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Hull and Heart
Ronan Fell
A celebrated shipwright returns to a life he left behind when a patch of corrosive hull growth threatens his daughter's migrating community ship. Amid absurd levity, hot rivet broth, and floating grav-goats, he must splice the keel by hand, choosing action over accolades and binding family to craft.
ProseHub


    
Dry Dock Confessions
Rian Voss finished a seam the way other people signed letters—slow, precise, with the stamp of a hand that had learned how to stop shouting and start listening to metal. Sparks guttered and fell like tiny, obedient stars as the arc breathed, and when the seam cooled Rian ran a palm along the hull and listened. The vessel hummed back, a low, satisfied murmur that sounded to Rian like approval. He pocketed the tack rivet still warm from the torch, wiped his forearms clean on an oilcloth that had more signatures than a municipal registry, and let the dockyard noises fold around him: the constant clank of cranes, the soft hiss of recycling vents, the distant, stubborn caw of a gull-analog from a market stall.
Nearby, Hap-9—Hap to most people—floated in a patched maintenance harness and recited air-poetry about hydraulic valves. The drone had an affected operatic voice module and a fondness for dramatic gestures that made the younger apprentices laugh and the older forepeople feign irritation. Today Hap was also transporting a crate of grav-goats, a novelty from a fringe agritech vendor that had taken to orbitkeeping farms and marketing them as “companions for the lonely spacer.” The goats hovered like woolly ornaments, their tiny hooves paddling at nothingness, and one kept butting against Hap’s speech array until the drone declaimed, "O goat, thou art a spectral cud of fortune!" and the crate emitted a faint bleating that could charitably be described as confused.
Sora Mbeki appeared through the steam as if she had been waiting in the mist all morning. She was the foreperson of the dry dock, a compact woman with a laugh like a wrench being reversed and the uncanny ability to know which ratchets would slip under which hands. She watched Rian with an expression that mixed calculation and fondness, then clucked. "You’re leaving your mark on that hull like you’re engraving a tombstone. Don’t forget to sign the apprenticeship board for Kacen’s rig before you bolt out." She tapped a datapad against her wrist, more habit than need; it flickered with job manifests and a headline about a conservatory commissioning a signature hull. "They told me they offered you a commission. Big, public, ceremony. You going to take it?"
Rian glanced at the dim holo still folded in his pocket—an offer that smelled like varnish and applause. He had imagined the podium, the inked scroll, the press-blocks. He had also imagined the empty bed back at the workshop and the silence that came when the tools were put away. He shrugged without much meaning. "Depends on the pay," he said, because habit shaped his mouth before honesty could get in.
Hap bobbed, scattering the grav-goats into a charmingly chaotic orbit that tangled one of them through a hanging banner advertising glittering fuse-weld patterns. "Ah! The eternal dilemma," Hap sang. "To fame with polish, or to grease with love?"
Sora snorted. "Save the poetry for the apprentices. Got a call earlier—distress ping, Skylark Caravan. It's garbled, but it mentioned gravity manifolds and hull anomalies. Lina’s name popped up."
The air went thinner somewhere behind Rian’s ribs. His hands tightened around the oilcloth, the rivet in his palm suddenly heavier than a promise.
He let the rivet fall back into the tool tray with a metallic chime and stood straighter. "Lina?" The name itself was a small, jagged thing that fit badly into his mouth after years of non-use.
Sora stayed where she was, one boot propped on a coiled mooring line. "Yes. She’s running ops on one of those migratory community ships. They send a lot of pings; most are routine. This one...not routine. They tried auto-welders first and got fried. Not literal frying—that alarm is melodramatic—but something shorted, the weld's feed jammed. Then the ping got clipped, like someone hit the transmitter with a spanner. Whatever it is, it’s spreading."
Hap, who considered himself an aesthetic specialist as well as a maintenance drone, pivoted to float at Rian’s face and offered consolatory puns. "Perhaps their hulls are developing fashionable patina? Or they’ve taken a turn for the, uh, metallurgical?" He winked with a servo that wasn’t designed for winking.
Rian crossed to the central work table, set a lamp to throw long shadows, and opened the datapad. The conservatory’s commission blinked back: a clean contract, elegant verbiage, the kind of language that had signatures curling into the next century. A security deposit, an audience, an engraved plaque—ten tangible reasons to dishonor his better instincts and step out onto a stage. The distress ping sat in a second window, low priority until the system spit out a cluster of stuttering coordinates and a clipped voice. "Skylark Caravan—hull gradient destabilizing. Gravity-matrix failures—hold pattern recommended—" the line drowned in static and then shut off with a noise that made Rian’s teeth ache.
He felt the weight of the conservatory offer and the ping pressing from opposite sides. Rian flexed his hands, feeling calluses like old maps under the skin. He had learned to braid hull plates when apprentices still learned at the knee, not at the terminal. He knew the old splice, the keel-bend technique that made ships keep their breath. He also knew what an audience would do to the quiet of his life.
Sora didn’t give him time to make a graceful decision. "Either you go, or you let someone else do a half-measure and watch them tape it and lock it up. That can leave scars we never fix. You know this."
He did. He knew the scars left by rushed welds, by the falsehorn of an automated rig. He picked up his tool belt as if it were a prop and, for the first time that morning, set it on with intention rather than habit. Hap, delighted by the prospect of an adventure, executed a flourish that sent a grav-goat spinning into a coil of insulation. It bleated indignantly.
Rian laughed once—short and surprised—and the sound pushed a little of the tension out of his neck. He moved in the way he always did when he decided to act: practical, immediate. He collected the bits of his life in the workshop. He checked his torches, wiped soot from the harmonic gauges, test-spun a set of harmonic rivets between thumb and forefinger until they sang like tiny tuned bells. The dockyard around them subscribed to its rituals. A stall near the dry gate offered fermented kelp rolls, wrapped in waxed mesh, and a small cluster of workers performed the midday exchange of tools and gossip. A vendor self-declared as a Weather Animator sold sachets that promised synthetic drizzle—the kind used to humble the paint when ships came in for display.
Hap sidled as close as his harness allowed. "You will, of course, need an accompanist," the drone trilled. "Might I suggest a musical underscoring of clanking? It’s very in this season."
Sora smirked, then sobered. "Lina will be hard on you. She’s in charge there. She doesn’t do soft-handed gestures that look like apologies. If you go, go ready to make something that matters, not a speech."
Rian’s fingers tightened on the strap of his bag. He thought of the last time he’d seen Lina properly: a cramped berth, a pot of bad tea, a little hand that had once tried to hold his fingers while he worked. He’d chosen the night shift on the keel assembly over a birthday dinner once, telling himself the work would mean better years. It had meant ships, but it had also carved distance. He had kept the distance in well-measured welds.
He slid his gloves into their pouch. "I’m going to patch something that’s still breathing," he said. He did not frame it as a confession or an apology; the sentence was a mostly practical ledger of his next action.
Sora nodded and, for a second, the mask of business gave way to something like the careful kindness of someone who had spent a life setting plates that didn’t quite fit. "Right. Get there, fix what you can. If anyone asks, tell them you learned it from Kacen." She tapped her temple once, half-smile like a mechanic putting an old cap back on a well-used wrench. "And Rian—don’t let the ceremony tidy you out of what’s left."
He shouldered his kit and walked past the elaborate banners advertising new hull finishes, past the glass-fronted offices where the conservatory's people would be polishing their speeches. Hap followed, still reciting lines about goats and portents, and a grav-goat drifted against Rian’s shoulder like a woolly benediction.
The shuttle hatch smelled of warm metal and lemon oil. Rian stepped in with his tool bag heavy at his hip and the conservatory’s offer folded in a corner of his pocket like a pressed leaf. The pilot was a young woman with a smile that seemed mostly to be practicing for optimism; she wore a scarf woven from spliced parachute lines that the Skylark folk would recognize as their colors. The shuttle’s interior dimmed to a patient blue and thrummed as it dropped away from the dock, brushes of atmosphere making the outer hull sing.
Rian buckled, checked harness points with fingers that treated each knot like a trusted friend, and listened to the shuttle’s ambient music—a layered track of windchimes and market chatter that the city’s sound engineers sold as "comfort in transit." He tried to think of the conservatory plaque: his name in careful serif, the hush of an audience. The thought felt like a place setting on a table he would attend alone. He thought of Lina, and the thought was a kitchen with the pot on the boil and someone missing a spoon.
Sora’s message intruded, clipped and efficient: get there, check what you can, watch the manifolds. Lina’s voice came through the shuttle’s comm as a blip—a recorded auto-hail none of them trusted. "Skylark Caravan—if you can hear this, patch to secure channel. We have stabilizers failing in the overdeck array. Stay clear of the portfold for now. Deployers are burning out on contact. Repeat—hold the line."
The message folded into a loop. Rian toggled the comm to a channel that let him send a short return: "Rian Voss, en route. Keep a hold pattern. I’ll be there before a full burn."
He felt, irrationally, like he had set a hand to a told clock. The shuttle shuddered as it moved into transit, stars dragging in long lines past the viewport like stitches in some huge fabric. Hap took that moment to press his servo-brow to Rian’s shoulder and, with excellent dramatic timing, announced: "And now, for the humble chorus—goats in orbit, tools in hand, a parent in transit!"
Rian laughed because the drone’s timing was good and because the sound of his own laugh felt like a gate opening that he had allowed to stick shut for too long. He watched the city drop away under them, and he mentally laid out the parts he would need: harmonic rivets, a sonic brazier, spare plates of tempered chrome. He had the tools; the choice was made. The only question was how many bridges he would have to braid as he crossed.
Skylark’s shape came into the viewport like a constellation of mismatched stars welded together. Modules drifted in an artful disarray—solar petals, communal pods, hab sections braided with flags and irrigation tubes. The ship looked, from a distance, like a life lived in public: patios and gardens boxed into transit frames, the banners of different families fluttering in calculated eddies. The caravan’s name was painted across a sprawling central module in a hand that had been practiced and replated so often the letters were a patchwork of inks and metal.
A docking node opened with a groan that sounded suspiciously like a sigh. The pilot set the shuttle in and the hatch cycles ticked like a clock that was trying to believe the time. Rian unhooked, set his bag and tools in the shuttle’s threshold, and took a breath. The air smelled different here: an herbaceous tang from hydroponics, a faint tang of smoked algae, and, under everything, the sharp clean of metal that had been eaten by heat.
He stepped onto the gang and met a cluster of crew who were waiting for him with folded arms and polite suspicion. They were all small-gestures professionals—the kind of people who had learned to trust hands more than promises. One of them was Pilar Qu, a compact engineer with quick eyes and a mechanic’s skepticism. She didn’t bother to smile. She extended an efficient hand and said, "We tried the auto-welders. They overloaded. The bloom climbs faster than it sets. We don’t know why it started."
Rian didn’t immediately answer. He followed Pilar’s gaze around the hull edge, watching the way the light caught on a tremor of discoloration. The enamel of the hull had a scabbed, almost cellular growth to it: fine branching lines that spread like frost across a window, filigree that hummed when they ran a scanner across it. When he crouched and set his palm flat against the surface, he felt a faint buzz—like the memory of a song—and a metallic taste in the air.
Pilar isolated a panel and pulled it away with practiced hands. Inside, wires had been eaten down to their sheaths, charred to brittle threads. Some of the automatic welders had attempted to brace the plated ribs and, in the process, had sparked mini-cascades that left the weld points pocked. Every attempt to bind the plates with remote tools had only aggravated the bloom. Someone had called it a hull bloom in a half-joking way; now the term sounded like a diagnosis.
Rian pressed his forehead to the cool of the plate and let the hum of the ship slip into his bones. He could imagine the bloom’s mechanism: harmonics catching a sympathetic frequency, metal fibers opening capillary pathways for oxidation or alloy migration. It was, he realized with a slow certainty, a problem that depended on timing and handcraft. Automated rigs jammed on it because they prioritized evenness and speed. This required a slow, irregular touch—an old splice that brought plates into a new geometry, a keel-bend that redistributed stresses by hand and sound. It was the sort of fix that apprenticed hands learned from living hulls, not from architecture boards.
Pilar looked at him with a question that had nothing to do with tools. "You know that splice?"
He answered by stripping a harmonic rivet and setting it into place between his fingers as if that could speak for him. "I do."
The crew around them exchanged looks that were simultaneously relieved and nervous, the exact way people go quiet before someone starts a long, delicate repair. Above them, a child leaned over a rail eating a kelp roll and blew bubbles that drifted away and popped like tiny soap stars. The life aboard the Skylark kept going, indifferent to the mechanical contagion at its bones. That small normalcy put both pressure and purpose into Rian’s chest.
Lina’s approach was not theatrical. She came down the gang with the kind of authority that had learned to be efficient in small spaces. She wore the traveling jacket of the Skylark—patches showing the routes they’d taken, fabric faded not by age but by the hands that had smoothed it—and her hair was pulled back in a knot that said she had been working and preferred to look tidy while she did it. When she reached Rian she didn’t offer a smile. She examined his gloves, the toolbelt, the way his shoulders sat in his jacket. For a second, the air between them felt like the pause before a door slams.
"You came," she said, more a statement than a question.
"I did," he replied. His voice had the dry grain of someone unused to gallantry. He set down his bag, unzipped it, and let tools clink like a private choir. He hadn’t made a speech in years; he had, instead, learned the eloquence of a clean splice.
Lina’s eyes narrowed in the way that told him she was not granting him forgiveness, only attention. "We needed you yesterday. Maybe we still do. If this turns into a full bloom, we lose decks. People get hurt."
Rian looked at her, and something like a small apology tried to find room in his throat. "Then help me keep them from getting hurt. Show me where you need hands, not lectures."
There was a pause that wasn’t empty. A child chased a floating sock and Hap tried to produce dramatic background music from his servo-mounted harmonica. Lina glanced at Hap, then at the string of kids, then back at Rian. It was an impossible decision to make forgiveness a machine—it required work. She said, quietly, "We can spare you a berth. But you don’t get to call it home. Not until you earn it."
It was a conditional acceptance, the kind that sounded like a contract but lived like a half-offer of trust. Rian felt it like a tool in his hand: functional, plain, but useful. He nodded and opened his kit, not seeking ceremony but ready for the hands-on reckoning. Pilar handed him a slab-light and a diagnostic wand. The scanner painted a field of faint blues and brittle whites over the hull. The bloom responded like a living thing to the scan, shrinking from certain frequencies and blossoming under others.
Lina watched him work in a way that was almost not watching—like someone who had observed every apprentice’s hands and could read habits in a single wrist flex. Rian adjusted the angle of the light, knelt, and felt the subtle give of the plate under his palm. He whispered a set of trimming commands into his tool as if lecturing a stubborn engine. The panel he’d opened revealed a latticework of microfractures that traced themselves along the ribs in a pattern that made him uneasily familiar.
"This is not just corrosion," he said aloud. "It’s harmonic migration. Whatever triggered it set up a sympathetic resonance. The plates are threading themselves apart." Pilar rubbed the back of her neck. "We thought it was a feed issue. We thought the welders were bad."
He pressed a harmonic rivet into the nearest seam and felt the metal answer under his palm like a horse shifting its weight. The feeling was small and electric—the kind of feedback that told you if a plate would hold to a hand or wanted to flake away. He could imagine the old splice, the way plates had to be bent, braided, and given a counter-song to stop the bloom’s appetite. The technique required someone to be willing to leave visible scars—ridges and patched seams that would never be the kind of polished finish prize committees liked. It required someone who understood that repair sometimes meant showing where you had worked.
When he glanced at Lina she did not look away. There was a complexity of meaning in that—accusation, hope, and a hunger for practical help that had nowhere else to go. Rian swallowed, lined up a rivet and, with hands steady as a metronome, began to set it home.
His motions were muscle-memory and more: a choreography of weight, angle, and breath. He flared the rivet with a handheld mandrel and tapped it with a small hammer until the joint sang true under his knuckles. The sound was quiet but clean, and a few of the crew stopped to listen like someone in a late-night bar pausing to catch a good verse. Children leaned in the gangway and tried to mimic the rhythm of his hammering with improvised spoons.
Pilar checked his work with a calibrated eye and, when she nodded, something in the crew’s tautness eased. It was not a cure; it was a test that had passed its first small metric. Rian set two more rivets in a line, each one placed not for beauty but to change how stress walked across the plate. He could feel the bloom’s edge twitch at the new geometry like a surprised animal. For a breath, the ship’s hum steadied.
Hap, unable to stay idle, floated above with a little tablet and announced, "Behold! The artisan returns. A man who speaks in rivets and whispers to plates—he will mend what was broken and perhaps, with luck, be offered a biscuit!" He dropped a tiny foil-wrapped pastry that, in zero-g, arced and stuck to Rian’s shoulder like a politely thrown bouquet. Someone laughed, and the sound broke something inside Rian that had been knotted for years.
When the laughter settled, Lina came closer, her hands folded in forethought more than confrontation. She watched him work for a while without speaking, then finally said, "You always did your most honest language with your hands. You used to hum while you soldered. I remember that song."
Rian’s hands did not stop. He answered, cleanly, "I still hum. The notes got fewer, that’s all."
She let a half-smile ghost by. "I learned to read that hum when I was small. It told me when you were near and when you were not."
The confession hung like steam over a hot weld. He thought of all the things that could be said—apologies that would mean nothing if the ship went down, promises that would be useless if he simply left again when it was convenient. So instead he let his hands speak, setting a row of rivets that, one by one, began to slow the bloom’s edge.
At the hatch, a replicator had been set to make soup for the crew, and when Rian wandered over to rinse grease from his fingers he found it offering, with robotic solemnity, "hot rivet broth." The idea was absurd, and Rian snorted out a laugh that was part fatigue and part relief. He accepted a cup anyway. The broth tasted watery and comforting, and the shared absurdity of its name let a small, necessary joy through.
When the first hour ended, Pilar drew him aside. "You stopped it locally," she said. "But it’s pattern. It isn’t going to stay where you put it without a proper splice and a harmonic brake. The auto-rigs made it worse. We don’t have the time or the crew to do a full manual pull if we get more meteor litter or a burn window. If it keeps spreading, we lose decks."
Rian folded his shoulders, the slow knuckled flex of someone who had stepped into a job that would call for more than patching. He thought of the conservatory again, of plaque and polish. He thought of the way Lina had looked at him—not with anger, but with expectations that were like hands waiting to be taken.
He laid out the parts he would need on a bench: a small sonic brazier whose coils he had kept for years; tempered rivets cut to a sequence his fingers still remembered; a bracing jig improvised from a spliced sail boom and some hard alloy. He moved with a clarity that made Sora’s earlier warning seem less like a reprimand and more like a map that had been waiting for use.
Lina watched him select the harmonic rivet pattern, then caught his eye and, quieter than before, asked, "If you do this the old way, will there be visible seams? They won’t be pretty."
He smiled with one corner of his mouth. "Pretty was never my strongest finish. Durable was."
She allowed a short, almost imperceptible laugh. "Good. We need durable."
Pilar came over with a tablet showing projected stress lines and an overlay of the caravan’s current load. "If you can hold a keel-bend splice until we can stabilize our manifolds, we can buy time for a safer transposition to an in-system repair deck. But we’ll need a choreographed hold pattern inside the ship. It’s dangerous work—manually adjusting plates while the ship’s microgravitic fields are being toggled. One wrong beat and the plates could shear."
Rian’s hands flattened on the table as if feeling the pulse of that danger. "I know the beat," he said. "I learned it on my knees under Kacen’s hull when the apprentice tools failed and he told me to feel the metal not the readout."
Lina’s posture softened in that tiny way that said she couldn’t help but believe skills often hid older truths. "Kacen taught you well. I was there with you when you burned your fingertips on his brazier and refused to cry. You patched my elbow with a scrap of alloy and said it made me part ship."
The admission changed nothing on paper but altered the gravity between them by a small degree. These were not grand penances or sweeping reconciliations; they were the precise, practical exchanges that could be built into a life. Rian packed the brazier into a crate and slung it over his shoulder. He tested the weight of the improvised jig, felt the way it balanced.
Hap, who had been floating around the periphery with an expression of scandalized delight, offered one last absurd flourish. He arranged the grav-goats in a tiny mock parade and announced in a voice that owed something to ancient operatic chorus, "Forward, little flock! Let the artisan mend and the caravan sing!" The goats bobbed and bumped their way past Rian’s boots, confusing a passing mechanic who muttered about sacred animals and orbital regulations.
Rian laughed again, the sound softer now, threaded with something like resolve. He checked his kit one more time, lining up tools in the order his hands would need them. He clipped his harness on and felt the familiar set of straps against his chest; it steadied him, like a practiced lullaby.
Outside, the caravan drifted through a trickle of orbital debris that the Skylark’s children called the star-spray—little motes that stuck to the hull and turned the night into a place of sparkling confetti. It reminded Rian of all the small, ordinary marvels he had missed while polishing for applause. He thought, with a private chagrin, that some things were more valuable than an engraved plaque.
When he stepped toward the outer ladder to begin the first hands-on survey, Lina’s voice followed him—not a rebuke, not a plea, but a small, human entreaty. "Rian—if we get through this, don’t let the job be an excuse again."
He paused on the ladder rung, fingers folding around cold metal. Hap’s harmonica produced an embarrassingly perfect minor key. He looked back at Lina and found that the phrase he wanted to say would be clumsy, too big for the moment. So he only tightened his grip and called, "I’ll do the work right."
It was not a vow, and it was not a promise in the formal sense. It was the only form of speaking he truly believed in: action. He began to climb, hoisting his kit, planting each foot in practice and in penance, and the ship’s skin shivered under his hands as if responding to an old friend returning to finish what had been left unfinished.

    
The Splice
Rian swung his feet over the hull and let the Skylark take him in the slow, mechanical rhythm of a ship that preferred conversation to command. The external ladder thudded against the skin and left a trail of micro-prints where boots had gripped hours before. He cinched the harness and tested every carabiner as if the metal might remember a betrayal; each click was a small, honest sound. Above him a wash of sky the color of old copper drifted across a distant sun and the caravan hummed, a living thing with decks like ribs and cargo like a heart.
The task ahead wanted a hand that could listen with fingers. Rian moved with a worker’s cadence: set the brazier, test the coil, twist a harmonic rivet between the pads of his callused thumb and forefinger until it chimed on the right pitch. He tuned the rivet to a frequency that would coax rather than compel the plates. His shoulders remembered the slow arc of a weld; his palms remembered the way alloy liked to be flattered before it was forced. He looped a short length of alloy wire into a splice jig and felt the old comfort of a familiar challenge.
Below, Lina coordinated the inside hold pattern with Pilar. The two of them spoke in clipped exchanges that were mostly about timing. They had a language of lifts and counters and were practiced at talking without sentimental pauses. Pilar’s tablet projected the ship’s microgravity map as a thin lattice and Lina’s finger flew across it to draw a cadence. Rian watched their fingers, the small, sharp clears of their throats, the way they shared a private mechanical joke when a stress line lightened.
Hap floated near the rail and blew a rasping noise into a wind harvester he insisted was his "supporting percussion." He had reprogrammed his voice module to offer motivational interludes and today provided a running commentary of questionable poetics: "Forge, friend, and rivet—let the plates find their love!" The crew pretended not to grin and failed. One of the caravan children pushed a chunk of sticky comet-berry candy into Hap’s thruster intake and the drone burped candies into the air like confetti. The absurd little moment broke tension the way a pry-bar can open a door—quick, necessary, and slightly messy.
Rian used the time to explain the splice to the crew in terms anyone who’d ever banged on a hull could understand. He knelt and drew a crude diagram on a slab of alloy with a scorched bit of solder. "Think of the bloom like a weave," he said. "The metal buys into a pattern and then it tries to keep it. If you just smooth one thread with a machine, the other threads pull and it bulges somewhere else. You need to change the geometry to stop it wanting that shape. That’s a keel-bend. You’re not sewing it flat—you’re coaxing a new architecture out of it."
Pilar fed him the tablet and traced stress lines with a stylus. "So manual, uneven work, not the perfect automated pass. That’s going to... look rough."
Rian nodded. "It’ll have ribs and scars. But scars are honest. They say you fixed what was broken instead of pretending it never happened."
Lina caught that and didn’t let it slide into sentiment. "We can live with scars. We can’t live with decks gone. If you’re doing this, do it right. No theatrics, just steady hands."
He gave a half shrug, tightening the strap around a tool. "No theatrics. Just the work."
They moved into choreographed practice. Rian set a small outcrop of plates on an exposed maintenance cradle and taught a squad how to hold a jig to bring plates to a new curvature. He demonstrated how to hand-bend a flange, cap it with a temporary bite-rivet, back it with a harmonic spacer, and then seat a brazier pulse just so. Each demonstration was a choreography: a slip of the wrist, a knee for leverage, the inhalation before the strike.
The apprentices tried and failed and tried again. Rian took the hammer from one and set it into their hands, feeling the way confidence and fear lived in a wrist. Lina supervised like a captain who had once apprenticed her rage into efficiency. There were small corrections—"Not so much force, ease into it"—and the kind of quiet coaching that maps affection in measured increments rather than declarations.
Between training sets, the caravan’s life threaded through them in ordinary ways. A communal hydroponics module blasted citrus steam that smelled of orange peel and ion-salt; someone down a corridor sang a folk repair song in three-part harmony meant for evenings of mending and good soup; the market pitch sold weather-sachets that promised to simulate drizzle over a deck if you wanted a memory of rain between transits. None of those details had anything to do with the bloom, but they made the ship feel like a place worth fighting for. Rian found himself thinking about spice mixtures he’d forgotten he liked, and about how Lina used to tuck a strip of pickled sea-lettuce into his lunch when he worked long hours.
During a break, he and Lina shared a cup of something the galley called "simmer-grit," a grainy hot drink that tasted faintly of burnt metal and cardamom. It was terrible and perfect and oddly comforting. They sat on a maintenance crate and did not unpack apologies or grudges. Instead, they traded tiny practical memories—how Lina’s first solder had gone wrong, how Rian had taught her to mend a frayed harness—and each anecdote softened an angle.
"You taught me to splice a harness when I was seven," Lina said. "You said it was like braiding hair so the knot couldn’t slip. You were blunt about everything, but you made the knot hold."
He looked at her and felt his life as a series of held knots and frayed ends. "You were stubborn," he said.
"And you were absent," she replied. There wasn’t poison in the words, just a ledger entry. She watched him for a long moment and then added, softer, "Can you do this without leaving?"
Rian felt the weight of the conservatory’s offer press again at his ribcage like an old coin. He kept the answer pragmatic. "I don’t know yet. But I do know how to hold a splice until the ship can get better tools. That I can do."
Lina nodded. That small acceptance—less than forgiveness, more than nothing—allowed them to move back into work without the drama of theatrical reconciliation. They were, in that kitchen-cramped way, both set to the task.
They staged a practice splice on a non-critical underdeck and invited the ship’s auto-welders back to watch, as if to include them in the ritual. The automated rigs came forward with their polite arrogance—sleek frames, preloaded scripts, sensors glinting like eyes. It felt important to show the machines what hands could do. Rian started the trial with all the meticulousness of a surgeon and the speed of a street cobbler. He held a flange with one hand and guided a mandrel with the other, letting sound and temperature guide his decisions.
The rigs tried to follow his pattern but treated it like a broken dance—too smooth at the wrong moments, too rigid where a human touch wanted to give. The welders chattered their feedback and misinterpreted an instruction; one of them hesitated and then attempted a compensatory feed. The result was a small flare, a hiss, and a charred seam where heat had pooled. The crew exchanged a look with the kind of humor that was half-embarrassment and half-relief: at least it was an instructive mistake on a training plate.
Rian scrubbed at the char with a wire tool and muttered, "Machines don’t hear the whispers. They only mark time."
Hap, ever theatrical, misread the tone and announced, "Then let the whisperer be loud! Rian, strike the chord that hushes the bloom!" He phoned up the ship’s motley choir—some cadets with pipes, a market singer—and for ten minutes provided an absurd orchestra while Rian worked. Children danced in zero-G around Hap and one of the goats attempted an ambitious pirouette and got itself tangled in a banner. The absurdity made everyone laugh, and that laughter slid between the plates like oil.
Pilar used the interval to reprogram a feedback loop for the rigs, hoping to temper their feed and gain some cooperation. She called to Rian, "If we can find a timing offset, the rigs might be able to set a preliminary ridge for you to finish by hand. It’s risky, but it could speed the work."
Rian paused, considering the cooperation. Machines could be useful if they were not given the illusion of artistic authority. "Try the offset. But you don’t let them do the final geometry. I do the final seating."
Pilar accepted the plan. They ran the offset and watched as the rigs performed a measured, almost insectile choreography, trying to mimic the imperfect rhythm Rian had shown. For a while, the compromise held. The ship’s hum smoothed; children resumed their games. It felt like a victory of coordination between metal and hand.
Then the sky rained bits.
It started as a whisper on the hull, a rain of ice-buckshot that speckled the outer plates like a fine pepper. The caravan’s quantum-sails pinged static and the scanners blipped. Rian’s first instinct was practical: secure the open maintenance hatches and double-check tethers. He felt the shudder of debris against the ship’s skin as if it were a fist. The auto-welders stuttered. The offset Pilar had designed began to oscillate as the rigs compensated for micro-impacts.
A larger fragment found an unlucky welder and the machine emitted a choking sputter. A fuse blinked and failed and sparks flew like angry fireflies. One rig’s feed motor jammed, attempted to clear and then burned a little channel of heat into a seam. The bloom—already a greedy pattern—saw the heat and fed.
On the interior, an alarm set the children to dancing and the crew to motion. Lina shouted a cadence of orders that clipped the air like the snap of a spanner and Pilar cursed and worked at a console with a mechanic’s curse that had the rhythm of prayers. Rian felt the world contract to the size of his harness and the edge of a plate under his palm. The training we’d been doing became the immediate action.
He shouted back, voice raw with the necessity of being heard: "Manual stop! Get the rigs to safe mode and strap them down. We’re going to splice by hand. Now!" He could hear himself in the command the way one can listen to a stranger’s steadiness when one needs to be steady.
Pilar echoed his movement and, with a grit that had nothing to do with words, began to override the rigs. Sparks flew from a control panel and the air filled with the tang of ozone. Engineers worked like surgeons. Children were hustled away by apprentices who had been taught how to protect the smallest hands in a crisis. Hap, ignoring orders to seek shelter, tethered himself to a structural beam and made a running commentary with an opera flare that somehow steadied people’s nerves.
Rian scrambled into a maintenance hatch and felt the ship grunt as it adjusted its manifold. The bloom jumped at fresh heat and widened its fingers. The rigs had been damaged enough that in places they could not be trusted to return to even a preliminary offset. Rian’s chest tightened with a fierce, clean clarity: if the auto-scripts could not be relied upon, the carriage of the caravan would have to be held by hands alone.
He looked at Lina and saw a decision hovering in her eyes—fear, calculation, and that old efficient love that meant she would do whatever kept people safe. She met his gaze and, for the first time since he’d arrived, did not guard herself with work orders. "You know you have to go outside for the splice, don’t you?" she said.
Rian’s palms were already beginning to move, packing tools into a harness. "I do."
"Then take my hand for a second," she said, offering him the briefest human thing: a palm. He took it, a simple, urgent contact that said more than any speech might have. "Come back. Don’t make this the time you decide fame wins. Not like this."
He tightened his grip without ceremony. "I’m not working for fame. I’m working for them."
She did not argue about his motivations; she clipped a tether on his harness and checked the seals on his breathing pack with brusque efficiency. Pilar snapped a final diagnostic and then thumbed down the hatch. Outside, pieces of starlight kept falling like confetti. The decision point had been reached: an old splice, the slow steadiness of hands, and a man climbing into the dark with the ship’s skin between his palms and the night.
Rian hauled himself out onto the hull. Wind and micro-impacts stung like grit. He moved with a steadiness practiced through a lifetime of patching things no one else wanted to mend. The brazier felt like a small, defiant heart strapped to his chest. He lit it and watched the coil glow like an ember; the sound it made was subtle and felt, to him, like a small approval. He worked from one end of the bloom toward the keel, placing temporary bite-rivets to hold a new geometry, hammering them with a rhythm that was part ritual and part pure calculation.
At the periphery of his task, Hap chattered like a nervous chorus, describing the operation in theatrical metaphors that were both infuriating and oddly apt. "He mends. He bends. He wrestles metal into better moods!" Hap’s commentary fluttered in Rian’s ear as a comic overlay to a deadly serious job, and the contrast kept panic out of the work.
Children watched from the portholes and banged spoons in cadence to his hammering. The ship’s hum synchronized with his blows. He felt the plates settle as if breathing a little easier. Each rivet he set shifted lines of stress by fractions of a degree; fractional changes. That was the art of it: small, accurate violence applied with care.
At the furthest edge of the bloom the micro-meteor flux thickened. Utility drones drifted through the field, collecting minor fragments, but the rigs were offline where their feeds had burned. Rian’s hands moved on autopilot for a stretch; muscle and habit carried him through a sequence of bends and settings he'd rehearsed in quiet and in mockery. Sweat salted his forehead and the harness held him steady. The ship’s skin warmed under his palms and then cooled as the brazier’s pulse flowed through it.
An edge of panic arrived with a new impact—something larger, a chip that blew past a panel and left a dent the size of a fist. The hull shivered and Rian felt the resonance like a sour note under a string. He paused, read the tremor, and adjusted the pattern. He did not waste motion; there was no room for grand gestures. He worked methodically, closing loops that would not give, setting harmonic bridges that rerouted how stress traveled along the plates.
Inside, Lina and Pilar coordinated a fragile ballet of manifold adjustments. They ran a counter-rhythm through the ship—tiny changes in microgravity fields timed to make specific plates easier to hold until Rian could seat a series of load-bearing rivets. Their voices were clipped but calm, the way soldiers speak when they are both frightened and trained. At one point Lina said something to Pilar that wasn’t about mechanics.
"He still leaves his tea to go cold sometimes," she said, more to herself than to Pilar. "He used to swivel the pot between projects and pretend he was only saving it for later."
Pilar let out a breath that might have been a laugh. "He does everything like it’s for someone who might come back for it. Maybe that’s why his work lasts."
The comment was small and private, a human bead threaded into their professional exchange. It gave the internal crew a momentary edge of tenderness that did not vie with the task but softened it—enough to remind them that the ship was full of people with lives that were not only measured in stress lines.

    
Keel and Homecoming
Rian’s hammer found rhythm and the hull kept time with him. Each strike was a punctuation, a small conclusion of metal and will. The brazier’s coil drew a fine orange seam along the plate and his shadow, cast by the flame, looked like another hand helping where his could not reach. Bits of star-spray pinged off the metal and freckled his gauntlets; one of the grav-goats bobbed close enough to sniff at a warm tool and gave a tiny, indignant bleat. Hap narrated the moment like a chorus that had no right to be present: "And here, friends, the man folds his symphony into metal. Listen—there, the rivet sighs."
The ship had become a series of conversations—inside, Lina and Pilar trading a rhythm of manifold toggles; outside, Rian answering the hull with the precise language of tension and release. He knelt at the keel and wedged a temporary bite-rivet where the bloom wanted to run; the plate resisted like an old animal that preferred the ache of its habit. He cinched a splice-jig under the flange, braced his hip against a stern fluke and bent until the metal gave to the new geometry as if finally persuaded to change its mind. He felt the plates shift under his palm, a small, incremental mercy.
A larger shard of debris thudded against the hull not far from where he worked. The impact sent a metallic ring that crawled along the skin with the hungry motion of the bloom. Rian paused, read the oscillation with fingertips that could hear frequency, and adjusted the harmonic rivet’s pitch by twisting the threaded cap between thumb and forefinger. The rivet sang higher when he set it, and the bloom took a moment to answer—long enough for him to seat two more rivets and set the brazier’s pulse to a counter-frequency. From inside, Lina’s voice cut through the comm: "Hold pattern decrease thirty percent—now!" It was a clipped instruction and a plea.
Rian synced his blows to Pilar’s manifold shift like two musicians keeping tempo. He drove the rivet home on a downbeat that caught the bloom in a misstep. The metal held. For a breath, the caravan’s hum evened; for another breath, children banging spoons in the mess hall synchronized unwittingly with his hammer. He allowed himself a short grin at Hap’s delighted flourishes—an absurd opera, some levity threading through a dangerous stitch. There was still a long way to go. He rubbed a melted tin flake from his jaw, looped a spare harmonic spacer, and began the next line.
The sky sent smaller motes in a steady dribble that rattled like distant rain. Rian imagined, absurdly, the weather-vendor back at the dock smiling at the notion of selling microdrizzle sachets for sentimental passengers: "A remembered summer on transit!"—and he let himself think of the orange steam from the hydroponics module and the way Lina used to tuck pickled sea-lettuce into his pocket when shifts ran long. Those small domestic images kept him anchored the way a cleat holds a boat—practical and immediate.
Pilar’s voice came tight with concentration. "We’re holding two decks, that’s enough time for you to splice the forward seam. After that, we’ll weigh a tug assist from the arrays. You can do it, Rian. Don’t try anything flashy."
He answered without looking up. "No flash. Just the splice."
There was a line the bloom liked—an ugly, convenient frequency caused by a manufacturing run and a failed stabilizer long ago. It tended to climb when machines tried to fix it because they smoothed without listening. Rian set his palm on the plate, felt its sub-song, and imagined the old apprentice days when Kacen made him braid a rigging while humming until the knot understood. He hummed now without thinking, a small thread of the old melody woven into the clack of hammer and the hiss of the brazier.
Hap, not content to be merely chorus, had decided that heroics required refreshments. The drone attempted, with alarming optimism, to deliver a foil-pack of hot rivet broth to Rian via tether. The package, untrained in zero-G, performed an elaborate orbit and smacked into Rian’s elbow rather than his hands; the brazier spat a tiny pop of embers, and a second grav-goat tried to eat the spilled broth vapors like some small, orbiting gourmand. The scene was ridiculous enough to force a laugh out of Rian that sounded like something opening in him that had been stiff for years. Humor, at that moment, was an incision and a stitch.
The splice demanded patient repetition. Rian moved down the keel in segments, placing ridges that would change how tension walked across the hull. Each ridge redistributed stress and slowed the bloom’s appetite. The work was physical—a series of torques, a small ballet of hip-braces and knee-leverage—and the choreography had to be perfect because one wrong seat could reverse the gains. He breathed with the hammer, let his body do the counting, and kept his ears tuned to Pilar’s adjustments.
At a narrow curve near the aft, a stubborn seam resisted. Rian pried a bit of charred feed from where a rig had attempted and failed earlier and found the metal friable beneath. The bloom liked warmth; it crept along heat channels the way mold runs along damp wood. He set a harmonic spacer across the seam, jammed a reverse-bend clamp under the flange, and improvised a counter-tap sequence that he hadn’t used since apprenticeships. It required a syncopation of hammer, brazier pulse, and rivet twist timed to fractions of a breath. He murmured his count and let memory steer muscle.
Inside, Lina’s voice came through softer this time. "Rian—are you taking a breath?" It wasn’t a question about lungs but about the steadiness of his hands.
He answered aloud because his hands needed audible anchors. "One breath, then two. Now." He drove the rivet and held the heat in the brazier’s arc until the metal seated and the seam knit with a sound like small waves finding the shore. A cheer hummed inside the caravan—muted through the hull but the sound of relief unmistakable. Rian allowed himself a moment to slump against the hull in a way that was equal parts exhaustion and satisfaction.
When he clambered to his knees, Hap announced, in a tone meant to be solemn, "Behold, a man who binds the bones of creation! Also, I have a coupon for a free weather-sachet. Does anyone want drizzle?" The crew, tense for hours, laughed out loud—a small, honest noise that made Rian’s chest loosen. He felt Lina’s presence before he saw her: a shadow at the interior hatch, a hand on the rail.
She climbed out with no ceremony, clipped into the harness opposite him and looked at the work as if she had been cataloguing the world for exactly this purpose. The hull bore visible ridges now: deliberate scars, a testament to handcraft rather than a polished lie. Lina ran her fingers along one ridge and then, with an eyebrow tilted, said, "You always leave things visibly fixed. Never smooth the repair away."
He smiled, not a full surrender but something like the opening of a door. "Smooth hides things. Visible makes a record. It lets people know someone was here."
She glanced at the patched seam and then at him. "It’s ugly and it will do. Good. We need things that do."
Her pragmatism was a welcome thoroughness. She adjusted a strap that had come loose, a domestic motion he recognized—small, practical care. He took her hand briefly, a contact that had the heft of an agreement between two people who had built lives by making and not by promising.
The ship gave a long, low shudder as a cluster of debris grazed the forward arrays. The sound traveled through the hull like a conversation changing subject. Rian tightened his harness and checked the brazier’s reservoirs. Pilar’s voice came in with a new urgency. "We’ve got a region further aft starting up. It wants to run toward the banquet decks. If it takes the service conduits, we lose water recycles for two decks and then the plants die in four hours. That’s not a negotiation."
The stakes condensed into an immediate task: save the plants, save life-support, and keep the caravan viable. Rian imagined the hydroponics glistening with ion-dew, rows of narrow-leaf lettuce and climbing beans feeding the community. The thought of those trays withering because of an avoidable structural failure lit his hands with a stubbornness. He rose, packed a kit to sprint the hull, and offered a curt nod. "I’ll take it."
Lina’s expression shifted in a way that made the hollow in his chest recede slightly. A flicker of something—gratitude or relief—crossed her face. She barked an order into her comm and then, softer, said to him: "You better come back for dinner. We have stew and the kids are making stars from old alloy."
He let himself hold the invitation as if it were a tool—a simple implement he could use to secure his future actions. "I’ll come back for stew. Don’t let them over-salt the stars."
There was a beat of private amusement in her smile that he had not seen in years. It was not reconciliation as a tidy event, but pocket-change of human life—practical, present, and warming. He wrestled the next crate over his shoulder and began the long haul aft, hammer ready, brazier strapped and humming like the steady heart of his resolve.
The run aft was a route he knew from memory: access latches, maintenance handholds, the small dents where a careless apprentice had once misjudged a step. He moved fast but not reckless, choosing footholds that gave better leverage for sudden braces. The sky-threads around the caravan threw starlight through banners and children’s flags; one kid had tied a little wind-chime to a tether and it sang as Rian passed, a high, tinkling sound that felt almost like encouragement.
At an elbow of the hull the bloom had already tunneled under a vent duct and was reaching along a service corridor. Rian set himself into the curve and used a wedge to force a slight reverse-splay that would bite into the bloom’s attempt to ladder. He worked with both hands—one to steady the splice, one to temp the brazier—and drove rivets in a cadence that made his arms ache pleasantly with exertion. He felt the ship answer as a steadier geometry took hold; the bloom’s voracious spread slowed to a stubborn crawl.
A sudden double-tap hit the hull—bigger debris, closer. The impact jarred a loose panel and sent a small cascade of tools drifting in the microfield. For a second the world felt chaotic; Rian’s reflexes sorted the drift, snapping a tether to snag a loose wrench like a fisherman hooking a stray line. He kept working, fingers nimble and patient as a surgeon repairing a living thing. Hap, tethered and enthusiastically persistent, dangled a tiny alloy medal on a string and called it "The Riveter’s Honor," which made a small apprentice choke on a laugh and eased the motion of fear into something near joy.
The final reach required more than rivets. The bloom had found its appetite in a seam where wiring ran and the material wanted to climb between plates to reach hot conduits. Rian had to isolate the heat channel and set a harmonic brake: a device of his own faithfulness—a small cage of tuned alloy that pulsed at an opposite frequency to the bloom’s chorus and, when seated correctly, collapsed the capillary path the bloom used like a purse-string.
He had never wired one under real pressure. Apprentices practiced on calm days and he had soldered them together while joking with Kacen. Now the device was a weapon of last resort. He strapped the cage into place with a sequence of clamps and screws, breathing not to calm himself but to keep the count. Lina’s voice came over the external: "Three on my mark. Two—"
Rian tightened a bolt, felt the sound of the hull vibrate through his shoulder, and took the last breath as Pilar gave the manifold a micro-hush. "Now!" Lina snapped.
He hit the brazier at the same time as he flipped the cage’s switch. The harmonic brake bled a counter-wave into the plate; for a disorienting half-second the hull thrummed like a live thing and then, as if relieved, the spread of the bloom sloughed. It didn’t vanish; nothing could undo every mark in a moment. But the capillary paths closed and the bloom’s growth chilled to a stop. The hull’s song found a new, steadier note and the machines inside the caravan settled their feeds like exhaling lungs.
A shout from inside turned into a cheer. Tools clattered back into hands; children who had been pressed to bulkheads squealed and then hollered their approval, a sound messy and joyous. Rian, blinking sweat from his eyes, allowed himself to look up at the dark expanse and imagine the caravan as something more than a brittle collection of plates: a community that folded itself into transit and took one another along.
Lina climbed out with a swiftness that matched her relief and dropped down beside him without the formality of ceremony. She rested both hands on the patched keel and then, taking her cue from the world of small, practical gestures they both knew better than sentimentality, squeezed his forearm. "You did it, Rian. It held."
He let out a breath that had been held through the work and felt something like ease shift through his shoulders. "It held because of the hands that held it. Yours kept the count. Pilar tuned the arrays. The kids made a fine racket for morale. Hap supplied dramatic operatics and questionable catering."
She snorted at Hap’s name and then, privately, said, "We patch with hands—and with the ridiculous. Don’t forget that."
They sat in a silence that was not emptiness but a shared room of small things—wrinkled gloves, a brazier cooling, a handful of rivets clinking in a tray. Rian realized, in a practical, non-epiphanic moment, that the choice he had to make about the conservatory commission could be decided by how he wanted his hands to be used going forward. He could still craft a signature hull under polished lights, or he could braid a path that let him come home for dinners, steady a ship when children laughed and when they needed his hands most.
Inside, Sora had already begun organizing an apprenticeship rota. She moved with the brisk competence of someone who understood infrastructure was as much about human attention as metal. "You’ll teach them the splice, and we’ll keep a patch crew on Skylark’s manifest," she said. "That conservatory can pay you in polish and plaques, but we can pay you in people who don’t fall apart when the rigs fail."
Rian felt the conservatory offer in his pocket like a moth-eaten flag. He unrolled it and looked at the neat type and imagined his name cut in a ribbon. For a moment the lure of a tidy legacy pricked at him—recognition that did not require him to be present. He folded the contract with hands that had just spent hours knitting metal back into health and considered a counter-proposal. He drafted a quick note on his datapad, then, with Lina looking over his shoulder, set the terms: he'd accept commissions but only if the conservatory would sponsor a roving apprenticeship program and donate a portion of the security hold to fund Skylark's repair reserves.
He didn’t announce it with trumpets. He sent the note, then sent a second message to Sora: "Start a list of candidates. I’ll swing between commissions and the Caravan. Teach first. Finish hulls second."
There was a practical silence, then Sora laughed—a sound like a ratchet finding purchase. "Good. Don’t make me beg, Voss. You owe me a coffee and a proper roast when you get back."
Hap, nearby and forever eager for pomp, presented Rian with a makeshift medal fashioned from a spliced washer and a length of braided wire. "For services in keeping the caravan melodic!" he proclaimed. A kid from the crew slipped it over Rian’s head with solemn mock ceremony. Rian felt the medal’s weight as a usefulness rather than an accolade.
As the caravan’s engineers ran diagnostics and children resumed their clamorous trade of banging spoons and making stars from alloy offcuts, Lina climbed down the ladder to walk with him back toward the interior. The lights in the mess hall flickered on, an invitation to stew and conversation. Outside, the weather-sachet Hap had detonated earlier left a faint mist that smelled of rosemary—ridiculous and comforting.
They walked in step and their shoulders touched sometimes in passing, small contacts that were the architecture of renewed closeness. Lina said nothing grand; instead she handed him a small, reheated thermos of tea with a strip of pickled sea-lettuce tucked into the lid. Rian accepted it the way someone accepts a tool: with gratitude and intention. "You came back for stew," she observed, half a tease.
He lifted the thermos to his lips, the tea warm and soot-sweeted. "I did," he admitted. "I’ll come back for a lot of things if that’s allowed."
She looked at him, measuring the offer with the efficient appraisal she’d always given practical choices. "Then start by staying for a while this leg. Teach the kids. They need to learn what to do when the rigs fail. You can lecture them with hammers."
Rian laughed then, the sound lighter than the one earlier, and felt his chest unclench in a way that was oddly like coming in to port after a long transit. "I’ll teach them to hammer in the right beat. And I’ll let them make visible repairs. No pretty lies."
Lina bumped his hip with hers, an old private gesture that said as much as an apology or a vow. "Good. We can work with visible." She curled a hand in his and squeezed it once—an agreement about presence rather than permanence. It was enough for the moment. Outside, Hap’s grav-goats drifted past and one of them snagged a weather-sachet, causing an absurd little sprinkle over the deck that sent everyone laughing and dodging like children chasing a sudden, gentle rain. The absurd, practical, human life of the caravan rolled on, seams repaired and visible, and Rian found himself ready to keep mending.
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