel kitchen where the smell of boiled cabbage clung to the walls like a permanent confession. Tamsin had used the route before, years ago, when she was still learning how to judge a cracking foundation by touch and by sound. Halden had sent her there then with nothing but a hammer, three braces, and the advice that fear was useful only if it made you precise.
She had hated him for that advice.
She missed it now.
At the landing, they found the first of the old maintenance doors hanging open on one hinge. The iron had been bent outward, not inward, as if pressure from beneath had forced it loose. Beyond the doorway lay a service corridor lined with old drain channels and repair niches. The far wall was smeared with chalk marks, fresh enough to glint in the lantern light.
Tamsin stopped. “Hold still.”
Orren froze mid-step. “That is not a phrase people enjoy hearing in a tunnel.”
She crouched and touched the chalk. It came away on her fingertip in a pale dust. Not a prayer, not a warning. Measurement marks. Angles. Load notations. A repairman’s language. Her pulse sharpened. Someone had been here recently, mapping the strain points in the city’s understructure.
No book. No hidden papers. Just numbers, cut into the living stone.
“Can you read it?” Orren asked.
“Yes.” She traced one line, then another. “This says the lower ribs are taking more weight than they should. That means the central spine is shifting.”
“That sounds like the city is growing a headache.”
Tamsin gave him a look. “If it does, I’m charging extra.”
They continued deeper. The corridor narrowed into a rough-hewn passage that smelled of wet iron and old ash. Somewhere ahead, water dripped steadily into a hidden basin, each drop echoing like a second heartbeat. Tamsin touched the wall as she walked, feeling the vibrations pass through stone, past her palm and into her shoulder. The city had a rhythm when it was healthy: a scattered, imperfect pulse of settling timber, vent steam, distant wheels, and sleeping life. This rhythm was wrong. Too many pauses. Too many sharp stutters.
Then they heard the knocking again.
Orren whispered, “It’s closer.”
Tamsin nodded and put a finger to her mouth. They moved as one along the corridor until the passage opened into a broad chamber where old support ribs arched overhead like the inside of a cathedral made for giants. There, under a web of rusted chains and hanging lantern hooks, stood the body of a brace-beam system stripped nearly bare. Several load pins had been removed. The gaps were fresh.
And someone was still there.
A figure in a dark work coat stood with his back to them, one hand braced against the central pillar. He was tall and narrow, his posture familiar in a way that made Tamsin’s stomach tighten before he turned.
Master Halden’s face was older than she remembered and sharper around the eyes. His beard was silver now, his hands wrapped in stained leather gloves. He looked not surprised to see her, but tired, as if he had expected this exact failure of the world and simply arrived late to it.
“Tamsin,” he said.
Orren’s grip tightened on his lantern. Tamsin did not move.
“You’ve been busy,” she said.
Halden’s mouth twitched once, almost a smile and not quite. “So have you.”
“Those are your marks.”
“Yes.”
It was not an admission, exactly. That was what made it worse.
Orren looked from one to the other. “I’m going to say this once,” he said carefully. “If this is a family matter, I would like to leave before someone says something ancestral.”
Halden glanced at him with mild surprise. “And you are?”
“Orren. Complication, mostly.”
“Then stand a little farther back.”
Tamsin ignored both of them and stepped into the chamber. “Why remove the pins?”
Halden’s gaze shifted to the central pillar. “Because they were already failing.”
“That is not an answer.”
“It is the only one you’re likely to get.”
The chamber answered for him with a low groan that rolled through the ribs overhead. Dust pattered from the stone arch. Tamsin felt the floor move beneath her boots. Somewhere deeper in the undercity, something large and old shifted in its sleep.
Halden looked at her then, really looked, and the tiredness in his face became something else entirely. “If you intend to save this district,” he said, “you’ll need more than righteous anger and a hammer.”
Tamsin tightened her jaw. “Good. I brought wedges.”
For the first time, Orren laughed outright, a short, surprised bark that echoed through the chamber and made even Halden raise an eyebrow.
Tamsin did not smile. She stared at the old man across the stripped support frame and knew with cold certainty that the collapse below them was only beginning. The city had not merely cracked. Someone had chosen where it should break.
The chamber filled with the sound of settling stone. Halden moved first, not backward but sideways, one gloved hand sweeping through the air in a gesture Tamsin recognized from apprenticeship days: clear the line, watch the load, do not stand under a lie. She hated that her body remembered him before her pride could object.
“Out of the center,” he snapped.
Tamsin obeyed because she was not foolish, only furious. She seized Orren by the sleeve and dragged him toward the wall just as a chain overhead snapped loose with a shriek of metal. It whipped past where his head had been and slammed into the floor, throwing sparks.
Orren stared at it, then at her. “I’d appreciate advance notice on all future near-deaths.”
“Write a complaint,” she said, “and I’ll place it in the queue.”
He laughed once, breathless, then coughed when dust hit the back of his throat.
Halden was already moving along the exposed support frame, inspecting the removed pins. He crouched with careful speed, fingers hovering over the empty sockets. “Not all at once,” he said. “The fractures spread from three nodes. If the strain transfers inward, the whole lower spine could buckle.”
Tamsin stepped to his side. “You knew this was happening.”
“I knew it was possible.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“No,” Halden said, and the old weariness in his voice deepened. “It never is.”
She wanted to strike him. She wanted to demand why he had marked the stone, why he had not reported the damage, why he had let her stumble into the dark after it. Instead she crouched and pressed her hand to the exposed beam. The wood was vibrating in uneven pulses, like a fever beneath skin.
Orren, trying very hard to sound helpful and not frightened, said, “If the giant city-bone thing under us starts shaking itself apart, should we be worrying about the chapel above us or the entire neighborhood?”
Halden looked at him. “The entire neighborhood.”
“That answer is terribly comprehensive.”
“It is also true.”
Tamsin searched the frame and found the next fracture point by touch: a slight ridge where the grain had begun to separate. She measured it with her thumb and forefinger, then set a chalk mark against the break. She could repair this. Not safely. Not permanently without time she did not have. But she could keep it from worsening long enough to reach the deeper supports.
A sound like a distant bell traveled up through the floor.
Then another knock. Then a series of knocks, faster now, like a fist testing all the locked doors in a house.
Orren paled. “Tell me that’s not inside the walls.”
Tamsin did not answer because something moved in the darkness beyond the far arch.
It was no corpse. No rat. No city guard. A shape with too many joints and a body half-formed from old splintered bone and the pale mineral crust of the undercity. It dragged itself from a crevice between two support pillars, its head turned sideways as if the neck had been set wrong and then abandoned there. One arm ended in a hooked claw of calcified debris. The thing looked less alive than unfinished.
Orren made a noise of pure disgust. “That is absolutely not standard maintenance.”
“Don’t let it hear you,” Tamsin muttered, already reaching for the iron hammer.
The creature lunged.
She met it head-on, stepping into the strike rather than away from it. The hammer came down on the creature’s shoulder joint with a crack that burst bone dust into the air. It reeled. She drove her elbow into its throat, hooked her boot behind its leg, and slammed it hard against the support pillar. Orren, after a startled beat, hurled a lantern bracket at its head. The metal caught its jaw and spun it sideways.
“Useful,” Tamsin barked.
“I have many talents,” Orren said, scrambling to snatch up a fallen wedge. “Panicking is only one of them.”
Halden moved with grim efficiency, using his body as a brace against the frame while Tamsin pinned the creature’s arm and forced the joint into a rough lock. It fought with blind strength, thrashing against her grip. She gritted her teeth, shoved her knee into its ribs, and twisted until the calcified limb snapped free with a grating crunch.
The thing collapsed in a shower of dust and pale fragments.
For a heartbeat, the chamber was silent except for their breathing.
Then the floor lurched hard enough to throw all three of them off balance.
A seam ran through the central pillar from base to arch in one white line. Tamsin stared at it and felt every professional instinct sharpen into panic. That pillar held the chamber, the corridor beyond, and the upper weight of three streets. If it went, the lower wards would cave into one another like stacked teeth.
Halden said quietly, “Now you understand why I marked the stone.”
Tamsin looked at him with the expression of someone trying not to murder her former mentor in a structurally unsound room. “I understand that you have chosen the worst possible way to explain yourself.”
“Yes,” he said. “That is fair.”
Another tremor rolled through the chamber. Dust streamed down from the arches. The creature’s broken remains shivered once, as if some deeper force were still tugging at its shape.
Tamsin sheathed the hammer, drew out two iron wedges, and drove them into the widening crack with two brutal, measured blows. The first jammed. The second bit. She rammed the third into the seam and shouted for Orren to brace the opposite side.
He did not hesitate. He threw his shoulder against the frame, teeth bared, and held.
The pillar groaned.
Tamsin set both hands to the wedge and hammered again, harder, faster, until the vibration changed from collapse to strain. The stone shuddered, then steadied by the smallest possible measure.
Not enough.
But enough to keep moving.
Halden’s voice came low through the dust. “Go to the deep supports. If the fracture reaches the spine, this chamber will be the least of our concerns.”
Tamsin met his eyes. In them she saw neither apology nor excuse, only the stubborn knowledge of a man who had chosen to stay in the dark because leaving it would be worse.
She hated that she understood him.
“Fine,” she said. “But if this ends with me carrying your mistakes uphill, I’m billing you.”
They left the chamber with the supports shuddering behind them, the broken creature sinking into the dust like a discarded thought. Tamsin did not look back. She had learned long ago that looking back at a failing structure made one feel responsible for every stone in it, and responsibility was a luxury that tended to get people buried.
The corridor beyond sloped downward, deeper into the old undercity where the city’s earliest foundations wrapped around the ancient colossus beneath Brackenhold. The air grew colder as they descended. Moisture glazed the walls. Their lantern light picked out slick seams in the stone and old repair marks layered over old repair marks, each generation of builders patching what the last had feared to name.
Orren walked at Tamsin’s shoulder now instead of behind her. He was breathing harder than he wanted her to notice. So was she. The work had begun to settle into her muscles as pain: shoulders tight from hauling braces, wrists burning from hammer shocks, thigh muscles coiled from crouching and climbing and bracing against the first collapse. It was the kind of exhaustion that sharpened the senses instead of dulling them.
“Are we going to talk about your mentor?” Orren asked after a long silence.
“No.”
“Good. I didn’t want to anyway. He has a face that invites secrets and bad decisions.”
“That is the politest thing anyone has ever said about him.”
Orren shrugged. “I contain multitudes.”
She huffed a laugh, brief and unwilling. The sound surprised her enough that she almost resented it.
They reached a maintenance gallery built around a vent shaft that carried heat up from the lower furnaces. One side of the corridor was lined with drying racks, old ropes, and stacked repair sacks. Someone had left a kettle on a ledge near the shaft, and the water inside still steamed.
Tamsin stopped in spite of herself. “Who leaves a kettle in a place like this?”
Orren peered into it. “A person with poor judgment and, apparently, tea.”
She sniffed the air. Root tea. Bitter and medicinal, the kind the lower wards drank when winter fevers went through the children. It smelled faintly of fennel and burned sugar. A domestic smell in a place meant for stone and fear. Tamsin found it oddly offensive.
Then she saw the fresh footprints leading away from the kettle and into the darker tunnel beyond.
Not one set. Several.
And beside them, pressed into the damp dust, the split-crescent mark.
Tamsin crouched, touched the print, and looked at Orren. “We’re not the first people here tonight.”
“Nothing about this night has been reassuring.”
She rose and unhooked the hammer from her belt. The tunnel ahead opened into a larger service vault where the deepest repairs were made. If the fractures had spread this far, the city’s old bones were already under strain. The work would be difficult. It would be dangerous. It would require more hands than hers.
A noise came from the darkness: not the knock she expected, but a soft wet scrape, followed by the faint clink of tools.
Tamsin signaled Orren to silence, then stepped to the wall and listened. Beneath the far vault, a low rhythm pulsed through the stone. Not random, not natural. Something in the foundations was being struck in a pattern that made her skin prickle.
She thought of the corpse on the table. The empty pin sockets. Halden’s sign cut into wood and stone. The creature in the chamber below. The city shifting, one measured fracture at a time.
Her hand tightened around the hammer handle until the leather creaked.
Orren whispered, barely audible, “Tell me you have a plan.”
Tamsin looked into the dark ahead, then at the worn tools at her belt, then at the narrow passage that led toward whatever was chewing through the understructure of Brackenhold.
“I have a profession,” she said.
That was not an answer, but it was honest.
She took the first step into the vault, and the stone answered under her boot with another deep, living groan.
The vault opened like a wound in the undercity. Its ceiling arched high overhead, ribbed with old black beams and chains that vanished into shadow. Steam from the vent shaft curled in slow white spirals along the far wall, turning the lantern light into pale, shifting halos. The floor was cut by drainage grooves and repair trenches, and every surface bore the marks of generations of hands trying to keep Brackenhold from sinking into itself.
At the center of the chamber stood a line of broken braces, neatly stacked as if someone had been planning to replace them. Beside them lay a bucket of nails, a resin pot, and a carpenter’s square. Tamsin stared at the arrangement for one long moment, then let out a low breath.
“It’s a worksite,” Orren whispered.
“Yes,” Tamsin said. “A very bad one.”
The tools were fresh. The resin was still soft. Someone had been here within the hour, cutting out failing supports and preparing replacements. But the replacements were wrong: too short, too light, meant to make the chamber appear repaired while shifting the load elsewhere. Not sabotage in the crude sense. Something subtler. Meaner. A repair that would fail later, in a different place, when more people were sleeping.
Tamsin crouched and ran her fingers over a brace. The wood was wet with condensation and marked with the same split-crescent seal.
Orren asked, very softly, “Do we follow them?”
Tamsin’s gaze moved to the tunnel mouth at the far end of the vault, where footprints and dragged tool marks disappeared into darkness. Beyond it, deeper still, lay the colossus’s buried framework. The place where the city’s oldest bones met the oldest stone.
She thought of Halden’s tired eyes. She thought of the cracked corpse, the twitch beneath the chapel floor, the creature in the chamber, and the residents above who would wake tomorrow still expecting bread, coal, and an ordinary winter.
“We do more than follow,” she said. “We stop whatever is doing this before it reaches the spine.”
Orren gave her a sideways look. “That sounded almost hopeful.”
“Don’t get used to it.”
She lifted one of the false braces and found it was sanded to a taper that would split under load. A practical lie. The sort only a skilled hand could make. Anger flared in her chest, hot and precise.
A faint voice echoed from the tunnel ahead. Not words. A hum. Low and rhythmic, like a team of workers singing under their breath to keep time with the hammer. But this was wrong too, because the cadence was too regular and too flat, as if the singers had forgotten the reason for the song and kept only its shape.
Orren looked unnerved despite himself. “I don’t like that.”
“Neither do I.”
“That’s unusual. You usually like things only in terms of whether they crack.”
Tamsin started forward. “Everything cracks eventually. The trick is deciding where to put the strain first.”
She led them toward the tunnel, stepping around scattered tools and over a shallow trench where water ran black and cold. The sound ahead grew clearer: not singing, but the slow repeated chant of workers measuring, lifting, and setting supports. Yet there were no workers visible at the tunnel mouth, only darkness and the gleam of damp stone.
Tamsin slowed, raised her lantern, and caught movement inside the black.
Something was waiting there.
Not a person, though it had a person’s shape until she saw the joints. Too many elbows. Too many knees. It wore a work apron that hung in tatters over a body stitched from old skeletal fragments and iron fastenings. Its face was a white plate of fused bone with eye sockets too deep to be human. One hand held a chisel. The other held a hammer.
The thing bowed its head as if in greeting.
Orren made the mistake of saying, “Absolutely not.”
The creature lunged.
Tamsin hurled the lantern at its chest. Glass shattered against bone and fire splashed across the apron. The creature staggered, and she was already moving, dropping low, sliding under its swinging arm, and driving the heel of her boot into the ankle joint. It collapsed with a wet crack. She seized the chisel from its hand and flipped it, pressing the blade against the seam of its wrist.
“Hold,” she snarled, and shoved.
The joint tore apart.
Orren, after a heartbeat of startled horror, slammed a support wedge into the creature’s knee to keep it from rising. “I am increasingly convinced the lower city hates us,” he said.
“Not us,” Tamsin grunted, twisting the chisel deeper. “Just the people trying to ruin the structure.”
The thing thrashed, dragged itself backward, and vanished into the tunnel darkness with a sound like tools thrown into a furnace.
Silence fell.
Then, from somewhere deeper below, came a new sound: the deliberate creak of many beams shifting at once.
Tamsin stood frozen for half a breath, the chisel still in her hand. The vault had not been the source. It had been the route. Someone had been dismantling the city from beneath, one support at a time, and the real damage lay further in, where the old colossus’s buried ribs carried the weight of the deepest streets.
She wiped her hands on her coat, looked at the dark tunnel, and finally understood the shape of the night ahead.
Not a mystery.
A collapse in progress.
She started forward, and this time Orren did not ask where they were going. He simply picked up the fallen hammer, adjusted the strap of his satchel, and followed her into the dark.

    
The Splints Below the Street
They went down after the knocking, deeper into the service run beneath the chapel, where the steps were worn to shallow curves by generations of boot soles and dragging repair sleds. The air changed with each landing: first stone-cold and dry, then wet with pipe steam, then carrying the bitter scent of lamp oil and old ash. Tamsin led without slowing, one hand on the wall, her fingertips reading every tremor as if the tunnel were speaking through the mortar.
Orren stayed close enough to borrow warmth but not so close that he looked frightened. He had the sensible habit of making fear appear like irritation. It was a useful talent. Brackenhold in winter offered enough reasons to panic; the city did not need theatrical help.
Halden walked behind them in silence, his coat brushing the wall, his boots landing with the practiced patience of a man who had spent half his life around places that could crush him if insulted. Tamsin could feel his presence without turning. That annoyed her more than it should have.
At the third landing, a narrow vent opened to the street above and released a gust carrying the smell of boiled onions, wet wool, and something sweet from a baker’s stall nearby. Tamsin paused only long enough to feel irritated by the fact that ordinary life continued while the foundations were failing. Somewhere a woman was still buying bread. Somewhere a child was still whining over turnips. Somewhere somebody had decided that sugared chestnuts counted as dinner.
Orren sniffed the air and said, very softly, "If we survive this, I am eating two meals in a row and refusing to feel shame about it."
"That sounds reckless," Tamsin said.
"It is a survival plan."
"A poor one."
"You wound me." He adjusted the satchel on his shoulder. "Only a little, though. I assume that is progress."
She should have left him behind in the chapel. Instead she kept moving, because the knocking had changed from testing to searching, and because every instinct in her body warned that if she did not get ahead of the damage, the damage would get ahead of her. The passage narrowed into a maintenance throat lined with blackened braces. Old repair marks crossed the stone in chalk-white lines. Some were years old. Some were fresh enough to sting the eyes.
Halden stopped at one of the marks and crouched. Tamsin looked over his shoulder.
The cut on the stone was clean and angled, not a crack but a deliberate removal seam. A support pin had been dragged free from the inside.
"This was done from the load side," Halden said.
Tamsin felt the words strike low in her ribs. "You knew that before we came down."
"I suspected it."
"You suspect a lot and tell very little."
He rose, dusting one gloved hand against the other. "That has kept me alive."
"It has also made you unbearable."
Orren, walking a little apart so that both of them could be annoyed with him if needed, muttered, "He does have an excellent face for secrecy. I'd be suspicious of it if I could afford the energy."
Tamsin almost smiled and did not forgive herself for almost doing it.
The corridor opened into a long chamber where three old support ribs crossed overhead like the bones of some buried beast. Beneath them stood a line of repair benches, a rack of wedges, and a bucket of nails black with age. Someone had been working here recently. Not merely passing through. Working. The resin pot still smelled warm, and a pair of gloves lay folded on a bench as if their owner had stepped away only moments ago.
There was no owner.
Tamsin touched the gloves, then the bench, then the nearest brace. The wood vibrated with a feverish tremor. She set two fingers to the grain and mapped the strain by instinct. The chamber had not simply been neglected. It had been made to fail in stages.
"These braces are too light," she said. "They would hold for a week, maybe two, and then snap somewhere farther in."
Orren stared at the bucket of nails. "A malicious carpenter. That is somehow more upsetting than a normal one."
"A normal one is already upsetting," Tamsin replied. She pulled a nail free and inspected it. The shaft had been shaved down on one side. A small thing, almost elegant. The sort of flaw that would not show until the weight came down.
Halden followed her gaze. "Whoever did this understands load distribution."
"As well as you do?"
"Better than most."
That answer irritated her because it sounded true.
A sound rose from somewhere beyond the chamber: a scraping drag, then a second, then a wet bump against stone. Tamsin turned the lantern low and stepped toward the far arch. The light revealed a narrow side passage lined with old rope hooks and a shallow runnel cut into the floor to carry runoff water away from repairs. The passage was too small for a cart and too low for comfort. It was, unfortunately, exactly the sort of place something broken and hungry might choose to crawl.
She signaled Orren to stay back. He rolled his eyes in a way that said he intended to ignore her if necessary.
"That expression," she whispered, "has caused me trouble before."
"Then learn from experience."
"I do. You are the smaller sort of mistake."
He opened his mouth to answer, then stopped because the scraping became a shuddering impact. Something struck the passage wall hard enough to knock dust loose from the seams. The tunnel answered with a long low groan.
Halden moved at once, positioning himself beside the nearest support and placing one palm against the timber as if greeting an old acquaintance. "If it comes through this arch, the chamber may go with it."
"Comforting," Orren said. "Almost pastoral."
The thing burst into view a heartbeat later, and any comedy left the room.
It was not one creature but several broken shapes fused into one: a rib cage stitched to a spine, a jawplate set sideways against a shoulder, one human hand still wrapped in a work glove clinging to a length of bone no larger than a beam. It moved like a bad repair trying to remember the form it had been given. Its head jerked as if the joints had not been tightened evenly. A row of teeth clicked in its chest where a mouth should not have been.
Orren made a startled sound. "That is a terrible design."
"Focus," Tamsin snapped, already moving.
She threw herself to the side as the creature lunged. Its clawed arm struck the bench hard enough to splinter the wood. Tamsin planted one boot on the broken bench edge, vaulted over the wreckage, and drove her hammer down on the creature's wrist. Bone cracked. The limb collapsed inward. She used the moment to hook the chisel from her belt, wedge the blade into the stitched seam between rib and spine, and twist with her whole shoulder.
The thing shrieked in a noise like iron dragged across stone.
Orren, to his credit, did not freeze. He seized the bucket of nails and flung it at the creature's head. Nails burst across the floor and rattled into the gutters. One lodged in the joint of its jaw and made the thing turn sideways in confusion.
"That was improvised," he said.
"You say that like it's new."
Halden stepped in from the flank and jammed a wedge beneath the creature's back rib where the spine met the timber brace. He drove it home with a short iron mallet. The brace shivered, but held. Tamsin shoved the chisel deeper and forced the body open at the seam. Old bone dust spilled out in a pale cloud.
The creature shuddered once more, then went slack, collapsing into pieces that clattered over the floor like dropped tools.
For a few breaths there was only the sound of everyone trying to breathe normally again.
Then Tamsin looked at the wreckage and saw the shape of what had made it: not wild corruption, but the debris of failed support work. Wedges. Pins. Bone fragments from the city's buried framework. Someone had been assembling these things out of the city's own repairs.
Her jaw tightened until it hurt.
"You're making that face," Orren said carefully, "and I have learned that it means either we're in trouble or someone has insulted your trade."
"Both," she said.
Halden's voice was flat. "We should keep moving."
Tamsin turned on him. "You brought us here."
"Yes."
"And you still aren't telling me why."
He met her glare with a patience that felt almost insulting. "Because the reason won't matter if the support spine goes first."
She laughed once, sharp and humorless. "That is exactly the sort of answer a man gives when he has too many reasons and not enough courage."
His mouth tightened. For an instant she thought he might strike back with something cold. Instead he looked past her to the chamber wall, where new dust was beginning to drift from a hairline seam overhead.
Orren noticed too. "I'd like to say this calmly," he murmured, "but that ceiling looks like it is reconsidering us."
Tamsin slapped both palms against the nearest brace and felt the load shifting. The chamber was settling. Not yet falling, but beginning the slow terrible slide that preceded a failure. She stepped into motion before thought could catch up. She dragged the bench clear, kicked one of the fallen wedges under the beam, and shoved a second into the gap while Halden braced from the far side.
The stone above groaned.
Orren grabbed a support strap from the rack and looped it around the beam, then threw his weight backward. "If this rips, I want it on record that I disliked the whole arrangement from the start."
"Duly noted," Tamsin said, and hammered the wedge home.
The chamber shuddered once more. Dust burst from the joints in a gray curtain. Then, slowly, the strain redistributed. The beam held.
Not safely. Never safely. But enough.
Tamsin let out a breath she had not realized she was keeping and looked at Orren, whose face was white under the grime. He gave her a lopsided, stunned grin.
"Well," he said, "that was educational."
"Do not encourage the tunnel."
"I wasn't talking to the tunnel."
The next passage lay beyond the fallen arch, narrower and darker, with old maintenance hooks embedded in the wall at intervals like black teeth. Tamsin moved first this time not because she trusted Halden or Orren, but because she trusted the rhythm of the work. Find the strain. Brace the seam. Do not let the load decide for you.
That rule had kept her alive for years.
Tonight it would have to do more than that.
The side passage bent downward in a long slant that made the lantern flame tremble and stretch. Water dripped from the ceiling in steady beads. In the wall niches, rusted hooks held old signal cords and a few bundled rags that had gone stiff with mineral salt from the damp. Tamsin caught the smell of lamp oil, mildew, and the faint sharpness of root tea somewhere ahead. Somebody had boiled it recently. The thought of warm tea in that damp undercity made her oddly furious.
She and Orren reached the end of the slant first. The passage opened into a cramped rest alcove built for maintenance crews: three benches, a soot-blackened brazier, a drying rack for gloves, and a shelf with chipped bowls stacked upside down. A dented kettle sat near the coals, still warm. One bowl held a crust of bread soaked in broth. Another had two pickled eggs. The place was occupied in the ordinary, human way of places that had learned how to survive under strain.
A woman in a patched work coat looked up from mending a sleeve and nearly dropped her needle when she saw Tamsin.
"Not now," she said at once. "If the wall's doing that thing again, we already know about it."
Tamsin glanced at the sleeve in her hand, then at the soot on the woman’s knuckles. "I'm not here for your coat."
"A mercy," the woman said. "This one is expensive enough without you criticizing it."
Orren, unable to resist, pointed at the bread crust. "Is that for everyone or a private tragedy?"
The woman gave him a flat look. "If you are asking whether I will share, the answer depends on how polite you are."
He pressed a hand to his chest. "I have been nothing but civilized."
"That is not what the face says."
Tamsin almost smiled and turned away before the room could see it. A pair of workers had gathered near the brazier, one old enough to have a permanent stoop, the other barely older than Orren. They watched Halden enter with the kind of suspicious stillness people reserved for craftsmen who appeared in the dark without warning. The older one crossed himself with the two fingers common to the lower wards and muttered that bone-setters always arrived when the bad luck had already started.
Tamsin heard him and snorted. "If you want luck, try weather. It’s less demanding."
That drew a reluctant snort from the younger worker. The old one did not look persuaded, but he stopped glaring long enough to ask, "Is it the ribs again?"
"Part of them," Tamsin said. She set her lantern on the bench and crouched to inspect the floor seam where water had darkened the grout. "How long has the chamber been knocking?"
The younger worker shrugged. "Since before dawn. We thought it was the vent shutters. Then the west brace started singing."
"Singing?"
The youth flushed. "That was just a word."
"A poor one," Tamsin said, running her fingers along the seam. "Shut your mouths and let me feel it."
The room went quiet enough that the brazier crackle sounded loud. She placed her palm on the stone and let the vibration climb through her wrist. Not a clean pulse. A wrong pattern. Repeated stress points. There, beneath the alcove, a support knot had been cut and replaced with a false brace. It would hold only until enough weight passed through.
She stood and looked at the workers. "Who changed the knot under this room?"
The older man opened his hands in helpless outrage. "No one touched it. We drink here. We mend clothes here. We argue about the price of onions here. That is all."
Orren glanced at the bowl with pickled eggs. "A noble use of a room."
"The onions are very dear this season," the woman with the sleeve said, and sounded personally offended by the fact.
Tamsin reached under the bench and found the false brace tucked into the floor recess. It was narrow, clever, and shaved too thin on one side. Her throat tightened with anger. Someone had replaced a load-bearing piece in a worker rest alcove, not because it was tactically important, but because when it failed, the people who slept nearest the shaft would get the first collapse.
This was not chaos. It was targeted cruelty.
She set the false brace on the bench. The woman stared at it and then at Tamsin. "Will it break soon?"
"Soon enough to be rude."
"That doesn't answer me."
"No," Tamsin said, "but it buys time." She looked at Orren. "Get the jack from the rack. The one with the cracked handle."
"Why the cracked one?"
"Because the uncracked one is being used by someone stupid enough to leave it here."
He blinked. "That feels like an insult to me, but I can't work out why."
While he fetched the jack, Tamsin slid under the bench, dug her shoulder into the floor edge, and levered the hidden panel open. Cold air spilled upward from the cavity beneath. The workers made small uneasy noises. Under the panel lay a tangle of old rope, three missing pins, and the shredded remains of a support line cut from the inside.
Halden crouched beside her. "They've been using the maintenance routes to shift load away from the spine."
"To where?"
He pointed deeper into the undercity. "Farther south."
"That will wreck three streets."
"Yes."
The bluntness of the answer nearly made her laugh. Nearly. Instead she pulled the rope free and found a knot tied in a style she knew from apprenticeship: quick, efficient, meant to be untied in a hurry. Halden had taught her that knot. He must have seen her looking, because for once he answered before she could accuse him.
"I used this route to keep the weight from dropping before I could reinforce the deeper nodes," he said. "I did not leave it like this."
Tamsin held his gaze for a moment. "Someone is using your work."
"Yes."
"And you still brought me down here instead of telling me."
His face hardened. "Because if I had told you in the open, half the city would be talking by morning and the rest would be panicking by noon."
"You think panic is worse than collapse?"
"I think panic makes people remove the wrong beam in the dark."
The answer hit her harder than she liked because it was practical. Ugly, but practical. The sort of answer that came from someone who had spent too many winters watching structures fail when people shouted around them.
From somewhere overhead, a low thud rolled through the ceiling. Dust drifted from the rafters. The alcove's hanging mugs chimed softly against one another.
The younger worker crossed himself again. "That didn't sound good."
"No," Tamsin said, already shoving the new jack into place under the bench support. "It sounded expensive."
Orren passed her the cracked-handled jack and muttered, "Everything is expensive when you live under a city built like it regrets itself."
She barked a laugh despite the strain in her shoulders. The old woman with the sleeve stared at her as if she had grown a second head, then snorted into her cloth. For one strange moment the room felt almost warm.
That feeling ended when the support knot gave a sharp, vicious twitch beneath the floor.
Tamsin felt it through the wood. She slammed the jack down, braced one foot against the wall, and ordered the workers back. The false brace had started to slip.
"Move," she said.
They moved. The woman with the sleeve dragged the bread bowl out of the way first, which, Tamsin thought grimly, was exactly the sort of survival instinct the lower wards would be proud of. Orren took the old man's shoulder and pulled him clear as the bench lurched and the floor seam spat dust.
The alcove swayed. The overhead beams groaned.
Tamsin jammed the jack harder, muscles blazing, and held the line until the vibration steadied. Then, with Orren and Halden, she reset the support knot and drove a fresh pin through the brace.
The room settled back into stillness.
The workers stared at the repaired floor, then at her. The younger one looked as though he might thank her and was ashamed of it. The woman with the sleeve sat down very carefully, as if her knees had suddenly lost all loyalty.
"You're welcome," Tamsin said before anyone could make a ceremony of it.
The old man gave a rough laugh. "That is not how gratitude works."
"It is if you're busy."
Orren, wiping dust from his sleeve, looked at the bread bowl and sighed. "I regret to inform everyone that the pickled eggs survived."
The woman with the sleeve shoved the bowl toward him. "Then stop talking and eat one."
He looked scandalized by the generosity. Tamsin turned away before the room saw her expression. There were still miles of failing stone beneath them, but for one brief breath the undercity had behaved like a place with people in it instead of just a place with weight.
That made the next thump from below feel even more threatening.
They left the rest alcove with a borrowed jack, a sack of extra wedges, and a route marked in chalk on the inside of Tamsin's glove by the younger worker, who had insisted on helping once he stopped being afraid of her face. The mark showed a service stair descending into a disused furnace gallery where the older ribs of the city met the buried framework below.
The stair was narrow enough that Orren had to turn sideways twice. He complained about it with such conviction that Tamsin almost admired the commitment.
"If I die in a stairwell," he said, "I want it written that I objected first."
"You object to everything first," she replied.
"And yet you keep bringing me."
"That is because you are useful."
"I knew it. My most intimate wound."
Halden, one hand on the rail, glanced back with the expression of a man who had forgotten people were allowed to talk while working. "Do you always speak this way?"
"Only when the walls are listening," Orren said.
Tamsin huffed through her nose and pushed open the final door at the bottom of the stair. It resisted, then yielded with a scrape of metal on stone. Beyond it lay a broad furnace gallery, long disused, where giant iron vents rose into the ceiling and old furnace mouths gaped black and empty. Hooks for drying work gloves still hung along the walls. One had a child's knitted cap draped over it, faded blue and nearly covered in soot, as if some family had once waited here for a shift to end.
The sight tightened Tamsin's throat in a way she refused to name.
The gallery floor sloped toward a central service trench. Along the far side stood a row of massive braces driven into the stone, each one marked with old mason's numbers and fresh scratches where someone had forced them deeper. The numbers meant nothing in themselves. The pattern did. The supports formed a chain leading toward the city's deepest bones.
Halden crouched beside the nearest brace and pressed two fingers to the wood. His shoulders went rigid.
"What is it?" Tamsin asked.
"Not wood. Bone composite. Old city stock." He straightened slowly. "Someone has been replacing braces with material cut from the colossus's outer ribs."
That gave the chamber a different kind of silence. Orren stared at the brace as if it had insulted his entire family.
"You're telling me," he said, "the city is being held up by the city?"
"In part," Halden said.
"That is the most Brackenhold sentence I've ever heard."
Tamsin tested one of the braces and felt the hidden flex in it. The material was sound, but stressed. Too much weight had been driven through it, enough to make the fibers strain in a pattern she recognized from human bone. It was a splint, not a support. A temporary binding for something badly broken.
She glanced at Halden. "You built these."
He did not deny it. "Not all. Some."
"Why not tell me?"
"Because you would have come here on your own and tried to fix it on principle."
"And that would have been wrong?"
"No," he said with maddening calm, "it would have been exactly right and catastrophically timed."
Orren looked between them. "I have no idea if this is respect or a family argument."
"Both," Tamsin said.
That answer did not make her feel better.
A vibration passed through the floor so sharply that dust leapt from the seams. All three of them looked toward the far end of the gallery. The furnace mouths there had been bricked up years ago, but one of the sealed arches now bulged inward as if something behind it had leaned too hard against the wall. Then came the familiar knocking, this time from inside the masonry.
Tamsin moved first. She seized the jack, drove it beneath the nearest brace, and shouted for Orren to clear the trench. He did, with a curse. Halden was already on the other side of the arch, measuring the load with his hands as if he could feel the fracture in the stones through touch alone.
The brick seal gave way with a sudden crack.
A shape slid through the opening, shoulders scraping stone, one leg dragging as if the joint had been rebuilt incorrectly. It looked less like a monster than a repair that had gone wrong and then kept going out of stubbornness. Iron straps clung to its ribs. A brace pin had been driven through one shoulder and left there, twisted with force. The thing carried a curved saw blade in one hand.
Orren stared. "Of course it has tools. Why wouldn't it have tools?"
Tamsin did not answer. She charged.
The creature swung the saw in a wide arc. Tamsin ducked under it, slammed her shoulder into its midsection, and drove it sideways into the furnace wall. The impact rang through the chamber. She hooked its dragging leg with her boot and snapped the knee backward until the joint failed. It dropped hard. Halden seized the saw arm, twisted, and pinned the wrist against the brace. Orren, yelling something that might have been encouragement or pure terror, rammed the jack handle into the creature's side where the straps crossed.
The straps parted.
Bone and iron spilled across the floor.
The thing thrashed once, clawing at the stones, then went still.
Orren bent over, hands on his knees. "I would like a different kind of job after this. Something with less spontaneous anatomy."
Tamsin wiped sweat and grit from her mouth. "You can become a baker. The oven is already warm."
"That is not funny."
"It was for me."
He glared at her, then laughed despite himself, which made the chamber feel briefly less haunted.
Halden had knelt beside the shattered brace. He touched the cut edge and then looked at Tamsin with a weariness deeper than before. "They are using the failed repairs to build these things," he said. "Every broken support becomes material."
Tamsin stared at the pieces on the floor. The idea had the kind of ugly elegance that made her want to break something else.
"Who is they?" Orren asked.
Halden did not answer.
Tamsin rose slowly, jaw clenched. "You still have words tucked away."
"I have a job to finish."
"So do I."
He met her eyes. "Then keep walking."
She hated that he was right again.
Beyond the furnace gallery lay a narrow shaft descending into the deeper ribs of Brackenhold. The air from below was colder and drier, carrying a mineral scent so old it felt almost ancient. The shaft walls were lined with fresh chalk numbers, load estimates, and marks that Tamsin recognized as emergency sequencing: where to brace first, where to shift weight, where to allow a controlled sag.
Someone had prepared this path with expert hands.
Someone had also hidden the fact that it led straight toward the city's deepest joint.
Tamsin looked down the shaft until the darkness blurred around the edges of her lantern light. Then she looked back at Orren, who gave her a small, resigned shrug, as if to say that the night had long since outgrown all reasonable expectations. Halden stood with his gloved hands at his sides, face unreadable.
A heavy thump rolled up from below. Not a collapse. A movement.
Tamsin set one boot on the first rung and felt the shaft tremble under her weight.
"If this drops out from under us," Orren said, "I want credit for warning everyone that the city was badly assembled."
"You'll get a plaque," Tamsin said.
"Made of what?"
She glanced at the dark below and answered without smiling. "Bad decisions."
Then she descended.
The shaft narrowed on the way down, forcing them to descend in single file with one hand on the iron rungs and the other flat against the wall for balance. The stone was colder here, almost numb with age. Every few feet a chalk mark showed where someone had measured the stress and moved on. Fresh marks over old marks over older marks. Tamsin read them as she went, her pace steady despite the burn in her shoulders.
The deeper they went, the more the sound changed. Up above, the city had rattled and muttered. Here below, under the furnace gallery and the maintenance runs, the noises became muffled and internal, like a body shifting in sleep.
Orren, directly below her, muttered, "I hate how the walls feel like they are breathing."
"Then try holding yours," Tamsin said.
He made a face without looking back. "That seems medically unwise."
A small shower of grit fell from above, tapping the back of her glove. Tamsin paused, braced her shoulder against the wall, and listened. No collapse. Just settling. But the weight above them was changing, and the change was no longer gentle.
Halden climbed below Orren, his movements careful and certain. Tamsin had seen that certainty in him before, back when she was young enough to mistake competence for clarity. He had always understood structural failure the way a butcher understood a joint: by how to cut, by how to separate, by how to avoid crushing what remained.
At the next landing, the shaft opened onto a long gallery lined with old iron ring-bolts and rotting rope braces. An abandoned work platform hung over a drop black enough to swallow the lantern light. A line of small hooks had once held signal cords there. Most were empty now. The few that remained were wrapped with cloth strips to keep them from ringing in the draft.
Someone had cared enough to silence the place.
On the platform lay a kettle and three cups, one chipped, one bent, one perfectly intact. Beside them sat a tin of preserved plums, the sort sold at winter stalls in the upper wards. The lid had been opened and set neatly aside.
Orren stared. "That is either a tragic picnic or the calmest panic station in the city."
Tamsin crouched beside the cups. One still held a few drops of tea. Root tea, sweetened with a little honey. Not fancy, just warm. Whoever had rested here had done so recently.
Halden frowned. "This is not one of ours."
"How can you tell?" Orren asked.
"Because one of mine would have left the plums unopened until after the work was done."
Orren blinked. "That is the most human thing you've said all night."
The old man gave him a cold look. "Do not encourage me."
Tamsin touched the platform rail and felt a vibration pass through the iron. Something large was moving beneath them. Not the simple shift of settling stones. A directional pull. Like a joint being forced.
She looked over the edge.
Below the platform, the gallery dropped into a vast cavity where the old city bones widened into the buried frame of the colossus. Ribs arched away into darkness, huge as bridges. Between them ran the structural spine, a line of blackened stone and pale composite bone that held the weight of three districts above. Fresh braces had been sunk into the joints, some new, some cracked, all working too hard.
Tamsin felt her breath stop.
This was not a tunnel. It was a body.
Orren leaned beside her, swore softly, and then said, with the faintest edge of awe, "That's a terrible way to build a city."
"It's the only way we had," Tamsin replied.
Halden came to stand at her other side. For once he did not try to hide the strain in his face. "This is the deep load line. If the movement reaches the central joint, the lower wards will start to shear."
"You knew it was this bad."
"I knew it was getting worse."
"That is not a comfort."
"It was not meant to be."
She wanted to shout at him for every silent mile they had walked, for every mark he had carved into the stone without explanation, for every time he had treated her like a pair of hands instead of a person. But the sight below had emptied her fury of easy shape. What remained was harder: the work itself.
A low grinding sound rose from the cavity. One of the braces along the far wall twisted under load, then snapped with a crack that echoed through the ribs. Dust rolled out in a gray sheet.
Tamsin was moving before anyone else. She dropped from the platform to the lower ledge, landed hard, and ran the line of the cavity wall toward the failing brace. Orren shouted her name. She ignored him. Her boots skidded on grit. She caught the brace with both hands, shoved her shoulder under its weight, and wedged a support jack into place just as the load shifted again.
The brace slammed down onto the jack. Her arm jolted with the impact.
"Tamsin!" Orren was climbing after her now, face strained. "You could have said something."
"And waste the surprise?"
Even now, hanging half under a failing brace, she managed to sound irritated. Orren let out a short, wild laugh and almost lost his footing. Halden caught him by the back of the coat and hauled him onto the ledge with a grunt.
The three of them moved together after that, each taking a part of the strain. Halden set the second jack. Orren fed wedges into the seam. Tamsin struck them home with the hammer, measured and vicious, until the load redistributed along the line. The cavity shuddered, but the immediate collapse passed.
When she straightened, her forearms burned and her lungs felt raw.
At the far end of the cavity, a narrow service stair spiraled downward into an even older section of the foundations. It had not been visible from the platform. Now, with the shifting braces settled, a wall of broken stone had fallen away enough to reveal it.
Tamsin looked at the stair and felt a cold certainty settle in her gut.
That was where the real problem waited.
Not above. Not here.
Below.
The stair leading down from the cavity was cut into black stone that seemed older than the rest of Brackenhold. Its edges were worn smooth, not by traffic but by age and pressure. Tamsin ran her hand along the rail and felt a fine vibration in the metal, as if the whole staircase were trying to warn her against continuing.
She ignored it.
Orren did not. He stopped at the top step and looked into the dark below with an expression that suggested he had reached his personal limit for unreasonable architecture. "If this ends with a surprise corpse, I would like to be warned in advance so I can maintain my dignity."
"You never had that," Tamsin said, and went down.
The stair opened into a broad service terrace built around a deep fracture in the city's core. Here the old colossus was no longer hidden under layers of repair and habit. Here the structure was exposed in brutal detail: rib-latticed walls, a spine of pale stone and bone composite, support arches that curved like the inside of a chest. The chamber was so vast the lantern light barely touched the edges.
And in the center, the main joint waited.
It was not a thing of beauty. It was a wound held shut by engineering. Great bands of stone crossed one another around the joint like splints around a shattered limb. Iron pins the size of spear shafts held the whole assembly in place. Fresh cracks crossed the lower anchor stones. One of the bands had already shifted enough to expose a seam below it, and through that seam Tamsin could feel the slow, immense pressure of something alive or once alive, something that still carried weight and remembered movement.
Her mouth went dry.
Halden came down beside her and stopped. For the first time since they had left the chapel, he looked not certain but grimly tired, the face of a man who knew exactly how much damage was already done.
Orren descended last, taking each step carefully and muttering under his breath that no sane city should have a ribcage. He reached the terrace, saw the joint, and stopped talking altogether.
Tamsin approached the nearest splint, crouched, and placed her palm against the cracked anchor stone. The fracture was deeper here than anywhere else. Not a clean break. A spread. Someone had been forcing the joint to take weight it was never meant to carry. Not accidentally. Not from neglect alone.
"This is the node," she said quietly.
Halden nodded once. "Yes."
"And you brought me here because..."
"Because I could not keep it standing alone much longer."
The honesty in the answer cut through her anger more effectively than any apology would have done. She looked at him and saw it: not innocence, not guilt, but sheer exhausted competence stretched too thin.
Orren folded his arms and stared up at the splints. "If this goes, do we get a warning bell or just immediate ruin?"
"Immediate ruin," Halden said.
"You really ought to advertise the benefits of working belowground more aggressively," Orren said. "People should know what to expect."
Despite the fear in her chest, Tamsin let out a short breath that might have been a laugh if the chamber had been kinder. It was not kind. Another groan passed through the joint, deep and slow, and the right-hand band slipped half an inch in its socket.
She was on her feet instantly. "Move."
The three of them rushed to the band. Tamsin jammed a wedge beneath the seam. Orren held the jack in place while Halden took the iron mallet and drove a brace pin deeper into the anchor. The entire terrace shivered under the effort. Dust poured from the ceiling in pale curtains.
Tamsin felt the joint answer beneath her hands. Not failing yet. Not safe. Held only by force, angle, and timing.
That was when the chamber below them gave a second, harder lurch.
Something under the terrace had shifted. The floor cracked open at the edge of the lower anchor line, and a strip of stone dropped away into blackness with a sound like a slate breaking in half. Cold air rushed up from the opening.
Orren stumbled back. "That is new. I dislike new."
Tamsin crouched at the fracture and stared into the dark. Below it lay another level, an older one, with deeper braces and narrower access points. The next support layer. The one hidden behind the joint.
The one that actually carried the city's burden.
She looked at Halden. He was already staring into the same opening, jaw set. Whatever had been happening above, whatever false repairs had been made, whatever creature-work had crawled through the tunnels, it was all reaching toward this lower system.
Not enough to stop the collapse.
Not yet.
But enough to force the next step.
Tamsin reached for the hammer, stood, and said, with a steadiness that surprised even her, "We go down again."
Orren gave her a strained look. "I was hoping you'd say we go somewhere with stairs that end in food."
"Later."
"That is not a promise I trust, but I'll take it."
Halden nodded once, as if the decision had been made long before any of them had spoken. Together they crossed the fractured terrace toward the narrow opening beneath the joint, where the darkness waited with the patience of old stone.
Behind them, the great splinted node groaned once more.
Ahead, the lower supports began to knock.

    
Holding the Colossus Still
The stair beneath the fractured terrace did not feel like a stair at all. It felt like the inside of a wound carved carefully through black stone, each step narrow, damp, and old enough to have forgotten the shape of the hands that cut it. Tamsin descended first with one palm sliding over the wall, reading the tremor in the masonry as if it were a pulse under skin. The lantern in her other hand threw a weak gold wash over the shaft, picking out chalk marks, iron hooks, and hairline seams that crossed the rock in pale stitches.
Behind her, Orren muttered, “If this keeps going down, I am requesting a rope, a basket, or a miracle. I am open to negotiation.”
“You’re lucky you got stairs,” Tamsin said.
“I remain unconvinced.”
Halden brought up the rear, silent as a nail set in wood. The old man’s boots struck each step with careful precision, as though he feared making the place angry. Tamsin had no intention of looking back at him. She could feel his presence well enough. It sat on her shoulders like a second coat.
The air grew colder with every landing. Not winter-cold from above, but the mineral chill of deep stone, where the city’s warmth never quite reached. There was a smell there too: wet lime, soot, old oil, and the sharp medicinal bite of root tea. Somewhere far below, a maintenance crew must have brewed a pot and abandoned it. The scent threaded through the shaft, absurdly domestic in a place built for strain and collapse.
Orren sniffed the air and said, “Either there’s tea down there or the undercity is trying to flatter us.”
“The second is unlikely,” Tamsin said.
“I appreciate the honesty.”
At the bottom of the shaft they emerged into a long service gallery where the walls had been cut and recut by generations of hands. Old support ribs arched overhead. Drain channels ran along the floor. The stone was glazed with moisture, and in the pale lantern light it looked as if the chamber were sweating. Tamsin touched the nearest brace and felt the vibration travel up her arm, a restless uneven thrum that made the skin at the back of her neck tighten.
The knocking was louder here.
Not from ahead. Beneath them.
Not random either. Measured. Tested. A patient insistence, as if something buried deep in the structure were checking whether the city could still answer.
“Keep your feet light,” she said.
Orren looked down at his boots and then at hers. “That seems insulting to the shoes.”
“It’s insulting to the floor.”
Halden stopped beside a wall marked with old emergency numbers and fresh chalk notation. He crouched, ran two fingers over a split seam, and frowned. “The load has shifted again.”
Tamsin knelt beside him before she could stop herself. The seam was thin, almost neat. Too neat. Someone had shaved away a support edge on purpose. Her jaw tightened until it hurt.
Whatever was happening under Brackenhold, it was not a collapse in the ordinary sense. It was an argument in the bones of the city, and someone had chosen to start it.
She stood. “Show me the next chamber.”
The gallery widened into a rest alcove tucked behind a bank of old vent pipes. A brazier glowed in the center, low and red, and over it a dented kettle steamed with a scent of burnt fennel and dark honey. Two workers sat on upturned crates, their coats dusted with stone powder. One was an older woman with a braid wrapped round her head like a crown of rope. The other was broad-shouldered and young enough to still have the posture of someone who expected the world to apologize first.
They looked up when Tamsin entered and did not bother hiding their alarm.
“Not now,” the woman said at once, reaching for the kettle as if she might use it as a weapon. “If the beams are singing again, we already know.”
Tamsin stopped just inside the threshold. “I am not here for your tea.”
The younger worker blinked. “That sounds like a threat.”
“It’s reassurance.”
Orren glanced at the kettle, then at Tamsin, and murmured, “She does make people feel safer by reducing their expectations.”
The older woman gave him a flat look. “And you are the one who talks too much.”
“Guilty.”
That earned the smallest twitch of her mouth, and Tamsin pretended not to notice. She crossed to the wall and pressed both palms to the stone. The vibration here was worse. Beneath the alcove, a support knot had been cut and reseated with a false brace. Not crude sabotage. Skilled work. The kind done by a hand that knew exactly how much damage could be hidden beneath a temporary repair.
She straightened. “Who touched the support under this room?”
The younger worker spread his hands. “Nobody. We keep it dry, we keep it hot, we keep the children away. That’s all.”
“The children?” Orren asked.
The woman pointed at a narrow side cot where a bundle of blankets and a child’s cap were tucked against the wall. “There are families in the lower galleries tonight. Their rooms cracked after dusk. We brought them here until the shaking stopped.”
The last word came out with a hard edge, as if she were trying to make the city ashamed of itself.
Tamsin crouched, dragged a gloved hand beneath the bench, and found the false brace hidden in the recess. It was shaved thin on one side, a neat lie meant to fail later and blame the weather. She set it on the bench where everyone could see.
“Later is the problem,” she said.
The woman stared at the brace. “How long?”
“As soon as the weight changes.” Tamsin’s voice stayed flat. “Which means soon enough to ruin your sleep and rude enough to kill someone if we’re careless.”
The younger worker muttered a curse. The woman set her jaw and stood. “Tell us what you need.”
Tamsin looked at her, then at the hot kettle, the stacked bowls, the child’s cap, the people who had chosen this grim little alcove and made it theirs for the night. There was something stubbornly human about the scene that irritated her and steadied her at the same time.
“Wedges,” she said. “Two lengths of iron. Rope. And if you have any of those bad biscuits the lower wards eat when the snow’s thick, bring them too. We may be here a while.”
Orren sighed. “Wonderful. I have entered a place where collapsing architecture comes with snacks.”
The woman gave him a quick, reluctant laugh and vanished into the adjoining corridor to fetch supplies. Tamsin watched her go, then looked back at the chamber seam.
The city was not only failing.
People were living inside the failure and still boiling tea.
That thought sat in her chest as they moved on.
The next chamber was wider and older, a passage where the undercity’s newer pipes gave way to ancient stone ribs that curved overhead like the remains of some buried animal. The air had a dry metallic taste now, and every lantern flame wavered as though the chamber itself were breathing around them. Fresh chalk numbers ran along the wall in tidy columns. Load estimates. Stress lines. Emergency marks.
Halden stopped at one of them and rubbed it with his thumb. “This one is mine.”
Tamsin turned sharply. “You marked this route.”
“Yes.”
“You cut the pins too.”
“Yes.”
The simplicity of the answer made her want to throw something. Instead she kept walking until she stood close enough to smell the oil on his gloves. “Then say what you mean.”
Halden’s face remained composed, but the lines around his eyes looked deeper here in the dark. “I mean the deep load has been failing for months. The city was carrying too much in the lower wards and too little in the upper braces. The winter settled it worse. If I had not shifted the strain, the whole south district would have gone early.”
“By moving the burden onto people who already had too little?”
His mouth tightened. “By keeping the city from splitting wide open.”
Orren glanced between them, then stepped a little farther back as if giving the argument room to breathe. “I’d like to note,” he said carefully, “that this is exactly the sort of conversation best had after soup.”
Neither of them looked at him.
Tamsin folded her arms. “You never told me any of this.”
“I told you enough to do the work.”
“That is not enough.”
“No,” Halden said. “It wasn’t. It still isn’t.”
The honesty startled her more than any excuse would have. She hated that it did. He was not trying to defend himself. He was describing a failure with the same grim precision she used for fractures. That made him bearable, and therefore harder to forgive.
A deep thud rolled through the chamber floor. Dust drifted from the ribs overhead.
Halden looked toward the dark corridor ahead. “We are close.”
Tamsin followed his gaze and felt the pulse under her boots, not random but directional, a slow rising force moving through the lower supports. “Close to what?”
He hesitated just long enough to make her furious again.
“Close to the central joint,” he said. “If it shifts fully, we can reset the load. If it shifts wrong, the lower galleries tear open.”
Orren made a small noise. “You mean a planned collapse.”
“Controlled settlement,” Halden corrected.
“That is a lovely phrase for a terrifying act.”
Tamsin turned on Halden. “And you wanted to do this without telling anyone?”
“I wanted to do it before the strain reached the residential shafts.”
“You chose the city over the people inside it.”
“I chose the city because if it falls, the people die anyway.”
The words hit the chamber and stayed there.
Tamsin stared at him, anger and something like understanding colliding in her ribs. She did not like the shape of his logic. She hated how hard it was to call it wrong.
From the corridor ahead came another knocking sound, faster now, joined by the scrape of something dragging over stone. Whatever was down there had heard them.
Orren swallowed and tried for lightness. “If the thing crawling toward us is your idea of controlled, I’d hate to meet your improvisation.”
That finally drew a short, unwilling breath of amusement from Tamsin, almost a laugh and not quite. Halden heard it too. He looked faintly offended by the miracle of it.
“Keep moving,” Tamsin said.
The corridor beyond bent downward into a wide fracture throat. She went first because anger was easier to carry in front. Behind her, the city kept groaning in its sleep.
They found the shelter by accident and perhaps because the city was desperate for witnesses. It lay in a broad storage cavity off the fracture throat, a place once used for spare beams and tool chests and now crowded with people wrapped in blankets, coats, and whatever bedding they had managed to drag from the lower galleries. Children slept on stacked sacks. An old man dozed with his head on a barrel lid. Someone had built a little stove from a cut pipe and a brick base, and over it simmered a pot of cabbage stew so strongly seasoned with pepper that the smell clung to the air like defiance.
A girl no older than twelve looked up as Tamsin entered and said, with grave certainty, “If you’re here to tell us the wall is fine, it isn’t.”
Orren muttered, “Sharp child.”
“She’s learned survival,” the girl said.
Tamsin crouched beside the nearest support and ignored the gawking faces until she had read the line of strain through the stone. The cavity was sound for the moment, but one brace at the far corner had begun to warp under load. Another hour and the ceiling would settle. Another night and it would begin to shear.
“Who brought you here?” she asked.
A woman with flour on her sleeves answered from the stove. “No one. The rooms started speaking in cracks. We came before they finished the sentence.”
That earned a dry look from Orren. “You people in the lower wards are unsettlingly poetic when frightened.”
“Only when we’re hungry,” the woman said.
Tamsin rose and surveyed the room. There were too many people and too little solid ground, which meant she had to work quickly or lose them to panic. She pointed to the warped brace. “Take the children to the south niche. Pack the blankets under the beam there. It will buy us a little room.”
The woman at the stove frowned. “Will it hold?”
“Long enough if you do what I say.”
“Not a comforting answer.”
“It’s the only honest one.”
That, somehow, satisfied her. She barked orders to the others, and the shelter began to move. People lifted sacks, shifted stools, gathered bowls, pulled the sleeping children into a tighter cluster. A man with bandaged hands braced the stove with one shoulder while Orren helped carry a bundle of salvaged planks to the far wall.
Tamsin knelt and set a wedge under the warped brace. Then another. She measured the angle with her forearm, drove the iron deeper, and listened to the sound the stone made as the load transferred. It was a familiar sound. Not pleasant, but truthful.
The girl who had spoken first watched her with wide eyes. “Are you the bone-setter?”
Tamsin glanced up. “Among other things.”
The girl nodded solemnly. “My mother said you people mend what everyone else forgets.”
Tamsin almost answered with something hard and automatic. Instead she looked at the child’s frightened face, at the blankets on the floor, at the half-eaten stew, at the old man who had woken and was pretending not to listen. She said, “We try.”
The girl seemed to like that better.
Orren came back with three old beams over one shoulder and a face red from exertion. “I have carried enough timber to become a moral lesson,” he declared. “If I fall asleep standing up, do not respect my wishes.”
The flour-sleeved woman gave him a practical look. “If you fall asleep standing up, I’m using you as a brace.”
“That is the kind of promise I can respect.”
Tamsin snorted despite herself. The sound drew a few uncertain smiles from the shelter, and the smiles did something strange to the chamber. They made it feel less like a trap and more like a place being used. A place with people in it.
She had not expected that to matter so much.
Halden remained at the entrance, watching the far corridor and saying nothing. When Tamsin passed him with a fresh wedge in hand, he spoke in a low voice. “You can still seal the shelter and keep the load from reaching the lower nodes.”
She did not stop. “And leave them here to drown in the dark if the chamber shifts?”
“They would survive if they moved.”
“Would they?”
He had no answer for that.
Tamsin looked at the faces around the room and realized, with a fierce unpleasant clarity, that she had spent too many years thinking of collapse as a problem of material and not of people. Not because she was cruel. Because it was easier. Easier to treat a city like a patient with no voice. Easier to cut and set and leave the rest to chance.
The people in the shelter were not chance. They were the weight.
She turned back to the brace and drove the wedge in harder.
By the time they left the shelter, the smell of pepper stew and boiled cabbage clung to their coats. Orren complained about it for three separate reasons, one of which sounded vaguely sincere. Tamsin was too busy listening to the floor to answer him. The gallery beyond the shelter carried a heavier vibration now, a slow throb through the stone as if the buried frame were trying to roll over in its sleep.
The fracture throat narrowed and then opened onto a vast cavity so large the lantern light barely touched the opposite wall. Tamsin stopped at the threshold and stared.
Here the city’s deepest structure was laid bare. Old ribs arched away into darkness, huge and blackened, their surfaces furred with mineral crust and old repair seams. Between them ran the central support line, a long spine of composite stone and bone, held by iron pins thick as forearms. Old chains hung from the ceiling in loops. Vent shafts exhaled a cold, faintly bitter draft that made the lantern flame waver.
This was not a tunnel.
This was a body.
Orren, standing beside her, let out a low whistle and then immediately regretted it when the chamber answered with a groan.
“That is a terrible amount of rib,” he said.
Tamsin did not take her eyes off the structure. “It was never meant for people to live this deep.”
“Then why are we here?”
“Because the city grew over it.”
“That is not a comforting answer either.”
Halden descended into the cavity with visible fatigue now. Even his certainty looked worn at the edges. “The deep node is under strain,” he said. “We need to shift the load before it splits the south galleries.”
Tamsin moved closer to the central line. There, at the base of one of the rib anchors, she found a fresh cut seam and a cluster of false shims. Someone had been thinning the supports in measured stages. Not random sabotage. A sequence.
Her fingers tightened around the hammer handle.
“Who taught them this?” she asked.
Halden was silent long enough that Orren looked from one to the other with growing suspicion.
Tamsin turned. “Who taught them?”
“People who were trying to stop the city from sinking,” Halden said at last. “I did not act alone.”
The answer was not a confession, exactly. Worse. It was context.
“You used the lower ribs as sacrificial braces,” Tamsin said, each word clipped and sharp. “You made the poor districts carry the strain so the upper districts could stay standing.”
“I made sure the city did not break all at once.”
“And when were you planning to tell me?”
“When I had a solution that did not depend on hoping.”
Tamsin laughed once, hard and without humor. “That’s a lovely habit you have. Waiting until the danger is shaped like catastrophe before speaking.”
Orren looked between them and said, “For the record, if I ever become a master of anything, please strike me before I learn to speak like that.”
That earned the faintest twitch from Halden’s mouth. It was almost a smile and somehow made him look older.
A second, deeper knock rolled through the chamber. Dust streamed from one of the rib seams. Not a collapse yet. A warning.
Tamsin knelt, pressed her palm to the central support line, and felt the shape of the load. The city was poised on a bad angle, one that could be corrected if enough weight were transferred at the right moment. Not impossible. Dangerous, yes. But not impossible.
Her mind had already stopped arguing with the physics. The argument left now was moral.
She looked at the shelter corridor behind them, where the frightened families had taken cover. She looked at the deep node. Then at Halden.
“You wanted to save the upper city by forcing the lower load away,” she said.
“Yes.”
“And the cost was going to be them.”
He did not answer, which was answer enough.
Tamsin rose slowly. The anger that had burned through her since the chapel had changed shape. It was no longer hot enough to blind her. It had become colder, cleaner, and more useful.
“No,” she said.
Halden frowned. “No what?”
“No sealing them in. No sacrificing the shelter. No leaving this mess to settle on people who already live under it.”
The old man’s face tightened. “Then what do you intend?”
Tamsin turned to the cavity, to the rib line, to the support pins and false shims and the great hidden weight of the colossus beneath Brackenhold. She could feel the system now the way she felt a broken arm before setting it: where it yielded, where it resisted, where it would fail if pushed wrong.
“I intend,” she said, “to reset it properly.”
Orren blinked. “That sounds expensive.”
“It is.”
Halden stared at her for a moment and then gave a short, tired exhale. “To do that, we need hands.”
Tamsin glanced toward the shelter. “Then get them.”
For the first time that night, Halden did exactly as he was told.
Word moved faster than Tamsin expected. Perhaps because the lower wards already knew the city was failing under them. Perhaps because fear, once given a shape, preferred action to waiting. By the time Halden returned with the shelter crew, they had brought rope coils, brace beams, iron bars, and two stout jacks borrowed from somewhere nobody volunteered to name. The flour-sleeved woman carried a bundle of cloth strips for wrapping splinters. The old man with bandaged hands insisted on bringing a hammer too large for his wrist, which he claimed was “for morale.”
Orren looked at the hammer and said, “That is not a tool. That is an accusation.”
The old man grinned without shame. “It has seen things.”
Tamsin nearly laughed. She covered it by turning the moment into work.
“You,” she said to the old man, “take the east brace. Put your shoulder here. Not there. If it slips, you move with it, not against it.”
He nodded as if she had handed him a recipe. “And if it breaks?”
“Then you were too proud.”
“Fair.”
The woman with the flour on her sleeves took two younger people and showed them how to drive a wedge into a seam without cracking the stone around it. Orren ran back and forth between the groups, hauling equipment, translating Tamsin’s sharp instructions into words people could obey without flinching. He was good at it, which irritated her and warmed her at the same time.
At one point a child handed her a strip of red wool to wrap around a loose pin hole. She stared at it.
“What’s this for?” she asked.
The child shrugged. “So the dark knows which parts are ours.”
Orren, from behind a brace, whispered, “That is either adorable or deeply unsettling.”
“Both,” Tamsin said.
The child looked pleased to have contributed something important.
Together they began the preparatory work for the reset. Tamsin climbed the line of supports, measured each brace with her hand, and marked the strain points in chalk. She drove wedges into the weakest seams, not to stop the movement entirely but to guide it. Halden, at her direction, loosened one outer pin and then another, each removal shifting the burden by a hair’s breadth. The change in the chamber was immediate: a faint deepening of the groan, a low settling in the ribs overhead.
The colossus was listening.
Tamsin hated that thought and used it anyway.
“Now,” she called.
The crew pushed. The beam shifted. Someone grunted. Someone else swore when a jack slipped and Orren caught it before it could bite the floor. The movement was not dramatic, but it was real, and real was enough. The whole chamber answered with a rising vibration that made the lantern flames tremble.
Tamsin moved with the rhythm of it. Step. Measure. Strike. Hold. She shoved the wedge deeper, hauled the brace into a better angle, and signaled two workers to lean their weight into the opposite side. Her shoulder burned. Her wrists stung. Her breath came hard through grit and dust, but the geometry was changing under her hands.
Halden climbed down beside her after finishing his side of the line. For a moment they worked shoulder to shoulder without speaking.
At last he said, almost too quietly to hear, “I should have told you sooner.”
“Yes,” Tamsin said.
“I thought I could keep the burden from becoming yours.”
She drove the hammer into a pin and felt it bite. “You did make it mine. You just waited until it was heavier.”
The words should have been crueler than they sounded. Instead they were tired. Accurate. He flinched anyway, but he did not argue.
Another tremor rippled through the cavity. This one was different. Not a warning. A response.
The great ribs overhead flexed, subtly, like fingers uncurling.
Orren saw it and went pale. “That’s not meant to do that, is it?”
Tamsin did not look away from the brace in front of her. “No.”
“That’s a very calm no.”
“It is a working no.”
He made a strangled sound that might have been laughter. The absurdity of it steadied her more than she wanted to admit.
The crew finished the first line of braces. Tamsin inspected the reset angle and saw that it was holding. Not perfectly. But enough. Enough to attempt the full shift.
She inhaled, tasted dust and iron, and looked into the dark beneath the support line. The final adjustment lay there, waiting.
The first failure came from the east brace, where a hidden crack opened under the redistributed load and spat a dry spray of stone grit across the floor. The crew flinched, but Tamsin was already moving. She dropped to one knee, slapped a fresh splint against the split seam, and drove two pins through it with a speed that made Orren stare.
“Are you trying to show off?” he called.
“Yes,” she snapped back. “For the city.”
That got a rough laugh from the nearest workers, which made the chamber feel briefly less like a tomb.
Halden called out a load adjustment before she could ask for it. “Shift weight west by a handspan. The lower rib is taking too much strain.”
Tamsin looked at him sharply. “You can read it from there?”
“I built part of it.”
That answer would have annoyed her in any other hour. Now it only meant he was useful. She barked the order to the crew. Two people leaned into the west beam, a third slid the jack under the base, and the structure settled with a shudder that ran up through the floor and into Tamsin’s knees.
The lower support line held.
The people in the shelter corridor began to appear at the far edge of the chamber, drawn by the noise and their own unwilling hope. The girl from before stood with the flour-sleeved woman and watched the work with fierce concentration. Tamsin had no time to chase them back. Instead she pointed to a pile of spare beams.
“You,” she told the girl, “hand those to the tall one with the bad temper.”
The child took the order seriously and marched off with both arms full. Orren, seeing her coming, muttered, “I have been promoted to tall one.”
The girl stopped in front of him, looked him over, and said, “You do have the face for carrying things.”
Orren looked scandalized. “That is the most insulting compliment I have ever received.”
She shrugged. “It was meant kindly.”
Tamsin nearly missed the next movement because she was laughing under her breath. The sound was small, but real.
Then the chamber groaned again, much deeper this time, and the laughter died in place.
The central support line had begun to shift.
Not collapse. Shift.
The difference was enormous.
Tamsin felt it through her feet, through the tool handle in her hand, through the tension in the braces. The colossus was responding to the reset. It was not dead stone under the city. It was a body under strain, and the body had decided, however reluctantly, to move.
She looked at the central pin that locked the deepest joint and saw that it had to be driven free before the structure could settle properly. If it stuck, the strain would blow the lower ribs apart. If it came free too early, the whole cavity might drop.
Orren saw the pin too. “That one?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Is it the important one?”
“It’s the only one that matters right now.”
“Marvelous.” He wiped sweat from his mouth with the back of his wrist. “Just checking whether I should be afraid in the regular way or the professional way.”
“The professional way is faster.”
“Then I choose that.”
Tamsin climbed the brace frame, put her shoulder under a beam to keep it steady, and reached for the pin with her free hand. It was set deep, bound in resin and mineral crust, and would not budge by pulling. She needed leverage. She needed angle. She needed precision. She wedged the chisel into the seam, set the hammer against it, and told Orren to brace the opposite beam.
He did without hesitation.
The old fear in him had changed, she noticed. It was still there, but it no longer made him smaller. It made him useful.
“On my mark,” she said.
Halden moved in from below to help, one hand on the jack, one on the support collar, his face set with the grim focus of a man who knew exactly how much could die if he misjudged by an inch. Tamsin looked at him once, and for the first time since the chapel, the anger between them did not stand alone. It stood beside something else: dependence.
That was worse.
That was better.
She lifted the hammer.
The chamber held its breath.
Tamsin brought the hammer down on the chisel head. Once. Twice. The pin shivered but stayed fast. Resin cracked from the seam in pale flakes. Below her, the support line gave a low resonant hum that traveled through her boots and up her legs.
“Again,” Halden said.
She struck harder.
The pin moved.
A pulse rolled through the chamber at the same instant, and every lantern flame bent sideways as if bowing to something vast beneath them. The crew cried out and instinctively braced. One of the younger workers stumbled; Orren caught her by the elbow and set her back against the beam without breaking the line.
The girl who had been handing him beams stared at the shifting ribs overhead and whispered, “It’s waking up.”
Tamsin heard her and answered without looking away from the pin. “No. It’s listening.”
That was not comfort. It was a fact. Facts were the only things the dark seemed willing to honor.
The pin gave another fraction. Tamsin set the chisel deeper and rocked it in the seam. Halden shifted the jack under the brace to keep the load from slamming downward. The whole structure trembled with a slow, immense impatience. The colossus beneath Brackenhold was not a myth now. It was pressure, weight, and old geometry pressing against her bones.
Orren shouted over the noise, “I would like everyone to know I still think this is a terrible plan!”
A worker yelled back, “You say that about every plan!”
“That’s because every plan keeps involving us nearly dying!”
A burst of startled laughter went through the crew, thin and nervous but real, and Tamsin felt something in the chamber answer to it. Not ease. Not safety. But connection. People standing under load because someone had told them exactly where to stand.
She drove the hammer down a final time.
The pin flew free with a sharp metallic crack and skittered across the stone.
For one breathless moment nothing happened.
Then the chamber dropped.
Not a full collapse. A controlled, violent settling as the weight shifted off the failing line and into the new brace path. Dust exploded from the ribs. The floor lurched. The crew shouted and held. Tamsin seized the beam above her head and hung with both hands while her boots slid an inch across the grit.
The sound from below was enormous.
A groan like a giant turning in its sleep rolled through the cavity. Somewhere deep in the foundations, something opened that had not been open in years. Cold air surged up from the dark seam beneath the central joint, carrying a smell like wet stone and ancient iron.
Orren coughed through the dust and yelled, “Tell me that was the good noise!”
Tamsin spat grit and laughed once, wild and breathless. “It was a noise.”
That was all she had time to say. The load settled again, lower this time, and the first full reset of the deep joint began to take hold. The city above them shifted by inches. Maybe fewer. Maybe more. Enough to matter. Enough to be dangerous.
Halden looked up through the dust with a face she had never seen on him before: relief so thin it almost looked like fear.
Tamsin saw the change in the support line, saw the angle correcting, saw the city’s buried bones beginning to align. It was working.
And then the far wall cracked open.
A long seam split from floor to ceiling with a sound like leather tearing. Dark water bled through the fracture, followed by a rush of air so cold it made the lanterns gutter. Something huge moved in the opening beyond the wall, not a creature but a mass, a shifting pressure of ancient structure answering the reset.
The colossus had not merely stirred.
It had accepted the adjustment.
Tamsin felt every muscle in her body lock at once. The final stage was coming. The part she could not afford to fail.
She shoved the dust from her eyes, planted both feet, and shouted to the crew, “Hold it there!”
And as the buried giant moved under her hands, the dark answered with another knock.

    
Where the Last Pin Holds
The pin came free with a scream of iron, and the whole chamber lurched as if the buried body beneath Brackenhold had finally turned in its sleep. Dust burst from the ribs overhead. The floor dipped under Tamsin’s boots. One of the crew shouted and dropped to a knee. Somewhere far above, a bell rang once and was cut off by the grinding groan of stone taking new weight.
Tamsin caught the beam nearest her with both hands and felt the jolt race up her arms into her shoulders. For one breath she thought the reset had gone too far, that the deep joint had snapped open at last. Then the strain changed direction, shifted, and settled into a new angle with a sound like a giant swallowing its own pain.
“Hold!” she barked.
The word did not belong to panic. It belonged to work. It cut through the chamber. Two workers leaned hard on the west brace. Orren threw his weight against a jack with both hands and a face so determined it looked almost offended. Halden, white with dust and strain, planted his shoulder under the eastern strut and nodded once, sharp and exact, as if his body were another tool in the set.
Cold air rushed through the crack in the far wall, carrying the smell of wet stone and the peppery steam rising from the shelter chamber behind them. Tamsin caught the scent and remembered, absurdly, the old woman with flour on her sleeves stirring cabbage stew while the lower wards shook around her. The ordinary and the impossible were standing in the same room now, and the room had not yet decided which of them it hated more.
The crack in the wall widened a handspan. Water began to leak through it in a silver thread and patter onto the floor.
Orren grunted from the jack. “I would like it recorded that I despise this chamber.”
“Noted,” Tamsin said without looking at him. “If it survives, you can file a grievance.”
“Against the city?”
“Against gravity. The city will forward it.”
That got a short, cracked laugh from someone in the crew, and the laugh mattered. It steadied the room more than Tamsin would have admitted aloud. She let go of the beam just long enough to snatch up the chalk from her apron and mark the new load line on the stone. The mark had to be exact. One handspan too high, and the next shift would pull the lower ribs apart. One handspan too low, and the weight would crush the shelter chamber behind them.
She crouched, felt the tremor through her knees, and shouted, “The west brace takes the next pull. Shift the east by a finger-width only. Not more.”
Halden answered instantly. “Now?”
“Now.”
He drove the jack down until the beam gave a low, reluctant squeal. The sound made the child in the shelter doorway flinch, but she stayed where she was, clutching a blanket around her shoulders and watching with the solemn attention of someone old enough to know that fear did not help unless it was put to use.
Tamsin wished, fiercely and briefly, that no child in Brackenhold had to learn that lesson.
The chamber shuddered again. This time the motion came from below, not above. The main joint had taken the first shift. The city was moving.
Not breaking. Not yet.
Moving.
That was worse in some ways and better in others, which was exactly the sort of thing a structure did when it was no longer pretending to be stable.
Tamsin set her jaw, lifted the hammer, and turned toward the deeper dark. “We finish it before the next pulse.”
The lower crew arrived in a rush of boots, blankets, and borrowed tools, led by the flour-sleeved woman from the shelter and the old man with the oversized hammer who insisted on carrying it as if the weapon had emotional value. They came down the fracture throat with rope coils over their shoulders and eyes wide from lack of sleep, but nobody hesitated once they saw the chamber and the load line marked in chalk across the stone.
The woman gave Tamsin a level look. “Tell us where to stand.”
That was all. No prayer. No debate. No asking whether the dark had already won. Tamsin felt something in her chest tighten, then settle into a new shape.
She pointed without wasting breath. “You and the boy on the left brace. Heavier end of the rope on the west hook. The child stays near the shelter opening and hands wedges to Orren. If the beam slips, nobody chases it. You let it move and catch the next line.”
The old man blinked. “That sounds reckless.”
“It’s controlled recklessness,” Orren said, arriving beside them with a splinter in his sleeve and a grin that suggested the splinter was losing. “There’s a distinction, apparently. I’ve been told by an expert.”
The old man looked at Tamsin. “Expert in what?”
“Surviving structures that resent their occupants,” she said.
That got him to snort. It was the closest thing to trust she had seen from him all night.
They moved quickly after that. The chamber became a body of hands and ropes. Someone fed a beam under the western strut. Someone else cinched a knot Tamsin did not have time to admire. The flour-sleeved woman tied a strip of red wool around the brace cap and said it would help her remember the one that had almost killed them. Tamsin did not ask why red wool; lower wards used small marks for all sorts of practical reasons, from warning pins to door hinges to the nails that tended to split.
Orren took the child’s bundle of wedges and arranged them in his satchel with exaggerated care. “How many do you need?” the child asked.
“As many as can be thrown with dignity,” he said.
She considered this and handed him three more, which he tucked away with the seriousness of a man storing jewels.
At the far wall, Halden made a short sound and pressed his palm flat to the stone. “The deep line is shifting again.”
Tamsin crossed the chamber in three swift steps and felt it too. The vibration had changed. The strain was moving toward the central spine, exactly as it should if the reset was taking hold. Exactly as it should, which meant it was still dangerous enough to kill them if the angle turned wrong.
She crouched and looked through the fracture in the wall. Beyond it lay the next cavity, broader and darker, the old ribs of the buried colossus stretching away in long black arcs. She could hear a wet scraping sound there, not of stone, but of something hard moving across hard.
Not a collapse.
A shape.
Her shoulders tightened.
Orren saw the look on her face and muttered, “That is an expression I have learned not to like.”
“You won’t like what comes next.”
“That is also becoming a pattern.”
She stood and shoved the hammer into her belt. “Then keep your hands free.”
The shape came out of the dark by breaking the wall rather than opening it. First a crack, then a kick, then a jagged shower of stone and mineral dust as something forced itself through the weakened seam on the far side of the chamber. The room filled with the stink of wet iron and old bone.
It was not a beast in any natural sense. It had been assembled from failure.
A brace-beam ran through its torso like a spine. Old support pins stuck from its shoulders and hips. One limb ended in a hooked shard of calcified timber. Another had the joint of a human arm, still wrapped in a work glove that had fused to the skin beneath. Its head was a cluster of half-set fragments, one jaw fused sideways over the cheek, one eye socket filled with grit and a broken nail head. It moved with the terrible awkwardness of a repair built by someone who knew the theory and had never once cared what the result might feel like.
The old man with the hammer whispered, “That is obscene.”
Orren, very quietly, said, “I dislike it with my whole soul.”
Tamsin did not speak. She took three running steps, ducked under a swing of the hooked arm, and rammed her shoulder into the thing’s centerline. The impact drove both of them sideways into a support column. The column rang. The creature shrieked in a voice like a saw biting wet wood.
She dropped low, hooked the heel of her boot behind its knee joint, and twisted. The leg folded wrong. The body pitched. Tamsin slammed the hammer across its elbow, seized the chisel from her belt, and wedged the blade under the brace-beam in its torso.
“Hold still,” she snarled.
The creature did not. So she forced stillness into it.
She drove the chisel deeper, then reached up with her free hand and levered the torso against the column until the brace-beam creaked. Orren moved in at once, not because he was brave in any grand sense, but because panic had finally found a useful shape in him. He hauled one of the loose jacks across the floor and jammed it under the creature’s dragging limb.
The old man brought the big hammer down on the hooked arm. Once. Twice. The timber shard split with a crack that echoed through the chamber. The creature lurched, trying to wrench free, and Tamsin took the opening. She slid the chisel under the fused jaw seam and pried.
The bone plate came loose in a spray of pale dust.
The thing collapsed a little, its centerline breaking apart. It was not dead in the way a living thing died. It was failing in sections.
“Is that all of it?” Orren asked, backing away a step as a tendon-like cord twitched under the wreckage.
“No,” Tamsin said. “It’s just been badly set.”
For the briefest instant, the chamber went quiet enough for everyone to hear the water dripping through the wall crack.
Then the thing jerked again, reached for the central pin line with a claw of iron and bone, and Tamsin understood what it was doing. It was not attacking for its own sake. It was trying to drag the support system out of alignment. Trying to pull the deep joint back into the bad angle.
Her mouth tightened.
“Of course it is,” she muttered.
Orren glanced at her. “What do you mean, of course?”
“Nothing in this city breaks without trying to be dramatic.”
That earned the first true laugh of the night from him, sharp and involuntary, and the sound cut through the fear like a blade. Tamsin used the breath of it. She drove the hammer into the creature’s wrist, pinned it to the floor, and shouted for the crew to keep the west line steady.
The room answered with a chorus of braced wood and strained voices.
Not enough.
But enough to keep fighting.
Tamsin moved along the fractured wall to the narrow ledge that led toward the main pin chamber, and she moved there in the only way the space allowed: with her knees bent, one hand on the stone, the other lifted just enough to balance the lantern. The chamber had narrowed under the shift. The ceiling dipped in places where old braces had started to flex. Dust sifted from every seam.
The ledge ended at a gap no wider than her shoulders. Beyond it lay the deep joint itself, half-hidden behind bands of composite bone and iron strapping. The final locking pin sat in the socket at the center like a key driven into an old lock, and that pin was only half-seated. Tamsin saw at once what needed to happen. The joint could not accept the new load until the pin was forced through the last inch. If it jammed, the entire lower spine would seize and split.
She drew in a breath and looked back once.
Halden stood on the far side of the chamber with one hand to the eastern support and one sleeve torn open at the wrist. Dust clung to his beard, his coat, his lashes. He looked older than she remembered and more tired than he had any right to be, but his stance was still exact. Orren was on the lower line, helping the flour-sleeved woman feed another jack under the west brace while the child passed wedges from a bucket with both hands and a face set in fierce concentration.
Tamsin hated how much she needed them all.
She also knew, with a clarity that felt almost clean, that she would not get the pin home alone.
“Halden,” she called, and the name came out rougher than she intended.
He turned at once.
“Take the east strut and give me two fingers of drop, no more.”
His mouth tightened. “That will put strain on the lower rib.”
“It will put strain where I can manage it.”
“And if it slips?”
“Then don’t let it.”
For a moment he just looked at her, and something unsaid moved across his face. Not apology. Not absolution. Something harder and more useful: acceptance of the fact that she was no longer the apprentice he could shield by withholding information. She was the one setting the line now.
He nodded once. “Ready the crew.”
That annoyed her, and she was grateful for the annoyance because it kept her moving.
Orren climbed half the support frame with the jack handle in one hand and called, “If anyone is killed, I would prefer the paperwork to reflect heroic intent.”
The old man barked, “We’re below street level, boy. No one here believes in paperwork.”
“Excellent! Then I remain unburdened.”
The exchange drew another fractured laugh from the room, and Tamsin took it as a sign that panic had not won yet. She tied the lantern strap around her wrist, fitted the chisel to the pin collar, and crawled the final stretch across the ledge.
The air at the pin was colder. Close enough to the buried spine, the chamber smelled like mineral rain and old iron left in the dark for too long. She set her palm to the bone strapping and felt the vibration underneath. Not mindless. Not dead. The buried structure was responding to the work above, shifting in minute increments, testing the new line, waiting to see if the pressure would hold.
A good patient, she thought grimly. A terrible one too.
From the far wall came another rasping sound. The creature she had pinned was trying to claw its way free.
Tamsin swore under her breath, slid the chisel deeper into the pin collar, and shouted, “Now, Halden!”
The chamber moved on her command.
Halden drove the eastern strut down just enough to shift the load line, and the change passed through the chamber like a wave through a rope. Every brace gave a groan. The crew leaned. The jacks bit. The child’s small hands shoved the next wedge into place with all the solemnity of a ritual. Tamsin felt the strain change under her palm and seized the moment.
She lifted the hammer and struck the pin collar once.
The sound was clear and bright in the dark, a clean iron note that rang off the ribs overhead. Dust jumped from the seams. The pin moved a fraction.
Again.
This time the chamber answered with a massive inward shudder. The wall crack spat a stream of black water across the floor. The pinned creature howled and surged against the jack holding it, but the west line held long enough for Tamsin to drive the chisel in harder and twist.
Orren, below her, shouted, “I do not mean to interrupt the sacred process, but the thing with the bad joints is still being rude!”
“Then pin it harder!” Tamsin snapped.
“How, exactly, does one pin rude?”
“With violence and judgment!”
He seemed to take this as an instruction. She heard him leap onto the support frame and slam the jack handle down on the creature’s twisted wrist until the bone gave. The beast jerked, half its body falling slack, and Halden used the opening to shove the east brace another handspan into the stronger angle.
Tamsin hit the pin collar again. A third time. The chisel bit deep. Her shoulder burned. Her wrists rang. She ignored both.
The pin moved a hair, then another.
Not enough.
“Need more pull!” she shouted.
The old man with the hammer looked at the line and spat dust from his mouth. “We are already at the edge.”
“Then step on it.”
That drew a short laugh from him, rough as gravel. He planted both feet, wrapped his hands around the west beam, and leaned until the tendons in his neck stood out. The woman with flour on her sleeves braced under his shoulder. The child, staring wide-eyed, shoved one last wedge into the seam. Tamsin saw the line tighten and knew the moment had come.
She set both hands on the hammer.
The next blow was not a strike. It was a body decision. She drove the hammer down with all the weight in her shoulder and all the judgment in her craft. The collar rang, split, and slid.
The pin went home.
For one frozen heartbeat the chamber did nothing at all.
Then the buried colossus below Brackenhold took the new load and settled.
The sound was vast. Not a crash. Not a collapse. A whole deep body accepting its own alignment and exhaling through stone. Every rib in the chamber sang with the movement. Dust fell in streams. The floor dropped an inch, then steadied. The wall crack sealed itself halfway as the pressure equalized. The creature pinned to the jack convulsed once and went limp, its broken body no longer able to hold the wrong shape.
Tamsin sagged against the ledge and nearly lost her grip.
Orren shouted, “Did we do it?”
She looked at the pin, at the straighter line, at the chamber no longer threatening to tear itself open. The answer came to her through the vibration under her hand.
“Yes,” she said, and laughed once from sheer exhaustion. “We did.”
The chamber did not become safe. It became held.
That was enough.
The deep ribs overhead still creaked. The floor still trembled in small, nervous motions. Black water continued to drip from the wall crack in the far chamber. But the worst of the strain had passed into the new brace line, and the line was holding. Tamsin stayed where she was for several breaths, one hand on the pin collar, the other on the rough stone ledge, because her body had not yet accepted that it was allowed to stop bracing itself.
Around her, the crew laughed in disbelief, then in relief, and then in that shaky way people laugh when they have survived something too large to name cleanly. The old man with the hammer sat down hard on a crate and declared that his back had filed a complaint. The flour-sleeved woman smacked his arm and told him to save it for the morning. The child looked up at the ceiling, then at Tamsin, and asked in a hushed voice, “Is it over?”
Tamsin considered the question with the seriousness it deserved.
“For tonight,” she said.
The child nodded, apparently satisfied that this was the proper scale for miracles in Brackenhold.
Halden climbed down from the east strut with visible care. One hand hung oddly at his side, and when Tamsin saw the angle of the wrist she swore under her breath. He tried to hide it by closing the fingers slowly, but she had already noticed.
“Sit,” she ordered.
He gave her a look that might once have passed for argument. “We are not finished.”
“You are.”
That landed harder than she intended, and he knew it. For a moment the old temper sparked in his eyes. Then it dimmed. He lowered himself onto the edge of a support bench without further protest.
Tamsin crossed to him, took his injured hand, and rotated the wrist with careful pressure. It was strained, not broken, but angry enough to need setting. He flinched once. She ignored him and tightened the brace cloth around it with a strip torn from her own apron.
“You should have said something,” she muttered.
He let out a short breath that was almost laughter. “You were busy not dying.”
“That has never stopped me before.”
“No,” he said, and for the first time that night his voice softened in a way that felt earned rather than sentimental. “It hasn’t.”
She tied the cloth off, then stepped back because lingering over care made her feel exposed. Orren wandered over, shoved his hands into his sleeves, and looked from Halden to Tamsin with the solemn judgment of someone who had survived the worst of the night and now believed himself licensed to comment on it.
“I would like to announce,” he said, “that I am available for less dangerous work, preferably with pastries.”
The old man with the hammer snorted. “You’re available for carrying things.”
“That was already established.”
“Then carry something useful.”
Orren put a hand to his chest. “I have been spiritually injured by your appreciation.”
The chamber laughed again, and this time Tamsin let the sound remain on her face instead of hiding it. It felt strange there. Not wrong. Just unfamiliar.
From the shelter chamber came the smell of pepper stew and hot bread, stronger now that the strain had eased and the door could be opened wider without fear. People began to drift toward the repaired line, cautious first, then bolder. The girl who had handed Orren wedges approached with a strip of red wool and tied it around the new pin collar. She glanced up at Tamsin as if asking permission.
Tamsin nodded.
The child smiled, quick and bright, and ran back to her mother.
Halden watched the red wool flutter against the iron and bone. “A marker?” he asked.
“An ugly one,” Tamsin said.
“Useful, though.”
She shrugged. “That’s usually enough.”
He studied her for a moment, then gave a small, tired nod that carried more apology than any speech could have done. Tamsin did not forgive him in some grand, clean instant. She did something harder. She accepted that the work had not ended with blame.
It was not a neat feeling.
It was a living one.
By dawn the city above had stopped groaning.
Brackenhold was never silent. Even in the coldest winter mornings it muttered with cart wheels, shutters, furnace vents, the clatter of pans, and the steady sounds of people pretending they were not living on top of an ancient burden. But the deep, dangerous shifts had ceased. The bells in the upper district rang normally again. Smoke rose from the chimneys in clean narrow lines. Snow dusted the ledges and the black street braces with a pale crust that made the repaired marks stand out like fresh stitches.
Tamsin climbed out of the undercity with grit in her hair, a sore shoulder, and a hammer still smeared with dust that would not be washed off by noon. Orren followed two steps behind her, carrying an armful of split timber he had insisted on salvaging because, in his words, “if I survive the night and the wood does not, I will feel judged.” The remark earned him a glare from the flour-sleeved woman, who had come up with them and was now carrying a basket of bowls to be returned to the shelter kitchen.
Halden remained below for a while longer with the crew, seeing to the final braces and the load marks. Tamsin knew he would do it because the city still needed hands that understood weight. She also knew he would not leave the lower wards to carry the memory of the night alone anymore. That was as close to change as Brackenhold ever got without bleeding.
At the street level, the winter air bit her face hard enough to sting. Snow fell in thin dry flakes. A bakery door opened across the lane, and the smell of warm black bread drifted out, rich and plain and entirely unheroic. A woman inside called for more flour. Someone else laughed. Somewhere nearby a child was arguing with a vendor over the price of spiced pears.
Ordinary life. Still stubborn. Still here.
Tamsin stood for a moment with the hammer hanging at her side and looked down into the grate where the undercity vanished into darkness. The repaired city-bones carried the weight now with a different sound, a quieter one. Not perfect. Never perfect. But steady enough to let people walk above them without knowing how close they had come to falling.
Orren came to stand beside her. He leaned on the timber in his arms and said, “Well. That was a catastrophe with excellent pacing.”
She gave him a sideways look. “You think everything has pacing.”
“I think everything should, if we’re forced to live through it.”
That almost made her laugh again. Instead she watched a pair of ward workers across the lane tie a fresh red strip around a brace post, marking it for inspection. Another worker passed them a mug of steaming tea. A third banged a tuning fork against the stone out of habit and then, perhaps remembering the night, looked embarrassed and tucked it away.
Tamsin’s mouth twitched.
“Come on,” Orren said. “If we stay here any longer, I’ll start feeling sentimental, and that would ruin my reputation.”
“You don’t have a reputation.”
“Exactly. It’s all I have left to protect.”
She started walking, and he fell into step beside her without needing to be told. Behind them, somewhere down in the repaired dark, a hammer rang once. Another answered farther below. The sound went through the street braces and into the cold morning air as if the city itself were taking up work again.
Tamsin did not look back. She did not need to. The load was holding.
And for the first time in a long while, it was not holding alone.
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