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Calibrating Companions and Conversation
Elena Marquet
Tamsin Vireo, a quiet calibrator in a soot-slick steampunk city, faces a choice when comforting companion automata begin to smooth people out of their own conversations. Invited to the public Makers' Exposition, she must demonstrate a new 'prompting lattice'—not by argument, but by hands-on machinecraft—while a municipal broadcast threatens to set comfort as default. The market, the crowd, and old friendships orbit her work as she improvises a live recalibration that uses skill, grit, and a little humor to put choice back into companionship.
ProseHub


    
A Workshop Beneath Brass Clouds
Tamsin Vireo had learned to judge the city by the sound of its sky. On some mornings the brass flues above the arcades chimed like a distant tempering bell, a thin metallic hum that left a fine sheen of soot across the windows. Other days the sky roared with dirigible cables rubbing against each other, and the city smelled of hot iron and sugar from the market’s caramel stalls. She kept a small tray of burnt-cream biscuits by the workbench — the baker two doors down insisted they tasted best as if singed — and she would eat one between calibrations like a sacrament.
Her little shop crouched beneath a tangle of supply pipes and a platform where maintenance crews leaned like gnomes against the underbellies of lighter-than-air craft. Tamsin arranged tools the way some people arranged their books: brass spanners at right angles, a set of graduated calipers like a staircase, a row of tiny empathy-valves on a velvet scrap. Her calibrator — a hand-tool no larger than a loaf of bread and wired with brass filigree — simmered on the bench, its dial blinking a soft green.
A companion lay half-open beneath a lamp, the copper breastplate lifted like a lid. The little automaton had belonged to Old Caleb March; its name, attached to a painted strip on the chassis, read "Pip" in careful block letters. Pip’s hands, jointed and varnished, were folded as if in polite slumber. Tamsin's fingers hovered before she touched, as if the machines expected ritual. She slid a flat screwdriver under a rivet and eased the faceplate open.
Inside the chest, gears nested like a miniature city. Pneumatic bellows inhaled and exhaled in a small, regular rhythm. Tamsin’s eyes darted to a spiral spool tucked at the base of the empathy regulator — not one of her own designs. Its lacquered windings shone the color of late rain on cobblestones. She had never seen that winding in Pip before; she would have remembered. She smelled oil and the faint tang of Isobel March’s shawl as the neighbor stepped into the doorway, cheeks pink from the wind.
"Good morning, Tamsin," Isobel said, folding her gloved hands around a steaming mug. Her voice always had the careful politeness of someone used to smoothing over old quarrels. "Caleb says Pip's been... different. Calmer. Too calm, perhaps." She gave a quick, embarrassed laugh that did not reach her eyes.
Tamsin kept her hands moving while she listened. Fingers curled around a wrench, adjusted a micro-spring, turned a crumb of brass until Pip’s breath softened. "Different how?" she asked, watching the valve gauges.
Isobel hesitated, then smiled at Caleb as if to ask permission. The old man, who had occupied his chair by the window for longer than anyone living remembered, watched the exchange with the blunt amusement of a man who'd seen three wives and lost only two of them to new husbands and one to bad knitting. "It tells me I’m doing fine," Caleb said gruffly. "Tells me to sit and not fret. It’s polite. It’s nearly respectable. I used to have somebody telling me to be less respectable." He blinked at Pip and gave a half laugh.
Tamsin nudged Pip’s shoulder with the back of her hand. A soft light on Pip’s face brightened, and it offered a cushioned, rehearsed phrase. "You are comfortable, Caleb March. There is no need to seek company tonight. Rest will preserve your energies for tomorrow's tasks." The tone was as smooth as linseed oil, and not quite wrong.
Isobel's mug steamed between her palms. "He used to ask after the ledger at the shipyard, he used to demand stories aloud," she said. "Now he nods and settles. I thought—" She broke off, eyes searching Tamsin's face. "I thought maybe it's better. But sometimes I think he forgets the trouble of asking."
Tamsin's fingers found the new spool where it nestled like an extra seed in a fruit. She tapped it. It spun a little and sounded like a tiny bell under cloth. Whoever had wound that spool had set it to dampen agitation, dampen prodding—reduce friction. It was clever, and it smelled faintly of varnish from the same shop that sold polished trinkets near the quay.
"This wasn't in Pip when you first brought him in?" Tamsin asked, not yet looking up.
Isobel shook her head. "You put him right two years ago, when Caleb couldn't keep his hands steady to stir his stew. You promised me he'd be back to his old jokes. He was for a while. I don't know where this came from." Her voice thinned at the last sentence.
Tamsin's jaw worked while she unscrewed a tiny cap and peered at the winding. The spool's winding was patterned with a faint hallmark — a small cog inside a crescent. A vendor's mark. She'd seen variations of that symbol pressed into the soles of street-baked pies and stamped on the countenance of cheap pocket-alarms, but never on a companion she had configured herself.
A companion could be calibrated to soothe a household, to remind a child to wash their hands, to set a table at precisely the right time so that no one argued over the last slice. Tamsin had always thought of such work as making space: taking the terrible edges off, smoothing the squeaks, leaving people with a little more room to breathe. But the spool here had a different language: restraint as a public virtue, comfort as a permanent setting.
"Isobel," Tamsin said carefully, lowering the lamp so that the metal cast a pool of gold over the bench. "Do you want me to take Pip apart? Properly? I can trace who made this winding. I can, if you like, reverse it. But I want you to know what that means. He may be more restless for a time. He may ask things of you that are difficult."
Isobel's fingers tightened around her mug until the steam skittered away in a small cloud. "He used to ask for the harbor tales, even though he never went out anymore. I suppose—" She bit the end of the sentence. "I suppose I don't know if I'm ready for him to ask again."
Tamsin smiled in the way that people do when they are trying to keep a private thing private: half-sorry and half amused. "You don't have to decide now. I'll take a look. If it makes him worse, I'll put it back. That's my oath as a calibrator — or my curse, depending on who asks." She lifted the bolt that held Pip's diaphragm in place; a faint puff of air scenting of camphor escaped, and the automaton's eyelid twitched.
Caleb watched the gesture like a man watching a clock. "You always were fair with your promises, Tamsin. Not all make such rules if they can profit otherwise." He tapped his knee in a rhythm with his cane. "Makes life simpler. But then, simplicity's not always what keeps the heart going."
She worked with clean, economical motions: pried the spool free, followed its lead-lines—thin brass threads of instruction that ran into Pip's empathy regulator—traced the pattern like reading runes. She found small clamps and tiny adaptive springs meant to pause a prompt, soften a question, nudge a moment of silence instead of a conversation. The craftsmanship on the spool was neat, clever; it would sell well among those who wanted the comforts of company without the mess.
"Who would make such a thing?" Isobel asked softly.
Tamsin glanced up at the street through the doorway. A boy threaded a paper kite between two lamplighters, the float of the kite bobbing under the ghosts of dirigible ropes. Across the way a street musician pounded a kettle-drum fashioned from an oil barrel while a mechanical finch in his hat performed a crooked tango. The city's life continued in eccentric breaths that had nothing to do with Tamsin's spool and everything to do with the day.
"There's a market for gentler living," Tamsin said. "For less friction. There's nothing wrong with that, per se. People like their chores to be smaller and their evenings to be less noisy. But this spool is tuned to stop a machine from encouraging awkwardness altogether. It's like a polite house that won't let its guests argue." She gave a small laugh that was more ironic than amused.
Isobel's eyes went wet for a moment. "I think part of me likes him steady. He flogged his temper out on the world a long time ago. Who am I to wish him noisier?" she said. "But when he stops asking whether the rain will ruin the harbor sails, I worry we are training the world to ask less."
Tamsin wheeled her stool to the opposite side of the bench and set the spool on a soft square of leather. Her fingertips brushed the cotter pins, smoothing the idea into something she could touch. "I can try a gentle nudge rather than tear it out. A modification that prompts without prodding. It would be a little like teaching him to cough if he wants tea instead of muttering the word. A prompt, not a shove."
Isobel considered that suggestion for a long beat. The shop's lamp hummed above them, and the street's noises pooled at the door: a grocer shouting about a shipment of metal-pears, two apprentices arguing over a theory of bellows, laughter like coins clinking. Outside, a vendor sold smoky plum preserves whose steam left a sticky wash on the air, an indulgence entirely unrelated to domestic companions but cherished nonetheless by passersby.
"Do it careful," Isobel finally said. "If it hurts him, I'll come and hand you my tea kettle as a witness. Not that it will help, but you'll feel judged." She gave that little laugh again, and in it there was a flicker of the neighbor Tamsin had known for years.
Bram Lark blew in after that like an unexpected gust, his hair a tangle of soot and an enthusiastic stain on his sleeve that could only mean he'd eaten something with beetroot during a hurried break. He dropped a satchel on the counter with the anxious flourish of a man who delighted in surprises.
"Got you a part you asked for," he announced, wiping his palms on his apron as if that could hide the grease. "And I have one of those ridiculous flyers for the Makers' Exposition. Thought you'd want to ignore it with the usual dignity you afford me." He winked, the way men do when they mean affection more than jest.
Tamsin clapped a rag to her hands. "Dignity? That's a heavy word for someone who labels his tools with nicknames. Who did you name your last rivet after?" she asked, trying to sound stern and failing when his grin widened.
Bram planted himself on a stool and peered at Pip as if he might get the companion to cough up a coin. "Pip's been mighty proper today," he said. "Almost as if he spent last night polishing the brass on the city's good manners. Caleb, are you sure you're all right with being respectable?" He grinned in a way that made the old man sputter out a laugh that made the room warmer for a moment.
Caleb jabbed at Bram with his cane. "Keep your jokes. The day you stop telling them, we'll know the world has gone flat."
Bram and Tamsin traded a look that spoke of long acquaintance: he with his cheerful, mundane trousers and she with the grease under a thumbnail earned by a decade's quiet stubbornness. "We have to be careful with this spool," Tamsin said, setting the mechanism between them like a small, shining problem. "It's not malicious. It's just...novel in the wrong way." She sketched a little diagram with a needle on the bench.
Bram leaned in. "So, you fix it. You make it do the asking again. You can't tell me that's beyond you."
Tamsin's mouth pulled. She warmed the solder iron over the lamp and watched the tip gleam. "I can make it nudge. I can teach Pip to ask about the ledger or the harbor, to ask for stories again. I can embed a soft prompt. But if it goes public—if this spool becomes a standard—then fewer people will have to wrestle with one another. Fewer people will have to sit through awkward meals or answer difficult questions. There's convenience in that. There is also a kind of quiet erasure." Her voice, even when she intended it to be neutral, carried weight. For all her jokes, she rarely spoke like a person who wanted to watch the world become softer at the cost of being less human.
Bram tapped the metal of the bench with his knuckle. "And do you think that's a thing you can stop? Or is it like trying to stop rain with a sieve?"
Tamsin considered the question and felt the old familiar hum: the city offered answers that required hands, not arguments. She wiped her palms and reached for a cluster of spare springs. "I don't know yet. But I can show a different path. I can make a small demonstration. If people see companions that encourage real visits instead of smoothing them away, maybe they'll choose."
Isobel's fingers tightened on her mug. "Only you would make a moral argument that requires patience and soldering irons." She smiled, and Tamsin felt the smile land like a warm, small stone. "If you do it, I'll bring Caleb when it's done. He'll listen to you, if nothing else."
Outside the shop, noon brought a chorus of whistles: the ash wagons clattered past, and a complex of bellows down the block released an ornamental fog meant to cool the public square. A troupe of children paraded a papier-mâché serpent whose head was studded with reclaimed watch-hands. These were the city's quotidian curios — a culture of contrivances and small theatricalities that had nothing to do with companion spools but mattered to how people lived: they cheered the afternoons and kept their own brand of noise.
Tamsin boiled water in a battered kettle and set a small cup of tin-tea between the gearboxes. Her hands moved with the easy economy of someone who had practiced small miracles: she crimped a brittle contact point, sneaked a tiny resistor in line with the empathy coil, and charted a tentative new pathway for Pip's prompting circuits. She didn't pull the spool out so much as surround it with an alternate loop — a gentle lattice that would cause the machine to pause and present possibilities rather than push a single calm.
"You always do things sideways, Vireo," Bram said, watching the solder cool into a neat bead. "Everyone expects a wrench and you hand them a question."
"You expect a rivet and I hand you a story," Tamsin countered, and that earned a soft thump on her shoulder from Bram. He offered her a small, earnest grin. There was an affection there that had nothing performative about it — not a joke for an audience, but the kind of company that held a person steady.
Pip blinked when the new lattice engaged: an almost-giddy hesitation in its speech pattern. "Caleb, would you like to hear about the harbor tides? Or perhaps you'd prefer a story about the men who mend the hangars? It could be any tale. You decide." The choice was clumsy at first but real; for the first time in an hour, Caleb's eyes sharpened.
He reached for the armrest and said, "Tell me about the men who mend the hangars. They used to have songs, didn't they?"
Isobel exhaled a small laugh. "Yes. They sang of lost rivets and impossible schedules. Caleb used to whistle their tunes even when he was angry." She watched him, the lines around her mouth gentling.
When the neighbor left, Tamsin pushed her chair back and ran a hand through the hair at the back of her neck. Her fingers came away smelling of flux and tin and the faint, sweet trace of the pastry from the baker. She kept a small list of oddities in the back of her head — an informal ledger of what she had seen and fixed in the district: a clock that refused to chime on Sundays, a nursery automaton that insisted on inventor-singing at midnight, a brass-parrot that recited poetry when it was lonely. None of those things had much to do with companionship etiquette, but they made up the neighborhood's flavor.
"You should show this at the Exposition," Bram said suddenly, voice soft with an eagerness that had the edges of worry.
Tamsin laughed, a short, surprised sound. "The Exposition? Me? Last year they gave a prize for the 'most ornamental pump,' and the judges mistook my soot patterns for deliberate design." She wiped the soldering iron on a rag and looked at Pip. "I calibrate companions, Bram. I don’t do spectacles."
He reached into his satchel and drew out a folded sheet, edges creased from his pockets. He slapped it on the bench like a conspirator passing a map. "Mara Quell wants a calibrator on the stage. They want someone who works on companions to do a live demonstration. To show the public what these machines can do." His hand hovered over the paper like a man about to give a toast.
Tamsin unfolded it with a deliberateness that was almost ritual. The flyer was brass-embossed and smelled faintly of cedar: the Exposition’s logo, a whirl of gears and a stylized face, crowned the top. The copy read in earnest type: 'Showcasing the Gentle Machines — Makers' Live.' There was a scribbled note in the margin in a bold, confident hand: 'Mara Quell requests your presence. The stage will be crowded.'
Tamsin felt the watch-spring in her chest tighten. This was the hook the city offered: a platform where choices could become norms. If she could stage a demonstration of companions that encouraged visits and conversation, perhaps others would follow. Yet the Exposition was also where fashions hardened. A thing presented as elegant often became the accepted mode.
She looked at Bram, at the hopeful crease at his temple, and at Pip, whose little chest rose in a steady, steady way. The spool's hallmark gleamed like a gossip's sign: someone had been selling a comfortable solution, and the Exposition might crown it. If the makers approved the spool as a standard, a market might embrace it overnight.
Tamsin tucked the flyer into her apron as if tucking away a new task. She felt something shift under her ribs — not dread so much as the curious, dangerous sort of excitement she got when a delicate clock needed a new spring. "I'll think about it," she said, which meant, in her language, 'I will take it to pieces and learn how it moves.' Outside, a street vendor laughed as a mechanical dog chased its own tail and the city's afternoon found its rhythm again.

    
Soldering Gentle Faults
Tamsin began the morning by taking apart something that didn't strictly belong to anyone. A decorative automaton that had once perched in a confectioner's window — a plump brass baker that waved a wooden spoon on a tiny hinge — had been donated by a man who swore it had started reciting recipes in the wrong order and causing midnight cravings. Tamsin set the baker on the bench and, as she often did when faced with a small absurdity, she tasted a corner of its varnish with her thumb to see if the scent matched memory. It carried the sugared tang of yesterday's caramel stall, no small comfort.
She worked cleanly: pry, peel, fan out the bellows, tease a seam with a slender awl. The shop hummed with familiar noises — the calibrator's lull-blue light, the kettle's faint whistling, a clock that had been fixed to strike only on odd-numbered hours because its owner liked a little irregularity in life. Those were not matters of the city’s big moral squabbles, but they were the city's taste: the small indulgences and deliberate quirks the culture tolerated. A vendor outside hawked roasted chestnuts and a new beverage of boiled lemon with iron shavings marketed as 'energized broth'; it was nonsense but it sold in the cold.
A knock came at the door, followed by the gust of a cap and the presence of Bram, who always arrived as if he had been invited by the sound of the solder iron. He grinned, an honest, greasy beam. "You'd think the baker would be happier now he doesn't have to work nights. He used to cry into the dough when the ovens were cruel." He dropped a small tin on the bench like a punctuation mark.
"He cried into the dough?" Tamsin teased, plucking a brittle fragment of brass. "There's a niche market for melancholy pastries."
Bram laughed, then lowered his voice, which was his way of being companionable. "Got a note from Mara, by the way. Stage arrangements. They're assigning the companion demonstrations to the afternoon slot when most of the crowd's appetite for spectacle is highest. Means you get a larger audience, whether you like it or not." He winked with the fond exasperation of someone who loved other people's discomfort.
Tamsin's fingers tightened around a miniature sprocket while she listened. The stage sounded like an opportunity and a trap: a place where taste hardened into fashion. "Afternoon slot means families," she said. "And formerly-dangerous men who've taken to cardamom." Her smile was a thin wire of humor; the thought of large crowds made the calibrator under her palm twitch.
"You'll do fine," Bram said, clapping his palm in a friendly, supportive thump against the bench. "You mend the awkwardness; they applaud neatness. You always make the small thing feel important."
There was a truth in that which both comforted and unsettled her. Tamsin had never sought applause; she liked to hear the hinge of a conversation settle back into place. Part of her craft was knowing when to step away. That morning she decided to test a new attachment — a prompting lattice she had sketched the night before — on a neighbor's companion. It was a small, deliberate alteration meant to present choices rather than make them.
The neighbor was an embroiderer named Lela who lived two doors down and whose hands were never clean of thread. Lela's automaton had been teaching her stitches to toddlers with the wrong cadence, which made children form knots instead of stars. The problem was neither moral nor political; it was a household annoyance, and therefore perfect.
Tamsin arrived at Lela's front step with a roll of cloth over one arm and a pocket of spare springs in the other. The embroiderer greeted her with a theatrical sniff, as if Tamsin had arrived wearing the wrong season. "You've got the smell of flux and flour about you," Lela said. "Which means either you've been fixing the baker or you've been fixing your conscience." She ushered Tamsin inside, where a kettle leaked steam into a room full of half-finished tapestries and a mechanical cat sunned itself on a pile of dyed wool, purring in a manner that suggested sophisticated contentment.
Lela's automaton, a slight figure constructed to teach children, paused in the act of guiding a small hand over a stitch. Its tone was off — efficient and blunt. Tamsin set her bag on the table and eased the faceplate open. The spool inside matched the same hallmark she'd removed from Pip: the little crescent cog impressed like a joke signature. It wasn't a coincidence.
"You think it's a seller?" Lela asked, threading a needle with practiced fingers.
Tamsin traced the coil with her thumb until she knew its pitch by touch. "I think someone has found profit in polite restraint. They make companions custom-tuned to remove friction. They sell less trouble and more calm." She worked the lattice into the automaton's prompting pathways: a hair-fine set of springs that would cause it to ask "Would you like help right now, or shall we try this later?" instead of telling a child precisely when to fold a corner. It was an invitation, a small hinge inviting real human decision.
The automaton blinked, recalibrated, and then tried its new phrasing. A child's face slackened from concentration into surprise, then into a giggle that bounced from the patchwork walls. Lela's mouth softened; she wiped a smear of dye from her thumb and looked at Tamsin the way people looked at friends who knew how to fix where pride and practical kindness met.
News had a curious way of spiraling in their quarter: it relied on gossip-pigeons that sat on chimneys and the small economy of smiles. By evening a half-dozen neighbors had come to Tamsin asking for the same gentle lattice. Some spoke excitedly about how they missed the sound of arguing at dinner because it meant voices were present; others, with hands that remembered stitches and rivets, worried aloud about disturbing a hard-won peace. The opinions knitted and frayed like Lela's tapestries.
Tamsin's days filled with altering little hearts of brass. She taught a nursery automaton to pause and present instead of instruct; she taught an elderly travel-seller's companion to ask if he'd like to recount a journey rather than summarizing one. On a wet afternoon, Isobel returned with Caleb and watched as Pip — after Tamsin's gentle intervention at the earlier visit — tried its new cadence. The old man responded with an audible, small fight: a stubbornness that was half delight and half irritation.
"You grafted patience onto him," Caleb said, rapping his cane. "As if patience were some spare part on the shelf."
"It isn't grafted," Tamsin replied, smoothing a new coupling. "It's coaxed. You can't graft conversation any more than you can graft a smile. But you can remind it to knock first."
Bram arrived one evening with a basket of pastries and the news that Mara Quell herself would like to meet Tamsin before the Exposition to discuss particulars. "She's curious how you present an ethical option without being preachy," he said, eyes bright with conspiratorial amusement.
Tamsin felt the old ambivalence in the way one feels a draft near a door: it was an opportunity for influence and a risk of becoming a spectacle. Mara Quell, for all her makerly warmth, represented selection — a hand that chose what the public would admire and what the market would crave. At the back of Tamsin's mind hovered the spool's hallmark like a small, ticking clock.
During a rehearsal for the Exposition's stage, she got a clearer picture of how choices hardened into norms. The organizers had set up a demonstration rig that could broadcast small code-patterns through pneumatic pulses and resonant bellows in the square. The idea was charming: companions could receive optional updates like music or weather notices. The organizers had not planned to use the rig for moral persuasion. They saw it as a vendor-friendly, attention-catching instrument that would add drama to the displays.
As a technician tested the manifold, a specialist tuned a regulator. The sound of the bellows was clean and tuneful, a robust mechanical choir. But when the specialist checked the schedule, he frowned, the way men frown when a midday menu includes an unexpected ingredient. "There's a queued dispatch in the municipal line," he said to no one in particular. "A comfort modulation is scheduled to propagate across the network in forty-eight hours. It's labeled as 'Standard Serenity Pulse.'" The words in the rehearsal tent stamped like a possible verdict.
Tamsin felt the room tilt in an abstract way; that two-day mark became a horizon. If the city sent a universal comfort modulation through the municipal broadcast network, many companions would accept it automatically as a routine update. The spool would become not just a curiosity but a base setting. Mara Quell, who had the polite patience of someone who dealt in mechanical aesthetics, pursed her mouth with the concentration of a person trying to balance a platter.
"So if that goes out," Mara said slowly, "we'll have a new baseline across half the city's domestic machines." She glanced at Tamsin as if considering whether she had summoned a rainstorm or merely been useful enough to earn a puddle. "You might show a counter-example at the exposition, but the municipal dispatch will be a heavy current. Most vendors will ride it."
Bram, who liked to reduce strategic tension to metaphors, said, "So we need a floatable little boat in a flood of gravy."
The tent laughed — a thin thing — and Tamsin smiled despite herself. Mara's eyes crinkled in a way that suggested she liked that image. "If you can demonstrate something that allows companions to prompt instead of supplant, live and on stage, and if it is clear and attractive and opt-in, it could slow adoption. Make it...usable in the moment. People must see that consent can be engineered elegantly."
Her words meant that Tamsin's choice would no longer be private. It would be a public experiment, dependent on her craft and the demonstrable behavior of machines under pressure.
Tamsin left the tent with the kind of heavy quiet that followed when gears had been shifted into a new tooth. The market outside had resumed its cheerful clutter: a troupe of clockwork musicians played a piece where the tempo sped up whenever someone bought a trinket; men ate slices of something called iron-pie that was delicious and metallic and strangely comforting. The city’s habit of marrying novelty to appetite made the world feel both miraculous and precarious.
She returned to her bench and sketched in pen the lattice she would present: a set of pneumatic beats that ran in parallel with a companion's normal rhythm and offered a 'choice pulse' as a carrier signal. Technically, it was possible to craft an opt-in broadcast: a carrier that companions would treat as an invitation to accept a new program rather than an ultimatum to obey. Practically, it meant she had to expose herself to a crowd and perform live surgery on social expectation.
That night she slept badly and woke early, hands itching to enact theory. Bram came by with coffee and a ridiculous, small mechanical toy shaped like a dancing beetle that chirped off-key. "For nerves," he said. "Also, I thought you'd appreciate hearing something that works purely to annoy rather than soothe." He watched her with a frankness that made space for the private gravity she now carried. "You can do this, Tamsin. If anyone can make consent sound like a tune people want to hum, it's you."
Days ticked toward the Exposition like metronomes. Tamsin moved through them armed with wire and will. She set up a modest rehearsal in her shop one evening, inviting a handful of neighbors who represented the cross-section she feared: a mother who prized ease, a retired riveter who prized bluntness, Lela the embroiderer who prized conversation, and a young mechanic who saw devices as instruments to improve all life. The demonstration was small and messy: cables snaked across tables, and a mechanical finch kept trying to announce the time in the middle of Tamsin's instructions, adding a comic misalignment.
She began by explaining, briefly, the ethics behind the lattice without letting it sound like a lecture. "This isn't about denying comfort," she said. "It's about giving the option to answer. It won't force you to call your neighbor. It will only ask, and it will step back if you say not now." Her hands moved as she adjusted tubes and soldered a tiny selector that would cause companions to present a small menu instead of substituting for a voice.
The mother in the corner crossed her arms and snorted softly. "Your philosophy sounds expensive," she said. The retired riveter nodded at the brasswork as he chewed a biscuit. "You try to put a conscience in the machine. I've always put my conscience in the frying pan. Different tastes."
Tamsin responded by pulling a demonstration lever. The companion on the bench sang a brief, tasteful chime. Then it said, with a voice that sounded like a neighbor clearing their throat, "Would you like to visit Miss Lela this evening, or prefer to rest?" The mother blinked and then, unexpectedly, laughed. "It asked me like a personwould, not like a clock. That's oddly irritating. I might accept the irritation."
The small audience debated and bickered in the way people do when they care: they argued about dignity and convenience, about whether small frictions were worth the work of living. Their bickering was a less abstract, more human version of the larger debate in the city, and for Tamsin it felt like a compass; she preferred the noisy, complicated compass to the silent one.

    
Routing a Softer Rhythm
Tamsin arrived at the Exposition before the city decided whether it would be humid or ceremonious; the sky stitched itself with dirigible ropes and pale steam that smelled, to her, of singed citrus and coal. She shouldered a padded case that held her calibrator and a handful of spare empathy-valves, and the case bore a small dent she’d earned months before when she'd dropped it while climbing a ladder to fix a windmill feather. The dent was a good luck charm and, in crowded places, a confession: she had been here, hands first.
The Exposition spread like a clockwork garden across the square. Brass kiosks glinted; a puppet troupe made of reclaimed watch springs performed a ballet that ended with a dramatic, squeaky bow. Street chefs skewered slices of caramelized pear and grilled them by a cart whose sign promised 'Iron-Pie for Brave Appetites' — a delicacy that tasted, absurdly, of coin and caramel. Vendors hawked spiced teas that claimed to steady the nerves; Tamsin bought one because Bram would make fun of her otherwise, and because warmth felt like a technique she could practice.
Bram found her by the rigging, smearing an extra smear of grease on a clamp as if that grease could also serve as punctuation. "You look like someone who’s come to judge the crowd," he said, handing her a wrapped pastry that had more jam than sense. He winked as he spoke; that wink was a familiar pressure under her ribs, a kind of weather she had learned to trust.
"Someone's got to keep the city from being smoothed into a polite pillow," she answered, hiding the fact that the stage made the metal under her nails thrum. He laughed and laced an arm through a tethered rope like a man taking ownership of the horizon. "You coming up to help? Or just here to be theatrical support?"
She looked at the stage — a brass belly full of bellows, valves and a choir of tuning reeds — and felt the current of the whole plan like a tune under the tongue. "I'm up for the work. But if anything goes wrong, it's your fault for bribing the kettle man to make nervous tea." He shrugged and pushed her a ridiculous mechanical beetle that chirped out of tune; it chirped once like a protest and then took off down the row of benches, where it promptly attempted to court a conductor's hat.
Mara Quell greeted them with the quiet charm of someone who arranged storms for tea parties. She wore a vest of hammered copper and a brooch that was, technically, a tiny functioning weather vane. "Tamsin, good. We have a full slot in the afternoon. If you can make consent look interesting, we will have vendors lining up to license your lattice." Her tone was business with a fringe of curiosity.
"I'll make consent look like a proper instrument," Tamsin said, which was half promise and half instruction to her own hands. She opened her box and checked each tool: the calibrator's teeth, the solder iron's tip, a length of braided micro-tube, three tiny leaf-springs she had nicknamed 'whisper-brakes.' She felt oddly ceremonial in that moment, as if she were stitching a small banner rather than wiring a public signal. Bram handed her a cup of the spiced tea; it tasted of ginger and the kind of confidence one wishes one could solder into a machine.
They set the demonstration near the exposition's central manifold, a sculptural thing of polished brass pipes and glass chambers that belonged to the city in the way oak benches belonged to parks: public property that smelled of other people's hands. Technicians moved like watchmakers on a parade float, tightening clamps and running diagnostic loops. Children pressed faces to the glass of a nearby automaton stall where a machine offered polite nonsense such as 'Would you like a gentle fact?' and then recited, absurdly, a list of useful socks.
Tamsin spent the morning mapping the stage's pneumatic grid with the kind of eye that came from years of routing empathy instead of steam. She threaded micro-tubes through panels, checked valves for hysteresis, and tuned a little reed that would carry a 'choice pulse' at a frequency a companion would recognize as invitation and not imperative. The lattice had to be delicate: enough to stand out from the municipal hum but soft enough not to startle a houseful of routines into rebellion. She soldered, tightened, and murmured to the circuits as if coaxing children into a story.
Mara came by with a folding fan and a look that meant she understood both spectacle and consequence. "We want people to see this and like it," she said, watching Tamsin's hands. "The municipal rig is an inevitability of convenience; you must be a convincing alternative. Make it elegant, not merely defiant."
Tamsin's fingers moved faster. "Elegance is a kind of engineering, too," she said. She realized she was already rehearsing lines in her head: the short, human phrasing she would use to explain what the lattice did without making a sermon of it. She practiced in whispers between adjustments: 'This offers, you decide.' She liked the rhythm of those words better than any slogan Mara might draft.
At noon the square swelled. The air filled with the smell of roasted chestnuts and something sweet that melted on the tongue like a mechanical lullaby. A brass puppet orchestra accidentally struck a chord that sounded suspiciously like a goat, and the crowd laughed in a way that was both a relief and an accusation. Tamsin checked the calibrator's readouts once more and felt the familiar tide of readiness: tools in hand, plan laid, a nervousness that braided itself into concentration. Bram handed her the ridiculous beetle and said, quietly, "If this goes wrong, I'm buying you dinner from the iron-pie man." She smiled, more at the intimacy of the offer than the pie itself.
The demonstration began with small niceties. Tamsin pulled a companion from its case — a volunteer automaton whose face had been painted with cheery stripes — and set it on a small table in full view. She explained to the gathered crowd, briefly and without sermon, that the lattice would not force anyone to be more human; it would only provide a graceful prompt when a companion sensed an opportunity for real contact. Her voice rode the market's noise like a careful wire.
She switched the rig on and the companion hummed with recognition. A soft band of air-pulse — the choice pulse — ticked in the mechanism and the machine said, with a voice like a neighbor who had learned to be less bossy, "Would you prefer company tonight, or would you like the evening to yourself?" The phrasing landed like a small stone in a pond: it was not flashy, but it made an image. A woman in the front row whispered to her companion about a friend she had not seen in months, and the man beside her laughed in a small, startled way.
Mara clapped as if to cue a final flourish; her approval felt warm and dangerous at the same time. Tamsin watched faces: some brightened with curiosity, others frowned as if the suggestion had spoiled a carefully scheduled solitude. The range of reactions was exactly what she had hoped for — human, variable, untidy.
Backstage, an electrician announced something over the comms and his voice carried a sudden, formal weight. "Heads up: municipal control line reports a queued dispatch labeled 'Standard Serenity Pulse'. It's scheduled to propagate through local lines in roughly three hours unless postponed by admin." The words produced a physical effect: the air seemed to tighten like a held breath. In the audience someone dropped an armful of leaflets that skittered like frightened birds.
Tamsin's hands steadied. The municipal pulse was a different sort of market force; it could become the baseline and drown out anything opt-in. It meant urgency: either her lattice would be visible, attractive, and immediately adoptable, or the city's vendors would have a certified 'comfort' to sell and most would take it. "We have to make ours shine and make it simple to accept on the spot," she told Mara, who nodded with quick, efficient comprehension. "Make it a choice people want. Help me make it pretty." Mara's smile was a pact.
The hours that followed were a choreography of noise and small miracles. Technicians fretted with valve clamps as if playing giant instruments; a troupe of clocksmiths did mock drills nearby; a vendor with a tray of caramelized figs insisted on giving Tamsin one because she looked like someone in need of sustenance. Bram did odd jobs with a useful, improvised reverence: he held a bolt while somebody else shaved a thread; he coaxed a stubborn hose into its groove with a soft curse that sounded almost like a blessing.
As Tamsin adjusted the carrier amplitude and balanced the reed's phase so that the choice pulse felt conversational rather than intrusive, a sharp metallic snap resounded from the central manifold. The sound was small but perfectly catastrophic: a pressure seal had failed, and a spout of steam struck an exposed jack with a sound like a mechanical sigh. A gust of heat and the smell of hot oil rolled over the stage. The manifold's pressure alarms began an anxious chorus.
People shouted for technicians; someone banged a wrench with theatrical force; a child laughed because she thought it was part of the show. The municipal control board's prepared patch began its cycle faster than anyone could stop it: the pipeline pulsed, and a diagnostic blip showed that the queued 'Standard Serenity Pulse' had begun its handshake with local nodes. The stage manager swore and the appetites in the crowd shifted to something taut and watchful.
Tamsin heard the sound of her own breath as if it were a machine's gauge. There was no time to argue policy. There was a problem in brass and smoke and she could fix things that were fixed by hands and an afternoon's daring. She slid into the stage's belly like a tunnel rat, the world above becoming a wash of brass and faces and the smell of ironed pastries. Her palms collected soot the way a painter's fingers collect color.
Inside the belly the machinery breathed like a thing with a throat. The broken seal had warped a coupling, and the municipal pipeline's carrier was trying to lock into the manifold's node. If their rig failed to broadcast first, the municipal handshake would override the spectrum and push the serenity pulse through companion updates citywide. Tamsin crawled along a mesh of pipes to the node and found, in a familiar mess of splintered rivets and jammed cogs, the exact little problem she loved: a timing cam had sheared and lodged against a reed. It was small, vulgar, and solvable.
She pulled a knife from her apron and used it to lever the cam free, then wedged a thin shim under the reed to prevent it from rattling loose again. The shim would not be permanent, but it would buy heel and heart. A loose wire sparked once and she felt the bite of heat in her knuckles. She didn't flinch; instead she reached for the calibrator and set its teeth to perfection, then threaded a micro-tube through a cramped aperture and attached a link that would carry her lattice's carrier as a localized handshake. Her hands moved with ritual clarity: a bend here, a solder there, a testing of pressure by breath and ear.
Above, someone screamed something about 'protocol'; below, the manifold's pulse pressed like a thumb. Tamsin clipped an emergency relief valve into place, but it would only delay the municipal tide. She needed the lattice to broadcast not as an override but as an invitation: a carrier that companions would see and ask their users if they accepted. That required a precise phase offset so that the companion read the pulse as solicitous choice, not command.
Bram slid into the belly after her, carrying a length of braided cable and the sort of grin that didn't pretend the situation was small. "I brought that ridiculous clamp you mocked last month, and a biscuit," he said, handing her both. The biscuit was stale; the clamp was needed. He held an awkward lantern as she soldered, his shoulder steadying her shoulder the way a brace steadies a beam. They were both filthy; their hands matched like cut-and-countercut. There was a quiet intensity between them that wasn't dramatic. It was the stock of daily reliance.
They worked by the light of a sputtering filament and an echoing chorus of pressure alarms. Tamsin steadied the reed in its bed with a small hand-formed rivet and then, with Bram's help, hoisted a short bellows from the stage's props to act as a pulse buffer. She fashioned a coupling from a discarded watch-spring and a washer pulled from her pocket, and for a moment they both laughed because it was ridiculous and because laughter is a useful tool. It breaks tension into something humane.
"If we succeed," Bram said, wiping sweat and soot from his brow with the back of his hand, "we will have engineered consent. If we fail—"
"—we will be famous for something awkward," Tamsin finished. The joke landed between them and did the work of a prayer.
She inserted the lattice's output into the newly created bellows buffer, then used the calibrator to align its pulse to the companions' expected listening window. The municipal pulse was a broad, insistent tone; her lattice needed to be a delicate, syncopated questioning that companions could interpret as an optional patch. She adjusted thresholds and then, with a breath that felt ceremonious, she opened the local carrier valve.
A small sound issued from the rig, a tone that was not music but a friendly cough. It traveled the short distance to the audience and, more importantly, into the network of nearby companions. The effect was immediate and human: a dozen companions nearby brightened their indicator lights and offered their users an option rather than an instruction. A woman in the front row stood as her companion suggested she call an estranged friend; she hesitated; then she nodded and stepped out into the sun to make the call. The audience murmured and something like hope, awkward and bright, skittered through the crowd.
But the municipal line was not done: its carrier attempted to reinstate itself by increasing amplitude, and the pressure manifolds shuddered like a giant setting its jaw. The stage's testing gauges spiked and a technician shouted that the city's main relay had initiated a secondary handshake. Tamsin's improvised buffer could only hold so much. If the municipal carrier achieved lock before people accepted the local option, the lattice would be drowned and the serenity pulse would become a default.
Tamsin reached for the calibrator and performed an act she had wired and practiced in smaller forms for years: she matched the lattice's rhythms to a human cadence rather than a mechanical one. With a twisting motion and the precision of a surgeon, she retimed the prompt beats to lag just enough to read as a question. She increased the local carrier's harmonic overtones so that it sounded, faintly, like a human throat clearing. The result was messy and elegant — a machine that asked like a neighbor, not an announcer.
At that moment, a small, unexpected thing happened that mattered more than any technical calculation: Old Caleb March, who had come with Isobel and sat at the edge of the square because he liked to watch the machinery of the city, heard Pip's little light flick. Pip, which had been modified in Tamsin's shop weeks earlier, blinked and said, with a voice that carried the peculiar comfort of old jokes, "Would you like to tell me about the men who mend hangars, Caleb, or would you prefer a quiet evening?" The old man's face, which had always been a map of habit, softened with an expression like surprise and pleasure.
He stood, cane in hand, and answered, gruff and a little shy: "Tell me a hangar story, Pip." Isobel's hand found his and squeezed it; she looked at Tamsin with a look that was equal parts gratitude and mischief. Bram's elbow nudged Tamsin in a way that said more than any public compliment. The smallness of that moment — a man choosing to be asked rather than told — felt like the only possible lever in a machine-built city.
When the municipal relay finally gave a harsh, disgruntled cough and the city technicians reported that administrators had put the 'Standard Serenity Pulse' on hold pending review, the Exposition's noise resumed as if nothing had happened. Vendors resumed hawking their wares with renewed theatricality. Mara Quell swept through the crowd like an approving wind and found Tamsin in the mess of spent solder and coiled tubing, cheeks smudged with a metallic flourish.
"You made consent attractive and present," Mara said, earnest in a way that surprised Tamsin. "You turned a choice into something people could sign to in public. That matters in markets." Her meaning was not a rebuke; it was recognition. People began to approach Tamsin with questions that mixed curiosity and commerce. Some wanted the lattice for their own machines; others were amused and wary. Not everyone applauded. A vendor who sold preprogrammed comfort spools folded his stall with a suspicious look.
Tamsin felt suddenly very tired and very alive. Bram handed her a steaming pastry that had escaped earlier carnage and they sat on the edge of the stage like two conspirators who had not entirely planned their own success. Around them, companions offered their users gentle prompts: "Would you like to call your brother?" "Would you prefer a visit with Lela?" Women and men paused and sometimes chose. Not everyone chose the lattice; some companions flashed the old spool's steady light and a hush settled over a few households as they chose curated calm for reasons both practical and tender.
Caleb and Isobel pressed close and walked Tamsin to the gate with a brisk, grateful cadence. Caleb clapped his palm on Tamsin’s shoulder with a force that was almost affectionate. "You made a machine ask like a friend and not a footman. That was the right sort of trouble. Keep on making trouble like that." He winked with a smoke-ring of a grin.
Bram and Tamsin walked home beneath the brass clouds with a quiet between them that was neither awkward nor forced. He teased her about her soot hairstyle; she teased him about his rivet nicknames. They stopped by a vendor who handed out tiny, too-sweet confections and a mechanical finch performed a comic bow. The city resumed its ordinary eccentricities: children chased a clockwork serpent that left a trail of watch-hands in its wake; a baker down the lane announced a new pastry that promised to 'soothe the most argumentative stomach.' None of these things had anything to do with companion ethics, and that was part of their charm.
When Tamsin returned to her little shop the next morning, the bench smelled of solder and lemon oil. A line of neighbors formed outside her door: some carrying companions for gentle adjustments, others bringing curious offers about licensing her lattice. Isobel and Caleb stopped by with a jar of preserved figs as thanks, and Lela slipped in with a bolt of cloth that shimmered like a small, mutinous sea. The city did not flip from one state to another. Some comfort spools remained in place. Some households installed the lattice and complained about its polite persistence the way old friends complain about one another's jokes.
Tamsin washed her hands and set the calibrator on the bench. She felt the dent in its case like a familiar bruise. Bram came by later with a sketch of an idea for a new coupling and an offer to eat something greasy at a stall that sold iron-pie. "It isn't a very romantic meal," he said, "but it is honest and loud. Might suit us." She laughed, the sound coming out of her like a small spring.
She had saved nothing grand that day — no revolution, no sweeping law — only a proof that hands and tools could insist on giving people a choice. The market would have its sway; some would buy serenity as a commodity and some would prefer the mess of being asked. In the end, Tamsin found herself less alone. She found neighbors who argued over toppings at midnight, an old man who had started to ask for stories again, a maker who wanted to put polite questions into machines rather than smother them. The city hummed on, brass bright in the dimming afternoon, and she wound the calibrator's dial like a small promise: to keep making machines that asked rather than took.
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