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Knots Over Galesong
Julien Maret
When a storm threatens the terrace city of Galesong, a cordweaver's rare skill becomes the only practical option to prevent disaster. Tense negotiations over protocol, personal loyalties, and practical craft culminate in a night where professional hands and simple bravery decide who will fall and who will hold.
ProseHub


    
Loose Knots
The terraces of Galesong rose like accordions, folded tiers of plaster and timber stacked against the wind. Each level kept its own angles of sun, its own recipes for bread, its own rules about who might cross a threshold. From below, the High Gardens looked like a green ledge of improbable calm: beds of clipped herbs, trays of soil like polished mirrors, gardeners walking on narrow catwalks and talking in the clipped, efficient language of pruning. From above, the market smelled like salt and fried fish and the tang of baked sky buns — dough rolled thin and puffed so quickly it remembered the gusts and came out feather-light. Isla Verran liked the smell of that bread better than people’s opinions.
She sat in a stall that leaned into the lee of an alley, where the city’s wind pressed and thought it had the right to ruffle everything. Her hands moved with work that began before speech: fingers smearing sap, palms coaxing loop over loop, kneading singers — small living vines that hummed when she spoke in the right pitch. The ropes she made were not merely cords; they carried laughter and shipments and, once, an entire boat’s good luck from one terrace to another. She named knots as if scolding cats: a sharp click of tongue for a stubborn loop, an indulgent hummed name for a braid that had done what she asked.
Hana Rill dropped into the stall like a shoal of chatty sparrows, cheeks flushed with early market heat and pockets full of gossip. "You still teaching the big anchors to behave, Isla?" she said, tipping a basket towards the row of cords. Hana loved grand metaphors and small practical bribes: a bit of sugared sea-molasses or, occasionally, a tether of her own pet singer.
Isla grunted, winding a new splice. "I teach them to hold and not to tattle. Anchors are proud beasts, they don't like being told how to sit." She gave one cord a corrective tug; the singer sighed and aligned its tendrils obediently. "If they gossip, they cost me customers."
Hana laughed and then sobered, watching the street. Above their heads, a child on a timber balcony tossed a paper bird and the current took it like a mild scandal. An old man below sold sky buns with a flourish so theatrical the bread wanted to be paid attention to; a gull had learned to swoop at that stall at precisely two past noon. Galesong kept ridiculous rituals. The High Gardens kept rituals that smelled of wet loam and the silent, precise cleanliness of someone who counted blades of grass as currency.
A cart rattled across the terrace — the sort of cart made of well-worn slats and held together with the kind of fastenings Isla preferred not to look at on a windy day. It balanced a stack of plant pots and a crate of glass soil-measuring vials that caught the sun and winked. Cael Harrow came with it, earnest and awkward in a way Isla found at once irritating and interesting. He had soil under his fingernails and a brass scoop tucked behind his ear like a pen. His shoes were clean in the way upper-terrace shoes were, as if no one had ever asked them to work for anything.
He bumped the cart against a loose gap in the paving. The first pot teetered. A woman with a basket of pickled kelp scolded the pavement. Voices braided up and down the terrace like different lengths of rope.
Isla's hands responded before she assigned them thought. She launched a loop of singer from the rack at her back, palms smoothing the living fiber into a ring. The cord snapped forward on its own weight; Isla darted, feet gripping the stall’s threshold, arms a contraction and extension that belonged to years of lifting and steadying. She threaded the living splice through a slat and around the cart’s axle, fingers moving in a practiced choreography: tuck, fold, hum. The singer answered with a thin bright sound and tightened like a heart learning to steady.
The pot wobbled and stopped as if embarrassed. The crate settled. Cael blinked at the halted disaster, mouth open as though he might produce a professional platitude but instead producing a small, sincere, useless gasp.
"Thanks," the kelp-vendor said, with the weary warmth of a neighbor who would not act surprised by anyone saving anything here. She nodded at Isla like someone acknowledging a habitual kindness. "You’ve a steady hand."
Cael crossed the short space in three strides, boots scuffing market dust. He pivoted and offered a hand that wanted to be helpful and failed at being officious. "I… I should have checked the axle. I'm—" He let the apology bumble off his tongue and fumble into better curiosity. "I didn't realize cordwork could…" He gestured vaguely at the living splice, at the singer coiled and humming, at Isla's hands.
Isla blinked at him. Up close, his features were plain but earnest, like a tool built for a particular and honorable job. He smelled faintly of crushed mint and the green smell of clipped leaves. "We call it coaxing stubborn vines into being useful," Isla said. "Not very awe-inspiring, but it keeps pots on carts."
He laughed, quick and embarrassed. "It looked more impressive from here. You made it sing." He tried, awkwardly, to replicate the half-syllable she used to steady the singer; the sound that came out was a hopeful squeak that made a dog two stalls away tilt its head.
Hana snorted. "Don't try to serenade the ropes, apprentice. They'll ask for a raise." Her eyes twinkled as she jabbed Cael's ribs with one strong finger — a gesture that wasn't rude so much as affectionate. "You're supposed to be up in the High Gardens, counting your precious soil."
Cael's face flushed the color of new brick. "I'm here for samples. My master sent me to gauge the terrace moisture after the rains. I didn't expect to meet a cordweaver who sang back." He dug for the brass scoop at his ear with exaggerated care, like someone reaching for a pen to sign an awkward compliment.
Isla let the joke ride on the wind. "We sing a lot. The ropes complain if you don't. They like stories even less than they like being spliced wrong." She handed the coil back to the rack, fingers brushing his in an ordinary way that felt accidentally intimate to both.
Around them, the market unfolded its small economies. A vendor sold jars of wind-salt — dried flakes scraped from the city’s weather-swept roofs, used in cooking to stop bread from collapsing in a stiff breeze. A child had a toy pulley that made a ridiculous wobbling racket; kids loved dumb pulleys here, as if they were making mockery of the city’s architecture. On a balcony, someone had arranged a row of polished shells as makeshift chimes and each shell sent a precise gossiping note down into the alley.
"So you work with singers," Cael said, eyes fixed on Isla's hands as if they were a map. "I've read about them in guild pamphlets, but they're mostly theoretical in my books. I haven't seen one answer to a human voice before."
"Guild pamphlets are neat things sewn in the gardens," Isla said, folding a length of vine with one practiced motion. "They like neat things. The singers like hands. They get sticky about their attention and they prefer music that leads, not coddles. They don't care how pious your pamphlets are."
Cael absorbed that, then searched for a way to put himself meaningfully in the exchange. He hesitated, then produced a small, damp cloth. "My master told me to offer thanks if we found help. It's proper. Also, I'm curious about technique." He lifted an eyebrow in an awkward caricature of scholastic eagerness. "Would you... show me?"
Isla arched a brow. She had been asked to teach before by men who used her as spectacle and by children who wanted to tie their toys in prettier knots. She had taught a few apprentices, all of whom left when city rules made it easier for them to take a stipend and forget where their hands learned to be clever.
"I don't teach for free," she said, which was both a joke and a truth; her craft paid in food and in a small, stubborn pride. Hana reached into her satchel with theatrical slowness and produced a sugared sea-molasses bun, then handed it to Cael. "Pay the teacher," Hana declared. "It's the city economy and my favorite part."
Cael accepted the bun like a treaty. He held it as if it could be a dowry and took a careful bite, crumbs dotting his lip. "This is—" he started, then decided it was properly full of sea-salt and fat and not a precise botanical term. He chewed in a small, satisfied silence, eyes flicking between Isla's hands and her face.
"If you wish to learn, you'll have to promise me a few things," Isla said, already listing them in the margins of a professional caution. "You can't speak for us in public as if you represent us. You mustn't pretend we've joined your neat pamphlets. And you have to be willing to get your hands filthy. Not your master's kind of neat, but actual, honest dirt." She smiled then, a soft tilt that softened the warning.
"I can get my hands dirty," Cael said earnestly. "I know soil. It smells like good things in the morning. But—" He faltered, then tried a different tack. "I also know how dangerous a terrace can be when the fastenings fail. I wouldn't ask if I didn't think learning might be useful."
The market made a sudden roar as a stallholder dropped a crate of glass jars. A boy darted and rescued two of them with a skillful lunge; an old woman scolded him so fondly it sounded like an argument between family. The city had its steady rhythms and its small moments of shared panic.
Hana leaned close and lowered her voice. "You do know the High Gardens frown on fraternizing with lower trades, right? My cousin got a lecture when he decided to learn how to salt fish from a harvester. They handed him a pamphlet and a look."
Cael's jaw tightened for a breath, the hint of someone balancing two loyalties. "My master—Master Tamsin—believes in rules. He believes things like anchors should be metal. He would probably faint if he saw me in a mess of singers." He tried to laugh but it came out as a small, honest noise.
Isla's fingers found a length of vine and began to coil it with the kind of efficiency that seemed to calm the world. Her voice went soft, the way she spoke when she taught a knot that would hold a child's play pulley. "We are practical, apprentice. Our work isn't glamorous. It smells of resin and the backs of hands. But it holds things. If you keep your eyes open, you might learn something the pamphlets never thought to ask." She let the idea sit between them like a small, dangerous seed.
Cael watched her, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a tiny thing wrapped in waxed leaf — a pressed petal, pale and veined like an old coin. He unfolded it and held it out with a seriousness that made his features feel softer. "This is from the High Gardens. It's... a little souvenir. I meant to press it and forget it, but I'd like you to have it. As barter, if you prefer."
Isla blinked. The gesture was both ridiculous and painfully delicate, like someone trying to hand over a ladder while wearing gloves. "You give me a petal and call it barter?" she said, amused. "You could have offered a few stitches."
"I didn't have stitches on me," Cael protested, mortified into humor. "Just petals and polite intentions."
Hana clapped both hands together. "This is the romantic economy of the terraces! Petals for lessons, buns for secrets. We should open a booth." She winked at Isla and then at Cael, already enjoying the ridiculousness of it.
Isla folded the petal between thumb and forefinger, feeling the brittle edges. It smelled faintly of loam and rain. "All right," she said. "Come back tomorrow at first sun. Be ready to get your hands dirty and not to quote your masters. If you mention rules, I'll have the singers braid your shoelaces together." She couldn't quite keep a smile from her voice.
Cael actually laughed at that, a clean, surprised sound. "I will brave braided shoelaces. I will even avoid mentioning rules. I might fail at that last part, but I'll try." He shifted, glancing up the alley where the High Gardens' terraces hunched like patient beasts; someone in a neat apron swept away a pile of fallen petals and arranged them into a pattern that made the passerby slow and feel orderly.
The market began to thin as the hour moved toward noon. Traders cuffed their stalls, checked inventory, shouted minor haggles with neighbors, and relit the little cookfires the wind hadn't convinced to go elsewhere. A man wearing a ridiculous, shapeless hat sold boiled sea-beans that were reportedly good for singing; an old woman argued with a merchant over who owned a particularly stubborn pulley. These were not matters of empire, but they were the city's daily liturgy.
Hana wound her arm through Isla's and gave her a small shove. "Are you sure you're not falling in love with his earnestness?" she teased.
Isla pushed back with a look. "I'm falling in love with a good splice. They're more dependable." She looped the singer around a peg with a practiced motion and gave it a name like a private joke. The singer vibrated; it sounded faintly of distant thunder.
Cael lingered, picking at the wrapper of his bun and trying to clean glue of sweet molasses from his fingers with the edge of his coat. He said, voice small, "I'll be here at first sun. I owe you the lesson and perhaps, one day, I might owe you a council seat if the gardens ever need a new kind of stitch." He grinned, which was a brave thing; the grin made him look younger and more fragile than the city usually allowed.
They arranged a time as if it were a small conspiracy against proper order. The idea of an apprentice from the High Gardens crossing a threshold into the lower terraces was deliciously scandalous in the way of gossip and not catastrophic in the way of charts. Still, the idea of scandal had teeth here: edges of consequence that might nibble away at reputations and ease.
When Cael finally left, he moved up the terraces with an awkward quickness, like someone trying not to linger in a place where rules unfamiliar to him might grow on his clothes. He cast back a look over his shoulder as he climbed a ladder of narrow alleys. Isla watched him go, the petal in her palm like a small, inconsequential map.
After the crowd thinned, she hung a new coil where she kept community orders: a small braid bearing names and small favors owed. She hummed to the singers as she worked the neat ends, a tune that balanced the rope's architecture with a humor aimed only at them. "Don't get ideas," she told a particularly flirtatious vine. "You're not being improved for a council seat either." A nearby cat, perhaps listening for better arguments, rolled into a knot of rope and fell asleep.
Night didn't take Galesong all at once; it practiced patience. Torches were not allowed on the bridges for safety, but people lit small oil-bowls under awnings, which made pockets of golden domesticity along the tiers. A cook ladled stew that smelled of kelp and cumin into bowls, and the scent drifted up, honest and comforting. Galesong had its rituals for weather and its rituals for food; the wind would get its say in architecture, but the stew would get its own small verdict each evening.
Isla sat on a low crate and pushed her hands through a coil, feeling the rope's tension like a conversation. Her stall was quiet except for the low hum of singers and the distant scrape of a cart. She appreciated silence that was not empty but busy with the kind of life that had little patience for pageantry. She thought of the day's small rescue — a cart, a pot, a skill that made chaos stop — and a curious apprentice who smelled of damp leaves.
Someone coughed behind her. It was Hana, holding two mugs of something hot and fragrant, steam curling like small ghosts. "You worry too much about edges," Hana said, setting a mug in Isla's lap.
Isla sipped; it was a brewed mixture of sweet kelp and roasted barley, a lower-terrace specialty that tasted like home and a little like defiance. "And you worry too much about my romantic life," Isla said.
Hana's face melted into a grin. "I'm an expert. I've got eyes, and I've got a cousin who married two trades and then left both for a poet who could fix his own pulleys. Things happen." She took a long, satisfied draught of the hot brew and then exhaled. "Also, that petal? He left too neatly. Marked like a bookmark the High Gardens might misplace."
Isla toyed with the pressed petal in her palm; it seemed too delicate to be a map, but maps came in odd disguises in Galesong. She tucked it into the fold of her apron as if she were saving a small, pretty lie.
Outside, a child screamed briefly as a gust took his cap and draped it across several balconies, a chain reaction of mild domestic indignity. The city made a small comedy of its weather; its people learned to laugh at gusts and to tie their hats with elaborate knots. Isla hummed and went back to work, fingers steadying a splice with the deftness of a person who had learned how to hold things when the world decided to tilt. Tomorrow, there would be lessons and possibly awkwardness and maybe, if the city liked the idea, a conversation about how practical knowledge should travel upward as readily as bread spilled downward.
For now, she tied a neat bow at the end of a singer and named it aloud — not for dignity, but for the absurd private joy of giving a rope a proper name.

    
Winds Gathering
Cael arrived at first sun with the awkward, polite haste of someone who had rehearsed humility. He climbed Isla’s stall steps as if they were a ladder of ceremony and set down a small satchel that smelled of damp earth and brass. His cheeks were pink from the climb and the morning air; his hair, which he usually wore wound up neat for garden work, had a rebellious curl loose at the temple, as if the wind had tried to take it and decided it liked Cael’s face better.
"You're early," Isla said, not looking up from the singer she was coaxing into a compact braid. Her fingers moved like a carpenter’s — quick, exact, and patient. In their motion there was a grammar of muscle she had learned before she had learned politeness.
"First sun was the bargain," Cael said, fumbling the satchel open and revealing a small roll of cloths, some brass clips and, embarrassingly, an extra sky bun someone had pressed on him. "Payment. And practical tools. And breakfast. If you refuse the bun, I will cry into the satchel and the soil will be sad."
Hana, perched on a crate across the alley, pretended to weep dramatically at the notion. "He'll cry into the satchel and the soil will be sad! What a tragedy. Offer him tissues. Offer a knotted rope instead."
Isla snorted and accepted the bun, which was warm and feathery, crumbs clinging like good intentions. She tore off a piece and held it out to Hana, who munched with theatrical gratitude. The market that morning hummed with ordinary rituals: a woman rolled tiny dumplings with sea-weed ribbons at a neighboring stall, a child practiced pulley tricks and made a mock procession of discarded corks, and a pair of laundry flags fluttered in a pattern that meant someone upstairs had finally forgiven someone else for forgetting to return a borrowed pot. These were not matters of statecraft, but they were the things people remembered when the city went loud.
"All right, apprentice," Isla said, testing the singer’s mood with a hum. The vine thrummed back at a lower pitch, like a cat considering a lap. "You start by listening. Hands can do a lot, but they have to obey the pitch. Hold the splice with both palms, imagine you are pressing the tide back a little. Don’t stare at me like you’ve never tied a knot in your life. You have soil under your nails; use that bravery."
Cael took the offered position with the exaggerated caution of a man holding something alive and not wanting to be blamed for its death. "I can do not-staring and I can do bravery. Mostly. I may be better at counting leaves than making them behave, but I'm willing to try."
He wrapped his fingers around the vine and Isla guided his thumbs into the correct tuck. Her hands steadied his like a teacher steadying a child's first attempt at walking across a plank. He squeezed when she said, breathed when she said, and the singer, inquisitive and slightly offended by the change in rhythm, responded with one bright, eager twang.
"Good," Isla said. "Now hum. Not like a hymn. More like you are trying to convince a stubborn pot of soil that it is time to mind its manners." Cael tried to hum with solemnity and produced something like a question; the singer belched a tiny, ridiculous note and a gull above made a complaint that sounded uncannily like laughter. Hana slapped her knee and declared it a musical success. Cael turned beet-red but kept humming, and he got better. The practical choreography of hands and voice folded into something quieter: a teacher and a student learning how to make a living thing keep its word.
They worked until the sun climbed assertively and painted the alley with thin gold. Travelers and traders passed in a steady line; the High Gardens, visible above as terraces banded with clipped hedges, sent down a disciplined murmur of workers. Cael’s hands grew less unsure. He began to braid with intention, matching pressure to tone, and the singer complied, thickening and aligning like a row of soldiers deciding to be graceful instead of militant.
Mid-braid, a messenger from the High Gardens arrived with a clipped note pinned to his chest: a neat rectangle of parchment folded as cleanly as a trimmed leaf. He stopped at the bottom of the stair and announced, with all the formality a lower terrace could find amusing, that Master Tamsin had ordered a round of inspections across the structural contacts between tiers. "Check anchors. No unauthorized repairs at the High Gardens’ contact points," he recited, voice bright and careful.
A sharpness passed through the stall like the first cold edge of storm. Cael's shoulders tightened as though the order had been wind-tied onto them. "Master Tamsin said no unauthorized—" he started, then bit his lip.
"That’s what I thought," Hana said, face aloof but fingers worrying the hem of her shawl. "Whoever invented notions of propriety clearly never had to climb down three terraces with a ham-sack on their back." She jabbed a thumb at the High Gardens as if she could throw the parchment back up the terraces like a pebble.
Isla's hands slowed. She felt the stall’s usual small sovereignty shrink a degree. A living-splice might be considered 'unauthorized' if attempted at a contact point framed by the High Gardens’ authority. In this city's grammar, social rank did not merely dictate who served whom; it decided which skills were allowed to be present in which places.
Cael looked at her, eyes searching for a compromise. "I won't do anything to dishonor Master Tamsin. But if an inspection finds a problem and the …" He swallowed and didn't finish the sentence.
Isla nodded with that private, tempered expression she used when calculating load-bearing geometry in her head. "If there’s an honest problem, we'll fix it the honest way that keeps people alive. We'll not turn it into a spectacle. If I can help without crossing the line more than a finger’s breadth, I will. For now, we teach. We observe. We do not volunteer for formal positions where the city could label us as trespassers."
Cael's jaw set. The messenger left with his clipped steps and paper edict, and the day folded itself into the careful watchfulness that inspections bring. The market slowed into a quieter hum. People adjusted pulleys on awnings. A woman in the corner stall offered boiled beans rumored to sharpen voices for singing the right note to singers, and children argued whether the beans made the gardeners prouder or just more loquacious. Small rituals tried to persist in the shadow of official caution.
Word spread too swiftly in Galesong; the city had a talent for gossip as honest as its carpentry. A foreman from the High Gardens came down later in the morning — Riggs, a big man who favored practical belts and the kind of laughter reserved for men who kept their jokes simple so they could be heard over wind. He moved through the market like someone testing planks with a boot, giving short nods to merchants who had not offended him and frowning at those who had.
He stopped at Isla's stall, eyes narrowed. "You teach lower repairs?" he asked, which in his dialect could mean either curiosity or threat.
Isla set a coil down and pushed a stray hair back into its wrap. "I teach rope what it wants to be. People pay me for it. I don't offer my services where they're not wanted."
Riggs grunted. "Master Tamsin told us to keep the contacts metal and tidy. No messy living-splices where neat iron can do the job. He doesn't want communication that might confuse the gardeners' calculations."
"Confuse is a polite word for 'we don't want our hands checked by someone else's hands,'" Hana muttered under her breath, loud enough for Riggs to hear. Riggs glanced at her but only offered a small smile as if the thing was less trouble than a broken pulley.
Cael stepped forward before Isla could, chest pressed like a man pressing a pledge. "Living-splices are not chaotic. They have rules. They answer to pitch and tension. They can redistribute load without bending iron beyond its breaking point. I've seen them steady market carts. They're not magic; they're practice and careful hands."
Riggs's eyebrows lifted. "You read about them in academy texts, apprentice?" he asked. There was a skepticism that was fond and conditioned, the kind that kept guilds cohesive.
Cael found himself saying, without thinking, "I've seen them. I've started to learn. I mean—Isla was going to show me—"
A shadow fell over the conversation as if the terraces themselves leaned in to listen. A small clutch of High Gardens’ aides had arrived, tidy and pale with clipped aprons. One of them produced a thin instrument — a sealed gauge for measuring micro-strain in the anchors. They began to take readings at a nearby contact point. The needle jittered in a way that made Cael's stomach skitter.
Master Tamsin did not come down himself at first. The orders had the force of any law in the upper terraces: neatness, predictability, calculations that could be printed and filed. But as the morning wore, a rumble of worry threaded through the High Gardens. Things had shifted in the basalt seams — tightness and relief, an old trade of the city’s bones — and the keynote of the news was that the seams were whispering instead of settling.
By noon, the inspectors had identified several points of concern. Small metal fittings on a mid-tier gallery had developed hairline cracks. A decorative banister near a children’s play area that had always been reinforced with little iron stays now bent a degree that felt like an argument. The gardeners argued in hushed voices about how much rope could be trusted and how much metal was necessary, and their conversation was less about ideological purity than about a metric: how many times had living-splices been counted by the official books? The answer suggested zero at the contact points.
Isla watched a team try to resecure a gallery with clamps and bracing plates. They worked with the efficient choreography of people who had practiced a solution so often it became a ritual. The plates were bolted in place; men tightened screws with ratchets that sung their own low, efficient hymn. The metal bore the load and the team checked their tools in cadence. The clamps took on tension and held, marginally and with protest.
Isla felt the pull of her own knowledge. She had spent years learning how a singer's fibers threaded into timber. She knew the small mercy of a braided living strand: how it softened a sudden shock and shared the strain rather than redirecting it to a single brittle point. She also knew the dangers — how a poorly placed splice could pull a singer into a panic and cause strands to contract like a fist. Knowledge felt like weight in her hands and it was a kind of temptation to reach out and correct what she saw as imbalanced.
A child, having watched the men tighten bolts, clapped and offered them a painted pebble. One of the mechanics, bored and practical, accepted it and placed it in his pocket, as if the day's anxieties would be kept small by the child's charm. The gesture was absurd, tender, and very human.
By the late afternoon, the barometric alarms — small brass bells hung at the High Gardens’ edge — began to murmur more often. Wind-readers, who tended to look at the sky and at the way laundry flagged, came by foot from further terraces to take positions on sightlines. Their tools were less precise than the engineers' gauges but they read patterns with an instinct trained by seasons. They brought small glass drop-cups that showed dew patterns. Their faces were serious in a way that made everyone else take a breath.
Riggs came back down with a report and a face that had been put through a small sieve: anxious, filtered, and a little richer in concern. "Pressure patterns unusual," he said, blunt and practical. "Seams toggling in ways we don't like. We have to limit traffic at the contacts and double-check all major anchors tonight."
This was no longer a polite suggestion. It felt like a knell pulsed through the contentment of market rhythms. Shopkeepers adjusted tarpaulins; cooks covered pans; someone tied extra weights to an awning that often struck a jaunty note in brisk weather but now seemed too flimsy. People moved with that brisk economy of small businesses protecting themselves from the weather and from the penalties of being unprepared.
Isla gathered a handful of her singers and ran a practice of tension checks along a line of scaffolding used by lower-terrace artisans. She balanced on a narrow beam, breathing and testing knots like one tests the strength of a seam in a garment. Her feet found purchase on splintered wood; her hands were sure and fast. She felt practical resolve as a warmth in her hands, the kind you get from working through cold.
Cael wandered with her as if he had been given permission to hover in the space between apprentice and friend. He carried a small gauge that Riggs had allowed him to look at, though he was careful to keep it folded and hidden like a contraband prayer. He peered where he could and asked questions that were earnest and not rhetorical. "Would a living-splice be safer than extra clamps if done right?" he asked, which was equal parts curiosity and temptation.
Isla answered without looking up, tightening a knot so that its fiber sat like a practiced seam. "If done right, it will share the strain. If done badly, it will pull. It is honest work, not some miraculous override. It requires decisions under strain, not just textbook measures."
A small gust rasped the market and sent a gaggle of shirts on a line to clap like small flags. The city watched its laundry make an informal Morse code of movement and people read it with distracted frowns.
That evening, Master Tamsin came down. He moved with the restraint of someone who had authority but preferred it not be obvious; his shoes were spotless, and his hands were measured when he gestured. His arrival changed the temperature of the market’s nervousness; people straightened as if pulled by invisible strings.
He stood on a patch of stone and listened as the inspectors gave their measured accounts. He asked questions in a voice that was steady as a ratchet. Then he looked at Isla. For a moment the market seemed to forget to breathe.
"You work with singers, Miss Verran," he said, which was not accusation but a careful observation. "I've seen your name in the ledger of local trades. The High Gardens prefer iron for anchors at contact points. We cannot have creative improvisations where the city calculates load."
Isla folded a braid and met his gaze. "Iron is reliable for certain stresses, Master Tamsin. Singers are reliable in others. They soften and share instead of snapping at a single point. Both are tools. Both can be misused."
He did not smile. "Tools under the careful eye of a guild and within the policies we set are one thing. No one denies your skill, but we cannot let the city become an exhibition of unfamiliar techniques at its seams."
Hana scoffed under her breath, loudly enough for Tamsin's second to register. Cael flushed and looked torn between loyalty to the gardens and the fascination of the craft he had just begun to respect. Tamsin's face tightened as if there were a ridge of pride he would not cross for fear of losing the whole of his reputation.
"Master Tamsin," Cael ventured, voice thinner now. "If an anchor is failing and the plates can't be set in time—"
Tamsin's eyes flicked to where a team below was tightening another clamp, a strip of metal that had been hammered into place with effort. "We will follow protocol," he said. "If it should fail, we have contingencies. We will not allow unauthorized artisans into those spaces during official procedures."
Isla's mouth was a straight line. To be refused on the basis of protocol felt like cold leather against her craft. She understood both pride and the need for order, but she had also watched ropes hold things when iron had been rigid. She moved like someone keeping an unspoken list, hands busy with small knots.
Night fell with the wind learning to talk in sharper sentences. The bell-ropes in the High Gardens tolled— small, contained alarms that the city used to mark degrees of worry. People nailed extra slats across fragile window shutters; cooks moved coals closer to the hearth; a neighbor hung a line of bright laundry like a row of flags to show defiance against the weather's gloom.
Isla's stall glowed with the soft touch of oil-lamps. She sat with a small map of her own making — not a city's plan, but a diagram of stitches and tensions she kept folded in her apron pocket — and ran her fingers along the lines as though reading braille. The map said what her hands already knew about distribution of strain. It was not a map for the city; it was a map for keeping people from pitching into gutters.
She had never been comfortable being called to action. Her work had mostly been called for the small emergencies of market life: a pulley hung wrong, a cart that would not heel, the occasional child's kite that had become entangled in a gallery ring. But tonight she felt the tilt of something bigger. The city's bones had given a cough and she kept thinking of the way singers contracted when they were afraid.
A shout broke the concentrated hush: a clatter from a mid-tier gallery, then the sound of a plate hitting the paving like a surprised voice. People ran. Riggs and a group of men pushed through the crowd toward a contact point where the High Gardens’ stair and a terrace gallery met in an engineered seam. The inspectors’ gauge had carried a message: a crack had opened along one of the anchor plates, more pronounced than the hairlines they'd been watching. The metal showed a seam that had started to gape as if someone had unthreaded it with a slow, energetic curiosity.
The crowd gathered, breath held. Master Tamsin's engineers moved with quick, efficient motions, checking bolts, testing plates. They sent a messenger up to the higher terrace to see if there was movement. The answer was brief and terrible: a slight list in the terrace’s outer row that, if it increased, could take a balcony and a dozen small homes with it.
For a moment, the city seemed to invent a new kind of silence, a collective pause that tasted like something heavy and unavoidable. People shuffled as if looking for shoes that might help them run. Cael was at Isla’s side in an instant, not because she needed him for work but because habit and something like concern made him move where he had learned to help.
"We have to brace it,” someone said, voice sharp with work-born instinct. "We can pull plates and lash a temporary tension."
"We can try," Riggs said. "But if the plate's pulled, the inner timber may be too brittle. Metal can crack where a living strand would share the force."
Master Tamsin watched, face set like an iron bracket. The men worked with hammers and ratchets, sweat mapping their foreheads. They tried to fit an auxiliary plate to redistribute strain. The bolts took some torque and the metal screamed in little complaints. An edge chipped. They wrestled the brace into place and tightened it, but the place where wood met iron told a story in small noises that suggested trouble.
Cael, who had been holding the lower end of a rope during the work, stepped forward then. His hand rested on the work as if it were something living. "If the metal isn’t enough—Isla knows how to splice.» He said the name like an offering and an accusation both.
Tamsin’s jaw tightened. "We cannot risk unauthorized procedure. We must proceed by the book."
Isla stepped into the circle of men, her palms smudged with resin and dust. She could name the living strands of each singer and trace their tendency to bind. She knew the geometry of a braid that would take a sudden force and make it polite to a dozen different joinings. She could feel in her hands the math of sharing. She also knew what stepping into an official seam would mean for her and for Cael. She looked at Tamsin then, and in that look was not defiance but a waiting question: would he let expertise override pride if the city’s people could be kept from the sharpest consequences?
The wind picked up then and the phrase swelled into a howl that seemed to want attention. The tensile sound of the singers echoed it, and someone shouted that a second crack had begun to whistle from the inner anchor. Metal complained and the city held its breath.

    
The Living Splice
The wind came on like a verdict. It arrived in a rush that shoved market awnings into rigid salute and made laundry flags snap into a code of attention: three sharp flaps meant worry, two meant caution, one meant watch the kettle. People read those signals the way others read the weather apps; in Galesong you learned to translate cloth into strategy. Tonight the flags were frantic.
A line of men and women crowded the seam where the High Gardens met the mid-tier gallery. Lamps sputtered against the gusts and lent everyone a tired halo. Metal complained in thin, angry lines whenever the wind found a weak place in bolts or plates. The inspectors’ gauge wavered and then hopped; its little needle performed a staccato Morse-code panic. Someone cursed softly and an old woman near the stair comforted a child with a piece of boiled sea-bean, which made the child giggle for reasons that had nothing to do with structural integrity.
Isla did not run toward drama. She had a habit of approaching danger the way she approached a stubborn knot: quietly, palms warm, feet prepared. But there was no deliberation now—only the practiced decision of someone who had watched too many coiled ropes pull in on themselves until they strangled the things they once supported.
She climbed the narrow scaffold with her singers looped over a shoulder like a working shawl, each vine humming in a register she recognized like familial complaint. Cael followed, boots slapping the boards in a rhythm that tried to be useful. He carried a coil of spare cord and a small gauge Riggs had trusted him to hold; his face had gone the color of wet brick.
"You shouldn't have come," Hana said behind them, hands on hips and a mug of kelp-brew steaming. Her tone was a mix of scold and cheer; in the market that double language served as both anchor and amusement.
"I told him I wouldn't leave an anchor while it confessed a cough," Cael said, and his attempt at gallows humor made Isla smile despite the wind. A gull—obviously a connoisseur of misfortune—snatched a loose clamp and conducted it like a prize.
Master Tamsin stood at the lip of the High Gardens, sleeves folded like a man trying to compress worry into neat folds. His jaw had tightened as if he'd run a ratchet on it. "We follow protocol," he said. The phrase sounded less and less like protection and more like a thin rope someone used to keep certain people at a certain distance.
Isla looked at him, then at the listing terrace, at the little row of shared homes that might pitch if the seam widened. "Tools are tools," she said. "If metal is failing, we let it do what metal does and stand ready to catch what falls. If living strands can share load and slow the snap, I'd rather try that than watch a house take a tumble."
Riggs muttered, which in his dialect could mean either assent or plotting; he shifted his weight and offered a bolt as if peace might be hammered into the night. The crowd edged closer because when things might break, people keep an expectant posture—part dread, part neighborly curiosity.
Cael's voice was small but willing. "Let her. I won't go from the line. I won't let them pull you back because of titles. If you need me, I'll hold a beam."
Tamsin's look fell to Cael, then to Isla. The official answer should have been a hard no. But the crack had a voice; it had started to teach the city about real risk instead of reputations. For a long, taut heartbeat he did nothing. Then he sighed, unlatched a social hinge, and allowed one concession that was nearly a capitulation: a single lower-tier artisan at an official seam, under strict supervision, to attempt a living-splice if it could be done without endangering those teams already at work.
They moved like an improvised chorus. Riggs handed out clamps; someone passed up a padded ladder; a pair of kids—because children always find places to become absurd anchors—strapped a makeshift banner so the crew could mark wind direction. The smell of roasted kelp and cumin from a stall half a terrace away braided with the metallic tang of oil on gears. The city’s ordinary life braided into the moment like a calm chorus under a storm.
Isla checked the singers the way a surgeon checks instruments. Each vine had a favored pitch and a preferred tension; treated wrong, they spasmed inward like a frightened animal. Treated right, they bridged gaps and softened shocks. She had practiced the living-splice until the geometry of it lived in calluses: an inside tuck to take the bite, a counter-braid to equalize, a singing cadence to lull the fiber into trusting the metal.
She worked fast because speed was an ally of safety. She asked for a harness, which Cael looped with hands that shook a little but did not miss a knot. "If I fall, I'll hand you a rope to chew on and a mouthful of apology," he told her, trying for levity to steady both of them. "Practice telling my master I was thwarted by singer temperament."
"Save the apologies for after the work," Isla said. "Right now, I need you to flatten the beam with your shoulder and not to give the singers pep talks. They prefer practical affection." She clipped a loop around his wrist in a motion that sealed two kinds of trust—professional and private—then planted her boots on the gallery rim and leaned into the wind like a person might lean into a stubborn friend.
Below, the team had rigged a secondary hold: thick hemp lines looped through temporary rings, men pulling at them with the grunt and choreography of people who had practiced under load. The temporary lines softened the terrace’s tilt while Isla made her moves toward the anchor itself. The iron bracket had pulled a ragged edge; where metal met timber, the wood looked spent and less interested in being useful. Isla set her singer’s tip against the metal lip and sang the hollow, precise note that calmed fibers and made them consider being useful.
The vine tasted fear and responded with a thin bright note. Isla threaded the singer through a gap in the iron, watching how it trembled. She wove it like a seamstress might thread a bodice: under the lip, across the ring, through an old hole drilled by hands long gone. Each pass redistributed stress. Each small, musical syllable she hummed convinced the singer to loosen its panic and align instead to a broader share of duty.
Someone in the crowd muttered that it sounded like an entreaty to a stubborn god. Hana, who stood two paces back with a wooden spoon she refused to put down, called out, "Tell the god he can have a taste of my stew if he behaves. It's got wind-salt and a bribe factor." The comment got a nervous chuckle; absurdity always does its work to thin fear.
Halfway through the splice, a ratcheting pop sounded at the corner where the team had bolted the auxiliary plate. A bolt shrieked loose as if someone had unscrewed reality itself. The terrace shuddered. That tiny, mechanical failure translated into an immediate, motor response in everyone: a dozen bodies lunged to steady a bar, a boy thrust his small weight against a line, a woman shouted for more hands.
Isla's hands tightened. The singer she’d been coaxing jolted and tried to coil inward in fear, the way a muscle retreats when inflicted with sudden shock. A bad splice under those conditions would snap the vine's trust and cause it to clamp down, which could accelerate the tear rather than slow it. She moved with a precision that left no room for theatrics: a counter-tuck to re-center the load, a backward pass to take the shock off the singer's tenderest fibers, then a swift double-braid to spread the shock across more strands.
"Hold that beam!" Cael barked, voice scraped raw by the wind. He shoved his shoulder to the timber with a physiognomy of someone who meant to be useful. His muscles threaded through the work—he braced, he pulled, he was exactly what a brace should be.
Another pop. The metal complained louder. A ring that had been corroded gave a thin groan and announced a new fracture. The terrace lurched; a child's laundry basket slid and spilled its painted pebbles like an offering. For a breath the city watched the line between home and sky tilt in a way that looked like it might never right itself.
Isla did not pause to think. Thought would have been a luxury; action was the required currency. She reached lower into her bag and drew a smaller singer, one she reserved for emergencies because it responded quickly and stubbornly. With an exacting motion she threaded it beneath the failing ring, then laced it back into the braid with a method that was half geometry, half improvisation. She sang a lower note—deeper, more shamanic, a voice that ordered and comforted—then locked the weave with a cincture knot that was taught in no manual but in the calluses of those who'd saved things with their hands.
The new braid took. The wood shuddered, then settled a degree. A ripple of small noises—sighs and the clatter of a dropped tool—moved like relief through the crowd. Someone swore loudly and then smiled because in Galesong swearing often precedes gratitude.
The hour after that was a tight, dangerous ballet. Men lifted, women fed lines, children sat with breath held and then let it go in nervous laughs. The wind felt like a taciturn judge; it battered and tested and did not spare those who had been careless. Isla kept working, palms moving in sequences that were muscle-memory translated into saving. Her lungs learned a rhythm: inhale for tension, hum for coaxing, hold for the lock. Her singers answered with calm little bells, like distant glass being reassured.
Cael was everywhere small mercies mattered. He threaded spare bits, he slid clamps into tightened shoulders, he answered Isla's quick requests with a clean efficiency that pleased her. Once, when she asked him to feed a particular slack, he did so with the focus of someone who had spent mornings pruning and afternoons thinking about consequences. His fingers were quicker than he'd thought they could be; respect settled over them in a way that was not theatrical but practical and inevitable.
At one point Riggs, elbows black with oil and his belt sagging with tools, allowed himself to be useful in a way that did not require a proclamation. He stepped in and handed Isla a specially-ground iron lash. For a second their hands brushed. His nod was short and unceremonious, but it had weight—the kind of heavy recognition that sometimes counts more than a public accolade.
Master Tamsin stood a little apart, the way people do when they are re-learning their own authority. He watched the living-splice hold and then watched the gauges. The needle, which had jittered like a caged bird, moved toward calm. He pulled a small cloth from his pocket and rubbed his hands as if to wash the sight of it into something he could trust. He did not offer a speech. The city did not need speeches; it needed seams to stay stitched.
Isla felt her shoulders quiver from strain and from the suddenness of connection. This was not the clean triumph of an idealized narrative. It was noisy and greasy and smelled of resin and sweat and a child's spilled paint. Hana, who had somehow acquired an extra ladle and a thermos of kelp-brew, darted around offering mugs to anyone who would take them. At one point she tried to hand a cup to a wind-creased inspector who took it like an affront to his dignity and then, two sips later, like a small, necessary salvation. Laughter bubbled through pockets like small boiling points.
The last critical pass was cunning. Isla needed to bind the singer to the iron in a way that would carry shock but not allow the vine to creep and seize. She chose a technique that was, in her trade, a little scandalous: she wove the singer through the plate’s inner lip, tied a half-hitch that let the fiber breathe, and then braided it out into a mesh that sat against the wood and the metal like a hand cupping a fragile thing. It required breath, timing, and a voice that asked, not demanded.
Cael held the temporary braces taut while she made the final passes. His knuckles were white. He looked at Isla for a moment—no words, only the look of someone saying a very human thing: I am with you. She answered by leaning her forehead against the brass of the plate for a second, like a benediction. Then she tacked the final tuck, locked the braid, and the splice behaved as if it had been born for that purpose.
There was no cinematic fanfare. If anything, the moment felt small and bureaucratic: the gauges slid into a new notch and the men's shoulders softened by so many degrees. Then the sound of relief bloomed across the terrace: not a single, unanimous cheer but a half-formed exhale that became an avalanche of various noises—plates clinking, muttered curses transformed into compliments, a child's delighted shriek when a errant kite went back into the sky because its line was steadier now.
Master Tamsin walked closer, boots silent for once, and examined the work with the careful eye of someone who read structures for a living. He turned to Isla and to Riggs. "It held," he said. Not a concession. Not a surrender. Just a fact. The word settled like dust and then began to lift things: embarrassment, pride, curiosity.
After the initial fear, the crowd did what townspeople do when something frightening is survived—they redistributed joy. Men untied lines and handed them to children as makeshift streamers; someone produced a battered tin trumpet and played a tune that was only half a hymn and half a mocking call to the storm. The gull returned its stolen clamp, which had been used as a prize for some avian whimsy, and dropped it more or less at the feet of Riggs, who accepted it with a flustered bow.
Isla's hands trembled when she finally let herself sit on a low crate. She rubbed resin and ash from her palms like a veteran washing medals. Cael sat beside her and offered a bun. He had a smear of kelp-brew on his cheek, which she flicked at with a finger because she could and because it was a small, intimate permission. "You were steady," he said, not a boast but a truth.
She shook her head minutely. Pride was not her preferred garment; she wore it like an old coat that needed mending. "I had good hands to hold the other end. You did well without an audience."
He looked at her with that earnestness that had become less awkward and more like gravity. "I kept a beam. I didn't sing to ropes but I remembered how to breathe under a load. That counts."
Hana, who had declared herself official morale officer, produced a tiny flag stitched from spare laundry. "We should commemorate!" she announced. "A small festival of patched seams. We'll bake buns with extra wind-salt and hang hats. Also, Isla, you're buying the first giant kebab of victory. It is tradition in a cuisine no one's ever heard of."
They laughed. The humor was not frivolous; it was an antidote. In the market humor stitches people back together where shame might otherwise pull them apart. Around them, neighbors checked walls and knocked gently on doors to make sure everyone was breathing.
In the days that followed, Galesong did not hold a parade. It did not burn etiquette in a single spectacular bonfire. What shifted was quieter and more inconvenient: a few gardeners asked to see Isla's hands. An apprentice from the High Gardens, younger than Cael and braver in ways that books sometimes cannot teach, came down and asked, awkward and earnest, to be shown how the living-splice balanced a sudden load. He did not come with a proclamation; he came with a cloth to wipe his palms and a pair of hands that needed shaping.
A small rumor curled through a few committee meetings: that perhaps there might be a sanctioned way to integrate living strands into some contact points, not to replace metal but to complement it. Master Tamsin recommended a small study group; Riggs grumbled and then volunteered a slot on the roster. Not everyone was pleased—some insisted the city should rely on bolts and calculations alone—but a dent had formed. Galesong liked its edges, but it also recognized usefulness when it saw it resting in the hands of a neighbor.
Isla returned to her stall and to the business of mending things people took for granted. The living-splice she had sewn into the terrace stayed visible: a braid threaded through iron like an intentional scar. People pointed discreetly and debated whether scars were art. The market resumed its rituals—children demonstrated pulley tricks for new crowds, an elderly baker perfected a wind-salt glaze, and someone started a small tradition of painting pebbles and leaving them on balconies as good-luck offerings. None of these were structural policy decisions, but they were the seeds of caution and camaraderie.
Cael came up the terraces sometimes to help with grafting soil trays; sometimes he lingered and brought small bouquets of clipped herbs he had no right to prune but pruned anyway. Once, he handed Isla a new pressed petal, more carefully folded than before. He did not dramatize it. He did not make demands. He simply said, "For the next lesson," and Isla tucked the petal into her apron as if it were an argument she intended to win gently.
Evenings softened in new ways. The repaired terrace hosted a little steady glow; someone strung tiny glass chimes that sang only when the wind was polite, and a pair of neighbors set up a tiny pulley-lounge where people could swap tools and gossip. A child reattached a kite and taught other children how to anchor lines with a song he invented that matched the singers’ cadence remarkably well.
Isla and Cael sat on the terrace edge once when the wind had settled into a polite whisper. A gull perched on the railing as if to eavesdrop, ribbed with acquired clamps like a pirate's plunder. They took up a languid conversation that was not a debriefing but a way of being near each other without turning proximity into proclamation.
"Do you still prefer neat pamphlets?" Isla asked, teasing; the pamphlets were Cael's background, the neat boxes he had once trusted.
He smiled. "I prefer things that hold. Pamphlets are lovely when they help, but they don't always feel the strain on a beam. I like knowing how my hands matter."
She nudged him with her shoulder. "My hands are fussy. They prefer people who don't faint when a bolt wonks."
"I don't faint anymore," he said with mock horror. "Mostly I simply stagger, which seems more dignified."
They both laughed. He reached for her fingers, and she let him hold a knot she'd used in the splice—a trivial, private relic of the night. There was no grand vow. There was, instead, a small promise embodied in muscle and touch: to be present when load made living things cry out.
Galesong continued to be what it always had been—practical, noisy, and absurd in equal measure. The wind still stole hats and rearranged laundry flags with the casual impoliteness of a friend moving furniture. But there were new hands learning old songs, and new agreements whispered over the hammering of bolts: when to use iron, and when to ask a vine to share its strength.
Isla went on teaching at first sun because that was what her mornings required. Cael kept coming, sometimes to bring soil readings for the terraces, sometimes to simply hand her a warm bun and stand in a way that declared more support than a pamphlet ever could. Master Tamsin did not become a convert overnight; he took meetings and put a few living-strand samples in his portfolio. Riggs swapped gags and grit with the lower-terrace workers and began, embarrassingly, to whistle a tune that matched Isla's hum now and then.
On an ordinary afternoon, when the market smelled of frying dough and the gulls argued about who owned which clamp, Isla sat and named a rope she had just finished. "Not for council seats," she muttered, and the braid hummed with a patient, ridiculous dignity. Cael, from his place folding seedlings, heard it and raised a hand in salute.
The city had not been remade; its hierarchies still preferred certain edges. But between terraces a new line had been tied, fragile and honest: a practical knot of neighbors who had learned each other's hands. It was not a dramatic revolution—only a rope ladder left loosely against a wall, an invitation rather than an edict. Isla touched the braid, felt the echo of the night in its weave, and let herself be glad in a way that did not require fireworks. The wind made the laundry flags flap once, then twice, then settled to a polite sigh that sounded, to those listening closely, like a rope finally agreeing to be useful.
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