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The Gleam Exchange
Anton Grevas
A storm, a coordinated operation, and a made-by-hand synchrony decide whether luminous colonies can be spread safely. Jun leads a risky, technical seeding across multiple basins, fights mechanical failure and raiders, and uses craft to remap an economy under pressure. The atmosphere is damp and urgent; Jun is skilled, cynical, and driven to act.
ProseHub


    
Casks at Dawn
The ash settled like a slow apology, thickening the air into a grey hush that made small noises sound theatrical. Jun crouched at the rim of the shallow lightwell with the practiced patience of someone who'd learned to read a colony's mood by its twitch: a sudden pulse, a furl of filaments, a hesitant bloom. They wore a patched hood that smelled of oil and kelp smoke; Hale had sewn a spare pocket into it last season and tucked in a strip of bright cloth that had once been a festival flag. It fluttered uselessly in the stillness, doing what little it could to refuse the grey.
Jun's fingers were sure: they pressed the siphon's mouth to the water, felt the cool, half-metal vibration, then eased back as the colony arranged to flow. A faint chitter sounded against Jun's wrist—an old timing-chip making sure valves didn't forget their intervals—and Jun answered its clicks with quick adjustments, the kind of small manual choreography that had kept more than one lot of harvests alive. The gleam itself—thin, pale threads of living phosphor—moved like a shy shoal. It smelled of ozone, iron, and something green that belonged to a rain that the city remembered in theory.
Across the ridge a group of market children argued over a jarred mottlefin that blinked ember-bright at every accusation. They traded flat polished pebbles with tiny holes drilled through them, tokens from prior barter; a custom, Jun knew, that had nothing to do with harvests and everything to do with teaching trust. Someone else had roasted tuber slices two turns away; the hot sweet cut through the ash with a scent that made Jun's stomach ache in a friendlier way. Small cultural things lived side-by-side here: the clacking ritual at noon when vendors banged spoons to scare away the night gnats, the old woman who always offered a sliver of candied sea-leek to any harvester with a steady hand.
'Hurry up, poet,' Hale said, appearing behind Jun like a joke that had learned patience. Their voice scraped pleasantly; they smelled of rain-leather and caramelized kelp. 'We've got a sled waiting and I'm not carrying your poetry all the way to market.'
Jun tapped the siphon, coaxed another hesitant filament into the cask. 'Poetry doesn't pay the sledmen, Hale. It helps me sleep.'
Hale nudged Jun's shoulder. 'Then write a receipt for sleep and sell it to the people who collect dreams. I'd like a share.'
Jun smiled—small, more like a sparing flash than a full grin—and adjusted a valve. The cask welcomed the gleam's steadying glow. It was a private bright, less show than lifeline. Jun snapped the lid into place with a practiced twist, then slapped their palms clean on threadbare thighs, pulling lint and ash away as if shaking off small regrets.
They loaded the cask onto the wooden sled with Hale's sure hands taking the heavier weight. The sled was a graft-job of rope and scavenged trolley wheels, balanced on an old water conduit that ran like a scar through the settlement. Jun hauled with their shoulders and back, muscles remembering angles and beats like a muscle keeps a song. The route to market curved through alleyways where cloth banners patched like bandages flapped lazily and where the ductwork still whispered faintly of older buildings whose names nobody used anymore.
On the slope they passed a vendor with a steaming pot; the dark syrup bubbled and smelled like molasses and char, a treat called char-berry mash. She offered Jun a scrap, and Jun accepted—grateful for a small sweetness before the day disciplined them. Around them the market was waking: traders banging protective caps on jars, a cobbler scraping glue, a seamstress tying extra knots into a strap that would be traded later for a pair of warm socks. These were the habits that kept the place human, details that had nothing to do with gleam and everything to do with people folding themselves into a day.
A kid with two missing teeth darted out and tried to unhook a glass bead from the sled's patchwork flag. 'Hey!' Hale barked in an affectionate tone that's been known to curdle into real anger when necessary. The boy froze, embarrassed, and held up the bead like an offering. Jun barked a laugh more out of ritual than mirth and let the child keep it.
The entrance to the subterranean market smelled of wet stone and toasted kelp skins. Stalls lined the lower arc in a crowded collage—crates labeled with sprout names, barrels of salted fungus, and tarps sheltering small implements of trade. The lighting was a scatter of hand-held lamps, glow-ornaments wired to old battery cells, and the odd private vial of gleam on display in an agent's box. People traded not only goods but attitudes: a stubbornness that kept them from being swept away by the weather, and a delicate generosity that sometimes showed up as a spare ration divided three ways instead of two.
Kest found Jun before they could scan the crowd for faces. Kest was not a man of theatrics—broad-shouldered, practical, with the sort of smile that seemed calculated to make a person feel they weren't being played. Their voice hit the market's noise with the slightly bored precision of someone used to being in control. 'Jun, gent,' Kest said, and Jun felt all the market's small anxieties step back a few inches, like strangers deferring to a smell.
Kest's stall was organized. Everything had its place; jars of gleam sat under oilcloth for privacy, not out of shame but out of habit. Kest gestured to a crate of clean stone—pale porous pockets used as steadying beds for colonies—and Jun noted how the trader's fingers traced familiar shapes the way someone traces a well-told map.
'You have a good eye,' Kest said, watching Jun's hands. 'And a steady hand with the siphon. The market's been short lately. We lost a concurrent route last turn; supply's tight. There's an offer on the table that I'd like you to consider.'
A low ripple of talk lifted from the stalls. Jun let their attention slide like a practiced blade across conversations around them; whispers of missing shipments, talk of raiders at the southern conduit, the price of tuber rising by the tenth. These murmurs were not fresh; they'd braided themselves through markets for seasons. Still, every whisper tightened the space around a harvester like Jun.
'You know my terms,' Jun said. They liked to make their bargains small and fast; complications invited theft. 'I don't do exclusives unless—'
'—unless you want a steady route, secure storage, and guaranteed credit lines for a season,' Kest finished. 'Sign with me for a cycle and I can give you access to a substrate pocket we've secured. You'll have a guaranteed buyer. Security in exchange for a steadier hand in the market. Think of it as insurance.'
Hale shifted at Jun's side, arms folding like a shield. 'Insurance sounds nice, but you ask for promises. Who keeps the promise when the next storm squeezes pockets dry?' Hale's voice had humor in it, but a practical bite became visible when they folded their hands to indicate the cask between them.
Jun's shoulders tightened. Promise-words in this place looked like thin ropes under heavy weight. Yet a steadier route could mean a season without worrying about snatched supplies or mended rigs. It could mean sleep without calculation. None of that was heroic; it was useful.
Before Jun could answer, Lona pushed through the crowd with a hurried breath that had the feel of someone who had run across the fields. Her jacket bore the faint green stains of soil, and her hands smelled faintly of root-bark tea. She was younger than Jun by a decade, less callused but not unpracticed. Her eyes didn't look away from Jun; they sought them.
'Jun,' she said without preamble, voice pitched low enough to keep the market from eating her words. 'The Greenring's wells went dull last night. The seedbeds are flagging. We bled what we had yesterday and it didn't hold. Children are listless. If we had a controlled dose, maybe we could stabilize the beds until the next rain.'
The market's noise kept rolling, but Jun heard that single thread of information as if it had replaced the surrounding clatter. The Greenring was a neighbor settlement that tended to roots and medical sprouts—small, earnest, and under-resourced. They traded their seeds for saline repairs and old metalwork. If their beds failed, the local food chain would feel the ache.
Jun looked at Lona's hands, at the stained cuticle of someone who'd been up through nights coaxing shoots. Their eyes met and Jun said nothing for a full heartbeat, which felt like a dishonest technical stall in a negotiation. Hale tugged her jacket sleeve, a small private gesture to signal Jun's attention to practicalities.
'How much?' Jun asked finally. It was a professional question, thinly veiled as an inquiry about resources. Lona's answer was immediate: 'Enough for three cycles. We can ration it. We can hold to a strict feed.'
Kest was already smiling, an angle Jun had learned to read as a prelude. 'Three cycles could be part of a seasonal agreement,' Kest said softly, as if proposing a thought experiment. 'Give us exclusivity for a season, and we'll cover three cycles to the Greenring as part of the contract. Think of it as a community bonus. Good for reputations.'
Jun's mouth tasted faintly of char-berry mash. They felt the weight of the cask at their hip—the physical fact of the gleam within—and the fact, too, that a certain strain of fatigue had a way of pretending to be sober judgment.
Hale snorted. 'Community bonus. Right. What's next? We'll have you setting up a statue of Kest in the harvest yard.' They ground their palm against the cask in a way that made the wood sing softly.
'You joke, but look at your hands,' Kest said with that casual, annoying kindness. 'You're good at this. With steady income you could train apprentices; you could secure better seals. People like stability.'
Jun's fingers found a small square of cloth tucked in the sled's strap and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger. The cloth had been a gift from Ira years ago, a rough piece of embroidered fabric with tiny loops that caught the light. Ira's handwriting scrawled across a ledger had taught Jun long ago to respect the colony's rhythms—how the gleam preferred a porous pale stone and a cool slow feed, how crude agitation could break a charismatic bloom. Jun had learned to listen to those instructions like a second language, not as some holy code but as a technician's grammar: shifts in temperature, subtle chemical cues, and a containment that didn't choke.
'There's a particular substrate that the colony likes,' Jun said, not quite to Kest, not quite to Lona. 'A pale, porous stone. Not many places have it in the right formation.'
'We do,' Kest said, and Jun watched their hands fold around the words like they were closing a deal box. 'We can provide it as part of the agreement. Supply, substrate, and safe transport. All you need to do is deliver along the route for a cycle.'
Lona's jaw tightened. 'Or you could let us have it, Jun. We don't have a lot to trade, but we could teach some people how to tend colonies. We could learn.'
Jun felt something shift inside their chest—an old, familiar tension: the tug between keeping what kept their own hands free and giving what might keep other hands working. It wasn't an abstract morality question; it was a calculation that loved to hide as conscience.
They took the cask to a quiet corner of the market where the lamps cast soft halos and the voices thinned into ordinary barter. Jun pried the lid open to check the seal. The gleam shifted like a living knot, a denser weave than they'd expected. Filaments clung to each other more tightly; the glow was steadier and paler, as if the colony had learned to hush itself in storage. Jun eased a probe into the water: miniature sensors whispered readings to a tiny hand device that chirped in a language Jun could parse. Filament density was up; luminal viscosity higher. The colony didn't panic at small agitation. If anything, it showed a stubbornness that made Jun's technician's heart quicken.
'That's not the usual strain,' Jun said, and for a second neither Kest nor Lona spoke.
'Where did you get this?' Kest asked. There was curiosity threaded with immediate calculation. A trader's mind turned a detail like this into rumor and then opportunity faster than most people blinked.
Jun told them the ritualized truth: it was from the well on the ridge. 'Shallow pool. We coaxed it early. It felt...thicker.'
Hale, who had been leaning on an adjacent barrel as if attending a different conversation, grinned with the kind of private amusement that made Jun want to elbow them. 'You always bring the stubborn things, don't you? The ones that make the rest of us look like amateurs.'
Jun adjusted the probe and watched the device's small lights. The numbers suggested a colony that might survive longer in transit, but also one that had different nutritional needs. It might not tolerate the market's crude storage as well as a delicate bloom. Or it might simply be more resilient. Either way, it had value.
Rumors are like small fires in a market: they tend to gather oxygen and shape themselves into a heat that insists on attention. Word of Jun's strain slipped across the stalls with the soft economy of whispers; even vendors two booths away filed it into their own ham-fisted calculations. A man who traded salted fungus muttered that he had heard of a missing convoy downriver. A seamstress folded her cloth a beat slower, a trader of salty cod lowered his voice. Kest watched this like someone who'd always known the shape of things that sounded like trouble.
'If this is what I think it is,' Kest said quietly, 'it could change how people trade for a season. Not that I'm making prophecies. But a hardy strain—if treated right—could mean lower loss rates in transit.'
Lona's eyes flared. 'Then let us have what we need to stabilize the Greenring. We can help you nurse surplus in exchange. Teach us the tending. We won't take more than we need.'
'And what do you do when the market dries up and your people look to you for more than you measured?' Hale asked, not unkindly. 'You don't want to be responsible for empty promises.'
Jun listened to these voices, to the clatter of commerce and the soft plea in Lona's tones. The cask warmed faintly under their palms. It occurred to Jun that expectation was another kind of weight. They knew the litany: take the secure route, or risk trying to propagate something new without a safety net. Both choices came with a kind of labor; one with dependable ledger entries, the other with hands dirtied for a communal cause.
Jun's gaze drifted over the market. A boy sold crystallized sea-pearls nearby and offered Jun a shard as if it were a blessing. A woman in patched blue handed out tiny cups of strong kelp broth to anyone who worked with wet hands. Life here kept threading itself in modest, practical ways. Those details weighed as much as any contract clause.
'How soon could you get seeds?' Jun asked Lona, voice low. Practicality edged their question; action always settled things down.
'We can ration and stretch, but three cycles is what we need to reach the next catch of rain,' Lona said. 'We saved protocols for emergency feed but we can't make them work without a starter.'
Kest's face folded into careful thought. 'Sign with me for the season,' they said, 'and we'll allocate three cycles to the Greenring from stock. In exchange, you give us primary supply rights for local routes. It keeps markets from collapsing and ensures the smallest communities don't get swamped by price spikes.'
Jun considered. There was humor in the market—small, sharp—about how a week's price fluctuation could make a very litigious goat fall out of favor. They remembered a festival years ago where someone had tried to auction off the mayor's hat and people had traded jars of fermented lichen instead, laughing as if nothing mattered and then going home to patch roofs. Those memories were not arguments; they were moods. Jun felt a small, silly urge to buy another piece of char-berry mash simply to distract themselves.
Hale leaned closer, speaking in that sideways way that meant they were both companion and guardian. 'If you sign, Jun, I want some of the gear upgrades they promised. New seals. Better straps. I want a decent kettle that doesn't leak when I boil the brine-leaf.'
Jun looked at Hale and let out a breath they hadn't known they'd been holding. The choice had shifted from abstract to feasible—someone's tangible goods waiting as a trade-off for curated scarcity. It was practical, seductive, and terribly complicated. Under the cask the radiant strain throbbed, patient and indifferent to human bargaining.
Jun closed the lid again, the metal whispering into place, and felt something sharp and honest—urgent, like cold water—push at the edges of their professional calm. The colony inside pulsed with a glow that seemed to watch them back, as if it understood it was now an object in a market that loved objects. For a moment Jun half-expected it to wink, a tiny private joke between living things and hands that tended them.
'You could walk away,' Kest said suddenly, almost gently. 'You could keep doing what you do and not take a formal contract. But know this: when routes get tight, routes get violent. People steal when they think it's their only way. I can give you a buffer. I can give you guarantees.'
Lona's voice was the opposite kind of quiet to Kest's. 'We don't want aristocracy of gleam,' she said simply. 'We want people to know how to keep life. If this strain is durable, you could help us learn and then we could trade care for maintenance. We don't want to be objects of pity.'
Hale's jaw tightened with the lineaments of someone who both loves and worries. 'Jun, you got a hand in both worlds. You can be paid to be safe, or you can spend fallow nights teaching a handful of folks and hoping that it's enough. Me? I like the kettle idea, but I like seeing people eat better, too.'
Jun's mouth tasted of the day's ash and char-berry sugar. They imagined a ledger column for dependable income, neat and clean, letters and numbers that could be counted. They imagined the tiny faces of Greenring's children, pale and listless, who might bloom again with even a modest steady feed. Both images held weight; the scale between them was as precarious as a handrail slick with ash.
A breeze from the tunnel shifted the lanterns and for a second the market's lights danced like congregation candles. Jun felt the cask's heat against their palms and made a choice—not yet about signings or promises, but a smaller, immediate experiment. They took out a tiny reserve vial from their belt: a calibrated sampling syringe they'd made with raw hands and a friendlier sort of stubborn. It wasn't enough to solve the Greenring's needs, but it could prove whether this strain tolerated a short controlled inoculation.
'I'll keep the seasons in mind,' Jun said, voice deliberate. 'But first—let me test a controlled feed. If this colony behaves as I'd expect, we can design a ration for the Greenring that doesn't kill the donor stock. Watch me.'
Hale raised an eyebrow; there was a flash of pride in it. Lona's shoulders eased like a held breath letting go. Kest's jaw loosened just a fraction; some traders enjoyed a proof almost as much as profit.
Jun worked with their hands then, fast and sure. They warmed the tiny feed solution over a borrowed lamp, measured the nutrient with a spare spoon and a careful eye, and threaded the syringe into the gleam's cask with the gentleness of someone threading a wound. The market's noise fell away into a hum of background life. Jun injected a microdose and sealed the vial. Sensors chirped to mark the readouts.
For a long breath, nothing dramatic happened. Then a filament unfurled a little more openly, and the glow steadied into a calmer, broader light. Jun let out a sound that might have been a laugh and might have been relief. It was not a revelation; it was a technician's approval. The colony had responded as hoped. It had given them a narrow door between two hard choices—a slice of time in which Jun could decide what to do next.
Outside the market someone swore as a cart stumbled and a child's bell jingled like a laughing accusation. Jun's hands were still humming with after-motion. They closed the vial and pocketed it. There were decisions to weigh. For now, Jun had made one small test and found that their skills could still coax a stubborn living thing into a quieter rhythm. The rest, they thought, would be argument and negotiation and the slow arithmetic of trust.

    
Market of Hands
The market tightened as the sun swung low, throwing longer, flirtatious shadows that the vendors pretended to ignore. Jun moved through the crowd with the easy economy of someone who knew how to let bodies open small corridors: a tuck of shoulder, a practiced smile, a shove of the sled by one rung so a child could dodge through. Hale kept pace like a bad pun—constant, loud, occasionally pointed at exactly the wrong time to make Jun laugh despite the day’s pressure.
'You sure you didn’t wink at the colony in that cask?' Hale teased, slapping the sled’s rim. 'You’ve been soft-eyed all afternoon. That’s dangerous for a harvester.'
Jun snorted, but the laugh had dryness behind it. 'Soft eyes means better technique. Colonies are temperamental when you leer at them.' They tucked the tiny diagnostic syringe back into their belt, the glass clicking against metal, and felt the weight of the market’s eyes in the same way one feels humidity: a slow, peripheral pressure rather than a pointed force.
Kest's stall sat like a careful ship: tarps hemmed with deliberate stitches, jars of gleam hidden beneath cloth, and a ledger-box that, for once, didn't look like it would dissolve if someone sneezed. Kest waited as if time itself owed them politeness. When Jun and Hale arrived, Kest tilted their head with a familiarity that had taken seasons to earn; it was the sort of look that meant business and also meant they had folded a dozen favors into their pockets and might pull one out if needed.
'Jun,' Kest said. The word landed light and exact. 'We need a clear answer. Routes are fraying. You tasted the market today: people are jittery.'
Jun's hands tightened on the sled's handle. The market's background chatter curated itself into a current—people bargaining for burl straps, a woman trading a bottle of kelp-cordial for a patch of brass, a child offering a carved pebble in exchange for a laugh. All of it felt normal, which made the abnormalities stick out like a cracked tile on a well-trampled floor.
'You keep saying that,' Jun replied. 'But tell me something I don't know. What happened to that route?'
Kest shrugged like someone rearranging burdens instead of carrying them. 'A convoy went dark two nights ago. Patrols looked; they found only tracks and a set of footprints that don't match any usual troupe. Folks are whispering 'raid', but people that do raids lately seem to prefer shadows when roads get tight.'
Hale barked a laugh that betrayed a little gale of anxiety. 'So traders go quiet, and everyone gets jumpy. Survival economics 101.'
Jun pushed a loose thread off the sled. 'It changes the calculus,' they said. 'When supply looks like it could vanish, people bind themselves to familiar hands even if that means giving up options.'
'Exactly.' Kest folded their arms and locked eyes like someone experienced in reading ledger columns as if they were faces. 'I can open access to a substrate pocket. Pale, porous stones—perfect beds for colonies. They stabilize colonies better. It's not myth. We hold a seam. If you sign an exclusivity for a cycle, we give you primary rights to that seam's access. No freeloaders, no scatter. We secure routes. You supply my channels. We don't ask for your soul. We ask for hand and schedule and discipline.'
Kest's voice had the air of someone offering a practical surgical solution: all the drama removed. Jun felt the offer like a set of scales pushed toward a result. Stability. Tools. Sewing a practical safety net. They also heard the quiet underside of it—control. A single seam in a single hand could settle markets into profitable predictability. It could also concentrate leverage. Jun's jaw clenched with a muscle that had grown lazy from years of repairing valves and not making theological pronouncements.
'And what does it cost my people if I take it?' Hale asked before Jun could answer—because Hale always asked the questions Jun might put off, the ones that smelled of consequence.
'You'd be locked for a cycle,' Kest said. 'A season. During that time, you can't sell to other organized routes. You can still help neighbors in emergencies, but primary supply rights go to us. We teach you a better shipping schedule, you get guaranteed payment.'
Laughter, in this place, had a way of unfolding into something like defense. 'Primary supply rights,' Hale echoed. 'Sounds like you want us to be your favored mule.'
Kest smiled without teeth. 'I want survival. Brevity keeps markets from spiraling into war. If everyone hoards, everyone's worse off. But if a few skilled hands can steady volume, we can all avoid panic.'
Jun weighed that in their palms—metaphorical and real. The cask's residual pulse still hummed at their belt, a reminder that the living thing inside had needs beyond numbers. 'And the substrate?' Jun asked. 'Is that really necessary? Can't we propagate colonies with what we have?'
Kest's gaze drifted to the market, where a baker was dusting loaves with ash like a blessing; the gesture had nothing to do with gleam but said more than many speeches about how people tried to make home. 'We can propagate small colonies,' Kest said. 'But some strains choke without proper substrate. The pale porous stone gives colonies a foundation to take root. It's not the only way, but it's the effective way.'
Jun thought of Ira's teachings—long afternoons with their mentor at the foot of an old well, fingers in wet stone, hearing a tired voice say, 'Listen to the rock. It teaches you where to sit.' Ira had taught craft with reverence, not doctrine. That made Jun's next steps feel less like betrayal and more like an ethical engineering problem.
Lona found them at the edge of the market as dusk softened the tarps into low caves of shadow. She came from the Greenring with a carry-basket of root preserves and a jacket stained green in a way that marked the hands of a grower. When she saw Kest, her shoulders squared—not in defiance as much as resolve. 'I heard about the missing convoy,' she said. 'And the substrate offer.'
Kest inclined their head. 'Lona. Good to see a neighbor who knows the value of a steady hand.'
'My neighbors need more than polite compliments,' Lona replied. 'The Greenring's beds are flagging. Children are coughing at night, and the sprouts look tired. We can't stretch more. We need a starter that will hold for a little while.'
Jun felt their chest compress in a way that was almost practical: it pressed at the diaphragm like a tool reminding them to act. They had the technical knowledge to design feeding protocols. They also opened and closed their mouth in the particular way of those thinking through concrete steps. Practicality calmed them in small waves.
'Show me,' Jun said. 'I'll come with you tonight. Bring a sample of the beds if you can, and we'll do a quick survey. If there's a way to stabilize with a microfeed and some tech fixes, I'll try it. If it's substrate, we'll talk numbers.'
Lona’s relief was visible; her face relaxed into something like hope that was carefully rationed. Hale clapped Jun on the back with a force meant to keep the grin stiff. 'Good. Let's go borrow some moonlight and see if we can fix a problem with a soldering iron and a prayer.'
Jun muttered, 'Preferably the soldering iron. Prayers clog the vents.' Hale laughed, a bright, ridiculous sound that loosened the tightness in Jun's shoulders.
They walked through alleys where banners sewn from weathered sails flapped like tired flags, passed a vendor who sold tiny fried fungus cakes that crackled like autumn on the tongue, and crossed the old aqueduct bridge where faded plaques showed names of bridges and builders no one remembered. There were cultural relics in small gestures: a man who polished his shoes every market day—not for vanity but to mark respect for a bargain—and a pair of lovers who maintained an old tradition of exchanging a single bright bead every season. None of that had anything to do with gleam directly, but it grounded the movement of people like stitches in a larger fabric.
Greenring smelled different from the market—damp loam and boiled root-sweetness, herbs drying under netting, and a faint metallic scent that might have been the plumbing or might have been the small forges where gardeners mended tools. People here traded time and knowledge more than jars. They kept communal kettles with precise simmering patterns; Jun had once laughed at the ritual of stirring pudding only counterclockwise on Tuesdays, but now they appreciated the small order of it.
Lona led them to a low-walled basin where seedlings clustered like a crowded choir, their leaves pale and their stems slack. Jun knelt and ran a finger along the waterline, felt a slight film like exhausted breath floating on the surface. The pump sounded thin. Jun pried the intake and found grit in the screen—ash, little shard of clay, and something else: a granular sediment that suggested the well's mineral balance had shifted.
'We run cycles every second tide,' Lona said. 'We feed slow, but the colonies are not waking the beds the way they used. We patched the regulator three turns ago, but the feed doesn't hold.'
Jun peered at the basin, then at Lona's hands, which were small and steady. 'Show me your night logs—temperatures, feed intervals, anything you've recorded.'
Lona produced a battered slate tablet with chalked arcs and times. It wasn't a ledger; it was someone's careful habit of observation. It contained the actual, mundane evidence that a technician needed more than theories. Jun set to work.
They unclipped a small panel on the basin's pump, squeezed grease into moving parts, and coaxed the regulator with a screwdriver improvised from a nail and a wooden handle. Jun's hands moved like old friends: they adjusted, tightened, eased, and felt for resistance. They listened to the pump's small mechanical voice and tuned it until its rhythm matched a confident heartbeat. It was the kind of work that filled Jun with an odd, steady pleasure—the tactile problem-solving that made abstraction concrete.
'You always get to the honest machinery first,' Hale observed, leaning on his elbow. He had already made two tiny clamps from scrap metal and was offering one to Jun. 'You patch while I stand around and look reassuring.'
Jun snorted and took the clamp. Their fingers pinched the metal, bent it, and watched the line of the joint. 'You don't look reassuring. You look like a cause celebre for jubilee disasters.'
Hale grinned. 'I'll wear that like a badge.'
They ran a micro-sample through Jun's field kit—pH strips, a tiny centrifuge made from an old wind-up toy, and sensor probes. Chemistry whispered its readings like a secret. The water's mineral count lacked a particular ratio; it was low in a porous-carrying component. Jun's eyes narrowed. 'This basin doesn't have the microstructure these colonies prefer. It's more compact. Without the pale porous stone—without certain porosity—the filament can't anchor its hold.'
Lona's shoulders sagged in a manner that quickly read as determined rather than defeated. 'So it's the rocks? We'll have to trade for stones then. We don't have the means.'
Jun pictured Kest's offer and felt the world tilt like a precarious crate. 'There are pockets of pale stone in certain seams,' Jun said slowly. 'They aren't everywhere. If you have one underfoot, it's either a local miracle or it's claimed by routes. That seam is valuable because it changes the math for seeding. But there are alternatives—manual matrices that mimic porosity, but they're laborious and failure-prone in scale.'
Lona's face set. 'We can work. If you can show us how to build matrices, we'll learn. Teach us and we'll employ the community on the builds. We can keep a little for emergencies.'
Jun looked at the basin, at the slack leaves that needed more than good intentions. They felt the engineer's tug: there was a fix here, a pattern to be learned. The moral consequences of taking a seam for profit branched into smaller knotty decisions—who to teach first, how to ensure nobody starved in the meantime, whose hands got cut on the grinders.
Back at the market, talk had shifted toward an uneasy businesslike rhythm. A vendor bumped elbows with Kest and muttered about missing shipments, about watch parties called at dusk to look for prowlers. Jun listened and felt the current brush against them, tugging toward a choice: accept the seam access and a season's exclusivity to secure supply and pay a few neighbors back, or refuse and spend shoulder months teaching matrices and building decentralized resilience.
'If we go exclusive,' Kest said when they had Jun alone for a moment, 'we handle security. We coordinate patrols and do rotation. You won't have to watch every convoy as if your life depends on it.'
Jun looked at Kest and saw not a villain but a man pragmatic about leverage. 'Security is costly,' Jun said. 'Who pays for it? If I sign, will you pay for the patrols or will my cut of the seam be the fee?'
Kest smiled thinly. 'Security is a shared cost. You get better seals on your casks, right? A route that doesn't fray as quickly means less wasted time. We take a modest fee. You keep the bigger margin.'
Jun rubbed at the crescent scar on their palm, an old injury from a jammed valve. 'And what about the risk of killing a donor pocket? If people mine substrate aggressively, it can destabilize living pools elsewhere. You know that.'
Kest's eyes flicked, not with dismissal but with calculation. 'We mine carefully. We schedule. We take measured stones and replace where possible. We won't be monsters.'
Jun wanted to believe Kest. It was easier to believe in someone who promised measurable restraint than to trust in a vague ethic that required everyone to act kindly. Jun also thought of Lona's hands and of children in the Greenring who had been thinner these last cycles. The world didn't ask for moral absolutes; it handed out tradeoffs.
That night Jun slept like a person with a pocket full of decisions. They woke with a plan that tasted of coffee-grit and a mild leaden guilt. There was work to be done either way. If they signed, they would have to learn to be a steward under restraint; if they didn't, they would have to teach a dozen awkward hands to build and maintain the porous matrices. Neither option was pure.
Jun found Hale early, who had already begun disassembling a broken kettle in hopes of reassembling it into something better. Hale's motto—'if you can't fix it with glue, add a joke'—hung between them. 'So what's the plan? Are we going to sign our lives to a seam or to communal labor nights?' Hale asked, offering Jun a cup that smelled faintly of kelp and char-berry mash; the familiar taste steadied Jun in an oddly domestic way.
Jun took the cup, swallowed and tasted the world. 'We do both,' they said finally. 'I'll take time to teach the Greenring to build matrices. But I need access to a seam—just enough to supply emergency cycles while we scale. Not exclusivity to the point where we can't help our neighbors. A buffer, not a bond.'
Hale blinked, then grinned like someone pleased with a practical compromise. 'You bargaining genius, you. Smooth as a solder bead.'
Jun felt the relief like a small bruise easing. It wasn't victory, only a temporary alignment. But in a place where weather and barter shaped futures more reliably than rhetoric, temporary alignments were worth a week's sleep and a few honest meals. They went to find Kest to propose a narrower pact, one that promised disciplined access without full exclusivity. The trader awaited, hands now resting on the ledger-box like a man who kept his promises with a weight. Jun stood ready to negotiate with the careful skill they used on valves and colonies, knowing that whatever came next, they'd act with tools and with hands rather than declarations.

    
Below the Pools
They left before the market finished folding itself into evening bargains, the sky stitched with the last thin light that always felt borrowed. Jun rode the sled by force of habit and muscle memory; Hale hauled the heavier crates and joked about their back developing a personality of its own. Lona walked between them with a basket of tools—gauze, strips of porous cloth, a coil of spare tubing—moving as if she had already been told how the night would unfold, which is to say she moved like someone carrying both hope and a map.
Jun's hands moved over the kit the way a pianist runs fingers over a trusted instrument: quick calibrations, a tightening here, a coaxing there. Micro-encapsulation pods nestled in foam-lined boxes, each capsule no bigger than a plum and filled with a gel that Jun had learned to whisper to. The idea was obscene and beautiful at once: bottle a living thing, move it, and let it awake somewhere new. Jun strapped a pulse pump to the sled, its breastbone of dented tin wired to a salvaged clockwork motor. They tested valves by ear, listened for a soft, steady click the way a cook listens for a kettle to sigh. The pump hummed an industrious mosquito-thrum.
Hale shoved a box and grinned. 'You sure you don't need a ceremonial hat for this? Micro-encapsulation sounds like something that should have a cape.'
'Only if you sew it from rescued banners,' Jun replied, and the joke stuck between them like a useful bandage. It made Lona laugh—short, bright—and the sound lightened the weight of gear as if laughter were a tiny lever.
They took a route that cut under an old aqueduct where wind chimes made from bottle necks and braided wire sang a thin, metallic music. It was the kind of domestic detail that wasn't about gleam but about people choosing to make noise to remind themselves they were still alive. A stray dog with one ear and three theatrical scars trotted along, inspecting the sled with professional skepticism before deciding the scent of sun-dried kelp on Hale's jacket was worth a companion.
The donor pocket lay in a low ravine where the ground had folded into a bowl and a thin pale pool gathered like a tired eye. Jun unclipped the carry harness and knelt at the rim, fingers going to a toolkit that had been an extension of theirs for seasons. The colony in the pool shimmered in shy sheets, thinner than the market strain they'd harvested. It breathed in slow, mosslike pulses that suggested a colony begrudging its repose. Jun ran a probe through its water and watched the readouts with an exactness that felt like devotion rather than science.
'We need delicate extraction,' Jun said. 'If we yank too much, we destabilize the donor. If we take too little, our pods won't inoculate the sinks. Balance.'
Lona nodded, eyes sharp with an attention that had nothing to do with inexperience and everything to do with care. 'Tell us how to hold it,' she said.
Jun talked and their hands demonstrated as much as their voice. They slit a small ridge of foam to fashion a cradle for the gel capsules, warmed a thin strip of preservative cloth, and taught Hale and the volunteers how to ease a colony filament into a capsule without snapping its spine. Each motion was precise: lift with the heel of the hand, slide under, twist just enough to let filaments align with the matrix. They worked by the pool's breath and the clockwork tick of the pumps being prepped; it was a choreography Jun had practiced alone and never wanted to repeat without witnesses.
Extraction in this light looked like ceremony, and maybe it was: a living thing gave a piece of itself because human hands had learned languages of patience. The capsules quenched with a faint, private glow when filled, their gels shivering like things that knew they had been held.
They loaded pods into insulated crates and then prepared a trial inoculation at a nearby holding sink chosen for its relative calm. The plan was simple on paper: inject a small percentage of the harvested colony encapsulated inside the gel into a basin that mimicked Greenring parameters, run a timed nutrient feed, and monitor colonization for a single cycle. If the colony tolerated transit and took root, they'd have the proof they needed.
'If this works,' Jun muttered while tightening a clamp, 'we can make a ration that won't kill the donor stock.'
Hale leaned over, his hands steady as ever. 'Or we'll discover a new way to upset the market gods and make a prophet of you.'
Jun smirked, then ducked under the pump housing when an unexpected surge knifed through the system. Alarms—little chirps from jury-rigged sensors—barked in a sudden chorus. The regulator had overheated; a valve flickered open and then closed, an incorrect tick in the delivery sequence. A colony in one of the pods responded by drawing in the enclosure's oxygen like a creature going under a tide. The capsule's gel tightened; filaments pressed against the membrane as if trying to breathe through glass.
'Valve's fried,' Jun said, spitting technical judgment. 'Clockwork's stuck. Manual override.'
They crawled under the pump with grease on their knuckles and the smell of burned oil in their nose, breath shallow because bending into tight spaces took breath in ways standing upright did not. Jun worked with raw tools: a dented spanner, a cut strip of rubber repurposed as gasket, a hand-crank removed from an old grinder. They forced the regulator to give, coaxed open a stuck gear, and rerouted flow through a temporary bypass they'd fashioned from tubing and a child's squeeze-bottle. They were a machine tuning another machine.
While Jun wrestled with metal, a shout from above split the night. A group of runners—lithe scavengers who'd been known to take advantage of distracted harvesters—slid down the ravine, faces masked with repurposed cloth and eyes sharp with opportunity. They expected silence and easy plunder; they hadn't counted on Hale's temper.
Hale moved like a slow-motion punchline: a sack of scrap on one hand, a welded crowbar in the other. He met the first runner with exactly the kind of clumsy grace that suggested beating someone senseless as though it were a domestic chore. 'Back off, fancy-shoes,' Hale barked, swinging the crowbar with a practiced arc. 'You're about to get an upclose lesson in how we repurpose you.'
The runners danced back, surprised by the ferocity behind his grin. One lunged for a crate and Hale blocked, knees locking, feet hauling ground. His combat wasn't elegant; it was a furniture-maker's improvised knack: push, lever, take the centerline. Jun buzzed a small soldering torch, eyes narrowed, not at Hale but at the failing capsule where filaments had curled into themselves like a person tucking against cold.
'We need a manual feed now,' Jun said, voice clipped. 'Help me get a line through the backup intake. I can rehydrate the gel if we can get flow.'
Lona moved fast, binding a crude clamp to a feed line and cranking a hand-bellows they had been carrying for just such foolishness. The bellows coughed and wheezed, spitting air like a bad wind instrument, and then began to press steady pulses into the inlet. Jun spliced a thin tube into the capsule's valve and pushed nutrient in by hand, counting beats and measuring with the tip of a scalpel. Fingers, lungs, and old habits combined into a makeshift life-support.
The scene had an absurd tiny rhythm—a man swearing into a crowbar, a woman beating a bellows like it owed her rent, Jun whispering instructions to a capsule that looked like a jeweled egg. It felt ridiculous in the best way: survival comedy performed with grimy knuckles. The rival runners, sensing their easy theft had turned into a messy fight, retreated into the dark, a few palms and hair left clinging to Hale's crowbar as souvenirs.
One capsule died. Jun felt the loss as an actual physical ache, a thud behind the sternum the way grief lays claim to space. Filaments unraveled and a faint, grieflike hush took the corner of the holding sink. Water turned opaque where the colony collapsed. Jun swore softly, not at the loss so much as at the stubborn fact of failure when so much had been clutched in hope.
But another capsule, tucked deeper into the reservoir and spared the worst of the regulator's surge, showed something else: slow filaments uncoiling, tentatively weaving into substrate. It was not a triumph, yet it was a miracle measured in small scientific increments: one successful colonization, one failed sample. The data set sat between them like a proof and a reproach.
Hale collapsed onto a stone and laughed without joy. 'Well, that went splendidly,' he said. 'We lost a precious capsule and acquired a new bruise. Also, I think I have a hair from a runner in my teeth. Could be a souvenir.' He waggled his jaw toward Jun, who answered by producing a wrench and suggesting they extract the memento with professional disinterest.
They gathered around the successful reservoir as if it were a campfire. Jun's hands trembled slightly as they recorded numbers, then steadied as they adjusted the nutrient ratio to favor filament anchoring over luminous growth. They coaxed the winning colony with microscopic feeds, watching its filaments braid into the substrate like someone teaching a reluctant child to weave.
'You did good,' Lona said quietly, not as a verdict but as an acknowledgment. Her fingers brushed Jun's forearm in a gesture that belonged somewhere between friendship and kinship. The touch steadied Jun more than any gauge. 'We can replicate this if we do it carefully. We need more hands and better timing.'
''We also need to nurse Ira,' Hale added, the laugh gone thin. 'They sent word. Ira collapsed this afternoon—burnout, infection, something in between. Greenring's med-duties are stretched.'
The news landed like a physical thing. Jun's throat worked with a sudden, professional kind of alarm. Ira had been a mentor, a stubborn teacher who once told Jun that the gleam had moods and the moods had grammar. Ira's voice had shaped Jun's patience. The collapse transformed the experiment's abstraction into a personal emergency. Jun pushed the surviving data into a satchel, closed the crate with practiced thumbs, and felt the engine of resolve click into place.
They made for Greenring as the sky thickened with a storm the way a pot begins to fog on the lid: signaling and inevitable. Conversation on the way darted between plan and domesticity—what they'd bring back in supplies, a kettle that Hale insisted they recover from a neighbor because he had sentimental attachments, and a tangential argument about whether preserved sea-leek was better fried or stewed. It was ordinary chatter that kept fear from sitting like a third passenger.
At Greenring, Ira lay on a pallet surrounded by steaming jars of herbal decoction and a small team of carers. Their face was slate-pale beneath the lamp's amber halo, breathing shallow and jagged. Jun did what Jun did first and best: they examined the infusion pump hooked to Ira's drip, ran a differential analysis on the oxygenation readings, and bolted a recalibrated micro-valve onto the apparatus. Their hands moved like someone pouring old skill into new need, and for a time the numbers levelled.
Ira opened one eye and said, with a half-laugh that belonged to stubborn elders, 'You look like you have been wrestling with gods or gutters.'
'Mostly gutters,' Jun replied, and before the worry could hollow their voice, Ira added, 'But don't get arrogant. You're still borrowing my old tricks.'
Jun's reply was a quick grin and a promise folded tight: they'd refine the method and return to the donor pools with a new plan. But the night's work had clarified something technical and urgent: the surviving colony in the trial reservoir had taken root only because the surge had been isolated to one node. Wider distribution required synchronous seeding; otherwise the living networks would siphon resources unevenly, killing donor pockets or failing to establish any sustainable web. They couldn't seed one sink at a time and expect a durable spread. They needed coordinated pulses across multiple basins at once.
Outside, thunder rattled the market's hanging bottles and the stray dog barked at the sky. The storm would complicate everything, and the runners would be more brazen with cover. Time was a physical force now—compressing decisions, squeezing margins. Jun's hands found new purpose in the dark: to build a system that could deliver inocula to several basins simultaneously, that could time nutrient pulses like a metronome, and that could survive being shoved down ravines and wrestled by elbows. It would require more people, more gear, and a synchrony they had never tried before. It would be dangerous in ways that demanded not just technical skill but trust.

    
Seeding the Exchange
The storm came like a rumor turned into weather: heavy, inevitable, and carrying with it the scent of iron and wet earth. Jun woke before the first roll of thunder and moved with the same deliberate economy they'd used on valves and colonies: checklists done by touch rather than thought, parts laid out like familiar friends. Hale stoked a small cooking brazier as if it were a conciliatory ritual; the kettle had scars from so many repairs that Hale joked it had earned citizenship. The kettle hissed; the steam smelled of kelp and char-berry mash, and Jun accepted the travel mug Hale thrust at them with a warrior’s grin.
'If you die out there, I'm taking the kettle,' Hale said, serious as a bad omen.
'Then bring a better one back,' Jun replied, tightening straps on a crate of micro-encapsulation pods. Their hands were steady, fingers quick as they checked seals and clamps, counting pulses on a palm-tuned regulator. They had built a lattice of gear in the market's open yard: three synchronized pulse pumps driven by clockwork motors, an array of timed diffusers, and a crude telemeter they’d jury-rigged from old semaphore parts to carry the master beat. The plan was both arrogant and simple: seed three basins across the valley at the same moment, timed so that nutrient curves and flow gradients matched—no single basin would hog the inoculum and no donor pocket would be left bled.
Lona moved among the gear like someone composing an orchestra. 'We can lock the receiving basins to receptor mode in ten minutes,' she said. 'If we get pulses within a margin of three seconds, the filaments should anchor where we want.'
Jun's fingers tapped a rhythm on the master regulator. 'Margin is two seconds,' they corrected, not from pedantry but because two seconds was the difference between even distribution and a colony starving in favor of a greedy neighbor. The list of chores read like a liturgy: check seals, oil valves, test bellows, strap the pods in cradles, and pray in the small way people did—by making sure the hardware wouldn't betray them.
They moved at dusk beneath a sky that was roped with low clouds. The teams split: Hale and two muscle-handed volunteers would lead the convoy and guard the line; Lona would coordinate the receiving teams at Greenring and two other basins farther up the hillside; Jun would ride the sled with the master regulator and a skeleton crew to the central node where they'd trigger the pulse master. The path took them past the baker who had a habit—an old tongue-in-cheek custom—of painting a tiny soot sun on each loaf during storm weeks, in the belief that it made bread more honest. The baker waved, flour-smeared and grinning like a small bright person who wanted the world to be edible.
'Bring back light and clean kettle,' he called, as if his small demands could be guarantees.
They crossed the river on a patched suspension of wire and scavenged planks; the river hummed with new volume under the storm's first wash. Jun checked the watch-word on the telemeter and found it responding with the steady tick they'd tuned into the master pump. They spoke in tight phrases now—no long sentences because the storm ate them: 'Three basins aligned.' 'Pod banks secured.' 'Manual overrides in place.' Their conversation was a choreography that kept fear from turning into paralysis. When fear wanted to unhook the hands, action kept them bound.
At the first basin Hale left a man to stand sentinel amid rain-sweetened shoots while he hammered a final clamp into place and argued lightly with a volunteer about whether preserved sea-leek should be fried or stewed. The argument was absurdly domestic—one of those small things that floated up when people needed to feel human amid mechanical danger. Laughing, Hale tossed the volunteer a makeshift ladle as if to settle a point worth a minor battle.
They reached the donor pocket just after midnight. Wind changed the shape of darkness; it pushed rain in angled sheets that tasted of iron. Jun crouched at the edge, arms bare to the cold, and tested the donor pool with a probe as if feeling for a pulse. It answered with a soft, resentful glow—alive but thin, like someone who had been woken from a dream and expected to perform.
'We take small, and we take slow,' Jun said. They measured and adjusted, then sent the first set of pods into a cold cradle, careful to let filaments slide in rather than forcing them with rough agitation. The donor hummed as if noting the courtesy. They capped the pods and loaded them into insulated boxes. Then the real test: the convoy split into three lines, each to travel to a different basin along paths that cut around gullies and over low ridges. The clockwork motors had been wound to the same torque. The telemeter would pass the master beat as a signal; each pump had to pick up that beat and perform a synchronized inhale.
Kest arrived—late, bearing the practical armor of someone who'd decided leverage was no longer a private enjoyment. They rode with a small retinue that smelled of oil and dry bread. 'I told my people to stand a perimeter,' Kest said, with the airy tone of someone who'd paid for the security and now expected gratitude.
'We didn't ask you to buy the night,' Jun said. They weren't ungrateful. They were careful. 'We asked for coordination. If your patrols watch the northern ridge, we can avoid ambush from that angle.'
Kest's mouth flattened into an expression that was part trader and part concession. 'You pick actions better than you pick friends.'
'Right now I pick survival,' Jun said. The thunder rolled like an audience settled for an argument.
The first leg of the convoy snagged in scrub and mud. A wheel splintered, and for a moment the sky answered with a slap of rain that made everything slick. Hale swore and then laughed, which in his case meant the laugh had teeth. He pried at the broken axle with a crowbar while a volunteer wrestled a replacement hub into place. A runner—a small, quick scavenger with the crooked grin of someone who had been fed on leftovers—tried to slip up the slope to see what was being carried. Hale saw him and moved like a container of sudden motion: a shove, a scolding, and a thwack of the crowbar that sent the runner rolling into a puddle, sputtering and promising not to touch harvesters that night.
'You hit like a kettle with legs,' Jun said when they passed by, watching Hale wipe rainwater and mud from his boots.
Hale grinned, breath ragged. 'That's because I'm mostly leg.'
The convoy reached the central node where Jun set up the pulse master under a tarp flapping like a tired wing. They strapped the telemeter, cranked the master regulator to a steady tick, and synced a dozen small timers. The plan involved a cascade: a signal pulse to the remote telemeters, each of which would then release a timed pressure surge and open a diverter in a precise sequence. Jun's fingers moved over gears and valves with the rapid, perfect competence of someone who had listened to how metal wanted to move. They soldered a brittle wire down with a tiny torch, sealed a hairline crack with a strip of salvaged sealant, and put their face close to a clockwork housing to hear its heartbeat.
'This is where you shine, Jun,' Lona said quietly. Her voice carried a steadiness that had nothing to do with the gear—just the quiet belief that someone could do what they said.
Jun's mouth twitched. 'Shine's for the night markets. I'm a fixer.'
They tested the signal. The telemeter flashed twice. Distantly, they heard the reply: pumps acknowledging beat. For a maddening second, everything felt like a well-breathed plan.
Then a shock hit from the ridge. Raiders—bolder and better armed than the usual opportunists—broke cover and swarmed toward the central node. They used the storm's couching noise to mask their approach. Kest's perimeter responded with a disciplined push, shields of tarps and flares thrown to fake brightness. The collision was sudden, a scramble of figures, curses, and the skirl of metal. Lona shepherded a receiving team into a hollow while Hale barreled into the fray with that peculiar, domestic fury he reserved for people who tried to take food.
Jun didn't fight. They did the thing they knew would save more than brute force: they crawled into the pulse master’s cramped belly and found the regulator fused with ash and a shard of wire pulled taut. The raiders' explosions sent a spray of gravel that nicked the tarp and hissed like small geese. Jun's hands moved blind and fast, fingers clawing into cramped mechanical entrails, pulling a fractured gear free. They pried a stuck pawl with a screwdriver that had been reshaped from an axle wrench and then used a piece of bellows to press a rushed buffer into the regulator to keep it from starving the system.
'We need a manual beat on lines two and three!' Jun shouted, voice hoarse with the narrow air.
Hale ducked a swing, clattered a music-pot over an assailant's head, and with a practiced grab yanked a runner by a belt into a puddle. 'On it!' he yelled, which in his idiom meant both 'on it' and 'watch how I'm about to make a ridiculous mess of this.' The absurdity—a man swinging a cooking pot like a mace—was so human it made Jun grip the regulator with something like fondness. There was humor even in chaos, an edge that kept panic from singing too loudly.
Jun flooded the manual feed lines with hand pumps, counting breaths and pulses, matching the rhythm they'd heard when the telemeter whispered a reply earlier. Their palms were raw from switching valves and clamping makeshift seals onto leaking tubing. Every muscle burned as they wound and kicked a gear into a reluctant rotation; the regulator stuttered and then found a new, tempered rhythm. They thumbed a safety release and, with a low wrenching scream of metal, the pulse master coughed out a clean, even beat. The telemeter blinked in response—a slow, thoughtful blink that was the machine's way of smiling.
At the same moment the remote nodes received the pulse. Lona and her teams opened the housings and released the encased pods into pre-cooled basins. The diffusers unfurled like small fans of careful intent, spreading microdroplets and nutrient gels in a pattern Jun had drawn with their hands a dozen times in a mockup. The synchronized inhale was audible: pumps inhaled as one body and exhaled across three basins, the flow gradients matching because the master beat had been provided by Jun's hands and not left to the mercy of shoddy wiring.
'They're taking!' Lona shouted into the rain, and the word was a slice of joy. In the basins, filaments uncoiled and threaded themselves into porous matrices as if remembering how to be home. The donor pocket answered with a modest, satisfied shimmer: it had survived the extraction without collapsing because the team had limited removal and kept static supports banded.
The raiders found themselves facing a coherent defense and a storm that made both sides sloppy. Kest's men drove a wedge that pushed the attackers down the ridge; Hale and two volunteers ran them in a shouted flurry, flinging planks, boots, and whatever improvised thing came to hand. There was a ridiculous moment when a raider tried to outrun a defense line only to be tripped by a laundry line of bunting—flags that had been strung as a joke to ward birds—and went sprawling into a barrel of salted fungus. Jun laughed despite heat and cold, the sound swallowed by rain but honest enough to make Hale look their way and grin.
They held the line, and the coordinated seeding took root across the receiving nodes. Across the valley, glowing troughs brightened into small, watchful pools. Dawn crept in on bruised clouds and revealed people clustered around the basins, faces lit not with the fever of panic but with the quiet, stunned pleasure of something that had been tended back into being. Lona's hands trembled as she checked filaments, then steadied into professional ease. Hale clapped his hands and immediately regretted the noise because it scared a child who had been watching. Jun felt something like relief spread through their sternum—the kind that wasn't all sweetness; it counted losses and failures but still allowed for small celebration.
Kest came down the slope by way of the market lane, wet collar turned up, boots splashed, and the practical blankness of business on their face. They moved among the glow-pools and didn't pretend surprise. 'You timed it well,' Kest said. It wasn't praise, not exactly. More like recognition.
Jun wiped rain and grease from their hands and offered no triumphal speech. 'It was precise. We set a margin. We limited the draw. The donor survived.'
Kest's gaze flicked to the basins and then to the Greenring where children hovered, touching the edges of a trough with the same careful curiosity people give to animals. 'People will ask for price drops,' Kest said. 'Markets will rebel against predictability if they don't see benefit.'
'Then we make benefit visible,' Jun said. They had a plan that wasn't grand but it was practical: trade knowledge for services, teach tending for a season's work, and set up communal racks of spare seals and straps maintained by a shared rota. 'I'll teach tending. We'll seed a stock of matrices across the settlement. We keep the seam access only for emergency top-up but we open workshops. Knowledge becomes the traded unit for a while.'
Kest watched them with the complex expression of someone thinking in decimals and also in human faces. 'You want a cooperative. Not a monopoly.'
'Call it a mutual.' Jun answered. 'Less poetry, more ledger.'
Kest laughed—a small break in the trader's armor. 'Fine. I'll fund the first set of workshops on the condition that my patrols help organize security on routes. You have a deal, Jun. But I'm going to charge you for the kettle you borrowed from my men.'
Hale made a face as if the idea of charging for a kettle was personal treachery. 'They'll get it back with a ceremonial scratch on it and a bow.'
Laughter threaded through the tired group like a minor repair; it knotted them together.
Over the next days, the settlement rearranged itself like a body waking. People came to the workshops: the seamsters who fixed straps, the bakers who'd painted tiny soot suns on loaves during the storm, the kids who wanted to know how to coax light out of water. Jun taught with their hands and with a limited set of rules: respect the donor, measure removal, always test a microdose, and never rush a rhythm. They showed others how to craft porous matrices from pumice and old cloth, how to weave feed diffusers, and how to listen to a regulator's sigh.
Ira recovered slowly and watched Jun with a wry, fond professionalism. They limped out to the workshops one afternoon with a small tin of bitter tea. 'You did more than tinker,' Ira told Jun, eyes crinkling. 'You made a practical architecture out of stubbornness.'
Jun's reply was a half-smile. 'I just pushed the right valves and hoped nobody cursed me into disaster.'
They set up a rota so that communities who had once been customers now became participants. Kest maintained the seam access under communal oversight; the trader took payment in labour and parts rather than in exclusive purchase. The markets softened: price spikes still happened but were mediated by workshops that offered repair credits in exchange for time. Where once gleam had been a hoarded commodity, it became a hinge—something around which people exchanged not only jars but expertise, meals, and favors.
A small, old ritual returned with a new shape. On the first clear morning after the seeding, the baker—flour on his cheek—brought a tray of soot-sunned loaves to the central pool. Children dipped slices into a glowing trough and shrieked in delighted surprise, as if the light had become edible and told jokes. Hale stood by with the dented kettle raised like a salute and offered Jun a steaming mug. Jun took it and, for the first time in a long while, felt a cautious kind of hope settle behind their ribs. They would teach, they would tend, and they would keep their hands busy—because in their world, a hand busy was a hand that kept people alive.
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