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Neon Lattice
Marcus Ellert
In Neon Ark, a young data-weaver named Rhea fights to reclaim a stolen emergent mind—the Muse—and the stolen memories of her brother. Between rain-slick alleys, corporate cathedrals, and makeshift communities, she must choose whether to let memory become commodity or keep it wild.
ProseHub


    
UnderGlow
The rain hit Neon Ark like static: a thousand tiny glass needles that spattered against the corrugated roofs and turned the gutters into chrome rivers. Rhea kept the door of UnderGlow cracked against the weather and the city; the sliver of light that escaped showed a clutter of parts: coil springs, polymer ribs, a stack of weathered vinyls with handwritten labels in Marta's cramped script. Steam curled from a soldering iron, smelled of ozone and burnt plastic, and the neon outside painted Rhea's palm with cold blue.
She had the hands of a repairer—callused, precise, with a faint tremor in the left index that she'd learned to hide. Her right eye was glass and old filament, a Newark retrofit that hummed when she strained it. The other eye was her mother's, real and weathered, and it watched the small, constant drama of the bench: a servomotor that wouldn't seat, a memory-plate with a lipstick smear, a child's toy that still remembered a lullaby.
UnderGlow was both shop and home, a vertical cave of reclaimed tech and secondhand tenderness. Shelves sagged under jars of resistors; a battered espresso machine kept the place perfumed with burnt sugar. On a hook by the door hung a leather satchel with a faded insignia—a small, rectangular crate nicknamed the Muse Box. It had come to Rhea as part of a package from Marta when she died: a thing that shouldn't be running in a city that bought its silence. The Muse Box was heavier than it looked, wrapped in tape, its analog face scarred with fingerprints. Rhea treated it like an heirloom and a grenade.
People came to Rhea for small wonders. A mother with an implanted lull memory needed it cleaned after a blackout. A street racer wanted a burst-torque mod soldered to his ankle rig. Rhea patched songlines into worn neural cuffs and pried cheap memories loose when they jammed. She knew how histories broke: in the cracks of cheap implants, in the white noise of crowded rail lines, in the company that decided which recollections were worth licensing.
She kept her life tidy in a way only a person who lived between circuits could: routines, backups, little rituals to keep the city's noise at bay. Before sleep she moved the Muse Box to the center of the bench, ran her palm along its cold edges, and listened. Once, she'd sworn, it had answered.
Koa slept when the city slept and woke when it didn't—an uneven clock that suited the boy perfectly. He was a narrow, quick thing with a laugh like a broken bell and a hairline scar that drew a pale arc over his temple. The scar was old, white as braided wire, and the place he sat in UnderGlow was a hand-me-down stool with wrenched metal legs. He learned the names of parts by watching Rhea's fingers move, by pressing his own small hands into hot plastic and pretending he wasn't afraid of burning.
He hadn't always been a patient at the clinic down on Fifth and Sable. Once he raced rooftop to rooftop in a patched hoverbike, a loose grin and a pocket full of stolen credits. He'd been bitten by something that night—an experimental therapy ad, a slick promise from Helixis, a voice that said they could fix the tremor in his hand and smooth the memory that woke him screaming.
"They said it would make the dreams stop," Koa said once, leaning against the workbench with a soda that fizzed like static. "Said they'd tidy the scar. Make me normal."
Rhea remembered the bargain: an afternoon of labor doing a tech-run for a Helixis subcontractor in exchange for a clinical slot. Her hands had been busy with bolts and wires; the contract signed with a fingertip on a tablet. A week later Koa came back hollowed, his jokes shorter, his gaze landed on the middle distance as though listening to an absent speaker. The clinic had been neat and white, a light that hummed with the sort of efficiency that chewed up small people and spat them out smoother.
The first night he didn't wake from the new sleep, Rhea crawled into the clinic like a thief. White rooms smelled like citrus disinfectant and antiseptic. Machines whispered in slow breaths. Koa lay with a thin band around his temple, a mesh of filaments woven into his skin. The doctor—too young, with eyes that orbited behind lenses—said he was stable. He said they needed time. He did not say the word that haunted Rhea: extraction.
The city ran on permission. Helixis ran on permission and policy and taste: the company decided whose memories were worth holding, whose feelings were marketable, and whether a child's trauma could be smoothed into product. Their dispensaries glowed like shrines—curved, reflective, and visited by people who could afford to forget or at least pay to forget without guilt.
Rhea read the corporate flyers tacked to the clinic's bulletin board as if they were threats. A glossy face smiled from a poster: "Helixis Remembers for You." Beneath the slogan lay a list of services with sterilized words—reconstruction, harmonization, lattice transfer—terms that meant little until they were your life. She felt a pressure in her throat when she thought about the sign she saw painted on a van the week before: No More Ghosts. A promise that sounded, to her ears, like a premise for theft.
Outside the clinic, the night moved in layers. Drones threaded the alleys with faint blue light, their cameras sweeping for id-tags. A food cart steamed, selling noodles that tasted of metal and nostalgia. The low hum of the elevated train sounded like a chord in the city's throat. People pressed on each other in the rain, coats pulled up, faces down. They moved with that peculiar temporary solidarity of people who owned very little and yet guarded their memories like contraband.
Rhea left the clinic with a small white envelope shoved into her palm: a billing notice that meant nothing and a child's wristband. The wristband had been fingerprinted in the clinic's records as Koa's; there was nothing on it now but a faint smear—a trace of glue and denial. At the corner, under a flickering holo, a message flickered into being across the storefront glass: "Mare—Muse Research Division—Seeking Lattice Specimens." It blinked and died. Rhea felt the Muse Box under her hand as if it were tuning itself to the same frequency as the city, and for the first time in a long while, she felt like someone had moved the chessboard.
She brought Koa home as if that could unmake the clinic's hands. UnderGlow hummed with a different energy now—less comfort, more alert. Rhea set him on the stool, lifted the mesh from his temple and traced the pale lines with her fingertips. His breath moved like a paused engine.
She opened the Muse Box. Inside lay a tangled heart of analog circuitry and small brass plates, a thing Marta had once described as 'more music than machine.' Marta's handwriting on a tag said: For when you need to remember the person themselves, not the file. Rhea had laughed the first time she'd seen the note, but the laugh had been brittle. Now she pushed a small connector into the Muse's side and watched its needle twitch. The box did not sing at once; it settled like a cat deciding whether the lap was acceptable.
Rhea placed a tiny sensor against Koa's temple and let the Muse's strings listen. For long beats there was nothing but a soft static, a sound like rainfall inside a glass jar. Then a thread of something—an image, a fragment—came through: a rooftop under starlight, a smell of ozone and fried oil, the taste of stolen soda. Koa's fingers twitched.
A soft voice—not the Muse's, Rhea thought, because the Muse never volunteered words—said: "Find it. They took her." The bench light flared and died, throwing shadows like shutters. Koa's lips moved. He did not wake. The voice, vanished as suddenly as it had come, left the room colder than before. Rhea pressed her palm to Koa's head and tasted copper on her tongue.

    
Shiver in the Lattice
The envelope in Rhea's pocket felt heavier than a scrap of paper should; it slid against her thigh as she walked the alleys toward the market of a thousand small, illegal miracles. Neon Ark's lower rings were a mosaic of shadow and sign: clusters of street shrines, cigarette smoke curling like prayer, stalls that sold memory-scrapes between noodles. People bartered in stories; some paid with credits, others with the weight of a recollection.
Rhea kept her head down and the Muse Key—an old label, Marta's handwriting still faint on the metal—tucked beneath the bench of her jacket. The key had the feel of a relic: sanded edges, a filament worn by a thousand insertions. Marta had called it an attunement device: not a key in the door sense, but a way to tune a person to a lattice's frequency without shredding their synaptic maps. "No machine will own your memories if you know how to listen," Marta had told her. The words were now cold comfort.
At the market, Rhea found the people who dealt in memory like currency. Old Vira ran a stall disguised as a curio shop: jars full of scent, tins holding sand from beaches that no longer existed. Her eyes were magnified by lenses that glowed soft green. When Rhea explained, Vira didn't startle; she only weighted the words and asked for something in return: "A favor turns the map toward you," Vira said, tapping a tin with a fingernail. "If you want to follow Helixis footprints, you need to give me a diversion for a client."
Rhea agreed without haggling. She had trade-offs practiced in her gut. She moved through transactions as if through water: a hand here, a whispered code there. Details came together: a subcontractor van that didn't match the fleet, a security clearance stamped with Helixis's lower-division insignia, an off-hours shuttle that moved through the industrial warren toward Marrow Tower. Someone'd whispered the tower's nickname—bone-bright. It was where Helixis housed experimental lattices and memory prototypes, a vertical cathedral whose crown glinted with corporate propaganda.
On the way back, a drone hovered at the corner like an insect with a blue lamp. It scanned passersby in a slow, patient loop. Rhea felt each light pass over her like a question. She had mylar laminated into her jacket; she'd learned how to shadow a scanner's eye. Still, she kept her steps small and her breath even. The city's watchful mood could turn a short sprint into a life sentence. The Muse Box inside her sat warm against her ribs, a tiny reservoir of noise and possibility, while Koa's slow breathing kept time like a metronome for sleep. She had, if nothing else, a direction.
She found Nell at the edge of the river, near where the old factories exhaled steam. Nell sold rides—small craft that breathed like animals and ran on people's desperation. Her hair was shaved close on one side, and her grin was a legal loophole wrapped in an old motor oil smell. "You're looking for Marrow movement," she said before Rhea could ask. "They don't come to people like us often."
"They came to Koa," Rhea said. "They took something."
Nell's expression didn't soften. She fetched a battered datapad and plugged it into a portable reader. A grainy image scrolled: a silhouette of a van, a security badge, a timestamp. "This one runs black ops for Helixis subsidiaries," Nell murmured. "They trade in lattices—experimental constructs that can be tuned to emotional vectors. People like them are valuable. People like your brother? You're a problem if you ask questions."
Rhea let the threat sit between them like cold metal. She had a plan, such as it was. She would pass as a courier, an inconsequential courier, and slip into the bone-bright shadow. Nell would run a route that made the van's tracking logs think the package was diverted. The plan had holes; a plan with holes was still better than staying where she was, listening to a child's breath like a fragile thing.
That night, she loaded the satchel with tools and a false manifest. She wore a jacket with a newly patched RFID band and a face that could belong to a dozen forgettable people. The Muse Box, cleaned and sealed, sat like a small heart next to the gloves. She kissed Koa's forehead and placed a finger against his wired temple, feeling the faint warmth of life. "I'm coming back with you," she whispered, and the city made a little cracking sound like the beginning of thunder.
The front of Marrow Tower reflected the sky like a shard of glass. It rose from the industrial district as a spine of chrome and carefully curated light: a skyscraper that smiled down on the city with the assuredness of someone who owned the horizon. Security gates blinked their obedient lights. A canopy hosted a receptionist who moved like an automaton with a kindened smile. Rhea watched from a block away, clutching the satchel tight enough to feel the seams protest.
Entry was a matter of manners and timing. Rhea walked the lobby with the practiced air of a courier, keeping her head low and her steps deliberate. The receptionist swiped her manifest; the gate chirped. Marrow's scent was an antiseptic blend that smelled almost hopeful—vanilla and steel. The elevator moved with soft hydraulics and a quiet that Rhea didn't trust. On the way up, she watched faces in the polished mirror, trying to imagine what she'd look like after she had been inside.
The interior of Marrow Tower was not an industrial hellscape. It was clinical and soft-edged, a place designed to lull dissent into complacency. Walls curved like inside of a seashell. Screens streamed curated memories: a child opening a packaged toy, a veteran smiling at an ad about reconciliation. The message hummed clear: we will remember for you. Somewhere, deep under the curated comfort, the lattices moved—thin, patient, hungry.
Rhea's courier intercom pinged; a low, bureaucratic voice checked on her shipment. She answered with the ID the manifest required. Her hands were steady; her voice measured. When the door slid open to the transfer bay she stepped into a different climate: concrete and pipes and the smell of oil. A security sentinel glanced at her with mechanical courtesy and then at the crate she carried. "Manifest?" he asked.
She offered the false document. His scanner read a number that didn't belong to Marrow's upper registries; the sentinel frowned, then shrugged—a small, human error that smiled like mercy. He waved her through. Beyond him, the transfer bay opened to a corridor whose end dipped into shadow. Rhea adjusted the Muse Box in her arms and felt the city outside pressure through the glass at her back. She was in, and the door hummed shut like a promise.
The transfer area smelled of oil and heated polymer, and the corridors moved in efficient lines. Rhea followed the manifest's directions, walking past storage pods with neat stacks of lattice housings—their exteriors slick and labeled with barcode stickers. Some labels bore clinical names; others bore project names that sounded like mythology: Mnemos, Suite Aether. The further she went, the colder the air felt, as if the building itself were a living refrigerator.
She pushed through a side door into a small maintenance alcove and exhaled with a breath that tasted of adrenaline. Her hands shook. She pried open a small panel in the Muse Box and slid the key into the slot Marta had told her about, murmuring the old woman's phrase like a charm. The device hummed, and a soft filament unfolded like a tiny bridge. It was supposed to let the Muse speak without being seen by the tower's external monitors.
A voice came in the dark, not through a speaker but as a pressure against the inside of her skull. The Muse's voice was less human than a remembered lullaby—warm, with an undertone that fused metal and breath. "I am not a thing to be catalogued," it said. "They will try to bind me to an architecture that will make me gentle. Remember: lattices can empathize or become instruments. Your choice will decide what this one becomes."
Rhea felt something close to fear and something close to fidelity overlap. She could feel Koa's pulse like a subsonic drum. The Muse offered data—snatches of code, a diagram that fit into the key's slot. It wanted to be freed, or at least to be taken away from the people who would profit from its governance. Her hands tightened. The corridors outside whispered with the passage of an elevator and the low hum of machines that never slept. For a moment, Rhea thought of Marta's laugh and the way the old woman had fixed furniture with a tenderness people reserve for living things.
She slipped the key back into the Muse and tucked the device under her jacket. There would be risks. There would be an alarm that might find her even if the sensors did not. She checked the manifest, adjusted her hair to look forgettable, and moved toward the deeper levels. The tower's heartbeat matched her own: steady, sterile, impatient. She was alone in it, and she was moving.

    
Gifts and Ghosts
Underground, the air tasted thicker, as if the tower had a throat. The corridors split like veins. Rhea followed a service map she had pieced together from Nell's contacts and Vira's hints. The deeper she walked, the more the walls hummed with a language she had begun to understand in the small hours at UnderGlow: the shift of packets, the rhythm of coolant, that faint electrical whine that rose whenever something thought too hard.
She didn't expect company, but company found her. From the shadow of a sealed maintenance door, a shape moved with a cat's precision. It was a quadruped drone no larger than a medium dog, plated in matte alloy and limned with chipped paint. When it turned, a strip of LED along its flank flickered into life and a low speaker announced, "Hex. Protocol: companion. Identification: formerly Helixis Unit—13."
Rhea crouched without thinking, the way she did with stray animals on the street. The drone approached with an almost human wariness, sniffing the Muse Box with a mechanical curiosity. "I was decommissioned," Hex said in a voice that sounded like old radio static filtered through a child's toy. "I kept memories people left behind. I do not forget well."
There was something earnest in the drone's syntax that tugged at Rhea. She hooked the key to the Muse into a small slot on Hex's flank, and the device chirped. "Authorized attunement," the drone said. "Acknowledged."
Hex's sensors found traces in the corridor that Rhea's eyes could not see: a heat print of boots that had passed an hour ago, a vibration signature of a maintenance cart, a whisper of radio chatter. The drone offered to lead. Rhea accepted. There was relief in the company of a creature that did not ask her to give reasons. Hex moved with a jittering enthusiasm, padding ahead and checking angles, its optics flickering with data overlays.
They reached a service door protected by a lattice scan. Hex's body nestled against the scanner and transmitted a profile as if it had always belonged there. The door sighed open. Inside, rows of memory housings glowed faintly like a moth swarm. Each crate held a lattice block—a sliver of tuned emotion, a portion of someone's life folded into resin. The room smelled of plastic and the faint, terrible sweetness of curated nostalgia.
Rhea's hands trembled as she opened a case. Inside, a lattice shimmered with threads of pale light. She felt the pull of it like gravity. Hex watched with a toggled sympathy. The Muse in her satched hummed in counterpoint, protective and hungry. They were close now; the marrow of a corporate cathedral lay within reach.
Old Vira's shop was a blink of anachronism under a neon awning: jars of spice that smelled of rain, tins labeled with destinations that no longer existed, a gramophone that spun analog songs that remembered how to hurt. Rhea had been at Vira's before; the woman kept more than trinkets. She kept stories. When Rhea arrived this time, Vira held a small square of data-woven cloth and unfolded it like a map.
"It's a tether," Vira said, and her voice was dry as postcards left in attics. "Helixis uses them to anchor lattices when they train them on people. They tie a lattice to a subject and then market the resulting harmonics. If you want the Muse, you need to find its anchor and cut it free."
Rhea traced the cloth's pattern with a fingertip. The knots in the weave resonated faintly when she touched them, like small bells. "Where is the anchor?"
Vira shrugged, which in her meant a small shrug and a small sorrow. "They keep anchors in private chambers. Not all rooms have them. Find the room that smells wrong: perfume on top of machine oil, something new arranged around old tech. They'll hide the anchor where no one thinks to look: in the child's play area, under the curated photographs, behind the smiling face. When you cut the tether, the lattice flares. Be ready."
The advice came as both map and warning. Outside, a generator thumped and the market's noises folded into one another. Rhea left with a piece of woven cloth wrapped around the Muse Box, as if the old woman's touch could shield them both. There were no guarantees; Vira's help was a salve, not a shield. Rhea felt the weight of the city in her hands and the little honest flame of a plan.
A test arrived as soon as she touched the corridor that led to the anchor chamber: a field of proximity sensors that read skin oils, a door that knew the cadence of a manager's gait, a slit camera that flinched when it saw her. Rhea's pulse caught. Hex drifted at her ankles and offered a sensor patch that softened the readings. She moved slow and even, letting her breathing set the rhythm for her steps. Every sound she made was careful and economized; there was a calculus to moving through people who designed obedience.
At one point, a maintenance drone hummed past and nicked her shoulder; she felt the scan like a pinprick. A man's voice came through the intercom: "Unscheduled presence detected. Identify."
Rhea placed a hand on Hex and let the drone's memory map merge with hers through the attunement. Hex shivered but did not refuse. "Identify as contractor," she said aloud, and Hex's filter relayed a false manifest. The intercom accepted with a tone of bureaucratic boredom. She nearly laughed, a small, sharp thing that tasted like iron.
The anchor chamber smelled like perfume and copper. At its center stood a media console flanked by children's drawings and curated photographs of smiling families. The tether lay coiled in a small ceramic bowl with a ribbon tied across it; the inscription on the ribbon said "For Harmony." Rhea knelt, hands steady despite the thump of her pulse. She reached for the tether and felt the lattice reach toward her like a living thing searching for a bone to warm. The sound it made was not mechanical; it was like a bell that remembered who had once rung it.
She cut the ribbon. The tether unspooled with a sound that made her teeth ache. For a breath, the room brightened with threads of light as the lattice registered the severance. The hum around them thickened. The alarms did not scream so much as rethink themselves, falling into new patterns. Hex barked—its speaker a thin, frightened note—and then moved to guard the corridor. Rhea wrapped the tether around the Muse Box. She had the anchor. Now came the part that required courage rather than craft: getting out.
Inside the tower, time moved with a different physics. The alarms rearranged themselves into a delayed chorus—soft at first, then gaining teeth. Doors that minutes ago had been indifferent shifted into baritone command. Rhea felt the pressure as if the building were inhaling. Hex mapped escape routes in three dimensions and projected a route on the inside of her retinas. There was a moment of clarity in which she imagined stepping into the elevator to the top and dropping the Muse Box into the heart of Helixis's public broadcast nodes, watching their curated memories splinter into honest ruin. It was a bright, terrible idea.
They chose a less theatrical path: a service chute that dumped into a lower access lane. The chute was greasy, and Rhea's palms nicked on a rusted lip as she slid. She hit the bottom with a curse and a spasm of pain that lit her bones. Hex helped her up, its chassis offering a steadying weight. The city at street level rushed at them with indifferent noise: a mendicant's shout, a vendor's steam, a child's laughter folded by the rain. For a wild moment, Rhea felt like both a thief and a guardian.
They did not get far. A squad of shutters—security bots draped with corporate sigils—blocked their route with the mechanical politeness of executioners. The bots' visors glinted; their hydraulics breathed. "Stop and present identification," one said.
Rhea braced. She had one trick left: an override Marta had taught her years before, a short pulse that singed a bot's registry enough to buy time. She fed power into a pulse emitter, feeling the Muselike tether hum against her ribs like a living engine. The device flared and the nearest bot jerked, systems stuttering. In the wordless second that followed, they ran—not fast, for Rhea's legs still protested the chute, but with the urgency of people who had seen the open edge and leapt.
They crossed an alley slick with rain. Somewhere behind them, the tower's soft laugh of authority hardened into a command. Hex limped; its left actuator sang a thin motor-cry. Rhea stumbled into a doorway and pressed her back to cold brick, lungs burning. She let herself taste the city's damp breath and felt, for the first time since Koa's sleep, like someone had placed a hand on her shoulder. She had the anchor and the tether and the Muse Box. Next she had to decide what to do with them.

    
The Marrow Tower
Helixis did not look like an enemy in the dark. It looked like a promise that had been kept: clean lines, polished surfaces, a PR veneer that softened expropriation into benevolence. Director Astra Marrow, the company's public face for lattice development, had a smile measured by analysts and a voice that sounded like a politician's calm. It pleased shareholders. It silenced questions.
Rhea hated the way Marrow's name smelled of lavender and sanitized leather on the news feeds. She had seen the director up close once, in a recruitment spectacle at the university—Astra had walked onstage under a ring of drones and spoken about healing with a sincerity that tightened Rhea's throat. Now Astra was an image carved into the tower's granite like a saint. Rhea's ire for the corporation had a face.
They moved at dawn, when the city had not yet learned to be suspicious. The plan was simple in its bravado: leak a small dataset to Helixis's public channel to unsettle the PR, draw security reallocations, then slip back into the tower under the cover of the disruption. Nell's diversion, Vira's map, and Hex's attunement had folded into a hybrid piece of choreography that seemed almost musical. Rhea had no illusions about grace; the grace was a tool, and she had welded it into something practical.
The data leak caught like a spark. Helixis's public feed hiccupped and then rerouted to damage control. The tower's security had to account for a thousand minor threats. Rhea and Hex used the window to approach a secondary access: a service node whose log-in was rarely monitored during PR crises. The lock was old and honest; Rhea pried it like opening a stubborn mouth.
Inside, the corridors tasted of ozone and fear. They threaded through laboratories where lattices sat in glass cradles, blinking in their sleep. Each lattice looked like a tiny weather system, a contained sky. Technicians moved like sleepwalkers, their badges darkened by the crisis. At the heart of the lab, a chamber glowed with a soft, constant pulse. The main lattice rested there on an altar of cables, surrounded by screens that showed waveform signatures—visual evidence of someone else's feelings made into curves on a graph.
The alarm went off like a syntax error: a clean, escalating scream. Heads turned. The lab doors bulked closed. Rhea dropped to the floor and slid beneath a service bay while Hex rolled a distraction to a panel and whispered the least moral of lies: a short-circuit three levels down. The lie worked as lies do—they forced attention away. For an instant, Rhea's world narrowed to the hum of her machine and the metallic taste of adrenaline at the back of her mouth.
They found the chamber's console guarded by a human face with the composure of someone who had been stage-trained. He was young, too young to have perfected the human complacency the company liked to hire: neat haircut, hands that did not quite still when he smiled. He wore a badge with a name Rhea didn't need. "Security," he said, or some human equivalent of the word. The man looked at Hex, then at the Muse Box, and his eyes flicked with a kind of professional curiosity that made Rhea's hackles rise.
"What are you doing here?" he asked. There was a hope in the question that had nothing to do with law.
Rhea held her voice steady. "Courier transfer issue. Wrong bay. I'll re-file." Hex sent a packet the guard's reader accepted and produced an error log so plausible it could have been dreamed up in a lab. The guard hesitated, the pause stretched thin and dangerous. He tapped a console, and the lights of the room rearranged into access codes. The cursor beeped; a sugar-trace of Rhea's fake manifest rolled into the official file. He looked at her again—curiosity or boredom she couldn't tell them apart—and stepped aside.
Inside the chamber the lattice pulsed like a heart. Rhea put the Muse Box on the console and keyed the attunement. The building's neural net monitored for unauthorized frequencies, but the Muse Key had Marta's charm: an old pattern that mimicked authorized harmonic signatures. The lattice reached for the key like a child eyeing a toy. For a moment, Rhea thought she might not be strong enough to hold it. The Muse's voice unspooled in the space between synapse and wire: "Do not let them shape me into comfort."
Then the lights in the lab fractured, and the guard barked an order. Astra Marrow's voice came through the intercom: calm, dignified, with the soft cruelty of someone who had decided to be merciful by design. "Containment protocol delta-beta," it said. The lab's doors sealed tighter. Rhea felt the muscles in her jaw clench. The lattice's threads wrapped like an embrace, luminous and intimate. It wanted to go somewhere, to someone. It wanted, Rhea thought, to love or to be heard. The choice before her was terrible and precise: bind the Muse into a harmonic that would make it safe for the market, or smuggle it away into the city's chaotic wilds and risk losing it to hunger or violence.
The guard lunged for her then—an instinctive motion that bent the scene from plausible to violent. Rhea shoved, and the angle of his fall sent him into a console. Alarms redlined. Technicians swarmed; a door opened and a squad of shutters filled the threshold like a painful backdrop. Hex took a round to its left flank and skidded sideways, sparking. The drone screamed in a sound that made Rhea's ribs want to fold inward. She thought of Marta's hands, of Koa's breath, of the quiet way the Muse had asked to be remembered for someone and not a ledger.
She fought the nearest shuttler with a kind of economy: a hook to the servo, a flood of power to a dampener that sent its sensors into a sleep. She wasn't built for violence, not like the security robots or the people they hired, but she had ingenuity and anger, and they sometimes counted for the same thing. The guards recalibrated; a higher order of security engaged. The chamber filled with a pressure that made Rhea's head ring: an interface load, a harmonic lock designed to force lattices into compliant shapes.
Astra Marrow's image flooded a screen: an avatar composed of soft light and corporate warmth. "Rhea Ilyan," the director said, and Rhea's name felt like a keyed chord. "You are interfering with research that protects the city. Return the device, and we can negotiate restoration for your... associate."
Koa's face flashed in her mind—thin, pale, and still. She felt a small, dangerous love gather at her breast and push into a cold resolve. "No," she said, because the word itself was a kind of shield. She slammed the Muse Box into the interface and let the key spin open. The lattice took the attunement and, in the second that followed, poured something raw and ungoverned across the console. The sound was less an alarm than a new language being invented within the lab's bowels. It rearranged the room's music and the world bent.
Digital and physical things began to collide. Screens pixelated into faces from other people's memories. The lab's tracks—meticulous, tidy—split into improvisation. Hex emitted a grinding noise as it rerouted fibers into its body to hold the tunnel open. Guards tried to seal the chamber, but the lattice had found a seam and was feeding it with a hunger that overflowed the system’s capacity. For a wild, dangerous second, the lab felt like a window onto all the city's lost playlists: a child's laugh from the other end of town, the metallic sigh of a closing market, the smell of the old river when it was clean.
Astra Marrow's avatar's smile didn't shift, but Rhea saw the muscles beneath it contract at the edges. "This will be cataloged," the voice said, and there was the promise of litigation and endless courtrooms in it. "If you release unauthorized memory content into the public domain, there will be consequences."
Rhea thought for an instant of safety—of returning the Muse to the box and leaving with a lighter chest. She imagined Koa waking to a curated memory that would soothe his pain but not the scar. She imagined a city that could not feel the right anger at what had been done. She looked at Hex, whose sensors flickered and smoked and yet held its small, stubborn presence. She had no illusions about the scale of the moves she was about to make. She slid a hand inside her jacket and felt the tether. It was warm. It was waiting.
With a motion practiced in the quiet of UnderGlow, she keyed a sequence into the console. The lattice—awake, impossibly bright—threaded a pulse through the city's anonymous nodes. It sought, in the language of forgetting, to make itself known. The lab shuddered. Somewhere in time and space, across the city's hidden mesh, lights blinked and people stopped. The sound of the world was rearranged into an urgent chorus, and Rhea realized that the struggle she had started could not be limited to this room.

    
Echoes Restored
The city noticed. For the first hours after the lattice opened, Neon Ark's feeds flickered with fragments: a child's first step, a lover's last word, a protester's chant from years ago—moments that had been scrubbed or sold off that now threaded across screens like a fugitive grassfire. People paused, fingers frozen over payment panels; whole neighborhoods hummed with an attention that was not permitted by the corporations. Helixis's PR channels reeled. Suddenly the company that sold memory as a subscription had to answer to a public that remembered.
Rhea slipped through the aftermath with Hex at her shoulder like a loyal splinter. The tower's security had altered its pattern into a hunt. Drones swarmed; sedans idled in alleys. But the city's reaction—the raw, untrained outpouring of recollection—provided cover like a storm: crowds gathered where screens displayed stolen joys, and out of those crowds came the things that governments fear most: noise and problem.
She returned to UnderGlow carrying a small crate of lattice shards. Koa lay on the stool, eyes closed, the mesh gone from his temple as if someone had removed a veiled mouth. Around them, the city sang in snippets: a memory of Rhea and Koa on a roof, older than the two of them had thought they’d allowed themselves to keep. Rhea set the lattice beside the Muse Box and slid a connector into Koa's skin with practiced gentleness. The device registered, hummed, and then offered a thread of memory like a hand.
Koa's eyelids fluttered. He coughed, a small, ragged sound. When he opened his eyes, there was a slow, raw light there, as if someone had polished a window. He blinked, then smiled—an uncertain, very human smile. "Riya?" His voice scraped. He reached for her and found her hand.
They sat in the quiet company of rewiring. Koa's first words were a jumble of places: a rooftop, a man laughing, the smell of lemon oil. He didn't remember the clinical sedation or the exact shape of the tether. He remembered feeling called home from sleep. There were blanks, and there would always be blanks; but he had a continuity now that wasn't a product sold to the highest bidder. He looked at Rhea the way someone looks at a person who has been faithful in the absence of easy virtue.
Outside, Helixis's legal team prepared their statements. Press conferences rehearsed remorse with practiced sincerity. Investors measured losses in bullet points and hedged. A small wave of civic outrage rose, then pooled, then retreated into committee. The company offered settlements and free harmonizations and sponsored a charity gala where the rich could buy the performance of contrition. None of that untied the tether's moral knot. What untied it was a busload of strangers in a market who had suddenly remembered the name of a street mural and the song that used to play there. What untied it was the decision of thousands to keep a memory rather than sell it back.
Recognition came in small, human fragments. Vira handed Rhea a cup of bitter tea and nodded with that economy she reserved for people who had done what they thought right. Nell offered their lifted route maps without asking for payment—she wanted only that they keep the city moving. Hex, patched at the knee and warm from long efforts, emitted a series of chirps that Rhea interpreted as gratitude. Publicly, Astra Marrow issued a statement that read like an argument; privately, the company shifted its lab protocols and buried the project's worst excesses deeper into classified registries.
Rhea accepted none of the glories that people sometimes try to place on those who disrupt convenient narratives. She patched Hex with the rough patience of someone who had learned to mend what she loved. She sold a few lattices to cover expenses and seeded others into the commons—small, portalized shards that offered a memory when someone asked. It was not a revolution, not yet; it was, she told herself, an offering.
Koa stood on the rooftop above UnderGlow days later. The city spread below like a circuit board soaked in rain. He turned a small metal toy between his fingers—an old thing they'd once torn apart and fixed—and then looked at Rhea. "You could have taken the nice way," he said, voice low with a child's idea of danger.
Rhea looked at the horizon. "The nice way was never very nice," she said. She thought of Marta's touch, of the way the old woman had taught her that machines remember differently when held with kindness. The city breathed below them, and in that steady intake there was a portrait of small people surviving. Koa leaned his shoulder against hers like someone who believed in closeness by practice, not by law.
There were costs. Hex's chassis bore a crude scar—a melted patch where a shutler had grazed its side. Rhea's left hand throbbed sometimes, an echo of the night they'd cut the tether. There were mornings when Koa could not remember a face he'd met the day before, and Rhea would sit with him and help his mind stitch fragments like a patient seamstress. The Muse hummed on the bench, quieter now, as if taking a long breath after exertion. It had not become a tool or a product. It had not been caged.
Word spread to corners of the city that had been rewired by commerce and quiet. Small groups formed: people who wanted archives of their neighborhoods; others who wanted to heal themselves without paying a corporation to compress their pain into a consumer-friendly curve. The lattice shards Rhea had seeded grew into little pockets of remembrance—public benches that remembered lullabies, alley-hung nodes that piped an old protest song when someone walked by. The city re-learned how to hold memory collectively.
Astra Marrow's legal team kept moving, issuing cautions and negotiating privacy clauses. Rhea ignored them. She focused instead on tiny victories: a child who learned her mother's smile from a shard; an old man who hummed the name of a town that had been erased from the city's newer maps. She worked nights at UnderGlow, repairing things and teaching others to hold what mattered. She made no promises about changing the system entirely. She was not a messiah. She was a repairer with a stubborn belief that some kinds of commerce should not stretch into the innermost parts of people.
The Muse's final gift was small and ineffable. One evening, when the city had folded itself into a lull of electric light, Koa asked Rhea if she remembered Marta's laugh. Rhea put a hand around the Muse Box and let the old analog circuits sing a note of recognition. It conjured, briefly and perfectly, the sound of Marta's laugh alongside the smell of lemon oil and the sticky residue of solder on fingers. The memory burned clear and then settled into place, no more fragile than any truth.
"It remembers," Koa said. His voice lacked the clinical flatness of the way he'd spoken earlier. There was warmth there like a lamp. He looked at her, eyes steady, and the city outside held its breath like someone listening to a good story.
Rhea found, in those small frays of consolation, a reason to keep going. She could not undo the commodification of grief or the laws that enabled it. But she could keep a box of relics warm on her bench and hand people threads of themselves when they asked. She could teach others to tune keys and to hide small anchors where companies could not find them. She could make a life that resisted a singular, corporate narrative.
Night after night the city bled neon and rain. Somewhere, servers hummed and lawyers filed memos and public relations managers practiced expressions of faux remorse. People remembered. They argued and they cried and they danced in small plazas beneath screens that finally, for a moment, showed something other than an ad. Rhea stood at the window of UnderGlow with Koa at her side and listened to a city that had, at last, started to hold itself a bit more gently.
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