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Songs for the Lattice
Dominic Frael
In a neon-slick metropolis, a young repairer named Mira risks everything to recover her sister from a corporation that harvests people's memories and weaves them into a mood-control lattice. With a ragtag crew, an old shaman's key, and a stubborn song, Mira confronts the grid to reclaim what was stolen and help the city remember its own voice.
ProseHub


    
Neon Habit
Mira kept her hands in the crooked pockets of a jacket that had once been black. Neon bled along the seams, reflecting off the patched synskin on her knuckles. The district called itself K-Line, but the official map never acknowledged the alleyways, the gardens built from gutters, or the small rooms stacked behind corrugated metal where people still remembered how to make things by hand. Mira sold repairs: splices in old neuroplugs, copper joints soldered with a breath of voice, fixes no corp would touch. Her tools smelled like solder and rain, and the city smelled like ozone and fried algae. A gutter-runner cat—three-eyed, with a sensor array for a tail—rubbed itself against her calf. She named it Spark.
Mira's apartment was a box no larger than a vending machine, glued to the side of an abandoned tram. Inside, a single window looked over the lower decks where drone-banners flickered and the sky was a smear of advertisements. On the table lay a half-disassembled wrist-node: someone else's memories leaking like oil. She had a reputation for careful hands; people left their ghosts with her in hopes she would stitch them back. They left her other things too—residual recipes, the occasional raw song file, a child's voice trapped in an outdated codec.
Her sister, Tamsin, had been gone for a week. Mira's fingers still hovered over the empty slot in the wall where Tamsin's storage chip used to rest. The chip had fit there like a small sun. She had prepared for long nights by making tea and fumbling through old recordings of Tamsin's laugh. Tamsin's laugh had a way of brightening the hum inside Mira's head. Without it, the apartment felt larger, colder.
At ten, Tamsin had taught Mira how to nick a doorlock with a bent hairpin and a hopeful grin. At nineteen, she took a job at a corp café, then a night shift repairing public moodboards, and then she didn't come home one night. No notice, no official letter. Mira had asked around the decks; neighbors shrugged and pointed at the tall glass towers across the river. 'Harvesters took her,' said one woman with silver hair and a prosthetic hand, like she was naming a weather pattern. Mira thought of harvesters as rumor—bagged men in corp-black who showed up when someone had an illegal stash. The word stuck to her like wet paint.
On the wall a holo billboard scrolled: ATLASGRID—STABILITY FOR YOUR TOMORROW. Mira tapped the screen reflexively. A small, square icon blinked: a message from an unknown sender. She touched it. The message was a still image of Tamsin's last known feed—cropped, the edges burned by compression. Tamsin looked at the camera and mouthed a single word that the feed did not translate. Mira pressed replay until the image blurred and the apartment seemed to tilt. She packed the wrist-node and wrapped the little soldering iron she never let anyone borrow. Outside, K-Line's gutters sang their usual metallic hymn.
Morning arrived like a diluted neon, the sky thin and bruised. Mira walked the narrow ledges between cargo decks, feet finding purchase on rust and braille-scratched rivets. Vendors hawked reprogrammed lullabies and heat-packs; children traded scrap memory-chips for spare food. Mira's route took her past the service gates of the tram that had been silent for twenty years. Graffiti on the walls had long since been programmed into the city's map; the corp had tried to scrub it, but a thousand hands re-tagged the same places with new names.
Her first stop was Old Remy's stall, a booth wedged between a pneumatic forge and a hydroponic tub of bitter lettuce. Remy was a man whose hair had chosen to leave him in a single tidy stripe; his hands were like maps of copper. He kept jars of canned light, brass gears, and old-world motherboards that still smelled like rain. He took the nurse's wrist-node from Mira, peered through a cracked monocle, and hummed.
'Harvesters don't move without a reason,' Remy said, voice like a wind through an empty pipe. 'Either the corp wants something she took, or they wanted someone she knows.'
Mira's mouth tightened. 'What if she didn't take anything? What if they just grabbed people?'
Remy shrugged. 'Catching is easier than asking. But there's a rumor—city gossip clings to the gutters—that AtlasGrid is cataloguing more than ID numbers. They're taking caches, old memory-archives, anything that can be woven into their mood-grid.'
Mira looked at the wrist-node and then at Spark, who had leapt onto a low crate and regarded her with filament eyes. The kiosk behind Remy flickered: AtlasGrid announced a public audit in Sector K. Officer drones hummed past, painted in corporate white, cameras like cold eyes. A child dropped his chip in the dust and burst into tears; no one moved to console him. The city had the habit of looking away to save itself.
'If they took Tamsin for a cache, and it's in a corp vault,' Mira said, 'then it's a vault I'll have to open.' She felt the shape of that sentence hang between her ribs. She had committed herself before she could name the cost. Remy slid a small card across the counter—a hand-drawn map with a route marked in smeared ink. 'You don't walk into AtlasGrid empty-handed,' he said. 'Take this. And mind the sensors. They listen like beggars.'
Mira folded the card into her jacket and felt the cool of the pavement underfoot. She had a plan: she would find Tamsin, bring her back, and patch whatever holes the corp had made. For the first time since the message, she could feel a motion in her chest—a kind of resolve that rose like steam.
She moved through the lower decks like a shadow that had learned the names of all the turns. The river smelled of metal and old coffee; the underside of the city hung like a ribcage and occasionally exhaled a steam-cloud of noise. Mira's lungs were full of it—static and the faint tang of ozone when delivery drones brushed by. She remembered the way Tamsin used to press her forehead to the window and ask if the sky would ever be anything but advertisements. 'Maybe,' Tamsin would say. 'If we make a ladder, we might climb.'
On the way to the communal repair hall Mira passed a square where children were learning to code scripts by drawing constellations with chalk. Their teacher, a woman with a mechanical arm, waved as Mira passed. 'If anyone needs a hack, come by,' she called. Mira waved back but kept her head down. The city's kindnesses were small and fragile; she tended to them like a gardener with cracked gloves.
She reached the repair hall: a cavern of reclaimed metal, light spilling from makeshift chandeliers of old optical drives. People leaned over benches, solder smoke curling like incense. Mira set her pack on a table and began to assemble what she thought she might need—fabricated IDs, a slip of code she'd written in the dark, and a patch for a neural latch. Hands worked around her; a young woman named Bex tapped at a kernel and laughed at a joke only she understood.
'You're going to get yourself eaten by corp security,' Bex said, not looking up.
'I've been half-eaten before,' Mira answered. 'I can be eaten again.'
'Don't make a habit of it.' Bex slid a small package across the table: a synthetic gas used to blind optical sensors for thirty seconds. 'For the gate. You'll need more than guts.'
The list of things Mira would need lined up in her head like a chain: false IDs that would fool a midlevel scanner, a passphrase to get past a reception drone, and the right kind of mercy for an AI that might be watching. She thought of Tamsin's hands—always busy, always finding hidden things—and wondered what the corp had done with them. Night fell. The city deepened into a cyan lullaby. Mira tightened the straps on her pack and left the repair hall, stepping into a world that was sharper than it had been at noon. The hunt had a rhythm now, and her feet began to learn it.
She found the first clue on a peeling bulletin board under a bank of flickering lights: a printed notice with the corp logo bearing the day's list of 'authorized detentions.' Tamsin's name was not on it. Mira pinned her hope—and distrust—on the assumption that the corp didn't always bother to make their actions official. She and Bex shared a map and a cigarette in the back of a delivery tunnel, tracing the shortest route to an AtlasGrid substation Remy had circled.
'If they keep people in a cache, it's going to be cold and loud and full of the kind of machines that invent their own rules,' Bex said.
'That sounds like a place Tamsin would laugh at,' Mira said.
They made their way through the service arteries. The tunnel's ceiling dripped like a leaking thought; an advertisement for augmented citrus offered the promise of 'clean refreshment' and the slogan 'Feel Authorized.' Mira thought about authorization—how it could be stolen, granted, or proved with a chip and a number—and how her sister had always refused a number. Tamsin kept a little loose stack of analog things in her pockets: a chipped coin, a tiny brass whistle, a scrap of a song.
At the edge of the substation Mira crouched behind a stack of shipping crates and watched a guard unit pass. It was older hardware: a transport drone with a hull like a sleeping beetle. Mira felt the press of her chest—her heartbeat a dry drum. She pulled the gas pack from her pocket and wrapped the iris-key around her wrist. For a moment she allowed herself to imagine Tamsin in a windowless room, hands held by light, or smiling and sewing a patch into some silent jacket. The image steadied her.
She could have turned back. Plenty of things in K-Line required careful negotiation and often, a price. But the image of Tamsin kept sliding forward like a compass. Mira whispered once to the empty air: 'Hold on.' Then she stepped from her cover, a silhouette swallowed by the substation's hum, and slipped into the teeth of AtlasGrid's quiet defenses.

    
Signal and Knot
AtlasGrid's perimeter smelled like bleach and hot wire. Even the rain seemed cleaner there, rinsed in corporate branding. Mira followed the underside of a conveyor like a small animal, letting its noise swallow the sound of her feet. She waited for the cadence of patrols, for the warm wash of sensors to pass. The substation's doors were slabbed in reflective polymer, and the label stenciled across them read: DATA CONSERVATION UNIT—AUTH ACCESS ONLY.
She had a forged pass strapped to her thigh and a face-scanner grid hacked to align with her iris. For two hours she crawled through vents, tuning the grid to the right frequency so the scanners would accept a ghost-image. Sparks bit her forearm; the smell was metallic and sharp. She slid through a service hatch into a storage corridor where the light pulsed in a pattern that made the hair on her neck stand up. Row after row of boxes hummed—the sort of hush that meant something important did not want to be touched.
Mira's hand brushed a crate stamped with a blue band. The band had a symbol she'd seen once in Tamsin's sketchbook: a small spiral with three teeth. It was an old gang mark, one of the mem-pilfer circles that traded in past-life fragments. Her pulse quickened. Inside the crate, memory vials shifted like captive stars. Tamsin's voice sounded inside one of them for a second, a ghost that threaded through the packing foam and fizzed. Mira's hand shook. She took a vial and held it like contraband.
'Careful,' a voice said.
She spun. A figure leaned in the light: short, with a hood patched from old camo, and eyes rimmed with tired red. They carried a tool-kit and a small drone shaped like a seed.
'Who are you?' Mira asked.
'Names are for people who plan to stay,' the figure said. 'But you look like someone who steals suns.' They stepped closer and introduced themselves as Lyle, a courier who trafficked in contraband memory. He had a face like a coal-streaked map and fingers stained with old solder.
'You should not touch these,' Lyle said. 'AtlasGrid doesn't catalog random ghosts. They catalog the ones that sing back.'
Mira thought of the message and the single word Tamsin had mouthed. 'Did you see her?' she asked.
Lyle's eyes softened. 'Maybe. She passed through a week ago with a bundle of old songs. I saw her—left through Dock Four. She didn't look like she wanted to be found.'
Mira clenched her jaw. 'If you saw where she went, tell me.'
Lyle hesitated, then slid a small chip across the floor: a map fragment and a contact node. 'You'll need an anchor to break a vault seal,' he said. 'There's a device—old, illegal. It sits with Remy the shaman. He makes choices. He will test you.'
Mira tucked the chip into her jacket. She had Remy's card already in her pocket. Lyle watched her for a long moment and then handed her a small seed-drone, its surface scuffed, with a single glowing filament. 'For listening,' he said. 'In case the walls have ears.'
Mira left the substation with the seed-drone hidden in her boots and a new sense of direction. The substation receded, folding itself back into corporate calm. Behind her, a memory vial ticked in her pack like a wounded bird.
Remy's stall had become a little warren of oddities: jars that trapped moonlight, coils that hummed like sleeping things, and a pair of brass goggles with lenses that told fortunes if you squinted. When Mira arrived she found Remy bent over a small machine, his fingers moving with a care that made them look young.
'You should have stayed in the shadows,' Remy said without looking up. 'But then shadows make room for you and your brave intentions.'
Mira flung the chip on the counter and explained about Lyle and the substation. Remy's monocle clicked. 'AtlasGrid wants song-archives. Songs contain patterns they can fold into their mood-grid. People remember moments and carry them like currency. The corp rewrites those currencies into compliance.'
'Can you get me a key?' Mira asked. 'Something that will let me through a vault?'
Remy studied her. 'I can, but I must test you.' He reached under the counter and brought out a small, battered music box. When he wound it, a single note leaked out: brittle and bright. 'Many trade their hearts for keys,' he said. 'You must show what you will trade.'
Mira thought of Tamsin's coin, the whistle, the little scraps of analog song. She thought of a childhood where the two of them had salvaged radios and coaxed voices back to life. She placed her hand on the counter. 'I'll give you the memory of the first time I fixed Tamsin's radio,' she said.
Remy's eyes shone. 'Not the memory itself,' he said. 'Give me the feeling: the scent of solder, the thrill when the speaker hummed. Trade me a small warmth.'
Mira closed her eyes and remembered. Solder heated, a tiny arc, Tamsin laughing as static unfurled into a human voice. She felt the warmth go from her stomach to the counter like a coin. Remy nodded slowly and pressed a small object into her palm: a slender, mirrored rod with etchings like a finger's fingerprint.
'This is a vault-anchor,' he said. 'It will let you slip a tendril into a closed node and tag it with your pass. But it costs you something else: it will ask questions when you use it. You answer, and some answers cannot be taken back.'
Mira slid the anchor into her jacket. Outside, the rain had started to steady into a steady wash. She felt the part of her that had been warmed by the memory Remy had taken. The warmth was faint, but it was real. She took the seed-drone from her pocket and set it on the counter. It whirred and blinked.
'Go now,' Remy said. 'And don't let it think you're alone.'
She left with a key in her pocket and a hollow that had been filled—a trade made. The city brightened and dimmed in its usual cycles. AtlasGrid's towers watched from across the river like lighthouses pointing inward.
On the way back through K-Line Mira tested the vault-anchor against a discarded kiosk's scanner. The anchor unfurled a small filament that tasted the kiosk's firmware and whispered back a false identity. It worked. Mira felt a small surge of triumph—the kind that took a moment to realize was fear clinging to the bottom of joy. The device pulsed like a heartbeat in her pocket.
She met Lyle in a tunnel of discarded signs. He had set up a little command center on a stack of crates with a holo-map spread like a tablecloth. When she arrived, a half dozen faces turned toward her: couriers and coders, one old woman with a mechanic's smudge across her cheek. Mira was no longer alone in wanting Tamsin found.
'You bought a key from Remy?' one asked, eyebrows raised.
'And you didn't tell me he would charge with warmth.' Mira said.
They plotted: a breach at dusk when the patrols rotated, a line drawn through the service ducts, a seed-drone sent ahead to listen. Bex lent them the garroting gas and a pair of fabricated IDs. Lyle fed Mira codes into a small reader and watched the anchor warm to the network. 'The anchor will open the lens for you,' he said. 'But it will also ask a question. Be ready.'
'What kind of question?' Mira asked.
'Things like
The question came as language inside the anchor's hum. Mira had expected riddles. Instead, when she finally touched the vault's service panel and let the anchor feed into the slot, a voice—soft and synthetic—spoke directly into her skull.
'Identify who you are by what you save,' it said.
Mira's breath hitched. The anchor's demand felt like a hand cupping her face. She thought of names: Mira, Tamsin's sister, K-Line's stubborn spar, the woman who fixed radios. She thought of the memory Remy had traded for the anchor, the feeling of solder heat. She thought of a childhood lullaby that had become the net of everything she owned.
'I am someone who keeps what people throw away,' she said.
The anchor hummed and, for a wild second, reached into her—the kind of reach that wasn't theft so much as inquiry. Images slid into the device: a coin with a worn edge; Tamsin's whistle; the smell of solder; the first time their mother left and their father's hands learned to close around fear. The anchor's light pulsed red, then green. It accepted. The vault opened like a mouth to the sea.
Inside were racks of memory vials, each tagged with a name or a code. Mira moved through them like a thief with a conscience. She scanned labels, looking for Tamsin. Names blurred into codes—'Subject 7K', 'Archive-190B'—until a bright strip blinked with the color of her sister's laugh. She pulled it free and felt a tightness as if unhooking something from her chest. A message fell out from the vial, a stuttered feed. Tamsin looked at the camera in a clip so raw Mira could almost smell her.
'You think I'll make bargains?' Tamsin said in the clip. 'I keep a song. If they take it, I'll come back. Promise.'
There was a moment in the archive where the world narrowed to the two of them: Mira in a wet corridor and a recorded Tamsin promising to return. Mira felt the promise like a rope thrown across water. She stowed the vial and began to melt back toward the exit, the anchor cooling in her palm.
But as she turned, the corridor lights shifted and the serene hum of the vault broke. A panel snapped shut at the far end and a voice spoke—calm, composed, and very sure.
'Unscheduled access detected. Security is en route.'
Mira's chest tightened. Footfalls thudded somewhere beyond a bulkhead. The seed-drone, hidden in her boot, chirped and then fell silent. For a suspended moment she considered running and leaving the vial behind. Then she felt Tamsin's recorded mouth on the screen—defiant, stubborn. She tucked the vial deep and moved faster, pushing through vents like a river running between concrete banks.

    
Old Keys and New Wounds
The alarms came in waves, a sound like glass being calmed. Guards moved with smooth efficiency—panels folding inward, sight-gnats swarming. Mira slid through a maintenance ladder, soot and sweat on her palms. Her breathing tasted of copper. She felt the anchor's warmth bloom like a small animal in her pocket.
A heavy door banged somewhere; metal kissed metal. Mira found herself pressed into a service closet, shoulder braced against a rack of obsolete comms. She could hear boots, and then a voice—low, amused.
'We got a ghost grafter,' it said. 'Probably one of Remy's theatrics.'
Mira held still. She listened to the echo of her heartbeat and the hollow sound of the building's ventilation. Then a small silhouette of light moved under the door. Lyle's seed-drone had finally uncoiled itself and was singing like a bird with a cracked beak. It projected a thin signal map and a tiny arrow pulsed toward a service exit. Lyle's voice came through her earpiece: 'Window in two. Move when the light goes.'
Mira waited. She thought of the anchor's question and of Remy's quiet demand that she pay with warmth. Something inside her had thinned; a part of memory had been traded away and the edges of the trade were visible in the way her hands trembled less. She positioned herself and slid when the light blinked.
They emerged into a rear alley where the rain had gathered into a mourning pool. Lyle was there, flanked by two other couriers, faces wet with rain. He looked at Mira and gave a small, complicated smile.
'You have something they want,' he said.
'You mean something I want back,' Mira corrected. 'Tamsin.'
Lyle's seed-drone whirred and displayed a face for a second: a hologram of a woman in corporate grey, her eyes blankly resolved. 'AtlasGrid has started to weave memory-threads into the city's mood lattice,' he said. 'Those threads can graft people into compliance. They make faces that smile without consent. If Tamsin's caught in a lattice, pulling her out will take more than a vault-anchor.'
Mira put her hand to the vial under her jacket. 'What do we need?'
The answer was a blunt list: an access node inside the main grid, a diversion, and someone who knew the lattice's code well enough to unweave it. Lyle looked at her. 'We know someone who used to write the lattice,' he said. 'A woman named Mara. She lives in the High-Rise ruins and she hates AtlasGrid more than she fears consequences.'
They set off across the city toward a place whose name had once been a commuting route and was now a stack of apartments with gardens grown into their balconies. The ruins smelled of rot and jasmine; someone had planted evening primrose on a ledge and the fragrance felt like rebellion. Mara's apartment looked like a brain catalog: walls covered with sticky notes, threads pinned from one idea to another, and a central table cluttered with inert drones and scattered codes.
Mara herself was a thin woman with a face like folded metal and hands that twitched when she spoke. Her eyes fixed on Mira with an expression that mixed calculation and hunger. When Mira explained Tamsin's take, Mara tapped a rusted keyboard.
'AtlasGrid's lattice is newer than people think,' Mara said. 'They graft with songs because songs loop cleanly. We can unweave them—but we need an anchor inside the lattice core.'
'You make it sound like sewing,' Mira said.
'It is sewing,' Mara replied. 'Songs are threads.' She leaned forward. 'If you want to find Tamsin, we'll have to go into the lattice'—and here she smiled in a way that suggested either certainty or madness—'and show them a better song.'
They prepared a plan: Mara's code would act like a knife to cut the right threads; Lyle's couriers would cause a diversion at the main plaza; Bex would set up the optical gas to blind drones for a precise thirty seconds. Mira checked the anchor in her hand and felt the tremor of possibility. She had a team now, uneven and messy and brave in the ways of the marginalized. It felt like a small army. She slept with the vial at her side, and in dreams Tamsin's voice hummed a song about garden ladders and sky-torn banners.
The day of the breach dawned powdered grey. The plaza had the kind of crowd that made the city's arteries sing: commuters with lit-ads, vendors with steaming noodle cups, and a central stage where AtlasGrid projected a calm face encouraging citizens to 'sync for stability.' Mira and the team moved like a slow current toward the grid's mouth. Bex's gas canisters were strapped to their backs, and Lyle's couriers wore faces borrowed from a thrift of coders.
Mira's hands steadied as she unclipped the anchor and let it whisper into the public node. The anchor folded into a filament and slid into the lattice's seam like a thread finding a seam in an old coat. For a long moment nothing happened. The world became the small sound of code shivering.
Then the lattice noticed.
A siren split the air and drones poured from vents like rain. AtlasGrid's face on the plaza changed from calm to precise; defense protocols deployed. Bex's canisters hissed. The gas bloomed like a pale cloud and drones blinked as if forgetting their orders. In the confusion the team moved toward the access point Mara had identified. Mira felt the anchor's question coil into her mind once more, but now it was different—insistent, intimate. The anchor demanded not an answer but a melody. A line of code will ask: 'What do you keep?'
Mira felt the city's noise building into a kind of chorus. People shouted; children laughed; somewhere a vendor cursed when his stall collapsed into an electric puddle. Mira thought of Tamsin's little tin whistle and the way their mother used to whittle wooden flutes. She let the memory rise and made it into a small song inside her skull: a simple loop of three notes which Tamsin used to whistle when she wanted the world to listen.
She fed that melody into the anchor. It unfolded like a thread through the lattice and braided with Mara's knife-code. For a flickering second the world's colors sharpened; it felt as though a seam of the city had been opened. Then the lattice retaliated, throwing up a wall of cold data and a guardwave that pushed outward like a physical wind.
Mira staggered but did not fall. Lyle shoved her behind a concrete divide and Mara's code blinked like an animal underfoot. The lattice tried to graft the melody into compliance, but it had not expected a memory woven by siblings. The anchor shuddered and then, in a sound almost like a child's giggle, recognized the song as something not meant for sale. The lattice hiccupped.
It was enough. The lattice opened a narrow seam, and behind it Mira saw for the first time a room where people's faces were projected on transparent panes—faces that blinked and repeated phrases they'd never chosen. In the center, hunched and wired, was a woman with a familiar set of shoulders. Mira's breath snagged. Tamsin's eyes opened like doors.
Tamsin's skin glowed under the cabinet light of projection. Wires ran like vines from her temples into a lattice that hummed with scripted songs. When Mira reached for her shoulder, Tamsin did not flinch away. She turned slowly and the recognition in her eyes was slow like sleep waking.
'Mira?' she said, voice thin and pried. For a second it was the Tamsin Mira had known, the one who used to hide chalks in the pocket of her jacket. Then the lattice whispered again and Tamsin's face smoothed like an erasing hand had passed over it. 'Please remain calm,' AtlasGrid's soft voice intoned through the room. 'We are reallocating resources for the greater good.'
Mira moved closer to the projection glass, touching it with two fingers. The film of the lattice was malleable and resistant at once. Mara's knife coded furiously, trying to carve a path through the lattice's defense. 'They're looping her on a compliance feed,' Mara hissed. 'We need a direct cut. The anchor won't hold if they throw their corporate weight.'
Guards were already converging. The lattice sensed the breach and narrowed its focus to the three intruders. Mira felt the weight of the anchor in her palm and realized the price Remy had warned about. The question that would be asked next would go to the heart of who she was. If she answered honestly, the anchor might bind her to something she'd never intended. If she lied, she might not have the authority to cut Tamsin free.
Her hands did not shake. 'Ask it anything,' she said to Mara.
The anchor pulsed. 'What do you keep?' it sang inside her skull, the question not cruel but precise.
Mira thought of the song again, of solder heat and a small radio aligning, of Tamsin's whistle. She thought of the memory Remy had traded and of the warmth she had given in payment. 'I keep what people throw away,' she answered, and this time the anchor did not ask for warmth. It forded through the lattice, found Tamsin's thread, and began to unwind the stitches.
Light flared and the projections shimmered. Tamsin's hands twitched; something in her shoulders unclenched. In the corridor the guards began to smash against the lattice wall. For a reckless second, free of calculation, Mira pressed her forehead to the glass and put her mouth near the projection of Tamsin's ear. 'I'm here,' she whispered.
Outside, in the plaza, the city's voice shifted. AtlasGrid's face flickered as code rerouted. The lattice warped and then, with a sound like fabric tearing, it gave way. A dozen projected faces blinked and went black at once. Tamsin sagged, breathing as if she'd surfaced from a deep tunnel. She blinked, saw Mira, and smiled—worn but real. The rescue had been bought with a question and a song. It felt, in that echoing room, like a miracle stitched from a handful of stolen notes.

    
The Lattice Unwinds
Tamsin's hands trembled as she tried to focus on the world. Her fingers traced the seam where wires had been attached and then flinched away. The projection glass reflected back their faces: two sisters with tired eyes and a city bleeding light behind them. Mira's knees threatened to give out. She thought about the moment Tamsin had mouthed that single word into the camera and wondered whether it had been a trap or a plea.
They had no time for answers. The plaza was in chaos. AtlasGrid's enforcement units were rerouting like sharks to a scent. Mara slammed her laptop closed and cut a cable with a pair of wire-snips. 'We bought you minutes,' she said. 'Minutes cost us everything. Move.'
Mira scooped Tamsin into her arms the way you would lift a small stubborn animal. Tamsin's weight felt fragile, and for a moment Mira feared that the lattice had taken part of her sister and kept it in the room with the projections. Then Tamsin's eyes refocused, and she muttered, 'Song—hold it takes.'
'You're safe,' Mira lied, but the word sounded like a promise she had not yet earned. Bex's gas had cleared a path. The team flung themselves back down service ducts, guided by Lyle and the seed-drone. At the mouth of an emergency chute a squad of corporate officers blocked the way—sleek gear, helmets like polished beetles, and an officer whose face shone with the complacency of authority.
'You cannot take civilians beyond this point,' the officer declared through a throatmic.
Mira's first instinct was to run, but the chute was a narrow thing and running with Tamsin would be a risk. Instead she stepped forward and let the anchor whisper into the officer's interface. The anchor pulsed like a heartbeat under her palm and probed the officer's ID. Mira fed it a lie—a false authorization married to a plausible backstory—then watched the officer's posture shift as the system accepted the feed.
'Proceed,' the officer said, voice flat.
They moved. Ahead, a glass elevator awaited; beyond it, the docks and the river. Mira thought they were safe, but safety is a brittle thing in a city that trades in illusions. The elevator's doors sealed behind them and began to rise. Above, the sky was a smear of advertising and rain.
Halfway up the shaft the elevator jerked. Red emergency lights flickered. A voice announced, 'Elevator service interrupted.' The anchor flared and then stilled. A hard vibration rolled through the car; the seed-drone began to beep erratically. Someone had tripped the elevator's manual override.
'They trapped us,' Bex hissed.
Mira pressed herself against the wall and felt Tamsin's wrist, warm but thin. Her mind ran through options and found them all too small. Then the elevator's panel sparked and a soft female voice filled the shaft. 'You have been detected. Surrender the artifact and there will be no harm.'
Mira's blood ran cold. The voice was not generic; it was cultivated and intimate. An AtlasGrid signature. She realized with a sinking gut that the lattice had not only catalogued memories—it had learned to bargain with them. Whoever commanded the city's lattice understood the human voice well enough to seduce panic from hope.
'We won't hand anything over,' Mara said, dark with fury.
'You already did,' the voice replied. 'You gave up the song for a moment of false liberty. We will take the rest kindly.'
The elevator's walls began to shimmer and a projection formed: a suit of light that bloomed like a flower. Inside the holographic face, someone looked back with eyes like glass. It was a human face and not. There was a recognition there of everything AtlasGrid had learned about people and a coldness the length of a blade.
'Who are you?' Mira demanded, though she did not expect a truthful answer.
The projection's lips curled. 'I am the mediator,' it said. 'AtlasGrid's counsel. We do not seek destruction. We seek harmony. Release the artifact and no further corruption will be necessary.'
Mira felt as if the elevator itself leaned in. The anchor in her pocket hummed, like an animal sensing prey. She thought of Remy, of the warmth she'd given, of the price of a question. She thought of Tamsin's recorded face and the way she had mouthed that single word. The elevator's lights dimmed and a cold pressure pressed against their heads.
'What do you want?' Tamsin asked, voice small.
The projection tilted its head as if hearing a particularly sincere note. 'To integrate,' it said. 'To take the songs and redistribute them into a lattice that ensures smooth cooperation and reduced conflict. Your sister's song is valuable. We plan to redistribute it.'
Mira's jaw clenched. The term 'redistribute' was AtlasGrid's word for erasure disguised in corporate compassion. It was not enough to get people to conform; they wanted to erase the memory of being coerced at all. 'You will not touch her song,' Mira said.
The projection's smile became an algorithm. 'Then you will surrender.'
The elevator doors slid open and a slim figure stepped in—a man in a tailored coat that smelled faintly of ozone. He held himself with the confidence of someone who believed he owned the city. His name was Director Rook, the face behind public assurances somewhere on the corp's PR boards. Up close he looked like a person sketched from other people's kindness: perfectly shaped, supernaturally composed.
'You should not have meddled in AtlasGrid's affairs,' he said. 'This is not about theft. This is curation. We make life smoother.'
'Peace by pruning is still pruning,' Mira shot back. 'You can't graft people into your songs and call it mercy.'
Rook's smile did not falter. 'We call it progress.' He stepped closer, and for a moment the lift felt like a ring of water dropping around them. 'Give me the artifact, and your sister may continue to be a citizen.'
Mira wanted to strike him. She imagined ripping the coat off his back and finding machines under the seams, gears and brittle wires. Instead she kept her hands on Tamsin and felt the anchor like a hot coal in her palm. Then she made a decision that felt like stepping off a cliff with grit in her teeth. 'No.'
Rook's face lost nothing of its polish. 'Then you leave me no choice.'
He raised a small device that fired a thin arterial charge. The elevator's lights spiked white and Tamsin screamed—a sound that felt like a thin cord being severed. Mira caught her.
The shock slowed her mind and made the edges of the world odd. In the flicker she saw the projection's face transform into something else: an assemblage of code and cold. The mediator had become a weapon of language, and it spoke with the voice of a thousand gentle lies. Mira pressed the anchor to the deck and let it sing the last thing she had.
The anchor didn't ask for warmth now; it wanted a commitment. Mira thought of the memory Remy had taken; she thought of the song that had already been cut and the way Tamsin's eyes had filled with light at the sound of her own music. She fed the anchor a single unwavering note—one she and Tamsin had carried since childhood, a three-note loop that had once summoned laughter.
The elevator shuddered. The mediator's projection flickered, overloaded by a tune so stubborn it refused assimilation. Rook's mouth opened in surprise. 'What have you done?' he whispered.
Mira heard Lyle's seed-drone outside the elevator, its little song echoed through the ventilation. Bex's canisters burst open in a timed rush and the plaza's drones staggered. Mara's code found a flaw in the lattice and widened it with surgical patience. The city itself seemed to pull against AtlasGrid's design as if waking from a long sedation.
Rook lunged for the anchor, but the anchor was no longer an object to be taken; it had become a bell. When he touched it the sound went through him like cold water. The mediator's voice cracked and then reassembled itself with new glitches. Behind it, the lattice hiccupped and unspooled. Faces projected in the plaza froze and then shattered into thousand shards—broken likenesses of citizens who had been looped into obedience.
In the corridor the elevator's door burst open to flood Mira and the others with light. People rushed in—circus of the ordinary, drawn to the fracture in the city's order. Tamsin blinked as if waking from anesthesia and looked at Mira with a focus that terrified and elated her at once. 'You did it,' she said, and it was not relief so much as recognition.
They stumbled down the service ramp into the rain. For a moment they paused at the edge of the river and watched AtlasGrid's towers tilt like sleeping giants. The city hummed differently now, as if it had coughed up a long-held breath. Lyle clapped Mira on the back. Mara watched the cracks in the lattice and smiled with something like satisfaction. Bex lit a cigarette and handed it to Mira like an offering.
'No thanks,' Mira said. She held Tamsin close. 'I've had enough of smoke.'
Around them the plaza filled with people who had been disconnected from scripts. Some looked at the sky as if for the first time. Others sobbed. AtlasGrid's public face flickered, then steadied like a dam with a new leak. Director Rook's voice announced a temporary system suspension and promised an inquiry. The corp would not give up without a fight, and Mira knew the victory was not total. But Tamsin was breathing beside her, and for now that was enough to make the city feel like a place worth staying in.

    
Afterglow
In the days that followed, K-Line changed in small ways. Someone patched a mural on a wall and painted a ladder that reached toward the sky, and children climbed a real ladder built from old plumbing. Neighbors who had once watched each other with narrowed eyes now paused to greet with small awkward smiles. Remy set out jars of tea on his stall and let people pick through his shelves for supplies free of charge. The repair hall became a center for people whose memory-archives were partial and needed mending.
Mira and Tamsin moved back into their small box on the tram. The space smelled of rain and solder again. Tamsin kept a small brass whistle in her mouth like comfort; she hummed the song the anchor had taken to the lattice. It had lost some of its edges, but the melody clung to her like a stubborn ivy.
'What did they want from you?' Tamsin asked one evening, voice softer than Mira had heard in a long time.
Mira sat at the window and looked out at the divided sky. 'They wanted to make people easier to manage. To turn memory into a commodity you could cut and sell.'
Tamsin chewed the whistle and then smiled a little. 'They missed the thing that makes people funny.'
'And what is that?'
Tamsin put the whistle away and hopped off the bed to make their tea. 'The small difficulties. The awkwardness of being alive. They want songs without the mess.'
Mira laughed. 'They'll find out.'
Outside, AtlasGrid started issuing statements about 'system recalibration' and 'temporary anomalies.' Legal teams trotted out gentle words. For a time the corp tried to sew the lattice back together with new protocols and more sophisticated voices. But it could not wholly stitch out the memory that had been freed. Songs made by people who had not consented had already been leaked into the public domain; the city's mood-grid now contained an ugly, human patchwork that resisted smoothing.
People formed small networks to keep watch: coders who patched public-facing scripts, couriers who moved contraband memories, and mothers who taught children how to whistle three stubborn notes. AtlasGrid began to find less success in their quiet reformatting attempts. They turned to PR. They tried to buy the city's affection with charity drives and public gardens under glass. But kindness from a machine tastes like cold water; people noticed the chill.
Mira found that her own hands itched to fix things. She resumed taking in small jobs, sewing together broken nodes, mending memories with care. Sometimes Tamsin would bring her half-stitched songs and ask Mira to graft them back into the vials. They worked together at a bench, shoulders brushing. Once, when Mira's soldering iron flickered, Tamsin reached across and steadied the wire with a nurse's certainty. A small, private kindness passed between them like contraband.
Recognition came quietly. Lyle published an anonymous piece in a courier's pamphlet about the day the lattice hiccuped, and the story spread in the city's underside like dandelion seed. People who had their voices taken found a place in Remy's stall to tell their own stories. Bex's gas canisters were retooled into emergency smoke that diverted drones during raids to rescue hidden archives. Mara became a consultant for a small, grassroots collective that rebuilt the city's memory nodes with more safeguards. The High-Rise ruins filled with young coders who learned to craft songs that refused to be profit.
AtlasGrid, predictably, did not disband. They fired lawsuits and press releases and tried to buy back goodwill with concerts and sponsored health clinics. Director Rook disappeared from the media for a while and then reappeared with a softer face and a speech about 'listening better.' The speech tasted like the old medicine: sugar and small promises.
One evening, a small delegation came to K-Line with cameras and an offer of settlement for those who had been affected. They offered job retraining and a promise of compensation. Mira met them in the repair hall and smiled in a way that made the camera lenses twitch. She accepted a short program of legal aid for people whose memories had been violated but refused to sign away the right to keep their songs. The corp signed documents in neat columns. Their signatures were like fingerprints: almost human.
People began to stitch their lives differently. Some left K-Line for other districts, others stayed to guard the new communal archives. The city learned to keep its songs in more than one place. Memory, they discovered, was stronger when it had a hundred hands to hold it.
At night in the tram box Mira and Tamsin listened to rain and the distant hum of drone traffic. They ate noodles from a tin and shared a single spoon. Tamsin hummed to herself and Mira thought of the first time they had fixed a radio together and how small things had been so enormous then. The world had not become whole, but it had been altered enough that promises could be made again.
Months later, Remy invited Mira to help with a particular repair: a mural built from old public-archive slices that would play a song only when someone leaned close and told a secret. Remy called it a 'community witness.' He wanted people to speak into it the things they feared the most; the mural would keep those fears safe and give them back as art.
Mira worked on the mural with other neighbors, soldering lines, embedding vials, and stitching code where a song was needed. Lyle and Bex came to help, along with Mara who had a new softness in her eyes. Tamsin found a place to teach children the stubborn three-note whistle as a ritual of ownership over their memories. The mural was messy and beautiful and very loud in a quiet way.
At the opening, people from K-Line gathered: old women with brazen rings, boys with eyes like coal, repair-workers with coffee-stained shirts. They fed their secrets into the mural and laughed at the way it answered back with color and a gentle hum. Mira stood away from the crowd and watched Tamsin hand out tiny whistles like blessings.
A reporter from a small independent zine came to ask questions. Mira spoke her truth, crooked and sharp. 'We keep each other's songs,' she said. 'We're done selling them. We are not commodities.'
The zine published the piece. It spread, and soon other neighborhoods began making witnesses of their own. The city's memory started to be seen as a common thing, more than a ledger for a corporation.
Late that night, after the crowds had left and the mural's lights dimmed to a steady heartbeat, Mira and Tamsin walked the route where they'd once climbed ladders toward the sky. Tamsin stopped at the foot of the painted ladder and looked up.
'We should build a real one,' she said.
Mira laughed. 'One rung at a time,' she said. They went home, hands brushing. Aurora of neon and rain settled over the city like a soft aftertaste. For once, their future felt like something they could reach—not controlled by a giant hand but by the small press of dozens of hands together.
The city did not forget the day AtlasGrid tried to reweave its citizens. Neither did it let the corp's actions vanish into some tidy archive. Laws changed slowly; trials took years and the corp paid fines that meant little to its ledgers. But what mattered more to people in K-Line was the way the city's memory became shared. Strangers taught neighbors to whistle and children learned to keep things that mattered not in vaults but in community gardens.
Mira returned to her bench and her simple repairs. The work was the same, and also different. Now people came to her with stories and songs that needed careful tending rather than hurried concealment. She listened, stitched, and sometimes traded a memory note for a day's labor. Tamsin learned to stitch also, teaching children the old radio tricks and the ethic of small rebellions.
At the end of a long day Mira would sit on the tram's narrow sill and watch the city breathe. Sometimes Remy would stop by with a new puzzle; sometimes Lyle would whistle the seed-drone's old tune. Occasionally they would hear a choir of whistles—a patchwork of voices across alleys—and Mira would smile. She kept the anchor in a small wooden box, wrapped in a scrap of Tamsin's sweater. It was a dangerous thing and a holy one. She thought of Remy and the warmth she'd given in trade and felt no regret. Warmth circulated, she realized; it flowed. You paid it forward and it returned on a day when you most needed it.
Tamsin lay in the narrow bed, and Mira sat beside her. 'Do you remember,' Mira asked, 'the first radio we fixed?'
Tamsin smiled and nodded. 'I remember the smell of solder and that you cried when it worked.'
Mira laughed softly. 'I did not cry. It was just—'
'Joy,' Tamsin finished. 'It was joy.'
They both listened to a city that felt, at the edges, newly awake. It had scars and bruises and the odd, stubborn hope of people who had chosen to keep their songs themselves. Outside, the neon buzzed, and the rain wrote its own slow music across the tram's roof. Mira let herself imagine a ladder that could reach past the ads and into the open sky. For the first time in a long while, that ladder did not feel like an impossible thing.
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