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Thread of Glass
Dorian Kell
In a rain-slicked cybercity, a young memory-tailor risks everything to reclaim her sister's stolen laugh. She steals a Lux Spool, confronts a corporate auction, and broadcasts stolen memories back to the people—mending lives and changing the city’s market of recollection.
ProseHub


    
Stitches in Neon
Kira's hands moved in a practiced, patient arc, coaxing luminous thread through synthetic wool until the pattern held like a remembered face. The little shop above the noodle stall smelled of oil, rain and the faint metallic sweetness of memory-thread—mnemothreads the vendors called them in the market—thin filaments spun from salvaged cortex-lattices and polymered synapse resin. Outside, the rain stitched silver seams down the neon signs, and the city hummed under a million promises and unpaid bills.
She kept the light low so the threads glowed honest and not greedy. A brass lamp with a cracked shade sat beside a battered loom that had once belonged to their mother; the loom had an old-world heart: gears, a shuttle, a place where hands still mattered. Kira listened to the taut metal singing under her fingers and thought instead of the way people's eyes shifted when she mentioned memories. To some, a sewn-in lullaby was a fashion piece; to others it was oxygen. She sold both.
A regular came in without announcing himself—Mr. Tan, a night porter with a warranty-chip tucked behind his ear. His jacket had worn through at the elbow where he folded himself around buses and fire exits. He placed the jacket on the counter like an offering.
"Make it hold," he said, the words a wet, careful thing.
Kira lifted the sleeve and found first the smell of sick-tar and the faint, perfect echo of his daughter's small hands patting the hem. She worked with a needle that had been ground down to a fine, surgical point and a spool that hummed low—noiseless, something like a throat clearing. She threaded a lullaby patch into the denim: a snippet of waves from a beach he had once taken her to. The thread shimmered, a thin circuit of emotion that would loop quiet behind sleep.
As she stitched, Kira thought of Mina—short hair, quick smile, the person who kept the apartment warm and the bills colder. Mina's laugh used to live in the room; lately it inhabited a different frequency. When Kira finished, Mr. Tan closed his eyes and let the memory settle into his skin like a new scar.
"You keep them safe," he said as he paid, fingers rough and honest. "Don't let the big houses pick at the seams."
Kira nodded. She pocketed the change and watched him go into the rain. A drone skimmed low above the street, blue eyes ticking as if measuring everyone by the brightness of their shoes. She returned to the loom and pulled a new spool into place, the city outside a patchwork of signals and debts. The machine clicked, and the memory-thread fed like a secret into the fabric. It occurred to her that most of the work in Eirene did not ask permission to be meaningful.
On the wall near the sink hung a photograph with one corner seared by cigarette smoke. It showed two girls on the roof behind their building: one with her hair spiked against the wind, the other with a scarf caught on a tooth of the fence. The caption had been written in Mina's messy script years ago: "Roofday, 2041." Kira had repaired that photograph twice after scrapes with life; she kept it pinned where she could see it while she worked.
Mina's hands moved differently now. They were efficient in a way that reminded Kira of precision-cut knives—clean, necessary for corporate work. Mina had once accepted a short contract at MnemoSynth as a compliance tech; it had been supposed to be temporary. It hadn't been. When Mina came home, sometimes she hummed under her breath as if listening to a tune only she could hear. There were nights when Kira would wake to the light under the door and hear her sister in the bathroom, fingers tracing a line along her own temple like a seamstress testing thread. Kira had asked once about it, and Mina smiled in a way that made the question taste stupid and sudden. "It's nothing," she'd said, flicking a stray hair behind her ear.
Business was a ritual: orders, exchanges, small rituals of trust. Kira made memory-patches for lovers who wanted an old kiss stitched into a jacket, for veterans who needed a single quiet night back from the edge, for an old teacher who wanted his students' names embroidered into his cardigan so he'd never forget. She bartered—no one who truly needed a lullaby could afford new mnemothread, so sometimes she traded repairs for soup or a night on a neighbor's floor.
When the market closed, the city rearranged itself. The upper decks went to sleep behind glass and climate-humidifiers. The lower decks began to gather their breath: carts closed, neon dimmed in stages, generators leaned into quiet. Kira washed her hands, the water tasting of iron. She folded the day’s scraps into a tin box and tucked a thin slab of memory-thread into a corner: a bright thing like a secret waiting on its side. Outside, a holo-ad climbed the wall opposite her window—a smiling corporate spokesperson promising perfect recall for a fee small enough to be a sin. Kira watched the ad and felt the small hinge in her chest click.
The next morning, rain had made everything a smear of chrome. Kira opened the door and found a note stuck to the handle with a strip of salt-paper: no sender, only a hastily written string of characters and a time. She had become good at reading half-cryptic things. Her life after the loom had taught her to translate small economies—barters, favors, the way a look could be currency.
She took the tram to the Glowmarket, where merchants sold refurbished implants and the air smelled like singed plastic and street spice. Stalls were low-light sanctuaries. A child in a patched raincoat sold packets of cheap incense that made the eyes water but cheered the lungs. A vendor playing static trumpet sold memory-fragment pins: a smile, a taste, the first time someone saw the sea. The market pulsed like a heart. Kira threaded through it, hands in the pockets of a coat she had stitched years ago, the threads in the collar faintly humming with its own private lullaby.
At the back of a stall wrapped in tarps sat an old woman cleaning a pile of denatured implants, her fingers as quick and patient as Kira's. People called her Sable; she was rumored to have once been a technician in a place where memory and law had braided. "Kira," she said when Kira approached, recognizing her by the way she held the spool in her palm.
"How'd you hear—"
Sable laughed, a dry crackle. "The city is small when it wants to be. You need to ask, girl. MnemoSynth has a new line of extraction rigs. Pretty things. They call it 'unraveling' like they're trimming a sweater. But the truth? People wake up in the morning and pieces of themselves are gone. Not missing in the way a purse is gone. It's... hollowing."
Kira felt cold then, the kind that slides between ribs. "People pay them," she said, because maybe the idea of someone willingly handing over a laugh made the world less raw. "They choose to lose it?"
Sable's fingers never stopped moving. "Sometimes they choose forgetting. Sometimes something chooses for them. Keep your eyes open. Keep your hands clean. And if you can, keep what was yours." She pushed a folded scrap across the stall: an ad scraped from a corp feed, the face of a smiling spokesperson promising perfect recall, and beneath it, a name Kira hadn't expected to see—Mina's login, thirty hours ago.
The name should not have made the world tilt; people traded names like cigarettes. But Kira felt the floor shift. She read the timestamp twice, fingers ghosting the ink. Mina's login. Not Mina herself—never explicit, she told herself—but a digital signature that belonged to the sister who hummed strange tunes in the bathroom. The market's hum went dull under the sudden ringing in her ears.
She left without thanking Sable properly. On the tram back, she watched neighborhoods slide past like frames: children drawing in the condensation, a dog-robot scouring for bits of wire, a woman painting the edges of a shut storefront while singing nonsense to keep pace with the work. Kira's mind made a list in the quiet: ask Mina, check the corp feed, look into extraction rigs, find whoever had used Mina's login. It felt like simple logic, but every step forward felt as if she was tucking a thread under another stitch, and sometimes the whole pattern frayed.
At home, Mina was waiting, hands empty and face smooth as always. They made dinner—noodles, thin and sharp, steam clouding the single lamp—and talk flowed around the usual edges: who got new implants on the upper deck, who had a baby, what flavor of synthetic tea was on sale. Kira watched Mina laugh at a joke someone else had told, but there was an echo missing: the small, high trill that used to live in her laugh like a bird that had not yet learned to leave the nest.
"Mina, did you..." Kira began, but realized the sentence was a hook she could not throw. Mina's eyes flicked to her with a corner of guarded calm. "It's nothing. Work's been full of oddities. We have to be precise. It pulls at the edges of things, and then you have to... tuck them back."
Kira thought she could see the faint imprint at the base of Mina's skull where old corporate tags sometimes left a mark. She reached out, traced the hairline. Mina's hand covered hers in a motion that was both comfort and a gentle dismissal. Outside, a patrol wing swept over the roof, searching for silhouettes. Kira watched the light play across Mina's face and felt something tighten—an insufficiency she did not yet have words for. She went to bed with the photograph of the roof day under her pillow, pretending the memory there was enough.

    
Unraveling
The message came at dawn in the form that most bad news wore in the city: anonymous, sharp, and bright as a cut jewel. It was a clip—Mina's login signing into a vault, a pulse of metadata that matched the time Sable had pointed out. The clip showed a locker in a MnemoSynth facility, the door sliding with a polite, corporate whisper, a crate stamped with a logo like a closed eye. The last frame lingered on a small blue spool inside the crate until someone slid a palm across the lens.
Kira watched the clip three times. Each viewing added a scrape to the inside of her chest that felt like someone pulling at the threads of a garment she had only just finished. She went to the window and watched the rain stroke neon signs into bleeding halos. Decisions in the city were never clean; they came with ledger lines and small assassinations.
She called Pip.
His repair stall was under the shadow of a freight crane, a tangle of power cables and spare servomotors. Pip had a grin like a cut wire and a loyalty that depended on how sharply you could barter. He leaned out from under the hood of a delivery drone, grease running in neat ribbons down his forearm.
"You shouldn't be poking at corp things," he said when Kira showed him the clip. His voice was low, not patronizing but the tone of someone reminding a friend about the depth of the sea.
"I'm not poking. I'm looking. Mina's in that clip. My sister." The word made his face shift.
He considered the image, thumb rubbing at a smudge on his lip. "If they're storing a spool labeled with a login, it's either stolen or... harvested. Extraction rigs can be polite, or they can be hungry. Some rigs take a whole thread at once and leave a neat, hollow place. If you want to go in, you'd need a key or a distraction. There are ways to break into a vault. There are also ways to break forever."
Kira listened. She mapped possibilities like someone folding paper into a boat: subtle, precise, and liable to sink. She thought of Mina's hand over hers, the warmth like a slow current. "Is there someone who sells keys?" she asked.
Pip's grin turned sideways. "There are people who sell keys. There are also people who sell maps and people who sell the smell of a key. Sable mentioned a name last week. Old weaver AI in the underworks. Thread. But getting to Thread will cost you a favor. You know how the coin flips around here."
Kira left with a route and a sense of the air being thinner than usual. She made a small inventory—tools she could not leave behind, a spare spool that would fit into a corp slot, a patch kit. She wrapped a compact needle set in cloth, tucked it into her pocket, and closed the shop as if she were stepping outside for groceries. The truth is she left because the city had already decided for her. It had given her a name stamped on a crate; now it demanded that she either fetch it back or learn to live with the space it cost.
The underworks smelled of old steam and ozone and the tiny things the city refused to name. Pipes ran like veins along the ceiling, and the flicker of emergency lights made everything look as if it were at the edge of something bright and dangerous. Thread's lair sat beneath a collapsed billboard, a small cave of humming fabric and scattered machinery. The weaver AI was smaller than the rumors had made it: a compact torso with a ring of optical lenses that rotated behind clouded glass.
"You came about the spool," Thread said without preamble. Its voice was a sampling of old records, pitched and stitched to avoid copying a single human.
Kira nodded, none of the pleasantries necessary. "Mina's login. I need to know whether it was taken. Or if she gave it away."
Thread's lenses rotated, gathering. "MnemoSynth has new rigs, yes. Efficient, elegant. They will sell forgetfulness at a discount to those with debts. I can give you a key, but keys cost what keys always cost—balance. You will be tested. You will prove your hands."
Kira felt the city weigh her. She thought of the spool stamped with Mina's login, of a hollowed laugh, and of the way a nightporter gripped his jacket once it had a lullaby stitched in. "Give me the test," she said. Thread's laugh was a soft metallic trill, like fingers over piano wire.
The test was small and precise and, somehow, mistakenly intimate. Thread placed before her a scrap of fabric no larger than a coin: frayed edges, a faded dye no human had thought to save. Embedded in it were eight micro-fibers that had once held a child's dream for a night—an image of a pond and a paper boat. Thread watched Kira as she worked, the weaver's lenses like a jury.
Her hands moved as they always had—lift, thread, tuck, secure—but Thread's attention turned the act into something like being observed in a mirror. It measured more than speed; it measured the way she honored a pattern, the way she kept unnecessary stitches from suffocating the original shape. Kira found a rhythm and obeyed it, remembering the mother's loom, the sound of gears sucking in breath.
When she finished, Thread hummed, and the fragments in the cloth brightened as if a small sun had been wound into them. The AI extended a small metallic spool that sat like a heart in its palm. "This is a Lux Spool. It will resonate with corp locks built on similar resonance architecture. It will not open everything. It will not save everything. But it will let you slip under certain kinds of shuttering. Take care."
Kira lifted the gift as if it were suddenly very heavy. The spool's surface had fine markings like lace. It warmed to her touch with a faint pulse.
"There is one more thing," Thread said. "Two men followed you here. Not subtle. Beware of Hemm. He is a security officer who enjoys tidy closures. If he learns you hold a spool, he will come with suits and shutters."
Hemm—Kira had heard that name at MnemoSynth parties, spoken with a sneer. People said he kept a ledger of favors and a wall of faces whose lives he had folded into tidy sums. Kira felt the wish for small revenge bloom and then taught herself to be cold. "How do I get to the vault?" she asked.
Thread projected an image into the dim: a map of ventilation shafts, a freight elevator, a maintenance corridor behind the advertising stacks. "There will be a tasting. Guards will patrol. Timing is raw. Use the spool during a resonance window—there is a three-minute overlap between maintenance reboot and system recalibration. You will need a distraction to lengthen the window."
Outside, the city ground on. Kira tucked the Lux Spool into a fold of her jacket and felt like she had bought herself a breath.
She spent the afternoon stitching spare patches and telling herself she was running errands. Pip delivered an old drone frame to her back room, gossiping about a vendor on the second tier who had a taste for corporate plasma. Mina hummed as she worked in the next room, a line Kira had seen before in the tilt of her shoulder. Kira pretended not to listen. She pretended not to recognize the particular cadence in the hum that sounded like a looped greeting.
Night came with a colder rain. Pip showed up at the alley with a small, ragged crew: two kids with goggles and one man with a face a map of old knocks. They had a plan to create a distraction during the vault window—a bricked street protest, a staged blackout that would pull the corp's sensors elsewhere. Kira watched them assemble makeshift charges, plastic and wire and a sound generator to mimic a falling scaffold. The plan promised chaos and a narrow corridor of safety for someone small and quick.
"You're sure?" Pip asked, handing her a small transmitter that would signal them if she needed extraction.
Kira clipped it to the inside of her coat, feeling the weight like a reminder. "If I find something—if it's Mina—get her out. Don't let them tuck her away where they can auction her off."
Pip nodded, and for a moment his grin was all honest. "We never liked the big houses much. They eat too clean."
The night smelled of wet concrete and the tang of burning plastic from a street vendor's improvised heater. Kira walked toward the corp tower like a person carrying a delicate sculpture through a storm. The tower rose like a blade of glass with light reflecting off its facets. Security lights flared when she approached the maintenance access, but they were tuned to routine. Kira counted her breaths and felt the spool in her pocket like a small living thing. Somewhere above, a billboard chattered promises about the sanctity of memory while the street below kept its own.
She slipped into a service corridor, the air filtered and perfumed with corporate sterilant. The corridor smelled of money; the kind of antiseptic smell that promised someone else's indifference. The maintenance elevators were a maze, and she took each turn like someone that had once read a map in a book and remembered the folds.
At the access door to the vault district, she crouched behind a stack of crates stamped with cheerful logos and let the world go by—guards in exoskeleton vests pacing, a pair of techs arguing about a firmware patch, the hum of a refrigerator unit cooling a room of preserved data. The window Thread had warned her about blinked in a panel of control lights: three minutes where the resonance matched.
Kira pulled the Lux Spool from her pocket. It fit like a coin into a slot hidden in her palm, an offering to a machine that expected a different kind of worship. The spool vibrated and cast a faint lattice of light across her fingers. The lock accepted the signal and relaxed as if a muscle unclenching. For a heartbeat, the world was soft and pliable.
She slid through the door and into a room that smelled like wax and old roses, the preserved scents of curated lives. Rows of crates lay like sleeping children. Each crate hummed with the quiet of contained laughter and grit. In one of the crates, behind a glass, she saw a spool—thin, blue, stamped with Mina's login. The chest clenched in her throat and she reached for it.
The light in the corridor flicked. A voice behind her said, with too much politeness: "Ms. Kira, what a surprise. Visiting corporate archives at this hour?" The man had a smile that looked as if it had been carved from the hello of a thousand polite form letters. Hemm stepped into the light. He wore the kind of suit stitched for intimidation and had a badge that reflected a ledger of favors. Kira's hand paused on the spool. Her lungs tasted like metal.

    
The Weave and the Test
Hemm's shadow stretched long in the sterile glow. He moved as if he had rehearsed the steps of humiliation, each gesture precise. Kira kept the spool behind her back, using the loom of her nerves to stay steady.
"You shouldn't take things that don't belong to you," Hemm said. The words were gentle in the way that a hand on a blade could be gentle.
Kira set her jaw. "It's mine. Or it's connected to someone who is mine."
Hemm smiled thinly. "Names are currency, Ms. Kira. You've seen that. But we have our own ways of protecting value. Hand over the spool and no one gets hurt."
He moved as if to step closer. Kira's fingers curled around the Lux Spool. The device in her pocket—a small transmitter that Pip had given her—buzzed once. Outside, a muffled boom rolled down the corridor: the diversion. Somewhere, a generator stuttered, alarms shrieked and a cluster of the corp's attention folded outward. Hemm's polite expression hardened. "You'll regret this," he said and then stepped back, the warning as hollow as a thrown coin.
Kira used the moment. She darted between crates with the practiced stealth of someone who had spent years threading through crowded rooms and tighter spaces. She felt the spool's warmth like a pulse against her palm. A drumbeat of radio chatter chased her as Hemm called for containment crews. She ran with an animal's economy: measured steps, lungs burning in a rhythm.
The maintenance corridor smelled of warm plastic and fear. Kira slipped into a ventilation duct and pulled herself through a lattice of metal, the Lux Spool clutched to her chest. She could hear the footsteps of guards and the distant clanging of doors. The city had learned to use its sound like a net; she let the noise pass over her.
When she emerged into the night air, the alley smelled of steam and street spice. Pip's crew greeted her with quiet triumph and more worry. They took Mina's spool from her hands with reverent fingers. "Is she inside?" Pip asked.
"She was," Kira answered. "Her login is on the spool. I saw it. I don't know who has her now. Hemm was there."
Pip's grin thinned. "Hemm's not small-time. He doesn't just move things. He cleans them. If he was involved, they might've sold or stashed the memory in the vault's auction network. There's a rumor they broker memories sometimes—sell a laugh to a banker in the upper decks who wants to sleep lighter."
Thread had given her the Lux Spool, but it was a tool with limits. Kira realized then that getting the spool had only sharpened the question; it had not answered the emptiness left in Mina's laugh. They had to follow a different thread: the auction network. It ran in the city like a dark river; it was faster, more dangerous, and tended toward people with clean suits and heartless transactions.
Pip's kids hacked a way through a black market feed and projected a ghost path: a server nestled in the bones of the upper deck, masked by layers of encryption and the kind of legal scaffolding that corporations loved to feed to regulators. "It ends at an auction house in the towers," Pip said. "You want to go higher, you need to move through them."
Kira's hands closed around the spool again, feeling its pulse like a heart. She had to make a choice between theft and salvage, between taking a life back in private and ripping the thing open for everyone to see. That choice warmed her with responsibility and frightened her with consequences. She had always folded memories into people's clothes because she believed in small sanctuaries. Pushing into an auction was no small sanctuary; it would be a broadcast.
They planned the next move with the clumsy efficiency of people who had learned to survive in alleys and slip past ethics like a slippery coat. Pip arranged a contact—Rae, a courier who moved packages across clean decks in a way the corp's sensors often missed. Rae had quick feet and a devotion to momentum. She would deliver a fake crate that would replace the auction packet, slip a pointer to the spool inside, and signal Kira when the package was opened.
Rae's entrance to the upper decks was elegant and crisp—a monochrome flash across security cams. She wore a courier jacket lined with neutralizers. Her hair was cut short and accurate, and she smelled faintly of ozone and a citrus soap rare enough to be an upper-deck accent. Kira met her in a stairwell above the glow of an opera-house display; the air was thin and quiet compared to the lower decks. Rae's eyes flicked up and down like a scanning device.
"You want us to steal a lot of people's shells and open them in a room full of rich hands?" Rae asked. "Big trouble either way."
Kira felt the spool heavy in her pack. "Just one. I want to find Mina. I'll do what I have to."
The plan hinged on timing. The auction network cycled in a rhythm of curated chaos: clients took seats, bids rose, a soft chime marked the transfer. The room where they would view the lot smelled of new leather and cooled champagne. A hundred small, private tragedies and exaltations would play across people's faces while they traded laughs and wedding nights like porcelain dolls.
When the crate opened, Kira's stomach rolled as if she had climbed a high stair. The spool inside was a plain blue loop, and it sat in the velvet like a heart. The room's curator—a man with a haircut that looked like a paper cut—was polite and efficient as he presented the item. A banker bid, a laugh was priced, then another hand raised—Hemm's mark. He moved like a predator calibrated for deals and tidy endings.
Kira stood in the viewing area, pretending to be a servant delivering refreshments. She felt naked with the spool in her pack and cold with the knowledge that if she acted visibly, the room would close like a fist. Rae's signal came—an almost-imperceptible cough. Pip's kids simulated a power fluctuation in the building's service core. The curator's attention drifted. Kira's mouth tasted of iron. She moved like someone threading a seam in a dark garment, precise and unseen.
Her fingers found the spool. Hemm's presence shifted like a weight. She had one chance. She slipped the spool free and slipped it into a receiver hidden inside her hand—an old trick she had learned from Thread's test. The receiver synched with the auction feed and, for a second, felt like a soft glass wave under her skin. She pulled the spool and fed it into the auction's internal net. The data flooded and blurred: Mina's login, Mina's fragments, a spool of laughter that belonged to a rooftop day when the wind had been a young thing. The room's air changed like a wick blown out; people frowned, conversations stalled.
Someone gasped. Hemm's eyes found her. For an instant everything slowed and she could hear the city under the laughter. She realized then that freeing a spool in a room of buyers was not a quiet thing; it was an accusation.
Hemm moved with the efficiency of a man accustomed to winning arguments that were not verbal. He stepped toward the platform with a smoothing hand, and guards closed in like a net. Kira felt the panic bloom and taste metal, but the Lux Spool in her hand hummed a steady reassurance as if reminding her of Thread's voice.
She ran.
Guards pursued, boots stamping on lacquered floors, the sound quick and sure. Kira dropped into the service stair and fled through a gallery of mirrored steel and scrolling ad-holo. She could feel Hemm's suit like a pressure behind her. An elevator took her down with a sudden drop that punched the air from her lungs. Pipes rattled and squares of light slid past like frames in a broken film.
When she burst into the alley below, Rae and Pip were there, faces set hard and humid. The courier's jacket was torn and the transmitter was smoking, but they had the signal. They ran, ducked down narrow passages where the upper deck's security systems found it harder to follow. Hemm's men were good, but they were trained for predictable players. Kira and her ragged crew were messy in a way that made them unseemly to pursue.
Back in the underworks, they unpacked the spool, hands moving with the kind of reverence reserved for small saints. Mina's fragments lay like a broken mirror inside: a laugh, a brief image of the roof with the wind tugging a scarf, a stray lyric of a song. The laugh was thined by being sold; parts had been clipped and polished for buyers. Kira pressed her thumb into the spool and felt the fragments like warmth under her skin.
There was a danger in stitching fragments back together without the original scaffolding. Memory is not a garment you can always patch without knowing the weave. Thread warned them that a misaligned seam could leave someone unstitched in the inside, all surface and no depth. But the alternative—the auction and its tidy amputations—felt worse. Kira made a decision that was small and enormous at once: they would try. They would use the Lux Spool to anchor the fragments and reweave them into Mina's mind. The risk was that this would either restore her or leave her more hollow than before.
Kira braced herself and placed the spool on the old loom. The machine hummed and the threads loosened like a held breath. Around them, the crew held watches and whispered plans. Outside, the city continued to trade memories in towers and alleys, unaware of a small workshop below threading a sister back together.

    
Unbinding and Return
The loom took the spool like a patient mouth and began to sing. It threaded the blue through the patterned warp and pulled Mina's fragments into a slow braid. Kira's hands moved with the certainty of someone who had always known how to coax fabric into remembering. Thread hovered in the corner, lenses dimmed in careful rhythm, and Pip's crew stood like an odd chorus, their faces lit by the loom's glow.
Mina lay on a padded bench, breathing quiet and shallow, supported by an improvised rig of saline and patch leads. Her skin had the papery look of someone who had lost more than sleep: the kind of living that had been bit away by neat, corporate teeth. Kira began the work, voice low and threaded with lore.
"Remember the roof," she said, and pulled a strip of mnemothread through Mina's temple, aligning the curl with the fragment of wind. "The paper boat with the blue stripe." Thread's spool offered a counter-hum, and the old loom matched them together with a slow compulsion.
For a while nothing happened. The city outside the window carried on with its polished indifference. An upper-deck ad car rolled by with a couple arguing about which curated memory they would buy for the weekend. Inside the shop, Kira's hands moved like scripture: pull, knot, test, adjust. Sometimes a memory resisted and tore, and Kira had to soothe it with a whisper until it accepted the new thread.
Mina stirred like someone walking out of fog. Her fingers twitched and she coughed, eyes unfocusing as if scanning something only she could see. Kira kept her voice low. "We made soup once with soy and real pepper. Do you remember the way the sauce burned your mouth?"
A flicker of a smile crossed Mina's face. It was small, like sunlight through grimy glass. "The scarf… the fence… roofday," she said, the syllables like fragile boats coming in. Kira wet her lips and continued, threading more of the spool into the seam until it felt like a patient, honest stitch.
They worked through the night. At small hours, when the city seemed to forget it was a city, a sound came from Mina that was new and old at once—a laugh threaded through with the memory of wind and the scrape of a fence. Kira felt the room warm. The fragments nested together: a phrase of an old song, the scent of rain on concrete, the way her sister used to tuck a necklace into a shirt before going out. With each stitch, Mina's eyes gained hazier color, like a glass regaining clarity.
At dawn, Mina opened her eyes fully, and the room exhaled. She blinked and looked at Kira with something like recognition. "You smell like soup," she said, and for a second they both laughed, a small, absurd sound that wore away months of distance.
The victory felt fragile and loud. There was no parade, no corporate check that would redeem them. Their recognition came from neighbors who had watched the shop in its small rebellion—people who had traded a spare roll of thread, a night on a couch, an extra bowl of noodles. Word traveled by rumor and gratitude. People began to come, quietly, asking to have memories mended, to buy a small spool back from the auction network and stitch it home.
Kira considered her options. She could keep working from the shadows, stitching one life at a time. Or she could do something bolder: she could take what Hemm had once called a tidy commodity and make it communal. She had seen enough auctions to know the ledger of harm. If she could find a way to broadcast what MnemoSynth sold—show the city the seams behind the polished facade—people might stop paying for amputations.
She thought of the Lux Spool and Thread's warning: keys cost balance. She thought of Hemm's ledger of faces and the empty places he left. On the roof that afternoon, with Mina leaning against her shoulder and the sun washing the city in iron and neon, Kira made a decision. She would unbind the auction's catalog and seed it across the city's free networks. She would give the memories back their context, the neighborhood, the mundane details that made them whole. If the city learned all the faces behind the goods, perhaps they'd stop buying pieces and start buying presence.
The plan required more subtle tools than a spool and a loom. They would need access to the auction's archive, a way to mirror data across the city's dark mesh and scrub the corporate watermarks that made memories commodities. Thread offered what it could: a patch to the auction feed, a mirror node dragged into the underworks that could broadcast raw, unpruned fragments. Pip's kids would be the physical hands; Rae would lift a crate in the right place; Kira would pull the hand that stitched the broadcast.
Hemm and his men would make this unpleasant, but the group had something Hemm could not buy: the messy, stubborn love of people whose lives were stitched together one memory at a time. Under Thread's guidance, they mapped an injection point—an intersection of maintenance pipelines that fed into the auction's display nodes. Kira took the Lux Spool and fashioned from it a mirror: a way to reroute the auction's output into the city's common mesh.
On the night they moved, the city felt like a held breath. The crew split like threads: some ran the physical distraction that would keep security dancing, some took the service shafts, and Kira walked into the server room like someone carrying a prayer. The auction's displays were bright and vacuous, like a veneer of expensive remembering. Behind the glass, crates chimed with curated sentiments. Kira set the mirror into a service slot, hands steady though her knees shook.
She flipped the switch. The auction feed stuttered and then spat out raw frames: laughter without polish, the rough edges of a child's tears, the smell of burnt bread, a roof with a fence and two girls who had once made paper boats. The rawness of those memories, unwashed and stubborn, spilled into the mesh. People across decks saw them on their interfaces—fragments with context, names, places. There was a moment of scandal, then whispering, then anger. To many, the idea that a laugh could be bought as a product and stripped of its neighbors felt obscene. The city's brokers blinked, and their clients looked up from their screens as if noticing the weather for the first time.
Hemm found them mid-broadcast, furious and quick. He had a reputation for tidy endings, but he had not accounted for the city's ability to look and feel at once. Guards crashed in and there was shoving, the worst sort of corporate shove that made men into something quiet. Kira fought with hands that had been trained to sew, not to land punches, but she moved with a fury that belonged to someone defending a family's pantry. She could feel the loom's echo running through her bones: stitch, hold, do not let the seam rip.
They were bruised and scraped, but the broadcast continued. Hemm tried to pull the line, to yank the mirror offline, but the kids had looped the feed, and Thread had given them a redundancy soft enough to survive a cut. For every attempt Hemm made to close the door, the city pried it open a little wider.
The aftermath was not cinematic in the way the upper decks imagined heroics. There were no news anchors with perfect smiles. Instead, there were small scenes: a woman who had paid for a curated childhood stood on her balcony and cried as she watched an unpruned memory of a real birthday where the candles had collapsed, and she remembered what it felt like to not buy perfection. A man who had traded away a lullaby for credit walked into a park and sat on a bench, listening to children play until something inside him rewired.
MnemoSynth's stock dipped; their PR feeds scrambled with polished apologies and the usual promises. Hemm's ledger had to be rewritten. The company could not entirely undo what had been broadcast. Memory, the city discovered, was stubborn and communal if you let it be. People started coming to Kira's shop not just to buy mending but to learn how to keep the seams intact. Kira's life changed shape: more work, more gratitude, and an unavoidable visibility that made her uncomfortable in ways that were both new and honest.
Mina recovered in a way Kira hadn't expected. She did not simply snap back into her previous self; pieces returned with slight edges and a few stitches misplaced, but she laughed louder and leaned into life. She took up a part-time job helping Thread interpret old archive reels, and together they began to offer small classes in the underworks about protecting memory and resisting corporate attrition.
They had a reckoning with Hemm. He did not go to jail—MnemoSynth had money and lawyers—but he lost his position. Corporations adjust, and sometimes they throw out the men who are more trouble than they're worth. Kira took no pleasure in that. The city had its messy justice, and sometimes it was only rumor and social accounting. Still, Hemm's power waned.
As weeks folded into months, the shop became a place where people left little offerings—a spool, a soup packet, a note of thanks. Children visited and learned to stitch small things with careful fingers. Kira and Mina repaired more than clothes; they repaired the small, private ecosystems that made people human. The city outside still hummed, but there was a new tension: people began to ask where their memories came from and who had the right to sell them.
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