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Harvesting the Ember Blooms Before Frost
Bastian Kreel
In the cliffside city of Vey, ember blooms warm homes, fuel furnaces, and decide who stays comfortable when frost bites early. Refiner Tavin Vale is one crate short, one bad shift from ruin, and forced into a night of precise craft, awkward teamwork, and market pressure inside a kiln house that refuses to behave.
ProseHub


    
One Crate Short
Tavin Vale stood on the cold stone lip above the lower market and watched dawn crawl over the terrace city. Vey was stacked in shelves of worked rock, each level catching a different draft, each alley carrying a different smell: hot bean paste from the cook stalls, sweet grain steam from the bakers, sharp ash from the kiln houses, wet wool from the dye vats, and the faint green warmth that always clung to ember blooms after a good night. The blooms were the reason people tolerated the climb. They were not flowers in any soft sense. Their thick petals held heat inside a waxy core, and when opened at the right hour they could warm a room, feed a furnace bed, or dry a year's worth of cloth. That made them food, fuel, and currency at once, which meant everybody smiled at them in public and counted them in private. A translucent panel hung in Tavin's sight as he checked the order assigned to his work crew. [Status: Tavin Vale / Refiner Rank 3] [Heat Sense 2] [Sift 1] [Quench 1] [Daily Order: Deliver 18 crates of ember blooms to the North Exchange before dusk] He had seventeen. He had counted twice. He counted again with the expression of a man hoping numbers would confess to a mistake out of shame. They did not. A boot scuffed behind him. Pella Wren, hauling a crate rope over one shoulder and wearing a grin that had never met a difficult day it couldn't annoy, leaned in and looked at the tally slate. 'You have the face of a man betrayed by vegetables,' Pella said. 'These are not vegetables.' 'Worse then. At least vegetables know how to stay humble.' Tavin snorted despite himself and adjusted the rope on his back. Below them, a woman sold thick ring loaves stuffed with onion paste and pepper greens, and workers lined up with clay cups of bitter tea to keep their hands steady against the cold. Every morning the city did this little dance of hunger and heat, pretending the frost was only a seasonal inconvenience. Tavin had long since learned that it was never only seasonal. His jaw tightened as he looked toward the upper terraces, where buyers waited in clean coats and warm gloves and expected lower people to produce miracles on schedule. 'Move,' he said. 'If we miss the first cart, Kest will shave the price and smile while doing it.' 'He smiles like a tax knife,' Pella said, but he climbed after Tavin all the same, and together they pushed into the wind.
The path to the ember beds rose in short stone steps cut into the cliff face, each landing marked by vents that breathed old heat from the city works. Tavin kept one hand on the crate rope and the other near the bloom covers, not because the frost could bite through cloth, but because the flowers shifted with temperature and a careless stumble could turn a strong crate into a tray of wilted currency. The first light had not yet taken the blue out of the shadows. He could feel the cold in his teeth. Heat Sense pulsed low in his chest, a useful little pain that told him where warmth pooled and where it leaked away. To the right, a row of drying racks rattled in the wind, filled with last season's reed bundles. To the left, children in stitched caps ran past carrying glazed bread rings for the kiln crews, and one of them had tied a strip of bright cloth around a broom handle and was parading it as if it were a royal spear. Vey never looked grand when the sun was low, but it had its rituals. On the first freeze of the month, old women set copper spoons on their windowsills to show they had enough heat for tea; at the spring turn, bakers brushed ash dust over their doorframes to keep mold out of the pantry. Nobody called those customs important, which was exactly why everyone kept them. Asha Ren waited at the edge of the bloom beds, one knee bent on a crate, sleeves rolled to the elbow, her dark hair bound with a strip of wool. She was already picking through a tray of open blossoms, thumb and forefinger pinching stems, eyes narrowed with the patience of someone who trusted her hands more than any speech. 'You're late,' she said without looking up. 'You're alive,' Tavin answered. 'A fair trade.' She gave him a look that meant she was amused and dissatisfied in equal measure, which in Asha's case was practically a celebration. The bloom bed behind her shivered with stored warmth. Ember blooms grew in clusters among black ash soil, and their petals glowed faintly when the wind touched them. Not bright. Not enough to light a street. Just enough to suggest that the ground had a heart under it. Tavin crouched beside her and laid two fingers against a stem. Heat Sense flickered. Good warmth. Thin root. Slight frost scar. Salvageable if handled now. 'We can lose three crates to damage,' Asha said. 'We cannot lose six to greed.' 'I know.' 'Do you?' 'I know enough to hate math before breakfast.' She made a sound that might have been a laugh. That, from Asha, was almost a sermon.
Tavin moved through the bed lines with his sleeves pushed high and his boots sinking into warm ash. He worked fast, but not rough. Ember blooms punished haste. He slid one hand under a half-open cluster, lifted it just enough to see the stem joints, then brushed frost crystals away with the edge of a bone scraper. Another cluster had begun to sag where a night gust had struck it too hard. He cupped the bloom, turned it, and let the stored heat find its own shape again. A soft system chime rang in his head. [Skill Check Passed: Sift] [XP +4] [Minor Quality Recovery] The panel vanished as quickly as it came, leaving only the smell of warm petals and his own breath. A bloom popped open near his cheek and threw a small burst of steam into his face. He jerked back, coughed once, and heard Pella laugh so hard that the laugh turned into a hiccup. 'It likes you,' Pella called from the next row. 'It tried to brand me.' 'That's affection from the lower beds. Be grateful.' Tavin wiped his nose with his wrist and glared at the plant as if it had insulted his family. Asha watched him for a moment, then said, softer, 'You still treat them like numbers.' 'Numbers are easier to carry.' 'No. They are easier to abandon.' That stung because it was true, and she knew it. Tavin did not answer. He pressed on, shifting crates, testing stems, sorting the clean from the bruised. The work was precise enough to feel like argument. Every bloom he saved cost him a second. Every second stolen from the frost mattered. 'Upper Exchange will take the best first,' Asha said after a while. 'They always do. Then they say the lower terraces should be proud to receive the rest.' 'Pride does not warm a wall.' 'No. But it keeps people from selling the wall too.' Tavin almost smiled. 'You have a talent for sounding like a knife with good manners.' 'And you have a talent for sounding like a coin nobody trusts.' She held out a tray. 'This one is strong. Mark it for the first cart.' He did. The crate went to the side, careful and clean, the petals packed snug under damp reed cloth. It should have felt like progress. It did not. There was still one crate short, and the day had only just begun.
They heard Kest Arlen before they saw him. His boots struck the stone path with the neat rhythm of a man who had never once had to hurry for his own sake. He came up from the upper switchback with two runners behind him and a slate case tucked under one arm, coat sleeves clipped back, gloves too fine for ash work. Kest was not old, but he carried the settled look of someone who had been paid to decide what other people deserved. He stopped at the edge of the beds and surveyed the crates with a gaze so clean it felt rude. 'You are slow today,' he said. 'The frost was faster,' Pella muttered. Kest ignored him and focused on Tavin. 'I hear your contract is tight. I can be generous if you deliver the whole harvest to the North Exchange at once. No split route. No reserve allotment. One transfer. One payment.' Tavin wiped dirt off his palm and took the slate from his belt pouch. He did not need to open it to know what Kest meant. More coin up front, less mercy afterward. 'That price cuts the lower terraces out,' Tavin said. Kest shrugged as if discussing weather. 'The lower terraces can buy warmth the same way everyone else does.' 'With what? Your smile?' Pella asked. Kest finally looked at him. 'Your jokes are the reason the city still needs guards.' 'That's the nicest thing anyone has said to me this week.' Asha stepped forward, shoulders square, and the air around her changed. She did that without effort. 'We are not selling the reserve crates,' she said. 'Not if the night turns hard.' 'You are selling yourself out of the market,' Kest replied. 'There is no honor in letting stock rot while buyers wait.' Tavin felt his throat tighten. He hated that Kest was not entirely wrong. If they missed the window, the blooms would lose value. If they sold too much now, the lower blocks would freeze later. It was not a grand choice. It was a hungry one. 'We deliver what we can,' Tavin said. 'Then we keep what we need.' Kest studied him, amused by the certainty in a voice that had already learned how uncertain the world could be. 'Then your season ends with a fine bill and a smaller shed.' He turned to leave, then added, 'If you change your mind, send word before sunset. I do not enjoy waiting for people to become practical, but I can manage it.' Once he was gone, Pella spat to the side. 'He talks like he was raised by a cash box.' 'He was,' Asha said. That earned a brief, dark laugh from all three of them, and for a few heartbeats the tension loosened enough to breathe.
The first real trouble came from the path, not the flowers. A cart wheel struck a hidden crack on the upper switchback and snapped with a sound like dry bone. The load lurched hard to the left. Pella cursed, dropped the rope, and threw both hands out to catch the crate stack before it slid over the stone lip. Tavin moved before the thought finished forming. He vaulted the low rail, planted one boot against the wall, and slammed his shoulder into the frame to stop the cart from tipping. Wood groaned. Reed lashings bit into his palms. For one long second the whole load hung in a bad angle over the drop, and he could feel the crates trying to win. 'Asha!' he barked. She was already there, bracing the rear axle with a pry bar. Pella snatched the broken wheel, shoved a flat stone under the hub, and used his free hand to wave away a mule that had decided this was the ideal moment to be offended by gravity. The mule snorted and backed up with great dignity, as if the cart had insulted its mother. 'If this crate survives,' Pella gasped, 'it gets a name.' 'No names,' Tavin said through clenched teeth. 'Naming things makes them expensive.' 'Then we should name you,' Pella grunted. 'Would you like a crown as well?' Asha barked a laugh, quick and sharp, then bent to wedge the wheel. The cart settled inch by inch. Tavin slid his hand under the front crate, found the loose corner, and shoved it back into place. [Skill Check Passed: Quench] [XP +3] It was not a dramatic skill gain. It was the kind that rewarded not panicking when wood, stone, and cold all decided to be enemies at once. Once the cart was steady, Tavin stepped back with his shoulder aching and his breath coming hard. The whole delay had taken less than a minute and cost them nearly an hour of daylight. That was how the season worked. It was never one disaster. It was a dozen small ones pretending to be ordinary. Asha pressed her thumb against the ruined wheel and shook her head. 'We can mend it, but not on this slope.' 'Then we do it on the next shelf,' Tavin said. 'And lose more time.' 'Better time than cargo.' She looked at him a moment, then nodded. That was her version of agreement: not cheerful, not warm, but solid. They lashed the broken wheel in place and pushed the cart onward with all the care of people carrying a temper.
By the time they reached the kiln house, the wind had sharpened enough to scrape the skin raw. The building sat on the inner shelf, broad and squat, with thick stone walls that kept the old heat inside long after the sun had fallen. Workers came and went through the side arch carrying trays, ash sacks, and bundled reed mats. Nobody spoke loudly here. The place had its own mood, a practical hush broken only by the clatter of tools and the hiss of vents taking breath. Inside, the air smelled of warm mineral dust, tea, and something faintly sweet from the drying racks. Tavin set the crates down and rolled his shoulders, trying to ease the ache from the cart rescue. A woman at the tea bench handed him a clay cup without being asked. The drink was bitter enough to wake a dead man and came with a crust of toasted grain on the side. Tavin took both with a nod. 'You look like the floor tried to eat you,' the woman said. 'The floor was ambitious.' 'So were you, apparently.' Pella, limping in behind the cart, raised two fingers. 'I only nearly died. No need to overstate.' 'You nearly made a hole in my day,' she replied, and turned away before he could charm her into laughing. Tavin sat on an upturned crate and opened the kiln ledgers, or rather the tallies written on wax sheets and tied with cord, because the city disliked wasting paper on anything that could be scratched and melted later. The count sat there in clean strokes: seventeen crates inbound, seventeen crates on hand, one crate damaged beyond easy sale. His eye lingered on the last line. Asha came to stand beside him, hands on her hips, watching the workers sort the blooms by heat and size. 'We can cut the reserve to meet the order,' she said quietly. 'I know.' 'Then the lower blocks get less fuel tonight.' 'I know that too.' She glanced at him. 'Say it out loud, Tavin. It helps less than you think, but it helps.' He exhaled through his nose. 'If we sell all of it, we keep the contract and leave our own people cold.' 'Yes.' 'If we hold back enough to matter, Kest takes the shipment apart in his head and reduces the payment.' 'Also yes.' Pella wandered over with a cup of tea balanced on one finger like a circus trick nobody had asked for. 'I hate to interrupt your tragedy, but the kiln mouth sounds unhappy.' Tavin looked up. The far vent indeed gave a low, uneven hiss. Not broken. Not yet. Just fussy. The house was warm, but not steady. He frowned, then stood. He had the strange sense, as though the world were leaning a fraction to one side, that the day had not yet finished revealing its bad manners.
Tavin went to the kiln mouth with the tools he trusted: a soot brush, a narrow gauge rod, a wedge chisel, and a hand fan made from stiff reed. He crouched beside the vent stones and held two fingers near the heat flow without touching the edge. Too much surge on the left. Thin pull on the right. Not enough balance for a clean dry cycle. The kiln was not failing, exactly. It was sulking, which was often worse because sulking made people waste time guessing. 'Tell me you can fix that face on the furnace,' Pella said. 'It looks like it swallowed a lemon and found the lemon rude.' 'If the kiln wants to complain, it can do so after the shipment.' Tavin slipped the gauge rod into the seam and measured the draw. A tiny panel brightened in his sight. [Heat Sense: environmental scan complete] [Stability: 71%] [Warning: uneven vent pressure] He traced the line again, slower. There was a crack under the second stone, no wider than a finger joint, hidden under old soot. Enough to bleed warmth. Enough to ruin a long hold. He clicked his tongue. 'Asha. Bring the ash mortar.' She came at once, already knowing the tone. She did not waste time asking if the problem was serious. Serious had a way of standing in front of their boots and making itself obvious. Together they packed the seam with damp ash paste. Pella held the fan and kept the air moving in short bursts while Tavin adjusted the vent stone by a hair's breadth. The change was tiny. The effect was not. Warmth rolled more evenly through the chamber. [Stability: 83%] [XP +5] The panel vanished. Tavin stared at the stone for a moment longer than necessary, not because he doubted the fix, but because the kiln had just reminded him that the whole season could hinge on cracks nobody noticed until they grew teeth. Asha brushed ash from her wrist. 'That should hold until dark.' 'Should,' Tavin repeated. 'You say that like it has a personal vendetta.' 'Everything in this house has a personal vendetta.' Pella lifted his cup. 'Especially the tea.' Their laughter was brief, tired, and real. It loosened something in Tavin's chest he had not noticed hardening. He went back to the crates, checked the seals, and found the damaged one sitting apart from the rest like a bad tooth.
The damaged crate had been warped in the cart spill. One corner had split, and frost had touched the outer layer of blooms just long enough to dull their edge. By any clean market rule, it was a downgrade. By Kest's rule, it was a loss. By the lower terraces' rule, it was still warmer than an empty hearth. Tavin set it on a low stand and stared at the wound in the wood. Asha folded her arms. 'Do not tell me you're thinking of repairing it for fun.' 'I never do anything for fun,' he said. 'That's one reason you are such a delight.' Pella dragged over a stool, sat backward on it, and pointed a thumb at the crate. 'What's the plan, then? Stare it into becoming perfect?' Tavin took a slow breath. The sensible choice was to reclassify the crate, sell it cheaper, and accept the thinner margin. The practical choice was to keep the quality count high by moving the best blooms into the clean crates and discarding the rest. Neither choice solved the shortage without hurting someone. He hated that the season kept forcing that shape of problem. He hated even more that he was starting to understand it. He ran his fingers along the split wood, felt the moisture, the cold edge, the wasted heat trapped inside. Then he noticed something odd. The blooms toward the center of the crate were warmer than the outer layer, protected by their own packing density. If he separated them in stages, kept the temperature even, and refreshed the outer petals with short bursts of controlled heat, he might recover enough quality to split the load into two legal batches. Not pretty. Not easy. But possible. A pale line of text flashed across his sight. [New Craft Route Detected: Split-Batch Refining] [Requirement: Stable Heat + Precise Separation] [Result Potential: Salvage damaged stock without total downgrade] Tavin blinked at it. 'Well?' Asha asked. 'Well,' he said, and there was surprise in his own voice, 'the crate has opinions.' Pella laughed. 'That is the first sensible thing today.' Tavin crouched lower, lifted one bloom cluster by the stem, and turned it in his hand as if the whole season had narrowed to this exact motion. For the first time since dawn, his irritation gave way to something cleaner and sharper. Not hope yet. Not quite. But interest.
He began with the outer layer. Tavin loosened the lashings, pried back the damp reed cloth, and slid two fingers under the top row of blooms. Heat Sense lit up his nerves. Not enough warmth to scorch. Enough to keep the petals alive. He signaled Pella to fan the side vents in short bursts while Asha tipped a shallow tray of warm ash into the base stand. The crate sighed, if a crate could be said to sigh, and the smell that came off it was richer than before. Sweet. Smoky. Alive. Tavin had to smile at the absurdity of it. One ruined crate, two irritated coworkers, and a kitchen tool's worth of airflow had become a small rescue operation. The whole thing looked ridiculous from the outside. That made it easier to survive. 'If this works,' Pella said, 'I want a medal.' 'You want a snack,' Asha said. 'I want both.' Tavin ignored them and used the bone scraper to separate one cluster at a time. He lifted, checked, turned, and set each bloom in a new tray. The motion settled into his muscles. He could feel the difference in thickness, in core heat, in petal health. This was the sort of work he had been born into without anyone asking if he liked it. Yet now, for the first time, the process felt less like punishment and more like language. [Skill Check Passed: Sift] [XP +6] [Split-Batch Progress: 41%] He grunted. Not bad. The damaged petals were not gone. They were simply difficult. That was an important distinction in Vey, where half the city made its living by persuading difficult things to stay useful. He moved faster, shoulders bending, hands steady. Pella fed the fan. Asha watched the color shift in the trays and corrected the ash depth with a sharp eye. 'If the color holds,' she said, 'we might save all of it.' 'Do not say that too soon,' Tavin muttered. 'The world hears bragging and gets ideas.' As if to prove his point, the kiln vent gave a sudden hot cough. A stream of air slapped the inner wall and sent ash skittering over the floor. Pella yelped and jerked backward so fast he nearly sat on his own dignity. 'The furnace is jealous,' he said. 'It wants attention.' 'Then stop flirting with it,' Tavin shot back, and Asha made that brief startled sound again that counted as laughter. The flare passed, but it forced Tavin to slow and reset the vent balance before the temperature drifted. He cursed under his breath, adjusted the stone, and kept going. The crate was no longer a problem in front of him. It had become a test.
By late afternoon the chamber ran hot and steady enough to make sweat darken the collars of their work shirts. Tavin had dust on his cheeks, ash on his wrists, and a mild burn across one knuckle where a bloom stem had snapped back with rude enthusiasm. He barely noticed. The trays on the table were filling in ordered rows, each one packed by heat band and petal strength. The count rose in small, stubborn steps. Eighteen did not appear all at once. It arrived one careful cluster at a time. Outside, the sky had gone the color of old steel. Frost would come soon. The lower terraces would feel it first. Kest's runners returned at the edge of the yard, their polished boots too clean for the ash drift. One of them held out a receipt tablet and waited with the patient, dead-eyed expression of a man who believed time belonged to people like him. Tavin looked from the tablet to the trays, then to Asha, then to the split crate still open on the stand. 'He wants the answer now,' the runner said. 'He can have the truth now,' Pella muttered. 'Whether he likes it is another craft entirely.' Tavin straightened slowly. The work had left his back sore and his arms trembling, yet his mind felt oddly clear. He knew what Kest would say if they delivered a reduced lot. He knew what the lower terraces would lose if they sold everything. He also knew that the new route on his panel had not been a joke. The crate could be split. The quality could hold. If he finished cleanly, they might meet the count after all. If he failed, they would lose both coin and trust. He glanced at the vent stones. The kiln was still steady, but only because every one of them had bullied it into obedience. Asha stepped close enough to speak without the runners hearing. 'What are you doing, Tavin?' 'Trying not to choose the kind of loss that sounds neat on paper.' She studied him, then gave the smallest nod. That was enough. It meant she was with him, even if she did not like the shape of the risk. Tavin looked back at the split crate and felt the old cynicism in him loosen. Not disappear. Just loosen. There was work here worth doing properly. There were people here worth the effort. And there was, annoyingly, a craft path he had never seen before, waiting under his hands like a locked door that had decided to become interesting. [Craft Route Updated: Split-Batch Refining] [Secondary Task Available: Stabilize the damaged crate before nightfall] Tavin flexed his burned knuckles, set his jaw, and reached for the next bloom. 'All right,' he said, more to the kiln than to anyone else. 'Show me what you can do.'

    
The Kiln Refuses
The kiln did not like being challenged.
Tavin learned that within the first ten breaths after he said, mostly to himself and partly to the stubborn stone house around him, 'All right. Show me what you can do.' The kiln answer came as a shiver through the floor, a low metallic thrum in the vents, and a sudden puff of hot air that smelled faintly of iron, ash, and overcooked roots. It was not a dramatic refusal. It was worse. It was the sort of refusal that made a person suspect the machine had simply decided to be difficult on principle.
The kiln house had shifted into evening work. Lantern bowls filled with pale oil burned along the inner walls, giving the chamber a honeyed light that made every ash streak look softer than it was. On one side, two apprentices were sorting reed mats by length; on the other, an older woman cracked open a jar of pickled turnips with the calm of someone who had survived three bad winters and had no intention of giving the fourth any dignity. The workers ate their supper standing up: thick millet cakes brushed with pepper oil, hard cheese in salted wedges, and a bitter tea that left a brown ring on every cup. Nobody complained. They just chewed, swallowed, and went back to hauling heat into useful shapes.
Tavin set the split crate on a low stone bench and ran his fingers across the warped rim. The damaged reed cloth still clung to the blooms inside, damp from the cart spill and beginning to cool too fast. He could feel the trouble with Heat Sense: uneven pockets, a cold edge, a warm core that was trying to hold itself together out of spite. Asha came up beside him, wiping her hands on her apron.
'If you tell me this is fine,' she said, 'I will personally throw you into the ash bin.'
'It's not fine.'
'Good. I was worried the frost had killed your honesty.'
Pella, who had somehow acquired a copper ladle and was twirling it like a stage prop, pointed it at the kiln vent. 'The house sounds offended.'
'It should be,' Tavin said. 'It's charging us rent in frustration.'
The joke drew a few tired smiles from the workers nearby, but Tavin was already crouching, already measuring the vent pressure with the narrow rod clipped to his belt. The new craft route had appeared in his sight earlier, bright and unhelpful at once: Split-Batch Refining. The words had seemed neat enough on a panel. In practice, they meant touch, timing, and the sort of patience he usually reserved for bad customers. He tapped the stone seam, listened to the change in pitch, and frowned. The left vent was stealing heat from the center. The crate had not simply been damaged; it had become uneven in exactly the wrong way.
'All right,' he muttered. 'If you want difficult, let's do difficult properly.'
Tavin opened the crate a handspan and lifted the top layer of blooms with two careful fingers. The petals were still warm, but the warmth sat badly in them, like someone had packed live coals into a damp sack and hoped the problem would remain theoretical. He eased a cluster into a shallow tray, then another, slowing whenever the outer petals started to cool. [Skill Check: Heat Sense] [Result: micro-variance detected] [Craft Warning: moisture retention unstable]
'You look smug for a man wrestling flowers,' Pella said.
'I'm not wrestling them.'
'You're losing to them, then.'
'Only if they unionize.'
That got a snort out of Asha, who immediately tried to hide it behind a cough and failed. She knelt opposite Tavin and began separating the bloom stems into three lines: strong, salvageable, and the ones already too far gone. She did it with quick, economical motions that made the work look less like a crisis and more like an argument with a very patient opponent.
The kiln vent gave a dry cough. A thin ribbon of heat flared and then dipped again.
Tavin straightened. 'No. That's not right.'
He moved to the vent stones, leaned in, and pressed the back of his hand near the seam. The air was hotter on the right side, colder on the left. A crack. Small enough to miss in daylight. Large enough to wreck a night hold. He took the wedge chisel from his tool roll and slid it into the seam until the stone gave a tiny groan.
Asha watched. 'Can you seal it from here?'
'If the kiln doesn't mind being handled like a bad-tempered mule.'
'It already does.'
Pella set the ladle aside and fetched a squat jar of ash mortar from the shelf. 'Do you want me to tell it nice things?'
'No,' Tavin said. 'Last time you complimented a furnace it almost burst into the wall out of spite.'
'I said it had good posture.'
'It did not.'
The mortar was cool and gritty in Tavin's palm. He pressed it into the crack with his thumb, then with the flat of the chisel, packing it deeper, harder, making the seam take the shape he needed instead of the shape it preferred. The kiln shuddered once, resentful, and then the pressure eased by a fraction. [Stability: 71%] [Stability: 76%]
Not enough. But better.
Outside, the wind dragged across the upper shelf with the sound of a hundred narrow flutes. Tavin could feel the cold gathering beyond the walls. The whole city was leaning toward dusk, and the kiln was still deciding whether to cooperate.
The next problem arrived in the form of Kest Arlen's runner, a young man in a clean coat and polished boots that had no business on ash-stained stone. He appeared at the archway with a slate tag tied to his wrist and the expression of someone who had already decided he disliked this errand.
'From the North Exchange,' he said, and held the tag out with two fingers.
Tavin took it, read the embossed seal, and felt his jaw tighten. The message was short. Predictably short. Kest wanted the full shipment by moonrise. Not dawn. Not tomorrow. Now. If the contract was not met, the price would drop by a quarter on the remaining crates.
Pella peered over Tavin's shoulder. 'He writes threats the way other people write shopping lists.'
Asha made a soft, dangerous sound in her throat. 'Tell him his price can drop into the sewer with the rest of his manners.'
The runner, who looked suddenly interested in the mortar line on the floor, waited for a reply. Tavin handed the tag back without much care.
'We will send what is ready,' he said. 'That is all.'
The runner blinked, as if he had expected shouting and was disappointed by the lack of theater. 'He said I should remind you that the upper shelves can import heat stones from the eastern road if need be.'
'Of course he did,' Tavin said. 'Does he also import humility?'
The runner had the good sense not to laugh. He bowed once and left.
For a moment the kiln house was quiet except for the scratch of reed mats being stacked and the low hiss from the vents. Tavin stared at the tag, then tucked it into his belt pouch as if it were something contaminated. His irritation had a familiar shape. It was the shape of being told that scarcity was only a problem for people without leverage.
Asha folded her arms. 'If we sell everything, the lower terraces freeze by midnight.'
'If we hold back too much, we miss the contract.'
'Yes.'
'Comforting.'
'I'm not here to comfort you.'
'I know.' He glanced at her. 'You're here to be right.'
'And yet I keep being useful despite it.'
That earned a brief huff of laughter from Pella, who was now using the ladle to tap a rhythm on the side of an empty tray. 'I say we let the kiln decide,' he said. 'If it likes us, we keep the blooms. If it doesn't, we throw Kest into the furnace and let the market sort itself out.'
'He would become unbearable if he survived,' Asha said.
'Not if we only roast his boots.'
Tavin turned back to the crate. The idea had been a joke, but the shape of it stayed with him. He looked at the bloom trays, then at the vent, then at the hands moving around him. One person could sort, pack, and seal. One person could not fight heat loss, delay, and a damaged crate at once. Not cleanly.
The panel in his sight flickered.
[Craft Route Update Available: Coordinated Split-Batch] [Condition: synchronized handling by multiple operators]
Tavin stared at the line until it burned into meaning. 'I think,' he said slowly, 'the kiln wants us to stop pretending this is a one-man job.'
That announcement won him two kinds of attention: Asha's skeptical stare and Pella's delighted grin.
'Oh, good,' Pella said. 'You have become a philosopher.'
'Worse,' Tavin replied. 'I have become correct.'
The new route was not obvious in the way most skills were. It did not simply offer a cleaner cut or a stronger seal. It demanded rhythm. One person would lift. Another would fan. A third would separate the blooms before the core heat could slip away. If the timing worked, the system would reward the batch. If it failed, the crate would cool unevenly and the whole salvage would go to waste.
Asha reached for a tray and held it chest-high. 'Show me.'
Tavin nodded once. He slid the bone scraper under the first cluster, lifted, and set it into the tray while Asha shifted the ash bed beneath to keep the base warm. Pella stood by the side vent with the hand fan and gave two brisk waves of air exactly when Tavin signaled. The blooms shivered, petals opening a little wider under the controlled heat.
[Split-Batch Progress: 23%]
'Again,' Tavin said.
Pella fumbled the timing on purpose, then grinned like an idiot when Asha threatened him with the tray. 'I wanted to know if it would punish me.'
'It should,' Tavin said, without looking up.
'Your leadership style is breathtaking.'
'It's practical.'
'No, truly,' Pella said. 'I've never felt more motivated by being corrected.'
That almost made Asha laugh outright. She covered it by adjusting the ash layer, but Tavin heard the sound and felt something in his own chest loosen. Not enough to call it trust. Enough to notice it might be growing.
They repeated the sequence. Lift. Fan. Separate. Set. The kiln's vent pressure hovered near the edge of stability, and every movement had to be clean. Tavin's shoulders began to ache from the strain of holding the crate at the exact angle it needed. Asha's fingers darkened with ash. Pella's hair filled with soot until he looked as though he had been hatched from a chimney.
'If I start coughing up cinders,' Pella said, 'I want everyone to respect my new position as a furnace spirit.'
'Your new position,' Asha said, 'is shut up and fan the left vent.'
The work moved. The panel flickered.
[Split-Batch Progress: 41%] [Quality Retention: Stable]
Tavin expected relief. Instead he felt a sharper sort of attention, the kind that came when a problem stopped being impossible and became interesting. The blooms in his hands were responding not to force, but to coordination. The kiln was not refusing because it hated them. It was refusing because it required more than labor. It required alignment.
That idea lodged itself in him and would not move. He glanced at Asha. She gave him a questioning look, and he answered with a small nod.
'What's that face?' she asked.
'Nothing.'
'That is a lie shaped like a face.'
'Fine. The kiln is teaching me something.'
Pella made an exaggerated gasp. 'Can it teach me numbers?'
'No,' Tavin said. 'It has standards.'
The joke landed well enough to ease the tension, but the next bloom cluster came apart badly. A stem tore where it had been bruised in the cart spill, and a little burst of warm sap spattered Tavin's wrist. He hissed, jerked back, and almost lost the tray. Asha caught the edge before it tipped.
'Careful,' she said, sharper now.
'I am careful.'
'You are stubborn with good posture.'
'That's the nicest thing you've ever said to me.'
'Do not get used to it.'
He did not. He simply adjusted, breathed out, and started again.
By the time the lamps inside the kiln house burned lower and the air had warmed enough to make the stone walls sweat, Tavin understood that the crate was not the only thing being split apart. The work itself was teaching him how to divide attention without losing the whole. He had always treated craft the way Kest treated markets: as a matter of moving value from one place to another before anybody else could take it. But the route unfolding in front of him had no interest in speed alone. It wanted care. It wanted three sets of hands to agree on a beat and keep agreeing until the batch became something worth saving.
Outside, on the lower streets, a bell rang for the evening ration line. Its sound came up through the stone in a dull, far-off pulse. Tavin glanced toward the archway and imagined the queues in the cold: workers with cracked gloves, old men carrying reusable jars, children already half asleep against their parents' coats. He had spent enough winters to know what those bells meant. They meant broth with too much grain and not enough meat. They meant the poor pretending not to be hungry because being loudly hungry made you a target for both pity and thieves.
Asha noticed his glance. 'You should not be thinking about the lower line while you're mid-cut.'
'I'm thinking about whether Kest ever eats ration soup.'
Pella snorted. 'He probably has servants to be hungry on his behalf.'
'If only,' Asha said. 'Then maybe he'd learn empathy from the invoice.'
Tavin almost smiled, but the tray in his hands demanded his full focus. He turned a cluster just enough to expose the warm center and used the scraper to free the stem without crushing the petal base. The motion had become a sequence now: turn, slide, lift, set. The system liked sequences. The blooms liked them too.
[Split-Batch Progress: 58%] [Craft Bonus: Coordinated Handling +1]
That bonus hit him harder than the earlier ones. Not because it was large, but because it was real. The panel was acknowledging the group, not the individual. Tavin looked at Asha, then at Pella, and for the first time since the morning he had the uncomfortable sense that relying on other people was not the same as surrendering control.
'You look like you've discovered a new religion,' Pella said.
'If I had, it would be one with better ventilation.'
'And more pastries,' Asha added.
'Now you're speaking my language,' Pella said.
The small exchange mattered more than it should have. It tightened the work into something shared. Tavin found himself moving with their timing instead of against it. He signaled. Asha answered. Pella followed. The crate's damaged half began to yield, the blooms staying warmer longer, the petals keeping their shape as they were transferred.
Then the kiln gave a hard, ugly cough.
The outer vent popped open a finger's width and sent a knife of cold wind straight across the chamber. Ash skated over the floor. One tray rattled. Pella stumbled and caught himself on the wall, swearing with uncommon artistry.
Tavin dropped the scraper, lunged for the vent lever, and slammed it down. The wind eased but did not stop.
'Crack,' Asha snapped.
'I know.'
'Can you hold it?'
'For a moment.'
'We need more than a moment.'
'Then I need you to stop talking and bring the mortar.'
She was already moving.
The leak had grown while they were working. Tavin could feel it now in the draft along his forearm and the little irregular drop in the vent temperature. The kiln had been cooperative only as long as the load stayed modest. At full strain, it was showing its teeth. He braced his shoulder against the lever, dug in his heels, and held while Pella jammed a folded mat under the outer seam.
'If this house eats me,' Pella gasped, 'I want it known I went down in service of the arts.'
'You went down because you were standing wrong,' Asha said, but she sounded less sharp than before.
Tavin put his free hand against the stone and felt the crack breathing under it.
The next step was clear now. Either they stabilized the vent and pushed the route harder, or they stopped and lost the night. There would not be enough time to do both lazily. He hated that. He also, annoyingly, understood it.
The city outside had begun its night habits, and those habits were not all about heat.
Through the open arch Tavin could see one of the market lanes below glowing with little clay lamps hung from poles. A noodle stall had set out steam bowls for the night shift workers; the broth was thin but fragrant, heavy with green onions and roasted seeds. A pair of children in patched coats chased each other around a stack of firewood while an old vendor shouted that anyone who stole his sesame cakes would be cursed with dry elbows for a week. It was absurd, it was ordinary, and it was exactly the sort of thing that made Vey feel stubbornly alive even in the worst weather. People kept making meals, jokes, and threats with equal commitment. They kept arranging flowers in window pots. They kept mending the same coat three winters in a row. They kept acting as if continuity were a kind of victory.
Tavin found he liked that more than he had expected.
Asha noticed him watching the lane and followed his gaze. 'My mother used to say the city only survived because it was too busy being annoying to die properly.'
Pella, still half-bent over the vent seam, barked a laugh. 'Your mother sounds wise.'
'And mean,' Asha said.
'Always a useful combination.'
Tavin leaned his weight into the vent lever, then eased off, then pushed again in tiny increments until the pressure balanced. The motion made his shoulder burn. He ignored it. The repaired seam held for another breath, then another. The kiln steadied. The blooms in the trays stopped shivering at the edges.
[Stability: 84%] [Heat Loss Reduced] [Split-Batch Progress: 71%]
The numbers were not victory. They were permission.
He turned back to the crate and caught Asha watching him with an expression he could not quite decode. Not approval. Not surprise. Something more practical and, for that reason, harder to look at. 'What?' he asked.
'Nothing.'
'You always say that when you are thinking something dangerous.'
'I'm thinking that you finally look like a Refiner instead of a man arguing with one.'
Pella made a choking sound that might have been a laugh. 'That was almost affectionate.'
'Don't ruin it,' Asha said.
Tavin looked down at his hands. They were shaking a little from strain and heat. He flexed them, then set them back on the bloom stems. The craft route was no longer just a line in his interface. It had become a way of moving through the work. More than that, it had become a way of moving through the people around him.
The thought was inconveniently sharp. He did not trust it yet. But he could not deny it either.
A fresh warning flashed in his sight.
[Weather Shift: Frost front arriving early]
[External Wind Pressure Expected: High]
Tavin looked up at the darkening archway just as a cold draft slipped through. The lower terraces would feel it first. The kiln house would have to hold through the night.
'All right,' he said, and his voice came out steadier than he felt. 'No more half measures.'
The early frost did not announce itself with drama. It arrived the way bad news often did in Vey: by making the edges of things harder.
The stone near the kiln door beaded with cold moisture. The tea in the workers' cups cooled faster. The lantern flames shortened. Somewhere outside, a mule complained so loudly it sounded personally wronged by the season. Tavin tightened his grip on the scraper and looked at the remaining blooms. They had made it this far by inches and annoyance. If they were going to finish, it would have to be by the same method.
Asha pulled a wool wrap over her shoulders and tied it in front with a knot that looked more like a threat than a fastening. 'We should open the reserve vents one at a time and keep the fan work staggered.'
'Agreed.'
'You sound tired.'
'I'm tired.'
'Good. Means you're still honest.'
Pella crouched beside the ash bin, peered in, and said, 'I have lost all sense of scale. Is this enough ash or are we saving it for a funeral?'
'If you keep talking, maybe both,' Asha said.
That drew another brief burst of laughter from the room, and Tavin took the chance to roll his shoulders and remeasure the crate. The split batch was nearing the point where one mistake would ruin the salvage. He had not yet lost a tray, which felt less like luck and more like the kind of discipline he had once mistaken for boredom.
He shifted the blooms one by one into the waiting trays, each motion exact. The kiln chamber answered with a low hum. Not friendly. Not hostile. Simply present. [Split-Batch Progress: 79%] [Quality Retention: High]
A runner from another workhouse appeared briefly at the arch, called out that the lower ration line had already doubled, and vanished again before anyone could ask a question. That was enough. Tavin felt the weight of it in his ribs.
'Asha,' he said, without looking up, 'if we fail tonight, how many blocks lose their heat?'
She answered after one beat. 'Three, maybe four if the wind keeps pushing. The nursery at Red Step first.'
That was not a formal report. It was worse. It was a number attached to a place he could picture: the shelves of blankets by the nursery door, the shallow basin where toddlers washed with warm water before bed, the chipped bell hung low enough for small hands to ring. Tavin swallowed.
'Then we don't fail,' he said.
Pella gave him a sidelong look. 'You say that like it is only a matter of will.'
'No.' Tavin set the tray down and reached for the next cluster. 'I say it like it's a matter of work.'
The answer pleased Asha more than she let on. He knew because her shoulders eased by a fraction.
The final salvage run began with the damaged crate still open, the kiln vent patched but strained, and the frost pressing harder at the walls. Tavin could feel the route's shape in his body now. Not just heat, but sequence. Not just effort, but timing. He was beginning to understand why the system had hidden it from him until now. It would not have mattered yesterday.
Today it did.
Then the outer latch on the kiln house clanged hard enough to echo through the chamber.
All three of them looked up at once.
Kest Arlen had come in person.
He stood beneath the archway with snow dust on the shoulders of his coat and his expression set into that polished impatience Tavin had already learned to dislike. The runner from earlier hovered behind him, more miserable than before. Kest glanced at the trays, at the vent lever braced by Tavin's boot, at the ash-streaked hands and the half-open crate, and smiled with the flat confidence of a man who thought he had found the weak point in a machine.
'You are making this complicated,' he said.
Pella straightened, still gripping the fan. 'You are making your face complicated, and yet none of us complain.'
Kest's eyes flicked to him and away. 'My patience is not infinite.'
'Neither is the kiln's,' Tavin said.
'A pity. I had hoped for a simpler trade. Deliver the blooms. Take the coin. Stop pretending the lower terraces will thank you for your heroics.'
Asha stepped forward before Tavin could. 'No one's pretending anything. We're keeping the batch from collapsing.'
Kest surveyed her as if she were a tool with a cracked handle. 'And in the process, you are reducing volume, increasing labor costs, and risking a late delivery.'
'You're welcome to help,' Pella said. 'We have a fan and a very judgmental vent.'
Kest ignored the joke. 'I came to offer a compromise. Sell the strong crates now. Keep the damaged stock for the lower blocks if you must. I will pay a fair price on the rest and spare you the embarrassment of a failed count.'
Tavin finally looked at him fully. The old version of himself would have heard relief in that offer. Not kindness. Relief. Enough coin to survive the fines, enough certainty to stop caring who went cold. But the kiln house smelled of warm petals and ash mortar and cheap tea. He could hear the exhausted city below. He had seen the ration line. He had watched the nursery district in his mind like a thing under his own hands.
'No,' he said.
Kest arched one brow. 'No?'
'We finish the batch.'
'You can't heat a district with stubbornness.'
'No,' Tavin said, and reached for the scraper again, 'but I can keep it from freezing with this work.'
There was a beat of silence. Even Pella stopped fidgeting.
Kest's smile thinned. 'Then I hope your craft is better than your bargaining.'
'It is,' Asha said.
Kest gave a tiny shrug, as if losing patience with a weather pattern. 'Very well. I will await the result. Don't take too long. Markets dislike romance.'
'Good,' Pella said. 'Because we dislike you.'
Kest's runner made a small choking sound that might have been shock. Kest himself only looked faintly amused. Then he turned and left, boots clicking neatly on the stone.
When the archway emptied, Tavin let out a breath he had not realized he was holding. The air tasted colder now. The front had reached the city. The kiln would need every bit of his skill if it was going to carry the night.
Tavin did not waste time on anger after Kest left. Anger had a cost, and tonight the cost was too high.
He stepped back to the table, rolled his wrists, and reset his grip. 'Asha, keep the ash bed warm but thin. Pella, fan only on my mark. If I say stop, stop immediately.'
'Commanding,' Pella said. 'I like this version of you better than the one who hisses at crates.'
'Noted.'
Asha answered with a sharp nod. 'Ready.'
The final run began.
Tavin lifted the next cluster and felt the system settle into the work like a hand closing around the back of his neck. He turned the bloom, cut the stem, and passed it to Asha, who laid it into the warmed tray at the exact angle needed to preserve the core heat. Pella fanned once, twice, then stopped at Tavin's signal. The vent pressure held. The kiln held. The blooms held.
[Split-Batch Progress: 88%]
The line glowed in his sight, and for the first time that night he allowed himself to believe the route might actually finish. Not because he had understood some grand truth. Not because the world had suddenly become generous. Because he was doing the work. Because the work was being done together.
The kiln answered with a deeper hum, a tremor moving through the stone beneath their boots. Tavin glanced at the vent seam and saw the mortar line darken with heat. The repaired crack was still there. It would always be there. But it was holding.
Asha's voice cut low and even through the noise. 'You all right?'
'No,' he said, and felt a laugh try to escape him. 'But I am useful.'
'Finally,' Pella muttered. 'Honesty returns to the house.'
Then the outer latch on the kiln wall snapped with a sharp crack.
Cold air lunged into the chamber, carrying a blast of windblown grit. One of the lantern flames bent sideways and nearly died. The vent pressure jumped hard enough to jolt Tavin's shoulder. The kiln shuddered. The trays rattled. Somewhere in the dark stone, something gave a warning groan.
Asha swore under her breath. Pella yelped, grabbed the fan, and nearly took the whole ash bed with him. Tavin slammed his palm against the vent lever and drove his weight into it.
'Hold!' he barked.
The system flashed in his sight as the pressure surged.
[Critical Stability Drop]
[Emergency Craft Check Available]
Tavin planted his feet, braced his shoulder against the lever, and stared into the hot, angry mouth of the kiln. The next few breaths would decide whether the salvage lived or burned itself into waste. He pulled in air, set his jaw, and reached for the tool that mattered most.
The work was no longer about saving a crate.
It was about proving the season could still be forced to yield.

    
Holding the Fire In
The outer latch snapped with a sound like a bone cracking in a winter alley, and cold air slammed into the kiln house so hard that the nearest lantern flames bent flat and nearly died. Tavin threw his weight into the vent lever before the draft could tear through the chamber, boots skidding over ash, shoulder burning as the iron bar shuddered under him. The floor trembled. A stack of trays rattled. Somewhere in the stone walls the kiln gave a long, offended groan, as if the whole building had decided this was a personal insult. [Critical Stability Drop] flashed in his sight in pale warning text. He did not have time to curse the system, the season, or Kest Arlen's face. He had time to keep the batch alive. 'Asha, mortar. Pella, wet mats, now,' he snapped. His voice came out rough but steady enough to cut through the noise. Asha was already moving, apron flaring at her knees as she tore across the ash-streaked floor toward the repair shelf. Pella, who had been holding the fan and looking entirely too pleased with himself for a man standing beside a furnace on the edge of collapse, dropped it with a clang and lunged for the reed bundles stacked by the door. 'If this kiln eats me,' he said, half out of breath, half joking because panic was his favorite disguise, 'I want it written down that I died artistic and handsomely.' 'No one will write that down,' Asha said. 'Not with that face.' Tavin gritted his teeth and leaned harder into the lever. Heat Sense burned through his chest, showing him the pressure lines in a dim map of pain and instinct: left vent too open, right vent choking, core too hot, outer seam bleeding cold. The kiln was not broken yet. It was trying to become broken. There was a difference, and that difference was a job. He dropped one hand from the lever just long enough to snatch the warped lid from the damaged crate. The wood had bowed in the spill, but the curve gave him an idea. A baffle. A temporary air dam. Something ugly and useful. 'Asha,' he said, already moving toward the bench, 'help me turn the ruined crate into a wall before the furnace notices we're improvising.'
Asha was beside him in a blink, hands blackened with ash mortar, expression focused in that severe way that always meant she trusted his hands more than his sense. Together they pried the warped lid free, then slid it into the narrow gap by the secondary vent, where the draft was slicing across the room like a knife. Tavin jammed a strip of wet reed mat beneath the edge, pressed the lid down with the flat of his palm, and listened as the howl of incoming cold softened to a strained hiss. It was still ugly. It was still temporary. But the kiln stopped trying to inhale the whole winter at once. [Stability: 68%] [Draft Resistance Improved] The numbers did not look heroic. They looked like survival. That was enough. Pella came skidding back with two soaked mats draped over his arms and an expression of deep moral injury. 'I have offended the weather,' he announced. 'It bit me first,' Tavin said. 'Then make room. This side vent needs a second layer.' Pella flung one mat over the baffle and nearly lost his balance in the process, catching himself on the wall with a curse that would have made a dockhand blush. 'I hate this season,' he said. 'It is rude, overconfident, and clearly raised without discipline.' 'You're describing the kiln,' Asha said, and that earned a short, surprised laugh from him, which in turn made Tavin breathe easier than he had any right to. For a few breaths the work became rhythm. Tavin held the lever at a precise angle while Asha packed mortar into the seam with the heel of her hand and Pella fed the side vent with quick, controlled waves of the fan. The roar of the kiln steadied into a deep working hum, the sort of sound that suggested the furnace had reluctantly agreed to participate in civilization. Tavin checked the trays. The outermost blooms still had heat in their petals, though the damaged crate was bleeding it too quickly. He pulled the warped lid aside, looked at the curve of it, and realized the problem and the solution were the same shape. 'We need a tunnel,' he said. 'Not a seal.' Asha raised an eyebrow. 'Explain before the floor gives up.' He pointed with the scraper. 'If we force the hot air through the center stack instead of across the whole load, the damaged blooms will keep enough core heat to split cleanly. We use the lid as a hood, the mats as sides, and the ash bed as a buffer.' Pella stared at him. 'You just turned a broken crate into kiln architecture.' 'Do not make that sound noble.' 'I was going to make it sound ridiculous,' Pella said. 'That's my gift.'
The tunnel worked because it had no right to. That, Tavin had learned, was usually how the useful things in Vey behaved. He and Asha slid the warped lid over the crate stand, angling it so the hot air had to bend downward before it reached the blooms. Pella crouched at the side, fanning in brief bursts whenever Tavin tapped the stone twice, then stopping dead when Tavin lifted two fingers. The timing was so tight that any mistake would have turned the whole thing into a soggy, overcooked mess. Instead, the petals opened a little wider, the warmth spreading inward instead of outward. [Split-Batch Progress: 37%] [Quality Retention: Stable] Tavin felt a spark of relief so small it was almost angry. He swallowed it and kept working. At the archway, boots scraped stone. Everyone looked up. Kest Arlen stood there in a clean coat dusted with snow, his expression set in that polished impatience he wore like a family crest. Behind him, his runner hovered with a slate tablet tucked under one arm. Kest took in the scene in one glance: the bent lid, the wet mats, the ash on everyone's sleeves, the vent lever pinned under Tavin's shoulder, the damaged crate being converted into a shape he had not bothered to imagine. 'You are making this complicated,' he said. Pella, without missing a beat, answered, 'We were hoping to make it elegant, but then you arrived.' Kest ignored him and looked directly at Tavin. 'The exchange is prepared. You can still deliver the strong crates now, and I will overlook the damaged stock if you want a clean settlement.' 'No,' Tavin said. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. 'We finish the batch.' Kest's eyes moved to the trays, then to the vent and the baffle. 'And if the frost takes the rest?' 'Then the lower terraces freeze.' Asha stood up from the mortar seam, face smudged, hands steady. 'He's not taking the rest.' Kest folded his arms. 'You are sacrificing liquidity for sentiment.' 'I'm choosing the nursery district over your margin,' Tavin said, and the words landed harder than he expected. The runner blinked. Pella made a quiet sound that might have been a laugh or a cough. Kest studied Tavin for a long moment, then gave the smallest shrug. Not approval. Not surrender. Just acknowledgment that he had found a problem he could not price quickly enough. 'Very well,' he said. 'Surprise me.'
With Kest watching from the arch, the kiln house seemed to tighten around the work. Tavin felt every motion sharpen. The damaged crate had to be separated into a clean core batch and a salvage line with no loss of warmth. He crouched, slid his fingers under the top cluster, and lifted it just enough to feel the stem give. Heat Sense painted the bloom in layers: outer petals cool by a breath, core still bright, stem healthy if handled fast. He turned it in his hand, cut the stem free with the bone scraper, and passed it to Asha. She laid it into the warmed tray exactly where he pointed, then shifted the ash bed under it with two quick scoops. Pella fanned once, twice, and froze when Tavin lifted his palm. 'You are getting better at this,' Asha said under her breath. 'At the work or at being bossed around?' 'Both. Disturbing.' [Split-Batch Progress: 54%] [Craft Bonus: Coordinated Handling +1] The new bonus made Tavin blink. It was small, but it was real. The system was rewarding the shape of their teamwork, not just the end result. That should have felt obvious. Instead it felt like somebody had opened a window in a room he had spent years assuming was sealed. Kest noticed the change in his face. 'What is it?' 'Nothing you need to buy,' Tavin said. Pella choked on a laugh. Kest's mouth twitched once. 'A pity. I would have considered it.' 'He says that to everyone,' Pella told Tavin. 'He once tried to buy a guard's patience by the hour.' 'It was efficient,' Kest said. 'The guard was not,' Pella replied, and Asha actually snorted this time before she could hide it behind a cough. The sound was brief, startled, and so unlike her usual controlled expression that Tavin almost smiled. The moment mattered. Not because it solved anything, but because the room had become less solitary. Tavin worked faster. The first line of blooms moved into the clean tray. The second line held. The third was weaker and needed a longer fan cycle. He adjusted the vent hood by a finger width, then another, until the hot air curled exactly where he wanted it. The kiln responded with a deeper hum. Outside, somewhere below the terrace wall, a bell rang for the ration queue. The sound was dull and far away, but it struck Tavin with a flash of memory not of the past, but of present weight: thin soup, cold hands, tired people pretending not to count the steam above their bowls. He tightened his grip on the scraper. This batch was no longer just a contract. It was heat in other people's rooms.
The draft shifted again just as the next bloom cluster came free. The outer seam on the kiln side hissed, then spat a needle of cold directly across the floor. Pella yelped and jerked back so quickly he nearly sat on his own dignity. The wet mat at the vent baffle flapped once and went slack. 'That was the wall complaining,' he said, eyes wide. 'It has a voice like a bad creditor.' Tavin did not answer. He had already moved. He swung the wedge chisel into the seam with enough force to make the stone ring, then drove the ash mortar in after it with the heel of his palm. The crack was wider now, no longer a hairline but a stubborn split that wanted to open under pressure. Asha stepped beside him, grabbed the mortar jar, and slapped another layer into place. 'Hold it,' she said. 'I'm holding it.' 'Better,' she snapped. 'Hold it like you mean it.' He barked a short laugh despite the ache in his shoulder. 'That is not how leverage works.' 'It is if the stone is being rude.' Pella, because he had an instinct for disaster and an even stranger instinct for making it funny, shoved a folded reed bundle under the lip of the lid baffle and declared, 'There. The kiln now has a hat.' 'It is not a hat,' Tavin said, though the image was so absurd that it nearly broke the tension. 'It is a seal.' 'A stylish seal,' Pella said. The joke was enough to keep the panic from gaining ground. Tavin used the breathing room to lift the damaged tray and reset the bloom layers. He separated the healthiest core clusters from the frost-kissed outer petals, then moved the compromised petals into a shallower tray where they could be reheated without collapsing. [New Craft Insight: Heat Stratification] [Split-Batch Progress: 71%] There it was again, the system rewarding a craft he had only half-known he was building. Tavin exhaled through his nose. The route was not about speed. It was about reading where the warmth wanted to stay and where it was trying to run. Asha watched him for a heartbeat, then said, 'You do not look surprised enough.' 'I'm busy.' 'You are never busy enough to stop looking suspicious.' 'That's because you're suspicious.' 'No,' she said, eyes fixed on the tray, 'I'm correct.' Kest, still at the arch, laughed under his breath before he could stop himself. It was a small sound, but real. Tavin heard it and filed it away as evidence that the man had, somewhere under the coat and prices, a human reaction.
The cold outside deepened quickly, pressing against the kiln walls until the stone seemed to sweat in reverse. Lantern light trembled in the corners. The air near the door carried the smell of snow and chimney smoke from the lower lanes, where people would already be crowding for evening broth and warm bread. Tavin caught a glimpse through the arch of a noodle stall below, steam rising over bowls while a vendor shook sesame over flat cakes and shouted that anyone who tried to steal a bun would be cursed with numb fingers until spring. A pair of children chased each other around a stack of firewood with copper bells tied to their caps, the tiny chimes bright against the cold. It was an ordinary street scene, almost ridiculous in its persistence, and it hit Tavin harder than he expected. The city kept being a city. That was the thing worth protecting. He drew a breath and turned back to the kiln. 'Asha, shift the ash bed thinner on the left. Pella, fan only on my mark. Kest, if you're going to stand there like a statue, at least be a useful one and keep your runner from blocking the arch.' The runner looked offended. Kest looked amused. Pella murmured, 'He actually made a request.' 'Miracles,' Asha said. The final split-batch sequence demanded that they move in concert. Tavin lifted a cluster, turned it, and set it into the tray while Asha repositioned the heat bed and Pella fanned exactly enough to keep the petals from cooling at the edges. The system panel flickered harder. [Split-Batch Progress: 88%] [Quality Retention: High] A pulse of satisfaction hit him, followed by immediate worry. The kiln did not like being so near the edge. The repaired seam trembled under the pressure. A faint groan came through the stone. Tavin felt it in his teeth. 'Now,' he said. Asha pressed the mortar line with both hands. Pella fed the vent in two sharp bursts. The baffle hood shuddered, held, and then suddenly the heat inside the crate settled into a steady, workable glow. Tavin almost laughed from relief. Almost. Instead he kept his eyes on the petals and used the scraper to separate the final core clusters. The damaged blooms were no longer a loss. They were a different grade. Smaller, yes. Slightly rougher, yes. Still marketable. Still warm. Still enough to matter.
The outer latch cracked again just as the last tray was filled, and this time the sound was worse because it came with a spray of frozen grit that stung Tavin across the cheek. The side door had not fully failed, but the storm pressure had found every weakness in the frame. Cold air shoved into the chamber in a fierce, animal gust, and for one instant the entire kiln seemed to inhale with it. The repaired seam flickered. The baffle hood lifted. Pella swore and threw his weight against the reed mat at the vent. Asha caught the lid with both hands before it could twist. Tavin saw the disaster coming a heartbeat before it happened: if the draft spread across the floor, the batch would collapse at once. There was no time for neatness. 'Move the trays,' he barked. 'To the inner wall. Now.' The command hit the room like a bell. Asha and Pella obeyed without question, sliding the warm trays toward the safest stone while Tavin stripped the wet mats from the side vent and wrapped them around the weakest draft line. He used his own shoulder to pin the warped crate lid down when the air tried to lift it, muscles trembling under the strain. The vent lever groaned under his boot. [Emergency Craft Check Available] flashed in his sight. He did not read the details. He did not need them. He knew the action required of him the way he knew how to breathe under load. 'Pella,' he snapped, 'fan the back channel only. Short bursts. Asha, give me two hands on the seam.' 'You're going to crush your shoulder,' Asha said, already moving. 'Later.' 'That is not a plan.' 'It is tonight's plan.' She gave him a look that would have been a rebuke if it had not been so full of trust, and then she was there, braced at his side, pressing mortar into the seam while he held the baffle down and kept the heat from dumping into the cold air. Pella, to his credit, stopped making jokes for exactly long enough to matter, then muttered, 'If we survive, I want all future arguments to happen in a room without weather.' The kiln roared once, deep and furious. Tavin felt the draft begin to turn inward, forced through the center stack instead of spilling wide. He adjusted the lid by a fraction, then another, and the system answered. [Stability: 90%] [Critical Check: Success] The pressure line flattened. The batch held.
The success did not arrive as a thunderclap. It arrived as a change in sound. The kiln's roar dropped into a steady, working breath, and Tavin realized he had been clenching his jaw so hard his teeth hurt. He loosened his grip on the lever slowly, as if moving too quickly might offend the furnace into another tantrum. A clean chime sounded in his sight. [Split-Batch Complete] [XP +11] [Refiner Rank Up: 4] [Skill Unlocked: Draft Anchor] He stared at the text for one stunned heartbeat, then let out a breath that was half laugh, half exhale. 'There,' Pella said, hands on knees, hair full of soot so that he looked like he had been born in a chimney. 'The kiln has accepted our offer of friendship.' 'It has accepted survival,' Asha corrected, though there was enough warmth in her voice to make the words gentler than the correction deserved. Kest finally stepped fully into the chamber, his coat dusted with snow, gaze moving from the stabilized seam to the trays stacked in clean order. He did not speak at first. He simply looked. Tavin knew the expression. It was the look of a man forced to revise a calculation in public. Not humiliation. Not exactly. More like respect he had not planned to spend. 'You actually did it,' Kest said. 'Yes,' Tavin answered. 'With your full support and emotional encouragement,' Pella added. Kest glanced at him. 'I offered a market solution.' 'You offered a smaller conscience,' Asha said. This time Kest did smile, though it was thin and reluctant. 'And yet the result is unusually good.' Tavin wiped ash from his wrist with the back of his hand. 'The result is warm.' 'That it is,' Kest said. He crouched to inspect the trays, lifted one bloom cluster, and watched the core heat hold. 'I will adjust the contract price upward on the split-batch lot. Not charity. It will move faster if I don't have to explain to buyers why the quality is this high after a storm.' 'And the reserve crate?' Tavin asked. Kest paused. 'The lower terraces first,' Tavin said, before Kest could angle around the question. 'No penalties for what we hold back.' Kest studied him for a moment, then gave a single nod. 'Agreed.' Pella threw both hands up. 'See? Humanity. I knew it was in there somewhere under all the tailoring.' 'Don't push your luck,' Kest said, but he sounded more weary than sharp now.
The carts were loaded before the hour was out. Not in a graceful procession, but in a hard-working, ash-faced scramble of ropes, crates, and tired hands. The strong crates went first to the North Exchange, where the higher buyers would take their share and grumble about the weather as if they had personally invented it. The split-batch crates, smaller but steadier than anyone had expected, were set aside for the lower terraces under Asha's watchful eye. Tavin insisted on one extra reserve crate being marked and sealed for Red Step nursery before anything else left the kiln house. Kest opened his mouth to object, saw the look on Tavin's face, and shut it again. 'Fine,' he said. 'The nursery first. The exchange will survive my disappointment.' 'Miraculous,' Pella said. 'A merchant learning priorities.' Kest ignored the jab, though the corner of his mouth twitched. The descent to the lower blocks was brutal in the cold. Frost had already gathered along the stair rails, making the stone slick under their boots. The smell of supper drifted from open doorways: bean stew with smoked garlic, rice porridge, fried dough strips dusted with sugar, onions sizzling in clay pans. People paused as the carts rolled by. Faces turned. Hands lifted. Nobody cheered, not exactly, but the tension in the streets eased in little visible increments as the workers recognized the heat seal on the crates. At the nursery in Red Step, a woman in a wool scarf opened the first reserve crate and let out a breath that sounded like relief trying not to become gratitude too quickly. The room was full of blankets hung over low rails, tiny shoes near the hearth, and copper spoons lined along the window ledge to show the ward had enough warmth for tea. Tavin handed over the crate and watched a nurse touch one bloom cluster with cautious fingers. 'It will hold through the night?' she asked. 'Yes,' he said. It was not a boast. It was a report. 'Then we will hold too,' she replied, and that was somehow more difficult to hear than any praise. Pella, standing beside Tavin, leaned in and whispered, 'I am never getting used to being thanked by people who look like they actually mean it.' 'Try not to faint,' Asha said. 'We still need you to lift the empty crates back uphill.' 'Cruel,' he said. 'Monstrous, even.'
By the time they climbed back to the kiln house, the storm had settled into a hard, dry cold that made the city sparkle in thin points along the railings and window glass. The workroom smelled of soot, hot metal, and the last of the tea Asha had managed to keep warm in a lidded pot by the vent stones. They set the empty trays down with the care of people too tired to be careless and too relieved to care about appearances. Tavin stripped off his gloves, flexed his fingers, and saw the system line settle at the edge of his sight like a satisfied blade. [Refiner Rank 4] [Draft Anchor Unlocked] [New Route: Coordinated Split-Batch Mastery Available] He stared at the text for a moment longer than he intended. The route was not a reward in the grand sense. It was something better. It was proof that the work had opened a path where before there had only been pressure. Asha poured him a cup of tea from the lidded pot and set it in his hand without asking. 'You look like you expect it to vanish,' she said. 'Good things usually do.' 'Then you'll be disappointed on principle.' 'That's my strongest hobby.' Pella, already half seated on a crate with one boot unlaced, raised a finger. 'I would like it recorded that I survived a night inside a furnace and should therefore be promoted to something easier.' 'What would that be?' Asha asked. 'Celebrated guest.' 'No,' Tavin said, finally letting the corner of his mouth move. 'You're too useful for that.' Pella put on a deeply wounded expression. 'He says the kindest things in the most insulting tone.' Kest appeared at the arch again before leaving, coat dusted in frost, and for once he did not have the look of a man trying to measure the room. He looked instead like someone recalculating the shape of a season. 'Your route is better than I expected,' he said to Tavin. 'That is the nicest thing you've ever said,' Pella muttered. 'Do not let it spread.' Kest ignored him and addressed Tavin directly. 'I will want this batch again next freeze cycle. With the nursery clause. With reserve allotment.' 'Then bring proper carts,' Tavin said. 'And keep your runners from standing in the arch like decorative furniture.' 'No guarantee,' Kest replied, and this time his smile was real enough to count.
When the house finally quieted, it was the kind of quiet that only came after a long day had already spent itself. The kiln breathed low in its stone throat. The repaired seam held. The empty crate lid, warped and scorched, lay on the bench like evidence from a trial nobody wanted to repeat. Tavin sat on an overturned sack and ate the last of a millet cake Asha had shoved at him while insisting she was not being considerate. The cake was dry, the filling was salty, and it tasted better than anything he had eaten all day because it belonged to the end of work. Outside, the lower streets glimmered with scattered lamps, and somewhere beyond the terrace wall the frost front kept moving on without him. That thought no longer felt like defeat. It felt like a problem he knew how to answer next time. Asha leaned against the wall with her arms folded and her eyes half closed. 'You are thinking too hard again.' 'I'm enjoying the silence.' 'That is not what your face says.' 'What does it say?' 'That you are trying to decide whether to trust people or the kiln.' Tavin looked at her. 'The kiln is less likely to lie.' 'Yes,' she said. 'But people can carry trays.' Pella, who had been pretending to sleep on three stacked sacks and failing because he snored too theatrically, lifted one hand. 'I heard that. I am offended on behalf of all tray carriers.' Asha threw a crumb at him. He caught it with his mouth and declared himself victorious. Tavin laughed, a short surprised sound that still felt unfamiliar enough to make him pause. The laugh stayed. It did not dissolve into irritation. It just stayed. He looked at the clean stacks, the reserve seal, the ash on his sleeves, the new route hovering in his interface, and the people still here after the worst of the storm had passed. Then the last system notice appeared. [Quest Complete: North Exchange Fulfilled] [Settlement Protection Bonus Applied] [Draft Anchor Ready for Practice] Tavin set the half-eaten cake down, flexed his burned knuckles, and stood. Tomorrow would bring more frost, more buyers, more cracked stone and more work than seemed fair. For the first time, that did not sound like a threat. It sounded like the next shift. He picked up the warped lid from the bench, turned it in his hands, and smiled at how useful damage could become when the right people were standing nearby.
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