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            The Boy is Mine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ready, Fawl?” The technician doesn’t wait for my answer. He’s already adjusting dials, checking levels, and pressing buttons with the detached efficiency of someone who stopped caring a long time ago.

      My mouth is dry. I nod, though my head feels heavy, thick with something that could be fear or excitement or both.

      The machine shifts. I try not to look, but my eyes betray me, dragging over the flecks of dried blood and bits of hair still clinging to the metal pinchers. A code violation if I’ve ever seen one. This hulking, grotesque, buzzing thing is about to bore a five-carat lab diamond into my collarbone. No anesthesia, not even a belt to bite down on.

      Above me, a screen flickers to life. A man appears, dark-skinned, cybernetic, polished to a gleaming perfection that makes him look carved. No way this thing was born like the rest of us. Ben Iku’s voice rumbles in my ear, and I’m surprised at the flutter in my belly. He seems so close.

      “Hi, I’m Ben Iku. Welcome to your Diamond Information System status. As the sector’s top employer of bright minds, we hope you’ll consider a position with Iku Industries, manufacturer of Iku MEAT and custom time pieces. With Iku Industries, your belly is full and your days are numbered.”

      I nearly laugh. A corporate welcome video playing over the symphony of rusting machinery slicing through flesh. The absurdity of his face here makes me want to scream. Especially considering their latest cloning breakthrough Iku MEAT has made dozens of people deathly ill. Why are calender makers and watchmakers suddenly pumping out mystery protein anyway?

      “Lie back,” the technician tells me, gesturing toward the table.

      I do as I’m told, my body stiff. The old leather creaks under my weight. My breath comes short. The machine whirs louder. The drill—God, the drill—descends, its needle-sharp tip glints under the flickering light.

      “Just relax.”

      Oh, sure. Let me just go ahead and chill while a bot built out of salvaged parts burrows into my chest. Cool, cool, cool.

      Cold metal presses against my skin. A bright, searing pain—then nothing.

      The technician steps back. “There. Done.”

      I open my eyes and look down. The skin around my collarbone is red, tender, but the diamond is there—gleaming bright, even in the dim light. I lift my fingers to touch it, half expecting it to be hot, half expecting it to disappear, like this is all some fever dream.

      Ten years. Ten years, and here it is. A single gleaming promise lodged into my skin.

      I went from an unmodded zero percenter to a one percenter. It wasn’t nothing.

      Josh should be here. My family should be here. But work credits are so sparse that people don’t really risk taking days off. And someone as driven as my fiancé wouldn’t dream of compromising our goal. Honestly, this diamond feels like more than a career move. It’s a relationship rip cord too. I’ve been ignoring this yawning distance, pushing down the uneasy feeling that Josh is somehow grossed out by me. He touches me less. He turns his head just slightly when we kiss. On the occasion we do make love, he wants only cyborg play where I pretend to be emotionless while he pumps away.

      It’s the stress. He’s just focused on our escape plan, on getting us aboveground. Now that I have the diamond, now that we’re equals, things will settle.

      The diamond will fix this.

      Josh and I are moving aboveground, and Diamond status in the Information System is unlimited. Not that I would need a job aboveground. He says all he wants to do is pamper me and a part of me wonders what a life of leisure could feel like. We’ve worked hard to get where we are.

      We did it.

      We finally did it.

      I feel triumphant in this implant place, but I don’t linger. I pull my jacket on, shove open the heavy door, and step back out into the tunnels of the mines.

      The transition is instant, like walking through a tear in the world. The stark, clinical brightness of the implant clinic vanishes behind me, swallowed by the damp, amber-lit underground. The walls are tight and uneven, carved from rock and reinforced with rusted steel beams. Overhead, bundles of frayed wires run like veins, feeding power to the flickering lamps bolted to the ceiling. The air is thick with the scent of damp stone, of sweat, of machinery burning too hot.

      This is home.  But not for much longer.

      I slip into the steady rhythm of the underground. The weight of the diamond in my skin is foreign, but my body is the same, my muscles knowing every twist and turn, every shortcut in the labyrinthine corridors. I cut through the narrow side paths, ducking under low-hanging pipes and stepping over loose grates and discarded bolts.

      The benefit of not having any heavy body modifications is that I am fast. I push through the crowds, the press of bodies making it impossible to move without brushing against sweat-slicked skin or pinching on metal plating. Some people look at me with flickering cybernetic eyes or force me off the main walkway, with their haphazard metal bodies, poorly maintained and rusting at the joints. Others have no mods, their bodies raw, soft, all flesh and bone, too human in a place so terrified of fragility.

      The underground is always shifting. Metal carts rattle along uneven rails, carrying ore and salvage through the tunnels. Vendors lean out of their stalls, calling over the din, trying to push their goods-nutrient packs, bootleg repair kits, and faded scraps of fabric worn thin from too many years in circulation. This world doesn’t stop for anyone.

      But I feel different now—marked. A single gleaming stone is set into my skin. My fiancé and I will be abovegrounders. Everything is going perfectly.

      I burst through the door of the Lamb Place; I must have rubbed my canvas overalls on every machine I passed because, by the time I get to the restaurant, I look like I just left an engine room.

      Josh is sitting at our table, his head bent as he stares at a small oily screen. He is the most determined man I know. The first day I met him, he told me he was getting out of the mines, and I believed him. He never stops thinking of his next step.

      And he doesn’t belong down here anymore, not since the augmentation. That shining new shoulder is a symbol, a ticket out of this place. I’m so proud of it—displayed by a cut out of the smart blazer, twinkling in the candlelight. I count three women elbowing each other when they pass him.

      Sorry, girls, that boy is mine.

      I slip over to our table, holding my certificate behind my back.

      Josh meets my gaze, and whoa—something in his face makes the elation drain from my body.

      I open my mouth, but he speaks first.

      “Fawl.” His voice is soft, tired. “You’re late, and you look a mess…”

      “I know, but let me tell you why⁠—”

      “Fawl. This is the nicest place in the sector.” It is. The tables are small, the chairs mismatched, and the ceiling hangs low. But by God, it’s one of the few spots belowground that serve Iku MEAT. Which, despite it killing nearly sixty people, It’s too high status for Josh to stop wolfing it down.

      “This is the type of thing I’m talking about. We make plans—you show up when you want to. Dressed…how you want to. I just”—he glances over my shoulder to the painted mirrors  pretending to be windows—“don’t think we’re aligned about what’s important to us.”

      No, this… This isn’t right. The world around me narrows, and my vision tunnels to a pinprick.

      The Soap Paradox—that’s what this is. It’s one of the defining features of my life in the mines, really. You squeeze a bar of soap too hard, and it shoots right out of your hand. Hopes and dreams? Just as slippery.

      I thought I’d beaten it. I really did. Ten years ago, back in secondary school, there was this field trip aboveground. I wanted to go more than anyone else. To see the sky, feel real air on my skin—God, it was all I could think about. And then, on the day, I was the last to be called. The final name on the list. But when my turn came? They’d run out of space.

      It seemed the universe was having a little joke at my expense. Again. Because I know what comes next.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” Josh says slowly, but doesn’t look at me. “Listening to these radiocasts…I’ve realized I need to grow. To become more.” He pauses, and for a second, I think he might finally meet my eyes, but his gaze stays fixed on the door. “I can’t keep doing this. Being with you. I can’t keep…holding myself back.”
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      He’s leaving. Oh my God. He’s leaving me.

      His voice sounds like feedback, and I can’t hear any part of his long-practiced speech. I keep hearing holding myself back.

      “But I gave you all my lottery tickets. We all did. We had a plan.” When we found out about my nickel allergy, my family pooled their lottery tickets—all of them—to increase Josh’s chances of winning. So we could be secure aboveground. Then we would pool for my younger stepsister. That was the plan.

      “And you’re holding it over my head.” Josh sighs, running a hand through his limp hair as though the act of breaking my fucking heart is exhausting him.

      “You’re scamming us!” A strange, hysterical laugh bubbles up in my throat. I do this—laugh at the worst time. I want to cut to a flashback of me losing my shit at my uncle’s funeral when my aunt’s cybernetic teeth fell out, but my life is currently falling apart, so we don’t have the time.

      “My family’s gonna flip. My mom, my stepmom—Josh, they’ll be crushed.”

      When he seems unmoved by that argument, I switch tactics. Going aboveground has been the only thing I’ve wanted for so long. I can just let it go. “I just got allocated a diamond.” I snatch down my shirt collar to shoot him the angry-red, bruised skin and the diamond carved into it. I sound crazed, and my eyes are watering. “Do you understand what that means?” My voice cracks, but I can’t stop myself. “I have status. We can do this together.”

      Josh looks at me and shakes his head slowly like I’m not getting it, like I’m the one being unreasonable. “Who knows if they care about our useless certifications aboveground?”

      Useless?

      The room tilts. I grip the back of a chair. My chest is tight, so tight that it hurts to breathe. “You’re throwing us away,” I finally say.

      “Fawl, I…” His voice trails off into the clanking of servers bussing trays, and the machinery in the distance. The sound of the mine is always there, like a heartbeat pulsing in the background.

      All my IS coworkers warned me—men change when they get augments. They said he’d leave me for some sleek, modded girl with polished limbs and synthetic nerves that never misfire. I laughed in their faces, called them bitter, jealous, wrong.

      But now I stare at his Mod—the gleaming machinery stitched into his spine, the quiet flex of chrome under skin—and I hate those bitches.

      Augments are outrageously expensive, but I cashed in on a few favors, put up some of my savings, and boom—Josh has a new right shoulder and arm. He’s doing twice his load now, the kind of productivity that gets you noticed, that puts you in line for promotions, and, finally, your first choice in the lottery.

      Josh was so kind after I lost my father. I clung to that kindness. I made it the only thing I registered about him. How could he betray me this way?

      The restaurant suddenly feels cramped. I grip my chest, like my throat is constricting, the low ceiling pressing on us as if the weight of the entire city above is bearing down on our ragged shoulders.

      “I think you know,” he says, his tone firmer now, more resolute, “I’m up for living quarters soon.”

      Did I know it? It was all I thought about. Having a partner so close to the lottery and so young was nearly unheard of. We’re a blended family, so pooling our resources quadrupled his chances instantly. We have a system. Instead of using our resources for ourselves, we combine them for each member, multiplying our chances until all of us are aboveground. We thought we were geniuses when we thought of it, and now, five years later, Josh’s number came up a full five years before average for his age group. He’ll get a luxurious five-hundred-square-foot palace on the thirty-ninth floor aboveground—something we both dreamed of, but I never dared to hope for myself. That is what I once loved about him: he’s never afraid to hope.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” he says, cutting through my thoughts.

      “Then don’t. Don’t do this,” I say.

      “I’ve already accepted my placement.”

      His words are a blade to my chest, and I struggle to breathe.

      “For a single?” It didn’t make sense. Applying as a single man would have put him back at the bottom of a different list.

      “No, we—or, um, I got my first choice,” he says.

      I pretend not to hear him say we. I just power on. I can’t let him go—not when he’s my ticket out of the mines, not when I sacrificed everything for our lottery placement.

      “Will we be near the Ikus? I hear they harvest skin and make handbags with it,” I say, grasping at anything to lighten the conversation.

      “Fawl, don’t joke like that. I’m not joking like that anymore.” Josh’s voice is sharp, edged with something I almost think is fear. “The president of Iku Foods does not eat people nor harvest skin.”

      We all live and work under the shadow of Iku Industries. It provides 80 percent of the cloned vegetables and the slabs of lab-grown meat that make it to our ration boxes. Not just for our region but for the entire sector. The set the universal time and calender as well and are living calculators. Every important Family on the council had a job. that’s how they justify ruling aboveground. But Iku sustains the world now, their MEAT solution make them the most powerful family in the council. Without it, we don’t eat. It’s that simple.

      The rumors of debauchery and darkness persist, however.

      We tell ourselves that the Burn was a different time, that we are not those people anymore. That humanity saw its own grotesque reflection in the starving hordes, in the charred bodies, in the long, slow months when there was nothing left to eat but each other.

      We tell ourselves we built something better after that. That we learned, that we evolved, and that we would never be reduced to teeth and hunger again. So we gave control to a council of machines—built them without greed, without emotion, without the human frailty that led us to devour our own. They are our betters in every way, the only ones fit to govern. Our job is to emulate them. It is all Joshua has ever wanted. The cool detachment of the cyborg. That’s why he thinks he can do this to me. He wants to be unemotional, loveless. He thinks it’s refined.

      And yet.

      There are whispers about the ghoulish machines who supposedly prowl the black markets for skin brides, their back teeth sharpened to puncture through bone. There are stories, always just stories, about men who disappear near the factories, about shipments that arrive mislabeled, about the thin pale meat that doesn’t quite look like beef or poultry.

      Machines run the world; the Ikus are machines.

      “Fawl, those will be my peers now, and⁠—”

      “Look, Joshua, I’ll never say it.” I mime zipping my lips and throwing away the key. “I understand the excitement of our number coming up and how it makes you rethink your life. I do. Let’s just call this a break.”

      “Fawl,” he begins, hesitation in his voice, “I should tell you something.”

      “Josh, I’m telling you it’s fine.”

      Another woman?

      Another man?

      You hate the way I chew rations? Fine, we can work it out. Nothing he says can deter me.

      “Fawl,” he says, a sigh escaping his lips, “it’s your sister.”

      The words hang in the air between us, heavy and suffocating. “I don’t have a sister,” I say, my voice clipped, and my shoulders rolled back.

      “Fawl, that’s unfair. The daughter of the woman your mother married.”

      “Dru?” I whisper. The name powers through my temple like a jackhammer. The one line I have—the one betrayal I can’t forgive.

      Fucking Dru.

      Dru.

      Dru.

      Dru.

      She came into our lives three years ago like a sandstorm. My mother, consistently drunk and inconsistently kind, fell for Dru’s mother, who is incredibly dainty with a tiny voice and rolling black hair. Black hair! Like we don’t know a dye job when we see it. She got a huge payout for her first husband and bought herself and her daughter outrageously expensive modifications. She boasts a cybernetic leg that makes her able to carry 20 percent more ore. She likes to show it off with high slits and flowy dresses. Dru, too, has a fashionable shimmery décolletage with cool, spongy-metal breasts that every man in the mines wants to cup in their palms, including Joshua, I guess.

      Dru isn’t mean. That’s what makes it all so much worse. She isn’t some evil witch dripping with malice and plotting my downfall. No, Dru is simply…thoughtless in the way that a person can be thoughtless when they’ve never had to consider anyone outside their own orbit.

      I keep waiting for the tears to come, the scream to bubble up, or maybe the urge to flip the table over and storm out, but all I feel is this numbing hum. Like when you’ve been standing too close to the generators and the buzzing just fills your skull.

      “Fawl.” He looks tired. “I’m not a villain, but you need to know this so you can just stop.”

      “Stop what?” My voice comes out smaller than I intended.

      “It’s been happening little by little, you know? I mean, I didn’t realize it at first, but…your body…the skin.” He looks away then, his eyes flitting back to the men drinking behind us. “It’s a little beneath me now.”

      I try to swallow, but it feels like there’s a stick lodged in my throat. This isn’t about us. It’s about me.

      Josh tilts his head as if imploring me to give it up. “Oh, come on,” he says “you had to see the way people looked at us when we were together? That can’t have been good for you either—everyone wondering why I was with you.” He continued, “You had to notice how little we touched at the end. I went to counseling. I did everything I could. And I know you have an allergy, God. That’s why this is so hard. But I’m just not attracted to that…to you.”

      The words lodge somewhere in my throat and for a moment I can't speak. I flail to justify myself. “Why do all those machines aboveground want unmodded partners, then, if we’re so disgusting? Why are there so many skin brides?” I ask. My voice is cracking and my chin wobbles with the effort to keep from bawling.

      I know Josh. I know if I appealed to status, he would see the sense I’m making. Skin brides are for private enjoyment. Their skin is so lewd, so incredibly sexually vulgar, that if you ever see one outside the house, they are covered head to toe in black so as not to upset the delicate manners of the aboveground folk. They are objectively hot, right?

      But his laugh is sharp, like broken glass. “You don’t get it,” he says. “It’s different for them. They have everything—money, power, control. They can afford to indulge in…novelties. But down here?” He shakes his head. “It’s survival, Fawl. Nobody’s picking a skin bride when they have better options. You think those computers want equal partners? They can’t even feel human emotion. They take skin brides so they can own something—have something they can break, and no one will give a damn.” He finally looks at me, and his face is almost pitying. “I’m not a machine. I don’t know if I’ll ever get past ten percent. But I started wondering what it would be like to have more. I deserve more. I deserve to stand next to someone who looks the part.”

      “Like Dru. But I can…” I am too aware of how ridiculous it is to argue with someone about your own beauty, worth, and desirability, but here I am trying to make him remember when he wanted me.

      He runs a hand through his hair. “I…just I got stuck. It happens.” He pauses, and his voice drops, the final blow landing with brutal honesty. “I couldn’t escape.”

      I stare at him, and the words sink in like a syringe. I was his nightmare. He couldn’t escape me.

      There’s no air left in this place, no space for me anymore. The noise, the dust, the men’s laughter, it all closes in. Before I can even gather my thoughts, my family walks—as casual as you please—right into the middle of the MEAT Place.

      This is when things go completely sideways, because what in the hell are they doing here? Why are they rolling up like somebody whisper-shouted their name in a primary school play? They rehearsed this.

      “Ah, er, Johanna, I hadn’t expected you all here. I guess it’s for the better we all talk about this,” Josh says.

      My stepmother takes one look at Joshua and nods approvingly. Dru—had she always watched Joshua with hungry eyes?—hovers near the corner, pretending to be busily looking at the menu. I slam the paper down.

      “It’s all cloned lamb!” I shout.

      Dru folds the menu. She looks up at me, and her face is a little pleading. “I didn’t⁠—”

      “Dru, hush.” My stepmother silences her. “Joshua.” She clears her throat; she has the tone of an executioner who means well. I can tell by my stepmother’s darting looks to Joshua that he went off script, and she isn’t having it. “You must do what’s best for yourself. We understand. And our Fawl, well, she’s a strong girl.”

      Joshua glances at Johanna, then back at me, and I can see the guilt flicker in his eyes, but it’s quickly buried beneath that need to get his rehearsed lines out.

      Meanwhile, my own mother sits on the other side of the table, glued to her comm screen like she’s entered some sort of vegetative state. The Iku family name flickers on the screen, and she watches with the same expression reserved for lottery results. When she gets drunk on palm wine—which is often—she’ll talk about conspiracy theories. Everybody getting sick off Iku MEAT. They’re trying to kill us, she’ll slur.

      After a commercial for predatory cybernetic loans, she turns to look me in the eye.

      “It’s because of the allergies. Your nickel allergy makes it hard for you to get even low-cost mods. It just wouldn’t do. Not up there, babe. This way, you still get the aboveground connection. I’m sure your stepsister will let you visit.” She has already moved on. She sees the transfer of wealth from one daughter to the next as a simple, efficient solution. Joshua’s money will stay in the family, after all. It doesn’t matter which daughter he chooses. To her, it’s all the same.

      Am I the only person in the room with a functioning non-cybernetic heart? Maybe I’ll go off and join a naturalist commune, eat peanut butter, and dig holes looking for magical quartz in the nude. They would deserve it.

      “I want it all back.” The words taste bitter on my tongue, but they are there, like they’ve been curdling inside me for years. I’m not exactly sure what it was. My time? My life? My dignity? My lottery tickets? My extra shifts? My savings? My love?

      Joshua blinks, like he hasn’t quite registered what I said. “What?”

      There’s a pause—long enough for me to see Dru’s face blanch, her mouth a tight, thin line.

      Joshua chuckles nervously, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “Fawl, come on⁠—”

      But I don’t let him finish.

      “Your arm, Joshua.” I say his whole name to try to return us to formality. But I remember that his full name is actually just Josh. “The mod I paid for. I want it back.”
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      Josh didn’t return my arm. Nor any of the 107 calls I made to him over the past forty-eight hours. He didn’t even flinch at the loudspeaker drive-by's I orchestrated every half hour. In fact, I’m the one who ended up signing the restraining order he slapped on me for what they called unprecedented harassment. Did I get a little zealous in my threats? Perhaps. Pro tip: threats of violence should never go in writing; screaming them is just as effective. Now, thanks to my…passion, I’m required to stay a hundred feet away from both him and Dru.

      Which is why I’m here, pulling petals off a papier-mâché posy in the trade market while he and Dru pack up.

      The market is a show, always a spectacle. Vendors, covered in grease and grime, shout from their stalls, hawking their goods with a desperate kind of energy, their booming curses and promises bouncing off the twisting narrow passageways. It’s the same every day—men outshouting each other, elbowing for space, hustling like their lives depend on it. And, sometimes, they do.

      “I’m telling you, they’re poisoning us.”

      The voice comes from a man so round he looks like he might roll away if pushed too hard. It’s a feat, really; staying fully fed down here takes a lot of work.

      “You going on a hunger strike or something?” one of the others says, and they all erupt in laughter.

      But the big man doesn’t back down. “The boss’s grandson said it himself,” he insists, leaning in close, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial hush.

      “Yeah? And you seen him since, that damn fool?” scoffs a wiry guy, spitting on the ground and dragging a grimy sleeve across his forehead. “Those machines up there don’t love their own, never have. Wouldn’t think twice about—” He makes a slicing motion across his neck. “—punishin’ him real good.”

      The big man just laughs, shrugging. “I’ll take whatever punishment they dish out,” he says with a crooked grin. “Probably just a spanking from his skin bride.”

      That sets them off again, real howling now. They jostle each other, knocking shoulders, and falling over each other with raunchy jokes, tossing out vivid, filthy fantasies about what they'd do if a skin bride ever landed in their laps.

      Skin brides are a peculiar concept when you think about it. Just unmodded people nothing more. And yet, the moment some machine from above decides to cast their gaze downward and pick one, suddenly, they are transformed—not by surgery or mods, mind you, but by the sheer act of being desired by someone with social currency. That’s all it takes. The Machine’s status alone makes them—what? Valuable? Coveted? A prize?

      It makes you wonder if the shit isn’t all just made up to make you feel bad about yourself. These men down here who pant over a skin bride cross these same people, these same unmodded bodies, every day on the street without so much as a second glance.

      That’s the truth of it, the thing they’ll never say out loud. We’re all taught to hate ourselves until the right person loves us. No one questions it, not really, because we’re too busy waiting for that one touch of grace that might redeem us.

      I pass racks of secondhand cybernetic parts, some still stained with oil, others polished to a gleam. I bought Josh’s parts from a shop like this. I was so proud of myself. Yes, the price in work units cleared me out, but who needs work units when you’re soon to be the pampered little wife of an abovegrounder? It’ll take me seven years to get back to where I was six months ago.

      The noxious combination of smells from the hard-fried street food and engine grease from the repair stalls stings my eyes, and I barely dodge a sludgy stream of viscous blueish fluid sliding toward an open drain.

      “What? Are you blind? You almost stepped in a manhole!” Screams a blackneck, bearing the signature layer of grime that gathers at the collar.

      “Cover your fucking manhole, you belowground cretin,” I say back. No real venom in it, just sporting.

      “Hey, you’re down here with me, you naturalist kook,” he spits back.

      “Call me a naturalist again, and you’ll lose your other eye. Do you know how many codes you’re currently breaking?”

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      I flash my collarbone to him, letting him see the diamond glint. “Should I look it up?” I pretend to connect to a neuro-link by tapping my temple.

      He covers the hole with a sullen kick of his rusty metal boot and shoulder-checks me with enough force to knock me into another storefront.

      “Another violation!” I shout to his back.

      The shop owner frowns when he sees me slide my greasy body down his freshly washed windows, lips pursing in disapproval. His eyes flick over me—dirty coveralls, scuffed boots, unwashed hair—but they don’t land there. No, his gaze snags on the gleam at my collarbone. The diamond.

      His eyes narrow.

      An organ dealer can sell anything to anyone, they say, but I wouldn’t know. No one’s ever tried to sell me anything. I don’t even look like I have work credits to spare.

      My hair is brown at the roots, the ends spiraling out in wild orangey-yellow coils. Mine red, it’s called. My mother once said I look like fall. That’s how she named me. Later, they’d find out the preponderance of redheaded, blonde-streaked children in the belowground isn’t genetic at all. It’s a protein deficiency.

      I was the last of the children born to famine.

      Food science moved fast. The Iku family effectively ended hunger in Sector Two, erasing it as neatly as an equation on a whiteboard. And because of it, they rule. Not like tyrants—nah, that shit demands too much effort. The Ikus reign with benevolent hedonistic neglect.

      They give us food, so we owe them everything.

      When the shopkeeper crooks his little finger at me, motioning toward the sizzling meat, I don’t even try to resist. Food is something no one turns down in the mines. I lift my chin and step inside. The aroma hits my nose, spicy and rich, and my stomach growls in response. Next to the grill, a sign sits propped up like an afterthought, its message written in loopy, careless script: 1 Kidney for Your Dream Life. Live Aboveground. Ask Me How!

      Nothing says trustworthy like a vendor who trades organs and sells meat.

      “Where’s the packaging?” I ask, playing along, though my eyes flick to the waste bin behind him, which is overflowing with dehydrated MEAT boxes.

      “Ha. Very funny,” he says, pointing to the trash with his forehead, like he couldn’t care less. The blood from the fresh cut sizzles on the iron, the crackle filling the silence between us.

      “So, uh,” he starts, looking around like he’s checking for eavesdroppers. “You a Diamond?”

      I hesitate. Only one reason why he wants to know. He has information to buy or to sell. I was too flashy with my new status.

      I’m not about to tarnish my status to help this guy make a quick buck.

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business,” I say, but my heart picks up speed.

      He gives a slow nod as if he understands. “You just shouted it to the entire thoroughfare, so if you are trying to keep it pinned…”

      Okay… Points were made.

      He sticks a toothpick into the sizzling meat, his fingers thick and calloused, and hands it to me like a peace offering. His nails are jagged and dirty, like the edges of the mines. The shopkeeper isn’t old, but he has the look of someone worn down by life.

      “That rock shifter. He’s a big deal, huh?” He doesn’t even bother saying his name. He doesn’t have to. Everybody knows.

      I don’t pretend not to know who he’s talking about either. I’ve heard the whispers, the way people’s voices dip whenever they mention Josh.

      “Everyone in the mines knows what he did to you,” he continues, sticking another piece of meat onto the grill, “but they’re afraid to cross him. Dreamin’ of that aboveground connection, you know?”

      So that’s why no one’s been giving me the poor-girl treatment.

      I expected more solidarity from the women, something more than the silent pitying glances they threw my way. But they all cozied up to Dru, desperate for her to bestow some kind of friendship on them, maybe sponsor their ascent one day.

      “They used to clamor around me,” I say, more to myself than to him. They complimented my unmodded body and sighed over Josh’s one-word comms.

      The shopkeeper snorts, a low, knowing sound. “They’re just waitin’ to see who comes out on top, girl. Ain’t no loyalty down here, just survival.”

      I bite into the MEAT, tender and delicious. “Did you get any of the tainted rations?”

      “I did. I was surprised those machines up there even let us know.”

      “Right? I was shocked we got the warning.”

      “Mark my words, that’s going to be the last you hear from that man Ben. He’s going to have an unexplained ‘accident.’ We’ll never hear from him again.”

      I don’t know Ben, can never hope to ever know an Iku, but I quietly wish him well. If an Iku can’t survive losing favor with his friends and family, what hope do I have?

      I finish the MEAT and nod a thank you, prepared to beg for my placement back at the knowledge center. I quit it in anticipation of being a hotshot aboveground. Now I have to crawl back and beg for a spot under the same people who dumped me for Dru. Somehow, this hurts more than being dumped.

      “Wait!” The shopkeeper seems to use all his strength to yell. “You could still, uh…get aboveground if you wanted to.”

      I don’t like the way he says it. Like I just stepped from Hell into some new circle of pain I didn’t even know existed—Hell Plus: now with more creeps!

      There’s a second way to get aboveground.

      It isn’t in the brochures, isn’t in the radio-drama storylines where self-made titans claw their way out of the mines, hoarding work credits for some ungodly number of years until they finally, finally earn their place among the gleaming towers. That’s the respectable way to make it.

      But for those who with limited hardware and a soft mouth, there’s a shortcut.

      A contract in a low-level brothel would get you through the checkpoints. No years of scraping for credits, no lottery odds stacked against you. Just a different kind of currency. You’d lick metal clits until your jaw ached for eighteen hours. You’d service cocks designed for efficiency, not pleasure. The little finger-shaped things are all the rage aboveground. Or so Josh said.

      But you’d be aboveground.

      You’d see the goddamned sun.

      Not that I’m morally opposed to using what I have to get what I want. It’s just…how can I be sure this shopkeeper has any real access? Scams like this run all the time.

      “You still have healthy fat deposits,” he says. “A nice hip width, strong legs from climbing in the mines. Some people in high places get really turned on by those.” He gestures to my breasts. “Or anything that makes you look soft and fertile—less like a machine. I’m not talking about a skin house. I’m talking about an actual job.”

      “You know of a real position up top?” I lean in.

      Aboveground jobs are impossible. Even a job wiping asses requires years-long waiting lists, vetting, byzantine connections, and bribes—so many bribes.

      He gives me a tight little nod, and I’m on him like a starved dog.

      “How? What is it? Who do you know? If you expect me to stare down any one-eyed snakes without⁠—”

      “Settle down.” He smirks, wiping his hands on his apron, the grease from the sizzling meat now smeared across his stained shirt. “It’s real hush-hush. Discretion at the highest levels, but the requirements are… Let’s just say unconventional.”

      He hands out the last of his sample meats and waves the rest of the hungry hopefuls away. He erases the price on the box and doubles it. Those waiting for samples crash into his store and buy every single one on display.

      I make the get-on-with-it signal with my hands.

      “They want the ugliest.” His hand flutters in my direction. “Not my words.”

      Ugly. That should sting, but it doesn’t. I’ve been hearing worse my whole life. If they’re kind, they say unfortunate. I barely even flinched. The hook was already in. “Define ugly.”

      “Unmodded. With that starvation-red hair.”

      “But I do have this,” I say, pulling down the collar of my dress, revealing the smooth, glinting diamond embedded in my collarbone, swollen red and angry.

      “I know but—” He leans in, eyes widening. “Holy fish guts,” he mutters, licking his lips. “That’s hypo platinum, isn’t it? Premium grade?”

      “Had to be,” I reply, shrugging. “I’ve got allergies.”

      “Damn.” He whistles under his breath, his fingers twitching like they want to touch the diamond, as if maybe it’ll rub off on him. “Never seen one up close.”

      “What are they paying?” I ask.

      He steeples his fingers. “Five years of work credits.”

      My eyes bug out.

      Five years of work credits. That’s enough to buy myself real beauty. Legs polished, hips reshaped, skin flawless. I could get out of this place, be something. I could look like I belong up there, flawless and untouchable. But I don’t trust him, not one bit. His eyes gleam too much, like he has a trick hidden up his sleeve.

      “What’s your cut?” I ask, keeping my voice steady.

      He leans back, smirking. “None of it.”

      I stare at him, waiting for the punch line “None?”

      “I don’t need the money. I want aboveground access to the IS.”

      I knew it. This shit could get me killed. “Information, huh?”

      He nods, his expression hardening. “I had—have a sister who left nine months ago. Pregnant and all. Just here today, then gone. And she’s not the only one. Young women and men have been leaving the mines. Their families are being paid ridiculous sums. But no one ever sees them again. They send notes, sure, but they don’t sound like themselves. Like they’re…I don’t know…happy in some different world. I think my sister found a new sector. One with abundant resources.”

      “You think someone is secretly making a new sector? That would be world news. That’s an insane theory.” I lean in.

      “Look, I can only get so far in the IS before I’m blocked. But someone got terraforming permits, someone is manufacturing human skin, someone is systematically shutting sections of the underground down—choosing people.”

      “Oh my God, you think it’s a controlled burn.”

      The Burn was a natural catastrophic event. Controlled burns are not.

      We are in full tinfoil hat territory now. Controlled burns are heavily rumored, loosely connected events whispered from sector to sector like old war songs.

      You’d hear it in passing, under someone’s breath:

      That wasn’t an accident

      That wasn’t a drought.

      Every explosion that took out a transit hub, every electrical surge that shut down half a city block, every mysterious “supply chain interruption” that left kids starving in the Half-City someone always said it was a controlled burn.

      And it was ridiculous. Right?

      Except I frequent the information system quite a bit, and sometimes the numbers added up too clean. And the people who spoke the loudest about it tended to go quiet shortly after.

      It was probably nothing.

      It had to be nothing.

      He shrugs slowly, but he looks scared. We should all be. If this theory gets out, it’ll cause mass hysteria.” Something sinister is going down. They’re going to blow this place to chunks and I need to know where everyone’s going.”

      For the second time in three days, the wind is knocked out of me. Does he want me to stop a controlled burn? With what, my tits? This is insane.

      “What if I can’t find anything?”

      “You will. I’ve never tried a Diamond before.”

      The room suddenly feels too small.  “Josh says…” I shake my head, unsure why I even brought his name into this. “I hear that my Diamond status won’t matter up there.”

      He shrugged. “Josh is an idiot. Your Diamond status will get you access no one else has. And this burn feels different. Official.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Iku-level shit.”

      He pulls a slender wand out of a sack, and I flinch. “What are you doing?” I lean back.

      These wands they use to determine your percentage are cheap; they aren’t actually mod detectors but nickel detectors. Nickel is the most common alloy.”

      I put my hand up. “I know.”

      He runs the wand over my torso.

      Nothing.

      He smiles. “This is brilliant. You’re showing up zero. This is brilliant.”

      I still have a few more questions.

      I exhale sharply, rubbing at my temples. “Those work credits won’t matter much if I’m dead,” I say flatly. Just because I’m a Diamond doesn’t mean I can waltz around leaking information about a controlled burn without consequences.

      “If that happens, I’ve got a letter ready. It’ll go public. Officials can’t just disappear a Diamond. It’ll be a mess, a scandal.”

      I level him with a look. “But I’ll be dead,” I repeat, slower this time, for emphasis.

      He shrugs. “If they’re planning a controlled burn, we’ve only got weeks anyway,” he says, like we’re talking about the weather. Then, a pause. A shift. “If they’re not—worst case?” He shrugs again. “You’ll be on your back for a few weeks. Before you find an IS worker to help you aboveground.”

      I bark out a laugh, ugly and humorless. Thinking of how the IS workers hated me for giving up on the work. “Yeah, foolproof plan.”

      “They want a skin bride,” he says.

      He lets the words fall. And they land like a stone in my stomach.

      Now that is something

      “They hate the unmodded,” he says, shaking his head.

      He didn’t have to tell me. The Matriarch started a legendary temperance campaign against skin brides that politically went nowhere but still very much socially stigmatized the group aboveground. It’s more than a stigma. This is a particularly high-risk request. I’ve heard stories—all the mine folk have—about how some brides disappear forever, how some reemerge months later, haunted and silent, with more scars than skin.

      “But now they want one inside the Iku compound? A skin bride?” He lets out a low, humorless laugh. “This request is wild. The pay is even wilder.”

      My mind is racing, turning this over, trying to make sense of it. The concept of a skin bride was ripped of all its past contexts. It isn’t about love, about companionship; it’s about possession. If a machine buys you, you’re a bride. If you do the buying, you’re a groom. Gender doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is the transaction: flesh for credits.

      Why become machines if you’re going to yearn for something so irrevocably human?

      It doesn’t make sense. The whole world is built on the premise that modification is progress, that human desire is dangerous, and that stripping away flesh means stripping away weakness. And yet, the more metal they become, the more they want us.

      Hypocrisy never surprises me. People are often parodies of themselves. The openness of it is the shock. Something’s off. The sector’s highest, coldest, most untouchable caste, known sector wide for their sterile chastity, suddenly developing an appetite for flesh and bone? And involving an organ trader in that scheme?

      “How did you come by this information?”

      “People trust you when you’re discrete.” That’s all he says about that. I don’t want to think about how many other favors he has carried out for the wealthy. “Listen, something you gotta know is this: the elite start acting funny,” he says, shaking his head, “then we pay attention. When the machines sneeze, we catch the flu.”

      I nod, though I doubt I can give him the information he wants.

      “You’ve got three hours,” he says, his voice soft now. “They choose tonight.”
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            Fucking Aluminum

          

        

      

    

    
      The Information System office looks smaller than I remember.

      Or maybe I imagined it grander. The rows of old data terminals flicker, and the low hum of processing servers is more peaceful too. Before I say yes to the shopkeeper, I need to know if anything can be salvaged. My life with Josh is over, but what about my life period?

      I move to my old desk. There’s dust. Dust. On my terminal. It’s only been a few days. The mines are so dramatic.

      “You’re back,” someone says behind me.

      I turn to see Mara, who looks a bit like an ancient Elizabethan with her pale makeup, rouged cheeks, and high lace collar. The style for IS workers is the opposite of the mines. Everyone wants to look brown, sun-kissed, like they vacation aboveground. But IS workers like to look like they’ve never been nor heard of outside.

      “I’m here for my things,” I say. “And also—I’d like to talk about reinstatement.”

      Mara blinks once, slow. “Reinstatement?”

      I nod. “I want my position back.”

      Her mouth twists like she’s trying to suppress a laugh. Then she does laugh, a short, sharp bark that carries across the office. Heads turn. People peer over monitors. I recognize a few of them. Some avert their eyes, but others—Bronzes, Nickels, even goddamn Aluminum-level IS workers—look right at me and smirk.

      My stomach twists.

      “I’m a Diamond,” I say, as if reminding them, as if reminding myself. “The only one down here.”

      “A Diamond,” Mara says, still smiling. Then she holds up an information system slip.

      My haughty resignation. I actually set this up to auto send this morning. I groan rereading the first lines

      “As an abovegrounder blah blah…in order to focus on my husband’s rapidly accelerating…yada yada.”

      It is humiliating.

      Mara closes the slip. “A Diamond who eagerly forfeited her coveted position,” she says.

      I press my lips together. “That was⁠—”

      “Before Josh came to his senses? What would make you think he’d bring an unmodded girl up there?”

      The Bronzes snicker.

      “You don’t understand,” I say. “The Diamond status was for the move. It was so people could see how worthy we⁠—”

      Mara holds up a hand, stopping me cold. “Excuse me,” she says, her voice cutting. “Everyone here actually gives a damn about the Information System. A living, breathing ecosystem we swore an oath to protect. You showed your true colors the second Josh got the lottery. You abandoned your post. You turned your back on the work.”

      I open my mouth, but she isn’t finished.

      “And now you come crawling back?” She leans forward, eyes as sharp as scalpels. “No. You don’t get to waltz in here with your diamond collar and expect us to roll out a welcome mat.”

      My throat feels tight. “You’re saying I have to start from the bottom?”

      “I’m saying,” Mara says, voice cold, “you’ll be below Aluminum.”

      I sputter. “You can’t be serious.”

      She steps closer, her voice dropping, like she wants to make sure only I hear every syllable. “Until you learn respect for this work, yes, I can.” Her lips curve, but there’s no kindness in it. “So take your seat. And either collect your things or take the Aluminum files and sort them.”

      I sit. A little dumfounded. Do I love this work enough to start at the very bottom?

      What do I love?

      I think I love the IS searchers.

      Most people in the Information System have their patterns. I know them all by heart. The Erotica Searcher, always hunting for increasingly esoteric smut. The Obsessive Infant-Laughter Seeker, whose sole mission in life seems to be playing and replaying the sound of babies giggling in various tones and pitches. Creepy, but ultimately harmless. And then there’s the Touch Starver, a person so desperate for sensory input that they spend hours watching videos of fingertips brushing over skin, of hugs held just a second too long. Watching goose bumps rise on flesh for hours. I like them, whoever they are. Though their search patterns always drove me insane.

      They’re maddeningly methodical, like a person trying to solve a maze by brute force, hitting the same dead end over and over because it never once occurs to them to climb the walls.

      They start with a concept—say, nutrient synthesis models in post-industrial economies—and work their way through it step by step, narrowing their parameters and refining their queries. Fine. Logical. But then, without fail, they get stuck circling the same five articles, the same cluster of datasets, as if the answer will suddenly appear if they just reword the query in a slightly different way.

      It’s infuriating, watching them flail against the limits of their own logic. Creativity is what they lack. The ability to make that sideways leap, to see what isn’t there and ask why. And yet, they’re up there, aboveground, in the labs, in the halls of innovation, while I’m stuck down here in the dirt, my hands deep in the guts of the Information System. I could be up there. I should be up there.

      But I didn’t dream of that. Not really.

      I only dreamed of matching Josh. Of reaching his level, so that he wouldn’t be ashamed of me. I clawed and scraped and bled to earn a place in his world, not because I wanted it, but because I thought it would make him want me. I learned the entire structure of the IS, bent my mind around its architecture, broke my back over it—and for what?

      To be discarded at the last second?

      To be deemed unworthy of a man who had never, not once, truly seen me?

      The realization came like a slap.

      I spent years thinking I was fighting for my place in the world, but I was fighting only for Josh’s regard.

      I comm the shopkeeper that very moment.

      “I’m in.”
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            Don’t Be funny. Don’t Be smart

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours later, I’m sitting on a barstool made of old bicycle parts, spinning myself dizzy while three other women chug the free potato alcohol. I have three layers of clothing on and two scarves, hoping the layers will hide the brilliant diamond in my collar. They keep asking the bartender if the drinks are really free, right before he hands them another one, no matter how many times he assures them that yes, it’s free.

      The walls are made of rough-cut stone, and one of the women carves her initials into the grime that’s built up over God knows how many years. The low ceiling is crisscrossed with exposed pipes that hiss and drip ominously in the shadows. We’ve been here for an hour, and everyone’s losing patience. The faint hum of machines vibrates through the walls, and the sticky floor gives our footsteps cartoonish sound effects.

      A woman teeters toward me with a shot glass the size of her fist. She’s homely in a comforting way, with a large nose and large eyes that make you think she could keep your secrets. I decide I like her, if for no other reason than the huge nose like a cross-legged god that seems to sit on her face.

      “Shot!” They all clap and scream, “Shot! Shot! Shot!” pointing to me and jumping. They’re all dolled up in their best, with bright metallic lip stain, tiny skirts with lights and buttons, and feathered eyelashes. But didn’t the shopkeeper tell me to come as I am?

      Am I being tricked?

      The shopkeeper told me not to have any liquor and to wait for the back doors to open. But he didn’t say anything about the free fried onions. So, I take a fat bite of the ball of batter and shake my head at the women. “Sorry, ladies. Allergic.”

      They boo me, laughing, and I laugh a little too. Damn, I could use a shot right now. But the door creaks open, and all eyes in the room swivel to a tall, dark figure stepping through the threshold. He’s dressed in a long black coat that brushes the floor, and his mirrored sunglasses gleam unnaturally in the dimness, though there’s no sunlight in the mines that would require such a ridiculous accessory. His presence sucks the air right out of the room. The door clicks shut behind him.

      It’s time.

      The girls—who were slumped over tables, laughing—suddenly straighten, but their eyes are unfocused, and they move clumsily. The man takes his time, walking the length of the room with slow steps; the sound of his boots sticking to the floor is less comical, more ominous.

      He stops in front of the first girl, the one with glitter lips and an unfortunate underbite.

      “I’m going to ask you three questions,” he says, tilting his head slightly.

      The girl nods weakly, trying to focus on him.

      “What is your allegiance to the Iku family?”

      The woman puts her hands to her mouth like she’s holding in a laugh, and I realize with horror that she is laughing. “Fine until lunchtime!” she slurs, waving her hand dismissively.

      Two other girls cough to hide their laughter.

      The man’s expression doesn’t change, but there’s a subtle tightening around his mouth. That must have been enough because the girl’s laughter dies in her throat. She’s roughly grabbed by one of the silent figures with chrome masks on and dragged toward the door.

      This sobers everybody up fast.

      He moves on to the next girl, his shadow falling over her like an eclipse. “What’s your skill set?”

      The girl hesitates, clearly scrambling for the right answer. “I—I bake,” she stammers.

      “What do you bake?”

      She looks at him like he’s strange. “Bread.”

      “And how’s business?” he asks, his tone deceptively casual. Whatever he’s doing, she shouldn’t fall for it. “Are your profits steady?”

      The woman smirks. “Well,” she begins, her voice gaining a bit of confidence, “my net profit increased by about seven percent last quarter, thanks to a more efficient supply chain I started. I’ve also been optimizing my pricing strategy based⁠—”

      He makes his funny little mouth movement again. The woman freezes, and she, too, is roughly dragged away.

      “But—” she begins to protest, but her voice cuts off. She’s intelligent, and it looks like it cost her a ticket aboveground.

      Okay, so far, I’ve learned two things: Don’t be funny. Don’t be smart.

      I tremble a little, despite being as sober as a judge. This man’s rules are impossible to predict, each one crashing down like an axe from above. The uncertainty is maddening. The place is as quiet as a storage room now; all the hissing and dripping seems to have stopped.

      The man’s gloved hand slips into his coat before pulling out a slender metallic wand that hums softly as he activates it. The device emits a faint blue light, which he passes first over me, then over the other woman.

      The high-pitched beep makes me jump. The girl in front of me, the one with the cozy face and large nose, has triggered his alloy detector

      The man’s lips curl into a sneer. “Cybernetic tibia,” he says with disdain.

      “No!” the girl cries out in genuine surprise. “There must be some mistake.”

      He moves the wand over her body again, and the harsh beep sounds. “Ninety-three percent titanium, seven percent nickel,” the man declares, his voice dripping with cold indifference. “Did you think we wouldn’t check?”

      “I didn’t know—I had bone cancer as a child. It must be from that—I swear, I didn’t know!” Her desperation is palpable, every word tinged with fear for what comes next.

      But the man is unmoved. He’s heard it all before, or perhaps he simply doesn’t care. “Get out,” he commands, and she’s dragged away. Her screams cut through the bar until the door closes behind her, leaving nothing but silence.

      That sucked.

      Now it’s just me—the last one standing. My heart is galloping in my chest. The man turns to me, his gaze hidden behind those mirrored lenses. I force myself to stand tall, though my legs feel like ribbons beneath me. The sweat trickling down my back, the sour tang of my own fear mingling with the onion on my breath. He takes a step closer, close enough that I can see my own distorted reflection in his sunglasses.

      He wrinkles his nose, a faint curl of disgust twisting his mouth as he takes in my appearance. Or is that just his default expression? Hard to tell. My mind races, trying to remember every little instruction, every piece of advice the shopkeeper gave me, but it all seems to dissolve into nothing.

      He runs the wand up my body, then down.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing myself for the inevitable. Any second now, that chrome-masked goon will come and drag me away, just like the others. Instead, there’s a pause—a long, tense moment where the world seems to hold its breath. Then something unexpected happens.

      He smiles. “What is your allegiance to the Iku family?”

      I scramble for a second, then remember an old radio jingle. “Iku Foods: they make the meat we get to eat.”

      He rolls his eyes. “What is your skill set?”

      “I don’t know how to do much of anything,” I say. I realize I’m pigeoning my toes and talking like a baby. How do people fall for this?

      He gets a whiff of my onion breath, and his eyes tighten.

      Well, it’s more of a grimace, really, like his mouth isn’t quite sure how to form the shape. But it’s there, and it’s directed at me.

      “You’ll do nicely.”
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      So, here I am, in a skeevy bar alongside three men with identical faces. I seriously cannot tell them apart. They have all been modified into aggressive uniformity. For expediency’s sake, I’ll call them the Chins.

      I am unceremoniously yanked out of the bar and shoved into what can only be described as a relic from a bygone era: an ancient rail-cart platform that looks like it’s one broken axle away from a total fucking death spiral. These carts, once a proud part of the underground’s industrious network, have long since been retired, left to rust and rot in the forgotten corners of the mines. But this particular beauty was dragged out of some scrapyard hell, its jagged, rusted edges just begging to introduce a new strain of tetanus to the world.

      The wheels—caked with grime—wobble on the tracks like they’re playing a game of will they or won’t they with gravity. The answer to which I am not particularly keen on discovering.

      “Listen, listen,” I begin, injecting a modicum of reason into the situation. “You all aren’t from here, so let me do you a solid. This cart? No business transporting anything—let alone people. So⁠—”

      But before I finish my little PSA, one of the chins shoves me inside without so much as a mind the gap. I stumble, trying to find my footing on the uneven floor. The cart jerks forward, and a screeching sound fills the air as the wheels scrape against rusted tracks. I say a little prayer and hope the fifteenth-century monks who built this wobbly-ass cart knew what they were doing.

      I take a breath, though shaky and laced with regret. At that moment, the prospect of tucking and rolling is becoming increasingly appealing, but before I can act on that brilliant idea, a rough piece of fabric is unceremoniously thrown over my face. Everything goes dark. I would be lying if I said I’m not at least a little relieved; after all, if I can’t see the death trap I’m hurtling through, maybe I can trick myself into believing it isn’t happening.

      The fabric of the hood scratches against my skin. The cold metal of the cart’s frame presses into my back as we pick up speed, and the hood tightens around my neck with each jolt, giving me the disturbing thought that if someone wanted to, they could just give it a good tug and—poof—end of story. My stomach lurches as the cart descends, the downward pull making it abundantly clear that for the next six weeks of my life, I’m no longer in full control of the outcome.

      “Look at her. I told you they were soft.” A cold metal hand rises up my leg, and another one reaches inside my shirt to pluck at a nipple. I kick out, connecting with something hard.

      “This bitch.”

      But I hear metal hit metal.

      “Don’t touch her. We’ll be able to fuck her soon enough after Ben runs crying in the other direction. We can’t give him a reason to legitimately refuse.”

      I’m someone’s unwanted burden. I don’t want to think about what my life will be like. I have to think of the steps to the end. The flowchart is cartoonishly simple: find information about the controlled burn—> flash the diamond—> get out—> ipso the fuck facto, I’m rich.

      The cart levels out for a moment before tilting upward, and the pressure shifts, pushing me back into the seat as we began to climb. My ears pop, a series of uncomfortable clicks that somehow seem less alarming than the rest of what’s happening.

      All I can do is hold on as this contraption drags me—whether I like it or not—toward the surface, toward the light, toward whatever lies above. There’s a fleeting moment where the cart seems to hang in the air, weightless, and I find myself floating just above the seat. It’s terrifying, and then, just as quickly, gravity returns with a vengeance, pinning me down as we continue our ascent.

      The first thing I notice is the air. The metallic tang that permeated the underground has lifted, replaced by something fresher, cleaner—so unfamiliar that it almost feels like a memory from another life. My lungs instinctively pull in deeper breaths, trying to savor this strange new atmosphere.

      The hood remains firmly over my head, but I can see a soft, muted light filtering through the coarse material as we rise. It grows stronger and warmer—nothing like the harsh artificial glare of the underground lamps. This is different, gentler. The mechanical clanks and grinding noises from the railcar fade, replaced by softer sounds: wind rustling the fabric against my face, and the distant call of an animal.

      I can’t stop the creeping sense of wonder, even with terror gnawing at the edges of it. The world around me is changing. And yet, in all this, I didn’t stop to consider the impossibility of what I’m doing. What if I hate being aboveground? What if I can’t get the info? What if I stay aboveground, getting fat and fucked while a controlled burn decimates my sector? Am I a hero? Does my sector deserve a hero? God, the way they treated me… They’re in a bad way if I am all they have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Unreal

          

        

      

    

    
      When I finally stand, legs as wobbly as a toddler’s, I realize we transitioned from the rickety death cart to something smoother before ultimately finding ourselves on foot again. Doors whoosh open, and suddenly, I’m cold. My boots make a crisp, echoing tap, then a squeak, as if even they are surprised by the pristine cleanliness of the floor beneath them.

      And then, a scent, faint, yet unmistakable: bread. For a moment, I think of the bread-making girl and hope she’s okay.

      They brought me in through the kitchen, perhaps?

      I stumble on the stairs, a clumsy lurch that pulls me harshly back into the present. A second hand presses against my ass, squeezing in a way that only pretends to be helpful. Almost instantly, a conversation erupts—far too gleeful for my liking.

      “Oh my God, is this her?” A woman this time, chipper, as if they’re heading to a surprise party.

      “I know, she’s perfect,” one of the Chins chimes in.

      “Wait, does Lily know about this?” another one asks, suddenly less certain.

      “I mean, she left him, right?” The first person also sounds unsure now, as if realizing this could go south very quickly. There’s a pregnant pause as the group collectively reconsiders their enthusiasm.

      We pause on the steps—steps that, now that I’m counting, seem endless.

      “No, no, we lost an entire cycle,” the other voice reassures. “She needs him to learn his lesson.” But the doubt lingers in their voices.

      I stumble over the last stair and am unceremoniously guided into another room. The cloth over my head is lifted slowly, and the world turns into a blinding mirror. I blink, feeling like I just stepped onto the surface of the sun. Listen, even though I live underground, I am an Information System worker. I knew there was a sun. But gotdamn, are people really out here staring at stars?

      The light is helmet lamp-bright, overwhelming in its intensity. I hadn’t thought of this. What if I’m blind here? Panic gnaws at the edges of my resolve. What have I gotten myself into?

      Someone shoves a pair of dark glasses into my hands, and I slip them on, only then realizing how badly my hands are shaking.

      As my vision clears, I find myself standing in a palace straight out of a storybook. The floors—ornate marble polished to a mirror shine—stretch out beneath me, and I’m utterly overwhelmed by the aesthetic cleanliness of it all. The air is crisp and fresh, not tinged with the soot that glitters in the lamplight and covers our underground homes in a fine layer. I drop to my knees, waving at my own reflection on the floor. We don’t get a chance to stare at ourselves often down below; we rush past polished bronze to tame our hair. But this is a full rendition of me. On the floor.

      Unreal.

      Like I’m kneeling on a thin sheet of glass.

      A massive bed dominates the center of the room, draped in layers of fabric so thick and soft, they look like a stack of pancakes waiting for syrup. I can’t remember the last time I saw anything so clean, so untouched by the grime that coats every surface of the mines.

      “You’ll have plenty of time to lick the floors, pet,” jokes one of the people from before. “Right now, you have to make ready for your husband.”

      The Chins close the door behind them, leaving me alone in this impossibly opulent bedroom.

      Wait…my what?

      Husband, not groom. I’m here to be married? A skin bride isn’t a real wife. There’s no ceremony, no signatures—no titles. The thought reverberates inside my skull like an earthquake, dulling the shock of the room’s outrageous luxury. I was so caught up in the sheer otherness of the palace, in the shock of seeing something so clean and perfect, that the reality of my situation didn’t fully sink in until now.

      Married. To whom?

      Lord, I have never used the word whom in my life. Somebody check on me.

      Married to someone I don’t know, someone who will see me as nothing more than a fetish? Legally bound to a machine forever? A skin bride has the benefit of being in a temporary arrangement. What the hell is this? Should I ask for a lawyer to understand the terms of this marriage?

      I say the word out loud. “Marriage?”

      The enormity of my questions makes my knees weak, and I steady myself against the bedpost to keep from collapsing.

      I’m too far gone to turn back now. This place, as overwhelming and terrifying as it is, offers something that Josh ripped away from me.

      And if nothing else, I will eat well.

      I have always been hungry. It seems to be one of my defining traits—Fawl’s stomach growling, Fawl wanting more. But maybe my life belowground just…wasn’t enough.

      I straighten, pushing away the lingering thoughts of Josh. Without hesitation, I strip down, peeling away the layers of clothing that cling to my skin, dirt and dust falling to the floor as I do. This is what I’m here for, isn’t it? To be examined, to be gawked at? For my every hole to be plundered? Each piece of fabric falls to the floor with a soft rustle, leaving me exposed in this pristine, unreal place.

      The air in the room is cool against my bare skin. I stand there, eyes closed, arms out, legs akimbo, like a star.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Alas, a Pervert

          

        

      

    

    
      When the door creaks open, I’m still standing there—arms out, head tilted back like some desperate priestess hoping for rain. It’s a wild thought, one I absurdly want to share with Josh. I even start to turn, instinctively reaching for him. “Josh, I—” But reality crashes back. Josh isn’t here. He’s with Dru, probably unpacking in their new place, sharing sweet smiles over a fancy lamb dinner.

      And here I am, alone, aboveground for the first time. There’s no victory in it though. I feel gutted. Betrayed. The realization grinds like rocks in a tumbler, sharpening my resentment into something lethal.

      “How much did they pay you?”

      The voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I flinch. I didn’t hear him come in. I blink, and then he’s there, a man, or a machine, or maybe some strange thing in between, looming in the doorway.

      Dear God.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but not this. He moves like he owns everything, even the air around him. Behind him, three human-shaped bots move with eerie precision, like they’re a single monstrous creature split into parts. The bots are all I want to focus on, because the machine is terrifying.

      The man bots have name tags: Crispin, Elton, and Hank.

      Crispin is the tall one, built like he was designed to carry very heavy trays or possibly me if I ever tried to run. Elton is the smallest, which is misleading because he moves like a knife in a bad mood. And Hank. He looks sweet and dumb and terrifying in a Hulk smash type of way. Okay, so my machine comes with three nightmare nannies.

      Whoever this is, he’s no ordinary man. Three neuro-linked mannies? The sheer amount of brainpower it takes to control them all at once… No one belowground has even dreamed of seeing this. This is a trick, right? How insanely beautiful. How utterly, ridiculously gorgeous this man is in a way that makes my stomach hurt. I’m actually dizzy.

      Shit!

      Am I being poisoned?

      Did they feed me mushrooms?

      I’ve seen people with cybernetic parts before—1 percent, maybe 4 percent at most. But this…person looks like he’s 80 to 85 percent metal, if not more. I don’t have a wand or anything, and you can’t tell that type of thing just by glancing, but he just looks like he has a platinum heart.

      Curiosity tugs at me. I step closer, forgetting for a moment that I’m stark naked, save for sunglasses, and vulnerable in the way only a body without mods can be. But his skin—it’s a marvel: dark, rich—the kind of tone that implies years of sun exposure, a luxury I can barely fathom. Where his flesh meets his cybernetic parts, there’s no harsh divide, no jarring interruption, just a strange, terrifying beauty. My hand reaches out before I can stop it, hovering over the place where flesh turns into unyielding metal. One of the mannies glides forward, moving with a kind of deadly grace, like it’s ready to intervene.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, trying to laugh it off, though my voice shakes a little. “Maybe I should’ve offered you a drink first.”

      God, what am I even saying?

      There’s nothing quite like standing bare-assed next to a fully clothed person to make you feel utterly out of your mind.

      But that skin…miraculous. The metal doesn’t fight the flesh; every damned seam is smooth, like molten platinum was poured over his body and left to set. His irises are dark, nearly black, with these blue cybernetic pupils that give me the unsettling impression that he can see everything—every flaw, every scar, every thought—whenever he wants. He walks toward the bed, and there’s no clicking, no grinding of gears as he moves. None of that rusty-train-car sound that plagued Josh’s secondhand arm.

      I’ve seen this machine’s face before, but I can’t place him.

      “Somebody said we were supposed to get married?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady. I chuckle at the end, so he can join in on the absurdity.

      “The event you anticipate has already transpired.” He shakes his head, and the metal ripples like skin. How is that even possible? His voice is low, flat—without joy, without sorrow. Just empty. “We are husband and wife.”

      “Now?” I blink, incredulous.

      “Now.” He repeated it like a fact, nothing more.

      “Where was I?”

      I didn’t even get cake. No dress, no vows, no nothing. This is ridiculous.

      “In absentia,” he replies, as if this is a thing that happens all the time.

      “Did you get cake?” I shoot back, trying to grasp at some thread of normalcy.

      His response is bone-dry. “That was a low-probability statement.”

      “Okay, so we are Mrs. and Mr…”

      “Iku. Benjamin Nehemiah Iku,” he says.

      Shit, it’s him. The son. The face. THE Ben.

      His gaze is the opposite of his tone—hot and questioning. It drifts from my face, tracking the slope of my bare shoulder, pausing at the diamond set into my collarbone. He’s staring at it like it’s an anomaly, a glitch in the system. I forgot to cover it. Shit. At least the Chins didn’t see.

      “Was it a contest?” he asks, his voice faintly curious.

      I blink, thrown off. “What?”

      He tilts his head, his expression neither cruel nor kind, just…intent. “How did they select you? I find it unlikely they would choose an intelligent wife.”

      I tap my diamond, feeling the cool metal under my fingertips. “Oh, this?” I try for casual. “I…kind of hid this.”

      A flicker of muted surprise. Then a twitch of something he quickly tamps down. “Bigger fools than I thought,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “Did my brother promise you anything? Do you owe allegiance to him or another sector? If you try to lie I will sense it.”

      “No and no,” I say, holding his gaze steady, refusing to flinch.

      “They have calibrated your allure with such”—his voice falters—“exquisite detail,” he finishes. “But I won’t give my brother the victory of carnal weakness. I will leave you and your body in peace,” he says, a cool finality in his tone. His eyes flick to my mouth, just for a second.

      I shouldn’t be able to feel his eyes, but I do.

      The assessing aspect of his gaze chills me. Is he calculating how much Iku MEAT he could get out of me?

      He doesn’t move, though, and neither do I. His eyes stay on me. For a man determined to leave me in peace, he seems perfectly content to hang out here and torture me with his hot looks.

      I need to make him an ally. I just don’t know how. The usual methods seem…ineffective. He’s joining a growing line of men who don’t seem overly ensnared by my feminine wiles. Wasn’t that the entire deal here? I was brought up to be someone’s unmodded fetish, a pliant curiosity from the mines to be ogled, controlled, and fucked. I thought it was a way I could get information, control him a little with his, like, burning desire for my body or whatever. I don’t know…

      “Listen,” I say, my pulse quickening, “I volunteered because you had some kind of need? I was promised a pervert.”

      The machine laughs—or chokes, or…he emits a wheezing sound that make me want to take a step back. He looks up, surprised at the noise himself.

      “I am sorry to disappoint,” he says. The corners of his mouth rise.

      “Why would your family go through all this?” I ask. I overheard enough. Their whispers, their sideways glances. “Whoever sent me here wants to see you hurt.”

      There’s a sharpness to my voice, an edge I don’t even try to soften. It isn’t for him—I barely know the guy—but I feel real anger directed at the faceless people who reached for me in the railcar, talked about me like I was something they could have anytime they wanted.

      It’s a strange kind of solidarity, standing here with this man who likely feels just as trapped as I do, though I’d never have guessed that at first. It’s becoming our first united front as husband and wife: hating those assholes who are turning the screws.

      “Those guys can go get fucked, am I right?”

      I don’t expect him to laugh, and he doesn’t, but I catch the smallest flicker in his eyes, like maybe he agrees. Maybe this is something we can share.

      “You’re here to embarrass me,” he says, finally throwing me a bone. There’s no anger in it, no bitterness, just a quiet resignation that settles over him like a shadow. “There was a plan in place, bigger than me, bigger than the sector, and I disrupted it. I didn’t want those deaths on my hands. The bad meat.”

      The food supply is so tenuous, a tiny ripple could lead to war or starvation. “That tainted meat has got everybody spooked,” I say. “It’s got folk thinking about another burn.” I test out the vendors theory, but the man is giving away nothing with his face.

      “Forty-nine deaths and rising. Too few if you ask some people,” he continues, “So they tried to set me up with an embarrassingly unsuitable fiancé.  They think arranging a zero-percenter marriage—just about the most socially taboo thing you can do up here—is punishment.”

      I frowned. “Is it?”

      “No. I doubled down and married you.”

      No hesitation, just a hot, flat statement that honestly leaves me a little breathless. They had tried to arrange an embarrassing engagement- a spoonful of poison, and he instead, swallowed the whole caldron. So, he’s not dead inside. He’s just pissed enough to be petty.

      “We weren’t supposed to be married,” I say. I remember the conversation in the railcars—they expected him to fold at the sight of me.

      “No, I was supposed to fall in line. You were a threat. And now you’re my wife.” Elevating a skin bride to a public legal marriage in a prominent family leaves too many questions about desirability—and who is on top of that hierarchy of desirability—open. He’s betting that it will cause the family more harm than they anticipated. And he’s probably right.

      His audacity almost makes me like him. But I can’t afford to, especially if he turns out to be behind the plans to destroy my sector.

      “I should tell you that th-there is a—you are emitting a smell. Is this a mine smell? Or—” Ben stammers.

      It’s cute that he’s being delicate. I stink like metal and oil and rust and sweat.

      “No, I just had a long, hot, sticky day. Could you spare the water?”

      “We have plenty of water to spare. My bots can help you soak this dirt off.” His three monsters walk stifly toward me.

      “Whoa…I… They’re neuro-linked, right? Do your manny bots see what you see?”

      “They do.” He says this flatly like all his sentences, but his gaze is the opposite of his tone. His eyes drift from my face to the slope of my bare shoulder, pausing at the diamond gleaming in my collarbone. And my pulse is betraying me, thumping against the cool metal of my diamond.

      “Alas, a pervert,” I say.
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            Clean-Cut

          

        

      

    

    
      I step out of the bath on legs that feel scandalously soft. The bots have gone too far this time. I didn’t know what to expect, but a bath—an actual bath—was not on my bingo card for the day.

      Back home, water is a resource you reuse: wash, rinse, siphon it back into the filtration system, then pass it on to the next unlucky bastard in line. But this? This is excess in a way that almost feels illegal.

      The mannies poured something into the water—oils? salts?—and my skin is so slick, I’m convinced I could slip clean out of my clothes like a greased eel. Two of them washed me with aggressive efficiency. And Hank guarded the door. When I turned to look at him, he tried to smile, but it was too wide, like he’d just remembered that teeth existed and wanted to show them all at once. Every inch of me feels too good, too smooth, like I’ve been marinated for my husband’s consumption, which, honestly, might not be far off.

      I clutch the towel around me and step into the bedroom.

      Ben is lying in bed like some kind of trap, his massive frame stretched across the sheets, dark skin gleaming in the dim light. He’s propped up on his elbows, watching me, his expression unreadable.

      And I am doing actual math.

      A man that size, that broad, with shoulders that look engineered for holding on to, with arms that could hoist me up like I weigh nothing—what would it feel like to straddle him? Not just a hypothetical curiosity but a real equation with actual physics involved. A hard calculation of angles and leverage. This man has me out here doing mental geometry.

      This is not how I react to Josh.

      Josh never took up space like he was entitled to it. Josh never once made me think I needed to sit on him to see how our bodies lined up.

      “I’m picking up a heightened heart rate and increased cortisol and estrogen. You are either afraid that we may have intercourse, or you’re excited that we might.”

      “You need to get your sensors fixed.” I laugh too loudly, trying to play off whatever the hell is going on with my body. “Fear and desire are about a thousand miles away, buddy.”

      “Not…always,” he says a little softly. And now I’m thinking about the kinky Hunter-Prey sex he must be having somewhere. “Look, Fawl, I would like us to be friends. If you can live without ‘skinship’ for a time, I will make sure your time here is…as comfortable as possible.”

      “Friend,” I say, testing the word out, “are you impotent?” The words slipped out before I could stop them. “Or are you in love? Is that why you won’t consummate…?”

      He looks away. “I am physically capable, yes, and love…love is…messy.”

      I’m not surprised to hear him shy away from such a primitive word. Of course. Machines don’t muck about in emotions. Love is for people down in the mines, those of us who still cling to our old wiring.

      The mannies oil and lotion my body, pulling and squeezing on my hips. All this is in full view of Ben, who watches with languid interest as his neuro-linked bot massages the inside of my thigh.

      “Lot of liquids involved,” I agree, but my pulse shoots up. There’s something about how he looks, something fragile in a man who is supposed to be unbreakable.

      The corners of his mouth pull up again “Messy.” He nods, and the word is thick. “I was engaged. What we had was neat. Clean-cut.”

      I would personally not enjoy the love of my life calling our relationship clean-cut.

      Josh and I were a practical arrangement, a logical equation. But there was love, right? Stability plus shared ambition equaled a future. He was never the kind of person to grab my face in the dark, to kiss me until we were breathless, to make me feel this heaviness low in my belly.

      But clean-cut is diabolical.

      “So, what will you do with a skin bride you won’t touch?”

      His brows knit together. “Do not let anyone call you that. It is a hurtful word up here. You are not my skin bride but my wife. And I intend to treat you like one with full rights,” he replies, voice low. “In this room, we’ll be equals.”

      I almost laugh at that. Could we ever really be equals? Ben is a man designed to conquer armies, shatter bones, and, it seems, fight a smile. And I’m a soft-bodied anomaly in a world of titanium efficiency. But the way he says it, with such quiet intensity, makes me believe he means it.

      A bot zips in with a bundle of soft clothing, and Ben lifts and drapes the items over his arm. Without a word, he steps closer. The fabric shimmers as fine as water and as rich and blue-black as the night.

      “Equal,” he says again. His voice is steady and low, trying to convince me he means no harm. But my breath still catches at the tentative touch of his metal fingers on my upper arms. He lifts the midnight-black silk slip over my head. The material falls through my raised arms and whispers over my skin like liquid. The contact sends a shock through me, tightening my nipples under the silk. I instinctively draw back, and he pauses.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. You’re shivering. That’s all,” he notes, devoid of mockery.

      “I’m not cold,” I manage. I hate how breathless I sound, but it’s impossible to control it with him all huge and radiating heat while standing so close to me.

      His eyes linger—longer than necessary—at the hollow of my throat.

      “Remarkable,” he says. His tongue moistens his lips. An embarrassing flush creeps up my neck, and I struggle to maintain eye contact, but his unwavering gaze makes me feel more than naked. For a covetous moment, I think, is this the way he looks at whoever he loves? God, I would be drunk from it.

      He moves behind me and adjusts the gown’s bodice, and I suck in a breath. I realize then that nobody touches me. When did I become okay with never being touched, even by Josh?

      “Is this how you dress all your brides?” I ask, attempting to mask my gasping response.

      His mouth twitches—barely a smile. It’s more like the ghost of one. “I have no other brides.”

      His voice is matter of fact, but, gentle reader, I. Am. Not. Breathing.

      He moves in front of me again, and his fingers linger at my waist as he adjusts the dress’s intricate belt. His eyes briefly flick up to meet mine.

      “It’s not my intention to make you uncomfortable,” he says quietly.

      “I’m not uncomfortable,” I say too fast. I’m swallowing too much. All I hear is the clicking in my ears. I can feel the strength of his arms, the barely contained power that makes me both a little scared and a little hot.

      Oh, look at that.

      “Tell me about the person you love,” I ask, trying to ground myself in something real, something human. “I mean, the clean-cut relationship.”

      “Ah, Lily.” He steps back until he’s sitting on the edge of the bed, looking me over in the silk dress with approval. “I’ve known Lily since I was in short pants. She is simply the most elegant woman to grace this earth, not to mention an extremely logical choice,” he says, easing himself onto the bed like a lazy cat. The way the metal moves with him, following the natural lines of his body, so silent, so fluid like it’s breathing with him, brings up images unbidden of him claiming me, corded back muscles rippling⁠—

      Nope.

      No.

      I blink away the thoughts.

      This is a gift, Fawl. His dedication to Lily is freedom.

      “Why aren’t you with her?” I press.

      “The plan. I couldn’t follow it.” He shrugs. “It complicated things between us. All of us above-grounders are supposed to be on the same side,” he explains. “And you? Why would a Diamond volunteer to be anyone’s”—he looks for the right word—“pet?”

      I tell him with as little emotion as possible about my ten years with Josh and the spectacular failure of an ending.

      What’s the play here, girl? How exactly do I make myself useful to a creature whose needs are mostly met by a well-oiled maintenance schedule? I search for it.

      “This wife thing could actually help you get Lily back—make her jealous,” I say.

      His silence is…LOUD

      His eyes flicker again, the gears turning behind them. “And what do you get out of this?”

      The question is strange to me. How to say, I need someone to feel the pain of losing me, or I need to find out if you’re trying to kill us all? I look down at him, his cool platinum shoulders and his yards of smooth brown skin.

      “I want something a little less lofty,” I say, my voice quieter now. “I want revenge.”
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      I wake up disoriented, wondering if this is going to be my new routine—waking up each day to relive the fresh hell of Josh’s betrayal. Dru’s shining shoulders and chest. My mother’s indifferent silence. My stepmother’s gleeful cackle.

      The softness of the bed beneath me is the first reminder of my wild ride to the surface. For a moment, I just lie there, not entirely sure who or where I am. I can’t remember falling asleep, can’t remember when Ben left.

      Ben and I talked. And talked. And talked.

      I know that he hates the taste of engineered citrus but drinks it anyway because it’s nutritionally optimal. I know that he dreams in numbers but wakes up craving things he can’t quantify.

      I know that no one has ever asked him what it feels like to win a race.

      And I know that I should feel exhausted, but instead I feel a little stitched together. A tiny bit healed.

      He left no trace of having slept here. Did he? Everything about this place feels temporary.

      I move to the wall console, where the sleek lines of data screens hover in midair, waiting for a command. They open for me like a flower. Interesting analogy, really. The only ones I’ve ever seen in real life are the scraggly little things that manage to grow in the deep tunnels—pale, sickly-looking blooms. They aren’t supposed to be there, and we crush them underfoot without a second thought. At least I have access. That’s the thing about being a Diamond: the information system just opens. Systems assume you belong. I don’t have to hack my way in, don’t even have to think too hard about it. The console folds open without a passcode, firewall, or security clearance check. I am the IS.

      The first few pages are laughably mundane. Grocery lists. Meeting reminders for Ben. Automated responses to dinner invites he clearly has no intention of accepting. So this is what the machines worry about.

      But I’m not looking for something on the surface. I push deeper.

      At first, nothing. Just lines and lines of HR data, scheduling reports, and performance reviews.

      And then—beneath a buried tax document—I find something.

      Iku Food—Experimental Nutritional Protocol. The words blink softly in the air as I open the file; the data shifts and flickers as I move.

      I flip through the documents, swiping my fingers across the screen as page after page unravels: enhanced protein biosynthesis, nutrient extraction from nontraditional sources, and human trials on something called SKYN.

      Nothing about a controlled burn. Nothing to share.

      Just as I’m about to swipe back to that terrifying line—human trials—the door hisses open. I jolt, swiping the files shut with a little too much force, setting them spinning too rapidly. Ben’s mannies glide in with military precision, each holding a different set of clothes. They lay them on their arms, and Hank is last, hanging the piece from his neck instead. Ben has got to check on Hank.

      Can bots sense guilt? Maybe they’re programmed to detect it. It wouldn’t surprise me—up here, everything is polished to a high sheen, and everything feels observed.

      The bots hold out three outfits, each one growing in length and complexity.

      I wave a hand, half-dismissive, half panicked. “Uh, thanks. I’ll just…figure it out.”

      The first outfit wins by a landslide—soft cotton, light and breezy, the kind of material that looks like it might evaporate if you breathe on it too hard. I’ve worn heavy, rough fabrics all my life—clothes that could survive a knife fight or at least a bit of dirt. What will it feel like to be so light?

      My bare feet sink into the plush carpet like they are being swallowed whole. I slip into the outfit laid out for me, and—God help me—I twirl. Just once, like a fool, but it happens. The fabric lifts and falls around me, weightless, so airy that I half expect to float off the floor. It barely touches me, whispering against my skin like I’m precious, something delicate. I’ve never worn anything this nice in my life, not even close. It’s blindingly white and impossibly clean, so clean, I’m almost afraid I’ll ruin it just by existing.

      One of the bots swoops in. Its mechanical fingers are surprisingly deft as it gathers my fluffy hair into a high bun. Another bot oils me down again, every inch of my skin gleaming so much, I can see my own reflection in my stomach. The mannies don’t talk. They communicate through the shared language of unsettling eye contact and ominous competence. It would almost be nice if it didn’t feel like living inside a three-act horror radiocast titled The Woman Who Was Helped Too Much.

      Then they start pressing the other outfits toward me.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, so now you have fashion opinions?”

      They hesitate for half a second, like they’re actually considering how to respond.

      “No, thank you,” I say firmly.

      They back off, but just barely. I swear one of them lingers as if personally offended by my choice.

      Dressed in this light cotton fantasy, I slip on my black boots—one of the few things from my old life I still love, solid and real. Then, following the scent of food, I step out of the room. Surely, they must have all sorts of natural foods downstairs, things I can’t even pronounce, let alone identify. Maybe they don’t come in a ration cube or taste like damp metal.

      My boots leave a trail of dust and small pebbles on the polished marble floors, and one of Ben’s bots, the nervous, spidery one, zooms after me, looking as frantic as any machine could manage. The bots only feel what Ben is feeling. Is my husband anxious for his crude mine wife to meet his illustrious family?

      He should be.

      Because everything I know about the grace and manners of aboveground folks comes from radio dramas. The stairs I descend are opulent, with intricate carvings and gold inlays, and the banister is a continuous slab of cool, unblemished marble.

      And the light—God, the light here. It pours through enormous windows, turning everything crisp and clean. It makes me think I might be dead and don’t know it yet.

      The bots lead me toward the dining room, and as I approach the table, the clinking of silverware goes still. I expect warmth—maybe not kindness, but at least courtesy. I expect the quiet hum of conversation, the casual elegance of people so rich, they don’t need to prove it. I expect indifference, maybe even mild curiosity.

      But the silence surprises me.

      The air down here feels colder, and the gleaming white walls are so sterile, they almost buzz.

      The “people” at this table are stock-still.

      Regal postures in chrome, faces blank with dead-eyed indifference.

      I hear a quiet yet unmistakable snicker. I look up, searching for the culprit, but everyone has their eyes locked on their plates or the table. All of it is polished so well that it could show me my reflection. Above us hangs a chandelier that looks almost menacing, like a thousand blades suspended by an invisible thread.

      No one has greeted me, and I surmise that no one will. The table seems to stretch for miles.

      And then a chrome hand rises, and for a moment, my chest loosens.

      “I was sorry to leave you this morning, Fawl. Your seat heretofore will be at my side.”

      Ben, my enormous husband, is looking down at a holopad.

      My friend.

      He is a friend. Our chat went a long way in establishing at least a mutual understanding.

      As I approach him, the low murmurs at the table turn to gasps, then to sharp, cruel laughter that bounces off the, unfeeling walls.

      What did I do wrong?

      Ben stands up quickly, his face becoming clearer as he nears—blotchy and thoroughly embarrassed. I thought we were supposed to be a team? He crosses the room in a few long strides, and before I can even muster a greeting, he’s draping a heavy coat over my shoulders.

      In this room, we’ll be equals, he said the night before. But now, as he wraps the coat around me, I see just how ridiculous that notion was. The laughter at the table grows louder, the breakfasters struggling—and failing—to hide their snickers behind manicured brown hands.

      Ben’s grip on my shoulders tightens as he steers me gently but firmly away from the laughter.

      At the foot of the stairs, he looks up at me. “Did you see the clothes I sent to you?” His voice is tinged with something like an apology.

      “Obviously,” I say, spreading my arms, feeling defensive and exposed all at once. “What’s the issue? This was the nicest thing there.”

      “This…” He hesitates, lifting a corner of the fabric like it’s fragile. “These are undergarments, Fawl. You missed…layers. It’s bedroom attire.”

      “Oh.” I bite back a nearly irrepressible desire to laugh. “Okay, okay, so I have to do some damage control with your… Who were all those lovely assholes out there laughing their guts out?”

      “Family,” he replied, his tone softening. “But rest assured, they were laughing at me.” The lie is a kindness—who could laugh at him? How could he ever be the butt of a joke? “My bots were insufficient. I should have helped you. Can you finish getting dressed?”

      I walk back up the stairs and throw on the heavy brocaded dress. It looks like something made to keep out the sun, and when I walk back down, the heavy velvet fabric keeps catching on my boots. The weight of it feels like a shackle.

      And as I reach the bottom of the stairs, Ben’s eyes lift to meet mine, and there’s a flicker there like he, too, is sad to see me out of my light clothes.

      At breakfast, it’s Michael, Ben’s brother, who breaks the silence first, flipping open the holopad with the kind of performative nonchalance that begs to be noticed. Michael’s hair is perfectly coifed thin wire coils; it’s the first time I’ve ever seen synergetic tensile. It blinks and twinkles like a holiday decoration. He sits with his legs crossed, one polished shoe dangling.

      He clears his throat theatrically, scanning the shimmering holopad text in front of him, and then, with the glee of someone who actually fucking lives for this shit, he reads aloud: “Ben Iku Makes His Private Titillation Our Public Concern.” He lets the words hang in the air, savoring the reaction.

      Ben doesn’t flinch. He barely even blinks, which, given the circumstances, makes him seem far more inhuman than any of the cybernetic parts stitched into his body. He calmly lifts his own holopad, eyes flicking over the glowing text as if he’s browsing the obituaries.

      Without looking up, Ben nods. “Yes, the opinion pieces abound. Like this one: ‘The Fall of the Iku Family: A Study in Hubris and Moral Degradation,’ published in the esteemed Aboveground Weekly.”

      Ben pauses. For all his smugness, even Michael shifts a little in his seat. Ben continues. “It says here that ‘the family’s unchecked greed and their grotesque indulgence in skin brides has left them vulnerable to public scrutiny and, worse, internal decay.’”

      “Oh, that’s a good one,” Ben murmurs, almost to himself. “Internal decay.” His voice is quiet, but it silences the room.

      Michael chuckles, though it comes out a little thinner than before. “Well, at least Aboveground Weekly has a certain flair for the dramatic. It’s quite the story. I mean, really, Ben, it’s almost an accomplishment to fit so much scandal into one marriage.”

      “Almost,” Ben echoes, still not lifting his gaze from a small cup of coffee. The silence that follows is downright hostile. Everyone else at the table shifts in their seats, suddenly fascinated by their cutlery.

      Michael puts the holopad down a little harder than necessary, “It’s a shame,” he says, eyes narrowing as he looks at Ben, “that you haven’t come out against this situation. Lord knows what Lily is thinking right now about your humiliation.”

      Ben smiles then, a tight, calculated thing. “I’m not in a situation. Marriages are arranged all the time. I am simply a husband. The humiliation is all yours, Michael.”

      The clinking of silverware against porcelain seems louder.

      The other family members shift in their seats, eyes darting between the two brothers and finally resting on Ben’s mother.

      “Fallon. You must be terrified. I hope you’re finding everything to your mine standards,” she says.

      “Fawl.”

      “That’s what I⁠—”

      “No, you said ‘Fallon,’” I interrupt.

      Ben’s mother is a chrome Amazon, six feet tall and shimmering with liquid-mercury accents on her reflective bosom. I cannot imagine getting milk from that bosom—only nails and rebar down the gullet.

      “Ben,” she begins, voice dripping with refined venom, “I’ve taken the liberty of ensuring that you and…your…you and she are released from attending any more public events this season.”

      “Is that so? I thank you for your forethought.” Ben leans back in his chair, his metal biceps stretching against the fine fabric of his sleeves. He glances at me for a brief moment. Permission? I’m stunned at the gesture, but I nod before turning my attention back to his mother. Ben continues. “However, my wife and I will be in attendance at the Innovation in Food Science Ball.”

      Johanna’s eyes narrow, her fingers tightening around her water glass. “You will not.”

      “We will,” Ben says simply. “And the end-of-year Council Gala.”

      This, I think, sends the woman as far over the edge as a machine can possibly go.

      Her disbelief is actually visible in her face. “You can’t be serious.”

      Ben didn’t blink. “Deadly, Mother.”

      His mother’s gaze turns lethal. She starts to fidget. “You know you simply can’t find good help these days. Ben, dear, could you call Lon?”

      “You can make your own tea.”

      Ben’s mother laughs. “Londria!”

      A servant—lean and brittle, with skin the color of groundnuts, skin like the mine people—moves in hesitant steps, eyes cast down. She’s the only non-bot servant. She has freckles across her cheeks like constellations, and her hair is a rusty-red Afro with the kind of brittle, dry texture that tells you everything you need to know about her nutrition: protein deficient, malnourished. It’s common in the mines. I know it well. But her appearance isn’t what causes my breath to catch in my throat. It’s the fear. That deep animal fear.

      Her eyes flick up, only for a second, meeting mine. There’s something dark in her gaze. She knows me, and I know her. We are the same. This, I think, is Ben’s mother’s point.
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            Birds…What the fuck?

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have one hour and thirty-seven minutes of unassigned time,” Ben says, his voice so close and sudden. I jolt, nearly rolling off the bed. I sprawl out, starfish style, digesting the massive breakfast, feeling cocooned in the quiet safety of his walls. I wanted to go outside, to breathe real air, to see the sky, but the idea of all that open space presses in on me. Too big. Too much. I just want to find the basement and stay there.

      “Go spend it doing calculations,” I mutter, burrowing deeper into the mattress.

      “I want to teach you some aboveground protocol.”

      “This is deeply amusing,” I say, flipping onto my side to face him. He’s standing at the foot of the bed, hands behind his back like he’s giving an official presentation. His presence is…imposing, even when he’s doing nothing at all. “I’ve spent my entire life studying the world you were born into. If anything, I should be teaching you Mine protocol.”  I spring up. “Let’s go find a tunnel!”

      He doesn’t even blink. “You’re afraid to go outside.”

      I scoff. “Afraid is a strong word. I just love your walls. They’re so straight. And your ceiling—so protective of my skull from falling objects.”

      Ben tilts his head, considering. “Nothing falls from the sky but rain.”

      “And you think that’s safe? Water from an unknown source dropping directly into your eye?” I narrow mine at him. “Do you know you can catch syphilis in the eye?”

      His lip twitches, the tiniest movement. “You read that in the IS?”

      I pretend not to hear him. His bots, of course, betray me. They descend on me like a small but efficient army, dragging clothes onto my body before I can argue, smoothing out fabric, fussing with my sleeves like I’m some unwilling debutante. I squawk as they practically push me toward the door.

      “Ben, I⁠—”

      “We’ll just walk around the block.” He’s unbothered, adjusting his own cuffs with an elegant flick of his wrist. “You can hold my hand.”

      I pause. “Do you…?” I hesitate, suddenly unsure. “Can I have a helmet?”

      Ben’s head jerks up slightly, his gaze scanning my face like he’s running some probability analysis. “You absolutely can wear a mining helmet outside,” he says evenly, “if you would like to look peculiar.”

      “So…no. Got it.” I exhale. “How about a hat?”

      Without hesitation, he reaches into a nearby closet and produces a wide-brimmed liquid-metal hat. It gleams in the light, shifting subtly like it’s alive. When he places it on my head, his fingers linger a second longer than necessary, smoothing the brim with care. I swallow.

      “Are you ready?” he asks.

      I lift my chin and try to sound steady. “Of course.”

      Of course I’m not.

      The door slides open, and the world outside swallows me whole.

      Everything is so bright. Not just the sun, though that alone is a menace. Even the air smells too crisp, too manufactured, like it’s been scrubbed clean of anything real.

      Ben steps forward first, of course, moving like this place was built for him. He’s sleek, impeccable, his coat catching the light, his cybernetics gleaming so flawlessly that he might as well have been sculpted for this exact backdrop. He looks…effortless and genuinely…beautiful.

      I cling to the hat like it might fly off, like I might fly off. The wide-open sky above feels wrong. How is there just nothing up there? No ceiling, no low-hanging beams, no rock threatening to cave in.

      And listen—birds. What the fuck? No one told me birds are still a thing up here. Belowground, they’re an abstraction, something you read about in the pre-apocalypse sections of history modules. But outside, birds are a little less conceptual. The thought of one swooping down, talons extended, and tangling up in my hair keeps me from fully appreciating the picturesque tableau.

      I stare straight ahead, pretending not to notice the way people openly stare.

      The reactions are nearly identical, no matter who they come from: a flick of the eyes, widening just slightly, then a subtle recalibration, as if their probability matrices are scrambling to process the what and why of us walking together.

      “Let them look,” Ben murmurs, like he can hear my thoughts. His hand brushes against mine.

      A small thing. A nothing thing. Maybe even accidental. But I feel it like a current running up my arm. He doesn’t pull away. Doesn’t acknowledge it at all. Just keeps walking with his fingers grazing against mine with each step. Then he stills.

      Not a full stop—just a hesitation. And, before I can say anything, he tightens his fingers around mine.

      I cannot tell you, under threat of mind erasure, why holding his hand makes my heart beat out of my ribs. He is a machine. He doesn’t even have the parts for tenderness. Does he?

      I am intoxicated. High on his cologne or the feel of his metal hand in mine.

      The streets up here are unnervingly spotless, like I’m constantly walking into someone’s bathroom.

      Ben keeps stealing glances—quick, furtive looks that hint at some uneasiness. I keep pretending not to notice, which is its own kind of work.

      As we walk, he takes me through introductions, posture, the correct way to hold a glass depending on what’s inside. There’s an entire lesson on pausing—pausing before you respond, pausing before you take a sip, pausing before you step into a room to let others absorb your presence. It’s all absurdly calculated, but I can tell it matters to him, so I lean in, listening.

      I start to relax into the outside. Once you get over the threat of birds, it really is lovely. The beauty aboveground feels like nasty propaganda though. It makes you start to feel like you deserve it. Like you’re up here because you are inherently good.

      Ben glances down at my collarbone. I think he may be a little into the IS. He stares at this diamond like he’s thinking dirty thoughts about it.

      He leans down to whisper, and I think it’s going to be something filthy. But, instead, he says, “I want to show you what I’ve been researching in the IS.” We’ve circled the block a few times, so he pulls me excitedly back into the house, up the stairs, and to what he called a terrace. Apparently rich people love the outside so much, they have it built into their homes.

      “Do you regret marrying a below-grounder to prove a point?”

      “Not yet.”

      “It’s just that this all has an expiration date, right? I can’t stay here like this forever. If you don’t regret it now, you will.”

      I don’t expect him to drop his voice lower, eyes flicking downward when he says, “I hurt someone.”

      I pause, mirroring the lesson he just gave me. “Lily?”

      His throat works like the words are hard to get out. “I was so angry at my family, at all of it. And I let myself believe she was a part of it. But she wasn’t. She was…collateral damage.”

      Maybe I should be smug or jealous, but I’m not. “Then tell her that.”

      His eyes flick to mine, wary. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sure it is,” I say, stepping closer, my voice light because I know he needs it. “You go find her. Say, ‘Lily, I was an asshole.’ And then—this is important—you shut up and let her yell at you for a while.”

      I lean over the balcony, tossing a stick down to the sand below, testing gravity like a five-year-old. “How did you two typically communicate?”

      “I’m very good at this.” He clasps his hands behind his back. “I produced a report of the economic viability of our pairing.” He lifts his fingers, ticking them off like a grim to-do list. “I made a mathematical model of our entire life; daily, I leave these data packets at her door. I include notes explaining each data module in detail.”

      “As someone who’s had a restraining order filed against them,” I say, “please stop doing that.”

      “That’s illogical,” he replied. “Relationships are about assurances. I want to make sure she knows that the calculations are in our favor.”

      “The word calculations is hot.” I fan myself.

      “You are making fun.” He sounds disappointed.

      “Okay, no, I’m suggesting you assure her in a different way… Will she be at this Food Science Ball?”

      I lean too far over the railing, and suddenly, the terrifying lurch of vertigo hits me. Ben moves faster than I thought possible, his hands clamping onto my hips, pulling me down from the ledge before I fall.

      “Am I taking advice from a woman who doesn’t know how gravity works?”

      I tug at the hem of my skirt, conscious of how it rode up to my hip. I think of the rumors and how easily he could sink his teeth into me. I have to know if my gut is wrong about Ben.

      “Do you want to bite me?” I blurt, instantly regretting the words.

      He finally steps back, but not before giving me a long appraising look. Like he’s really thinking about it. “I’ve given up using my probability matrix on you,” he says, his voice clipped, like he doesn’t trust himself to say more. He sits back down, but I still feel the pull of him. Like I’m moving into his orbit whether I wanted to or not.

      I straighten, adjusting my skirt again, feeling oddly cold without him near. “They say the machines get special teeth installed,” I say, trying to make a joke of it. “You know, to break through bone and gristle.”

      For a second, I think he might laugh, but instead, he opens his mouth. “These are just molars,” he says, holding his jaw open, letting me peer inside like a school nurse.

      “So that’s a lie?” I ask, my fingers hovering near his teeth.

      “It’s a lie,” he confirms, watching me with the perplexed brow I’m beginning to recognize as his Fawl look.

      My index finger tentatively touches his tooth, and I yank it back just as he snaps his mouth shut. I jump, then let out a hoot of laughter. If I didn’t know better, I would think Ben tried to joke with me. But his face is back to flat and unreadable.

      “What if I told you there are rumors that your company uses human meat and that the machines eat people from the underground?”

      “What if I told you that conspiracy and witchcraft is the way the uninformed make sense of a world too confusing for them to fathom?”

      “I would say it sounds elitist.”

      “Perhaps, on this point, I am.”

      “But you all are in charge of preventing overpopulation. How?”

      “Self-control,” he says softly. He looks uncomfortable all of a sudden.

      “Not controlled burns?” I press, and his head snaps in my direction.

      “Never,” he says, suddenly solemn. Then he amends himself: “Never me.”

      I clear my throat, trying to get back on track. “Right. Okay, we’ll come back to that whole cannibalism thing. The point is, Ben, you can talk to Lily, and she’ll fold like a tent. You’re the first Iku son. I mean, it’s kind of in the bag.”

      “I wish it were that straightforward, I do.”

      “I’ll help you. You know, be more…human.”

      Ben’s eyes widen, and the effect is utterly charming.

      A manny arrives at my side with a drink—some thick green concoction that smells vaguely of citrus and grass. And the other is holding a massive table and oils.

      “This is the practice I’ve been working on.” Ben pulls his tunic over his head in one smooth motion, and for a moment, I forget how to breathe.

      I’ve seen cybernetics before—patchwork mods, rusted joints, crude enhancements bolted onto bodies out of necessity, not luxury. But Ben isn’t patched together. He isn’t cobbled from parts. He is sculpted.

      His chest is a mile of warm-brown skin and gleaming platinum, the cybernetics integrated so cleanly that it makes my brain short-circuit. He moves like a man, but his enhancements hum just beneath the surface, engineered to perfection. The lines where flesh meets metal feel…inevitable.

      Like he was built to be both.

      The mannies unfold a small table beside him. He lies down, and the sharp mechanical digits begin pinching and grabbing at Ben’s skin in sharp, painful-looking folds.

      “Ben, what the hell is it doing to you?”

      “I’m training it in an ancient practice I’ve been researching,” he explains, wincing slightly. “Massage. The bot is supposed to rub the skin, apply pressure, and smooth everything out. But”—he winces again—“it’s not going well.”

      “This is what I mean when I say you need human help.”

      He glances at me, his curiosity piqued. “You think you could do better?”

      “Turn around,” I retort, arching a brow.

      Ben presses a button on his wrist, and an image flickers to life: a man massaging another man’s shoulders, leaning in with deliberate pressure.

      “You sure this isn’t a pleasure video?” I tease.

      Ben shuts the display off, his face flushing slightly. “If you’re going to laugh…”

      “No, no, I’m serious,” I say, wiping the grin off my face. “It’s just…unexpected.” I didn’t realize he has access to this kind of archival footage. That intrigues me. Most people below a certain IS status don’t bother with the archives, and that image looked like something from deep within the vaults.

      He lies back on the table, his arms flopping out at his sides. The bot raises the table until Ben’s forehead nudges my hips and sloppily splashes fragrant oil over Ben’s back. It drips down in rivulets over his corded muscles, catching the light like liquid platinum.

      “All right, so I just…rub?” I ask, moving closer. I feel a slight tremor in my fingertips as I move closer. His back is broad and surprisingly smooth to the touch, and I run my hands down along the contours, tracing the line to the dimpled small of his back, watching as goose bumps rise in the wake of my fingertips.

      “Is that a good sign?” I ask, my voice uncertain. “I mean, getting goose bumps…is that normal?”

      He pauses longer than necessary before replying. “It’s…adequate,” he says, though the unsteady hitch in his breath makes him a liar. His body betrays him too. As his obliques tighten under my hand, his hips press minutely into the massage bed, briefly imitating an ancient rhythm.

      The oil makes everything slick and hot, and I need to fill the space, to push back against the silence that feels too intimate.

      “I feel bad that this came between you and somebody you lo—that you feel programmed for. I know I’m just⁠—”

      He looks up at me, sharp and narrow-eyed. It cuts my breath. “I don’t want you to mention being flesh and bone as if it is your weakness. Your former lover—Jace?—is simply… unrefined,” he says.

      I don’t correct him because I know he knows Josh’s name. I file away that mistake though. “So…my unmodded body is for a more refined palate?” I ask, rubbing the smooth, warm metal. I shake my head. “Elitist to your core.”

      “Not elitist,” he sighs into the massage. “Objective. I have data.”

      I laugh again, and he looks up at me, looking a little proud of himself.

      “For example, your sartorius muscle. It’s probably the best one I’ve ever seen.”

      “That is…incredibly specific.”

      “I’m on the board of a cybernetics manufacturer. When people come in for body mods, they want this exact leg, the curve of your inner thigh.”

      “Maybe I should go into mod modeling? What’s this called again? Saturnus?” I run my index finger up my leg, but it’s apparently in the wrong spot because his hand closes over mine, guiding it higher. Our intertwined fingers run up the length of the muscle, pushing up my skirt. Flashing, for a second, the clefted black satin of my underwear.

      “That’s it,” he murmurs, and each word is rough like it scraped against some inner edge. His fingers brushing the inside of my thigh send something hot and sticky trickling through my bloodstream.

      “It’s also called the honeymoon muscle,” he says.

      I don’t think I’ve blushed much in my life. I’ve never been shy, and I’m hard to embarrass, but I blush right then. Something greedy in me wants to say, Tell me more. Never stop.

      I slap his hand away, my face hot. “This area is personal,” I say, like I’m training a new bot.

      He doesn’t seem offended, just thoughtful.

      Another data point.

      “I heard you all down in the mines are…reactive. Aboveground, we use dampeners; I don’t really feel”—he searches for the right word—“anything.”

      I know it’s civilized to not be clouded by human emotions. And I know everyone must do their part for the overpopulation problem, but killing your sex drive forever? Taking your joy, sorrow? In truth, those dampeners scare me a little. I want to be as close to my emotions as possible. That creeping fear when something doesn’t sit right with you is a gift.

      “How long have you had them?” I ask.

      “Since I was a teenager.”

      “A teenager!” That seems cruel, I think, but I don’t say it out loud. He’s already spilling more than he probably intended.

      I continue to knead his shoulders. He clenches his lower body and lets out a soft sound—a quiet moan he tries to cover up with a cough.

      “Yes, a bit early, but I was…ungovernable, watching lewd films. I wanted it all the time.” He says this with so much shame, my heart breaks a little for him. “At first, I thought it was a punishment, but looking back at how clouded my thinking was then, I started to see it as a gift. I’m so productive now. Did you know I have the patent for this?” He reaches out his hand. And, God help me, I almost lift my skirt.

      Touch me where you touched me before, I think.

      “Oh!” He wants me to touch the back of his hand.

      It’s metal, but it feels like skin.

      “See, we love the look of chrome and platinum parts, but I remember as a child how I’d only want to hug my…” He pauses for so long that I think he forgot his place in the sentence. “I only wanted to hug my caretaker, not my mother.”

      “Was your caretaker unmodded?” I ask.

      He nods. “I’ve been obsessed with skin and recreating it ever since. This new, stronger alloy covering is SKYN—S-K-Y-N. It’s going to be revolutionary.”

      I don’t press him, but I have the thought that his love of his caretaker had less to do with her skin and more to do with the fact that his mom is a stone-cold bitch.

      “Careful,” I say, half joking. “You’re going to get labeled a naturalist.”

      “In a way, I am,” he admits. “We simply cannot improve upon the softness of human skin, and I’m starting to wonder if we should.”

      I think of Josh’s cold, hard arm, and how important I used to feel being his fiancé. I began to believe that the cold, unwelcoming metal was better than skin. And here was a son of the most elite family telling me they were trying to get back to skin.

      The world is upside down.

      This could be so much better. “I’m developing a hypothesis of dampeners,” I say.

      Oh, he loves Hypotheses, all right. His eyes flare just a little. “Fine,” he says, in the tone of a man humoring a child. “Let’s hear it then.” He raises a brow, waiting. “Convince me.”

      I lean in and whisper in his ear, smearing the oil over my thin shirt. “The dampeners skew the results of your research,” I say.

      That gets his attention. “My results are airtight.”

      “Your dampeners remove the most important tool you have to be a great scientist and lover: your guts.”

      “You sound infirm,” he says, shaking his head.

      “You will not innovate without passion,” I say, folding my arms. My shirt is now an oily mess.

      He looks horrified. “Okay, yes, all the insipid radio dramas will tell you that you have to feel to be truly in love, but why do you posit I can’t be an objective scientist with the dampeners?”

      “You think the dampeners make you more…efficient,” I go on, “more focused. But Ben, science isn’t efficient.” I search his face. “Innovation and love are both messy, driven by instincts—by feeling.”

      His eyes narrow just a fraction. “And you think dampeners keep me from that?”

      “Not just from that,” I say. “They keep you from you. From your questions, the ones that wake you up at two in the morning because you can’t let them go.” I let the words settle. “There is so much passion in genius, Ben, and I think…you want to feel that. I think you need to.”

      “Passion?” he repeats, half mocking. “Passion’s for lovers and radio dramas, not for empirical analysis.”

      “Right, I expected as much,” I say, leaning in again. “Take the dampeners off, just a little, and watch your work improve.” I let the words hang, waiting. “That is my hypothesis of dampeners.”

      “And if taking the dampeners off doesn’t work to improve my work or win her?” he asks.

      “If all else fails, then do something unexpected.”

      And then I kiss him.

      It’s supposed to be quick, just a light press of lips to make a point, but the moment our mouths touch, something happens. A shift in the air, a recalibration of gravity.

      Ben doesn’t move, doesn’t even breathe, but I feel the way his body reacts. The blue dots in his pupils flicker. His fingers flex at my sides and squeeze my hips.

      I pull back, ready to make some flippant remark about spontaneity, but⁠—

      He doesn’t let me go.

      “You should take care. They made us machines because first we were beasts.” His growl is so low, it sounds like he’s talking inside my chest.

      One of his hands cups the back of my head; the other presses firmly against my lower back, holding me there, chest to chest, breath to breath.

      Then, finally, barely above a whisper, he says, “A glitch.”

      My pulse thuds hard against my ribs. “What?”

      His grip tightens just a fraction. “I can’t seem to let you go.”

      He’s so close, still smelling of that clean oil and sharp citrus that makes my head swim. The raw physicality of it catches me off guard. Whatever this is, it’s entirely—alarmingly—unscripted. His gaze lingers, following the stain on my shirt. The oil has seeped through, turning the thin fabric translucent, clinging to my skin. His gaze drags lower, to where the cool air has pulled my nipples into stiff, aching peaks, barely concealed.

      Something inside me pulls tight.

      His body betrays him as he hardens against my stomach, thick and undeniable, pressing into the space between us.

      I swallow hard. But the dampeners… I want to ask.

      His hands snap open sheepishly, and I step back. I feel a sudden, inexplicable need to occupy my body. I busy myself tidying the terrace like a bot, folding the towels more times than necessary. From the corner of my eye, I see him slip a sapphire robe over his shoulders. He moves with a casual elegance that makes it hard to focus on anything else, and for a moment, I’m too distracted by the front bulge of it all to remember that all of this is for the love of another woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Sounds Filthy

          

        

      

    

    
      I fucked something up. Way up. Because in the past four days Ben has been more of a machine than usual, and that is saying something. I can’t afford to lose my only friend aboveground. God, I thought I was being so daring, so unexpected.

      Just do something unexpected.

      But I kissed a machine and glitched him.

      Ben wanted something polite. He wanted a friendship with clear borders, no static, no crossed wires. And for once, I could have played along. He could have gotten me a job up here. I could be sending smug little comms to Josh from a tidy aboveground apartment.

      Now Ben’s going to send me packing. I can feel it.

      And I have nothing. Not one thing on the controlled burn. It’s been a week and a half—ten days since I first started combing through the IS for any mention of it, ten days of searching, scanning, cross-referencing. I spend my mornings hunched over Ben’s sleek console, the data streaming past my tired eyes. But the shopkeeper was right—every sixty years, something wipes out about 30 percent of the population. It looks like an accident, except that the numbers are too precise. Nature doesn’t do precision.

      We are halfway through the calendar year. Sixty years since the Dark Day Mine Collapse. If anyone is keeping count, we have an appointment with the grim reaper.

      Reaper.

      I type it in. The screen flickers with information.

      Three hundred years ago, the Iku patriarchs and matriarchs volunteered for the first implants after the Flesh Wars.

      
        
          	
        Two hundred forty years ago, the Ikus were accused of setting fire to new settlements.
      

      	
        Sixty years ago, the Ikus sold all their mining equipment and went into food production.
      

      	
        Where the Ikus go, disaster follows.
      

      

      

      I don’t know what it means yet, but it feels like something with teeth.

      Still, every night I go to bed with nothing but a stiff neck and a hollow, gnawing ache where my hope should be.

      Ben doesn’t come to my room. But every day, like clockwork, the mannies pull me away from my endless search and into the world.

      One day, it’s a park—a real park, not the grim underground ones filled with an LED sun and synthetic grass, but one with towering trees that rustle in the wind. The mannies watch me closely, silently cataloging my every reaction, And I know—I know—Ben is watching too. I can feel it, like static in the air.

      The next day, Victorian artist Elton, big dumb Hank, and butler-of-my-nightmares Crispen take me to a pond, the kind of idyllic place I used to hear about in romance radiocasts. The water is still and glassy, reflecting the sky in a perfect, undisturbed mirror. The mannies stand at the edge, and I turn to face them. To face him.

      “I’m not going to jump you, Ben,” I say. The words feel stupid, but I miss him. He was good company.

      I’m surprised to hear his voice clear as day casting through Elton, who unhelpfully opens and closes his mouth off cue. “I’m not sure I can say the same, Fawl. My desires are base and bottomless. You deserve better.”

      What does that make me, then…? Every second, I think of the way his skin felt under my hands—too hot. And just for a moment, I thought Ben might pull me down underneath him, press me open, and slip himself slick and heavy inside me.

      “I don’t know what to do with you.” Ben’s voice is so earnest, coming from Hank this time as he lifts me from the shore of the lake.

      “Let’s find a library,” I say. “After you make nice with Lily and teach your family not to fuck with you, I’ll get a job. And this will be—” I swallow. “This will be a nice memory.”

      Ben’s voice turns wistful. “A very nice memory.” Elton wipes my bottom free of leaves and studies them like the sickly Victorian artist he resembles. It’s such a human gesture.

      “Is this you or them? Like…the way they act?” I ask.

      “There is no them. They are husks; they could be birds or ice cream cones.”

      “Then why make them people shaped?”

      There was a pause.

      “Didn’t God make us in his own image?”

      “Wow…think a lot of yourself there, buddy.”

      His voice is suddenly serious. “I don’t think we can be friends, Fawl. Not in the clear-cut way I thought.” His voice drifts from Crispin, who is knee-deep in the pond.

      “Then don’t be my friend. Come and kiss me if you want to, just don’t leave me alone out here.”

      “I didn’t think of that. How lonely it must be.” Crispin tries to open his mouth in time with Ben’s words, but he is a half-step behind, making the whole conversation seem dubbed in another language.

      “You don’t have to make their mouths move,” I say, squinting at the bot. “It’s weirder than you think.”

      Ben pauses. I hear the quiet flick of him adjusting something in the interface, and Crispin stills, mouth finally closing.

      “Are you going to see me before the Food and Science Ball?” I ask. I try to sound casual. I do not succeed.

      “Of course. I don’t trust you to dress yourself,” he says, and there’s the smallest, warmest curl of amusement in his voice. Then, quieter, “And you know how I have my hypothesis of dampeners?”

      I glance up at him.

      “I’ll be testing it.”

      Crispin shifts his weight, and I know Ben is doing this very thing in a lab somewhere.

      “I think contact can heal,” Ben says. “I think skin is more than just an appendage of pre-Burn weakness. It’s a sensor. A receiver. Maybe even a converter.”

      Crispin looks at me then, and I feel no filter, no firewall. Just Ben.

      “I think touch might be the last real technology we have left.”

      “Good luck convincing the rest of the world of that.” I point to a street vendor, and Hank runs him down returning with a rolled caramel waffle cone with alarming speed.

      “This event is a good place to test it,” he says. “Oh, I love those.” Hank pushes the cone toward his closed mouth, and the cream slides down his face. He licks the corners of his mouth before I can wipe it completely clean.

      Ben likes food? I wipe the bot’s mouth with my sleeve. “I don’t really see you eat,” I say.

      “I, er, used to love those,” he corrects. It’s a kind of a sad correction.

      “Can you taste that?” I ask.

      “I can,” he says, and Hank smiles genuinely and nods his head.

      “Will Lily be there tomorrow night?”

      “Yes,” he says. I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. The mannies idle for a while, and I imagine Ben lost in thought, wondering what the logical next step is.

      “So, this is our first test,” I say

      “The first of many,” he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            The Jacket

          

        

      

    

    
      The Food Science Ball is to benefit refugees from the bunker system three hundred miles north, poor souls who lack the technology for seed cloning and are likely living off rations older than they are. Ben’s lab generously donated two kilos of precious seed to the community, and as a reminder of just who made this largesse possible, a stunning hologram of Ben’s grandfather rotates in the foyer.

      Nearby, everyone mills about in their finest glittery platinum. Necks, legs, and asses shine under the twinkling misty light above. The room buzzes with the sound of clinking glasses, but when we step into the dining hall, it’s like someone hit the pause button. Every single conversation crashes to a grinding halt. Forks freeze midway to mouths, and a few people actually throw their napkins down in disgust and leave the space as if our very presence contaminates the air.

      Whispers float around the room, venomous and hissing:

      “Disgusting…”

      “How could he…?”

      “It makes me sick…”

      “Filthy…”

      I wince against each word, but Ben, with his fucking dampeners, simply says, “Chin up.”

      We take the long walk to the front, where the Iku table awaits us. Except our names aren’t anywhere on the meticulously arranged place cards. The guests’ smug, knowing looks are as sharp as broken glass as they watch our confusion.

      “Where are we expected to sit, Mother?” Ben asks. His voice is level, but I can feel the tension radiating off him.

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” she says. Her voice drips with false sweetness. “We made you both a little bunker in the back so your wife could be comfortable.” She extends a shining chrome finger with sharp red claws toward a small table in the corner, heaped with soil and spattered in oil, like some grotesque parody of the mines I crawled out of.

      Michael, Ben’s younger brother, takes his place next to their grandfather at the table. Michael eyes me with a touch of triumph. He blows me a quiet kiss.

      The room shifts into a collective holding of breath, waiting to see how we react.

      Ben nods as if accepting some unspoken challenge, then turns to me with the kind of intensity that makes my stomach drop. “Shall we?”

      There is something about the way he extends his arm—so regal, so utterly composed—that makes this feel like a coup rather than a concession. I slide my hand into the crook of his elbow, allowing him to lead me toward the disgrace they’ve so graciously prepared for us.

      I gasp, and the room, already breathless, holds even tighter.

      Ben steps to the table, so fucking precise, and sits.

      Um…ok.

      Just as I am readying myself to do the same, he reaches for my hips and lowers me. Not into the grime-streaked chair mind you, but onto his lap. His lap.

      I go rigid, my body hyper-aware of every point of contact—my ass flushes against his middle. My back against his hard stomach. His arm, firm around my waist, the heat of his skin through my clothes.

      I keep thinking about the dirt and the greasy, oily residue seeping into the delicate weave of Ben’s jacket. I don’t typically cry over fabric, but there is something about watching that expensive jacket absorb the filth. I feel the tear before I even realize it’s falling, warm and heavy, sliding down my cheek.

      Intellectually, I know it’s just a nice jacket, but no one else has ever, without question or hesitation, just given something up for me.

      The jacket. I think I’m falling in love with the jacket.

      “I’m sorry, did you think I’d let my wife sit in the dirt?” Ben’s voice is pleasant and effortless. But his grip on me could bruise.

      Ben picks up the fork from the soiled tablecloth—an old, tarnished thing that looks like it was dug up from the mines—and begins eating the meal before him. Fork up, open mouth, a few chews, swallow. Over and over again.

      I follow suit, picking up my own fork and spearing a piece of meat. The food is fine—I don’t marvel at the fact that it’s better than anything I had in the mines because the humiliation hanging in the air makes it taste like ash.

      The room doesn’t know what to do with itself.

      I don’t know what to do with myself.

      His breath brushes the shell of my ear like a whisper of war. His voice is low, meant only for me. “Hold still.”

      I disobey and tilt my head just slightly, baring my throat.

      And, God help me, Ben fucking lifts his hips. And I. Am. Unraveling. At this stupid-ass charity dinner.

      I swear I feel him smile against my skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Off

          

        

      

    

    
      “The problem with eating at those damned fundraisers is that you’re still hungry after you leave.” Ben peeks through a sliver of the door, springy black hair standing up in sharp tufts like some accidental crown.

      “God, I’m starving,” I say, pulling a microscopic skirt over my hips.

      The mannies buzz around me nervously. And the door lurches open like Ben’s stumbling into it but catches his footing. He can’t even be properly clumsy.

      “Fawl, I…wanted to share something with you.”

      Here it is. He’s about to bail. I thought I could withstand the ridicule, but it is all just too much.

      I drape his jacket, still soiled and spotty, over my shoulders.

      “I told you the mannies would be able to get the stains out,” he says.

      “Ha, you’re calling them the mannies! And I don’t want the stains out,” I say, the words slipping out before I have the chance to rethink them.

      “You never say what I think you’re going to say.” He looks at me.

      “And you never say what you actually want to say,” I shoot back.

      He moves closer; even as I know I’m about to be kicked out on my ass, I have to admit there is something undeniably elegant about Ben.

      “I should start saying what I mean, then,” he says, licking his lips a little. He steps closer, and geez, nobody moves like him.

      The space between us feels tight, like an expanding balloon. Have I misunderstood him? That flicker of heat in his gaze—is it for me?

      “I stopped all the dampeners,” he announces. “No side effects.”

      There’s too much to respond to. Wow, he is capable of surprising me. “I’m sorry, What? When? All of them?”

      “Yes, all of them,” he says. He’s proud.

      He’s fucking crazy.

      I…am…nervous.

      “All?” I echo, my voice pitching higher. “Cold turkey? Don’t people wean themselves off them for weeks?”

      “I was ready,” he insists, pressing his hand to his lower belly as if to prove something to me. “All the dire warnings were overstated. I’m fit as a fiddle.” He stands with his chest out. The way his muscles shift under his shirt and the clean lines of his chest and arms make me look away.

      He’s delusional, though. Fit as a fiddle?

      “Will you be okay?” I ask, unsure whether to be concerned by his sudden dive into whatever he thinks this is. Maybe I should call a doctor.

      “Of course! I’m ready to feel everything,” he says, and there’s a wildness in his voice that wasn’t there before. “I agree with you. With what you said about passion and innovation.”

      “So, you just cut yourself off?” I can’t hide my disbelief.

      “Yes! Before the Ball. Why shouldn’t I connect with my instincts? I want to have a hunch or try an impulsive change to the process. Experimentation actually requires it. I want to be a scientist of everything!” He shakes my shoulders, eyes wide with a kind of mad clarity, and then he starts throwing blouses into the air like confetti. “We’re going to eat. Eat without dampeners.”

      That Food Science Ball broke him. I’m seeing a machine lose his shit.

      “I’m scouting out places to eat meat,” he says.

      The words remind me of Josh suddenly. How much we loved that lamb place belowground. Not that I’ve had time to dwell on Josh lately. Everything’s been slightly off, like I’m walking with a heel and a loafer. Ben slides his holopad to me, and I point to a place that promises real underground-style MEAT.

      “That’s an hour’s railcar ride away, though.”

      “Did you have anything more interesting to do tonight?” He challenges, his volume rising high, then dipping. His voice modulation is the first hint that something is off with him. It’s like he can’t pick a tone.

      “Nope.”

      “Then we shall have lamb burgers,” Ben declares with an almost-manic glee. “Until we burst.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The railcar shudders to life beneath us. It’s not the sleek, whisper-quiet transit of the high-tier sectors; this thing is old, industrial. It smells like rust and electric ozone, and, when Ben leans back against the worn leather seat, he looks absurdly out of place.

      I drag my gaze to the world outside. The tunnels give way to the half city, the part of the metropolis that’s neither entirely below nor fully above.

      We pass through a market that’s sprawled into the tunnels, vendors selling hot skewers of meat over makeshift coal pits, the air thick with spices and burning fat. Ben barely glances at it, but I see everything: the counterfeit fruit dyed to look fresh, the jars of synthetically grown honey glistening like liquid amber, and the woman crouched behind her stall sewing new soles onto old shoes with fishing wire.

      Beyond the market, we pass an old theater—a relic from before the Flesh Wars, its grand marquee now scrawled over with phosphorescent graffiti.

      Then the tunnels open again, and the sky—God, the sky—slams into me. It literally never gets old.

      I glance at Ben, but he’s still staring ahead, unbothered by the world shifting around him.

      The lamb restaurant is tucked away in a narrow alley just off the main thoroughfare. The kind of place you’d miss if you weren’t looking for it. Inside, everything smells like roasting meat. The tables are small, crowded together, and mismatched, with chairs that wobble in a way that feels more precarious than charming. Ben swivels around, taking it all in with a kind of touristic wonder, as if he’s never set foot in a place like this before—and he probably hasn’t. Underground, this would be considered fine dining. But even with only two weeks’ distance, I see this is essentially a ghetto for the underground community aboveground.

      The host leads us to a private dining room without my asking. It’s like he senses something volatile about us—Ben especially—and decides it’s best to put us behind a closed door.  Ben steps inside first and brushes past me, his arm grazing mine, and I know it is intentional.

      The waiter closes the swinging doors with a quiet finality, sealing us in. Suddenly, everything feels hushed, exclusive, and faintly dangerous.

      I’m just about to make some joke about the romantic-murder-room vibe when I see another being pushed out of the side entrance, tablet in hand.

      He looks nervous as all hell.

      Ben doesn’t even glance at the menu.

      “Lamb burgers,” he says. “Two. Extra sauce.”

      He pauses.

      “Rare.”

      The server gives a tiny nod and vanishes without a word.

      I move toward a chair across from Ben, but before I can even fully commit, his hand catches my wrist.

      “Here,” he says, guiding me down beside him instead. His touch is firm, but not rough. Decisive. Like six inches of space is six inches too many.

      He sits so close, our thighs touch. And this I also know is intentional.

      When the food arrives, he’s on it before the server can fully set the plate down.

      He grabs the burger and takes a bite so aggressive, I flinch. The sound is messy, wet—a low, satisfied growl escaping him as juice drips down the side of his hand.

      His pupils are blown wide, swallowing the color. His eyes are black, starved, and locked on the next bite like he’s fighting the urge to devour the entire table.

      I sit still, my own food untouched, a little transfixed at the change in him.

      “Does food always taste like this?” he asks, voice unsteady, wild.

      He finishes the first burger in four frantic bites and signals the waiter without breaking eye contact with me. His eyes are glassy, glittering with a feverish gleam. Too bright. Too sharp.

      “I want more,” he says to no one in particular.

      A sheen of sweat glistens on his forehead. Tiny beads form on his upper lip. He reaches for his drink with a slight tremble in his hand, then downs it in a few heavy gulps.

      I push my burger slightly closer to him, just in case.

      “Yeah, it’s…it’s good,” I manage to say, watching him with a growing pit in my stomach.

      He looks over at me, still chewing, still locked in.

      And for the first time, I sense it.

      That edge in him. That hunter learning the limits of his own hunger.

      “I want to taste everything,” he says. His gaze slips from the burger to me, lingering too long, and heat—undeniable, visceral—snakes in my belly. I swallow hard; an image of him, his face buried between my thighs, flares hot in my mind.

      I want him to look me over and tell me, in that scientific way he has, what is beautiful about me. But he’s staring me down like a jungle cat, and my voice can barely make it over my vocal cords.

      His eyes are like hands on me, and they lock in on my mouth. Before I can even start to protest, he leans in, grabbing both sides of my face, and kisses me, quick and sharp.

      It’s so fast that it takes me a moment to process it. He pulls back just as quickly, and I’m left breathless, my lips tingling.

      “What…what was that,” I ask. My underwear feels tight, like I’m pulsing out of them, and I cross my legs for fear that he may have the heightened senses to smell my desire.

      He shrugs and leans back slightly. “You’re so good at beating the probability matrix,” he says, his voice low and smooth. “I wanted to try to do it.” He taps my dangly earring and traces his thumb along my jaw.

      He is entirely too nonchalant. This is nothing to him. A hot kiss on the mouth. Testing a hypothesis. Did I do that to him?

      “Well, try on your hand. Not me,” I say, but don’t mean it.

      “Illogical. I can anticipate my own moves. Where is the surprise in that? But I can never anticipate your response.”

      “Proud to be another Iku lab rat at your service,” I say, with a mocking little salute, but he just watches me, and the look can be described only as—I’m sorry—desperately horny?

      “No,” he says, like that explains everything. “I think that’s why you’re so good at upending my statistical models. You’re a hard woman for me to predict, Fawl.”

      “Because you’re obsessed with these unified theories. People aren’t always rational actors, Ben.”

      His tongue darts out, grazing the edge of his lips. It’s fleeting but electric. “You make me curious,” Ben continues. “I haven’t been curious in so long, Fawl. Last time I felt it, I was a boy.”

      I am taken aback, and a flock of birds flies into my stomach. My pulse thuds under his heavy-lidded, almost-drunk gaze.

      He’s kissing me again, and this time there’s no experiment in it. His mouth crashes into mine, and the world goes liquid. His hand slips around my waist, pulling me closer, and I’m not resisting.

      Not at all.

      The second my mouth yields to his, I lose the thread of everything—my balance, my breath, my sense of what comes next. The kiss floods me, hot, consuming.

      Hungry.

      Powerful.

      His other hand slides up, cupping the back of my neck, drawing me closer until there is no space left between us.

      His tongue slides in, slow at first, then purposeful, teasing the edges of my restraint. I gasp, and then⁠—

      Oh God.

      He sucks on my tongue, and it’s obscene, it’s possessive, and it sends a hot, splintering shock straight down my stomach. What the fuck happened to testing the matrix? This isn’t a test—this is raw, unrestrained hunger.

      And my body—traitorous, eager—moves before my mind can catch up and straddles him.

      “I like you on my lap,” he says between kisses.

      How to tell him that his soiled jacket, his hand walking up my thigh, and him pulling that silk dress over my face are the only things running through my mind at any given point in the day I seriously have had no other thoughts.

      My tiny skirt pools around my hips. My knees press on either side of him. I look up to see if we’re still alone in this huge private room. This is madness, in a restaurant with the smell of roasted lamb thick in the air, but none of it matters. The chair creaks beneath us, but I barely notice as my hips roll forward. I grind down, and the friction is maddening—just enough to make him gasp against my mouth.

      His gaze locks with mine, so raw and pleading. “I just need more of this…supernatural softness.”

      I feel him hard and hot beneath me, and a low moan slips from my lips. His mouth leaves mine only to press hot, urgent kisses down my neck, each one more desperate than the last.

      I should know something is wrong by now, but I don’t. I’m too wound up in the chaos and power of his mouth on me. But the earnestness, the vulnerability… He is way off his dampeners. I know it’s dangerous, but I push my hips toward him again anyway. No one has ever made me feel so beautiful. When he calls me a diamond, I believe it. He bites my shoulder, grinding into me. I’m going to come if I have five more minutes of this type of scientific inquiry.

      “How you melt into me…I’ve never felt anything like this.” He gasps. His eyes are as wide as plates.

      I’m rattled too—by him, by the intensity of my response, like I just stepped off a cliff and there’s no ground beneath me.

      Ben’s breathing is ragged now, hot against my neck, his hands fisting the fabric of my dress. He’s shaking beneath me, the thick ridge of his hardness pulses against me impatiently, as his body rocks somewhere between control and abandon. He runs his hand over the bite mark on my shoulder with one hand, cupping my ass and grinding my wet center into him with the other.

      Then, without a word, he wraps both hands around my thighs, grips the curve of my ass like he owns it, and lifts me onto the table. He settles me on the edge, and the plates rattle beneath me.

      I am sitting on a huge plate with my thighs spread open in front of his hungry eyes. A smear of sauce kisses the back of my leg. I should be mortified. I am…not.

      Ben doesn’t look away. Only nudges me open wider with his palms.

      Cool air hits the wet heat between my legs. He finds the edge of my panties and shifts them aside with greedy anticipation.

      My chest is burning.

      He looks up at me, pupils blown, voice low, and starting to slur. “I told you I wanted to taste everything.”

      His mouth finds me like he’s been starved.

      The first press of his wet tongue over my clit sends a jolt through my spine, electric and deep, like my body was waiting for this without telling me. Each flick, each stroke, is calibrated for maximum unraveling.

      I grip the edge of the table, breath shattering into pieces. Plates crash to the floor.

      It’s hot, slick, devouring.

      The flat drags of his tongue are slow, wet velvet against lightning, and my hips jerk like they’ve been pulled by a string knotted deep inside me.

      I can’t breathe.

      I am this man’s dessert.

      The sounds that come out of me are messy, involuntary—choked whimpers, swallowed moans. He doesn’t slow down. He presses in deeper, mouth locked to me, tongue moving in tight, maddening circles that make my vision blur.

      My thighs tremble, clamping around his head on instinct, and he only groans into me like that’s encouragement. The vibration buzzes straight through my core. I’m dripping, shaking, unraveling by the second, and when he slides his fat tongue inside me—deep, curling—my body arches off the plate.

      I think I cry out. I think I call his name.

      I think I come apart.

      It’s only when I feel him trembling, truly trembling, that I realize how far this has gone.

      “Ben,” I say quietly, but he doesn’t seem to hear me, too absorbed in the overwhelming sensation of my wetness sliding over his tongue, too lost in whatever is happening inside his head.

      I try again, louder this time. “Ben, are you okay?”

      He doesn’t answer, just grips my thighs tighter. His face now flushes a deep, unsettling purplish red that creeps up from his neck to his temples. The server walks in and walks right back out.

      He pulls back, and I feel a bite, this time a little too hard, on my inner thigh.

      Panic rises in my chest, a tight squeeze that makes it hard to breathe. “Ben,” I say, my voice cracking with fear, “you need to stop. Ben, listen to me.”

      But he pulls me off the table and on top of him, getting rougher, bruising my hips.

      “Ben, no!”

      The word tears out of me, and I twist away. The forks and knives on the table clatter to the floor, and I wrench myself free.

      He looks up, startled—mouth wet, eyes wide, lips still parted like he doesn’t understand what just happened.

      But I do.

      For the first time since I met him, he frightens me.

      The line between devotion and consumption felt paper-thin just now, and I’m not sure he knows the difference.

      His body convulses as I pull myself fully off him. The burger slips from his hands as he collapses onto the table. His limbs jerk uncontrollably, and his eyes roll back in his head. I look up and around franticly.

      Ben’s seizure takes hold as his body betrays him in the most terrifying way possible.

      I’m out of my seat in an instant, my hands on his shoulders, trying to steady him. His mouth foams, and finally, I scream, “Is anyone a medic? We need help!”

      Two or three servers burst into the dining room and rush out to get help.

      Seventeen excruciating minutes later, the first responders arrive in a blur of noise and flashing light. I’m running, sprinting alongside the stretcher.

      “He went off his dampeners cold turkey.” I say to the chrome haired woman.

      The medics look at me and then look around, wasting precious seconds as Ben shakes in the cool evening air.

      “Where is this man’s next of kin?” They look right over me, and I want to commit murder.

      I rock the stretcher, roaring, “I am his wife. And if you don’t start this cart, I’m going to throw you onto the tracks and roll over you myself.”

      I hear a few laughs and claps in the background.

      Ben’s dark face is chalky, drained of the color that flushed it so brightly just moments before. His breaths are shallow and erratic, and I can’t stop peeling the skin around my fingernails.

      “Please, please be okay,” I whisper, more to myself than to him, but the words feel empty.

      This is my fault.

      I pushed Ben too far. He can keep the damned dampeners. I would give anything to take this bit of advice back. I may have hurt the only friend I have in the world right now.

      I climb into the ambulance railcar, the metal slick under my palms, my chest still tight with panic. I don’t expect the familiar Mine Whistle. I don’t expect to see him.

      But there he is.

      Josh. Standing alone in the street, framed by smoke. His eyes are fixed on mine, wide, unblinking. Disbelief etched across his face like he’s seeing a ghost.

      I look down at Ben.

      And maybe he is…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            The Hedonism

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital is a stark, sterile place—all harsh white lights and the biting tang of antiseptic.

      “Ma’am, you’re in the wrong wing.” A hand tries to pry my fingers from the edge of the stretcher, but I hold on like I’m in a wind tunnel.

      The division between the aboveground and belowground wings is glaring. The wing the nurse points to is dim, dingy, with faded grays, low ceilings, and peeling beige paint. No crisp white sheets, no soft beeping monitors—just a long, tired hallway that looks like it hasn’t been cleaned since the pre-Burn era.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I say, my voice low, solid.

      The nurse’s eyes flicker with uncertainty. I wonder how many below-grounders have ever simply said no. “I… It’s not up to me,” she stammers.

      “Of course not, Marlene,” I say, reading her badge with a pointed smile. “But you can always turn the other way and go about your rounds.”

      She hesitates. I can almost hear the wheels turning in her head—calculating risk, protocol, fallout.

      “It’s much easier,” I continue smoothly, “to let a concerned wife sit quietly by her husband’s side than to deal with the aftermath of a very public story about a hospital’s lack of compassion for the Iku family.”

      The name hits its mark. I watch it land.

      Her eyes flick toward the hallway, as if imagining reporters already gathering there, microphones poised.

      Marlene exhales, looks me over one more time like the world had just then gone to shit and lets out a weary, defeated sound. “Fine,” she mutters, almost to herself. Not worth the trouble. Not this kind of trouble.

      She turns on her heel and walks away.

      I stay.

      By the time I reach the room, Ben’s already been moved—transferred from stretcher to hospital bed, a tangle of wires and quiet machines now encircling him. The lights are low, the antiseptic hush of the room broken only by the soft rhythmic pulse of a monitor.

      The doctor is waiting, arms folded, eyes narrowing in quiet assessment. I know that look. The silent calculus of whether to object, to assert authority.

      I draw a breath, ready to start this fight all over again.

      “Before you start,” the doctor begins, “I was at the charity ball.” The doctor barely raises his head, shifting through a hologram projection of Ben’s body thinly sliced into organ groups. “I know who you are.”

      “Ah, the toaster,” I say, remembering his meanness. “So glad to see you under happier circumstances.”

      “I think the Ikus were forward-thinking in getting their son a skin bride, what with all the unrest he’s causing with the minefolk.” He looks at Ben’s charts again. “Your people are clannish. They’ll like seeing one of their kind at the top.”

      “I won’t be on top of anything if he’s dead, so can we focus on what’s happening here?”

      Ben lies feverish in the hospital bed, a mess of tubes and wires snaking out from his arms and stomach, pumping fluids in and out of him. He has never looked more like a machine than he does now, more parts than a person.

      “He’s detoxing from the dampeners,” the doctor explains, offering neither hope nor despair. “Since he cut them off so rapidly, we can’t reintroduce them without risking a shock to his system. We’ve got to let the detox run its course.”

      The doctor’s monotone is maddening, like being given a weather report when your house is on fire. He flips through Ben’s holo chart with the kind of detached indifference that makes me want to scream.

      “The next weeks will be crucial,” he continues as if reciting from a script. “The first week is the worst—touch and go. The fevers, the hallucinations, the mood swings… He could be dangerous during this time, and you should be prepared for that.”

      “Dangerous?” My voice catches. “What do you mean, ‘dangerous’?”

      “Aggressive, eating his way through your ration reserves,” the doctor replies. “Fucking anything with a hole. Give him space. If he recovers from the hedonism, and I must stress if, he’ll be lethargic, hypersensitive to stimuli, and weak. Many patients in this stage simply lose their will to live after the hormonal rush of hedonism.”

      Okay, my mind is all over the place right now. Ben is going to be broken down, taken apart piece by piece, and if he survives, he’ll be a different person—raw, vulnerable, stripped of everything that made him Ben. It’s terrifying to think about.

      Or will he come out of this more Ben than he’s ever been?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Skin to Skin

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I ever see Ben’s grandfather, he’s waiting for us at the door, a towering figure silhouetted against the cold marble of the entryway. It takes an army of orderlies to haul Ben’s stretcher up that ridiculous marble staircase, each step echoing with the clatter of metal and whispered curses. And yet, his grandfather doesn’t follow his grandson’s body up the steps, doesn’t even glance at the pallor of his face or the slackness of his limbs. Instead, he rounds on me, his gaze sharp, cutting.

      “Why on earth would he go off his dampeners? So quickly?” His voice is a low, simmering growl.

      “Um, who can say?” I mumble, inching up the stairs, wanting nothing more than to be away from that gaze.

      “Fawl,” he calls, and I pause, halfway up the staircase, his voice pulling me back. “If he is purposely trying to harm himself in some kind of misplaced protest…”

      For a second, just a flicker really, I see something I don’t expect: real fear. Real concern, even. It’s gone almost as soon as it appeared, replaced by a mask of control, but it was there. I’d swear on it.

      “He’s not trying to hurt himself,” I say, and I surprise myself by how certain I sound. “He just wanted a change.”

      I can’t help it. The curiosity is gnawing at me, so I ask the question I probably shouldn’t. “Why let this marriage continue if you love him? You’re the only one with the power to stop it. You know he loves Lily.”

      His eyes narrow just a touch. “You’ve met Lily,” he says. “How did you find her?”

      The look on his face makes me wonder if I’m walking into a trap. I don’t answer. Instead, I just hold his gaze, letting the silence stretch between us.

      We both know something we’re not saying, and in that moment, we silently agree to keep it that way.

      I slip into the room and freeze at the sight of Ben tangled in the sheets, his twisted body looking like he’s trying to escape the bed. The fever still has its claws in him, and his breath comes in short, uneven gasps.

      I can’t tell if he’s aware of me, if he even knows where he is, but I creep to the bed anyway, getting close enough to smell the antiseptic spray on his metallic and brown skin.

      Suddenly, his arms shoot out to pull me toward him. The breath whooshes out of me, and my knees buckle. His grip is so strong—thank God he’s as weak as a toddler, or I’m certain he’d crush me, crack my bones with the strength he barely controls. His cheek presses against my belly as if he’s listening for something deep within me. His face is hot, far too hot, and I can’t fathom how anyone could survive a fever like this.

      “I don’t know what to do, Ben,” I mumble because fear has taken root in my chest.

      I whisper his name over and over like it’s a spell that might bring him back from wherever he is. “Ben…Ben…” This fever, this madness, belongs to me as much as it does to him.

      My fingers find their way to his hair, threading through the thick curls that rise and cluster around my fingers like blossoms. He nuzzles into my touch, his lips brushing against my palm, hungry for the contact, for the connection.

      Skin to skin—that’s what he needs. That’s what he’s reaching for, isn’t it?

      His theory of skin.

      I undress quickly, my movements hurried, almost frantic. I feel like a dumb genius, like I’m on to something obvious. I remind myself that he won’t remember this, that when the fever breaks, this moment will be lost to the haze of his mind. But I don’t let myself think too long on it. I feel sure that what he needs is the simplest, most human thing—contact, connection, something to anchor him.

      I get in the bed next to him, and, with quick hands, I pull his linen pants down, feeling the soft brush of the fabric against my cheek as his hips rise slightly. Naked, he is terrifying in his beauty. I throw the sheets over him before smoothing his chest with my hands, practicing the gentle massage he taught me, and touching as much of my skin to his as possible.

      His eyes flutter open.

      “Touch me,” he says, and it feels like a command. His hands roam over my back, pressing me into him.

      “Ben, wait.”

      My stomach twists, a knot of something dark and primal tightening inside me. My nipples keep grazing his hot chest, and the sensation is like a wet tongue across them. When I reach over him to adjust his pillow, his neck stretches to nuzzle the space between my breasts.

      “Touch me,” he pleads, and his lips move against my sternum.

      Ben moans like he’s in pain, and his hips rise again. His cock rises like a sundial underneath me. He holds my wrist and moves my palms over his hot erection. In the shuffle, he got his mouth around my nipple, and he sucks me until I’m soaking wet.

      “Let me…fill you,” he moans.

      “You’re sick right now,” I squeak out.

      He’s petulant and grabby, lifting his body to suck my nipples and pushing his fingers inside any concave space.

      I scramble off him, even though I’m tight and throbbing with raw need. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. It’s not right. Though no one has ever touched me like this, like I’m his lifeline. I cover his writhing body with the cool sheet again and lie with my back to him, taking space to breathe and calm my galloping heart.

      I take three quick breaths before I feel his arm again, reaching out to pull me against him. Clamping down on me like a trap, he envelops me in what should have been an innocent, warm little spoon. The difference this time is his cock, hot and pulsing against my ass, pushing into me, his hands swooping down and filling with my breast.

      Is he awake? Delirious? He won’t remember any of this in the morning. He rubs my nipples and presses his hot velvety cock into my backside.

      “Fawl.” He says it harshly, and he slips his hand away from my breast to stroke himself behind me. The head of his thick cock slips between the full cheeks of my ass as he soothes himself.

      “Ah, gods, it hurts,” he moans. “I need you.”

      I close my eyes and press my thighs together. Everything feels tight, flushed, aching with need. I feel the slick, heated tip of him nestling between my cheeks, and—God help me—I lift my thigh in invitation.

      He’s hurting, I remind myself. This is mercy. I guide the thick, throbbing length of him between my slick folds—but not inside. Not inside. See? I still have control. I’m not a monster.

      He grinds once, and the textured ridges of him scrape against my clit, dragging a sound from my throat I didn’t know I could make. My back arches. My eyes fly open.

      He’s scorching between my legs, every inch of him pulsing with need, and when I glance down, I see the glistening crown nudging forward—a gorgeous, pulsing purple, velvet, platinum-veined thing that makes my mouth water. He rocks his hips, sliding against me until the head finds that perfect spot again.

      His hands grip my hips. He has me, and he’s not letting me go.

      “So wet…” He groans, his voice rough with disbelief, each roll of his hips pulling another low moan from us both.

      I double over. He feels so good slick, velvet-hard—rubbing me off, the glimmering tip catching, dragging, gliding across my clit—it’s too much. Too good. I'm unraveling.

      He reaches up and pinches my nipple, then squeezes and kneads me until I whimper helplessly.

      “Fawl…incredible,” he mutters. He is searing and maybe delirious, but he knows what he’s doing.

      “Ben!” It’s the first time an orgasm has snuck up on me and grabbed me by the neck. “Fuck! Holy! Ben!” I come. Dazed and half-blind, shaking. Gripping the sheets and pushing my ass into him. I close my legs tighter around his thickness, and that’s when he explodes over my pussy. His cum pumps hot and thick, running down my already-slick thighs.

      “Holy Ben,” he says softly against my shoulder blades. Then he falls asleep—simply drops like a stone in the bed, like someone turned off a switch in his head.

      If his theory of skin is bullshit, I may have just made him worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            The Lab

          

        

      

    

    
      For two days, Ben barely slept, barely ate, running on nothing but data and nerve endings, a live wire sparking against the world. His hedonism teetered from hyper-fixation on me to his work. I thought—hoped—he had burned through the worst of it.

      I was wrong.

      At three in the goddamn morning, I wake to find him sitting by my bedside.

      Not pacing. Sitting. Hands folded. Perfectly still.

      I startle so hard that I nearly fall off the bed. “God, Ben, don’t do that!” My pulse is a drumbeat against my ribs. “What—what is it? What’s wrong?”

      He doesn’t blink. He barely breathes.

      “Come with me,” he says.

      That’s it. No explanation, no context. Just that.

      “Ben. Where?”

      “I can’t tell you. It’s top secret.” His voice is low, urgent. “No one has ever seen this before.”

      I squint at him in the dark. “What are you doing?”

      His lips twitch, the shadow of a smile flickering—uncertain, almost shy. “I’m being impulsive.”

      I squeeze his hand. I don’t want to break whatever fragile thread we’re spinning between us.

      We step into the rail car together, at least I think it’s a railcar. The door whispers shut behind us. It’s quiet inside—unnaturally so. There’s no grinding of metal; no jolt of wheels, and it’s quite conspicuously not attached to any tracks. Yet it pushes through the night without them. The half city disappears behind us.

      I feel it before I see it—the shift in the air, the impossible vastness yawning ahead.

      My stomach drops. I have, of course, read about this. Oceans are 90 percent of the world.

      But we’re not going to…possibly… God, it hurtles toward us at a pretty alarming speed. Black, placid, stretching into the horizon, so still that it looks like the end of the world.

      “Ben.” I grip the seat. “Ben. We’re headed straight for⁠—”

      The water.

      We plunge. The rail cart lifts off solid ground and into the abyss. It should be cold. It should be shocking, a brutal crash against my skin. Instead, the cart groans. A clear film domes over us, sealing in the air, enclosing us in a delicate shimmering bubble. We’re bobbing in the dark, drifting forward.

      After an hour of floating in that glorified hamster ball, vomiting twice, and making a failed attempt to claw my way out, through the mist, I see something appear. An island.

      We finally step onto something resembling solid ground, though the sand is firm but unreliable, like a promise from a shifty uncle.

      Ben is calm as ever, looking out toward the horizon, where the sun is rising in slow motion, painting the sky in shades of pink and violet.

      Finally, he turns to me. “This, Fawl,” he says, voice low, “is my lab.”

      My throat tightens. The lab. The mythologized, cloistered place that even his closest allies, including Lily and his own family, have never laid eyes on. Some say it’s a state-of-the-art research facility; others whisper of more sinister, Controlled Burn implications.

      “This is everything I am,” he continues. “I know what people say about me. I know you’ve had to defend me, defend this place, without even knowing what you were fighting for. I wanted you to see it—all of it. Me.”

      I’m trying not to choke on the conflicting emotions—seasickness from the journey and a tiny, treacherous bloom of compassion for the man.

      Ben leads me down a sand path illuminated with fairy lights to a large building. He punches in a code without even glancing at the panel. Once inside, he puts his finger to his lips. I can hear snoring, soft and rhythmic, mixed with the faint tinkling of lullaby music.

      “I’m working on the effects of skin-to-skin contact on cognitive function. Fawl, I think we’ve lost the beauty in humanity.” He holds both my hands. “For however long we have on this planet, the Burn has taught us nothing is guaranteed. Why not refocus on ancient human practices?”

      I don’t fully understand all he says, but I understand his earnestness, and I understand what he’s allowing me into: his beating heart.

      “This facility is one of the few places where new birthgivers get to stay with their nursing children for extended periods,” he whispers. His eyes gleam. “Mothers typically get—what? Three weeks of birth leave in the mines?”

      It’s even less than that. No one wants to go that long without work credits. But Fawl doesn’t correct him

      “Our theory is that the extra time creates well-adjusted children.”

      I blink at him. “Sounds…wild,” I mumble. What do I know? He’s the scientist here. Did my own mother nurse me for more than a week? How would I know?

      Am I fucked up?

      But those nights when he was shaking with fever, when it looked like he might not make it, didn’t I cradle Ben to my chest? Didn’t his body seem to stabilize against all odds?

      “Are these mothers…sleeping with their children?” I try to hide my discomfort. It feels oddly intimate, too intimate.

      “Yes,” Ben replies simply, his tone devoid of judgment or hesitation. “We call it co-sleeping.” He pauses, then seems to consider me carefully. “Can I show you something?”

      I follow him into a dimly lit room, its walls humming with the quiet authority of advanced technology. The monitors flicker softly, each labeled with an unassuming number. He presses a button marked room 207. “Listen,” he says, and I do. I hear two heartbeats: one slow, deep, and steady; the other faster. But, somehow, they merge, syncopated in a way that makes them sound like one.

      “In every case,” Ben whispers, his voice thick with awe, “the heartbeats sync up.” He is so pleased with himself, he may burst if I say anything too encouraging.

      A tear wells in the corner of my eye. Exhaustion, confusion, or the surprising warmth of this strange, beautiful lab—it’s impossible to pin down.

      “It’s…nice,” I say. The words feel inadequate.

      But it’s enough. Ben beams, and for a moment, he seems like…a man. Just a man desperate to be understood.

      “Now, on to what I want to show you.”

      Ben gestures toward his console, and I lean in. Rows of articles, dates, and data pulled with surgical precision. His work. His mind made visible. And I smile—because I know him. I have known him for years, followed his infuriatingly linear research since I was a Bronze. Ben is the stair-stepper, the man who moves forward one precise inch at a time and saves hours of footage displaying goosebumps.

      I know exactly what he’s looking for.

      I don’t even have to think. I reach behind him, fingers gliding past his shoulder, and call up three more articles from the IS.

      Ben stills.

      Double take. Triple take.

      Then, with something soft, awed, completely unguarded, he pats the seat beside him. “Please, love, sit.”

      Love.

      The word lands low in my stomach, warm, unexpected. I let it settle.

      And I sit. Now, we’re researching together, and, as he reads aloud, Ben’s voice tightens, breathless. “It fits. It all fits. My prototype SKYN is so close Fawl.”

      Time folds in on itself. Hours and days collapse. The mannies bring hot coffee in the morning, crusty croissants by midday, bloodred wine when the sun is long gone. I don’t register the transitions, only that we are still here, that our hands move in tandem.

      Ben builds the path, his console filling with ruthless, elegant logic, and I find the fractures. When he accelerates, I pull back, make sure we don’t miss the important things in the rush forward.

      And it’s working. We’re working.

      There’s a moment—when the fatigue sets in, when my body stretches and starts to give under the weight of the day—that I catch him watching me. Not in the quiet way he sometimes does. No, Ben looks at me like I am part of the breakthrough on SKYN. A way for this society to recognize the power of vulnerability, of humanity, again.

      That night, we collapse together into one of the lab rooms, crammed in with the mannies, exhausted beyond words, ready to wake in six hours and do it all over again.

      I could do this forever. With him.
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            The Mannies

          

        

      

    

    
      That thought, the desire to work alongside him forever, stays with me, makes me more afraid than I want to admit, even as my body pulls me into sleep.

      I wake up to warmth, to the soft weight of something pressing between my legs, the slow drag of something wet and rough against my pussy. My panties are pushed to the side, and my breasts are pressed out of my tight bodice.

      My eyes snap open.

      The mannies.

      I can tell it’s Hank who is between my legs, by the sheer size of him. Then I feel a shift near my side—a whisper-soft pull at my nipple, an almost-reverent caress of a wet tongue. Elton, the sensitive little artist, latching on and sucking harder.

      I twitch, try to move, but my wrists are held high over my head. Crispin stands above me, head tilted, watching.

      Something prickles at the edges of my mind. Their tongues are everywhere, hot and wet dragging up the insides of my thighs, flicking over my nipples, plunging into my mouth like they own it. Oh God, my mouth. There’s no finesse. No rhythm. Just raw, hungry friction—sucking, lapping, devouring. It’s messy. Desperate. Like a dog rutting against your leg, shameless and single-minded. My body responds anyway, heat curling in my belly, a treacherous flush of sensation flooding through me.

      I thrash, but whoever’s holding my legs tightens their grip—not cruel, but firm, keeping me in place. “Hank!” I hiss.

      Hank is lapping at my pussy now with gusto. Every clumsy, greedy stroke feeding something dark and needy inside me. I think of them with the ice cream. Me asking Ben if he could taste it.

      He can.

      “Hank! Bad bot.”

      I twist my head toward Ben. Ben will⁠—

      Ben is asleep. Sprawled on his back, eyes moving back and forth beneath his lids, fist-clenched, cock thick and high.

      Crispin's fingers find my nipple and pinch—sharp.

      White heat explodes behind my eyes.

      My head tips back involuntarily, and he pushes his smooth anatomically incorrect crotch toward my mouth. Elton is slurping loudly on my other nipple now, and Hank is wetting his immense fingers. A moan slips from my lips as my vision goes starry.

      Ben is doing this. He’s dreaming. The thought gets me slick with want. I buck my hips, and Hank takes that as his cue to nuzzle my clit. I let out a moan.

      Crispin, standing over me, pulls my knee into my breast to give Hank easier access. When Hank sucks my clit, I start to push against him in earnest. My body is rocketing toward a sloppy, embarrassing orgasm.

      If these bots had dicks, I am sure every hole I have would be stuffed and plundered.

      “Ben, wake up!” I wrestle against them.

      Ben shoots up like a springboard, all smooth muscle and sharp instinct, his body snapping into motion before his mind fully catches up.

      The mannies power down and let me go.

      His eyes are wide, wild—black pools of deep, burning heat. He surveys the room with the sharp, quick precision of a predator.

      I can see the realization creeping over him like a slow, thick spill of ink. He takes in the mannies, the way they hover just out of reach, the way my chest rises and falls too quickly, the way my legs are still sprawled, still open from where the mannies were face down.

      His jaw tightens.

      “I didn’t power them down. Fawl, I’m so sorry. That was…” Ben looks down at his own hands, like he’s not sure if he’s awake yet, like he’s trying to piece together where he ends and the dream begins.

      He grips the base of his cock through his thin slacks, and then his eyes flick back to me. “It was me.” His voice is wrecked, uneven. He stops himself, swallows, tries again. “Fawl, I want you. I want you so desperately—I⁠—”

      I cut him off because your girl knows how to ruin a party. “But Lily…”

      “Lily is hard to remember without the dampeners. She is the logical choice, but my soul, my something”—he punches his chest—“wants you.”

      I swallow hard.

      He moves over to my side of the bed. “When I touch you, Fawl… When I touch you, my internal monitors light up like a drone display.”

      “I felt you with the dampeners on; my God, I laughed,” he admits. “I felt you all the way in my bones, and I laughed. Day one.” He sounds amazed. “I should have known then that you would break through every defense I had.”

      I’m not surprised at the heat that pulses through me.

      His hand shoots out, catching mine, pulling me flush against him in one fluid motion. I collide with his chest, all hard muscle and fast breaths. The peaks of my nipples are still wet, and my pussy still throbs.

      “I want only you,” he says.

      His words set me ablaze, but before I can respond—before I can tell him he’s an idiot—his mouth crashes over mine.

      The kiss is soft at first, like a question, but then, all at once, it’s hungry. Desperate. Reckless. His tongue pushes inside my mouth, his hands fisting my glittery gossamer top until I hear the delicate seams give way.

      “You are my diamond,” he breathes against my mouth.

      I pull back just enough to see his eyes I just about die every time he says it.

      “Well,” I say, voice thick, giving in to him, “I’ve been called worse.”
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      He pulls me out of the tiny lab room and walks me to another side of the beach. Ben is holding me tight at his side, like I might slip away. The wind is picking up slightly, drawing my attention to the fluttering edges of a canvas yurt, with lit torches all around.

      “Is this where you live when you come here?”

      “No. The mannies just constructed this. I’m very sorry… My neuro-link needs a little work.”

      “I need you to build me a kill switch,” I say.

      “Done. I can build you a neuro-link if you want,” he says.

      A neuro-link would connect me to my own little uncanny-valley murder robots. It’s a little too big for this mine girl.

      “I’d like to remain a little bit of a mystery,” I say, ducking inside the yurt.

      The scent of old cedar and faintly damp canvas makes twilight feel more intimate than it has any right to be. The floor was strewn with overlapping rugs, each one in varying shades of red and gold, worn and faded, as if trying to convince me they’ve been here forever, even though their edges still curl from being hastily laid out. In the center, a low table sits cluttered with mismatched candles—none of which are lit but give the illusion that something romantic just popped off before I got here.

      Above, the domed ceiling stretches high, the taut fabric rippling with every gust of wind outside.

      He pulls me to him. “Keep your secrets, then, wife.”

      A large, low-slung bed takes up most of the room, though its sheets are far too white for a place like this, practically glowing in the moonlight. He catches me looking at it.

      “You know,” he whispers, his voice thickening, “I think what they’ve taught us about desire…it’s all wrong. They say it’s depraved to want someone—to want to fuck someone the way I have wanted to fuck you since I slipped that black dress over your shoulders. But I think it’s natural. The way I respond to you.”

      “Brave hypothesis, Doctor.” I swallow hard, my throat tight, my hands itching for something to do. I reach for the yurt flap, moving to tie it closed as if I can shut out everything that’s unraveling right now.

      “Do you want to know something else?” His voice is low, barely more than a murmur, and yet it lands heavy on my skin.

      I nod but don’t move. His hands, warm and rough, palm my hips. He’s not tentative, not asking—just taking. I think back to how I once begged Josh to touch me, how desperate and shameful that felt, and here Ben is, relentless, as if he’s compelled. If I’m honest, he hasn’t stopped wanting me since he first saw me.

      “God, you’re intoxicating. You’ve brought me to my knees.” Then he actually does it—drops to his knees in front of me like it’s some kind of holy prayer. His hands grip the back of my thighs, and he nuzzles into my belly. His utter surrender makes me throb in my panties.

      He lifts one of my legs, draping it over his shoulder; his rough cheek brushes the tender flesh of my inner thigh. Ben licks right there like I’m a plate with leftover sauce. I almost lose my balance, and he grips my hips. He presses his lips to my… What is it? Honeymoon muscle? Sucks lightly, then harder. His tongue traces the soft crease at the juncture of my thigh. He bites where he licks, and I moan.

      He makes up for the bite by inching closer until his nose is pressed against the soaked center of my panties.

      His tongue flicks over my clit, teasing through the fabric, each stroke sending sparks racing up my spine. Then he grips my hips and sucks—hard—drawing me into his mouth even with the wet cotton between us.

      Before I can catch my breath, he hooks a thick finger under the edge of the fabric and slides it aside. His mouth finds me again, bare now, and now he is sloppily sucking my clit and making wet, greedy noises as he licks me clean with his rough tongue.

      My knees feel like spaghetti noodles, and I hold his shoulders. I’m afraid my throat is closing; I can’t catch my breath as he guides me into the heat of his mouth, grounding me in sensation. His palms slide over me, stroking, circling, until his fingers—metal-warm, thick—slip inside of me.

      I choke on a gasp.

      He withdraws slowly, his fingers slick, glistening, and holds them up between us like proof. “Love,” he says through rasping breaths, “is messy.”

      “Ben—” I gasp, but he doesn’t respond. He puts my leg down, and his hand clamps around the backs of my thighs, securing me against him when he lifts me over his shoulder.

      He strides toward the bed with a singular, unstoppable purpose. I feel the strange, thrilling edge where his flesh meets metal, the contrast sharp against my skin.

      His hold tightens—as if he thinks I might run. As if I could.

      The dummy. I never would.

      His grip may be firm, but the trap he’s set is tender. I’m caught. Fully.

      He lowers me, slow and controlled, until my back lies flat against the cool sheets. He’s between my legs before I can catch my breath. His hands move to my hips, and I can’t think as his gaze locks onto mine, dark and unreadable. “Can you take all of me?”

      “I don’t know,” I sigh, but I want to try. I want to die trying.

      “Have you…has your mouth ever kissed a man’s shaft?”

      He looks embarrassed, and I don’t want that between us. “Tell me what you want, and I will do it.” I wrap my hand around his thick cock, stroking steadily as he pushes into my grip. The platinum veins throb beneath my palm, and the taut muscles of his stomach tighten with effort.

      “Can you please put your mouth on me?”

      The words are strained, almost reverent.

      I lean in, letting my lips glide over the dark, flushed head—weeping, almost unbearably beautiful.

      The second it touches my tongue, it jumps—a sharp, reactive twitch. The sensation is electric, and my throat tightens against the sudden rush of saliva. It’s growing, getting even larger in my mouth, and I struggle to adjust my jaw.

      Panic and pleasure war within me, and I suck him, hard. Ben writhes, and I let my teeth graze the quicksilver veins.

      A salty-sweet syrup oozes from the head, coating my throat. And it throbs again, harder this time. His cock is stretching the limits of my mouth, its warmth pressing against the roof of it, the back of my teeth, until the edges of my lips burn with strain. My breath hitches as Ben pushes insistently toward my throat, probing, moaning, and guiding himself deeper.

      “Take it all in that pretty little mouth of yours.”

      I need the encouragement. I try. I really do. But the pressure builds fast, too fast—his thick length pushing against my throat—and panic sweeps in, hot and sudden. I gag, eyes watering, and wrench my head back with a gasp. His cock slips free, wet and gleaming, resting heavy against my chin. Nothing that huge and pulsing has ever been anywhere near me. Ben pulls me up and covers my mouth with his. He weaves trembling fingers into the cloud of my hair and says my name again like a prayer.

      His voice wraps around me like a vise, and all I want is to make this machine beg for me. There’s nothing like this feeling. He moves his dick between my thighs.

      “This is how you saved me,” he said, “giving me your soft body every night. I remember, Fawl. I remember you trembling for me.”

      My hand shakes as I press my palm against his platinum chest. The metal is warm—no, hot, like he’s burning from the inside out—and beneath it, the steady thrum of his heartbeat.

      “Fawl,” he murmurs. His breath hitches when I slide my hand up, feeling the cords of his neck pulse underneath my fingers.

      He pulls me closer, pinning me against the furnace of his chest. His cock presses hard between us—slick, insistent, radiating heat like contraband smuggled under fabric

      He cups the underside of my breast, lifting it slightly, watching as it swells upward. When my nipple peeks out from beneath the glittering cloth, dark and tight like the moon of ome istant planet, he groans, such a raw, sound for a refined machine to make. His lips trail down my jaw, my throat, each kiss softer than the last but no less consuming. I feel his breath—ragged and searing—ghosting across my chest, making me arch instinctively toward him.

      He glides the tip of his cock along the wet mess he has made of my pussy, murmuring my name. Coaxing me open.

      Slowly, he guides himself into me. Whispering about how perfect I am, how soft. He wants all of me. He needs me.

      The thick head presses deeper a slow, stretching intrusion that makes me gasp. I clench around the impossible fullness, trying to adjust, trying to breathe. He groans as he inches deeper, easing out just enough to hear the obscene, wet sound of it.

      That noise alone makes him shudder.

      “I’m going to try to control—” he chokes, but I arch into him, wrap my legs around his waist, and pull him closer.

      It breaks him.

      “Oh fuck—you’re gripping me everywhere… Fawl, please…”

      His voice unravels, collapsing into gasps and fragments. Desperate. Disarmed.

      “More. Don’t stop. I need—just—give me everything…” He’s begging me like I’m hiding more pussy in a closet somewhere. I realize that I’m shutting my eyes when he lifts my chin to kiss me. I blink open and he is there.

      God’s above.

      He’s beautiful to me. His face is flushed, eyes glassy, but it’s the look underneath that undoes me—like I’m the only damned thing he’s ever truly seen.

      And in that instant, I swear I fall again—hopelessly, shamelessly, entirely—for this man fitting himself inside me.

      He sinks again into my sweet, hot center. And I part easier this time, eagerly. The tight heat he finds makes him close his eyes as if in prayer and draw deeper. I rock my hips to fit more of him; I’m so painfully full.

      I feel the platinum veins throb. I’m wet and stretched, and the sound he makes as he seats himself deep inside me vibrates in my chest.

      “My little wife,” he says between huffs of breath, his cock slicking in and out, coaxing my hips forward, invading a little, then withdrawing like an indecisive general. I will never get enough of this. I feel myself give way, surrendering to his pumping greed, my soft skin buckling under the pressure of his kneading hand.

      My moans fill the yurt, echoing in the small space. He pushes my legs even wider, pressing my knees against the bedsheets, straining my tendons into a near split.

      “Wide open,” he whispers. “Look at you take it.” He is mesmerized by how our bodies joined.

      The world shrinks to the press of my fevered skin against the cool sheets. I grip them like rail handles, as if I might be flung out of this bed with one twist. My body has long abandoned its reason, its structure of bones and tendons; I’m a river rushing into the mouth of the sea.

      My spine arches. And he lets go of my knees and holds my hips, pounding into me at the perfect angle. I splinter into sharp, glittering bits. Pleasure mushrooms inside me, and I clench and cry out, before pulling him into me and kissing him until neither one of us can breathe.

      I feel the moment he decides to abandon all pretense, and the shock of anticipation in my chest is downright feral.

      Finally, Ben the man.

      “Fawl…so good. God, it’s so good,” he moans, an animalistic hunger in his rhythm now, rough and unrestrained. There is no sweet word for it. Nothing this primal could be glossed over with purple prose. He fucks me now, digs into me like he’s mining for minerals. I offer up all that I have. And my heart rattles inside its cage as he stuffs me with his hungry dick.

      His mouth kisses everything, eager and demanding, closing over what his cock and hands cannot reach. The wet slap of our bodies is so erotic, I am on the brink again. Ben’s pace is punishing. The heat is overwhelming.

      “I’m going to come inside you.” He jerks. His pace is ragged. The sharp edge of pain mixed with the intoxicating drug of pleasure is more than I can resist. The unforgiving hardness of his cock is supernatural.

      His body presses me into the bed, so strong and massive. I wrap my arms around him because I somehow want him closer, deeper.

      “Fuck, it’s so tight and wet,” he whispers, still gripping me like he’s afraid to let go. I can barely breathe, caught in this wild, reckless moment. He releases into me a river of passion that warms my insides like liquor. The sensation courses through me like molten silver, hot and bright.

      “Fawl!” he cries out. And I meet his powerful thrust with the last of my strength. His face crashes into me, kissing the breath out of me as he declares definitively, “Genius.”
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            Marriage, Josh

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up on the beach. Not the worst place I’ve woken up, but definitely in the top three for wondering what the hell just happened. I’m not sure I’ve ever sleepwalked before, but apparently, a night with a platinum-tipped dick will do that to you. Sometime in the night, I ended up sprawled on a padded mat, my skin dewy and salty, the air warm and thick. The sun is just starting to stretch itself across the horizon, golden fingers licking at my skin. I lie there for a minute, letting it warm me and thinking about how I like the way it makes me look.

      To my right, there’s a tray of fruit and pastries glistening like they’ve been shellacked—an absurd oil painting of excess. Fresh coffee steams from a delicate porcelain cup.

      I stretch, my muscles tight and sore in that satisfying, post-ravishment way, and rise to my feet. The warm sand clings to my soles; a few grains stuck between my toes. Out in the water, Ben is naked—of course he’s naked—and glorious, his body gleaming in the early-morning light. He’s grabbing fish with his bare hands and tossing them to the bots, his laughter loud and infectious, rolling over the waves toward me.

      “Lunch!” he calls out, holding up a wriggling fish in one hand like it’s some kind of prize. God, he’s so different from Josh, whose insecurities hang on him like a damp sweater, always too tight, too awkward, too heavy. This—this with Ben—feels easy, natural, like I’ve slipped into someone else’s life and found it infinitely more comfortable than my own.

      I spear a few pieces of fruit on my fork, the juice sticky and sweet against my lips as I walk into the water. It’s warm, like liquid silk sliding up my legs, kissing my skin. Ben splashes toward me before wrapping me in his arms, his body still wet from the ocean.

      “Your comm has gone off three times,” he says sheepishly.

      If it’s the shopkeeper, I’m prepared to call him a kook and keep it moving. Yes, there were some irregular patterns, maybe a few natural accidents, but nothing to pack up your family for. Nothing to cause a riot in the whole sector over.

      But it’s not the shopkeeper.

      The comms are from Josh. Every single alert is from Josh, each message a beacon of rising anxiety, the tone of his voice climbing from concerned to outright panicked.

      When I comm him back, he answers on the first siren. The sound of his voice jolts me back to what feels like twenty years ago.

      “Oh my God, Fawl! What in the hell are you doing with a machine?”

      I look at Ben, and he looks back at me.

      “Marriage, Josh,” I reply, deadpan. “What else?”

      “Fawl, are you a skin bride?” He couldn’t hide the judgmental distaste in his voice.

      “An actual bride, I fear. Look, is that all you wanted⁠—”

      “Wait, wait.” His voice wavers. “How are they treating you?”

      His voice is low. I can’t mistake the touch of curiosity. Both our ideas of the aboveground have shifted. He’s likely being treated like shit, and the golden boy of the underground is perplexed.

      In a moment of softness, I say, “Belowground wasn’t so bad.”

      Josh is quiet. It’s hard for a person whose whole personality is about striving to admit that his pinnacle might not have been worth it.

      “Hey, listen, I wonder if you might introduce me around?”

      The comm line is so quiet, I think he’s hung up. Of course he needs help. Of course he’s still climbing.

      “I know we parted on not-great terms, but I love to see one of our own come up, and I know you’re the same. Rooting for everybody from the Mines,” he repeats the old adage.

      Josh is such a sad mistake. I start to tell him so, but Ben lifts my wrist.

      “Joshua.” Ben’s voice is cutting. His jaw is tight, and every muscle in his body strains against some unseen force.

      “Uh, hello?” Josh says.

      “Nice to finally meet one of my wife’s oldest friends,” Ben continues, but there’s nothing friendly in his tone. The words are clipped, his teeth nearly gritted as he forces them out.

      “She wasn’t—” Josh starts to explain, but Ben cuts him off.

      “Peculiar that we haven’t eaten together. My wife and I should go down to your apartment,” Ben says. The words somehow sound like both a threat and an invitation.

      “Uh, s-sure, I—” Josh stammers, probably seeing money signs in his eyes.

      “Tonight. Sunset,” Ben insists. Water beads trickle down his stomach. He looks at me again like he won me at a sector fair.

      “Um…yeah… Yes, sir,” Josh replies.

      “Fawl likes chocolate cake,” Ben adds, and with a flick of his wrist, he ends the call.

      His eyes are still amused, but there’s a caution there now, just beneath the surface—a flicker of calculation or maybe doubt.

      “Josh is curious about you,” he says. “There is a high probability he will want you back.”

      The words settle uncomfortably between us. I laugh, but it’s too fast. I’m trying to beat back the first bloom of anxiety. Because Ben says it like data—like he’s already run the simulation, and the outcome is inevitable.

      I hold his hand. “Can you guess the probability I’ll return his curiosity?”

      “I can never guess with you. Dice are more reliable,” he says proudly.

      “After this business with Josh,” he says, his voice low, “is the Charity Ball wrapping up the end of our fiscal year.”

      I stiffen slightly, but his arms tighten around me, his breath hot against my neck.

      “I won’t let them harm you,” he continues, “but I want us to have a clean slate. To live here. After you see Josh and tell your family, I have to tell Lily the truth. She may be expecting…that is, I gave her an impression before you and I met that this would be temporary.”

      His words ring through me like a struck bell. So, we’re permanent, I think. The realization is a jolt—half joy, half panic. Everything is ending up being so much bigger than it started out.

      “Do you think she’ll take it well?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even. I don’t want him to hear the unease sneaking up my spine like cold fingers, but it’s there, curling at the base of my neck. I wrap my legs around him in a monkey hug, grounding myself in his warmth, in the solidity of his body.

      “She must.” He shrugs, already walking us back toward the beach, his hands holding my ass.

      I feel him lengthen and harden beneath me, and it makes something flutter low in my stomach.

      But under the heat, under the want, there’s a whisper I can’t shake: The world is bigger than this island.

      “Fawl, I feel your reticence,” he says, his voice husky, “and am compelled to assuage your anxiety. I am completely given over to you, wife.”

      “I think you may be, Ben.” I smile into his kiss, soft and slow and deep, and he walks me back into the sturdy post of the yurt, grounding us in something real.

      But social exile wears on a person—even a person like me. Even when I pretend it doesn’t.

      “Humans are meant for connection,” I whisper against his throat.

      “I am barely human, Fawl,” he murmurs, brushing his lips against my temple, “and you are my connection.”

      The words crack something open in me.

      I’m still aching from last night—my skin marked by him—and when he pushes into me again, right there, with my legs wrapped tight around his waist, we move together like we’ve done this in a hundred lifetimes. Like we’re trying to memorize each other before the world calls us back.

      He drives into me until we’re both slick with sweat, shaking, unraveling in each other’s arms.

      And, for a moment, I’m silly enough to believe him.

      That we could withdraw from the world.
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            Controlled Burn

          

        

      

    

    
      We leave the island that afternoon, and I am limber as a noodle, boneless and buzzing, wrung out in the best possible way.

      When we step out of the railcar, the afternoon sun drenches us in gold. I feel it press against my bare shoulders, warm, weighty, and for once, I don’t flinch. I look straight up at the bright, endless sky and feel nothing but light.

      I turned something horrible upside down.

      I’m a diamond. Sharp, unbreakable, cut just right for pressure.

      Josh was wrong about me, and I’ll tell him so tonight. Him and Dru, both of them perched in their smug little tower of assumptions.

      Inside, I stare at my body in the mirror. Unmodded. Loved. Those things can happen at the same time.

      I slather lotion over my own skin. I take care of it—a small, decadent rebellion.

      Then, a knock. The mannies. They have never knocked before.

      I call out, and they pause again before stepping inside. Another new feature, courtesy of Ben—privacy settings and automatic REM shutoff. The machines are learning boundaries, which is more than I can say for most men.

      And then—they freeze. Like…midmotion.

      Clunk. A heavy necklace clatters to the floor. A jar of cream rolls under the bed.

      Their pupils go red. Then, in eerie synchronization, they whirl around and race downstairs.

      My stomach drops to my knees. Something is so wrong.

      I hear furniture scraping, crashing.

      And I know it’s Ben.
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        * * *

      

      I step onto the main floor and walk into chaos. Raucous screams. A holopad held high.

      Lily. Ben’s little brother, Michael. Ben’s grandfather—seriously, what is his name? They all look up at me pleadingly when I tumble down the stairs.

      Lily is recording.

      And Ben, my husband—he looks wild. My heart is breaking. It has only been two weeks since his transition. This is all too much too fast. His body coils, tensed, vibrating with anger. A chair is hoisted high above his head; his knuckles show yellow through shaking brown hands.

      Lily sighs. A touch of sadness, like she’s narrating the death of a wild beast. “Off his dampeners. He is an animal.”

      What in the hell happened? I think. Is he about to throw this chair?

      “Ben! No!” I shout.

      His body locks. The chair halts. But he does not lower it.

      “They’re taking my research, Fawl.” His voice is hot with fury and a little panic. “They’re taking the lab.”

      My chest tightens. “Wait—the SKYN synthesis? We just had a breakthrough. We just built the prototype. They can’t do that.”

      Lily tucks her holopad away, satisfied. “We can when the head Iku is declared non compos mentis.”

      “Look, Ben. We get it.” Michael stands. “You won your little game. This whole thing is starting to embarrass the family.”

      “You should be embarrassed to have done it at all.” Ben lowered the chair. His voice still trembles with anger, “But now that the deed is done, I must say I rather enjoy my punishment.” His eyes are a welder’s torch on me.

      “No one is saying you have to give up your skin bride.”

      “Bride,” Ben repeats, stepping toward his brother with a deadly calm that makes everyone in the room tense. “Say bride.”

      Michael backs up a step, his eyes flicking around the room, scanning for safety like he might find it behind a potted plant or someone else’s silence. “Okay, okay,” he says, hands raised halfway in mock surrender. “Your bride.”

      Michael grins, but it’s thinner now. “Look, I’m just saying—I know the untold delights of the flesh,” he adds, leaning in. He stage-whispers, “Sex without the dampeners is mind-blowing, right?”

      Ben doesn’t answer, and Lily shifts uncomfortably. Ben’s temple ticks, which makes me afraid this confrontation alone might overtax his splintered system.

      “But to continue to elevate her like this, as if she’s your equal… It’s dangerous.”

      It occurs to me that Ben is winning whatever little psychological war they laid out for him. They expected him to bolt at the sight of me. No, their plan depended on Ben’s outright rejection of me.

      I didn’t know if it was strategic or just dumb, but Ben’s actions were—how did he say it? Illogical.

      Something wild and green, like roots or vines, stretches out of my chest. This is how love is supposed to feel.

      I turn to Lily. “How could you record this? I thought—” I was going to say, I thought you loved him. But I’m not sure I ever believed that.

      She turns to me, amused. Not unkind, but pitiless. “You thought what?” Her smile sharpens. “Let me let you in on the big, wide world, little mine girl.” She steps closer. “If you’re an old family up here, you have a job to do. A job the entire world depends on. I am Lily Oggun. We are medical leaders. We build hospitals and forge weapons and tools from the iron in the mines. If we don’t do that job, society falls apart.”

      I shake my head. None of this makes sense. “Ben is doing his job. He’s closer than ever. He’s on the cutting edge. I’ve been with him. It’s all he eats, sleeps, and breathes.”

      “Fawl—” Ben walks toward me, and his voice is different now. Low. Warning. He looks guilty. But…why? He’s doing good things.

      Lily grins. “Oh my God,” she says, delighted. “She doesn’t know.”

      Michael chuckles. “Wow. This is awkward.”

      A new, cold kind of dread seeps into my ribs. “What?” I look around, confused now, unsteady. “What don’t I know?”

      I glance at Ben, and he opens his mouth, but Lily steps in front of him. “You think the Ikus are scientists?” She laughs. “That’s adorable. That’s Ben’s little hobby. It’s cute. But that’s not the work.”

      The room tilts.

      I swallow. “Then what is?”

      Lily’s smile drops. “The Ikus manage the societal purges.”

      A ringing fills my ears. “Purges.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t with her,” Lily groans.

      Michael shrugs. “The controlled burns. Yes, sweetie. We orchestrate them. And this year, thanks to Ben’s incompetence”—he spreads his hands—“there’s nothing.”

      A beat.

      Then Michael smirks.

      “Well.” He shrugs. “That’s not entirely true.”

      I can barely whisper, “What did you do?” But I am looking at Ben for the answer.

      Michael licks his teeth. “I wanted to show Mother my innovation. Because Ben had gotten too distracted with SKYN.” Micheal sighs. Shrugs again. “So, I had the brilliant idea to poison the meat supply.”

      The controlled burn. Ben is meant to be the architect of the burn. And every sixty years, the Ikus play God.

      For fifteen days, I have lived inside the numbers, let them crawl under my skin, let them whisper their secrets. I have followed the smoke back to the fire.

      Every sixty years. Thirty percent of the population.

      Not a natural disaster. Not even close.

      It’s not just the mine collapse. It’s not just the earthquakes or the outbreaks. None of it was natural. Even the famine that turned my hair red.

      It is surgical.

      The memory of data pulses in front of me, rows of numbers. I sit with it, and it seeps into my bones.

      For a moment, I do not breathe. Then, when I do breathe, it is shallow, careful. They don’t just let people die. They make it happen. To keep the numbers clean. To keep the sector “functional.”

      I stare at Ben. They kill us. Belowground. To maintain balance. I don’t have to ask. I already know. But I ask anyway. My voice comes out strange, like it belongs to someone else. “Is it only us?”

      Ben doesn’t look at me. And that tells me everything. A laugh bursts out of me, too broken.

      And then I do something stupid.

      I run.

      I bolt upstairs to Ben’s console, hands moving fast, wild, and desperate. My heart pounds, my breath hitches, but my fingers do not hesitate. I send it. I send everything to the shopkeeper. He was right. So let it cause panic. Let it cause a revolution.

      “Fawl.” Ben’s voice is urgent and raw. He followed me upstairs.

      He steps toward me, hands outstretched, careful, like I’m an animal backed into a corner. “I alerted the authorities,” he says. “I didn’t let it happen.” His voice cracks on the last word.

      I whip around, my breath coming too fast, too hard. “Fifty people died, Ben.”

      He winces but his voice is steady. “Twenty thousand were slated to.”

      I stare at him, pulse roaring in my ears. “You’re a monster.”

      Ben flinches like I struck him. “I am a scientist,” he says “Not a killer. Fawl, please.”

      His voice is raw now. Pleading. “I will not do it, Fawl. I promise you.”

      “Ben—”

      He cuts me off. “I can’t change anything without my tools.” His shoulders sag. “If they take all my research, they will decimate your sector with or without me. Help me figure this thing out.”

      I guffaw. “Help you figure out how to kill twenty thousand people?”

      “Help me fix this. I don’t want to murder anyone. But our sector cannot sustain overpopulation. Every sector is allowed only so many resources. We keep detailed population data, and if we do not cull, we will all die of famine. In sixty years’ time.”

      Something sharp twists in my chest. I want to hate him.

      But I know he’s not lying. Sectors all around us rise and fall in violent uprisings, while mysterious peace reigns in Sector Two. We have been an outlier. And now I know why.

      I clench my fists, force my breath to steady. “You have to have a hearing.”

      Ben’s brows knit. He can’t follow my thinking. “What?”

      “If they want to declare you non compos mentis, you must have a hearing. The full board.”

      Ben exhales and shakes his head. “That’s weeks away. That’s⁠—”

      “No.”

      I touch his console and flip to a specific date. “The council meets at the end-of-year Council Gala,” I say. I think of our little dinner with Josh. He can finally be good for something. I’m cooking up a plan. But it’ll take time. When it’s time for the gala, we’ll give them a show.
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      I’m standing outside Iku House in a short, backless shimmery dress, waiting on Ben. We’re supposed to meet Josh and Dru for drinks, dinner, and maybe a little light statecraft—because nothing says diplomacy like sharing small plates with your ex and your stepsister.

      Every time a railcar passes, its light hits the sequins on my dress and turns the whole street into a disco. I never noticed before how many black iroko trees line the walkway to Iku House. The family motto—Rest with the Ancestors—is carved into the stone like a benediction. It hits me now, harder than it should: this family is obsessed with death.

      It was always there.

      The trees. The seal. The way Ben speaks in variables and necessary losses.

      He’s always running the numbers.

      We worked all day to save thirty thousand people. Ben and I were a team. I fed him questions, and he fed me formulas. I hunted data, and he ran simulations. It was elegant.

      I wasn’t sure why people had to die. Not at first. But Ben’s calculations were airtight—cold, precise, and merciless in their logic.

      I kept scouring the IS, desperate to find another solution. Some hidden corridor of possibility. Some string of code that unraveled the certainty. But it all came back the same.

      The same equation. The same answer.

      Too many people.

      Too few resources.

      To keep the balance, some had to go.

      One family—calm, moral, mathematically gifted—had to decide who and how.

      And now, I’m standing here and realizing, with a clarity that scrapes the inside of my ribs, I’m now an Iku.

      My plan isn’t fully formed. It’s not mathematically sound. It doesn’t glide across a console in neat lines of code or satisfy Ben’s need for equilibrium.

      But I want something fairer. Something where the poor don’t always pay the debt of the rich.

      And Josh could be part of that. He made it out after all, and he still remembers what it cost.

      Ben is, oddly, excited to meet Josh. This should be a warning. A little light going off in my skull. But it isn’t. Because he is so human tonight. Breathlessly, devastatingly, overwhelmingly human. I’ve stopped thinking of his cybernetic parts, his surgically curated perfection. Because without the dampeners, Ben is ferocious. He is imaginative. He is messy and unrestrained, tempestuous and voracious, burning with so much life that I don’t know how to hold it all. Had I met this man first, he would have awed me down to my socks.

      But, in the world he inhabits, these are traits to be ashamed of. Lily does not love this Ben. And she is going out of her way to punish him for becoming him.

      The railcar screeches to a halt in front of me, so it must be 7:00 on the dot. I don’t hear him approach.

      But I say, “On time is late.”

      “Illogical. On time can be only one thing: on time,” Ben says.

      Ben Iku is the picture of aboveground nobility. His velvet jacket is immaculate, the kind of deep, rich blue black that must cost a year’s worth of work credits. His cybernetics gleam and throw fragmented reflections across the walls. For a split second, my heart stutters at his profile—the clean line of his jaw. Because, of course, I fall in love with the Grim Reaper. Very on brand to find a man whose family is hell-bent on getting rid of me and the whole sector.

      The cart is impossibly tiny and jolts us to and fro. But we go over our scripts.

      The plan is simple: Go to Josh’s apartment. Be very sweet, very humble, and compliment his advancement in life. Get him to invite as many people from the half city as possible to the end-of-year ball. He can testify on behalf of the whole sector. He likes to feel important. So I’ll give him a stage and hopefully he and the masses can convince these elites that they’re outnumbered. And that Ben is in his right mind.

      Ben’s eyes have glazed over. “How long is this ride?” His fingers tickle up my thigh.

      “Do not even think about it. Just sit,” I say.

      He grumbles and looks out the window, but eventually he pulls me onto his lap anyway—just to have me a few feet closer, he says.

      We’re here.

      We squeeze out of the tiny car, and every eye in the street is on us. I thought Josh’s thirty-second-floor apartment would be penthouse level on a sleek glass-front high-rise. But it is not.

      It’s sixty stories of crumbling concrete and rusting metal, the windows like jagged teeth, some broken, others covered with ragged sheets of plastic flapping in the wind. Barely clothed children peek out through the shattered panes on the fifth and sixth floors, their wide eyes hollow and curious. They lean against railings that look too loose to hold their weight. I feel something cold settle in my stomach.

      I always knew they lived differently here. I rush passed the Half-City in railcars. But I still imagined comfort, abundance, something clean and effortless. It’s not the raw desperation of the mines, but it feels worse. Because suffering is pain plus memory. We didn’t know another life in the mines.

      We were born into hunger, into darkness; they make sure you don’t dream too big.

      But up here? Shit…people remember.

      Up here, they are left behind, and they know it.

      That’s the kind of shit that turns people into revolutionaries.
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        * * *

      

      The elevator was not a good choice, and I need a stomach settler as I walk into the landing of the thirty-second floor. Ben, who opted for the stairs, is already there, a tiny bead of sweat at his temple.

      I start to tumble around with words to say, but we’re at the door now, and Dru throws it open with too much force, her wide smile stretching tight across her face.

      “Fawl! Oh my God, how are you?” Her voice is bright, but there’s something brittle underneath, like she’s grinding her teeth.

      I step inside. The apartment is…small. Cozy, if you want to be kind. I glance at Dru, her shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders, hiding the gleaming cybernetics that were once her pride. Now she covers them like a shameful secret. I know why. Up here, the shine of our belowground mods is like a neon sign of inferiority. And someone up here made sure she knew it.

      “Are you having a good time aboveground? Isn’t it everything?” Dru says.

      “No,” I say, my voice quiet. “I don’t love it up here. They treat us like shit.”

      Dru’s face crumples for a second before she quickly pulls me into a tight hug, her body shaking against mine. “I’m sorry,” she breathes. “I’m so sorry, Fawl. Is he cruel?”

      When she pulls away, her eyes are wet, lashes spiked. Of all the things I expected to feel tonight, compassion for Dru was last on my list.

      “Dru, no.” I turn to look at Ben, who slips his jacket off and fills the room with his clean scent. “Not at all.”

      “Josh told me such terrible things. I know that we”—her voice grows quieter—“that I put you in this position.”

      “Josh has an overactive imagination.” I smile.

      She stiffens. Her gaze goes glassy, almost animal—like she’s listening for a sound only she can hear. “Josh has been…” Her voice drops again. “He’s different up here.”

      Her eyes flick around the room, nervous. I don’t quite catch the warning in her expression before she flinches, startled by the sudden presence of Ben’s massive form approaching behind me.

      “Oh, Dru, this is my husband, Dr. Iku,” I say.

      Ben offers her a nod, his gaze lingering on me for a moment too long, as if he’s trying to measure something—my resolve, maybe. His eyes flick over to Josh, who came rushing in from the kitchen. A dish towel is slung over his shoulder, and his face is flushed.

      He seems…different. Smaller.

      “Fawl! You’re late, but, stars, you look good enough to eat.” His voice drops a register. “Ben.”

      Josh leans closer to me “God, the aboveground has been so good to your skin.” He reaches over and runs his thumb across my upper arm. My muscles stiffen beneath the clamminess of his fingers.

      Ben moves in without hesitation, placing his hand exactly where Josh touched me, like he’s wiping it clean.

      Warmth.

      Possession.

      A quiet, simmering claim.

      Dru sighs but never looks up from tossing the meager salad she’s prepared.

      Josh moves in front of me and blocks our path to the seats. “How about drinks first?” He motions toward the stained cushions of the couch instead of the dining chairs. “Fawl and I have so much to catch up on. Ten years is a long time to love a person,” Josh says, and Dru freezes with her hands over the salad.

      “Indeed,” Ben says, “and then to leave her so unceremoniously… Why, it must have torn you up inside.” The edge in his tone is unnerving. And he moves emphatically toward the dining room. His warm palms are at the small of my back.

      Okay, we don’t need chair-throwing Ben. I give him a look. We need this idiot please be nice, I say through a series of blinks.

      “The world really is upside down.” Josh says affably. “To think, a simple mine woman married to a machine.”

      You could hear a rat piss on cotton in this room.

      I jump when Dru slaps the salad down, and a little piece of overripe tomato flops onto the table.

      “Fawl isn’t a simple mine woman, Josh. She is a Diamond,” Dru says.

      “If she were not a Diamond, she would still not be a simple mine woman,” Ben says.

      I glance over at Josh to find him staring daggers at Dru.

      Ben pulls out my chair, which wobbles slightly beneath his hands. I sit down, and all four of us stare at each other with questioning expressions. This dinner, only thirty minutes in, already feels three days long.

      Josh’s big fake smile falters—just a flicker, but it’s enough. He didn’t anticipate this. He assumed, like so many others, that I’m a throwaway fetish. I think of Ben’s fine linen jacket soiled and ruined in the filthy chair.

      We need Josh at the Council Gala on Saturday. Not just him—as many people from the half city as we can drag there. Ben’s future depends on it. We need testimony, need to fill the room with proof that he’s not some unhinged, rogue idealist, but a man of reason, a man of logic, a man still worth listening to. This is the point. We have to focus.

      I turn on my brightest, most affable voice. “Josh, we have an amazing invitation for you and Dru!”

      That gets his attention.

      I lean in, push forward. “We’d love for you to come to a superelite gala.” His brows lift. Good. “And we’d also love for you to share your thoughts on Ben with some important people.”

      Josh’s face flattens. The intrigue evaporates.

      “Why would anyone there care what I think?” he asks, dry. “I mean, Ben doesn’t have any peers who could vouch for him?”

      I smile, tight. “The process is equitable. The council doesn’t calculate social rank in these testimonials.”

      “Sure,” he says, nodding. “But why aren’t his peers testifying?”

      A pause.

      I consider lying.

      Instead, I tell some of the truth. “Because all his peers have very specific jobs. And they believe—no matter how brutal the job, how impossible the burden—they have to do it.”

      Josh folds his arms. “And Ben didn’t do his job.”

      “Ben saved so many people.”

      Josh’s voice is flat, final. “But he didn’t do his job. And now the upper crust has turned its back.”

      Silence.

      The people who should have fought for him, who should have stood by him—I’m thinking of you, Lily—closed ranks and left him to rot.

      Which is why we need people, the masses, in particular.

      “So,” he says, “you need a middle-manager rock mover to help your husband keep his job.”

      I ignore the dig. I smile brighter. “I need an upstanding representative from our sector,” I say smoothly. “Someone who made it out in spite of the odds. It’s inspiring.”

      “It’s desperate,” Josh says, and now I see my mistake. I gave him too much leverage. “I’ve been listening to a few enlightening radiocasts, and they say that a true alpha cyborg wants a top-tier partner who’s an extension of their success. Don’t you think your choice of partner is actually why your class turned their back on you?”

      “That could very well be. But I”—Ben glances at me—“don’t listen to radiocasts about how to be a man.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you’re a machine. You can buy anything, including women. Sweetheart,” Josh says, pointing to me instead of Dru.

      Ben shoots up and leans over the table, taking the air out of Josh’s lungs. “You said ‘sweetheart.’” The table rocks, and the sauce spills out of the chipped container.

      Great, we have chair-throwing Ben.

      “What!” Josh’s smooth face looks like it’s melting.

      Ben gathers Josh’s shirt. “Simple mix-up. You called my wife ‘sweetheart’ when you meant to call her my wife.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “Fix it.”

      “Fine, geez…Fawl, your wife.”

      Josh backs away from the table, and Dru holds fast to the rickety thing before it thumps over.

      This dinner is dead.

      Dru, bless her heart, pops up, desperate to give the night CPR. “Dessert? We got cake!”

      She and Josh shove each other into the kitchen, leaving Ben and me picking over the food in confusion.

      “This is…going well, right?” I mouth.

      Ben glares down at me with fire in his eyes, and I wonder if he even hears me. “It’s going just how I thought it would,” he says. His tone is inscrutable.

      “The matrix?” I ask.

      “Step by step,” he says.

      When dessert is served, Dru nervously hands out slices of chocolate cake, her hands shaking slightly as she places a plate in front of me. I reach for my fork, but before I can even take a bite, a dollop of frosting sticks to my finger. I move to wipe it off, but Ben grabs my wrist and sucks my finger clean.

      I don’t know how long I sit there with my finger in his mouth, but across the table, Josh’s eyes dart between us, wide and twitchy.

      “I hear anybody above fifty percent can’t, uh…” He pushes his finger through a hole made by his thumb and forefinger. “Can’t get it up more than once a year.”

      “Okay, I think we’ve overstayed—” I say, rising from my chair, but Ben’s hand lands on my thigh—not rough, but firm enough to let me know what he wants.

      I sit back down midsentence, my heart now beating faster than I’d care to admit. I glance at him. At some point during this dinner, gentle Ben lost his temper. Josh has activated some part of him that’s up for a little bullshit.

      “I’m not trying to get too personal,” Josh continues, “but the radiocasts say that a true detached alpha wouldn’t display such”—he searches for a word—“private depraved actions in front of anyone. It makes me wonder if your peers are actually right about…you know.”

      My pulse quickens, anxiety producing—of all things—a sudden, ridiculous urge to laugh. It’s like watching a predator size up its prey, except the prey has no idea it’s already halfway down its throat.

      “Josh,” Ben begins. His voice is sharp enough to draw blood. “I have a probabilistic interface I like to tinker with from time to time.” He sets his glass down carefully, like this whole thing is beneath him.

      “In this probabilistic trajectory you’re on, you will keep testing the boundaries with me—seeing where you can poke, trying to find weaknesses.” Ben leans in, and Josh swallows air in a loud gulp.

      “You look at my clothes and decide I’m civilized, but the Burn was not so long ago, Joshua. You remember your history.” Ben stands to his full height, and it’s a reminder of what he truly is. A conqueror. A war machine.

      “The barbarians won. And some of us miss the feel of gristle between our teeth,” Ben says jaw clenched

      The room falls silent, save for the tiny gasp Dru lets out.

      Finally, Josh says, “I want you out of my house.”

      “See, I love this thing,” Ben says. The only way I can describe his tone is cheerful in a very deadly way. “Look at the probability that you would say that.”

      He shares a holographic 98 percent next to Josh’s face, which is spewing, I want you out of my house! The words were plain for everyone to see.

      It makes everything Ben said before sound like a prophecy.

      “Fawl, please.” He takes my wrist. But I’m not going to protest. I know what it means for him to grab me like this. And my heart is in my throat.

      The walk to the railcar is quiet. Before we sit down, Ben looks down at me and sighs. “Josh is not an option,” he says.

      I nod in agreement and pat his shoulder. We’ll have to face the consequences at the gala and board meeting on our wits alone.

      “I’m so proud of you for not eating his heart,” I say.

      Ben laughs, despite knowing that this time next week, he will be stripped of everything he’s ever loved.
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            Illuminance

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben dresses quickly the next day, and it’s like I’m looking at someone new. His linen pants and loose cotton shirt fall lightly on his frame. His curls are wild and tight, fluttering over his forehead with every step. There’s something…different about him. Lighter. Like he’s shedding skin.

      I get dressed too—linen shorts, very short ones. Maybe it crosses my mind that he once mentioned my legs. What was it? Saltine muscle?

      A coincidence.

      I don’t dress for men. #GirlStandUp.

      He moves like he’s experiencing everything for the first time, sighing as he slips on his jacket, pausing to inhale the scent of food wafting up from the kitchen.

      He grabs my hand before yanking me down the stairs in a rush, and I can almost picture him as a boy. His eyes stay on mine, playful, pulling me along like we’re kids skipping school.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Lily is sitting with Ben’s mother and brothers, laughing, perfectly poised, like she’s always belonged with them. And maybe she has.

      The laughter screeches to a halt as soon as Ben and I reach the landing.

      Lily shoots me a look, quick and sharp—an unfiltered flash of distaste.

      It’s almost a relief. Finally, cold, hard proof that I’m not imagining things. That I’m not just jealous.

      They’re plotting his demise in broad daylight, slicing up his lab like they’re sharing a meal, guessing at the value of each invention, trading theories on what to repurpose, what to scrap, and what to lock away so no one else can get their hands on it.

      The precision of their conversation, the cold efficiency, the way they calculate the worth of his life’s work down to decimals—it hits me like a gut punch of inadequacy.

      I think I have a mind for strategy. But this?

      This is control on another level.

      “Ben,” I whisper, my voice barely holding steady, “what if we can’t pull this off?”

      He shakes his head immediately. “Illogical.”

      We’re out in a flash—speed walking, then running, just in time to watch a rush of birds lift into the sky as we reach the sidewalk.

      He laughs—a high, rusty sound. Cyborg joy.

      We pass towering buildings with mirrored surfaces reflecting the sky in fractured blue, like the city’s trying to hold the heavens captive.

      People glance our way, eyes sliding over us like we’re too strange to register, too fast to catch.

      Eventually, we reach a large domed building flanked by massive columns. Above us, flickering holographic banners announce the latest advancements in digital archives and information discs.

      It’s a library—the centralized IS hub of the aboveground.

      “Ah, Dr. Iku! Always a pleasure to see you mingling with us peasants in the stacks!” Calls a librarian from behind the desk. He’s a Gold, clearly someone Ben knows.

      He hands Ben three digital volumes. I read the titles greedily before Ben slides them into his bag: Tactile Resonance: The Neurobiology of Skin-to-Skin Contact and Its Role in Emotional Healing. Dermal Dynamics: The Intersection of Skin Contact and Cellular Regeneration. The Human Interface: Psychosomatic Responses to Extended Physical Contact in Post-Human Bodies.

      “Falcons lost that game the other night; I think I’ll be a peasant soon,” Ben says, deadpan.

      “What do you owe me now?” The Gold teases.

      “Uncountable,” Ben sighs dramatically.

      “Why do you still put credits on the birds?” One of the younger librarians—an Aluminum—asks, raising a skeptical brow.

      “Once I find a team, I mate for life,” Ben says, placing a hand over his chest. It’s meant to be funny, but something about the gesture feels too sincere.

      The librarians are startled, unsure how to react, then burst into a collective, if awkward, laugh.

      “Dr. Iku, was that a joke?” One asks, half disbelieving.

      “It was an attempt,” Ben says, ducking his head, seeming shy and proud at once.

      Then he gestures toward me. “This is the woman I told you about.”

      His voice drops—soft, reverent—like he’s stumbled upon something sacred. “Fawl⁠—”

      “Oh, we know,” another librarian—bespectacled, mostly machine—interrupts, their eyes lighting up with a kind of reverence that makes me feel like some kind of local legend. “Fawl here is one of the youngest Diamonds in the IS.”

      I grin. “I didn’t realize our rating system was universal.”

      The library is incredible—rows upon rows of leather-bound books lined up beside sleek transparent cases holding holographic info discs. It’s a dream.

      We dive deep—into Iku rites and rituals, property law, and finances. We leave no stone unturned.

      After a few hours, the Aluminum librarian taps me on the shoulder. “Dr. Iku mentioned that you never received a Diamond Ceremony?”

      “No, I…”  Life fell apart before that milestone could even get penciled into my calendar.

      Someone hits a button, and tinny orchestral music starts playing from a radio.

      “Excuse the rather impromptu decorations, Your Illuminance…”

      Whew. I have to admit, my full title sounds pretty damn good out loud.

      “What are you—Whoa⁠—”

      A pushy bot sweeps in and stuffs me into a heavy green robe. Curtains swing back, and a choir of children—appear with angelic faces and impossibly perfect harmony.

      These weird little cherubs are singing like the rent is due.

      For me.

      At that, a crowd of librarians—ranging from modestly modded 30 percenters to the full-body augmentation set at 70 percent—surges toward me like a congregation ready for communion. Their chrome glints under the soft library lights, sleek and seamless on some, but welded on in a hurry for others.

      As the choir sings whatever ancient hymn they’ve been programmed with, I catch Ben’s gaze beside me. He raises an eyebrow, just the slightest tilt of his head—his version of what the hell is happening right now?

      I look closer. They’re not children. Just small bots. Adult models, just scaled down.

      But beneath that shared look of bemusement, there’s something else. Something unexpected.

      Pride.

      He’s proud of me.

      And it does something to me. I didn’t appreciate what this meant the first time around.

      “An honor to meet a Diamond,” they say. “Your Illuminance,” they call me. Over and over, like maybe I’m still that girl who clawed her way up from nothing.

      Like maybe I’m a myth come to life.

      “Now are you sure you can pull this off, my Diamond?” Ben asks.

      I’m holding my belly because that’s where I hear his words, and I nod. More to myself than to him.

      But I can’t think of anything now except his mouth, his body, the way he grunts when he pushes into me and closes his eyes.

      I can’t leave this library without a taste of him.

      So, I smuggle Ben past the main floors, through grand halls lined with velvet and flickering data streams, past the marble busts of scholars who would absolutely not approve.

      The Diamond-only section of the library is sealed off by an invisible barrier, its threshold guarded by nothing but exclusivity and arrogance. No one questions me. No one stops me.

      Ben walks beside me, stiff, wary, but thrumming with curiosity. “I’ve never been this deep,” he says.

      I don’t stop until we’re past the rows of pristine ancient books that have never been touched.

      Ben turns to me, brows furrowed, a question forming on his lips. “You had something to show me?”

      But, before he can say anything more, I drop to my knees.

      Ben freezes. “Fawl, we can’t.” His entire system locks up, his body taut, shoulders high, fingers curling in hesitation. “Someone’s going to see,” he pleads.

      I don’t look up. I don’t care.

      Instead, I press my hands against his thighs, warm and solid beneath the cool fabric of his suit. And I pull his trousers and underwear down in one pull.

      “Fawl…wait.” His dick is glistening like it’s glazed with hard sugar. Ben devours me with his eyes and steadies himself on the bookshelf.

      I roll the thick length against my palm, feeling its hot, velvety smoothness.

      I open my mouth, and he holds the base of his cock and taps my tongue once, twice, three times, until he is hard and beating like a heart. I lift it to my lips. Then I slide the head inside of my mouth and suck. The moment I do, my mouth floods with saliva.

      “God, Fawl!”

      The wetness coats my lips. I pull back with a soft pop, my saliva glistening on the head, then go back in, slower this time, dragging my tongue in a long, deliberate swirl before hollowing my cheeks and taking it in deep.

      Ben’s knees buckle. “Suck my cock, Fawl—shit.” His hands flex behind my head, his entire body locked in place, except for his eyes, which follow every flick of my tongue.

      I hum around him, and he whimpers like a child. The vibration runs through my teeth, down my throat, across my skin.

      He’s pumping now, closing his eyes and wetting the back of my tongue with something sticky and hot. I let my teeth graze the head just barely, then pull it from my mouth with a long, slick drag, strings of saliva catching in the light before snapping away.

      Ben inhales sharply, holding the back of my head and moaning, bucking down my throat. “Letting me fuck your mouth in a library.”

      His chest rises, falls, rises again too fast.

      He looks at me like he wants to consume me whole.

      When I slide his thick cock back between my lips, twisting it, sucking hard enough that my cheeks hollow again, his hands twitch—like he wants to grab something, break something, do something.

      Instead, he closes his eyes. “I’m going to come down your throat, so swallow it all. Don’t waste a drop.” He thrums on my tongue, vibrating and jerking his platinum-lined thickness into my mouth, slamming priceless volumes underneath his palm.

      “Fawl.” His voice is ragged, hesitant. He pulls me up and kisses me so deeply, I bow back with intensity.

      Tension bleeds out of him; his breath turns deep, slow.  His fingers sink into my hair, pressing me close.

      “Skin to skin,” he whispers in my ear.

      I’m on dangerous ground. My desire for things has a way of making them rush out of my hands. And now I’m willing to burn it all down to keep that from happening.
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      Five minutes inside the Council Gala, and Ben looks like he might lose his cookies or his nerve.

      At least he looks like he belongs here. I had to force this sleek, perfectly tailored black suit onto his body—nearly transparent in the right sleeve and down one leg to show off his magnificent shoulder and thigh. Since going off the dampeners, he hates the captivity of fashion. He calls it designed to restrain.

      “Are you ready for whatever they might throw at us?” Ben’s voice, smooth and low, tugs me back from my own thoughts. I glance up at him, hooked onto his arm like a fishing lure, bobbing slightly with every step.

      My hair is arranged in two elaborate puffs on either side of my head, affixed with tiny fairy drones. Everything about my outfit screams cloud. I’m floating around in this gauzy little tulle minidress, so ethereal that I half expect to vanish in a puff of soft pink, leaving nothing behind but a whisper of perfume and a pair of what Ben says are excessively spectacular legs.

      “Throw at us?” I tilt my head, trying to match his easy confidence. But, inside, my stomach is performing a whole damn circus routine.

      Exactly seven minutes in, and I secure my first passive-aggressive compliment. A personal best, surely.

      It comes from a man with thinning hair and a cybernetic eye nestled beneath his brow.

      “Ah, the eldest Iku,” he says, his voice dripping with enough faux warmth to frost a cake, “and his sk⁠—”

      His words stall mid-syllable when Ben’s eyes flick up, something nearly imperceptible but absolutely lethal in his gaze. The rest of the sentence withers on the man’s tongue.

      But it’s his wife who lands the more refined blow. She leans in just enough to show interest, her voice syrupy sweet. Her eyes sweep over me, her face all chrome except for the thin slash of her wet mouth.

      “All that skin!” she marvels, her voice lifting an octave like she’s genuinely impressed by my gall to exist. “Oh, you’re so brave for wearing such a tiny little dress.”

      I smile back—hard. We’re locked in a smile-off to the death.

      Ben pulls me deeper into the ball, and I finally allow my face to relax.

      “Good job, Fawl. Balls like these are a different kind of underground mine. Stay in places where there is always enough air and light.”

      I look up, and it’s as close to a confession of love as I can bear. “That’s always next to you.”

      He looks down and nods. “So be it, wife.”

      My heart picks up its pace as we get closer to the sea of metallic-silk gowns and polished shoes. I feel the weight of gazes landing on us, sliding over me and Ben with hunger. I’ve never felt in danger of being eaten more than I do right now.

      “Let them talk,” Ben whispers, as if reading my thoughts, his breath warm against my ear. “We’re here to make sure they do.”

      My first inclination that things are about to veer into disaster is Josh.

      He’s standing by the far wall, looking as out of place as a splash of blood on white linen.

      Honestly, what the hell is he doing here? He all but screamed that he wouldn’t help us. But I see people from the half city here. A sizable crowd. Maybe he’s come to his senses?

      Poor guy still has that unfinished quality about him—like a loaf of dough that never quite rose. Half-formed and sagging. His cybernetic arm looks like crumpled aluminum in this room, and his boxy suit droops over his shoes by several inches.

      His eyes flick over me like he’s measuring me against something else. Someone else. Probably his own sad version of who I should have been. The hint of heat in his gaze tells me all I need to know.

      Ben’s been right about Josh from the start, hasn’t he? Josh sees value in me only because someone like Ben—a machine—has claimed me, touched me in public, laid his hands on my unmodded flesh like it’s worth something. Ben, by sheer force of will, has created my value in Josh’s eyes. And that, in turn, exposes the ugly little truth: Josh was never disgusted by my body. His revulsion was never about me. It was about himself—his shame, his insecurities, and his small, sad worldview. What would the radiocasters have him do now?

      Glancing around the room, I spot a few more unmodded guests—two men and one woman—standing beside their impeccably be-chromed partners.

      They’re like rare animals, striking against the modded masses. And they’re watching me. But their looks are different from Josh’s. They’re not confused. They’re curious. Maybe even a little impressed. For the first time, I feel something strange—like I’m part of some unspoken uprising. The Cocktail Party Rebellion.

      Ben’s eyes follow mine to Josh, narrowing slightly. “I bet he looks better in your memory.”

      “I hope you can say the same for her.”

      Lily is making her entrance, gliding down the marble steps like a bird descending from a mountain perch. Every head swivels in unison to watch her. She’s draped in a floor-length gown of deep-purple feathers, each one shimmering, giving the illusion she’s cloaked in something alive, something lethal.

      But what really sets the crowd abuzz isn’t the feathers, no matter how meticulously they’ve been stitched to her gown. It’s her shoulders—gleaming, smooth, and unmistakably new. The SKYN overlay, that coveted, expensive procedure to make cybernetics indistinguishable from real flesh, has clearly been completed recently. Her skin, if you can call it that, still has that too-perfect sheen, like a marble statue that hasn’t yet settled into itself.

      A shift ripples through the crowd. I see people surreptitiously comming their cyberneticians for emergency appointments.

      “She took it.” Ben’s voice is barely above a whisper, yet it cuts through the air like a blade. He starts barreling toward her, and I hold him back.

      “She’ll come to us, Ben. Everyone is looking for an emotional reaction from us.”

      Ben’s jaw ticks, but he relents. They’re already slicing up his things. Already treating tonight as a forgone conclusion.

      And she does come to us. Or, rather, glides.

      “Lily,” I say in that practiced, breathy way as she passes by. I pause, because I’m a good student, and she squirms. “Wow, almost healed. You’ll look and feel real in no time.” I, too, graduated from the Girls School of Nice Nasty Shade.

      Lily, poor Lily, has bought into every glossy lie society ever told her—about her value, her beauty, and her desirability. She thought it was armor, something that couldn’t be touched. And maybe, for a while, it was.

      She’s the kind of woman who’s never had to imagine what it feels like to be second choice, to be overlooked or ignored.

      Ben shocked her.

      But I understand something Lily never will: that her desirability is a currency, but it’s not the market. And her value, like that of most women, is at the whim of a fickle god. So now she’s stapling skin over her cybernetics because her plan A has a mine wife.

      Ben hisses “thief” under his breath.

      She hisses back, “You are Iku. You must reap. All I did was agree.”

      He doesn’t get a chance to reply because Ben’s younger brother, Michael, approaches us, flanked by other members of the board.

      They’re all here—Lily’s Oggun clan in silver, the Oshun tribe in shimmering yellow, the brash Shangos in rippling red.

      I’ve never seen the council all together. Michael, Ben, and the other Ikus, of course, are dressed in heavy black.

      Hell of a welcoming committee.

      “Ben.” Lily’s voice is now high and sweet. “So glad to see you on your feet. We were all terribly worried.”

      Ben’s hand finds the small of my back. I feel the tension coiled in him, and I think again about how he might react without his dampeners.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to attend tonight, given…everything,” Lily continues, making sure all the council members hear her concern. “It’s been a lot to adjust to, hasn’t it? The dampeners, the sudden decisions… Such a whirlwind.”

      Lily’s smile widens, soft enough for only those close by to hear, but loud in its implications. The ballroom hums around us, oblivious, but those in the small circle of business partners surrounding us exchange uneasy glances.

      Michael slides into the conversation like a snake slipping through tall grass. “I told Lily she was overreacting. Let a man have his secrets. I’m sure whatever he does at that lab twenty-four seven is for the greater good of the company.”

      Ben’s face darkens, but he keeps his silence. It takes more strength to temper yourself in provocation than to be drugged out of a reaction.

      I can imagine the slow, simmering anger building in him—but that’s the plan, isn’t it? Try to goad him into irrational behavior now that he’s off his dampeners.

      I want to pull him away, but it’s too late.

      Business partners and council members hover around us, trying to catch an earful of what’s unfolding.

      Lily slides her arm through Ben’s brother’s own, and… Wow. I see it. I see exactly what she’s doing. The SKYN, the brother, the innuendo—she’s constructing a whole spectacle, and it lands with perfect precision. Ben finally sees it, too. His grip on his glass tightens, and I get nervous that it may shatter in his hand.

      Council members are exchanging glances that may as well be flashing red warning lights. The ballroom grows heavier by the second, thick with murmurs just out of earshot, the clink of glasses, and the too-loud laughter that only ever happens when people are whispering things they shouldn’t.

      I pull Ben aside, my heart pounding harder with each breath. “I think it’s go time,” I whisper, my voice tight.

      He turns to me, eyes blazing, jaw locked like he’s holding back something ruinous. His gaze keeps cutting between Josh and Michael. He wants to punch through something. I can see it.

      “Not right now, Fawl.” His voice is low and dangerous, barely restrained. The heat rolls off him, the tension wound tight in every muscle.

      “Right now.” My voice comes out sharper than I mean, but I don’t care. The room is shifting—not in our favor. Every conversation he’s not in feels like it’s setting a trap. The ballroom’s turning into quicksand. “Ben, trust me.”

      He exhales hard, fighting to stay in control. His eyes dart across the space, scanning for threats, seeing them everywhere—in whispers, in sidelong glances, in smirks and lifted glasses.

      My pulse hammers. The air’s thick, and I feel the ground sliding out from under him. They’re trying to undo him in real time, piece by piece.

      His gaze slides over to the diamond on my shoulder. He gets it. These people are rats, fleeing before the ship even starts to sink. I see it happening. I see it happening now.

      Then a commotion breaks out near the front. While Ben and I are locked in this quiet tug-of-war by the door, the announcement slips in. I don’t hear the setup, but I hear the line that matters⁠—

      Lily’s voice rings out across the crowd, eyes locked on me: “Michael and I are pleased to announce our marriage at the sector magistrate this afternoon.”

      I see Ben stiffen, feel the moment land in his chest like a blow.

      I give him space. It’s not easy, watching the world organize your downfall like a party.

      “It’s time,” I say again.

      Finally—finally—he gives a small, tight nod.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            It’s All Made Up

          

        

      

    

    
      By the end of the night, the council has already distributed the bonuses, for our sector, and we’ve been ushered into a smaller venue for what they’re calling an “open session.”

      “In the spirit of transparency, Sector Two has a tradition of keeping council meetings open. Though they’ve never had quite this much attendance.” Council member in resplendent red eyes circle the room. The place is packed, restless. “So uh… Thank you all for your civic engagement,” he says with polished irony.

      The atmosphere shifts the moment Ben’s brother stands. Micheal’s movements are smooth but coiled tight with malice.

      “Iku, make your case.” Red councilmember said.

      “As you know,” Michael begins, “the current line of succession goes from my loving father to my brave brother and then to me.” He pauses—just long enough to make sure the weight of his words lands. “But, lately, my brother, Ben, has behaved in ways that endanger our society. I’d like to introduce a motion for a vote of non compos mentis for Ben Iku.”

      The room doesn’t erupt in gasps like some overwrought radiocast drama. No, this has the slow, sour scent of something expected. There’s a shifting of bodies, a murmur beneath the surface. This isn’t news. This is harvest. They’ve been planting these seeds for months.

      My heart sinks. Ben may not even stand a chance.

      “But not to worry,” Michael continues, wearing the smuggest smirk I’ve ever wanted to punch off a face, “the company has other capable leaders who understand that the future of Sector Two depends on steady hands. With Lily—whose family oversees lifesaving medical centers and weapons of defense—by my side, we’re unstoppable.”

      Council members exchange glances. A few subtle nods. All except Ben’s grandfather, whose out-of-date mods creak and clank as he pushes himself to the front of the table. He looks like something dragged up from the ashes, not the head of a dynasty.

      “My son, rest his soul, chose my successor,” he says. “And he has chosen correctly. Or should we examine all our behavior from thirty years ago?”

      The room stills.

      “Grandfather—” Michael tries, but the old man cuts him off.

      “Be that as it may, Ben isn’t a young man anymore. In fact, he was the youngest to undergo the dampener protocol in our history. He doesn’t have that excuse.

      “Still,” the old man says, voice wheezing but sharp, “a vote of non compos mentis requires two close character witnesses. And it can’t be you,” he says, staring directly at Michael, “or anyone else on the council.”

      A flicker of hope flares in me.

      Michael doesn’t miss a beat. “We anticipated that,” he says smoothly. “I’d like to invite Joshua M. to speak on his encounters with Ben Iku.”

      Josh?

      My heart drops through the floor. I thought he came for us. I thought he came for me. Why do I never anticipate the twist of his knife until it’s already buried?

      He slithers up to the front like he’s just been handed a winning lottery ticket. He looks out of place—so wrong here—and yet so convinced he belongs. He coughs into the mic, eyes cast downward like he’s doing us all the favor of his humility.

      “Thank you for letting me speak my truth,” he says, his voice thick with that soft, sour tone of mock sincerity. “I’m sorry to shock you all, but Fawl has always been…well, a bit sexually deviant.”

      His eyes skim the room, checking for reactions. He’s playing a role—again. Trying to steal the only dream I’ve ever had—again.

      “During our…yearly intercourse,” he says, the room tensing at the phrase, “she’d ask for bizarre things. Hair pulling, nipple play, even…biting. So, when I realized she’d offered herself up as a skin bride to Ben, I was nervous.”

      Beside me, Ben shifts—tenses. His body trembles with rage. I press my hand to his hip, silently begging him not to rise, not yet. Let them show themselves. Let them dig their own graves.

      Josh’s voice keeps going, dripping with implication, casting me as something grotesque and depraved.

      And then he doubles down.

      “I first saw Fawl aboveground at a restaurant in the half city. She was being rushed to the hospital with bite marks on her shoulder. I commed her constantly to see if she was okay. But Ben picked up. He invited himself over for dinner. And once we were sitting, he started some kind of sick ritual. Began with her finger. I told him I didn’t want that in my house. And then—Ben admitted to cannibalistic behavior, which, as you know, was outlawed in the new constitution over seventy years ago.”

      Josh shuffles his notes for effect. His hands shake just enough to look vulnerable, honest.

      Ben shoots to his feet. Josh flinches like he’s been struck. I grip Ben’s arm, digging in, begging with my eyes. Not yet. He sits down slowly.

      Across the room, Lily beams. Her arm is looped through Michael’s like the show’s already over, and she’s taking her curtain call. Her eyes flick toward Ben, gleaming with smug satisfaction.

      “I think Fawl may be a victim of his twisted desires,” Josh adds. “She’s confused. But I can get her the help she needs.”

      The room goes ghostly.

      The council—numbed by their own dampeners—can’t show shock. But silence is its own indictment.

      Michael clears his throat. “My second witness is Ben’s former fiancée, Lily.”

      “Isn’t she on the council?” I blurt out.

      “Not yet,” Ben says quietly. “But marrying me—or Michael—would secure her a seat in the next few years.”

      Lily glides to the front of the room with practiced reluctance, all soft footsteps and wounded grace.

      “I was involved with Ben for three years,” she begins, her voice just above a whisper, fragile and elegant. “And it was…difficult.”

      Michael rubs her back. “It’s okay,” he says softly.

      She nods. And I hold down the bile rising in my throat.

      These people make me sick.

      “Ben started off lovely, but he became increasingly obsessed with skin. It made me feel…less than a woman. When his family tried to provide him with a skin bride, since they aid people in slaking their baser desires, I hoped it might help, but instead…”

      “These are lies,” Ben seethes under his breath beside me. I feel the tension radiating from his body, a tight coil ready to snap.

      “Instead, he married her. Making her a legal heir to the Iku fortune, along with whatever unmodded, barefoot children they have—your next Ikus. He’s medically unsound. It’s disturbing, really.”

      The room freezes. Every sound—every breath—seems to vanish. Lily hit the exact right button, and she knows it.

      “Ben, do you have any character witnesses on your behalf?” Someone from the board asks, almost disinterested.

      Ben straightens. “My wife.”

      The council member doesn’t even blink. “Your wife can’t testify. Anyone else?”

      Of course, he has no one else. The silence that follows is devastating. Every gaze in the room dips away, human and cybernetic alike. They’re all cowards.

      Then, to my surprise, Dru stands. “I can be a witness,” she says in her shaky voice. She looks like a woman desperately trying to disappear even as she forces herself forward. Josh pulls at her wrist, and she jerks away. There are purplish bruises on her upper arms, and I see her for what she is now: beautiful, yes, but also a woman with limited choices—just like I was.

      She’s making her own choice now.

      “I was at the same dinner as Josh, and Ben was nothing but a gentleman. Josh insulted him, provoked him, and Ben showed remarkable restraint.” Dru, in her rusting décolletage and dowdy sequined dress--a shadow of her former self. She wraps the scarf around her chest and waits.

      Michael’s laugh slices through the room. “So…one. Is that all?”

      Dru falters, her bravery flickering out as quickly as it came. She’s crushed, retreating from the podium like a gambler who backed the wrong racing bot. Josh yanks her down, and I fear for what her evening will bring. This could’ve been me, I think. There is nothing more dangerous than a disillusioned man and a bottle of palm wine.

      “Thank you, Drusilla,” Ben says, standing slowly, as if giving the room time to realize what’s happening. He buttons his blazer, his eyes scanning the space. “So, you’re all in agreement then?”

      “Society depends on the Iku to reap. If its architect fails…” The council member lets the sentence trail off.

      “What if I can?” Ben says evenly.

      A figure rises from the back of the room—grimy apron still stained, eyes burning. It’s the shopkeeper from the market. The one who sent me here.

      “You think that matters?” he spits. “You metal bastards think promises mean something now?” His voice climbs, ragged and furious. “You poisoned the meat! You wrecked the food lines, and now no one trusts the supply chain. You’re killing people who can’t fight back. What good is a perfect society if none of us ever get to see it?”

      Gasps and claps ripple through the chamber. The shopkeeper meets my eyes and nods once, solemn. He needs to know where I stand in all of this.  I raise my hand to my forehead and twist an invisible helmet light—I see you. A gesture older than all of us, born in the mines where words failed and light meant everything.

      For those who know a riot of applause fans through the crowd.

      “The food was too far. Too far!” The shopkeeper shouts, voice cracking as he points a trembling finger at Ben. “You’re corrupt, and you poisoned us.”

      Before anyone can stop him, he plunges a hand into his pocket and yanks out something wet—reddish, glistening, and grotesque. A pulpy mass of rotting MEAT, sloughing apart in his fingers.

      He hurls it.

      The sludge smacks Ben squarely across the temple with a sickening splat. Chunks of decomposing flesh slide down the side of his face, catch in his collar, and ooze along the pristine line of his cuffs, leaving streaks of gore and rancid stink in their wake.

      The chamber recoils as one, a gasp rising like bile.

      Guards burst through the doors and grab him, wrenching his arms behind his back. He kicks once, hard, before they drag him toward the exit.

      “Let him go!” I rush toward the aisle, but Ben holds me fast.

      “Guards,” Ben says—sharp, commanding. They stop mid-stride.  Someone hands Ben a cloth to wipe the stinking mess from his face. “When an Iku gives you an order, you obey. Or I will begin to cull where I please. Bring him back.” His voice carries through the room, low and clear. “I mean to say something to him.”

      There’s a pause as the guards glance at one another. Then they pull the man to his feet and march him back to the center.

      Ben nods his head to the shopkeeper. “You are looking at the leader of the growing dissident movement in the mines,” he says.

      The room stills.

      He could kill him. Make some example of him.

      “I want you to cast the first vote on a new reaping system,” Ben says, eyes locked on the shopkeeper. “One based on informed consent.”

      I step forward, voice steady. “Sixty safe years. No tricks. No poison. No hidden clocks. Just a choice. When your time is up, you opt in. A contract.”

      Ben spoke to the shopkeeper, “Those who opt in get a living stipend. A passport to travel freely between sectors. A name in the IS. Recognition, resources, access. The kinds of choices most people will never have. But here’s the major difference. Everyone must be eligible.”

      Sputters and uproar. The table’s talking heads start blustering.

      “This will not be a tax on the mines.” Ben’s voice rolls over the crowd.

      “Why would any of us choose this death?” A council member asks. “We live well past one hundred. We have enough food in our bellies, can travel freely.”

      “Why would you choose to die?” Ben shrugs. “Maybe you won’t. And maybe that means we never should have forced mine folk like him,” he points to the shopkeeper, “to do it for us. Without a choice.”

      More applause. Ardent now.

      He knocks lightly on the table before circling it with an almost-predatory grace. His power is palpable, and it’s clear that everyone in the room feels it. They need to know why he isn’t cowed.

      “There is another thing, other than material goods, that this contract offers,” Ben says. “Council families who have members in the Lions of the Second Sector or L.O.S.S. program gain enhanced voting power on the Sector Council. They have veto power and special ambassadorship roles, where their families become official representatives of the program in every sector.”

      Several of the council members glance between each other. No doubt already thinking of their least favorite child or distant cousin they can throw in the program to extend their power.

      “It’s a long-term investment in your family’s dynasty,” I chime in. “Value is what we make it. Beauty, desirability, status—it’s all made up. Constructed. A set of rules that someone else decided, shaped, and enforced until we all believed in them. So, why not remake them? Why not assign value where there is real need? The L.O.S.S program is fair.”

      “This all sounds good, but the cost of such a program would be enormous.”

      “More than the cost of rebuilding the mine sixty years ago?” I ask. “More than the distribution-channel disruption and inter-sector trade from poisoning the meat? More than the fire? No. This program is a fraction of the cost of rebuilding after a controlled burn. And as we create more and more ways to manufacture food, terraform the land, we will require a smaller percentage, until one hundred and eighty years from now, this program will be obsolete,” I say.

      That gets a smattering of unexpected applause.

      “We’re building communities of care based on human connection to stave off infighting and revolution,” Ben says.

      “Who among you would volunteer to be a Lion of the Second Sector?” I stand on a chair for the drama of it all.

      Over half the hands go up in the audience—and about a third on the council. The shopkeeper’s hand is down.

      “We would only need twenty percent of the whole population,” I say.

      “Go ahead and vote,” Ben says, his voice calm.

      Michael holds his hand out. “Don’t let them sweet-talk you into forgetting. We need twenty thousand souls now. And he wasn’t able to deliver. That is the cold, hard truth, and we can’t be swayed from that.”

      “Meat synthesis is going well. We can pull back some that we set aside for trading—keep it for our own sector. We will not starve.”

      “Twenty thousand now,” Michael chants.

      “Twenty thousand now!” Some more people pick up the chant, fear creeping into their voices.

      The shopkeeper’s eyes dart across the room afraid that these machines will start their culling with him.

      I raise my hand and everyone quiets. Damn, I feel so cool right now.

      “Before we sign any papers…” I let my words linger, every eye in the room turns toward me.

      Pens that were poised over holopads hesitate in midair. A yellow councilmember looks my tiny gauzy dress up and down.

      The contrast between my soft, fluffy appearance and the way I mean to cut these motherfuckers with the jagged edge of a bottle couldn’t be more perfect.

      “I did a little research in the archives,” I say, my voice light, almost breezy. “And I found something interesting.”

      The council members roll their eyes, but I see the flash of unease ripple through the room.

      “Ben owns the patent for SKYN.” I say.

      “He is an employee of Iku Industries,” one of them counters, a smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. They’re all confident. “The council owns the intellectual property of Iku Industries.”

      “Oh.” I put my finger to my mouth, then scratch my head. At this point, I’m in full bimbo mode and enjoying myself. “So, who currently holds the patent for the synthesis process in Iku MEAT.”

      “Again, we do. Your husband isn’t some singular genius that walked up to the council with an idea. He is Iku. He belongs to the council. He signed a contract. Now is this a law tutorial or a hearing?” They chuckle, as if I’m a fool.

      I let out a slow breath, enjoying the moment. “Actually…” I fucking love that word—love the way it feels in my mouth, the way it cuts through their arrogance like a knife. “Actually, Ben was in year three of his career track when he won the patent.”

      A few more chuckles, though not as confident as before. They decided too soon I’m something to dismiss, an unmodded woman wrapped in pink tulle, standing in a room full of cybernetic demigods.

      My mind flashes back to the lab, to the island, to the feeling of freedom that wrapped itself around me for the first time in my life.

      I want that.

      All of it.

      The lab. Ben. I’m not going to let anyone take it from me. Not without a fight. I would sooner die than let them snatch it from my hands. A cold resolve washes over me.

      “He won the patents for the synthesis process of Iku meat, which he used to perfect Iku SKYN. He wasn’t even a contracted employee of Iku Industries yet,” I add, glancing up through my lashes.

      The silence rearranges the chemistry. They’re starting to smell the blood.

      “That’s ridiculous,” one of them spits, trying to regain control, the thin veneer of civility slipping. “He’s an Iku. That makes him⁠—”

      “Oh, yes, absolutely,” I cut in smoothly, “he’s an Iku. But he wasn’t an employee.”

      That does it. The pens hit the table with a clatter, the sound like gunfire in the tense room. They’re starting to understand the mess they’re in.

      “For those of you still itching to sign, I’m so sorry if I accidentally gave you the impression that this is optional,” I continue, before letting the pause stretch for effect. “Let me be perfectly clear: these patents—Ben’s patents—are not the intellectual property of Iku Industries. If you push him out, well, he’s taking meat synthesis and his particular methodology for SKYN, which he still individually owns, to any sector that will have him. We assume that will be many.”

      There it is. The collective gulp.

      One of the council members, his voice thin and reedy with panic, mutters, “That’s impossible. You’d need Gold Knowledge Seeker status to even sit in the patent room, let alone get your hands on those documents.”

      I lean in then, bending over the table. My hands press firmly on the wood, my cleavage spilling forward like my breasts just may tip out, and the diamond at my collar catches the light just so.

      The collective oh shit is orgasmic. The entire night, they saw the diamond but likely thought it was an expensive gift, a flashy jewel a man buys his lover. But I am the real deal.

      Michael, already halfway out of his seat, practically launches himself to his feet. “You were supposed to be completely unmodded!” He says, eyes wild with disbelief.

      “What can I say?” I shrug, unable to suppress my smirk. “Ben got lucky.”

      As if on cue, Ben moves behind me. “I went off the dampeners, so I could feel,” he says, his voice calm but with an edge sharp enough to cut glass. “And I’m so glad I did because, good God, this feels fantastic. The controlled burns will operate with consent and equally on us all.”

      “We have rights, Ben! You can’t just take remake everything!” his brother shouts.

      “You’re wrong; I can. I am the Iku heir, and the power to cull is mine alone. I could start with you if I wanted to. The Iku legacy is not yours to taint with greed and shortcuts. Death comes for us all in equal measure, or it will come for you individually.” He hooks his big hand around my waist and is looking only at me now. “Our legacy is mine to protect, and I will do so with everything I have.”
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        * * *

      

      The council holdouts sign their documents and gather them quickly, efficiently, as if they might change their minds if given the time. The L.O.S.S. Program is registered before the digital ink dries. A burst of sound behind me, the crowd shifting, and the shopkeeper approaches me.

      He grabs my shoulders, shaking once. “Should’ve sent you in years ago,” he says, almost laughing.

      I tilt my head. “You could have told me you were some resistance spy.”

      “That would make me a pretty shitty spy,” he says.

      “Are you going to sign up for LOSS” I ask.

      “I’m going to have to fight these machine bastards for it now. 60 years is a long life in the mines. But these abovegrounders are obsessed with status. They’ll crowd us out.”  the shopkeeper says.

      “Maybe you can help up make sure the ratio is fair?”

      “I could do that.” He touches his chest “Thank you.”

      We hug, brief and unsentimental, and he’s gone before I can say more—absorbed back into the sea of bodies, all heat and breath and shifting glances.

      To my left, in the blur at the edge of my vision, Lily watches me. She’s pretending not to. Her gaze flicks sideways to Ben’s brother then to Ben. I can see the math in her eyes, the quiet subtraction.

      She untangles herself from Micheal’s grip and makes her slow, graceless trek toward Ben. If she’s embarrassed, the dampeners have dulled it. Her movements are too fluid, too unbothered, like a marionette with her strings cut loose.

      Ben stands in the center of the room, back straight, shoulders squared—an old-school stance, the kind of posture you’d expect from a statue in a city square. She says something low, probably pleading. Her mouth moves, but the words don’t carry. And then his voice, when it comes, is thunder and closing doors.

      “Lily, you have Michael. He is everything you deserve.”

      A flicker of something like panic crosses her face.

      She tries again. “It wasn’t just me,” she says. “Your mother, your brother—they made me feel like this was the only way. You weren’t listening. You were slipping away. Ben, please—look. I have SKYN now.”

      She shrugs her shoulders, baring the sleek prototype pulling and buckling on her frame. But Ben, oh—Ben does not flinch.

      No chairs thrown! No threats of cannibalism! My baby!

      His rage is quiet now, but I still feel it in the tightness in his fists.

      Instead, he smiles. A terrible, exquisite thing, so controlled it looks like it hurts him. Then he turns his back on her, and the air seems to split.

      “We are founding L.O.S.S. island, where softness and vulnerability are not to be punished, mothers stay with their children, and lovers do what lovers do. If you’re willing to be a part of a different type of community, we promise you the best sixty years of your life”, he says, and the room is quiet.

      It feels as close to a declaration of independence as any of us are going to get. Maybe his statue will go in the square.

      “We’re terraforming as we speak, and all are free to come.”

      When Josh’s eyes light up, I shake my head. “Almost all are free to come,” I correct.

      “My Diamond has spoken,” Ben says, as Josh opens his mouth.

      Ben is more unpredictable than I gave him credit for.

      This moment wasn’t on the agenda, and he made me part of this audacious leap. I reach for his hand, and in the chaos of the place, we are of one mind.

      We are in this together.

      Michael’s face displays barely contained panic. He spent a lifetime practicing council politics, and here he is, utterly flummoxed by the simplest of rebellions: failure to comply.

      Ben and I make our way toward the exit, an ocean of stunned onlookers parting before us. There’s something radiocast-esque about it. Ben’s grip on my hand is tight, like he’s holding something that’s as unsteady as he is.

      The railship waits outside—an ugly, rusted thing that seems like it should never float. But I’ve learned not to judge anything’s strength by its shell. I glance back once, just once. For what? I’m not sure. Memory? Regret? Inside, Lily is still, Michael slack-jawed, Josh is sullen, and Dru is wistful. I flick my head once, and Dru points to her chest with wide eyes. She slips out of Josh’s grip and hugs me. I lead her toward the ship.

      Ben kisses the top of my head. I smile and readjust my hair.

      “You think you’re going to miss it?” I ask him, not quite knowing where I’m going with the question but knowing that I want to hear him be okay with walking away from Iku Industries, his family's fortune, and his so-called perfect life with Lily. It feels strange now, knowing that he chooses this, a lab and a new society. Me.

      Ben is quiet for a moment. I see the muscles in his jaw working, his mind calculating.

      “I won’t miss the council meetings, or the money, or the way I had to pretend all the time,” he says, his voice low. “But I will miss the certainty. Knowing what came next, even if I hated it. This”, he points to the ship, “this is terrifying.”

      I laugh because he’s right. I’m scared too.

      There’s a moment of silence between us as we watch people sign up for Sector Two’s new program, for our new world.

      Maybe that’s all you can really ask for in the end—not certainty, not perfection, but someone to stand beside you when the world falls apart.
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