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Mending Glass While Storms Rise
Stefan Vellor
In Aster Quay, a harbor town sheltered beneath a storm-dome of glass, seventeen-year-old glazier apprentice Sera Vale wants one thing: a recommendation that could carry her to the mainland. But when hairline cracks spread through the dome before a violent storm, her craft, her family, and the people she thought she was leaving all pull her into the same dangerous night.
ProseHub


    
Hairline Weather
At dawn the Vale workshop woke before the rest of Aster Quay. Heat rolled out of the furnace in a slow orange breath, turning the room into a bright cave of polished panes, broken rims, and dust that clung to Sera Vale's sleeves like glittering lint. She stood at the bench with a shaping iron in one hand and a pane no bigger than her forearm in the other, narrowing her eyes at the edge she'd just smoothed. Her mother said the seam was good. Sera said the seam was not good enough, which meant it was good enough for everyone else and still irritatingly unfinished for her. That was the trouble with wanting out: every pane seemed to ask whether it would hold up under a stranger's gaze. Mara Vale crossed the workshop in worn boots, hair pinned with a strip of wire, and set a cup beside Sera's elbow. The brew smelled of ginger and pear peel. Drink before you melt into the floor, she said. Sera did not touch it yet. Mara glanced at the half-packed satchel on the hook. You are carrying too many tools for a pane replacement. It's inspection day. It's a pane replacement, Mara said. You can survive without six chisels and your dramatic little ruler. Sera snorted, then finally took the cup. The drink was too hot and exactly right. In the back room, Ivo, her younger brother, was making a sound like a person trying to conceal a laugh while failing beautifully. He skidded out a moment later with a glass frog in both hands, green as bottled pond water and shaped with such intense seriousness that its legs looked offended. He set it on the bench in front of her. I made you a guardian, he said. General Croak. He will defend the household from bad workmanship and boring conversations. Mara snorted despite herself. It has one eye larger than the other. Tactical, Ivo said solemnly. Sera picked up the frog and turned it under the light. Its back was slightly crooked, its front legs bent at impossible angles, and one toe was missing in a way that made it look oddly proud of the injury. He had named it with the confidence of someone who had never been expected to make things that actually held. She set it beside her tools. If the recommendation office sees this, they may decide I am unsupervised. Then they will know you are talented, Ivo said. Sera gave him a look. The mainland workshop only took one apprentice from the quays each season. One. That single place sat in her head like a bright pin. If she earned the district seal today, if the inspector signed the form with enough approval in his face, she could finally stop being the girl who fixed panes in a town full of people who thought she was staying by default. She could go somewhere that did not smell of furnace ash and wet stone every morning. Mara watched her without speaking, which was somehow more annoying than a lecture. Sera cleaned her hands, checked the edge of her cutting wheel, and slid the frog into her satchel beside the clamps. General Croak rode along like an absurd omen. By midday, she told herself, the lower ring of the dome would be inspected, the recommendation would be written, and the rest of her life might begin.
By the time she reached the inner streets, the dome was lit from above with a pale milk-glass morning. Aster Quay sprawled under it in concentric rings, all narrow lanes, hanging planters, and market awnings stitched from weather cloth. Bakers were already pulling fennel loaves from stone ovens; the air smelled of citrus zest, yeast, and the bitter smoke from kiln vents. Children raced past with paper streamers tied to their wrists, pretending they were rescue crews. A woman sold sugared roots from a cart decorated with tiny spinning discs of glass. The town called it opening week, the stretch before the first hard weather, and everyone behaved as if a storm could be charmed away by noisy enthusiasm and enough pastries. Rafi Calder fell into step beside Sera at the fourth ring, carrying his own satchel and looking as if he had slept in a chair and won the argument. He gave her a once-over. You look like someone has insulted your favorite pane. That would be you, Sera said. Heartless. I brought tools. That is the only reason I'm not pushing you into the canal. No canal, no drama, he said. Besides, you need me for the narrow ladders. Need is a strong word. Fine. You merely tolerate my excellent balance and questionable charm. She nearly smiled. Good. Then she noticed the lower ring ahead, where the inspection route curved over the market hall. The glass there caught the light wrong, a pale seam hidden under decorative trim. The line was so fine it could have been a scratch, but her stomach tightened anyway. Rafi watched her face with the easy irritation of someone who knew her too well. What did you see? Nothing. That was a bad answer, he said. It always is. Sera adjusted the satchel strap on her shoulder and kept walking. Around them, the town woke fully. Women in aprons called to one another from stair landings. A boy balanced a tray of pear cakes on his head and nearly toppled into a barrel of rinse water before his aunt yanked him upright by the collar. Farther down, a pair of old men argued over who had invented the best glazing technique and lost the argument with great enthusiasm. Aster Quay was noisy in the way Sera had always found comforting and suffocating at once. It held people close. It expected them to stay close. Rafi nudged her elbow with his own. You have the expression you wear when a pane insults you. The pane can feel lucky, she said. He grinned, and they moved on toward the lower ring. The platform steps were slick from morning mist, and the work crews were already fussing with festival banners. Sera kept her gaze forward, but the pale seam stayed in her mind like a splinter. She told herself it was nothing. A scratch. A trick of light. A small annoyance she could afford to ignore until the inspection ended and the office seal was stamped and the mainland workshop became real. She was not afraid of a little unease. She was afraid of what her hands already wanted to do about it.
The first pane they replaced was cracked at a corner from winter frost. Sera balanced on the runged scaffold, fitted the suction cups, and eased the old glass free with the patience of someone removing a splinter from a stubborn hand. Rafi handed her the heated gasket, careful not to scald either of them. Below, vendors lifted cloth awnings; above, pale sky glowed through the dome like watered milk. The job should have been simple. It was the kind of work she loved: hands busy, mind quiet enough to notice details. But the moment the old pane came out, she saw the line hidden in the frame behind it. Not one line. Several. Thin white fractures branching from the brace like frost crossing a pond. Her throat went tight. She angled her body, blocking the sight from the inspector who was standing on the walkway with his seal stamp tucked under one arm, chatting to the steward about festival traffic. He looked at Sera, bored already. You have this under control? Of course, she said, and hated how easily the lie came out. Rafi leaned in, voice low. That face means trouble. That face means concentration. That face means you are hiding something and doing a terrible job of it. She set the new pane in place with more force than necessary. The glass clicked against the frame, firm and clean. For a second her pulse eased. Then a vibration ran through the brace under her palm, so faint the inspector would never notice, but sharp enough for her to feel in her teeth. She looked down at the seam she had just covered and understood that the crack had not started in the pane. It had started deeper, under the trim, under the metal, under the part of the structure people trusted because they could not see it. She wiped the damp from her hands and said nothing. Around her, the day kept going. The market hall bells marked the hour. Someone laughed over a dropped tray of buns. A child shouted for a ribbon his sister had stolen and held over her head like a prize. The ordinary noise made the hidden fracture feel worse. Sera took a measuring gauge from her belt, ran it along the edge she could reach, and found the frame had shifted by a hair's breadth. Not enough for anyone else to see. Enough for a person who spent her life reading glass like weather to feel her stomach turn. Rafi was still watching her. He had the look he got whenever he expected her to say something sharp and secretive and wrong. She almost did. Instead she smiled at the inspector, checked the seal line, and pretended the whole thing was a routine repair. Her fingers were steady. Her pulse was not. The pane held. That was not the same thing as safe.
As soon as the steward drifted away, Sera tugged Rafi into the maintenance passage behind the lower ring. The space was barely wide enough for one person to turn sideways; two of them had to move like badly behaved stackable crates. The stone was cool and damp, smelling of mineral dust and old rain. A pair of swifts had somehow claimed the ledge overhead and looked at the intruders with the offended dignity of landlords. One of them dropped a feather right onto Sera's shoulder. She flicked it off and glared back. I hate this passage, she muttered. You say that every time you discover structural secrets, Rafi replied. It isn't helping the passage improve. She crouched beside the brace and ran her fingertips over the metal. A hairline split ran through the lower lug where it met the anchor stone. The fastening had shifted. Not much, but enough. She pressed harder and felt the whole ring give a fraction under her hand. Her stomach dropped. This isn't just a pane issue, she said. No kidding. Who inspected this last season? Someone who liked clipboards more than standing still. She tried the wrench on the bolt. It resisted, then turned with a small, ugly squeal. Rust flakes fell onto her boots. If this gives way, the load goes into the adjoining panels. Rafi went still. Meaning? Meaning the crack spreads. How much? Sera looked at the split, at the stone, at the way old repairs had been layered over old repairs, each one meant to buy time. Enough that I don't want to guess. He rested a forearm on the wall. You need to tell Mara. And let her spend the afternoon listening to men explain my mistake as if she raised me on purpose for humiliation? He gave her a flat look. You are truly insufferable under pressure. Thank you. I wasn't complimenting you. That's what makes it honest. A laugh escaped him, short and helpless, and for a second the fear eased. Then the brace gave another tiny twitch under Sera's hand, as if the dome had heard them talking and objected. She stared at the split with a coldness that had nothing to do with the passage. Old repairs covered old repairs; the structure had been asked to endure one season too many. The thought made the narrow corridor feel smaller. Rafi reached for the edge of the wall and looked at her. That is not good, he said quietly. No, she answered. It is worse than not good. Outside the passage, the town kept moving, unaware that a hidden brace was sliding loose one breath at a time. The feather from the swifts still clung to her sleeve, absurdly white against the dark cloth. Sera brushed it away and stood, already wanting to be back at the bench with her tools, where problems at least had the decency to show their shape.
By evening the workshop smelled less of furnace heat and more of stewed beans, herb bread, and the sweet smoke from Mara's pan. Family dinner in the Vale house was never silent, even on bad days. Ivo had discovered that if he arranged three bits of broken glass on the windowsill and tilted a bowl of water under them, they threw green light onto the ceiling like a tiny private festival. Mara pretended not to notice. Sera sat at the table with her gloves still on, because taking them off meant admitting the day had gotten under her skin. You're late, Mara said, though the stew was still steaming. Inspection ran long. Everything runs long if you keep peering at it like it owes you money. Ivo grinned over his bowl. She is glaring at the bread now. I think the bread has won. Don't be rude to the bread, Sera said. It's my bread too. Mara passed her a plate. Eat first. Then tell me whether you are going to sulk or speak. Sera nearly choked on the first bite. The stew was thick with beans, onion, and a sharp green herb that tasted like spring rain. Good enough to make her angry at it. She set the spoon down too hard. I found fractures. Mara kept cutting her bread. On a pane? Under the lower ring. That made the room change. Not dramatically, not with gasps or panic, only a tiny tightening in the way Mara held her knife. Ivo stopped trying to fit a spoon onto his nose. How bad? Bad enough that it doesn't belong to one pane. Mara looked up. Did you report it? Sera opened her mouth, then closed it again. The answer sat in the center of the table like a stone. Mara exhaled once through her nose. You wanted the mainland recommendation, she said. Sera stared. This has nothing to do with that. It has everything to do with that. You think one perfect report will carry you out of here. I think skill should count for something. It does, Mara said. But skill is not the same as running from every place that taught it to you. The words landed hard. Ivo, sensing weather in the room the way other children sensed sweets, hurried to fill the silence. For the record, I support leaving only if I can inherit your tools. If I can't, then I support dramatic family arguments and more stew. He was rewarded with a spoon flick from Mara and a startled laugh from Sera she did not mean to make. Mara's gaze softened by a breath, then hardened again in the way mothers did when they were trying not to show worry. If the brace is shifting, she said, then you should bring it to me first, not to pride. Sera pushed her plate away. Pride has nothing to do with it. That's a lie, Mara said. Not cruelly. Just with enough certainty to be annoying. Sera hated that certainty because it felt like being seen too closely. She stood, the chair legs scraping the floor. I am not asking to be carried. No one said you were. But you are asking to be trusted with the future, and the future is not a recommendation seal. Ivo made a low sound of interest, as if he had just watched a very expensive pot begin to boil over. Sera left her spoon untouched and went outside with the smell of beans and herbs still clinging to her clothes. The workshop door shut behind her, and for a moment she stood in the dark lane, furious at the town, furious at her mother, furious at herself for wanting both to leave and to be needed. Great. Nobody had the grace to be simple.
Night settled under the dome in a blue wash, and Aster Quay refused to go quietly. The opening-week market was still full of noise: vendors stacking pear cakes, children chasing each other in circles, older women arguing over whose hands could fold paper sails fastest, and a troupe of dancers rehearsing on the market platform with their sleeves tied back so they would not slap one another in the face. Sera walked past all of it with a tool roll under her arm and the sour certainty that the lower ring was changing under the town's feet. She paused at a cart of sugared roots and bought one on impulse, more to keep her hands busy than because she was hungry. The vendor took one look at her face and added a second piece for free, muttering that anyone who looked that grim deserved extra sugar. Sera almost thanked her. Almost. Rafi found her near the stairwell to the service ladder. He held a coil of cable and wore the expression he used on days when he expected bad news but hoped to be insulted instead. You went home, he said. That usually means you either ate or confessed. Neither. Then I am going to assume the worst. She tore the sugared root in half, handed him a piece, and he took it without a fuss. I checked the brace again. It moved. He chewed, swore softly, and looked upward at the dome. The panes overhead caught lamplight and turned it into a pale net of reflections. Moved how much? Enough that I don't like it. That answer is not soothing. I wasn't aiming for soothing. He leaned his shoulder to the wall and watched the dancers spin below. You still planning to keep this from Mara until after the inspector leaves? Sera's jaw tightened. I am planning to avoid a scene that makes everyone stare at my family while the mainland office decides I am too much trouble. Rafi frowned. You say that like trouble is a stain. To some people it is. He gave her a long, patient look. You are not a stain, Sera. The words were so plain that she had no answer ready. She looked away first, which annoyed her because he would notice. He always noticed. A drum beat somewhere in the market, all warm wood and loose rhythm. Someone laughed. Somewhere else a baby began crying with great seriousness. The dome above them held the town in a hush of glass and reflected flame. Sera imagined the hidden split in the brace, imagined all the pressure it was carrying while the market danced under it, and felt a cold line of certainty run through her. She would have to choose soon. Not just whether to tell her mother, but whether to keep pretending the recommendation mattered more than the people standing under the thing she was paid to mend. The sugared root in her hand was sticky and bright, absurdly sweet. She ate it anyway.
Morning brought the district steward with polished boots and the kind of smile that belonged to men who had never once carried a pane larger than their patience. He moved through the lower ring with two clerks and a runner taking notes on a slate, his fingers grazing every rail as if the dome existed to flatter his sense of order. Sera stood beside Mara with her tool roll at her hip and tried not to look at the brace seam, which had started to whiten around the split. The steward praised the market walkway, praised the weather glazing, praised the town for its resilience in a tone that suggested he personally had invented the concept. Ivo, carrying a crate of festival cups, whispered from behind a stall, If he praises it any harder, the glass will file a complaint. Sera almost coughed a laugh. The steward ordered a heavier flow through the lower ring to ease crowding in the upper lanes. That should have been a harmless sentence. It was not. By noon, carts were rolling through, dancers were practicing on the platform above, and a fresh group of apprentices was carrying stacked crates of fruit jam that had no business being loaded that high. Sera watched the brace absorb each step like a bruise taking shape. She made herself step away, then step back, then drag her attention to the steward instead of the panes. Miss Vale, he said, catching her watching, your family has a good name for prompt work. Prompt work keeps the glass from deciding to become weather, she said before she could stop herself. The steward blinked. Mara's mouth twitched once, which was as close as her mother came to encouragement in public. The steward, either too polite or too dull to understand the warning, smiled and moved on. Rafi sidled up beside Sera. That was almost a warning. It was a sentence. It had teeth. She looked up at the curved glass overhead and felt the whole structure breathe with the crowd. There it was again, that tiny shift under her feet. Not a collapse, not yet. Just a body trying to hold itself together and failing in a place only she had bothered to feel. The thought made her jaw lock. She wanted to grab the steward by the sleeve and force him to stand still long enough to understand what the ring was doing. She wanted to report the split, throw away her chances, and trust that the town would not think she had failed before she had even tried to save it. She wanted too many things at once, and all of them had teeth. Then a cart wheel clipped a rail. A child yelped. The loaded crates jolted. Sera turned her head just in time to hear the low pop from the lower seam, a sound so quiet it seemed impossible. The pane bowed outward, and the air under the dome shifted cold against her skin. Great.
The failure began as a sound no one outside the trade would have named. Not a crash, not a crack, but a long low pop from the lower edge of the ring, like a snapped branch hidden in wet leaves. Sera moved before thought could catch up. She crossed the walkway in three hard strides, shoved a startled child and her basket of pears back from the rail, and slammed her shoulder against the nearest support while Rafi lunged for the wedge cart. The pane bowed outward in a slow, ugly curve, catching the light and turning it pale as bone. Back up, Sera shouted. Everyone back, now. People obeyed because her voice had gone flat in the way that made sense to frightened bodies. The steward flinched and stumbled aside, more offended than afraid. Mara was already herding vendors away from the edge. Ivo, who had apparently decided this was the moment to be helpful, appeared with a pair of oversized grip gloves and an expression of heroic stupidity. I brought the emergency clamps, he said. Why do you own emergency clamps? Sera snapped, even as relief hit her so hard it made her dizzy. For emergencies, obviously. He shoved the gloves at her. Also because you once said I lacked ambition. This is not ambition. It could be. The pane gave another groan. A silver line flashed across the lower seam. Sera threw herself down, jammed the curved brace under the frame, and braced her boot against the rail. Rafi wedged the wheel stop into place and drove both hands against the cart, using his whole body as a counterweight while the steward stood frozen and useless in a very expensive coat. Hold, Sera said. That is my least favorite instruction, Rafi grunted. Then choose a better favorite. A few people behind her started crying. Someone else began laughing in the shocked, high way people do when fear cannot find its proper shape. The absurdity of it hit Sera hard enough to almost unseat her: the steward with his perfect boots, Ivo with his borrowed gloves, Rafi swearing at a cart full of pears while half the town stared at a wall that wanted to open. Great. Nice. Good job, life. Then the strain shifted. The bow in the pane eased just enough for her to see the true wound beneath the frame. Her hands moved by instinct. She hooked one clamp into the outer edge, shoved the other under the support, and used her shoulder as leverage while Rafi took the upper pressure. The pane steadied. No applause. No grand relief. Only the hard, ugly work of keeping disaster small enough to survive. Her arms shook. Her chest burned. Still she held.
Sera stripped off one glove with her teeth, grabbed the heat pad from her satchel, and slapped it against the new seam to soften the seal before the cold could lock it crooked. The pane was not shattered. That was the only mercy. It was still in one piece, which meant she could save it if the brace held long enough. She barked orders to the nearest apprentices, who had gone pale but were still standing. One ran for more wedges. Another dragged a crate of replacement glass toward the stairwell. Rafi climbed onto the rail with the ease of someone who had spent too many childhood summers pretending balance was a sport. He caught the upper edge of the frame and pressed down with both palms while Sera worked the lower seam, heel planted, shoulders burning. The brace had shifted more than she first thought. Not enough to be visible from the floor, enough to grind. The anchor stone had worn into an ugly oval. Every shove from the crowd made the whole ring tremble. She got the seal knife under the old filler, sliced it free, and forced fresh compound into the gap with both thumbs until the material flattened and spread. Her hands moved fast, almost angry. She had repaired panes while half-asleep, while laughing, while cold enough to feel her knuckles go numb, but never with an audience and never with the knowledge that a mistake would drop a chunk of the town into open weather. Ivo scrambled up the stair with two more clamps. Do you want me to be brave or useful? he called. Pick one and surprise me, Sera said. Useful, he declared, and shoved the clamps into Rafi's reach. Rafi barked a laugh, then hissed as the frame kicked under his grip. Your brother is a menace. He gets it honestly. The seal took. The pane steadied. For one blessed breath, Sera believed they might hold it. Then the anchor gave a tiny, cruel lurch, and she felt the whole lower ring answer. Not enough to fall. Enough to warn. She went still, one hand flattened to the glass, and knew the problem was older than the pane, older than the day, older than anyone standing there. A hidden brace was failing in layers, and the section they had just saved was only the most visible part of it. That was the moment her stomach dropped through her boots. She looked at Rafi. He looked back, gone pale under the grime. Mara stood below with her hands braced on her hips, reading the shape of the damage faster than the steward could pretend to understand it. Great.
By the time the steward finally ordered the walkway cleared, the lower ring looked as if it had survived a minor attack and resented everyone for noticing. Mara stood with her arms folded so tightly the fabric creased at her elbows. The steward was red-faced and furious in the way of men who had narrowly escaped embarrassment and now wanted someone else to pay for it. He called for a closure notice, mumbled about temporary restrictions, and tried to speak as if the failure were merely inconvenient scheduling. Sera ignored him. She knelt where the seam had opened and stared at the anchor stone. The crack was not in the pane anymore. It ran through the support, a pale fracture hidden under old fill, spidering into the ring's base. It had been there for some time, growing in silence while people hurried above it. The sight made her chest tighten with something that was not quite fear and not quite anger. Around her, the town had begun to settle into a rattled hush. Vendors gathered their goods. Children were being steered home. Someone was already muttering that the repair crew should have caught it sooner, though no one said it loudly enough to be kind. Mara crouched beside her. Tell me. Sera swallowed. It isn't a pane problem. Mara's eyes moved over the split, over the bent clamp, over the section of ring that had sagged a fraction under the load. She did not look surprised. That was almost worse. How bad? Mara asked. Sera pressed her thumb into the old filler and felt it crumble. She thought of the mainland recommendation sitting in a clerk's stack. She thought of leaving, of clean benches and a place where her hands might finally matter to strangers. She thought of the town above her, stubborn and loud, holding its breath under a shell of glass. Then she heard the brace give one more faint, dangerous click. Bad enough that I can't leave this to someone else, she said. The words surprised her with their plainness. Rafi, still half on the rail, looked down at her as if she had just changed shape. Ivo, dusty and flushed with triumph, grinned at her like he had been waiting for this answer all day. The steward protested that the area would need a full review, as if review were a magic fix. Sera rose, wiped her hands on her apron, and stared up at the vast curve of the dome. For the first time that day, she did not picture the mainland. She pictured the next brace. Outside the western panes, the light had gone hard and metallic, and the whole dome gave a low shiver as if it had sensed the storm long before the town did.

    
Under the Bent Brace
Sera did not sleep. By the time the workshop windows turned the color of weak tea, she was already back at the bench with a lamp, a file, and the ugly conviction that if she kept moving fast enough the lower ring of the dome would stop existing in her head. The workshop felt different after the failure the day before: too quiet in the corners, too bright over the furnace, every pane on the racks looking like it knew something she did not. Mara had closed the front shutters halfway and hung a slate on the door that read REPAIRS ONLY in her neat, stubborn hand. Sera read it three times and still wanted to argue with the wood. Mara came in from the washroom tying her sleeves, saw the shape of Sera bent over the bench, and sighed the sigh of someone who had already guessed the argument and was tired of winning it. — You are not going anywhere near the lower ring by yourself, she said. — I was not planning to go by myself. — That was not the part I was objecting to. Rafi was at the far table, drinking tea that looked far too dark for human comfort and leafing through a stack of maintenance slips he had copied before dawn. He raised two fingers in a lazy salute. — For the record, I object to all of this, but only in a practical way. Ivo slid under the table behind him and emerged with General Croak tucked under one arm like a tiny green inspector. The glass frog had acquired a ribbon around one leg and an expression that made it look smug. — He approves of caution, Ivo declared. — He is a frog, said Mara. — That is exactly the kind of creature you want on your side during structural disasters, Ivo said. Sera gave him a look that should have melted glass but only made him grin harder. The joke almost worked. Almost. It is easier to be angry than frightened, and she was both. The steward had ordered a partial closure of the lower ring until the crew could assess the damage, which meant the market was grumbling and the bakers were muttering and the district office had already sent a boy with forms no one wanted to sign. None of that mattered as much as the dull ache behind Sera's ribs every time she imagined the brace giving way again. She pulled on her gloves, checked the lamp oil, and said, very carefully, — I want to see the load path. Mara studied her for a beat, then nodded once. Not permission. Trust. It felt heavier. — Then you go with Rafi, she said. — And you bring me the part numbers if you find them. — You mean if I find the thing trying to kill us, Rafi said. — We are not dramatizing before breakfast, Mara replied. — Speak for yourself, Ivo muttered. His timing was terrible and perfect. Sera almost smiled, then took the ladder key from the wall hook and headed for the service corridor with Rafi close behind her, both of them carrying enough tools to make a small, nervous army.
The maintenance corridor behind the lower ring was never built for comfort, only for hands and patience. It narrowed as it descended, forcing Sera to turn sideways every few steps while the brick sweated cold against her sleeve and the dome above gave off its own low, strained murmuring. Rafi carried the lamp ahead of them, its flame huddled in a wire cage, and the moving light turned the walls into a sequence of bent shadows. Every so often a gust pressed through the hidden vents, smelling of wet stone and the harbor beyond, and the dome answered with a faint shiver that Sera felt in her teeth. — This is not reassuring, she said. — Nothing about being under a giant glass shell during storm season is reassuring, Rafi answered. — Usually the shell is more polite about it. She crouched beside the first brace and ran the back of her knuckles along the metal where it met the stone. The surface was damp. A narrow stain ran down the seam, pale as old tea. She held the lamp closer, inhaled, and caught the metallic bite of fresh rust under the mineral smell. Not good. Not good at all. She lifted a chalk stub from her pocket and marked the brace where the pressure lines split. Then she reached for the small hammer at her belt and tapped the support in a slow pattern, listening to the note change as the sound traveled through the frame. The left side rang clean. The right side answered with a dull cough. Rafi watched her hands. He had the kind of face that became unbearable when he was trying not to interrupt. — Tell me the terrible thing, he said. — The terrible thing is that the load is not traveling evenly. — Which is different from bad how? — Worse. The force is pushing down and sideways. Something below is shifting the footing. He whistled under his breath. — So we are under a structure that wants to become weather. — That is one way to put it. — It is the least comforting way, too. Sera moved farther along the corridor, ducking under a pipe that sweated cold droplets onto the back of her neck. She chalked each brace as she went, making a rough map of the strain. The lines bent toward the south quadrant. There, under an old repair patch, the plaster had darkened in a shape that did not belong to simple damp. She scraped at it with the edge of her file and uncovered a thin crust of pale mineral buildup. Water had been traveling through this wall for a long time. Not enough to make a splash. Enough to make a problem. — Rafi, she said, and her voice changed. He was already at her shoulder. He saw the stain, the crust, the angle of the crack, and his joking face went still. — You found the source? — I found one of them.
The corridor ended at an inspection grate above the undercroft, a low chamber hidden beneath the market hall where the town kept its spare supports, old pulley lines, and boxes of replacement sealant in jars that looked like they had all been painted by the same bored person. Sera crouched beside the grate and peered through. Below, the floor was split by a narrow drainage channel that ran toward the outer seawall. The channel should have been loud with water after last night’s rain. Instead it was clogged halfway with a nest of pale root fibers and a crust of mineral sludge so thick it had risen into a hard lip along the stone. She stared at it for a full breath, then another. — Well, that is disgusting, Rafi said. — It is also useful, she replied. — I was hoping for one or the other. She popped the grate loose and lowered herself into the chamber with the grace of someone who had spent most of her life climbing scaffolds and refusing to be impressed by gravity. The air down there was colder and smelled of brine, old wood, and wet limewash. She knelt by the channel and scraped the crust with a thin iron hook. It came away in brittle flakes, revealing a trickle of trapped water underneath. The water moved sluggishly, as if it hated the idea of being asked to flow at all. A little farther in, her hook struck a loose wooden wedge packed into the side of the drain. She pulled it free and held it to the lamp. The wood was chewed at the edges from years of pressure. Someone had once used it to steady the channel after a storm and never come back to replace it. — We should have noticed this sooner, Rafi said. — Everyone says that after the thing they should have noticed sooner. — It is still annoying. — Agreed. She leaned over the drain and pried away more of the hard scale until the channel opened with a gurgle. A foul little breath of stagnant water slipped toward the sea side and vanished into the darker gap beyond the stone. The whole chamber gave a tiny, relieved sigh of settling masonry. Not enough to be dramatic. Enough that Sera felt it in her knees. She sat back on her heels and rubbed grit from her thumb. The problem was not a single bad pane, not even a single bad brace. The water under the lower ring had been backing up for weeks, maybe longer, lifting the footing a fraction at a time and pressing the frame out of true. It was the kind of failure that stayed invisible until it decided to become obvious in public. She hated it with a professional intensity that almost counted as affection. — So we clear the drain, she said, — and the load should settle back? — Maybe. Rafi peered into the channel. — That sounds hopeful, which feels suspicious coming from you. She laughed once, sharp and startled, because the absurdity of crouching in a damp cellar arguing with a stubborn drain while the town above pretended everything was normal was almost too much to bear. Then the chamber answered with a deeper groan from somewhere in the wall, and the laugh died on both their faces. — Maybe is doing a lot of work there, she murmured.
They hauled the last basket of sludge from the channel with a hook, a sponge, and a strip of canvas tied to a broom handle because the proper tool was in the wrong room and, as Rafi put it, the dome was apparently determined to maintain its own realism. By the time the drainage lip was clear, both of them had muck on their boots and damp streaks up to the elbows. Sera’s fingers had gone numb from the cold stone. Rafi shook water from the end of the canvas and muttered something about being paid in heroics and bread. She told him heroics were overbilled. He said he knew, he had read the reviews. When they emerged through the service corridor into the bright upper workshop, the smell of furnace heat hit them like a welcome punch. Mara looked up from the bench where she had been sorting gaskets into neat rows. One glance at their faces was enough. — Tell me you found a fix, she said. — We found the problem, Sera answered. Mara set down the box she was holding and came to look over the chalk map Sera had spread on the table. Her eyes moved over the strain marks, the drainage sketch, the rough note of the brace angles, and the line between her brows deepened in the way it always did when she recognized an old design behaving badly. — Float ring, she said. Sera blinked. — What? — This quadrant uses an old float ring understructure. My mother’s crew installed the first version after the gale twenty years ago. It was meant to give the dome a little movement without cracking the panes. You can hear it if you stand near the south braces when the wind comes up. Sera stared at her. — Why did nobody mention this before? Mara made a face that suggested she had opinions about every repair log ever written. — Because people forget what holds them up the moment it stops making noise. The water in the drain should have moved the weight through the outer channel. If the channel clogs, the bed backs up, freezes in cold weather, and pushes the support out of line. Simple. Infuriating. Very weather. Rafi let out a low whistle. — So the dome isn’t falling apart because it hates us. — Do not be dramatic, Mara said. — It hates the water. Sera wiped her hands on a rag and studied the old chalk lines. The explanation should have made her feel better. Instead it made the problem larger, because the fix was no longer just about one hidden drain. The south quadrant would need a full reset, which meant lifting the brace from outside and reseating the anchor shoe while the frame was under tension. Inside the workshop, that was almost impossible. Outside, in wind and spray, it was worse. She could do impossible things. She just liked them better when they did not involve falling. — We need a new spacer, she said after a moment. — Curved, heat-set, exact to the ring. Mara nodded. — And a replacement pane in case the old one has taken more damage than it showed. — That means a full day at the furnace, Rafi said. — It means you should stop talking and start helping, Mara replied. Sera should have been annoyed. Instead something in her chest eased, small but real, as the three of them moved at once toward the same problem. It was not forgiveness. It was not certainty. It was simply the strange, useful feeling of not having to carry the whole weight alone.
The furnace room was warmer than the rest of the house by three honest degrees and one stubborn hour, which in winter counted as luxury. Sera fed the long rod into the heat, watched the end glow, then drew it back with the slow concentration she used when cutting curved panes. The replacement spacer was not a dramatic thing to look at: a ring of reinforced glass edged with a narrow bronze band that would sit in the anchor shoe and spread the pressure where the old piece had worn thin. But making it fit meant listening to the bend of the mold, reading the color of the heat, and trusting her hands to stop a breath before the material decided to protest. Rafi stood at the bellows and worked the lever in steady pulls while Ivo, who had appointed himself quality control, held the template board and made solemn notes with a stump of chalk. General Croak sat on the far shelf, facing the furnace like a patron saint of bad decisions. — Your frog is judging us, Rafi said. — He is evaluating the thermal discipline, Ivo answered. — He has an exacting eye. — He has one eye. — Even better. Sera snorted despite herself and scraped the molten edge smooth with the shaping iron. The sound was soft, like butter going across hot bread, and for a second the rhythm of it settled her. This was the work that still belonged to her no matter what the office stamped or the steward muttered or the storm decided. Cut, heat, cool, fit. Again. The glass ring cooled in the wet tray with a hiss that smelled faintly sweet and mineral, the way the workshop always did when a piece was finished properly. She lifted it with tongs, tested the curve against the wooden form, and frowned. — Too much spring on the left side, she said. — That means it is trying to be helpful, Ivo offered. — Which is not how geometry works. — It should be. It would make school much shorter. Mara stepped in from the doorway with a cloth over one shoulder and a line of flour on her wrist from where she had been making bread. — Still off? Sera held the spacer up to the lamp. The bronze band caught the light, shining warm around the clear curve. — Not by much. — Not enough to ignore, Mara said, but there was approval in it. Sera set it back into the tray and exhaled. Somewhere beyond the shutters, a gust rattled the outer glazing. Weather was arriving in pieces, as it always did, first in the sound of the wind and then in the smell of the sea. She wiped her hands and went to the cutting bench for the spare pane blank, then paused because her gaze had landed on the satchel by the door. The recommendation form was still inside it, folded and untouched. For the first time all day she did not reach for it. She did not need it right now. That realization felt less like defeat than like stepping out of a tight collar. — You are thinking too hard, Mara said. — I am thinking professionally, Sera replied. — That is still too hard. Rafi laughed. Ivo raised both brows in mock gravity. — She is becoming wise. Someone should write this down. Sera pointed the tongs at him. — If you write anything down, I will make you clean the forge floor with a toothbrush. — Cruel, he said, delighted. The pane blank slid into the kiln slot with a clean metallic ring. As the heat climbed, Sera watched the surface glow and thought, with a flicker of surprise, that she wanted the repair to work not because it would improve her chances of leaving, but because people were counting on the dome to hold. That was a different kind of ambition. It did not make the future smaller. It made it closer.
By late afternoon the whole neighborhood had begun to help, which was how Aster Quay handled any crisis it respected: with food first, advice second, and a large amount of argumentative competence after that. A woman from the next ring brought a pot of bean stew with fennel and bitter greens and set it on the workshop table without asking. Two apprentices arrived with bundles of rope and a coil of spare sealing cloth. Someone from the baker’s lane delivered a basket of pear cakes still warm enough to fog the paper beneath them. The smell turned the shop cozy in a way that made Sera suspicious, because no room that contained a failing dome should also smell like dinner. Yet there it was, steam rising off stew, sweet crust cracking under fingers, the whole town behaving as if labor and care belonged in the same sentence. Sera stood at the threshold with her sleeves rolled and watched neighbors tie down loose awnings outside. Paper streamers from the opening festival had been taken down and repurposed into color-coded markers for the emergency crew. The effect was absurd and practical at once. One old man who had spent forty years arguing with the glaze guild was now calmly knotting rope around a market post while muttering that if anyone had a problem with his knots they could come and tie better ones themselves. Rafi passed Sera a plate and she took it on instinct. — Eat, he said. — You are getting that expression again. — What expression? — The one where you try to out-stare a building. She looked at him. — It usually loses. — Buildings have an unfair advantage. They are full of bones. He said it so dryly that she barked a laugh into the rim of the plate. Mara, hearing it from across the room, allowed herself the smallest curve at one corner of her mouth. Sera caught that too, and something in her loosened. Not much. Enough. When the stew was half gone, Mara came to stand beside her at the doorway and watched the crew outside moving crates away from the lower ring. — You wanted to leave, she said quietly. — I still do. Mara nodded once, as if that were not news and did not wound her. — Good. Wanting out is not the same as abandoning what you can fix. Sera swallowed a mouthful of bread that suddenly felt too large. — You make it sound simple. — I make nothing sound simple. I am your mother. The world is complicated, and so are the people in it. You can leave one day. You can also stop pretending that leaving is the only way to prove yourself. The words were blunt, but not cruel. Sera looked down at the bowl in her hands, at the steam winding into the workshop air, at Rafi carrying a crate of clamps with the grim care of someone transporting explosives. She wanted to argue. Instead she found herself listening. Outside, the wind had shifted. It slipped down the lane colder, with a sea edge in it, and the sky over the harbor had gone from bright slate to a hard, metallic green. Somewhere in the outer ring, a bell rang once to mark the weather change. The sound traveled through the dome with a faint, uneasy hum. Sera set the bowl down. The storm had stopped being a forecast. It was on the way.
The south access hatch had not been opened in months. It was hidden behind a curtained storage alcove near the lower stairs, marked by a strip of faded blue paint and a brass latch that resisted until Sera gave it a sharp push with her shoulder. Cold air slipped through at once, smelling of rain, metal, and open water. She stood for a moment on the threshold, one hand on the frame, and looked out through the narrow exterior ledge that wrapped the dome like a shallow seam. The harbor lay below in a scatter of wet roofs and mooring posts, the sea beyond it hammered flat by the coming storm. The sight made her skin tighten in a way that was not quite fear and not quite awe. Outside, the glass shell shone with a cloudy sheen, reflecting the bruised sky so that the town seemed to live inside its own weather. Rafi clipped the first rope to the anchor ring and glanced at her. — If you fall, I am telling everyone it was artistic. — If I fall, you are coming after me, she said. — Only because Mara will break both our legs otherwise. He offered her the second harness strap. She took it and cinched it hard enough to hurt. Ivo, who had insisted on escorting them as far as the hatch, handed over a cloth pouch full of wrapped biscuits and what he claimed were emergency cloves, though Sera suspected he had simply raided the kitchen in a panic and found things shaped like help. — For strength, he said. — And for morale. — That is just sugar with a better reputation, Rafi muttered. Ivo grinned. — Exactly. Sera almost laughed, then stepped onto the ledge. The wind slapped her immediately, sharp and wet and far stronger than it had felt from inside. She leaned into it, one gloved hand sliding along the guide rail, and edged toward the south quadrant. From here the lower ring’s damage was obvious in a way it had not been from inside: the bronze shoe beneath the pane line sat slightly proud of the stone bed, and around it the seal had a pale bloom of mineral crust where water had been trapped and frozen. A fine crack ran along the outer lip of the anchor, hidden before by the overlap of trim. She crouched, set the lamp shielded against her hip, and peered along the seam. — There, she called. — It lifted. Rafi knelt opposite her, pressed his fingers to the shoe, and swore under his breath. The stone had shifted no more than a finger’s width, but enough. Enough to throw the tension off the whole quadrant and force the glass to absorb pressure it was never meant to carry alone. Sera used the tip of a scraper to test the crust and found the metal beneath had begun to pit. Not rotten, not yet. But tired. The kind of tired that did not forgive another season. A drop of rain struck the back of her neck. Then another. She looked up. The sky was moving faster than forecast, a dark bank rolling over the harbor like spilled ink. No. Not that. Just dark and fast and hungry, without the comfort of metaphors. — We need to reseat the shoe from outside, she said. — In this weather? Rafi asked. — Before it gets worse. He stared at the crack, then at the widening wall of cloud over the sea. — That is not a plan so much as a dare. — It is the only one we have.
The ledge work started with patience and got worse from there. Sera jammed the scraper under the mineral crust, chipped away at the edge, then passed a narrow heat wand over the bolt heads to break the rust bond without shattering the old seal. The metal gave off a bitter smell, half rain-wet iron and half warmed stone. Rafi anchored himself beside her with one boot hooked under the rail and held the brace line taut while she worked the first bolt loose by degrees, each turn coming with a tiny shriek that made her wince despite the wind. When the nut finally gave, it spun too easily, and her stomach sank. — Too much wear, she said. — Define too much. — Enough to make me angry. He huffed a laugh, then glanced toward the west where the storm line had thickened into a curtain of ash-gray cloud. — That is usually a good sign that we should leave. — We are not leaving. — I know. I just enjoy being correct in advance. She pried the shoe plate a few millimeters upward and saw the packed sludge beneath it, dark and icy, wedged into the gap where the drain should have carried water away. The clog had not only trapped moisture; it had wedged the support upward each time the temperature dropped, forcing the ring out of true a fraction at a time until the load had begun to fail. Sera felt a hot pulse of satisfaction so sharp it almost erased the cold. She had the source. She had the shape of the fix. What she did not have was the luxury of time. The next gust hit hard enough to shove rain under her hood. Far below, a bell clanged from the harbor wall. Another bell answered from the upper market. The weather crew was calling shutters. She and Rafi had already lost a minute to the rising wind. Sera wedged a temporary block under the shoe and tested it with both hands. The plate held, but only barely. — This whole quadrant needs a reset, she said. — I had gathered that from the part where the dome was trying to become a sieve. — No. I mean the stone bed itself is high. It has to be lowered and re-bedded. From inside, that is impossible. From here, with the right pressure, it can be done. Rafi looked at her as another gust hit and tugged his coat hard against his ribs. Water ran from his hair into his eyes. He blinked it away and managed, with admirable sincerity, — I hate when your sentences end in engineering. — Get used to it. — I dislike that answer too. Sera could have laughed then. She nearly did. Instead she pressed her palm to the lifted shoe and felt the whole dome answer under her glove, a faint living vibration that told her the structure was still holding, still waiting. The wind rose again, and the storm gathered itself beyond the harbor like a wall deciding whether to break.
They made it back inside with their sleeves soaked and their boots tracking dark water across the lower stairs. Mara took one look at their faces and pointed wordlessly to the drying rack, which was how she said we are not wasting time on panic. Sera almost obeyed on instinct, then caught sight of the workshop table where the replacement pane rested under a cloth, the spacer ring beside it, the emergency clamps stacked in a neat and threatening row. Everything was ready. That was the strange part. The town had shifted from talking about the failure to preparing for the repair as if the decision had already been made. Neighbors moved through the room with focused, practical energy. One person boiled water for tea. Another checked the rope coils. A pair of apprentices set out chalk sticks and wax markers. Someone had brought a tray of still-warm flatbread dusted with crushed fennel seed, and the smell of it threaded through the workshop over the sharper scent of furnace smoke. It should have felt celebratory. Instead it felt like the pause before a leap. Sera wiped rain from her face and explained what she had found. The stone bed had lifted. The drain was clogged. The outside shoe needed to be lowered and reseated before the load could settle. Mara listened without interrupting, then nodded toward the hatch. — How much time? — Less than I want. — That is not a number. — It is the one I have. Rafi leaned against the table, his hair dark with water. — I vote we call this a bad afternoon and proceed with the dangerous part. — You are only saying that because you enjoy being dramatic while standing near tools, Mara said. — I enjoy being correct while standing near tools, he answered. The remark pulled a few tired laughs from the room, and even Sera let one out before she could stop it. The sound surprised her. The whole day had been dragging her toward fear, and now, for a brief breath, she could feel the shape of something else underneath it. Not certainty. Not relief. Something thinner and sturdier. Trust. The crew wrapped the pane in blankets and carried it to the staging platform. Mara fitted the new spacer into the shoe and checked the alignment twice, then a third time because she was Mara and could not help herself. Ivo arrived with a stack of cloth pads for the ropes and pressed one into Sera’s hand. It was embroidered badly with a little glass frog. — I made it for luck, he said. — Croak would want me to say he made it. — Croak is very busy being a frog, Sera said. Ivo grinned, then sobered when the first heavy drop hit the outer shutters. Rain began in earnest after that, a rapid hard tapping that deepened into a hiss. The dome overhead answered with a long, low note that vibrated through the floorboards. Everyone in the workshop fell quiet for half a second. Then Mara lifted her chin. — Positions, she said. The room moved at once. Sera took the rope bundle, the replacement sealant, and the small hammer she trusted more than most people. Then she looked toward the hatch and saw the storm gathering in a dark sheet over the harbor, close enough now that the sea had vanished behind it. The window was closing. She knew it. Everyone knew it. And still she went to the door.
At the hatch, Sera paused with one hand on the latch and felt the whole workshop behind her breathing in that contained, focused way people do when they have decided not to let a disaster become a spectacle. Mara stood at the table with the alignment gauge tucked under one arm. Rafi had already clipped on the outer line and was checking the tension with the solemn face he reserved for things that might kill him. Ivo hovered just inside the doorway, trying very hard to look older than fourteen and failing in a manner that would have been charming if the weather had not been trying to swallow the town. — You do not have to like this, Mara said. — I know. — You only have to do it. Sera looked at her mother, at the flour on her cuff, at the stubborn set of her mouth, at the fact that she was here in the workshop instead of in the office or the market or anywhere else some woman like her could have chosen to be. Then she looked at Rafi, who gave her a tiny, irreverent nod that somehow meant yes, this is terrible, and yes, we can still do it, and yes, I will complain the entire time. The corner of Sera’s mouth twitched. — If I fall, I am blaming all of you, she said. — Acceptable, Rafi replied. — If you fall, I am coming after you and then blaming you later, which is the kind of friendship people write down, Ivo added. Mara rolled her eyes with theatrical patience. — Go on before I assign you all to sweeping. Sera opened the hatch. Wind punched through at once, cold and wet and loud enough to make the hanging lamp jump in its hook. The sound was almost a roar now, not the hiss she had heard from inside. Rain hit the outer glass in slanted needles. Far below, the harbor lights had blurred into streaks through the storm, and the dome above them thrummed like a struck bell. Sera tightened her grip on the rope, felt the harness bite at her shoulders, and stepped toward the ledge. She was no longer thinking about the mainland workshop, or the recommendation seal, or whether leaving had once seemed like the only way to become herself. Those thoughts had shrunk to the size of a pocket stone. What mattered now was the angle of the shoe, the weight of the pane, the way her hands would have to move in the cold. She climbed out into the rain with the storm rushing open around her, and the dome’s low singing deepened as if it had been waiting for her to answer.

    
Holding the South Ring
The storm reached the outer ledge like a fist and did not bother to knock. Sera leaned into the harness line and stepped out into the rain with her boots skidding on wet glass, the harbor below reduced to blurred gold smears and black water. The dome curved over her in a pale, trembling vault, each gust setting it to a low note that she felt in her ribs. For one absurd heartbeat she thought of how ridiculous it was to be standing on the outside of a glass shell in the middle of a storm and almost laughed at the sheer bad sense of it.
Rafi's voice came up through the rope line from the hatch. — If you fall, I am officially blaming the weather.
— I appreciate the specificity, Sera shouted back, dragging herself another inch along the ledge.
The seam she needed was only a little farther on. The bronze shoe sat where the pane line met the outer frame, half-hidden beneath wet trim and a bloom of pale mineral crust. Rain hammered her hood, slipped down her sleeves, and pooled at her elbows before being thrown away by the wind. The ledge was narrow enough to require trust in muscle memory, in the rope, in the stubborn fact that the dome had not broken yet.
Inside the shell, Mara's lamp moved like a second, steadier star. — You are on the right line, she called. — Do not argue with the glass and do not look down.
— Those are my two favorite hobbies, Sera muttered.
She crouched, planted one knee against the frame, and began scraping at the crust with a hooked blade. The mineral scale came away in brittle flakes, each one sharp as a fish bone. Under it, the seam breathed damp air trapped for too long. Sera felt the structure shiver under her glove and knew she was touching the place where water had been working in silence for weeks. The storm was only making the old damage honest.
The first layer of crust gave way easily. The second fought back. Sera jammed the hook under a ridge of frozen sludge and rocked it until the whole mass cracked loose with a wet snap that sprayed her sleeve. The smell that rose from the gap was foul, briny, and unmistakably old. She wrinkled her nose and heard Rafi make a face she could not see.
— That is a terrible smell, he said.
— Yes.
— I feel judged by it.
— Good. It should judge us all.
The drainage groove beneath the shoe had been packed tight with pale root fibers, hardened salt, and a wedge of waterlogged wood the color of old tea. Sera stared at it, then barked a short laugh. — Of course there is a chunk of wood in here.
— Is that surprising? Rafi asked.
— Only in the sense that the town has apparently been held together by patience and bad carpentry.
Mara gave a low sound that might have been agreement or a warning. Sera reached in with the hook, got under the wedge, and pulled. The wood resisted, then came free all at once, sending a thin gush of trapped water into the channel. It ran toward the sea in a dark ribbon, quicker than she expected, and the whole frame answered with a tiny settling groan.
That sound mattered. Sera froze and listened. The note of the glass above her had changed by almost nothing, but enough. A little less strain. A little less complaint. She patted the bronze shoe as if soothing a stubborn animal and looked toward the inner line.
— Mara, give me a half-turn on the south clamp.
There was a pause. Not hesitation. Calculation. Then her mother answered, calm as a blade. — Half-turn only.
Inside, metal shifted. The brace gave a sharp, ugly click. Outside, Sera felt the shoe lower a fraction against the stone bed. The glass no longer shuddered under her palm. It still hummed with pressure, but the tension had moved where it belonged. She exhaled hard enough to fog the wet edge of her hood and said, very softly, — There you are.
Rafi heard the relief in her voice and said, — I hate when your tone gets affectionate toward broken things.
— You are looking at me while I am hanging off the side of a storm dome.
— That does improve my manners.
She nearly smiled, then saw another line of white crust running under the shoe lip and swallowed the amusement down. The repair was not done. Not even close.
The storm leaned harder into the dome. Rain slashed sideways across the ledge, turning the world into moving streaks of silver and slate. Sera pressed herself low, one boot hooked under the rail, and slid the thin mirror plate under the shoe to check the seating. The gap was narrower now, but the bronze still sat proud on the left side. Not enough to fail at once. Enough to fail later, which was the same problem dressed differently.
— Left side is still high, she called.
— By how much? Mara asked.
Sera measured with her thumb, then with the gauge, then with the flat of her knife. — Less than a fingernail. More than I like.
— That is not a number, Rafi said.
— It is an accurate mood.
He made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had not been swallowed by the wind. The line above her tugged suddenly, and Sera was forced to throw her weight down hard against the rail to keep from drifting. Her shoulder struck metal. Pain flashed hot and brief. The harness bit into her ribs. For one sharp second the ledge rolled under her feet and the harbor turned upside down in her sight.
Rafi lunged forward from the hatch side and snatched the outer line tight before she could slip far enough to matter. — Stay with me, he snapped.
— I was not planning to leave, she barked back, breathless and furious.
— Excellent. I would have found that deeply inconvenient.
A ridiculous laugh burst out of her despite everything. It vanished into the rain almost as soon as it came, but it loosened the knot in her chest just enough to let her think. She wedged a small block under the shoe, tapped it with the hammer, listened to the note change, and understood that the whole quadrant had settled a hair too high on the outer support. The block helped. Not enough. Not yet.
She called for the heat wand. Ivo's voice crackled from inside, tinny with the pulley speaker he had insisted on attaching after declaring the emergency system sounded, in his words, emotionally underpowered. — Coming up!
A basket rose toward her on the line, bumping against the frame. In it lay the heat wand, a strip of seal cloth, and two biscuits wrapped in paper.
Sera blinked. — Why are there biscuits?
— Emergency morale, Ivo said. — Also, eat one before you do something heroic and annoying.
— That is not a category.
— It is in this family.
She snatched the wand, stuffed a biscuit in her pocket, and turned back to the shoe. The storm kept shouting. She kept working.
The bronze shoe needed heat more than force. Sera shielded the wand against the rain with one forearm and passed its narrow flame over the left edge in careful sweeps, enough to soften the old seal without blistering the metal. Steam rose at once, sharp and mineral-sweet. The smell took her back to winter mornings in the shop, when Mara would warm a seam long before the furnace reached full heat and tell her, with maddening calm, that glass obeyed best when it was not being bullied.
The left edge gave a fraction.
Not enough to celebrate. Enough to move.
— Mara, another quarter turn on the north brace. Then stop.
Inside, the response came after a beat. — Done.
The frame answered with a deep, tired groan, as if the dome had been holding its breath and finally let a little go. Sera felt the change through the soles of her boots. The left side still sat high, but the shoe had shifted closer to true. She took the hammer, set the block at the lip, and began tapping in a pattern so precise it felt like counting. Tap. Listen. Tap. Listen. The metal ring changed each time, thin and sharp at first, then fuller, then almost clean.
A gust hit so hard the whole ledge lurched. Sera slammed her shoulder against the frame to keep her balance and bit off a curse. Rain flooded over her hood and down her nose. Somewhere behind her, one of the outer shutters banged loose and started thudding against its latch like an angry fist.
— Lovely weather, Rafi called. — Very elegant. Ten out of ten. Would not recommend.
— If you have time to rate the storm, you have time to tighten that line, Sera shot back.
She heard him mutter something affectionate and rude, then the rope tightened as he obeyed. Good. She needed the extra tension, and he knew it. That was the kind of trust that lived in the muscles before it ever made it into speech.
The shoe resisted at first. Then, with a sound like a key turning in a heavy lock, it dropped another hair's breadth into the bed. Sera stopped, pressed two fingers to the seam, and felt the vibration settle into a steadier note. Not fixed. But aligned enough to hold if she could lock it before the storm got smarter.
Her knuckles were bloodied under the glove where the metal edge had scraped her skin. She had not noticed until the rain diluted the red and ran it down the back of her hand. Funny, she thought dimly. That was the sort of detail a person only noticed once the work was nearly done. She sucked in one sharp breath, flexed her fingers, and reached for the sealant.
The sealant had gone stiff in the cold. Sera knelt as low as the harness would allow, jammed the tube under her arm for warmth, and worked it with both hands until the compound softened enough to spread. Then she ran a bead along the seam with a pressure that would have been impossible if her whole body were not already singing with effort. The compound filled the gap, dark and glossy, clinging to bronze and stone alike.
Rafi climbed one rung higher on the outer rail, hair plastered to his forehead, and took the upper line with one hand while the other pressed the brace block in place. — If this goes wrong, I want it written down that I protested the entire arrangement, he said.
— Noted.
— Excellent. I like a paper trail when I am nearly freezing to death.
Sera snorted and almost smudged the seal. She caught herself just in time, then glanced down the ledge. The storm had turned the harbor into a blurred sheet of dark water, but in the wash of lightning she could see the outer market awnings lifting and snapping in the wind, the lanterns below bobbing like anxious fireflies. Aster Quay looked small from up here, almost fragile. It should have made her feel powerful to hold its roof together. Instead it made her careful.
The pane line shuddered.
Sera's head snapped up. The left support had shifted again, just enough to threaten the newly seated shoe. She saw at once what the storm was doing. The old wedge had not been the only problem. The bronze band itself had warped under repeated pressure, very slightly curling away from the bed on the inner edge. If she left it that way, the seal would take now and fail later.
She swore under her breath.
— What? Rafi asked.
— The shoe is bent.
— How bent?
— Annoyingly bent.
— That is not a measurement either.
— It is today.
She stared at the shape, then at the small brazier basket hanging from the line near the hatch. The one they had used to keep the repair compound from stiffening had gone cold, but the coals could still be coaxed back. If she could heat the bronze long enough to shape a thin shim, she might correct the tilt before the seal locked. It was not elegant. It was not a standard fix. It was also the only thing that fit the time they had.
— I need the brazier up here, she called.
Inside, there was a brief silence. Then Mara's voice, steady and clipped: — You get one chance. Do not waste it.
— I never do, Sera said, though the words were half a joke and half a dare to herself.
The basket rose on the pulley line, swinging hard in the wind. She caught it one-handed, nearly lost it, and swore again as the hot metal rim bit through her glove. The storm did not care. It kept pushing rain at her face, wind at her back, and pressure into the frame. Sera set the basket on a ledge, fed it with the last coals, and watched the heat bloom back into life.
The brazier gave off a thin red glow, just enough to warm the bronze without turning it soft enough to ruin. Sera pulled the narrow shim blank from her belt pouch, clamped it in the tongs, and held it over the heat until the metal took on a dull, obedient shine. Then she laid it against the wooden form and bent it by degrees, hammering the curve with short, exact strikes that sent little sparks skittering into the rain.
It was the kind of work that erased everything except timing. The angle of the hammer. The flick of the wrist. The breath you took before the metal answered. She had learned it at Mara's elbow years ago, when her hands had been too small to lift the heavier tools and too stubborn to admit it. Mara had taught her the trick of listening to the note of a piece before touching it again. Rafi had called it impossible the first time he'd seen her do it and then, after a month of watching, had stopped saying that whenever her face took on the dangerous focus that meant she knew exactly what she was doing.
— How's the patient? he called.
— Complaint still active. I am persuading it.
— I knew there was a romantic aspect to this job.
— Your concept of romance is alarming.
He laughed and tightened the outer line when the wind snapped at him. Sera turned the shim once more, checked the curve against the shoe, and felt the fit click into place in her head before it ever touched the metal. The left side needed a small lift. The inner edge needed to come down. If she could insert the shim on the next gust shift, the pressure would redistribute instead of forcing the bronze to fight the frame.
She looked toward the hatch.
Mara was already watching her, one hand on the inner gauge, the other steady on the brace. Even in the storm, even in the noise and the cold, her mother's expression had gone oddly still. Not worried. Ready.
That, more than anything, made Sera's throat tighten.
— On my count, Mara said.
Sera set the shim in her teeth, hooked the hammer to her belt, and planted both boots hard against the rail. The wind rose again, then dipped.
— Now, Mara said.
Sera moved. She slid the shim under the warped edge, caught it with the tongs, and drove it home with three clean blows. The bronze answered with a deep, satisfying note. The shoe dropped into true. The whole quadrant gave one long tremor and then, almost unbelievably, settled.
For a second there was only rain and breathing.
Then the dome's sound changed. The strained, bitter ring that had haunted the lower support all week shifted into something fuller and steadier, a low harmonic that seemed to spread across the shell in widening waves. Sera froze with the hammer in her hand, listening to it travel outward.
— Did that just work? Rafi asked in a voice gone oddly quiet.
— It just worked, Sera said.
The grin that split his face was so broad it looked almost painful. Then another gust hit, and he muttered, — Good. Because I was running out of heroic facial expressions.
Sera laughed, breathless and disbelieving, and pressed her palm to the repaired seam as if she could feel the whole structure settling under her hand. The storm was still there. The danger was still there. But the south ring had stopped trying to break apart.
The rest of the repair took twice as long and felt half as frightening, which was how Sera knew the worst was over. She packed the sealant harder into the seam, folded the cloth strip over the outer edge, and locked the final clamps into place while Mara watched the gauge on the inner side for any fresh shift. Rafi, who had started the night looking as if he expected to be thrown into the sea for sport, now leaned against the frame with rain dripping off his chin and the contented expression of a man who had survived something only because he had been too stubborn to fall off.
— You are going to make this look easy, he said.
— It is never easy.
— That is not what I said.
— It is what you meant.
He gave a tired little laugh. Inside, someone cheered. Not loudly, not in a way that belonged to a triumph parade. It was the noise of people hearing a dangerous note leave a room and deciding, together, to believe in a future that still had work in it. Sera let the sound wash over her and felt the ache in her shoulders all at once. Her hands were shaking now that they had permission to stop. Her knuckles throbbed under the wet glove. One knee had gone numb from the ledge. The storm wind still tugged at her clothes, but the dome no longer moved under that ugly, dangerous strain.
Mara reached out from the hatch and caught her forearm as she climbed back inside. The grip was brief and firm, more than enough. — Good work, she said.
Sera opened her mouth with a reflexive complaint ready to go, then found that nothing came out. Good work. Not perfect, not brilliant, not the kind of praise that required a speech or a seal. Just true.
Below them, the lower market had begun to wake again even though the storm still lashed the glass above. A vendor was already stacking up fallen signs. Somewhere a child was laughing at the sight of a soaked apprentice trying to wring out her sleeves. The district steward, who had apparently decided his boots mattered less than the possibility of looking useful, stood near the stair rail with water running off his hat brim and a face that had finally run out of pride.
— Miss Vale, he said, awkwardly formal, — the office will want a full report.
— The office can wait until I stop smelling like lightning, Sera said.
That got a snort out of Rafi and, to her surprise, a faint twitch at the corner of Mara's mouth. The steward looked relieved by the fact that he had not been bitten in half and nodded too quickly.
The storm still had hours in it. The dome would need monitoring all night. But the danger in the south ring had shifted from immediate to manageable, which was its own kind of miracle. Sera stood under the hatch with rainwater dripping from her cuffs and looked up through the repaired glass. The clouds churned overhead, dark and fast, but the structure held the light in a new way now, clearer and steadier. Not flawless. Never flawless. Strong enough.
They waited out the worst of the storm in the workshop, where the furnace heat kept the damp from biting too deep and the smell of broth, wet wool, and hot metal made the room feel strangely domestic for a night that had nearly taken the dome apart. Ivo, who had decided that surviving a structural emergency entitled him to a heroic appetite, sat cross-legged on a crate with a bowl of bean stew and a biscuit balanced on top of it like a badge.
— You look like a drowned ferret, he told Sera with great sincerity.
— Thank you, she said. — I worked hard for this look.
— It suits you less than the frog, he decided.
General Croak sat on the shelf above the kettle, one green glass eye catching the light. Mara had put a scrap of cloth under it like a cushion, which everyone pretended not to notice because noticing would have made the joke too tender.
When the room had quieted, Mara drew Sera aside to the corner bench where the recommendation form lay under a clean weight of tools. The paper looked smaller now than it had in Sera's head all week. Less like a verdict. More like a choice that had been waiting to be made.
— You were right to hide nothing, Mara said.
Sera gave a dry, tired smile. — That almost sounds like praise.
— Do not get used to it.
She studied her mother for a moment, then looked down at the form. The mainland workshop seal still waited at the bottom, blank and ready. All the rage and restlessness she had carried since morning had thinned into something quieter. Not regret. Not surrender. Just the strange realization that leaving no longer had to mean escape.
— I still want the placement, she said.
Mara nodded once. — I know.
— But I do not want it because I am running.
That was the part that made Mara's face soften. Not much. Enough. She put a hand on the edge of the bench, fingers flour-dusted and steady. — Good. Then when you go, you go with your hands open, not clenched.
Sera looked at her, at the lines of fatigue around her mouth, at the way her shoulders had loosened only after the danger passed. For once she did not feel the need to argue. She felt, instead, the full weight of being known by someone who had taught her how to shape a seam and how to stand inside a hard day without turning to dust.
— You really are letting me leave, Sera said quietly.
— I am letting you become whatever comes next, Mara replied.
It was not dramatic. It was better than dramatic. Sera laughed once under her breath, because if she did not laugh she might have done something foolish like cry into the stew. Across the room, Rafi was pretending not to watch them with the open curiosity of someone who had made it a hobby to notice what people did not say aloud. He caught her eye and lifted his spoon in a small toast.
She lifted hers back.
The storm kept rattling the shutters, but the workshop held steady around them. That was enough for tonight.
By morning, the storm had moved inland, leaving Aster Quay rinsed clean and shining under a hard white sky. The harbor below the dome glittered with gulls and broken reflections, and the market lanes smelled of salt, wet stone, and the first bread pulled from ovens after a long night. Sera and Rafi climbed the lower ring before the sun had finished drying the glass, both of them wrapped in patched coats and carrying the kind of fatigue that only comes after surviving something with your hands.
The repaired seam was visible in the dawn light. Not hidden. Not disguised. The bronze shoe showed a line of fresh sealant, and the spacer band shone with a slightly different hue where Sera had heated and shaped it under the storm. She stared at the repair for a long moment and waited for the old annoyance to rise in her chest at the imperfect finish.
It did not.
Instead, she found herself thinking that the seam looked honest.
— You are smiling, Rafi said with suspicious care.
— I am not.
— You are doing the face that means you are about to be annoying in a new way.
— That is because I am tired.
He leaned over the rail, looked at the seal, and nodded once. — It held.
— It held.
Below them, children were already being herded back toward school with damp ribbons still tied to their wrists from the festival week. One of them pointed up at the repaired quadrant and asked something loud and delighted that the adults answered with a mix of pride and exasperation. Aster Quay was returning to itself in pieces: shutters opening, carts moving, kettles steaming on doorsteps. The town had not become less fragile. It had simply learned where it was strongest.
Ivo appeared at the stair rail with a basket of still-warm rolls and the solemn air of someone bearing sacred cargo. — I brought breakfast, he said. — Also, General Croak has requested a formal inspection but refuses to wear the harness.
— He can stay in the workshop, Mara called from below.
— He says that is acceptable, Ivo answered, dead serious.
Sera laughed, then wiped the steam from her face and looked back at the dome. There was the damaged place, now repaired. There was the sea beyond it, moving under the morning wind. There was the mainland far off, where the workshop seal still waited in her satchel. And there was the town below, still noisy, still stubborn, still here.
She took the recommendation form out at last and folded it once, then again, until it fit neatly into the inside pocket of her tool roll. Not hidden. Kept. The difference mattered.
She would leave when the season was right. She would take the placement because she wanted it, not because she was fleeing. She would come back with better tools, better training, and maybe enough confidence to be less impossible in public. That thought made her mouth twist with something close to a grin.
Rafi glanced at the tool roll and gave her a lazy, knowing look. — So. Mainlanders lose sleep over you on purpose now.
— Only if I work hard enough.
— Then I am sure they are doomed.
She shouldered the roll, looked once more through the repaired glass at the harbor she had always wanted to outrun, and felt no urge to look away. The dome was still fragile. So was everything worth keeping. This time, that knowledge did not make her want to bolt. It made her ready to stay long enough to choose what came next.
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