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Spanner in the Stars
Sofia Nellan
Arin Voss wrestles with the aftermath of a daring repair: inspection, censure, and the messy business of choosing what matters. Onboard the Wren, a makeshift school grows between machines and compote, where hands learn to listen to metal and a drone in a beret keeps the mood light.
ProseHub


    
Rivet Day
Rivet Day
Arin Voss preferred the workbench's small orchestra to any applause. The little creaks and sighs metal made when it was given the right coaxing were clearer than any compliment. The contest platform smelled odd that morning—hot oil braided with something citrusy—because the station kitchens insisted on frying lemon fritters whenever there was a public showing. Nobody remembered why; it had simply become the food of choice for anxious hands. People joked that flattering judges started with breakfast.
Arin wiped a palm across a forearm and set the test plate into its cradle. It was a plain slab of alloy by outward measure, marked only by a spider of faint stress lines that would tell anyone who knew how to listen whether the plate would bend or break under life. Arin ran fingers over the seams, felt for the tiny resistances that meant a potential cold spot, a place where a future glance against a shear would start a rumor of a crack. Hands moved with memory that had nothing to do with words.
A maintenance drone named Spindle hovered into the arena wearing a ridiculous little beret someone had wired to its casing. Spindle had been patched with a sense of humor and a thrift-store wardrobe. It looped the beret at a slanted angle and announced in a theatrical alto, "Safety first, spectacle second!" The microphone squeaked. The crowd tittered. Arin tried not to smile; the beret made the drone look like it had borrowed dignity from a stage costume.
"Begin, Voss," called an adjudicator from behind mirrored lenses. Their voice was flat, practiced. Arin took the welding wand and anchored a temp stud. The demonstrative motion was efficient, almost ritual: a tap, a hum-whisper of breath into the seam, the flame that didn't scorch but rearranged. Arin's fingers sang the seam, a technique practiced until the hands could hear hidden harmonics. When the metal responded with a dull, satisfying thrum, a few people in the crowd leaned forward as if the sound might spill out into applause.
Arin worked deliberately, not quickly; there was grace in exactness. A rival might dazzle with speed, but exactness was an old religion. A young apprentice, Kade, watched from the rail, chin tucked into a hand—apart from Spindle's beret and a few excited murmurs, he was quiet like a student taking the temperature of a master. Arin caught his eye and nodded a little, a private ritual between teacher and pupil that conveyed steadiness.
The workbench lights pooled on the alloy and threw little maps of shadow across the platform. Cameras clicked in regular heartbeats. Arin adjusted the wand's angle and listened for the shift in resonance—metal told you where tension traveled if you knew how to coax it. The station's announcement slides promised three judges and a prize that was mostly prestige: a public commendation, a modest grant from a guild, and the right to advertise as a Fleetwright in good standing for the next cycle. Prestige mattered; it opened doors. Arin had counted those doors on restless nights.
A figure at the far side of the platform moved with a different gait than the usual crowd—a gentle directness that suggested authority without theatrical weight. Captain Tess Roan watched from beneath a simple cap, hands folded. Her gaze did not flicker at the cameras; it settled on the seams. She came from a vessel known for improvisation, a wandering community-ship called the Wren. That name was small in the hall of reputations but heavy with stories of people who patched and persevered.
When Arin finished tuning the seam, the metal's pitch settled into a clean register. A few in the crowd clapped—reserved, respectful. The adjudicator made a note and leaned forward with the kind of face that meant they were calculating reward. Spindle drifted close and, in a scandalously operatic breath, recited the safety checklist in rhyme: "Check bolts, check heat, avoid retreat—ensure no hungry fissure shall repeat!" The line was absurd and everyone laughed; the laughter broke the formal edge on the space like a warm hand.
After the panel's perfunctory questions—technical and polite—Arin stepped down from the platform, palms cooling. Kade offered a cloth and a grin, and Arin accepted the rag like a benediction. They walked past stalls where traders were selling oddities: jars of dried cloudfruit, tapestries woven with polymer threads that shimmered faintly, and a booth where someone hawked ships' plants—tangled pouches of herb-moss meant to cling to hulls and soften the air inside communal living bays. It was the kind of detail that had nothing to do with contest scores but gave the station its flavor.
"You handled that seam like you were telling it a story," Kade said as they moved through the crowd. His voice was young and a little hoarse from cheering. "You didn't rush. You... didn't try to make it sing louder than it was." He tapped his fingers against a vendor's basket. Arin felt a small warmth at the comment; it mattered more than the panel's nod.
Spindle drifted between them, trying to clap with its rotor blades and producing a high, pathetic sputter that made a nearby child shriek in delighted shock. The drone's beret bobbed. "A performance of integrity!" Spindle intoned, then added under its breath, "Also, I might have misplaced a wrench. Apologies." Kade rolled his eyes and Arin laughed outright, the sound surprising in the otherwise prudent air.
The Wren's envoy arrived wearing practical clothes threaded with small tool-holsters and a thick scarf that smelled faintly of star-rosemary. She moved with an economy of motion Arin recognized—hands that understood weight and counterweight. Captain Tess stepped forward and introduced herself with a quick, efficient handshake.
"Captain Tess Roan," she said. "We patch our way through a lot of weather. I saw the way you listened to that seam. We have a hull that could use the kind of attention you have. Not glamour. Not quick fixes. Care. Are you available? We leave for the open arc in two weeks." There was no flourish in the offer—just the bare bones of need and a time. Arin felt the moment constrict and then widen: two weeks to decide whether to step off the path that Arin had been following into a very public arena and onto a quieter, messier one.
Arin found the answer wobbling in the chest like a fist. "Two weeks is short," Arin said. "But I—" A crowd of small, eager possibilities unspooled in the head: the Wren's constant, human work visible on market days; the hands-on reputation that might grow from steady, communal service. Above all, the offer was real.
Tess's smile was a half-curve, almost apologetic. "We don't promise trophies. We promise people who will still be there when the storms come." Her look flicked to Kade and then to Spindle, and Arin understood she wasn't offering a path to prestige so much as a place to anchor practice where it mattered.
That night, before the selection committee announced winners, Arin walked the platform's edge and felt the station's pulse. Outside the domes, orbital trams—thin, crescent machines the locals called gallops—threaded like silver minnows between platforms. A street vendor hammered together a late-night snack: batter and citrus, fried till blistered, sprinkling sugar over the shards with a practiced hand. The vendor winked at Arin and offered a paper cone; Arin accepted and bit into hot lemon-sweetness. The flavor had nothing directly to do with welding, but it settled the stomach in a way a reward never had.
The selection committee came with the usual fanfare. People cheered for the flashier demonstrations; cameras found the fastest hands and the flashiest finishes. Arin stood in the crowd clinging to a scrap of cloth and felt the applause graze the skin rather than warm it. When the committee announced names, Arin's own name did not carry the brightest light. A rival, Rory Munn, received the commendation with a practiced grin and a quick bow. Rory's method was shimmer and speed; he had a fresh endorsement from a lacquer guild and a publicist who wrote catchy lines about modern efficiency.
Rory clapped at Arin with a genuine smirk, always a little too sharp. He wandered over after the pile of photographers moved on and leaned against a nearby stanchion, watching Arin with a speculative look. "You might have been in that spot," Rory said, voice casual as a thrown rope. "If you'd moved faster. But you didn't. You wore care like a badge and not everyone wants that." He stepped closer so his voice softened. "If you ever want to see what real speed looks like—" He tapped a small case at his hip. "—come lunch. I mean no offense, Voss. Just offering options."
Arin's lips pressed into a line. Rory's speed had always been a kind of performance that dazzled budgets and judges, but often left crews with work to do later. Arin felt the old urge, the hungry measure—doors opening, opportunities to be named, to stand on stages where hands were respected because they were famous, not because they were careful.
"I'll keep that in mind," Arin said. The sentence sat neatly between politeness and refusal. Spindle, meanwhile, had found a way to wedge itself between them and insisted on showing Rory a tiny, improvised wrench dance. The drone's rotors thinned and it wiggled its arms in a display so deliberately ridiculous that Rory's expression went off-kilter and the edge of his smile faltered.
Kade bumped Arin's elbow. "Captain Roan asked for you," he said softly. "She said you had a look in your work she wanted on the Wren." The words were simple; the implication heavy. Arin inhaled, tasting the lemon fritter again and the oil-scent of the platform. The choice had weight; it had pull. To follow the Wren would be to leave the festival's light behind and to work where what you did might matter more than how loudly it was broadcast.
Arin walked through the remaining crowd with a head full of options and came up behind Tess just as she was preparing to leave. The captain's scarf swung in the station breeze, and she looked back with an expression that had nothing of showmanship in it.
"We depart at dawn in two weeks," Tess repeated. "If you come, you will have to live with what that means. It won't be tidy. It won't be easy. It will be work that gets done when sleep has already given out."
Arin's hands tightened around the rim of a metal crate. The image of working hands in cramped bays flashed through the mind: sealing seams beneath the faint glow of emergency lamps, sewing practice into crews who had never known formal training, coaxing greebles and rivets into places where they had no right to be, making a ship hold against unexpected things. The life Tess described had no trophies. It had instead the quiet, stubborn consequence of things kept from falling apart.
A small absurdity lightened the edge; across the way a pair of street performers had set up a mock blacksmith's forge that immediately blew a puff of false smoke and played a jaunty tune. Spindle drifted over, saw the spectacle, and in a move that suggested solidarity with human eccentricity, attempted to conduct the music using a borrowed wrench. The drone's timing was disastrously theatrical and somehow endearing. People laughed; Arin laughed with them, the sound easing the hardness of the decision.
Kade stood close, eyes bright. "If you go, teach me everything," he said. "Teach me the rivet-singing. Teach me not to panic when the hull decides to be ornery." There was genuine hunger in the student's tone, not ambition for spectacle but a craving to be useful.
Arin met that hunger with a steadying look. "I will teach you," Arin promised. The confession had more commitment in it than any campaign speech. It tightened something in the chest and let go a little—an admission that what mattered might be smaller and so much more satisfying.
Tess folded her hands and gave a short, practical smile. "Good. We'll have a lot of work. If you come, you'll do more than fix metal. You'll help us teach people how to carry a ship between storms." The offer was an anchor disguised as a proposition.
They walked to a quieter corridor and spoke in lower tones. The station's life continued around them: a pair of merchants haggled over the price of a ceramic thermos that promised to keep liquid at the temperature of a distant star; an advertisement drone passed overhead, looping an animated ad for a new brand of power-sealant that glowed in soothing pastels. None of that touched the conversation; it simply set the stage in color and texture.
Tess did not try to sell heroism. She spoke of schedules and people's lives and the weird, everyday things that made a community durable: a signal ritual where crew swapped second breakfasts when someone worked a double shift, a card game that decided who would spend the morning polishing the communal pots, a Sunday where they aired out hammocks to keep them from damp. Those details were not glamorous. They were, however, real. They told Arin something about what the Wren asked of its people.
"You have a choice," Tess said. "You can keep walking the stage and make a name yourself. That will give you reach. Or you can come aboard and make us stronger in ways that won't make publicists write sonnets. Both are valid. Both require different kinds of courage." She paused and then added more gently, "I won't promise you awards. I will promise you work and a crew who won't let a seam sleep while it wants attention."
Arin swallowed. The choice felt like a hinge. In the end, Arin's mouth answered before the rest of the body hesitated. "I'll come aboard," Arin said. The words felt like rivets sliding into place.
A soft cheer broke from the corridor's end—somebody had overheard and grinned. Kade punched Arin lightly on the shoulder, and Spindle attempted solemnity by bracing a wing as if it were giving a salute. It was ridiculous, touching, and altogether perfect.
The next morning, Arin packed with a kind of purposeful slowness. Tools were wrapped in oilcloth and tied with cord. The ritual of selecting which bits of personal kit to carry felt oddly sacred. Arin hesitated over an old alloy rasp, the one used for smoothing awkward edges; it had a nick made during a storm repair years before that looked like a small scar. The tool came along. It belonged to the set of marks that made up who Arin was.
Kade busied himself with small tasks—labeling crates, re-threading the leather on a harness—and kept stealing looks at the master. He was a bundle of nervous energy that needed output. At one point he shoved a packet of station-bought fritters into Arin's hand with the solemnity of a ritual libation. "You'll need the energy," he insisted. "They put lemon in everything here; it's like a minor requirement of good fortune." Arin laughed and pocketed the fritters.
Spindle attached itself to Arin's pack as though it had decided to become an emotional support unit. The drone practiced a few new limericks about rivets on the way, each more groanworthy than the last. "Rivet in, rivet out," Spindle chanted in a sing-song. "If the hull makes a curious shout, sing it back till it purrs about!" The limerick made Kade grimace and then grin; even in its worst poetry, Spindle had a way of knitting tension into something manageable.
They caught the gallop that would take them to the Wren's slip: a narrow, moonlit tram that threaded past other moored craft and then out over the inked curve of the orbital. The tram's carriages hummed with a steady vibration, and Arin dug fingers into the harness leather to feel steadiness underhand. The station fell away like a map folded, and the lamps on the domes shrank into constellations of workshop lights.
On the journey, Arin and Kade traded small stories—not heroic tales of famous repairs but ordinary things: an afternoon spent learning to knead sealant into an even line, a memory of Spindle announcing the wrong alarm and creating a communal dance of scrambling to check a non-existent leak. It was the sort of conversation that built the scaffolding for relationships: small reparative acts that added up. Arin realized that the decision had not been made for fame but for craft and for people who would stand in rain and mutter and then fix what needed fixing.
When they arrived at the Wren's slip, the ship was smaller than Arin had imagined and held a kind of cluttered pride. Layers of repaired plates overlapped like patched quilts. People thronged the deck with tool-belts and aprons, and a faint hum of domestic life rose from the hull—someone boiled tea, a child chased a tethered greeb that clung to a rail and purred like a tiny engine.
Captain Tess met them at the gangway with a practical grin. "Welcome aboard. We'll find you a berth and a bench. There's a communal dinner at the setting tide—bring your appetite and a willingness to teach what you know." Her tone was warm but firm, an invitation that assumed participation. It suited Arin.
Arin stepped across the threshold and felt, in a way that had nothing to do with prizes and everything to do with work, that the decision had been right. The ship smelled of oil, cooked herbs, and the faint tang of metal that had been coaxed into better shape. The deck underfoot was a little springy with sewn-in patches, and a strip of cloth had been nailed in place with too many small rivets—someone's attempt at decorative pride that had become a practical reinforcement.
Spindle immediately began checking panels, its beret tilting as it peered into crevices. "All systems charming," it announced, and then as an afterthought added, "I will catalogue the snack situation." The drone's priorities were perfectly calibrated for a ship where tools and treats kept morale steady.
At a low table under a skylight, a kettle steamed and someone offered a bowl of a thick, savory porridge studded with strips of rehydrated sea-plant. People called it aWren's broth; it was humble, warm, and not in the least fancy. Arin tasted a spoonful and found it satisfying in a way that had no connection to public acclaim but everything to the body's need for warmth after work. The porridge was a world detail—mundane and meaningful, unrelated to the hull's later troubles but the kind of thing crew members would remember when recalling life aboard.
That evening, as the Wren rocked gently in the slip and children chased greebs along the railings, Arin sat by a small lamp and tuned a hand-tool with a care that felt like prayer. The station lights gleamed distant and private; here was a place with different priorities. Kade leaned close and asked, quieter than the hum of the ship, "Do you regret the stage?"
Arin set the rasp down and opened a small, weary smile. "Not exactly regret. It taught me what I value. But I think I'd rather hear a seam purr than hear myself announced." Their voice was steady; the admission honest in a comfortable way.
Spindle recited a marginal couplet off-key, prompting a ripple of laughter. The drone's antics were absurd and strangely comforted the small cluster of workers who listened. They laughed and then fell to planning the first day's tasks: checking main struts, inspecting seam margins near the cargo hold, and cataloging rivet stocks.
Outside, the stars wheeled with benign indifference, and the Wren hummed its small life. Arin's hands smelled faintly of flux and lemon. The decision to come aboard had been made not from a desire to be seen but from a desire to be useful. That day, in a hall of spotlight and spice, Arin had chosen the quieter work. The choice felt like a rivet placed where it mattered. It was not glamorous. It was right.

    
The Wren's Request
The Wren's Request
The Wren lived in a tangle of sails and patchwork plates that made Arin's palms itch with professional curiosity. The ship smelled like warm metal and steeped herbs—star-rosemary and something sweetly fermented that the crew insisted on calling launch-berry compote. It was a cultural detail that had nothing to do with structure but everything to morale: before any departure the Wren's people lined the mess and passed bowls of compote around like an oath. They did not swear with words; they passed food and checked each other's belts.
Arin got aboard by hauling themselves up a braided gangline, toes finding worn knots, shoulders squaring against the ship's slight roll. The deck slatted underfoot in a hundred repaired places; some boards bore small hammered nicknames in spirals, childish marks that had been insisted on by elders and never sanded away. It struck Arin as the kind of unnecessary humanity that made a ship worth saving. Spindle was already there, perched on a rail and fussing with a tiny kit of colored wires while wearing an excessively solemn-looking beret. "Cataloguing emergency biscuit rations," it announced in a voice practiced to be comforting. Then it corrected itself. "Also assessing the drama quotient of the berth." The drone's propensity for theatricality produced a laugh from a passing rigger.
Tess Roan met them by the hatch, hands tucked into sleeves, face like a good plank of oak—solid and quick to warm. "You'll have room at bench two. It's close to the pump room and the greeb naps. If you like quiet, I'll show you the library of small tools. If you like noise, the aft frame sings at noon when the tide decides to argue with the hull." Her dry humor landed like a throw of a chisel; Arin's laugh was more relief than mirth. Tess had the kind of leadership that dispensed reality in tidy pieces. It suited the ship.
Kade flitted about like a loose rivet, carrying a coil of harness leather and an expression that read as a mixture of adoration and terror. "We've been patching the hold for months. Half the crew learned to whittle new handles out of old wrench shards. It's a mess and a miracle." He darted a hand toward a low hatch where a cluster of greebs purred like miniature engines, half-buried in an old toolbag. One hopped out, rubbed itself against Arin's boot, and made a sound that could have been a complaint or a compliment. The little creature left a faint trail of metallic purr in the soles of Arin's feet. Arin knelt, fingers already itching to test the shell where the greeb had wedged itself. Touching it was an indulgence the workbench did not allow, but here it felt like a greeting.
The workshop smelled of oil, solder and the warm tang of polished alloy. Bench two was cluttered in a way that suggested constant use: a half-drunk mug of bitter tea, a scattering of rivet blanks, a small stack of leather swatches with names written in a looping hand. Tess's crew worked around Arin with practiced economy—passing a hammer without announcing it, catching a dropped bolt mid-fall with a thud and an easy, "Got it."
Arin set their pack down and unrolled tools with the same attention given to a familiar ritual. Fingers moved deliberately: pliers found their groove, a rasp came out with a small nick that Arin touched with thumb and remembered a storm. The tools had weight and memory. Arin pulled a handheld harmonic probe from its case and flicked it to life. The probe made a clean, glassy sound and a ribbon of data streamed across its display. Without ceremony Arin climbed the temporary scaffold and began a systematic sweep of the nearest hull panel.
Hands worked in the way that made other people hush: a practised sequence of taps, listening, adjusting. The probe's needle quivered when it met the first seam; Arin's fingers tightened, coaxing the metal into a test note. The seam answered with a thin, irregular tremor—a signature Arin had learned to read like a language. They traced the line, translating vibration into probable fatigue; certain harmonics suggested a load path not intended by the original plans, a seam that had been asked to do another plate's job. This was the kind of hidden conversation between plates that often ended badly under long shear. Arin's jaw set.
A voice came up from below. "That's the old cargo bay seam—sings like a kettle left on the wrong heat. Fixer Mara did a clever patch there last cycle." The speaker, Mara herself, wiped grease on her sleeve and regarded Arin with a frank stare. "If you want to do it proper, you'll need vertical scaffolds and at least three whole days just to peel back the decorative beading."
Arin's hands did not stop; they probed deeper, chest leaning into the scaffold rail. "If the decorative beading's hiding the real stress, peeling it back may reveal more plates to replace. How long to get to sound metal?" Arin held up the probe display. "And the load distribution—it's been re-routed through an auxiliary bracket that's overworked."
Mara shrugged and passed a rag to a young deckhand. "You could spend a week with a boil of time and the patience of an old saint. Or you could seam-lace across it, shove in some bracing, and be flight-worthy by dawn. Depends on whether you like stories or schedules." Her grin was half apology and half brag. Around them, crew members exchanged looks that were more prescriptive than words. The Wren lived by compromise as much as by craft.
Arin pried at a decorative bead with the tip of a screwdriver, feeling the metal yield. Underneath, the bead was a clever cosmetic over another seam—layers like an onion. The outer face had been dressed in a decorative pattern to hide a series of smaller repairs. Arin found the microgrooves where rivets had been redrilled, a history of stress and enforced creativity. When the bead came free it revealed a faint web of hairline lines, thin as insect legs but with the dangerous patience of a spider: fatigue hairlines that had propagated along the grain of the alloy.
They tapped the newly revealed field and listened for the difference. The tone was thinner now, a note that suggested a short-lived endurance under sudden shear. Arin felt a tug in the chest, not panic but a clean technician's alarm. This wasn't a superficial cosmetic failure; this spoke of redistributed loads and a history of makeshift solutions. Arin's hands went to the rail and steadied themselves. The work needed more than fast glue and bravado.
Tess came up close and watched, her hands folded. "We left the bead because it keeps the wind off the seam and keeps morale. But I know that look." She didn't scold. She admitted responsibility with a simple, practical sentence: "We leave in two weeks for the mid-arc. If you think it needs a full peel and plate, tell me now. We have neighbors to warn and a schedule to keep."
Arin felt the ship roll in an embrace of small motions. They pressed palms to the metal where the hairlines threaded and felt, absurdly, like a surgeon exploring skin. "It needs more than cosmetics," Arin said. "A full reinforcement. The under-brackets are taking more load than they should. The patch-work will hide the symptoms but not stop propagation."
Kade, who had been hovering with a coil of harness at his feet, sucked in a breath. "Two weeks? We can get some of it done. We can work nights. We have plenty of hands who can learn. We—" He cut himself off when Tess gave him a look that meant, Not all hands are the same.
Tess's reply had the blunt sweetness of someone who loved what she commanded. "We have hands, but not infinite days. There's a resupply window after mid-arc and a scrape of good weather before the mining sweep west of the line. I can't wait the month a proper refit would take. If you tell me now we need that time, we'll have to delay. We'll see if the stores hold. You'll tell me what you need to do this properly and I'll see what we can barter."
That bargain-mindedness sat heavily on Arin. Two weeks felt like a blade of light in a long tunnel: possible, but knife-thin. The Wren's culture made patchwork an art form and a necessity—no one wanted to hear an external judge carve off their life to show them how to make a seam true. There were also the little rituals that made the choice intimate: the crew's insistence on airing hammocks on the first night of departure so everyone could breathe, the potluck where anyone could bread a strange flour and be forgiven a bad seam for the laugh it made. Those details had nothing to do with mechanical load paths, and everything to do with why a person would choose to stay and fix.
Arin set the probe down and rubbed a thumb over the seam, closing a small circuit between skill and decision. The prospect of taking a month away from a career trajectory that had just begun to look public-friendly felt like a personal sacrifice. On the other hand, letting a seam sing its brittle song while the Wren went out into a sweep of asteroid-plumes felt like negligence. The decision scraped along the raw edges of honor and opportunity.
While Arin considered, someone called from below: "Rory Munn's in slip three. He's got a demo going and says he'll show you how we can speed it up. Polylacing. Seals fast, passes standard scans." The name arrived like a stone tossed into a bowl. Arin's mouth tightened. Rory Munn was the kind of craftsman who polished spectacle into a sellable product; his hands were fast, his reputation flash-bright.
Rory arrived in a gust of synthetic scent and the kind of smile designed to disarm suspicion. He had the polished gear of a public hand: gloves that matched his jacket, a toolbox with snap locks that caught the light, and a small, humming applicator that looked like a cross between a pastry gun and a surgical instrument. He waved the device as though admitting a magician. "Polylacing," he said. "Fast, durable, certified. It bridges micro-cracks and sets like a tank. You can be flight-ready tonight and keep your fans from worrying about you. Think of it: a tag-line for your next demonstration." He grinned with professional charm.
Arin didn't like the grin. They stepped closer and set hands to the seam Rory had already prepared on a nearby bulkhead. "What does it do to the harmonic profile?" Arin asked, probing for detail rather than headline.
Rory's smile thinned. "It damps the chatter and prevents micro-splits from catching. It's what the modern yards use. You know how old ways romanticize the craft? This is craft made repeatable at scale. It passes the standards." He said it like an appeal to the future.
Spindle, unable to resist a commercial cue, spun in a tiny circle and piped in, "Polylace: making fissures feel fashionable since the new funding cycle!" The drone's absurd slogan earned a sharp look from Rory and a giggle from a child watching nearby.
Rory turned the applicator over and demonstrated on a mock seam. The polymer squeezed out in a bead, glossy and quick-setting, settling into micro-grooves and flattening the tooth of the metal. In five efficient gestures the seam looked healed—polished, glassy, acceptable to a scanner. Rory hummed as he worked and there was an audience effect; even Tess smirked at the speed. "It passes a resonance scan and seals against minor migratory corrosion. For fleet ops it's invaluable. For your audience, it's neat to watch." He winked at Kade.
Arin watched the seam with a feeling like prey approaching bait. They drove the harmonic probe along the polymer-laced line. The display showed an immediate damping of the chitter, the noises smoothed into a place where the statistics said it was safe. But Arin's hands—trained by attendance to nuance and grit—felt a different vibration through the metal. Beneath the polymer, the metal held a thin breath that could be coerced into singing but might take a different tune under sudden shear. The polymer hid a tendency rather than remediating the cause.
Kade looked up at Arin. "If it passes the scanner, is it not safe enough?" he asked, young voice all hope.
Arin crouched and put a palm flat on the plated seam. "If your only measure is the scanner, then yes. But if you measure by how a seam behaves under an unexpected twist or a rocker of mass we've not accounted for, then you need to read the metal. The polymer makes the seam seem calm, like a patient given a sedative. That might be okay until the sedative wears off in the middle of a storm." The metaphor came with the simplicity of hand-worked tools.
Rory's jaw worked for a moment. "We test to standards. We get the ship in the sky. People like being assured. Some of us also like to stay in port practicing old things. Different strokes." The retort was polite and sharp. The exchange was not so much a quarrel as two philosophies sliding past each other.
Tess listened and then put an even hand on Arin's shoulder, a touch both encouraging and pragmatic. "This isn't just about your craft ethic, Arin. We have families to feed, routes to keep. A month in dock and we risk missing the resupply window that keeps our fabric stores and our fuel rations at working levels. But neither do I want to send the crew into a sweep with a thin bed of complacency under their feet."
The air in the workshop took on the density of decision. Voices rose and fell like people handing a heavy tool from person to person. Someone suggested triaging: priority reinforcement to critical seams, polylace the rest. Someone else offered a vote by handshake. The Wren, in its small democratic ways, was making choices in the only currency it trusted—practicality.
Arin closed their eyes briefly and imagined the ship in a pulse of shear, hull singing like an unsettled throat. They knew what a full reinforcement looked like: the scaffolding, the removal of beadings, the plate replacement, the rivets; they knew how long it would take and how thorough the result would be. They also knew what polylacing bought them: speed, appeasement of scanners, and a public-friendly finish. It felt like being offered a clean painting over a plaster wall that had been crumbling for years.
Kade crossed his arms, trying to look older than he was. "Teach me how you hear seams," he asked Arin, voice steady with need. "Teach me, and we'll do it together. We'll work the nights." The request wasn't for fame. It was for an apprenticeship: a simple, human thing. Arin's hands flexed around a screwdriver like a hand finding a familiar handle.
Arin couldn't say yes to Kade without answering the larger question. The ship had a calendar and the calendar had teeth. Ruff edges of supply and scavenging runs would bite if the Wren stood idle too long. Yet Arin couldn't hoodwink their own standards; they had seen what happened when a patched seam failed mid-sweep, the way a small hairline propagated into a violent surrender.
They set the harmonic probe back into the case and pushed a flat palm against the seam where the polymer glistened like a fresh scar. Their fingers knew how to pace a weld; they had trained their thumbs to coax a particular harmony from a plate, to stagger rivets so stress lines did not march in neat lines to collapse. That knowledge wasn't just pride. It was duty.
"We can do a hybrid approach," Arin said at last, voice worn by decision. "We reinforce critical load-bearers properly. We polylace secondary seams so that the ship meets the scanner for the run and we gain the time we need. I'll pick the critical lines and stay with priority reinforcements until they sing true. If it buys the window, we'll take it. But I'm not going to sign off on a purely cosmetic job." The sentence felt like a lever shifted.
Tess regarded Arin for a long beat, then nodded. "You name the priorities and I'll rearrange the schedule. We'll put the crew on the sensible parts and let the rest be handled by lacing for now. It's a compromise, and compromise is the Wren's native language. But I need you to commit—no shortcuts on the lines you call critical." Her words were a clear, quiet demand.
Rory ran a hand over the applicator as if deciding whether to be offended by the compromise or to profit by it. "A hybrid. Sensible. I'll train a couple hands on the lacing while you do the heavier work. We get to move fast, and you get the pride. It's a win-win, isn't it?" His tone threaded between real partnership and a marketing ploy.
Kade's face brightened and he scooped up a coil of rivets and looked at Arin as though they had just made a small miracle. "Teach me everything now," he said. "I'll stand watch at night. I won't get in the way. I promise." The promise was earnest and not a manipulation. People risked pride and sleep to learn craft; there was a purity to that barter.
Spindle, sensing the appeasement in the air, executed an elaborate flourish with a greasy rag and announced, "I hereby officiate this hybridization. I will record the recipe and name it: 'Voss & Munn's Compromise'—has a certain ring, don't you think?" It added, with perfect comic timing, "Also, I will taste the launch-berry compote and adjudicate its quality." The drone's absurdity cracked the tension into relieved laughter.
Arin accepted the laugh as an acknowledgment that life aboard would require both rigor and jests. They strapped on a harness, took a rivet, and drove it with a satisfying thrum into a prepared eye. The sound sat in their chest like an answered call. For the moment, the hybrid plan allowed them to keep the ship moving and the craft honest where it mattered most. It was an uneasy peace, but it was a shape they could hold.
Late that night Arin bolted down a temporary scaffold and started the first prioritised reinforcement while others taped and sealed secondary seams with polymer. Under the glow lamps the Wren's metal took on a sober silver refracted through the hands that worked it. Arin's motion became a metronome: brace, pry, fit plate, rivet, sing; the rhythm steadied both muscle and mind. Each rivet set was a small, exact victory—hands learning to anticipate the behavior of metal with a whisper of pressure.
Kade worked beside them, cheeks streaked with oil and concentration, his fingers clumsy but eager. Arin corrected his hold on a rivet gun with a brief, precise touch—no lecture, only a practiced placement of their hand over his. The contact said more than words: it taught caution, rhythm, and the trust that comes from shared strain. "Good," Arin murmured. "Find the counterhand and let it do half the work. You'll learn the plate's voice if you listen, not if you shout." Kade smiled, breathing hard and delighted.
Outside, in the mess, a kettle hissed and someone was stirring compote. A small tradition preserved the crew from anxiety: a nightly exchange of the last bowl of something sweet, an old superstition that a shared spoon could steady a ship. It meant nothing to efficiency but everything to morale; it smoothed worry into something the crew could handle in the light of day. The world-detail was not a structural fix, but it lubricated the human machinery that did the fixing.
Arin finished the first full reinforcement patch and took a moment to run the harmonic probe along the new riveted line. The tone settled into a clean, resonant register. They allowed themselves a small smile. It was not an applause moment. It was a hinge—quiet, necessary. They looked up and saw Tess leaning in the doorway, arms folded, relief softening her usual gravity. Rory stood at the far rail, hands tucked into his jacket, watching the hybrid plan unfold with a calculation that might later be called opportunism or partnership.
The Wren's hull sighed under a swell in the current, and a greeb rolled across the deck like a tiny, pleased engine. Arin felt tired in a manner that was honest and earned. They had chosen a compromise that kept the ship moving and promised to keep the craft's integrity where it mattered. What they hadn't yet realized was how the concealment that the polymer offered would behave when the Wren left sheltered water and met the real shear of the mid-arc. That question hovered, thin as a wire, but for now the bench light was hot and the rivets were true.
They worked until their hands marked themselves with small lines of flux and the hull hummed a calmer tune. As Arin tightened the final rivet for the night, Spindle dropped a tiny paper cone of compote into their hand with robotic solemnity. "For resilience," it said. "And for the ledger of small favors." Arin had to grin despite the moment's gravity. The absurdity of a drone officiating snack deliveries somehow made the choice less lonely.
The Wren would set course soon enough. Arin knew the calendar and the risk; they also knew the satisfaction of a seam that kept its promise. Tonight, the compromise held like a well-driven bolt. The question of whether it would hold under the mining sweep and the mid-arc's invisible shudders was an answer the ship would demand later. For now, the crew breathed, ate compote, and practiced their small rituals. Arin climbed down from the scaffold, palms sore but steady, and looked up at the hull as if listening for a verdict. The ship's breath was calm. They bundled tools into their pack, thinking of the week to come and the thin line between speed and steadiness.

    
Singing Seams
Singing Seams
Air in the Wren's workshop sat warm and heavy like a blanket that had learned to be useful. It smelled of flux, boiled grain, and the salty sweetness of a compote somebody kept bringing out in shallow bowls—launch-berry compote, tart and comforting, passed around like a small ritual before any big task. The smell had nothing to do with stress lines and load paths, and everything to the way hands steadied themselves for work. Arin moved through that fog of ordinary comfort the way a surgeon moves through an operating room: calm, purposeful, and quietly glad for the company.
They clipped a harness to a support and swung up the scaffold without fuss, leather straps biting into shoulders. Fingers found the harmonic probe and set it to sing. The probe's needle trembled like a small animal when Arin tapped the seam—light beats that translated into numbers on the display and a cadence in their chest. Kade hung over the rail, trying to look like a man who had years of practice rather than a single restless season of hunger to learn. "Show me that part again?" he asked, voice small but eager.
Arin gestured, motioning the apprentice closer with a finger. "Listen with more than your ears. Set your palm here—feel where the metal cools. Let the rivet tell you when it wants to hold and when it wants to be coaxed. Don't push rhythm on it; match its rhythm."
Kade did as told, placing his rough palm flat against the plate. He breathed against the lamp's glare. "What if it doesn't like me?" he joked, trying to hide nerves with humor.
"Then you flatter it until it forgives you," Arin said, and allowed a brief smile. The joke was not about machinery but about human awkwardness in front of things that could be persuaded rather than ordered. Spindle, the beret-wearing drone, hovered nearby and chimed melodramatically: "Flattery approved. Also, I have updated the snack manifest." Its tiny voice was earnest and absurd at once; a couple of riggers snorted and went back to wiring while someone else handed Kade a sliver of compote to stop his hand from trembling.
Arin moved hands like someone conducting a delicate instrument: brace, pry, fit, set rivet, hum. The rivet gun thudded under their fingers with a tone that settled into the metal like a well-placed syllable in a sentence. They worked on the critical bow around the cargo hold, the part Tess had identified as first priority. Some seams yielded with cooperative sighs. Others resisted like old horses wearing new shoes. When a seam resisted, Arin shifted—changed fulcrum, altered angle, let their shoulder take weight and their wrist fine-tune direction. Every movement taught the apprentice something he couldn't learn from manuals.
Aboard the Wren, craft was a kind of spoken language, and Arin played grammar. They showed Kade how to stagger rivets so that the stress lines would not march in straight teeth toward failure. "Staggering puts the seam into conversation with itself," Arin said. "It can't gossip into fracture if you make it whisper to each neighbor instead." The claim sounded whimsical, and Kade laughed, which loosened a knot in his chest and let his hands cooperate.
Rory Munn dropped by with an expedient grin and a flash of his polymer applicator. He didn't look at the probe; he looked at the finished portion and offered praise that read like a press blurb. "Looking good. Fast and neat. If you want, I can lace the secondary plates while you do the heavy work. Keeps the schedule tight and the cameras happy." His tone was hopeful, not wholly insincere. Arin's jaw tightened a shade, not from offense but because the notion of 'keeping cameras happy' had never been Arin's primary measurement.
Kade frowned. "Do the cameras matter?"
Arin set the rivet gun down and wiped oil from a palm onto a rag. "They matter if you're counting doors opening by applause. They don't matter if you're counting the number of times a seam keeps a child's cupboard from falling out at night. Different doors." The response had no accusation in it; it was a map of values offered softly.
Rory laughed, more out of habit than real mirth. "You can have both. Finish properly on the bow and let me slick the less-loaded lines with the polylace. We'll call it teamwork and you get your proper refit credentials. Think of it as delegation." He pitched the word like a buoy.
Tess came up the scaffold ladder like someone in whose hands the ship seemed to settle. "Delegation's fine if it's honest," she said, voice crisp and not unkind. "But if anything's going to bear the brunt of a sweep, Arin, we put you and Kade where it matters. No shortcuts on the mainframe. The other stuff—Rory's methods will buy time. Use them where they're harmless." Her tone carried authority, but also a trust that Arin would name the critical lines without letting pride make poor choices.
They kept at it for the long arc of the working day. At noon someone pounded a tin and announced dinner; the mess offered bowls of thin stew and a plate of crisped kelp the Wren's cooks liked to fry in a manner nobody on a station could replicate. That detail had no bearing on the seam's integrity and everything to the crew's endurance. People ate, exchanged a dry joke or two, and returned to the scaffold with their bodies rebuilt enough for more hours. The ship's rhythm was not all metal; it was also dishes and jokes and a practice of small, repeated comforts.
Arin and Kade retired to their bench to hand-tune an auxiliary brace. The brace needed a careful shave where an earlier repair had left a raised lip—an aesthetic impurity that also made a sharp edge for turbulence to catch. Arin handed Kade a rasp and showed him how to take long even strokes, how to keep a thumb on the metal ahead of the rasp to feel for the burr. Kade's hands moved, clumsy then more assured; the rasp sang in a long, thin tone as the edge eased into a clean curve. "It's like teaching someone to read a face," Arin observed. "You learn where to pay attention and where to be gentle." Kade's expression told that teaching had landed in the right place.
As dusk bled in through the small portholes, someone in the galley started polishing a stack of bowls like a drum. The sound ricocheted along the hull and made a faint second voice against the metal. Spindle took that as an invitation to exercise its theatrical instincts: it pirouetted around a rag and recited a short, proud couplet about rivets that was more likely to cause groans than inspiration. The absurdity made the tight workshop air loosen and even Rory cracked a grin.
Later, Arin ran a secondary scan along a transit bulkhead they had polymer-laced earlier in the day. The scanner returned green ticks—regulatory satisfaction. The crew clapped in a practiced way. Yet when Arin brought the harmonic probe up the same seam, the needle jittered with a quiet, insistent pattern—a tiny alias tone that suggested the metal wanted to sing a song that did not match the surrounding fields. It was not an immediate failure; it smelled of a future rift if tested by something sharper than routine stress. Arin felt the familiar pull of the decision: to insist on more time and secure the ship thoroughly, or to trust the hybrid and move toward schedule. That question hung like a thin wire across the workshop as the lanterns dimmed and the Wren settled into its night rhythm.
Night on the Wren was a tihng of small sounds: someone mending a hammock with a stitch that smelled of tar, the tiny scuttle of a greeb curling into a seam pocket, the muffled laugh of two crew swapping a sailor's story by a bone lamp. These domestic notes had no jurisdiction over structural integrity, but they had jurisdiction over the people who would be inside the hull when decisions mattered. Arin stood barefoot on a metal plate cooled by evening air, probe warm in their hand, and listened.
Kade hovered close. "Is that bad?" he asked, honest and young.
Arin did not speak for a long beat. Then they set the probe aside and wrapped both hands around a warm mug of something sweet from the galley. The action was grounding: heat, weight, human comfort. "It's a warning," Arin said finally. "Not a condemnation. It tells me this bulkhead is asking for attention, and for now we've given it a bandage. A bandage is better than neglect, but it is not the same as surgery."
Kade looked down at his fingers, which still smelled faintly of rasp dust and oil. "Then let's learn the surgery. Teach me the steps so I can watch your back if we need to call it. I'll keep watch at night." The request carried a trust that felt like a kind of payment. Arin nodded and, with a tired, crooked grin, agreed. "We'll do it right. And we'll try not to be needlessly dramatic about it. Except maybe when we sing the rivets. That is dramatic on purpose." Spindle, from its berth, offered a theatrical cough and a statement of support that sounded suspiciously like an invitation to improvise a ritual. The absurdity was oddly reassuring.
They planned the next day in small practical beats: further reinforcements on priority seams, rotated teams to handle polymer lacing, and a late-night acoustic sweep to compare signatures across panels. Tess marked the calendar with a blunt metal stylus and did not ask for promises she could not verify with her eyes. She accepted the hybrid plan for now but made it clear Arin could call a halt and a full refit if the probe kept telling them the wrong story.
When the crew finally relaxed, a pair of neighbors sent over a jar of fermented kelp cakes as a goodwill offering. The Wren replied with a small roast of a tough root plant that tasted better after a long day of work. Such trades had nothing to do with structural integrity, and everything to the way communities exchanged faith in one another. Arin found that thought comforting: metal could be coaxed and mended, but people mattered more than methods.
Before bed, Arin crawled into a narrow berth and lay listening to the hull's faint whispers. There was satisfaction in the rivets they had set and the braces they had realigned. There was also an uneasy thread they would have to follow. If the probe's alias tone was a notice, it was not yet a verdict. Arin closed their eyes with the sense of hands still active in the mind, a promise to the ship and to the people who slept aboard it: prepare, and be ready.

    
Shortcut
Shortcut
The morning smelled of scorched kelp and the sharp lemon residue of launch-berry compote, a scent nobody aboard the Wren pretended was sophisticated. It hung in the air like a comfortable truth: rituals mattered even when schedules bit. Arin tightened the last strap on their harness and listened to the ship breathe—an unhurried sigh through patched ribs—and felt the familiar drum of a working bench underfoot. Outside the hull, light scraped across the orbital slip and made the paint on a hundred little repair tags glow like coins.
Spindle hovered on a tether by the hatch, beret cocked at a ridiculous angle, and practiced solemnity for the day's visitors. "Guests of inspection require optimal atmosphere and optional soft jazz for nerves," it intoned, then, more comically, added, "Also, the snack manifest is complete. I have personally certified compote integrity." The little drone's earnest absurdities settled the crew down like a warm hand on a shoulder. Even Rory Munn, who had a professional scowl that had learned to smile at cameras, allowed a short grin.
Deputy Hearne arrived—an inspector from the regional Fleetwrights' office—with a scanner that spat lights and a sleeve full of public courtesy. Hearne didn't move like a man hungry for spectacle; he moved like someone used to balancing lists and lives. He ran his scanner along a bulkhead with polite thoroughness, eyes narrowed into calculation. When it blinked green, his features relaxed just enough to suggest a man who had done his job well.
Rory wasted no time showing off the fast lacing on a secondary seam, squeezing the polymer applicator with a machine's neatness. The bead set glossy and unmarred. Cameras that had come with the inspector—small, eager devices that loved tidy finishes—clicked behaviorally. Hearne nodded without overt admiration; his job was a ledger of safe counts. "The polylace gives you a quick pass on the resonance tests," he said. "It meets fleet-thresholds for transit.” He did not gloat. He simply noted it like an accountant writing tick marks.
Arin watched the gloss and felt a small pull under the sternum. Two weeks ago they'd chosen the Wren over a chance at public demonstration and applause. That choice had been honest, a pivot toward quiet work. Yet a part of Arin's chest still wanted the outward measure: recognition that translated into more benches, apprentices, invitations. It was a private itch that flared now when a scanner's green blink could mean doors unlocking.
Kade drifted up beside Arin, hands clasped so tightly his nails had left crescents in his palms. He looked at the glossy seam and then at the probe in Arin's hand. "If it shows green, is it safe enough?" he asked, voice that asked for craft more than verdict.
Arin tightened a bolt with a practiced twist, wrists moving like someone soldering a memory into shape. "Green means it meets the thresholds we built for certain tests," they said, and the reply was more honest than reassuring. "It doesn't mean the seam will sing the same song when the mid-arc gives you the wrong rhythm. It means regulators will let you go. It's a different promise."
Kade nodded, chewing the thought. "We could delay. Put the ship into serious drydock for a proper peel and replate," he offered, trying to sound older and more practical than his years. His trust in Arin's judgment had a young urgency attached to it; he wanted mastery held like a lantern between them.
Tess walked up the slip with her usual economy—no flourish, only the movement of someone used to making quick calculations that touched people's lives. She listened for a moment as Arin explained the alias tone the probe kept picking up on a specific transit bulkhead. Her mouth pressed into a line that was less stern than the habit of someone who'd learned the cost of patience.
"We don't have a month," Tess said plainly. Her fingers tapped the rail like a metronome. "We have a resupply window that accounts for barters, fuel runs, and the harvest of the Thorin floats. If we miss it, the fabric stores and the feed rations get lean. That's not drama—it's arithmetic. I'm not asking you to choose for me. I'm asking you to choose knowing those numbers."
Arin's palms found the probe again. The metal sang a high, thin note under the touch that made Arin's scalp tighten. There was more than pride at stake: the Wren's calendar measured survival in consumables and barter weight. To put a crew into a risky sweep was to play odds with people's dinners and children's warm bunks. Arin's hands closed into a decision and then flexed open, like a mechanic testing a hinge.
Rory's arrival at that point was predictably theatrical. He set down the applicator he called an 'armature' with a showman's flourish and offered a compromise that sounded like a contract written in bright ink. "We polylace the non-critical lines and give the ship a commercial finish. You're the one who picks the lines that truly matter—I'll handle the rest. You get the proper reinforcements where it counts, and we get to sail on schedule. You'll still have your craft in the prime spots and the rest is tidy." He smiled in a way that suggested he'd rehearsed this exact sincerity.
Arin read the offer and touched the seam with a thumb to feel its temperature. Hands listened in ways probes couldn't. "If I pick lines, you and your team will honest-lace the rest? Not just gloss them for cameras?" Arin asked, tone flat but not unkind.
Rory's expression softened as if on cue. "I swear on my mother's first rivet, Arin. I'll train a couple of my hands to set polylacing the way the fleet likes it: dense bead, even cure, documented. The logs show compliance—it's repeatable, traceable. You're not losing craft; you're buying a week or two. In the time we save, you'll have time to bring the heavy frames up to song." It was a tempting algebra.
Spindle hovered above them and, sensing the mood, produced a small brass-plated wrench like a token and dropped it into a tin. "A ceremonial wrench for ceremonial decisions," it announced with dignity. "I have also prepared a rhyming validation for the moment." It then recited, to general amusement, a ridiculous couplet about seams and dreams. The levity cut through tension in the same way a well-placed burr eases a line into shape.
Arin walked the length of the hull with the probe and felt out the seams as one might feel for a pulse. A seam could be honest or coy; it could betray how much it had been asked to carry. The probe flickered in one place like a candle guttering in an odd draft. Arin paused and set a palm against the metal, listening with the calloused patience of a long apprenticeship.
They remembered something Mara had told them when they'd pried the bead open: this hull had a personality built from necessity. It had been stitched from other's decisions and quick fixes, each one a small choice that had bent a load line into a path it wasn't meant to take. Some of those choices were unremarkable—a swapped bracket here, an extra rivet there—until they weren't. That memory wasn't a clutch of nostalgia; it was a ledger with entries that faded if nobody read them.
Tess caught Arin's eye and lowered her voice. "If you tell me we can patch it well enough for the run and you'll take responsibility to return it for full reinforcement, I will trust you. If you tell me it needs a month, I will not shame you for asking. I only want the true measure."
Arin breathed out and felt the harness tighten. On the bench, physicality had always given clarity. Options clarified when hands did the math. The choice was a hinge: a thorough peel and months in dock with sure safety; or a hybrid that bought them the window and left questions. It was a moral lever.
They retreated, for a moment, to a smaller space where old tools clinked in drawers and a faded poster advertised a galley special: 'Kelp Cakes for the Gentleman Adventurer'. The tiny domestic laugh of the poster—an odd, unrelated detail—tempered the high stakes into something human. Arin considered the posters and the probe and the ledger Tess had mentioned.
Kade stood near the bench with a coil of leather in his hands, looking like a promise that had yet to be fulfilled. He didn't argue with data or schedules; his argument was simply that learning to do the job properly mattered more than timing. "I'll stay nights," he said. "I won't sleep. Teach me every canted weld and every stagger pattern. I'll make the crew work with you. We'll do the heavy ones first and rot the rest with polylace. We can split shifts, keep the schedule, make it so both things are done."
There was an earnestness in his plea that wasn't manipulation. It was trust invested in a teacher. Arin felt the old impulse to protect that trust with everything they owned. To ask Kade to sleep instead of growing into the craft would be a betrayal. But there were other betrayals to measure: the ship's resupply window, families depending on predictable food, bounties paid for reliable runs.
Arin's hands found a rivet, cold and promising, and they rolled it between callused thumb and forefinger like a small planet. "We can try your plan for a few critical frames," Arin said slowly. "We prioritize the main load paths, keep the structure that holds cargo and habitation true. We polylace the rest—good polylace, trained hands. If, in two days, the probe still smells the alias tone in any critical path, we halt and take the month. But if the alias subsides to a harmless murmur across transients, we sail." The decision felt like a compromise tempered by a condition: a watchful limit.
Tess exhaled a breath that was almost a laugh. "A guardrail with teeth. Fine. Don't make me regret trusting you." She meant it without malice; it was a captain's plea for competence. Arin nodded.
Work turned into a rhythm that made days fold over each other. They trained hands on toggles and staggered rivets, fit plates into odd angles with a jewel-like patience, and still had men and women setting polymer beads where speed mattered. Arin took the suspicious seams and knuckled down, their hands moving in the slow, intimate choreography that had become their language. Kade learned rapidly, fumbling at first then finding a cadence in which the rasp and the hammer responded in a joined voice.
Rory spent long hours side by side with a rook of lacemakers, his practiced motions turning into a lesson rather than a performance. He taught a neat cursor of crew to squeeze an even bead and document the cure sequences. The distinction between polish and repair hardened into its own craft, and everyone began to treat it with a modest brand of pride. Even Spindle adapted; it kept a small list of who had eaten how much compote and made notes on the rhythm of the rivet guns as if it were supervising an orchestra.
On the second night, with the slip lights thinning and the Wren packed with boxes and quiet conversations, the Fleet inspector returned for a second pass. Arin rode the scaffold and ran the harmonic probe along the newly reinforced lines. The numbers were better in places that had been fully replate—clean greens running like well-laid tracks. The polylaced sections registered as acceptable but carried a faint alias tone that the inspector's scanner didn't flag as a violation. It was a thin, secret thing that lived between expert hands and regulatory thresholds.
Arin felt the same old tug of ambition—recognition that might come from a successful, on-schedule launch—but it wore the teeth of responsibility. They had placed conditional yields and set a watch. The ship would sail, for now. Whether the decision would prove wise depended on how the sea of space pressed the seams down the line.

    
Crack and Craft
Crack and Craft
The Wren rolled free of the slip like a stubborn shrug. Lines slipped through hands; a chorus of knots tightened and released. Arin felt the ship's motion through the soles of their boots and tuned it like a familiar instrument. Departure had its own choreography: a final pass of checks, a quick round of compote offered in paper cones, hammocks aired and folded with ritual stubbornness. The smell of boiled grain and launch-berry compote braided with flux and oil in the mess; it was a domestic note that had no structural advice but steadied a hundred worried voices.
Spindle conducted preflight with exaggerated solemnity, the little beret almost comical against its sleek shell. "All systems nominal, biscuits accounted for, and emotions appropriately calibrated," it declared, which earned a laugh and a shove from a deckhand. A greeb clung to Arin's boot and purred when a rivet was tapped nearby; the tiny creature's vibrations were a comfort and, absurdly, a crude diagnostic—the crew liked to claim that greebs could sense stress the probe missed.
Tess moved through the crew with hands that measured more than words. "Keep eyes on the aft frame if the sweep kicks up," she said to Arin, voice low and steady. "If you smell the alias again, tell me and don't be shy." The captain's trust was a kind of weight; Arin felt it in their shoulder straps like a strap of leather laid across a bench. Kade hovered with a coil of harness in his hands, eyes bright. "I'll man the interior clamps," he volunteered. "Whatever you need."
Rory lingered by the rail, hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket as if he could keep his swagger there. He caught Arin's eye and offered a curt nod, something both conciliatory and competitive. "Good luck out there, Voss. If anything sings, call me; I'll be ready to lace it in record time." He meant it as alliance and advert; Arin accepted the nod as truce.
The Wren's skin flashed by starlight and the distant yaw of mining trawlers stitched the dark. They crossed into the mid-arc where the sweep fields thickened—the region Tess had marked on a ragged chart as 'tolerable.' Arin ran the harmonic probe along the priority plates, listening for the alias tone they'd promised to watch. For a while the hull hummed like a satisfied instrument; the probe's needle stayed steady. Then, as the ship skirted a dense trail left by a mining sweep, a faint jitter threaded across a transit bulkhead. The probe's readout shivered.
The first sign was not dramatic. A maintenance chime blinked—a polite, bureaucratic squeak that none of the automated systems read as urgent. Then a hairline threaded along a seam like a drawn breath. Arin's gut tightened. They clamped a hand to the rail and felt the metal speak: a short, brittle whisper. "Captain—" Arin called through the comm to Tess, trying to keep their voice calm so others wouldn't pick up the quick edge.
Tess answered instantly, footsteps heavy. "Report." There was no hysteria in her voice; that steadiness kept the crew anchored.
"Alias tone's flaring on transit three-two. I have a hairline moving under the bead at port. It's a propagation pattern consistent with a micro-shear pass. I'm going to stabilise what I can from the inside, but if it opens we'll need hands outside."
There was a beat of silence, the kind that's full of things not yet spoken. "Do it. Kade, take interior clamps and hold the cargo bay line. Rory, get your lacers ready—if we need to buy time, you'll be our fastest hand." Tess's commands cut through ambiguity and turned fear into a plan.
People moved with the ease of rehearsed panic: clamps slotted, harnesses cinched, a kettle left on low in the mess because some rituals refused to be interrupted. Spindle, detecting the heightened tempo, switched to emergency mode and began to recite a series of ridiculous-but-useful rivet limericks in an attempt to assign cadence to the crew's breathing patterns. Its voice staggered oddly with the vibrations; the absurdity soothed and nailed a schedule. Arin appreciated the levity more than they admitted.
They dove into the crawlspace beneath the transit belt, the hatch squeaking shut behind them. Air hitched against their face with a metallic tang. Tools rattled in pockets. Arin's fingers moved fast, not with the theatricality of demonstration but with the precise choreography of demand: brace, counter, test. They drove a temporary clamp onto the seam and set a small tension spreader plate over the hairline to take immediate shear.
Kade's hands were steady as he fed clamps and rivets up through the access port. "I can barely see it," he said, voice small and focused, "but I can feel it under my thumb when I tap the plate." His apprenticeship was raw privilege distilled into worry and competence. Arin looked at him and offered a hand that steadied more than taught.
"Keep pressure even. Let the rivet sing; don't force it. If it sits wrong, it'll take a different tune and that'll let a crack run a new line. Slow hands save more than fast ones in these corridors." Arin's voice had the calm of someone who'd learned to pace energy like a shuttle crew saving oxygen.
Outside, automated welders recognized an anomaly and tried their prescribed sequence: heat, apply, cool. They hummed like a chorus of small, earnest insects. Some patched the polymer seams with neat beads that turned green on Hearne's scanner; others spat out imperfect joins that the ship's motion tore at again. The automated response bought time but not certainty. The hairline had chosen an inconvenient place: adjacent to a load-bearing cross-frame masked by decorative beadwork and a history of small fixes.
The shear field shifted without warning. The Wren shuddered as if someone had taken a hand and wrung the hull. Lights hiccupped. A ladder slipped from its rungs and began to float in a lazy arc through the workshop, then careened into a rack of wrenches with a metallic chime. The crew's training kicked in; no one screamed. People latched onto handholds and dropped webbing lines where needed. The ship's automated gyros buffer the worst of it but couldn't keep everything immobile.
Arin felt the hairline open a touch more, the metal's whisper turning into a thinned moan. The automated welders hit their limits; their little nozzles couldn't contour a canted repair into the small, complex geometry of the seam. "It'll need the hand weld," Arin said into the comm. "I'll go out. I need a tether, and Kade—route me the load-spreader channels. Keep the cargo weights balanced."
Tess's answer came with a tight kindness: "You're on. We'll keep the crew steady. You do what you do best. We're with you." The sentence was small but heavy; it wrapped trust around Arin's shoulders like an additional harness.
Kade snapped a safety line to Arin's harness, hands moving like a metronome. "I'll be right here. I'll feed tools and shout when the braces show new chatter. You don't owe us anything except your skill. We owe you safety." The exchange between teacher and pupil was not about praise; it was a compact of mutual risk and belief.
Arin clipped themselves to the outer maintenance ladder and pushed away from the hull with a controlled kick, fingers splayed to catch the ship's outer ribs. Space smelled like burnt sugar and the sharp tang of heated alloy through the torque of the air circulation. They carried the field-welder in one hand and a small harmonic probe in the other, slung a pouch of staggered rivets at the hip. Each movement was a practiced economy: elbow tucked, shoulder braced, a foot finding the notches worn by generations of hands.
The microgravity made hiding the job more complicated—tools drifted, and the welder's flame had to be tuned not just for heat but for the way the field wavered. Arin set the welder's frequency to a low, canted mode, a setting they'd once invented in a cramped yard when the equipment refused to behave. It would create a slanted bead that bent the load path slightly instead of trying to force two misaligned lips into one plane. The technique required a human eye to follow the irregular, a thumb to feed rhythm, and a shoulder to hold steady against rebound.
Greebs clustered around the exterior, their tiny claws finding purchase in cracks and seams. They purred louder as Arin passed, somehow liking the sound of the hammer. Spindle hovered nearby, offering a ridiculous line of verse at unpredictable intervals while passing tool capsules. "A rivet, a tweak, a little technique—won't you sing the crack meek?" it intoned, and the absurdity cracked a grin through Arin's concentration. The drone's timing, oddly, marked breathing and cadence better than any metronome. Kade's voice came through the tether comm, sharp and calm: "Two minutes on the spreader, the cross-frame's taking more load. Feed me the third rivet when you take the heat away."
The first weld went in like a prayer. Arin's arm trembled under the heat, but they leaned into the bead with the stubbornness of a person who'd spent a lifetime convincing metal to be generous. Sparks danced like silver fireflies and floated between them in slow arcs. The welder's flame braided metal and filler in a canted shape, a small theater of molten patience. They set the first rivet while the weld cooled a degree, tapped it into place with a controlled percussion that set a harmonic note, then moved to the next.
Midway through the sequence, a sudden shift in the sweep sent a tremor through the hull that bucked Arin's feet from their notches. For a horrifying second they drifted, tool and rivet pouch arcing away. Kade cursed and shot a tether, fingers fumbling to catch the drifting pouch. Arin grabbed the welder with one hand and the rail with the other, twisting their body like a dancer snapping back into place. The act of recovery was itself a kind of repair; you didn't simply make a seam hold—you made yourself hold it.
They resumed with quickened breath, the metal singing beneath their hands. The technique changed on the fly: a shorter bead to bridge a thin gap, a staggered rivet pattern to coax stress into a less dangerous path. Arin's muscles burned; the harness straps bit into shoulders. But the knowledge in their hands ran faster than fatigue. Each rivet set, each canted line, moved the seam toward a new conversation. The hairline slowed its advance, at least for a moment.
The fracture, though, had its own will. At the point where two patched plates overlapped, old stress lines found a weak chord and the hairline yawned into a short, jagged crack. A shard of metal the size of a child's hand sheared free and floated, glinting dangerously. The bulkhead screamed through the venting ducts as a pressure regulator braked and coughed. A thump sounded inside as a kit of pots shifted. Tess's voice came crisp on the tether. "Arin—how bad?"
"Localized. I can seal it if I get full access to the seam and if we can keep the cross-frame from flexing. I'll need you to dump nonessential storage and shift mass forward twenty degrees. Now." Arin's orders were terse and exact. They had to be.
Hands moved like an unbroken machine. Cargo was jettisoned into a temporary locker, crew secured loose items, and weights slowly redistributed; the ship's attitude changed by degrees as people did the hard arithmetic of living aboard. Rory, who had been closest to some of the packing lines, shoved an armful of crates with sweaty determination. For a moment, pride was private to need and not to reputation.
Arin felt the seam give them just enough room to work, then no more. They unrolled a thin field-spreader plate and anchored it across the gap with micro-bolts. Their fingers found a hole, lined the rivet, and hammered a callused cadence. This time they sang the rivets—not with words but with a rhythmic percussion that imparted a controlled harmonic to the plate. The sound was small and precise; greebs harmonized like tiny tuning forks. Spindle timed the taps with slurred rhyme, and Kade fed the rivets like a faithful musician following a conductor.
It was a brutally physical sequence: weld, cool, tap, repeat. Sweat mixed with the smelled tang of heated flux. Arin's forearms ached with the effort of holding the welder steady as the field tried to claw it away. Sparks flared and flashed against the dark like little stars being born and extinguished. The crack's edges blackened with oxidation, then brightened under the canted bead as the filler fused metal into a new, slightly off-axis path.
On the sixth rivet, a gouge opened where a hidden bracket had failed. Arin cursed and jammed a secondary wedge plate into the seam, fingers raw and precise. They took a breath, tuned the probe to a narrow frequency, and listened. The needle shivered then steadied. Arin hammered the final rivet with controlled force, feeling the impact in the bones. The harmonic shifted: a low, steady register that meant the loads had been coaxed into a different route. The hairline did not propagate further.
Silence on the comms stretched like a held breath, then the workshop inside the hull erupted—soft claps first, then a chorus of cheers that rolled like surf. Kade's laugh cut through, bright and unrestrained. Tess's voice was close and raw. "Good work. Take the space and come inside. We'll check the frames and then I want you at the mess for a warming bowl whether you like the compote or not." Her command had relief braided into it.
Arin unhooked from the hull with hands that trembled but did not betray the satisfaction in their movement. They rode a tether back into the access hatch, boots finding the ladder notches with the unerring certainty of someone who had done this in ways both practiced and improvisational. Spindle hovered at the hatch and, in a voice both ridiculous and sincere, declared, "I hereby bestow upon you the ceremonial wrench of comfort. It is imaginary and yet completely binding." The crew laughed; the absurdity had threaded relief into the exhaustion.
Inside, the ship's atmosphere felt like a small, warm cave. Tools were set out for inspection; welds glinted like small moons under the lamp. Tess met Arin at the hatch and took their hand in a grip that was more like a clasp of shared danger than thanks. "You held us," she said, voice full and honest. "You kept the Wren whole. For that, we'll not forgive easily, but we'll remember grateful."
Rory stood nearby, hands smudged with sealant. He offered a look without the performative grin that had been his armor. "You pulled the ugly stitch and it held," he admitted. "Didn't expect you to do that mid-sweep. If there's anything left to lace or clean up, I'll take it. Ship and pride both need tending." His truce was a small, genuine thing. Kade leaned in, eyes wide. "You taught me that one, Arin. I saw you place the wedge and the way you sang the rivet. I won't forget." The student's admiration was a currency Arin valued more than the brief pulse of public acclaim they'd once sought.
They walked to the draft table where a printout from Hearne's scanner had been left, green ticks down the line but a new margin note: an asterisk where human intervention had been recorded. It would be a story for the ledger—technical, sterilized, probably framed by committee language. The inspector would log the automated fixes as compliant and might never fully capture the fact that a person had threaded hands into the seam to keep lives inside safe.
Arin dipped a rag in solvent and began to clean slag from their tools with deliberate motions. The act was small and ritualistic: hands busy, thoughts migrated into action. A neighbor ship hailed them with a polite transmission offering barter for spare rivets and a communal pot of kelp cakes. The world beyond the Wren hummed along its strange arcs of priorities and markets; this tiny crisis was a pinprick in a larger fabric.
At the mess, the crew gathered around bowls of steaming broth. Spindle insisted on reading aloud an overdramatic account of the event in limerick form while passing paper cones of compote. The absurdity of the reading elicited a riotous, affectionate groan, and even Arin laughed through the ache in their jaw. Hands were clapped; Kade was hoisted on shoulders for a moment of childish triumph. The emotional edge hovered between exhaustion and a warm, quiet victory.
That night Arin lay in their bunk with a tin of mildly warm porridge beside them, fingers still marked by flux and a thin burn across the knuckle that stung when the cold night air kissed it. The ship breathed around them, steady now, with a small, relieved hum. They had acted; the action had bent consequence into a safer shape. It was not a moral revelation so much as a practical one: a seam held because someone had used their hands and skill when it mattered.
Tess caught Arin before they could disappear entirely into sleep and handed over a small plate of kelp cake. "You did good," she said. The words were plain and utterly enough.
Arin folded the cake into their tired mouth and felt, in the small mundane sweetness, something like absolution. The patch would need checking, a full replate scheduled when they next found a long docking window. There would be inspections and paperwork and perhaps questions from the Fleetwrights. But for now, the Wren rode true, and the seam that had threatened to split them had been coaxed back into a conversation it could hold.
Outside, Spindle announced that it would paint a tiny beret on the newly set plate as a memento; the notion was ridiculous, tender, and perfectly in place. Arin smiled in the dark, fingers numb and steady, and let the hum of a fixed hull lull them toward sleep. The craft had been their language, and today they'd spoken it aloud until the ship listened.
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They gave Arin a wrench the size of a small child's belief and called it a thank-you. It was brass-plated and slightly bent, probably scavenged from some long-ago engine, and Spindle had tied a ridiculous ribbon around its handle. The drone hovered it ceremoniously in front of Arin like a crown-in-waiting and recited, in solemn robot verse, "By wrench and warp and well-set screw, we honor hands that hold us true." Someone hooted, somebody else clapped in a way that made the sound ripple soft and human across the mess. The absurdity sat like sugar on a bitter tea: ridiculous and necessary.
The mess smelled of kelp cakes frying and the lingering citrus of launch-berry compote, and the crew ate in a looseness that belonged to people who had been spared disaster. Outside, the Wren drifted along the mid-arc with its patched ribs humming in a steady register. Inside, there was a ceremony of small things: a kettle boiled, a child scolded a greeb for trying to steal a spoon, someone repaired a hammock with more stitches than needed because that was the Wren's way of giving extra strength to flimsy comforts. These details had nothing to do with official commendations and everything to do with why a person might choose to live where seams were stories and work was worship.
Tess found Arin leaning against bench two, rubbing the sore spot where the harness had bitten. Her face loosened with an expression Arin had come to respect: practical pride rimmed with fatigue. "You made the call there, and you put your hands to it," she said simply. "That's worth more than a certificate in a frame. But the Fleetwright office will want words. Expect them." Arin nodded. The words were already crowding the edges of the mind—official logs, margin notes, an asterisk in a printed report. Action had its own reward; paperwork would have its own consequences.
They did not have to wait long. A comm ping arrived not long after noon: Hearne's name on the header, the inspector who'd run the scanner a week prior. The message was tidy and bureaucratic at first—appreciation for prompt action, a note about the logs being filed—but the last paragraph carried the pinch. The Fleetwrights would be issuing a formal inquiry about the hybrid repair: a commendation for live action, coupled with a procedural reprimand for deviation from standard refit protocols. Arin read it twice and felt the old itch of public measure in a new form: not applause, but an audit.
Rory found them while the kettle simmered. He had grease in the crook of his elbow and a smear across his jaw that made him look like a man whose hands were not all polished for cameras. He leaned in as if to share something small and private. "You saved us a lot more than a few plates, Voss," he said, voice low. "Pride and procedure are different beasts. The Fleet's response—expect ceremony and a cross-stick. It doesn't mean they don't respect what you did. Rules like to be strict about appearances." He was trying on a tone that was somewhere between ally and rival, and Arin recognized it. There could be grudges shaded into respect; both fit alongside the bitter and the sweet in the mess.
Kade arrived with a coil of leather strapped to his shoulder and the kind of expression that had the edges of worship softened by the earnestness of someone who actually wanted to learn rather than simply admire. He had taken to cleaning rivets after watches and had developed a habit of knocking twice on a plate before starting up a rivet gun as if to ask permission. Arin found this peculiarity endearing. It wasn't superstition exactly; it was a ritual, a way to slow the hands until they did the right thing.
"They sent an inquiry," Kade said quietly as he set out a row of blanks. "Does it sting?"
Arin picked up a rivet and rolled it in a thumb, feeling the familiar weight. "It stings the parts of you that liked the stage," they admitted. "But it doesn't undo what we fixed. It will be a fuss—people who love rules are good at fuss. We'll answer cleanly. We'll show them the logs and the repair notes. We won't hide what we did." Their voice had the steadiness of someone used to being accountable to metal and to people.
The next days were a choreography of checks. Hearne visited in person and conducted interviews with quiet efficiency. The Fleetwrights appreciated the way Arin had taken risk and used skill—then, with the same breath, recorded an admonishment about deviation. The press in the local circuits loved the drama: a hullwright who went out in the shear and welded a seam alive. They ran flattering headlines and a few sour takes about professional protocol. Arin's name was in more than a few comment threads and fewer ribbons. The public ledger liked neat moral grammar; the messy reality of saving a ship in motion slipped between its columns.
Arin answered with facts. They prepared diagrams, annotated the probe readings, made time-stamped notes. But they also did what hands do: they taught. They started small—showing a handful of crew how to listen to a seam, how a hand could coax metal into forgiving shapes, how to set a stagger that would keep lines from marching into failure. Tess supported them with a brief remark to the crew: "We keep people alive and ships steady. The rest is paperwork. Except the paperwork—we'll keep that neat too." Her dry laugh settled the tension.
Teaching became the strange, satisfying work Arin hadn't known they'd been waiting to do. Kade and three others took to the bench like apprentices ready to be sharpened. Arin moved among them with the energy of someone who had finally found an audience that wanted to learn more than a trick. They showed them how to listen with a palm, how to feel tension line by line, how to approach a seam as if it were a conversation rather than a problem to be stamped down.
Hands shaped students' grips; eyes found the right angles for a wedge; laughter rose up in the workshop when Spindle mistook a safety harness for an accessory and tried to wear it like a scarf. The drone recited another of its ridiculous limericks about rivets and roots and someone, mercifully, turned it into a chant the crew hummed while they worked. The absurdity was not an escape; it was a thread that tied attention to rhythm. In the arc of that learning, Arin felt the tug of ambition loosen—the desire for names and stages dimming against the far more human pleasure of passing skill into hands that would not let the ship go.
There were formalities, too. The Fleetwright inquiry issued a note of censure—they recorded that protocol had been bypassed, that a hybrid approach had been used where a full refit would have been the ideal. The reprimand was bureaucratic and had teeth: a temporary hold on Arin's nomination to a regional comms grant and a requirement to run an accredited course to demonstrate replicability and safety in the techniques they had used. In other words, they wanted the craft made into policy. The irony had a sharp edge: they would punish an improvisation, then ask for it to be made normative in training.
Arin read the letter and thought of the hutches and the way Kade's hands had found the thread. They thought of the greebs purring into seams and of Spindle wearing its beret with too much dignity. The ruling pinched, but it had a practical door hidden in it. If they ran the course, they could shape standards. They could teach the nuance that a machine couldn't hold and that an inspector's scanner couldn't see. It was not the applause they had once wanted, but it was an unusual compromise: a bureaucratic nudge toward the very thing Arin had come to value most—teaching careful craft to people who needed it.
Tess found Arin at bench two with a packet of technical appendices and a half-finished cup of kelp stew. "You could fight the censure and keep the stage," she said, lowering her voice. "Or you can use the grant they held back to build something that matters on our terms."
Arin considered the two options the way they'd learned to consider a rivet's place: which path kept the load balanced and which invited an ugly torque later. The prize on the stage would have bought prestige and the easy kind of mobility. The grant, redirected into a training fund if they played the Fleetwright's game, would let Arin take what they'd done under duress and make a curriculum that taught other crews to listen and act. The decision tasted like iron and tea. It felt like a rivet sitting itself in place.
"I'll take the grant as a tool, not a trophy," Arin said at last. There was a certainty what came from hands and a humility that grew from their own scars. "We'll teach the course here on the Wren. We'll bring in neighboring crews and show them how to read harmonics, how to prepare canted welds, and where polylace is appropriate versus where a proper replate is needed. We'll make our forms and logs match the inspectors' needs. If they want compliance, we'll give them compliance with understanding." Their voice held both the stubbornness of a maker and a diplomat's patience.
Tess's grin was quick and real. "Good. And I'll barter a berth of workshop hours for a steady intake of tools and spare plates. We'll teach and we'll keep the ship fit. If rules are going to speak, they'll speak with our hands in them." She touched Arin's forearm in a contact that was more blessing than command.
Setting up the training schedule required the kind of logistical work that would have made a ledger blush. They cataloged tools, inventoried rivets and filler supplies, and made lists of nearby crews who might want in. Spindle maintained an absurd public calendar on a scrap of bark—complete with doodled berets around the days of workshops—while another crew member hacked together a practical sign-up board with recycling bits and painted arrows. The Wren's market of barter and food and neighborly trades made for a circus of necessities: a tinsmith traded cup handles for lessons on staging scaffolds; a nurse offered to teach first-aid in exchange for a slot in the evening class. The details were small and unrelated to the original crisis but essential to the ship's social economy.
Arin taught until the muscles ached in a new way—the fatigue of giving rather than saving. They demonstrated a canted weld to a gathered group and felt the space between instruction and practice tighten into a clear line. "You need a foot that trusts the notches and an elbow that resists flinch," they said, showing a young deckhand how to brace a welder. "You must sing the rivet, not force it—the rhythm makes the metal forgive you. If you slam, you bruise the seam and it tells the world about your haste." The group laughed and then fell to serious work. The bench became a place where voices layered into practical liturgy: small mantras about angles, jokes about greebs stealing rivet blanks, the ritual knocking before a big set.
Word spread. Neighboring crews came with crates of spare anchors and with tired hands willing to learn. They had their own economies of repair: improvisations that kept them floating and stories they swapped like good luck charms. Over a week, the course took shape—half lecture, half hands-on; a strange curriculum somewhere between old-school apprenticeship and modern safety. Arin developed a simple set of sheets that combined probe readouts with physical signs: a list of harmonics that meant a seam wanted reinforcement, a checklist for when to insist on a full replate. It was practical and tactile and refused to be reduced to a single neat rule.
Rory enrolled some of his crew in the lacers' slot and, in a gesture that surprised nobody who'd watched both men, stayed long enough to offer practical tips. He and Arin bickered over technique in a way that resembled professional flirting: sharp quips softened by mutual appreciation. "You grip too tight," Rory said once, handing a wrench back with a grin. "You overcompensate with your wrist. Let the tool do the work." Arin smirked. "And you polish too much. Shiny hides problems." The repartee had the warmth of colleagues who recognized skill in one another.
The Fleetwrights watched with clinical interest as the Wren's course produced certificates and a record of practice. Hearne wrote a note confirming that Arin had designed a training that taught both the hybrid pragmatic steps and the points where only a thorough replate would do. The censure note softened into a conditional acceptance: if the course ran twice and the logs matched hands-on audits, the temporary hold on the grant would lift and official training credits would be issued. The bureaucratic teeth had been turned, gently, into a path they could use.
Arin felt a strange relief. It was not triumphant—there was no great parade—but a slow acknowledgment that hands could speak back to rules and sometimes make those rules better. They had not wanted the fight for its own sake. They wanted people aboard ships to hear seams before a crack became a fracture. In the weeks that followed, the Wren's bench became a small center: a place to learn to be exact and to joke while learning in a way that made the world less lonely.
One evening, after a long day of hands-on sessions and a neighbor crew's not-quite-competent attempt at knitting a hammock-repair into a rug, the Wren sat quiet and soft. The sky around them had a faint drift—micrometeor dust catching the light like fine sugar—and lanterns glowed at the edges of the workshop. Spindle, having appointed itself the Wren's morale officer, had set up a tiny kettle and declared it a ceremonial 'rivet soup' station, which consisted of hot broth, thin crackers, and an amount of theatrical flourish. Someone, inevitably, urged that they eat it; someone else made a ridiculous toast. Laughter threaded the evening like a seam of bright thread.
Arin looked at the crew—smeared hands, steady eyes, fingers that would someday inherit what Arin was teaching—and felt an acceptance that was softer than victory and deeper than resignation. They had come on the Wren to do a job and had found, unexpectedly, a way to anchor a different life. The grant would come with strings and paperwork, and the Fleetwrights would continue to thrive on their lists and their rules. But here, in a workshop that smelled of compote and flux, Arin found the measure they had been missing: not the applause that boomed for a moment, but the slow, patient spread of competence into hands and the knowledge that a seam would be listened to next time before it decided to shout.
Kade sidled up to their bench with a tin of kelp cake and a grin that was all unpracticed joy. "You ever think you'd trade the stage for this?" he asked, cheeks oily and honest.
Arin took a bite and chewed slowly. The simple food tasted like a small, honest world. "Not at first," they admitted. "But now, I wouldn't trade this for all the applause in the ports. This is quieter, but it lasts. It's full of people who will actually practice and steward the work. That's worth more than a name up in lights." They rapped a rivet softly with the head of a hammer as if affirming the truth of the sentence.
Outside, Spindle unrolled a tiny scrap of cloth and ceremoniously stuck it to a newly patched plate—a painted beret left as a ridiculous memorial. The drone announced in a voice both absurd and proud, "May rivets be many, and berets be ever jaunty!" The crew laughed, and the little noise of mirth felt, in that moment, like the final thread tied into a well-made seam.
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