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 Chapter 1: The Girl Who Sees Shimmer 

 

Josephine Clearwater pressed her nose against the cool windowpane of her family's 

cottage, watching ribbons of rainbow light dance through the morning air. The other 

children in Shimmer Village thought she was a bit odd for staring at "nothing," but 

Josephine knew better. She wasn't staring at nothing—she was watching everything. 

 

The shimmer was everywhere.  

 

It flowed like luminous honey between the baker's hands and his fresh loaves, pooled in 

amber puddles around the blacksmith's glowing forge, and spiraled in emerald threads 

from the farmer's vegetable cart.  

 

Most grown-ups had forgotten they could see it, though Josephine suspected they 

remembered in their dreams. Her grandmother claimed she used to see it too, "back 

when the world made more sense," but now only caught glimpses "when the light hit 

just right." 

 

"Josie, breakfast!" her mother called from the kitchen. 

 

"Coming, Mama!" Josephine grabbed her worn leather satchel and bounded downstairs, 

her dark curls bouncing with each step. She paused at the kitchen table where her 

mother, Helena, was wrapping cheese in cloth. 

 

"Market day," Helena announced, though it hardly needed saying. The shimmer always 

grew brighter on market days, as if the village itself knew something wonderful was 

about to happen. "Mrs. Cobblestone needs this cheese for her famous turnip stew, and 

we need bread for Papa's lunch pail." 

 

Josephine nodded, but she was already distracted by the gentle golden glow emanating 

from the wrapped cheese. It pulsed softly, like a contented cat's purr made visible. She 

had always noticed that cheese glowed this way—warm and steady, with tiny sparkles 

that reminded her of fresh butter. 

 

They stepped outside into the crisp morning air, and Josephine gasped with delight. The 

entire village square was alive with flowing color. Market day transformed Shimmer 

Village into something magical, though she supposed it was always magical—people just 

noticed it more when they were trading. 

 

"Good morning, Helena! And little Josie too!" 
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The voice belonged to Baker Bill, a round man whose flour-dusted apron seemed to 

sparkle with its own constellation of tiny stars. Josephine had always wondered if the 

flour particles caught the shimmer, or if Bill's genuine love for his craft made everything 

around him glow a little brighter. 

 

"Morning, Bill!" Helena replied. "What's looking good today?" 

 

"Well now, I've got fresh honey wheat that's practically singing with sunshine," Bill said, 

gesturing to loaves that did indeed seem to hum with warm, golden light. "And my 

sourdough starter's been in the family for three generations—practically vibrates with 

tradition, it does!" 

 

Josephine giggled. Bill always talked about his bread as if it were alive, which wasn't 

entirely wrong. The shimmer around his bakery goods moved differently than anywhere 

else—more restless, more animated. It swirled and danced in patterns she had never 

quite been able to explain. 

 

"I'll take two honey wheat loaves," Helena said, unwrapping the cheese. "Mrs. 

Cobblestone's special reserve cheddar for trade?" 

 

"Ah, the good stuff!" Bill's eyes lit up as he spotted the golden glow around the cheese. 

Even though he couldn't see shimmer anymore, Josephine suspected he could still feel it 

somehow. "That's a fair trade and then some. Your cheese makes my wife's morning tea 

taste like royalty!" 

 

As the cheese passed from Helena's hands to Bill's, Josephine watched with fascination. 

The golden shimmer flowed smoothly from one person to the other, like honey pouring 

between two cups. Then something she had noticed before but never quite understood 

both the cheese and the bread seemed to glow a little brighter afterward, settling into a 

kind of contentment around their new owners. 

 

"Mama," Josephine whispered, tugging on Helena's skirt, "did you see that? The way the 

shimmer moved just now—when you handed over the cheese." 

 

Helena glanced down with a fond but slightly worried expression. Ever since Josephine 

had started talking about the shimmer, Helena had been torn between dismissing it as 

childhood imagination and remembering her own grandmother's stories about "the 

sight." 

 

"What do you see, Sweetpea?" 
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Josephine chewed her lip, thinking. It was hard to put into words—the shimmer did 

things she could see clearly but didn't always know how to explain. "The light moved 

from you to Bill, and then... it got brighter. Both sides got brighter. Like something 

worked out the way it was supposed to." 

 

Bill chuckled, though his expression grew thoughtful. "You know, little one, I do believe 

my bread has opinions about where it wants to go. Some loaves practically leap off the 

shelf for certain customers!" 

Josephine looked at him with sudden interest. "You think so too?" 

Helena and Bill exchanged a look over Josephine's head—the kind of look adults shared 

when children said something that was either complete nonsense or profound wisdom, 

and they couldn't tell which. 

 

"Speaking of useful," came a voice from behind them, "I don't suppose anyone needs 

shoes that'll last through three winters and still look handsome enough for Sunday 

service?" 

 

They turned to see Sam Cobblestone approaching, his leather apron draped with tools 

that clinked melodically as he walked. Josephine loved watching Sam work—the 

shimmer around his cobbler's bench was rich and deep, like mahogany wood or fertile 

soil. Everything he touched seemed to gain strength and durability. 

 

"Sam!" Bill called out. "Perfect timing. My boots are getting thin as paper, and my wife 

keeps threatening to use them as flower planters." 

 

"Can't have that!" Sam laughed. "A man's boots are his connection to the earth. What do 

you say we trade some of that honey wheat for a proper sole repair? Maybe throw in 

some new laces that won't snap when you're kneading dough?" 

 

Josephine watched with delight as negotiations began. This was her favorite part of 

market day—seeing how the shimmer flowed between people as they figured out fair 

trades. She had noticed a pattern: when both people seemed satisfied, the shimmer 

moved smoothly. When someone hesitated or looked uncertain, the shimmer did too, 

swirling and flickering around like it couldn’t find where to settle. 

 

"Four loaves for the boot repair?" Bill suggested. 

 

The shimmer around Sam's tools pulsed thoughtfully, as if considering the offer. Sam 

tilted his head, and Josephine could practically see him weighing the value. 
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"Make it three loaves plus that little wheel of soft cheese I saw you eyeing, and we have a 

deal," Sam countered. 

 

"Done!" Bill grinned, and immediately the shimmer between them brightened and 

began to flow in smooth, satisfied streams. 

 

Josephine clapped her hands together softly. Perfect trades always made her happy—

they reminded her that the world could be fair when people genuinely cared about each 

other's needs. 

 

"You see it too, don't you, little miss?"  

 

Josephine turned to find an elderly woman watching her with keen, twinkling eyes. This 

was Granny Penny, the village's oldest resident and its unofficial keeper of stories. Her 

silver hair was braided with ribbons that seemed to catch light in impossible ways, and 

her shawl was the color of twilight. 

 

"You see the shimmer," Granny Penny continued, settling herself on a nearby bench 

with a satisfied sigh. "I remember when everyone could see it, back when I was no bigger 

than you." 

 

"You can see it?" Josephine's eyes widened with excitement. Finally, someone who 

understood! 

 

"Not like I used to," Granny Penny admitted, patting the bench beside her. "These old 

eyes mostly see shadows and hints now. But I remember when the whole world blazed 

with color, when every exchange lit up like a festival. Tell me, child, what do the trades 

look like to you?" 

 

Josephine eagerly climbed onto the bench, her legs swinging as she gathered her 

thoughts. "Well, when people make good trades—when everyone's happy—the shimmer 

flows like... like music made of light. It moves from one person to the other, and both 

things glow brighter afterward, like they're proud to be useful." 

 

"And when the trades aren't so good?" 

 

"The shimmer gets confused," Josephine said, scrunching her nose. "It hesitates, or 

swirls around without knowing where to go. Sometimes it even gets stuck, like honey in 

a cold jar." 
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Granny Penny nodded slowly. "That's exactly how it was when I could see it clearly. The 

shimmer doesn't lie, child. It shows the true flow of value—not just what people say 

things are worth, but how much good they actually do when they move from person to 

person." 

 

As they talked, Josephine noticed more trades happening around the square. Mrs. 

Woolwright was exchanging knitted mittens for Mrs. Gardner's winter squash—streams 

of cozy red light flowing toward bundles of hearty orange glow. The village tinker was 

trading pot repairs for fresh eggs, creating a practical blue-and-yellow light show that 

made Josephine smile. 

 

But not every exchange looked quite so smooth. 

 

Near the fountain, she spotted Merchant Mills from the next village over. He had a cart 

full of goods that glowed with various colors, but something seemed off about the 

shimmer around them. It flickered uncertainly, as if the items weren't quite sure what 

they were worth. 

 

Mills was currently trying to trade a set of "fine silver spoons" to Mrs. Butterworth for 

an enormous wheel of her prize-winning cheese. The spoons gave off a thin, silvery 

shimmer, but it seemed... hollow somehow. Not rich and solid like Sam's leather goods 

or warm and nourishing like Bill's bread. 

 

"Six silver spoons for your best cheese wheel," Mills was saying in his smooth 

merchant's voice. "These spoons have been in my family for generations—practically 

heirlooms, they are!" 

 

Mrs. Butterworth looked uncertain. Her cheese wheel glowed with deep, golden 

satisfaction as months of careful aging, perfect temperature control, and genuine 

craftsmanship had gone into creating it. But the spoons' shimmer seemed insubstantial 

by comparison, like moonbeams trying to pretend they were sunshine. 

 

"I don't know," Mrs. Butterworth said slowly. "That cheese represents weeks of work, 

and these spoons..." 

 

"Are worth their weight in silver!" Mills insisted, but Josephine noticed his voice had a 

forced quality that made the spoons' shimmer flicker even more. 

 

"Granny Penny," Josephine whispered, "why do those spoons look so... thin? Their 

shimmer isn't lying exactly, but it's not telling the whole truth either." 
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Granny Penny followed Josephine's gaze and frowned. "Ah, I see. Those spoons might 

be silver-plated, but they're not solid silver through and through. The shimmer you're 

seeing is real—they do have some value—but it's not as much as Mills is claiming." 

 

"Should we say something?" 

 

"Mrs. Butterworth has good instincts," Granny Penny replied. "Watch." 

 

Sure enough, Mrs. Butterworth shook her head. "I think I'll hold onto my cheese for 

now. Perhaps we could trade for something else?" 

 

Mills's face fell, and the shimmer around his spoons dimmed noticeably. But before he 

could argue, Baker Bill wandered over. 

 

"Mills! Good to see you again. I don't suppose you'd be interested in trading those 

spoons for some fresh bread and pastries? I've got more honey wheat than I know what 

to do with, and my wife's been asking for proper serving spoons." 

 

Josephine watched with fascination as the negotiation shifted. Bill's offer made the 

spoons' shimmer brighten and stabilize—bread and pastries were much more in line 

with the spoons' actual value than Mrs. Butterworth's precious aged cheese. 

 

"That sounds fair," Mills said, and this time his voice had genuine warmth. "Three 

loaves and a selection of those sweet pastries?" 

 

"Deal!" Bill agreed, and the shimmer between them flowed smoothly, settling into a 

satisfied glow around both parties. 

 

Mrs. Butterworth beamed and gave Bill an approving nod. Crisis averted, and everyone 

was happy. 

 

"You see?" Granny Penny said softly. "When people trade fairly—when the shimmer 

flows smoothly—everyone benefits. But when someone tries to get more than their fair 

share, the shimmer rebels. It knows the truth." 

 

Josephine nodded thoughtfully, then noticed something else happening across the 

square. Old Henrik, who carved beautiful wooden bowls, was trying to trade with 

Farmer Ruth for winter vegetables. But Henrik's hands were shaking today, and his 

latest bowl wasn't quite as smooth as his usual work. 
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The shimmer around the bowl was still beautiful—deep brown and warm like Henrik's 

skill and caring—but it flickered with uncertainty. Henrik knew the bowl wasn't his best 

work, and the shimmer reflected his honest assessment. 

 

"Henrik," Farmer Ruth was saying kindly, "this bowl is still lovely, but I can see your 

arthritis is bothering you today. How about I give you the vegetables you need, and you 

can trade me a bowl next month when your hands are feeling better?" 

 

The shimmer around both of them suddenly blazed with warmth—not the golden glow 

of a completed trade, but something even more beautiful. It was the silver-bright 

shimmer of kindness, of people caring for each other beyond mere exchange. 

 

"Ruth, you're too good to me," Henrik said, his voice thick with gratitude. 

 

"Nonsense. We're neighbors. We take care of each other." 

 

Josephine felt tears prick her eyes. This was why she loved watching the shimmer—it 

showed her not just how things moved between people, but how much kindness lived in 

her village. 

 

"That's the most beautiful shimmer of all," she whispered to Granny Penny. 

 

"What is, child?" 

 

"When people are kind to each other just because it's right. The shimmer turns silver 

and bright, like starlight." 

 

Granny Penny's eyes grew misty. "You have a special gift, Josephine Clearwater. Guard 

it well, and use it wisely. There may come a time when our village needs someone who 

can truly see the flow of value." 

 

Before Josephine could ask what she meant, her mother appeared at her elbow. 

 

"There you are! I've been looking everywhere. We need to finish our shopping before 

Papa expects his lunch." 

 

"Coming, Mama!" Josephine hopped down from the bench and gave Granny Penny a 

quick hug. "Thank you for telling me about the old days." 

 

"Thank you for reminding me what I used to see," Granny Penny replied with a warm 

smile. 
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As they walked through the market, Josephine continued observing the shimmer flows. 

Each trade told a story—some simple and straightforward, others complex and nuanced. 

She watched Mrs. Brewster trade homemade soap for candles, the clean white light of 

the soap flowing toward the warm amber glow of the candles. She saw the village 

carpenter swap a set of shelves for winter firewood, practical blue shimmer exchanging 

with cozy orange warmth. 

 

But she also began to notice something that puzzled her. Some trades were getting 

complicated in ways that made the shimmer hesitate and swirl uncertainly. 

 

Tom the tailor needed grain for his family, but Farmer Pete wanted cloth, not tailoring 

services. Farmer Pete was willing to trade grain to Blacksmith Joe for horseshoes, and 

Joe needed new clothes, so theoretically Tom could make clothes for Joe, Joe could 

make horseshoes for Pete, and Pete could give grain to Tom. But coordinating all three 

people at once was proving tricky. 

 

"I can meet you at Joe's shop tomorrow morning," Pete was saying, "but I need to 

deliver grain to Miller's wife first, and she's expecting me at dawn..." 

 

"Can't do dawn," Joe replied, wiping his hands on his leather apron. "That's when I fire 

up the forge, and I've got three other orders ahead of Pete's horseshoes..." 

 

"Well, I suppose I could wait until afternoon," Tom said uncertainly, "but my family 

needs grain for tonight's supper..." 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer swirl in increasingly agitated spirals around the three 

men. The light wanted to flow—she could see that each person had something valuable 

to offer and needed something the others could provide. But the timing complications 

were making the shimmer twist into knots. 

 

"Mama," she said, tugging Helena's sleeve, "why can't they just make the trade work? 

The shimmer shows they all have what the others need." 

 

Helena paused to watch the three-way negotiation, which was getting more tangled by 

the minute. "Well, sweetpea, sometimes when you need to coordinate lots of people and 

timing, things get complicated. In the old days, your great-grandmother told me, people 

used something called promise stones to make trades easier." 

 

"Promise stones?" 
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"Little tokens that represented value. Instead of having to carry chickens to trade for 

cloth, you could carry stones that promised chickens. Made it much simpler to make 

complex trades." 

 

Josephine's eyes widened. "Like... like a way to carry shimmer around instead of having 

to coordinate everything at once?" 

 

Helena blinked, clearly not having thought of it that way. "I... suppose that's one way to 

put it. You could make promises now and fulfill them later." 

 

As they finished their shopping and headed home, Josephine couldn't stop thinking 

about promise stones. The idea fascinated her—what if there was a way to capture the 

shimmer's flow and make it work more smoothly for everyone? 

 

She was still pondering this as they reached their cottage, where her father was washing 

up at the pump after a morning of carpentry work. 

 

"How was the market, my girls?" Robert Clearwater asked, giving them both hugs that 

smelled pleasantly of sawdust and honest work. 

 

"Complicated," Josephine said thoughtfully. "Papa, what do you know about promise 

stones?" 

 

Robert raised his eyebrows. "Promise stones? Haven't heard that term in years. My 

grandfather used to tell stories about them—said they were used in the old days to make 

trading easier. Why do you ask?" 

 

"I think our village might need them," Josephine said seriously. "The shimmer is getting 

all tangled up when people try to make complicated trades." 

 

Helena and Robert exchanged another one of those looks over Josephine's head—the 

kind that said their daughter was either remarkably wise or remarkably imaginative, and 

they weren't sure which. 

 

"Well," Robert said finally, "change often starts with someone noticing that the old ways 

aren't working quite as well as they used to." 

 

That night, as Josephine lay in her narrow bed under the sloped ceiling of her room, she 

stared up at the moonbeams streaming through her window and thought about promise 

stones. In her mind, she could see them clearly. Smooth river rocks carved with simple 

symbols, holding captured shimmer like dewdrops holding morning light. 
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She could imagine how they would work: instead of three people having to coordinate 

their schedules perfectly, Tom could give promise stones to Joe for future tailoring, Joe 

could give promise stones to Pete for future horseshoes, and Pete could give grain to 

Tom right away, accepting Tom's promise stones as payment. 

 

The shimmer would flow smoothly through the stones, carrying value from person to 

person without getting tangled up in timing and logistics. It was such a simple, elegant 

solution that Josephine was surprised that no one in the village had thought of it. 

 

But then again, she was the only one who could still see the shimmer clearly. Maybe 

that's why the solution seemed so obvious to her. 

 

As she drifted off to sleep, Josephine made a decision. Tomorrow, she would talk to the 

village elders about promise stones. Shimmer Village deserved to have its beautiful flows 

of value working as smoothly as possible. 

 

After all, the shimmer didn't lie. And right now, it was telling her that change was 

coming—whether the village was ready for it or not. 

 

Outside her window, the moonlight continued to stream down, casting silver shadows 

that looked almost like flowing shimmer across her bedroom floor. In her dreams, 

Josephine saw promise stones scattered like stars across the village square, each one 

glowing with captured light and possibility. 

 

The age of easy trades was about to begin. 
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Chapter 2: Trading Troubles 

 

The next market day dawned gray and drizzly, the kind of weather that made the 

shimmer harder to see but somehow more urgent. Josephine arrived at the village 

square earlier than usual, clutching a cup of her mother's herbal tea and hoping to catch 

the morning's first trades before the chaos began. 

 

She had barely found her favorite observation spot on the stone steps near the fountain 

when she noticed something peculiar. A man she'd never seen before had positioned 

himself in the far corner of the square, arranging his goods in neat little piles and 

periodically calling out to passersby. 

 

"Corner the market! Corner the market!" he shouted enthusiastically. "Best prices in the 

corner! Prime corner real estate for all your trading needs!" 

 

Josephine blinked in confusion. The shimmer around his goods—an assortment of 

practical items like rope, nails, and cooking pots—glowed with perfectly reasonable 

colors. Nothing wrong with the quality. But hardly anyone was approaching his corner 

spot. Instead, the usual crowd was gathering in the center of the square where Baker Bill 

had set up his booth next to Mrs. Woolwright's yarn display. 

 

"Excuse me," Josephine called out politely to the corner merchant. "Why are you 

standing way over there?" 

 

The man beamed at her, clearly pleased that someone had finally noticed his strategy. 

"Smart question, young lady! The name's Corner Pete—different from Farmer Pete, 

mind you—and I'm cornering the market! Heard it was the secret to trading success. Get 

yourself a good corner and hold it tight!" 

 

"But... everyone's trading over there," Josephine pointed toward the bustling center of 

the square. 

 

Corner Pete frowned and glanced toward the crowd, then back at his isolated corner. 

"Hmm. Maybe I need a better corner? Perhaps that one?" He pointed to the opposite 

corner, which was equally empty and even farther from the action. 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer around Corner Pete's goods dim slightly with 

disappointment and confusion. The poor man was missing out on perfectly good trades 

because he'd taken a common expression far too literally. 
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Before she could explain, a commotion erupted near the fountain that made her 

temporarily forget about Corner Pete's predicament. It seemed that yesterday's three-

way trading situation between Tom the tailor, Blacksmith Joe, and Farmer Pete had 

spawned an even more complex problem. 

 

"Now wait just a minute!" Tom was saying, waving a piece of cloth in the air. "I made 

these fine shirts for Joe yesterday, Joe made horseshoes for Pete, and Pete was supposed 

to give me grain. But now Pete says he already traded his grain to Miller Magnus for 

flour, and Magnus won't trade flour for shirts because he needs his horse shod, but Joe's 

already used his iron making Pete's horseshoes!" 

 

Josephine felt a familiar flutter of anxiety as she watched the shimmer around all four 

men swirl in increasingly agitated loops. What should have been a simple, satisfying 

exchange had become a tangled mess of partial promises and timing problems. 

 

"Well, I need grain for my family tonight," Tom continued, his voice rising with 

frustration. "My children can't eat promises!" 

 

"And I need my horse shod before plowing season," Magnus added, clutching his bag of 

flour protectively. "These horseshoes are promised to Pete, not me!" 

 

Joe the blacksmith looked thoroughly exasperated. "I can make you new horseshoes, 

Magnus, but I've used up all my iron for this week. Cooper Elena has iron, but she wants 

grain for it, and—" 

 

"I'm not trading away my flour!" Magnus interrupted. "My wife needs it for the Baker's 

Guild meeting tomorrow!" 

 

Josephine winced as the shimmer around their little group twisted into what looked like 

a frustrated knot of rainbow-colored spaghetti. Each person had something valuable to 

offer, each had legitimate needs, but nobody could figure out how to untangle the timing 

and coordination problems. 

 

And it was about to get worse. 

 

"Did someone mention Cooper Elena?" came a cheerful voice from across the square. 

"Because I've got a barrel situation that needs solving!" 

 

Elena herself appeared, rolling a large wooden barrel and looking surprisingly optimistic 

for someone dealing with a "situation." Behind her trailed Merchant Sterling—a silver-
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haired trader who'd recently moved to the village and seemed to have strong opinions 

about precious metals. 

 

"This barrel," Elena announced, "is full of excellent ale. I need it traded for iron stock, 

but Brewer Milo can only pay me in more ale, which I obviously don't need. Magnus, I 

heard you mentioning flour—Milo will gladly trade ale for flour, and I can get iron from 

the traveling merchants for ale..." 

 

"But I need my flour!" Magnus protested. 

 

"And I need new shoes," Sterling interrupted, "but I'll only trade my silver pieces for 

them, and Sam Cobblestone says he doesn't want silver because he can't eat it, but 

surely silver is the most valuable thing there is..." 

 

Josephine watched in growing horror as the shimmer began to resemble a tornado made 

of rainbow ribbons. More people kept joining the conversation, each adding their own 

needs and offers to an increasingly impossible puzzle. 

 

"I've got wool that Elena could trade for iron," Mrs. Woolwright offered helpfully, "but I 

need vegetables for it, and Farmer Ruth wants yarn, which I can make from wool, but 

only if I keep enough wool for winter blankets..." 

 

"I have vegetables!" called Farmer Ruth from her cart. "But I need my cart wheel fixed, 

and Wheelwright Oliver wants wool for the repair, but Mrs. Woolwright just said she 

needs vegetables for wool..." 

 

"WAIT!" shouted a voice from the crowd. "I can fix this!" 

 

Everyone turned to see a young man with wild curly hair and paint-stained fingers 

pushing through the crowd. This was Cash Paynter, the village's newest resident and 

most enthusiastic problem-solver. He'd moved to Shimmer Village just last month to 

start a house-painting business, and had quickly earned a reputation for taking things 

very, very literally. 

 

"I heard all about liquidity!" Cash announced proudly. "The secret to good trading is 

keeping your assets liquid! Watch this!" 

 

To everyone's amazement—and Josephine's growing alarm—Cash pulled out a bucket of 

water and began pouring it over his painting supplies. 
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"Cash, no!" several people shouted at once, but it was too late. Paint brushes, canvas 

rolls, and carefully mixed pigments were now thoroughly soaked. 

 

"There!" Cash said triumphantly, water dripping from his sodden goods. "Maximum 

liquidity! Now who wants to trade?" 

 

The shimmer around Cash's ruined supplies flickered wildly between confusion and 

despair. Even Josephine could see that while his paint might technically be more 

"liquid" now, it was definitely less valuable. 

 

"Oh, Cash," sighed Mrs. Butterworth, who had been watching the entire debacle from 

her cheese cart. "I think you might have misunderstood..." 

 

But before anyone could explain Cash's error, yet another complication arose. A woman 

named Hedda, who grew decorative bushes for the village gardens, had apparently 

heard someone mention "hedge funds" and was now trying to convince people to trade 

exclusively near her hedge displays. 

 

"All the best traders use hedge funds!" Hedda called out, standing proudly next to a row 

of perfectly trimmed boxwood shrubs. "Just look at these beautiful hedges! Surely they'll 

increase the value of any trade!" 

 

Josephine rubbed her temples as she watched the shimmer around the entire market 

square begin to pulse with frustration and confusion. What had started as a simple 

three-way trading problem had exploded into a dozen-person puzzle with no apparent 

solution. 

 

The worst part was that she could see exactly how it should work. The shimmer showed 

her that everyone had something valuable to offer, and everyone's needs could be met if 

only they could coordinate properly. But the logistics were becoming impossible. 

 

Tom needed grain. Magnus had flour but needed horseshoes. Joe could make 

horseshoes but needed iron. Elena had ale but needed iron too. Sterling had silver but 

nobody wanted it for practical goods. Cash had... well, Cash had wet paint now, which 

wasn't helping anyone. 

 

And meanwhile, Corner Pete was still shouting about his corner strategy from his 

isolated spot, Hedda was insisting that hedge-adjacent trades were inherently superior, 

and Mrs. Woolwright was getting increasingly tangled in her own wool as she tried to 

figure out who owed what to whom. 
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"This is getting ridiculous," muttered Granny Penny, settling onto her usual bench with 

a disapproving shake of her head. "In my day, we had ways to handle complex trades 

without all this running around." 

 

Josephine perked up. "The promise stones you mentioned yesterday?" 

 

"Exactly." Granny Penny watched the chaos with the patient expression of someone 

who'd seen it all before. "When you've got more than three people trying to trade, and 

everyone needs different things at different times, you need something more flexible 

than direct barter." 

 

"But how did they work exactly?" 

 

Before Granny Penny could answer, the situation in the square took another turn for the 

complicated. A traveling merchant had arrived with a cart full of exotic goods, including 

what appeared to be a cage of very unhappy chickens, several bolts of fabric in colors 

Josephine had never seen before, and a collection of musical instruments that were 

currently producing a discordant symphony as the wind blew through them. 

 

"Greetings, Shimmer Village!" the merchant called out in a booming voice. "I am Marco 

Polo—yes, like the explorer, but no relation—and I bring goods from distant lands! Who 

wants to trade?" 

 

The answer, unfortunately, was everyone. But everyone wanted to trade different things 

for different items, and Marco Polo's goods came with their own complicated 

requirements. 

 

"The chickens," Marco explained to the growing crowd, "must be traded as a set—they're 

a family, you see, and they get anxious when separated. The silk fabric can only be paid 

for with grain or precious metals, but the musical instruments require either livestock or 

crafted goods..." 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer around Marco's cart writhe like a nest of confused 

snakes. His goods were genuinely valuable—she could see the deep, rich colors that 

indicated quality and craftsmanship—but his complicated trading requirements were 

making the already-tangled village trades even more impossible. 

 

Tom was now trying to negotiate a five-way trade involving his shirts, Joe's horseshoes, 

Magnus's flour, Elena's ale, and Marco's chickens. Sterling was insisting that his silver 

should be worth at least three chickens and a musical instrument. Cash was attempting 
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to dry his paint supplies while simultaneously arguing that wet goods should be worth 

more because they had "increased liquid assets." 

 

And in the middle of it all, Farmer Pete (the original one, not Corner Pete) was getting 

increasingly frustrated because his vegetables were going to spoil if he didn't trade them 

soon, but everyone was too busy arguing about chickens and hedges and corners to pay 

attention to his perfectly reasonable produce. 

 

"ENOUGH!"  

 

The voice belonged to Elder Jim, the village's most respected leader and keeper of 

traditions. He was a tall, lean man with silver-streaked hair and the kind of calm 

authority that made even the loudest arguments fade to whispers. As he strode into the 

center of the square, Josephine noticed that the shimmer around him had a different 

quality than anyone else's—steadier, more grounded, like the roots of an ancient tree. 

 

"What in the name of common sense is going on here?" Elder Jim asked, surveying the 

chaos with raised eyebrows. 

 

"Trading troubles," said Tom miserably. "Everything's gotten too complicated." 

 

"I can see that." Elder Jim's gaze swept over the various groups: Corner Pete in his 

isolated corner, Cash with his soggy paint supplies, Hedda standing proudly by her 

hedges, and the central crowd still arguing about chickens and silver. 

 

"Marco Polo," Elder Jim said politely, "welcome to our village. Perhaps you could 

explain your trading requirements more simply?" 

 

"Certainly!" Marco beamed. "I need grain for my journey—fifty pounds minimum. In 

exchange, I offer chickens, silk, or instruments. But the chickens are a family set, the silk 

requires premium payment, and the instruments need proper homes with people who'll 

actually use them." 

 

"And Sterling," Elder Jim continued, "you seem to believe your silver should be 

universally accepted." 

 

"Well, yes!" Sterling said indignantly. "Silver is precious! It's valuable everywhere! 

Surely that makes it the perfect trading medium!" 

 

"Except," said Sam Cobblestone dryly, "I can't sole a boot with silver coins, and my 

family can't eat precious metals for dinner." 
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Elder Jim nodded thoughtfully. "And Tom, Joe, Magnus—your three-way trade has 

become a twelve-way puzzle?" 

 

"Thirteen-way if you count Marco's chickens," Tom said wearily. "And fourteen-way if 

Sterling's silver is involved. I've lost track." 

 

Josephine found herself standing up without quite meaning to. The shimmer around the 

entire square was so tangled and frustrated that it was making her feel queasy. She 

could see the solution so clearly—everyone had value to offer, everyone's needs could be 

met—but the logistics were strangling the natural flow. 

 

"Elder Jim," she said, her voice smaller than she'd intended but carrying clearly in the 

sudden quiet. "What if we had promise stones like Granny Penny mentioned? Things 

that could hold value, so people didn't have to coordinate everything at exactly the same 

time?" 

 

Elder Jim turned to look at her with surprise, then glanced toward Granny Penny, who 

was nodding encouragingly. 

 

"Promise stones," he repeated slowly. "Now that's a phrase I haven't heard in many 

years. Penny, have you been telling stories again?" 

 

"Just sharing some old wisdom," Granny Penny replied with a slight smile. "This young 

one can see what most of us have forgotten—the true flow of value in our trades." 

 

"Can she now?" Elder Jim studied Josephine with new interest. "And what do you see, 

child?" 

 

Josephine took a deep breath. This was her chance to explain, but she had to find words 

for something most adults couldn't see. 

 

"I see that everyone here has something good to offer," she began carefully. "Tom's 

shirts glow with skill and care. Joe's horseshoes are strong and practical. Magnus's flour 

is reliable and nourishing. But when everyone tries to trade at once, all the... the good 

feelings get tangled up and confused." 

 

She gestured toward the frustrated crowd. "If we had promise stones, Tom could give 

them to Joe for future horseshoes, Joe could give them to Magnus for future flour, and 

Magnus could give Tom grain right now. The promises would flow smoothly instead of 

getting knotted up." 
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Elder Jim was quiet for a long moment, his eyes moving from Josephine to the tangled 

trades happening around them, then to the various people still trying to solve their 

complicated exchanges. 

 

"Promise stones," he said again, but this time his voice held a note of possibility. 

"Tokens that represent value, which can be exchanged now for goods received later..." 

 

"Exactly!" Josephine said eagerly. "And they could help with timing problems too. If 

Farmer Pete needs to trade his vegetables today, but the person who wants them can't 

pay until next week, promise stones could bridge the gap!" 

 

Sterling looked skeptical. "But what would give these 'promise stones' value? At least 

silver is inherently precious." 

 

"What gives anything value?" Granny Penny asked mildly. "Why is your silver worth 

more than Sam's leather or Bill's bread?" 

 

"Because... because it's rare and beautiful and..." Sterling trailed off, looking uncertain. 

 

"Because people agree it's valuable," Josephine finished. "Just like people could agree 

that promise stones are valuable. The difference is, promise stones would be about 

helping everyone trade fairly, not about being rare or pretty." 

 

Cash, who had been wringing water out of his paintbrushes, suddenly looked up with 

interest. "So these stones would be like... like a tool for making trades flow more 

smoothly? Like how my paintbrushes help paint flow onto canvas?" 

 

"Yes!" Josephine said, delighted that someone understood. "Exactly like that!" 

 

Elder Jim nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful. "It's an interesting idea. We'd need 

to figure out the practical details—how many stones equal what value, how to prevent 

counterfeiting, how to make sure everyone trusts the system..." 

 

"But it could work?" Tom asked hopefully. "I could get grain for my family tonight 

instead of waiting for everyone else to coordinate their schedules?" 

 

"It might indeed work," Elder Jim said. "In fact, I believe my grandfather told stories 

about something similar from the old days. Let me think about this overnight. Perhaps 

it's time for Shimmer Village to consider a new approach to trading." 
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As the crowd began to disperse, still discussing the possibility of promise stones, 

Josephine noticed that the shimmer around the square had calmed considerably. It still 

swirled with complexity, but now it was more like a river preparing to carve a new 

channel than a tornado destroying everything in its path. 

 

Corner Pete wandered over to her as she was getting ready to leave. "Say, young miss, 

you seem to understand trading better than most. Any advice for a fellow trying to 

corner the market?" 

 

Josephine grinned. "Maybe try standing where the other traders are instead of in an 

actual corner?" 

 

Corner Pete blinked, then looked toward the center of the square where most of the 

day's successful trades had taken place. "Oh! Oh, I see! 'Corner the market' doesn't mean 

literally standing in a corner!" 

 

"Exactly! It means trying to control all of one type of good. But that's usually not very 

nice to do." 

 

"Ah," Corner Pete said, looking both enlightened and slightly embarrassed. "Well then. 

Tomorrow I'll try a more central location. Thank you!" 

 

As Josephine walked home, she found herself practically humming with excitement. 

Today had been chaotic and frustrating, but it had also shown everyone in the village 

why they needed a better system. And more importantly, Elder Jim was actually 

considering her idea. 

 

Maybe tomorrow would bring the beginning of promise stones. Maybe the beautiful 

shimmer flows she could see would finally have a way to move smoothly through her 

village. 

 

The thought made her skip a little as she headed home to tell her parents about the day's 

adventures. Change was coming to Shimmer Village, and Josephine couldn't wait to see 

what happened next. 

 

Behind her, the market square was finally beginning to empty as the sun set. But if she'd 

looked back, she might have seen Elder Jim standing quietly in the center of the square, 

picking up smooth river stones and examining them thoughtfully in the fading light. 

 

Promise stones, he was thinking. Such a simple idea, but perhaps simple ideas were 

exactly what complicated problems needed. 
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The next morning couldn't come soon enough. 
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Chapter 3: When Shimmer Gets Lost 

 

Three days after the Great Market Square Tangle (as the villagers had begun calling it), 

Josephine woke to discover something deeply troubling: the shimmer was starting to 

fade. 

 

It began as a subtle dimming around the edges of things. Her mother's morning bread 

preparation, usually surrounded by warm golden light, seemed somehow muted. The 

cheese aging in their cellar—normally glowing with rich amber satisfaction—looked 

almost gray around the edges. Even her father's carpentry tools, which typically radiated 

with deep brown contentment, appeared dulled and listless. 

 

"Mama," Josephine said over breakfast, trying to keep the worry out of her voice, "have 

you noticed anything... different about the village lately?" 

 

Helena looked up from packing lunch for Robert. "Different how, sweetpea?" 

 

"People seem... frustrated. Tired. Like they're having trouble getting things done." 

 

Helena sighed. "Well, trading has become rather complicated lately. Yesterday I spent 

two hours trying to arrange a simple exchange of eggs for cloth, and in the end, Mrs. 

Woolwright and I both gave up and decided to try again next week." 

 

Josephine's heart sank. That explained the gray edges on the shimmer—when trades 

failed or got abandoned, the disappointed expectation left a kind of residue that dimmed 

the natural glow of things. 

 

"Is Papa having trouble too?" 

 

"He's got three customers waiting for furniture, but he can't get the wood he needs 

because Lumberjack Lars wants payment in preserved fish, and Fisherman Finn won't 

trade fish for anything but new nets, and Net-Maker Nancy is backed up with orders 

because she can't get the rope she needs..." Helena trailed off with another sigh. "It's like 

everyone's stuck in a big circle of waiting." 

 

After breakfast, Josephine hurried to the village square, hoping things would look better 

in the full light of day. Instead, she found a scene that made her stomach knot with 

anxiety. 

 

The shimmer was definitely fading. 



24 
 

 

Where the market square usually bustled with flowing streams of colorful light, today 

the air looked murky and stagnant. A few villagers wandered around with goods to 

trade, but instead of the usual bright negotiations, Josephine saw mostly frustrated 

conversations that ended with people walking away empty-handed. 

 

Corner Pete was still in his corner (apparently he'd decided that while literal corners 

weren't the solution, his corner had become his "brand"), but today even he looked 

dispirited. His goods sat in neat piles, surrounded by shimmer so dim it was barely 

visible. 

 

"No luck today either?" Josephine asked, approaching his setup with sympathy. 

 

"None at all," Pete said glumly. "Seems like everyone's got what they want to trade, but 

nobody can figure out how to make the actual exchanges work. It's like we're all 

speaking different languages." 

 

As if to illustrate his point, a commotion erupted near the fountain. Cash Paynter—his 

painting supplies now dry but still somewhat waterlogged from his "liquidity" 

experiment—was trying to negotiate with Seamstress Sophie for some new clothes. 

 

"Look," Cash was saying earnestly, "I'll paint your house in exchange for a new shirt and 

trousers. Fair trade, right?" 

 

Sophie looked torn. "Your painting is beautiful, Cash, and I do need my house painted. 

But I need grain to trade for the fabric to make your clothes, and I can't get grain until I 

finish Mrs. Henderson's wedding dress, but Mrs. Henderson can't pay me until after 

harvest season..." 

 

"When's harvest season?" Cash asked hopefully. 

 

"Three months from now." 

 

"Three months?" Cash looked down at his paint-stained, water-damaged clothes with 

dismay. "But I need proper clothes for painting jobs now, or I won't have customers 

when harvest season comes!" 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer around both of them pulse with frustration and 

genuine need. Sophie's sewing skills glowed with warm, reliable light—she truly could 

make Cash beautiful clothes. Cash's artistic abilities sparkled with creativity and 
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enthusiasm—he could definitely make Sophie's house the prettiest in the village. But the 

timing mismatch was creating a deadlock that neither of them could solve. 

 

And it wasn't just Sophie and Cash. Everywhere Josephine looked, she saw similar 

scenes playing out. 

 

Baker Bill stood outside his shop looking uncharacteristically frazzled. His usual crowd 

of morning customers had dwindled to just a few people, and even they seemed to be 

having problems. 

 

"I'd love to trade bread for your honey," Bill was telling Beekeeper Buzz, "but I've 

already promised my next three batches to Farmer Ruth in exchange for eggs, which I 

need to pay Miller Magnus for flour, but Magnus won't take eggs anymore because he's 

already got too many eggs from his deal with Chicken Farmer Charlie..." 

 

Buzz nodded sadly, clutching a jar of golden honey that practically glowed with 

sweetness. "And I need bread for my family, but all my honey is already promised to 

various people in trades that haven't happened yet because everyone's waiting for 

someone else to complete their part of some other trade..." 

 

Josephine rubbed her temples. The shimmer around Bill's bakery, usually one of the 

brightest spots in the village, had developed an anxious, flickering quality. Even worse, 

she could see threads of light stretched thin between people—connections representing 

promised trades that hadn't been fulfilled yet. The threads looked strained, like ropes 

pulled too tight. 

 

"This is getting serious," she murmured to herself. 

 

"What's getting serious?"  

 

Josephine turned to find Granny Penny settling onto her usual bench, though today the 

elderly woman moved more slowly than usual, as if the general frustration in the air was 

weighing her down too. 

 

"The shimmer is fading, Granny Penny. All these failed trades and delayed exchanges 

are making the light dim. People are getting stuck." 

 

Granny Penny nodded gravely. "I can feel it too, child, even if I can't see it clearly 

anymore. There's a heaviness in the air, like before a thunderstorm. When the flow of 

value gets blocked up, it affects everyone." 
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As if summoned by their conversation, Elder Jim approached, looking more troubled 

than Josephine had ever seen him. His usual calm authority seemed strained, and the 

shimmer around him—normally so steady and grounded—flickered with uncertainty. 

 

"Penny, Josephine," he said, settling onto the bench beside them. "I don't suppose either 

of you has insights into our current... situation?" 

 

"You mean the fact that nobody can trade anything anymore?" Josephine asked. 

 

"That's a rather blunt way to put it, but yes." Elder Jim gestured toward the increasingly 

empty market square. "We've got people with goods they need to trade, people with 

needs that could be met, but somehow nothing is actually happening. It's like the whole 

system has seized up." 

 

Josephine pointed toward the various stalled negotiations happening around them. 

"Look at Tom the tailor over there. He's trying to trade with five different people for a 

single bolt of cloth, but each person wants something from someone else in the chain, 

and nobody can coordinate all the timing and logistics." 

 

Indeed, Tom was standing in the center of a circle of six villagers, all gesticulating and 

talking at once. Charts and diagrams had been drawn in the dirt, attempting to map out 

who owed what to whom, but the whole thing looked like a spider web designed by 

someone having a nervous breakdown. 

 

"If I give you the cloth," Weaver Willow was saying, "then you give shirts to Joe, Joe 

gives horseshoes to Pete, Pete gives grain to Magnus, Magnus gives flour to Elena, Elena 

gives ale to Marco, and Marco gives me silver for the cloth. But that only works if 

everyone's available at exactly the same time, and Marco isn't coming back through the 

village for two weeks!" 

 

"Can't we just... do it in parts?" Tom asked hopefully. 

 

"With what?" Willow spread her hands in frustration. "I need payment for my cloth 

now, not two weeks from now when Marco shows up. My family needs to eat." 

 

"But I can't pay you until I get paid for the shirts I haven't made yet with the cloth you 

haven't given me!" Tom's voice was rising with stress. 

 

Elder Jim winced. "I see the problem. Everyone needs immediate payment, but 

everyone's payment depends on someone else completing their trade first." 
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"Exactly," Josephine said. "It's like trying to fill a bucket with water, but all the water 

keeps flowing out through holes before you can pour in more." 

 

Granny Penny chuckled despite the situation. "That's a remarkably good analogy, child. 

The flow is broken." 

 

The situation was about to get even more complicated. Josephine noticed Merchant 

Sterling approaching the group around Tom, carrying a bag that clinked with what she 

assumed were his silver coins. His shimmer had a particularly agitated quality today—

bright but unstable, like a candle flame in a drafty room. 

 

"Surely I can help resolve this situation," Sterling announced confidently. "I have silver 

coins—universally valuable, easily divisible, perfectly suited for complex trades. Why 

don't I simply buy Tom's future shirts, Tom can pay Willow for the cloth, and everyone 

wins?" 

 

The group turned to look at Sterling with expressions ranging from confusion to mild 

irritation. 

 

"Sterling," Tom said patiently, "your silver doesn't help me if I can't buy food with it. 

Sam won't take silver for shoes, Bill won't take silver for bread, and Ruth won't take 

silver for vegetables. They all want useful goods, not shiny metal." 

 

"But silver is inherently valuable!" Sterling protested. 

 

"Says who?" asked Weaver Willow bluntly. 

 

Sterling opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again, looking genuinely puzzled. 

"Well... everyone knows silver is valuable. It's precious. It's rare. It's... it's silver!" 

 

"I can't feed my children silver coins," Tom pointed out. "And I can't weave cloth from 

metal either." 

 

Josephine watched with fascination as Sterling's certainty began to waver. The shimmer 

around his silver bag flickered uncertainly, as if even the silver was beginning to 

question its own value in the face of practical reality. 

 

"But... but how can anything have value if not because it's inherently precious?" Sterling 

asked, sounding lost. 
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"Because people agree it's useful," said Farmer Ruth, who had wandered over to see 

what all the fuss was about. "My vegetables have value because people need to eat. Sam's 

shoes have value because people need to protect their feet. Your silver has value 

because... well, because some people think it's pretty, I suppose." 

 

This philosophical discussion was interrupted by a new crisis. Cash Paynter came 

running over from the other side of the square, his face flushed with panic. 

 

"I'm completely confused about who owes me what!" he called out. "I painted Mrs. 

Chen's fence, and she promised me apples. But she said she'd give them to me after she 

got them from Farmer Ruth. But Ruth won't give Chen apples until Chen finishes her 

sewing work. And now Chen says she can't do the sewing until she gets thread from 

Seamstress Sophie, but Sophie wants payment in grain that Chen doesn't have yet!" 

 

"So... where does that leave you?" Elder Jim asked. 

 

"I don't know!" Cash looked on the verge of tears. "Chen owes me apples, but she can't 

pay me until Ruth pays her, but Ruth won't pay her until Chen does work she can't do 

yet. Meanwhile, I need to eat today, not sometime next week when this whole chain 

maybe gets sorted out!" 

 

Josephine felt a chill of recognition. She'd heard stories like this before—cases where 

value seemed to simply disappear into the complicated web of trading relationships. The 

shimmer around Cash was dim and confused, like someone trying to find their way 

through fog. 

 

"This," Granny Penny said quietly, "is exactly why we used to have promise stones. 

When you can't track where value has gone, when timing makes trades impossible, 

when everyone's stuck waiting for everyone else... that's when you need a medium that 

can hold value temporarily while everything else gets sorted out." 

 

Elder Jim nodded slowly. "I've been thinking about our conversation the other day. 

Perhaps it's time to take the promise stone idea seriously." 

 

"Really?" Josephine perked up with hope. 

 

"Really. Because this—" he gestured toward the various frustrated groups of people, the 

stalled negotiations, Cash's missing apple payment, and Sterling's identity crisis about 

silver "—this is not working." 

 



29 
 

As if the universe wanted to emphasize Elder Jim's point, a new commotion erupted 

near the village well. Hedda was in the middle of what appeared to be a heated 

argument with Corner Pete, Cash, and several other villagers. 

 

"I'm telling you, hedge-based trading is the solution!" Hedda was insisting, standing 

protectively in front of her row of decorative shrubs. "All successful traders use hedge 

funds! Just look at how beautiful and organized my hedges are!" 

 

"But your hedges don't solve the timing problem," Corner Pete pointed out. "I still can't 

trade my goods for grain if the grain farmer isn't here today." 

 

"Then wait by the hedges until he comes!" Hedda replied. "Hedge funds are all about 

long-term strategy!" 

 

Cash, still looking frazzled about his missing apples, threw his hands up in frustration. 

"I don't need hedge strategy, I need lunch! And I need to know where my payment 

went!" 

 

"If you'd kept your assets properly liquid like I suggested—" Sterling began. 

 

"I tried that!" Cash interrupted. "I poured water on everything and it just made a mess!" 

 

"Not literally liquid, you—" 

 

"Then what does 'liquid assets' even mean?" Cash demanded. "And why does everyone 

use words that don't mean what they sound like? Hedge funds, liquid assets, cornering 

markets—nothing means what it's supposed to mean!" 

 

Josephine found herself nodding sympathetically. Cash had a point—the language of 

trading was confusing enough without people taking metaphors literally. 

 

But more importantly, she could see that the shimmer around the entire argument was 

becoming darker and more tangled by the minute. Frustration was feeding on itself, 

creating a kind of negative spiral that was making everyone more upset and less capable 

of finding solutions. 

 

"Elder Jim," she said urgently, "we need to fix this soon. The shimmer is getting so 

tangled and dim that people are starting to lose hope. When people lose hope, they stop 

trying to trade at all, and then nobody gets what they need." 
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Elder Jim followed her gaze around the square, taking in the various scenes of trading 

frustration. Even though he couldn't see the shimmer directly, he could clearly observe 

the effects—people walking away from potential trades, goods sitting untouched, and an 

overall atmosphere of discouragement settling over the village like a gray blanket. 

 

"You're right," he said decisively. "This evening, I'm calling a village council meeting. It's 

time to discuss promise stones seriously." 

 

"What will you tell people?" Josephine asked. 

 

"The truth. That our current system is breaking down, that we need a better way to 

handle complex trades and timing mismatches, and that sometimes the oldest solutions 

are the best solutions." He stood up, brushing dust off his clothes. "Will you come to the 

meeting, Josephine? Your insights about the flow of value could be helpful." 

 

Josephine's heart leaped with excitement and nervousness. "You want me to explain 

about the shimmer?" 

 

"I want you to help us understand what's really happening when trades work well and 

when they don't. You see things the rest of us have forgotten how to see." 

 

As Elder Jim walked away to spread word about the evening meeting, Josephine 

remained on the bench with Granny Penny, watching the continuing chaos in the 

square. 

 

Tom's six-person trading circle had now expanded to include eight people and had 

produced a diagram in the dirt that looked like a map of a particularly confusing maze. 

Cash was still searching for his missing apple payment. Sterling was questioning 

everything he'd ever believed about value. And Hedda was attempting to convince 

passersby that hedge proximity would solve all their problems. 

 

"Granny Penny," Josephine said quietly, "what if the village doesn't want to try promise 

stones? What if they think it's too strange or complicated?" 

 

Granny Penny smiled and patted Josephine's hand. "Child, look around you. Does this 

look simple to you?" 

 

Josephine had to admit it didn't. The current system had become so complicated that no 

one could make it work anymore. 
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"Besides," Granny Penny continued, "people are practical. When something isn't 

working, they're usually willing to try something new. And promise stones aren't really 

new—they're just old wisdom that got forgotten." 

 

As the afternoon wore on, the situation in the square continued to deteriorate. More 

trades fell through due to timing problems. More people walked away frustrated and 

empty-handed. The shimmer grew dimmer and more tangled with each failed exchange. 

 

By the time the sun began to set, Josephine could barely see the shimmer at all in some 

parts of the square. It was as if the natural flow of value was being choked off by the 

complexity of the trading system. 

 

That evening, as villagers began gathering for Elder Jim's council meeting, Josephine 

felt a mixture of hope and anxiety. Tonight, they would either find a solution to the 

trading crisis, or watch their village's economy collapse under the weight of its own 

complications. 

 

But as she watched people filing into the community hall—all of them carrying the 

frustrated experiences of the day—she felt a spark of optimism. Sometimes things had to 

get broken before people were willing to fix them. 

 

And Shimmer Village was definitely ready for some fixing. 

 

The promise stones couldn't come soon enough. 

 

 

 

  



32 
 

Chapter 4: Elder Jim's Idea 

 

The community hall buzzed with nervous energy as villagers filed in for Elder Jim's 

emergency meeting. Josephine arrived early with her parents, settling into seats near 

the front where she could observe both the crowd and Elder Jim clearly. The shimmer in 

the room was a mixture of frustrated reds, anxious yellows, and hopeful blues—people 

were upset about the trading crisis, but willing to listen to solutions. 

 

Elder Jim stood at the front of the hall, a cloth bag at his feet and an expression of calm 

determination on his face. As the last few stragglers found seats, he cleared his throat 

and the room fell silent. 

 

"Friends and neighbors," he began, his voice carrying easily to the back of the hall, 

"we're here tonight because our trading system is broken." 

 

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crowd. Josephine spotted Tom the tailor 

nodding vigorously, while Cash raised his hand as if he wanted to share his complicated 

apple-promise story with everyone. 

 

"For the past week, we've watched simple trades become impossible puzzles. We've seen 

people walk away empty-handed not because they lacked things to offer, but because 

our system couldn't handle the coordination required." Elder Jim gestured toward the 

crowd. "How many of you have goods you need to trade but can't find a way to make it 

work?" 

 

Nearly every hand in the room went up. 

 

"How many of you need things that other people in this room could provide, if only we 

could figure out the logistics?" 

 

Again, almost every hand. 

 

"And how many of you are tired of drawing maps in the dirt to figure out six-person 

trading chains?" 

 

This time there was actual laughter, and Josephine saw Tom grin ruefully. 

 



33 
 

Elder Jim smiled. "I thought so. Which is why I've spent the last few days researching a 

solution—one that's actually quite old, but perhaps new to most of us." He reached down 

and picked up the cloth bag. "I want to tell you about promise stones." 

 

He opened the bag and poured its contents onto the table beside him. Dozens of smooth 

river stones clattered out, each one carved with simple symbols—a wheat stalk, a 

hammer, a loaf of bread, a shoe, a house. The stones were beautiful in their simplicity, 

and Josephine noticed that they seemed to catch and hold the lamplight in an appealing 

way. 

 

"These," Elder Jim announced, "represent a different way of thinking about trade." 

 

Corner Pete leaned forward in his seat. "Are those... rocks?" 

 

"They're promise stones," Elder Jim replied patiently. "And before you ask whether 

rocks have value, let me ask you this: does a deed to land have value?" 

 

Several people nodded. 

 

"Does a written contract have value?" 

 

More nods. 

 

"Does your word when you promise to do something have value?" 

 

"Of course!" called out Baker Bill. 

 

"Then these stones can have value too, because they represent the same thing—

promises. Agreements. Your word made tangible." 

 

Josephine watched with fascination as the shimmer in the room began to shift. The 

anxious yellow was fading, replaced by curious greens and thoughtful purples. People 

were interested. 

 

Elder Jim picked up one of the stones—the one carved with a wheat symbol. "Let's say 

this stone represents the promise of one bushel of grain. If Farmer Pete gives me this 

stone, he's promising that I can come to him later and receive one bushel of grain in 

exchange for the stone." 

 

"But why would Pete give you the stone in the first place?" asked Seamstress Sophie. 
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"Because I gave him something he needed right now. Maybe I repaired his fence, or gave 

him tools, or provided some other service. Instead of Pete having to find someone who 

wants fence repair and also happens to have grain available today, he can give me a 

promise stone. I get paid for my work immediately, and he can fulfill his promise when 

it's convenient for him." 

 

Sterling raised his hand tentatively. "But what makes the stone valuable? What's to stop 

someone from just... making fake ones?" 

 

Elder Jim nodded approvingly. "Excellent question, Sterling. The stones are valuable 

because we, as a community, agree they're valuable. Just like your silver is valuable 

because people agree it is." 

 

Sterling looked thoughtful at this comparison. 

 

"As for counterfeiting," Elder Jim continued, "each stone is carved by me personally, 

using a specific technique and marking system that would be difficult to forge. More 

importantly, the stones only work if people trust the system, and trust is maintained by 

keeping careful records and making sure promises are always honored." 

 

Cash waved his hand in the air. "But how do you know how many stones equal what? 

Like, is a bushel of grain worth the same as a pair of shoes?" 

 

"Another excellent question. We determine value the same way we always have—by 

what people are willing to accept in trade. If Sam the cobbler thinks a pair of his shoes is 

worth two bushels of grain, then he'll accept two grain stones for the shoes. If someone 

thinks that's too expensive, they're free to negotiate or trade elsewhere." 

 

Josephine found herself nodding along. This made perfect sense—the stones didn't 

create value, they just made it easier to move value around when timing was 

complicated. 

 

Farmer Ruth spoke up from the middle of the room. "This sounds like it could work for 

some trades, but what about my vegetables? They're perishable. I can't promise to 

deliver the same tomatoes next week that I have today." 

 

"True," Elder Jim agreed. "Promise stones work best for goods and services that can be 

provided consistently over time. Your fresh vegetables would still need to be traded 

directly. But you could accept promise stones for your vegetables and use them to get 

things like grain, tools, or cloth that don't spoil." 
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Weaver Willow raised her hand. "What if someone takes promise stones and then leaves 

the village? How do we get our promised goods then?" 

 

"That's a risk," Elder Jim admitted. "But it's no different from the risk we take now 

when we accept someone's word that they'll complete a trade later. The stones don't 

eliminate trust—they just make it easier to manage complex trades involving multiple 

people and different timing." 

 

As the questions and answers continued, Josephine watched the shimmer in the room 

grow brighter and more organized. The chaotic swirls of frustration were settling into 

steadier streams of interest and possibility. People were beginning to see how promise 

stones could solve their specific problems. 

 

Mrs. Chen, who had been part of Cash's complicated payment chain, spoke up. "So 

instead of me owing Cash apples that I can't give him until Ruth pays me, Cash could 

accept promise stones from me right away, and I could fulfill the promise later when I 

actually have the apples?" 

 

"Exactly," Elder Jim said. "Cash gets paid immediately for his work, and you don't have 

to coordinate with Ruth's schedule to complete your end of the bargain." 

 

"And Cash could use those promise stones to buy lunch today instead of waiting for the 

whole chain of promises to resolve?" asked Mrs. Chen. 

 

"If whoever he's trading with accepts promise stones, yes." 

 

Cash's face lit up. "That would solve everything! I could work when people need things 

done, get paid right away, and not worry about whether they happen to have the exact 

thing I need at that exact moment!" 

 

"Hold on," said Cooper Elena, who had been listening skeptically. "This only works if 

everyone accepts these stones. What if I don't want to take stones for my barrels? What 

if I only want direct trades?" 

 

"Then you only accept direct trades," Elder Jim replied simply. "No one's required to use 

promise stones. They're just an additional option for people who find them helpful." 

 

Hedda raised her hand. "But wouldn't it be better to organize trades by categories? Like, 

all the farmers trade with farmers, all the craftspeople trade with craftspeople? We could 

set up trading zones—maybe organized around my beautiful hedges..." 
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Corner Pete shook his head. "I don't think that's what 'hedge funds' means, Hedda." 

 

"Well, what does it mean then?" Hedda demanded. 

 

Elder Jim looked amused. "Perhaps we could discuss the finer points of trading 

terminology another time. For now, let's focus on whether promise stones might help 

our current situation." 

 

Josephine noticed that Granny Penny had been quiet through most of the discussion, 

but now the elderly woman was smiling warmly. "Jim," she said, "you've explained this 

beautifully. I remember my grandmother telling stories about promise stones from the 

old days. She said they worked best when the community was small enough for everyone 

to know and trust each other." 

 

"That's exactly right, Penny. Trust is the foundation that makes any trading system 

work, whether it's direct barter or promise stones or anything else." 

 

Baker Bill leaned forward in his seat. "I have to say, this could solve a lot of my 

problems. Sometimes people want bread when I don't have any ready, and sometimes I 

have bread when people don't have anything to trade. If I could accept promise stones 

and use them to buy grain when I need it..." 

 

"It would smooth out your timing issues," Elder Jim finished. "Instead of having to 

coordinate your baking schedule with everyone else's trading schedules, you could focus 

on baking when it makes sense and trading when it makes sense." 

 

Miller Magnus nodded thoughtfully. "Same for me. Sometimes I have flour when people 

don't need it, and sometimes people need flour when I don't have any ground. Promise 

stones could help bridge those gaps." 

 

As the discussion continued, Josephine began to see a pattern. Every person who spoke 

up was describing the same basic problem—timing mismatches between when they 

could provide things and when people needed them. The promise stones offered a way 

to separate those two timing issues. 

 

"Elder Jim," she said, standing up carefully, "may I ask a question?" 

 

"Of course, Josephine. You're the one who reminded me about promise stones in the 

first place." 
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"If someone accepts promise stones today but doesn't use them for a month, do they still 

work the same way?" 

 

Elder Jim considered this. "That's a very good question. The stones represent promises, 

and promises should be honored when they're called in, regardless of how much time 

has passed. Though we might want to discuss reasonable time limits—a promise for 

fresh vegetables might need to be fulfilled quickly, while a promise for grain or tools 

could wait longer." 

 

"But what if a person's circumstances change?" asked Lumberjack Lars. "What if I 

promise a cord of wood, but then a storm damages my trees and I can't deliver?" 

 

"Then you'd need to find another way to honor your promise—trade for wood from 

someone else, or negotiate a different arrangement with whoever holds your promise 

stone. The same thing you'd do now if you couldn't fulfill a direct trade agreement." 

 

Sterling had been quietly thinking through something, and now he raised his hand 

again. "Elder Jim, I'm beginning to understand something. My silver is valuable because 

people agree it's valuable and because it's durable and portable. These promise stones 

would be valuable for the same reasons—community agreement, plus they're durable 

and portable. But they'd have an advantage my silver doesn't have." 

 

"What's that?" 

 

"They'd be specifically designed for our community and our needs. Instead of relying on 

outside ideas about what's valuable, we'd be creating our own system based on what 

actually matters to us." 

 

Josephine felt a rush of excitement as she watched Sterling's understanding deepen. The 

shimmer around him was shifting from the agitated confusion he'd shown for days to 

something more grounded and confident. 

 

"Exactly right, Sterling. Promise stones aren't valuable because they're made of precious 

materials—they're valuable because they represent our community's agreements with 

each other." 

 

"And," Sterling continued, clearly working through the implications, "if everyone in the 

village understands and trusts the system, the stones could actually be more useful than 

silver for daily trading, because they're specifically designed for local trade rather than 

trying to work everywhere." 
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Elder Jim smiled. "I think you've grasped the essential point, Sterling." 

 

As the formal discussion began to wind down, people started breaking into smaller 

groups, examining the sample stones and talking through specific scenarios. Josephine 

wandered between the groups, listening to the conversations and watching the shimmer 

patterns. 

 

Near the back of the hall, she found Tom the tailor in animated discussion with Joe the 

blacksmith, Magnus the miller, and several other crafters. 

 

"So instead of trying to coordinate all our schedules at once," Tom was saying, "I could 

accept promise stones from customers when they order clothes, use those stones to buy 

cloth from Willow when she has it available, and deliver the finished clothes when 

they're ready?" 

 

"And I could take promise stones for horseshoes and use them to buy iron when the 

traveling merchants come through, instead of having to time everything perfectly," Joe 

added. 

 

"This could really work," Magnus said thoughtfully. "Especially for those of us whose 

work depends on seasonal cycles or irregular supply deliveries." 

 

Meanwhile, near the front of the hall, Josephine overheard a different conversation 

between some of the farmers and food providers. 

 

"Promise stones might help with feast days and festivals," Farmer Ruth was saying. 

"People could order food in advance with promise stones, I could plan my planting 

accordingly, and everyone could get what they want without the last-minute scrambling 

we usually have." 

 

"And for preservation work," added Mrs. Henderson, who specialized in smoking meats 

and preserving fruits. "People could pay me in promise stones during harvest season, 

and I could use those stones to buy supplies during the quiet winter months." 

 

Josephine felt a warm glow of satisfaction as she watched these conversations. The 

villagers weren't just understanding the promise stone system—they were already 

beginning to see how it could solve their specific, individual problems. 

 

But the most interesting conversation was happening in a corner where Cash, Corner 

Pete, and Hedda were commiserating about their various misunderstandings of trading 

terminology. 
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"So 'liquid assets' doesn't mean pouring water on things," Cash was saying with a 

mixture of embarrassment and amusement. 

 

"And 'cornering the market' doesn't mean standing in an actual corner," Corner Pete 

added. 

 

"And 'hedge funds' probably don't involve my beautiful hedges," Hedda sighed. 

 

"But you know what?" Cash said, brightening. "At least we learned what these things 

actually mean by getting them completely wrong first. Now I'll never forget that 'liquid' 

means 'easy to trade' instead of 'wet.'" 

 

"That's true," Corner Pete agreed. "And I understand why controlling all of one type of 

good is called 'cornering the market'—it's like trapping the market in a corner where 

people have to come to you." 

 

"And hedge funds are about... hedging bets? Reducing risk?" Hedda guessed. 

 

"Something like that," Cash nodded. "Though honestly, your hedges are much prettier 

than whatever the real hedge funds are." 

 

Josephine grinned. Even their mistakes had led to learning. 

 

As the evening wound down and people began to leave, Elder Jim called for attention 

one more time. 

 

"Before we adjourn, I want to propose a trial period. For the next week, I'll make 

promise stones available to anyone who wants to try using them. We'll keep careful 

records, work out any problems that arise, and see how well the system works in 

practice. At the end of the week, we'll meet again to discuss whether to continue with 

promise stones or go back to the old system." 

 

"What if some people use promise stones and others don't?" asked Cooper Elena. 

 

"Then we'll have both systems running side by side, and people can choose what works 

best for them. The goal isn't to force change—it's to provide options that make trading 

easier for everyone." 

 

As people filed out of the hall, Josephine lingered to talk with Elder Jim and Granny 

Penny. 
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"That went well," Granny Penny observed. "People seemed genuinely interested." 

 

"More than interested," Elder Jim replied. "They seemed relieved. Like they'd been 

struggling with a problem, and someone finally offered them a tool to fix it." 

 

"Elder Jim," Josephine said, "how will you make enough stones for everyone who wants 

to try them?" 

 

"Good question. I'll carve as many as I can tonight and tomorrow, and if demand is high, 

I'll recruit some helpers. Sam has offered to help with the carving, and Mrs. Chen knows 

something about symbols and marking systems." 

 

"And how will people know what the different symbols mean?" 

 

"We'll start simple—basic categories like grain, tools, cloth, and services. As the system 

develops, we can add more specific symbols if needed." 

 

Josephine nodded, then asked the question that had been on her mind all evening. "Do 

you think it will really work? The promise stones?" 

 

Elder Jim was quiet for a moment, looking thoughtful. "I think it has a good chance of 

working because it solves real problems that people are actually experiencing. It's not an 

abstract theory—it's a practical tool for handling timing and coordination issues that are 

making everyone's lives more difficult." 

 

"And," Granny Penny added with a twinkle in her eye, "if it doesn't work, we'll have 

learned something valuable and we can try something else. The worst thing would be to 

do nothing and let the current problems get worse." 

 

As Josephine walked home with her parents, she found herself practically humming 

with excitement. The shimmer around the village felt different tonight—instead of the 

frustrated tangles and dim confusion of recent days, she could see streams of possibility 

flowing through the darkness. 

 

Change was coming to Shimmer Village, and for the first time in days, it felt like positive 

change. 

 

Tomorrow, the age of promise stones would begin. 
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Chapter 5: The First Exchanges 

 

Josephine woke before dawn on the first day of the promise stone trial, practically 

vibrating with excitement. She dressed quickly and crept downstairs to find her father 

already in the kitchen, nursing a cup of tea and looking thoughtful. 

 

"Couldn't sleep either, Papa?" 

 

Robert smiled and gestured for her to join him at the small kitchen table. "I keep 

thinking about last night's meeting. Your promise stones idea could really change things 

around here." 

 

"Do you think people will actually try them?" 

 

"I think people are frustrated enough with the current situation that they'll try almost 

anything that might work better." Robert took another sip of his tea. "The question is 

whether Elder Jim can make enough stones to meet the demand." 

 

As if summoned by their conversation, a gentle knocking came at the front door. Robert 

opened it to find Elder Jim himself, looking remarkably alert for such an early hour and 

carrying a large cloth bag. 

 

"Morning, Robert, Josephine," Elder Jim said with a warm smile. "I hope I'm not 

disturbing you, but I wondered if I might ask a favor." 

 

"Of course," Robert replied. "Come in, have some tea." 

 

"Thank you, but I can't stay long. I've been up all night carving promise stones, and I've 

got about two dozen ready. But I suspect I'll need many more, and I was hoping you 

might help with the carving. You're the finest woodworker in the village." 

 

Robert's face lit up with interest. "I'd be honored to help. What sort of work are we 

talking about?" 

 

Elder Jim opened his bag and showed them the stones he'd completed overnight. Each 

one was beautifully carved with clean, simple symbols and polished to a smooth finish. 

The craftsmanship was excellent, but Josephine could see it was time-consuming work. 
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"These are lovely," Robert said, examining one of the stones. "But if we need to make 

many more, we might want to simplify the process. What if I made some wooden stamps 

with the symbols carved into them? We could press the symbols into softer stones or 

even into clay tokens that we could fire in Mrs. Potter's kiln." 

 

"Brilliant idea," Elder Jim said. "Speed and consistency would both be important if lots 

of people want to try the system." 

 

Josephine picked up one of the completed stones and gasped softly. Unlike yesterday, 

when the stones had simply looked pretty, today they seemed to glow with a faint 

shimmer. It was different from the shimmer around useful goods—more silvery and 

translucent, like moonlight on water. 

 

"Papa, Elder Jim," she said quietly, "the stones are starting to shimmer." 

 

Both men looked at her with interest, though neither could see what she was seeing. 

 

"What kind of shimmer?" Elder Jim asked. 

 

"It's... new. Like the shimmer is waiting to see what happens. Like it's ready to flow but 

hasn't decided which direction yet." 

 

Elder Jim nodded thoughtfully. "That makes sense. The stones represent potential 

exchanges—value that could flow in many different directions depending on how people 

choose to use them." 

 

"Exactly!" Josephine said, delighted that he understood. 

 

After Elder Jim left to continue distributing stones, Josephine and her parents headed 

to the village square for what everyone was calling "Promise Stone Day One." The 

morning market had a different energy than usual—instead of the frustrated chaos of 

recent weeks, there was an air of curious anticipation. 

 

The first thing Josephine noticed was that Baker Bill had set up a small chalkboard next 

to his bread display. Written on it in neat letters was: "Fresh bread: 2 promise stones OR 

direct trade." 

 

A small crowd had gathered around Bill's booth, and Josephine pushed closer to see 

what was happening. 
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"So you'll really accept these stones for bread?" Tom the tailor was asking, holding two 

stones with grain symbols carved into them. 

 

"I will," Bill replied confidently. "Those stones represent grain that I can trade for later 

when I need to restock my flour supplies. It's actually more convenient for me than 

trying to coordinate with Magnus every time someone wants bread." 

 

Tom looked at the stones in his hand, then at the warm, golden loaf of bread Bill was 

offering. "And you trust that these stones will actually get me grain when I need it?" 

 

"I trust that our community keeps its promises," Bill said simply. "The same way I trust 

that when you say you'll make me a shirt, you'll actually make me a shirt." 

 

Tom nodded slowly, then handed over the stones. "Two grain stones for one honey 

wheat loaf." 

 

As the exchange happened, Josephine watched with fascination. The shimmer around 

the stones flowed smoothly from Tom to Bill, then seemed to settle around the bread 

with a satisfied glow. At the same time, a thin stream of light connected the stones to 

some distant promise of future grain—Tom's promise, she realized, to provide grain at 

some point in return for whatever he'd traded the stones for originally. 

 

"It works," she whispered to herself. "The shimmer flows just like with regular trades, 

but it can stretch across time." 

 

More people were beginning to experiment with promise stone trades. Josephine saw 

Seamstress Sophie accept stones from Mrs. Chen in exchange for alterations work, with 

Sophie explaining that she could use the stones to buy thread when the traveling 

merchants arrived next week. 

 

Cash had set up next to Sophie and was enthusiastically explaining his new 

understanding of trading terminology to anyone who would listen. 

 

"See, liquid assets don't mean wet assets," he was telling a bemused farmer. "They mean 

assets that are easy to trade! Like these promise stones—they're super liquid because 

lots of people will accept them!" 

 

"That's... actually correct," said Sterling, who had been listening nearby. "Though I have 

to admit, watching you pour water on your painting supplies was educational in its own 

way." 
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Cash grinned. "I'll never forget what 'liquid' really means now!" 

 

Corner Pete had finally abandoned his corner strategy and moved to a central location, 

where he was having much better luck with customers. He'd also started accepting 

promise stones, though he was keeping careful notes about each transaction. 

 

"I want to make sure I understand the system before I fully commit," he explained to 

Josephine when she stopped by his booth. "But so far, three people have traded me 

promise stones for my goods, and I was able to use those stones to buy lunch from Bill. 

It definitely works better than standing in an actual corner!" 

 

The most interesting development was happening at Hedda's hedge display. Instead of 

insisting that proximity to hedges improved trades, she'd pivoted to offering "hedge-

based risk assessment services." 

 

"I'll evaluate the risk level of any promise stone trade," she announced to passersby. 

"Just bring your proposed trade over here by my beautiful, stable hedges, and I'll tell 

you whether it's a good idea!" 

 

"What qualifies you to assess trading risk?" asked Cooper Elena skeptically. 

 

"Well," Hedda said, gesturing proudly at her perfectly maintained shrubs, "hedges are 

all about managing growth and maintaining boundaries. That's exactly what good 

trading is about!" 

 

Elena looked dubious, but Farmer Ruth was nodding thoughtfully. "Actually, that's not 

entirely wrong. Hedda does know a lot about long-term planning and maintenance." 

 

"See?" Hedda beamed. "Hedge funds! I told you they were important!" 

 

Josephine giggled. Hedda still didn't quite understand what hedge funds actually were, 

but she'd managed to create her own version that actually made sense. 

 

As the morning progressed, more and more people began experimenting with promise 

stones. Elder Jim had set up a central record-keeping station where people could 

register their trades and ask questions about the system. A steady stream of villagers 

visited his table, and Josephine noticed that most of them left looking relieved and 

optimistic. 

 

The real test came when the first complex multi-person trade was attempted using 

promise stones. 
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It started when Lumberjack Lars approached Tom's booth, looking for new clothes but 

having only firewood to offer in trade. In the old system, this would have required 

finding someone who wanted firewood and could provide either cloth or grain that Tom 

could use to get cloth from Weaver Willow. 

 

"I need a new shirt and trousers," Lars explained to Tom, "but all I have to trade is 

firewood." 

 

"No problem," Tom replied. "I'll accept promise stones for the clothes. Do you have any 

stones, or do we need to find someone who wants firewood and can pay you in stones?" 

 

As it turned out, Baker Bill was running low on fuel for his ovens and was happy to trade 

promise stones for Lars's firewood. Lars then used those stones to pay Tom for the 

clothes order. Tom accepted the stones with the understanding that he could use them 

to buy cloth from Willow when her next batch was ready. 

 

The entire three-way trade was completed in less than ten minutes, with no complicated 

scheduling or coordination needed. 

 

"This is amazing," Lars said, looking at his receipt for the clothes order. "I got what I 

needed, Bill got what he needed, and Tom got paid for work he hasn't even done yet." 

 

"And," Tom added, "I can focus on making your clothes when it's convenient for me, 

rather than when it's convenient for everyone else in a complicated trading chain." 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer flow smoothly through this exchange and felt a warm 

glow of satisfaction. The promise stones were working exactly as intended—allowing 

value to move cleanly between people without getting tangled up in timing and 

coordination problems. 

 

But the day's most dramatic success came in the afternoon, when Marco Polo returned 

with his cart of exotic goods. 

 

The traveling merchant had heard about the promise stone experiment and was 

intrigued. "In my travels, I've seen many different trading systems," he told the crowd 

that gathered around his cart. "Some work well, some work poorly. I'm curious to see 

how your stones compare to other methods." 

 

The test came when several villagers wanted to buy Marco's goods but couldn't offer 

immediate direct trades that he needed. 
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"I want those beautiful silk scarves," said Mrs. Henderson, "but you need grain for your 

journey, and I only have preserved meats and pickled vegetables." 

 

"And I want one of your musical instruments," added the village's music teacher PJ 

Harmony, "but again, I can't offer grain." 

 

In the old system, this would have meant either complicated multi-person trading 

chains or simply giving up on the purchases. But with promise stones, the solution was 

elegant. 

 

Mrs. Henderson traded her preserved foods to Farmer Ruth for promise stones. The 

music teacher traded lessons to several villagers in exchange for promise stones. Then 

both women used their promise stones to buy grain from Pete, which they immediately 

traded to Marco for the silk scarves and musical instrument. 

 

"Remarkable," Marco said, examining the promise stones he'd received as change from 

the grain purchases. "These stones allowed you to complete trades that would have been 

impossible under a pure barter system. I can see why your village is experimenting with 

them." 

 

"Will you accept promise stones directly?" asked Sterling hopefully. 

 

Marco considered this. "Not for my current journey, since I'm traveling to places that 

don't use your stone system. But if I were staying in the village longer, I certainly would. 

The stones seem to work as well as any currency I've encountered." 

 

As the day wound down, Josephine made a circuit of the square to observe the overall 

effects of the promise stone experiment. What she saw made her heart sing. 

 

The shimmer was flowing again. 

 

Instead of the tangled, frustrated knots of recent weeks, she could see smooth streams of 

light moving between people and pooling around goods with satisfied warmth. The 

promise stones themselves had developed a stronger shimmer—still silvery and 

translucent, but now clearly connected to the flows of value throughout the village. 

 

More importantly, people looked happier. The stress and frustration that had been 

building for weeks was already beginning to ease. Vendors were making sales, 

customers were getting what they needed, and the complicated coordination problems 

that had paralyzed the old system were simply... solved. 
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"Josephine!" Elder Jim called out as she passed his record-keeping station. "How do 

things look from your perspective?" 

 

"Beautiful," she replied honestly. "The shimmer is flowing smoothly again. People are 

trading with confidence instead of frustration." 

 

"Any problems you can see?" 

 

Josephine considered this carefully, scanning the square for signs of trouble. "Not 

problems exactly, but... some people are accumulating more stones than others. I can 

see the shimmer pooling around certain people while staying thin around others. I don't 

know if that's good or bad." 

 

Elder Jim nodded thoughtfully. "That's worth watching. In any trading system, some 

people end up with more than others, but we want to make sure the distribution stays 

fair and doesn't prevent people from participating." 

 

"Also," Josephine added, "the stones are developing their own shimmer patterns. 

They're becoming... real, I think. Like they're gaining value beyond just representing 

other things." 

 

"Interesting. What does that look like?" 

 

"The shimmer around the stones is getting brighter and more solid. It started this 

morning as just potential—like they were waiting to see what would happen. But now 

they glow with their own light, like people really believe in them." 

 

Elder Jim smiled. "That sounds like a healthy sign. When people trust a system, the 

system becomes stronger." 

 

As Josephine walked home with her parents that evening, she reflected on the day's 

successes. The promise stones hadn't just solved the trading problems—they'd done it in 

a way that felt natural and fair. People were helping each other, trades were flowing 

smoothly, and the village felt more prosperous and connected than it had in weeks. 

 

"Mama, Papa," she said as they reached their cottage door, "I think promise stones are 

going to change everything." 

 

Helena smiled. "In a good way?" 
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"In a wonderful way. People can focus on doing what they're good at instead of spending 

all their time trying to coordinate complicated trades. And the shimmer... the shimmer 

is so much happier now." 

 

That night, as Josephine drifted off to sleep, she could see faint streams of silvery light 

flowing past her window—the shimmer of promise stones moving through the village as 

people prepared for tomorrow's trades. It was beautiful and peaceful, like a gentle river 

carrying prosperity to everyone in its path. 

 

The promise stones weren't just working—they were thriving. And so was Shimmer 

Village. 

 

Tomorrow would bring even more possibilities. 
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Chapter 6: A Smoother Flow 

 

Two weeks after the introduction of promise stones, Shimmer Village was humming 

with prosperity. Josephine could feel it the moment she stepped outside each morning—

the shimmer flows that had once been tangled and frustrated now moved through the 

village like a well-choreographed dance. 

 

"It's working better than I ever imagined," she told Granny Penny as they sat on their 

usual bench, watching the bustling morning market. 

 

The transformation was remarkable. Where vendors used to stand around looking 

frustrated with goods they couldn't trade, now every booth buzzed with activity. Promise 

stones had solved the timing problems that used to paralyze exchanges, and the effects 

rippled through every aspect of village life. 

 

Baker Bill's business had tripled. Instead of being limited to customers who happened to 

have exactly what he needed at exactly the moment they wanted bread, he could now 

accept promise stones from anyone and use them to buy supplies when convenient. His 

bread booth had expanded to include pastries, specialty loaves, and even a small café 

area where people gathered to discuss their promise stone trades. 

 

"It's like magic," Bill told anyone who would listen. "I can bake when the bread wants to 

be baked, and trade when the trading makes sense. No more trying to coordinate my 

oven schedule with everyone else's harvesting and crafting schedules!" 

 

The shimmer around Bill's expanded operation glowed with deep satisfaction—golden 

streams of contentment flowing between fresh goods and happy customers, with 

promise stones providing the silvery connections that made it all possible. 

 

But Bill wasn't the only one thriving. Josephine noticed that the entire village economy 

had become more specialized and efficient. People were focusing on what they did best 

instead of spending half their time trying to arrange complicated trades. 

 

Tom the tailor had started taking advance orders with promise stone deposits, allowing 

him to plan his work better and create higher quality clothing. Seamstress Sophie had 

partnered with Weaver Willow to offer coordinated fabric and tailoring services. Even 

Cash had expanded beyond simple house painting to offer decorative artwork, murals, 

and sign painting—services that would have been impossible to trade for under the old 

barter system. 
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"People are discovering talents they never knew they had," Helena observed over 

breakfast. "When you don't have to worry about finding someone who wants exactly 

what you offer and happens to have exactly what you need, you can experiment with 

new ideas." 

 

Robert nodded enthusiastically. "Just yesterday, young Marcus approached me about 

learning carpentry. He's been wanting to try woodworking for months, but he couldn't 

figure out how to trade his family's extra wool for lessons. With promise stones, he can 

work for other people, earn stones, and use them to pay for apprenticeship time." 

 

"And Mrs. Chen started that cooking school she always dreamed of," Helena added. "She 

accepts promise stones for lessons, and her students can pay her by doing chores or 

other work around the village." 

 

Josephine loved hearing these success stories, but what she found most fascinating was 

watching the shimmer patterns evolve. The promise stones had developed their own 

complex flows of light—silvery streams that connected people across time and distance 

in ways that direct trading never could. 

 

When Farmer Ruth accepted promise stones for vegetables in spring, those stones 

carried forward the shimmer of autumn's grain harvest. When Master Blacksmith Joe 

took stones for tools that wouldn't be finished until next month, the stones held the 

potential energy of future metalwork. The entire village was connected by threads of 

light representing promises, possibilities, and trust. 

 

"Granny Penny," Josephine said thoughtfully, "the shimmer around promise stones is 

getting more complex. It's like they're becoming their own kind of valuable thing, not 

just representations of other valuable things." 

 

Granny Penny nodded wisely. "That's the magic of any good currency system, child. 

When people trust it and use it regularly, it develops its own value beyond just 

representing other goods. The stones become valuable because they're useful for 

trading, not just because they represent grain or tools." 

 

"Is that good or bad?" 

 

"It's natural," Granny Penny replied. "And mostly good, as long as people remember the 

connection between the stones and real useful things. The danger comes if people start 

thinking the stones are valuable just because they're stones, without any relationship to 

the goods and services that give them meaning." 
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Before Josephine could ask what she meant by that, a commotion near the fountain 

caught their attention. Sterling was in the middle of what appeared to be a very 

animated discussion with several other villagers. 

 

"I'm telling you, we should start a promise stone bank!" Sterling was saying 

enthusiastically. "People could store their stones safely, earn interest on them, and 

borrow stones for large purchases!" 

 

Cooper Elena looked skeptical. "What's a bank? And what's interest?" 

 

"A bank is a place where people keep their valuables safe," Sterling explained. "And 

interest is extra stones you get for letting the bank use your stones while you're not 

using them." 

 

"But where would the extra stones come from?" asked Farmer Pete. 

 

"From people who borrow stones! They'd pay back more than they borrowed, and the 

difference gets shared between the bank and the people who stored their stones there." 

 

Josephine noticed that several people in the crowd looked confused, while others 

seemed intrigued. The shimmer around Sterling was bright with excitement, but it had 

an unstable quality that made her slightly nervous. 

 

"Sterling," said Miller Magnus carefully, "this sounds complicated. Our promise stone 

system works because it's simple and everyone understands it. Why make it more 

complex?" 

 

"Because we could make it work even better!" Sterling replied. "Think about it—if 

someone wants to buy a house but doesn't have enough stones, they could borrow 

stones from the bank, buy the house, and then pay back the stones gradually over time!" 

 

"But houses are built with labor and materials that exist right now," said Sam 

Cobblestone thoughtfully. "How can someone pay for real work with borrowed 

promises?" 

 

This question seemed to stump Sterling for a moment. "Well... because the stones 

represent value, and value can be... transferred temporally... through financial 

instruments..." 
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As Sterling's explanation became more convoluted, Josephine watched the shimmer 

around him grow more agitated and confused. The other villagers were starting to look 

lost as well. 

 

Elder Jim, who had been listening from the edge of the crowd, stepped forward. 

"Sterling, your enthusiasm for expanding our system is admirable, but let's make sure 

we understand what we're doing before we make changes. Our promise stones work well 

because they're simple and transparent. Everyone can see how they connect to real 

goods and services." 

 

"But we could be doing so much more!" Sterling protested. 

 

"Sometimes 'more' isn't better," Granny Penny observed from her bench. "Sometimes 

'more' is just more complicated." 

 

The crowd began to disperse, with people shaking their heads and muttering about 

"banks" and "interest" and "borrowed promises." Sterling looked frustrated but not 

deterred—Josephine could see the shimmer around him still pulsing with ambitious 

plans. 

 

As the excitement died down, Josephine found herself thinking about Sterling's 

proposals. There was something appealing about the idea of helping people make larger 

purchases, but something also felt wrong about borrowing promises for things that 

didn't exist yet. 

 

"Granny Penny," she said, "why did Sterling's bank idea make the shimmer look so 

unstable?" 

 

"Because banks and lending can be useful tools, but they're also dangerous ones," 

Granny Penny replied. "When you lend someone stones for something that exists right 

now—like a house that's already built—the shimmer can flow cleanly. But when you start 

lending stones for things that might exist in the future, or lending stones to earn more 

stones without creating anything useful, the shimmer gets confused." 

 

"Like the stones start flowing in circles instead of toward useful things?" 

 

"Exactly. The shimmer knows when value is being created and when it's just being 

moved around to benefit people who already have plenty." 

 

Their philosophical discussion was interrupted by the arrival of a very excited Cash, who 

was practically bouncing with enthusiasm. 
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"Josephine! Granny Penny! You have to see what's happening at the new merchant 

quarter!" 

 

"The what now?" Granny Penny asked. 

 

"People have been setting up permanent trading stalls using promise stones! Instead of 

just market days, we now have shops that are open every day! Come look!" 

 

Curious, Josephine and Granny Penny followed Cash to the far side of the village square, 

where indeed a cluster of small permanent structures had appeared over the past week. 

Unlike the temporary market stalls that went up and down on market days, these were 

proper little shops with signs, regular hours, and specialized goods. 

 

Seamstress Sophie had opened the first one—a cozy tailoring shop where people could 

browse fabric samples, place custom orders, and arrange fittings. Next to her, a young 

couple had started a soap and candle making business, accepting promise stones for 

their handcrafted goods. Across from them, an elderly man named Master Clay had set 

up a pottery studio where people could commission custom dishes or take classes. 

 

"This is wonderful!" Josephine exclaimed, watching the shimmer flow smoothly 

between the permanent shops and their steady stream of customers. "People can 

specialize even more because they know they'll have regular customers!" 

 

"And customers can take their time choosing what they want instead of having to decide 

everything on market day," Cash added. "Mrs. Peterson spent an hour yesterday looking 

at different fabric patterns for her new curtains. She never could have done that at a 

crowded market stall." 

 

The most successful of the new shops belonged to a woman named Aria, who had 

discovered a talent for organizing and coordinating that nobody knew she had. Her shop 

didn't sell goods at all—instead, she offered "trading consultation services." 

 

"I help people figure out the most efficient way to use their promise stones," Aria 

explained when they stopped to ask about her business. "Like yesterday, Mr. Fischer 

wanted to renovate his barn. He needed lumber, nails, tools, and labor, but he wasn't 

sure how to coordinate everything. I worked out a plan where he could use his promise 

stones to hire workers first, and they could help him earn more stones for materials as 

the project progressed." 
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"That's brilliant," Granny Penny said admiringly. "You're using the promise stones to 

solve timing problems within timing problems." 

 

"Exactly! And because I accept promise stones for my consulting services, people can 

afford to get help even if they don't have other goods to trade for advice." 

 

As they continued exploring the merchant quarter, Josephine marveled at how creative 

people had become with promise stones. There was a tool lending library where people 

could borrow expensive tools for promise stones instead of having to buy them outright. 

A food preservation cooperative where people could pay stones to have their harvest 

professionally preserved for winter. Even a childcare exchange where parents could earn 

promise stones by watching other people's children and use those stones to pay for 

babysitting when they needed it. 

 

"It's like the promise stones unlocked everyone's imagination," Josephine said. 

 

"That's what happens when the basic tools work well," Granny Penny replied. "People 

stop worrying about survival and start thinking about improvement." 

 

But the most impressive development was happening at the village's edge, where a 

group of craftspeople had pooled their promise stones to build a proper workshop 

complex. Instead of working in isolation from their individual homes, blacksmiths, 

carpenters, potters, and other artisans were sharing space, tools, and expertise. 

 

"We realized that we could afford much better equipment if we shared the cost using 

promise stones," explained Master Carpenter William. "None of us individually had 

enough stones to buy the really good tools, but together we could create something 

amazing." 

 

The workshop complex buzzed with activity and cooperation. Josephine watched smiths 

consulting with carpenters about metal fittings for furniture, potters collaborating with 

weavers on decorative containers, and apprentices learning from multiple masters 

instead of just one. The shimmer around the entire complex was incredibly rich and 

dynamic—streams of different colored light weaving together as knowledge and skills 

were shared. 

 

"This is what prosperity looks like," Granny Penny said softly. "Not just people having 

more things, but people having more opportunities to use their talents and learn from 

each other." 
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As they walked back toward the village center, Josephine reflected on how much had 

changed in just two weeks. The promise stones hadn't just solved the trading problems—

they'd unleashed a wave of creativity and cooperation that was transforming Shimmer 

Village into something entirely new. 

 

People were happier, more productive, and more connected to each other. The shimmer 

flows that had once been chaotic and frustrated were now elegant streams of light 

carrying prosperity throughout the community. Even the physical appearance of the 

village had improved, with new shops, better-maintained buildings, and public spaces 

that people actually used and enjoyed. 

 

"Granny Penny," Josephine said as they settled back onto their familiar bench, "do you 

think it will always be this good?" 

 

Granny Penny was quiet for a long moment, watching the bustling activity around them. 

"I hope so, child. But in my experience, when things are going very well, people 

sometimes forget the lessons that made them work in the first place." 

 

"What do you mean?" 

 

"Well, promise stones work because people trust each other and because the stones stay 

connected to real goods and services. But if people start to think the stones themselves 

are magical, or if some people start accumulating far more stones than they can use, or if 

people forget that the stones are just tools to help with trading..." 

 

"Then what happens?" 

 

"Then the shimmer starts to flow differently. Instead of spreading prosperity around, it 

starts pooling in certain places while other areas go dim. That's when communities need 

to remember that any tool—even a good tool—needs to be used wisely." 

 

Josephine nodded thoughtfully, filing this wisdom away for future consideration. For 

now, though, she was content to watch the beautiful flows of light that surrounded her 

thriving village. 

 

Promise stones had brought prosperity to Shimmer Village. The question was whether 

prosperity would bring new challenges of its own. 

 

But that was a worry for another day. Today, the shimmer flowed bright and true, and 

all was well in her world. 
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Chapter 7: Stones for Stones 

 

One month after promise stones had transformed Shimmer Village into a thriving 

marketplace, Josephine noticed something curious happening. People were beginning to 

trade stones for stones. 

 

It started innocently enough. She first observed it at Aria's trading consultation booth, 

where a customer named Devon was trying to solve a timing problem. 

 

"I need to buy a wedding dress for my daughter," Devon explained to Aria, "but the 

ceremony isn't for three months. Sophie the seamstress wants payment now so she can 

order special fabric, but I won't have grain to trade until harvest time." 

 

"No problem," Aria replied confidently. "I have extra grain stones right now. I'll trade 

them to you for your promise to give me grain after the harvest." 

 

Josephine watched with fascination as the trade happened. Devon handed Aria stones 

that meant "I will give you grain later," and Aria handed back different stones that 

meant "You can get grain right now from other farmers." It was like trading tomorrow's 

grain for today's grain, with the stones making it possible. 

 

"That's... clever," Josephine murmured to herself. But something about the shimmer 

patterns made her uneasy. The light around the stones had become more complicated—

layers of silvery shimmer representing not just the grain itself, but promises about 

promises. 

 

Over the following days, she began noticing similar trades happening throughout the 

village. People were trading "summer vegetable stones" for "winter root stones," "spring 

wool stones" for "autumn harvest stones," and "future tool stones" for "present cloth 

stones." 

 

It was actually quite helpful. Instead of everyone having to time things perfectly, people 

could trade their future promises for other people's present promises. It made 

everything more flexible. 

 

But Josephine couldn't shake the feeling that something important was changing. 
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"Granny Penny," she said one morning as they watched the increasingly complex stone 

trades happening around them, "people are starting to trade stones for things they don't 

actually have yet." 

 

"I've noticed that too," Granny Penny replied thoughtfully. "What does the shimmer tell 

you about these trades?" 

 

"It's getting harder to follow. The light used to flow directly from useful things to people 

who needed them. Now it flows from promises to promises to promises, and sometimes 

I lose track of where the actual useful things are." 

 

Granny Penny nodded. "That's because the stones are starting to become valuable just 

for being stones, not just because they represent grain or tools." 

 

As if summoned by their conversation, Sterling appeared beside their bench, looking 

more excited than Josephine had ever seen him. 

 

"Penny! Josephine! You have to hear about my discovery!" Sterling was practically 

bouncing. "I've figured out how to make promise stones work even better!" 

 

"Oh?" Granny Penny asked, sounding a little worried. 

 

"It's brilliant! Instead of just trading stones for goods, I can trade stones for stones! I've 

been collecting different types of stones—grain stones, tool stones, cloth stones—and I 

trade them back and forth based on which ones people want most!" 

 

Sterling pulled out a pouch and poured its contents onto the bench between them. 

Instead of the simple stones that Elder Jim had originally carved, Sterling's collection 

included stones of different sizes, colors, and symbols. Some were beautifully polished, 

others had fancy carvings, and a few even had decorations attached. 

 

"See, I realized that not all promise stones are the same," Sterling continued. "A stone 

promising grain from Farmer Ruth—who always delivers exactly what she promises—

should be worth more than a stone promising grain from Farmer Ed, who sometimes 

doesn't have as much as he thought." 

 

Josephine studied the stones with growing concern. The shimmer around them was 

definitely different from the original promise stones. Instead of the clean, 

straightforward light that connected directly to useful things, these stones glowed with 

more complicated patterns—layers of guessing and comparing and hoping. 
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"And look at this!" Sterling picked up a particularly fancy stone that seemed to shimmer 

with multiple colors. "This is a 'super-promise stone'—it represents not just grain, but 

really good grain, delivered at exactly the right time, guaranteed to be fresh." 

 

"Sterling," Granny Penny said carefully, "how do you decide what these different stones 

are worth compared to each other?" 

 

"Easy! If lots of people want grain stones but not many people want tool stones, then 

grain stones become more valuable. If everyone needs tools for a big building project, 

tool stones become worth more. It's all about what people want most!" 

 

Josephine watched Sterling's explanation with growing worry. The shimmer around his 

stone collection was bright, but it was also wobbly—changing and shifting in ways that 

made her feel dizzy. It reminded her of watching flames dance, pretty but unpredictable. 

 

"But Sterling," she said slowly, "what happens to the people who actually grow grain or 

make tools? Do they get more stones when their type becomes more valuable?" 

 

Sterling paused, looking confused. "Well... not exactly. The value changes based on what 

people will trade the stones for, not what it cost to make the original stuff." 

 

"So a farmer might trade grain for one stone, but you might later trade that stone to 

someone else for three stones?" 

 

"Yes! That's the smart part—I help stones get to the people who need them most!" 

 

Granny Penny and Josephine exchanged a worried look. 

 

"Sterling," Granny Penny said gently, "it sounds like you're making money by owning 

stones, not by making anything useful." 

 

"Exactly! I'm helping by making sure stones get to the right people. I'm like... a stone 

helper!" 

 

"But what if the people who need grain the most can't afford the higher prices?" 

Josephine asked. 

 

This question seemed to puzzle Sterling. "Well... I guess they'd have to find other ways 

to get grain. Or wait for grain stone prices to go down." 

 

"What if they can't wait?" Josephine pressed. "What if they're hungry now?" 
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Sterling opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again. The shimmer around his 

stone collection flickered uncertainly, as if the stones themselves were confused about 

what they were supposed to do. 

 

Before Sterling could answer, shouting erupted near the fountain. A crowd was 

gathering around what appeared to be an argument between two traders. 

 

"This isn't fair!" one of them was yelling. "Yesterday you told me these tool stones were 

worth three grain stones each. Today you're saying they're only worth one grain stone!" 

 

"Things change," the other trader replied with a shrug. "Lots of people want grain stones 

because of the harvest festival coming up. Tool stones aren't as popular right now." 

 

"But I need tools today, not during harvest festival! And I already traded away my grain 

stones yesterday based on what you told me!" 

 

Josephine hurried over to get a better look at the argument. The frustrated customer 

was Jake, a young man who'd been trying to start a carpentry business. The trader was 

someone she didn't recognize—a middle-aged woman with a cart full of different 

promise stones sorted into neat piles. 

 

"Ma'am," Jake was saying, trying to stay polite, "I understand that things change, but I 

need to buy tools to do my work. If tool stones keep getting more expensive compared to 

what I can earn, I can't afford to start my business." 

 

"That's not my problem," the trader replied. "I don't decide the prices—people do, by 

what they're willing to trade. If you can't afford what things cost now, you'll have to wait 

or find another way." 

 

"But the tools I need haven't gotten any more expensive to make! Sam the blacksmith is 

still asking for the same amount for hammers and saws. It's only the stones that cost 

more!" 

 

The trader shrugged again. "Stone prices are based on what people want, not what 

things cost to make. That's just how it works." 

 

Josephine felt her stomach twist as she watched this exchange. The shimmer around the 

situation was all wrong—instead of flowing toward useful purposes, it seemed to be 

spinning in tight circles around the trader's stone collection, like water going down a 

drain that trapped light instead of letting it flow where it was needed. 
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Jake walked away looking defeated, and the trader began rearranging her stones with 

satisfaction. "Good day for tool stones," she muttered to herself. "Lots of people want 

them." 

 

"Excuse me," Josephine said, approaching the trader's cart. "I'm curious about how you 

decide what the different stones are worth." 

 

The trader looked up with a smile. "Well, young lady, it's all about what people want 

most. I keep track of which stones people are asking for, and I change my prices based 

on that. When lots of people want something and there aren't many available, the price 

goes up. When there are lots of something and not many people want it, the price goes 

down." 

 

"But what about the people who actually made the tools or grew the grain? Do they get 

more when prices go up?" 

 

"They can, if they're smart about when they trade. The trick is to understand what 

people want and time things right." 

 

Josephine felt more confused than helped by this explanation. "So the stones can 

become worth more even though the actual things they represent stay the same?" 

 

"Of course! Stone value is based on what people will pay, not on some made-up idea of 

what things should be worth. That's what makes it work so well—everyone together 

figures out the real value of things." 

 

As Josephine walked away from this conversation, she found herself thinking about 

Jake's frustrated question: why were stone prices going up when the actual cost of 

making tools hadn't changed? And why was this new stone-trading making it harder for 

people like Jake to get what they needed to do useful work? 

 

She decided to find Elder Jim, who was at his usual record-keeping station, looking 

somewhat overwhelmed by how complicated promise stone transactions had become. 

 

"Elder Jim," she said, "I'm worried about something." 

 

"What's troubling you, Josephine?" 
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"People are starting to trade stones for stones instead of stones for useful things. And 

some people are making money just by owning stones, not by making anything helpful. 

The shimmer is getting all twisted and confusing." 

 

Elder Jim sighed deeply. "I've been noticing some of these changes too. The system is 

growing in ways I didn't expect." 

 

"Is that bad?" 

 

"Not all of it. Some of it is actually good—like when Aria trades future grain stones for 

present grain stones to help people with timing problems. That serves a real purpose." 

 

"But what about people like that trader who was arguing with Jake? She seemed to be 

making stones more expensive just because she could." 

 

Elder Jim's expression grew more serious. "That's more worrying. When people start 

treating promise stones like treasure to collect rather than tools for trading, it can create 

problems for people who actually need to use the stones for their original purpose." 

 

"What kind of problems?" 

 

"Well, if stone prices stop being connected to what goods and services actually cost, then 

people who work hard and make useful things might find it harder to afford what they 

need. The stones stop being helpful tools and start getting in the way of trading." 

 

Josephine nodded, thinking about Jake's trouble affording tool stones even though tools 

themselves hadn't gotten more expensive to make. 

 

"Elder Jim, what can we do about it?" 

 

"I'm not sure yet. We might need some rules—perhaps limits on how much people can 

charge for different types of stones, or requirements that stone traders actually help 

people rather than just trying to make money from owning stones." 

 

"But wouldn't that make everything more complicated?" 

 

"Yes, and that's the problem. The promise stones worked beautifully when they were 

simple tools for solving timing problems. But as they become more about making money 

and less about helping people trade, keeping the good parts while fixing the bad parts 

gets much harder." 

 



62 
 

As Josephine walked home that evening, she thought about the day's observations. The 

promise stones had definitely brought good things to Shimmer Village, but those good 

things were starting to create new challenges. People were getting clever about trading 

stones, but that cleverness wasn't always helping the community. 

 

The shimmer patterns around the village had become more complex and harder to read. 

What used to be straightforward flows of light between useful things and people who 

needed them were now layered with guessing, competing, and complication. 

 

Change was coming to Shimmer Village again. The question was whether it would be 

good change, or change that would create new problems requiring new solutions. 

 

That night, as Josephine lay in bed watching the silvery shimmer of promise stones flow 

past her window, she couldn't shake the feeling that the village was about to learn some 

important lessons about the difference between using money as a helpful tool and 

treating money as the most important thing. 

 

The simple days with promise stones were ending. What would come next remained to 

be seen. 
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Chapter 8: The New Shimmer 

 

Two months after promise stones had arrived in Shimmer Village, Josephine made a 

discovery that both amazed and worried her: the stones were glowing with their own 

light. 

 

It wasn't the borrowed shimmer she'd seen before, where stones carried light from the 

useful things they represented. This was something entirely new—a silvery, translucent 

glow that seemed to come from the stones themselves, created by the simple fact that 

everyone in the village believed they were valuable. 

 

She first noticed it on a quiet morning when she was helping her father organize his 

workshop. A handful of promise stones sat on his workbench, and even though they 

weren't connected to any immediate trade or representing any specific goods, they 

shimmered with their own gentle light. 

 

"Papa," she said, picking up one of the stones, "look at this." 

 

Robert glanced over from where he was sharpening his tools. "What is it, sweetpea?" 

 

"The stones are glowing all by themselves now. They don't need to represent grain or 

tools to have shimmer—they have their own." 

 

Robert looked at the stone in her hand, though of course he couldn't see what she was 

seeing. "That's... interesting. What do you think it means?" 

 

"I think it means people believe the stones are valuable just for being stones. Not 

because they promise grain or tools, but because they're promise stones." 

 

This realization both excited and troubled Josephine. On one hand, it meant the 

promise stone system was working so well that people trusted it completely. On the 

other hand, it meant the stones were becoming something different from what Elder 

Jim had originally intended. 

 

She decided to test her theory by visiting the village square, where the morning market 

was in full swing. What she saw there confirmed her suspicions in ways that made her 

stomach flutter with nervousness. 

 

People were trading promise stones as if the stones themselves were treasures, rather 

than just helpful tools for coordinating exchanges. She watched Sterling negotiate with 
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Merchant Mills about "stone exchange rates," discussing how many grain stones equaled 

how many tool stones as if they were comparing different types of precious gems. 

 

"I'll give you five grain stones for three tool stones," Sterling was saying, "but only if 

they're the premium tool stones with Sam's maker's mark." 

 

"Premium tool stones are worth at least two grain stones each," Mills replied. "I couldn't 

let them go for less than six grain stones total." 

 

"But grain stones have been appreciating lately because of the good harvest predictions," 

Sterling countered. "Five grain stones today will be worth more next week than six grain 

stones were worth last week." 

 

Josephine felt dizzy listening to this conversation. They were talking about stones as if 

predicting their future value was more important than the actual grain and tools the 

stones were supposed to represent. The shimmer around their negotiation was bright 

but chaotic, like lightning during a storm—lots of energy, but not flowing in any helpful 

direction. 

 

Worse, she noticed that some people were starting to collect promise stones just to have 

them, without any intention of trading them for goods or services. Corner Pete had 

developed a new strategy that involved accumulating as many different types of stones 

as possible, "just in case they become more valuable later." 

 

"It's like insurance," Pete explained to anyone who would listen. "If vegetable stones 

become really valuable, I'll have vegetable stones. If cloth stones shoot up in price, I'll 

have cloth stones. No matter what happens, I'll be prepared!" 

 

The shimmer around Pete's growing stone collection was strange—bright with potential 

but somehow hollow, like beautiful soap bubbles that looked substantial but had 

nothing inside them. 

 

Even more troubling was what was happening to some of the adults who had originally 

embraced promise stones for their practical benefits. They seemed to be forgetting that 

the stones were meant to represent useful things. 

 

She overheard Baker Bill talking to Miller Magnus about "stone portfolio management" 

and "diversifying his stone holdings." Instead of thinking about how many loaves of 

bread he could make or how much grain he needed, Bill was focused on collecting 

different types of stones because "you never know which ones might increase in value." 
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"Bill," Josephine interrupted politely, "do you still remember why we started using 

promise stones?" 

 

Bill looked at her with surprise. "Of course! They're valuable trading instruments that 

provide liquidity and enable efficient market operations." 

 

Josephine blinked. "But... don't you remember? They were supposed to help people 

trade when they couldn't coordinate timing. Like when you needed grain, but Magnus 

needed tools, but Joe needed cloth, but Tom needed..." She trailed off as she realized Bill 

was looking at her as if she was speaking a foreign language. 

 

"Well, yes," Bill said slowly, "but they've evolved beyond those simple applications. Now 

they're sophisticated financial tools that can appreciate in value and generate returns on 

investment." 

 

"But what about bread?" Josephine asked. "What about feeding people?" 

 

"Oh, I still make bread," Bill said dismissively. "But the real opportunity is in stone 

trading. Why settle for the small profit from selling a loaf when you can make much 

more by trading the stones people use to buy the loaf?" 

 

Josephine walked away from this conversation feeling deeply unsettled. The shimmer 

around Bill had changed—it was still bright, but it had lost the warm, golden glow she 

associated with genuine care for feeding people. Instead, it flickered with the same 

chaotic energy she'd seen around Sterling's stone speculation. 

 

She sought out Granny Penny, hoping for wisdom and reassurance. 

 

"Granny Penny," she said, settling onto their familiar bench, "something strange is 

happening to the adults. They're starting to forget that promise stones are supposed to 

help with trading useful things. Now they think the stones are the valuable things." 

 

Granny Penny nodded sadly. "I've been watching it happen too, child. It's like they've 

gotten so fascinated by the tool that they've forgotten what the tool was supposed to do." 

 

"Is this what you meant when you warned about people forgetting the lessons that made 

things work?" 

 

"Exactly. Promise stones work because they represent agreements between people about 

useful goods and services. But when people start thinking the stones are valuable just 

because they're stones, the whole system starts to drift away from its original purpose." 
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"But the stones do have their own shimmer now," Josephine said. "They really are 

valuable, not just as representations but as things in themselves." 

 

"That's true," Granny Penny agreed. "And that's not necessarily bad. Any good currency 

develops its own value through trust and habit. The problem comes when people forget 

that the currency's value still depends on the useful things it's connected to." 

 

"What do you mean?" 

 

"Well, think about it this way: if everyone in the village decided to just collect stones and 

never trade them for bread or tools or cloth, what would happen?" 

 

Josephine considered this. "People would starve and freeze and have no useful things, 

but they'd have lots of pretty stones." 

 

"Exactly. The stones only stay valuable as long as they help people get the things they 

actually need. If people stop using them for that purpose, the stones become just... 

rocks." 

 

"But how do we remind people of that without taking away the stones that are working 

well for some people?" 

 

Before Granny Penny could answer, a commotion near the fountain caught their 

attention. Cash was in the middle of what appeared to be a heated argument with the 

stone trader who had been arguing with Jake a few days earlier. 

 

"This is ridiculous!" Cash was saying, waving a handful of stones in the air. "I earned 

these stones by painting Mrs. Rodriguez's house. She gave me stones that were 

supposed to be worth enough to buy lunch and art supplies. But now you're telling me 

they're worth half what they were yesterday!" 

 

"Market fluctuations," the trader replied with a shrug. "Stone values go up and down 

based on demand. Yesterday was a good day for work stones. Today people are more 

interested in harvest stones because of the weather predictions." 

 

"But I didn't paint half a house!" Cash protested. "I painted a whole house! Why should 

my payment be worth less just because other people changed their minds about what 

kinds of stones they want?" 
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"That's just how markets work," the trader said. "Value is determined by what people 

are willing to pay, not by how much work you did." 

 

Josephine felt her heart sink as she watched this exchange. Cash had worked hard and 

done good work, but the value of his payment was changing based on things that had 

nothing to do with his actual contribution. The shimmer around the situation was 

deeply unsettled—Cash's honest work glowed with steady light, but it was being 

overwhelmed by the chaotic swirls around the trader's speculation. 

 

"That's not fair," Josephine said, approaching the argument. 

 

The trader looked down at her with amusement. "Fairness doesn't determine value, little 

girl. Supply and demand determine value." 

 

"But Cash painted a whole house," Josephine insisted. "That house is still just as painted 

today as it was yesterday. Why should his payment be different?" 

 

"Because the stones represent more than just the work that earned them," the trader 

explained condescendingly. "They represent future potential, market opportunities, 

strategic positioning..." 

 

"They represent promises!" Josephine interrupted, feeling frustrated. "Promise stones 

are promises to give people useful things when they need them! If you make the 

promises worth less just because you want to, you're breaking the promises!" 

 

The trader's condescending smile faded slightly. "Now listen here, young lady—" 

 

"She's right." 

 

Everyone turned to see Elder Jim approaching, looking stern and thoughtful. 

 

"Josephine is absolutely right," Elder Jim continued. "Promise stones work because they 

represent commitments between community members. When those commitments 

become subject to speculation and manipulation, the entire system is undermined." 

 

"But Elder Jim," the trader protested, "I'm just responding to market forces! I don't 

control what people are willing to pay!" 

 

"You do control whether you treat promise stones as community tools or personal 

investment opportunities," Elder Jim replied firmly. "And right now, you're treating 
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them as investments at the expense of people like Cash who are trying to use them for 

their intended purpose." 

 

The trader looked annoyed but didn't argue further. As she packed up her stone 

collection and moved to a different part of the square, Elder Jim turned to Cash. 

 

"I'm sorry this happened to you, Cash. Let me make up the difference in stone value 

from the community reserve. Your work deserves to be paid fairly regardless of 

speculation." 

 

Cash looked relieved and grateful. "Thank you, Elder Jim. I was starting to think the 

whole promise stone system was broken." 

 

"It's not broken," Elder Jim said, "but it needs some adjustments to keep it working the 

way it's supposed to." 

 

As the crowd dispersed, Josephine found herself walking alongside Elder Jim. 

 

"What kind of adjustments?" she asked. 

 

"We need to remind people that promise stones are tools for helping the community, not 

toys for making money. That might mean some rules about how stones can be traded, or 

maybe education about what the stones are really for." 

 

"Will people listen?" 

 

Elder Jim was quiet for a moment. "Some will. Others have gotten so caught up in the 

excitement of stone trading that they've forgotten why we started using stones in the 

first place. But experiences like what happened to Cash today help people remember 

what really matters." 

 

That evening, as Josephine helped her mother prepare dinner, she reflected on the day's 

observations. The promise stones had developed their own shimmer, their own value, 

their own life. In some ways, that was wonderful—it meant the system was working so 

well that people trusted it completely. 

 

But in other ways, it was dangerous. When people forgot that the stones were meant to 

serve the community, the stones could start controlling the community instead. 

 

The shimmer patterns around the village were more complex than ever—layers of 

speculation, investment, and abstraction overlaying the original simple flows between 
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useful things and people who needed them. Some of it was beautiful and efficient. Some 

of it was chaotic and harmful. 

 

Change was definitely coming to Shimmer Village. The question was whether the 

villagers would remember their original values in time to guide that change in helpful 

directions. 

 

As she drifted off to sleep that night, Josephine made a decision. Tomorrow, she would 

start reminding people about the real purpose of promise stones. The adults might have 

forgotten, but maybe a young girl who could still see the shimmer clearly could help 

them remember. 

 

The stones had their own light now. The challenge was making sure that light served the 

community rather than blinding it. 
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Chapter 9: Forgetting the Connection 

 

Three months after promise stones had arrived in Shimmer Village, Josephine realized 

she might be the only person left who remembered why they had started using them in 

the first place. 

 

It began with small things. When she tried to remind Baker Bill that promise stones 

were supposed to help people coordinate timing for trades, he looked at her blankly and 

said, "No, Josephine, promise stones are investment vehicles for wealth accumulation." 

 

When she suggested to Seamstress Sophie that maybe stone prices should stay 

connected to how much work it took to make things, Sophie laughed and patted her 

head. "Oh, sweetie, you're thinking too simply. Stone values are determined by market 

dynamics and investor sentiment." 

 

Even her own parents seemed to have forgotten. When Josephine asked her father why 

he was saving up tool stones instead of using them to buy the supplies he needed for his 

carpentry, Robert said, "Because tool stones are appreciating faster than work stones 

right now. It's better to hold them as assets than to spend them on consumables." 

 

"But Papa," Josephine said, feeling frustrated, "don't you remember when we couldn't 

make trades because everything was too complicated? The stones were supposed to fix 

that problem, not create new ones." 

 

Robert looked at her with the same patient expression adults used when children said 

something cute but irrelevant. "Josephine, the economy has evolved beyond those 

simple early days. Promise stones are sophisticated financial instruments now. You'll 

understand when you're older." 

 

But Josephine was beginning to suspect that she understood better now, while she was 

younger, than the adults did after they'd gotten older and supposedly wiser. 

 

The problem was getting worse every day. She could see it in the shimmer patterns 

around the village. What had once been smooth, purposeful flows of light between 

useful things and people who needed them had become a swirling mess of speculation 

and confusion. 

 

People were spending more time thinking about stone values than about the actual 

goods and services stones were supposed to represent. Farmer Ruth was checking stone 

prices three times a day instead of tending her vegetables. Sam the cobblestone spent 
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more time calculating "optimal stone trading strategies" than making shoes. Even Cash 

had started painting signs about stone exchange rates instead of creating art. 

 

The worst part was that the people who actually needed things were finding it harder 

and harder to get them. 

 

Josephine watched sadly as Mrs. Henderson, an elderly widow, tried to trade her 

carefully preserved fruits for winter clothing. Mrs. Henderson had worked all summer to 

prepare beautiful jams and dried fruits, and her goods glowed with the warm, rich 

shimmer of genuine care and skill. 

 

But when she approached several stone traders to exchange her food for the clothing 

stones she needed, they all turned her away. 

 

"Sorry, food stones are way down this week," said one trader dismissively. "Everyone's 

investing in craft stones because there's rumors of a big construction project starting 

soon. Your preserves might be worth something next month, but right now they're 

basically worthless." 

 

"But I need a warm coat before winter starts," Mrs. Henderson said quietly. "My 

preserves are still just as nutritious today as they'll be next month." 

 

"That's not how markets work," the trader replied with a shrug. "Value is about timing 

and demand, not about the actual quality of goods." 

 

Josephine felt her heart break a little as she watched Mrs. Henderson walk away empty-

handed, her beautiful preserves still unsold because their "stone value" had supposedly 

dropped. The shimmer around Mrs. Henderson's food was still warm and nourishing—

the preserves hadn't lost any of their actual goodness. But somehow that didn't matter 

anymore. 

 

She couldn't stand it. "Excuse me," she said, approaching the trader, "why can't Mrs. 

Henderson trade her good food for stones to buy a coat?" 

 

The trader looked down at her with amusement. "Because market conditions don't favor 

food stones right now, little girl. It's basic economics." 

 

"But she made really good preserves, and she needs a warm coat. That seems like basic 

fairness to me." 
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"Fairness doesn't determine market value," the trader said condescendingly. "Supply 

and demand determine market value." 

 

"But why should supply and demand matter more than helping a nice old lady stay 

warm?" Josephine asked. 

 

The trader stared at her as if she'd asked why water was wet. "Because that's how 

economic systems work. Markets allocate resources efficiently based on price signals 

and consumer preferences." 

 

Josephine realized with growing horror that the trader genuinely believed this nonsense 

made sense. He had completely forgotten that the point of trading was to help people get 

what they needed. 

 

She decided to try a different approach. "What if I told you that Mrs. Henderson's 

preserves will definitely be worth more next week because Merchant Marco is coming 

through town and he always buys lots of preserved foods for his travels?" 

 

The trader's eyes lit up with interest. "Really? How do you know that?" 

 

"Because Marco told Elder Jim yesterday," Josephine replied, which was actually true. 

"So if you trade clothing stones for Mrs. Henderson's preserves now, you could sell those 

preserves to Marco next week for more than you paid." 

 

"Hmm," the trader said thoughtfully. "That could be a profitable arbitrage opportunity." 

 

Josephine had no idea what "arbitrage" meant, but she nodded seriously. "Yes, exactly. 

Very profitable." 

 

Within minutes, the trader was enthusiastically negotiating with Mrs. Henderson, 

offering her clothing stones in exchange for preserves that he planned to resell to Marco. 

Mrs. Henderson got her winter coat, the trader got his profit opportunity, and everyone 

was happy. 

 

But Josephine felt sick about the whole thing. She'd had to trick the trader into doing 

something helpful by making it seem profitable, rather than appealing to basic human 

kindness. And she'd had to lie (sort of) about Marco's buying plans to make the trade 

seem attractive as an investment. 

 

"This is all wrong," she muttered to herself as she walked away. 
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"What's wrong, sweetpea?" 

 

Josephine turned to find Granny Penny settling onto a nearby bench, looking 

concerned. 

 

"Everything," Josephine said, plopping down beside her. "Nobody remembers why we 

started using promise stones. They all think stones are magical treasure instead of 

helpful tools. Mrs. Henderson almost couldn't get a coat because her food wasn't 

'profitable' enough, even though her food is perfectly good and she really needs to stay 

warm." 

 

Granny Penny nodded sadly. "I've been watching it happen too. People have gotten so 

fascinated by the game of stone trading that they've forgotten the game was supposed to 

help them live better lives." 

 

"Is there anything we can do?" 

 

"Well," Granny Penny said thoughtfully, "sometimes when people forget important 

lessons, they need to be reminded by experiencing the consequences of forgetting." 

 

"What do you mean?" 

 

"I mean that when people stop using money as a tool and start treating money as the 

goal, eventually the system stops working for its original purpose. And when that 

happens, people start to remember why they needed the tool in the first place." 

 

Before Josephine could ask for clarification, a commotion erupted near the fountain. 

Sterling was in the middle of what appeared to be a very animated presentation to a 

growing crowd of villagers. 

 

"Step right up!" Sterling was calling out like a carnival barker. "Learn the secrets of 

stone multiplication! Discover how to make your stones reproduce and grow! Wealth 

creation through advanced stone strategies!" 

 

Curious and worried, Josephine and Granny Penny made their way closer to see what 

Sterling was up to. 

 

Sterling had set up a large chart covered with complicated diagrams and colorful arrows. 

He was pointing at various sections with a wooden stick while explaining something that 

sounded very impressive and made very little sense. 
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"The key to stone wealth," Sterling was saying, "is understanding the fundamental 

principle of compound appreciation through strategic diversification of stone portfolios 

across multiple asset classes!" 

 

Several villagers were nodding as if they understood this gibberish, though Josephine 

noticed their eyes looked glazed and confused. 

 

"For example," Sterling continued, "if you invest ten grain stones in mixed commodity 

stone futures, leveraging seasonal volatility patterns, you could potentially see returns of 

fifteen to twenty stones within a single harvest cycle!" 

 

"But where do the extra stones come from?" asked Miller Magnus, looking puzzled. 

 

"From the increased value created by optimal market positioning!" Sterling replied 

confidently. "When you buy stones at low prices and sell them at high prices, you've 

created new wealth!" 

 

Josephine frowned. Sterling's explanation didn't actually answer Magnus's question—it 

just used fancier words to avoid answering it. 

 

"Sterling," she said, raising her hand like she was in school, "if you started with ten 

stones and ended with twenty stones, but nobody made any extra grain or tools or cloth, 

where did the value for the extra stones come from?" 

 

Sterling looked momentarily flustered. "Well... from... market appreciation and... value 

optimization through... strategic positioning..." 

 

"But that's just different ways of saying the same thing," Josephine pointed out. "If the 

total amount of actual useful stuff stays the same, how can there be more valuable 

stones?" 

 

The crowd was starting to look uncomfortable. Sterling's explanation was falling apart 

under a ten-year-old's simple questions. 

 

"Listen, little girl," Sterling said, his voice getting a bit sharp, "economics is complicated. 

You can't understand sophisticated financial concepts by asking simplistic questions." 

 

"I'm not asking about sophisticated financial concepts," Josephine replied. "I'm asking 

about where things come from. If I have ten apples and you have ten apples, and we 

trade them back and forth in complicated ways, we still only have twenty apples total, 

right?" 
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"That's... that's completely different from stone trading," Sterling stammered. 

 

"How is it different?" 

 

Sterling opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and then said, "Because stones 

represent value, not just physical objects!" 

 

"But where does the value come from if not from useful objects and helpful work?" 

 

By now, Sterling was looking genuinely distressed, and several people in the crowd were 

murmuring questions to each other. Josephine's simple questions were making 

everyone realize that Sterling's impressive-sounding explanations didn't actually explain 

anything. 

 

Elder Jim appeared at the edge of the crowd, having been drawn by the commotion. He 

listened for a few minutes to Sterling's increasingly frantic attempts to answer 

Josephine's questions, then stepped forward. 

 

"I think," Elder Jim said diplomatically, "we might benefit from remembering the 

original purpose of promise stones before we explore more advanced applications." 

 

"But Elder Jim," Sterling protested, "we can't limit ourselves to primitive trading 

concepts when there are so many opportunities for wealth creation and economic 

growth!" 

 

"Sterling," Elder Jim replied patiently, "wealth creation only happens when someone 

makes something useful or does something helpful. Moving stones around in 

complicated patterns doesn't create wealth—it just moves existing wealth from some 

people to other people." 

 

"But market efficiency—" Sterling began. 

 

"Markets are efficient when they help useful things get to people who need them," Elder 

Jim interrupted. "Markets become inefficient when people spend more time trading 

promises than fulfilling them." 

 

As the crowd began to disperse, with people looking thoughtful and slightly 

embarrassed, Josephine felt a mixture of satisfaction and sadness. She was glad that 

Elder Jim had backed up her questions and helped people think more clearly. But she 
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was sad that it had taken a near-argument to get adults to remember basic truths about 

fairness and usefulness. 

 

"Granny Penny," she said as they walked home, "why do adults make everything so 

complicated?" 

 

"Because," Granny Penny replied with a gentle smile, "sometimes adults forget that the 

most important truths are simple ones. And sometimes it takes a child to remind them." 

 

That night, as Josephine lay in bed watching the now-familiar shimmer of promise 

stones flow past her window, she made a decision. The adults might have forgotten the 

real purpose of promise stones, but she hadn't. And if they needed reminding, she would 

keep reminding them. 

 

After all, someone had to remember that the point of all this trading and stone-passing 

and market-making was supposed to be helping people live good lives together. 

 

Even if she was the only one who could still see the shimmer clearly enough to 

remember what it was supposed to look like. 
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Chapter 10: Lord Buffett's Vault 

 

Four months after promise stones had transformed Shimmer Village, Josephine 

discovered that the shimmer was beginning to dim in certain parts of the village. Not 

everywhere—some areas still glowed with healthy flows of light. But in the 

neighborhoods where people struggled most, the shimmer was growing thin and gray, 

like candles burning down to their last bit of wax. 

 

She first noticed it while walking through the older section of the village, where families 

like the Weatherbys and the Hendersons lived in modest cottages and worked hard for 

everything they had. The shimmer here had always been more subdued than in the 

prosperous merchant quarter, but now it was becoming worryingly faint. 

 

Mrs. Henderson was sitting on her front steps, looking tired and discouraged. A pile of 

beautifully knitted scarves sat beside her, but instead of the warm, colorful shimmer 

that usually surrounded good craftwork, these scarves were barely glowing at all. 

 

"Mrs. Henderson," Josephine said politely, "are you feeling all right? Your scarves look 

lovely, but they seem... sad somehow." 

 

The older woman sighed. "Oh, hello dear. I suppose they do look sad. I've been trying to 

trade them for winter supplies, but the stone traders keep telling me that craft stones are 

'underperforming' this season. They'll only give me half what they offered last month." 

 

"But the scarves are just as warm and pretty as they ever were," Josephine observed. 

 

"That's what I told them! But they said scarf stones are 'out of favor with investors' and 

food stones are 'showing stronger growth potential.' I don't understand what any of that 

means—I just need enough stones to buy firewood and grain for winter." 

 

Josephine felt a familiar flutter of anxiety. Here was another person whose useful work 

was being devalued by the increasingly complicated stone trading system. But before she 

could offer sympathy or suggestions, a cheerful voice called out from behind them. 

 

"Well now, what seems to be the trouble here?" 

 

They turned to see a distinguished-looking man approaching with a warm smile. He was 

probably in his sixties, with silver hair and kind eyes, dressed in simple but well-made 

clothes that suggested both wealth and modesty. This was Lord Warren Buffett, the 
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village's most successful investor and its most respected authority on all things related 

to promise stones. 

 

"Lord Buffett!" Mrs. Henderson said, brightening slightly. "How nice to see you. I was 

just telling young Josephine about my troubles with stone trading." 

 

"Ah yes, the scarf situation," Lord Buffett said, nodding sympathetically. "A classic 

example of market cycles, I'm afraid. As I always say, 'The market is a voting machine in 

the short run, but a weighing machine in the long run.' Your scarves will find their 

proper value eventually." 

 

Josephine studied Lord Buffett carefully. Unlike most adults in the village, who had 

shimmer patterns that were easy to read, Lord Buffett was surrounded by something 

strange and complex. The light around him was bright—extremely bright—but it seemed 

to be flowing inward toward him rather than outward toward useful purposes. It was 

like watching water spiral down a drain, except the water was made of silvery promise 

stone shimmer. 

 

"Lord Buffett," she said politely, "what do you mean about voting machines and 

weighing machines?" 

 

Lord Buffett smiled down at her with the patient expression adults used for explaining 

complicated things to children. "Well, little miss, it means that sometimes the market 

gets emotional and makes poor decisions, but over time, it always recognizes true value. 

As Warren Buffett—my namesake, you know—once said, 'Price is what you pay, value is 

what you get.'" 

 

"But Mrs. Henderson needs firewood now, not eventually," Josephine pointed out. "And 

her scarves are just as valuable today as they'll be in the long run." 

 

"Ah, but that's where patience comes in!" Lord Buffett replied cheerfully. "I always tell 

people, 'Time is the friend of the wonderful business and the enemy of the mediocre 

one.' Mrs. Henderson just needs to wait for the market to recognize the quality of her 

work." 

 

"Easy for you to say," Mrs. Henderson muttered under her breath, though she tried to 

smile politely. 

 

Lord Buffett either didn't hear this comment or chose to ignore it. "In fact," he 

continued, "this presents an excellent opportunity for patient investors. As I like to say, 

'Be fearful when others are greedy, and greedy when others are fearful.' When craft 
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stones are undervalued, that's precisely when wise investors should be accumulating 

them." 

 

"Are you going to accumulate Mrs. Henderson's scarf stones?" Josephine asked 

hopefully. 

 

"Well, not personally," Lord Buffett said with a modest chuckle. "I've moved beyond 

individual commodity investments to focus on broader portfolio strategies. But I'm sure 

someone will recognize the opportunity eventually." 

 

Josephine felt confused and frustrated by this answer. Lord Buffett seemed to 

understand that Mrs. Clearwater's scarves were undervalued, and he clearly had enough 

stones to help her, but he wasn't actually doing anything about it except offering cryptic 

sayings that didn't solve her immediate problem. 

 

"Lord Buffett," she said, trying a different approach, "you have lots of promise stones, 

right? Maybe you could trade some of them for Mrs. Clearwater's scarves now, and then 

wait for the market to recognize their value later?" 

 

Lord Buffett's smile became a bit strained. "My dear child, individual charitable 

transactions aren't how wealth building works. As I always say, 'Risk comes from not 

knowing what you're doing.' I've built my fortune through disciplined, long-term value 

investing, not through emotional decision-making." 

 

"But helping Mrs. Henderson wouldn't be emotional," Josephine insisted. "It would be 

practical. She needs winter supplies, and you need... well, what do you need?" 

 

This question seemed to catch Lord Buffett off guard. "I... well, I don't need anything 

specific right now. I'm focused on long-term wealth accumulation for future 

opportunities." 

 

"What kind of future opportunities?" 

 

"Well... you know... strategic investments when market conditions are optimal..." 

 

Josephine watched the shimmer around Lord Buffett grow brighter but more tightly 

contained as he struggled to explain what he actually planned to do with his 

accumulated wealth. It was becoming clear that he didn't have any specific plans—he 

just liked having lots of stones. 

 

"Lord Buffett," she said carefully, "may I ask how many promise stones you have?" 
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Lord Buffett's chest puffed up with pride. "I'm pleased to say that I've accumulated the 

largest private stone collection in the village through consistent value investing and 

compound growth strategies. As I like to tell people, 'My wealth has come from a 

combination of living in America, some lucky genes, and compound interest.'" 

 

"But how many?" Josephine pressed. 

 

"Well, it's not polite to discuss specific numbers, but let's just say it's enough to weather 

any economic storm. I believe in maintaining substantial reserves, as I always say, 'Cash 

combined with courage in a crisis is priceless.'" 

 

Mrs. Henderson was looking increasingly uncomfortable with this conversation. "Lord 

Buffett, I don't want to trouble you. I'm sure someone will trade for my scarves 

eventually." 

 

"Of course they will!" Lord Buffett said heartily. "The market always rewards quality in 

the end. You just need to be patient, like I've always been. 'The stock market is designed 

to transfer money from the Active to the Patient,' as my namesake wisely observed." 

 

After Lord Buffett walked away, still dispensing folksy wisdom to anyone within earshot, 

Josephine sat with Mrs. Henderson in troubled silence. 

 

"He seems nice," Mrs. Henderson said diplomatically. 

 

"He has sayings for everything," Josephine replied, "but none of them actually help with 

your firewood problem." 

 

"No, they don't. But I suppose that's not his responsibility." 

 

Josephine wasn't so sure about that. Something about Lord Buffett's massive stone 

accumulation felt wrong to her, though she couldn't quite put her finger on what it was. 

 

She decided to investigate further. Over the next few days, she made a point of observing 

Lord Buffett's activities and asking subtle questions around the village about his stone 

collection. 

 

What she discovered was both impressive and troubling. 

 

Lord Buffett did indeed have an enormous collection of promise stones—easily more 

than the rest of the village combined. He kept them in a specially built vault behind his 
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large house, organized into careful categories and subcategories. People spoke of his 

collection with a mixture of awe and envy. 

 

"Must be nice to have that kind of security," Baker Bill said wistfully. "Lord Buffett never 

has to worry about being able to afford anything." 

 

"He's so wise about investments," added Seamstress Sophie. "I wish I understood stone 

trading the way he does." 

 

But Josephine began to notice something that others seemed to miss: Lord Buffett 

almost never spent his stones. He accumulated them constantly—buying undervalued 

stones from people who needed immediate trades, investing in "promising" stone 

categories, and collecting dividends from various stone-lending arrangements he'd set 

up. But he rarely used the stones to buy actual goods or services. 

 

When she asked Elder Jim about this, he looked thoughtful and slightly troubled. 

 

"You're quite observant, Josephine. Lord Buffett does tend to accumulate rather than 

circulate stones. He says it's because he's waiting for the right opportunities." 

 

"But what opportunities? And what happens to all the stones while they're sitting in his 

vault?" 

 

"That's a very good question. Stones that aren't circulating can't help facilitate trades. 

It's like... imagine if someone collected all the bridges in an area but never let anyone 

use them." 

 

"That would make it really hard for people to cross rivers," Josephine said. 

 

"Exactly. And when someone accumulates a large portion of the community's promise 

stones, it can make it harder for everyone else to trade." 

 

This conversation gave Josephine a new way to think about what she was seeing in the 

shimmer patterns. The dim, gray areas where people like Mrs. Clearwater struggled 

weren't just randomly occurring—they were connected to the bright, concentrated glow 

around Lord Buffett's vault. 

 

It was as if the shimmer was being pulled away from where it was needed and trapped in 

a place where it couldn't flow back to the community. 
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She decided to test this theory by visiting Lord Buffett's house and trying to observe his 

vault directly. 

 

Lord Buffett's property was the largest in the village, with beautiful gardens and well-

maintained buildings. The vault was a substantial stone structure behind the main 

house, with a heavy door and what appeared to be quite sophisticated security 

measures. 

 

Josephine couldn't see inside the vault, but she didn't need to. The shimmer around the 

building was almost blindingly bright—layer upon layer of silvery light swirling in 

complex patterns that seemed to feed on themselves. It was beautiful in a way, like 

watching a perfectly contained tornado made of precious metals. 

 

But it was also deeply unsettling. All that concentrated shimmer represented promises 

and potential that was locked away from the community that had created it. Instead of 

flowing through the village to help people get what they needed, it was pooled in one 

place serving no apparent purpose except to make Lord Buffett feel wealthy and secure. 

 

"What are you doing here, young lady?" 

 

Josephine turned to find Lord Buffett approaching from his house, still smiling but with 

a slightly sharper edge to his voice. 

 

"I was just curious about your vault," she said honestly. "People say you have more 

promise stones than anyone." 

 

Lord Buffett's expression softened back to its usual grandfatherly warmth. "Well, I 

suppose there's no harm in a little curiosity. Yes, I've been quite successful in 

accumulating stones through patient value investing. As I always say, 'Someone's sitting 

in the shade today because someone planted a tree a long time ago.'" 

 

"That's a nice saying," Josephine said politely. "But what are you planning to do with all 

the stones?" 

 

"Keep them safe and let them grow, of course! Compound interest is the eighth wonder 

of the world, you know. 'He who understands it, earns it... he who doesn't, pays it.'" 

 

"But they're not actually growing," Josephine pointed out. "They're just sitting there. 

Promise stones only create value when people use them to trade for things they need." 
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Lord Buffett looked momentarily flustered. "Well, yes, but... the value grows through 

appreciation and strategic positioning..." 

 

"Who appreciates them if they're locked in a vault where nobody can see them?" 

 

"The market appreciates them! Market forces! Economic fundamentals!" Lord Buffett 

was starting to sound less wise and more defensive. 

 

"But Lord Buffett," Josephine said gently, "while your stones are sitting in the vault, 

Mrs. Henderson can't afford firewood, and Jake still can't buy the tools he needs for his 

business, and lots of people are having trouble making trades because there aren't 

enough stones circulating in the community." 

 

"That's... that's not my responsibility," Lord Buffett said, though he sounded less certain 

than usual. "I earned these stones through smart investing. As I always say, 'The rich 

invest in time, the poor invest in money.'" 

 

"But what if your investing is making other people poor?" Josephine asked. 

 

Lord Buffett stared at her for a long moment, his folksy mask slipping slightly. "Young 

lady, I think you misunderstand how economics works. Wealth accumulation benefits 

everyone through trickle-down effects and market efficiency improvements." 

 

"What's a trickle-down effect?" 

 

"It's when wealthy people's prosperity eventually benefits the whole community." 

 

"How?" 

 

"Through... through investment and... job creation and... economic growth..." 

 

"But your stones are just sitting in a vault. How does that create jobs or help the 

community?" 

 

Lord Buffett's face was getting red, and his usual collection of wise sayings seemed to 

have deserted him. "Listen here, missy, I don't have to justify my financial decisions to a 

child who doesn't understand sophisticated economic principles!" 

 

With that, he stalked back toward his house, leaving Josephine standing alone beside 

the vault that contained more promise stones than the rest of the village could access 

combined. 
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As she walked home, Josephine reflected on what she'd learned. Lord Buffett wasn't evil, 

exactly—he genuinely seemed to believe his own sayings about patience and value 

investing. But his belief system had led him to hoard resources that the community 

needed, while convincing himself that this hoarding was actually helpful. 

 

The shimmer didn't lie, though. She could see clearly that wealth concentrated in Lord 

Buffett's vault wasn't trickling down to anyone. It was just sitting there, beautiful and 

useless, while people struggled to afford basic necessities. 

 

Something would have to be done about this. The question was what, and how, and 

whether anyone else could be made to see the problem as clearly as she did. 

 

That night, as Josephine watched the increasingly dim shimmer flows through her 

village, she began to formulate a plan. If the adults couldn't see how Lord Buffett's 

hoarding was hurting the community, maybe she'd have to find a way to show them. 

 

After all, sometimes the clearest truths needed to be demonstrated rather than 

explained. 
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Chapter 11: When Shimmer Goes Dark 

 

The morning Josephine discovered that the shimmer was completely gone from Mira's 

house, she knew the hoarding problem had become truly serious. 

 

Mira was a girl about Josephine's age who lived with her grandmother in a small cottage 

near the edge of the village. Her grandmother, Old Nan, was one of the best weavers in 

Shimmer Village, known for creating cloth so beautiful it seemed to glow even to people 

who couldn't see shimmer. But when Josephine passed their cottage on her way to 

market, she was shocked to see that the warm, colorful light that usually surrounded 

their home had dimmed to almost nothing. 

 

Worried, she knocked on their door. 

 

"Oh, hello dear," Old Nan said when she answered, though her usual warm smile looked 

tired and strained. "What brings you by?" 

 

"I was just wondering how you and Mira are doing," Josephine said carefully. She could 

see that Old Nan was trying to hide her troubles, but the complete absence of shimmer 

around their home told a different story. 

 

"We're managing just fine," Old Nan replied, but her voice lacked its usual confidence. 

 

"Grandmama," came Mira's voice from inside the cottage, "we're not fine. We haven't 

been able to afford grain for three days, and winter's coming." 

 

Old Nan's shoulders sagged slightly. "Mira, we shouldn't trouble our neighbors with our 

problems." 

 

"But Josephine isn't just a neighbor," Mira said, appearing in the doorway. "She's our 

friend. And maybe she can help us understand why nobody wants to trade for our cloth 

anymore." 

 

Josephine felt her heart sink. "What do you mean nobody wants to trade?" 

 

Old Nan gestured sadly toward a pile of beautiful fabrics stacked near their loom. Even 

without shimmer, Josephine could see that the cloth was expertly made—smooth, evenly 

woven, and dyed in rich colors that would have been the envy of any seamstress. 
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"We've been trying to trade cloth for winter supplies," Old Nan explained. "But all the 

stone traders keep telling us that textile stones are 'performing poorly' this season. 

They'll only give us half what they offered last month, and even then, they want to wait 

to see if prices drop further before they commit to any trades." 

 

"But your cloth is just as good as it ever was," Josephine said, confused and angry. 

 

"That's what we told them," Mira said. "But they said quality doesn't matter—only 

'market trends' and 'investor confidence' matter. Whatever that means." 

 

Josephine felt a familiar surge of frustration. Here was another example of the abstract 

stone trading system harming people who actually made useful things. But this time, it 

was affecting her friend directly. 

 

"What will you do?" she asked. 

 

Old Nan tried to smile bravely. "We'll figure something out. Maybe we can find someone 

who needs cloth and has food to trade directly, without involving promise stones at all." 

 

"But most people only want to trade with stones now," Mira pointed out. "Direct trading 

is getting harder and harder to arrange." 

 

Josephine knew this was true. The village had become so dependent on promise stones 

that many people had stopped bringing actual goods to trade. Instead, they brought 

stones and expected to be able to exchange them for whatever they needed. But if the 

stone traders decided that certain types of goods were "out of favor," the people who 

made those goods were left with no way to participate in the economy. 

 

"Have you tried talking to Lord Buffett?" Josephine asked, though she suspected she 

knew the answer. 

 

Old Nan sighed. "We did, actually. He was very polite and gave us a lot of wise-sounding 

advice about 'weathering market downturns' and 'maintaining quality in difficult times.' 

But when we asked if he might be interested in trading for our cloth, he said his 

investment strategy doesn't include textile commodities right now." 

 

"Even though he has more stones than anyone else in the village," Mira added bitterly. 

 

"Mira," Old Nan said gently, "it's not Lord Buffett's fault that we're having troubles. He's 

not responsible for taking care of everyone." 
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But Josephine wasn't so sure about that. As she walked home, she found herself 

thinking about the connection between Lord Buffett's massive stone collection and the 

struggles of families like Mira's. 

 

The shimmer didn't lie. She could see clearly that the light was being pulled away from 

the edges of the village—where people like Old Nan and Mira lived—and concentrated in 

the center, where wealthy traders and Lord Buffett had their operations. It was like 

watching water flow uphill, against the natural direction it should move. 

 

That evening, she decided to test her theory by visiting other families in the village's 

outer neighborhoods. 

 

What she found confirmed her worst fears. 

 

The Weatherby family, who made excellent furniture, were rationing meals because they 

couldn't get fair prices for their work. "Cabinet stones are way down this month," Mr. 

Weatherby explained tiredly. "The traders say people are investing in 'growth sectors' 

instead of 'traditional crafts.'" 

 

The Patel family, who grew the most beautiful vegetables in the village, were struggling 

to afford new tools because "agricultural stones aren't attractive to investors right now." 

Their garden, which should have been preparing for spring planting, sat mostly 

untended because they couldn't trade their produce for the supplies they needed. 

 

Even Cash was having troubles. "I finished a beautiful mural for the community center," 

he told Josephine, "but the village council says they can only pay me in art stones, and 

art stones are apparently 'highly volatile' right now. Nobody wants to trade them for 

anything useful." 

 

In every case, the problem was the same: people who created useful, beautiful things 

couldn't get fair value for their work because stone traders had decided their type of 

goods wasn't profitable enough to invest in. 

 

Meanwhile, in the prosperous center of the village, the wealthy traders and investors 

were doing better than ever. Their shops were busy, their houses were warm, and they 

spoke confidently about "market opportunities" and "portfolio optimization." 

 

The unfairness of it made Josephine's stomach hurt. 

 

She decided to confront the problem directly by visiting the main stone trading area 

during the busy afternoon period. 



88 
 

 

What she saw there made her angrier than she'd ever been in her life. 

 

Stone traders were making deals worth hundreds of stones for purely speculative 

purposes, while just a few streets away, families couldn't afford basic necessities. She 

watched Sterling negotiate a complicated trade involving "seasonal volatility hedging" 

that used more stones than Mira's family had seen in months. Meanwhile, the trader 

who had refused to buy Old Nan's beautiful cloth was enthusiastically investing in 

"luxury craft stone futures" that might pay off sometime next year. 

 

"This is ridiculous," she muttered to herself. 

 

"What's ridiculous, sweetpea?" 

 

Josephine turned to find Elder Jim approaching, looking as troubled as she felt. 

 

"All of this," she said, gesturing toward the busy stone trading area. "People are playing 

games with hundreds of stones while families go hungry. It's not fair." 

 

Elder Jim nodded grimly. "I've been noticing the same patterns. The promise stone 

system seems to be concentrating wealth instead of spreading it around." 

 

"Why is this happening?" 

 

"Well, when some people accumulate large amounts of stones and others can't get 

enough to meet their basic needs, it creates what you might call an imbalance. The 

people with lots of stones can afford to wait for 'good deals,' while people who need 

things right away have to accept whatever prices they're offered." 

 

"That sounds like the people with lots of stones have an unfair advantage." 

 

"It does, doesn't it?" Elder Jim agreed. "And when that advantage gets big enough, it 

starts to undermine the whole system. Promise stones were supposed to help everyone 

trade more easily, not make trading harder for some people and easier for others." 

 

"What can we do about it?" 

 

Elder Jim was quiet for a moment, watching the stone traders negotiate their complex 

deals. "I'm not sure yet. But something definitely needs to change. When a tool that's 

supposed to help the community starts hurting parts of the community instead, we need 

to either fix the tool or find a better one." 
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That night, Josephine lay in bed thinking about Mira and Old Nan, about the 

Weatherbys and the Patels, about Cash and all the other people whose hard work was 

being devalued by a system that was supposed to make their lives easier. 

 

The shimmer flows she could see told a clear story: wealth was accumulating in the 

hands of people who already had plenty, while flowing away from people who actually 

needed it. Lord Buffett's vault grew brighter every day, while the outer neighborhoods of 

the village grew dimmer. 

 

It was exactly the opposite of what promise stones were supposed to accomplish. 

 

As she finally drifted off to sleep, Josephine made a decision. Tomorrow, she would start 

working on a plan to fix this problem. She wasn't sure exactly how yet, but she knew that 

someone had to do something. 

 

After all, what was the point of being able to see the shimmer clearly if she didn't use 

that gift to help her community when it needed help most? 

 

The wealthy traders might be content to let the current system continue, but Josephine 

wasn't content to watch her friends go hungry while stone speculators got richer. 

 

Change was needed. And if the adults couldn't see that clearly enough to act, maybe it 

was time for a child to show them the way. 
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Chapter 12: The Flow Breaks Down 

 

Two weeks after Josephine's visit to Mira's house, the situation in Shimmer Village had 

grown much worse. What had started as individual families struggling to afford 

necessities had become a community-wide crisis that even the adults couldn't ignore 

anymore. 

 

The first sign of serious trouble came when the village school had to close for three days 

because Teacher Maya couldn't afford to heat the building. The stone traders had 

decided that "education stones" were a poor investment compared to "luxury goods 

stones," so the funding that usually supported community services had dried up. 

 

"I'm sorry, children," Teacher Maya announced to the disappointed students gathered 

outside the cold schoolhouse. "The heating oil costs more stones than the village 

education fund can afford right now. We'll have to wait until the market conditions 

improve." 

 

Josephine watched sadly as her classmates walked home with nothing to do and 

nowhere to learn. The shimmer around the school building, which had always glowed 

with the warm light of knowledge and growth, was now barely visible. 

 

"This is wrong," she said to Mira, who had been standing beside her. "Learning 

shouldn't depend on whether stone traders think education is profitable." 

 

"Nothing makes sense anymore," Mira replied. "Grandmama finished three beautiful 

quilts last week, but the traders say textile stones are 'underperforming' so badly that we 

can't even afford winter boots. How can beautiful quilts be worth nothing when people 

need warm blankets?" 

 

Before Josephine could answer, they were interrupted by raised voices from the village 

square. A crowd was gathering around what appeared to be a heated argument. 

 

When they arrived at the square, they found Baker Bill in the middle of an increasingly 

desperate negotiation with a stone trader. 

 

"Please," Bill was saying, "I just need enough grain stones to buy flour for this week's 

bread orders. People are counting on me." 
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"Sorry, Bill," the trader replied with a shrug. "Grain stones are way up this week because 

of speculation about next year's harvest. They're too expensive for everyday trading now. 

Maybe try again next month when prices come down." 

 

"But people need bread now," Bill protested. "I can't just stop baking for a month!" 

 

"That's not my problem," the trader said. "I don't set the prices—the market does. 

Supply and demand, basic economics." 

 

Josephine felt her heart sink as she watched this exchange. Bill's bakery had been one of 

the most successful businesses in the village, always bustling with customers and filling 

the air with delicious smells. But now even he was struggling to afford the basic supplies 

he needed to do his work. 

 

The situation was getting worse by the day. Cooper Elena had stopped making barrels 

because she couldn't afford the metal for the bands that held them together. Master 

Carpenter William had laid off his apprentices because he couldn't get the wood he 

needed for projects. Even the village well was falling into disrepair because nobody 

could afford to pay for maintenance. 

 

Meanwhile, in the wealthy part of town, the stone traders were busier than ever. 

Josephine often saw them rushing around with bags full of stones, making complicated 

deals that seemed to involve larger and larger amounts. But none of those stones 

seemed to be flowing to the people who actually needed them. 

 

The breaking point came on a cold morning when Josephine discovered that the village's 

emergency food storage had been sold off. 

 

She learned about it from Old Henrik, who was sitting on a bench near the empty 

storehouse looking confused and worried. 

 

"I don't understand it," Henrik was telling anyone who would listen. "We've always kept 

emergency supplies for families that run into hard times. But Elder Jim says the village 

had to trade all the stored food for stones to pay for 'essential services.'" 

 

"What essential services?" asked Mrs. Peterson, who had stopped to listen. 

 

"I'm not entirely sure," Henrik admitted. "Something about 'debt service obligations' 

and 'infrastructure investment requirements.' The stone traders explained it all very 

thoroughly, but I didn't understand most of what they said." 
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Josephine felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. The village's emergency 

food supplies—the safety net that was supposed to help families like Mira's when they 

couldn't afford groceries—had been traded away for abstract financial purposes that 

nobody seemed able to explain clearly. 

 

She decided to find Elder Jim and ask him directly what was happening. 

 

She found him in his office, surrounded by piles of papers and looking more stressed 

than she'd ever seen him. When she knocked on his door, he looked up with tired eyes. 

 

"Oh, hello Josephine. I'm afraid I'm rather busy right now dealing with some budget 

issues." 

 

"Elder Jim, is it true that the village traded away our emergency food supplies?" 

 

Elder Jim's shoulders sagged. "I'm afraid it is. We had some unexpected financial 

obligations come due, and the only way to meet them was to liquidate our stored assets." 

 

"What kind of financial obligations?" 

 

"Well, it's complicated. The village borrowed stones last year to fund some 

improvements, and now we owe more stones than we originally borrowed because of 

interest and fees. The stone traders who lent us the money are demanding payment, and 

they wouldn't accept anything but high-grade commodity stones." 

 

Josephine tried to make sense of this explanation. "So the village borrowed stones, and 

now we owe even more stones back?" 

 

"That's how lending works, yes. The extra stones are the cost of borrowing." 

 

"But where do the extra stones come from? If we borrowed ten stones and now owe 

fifteen stones, where did the other five stones come from?" 

 

Elder Jim looked uncomfortable. "They come from... well, from the increased value 

created by... productive economic activity..." 

 

"But Elder Jim, what if there wasn't any increased productive activity? What if people 

just did the same amount of work as before?" 

 

"Then..." Elder Jim paused, looking confused. "Then I suppose the extra stones would 

have to come from somewhere else in the economy." 
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"Like from the emergency food fund?" 

 

"Like from the emergency food fund," Elder Jim agreed sadly. 

 

Josephine felt sick to her stomach. The village had borrowed stones it couldn't afford to 

pay back, and now the people who had lent the stones were taking resources away from 

families who needed them. Meanwhile, the stone lenders were getting richer without 

creating anything useful. 

 

"This isn't right," she said. 

 

"No," Elder Jim agreed, "it isn't. But I'm not sure what to do about it. The financial 

obligations are legal contracts, and the stone traders say that failing to honor them 

would destroy the village's credit rating." 

 

"What's a credit rating?" 

 

"It's... well, it's a measure of how likely we are to pay back money we borrow. If our 

credit rating goes down, it becomes more expensive to borrow stones in the future." 

 

"But why do we need to borrow stones at all? We have people who can do work and 

make things. Why can't we just use the work and things directly?" 

 

Elder Jim stared at her for a long moment. "That's... actually a very good question. I'm 

not sure I have a good answer." 

 

As Josephine left Elder Jim's office, she felt more determined than ever to find a 

solution to the village's problems. The promise stone system that had once helped 

everyone trade more easily had somehow turned into a trap that was making life harder 

for most people while making a few people very wealthy. 

 

She spent the rest of the day walking around the village, observing the effects of the 

breakdown in economic flow. What she saw was heartbreaking. 

 

Families were cold because they couldn't afford heating fuel. Children were hungry 

because their parents couldn't afford enough food. Essential services were being cut 

because the village couldn't afford to maintain them. And yet, in the wealthy district, the 

stone traders were building bigger houses and eating fancier meals than ever before. 
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The shimmer told the whole story. In the poor parts of the village, the light was so dim it 

was barely visible—people struggling just to survive. In the wealthy parts, the shimmer 

was blindingly bright—concentrated wealth that served no useful purpose except to 

make rich people feel richer. 

 

And in the center of it all was Lord Buffett's vault, glowing like a captured star with 

accumulated promise stones that could have solved everyone's problems if they were 

allowed to flow back into the community. 

 

That evening, as Josephine sat with her parents for a meager dinner (even her family 

was feeling the effects of the economic breakdown), she made an announcement. 

 

"Mama, Papa, I think I know how to fix the village's problems." 

 

Her parents looked at her with the patient expressions adults used when children said 

something well-meaning but unrealistic. 

 

"That's nice, sweetpea," her mother said gently. "What did you have in mind?" 

 

"I'm going to talk to everyone about what promise stones were supposed to do, and help 

them remember that the stones are supposed to serve us, not the other way around." 

 

"And how do you plan to do that?" her father asked. 

 

Josephine thought about this carefully. She knew that adults often didn't listen to 

children, especially when children disagreed with complicated systems that adults had 

created. But she also knew that the truth was simple enough for anyone to understand, if 

it was explained clearly. 

 

"I'm going to ask questions," she said finally. "Simple questions that help people 

remember what really matters." 

 

Her parents exchanged a look over her head—the same kind of look adults had been 

giving her since she started talking about shimmer and fairness and the real purpose of 

money. 

 

But this time, Josephine didn't care if they thought she was being naive. She could see 

the truth clearly, even if the adults had forgotten how to see it. And sometimes, the most 

important truths were simple enough for a child to understand and explain. 
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Tomorrow, she would begin her campaign to remind Shimmer Village of what they had 

lost sight of. The promise stones could work for everyone again, but only if people 

remembered that they were tools for helping communities, not toys for making wealthy 

people wealthier. 

 

The shimmer would flow properly again. Josephine was determined to make sure of it. 
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Chapter 13: Moonbeam Seeds 

 

The traveling merchant arrived on a Tuesday morning when Shimmer Village was at its 

most desperate. Professor Tulip, as he introduced himself, came with a cart full of 

wonders and promises that seemed almost too good to be true. 

 

Josephine first noticed him because of the shimmer around his cart—unlike anything 

she'd ever seen before. Instead of the steady, purposeful light that surrounded useful 

goods, or even the chaotic swirls around speculative stone trading, Professor Tulip's 

merchandise glowed with wild, shifting colors that seemed to change every time she 

looked at them. 

 

"Step right up, good people of Shimmer Village!" Professor Tulip called out as he set up 

his display in the center of the square. He was a theatrical man with a flowing cape and 

an elaborate mustache, and he spoke with the confidence of someone who had 

convinced many people of many things. 

 

"I bring you the opportunity of a lifetime! The chance to grow your own fortune from the 

ground up! Behold—Moonbeam Seeds!" 

 

He opened a series of small, ornate boxes, each containing what appeared to be ordinary 

seeds. But as Josephine looked closer, she could see that these seeds had their own faint 

shimmer—not the healthy glow of natural things, but something stranger and more 

mysterious. 

 

"These," Professor Tulip announced dramatically, "are no ordinary seeds. These are 

scientifically enhanced, bioluminescent plant seeds that will grow into the most valuable 

crop you've ever imagined!" 

 

A crowd was gathering, drawn by his booming voice and extravagant promises. Even 

people who had been struggling to afford basic necessities came to listen, their faces 

showing a mixture of curiosity and desperate hope. 

 

"What do they grow into?" asked Farmer Ruth, who had been having trouble selling her 

regular vegetables because "agricultural stones" had fallen out of favor with investors. 

 

"Moonbeam flowers!" Professor Tulip replied with a theatrical flourish. "Plants that 

glow in the dark with their own natural light! Imagine gardens that illuminate 

themselves, flowers that need no sun, crops that literally shine with value!" 
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The crowd murmured with excitement. In a village where most people worked by 

daylight and spent their evenings in dim lamplight, the idea of plants that provided their 

own illumination sounded magical. 

 

"But that's not all!" Professor Tulip continued. "These Moonbeam plants produce a 

special essence that can be harvested and sold for enormous profits! One tiny vial of 

Moonbeam essence is worth more than a whole cart of regular crops!" 

 

"How much more?" asked Sterling, who had pushed to the front of the crowd and was 

listening with obvious interest. 

 

"In the big cities, Moonbeam essence sells for fifty times its weight in silver!" Professor 

Tulip declared. "Wealthy people pay huge amounts for the privilege of having glowing 

gardens. And the demand is growing every day as more people discover the beauty and 

utility of bioluminescent landscaping!" 

 

Josephine felt a flutter of unease as she watched the shimmer around Professor Tulip's 

seeds pulse and swirl in increasingly chaotic patterns. There was something about the 

light that seemed unstable, like it couldn't decide what it wanted to be. 

 

"How do we know these seeds really work?" asked Elder Jim, who had arrived to see 

what all the commotion was about. 

 

"Excellent question!" Professor Tulip reached into his cart and pulled out a small potted 

plant that glowed with a soft, greenish light. "Behold—a mature Moonbeam plant! As 

you can see, it produces its own beautiful illumination!" 

 

The crowd gasped in amazement. The plant really was glowing, casting eerie shadows in 

the daylight. Even Josephine had to admit it was impressive, though the shimmer 

around it made her feel slightly sick—too bright, too fast, too unstable. 

 

"How much do the seeds cost?" asked Mrs. Henderson, who had been struggling to 

afford winter supplies ever since textile stones had become "unprofitable." 

 

"Normally, I would charge fifty promise stones per seed," Professor Tulip said. "But 

because I can see that Shimmer Village is a community of wise investors who recognize 

opportunity when they see it, I'm offering a special price—just twenty stones per seed!" 

 

"Twenty stones!" Several people in the crowd gasped. That was more than most families 

earned in a week of regular work. 
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"I know it seems like a lot," Professor Tulip said sympathetically, "but think of it as an 

investment in your future! One Moonbeam plant can produce enough essence to pay for 

itself ten times over. And the beauty of it is, once you plant the seeds, the plants keep 

producing essence year after year!" 

 

"So we could buy one seed now and become rich from selling the essence?" asked Cash, 

who had been struggling to afford art supplies because "creative stones" were 

supposedly worthless. 

 

"Not just rich—wealthy beyond your wildest dreams!" Professor Tulip confirmed. "I've 

seen entire families escape poverty by planting just a few Moonbeam seeds. The key is to 

get in early, before everyone else discovers the opportunity." 

 

Josephine watched with growing alarm as the crowd's excitement built. People who 

hadn't been able to afford basic necessities were talking about borrowing stones or 

trading away their possessions to buy seeds that might make them rich. 

 

"Professor Tulip," she said, raising her hand like she was in school, "if Moonbeam 

essence is so valuable, why are you selling the seeds instead of planting them yourself?" 

 

Professor Tulip's smile flickered for just a moment before returning to full brightness. 

"Ah, a clever question from a clever young lady! The answer is simple—I'm a traveling 

merchant, not a farmer. I don't have the time or land to grow the plants myself. My 

business is bringing opportunities to people who can take advantage of them." 

 

"But if you could make fifty times more money by planting the seeds than by selling 

them, wouldn't it be worth stopping your travels and becoming a farmer?" 

 

Professor Tulip's mustache twitched slightly. "Well, you see, there are... market timing 

considerations... and distribution logistics... and regulatory frameworks that make direct 

cultivation less efficient than seed distribution..." 

 

His explanation was becoming more complicated and less convincing with each word, 

but most of the crowd seemed too excited to notice. They were already calculating how 

many seeds they could afford and how rich the Moonbeam essence would make them. 

 

"I'll take five seeds," Sterling announced, pulling out a large bag of promise stones. 

 

"Excellent choice!" Professor Tulip beamed. "The early investors always reap the 

greatest rewards!" 
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"I want three seeds," said Cooper Elena, who had been struggling to afford metal for her 

barrel-making business. 

 

"I'll take two," added Cash, though Josephine noticed he had to empty his entire stone 

pouch to afford them. 

 

Within an hour, Professor Tulip had sold dozens of seeds to people throughout the 

village. Families who had been rationing food were spending their last stones on 

Moonbeam seeds. People who couldn't afford winter clothing were borrowing money to 

invest in glowing plants. Even some of the stone traders were buying seeds, driving the 

price up as demand increased. 

 

"Actually," Professor Tulip announced as his supply dwindled, "due to unexpectedly 

high demand, I'm going to have to adjust my pricing. The remaining seeds will be 

twenty-five stones each." 

 

"But you just said they were twenty stones!" protested Miller Magnus. 

 

"Market forces," Professor Tulip replied with a shrug. "When demand exceeds supply, 

prices naturally rise. That's basic economics. Besides, this just proves how valuable 

these seeds really are—people are literally competing to buy them!" 

 

The higher prices only seemed to make people want the seeds more. There was a feeding 

frenzy as villagers tried to outbid each other for the remaining seeds. Josephine watched 

in horror as the shimmer around the entire situation became more and more chaotic—

wild spirals of greed and desperation spinning faster and faster. 

 

"Thirty stones for my last three seeds!" Professor Tulip called out. "Going once, going 

twice..." 

 

"I'll take them!" shouted Lord Buffett, appearing suddenly with a bag of stones larger 

than anyone else's. 

 

The crowd fell silent as Lord Buffett stepped forward to make his purchase. If the 

village's wisest investor was buying Moonbeam seeds, they must truly be a good 

investment. 

 

"A wise choice, sir," Professor Tulip said, accepting Lord Buffett's stones with obvious 

satisfaction. "I can see you understand the fundamentals of wealth creation through 

agricultural innovation." 
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"As I always say," Lord Buffett replied with his usual folksy confidence, "'Be greedy 

when others are fearful, and fearful when others are greedy.' And right now, everyone 

seems appropriately greedy for these seeds, which confirms their value." 

 

With Lord Buffett's endorsement, the Moonbeam seed craze reached fever pitch. People 

who hadn't been able to afford seeds began trying to buy them from people who had, 

offering twice what they'd originally cost. Within days, seeds that Professor Tulip had 

sold for twenty stones were being traded for fifty stones. Seeds that had cost fifty stones 

were being sold for a hundred. 

 

But nobody was actually planting the seeds. 

 

Josephine noticed this strange fact as she walked around the village observing the 

Moonbeam madness. People were buying and selling and trading seeds, but they were 

keeping them in boxes and pouches rather than putting them in the ground. 

 

"Cash," she asked when she found him carefully polishing the two seeds he'd bought, 

"why haven't you planted your Moonbeam seeds yet?" 

 

"Are you crazy?" Cash replied. "These seeds are worth twice what I paid for them 

already! If I plant them now, I'd be giving up all that profit. I'm going to wait until the 

price peaks and then sell them to someone else." 

 

"But how do you know what the price will do if nobody ever plants them to see if they 

actually work?" 

 

Cash looked at her as if she'd said something foolish. "Josephine, this isn't about 

whether the plants work. This is about supply and demand. As long as more people want 

to buy seeds than want to sell them, the price will keep going up." 

 

"But what happens when people want to see the Moonbeam essence that the plants are 

supposed to produce?" 

 

"By then, I'll have sold my seeds to someone else and made a nice profit. Let them worry 

about the essence." 

 

Josephine felt sick as she walked away from this conversation. The entire village had 

gone mad over seeds that nobody was actually planning to plant. People were treating 

the seeds like magical treasure instead of agricultural supplies, and they were using their 

families' survival money to gamble on prices that seemed to go up simply because 

everyone expected them to go up. 
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Meanwhile, the real problems in the village were getting worse. With so many people 

spending their stones on Moonbeam seeds, there was even less money available for 

food, heating, and other necessities. The school was still closed. The emergency food 

fund was still empty. Families were still struggling. 

 

But nobody seemed to care about any of that anymore. Everyone was too busy 

calculating how rich they would be when their Moonbeam seeds doubled or tripled in 

value. 

 

That evening, as Josephine sat with Granny Penny watching the sunset, she asked the 

question that had been bothering her all day. 

 

"Granny Penny, what happens when everyone realizes that they've spent all their money 

on seeds that nobody's actually going to plant?" 

 

Granny Penny was quiet for a long moment, then sighed deeply. "The same thing that 

always happens when people forget the difference between real value and imaginary 

value, child. The bubble pops." 

 

"What does that mean?" 

 

"It means that sooner or later, someone is going to ask to see the Moonbeam essence 

that these plants are supposed to produce. And when they can't see any, because nobody 

has actually grown any plants, people will start to realize that they've been buying 

expensive promises instead of valuable seeds." 

 

"And then what?" 

 

"Then the prices will fall as fast as they rose, and a lot of people who spent money they 

couldn't afford will find out that their 'valuable' seeds are just... seeds." 

 

Josephine felt a chill that had nothing to do with the evening air. Tomorrow, she would 

have to find a way to warn people about what was coming. But she suspected that people 

who were dreaming about getting rich quick wouldn't want to hear warnings about 

bubbles popping. 

 

The shimmer around the village was more chaotic than she'd ever seen it—wild, 

unstable swirls that seemed to change direction every few seconds. It looked exactly like 

what she imagined a storm would look like if storms were made of light instead of wind 

and rain. 
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And storms, Josephine knew, could be very destructive when they finally broke. 
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Chapter 14: Shimmer Fever 

 

Within a week of Professor Tulip's arrival, Shimmer Village had completely lost its 

mind. 

 

Josephine woke each morning to find the shimmer patterns around the village more 

chaotic than the day before. What had started as excited swirls around Moonbeam seed 

trading had become a tornado of wild, unpredictable light that made her feel dizzy just 

looking at it. 

 

The madness was everywhere. 

 

People who had never shown any interest in gardening were suddenly calling themselves 

"agricultural investment specialists." Families who couldn't afford groceries were 

borrowing stones to buy seeds at ever-increasing prices. Even the village blacksmith had 

converted his forge into a "Moonbeam seed exchange center" where people could trade 

seeds like they were precious gems. 

 

"Seeds that sold for twenty stones last week are going for two hundred stones today!" 

Sterling announced to anyone who would listen. He had set up a large chalkboard in the 

market square where he tracked seed prices hour by hour, updating the numbers as 

trades happened around him. 

 

"Buy now before they hit three hundred!" shouted Cash, who had somehow acquired a 

megaphone and was using it to encourage more seed purchases. "Moonbeam seeds are 

the investment of the century!" 

 

But the strangest part was that the seeds Professor Tulip had left behind didn't look 

anything like the glowing plant he had shown them. Josephine had managed to get a 

close look at several of the seeds people were trading, and they appeared to be perfectly 

ordinary plant seeds—no shimmer, no special properties, nothing to suggest they would 

grow into anything more exotic than regular flowers. 

 

When she mentioned this to people, they looked at her as if she was missing the point. 

 

"Josephine," Seamstress Sophie explained patiently, "it doesn't matter what the seeds 

look like now. What matters is what they'll be worth when they grow into Moonbeam 

plants." 

 

"But has anyone actually tried growing one to see what happens?" 
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"Why would we do that?" Sophie asked, looking puzzled. "These seeds are appreciating 

in value faster than anything else in the village. Planting them would be like burning 

money." 

 

This circular logic was everywhere. People wouldn't plant the seeds because they were 

too valuable to plant, but they were only valuable because people believed they would 

grow into something amazing, which nobody could verify because nobody would plant 

them. 

 

Meanwhile, the effects on the village's actual economy were becoming catastrophic. 

 

With everyone focused on Moonbeam seed speculation, regular work was grinding to a 

halt. Farmer Ruth had stopped tending her vegetable garden to focus on seed trading. 

Baker Bill was spending more time calculating seed prices than baking bread. Even 

Essential services were being neglected as people abandoned their jobs to become full-

time seed speculators. 

 

"I can't get anyone to fix my roof," complained Old Henrik when Josephine visited him. 

"I offered Carpenter William thirty promise stones for the work, but he said he could 

make more than that in an hour by trading Moonbeam seeds." 

 

"What will you do when winter comes?" Josephine asked, looking at the holes in 

Henrik's roof that were letting in cold air and rain. 

 

"I guess I'll have to buy some Moonbeam seeds myself and hope they make me rich 

enough to afford a new house," Henrik replied with a tired laugh that wasn't really 

funny. 

 

The situation was even worse for families like Mira's, who didn't have any stones to 

invest in the seed craze. They were being left further and further behind as seed prices 

soared and regular goods became even harder to afford. 

 

"Nobody wants to trade for cloth anymore," Old Nan told Josephine sadly. "Everyone 

says textile stones are 'boring' compared to Moonbeam seeds. But we can't afford to buy 

seeds, so we're stuck watching everyone else get rich while we get poorer." 

 

"But nobody's actually getting rich," Josephine pointed out. "They're just trading seeds 

back and forth at higher and higher prices." 
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"Try telling them that," Mira said bitterly. "People act like they're financial geniuses 

because they bought seeds for a hundred stones that are now worth two hundred 

stones." 

 

"But they only have more stones if they sell the seeds," Josephine said. "And if they sell 

them, they don't have the seeds anymore." 

 

"Exactly," Old Nan agreed. "But people seem to think they can have both—own the seeds 

and count their increased value as real wealth at the same time." 

 

This confusion between potential wealth and actual wealth was causing all sorts of 

problems. People were making spending decisions based on the imaginary value of their 

seed collections, borrowing money against seeds they hadn't sold, and generally acting 

as if they were already rich from investments that existed only on paper. 

 

The most dramatic example came when the village council met to discuss the budget 

crisis that had forced them to sell the emergency food supplies. 

 

"Good news, everyone!" Elder Jim announced to the gathered villagers. "Based on the 

current value of Moonbeam seeds, our village's total wealth has increased by over 500% 

in just one week!" 

 

The crowd cheered enthusiastically. 

 

"However," Elder Jim continued, "we still can't afford to buy heating oil for the school or 

restock the emergency food supplies, because all of our wealth is tied up in seed 

investments that we can't actually spend." 

 

The cheering stopped. 

 

"But we're rich!" protested Sterling. "My seed collection alone is worth more than I used 

to earn in a year!" 

 

"On paper, yes," Elder Jim agreed. "But the school doesn't accept paper wealth for 

heating bills. They want actual promise stones." 

 

"So sell some seeds!" suggested Cash. 

 

"To whom?" Elder Jim asked. "Everyone in the village is trying to buy seeds, but nobody 

wants to sell them. There's no actual market for converting seeds back into usable 

stones." 
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This was the central problem that nobody wanted to acknowledge: the Moonbeam seed 

market only worked as long as everyone believed prices would keep going up forever. 

But if people actually tried to cash out their investments, there wouldn't be enough 

buyers to sustain the high prices. 

 

Josephine could see this clearly in the shimmer patterns around the village. The light 

around seed trading was incredibly bright, but it was also incredibly unstable—swirling 

faster and faster in tighter and tighter circles, like water going down a drain. It was 

beautiful in a frightening way, but it obviously couldn't last much longer. 

 

The breaking point came when news arrived that Professor Tulip was returning to the 

village. 

 

"He's coming back with more seeds!" Sterling announced excitedly. "This is our chance 

to get in on the next wave of investment opportunities!" 

 

A crowd gathered in the village square to welcome Professor Tulip's return. People 

brought bags full of promise stones, ready to buy whatever new varieties of Moonbeam 

seeds he might have brought. 

 

But when Professor Tulip's cart came into view, Josephine immediately noticed 

something wrong. The shimmer around it was different—darker, more agitated, with 

none of the wild confidence that had surrounded his first visit. 

 

Professor Tulip himself looked different too. His elaborate cape was wrinkled, his 

mustache was unkempt, and his usual theatrical confidence seemed forced and brittle. 

 

"Greetings, my friends!" he called out, but his voice lacked its previous booming 

enthusiasm. "I bring you... exciting news about your Moonbeam investments!" 

 

"Do you have more seeds to sell?" Sterling called out. 

 

"Actually," Professor Tulip said, shifting uncomfortably, "I've come to discuss some... 

market developments that you should be aware of." 

 

The crowd leaned forward expectantly. 

 

"It seems," Professor Tulip continued, "that there have been some... technical difficulties 

with Moonbeam cultivation in other villages." 
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"What kind of technical difficulties?" Elder Jim asked, stepping forward with a worried 

expression. 

 

Professor Tulip tugged at his mustache nervously. "Well, it appears that the agricultural 

enhancement process for creating bioluminescent properties in common plant seeds is 

more... complex than initially anticipated." 

 

"What does that mean in normal words?" Josephine asked, though she suspected she 

already knew. 

 

Professor Tulip looked down at her with the expression of someone who had been 

caught doing something he shouldn't have been doing. "It means, young lady, that the 

seeds I sold you might not actually grow into glowing plants." 

 

The silence that followed this announcement was so complete that Josephine could hear 

birds singing in the distance. 

 

"What do you mean 'might not'?" Sterling asked in a voice that was trying very hard to 

stay calm. 

 

"I mean they're just regular flower seeds," Professor Tulip admitted with a defeated 

shrug. "The glowing plant I showed you was... artificially enhanced with special paint. 

The seeds themselves are perfectly ordinary." 

 

"But you said they would make us rich!" Cash protested. 

 

"I said they could make you rich," Professor Tulip corrected. "And they could have, if 

they had actually worked the way I thought they would." 

 

"You thought they would?" Elder Jim's voice was getting louder. "You mean you didn't 

know?" 

 

"Well, the science of bioluminescent enhancement is very new and experimental," 

Professor Tulip said defensively. "I was operating on the best information available at 

the time." 

 

Josephine watched with fascination and horror as the shimmer around the entire crowd 

began to collapse. The wild, chaotic energy that had been building for a week suddenly 

imploded, like a soap bubble popping or a balloon deflating. 

 

"So our seeds are worthless?" Mrs. Henderson asked in a small voice. 
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"Not worthless!" Professor Tulip said quickly. "They're still perfectly good flower seeds! 

You could grow lovely gardens with them!" 

 

"But we paid hundreds of stones for seeds that are worth maybe one stone each at 

most," Sterling said, his face growing pale as he calculated his losses. 

 

"Market fluctuations are a normal part of investing," Professor Tulip replied weakly. "As 

they say, past performance doesn't guarantee future results." 

 

"GET HIM!" someone shouted from the back of the crowd. 

 

What followed was a scene of chaos as angry villagers chased Professor Tulip around the 

square, demanding their money back. The traveling merchant managed to escape to his 

cart and flee the village, but not before several people had grabbed handfuls of his 

remaining "special" seeds and discovered that they were indeed just ordinary flower 

seeds, probably bought in bulk from a regular supplier. 

 

As the dust settled and the reality of the situation sank in, Josephine looked around at 

her fellow villagers. People who had thought they were getting rich were now realizing 

they had lost most of their savings. Families who had borrowed money to buy seeds 

were facing debt they couldn't repay. The village's entire economy had been built around 

a lie, and now that lie had been exposed. 

 

The shimmer around Shimmer Village was darker than Josephine had ever seen it. 

Instead of the bright flows of prosperity and cooperation, there were now dim pools of 

despair and anger. People sat in small groups, staring at handfuls of worthless seeds and 

trying to figure out how they would survive the winter. 

 

But in the midst of all this chaos and disappointment, Josephine felt something she 

hadn't expected: hope. 

 

Because now, finally, everyone could see clearly that the emperor had no clothes. The 

magical thinking that had overtaken the village was gone, replaced by the stark reality of 

what happened when people confused speculation with value creation. 

 

Maybe now they would be ready to listen to simple truths about fairness and community 

and the real purpose of money. 

 

Maybe now they would be ready to build something better. 
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Chapter 15: The Pop 

 

The day after Professor Tulip's confession and hasty escape, Shimmer Village woke up to 

face the wreckage of its collective madness. 

 

Josephine walked through the village square early that morning, surveying the 

aftermath of the Moonbeam seed bubble. Discarded seed packets littered the ground 

where angry villagers had thrown them the night before. Sterling's price-tracking 

chalkboard lay broken in pieces. The "Moonbeam Seed Exchange Center" that had 

replaced the blacksmith's forge was already being converted back to its original purpose. 

 

But the real damage wasn't visible in the scattered debris—it was in the faces of the 

people she encountered. 

 

Mrs. Henderson sat on her front steps, staring at a small pile of ordinary flower seeds 

with tears in her eyes. "I spent everything," she told Josephine quietly. "All the stones I'd 

saved for winter clothing, all the money from my preserved foods, even some stones I 

borrowed from my neighbor. I thought I was securing my future, but instead I've lost 

everything." 

 

"What will you do now?" Josephine asked gently. 

 

"I don't know. Plant these seeds in the spring, I suppose, and hope they at least give me 

some pretty flowers to look at while I figure out how to survive the winter." 

 

Similar scenes were playing out throughout the village. Cash had lost his entire life 

savings and was back to sleeping in his art studio because he couldn't afford rent. The 

Weatherby family had mortgaged their furniture workshop to buy seeds and now faced 

losing their business. Even some of the stone traders who had encouraged the 

speculation were discovering that their "profitable" seed investments were worthless. 

 

But perhaps the most shocking revelation came when Elder Jim called an emergency 

village meeting to discuss their financial situation. 

 

"I have difficult news to share," Elder Jim announced to the somber crowd gathered in 

the community hall. "It appears that Lord Buffett, who many of us looked to as a model 

of wise investing, lost nearly half of his stone collection in the Moonbeam seed 

speculation." 
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A gasp went up from the crowd. If the village's most successful investor had been fooled 

by Professor Tulip's scheme, what did that say about everyone else's judgment? 

 

"How is that possible?" Sterling asked, looking pale and shaken. "Lord Buffett always 

talks about patient investing and understanding market fundamentals." 

 

"It seems," Elder Jim replied carefully, "that even the wisest investors can be influenced 

by crowd excitement and fear of missing out on opportunities." 

 

Josephine wasn't entirely surprised by this news. She had observed Lord Buffett's 

shimmer patterns when he bought those last expensive seeds, and they had shown the 

same chaotic energy as everyone else's—greed and panic disguised as confident wisdom. 

 

The meeting continued with people sharing the extent of their losses and trying to figure 

out how the village would survive the coming winter. The situation was truly dire: most 

families had lost their savings, many had borrowed money they couldn't repay, and the 

village's collective wealth had been devastated. 

 

"We need to face facts," Elder Jim said grimly. "Our promise stone system has failed us. 

Maybe it's time to go back to direct bartering, or find some other way to organize our 

economy." 

 

"But the promise stones worked fine before all this madness started," protested Baker 

Bill, who had been one of the system's earliest supporters. 

 

"Did they really?" asked Josephine, standing up in the back of the hall. "Or did they just 

work fine for some people while creating problems for others?" 

 

The room turned to look at her, and she felt suddenly nervous. She was just a child 

speaking to a room full of adults who had much more experience with complicated 

economic systems. But she could see the truth clearly in the shimmer patterns, and 

someone had to say it. 

 

"Before the Moonbeam seeds," she continued, "we had people like Mrs. Henderson who 

couldn't afford winter clothing because textile stones were 'underperforming.' We had 

families like Mira's who couldn't get fair prices for their beautiful work because stone 

traders said their goods weren't good investments. We had Lord Buffett hoarding 

thousands of stones in his vault while people went hungry." 

 

She took a deep breath and looked around the room. "The Moonbeam seeds didn't break 

our system. They just showed us how broken it already was." 
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"Now hold on," Sterling said defensively. "The promise stone system was working 

perfectly well. People were making good profits and—" 

 

"Some people were making profits," Josephine interrupted. "But where did those profits 

come from? If Sterling made money by buying stones cheap and selling them expensive, 

but the stones still represented the same amount of grain or tools or cloth, then Sterling 

got richer while somebody else got poorer." 

 

The room fell silent as people considered this. 

 

"But that's just how markets work," protested one of the stone traders. "Efficient price 

discovery through supply and demand dynamics." 

 

"What's efficient about Mrs. Henderson not being able to afford a coat even though Old 

Nan makes beautiful cloth and has warm coats to trade?" Josephine asked. "What's 

efficient about the school being cold because education stones aren't profitable, even 

though Teacher Maya wants to teach and children want to learn?" 

 

She could see from people's expressions that her questions were making them 

uncomfortable. They had gotten used to thinking about economics in terms of abstract 

principles like "market efficiency" and "price signals," and they didn't like being 

reminded that the real purpose of any economic system was to help people get what they 

needed. 

 

"So what do you suggest, young lady?" asked Lord Buffett, who had been sitting quietly 

in the front row looking uncharacteristically humble. "If markets don't work, what 

does?" 

 

"Markets can work," Josephine replied. "But only if we remember that they're supposed 

to serve us, not the other way around. Promise stones were a good idea when they 

helped people coordinate trades and solve timing problems. They became a bad idea 

when people started treating them like treasure to hoard or toys to gamble with." 

 

"But how do we make sure people use them the right way?" asked Elder Jim. 

 

Josephine had been thinking about this question for weeks, and she had some ideas. But 

before she could answer, Granny Penny stood up from her seat near the front. 

 

"If I may," Granny Penny said in her clear, strong voice, "I think young Josephine has 

identified the real problem. We forgot that money is a tool, not a goal. We started 
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measuring success by how many stones people accumulated instead of how well the 

community was taking care of everyone's needs." 

 

"Exactly!" Josephine said, grateful for the support. "The shimmer shows this clearly. 

When promise stones were helping people trade for things they needed, the light flowed 

smoothly and everyone benefited. When people started hoarding stones or speculating 

with them, the light got tangled up and stopped flowing to where it was needed." 

 

"What do you mean by 'shimmer'?" asked Teacher Maya, who had been listening 

carefully. 

 

Josephine realized she had never fully explained her gift to the whole community. "I can 

see... the flow of value," she said carefully. "When people make fair trades for useful 

things, there's a kind of light that moves between them. When the trading system is 

working well, the light flows smoothly. When it's not working well, the light gets stuck or 

starts swirling in circles." 

 

"And what does the shimmer show you now?" Elder Jim asked. 

 

Josephine looked around the room, observing the patterns of light around the gathered 

villagers. What she saw gave her hope. 

 

"It shows me that people are starting to remember what really matters," she said. "The 

chaotic, unstable light that was everywhere during the seed madness is fading. People 

are sad and worried, but they're also thinking clearly again." 

 

"So what do we do?" asked Cash, who had been listening intently. 

 

"We start over," Josephine said simply. "But this time, we design the system to serve the 

community instead of serving itself." 

 

"How?" several people asked at once. 

 

Josephine smiled. She had been working on this plan for weeks, and she was ready to 

share it. 

 

"First, we agree that the purpose of promise stones is to help people get what they need, 

not to make anyone rich. Second, we make sure stones keep flowing instead of piling up 

in one place. Third, we connect the stones back to real, useful things instead of abstract 

speculation. And fourth, we make sure everyone in the community can participate 

fairly." 



113 
 

 

"That sounds good in theory," Lord Buffett said skeptically, "but how do you implement 

such a system in practice?" 

 

"By remembering that we're all neighbors who want to take care of each other," 

Josephine replied. "And by making decisions based on what helps the community 

thrive, not what makes the most profit for individuals." 

 

The discussion that followed was long and sometimes heated, but it was also more 

honest than any conversation the village had had about economics in months. People 

shared their real needs and concerns instead of talking about abstract market principles. 

They admitted their mistakes and talked about what they had learned from the disaster. 

 

Most importantly, they began to agree on some basic principles for rebuilding their 

economic system: trades should be fair, wealth shouldn't be hoarded, speculation should 

be discouraged, and everyone should have access to the necessities of life. 

 

As the meeting ended and people began to file out, Josephine felt cautiously optimistic. 

The Moonbeam seed bubble had been painful, but it had also cleared away a lot of 

confusion and false thinking. People were ready to build something better because they 

had experienced firsthand what happened when they built something worse. 

 

Walking home with her parents, Josephine looked up at the evening sky and noticed 

something wonderful: the shimmer around the village was beginning to stabilize. It was 

dimmer than it had been during the prosperity of the early promise stone days, and 

much dimmer than the wild chaos of the seed bubble. But it was steady and purposeful, 

like a candle flame that had stopped flickering in the wind. 

 

"Papa," she said as they reached their cottage, "I think everything is going to be all 

right." 

 

"I hope you're right, sweetpea," Robert replied. "But it's going to take a lot of work to 

rebuild what we've lost." 

 

"The best things usually do take work," Josephine said, echoing something Granny 

Penny had told her. "But now people remember why the work is worth doing." 

 

That night, as she drifted off to sleep, Josephine felt more hopeful than she had in 

months. Tomorrow would begin the hard work of rebuilding Shimmer Village's 

economy on a foundation of fairness and community care instead of greed and 

speculation. 
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But for the first time since the promise stones had arrived, she was confident that they 

could build something that would truly serve everyone in the village. 

 

The shimmer would flow again. And this time, it would flow in the right direction. 
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Chapter 16: Josephine Speaks 

 

Three days after the emergency village meeting, Elder Jim asked Josephine to do 

something that both excited and terrified her: address the entire community about her 

vision for rebuilding their economic system. 

 

"You've been watching and thinking about these problems longer than anyone else," 

Elder Jim told her as they sat in his office. "People are ready to listen to new ideas, and 

your perspective has been the clearest throughout this whole crisis." 

 

"But I'm just a child," Josephine protested. "What if people don't take me seriously?" 

 

"After what happened with the Moonbeam seeds, I think people are ready to listen to 

anyone who makes sense," Elder Jim replied with a gentle smile. "And you've been 

making more sense than most adults lately." 

 

So that evening, Josephine found herself standing in front of the entire village, looking 

out at faces that showed a mixture of hope, skepticism, and desperate willingness to try 

anything that might work better than what they'd been doing. 

 

She had prepared carefully for this moment, thinking through not just what she wanted 

to say, but how to say it in a way that would help people understand. The shimmer 

around the gathered crowd was cautiously hopeful—dim but steady, like people waiting 

to see if the sun would come out after a long storm. 

 

"Hello, everyone," she began, her voice smaller than she'd intended. She cleared her 

throat and tried again. "Hello, everyone. My name is Josephine, and I can see something 

that I think might help us build a better system for trading and taking care of each 

other." 

 

"What can you see, dear?" called out Mrs. Henderson from the middle of the crowd. 

 

"I can see the flow of value," Josephine said. "When people make trades that help 

everyone, there's a kind of light that moves between them. When trades are unfair or 

when wealth gets stuck in one place, the light gets tangled up or stops flowing." 

 

She paused, looking around the room. "I've been watching this light—I call it shimmer—

since before we started using promise stones. And I've learned some things about what 

makes it flow well and what makes it get stuck." 
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"Tell us what you've learned," Elder Jim encouraged. 

 

Josephine took a deep breath. "The first thing I learned is that shimmer flows best when 

it helps people get what they actually need. When Mrs. Henderson trades her beautiful 

scarves for warm winter clothes, the shimmer flows smoothly because both people are 

getting something useful. But when people trade just to make money without creating 

anything helpful, the shimmer starts spinning in circles." 

 

Several people nodded, remembering their own experiences with the difference between 

useful trades and speculative trading. 

 

"The second thing I learned is that shimmer gets stuck when too much of it piles up in 

one place. When Lord Buffett kept thousands of promise stones in his vault, those 

stones couldn't help anyone else trade for what they needed. It's like damming up a 

river—the water stops flowing to all the places that need it." 

 

Lord Buffett shifted uncomfortably in his seat, but he didn't argue. 

 

"The third thing I learned is that shimmer only works when people trust each other and 

keep their promises. Promise stones worked well at first because everyone believed they 

represented real commitments to provide useful things. But when people started making 

promises they couldn't keep, or trading promises about promises about promises, the 

shimmer got confused and unstable." 

 

"So what do you think we should do differently?" asked Teacher Maya. 

 

Josephine had been hoping someone would ask this question. "I think we should design 

our system around four simple rules that help the shimmer flow the way it's supposed 

to." 

 

She had written these rules on a piece of paper, and now she pulled it out to make sure 

she got them right. 

 

"Rule One: Promise stones should help people get useful things, not make people rich. If 

someone wants to accumulate lots of stones just to have them, that's a sign the system 

isn't working." 

 

"But what's wrong with people saving up stones for the future?" asked Sterling. 

 

"Nothing's wrong with saving," Josephine replied. "But there's a difference between 

saving for something specific you need and hoarding just to feel wealthy. If everyone 
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saves a little for winter clothing or emergency supplies, that makes sense. But if one 

person hoards so many stones that other people can't afford basic necessities, that hurts 

the community." 

 

"How do we tell the difference?" asked Cash. 

 

"By asking simple questions," Josephine said. "Like: Is this person saving stones to buy 

something useful, or just to have lots of stones? Are they participating in the 

community's trading, or withdrawing from it? Are they helping other people get what 

they need, or making it harder?" 

 

She looked around the room and was encouraged to see people nodding thoughtfully. 

 

"Rule Two: Promise stones should keep moving, not pile up in one place. When stones 

flow through the community, they help lots of people make trades. When they sit in a 

vault, they can't help anyone." 

 

"So you're saying no one should be allowed to save money?" Lord Buffett asked, 

sounding defensive. 

 

"I'm saying there's a difference between reasonable saving and harmful hoarding," 

Josephine replied. "Maybe we could agree that anyone who accumulates more stones 

than they can use in a year should put the extra ones back into circulation somehow. 

They could lend them to people who need help, or donate them to community projects, 

or trade them for things the village needs." 

 

"That sounds like forcing successful people to give up their earnings," protested one of 

the stone traders. 

 

"It sounds like remembering that all wealth comes from the community working 

together," Josephine countered. "Lord Buffett's stones came from trades with other 

villagers. The community helped create his wealth, so the community should benefit 

from it." 

 

"What's Rule Three?" asked Elder Jim, sensing that the discussion might get heated if 

they lingered too long on wealth distribution. 

 

"Rule Three: Promise stones should stay connected to real, useful things. When people 

start trading stones for abstract reasons that don't help anyone get what they need, the 

system stops working." 
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"Can you give us an example?" asked Farmer Ruth. 

 

"Well, when Sterling was trading grain stones for tool stones just because he thought 

tool stones might go up in price, that didn't help anyone actually get grain or tools. It 

just moved stones around without creating any value. But when Tom the tailor trades 

work stones for cloth stones so he can make clothes people need, that creates real 

value." 

 

"So speculation should be discouraged?" asked Cash. 

 

"I think speculation should be limited," Josephine said carefully. "Maybe people could 

only trade stones for things they actually plan to use, or that someone they know 

actually needs. That would keep the stones connected to useful purposes." 

 

"And Rule Four?" prompted Granny Penny, who had been listening with a proud smile. 

 

"Rule Four: Everyone in the community should be able to participate fairly. If the 

system only works for people who already have lots of stones, or if some people's work is 

valued much more than others' work for unfair reasons, then the shimmer can't flow 

properly." 

 

"What do you mean by unfair reasons?" asked Seamstress Sophie. 

 

"Well, Mrs. Henderson's scarves weren't actually less valuable when textile stones were 

'underperforming,'" Josephine explained. "They were still just as warm and beautiful. 

But the stone traders decided they weren't profitable investments, so Mrs. Henderson 

couldn't get fair payment for her work. That's unfair because it had nothing to do with 

the actual value of what she made." 

 

"So how do we make sure everyone can participate fairly?" asked Mrs. Henderson 

herself. 

 

"By making sure everyone has access to enough stones to meet their basic needs," 

Josephine said. "Maybe the community could guarantee that every family gets a 

minimum number of stones each month, just for being part of the village. And maybe we 

could make sure that people doing essential work—like teaching or growing food or 

taking care of others—always get fair payment, even if their work isn't currently 

'popular' with investors." 
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The room buzzed with discussion as people considered these ideas. Some seemed 

excited by the possibility of a fairer system, while others looked worried about how such 

changes might affect their own positions. 

 

"These all sound like good goals," said Elder Jim, "but how would we actually 

implement them? How would we enforce these rules?" 

 

"The same way we enforce any community agreement," Josephine replied. "By deciding 

together that these are the values we want to live by, and then holding each other 

accountable." 

 

"But what if people cheat?" asked Sterling. "What if someone tries to hoard stones 

secretly, or speculate in ways that hurt the community?" 

 

"Then the community would need to respond," Josephine said. "Maybe by refusing to 

trade with people who break the agreements, or by taking away their access to promise 

stones until they agree to participate fairly." 

 

"That sounds like a lot of work to manage," observed Lord Buffett. 

 

"It is work," Josephine agreed. "But it's the work of taking care of each other, which is 

what communities are supposed to do. Right now, we're putting a lot of work into 

complicated trading schemes that make some people rich while others struggle. 

Wouldn't it be better to put that same energy into making sure everyone has what they 

need?" 

 

"But who would decide what's fair?" asked one of the stone traders. "Who would 

determine how many stones people should get, or whether someone is hoarding too 

much?" 

 

"We would decide together," Josephine said. "The same way we're deciding right now 

whether to try these ideas. Democracy means making decisions as a community, even 

when it's difficult." 

 

"And what if we make mistakes?" asked Teacher Maya. 

 

"Then we learn from them and try something better," Josephine replied. "The 

Moonbeam seed bubble was a mistake, but we learned important things from it. Any 

system we build will need to be adjusted as we discover what works and what doesn't." 
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As the questions and discussion continued, Josephine could see the shimmer around the 

room growing brighter and more organized. People were thinking seriously about how 

to build something better, and their genuine concern for each other was creating the 

kind of steady, purposeful light she associated with healthy communities. 

 

"I have one more thing to say," Josephine announced as the formal discussion began to 

wind down. "These rules aren't magic. They won't solve all our problems or make 

everyone perfectly happy. But they're based on something I can see clearly: when people 

take care of each other and work together fairly, the shimmer flows beautifully. When 

people focus on accumulating wealth for themselves at the expense of others, the 

shimmer gets dark and tangled." 

 

She looked around the room one more time, meeting as many eyes as she could. 

 

"We have a choice," she said. "We can rebuild our economic system to serve wealth, or 

we can rebuild it to serve people. The shimmer shows me that serving people creates 

more genuine prosperity for everyone." 

 

"Even for the people who currently have the most wealth?" asked Lord Buffett quietly. 

 

"Especially for them," Josephine replied with a gentle smile. "Because genuine 

prosperity isn't just about having lots of stones. It's about living in a community where 

everyone is cared for, where everyone can contribute their talents, and where everyone 

can sleep peacefully knowing their neighbors are doing well too." 

 

As the meeting ended and people began to file out, Josephine felt exhausted but hopeful. 

She had said everything she wanted to say, and people had listened seriously. Whether 

they would choose to act on her suggestions remained to be seen. 

 

But for the first time since the promise stones had arrived in Shimmer Village, she felt 

confident that the community was ready to build something worthy of the beautiful 

shimmer that connected them all. 

 

Tomorrow would bring the hard work of turning good intentions into practical changes. 

But tonight, the shimmer around the village glowed with the steady light of people 

committed to taking better care of each other. 

 

That was enough to make everything seem possible. 
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Chapter 17: Building Better 

 

The morning after Josephine's speech, something wonderful began happening in 

Shimmer Village: people started helping each other without waiting for anyone to tell 

them how. 

 

It began when Mrs. Henderson knocked on Lord Buffett's door with a proposal. 

 

"I know you lost a lot of stones in the seed mess," she said kindly, "and I know you're 

probably worried about your future. But I also know you still have more stones than 

most of us will ever see. What if we made a deal?" 

 

Lord Buffett, who had been feeling quite sorry for himself, was surprised by her gentle 

approach. "What kind of deal?" 

 

"I'll make you beautiful warm clothes for winter, and teach your cook how to preserve 

food properly, and help keep your house tidy. In return, you help me and my neighbors 

afford the basic things we need—food, heating oil, warm clothes. Not charity, but 

neighbors helping neighbors." 

 

Lord Buffett was quiet for a long moment. "You'd do all that for me even though I... even 

though I've been selfish with my stones?" 

 

"Of course," Mrs. Henderson said simply. "We're all part of the same village." 

 

Within a week, similar conversations were happening all over Shimmer Village. Baker 

Bill offered to provide bread for anyone who couldn't afford it, as long as people helped 

him gather firewood and clean his shop. Teacher Maya reopened the school by asking 

families to contribute whatever they could—stones, supplies, time helping with lessons, 

or just keeping the building warm and tidy. 

 

"We don't need complicated rules," Granny Penny observed as she watched these 

changes unfold. "We just need to remember that we're all connected." 

 

The biggest change came when Elder Jim called a simple village meeting to ask one 

question: "What if we made sure everyone in Shimmer Village had enough food, 

warmth, and safety, no matter what?" 

 

"How would we do that?" asked Cash. 
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"The same way we do anything important," replied Farmer Ruth. "Together." 

 

And so they did. Families with extra promise stones put some into a shared village fund. 

People with skills offered to work for the community. Those with land shared space for 

gardens and workshops. It wasn't complicated or fancy—it was just neighbors taking 

care of neighbors. 

 

Mrs. Henderson never had to worry about affording winter clothes again, because she 

was part of a community that made sure everyone stayed warm. Cash could focus on 

creating art because people valued beauty and were willing to support artists as part of 

their community. Old Henrik's roof got fixed because everyone agreed that no one 

should have to live with holes in their ceiling. 

 

"It's like we're all part of one big family," Mira observed as she helped tend the new 

community gardens that had sprouted up throughout the village. 

 

The changes weren't all smooth. Some people complained that others weren't doing 

their fair share. A few tried to take advantage of the community's generosity without 

contributing anything back. And there were arguments about who should get what and 

how decisions should be made. 

 

But each time a problem arose, the village found ways to address it through honest 

conversation and mutual support. 

 

"The difference," Josephine noted, "is that we're solving problems by bringing people 

together instead of pushing them apart." 

 

She could see this clearly in the shimmer patterns around the village. Instead of the 

chaotic swirls of competition and hoarding, the light now flowed in gentle, steady 

streams between people and families. It moved constantly, never getting stuck in one 

place for too long, always finding its way to where it was needed most. 

 

The most wonderful example of the new spirit came when Professor Tulip returned to 

the village, looking nervous and ashamed. 

 

"I know I caused terrible problems," he said to the crowd that gathered when his cart 

appeared. "I came back to apologize and to try to make things right." 

 

Instead of chasing him away, the villagers listened to his story. Professor Tulip had been 

desperate to pay debts in other villages and had convinced himself that the Moonbeam 

seeds might actually work. When they didn't, he had panicked and run away. 
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"I don't have the money to pay everyone back," he admitted. "But I do have skills and 

time. I know about plants and gardening and traveling to other places. If you'll let me, 

I'd like to help the village in whatever way I can." 

 

After much discussion, the village decided to let Professor Tulip stay and work to help 

rebuild what his scheme had damaged. It wasn't easy for people who had lost their 

savings to forgive him, but they chose community healing over revenge. 

 

"Holding onto anger hurts us more than it hurts him," said Mrs. Henderson wisely. 

"And we all make mistakes." 

 

Professor Tulip proved himself by working harder than anyone expected. He helped 

establish the community gardens, taught people about plant care, and used his travel 

experience to help the village trade fairly with neighboring communities. He never got 

rich again, but he became a respected member of Shimmer Village. 

 

"Sometimes the best thing that can happen to someone is learning that they don't need 

to be wealthy to be valuable," Granny Penny observed. 

 

Over the months that followed, word of Shimmer Village's changes spread to 

neighboring communities. Visitors came to see how the village had solved its economic 

problems, and many went home to try similar approaches in their own towns. 

 

"The secret," Josephine told one group of visitors, "is remembering that money should 

help people, not control them. Once you get that idea clear, everything else becomes 

much easier." 

 

"But how do you prevent the problems from coming back?" asked a visitor from the next 

village over. 

 

"By paying attention," Josephine replied. "We have regular meetings where people can 

talk about what's working and what isn't. And we all watch out for signs that someone 

might be struggling or that wealth is starting to pile up in one place again." 

 

"It's like tending a garden," added Teacher Maya. "You can't just plant it once and walk 

away. You have to keep caring for it." 

 

The visitor nodded thoughtfully. "And what happens if someone tries to recreate the old 

problems? What if another traveling merchant shows up with get-rich-quick schemes?" 

 



124 
 

"Then we ask simple questions," Josephine said with a smile. "Like: Where does the 

money come from? Who benefits and who gets hurt? Does this help our community take 

care of each other, or does it just make some people rich? Usually, asking those 

questions is enough to show whether something is really a good idea." 

 

As the visitors prepared to leave, they asked Josephine one last question: "What's the 

most important thing other communities should know about building a fairer system?" 

 

Josephine thought carefully before answering. "That it's possible. People told us that 

greed and competition were just human nature, and that there was no point trying to 

change how things worked. But we learned that kindness and cooperation are human 

nature too. You just have to create systems that bring out the best in people instead of 

the worst." 

 

That evening, as Josephine walked through the village square, she marveled at how 

peaceful and prosperous everything felt. Not the frantic, unstable prosperity of the 

speculation days, but the deep, steady prosperity of a community where everyone was 

cared for and everyone had meaningful work to do. 

 

Children played in the square while their parents worked at jobs they enjoyed. Elderly 

people sat in comfortable chairs, sharing stories and watching the sunset. Young adults 

pursued their dreams without fear of poverty. And everywhere, people were creating, 

building, and caring for each other. 

 

The promise stones were still circulating, still helping people trade and coordinate their 

activities. But now they served the community instead of controlling it. 

 

"You know what I love most about all this?" Cash said as he painted a mural on the side 

of the community center. "We didn't just solve our money problems. We remembered 

how to be a real community." 

 

"We never forgot," Josephine replied, watching the shimmer flow in beautiful, healthy 

patterns around the village. "We just needed to remember that we had a choice about 

what kind of community we wanted to be." 

 

As she headed home for dinner with her family, Josephine felt deep satisfaction with 

what they had all accomplished together. They had built something better—not perfect, 

but much better. And they had proven that ordinary people could create extraordinary 

changes when they worked together with wisdom and care. 
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The shimmer around Shimmer Village glowed with the warm, steady light of a 

community at peace with itself and committed to taking care of all its members. 

 

It was exactly what she had hoped for when she first started asking simple questions 

about fairness and kindness. 

 

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but tonight, the village was ready for whatever 

came next. 
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Chapter 18: The Shimmer Keeper 

 

One year after the Great Moonbeam Seed Crash, as the villagers had come to call it, 

Josephine woke to find the most beautiful shimmer she had ever seen flowing through 

Shimmer Village. 

 

It wasn't the wild, chaotic brightness of the speculation days, or the dim gray of the 

crisis period. Instead, it was like watching a river of liquid rainbows—steady, purposeful 

streams of light that flowed smoothly between people, pooling briefly where it was 

needed before moving on to help someone else. 

 

"Good morning, Shimmer Keeper," her father said with a smile as she came downstairs 

for breakfast. 

 

The title still made Josephine blush a little. Elder Jim had officially appointed her as the 

village's first Shimmer Keeper six months ago, after it became clear that her ability to 

see the flow of value was invaluable for maintaining their new economic system. 

 

"Morning, Papa," she replied, accepting a bowl of porridge made with grain from the 

community gardens. "The shimmer looks especially good today. I think it's because of 

the harvest festival preparations." 

 

Indeed, the entire village was buzzing with excitement as people prepared for the annual 

celebration of their community's abundance. But unlike the frantic energy of the old 

market days, this preparation felt joyful and cooperative. 

 

"Josephine," called a voice from outside, "could you come take a look at something?" 

 

She opened the door to find Baker Bill looking slightly worried. "It's probably nothing," 

he said, "but I've noticed that promise stones seem to be accumulating around the new 

textile workshop faster than usual. I wanted to check if that might be a problem." 

 

This was exactly the kind of situation Josephine had been appointed to monitor. As 

Shimmer Keeper, her job was to watch for signs that wealth might be concentrating 

unhealthily or that the flow of value might be getting blocked. 

 

"Let's go take a look," she said, grabbing her official Shimmer Keeper notebook—a gift 

from the village that she used to track patterns and make observations. 
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The textile workshop was a new community project where several families worked 

together to create beautiful cloth, clothing, and decorative items. As they approached, 

Josephine could indeed see that the shimmer around the building was brighter and 

more concentrated than elsewhere in the village. 

 

"Hmm," she said, studying the patterns carefully. "It's not the bad kind of accumulation 

we saw with Lord Buffett's vault. This looks more like... enthusiasm overflow." 

 

"What does that mean?" asked Bill. 

 

"Let me check something." Josephine walked around the building, observing the 

shimmer from different angles. "Yes, that's what I thought. The concentration is 

happening because everyone's excited about the beautiful things being made here, and 

people are willing to pay extra for really excellent work. But look—" she pointed toward 

streams of light flowing out from the workshop "—the extra stones are flowing right 

back into the community through wages and purchases." 

 

"So it's good accumulation, not bad accumulation?" 

 

"Exactly. Bad accumulation is like a dam that stops the flow. Good accumulation is like a 

waterfall that gathers energy and then releases it to do useful work." 

 

As they watched, Seamstress Sophie emerged from the workshop carrying a bag of 

promise stones. Instead of hoarding them, she walked directly to the community market 

where she began purchasing supplies for her family and materials for more textile work. 

 

"See?" Josephine said. "The stones are moving. That's the key difference." 

 

This was the kind of observation that made Josephine's role so important. The village 

had learned that not all wealth concentration was harmful—some temporary 

accumulation was natural and even helpful when it represented genuine value creation. 

The trick was distinguishing between healthy flows and unhealthy hoarding. 

 

"Thanks, Josephine," Bill said, looking relieved. "I'm still learning to tell the difference." 

 

"We all are," Josephine replied. "That's why we pay attention together." 

 

As they walked back toward the village center, they encountered another scene that 

warmed Josephine's heart. A group of children were playing a game they had invented 

called "Shimmer Flow," where they pretended to be promise stones moving through the 

village economy. 
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"I'm a food stone!" announced young Emma, skipping from the pretend farm to the 

pretend market. "I help people get fed!" 

 

"I'm a tool stone!" called out Marcus, marching importantly toward the pretend 

workshop. "I help people build things!" 

 

"I'm a hoarding stone!" said little Peter, standing very still in one corner. "I don't help 

anyone!" 

 

"You can't be a hoarding stone!" Emma protested. "Hoarding stones aren't allowed in 

our game!" 

 

"Why not?" asked Peter. 

 

"Because they're no fun! They just sit there instead of helping people!" 

 

Josephine smiled as she watched the children play. They had absorbed the lessons about 

healthy economics so naturally that they could turn them into games. These children 

would grow up understanding intuitively what many adults had to learn through painful 

experience. 

 

The afternoon brought Josephine's weekly meeting with the Village Council, where she 

shared her observations about the community's economic health. 

 

"The shimmer patterns continue to look very positive," she reported to Elder Jim, Lord 

Buffett, Teacher Maya, and the other council members. "Wealth is flowing smoothly, 

everyone's basic needs are being met, and people are finding fulfilling work." 

 

"Any concerns?" asked Elder Jim. 

 

"Just one small thing. I've noticed that some of the younger adults are starting to ask 

questions about trading with other villages and possibly traveling to sell our goods in 

distant markets. That's not necessarily bad, but we should think carefully about how to 

do it without recreating the old problems." 

 

"What kind of problems?" asked Lord Buffett, who had become one of the most 

thoughtful voices on the council since his experience with the seed bubble. 
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"Well, if we start focusing too much on making money from outside trade, we might 

forget to take care of our own community first. And if we get competitive about being 

the richest village, we might start treating our neighbors like rivals instead of friends." 

 

"Good point," said Teacher Maya. "What do you suggest?" 

 

"Maybe we could establish some simple guidelines. Like, any outside trading should 

benefit the whole community, not just individual traders. And we should never trade 

away things our own people need just because outsiders will pay more for them." 

 

"Those sound like wise principles," agreed Elder Jim. "We'll discuss it at the next 

community meeting." 

 

As the official meeting ended, Josephine found herself walking with Lord Buffett toward 

his house. 

 

"You know," he said thoughtfully, "a year ago I would have been insulted by the idea that 

a child could teach me about economics. Now I realize that children often see things 

more clearly than adults because they haven't learned to accept complicated 

explanations for simple problems." 

 

"I think," Josephine replied, "that adults just forget to ask simple questions. Like: Is this 

fair? Does this help people? Are we taking care of each other? Once you start asking 

those questions, the complicated explanations usually don't make much sense." 

 

"Indeed. And I have to say, I'm much happier now than I was when I had twice as many 

stones but lived in a community where people struggled." 

 

They had reached Lord Buffett's house, which was still the largest in the village but no 

longer felt like a fortress protecting wealth from the community. Instead, it had become 

a kind of community center where people gathered for meetings, celebrations, and 

educational events. 

 

"Speaking of which," Lord Buffett said, "would you like to see the latest addition to the 

house?" 

 

He led her around to what used to be the vault where he had hoarded thousands of 

promise stones. The heavy doors were gone, replaced by large windows that let in 

natural light. Inside, instead of stone-filled shelves, there were comfortable chairs, 

bookshelves, art supplies, and musical instruments. 
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"I converted it into a community learning space," Lord Buffett explained proudly. 

"Children come here after school for extra help with their studies. Adults use it for 

evening classes. Artists and musicians practice here. And sometimes people just come to 

think quietly or read books." 

 

Josephine could see that the shimmer in this space was completely different from what 

it had been when it housed Lord Buffett's hoard. Instead of the tight, inward-flowing 

energy of accumulated wealth, the light here moved freely, creating complex, beautiful 

patterns as knowledge and creativity flowed between people. 

 

"It's perfect," she said. "The shimmer shows how much good this space is doing." 

 

As they stood there admiring the transformation, Mira appeared in the doorway 

carrying an armload of books. 

 

"Oh, hello Josephine! I was just returning these after my grandmother finished reading 

them. She's been learning to read, you know, now that she has time and energy for 

things beyond just surviving." 

 

"That's wonderful!" Josephine said. "How is Old Nan doing?" 

 

"So much better. She's been commissioned to create a series of tapestries telling the 

story of our village's transformation. The whole community is excited to see how she 

depicts the promise stone journey—from the early days through the bubble and crash to 

where we are now." 

 

"I'd love to see those when they're finished," said Lord Buffett. "I have a feeling I won't 

come off looking very wise in the early chapters." 

 

"Maybe not," Mira said with a grin, "but Grandmama says the story isn't about 

individual people being good or bad. It's about a whole community learning to make 

better choices." 

 

As evening approached, Josephine made her way to her favorite spot—the bench where 

she and Granny Penny used to sit and watch the shimmer flow through the village 

square. Granny Penny was still there most evenings, though now she was usually 

surrounded by children who came to hear her stories about the old days. 

 

"How was your day, dear?" Granny Penny asked as Josephine settled beside her. 
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"Good. The shimmer is flowing beautifully, people are happy, and everyone seems to be 

taking care of each other. I think our new system is really working." 

 

"I think so too. And more importantly, I think the village has learned the lessons it 

needed to learn. People understand now that prosperity means everyone doing well, not 

just some people getting rich." 

 

They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, watching the evening activities in the 

square. Children played while parents worked on various projects. Elderly people shared 

stories and wisdom. Young adults pursued their dreams while contributing to the 

community. Artists, craftspeople, farmers, and teachers all went about their work with 

purpose and satisfaction. 

 

"Granny Penny," Josephine said eventually, "do you think there will ever be another 

crisis like the seed bubble?" 

 

"Probably," Granny Penny replied honestly. "People sometimes forget important 

lessons, especially when things are going well. And there will always be people like 

Professor Tulip trying to convince others that they can get rich quickly without creating 

real value." 

 

"But we'll be ready for it now, won't we?" 

 

"I think so. The village has developed good habits and wise traditions. And most 

importantly, you've taught people to ask the right questions when something seems too 

good to be true." 

 

"What questions?" 

 

"Where does the money come from? Who benefits and who gets hurt? Does this help our 

community take care of each other? Those are powerful questions, Josephine. They cut 

through deception and get to the heart of what really matters." 

 

As the stars began to appear in the darkening sky, Josephine reflected on the journey 

that had brought Shimmer Village to this point. It had been difficult and sometimes 

painful, but it had also been deeply educational. The village had learned that economic 

systems were choices, not inevitable forces, and that communities could design those 

systems to serve their values. 

 

"I'm proud of what we've built together," she said. 
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"You should be," Granny Penny replied. "You helped save your community by 

remembering that the point of all this trading and money and economic activity is to 

help people live good lives together." 

 

The next morning brought the harvest festival, and with it the most spectacular 

shimmer display Josephine had ever witnessed. As the entire village gathered to 

celebrate their shared abundance, streams of rainbow light danced between people, 

creating patterns of connection and joy that seemed to reach up toward the sky itself. 

 

People shared food, told stories, played music, and expressed gratitude for the 

community they had built together. Children who had learned about shimmer from 

Josephine pointed out the beautiful light patterns to adults who couldn't see them 

directly but could feel their effects in the warmth and prosperity that surrounded them. 

 

"Look, Mama!" little Emma called out to her mother. "The shimmer is making flower 

shapes in the air!" 

 

"I can't see the shimmer like you can," her mother replied, "but I can see how happy and 

connected everyone looks. That must be what shimmer feels like." 

 

As Josephine watched the celebration, she realized that her job as Shimmer Keeper 

wasn't really about monitoring economic patterns or preventing financial crises. It was 

about helping her community remember what prosperity really meant: everyone having 

what they needed to live well, everyone being able to contribute their gifts, and everyone 

being connected by bonds of mutual care and support. 

 

The promise stones were still there, still helping people coordinate their economic 

activities. But they had returned to their proper role as tools serving the community, 

rather than masters controlling it. 

 

As the festival continued into the evening, with dancing and singing and storytelling 

under the stars, Josephine felt deep satisfaction with what they had all accomplished 

together. They had created something beautiful—not perfect, but beautiful. And they 

had proven that ordinary people could build extraordinary communities when they 

remembered to put kindness and wisdom before greed and cleverness. 

 

The shimmer around Shimmer Village glowed with the warm, steady light of a 

community that had learned to see clearly, choose wisely, and care for each other 

through whatever challenges might come. 

 



133 
 

And in the center of it all, watching over the flow of light that connected every person 

and every dream, stood a young girl who had changed her world by asking simple 

questions and refusing to accept that unfairness was inevitable. 

 

Josephine smiled as she watched the shimmer dance through her village. Tomorrow 

would bring new challenges and opportunities, but tonight, all was well in Shimmer 

Village. 

 

The flow was exactly as it should be. 


