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The Tuning Room
Damien Fross
The Tuning Room follows Lena Park, a young tuner who repairs and customizes wearable affinity bands in a neighborhood that values small rituals. When a popular Pulse Night threatens to harden social performance into expected behavior, Lena chooses to use her craft live to reroute the relay and require a brief, consented touch-and-voice handshake — an awkward, human prompt that resists automation. As systems hum and students experiment, Lena's technical action forces real, messy conversations and changes the tone of connection across her community.
ProseHub


    
Out of Tune
The soldering iron had a name because naming things made work less lonely. Lena called hers Marlowe, mostly to annoy Ms. Rivera, who insisted that tools be useful rather than theatrical. Marlowe lay across a strip of heat-resistant cloth and glinted like a patient, temperamental animal; when Lena heated the tip and leaned in, the smell of warmed flux was as familiar to her as the taste of the midday pastry that the delivery drones always dropped beside the shop door. One of those drones — flat as a pizza box and decorated with a sticker of a grinning sun — buzzed in now, releasing a paper-wrapped roll that left a faint shimmer of sugar in the air. Ms. Rivera snatched it before Lena could, chewing and grumbling in the same breath.
"If you keep naming every damn iron, we'll have a full chorus of sentimental appliances by Tuesday," Ms. Rivera said, voice dry but soft enough that Lena knew she was smiling.
"Marlowe prefers to be addressed in iambic pentameter," Lena replied, aligning a coil under a magnifier and steadying the tiny haptic servo with a tweezer. Her hands were quick and exact; she liked the language of small things — how a spring could mean the difference between a confident gesture and a missed beat. The shop smelled of solder and cardamom; the cardamom was from the neighbor who ran the tea stall and liked to experiment with savory varieties. Small cultural quirks dotted the neighborhood: vendors who folded their receipts into paper birds for good luck, the municipal announcement that played an off-key jingle every third Tuesday, rooftop planters shaped like truncated pyramids. Those details had nothing to do with Lena's choices about other people's hearts, but they made the world feel stitched together.
A band lay in front of her, its casing scuffed from a nervous owner. Lena eased the seam open and found the tiny ribbon of coils inside, the miniature motor that sent private pulses through skin and air. Affinity bands were the new polite language: a blue flash meant 'I need space,' a quick two-beat pulse meant 'greeting,' and shorthand presets smoothed awkward exchanges. Lena had learned to listen to the cadence these devices produced. She could tell when someone was bluffing confidence just by the faint irregularity in the motor's spin.
"You gonna do it or just philosophize about Marlowe all morning?" Ms. Rivera said, tossing a napkin at Lena. The napkin missed and landed on the solder spool, but Lena grinned and dug her thumb into the seam of the band.
"Confidence patch, like we practiced?" she asked, fingers nimble as she threaded a new capacitor into place.
"Like we practiced," Ms. Rivera said, and there was a little edge in her tone, the kind that meant she trusted Lena but also wanted to see whether she'd let consequences be someone else's problem. Lena nodded and inhaled, thinking about subtle boosts: a warmer haptic curve, a slight raise in outgoing amplitude when the wearer smiled — changes that made other people feel invited without shouting it.
The bell above the shop's door jingled in a way that always sounded like someone trying to be polite after being caught with jam on their chin. Remi stepped in on the second jingle, a winter scarf wrapped in a way that suggested they had practiced looking casual. Their band was new, glossy, the sort people bought for a first attempt at belonging. Remi's eyes were wide with a mixture of excitement and the edge of something Lena recognized: the helpless hope that tools could do the hard work for you.
"Hey, Lena. You got a minute?" Remi's voice pinged with nervous caffeine.
Lena set down her tweezer and gave a fraction of a smile. "For you? Always a minute. What's up?"
Remi held their hands out like an offering. "Pulse Night is Friday and I—" they looked at Ms. Rivera, who raised one eyebrow in a way that meant the story had better be interesting. "—I need to stop feeling like a backup plan. Can you make me sound like I plan my lines? Like I don't say my sentences into the void?"
"Confidence is different from acting," Lena said. She turned Remi's band over, noting the tiny scuffs and a hairline chip along the clasp. "Do you want something that makes you louder, or something that makes you feel loud?"
Remi blinked. "Both? I mean, mostly feel loud. The loud part fades, but the feeling... I want it to stick."
Ms. Rivera snorted. "That is the brief of every vintage rock star, and most of them went home to quiet kitchens."
Remi laughed, which wobbled their whole posture into easier shapes. Lena felt that old, small hunger of wanting to help someone belong; she also felt the chill of knowing that sometimes small fixes could have wide ripples. Still, hands move before conclusions sometimes. She warmed Marlowe, adjusted a micro-resistor, and soldered a microscopic bridge onto the neural dampener.
"I can add a subtle decay curve," Lena said, explaining like a teacher to a kind class. "It won't force confidence; it will reinforce your natural cues so others pick up on them more easily. But it won't stop you from having to say the words. It just helps people hear you when you do."
Remi nodded as if Lena had offered a secret map. "That sounds perfect." They hesitated, then added, "Hey, Lena— thanks. For listening."
"Don't get sentimental on me," Ms. Rivera warned, but her tone softened. "Also, if you're handing out gratitude, hand over some pastries."
Lena's fingers moved with the kind of memory that forgot words but remembered angles. She coiled a new spring, trimmed a resonant pad, and tested the band with a tiny magnet that made the motor buzz like a trapped fly. Each adjustment changed the way the band would speak. Electronics responded to pressure and heat in predictable ways, but human responses were messier; they edged and corrected and surprised. She sealed the casing and slid the polished band across the counter.
Remi clasped it on with a ceremony that made Lena grin. The band fit like a borrowed key. "Feels different already," Remi murmured, flexing their hand and noticing how the world paused for a fraction as someone across the street gestured. They peered out the window toward the communal balcony where students rearranged chairs under a string of solar lanterns. Lena watched the way Remi's shoulders leveled when the band gave a tiny sympathetic pulse in response to their breath.
"Don't blame the band if it wears off by dawn," Ms. Rivera said, apparently in love with the role of cautionary aunt. "Confidence that sticks comes from repeated small things. And a decent breakfast."
Remi grinned. "Then give me both, Rivera, and maybe a lute."
"No lute. But there are salted pastries if you stop asking for musical instruments every time you get nervous."
Outside, the school's public display flashed an announcement: a reminder about Pulse Night — "Dress code: casual, spirits: optional, sync: encouraged." The word sync pulsed in a friendly blue. Lena felt a prickle of something she didn't have a taxonomy for; call it curiosity, call it premonition, call it the small electric charge that happens before a storm. She'd calibrated hundreds of bands by now and knew the patterns: a well-placed nudged amplitude, a neatly timed decay curve, and people experienced smoother transitions. But she also knew how fragile social choreography could be. An over-assertive preset could push one person's signal over another's and make them feel muted. Little adjustments could wobble whole evenings.
Remi paid with a creased bill and a grin. "Seriously, Lena. Thanks. I'm gonna be brave. Maybe."
Lena felt the ancient tug to make people safe and the modern knowledge that safety could be a varnish. She pushed the tug aside and wrapped the band in paper with one practiced fold. "Go cause a scene that's mostly charming," she advised, and meant it. Remi left with a half-run, half-dance in their step, which left the shop quieter and somehow more full.
Later that afternoon, Lena walked the corridor of the school just to watch. Halls were a choreography of light and subtle motor hums: friends sending each other tiny celebratory pulses after a successful quiz, lovers exchanging hesitant blue glows, groups syncing presets to coordinate who would speak at a table. It was like attending a language class where everyone had agreed on the same gestures. Lena noticed how people leaned differently now: shoulder posture matched the band’s outgoing amplitude, eye contact synchronized with the tactile rhythm. She also noticed what was missing—the murky, awkward tangle of actual conversation where meanings sometimes misfired and then sorted themselves out. An absence could be as loud as a neon sign.
She saw Remi across the atrium, bright and buoyant, the confidence patch working exactly as intended. People smiled and turned toward Remi at an easy curve. Lena watched in a small private experiment, noting increments in smile width and duration. Then she saw Kai.
Kai sat at the end of a bench, shoulders rounded and eyes occupied with a cracked sketchbook. Usually Kai was one of those people who moved through the corridor in a purposeful sideways shuffle, confident in a sideways way—sketching while walking, making small, slightly strange jokes. But today Kai's band was dimmed; it wasn't that the motor was off, but that the outgoing amplitude had been set low, a preset that somehow told the infrastructure around them to treat Kai as background noise. People who would ordinarily greet Kai kept moving as if an invisible wall curved around him.
Remi laughed mid-sentence and the laugh swelled into a little wave of warmth that made the nearby cluster lean in. Kai flinched as if a window had closed in his face. The sketchbook trembled in his hands; a line of ink smudged across a page. Lena's fingers tightened around the strap of her bag. She moved closer not out of a heroic urge but because muscle memory demanded intervention — hands that tuned machines had a habit of trying to retune social mechanisms when they stuttered.
She threaded between students and crouched beside Kai. "Hey, you okay?" she asked.
Kai looked up, startled to be addressed. "Yeah. Just— noise. My band doesn't like loud groups today."
"Can I—?" Lena reached for the clasp and adjusted the outgoing amplitude minutely, adding a gentle bias to the waveform. It was barely a nudge: enough to increase the detection threshold for nearby receivers by a whisper. Kai blinked, surprised, and then a voice floated over from the cluster. "Oi, Kai, that sketch is awesome." A stranger's compliment landed as if someone had opened the curtain. Kai's shoulders eased.
Lena didn't think about the ethics so much as she thought about leverage — a small, physical lever that could tilt how someone was heard. That evening, she found herself replaying the corridor in her head the way someone might replay a piece of music, searching for a sour note.
The next morning the shop filled with small jobs and exaggerated expectations. Lena worked on three different bands in a row: a jock's preset that needed a softer landing for fist bumps, a barista's band that insisted on a tiny musical chime when tips were received, and a middle-schooler who asked for a 'bravery rattle' that made their collarbone buzz like a tiny promise. Some requests were earnest; others were performative. There was also a customer who wanted a trending 'perfector' patch that smoothed out stuttering speech so convincingly people called it a miracle. Lena warned them, fingers moving with lithe efficiency as she rewired the microcontroller.
"If this thing goes too far, you'll end up narrating your grocery list as if it's a manifesto," she said, sliding in a damping resistor.
The customer snorted. "I would be the most decisive manifesto in the produce aisle."
A few hours later the 'perfector' patch returned for an emergency consult. A boy from the art program had left the cafeteria reciting his choices of sandwiches in a dramatically earnest tenor—"I will pick the turkey; I will not be swayed by mayo!"—and had acquired a small following of amused peers. The boy was mortified and Lena felt a ridiculous wave of sympathy and amusement at the absurdity of her own craft accidentally turning somebody into a performance art piece.
"You built a poet, accidental or not," Ms. Rivera declared, shaking her head with an expression that suggested dismay and suppressed laughter. "Remind me to put a warning label on the perfector: may induce oratory tendencies."
That night Owen called. He had the sort of voice that always sounded like he was considering three possible good outcomes before choosing one. "Lena, Pulse Night planning is getting hectic. We need a tech lead to manage the sync and make sure nobody hacks the relay. You'd be perfect."
Lena felt the way someone feels when a door opens to a room they did not know they wanted to enter. It wasn't flattery so much as projection — people assumed she wanted that kind of responsibility because of what she could do with her hands. She hesitated because it meant exposure: running the event's tech required being present, visible, and answerable.
"Me? Tech lead?" she said, tasting the word aloud.
"Yeah. You know the hardware. You can solder smoke out of a relay and make a reluctant motor purr. And you don't overdo it." Owen's voice had a warmth that made Lena consider the offer in terms of trust rather than obligation.
She imagined the room full of people, bands humming, a long, bright night where something different might happen or where everything would slip into the same comfortable grooves. Lena's fingers found a piece of wire and began twisting it, thinking as she worked. "Maybe," she said slowly, not committing yet. "I'll think about it."
For the rest of the day Lena replayed moments in the corridor and in the shop like a technician replaying a signal to find a fault. She had made Remi's patch and watched it do exactly what it was supposed to: lift a presence into view. She had nudged Kai's outgoing amplitude and seen the ripple settle into him like a blanket. Those were small, good things. But she also felt a thread of unease — an understanding that smoothing could become a smoothing that erased texture. If everyone adopted the same polite presets, conversation could become a choreography of preapproved gestures, an evening of applause without messy disagreement.
At closing time Ms. Rivera stacked the chairs and wiped the countertop with a rag that had known grease and many jokes. "You know," she said, handing Lena a chipped mug of tea that tasted of smoke and cardamom, "people will ask you to fix things for reasons you don't always get to judge. They ask because technology makes asking easier. That doesn't mean you can't choose what to build." She paused and looked at Lena with the frank, tired generosity of someone who had soldered more choices than she'd felt comfortable owning.
Lena wrapped her palm around the warm mug and stared into the ribboning steam. She thought of Remi's shy, hopeful way of asking, of Kai's brief flattening, and of the boy who had recited sandwich manifestos. The edges of the day felt slightly frayed, as if a whole fabric had the potential to change over a single seam.
Her phone buzzed: a text from Owen with an attached flyer. "Pulse Night: connect with a tap!" the graphic promised in bright type. Someone else — a student organizer — had also messaged asking if Lena would help tune multiple bands for the event: could she do a list? They sounded hopeful and hungry for the polish that Lena supplied.
Lena let the messages sit and set the mug down in one practiced motion. She had always been good with small logic, with circuits and measured change. She wasn't sure she understood all the human variables. But she knew how to make things behave. And for a minute, she imagined taking the tools she loved and using them not to polish but to slow, to make room for hands and voices that had to negotiate instead of perform. The idea tasted like cardamom and something sharp, like the first sip of strong tea on a cold evening.
She folded the flyer into her pocket and turned off the main lamp, leaving the bench's light on for Marlowe to rest. Outside, an off-key municipal jingle played as if to remind the neighborhood that time kept moving despite one's doubts. Lena locked the door and walked home with her jacket collar up against the thin wind, thinking of small acts and the way they billowed into larger patterns. Remi's confidence fluttered in her mind like the drone-delivered napkin with a sugar smear: promising, messy, and strangely bright.
The next morning she woke to the sound of children practicing a chant in the courtyard below—decades-old civic programming persisted in the city's rhythms, half-remembered and improbably loyal. Lena fed Marlowe a speck of solder, made a list of things she needed to buy, and cycled through possible choices like a technician reading a fault log. She had volunteered implicitly by not saying 'no' to Owen and the organizer; she could still step back. Yet she also felt the pull of agency. A person who could reroute a signal had a kind of power, but what to do with that power was a question that smelled of both responsibility and opportunity.
At school, things had shifted subtly. Groups had begun to practice their 'sync' moves in the cafeteria: a coordinated breathing, an agreed-on pulse that served as an icebreaker. It looked neat from the outside, like a dance routine for civility. Lena watched from a corner table while she reflowed a joint on a friend's watch, observing how people rotated through the performance. Some seemed to enjoy the choreography; others moved with the slightly blank stare of those who accepted convenience as inevitability. In between bites of a pastry pushed her way by a friend, she swapped a joke with Owen.
"You really want me to run the relay?" she asked, tasting crumbs.
Owen shrugged in a way that suggested he trusted her to say yes or no without being judged. "I want you to run it because you care about how things feel, not just how they work. And you have a tendency to fix only what you think is broken. That's a rare quality."
Lena felt warmth that had nothing to do with solder. "That's a polite way of saying I control everything I can."
"Control's comfy," he said, "but it's not courage. Courage is showing up when you don't have the guarantee of a good outcome."
Lena looked at the pastry and then at her hands. She considered the idea of showing up: not only to the relay, but to the awkwardness that came with uncurated conversation. If she did it, she would be visible in a different way, not behind a bench but in front of a crowd, with tools in plain sight. It would require improvisation beyond wiring. It made her palms damp and her chest quicken.
On her way home she crossed paths with Kai again, who was sketching on a park bench under a string of mismatched bulbs. Kai waved without looking up; the band on their wrist now sent out a faint, unremarkable hum. "Hey, Lena," they said, voice warm with a private joke. "Thanks for the nudge yesterday. My ink was dry or something." Kai tapped the corner of their sketch and showed her a little figure on the page that seemed to be mid-dance.
Lena smiled, feeling that strange, direct thing she never quite learned to name. "You're welcome. It looked like a good drawing."
"You think Marlowe has a favorite band model?" Kai asked, eyes crinkling.
Lena laughed, the sound loose and accidental. "Marlowe's very partial to anything with a decent vibration."
As days thinned into the week, more people trickled into The Tuning Room with pulse-night requests: graduates nervous about reunions, a teacher wanting a "calm code" for exam season, a pair of theater kids asking for a dramatic swell that would cue their entrance. Lena's bench became a stage for small dramas: solder smoke, jokes that landed, the occasional absurdity that made the work feel human. There was the time someone mistakenly installed a chime that played the school's off-key municipal jingle whenever the wearer attempted to wink, resulting in a private epidemic of embarrassed faces and muffled laughter. Ms. Rivera called it the Great Wink Debacle and refused to let anyone forget it.
In the evenings Lena practiced the adjustments she might need for the relay. She sketched circuits with a fountain pen and built a test rig out of spare parts: a shallow wooden box, a mirror, a few old motors that hummed like quiet insects. She wanted the relay to be reliable and to resist simple hacks. But she also wanted to imagine a mechanism that encouraged actual contact — a handshake, a spoken phrase, a physical gesture that required people to negotiate in the room, not from behind small screens. The idea sat in her chest like a tiny engine, and she prodded it when she could.
On Friday afternoon Remi popped in again. They were buoyant in a way Lena recognized now as partly medication and partly practice. "I ran into Kai today and didn't flinch," they said, cheeks flushing in a way that wasn't entirely about excitement. "I told a terrible joke and someone laughed and it stayed funny. I don't know whether to credit you or the pastry."
"Give Marlowe half the credit and the pastry the other half," Lena said, and meant it. She tightened a screw on a test band and looked up. "How do you feel about the idea that Pulse Night might change things in ways you can't plan for?"
Remi opened their mouth and then shut it. "I thought I wanted to be flawless. But maybe I want to be good at being present? It's a vague improvement."
Lena watched them. The word present felt slick and new and dangerous. She'd been trained to make things more efficient; the notion of adding friction intentionally felt almost traitorous. Yet the more she thought of it, the less it seemed traitorous and the more it seemed necessary. When she wasn't sure whether to step or step back, she found that hands could decide faster than the mind.
That evening a student organizer sent one more message: could Lena do a last-minute run of 'confidence' presets for a group of volunteers? They said it would be "just to smooth introductions." Lena pinched the bridge of her nose and looked at Marlowe, then at the test rig on the bench. Outside, the municipal jingle played like someone clearing their throat for a long speech. Lena took a breath and set her jaw in a way that felt like choosing a path.
She said yes. The decision felt less like consent and more like deferral — she could steer how those presets worked if she was the one to build them. In the shop she worked late, calibrating amplitude curves and writing tiny decay algorithms that would give wearers a short, socially receptive bloom instead of a brass-band proclamation. She kept thinking about texture: the hairline crack in conversation that lets someone step in, the awkward pause that asks for a question. Her fingers threaded copper like a seamstress stitching a hem; logic and intuition braided together.
Around midnight Remi returned, hovering in the doorway like someone who'd swallowed too much air. "I had to stop by," they said, sheepish. "I wanted to show you that it helped. I didn't expect it to work like that."
Lena smoothed the casing with the back of her thumb. "It always does what you ask of it. The hard part is choosing what to ask for."
They looked at each other in that sudden, honest way that made words unnecessary. For a second Lena wondered what it would mean to take the band outside the shop and put it on herself, to set her own motor to a new amplitude and let someone else feel the difference. She imagined the public humming of bands at Pulse Night and the way people would lean into one another like dancers learning a new step.
Then the shop's door jingled and a student from the art program stumbled in, breathless and scandalized. "Someone turned their perfector into performance art," they announced, which was both complaint and delight. "It went viral in ten minutes."
Lena's mouth made a small shape around the news. Somewhere in the back of her mind a single phrase unreeled: small changes have social consequences. The phrase was obvious and also like a pebble dropped into water, sending out circles Lena could see now.
She stacked the last band in a padded box and wrote the labels in a tidy hand. On impulse she included a card: "Calibration: gentle; purpose: to open room for voices, not to drown them out." It felt a bit like putting a note on a sandwich — redundant, perhaps, but also human.
Remi left with a wave, and Lena sat in the sudden hush with the small instruments of her trade laid out like a surgeon's calm tools. Outside, the city's lights dimmed and the off-key jingle finally stopped, as if granting the night permission to be quiet. Lena turned out the main lamp but left the bench light on. She knew that by Sunday she might be running the relay, and that the choice to do so would mean making small engineering decisions that had big human weight. For the first time in a long while she felt the peculiar, jittery start of wanting something that involved risk: to see whether she could build a tool that made honest contact slightly easier without smoothing away the parts that gave people shape.
Before she locked up, Ms. Rivera pulled two chairs into the middle of the shop, lit a tiny gust lamp, and poured them each a measure of tea that tasted of smoke and citrus peel. "You did good work today," she said, not as praise exactly but as a small inventory of facts. "You made things that mattered. Remember that soldering isn't just joining metal — it's how we choose to make connections."
Lena let the sentence land. The shop hummed with quiet machines and the soft tick of an old clock. The thread she had tugged at all week led to an opening: saying yes to run part of Pulse Night meant she would be responsible for both reliability and moral choices about defaults. It made her body tense and clarified at the same time.
Outside, a neighbor was setting up a table for morning tea, arranging tiny cups with practiced fingers. The world seemed to be full of small rituals — people folding napkins into birds, vendors chalking menus in a dozen languages, students practicing a synchronized blink in the courtyard for reasons no one really explained. Those little, unrelated details comforted Lena; they reminded her that even a neighborhood that loved its tech still liked its rituals. She turned off the bench light with care and slid Marlowe into its slot.
On the way home she passed a group of kids trading stickers made from stray circuit boards, glitter embedded next to copper traces. One of them handed Lena a sticker that read: "Tinker, not polish." She kept it in her pocket like a compass point that wasn't a map but a question. At home she lay on her back for a few minutes and turned the sticker over in her fingers. Then she pulled her gloves on and started sketching the shape of a handshake protocol into the margin of a notebook—a schematic that mixed circuitry with a requirement that someone had to speak, even if it was only to say something ridiculous and brief.
She fell asleep thinking of small resistors and the ways people were heard. The night outside felt ordinary and full of possibility, like a room whose lights had been dimmed and were waiting for someone to decide whether to brighten them gently or throw a party so bright the neighbors complained. Lena dreamed of Marlowe singing, oddly happy for an iron, and woke with the notion that maybe a single seam could make a better fabric if sewn with intention.

    
Static
Morning arrived as it often did on Lena’s street: a lazy announcement from the municipal speaker that meant to be cheerful but always missed the cadence, the smell of frying dough from the stall that insisted on selling savory-sweet rolls with a curious scattering of citrus peel, and the neighbor’s wind chimes complaining at a draft. The city liked its small rituals — someone tuned a bell on the corner to a different scale every week, and teenagers traded stickers made from spare circuit boards with glitter trapped next to copper traces. It had nothing to do with the relay, yet those little constellations of habit made the neighborhood feel alive in a way that numbers never could.
Lena unlocked The Tuning Room with the practiced motion of someone who had done the same tiny ritual a thousand times: thumb across the scanner, a soft click, and the comfort of the bench lamp coming to life. Marlowe — the soldering iron she pretended not to name aloud — warmed into a reliable hum. Ms. Rivera was already there, leaning on the counter with a mug that steamed like it meant business.
"You look like someone who slept on a blueprint," Ms. Rivera observed, tapping a stack of work orders that glittered with sticky notes. "Also, we have eight last-minute requests labeled ‘confidence’ and two labeled ‘performative charm’."
Lena laughed, stretching her hands. "Performative charm is a legitimate use case. It keeps dinner parties interesting."
Ms. Rivera snorted. "Good. We can sell it as entertainment where you patch awkwardness into applause." She pushed a list toward Lena, the handwriting impatient and affectionate. "These are yours. Politics of the small devices, remember? You get to decide how to build the bridge."
Lena ran her finger down the list: a teacher wanted a fatigue filter for exam week, a barista requested a polite chime when tips registered, two theater kids wanted a swell that would cue their entrance, and a student named Jonah wanted a friend-finder routine for his volunteer group at Pulse Night. Jonah’s note, in particular, made Lena pause; his words were earnest and heavily underlined. She picked up a band and opened it, fingers moving to the seam. Tiny springs, a neat patchwork of coils. She tightened a motor mount and felt the familiar click of rightness in her palm.
"You’re thinking about Jonah’s friend-finder already," Ms. Rivera said, following her glance. "Don’t make it a gate. Do the clever thing: make it porous."
Lena nodded. Her hands adjusted a capacitor with the kind of small decisiveness she’d spent years practicing. To her, choices were rarely dramatic; they arrived as a sequence of tiny adjustments. The question was which of those tiny changes counted as kindness and which one smoothed someone into being unnoticed.
People started drifting in like weather patterns. A soccer player wanted his band to give a half-second buzz before a handshake so he wouldn't squeeze too hard; an elderly neighbor asked for a softer notification because hospital beeps still made him jump; a kid from the programming club wanted a 'stage-whisper' setting that would make him sound quietly charismatic when he announced his poems. The requests were a map of how people wanted to be perceived.
Lena moved from one bench to another, each task a small puzzle: recalibrate a motor, replace a micro-bearing, reflow a joint that looked like a little bronze island. She liked the bodies of these machines — how a spring could make a gesture bolder, how a softened decay could let a smile linger. Working kept her from spinning out into worry. Action gave meaning.
At one point there was a commotion by the window. A group of students had set up a rehearsal for a coordinated intro: five people, three predetermined pulses, a synchronized blink that would be their signature for the night. They called it the ‘opener’. Lena watched them for a minute, amused by the choreography. One of them — a tall kid named Rafe with an audacious haircut — waved at her with the kind of confidence a well-tuned band could manufacture. He winked and a tiny chime, not one of Lena’s, sang from his wrist. The chime sounded like a kazoo trying to be regal.
"That thing's getting dramatic," Ms. Rivera said, sipping her tea. "We need to remember bands are tools, not costume designers."
"Sometimes people want costumes," Lena replied, tightening a screw. "It's not wrong. But costumes have tags, and tags have gates."
Ms. Rivera raised her mug as if to agree and then lowered it to a smirk. "Small craft, big messes. Keep your hands clean, or at least clean enough." The joke landed like a warm spoonful of coffee. Outside, a kid rode by balancing a crate of plants on his head for reasons no one asked; the world was ridiculous in a way that made Lena glad to be a person among people.
Remi arrived mid-afternoon, a blur of eager motion and scarf tassels. They had an easy grin and a pile of nervous energy that looked like it might combust into a musical number if someone didn't hand them a pastry. They shifted from foot to foot, eyes scanning the room for the familiar hums that told of friends and alliances.
"Lena! I ran into a cluster from the art club and my preset worked like a charm. I had a stamp of approval pop and everything," Remi said, collapsing into a chair. "But I also felt weird—like I was being applauded by a very small, automatic audience."
Lena looked up from a spring she was stretching. "How did it feel, aside from the applause substitution?"
Remi's smile curved and then got honest. "Easier. But quieter. Like people were loving a version of me someone else helped tune." They rubbed their palms together. "Is that bad? I want to be liked, Lena. I don't want rehearsals. I just want it not to hurt."
Lena's hands paused. She'd made Remi's first patch, a gentle bloom that helped their voice carry for a breath longer. Seeing them now, buoyant and slightly hollow, landed with an odd weight.
"It isn't bad to want ease," Lena said finally, balancing a small screwdriver on her finger. "But ease that cuts off other people is a problem. If your preset pushes too many frequencies into the air, people with quieter motors get muffled. You'd be heard while they become background." She set the screw down and met Remi's eyes. "I can tune you. I can also tune awareness into the presets if you want."
Remi blinked. "Tune awareness? Is that a thing?"
"It can be." Lena's voice softened. "We can add a gentle reciprocity curve — a small echo that invites someone who is quieter to join. It makes your confidence ask for others, rather than take their space." The words felt like a tiny protocol she might one day write into the relay itself.
By late afternoon the rumor of the perfector patch had grown teeth. The boy who'd left the cafeteria reciting his sandwich choices — dramatic and indignant about mayonnaise — had become a meme and a cautionary tale. Someone in the city council's youth wing had even sent a polite note about 'unintended performative side effects' with ten bullet points and a smiley emoji that failed to soften its tone.
Lena had a private amusement at the whole thing. The idea that a tiny damping parameter could make someone into a declamatory troubadour felt absurd. Still, the incident underscored a larger anxiety: there were edges to these instruments where aesthetics and ethics met.
That afternoon, Jonah from the volunteer group came in with a stack of nervous, neatly folded volunteers and a spreadsheet printed with the sort of obsessive clarity common to people who loved both lists and people. They wanted a friend-finder that would help new volunteers find allies in crowded rooms. Jonah's hope was tangible, a paper-thin thing that made Lena want to be better.
"We just want people to feel okay when they walk in," Jonah said, voice small and urgent. "Pulse Night is loud and big, and some of us freeze. If the band can make a first hello easier, it would mean—" He didn't finish. The ellipsis hung heavy.
Lena listened. She thought of Kai on the bench, of Remi's bittersweet buoyancy, of the way a friend group could tighten like a noose made of velvet if left unchecked. She agreed to help Jonah, but with a caveat: the friend-finder would be built to suggest and invite rather than block and exclude. That meant engineering thresholds and decay curves so the patch would be porous, letting people through rather than keeping them out. Jonah looked relieved, as if he'd been granted a small mercy.
"Promise you won't make it a bouncer app," Jonah said, smiling. Lena promised and wrote the spec in shorthand on the back of an envelope, folding the paper into her pocket like a talisman.
The week glided forward in a blur of hands and voices. Lena soldered while playlists looped from a corner speaker, and sometimes the playlist would glitch into a stranger's ringtone and start a ripple of laughter. The shop's small absurdities kept her tethered: a stray pigeon that had learned to perch on the vent and nod its head as if judging solder techniques, Ms. Rivera's stubborn insistence on instant coffee even though they had better beans in the back, and a neighbor who hung tiny knitted mittens over the lampposts during cold spells — none of which mattered for the relay, but all worth telling.
One evening, while Lena was finishing a run of safety dampers for the volunteers' bands, her wrist buzzed with an update notification from the manufacturer: a routine security patch intended to standardize firmware across campus. She saw the icon, assumed she would install it after closing, and carried on. A few hours later, while she was testing a decay curve on a theater kid's swell, her personal band — which she kept deliberately muted and dull as a matter of habit — gave a sudden, spiky feedback. The kind of jitter you'd expect if a person stepped too close to a speaker.
She frowned and pinched the clasp. The settings were wrong. Where she'd kept a low, protective profile to avoid drawing attention, the interface now showed default baseline behavior. Some network update had pushed a new factory reset to devices that hadn't been patched. Lena's jaw tightened. The shop's lights hummed. She thought of all the small seams she'd been careful with and how a single automatic change could undo them.
"You okay?" Ms. Rivera asked without looking up from a pile of parts.
Lena muttered, "Update pushed my profile back to shouting."
Ms. Rivera blinked and then, with a soft exhale, said, "Then tonight you get to feel what the rest of the city does. Take notes." She meant it as a dare and a kindness woven into one.
The next day she couldn't hide behind the bench in the same way. Something about the default baselines made her movements feel louder; the small motor in her band reacted with a micro-gesture whenever she blinked or inhaled. People who passed on the sidewalk glanced with a beat more attention. She felt exposed in a way that made her throat dry. That vulnerability translated into motion. Where before she might have observed, now she stepped up and engaged.
At lunch she joined a group at the cafeteria table because the band nudged her toward being more audible and she didn't want to leave defenses to chance. The conversation started like small instruments tuning: jokes about a class project, a heated but friendly debate about whether the school should buy more planters or fewer, and a collective recollection of the off-key municipal jingle. Lena laughed, leaning forward to place a cup on the table with a deliberate hand. Her fingers brushed against a volunteer's band across the table, and she felt the faint echo of a setting she hadn't authorized — a subtle, default “welcome” bloom. She realized she could tweak a tiny parameter with her fingers without opening the casing.
She nudged it downward a hair; the bloom softened. The person next to her exhaled and smiled, as if a cloud had parted. It was a small act, a physical little correction with immediate effect. But it reminded Lena of leverage: sometimes a fingertip could change how people were heard.
Owen, seated across from her, noticed. He watched her with an expression that was equal parts curiosity and gentle steadiness. When she accidentally knocked her spoon and the clatter felt disproportionately loud to her, he reached out and steadied the cup, his hand a simple, steady presence.
"Hey," he said quietly, not a question but a tether. "You alright?"
Lena shrugged and tried to tuck away the awkwardness the way one tucks a loose thread. "Update put my band back to factory-default. I'm…not just watching tonight."
Owen smiled, something honest and unadorned. "Being seen scares people. It scared me at first too. But showing up without a script is where things happen, Lena. I think you'd be good at that."
She considered his words like a tool — something that could be used later. He wasn't offering a fix, only a place to stand.
The vulnerability pried open new instincts. When a group of students in the hallway used a trending preset to dim someone who skirted outside their clique, Lena felt a physical reaction. The little ritual, which had once felt like harmless etiquette, read instead like a social contract with holes. She stepped between them and the student they'd tuned out — it was Kai again, sketchbook tucked under one arm, eyes watchful.
Lena's voice was brisk and practical as she did what she did best: she unclipped and adjusted the dimmer on the group's leader's wrist with a tiny twist of a screwdriver. "You're attenuating too much," she told him, not as a lecture but as a calibration. "It cuts people out." There was a beat where the leader's face hardened — a reflexive defense of a comfort zone. But then Owen arrived, leaning his shoulder against the locker and giving the leader a look that said, quietly, 'that's not who you want to be.'
"We make patterns because patterns are simple," the leader said, still flinching from correction. "We don't have to invite everyone into the choreography."
"You also don't have to make a performance of exclusion," Lena said. Her hands were steady; she adjusted the dial for the group so their outgoing amplitude dropped a hair. The corridor seemed to breathe.
Kai blinked and then, weirdly delighted, offered them the sketch he'd been working on — a tiny figure mid-hop. The small exchange was quiet but it mattered. People noticed it and, for a moment, the hum of bands and bodies felt less like background noise and more like a conversation.
Later that evening Jonah stopped by to report that his volunteer group had practiced their introductions. He said they had used Lena's porous friend-finder and that newcomers had found it easier to join. Jonah's face brightened the way someone brightens when a plan does what it promised. Lena felt both relief and a quick, prickling worry: small successes were fragile, and mass adoption could bend them into something else.
As the night before Pulse Night arrived, Lena's bench looked like a small mission control. There were packets of capacitors, labels written in a looping hand, a prototype handshake device that looked deliberately clumsy — a pair of contact pads, a tiny mirror, and a prompt looped through a speaker that asked people to say something absurd as a consent test. The absurdity was deliberate: if the prompt was ridiculous enough, people would have to speak and laugh, and in the space of that shared ridiculousness, they'd be joining as people rather than presets.
Ms. Rivera came by with two paper cups and a look that meant the following: 'This might work and you will have to run with it.' She didn't say much criticism; instead, she set the cups down and touched the prototype with the tip of a finger as if approving a child’s invention.
Lena explained her design. "A three-second touch, a verbal prompt, and then the bands handshake. It forces presence. People have to say something, even if it's stupid. That keeps it human."
Ms. Rivera chewed the inside of her cheek and then smiled. "You're asking people to be clumsy on purpose. Bold."
They both laughed softly — a private, conspiratorial sound. Outside a neighbor practiced his tin whistle, producing an alien little melody that had no business at a party but fit perfectly.
Then Lena checked her band again and found the settings still wrong, the factory baseline humming at a level that made her feel like an instrument that would give away everything. The update had not corrected itself. She considered walking away from running the relay altogether — the idea of managing a network while her own device broadcasted raw signals felt hypocritical and terrifying. Yet when she thought of Jonah's volunteers, of Kai being given a sliver of space to be noticed, and of Remi's gentle buoyancy, she felt something like purpose tighten into resolve.
She put down the prototype and picked up a soldering iron. The run to Pulse Night would require being seen, and she wasn't sure she wanted to be seen that way. Still, in the small glow of the bench light she realized that appearances could be risked if the outcome might be a little more honest connection. She plugged Marlowe in, feeling the heat of readiness. The decision felt heavy and luminous all at once. Tomorrow would be about more than circuitry; it would be about where she put her hands in a room full of ready, humming wrists.

    
Tuning the Room
Morning in the neighborhood never announced itself with subtlety; it arrived in small, earnest rituals. The municipal bell tried a new cadence—someone at city hall had decided that Wednesdays should sound like optimism—and the pastry cart on the corner was experimenting with a savory-sweet roll flecked with unexpected citrus peel. A man walked by balancing a crate of rooftop-salad seedlings on his head while arguing about which planter shape drained best; rooftop planters shaped like truncated pyramids were a local aesthetic, and people treated them like pets. None of this had anything to do with protocols or consent heuristics, and precisely for that reason the little rituals steadied Lena’s hands.
She set Marlowe on the pad and watched the iron bloom orange at the tip. The handshake prototype rested on the bench between a spool of braided wire and a stack of sticky labels: two contact plates cut from an old lunch tray, a tiny convex mirror to measure approach angle, a pressure switch scavenged from a defunct arcade game. She favored the ugly, physical bits because digital defaults were easily rewritten by someone with a spreadsheet and ambition; hardware was stubborn. The device had to feel awkward on purpose. If people had to touch and say something ridiculous, then for a few seconds they weren’t performing for an audience of invisible presets.
Ms. Rivera came up behind her carrying two mugs and a tote bag that smelled of burnt cardamom and disappointment. "You're building a contraption that sounds like it would be at home in a Victorian etiquette course," she said, leaning over Lena’s shoulder. Her voice was the sort that softened reprimand into practical guidance.
"Victorian or not, it lets people be present instead of polished," Lena said, slipping a sleeve over the raw conductor and crimping with pliers. She felt the slight give of the metal, the satisfying click of proper pressure. "Enough distance between touch and handshake to make cheating the default harder."
Ms. Rivera peered. "And the verbal prompt? It’s intentionally silly, right?"
Lena grinned. "Yes. If I make people say something like ‘I promise to wiggle in a friendly manner,’ no one can perform a solemn vow without laughing. That laugh is the point."
They both laughed; it was a small human sound that vibrated against solder fumes and the faint hum of the shop’s ancient heater. Outside, a child practiced juggling oranges in the square and a pigeon regarded the proceedings with the kind of disdain usually reserved for bad art.
Lena drilled a tiny hole and threaded a length of fiber-optic through the mirror mount. Her hands moved with the economy of someone who had learned to translate ideas into copper and plastic. She soldered an LED to indicate successful contact, then tuned a variable resistor so the light required three seconds of steady pressure to register. That three-second window was a deliberate friction; it would let accidental brushes pass while making genuine touch necessary. The optical sensor measured the approach angle—if someone tried to brute-force the handshake by tapping a pad with a stick, the mirror would betray them.
Ms. Rivera watched, occasionally offering a judgment like a seamstress checking a hem. "You know people will try to game this. Someone will make a glove with a conductive patch and teach robots to tap in sequence."
"Then we make the prompt part analog too," Lena replied, tightening a nut. "A small recorded line played through the device, but with a pitch-shifting motor that demands a human voice to match its cadence. Machines can do the rhythm, sure, but matching the human micro-timbre is harder without a lot of noise. It adds entropy."
She added a physical choke—a little coil that dampened high-frequency interference—and smiled when the thing hummed like a tiny, ready creature. The work felt less like moralizing and more like craft: every ferrule and ferrite bead was an argument about what kind of social world she preferred. In the back, a neighbor hammered a tin in time with the municipal bell because some people made music out of municipal glitches; the tinbeat had nothing practical to do with Lena’s calibration but it kept the shop feeling like a neighborhood and not a lab.
By midweek pressure arrived in the form of earnest emails and confident demands. Priya, one of the student organizers for Pulse Night, breezed in with a tablet covered in stickers and a sort of professional charm that could make spreadsheets feel celebratory.
"Lena — we're thinking about a synchronized moment at the beginning, something that feels big," Priya said, tapping a mock-up on her tablet. The mock-up showed a crowd bursting into color and vibration at once, all presets aligning into a single, cinematic pulse. "Instant-sync would make Pulse Night look like a festival. It’s inclusive and shows unity. We'd love your help to make it seamless."
Lena looked at the images—thousands of tiny points of light pulsing in unison. The spectacle would be beautiful; it would also set a norm. If the event standardized instant-sync as a social default, voluntary rituals might calcify into expected performance.
"Instant-sync can be powerful," Lena said. "But it’s also a template. Once people expect to be auto-synced, they'll stop learning how to start conversations on their own. We could build a mode that gives people a short bloom for introductions, but—"
Priya cut in with a smile that had the faint edge of impatience. "—but we need it to look flawless. If it stutters, people will blame the tech and not the choreography. We want to minimize awkwardness."
The desire for polish sat like a weight in Lena’s chest. People wanted safety and spectacle; those impulses overlapped but they were not identical. Priya left in a swirl of stickers and optimism, leaving Lena with a pile of specifications and a new form of responsibility: could she devise a spectrum of sync behaviors that privileged care without strangling spontaneity?
Remi arrived later that afternoon with a scarf that had practiced being casual. They slouched into a chair and unrolled a sketchbook filled with doodles and speech-bubble jokes. "Hey. Quick update: I got invited to a group that runs the gallery nights, and they’re lovely, but I don’t know how to insert myself into their flow without sounding like I’ve been rehearsed," they admitted, tapping a doodle of a tiny person being applauded by robots.
Lena set aside a spool and looked at them. "You remember Jonah's request for a porous friend-finder?"
"Yeah. Is that the thing that sniffs out allies?" Remi grinned despite themselves. "Because if it can sniff allies in a crowded room, I will hand it a medal."
Lena laughed. "More like a polite nudge. The goal is to make your signal invite someone else’s signal to answer, not drown it."
Remi's voice quieted. "But what if I just want it to be easy? I don’t want to spend the whole night worrying I'm being the awkward one. Is there a problem with that?"
Before Lena could answer, Ms. Rivera appeared with a plate of savory-sweet rolls. "There is no problem with wanting ease. There's only a problem when the ease erases other people. If we build a friend-finder, we build it to widen the room, not to close doors. That's engineering you can be proud of."
Remi chewed thoughtfully, then laughed. "Engineering that widens rooms—sounds like a slogan. Could we get it on a tote bag?"
Ms. Rivera mock-stared. "Too late, Remi. I already own the rights." The banter settled the three of them into an honest moment: friendship seasoned with teasing and real worry.
At rehearsal that evening groups ran through their syncs in the senior commons. The space smelled of lemon floor cleaner and old programs, and someone had brought a crate of herbal tea that tasted vaguely of hope. Students clustered in little islands, testing pulse timings by clapping and counting, and a boy from the theater program practiced a dramatic swish of his jacket that would surely be accompanied by a swell later.
Rafe’s crew had a new trick: a little social filter they'd nicknamed the Silencer, a preset that automatically trimmed outgoing amplitudes for people who didn’t match the group's frequency. In practice it functioned like a polite bouncer; it softened cues from anyone flagged as off-key. Rafe said it was to keep the opener coherent; others called it efficiency. Lena watched, uneasy. She had seen ad-hoc silencer patches before; in principle they were a neutral convenience. In practice they could be used to shape the room by exclusion.
Remi moved through the rehearsal like someone glad to be needed. They stood near a cluster talking quietly when Kai arrived from the art room, sketchbook under one arm and doubt in his step. Kai's band was patched with a low, quiet outgoing amplitude — the sort of setting meant for people who liked to listen more than broadcast. Rafe’s group began their sequence and, as a feature, the Silencer smoothed Kai’s signal to a near whisper.
Kai flinched and then looked smaller, as if the room had put a hand over his mouth. Someone joked and the laugh swept past him. He closed his sketchbook with a sound like a soft apology. His eyes filled; he tried to smile and failed. Lena was already moving.
There is a particular kind of weight to running toward someone who is unraveling. Lena scooped Kai onto a bench and, with a quick, decisive motion, unclasped the band and opened the casing. Her fingers were fast—unscrew, pry, lift the motor assembly free—and she worked to widen the outgoing amplitude while keeping the decay curve gentle. She did not lecture; she adjusted and spoke in short, practical sentences. "Hold still. Don’t look at your phone. Breathe."
Kai let out a sound that could have been a laugh but felt like a surrender. "I didn’t want to bother anyone," he muttered, the phrase uneven. "I kept telling myself I’d wait until I had something to say."
Lena tightened a ferrule and tapped the motor; the band breathed a small, steady pulse. "You’re not a background file, Kai. You’re a person who sketches things people need to see. Don’t let a feature tell you otherwise."
Remi hovered nearby, cheeks flushed. "I’m sorry," they blurted, words tumbling. "I didn’t notice. I was trying to… not be a problem. I thought if I was polished everyone would like me."
Lena looked at Remi with something like gentleness and a technical person's impatience. "Polish can help you be heard, but it can also make you forget to listen. Try leaning into the awkward instead of smoothing it. It’s harder, and better."
Someone in the corner recited their sandwich manifesto for reasons no one fully understood, and the absurdity pulled a laugh from Kai, small and sudden. The laugh broke like light through cloud. It didn’t fix everything, but it shifted the room's pitch.
The footage was merciless; someone had recorded the moment when Kai pulled his sketchbook close and published it with a caption that read, 'When the room decides you’re background.' The clip spiraled through student chats with the speed of an angry rumor. Rafe's group defended the Silencer as artistry; others accused them of bullying by design. A handful of people rallied behind Kai, posting drawings and notes and small manifestos about presence. Lena watched the cascade on her own phone and felt a churn of responsibility. If a feature on a wristband could make someone small, then what she built for a spectacle could make whole categories of people invisible.
Owen found her outside the commons, hands in the pockets of his jacket as if to anchor himself physically. "You did what you could for Kai," he said, and the words were plain but corded with steadiness.
Lena scrubbed a hand over her face. "I did. I also made things that might have been coaxing this behavior along. I tuned stuff to be smooth; I sold a kind of comfort. Maybe I should have made more noise earlier."
He shrugged in a way that suggested he’d rather argue for action than dwell on blame. "You can fix things that are breakable. You’ve got tools and the brains to put them where they’ll do the most good. That’s rarer than you think."
She considered the relay and the fact that Pulse Night would be a broadcast of defaults; if she didn’t act, someone else would make the decision. Her shop felt suddenly smaller and more like a fulcrum.
That night Lena set up a staging area at the back of the shop and spread solder, wire, and the unwieldy prototype out like a surgeon preparing instruments. She wrote a new spec: a handshake that required three seconds of contact, a pressure-sensing mirror to confirm human approach, and a verbal prompt recorded into a cheap speaker with randomized pitch modulation that made mimicry by bots harder. She added a mechanical fail-safe: a simple, visible latch that someone had to flip on the relay patchboard to enable the default handshake mode. Visibility meant accountability.
Jonah came by with volunteers and an anxious, hopeful expression. "We want newcomers to find someone tonight," he said, folding his hands around a cup of tea. "If people have to touch and say something ridiculous, maybe they’ll laugh and the room will open."
Lena handed him a pad and demonstrated. She asked Jonah to press until the LED glowed steady, then to say something absurd. Jonah obliged with a goofy line about promising not to juggle the city hall’s mascot, and the volunteers burst into amused applause. It felt clumsy and human and, importantly, not automated.
She could make the relay do instant-sync. It would look glorious in pictures and be simple engineering. But Lena wanted to make room for people like Kai — not to give them cosmetic volume, but to require a shared act of being present. She soldered one last joint and tucked a tiny label under the contact pad: HANDSHAKE — THREE SECONDS — SPEAK. The words were both instruction and resolve.
When Lena unplugged Marlowe and put away spools, Ms. Rivera touched her shoulder. "You’re about to be visible in a way that’ll rattle you. That’s good. Visibility comes with friction, but also with reach."
Lena slid the prototype into a padded box and, for the first time that week, felt like she had a path she could put her hands on. Outside, the municipal bell practiced its optimism and the pastry cart left a small paper bag of citrus rolls on the shop step. She ate one on the walk home and, between the sugar and salt, tasted both fear and a kind of hopeful adrenaline. Tomorrow the room would be full of hums and choices, and she would have to tune not just hardware but the shape of how people met each other.

    
Live Re‑tune
Pulse Night felt less like an event and more like a weather front that chose confetti as its precipitation. The block was bright with strings of recycled bulbs and hand-lettered signs; kids had stitched tiny knitted mittens on lamp posts for reasons that made sense in the moment, and a drone dropped a paper bag of warm rolls by the community stage, its propellers sighing as if apologizing for the sugar. Lena strapped the padded case to her shoulder and checked the prototype one more time. The handshake device lay like a stubborn little animal in its foam nest: two contact plates with fingerprints stamped into their varnish, the mirror for approach measurement, a pressure plate cannibalized from an old arcade toy. It was intentionally clumsy — hardware that insisted on touch and speech would be harder to fake than any software handshake.
Ms. Rivera materialized with a ceramic cup and a look that meant practical worry and quiet pride. "You look as if you've swallowed a schematic," she said, passing Lena a roll that smelled of cardamom and toasted sesame.
"That's my dinner and my incentive," Lena replied, turning the device over in her hands. Her soldering iron sat cold in its stand, and she liked the idea of a tool that could be warming if required. "I'll be on the stage relay tonight for the first half. After that I plan to make some changes to the local broadcast."
Ms. Rivera gave a small, approving whistle. "You always pick the nights with the most eyes. Remember: when you tinker on a live stream, you are a human variable. Keep it safe and very visible. And if you start sparks, I want to know why."
Lena grinned. "If I make sparks, I promise they'll have rhythm."
Outside, the municipal bell practiced a cheerful cadence that had never learned to be subtle. A group of students rehearsed an opener that coordinated micro-pulses and choreographed smiles; Rafe's crew had perfected their timing, and their wrist chimes sounded like a kazoo choir. Lena had seen synchronized presets bloom into rituals before; the sight of those neat queues made her stomach tighten. She thought of Kai on the bench, of Remi's hesitant buoyancy, of Jonah's volunteers who wanted a gentle bridge into the room. The patch she carried was small. Its consequence might be large.
At the stage the relay rig looked like a school science club's dream: patch panels, a tangle of fiber, a forgiving rack that was more enthusiastic than polished. Owen waved Lena over; he crouched by the mixer with the calm of someone whose attention refused drama. "You coming up?" he asked. His voice had the steady clarity that had helped Lena say yes earlier in the week.
She shouldered her kit and climbed the step ladder, feeling the boards hum faintly with the sound of a crowd still forming. Remi found her on the riser and gave a small, nervous grin. "Hey. Don't do anything that makes me have to explain my feelings to an audience," they whispered.
"I won't promise you tidy feelings," Lena said. "I will promise no tragedies and at least one honest mess."
Remi's laugh popped out, and the two of them shared that light, private exchange that had been a slow covenant of their friendship. The stage crew ran a quick test: a low, harmless sync to show the crowd how their bands would glow and pulse when the main relay sent a cue. The effect was beautiful until it wasn't. Rafe's people beamed as their wrist LEDs flared in perfect unison; far down in the crowd, a cluster of students who liked low-volume signals found their presence hard to register because the default thresholds favored louder outgoing amplitudes. Lena watched, noting the arithmetic of attention.
She had planned a graceful interception. The relay had an access panel that accepted a maintenance patch on a specific port — a standard intended for convenience and the seed of potential abuse. Lena had prepared a hardware-and-firmware shim that would intercept the relay's outgoing command and reroute it through her handshake protocol. The plan: when the main broadcast attempted to flip the campus into instant-sync, her shim would ask for three seconds of steady contact and a silly spoken prompt before allowing a full broadcast handshake. It was not encryption; it was an insistence on presence.
Her hands worked fast and sure as she slid under the stage to the relay rack. Cables were warm and smelled faintly of ozone and roasted pastry. She reached the access port, clipped a lead to the debugging pin, and attached her prototype's interface. For seconds the world narrowed to ferrules and ferrite beads. Her palms were steady. Then a stage hand appeared and asked, in the tone one uses to announce a lost cat, whether she was authorized to be under there.
"Authorized by my conscience," Lena said, and the phrase landed half as a joke and half as a declaration. The hand, who had the worried expression of someone who liked playlists, held back. People above chatted and tested signals; no one noticed the small procession of code that Lena fed into the shim. She used a little foot-pedal and a spare battery pack to power the device; the relay blinked as if it had just woken up.
Trouble arrived with the sort of predictability of a popped chord. Someone from the organization team noticed an interruption on the master stream and strode toward the stage with a walk that suggested registry of responsibility. Rafe himself followed, hair shining and grin practiced. "What's happening?" he demanded, voice pitched to be heard and decisive.
Lena met him, wires in her hands and solder at her sleeve. She could have walked away and let the instant-sync run; the night would have looked stunning. But she had spent days tuning edges so people could be seen, and she could not watch the infrastructure harden and walk away. She stepped onto the stage and held up the prototype like a clumsy relic.
"This is our handshake," she said, addressing a cluster of organizers and a curious audience. "It asks for a three-second contact and a verbal prompt. It makes sure that sync is consented to, not just conferred."
Rafe scoffed. "People want the big moment. They'll prefer polished sync to awkward prompts."
Owen straightened behind Lena and gave Rafe a look that suggested personal disappointment rather than combat. "Polish is fine. So is consent. We're not choosing one or the other by force. We can make room for both if we ask for presence first."
Rafe's jaw tightened; he liked control. A few students cheered for the spectacle he promised, others furrowed their brows at the idea of a required pause. Lena felt her cheeks flush. The crowd's tilt had found her.
She could have explained at length; she could have lectured about ethics and democracy. But her tools were better convinced by action than argument. She crouched and, with the nimbleness of muscle memory, rearranged a jumper to route the relay's handshake call through her device. She tightened a connector, soldered a failing pad that threatened to drop the signal, and slid a simple analog choke into the line so cheap radio tricks wouldn't spoof the prompt. The stage's lights played over her hands; someone in the crowd called out a joke about making sure Lena didn't try to fix the whole school. Ms. Rivera's voice cut across the noise with a practical threat and soft affection. "If you fry the rack, you're buying coffee for everyone for a month."
Lena laughed, and the laughter convinced a few people that she was less a saboteur than an experimental engineer. She flipped the visible latch. The instant-sync attempted to proceed. The relay pulsed and then hovered, expecting a handshake that never dropped into place. Instead, the handshake device's LED glowed, demanding pressure and ... a voice.
The first attempts were staged and awkward. A group of seniors tried to game the requirement by tapping a conductive glove on the pads; the mirror detected the wrong angle and the prompt's pitch filter shrugged them off. An overconfident cheerfully packaged attempt ended in a ridiculous series of squeaks as the pitch-shift motor turned the volunteer's earnest phrase into a tinny chorus of desperate declarations. Laughter rippled out; a sound that loosened people.
Remi and a quieter student, someone Lena recognized from the gallery nights, stepped up. They pressed for the required seconds, and a ridiculous prompt — Lena had programmed something like "I promise to wiggle friendly," delivered in a silly voice — came out through the little speaker. They both sounded solemn and absurd. The laugh bridged them. A small, real conversation spilled out afterward: not polished, not perfect, but warm. Kai, who had been standing a few feet off, watched and then knocked on the volunteer's shoulder, asking if he might sit with them later. The moment was messy and undeniably alive.
A few people stormed off, annoyed that their spectacle had required a moment of clumsiness. Others stayed, and the room thinned in a way that felt honest. Lena felt a prickle in her chest that was not fear but a raw, breathing connection. She was visible in a new way.
The night stretched into a series of small experiments. Lena kept an eye on the racks and rewired minor misbehaviors with the easy rhythm of practice: a tightened screw here, a firmware flag toggled there, a patch that would moderate amplitude spikes for those who didn't want to be seen too widely. Organizers adapted; some promised a separate instant-sync for a final picture but agreed that the evening's main activity would insist on a handshake of presence.
Ms. Rivera shouted from the wings when a teenage DJ accidentally cued the municipal jingle at full volume. "Turn it down or I'm sending you to mend circuit boards until winter!" she cried, and the exasperated tone was cheerfully maternal. Humor got the room through awkward pauses and gave people permission to be less than polished.
Owen found Lena after a lull and handed her an over-sweet pastry on a napkin. "You did it," he said simply. He did not mean the technical fix only; he meant that she had made a choice to be visible and used her skill to change how people connected. Lena accepted the pastry and offered him a quiet smile that felt like a truce with herself. Remi bounded over and hugged both of them with that particular adolescent ferocity that looked like it might reorganize molecules with enthusiasm. "That prompt was obnoxious and perfect," they declared.
Word spread in the ways words do now: clips of awkward vows and earnest wiggling pinged through chat channels, and a few opinions glared like headlines. Student council held a hurried meeting the next morning and debated defaults with the kind of mature impatience that sometimes happens when people want quick policy. Jonah posted notes from the volunteers: newcomers reported easier entry and remembered actual names. Kai left a sketch on Lena's bench that was half a hop and half a thank you. People began asking if they could borrow the design for club mixers and parent receptions. The makerspace offered to host a workshop to build more handshake boxes; Ms. Rivera insisted there be tea and bad jokes.
Lena opened the firmware on a small forum and published the shim as a community opt-in, with clear warnings and an invitation to improve. She wrote a simple guide that explained how the mirror and pressure sensors discouraged mechanical game-play and why a silly verbal prompt broke performance-mode. It wasn't perfect engineering, but it was public and visible. That visibility mattered; people could see what the default did and choose differently. Change would be slow and messy, but tangible.
A week after Pulse Night the volunteer council voted to adopt the handshake protocol as the default for campus social events where consent mattered. It was a modest policy: two opt-outs a year for documented accessibility concerns, plus a working group to improve hardware accessibility. No one had overthrown a corporation or declared a cultural revolution. They had instead bent a social habit toward a slightly more awkward, slightly more human norm. Lena felt relief that was not total but practical.
She sat on the shop step that evening, Marlowe tucked in its cradle, her boots dusty from climbing the stage. The neighborhood hummed: a tin whistle somewhere off-key, a child juggling oranges, an old woman arranging her rooftop planter like a ship's captain making small course corrections. Remi tapped her shoulder and pointed to a sticker someone had left on the shop window: TINKER, NOT POLISH. It made her smile in a way that felt soft and honest.
Owen joined her on the stoop. They watched a pair of students practice their handshake with exaggerated solemnity. "You changed the expected choreography," he said, offering a small observation rather than a verdict. "That takes courage." Lena felt the word as a warm instrument. She had acted with tools she trusted, and in doing so had tethered herself to a community in a new way. She had moved from fixing opaque problems to making space for messy human work.
She pulled her hands over the pad of a soldering iron case and felt the residual warmth of the night settle into her fingers. A message from Jonah blinked on her phone: Thank you. We'll teach this next month. Lena typed back a short sentence and then set the phone aside, content with the particularity of the moment instead of a grand narrative. The street lights blinked off at their own rhythmic stubbornness, and somewhere a neighbor's kettle whistled. Lena let herself be present, as if practicing the handshake on a life that was suddenly, slightly livelier.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Out of Tune


            		Static


            		Tuning the Room


            		Live Re‑tune


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





