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For the ones who make ordinary days feel like home.
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“Love, like learning, is a practice—again and again.”
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The basin held secrets the way skin holds scars. Tomás Álvarez read the first tremor in the line before the floor admitted it, watching grey traces jitter like nerves. Below, the stairwell was blocked by the ghosts of appliances, and a woman with a torch and a wedge bar was making the building honest. When their hands met on the steel and lifted together, it was competence first—then the quiet shock of recognising another person who refused to look away from the risk.
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CHAPTER 1

The Trace
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SING OF THEFAULTLINE

Laura Carpenter

Thought for 4m 4s

I read the foreshock first in the line, not the floor. A faint lift in the trace, a stutter like a breath caught between ribs. The screen is a sea of grey with my code scrawled along the margins—filters, thresholds, a stubborn comment I refuse to delete: conservative first, stupid never. The roof is warm from the day and damp from last night’s shower; laundry lines cross above me like quiet wires of music. I hold still, count.

Three seconds later the rooftop boiler ticks as if in reply. The cheap mug on the parapet shivers. To the south, the city is an ink-blue there-and-back of headlights, and the red blink of the Torre Latina hums like a metronome. The tremor is nothing big, not for Mexico City. But the city knows it’s never just the magnitude; it’s soil and story. A foreshock can be a whisper or a promise.

I tap out the alert to our tiny group. “Micro at 02:13. South basin. 3–5 sec duration. Stay easy.” Slack answers with a string of sleepy emojis and one serious eye from Rafa. My mouth tastes of coffee gone to paper. I run the segment again. The P-wave is a neat pinprick. The S is lazy, stretched. Basin behaviour. I should be in bed; my cot in the corner of the lab two floors down is still rumpled with my weight. Instead I put my hand flat to the concrete and feel for the afterthought tremor my body always remembers a half-second before my code does.

The gate to the stairs screams the way it always screams. I quiet it with my shoulder. The building doesn’t so much creak as gossip; every door knows the others. I move down into the stairwell, slow, counting breaths with the habit of a man who believes his lungs are instruments. Between floors I hear metal on concrete—someone dragging something. A fridge, by the sound of it. The next tremor makes the bulb buzz and turn the world jaundice. I round the landing, and there’s a woman braced against a blocked step with a torch in her teeth and a wedge bar under her hand.

She turns the beam into my eyes on instinct, then drops it to my chest, then lower to the toolbox I forgot to put down. We both wait for the next complaint from the building.

“Blocked here?” I ask.

She spits the torch into her palm with a neat, annoyed sound. “The old landlord stores the ghosts of dead appliances in the stairwell. We’re meant to be a path, so I’m editing.” Her hair is caught in a tight, practical plait that isn’t unfriendly. There’s dirt on her cheek, clean lines on her knuckles where she’s scraped cords.

“You’re a tenant?”

Her mouth turns. “A person with a torch in a stairwell. You?”

“Resident troublemaker. Also the one who reads tremors on the roof. Tomás.” I make it a question, an offering.

She gives the wedge bar a final growl and the fridge slides two grudging inches. The stair opens like a throat. She stretches one hand and we lever it by agreement neither of us speaks. When it settles below the landing the passage is clear in both directions.

“Irene,” she says, breath brisk. She lifts the flashlight. “You’ve got a roof lab?”

“Rooftop sensor mess. Lab is too generous a word.”

Her beam takes in my laptop case. She nods like she’s measuring squares on a map. “Do you know the alley behind 241? The fire brigade got held ten minutes last time because of the angle. I’m mapping, ad hoc, until someone pays me to do it properly.”

“Ad hoc as in... official?”

“Ad hoc as in me and a torch and a lot of neighbours who can text.”

She puts a sticker on the banister: a tiny rectangle that says ESCALERA LIBRE in neat black letters with a small bright arrow. A line of others, old and new, climbs below it like migrating birds.

The building exhale is a kind of relief. The aftershocks keep to themselves. When we step out onto the street the ghost tremor is already gossip at the taco stand. Irene looks up like she’s listening for the long wave. The city’s lights are so many pulses it’s hard to trust any.

“Your wedge bar,” I say.

She passes it to me and it fits my palm. “Your roof,” she says. “If I share a blocked-stair pin, will you include it in your plan to save the world?”

“I don’t have a plan to save the world,” I tell her. “Just a plan to not make it worse.”

“Good start.” Her smile is quick, a clean keychange. She points her chin at the roof. “Come tomorrow. Daylight makes allies.”

By morning, my message box is full of habit. Municipal messages. A note from Rafa about an NGO brief on integrated risk layers. And a request from the city, terse as a stamp: meet to discuss an integrated hazard map. Bring your data. Bring your conditions. The city doesn’t use the word please; it uses vendor names like weather.

I almost ignore it. Almost. Then I think of the fridge on the stair.

The city office in the old building by the Alameda makes a point of looking important. Windows too tall, a plant that needs mercy, a conference table large enough to stage a moral dilemma. Carranza shakes my hand like a press photo. He shakes Tomás’s too. The vendor with the hair gel shakes no one’s; he smooths air.

“We have a mandate from the mayor,” Carranza says to all of us and to the ceiling. “An integrated hazard layer, communicated in plain language. We want the best providers, and of course, to include community.”

“Include,” I repeat, because sometimes the word is a garnish and sometimes it is the meal. I slide my map across the table. It is not pretty. It is true. ‘Blocked regularly’ in red. ‘Elderly living alone’ in blue. ‘Drill-ready’ in green. Handwriting, sweat, and little arrows that mean, ask Marisol, ask Hugo. “If you mean include like a garnish, I’m not interested. If you mean include like co-own, I’m here.”

The vendor smiles like a reflective surface. “Our platform allows for community annotation within a secure environment. We have API connections to the city’s alert channels.”

Tomás doesn’t get seduced by those words. He watches Carranza’s eyes; I watch the plant because plants tell you how long someone’s been lying to themselves. When Tomás speaks, he goes for the bones.

“Alerts have to be conservative,” he says. “No ‘all clear’ without double confirmation. False positives embarrass. False negatives bury.”

“Of course,” the vendor says. “We are ISO compliant.”

“ISO doesn’t stop you mapping people,” I say. “And people are not for mapping unless they ask. Open data, not open lives.”

Rafa sits at the edge like a saint of patience. “We’ll host an open layer,” he says. “Community licence. Free forever. City can mirror. But the licence has to be a covenant.”

Carranza wants words he can hold up in a press room. I want stairs that stay clear at three in the morning. “Call it the Hazards Layer,” I tell him when he unveils some acronym that sounds like a sofa. “Make it belong to people who live with it.”

“We can have a pilot in two weeks,” he says. “We’ll need your feeds today.”

“Feeds aren’t a dump,” Tomás says. “They need context.”

“Data with a manual,” I say. “Written by neighbours.”

The vendor nods like we are very sweet to be so naive. It makes something small and bright in me sharpen into a wedge.

On the steps outside, the day is honest. “Do you trust him?” Tomás asks.

“I trust stairs,” I say, and feel my mouth unhook from my jaw. “I trust kites. I trust old women who know where the gas shutoff lives.”

“And me?”

“I trust that you didn’t look at my mouth while I told them no.” I look at his mouth because I am not a saint. “Send me your feed notes. I’ll send the blocked-stair map. We’re going to be a pain.”

“I’m very good at that,” he says.

“Prove it.”

We work on the roof because roofs are true. In daylight the laundry lines are flags: football shirts, a flapping underskirt, five small T-shirts pegged like a melody. I’ve hauled up two cheap tables and the box of tiny accelerometers I order with grants and with favours owed. Irene brings a thermos and a paper bag of pan dulce and a notebook thick with names. She writes each one as if it’s a coordinate.

“Consent form,” she says, and lays a single sheet between us. “Simple. Plain. Spanish first, English second. Sign here if you want your phone’s accelerometer to be part of a micro-sensor network when plugged in; no GPS, no names, just street-level aggregation. Opt-out is always honoured. If you want a sticker, I brought stickers.”

“Stickers?”

She reveals a fistful: a seismograph line that changes into a heart, a little papel picado flag with a lightning bolt, and one that says, in a child’s hand, ‘vecina capitana’.

“You have a designer?” I ask.

“I have an eight-year-old god-daughter with opinions.”

“Then we’re in good hands.”

Slack pings. Rafa sends the first draft of the open licence. It is beautiful and blunt.

OPEN DATA, NOT OPEN LIVES. AGGREGATE, ANONYMISE, ALWAYS CONSENT. NO ‘ALL CLEAR’ WITHOUT DOUBLE CONFIRMATION. COMMUNITY BRIGADES ARE CO-OWNERS.

Irene reads it out loud and something in my chest that usually lives under armour chooses, briefly, to put its face in the sun.

We code and look and code some more. She maps an alley in Doctores where a canopy always drops with the first wind. I write a converter to weight signals by soil class. She draws a line through addresses where the brigades already run drills. “Abuela Ximena,” she says, tapping the notebook. “If you want to change a life in three phone calls, you ask her which three.”

“And if I don’t?” I say.

“You still ask. She’ll tell you anyway.”

We do the work version of flirting: she changes a colour on the UI and asks if I can see that people who are red-blind could read it; I rewrite a loop and show her how it refuses to pass a threshold unless two independent streams agree. Consent rituals, but for code.

When the sun leans toward late, a small head pops up by the roof hatch like a very deliberate meerkat. A kid with a kite spool and a face full of dust considers us as if we’re new furniture.

“Hola, Luz,” Irene says without turning her head. “Your shoes.”

Luz looks down with grave intensity at her feet, which are mostly wrapped in string. “Shoes are for the ground. I am air at present.” She pads over to the table and peers at the accelerometers like they might tell secrets if you look kindly.

“Can I watch the lines?” she asks.

“You can watch the lines,” I tell her, “and you can eat a concha while you do it, but the concha does not touch the laptop.”

“That is a good rule.” She accepts the pastry like a ceremonial thing and sits cross-legged. Her kite—bright and hand-mended—rests against the parapet, tail in the wind. When Irene offers her the sticker sheet, Luz chooses the heart-line and presses it, very decisive, to her forearm.

“I want to make a game,” she says with the assuredness of a person who believes in possible. “If your phone is plugged into your window and you hear a whistle you push the circle and the phone goes ‘beep’ and then the map gets a stripe and then we know where the stripes are strongest, like the lucha masks, like levels. But the game never says your name. Only the stripe.”

“Can your game count until two?” I ask.

“Two?” she says, suspicious.

“Two independent streams,” I say, and draw two tiny waves on the back of a receipt. “If the whistles make two separate beeps, then we trust the stripe.”

She looks at the drawing, thinking. Then she nods like a judge. “Yes. Two. I will instruct Mateo to help.” She says it as if Mateo is a soldier or a small, capable wolf.

“And Mateo is...?”

“Neighbourhood boy who knows cables,” Irene says. “His dad left last year. He fixes things he can hold. His hands are the size of question marks.”

“Does he accept money?” I ask.

“Churros,” Luz says promptly. “Also battery packs. Also sometimes he says he doesn’t need anything and Abuela says that is when you must be clever.”

“Then we’ll be clever,” I say.

The foreshock cousin arrives mid-afternoon: a shiver that turns the laundry into flags at attention. Irene puts her palms on the table, waiting, and Luz looks at me because children always check the adults when the world bends. I nod once and keep my voice clean.

“It’s small. It’s saying hello. We’ll say hello back with good code.”

I don’t reach for Irene, because touch in public is not a default, but we look at each other with the kind of attention that feels like a hand held open.

The canal smells of wet wood and diesel and home. Not my childhood, exactly, but the one the city lends you if you grew up within her arms. We take a trajinera so green it seems to leaf as it moves. I talk to the boatman about not scaring the egret the woman on the bank calls by name. Luz tapes her phone under the bench with duct tape and ceremony. Mateo arrives with a backpack of coils and suspicion, the good kind.

“You’re Mateo,” I say.

He considers how much he owes me. “Maybe.”

“He’s Mateo,” Luz declares, glitter in her hair from some earlier rebellion. “He knows where mics live.”

“We need one here,” I tell him, tapping the post. “Cheap. So we can listen to the water when the city rehearses shaking.”

“I have one,” he says, producing a mic that used to be another thing. “But the jack is ... not happy.”

“He means broken,” Luz says.

“He means not the correct amperage for its hoped-for life,” he corrects, solemn as a judge. “Churros will ease the pain until I make a better one.”

“Churros,” I promise, “and a battery pack if you stop pretending you don’t want one.”

Two seconds of stoicism. Then the corners of his mouth lose.

Abuela Ximena arrives like weather. Jacket the colour of lemons, voice like an instruction manual you actually want to read. “Phones on aeroplane,” she orders the kids. “Opinions on polite. When we drill, we drill. When we laugh, we laugh. And you,” she adds to Tomás without looking, “you are the one who does not over-promise.”

“Yes, señora,” he says. It sits right on him.

We float. The banks are lists of invention. Bridges repaired with faith and good rope. Gardens that refuse to admit to being tired. I document—not for the internet, for later truth. Little ticks on the map that will save us an hour when we are too wrung out to remember why.

Abuela’s party-shop whistle makes two sharp notes. Luz’s taped phone beeps. Mateo’s rebuilt mic records a small change in the water’s song. On Tomás’s screen, the line lifts like a bird about to trust air. Two streams. A stripe.

“Two,” Luz says with the joy of rules aligning with a world that usually pretends not to hear her. “Again.”

We run the drill until the boatman reminds us people come here to dance. “Drill a little, dance a little,” he says, pointing at the mariachis.

“We’ll map both,” I tell him, and Tomás smiles the cautious smile of a man who knows joy itself is data.

By evening my shoulders are sun-tired, my tongue tastes of lime and salt. I sit with my feet over the side, ankles wet, and look at the water the way I looked at Carranza’s office—knowing the surface is a carefully kept lie. Tomás leans a shoulder against mine for one honest second. It does more for my heart than any speech ever will.

“Tomorrow,” I say. “Portal. Ugly honest.”

“Rafa’s repo is ready,” he says. “Honest ugly.”

“Perfect,” I say. “After Abuela’s drill.”

Sabotage announces itself not with something violent, but with a neatness that feels like someone else’s hands. I wake to messages I didn’t send. The portal we built last night—bare bones, a little brave—shows the base layers and the city’s official warnings and none of the community annotations. The little green dots that indicate block captains are gone. The layer that holds Luz’s game stripes has been set to private.

For a second my throat is a hand. Then I run checks. Repo history shows a user with vendor credentials moved our community layers into a folder called HOLD_FOR_REVIEW. The vendor’s glossy portal has integrated the official data, smoothed it, and placed a tidy ‘all clear’ banner atop last night’s drill areas. No double confirmation. No second stream. The laugh caught in my mouth tastes like iron.

Irene’s message arrives like heat. “They erased neighbours.”

“I see it.” My reply is flat to keep from breaking. “They changed our licence text, too. It now says ‘included by permission’. Which is elegant for ‘borrowed until we sell it’.”

Her dots move and stop and move again. Then: “We fork. Public mirror. Our terms. If we go down, we go down in the square.”

I take a slow breath because when I choose anger, I want to choose it clean. “Rafa?”

“Here,” he says, already in our channel. “I’ll host. If they DMCA us we’ll read the gospel of optical politics to their investors. Also I’ve always wanted a fight this useful.”

We work with the speed of people who know the cost of delay. Irene writes a plain-language ethics card that appears on load: OPEN DATA, NOT OPEN LIVES. We add a line: YOU CAN TURN YOUR STRIPE OFF WHENEVER YOU LIKE. No history saved without consent. We build the fork and name it something that refuses a brand, just ‘hazard-layer-mx’. The green dots are back. The kitchen-table internet wakes up buoyant around us. Someone makes a meme of Abuela with a whistle and the caption: ‘When your interface lies, your abuela tells the truth.’

Carranza calls me. His voice is cordial with a crack in it. “Dr Álvarez. There’s concern you’re duplicating city efforts.”

“I’m mirroring community contribution the vendor removed.”

“The vendor assures us the community layers are being quality-control checked.”

“For how long?”

“A week. Perhaps two.”

“People live in streets for those two weeks,” I say. “They don’t live in a review folder.”

“Liability—”

“Is what we manage when the thing we publish harms people,” I say. “Publishing a false ‘all clear’ harms people.”

There’s a pause in which I hear him calculating which phrases will sound the least like they came out of a training. “We appreciate your passion.”

“I appreciate accurate words. ‘All clear’ is not accurate unless you can prove it twice.”

After the call I stand very still and press my thumb to the edge of the table until the pain informs me I have a body.

Irene arrives on the roof with two coffees and the wedge bar that started us. She sets the bar on the table like an altar piece.

“I’m furious,” she says, which isn’t a surprise, and then, “I’m afraid,” which is. “Not of losing a map. Of becoming a mascot people can dismiss. The ‘angry map girl’. The story with the hair and the stickers, not the work.”

“You’re not a mascot,” I say. “You’re the person who put a sticker in a stairwell at two in the morning because that saved ten minutes if someone ever needed them. Mascots don’t do that.”

She breathes in and out through her mouth until her voice can hold itself. “I want to publish a note. Our ethics. Our limits. The reasons we do not map lives. And then I want to show up at Abuela’s and hand out whistles until my hands forget the shape of being held.”

“Write it,” I say. “I’ll put it on the portal. We’ll sign it together.”

She looks at me long enough for the word together to become a physical object between us.

“Ask first,” she says softly.

“May I touch your hand?” I ask, equally softly.

“You may,” she says, and turns her palm up.

I set my hand on hers like a promise I have the right to make. We don’t kiss because the city is awake and the laundry is watching and public is not where you prove private things. Instead we write: she says the words and I type them. We end with a sentence neither of us knew we were going to say and both of us recognise the second it appears: We will always choose slow safety over fast optics, and we will never call something safe alone.

We push the note live.

Slack explodes with small hearts and one message from a username we do not recognise: FANTASMA_. “Nice fork,” it says. “Watch your cables.” Then a link to a public procurement database with a subcontract highlighted. The subcontract allocates a remarkable amount of money to ‘community engagement data acquisition’. The vendor name is there. So is a private security firm. My mouth goes very dry.

“Abuela,” Irene says, already moving. “Then the plaza.”

“We’re not ready for the plaza,” I say.

“We’re not ready for the ground,” she says, “and it moves anyway.”

At Abuela Ximena’s, the heat is the kind that insists on kindness or you’ll start a war. Chairs in the plaza. Crates of water. Teenagers handing out whistles and little cards that say WHAT TO DO WHEN THE GROUND REMEMBERS IT IS WATER. Abuela wears a hat like a small sailboat and an expression that tells you you’re about to get a job that will become a story you tell your grandchildren.

I speak, and the plaza leans in. I keep it plain: two-stream rule, no names, your right to turn your stripe off. Luz and Mateo demonstrate with solemn rehearsal—whistle, beep, stripe. Mateo holds up the mic he rebuilt from a headphone and a bottle, and it looks like a spell you could teach in school.

A man asks about liability. Abuela answers, not unkind. “Liability is what you have when you promise and don’t come. We don’t promise. We show up.”

Out of the corner of my eye I catch Carranza, hovering like a man who borrowed a voice from yesterday’s press conference. He watches the kids as if they are evidence. He watches us as if we are a problem you solve with a memo.

Tomás mutters, “Smile,” because apparently my face has begun to resemble my opinions. “You don’t look like a person who believes in possible.”

“I look like a person who’s making sure the cable under the bench isn’t a snake,” I mutter back, because FANTASMA_ told us to watch our cables and I don’t ignore ghosts that know procurement law.

Mateo slides under the table with the ease of a cat and peels back a piece of tape to reveal a thinner wire run under ours. He looks up at me, at Tomás, at Abuela whose hat makes its own weather. “This is for sending, not listening,” he says.

We kill the wire cleanly. Chain-of-custody photos. Time stamps. Two witnesses. Rafa appears like a blessing for the devout. “We will make them eat their audit,” he says, mild as tea, and my lungs remember how to be ribs instead of armour.

After, the plaza eats tamales and laughs. I wipe salsa off Luz’s chin with muscle memory that surprised me the first time and keeps surprising me every time after. Mateo stands apart, taking the measure of the adults.

“You’re on the team,” Tomás tells him.

“What’s the pay?” Mateo asks, negotiating because Abuela taught him.

“Churros,” Tomás says. “A battery pack. And someone who notices when you go quiet.”

Mateo weighs that. Then nods once.

We walk home past women with herbs, men arguing beautiful nonsense about football, a bus making a noise like a sigh. The sticker on our gate—ESCALERA LIBRE—gleams new. I put it there days ago. It looks like a promise that has learned to be present tense.

On the roof, valley lights blink like slow code. I breathe in the way you do when you let the belt out a notch after a month of doubt. The note we published is still open on the screen. It ends with the line I didn’t know I’d needed for ten years: We will always choose slow safety over fast optics, and we will never call something safe alone.

“Thank you for asking,” I say to the air.

“For touching your hand?” Tomás asks.

“For not touching anything else,” I say, with a smile you could trust in a storm. “For letting the note be the kiss. I wasn’t ready to be a story in the plaza.”

“We don’t have to be a story,” he says. “We can be the manual at the back—”

“Ask,” I say, quietly, because I want him to practise out loud.

“May I hold your face?”

“You may.” I put my jaw into his palm like a vote. It is exactly as steadying as I thought it would be. We don’t kiss because the laundry is nosy and I like my private life to remain private. “Next time,” I add, “I want the door shut. And the laundry signs a confidentiality agreement.”

“Done,” he says, and this time it isn’t only a joke.

FANTASMA_ pings again. WATCH YOUR CABLES. A photo of a maintenance badge and a gloved hand. I feel the ground consider itself.

“Tomorrow we go to the city,” I say. “Not to ask permission. To tell them their vendor is breaking promises in public. Invite them to Abuela’s drill. They can bring their microphones.”

“We’ll bring churros,” Tomás says.

“Justice and sugar,” I say. “The essentials.”

At the city office the next day, somebody has watered the plant. Bad sign. Carranza’s smile is smaller; the vendor is absent, which says most of what matters.

“We’re concerned about unauthorised duplication,” Carranza begins. “We must manage information responsibly.”

“Then do it,” I tell him, perfectly polite. I lay the photos on the table—extra wire, time stamps, witness signatures—and the procurement line item for ‘community engagement data acquisition’. “Your subcontractor tried to privatise data neighbours offered freely under a community licence. We forked our layer to keep trust whole.”

Rafa opens his laptop and performs the gentle liturgy of logs. Dates. IPs. Access keys. No speeches. Just a choir of facts.

“We’ll review,” Carranza says, which means everything and nothing. “In the meantime, I strongly recommend you take down the mirror.”

“We won’t,” Tomás says.

“Liability—”

“We have a licence,” Rafa says. “And journalism.”

I don’t add that we have grandmothers because grandmothers are not for threats. They are for invitations you cannot afford to refuse.

On the steps, the sun is honest again. I stand in it until my face remembers the shape of belief. Tomás asks, “What is our next?”

“Roof,” I say. “Then kitchens. Then a plaza with papel picado and a line of kids who believe a stripe is a song.”

“I believe that,” he says.

“You believe,” I tell him, turning to look because I want him to hear it, “and you measure twice. Keep doing both.”

We don’t kiss on the steps. We shoulder the wedge bar between us like a shared tool and go home to make a path the long, patient way.

Progress — This pass: 4,695 words • Total so far: 4,695 words • Remaining to Target: 95,305

write at least 4,000 words (aim for the maximum allowed cap each time; exceed 4,000 when possible) of continuous prose in Laura Carpenter’s voice, strictly following the saved NON-NEGOTIABLE OUTLINE and continuity locks for the active project, beginning from the last generated paragraph. Deliver prose only (no headings/titles), then add the single progress line: “Progress — This pass: [XXXX words] • Total so far: [YYYY words] • Remaining to Target: [100,000 − YYYY]”. Quality gate: 10++++++++ cinematic; Irish/UK English + Chicago punctuation.

Thought for 47s

We carried the wedge bar between us like a quiet oath and climbed. The roof had held our arguments and our compromises, so it deserved our next promise. We set the bar beneath the table legs, as if even the desk needed bracing against the weight of what was coming, and worked until the sun made us squint.

By noon, my eyes felt like they’d been lined with grit. Irene squeezed my shoulder—clean, brief—then pointed at the clock on her phone. “Stop. Two hours you promised me.”

“I promised you coffee,” I said.

“You promised me two hours without code,” she said, and then, to make sure I learned, “And masks.”

“Lucha.”

“Lucha,” she confirmed. “You’ll hate the theatrics. You’ll love the colour logic.”

“I don’t hate theatrics,” I told her. “I hate lying interfaces.”

“Exactly,” she said, grinning. “Come on. We’ll steal a whole UI from a rudo.”

Arena México breathes like a chest at the height of shouting. The crowd is loud the way families are loud. The ring is a bright square cut out of the evening. The first bout is all bounce and bravado; a tiny king in a crown and a giant with a smile that forgives him in advance. We take seats that let us see faces; Irene watches the masks as if they’re schematics.

“See that?” She leans close and the sweat at my temple forgets to be self-conscious. “Rudos in black-and-silver. Técnicos in bright primaries. But look—some of the masks add texture for colour-blind fans. Stripes for red, dots for green, chevrons for amber. Safety code. Unofficial, but real.”

“Stripes, dots, chevrons,” I repeat, already seeing our status layer. “And mask silhouettes for status in the corner so it reads at a glance.”

“And the refs’ little hand signals,” she says, mimicking the sharp gestures. “Like a second stream. The match isn’t over until a human says it’s over, even if the pin looked like a pin.”

“We can put that in,” I tell her. “No ‘all clear’ until a human, with a name and an audit, clicks to confirm.”

“And a time window,” she says. “Nothing faster than it takes a grandmother to reach the patio and look up.”

We shout at the near-falls because it’s the law here. I buy water because my body wants salt to speak kindly. Between bouts, Irene gets a paper cone of peanuts and tips half of them into my palm in a way that feels more intimate than if she’d taken my hand. The second to last match is mask v. mask, and the air goes electric with story. Somewhere above us, a trumpet catches a melody that sounds like a street at two in the morning.

Outside, the night is a slow fan opening. Mariachis on the lamppost corner test a key and then find it. The ground doesn’t move, and I notice, because lately I notice everything the ground does or doesn’t do.

“Did you enjoy your involuntary ethnography?” Irene asks.

“I enjoyed that there is a rulebook for chaos,” I say. “And that the rulebook is partly written by people who aren’t paid to write it.”

“That’s every good city,” she says. “The rulebook was always grandma.”

We walk past a stand selling masks and I almost buy one until I imagine it watching me code. She stops to listen to the first verse of a song and the sound curls under my ribs. The air smells like lime and iron and heat.

I look at her mouth the way I should have looked at my code the night I missed the micro-signal—full, alert, not assuming. “Ask,” she says, very quiet.

“May I kiss you?” I ask, because I want to remember the exact shape of permission.

“You may,” she says, and smiles into the word as if it’s a door.

We kiss like a first rule in a new book. Her hand on my shirt—flat, steady—says I am here. My hand on her cheek says I am listening. We keep it brief because we both like our privacy more than we like having witnesses to our breath. When we step back the mariachis change key, as if approving our cadence.

The walk home is an inventory of corners we’ve learned, of shutters half-open and a cat that owns a patch of warm hood. Luz’s building is quiet; Abuela’s balcony plant sighs. We keep our mouths to ourselves and our steps almost in time.

“Three UI statuses,” I say, as if that will protect me from thinking about her mouth for the next year. “Stripes for red. Dots for green. Chevrons for amber. Black mask when we truly don’t know.”

“And a little ref hand in the corner for ‘human seen it’,” she says. “We’ll call it ‘vista vecina’ in the code.”

“Neighbour eyes,” I agree. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” she says, and squeezes my hand once. We let go before the gate, and I want the letting go to be a promise of return, not a retreat. It feels like both. That’s what good beginnings are—two truths that don’t argue.

Trajinera night belongs to soft bulbs and plastic cups that have seen things. We book late, because we want the water almost to ourselves and the lights echoed, not shouting. We’re there to demo the app for a short video that will live on the portal. Luz has drawn a storyboard in pencil and stubborn colour, and she directs us with the authority of a woman who’s eight and has a vision.

“Say the line again but better,” she tells me, hand on her hip.

“What line?” I ask, obedient.

“The one where you say we never share names,” she says. “You sounded like a robot someone forgot in the rain.”

“He did,” Irene says, smiling without looking at me. “He’s our rain robot. Try again, Tomás.”

“We never share names,” I say to the camera, thinking of the nights when a name was the difference between a door opening and a door closing. “Only stripes. Stripes can save you. Names can get stolen.”

“That’s good,” Luz says. “Now Irene says the other line.”

“Which other line?” Irene says, grinning.

“The line about how to turn off your stripe in case your mum says no internet after nine,” Luz says, entirely practical.

Irene delivers it like a friend talking across a kitchen table. Mateo has strapped his mic to the post with tape and care. He does not smile at the lens; he smiles at the cable when it obeys. The boatman gives us a half-nod of respect for putting the gear on cloth so it doesn’t bruise the paint, and the egret—yes, the same one—watches like a critic.

The map glows on my screen—stripes marching along the canal in little polite bursts. A hole opens where the new private development has quieted everything with cameras and signs: NO PHOTOS. NO MUSIC. NO FISHING. The water there doesn’t sound like it used to. The mic tells me so. Mateo says nothing for a long minute, which is how I know he sees it too.

“Empty is an answer,” Irene murmurs.

“Null,” I say. “But not a void. It has shape.”

“We’ll hold the shape,” she says. “Later.”

We pack up when the boatman yawns and the egret decides we’re boring. Luz falls asleep in Irene’s lap, the pencil still in her hand. Mateo shoulders the coil bag and I press the battery pack into his palm without ceremony. He tucks it away like a thing you keep for winter.

“Churros,” I remind.

“Tomorrow,” he says. “Don’t forget your own rules.”

“I won’t,” I tell him. “I’ve got a referee in a mask watching me.”

He almost smiles. He is ten and has learned to ration delight. It makes me want to build a world in which he can waste it sometimes.

Sabotage comes like a doctor’s bad test result—neat, clinical, fed through a vocabulary designed to keep you polite. At 03:14, while my eyes burn holes in the river of log entries, a script hits the endpoint we use to render status strips for drill areas and injects ‘ALLCLEAR=true’ into six tiles that should be amber until a human signs off. The requests originate from a rotating handful of cloud machines and one address that traces, with ordinary ease, back to a vendor network block. It’s not even elegant. It’s the illegible handwriting of a person who’s never had to tidy their desk because someone else always follows them with a bin.

I lock the endpoint like a door after midnight. Two-factor on the admin panel. Remove the default ‘true’ for any field that contains the word ‘clear’ so it has to be made, not assumed. I pull the token keys, rotate every one of them, then sit for a second with my head in my hands because the variable name I used in the first draft was a joke, and jokes in code are how you step on a rake a month later.

Irene appears on the roof in a jacket and bare ankles and a look that could find a fire shutoff in the dark. “What happened?”

“Falsos ‘todo bien’,” I say. “Six tiles. Three minutes. They didn’t even hide properly. It’s like they wanted to be caught so they could say we’re paranoid.”

“You’re not,” she says. “You’re honest, which annoys them more.”

“I should have...” I start, and then stop because the sentence ends in a ditch.

“You should have built a city that doesn’t try to privatise its own breath,” she says wryly. “And then you would be tired for different reasons. Tomás.” She waits until I look. “We harden, we continue. If we stop, they win twice—once with the sabotage, once with the silence.”

“I know,” I say, but the shame under my ribs wants to talk. “This part—the access key naming, the missing double-check in the first version—that was me. I left a hinge where a hinge shouldn’t be.”

“You also built the second hinge,” she says, gentler. “And the human latch. And you’re the one who turned the door when the wind picked up.”

I nod, because agreeing with her is not just relief; it is a way to obey my own ethic. I push the change live. The ‘vista vecina’ indicator—that tiny ref hand—now must be clicked by someone with a verified neighbour login; no city logins qualify. It buys us time. It buys us a little dignity.

At nine, Abuela starts her brigade workshop with the voice she keeps in the same drawer as her measuring tape. “Phones up—airplane mode off. Whistles ready. If you have a chair, you are now responsible for the person without a chair. If you have no chair, you are very smart because you’ll be first to the door.”

The captains laugh. Luz and Mateo do their demo with a seriousness that would make a judge swallow a smile. The phone beeps on the whistle’s second note. The stripe lays itself down. The brigade claps for the principle, not for the spectacle.

A man in an office shirt asks about battery life. A woman with a baby under her shirt asks what to do if her landlord says no cable out the window. Abuela answers both with the same flat sense: “We share. We hide what must be hidden. And when someone says no for a bad reason, we remember it and come back with five people and a cake.”

The city warms. You can feel it. Not a trending hashtag—those are weather. This is climate. The kind of slow approval that becomes muscle memory. And then a calendar invite arrives like a stone thrown softly onto our table: CITYWIDE DRILL—WEDNESDAY.

Irene taps the phone screen with the nail of her little finger. “We’ll be at the school,” she says. “The one that failed last time because the back gate stuck.”

“We’ll bring a man who carries oil for old hinges like a priest,” I say.

“We’ll bring tamales,” Abuela says from behind us, because she lives in the fourth dimension where every conversation has already happened and she has already fed it.

The drill is an exercise until it isn’t.

We’re at the schoolyard with the principle who got the gate replaced after the last inspection, and the kid who knows how to make the generator start without swearing, and three mothers who came with prams and opinions. The sirens begin and the city does its choreography—under tables, quiet, hands over heads; stand in a door frame if you’re old school and no one has asked you to change yet; don’t run, walk like you’re the kind of person who can be trusted with a kettle.

The first wave hits mid-instruction. You can tell by who stops speaking mid-sentence and who finishes because they don’t like to be interrupted. The flag at the corner of the yard draws one long rectangle of air and then thinks better of it. The phone stripes cluster with that uncanny intelligence that happens when thousands of people do the same small thing at once.

“Drill mode to real,” I tell the channel, and I’ve never hated a sentence more.

The ground under Mexico City is water that forgot it’s meant to be soil. It moves as if remembering. The second wave is not violent; it is persuasive. People listen to it. The children exit to the yard because the drill has taught them how, and then the drill stops being the instruction and starts being the conscience. A teacher lifts a little girl with a braid like a rope and sets her under the palm with the look of a person adding herself to an equation.

We do what we promised we would do. Tomás keeps the two-stream rule like a rosary in his head. The ref-hands flicker one by one as captains answer: ‘I see it.’ ‘We’re out.’ ‘Stairs clear.’ No ‘all clear’ flag raises before two humans and one reasonable time. The lace of stripes around the block becomes less anxious, more intended. A gate that held open last week holds open now because someone oiled it with the same attention you give to prayer beads. The ‘null’ on our map by the private complex stays null, which is useful in its honesty.

My palms are damp from the heat and from living. I want to cry, but that can wait. A journalist I trust texts one word: “Status?” and I answer “Partial,” because partial means the work is ongoing and the bodies are already going where they need to go.

When the moving stops, a hush passes like a bird you can’t name. It takes a breath with it. The children—God love them—cheer because they did it, because the drill and the real met in their feet and their feet behaved. The principal holds the microphone with both hands to keep from shaking and says, “Gracias,” to everyone and no one with equal intensity.

I step around the side of the building because standing in public with the full weight of relief on your face is a form of intimacy I’m not ready to share with five hundred people. Tomás finds me with that sixth sense he has for people whose lungs are counting. He doesn’t touch me without asking, not yet, but he stands in the same square metre as me and breathes at the same cadence until my chest returns to a size I know.

“Your tool helped clear a schoolyard,” he says, which is absolutely not a sentence he would assign to himself, and I know he’s saying it because he knows I won’t say it to myself.

“Our,” I say.

“Ours,” he corrects, and I forgive myself a slow smile that is mostly for the children running as if the ground is for feet again.

After, dawn is an unspooling bandage. We go to the roof because all the tender moments in my life have these laundry lines somewhere in their frame. I make eggs with the competence of a woman who learned to feed three people on a budget and a stubborn stove. He washes plates with the gentleness of a man who knows the unintended poetry of domestic tasks.

We sit, hips angled, shoulders touching because our bodies have decided to believe in surface area. He murmurs my name once, like a question whose answer he already knows. The city is quieter than it has a right to be; the sirens slept, too.

“Ask,” I say into the rim of my mug.

“May I kiss you?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say, and the yes isn’t a door this time; it’s a house. When his mouth finds mine, there’s no crowd to witness it, no mariachi to translate. It’s soft, not because we’re afraid, but because softness is a kind of bravery this morning. His hand on my jaw makes the world a circle I remember how to stand in. When his palm finds my waist, it pauses until I nod into his breath.

“Here?” he asks, because he knows what the laundry knows.

“Inside,” I say. “With the door closed. And you ask me at every hinge.”

“I will,” he says, and he does. He is attentive in the way that makes consent not an interruption, but a kind of rhythm. There is a moment at the edge of everything where he looks at my face not with hunger but with accounting, the good kind—counting my breaths, counting my smiles, counting all the times I might want him to stop and I might want him to go on, and learning them without pride.

We don’t narrate the private parts to the world. We are careful with words we don’t need to spend in public. What I keep is this: afterwards, my back on the mattress, his fingers tracing the seam of the sheet like he’s memorising a coastline, the laugh that escapes me when a siren in the far distance becomes just sound again, not prophecy. He kisses the inside of my wrist with a gratitude that has nothing to do with conquest and everything to do with reprieve.

On the table, our portal pings. We ignore it for two minutes because we are human. Then we get up, because we are also what we promised we’d be to strangers.

Press is a weather system. It blows where the story is easiest to summarise. The vendor’s spokesperson is on the radio by lunchtime claiming their platform delivered ‘timely information that helped coordinate a smooth drill’, and the host, who is not an idiot, asks who designed the neighbourhood captain layer and why the community licence says what it says. The answer calls our work ‘inspiration’ and ‘input’. The words make me want to find the nearest industrial shredder.

I go on the evening drive-time slot with the producer who knows how to keep a line open for a grandma who says everything best. I speak in plain language because that is the only language that makes pipes unfreeze. “Open data,” I say. “Not open lives. We don’t track people. We don’t publish names. We ask permission, and we build time into our tools for humans to confirm what the machine thinks it knows. The city belongs to the people who live in it, not the platforms that sell its attention back to them. This is not romance or rage. It’s an ethic.”

I can hear the producer smile. She knows she’s got a cut she can use.

Tomás watches the stream from the roof with Ernesto, my neighbour who pretends he hates radio and never misses an episode. “She is good,” Ernesto says to Tomás. “She makes it sound like anyone could help. Even me.”

“Especially you,” Tomás says. I can tell because he texts me the phrase later, which is his equivalent of a bouquet.

Carranza issues a statement that contains the word ‘appreciate’ twice and ‘review’ once and ‘investigation’ reluctantly. He neither confirms nor denies. He is a man standing on a fence and hoping the fence will grow into a wall.

FANTASMA_ returns to our DMs with a link to a storage bucket misconfigured in the way only arrogance misconfigures things. In it: photos of badge IDs, a spreadsheet of ‘community acquisition incentives’, a line item for overtime marked ‘data smoothing’, which is a phrase I would like to feed to a goat. Mateo, who has crawled inside the bucket through a crack that looks like a loose nail in a window frame, finds a photo where the glove on the hand holds a cable tie in the exact kind of knot his uncle taught him, a knot used by electricians who learned twenty years ago before the new plastic took over. It’s nothing, and then it’s not.

“That knot,” he says quietly, not wanting to accuse the wrong ghost.

“Leave the knot for the lawyer,” Rafa says, voice gentle. “Take the time stamp. The badge ID. The IP’s lazy trail.”

We store everything twice. We sign and counter-sign. We use hashes because one day we will have to prove we didn’t move anything around inside the story to make our case prettier. Abuela records an audio testimony that starts with “I was only going to speak for one minute,” and ends eighteen minutes later with the entire history of a street where the water and the ground made a pact to betray each other once a decade. When she says the words “the children will lead you,” I put my head on the table and breathe. It isn’t prayer. It is inventory.

The burner taunts and teaches. “You’re close,” FANTASMA_ writes. “But the gap on your map isn’t only about ears. It’s about hands.” A photo of a contractor’s spreadsheet. Two columns: ‘Public Layer’ / ‘Premium’. The premium column is where the nulls live. Pay to know where your own ground fidgets. Premium to know where the schoolyard shakes. I taste metal in my mouth until water becomes possible again.

We’re so careful, and still, we break on the rock that has our names on it. Tomás carries his old mistake like a spare heart; the weight is his rhythm. I carry my fear of becoming a story people use to dismiss a principle; the weight is my posture. Both are earned, neither is a map.

At two in the
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