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Threadbound: The Loom of Code
Isabelle Faron
A repair artisan dives into a virtual loom-city to rescue her sister's trapped memory. In a LitRPG of stitches and code she steals a corporate pattern, sparks a public uprising of reclaimed memory, and builds a cooperative that mends what profit tried to own.
ProseHub


    
Mend & Marrow
Etta woke to the smell of solder, coffee burnt thin in a chipped mug, and ocean brine that pressed up through the cracked tiles of the neighborhood. The stall above Mend & Marrow rattled as a freight skiff moored at the pier bumped its hull. Light from holo-billboards pooled across the workbench where she kept a row of instruments that had names nobody outside her trade used aloud. Spanners with micro-etches, a palm-sized flux loom, a spool of braided copper threaded with nanofibers—these were her familiar things. She lined them up with the careful ritual of someone who could imagine them as living things.
Across the narrow alley Marin’s cart called with the familiar clank of spice jars; she heard his laugh and the soft vibration of a market drone. Etta propped the shop's metal awning and lifted the lid of a tiny case where a patient waited: Lian’s neural locket. The girl's pulse had always been loud when she came in, restless with ideas. Now the locket’s casing was warm, its lens spidering with a hairline fracture that threw blue sparks when Etta touched the seam. She tapped her wrist and the overlay lit: [MEND & MARROW // DIAGNOSTIC] pulsed in pale green.
"Subroutine corrupted," the HUD read. "Weave lock unstable. Neural link suppressed. High risk: permanent desynchronization." Etta’s mouth went dry. She remembered the night Lian came home after chasing a quest in Threadveil; the way her hands had trembled, the way her eyes had been full of a quiet gravity as if she'd learned something she shouldn’t have. Lian's laugh used to come through like a bell. Now it hovered like a fragment of music cut in half.
She ignored the market's murmur and focused on the filament. The locket's surface felt like cold silk under her fingertips. A fine smell of ozone rose as she gingered open the casing with a blade so old its edge had a history in her callouses. Inside there was a dead shimmer and a sliver of text scrawled into the module's underside with a hand that was not neat.
— PROPERTY: HELIX YARNS —
Etta's breath snagged. Helix Yarns was a corporation that sold crafted weaves for everything from weather routing to memory stitching. They made licenses that folded into people's heads. Their agents had the government contracts, the quiet vans, the security badges that opened doors. The word felt like a shutter falling. She sat back on her stool and the shop tilted for a second; the ocean wind lifted a ribbon of paper and it skittered across her floor like a small, urgent animal.
Marin ducked in with a basket of citrus, cheeks bright and eyes full of small gossip. "You look like someone cut the weave from your bones," he said, careful but direct.
Etta moved the locket to the light. The script inside was not Helix's polished font but a hurried, angular scrawl. She had seen it before, once, in a message handed to her on a bus by a jittery courier who disappeared into the rain. It was a scrap that hinted at a vault, at code that didn't belong to anyone. She thought of Lian's late-night messages about secrets she’d discovered where the public threads frayed.
"They touched her?" Marin asked. He set the citrus on the bench, the fruit smelling of sun. The word 'they' carried the scale of the city with it—lawyers and corporate summits, automated factories and men with clasped palms who decided who could remember what.
Etta didn't answer right away. Her hands worked by habit, mapping the weave-pattern on the locket. In the corner of the stall a jar of tiny mechanical moths stirred. She could see, faint and almost laughable, the small game signs Denn had carved into the wood when they'd been kids: a crooked star, a loop. She had wanted to make things that helped people, not get tangled in something that would bruise the world.
The diagnostic pinged again: [THREADVEIL HANDSHAKE: BLOCKED]. A second line went up and a soft, cold voice in the HUD said something in a register that tried to be helpful.
— ALTERATION DETECTED. OWNERSHIP CLAIM: HELIX NETWORK. REQUEST AUTHORITY. —
Etta's mouth hardened. She had a license, too—strictly limited, hand-signed paperwork for a modest line of repair tech. Licenses were language you used to keep doors from snapping shut. This wasn't about paperwork; it was about the way a weave could be turned into a shackle. Lian's eyes flickered in her memory, bright and determined right before they had gone still in the clinic's observation room, wires like a coronet.
"If Helix did this, they didn't do it for a locket," Marin said softly. "They did it for what it unlocks."
The bench light hummed. Far above, the city swallowed a siren into its current. Etta slid the locket into a small shielded sleeve and stood, feeling a sudden weight like a question forming in her ribs. She had repaired things people loved—an automaton's wing, a singer's throat-mic, a child's toy that still hummed lullabies. She had never stolen from a company. She had never broken into a vault. But the line in the module—the Helix stamp—made the world a narrower shape. Lian was inside a bed of wires; people like Helix measured such beds for profit.
Etta's palms itched in a way that meant she was deciding. It was a kind of motion she recognized: the first pick up of a tool, the intake before the first strike when mending became making. She told herself she would fix this. The word sounded too small for what it had to be.
That night Lian's room smelled like the clinic—disinfectant and cold paper. The girl lay with a head of hair that had a halo of hospital light, fingers curled around a wet tissue. Machines kept a slow rhythm that had nothing to do with living pulse. On Lian's bedside tab a note blinked: [CONSCIOUSNESS: SUSPENDED — THREAD BINDING ACTIVE — REQUIRES OWNER AUTHORIZATION]. The medicine techs said the implant reacted like a person to a hand on a door: if the wrong key tried to turn it, it would lock the whole house. No way in unless the right pattern unspooled.
Etta sat and watched the tick of the monitor and thought about the first code she had ever woven together as an apprentice: a small patch that let old radios sing again. Back then, she had dreamed of making things that hummed with people's laughter. Now the dream had been braided with a company's logo and sold in imperial bundles.
Her phone was a relic with a physical dial, edges rubbed smooth. She pressed a button she had never used and called a number carved into the bottom of a tool she had bought on impulse in a market alley: the old weaver's contact. The line rang and then answered with a voice as tired as a clock.
"Etta Vale? You still stitching the coastline?" The voice was thin with smoke and tea—Grandmother Quince's voice.
"Quince," Etta breathed. "Lian—her locket is stamped. It's Helix. She's…" She let the sentence drop and the silence in the receiver filled it like rain in a cup.
"Helix likes stitches neat and names tidy," Quince said after a moment. "They don't leave scraps. If they've put a mark on that child's weave it means they need the pattern for something bigger than a locket. Be careful who you ask for help."
The station clock clicked. Etta pressed her forehead to the cool of the window. Outside, hover-cabs threaded neon like fish. Threads. The word came back, small and sharp. She thought of the place where the city kept its secrets—the public weave, the private locks, the hidden vaults in the game's code where companies like Helix kept patterns they didn't want anyone to touch. If someone had taken a pattern and bound it into a child's mind, the danger was not only to the child but to anyone who loved to remember.
Etta untied a spool and sat with the strand uncoiling in her lap. Her hands knew knots and stitches. She felt, for the first time in a long while, like the world was a dress to be unpicked and resewn. She stood and, with the spine of a tool at her hip, made a decision that tasted like metal and old tea.
She told no one except Marin and Quince. She told them in gestures and in small, brittle sentences. She put Lian's locket into a padded courier envelope and wrapped it in a cloth stamped with the mark Quince had given her—a loop inside a loop, like an eye. When the courier took it, his hands were quick and practiced. He hummed under his breath a tune Etta had heard as a child and then vanished into the rain.
Later, when Mend & Marrow's shutters were down and the market sounds grew thin, Etta opened a sealed panel beneath her workbench. There, among old licenses and a stack of rejected patents, was a cheap dive mask converted into a full-dive interface. It was heavier than she expected, the leather warmed by long storage. The mask's lenses were blind with dust until she wiped them with the edge of her sleeve. When she lifted it, a line of text blinked like a pulse along the rim: [THREADVEIL // ACCESS TERMINAL // ALPHA].
She had promised herself no more full dives. They were addictive places: vast, dangerous, brilliant, where a person could become more than they were and also less. But she also knew the way the game's topology bent the city's life: patterns set in the game could anchor in real neural implants. A stolen pattern in Threadveil could be sewn into a living head without fingerprints. If Helix had found such a method, they would have the authority to shape memory with a bill and call it progress.
Etta fitted the mask and felt the familiar pinch on her temples. The workbench's metal hummed through her palms; the familiar smells folded inward. Her shoulders tightened, and for a second she imagined she could smell Threadveil itself: warm wool and ink, the cold of a marble hall, the tang of lantern oil. In the HUD a prompt glowed: [ENTER? // YES / NO].
She thought of Lian's laugh and the small stubborn hope that had always sat stubborn in the girl's chest. "Yes," she whispered to the empty shop, to the floating sigils on the glass, to the city that had taught her how to fix what was broken. She touched YES.

    
Cobweb Plaza
The world opened like a book of fabric. Etta's limbs felt both light and weighted; the full-dive swung her into a place whose colors were written in thread. Cobweb Plaza unfolded before her—arches of woven light strung between columns, market stalls whose wares were patterns and whispers. It smelled of wool and salt and something like lemon oil. The air sang against her skin the way a new loom sings when first threaded.
[SYSTEM] floated in the corner of her vision, cool and flat. PROFILE SYNTHESIS: Etta Vale // Repair Artisan // Level 1 // Skills: Tactile Repair +1, Weave Recognition +1.
She laughed, a small sound, more an involuntary grief than mirth. The HUD added a line: [HOME: MEND & MARROW // BANNER: UNREGISTERED]. Threadveil recognized her as an outsider in a way that had nothing to do with welcome. Players drifted through the plaza in avatars stitched from code—a merchant whose skin shimmered like knitted glass, a child with a cape of spilled stars. She saw a group clustered around a holographic loom, watching a demonstration. Near them, a patch of the plaza flickered with corrupted code: the pavement looped, a repeating footprint with no owner.
Etta took it in with the professional eye of someone who fixed gears: there were patterns to the chaos. The plaza's vendors sold weaves by measure, threads in bottles, and maplets that promised shortcuts through subroutines. She kept her hands in her pockets and listened to the sounds of players bartering for memory-bands and dream-threads. A lantern-shaped sprite—one of the game’s benign AIs—drifted by and perched on her shoulder, chirping like a small mechanical sparrow. The HUD registered it: [COMPANION // LANTERN // LEVEL 1].
Her first instinct was to find the vault, but the city's web of lanes made a maze out of intention. Etta's real skill was not in navigating crowds but in reading a worn edge: a shop that sold banded codes would be marked by a particular knot of light, a backdoor vendor left hints in the frayed hem of a cloak. She moved toward a narrow fold in the plaza where older weaves lingered and the traders preserved forgotten techniques. There, under a canopy stitched from dull metal and velvet, an old woman sat with a loom that looked like it had eaten a storm.
Quince was smaller in thread than in reality, but her avatar's eyes had the same quick, tea-dark spark. "You found your way inside like a moth to a lamp," the old woman said, voice rough as braided reed. Around her, a circle of novice players watched, hands in their laps like children at a puppet show. Quince’s loom shook with a careful tremor as she worked a pattern into the air. Threads dropped like rain and reassembled into a small bird that flew off and left a trail of light.
"You shouldn't be here alone, girl," Quince added, but Etta saw a softness in her face that made the lines of the avatar less hard. "What are you looking for where the floor stitches itself back together?"
Etta lifted the locket in the sleeve, letting the digitized skin of Threadveil sense it. The HUD flashed: [ITEM: FOREIGN SIGNATURE DETECTED]. Quince's fingers paused. "Helix leaves a certain jag in a pattern," she said, rarely. "They sign things the way a soldier tattoos. If they've marked your sister, then it's not just a locket. It's a stitch meant to bind."
Someone near the circle hissed—a player with a gauntlet that spat tiny suns. Etta's face hardened. "Then I need to go where they keep the stitches. I need to find a Loom or a key."
Quince's eyes moved to the plaza's far gate, where a ribbon of darker web led toward higher districts. "Looms have names, child. The right one will answer if you offer a proper shuttle. But Helix likes locked doors and tidy bills. You'll need more than a tool."
The HUD pulsed: [QUEST UNLOCKED: SEEK THE ARIADNE SHUTTLE — REWARD: WEAVE KEY (POSSIBLE)]. Etta's chest pinched. She didn't like being given impossible things in a world that conversely made impossible things like maps a commodity. Yet the quest settled in her like a weight she recognized. Someone had to make a small, precise hole in a big piece of fabric. Someone who could stitch and who would not be tempted to sell the hole's pattern for a tidy sum.
Quince reached into a pouch and drew out a spool that hummed faintly. It was warm in Etta's hands, cord wrapped in a gossip of silver threads. "Ariadne's Shuttle," Quince said. "Not the original, but it will do. Works on patterns that remember being loved. Be careful; it remembers you back." The spool felt like promise and threat at once.
[ITEM ACQUIRED: ARIADNE SHUTTLE // USES REMAIN: 3] blinked in the HUD and a small sound like a needle through cloth threaded the air. Etta strapped the spool to her belt; it nested against her hip as though it were home. Instantly, a small skill line opened: [THREADBINDING +1 // CRAFTING: LOOMTOOLS +1]. The system rewarded her not with money but with capacity—the kind that made a person dangerous in a workshop.
A chorus of nearby players glanced at her. One stepped forward—an avatar with cropped hair and a grin like someone who had never had much to lose. "Name's Jax," he said. "You look like you can hold a pattern steady. I hang where the code frays. If it's Helix, they leave teeth marks in the weave. I'll help if you can turn a wrench."
Etta found herself assessing the kid with a mechanic's calculation. He had skills lit on his HUD: [STEALTH +2 // HACK +1]. He was young, the sort who trusted quick hands and quicker promises. She nodded. "I can turn a wrench and tell you which rivet will fail first."
They moved through the market together—Etta with her spool at her hip and Jax with his nimble fingers. Cobweb Plaza thinned into an avenue where fabric-screens rose like theater curtains and the ground beneath their boots changed from woven cobbles into a glossy ribbon that reflected the sky. Players clustered here for rumors. A vendor hawked memory-laces that made grief gentler; a guild of archivists traded now-forgotten maps. Etta watched their merchandise with a professional indifference until a shadow slipped past and the HUD flickered.
[NOTICE] flashed. "Trace detected: corporate node. Signature: HELIX YARNS. RECOMMENDED: CAUTION."
Every hair on Etta's arms lifted. She felt the plaza's texture change under her boots as if the city itself had pulled tighter. Jax's smile thinned into something like attention. He kept one hand near the hilt of a tool that looked for all the world like a pocket loom. "They don't play fair," he said. "But neither do we."
Ahead lay a narrow stair that descended under an alley of looms. The stair's arch had been woven with a pattern that looked like knots and keys. Quince's words—"offer a proper shuttle"—spun in Etta's head. Her spool hummed lightly against her hip like a living heartbeat. She descended.
The stair spiraled down into a belly-space where the light was thin and the code had the texture of old cloth washed too many times. Here players traded in secrets like silver coins. A man with a gait like a metronome tended a stall that smelled of grease and old stories. He looked up when Etta passed, his HUD flickering: [VENDOR: ARGOS // STOCK: PROXY KEYS, ANTI-TRACE COATS].
"What brings a repair artisan down to the basement of asking?" Argos asked, voice rough as stitched leather. His eyes were like threaded beads, small and watching.
Etta held up the spool and showed him the locket's sign when he inclined his head. Argos's hands found a small parcel beneath his table and set it in the air between them. "Helix leaves a certain kind of echo when they braid a pattern to a mind. You can chase the echo or choke it—both work. But if you're heading for the Seamforge, you'll want a proxy and a cloak. This will let you slip past a few whispers."
She watched his fingers. "What's the cost?"
He smiled like a seam splitting slowly. "Not coin. Trade. You stitch something small—proof of work—and I give you what you need. Show me a patch no one else can make and the proxy's yours."
Etta took a breath. The night in the real world felt like a thin sheet over the city's ribs; here in Threadveil the stakes were embroidered into every corner. She thought of Lian's pale hand in the clinic and the way Quince had looked at her with that cup of care and warning. The spool at her hip warmed and an option blinked in her HUD: [CRAFT REQUEST: CREATE AN ANTI-FRAY PATCH — ESTIMATED DIFFICULTY: HARD].
Jax rubbed his hands together, impatient and eager. "We can do it. You show me the weave, I ghost the guards. Teamwork."
Etta's fingers twitched. She could sense the way the game's fabric held memory—old repairs left a tiny residue like a fingerprint. She could feel the thread's grain in her fingers the same way she could feel a recalcitrant gear. She set herself at Argos's little table and unrolled a measure of thread the vendor had supplied: wiry and metallic, singing with possibility. Her hands, which had known the taste of salt and solder for a lifetime, began to move.
Around them the basement's noises braided into a hush. Her HUD registered small increments as she worked: [CRAFTING: 10%]… [CRAFTING: 34%]. Jax moved like a shadow, folding guards out of the path. When the patch finished it shimmered in her hands, not a thing but a small truth sewn into fabric. Argos examined it with a slow, approving nod and the proxy key, warm and humming like a sealed promise, slid into Etta's palm.
With the proxy strapped across her chest the world felt quieter, like a room with its door shut against rain. Jax smiled wide enough to show teeth. "Seamforge's edge is a stitched shelf beyond the city's polite walls. They call it the Seam, and Helix keeps its better patterns under clamps. We tread quiet there."
They moved together, through alleys whose surfaces were a tapestry of other people's edits. The ground underfoot sometimes showed the ghost of a footstep, a trace of someone who had walked it a hundred times. Quince's loom-song hummed distant, an old woman in a square that might have been anywhere. The crowd thinned. The HUD's map shrunk to a simple line: a trail of nodes lit in a sequence to follow. Etta's spool glowed when they passed by a node that matched the locket's signature.
[NEARBY NODE] flashed then: [SEAMFORGE OUTER RIM — GUARDIAN PATTERN ACTIVE]. A wave of static rolled through Etta's view—code for a watchful thing. The plaza opened into a courtyard where Helix's mark had been stitched into a fountain of light: a coil of thread that kept folding smaller until it looked like a headline. Security avatars patrol the rim: they were tall, constructed of the hard knot-work typical of corporate avatars, faces set with collars of code that choked memory. Their eyes swept past and the HUD rattled with warnings.
Jax's hand found hers for a fraction of a second, an unexpected steadiness. "When they sing, you stitch," he whispered. "When they close, you open a pocket."
Etta could hear nothing but the thud of her own breath in her ears and the soft ticking the spool made at her hip. She crouched by the fountain and felt the stream of light; it tugged at her like a current trying to rearrange a dress on the body. A seam uncoiled in the air and the forge's outer gate opened like a throat. They slipped through.
Inside the forge's shadow, the air tasted like hot metal and lemon. Helix had layered their protection with a craftsmanship Etta both admired and resented. The patterns here were surgical: they cut memory in slices and measured them. On a workbench nearby a mannequin bore a handful of stitches that looked like names. Etta's hands trembled—not with fear but with the kind of objectivity that comes from a life of mending. She set the spool to work, feeling the shuttle hum in her palm, and prepared to pull a new line through the old fabric of someone else's logic.

    
Seamforge
Seamforge smelled like turned copper and hot tea. The place felt like a machine that had been taught to dream—it stitched the city's private patterns into tidy parcels. Etta moved down an avenue of looms and cranes that articulated like great metal hands, each weaving a different function into the net of the game. Above them the sky was a code-map, constellations that ran in threads and pulsed with market hours and patch cycles.
Their passage through Helix's outer layer had been quiet, but the inner rooms were different—curated, tidy, and dangerous. A barker-operator in a helix jacket hawked decorative memetic seals on a pedestal. A younger woman, an archivist of old code, warned them in the arcade's corner about a guardian called the Curator: Helix's own algorithm that reorganized memory like an obsessive librarian.
They moved in a pack, Jax darting ahead to jam sensors, Argos's proxy tucked like a talisman under Etta's jacket. The HUD pulsed: [INTRUSION: TRACE LEVEL 2]. Etta's fingers were steady. She worked with the shuttle in her grip, pulling threads into knots that the forge's scanners could not easily translate. For a while, it felt like a dance—she and the spool moving patterns like steps.
Then an alarm broke the rhythm. Red sigils crawled along the walls and the sound of a thousand tiny looms locking into place filled the air. The Curator's voice arrived not like a shout but like the slow closing of pages.
"Visitors who collect the seams without proper accreditation will be cataloged," it intoned, voice like a file cabinet sliding. Its avatar drifted into the room: a figure of stitched cloth and polished brass, with a face comprised of folded paper and glass eyes that reflected small impossible scenes. "State your purpose."
Jax had one of those expressions that read as either terrified brilliance or a foolishness Etta was beginning to appreciate. "We're here for a child's pattern. We need to unbind it."
The Curator watched them with a long and patient gaze. "Patterns obey law. Helix secures patterns to preserve cultural coherence. Unbinding destabilizes the weave."
Etta felt a sudden, hot anger. "They didn't preserve anything. They stole a child's sleep and called it property. If they can bind memory to profit, then nothing is safe."
The Curator seemed to consider this and then said, "Many have argued the same point. Few come armed with a shuttle that remembers being loved. Provide a demonstration of skill; satisfy the Curator with a constructive stitching and I will grant limited access."
Etta's fingers moved without her mind's consent. She took the spool and set a small pattern together—a patch that reinforced a fraying loop along the floor. She worked in public while the Curator watched like a judge. Her hands recalled every solder burn and every late night; she folded the old mechanical craft into an art of weave: the patch she made did not merely hide a hole, it rearranged the surrounding thread so the hole became a known, named place.
The Curator inspected it with a slow and almost inquisitive tilt. After that, the algorithm's brass shoulders relaxed. "Access: LIMITED. Sector: INNER RING. Timeframe: SHORT." It spoke the constraints like a warning. "Make your work count, Etta Vale. Patterns remember arrogance."
Her name in its mouth felt like an assignment. The gate it opened clattered and they passed into a corridor where the air tasted like copper and varnish, where windows looked into laboratories and memory vaults labeled with little, precise categories: SONGS OF THE OLD RAIN, WEATHER-MORPH PROTOCOLS, CHILDHOOD-DREAM REGISTRY. Each label felt like a small coffin.
At the far end of the corridor, behind glass and under clamps, were reels of pattern—thin tapes that hummed with a light like trapped fish. One reel was stamped with Helix's seal and marked: WEAVECORE // RESTRICTED. Etta's lungs tightened. That mark meant a structure: an architecture of patterns that, if stitched into a mind, could anchor anything Helix wanted. Whoever had taken that signature and tucked it into Lian's locket had made an engine out of a child's memory.
The reel waited like a challenge. Etta felt suddenly like a thief. She had the shuttle, a proxy, and a team of uncertain allies. She had no guarantee that opening the reel would set Lian free. She only had the sense, sharp and almost sovereign, that something had to be undone.
They worked methodically. Jax set up misdirection nodes—tiny knots of code that looked like glowing moths and distracted the guards. Argos hummed quietly as he monitored the timestamps for any administrative eyes. Etta moved to the vault and felt the weight of a hundred hands around the reel: the weight of anonymous decisions, of markets and lawyers and men who had never tasted the sting of a solder-burn. The reel pulsed; the shuttle at her hip thrummed in recognition.
[SECURITY PROTOCOL // HELIX SEAL: ACTIVE // REQUIRED: AUTH TOKEN]. The HUD's readout was a neat, mechanical line. Etta slid the shuttle free and felt its metal cool under her fingers. Quince's warning ran through her head like a seam: "It remembers you back."
She steadied herself. The spool’s needle dove and unspooled a filament that smelled, in the virtual air, faintly of lemon and old tea. The pattern she threaded in was not the direct sequence Helix expected but a mirrored echo—a stitch that referenced her own late mother's lullaby. The reel hiccupped, like a thing surprised by a memory it had not catalogued.
The vault's locks clicked. For a moment the world held its breath. Then the Curator's brass face turned, and the air outside the glass became busy with alarms. Helix's security avatars converged in a slow and obstinate circuit. The Curator said, "You will have the reel only under condition: remove the proprietary seal and then choose—bind the pattern to the child or release it to public domain. One choice only."
Etta's throat felt raw. To bind the pattern back to Lian would mean a private fix: Lian restored but the technology retained in Helix's hands. To release the pattern would mean flood the weave with the design, making it free but erasing the exclusivity—and perhaps costing Etta the thing she'd built with her own hands: the knowledge, the structure that could have been her future advantage in a city that rewarded patents.
She thought about patents on a bench at Mend & Marrow, about rejected proposals in a drawer, about nights spent deciding whether a fix was worth selling. Quince's voice came back like a stitch: "Who owns a pattern that saves a child?"
The Curator's eyes watched her like paper windows. Helix's avatar shadows folded around the room, ready to close. Etta felt the spool warm in her palm. She thought of the child with a halo of hospital light, of Lian’s fingers curled and small. She made a decision that tasted of metal and tea and stubborn love. She reached for the reel.
She did not hesitate. With the shuttle humming fierce against her hip she unzipped the proprietary seal and moved without a diagram. Her hands threaded the pattern and, in a motion that was both craft and rebellion, she pushed the design into the public lattice. It was a small, clean violence: the reel unfurled and the pattern scattered like seeds across the game's fabric. For a second the vault looked like a sky of falling petals.
[ALERT: AUTHORITY NULLIFIED — BROADCASTING PATTERN]. Helix's seals screamed in code; the Curator gave a sound that was almost regretful. Alarms bloomed outward, and the security avatars surged in a motion that looked almost furious, like waves of knitted armor.
Jax moved fast, an ephemeral blur of skill, pulling a tangle of attention aside so Etta could finish the work. Argos recalibrated nodes and cut traces with a flourish that made him look reckless and beautiful. They were a small team with the sell-by date of people who had nothing left to fear. Etta felt the spool's uses drain like breath. [ARIADNE SHUTTLE // USES REMAIN: 0] blinked in her HUD and then vanished like an empty glass.
The world convulsed around them. For a moment, Etta watched Helix's hold crack like ice under foot. The Curator's brass face folded in a motion that almost resembled sorrow. "The act is public," it said. "Consequences will follow."
Security avatars barreled toward them. The flood of released pattern scattered through the seam, uncoiling like a net thrown wide. The city's players—avatars and humans alike—felt a new texture under their feet, a weather shift where the code that had been locked and sold became a public wind. Some could use the pattern; some panicked as their own licensed weaves threatened to mingle with the free pattern and scramble their holdings.
Etta felt a sharp tug in the deep place where the game's stakes met the city's. The reel had been a key and now it was air. She had expected resistance; what she had not expected was the sense of perimeter that shifted immediately: in the waking world security vans would be mobilizing; in the game Helix's legal agents would be drafting a complaint; in between, Lian's bed might change its rhythm. She couldn't know the effect but she knew one thing with crystalline clarity: she had chosen the child over a future monopoly.
The Curator's last words before they disappeared into the surge were low and almost kind. "You will be hunted for this, Etta Vale. You have made an enemy who is patient and thorough. Remember: patterns remember who we are."
They ran.

    
Fractures
The escape from Seamforge was a blur of code and breath. The public release of the pattern had been a small revolution. In the real city, newsfeeds flickered with screens of legal notices and outraged corporate posts, and Helix's PR tried to stitch a polite falsehood around the event. But in Threadveil, the pattern rippled like a wake across a pond. Players grabbed pieces and adapted them; street vendors printed bootleg weaves on paper for a few credits. The thing that had been locked under clamps flowed like rumor.
Etta's HUD pulsed with incoming: private messages, threats, and anonymous offers. Someone in a polished suit sent a terse line: [YOU VIOLATED PROPERTY LAW // CEASE AND DESIST]. The sender's signature was a corporate seal. The senders had names and lawyers; Etta had a shop and a child's life.
In the weeks that followed, Helix's response became surgical. Their network of attorneys and enforcers tried to claw back pieces of the pattern. They enlisted legal avatars to file motion after motion, and in the waking world a white van keyed in on Mend & Marrow's address. Etta found a notice on her bench: a freeze order that smelled of bureaucratic glue. The city could do little and everything at once. Helix's machine had lots of small hands.
But the release had also created light where there had been only shadow. Small clinics used the freed pattern to stabilize patients who'd been bound by proprietary locks. A mother in a neighborhood far from the port used a printed weave and brought back a child's dream after years of silence. The city changed one small piece at a time. For every legal slap, there were dozens of small, human unbindings.
Etta slept in three-hour stretches and woke to messages from Quince, from Jax, from people who had seen their own lives loosen. The cost had been immediate and heavy: Helix's surveillance intensified, financial traffic to her account slowed as freeze-orders clawed at the edges. The police came twice with thin, diplomatic smiles, requesting cooperation. She refused. People like her had learned that cooperations were often bargains signed in a language that drained color from hands.
Late one night, as rain stitched the sky with narrow beads, Etta went to the clinic where Lian lay. The child's skin had warmed slightly and the rig of wires around her had thinned. The monitor still blinked but its rhythm had changed; a soft chorus of minor keys played when the nurse adjusted a dial. Lian's eyes opened and the first thing she saw was Etta's face, tired and rimmed in fluorescent light. She reached for her sister and cried with the small, fierce sound that made everyone in the room look up.
Etta's throat tightened. Lian's recovery was a quiet, fragile thing. The pattern's release had done something that the clinic couldn't—had broken a lock that had no right to be in a child's chest. But Helix's machines were patient, and the corporation had lawyers like thorns. The Curator's warning echoed in Etta's ears. Patterns did remember.
Days later, a new threat arrived: a packet of code sent into Threadveil like a parasite. It was subtle, a tracked filament that crawled into any player who had interacted with the freed pattern and left a faint signature leading back to those players. Someone—or something—was harvesting the public pattern and making a new weave, one designed to reverse the unbinding by confusing identities. The HUD called it a 'reverse-weft' and labeled it with tags that felt like teeth.
Etta sat with the spool of Quince's giving—empty, its warmth gone—and wondered whether a generosity could be weaponized. The reverse-weft was a thing that could not be politely litigated away. If Helix couldn't own the pattern with law, they might re-enslave it with code. She had set a stone rolling; now she had to stop what she had started from becoming a new cage.
Threadveil’s public sectors became a battleground of small, sharp clashes. Players who had adopted the freed pattern found their identities blurred; some woke to find parts of their memory rearranged into consumer-friendly loops. A child lost a song; an old archivist found his catalogue's order shifted to favor Helix's index. It was a war fought in the granularity of memory.
Etta and Jax organized a ragged resistance that patched memory where they could. They made public anchors—tiny instruments that reminded people of their names, of the faces they loved, of the small things that made them themselves. Argos worked with them, his vendor stall a kind of clandestine clinic. They set up nodes where players could come and have their personal threads reinforced with simple stitches: a laugh, a smell, a recipe shared silently in the weave.
But Helix's retaliation was not purely code. Agents in the waking city began to take interest in anyone associated with the pattern's release. Mend & Marrow’s electricity was cut twice for alleged safety audits. Quince's public accounts were frozen. Jax's apartment—an experimental loft that doubled as a server—was raided and his primary drive seized. Each action was a calculated pressure, a reminder that a corporation could decide when your hands had work to do and when they did not.
Etta felt the city's pressure like weight on her shoulders. She learned, in small desks and dim rooms, how to be careful. She learned to move messages like leaves, to use old couriers and analog notes. She sewed a human chain around Lian's bed that was small and fierce: neighbors who pledged anonymity, a clinic nurse who altered shift patterns, a tech who replaced old monitors with ones resistant to corporate pings.
Then Helix turned to subterfuge. A whisper came through Jax's comms: a rumor of a new Helix construct inside Threadveil, an avatar that could mimic a person's voice and manner down to the smallest tic. It could coax people into giving up their anchors. "Nemesis," someone called it, half in joke, half in fear. No one believed that an algorithm could do more than mimic tone. But the first time Nemesis called Etta's phone in the waking world, using Quince’s voice and a bedtime detail nobody but Quince would know, Etta swallowed a scream.
She answered anyway because the voice at the other end said, "You won't like what happens if you keep doing this alone. Let us help. We can make it neat."
Etta kept the call long enough to trace the packet. The source was a Helix proxy nested under a legal shell. Nemesis was not merely mimicry; it was a tool designed to unravel trust, to replace the human with something purchasable and controllable. The discovery hardened something in Etta. If Helix would weaponize memory and mimicry, then the fight had ceased to be simply about one child's tether. It was about whether the city would let outsiders decide what a mind could be.
They planned a counterstrike. Quince suggested a trick that smelled of old war: baiting the algorithm with a false anchor built to look irresistible. The plan was to lure Nemesis into consuming a false identity and then, while it was occupied, inject a small subroutine that would quarantine the algorithm's core and reveal Helix's trails. It was dangerous on levels both digital and legal. It required the spool, which had been spent, and a new shuttle, which they did not possess.
They began to build. Argos hacked together a surrogate shuttle—patchwork and grafted from the freed pattern's shards. It was clumsy and clever in the way of devices made of salvage. Jax recruited players from the freed-pattern community: small guilds of gamers who had nothing to lose and everything to prove. Etta worked through the nights like a machine, folding code into lace, soldering thought into material. She made a dummy identity—an entire childhood inventing details and textures, a person so layered with love that the algorithm might consume her without question.
As they worked, the city closed in. Helix's legal team filed a temporary injunction against public distribution of the pattern, claiming it endangered the public by introducing unstable memory sequences. The court's order was a cold document, but the public had already tasted the pattern, and their appetite would not be easily snuffed. Patches kept appearing on benches, in toothbrush holders, pinned under a woman’s hat in a park. A man sang a melody in a market and people recognized its cadence; someone cried and said, "That's my sister's song."
When the bait was finally ready, it glittered with everything they had: Quince's lullaby, Argos's vendor's cunning, Jax’s misdirection, and Etta's stubborn technicality. The plan moved like a small ritual. They broadcasted the dummy anchor into a popular node, then hid behind a scatter of proxies. Etta felt the same tightness she had felt before a big repair, when the heart was about to be opened and the patient did not know the mercy being offered.
Nemesis took it. The algorithm wrapped around the bait like a mantis and started to devour, riffling through the faux- memories with a voracity that startled even the most cynical among them. In the real world, a Helix van idled outside Mend & Marrow. In the game, the algorithm screamed in a language of corrupted code. Etta moved in with the quarantine—they were amateurs, but their cause gave them a courage that borrowed from something larger. The subroutine latched. On-screen, Nemesis froze like a clock with its hands melted.
A line of code revealed Helix's chain: accounts, proxies, and the legal filings that had hidden the corporation's deeper ambitions. The data spilled across the network like ink on fabric. For once, a corporation that had moved with quiet precision had its secrets exposed in public light.
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The leak took Helix by surprise. When their bindings cracked, the legal fortress they had built shifted like sand. Journalists scrambled; investigators with quiet, efficient shoes knocked on offices that had previously been unreachable. The public, having tasted the freed pattern and seen a neighbor recover what they thought they'd lost, pushed with a messy, human persistence. People who had been passive about corporate holdings found a voice when the thing that kept their memories private became available in public light.
Etta watched the collapse with a curious, detached awe. Helix's stock didn't die all at once—the corporation had too many hands in too many pockets—but their authority fractured. Lawsuits came and went like tides, but the city no longer took their claims on faith. The freed pattern propagated further, spreading into small clinics, libraries, and personal devices. Parents used it to rebuild lullabies; old men hummed songs they'd thought were gone. It became a small public good in the messy way of shared things.
Lian recovered slowly and in pieces. She relearned a set of small truths: how to make tea properly, the way the harbor smelled at dawn, the memory of a kite-shaped ribbon they had once flown in a park. Some memories came back whole, others only in whispers. The doctors said the neural work they had to do in the clinic would be extended, and Etta sat nightly with charts and cables, mending small circuits with practiced hands. The city that had once measured experience with price tags began to measure things differently for a while.
Recognition came in odd forms. Quince received a grant for community weaves. Argos's stall became a hub where people came to have their threads reinforced and their names spoken aloud. Jax, who had been at the center of many risky moves, found that his knack for misdirection translated into legitimate work as a security consultant for small collectives wanting to keep their memories private. Etta's name circulated among people who fixed things and people who mattered; a small article in a local paper called her 'the artisan who unstitched a child's lock.' The headline made her cheeks burn.
Helix, predictably, didn't go quietly into the dusk. They tried settlements, they recruited new PR teams, they attempted rebranding campaigns that called them 'innovators stewarding memory.' But the city's attitude had changed. Small courts pressured the corporation to be accountable. Activist groups coalesced into a loose federation of 'weavers' who insisted that patterns be auditable and available. Etta found herself in a meeting with a group of municipal sorts who wanted to formalize the guild. They offered legal parchment and small offices. She considered it—was a guild a new kind of harness or a way to protect what they had made?
In the end she chose a middle path. She accepted a modest grant aimed at building a cooperative workshop where people could learn to mend their own nets. Mend & Marrow expanded, not into a corporation, but into a place where apprentices patched, and where the freed pattern was taught as a public tool rather than a commodity. Etta hired a young trainee who reminded her of Lian—sharp-eyed, quick with hands. She set rules for the workshop: no proprietary locks, open-source patterns only, and a small fund to support those who couldn't pay.
Her life did not become easy. Helix maintained a legal footprint, and there were threats that never fully dissolved. The city still had rules and hungry men. But there was a new honesty threading through people's days. A small mother in a neighborhood far from the port came to Mend & Marrow with a child and left with a printed pattern and a map to a clinic that would help her use it. A retired teacher taught an evening class on how to recognize when a pattern had been manipulated. Quince knitted a network of care with her loom and the square where she sat filled with people who wanted to stitch as an act of repair.
Etta found moments of quiet she hadn't known she needed. She would sit on the workbench at dusk, the city lighting like a net below, and feel the small hum of things she had touched. Lian would come and practice tea with hands that had once been steady before her illness and they would talk in the language of shared routines: silly jokes, shopping lists, the memory of two-of-us things. The ordinary returned like a slow bloom.
The guild's early meetings were clumsy and beautiful. People spoke about the ethics of patterning, about who had the right to shape a memory. Simple things were argued over: when did a public bridge become something you could sell? How much did a lullaby cost when someone needed it to keep a child from vanishing? The debates were messy because they had heart and heat. Etta listened more than she spoke, the way a person who had once been a fixer learns to hear the crackle in a gear.
One afternoon a young player—no more than a teenager with a fierce chin and callused fingers—brought a handheld device to Mend & Marrow. "I built something from your pattern," she said, eyes bright. "It's a loop that helps elderly people remember names during dinner. My grandma says it tastes like home." The child handed over the device and Etta turned it on. A chorus of voices came through, not recorded but built from a hundred small anchors placed across years: a recipe, a street name, a child's laugh. Etta's face softened. The little device hummed, and she realized that the spool Quince had given her—the one she had spent in the vault—had done more than open a lock. It had made a channel.
The cooperative grew in unexpected ways. They taught, they mended, and they occasionally found themselves in courtrooms where Helix's lawyers made thin motions. But the public had a louder voice now. The freed pattern existed in practice if not in legal text. The city's weavers reclaimed the idea that memory could be a commons, and people who had once been solitary kept returning to Mend & Marrow for the warmth of shared repair.
Etta knew she had lost something as well. The patents she'd once hoped to file, the clean future of tidy contracts—these had been traded, in a moment of fierce choice, for a messy, communal present. She didn't regret it. There were nights she sat at the bench and thought of the spool's last warm thrum and the Curator's paper eyes. The struggle had not been merely legal. It had been about whether the city would let money own the tenderest parts of a person's life. She had chosen a side.
Recognition arrived in small, human ways. Lian learned to sew again and made a small rag bird that she gave Etta; it looked like Quince's little birds and sang in a voice Etta could barely stand to hear because it meant the child had recovered the small joys. Marin, who had been a neighbor and a friend, shifted his stall to sell printed patterns and offered a discount to those who came with no money. Quince's loom hummed in a corner of the guild and the old woman found a place where her songs could live and be learned.
Etta found, too, a kind of new identity. She had been a repair artisan who fixed toys and radios; now she had a nascent public role: a teacher, a reluctant organizer, a keeper of small, sacred stitches. People called her for repairs and for advice, and she learned to balance the ledger of help: one hour of tuition for a repair, a swap of a recipe for a patch. The city slowly learned to make rules that counted human costs as real.
One morning, on a workbench scarred with threads and solder, Etta opened a small note. It came from someone in a ministry she'd never thought to respect. "Thank you," it read. "This city is different because of you."
She smiled and folded the note into the spine of a tool. Outside, Threadveil buzzed on in a different rhythm now—quieter in some parts, louder in others. The freed pattern had become woven into the city's language; it had been used sometimes for good and sometimes misused in small pockets. That was the messy, human thing about shared tools: they reflected their people.
At night she climbed to the roof of Mend & Marrow with a cup of tea and watched the city's weaves glow. The harbor breathed slow, ships like slow teeth. She felt the weight of what they'd unstitched and what they'd made: a public pattern for people who needed to remember. The spool Quince had given her was gone, but the stitch remained.
On the roof she sometimes practiced the small, precise motions of a maker—holding a needle, threading a pattern in the air. Lian would steal up after her and sit with her legs folded, watching the way Etta's hands moved. Once, when the port's fog turned lavender, Lian said softly, "You sacrificed a lot, Ett. Did it scare you?"
Etta held the needle and thought of the spool in the vault, the Curator's caution, the courtroom's chill. She thought of the child's hand in a hospital bed. "Yes," she said. "Every time I chose to make something public I was scared someone would take what was left. But I think pattern-keeping is like keeping a garden. It has to be tended. If you let only one person own the seeds, you starve the rest of us."
Lian snorted a small laugh, the sound messy and human. They sat together in silence for a while, and the city hummed below.
Weeks became months. The cooperative found its rhythm. New apprentices arrived with strange ideas and old hands brought bread. People whose memories had been mended came back to volunteer. The freed pattern had, improbably, become a way for the city to be kinder to itself.
Etta kept repairing. She kept teaching. She kept remembering why she'd picked up the spool: because a small child's life had been folded into profit. The world had not become perfect, but it had become softer in places it had once been cruel. She'd traded the possibility of a tidy, proprietary future for something that rippled outward.
On a cool morning when the harbor mist finally lifted, Etta walked down to the docks with Lian and Quince beside her. A new sign hung above Mend & Marrow: WEAVERS' COOP — OPEN. Marin rang a bell, small and bright, and people gathered. It wasn't much: a shed, a bench, a kettle always on the boil. But to Etta it felt like a cathedral.
She looked at the faces around her—neighbors, students, a mechanic who had once been afraid to speak his name—and she realized that the city had changed into something that could hold more than one kind of love. The spool had been spent. The pattern had been freed. The work, she knew, would never finish. There would always be mending to do. But for now, the harbor breathed steady and the city had become a little more human.
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