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Handshakes Through the Static
Brother Alaric
In a city held together by a Presence Network, tuner Iris Calder risks a clandestine reactivation of a handshake relay that forces people into real contact. The final night is all storm, solder, and practical negotiation: Iris climbs a mast, battles weather and doubt, and uses her craft to tether transmitted comfort to flesh. The test forces a community to decide whether to reintroduce embodied exchange.
ProseHub


    
Tuning Night
Iris Calder kept her tools arranged like a set of modest threats: pliers with one jaw dulled from a hundred stubborn crimps, a soldering iron that smelled faintly of orange peel from an experiment with citrus flux, and a handful of wire spools with names scrawled on masking tape. She called the iron Maggie because it hummed like a domestic appliance and refused to be dignified. The workshop was a lean room off a narrow corridor of homes that shared a single feed node — not enough to be called communal in the old language, but close in the language that grew from having to count your warm hours.
People used the Presence Network the way they used porchlights; some kept them on to feel that the city had not entirely drifted away. In the evenings the Net stitched voices into the dark: a child in the fourth floor cube teaching the block a nonsense song, a neighbor letting her hands brush against a transmitted hand to calm a fever. Iris would stand before her bench and coax frequencies the way other people coaxed stray cats. She liked the work because it rewarded patience and exactness. She disliked how the work rewarded being alone.
Tonight the corridor smelled of roasted tubers and a sweetness of street vendors' preserves — vendors who boiled down dried figs in a parabolic kettle and pretended to be world-class chefs. That detail of life had little to do with relays and phasing and yet it mattered; fresh food kept people more apt to leave the safety of their feeds, and the smell threaded through the Net in latency and memory. A neighbor outside had hung a line of patched fabric hats that looked like slow-moving sunflowers: micro-panels stitched into brims, catching stray rays to keep the communal kettle warm. The image amused Iris; fashion that doubled as utility made people feel useful again.
Her job called itself tuning; the job in action called for spanners and ears. On a workbench in the center of the room, a bank of LEDs blinked in a measured rhythm as she aligned the amplitude for the evening's neighborhood broadcast — a program they ran on rotations: lullabies for the sleep-prone, stories for the shut-in, voices for the lonely. She adjusted a trimmer, bent close, and listened to the change in the tone: the Net responded like a patient patient, shifting its breath under her hands. A small laugh escaped her when Maggie hissed and threw a minor spark. "Honestly," she said to the iron, "you'll oxidize yourself into a memoir."
Two doors down, Old Jalen's voice creaked into the feed. The man had a laugh that sounded like a gate being opened. "Iris," he called, not quite loud enough to be called a call, more a nudge. "Tune us down a touch. My sister's singing keeps calling me back to the wartracks. I need my tea not my trauma."
Iris clicked a dial and softened the low end. "We'll give you tea instead of trenches, Jalen. Try humming the kettle; make a song of it."
There was the kind of pause that means someone is smiling but doesn't want to say so. Then, softer: "If I could, girl. If I could. I'd like to actually hold someone."
The sentence landed like a dropped tool: small and sharp, worth picking up. Iris worked with circuits but she had hands that remembered other textures. She could tell, by the way Old Jalen folded his last three consonants, the difference between longing and habit. It was not a new request; people had said it before, in the private channels and the loud ones, in jokes and in prayer. But saying it aloud in the corridor had a different physics: the words occupied space.
Her attention was diverted by a clump of footsteps in the stairwell: quick, practiced, boots with soles repaired too many times and still arguing with gravity. Rafi cut into the corridor like someone who had learned the city by taste: he carried small parcels, a smile that could be folded flat for walking, and a mouth that never stopped testing the shape of a phrase. Where Iris tended to coax, Rafi carved a path.
"I've brought you something odd, Calder," he announced as if the clause were a joke and the audience nonplussed. He set a battered box on her bench with a blunt thud. It rattled like a throat that hadn't seen water in some hours.
She surveyed him. He was layered in scavenged cloth, a bright patch on his sleeve that had once been a logo, now a flag for someone who kept moving. His hands were stained with oil and tea. Iris liked Rafi because he asked questions and then refused easy answers. He had rescued her a loose screw once from a rooftop insect that considered it a chewtoy. He offered her the kind of loyalty that tolerated her silence as long as the shared practicalities were observed.
"What is it?" she asked, prying the box open with practiced fingers. The flaps stuck for a breath like two strangers considering one another's histories. Inside lay a metal object the size of two palms, pitted and wrapped with a band of old insulation. A faded stencil on its side read, not pompously but matter-of-factly, handshake interface.
Rafi looked at her as if he'd read a line in a story he'd wanted to be more ordinary. "Found it under a collapsed post-node by the East Quay. Thought you might like to see how the past tinkles. Or maybe the past has jokes."
Iris picked up the module. It was heavier than it looked. The surface held grit and the memory of salt in the grooves, though she kept herself from thinking about what the sea had done while the city stitched itself back together. She turned it, feeling the weight of a device that had once, by design, refused to close a circuit unless two bodies were present. That would have been a curious safety or an act of enforced intimacy, depending on who had written the manual.
She set it on the bench and began to work with the same methodical tenderness she apportioned to live things on sick days: clear the area, warm the iron, peel back a thread of insulation and see what the core looks like. Her fingers were precise and sure; they tapped memory into action. Rafi watched with the complacent grin of someone who had faith the wind would not carry her away.
Someone on the other side of the feed started playing an old trumpet tune, thin and pleased. The sound was routed through dozens of homes; if the trimmers weren't right, it would arrive as a warbling joke. Iris returned the kiss to the tuner and coaxed the trumpet into honest key. She had always liked instruments that insisted on nuance; they made her feel less alone in the exactness of her ears.
Under the bench lamp she found the module's access plate, a seam that had been sealed with a filler compound that smelled faintly of resin and old citrus. She scraped it back with the spine of a screwdriver and a sliver of a smile. Inside, the wiring looked like someone's private geography: braided copper that had been hand-laced, small coils with insulation browned by heat, and a tiny disc the size of a coin — a pulse regulator with a mark worn as if from being tuned to the same rhythm for a thousand nights.
She unscrewed a minute cap and peered in. The regulator was pitted but whole. A spiderweb of solder bridges sat like a map over it. There were no words save a tiny stamped numeral; nothing that would count as an old record. Iris felt the way a diver feels when they brush past an old signboard underwater: curious and responsible.
"If I fix this," she said aloud, testing the sentence, "it won't play through the Network the way other things do. It needs two bodies to finish the signal. Two people, present in range, touching something conductive."
Rafi arched his eyebrows. "So it's like those ridiculous duet phones folks used to set up? You have to hold a cup together?"
"Less ridiculous. More deliberate." Iris prodded a contact with a pick, watching the LED blush when a micro-current thrilled the line. She smiled despite herself. "If it works, it would force a contact. Not virtual. Actual. Measurable. Awkward, perhaps. Grounding."
Rafi snorted and then clapped his hands. "That sounds like a terrible social experiment. Also exactly the kind I'd like to witness. Who do we get to be the first, conductor?"
"Not tonight," she said, but the sentence felt thin. She had been precise and solitary by preference and calculus: contact meant variables and danger and the chance of losing control. Yet the module in her palm was not simply a curiosity; it hummed with a private intent that tugged at the edge of a plan.
Outside, someone lit a string of lanterns that were actually recycled jars holding scavenged phosphor plates. They glowed with a friendly, dingy light and someone ran a joke across the feed about them being 'mood jars.' Iris laughed, a small practical sound, and reached for a spool of silvered wire.
She began to work. The task required the sort of motions that had taught her wrists their particular memory: strip the sheath, to expose the bright core; tin the conductor with the iron so it would accept a bridge; place the coil so it didn't sing with its neighbor's hum. She wedged the module into a vice made of two blocks of wood and breathed through the smell of melted solder as if it were incense.
As she soldered she talked, which was something she rarely did when alone. Talking steadied the hands; it called the mind into the room rather than off to its habitual ledgers. "If two people have to touch a piece of metal to finish a transmission," she said, concentrating on a clean bead of solder, "the Network will have to allow for real distance again. People will have to move. There will be choices. The architecture of convenience will see a hole."
Rafi was sitting on a crate, his elbows on his knees, watching the little molten bead cool. "Or people will start staging meetups because it's fashionable to do so. Imagine the influencers: 'Return to touch — my top ten handshake spots.'"
"You'll be the first to monetize awkwardness?" Iris teased, and the old, easy banter between them smoothed into place. He shrugged as if to say, maybe. Their relationship had the shape of an old tool: both useful, neither quite sentimental.
At one point Old Jalen's voice came over the local channel again, softer this time. "Iris, if you meddle with the social wiring, remember there's a reason people keep their habits. Comfort keeps the frightened from making mistakes."
She lifted her head and answered him, not with a theoretical remark but with what her hands had learned: "Comfort is good for keeping people warm. It is not a substitute for hands when a baby needs to be passed in a crowded stairwell."
The trade of words had the quality of practical argument rather than sermon. Old Jalen sighed. "A party is all well and good when the fire's not near the curtains."
She put the module aside and wiped her hands on a rag. The coil she had resoldered ticked faintly as it cooled. There was a rhythm in the room now: the Network's steady hum, the kettle's low percolation from the hallway, the laughter from a distant window that wanted to be shared. Iris felt the tug of something that was not her usual thing: a desire to test the module, to see if the theory of enforced contact had teeth.
She fed a cautious voltage through the test leads. The LED winked awake and a micro-breath of current stuttered across the pulse regulator. The module answered like a shy animal. It did not sing; it considered. She adjusted the oscillator's pitch and watched the pulse respond, then altered the phase until the beat matched an approximation of a human heartbeat. The coil answered with a small warmth that made the solder gleam.
Rafi whistled low. "That alone could warm someone's palm in winter. Why was this retired?"
Iris considered the shape of the Net in the city's life. "Because convenience won. People stopped needing to move their bodies for certain connections. The handshake mode meant friction and logistics and, frankly, complaints. It's not tidy. It's not broadcast-friendly."
He leaned forward. "And you want to bring it back?"
She blinked. "I don't know. Right now, I want to know if it still asks for two hands to finish a loop."
He reached, impulsive as ever, and tapped the module with a finger. "Where's the harm in touch? Besides, I'm guaranteed to be an enthusiastic volunteer for any first trial. You're welcome." He smiled with all the sincerity of someone offering to be the canary in a hopeful mine.
They were both laughing when Old Jalen's voice softened further, edged with the weary humor of a man who had seen many fashions come and go. "Young ones and their inventions. God give you both something to hold onto."
The laughter thinned into a softer quiet. Outside, the corridor dogs — three thin things with patchwork coats — barked at an alley cat that had taken to parading a pile of corroded washers as if they were a coronet. The image was absurd and domestic; in a brief curiosity Iris imagined the washers glittering as tiny medals, the cat strutting with purpose. The world, for all its broken circuits, still produced ridiculous crowns. She liked that.
The bench telephone — a salvaged handset wired into the neighborhood node for urgent calls — vibrated twice and stilled. Someone had left a tray of roasted tuber slices on the landing and a note asking anyone to help themselves; the handwriting was a looping script that looked like a practice made out of kindness. The detail was not relevant to the technical experiment on the bench, and yet it was the kind of domestic remnant that made people keep to the afternoon markets and keep their hats patched: it was the city's small generosity.
Rafi stood and stretched. "You could trace where it last matched a pair. There'd be a log in the local nodes, maybe. People forget to wipe everything when they're in a rush. Or they'd sell parts. Either way, you like a good trail." He folded himself into his coat. "And if you need someone to carry a coil or tell a ridiculous story while you solder, I'm on standby."
Iris met his gaze. She liked that he didn't make her feelings into fables. He offered practical company instead of therapy, and in their world that was often more useful. "I'll see where it was last active," she said. The sentence felt like a small commitment, a promise disguised as a technical check.
She packed the module carefully, wrapping it in a cloth that smelled of lavender — a luxury imported from a hillside garden patch the block had coaxed into existence — and set it inside a padded satchel. There was a tenderness in that motion nearly as precise as soldering: to protect the thing you meant to change the world with, if only in a corner.
Before she closed the satchel, she turned and looked at the corridor's string of jars. One of them flickered, then went steady in a gentle green. Outside, someone sang the nonsense song again, and for a moment the city's voices tangled into something like a choir. Iris felt a small crack in her default posture. Curiosity is often a crack that lets in other temperatures.
She and Rafi worked their way down the stairwell together, an odd pair of practicalities: one steady in measurement, the other a gust of improvisation. The block's stairs had been patched so many times that they told jokes when you stepped on them; a particular tread had the habit of creaking like a cough. People had nailed little charms — rings made from washers, colorful bits of scavenged plastic — to the rail, a slow shrine to survival that also served to decorate a utilitarian structure.
On the landing, a woman Iris had seen in the market but never spoken to offered them a cup of hot broth from a dented thermos. "For the hands that fix things," she said. Her face was a roadmap of small decisions. "It's barley and root. No pretension. Just something to steady the wrists." The offer was practical and kind; Iris accepted and found the broth warm and savory, a reminder that care often arrived in spoonfuls.
Rafi talked in the light way he used to defuse a situation or to feed a silence. "You ever think about making this thing mandatory for certain transmissions? Like, you can't say 'I love you' without joining wires? That'd be a government job I'm not signing up for."
Iris laughed, tasting the broth and thinking about ethics and hands. "No. No mandates. That would be a different kind of harm. My interest is whether something that used to exist would change how people arranged their days."
She realized she had arrived at a hinge without noticing the door closing. The module in her satchel weighed less than she had expected and more than she liked. Holding it put her in a sequence of possible choices: restore and leave on a shelf, restore and test privately, restore and introduce publicly. Her skills inclined her to the private test; she knew the dangers of public experiments. But the image of Old Jalen's quiet sentence — 'I'd like to actually hold someone' — sat in her like a small pebble she kept finding in her shoe.
As they reached the street, the night air held the residue of an earlier drizzle. The rain had been kind enough to fall in stray, harmless dots instead of a sheet. The smell of wet earth rose from the patched gutters. Someone tossed a handful of beans into a communal planter and a stray bird swooped down with the agility of someone who still believed the city could feed it. The world was busy with small, attentive actions; the kind that did not announce themselves on the Net but mattered in muscle.
At the corner where the East Quay's collapsed node used to cast a shadow, Iris paused. She could trace the module's pattern through local nodes if she had time and access; she could ask favors she owed and make trades for old logs. There were ways to follow a device's footsteps: talk to people, follow the small trade routes, examine the refuse of a place where someone had been desperate enough to hide a piece of technology. It would require walking and bargaining and listening — all things that made her slightly uncomfortable in the best way.
Rafi watched her with an expression that mixed curiosity and the sort of brotherly mischief that had no legal duty but plenty of heart. "You could be coaxing the city back into awkwardness, Calder. You realize that. You're making people choose to move more."
She smiled without answering. "Maybe. Maybe they'll stumble into each other and make something new. Or they'll walk past and keep their hands in their pockets. The point is choice. The Network's shape shouldn't be the only way to feel a person."
He elbowed her lightly. "Says the woman who calibrates feeling. You're the city's ear, you know. Do you ever imagine a life with less hum?"
Her hands tightened around the satchel strap. She thought of Maggie the iron and the way a small spark could reorient a soldered joint. She thought of the kettle on the landing and the jars lighted by scavenged phosphor. She imagined a moment when the feed would not be the only way to keep company. The possibility felt like a color she hadn't worn since childhood.
"We'll see," she said finally, and the word had the authority of someone who had weighed a thing and found its balance. She would start by tracing the module's last node. It was a practical test, a logistical question, and a private act disguised as maintenance. That suited her temperament more than grand gestures. Yet, in the small pocket of her satchel, the module sat like a promise.
They moved on. The city was a place of tasks and tiny rebellions: a rooftop where children had strung together wind toys from reflector plates, a stairwell mosaic made of bottle caps that had become a meeting place for young ones inventing new slang, an old theater now used to dry herbs and hold dim nightly readings. Each was a detail not especially related to relay modes and handshake loops, and yet each contributed to a lived texture that had nothing to do with the Net's curated presence. Iris liked the variety. It provided context, weather, and appetite for whatever experiments a person might undertake.
Rafi hummed under his breath and then asked, companionably, "Do you ever think the Network hums back? Like, maybe it has opinions about our little reconfigurations?"
"If it does," Iris said, thinking about circuits and feedback loops, "it would prefer us less messy and more predictable. But humans are noisy. Machines prefer neatness, people prefer stories."
They paused at a stall where a woman braided strips of fabric into rope that smelled faintly of lavender and oil. The woman offered them a loop of braided cloth for a price that was a story about an old favor. Rafi traded a favor, and Iris smiled at the barter: a piece of humanity traded for a small, practical object. It was the kind of economy that fed the muscles of a neighborhood rather than the ledgers of a distant authority.
Iris tightened the satchel strap again and felt the module press softly against her hip. It was heavier than it looked because of what it required: will, motion, and two hands. When she thought of Old Jalen's voice and the soft insistence of the community, she felt the evening fold into something like an intention. She would trace the node by which the handshake interface had last been active. She would be careful. She would not make promises she couldn't keep. But for the first time that week — perhaps for the first time in many weeks — she felt a small, steady warmth that had nothing to do with solder.

    
Crossing the Downline
Iris shouldered the satchel like a conspirator and let the city fold itself around her gait. The East Quay smelled of brine and iron; the pier had been a skeleton for years, its bones now hanging with bunting made from tarpaulin and forgotten advertising. Children ran along the makeshift railings, their trousers patched with bright fabric, and a woman sold steamed sea-kelp rolls that tasted of smoke and stubborn optimism. Those small goods and rituals were not part of any relay protocol, but they mattered. They made people walk.
Rafi kept pace three steps ahead, negotiating a passage with the easy diplomacy of someone used to moving among strangers. He flicked a wrist at a stall where a vendor was arranging jars of pickled spores, which the vendor insisted improved sleep. “You ever had spore-pickle?” he asked, grinning like a man who could sell satire in a market. Iris shook her head. “Not intentionally,” she said. Her fingers absently tightened on the satchel strap, the metal case inside pressing against her hip like a small, confidential heart.
They threaded between collapsed relay posts — half-buried columns of conduit that looked like the ribs of a once-proud machine — and entered the Quay proper. Light here was a patchwork of salvaged bulbs and a pale moon that made mistakes with shadows. The collapsed node they were tracing was not a single object but a place: a cluster of foundations where an old hub had been pried out and scattered by weather and hands. Rafi swung down into the rubble with the casual skill of someone who had once made a living vaulting fences, and Iris followed, climbing with the deliberate economy of her work: find purchase, brace, pull.
At the center of the wreck they found signs of people who had lingered. A chair with upholstery replaced by woven plastic strips, a cooking pot half-buried in silt, and a strip of fabric tied to a nail as if to mark a temporary altar. There was also, cleverly tucked beneath the chair, a small scavenger's toolkit — pliers, a coil of copper wire, a packet of resin flux. Someone had been here recently and had left tools as if to say: I may be gone, but the work continues.
Rafi picked up the pliers and polished the metal on his sleeve. "Somebody's in a hurry or very polite," he said. Iris smiled despite herself. She liked the city's habit of leaving essentials behind as messages.
They worked methodically, which is to say they moved as if the rubble were a problem in a circuit: test for continuity, check for weak joints, avoid stepping on anything that might complete an unwanted loop. Iris's hands moved differently here than in her bench light; they were less precise but more adapted to improvisation. She pried a rusted panel free with a crowbar, then wriggled into a narrow cavity where a spool of copper had been half-sheared by corrosion. Her chest warmed with the kind of focus that treated scavenge like music: listen, find the note, coax it back into tune.
Rafi hauled a battered phase shifter out from under a slab and handed it to her. It was dented, its casing scuffed, but when she listened to its whining under her palm she could tell it had life. "Lucky find," Rafi said. "Or cursed by gravity — same difference here."
Iris snorted. "It's useful. I'll check the internals. Might be something we can coax into behaving." She set the phase shifter into her lap and began to strip away dried grime. Her fingers found solder joints that had been bad from the start and coils browned by uneven current. She hunched over the part with the same careful devotion she gave a misbehaving oscillator, and for a moment the Quay's noise — the gulls, the distant drumbeat of a repair crew — receded.
A group of people gathered where the light made a pool: courier boys with patched knees, an elderly woman in a knit hat that had once been a flag, and Mara, who had arranged to meet them if they came to the Quay. Mara's expression was a practiced economy of patience and assessment; she always looked as if she were listening to several conversations at the same time and folding the useful parts into her apron. "You brought company," she observed. "And a suitcase of curiosity."
Rafi tipped an imaginary hat. "I brought the curiosity on sale. She patched it up herself." Mara grinned and stepped nearer to examine the phase shifter. "We might have what you're after, but you know the rules. Things cost favors now. Speak plainly and don't waste my time."
Mara ran a supply outpost from an old fishmonger’s stall modded into a kiosk. Her place smelled of oilcloth and preserved lemons, and the wall was hung with jars labeled in a dozen hands — dried sea-nettle, salted roots, a jar of bright-green algae paste that people used to spice bread. It was domestic, practical, and entirely indifferent to relay politics. She met Iris with a measured handshake, content to let their palms say things their channels could not.
"You’re the tuner around Calder Row, aren’t you?" Mara asked, probing with a familiarity that was local and genuine. Iris nodded, folding her coat back to hide the satchel's edge. Mara's eyes flicked down to the bag and then back up. "You know why my people come? Because sometimes a voice isn't enough. The boy in the third has tremors; he says he feels safer when someone's palm is steady on his shoulder. The Net hums, but it doesn't press, not really." She tapped the counter. "I won't lie: we prefer presence."
Rafi winked. "We're fans of hands, too. The cat at my cousin's keeps insisting on being petted. It's practically a political position out here."
The humor landed like a small bell: the group laughed, because humor was a tool that kept tension manageable. Then Mara grew practical. "You want the shifter tuned right. You'll need a coil and a fine phase ring. There's a conveyor down by Lot Seven that still has parts. It's watched, and watched well. But if you're serious, you won’t be alone on that run. There's a team that prefers walking to the hum of the Net. They might help."
Iris listened. Her mind, trained to balance phases and adjust signals by the smallest degrees, recognized the plan. An excursion to Lot Seven meant walking among sectors where old safety interlocks still worked by hand and where the Comfortkeepers' reach was sometimes strong. It would also require negotiating social contracts: favors exchanged, warnings heeded. She liked that. Doing things with other people meant complications — but also solutions she could not fashion alone.
They left the Quay with a plan that smelled faintly of damp rope and the sharpness of new solder. Rafi moved with that runner's economy, ducking through alleys and vaulting low barricades; Iris followed, boots thudding in a rhythm that felt like the slow metronome of her life. The city around them throbbed with an ordinary resilience: a community of laundry lines where people had used colorful strips to denote spare food, a festival of tiny wind-knives mounted on rooftops to warn birds away from grain stores, a street theater where old comic monologues were acted out by volunteers who made their own props from tin lids and broom handles. Those moments were not grand. They were, however, proof that people still bothered to polish their small rituals.
They had not gone far when an alarm note snapped through the air — a thin, distressed signal that announced itself on the local feed as a code for thermal alerts. It was one of those alarms that people usually heard and then let pass, because the Net handled many of the mundane emergencies with the dry competence of a machine. But this time the sound had an edge; it repeated and built like someone raising their voice.
Rafi's shoulders tightened. "Thermal zone three, Beacon Block. That’s on the south stair. The Net is pinging but there's also a deadhand on response. That's odd."
Iris felt the prickle of attention crawl along her spine. She ran without counting her steps, jumped over a low heap of concrete, and saw, half a block away, a stuttering orange where apartment windows reflected a small but spreading glare. People stood in their doorways, faces lit by screens, and did not move. The feed showed their neighbors' hands mapped in sensation; it showed a thousand tiny presences crowding a single visual, but no one had gone across the stairwell to check.
She shouted for space and Rafi answered with a call that cracked like a whip. Together they dove toward Beacon Block through a tangle of trailing wires and the smell of burned starch.
The stairwell was a throat lined with doors, each fitted with its own feed plate. A woman screamed somewhere above in a voice shredded by fear and distance; the feed translated her breath into a place-wrapped panic that smelled almost like grease and worry. Iris found the apartment door jammed; the handle had fused with smoke-darkened paint. Rafi levered it with a crowbar and the door groaned open like an old machine waking to duty.
Heat hit them instantly, a living thing that shoved at their faces. The apartment smelled of burnt root, and the flame had climbed a tea towel pinned to the wall. A toddler screamed in a corner, eyes wide, clinging to a scorched plush animal. An old kettle had boiled over and a faulty ignitor created a blasé jet that had kissed the fibers and made them promise to burn.
Movement had become rare in the building; people relied on the Network's sensors to call for help and expected someone else to answer. The sensors had sent their data and the feed had made it feel like a shared event, but shared virtual presence does not equal hands-on response. No one had crossed the landing. No one had turned the shutoff valve that required a hand on the wheel.
Rafi bounded forward and lifted the child with the kind of practiced, clean motion that betrayed his courier's training. Iris crawled to the stove, folded into the small space like someone wedging into a machine to massage a balky gear, and reached for the manual gas wheel. It was stiff and crusted with grease. She braced a forearm against the counter, planted her boot and spun the valve with a wrenching pull. Metal protested, then gave. The hiss died.
Outside the door voices gabbled about feeds and cameras and whether someone should call someone else. "If everyone waits," Iris snapped, breath hot on her words, "nobody will do anything." Her hands felt warm from the heat, and the toddler clung to Rafi's shoulder with slow, damp fingers. He returned her glare with a grin that held both fear and something like approval for efficient rescue.
They shoved the burned towel into a bucket and doused the embers with trip-water from a thermos; a woman who had finally moved from her doorway handed it with the flurried shame of someone who had relied too long on a monitor. The air cleared a fraction. The child hiccuped, trying to turn crying into confusion, and an old man downstairs laughed in a way that was half relief, half apology to motion.
After the immediate danger passed, a small crowd formed at the landing — not a formal assembly, but a knot of neighbors who finally had reason to meet. Conversations flowed sideways into each other's hands as people discovered how much they had missed a shared muscle memory: someone offered a towel, another distributed strong medicinal tea that tasted of cured orange peels, a boy offered to run for cloth. Those acts were not advertised on the Net; they were awkward, human, and messy.
A woman pushed through the cluster with a decisiveness belying her years. She had the bearing of someone used to holding stations: Constance Vela. She had been part of the city's early architects of presence programs, and her hair was swept back in a way that suggested the neatness of a tidy algorithm. When she spoke, the tone was even and practiced. "This is why we moved to managed presence," she said. "We reduce panic. We coordinate aid without unnecessary physical risk."
Iris's hands were still dusty. She braced them on her knees and looked Constance in the eye. "Managed presence helps triage and routes information," she said, "but it cannot lift a child or twist a stuck valve. It doesn't replace elbows or breath. People forgot how to cross thresholds."
Constance's eyes softened for a moment. "No system is perfect. But we hold the balance between chaos and care. If you tinker with mechanisms people rely on —" She stopped, the sentence unfinished but with implication. Around them, murmurs circulated: the Comfortkeepers' arguments were familiar; they traded stability for ritual. Mara stepped forward then, wiping her hands on an oily rag and offering a pragmatic smile.
"Stability is good when nothing else can be done," Mara said. "But stability can calcify. People here still like to touch. And sometimes touching is the fastest route to help. We make our own choices." She glanced over at Iris. "If you think there's a way to make touch safer rather than compulsory, then that's worth talking about."
Rafi sat on the top step, the rescued toddler asleep in his arms, and offered a joke that landed like a tiny skiff on an anxious lake. "If nothing else, we now have a dramatic story to tell at the market. 'How I Spilt My Tea and Almost Invented Fire.'" Some in the crowd laughed; the mood eased.
The incident had shifted something fundamental in the air around Iris. The problem was no longer academic. The Network's convenience was a living architecture that shaped muscle memory and risk tolerance. It had made some actions obsolete and left gaps where human help used to be automatic. People used the Net as if it were a neighbour; but a neighbor's presence, she realized, included the ability to shove open a stuck door.
Constance, seeing the group gather, chose to move the conversation outward. "This is not a moral indictment of presence. It's a question of governance and consent. Interfering with the current infrastructure without communal consent risks others' safety. We will not allow recklessness."
The claim settled like a challenge. Iris felt both anger and respect flare: Constance's caution came from experience, and that experience had built something that protected many. Yet it had also smoothed muscle memory until movement became an anomaly.
Mara folded her arms. "Then let's ask for consent. Let's make a plan. We'll start by running a small, voluntary test in a place where people actually know one another. No surprises. No mandate. If it works, great. If not, we stop."
Rafi looked at Iris with something akin to waiting for instruction. She could see in his face the practical bravery she had come to rely on.
That night, Mara's group gathered in an old theater two blocks over, a space that smelled of dry cloth and sweet sticky paste where people had glued props in decades prior. The theatre's seats had been pulled out and replaced with cushions, and the stage now held a low table of spoons and a kettle that steamed like a kindly engine. Outside, villagers had strung a line of washed flags that fluttered with the faint bioluminescent slime of algae plates — a decorative choice that made the night feel like a festival for people who were grateful to be alive.
Inside, they convened for what they called a walk-in meeting, which was less organized than that label suggested. People came with small gifts — a jar of peppered kelp, a braid of sun-dried root — and sat in a semicircle. The idea was simple: some transmissions would be tagged as 'handshake-restricted' and people could elect to use those channels only if they physically joined another person at the node. The plan's advantage was that it would not force anyone. Its danger, Constance had warned, was that a small technology tweak could be misused or misunderstood.
Harun joined them: older, hands scarred with someone else's solder, a former maintenance head who had spent days re-threading the city's first relays. He smelled faintly of machine oil and cigarettes, which made him at once more human and more honest. "They deprecated handshake modes," he said, not as judgement but as fact. "People sued. Someone panicked when a link forced a contact between strangers. Safety people saw a liability; administrators saw paperwork. We moved to presence because it's easier to manage a thousand small comforts than a few messy encounters."
He took a sip of tea and added, with a little of the rueful humor of someone who had seen systems break in funny ways, "We also found it complicated. A handshake interface expects motion and heat. It can be finicky if you're wearing gloves or have winter sores. We weren't prepared for the social choreography. People didn't want to be told how to touch."
A ripple of laughter moved through the room because it was easier to laugh than to admit how true the improvised choreography sounded.
Iris asked the question under the polite steam of conversation. "Did it ever do good? Did it ever bring people together in ways the Net couldn't?" She found her voice small in the circle but precise, like a probe.
Harun tapped ash into a small dish and considered. "Yes. There were nights when two people would finish a loop and stop being strangers. They'd walk back into their blocks with different names. That mattered. And there were nights when the interface forced intimacy in unsafe circumstances; a well-meaning tool became awkward coercion. We ended it because the risk calculus shifted. Recordkeeping, liability, the new tastes of people who preferred distance — all of it stacked against the old mode." He shrugged. "We were tired and legal-adjacent. We chose the smaller risk."
Mara folded her hands. "We shouldn't be sentimental about the past, but we shouldn't default to absence either. There's a middle ground. We can design handshake nodes that are local, consent-based, and revocable. We can make it so that a handshake only opens certain channels: comfort calls, crisis support, passing of fragile items. Not everything."
Rafi put his boot up on the low table and grinned. "Like a VIP lounge for awkward saints. You sign a waiver, then join a queue. It's absurd, but I'd pay to watch it."
They mapped possibilities across the stage's worn planks: which exchanges would be handshake-limited, what safeguards to include, and how to make enforcement communal rather than centralized. The conversation grew practical: a test node in a block with a volunteer mayor, a set of physical keys, a time-limited handshake activation. People argued about how to keep things consensual, how to detect coercion without policing private acts, and what fallback protocols would look like if something small went wrong.
At some point the talk turned technical, and Iris's skill came forward in the way water finds a seam. She sketched circuits with a stray piece of charcoal, marking where a local node could verify the presence of two conductive contacts by measuring phase alignment and a human pulse signature. "It needs a phase ring with a narrow tolerance," she said, feeling the numbers line up in her mind as if they were beads. "And we should require a physical plug-in key that people carry on their person, so activation can't be forced remotely."
Harun nodded slowly. "And a manual cutoff that requires two hands to operate in case of failure. People need to be able to walk away." He added another caution: "You need redundancy. A single point of failure will become a story people use to argue against you." The group annotated his point with the reasonable gravity of survivors who had learned to distrust simple answers.
Mara leaned forward. "We can get components. Lot Seven has a conveyor that still yields things if you know how to ask. The Comfortkeepers patrol it during the day, but at night their watch is lighter. If you two can handle the physical part, we can arrange cover and neighbors who'll back you up."
Iris looked at Rafi and then at the group. Her palms were still smelling faintly of solder and smoke, and she was aware of a strange new do-betweenness inside herself: the private measurement of a technician aligning with a public desire for closeness. It felt like a tuning that had to be done carefully or the whole instrument would go out of key.
They left the theatre that night with a list of tasks and a thin ledger of favors. The city's night had a chorus of odd sounds: a fox barking in a rhythm that sounded like applause, a group of teenagers playing hand-clapped games on a rooftop, and the distant thunk of an automated pump someone had jury-rigged to keep water moving. At a corner stall someone offered them warming broth in exchange for a promise to return a borrowed wrench. Such economies bound people in tactile ways; they were not visible on feeds but they held neighborhoods together.
On the way home, Rafi's foot caught on an old cable and he swore in a soft, theatrical way that made Iris laugh out loud. "Do you ever slow down?" she asked.
He looked at her and shrugged. "Only when someone gives me a reason. You could invent a market for people who prefer walking. I'd buy that first ticket." He nudged her with an elbow that had the easy familiarity of long companionship. "We're in this together, Calder. If you're building a machine that asks for hands, I'll be your warning bell."
She accepted the nudged affection with the awkwardness of someone unused to being claimed in soft public jokes. It wasn't a confession; it was an alliance. The plan stood now in practical terms: a run to Lot Seven, a retrieval under the cover of twilight, and a careful assembly of a node that would, if everything went well, make certain kinds of contact require legs and breath rather than just bandwidth.
Iris lay awake that night with the module's shape in her imagination, thinking of phase alignments and the way two bodies might synchronize a signal. The rescue had sharpened her view: this was not only about making people feel something. It was about patching a failing muscle in the city's social body. Tomorrow they'd take the train of favors to Lot Seven and try to bring back whatever the old machines still owed them.

    
Hands-On Signals
They gathered at Lot Seven under a sky that tried to be obliging: a thin smear of cloud that promised rain without committing, a moon that blinked like an appliance light. Lot Seven smelled of oil and citrus; vendors had set up a night market where steam rose from kettles and a woman sold fermented algae pancakes that tasted of salt and stubborn sweetness. The place was half-scavenge and half-festival — a useful mixture for a midnight run. Children chased lengths of reflective ribbon that had once been safety tape, and when the ribbons struck lamplight they flashed like miniature signals, a detail of life that had nothing to do with relays and everything to do with people deciding to be visible.
Mara had a table of parts and a kettle steaming a tea that was half herb, half resolve. Harun sat nearby inspecting a coil as if it were a skein of temperamental metal, while Rafi paced like an impatient metronome, jingling a pocket of small tools. Iris checked the satchel again — the handshake module cushioned and wrapped, phase ring tucked in a lined case, spare flux, a short length of silvered wire she liked for its stubborn conductivity. She strapped on a harness of braided fabric, feeling the harness sit against her hips with a practical, slightly ridiculous comfort. "If I look like a lampshade," she announced, "you must promise to tell me immediately."
Rafi snorted, but the grin he offered was the kind that marks an ally. "I'll hold a mirror up for dramatic effect," he said. "Someone has to document your gradual descent into legend."
His levity made her fold into something lighter than the night's intent; it was a useful human gesture. The humor did more than ease nerves — it reminded her why she was doing the thing. People gathered material artifacts in their pockets and kept communal recipes on chalkboards; they also kept a brand of stubbornness that was not programmable.
Mara walked them through the plan with crisp gestures. "We move at two. Harun and I will handle ground access. Rafi takes watch and keeps approach lanes clear. Iris, you climb and do the tuning. No broadcast until we have a green light and consent from the volunteer pair. Constance asked for notification. She refused permission but asked that we avoid confrontation if possible."
Iris felt the sentence settle into her like a technical specification: clear, constrained. There was no glamour in clandestine consent. There was only the hard work of timing and an honest calculation of risk.
They moved through Lot Seven in small rehearsed steps. Lot Seven was a reef of old tech and repurposed metal where people practiced the craft of turning trash into instruments of daily life. A stall sold dried kelp ribbons tied with bright thread; another traded in patched ropes and makeshift pulleys that kept rooftop gardens fed. The market's textures were not directly about the handshake node they intended to build, yet they mattered — they kept the neighborhood walking after dark, and they gave people a reason to be in the street rather than in a feed.
At the periphery, Comfortkeeper patrols threaded like precise stitches, wearing soft vests stamped with an emblem of two hands holding a circle. They were not soldiers; most of them were volunteers who had trained in nonviolent de-escalation and the administration of basic care. But their presence kept legal friction low and social friction high: a moral remonstrance from them could disarm a plan without a hand raised. Iris felt that presence like a calibrated metronome.
They slunk along shadows and scaffolds. Iris's ascent would be from a maintenance shaft that took a careful eye and a willingness to get scuffed. Harun had measured the mast earlier and said it was climbable with scaffolds and a bit of old practice. He had also said the central mast was older than any of them, a spine built from repurposed shipping trusses and threaded with a lattice of copper and insulated straps. It hummed faintly in the night like an old engine that kept dreaming of power. Iris welcomed the hum; her hands recognized frequency.
As they set up ladder and anchor ropes, a small absurdity lightened the air: a rooftop baker below waved up to them and accidentally sent a poorly aimed pastry aloft. It sailed and caught on a cable like a flag. "At this point," Rafi commented, "even our croissants are trying to join the revolution." They laughed, and for a single minute the building around them seemed less like a relic and more like a neighborhood that still knew how to make noise.
Iris climbed with the practiced economy of someone who had spent years working above live currents. She felt for handholds the way a musician finds notes — searching, intuitive, precise. The mast's metal had a comforting give; rust blurred into the scaffolding like old scars softened by habit. Wind teased at her scarf and she tightened the tether at her hip. Below, voices threaded up in patterns: Mara's precise counts, Rafi's low observations, Harun's calm suggestions. A storm was breathing somewhere beyond the moon's hesitation; she could see the edge of it in the way the clouds tried to roll their shoulders.
At a bracket halfway up she paused to check the harness and the module's casing. Her fingers were steady. She removed a small panel on the mast and found a tangle of corroded coils and a ring of insulating ribbon frayed like old rope. These components had stopped being ornamental; they were the way a city's intimacy got translated into volts and skin contact. She clipped a corroded connector, pried back frizzed insulation, and threaded a thin patch wire through a tight channel. Her palms smelled of metal and the lemon oil she used to keep joints supple.
Constance's voice arrived then, not as an order but as an address: "Iris Calder, hold your hand. You may not have considered the liabilities."
Iris looked down to where Constance stood on an access platform, an authority whose neat hair and precise bearing had a way of making moral law seem tidy. Constance's presence did not surprise her; the Comfortkeepers had a right to be concerned. Iris smiled without malice. "We'll keep it to volunteers and local oversight, Constance. We are not improvising mass changes."
Constance's expression tightened. "Consent isn't real if it's coerced by spectacle. Make sure your volunteers understand the power dynamic. And if you see anything dangerous, you stop."
Iris nodded. "If I see danger, I stop. If I see a chance to help a person reach another without going through a screen, I act."
Constance's eyes were not unkind. "Then be careful. Remember that some people rely on the current system. We're trying to protect them too."
Her caution felt like a pressure in the air; it was a moral force that asked questions Iris understood. But while Constance framed the risk as a policy problem, Iris knew the only way to test the idea was with hands and heat.
The top of the mast opened into a crown of braces and junction boxes. Antennae of mixed metals jutted like a city's teeth, and pigeons had nested in awkward hollows like small, offended architects. Iris hooked herself and began the delicate process of swapping the handshake module into circuit. The task required a series of movements that had been refined by years of maintenance: unfasten the sheath, expose the braid, tin the conductor, solder the bridge, and then calibrate the oscillator so it sang in a band that matched a human pulse without being overtaken by ambient frequency.
She worked with Maggie humming beside her; the iron's little protests sounded companionable. She set the module in place, connecting the phase ring with three delicate turns of a threaded pin. Each motion had a precision that felt like a ritual. Below, Harun monitored the ground node and announced numbers: resistance, capacitance, drift. "We're within tolerance," he said in his calm, clinical voice. "The ring's settling. Watch the thermal index — if the storm tosses salt, we'll see a jump."
Rafi's voice was a lifeline. "How is the sound up there? Are you singing or soldering?"
Iris threw a glance down. "Both. I listen for the rhythm. If it goes off, I'll know."
She adjusted the oscillator screw with a small driver and then put her ear to the device, not to hear with just hearing, but to feel with the skin. A pulse came back: a soft thrum that could have been mistaken for wind. She altered the phase in tiny increments until the thrum matched a tempo that might feel human under a palm. Her hands moved faster as the frequency came into rapport, braided wire becoming handshake’s promise.
The sky decided it was time to commit. Rain began in small, testing drops and then ramped as if the weather had found an argument to pursue. The wind rose and the mast shivered. Below, voices sharpened; the Comfortkeepers moved with a slower choreography, aiming to de-escalate by presence rather than force. Constance climbed up to the platform below and then looked up at Iris with a mixture of caution and reluctant admiration.
"You asked for consent and yet you didn't wait for me," Constance called, voice carrying thin in the rain. "You should have brought me in earlier. This makes it seem like an us-versus-them."
Iris felt the tug of guilt like a loose wire. "We brought the community. We scheduled a demonstration and volunteers. You refused permission but asked for clarity. We tried to provide both."
Constance took a breath and then attempted a different tack. "If you succeed, what stops coercion? What stops pressure campaigns to force people into contact? How will you protect the vulnerable?"
Iris realized then that the argument wasn't merely procedural; it was urgent and ethical. She pulled a small cloth-wrapped bundle from the satchel and popped it open: a set of small, tactile consent tokens — rings that registered a person's willingness to enter handshake mode and that could be removed at any time. "We put consent at the node. You wear one if you volunteer. You can remove it whenever. The handshake won't engage without both tokens. It's an opt-in circuit."
The simplicity of the solution landed between them: a practical, material safeguard that matched policy with metal. Constance's jaw shifted. It was the kind of compromise careful people were trained to seek. But the storm was jostling the mast and the node's calibration had to be finished now or not at all.
Iris tightened a screw and found the oscillator jittering. The phase ring, which had seemed content moments earlier, warmed in a way that spooked her hands; salt from the incoming rain was biting at exposed metal. Harun's voice came from below, edged with urgency. "Thermal drift climbing. We have one chance to finish calibration before we hit a threshold."
Her fingers moved as if by habit's muscle memory and not by philosophical need. She removed a small strip of weathered insulation and patched a seam with resin, then soldered a thin bridge that would reroute microcurrents around a pitted contact. The rain made her gloves slick; she braced herself against a brace and felt the mast's vibration under her boot. A gust hit so hard the harness bit into her hip. She swore and gripped the nearest strut.
Rafi looped a spare tether over a beam and fed her a second safety line with the efficiency of someone who'd learned to manage both speed and caution. "You're not allowed to fall and become a legend, Calder," he shouted, half reprimand and half joke.
She shot him a look through the rain. "I'll only become a legend if I get this right," she answered, voice low with the attention of someone threading a needle in a gale.
The final step required ear and pulse in concert: she would match the oscillator's microphase to a reading simulating a human heart and lock the handshake logic to that rhythm so it would only complete when two humans contributed pulses within a close tolerance. She dialed down interference filters, set the threshold, and then watched the readouts. Numbers clicked and aligned. The node blinked a tentative green for half a breath then receded into an amber caution light.
Below, the crowd had drawn in. Volunteers wearing consent rings lined up on a scaffolded walkway, two by two, nerves and laughter braided. Old Jalen shuffled forward with a careful dignity, and beside him a neighbor, a woman whose hands were callused from mending nets, bowed her head with a visible shyness. Rafi watched them like a proud brother, offering commentary in a husky whisper. "They're doing it for the story, and the story's going to be good."
Constance descended slightly and made a soft announcement. "You may proceed with the test. This is a strictly local activation. If anything indicates coercion, we cut power."
Iris took a breath with the sort of measured steadiness she used when aligning fragile coils; she closed a small relay with her glove on and then reached for the handshake interface. Her fingers found the cold metal. The circuit required simultaneous closure — two people making contact with conductive pads that would translate heat and pulse into a completed loop. Old Jalen reached his palm out with the suppleness of a man who had forgotten how to be held. The neighbor placed her hand against his with a tiny, ceremonial awkwardness.
At first nothing dramatic happened; the node flickered like a nervous animal. Then, a small authoritative click sounded — not loud, but decisive — and the interface lit a steady green. The feed registered a handshake confirmation and for the first time in many nights a transmitted presence came into being that was demonstrably anchored by flesh. The room sighed collectively; people who had been cautious let their shoulders drop. Old Jalen's laugh cut through, bright and pleased. He turned to his neighbor and said, without feed mediation, "You have good palm. Keeps the knot steady." They both laughed in the kind of simple human way that stirred the room.
The result rippled outward. People who had been skeptical nodded, some with tears that were surprised and unprogrammed. Constance, watching, folded her arms and then unclenched them; she looked at Iris with an expression that held rueful concession. "You're asking the city to weigh options with the muscles it has forgotten," she said. "If this can be monitored responsibly, I will support a pilot campaign. But we need clear rules and a rapid cutoff system."
Iris wiped rain and solder off her gloves and felt the pulse of a different kind of heat: the warmth of a room that had again learned to move. The handshake node did not erase the Network; it layered an option. People could still stream concerts and send comfort feeds. Now, for certain exchanges, there was a tangible gate that required legs and breath to cross.
Mara stepped forward with a practical grin. "We'll run it twice a week and keep a roster. If anyone complains, we pull it. Harun will log all technical anomalies. Rafi will be on the watch and keep the kettle going. Iris, will you keep it tuned?"
Iris felt the question settle like a tool back into its box. She had climbed, soldered, and listened; she had risked a fight and chosen a process rather than a proclamation. "I will keep it tuned," she said. "And I will come down for tea. Not streamed. Actual tea."
Rafi whooped and called up a joke about actual teapots being sometimes more dangerous than handshake interfaces. Someone tossed a rescued pastry down and it caught on a cable like a flag once more. The cat that had adopted Lot Seven came forward and batted at the pastry with the solemnity of anointed courtier. It was an absurd, practical coronation, and Iris laughed — a sound that was less measured than she used to reserve for rooms full of machines.
By dawn the handshake node stood as a small, tidy compromise: an activated relay with physical consent tokens, an agreed roster, and a local oversight team that included Comfortkeepers and neighborhood volunteers. The pilot had not solved every ethical knot; Constance's cautions remained valid and would shape the rules they wrote in the coming days. But the test had shown a capability that couldn't be expressed as policy alone. It required hands.
People drifted away with tea and leftover pancakes, the market reopening as if the night had been an ordinary lesson in improvisation. Iris climbed down last, feeling the anchor's strap bite into her palm in a way that felt like honest work. She handed the handshake module to Harun for a final inspection and accepted Mara's offer of a small paper cup of tea whose warmth seeped into her gloves. The neighborhood around Lot Seven was waking: someone was sweeping, a vendor reheated kelp rolls, and a child chased a ribbon that flashed in the newborn light.
Constance found Iris in the crowd and, without preamble, placed a small token into her hand — an embroidered strip that indicated oversight and willingness to watch work carefully but without smothering it. It was both a concession and a promise. "We will watch, and we will critique," she said. "But we'll also help, when it's needed."
Iris accepted the strip and tied it to her harness. The ribbon fluttered with the rest of Lot Seven's flags, a small, practical addition to a sky that had already been generous. She looked across at Rafi, who was elbow-deep in a kettle pretending to be a barista, and laughed at him as he offered an over-the-top bow. Old Jalen strolled by, his steps steadier, and someone called out an invitation to an afternoon mending circle.
The city's systems had shifted in a small place that night. The change was not grandiose; it was a local recalibration, a hand-applied fix to a living machine. Iris felt less like a solitary tuner and more like the beginning of a practice. The handshake interface would require work, compromise, and a willingness to keep watching. She had made a choice with her hands and it had, for the first time in a long while, brought someone across the threshold rather than simply rendering them nearby on a screen.
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