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The Bonewright's Bargain
Damien Fross
Hester, a bonewright, takes a sliver of living calx-bone to restore her brother’s gait. She tests, tempers, and binds its appetite, facing theft attempts and moral peril. Physical extraction, a tense installation, and a violent attempt to seize the fragment force Hester to choose restraint over profit and bind the fragment within a harness and a shared rule.
ProseHub


    
Broken Gait
The alley outside Hester Cade’s shop always smelled of boiled bone and lemon-sour oil. It was the kind of scent that told you exactly what the day would demand: clean hard work, delicate heat, the small sharp triumphs of a hinge that finally held. Hester liked that clarity. The world beyond her doorway was a blur of cart wheels and the high-voiced bargaining of vendors who sold things the city still needed to pretend it hadn’t outgrown. Above the market, laundry stitched itself to lines like flags of patience; underfoot, gutters sang a thin metallic song after rain. Those were trifles, the sort of texture that faithless poets used when they tried to smell meaning in everything. Hester preferred the cold metal tang of a rivet.
Inside, her bench lay strewn with the honest clutter of a bonewright’s day: files dulled like small teeth, clamps that knew the exact inflection of her palm, a jar of pitch dark enough to swallow lamplight. A half-finished prosthetic foot waited on a block of oak, its hollow bones sanded to the satin of a practiced hand. The foot had the name Tibbl stitched into the leather strap in a childishly crooked hand; Tibbl had belonged to a merchant the week before and now threw aside his shoe to demand repairs like a sulking guest. Tibbl wasn’t a person, of course. It was the foot. It had acquired a personality by dint of being handled, cursed, and occasionally doted upon by its wearer. Hester had begun answering the foot out of habit. It kept her company.
A bell jangled at the door and Hester looked up, not particularly surprised. Strangers usually didn’t bother with her street unless they had reasons to be small and noisy: a broken wheel, a ruined hinge, a hand that refused to bend. The face in the doorway, however, was the one she always wanted to see—no smallness, no noise. It was Rian, her brother, walking with a careful, stubby gait that made his shoulders tilt as if bracing against an invisible slope. His old prosthesis—patched leather and bronze—clacked like a metronome out of time. When he saw her his mouth softened; he always wore the same sideways smile people reserve for terrible jokes that are shared in secret.
“You left the kettle on the boiler again,” he said, because he knew she liked to pretend she didn’t know how long the stew simmered. The bell above the door sighed as he stepped in and Tibbl, being wealthy in conversational time, announced, "If you’re going to stare at me so, make me proper tea at least."
Hester grimaced and shoved a cloth into her apron pocket. “You sound like you’ve been drinking someone else’s gossip.” She pushed a small wooden mallet toward the bench and pointed to a clamp. “Sit. I can do this while you talk shop.”
Rian eased himself onto the low stool, the bronze join of his leg catching light. He leaned forward and rubbed a callused thumb along the seam where bone met leather. The motion was familiar to them both; he’d been doing it since childhood whenever he told a story that missed its end.
“You ever miss the road?” he asked, not looking at her. “The way my ankle used to catch on roots that weren’t there the next year.”
Hester let the mallet drop to her palm and listened to the rhythm of the market muffled through the shop. “I miss the parts of it that smell of rain, not the parts that smell of people pretending to be brave. And I miss you not having to pretend you're delicate in public.” She tapped a small brass pin into the prosthetic’s heel and kept her voice level; it was easier to be iron than to be sentiment.
Rian’s smile thinned and he nodded. There was a quiet between them that wasn’t absence—it was the space they let each other fill when words would do too much. “I’m not inside the market for long,” he said. “I promise.”
They talked of small things after that: a neighbor’s ridiculous drum of pickled mushrooms that leaked into the stairwell, a child who used to hammer brass bells into a coat to keep pigeons away, the peculiar municipal edict that declared the third Thursday of every month to be a day for leaving one’s shoes outside as an offering to the river. It was a trivial detail—people leaving shoes outside—that meant nothing for a bonewright’s ledger of work and yet everyone obeyed it with the solemnity of a religion. The oddness of the custom made both of them laugh; Rian’s laugh was brittle, Hester’s shorter and tidal. The laughter cut the edge off the day.
When talk turned to repairs, Hester kept her answers practical. She described the tempering of a spine-pin, the need to preheat the resin so it wouldn’t shatter, the way a new tendon should slide like a silk ribbon. The patient minute-to-minute was her comfort. She measured lives the way she measured materials—by how they took heat, by whether they bent or broke. It was simple, and it was enough.
Outside the shop the market grew louder as the sun slid toward its brassy half-light and the vendors brought out the evening’s specialties: skewered mollusks glazed with a tart sea-sauce, kettle-cakes that steamed like small iron moons, and the peculiar flat breads everyone called panned suns, browned until their edges sang. A vendor who specialized in fermented graycap mushrooms—so aerated and soured that they purportedly cured listlessness—set up beneath the laundry lines. Hester did not eat graycap; she preferred a blunt, honest slice of marrowed bread. But she kept a pot of the mushroom stock by the bench because clients liked it. Little comforts kept clients patient.
“You could make me a better foot,” Rian said suddenly, fingers tracing old scars at his knee. “Not flashy, just—” he shrugged. “Something that doesn’t complain when the rain finds the seam.” There was an odd flinch in his voice, as if he expected her to say no by reflex.
She paused with the rasp between her fingers. Tools made a small music in the shop that night: the soft rasp of file on bone, the clink of nails, the hiss when she quenched a pin. “I can,” she said carefully. “But I won’t marry it to anything you don’t want. If you ever find it wrong, we unhitch it. You say so and we separate it clean.”
Rian studied her. “Are you worried I’ll ask for too much?”
“Worried I’ll make too much and then sell it for the wrong price.” She allowed a wry half-smile. “If a thing is perfect, it sets people to thinking they own better parts of life than they do.”
He snorted. Somewhere outside a child dropped a pot and the sound echoed like a single loud heartbeat. Tibbl chose that moment to clatter toward the kettle and, with the solemnity of a foot determined to be helpful, put his leather-faced toe in the broth. He sighed—at least Hester thought it was a sigh—and then announced, in a timbre that suggested a small, disgruntled public servant, “Tea would be a mercy. Or a marshmallow.”
Rian laughed, the sound a brittle shiver that struck the walls. “Your foot has refined tastes,” he observed. “Somehow you raised a gourmand out of a bit of oak and bone.”
Hester shot him a look, part affection and part mock indignation. “That foot has had a life of insults. It deserves something better than broth.” She reached for the spoon and stirred, feeling the warmth spread through her fingers like a slow claim. People came to her because she could make hinge and sinew become promises again; she could hide the thinness of another’s hope in the curve of a clasp. She liked being useful and she had always believed usefulness to be a straight, compassable thing until that evening.
When the market bell struck the hour that marked the turning from day into dusk, the door blew inward and a draft carried a dark-scented figure into the shop. He stood in the doorway a moment and looked at them both with a smile that made Hester’s skin feel like a keyed instrument. She knew that face—Nill Voss—because anyone who made a living in the sort of troubles Hester worked with learned to know the men who trafficked in better, greyer solutions. Nill was the sort of man who could make a bad rumor sound like a recipe and an obscene claim sound like a justification. He smelled of oil and the river’s weight.
He bowed, which was a formality Hester reserved for acquaintances who had the bad manners to be both charming and dangerous. “Hester Cade.” His voice was low, smooth as a well-polished peg. “You are as meticulous as ever.”
Hester kept her hands on the kettle’s handle. “Nill.” She didn’t invite him to sit. People like him came with offers wrapped in dangerous wax.
Nill’s gaze fell to Rian’s leg, and for a moment the room shrank. He whistled, a small, short sound. “He’s not walking easy. I might have something for you. Something... precise.” He reached into his coat and produced a thin card—one of the metal slips men like him used: it would cut if you tried to fold it with the wrong intention. He did not hand it to her. He let it rest on the counter as if a present and a threat together.
Rian stiffened as if the card were a blade. Hester felt the hairs at her nape rise; the smell of the alley seemed to sharpen. Nill smiled. “They call it calx-bone,” he said softly, as if repeating a name that tasted like rumor and salt. “Rock-bone. The kind that is old not in years but in density. One piece will change the way a limb takes weight. One is enough.”
The shop acclimatized to the idea the way a room does to a new piece of heavy furniture: there was resistance, then a shifting of air. Rian’s face went pale with a small light in the eyes that was almost like hope and also like fear. “How?” he asked. The question was small, but the weight of it seemed to make the resin in the jar tremble.
Nill offered a smile that had no warmth. “I can tell you where,” he said. “I can tell you how. But not for free. There’s always a price, Hester. The question is whether you’ll pay it now, or let yourself pay it in the slow barter of a life unchanged.”
The card on the counter caught the lamplight and threw a cold reflection across Hester’s knuckles. It was precisely the kind of object that made choices feel heavier than they were. She clasped a spoon, other customers’ troubles replaying like a low tide in her head—the hinge that would not hold, the child whose fingers refused to close, the old woman who wanted only to walk to the market again before she died. Her work had always been to decide how far to push a body toward repair. This was a new measure: how far to push the world toward rewriting its edges.
“Nill,” she said, and the name sounded sharper than she intended, “what do you want?”
He laughed—not a full laugh, but a sound like a coin rolled on its edge. “Only a cut of the profits,” he said. “Not in coin. In favor. There are doors I can open in return. If you wanted a route, a hand to lift a lock, I offer it. You are careful with money, Hester. Consider me care with teeth.” He let the metaphor hang, and Rian’s jaw clenched.
“It won’t be simple,” Hester said. “If the bone exists, it will be part of a creature. I won’t—” The sentence stopped because the word she would use was too blunt. Kill. She did not like to think of herself as someone who took.
Nill’s eyes flicked toward the street as if measuring the distance to a shadow. “You won’t take it casually, I know.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “But you know how those things go. The world yields its rarities to hands that will make them useful.”
Rian’s hand found hers across the counter and squeezed, a small, private pact. “We are tired of useless steps,” he said. His voice carried no sound but a stubbornness, the sort that had walked them through years of ridicule and debt. “If there’s a way—” He broke off, lest his hope become a command.
Hester set the spoon down with deliberate care and looked at the two of them—at the brother whose patience had become a quiet hunger for walking straight, and at the man who could hand them an easy, dangerous answer. The lamp over the bench burned low; its light drew a circle on her tools like a jury.
“If I do this,” she said finally, “I will not be selling our lives to whatever rumor hands me. We do the taking in a way that leaves a choice. If the creature is harmed, I will not bind what I cannot answer for. I will not let something else decide our gait.” Her voice sounded dry from the rasp of it. It surprised her by carrying conviction.
Nill’s smile hardened in a way that made the edge of his cheekbone look blade-like. “You are principled,” he observed. “It will be a costly principle.” He tapped the card, which bore a single line of coordinates in a hand that belonged to men who had broken compasses for sport. “Come by night if you are curious. The path is not for those with soft feet.” He placed the card between a jar of pitch and a stack of old leather straps and, with the sort of civility that felt like a finality, he turned and left.
After the door closed the small noises of the workshop seemed louder. The kettle hissed. Tibbl coughed in the broth and made a noise like a tiny insult; Rian grinned despite the tension. “You always take the dramatic sort of friend,” he said, looking at the place Nill had occupied only a breath before.
Hester didn’t answer immediately. She finished with the prosthetic heel—she filed the webbing to a precise finish, affixed a new tendon, and tested the pivot. It moved with a soft, obedient click. Working steadied her, as it always did. Her hands were more faithful than any companion. She thought about the sound of the bench under pressure and how it took hands to keep a thing from snapping. Outside, the marketists hammered the last bright nails into a sign that advertised roasted fish with preserved citrus. The smell of that unrelated little commerce threaded into the shop and reminded her that the world spun on many small economies—salt for a market, rumor for a life.
She cleaned her tools and laid them out as if on a stage. “If we go,” she said finally, her voice a steadying measure, “we go together. No bargains given to strangers about what becomes of the animal. If I can’t promise we do no harm, I won’t reach for it.”
Rian reached across and took her free hand, fingers curling around hers like a strap. “I don’t want anything if it’s taken,” he said simply. “I only want a step that doesn’t feel like a question.”
Hester felt it then—the small, fierce solidarity between them. It had been the thing that had kept them going through years where their lives were measured in work and careful economies. She could not promise the outcome. She could promise intent. The promise felt like a tool; a good one could fix more than a hinge. She slid the metal card into the drawer beneath the bench, a cold weight in the dark. For a time she worked in silence, setting the sockets and testing movement, as if each careful adjustment could buy them braver choices. Outside, the city continued its indifferent business: a child folded a paper boat and watched it bob in a gutter, a merchant rehearsed a boast about the tenderness of his roasted fish, and a woman mended a torn sleeve by candlelight, humming an ancient tune that had nothing to do with prostheses or rumor.
Night sank like a slow seam, and with it the market tidied itself of its day-bright colors. Lanterns went lit like slow, obedient stars; their halos pooled in the yawning puddles and painted the alley in watery gold. Hester shut the shop door with the kind of caution a person uses with something fragile in a house of strangers. She put the last tool away, patted the leather of Tibbl’s strap as one might soothe a restless dog, and then they both went to see Rian off. The walk to the corner where he boarded the last coach was a series of small, practiced motions: step, test, lift, rest. Hester kept her hands in her pockets the way someone keeps a bandage in a pocket—close and necessary.
Outside, the city breathed differently at night. There were people who mended nets by the river and sang under their breath, those who played slow wooden flutes by the quay, and cooks who tended vats of savory dumplings with a devotion bordering on prayer. None of these things had anything to do with the rusted promise Nill had left behind, and that irrelevance made them almost sacred in Hester’s mind. It was possible to be buoyed by a bowl of dumpling broth and still be in the midst of a terrible choice; the world did not demand purity, only living.
At the coach, Rian turned to her and laughed without much humor. “If this goes wrong,” he said, “I’ll blame your stubbornness and not tell you for three weeks.”
“Is that your way of saying you trust me?” Hester asked.
He shrugged. “It’s my way of saying I’ve trusted you to fix other things for longer than you’ve known how to ask for help.”
She leaned and kissed the hollow of his cheek, a gesture both brief and ritual. Rian stepped into the coach and turned back with a small smile. “Don’t let Tibbl drink all the broth,” he said.
Tibbl answered with a precise, indignant cluck. “I deserve more than broth,” he insisted, which made Rian laugh again. The coach door shut and the wheels rolled away, leaving the long slow clack of memory in their wake.
Hester swept the floor once she returned to the shop. She found a scrap of leather she'd forgotten and used it to patch a seam on a glove. The work kept her thoughts moving in circles that were not entirely reflective. Her hands were patient and stubborn in a way she admired: they believed that if you did the small thing with enough care, the larger thing would follow in time. But tonight the larger thing seemed to pivot on an unfamiliar fulcrum—the calx-bone Nill had named and his metallic card like a cold summons.
She sat at the bench for a long time and considered the proposition that was not yet a plan. The city's sounds went distant; a dog barked in a rhythm that matched the steady drip off the eaves. Hester thought of the creatures men described when they spoke of calx-bone: massive, slow, made of layers of mineral and flesh bound so tightly that to separate one from the other was to commit an act of geological violence. She disliked the idea of violence toward a creature that would not understand the trade. Still, there was a part of life that demanded steps not merely dreamed of. Rian deserved a foot that did not protest his mornings.
She rehearsed the possible objections and the ways she could answer them. Always the work had given her the language she needed: if we clamp it so, if we support with a brace here, if we let the marrow stay. Those answers were comforting because they were tangible. They gave her something like a script.
Somewhere in the alley a bell tolled a private hour. Hester locked the shop and slid the metal card into her inner pocket where it pressed cold and certain. She could feel it like a small, pulse-less thing against her ribs. Around her, the city breathed the indifferent comfort of people making choices unremarked by superstition. From the window of a nearby tea-house, a woman shouted a joke about a pathetically small rooster and several patrons laughed. It was a ridiculous moment of human warmth that had nothing to do with bone or rumor. Hester smiled despite herself; the absurdity of a joke in the teeth of a heavy decision kept her feet from turning clumsy.
When she climbed the narrow stairs to the modest bed she shared with a stack of unused clamps and an old, quiet lamp, she found Tibbl propped against the sill as if keeping watch. His leather faced looked absurdly like a disgruntled sentinel.
“Don’t get sentimental,” Tibbl suggested with that unreasonable pomp of a thing pretending to be a person. “It ruins the posture.”
Hester laughed, a short sound she could afford in the dark. “We are all bent in our own ways,” she said. Her laugh surprised itself by being a little more hopeful than it had any right to be.
She slept in fits and starts, not from worry but from the kind of anticipation that is more bodily than emotional—the nervousness that lives in the muscles. In the morning the city would unroll and demand trade: nails for hinges, oil for joints, bribes to get past a closed gate. The world would want the small, well-won victories that kept itself from collapsing. She thought of Rian’s determined gait, the way he adjusted his weight as if bargaining with the ground itself. She thought of Nill’s card, cold and promising in her pocket. And she thought of a creature called a Kalks, some mammoth thing that might look at her and not know whether she meant to help or harm.
At dawn she ate a bit of spiced bread and drank black tea while sharpening a file. Outside, women with bundles of laundry walked with the acceptance of the city’s odd laws—today they left one shoe each outside their doorsteps, as per the municipal custom, a daily offering to the river’s patience. The custom was not religious, exactly. It was a habit people performed because they liked that the city asked for so little in return. Its harmlessness made it, in her mind, a kind of miniature holiness. She had no patience for grand rituals, but tiny ones—like the leaving of a shoe—sat well with her because they made people do something small and public and ridiculous. It was the kind of world detail that had nothing to do with a bonewright’s moral calculus and yet it made the day feel less heavy.
The morning was also when Nill returned—no fanfare, no card. He stood on the street and looked at her shop as if contemplating a chessboard. There was an impatience in his posture now, the kind of thing a man shows when he expects the world to make his wishes show up in exact form.
“Hester,” he said, approving of the neat arrangement of her workbench. “I did not imagine you would be so quick.”
“I am not quick,” she replied. “I am pragmatic.” The difference was exact; she had honed her temperament as precisely as she filed bone. Nill gave her a small, almost impressed half-smile.
He did not come in. He remained in the street like a rumor waiting to be bought. “The path I mentioned,” he said, “is not a pleasant one. You will need provisions and a hand that does not flinch. The calx does not take kindly to grasping fingers.”
She folded her arms. “Then tell me the honest part of the road. Where we go, who might be there, what it will cost.”
Nill’s mouth twitched. “Do you really wish for the honest part first?” he asked. “That is brave. Or foolish.” He sank his voice and told them, in fragments and asides, what he had heard: cavern-edges that sang when the wind found them; ledges of mineral that shone like teeth; a tide of mineral runoff that could entomb an unwise traveler if they misstepped. He mentioned men who had gone for the calx-bone and returned with eyes that would not stop looking at the sea; he told of a woman who swore the bone hummed in her dreams like a small, impatient church bell. His stories were artful and smudged at the edges—the sort gossip becomes when it has been kneaded long enough.
Rian stood at her shoulder and said nothing. He weighed the words as though they were small stones to be put in his pocket. Hester found that the more Nill spoke, the more she measured him against the things she trusted: practice, tools, the sound of a file against bone. He was handsome in the way a well-made clamp is handsome—useful in appearance and destined to pinch without care.
When he left there was no resolution, only the sense of a door slightly ajar. Hester set a hobnail in a leather strap and tightened it until the leather murmured. She tested the new tendon and the prosthetic hummed with an obedient click. The workshop was a small island of certainties in a sea that offered up contradictions. And yet she felt that something had shifted—a small, internal alignment from which plans grow or die.
She made a list, which was her way of praying: provisions, lamp oil, extra clamps, good rope, and a helper who knew how to hold bone steady. That list was not prayer for miracles; it was a matrix of action. She folded it and slid it in her apron pocket. The city went on with its indifferent merriment: a vendor sang about fish too proud for their price, and a child learned how to whistle by cupping his hands and imitating the sound of a train.
Hester spent the rest of the day preparing for eventuality—she called it that on purpose because a plan that depended on a single hopeful moment was folly—while trying to keep the present from netting her too tightly. She fitted a temporary tendon for a woman who wanted to dance again for her grandson’s wedding; she patched a hinge for an old cart that had hauled lime for decades; she listened to a neighbor complain about the municipal law requiring shoes on doorsteps. Those were ordinary businesses of survival and repair, and each one gave her the small, clean results she craved. There was an honesty in saving a hinge from rust that no rumor could replicate.
When the light slanted low and the market slowed, Nill returned—not in voice but with an associate, a thin man who folded like a seam and had the face of someone who’d practiced the skill of looking unremarkable. He carried a little crate covered in oilcloth. Hester’s fingers tightened to her palm as if the handle of a tool. She had not decided to go, but she had decided, quietly, not to let indecision own the night.
“You don’t have to say yes,” the companion remarked, as if to dissipate pressure. “We simply offer opportunity.”
Hester looked at him and then at the crate. “How much of the truth do you trade in?” she asked. It was not a philosophical question; it was a practical one. She had spent her life trimming the excesses of bones and denying them the wild liberties rumor attributed to them. This was the same sort of measurement—how far to cut.
Nill smiled. “Enough to be useful,” he said. “Not so much that it would ruin the mystery.” The companion opened the crate with a cloth that smelled faintly of mineral and salt. Inside was nothing like what their talk had conjured; there was no solid monstrous bone, no small fossil temple. There lay instead a map, small and wet-cupped in oil, and a single sliver of something that glinted like an honest nail. It could have been a shard from many things. It fit in the palm and seemed to hum at the edges.
Rian inhaled sharply. Hester felt a quiver that was not fear so much as the awareness of a hinge beginning to move. “You intended to give this,” she said, “as proof?”
“No,” Nill said. “I meant to give you a promise. The sliver is a sample—one of many paths. The map is rough. We can show you the way for a share. Nothing more.”
For a long time Hester merely held the sliver, turning it in the lamp’s light. It was cool and smelled faintly of sea-stone. If it had a voice it would have been a small, dry cough. She resisted letting it tell her what to do. She had no desire to be told by things that did not speak a human tongue.
When they left, the crate gone and the city settling into night, Rian took her hand over the bench for a moment and squeezed. “If you go,” he said, “don’t let them sell you a story that tastes like fish. Be pragmatic.”
Hester smiled and felt the kind of small warmth that repairs things—like a rivet closing. “I’ll be pragmatic,” she answered. “And I’ll bring back something that fits.”
She hid the sliver in her work drawer beneath a stack of leather straps and a spool of wire. It seemed trivial to tuck a promise into the same place she kept a screwdriver, but triviality had always been her religion.She turned out the lamp and slept in the way of workshop people: rigid and ready, fingers twitching in the dark at the memory of files and hammers. Outside, someone lit a fireworks-stick for a child's birthday, and the brief, absurd luminosity scattered like a joke across the sleeping roofs. It had nothing to do with what she might do, but it made the night gentler, and Hester accepted the gentleness gratefully.

    
A Taste of the Living
Hester woke to the sharp, familiar ache of hands that have slept with tools near them. Before the day had learned to cough awake outside her window she sat at the bench and pulled open the drawer where she'd hidden the sliver of calx. It felt absurd to treat a scrap like a secret, ridiculous as hiding a spoon in a cupboard full of spoons, and yet there it was—a small, pale crescent that hummed faintly under her palm as if it disapproved of being handled indoors. She set it on a scrap of oiled cloth and wrapped a warm rag around it, not because it needed warmth but because warmth made her feel less like a thief.
Outside, the city had its private routines that meant nothing to the calx and everything to people: a woman on the lane beat stubborn stains out of linens with a rhythm that was almost a song; a vendor rolled his panned suns on a board and the crust sang when he slapped it into shape; someone fired a kettle and the sound came like a small, officious drum. These were details Hester kept like baubles in her mind—harmless things that were not part of the main ledger of danger. They were also useful in conversation, the sort of domestic trivia that soothed a client’s nerves. The municipal shoe-offering day was tomorrow and the whole street had begun to lean decorative shoes against thresholds, a harmless habit people performed for the river and because superstition liked polite things.
Tibbl, perched improbably on a jar of pitch as though the jar were a throne, looked at the sliver with unmistakable judgment. “You’re fussing over a pebble,” he said, in the voice Hester had started to adopt for him out of loneliness and habit. The foot’s accent came, over time, to feel like an old friend’s. “You should be saving that attention for a true insult.”
“Shut up,” Hester muttered, and smiled despite herself. She had never expected to laugh about a prosthetic foot that argued about etiquette, and yet the sound in her chest was welcome. It loosened something tight around her ribs, the tautness that came from having to make choices that could change other beings. She took the sliver to her work lamp, set a small iron cradle under it, and fussed with clamps until the piece did not look alone on the bench. Then she began the real work: testing.
Testing meant gentleness and force in equal parts. Hester had learned not to trust a thing that bent without protest; bone—and even mineral-bone—should give a clear, honest resistance. She put the sliver into a vise, wrapped a fine leather whisper of tendon around it, and tuned a tiny hinge. There was a rhythm to it, the same rhythm that steadied her shoulders when someone brought in a hand that would not close or a spine-pin that had given up. Her hands moved as if remembering a song she’d only learned by practice: file, rasp, cool in quench, test the arc. When she tested the sliver’s flexibility it did not simply flex. It drew a small, involuntary arc, a twitch that felt almost like a breath.
Hester frowned. “Well, you have an opinion,” she told the sliver. It was absurd to speak to the thing, and yet absurdity had a way of keeping dread light-headed. She made notes in the margin of her ledger—grain, sound, the tiny shiver—and then set about building a mock-wrist, a wooden arm with a leather sheath. The wooden arm would be enough to show whether the sliver would perform as a hinge or as something more intrusive. She was a craftsman; testing with humble things was what separated confidence from hubris.
The sliver, warmed by the lamp, began to make a faint noise when held: a small rasping like a throat clearing. It wasn’t sound so much as attention; a thing that called for observation in the way a nervous person calls for company. While Hester arranged the mock arm, Rif—a neighbor who kept bees in jars on his windowsill and who hummed tunelessly as he worked—banged across the alley to complain about a boy who had used his wax for marbles. Rif’s complaint was long, absurd, and fragrant with honey; he offered Hester a piece of a panned sun and then went on his way. This brief intrusion had nothing to do with the calx, and Hester appreciated the irrelevance. Life, she thought, liked to keep small kindness tucked in alongside its cruelties.
When the mock wrist was ready Hester fixed the sliver into its socket and tightened a brace while Tibbl muttered that it would make an awful hat. The foot had a flair for fashion criticism; she had not meant for him to develop such tastes, but a tool that lives long around people will pick up mannerisms like a stray cat will learn to drink from milk dishes. Hester made the hinge meet the sliver and then leaned back, expecting the predictable result: a clean arc, a sound like settling furniture. Instead the wooden wrist flexed of its own mind, curled toward the lamp as if seeking warmth, and then recoiled as though chastened.
Hester’s throat worked. She had seen oddness in bones before—reflexive twitches, the odd involuntary tremor—but not that: inclination. It was a kind of small agency, not memory but preference. Her training had been to see tools as tools, not as entities with tastes. This change put a new articulation into the work. If the sliver wanted warmth, then what else might it want to do with a living attachment? She documented everything, hands steady, while her head made the slow rotations of someone trying to imagine new categories of problem.
Rian arrived then, slipping into the shop with his careful gait that never fully laughed even when he meant to. He observed the mock arm and Hester’s notes with a patient curiosity that was not professional—it was familial. He had come to check on her face, she suspected; to see whether she’d found a way to make her worry into something manageable. “You’re testing it,” he said, not a question. “Not taking it on faith.”
“We don’t take bones on faith,” Hester replied, feeling the comfort of speaking a craftsman’s truism. Rian’s eyes settled on Tibbl, who was perched like an annoyed coroner. “Does it—” he began, and then stopped, not wanting to imagine a prowling agency inside his own leg.
“Not yet,” Hester said. “It has appetite for warmth and for rhythm. It doesn’t beg; it makes suggestions.” She hesitated because the word would reshape what they were bargaining over. “If it has suggestions, we have to listen better than we bargain.”
Rian nodded slowly, the light falling on his face like a small, honest map of fatigue and stubbornness. He had always been the sort to measure risk with the blunt instrument of need. “And what does it suggest?” he asked, which was a different kind of question; it showed he wanted to know the tone of the thing, not merely its price.
Hester tightened a screw with a focused breath and confessed, not to him but to the bench, the small things she’d observed: how the sliver twitched when music drifted in from the street, how it seemed to prefer the after-smell of cooking over the scent of oil, how it shied from the dull touch of brass. These weren’t answers that sold well in a market; they were the kind of details that shaped a long relationship. Rian listened and then, in a movement that was more ritual than calculation, he set his hand on hers and squeezed.
“You’ll make it keep to a script,” he said, half-jest, half-plea.
“If a script means a design robust enough to keep the edge off its wants,” she answered, “then yes.” Hester had always preferred plans that involved visible joints and clear tolerances. She distrusted miracles that came with strings, and she distrusted men who sold them.
There was laughter in the shop then—short and brittle—because Tibbl had decided the mock wrist must be fed a biscuit. The absurdity broke something in the air: a tiny moment when the dread of a moral choice softened into something human. Hester offered the foot a crust of panned sun and watched, with a small, private amusement, as it procurred—no, accepted—the food with all the gravity of a creature that had been insulted too often to be picky.
The light shifted; a cloud moved over the sun and in the alley a child screamed in the delighted way children scream when a cat springs from a laundry line. These accidental domesticities pleased Hester; they were reminders that the city made jokes even in its dark corners.
Word of the sliver could have traveled by the evening, as rumors liked to do, but Hester kept it tight in the way one keeps a bandage in place. She filed more notes—how the sliver reacted to sound of knives, to the smell of stew, to the heat of her palm—and marked a plan: to test the thing inside a living attachment that would not be human. She needed an animal, something small enough to be manageable and large enough to show whether the calx-bone would escalate its preferences to dangerous levels. That was the crux: how a transplanted shard of appetite might grow when linked to a being that could move itself through the world.
There were city animals of many sorts, most of them kept to market stalls and people's yards: scrappy geese, a pair of carriage ravens, maggot-eating hounds with nearly human eyes. Hester could have chosen any, but she chose a goat—an oddity kept by an old woman who ran a stall of pickled peppers in the back alley. The goat was small, stubborn, and had a particular fondness for shoes; it would chew a boot and then delicately slide aside when anyone attempted to scold it, like a creature who knew the rules and refused to follow them.
Hester found the old woman between jars and couldny laughter, arranging peppers like little red suns. They negotiated with the ease that comes from people who understand the barter of hands: two repairs in exchange for a day’s loan of the goat. The woman shrugged and said she wasn’t sure she wanted the bone-slab near her animal, but the possibility of being owed a favor outweighed superstition in the economy of the market. Hester liked that pragmatic balance; she believed favors were a more solid currency than gold in their quarter.
The goat arrived with a bell on its neck and a coat of hair mottled with feed. It blinked at the bench as if evaluating whether the extra labor in its day would be worth the added drama. Hester sat it on a low stool to keep its hind legs from protesting and wrapped a linen cloth around the area she intended to attach to. The animal smelled of hay, pepper brine, and a faint, ancient goat worldliness that made her hands unclench. There was something honest about working on a creature that had never asked for a favor; the goat had only needs.
Rian watched her methodically as she prepped the site and laid the sliver in a brace of warmed leather. There was an intimacy to this sort of work: you touched things where they were weakest, where they might complain, and you hoped the complaint would be short. Hester's hands moved with the confidence of a person who had learned to respect the squeal of a tendon; she used fingers that were sure, then sent them to test the goat’s gait when the piece was in place.
For the first few steps the goat behaved predictably: a hesitant shuffle, a tap here and there. Then, as if remembering a song from a life where the world moved differently, it strode. Not dramatically—no leaps or skittering—but with a dignity Hester hadn't expected. The sliver had answered the call for movement with a willingness that made her throat tighten.
“And?” Rian asked softly, because he wanted to know what the sound of progress would be. The question was a way of enclosing hope and measuring it by the width of his palms.
Hester exhaled. She watched the goat move toward a pile of feed and choose, with seeming deliberation, to step away from the bowl and nose at the seam of a burlap sack instead. The action was small and odd; the goat’s preference had shifted the simplest of choices. The sliver, it seemed, not only permitted movement but suggested curiosities—little eccentricities that would not be devastating in a market goat but might be alarming in a man who needed to walk the thoroughfare each day.
They spent the afternoon cataloging tendencies. The sliver boosted appetite for particular textures—coarse burlap over polished wood, the heat of a hearth over the cool of a stone floor. It made the goat prefer certain alleyways where the sun warmed the cobbles. It liked music with a thin flute in it and disliked the low, constant thrum of mill wheels. Hester recorded everything like a dutiful clerk, her handwriting neat and precise. The goat’s small acts of will were easy to forgive, even charming. They became less charming in the ways Hester could imagine: what if a prosthetic leg preferred crowded alleys because the sound of bodies soothed it? What if it nudged its wearer toward places that were dangerous because the sliver preferred bright flames?
That evening Hester sat with Rian over a bowl of stew and the matter weighed between them like a heavy pot. The street outside smelled of frying fish and the laugh of a child who’d managed to set a toy boat straight into a gutter without it sinking. There were other sounds that had nothing to do with the sliver, and Hester held them close. They were proof that the world would not be rewritten by a single ingredient.
Rian looked at her across the bowl and said quietly, “If it wants things, maybe we make its wants small.” His expression carried the blunt, stubborn optimism she loved and feared; he believed mitigation could be engineered like a brace.
Hester nodded. “We can make rules,” she said, feeling for the architecture of a contract that could be forged in wire and leather. “We can design limits. We have to, if we are to walk with this.”
They argued and planned with tools as if they were instruments of moral discipline: straps that would dull the sliver’s stronger prompts, joint-stops that would refuse certain arcs, a second tendon that would counterbalance inclinations. The plans read like blueprints for a temperate will—neither slavery nor absolute freedom. It was a practical compromise, and Hester liked practical things.
Night came with a small absurdity: Tibbl, having watched all day, decided he needed to add a signature to their notes. The foot scuffed the ledger and left a smear of pitch as an endorsement. Hester laughed and Rian smiled—the sound of it was a soft repair. For a while they were just two people and a ridiculous, opinionated foot, planning how to hold an appetite in place.
Yet the caveats crawled at the edges of their quiet. Rian asked about limits again, and Hester, who trusted measures more than promises, sketched mechanisms for restraint. They spoke of thresholds, the places beyond which the sliver’s appetite might grow harder to contain. She thought of locks and keys, of clamps that would require deliberate effort to overcome. It all sounded clinical and competent and terrible in a way that felt honest.
When they finally put the goat back, the old woman took it with a suspicious eye and a pocket full of favors to call in later. The bell around the goat’s neck jingled like a small conscience as it ambled away. Hester felt a tug of sorrow—small and manageable—but sorrow nonetheless. She had not pulled a bone from a living Calx; she had only put a sliver into a goat. Yet even that minor intimacy had the shape of responsibility.
Under the lamplight, as the pair cleaned the bench and put tools away, Hester touched the sliver again and found it humming like a thought. She did not like the sound and yet she was not surprised; the thing had opinions and now they had to be recognized. Tomorrow would require more testing, new restraints, perhaps a simple harness that might blunt the sliver’s most curious prompts. The work would be practical and intimate, like mending a festooned hinge. It would also be moral. In the small hours of the night, with the city’s odd litany of trivial kindnesses still ringing—someone had left a bowl of soup out for a lonely cat—Hester understood that their choice was not only about fixing a leg. It was about learning to hold appetite so people could walk without being led.

    
The Step That Whispers
Hester woke to the hollow clink of the street bell and the smell of someone frying panned suns a half block away. She liked that the city insisted on small pleasures without asking permission: a vendor with a smile aged by sugar, kids who painted their palms and left prints on lamp posts like a conspiracy. Those details were not part of her ledger of duties; they were marginalia she liked to collect. The sliver of calx lay in its oiled cloth like a disagreeable souvenir, and she unwrapped it with the kind of focus she used on delicate hinges—slow, purposeful, hands steady. It hummed a little at the touch of the air, as if offended by the morning.
The task was no longer theoretical. After the goat’s harmless eccentricities the sliver had a shape in her mind: an appetite with a voice, a preference for textures and heat and narrow flute-melodies. The question now was not whether it moved, but whether a person carrying one of those little urgings could still choose a life that was theirs. Hester set up her bench with the ritual sternness of somebody who liked things to be argued into order. She mounted clamps, oiled a brace, and prepared the armature she would use to test the first set of restraints she’d sketched the night before—tenacious straps, a counter‑tendon of braided gut, and a small stop that could be driven like a nail into a socket to cut off a particular arc. Practical things. Things with clear tolerances.
Pavel arrived with a bag full of curious metal bits and the smell of a forge that had been kind to him that morning. He was a retired ship-joiner who made a living repairing brass compasses and polishing the hollows of old kettles. He had a crooked grin that suggested he had been left with several improper jokes uneaten. He didn’t much like business wrapped in rumor, but he liked a challenge and owed Hester a kindness from a time she’d fixed a splintered rib on his favorite small stool.
“You’ve gone and invited trouble into your bench,” Pavel said, unrolling lengths of tempered wire. He peered at the sliver with professional suspicion. “You always do like to flirt with odd ingredients.”
Hester gave him a look that was reserved for people who smiled too easily at the dangerous. “I flirt with things I can clamp. This one hums instead of blushing.” She set a tiny frame so the sliver could sit like a spine in a girdle and anchored a counter-spring opposite its natural bend. The two men worked in companionable silence for a time, fingers and tools conversing in clicks and measured pressure. Between strikes Pavel told stories about a boat that had once sailed into the harbor upside down—an absurdity that had nothing to do with bone and everything to do with keeping his hands moving. Hester appreciated the irrelevant tale; the world’s glitches kept the dark from feeling like a planned thing.
They tested first on the oak mock-limb, and the sliver protested with a tiny shudder that looked for warmth and the soft friction of leather. Hester had expected the sudden small agency—she had not expected how quickly the sliver found a taste for a particular kind of grain in the wood, a preference that made the mock limb angle toward the lamp when it warmed. Pavel chuckled and called it picky. Tibbl, propped on a coil of wire and already performing like an imperious guest at a long table, pronounced it "overly fond of midafternoon comforts," which made Hester laugh despite the thin dread the laughter brushed away.
Rian came by in the afternoon, his step a practiced economy of weight and habit. He watched while Hester and Pavel fussed, his features an honest map of worry softened by stubbornness. He asked about the stops and the counter-tendon, and Hester explained in the language she trusted—measurements and margins. “So you make it contract when it wants to pull?” he asked.
“That and more,” Hester said. “We make small circuits it can travel without getting the run of the house. If it wants the hearth, the harness will let it take a measured nudge and no more. If it decides a direction, it will feel resistance where it should be refused.”
Rian nodded. The explanation did not ease the unease in his shoulders, but it gave a shape to his worry. He had never liked being led by anything other than his own stubbornness. Hester saw that, and the sight of his jaw set like a clasp made her hands steady in a way that belonged to craft, not pity.
The work demanded movement: picking, shaping, bending metal to a tolerance only a practiced palm could read. They made a harness that looked extravagant yet sober—plated leather, loops for a second tendon, a small stop that could be driven into the socket and removed with a tool kept under the bench. They called it, half in jest, the Tempering Collar. The name made Tibbl snort; the foot declared it would never be visited by a collar unless it grew a neck.
Hester took the harness outside at sunset to test its fit on a living thing that would forgive failure. The market’s colors slouched into evening: panned suns greased and glittering under lamps, jars of pepper winking like little devils. A vendor sold candied walnuts that had nothing to do with bones and everything to do with small human vanities; he offered them to passersby with a proclamation about how they made one walk lighter. Hester liked the silly claim; it made people feel brave.
She fitted the harness on Rian with deliberate touch, fastening the counter-tendon and setting the stop in at a point that would prevent any dangerous arc beneath the knee. He stood and then took a single step. It was a ceremonial thing—first steps like vows—and the sliver inside the small pouch at the harness’s core hummed and made a low sound that could have been mistaken for satisfaction. The second step carried a suggestion—not an order—the ghost of an inclination toward a lane where the cobbles were warm from bakery ovens. Rian halted because Hester’s hand on the strap held him back. The hand was heavy in a righteous way; it anchored more than leather.
“Is it asking for bread?” Rian asked wryly to break the tension.
“It’s asking for warmth,” Hester said. “Nothing fatal.” Her eyes flicked to his face. “But the test is to keep it from behaving as if it owned your wants.” He swallowed a humorless laugh and thrust a hand into his pocket as if to hide uncertainty.
They took another, longer test the next morning: Rian walked through a path of stalls deliberately set to tempt—sweet pastries, the vendor with pickled peppers, a child playing a reed flute whose tune made the sliver stir with curious motion. Each time the sliver favored a sensation, the Tempering Collar offered resistance; sometimes the resistance was a gentle tap that steered Rian back, sometimes it snapped with a sharper catch if the suggestion tried to escalate. The harness did its job and yet the edges of worry remained. To Hester the harness was a tool; to Rian it was a negotiation with what it meant to be persuaded.
While walking they encountered a woman who ran a stall of knitted mitts, a woman whose small peculiar religion included leaving one glove out on the riverbank every month to appease a river spirit that took winter’s cold. The woman sold odd mitts with embroidered fish and told them in passing about a municipal decision to replace the city’s old tide-lamps with glass jars filled with oil and a single prayer. It was trivia, a cultural stitch that did not belong to the problem of a bone; Hester noted it and filed it away like a scrap for idle conversation. The world continued to invent small rituals that meant nothing to the calx and everything to those who practiced them.
By the time the day closed they had confidence that the harness would blunt the sliver’s larger compulsion. The sliver still made preferences—toward grain, warmth, and a particular alley that smelled of bellyfish—but the harness reduced them to options small enough for a person to refuse. Hester felt the relief of competence prick at her. It was not: everything would be solved. It was: a way existed to live with appetite and not be owned by it.
Late that night Nill returned, not with offers but attention. He stood beneath the shop’s sign like a shadow pretending to be polite, hands in coat pockets as if he were weighing small birds. Hester watched him from the window and felt the old, familiar constriction: Nill had a talent for making necessity sound like a contract written in gold leaf. He did not come empty-handed. He produced, with the kind of casual ceremony he used for poisons, another map-slice and a thin note that smelled faintly of salt and smoke. He had learned, Hester supposed, how to make rumor take on the texture of things.
“You have your instruments,” he observed, peering through the glass. “And your demonstrations.” He smiled in a way that made the smile look like a hinge. “If you are so very particular about how the world is taken, you could start by taking it yourself. The path is not safe for unpatched boots.”
Hester’s fingers tightened on the strip of leather she’d been using to clean tools. “We will be careful,” she said. “That’s what these instruments are for.”
Nill inclined his head. “Careful is a soft word,” he said. “The Calx bed is not always kind to softness. There are men who work the outer quarry—call them quarrymen if you must—who know how to coax a bone without killing an entire bed. They have techniques. I can put you in touch.”
His offer smelled like the old market—oil and decayed seaweed and a promise. It was not a bribe exactly; it was a trade in knowledge. Hester considered it. To accept would be to take help from someone she did not trust. To refuse might cost them a technique that minimized harm to the creature. The moral equation was fiddly and stubborn.
Rian, who had been waiting in the doorway, stepped forward. “If you put us in touch with them, will they be careful?” he asked. There was a small, fierce honesty in the way he spoke; he did not trust the language Nill used but he wanted the thing Nill could give.
Nill’s smile narrowed. “They are careful when the price is sufficient,” he said. “Not everyone takes the same pains. But I can place you where the work has been learned to be less destructive.” He folded his hands. “I do not pretend to be saintly, Hester. I pretend to be practical.”
Hester’s reply was measured, the steeliness of someone who had learned to treat promises like rough grain that must be sanded to be useful. “We will meet them on our terms,” she said. “There will be rules. If they refuse to abide, we will not proceed.”
Nill tipped his head as if that arrangement amused him. “Ah. Negotiation. Then we have an audience. Bring a companion who knows how to hold a line.” He turned to go and, at the edge of the street, a boy let off a kite that snagged on a lamppost, and a little chaos that had nothing to do with the calx filled the air. The absurdness of the kite—bright, ridiculous, and untethered—was like a breathing thing in the midst of their dark work. Hester found herself grateful for the interruption.
Plans needed hands and so Hester sought one she trusted: Maro, a small, wiry climber who had once shimmed the eastern quay to retrieve a merchant’s lost bag of coins and had not asked for a coin in return. He arrived with rope coiled like a sleeping snake and a pouch of things that caught the light in a way men with rope tended to appreciate. Maro glanced at the sliver with the frank curiosity of somebody whose life had been built on bared toes and calculated risk.
“You want to get to the bed alive,” he said. “You don’t go and play at a quarry like you play at a market stall. There are seams that close and winds that come like teeth. You’ll need to know the hours of the tide and the lull of the quarry wind.”
Hester appreciated the specificity of his concern. “We’ll go at low flow,” she said. “And we will keep the harness engaged. There will be a stop in place and tools to withdraw it if needed.”
“Good,” Maro said. “And bring a bell. Something stupid and loud. The quarrymen like to believe in omens.” The suggestion came with a grin that made Hester consider the city’s odd superstitions: bells strung on gates, bowls left for passing cats, pet names declared from rooftops. It was a reminder that people layered the world with rituals to feel less alone; the rituals had little to do with bone and much to do with keeping a heart quiet.
They prepared the list of things no one thought heroic—oil for lamps, rope with a particular weave, a crowbar softened at the tip, spare leather straps, a small hammer with a rounded face. Hester tied a small scrap of the sliver’s oilcloth to the list so the smell would be with them when they closed the drawer. It felt superstitious and necessary in equal measure.
As the night pulled like a curtain across the shop, a clatter rang in the alley. A scrawny hand reached through the half-open door—too quick, too deft. A thief, pressed small as a lie, tried to snatch the little map Nill had left on the counter. Hester moved first, a reflex born of years of defending delicate things. She shoved the door wider with her hip and caught the wrist in a way that made the thief reel. He was surprised to find the fight of two hands, not one.
“Oi!” Pavel shouted from the lamp, and his voice had the sharpness of someone who’d had his share of nights disturbed. Maro was already at the threshold; Rian planted himself like a brace behind Hester. For a moment the thief thought himself clever—too clever perhaps—and lunged at the drawer where the sliver lay. The thief’s fingers brushed the oilcloth and the sliver hummed so hard the thief’s breath hitched. He staggered back as if the sound had punched him, his stolen resolve cracking like thin glass.
Tibbl, never missing an occasion to assert dignity, kicked a small coil of rope like a judge rapping a gavel. The rope looped the thief’s ankle and he tumbled, a graceless, comic fall. The absurdity of the event—the foot, the coil, the thief’s surprised expression—was almost funny. Hester found herself laughing, a short burst, at the ridiculous choreography of the scene. Then she bent down and held the thief’s wrist while Pavel leaned forward with a look that suggested the man could be made to regret the attempt.
They let the thief go after a small admonishment and a promise to move along; it was better than making more enemies and the city was big enough for petty crimes to be reformed by a night’s cold air. When the door shut again, the little pulse of the sliver felt stronger, as if it had been rousted by the commotion and taken a new interest in the household. Hester moved it to a pocket and felt it cool against her hip like an insistent heart. The near-theft made her think with a new, sharper edge: the sliver would be desired. Desire attracts hands of various sorts—curious, greedy, official. They would have to be careful not only of their conscience but of the world’s appetite for rarity.
They sorted supplies and set a time—two nights hence, under a moon that promised low flow. Nill would introduce them to a quarryman at the tavern near the western sluice; Maro would bring rope and cunning; Pavel would make a simple pry and barrel-catch. Rian insisted on trying the harness one more time. Hester fastened straps with a care that felt like prayer and watched him walk out into the lane, each step a small, private ceremony. He turned and gave her a look that was more than gratitude; it was trust laid down like a tool. She kept the sliver wrapped and hidden and felt the weight of the choice settle, like a new rivet in a familiar hinge—necessary, uncomfortable, and yet perhaps the only way to keep the house from falling apart.

    
Under the Crunch of Stone
They moved before the sun had really woken the market, slipping out with things that made Hester feel practical and human: rope, spare straps, a small hammer with a face she liked for its bluntness, and a kettle packed with stew for the men who worked the quarry. The city still kept its small, genial absurdities even on nights like this—on the lane a woman had propped a single slipper on her step as a private offering to a river she claimed listened to shoes, and a boy had nailed a paper bird to a post because he felt the post looked lonely. Hester liked those little rites. They were not about grand philosophy; they were scraps of consolation stitched into the day. Tibbl sat up in the corner of her pack like a disgruntled mascot, leather creased around a toe that made faces when it rained. "Tell me we are not leaving me to nap alone with the pitch," the foot intoned in a tone that suggested wounded dignity.
Hester smirked and shifted the pack so Tibbl could glare at the world. "You’ll be fine. You can practice being worldly," she replied, fastening the sliver in a small padded case against her breast. It prickled her palm like a small, rude thing; the warmth there was a secret she would carry like a confession. Rian joined them beneath the shallow blue of the pre-dawn, his gait tightened into a purposeful economy of motion. Maro appeared with rope coiled like a small sleeping snake and Pavel with a grin that suggested he had polished a kettle into truth. In the doorway Nill lingered, slick as oil on river rock, and offered a curt nod that looked like a benediction meant to be bargained.
They walked through alleys that smelled of baking crust and laundry faintly scented with lemon. Vendors were still asleep at stalls; a kettle-maker hummed in his bed and a woman mending a torn apron muttered to a cat that preferred to be treated as an audience. Hester kept her mind on the list she had folded into her apron: belay points, hours of the quarry wind, a bell Maro insisted they bring because some quarry folk liked a noise that could be blamed for poor luck. The bell was absurd—small, brass, and tone-jittered; Maro claimed it would displease any spirit that fancied song. Hester liked absurd things when they helped distract from sharper choices. It steadied her hands to think about rope knots and lunch stews instead of the face of whatever mammoth the calx might prove to be.
The eastern sluice where the quarrymen met smelled of mineral and old tea. Light pooled in hollows of rock like fat moths. Nill led them to a tavern that was half workshop, where men who had learned the grammar of stone congregated to trade tips and tall talk. The quarryman who waited for them was built like a bench: broad shoulders, a jaw someone had chiselled in the precise way that suggested practical patience. He introduced himself with a name that sounded like gravel—Sile—and a laugh that did not include all his teeth. Sile was blunt and uncomplicated in the way Hester respected; he had a careful eye and a superstition about bells that Maro’s little brass nuisance almost satisfied. He also had hands that bore the honest smudges of someone who had spent days with the same seam of stone.
Sile did not sugarcoat the danger. "The Calx takes time to be calx," he said, tapping a pipe that smelled faintly of smoke and sea. "It grows like a reef, and its bones are bound like rings in old trees. You take too much, you break the bed. You take the wrong piece and you wake the rest." He spoke in the matter-of-fact language of people who had learned cost by experience rather than by rumor. Nill’s quarrymen had the edge of men who dealt in necessary brutality; Sile had the patience of someone who measured harm against future work. Hester liked that clarity. It offered a map of obligations instead of a map of promises.
They set out down a narrow track that led toward the quarry’s outer lip. The path wound past stacks of mineral flakes that shivered in their fingers when the wind came through, and along the way they saw small offerings—the city’s poor had left scraps of bread on certain stones because they believed it kept the quarry calm. These customs, she noted, had nothing to do with the mechanics of bone-winning; they were private arrangements people made to feel less at risk of a world that was indifferent. The presence of such little rituals calmed her; it meant human foibles presided even in places made by mineral force.
As they crested the final ridge the ground dropped away and the calx-bed opened before them like a city that had forgotten how to be polite. Light fell in shards across mineral growths—stalactites of mixed bone and stone, ridges that looked like the rib-cage of something enormous. The calx itself lay folded into a hollow, a mass of pearled mineral and leathery skin that had the patience of slowly cooling lava. It was not the elegant horror of myth; it was the practical, terrible persistence of a thing that had burdened itself with its own accretions. Hester watched it breathe and felt the air change: there was a low vibration that seemed to move through the soles of her feet, a small song like a bell struck deep beneath the earth.
They set anchors and shuffled like midwives around a patient. Maro tied knots with the quick care of someone who had climbed cliffs because cliffs were simple in their language of handholds. Pavel prepared the pry and a tempered chisel that sang on the stone. Sile ordered two men to clear a channel and to lay down soft pads in case the bed rolled. There was a human choreography to careful extraction—belaying, bracing, watching the way the skin of the calx accepted a touch and then decided whether to cough in reply. Hester felt the bench of her trade underfoot: if you taxed a useful joint too quickly it snapped; if you eased a joint and listened, sometimes the joint would give the thing a life that answered your work in less pain.
“Remember,” Sile said, looking directly at Hester, “you do not take an entire rib. You take a tooth and leave the rib. Take small, leave the rest. If you make it furious, it will bury you in its own growth.” His voice was simple and final. Hester nodded; her palms were already slick with the grit of stained leather as she reached for the padded case that held the sliver in reserve. The calx sent up a sound like a distant bell, only lower and patient, as if noting an arrival.
Hester moved like any good craftsman—carefully, preparing a working space with the kind of neatness that almost felt ritual. She climbed down onto a ledge and felt the calx’s warmth through mineral crust. Her hands trembled, not with fear but with the kind of concentration that came when a whole life of making could be asked to answer a single, large problem. Around her men moved with purposeful economy, clutching rope and wedges and tools that had names Hester could not always remember. Maro belayed her; Rian knotted a second safety line, and Sile held a lantern that smelled of oil and miner’s stew. The smell of stew seemed absurdly domestic in a place that looked like bones and teeth gone to stone, but it steadied her: real food in a world of mineral algebra.
The calx lay patient and indifferent. Hester fingered the edge of her small chisel and looked for the right site—one that would yield a tooth or sliver without collapsing a bed. The mineral around a tooth was different: denser, arranged in circular grain that told the story of years. She wedged the chisel against the seam and struck it with a hammer the way she would strike a stubborn pin—short, accurate blows that tried to coax the joint rather than wrench it. The calx hummed and shifted a fraction; a rain of fine dust settled like snow. Hester’s hands moved with the slow, exact cadences of someone who knew what broke when pressed too hard. She pried, eased, and listened for the small change in sound that signaled separation instead of brute ripping.
For a long hour nothing spectacular happened. There was only the steady music of chisel on mineral and Sile’s low instructions, the quiet breathing of the calx, and the occasional absurd comment from Tibbl, who insisted, somehow, on being helpful by clucking like a small, eccentric rooster whenever a wedge was driven. Hester found the noise ridiculous in a way that saved her; laughter leaked from her chest and made her shoulders uncurl. Then, like the snap of a locked joint finally given courtesy, the seam shifted and a small fragment loosened. It was the size of a fist, lusterless and ringed like the trunk of an old tree. It came away with a look of reluctance.
The calx made a sound then that was less a cry than an enforced cough. Men who had worked with stone all their lives flinched; Sile muttered an apology that sounded almost like prayer. Hester's fingers cramped around the piece; a bead of sweat cut into the crease of her thumb. A wet slough of mineral near the seam wept a dark, saline color that was neither blood nor simply sap but something in between. It made Hester’s stomach clench with an uncomfortable knowledge: they had taken, and the act had left a wound. She did not want to be the sort of person who justified harm by the lightness of an outcome. She wanted, as always, to measure things by the weight of the costs.
One of the quarrymen, a broad-shouldered fellow named Harrow, who had been watching with the impatience of laborers who measure time by the weight they lift, made a move to use a larger pry. Nill’s shadow moved closer like a memory. Hester’s voice came out small and hard. "No. We do not widen the seam. We take this and leave the rest." Her voice was not pleading; it was a deciding tool. Harrow's hands stilled in a way that meant someone had put a clamp on his greed.
There was an inevitability to the work that could not be polished away with good intentions. As Maro tightened a belay, the calx gave a heavy, ancient exhale that kicked up a shower of mineral dust and set loose a small avalanching of calcified shingles along the outer lip. Rocks tumbled and struck the ground with dull, blunt music. Hester’s footing slid for a second and she felt vertigo like a sick animal’s. She gripped the seam and felt the fragment pull at her palms; it was heavier than it looked, and it tugged like someone trying to keep a promise.
Then something sharp bit into her hand—a thin splinter of something brittle that had been embedded where mineral met tissue. She cursed in a sound that was half-grit and pain and half-command. Blood, dark and quick, welled along her palm and mixed with mineral dust, making a paste that smelled of iron and sea. She wrapped the piece in oiled cloth with a hand that shook and handed it to Rian. For a beat the world narrowed to the small, red smear on her skin and the weight in her chest that was not only from the work but from an ethical fracture she could not polish. The calx groaned again and a ripple passed over its surface; for one terrible, ridiculous second Hester wondered if the creature had a mood about valet parking.
Maro cut her palm loose and pulled her from the edge with a practiced motion. Men shouted and a rope sang against rock. The quarrymen moved to push stones away and make a chute for retreat. A small rock bounded and hit Tibbl, who made an indignant little noise that sounded almost like a complaint about civic manners. The absurdity of a shoe-foot being chastised by rock made Hester laugh, not because she found the situation comical in a way that denied the harm, but because humor had a way of clearing the throat of fear. It was a gesture that let them move—fast, careful, with the kind of order that only people who had faced falling things could keep.
They scrambled up the carved track with the sort of speed that borrowed bravery from necessity. Sile lashed a final belay and nodded; the calx’s breath was slowing though its wound still seeped a mineral ichor. They passed the place where offerings had been left and noticed one small slipper knocked over by the wind now lying on cold stone, as if the city’s tiny ritual had been admonished for coming too close to gravities that preferred stone to custom. By the time they reached the tavern the sky had paled into a listless gray and the first vendors were starting to light their pans.
Hester sat at one of the rough tables with her hand wrapped and Pavel fussed over a small kit of repairs that made him feel useful without requiring much moral accounting. Maro made a ridiculous show of setting the small bell to ring and then hid it under the stew pot with a conspiratorial grin. Rian unwrapped the fragment—they kept the clean piece wrapped in oiled cloth as if it were a hot coal—and showed it to Hester. It glittered with a dull sheen and hummed faintly; under the lamplight it looked like a small island of sea turned to bone. Sile watched with a complexity in his face that was not unkind; quarrymen keep ledger in muscle memory and a private sorrow about what is taken from the earth.
Hester pressed a cloth to her hand and tasted the iron at the edges of her tongue. The wound was shallow but honest; it had the kind of rawness that could not be skillfully explained away. Rian’s fingers pressed into her knuckles in a way that meant he would not let her carry the moral weight alone. "You did it the careful way," he said, in that clipped voice that had softened over months of shared trouble. "You left the rest. That matters." Hester accepted the comfort, not as absolution, but as a necessary medicine. The fragment thrummed softly in Rian’s palm like a small, impatient heart.
That night in the shop they laid the sliver on oilcloth and cleaned tools in a ritual that felt like prayer without words. Tibbl made an unwelcome attempt at grandiloquence and announced that the foot would like its name carved into the fragment as a statement of provenance, which made Hester snort with an exhausted amusement. Pavel boiled marrow and distributed bowls of stew to the weary group; the taste of warm broth settled in their bellies and steadied hands that still trembled. Hester wrapped her palm in a bandage and soaked the grit away, then held the piece to the lamp and watched how the light caught inside small fissures. It seemed to murmur when the lamp heat touched it—not words, but a tone, like a bell making the sound of a thought.
They argued, gently and with a craftswoman's bluntness, about what to do next. Nill watched the conversation like an amused creditor, but Hester felt the breadth of the choice widen inside her. They had extracted a fragment and left a living bed with a wound that might heal. That wound was now part of them, a responsibility as real as the splint on Rian’s leg. She had expected to leave with a talisman and return to plans for harnesses; instead she carried the memory of the calx’s cough and the smell of mineral blood in her nostrils. The absurd smallness of the bell Maro had brought and Tibbl's pomp were tiny antidotes to the vastness of what they'd done. They had taken, and they had tried not to break more than they needed. That imperfect compromise would have to be good enough to walk on.

    
Holding the Step
Dawn came thin and gray, as if the city had decided to sip its light instead of pouring it. Hester wrapped her hand in bandage and water and then, as ritual, unwrapped the sliver. The fragment sat on the oiled cloth like a small, impatient thing with the manners of someone who expected dinner on time. A faint hum slid off it when her fingers pricked the edge—less a voice than a mannerism, a tiny insistence. She set it in a shallow cradle and went about the business of preparation: oils warmed, straps measured, the Tempering Collar inspected for the hundredth time.
Outside the shop the world offered its ordinary irrelevancies. A vendor flipped panned suns on his iron like concave coins; the smell of frying dough made Hester briefly imagine a life in which mornings were nothing more than pastry and no one asked for moral accounting. Down the lane a woman left a single shoe on the doorstep, a municipal superstition performed with the stubbornness of habit. A child with smeared fingers painted his palm on a lamppost and ran away giggling; the print stayed like a small, accidental pledge. These details were not part of the sliver’s math, but they steadied Hester the way small comforts steady a person about to perform a difficult stitch. Humor, she had learned, was a kind of compass—only here it didn’t point north; it pointed toward endurance.
Rian arrived before the sun found its voice, carrying the quiet impatience that had become his shape. He sat on the low stool and watched Hester at work as if watching the weather. "You'll be brutal with it," he said, half-command, half-entreaty.
"Brutal is for those who have no patience for a hinge," Hester replied, fastening a strap. "Precise is for those who wish to keep people in one piece."
"Are you sure about the tempering?" he asked. His hand paused near the seam of leather, fingers tracing an old scar as if mapping where they had both been fragile before.
Hester met his gaze. "It will ask for things," she said. "We have taught it firm answers. We have made places where a suggestion meets a restraint." She tested the collar’s catch with a practiced pull; the mechanism replied with intent—a small metal click that sounded like a promise made in iron.
Pavel arrived with a pot of stew under his arm and a kettle rag tied to his belt. He set the pot down and offered a ridiculous salute that made Rian smile despite the tension. "Food makes stitches less bitter," he announced, and Hester had to laugh; the absurdity of the man’s culinary diplomacy cut through the tightness in her chest.
Maro tightened knots and checked belays in silence, the way someone who had spent nights of work on narrow ledges conserves words. Sile, the quarryman, came in with an oil-smudged lantern and looked at the sliver with a kind of practical curiosity that was useful to everyone. Nill loitered in the doorway long enough to make his presence felt—sleek, patient, a man who carried the smell of river oil and the promise that everything could be made smaller for the right price. He watched them set the piece into its housing and did not speak until Hester had finished fitting the last piece of leather.
"You make things to hold others together," he said softly, as if offering an observation rather than an accusation. "You are careful. Most people are not. That gives you advantage and enemies." His voice was oily as river silt. He stepped back into the gray light and let the market’s noise claim him.
Rian inhaled and then let the air out in a long, measured breath. He handed his worn leg over to Hester like a concession and then drew it back as if to test the weight of his want. "If it pushes, I will tell you," he said. "If it pulls, I will not go where I cannot come back from." The words were small, but Hester felt the trust wrapped inside them like a warm stone.
They began. The operation was not ceremonial in the way priests imagine rites; it was practical, brutal with precision. Hester worked with the concentration of someone who had faced too many haphazard stitches and promised herself to be tidy. Maro held a lamp at the right angle; Pavel steadied Rian’s shoulders; Sile hummed an old quarry chant under his breath like a metronome. Hester warmed the sliver at a measured flame until it stopped shivering and then set it into the prepared socket with the smallest wedges of tempered bronze.
When the sliver met Rian’s limb there was an immediate negotiation: the harness tightened like a hand finding a wrist and the sliver thrummed as if settling into a new rhythm. Rian’s breath caught and then came steady. The first step—after a lifetime of small, embarrassed halts—was a ritual and a rupture. He pushed off and took a step; the Tempering Collar slackened appropriately and then held. For a moment the world felt light in a way that was almost indecent.
Then the sliver turned its appetite into request. Not a roar, but a nudge—a small inclination toward the lane where the calx-bed’s warmth lingered in the stones. Rian’s face changed; his pupils sharpened as if someone had placed a pin of interest into his gaze. Hester saw it before he acted: the tilt of his body like someone rehearsing to lean. "No," she said softly and clamped the stop with a practiced thumb. The metal bit answered with a dull thud and the pressure slipped into Rian like a reprimand. He stumbled, surprised by the refusal, and Hester’s hand steadied him. "You told me," she reminded him with a humor that was almost a command.
The nudge grew. It was not malign, she realized; it was a preference expanding like a shadow under heat. The sliver liked the scent of warmed cobbles and the deep, slow notes of quarry wind, and given even a second’s indulgence it would lead a wearer toward those comforts. That was manageable in a goat, dangerous in a man who needed to cross the river at market hour. Hester tightened the counter-tendon and drove the stop deeper by a wrench turn until the sliver’s insistence fizzed like a candle starved for oxygen.
A shout cut the shop’s practical air like a thrown bottle. The door slammed as Nill’s shadow swept in with two men at his heels—slick jackals with quick hands and bellicose faces. "You do not hand over pieces of rock to fools in alleys," Nill announced with that easy malice that made Hester’s skin bristle. "You make bargains until someone pays. We are collectors. We find use for things." He stepped closer to the bench and his hand, gloved in soft leather, brushed the oiled cloth that covered the sliver.
Hester moved before she thought. Her hand closed on a hammer as reflex and she put herself between Nill and the fragment. "You will not take it from us," she said. Her voice had the flatness of a tool—utterly practical and without flourish. "We extracted it carefully. We leave the bed as it was. We will not sell it to greedy hands." Nill’s smile slid like oil and his jaw tightened; the shop smelled suddenly of stew and iron and an old threat.
One of Nill’s men lunged for the cloth. Maro’s rope was faster. He wrapped it about the man’s wrist with a practiced flick and hauled him backward; the man cursed and slammed against a shelf of clamps. Pavel pushed a stool into another assailant’s knees and the man collapsed in a tangle of boots and glove. Sile moved with the bulk and momentum of quarry training; he shoved a third aggressor up against the doorframe and held him there like a brace.
It descended into the physical language Hester knew best: hands on bodies, the sound of a belt hitting wood, the thump of a body meeting the plank floor. Tibbl, in the midst of the chaos, managed to wedge himself under an upended kettle and emitted a disdainful cluck as if to chastise the world for being so uncoordinated. The absurdity of an opinionated foot hiding in a mess of human violence made Hester crack a laugh that was more a release than anything else.
Nill struck at the sliver with a gloved hand and Hester stepped in, feeling the weight of a decision that had become a physical shape. She braced a bar against his wrist and he grunted with the unexpected resistance. "You work with things that bind people," he snarled. "You could keep it and name your price. We could do more with it than you can imagine." There was hunger there, the kind that measures profit in leverage.
Hester pushed the bar and the man’s wrist slipped; her knuckles smacked against his palm with a sound like a tool hitting metal. She did not care for the violence—she used it with the exactness of someone who employed a pry to open a stuck home—but she would not yield. Rian, freed from his immediate stagger, stepped between her and Nill and gripped Hester’s sleeve hard enough to remind her of promises. "We have made our rules," he said quietly. "You will not break them here. Not to us. Not today." The words had a steadiness that anchored more than iron.
Nill’s face narrowed. For a long breath he stood weighing the temper of a woman who had just fought like a tradesman rather than like a hero. He spat a soft laugh and then, with a motion too smooth to be honest, he backed toward the door. "This was entertaining," he said. "We will speak again. There are other beds. Other fragments." He left with the sort of polite finality that precedes a threat.
When the door shut, the shop felt smaller, as if space itself had taken in a breath and held it. Hester sank onto a stool and Pavel poured broth into a bowl for each of them with the solemnity of someone performing a ritual. The stew soothed the rawness in her hands and the ache in her shoulders; it was mundane and perfect. The sliver hummed in its cradle as if it had been rousted by the turbulence and had gained something in the struggle—an attention, perhaps. Sile cleaned a bloodied palm with a corner of his apron and chewed a piece of hard bread in thought.
The afternoon became a long sequence of small repairs. Hester refastened the Tempering Collar and added an extra stop, a smaller iron pin that fit into a socket sewn into the leather beneath Rian’s knee. That little piece took muscle to insert and made both of them grimace; the pain was a trade, and both accepted it. They then created a ritual of consent: when Rian wished to be free of the sliver’s small urgings, he would call the word they chose—a nonsense syllable they both liked because it sounded absurd and therefore impossible to mistake for anything else. When he spoke it the stop would be drawn and the counter-tendon slackened. The contract was handmade and imperfect and therefore binding.
Rian tested it. He spoke the nonsense word in a tone half-laugh, half-test. Hester pulled the pin and his leg took a step toward the bakery, and then another toward the river, and he laughed at how ridiculous the motion felt. The laughter was a gift they both took like bread. It was not freedom without strings; it was freedom with a lanyard. That distinction mattered because it let them keep choice within reach.
Night came like a warm cloak. The city resumed its rituals—the municipal shoe still sat on its step, unnoticed by the rest of the world; a child somewhere set a paper bird free; someone else lit a small jar of oil in lieu of a tide-lamp. Those little gestures had nothing to do with the sliver and everything to do with people making sense of the world their own way.
In the following days Hester and Rian practiced the cadence of use. The sliver liked narrow lanes warmed by bakery ovens; it disliked the sourness of the tannery. Hester learned to anticipate the fragment’s nudges and to counter them not with denial but with gentler inclinations—songs hummed in time, a rub at the socket that reassured, a puff of scent toward the market that was less interesting than the calx-warmth it preferred. They taught Rian to feel temptation as a thing that could be noticed and named and then quieted.
Word spread, as words will, and not always the way one hopes. People who needed legs and hands came to the shop, carrying their own lists of desires and taboos. Some came with fear, some with hope. Hester used the sliver sparingly and with new rules: it would be a shared burden, not a secret profit. She refused Nill’s offer to broker sales and told him, when he demanded to know why he could not buy a share, that some things, once accountable, were unprofitable in a way he did not understand. Nill smirked and left with a loose warning. That warning would be the kind the city used to keep itself disciplined—rules between those who had power and those who bent it.
They trained a small apprentice—a lanky girl who had once mended nets and who sewed with a patience that comforted Hester. The girl asked questions with the bluntness of someone who had never been allowed to borrow the word "why" without permission. Hester found she liked teaching: it turned lonely skill into a communal craft. Maro taught climbing tricks; Sile taught caution; Pavel taught how to make stew for hungry hands. The shop smelled of oil, pitch, and the small kindness of food.
Months passed in the soft work of a life mending other lives. Rian walked farther and with less caution. He still worked the market, his steps bolder, his laugh less brittle. They took small pilgrimages to the city’s scattered rituals—sometimes they left a shoe by the river, sometimes they rolled a panned sun to a child who had earned a grin. The sliver remained in a case of cooled iron when not in use; it hummed faintly like a caged clock. Hester sometimes woke at night and unwrapped it to look at its grain as if at a small map, and she never ceased to feel a mixture of triumph and worry at what they had done.
Once, when a quarrel with a mite of a merchant threatened to turn nasty, Tibbl stuck out a toe at the man, made a ridiculous clucking sound, and the merchant turned away laughing at the ridiculousness of being spared by a foot. The absurdity did as much to keep peace as pacts and pins. It became a little ritual in the shop to feed Tibbl the crust of a panned sun each time they reached a small resolution.
Hester kept the contract she had drawn with Rian folded in the drawer of the bench—the nonsense word written in the margins, a small joke in ink that made the agreement feel less like law and more like family. She did not sign a public ledger or make a proclamation; the changes she had made were made in the quiet places that people call home: in the fastening of a strap, in the training of a child who learned to sew a tendon, in the small refusal to hand over a rare thing to whoever polished their shoes the most brightly.
In the end the bargain they had struck was less about victory and more about a way to live with appetite and not be used by it. Rian learned to ask for a step and not to accept every leaning; Hester learned to let someone else touch the hammer and to share a laugh over the absurdities that kept their day human. They were not done—no tradesman thinks his work ever finishes—but they were, at last, no longer alone in keeping the house together. The city continued to make its small noises: the market hawker boasted about a new recipe for pickled peppers, a child’s kite snagged itself on a lamppost and was freed with rope and a groan, and somewhere a woman left a shoe on the riverbank because she liked doing small, proper things in order.
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