
[image: Between Arches and Avatars: A Bridgewright's Story]

    
Between Arches and Avatars: A Bridgewright's Story
Anna-Louise Ferret
A meticulous Bridgewright accepts public commission to craft the Confluence festival bridge. As the city balances ceremony and convenience, sabotage forces her to perform a risky, hands‑on Master Live Suture during the crossing—using craft, coordination, and quick improvisation to hold the span and the people it connects.
ProseHub


    
Loose Planks, Patch Night
Etta Vale scheduled her bridge inspections like others scheduled baths: by preference and by stubbornness. The Market Span lay across Harborward like a spine of old timber and lacquered iron, lit by gutter lamps the color of bruised fruit. The game's day shimmered, a drizzle of neon users called synthetic mist, and when it fell vendors tightened their tarps and offered steaming skiver tarts—oily pastry dusted with spice—that smelled better rendered through a headset than in her stomach.
Her HUD blinked the moment she stepped onto the span: Span Integrity: 72% (Minor Deformations). Suggested Action: Local Patch. She ran gloved fingers along a rail; a bolt near her palm gave a soft, sarcastic squeak—one of the little engine quirks that had grown a personality. "You again," the bolt muttered. "At least wear a hat next time."
Etta rolled her eyes. Talking bolts were a kind of company: proof the engine had a sense of humor, or at least an attempt at one. She peeled back a plank and felt the give. Structural Intuition painted a faint overlay of stress lines in pale green. The options menu slid up: Inspect / Patch / Replace / Call Guild. She chose Patch.
A little cart clattered past, strewn with mismatched footwear. "Found another one!" Cass Farrow announced, bounding up so carelessly he sent stray lanterns into tiny pirouettes. Cass wore the world's oldest smile and a coat patched more times than a beginner spider. "You should see what people kick off at festivals. One boot, three hats, a sock that thinks it's a hat."
"Cass," Etta said without looking away from the plank she’d pried, "you are the city's premier footwear archaeologist."
"That's not a thing—yet," Cass grinned. From below the arch a voice rolled up like climate-controlled fog. Barnaby the Troll's head, moss-brushed, peeked at them, clutching a satchel of receipts. "Permit or poem for the crossing!" he boomed. "We accept either. Preferably both."
Etta jammed a wedge, then fed a flat braided strip into the groove—a quick Live Suture to knit the fibers. Her HUD chimed: Live Suture (Rank I) — Success Chance: 86% — Timer: 00:25. She breathed and let the familiar focus settle into her palms; the rhythm of her hands knew the pattern before her thoughts did.
The weave took. The plank bowed and then accepted the stitch with a satisfied clack. Cass clapped, singular boot fluttering like a small flag. The bolt near her palm dissolved its sarcasm into an apologetic creak. "Fine. I mended him. Do you mind leaving me to my existential creaks?" it squeaked.
Etta laughed, which was dangerous because laughter loosened the tightness around her chest. The ritual of repair, small and steady, had always been enough. Tonight, though, there was a shiver on the plank unlike usual wear: a lattice of faint purple lines the Structural Intuition overlay had not drawn before. She crouched and reached for a probe.
The diagnostic ribbon chirped: Phase Interference Detected — Low. Teleport Footprint Overlap: 0.06% at Anchor 3. Suture Core Calibration Baseline: Drift +0.9. The purple lines hummed when she touched them, like a string struck out of tune. Phase anomalies usually made hats go see-through or turned a vendor's sign translucent for aesthetic reasons. This felt sharper—edges that reacted not only to footfalls but to jumps that had happened elsewhere.
"Haunted or fashionable?" Cass asked, dropping his tragic boot next to her.
"Neither," Etta said. She chose 'Local Tempering' from the menu. "Just a minor weave. I can do it in an hour."
She dug into her pouch for a spool of cinch and a thin copper-gleam needle, tools Bridgewrights kept for the quick things. Her HUD opened a minigame: Spanweave (Minor) — Sequence: Cross, Loop, Lock — Difficulty 12 — Timer: 01:10. Her hands moved on muscle memory: cross the braid, loop the tail, lock the knot. Underfoot, a vendor hawked sticky sugarfish skewers; beyond, two children argued whether polka-dot eyes would be the next festival trend.
Etta hit the lock. The lattice dimmed; Span Integrity ticked up to 76%. She should have been satisfied. Instead her gloves tingled as if the plank remembered other hands.
A thunk shivered through the arch. The HUD screamed: Local Shockwave Detected — Anchor 3 | Integrity: 14%. The world juddered; a cart bell clanged. Cass went flat-faced; the crowd's emotes spiked with panic icons. Barnaby bellowed from his post, now less playful: "Caution! Cross with a limerick if you must! Hold your feet and your receipts!"
Etta slammed both palms onto the failing beam as cracks crawled like insects. Structural Intuition overlaid a rapid diagnostic: critical shear in the lower tie; cascading failure in T-minus 00:43. The HUD pulsed amber: Live Suture (Rank II) — Timer: 00:43 — Success Chance: 42% — Stamina: 54/70.
There was time to back away and call for bulk patching. There was also time to act.
"Help me hold the scaffolding," she barked at Cass, seizing his shoulders with hands that smelled of oil. "Brace the outer node until I finish the stitch."
"On it," he said, and his grip hardened like rope.
Etta lunged. Fingers found the failing seam and fed a suture line beneath the shear, hunting a pocket to anchor. She twisted a needle into a narrow gap, fed the braid through, and worked the ritual rhythm she’d practiced for years. The HUD demanded precise inputs—Cross, Pull, Lock—plus a balance check while the arch rocked. She hit the first beat clean, missed the second by a breath and caught herself by tightening her stance.
"Partial chain secured," the HUD announced. Timer: 00:27. Reinforce with manual anchorage recommended. Social Support: one additional harness required.
Cass wrapped rope around a support and braced his body like a living brace. Barnaby, absurd as ever, leaned over with a flapping receipt. "Emergency poem! Permit on the run!" he intoned in a sing-song that somehow steadied nerves.
With a last decisive pull Etta seated the final lock and grafted the suture with a practiced knot that made her fingers hum. The HUD flashed: Live Suture (Rank II) — Critical Success. Span Integrity leapt to 48% and the immediate shockwave folded into the weave. The arch eased.
She sagged, breath rasping, palms blistering. Cass, shaking, offered the sort of breathless praise people reserved for dramatic rescues. "That was terrifying but heroic."
"Don't romanticize exhaustion," she muttered, but the corner of her mouth twitched. The bolts rapped a mechanical applause—a series of tidy clanks—and for a sliver of time the span sang like a tuned instrument.
Then the purple lattice flared along a thin filament toward Anchor 3—the place she'd touched. The pattern looked intentional.
Etta didn't let suspicion cool into fear. She climbed beneath the arch, hooking into the rail and switching on her underside lights. The world there was a canyon of iron ribs, the smell of vendor soup, and the occasional coupon-dropping seagull. Structural Intuition painted load lines across metal like calligraphy.
One filament pulsed at Anchor 3 with the rhythm of arrivals and departures—avatars teleporting across the span left brief residual imprints that the physics model was slowly knitting into seams. Someone, somewhere, had found a way to make those after-traces matter.
"Re-orient the anchor's stress vectors," Etta told herself aloud. "Spread the loads away from the filament. Add a micro chord to damp the phase variance."
She pried out a failed rivet with a palm-socketed crowbar, set a fresh ring, and lashed in a micro chord—a thin treated filament designed to absorb vibrational noise. She fed the chord into the anchor pocket, hummed a counting cadence she’d stolen from Gideon Karr’s lessons, and tightened with a clamp. Each adjustment pinged the HUD: Tension +3%; Damping +7%; Phase Drift -0.4.
The purple lattice sighed and folded inward. Span Integrity climbed to 62%.
Above them the market resumed its small liturgies: Lela folded origami fish to advertise her stall; two young lovers tied ribbons to the outer rail as a charm for safe passage. Etta had patched planks for years; she hadn’t expected how much the city's tiny rituals would make those repairs feel like tending an altar.
The crowd's applause turned into a ribbon of messages and a flash of neon as Wren Narr arrived—an influence like a comet, rimed in trophies and a custom hover-scooter. His overlay pulsed with a challenge: Wren Narr Challenge — Bradvault vs. Gate — 3 days. Odds: 2-1. People laughed, coins tumbled in gambling emotes.
A delegation stepped forward: two in Fletch finery who glided like dancers and one Bosk rep who looked like a man who ate lug-nuts for breakfast. A holographic plan unfurled: the Confluence festival bridge must carry both procession and commerce; aesthetic grace and brute force. "We need someone who understands both form and force," the Bosk rep said. "We need a Bridgewright."
Etta folded the hologram into her palm. She could name a dozen Bridgewrights, but the central span stitched the city's public identity. It would be intimate and public and require her out from her usual quiet.
"We'd like you to bid," the Bosk rep said. "Six days. Compensatory funding included. Artistic input for the crossing tally will be welcomed."
Wren's overlay glittered with laughter. "Oh, she'll fail delightfully," he crowed. "I'll stream every stumble."
Cass nudged her. "You should say yes. You've been itching for a big project—people to see what you do."
Etta's fingers hovered over the accept prompt she hadn't known was waiting in the HUD. It felt like stepping onto a new spool of rope—exciting and exposed. In the market under the span a vendor sold fermented leaf and honey; the neon drizzle smelled of citrus and old batteries. She pressed the prompt.
The contract unfolded: compensation, materials allotment, municipal rigging access, and a small grant for community engagement. "Community engagement" meant talking to people more than she had planned.
"You did it," Cass breathed, celebrating with a ridiculous flourish. "You said yes to the bridge. That's huge."
"It's a job," Etta said, flexing hands that still felt the afterburn of the suture. "And it will need rope. And planning. And good clamps."
Barnaby chipped in with solemn cheer. "Rope and receipts are sacred. Song optional but encouraged." He handed her a receipt that looked suspiciously like a poem.
News travels absurdly fast. Wren's challenge turned into a stream: Wren Narr Live — Speedgate Demo — Same Day As Opening! Commentators popped up to argue aesthetic integrity vs convenience. The Bosk and Fletch reps stayed polite but wary.
Etta sketched rough patches in her little work bay above a cobbler's stall—double-ribbed arches, sacrificial panels, micro-chord channels. Cass hovered like a helpful shadow and suggested a detachable promenade for the Fletch: removable panels that could be swapped for heavier loads.
She set a simulation: Ritual Flow × Trade Load. At iteration six, a stress alarm blinked at Anchor 3. She tuned damping patterns. The promenade scraped the filigree. She accepted a slightly higher maintenance load in exchange for a steadier procession.
After the delegation left, Etta climbed down to Anchor 3 again. The ladder smelled of varnish and old market hands. Up close, the anchor's coil had been smoothed—tool marks that suggested a practiced touch, as if someone had practiced to sit a piece just so.
She probed the seam. The probe spitted a small result: foreign alloy traces detected—non-standard micro-chord. Not assault, not random vandalism. Someone who knew how to work a seam and chose an odd metal.
"Maybe a fan," Cass offered from above, trying too hard to make light. "An admirer who borrowed your tools."
"An admirer who left the wrong alloy?" Etta said. "Not my favorite sort of romance."
Barnaby popped his head from behind a beam. "Leave a poem, leave a receipt, certify your offerings in triplicate," he intoned, as if bureaucracy could stitch sense into a world of humming rivets.
Etta bagged the fragment, sealed it, and sent a concise ping to the Bosk rep: Unusual alloy at Anchor 3. Recommend micro audit. She didn't mention that something about the mark felt deliberate.
Back above, the lost-sock shrine beneath the span fluttered with single socks tied as charms—an entirely unrelated city ritual, but comforting. A child traded a paper flag for a holographic shrimp. Someone offered Etta a cup of fermented leaf and honey, bitter and oddly round. She tasted it and felt a warmth like solder running through the ribs of her chest.
The accept confirmation chimed: Contract: Central Confluence Span — Accepted by Etta Vale. Timeline: 144 hours until concept presentation. A tiny metric blinked below it: Community Response Index trending +3%.
She began assembling a roster. "We need apprentices," she told Cass. "People to learn micro-chord procedures, anchor calibration, and emergency suture drills. I can't do this alone."
"I'll recruit," Cass said with immediate, foolish enthusiasm. He posted a flyer across market boards: Apprentices Wanted: Bridgewright Basics — No Prior Experience Necessary. The ad featured a ridiculous illustration of a bridge wearing a top hat.
Within an hour four applications arrived: two day-players, an older avatar in a baker's apron who was suspiciously skilled with knots, and a quiet teenager who handled a crowbar like a warm tool. Etta felt not less alone so much as newly surrounded by possible conversations.
Wren, of course, upped the ante on the feed: "Speedgate vs Stitch — my bet's on speed." The city loved a story, and it was already framing this as craft against convenience. People placed wagers and argued aesthetics with the fervor of conjurers debating spells.
She scheduled the first training: Intro to Spanweave and Emergency Suture Practice. Cass promised to organize a troupe for Fletch rehearsal research, and Barnaby volunteered in his peculiar, reciting way to audit the paperwork.
Etta glanced at the repaired plank under her palm. The bolts near her hand hummed a polite sea-shanty. For a moment she let herself enjoy the absurdity: a troll who loved receipts, bolts with opinions, a lost-sock shrine that smelled like lavender and static. The city was full of small rituals she'd mended for years. Tonight, she had accepted a job that would make her mending public.
Night thinned to a lamp-gilded gold that made metal look like it had been plated for no practical reason. Etta perched on the rail, legs dangling into the milling crowd, and sketched in a tiny, careful cadence. Cass spread a map on his HUD and tapped through possible rehearsal times.
"What do we do first?" he asked.
"Survey the ropes, inventory materials, schedule emergency-suture drills. Also—figure out whether Wren is actually planning to put a speedgate in the festival's middle," Etta said, rubbing the heel of her hand along a groove.
"That'd be dramatic," Cass said, smiling. "You could cameo as the heroic stitcher who sews the bridge back together while the influencer weeps into his microphone."
"Don't make me sound like melodrama," she said, but she didn't entirely mean it. A story had already taken shape in the city's feeds: craft versus convenience, hands against gadgets. It would shape who showed up to help and who chose to bet.
Barnaby handed her a ceremonial receipt: "For service—poet's discount applied." It included a short iambic rhyme that made her want to laugh and then, absurdly, to tuck it in her pocket.
She felt the cool iron under her palm and the faint hum of the game's physics. Around her, the city continued its little absurdities: lost socks fluttering like tiny flags, bolts singing sea-shanties, a vendor selling fried pisces that tasted like summer and static. She had accepted the contract. She had gathered a few hands. For the first time in a long time she felt less like an island and more like a knot in a web—and the knot felt warm.

    
Blueprints of Many Hands
Morning smeared itself along the Harborward in a thin sheet of neon drizzle that smelled faintly of lemon and ozone; the city's weather app called it a 'soft synth-shower' and recommended umbrellas in five different palettes. Etta arrived at the work-bench before full market light, rubbing grit from her palms and thinking through the sequence of tasks she’d scribbled on a scrap of waterproof paper. Cass's poster had gone live overnight: Apprentices Wanted: Bridgewright Basics — Top Hat Encouraged. She'd laughed once and then blushed at the ridiculous illustration he'd attached: a bridge in a bowler hat, monocle optional.
Her HUD pulsed with new applicants, each little icon like a curious moth. The first four were — predictably — eager and awkward. There was Marn, who smelled of flour and had a baker's knack for knots; Shyva, a teen with an intense focus on crowbars; and two part-timers who treated every tool like a musical instrument. Etta cataloged skills, slotted people for drills, and clicked to schedule: Intro Spanweave / Emergency Suture / Micro-chord Damping.
Cass burst into her bay carrying a basket of sticky skiver tarts. "You're smiling," he said, which was a conspiratorial accusation. He dumped the tarts on her bench with the gentle clatter of someone who believed pastry improved engineering. "Do you want mentors to make you seem important or do you intend on being important?"
"Both means the same practical result: more hands and less boredom," she replied, tightening a clamp with a steady hand. Her fingers moved through adjustments like a pianist practicing scales; she physically arranged the tools, hoisted boxes, hammered a tiny rivet into its seat. Movement steadied thought. "Start by teaching them to feel a span, not just see it."
They walked to the span together; Barnaby the Troll hailed them with a stack of receipts and a sonnet about tolls. He insisted, with theatrical gravity, that every apprentice recite a line of the toll-song before crossing. As people gathered for the introductory session a vendor offered cups of fermented leaf and honey — a drink more cultural than refreshing, a small ritual that no one would mistake for conflict-resolution but that made people easier to speak with. A harpist from the Fletch community tuned a three-string instrument, not for the meeting but for later, when the festival demanded a soundtrack for processions. The world zipped with incidental life, trivial and warm.
The public build meeting was scheduled for mid-morn when the market traffic softened like a well-oiled hinge. Etta set up a demonstration model of a promenade panel and a microlattice on the plaza; Guild tools gleamed under a canvas canopy. The Fletch representatives arrived like dancers who had decided to negotiate motions for a living: soft steps, amplified gestures. The Bosk rep plumped in heavy boots and measured the promenade as if it were a loaf of bread.
Wren's overlay arrived in a literal flash: a hover-banner that said Speedgate v / Bridgewright v — a showdown the commentators already framed as inevitable. His feed came with an emote-swarm; the city's bet-servers flicked, and opinionated avatars hovered with popcorn. A UI tooltip suggested a reputation modifier if Etta performed poorly: Persuasion (Public) -2 if mechanical confidence waned.
Etta opened with a hands-on demo. "A bridge should carry story and load at once," she told them, lifting a small rib and flexing it under a measured press. The HUD provided a gentle nudge: Persuasion Check — DC 15 — Modifier: Local Reputation +1. She braided a micro-chord through a hinge and let it vibrate; the chord ate resonance like a mouth swallowing sound. The Fletch rep's eyes softened. "It sings differently when people move with it," she said, which sounded less like praise and more like recognition.
Conversation frayed where interest and need diverged. The Bosk rep asked blunt questions about yield and maintenance cycles; the Fletch asked about removable panels for ceremonial adornments. Between them there was a kind of polite friction, practicalities rubbing across aesthetics. Cass offered up an absurd idea—decorative toll-hats to indicate which lane tolerated heavy loads—and the group broke into a laugh that made the tension loosen a little. Etta let humor be a bridge in itself: it pulled at the edges of distrust and made room for negotiation.
Negotiation descended into a set of minigames. The HUD flashed tactic options: Split Load Design / Aesthetic Integration / Sponsor Tradeoffs. Etta chose Aesthetic Integration then toggled to public persuasion to ensure the Fletch felt seen. Her hands sketched lines in the air; the geometry snapped to guidelines, and a 3D plan bloomed with a sound like cloth unfurling. The Bosk rep barked over the model. "We cannot have panels that are replaced every procession; we move carts of ore."
Etta pivoted. She proposed sacrificial panels—modular elements that could swap quickly during heavy haul and reattach with a single micro-lock. She demonstrated a quick-release latch, and the HUD chimed: Design Check — Success. The Bosk rep's jaw loosened just enough. "This reduces downtime?" he asked, suspicion braided with reluctant hope.
"Reduces it, and preserves the promenade's look for ceremonies," Etta answered. She felt the old guild lessons — compromise lived in the joints of things. The Fletch suggested embroidered ribbons that could be tied and untied without compromising load integrity; a clear, strange blend of frivolity and engineering. Someone from the audience shouted, half-serious: "Can it play a little jingle when merchants cross?" and a ripple of whimsical possibilities spread through the gathered crowd.
Etta mediated, not by grand vows but by bolts and clauses. As the meeting progressed the city's mood shifted from betting arena to workshop. Wren live-streamed snippets with a sardonic caption and a snide poll. "Will the Bridgewright sew her pride into a pothole?" he quipped. Reactions splintered: some laughed, some scowled, and others hovered with supportive emotes. Each ping nudged the numeric reputation bar on her HUD by tiny ticks, up and down like the city's breathing.
Teaching apprentices required choreography. Etta set up three practice rigs on the plaza: a span slice for braid work, a crippled ankle beam for suture drills, and a mock anchor for damping exercises. She moved among them with hands that had learned to remember rope tension before thought. "Feel the fiber," she instructed Marn as he fed a micro-chord through a lattice. "Don't force it. Let it tell you when it will take the load."
Shyva, the crowbar teen, proved startlingly adept at wedge-work; she pried a stuck panel free with controlled aggression and grinned like someone who had just solved a puzzle. Etta praised the way she used leverage rather than brute force. "Balance, not brawl," she observed, which earned a bright laugh from Shyva and a grateful look from Marn.
Between drills, apprentices traded stories. Marn confessed he missed warmth from his bakery in the real world; he liked how the smell of tool oil mixed with the market spices. Cass encouraged everyone with a ridiculous memory game that involved naming rivets after famous pastry chefs. The game was absurd, but it loosened hands and made people less tentative about touching the span.
At one point Gideon Karr, the retired master, arrived like an old storm. He leaned on his cane and watched without comment until Etta demonstrated a complex micro-suture. He nodded, first almost imperceptibly, then more solidly, and said in a voice like clinking metal, "You braid like you mean it, Etta. Don't let them make it into a sideshow." His approval landed like a small, warm bolt.
By the second evening the market's rhythm had thickened into festival rehearsal. Fletch dancers practiced choreography on the promenade mockups, clicking ribbons around sacrificial panels. The Bosk brought a small cart and tested axle weight while the apprentices guided braces into place. People traded food—sticky skiver tarts, fermented leaf cups, crisp sea-salted buns—and laughter braided into work.
Then something off-kilter happened. A low thrumming began beneath the plaza's skin, a sound like a refrigerator hum stitched through a wind tunnel. The HUD ticked a quiet alert: Minor Phase Fluctuation Detected — Local Node Drift. Etta's hands stilled. She moved toward Anchor 3 because the drift there had seemed stranger during her earlier inspections.
A sailor's joke about anchoring one's hat died on his lips as the thrumming climbed a note. Etta jacked up the diagnostic and there it was: Suture Core Calibration Baseline — Drift +1.3. That figure was not large, not catastrophic, but it had direction. The micro-chord readings pulsed with a resonance that matched recent teleport arcs. Cass, watching the readouts, made a face like someone who'd bitten into an unexpectedly sour bun. "Someone mischievous or someone incompetent?" he asked.
Etta's jaw tightened. "Either way, we can't let this spread. Run an evening audit; I want micro-chords checked at all public anchors. Pack spare rings and clamps. We'll schedule a maintenance sweep at midnight." Her voice was calm, but inside it flexed like taught wire.
They moved like a small fleet. Apprentices hauled lamps and crates. Etta climbed beneath the promenade and traced vibration points with practiced fingertips, routing a damping chord across a half-dozen ribs. She tasted iron and ginger in the air as a vendor offered her a hot slice of sea-salted bun; she shook her head and pressed on, nails clicking against metal and wood.
At Anchor 3 she found fresh tool marks that hadn't been there that morning: a narrow groove filed at a certain angle, the kind of mark someone left when they meant to seat a piece quietly and hastily. She probed the seam and the probe spat out a small but clear alert: Non-standard alloy detected — micro-chord fragment attached. The code on the fragment wasn't familiar.
Cass crouched beside her and lifted the fragment with a pair of tweezers as if it were a curious insect. "It looks like a factory reject," he said. "Wrong sheen. Not malicious enough for a perfect sabotage, but deliberate enough to be an insult."
"Or a message," Etta replied. She bagged the fragment and tagged it in the system for forensic audit. Then she sent a concise ping to the Bosk rep: Found tampering at Anchor 3. Recommend micro audit. No panic. No blame. Just facts.
Word spread in the odd, efficient way city gossip worked: a blend of concern and curiosity. Wren's stream picked it up with gleeful relish, a headline that read: Bridgewrights versus Modernity: Can She Hold? Comments erupted, some sympathetic, some gleefully cruel. A few old regulars posted recipes for skiver tarts as if that would soothe the situation.
Etta set a perimeter and increased maintenance rotations. She authorized a lockbox of reserve micro-chords and replaced suspect rivets with her own seals. Apprentices worked with concentrated focus, learning to muscle tools with finesse, to read the pulse of a seam. Etta moved among them like a foreman and a teacher, elbows scuffed, voice firm but patient. She corrected a crooked stitch gently, demonstrating instead of scolding; her hands shaped their fingers until they mimicked a practiced knot.
Barnaby stationed himself at the perimeter with a comically large ledger and an air of solemnity. "All incidents must be recorded, and all recordings must be verse-backed," he declared, which made half the apprentices roll their eyes and the other half snort into their sleeves. The absurdity didn't lighten the risk, but it made the group less frightened; a little ritual in a tense place makes people feel steadier.
Late that night Etta sent a discreet query to Gideon. He replied with a terse message: "Suture Core is delicate. Re-seating requires dynamic calibration during live crossing. You can't fully rebind it in a static environment. Be careful who you let touch the locks." The line felt like an omen and a manual at once.
She read Gideon's message three times and then left it on her bench like a map. The words added a wrinkle to the problem: the tampering could be sealed outwardly, but real re-calibration demanded the pattern of many feet moving, the small, chaotic orchestra of a procession. In other words: the Confluence.
That evening the city gathered at the little shrine of lost socks beneath the span, and people shared small comforts that had nothing to do with construction: a vendor handed out candied drift-seed, a couple traded embroidered ribbons, and children chased a lantern that refused to go where the wind wanted. The trivial life of the city convened around the problem and made it oddly human.
Etta paused in the doorway of her bay and felt an unfamiliar tug — not the scratch of loneliness but the edge of something like community. The apprentices were learning. Cass was relentless in his cheer. Gideon's caution had the gravity of a grounded anchor. The Fletch and Bosk reps had negotiated a messy compromise that might hold.
Wren posted another mocking clip, followed by a sponsor's whisper offering an instant fix: a temporary speedgate that could be slotted into the promenade and bear processional traffic while Etta's team did the slow work. It smelled of convenience and compromise; it carried coin and a little contempt. Etta's HUD lit with a new prompt: Decision Pending — Accept Sponsor Speedgate? Accept / Decline. She closed the prompt and pressed her fingertips to the bench, feeling the rhythm of the wood as if it were a pulse.
She slept poorly, which was not the norm. In her dreams bolts applauded, and Barnaby read receipts with tragic cadence. Dawn found her at Anchor 3 again, methodical and half-awake, running micro-audits and recalibrating dampers. A crowd gathered—vendors, apprentices, curious citizens—because in a city like Harborward, every small crisis was a drama.
Etta convened a quick council. Cass stood with a patchwork scarf and a worried grin. Marn kept his hands busy, folding a small origami fish to sell between drills. The Bosk rep arrived with a sleek, practical offer: their guild could underwrite a temporary lane for heavy traffic, funded by micro-tolls. The Fletch proposed a procession schedule that would alternate heavy loads and ceremonial passages. Their proposals were practical, and they were also, in a small way, attempting to bake ceremony into commerce.
A public poll blinked across the HUD: City Vote — Priority: Ceremony / Commerce / Hybrid. The crowd murmured and the apprentices debated as if their choices were spells. Etta listened and translated. She argued for a hybrid approach: a sponsored heavy lane that would not intrude on the promenade's heart, and a committed schedule for processions so the Suture Core could be re-seated during live traffic, not an artificial simulation.
The Bosk rep considered, then nodded. The Fletch bowed and added a clause for embroidered toll-flagging. Wren, ever the provocateur, posted a live bet: will the Bridgewright refuse easy coin? It was a theatrical touchstone, but the decision had become larger than spectacle. It involved skills Etta owned and values she had to defend. She chose the hybrid plan and, with it, the responsibility that came with a live suture during the Confluence.

    
The Suture Leap
Dawn arrived like a brass cymbal: bright, abrupt, and impossible to ignore. The Confluence poured into Harborward in colors—ribbons, pennants, and the ceremonial hats that the Fletch favored for no practical reason other than ceremony. Stalls stacked offerings: steaming skiver tarts dripping sugar and spice, jars of candied drift-seed, and a grizzled vendor who sold fried kelp crisps that snapped like old paper when you bit them. A child traded a paper shrimp for a laugh. None of these things mattered to the physics reports, but they mattered to the crowd and to the rhythm Etta would need.
Etta checked the Suture Core telemetry one last time beneath the span. The hybrid lanes were in place: a sponsor-maintained heavy lane gleamed with polished rails and a neutral hum, while the promenade remained ceremonial, its panels braided and varnished, ribbons fluttering. Apprentices milled like nervous swallows; Cass distributed cloth gloves with an overconfident flourish. Gideon Karr leaned against a post and folded his arms, watching the market slowly knit itself into procession.
Barnaby the Troll inspected crossings with mock severity, waving coupons like tiny banners. "Permit received, poem accepted," he intoned, bowing dramatically when the first procession approached. His absurdity kept the teeth of tension blunt. Wren Narr dominated a corner feed, haloed by followers and flashing odds: Speedgate Install — Instant Solution? He smiled at the camera, a splash of practiced mischief.
"You look peaked," Cass said, handing her a cup of fermented leaf and honey. The drink steamed in the morning air, bitter and sweet. Etta accepted it with two fingers, feeling the warmth crawl into her palms. "I'll pilot the node braces if you want to be the dramatic stitcher."
She smiled briefly. "Don't call me dramatic. Call me thorough."
Progression began with the slow dignity of the Fletch procession: dancers in embroidered sashes gliding across removable panels while merchants trailed carts along the heavy lane. The promenade hummed with footsteps and ritual whispers; the HUD chimed peaceful metrics. Etta's hands tightened around a wrench out of habit rather than necessity. She moved through a checklist, eyes catching the smallest aberration: a micro-chord slackened at an outer rib, an emote for a worried patron. Each anomaly registered like the first note of a chord that might unravel.
The hum warped, then shivered. Anchor 3 threw a knot of alarms on her HUD: Integrity dropping, Phase Drift spiking. The Suture Core feed vibrated with a high, thin discord—like a string plucked out of sync. Above, the Fletch dancers paused without breaking the movement; someone in the crowd gasped as a merchant's cart gave a lurch and a plate of glazed skiver tarts scattered in a slow, syrupy arc.
Etta moved. She didn't hesitate because hesitation would cost more than time; it would cost risk. She vaulted up a maintenance ladder, boots biting the rung, and slid beneath the span with practiced agility. Her hands found the tainted seam; fingers mapped the groove where earlier tampering had left its mark. The same foreign alloy glittered faintly. The HUD overlaid a critical procedure: Live Re-Seat — Dynamic Calibration Required During Crossing — Success Dependent on Dynamic Footfall Pattern.
"They're offering a speedgate if you take it, you know," Cass said in the ladder's shadow, voice taut. He clasped an emergency brace around a girder with fierce, steady hands. "Instant safety, instant cash."
Etta's jaw set. A sponsor's representative hovered in a glossy suit, smiling too brightly. Wren's stream pinged: Sponsor Speedgate Offer — Install Now? The chat filled with emotes.
Gideon, gruffer than most but not without his own sense of spectacle, called down, "A live re-seat is a bridge's hymn. If you can coax it, do it with your hands. If not—" He didn't finish; he didn't need to. The implication hung between them like a suspended nail.
Choosing felt like stepping off a ledge designed to test whether you had learned to fly. The sponsor's gate would have been fast, tidy, and unromantic; it might have worked, and it might have made large swaths of the promenade irrelevant. Etta considered the numbers: immediate reduction in drift vs. long-term erosion of ritual crossing. She thought of Gideon's clipped nod the night before, of the apprentices practicing their knots, of Barnaby reciting receipts in minor key.
"We won't take it," she said. Her voice was small but crafted. "We re-seat the core live. Everyone clear the central lane; heavy carts to the sponsored path. Cass, coordinate a rolling slowdown—dancers pause on cue. Fletch, hold positions when I ask. Bosk, route your caravans. Apprentices: dampers ready, hold nodes, and watch my hands."
Commands flew through HUDs; pulsing icons slid into people’s feeds. Cass stood, shoulders a braced motion, and shouted instructions that landed like orders from a conductor. The crowd responded with the odd mixture of obedience and curiosity that public ritual breeds: some cheered, some bet, some simply watched. Wren's followers spat reactions into chat like confetti.
Etta cupped the Suture Core cover and whispered the steps to the apprentices; words became actions. The Master Live Suture had stages — anchor marginalization, damping lattice weave, anchor stitch, and a torque-shift final seat. Each stage asked for hands, breath, and a rhythm of passing feet.
She clipped a harness and fed micro-chords through a spool. The promenade swelled with motion as the procession resumed, slower now, like a measured heartbeat. Above, the dancers stepped with the discipline of people who had become part of a living machine. The heavy lane carried ore and trade in a dull, efficient hum far to one side.
Her HUD flashed Sequence Start: Master Live Suture — Phase One. Timer: 07:00. Success Chance: 33% base; + Social Support, + Apprentice Aid. She inhaled and let the ritual of doing smooth fear into method. Her palms knew knots and rhythms as a musician knows scales. She moved with a blend of precision and improvisation: a braid threaded through a grooved anchor, a damping chord woven like a tongue into a seam. Cass belayed one node while a pair of apprentices braced the adjacent rib.
The first stage concluded with a careful success beep; the HUD awarded a small buff: Stabilization +12%. People clapped politely overhead, unaware of the sequence of checks that had just kept them from falling. Barnaby recited a receipt-turn-sonnet that ended with an ill-timed pun. The bolt near her palm, which had been snarky all week, cleared its throat and sang a note that sounded suspiciously like congratulations.
Then something tore—a soft, metallic scream as one sacrificial panel shifted out of true. A merchant cried out and a child dropped a lantern. The timer ticked down and the Suture Core pulsed with a new, more insistent urgency.
Etta's hands moved faster. Her chest pumped to a cadence that matched the HUD's metronome as she executed the Anchor Stitch sequence. Fingers threaded the anchor with a micro-loop then threw a torque line across the seam and locked with a manual catch that required both strength and finesse. The HUD prompted Balance Check — DC 18. She lunged one leg across a narrow rib and balanced on the arch like someone walking a tightrope between responsibility and consequence.
"Hold steady!" she shouted and felt Cass's arms anchor at her waist as apprentices braced the outer supports. The Fletch dancers froze mid-step, a tableau of silk and tension that acted as a human dam. Overhead footfalls fell into a pattern that felt orchestrated more than spontaneous: the city cooperating simply because it could.
Her fingers slipped on the final pull—just enough to trigger a critical miss on a minor weave. The HUD alarmed: Critical Failure Avoided by Emergency Hook. She cursed under her breath and engaged a contingency loop she'd practiced in the rain with Gideon. The contingency demanded improvisation: a cross-knot that would buy seconds but required Etta to shift her weight off a buckle and climb a half-span with her hands.
She climbed. Metal bit her palms; her gloves smeared with oil and honey from the morning cup. Cass grunted encouragement like a human winch. She threaded the last knot with a finger-nail precision that made her teeth ache with concentration. The HUD blazed a small, electric chorus: Incremental Success. Stability ticked upward in bright green digits.
But the sabotage had more cunning. A false rivet at Anchor 2 gave way with a soft pop that sent a ripple along the promenade. The promenade flexed like a living thing caught mid-stride. Panic stuttered in the crowd; the HUD flashed a cascade warning. Etta tasted copper in her mouth and felt a brittle, ancient terror press around her lungs.
This was the moment the Master Live Suture was designed for: chaos converted into choreography. She shouted a new plan—Cass would double-hold the west node while apprentices locked a cross-brace. Barnaby, entirely of his own mind, blew a horn made of tin and receipts, and somehow its clumsy note threaded the plaza into a slower tempo. The dancers softened the rhythm with deliberate foot placement that redistributed the dynamic load away from the failing anchor.
Etta dropped a damping chord down a seam and wrapped it with a wet braid; the chord drank resonant noise like a thirsty animal. She executed a torque-shift, a move Gideon had once shown her in a grudging, proud lesson: hook, pull, counterweight, and seal with a cursed little knot only bridgewrights used when there was truly no other option. It hurt—her shoulder burned, and the ache spread into her fingers—but the anchor screamed less and the sway decreased.
Wren's stream went quiet for a breath. Then the chat emptied of jeers and filled with something like awe. Someone started clapping in time; it spread. The HUD reported Stability +26%.
The final stage required a different kind of risk. The Anchor Seat demanded that she become the counterweight to the anchor itself: to stand on a narrow flange and, with a stitching motion, force the seam to take the final lock while the live procession kept moving. It meant relying on other people not to collapse into panic; it meant trusting a thousand feet to keep tempo.
She looked at the apprentices—wide-eyed, flushed—and at Gideon, who gave a nod that shredded stoicism into a brief, human smile. Cass looked like he might cry or laugh; his hands were solid. Barnaby clapped with a handful of receipts. Etta breathed and stepped onto the flange, feeling the span underfoot like a cat's pulse. Fingers found the seam, and she began the Anchor Seat's sequence: thread, loop, torque, secure. The HUD counted down in bright numerals while her wrists burned.
At one point, a small sock—someone's lucky charm—floated down and slapped her on the shoulder like a furry punctuation. For a second, the absurdity broke something tight and made her laugh, which turned into a noise that was nearly a sob. The laugh steadied her. She wrapped the final stitch and slammed the lock. The knot snapped into place with a sound like a tiny, triumphant bell. Span Integrity leapt. The Suture Core's telemetry re-centered. The promenade shuddered and then drew a long, relieved breath.
Everyone above forgot to keep feet moving; a cheer rose that had the sound of both surprise and relief. Barnaby led a ridiculous, improvised recitation of crossing receipts as if to advertise the miracle. Wren's feed flipped through a dozen angles and landed on a clip that replayed Etta's hands cinching the final lock, played slow for dramatic effect. The sponsor's representative, glossy and suddenly human, removed a headset and clapped without irony.
Gideon hauled himself up to the promenade, leaning on his cane with a grin that had somehow turned into warmth. He clapped Etta on the shoulder in a way that was almost confession. "You didn't let it turn into a gate," he said softly. "You kept the stitch."
There were practical outcomes to the theater. The sponsor offered to pay for a maintenance endowment and seed an apprenticeship fund instead of installing an intrusive gate. The Bosk fine-tuned their lanes to minimize stress on the promenade, and the Fletch committed to scheduled pauses for recalibration. The city's vote skewed toward hybrid upkeep, a compromise that kept the promenade alive and the heavy lane profitable.
Later, after the banding down and the ceremonial candies were distributed like small medals, Etta gathered the apprentices on the promenade. Their hands trembled with adrenaline and something that edged toward pride. She demonstrated the final cross-knot slowly, letting them touch the way the braid sat in the channel, showing them how to listen with fingers.
Cass sold out of novelty bridge hats by mid-afternoon. Gideon agreed to attend occasional workshops, grumbling about time while secretly enjoying the role. Barnaby stood sentinel with a stack of receipts that now included a printed poem dedicated to the day; he read it aloud, barely keeping a straight face. A crowd laughed and then listened, and their laughter sounded like something more than mirth—it was the sound of a city that had held together.
Etta sat on the promenade's rail long after the apprentices had gone, watching the sun glaze the water where boats made lazy wakes. Her hands smelled faintly of oil, pastry sugar, and a stubborn cup of fermented leaf. She fingered the tiny receipt poem Barnaby had tucked into her pocket and let the absurdity of it all be its own sort of blessing. It had been a performance and a repair, a skill used in the open to hold a living thing together. The HUD logged a small achievement: Master Live Suture — Completed. Community Response Index: +19%.
Night settled without drama. The sponsored lane hummed quietly and the promenade glowed with patched ribbons and fresher varnish. Apprentices took turns climbing the span to practice under Gideon's watchful eye. Wren narrated a new segment on his feed—Stitchwatch—where he toured Bridgewright methods and, surprisingly, offered a tutorial clip for tying a cross-knot. He framed it with theatrical regret, but his viewers asked questions and then tried the knot themselves.
Etta accepted the maintenance endowment's first check with a terse nod and then redirected it into tool purchases and apprenticeship stipends. She scheduled a weekly public repair session where citizens could learn basic damping rituals. The city had minted a small compromise: a lane for trade, a lane for procession, and a community that now knew one more way of holding together.
She climbed beneath Anchor 3 once more to re-seat a small micro-chord, humming Gideon's loose counting. A child watched her from above and offered a sticky, half-eaten skiver tart as tribute. She accepted the tart and took a bite, the sugar filling a corner of her mouth with bright, ridiculous sweetness. Around her the bolts clicked; one told a joke about rivets that made her smile in spite of herself.
Etta walked to the lost-sock shrine, where people were tying new charms for safe passage. She threaded a tiny ribbon with a scrap of receipt-poetry into a loop and tied it with a neat, practiced knot. It fluttered among other oddities and a stray sock that, for reasons no one could explain, glowed faintly in the dark. She touched the ribbon and felt, clearly and quietly, that this was what her work did: it made places where other people could be together.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Loose Planks, Patch Night


            		Blueprints of Many Hands


            		The Suture Leap


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





