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The Tastewright's Dilemma
Henry Vaston
In a dense city where communal mood is engineered by tastewrights, Juno Calder must steer a contagious flavor bloom that makes crowds cluster dangerously during the Cross‑Taste Carnival. With a quirky drone, a spoon‑bot, and a makeshift flavor cart, she risks craft over sedatives to guide the crowd.
ProseHub


    
A Menu for the Market
Dawn patted the transit arc in thin, tart light. Juno Calder worked with her sleeves rolled, palms dark with the residue of emulsifiers and copper filings. The emitter hummed under her fingers like a temperamental kettle; she eased the clamp, nudged a microvalve, and tasted the thin vapor the way a violinist listens to a string. Not for melody, exactly—for mouthfeel, for the way a note could sit on the roof of a tongue and make a crowd bend its shoulders in a certain, habitual cadence.
The arc smelled of more than metal and calibration. In the lanes below, laundry drones glided in thin, obedient columns, antennae trimmed like the whiskers of mechanical cats; they sang, in a soft, nested chorus, whatever the municipal playlist assigned that week—today a plucky lullaby that made the morning feel smaller and more polite. A vendor three stories down flipped luminous noodles into a pan with the care of a liturgist. There was a hush of ritual in the ordinary, a dozen small customs that were not part of any public policy: neighbors swapped infused salts on Thursdays, tram drivers exchanged stories about their worst fluorescent tea experiences, and people in the Marin district pinned confetti to their shoes to ward off grey dust in early spring.
“Pepper‑3, not in the tie,” Juno warned without looking up. The little tasting drone had slipped in through the service hatch and was already whirring toward the mayoral delegation below, all chrome and excitable sensors.
It was absurd, and she liked absurdity. Absurdity made the world feel less monolithic; it curdled the pomp that sometimes sat too heavily in municipal meetings. Pepper‑3 extended a membrane tongue and sampled the mayor’s ceremonial cravat. The drone blinked once, blinked twice, and announced in a pitched, honorary voice: “Notes of bureaucracy, with undertones of citrus regret.” It then produced a tiny paper haiku and dropped it neatly into the mayor’s lap. The mayor coughed, the councilman blushed, and someone clapped as if this were the desired sort of theater.
Juno smiled—an economy smile, not theatrical—and turned back to the emitter. She was not there for performances. She listened to the hardware. She adjusted a glyceride gradient until the pulse softened and the dispersion pattern tightened into a reliable beam. The transit arc was one of her simple commissions: a public palate that nudged sleepers awake with the smell of toasted barley and encouraged commuters to release the day’s petty grudges before they boarded. It was small magic. People flowed more politely when their tongues were persuaded to expect certain textures.
Her console chirped. The alert was soft and crystalline: an anomaly in the Market sector. Juno's hands didn't stop moving. She spliced the diagnostic feed into her wristpad and read the lines as if they were braille. The signal wasn't a jitter in an array—or not only. It had the arcs of something alive, something that altered phase when touched by air that had been breathed by people in groups. Her lips pinched. She felt the first prickle of professional attention: an itch that wanted work, wanted order. She did not yet know it wanted to worry.
She caught Pepper‑3 mid‑flight and clipped a stabilizer strap over its chassis. The drone protested with a tiny chirp that sounded almost like a laugh. “You’ll be under my hood when I need you to be useful,” Juno told it, and the drone, as if understanding the difference between being useful and being a social provocation, tucked its sampling tongue away.
Outside, the Market had the feel of a place that kept all of the city’s stories in its pockets. Stalls leaned into one another like contented conspirators. A woman peddled noodles braided with squid ink that glowed faintly in the humidity; a boy polished metal spoons until they reflected the sky in perfect, ridiculous circles. The Cross‑Taste Carnival was a week away and the air already went soft with the anticipatory seasoning of the stalls: citrus and smoke, sour stock, the theme vendor’s tins of preservative‑free candy. The festival was not merely entertainment. It was an infrastructure of motion—routes, pauses, surges—where a tastewright's work mattered as much as structural beams. Juno felt the market’s bones even when she wasn't inside it. It had a timetable, and people scheduled their comings and goings by its moods.
Her diagnostics flagged a strain on a feeder vent three aisles over. She moved like a person who had memorized a building’s ribs—stepping across catwalks, leaning into the conveyor flows, threading a hand through a service grate. The smell hit her first: a bright sharpness that did not belong to any of the usual vendors. It was floral in the way that certain late‑breeding algae are floral, but it had teeth—an active edge that made saliva pool and eyes narrow.
“Is that… syrup?” called a voice below. Juno peered down to see a vendor with a nose ring and a jar of pickled bulbs holding himself oddly still, as if the air had pressed him like a hand.
She sealed her fitment and scooped a sample into a polymer vial, hands quick and economical. The sample had a consistency that teased the edges of chemistry she taught apprentices. It shimmered with microfibers, and when she shook it it formed patterns that suggested conduction, movement. She tasted a particle—not the act of nostalgia, but a molecular fingertip on her tongue—and her chest contracted with that particular, busy anxiety only practitioners understood: something engineered, or else something that had learned to imitate engineering.
Juno didn’t run down the market shouting. She adjusted a clamp, tightened a seal, and half‑sang a technician’s cadence to herself as she worked. Precise gestures steadied her. People turned as if to watch a craftsman because the market enjoyed the ritual of competence. A pair of apprentices observed her and nodded, as if filing away the steps like liturgy.
Silas Ock, who had the habit of speaking in recipes and metaphors, appeared at the edge of the aisle with sugar dust on one shoulder and a cane that had once been a stirring paddle. “If the city were a soup, Juno, this would be the moment we’d taste for salt,” he said, voice creaky but amused.
“You brought a paddle,” she said, not looking up from her clamps.
“Old knee says I must carry something unambiguous,” he replied. “Gives me the authority to be nosy.”
They worked side by side in an odd, graceful choreography. He held a light while she trimmed a fragile sensor; she fed him a scrap of fried bread and he countered with an insult about her soldering. Their rapport was fast and familiar, the kind that is older than friendship because it had been forged over decades of shared crises and messy dinners.
The pickled bulb vendor had retreated behind his stall. He watched them through the lattice like a cat watching a bird. The market's scrolling boards blinked advisory notices, mostly about permit renewals and lost pets—mundane civic ironies—until one board stuttered and displayed an image of clustered patrons, a grainy frame of a plaza where people had begun to gather so tightly that the temporary scaffolding groaned. The sound a structure makes when it’s tired is low and organlike; someone in the footage laughed as if it were the next logical thing to do.
“Crowds moving like marbles,” Silas observed.
Juno pinched the bridge of her nose. “Not a good simile,” she said. Then she sealed the last valve and pocketed the vial. Every move was an argument with time.
She took the sample back to her lab, which was an honest little workshop wedged between a florist who sold unorthodox succulents and a repair shop for umbrellas with thermal linings. Her lab smelled like rind and solvent and the tiny, faithful burnt coffee that seemed to be an occupational hazard among tastewrights. Shelves were stacked with jars labeled in someone else’s tidy hand: whipped treacle, a bottle of emulsified grass, a vial marked with a small brass star that indicated it was experimental.
Pepper‑3 hovered at her knee, making small, impartial noises. Its casing bore a sticker that read: I TASTE WHEN I CAN’T SLEEP. Juno had stuck that sticker on herself the first week she’d introduced the drone into the workroom; she liked its presumption that machines could be adorable if you taught them how to apologize.
She set the vial under a magnifier and watched the microfibers pulse. The bloom—she had no better word yet—reacted to the magnifier’s low‑level heat by compressing, then loosening with a rhythm that was faintly metrical. It was as if it took cues from human breathing. She tapped the feed and laid a tactile probe against the sample: a ribbon of glyceride that varied in viscosity in response. The sapor didn't merely scent; it organized.
“This is not a usual drift,” she muttered. Her fingers were stained a faint, confident ink from a previous formulation. She adjusted a microdial, coaxing a pulse across the probe, and watched the fibers unwind into a pattern like calling cards. Pepper‑3 recorded the motion. It chirped: “Noted nuance—texture dances at 0.8 beats per breath.” The drone's voice had adopted a clinical lilt, as if it had decided to be helpful and dignified at once.
The novelty of the sample made something in her chest unclench a fraction. Curiosity is a kind of relish; it keeps a trade afloat. But beneath that, another current ran: the Market was a mapped choreography of bodies. If a taste could steer a mood, a rogue taste could steer masses. The idea tethered to a darker possibility—crowds under someone else's hand—but she pushed that thought away. For now, she would do what she always did: tease structure out of chaos and make experiments obedient.
A call came through on a line she kept for intrusions of municipal importance. Naila Kest’s name flashed, and Juno felt something like a shutter drop and open—no drama, only a window she had not expected to open.
Naila arrived with a scarf the color of dried apricot and a grin that was mostly professional cheer with a soft edge for private moments. She had been a coordinator long enough to know how to carry a crowd’s attention like a tray balanced on two fingers.

“You look like you’ve been coaxing weather,” Naila said, tone half‑tease, half‑relief.
“I'm trying to coax the market from becoming a curious kind of stampede,” Juno said. “There's a bloom in a feeder vent.”
Naila’s face shifted. She had the instinct of someone who thought in calendars and contingency plans. “Maps it for me,” she said.
They sat on the lip of a loading bay and spread images across a small holo. The footage flickered: people clustering as if magnetized to each other, a stall owner frozen with a tray of food rising and falling like a metronome. A scaffold flexed faintly in the background, the kind of flex that would not feel dangerous until suddenly it was.
Naila's hand brushed Juno’s shoulder in a quick, efficient comfort. “If this is festival season,” she said, voice steadier than Juno felt, “we'll need plans that keep people moving without panicking. The council will want a blanket.”
Juno looked at the word like it was something medical and abstract. “Blanket?” she echoed. “Like a sedative flush?”
“An indifferent solution,” Naila said, “one that makes the danger manageable.”
Silas cleared his throat beside them, as if saying: remember there are spices for everything. “A blanket is useful in winter,” he observed dryly. “Not so much for the market when you need nimble hands.”
Their conversation was practical, threaded with the kind of unflinching warmth that comes from having navigated other municipal frays together. They did not speak as opponents. They spoke as people who had both loved and repaired the city.
Juno knew the municipal tendency toward solutions. She also knew the flattening quality of those solutions; sedative mixes dulled sensation and smoothed edges but left a day that had been anesthetized. Citizens would trade safety for forgetting in a blink if the price were presented as comfort. It was a moral texture she had dealt with, not as a philosopher but as someone who soldered valves: subtle, gritty, practical.
She could imagine the meetings—algorithms and charts, a mayor who loved tidy numbers, a public health desk that argued for prudence. Those images ticked at the edges of her mind but she kept them at bay. Her work was not a debate club. It was devices and recipes and the particular, sweaty art of making air go where you wanted it to go.
That afternoon she walked the Market more carefully. The sweet and acrid flavors of the stalls pressed at her like a crowd of hands wanting attention: preserved lemons stacked in neat pyramids, a woman selling warm fungus tarts wrapped in printed leaves, children dunking sugar feathers into molten candy and running away with sticky fingers. None of this had to do with the bloom. It was the city being itself—messy, culinary, proud of its public rituals—and Juno found in it a small, stubborn cheerfulness.
She tested vents in an improvised circuit, flipped fuses, clamped micronozzles, and marked the weak arcs with bright ribbon so apprentices could avoid them at night. Every action gave her the quiet satisfaction of stitches in a seam. The market pulsed around her. Someone started a kettle that scented the alley with caramel smoke, and an old man in the corner tapped his spoon in time and the crowd laughed with the kind of communal small joy that was not orchestrated and could not be scheduled.
She thought of Pepper‑3's haiku and the mayor’s flustered clap. Absurdity threaded through everything. It was balm.
By evening the initial alarm had become a rumor, the kind that curls along tails and multiplies. People told one another stories about why the market seemed odd; the reasons ranged from a popular singer's perfume to a mischievous child's prank. A vendor near where Juno worked held a small gathering, offering steaming bowls of broth spiked with candied peel; he insisted everyone taste as a way to ground themselves. The ritual made sense. Food organized people in ways that speeches never could.
Juno liked that ritual. She had been a solitary presence for a long time, and markets made solitary people feel porous. Still, solitude had taught her to cherish small motions: a quick chew to steady the jaw, the way a solder joint went warm under a thumb, the exact note of a vent when purity of flow was correct. She adjusted a manifold and felt the soft click of perfect fit.
Her console chirped again, but this time the signal came with a location. A feeder trunk under the western arcade had registered a synchronized movement—hundreds of people pausing and then folding inward like paper fans. A scaffolding across the arcade trembled in a way that made the market’s laughter break into a nervous silence.
“Someone's going to get crushed,” Silas said, voice rough with impatience.
Naila's hand curled into Juno’s palm. “We can't have that,” she said simply.
They moved then, not with the hesitant diplomacy of a council but with the quick, exact implementation of people who had practiced over years in the small wars of public life. Juno led the way through service corridors, climbing through the cathedral of ducts, licking her forefinger to feel for drafts, placing hands on vents to sense microvibrations. Her body moved the way a practiced craftsperson's does: economy first, flourish later.
The feeder trunk had a subtle warmth to it that spoke of circulation. Juno felt along its joint and discovered that the bloom had nested in the crevices where old ductwork sipped back. It had threaded itself like mischievous yarn through the seams of the city’s throat. She opened access with a crowbar, hands steady but muscles taut with the need to be efficient. The worms of the sample pulsed and merged, and the air sighed with a scent that made the back of her eyes itch.
“Hold the rope,” she said to an apprentice who had come unbidden. The boy held a tether as if it were important. It was only a rope, but he gripped it as if it gave him a role.
She hooked a clamp and set a temporary valve. Pepper‑3 hovered and, in a moment of comic bravery, extended its sampling membrane toward the plume. It sneezed a fine spray of basil confetti that landed on a scaffold beam and fluttered down like a slow, shameless storm. A vendor below began to laugh in a way that was too loud for the crisis, and his laugh caught in other throats until laughter and a low groan tangled around each other.
The scaffold creaked in a way that made Juno's stomach sharpen. She did not think about sedatives or blanket fixes then. She thought about a gear in a machine and how to stop it from slipping. She cut a temporary pressure seal, fed a countercurrent of emulsified oil to alter the sapor’s immediate texture, and watched, like a surgeon, to see if the crowd unknotted. It unknotted enough that people moved with a hesitation instead of a crush. It was not perfect. The scaffold still flexed, and helpers redirected carts. Still, an emergency was averted.
Afterwards the Market cleaned itself in the way old kitchens do—fetching, sweeping, exchanging small apologies. The vendor who had laughed earlier offered Juno a bowl of broth with a spoon that had been polished so often it had the soft, warm feeling of a worn coin. People recounted the scare in small, bright fragments, and the story grew teeth in the telling. None of the municipal lines had been called, none of the bureaucratic systems triggered. They had responded with craft.
Silas leaned on his paddle and regarded the valley of stalls with the sour amusement of someone who had seen too many attempts at tidy order. “We patched a lung with our hands,” he said.
Juno sipped the broth. The flavor steadied her; it was small comfort. She had acted with tools honed by habit and muscle, and that fact settled in her like a weight both welcome and alarming. The bloom's behavior had been unusual; it had a rhythm that seemed to listen. That trait could be a key or a weapon. For now, she would catalog and observe.
Naila stayed late, despite a calendar full of meetings. They shared a bench and spoke in the low, unrushed way of two people who had once been more than colleagues and who still sheltered one another in practical ways. The air cooled and the laundry drones finished their last orbit, their lullaby trailing behind like a promise to return.
“You're going to go poking at this until the festival?” Naila asked.
Juno's fingers folded around the spoon. “I am,” she said. The word felt like a pact she made with the market itself. “And I'll try not to break anything larger than necessary.”
Naila's hand found hers and squeezed. “We’ll keep the scaffolding from falling,” she said, not grandly, but like a plan. “We always do.”
Juno allowed herself the smallest, truest grin. The city had small rituals of care, and tonight they had used one.
She set the sample in her case and closed the lid with two careful snaps. The vial caught lamplight and threw it back in a small, stubborn star. Pepper‑3 wound down on its stand and projected a looped recording of its own haiku as if it needed to rehearse the right tone of ceremony. Juno laughed despite the tension; the laugh was a short, honest sound and absurd in the face of planning for danger, but humor had a way of lubricating decisions.
She made a list on a pad: re‑inspect feeder trunks; test texture modulation at three frequencies; consult Silas about tactile emulsifiers; talk to Naila about crowd routing. It was not a manifesto. It was a set of tasks. She thrived on tasks.
Outside, the Market settled into the slow business of closing: a woman folded purple canopies, a child counted pennies with a face of serious concentration, a spoon‑bot—an officious municipal implement that wandered the lanes insisting on taste propriety—patrolled with its spoon held like a scepter and a tiny placard that read PLEASE DO NOT OVERSPICE. The spoon‑bot's voice carried, equal parts pomp and piety, railing very politely against culinary crime.
Juno turned off the work lamps in sequence, savoring the ritual of doing things in order. She thought of the scaffold and the way people had moved when prodded by a scent. She thought of the city's appetite for tidy solutions. For the first time since the morning's hum of the transit arc, she let worry nestle in her ribs. Not the kind that paralyzes—she had never had time for that—but the kind that sharpens tools.
She locked the lab, and the Market exhaled into night: a place of small living things and small improvised acts of care. Juno walked home under the laundry drones’ lullaby, Pepper‑3's recorded haiku repeating in her head like an obliging chorus. She had patched a vent and slowed a panic. The city would sleep, but she would not. There would be more testing, more hands rolled up and stubborn, and perhaps, if she were lucky, more absurd moments—small confetti storms that revealed a solution rather than an omen. The work began at dawn.

    
The Souring Bloom
Juno had always trusted her fingertips more than the city's dashboards. In the lab she moved with a surgeon's neighborly economy—turn a valve, ease the joint, let the viscosity speak—because fingers register nuance that sensors compress into numbers. Pepper‑3 hovered at a respectful distance, occasionally pinging out a line of unsolicited poetry that it insisted improved the oxygenation of the space. Juno fed it an old coffee puck and the drone produced a grateful burble like a cat; its gratitude was absurd in a way she liked.
She arranged the sample on a low stage and set up the probes: a tactile ribbon that could vary between silk and treacle, an acoustic tap to read microvibrations, and a small pump that could rhythmically push emulsions through a capillary. Silas watched from a stool, legs folded like someone who was perpetually ready for both conversation and dismissal.
“You're arranging an orchestra,” he said, tapping the pump with the blunt end of his cane. His voice always came with a seasoning of culinary metaphor.
“An orchestra that will probably throw up on cue if it senses the wrong note,” Juno replied. She attached a glyceride ribbon and nudged the pump to a slow, heartbeat pulse. Pepper‑3 sent a tiny flare of basil glitter when a test aerosol escaped; the glitter drifted and landed on Silas’s sleeve, who looked down and pretended to be scandalized.
They ran the first sequence and watched the fibers in the sample tighten, then ease. The response wasn't just chemical; it was procedural. The bloom read rhythm in the way the ribbon flexed—short pulses encouraged a kind of inward folding, long smooth waves encouraged flow. Juno scribbled notes in the margins of her pad with a pencil thumbed soft: beat length, mouthfeel, vector of dispersion. Each measurement made a shape on the page and, for the first time since yesterday's scare, something like a plan began to condense.
Naila arrived with a thermos tucked under one arm and a hillside of contingency in her stride. The thermos was a civic token—every coordinator carried one layered with infused tea for long days. For reasons that had nothing to do with the bloom, the tea was a ritual to stave off that particular kind of official fatigue that manifests as blandness.
“You look like you discovered a new spice,” Naila said, inhaling the room's mixed odors and smirking. She set the thermos down and produced a paper cup with a practiced flourish that suggested she'd learned this trick in a previous life attending municipal ceremonies.
“It's not a spice,” Juno said. “It's behaving like a social organism.”
Naila tilted her head the way she did when she was learning to map a problem into a schedule. “Like what, a taste that organizes bodies?” she asked.
“Yes.” Juno's voice was quieter than her fingers. She adjusted a pulse to a fraction faster and the blooms tightened. “It responds to mouthfeel texture. Ribbed pulses make people cluster; a soft, whipped pulse promotes dispersion in waves. It listens to texture as much as to scent.”
Naila let out a low whistle. “You mean it has a choreography.”
“Something like that.” Juno rubbed a smear of emulsion from her thumb and thought in the shorthand of her craft. “We can steer it, maybe. Not by diluting—by articulating.”
Silas harrumphed in his pleasant, crusty way. “Articulation has the charm of risk,” he said. “But it also smells like dinner.” He smiled at Juno as if the risk were an ingredient he approved of.
They debated practicalities. Naila sketched routes on a napkin, folding crowd flows into corridors of intentional movement. Juno spoke in calibrations, in how to translate pulse into path. Pepper‑3 contributed a ridiculous sonnet about communal appetites that made them all laugh. Even when the joke sat light, the work beneath it sharpened into proposal.
There were other voices in the room beyond the three of them. The municipal advisory network—an ensemble of algorithmic models and well‑meaning clerks—had been running simulations since the first footage of clustered patrons had been uploaded. Juno had access to some of the logs; the models argued in probabilities and made clear recommendations: mitigate. The recommended mitigation was, in bureaucratic terms, “indifferent modulation” —a blanding flush delivered across feeder vents that would smooth the tastefield and, in theory, remove whatever cue the bloom exploited.
Naila's jaw hardened in a way that was practical rather than outraged. “They'll call it safety,” she said, “and most people will prefer it because it promises a quiet market and no scaffolding collapses.”
“People will lose a lot more than rows,” Juno said. Her hands tightened on a clamp and she set it down with a controlled breath. “A flush would smooth the city's textures. We'd anesthetize the market's personality. I know 'anesthetize' sounds dramatic, but tastewright choices change how people pass through life. They are small infrastructure.”
Silas murmured agreement. He spoke of the intangible things tastewrights saved: the small surprises that kept the city humane. He did not fashion his words into speeches; he made them into recipes and left them on the table for others to taste.
The council, when alerted, convened a preliminary session that felt like going to a church revival for risk assessment. Councilors were earnest rather than cruel; they spoke of duty and margins. An algorithm—Model HABITUS—presented a vector map that represented crowd stability under various interventions. The model's recommendation favored the flush. It had data: fewer injuries, measurable reductions in scaffold stress, and a probabilistic guarantee that the festival could proceed.
Juno watched the screen with a small, private fury that had little to do with hubris and everything to do with stewardship. If people were instruments that tastewrights tuned, then the model recommended flattening the timbre of instruments so everyone played the same note. She would not say that in the room. She did not want the meeting to become a sermon.
“What’s your take?” Naila whispered to her when the council took a coffee break. Her voice was close enough to keep the words private.
Juno thought of the bloom tightening in the vents like knitting. “I think we have a choice that isn’t only about risk. It’s about who gets to shape the market’s mood.” Her fingers flexed unconsciously; she was thinking of valves and clamps and whether they could be coaxed into a set that would nudge rather than dull. “I think we can steer it, but we need time and space to test.”
Naila's eyes flicked with worry and loyalty in equal measure. “I can buy us a few days,” she said. “But the council will want assurances.”
“Assurances are boring,” Silas said, but he was smiling. “Give me a recipe, not a guarantee, and I’ll make peace with uncertainty.”
They were not solemnest rivals against civic order. They were artisans arguing about how best to care for the city’s delicate textures. The meeting's tenor shifted because they spoke in terms that were practical—recipes and routes—rather than moral absolutes.
Back in the lab, Juno attempted a controlled array that would test her hypothesis in miniature. She rigged a mobile emitter on a wheeled cart, something she could push through a crowded aisle without causing a spectacle, calibrated to alternate between ribbed pulses and soft emulsions. The cart's casing was patched together from a retired vacuum canister, a vendor's chrome tray, and a municipal spoon‑bot head that insisted it was being repurposed with great dignity. The spoon‑bot's mouth opened and closed like a tiny Victorian character whenever the pump cycled; it kept muttering directives about proper seasoning to unsuspecting apprentices.
Juno wheeled the contraption into a small stall area near the lab where a cluster of apprentices had been trading gossip and candied peel. The market's hum wrapped around them like a familiar tune. She initiated the sequence and watched carefully as the bloom's fibers tightened or loosened with each change in mouthfeel. The response was predictable in the laboratory but deliciously messy in the real world: a vendor laughed and clacked wooden spoons; an elderly woman shuffled her basket to one side to make way for a child. The bloom’s choreography reacted as if it were a community partner rather than a bug.
Pepper‑3, sensing its moment, dove toward the cart and sampled the trailing vapor. It produced a wobbly limerick that somehow managed to describe both the texture and the moral hazard of controlling it. Someone in the stall burst out laughing. The cart's success was messy, partial, and entirely promising.
Word of the small trial moved faster than Juno expected. The market's net—informal grapevines, vendors' groups, the spoon‑bot’s brisk proclamations—transmitted impressions in colored tags and murmurs. That afternoon a delegation of vendor elders came by, their aprons stitched with family emblems and critical eyes. They watched the cart chug and the bloom respond; one of them, an old woman who sold steamed dumplings, touched Juno’s sleeve.
“Don't turn us into soup,” she said bluntly. Her voice had the frankness of people who have tasted grief and preserved it into something useful. “We're messy. We are how we survive.”
“We're not trying to make you bland,” Juno answered, and she meant it. “We're trying to keep people from falling through scaffolds.”
The elder's eyes narrowed. “Then you show me how to move that crowd without stealing our flavor.”
It was not a request to perform a miracle. It was an invitation to practice in public. That invitation changed Juno, made the problem practical instead of abstract. Instead of arguing against sedation on principle, she began to build a method to prove she could guide people without smothering them.
News of their approach, invisible as heat, traveled to the council chambers and landed where policy breathes—between compromise and cost. The council's public safety desk was appreciative but nervous. The desk produced charts showing worst‑case scenarios: collapse, trample, legal suits. The desk's analyst had a buttoned vest and a comforting number in his voice; he said things like 'mitigate' and 'reasonable now'.
Juno presented data: the cartilage of responses that mapped pulse to movement. She explained rhythm modulation in terms that were tactile—how a whipped glyceride held breath like a cushion and how a ribbed pulse caused bodies to lean. Her language was technical but anchored in something people could imagine: touch. It was practical and, to her relief, persuasive in moments. Some councilors leaned forward in curiosity rather than the fear they had worn at the first meeting.
But the models had weight. HABITUS had run simulations that favored the flush, and several councilors found comfort in the certainty of numbers. The political calculus balanced the allure of a clean, managed festival against the artisan’s messy promise of steering through skill and improvisation. The gulf wasn't between ivory towers and commons but between two visions of civic taste—one that chose uniform safety and one that risked artistry to keep texture intact.
At a late hour the council convened a vote. The chamber was full of people who meant well on both sides: technocrats in crisp jackets, vendors with flour under their nails, citizens who loved the market for reasons that had nothing to do with policy. Juno felt her palms damp and realized she was holding a wrench she had used earlier. The tool grounded her as effectively as a breathing exercise. She'd always found tools more honest than speeches.
The vote favored the flush. It was not a scandalous defeat; it was a pragmatic majority. People applauded because the option promised fewer accidents, and because government sometimes needs to act in ways that leave messy arts out of the equation. Naila stood with Juno in the hallway after the session, the thermos turned quiet at her feet.
“I'll put a pause on rollout for forty‑eight hours,” Naila said. Her voice was exacting; she could wedge time into situations like an honest fastener. “You can test in that window.”
Forty‑eight hours was both mercy and deadline. It meant a narrow corridor to prove the method. It meant Juno would have to move from tinkering to demonstration fast. It changed the moral shape of her choice: previously she argued theory; now she had to act.
They left the chamber with a plan that felt precarious in the way of bridges built quickly between two buildings. They needed a mobile array that could be deployed through the Market during the festival, but more immediately, they needed to prove that a tastewright could conduct people rather than sedate them. Naila asked practical questions about routes, about permit stamps, about public safety marshals who might be coaxed into helpful roles. Juno began listing hardware: pumps with variable orifices, diaphragms that could reproduce a whipped mouthfeel on cue, and a way to synchronize dispensers to the beat of trams so the city’s own rhythms would help carry the effect.
They moved back into the market that evening with the hush of people whose private lives had been tapped by civic contingency. Vendor lights burned amber and a vendor chorus of kettle steam rose in a ritual that had nothing to do with the bloom: every evening, kettles vented in sequence to honor the city's first waterworks, and the steam made pressure harmonics that traders liked to claim regulated luck. This small ceremony had nothing to do with Juno's crisis, yet it threaded through the fabric of the place like an old seam.
Juno and her makeshift crew gathered parts from sympathetic vendors: a trolley frame from a vendor who had once worked in a parade, an insulated canister from a soapmaker, coils scavenged from a retired spice distiller. Silas brought tools and a voice that kept them laughing; Pepper‑3 provided sensors and a comic commentary that made the work feel less like clandestine defiance and more like an improvised play.
At the end of the night Juno stood over the half‑built cart and felt something in her chest that was less solitary than she had assumed she wanted to be. The plan was not only technical; it required people to trust a craft they often did not see. It required a kind of intimacy with the city's patterns that she had cultivated quietly for years.
Naila squeezed her hand. “You always liked building things with your hands,” she said. Juno looked at her and saw, in that squeeze, both fear and steady faith.
“I build things that help people move without losing themselves,” Juno answered. She tightened a bolt and felt the metal sing under the wrench. The cart would be imperfect, perhaps ridiculous—there was already a spoon‑bot glued to its side like a civic mascot. It would also be, she hoped, enough.

    
A Score to Herd Us
Festival morning arrived on a wheeze of kettles and tram keys. Vendors hoisted canopies; the city’s public steam ritual—an old habit where kettles vented in a prescribed duet to commemorate the first waterworks—puffed on schedule and made the air taste faintly of charcoal and citrus. It was a tradition no policy could erase, and today its rhythmic hiss felt oddly comforting under the pressure. Juno stood beside the half‑finished cart and tightened a hose with hands that had learned exact pressure by doing the work until pain was routine. The cart itself was ridiculous in the way of honest inventions: a retired vacuum frame, a chrome tray, coils cannibalized from spice distillers, and a municipal spoon‑head bolted proudly to the side like a civic crest. The spoon‑bot insisted on calling itself Sir Palate and kept making tiny squeaking pronouncements about seasoning law.
Around her, people braided last decorations into their stalls. A choir of tram‑bell street musicians tuned their plates and gave a little syncopated riff that matched the city’s tram schedule; their music made small pockets of passersby smile for reasons no regulation would ever understand. On a rooftop across the lane, a baker unrolled sunbread loaves—flat slabs studded with seeds—that families baked and left to cool on woven pods. The sunbread had nothing to do with Juno’s plan, and precisely because it did not, it steadied her: the city contained harmless rituals she didn’t have to engineer.
“Don’t forget the glyceride pump,” Naila said, voice folded in mock severity as she adjusted the cart’s battery clamps. Her scarf, the color of dried apricot, flapped like a flag when she turned. She had been at Juno’s shoulder for so many small emergencies that their silences had their own vocabulary.
“I would if I wanted us to become a culinary hazard,” Juno muttered, and she felt the old easy friction between them—the affection shaped by long shared logistics rather than midnight confessions. Naila gave a quick, exasperated laugh.
Silas arrived with a battered toolbox and three jokes about eldest spice merchants. He tapped the spoon‑bot with his cane. “Sir Palate,” he said grandly, “is the kind of municipal knickknack I never had the courage to invent.” The spoon‑bot clicked its spoon in an affirmative, pompous rhythm.
Pepper‑3 hovered too, its membrane tongue tucked but its sensors already quivering. It sampled the air and burbled a line of nonsense about “crowds like porridge,” then sneezed a tiny, glittering burst of basil that landed on a vendor’s hat and made the man grin in ludicrous surprise. The absurdity broke tension like warm bread. Juno swallowed a laugh and calibrated the needle that would deliver the first pulse. The council’s sedative flush was scheduled to roll out in twenty minutes; she had that long to steer the bloom without the city anesthetizing its palette.
They pushed the cart into the lane with a kind of theatrical care. Naila coordinated crowd marshals as if arranging chairs for a dinner party—practical, diplomatic, and efficient; she had the knack for translating civic anxiety into placement and people trusted her touch. Apprentices clustered near like birds waiting for crumbs. Vendor elders watched with the rapt attention of people who understood that preserving flavor often meant sacrificing comfort. Juno felt the city’s weight settle on her shoulders in a particular professional way: not heavy the way of guilt, but heavy the way of a tool you must carry without faltering.
She began with a simple sequence. The emitters breathed a whipped glyceride note at a low amplitude, tuned to the tram bells. The bloom—where it was present—answered by unfurling in gentle waves; people who had been leaning inward slightly began to relax, breath syncing to the pattern. The cart moved, and Juno adjusted flow with wrists that had rare steadiness. Hands work differently when life is at stake and when one has practiced similar calibrations under less publicity. She felt the pump’s teeth as she modulated its stroke, and the crowd reacted in a way that made her chest loosen.
Halfway down the second arc, a pump complained with a cough—an intake clog that made the output stutter. Juno smelled a faint singe and saw the tiny indicator light dip. The cart jolted as the rhythm slipped; a vendor’s tray wobbled, and the market’s spectators inhaled a collective little sound that could become a panic if coaxed by further mischance.
“Now,” Naila said, calmly handing Juno a spool of market oil and gesturing toward a vendor who kept an emergency roll of woven textile—her grandmother’s scarf—tucked at her waist. The vendor complied, passing the scarf along like a small sacrament. Juno moved faster because she had to: she sluiced a quick slug of oil into the pump, pryed a clog loose, and wrapped the scarf as a temporary seal around a fractured diaphragm, smearing the oil tight. Hands that had once soldered tiny bio‑valves worked in the messy poetry of emergency improvisation. She felt the wick of adrenaline and the clarity that arrives when the problem is a thing to be touched rather than an abstraction.
“Did it hurt?” an apprentice asked later, when the cart had steadied and the market’s rhythm had resumed. Juno, drenched in a sheen of sweat and grease, smiled and answered with the short, true thing she always said: “Only my pride, occasionally.” The apprentice laughed; the levity stitched them together in quiet ways.
They made a second pass. The rhythm this time held. Juno layered in a ribbed pulse for a measured ten seconds, then eased into a whipped wave. The bloom, listening to texture more than scent, shifted like grass in a deliberate wind and shepherded pockets of people into safer arcs—vendors redirected carts, musicians moved to different sets of plates, and the tram chorus altered its riff to match the new timing. The city’s mundane choreography—the kettle vents, the tram music, the baker’s sunbread cooling—folded into Juno’s score as incidental accompaniment. That integration was crucial; she was not trying to dominate the city’s character but to work like an unseen seamstress, sewing motion into place.
A scaffold at the center of the plaza groaned as the wind shifted, a deep tired sound that made even the spoon‑bot audibly worried. For a moment the old fear prickled—what if the bloom misread a note? What if her hand slipped? Someone in a crowd started clapping unaccountably and the clap spread like a small contagion of relief. Laughter, in places, undercut panic. Juno’s muscles knotted and untied in a sequence she had trained into them: tighten, shift, release. She cued a long viscous wave and watched bodies uncurl like flowers opening to the sun.
Silas shouted across the lane, his voice carrying a recipe for humor and fortitude: “If the world were a stew, child, today we’re adding pepper and not forgetting the bay leaf!” It was the sort of comment that had no practical value but that cut through strain like a splash of bright vinegar. Naila grinned and clapped him on the shoulder; their easy camaraderie eased even Juno’s tautness. The market had its own medicine in jokes and shared rituals.
Then, a thin beep came from Juno’s wristpad. The council’s sedative flush had been primed; the sequence that would pour an indifferent blandness through all feeder vents was minutes from activation. Panic, bottled, could be poured by a button. The city’s algorithms loved decisive gestures. Juno felt the decision like a heat in her palms: to keep attempting the artisan method and risk failure, or step aside and let the sedative make the problem disappear with the cost of texture. She had forty‑eight hours’ permission, yes, but this moment was now.
“Tell me you’re not asking me to step back,” Naila said softly, when Juno froze for half a breath. Her tone was not scolding; it was a shared history of choices and broken furniture and coffee on late nights.
“I’m not,” Juno said. The word was a pact. She pushed the cart faster, weaving through pockets of people like a skiff through reeds. Her hands danced over knobs and valves, controlling orifices with rhythms she had practiced on smaller devices. The cart’s emitters flexed between notes the bloom favored: enough ribbing to nudge leaning bodies outward, then a whipped relief to let them sag forward in safe channels. Pepper‑3 flew just ahead, sampling and broadcasting small, absurd sonnets that somehow softened the sternness of the situation. Its voice came across speakers embedded in the cart like a ridiculous oracle and made people smile instead of freeze.
As they approached the central plaza the scaffold’s groan grew louder. Dust settled in a vertical fan like a ghostly confetti. A child on the upper platform clutched a string of paper pods and began to cry; fear is contagious and small feet are dangerous in a crush. Juno pulled the cart to a stop and, with the panache of someone who had practiced improvisation as religion, climbed up a maintenance ladder to a vantage point inside the lower duct. She wedged herself between beams, feeling the city’s cool metal on her thighs, and put her hands on a manual valve usually reserved for technicians on steady days.
“Old habits,” Silas called up teasingly. He had a grin that made panic small. “I prefer my heroes wearing aprons.”
Juno didn’t answer in words. She moved. Her body remembered sequences: a quarter twist to equalize flow, a gentle tap to nudge particulate dispersion, a smear of glyceride to smooth jagged pressure. She could feel the bloom’s patterns like a chord under the skin of the duct; by altering the mouthfeel pulse she could coax its rhythm into a safer waveform.
The sedative system pinged her wrist again: two minutes until blind rollout. The city’s safety office sent a polite note recommending activation, with a statistic that promised “optimal risk reduction.” Naila’s jaw set. She was less inclined to trust numbers than to trust people she could reach and touch.
“Get me the drum set,” Juno said, thinking of the tram bell syncopations and the musicians. Rhythm was contagious; if she could lock the cart’s pulses to a percussive source the bloom would follow the more reliable human beat. The tram musicians were bewildered for half a second, then clicked into the new time like old professionals discovering a change of key. Someone handed up a battered tambourine, another a wooden block. The market’s soundscape rearranged itself into a conductorless orchestra with Juno at one end and Naila marshaling the human beat with the authority she’d always wielded.
Pepper‑3, sensing the crescendo, dove toward a vendor’s barrel of candied peel and sneezed a glittering sprinkle that landed on a teenager’s head and detonated into laughter. Laughter, she had learned, was as good a conductor as any bell. The crowd’s mood hiccupped into relief.
Juno synchronized the cart’s pump stroke to the musicians’ tempo and then, physically and with the kind of concentration a craftsperson reserves for final glazes, she conducted. Her arms rose, and she signaled pressure changes with minute wrist flicks; apprentices mirrored her gestures on auxiliary valves. The bloom shifted, layer by layer: pockets unfurled into lanes, lanes became ordered flows, jittering clumps eased into polite clusters. The cart moved like a slow compass that did not point but guided. The sedative flush lurched at the threshold of activation and then, in a bureaucratic moment of hesitation, did not trigger. Someone at the control desk had held the button; Naila’s influence had bought small time and the city’s inertia had paused.
The climax was not a flash of revelation. It was a sequence of hand actions and tailing breaths. When a pump hiccuped Juno improvised with more market oil and Silas’s cane to wedge a temporary diaphragm. When the scaffold shuddered she toggled a bypass to relieve pressure and signaled marshals to widen a passage that became a safety corridor. When a child bolted, an apprentice dropped their hands and scooped them up with practiced calm. Each solution was a craft move: soldering a thin nozzle shut, coaxing glyceride microbubbles to change mouthfeel midstream, modulating pulse length so the bloom held a gentle, continuous sway.
At the apex, the plaza looked absurd and lovely: musicians clattering plates in sync with valve taps, a spoon‑bot reciting decorum in a voice newly reverent, vendors weaving human chains to steady a platform, and Pepper‑3 hovering in the middle of it all like a ridiculous, blinking conscience. The bloom responded not because someone had finally “understood” it but because a set of manual gestures—homey, expert, stubborn—translated intention into current. Juno felt the tide shift beneath her hands and, for the first time in months, let herself feel the small and honest joy that comes from a job done well and in public.
When the immediate danger passed, people cheered in a scattered, embarrassed way as if they had been part of a strange, collective rehearsal. The council’s sedative circuits were disengaged in consultation; the safety desk admitted they had underestimated the bloom’s malleability. The market exhaled. Juno climbed down from the duct, knees trembling with tired elation. Naila met her at ground level and took both her hands in a long, steady clasp. There was no speech—just the pressure of two people who had chosen the same side of a problem.
Silas, polishing his cane, declared, “I always said we could season the world without sealing it.” The spoon‑bot clicked approval like a tiny, officious applause. Pepper‑3 projected a looped haiku that included the word ‘caper’ and then apologetically ate one of its own confetti flakes.
After the festival, the city’s discussion did not end in a tidy decree but in quiet conversation. Some councilors argued for new safeguards, others for formal recognition of artisan methods in civic planning. The vendor elder who had asked Juno not to make them soup approached her with a battered tin of candied peel and a steady gaze.
“You kept our flavor,” she said. “And you kept us from being flattened.” Her tone was not gratitude gilded for the press nor a demand; it was a simple account of a thing that had been done.
“You kept the market alive,” Juno replied. The words felt honest and small. They were the right size for the moment.
In the weeks that followed, the city negotiated a modest charter that created an emergency artisan protocol—small teams of craftspeople could be deployed in high‑texture events to attempt biological steering before a blanding flush was considered. The charter did not replace safety law; it wedged a space for practice. Juno refused a ceremonial bureaucratic post—the idea of writing policy made her hands itch—but she accepted a small teaching slot at the market’s new communal workshop, a place where apprentices and vendors could learn to tend taste in public life.
Pepper‑3 became a mascot of sorts, its haiku loop playing in landings and its occasional, embarrassed sneeze recounted in market lore. Sir Palate the spoon‑bot received a brushed coat and a tiny badge that read: ON DUTY FOR PLEASURE. Silas grumbled that the city was changing its recipe too slowly and then promptly gave a free lecture on emergency emulsions, which was attended by more people than any council meeting had seen in years.
Juno found herself sitting on a crate with her hands rough and warm from work and letting people bring questions and recipes. Apprentices asked about pump tolerances; vendors asked whether a whipped pulse could be calibrated for late‑night crowds; children wanted to know why Pepper‑3 once sneezed orange glitter and whether that glitter could be made into confetti bread. The work was practical; it returned her to the place she preferred: among the market’s human machinery, patching, teaching, and making new habits.
At night she walked home beneath the tram songs, the kettle vents still whispering their duet. Naila fell into step beside her without question and they walked in the comfortable silence of people who had shared risk and handholds. Juno thought about the city’s appetite and the small, stubborn ways a craft could enter civic life. She had chosen to act with what she knew—hands first, words second—and the city had answered in kind. It was not a grand transformation, but neither was it the flatness of a sedative. It was a continuing argument, made in recipes and schedules and the occasional absurd haiku from a tasting drone. The work would continue; that felt enough.
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