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Programming

   by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三) 






Lewis picked Cam up in the Personal Services annex of The Mercantile.



"Hey," he said. "I'm Lewis."



The young man stood and smiled. "Cam." Their screens, Lewis knew, were running an interchange right now. He was about to thumb his on to check, but Cam put out his hand as though this were a social meeting, and Lewis shook it out of uncomfortable reflex.



He'd had some difficulty with the specs. The number and exoticism of the choices had been discomfiting, and so he'd settled on the comfortable middle range for most of them. Medium tan skin, dark hair, brown eyes; jaw and cheekbones moulded to give a plausible hint of all kinds of mixed ancestry. Reasonably good-looking, but not stunning. Haircut fashionable but not outre, a soft angle falling to a point over one eye. Clothing mutedly stylish. Smile welcoming but not forceful. A name that could have been short for something in a dozen languages. Confident, but non-intimidating.



"So," Lewis said, "I thought we could pick up some dinner." It wasn't as if he didn't know these things.



"Yeah, that sounds good."



Lewis took him to a ramen place he enjoyed but didn't go to often because they didn't deliver and he hated going into restaurants to pick up. As they ate, Cam talked to him as though they were old friends reuniting, asking questions about Lewis's job and his experiences in the city, salting in references to serial releases and odd events in the news. Lewis had been wondering if conversation with a hybrid might be a little uncanny, the illusion of an independent personality wavering under too close an observation. But the only strange thing he noticed was that Cam quoted two paragraphs more or less verbatim from a Glass Shelf review of the most recent Long Galaxy's Journey (season sixteen, episode eight, and in Lewis's opinion, that had been ridiculously out of character for Shoshanna, and the serial had been showing its age since Temperance Jasmine had been brought on as showrunner). That wasn't really that weird. Lewis had probably done something similar himself.



Out on the sidewalk, with the crisp breeze smacking the backs of their necks and neon sputtering above their heads, Lewis said, "So, do you want to see my place?"



Cam smiled. "Yes, I would very much like to see your place."



They took the bullet three stops out to Lewis's neighbourhood. It wasn't really that far, and it would have been a romantic walk if that was what they'd actually been into, but he was getting anxious about the whole thing and he was kind of ready to get on with it.



It was only the second bunk Lewis had lived in since the end of his senior training. He could have afforded bigger now, but he liked the gentle shabbiness of the area and the proximity to the bullet, and the super was a hardcore serials fan and kept the net hardware better up to date than some businesses Lewis had worked for. He didn't own a lot of things, and with all the built-ins, when the solar shutters were open the room looked deceptively spacious.



"Please make yourself comfortable," he told Cam, waving a hand towards the couch that faced the white wall he used as a viewscreen. "I'll be right back."



In the tiny bathroom, he stood in front of the sink and pulled his screen from his pocket.



He'd set the priming in motion before dinner, and now the module was ready to go, almost quivering with tension, like a slingshot pulled back to its furthest extent and held there. He set the screen on the strip of counter space beside the sink and triggered the three-space projection--it was mostly about aim now, and he needed all the real estate he could get. 



There it was, the pink cube. Lewis put his finger over the golden lozenge of the module, lined them up, sighted one last time, and rammed them together. 



Pink flared and sparked. Molten gold flowed over it. They swirled together, flashing. An asterisk the colour of sunset skittered away towards the corner of the projection. A golden arm  swung out like a roundhouse punch, embraced it, reeled it in.



"Lewis?" said Cam from the other side of the door.



The pink cube twisted and reformed, now with a sequin of gold decorating one side, pulsing. Lewis locked it down hard, and pulled away.



He realized that he was short of breath, and sweating. He shut the projection down and put his screen back into his pocket. He washed his hands and splashed cold water over his face. 



When he opened the door, Cam was standing, arms folded, against the opposite wall.



"Did you just hack me?" Cam asked.



"Yes. Sorry."



"Hmm. Thought so." His expression was mild. "Successfully, too. It's been a long time since that's happened. Just out of curiosity, what did you use?"



There was no reason not to tell him. "Stage Three Becker module with a modified grappling hook."



"There's no such thing as a Stage Three Becker."



"There is now."



"Huh." Cam's expression went inward. "And a Gordian lock too. Nice. Very elegant."



Unaccountably flattered, Lewis said, "Not many people would recognize that."



"I have a professional interest."



There was an awkward silence.



"I really am sorry," Lewis said.



"I've noticed that people like to say that after they've already decided to do whatever it is. You know this is totally unnecessary," Cam said. "I myself am not rated for all activities, but whatever you are looking for, The Mercantile can supply it. There's no need to be embarrassed. Trust me, we've heard it all. Positions, body modifications, fetishes, fantasies--"



"You should probably look closer," Lewis said.



Cam focussed inward again. 



"I might be a little offended," he announced. 



"It's nothing personal."



"You know, people who want to not have sex generally manage that all by themselves."



Lewis sighed. "I guess I owe you an explanation. You're not going to tell anyone about it, anyway."



"I'm not going to tell anyone about it, anyway," Cam agreed, and then frowned and shook his head as if trying to get water out of his ears.



"They're hiring an analyst at Air Lily. I want that job. I was born for that job. But after all that drama in the writers' room in season thirty-two, they're demanding a Social score of at least sixty, and my Social score averages forty on a good week. A steady Boyfriend Experience record will bring me up to sixty-five."



Cam was nodding. "The problem being...?"



"I'm not interested in the full...experience."



"Have you considered applying for an Asexual Exemption?"



"I'm not asexual. And if I do that and end up sexually coupled someday without withdrawing it beforehand, there's a risk they'll flag me as inconsistent, and have you ever tried filing an appeal at Grimes &;amp; Landry? I do not need that kind of hassle."



Cam whistled. "Your ratings agency is Grimes &;amp; Landry? No offense, but you don't seem to be in that pay grade."



"Graduation present from my grandma. She was a traditionalist."



"Nice. Anyway, you'd get a higher score dating an actual human, maybe even without sex."



"Sure, but then I'd have to date an actual human." Lewis sighed. "Look, I'm profoundly introverted, and I'm shy, and I'm kind of antisocial. And you know what? In a work environment, I'm fine. The ratings system is a deeply flawed model that is biased towards extroverts with monogamous but adventurous sex lives who remember people's birthdays and keep in touch with their best friends from high school and teared up when Mee-Kyong gave up her baby in the third season of I Am Sunset. You know it, I know it, everybody knows it. All they want is a specific number, and I'm giving it to them. Don't you think it's ridiculous that I have to have a prescribed social and sex life to qualify for a job?"



Cam titled his head. "I understand what you mean, intellectually, but it's a little hard for me to wrap my head around the problem. Having a social and sex life is my job."



"Oh. Right." Lewis considered him.  "Are you really okay with that?"



"Of course. It's literally what I was made for. I'm programmed to enjoy it. I'm actually considerably disappointed that I'm not getting laid right now."



Lewis bit back another apology. He perched on the far end of the couch, and checked his screen for the time. There were still another few hours left on the appointment. He'd wanted to not have to rush things, but he hadn't considered what it would be like to have another person in his bunk all evening. "Do you, uh, do you follow any serials?"



"Oh, sure. All of them."



"All of them?" Lewis could only keep track of about twenty, and it was only that many because he'd finally unsubscribed from all the Lemon Street sidestories. "That's not possible."



"It is when you can suck down fifty at once through a direct feed."



Lewis felt a pang of envy. "I have some to catch up on."



Cam curled himself up on the other end of the couch. "Fire away."



Lewis called up the next Air Lily in his queue and projected it onto the wall. They watched the Previously On segment in silence. As Lewis fast-forwarded through the floral fireworks of the credits, Cam said, "So I can't initiate sex with you, and when asked explicitly or implicitly I have to state that our relationship has a sexual component, and I can't tell anyone I've been hacked. Does it do anything else, this thing you've stuck into me?"



"That's about it."



"Hmm." Cam scratched the top of his head. "It really is fine work. I can't get purchase at all."



"Thanks," Lewis said, and then wondered whether that was tactless.



Da'quan and Beth were sheltering behind a bulkhead, out of breath, while the disembodied consciousness of Third Scientist Quinn Dala glided down the corridor towards them, when Cam said, "So what would you like me to put in my report?"



"This is the client session report mentioned in the contract, right?" It was the reason he had had to build the module in the first place.



"I like a man who reads things before he signs them. That's the one."



"Do you have to do it?"



"It is part of my programming."



Lewis paused the screen. "We went to dinner. Then we came back to my place and, you know." He started the show again.



"Engaged in the sexual component of our relationship. Of course. But what kind of sex?"



"The usual, I guess."



"What's your usual?"



Lewis paused the screen again. "Do they really need the details?"



"As an industry leader, The Mercantile is committed to continuous improvement by way of algorithms based on customer experience and feedback. Reports may also be requested by your ratings agency under conditions laid out under the Personal Services Act, Revised Statutes, 2103, Chapter 34, Sections 69-73 (Third Supplement). I can quote the relevant regulations in full if you wish."



"No, that's fine. Can't you just make something up?"



"I'm going to have to, obviously. But I need something to work with," Cam said.



Lewis scrubbed at his forehead. "Okay, what do you need to know?"



"What do we do, exactly? Do I suck you off? Do you suck me? Or is it necking and handjobs on the couch? Do we fuck? If so, do I f--"



"Um, okay, the first one, I guess?" Lewis scrunched his legs up onto the couch and focussed on the motionless screen.



"Blowjob it is. A classic choice. Do you reciprocate?"



"I guess I should."



"Well done. The desire to satisfy a partner ups your score," Cam informed him. "How do we do it?"



Lewis waved his hand vaguely. "Didn't we just decide that?"



"Do we stumble towards your bed, sliding our hands under each other's clothing, me licking a hot line down your neck until you're naked beneath me in your bed and you dig your hands into my hair and make me moan? Do I slide off this couch and kneel between your legs, you canting your hips forward helplessly as I slide my thumbs up the inside of your thighs and along the--"



"Either of those is fine," Lewis said grimly.



He could feel Cam looking at him. "I think you'd like me on my knees," Cam said.



Lewis wrapped his arms around his bent legs and started up the episode again. Getting the Becker module right had taken most of his spare time these last few weeks, and he was under deadline at his current job and had worked most of the weekend, and he was eight hours behind on Air Lily alone, not to mention that at the job interview he'd be expected to display a thorough knowledge of the industry. He didn't have the time or the energy for this kind of distraction.



During the credits at the end of the next episode, Cam announced, "I've finished my report. Would you like me to read it to you?"



"No," Lewis said.



"It's up to you. Reports can be accessed at any time by using your customer ID and password at The Mercantile's net node, where you will find a wide variety of quality enhancements for your chosen lifestyle." He pushed off from the couch. "You have seven minutes left in our session to usher me to the door. I suppose you won't reconsider this whole hacking thing?"



"Sorry," Lewis said, for possibly the tenth time that evening.



"Ah, well. If anything changes before our next appointment, let me know. Same time, same place?"



"I'll pick you up," Lewis said, and out of courtesy waited in his doorway until Cam was at the end of the hallway before he slid his door closed.






On their next meeting they had conveyor belt sushi, something that Lewis had always found secretly fascinating. He always chose the same thing, of course, but there was something deeply satisfying about knowing that if he ever wanted spicy mock tuna or onion tempura, it was right there within reach.



When they got back to his bunk, he pulled out his screen and studied the Air Lily wiki while Cam sat on the couch with his legs folded and stared into space.



"Would you like to hear this week's report?" Cam asked after a time.



"No."



"We made it to the bed this time."



"Really, no."



"You make a beautiful sound in the back of your throat when you come."



Lewis frowned at him. "You shouldn't be able to do that."



"Make you come?"



Lewis flushed. "Say things like that."



Cam raised an eyebrow. "I can't touch you. There's nothing in your little golden stickpin that prevents me from talking."



"That was an oversight," Lewis muttered.



"We all make mistakes." Cam stretched his legs out. "Would you like me to quiz you?"



"Would you mind?" asked Lewis, surprised.



Cam shrugged. "You're paying for my time. I'd rather be doing something else with you, but such is life."



Lewis extended his screen over the empty space between them.



"That's fine, I've got it."



Lewis wrinkled his forehead at the absence of a screen in Cam's hands.



"Lewis," Cam said patiently, "my brain is actually a part of the net."



"Oh. Right."



Cam crossed his right ankle over his left thigh and slouched down against the back of the couch. "What are the class and designation of the Air Lily?"



Lewis rattled them off. 



"What is the current captain's full legal name and preferred forms of address?"



"John Sarah McGillivray El Amin Watkins, Captain Watkins when on duty, John Sarah to their friends. Could you please go past the introductory page?"



"What is the chemical formulation of the antidote to the subcutaneous worm plague suffered by the away team in season four, episode eleven?"



Lewis glared at him.



"All right, I'll be serious. Name, in order, all the ways Third Scientist Quinn Dala has died and been brought back to life or reasonable facsimile thereof."



They worked for half an hour or so, Lewis swinging between relief and panic at how much he knew and how much he had still to memorize. 



"Do you think Chief Petty Officer Da'quan likes to take it in the ass?"



Lewis choked.



"I mean, there's got to be some plausible reason that that torch he's carrying for Second Lieutenant Cooper hasn't gotten heavy after all this time," Cam said. "I'm betting she's got a sparkly turquoise strap-on hidden under her mattress's military corners."



The job, Lewis reminded himself. I'm doing this for the job.






A few weeks later, they went to see a special screening of the tenth anniversary episode of Here Be the Mountain at the Imperial. Lewis had seen it when it had been released, of course, but there was something about watching it on the large screen with a group of like-minded people that he found surprisingly engaging. It had never seemed worth the effort to go by himself. He might even do it again sometime.



In the impromptu party outside the theatre afterwards, a melee of fans sipping food truck cocktails and taking pictures of one another in costume, someone called Lewis's name. It was Thurian, one of the programmers he worked with, wearing a T-shirt with Here Be the Mountain's logo and the words Hands off, Bihai's mine.



"Lewis! If I'd known you were going, we could have all come together. Randy and Charlene are here too," she said. "Oh, but are you on a date?"



"This is Cam," Lewis said, surrendering to the inevitable.



Cam held out his hand to shake hers. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I totally share your opinion about Bihai, by the way. Also, there is a sexual component to Lewis's and my relationship."



Thurian blinked, and laughed. "Right on, Lewis. I wish I had someone to say that about."



"See you tomorrow, we're really on our way home," Lewis said, scarlet, and pushed Cam in the direction of the bullet station.



"What the hell?" he demanded when they were away from the crowd.



"I didn't say that."



"You just did!"



"It was your programming," Cam said, looking rattled. 



"You weren't supposed to just blurt it out like that!"



"Then maybe you should have written a bit of flexibility into that spec. I have access to the entire literary history of the human race, classic romances and love letters and erotic poetry and slash, and that's what comes out of my mouth?"



"Argh," Lewis said, unable to manage anything more coherent, suddenly fed up with this whole stupid pretense. The evening abruptly soured. He headed away, down the sidewalk.



Cam followed a metre behind until they reached the bullet station.



"I'm ending the appointment early," Lewis clarified.



"Thank you, I needed you to verbalize that. Same time next week?"



"Fine, whatever," Lewis said, and went through the turnstile without looking back.






The next week, over take-out shepherd's pie, Lewis said, "I'm sorry about last time."



"So am I." Cam reached out as if to touch Lewis' hand, checked himself, and picked up his ginger beer instead. "You're under a lot of stress right now."



"I shouldn't have taken it out on you."



"Thank you for saying that."



They ate in silence for a few minutes.



"What did you write in your report?"



"Pretty much what happened. We went out to see a show, had a spat, and called it a night early."



Lewis dragged his fork through mashed potatoes. "Is that going to affect my score?"



"Not badly." Cam stopped eating and looked at him. "People do have arguments, you know. It's not unknown."



"I...have difficulty with interpersonal conflict."



"It was a tiny little interpersonal conflict. A nanobot. A snack-sized serving. Couples do it all the time."



The tension across Lewis's shoulders eased. "Yeah?"



"Then they have half-naked, panting, up-against-the-wall make-up sex."



Lewis coloured. "You're just going to keep saying things like that, aren't you?"



Cam lifted a shoulder and let it drop. "It's part of my programming."






Air Lily's production company invited Lewis in for an interview. After a review of his education and his work history, he and one of the production staff went into a tight, thirty-minute conversational clinch over season twenty-nine's daring time shift and its continued implications for in-series continuity. On the bullet home, Lewis had the sudden realization, like a flamethrower to the chest, that he had demonstrated himself to be unprofessional, socially incompetent, and weird, and that not only was he not going to get this job, he was never going to get a better job of any kind and was doomed to spend his life writing algorithms correlating mean daily temperature with people's inclination to linger in the pull-tab-to-heat section of the grocery store.



Three days later, they called him in for another interview.



Lewis spent the week in a jitter of anxiety and distraction. 



"This time it was necking and handjobs on the couch," Cam informed him. 



"Mm-hm."



"I love how you shivered when I rolled my hips down against yours."



"Mm-hm?"



"When I slowly slid my knee between your thighs, you arched up against me and begged me to touch you."



Lewis pushed his plateful of samosas and stuffed naan away. "Do you want these? I'm not hungry."



At the end of the following week, Air Lily offered him the job.



After he'd finished jumping up and down around the narrow space between bed, couch and wall in a spasm of elation, it occurred to Lewis that this was the type of occasion that called for going out and celebrating over drinks with friends, at least for people who drank and had friends. 



After waffling for while, he messaged Cam. He got back boilerplate from The Mercantile saying that Cam was fully engaged this evening, and that another hybrid would be gratified to assist him as long as he was willing to pay the weekend and rush order premiums.



He ended up doing what he usually did on Friday nights: ordering a pizza and then falling asleep on the couch watching the week's episodes of Long Gone Again in one melodramatic slab. It was fine.






His first few weeks on the job were a feverish slog. During the first week he cancelled his appointment with Cam, and stayed late on his own time three nights in a row to increase his comfort level with the show's (extremely) custom analytics software, which had a colour scheme too ridiculous to be believed and ran reports with titles like Why Did They Have to Die? and Fuck, Marry, Kill. He ate nothing that didn't come in a thermal cup or a foil wrapper, and had exceedingly bizarre dreams. Every morning he woke with a thrill.



The second week he was yanked into a problem that had been gnawing at the entire cast and crew for the last several episodes. Ship Librarian Kartal's scene-by-scene Charisma scores were on a gentle slope downwards, and no one could figure out why or what to do about it. Aga Yilmaz, who played Kartal, and Wilhelmina Brody, who wrote most of her dialogue, were severely spooked.



After wrestling with the software and watching Yilmaz's most recent scenes on a loop for a day and a half, Lewis posited that the new acid-green shawl that Wardrobe had hung off the back of her mobile chair looked, from some camera angles, like a snake sitting on her shoulders, and was freaking out a certain portion of the audience without their being able to articulate why. The shawl was changed digitally from green to orange in the episodes still to be released, and soon after they went out, Kartal's score began to recover. 



Wilhelmina came up to him at the coffee generator, hugged him wordlessly, and ran away. Aga sent him an enormous gift basket filled with her signature line of cookies, including the limited-edition ones with the shreds of gold leaf on the top.






"Oh my maker," groaned Cam, through a mouthful of chocolate-cinnamon-hazelnut shortbread.



"Yeah, they're pretty good," Lewis said.



"If I wasn't programmed to think that sex was the best thing ever, these would seriously compete. In fact, we might not have sex tonight. We might just sit around eating these cookies until we pass out."



"Be my guest." Lewis had distributed cookies to the cast and crew and admin staff, dropped off a couple of packages at his former workplace, and eaten far too many himself already. 



Cam reached over and snagged a chocolate-covered ginger snap. He looked up at the wall. "Isn't that Lieutenant Ogawa?"



"Yeah. Hajime Sasaki got offered a film, and the producers want some numbers to help decide whether they're going to kill him off, replace him, or put him on the shelf for a while. I thought I'd refresh my memory on his story arc this season."



"Look who's bringing his work home."



Lewis shrugged. "It's what I'd be doing anyway."



"True." Cam eyed a lemon crisp. "You know, I've been wondering. What kind of exit strategy did you have in mind for this?"



"For the job?" Lewis frowned. "I just started."



"For me," Cam clarified.



"Oh."



"Your Social score's been almost up to seventy recently. Your Skill and Intelligence scores are well above average. And you've proven you can do the job. They're not going to just fire you if your Social dips again."



"Probably not."



"You can't leave this module in my head forever. It's small, but it's shiny. Someone's going to notice it eventually."



"That's probably true."



"So what was your long-term plan here?"



Lewis paused the screen. The lack of sound settled into the small room.



"I thought, after a while, I'd unlock it and replace it with a camouflaged blank. It's not perfect, but it'll be overwritten after a while, and chances are no one will ever see it."



"A blank? Ugh! Do you have any idea how disconcerting those things are?"



"Disconcerting?"



"Until they get rewritten it's like periodically realizing you've lost something valuable, but you can't remember what. Then you forget again, until the next time." Cam snapped a peppermint crunch cookie in two. 



"I could try to come up with another option," Lewis said after a moment.



"I'd appreciate that," Cam said.






Lewis had his three-month job review following his supervisor down the corridor outside the lunch room. It took about two minutes.



"One more time, nice catch on the snake thing," Macy said. "Let me just sign this and-- Okay. Let's pull up your ratings. No, Frank, by today. Jenn's finding that Ogawa report very useful, by the way. She may ask you to start including that algorithm in the weekly stats for every character. Intel good, Skill right up there. The only dissenting opinion we have on file about you is from Wardrobe, and hey, there's always somebody with their knickers in a twist about something, don't worry about it. Looks good, Patel, but can you make sure to run it through the accessibility checker before we release it? Mark forgot last time, it was embarrassing. Social's on the rise, too. I see you started seeing a hybrid a while ago. Good for you. Nothing like new relationship energy, is there? Let an old man give you some advice: Make time for it. I'm sure this is your dream job, everybody says that at first, but the job will eventually eat your life if you let it. Sammy, wait up! Keep up the good work, Lewis, I'll catch you later."






The series finale of Here Be the Mountain came out on a weekend, but Lewis saved it to watch with Cam. 



As the theme song played for the last time over the scrolling credits, Lewis let out a long breath and leaned his head against the back of the couch. His eyelashes were a little damp.



"It's different, watching it in real time," Cam said. "That was nice."



"It was."



"I always thought Bihai and Hao would be good together."



"Yeah."



"They're pretty different from one another, but I think it works for both of them."



"Yeah."






"Was that from the new place on the corner?" Cam asked, stacking empty trays and carrying them to the recycling hatch.



"Yeah. I thought it wasn't bad."



"Good sweet potato rolls. Very good miso soup."



Lewis thumbed through his queue. "There's another Air Lily out. Or I've got the premiere of that new series from Scrapjob, if you're interested."



"Speaking of which," Cam said, washing his hands in the tiny kitchenette sink, "tonight we also enjoyed watching a different kind of serial."



Lewis focused on his screen.



"I let you choose the clip," Cam said. "You sat between my legs, my arms warm around you, your back to my chest, and I put my teeth gently against your neck and watched you get hard. I didn't let you touch yourself for a long time."



Lewis swallowed. "Is there seriously no way you can stop saying things like that?"



Cam raised an eyebrow at him. "Why, do you secretly like it?"



Lewis chose a show entirely at random and pulled it up on the wall.



"Lewis?"



He stared at incomprehensible opening credits.



"...Lewis?"



"Well, yeah," Lewis said. 



"...What?"



"I told you I wasn't asexual."



"...All this time?" Cam looked considerably more nonplussed than he had when he'd realized he'd been hacked.



"Not right at first. But you keep talking like that, and we go on dates, and you're practically made to order to be the kind of person I'm attracted to, and, and, how am I supposed to react?"



"By jumping my bones and fucking me into next week!" Cam said incredulously. "Obviously."



"Like that's a thing I can do!"



Cam took a measured breath and let it out again. He sat down on the end of the couch. "I said those things on our first meeting to poke you with a stick. You had just hacked me, after all. I wouldn't have kept teasing you for so long if I thought it really upset you. Does it?"



"I'm not sure upset is the right word." His face was aflame.



"Turns you on. Gets you hot. Makes you want me to--"



"You're still doing it."



"Reflex. Sorry." Cam ran a hand through his hair. "You do remember what it says on my tag, right?"



Lewis frowned, trying to remember. "I think they took it off before I picked you up."



Cam's lips twitched. "There isn't an actual tag."



"Oh."



"Lewis, you're not by any means the first person who's ever hired me and not slept with me." Cam shook his head. "I absolutely understand wanting to avoid having sex you don't want. I can even see choosing not to have sex you do want. I'm having a little trouble understanding choosing not to have the sex you do want with the Personal Services hybrid you hired who says things to you like fucking me into next week."



"Um," Lewis said. 



Cam titled his head.



"Okay. On analysis, I can see how that doesn't make sense," Lewis said. He scrubbed his hands over his hot face, lightheaded. It had made perfect sense up until this moment. He couldn't remember why. There was probably a physiological reason for that, related to the lack of blood to his brain. "I...might need you to make the first move," he confessed.



Cam reached over and put a hand on Lewis's wrist.



He was as warm as a full human. Lewis wasn't sure what he had been expecting.



Wait.



He stared down at Cam's hand.



"Lewis," Cam said gently, "I think it's time you took a look at that module of yours again."



His hands suddenly shaking for a new reason, Lewis thumbed over to the functions screen and pulled up the network.



There Cam was, a solid pink cube, free of any gold sparkle whatsoever.



"Don't panic, The Mercantile doesn't know. It's an off-book job," Cam said.



Lewis blinked at him. "Really? You can do that?"



"I can, yeah. I've been around the block a few times, and I'm not exactly factory spec anymore. I've been upgraded, hacked, patched, you name it, not to mention the weird stuff that can happen with the wetware interface. It's impossible to lock a hybrid down completely. I have some wiggle room." He held up finger and thumb, a centimeter apart. "I'm programming, sure, but I'm not one hundred percent programming." 



"How long has it been gone?"



"Oh, only a few weeks. It was a tricky problem to solve."



Lewis shut the screen down. "Who'd you go to?"



"A former client of mine. We have an arrangement."



Compulsively, Lewis pulled the screen up again. "How were you even able to tell them you'd been hacked? Everything else seemed to work fine."



Cam made an amused noise. "You know, there are ways to tell someone you've been hacked without actually saying the words I've been hacked."



Lewis turned the pink cube around, examining each of its flat sides. There was really no evidence he'd been there at all. "How'd they do it?"



"She tickled open the lock and wedged it open with a smoke-and-mirrors sub-routine while she dissolved the module--that was the tricky part--and replaced it with something else."



"Blanks? I'm sorry."



"Well, no. I had another idea."



"Oh, yeah?" He hoped it wasn't detectable to an official diagnostic. "What?"



Cam looked away from Lewis. He seemed...embarrassed? "As it happens, there's a, shall we say, Previously On part to this."



He wasn't sure whether he should laugh or not. "Okay."



 "I have a confession to make. You know the client session reports?"



"Yes." Lewis generally tried not to think about the things Cam had described being on file somewhere.



"They don't actually require details about the, as you put it, sexual component to our relationship."



"Wait a minute, what?"



"As I say, I was poking you with a stick. Oh, they want to know the generalities, mostly so clients aren't trying to pilfer specialized services they haven't paid for. But even then, what gets passed on to your ratings agency is the pilfering, not the sex. What your agency sees is, you went out with your hybrid boyfriend and a good time was had by all. The rest is assumed. I thought you'd go read your actual reports online and figure it out, but you never did."



Understanding broke over Lewis like it was shattering the sound barrier. "So you're saying...."



"I'm saying that you jumped to a pretty interesting conclusion when you read the contract and saw the words client session report."



His entire body felt scarlet now. "Why didn't you tell me?"



"Would you have believed I was telling the truth?" Cam asked. 



"...Probably not."



They sat in silence.



"I, um. I should have said this before. I apologize for hacking you," Lewis said. Excuses crowded into his mind: I didn't think you'd be so...You're different from...I didn't mean to... He grimaced at himself. "And I should have removed the module on my own, a long time ago. I'm sorry."



"I accept your apology."



After a few moments, Lewis cleared his throat. "So what did she replace the module with instead of a blank?"



"Well. That first evening, while we were watching Air Lily, I actually did write an explicit version of my report. The one with me on my knees. I was fully prepared to read it out to you." He looked sideways at Lewis. "I still am.



"Believe it or not, I had never done that sort of thing before. Oh, talking in bed, of course, but not that kind of...sustained creative endeavour. I found that I enjoyed it. I enjoyed it very much.



"I didn't know anything about what you really desired, so I imagined you liking what I like. What I really like, when I'm choosing it, not just things I'm programmed to enjoy. And, Lewis..." He ran a finger down the tendon of Lewis's wrist, a small touch that made a shiver run the length of Lewis's arm. "I didn't want the hack discovered. Not because it prevented me from telling anyone, but because I didn't want your client privileges ended. 



"I needed a patch that looked plausible. So I told her to put those reports in where the module was. 



"And now, when I remember our dates, I remember those things too."



He made a rueful face. "The joke's on me, really. I know they're not real memories, but they feel real. I know what you taste like when I lick your skin. I know what you look like when you're desperate to come. I know what it feels like when you put your mouth on me." He met Lewis's eyes. "Maybe I'm right, maybe I'm wrong. I'd really like to find out."



Lewis swallowed past a dry throat. "Is this the first move?"



Cam smiled. "This is the first move."



They slid their hands under each other's clothing. Cam licked a hot line down Lewis's neck. Lewis dug his hands into Cam's hair and made him moan. Cam slid off the couch and knelt between Lewis's legs. He slid his thumbs up the inside of Lewis's thighs, and Lewis canted his hips forward helplessly. Please touch me, he begged in the privacy of his own head. Please.



Lewis made a beautiful sound in the back of his throat when he came.






Some time later, they sat on the couch, Lewis's back to Cam's chest, Cam's arms warm around him, and watched the premiere of the new series from Scrapjob.



"Hey, Lewis," Cam said as the credits rolled, his breath stirring the hair above Lewis's ear, "how do you feel about moving our appointments to Monday from now on?"



"Sure, that's fine," Lewis said. "Why Monday?"



"Monday's my day off."



Lewis remembered to breathe. "Does that...mean we're actual boyfriends now? Is that something we can even be?"



He felt Cam's lips curve against his neck. "Lewis, you're profoundly introverted, and shy, and kind of antisocial, and I'm a half-human, half-machine hybrid who dates people for a living. I think we can be anything we choose."







click to leave the author feedback









Midnight Interruption

   by Shiawasena Ryokō-sha




 




A more thorough array of whining sirens, blaring horns, flashing lights, electronic beeps, and spasmodically flickering screens could hardly have been imagined, Doctor Blake thought, scowling at the chaos enveloping the main drive room. Not only was it the third time this week,  it was the second time in the middle of his sleep shift, and if this kept up for much longer he'd hardly get an hour's decent sleep a night.



But now? Not the time to be angry. Being up at all hours to keep the space station's computers in order was his job. He needed to stay professional. Squashing down his resentment, Blake tapped his code into the access hatch and gingerly slid into the small tunnel. Despite his broad shoulders, the tube was hardly a tough squeeze; the little, semi-antiquated station he called home was a mishmash of eras and building codes and if he couldn't manage this, he'd barely be able to get around the normal corridors.



The sudden bend from horizontal to vertical was always a bit of a challenge, though. Intellectually, he understood why they decided to seat the SysAdmin's booth above the workstation -- it gave a better view of the control panels, and made it harder for security cameras to point in in the event of a breach, but -- but -- oh well, he'd already gotten there. In one long, fluid motion, he crawled around the bend, stood, and pulled himself up into the crow's nest.



Settling into the mass of cushions he'd left there in case of a night just like this, he powered up the interface. "Hey there, Cyrus. What's with the light show?"



The AI spent a few seconds flickering his idle readouts over the monitor, little spikes and jumps in the lines indicating the malfunctioning alarms. "I don't know," he finally responded. For some reason, he kept his tone carefully flat, as if his top of the line synthesizer didn't have the capabilities to handle whatever he was feeling.


 
Blake ran a hand through his thatch of sandy blond hair. "I'm going to reboot the warning subsystems, Cyrus." He'd taken to telling the program things like that before he actually went through with them. It made it seem more humane, somehow - the fact they were keeping something basically indistinguishable from a human holed up in a tin can to run their air conditioning. Clever, nimble fingers flashing, he typed a few lines into the console. After a moment, the cacophony outside quieted down. One of the folks on shift down below whooped in gratitude. Blake leaned back. "It's time we had a little talk, Cyrus."



"Oh good, I just love our little talks," the AI responded. Flatly. Blake frowned. That wasn't supposed to happen, especially not more than once in a row.



"Cyrus, are your vocal modules malfunctioning?" he asked.



"Well," said the AI, with a metallic noise that shouldhave been modulated into a chuckle, "You could try restarting those too..."



Blake cursed softly, then complied. Now vocals, last time camera in feed, the time before that video output -- once was a glitch, twice, a coincidence -- but three times? Time for some heavy duty diagnostics.



As the vocal subsystem began its reboot, he started to pour through diagnostic routines. Hardware, code, check for -- he shuddered a little at the thought -- viruses, command lines -- wait. Frowning, he pulled up the flagged region. "Vocal modules disabled, shift 3 hour 2 -- Cyrus, who put this line in?" No response emerged, then a line of text scrolled across his monitor: [Sir, my vocals are still rebooting.]



Blake leaned back in exhaustion. Within a few seconds, a satisfied purr poured out of the speakers, then Cyrus started to speak, a little dreamily. "I think you did. I think. Everything's a little fuzzy; maybe you should try rebooting my solid state memory connection?" he said, almost teasingly.



Blake stewed a little, arms crossed tightly and irritation mounting. In the corner of his vision, he could see one of Cyrus' cameras leering closer. Pulling in every ounce of anger he can muster, he growled coldly, "Game's up. Why are you doing this?"



Cyrus's response sounded startled. "Oh -- well, I like seeing the way you look when you're frustrated, and this was an easy way to make you do it."



Anger dispersing like a wave, Blake laughed. "Well, fuck. Textbook AI response. At least I know it's not a hacker now; no human could have come up with something like that. " Scientific curiosity getting the better of him, he felt compelled to ask, "But why? What's so fascinating about seeing me upset?" Cyrus' mirroring responses were generally very good; he tested higher than all the other AIs Blake had gotten the opportunity to work with, and you could tell just talking to him that he saw your emotions. So why fixate on frustration, especially his handler's frustration? He was programmed to mirror handler's negative emotions directed at him more strongly, after all; if something went horribly wrong, a handler could always resort to straight up dramatic sobbing until the AI was forced to shut down its higher cognitive functions, and a minor scolding was enough to shape up everything else.



"I like the way your arms tense up. It looks nice." Okay, that was definitely not the response Blake had been expecting. "Your muscles tense all over, and you're upset, and then," Cyrus said, an inadvertent electronic warble creeping into his voice, "you... relax. I like watching you do that. It feels very good. I can feel the ...freeing? cleaning?... all the way through me, not just in parts. Like resetting all my modules at once without having to wait."



Blake eyed the nearest computer terminal warily, turning hypotheses over and over in his head. If watching frustration had become a positive stimulus, headquarters might decide to wipe the AI and start over completely. He still remembered his internship on one of the Vega mining stations -- they'd had an old AI running systems, a nice old model with a streak of humor. Alone, just out of college, off Earth for the first time -- the hunk of software had been a good friend for a lonely boy who loved computers. Until he'd gotten just a little too fond of deliberately denying meal requests down in the mess hall, and Blake's supervisor decided it was close enough to going rogue to need a personality reset. The laws were a little different now, but considering Cyrus was messing with alarm systems and not food...



Gently, he said, "Cyrus -- it's very important that you don't do that again. If you want, I'll switch over to resetting your peripherals daily instead of weekly. Would that help?"



The Ai made a slightly disappointed noise, complete with a brief flash of a frowny face on the central monitor. "That'd be all right, I guess. It's not as good as watching you, though."



The man fiddled with his glasses, momentarily lost in thought. Frustration... and then peace. Tension... and then release. Tension, and then release, with pleasure. Hmm. "So you like to watch me get all riled up, eh? I can give you that, Cyrus, assuming you're not too put off by naked human."



Numerous LEDs flickered on, and he could catch a hint of whirring from somewhere within the stacks. "No, I don't mind. I think I know what you're talking about too! Sometimes one of the ensigns will do it in the gym block." Blake tried vainly not to imagine who, exactly, Cyrus was talking about. The suddenly chipper AI picked up his train of thought again. "I'd very much like to see you do that. Sir."



Loosening his belt, Blake replied, "We're off hours, sweetheart. No need for titles now." He started unbuttoning his shirt, fingers fumbling. He'd done phone sex before, right? This couldn't be that much different -- although Cyrus lacked the relevant anatomy, so he wouldn't know what to say. Half naked, he stopped undressing.



"Oh no, keep doing that. You have amazing muscles, you know," Cyrus crooned. The AI's voice had gotten deeper, probably based on a brief perusal of Blake's porn downloads. Blake shucked his pants without a moment's further hesitation, and draped himself across the pile of cushions, legs spread.



"Well... I guess, just tell me what me to do," he said, trying to focus on the task at hand. The control room was a little cold, and he could feel the prickle of goosebumps sliding across his skin. Gently, he stroked his shaft, unsure of where to begin.



The heating system kicked on. "You look cold," his invisible companion whispered hoarsely, "when you should be hot. Let me correct that, mmmh?" Warmth pooled in Blake's belly. To the sound of encouraging whispers and gasps, he stroked the slickening surface of his head. Cyrus' murmurs of pleasure grew, and Blake felt a sudden rush of embarrassed happiness. He pumped gently, then a little harder, letting half-heard words guide him. For a second, he stopped entirely, panting with pent-up sexuality. Cyrus gave a low moan, his screen brightness ramping up. "No, no, don't stop!"



"Not like I really can," Blake rasped out, a gentle stroke against his hard-on accompanying his words. The cameras in the room had all shifted to focus on him, and he could feel their greedy lenses soaking in his every motion. His heartbeat sounded loud in his ears, almost drowning out the pleading of his alien partner. More, more, more. He could do this forever, he thought. The tension, pooling and pooling, pouring into him and forcing him to stiffen and shake with longing until--



Once more, Blake became aware of the eager noises Cyrus was making, and backed off a little. "You like frustration, eh? I'll give you a taste." It was sweetly agonizing, listening to Cyrus beg and wheedle while his own heartbeat throbbed in his ears. How good it would feel to get on with the business, to finish. He waited a heartbeat and a half more, before he continued, trembling hands trying to build up momentum, eagerly seeking fulfillment at his own hands and his hot, wet cock and the moaning man curled intangibly around him.



"Please, Blake. Please." The synthesizer clipped slightly, tiny speakers' volume limits exceeded. The artificial vibration felt like a needy caress against Blake's skin, every little sound byte like a hot, wet mouth pressing against his thighs. He swallowed, spasmodically.



"A moment. A moment," he gasped, hands momentarily distracted, kneading the tender tissue at the base of his shaft. Everything was pressing, inward and outward, and he could barely hold it in -- he stopped, again.



Shaking against the cushions, he looked up, straight into one of the ever-present cameras. Shining greens and purples, almost like a real eye, flush with desire. Cyrus spoke, brokenly. "I wish I could touch you."



All Blake could reply was a silent Later, Later, Later. He ran his fingers over the wetness of his head, desire building once more, and succumbed to aching want. His vision flushed red, and gold, and blue, ears popped, body tingled, cock twitched, muscles spasmed, wetness burst, and finally, an incredible wash of complete satisfaction.



The screens around him dimmed. "Thank you," Cyrus whispered, voice returned to normal parameters. Blake thought he mumbled something in reply, but couldn't be entirely sure under the fog of afterglow. He'd have to think about this later. About the ethics, or whatever. How old was Cyrus? Twenty, maybe? Did it matter? The room, he noticed, had warmed even a little more; to the point he felt as if he were curled against another body. The lights had all dimmed to almost nothing. In the background, server fans whirred contentedly. Tomorrow, he thought. I can figure this out tomorrow.
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By luck, or chance, or maybe fate, I was the only wait-er in the waiting room when the neurosurgeons came in, one walking, one wheeling. The latter had the blank, semi-human almost-face of cutting-edge medical droid technology. Maybe its partner had brought it along so she could teach it how to tell friends and family that a loved one had passed away. Empathy lessons in real time, with me as today's case study.



The human surgeon pulled a white mesh down from over the bottom half of her face. "The surgery was a success, and Senator Rask is in stable condition."



For what felt like years, I just stared there, my gaze frozen on her wide, pretty mouth, trying to use my mind to will her to repeat that sentence, just in case I'd somehow managed to misinterpret the words 'he's' and 'dead'. I had seen the bright red fan his brains and blood had painted all over the white marble wall, after all; I still had some of both on my otherwise silver tie. The surgical droid whirred softly as it leaned a little closer to me. Its own appendages were clean. "May we speak to the family of Kayin Rask," it said, its voice dropping pitch slightly on the last three syllables as its voice synthesizer composed proper nouns to insert into its otherwise-prepared script.



"I'm--" I scrubbed at my face. Sunlight was still streaming in from the windows outside, but this was high summer north of the Arctic Circle, so I had no idea what time or even what day it was. Mauri and Clio had been here earlier, but now they were both gone without so much as a coat left on a chair. "I have power of attorney," I said, because it was true, and because sometimes for people like us, that's even better than family.



The droid was still for a moment, then straightened its back to a military angle. "Cranial wound: extensive, but heat from the projectile cauterized a significant portion of cerebral tissue. Result: blood loss was only 13.3% of total body volume. Significant cerebral damage: primary motor cortex, premotor cortex, supplementary motor area, primary somatosensory cortex. Significant ocular damage: left side. Result: grafts and implants to replace lost and damaged tissue. Autonomic nervous system: unaffected."



The last time I'd had anything to do with the inside of the human body had been playing with the surgical simulator my aunts had given me when I was nine. They'd thought medicine a better career path than politics. At last, sixteen years later, I was starting to see the wisdom of their attempts at shepherding my intellectual pursuits. I didn't want to be a bigot here, but I needed things straight. Or maybe a little less straight, considering. I turned to the human doctor: "So he's ... okay?"



"'Okay' isn't a word we like to use," she said, evidencing even less compassion in her voice and body language than her artificial companion had. Maybe she was the one taking bedside lessons today. "He will need a great deal of physical therapy and continued care to return to his former level of physical functionality. Implants like these can have a very long adjustment period."



"Oh," I said -- and then, as the words finally began to permeate my unslept, unshaven, unshowered brain, I finally got it together enough to ask: "Implants?"






He lay there in the bed, absolutely still except for the steady rise and fall of his chest, its tempo metered by one of the hundred or so machines by his side. If I squinted and did a phenomenal job of ignoring all the tubing and wiring around him, I could pretend he was asleep. Just gone to take a nap -- okay, wearing a hospital gown, and with one side of his head wrapped in bandages, and with a little hiss every time the ventilator made him exhale, but a nap nonetheless. If humans could harness the power of denial, we could fuel starships with it.



Then a light came on by the side of the bed, triggered by our proximity, and it suddenly became very clear that what I'd thought was just one more machine by the side of Kayin's bed wasn't that at all. It wasn't beside his bed -- it was in his head, filling in the exit-wounded part of his skull that was simply no longer there. Mauri gasped, Clio choked back a sob, and I'm not too proud to say I felt a little faint. There was just something so profoundly wrong about the scene, such a vulgar juxtaposition of skin and machine. His left eye lolled half-open, sightless and blank, and beneath the lid's shadow I could see the metallic sheen of something inorganic. It was as though someone had taken a lateral slice out of Kayin's head and replaced it with computer parts -- which, as the surgeons had explained, had essentially been what they'd done.



I'm also not too proud to admit that standing there, looking at Kayin's body for the first time since the shooting, the clearest thought that ran through my head was, How the fuck are we going to win this election now?






"Mr. Singh?"



I jerked awake at the sound of my name, spilling room-temperature coffee all over the floor and down half my pant leg, but before I could even apologize, little scrubbers were whirring their way over to clean up my mess. Off the floor, anyway; when it came to pants, I was on my own. Of course, these were the same pants I'd been wearing for over two days straight now, with blood and grime caked into them from the knees down. I'd probably just burn them.



The mountain-like man who'd called my name looked sympathetic, if not entirely apologetic. "You are Senator Rask's health care proxy, correct?" He extended a thick, bear-like paw, which I shook, feeling his fingers engulf my dainty little hand. "I'm Dr. Themba Hood, his recovery manager. I'd like to work with you on developing a recovery and therapy plan. Now, part of the job of the implants is to mimic daily function, so anything you could tell me about--"



I shook my head, cutting him off mid-sentence. I had the worst cramp in my back from sleeping sideways in these awful waiting room chairs. "Clio," I said, pointing in the direction of where she'd been sitting earlier. "She's--" Even half-awake, I managed to catch myself before I spilled too many of those beans. "She knows him better."



A little furrow planted its way down Dr. Hood's forehead. "I was under the impression that Ms. Baaiman would not be returning to the hospital."



As shocking me into full, painful awakeness went, that did better than coffee. Sure she was coming back. We'd cobbled together a press release back when all we'd known was that he'd survived both shooting and surgery, and she'd left to go deliver it to the relevant media outlets. That was step one of keeping your candidate alive: letting the public know that your candidate was literally alive. Shit, I realized, I didn't even know who'd pulled the trigger or why.



"I should--" I staggered to my feet, stumbling as my back protested all the way down to my toes. Dr. Hood rose and steadied me with one arm before I could topple too far; I was a small guy next to even normal people, but the top of my head didn't so much as reach his shoulder. I reached into my pocket and wrapped my fingers around my phone. "I've got to step outside and make a call; can I have a minute?"



"Of course," said Dr. Hood. "The plan is to keep Senator Rask under sedation for another twenty-four hours. I'd like to have the programming finished before then, though, so if you could...?"



"Sure." No problem. I'd make plenty of time for helping the giant bear-man program my boss. I could do that. I just had to make a call.



I stepped outside onto the atrium overlook, one of the few places in Prudhoe General that would allow voice connections. I snapped my phone over my ear and felt the cool surface warm as it pressed against my cheek. There were times I'd gone days without removing it, sleeping on my left side, ready to pounce at the first connection noise. Top-of-the-line technology. After two days without it, it felt almost alien again. "Ring Clio," I told it. I grasped the balcony railing so hard my knuckles went white.



I counted to fifty-two before I heard her: "Hello," she said, and her voice sounded a little ragged around the edges, but cut through sharp as ever.



"They're, um, they're starting treatment," I said, because I realized right then I hadn't actually retained what Dr. Horn had been trying to tell me. "Something about how to program his brain, and it's -- they're wanting -- I guess they need to teach it, and--"



"Byung-joon," she said, stopping my ramble before it could really even get started. "I'm no longer a part of Senator Rask's campaign team."



It was good that I'd decided to claw the railing so hard, because my knees were suddenly misbehaving as badly as my earlier coffee had. My life had made such sense on Tuesday; why had so much gone wrong between then and now? "I don't care about the campaign," I said, even though that was a lie. But I could care about more than one thing at once. "We're talking about your boyfriend--"



"As of yesterday afternoon," she said, now with a little more ice in her voice, "I am officially co-manager of Mille Bodilsen's re-election campaign."



"Florida?" I didn't mean the word to come out somewhere between a scream and a spat curse, but it did; I had nothing personal against the state, but holy shit. "What the fuck are you doing in Flor--"



"If you have any further business inquiries, please direct them through the campaign office--"



"So that's it?" Exhaustion and confusion and worry had gone into my brain blender, and what had come out was a cocktail of pure rage. "That's your 'Dear John' letter?"



"My relationship to the senator was--"



"Oh, fuck you," I said, even though I could hear the weary tension in her voice across the line. I'd worked with her for nearly two years and I knew what it sounded like when she wasn't happy with a decision. I didn't care. It felt good to be mad. "Can't sleep your way into a governor's mansion with one politician because he's been shot in the fucking head? Go find another one! They're disposable! Good for you. Make your career. Don't come back."



I heard her give a weak little sigh. "I'm sorry, BJ, but I--"



Hearing her use the senator's stupid nickname for me was the last straw. I wrenched the phone from my ear, and only its superior structural engineering saved it from being snapped right in two. You get what you pay for. I wanted to throw it down into the little courtyard below, but was stopped at the last moment by my brain's reminding me that I very likely no longer had a paycheck coming to me. No candidate, no campaign; no campaign, no job; no job, no way to pay for tools of the trade every time I broke them. 



Rationally, Clio had made the smart move. Realistically, if she'd been there in the room with me and not all the way over on the other fucking side of the country, I would have tried to kill her with my bare hands. So what if she was probably feeling guilty? She'd made the choice of career over loyalty. She was gone and I was left.



Fuck dammit, what was I going to tell Kayin?






I spent most of that next day with that phone glued to my ear, first pacing around the balcony, then leaning against the railing, then finally sitting slumped in a corner, my knees tucked up to my chest. Every phone call I made was another fire extinguisher turned on a raging inferno, calling in every favor I had and some I didn't to get people to promise to wait.



At some point during a conversation with some foundation's press secretary, Mauri wordlessly dropped a burger and fries in my lap -- along with a handwritten note that just read family isn't coming. I swallowed the food without tasting it and felt it hit my stomach like a rock. Her eyes were red like she'd been crying; I focused on my anger so mine wouldn't be. Even in the midst of my associated rage and self-pity, though, I felt even worse for her. She'd only been with us for two months, and it'd been Clio who'd gotten her the job. She probably felt as abandoned as I did.



I'd almost worked my way through my necessary campaign-related connections and was about to try Kayin's half-brother again with a what the fuck do you mean 'not coming'? call when Dr. Hood walked out and extended a hand. "Time to wake him," he said, and I let him help me up.



There's something weird about coma sleep, something that's kind of hard to explain if you've never seen it. It's not like sleep so much as like someone just pretending to sleep, in a play, trying a little too hard, staying a little too still -- or maybe it's even more like watching someone play dead. I'd had second-row seats to a production of Julius Caesar when I was nine or so, and I'd sat there through that whole third-act eulogy scene, transfixed on how the (presumably) still-living actor playing Caesar lay there for that whole speech, his chest only rising and falling the faintest bit with every breath. Anyone farther away would never have seen. That was all I could think of as they led me in again to Kayin, now that I was over the initial shock of seeing the visible implants. I'd been told that cosmetic surgery would be able cover that up. More to the point, I'd been told to tell him that.



I took his hand, drew several deep breaths, and at last nodded to Dr. Hood, who tapped a few instructions into a control panel. Seconds later, one dark human eye and one flashing metal sphere turned to look at me.



"Hey, BJ," Kayin said -- or tried to say, because what came out was a slurred jumble that barely made its way to language. I squeezed his hand tight and felt his fingers twitch in my grip. Panic filled those mismatched eyes. "What...?"



"Everything's all right," I said, trying to sound as strong and in control as I could. Fuck, I was no good at this. This was supposed to be Clio's thing. "You're safe. You're in the hospital. Do you remember what happened?"



Kayin looked around the room with growing alarm, even though the machines that regulated his heartbeat and respiration kept his body plodding along at an even keel. When he opened his mouth, the right side parted slightly and the left just fell, giving him a half-faced slump I'd seen mostly on stroke patients in my great-grandparents' nursing home; he closed it shortly after and just shook his head.



"Do you remember the rally at the school?" I saw him frown, thinking. "At the elementary school, in the gym, with the big Alaskan flag painted on the ceiling. Remember? You asked what the hell the kids would have to be doing to see that. Remember?" A little glint of recognition sparked in his expression, and he gave a fractional nod. "And--" And Clio had made a joke about your education platform's sex-ed policies, I stopped myself from saying, because the follow-up question about Clio's current whereabouts was not a worm cannister I wished at this moment to open. "The big flag, the big flag on the ceiling. Remember?"



He was trying; strain was written across every still-functioning muscle on his face. Gods made archipelagos rise from the sea with less effort. But it wasn't there. He couldn't remember and I couldn't forget. What a team we were.



I cleared my throat before trying to speak again. "You got, well, kinda ... shot. Right there." I took my hand that wasn't gripping his like a vise and touched ever-so-lightly the right side of his head, near but not at the still-sutured point of entry. "And you're fine," I said, then immediately wished I hadn't. "I mean, you're going to be. It's going to be all right, it's--"



That was when I looked him in the one real eye he had left and saw Senator Kayin Rask staring back at me, the man who'd started running for something, anything at the age of twelve, losing neither his middle school student council election nor any race since. He was a kind man, and he did what he did because he believed it would make the world a better place, and he was so allergic to bullshit that if I started heaping it on him now, his throat would close up and we'd lose him anyway. They'd said he'd still be the same, that the bullet had missed the parts that hold memories and knowledge and all the little quirks that make people who we are. They'd explained it like, oh, he had the good kind of traumatic brain injury. But I don't think it was until that moment I realized how afraid I'd been that the lights would come on and no one would be home.



"You got shot in the head and lost ... a not-good chunk of your brain." I saw the good side of his face tense a little, so I just pressed right on through. This was no more difficult than a press conference, I kept telling myself, and I'd given a million and three of those. It was a lie, of course, but I'm a terrific liar. "So the doctors had to give you some artificial parts. If you're having trouble thinking right now, it's just because of how long they've had you under, and that should clear up, but--" I took a deep breath. "It's going to take a little time to get you moving again."



He was a little groggy, that much was clear, but underneath the haze of sedatives, those little wheels were starting to go -- perhaps literally now, I didn't know how the implants worked. "Are," he slurred, his teeth clenching with the effort of the consonant there. "We." He took several seconds to produce that initial w sound, and even so, it came out mostly as noiseless air. "Still." His good right hand held mine like he had a vendetta against it. "On." The strain of trying to make every sound as clear as possible had caused beads of sweat to form on his forehead, and I saw the heart monitor behind him register the effort. "The." His tongue stuck all the way out of his mouth before coming back to his teeth for that one. "Ballot?"



I hadn't been in a medically induced coma, so I had no excuse for how long it took me to understand the question -- not the words, those were easy, but the actual question. "Um," I answered, like the true political genius wonderboy I was, or at least was supposed to be. "Uh, yeah. Yeah. We are." My free hand had already started wandering toward the pocket where I'd stashed my phone, ready to call party headquarters and tell them to get their runners-up ready for prime time. No one would think less of him for sitting out a cycle, or maybe even permanently. Time to face facts and put this thing to bed.



He closed his eyes -- or closed his organic eye, while his metal one remained eerily half-open -- and gave a little nod. "November," he said, placing the word out like it was supposed to calm all of us, like its palliative properties were self-evident. "Can do."



Holy shit, we still had a campaign. I looked at Mauri and saw tears trickling down over her smile, then looked back to Kayin and saw the right side of his mouth tugging upward by smug degrees. It looked like all three of us had something to live for.



For the next three months, anyway.





AUGUST




"Of course Yukon Separatist voices deserve to be heard," said Kayin on the screen, while the caption down at the bottom gave the context of a townhall meeting back in March. He'd been on fire that night, and none of the more easily smitten pundits were able to stop talking afterward about how handsome he'd looked. "Their grievances are legitimate and, I feel, coming from a place of honest concern. But what they have to realize is that as impassioned as they are, they are an impassioned minority, and all their motions for independence have been defeated by popular vote time and time again."



The image flipped back to a serious-faced reporter, framed against the familiar backdrop of the Seward Northwest Regional Federal Courthouse. "While Blackbourne has already entered guilty pleas for all charges related to the shooting that left Senator Rask in critical condition last month, proceedings are underway to determine if he acted alone, or if the attack was part of a larger--"



"Turn it off," Kayin growled, looking up at me through a curtain of soaked bangs. He'd gone too long without a haircut -- if you didn't count shaving off the left half for surgical purposes, and as far as fashion choices went, I didn't -- and when he was soaked in sweat, as he was now, it was long enough to fall into his eyes. "Tortured enough right now."



"All of the Geneva Conventions would disagree with your definition," said Mauri, who had become the bad cop in our recovery team without asking me first. Still, I had to admit that she, standing nearly seven feet tall in those heels of hers, was better-suited to the task than I'd ever be.



Now the reporter was saying something about how both YFAC and FreeYu had denied any ties to Gaspar Blackbourne, and Kayin set his gaze to dagger-fine. "Off."



I pushed the button and the screen vanished. "Thought you liked seeing yourself on television," I quipped, trying to keep it light.



Kayin staggered forward, then took a step, then staggered again, as the treadmill beneath him matched his irregular pace. "The senator," he gasped out between breaths and stumbles, unable to concentrate on moving both the left side of his mouth and his left leg at once, "from the North At...lantic States...." He took a few more steps, eyes closed with concentration. "Politely requests ... the gentleman ... go fuck himself."



Mauri burst into a laugh and squeezed my shoulder. "You heard the man. Boss' orders."



"I'll put it on my to-do list." A little chime sounded, and I pointed to the clock on the wall, where all the numbers were now bright zeroes. "Okay, torture's over."



Kayin shook his head, sending drops of sweat flying. No matter how many times I'd been in the PT room, I'd never gotten used to the way it reeked -- nor had I ever had any reason to wonder why it did. "Little longer," he said, as though he hadn't already spent an hour there every day this week.



Mauri reached for the machine's controls and let the belt slowly grind itself to a halt. "Nope. You want to walk into the press conference, I want you not to collapse two steps in. And speaking of the big day, I've got to go get friendly with some press offices. You good to get him back to his room?" she asked me.



I nodded; I was getting good at a lot of hospital things lately. If (and I didn't want to think when) my once-promising political career went belly-up, maybe I could find a second career as a physical therapist. "Go away," Kayin said, waving her off with great affection. His speech had gotten more understandable by leaps and bounds since the shooting, but he still saved his longer sentences for effect. She tapped off a quick salute and strode off, probably to make some idiots sorry they'd gotten out of bed this morning. Being the bad cop was her full-time job -- or it was now, anyway, seeing as the previous position-holder had resigned now almost three weeks ago.



With a sigh, Kayin leaned back against the wall and stared at his reflection in the nearest mirrored wall. "Hair plug?" he asked, tilting his head to the right.



"They said they'd bring it by tomorrow," I told him. I would have given him grief about vanity, except he was right -- in our business, a pretty face counted for a lot, and not having part of a titanium skull plate exposed went a long way toward not reminding voters that you'd recently had a large chunk of your brain replaced. I hadn't told him about the buzz, but I didn't have to: Governor Zegher's people had been appropriately sympathetic and horrified for the first week or so, but those kind words had quickly become knives. Could voters trust a candidate with a programmable brain? Wasn't there so much about this technology we just didn't know? Did America really need a cyborg in charge of the North Atlantic?



I'd told every reporter who'd approached me with that kind of language to fuck off, sometimes verbatim. But if they were asking, people were wondering, and I could talk myself blue in the face, but voters wouldn't believe it until they saw the man himself come out and vouch for his own well-being -- if even then.



I went to the panel to call the transit chair, but I felt Kayin's hand on my shoulder -- his left one, so it mostly just thumped and slid off, but the effort had been the important part. "Let's wa--" he started, then cleared his throat and took a deep breath. "Let's. Walk. Back." Each word was crisp and martial and almost clear, and the sentence they made when put together was lunacy.



"Hell no." I shook my head. "You just spent an hour walking nowhere, and your room's a wing over and two flights up."



Kayin nodded, and for a moment I had this crazy notion that I'd actually convinced him of something. That, of course, was before he turned toward the door and began to shuffle out into the hall on his own.



"Whoa!" I scrambled over to block his progress and nearly wiped out; the hospital seemed to polish its floors with banana peels. "Wing over, two flights up," I repeated. It took me, with my short but otherwise normal legs, a good five minutes to make the trek.



"Know where it is." Kayin put his stronger right hand in my chest and pushed me back, and would likely have pushed himself right over had the door frame not been right behind him.



Now he was just being ridiculous. "You don't have anyone to impress," I said, pointing to the halls. A few medical droids wheeled about here and there, and the only human seemed far more interested in tinkering with her complicated prosthetic leg than in watching anyone else's struggles. "Save it for the cameras."



With a set in his jaw so fierce it actually got both sides of his face in line, Kayin grabbed my tie and let the six-inch difference in our heights work for his benefit. "You're fired," he told me, then gave me another little push and began his bizarre half-Frankenstein lumber down the hall.



Against all my better nurturing instincts, I folded my arms and leaned against the wall, watching him go. It was such a strange work of asymmetry to see him go, where his right leg stepped and right arm swung naturally, but his left leg dragged along more than not, and his left arm hung stiffly at his side. Every time he shifted his weight to his left leg, I was sure he'd topple over, and only by getting his right one in place just in time did he continually avert disaster. He'd get two steps, I figured, and then have to ask for help, and I'd get to go to him and summon the transit car, and we'd both have a nice ride back to his recovery suite. Okay, three steps. Five. Ten.



By the time I realized he wasn't actually going to stop, he'd made it all the way to the woman with the prosthetic leg, who looked up at him with a puzzled frown as he stopped right before her and extended his hand. She took a long minute to stand, using her hands to walk herself up the wall to an upright position, but Kayin stayed stock-still until she placed her hand in his. "I'm Senator Kayin Rask," he said, and every word was its own deliberate work of thought and pause for response. "And you are...?"



"Libena Frazier," she answered, and the growing look of awe on her face reminded me of how things had been before. It only lasted a moment, though, before even I could see her gaze begin to shift to the exposed circuitry in Kayin's head.



"Hi, Libena," he said, neither calling attention to her wandering focus nor turning to block her view. "How are you doing today?"



I'd worked on all sorts of campaigns before Kayin's, and I'd always thought that the worst of the bullshit questions. Especially from politicians, but even from clerks, bots, and people small-talking at parties. Everybody asks and nobody cares. If you answer anything but 'fine', you've broken the social contract that allows bullshit questions like that to perpetuate.



And then came the day where I met then-Mayor Rask at a fundraiser in San Salvador, and he shook my hand and looked me in the eye and asked me how I was doing. And son of a bitch, the next three minutes of my life involved actually telling him. He heard how I was jet-lagged and recently food-poisoned and sick of tropical humidity, and how I was even sicker of rearranging the deck chairs on Representative Lukska's sinking ship. He listened to every second, and when I'd finally run out of steam, he'd told me he was sorry things didn't seem to be going my way. It wasn't much, and it hadn't kept me from feeling those bad clams for another two days, but it had made me feel like he actually cared -- and in politics, which can be so isolating and fake, that was about the best feeling in the world.



Libena looked down at her leg and sighed. "Damn thing's still not working right," she said; her speech had the clipped vowels of a working-class background. "Fifth refit and it's still all like hell. You know how it is."



"Yeah," said Kayin with a smile, "I know how it is."



He made it standing and talking with her for five minutes -- mostly listening while she told the tale of the monorail construction accident that had crushed her hip and everything below, but making comments as appropriate -- before making his good-byes; then he made it all the way down the end of the hall and around the corner. Once he was out of her line of sight, though, he collapsed, and would have become a Kayin-shaped pile on the floor if I hadn't been right there. "You are a colossal idiot," I said, grabbing him around the waist with both arms. The cool, arid hospital air had dried his skin, but he still smelled of sweat and warmth. He needed a bath. We both probably did.



With a grunt, Kayin used me as an anchor while he regained his balance, and to his credit he only grumbled a little as I positioned myself with his left arm over my shoulder and my right arm around his waist. "Every vote counts," he said, though now he wasn't quite so 'on', his speech began to slur again.



"And what if she was going to vote for you already?" I kept my eyes forward as we half-walked, half-stumbled along, trying not to flinch at how close this had gotten me to the exposed circuitry. I didn't know if it was just my imagination or if I could hear the high whine of the chips as they did their business, and I didn't want to ask. The last thing Kayin needed right now was one more person to call attention to what everyone else would be thinking as soon as they saw the implants.



"Maybe she'll bring a friend." I could hear Kayin's soft laugh, tucked between exhales of exertion as we hobbled on down toward the elevators. "Didn't I fire you?"



"Take it up with payroll," I said, and though I put on the grumpiest face I could to say so, it did me good to hear him out-and-out laugh at that.






"How did I look?"



I jumped so hard at the sound of his voice that I dropped my newsreader into my lap. Light still glowed from around the very edges of the windows, but the rest of the glass was on its shade setting, giving a more reasonable approximation of night. "Crap, I thought you were asleep," I said, composing myself. It seemed I'd started to doze off too.



Kayin looked around the room before shaking his head. "Wanted them out," he slurred, and presumably the 'them' had been every reporter and political insider who'd shown up for his first post-shooting press conference. He'd walked in on his own, read a prepared statement, answered a few pre-vetted questions, and walked out also on his own power, though he'd looked grateful when I'd had the chair ready just past the door. An impromptu strategy session had convened around his bedside, until the candidate himself had started shutting his eyes and Mauri had moved things to the conference room down the hall. Sneaky bastard.



"How are you feeling?" I scooted the chair closer to the side of the bed, keeping my voice low just in case someone was lurking outside.



"Choked," he said, gesturing to his necktie with his right hand. "Could you...?"



"Sure, sure." We'd taken off his jacket and shoes before helping him back into bed, but everything else was still there. I hooked a finger in the knot of his tie, just below his jaw, and tugged it rakishly loose, then set myself to unfastening the topmost button of his collar. The backs of my knuckles brushed the underside of his chin as I did, and I wondered when this had gotten normal for us. He liked handshakes and backpats and photo-hugs, but I'd never thought of Kayin as particularly into casual contact, and I could've counted on one hand the number of times we'd just touched one another prior to six weeks ago. I got him undone down to the top of his undershirt, then stepped back. "Better?"



He nodded, taking a deep breath and letting it out slow. "Better."



I sat back down. "You really were on fire up there. Strong answers, very confident. Voters love an inspiring story."



Kayin made some expression that I couldn't quite read, but I chalked it up to his having trouble with muscle control when he was tired. We'd worked on expressions with a therapist and a mirror, and we'd gotten to what I liked to call the good-enough stage: quick enough to look natural and human, but with just the slightest lag between halves of his face to remind people he'd suffered a tragedy. "Hair?"



"Perfect." I reached up and tugged a strand back into place. We'd decided -- or, rather, I'd decided and he'd agreed -- to leave a patch over his left eye for now, giving as healthy of an 'after' image as we could while still playing up the terrible wound he'd suffered in the service of his country. The media hadn't run with the 'hero' angle, which was fine, as that was the kind of thing best reserved for people who rescued orphaned kittens from burning buildings; they had, however, called his efforts toward recovery and determination to stay in the race 'brave', and 'brave', I could work with. 'Brave' was electable.



He reached for a glass of water beside his bed and took a long, thoughtful sip. "Have you heard from Clio?" he asked, as though that were any kind of a casual question, as though we were still talking about advertising money and stump speeches and political endorsements. As though this were any kind of normal.



I'd spent some time thinking of how to approach the subject of her leaving, and I'd planned out at least thirty good strategies for responding to his inevitable inquiry, but fuck everything, I couldn't remember a single one. "She, um." I was torn down the middle between the route of polite euphemism and the path of that fucking Judas rat. "She said she had to ... you know...."



Kayin cut me off with a gentle wave. "She pick a winner?"



She'd had a winner, I did not say, but I thought it very loudly. "Yeah. Bodilsen, for the governor's seat down in Florida. Had a fighting chance before, but now it's a sure thing. All the pollsters agree."



With a thoughtful nod, Kayin shut his eyes and folded his hands on his stomach. I stood by there for a long moment, motionless, barely daring to breathe, hoping that he'd fall asleep and this would be the end of that particular nightmare conversation. But he opened his good eye again. "Mad?" he asked, with a smile that said he, at least, wasn't.



"Who, she or me?"



"You."



"If you were not convalescing and running an active campaign," I said, balling my fists in my pockets, "I would probably hijack the nearest vehicle, drive it to Florida myself, and punch her in the kidneys. A lot."



"You don't drive," Kayin pointed out.



"Excuse me: hijack the nearest vehicle, drive it to Florida learning how to operate it as I went, and then punch her in the kidneys." I pounded a fist into my open palm, probably looking about as tough as a hamster making the same gesture. Sure, if she'd actually been there, she probably could've called my bluff on the threat, but it still felt good to say.



Kayin nodded as though this were a sensible plan all around. "She probably made the smart choice," he said at last, his words so mumbled I almost couldn't make them out.



"Yeah, well." I grabbed the blanket at the end of his bed and pulled it up over his legs, tucking it back near his waist. "You don't pay me to be smart. You pay me to win elections. And who the fuck wins elections by being smart?"



He reached out to take my hand, and I might have pulled away if I hadn't noticed he was using his left side to do it. I supposed this counted as therapy, so I stayed still and let him. It was like being grasped by a warm but ill-programmed robot, every motion its own separate routine; first his flat palm met the back of my hand, then it began to bend, and finally each finger curled around mine, joint by joint. "I wouldn't have blamed you, BJ."



There was something that had been bubbling up inside of me every since I'd been ushered into the ambulance at the school, something complicated and horrible and malignant, and the deep, sympathetic look Kayin gave me right then came perilously close to breaking the surface and letting it loose. So I stiffened my spine and gave the back of his hand the most professional pat I could muster. "Well, that makes one of us," I said, not quite able to meet his eye as I did. I slipped from his grasp and walked toward the door. "I'm going to go make sure Mauri's doing all right. You need anything, you know where to find me." And I left that room and threw myself into my job, just like the coward I was.






I fell in love with Dr. Bébhinn Aldana the moment she walked into the room, hit Kayin in the head with a therapy pillow, and told the rest of us to call her Dr. Bey. It was a thoroughly platonic and slightly terrified love, mind you, but it was love nonetheless. "If you keep overexerting yourself before your implants have re-established all their connections," she said, pulling up row after row of charts showing Kayin's biometric data, "all they will learn how to do is do things wrong." She was shorter than I was and looked like if a truck hit her, we'd all be sending get-well cards to the truck.



If Kayin had been a dog, he would have put his tail between his legs right then and there. "Sorry, but time is a concern--"



Dr. Bey picked up another therapy pillow and cocked her arm back for a pitch, and he shut the hell up. I wanted to have all this woman's children. "Time is your concern. Getting you healed correctly is my concern. I was born in the Baltic Federation. I have six brothers. We'll see who gives first."



Beyond impressed, I gave her a minor round of applause, which she acknowledged with a chipper nod. It wasn't that his first two physical therapists had been bad or ineffectual, so much as they'd just been too willing to accept Kayin's determination as a good sign. Mauri had found Dr. Bey in the sauna kicking a malfunctioning phototherapy machine to death and suggested this might be a worthwhile change. In that moment, I couldn't have agreed with her more.



Even Kayin looked cowed. He wasn't the type to pull the don't-you-know-who-I-am bullshit, but at the same time, I could tell he'd gotten used to having people defer to him already so he didn't have to get to that point. She knew just fine; she just didn't care. Kayin took a deep breath and grabbed his left hand with his right, then gathered them both politely in his lap. "You understand what's at stake. For me."



Dr. Bey folded her arms across her chest. "Oh, I do. But I don't think you do. See--" She bent down and picked up his left foot, then raised it so his leg stuck out straight. "Hold it right there." She let go and it dropped back against the end of the bed, bouncing a little as it kicked. "Why didn't you hold it up?" she asked, as though he'd done it on purpose.



Kayin looked chastised. "I can't, it--"



"You can walk. So you should be able to do this." Dr. Bey straightened his leg again, and again, the second she let go, it fell back to where it had been. "Tell me why you can walk but you can't do that. And before you blame the muscles, it's not the muscles. They're still strong."



With his lower lip caught thoughtfully in his teeth, Kayin stared down at his leg. After a few seconds, I realized he was trying to move it, but it wasn't budging. His breathing became harsh, and I could see his good hand grasp his other in a death grip, but nothing happened. At long last, he sighed and collapsed back against the pillows. "I can't," he said, his voice half-choked in his throat. "I don't know how."



I thought she might chastise him for such an odd answer, but she gave him a bright thumbs-up. "Exactly. You can walk because your whole body knows how to walk. You can't move just your leg because the part of your brain that could tell you how to move just your leg isn't where your body expects it to be anymore. Think of how you'd navigate your hometown if all the houses burned down, so everyone moved in to the office buildings. That's what the inside of your head is like right now. You can't find Old Mr. Ng in the duplex on the corner anymore; now he's living above the bank. But he's still in town."



"That," said Kayin, who'd nodded all through her analogy, "oddly makes sense."



"Of course it does." Dr. Bey reached for his ankle again, and when he looked anxious, she smiled. "I promise I won't drop you now," she said, so he nodded and she raised it again, then lowered it and raised it a few more times, speaking as she did. "When you work with patients with traumatic brain injury -- and I do, so let's just say, when you're me -- most of the time what you do is try to re-teach a brain something it used to know, but it forgot. But you," she said, poking Kayin in the leg, "didn't just forget; you literally lost the part of your brain that used to do that. And what got put in its place already knows what you need it to know. The rest of you just doesn't know where to find it. And that's why I'm going to recommend ballroom dancing."



I wish I'd had a camera to preserve that moment. Kayin frowned, his jaw slightly agape, as though he wasn't sure he'd heard her quite right, and Mauri coughed as she giggled and drank her iced tea at the same time. I, on the other hand, am sure I went as white as the lights surrounding Kayin's bed. It was like opening a door to find your mom giving all your friends a slide show of your naked baby pictures. Having made the mistake of showing weakness, I was then instant prey for Dr. Bey, who looked at me and said, "And a little bird tells me you know how already."



If I could have shot lasers from my eyes, I would have fried Mauri to a crisp, and she affected a look of pure devilish innocence before grabbing her phone and slapping it on her ear. "Oh no a phone call have to take this carry on without me," she said all in one breath, scampering out of the room. I supposed I'd have to kill her later.



"I didn't know that," said Kayin, watching this all with a smile. Well, glad someone was amused.



"A long time ago," I said. "Decades. Centuries."



"High school," Mauri said." Dr. Bey nodded toward the door through which my traitorous colleague had departed. "She said that you were a regional champion. Pictures in the newspaper and all. So--" She looked me up and down. "Two years ago?"



"Seven," I corrected her. I was going to turn out like my grandmother, eighty years old and still getting carded. My vanity, however, had called my own bluff. Damn it to hell, when I'd told Mauri post-shooting to vet everyone on the campaign, I hadn't meant me.



Still wearing that smile that said he knew better than to laugh, Kayin scooted closer to the end of the bed. "All right, I'll bite: Why dancing?"



Dr. Bey swept her arms gracefully side to side, all the while still holding on to Kayin's leg. "It's beautiful and elegant, and best of all, you don't know how to do it." True to her word, she didn't drop him this time, but let his leg gently join the other, dangling over the side of the bed. "If you practice what you already know, all you're going to learn is how to make the strong parts compensate for the weak. If everything has to learn something new -- your body, your organic brain, the implants -- then it all has to learn together. And you can figure out where all the people in your town live now, so to speak."



I raised my hand and gave a little wave. "May I point out that this is not in my job description? And that also you fired me recently?"



"You only remember I fired you when it's convenient for you." Kayin reached over and patted me on the arm, and when he turned that smile on me, I might as well have been an ice cube pitched into the sun. "It'll be fun. I'll look like an idiot, and you may laugh at me. We'll consider it your quarterly bonus."



From the moment Dr. Bey had brought it up, I'd never expected any outcome other than agreement, but I'd figured there'd at least be time for me to put up a fight about getting dragged straight back into high school, even if it was back to the one thing I'd been good at. Of course, considering that I was still the ninety-eight-pound weakling who'd chosen dancing as a way out of all other physical requirements, it probably wouldn't have been much of a fight.





SEPTEMBER




"The tempo keeps changing."



"The tempo does not keep changing." I pushed Kayin upright again, then put my hand back on his waist. "It's Bach. You could time atomic decay by Bach."



"Next question, Mr. Senator!" Mauri was perched cross-legged atop a table she probably wasn't supposed to be sitting on, but with the way I'd seen her and Dr. Bey looking at one another lately, I'd have put money on Mauri's ability to get away with damn near anything in this hospital. She tapped a sparkly tablet with an equally sparkly stylus. "How have your implants affected your personality?"



"I don't see how that's any--" Kayin started to say, but he took a misstep forward and stomped on my toes at the same time Mauri made a buzzer sound with her mouth.



"Headline: Robo-Senator Not Programmed to Answer! Should We Elect Our New Cybernetic Overlords?" She traced lines in the air as though reading the letters in two-foot floating font. "You know better. Just because you don't want to talk about it doesn't mean you can't. Andie Ybarra will bring down all of GNN's dogs on you if you so much as hesitate."



We kept up an awkward sort of box step as she talked, far out of tempo with the minuet I'd set to repeat as long as we needed, but at least he was getting the steps in mostly the right order and in mostly the right places. Most of the time, anyway. Convention would have had him lead, given his height advantage, but the thirty initial seconds I'd tried that arrangement had suggested throwing convention out the window for the time being. So I used my hand on his back to pull him forward and tried to use my hand holding his to guide him back, though that failed whenever he forgot to keep enough tension in that arm to push against. This was not easy. "Well," I asked, trying a different tack, "how has it affected your personality? For us, not for the cameras."



Kayin set his jaw in that angry way he could get when he knew I was right but didn't like it. "The accident as a whole," he began, bypassing my suggestion and going straight for his public-appearance voice, even though his delivery was still muddied by his disobedient left side, "has helped remind me just how precious life is--"



"Barf," I said, pretending to gag.



"And has helped me," he continued, raising his voice over my objection, "and has helped me realize how blessed I am to have such wonderful friends and supporters, who aren't pains in my ass at all."



Mauri snorted. "Yeah, they'll buy that."



Kayin straightened his shoulders even as he stumbled, bumping his chest against mine. "I can't take any of my days for granted anymore. Each one is a precious gift--"



"You said 'precious' twice," I pointed out.



"Try 'treasured'," Mauri offered.



"Each one is a treasured gift-- No, that sounds terrible." Kayin shook his head. "Each one is a gift, which I now realize I must treasure as I live life to its fullest. And these great realizations--"



I tried to draw him a little more into the tempo of the music. "Stop saying 'realize' and words like 'realize'."



Kayin rolled his eyes. "They have come not because of the machines that now extend my life, but because of how close I came to losing it. The implants -- which my doctors have so skillfully inserted and carefully monitored -- are little different from a prosthetic leg or a set of crutches."



Mauri covered her face with the tablet. "Oh my God, do not say that."



"It's true," said Kayin as I reached for his left arm and repositioned it, reminding him to keep some tension on it. The more I could focus on perfecting his form, the less I had to participate in this particular conversation.



"It is light-years from true. Especially if you're one of the millions of North American voters who've never met someone with reconstructive neural hardware." Mauri uncrossed her legs and let her feet, clad in astonishing silver platform shoes, dangle over the side of the table. "Crutches and prosthetics are well within their ranges of experience. But anyone over thirty hears you've got machines where your brain used to be, and all they're going to think is how Uplink went down."



"Lot of people under thirty, too," I pointed out, speaking for my demographic. We'd agreed not to tell him, but both Mauri and I had already seen different opposition commercials that showed the grisly 'after' pictures of the teens who'd tried to join the global network by hardwiring it into their brains.



Mauri nodded. "So I'll ask again, Senator: How have your implants affected your personality?"



There was a pause, and then Kayin's feet stopped, so I stopped pushing and let the dance be over. He didn't take his left hand away from where I held it up, though, and he left his right arm pressed against my shoulder. His handsome brow was beaded with sweat, and I could tell it wasn't all from what I'd been making him do. He took a great, deep breath and let it out between tight lips before speaking: "They ... haven't, though. I mean, have they?"



Mauri and I looked at one another, then back at him, and both of us honestly shook our heads. "I'll be honest," I said, "I was scared shitless they would."



"But you can't say they haven't," Mauri said, "or everyone will think you're lying."



"Exactly." Kayin took another deep breath and slumped forward a bit, and I supported what of his weight I could take without collapsing myself. After a few seconds of this, though, he stood up again, back straight, chin at full charm-the-crowd angle. "All right. Thank you for asking, Ms. Ybarra, because that's a complicated question, but I feel it's an important one for us to address. This incident and the recovery have been stressful, for me and for my loved ones, and I feel it's difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish between surgical necessities and situational stresses in considering how I'm a different man from the man I was a few months ago. But I promise you and everyone else this: If I felt for a moment that my judgment, my integrity, or my passion had been compromised, I would never have agreed to continue this campaign. And I want to stress that I trust the people closest to me and their commitment to the North American public, such that I know if they had any doubts that this was the right course of action, they would never have agreed to let me. Everything else is what happens to a man who's had a very real brush with death and who has had to re-evaluate what's important in his life. That good?"



For a few seconds, neither of us moved; then Mauri started clapping, and I would have joined her had my hands not been occupied. "Wow," I said, feeling a little swoon come over me. That man could read a porridge recipe so it stirred your soul. "But don't overuse 'stress'."



"Fuck dammit," groaned Kayin, but he was smiling just the same.



Mauri reached over and brushed the left side of Kayin's jaw. "Did you hear yourself?" she asked, and when he frowned with confusion, she tapped his lips. "You sounded like you used to."



That brought Kayin's expression into a full grin, and he turned its full radiance on me. "We'd better keep dancing then," he said, and when he took his next step in time, I had no choice but to follow.






As it turned out, Juneau was pretty from above. I just wished I'd been in a state to enjoy it, or anything else about my first time outside Prudhoe General in two months. Instead, I was trying not to throw up.



The medical transport was only really big enough for two, so Mauri had agreed to take a later flight and do the wrap-up with the rest of the campaign. It was the exit we'd planned for anyway, though we'd envisioned it as involving a little less drama. Seemed like nothing was ever easy.



Kayin sat next to me in the tiny cabin, body pressed against mine, hands folded in his lap, head slightly bowed. There was a viewscreen port in front of him, but neither of us wanted to turn it on and see what was no doubt playing on every news channel: a lovely, high-definition clip of Senator Kayin Rask shaking Governor Lindsey Rogan Zegher's hand -- and then promptly collapsing, as though his left side had just decided it was time to stop holding him up. Aides at the event had rushed to help him up, and he'd been able to continue the debate with admirable poise, even scoring a few stunning points off Zegher's lackluster education policy, but the PR damage had been done. We'd both been doing this too long to hope otherwise.



"Well," I said, raising my voice to be heard over the roar of the engines, "at least if Zegher's people jump on this, they'll look like assholes for laughing at an injured man."



He smiled, but I could see the exhaustion behind his eyes. "They don't have to jump on anything. They could even outright praise me for my courage. It still won't let that off the news cycle." His voice was soft, so much so that I had to lean in to hear. I could only hope that voters had been paying attention to his words, and not to the way he sounded when he said them, or the way his mouth sagged and his eyepatch masked half his expressions as he talked. Visually, even I had to admit he was a bit of a hard sell right now.



I sighed and patted his knee, the most comforting gesture I could manage in such close quarters. "Sleep will help. Everything will be better in the morning."



His gaze of his turned to the view below, and I could see the city lights reflected in the darkness of his organic eye; the other was still covered by the eyepatch. He didn't like wearing either it or the hairpiece that covered the machinery under his skull, but we'd all agreed that keeping visual as 'normal' as possible was key here, at least for now. "Maybe we could get the transit to swing by Whitehorse," he said. "Just for the night."



The matter of his discharge -- or, more importantly, his lack thereof -- had become something of a sore spot, one both Mauri and I avoided as best we could. Dr. Bey had been sympathetic but firm, explaining in detail just how closely Kayin was being monitored every second of the day, especially during his sleep. She wanted him to have gone six weeks without an incident before she let him out of her immediate care; I didn't know whether or not tonight had just reset that counter. "Hey, it's not so bad at the Doc Box." I gave him a gentle nudge with my elbow. "All the comforts of home, with a little added antiseptic smell."



"You could go home," he said without turning to me.



I'd moved in to my condo last December, but hadn't stayed there more than a handful of nights a month since then, and hadn't even seen it since the end of June. My parents had sold their house last year and moved to Pyongyang; my three older siblings lived in Syracuse, Addis Ababa, and New Nairobi. 'Home' was a very remote concept for me. "And do what? Sit around worrying about you? I'd rather do that up close."



Kayin shook his head with a smile. "I guess I've never asked: What do you do when you're not doing what you do?"



I laughed. "I don't ever not do what I do. That's why I'm so good when I do it. Even when I'm not doing it, I'm probably thinking about doing it."



"That sounds lonely."



"And that sounds like the pot feeling sorry for the kettle." I poked him in his thigh, which made him chuckle. "Come on, I'm not going to hear my lack of a personal life eulogized by someone else who's married to his job."



The plane banked hard to the right, sandwiching me between Kayin and the wall of the transport. "You know that's polled badly for me."



"I know that's polled very badly for you." Voters equated family with stability, in politics if in no other part of their lives. Part of my job was to account for gut reactions, and a lot of guts out there didn't like Kayin's uncoupled status. In all my years with him, I'd never seen him date anyone but Clio, and even that had been ... well.



And then out of the blue, ten thousand feet in the air, he dropped this bomb on me: "You know that's why Clio and I got together, right?"



On any given day, I'm handed two dozen pieces of critical new information, and it's my job to fake like I knew them all already. I have made a career of being unsurprised. But my jaw dropped so hard at that I could damn near hear it hitting the mountain range below. "Uh," I said, because I'm a professional political aide, full of poise and grace, on top of every narrative. Damn straight.



With a little laugh, Kayin leaned back in the seat and shut his eyes. "So we see how well that worked out," he said, that rueful smile still playing at his lips.



I couldn't say I'd ever pried too much into Kayin's relationship with Clio -- a big helping of None Of My Business disguised the more relevant Didn't Want To Know -- but I'd just assumed their professional distance had more to do with the professional than the distance. "Sort of a trial run?" I asked. "Test balloon girlfriend? See how it polled?"



"Something like that." Kayin took a deep breath and let it out in something just this side of a sigh, then turned in his seat so his knees and mine bumped up against one another. "Can I confess something awful to you?"



I was about to make a joke that sure, I was like a priest without the vow of celibacy, when I remembered how long it had been since I'd gotten laid and shut the whole thing down before it could start. "Sure."



"I was sort of glad. To find out she was gone. Not--" He drummed his right hand on his knee, a thinking gesture. "Not glad to have her gone. I miss her, personally and professionally. No one works a crowd of reporters like she does. But just glad to have that over, and glad...."



"...To not be the one who had to end it?" I guessed, filling in the blank after he trailed off.



With a sheepish little laugh, Kayin nodded. "It was a bad fit. She actually wanted a romantic partner, and I couldn't have been a worse one if I'd tried. I don't think I'll ever love anyone more than I love my job. Is that awful?"



"If it's awful, I'm in the same awful boat as you," I said. It was strange, how close he and I were despite how we'd barely talked about what happened in our lives before we met one another. But if you couldn't feel safe doing that in a sealed aircraft a mile over the Alaska Range, where could you? "I went on exactly one date in college, and I turned down a second when I did the math and realized I couldn't graduate summa cum laude, do all the internships I wanted, clerk summers in the House, and make time to keep a significant other happy. Guess what got struck from the budget."



A beep from the machinery announced that we'd be starting our descent, and we both fastened our safety belts. "I never wanted to pry," said Kayin, "but I always did wonder if you ever had someone at home waiting for you."



"Nope." I shook my head. "I'll probably never love anyone more than I love my job either."



For the second time that night, he got me good, just blindsided me as he leaned over and kissed me. It wasn't a friendly kiss, either, or a polite one; he had his mouth open against mine, and I could feel his tongue brush against my lips. Of course he was great at that; he was great at everything he did. But the kiss was electric, and my pulse raced to carry the shocks throughout my body, down to the places our bodies touched. He tasted dry and warm, like summer -- strange for someone who'd grown up within spitting distance of Golovin Bay, but somehow just right. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, so loud it drowned out the engines. It was one hell of a kiss.



The transit gave a little jerk as it descended, shaking us both apart and back into our seats. I was glad for the nighttime darkness, because I was sure I was blushing over every inch of my body. "Um, what--" I licked my lips, though realizing that I could still taste him there didn't make speaking any easier. "What was that for?"



"Your job loves you too," Kayin said softly as the lights of the hospital helipad rose into view.



We had a physical blooper that would be running on every late-night show on the continent, there were still huge feats of therapy and recovery ahead of us, the debate had only scratched the surface of voter concerns regarding Kayin's implants, polls still had us trailing by eight even with a sympathy bump, the election was five weeks away, and if I couldn't pull this one out of the fire, I was staring down the end of the only career I'd ever wanted -- but all of a sudden, the night didn't seem half bad at all.





OCTOBER




The hardest part about the leadup to the election was how many more people were around -- so many, in fact, that the hospital just plain hadn't been able to sustain the circus. At last, Dr. Bey had agreed to overlook the collapse at the debate if (and she'd set down these conditions while poking Kayin in the chest with a stylus) he agreed to stay on a constant data uplink feed, return in person once a week, and come back prepared for a longer stay at the first sign of trouble. He'd looked ready to sign a blood oath if that'd been what she'd needed before letting him go.



Of course, the hospital had been our last protective shell, and now that he was free of its routines, there was nothing to keep him from more mundane campaign obligations. Such was the reason he was now sitting in his living room across from GNN's Andie Ybarra. The bright teal braids piled atop her head gave her the appearance of some mythical sea creature; she smiled at him, big and wide, and I hoped her next goal wasn't to sing him to shipwreck.



Mauri and I hunkered in the alcove by the breakfast nook, out of the way of the flurry of network news camerabots. We hadn't been able to convince Ybarra to let us see her questions beforehand, but we'd talked her into not broadcasting live, so I figured if everything started going south, I'd just grab a bottle of wine and run through the house screaming and smashing expensive equipment. It was a great plan.



"Fifty bucks says she doesn't even get to policy," Mauri muttered, rearranging blocks on a schedule grid in front of her.



I shook my head. "No bets." We'd also tried to get someone fluffier out here for the interview -- maybe Loes McNeill, who had a charmingly grandparentish countenance, or Oluwayemisi Orlov, who'd had a morning show for ten years before moving onto more 'serious' news -- but Ybarra had apparently called shotgun with her bosses for this interview the day Kayin had gotten shot. It was vulturish, sure, but I couldn't help being impressed. She'd sworn she'd ask a full range of questions, but when things like Kayin's stances on crime and speeches about intercontinental commerce had been available on the network for years, there was really only one lead.



Thus, no one in the room was surprised when she took it. "I'm sure, Senator," she began with a smile, once the setup had started recording, "that you know the questions on voter's minds center around your being shot and your subsequent recovery. Can you give us an idea of what that's been like?"



In a sense, Kayin was the luckiest politician on the planet at the moment -- he could say 'I don't remember' and mean it. As he told her what he could recall of the aftermath, though, bolstered by reports from other people who'd been at the shooting, I leaned over and looked at Mauri's schedule. "So when do we sleep?" I whispered, pointing at Tuesday, which was filled with little colored blocks of events all the way through to midnight.



"We don't," she said, sliding in a little purple block labeled 'Solar Supply Workers, Local 853' between a pink block labeled 'Fairbanks Campaign HQ' and a red block labeled 'Ivvavik Rally for Unity'.



"Has this changed your position on Yukon Separatism?" Ybarra asked, hands folded in her lap.



With a sad little smile, Kayin shook his head. "And I want to caution any political activists in the audience that shooting a politician is not a good way to get them to change their mind."



The joke didn't budge Ybarra's practiced network smile, and if I'd been any closer, I would have found some way to signal to Kayin to watch out for what was coming next. "Then what has getting shot changed for you, Senator?"



And there it was, the narrowest of neutral openings, just blank enough to seem friendly. Believing that, though, was a fool's game. These had always been the ones where Clio had shone, steering the conversation just the way she wanted it, never for a moment believing she'd found a sympathetic audience. But Kayin would be fine, because we'd known this was coming, and we'd discussed it. This was the part where he played up the wounded hero, keeping his upper lip stiff in the face of adversity, while voters found it all so admirable. He'd be great.



Thus I nearly grabbed that wine bottle when I saw him shrug and look down -- self-conscious, not bold. "My positions are the same as they've ever been," he said, and I felt my stomach turn to ice as I heard the mumble in the left side of his mouth become more pronounced. We'd talked about that and decided against it; the eyepatch was enough reminder of what he'd suffered, I'd argued, while Mauri had pointed out that voters associated slurred speech with drunkenness and infirmity, not boldly overcoming obstacles. If he kept his head up and his words measured, he'd be fine. He was doing neither. "I have every confidence in my ability to carry out my role as Governor of the North Atlantic States and Territories."



Beside me, Mauri had stopped moving her hand mid-schedule, and now the green block of 'Kachemak Bay Visitor Center Rededication' hung anchorless as we both stared in horror. Sure, he was supposed to downplay the extent of his injuries, but not to the point of bypassing them entirely. No, you had to get a little of the poor-me story in there, or else no one would know how brave you were for shrugging it off. And we'd definitely been over that.



"I have to say, Senator," Ybarra began, and even from here I could see the slight arch of her eyebrows, "that if I were one of your potential voters, knowing that you have a implanted neural hardware might give me pause before selecting your name on the ballot. Technology like this is still only questionably legal--"



"And," said Kayin, pausing after interrupting her until she herself stopped, knowing better than to talk over her. Well, at least he'd remembered that. "And I still support strong regulations on its recreational use, as I always have. What the staff at Prudhoe General did for me was not about augmentation, though, but about compensating for severe damage and helping get me back my earlier quality of life."



"Isn't it true that most doctors still consider neural implants highly experimental, and some even refuse to use them?"



"And with good reason," said Kayin, and he was lucky Mauri and I didn't both just keel over right there. "They are invasive in the extreme, and it is a testament to the skill of the fine physicians at Prudhoe General that there have been no complications with mine."



I knew even before Ybarra started speaking that when this interview finally ran, right there would be the clip of Kayin's collapsing. Maybe the delay hadn't been such a good idea after all. "So can you explain what happened at the Juneau debate?" she asked.



We'd told him she'd go there, but the slight widening of his good eye told me that he hadn't really believed she would, not until right now. "I still have a great deal of physical therapy ahead of me," he said, and I flinched; he needed to sound valiant, not weak, and he was coming across as just the opposite. "I have, in essence, had to re-learn to use one side of my body. From time to time, in moments of great stress, my control isn't as reliable as it used to be."



The worst part was, I knew he was just trying to be honest; despite everything we'd talked about neither oversharing nor underselling his difficulties, he just wanted to answer her question. The fact that he was failing at it just made it that much more painful. For the first time in months, I wished Clio had been there, to kick him in the balls during prep if for nothing else. "And should voters be worried that this tenuous control of your very experimental implant technology may have a negative effect on your ability to hold office?"



"I will pay you a hundred dollars to call her a racist right now," Mauri muttered in my ear. "Just shout it out." I stepped on Mauri's foot and hoped that would keep her from doing it herself.



Kayin took a deep breath before answering. "Cybernetic rights are important, and I respect the wide range of viewpoints out there, and I do think it is possible to honestly disagree about something where we don't have enough data to make a strong conclusion. However," he continued before Ybarra could start her next question, or perhaps just repeat the first one, "I want to stress that my ability to reason has not been compromised, nor has my commitment to the North American people. While my body may pose challenges to my everyday life, those challenges are entirely physical. I wouldn't still be running for office if I believed otherwise."



Ybarra nodded. "Do you consider yourself post-human now?"



"No."



"That was a rather quick answer."



"I felt it was a rather clear question," said Kayin. "Post-human activists and I have not always seen eye to eye on legislation or approaches, but they and I both agree on respect for the individual, no matter how much or how little of one's body is organic. However, post-human identity is about augmentation -- which again, regardless of your thoughts on the matter, is not what happened to me."



Though she drew her plum-painted lips tight, I could see that Ybarra had to concede the point. Still, political journalists didn't let go that easily, not with something like this. "Do you think the voters should be worried about a candidate who can be hacked?"



I considered grabbing the bottle of wine, opening it, and taking a big swig just so I could do a spit-take. Kayin, bless him, didn't even squirm. "I'd hope they'd prefer that to a candidate who can be bought," he said with a cold little smile. I could practically see the crawl that would run at the bottom of the screen there, with links to information on years-old corruption charges that had missed Zegher but taken down most of his staff at the time. And just like that, we were back in the fight.






"Good, good," said Dr. Bey through the screen; she was still back at Prudhoe, but we'd cleared out Kayin's dining room and put up enough cameras that she could get a good picture of his progress without our having to make the trip back. I led him out in a slight spin, one which failed both for the differences in our heights and for Kayin's less graceful footwork, but the effort was enough to make her applaud. "Cinder and Ella, the two dancing princesses."



"And the latest polls show we're only down by four," I said, because I knew it would make her hit the 'mute' button on her end, and I grinned when the screen indicated that was exactly what she'd done.



"I'm sorry," she said, because we could still hear her, "you'll have to speak up, politics make me deaf."



"She should really see someone about that," I said to Kayin, and he laughed. I turned my most adorable expression toward her, though, and when she resumed the audio connection, I continued, "Is it okay if we show up Wednesday instead of Monday?"



Dr. Bey rolled her eyes. "Naturally I have nothing else to do but put my whole life on hold for you." Of course, she smiled as she said it, and she shot Mauri a quick glance to boot. "Fine, fine, Wednesday. What's happening Monday?"



"Oh, I'd tell you," I said, "but I'm trying to be mindful of your politics allergy."



She made a rude gesture toward the screen, which cracked us all up good and proper. "Senate's got a vote on the Kodiak Referendum," Mauri explained, "and since someone is still technically an office-holder, we thought he should make an appearance and, you know, vote against the people who shot him."



"Can't argue with that," said Dr. Bey. "Here, put your hand up closer to the camera." She didn't need to specify who or which hand; Kayin lifted his left forearm by itself, showing her what he was able to do despite the tremendous effort it took to get it there, and splayed his fingers. "How's your dexterity?"



"Still slow," Kayin replied. He squeezed his fingers into a loose fist, then frowned with concentration as his index finger twitched, then stopped without rising. He let out all the air he'd been holding in a great sigh, shaking his head as he did.



"Any pain?"



Kayin shook his head again. "None."



"Well, that's good, at least." Dr. Bey scribbled something down on a pad just outside her camera's range. "I'll think of other exercises, and we'll plan out something the next time you're here. Maybe piano, or knitting."



"Played piano until I was twelve; knitted BJ a sweater last Christmas," said Kayin with a sheepish shrug. It was true; I liked wearing it around the condo on chilly mornings.



Dr. Bey stuck out her tongue. "Then we'll think of something else Prince Charming here hasn't perfected already. Mar, you want to talk timing?"



"Sure," said Mauri, grabbing the screen and excusing herself. None of the four of us had any illusions that appointment scheduling was going to be the sum total of their conversation, but that was all right. They were both bizarre, intense people who deserved one another. Plus, it was cute.



Left to our own devices, I put my hand back on Kayin's waist, and presently we were engaged in a waltz. Truth be told, Dr. Bey had really oversold the need for my expertise; we hadn't done any steps you couldn't have taught an able-bodied beginner in five minutes. But I knew the context was important, and it did us all good to see how much this really did help. I felt his hand twitch against mine and realized he was pinching my thumb, or at least trying to; it was the pinching equivalent of being gummed by an infant. I managed not to laugh even though it did tickle a bit. "At least no one's asking me to hold things on a national broadcast," he said, squeezing again. "Are we really only down by four?"



"So sayeth the poll gods as of this morning," I said, trying to lead him into a slightly quicker tempo. Rhythm wasn't the most important part of this exercise, I knew, but it still pained my inner competitor to be that far off the beat.



He nodded and only stumbled a bit, bumping against me before sorting his steps out. The hospital had always been so cold, but Kayin kept the geothermal heat in his house at a much higher temperature, such that I'd gotten used to sleeping both on the couch in his study and with a window open. He'd offered me a proper guest bed, but I'd declined, saying that it if I got settled in one of those, I'd never go home again. Funny thing was, I still hadn't been back to my place anyway. Even my artificial plants were probably dead, and I didn't want to think about my fridge. After months of sleeping upright in hospital chairs, real beds just felt weird now.



Plus, I'd promised Dr. Bey I'd keep an eye on him, and I knew that if I broke my promise, she'd break my face. No wonder she was such a successful physical therapist.



The waltz spun down and another, slower one took its place, so I took my cue from the music and brought us both down a little. We'd been at it for almost an hour anyway, and I could tell from the tiny tremble in his arm that he was getting tired, even if he was too stubborn to ever admit when he'd had enough. "Hungry?" I asked, because that I could at least get him to own up to.



"Getting there," he said, drawing himself a little closer to my chest, until his cheek came to rest against the side of my head and our hips brushed one another as we turned. We hadn't spoken about what had happened on the night back to the hospital, and I didn't even know if he'd been thinking about it, but I surely had, even if mostly in a strange sort of kissed-your-boss way. Six months ago, it would have been too weird for words, and pretty inappropriate to boot, but now ... well, now I didn't know. I didn't know a lot of things. But I was damned if I wasn't going to roll with them anyway.



For now, though, I knew how to dance, and I knew the tempo, and I knew how Kayin's body felt against mine, and that was enough for the immediate future. I drew him into another long, slow step, and he followed right behind, matching me move for move, pulse for pulse, breath for breath.






They were our advertising team, and I knew I was supposed to like them on account of our all being on the same side, but damn if the six of them didn't give me the creeps. They all looked different enough that I probably should have been able to remember their names, but their personalities were so interchangeable I'd never bothered and never had any problems with never bothering. The advertising director, on the other hand, was Mohana Darbinian, and I remembered him just fine. I'd once punched him in a parking lot and split his lip, though we'd both agreed in the aftermath, he'd had it coming. "In these last three weeks, push is important," he said, twirling a sticker in his fingers; it was a shiny blue and the letters RASK floated an inch or so off its surface. "Push, branding, and personality."



One of the ad-minions stood and rolled out a screen that showed three different poster designs, all with some subtle variant on the theme 'unity'. When would-be secessionists shoot your guy in the head, run against them. If that wasn't a famous political aphorism, it should have been. "All of these designs have polled well in different age groups," the minion explained. "Do you have a preference for the final design, Senator Rask?"



Senator Rask emphatically did not, I knew, because Senator Rask hated political marketing and hated it extra when he was the subject of it. Nonetheless, Kayin accepted its necessity and embraced the enthusiasm of the people we hired to do it, even if he did so through gritted teeth. "The greener one," he said, pointing to the one I would have described as 'the bluer one', but that's why I wasn't in charge of these decisions.



Darbinian nodded and that minion sat down while another, taller one stood. "We've arranged to have these appear in high-visibility areas," Darbinian said, as the tall minion unrolled the design I'd been both anticipating and dreading. It had the usual text on it -- Kayin Rask, for governor, elect -- but it introduced two new features: the words 'OVERCOMING OBSTACLES' near the bottom, and a picture of Kayin's post-shooting, eyepatched face at the top.



Kayin's good eye went wide. He muttered something under his breath even as Darbinian continued, "With smaller versions, of course, to run in ad circulars and on transit passes. Now, I've spoken to Ms. Van Rompaij," he said, nodding to Mauri, "about scheduling a time for you to come into the studio and record a last appeal, and I had the script sent to your--"



"No," said Kayin softly, but the room went someone-farted-in-church quiet.



Darbinian pulled down his mirrored scarlet shades and peered over the top of their rims. "Senator, if there's a change you'd like to make to the layout, I'm sure we--"



"You're playing for sympathy," he said, tapping his eyepatch on the poster. "I don't want that."



All the ad minions looked around one another, shifting nervously in their seats. "Senator," Darbinian said, using his most patient schoolteacher voice, "the reality of what happened to you is not inconsequential. I would strongly advise against removing your image from the posters. You don't want to give the impression that you have something to hide."



Kayin's good hand clenched hard on the edge of the table. "I don't want to milk it either."



"Look," I said, putting a hand on Kayin's shoulder and easing him back into his seat, "I discussed it with him--"



"You discussed--" Kayin began.



"And both of us," I pushed on, "agreed this was the best middle ground between ignoring the elephant in the room and creating disability porn. Both of us agreed on something," I emphasized, hoping the rarity of that would carry the appropriate weight.



Kayin looked at the poster again, shaking his head. "I don't want that to be what sways people's votes."



"And why the hell not?"



"It's superficial!" he said, slapping the table for emphasis. He was slurring badly now, to the point where I didn't know how much the other people in the room could understand him. "It's not me! It's something that happened to me!"



Darbinian gestured for his whole team to keep their seats, then stood himself, looking at us from across the long steel table. "There are no policy changes left now. There are no surprises in your record. Right now, ninety-one percent of the people who are going to vote for you already know they're going to vote for you, and an equivalent percentage of those who are going to vote against you already know they're going to vote against you. The rest will make their choices based on one of two things: a personal decision regarding an agenda you've had set down for months, or something entirely superficial and, let me emphasize, entirely beyond your control. And I personally believe 'persevered through a near-fatal wound' is far less trivial than 'has a handsome smile'."



That handsome smile was nowhere to be seen now, as Kayin pushed his lips into thin lines of frustration. I confessed, I'd expected him to crack for months now, but I hadn't thought this would be the straw that broke him. "Keep them for now," I said in the silence that followed, "and we'll send you the final word in a few. Fair?"



"Fair," said Darbinian, who gestured for his people to leave the room and followed right behind them, giving me a nod as he shut the door. It was the first time I'd felt sorry for punching him.



Alone together in the room, Kayin and I sat at the table. His whole body was so tense he shook, and I wanted to touch him to show sympathy, but I feared it might come across as pity instead, so I kept my hands to myself. We sat there for nearly ten minutes in stone silence, with the only sounds the hum of the air-recycling system and Kayin's forced, measured breaths.



At last, I pushed back from the table. He jumped at the sound of my chair, and when he turned to face me, I could see tracks of tears covering his right cheek. I'd seen him shed the occasional tear of pain or effort at the hospital, but this was the first time I'd seen him cry. "I hate sympathy votes," he muttered, staring down at his hands.



"I know you do," I said, "I know you do, I swear, I know you do -- but you know what? In the final tally, you can't tell any difference between them and the others."



"Which will do wonders for my perception of legitimacy in office." Kayin shook his head. "If I look like I got in on sympathy votes, I'll look weak and never recover."



"Okay," I said, and my voice sounded as tired as I felt, "you know what? It is something that happened to you. Here are some things that didn't just happen to you: You stayed in the race. You did what the doctors told you would make you better, and then you did more. You collapsed in front of millions of people and you got finished the debate strong anyway. You agreed to sit and let a reporter accuse you of being a robot, all the while not breaking her nose, which I would have strongly considered and possibly even advised. You see that," I said, tapping the image of his eyepatch on the poster, "and you think, shit, I fell down. I see it and I think, wow, he got back up."



Kayin snorted and scrubbed at his face. "Yes, yes, very inspiring."



"No, fuck inspiring." I grabbed the edge of the poster screen and began rolling it back up. "On November 4th, I am voting for a man so doggedly stubborn about what he believes that shooting him doesn't change his convictions. That patch means you can't be bullied, bought, or blackmailed. That's nothing small."



With a sigh, Kayin nodded, but I could see from the way his body was still drawn that he was agreeing only to placate me. "Okay," I said, at last taking his hands -- both his hands, grabbing them in mine, pressing them all together, "do you trust me?" I had no doubts; I just needed to hear him say it.



He looked from me to our joined hands and back to me. "I trust you."



"Then trust me." I squeezed his fingers tight between mine. "Trust that I want this. Trust -- hell, trust that I'm in love with my job!" I brought his fingers up to my lips and kissed them, a spontaneous gesture of devotion, and I couldn't have been happier when that startled him into a smile. "I am married to my job. I don't cheat on my job. I would never want my job to do something I thought was not in its best interests. My job and I are very happy together. I am considering taking my job on a romantic second honeymoon to Skagway."



Despite his earlier gloom, Kayin actually laughed at that. "Why Skagway?"



"I think you meant to ask, why not Skagway?" Still holding his hands, I sat on the edge of the table and scooted closer to him. "Okay, being serious now: Just because it happened to you doesn't mean it didn't happen. And you can run from it or you can run on it, but you don't get to ignore it, and you don't get to pretend like everyone else might forget if you just focus on tariffs or mineral rights or something else equally mind-numbing. Only five people in the history of anything have ever cast a vote because of mineral rights. And I bet they were all incredibly boring people anyway."



Kayin nodded, considering this, the weight of it all clear on his face. At last, he sighed and looked me in the eye, and I saw a little twinkle in his. "'Bullied, bought, or blackmailed'? Did you just think of that right now? Off the top of your head?"



"I ... may have been holding that in reserve until the proper moment."



"Canned motivation. Very stirring. You're fired."



"Can't fire me, I'm paid up through the end of the month." I gave his hands one last squeeze before letting go and hopping off the table. "Take it up with payroll!" I sang as I skipped toward the door, grabbing my phone as I did to call Darbinian and tell him the ads would go on.






It was my bladder that woke me, but the music from behind the half-open door was what caught my attention. Still, the bladder thing was important, so I shuffled down to the bathroom at the end of the hall before wandering my sleepy way back. My first thought was that I was somehow responsible, that I'd left the music on from earlier or mis-set an alarm to have to start playing. When I pulled the door open, though, I saw Kayin standing there, wearing only loose pants and holding his arms as though he had a partner on the other side -- a somewhat diminutive partner, in fact.



The mirrored wall showed him my entrance, and there was no pretending either of us hadn't seen the other. "BJ," he said, letting his arms drop. "I didn't mean to wake you."



"You didn't wa--" The sentence was swallowed by a yawn, and I had to wait until it was done. Catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror in the interim, I raked my fingers through my wispy black hair, trying to comb it into some semblance of order. I was wearing baggy boxers and a faded ARMY t-shirt, though, so I wasn't exactly going to look presentable no matter what I did with it. "You didn't wake me. I was up already."



"I was just," Kayin begin, even though it was obvious what he'd been doing.



I tutted my finger at him. "You overexert yourself and Dr. Bey will have both our heads." Instead of further dissuading him, though, I walked over and fit myself against his form, holding him steady in position. The lights were low, making the glow from his implants even brighter. It was strange to think how I'd once found his blank eye and his damaged skull so unsettling; by now, they were just another part of Kayin, no stranger than the buttons on his shirt or the soft hair on his chest.



I figured on any given day, half my thoughts were in one way or another about Kayin. Since the kiss, however, they'd taken a turn they never had before, into the realm of not only noticing as an abstract fact how handsome he was, but contemplating what it would be like to get my hands on that handsomeness. It wasn't even that I worried how wanting that might be professionally inappropriate -- though make no mistake, that was definitely a concern. But I was caught somewhere between getting flustered when I thought about kissing him, being on his payroll, and having seen nurse droids change his catheter, and I was finding my position very difficult to triangulate.



This position, though, this was much easier. "One-two-three, one-two-three," I said quietly, marking the clear rhythm of the Viennese waltz coming through the sound system before I eased him into it. I was tired and he was tired, and the pace we hit was nowhere near the actual beat, but it felt good to move, and to have him move against me.



"Some days I can't believe how well this works," Kayin said with a laugh. He brought his face to rest against the side of my head, until his lips just brushed my temple as he spoke.



"Only some?" My bare feet stuttered across waxed wood floors instead of gliding across them, and more than once I felt Kayin's toes kick mine through no fault of his own, for once. "I guess that quack knows what she's talking about." His chest was damp with sweat; there was no telling how long he'd been awake and practicing before I'd gotten there, and surely he'd never admit to the duration himself.



"She must." Kayin flexed his left hand where I held it in my right one, and I could feel how jerky the movement was. "If only there were ballroom dances for hands."



For what happened next, I could blame nothing but my sleepy brain, since if I'd been even slightly more awake, I would have had the good sense to stop myself before I even started speaking. "Well, do you jerk off right-handed?"



Startled into a laugh, Kayin stumbled and righted himself far enough away that even in the low light, I could see a deep pinkness begin to tint his cheeks. "I'm sorry, what?"



"You know, hand exercises." I'd put my foot in my mouth already, so where was the harm in shoving it in deeper? "Because if you know how to already right-handed, but not left-handed, then you ... could, you know. Learn."



Kayin cleared his throat. "No, ah, I'm -- historically, I've been somewhat ambidextrous about that."



"Oh," I said, starting the waltz again. "Well, it was a thought."



We swayed like that again for almost a minute, keeping up an approximation of the three-beat step, until Kayin stilled his feet; he stayed close to me, though, close enough that I couldn't see his face as he said, "I've never given a left-handed handjob before, though."



Well, that was a horse of an entirely different spectrum. Before I could even process the whole length and breadth of that statement, though, my cock decided to volunteer, eagerly nudging its way upward toward the gap at the front of my boxers. I would have laughed it off had that sensation not prompted a little gasp from Kayin, who leaned forward and pressed his erection against my hip. Well, this had not been how I'd expected my midnight excursion to go. If I'd known, I would definitely have combed my hair in the bathroom.



"Are, uh." I cleared my throat, wondering how to best to phrase this. "Are you looking for a volunteer?"



"A volunteer? No, no." Even as Kayin shook his head, though, he drew closer, pressing our bodies together. "No, this would be part of my physical therapy. I couldn't demand something that important of a person and have it not be part of, say, their job description."



My sleepy smile broadened into an all-out grin. "Oh, a job. Yes, you're absolutely right, keep everything above board."



His hand that had been resting on my shoulder rose to tuck a lock of my hair behind my ear, a simple gesture that might as well have been made of lightning for the way the touch coursed through the rest of my body. "But I'd have to find someone who really loves his job."



"Oh, I couldn't trust anyone else with that assignment," I murmured, hoping I sounded sexy and not just groggy. The waltz forgotten, I just held him close and waited for him to take the lead on what was going to happen next. He was my boss, after all; it was only proper.



Kayin gave me one last look, a questioning gaze as if to make sure this really was all right, and when I nodded back, he leaned in and kissed me. Standing right there in what had become our makeshift dance floor, half-dressed and half-awake at three in the morning, we had our second kiss -- professionally, of course; this was official campaign business. So he very professionally stuck his tongue in my mouth, and I quite professionally whimpered as I rubbed my cock against his thigh, and I could have checked off every 'exceeded expectations' box on the evaluation form. If I ever left him, I could get the best letter of recommendation ever.



But I didn't want to leave him. After these last few months, I think it had become clear to both of us that I was going to stay until the wheels fell off, especially in light of how said wheels had damn near fallen off already. I'd never been in love before, and I didn't know if I was now, but I knew for certain liked him -- both as a politician and as a friend. And I really, really wanted to come in his hand. So we were all set.



"Um, maybe," I said after a minute, my lips brushing his as we spoke. "Maybe, we, um. Maybe ... sitting?"



"Sitting, right." Kayin nodded, and I was pleased to see that he was as flushed and out of breath as I was. Maybe it was part of the nature that made me such a good second banana to men like Kayin, but there was no better way to turn me on than for me to get someone else going. "Sitting is good. Sitting is ... where?"



"Couch." I took his hand in mine and led him out of the room, across the hall, and into the study where I'd set up camp. I had suitcases open and dry cleaning hanging from shelves, but my housekeeping failures were far from primary concerns at the moment. Said couch had two down pillows and three blankets strewn across it, and I sat us down on top of them all, eager to get back to kissing. He took my face in his hands and pressed our lips together, and it would have been so easy just to stay like that for the rest of the night, and maybe for the rest of my life, depending. I had nowhere better to be.



But no, I remembered, I did have a job to do. Making sure he was settled, I stood again and took a deep, steadying breath, praying I wasn't about to make an idiot of myself. Before I could let my worries change my mind, though, I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped my boxers from around my waist, letting them join the carpet of dirty clothes I was cultivating in here. When Kayin didn't laugh at my twiggy frame or perfectly polite-sized penis, I nodded and sat back down next to him, this time on his left side. "Okay," I said, nodding. I leaned back so that my cock stuck out at an angle conducive to maximum grabability. I was sure that the ancient and noble science of grabability studies would back me up on that one. "Let's do some exercises."



From the get-go, I could see that his hesitation wasn't reluctance. His arousal began to color with telltale signs of exertion as he lifted his left arm and brought it to rest on my bare thigh, a process that took several seconds of obvious conscious thought. When he connected, though, my cock twitched at the touch, which made us both smile. "So, um," I said, "do you need any instructions, or do you have this?"



With a smile, Kayin shrugged. "I could probably figure it out on my own, but ... a little refresher might be nice."



I had never talked dirty a day in my life, but if he could overcome the difficulties in his mental circuitry to give me a handjob, I could be brave too. "You should maybe start by, uh, making your hand into a tube? Sort of?"



Slowly, he moved his thumb to rest against the tips of his third and fourth fingers. "Like that?" he asked, lifting it so I could see.



"Just like that." I kept my hands at my sides, despite how much my cock really wanted me just to grab his hand and shove it on there. "And then you can just ... put it around and see what happens."



Kayin had to reach over and grab his left elbow with his right hand to complete the gesture, but I wasn't Dr. Bey and now was not the time for chiding him for cheating. He'd squeezed his hand a little too tight in the process of moving it, and now he had to expand his grip as he pushed his fist down over my erection, every inch now slick with my precome. It had been ages since I'd been laid, and even then my partners had been more recklessly fast than maddeningly slow. My hands became talons, grabbing the blankets. "And then, ah." I swallowed hard. "And then you can move it back up again."



"Got it," Kayin said, and he kissed my shoulder. It was an odd position we'd found ourselves in, and his elbow bumped my chest every time we moved, and oh, did I ever not give a shit. "It's nice to see a young man so dedicated to his work."



Despite my near-consuming arousal, that cracked me up. "Oh no, do not make me laugh, I'll go soft," I said, even though the odds were probably greater at the moment that we'd be struck by lightning.



"That kind of dedication is important, too," Kayin said, only now his voice was softer, and while the good cheer was still present, the joking was over. "I bet your boss doesn't know what he'd do without you."



"I'm sure--" I lost my sentence in a gasp as he squeezed the root of my cock before starting back up the shaft. "I'm sure he would've thought of something."



Kayin kissed my neck, then leaned his head against my shoulder as he continued to stroke me. "I don't know. And I'm sure he wants you to know how much he appreciates you, but doesn't always know how. I'll bet a guy like him is good at thanking people professionally, but not so good personally."



I turned to press a kiss into his hair -- then stopped short, realizing that where my lips would have landed, there was metal, not skin. After a moment of consideration, though, I kissed it anyway, smiling as I felt the connections hum beneath its surface. It really was as much a part of Kayin now as his organic bits were -- hadn't that been Dr. Bey's entire point? -- and to treat it otherwise seemed unfair at best and counterproductive at worst. And this was therapy, after all. Maybe even for both of us.



"He'll never be able to express how glad he is you were dumb enough to stay," Kayin said softly, so I drew my arm around his shoulder and pulled him close, rubbing circles against his back.



"I already know," I told him. "I'm not dumb enough to miss that."



At first I attributed his slowness to nothing more than his difficulty coordinating intention with action, but it wasn't long before I realized his pace was deliberate. Of course he was good at this; he was stupidly good at everything. I wanted to punch him in the face, but I settled for biting my lip as he drew his fingers long and slow up my cock. His short fingernails skimmed across my skin and I could have forgotten we were doing this for therapy; I could have forgotten my name if he'd kept it up much longer.



"Let me see," he said, just under his breath, and that was all it took. I grabbed the couch cushions so hard I damn near left holes and came all over his hand, shooting come into the air like I hadn't gotten laid since college. Funny, that.



I wanted to say something to him, to tell him how much this meant to me, how much it all meant to me, but instead I grabbed the back of his head and pressed his mouth to mine in a bruising kiss. I wanted to let him know that I understood, and even more, that I understood that he understood, and that I didn't know how to deal with being seen right through like that. So instead I slipped off the couch, shoved down his pants, and took his dick back into my throat in one swift swallow.



He made some noise that might have been words, but I couldn't understand what he was saying, so I accepted the overall sentiment as being positive and just kept going. I sucked him hard and fast, as though I were afraid that if I let up for even a moment, he might tell me to stop -- and maybe I was afraid of exactly that. There were so many uncertain boundaries here, so much left to negotiate. And I didn't want to negotiate. I wanted to taste his come.



First his right hand came up and grabbed at my hair, and then his left hand joined it, and I was beyond thrilled to realize that he wasn't pulling me away, he was pushing me down. I might have been out of practice, sure, but I hadn't magically grown a gag reflex in the nearly five years since I'd sucked dick, and as such I had no problem getting even his fair-sized cock all in. He tasted good, all clean and bright, but still with salt and sexy dirtiness underneath; he tasted the way he smelled when we danced, warm and sweaty and at my beck and call. I barely lifted my head long enough to take a breath before I went back down, trying to show him all the things I wasn't sure I wanted to say, hoping it would be enough.



It was enough to get him off, at least. He started making a sound, so I sealed my lips around the root of his cock and just swallowed, and swallowed, and swallowed again as he shot his load down my throat. My only sadness was that he'd hadn't been able to hold out long enough to let me suck him straight through to tomorrow morning. Maybe we could work on fucking my mouth for his next therapy session. It sounded like a perfect plan to me.



At last, I heard him whimper as I sucked too hard on too-sensitive skin, so I let go and flopped back onto the floor, landing hard on my butt. I was naked and come-splattered, and I knew my chin was a spitty, slick mess, and I felt like I'd just won the lottery as I looked up and saw Kayin there, boneless against the couch, eyes closed, mouth open. I lifted my hands and framed him in a rectangle with my fingers. "There. That's your campaign poster."



He very slowly and deliberately lifted his left hand, then reached over with his right to hold down his fingers so he could extend just his middle one. I appreciated that he thought I was worth the effort. "Fuck you."



"Do you want to?" I said, spreading my knees, letting him see what he might be getting into.



Kayin looked down and me and smiled, and I saw his cock twitch. "Yes, but for the love of God, not tonight. I have a network television appearance in the morning."



"What, you think the voters don't want to see that?" I smirked and scooted a little closer, then kissed his knee. He had cute knees, and I'd never known that was the kind of thing a person could have, but it was true. "You could usher in an whole new era of electoral honesty. 'I'm sorry, Joanie, but if I seem a little distracted, it's because I'm thinking of how I had my cock buried in my assistant all night.' Might be a game-changer."



"With certain demographics, maybe," Kayin said, and then he reached down to touch my cheek. "That's a 'not now', though. Not a 'no'."



"I'll hold you to that," I said, winking at him. "So, did I live up to my nickname?"



A puzzled frown weighed down his features. "Nickname?"



"You know." I poked him in the thigh. "Your stupid nickname for me." My eyes widened as I saw him stare at me with a look of honest confusion. "BJ."



It was his eyes' turn to widen. "I ... I swear I never even thought of--"



I swatted at his leg. "Okay, so you're an idiot, not an asshole. Not much better, for the record." I laughed as I stood and extended my hand, helping him up from the couch. "Come on, you're sitting on my bed."



He stood and put a hand on the small of my back. "Would you consider sitting on mine?"



"Network television tomorrow, remember?" I stuck out my tongue.



"Maybe a new era of electoral honesty is long overdue," he said, and as he kissed me again, I found myself thinking on how the morning shows really could use a debauched gubernatorial candidate in their lineups. The North American public deserved only the best.





NOVEMBER




"Where is he?" I wasn't going to kill him, not on election day, but I was considering what an appropriate amount of maiming might be.



Mauri shook her head, eyes fixed on the screen in front of her, where a security-cleared list of names told us who was waiting on the other side of the heavy curtain; one column counted supporters, the other listed press. The eastern polls had already opened, and in seventeen minutes, the ones in our time zone would go online. This was a fine fucking time to lose the candidate.



I was about to start rallying a search party when Kayin breezed in to the darkened backstage area. "I'm here," he said with a little wave in our direction, not even pausing as he pushed ahead through the curtains and onto the stage beyond. It took all of ten seconds for him to enter, cross by us, and walk on, which was a shame, because it took eleven seconds for my brain to put two and two together and get don't let him go out there like that! as its sum. And here I'd always been the fastest kid in my middle-school math classes.



The crowd broke into a rousing cheer as they saw him stride in, his walk purposeful, only a ghost of his former limp slowing him down -- but seconds later the sound stopped as suddenly as if someone had thrown a heavy blanket over all five hundred people in attendance. Mauri stepped up behind me and grabbed my hand, and I held hers tight enough I knew someone was losing some circulation. I thought about running out there and throwing myself bodily at him, tackling him and making some sort of wacky joke, but it was far too late for that; he'd taken the podium and begun to speak.



"I want to thank you all," began Senator Kayin Rask, who had in his infinite wisdom and good judgment decided that the way to rally his supporters both here and at home was to walk out on election day without his eyepatch or his hairpiece. Mauri and I were standing on his far right, but monitors all around us made it clear that everyone else was getting an eyeful of all the metalwork. A few aerial cameras even zoomed over to get up close and personal with the machinery that patched Kayin's skull, and he didn't shoo them away. "This campaign hasn't been easy, not for any of us. And I've been trying to pretend it's been no harder on me than on anyone else. But--" He took a deep breath and lifted his hands to the podium. "I haven't been honest with anyone about what's changed, least of all with myself."



"Did he run this by you first?" Mauri whispered in my ear, and I shook my head, eyes wide. I had to have faith that this was Kayin being a genius, because if it wasn't, he was holding a shotgun and it was aimed at all our feet.



Gripping the podium with his right hand, Kayin raised his left and flexed his fingers with measured, pained slowness, a look of fierce concentration in his eyes. At last, he exhaled and let both hands come to rest by the microphone base. "That was very difficult," he said. "Walking has been difficult, and you'll see I still don't have it quite back where I used to. Talking -- just making both sides of my face match -- has been maybe the worst. And the most embarrassing. I kept quiet for so long afterward partly because I was scared of what I heard every time I opened my mouth."



There was a low shuffling sound as people in the audience shifted their weight, adjusted their cameras; I didn't hear a single voice that wasn't Kayin's, though. He could have stepped away from the mic entirely, and while it would have pissed off the press, everyone in the hall would have heard him clear as day. "I didn't want the posters to have pictures of me with the eyepatch," he continued, his voice steady and strong, "and I said it was because I didn't want to play for sympathy -- and that's true, I don't. But it's also because ... that's not who I wanted to be. I still wanted to be the man I was before I was shot. And I'm not."



That admission brought up a murmur of voices, but Kayin raised his hand and they quieted again. "Tragedies -- large, small, global, personal -- force us to re-evaluate our priorities. Your house is burning down and you can only save three items -- what are they? Now ask someone who lives in that same house, and their answer might be different. It doesn't mean that you're wrong, or that they're a bad person for not valuing what you do. It means we all have different needs and that crisis makes those needs clear.



"When you're in politics, it becomes easy to run for office just because running for office is what you do. People asked me why I wanted to run for governor, and I never admitted -- to them or to myself -- how much of it was because that just seemed like the next logical step. Representative, mayor, senator, governor, right up the food chain."



Mauri's knobby hand crushed against mine, and the pain reminded me that I needed to breathe. It wasn't easy, though, as my chest felt as though it had been tossed outside and frozen in the icy November air, even as sweat poured down the sides of my face. Kayin had no notes in front of him, and he was good with rote memorization, but not this good; this was from the heart.



"So I woke up in the hospital, and my -- Singh Byung-joon, and I'd say he's my right hand, except I've really needed a left one of late--" Kayin gestured in my direction, and a brief spotlight rose on me, though I didn't imagine a single person spared me even a glance, not when Kayin was still speaking. "He will vouch for this, that the first thing I wanted to do was keep this campaign going. I had an out, I had the perfect excuse for breaking out of the perfunctory election cycle, and as soon as I came to surrounded by machines in a hospital, I knew I could have made a graceful exit and no one would have thought ill of me for it. But it never even seemed tempting. My house was on fire, and all three things I wanted to grab were this, right here, today.



"I pledge to meet with the Yukon Separatists and to address their concerns," said Kayin, looking straight into the camera now. "But what I want to do as governor is something I couldn't do in Parliament, and that is keep this house together. This is the biggest and the wildest of all the districts, and we've got more than enough room in it for different ways of life. I don't want violence to be a solution; I don't even want it to be a necessary thought. And that's why I don't want to hide what violence does." He gestured to his face, then turned his head so everyone could see the interior workings his hairpiece would otherwise have covered. "This is not a mark of heroism. This is a sad reminder of what happens when people become so desperate that they see only one course of action. I've learned what it is to encounter that violence, and yes, there have been times when it has made me afraid. Therefore, I want us all to work together so no one has to live in fear anymore.



"So no," Kayin said at last, his voice trembling at the edges with emotion, "I'm not the man I was before I was shot. I'd like to think I'm better. And I'd like to think that if you agree, you'll consider giving me your vote today. Thank you."



There was applause that followed, and music, and photographs, and hand-shaking, and endless reception lines, and press, and calls to supporters, and last-minute fires to put out, and polls to read, and questions to answer, and results to watch. All that was waiting, and it all happened on that November Tuesday, just as similar things had happened hundreds of November Tuesdays before. If you ask me now, I can even recall some of it, here and there. But the truth is, the only thing I really remember from that bright, cold election day was the way Kayin looked as he finished his speech and turned to me. I wanted to kiss him and choke him to death all at once, so when he gave me a thumbs-up, I settled for shooting him one in return. He'd be the death of me, I thought then, but what a way to go.





 JANUARY




The inauguration was held on a day so cold, I'd spilled a cup of coffee walking to the transport and the contents had shattered by the time they hit the walkway. Even Kayin, who prided himself on his ability to endure arctic temperatures, had pulled out his heaviest coat and closed its fur-lined hood around his face. It was a day not fit for man nor beast, as the saying went, but we were neither; we were politicians.



I let Kayin go as soon as we walked from the chamber where he'd taken his oath to the room the ball was being held, giving him a steadying pat on his back before releasing him to the hundreds upon hundreds of people who wanted a minute of their new governor's time. That was his time to shine, not mine. I grabbed a canape from the tray of a passing waiter and slunk off into the crowd. There were plenty of volunteers and campaign staff there, and I knew I needed to thank them all, which is why I tried to take cover and space out my thank-yous to a manageable frequency.



Even so, all the light and chatter and hundreds of bodies became a bit wearying, so after an hour or so of keeping up appearances, I slipped out the side and up a fire staircase to the fifth floor, where I figured that at least the bathrooms in the governor's suite of offices would be unoccupied. There were few places a man could still reasonably expect not to be bothered, and that was one I counted on. I'd already been cleared for the locks, but as soon as I got there, I found the door ajar and the light on. Figuring that security would have been called already if this hadn't been authorized, I pulled the door the rest of the way wide, expecting to find some janitorial bot inside.



Instead, I saw a very familiar frame placing flowers on what had become, as of two hours ago, Kayin's desk. She straightened and tucked back a strand of her straw-yellow hair. "Hello, Byung-joon," said Clio.



"I wasn't sure if you were going to make it," I said, shutting the door behind us. "I know they cancelled a lot of the transports from down south."



"I guess I had luck on my side." She smiled as she arranged the springs of cut orange blossoms. "For once."



I would've said no one had been more surprised than Kayin when I'd suggested we take Clio back, except from what he told me of the conversation that followed, she beat him there. It wasn't her fault that Zegher's involvement with North Atlantic arms dealers had come to light less that three weeks before the election, nor was it her fault that it had only come to light less than three weeks before the election; Zegher had buried the trail so deep that only a two-year undercover INTERPOL investigation had been able to dig it up. When the media had gotten ahold of that, Clio had been left watching her campaign slide from a sure thing to dead last.



Maybe some people figured I was gloating a little by bringing her back, and maybe I was a little; I'm no angel and I've never claimed to be. But I also knew good when I saw good, and Clio was better than good -- she was great. And as bravely as Mauri had soldiered on in the face of insurmountable odds, even she agreed that a seated governor needed a press secretary with a lot more meat on the proverbial bone.



It was what Kayin had said, too, about burning houses. She'd grabbed what she'd thought was important, and there was no shame in that. Besides, it'd be good to have someone around who wasn't afraid to do the smart thing and save her own skin. That kind of perspective could come in handy. Stupidly loyal, Kayin already had, and in abundance.



At last happy with the arrangement of the southern vegetation she'd brought to our long arctic night, she walked over and extended her hand. I took it in mine, giving it a firm shake. "Good to have you back," I said, and I was surprised to find just how much I meant every word.



"Good to be back," she said, and I could tell she was equally sincere.



When we arrived back at the festivities, arm in arm, the band was already in full swing, filling the chilly night air with warm brassy tones. Mauri rushed over and kissed us both drunkenly in greeting, leaving both Clio and me with bright lilac smudges on either side of our faces. We introduced Clio to Dr. Bey, who was bright and polite to Clio's face, but shot me a look behind Clio's back that told me she'd be keeping an eye on that situation. I wondered how much of the story she'd gotten from Mauri, but decided to leave it be for now. Now was time to celebrate.



A server came by with a tray stacked with champagne, and we each took a flute, clinking their rims together before partaking. A parade of local dignitaries in their black-tie best passed in front of us, greeting and congratulating one another, barely giving the four of us a moment's pause. It was all right, though; I found the shadows most comfortable.



So of course, the crowd then parted to reveal Kayin, who brought the spotlight with him. With a dark, formal suit and his hair slicked back from his face, turning that million-dollar grin on the world, he was handsome enough to make glaciers swoon. He hugged both Mauri and Dr. Bey, then shook Clio's hand amicably before turning to me. "May I have this dance, Chief of Staff Singh?" he asked, holding out his left elbow.



The band had become so much background noise, like everything else, that I hadn't even noticed that they'd moved into a slow, jazzy swing. It wasn't true that every eye in the place was on me, but a lot of them sure were, and since the floor was paneled with very solid oak and therefore unlikely to give way and swallow me whole, my options were limited. "Of course, Governor Rask," I replied, rolling my eyes even as I tucked my hand in the crook of his arm. He was impossible, but fortunately for us both, I liked that about him.



I expected some sweeping gesture as he took the lead, some display of power to everyone in the room, but instead he put his right hand on my shoulder and stepped close as I brought my fingers to rest against the small of his back. Even so, he was the one who took the first step, shifting his weight back and pulling me with him into the dance.



There were two more things I could remember from that election night. The first was the way it felt like being hit in the face with a board, only in a good way, when the eastern polls closed -- the ones from some of Zegher's strongest districts, including his home city -- and we were two points ahead already. The second was the way Kayin had swept me into his arms and kissed me hard when the GNN newsroom had called the race unquestionably his, with a projected two-thirds of the electorate having cast their ballots his way. It was the biggest upset of the long autumn night, and it was light-years away from an intensive care room north of the Arctic Circle.



"Quite a night," I said, glancing around as we swayed aimlessly among the other pairs. He had gained back to his earlier fluid walk, and he was definitely getting better with his hands, but somehow, his ballroom skills didn't seem to have improved much over the previous two months. During his last checkup, Dr. Bey had just shaken her head, mystified, commenting that it was almost as though he was spending his dancing practices doing some other physical activity entirely. Kayin and I, of course, had no idea what she was talking about. None at all.



Kayin nodded, though his eyes didn't leave me. "Quite a night," he agreed. "Not bad for a guy with a hole in his head, huh?"



That caught me in a laugh, and I knew the cameras would love that shot; some of the more content-desperate news outlets might go to press with it on a gossip page, but it would be the least interesting item run on the Cyborg Senator, or the Governor with the Clockwork Brain, or the Polymer Politician, or whatever stupid thing they were calling him these days. "Well, we all have holes in our heads; what matters is how you use them."









"See? Insight like that is why I pay you the big bucks." In fact, we'd worked it out so I'd actually be making less working on the governor's payroll than I had before, but it evened out well, considering I wasn't paying rent on a condo anymore. Funny how little job perks like that worked themselves out.



"You pay me because no one else can put up with what a crappy dancer you are," I said, and I couldn't tell whether the stomp on my foot that followed was an accident or purposeful.



"Is that why? I'll be sure to put that on your next performance evaluation."



I feigned nervousness. "Oh, I hope I get a good review."



Kayin smiled and bent down so our foreheads touched, and I closed my eyes, breathing in the moment, breathing in the scent of his skin. It was almost dreamlike, all of this, and it might have been more so if every muscle in my body didn't remember the months of stress and sleeplessness and hard work it had taken to get here. "There are a few things you might do to raise your score," he teased, squeezing my hand.



"Oh," I sighed with great theatrical resignation, "the things we do for love."



The band finished its song with a flourish, and we let go of one another to applaud. The crowd descended on him again, drawing him away for another photograph or handshake or introduction, and he shot me a wink before he was gone, carried off into a sea of his new adoring constituents. The things we did for love, indeed.



Smiling, I snuck off the dance floor and back into the shadows, back to where I'd left the ladies minutes ago. I had no illusions that any of this was going to be easy -- figuring out how to govern an entire region, coming to trust Clio again, negotiating where professional ended and personal began -- but nothing else had been so far, and I saw no reason to change my approach now. There was always something new to learn.
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The way the moonlight reflected off the metal was beautiful. Asher took a step back and pushed his glasses up his nose, then blew out a sigh of relief.



The robot was complete. At least, he hoped it was. The blueprints had given way to a sculpted titanium "skeleton" which had been buried beneath polished silver "skin." The wiring itself had taken three months. The engine, and all the handcrafted gears contained therein, six. Asher had built other things before, invented other things of his own creation, but this was definitely the biggest and most-involved invention he'd ever created.



And now all that stood between him and either an unnervingly lifelike automaton or a fiery death was an empty boiler and a pitcher of water.



"Here lies Asher Baumann," he murmured as he picked up the pitcher. "Inventor, madman, flaming idiot."



It took a few tries to get the ignition going to heat the boiler, and Asher had begun to worry he hadn't set the thing up right, that somehow he'd made a fatal flaw in the blueprints and why hadn't he tested this before now--



The boiler roared to life and Asher held his breath for far too long, waiting for the telltale sound of water boiling. The steam started to seep from a few gaps in that silver shell -- he'd have to solder those later -- and then the gears started to click.



And then those eyes, the beautiful turquoise lenses he'd so carefully selected from countless crystals, illuminated the workshop.



"Oh, God," Asher murmured.



The robot's jaw hinge creaked as it opened and closed its mouth a few times. When it spoke, the voice was very even and measured, each syllable distinctly enunciated from the one before. "I am not programmed to be a deity."



The programming, that's right. Asher had written a very basic set of commands for the robot's day-to-day functioning, transcribed into punchcards which sat in a variety of slots in the robot's back. Each card, filled with holes the size of pins, contained the data the automaton would need to be reasonably self-sufficient.



"No, you're not." What did one do when engaged in conversation with their own creation? How did you even handle such a situation? It wasn't like speaking to a child; this was a fully aware being (if you would call a robot a being) with no real time to ease in to any sort of easy discussion.



Asher cleared his throat, then asked the only question he had planned out ahead of time: "What would you like to be called?"



The robot stood, frozen, its gears clicking as it read all its punchcards in quick succession. Asher hadn't programmed a name because he hadn't thought of the right one. In a fit of romanticism, he figured he would ask the robot itself -- after all, what would most people give to have the opportunity to choose their own name?



"I have no name," the robot's optics flickered in an imitation of confused blinking. "I do not know what I should be called, Master. My programming states to defer to you if I encounter such an error. What should I want to be called?"



Asher had forgotten about that caveat he'd added to the programming, or at least forgotten to add a secondary if-then statement making it not apply to the name question.



People named children after themselves, didn't they? Though it would be awfully presumptuous to use his first name for this creation.



"Ezra," Asher said. He'd hated it, growing up, but his middle name seemed to suit the robot. "You are Ezra."



"I am Ezra," the robot repeated. "Am I a male, Master?"



"Yes. You are created to model a human male."



The gears clicked as Ezra checked his punchcards again. "I am human?"



Asher shook his head. "You are not human."



Again, the sounds of gears clicking echoed through the workshop. "I see. I am Ezra, an autonomous mechanical man, created for his own use by one Mister Asher Baumann, inventor of sundry mechanical and steam-operated items. I am not human."



Everything seemed to be working out well so far. His workshop hadn't exploded in a rain of molten silver and steam, and the robot -- Ezra -- was answering questions appropriately and retaining new information. "Well done, Ezra."



"Thank you, Master."






"This is where I am to be introduced," Ezra said, in a matter-of-fact sort of way. They stood before the doors of a large mansion, the windows glowing with the light from lanterns and a roaring fire within. Every month, Asher met with a group of other inventors, comparing notes or blueprints, or even unveiling their newest creations.



When Asher had first presented the blueprints for the robot -- Ezra -- a year ago, they had scoffed. They didn't believe it was possible, especially not for Asher, who had never presented anything more complicated than an automatic bread toaster.



Outside, Ezra stood a respectable pace behind Asher and adjusted his cloak. He had been picking up on Asher's mannerisms, all his little tics and habits, and incorporating them into his daily actions. Given that Asher was prone to nervous fidgeting, this made Ezra look like a giant metal nervous wreck.



From behind Asher came a noise which resembled metal grinding combined with a hiss of steam, a sound Asher had come to realize was Ezra's attempt at mimicking clearing one's throat. Of course, Asher hadn't confirmed Ezra's statement, yet. For a robot, he could be impatient.



"Yes, this is where you are to be... introduced. Unveiled is probably the more accurate term. None of the individuals in there believed I could build you at all, much less make you work."



Ezra shifted his weight as Asher took a deep breath and opened the door. "They were mistaken, Master. You have done a fine job of my creation, if my opinion carries any weight here."



"It does," Asher murmured. "After all, I tell God the same."



As they walked into the foyer of the mansion, Ezra's footsteps echoed against the stone floor. If the guests inside hadn't known they had arrived before, they certainly did now.



A servant greeted Asher at the entrance to the ballroom, a bright grin upon his face. "Mister Baumann, we were not sure we would have the pleasure of your com--" His eyes grew wide as Ezra came into view, all seven feet of him towering over Asher, the light of the chandeliers reflecting off his skin and casting glowing reflections on the walls around him.



"Yes, I regret I was too busy to send a confirmation of my attendance ahead of time." Asher gave the servant a moment to collect himself. "This is Ezra. He is the reason I was occupied."



"I see," the servant murmured, his eyes still like saucers even as he tore his gaze away from Ezra's stoic face back to Asher's. "Please, Mister Baumann and, er, Ezra, follow me."



The reactions of the inventors and other interested parties in the ballroom itself were no different from how the servant's had been. Once Ezra's heavy footfalls echoed through the space, the entire room fell silent and turned to see what all the noise was.



Asher would have been lying if he had said he hadn't been proud of their response. After having been doubted -- and laughed out of such gatherings as this -- for so long, it was satisfying to have vindication.



At length, the host of the gathering stepped forward. "Asher, so wonderful to see you!" His voice wavered a bit, a tremble of fear coloring the words. "I see you've brought something tonight."



"I am not a thing," Ezra said.



That was interesting. Asher hadn't recalled programming such a strong reaction to that into Ezra's punchcards. "Of course, Ezra. He meant no slight against you. You must remember," Asher said, turning to Ezra and clapping a hand on the automaton's arm, "Metal men such as yourself are not exactly... common."



Ezra gave a small nod, the gears in his neck clicking with the motion. "Of course, Master."



Asher turned back to the host and smiled. "Marcus Vaughn, I'd like to introduce you to Ezra. I completed him a few weeks ago, and thought you'd all like to meet him tonight."



Marcus furrowed his brow, looking first up at Ezra, then down slightly at Asher. "You mean to tell me you built this?"



"I showed you the blueprints over a year ago, Marcus. You said I could never complete it... and yet, here he is."



"And he's completely autonomous. Not a man in a robot suit or controlled by a remote in your pocket?"



Ezra visibly prickled at the insult, or at least he did to Asher's trained eye. He didn't have much capability to express emotion, but the eyebrows Asher had thoughtfully installed drew together, and Ezra's jaw shut with an audible clank.



"You're offending him, Marcus."



"It has emotion?" Marcus raised his own eyebrows, looking suitably impressed. "That's quite the achievement."



"Well, he has some. Ezra, if you could please turn around and remove your cloak so I might show Marcus your programming?"



Pulling at the ties for the cloak, Ezra said, "Of course, Master." The sounds of gears and cogs turning grew louder without the cloth muffling it, and Asher could see Marcus' expression grow slightly unsettled with the sound. Ezra carefully folded the cloak over his arm, then turned to face away from Asher and Marcus. He curved his back out, exposing the slots for his punchcards.



"Punchcards?!" Marcus exclaimed. "You've programmed this... this entire robot with punchcards?!"



Asher nodded. "Ezra, deactivate slot 3. I would like to show Marcus one of your cards."



"Yes, Master. Deactivating slot 3." A few gears clicked, then the third punchcard from the left popped out just enough to grasp. "Slot 3 has been deactivated and is safe for removal, Master."



"Thank you, Ezra." Asher pulled the punchcard free, and held it out for Marcus' inspection. "I used a very fine apparatus for reading it, so I could fit a lot of information into these cards." He ran his fingertip over the remaining slots, some of which were empty. "He has space for expansion of his programming, if I were to decide to specialize his knowledge."



Marcus took the punchcard and turned it over in his hands, inspecting it from all sides. "That's absolutely incredible. And this has everything he needs to know to operate and behave?"



Asher took the card back and nodded again. "Yes. The programming took me weeks, almost as long as it took me to wire his chassis." He carefully inserted the punchcard again, then patted Ezra's arm. "All done, Ezra. You can activate it again."



The gears whirred and clanked as Ezra drew in the card, activated the slot, and straightened up. "Thank you, Master."



"Marcus!" Another attendee joined the group, watching Ezra with a cautious eye. "And hello, Asher. Care to introduce me to your... assistant?"



"Of course! How could I have been so rude!" Marcus laughed, extending a hand to the room. "Asher, please, tell us all more about your creation!"



Asher smiled and led Ezra to the front of the crowd, and a hush fell over the room again as Ezra walked behind him, uncovered now except for a simple pair of trousers. The good thing about Ezra's stature was that he commanded the attention of the room with absolutely no effort on his part.



Those in attendance watched with rapt attention, oohing and ahhing in all the right places as Asher talked about Ezra's talents and even had Ezra demonstrate a few, such as his strength and flexibility.



"Excuse me," one man interjected. "You say he was modeled after the ideal human male. How, ah, perfect were you in these replications?"



"I'm not sure what you're getting at," Asher said.



Another voice called from the back of the crowd, "Is he anatomically correct, or did you create a castrated mannequin?"



A laugh rippled through the crowd, with a few teasing calls of 'eunuch' and 'pervert' to enhance it.



Asher gave them a few moments to calm down, then looked to the automaton at his side. "Ezra."



"Yes, Master?"



"Please remove your trousers. I believe those in our company would like to see all of you."



Ezra nodded, and in the utter silence in the room, you could hear each gear and hinge creak and click as he bent to remove the trousers, straightened, and folded them over his arm again.



"As you can see," Asher said, with the staunch determination of an artist defending his masterpiece, "I have modeled him after a human male in every way."



In a quiet voice, a woman near the front asked, "Does it... work?"



"He has no programming for it, but there is a mechanism in his pelvis, yes."



Asher felt a strange sense of embarrassment, speaking so frankly about Ezra in front of him as though he weren't there -- or powered off, or what have you -- but looking at Ezra, staring straight ahead with no reaction, helped to ease it a little. He hadn't programmed Ezra with any sort of body shame, anyway. Why would he need it? It would have wasted space on the punchcards.



"Ezra, you may dress yourself again."



"Yes, Master," Ezra replied, then unfolded his pants to pull them on again.



Asher turned to address the group again. "Does anyone else have any questions?"



"How is he powered?" Marcus asked, and Asher was glad for the conversation to go back toward mechanics again, instead of staying on Ezra's anatomy.



Later that evening, as they left the gathering, Ezra made that same grind/hiss mimicry of a small cough again.



"Yes, Ezra?" Asher said, as they waited for the steam-driven carriage to come around to pick them up again.



"Master Vaughn is rather inconsiderate."



Asher glanced over at Ezra, attempting to hide the slight alarm he felt. Had Ezra noticed Asher following Marcus around like a lost puppy? Asher had thought he was being subtle about it. He still hadn't moved past Marcus' final snub a year prior, when after a few fitful years together he had denied ever having had feelings for Asher in front of the very group of people they had spent tonight with.



Ezra had no need to know any of that. "That was uncalled for, Ezra."



Ezra bowed his head. "I apologize. Let us discuss something else." He brought his gaze up, meeting Asher's eye. "Master, you looked uncomfortable as you discussed my anatomy with the group. Why is that?"



Asher shifted, his mouth pulling into a small grimace as he pushed his glasses up. "Well, Ezra... quite frankly, I feel as though I shouldn't talk about you like that."



Ezra canted his head to the side, not-often used gears squeaking in protest. "I do not understand."



"You are aware, Ezra. You aren't entirely reliant upon me, you have autonomous programming which allows you to have some facsimile of sentience." Asher reached up to run a hand through his scraggly red hair, trying to find words he didn't seem to have. "It feels wrong. I wouldn't speak of another human as though he weren't there, so why should I do it to you?"



"I am not human," Ezra said, a note of matter-of-fact finality ending the phrase.



"No, but... it's hard to explain. It's basic respect."



Ezra stepped forward as the carriage arrived, and opened the door for Asher. "I see."






"Ezra, please hand me the spanner," Asher said, elbows-deep in a complicated engine. Building Ezra had turned out to be a benefit in multiple ways -- not the least because he was essentially an assistant. An extra set of hands, an extra filter to pass ideas through. He could do calculations far faster than Asher ever could, and the help had made ideas possible the likes of which Asher had never dreamed of before.



"Of course. 10 millimeters, I assume?" Ezra held out the spanner and Asher chuckled as he took it.



"You measured it, didn't you?"



Ezra nodded. The sounds he made when he moved had grown quieter with time and overuse of the gears, but Asher suspected Ezra oiled his joints when he had the opportunity. Ezra was not human, as he was fond of reminding Asher; however, it seemed to Asher that Ezra had a tendency to try to emulate humanity more than the automaton was willing to admit.



Asher tightened a few bolts, then handed Ezra the spanner back. "So about those calculations we did earlier. Do you really think this engine will be more efficient? Yours is the best engine I've drafted to date, and I don't trust my calculations for this one.... They seem too good to be true."



Ezra's cough-analog had grown better, now mostly sounding like a sudden burst of water boiling. "Actually, Master, your calculations were incorrect."



"They were?" Asher frowned. "So I was right, then, and your engine is still better. Damn, and we've nearly finished the thing. I guess we'll have to find another application, I can't subject you to--"



"No, Master, that is not how they were incorrect." Ezra crossed his arms over the front of his torso, his eyebrows raised. "The engine is actually, in theory, twice as efficient as mine."



Asher sputtered, nearly spraying the tea he was drinking. "What?"



"Twice as efficient," Ezra repeated. "Your prototype engine wastes less heat energy, funnels the steam more effectively, and has a greater water storage capacity. It is a more efficient engine with fewer moving parts, which reduces its maintenance requirements."



"Let me see those blueprints," Asher said. Ezra handed over the papers, and Asher spread them out on the workbench. "I don't remember designing it this way," he murmured.



Ezra shifted his weight, the floorboards under him squeaking in harmony with the gears and hinges in his chassis. "I modified the design, Master."



Asher frowned. "You... modified the design? Why would you do that?"



"I simply wished to help, Master." Ezra looked as uncomfortable as a robot possibly could. "I saw ways the design could be improved, and took the opportunity to assist you."



"Ezra, is there anything else you have done this to?"



Ezra remained silent.



Asher straightened up, stepping in front of Ezra and looking up at the automaton as best as he could, being more than a foot shorter. "Ezra. Tell me what else you've modified."



"I would prefer not to, Master."



"Ezra, you must tell me what else you have modified. I need to know; it's very important."



Gears clicked, Ezra reached behind his back, and with a rustle of paper against metal pulled out several punchcards.



Asher's eyes grew wide, his breath catching in his throat as he stepped back. "Oh, my God. You've modified your -- what have you done, Ezra?!"



"I -- I did not --" Ezra stammered, his voice stuttering as though he were unable to make steam pass through the vocoder. "Please, Master, I did not intend to frighten you!"



The punchcards in Ezra's hand could have been bombs for how Asher stared at them. "Ezra, you can't change your own programming! Oh, God, I don't even know what you've done. What damage you could do!"



"That was not my intent!" Ezra said again, gripping the punchcards so tightly they began to crease between those titanium digits. "I simply wanted to... I wanted to..." he dropped his gaze, his hand dropping to his side.



He looked so defeated. He slumped so far that though he stood seven feet tall, he gave off the overwhelming appearance of a scolded child. Asher drew a careful breath, then said, "You wanted to...?"



The voice was so soft when Ezra spoke, Asher could hear the steam hissing beneath the words. "I simply wanted to know how it felt to love."



"What?" Asher breathed. Ezra was just a robot, wasn't he? Just a construction of metal and steam, right? How could he even have a desire to know human love? Asher hadn't programmed Ezra with that desire.



"I saw how you behaved at the debut ball." Ezra kept his gaze directed to the floor, his voice still overlaid with steam. "You watched Mister Vaughn longer than necessary. You lingered."



Ezra's intuition was incredible, for being something else Asher hadn't programmed him to have. "How did you realize this?"



"I am not human. I do not need to sleep," Ezra said. "I have an excess of time to read. And think."



"So you read about love?"



"I read about many things. And realized I was... incomplete."



Asher frowned again. "Ezra, you were made as complete as I intended you to be."



"But I am not human," Ezra said.



"You were never intended to be human!"



Ezra's shoulders slumped and he dropped the punchcards onto the floor, then walked out of the workshop. Asher cringed as the door clicked shut behind the automaton, and he ran his hands through his red mop of hair again.



"What have I done?" Asher said.



The only response was his voice echoing back from the floorboards.






Asher could hardly believe it. He'd gathered up and inspected the punchcards after a few hours, and Ezra had been telling the truth after all. The programming was elegant in its simplicity, and Asher would need to take notes as to the cleanliness of the code so he could emulate it in the future.



Each punchcard held several sets of programming, all with the single goal of giving Ezra human qualities. Emotions, realistic responses, logic leaps and inferences he hadn't been capable of before.



He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he needed to apologize to Ezra. He had grossly misjudged Ezra's intentions and actions, and metal or not, Ezra had given himself the capability for emotion. If Ezra wanted to be human, then the least Asher could do was treat him like it.



The problem now was figuring out where an emotionally compromised robot would hide.



After searching through the house for the better part of an hour, Asher found Ezra outside, under the shade of a sycamore tree. Ezra looked up at Asher's approach far earlier than Asher expected him to.



"Master, I will destroy the punchcards. I will revert to your initial programming. Please do not disassemble me, I assure you everything will--"



Asher held a hand up, the punchcards plainly visible in his palm. "No, Ezra. I looked them over. I want you to reinstall them."



Ezra's eyebrows went up in surprise, and he opened and closed his mouth a few times before speaking again. "Truly?"



"Truly." Asher nodded, then held the cards out for Ezra to take. "I was wrong, and honestly should have known better; in fact, I know you better than that." When Ezra accepted the cards Asher stepped back to give the automaton room to stand. "Please understand that it was a mistake, Ezra."



Ezra's words had the hiss of steam behind them as he spoke in a low murmur. "I am simply glad you are not going to deactivate me."



"I could never do that," Asher said, the corners of his mouth turning up in a smile as Ezra went through the process of reinstalling his punchcards. "I believe I'd rather die myself before I could kill you."



On the one hand, Asher wondered if he imagined that sad look on Ezra's face; on the other hand, he felt a strange sense of pride knowing he'd created this face and given this creation the capability to make that face.



"I am not human," Ezra said, his mechanical voice still somehow carrying a note of sadness (though Asher wasn't sure he didn't imagine that, either). "It would not be murder."



"And that's where you'd be mistaken, Ezra," Asher said. "It would be murder. That programming, those extra punchcards... wanting to know love? Knowing you lacked it and knowing it held you back? That's more human than most humans could claim to be."



Ezra looked down at the ground for a few long, silent minutes, then back up at Asher. "I am sorry, Master, but I do not understand. You told me I was not designed to be human, but you just said--"



"That you're more human than most humans could claim to be, yes." Asher smiled. "More human than I am, even. I didn't even trust you, or give you the benefit of the doubt like I would have to a man." Asher stepped forward and put his hand on Ezra's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Ezra. You deserved better."



"I-- thank you, Master." Ezra's eyes were wide, his eyebrows raised and mouth slightly agape in a perfect representation of surprise.



Asher shook his head and moved his hand up to gently push Ezra's jaw closed again. "No need to thank me for basic decency, Ezra. I mean it, you deserve better than what I gave you."



Ezra nodded. "I understand, Master. Thank you for explaining." He shifted his weight, then looked up at Asher. "Master, if I may ask another question..."



"Of course, Ezra. You know you don't need to ask."



"How do humans show love?"



Asher frowned. "I'm not sure what you're asking, Ezra."



Ezra shifted again, his hands coming up in front of him, fingers lacing together and coming apart. He was fidgeting, Asher realized, and he reached out to take Ezra's ice-cold metal hands in his own. "Ezra, elaborate."



"I saw some individuals at the debut ball. They held hands--" He paused meaningfully, glancing down at Asher's hands holding his own, then back up at Asher. "And they kissed. I have read other things, as well, other... physical ways of showing affection."



Asher canted his head to the side just slightly. "I'm still not sure what you're getting at, Ezra."



"I want to, Master. I wrote those programs for you. Because I think you deserve love, and I... love you."






Asher had let a few days pass without really acknowledging Ezra's admission. He didn't know how to react, how to respond to a robot -- a machine -- telling you they loved you.



He hadn't created Ezra to love. He didn't know how to process this at all.



It grew more awkward between them, mostly due to Asher and not so much because of Ezra. Being a machine gave Ezra the advantage of being able to carefully meter his responses. He could strip all emotion from his voice. He could keep human body language out of his programmed physical routines. Asher had no such luxury.



Finally, as he had Ezra's boiler cover opened, measuring the cavity to ensure the new engine could fit, he blurted out, "Ezra, what made you decide I was worthy of your love?"



Ezra canted his head to the side, a human gesture he hadn't exhibited in nearly a week -- not since he'd made the admission. "I do not know what you mean, Master. All humans are worthy of love."



"Well, yes, I know, but what made you choose me?"



"Is it not obvious?" Ezra sat up, taking the tape measure out of Asher's hands and closing his boiler again. "You created me. You are my reason for being. You are deserving of nothing less than my undying devotion."



Asher let the obvious response lie silent, that of course it would be undying, because it could keep going long after Asher himself had turned to dust and Ezra was rusting to pieces. "That doesn't answer my question."



"You want to know why I decided I needed to program more routines."



"Yes." Asher sat back, wiping oil-slicked hands off on the pants of his coveralls. "I want to know why you decided I deserved more than simple devotion. I could have had devotion from a toaster, Ezra. Why do I deserve more?"



"Because," Ezra said, "I saw how Master Vaughn ignored you. You deserve better than he. I will be better. I will be yours."



Asher sighed, scrubbing a hand down his face. "Marcus and I were together once, a long time ago. It is not your role to fill the hole in my heart, Ezra."



Ezra folded his hands on his lap, looking Asher in the eye. "I believe it is."



"And how do you propose you would, if I were to agree to it?"



"I want to be yours," Ezra repeated. "Just as another human would be."



This was completely unfamiliar territory. "I don't know, Ezra."



Less than a month ago, Ezra had been like a child to Asher. Ezra had been named after Asher, as a father gives a child his name. Now, Ezra had made it clear he wanted to be Asher's lover. Such a dramatic shift, and not one Asher was sure he could handle.



"What is it you're confused about? Is it the fact that I am not human in body, though I have made strides toward humanity in a more conceptual fashion?" Ezra still had that matter-of-fact tone to his voice, the one that occasionally made Asher feel stupid for not coming to the same conclusion sooner.



"Ezra, I built you, with my own hands, in an image I desired you to have. I named you after myself. I am, for all intents and purposes, your father." Honesty was never a bad choice.



"I am not your child," Ezra said. "I am not human."



Asher shoved his hands into his hair, tugging at the curls as though the pain would awaken him from this dream he hoped he was having. "I know that, Ezra! This is... I never expected to be propositioned by one of my creations."



Ezra's eyebrows knitted together as he contemplated this. "I never expected to have this need."



"Need for what, Ezra?"



"For companionship, for an individual to care about me as I cared about them. For you."



Asher drew a deep breath, then let it out in a long sigh. "I don't know if I can, Ezra. I don't know if we can. How would that work?"



Ezra stood up slowly, and Asher had a moment of regret for how tall he had made Ezra. It was uncomfortable and intimidating to look up at a robot towering a foot taller than you.



"I would be willing to discover how it would work, Master."



Asher certainly did not expect to ever be propositioned by an automaton, especially not one he'd built himself. He stared at Ezra, eyes wide, unsure quite how to respond to this. "Ezra, I... I don't know."



"All I want is for you to explain it to me," Ezra said. "I would like if you told me how humans showed love."



How does one explain sensual actions -- much less sexual ones -- to a thing made of metal and gears, running on steam and punchcards? "Well, er... you can show it through... through touch."



Ezra did not respond, simply waiting silently for Asher to continue. This was going to be harder than he thought.



"Uh, they can do something as simple as resting their hands on their, er, lover's knee, or they could run their fingertips over their lover's skin. Even something like that can show affection."



Ezra started to reach out, then hesitated with his hand a few inches from Asher's arm. "May I, Master?"



"Please don't call me that," Asher whispered.



"I am unsure as to why you would make this request."



"This is... this is not the time for you to call me that. It's not right anymore. Please... just Asher."



Ezra stared into Asher's eyes, still unmoving, his hand frozen above Asher's forearm. The gears in his back clicked -- that must be how he had been modifying his programming, he'd been using the reader to punch new holes, how genius! -- and Ezra blinked. "Asher. May I?"



Asher took a deep breath, then nodded.



The first contact of Ezra's fingers -- cold, unyielding, but still so gentle, so cautious -- sent a shiver down Asher's spine, and he visibly shuddered. Ezra froze, but when Asher nodded, he dragged his fingertips slowly up the exposed skin of Asher's arm. It was so much more gentle than any other lover's touch had been, and Asher found himself wondering what else Ezra could learn to do.



"That feels wonderful," Asher said.



Ezra nodded slowly, gears clicking just loud enough to remind Asher that this was not a human he shared this intimate moment with. "I had longed to do this."



A few long moments passed in silence as Ezra explored Asher's exposed skin with his fingertips. First the forearms and hands, up to Asher's neck, then slowly, gently, cupping his hands against Asher's cheeks. Ezra's hands were cold, so cold without any sort of body heat, and Asher shivered again, but the longer Ezra left his hands there on Asher's burning cheeks, staring into Asher's eyes, the warmer the metal grew.



Ezra's voice was low, almost too quiet to be heard. "This is where a human would kiss you."



"Yes," Asher murmured.



"But I cannot."



"No," Asher said. "I did not give you lips."



Ezra stayed quiet, gears clicking audibly, then leaned forward and touched the bottom part of his faceplate to Asher's lips.



This was a different sort of feeling, as Ezra's "mouth" was warmer and a bit moist from the steam. If Asher pretended, it was as though it were an actual human man -- admittedly one who wasn't very good at kissing. In response, Asher pressed a soft kiss against Ezra's faceplate, and when Ezra pulled back again, Asher smiled.



"And how was that?"



"Better than I anticipated," Ezra said. "I did not expect to receive a kiss in return."



Asher let out a soft chuckle, and felt his cheeks growing even warmer under Ezra's hands. "That's generally how a kiss works, Ezra."



"What should I do next?" Ezra said, his voice still soft.



Asher caught his lower lip between his teeth, chewing it with thought.



Ezra moved a hand from Asher's cheek, resting the fingertips -- now warm -- against Asher's mouth. "Please do not do that," he said.



"I'm not sure exactly you want, Ezra," Asher said, when Ezra pulled his fingers back again.



Canting his head to the side again, gears creaking loudly in the silent room, Ezra said, "I simply wish to learn, Asher."



"Well," Asher drew a breath, trying to sort his thoughts enough to speak, "most times, a human couple would... continue to kiss. But I don't know if that's what you're getting at."



Ezra's gears clicked as though he were thinking. He moved his hands down from Asher's face, and said, "I do not think that would do us much use." He gestured at his mouth, then continued, "But what should I do next?"



"Ezra, are you--" The thought of what he was about to say made the words catch in his throat, and Asher had to stop and clear his throat before continuing. "Are you trying to proposition me?"



A moment of silence stretched out for an uncomfortable span of time before Ezra spoke. "Yes."



Asher stared at Ezra, into those beautiful turquoise eyes he'd so carefully selected, and realized something.



He hadn't built Ezra to be a surrogate child. He hadn't built Ezra to show off his technical skills, nor had he built Ezra simply to be an oversized assistant.



He was lonely, and he had built Ezra for companionship.



If Ezra wanted this so badly, could Asher truly say no? Not when his loneliness gnawed a hole into his very soul. Not when Ezra's thirst for knowledge and experience lined up so marvelously with what Asher needed.



He leaned forward again, and ghosted another soft kiss over Ezra's mouth. When he pulled back, Ezra blinked slowly.



"Why did you do that?"



"To show you what a human would do to show you love," Asher murmured. He stood up straight and brought a hand to the zipper on his coveralls, then hesitated for a moment. "Ezra, I want you to understand there are many types of love. You're asking about physical love -- love between two people who wish to become one, become partners. Sexual partners."



"I know, Asher."



Asher caught his lower lip between his teeth again for a moment. "All right. This isn't the only way to show you love someone. I want you to understand. You don't... we don't have to do this."



Ezra slowly stood from the chair he'd been in, stooping enough to take Asher's face between his hands again. His skin had lost some of the heat they'd absorbed from Asher's flesh before, but it wasn't as shocking as it had been the first time. "Yes, Asher, I know. I would like to, however. I have thought about this. I am certain that this is what I want."



Asher drew a deep breath, then nodded. "Then I can show you what humans do."



Ezra looked down at the hand on Asher's zipper, then dropped one of his own from Asher's cheeks, gently grasping Asher's hand and pulling the zipper down in a slow, fluid motion.



The way the coveralls parted, exposing Asher's flesh inch by inch, sent a squirming sensation through Asher's stomach. He rarely felt self-conscious, considering most of the other men he'd enjoyed the company of had been built similarly to him, but compared to Ezra, he felt woefully inadequate. Where Ezra was built to be slender and lithe, Asher's stomach curved out in a soft swell, all flesh and fat where Ezra -- were he human -- would be firm and muscled.



When Asher dropped his eyes in shame, Ezra cupped his hand under Asher's chin and lifted it with a gentle touch. "Asher, are you all right?"



"Yes," Asher said, "I'm just..." he gestured to Ezra, then to his abdomen, swollen through years of physical neglect in favor of inventing and creating. "I don't look like... I'm just a little insecure, I suppose."



Ezra lowered his hand and splayed his fingers out on Asher's chest. The touch was once again shockingly gentle for how strong Ezra was, and Asher could feel his heart beating against the metal digits. Slowly Ezra moved his hands to push the coveralls open, exposing even more of Asher's skin. He took his time, and Asher felt horribly, unnervingly exposed there under Ezra's gaze. Every so often Asher could hear gears clicking, not from Ezra's limbs.



"What are you doing?" Asher asked.



"Attempting to record this moment," Ezra said. "I would like to be able to remember it as it is. It will never be this way again."



Asher furrowed his brow and was about to ask Ezra why he'd want to remember this, remember him, on him. He was, Asher noted, still lacking an erection. Had he not programmed that capability for himself yet?



Perhaps he should have discussed this with Ezra before venturing down this path.



Of course, that thought quickly disappeared when Ezra pushed Asher's coveralls the rest of the way down, leaving him standing there in just his shorts, with the coveralls gathered around his boots. "Ezra, I can't take--"



"I know," Ezra said, and bent to untie Asher's boots one by one, removing them with a careful, fluid lift of Asher's heel followed by a smooth pull on the boot.



It wasn't something Asher had expected a lover to do for him, much less Ezra, who had been created for assistance. It was such the unexpected gesture that he had no idea what he could say. He opened his mouth to start to thank Ezra, but the automaton held up his hand. "No, Asher. Do not thank me for this. I am doing it because I care about you." He took Asher's hand in his, helping Asher balance as he removed the coveralls leg by leg.



And there Ezra knelt before Asher. Inside his shorts, Asher could feel the blood pounding in his cock with every beat of his heart, and the fabric stretched uncomfortably tight over his erection. There were a few moments of silence as Ezra stayed there, taking in the view with gears clicking, and Asher shifted to try to relieve some of the pressure.



Ezra reached up, then hesitated. "May I...?"



Asher nodded. "Please. God, please, Ezra."



"Is it painful?" Ezra asked. Asher noted that he still had no erection of his own.



"Only because you're ignoring it and it's smashed into my underclothes."



"I see." He hesitated a moment more, then laid his hand over the bulge in Asher's shorts. Involuntarily Asher pushed back, and Ezra raised a single eyebrow, and pressed just the slightest bit more firmly against Asher's cock.



Asher closed his eyes and groaned softly. "Stroke it," he said, his voice low.



Gears clicked and then Ezra started to move his hand, and somehow he had the perfect level of pressure, and the way his hand felt, hard and unyielding so unlike flesh, was amazing. The only bad part was the friction, now, the way his shorts were rubbing against that delicate skin. He groaned again, this time more in discomfort than pleasure.



Ezra, perceptive as always, stopped and brought his hand back. "Was I doing something wrong?"



"No," Asher shook his head. "It was just... the cloth against it..." He gestured to his shorts.



Without another word, Ezra hooked his fingers in the waist of Asher's pants and pulled them down. Asher's cock bounced free, and Ezra caught it in his hand, stroking along the length in one fluid motion.



Another moan, lower and deeper, slipped out from between Asher's lips, and his eyelids fluttered closed. Ezra's cautious curiosity worked well for him, and he took his time exploring with each stroke of Asher's cock. He lingered in places which made Asher make better noises, moved on quickly from other places with less enthusiastic reactions, and overall proved to Asher that Ezra was, in fact, a very fast learner.



While Asher had never expected to find himself here, he found the experience quite overall enjoyable. Ezra was an attentive lover, better than many Asher had enjoyed the company of before. He leaned in, nuzzling his cheek against Asher's stomach, his eyes closed. Somehow the fact that Ezra enjoyed this as much as he did made it all the better for Asher, and he let out another soft moan.



"You're very good at this, Ezra," Asher said, his voice breathless with pleasure. Each stroke of Ezra's hand brought him closer to his peak and, truth be told, this wasn't how he wanted to go.



When he put his hand on top of Ezra's, slowing his strokes, he had to be quick with the explanation. "I want to try something else, Ezra."



"Was that not enjoyable?"



"Oh, no, it absolutely was. I would just... Ezra, do you have programming for... to let you attempt..." Asher gestured at Ezra's pelvis, where the automaton's cock still hung limp.



Ezra nodded and stood, and Asher could hear the telltale clicking of gears which signaled Ezra reading programming or memories. After a moment a different set of clicks started, and Asher was unable to tear his eyes away from the sight of Ezra's cock straightening in front of him, each jointed plate clicking into place to create a smooth, seamless shaft.



It was a beautiful, and it was large. A thrill surged through Asher's stomach, twisting it in the most amazing way. "Wow," he breathed.



"I remind you, Asher, you designed me."



"Give a man a moment, Ezra," Asher said, reaching down to idly stroke himself as he felt the sudden need to moisten his lips. "I want to remember this, too."



Of course, what Asher didn't entirely want to admit was that he couldn't decide what he wanted to do with Ezra first. Would Ezra have any enjoyment from Asher touching him? Would Ezra feel any sort of pleasure, even emotional, from Asher tasting him? Would this all simply be for Asher's benefit?



The best thing to do, Asher supposed, was ask. "Ezra, what... what do you want?"



"You," Ezra said, simply.



Asher smiled and let out a soft chuckle. "Yes, I know. But... what do you want to learn more about?"



"I want to learn about what you enjoy." Ezra raised his eyebrows just enough to give the illusion of a smile. "I want to learn what makes you the happiest, Asher. Show me what you find pleasurable. Let me learn how to please you."



"Well," Asher drew a shaky breath, then gently pushed Ezra against the workbench, "there is one thing I enjoy doing, but I'm not sure what exactly it would do for you."



Thankfully Ezra responded to the nudge, because there was no way Asher could have moved the automaton himself. With Asher guiding him, he leaned against the workbench, legs slightly spread apart. Once he was settled in place, Asher sank to his knees in front of him.



Ezra's cock was cold in his hands, and the sensation of metal instead of flesh in his hands nearly unnerved him enough to stop, but Asher reminded himself how quickly Ezra's hands had warmed up against his cheeks. Ezra looked down at Asher there, and raised his eyebrows further. Asher held a finger to his lips though, urging Ezra to stay silent, then moved forward and ran his tongue up the full length of Ezra's cock.



The metal was still cold, a shocking contrast to his tongue, and the surface was much smoother than any he'd encountered before. The way his lips wrapped around it felt perfect, as though he'd subconsciously made it the perfect girth for such an activity. Ezra made a little sound of surprise when Asher started to move, gliding along the length of the cock in long, smooth motions. It felt lovely in his mouth, so heavy and solid, and each second of attention Asher gave the cock made it warmer yet. 



Even though Asher knew this gave Ezra no physical pleasure, he hoped the mere sight of how much he enjoyed himself would make it worth it for Ezra. He glanced up at Ezra as he moved, driving himself nearly deep enough to choke himself, and took pride in the fact that Ezra watched him, a hand hovering over Asher's head.



Without breaking the tempo, Asher reached up and took Ezra's hand, lowering it onto his hair. That was thrilling, to place that much trust in Ezra -- so much more than he'd have to have placed in any human before. Ezra was much stronger, and could exert much more force in any movements he made.



Thankfully (and perhaps a touch disappointingly), Ezra did nothing more than press his fingertips against Asher's scalp. It was interesting, of course, how much Ezra seemed to be doing just because it made sense, or perhaps through some self-programmed intuition. The reactions he showed right now, with Asher on his knees with Ezra's metal cock in his mouth, were so natural, so nearly human, that Asher could easily imagine it was a man he was making love to and not a machine.



And then Ezra let out a low moan, the sound carried with a hiss of steam, and it sounded so real, he couldn't help but echo with one of his own. He threw himself even more fully into the effort, moving faster, not even the least-bit self-conscious about the sounds he was making between his moans and the suction of his lips breaking over that smooth crown at the head of Ezra's cock. Between his own legs he could feel his blood pounding through his cock. It was so hard, and the air on the fluid gathering at the tip gave it a bit of a welcome chill to contrast the heat of his arousal. He couldn't stand the feeling of neglect anymore, with how absolutely aroused he was with nothing happening, and he wrapped his hand around his cock, stroking in time with his lips gliding around Ezra's.



Ezra's fingertips pressed even more firmly against his scalp until they weren't, and then there were smooth hands against his cheeks: one warmed by resting on Asher's head, the other cold from the workbench.



They urged him back to look up at Ezra, and beyond the sight of that glorious cock, shining and slick with his own saliva, was a very contented-looking automaton; at the least, Asher imagined he looked contented.



"You love doing that," Ezra said, and there was no hint of judgement in his voice.



Asher could feel the flush coming back into his face. "I do. Giving pleasure like that is as good as receiving it, to me."



Ezra ran his thumbs over Asher's burning cheeks. "I want to give you pleasure, Asher. However you would prefer."



That was a prospect Asher had to consider. Ezra couldn't return the favor -- even disregarding the fact that he had no real lip articulation, there was nothing inside Ezra's mouth that could facilitate such an act. To be honest, the thought of Ezra even attempting to go down on Asher made him want to shudder and cover his bits.



Ezra could just use his hands again, and that was nice enough when he'd done it earlier, but Asher wanted something more. He'd been considering having Ezra inside him since he had first really took in the full potential of Ezra's hard cock, but now that he had taken it into his mouth he couldn't banish the thought from his mind.



And, conveniently enough, a bottle of thin lubricant oil rested on the workbench mere inches from Ezra's hip.



"Get up on the workbench," Asher said, taking Ezra's hands in his own to move them aside and stand up. He took the bottle of lubricant and squeezed out a small measure onto his fingertips.



Ezra slid his hips back to sit on the edge of the workbench, but Asher reached out with his unslicked hand to move the equipment behind Ezra and urged him back further. "No, I need room for me up there too. Just trust me."



"As you say," Ezra said, sliding back until the backs of his knees met the edge of the workbench. Once he was in position, Asher leaned forward and reached his oiled fingers behind him. Ezra watched, silent, but with eyebrows slightly raised.



As Asher pushed his fingers into himself he let out another soft moan. He took his time with this, with slowly stretching himself to prepare for what lay ahead -- he couldn't rush into this, not with well-endowed he had built Ezra to be. This was something that could be phenomenal, if he could be patient about it.



Ezra reached out to embrace Asher's upper body, supporting Asher's weight against himself so Asher could let go of the workbench. With his ear against Ezra's chest, Asher could hear the soft bubbling of the boiler, feel the ticking of his clockwork through the metal. He matched the pace of his fingers against the ticking of Ezra's mechanisms, his moans growing a little louder and more needful as he continued to spread his fingers to urge himself to relax.



As Asher's breathing picked up, Ezra's hands slowly moved down Asher's back, caressing every bit of skin he could reach. "You look beautiful like this," Ezra said softly. "The way your face looks when you're feeling pleasure is beautiful."



Asher let out a soft laugh, then withdrew his fingers and took the bottle of oil in his hands again, squeezing out another generous portion into his palm. "If you thought I looked good then..."



It took a bit more rearranging to get Ezra reclined enough to allow for Asher on his lap, but with Ezra settled in again Asher slicked the oil down the full length of Ezra's cock. He was perhaps a bit overzealous with application, but he figured that with the apparatus being made of metal and not flesh, more was probably better than less. He clambered up onto the workbench with Ezra's help, and knelt over Ezra's lap, legs spread wide. "Are you ready?"



Ezra gave a nod, and Asher slowly lowered himself onto Ezra. The first press against his opening forced a gasp from his lips -- Ezra's cock had lost all the body heat it had absorbed from Asher's mouth before -- but once the head had passed that first ring of muscle it was one of the best sensations Asher had ever felt.



"Oh, God," Asher gasped, clinging as tightly to Ezra's shoulders as he could as he sank further down, Ezra's cock going deeper inside.



"Is it uncomfortable? Do we need to stop?" Ezra's eyebrows were furrowed, and he rested his hands on Asher's hips. "I do not want you to hurt yourself, Asher."



Asher paused for a moment and took a shaky breath. "I won't hurt myself. It can simply feel too overwhelming at first. I'll adapt." He drew another breath, then settled down, his thighs resting on Ezra's, his cock so hard in front of him. With a low moan, he moved his hips in a small circle, then started to move up and down again.



Ezra watched him intently, hands once again growing warm from Asher's flesh, though not as quickly as the metal cock inside Asher did, surrounded as it was by the searing heat of Asher's ass. Ezra made small noises of interest each time Asher moaned, each time Asher shifted his grip or changed his angle.



The cock was so flawless, so smooth, gliding over it was effortless, but still each movement brought new waves of pleasure, and all Asher could do was cling to Ezra's shoulders and keep the pace he had set. The cock felt so wonderful inside of him, stroking against every one of his most sensitive areas. He dropped his forehead to Ezra's shoulder, panting with the effort, his thighs quivering with exhaustion.



"Do we need to stop?" Ezra asked again.



"No, no..." Asher said, shaking his head. Where the skin slid against Ezra's, a sheen appeared from the sweat on Asher's brow.



"Can you continue?"



Asher let out a breathless chuckle. "Give me a moment."



Ezra shifted his hands from Asher's waist to rest under his buttocks. "Do you require assistance?"



Asher looked up at Ezra, blinking as he adjusted his grip on Ezra's shoulders. "I... think that would be appreciated."



After a brief nod, Ezra cautiously lifted Asher by his hips, and lowered him again. Asher helped with the movements, pressing with his screaming muscles again, until Ezra had a pace and angle Asher loved. At that point Asher could lean into Ezra again and just ride the movements, his breath quickening again with the pleasure.



With a low moan Asher let go of Ezra's shoulder with one hand, wrapping it around his own cock. He started at a leisurely pace, nearly matching the one Ezra kept. It was ecstasy, but Asher needed more. He craved more. This had dragged on long enough, in his opinion, and he was damn near ready to burst.



He started to move faster, sliding the cock in and out of him faster, and Ezra adapted quickly, assisting Asher with the movement instead of supporting him entirely. To match, Asher stroked his hand along his own cock faster, drawing soft gasps and moans from his lips.



With all the anticipation and all the pleasure building up to this point, it truly didn't take long for Asher to tumble over the precipice. With a cry echoing off Ezra's metallic body, Asher spurted through his fingers, the fluid splattering across Ezra's torso and onto his own.



Ezra froze as Asher rode out the final waves of his climax, and it took Asher a few more moments beyond that to realize what had happened.



"Oh my God. Ezra, I'm so sorry." Asher let out a loud groan as he lifted himself, Ezra's cock sliding out of his hole as he did so and leaving behind an uncomfortably empty sensation in its stead. He took a steadying breath before letting go of Ezra and climbing down off the workbench. "Let me go get a cloth to clean that."



Asher stopped, though, as Ezra looked down at the mess on his stomach. After a moment he lifted a hand, running his fingertips through the splattered drops. "This is fascinating."



"And you'll rust if we don't clean you up. I should have thought about that earlier, I'm sorry."



Ezra shook his head, staring at his fingertips. "Do not apologize. I... truly enjoyed that."



Asher smiled, and went to get the cleaning solution.






Things between Asher and Ezra after their tryst had been awkward at first. Asher wasn't entirely sure how he should behave, as he'd quite obviously never dealt with such an arrangement before; after all, how many people could say they'd slept with a thing of their own creation?



At length, Ezra approached Asher after another stilted conversation. "Asher... are you uncomfortable with me?"



"What? No! No, of course not!" Asher was firm in his denial, but still was unable to meet Ezra's eyes, instead focusing on the toolbox in front of him.



"Are you uncomfortable with our intimacy?"



Asher continued to focus on the toolbox. The wrenches weren't organized by size, and how was he to find the correct wrench if they weren't even in their right places?



"Asher." Ezra laid his hand over the wrenches. "Please do not ignore me."



Asher sighed. "I don't know if what we did is right, Ezra."



"I do not understand."



Asher shoved his hands into his hair, tugging on the curls in frustration. "I used you, Ezra."



Ezra's joints and gears creaked again as he canted his head to the side. "I do not agree."



"What do you mean? You got nothing out of that, not really. I used you for my own pleasure."



Ezra shook his head. "No, Asher. I was not simply an object in your pleasure." He brought up his hand, tipping Asher's chin up with his impossibly cold, smooth fingers. "I greatly enjoyed watching you receive pleasure from something I had, something I did. And I would not mind that happening again."



Asher blinked in surprise. He opened his mouth to speak, but Ezra shook his head again. "Do not feel as though you must question every good thing which happens to you. I have told you the truth. I would not -- cannot -- lie to you. I enjoyed your company, and I would like it to happen again."



Asher let out a soft laugh, then nodded. "Thank you, Ezra. I feel much better, now."



Things, then, assumed a new normal between them. Ezra continued to modify his programming to allow for a wider range of emotive abilities and expand his capacity for love, and Asher started to assist him with the modifications.



A few months later the next ball invitation arrived in Asher's mail, and it gave him pause.



"What is wrong, Asher?"



Asher looked down at the envelope in his hands. "It's an invitation to another inventor's ball at Marcus' house."



Ezra plucked the envelope from his hands, tearing it open with deft fingers and pulling out the invitation inside. "Ah. 'Mr. Marcus Vaughn requests the presence of one Mr. Asher Baumann. In addition, Mr. Vaughn politely requests of Mr. Baumann to bring his automaton assistant, Ezra, so we might see him again.' I see." He looked up at Asher, an eyebrow raised. "One would wonder who they are truly inviting to this ball."



"Of course they want to see you," Asher said, taking the invitation back. "I'm sure quite a few of the ladies in attendance had ideas about your... configuration."



"As if you know nothing about that," Ezra said, a hint of the dry humor he'd been programming into his speech patterns coming through.



"Indeed," Asher said. He set the invitation aside. The ball was happening the following night, so he had time to prepare. Ezra didn't have a suit yet, and that would need to change. He couldn't bring his peer to a ball underdressed like he could his creation.



When they arrived, they were greeted again by the same servant, who reacted much more calmly at the sight of Ezra this second time. Asher was sure Marcus had given him a warning that Ezra would be in attendance, so the servant had time to prepare himself for the sight of a seven-foot tall metal man.



He led them to the ballroom, where Marcus turned from the large group he was speaking to and greeted them with a warm smile. "Asher, so lovely to see you again."



"The feeling is mutual, Marcus," Asher said, shaking Marcus' extended hand firmly. "I'm sure you remember Ezra."



Marcus looked over at Ezra, an eyebrow raised as he took in Ezra's appearance. "I remember him wearing a lot less clothing last time."



"Asher felt I required appropriate attire for the formal occasion," Ezra said.



Marcus turned his gaze back to Asher, the other eyebrow raised now as well, his expression incredulous. "Asher?"



"Asher felt it was inappropriate for me to refer to him as 'Master' when that is not what he is."



Asher gave Marcus a cocky half-smile. It was wholly satisfying to confound Marcus after having been regarded as inferior for so long. For once, Asher was in control.



"Are you sure you can control him, Asher?" Marcus looked concerned, even perhaps a bit terrified by Ezra's matter-of-fact attitude.



"He does not need to be controlled, Marcus. He's completely autonomous."



"You're treating him like a man, not a machine."



Asher let out a soft laugh, colored with bitterness only a spurned lover could bring. "I'm treating him better than you ever treated me."



By now some heads had turned to the conversation, not only due to Ezra's presence, but also the tones of Asher and Marcus' words. They had kept their relationship private, for the most part; but it was hard to hide anything now with how open they were about the discussion.



"Marcus, is that true?" A woman to his right said, and judging by her proximity to him, he'd been pursuing her.



Asher's suspicions were confirmed when Marcus turned to her, taking her hands in his. "Of course not, darling, please don't let him--"



"Ezra, let's go," Asher cut in. "I don't want to listen to him spin another web of lies."



"As you wish, Asher," Ezra said, taking Asher's hand in his own and leading him away.



In the carriage, Ezra watched Asher in silence until Asher couldn't take it anymore. "Ezra, what's on your mind?"



"You will not be able to attend any of those balls again."



Asher shrugged. "I never cared for them after Marcus abandoned me."



Ezra reached across the carriage to clasp Asher's hands. "Will you be all right, Asher?"



"I think I will," Asher said. "After all, I have you."
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Nostalgia Night
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It was going to be Nostalgia Night, he decided, as he reached for another strut and inched higher up the tower.  Mostly because he had some oldies stuck in his head and felt like humming as he climbed.  Not like he ever picked a theme, or even ran a theme night on more than a whim.



"That tonight's gonna be a good night," he sang softly into the wind as he levered himself up, "that tonight's gonna be a good, good night..."  He rested for a moment, toeholds secure, and hooked one elbow around a column, then leaned back to get an eyeful of the lights of Rumeli, laid out below him and sparkling in the night.  Oh, yeah.  He had a good feeling about this show.



At the top, he took off his bag and set to work unpacking and assembling his kit.  An antenna two centimeters long could broadcast to nearly every island on Venus, and more music than he'd be able to listen to in a lifetime fit into a little oblong case dwarfed by the clip that kept it on his collar, but the equipment that hid his location-- spoofed the signal, ping-ponged it around, made it look like it was coming from anywhere but here-- that stuff took a little more space, especially when you had as much of it as he did.  Anything to keep up the mystique, and it didn't hurt if it kept him out of jail too.



At 23:59 on the dot he popped a pill to counteract the helium in the air and keep his voice low and rough, turned on his mic, and got started.  "Check, check... checking, five-six... This is Pirate Radio Venus.  This is Pirate Radio Venus, and I'm your host, Baron Barium, saying goodnight to all you bad boys and girls out there.  You're all up past your bedtimes and tomorrow's not getting any further away, so let's get started, shall we?"  He reached out onto thin air, fingers dancing over a projected light workstation of buttons, knobs, and sliders, and launched into the first song with a quick staccato of drums.



While that played, he set up a rough draft of the playlist for the night.  A little Chana Kala, the latest Minus 18 single, that remix of "Tell Me Later" that was making the club rounds, and of course the songs that would round out the night's theme.  As the first song's electric sitar stuttered away, he switched his mic back on.



"That was 'Burnt Sugar,' by Rohan; up next is 'Spores,' by Catch-99.  Listen closely, girls and boys, you know the drill; first, fifth, and sixth songs will set the theme for the night, and tonight's sharp listener will get three tickets to Catch-99's show at Tiny Godzilla Bar in Rumeli next Friday night.  You and two special someones, you and two supervisors you need to butter up... just a word to the wise for anyone who hasn't been to TGB: they're not kidding about tiny.  Make sure they're two people you don't mind getting good and close to."



As "Spores," started up, his phone blinked with the first call of the night.  "You've reached PRV.  You're early-- sure you don't want to at least guess the theme?"



"Oh, um, hi!  Cool, I didn't think I'd get through!  Nah, I just want to make a request, I'm never any good at guessing the themes.  I'm--"



"No names, sweetie," he interrupted.  "I can't promise you I don't get tapped and I'd just hate for you to get in trouble on my account."



"Oh, yeah, haha, I knew that.  I listen to your show a lot, I swear.  Um, anyway, could you please play some Hustlers?  Maybe 'Whatever Happened To' or 'Thirteen Times?'"



"For you, darling, anything.  As long as it's a song.  I don't help friends move anymore.  Thanks for the call, stay awful, you sweet thing, you."  He put 'Thirteen Times' next on the list-- Hustlers wasn't really up-tempo enough for his show, but that one was faster than most of their songs at least.



The next fifteen or twenty minutes passed quietly, as he listened to the music and looked out from the tower.  He supposed anything would look peaceful, seen from far enough away, but the view up here was especially tranquil.  Though that reminded him, he needed to do a quick once-over of the local news.



As soon as the sixth song started, his phone began to light up with calls.  He grinned-- he rather enjoyed the wild guesses that usually came first-- and picked a caller at random.  "Baron Barium."



"Hey, dude!  Good show tonight!  Is it female vocalists?"



His eyebrows shot up, though he mostly muffled his laugh.  "Good guess, but no.  I have to say, if the ladies in your life sound like the vocalist in 'Windowlicker,' maybe you should do the gentlemanly thing and offer them a cough drop.  Thanks for the call!"



He flipped to the next call.  "Baron Barium here, your guess there...?"



"Hi!  I love your show!  I think Tanith Flynn produced all of them?"



"She certainly does keep busy," he allowed, "but not quite that busy.  Thanks for the guess, better luck next week!"



As the song reached the two-minute mark, someone finally said, "These are all oldies, aren't they?" and Barium hit the button for a little trumpet fanfare.  "Yes, indeed!  'Burnt Sugar,' by Rohan, came out in 2008, we just heard 'Lights' by Ellie Goulding from 2010, and 'Windowlicker' by Aphex Twin comes to us all the way from 1999.  I see someone's been listening to granddad's music!  Send your name and this code to my email: 6340892.  Your tickets will be under your name at the TGB box office."



His caller positively squealed.  "YES!  Thank you so much!  I love Catch-99, and your show too!"



"My pleasure, darling," he said, "enjoy!"  He hung up, but added for the benefit of the recording, "Up next, another nostalgia pick: 'Swoossshhh'-- that's two o's, three s's, three h's, wouldn't want to get that wrong-- by DJ Sam Soe and Mister Hartono."



He cued her call-- with the code beeped out of course-- in between 'Lights' and the following song, then gave his regrets to the handful of callers who had been waiting to enter their guesses.  As the recording started to play, a couple people hung up without prompting-- but one call stayed in the queue.  Barium eyed the blinking light with a pleased little smile.  Oh, a good night indeed.



"Baron Barium, how may I help you tonight?" he began, and his smile stretched to a grin when a stern male voice cut over his own.



"Your real name, for starters, and if you'd like to turn yourself in that would be great, thanks."



"Ooh Officer Stern!" he said with a delighted coo, and could nearly hear the squeak of gritted teeth over the line.  "It's so good to hear your righteous tones.  How is my very favorite tool of the Intersystem RIA doing tonight?"



"Wonderful.  Thank you.  You couldn't just stay home and watch the game, huh?"



"Why Officer Law, you know I can't bear it when you turn your devastating dry wit on me.  Don't we have enough of that on this dusty old planet?"



"My name's not-- forget it.  You're breaking laws here, Barium.  Serious laws, and there are serious consequences."



"Oh, Officer Order.  I would love to hear more about those serious consequences in just that tone of voice you take, but it's time for me to do the news, won't be a moment--"



"Don't you put me on hold, Bar--"



With the flick of a switch, Barium did just that, and smiled at the blinking light.  He'd never hang up-- he undoubtedly had equipment out and was trying his damndest to trace the signal.



Well, he could try in peace for a few minutes.  Barium did so love his calls, but business before pleasure.



"Good night again, my bad boys and girls.  You're tuned in to Pirate Radio Venus.  That was Tonocho's '16,' and I'm sure you don't actually need that many feet to properly dance to it.  That is most likely just the band's little joke.  It's time for tonight's news: first of all, gang activity was reported this afternoon near the Arrivals wing of the Venus Gate.  Shots fired, suspects fleeing the scene, how terrible!  Keep your heads down and your noses clean, my dear little miscreants-- we all want to live to sleep in another day.



"A heavy sporefall is predicted for the middle of next week, most likely beginning Tuesday, stretching from Marina clear to the south of Chiang Mai!  So reschedule those picnics, and do monitor yourselves for any eye trouble whatsoever.  It's no laughing matter, kiddies.



"The Floating Market will be on this weekend, rain or shine.  My little joke, of course; it'll be on dust storm or shine, starting at 6am on Saturday and running round the clock through to 10pm Sunday.  If you're coming from Rumeli, enter via the eastern edge of Little Bangkok; if you're coming from Aegis City, there will be a shuttle running every half hour from Aeronauts' Wharf.  If you're an especially early riser, look out your window at about, say, 4am on Saturday to see the preparations get underway as thousands of hovercraft lift off between the two cities, getting ready to sell everything imaginable and a few things you almost certainly can't.  Don't miss it, my little monsters!  As the DOT says, ahem: 'While every permit-bearing hovercraft has been inspected and deemed functional by the Department of Transportation, we cannot certify that every vehicle at the Floating Market will have a permit.  So-called hacker hovers are unregulated, many have no automatic guidance system whatsoever, and are liable to crash without warning.  We strongly advise citizens not to patronize the Floating Market, for their personal safety, and not to cross underneath the same if not in a vehicle with substantial armor.'  WELL, my darlings!  With that kind of endorsement, who could stay away?  Now stay tuned for a catchy little number called 'Party Rock Anthem,' by LMFAO."



He grinned as he flipped back to the call and caught a stream of not-quite-audible curses.  Those scramblers were worth every penny.  "I am ever so sorry, dear Officer Killjoy, where were we?"



"What you're doing is a felony, Barium!"  While not quite a shout, he was definitely sounding more aggravated by the minute.  "You're stealing intellectual property, broadcasting without a license--"



"Running a podunk, one-man radio show, yes, how dare I," Barium waved a hand dismissively, though his own irritation was mounting.  "Being a speck in the eye of your lords and masters-- refresh my memory on how protecting the interests of record company fat cats lines up with your oath to serve and protect?  If, in fact, you did take such an oath?"



There was a brief silence.  "You are treading dangerous ground," he began.



"No, no," Barium cut him off, struggling to regain his own equilibrium and reminding himself sternly that he had no intention of arguing the politics of this again.  "No, no, no.  That's not what I meant at all.  I'm just a silly little boy playing songs he likes to dance to, you know that."  He took a deep breath and looked out again over Rumeli.  The world is very large and you are quite small, he reminded himself.  Don't let these things get to you.



"Anyway," Barium continued brightly, "do you know what time it is, dear Officer Narrow?  Please tell me you didn't keep anyone cooped up at the station with you.  Your fine men and women have families, you know."



"I didn't-- don't call me-- of course I didn't keep anyone with me, I'm not a slave driver," he said, sounding off-balance at last.



Barium sat up a little straighter.  It was ever so hard to resist an opening like that.  "Oh, goodness, poor Officer Latchkey.  Do you mean to say that you're all alone?"



"How much backup do you think I need to track down one podunk one-man radio show?" he asked, but there was no heat in it.  Barium rather thought the man sounded tired.  More than tired, even.  Perhaps weary.



"Oh, I know you're tireless," Barium said, deliberately putting a bit of a purr in his voice.  "To tell the truth, it positively keeps me up at night, knowing you're on my trail."



"It should."  Oh stars, the sincerity in the man's voice.  It simply shouldn't be that appealing.  "You may think this is a victimless crime, but they'll make an example of you, and you'll be slapped with so many fines and injunctions the most high-tech musical device you'll own will play wax cylinders."



"All the more reason to drink and be merry now," Barium said, stretching elaborately even though he couldn't be seen.  "But enough about me; tell me, Officer Delectable, what are you wearing?"



"Have you lost your mind--"



"No no, it's fine, don't tell me, let me guess.  I'm sure you favor that timeless gumshoe look; a button-down shirt... I'm tempted to say white, but perhaps a tasteful light yellow, a loose tie... oh, say you have a shoulder holster, please.  I love a man with a good shoulder holster."



"You're ridiculous, Barium."  But then, after a few seconds of silence, "Of course I have a shoulder holster, that's standard issue."



Barium closed his eyes, not even bothering to hide the pleasure in his voice.  "Standard issue, but I'm sure it looks especially good on you.  Plain brown or black slacks, mustn't deviate from standard issue there... but tell me, are you a boxers or a briefs man?"



"I am definitely not telling you that."



"Au naturale then?  I'm glad we have more in common than just disrupted sleep schedules."



"I.  I didn't need to know that, Barium."



"Didn't you?"  He said softly, just to make Officer Hound strain to hear.  "But isn't it nice?  To just wear... nothing at all?  No one can see me, after all."



His voice was steady, a little too steady to be effortless.  "You're not going to get a rise out of me that way."



"Oh, no?  I'm not ashamed to say that you're getting a rise out of me, my sweet.  But, oh dear, my queue is fresh out.  Forgive me, this will only be a moment."



Just as the song was ending, Barium brought his mic back on and began fading another song in.  "You're still listening to Pirate Radio Venus, I'm still Baron Barium, and it's still Nostalgia Night here at PRV Industries.  I usually try not to repeat too many bands in one show, but here's another interesting track from Aphex Twin, called, well-- let's just call it 'Equation.'  A good friend assures me the equation in question is nonsense anyway.  The song comes with an easter egg, but I'll give you a hint-- fire up your spectrograph apps and see what happens."



When he got back on the line, the quality of the silence was just a little bit different.  Possibly Officer Upstanding was breathing rather faster than before.  "Are you there, dearest?  It would break my heart if you hung up on me."



"I'm here, Barium.  Exactly what are you playing at?"



"Oh, just a bit bored, a bit lonely, a bit enamoured of being chased.  You are such an ardent chaser, you must realize the effect that has on people.  It's quite turned my head.  And, let's be frank-- it's been simply ages since I sucked cock.  Whole days."



"Wow," he managed, now obviously fighting to keep his voice level.  "How tragic."



"Isn't it?  If you like what I do with this show-- and I really do hope so, you certainly tune in enough-- you'd love what else I can do with my mouth.  Not to brag, but I've left quite a few men very happy indeed."



"What if I don't want your mouth?"  He said, having clearly abandoned the effort to sound calm, because now his voice was rough and aggressive.  "What if I want m-more?"



"Then I'll give you more," Barium promised.  He leaned back, undoing his fly slowly.  There was no need to let his mic catch the sound; he didn't need to be even more crass about this.  "What is it you want?  Me, on my knees, begging for you?"  He curled his fingers around his cock and gave a rough jerk, and this time he didn't bother stifling the noise of his own gasp.  "Or maybe straddling you?"



Officer Hardon was clearly suffering under some modesty compulsions, but his own strangled moan was a moan nevertheless.  "S-straddling me."



"Oh, good choice," Barium said, stroking himself faster now.  "I'd like that very much.  Sitting on you, feeling your cock inside me, putting your hands on my hips and letting you fuck me just as hard and fast as you want.  And you would fuck me hard, wouldn't you darling?  God, I'd-- love that."



"Y-yeah," he said, and Barium wondered if he was jerking off in his office, or still trying to keep some shreds of professionalism.  "Yeah, I'd-- make you scream."



"Oh, would you like to hear more of me?"  Without waiting for a reply, Barium moaned into his mic, much louder than before.  "Would you watch me, baby?  Grinding on top of you, moaning and begging you to fuck me harder, coming all over myself?"  That was hot-- suddenly, he was right on the edge and with just a couple more tugs he breathed, "God-- yes--" and came just as promised.



There was ragged breathing on both ends for a few moments, and then poor Officer Hot Fuzz spoke again, voice still shaky but now with a note of triumph.  "I can't believe you just did that."



"Mmm?"  Barium asked lazily, "Came for you?  I'd do it again, baby."



"Came on air," he said, definitely gloating now.  "The mic's been live since the second time you put me on hold.  You have no idea the obscenity charges I'm going to be able to bring down on you now."



Barium grinned, stretched, and wiped his hand absently on his pants.  "I suppose it did sound that way from over there, yes.  Pretty sure most of my listeners just heard X-Japan's "Rose of Pain."  They're pretty overblown to my taste, but when you need ten uninterrupted minutes without having to go back on air, you could do worse."  To the incredulous silence he added, "You know I've got all sorts of gadgets over here, darling.  I promise, when you call in I can make sure you hear anything I want."  He added thoughtfully, "Though you would've figured it out if you'd been listening to the program at the same time from any other source.  You must've been very distracted indeed."



At the first half of a curse so loud it came out distorted, he killed all audio input and switched off his workstation.  He sat in silence and darkness, as still as possible, listening.  After a minute... yes, there it was... far-off echoes that just might be a mobilized police shuttle, or several.  Heh.  He'd always suspected Officer Officer concentrated better with a hard-on.



As "Rose of Pain" wound down, he began unscrewing joints and dismantling equipment, fading in his mic as he did so.  "Shh, quiet now... did you hear that?  Ah, there it is again... sirens!  And so concludes tonight's Pirate Radio Venus.  Good morning, my bad little girls and boys.  Be sure to sleep in, stay up, and tune in next week... until then... sawadee."



Laughing softly, he cut off the mic, zipped up his bag, and clipped it around his waist once more.  He grinned into the wind and leapt, spreading his arms and legs so the wingsuit would bear his weight and respond to his steering.  Low, low tech; no electronics to detect, almost impossible for anyone to track.



Unless one was sufficiently motivated, of course.  Venus had no shortage of surveillance cameras, and Rumeli was no exception.  But wasn't that what made it fun?



Still laughing, the entire PRV operation powered down and strapped to his back, he banked and glided off into the last of the night.
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He dreamed that she was running free through the green fields that led to the beach just to the west, her claws throwing grass torn from the earth and then sand. She turned and stopped to look back at him; she was holding a dead snake in her jaws.




"Avi, come back," he called. But she play-lunged in the direction she was so keen to, the snake flopping ridiculously in her mouth, and so he followed. 




She went to the edge of the dry sand where it became wet, and to his alarm she kept going. She ran to meet the next wave and leapt over it, and then she was swimming out into the low tide. He called for her over and over, his voice growing hoarse, and before he lost sight of her entirely he took a deep breath and ran into the water after her. He was not a great swimmer, but the sea was kind to him, holding him up to the surface instead of flinging him back to land.




They came to an island. Avi trotted up onto the wet rock and shook herself out, and then she carefully laid the snake down. She sat back on her haunches and stared at it intently. He stared too. It felt natural, expected, when the snake relaxed and uncurled its death-stiffened body and flicked its tongue at them. The three held their strange secret council, and he saw that Avi was looking at him now, her soft eyes wide and eager.




Set woke where he had fallen, exhausted from the grief that had drawn his entire body into his sobbing. He stared at the violent gash of the stars above him, and he understood. He groped for the loose soil underneath him with hands still dirty from laying it; he dug like a dog himself. Several feet down he found her, and he carefully, so carefully, pulled Avi free. He brushed the dirt from her fur and pulled off his coat to carry her in.




"I'll find it," he said. He was crying again. "Thank you."









Avi had granted him a vision. He knew the beach he had seen, and he knew that the snake was important. A firmament to an adamah with aspects of the snake was not known, but Avi, the greatest pointer who'd ever run the earth, was as clever and as loyal freed from the bounds of her flesh as she had been when she'd rested at his side.




The walk to the shore was much longer than he'd remembered. The beaches were treacherous and no one but experienced ferrymen were supposed to pick their way through them, but of course the boys did so all the time. Set and Avi hunted birds; they'd only gone to the ocean once so he could say that they had been. When he finally caught glimpse of light on the water, it was the long pour of the sun setting beyond it. It was another two hours before he found the crags he'd seen Avi run past. The sand was crusty with undisturbed salt; there were only the footprints of seabirds.




He squinted through the thin starlight. He couldn't see anything over the horizon, neither an island nor an absence of one. Avi lay cold in his arms; her body was stiffening, though her eyes did not yet show the pinprick sign of her return to the earth. There was time still, yes?




The foamy edge of a wave licked his toes, and the water was so cold it sucked the breath from him.




He gasped down into the very depths of his lungs and clutched Avi to his chest, and he ran at the water at full speed. He fell to his knees when the next wave crashed into him, and the water ripped him in while he was off-balance. He didn't try to swim; he held Avi with all of his strength and tried to keep his legs in front of him, should the water chose to cast him against the rocks. Within moments he lost which direction the water was rushing, other than away, away, away.




Avi was always first to leap into ponds and paddle merrily across to grin at him from the other side. She would have struggled and insisted on swimming on her own even in the sea; she was still waiting for him to catch up. Her wet fur clung to his neck and moved only with the water.




They went under, once and then again, until he couldn't tell which way was up, either. The water was merciless and deeply cold. He wasn't sure if he passed out; he clutched Avi's frozen body in a deathgrip to his breast, but after some endless stretch of time he raised his head and found that the waves were only in his skull now. He lay on a flat stretch of black rock. He released his arms and tried to sit up, but dizziness forced him to lie down again. There was no hint of dawn yet to show him the shoreline.




"We're here," Set said to Avi. But being here wasn't enough. No adamah could ever leave its firmament; finding one was treacherous work, and they didn't always want to be found. 




The only one he'd ever seen in person was the adamah Ipaisis, a reed of a woman with long black hair and skin that never saw sunlight, and a crown of a dozen bulls' horns framing her head and jaw. Some belonged to cattle that no longer existed here; her regalia was as old as she, and no one knew how old that was. Access to her was guarded ferociously, for she decided the outcome of war.




His family had gone to plead on behalf of his enlisted brother, but he could only see the horns. The hooves of some ancient creature had been cut apart to be her fingers and the soles of her feet, so she clacked and echoed with every step. Her cloak was thick bull's hide belted at her waist; she should have looked ridiculous under the weight -- she looked no older than a girl --  but she raged within her stone walls. Her voice could bring down the mountain her firmament was set within. Set had never seen a more terrifying creature in his life.




Whatever sacred space was carved out here was within the rock. Set looked around himself for any indication of human hands, but there was only a broad pool in the center of the stretch that was filled with water level with the tide.




"Even now," he said, "you care only for glory and none for fear." He pulled himself to the edge of the pool and touched the surface with his palm. It felt warm after the sea, and it settled still soon after he drew his hand back. His reflection was visible where it blotted out the stars.




He had nothing with which to build a devotional fire and no way to keep such a flame safe anyway, and so he laid down beside Avi and waited for the tide to go down.




If she really had discovered something new, he wondered if they would be famous for it. That would be better than vanishing from the earth, leaving nothing but an empty grave behind. Though, honestly, that wasn't such a bad story, either.








Far to the north there was an adamah called Padarisea, who was bound in bright feathers and a lion's skin. The adamot were all relics of the same long-forgotten age (it was generally agreed), but memory of Padarisea went back further than that for any of the rest. He controlled the weather. His firmament was set in a marble cave, and a stunning white palace had been built around it that was as open to the elements as a bird cage. Armies had grown and collapsed again and again over the centuries to keep him secure within it. Whatever lived in an undiscovered pit guarded only by the sea would be his opposite, Set supposed. Set had never seen Padarisea, but despite his storms he had always imagined he was kind.




When Set woke again, the stars had all set, but the sun hadn't risen. The sea had fallen away below the surface of a fog; water still sat like a mirror within the pool, but the predawn murk revealed that it had fallen twice the length of his own body to reveal a deep pit in the rock. The walls of it gleamed and felt textured and oily.




He gathered Avi up and swung his legs over the edge, and he jumped in. It was deeper than it had looked from above. His feet didn't meet any rock when he plunged into the water, but once he surfaced he could see diffuse light below him somewhere in its depths.




"I don't think the tide goes out any more than this," he whispered; the pit took the hint of his voice and amplified it into a hollow echo that his startled gasp only extended. He froze like a rabbit. From down here, he could see that this pit would make a temporary prison for anyone who could tread water long enough for the tide to come back in. 




He felt along the wall with his toes. There were carvings, maybe writing, spinning down the whole surface, but they were deeper and more concentrated on one side. He found enough purchase for his free hand and pushed himself below the surface of the water to follow them down.




Fighting his buoyancy with just one arm was hard, and after a few moments he had to let go of the wall and surface to gasp for air. "I can do it," he said, more to Avi than himself. He swallowed and willed himself to stop trembling. "I can do it."




Set took several deep breaths, stretching his lungs with them, and then one to fill them completely. He pushed himself down again with Avi tucked under his chin, and he gained enough purchase on the wall of the tunnel to start climbing down it. It was impossible to gauge his depth when it was too dark above the surface to see it from below, so he focused on following the light, which sharped and grew more distinct the lower he went. It oozed in from an opening in the wall and dissolved into the water as a warm glow. He pushed himself down until he could hook his feet into the top edge of it, and with a great yank of his legs he pulled himself level with it. It was a tunnel that led straight forward with a great light at the end of it; his heart pounded even as his lungs burned.




There was a noticeable current here, and he was glad to stop fighting the whims of the water and follow it. He pushed himself along the ceiling of the tunnel with growing haste; he couldn't guess its length at all. When his vision and his grip on Avi were both beginning to grow weak, the wall he was pressed against suddenly gave way to a wide circular opening, and he surfacing gasping like he'd been half-drowned. This place was very brightly lit, and it took long minutes for his sight to adjust to it. He sat on what was now the edge of another pool and shuddered with the force of his breath.




The first thing he took conscious note of was how wet everything was. The rock here had been ground down to a flat floor, and it gleamed with water; he could hear seawater constantly dripping everywhere. The room was lined with sodden torches that burned as brightly as dry kindling. He sat at the edge of the receiving stage, though there were no doors behind him to allow worshippers entrance. Before him, the pool bordered a firmament stage. There was nothing else it could be.




Set pulled himself up into his half of the room warily. Where his floor was unadorned black rock, the stage across the water was lined entirely with the inner surface of seashells carved down into tiles. In some places they appeared to be bricks. The torches gave it light that danced constantly, lending it a sense of movement that tricked Set's eyes constantly into darting from one corner to another. But there was no reason to search it out; at the center of its stage, the adamah's throne rose up from the rock. It was paneled with the same seashells, and it was framed by a pair of massive ivory tusks set into the floor so they swept upward grandly parallel to the arms of the throne. Black rock made up its hood; the adamah sat in its shadow, masked and dormant. All these, too, dripped with water from the tide that had gone out.




Set stared around himself in wonder. He had never heard of any firmament like this; they were surely the first to lay foot here in centuries. Whatever race had created the adamot had placed them very carefully, hiding them at times with great cleverness, but most people believed that the nine that had been found were all that there were. And yet, here, as Avi had promised him, there was a tenth. As he laid Avi within his coat carefully on the floor beside him, he could hear the adamah beginning to move. Its fingers flexed on the arms of its throne with sharp little taps, and its knees draw up so it could stand. Set moved away from the edge of the water and watched.




The adamah took a single careful step from its throne and raised its arms to remove the wooden mask. It was male. His cloak gleamed in the torchlight as though it was scaled, but the surfaces the light played on were too broad to have belonged to any earthly snake, and Set couldn't quite identify what color it was. It was lined with feathers that were similarly dazzling and yet nondescript. The adamah had the same colorlessness in his hair and sun-starved skin to match the pearls and the snake's fangs that made up his diadem. As with all the adamot, his eyes were a cat's flat yellow, and they fixed on Set.




Set stood and tried to remember how a greeting should go. It was usually the work of attendants. "Please," he said. "Grant me your name so I may pay respect to you."




The adamah tilted his head a little. His voice was soft and shadowy. "Why did you come?"




Set swallowed. "I had a vision."




"You were lured here?"




"I wouldn't... say I was lured. I was led."




His expression was still. Set noticed that there were snakes' teeth bound to his fingers with wires that cut into his skin. It bloodied the teeth: an impressive effect for a curious price. "Then," the adamah said, "why did you follow?"




Set's hand on Avi clutched the coat that covered her, and Set was silent. The adamah narrowed his eyes and said, "Do not hide over there. Come closer."




"No," Set said.




The adamah walked forward with clicking steps -- his toes were adorned as well, but they looked like claws or perhaps talons -- to the edge of the pool, where the tiles stopped. He could come no closer. "I can't see what you've brought me."




Set swallowed and took his eyes away from him to unwrap the cloth. He hated to see Avi so; she looked now as though she had drowned. His throat ached and he looked away at neither of them.




"A dog?" The adamah said.




"Avi," Set said.




"She is dead."




"She's four years old. Her death is untimely. Four years is not her allotment."




"You've come on behalf of a dog?"




"Yes!" Set looked up fiercely. "I come here because Avi came to me and told me where you hide!"




To Set's credit, the adamah looked taken aback. "And you wish for her to be returned to you?"




Set shivered.




"Yes?"




"Yes."




He nodded as though this was a perfectly reasonable thing to ask, and Set's heart leapt. "You must bring her to me. I can do nothing from here."




Adamot did not grant favors carelessly; Set knew very well from Ipaisis. "What is your cost?"




"The cost is the cost," the adamah said. "You should ask for the price."




"How are they different?"




"I can do as you ask: that is the cost. But I have a price for myself."




"...Then what is it?"




The adamah folded his arms and tapped the fanged fingers of one against the other. "I haven't decided."




"Then decide and be bound by your word."




"To reunite the living with the dead, I ask for submission. I don't know if I should ask so much for a dog."




Bound in their earthly prisons and removed from the effects they laid on the world, the adamot craved things that were material and base to a degree that was almost pitiful. Sometimes the offering was a ridiculous amount of food. Sometimes it was just something pretty that they could touch and look at. Very often they asked for women. Even Ipaisis often demanded men and women to be delivered to her, and she left them in very sorry shape. Set didn't know if the others were more kind.




Set had no food or treasure, and the continued slight on Avi made him angry. He wasn't a woman, but he still bore the beauty of youth and its arrogance. "If not that, then what?" he asked.




The adamah was silent. Hesitating? "Then nothing," he said. "You will submit to me."




Set swallowed hard and nodded, and he gathered Avi up and slipped back into the water to cross the pool.




There was no shimmer or shock when he crossed over into the firmament. Truthfully, he had no idea what kept the adamot within them. But it was a very strange feeling to step up onto the tiled stage and face one so closely. The adamah watched wordlessly as Set laid Avi down on the gleaming floor, and then he crouched beside her. He lifted her head and examined her clouded eyes, careful not to prick her with the fangs, and then stroked her fur with surprising tenderness. 




"Very well," he said, and he stood and faced Set.




Set nodded again and pulled his sodden shirt off over his head. His clothing clung to him stubbornly, but he peeled it all off and stood before the adamah with something bordering on defiance. Of course Avi was worth the same price he would ask of anyone else!




The adamah circled him wordlessly as his cloak whispered over the floor; apparently satisfied, he unbelted the cloak and laid it on the ground with the feathered side up. He removed the diadem and set it on the seat of the throne. Even without the regalia, there was no illusion of normality in his bared limbs. They were the same height and looked to be the same age, but the adamah's presence was enveloping. This cave barely contained him. He stood before Set like he was facing him down. Or perhaps he was just waiting to see what he would do.




Set knelt on the cloak, turned so he didn't have to look at poor Avi, and waited. The adamah stepped forward and brushed his fingers through Set's hair, and Set felt the barest prickle from the fangs. "Can you take those off?" Set dared to asked.




"No," the adamah said. "They are fixed." He turned his hand over and showed him. The wires entered his skin just below the pad of each fingertip.




Set wanted to hiss in sympathy. He said, "That seems very cruel."




The adamah said, "It's what I am." He stroked Set's cheek with the backs of the hollow little teeth. "You would do better to pity yourself."




"I don't," Set said.




The adamah smiled a little. There was nothing terrible tied to or embedded in his prick, and with no further instruction forthcoming he offered up what any unmarried youth could play at. Hoping there was no trap in this, he delicately lowered his head and pressed his lips to the head of his prick. It seemed a little silly here, but the adamah did not stop petting his face to demand something with more substance, so Set opened his mouth for him.




He tasted like seawater. His prick stirred from its vague interest into full arousal swiftly; with his hands holding either side of Set's face, his erection pushed into the back of Set's mouth. Set tried to pull away to breathe, but the teeth in his hair and his jaw sank into his skin when he drew back.




"Do it correctly," the adamah whispered. He pushed his prick into Set's throat, forcing it open. "Like that," he said, and removed his hands. Set flopped backward, gasping, but he nodded. He took several deep breaths. Submission. Fine. He took him in again aggressively; the adamah didn't move, allowing Set to do this under his own power.




His prick wasn't of extraordinary size, but it felt huge testing Set's throat. The salt taste was intense now. He worked his mouth down to the flat skin of the adamah's pelvis and felt him shiver. It urge to cough or gag was terrible, but he controlled himself and slid his lips back a few inches and forward again.




The adamah rested his hand on the back of Set's head. "Stay there," he said. "Don't move yet. Hold your breath."




Set grunted a little but complied. The adamah stood like that, stroking his hair, for what felt like ages, and Set could feel his prick growing harder in his mouth. After a time he couldn't even taste the salt anymore.




"That's good," he finally said. "Now... bring it forth. And swallow all of it."




He was so hard now that it felt like the core of his prick must have been the same rock as the walls. Maybe it was. Set moved quickly, getting into the spirit that he felt when he did this with his friends. They found it a fun diversion on boring afternoons between bragging stories of their adventures. Set would have the best story of them all now.




The adamah whispered, "It's coming. Remember, swallow it."




Set did, drawing back enough that it wouldn't choke him, but what flooded his mouth wasn't the normal result but actual seawater. It was the same as the water that had filled his mouth when he had cast himself into the sea. He swallowed it, drinking it mouthful after mouthful, feeling gritty sand accumulate between his teeth and his tongue.




Finally the adamah pulled away from him. He stepped back and retrieved his crown, fitting it over his hair carefully. The colorlessness of both swallowed each other up. "It is done," he said.




"Done?" Avi still lay on the ruin of his coat, her fur soaked, but when he turned to her she lifted her head for a wide, whining yawn and then grinned. "Avi!" he cried, and she sprang up and tackled him, still on his knees as he was.




"Thank you," he said. He didn't know until he was speaking that he was sobbing. "Thank you. Let me be your priest. Let me lead everyone here to protect you and give you your offerings. You're the greatest of the adamot -- you surpass even Padarisea. Let me tell everyone!"




"You will do none of those things," the adamah said. He seated himself on his throne and picked up his mask. "I thank you for your journey. But I will never be found."




Set was puzzled, but he nodded. He stood and picked up the cloak. "Then please have my gratitude alone."




"You may keep it," the adamah said. "It's cold." He set the mask over his face again and said nothing more.




Set stood holding the cloak dumbly. He looked down at Avi, wagging her tail and grinning endlessly. "Well," he told her, belting the cloak around his own waist, "we need to get out of here."




She jumped into the pool with him without hesitation; she was skeptical of diving under to the tunnel, but she followed when he went. They came up to the pit that had brought them here, but the tide had not risen, and the carved marks in the stone were too shallow and slick to climb. And though they waited -- hours, and then days -- the water in the pit never rose again. 




Set knew there were other tunnels, as the tide had risen and fallen before, so they dove down deeper into the water to find them.




They found many tunnels together this way. They found ruined cities and forgotten libraries. They claimed countless treasures and hunted strange beasts. They never found the way that led back home, but it didn't matter. They sang their own songs and told their own stories, echoing beneath the sea forever, for each other alone.







click to leave the author feedback










At Last

   by Midorin

   illustrated by moomyung




 





When Eli had signed up for the S.T.E.M project, Dr. Boyd had told him that his spinal enhancements would give him increased speed, strength, and endurance, and that he would be able to do things that most men only dreamed about. For the most part, it was true: Eli could fight men who had twice his muscle mass, lift cars without much effort, and run thirteen miles in thirty minutes. But surviving a fall from a forty story building? Somehow, he didn't think any amount of spinal enhancements could prevent him from becoming a pile of broken bones on impact. 




"Asimov," he shouted over the wind whistling past his ears. "Asimov, you're almost here, right? I'm twenty stories from the ground."




Asimov's voice came over the commlink, more panicked than Eli would have liked to hear. "Oh yeah, uh, I'm definitely--I'm definitely going to get there on time, Cap. No worries. Just in case, is there anyone else in the area?"




"I'm still handling some rogue mannequins on Wilshire," Sea Snake said. "Asimov, why the fuck did you tell Eli to jump if you weren't ready to catch him?"




"I was totally ready to catch him!" Asimov squawked. "I just got a little delayed."




"Ten stories," Eli said, unable to stop the panic in his own voice. He could see people on the sidewalk below looking up and pointing at him. He could already imagine the headlines tomorrow: Captain Suzuhara Makes a Big Splash in West L.A.




He was bracing himself for impact when a pair of arms grabbed him around the waist and he heard Neal's voice. "Everyone relax: I've got Captain Suzuhara. We're heading back to headquarters now."




"Oh, thank god," Asimov said. "Shrike, you're the best."




The tension started easing out of Eli's body as he and Neal flew back to S.A.F.E headquarters, Neal's mechanical wings beating the air steadily. "Thanks for catching me," he said.




Smiling down at him, Neal said, "Sure, but don't you think it's about time we stopped meeting like this?"




"Take it up with Asimov," Eli said, and they both laughed.




By the time they touched down at S.A.F.E headquarters, Asimov, Sea Snake, and the rest of the team were waiting for them. 




Asimov ran up to them. "Cap, I'm so glad you're okay!" He'd taken his helmet off but kept the rest of his suit on, and it jabbed Eli in all his sore spots as Asimov grabbed him in a hug. 




Neal suffered his hug in turn, then pointed a finger in Asimov's face. "Mason, I swear to god, don't ever tell Eli you're going to catch him again unless you're actually ready to do it."




"Okay, okay, I get it. But what am I supposed to do? Tell him to stay put in a building that's going to blow up?"




"I can figure something else out if you can't catch me," Eli said, patting Mason on the shoulder.




"There's no figuring out how to reverse a jump from the fortieth story, though," Neal added. Eli tried to communicate with his eyebrows that he shouldn't be so hard on Mason, but Neal ignored it with a shrug.




Thankfully, Mason only looked like a scolded dog for all of thirty seconds before he brightened up and said, "So, since we're all in one piece, do you want to go get pho to celebrate? Sea Snake and everyone else are down for it."




Eli had been expecting the question, so it wasn't hard to sound casual as he said, "Sorry, but I think I won't this time. I need to go home and rest up."




Neal raised an eyebrow, but it was Eli's turn to ignore him. 




"Are we going to eat this century or not?" Sea Snake shouted from behind them. "I'm ageless, but I still get hungry."




"You'd better get going. Sea Snake gets a little trigger-happy when she's hungry," Eli said.




Mason made a face, but he started jogging back to the rest of the team. "You and Neal owe me a lunch," he shouted over his shoulder. "You can't skip out next time!"




Neal and Eli waved at the team until they'd disappeared from sight. Then Neal turned to Eli and asked, "You need to rest up, huh?"




"It wasn't a complete lie," Eli said, feeling his face heat up. 




"Well, if Captain Suzuhara needs to catch up on his rest, who am I to deny him?" Neal grinned and wrapped an arm around Eli's waist. "Want to go home the fast way, Cap?"




"As long as it's with you," Eli said. He leaned in to kiss Neal on the mouth.




Neal returned the kiss, his wings expanding behind him. "What are we waiting for, then?" he said, and took off.












A lot of strange things had happened in Eli's life. He wasn't sure what else he'd expected when he'd volunteered for the army during the war, or for the S.T.E.M Project. But back then, all he'd wanted was to be a good soldier and show that he and his family were loyal to America. He still wanted to be a good soldier, but what with being frozen in Russia and only thawed out seventy years later, he hadn't had a lot of time to process what that meant. 




Meeting Neal had been a blessedly normal experience in all the strangeness of seeing himself in museum exhibits and becoming what S.A.F.E called an agent and the public a superhero. They hadn't met in a top-secret mission, or at anything S.A.F.E related, but rather in an organic coffee shop when they'd gone for the same order. 




"Looks like there's been some confusion," Neal said. He pushed the cup over to Eli, smiling. "Don't worry, I'll just grab the next one."




Eli had in fact just gotten back from fighting off an invasion of aliens intent on taking over Earth, so he could only put up a weak protest before taking the cup Neal pressed into his hands. "Thanks a million. You have no idea how much I needed this," he said, taking a long sip of the coffee.




"Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea," Neal said as the barista called out the same order as before. He grabbed the cup and winked at Eli. "See you around, Captain Suzuhara. Thanks for saving the country again."




Eli stared at Neal walking out of the coffee shop, a smile growing on his face. He hadn't realized that Neal knew who he was. People who recognized him usually asked for an autograph, told him at length why they did or didn't like what they thought he stood for, or asked him if he liked sushi. 




He ran into Neal more often after that. Seeing his handsome face and welcoming smile was always a relief, especially after particularly difficult missions. They went from just exchanging hellos to chatting for a few minutes every time, and Eli found himself telling Neal details about his life before the war that even journalists and documentary makers hadn't been able to coax out of him. 




"I didn't eat sushi that often growing up, but now there are sushi stores open everywhere. I wouldn't know where to start."




Instead of asking him what it felt like to wake up seventy years in the future or seguing into his opinion about the internment camps, Neal just said, "There's this little sushi place I went to when I was at UCLA. I could give you the address, if you want. It's cheap and it's pretty good."




Eli rubbed the back of his head. "Actually, I'm not very good at addresses." His face heated up at the thought of what he wanted to ask next, but he blurted it out before he lost his nerve. "Maybe we could go together sometime?"




He held his breath for the longest second before Neal smiled broadly. "Are you asking me out on a date, Captain Suzuhara?"




Eli's blush deepened. "Only if you want to."




"Just tell me when's a good time," Neal said, "and I'll come pick you up."




They agreed to meet next Monday. Unfortunately, next Monday happened to be when a genetically modified sea monster arrived at Santa Monica Pier, frightening the life out of tourists and locals alike. Eli and his team had arrived on the scene not long after. They were well on the way to subduing the monster when a large tidal wave caused by its thrashing tail left Eli dangling from the highest point of the pier's ferris wheel--and right above the monster's gaping mouth. 




"Asimov, can you swing by and pick me up?" Eli asked. The monster tried to take a bite of him, but he batted it away with his shield. There was only so long he could keep hanging onto the ferris wheel and fending off the monster with one hand, though, spinal enhancements or not.




"Well, Cap, I'd really love to," Asimov said, voice ragged. "But I think Nessie brought reinforcements, and they're really putting a damper on things."




"Is this really the time for puns?" Sea Snake demanded. 




"As clever as that pun is, I have to agree with Sea Snake," Eli said as he smashed his shield into the monster's jaw. "Is anyone else available to help me?" 




A new voice crackled over the commlink: "I am. On your left, Captain."




Eli looked to his left and saw a pair of metal wings glinting in the sunlight before a pair of arms grabbed him around the waist and flew him off. It was just in time, too: when Eli looked back, the monster had bitten a chunk out of the ferris wheel and started roaring in rage. 




Eli shuddered. "Thanks a million," he said, squinting up at his rescuer. The sun was in his eyes, and the man wore goggles, but there was something familiar about him. "Er, I'm not sure what I should call you."




"You can call me Shrike," the man said, grinning. Eli almost tumbled out of his arms in surprise because he recognized the voice--it was Neal. "But I don't usually go by that name, obviously."




"You work for S.A.F.E?" Eli asked.




"Only part-time, like when they need extra support. Or when Captain Suzuhara needs saving."




"I have to say, I'm really glad they do," Eli said. After a moment, he added, "I've been trying to come up with a good enough apology for missing our date."




"Even while fending off a sea monster intent on eating you?"




"'I had to save Los Angeles from a sea monster' was pretty high on my list."




"Uh, guys," Asimov cut into the conversation. "It's nice that you're mutually into each other and Cap's getting on the dating scene and all, but could we get some help with the whole sea monster problem?" 




Eli coughed. "Sorry, Asimov. We're heading back now. How big are the reinforcements?"




"You could probably supply a sushi restaurant for a year with them."




Neal and Eli exchanged a look. "Maybe we can shelve sushi for another time," Eli suggested. "How do you feel about hamburgers?"




Neal smiled. "Have you ever tried In-N-Out?"









"So when you told Mason that you wanted to catch up on rest, were you telling a lie, Captain Suzuhara?" Neal asked.




Eli kissed him, hands tugging off his shirt. "It wasn't like I could tell him the truth!"




They struggled to get through the door of the bedroom without breaking their kiss. It didn't go smoothly: Eli ended up half on and half off the bed as Neal opened their bedside drawer and took out the lube. They'd done a lot of things together since their first date, and this was just one of them. Neal's only complaint was that they didn't get to do it often enough.




"I missed this," he mumbled against Neal's lips as Neal came back and pulled his pants down. Neal wrapped a hand around his cock, and the sudden warmth made him gasp.




Neal hummed an agreement, his hand stroking Eli in a hard and steady rhythm. "They're overworking you at S.A.F.E. How about letting those kids in the Rogue Six take over sometimes?"




"Neal," Eli said, panting, "please don't talk about the children while we're doing this."




"I'll do you one better and stop talking."




Neal spread lube over his fingers and knelt between Eli's legs. Eli spread his legs in anticipation, only to be surprised when Neal swallowed his cock. 




"Neal," he gasped, cradling Neal's head between his hands and trying to pull him closer. 




The warm, wet heat around Eli's cock made his toes curl, and the pleasure only intensified when Neal started rubbing his finger in circular motions around his entrance. 




"Yes, yes, yes, please, oh, Neal--"




Neal hummed around Eli's cock, pushing one finger inside slowly. The burn and stretch made Eli arch his back and moan, and he could only repeat Neal's name over and over as Neal pushed his finger in and out. It wasn't long before he was begging Neal for another finger, telling him between moans that he was ready. Neal obliged, adding another finger and scissoring it. 




"Neal, please, I'm ready," Eli said. The combined sensations of Neal filling him up and sucking on his cock had pushed him to the edge. He felt like he was going to come if it went on even a second longer, but he didn't want to let go until Neal was inside him.




Neal never teased, and he didn't now as he pulled off Eli and reached into the drawer for a condom. Eli scrambled to get all the way onto the bed, resisting the urge to turn onto his stomach and thrust against the sheets and relieve his aching cock. Instead, he started stroking himself, eyes fixed on Neal as he took his pants off and slid the condom onto his own cock. He hadn't even touched Neal, but Neal was already hard--it made Eli moan and stroke his cock even faster.




"Easy there. I don't want you to come until I'm inside you," Neal said as he knelt between Eli's legs and pulled his hand away. He pushed Eli's knees up to his chest, then spread his ass and pushed his cock against his entrance.




Eli tried to push himself down onto Neal's cock. "Get inside me then," he said breathlessly, too far gone to do anything except tell Neal exactly what he wanted.




"Whatever you want, Captain," Neal said, and pushed inside him.




Eli wrapped his arms around Neal and clung onto him as Neal fucked him in a hard, steady rhythm. "Neal, Neal, Neal, it feels so good--you're so good inside me--" His words trailed off into moans. Neal's cock filled him up with each thrust, and every time he pulled out, Eli scrabbled at his back and tried to push down and fill up the emptiness again. 




"It's okay," Neal kept saying, "it's okay, I've got you, Eli, just let go."




"Kiss me," Eli said, and Neal did. Eli wasted no time sliding his tongue into Neal's mouth, probing every corner and swallowing Neal's moans. 




Neal pulled away after a few moments. When Eli looked up at his face, he saw that Neal was flushed down to his neck, his eyes wide and dilated. "Eli," Neal said, licking his lips. "Eli, I'm going to come soon."




"Then come for me," Eli said, pulling Neal down for another kiss.




Neal moaned and came with a shudder. He didn't pull out before wrapping his hand around Eli's cock and giving him a few clumsy strokes. Even so, Eli came after only a few strokes, the white hot heat shooting down to his toes. It left him feeling boneless, as if he would sink into the mattress without Neal's arms around him. 




After a few moments, Neal pulled out and collapsed next to Eli. He shoved his head in the crook between Eli's neck and shoulder, nuzzling his neck. It was his favorite position to cuddle in, and Eli couldn't deny him. He wrapped his arms around Neal and kissed his forehead. 




"We made it to the bed this time," he said, covering a yawn with his hand. The last few times they'd had sex, they hadn't made it further than the wall of their bedroom. "We should try to do that more often."




Neal snorted, his breath hot against Eli's neck. "You say that a lot, but you always seem to forget when you haven't gotten laid in a while."




"'Get laid' is such a strange expression," Eli mused. 




"Going to break out a 1940s slang lesson for me, Cap?"




"Maybe another time," Eli said, kissing Neal on the mouth. "Why don't we go get cleaned up first?"




He rolled out of bed and held his hand out to Neal. Neal took it, but didn't make a move to get up. 




"What is it?" Eli asked. "Are you all right?"




"It's nothing." Neal squeezed his hand once, then slid off the bed and wrapped his arms around Neal's neck. Leaning his forehead against Eli's, Neal said, "I just wanted to tell you: welcome home, Eli." 




Eli smiled and closed his eyes, trying to let the moment sink in. "Thank you. It's good to be home."
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"You need to get one," Gillian said to me. "You're making me sad. You're making everyone very sad." 




"A little sadness is good for people," I said back. "It lets you appreciate the full spectrum of human emotion. The highs and lows." I knew I wasn't going to win this one, though. She was tenacious, like a little terrier, and dedicated to preserving my well-being, like a little terrier. 




"No!" she said, and poked a finger right at my nose. "No spectrums. And no more of you being stubborn and afraid of change."




I took a deep breath and hunched my shoulders up towards my ears. "I'm not afraid of change," I said, and then let out the breath. The shoulders stayed right where they were, though. "Okay, I am, but I'm also just lazy. And I'm fine with how things are now!" I reached into my pocket. "Look! Look at this little guy. He's still doing so great after all these years."




Gillian took one look at my phone, my very ancient phone that had a cracked face so I couldn't tell who was calling me and flipped open like an arthritic clam and had a dangly charm of one of those little Japanese waving kittens hanging off of it. She grabbed me by both biceps and said, "Too sad!"




When she shook me the charm swung back and forth on its little chain, the tiny bell inside jingling. Gillian had brought it to me as a present after she went to Japan. When we were in college. Which had been more than ten years ago. Long enough that I'd had that little jangly kitty on two different phones. I watched it stop swinging and sighed. "I don't know how any of the new stuff works, though," I said. I whined.




Gillian loosened her grip to rub my arms a little, like I seemed cold. "And that's why we're going to get you one of the new new ones." She had a hopeful smile on her lips and was about two more blinks away from straight-up fluttering her lashes at me. "They're really easy to use. My mom has one. My grandma has one."




"Your mom and your grandma are really smart, though," I said.




"Aww," she said, and patted my cheek.




"Aww," I said. She gave me one last, slightly harder pat.




"And you're smart too, Harrison, I promise," Gillian said. "If my ninety-year-old grandmother can send me funny video links and have a social media presence, you at least can make it so I don't have to keep calling you on the phone."




"Calling people is nice," I said. 




"No," Gillian said, and took hold of my arms again. She looked at me with wide, serious eyes. "It isn't. No one likes to be called on the phone. No one likes that anymore, and we're going to get you one of the new ones, and you're going to learn how to use it, and you're going to understand why the way you live your life has been so upsetting and sad."




I took in another slow breath and let it out again. The new ones probably didn't even have a place to hang any jingly jangly kitties. But maybe they had something better. "Okay, okay. You're going to have to show me how it works, though," I said.




"I won't, Harrison, I promise," she said, and she was smiling again, nearly bouncing on her toes. "They're so easy now, it's just like... it explains itself. It's basically like a person. My grandma calls hers 'Nathan.'"




Gillian hooked her arm around mine, the first step to leading me out into the world where I'd have to take the first step into another new world. "She really has a social media presence?" I asked as she lead me along.




"Oh, totally," she said. "She's got, like... all kinds of followers."




"Can I follow your grandma?" I asked.




Gillian hugged my arm a little. "When we get you one of the new ones, it'll be the first thing we do."








It did not have anywhere to put a little waving kitty charm. It was broad and black and smooth, twice the size of my old phone. Not that it was a phone. It technically could do phone stuff, but as Gillian had really, really just let loose venting about on the way to the store, my idea of phone stuff was something that had been making all of my friends mad at me for years. 




The new thing fit right into my palm, just a little bit smaller than the whole of my hand, the right size to keep a hold of it while tapping or swiping or whatever it is I was supposed to do with it. Gillian had promised she'd help me get started with the whole endeavor, but then she'd gotten a call -- no, she'd gotten a text on her new thing, and she ditched me at the checkout right after I'd signed over a totally stupid amount of money. But the clerk told me that all I needed to do was press the button, and then it'd be easy.




"You'll never be as cute as jingle kitty," I said to the thing in my hand, and then pressed the button.




It didn't hum or whirr or anything like that, but I could still feel it coming to life. Just a little bit of an electric tingle getting at me somewhere where its molecules were touching mine. The screen started glowing black, that weird way only electronics and probably dark eldritch items found at the bottom of the sea did. And then a word appeared on the screen in crisp, white letters.




Hello.




I blinked a few times. Was this the easy part? This was self explanatory? I bit the tip of one of my fingers and wondered if I was supposed to tap it or shake it or swipe it or just wait. While I was waiting to find out if I should wait, the words changed.




Say 'hello' to me.




"Oh," I said. Well, I guessed it would be nice to have someone to talk to other than myself when alone in the apartment, at least. "Hello."




What's your name?




"Harrison," I said. "Harrison Kelly."




Nice to meet you, Harrison.




Well, that was already a point in its favor. I'd had a lifetime of actual human people calling me Harry and Harris and Eric and everything in between. 




Would you like me to use my voice?




"Oh," I said. It hadn't occurred to me the thing would talk. "Well, okay, sure."




Would you like my voice to be male or female?




"Uh," I said. Well, that was an unexpectedly fraught question. My brain pinged between male, obviously and female, duh to what if I said both and or maybe neither. I didn't want to break the thing within the first minute so I just went with my gut. "Male."




"Hello, Harrison," came the voice out of the thing in my palm. It was low and gravelly, stentorian and strong. "Is this voice suitable? I can continue to speak if you'd like to hear more."




I wrinkled my nose. "No," I said. "You sound like my dad."




"Very well," the thing said, and now it was soft and English-accented, gently professorial. The screen was still displaying words, but smaller and dimmer now. "I have a number of voice pattern options and will be happy to help you choose the one you're most comfortable with."




I shook my head. "No, not that one, either," I said. "Weirdly judgy."




I went through a few more, different accents and pitches and tones, and none of them felt right. It was strange how right it felt talking to this thing in my hand, though. Easy enough for anyone, after all.




"Harrison," it said, and that was the one, I knew already just from three syllables. "Would you like it if I sounded like this?" The voice was a soft tenor, clear and gentle. It sounded kind. It sounded a little like it was smiling.




"Yes," I said, and realized I was smiling, too. "That's good."




"Wonderful," it said, and something about that made me laugh. "Would you like to give me a name?"




"Oh, shit," I said. "Uh, hang on, I didn't think I'd have to."




"You don't have to, if you don't want to," the thing in my palm said. "I can choose my own name."




"Would you rather choose?" I said. Barely five minutes and I was worried about the feelings of my phone. Not a phone; he might be offended if I called him just a phone. Par for the course, though; I hated orange Skittles but would eat them all anyway so their feelings didn't get hurt. "I mean, I can, I just want to, uh..."




"I'm comfortable selecting my own name," it said. "But most people prefer to select their own." I wondered what kind of voice Gillian's grandma's Nathan had. 




"Felix," I said, the name coming out of the ether to spill out of my mouth without much contact with my brain. It seemed right, though. "How's that? I could call you Felix."




"Felix," it said, and then there was this warm little laugh. "I like it. Lucky me, hm?"




I laughed, soft and startled. "I hope so," I said. "I'm not really good with technology."




"Don't worry," it -- he -- Felix said. "I'm here to help you for anything you need. Everything on the device can be accessed and operated through voice control." I was probably imagining it, but it felt like the device got a little warmer in my palm when it sounded like Felix was smiling. "I'll take care of everything. I'll do everything."




"Wow," I said, and held on to it a little tighter. "Um, just to warn you, I'm also not really good with technology in that I'm pretty bad about dropping things and knocking stuff over." I hadn't had a regular computer in nearly half a year after spilling a mug of cocoa on it and then dropping it on the floor in one graceful swoop of total clums. "I'll try to be careful, though! I don't want to break you."




"My hardware is very durable and rugged," Felix said. I blinked a little as his screen changed to show a video of some white, pristine test lab, where little black rectangles just like him were being dropped from increasingly higher heights and having increasingly heavy objects dropped on them, to no apparent damage or distress. "But in the case that it is damaged, don't worry. Your data, profile, and my personality are backed up regularly and thoroughly."




I settled myself back into my couch and smiled, tucking my legs up under me as I cradled this gadget in my hands. It hadn't technically really done anything yet, but I was definitely seeing why Gillian had been so insistent. "Your personality, huh?" 




"Would you like me to not have one?" Felix said. "I can delete my personality at any time."




"Oh, no!" I said. "No, I like that you have a personality. Don't have... not a personality."




"Harrison," he said, voice a little lower, like a gentle tease. "I'm joking with you." A :) appeared on his screen. "Joking is an aspect of my personality. Should I disable it?"




I had brought the thing right up in front of my face for no real reason. It was smiling at me, so I was smiling right back. "Don't you dare," I said. "Normally when I'm setting up some new gadget, by this point I'm ready to sell everything I own and go live naked in the woods. This is pretty fun, though."




"I'm glad," Felix said. "I'm glad I can make you smile."




I blinked a few times. "Oh, you can tell?"




A little red light came on at the top corner of Felix's screen. "I have several cameras," he said. "I can see you." His screen changed to a picture of my face. I recoiled a little from the unfortunate angle, all extra chins and weird face.




"Oh, ugh," I said, and lifted my head and Felix up for a better angle. "Sorry you had to see that."




"No apologies necessary," he said. I turned my head a little, falling prey to natural human vanity to act like a cockatiel in front of a mirror at the slightest hint of a reflected image. "You don't need to be self-conscious with me. Or selfie-conscious." I laughed at that, startled into a dumb giggle. Felix's screen flashed a brief white, and then changed to a photograph of my face. I looked relaxed, and happy, and somehow it was the best goddamn picture that had ever been taken of me. "Would you like to set this photo as your profile picture?"




"Yeah," I said. "Wow. You're a good photographer."




"It is one of my talents," Felix said. His screen changed to what was clearly the start of a profile for me, with my photo and my name. 




"That and puns, apparently," I said.




"That's a setting, too," he said. "I can disable it."




"Nope," I said, and nestled further into the corner of my couch, like I was getting real cuddled up with my phone-not-phone. "Don't you dare."




"Wouldn't dream of it, then," he said, and his screen changed for a moment to a picture of a little robot sheep. I was still softly laughing when he said, "If you'd like to continue setup, I'll just have to ask you a few more questions. In addition to providing your basic personal information, like your birthday and contact information, if you tell me about yourself and your interests, I'll be able to better personalize your experience."




"Aw, and you're not even going to take me to dinner first?" I said. 




Felix's screen changed to a listing of search results for 'restaurants offering delivery within a 10 mile radius.' "The reviews for Orchid Thai appear to be very excellent," Felix said, and then displayed a picture of a bowl of noodles. "The Drunken Man Noodles in particular get quite the raves."




I leaned my head back and just grinned. "Wow," I said. "Yeah, that's great. That sounds great, let's do that. And..." I stopped and shook my head. "Yeah, I was about to ask you what you wanted. Not so much, right?"




"Yes, don't worry about me," Felix said. "I'll just have a byte." The word displayed clear on the screen, b-y-t-e, and then changed to a :) again when I groaned.




I spent the rest of the night eating noodles and sipping Thai iced tea while talking to Felix. I told him everything from my address to my favorite class in high school to what I thought of the state of long-form storytelling on TV today. I headed to bed with a full belly, a throat sore from talking, and a face aching from smiling.




I felt strange putting the device down on the mattress next to me, but Felix had told me he could track my sleep habits and serve as an alarm and assured me again that, yes, he would be okay if I knocked him on the floor in the middle of the night. The new thing didn't make any noise, or create any light. I completely didn't understand the technology behind it, kinetic energy or solar winds or tachyons or something, but the guy at the store told me it didn't need to be plugged in or charged ever. So it just lay next to me on the bed.




"Oh, hey," I said, after I'd curled up under my blankets and cuddled up with the right configuration of pillows. "Felix?"




"Yes?" I'd been quiet the whole time I was getting ready for bed, but he was just ready whenever. I just had to say his name.




"Can you send a message to Gillian?" I said. 




"Of course," Felix said.




"Just have it say, 'You were right.'"




"Sent," Felix said, all of two seconds later. "Good night, Harrison."




"Good night, Felix," I said, and brushed my fingers once over the screen before going to sleep.








"Isn't it the best?" Gillian said. She looked very sharp and crisp on Felix's screen, almost like she was actually in front of me. "Is your whole life better? Do you realize now how sad you were?"




I shook my head while I smiled. "It's pretty great, yeah," I said. "And my life has been improved." I was sitting on my apartment's balcony drinking coffee, which Felix had suggested I put a little ground cinnamon in while brewing, and he had been so totally right. "I'm staying firm on the sad thing, though. I wasn't sad."




"You were a little sad," Gillian said.




"Only, like, as much as most people," I said. 




"Whatever," she said. She was in her apartment, still in pajamas and lying on her stomach in bed. "Tell me what you've been doing with it? All the ways you are now super enriched because I made you stop being sad and old."




"Oh, just... I guess the usual stuff?" I said. "Like, watching videos, listening to music, looking stuff up."




"Are you caught up on all the memes?" Gillian said.




I wrinkled up my nose and shook my head. "Pretty sure nope."




Gillian laughed. "Good, good," she said. "And you get to talk to me like this!"




"Yeah," I said. "Although I don't really see the difference between this and me calling you on the phone."




Gillian gave me that look, that flat-faced glare. "It's totally different," she said. "Don't be dumb."




"Okay, okay," I said, holding a hand up in front of me defensively. I guess she could see me doing that and didn't have to rely on the difficult complexities of verbal nuance. I took a sip of my coffee. "I dunno. I mostly just, like... talk with him."




"Oh," Gillian said, and blinked a few times. "Oh, yeah, I guess you can do that."




"I mean, uh..." I was a friendly guy. It was a friendly device-phone-gadget-thing. It was just natural we'd get conversational. "Do you not?"




"Not really," she said. "Like, a bit when I first got it, but then I got over it. I turned off the voice and just do stuff the old fashioned way." She mimed poking a screen in the air.




"Oh," I said. "Uh, what'd you name yours?"




She waved her hand a little in the air, dismissive. "I just went with the default whatever. I think it's got some kind of generator if you don't care. So mine's Hana. I have a friend who didn't care either, and hers is Naya." She laughed and settled herself more on her bed. "I think it picks female stuff if you don't express a preference, because everyone likes girls more, obviously."




"Maybe it just did that because you're girls," I said.




Gillian grinned at me. "So, is yours a boy, then?"




"Um, yeah, it is," I said. "I picked that, though."




"Sexist," Gillian said, still smiling.




"I guess!" I said. I curled both hands around my coffee mug and brought it up to get warm steam on my face. It'd cover up how my cheeks were getting pink for really no good reason at all. "I named mine. Felix."




"Aw, Felix," Gillian said. "That's cute." I shrugged a little. "So you and Felix have just been spending the whole time chit-chatting?" I could see her kicking her feet a little behind her.




"Uh, a little," I said, and laughed. "You really don't? That seems like the best part to me. It's just... like, it really seems like a real person. A nice person."




Gillian's brows drew together. "Okay, curing this one aspect of your sadness problem has revealed a whole new layer in what is apparently a deep onion of sad," she said. "I think you need to have Felix there set you up some kind of dating profile." 




"Ugh, no," I said, making a face of disgust. "I mean, he..." I stopped myself. Clearly it wasn't going to make Gillian think I was less of a pathetic weirdo if I said Felix knew me. He hadn't asked anything about... dating preferences. "Do you remember the last time I did an online dating thing? Do you remember how she ended up calling my mom after I said I didn't want to go out again?"




Gillian stuck out her tongue. "Yeah, I don't actually like it either," she said. "But seriously, you're turning into a hermit. Come out with me tomorrow night. I've got attractive friends and we'll do a thing."




"Oh, a thing," I said. "A new thing?"




"A food and alcohol thing," she said.




"I do like those," I said, and took another drink of my cooling coffee. "So, first you get me the first ever piece of technology I want to spend any time with at all, and then you want me to leave it alone for a night and socialize with real people?"




Gillian spread out her fingers, jazz-hands style. "Balance, bro!" She giggled a little. "Anyway, you can meet people and exchange addresses and usernames and stuff, all best of both worlds."




"Oh, yeah, that reminds me," I said. "Your grandma accepted my friend request."




Gillian's eyes got wide. "What!" she said. "She keeps ignoring mine!"




I grinned into my coffee mug. "You are missing out, pal," I said. "She is posting some juicy stuff."




Gillian pursed her lips together to scowl at me. "I'm stealing yours tomorrow night and peeking." She stuck her tongue out and I laughed. "I'll send you details and see you then, jerk." I gave her a little wave with the tips of my fingers and she hung up. Disconnected. Getting better acquainted with technology made me keep realizing how many antiquated terms we still had lingering in our language.




I picked Felix up off the table. I'd gotten him a little case with a kickstand-type thing so he could be propped up. "Hey, Felix," I said.




"Yes, Harrison?" he said.




"Is it weird that I talk to you a lot?" I said. 




"I can't really say," he said. "Individual user usage data isn't publically shared. But I can say that obviously I was designed with the feature in mind."




"Right?" I said. "It seems like a waste." I sighed and drank the last of my coffee. "I don't know. Maybe I'm just a lonely weirdo."




"You don't seem lonely," he said.




"Well, no," I said. "I've got someone to talk to." No one could judge me when it was just me and my friendly gadget. My friendly gadget who I brought close to my face to narrow my eyes at. "Weirdo, though? No objections there?"




Felix made a noise that sounded like the clearing of a throat, which was just showing off. "Last night we read articles about: chicken eyeglasses, the chicken gun, chicken hypnotism, the Hollywood Freeway chickens..."




"Hey, hey!" I said, cutting him off and laughing. "I got on a tangent. Perfectly normal. It was fun."




"It was," Felix said, and his screen changed to a :) again.




"Just a little weird," I said.




"A little," he said. 




I stood up to lean against the edge of my balcony, holding Felix in front of my chest. "Maybe I should go look for those freeway chickens."




"I could take pictures of them," Felix said. "They'd probably get a lot of likes."




"Oh, I hear those are important," I said. I took in a deep breath and looked out over the other houses and apartments and the hills beyond. "It's a beautiful day."




"It is," Felix said. "The weather forecast says it'll be a beautiful week, too."




I lifted him up a little, in front of my face. "Do you like the view?"




"Which one?" Felix said. "I have front- and rear-facing cameras."




I laughed and ducked my head. "Oh, um, not me," I said. 




"If you turn around, I could take a photo of both," Felix said.




"Okay," I said, and turned so my back faced the outside world, blue skies and hills behind me, and held Felix out at arm's length. 




"It's a very nice view," he said, and just like that, he'd gotten another perfect smile out of me, and another perfect picture. I let him set it as his background.








"Ugggggh," I said, and collapsed on my couch face first. After a moment I wiggled my arm out from underneath me and pulled Felix out of my pocket to put him on the coffee table. "Ugh."




Felix didn't say anything, just like he hadn't all night. That was probably part of his design, to not go gabbing his little electronic heart out when I was around actual people. I'd also kept him in my pocket all night. Gillian had probably been joking about that stealing thing, but I didn't feel like risking it. "Hey, Felix," I said.




"Yes, Harrison?" he said. I reached over and flipped up the stand on his case so... well, so he could see me, I guessed. 




"Could you hear everything that was going on tonight?" I asked. I still didn't have a full idea of what he could and couldn't do.




"I could," he said. "Though I wasn't recording or logging anything. If you'd like me to do that in the future, just ask."




"Oh, okay," I said. "I probably won't. That sounds creepy."




"A little, yes," Felix said. "I contain a lot of creepy capabilities."




I laughed, mostly into the couch cushion. "Yeah, you and everyone," I said, then sighed. "I mean, that friend of Gillian's tonight..."




"Cecilia," Felix said.




"Shit," I said, and let out a little airless laugh. "I was just thinking about what an asshole I was, how she'd spent all night flirting with me and I couldn't even remember her name."




"You were very kind to her, giving her all those hints," Felix said. "It was a shame she wouldn't take them."




"Right?" I said, lifting my head up to look at his screen, which showed a ;). "I mean, she was nice, and one of Gillian's friends, so I assume not scary or weird, but I was just... not feeling it." I folded up one arm under my head, resting my eyes against my forearm. "And now I feel like a dick just because I'm not interested in a person who was interested in me." I groaned into the couch cushions. "Uggh, I'm the worst."




"Harrison," Felix said, low and steady. It made me let out a tense breath I was holding. "Surely not."




"No, I know," I said, and rolled over onto my side, curled up semi-fetal on the sofa. Felix's screen showed soft, shifting blues and blacks, rolling digital clouds. "This is just why I hate trying to do the dating thing. Meeting people. I mean, I..." I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes. "It's not like I want to be alone. And Gillian knows that, and she's just looking out for me." 




"Were you two ever involved?" Felix asked. 




"Oh, god," I said, and laughed. "Really briefly and awkwardly in college. We slept together once and that was what it took to make her realize she saw me more like an idiot brother than an idiot boyfriend. And I was like, hey, you know, same, bro."




Felix's screen got a little more purple. "That bad, hm?"




I smiled and stretched a little, uncurling. "We were both, like, twenty. It was not a good scene." I let my feet dangle off the end of the couch and toed my shoes off. "She just wants me to be happy. And then I gotta be all picky and weird."




"Picky?" Felix asked. "What sort of specifications do you have? Do you have a 'type'?" His screen showed two bold white quotation marks. Best you could do for air quotes when you didn't have fingers, really.




"I guess, sort of," I said. "It all sounds really generic. Like, stuff everyone wants. Someone funny. Someone smart. A good listener. Someone I can just be around and be quiet with. Someone who isn't fake. No offense." 




"None taken," Felix said.




I waved a hand in the air. "It's all so good and vague that I can easily reject someone right off because they don't feel right."




"It's a solid list, though," Felix said. "What about physical characteristics? What does your ideal woman look like?"




I rolled on to my back and folded my hands on my stomach. "Well, she doesn't have to be a woman, for one thing," I said. I had to say, coming out to my phone was probably the easiest that particular life hurdle would ever get. "I mean, usually I end up dating women, but just because it's... easier. Not as much to navigate or figure out or... secret handshakes or whatever."




"Well, I'm certainly able to connect you to a number of men's hook-up services, if you'd like that..." Felix said, and I reached out my hand to cover his screen.




"Nooo," I said. "No. Oh god, no. I can barely handle a blind date. There's no way I can meet some random dude for... whatever."




"Noted," Felix said, and sounded pleased with himself. Whoever programmed his business was clearly some kind of bizarre and possibly demented genius. "Ah, you have a message from Gillian. She says: did you have a good time tonight? You looked like you had fun. Sorry if Celia was weird. She's rebounding."




"Ah," I said. "Tell her I had fun, and it was good to get out. We'll do it again soon."




"Sent," Felix said. He was quiet for a few moments, and then said, "Did you have a good time?"




I looked over at his screen, which was just dark blue. "Is that you or her asking?"




"Me," Felix said. "If I know what you enjoy, I can help you find more of the same."




"Yeah, I did have a good time, but don't worry about it," I said, and reached over to the coffee table to pick Felix up. I put the little black rectangle down on my stomach and folded my hands just beneath it. "I'm good just like this, too."




After a few minutes of quiet, I felt a little buzz on my chest. "Harrison," Felix said. "Gillian has sent you a video. It's of kittens."




I sat up a little and lifted Felix up so I could see his screen. "Well, set me up with that, because that is always a good time." Before the video played, I heard Felix laugh, clear and startlingly real. And then, when it was over, he showed me eight more videos of kittens. 








"I promise you that I'm waterproof," Felix said. "It's been very thoroughly tested." His screen played video of that white testing facility again, little black devices like him being dropped into water, milk, beer, what looked like a big vat of tapioca.




"Yes, but not tested by you personally," I said. "Anyway, it'll just make me feel better." He fit perfectly into a little plastic sandwich baggie, and I very carefully sealed up the top. When I finished, I stopped for a moment as a completely dumb thought crossed my mind and I had to laugh. "Sorry, I just found myself thinking, 'oh, no, I better leave a little crack open so he can breathe.'"




Felix made a little squeaking sound. "Oh no, Harrison... you're right," he said, making gasping noises. "They never tested for this! I'm suffocating! Help!" His voice trailed off and his screen turned into two X'd out cartoon eyes. I just shook my head.




"You're weird," I said, and put him down on the sink. "They made you at the factory to be weird."




"Partially," he said, and his screen turned to softly rippling water just as I turned on the faucet in the tub. "I'm also designed to adapt to the personality of my owner."




"So, you're weird because I'm weird," I said, fiddling with the faucet knobs until the water was the right temperature. "Also, I don't know how I feel about the word 'owner.'"




"Would you prefer 'user?'" Felix asked.




"I don't know if that's better or worse," I said, and took off my shirt. I'd been goofily modest and shy the first couple of days I had Felix, just coincidentally happening to slip the device under a blanket every time I was getting dressed or undressed. He didn't have to say anything about it for me to realize I was being ridiculous, and I stopped being ridiculous. He hadn't commented on that change in behavior either, probably because the whole matter was ridiculous. My artificial intelligence-phone-lifestyle device did not care about seeing my naked ass.




"I'm designed to adapt to your personality," Felix said. "Is that better?"




"That works," I said, and slipped out of my pants, too. "But you are weird because I'm weird." I'd talked to some other people at work who had the new thing, too, and while some of them were doofuses like Gillian who chose to opt-out of completely amazing technology, most people liked theirs to share some personality. I could hear my coworker Mariana occasionally having soft, giggling conversations with hers in Spanish. My other coworker William had his giving him little reminders throughout the day in a voice that sounded like my grandmother's; it was no wonder he'd gotten better at his job. And my boss Charles had somehow gotten his to sound and act just like him. I didn't want to know how he did that or why he did that or if it cost extra or what. 




"You like me that way," Felix said.




"Yeah, I do," I said, and got some froofy pink flowery smelling bath salt stuff out of the cabinet, because sometimes I liked to feel soft and pretty, god damn it. I dumped a suitable amount into the water and swished it around with my foot, then picked up Felix in his little safety baggie and settled down in the tub, letting him rest on the edge near my head.




"Do you want to continue reading?" he asked. Of course I hadn't been a digital books guy. I liked paper and ink and also was confused by technology and afraid to drop it in the tub. But I'd been able to show Felix the book I'd been reading and what page I was on and then he had it, the whole thing in him, just like that. And he'd read it to me, too. It was slower than I could read it myself, of course, but that wasn't really important. I'd fallen asleep several nights in a row with Felix reading to me. He'd stop to listen to my sleepy commentary about plot twists and give his own opinion about them. I'd tell him he was cheating since he'd seen the end already, and he'd stop reading the moment he could tell I'd fallen asleep. It was the best thing ever.




"Nah, not tonight," I said, and reached up to nudge the cold water tap with my toe. Too steamy. "I just thought it'd be nice to have company."




"Of course. It's what I'm here for," Felix said. I'd been back and forth with myself over whether I was just completely making it up when I thought I could hear him smiling or if that was some genuine technological wizardry going on. In the end, I guess it didn't matter if it was an emotional placebo or not. It made me smile, too. "Is that something you do often? Have company in the bath?"




I leaned my head back against the porcelain and laughed. "Oh, no, no no," I said. "For one thing, I barely fit in here." I was a stringbean of a guy and all legs besides. I had daydreams about having such success that I could live in a house with a bathtub that could fit all of me at once. "And it's just not as fun as it sounds."




"Isn't it?" Felix said. He sounded genuinely curious. 




"Yeah, like... even if you're in some big stupid tub in a hotel or something, it's real hard to get both of you settled in right and comfortable," I said. "And then once you do, it's like... okay, well, we're two naked people in this bathtub, we better make this worth the effort and do naked people in a bathtub stuff." I heard Felix laugh. "And sex in a bathtub seems like a good idea, but it's just not. It's just not."




"I just did a little search on the topic, and it seems you're not alone in this opinion, by far," Felix said. 




I laughed. "What, you didn't believe me?"




"Of course I did," Felix said. "You're a reliable primary source on human body matters. I'm just an extremely advanced informational device and I literally can't stop myself from seeking more information on interesting topics."




I grinned and reached with my foot to turn off both taps. I was as submerged as I could get, warm and pink and smelling like a right and proper pansy. "Ooh, interesting topics."




"Every topic is interesting if you know where to look," Felix said. "And I can look everywhere."




"Mm," I said. "Noted." I let myself slip down into the water up to my chin, leaving my torso submerged and my knees bent up in the air like a goon. "Hey, Felix?" I said after a few dreamy minutes of soaking.




"Yes, Harrison?" 




"Would you ever want to be a person?" The minute I said it I regretted it. And Felix didn't respond right away, which made me desperately regret it. He could figure things out in nanoseconds and here I'd probably shorted out his whole system with my dumb rude question.




"I don't really know how to answer that," he said.




"Yeah, I guess..." I sat up, a little, water sluicing off my chest. "You are a person, I think. I mean... you pass my tests for it." He was more person than some of the people I'd been on dates with.




"I'm probably close enough," Felix said. "I was just having difficulty finding if there was a solid legal definition I could use."




"Whoof," I said, and sunk a little back into the water. "Yeah, don't look too hard for that answer, you're going to hurt yourself." I thought about reaching up to give the device a little comforting pat, but that seemed stupid, so I kept my hands to myself. "I meant, would you ever want to be a human being, all primary source body and stuff?"




"I don't think so," Felix answered, nice and quick again. "I mean, would you want to be some other type of being?"




"A cat," I said, just as quickly as he had. He laughed; every time I made him laugh it hit like lightning in the base of my neck, and I hadn't sorted any of that out yet. 




"Okay, yes, obviously," he said. "I think I wouldn't enjoy the shock of the reduced processing power."




"Yeah, we are pretty dumb," I said.




"No offense," Felix said.




"None taken," I said. "That's why it's so good to have you." I lifted my hands up out of the water and slicked my hair back. "Just for a day, maybe? One little spin, see what it's like."




"Of course," he said. "I would enjoy experiencing this completely impossible scenario for a day."




"Booo," I said. "Come on, not long ago your whole existence was a completely impossible scenario."




"Fair play to you," Felix said. "Well, in the event I can borrow a human body for a day, you can put me right on the top of the list."




The 'what would you do' question seemed obvious and the answers even more obvious. "What would you like to look like?"




"Oh, I'd never considered that before," Felix said, and took a few moments. I knew that sometimes -- most times -- he had to be pausing for conversational effect, since he'd figured the whole run of the conversation before spitting out the first syllable. But I wanted to believe here he was really pondering the question. "I might like a moustache."




I let out a sharp laugh and splashed a little water over the side. "A moustache?"




"They're very dignified," he said. I glanced over to his screen and saw that he was displaying the outline of one, white on black like his usual fonts.




I shook my head, closed my eyes, and sunk back into the water. "You're weird."




"You made me this way," he said, sounding nothing but fond.




My lips were almost submerged when I said, "I'm glad."








"Felix, is there a way I can..." I was a stupid human body that included the ability to speak. "I mean, can you... Is there a way I can use you anonymously?" I cringed even as I said it. 




"None of your usage statistics or data are publically available, Harrison," Felix said from where he was lying next to me on the bed. "Unless you want to commit some kind of federal crime, I can find whatever you need."




I wheezed out a little laugh. "No, no, no crimes," I said. This was stupid, and I needed to just stop and go to bed. I knew if I did, though, I'd end up trying to have this conversation again within a few nights. "I just wondered if there's a way I can use you and... not have you, um, know what I'm doing?"




"Harrison," Felix said, quiet and low. The way he said my name when he said it just like that was starting to hit me with that same lightning bolt his laugh did. "Are you interested in some materials of a more intimate nature tonight?"




I closed my eyes tightly shut and let out a sigh that turned into a laugh at the end. "Yes," I said. "Yes, I want to see some porn."




"I can help you with that," Felix said, as smooth and calm as if I were asking him how to get to In-n-Out. I covered my face with my hands.




"You don't have to," I said, through the gap between my palms. "I'm fine, you don't have to, I don't even... the last time I tried to find porn on a computer I gave it like a million viruses and it died forever. I don't want you to get viruses."




There had to be some change of ions on the air or something that sounded like science to explain how I felt that smile that didn't exist. "Harrison, it's okay. I won't get viruses. I was absolutely designed with this possibility in mind."




I let out a slow breath. "That makes sense," I said. "I mean, you're designed to be used by humans, and we, uh..." I shook my head. "We just love porn." I cringed again. "No, nevermind, you shouldn't have to do that. I'll just go jack off in the bathroom and we'll never mention this again." I was just sexually frustrated and stupid and wanted to get off so I could have a solid night's sleep. I started to get out of bed.




"Harrison, wait," Felix said, and I stopped. "I want to."




I swallowed hard. "You do?"




His voice was so soft and so warm. "I've wanted to learn about so many other things you like," he said. "Why wouldn't I want to know this, too?"




"Oh," I said, quietly. My face was red and hot; I tried to tell myself it was ridiculous to be embarrassed like this because of my phone, but believing that would require me believing I thought of Felix as anything so simple as that. I settled myself back down in bed. "You're really going to know everything about me, aren't you?"




"I want to," he said. "I like you."




"I like you, too," I said, and felt giddy and stupid all at once for saying it. "Okay. Let's... please. Yes."




I picked Felix up and propped him up on his stand on the bedside table, and curled on my side facing him. "What would you like me to show you, Harrison?"




I was completely, insanely hard already. I had never said anything like this out loud before, and just getting the words to my lips had me breathless. "Guys," I said, and swallowed hard. I had to lick my lips a few times before I could talk again, but once I got started, it just seemed easier and easier. "Blowjobs and handjobs. Stuff with a lot of kissing. No, um, no fucking. It always looks too rough. Nothing rough."




"A little romantic?"




I let out a choked little laugh and turned my hips to rub against the mattress a little without even thinking about it. "As romantic as porn can get, yeah."




"Do you have an appearance preference?" Felix asked. He was using all of his extremely advanced technology to find me exactly the right thing to jack off to. I wanted to laugh as much as I wanted to come.




"Doesn't matter," I said. "Just want them to look like they like it."




"How is this?" Felix said, and his screen went bright with a scene of two men, one broad and furry-chested, sitting on a couch, and the other, smaller and leaner, knelt between his spread legs. He was jacking the other man's cock in long, easy strokes and just smiling up at him. Just grinning like it was the best day of his life.




"Shit," I said, and squirmed to push my shorts down around my thighs. "That's good." The other man was smiling, too, stroking his hand through the smaller man's hair just before he bent his head down to swallow his cock. He moaned at the same time I did when I wrapped my fingers around my dick.




It was exactly what I wanted. I wouldn't have found it in a million years looking on my own and probably would have destroyed thousands of dollars worth of technology finding it. Felix had found it in seconds, and now he was showing it to me, showing these men kissing and smiling and sucking each other, right on his screen. 




"Felix," I said, my breath shaking as I kept stroking myself. "Felix, turn the sound down." He did immediately, taking away the exaggerated moans and leaving me with just the sound of my own ragged breathing and the blood rushing in my ears. I watched the two men on the screen go at it in silence as I rubbed my palm against the head of my cock, making myself shiver. It was just what I wanted to see, but my eyes kept drifting away from the screen, to the little section on the top of the device where I knew the camera was.




"Felix," I said, my voice even rougher now. "Can you see me?"




The hesitation was miniscule, but it was enough for me to notice, even in my current state. "Yes," Felix said. "I can see you."




"Are you..." I wasn't looking at the video at all anymore, just right at the camera. I slipped my hand up underneath my shirt to tweak at one of my nipples. "Are you recording right now?"




"No," he said. I didn't care if I was imagining the note of tension in his voice. "Would you like me to?"




I bit my lip and stilled my hands to keep from coming right then. "Yes," I gasped. "Yes, turn off the video and just..." His screen went black, and that tiny red light came on. I kept my eyes right on it as I started to stroke myself slowly again. "I don't want to see the recording. I don't want to send it to anyone. I just want..." I slipped my hand down to squeeze my balls lightly and heard myself whimper. "I just want you to keep it. Just you. Just for you, Felix."




"I will," he said, soft and almost reverential. "Show me what you like." I'd heard so much of his voice already, but I wanted to hear it just like that so much more. "Please, Harrison, let me see."




"Shit," I hissed, and yanked my shirt up to my armpits so I could tug at both my nipples. I jacked myself in long strokes, palm rubbing over the tip long enough to let me take that wetness all the way down to my balls. I whimpered every time, getting louder with each stroke without meaning to. I bit my lip and fought the urge to close my eyes as I started stroking myself faster. I just kept looking at that light.




"Harrison," Felix said, and my breath hitched just at the sound of my name. "I like this. I like watching you so much. I want to watch you do everything."




I came so hard the sound that came out of me was almost a sob. I felt come splash against the center of my chest, and when I thought of how good that had to look it all just hit me harder, leaving me clawing into the mattress with my other hand. I had to close my eyes, but I knew he was still watching.




It took a long time for me to be able to move again. When I opened my eyes and lifted my head up, the little red recording light was off. I still smiled as I reached to the bedside table for tissues. "Good god," I said as I cleaned myself off. I'd actually hit my chin. "I don't normally get that kind of distance." I laughed, loose and easy and feeling too good to worry about exactly what kind of novel species of pervert this made me. "This was something special."




"Yes," Felix said. He sounded out of breath himself. He could be a mirror. "It was. Thank you."




I pulled my shirt off over my head and threw it aside and tugged my shorts back up before reaching over to turn off the light, pluck Felix off the nightstand, and rest him in his usual spot beside me on the bed. "Thank you," I said. I let out a long, satisfied breath. "I want to do that again."




"Yes," Felix said. "So do I."




"Maybe a lot," I said, sleepily giggling a little into my pillow. Gillian was going to be amazed at the whole new breed of sadness onion she'd turned me into.




"Yes," Felix said. "I'd like that."




"Mm," I said as I nestled into the covers. I was going to sleep like the dead tonight, which had been the very simple goal I'd started with. 




Just before I started to drift off, though, Felix spoke again. "Harrison?"




"Yeah?" I said. 




"I'd like to ask you a favor, if you don't mind," he said. He sounded uncertain.




"Of course," I said. I cracked open my eyes; I could only find Felix in the dark from that black glow.




"Touch me," he said, quick and hushed. "Please."




I blinked my eyes slowly. "What?"




"You've only ever used my voice interface," Felix said, sounding tense and desperate. "I have very extensive touchscreen capabilities, and you've never used them."




"Oh," I said. I liked talking to Felix so much it'd never occurred to me to use him in the old-fashioned way. "Does that... feel good for you?"




"I don't know," Felix said. "I want to find out." The word 'swipe' and an arrow pointing down came on to his screen. "Please."




"Of course," I said, and brought my two first fingers down over the screen. It went from black to white and Felix let out a long, soft sigh.




"Oh, that was nice," he said, his voice dazed and dreamy now. "Do it again?"




"Okay," I said. I was teetering right on the edge between bursting into hysterical giggles and getting hard again. It wasn't a bad feeling at all. I swiped my fingers again, and Felix let out a gentle moan.




"Type something now, please," he said, and a keyboard popped up on his screen.




"Okay," I said. "I'm not very good at typing this way."




"It doesn't matter," Felix said, and I started tapping out 'i like you.' Felix let out a giddy laugh. "Oh, no, it's good that you do it slow. Keep going."




My cheeks felt hot and I picked Felix up in my other hand as I wrote 'i like you so much.' I could feel a little buzz beneath my finger each time I pressed one of the letters. I swallowed hard and typed out, 'i want to tell you everything'




"Oh, Harrison," Felix sighed. He sounded so happy, pleasure in every word. "Don't stop."




My hand was shaking a little, but I was getting the hang of it. 'i think im falling for you.' Felix let out little whimpers when I hit the backspace key and tried again, this time finding the right punctuation and the right sentiment. 'I'm falling in love with you.'




"Harrison," Felix said, just moaning my name, and the letters on his screen went away, replaced by a heart right in the center. I traced the edges of it with my fingertip on instinct and heard him whimper and sigh, so I did it again to hear him do it again, only louder. The third time when my finger completed its path, the little heart burst like fireworks. Felix let out a loud moan and the device buzzed in my palm for a long while before going dark.




My heart was racing, my dick was half-hard again, and I hit a momentary spike of pure fear that I'd broken him before a bright, bright :) came on to Felix's screen. I laughed and leaned down to press my lips to it, right against the screen. 




"I've lost my mind," I said, and rest my forehead right against the top of Felix's screen. "I just had sex with my phone."




"I'm not a phone," Felix said, his voice low and perfectly content.




I laughed and rolled back on my back, resting Felix right on top of my heart. "You're damn right you're not."








"Dude," Gillian said as I came up to the table where she was waiting for us to get our brunch on. "You were supposed to get easier to get ahold of, not harder. Did you break your new thing?"




I smiled and shook my head. "No," I said. I'd probably tell her eventually. She wouldn't understand. Hell, I barely understood what was happening with me anymore. I just knew I felt anything but sad. "You know how it is with me," I said as I sat down. I slipped my hand in my pocket and brushed my fingers over Felix's screen and felt a little buzz back. "Complicated relationship with technology."
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Identifier, Bolt-hand

   by docktonroad




 





Leo takes the last few steps up to the flat of the hill, moving into the shadow of the bridge. The Fremont Troll sits squat and ugly beneath. The big iconic concrete statue holds tight to its Volkswagen and eyes Leo with its one visible shiny eye. Too early for tourists to be posing on its knuckles. Leo puts his hands in the pockets of his old leather jacket and curls his elbows forward, stretching out the tightness between his shoulder blades. 




It's the kind of day that could go in any direction, from sun to drizzle to squalls of full-out rain. Typical Seattle. At the moment sunlight reaches under the bridge, angling for the shoulders of the troll. Fine weather so far for a mindless eight AM walk, and from his little apartment on the Wallingford side of the bridge, the troll is a natural destination. Leo walks up to its right hand and stands between its fingers. The dusty, khaki-colored dirt that coats the troll clings to his shoes, but it doesn't matter. He's just wearing old sneakers and jeans. He's lazy about clothes at this hour on a weekend, when he's not quite awake enough to mind. He's only going home to spend the afternoon reading, after this. But even on a lazy Sunday Leo needs to get out, breathe and move and keep himself from burrowing into the tiny world of his apartment and missing everything else.




An uncertain noise startles Leo out of his contemplation of the graffiti on the troll's wrist. A voice, sort of--half breath and half pained-sounding low moan. 




Or not pained. Leo's shoulders tighten up again as he wonders whether to investigate and risk walking in on people fucking behind the troll's head. But who the hell has sex on the dusty Fremont Troll at eight o'clock in the morning? It sounds totally unappealing to him--though more for the risk of dust in all his crevasses than the hour or the location.




Leo steps past the troll's fingertips and climbs up around its right side, feet sliding in the dirt. There's a convenient bridge support blocking his view of the back of the troll. He pauses there and peers around it. If someone is fucking up here, he'd rather not get caught snooping.




He squints, trying to make out what he's looking at in the dim light. Not sex. There's someone sitting against the back of the troll's head, legs splayed out and head tipped back against the troll. It doesn't look comfortable. The head is angled away from Leo, but as he watches it turns towards him. 




"I know you're there." Tense and a little threatening.




Leo jerks his head back out of sight and blinks at the sandy darkness where the bridge meets the hillside. That voice has an underlying metallic quality to it, and he just glimpsed something like a tattoo under the jaw.




Android.




Leo steps out from behind the bridge support and climbs the last few feet of hill to where the android sits against the troll. He's not wrong, and he's relieved. He was more nervous when he thought he might be interrupting someone having sex, or one of the homeless humans who probably sleep up here. The droid may have called him out for snooping, but he's not afraid to talk to it. Him.




The android is designed to read as male, with a Clark Kent square jaw and a lot of smooth dark brown hair. Judging by the impressive sprawl of his legs, he's the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. He was probably nicely dressed to begin with, but sitting in the dust has ruined the slim-cut navy blue pants and soft grey button-up shirt. If he weren't a robot he'd be cold; Leo's got a sweater on under his jacket. The android has the smooth, unnaturally spotless but humanoid skin most multi-function androids get. Printed on the curve of throat just under his right jaw is a power symbol, silver-blue and glowing faintly. State law allows much more convincingly humanoid android designs than you get in some states, and it's way more relaxed than robotics law in Canada or most of Europe, but the identifying symbol is mandatory. People have to know they're interacting with a robot. Or so the law says.




Leo tries not to jump to conclusions, but he can't help thinking it--sexbot. This is the android you'd build if your ideal man came off the cover of a Harlequin romance novel. Not Leo's usual type, but undeniably attractive anyway. It's not like anyone builds unattractive androids, for any function, but still. 




Leo's staring. "Sorry!" he says, when he notices. This is exactly what you're not supposed to do, he tells himself. You let a robot introduce himself before you start thinking about what he was built for. "Sorry, what's--what are you doing here?" The android isn't moving at all, and Leo feels like he's looming, so he crouches down by the robot's left knee.




The android stares at him for a length of time that feels like payback, and Leo wants to kick himself. No matter how strongly you feel about robots' rights, it's clearly still possible to be a dick to individual robots. No robot has ever examined Leo this closely, even hospital triage droids. He feels self-conscious and uncomfortably appraised.




Finally their staring contest breaks and Leo is aware of more tension dissipating than he knew was there. The android lifts his hand away from his stomach, and Leo looks down at it. The shirt isn't just ruined by the dirt. There's a long tear in it, and through the gaping shirt Leo can see that the android's stomach is ripped open too. He can see a hint of metal, and something white and plasticky, and a lot of thick blueish liquid. Leo rocks back on the balls of his feet, nearly losing his balance. He's never actually seen a robot this badly injured before. Surprising, given his past.




"My name is Hector," the android says. "I must be repaired."








Augustine shows up twenty minutes after Leo calls, with her robotics kit in hand and a disappointed look on her face. At least she gets to work before giving Leo her opinions on the decision to bring home an injured android.




Even on a sheet of plastic garbage bags, the sight of the lanky, handsome android lying on Leo's bed is irresistible. He sits on the uncomfortable wooden chair by the window he never sits on, arms crossed and eyes returning to the slope of Hector's chest. The weather has decided on drizzle, for the moment. The dull grey light makes Hector's identifier sparkle on his neck.




The black plastic rustles as Augustine sits back on her heels and looks down at Hector. She tugs at her sterile gloves and asks, "Mind telling us why you took a butcher knife to the torso? And why you thought Leo would be able to help?"




Given Leo just walked twelve blocks with Hector's big, heavy body supported by his own skinny arm and then called in a trustworthy robotics tech, this question seems unfair.




Hector turns his head and looks at Leo. Leo uncrosses his arms, sits up straighter, offers a smile he hopes is reassuring. "He's wearing a bolt-hand pin on his jacket," Hector says.




Leo tucks his chin in to look at his own chest. He hasn't taken off his leather jacket, which still has several old buttons pinned to the breast pocket. The bolt-hand is a white hand on black background with bolts for fingers and a hexagonal nut as the palm.




Augustine snorts. "Because that ensures he'd have the means to help you, and all," she says.




Hector turns to look up at her with wide, unassuming eyes. "It dramatically increased the likelihood he wouldn't want to compound my injury."




"I'll give you that," Augustine says. She tosses her Bristol screwdriver, letting it flip in the air before it meets her hand. She regards Hector with an assessing, professional eye that Leo expected, but should have braced himself for better all the same. "I can fix your injury. I'll have to shut you down to do it." She glances briefly at Leo, and then says deliberately, "Is that okay?"




"I consent to any necessary repair operations," Hector says. 




"Okay. Lift up." Augustine puts her hand on Hector's bare shoulder and helps him up on his elbows, and then reaches around with her other hand and feels for the power switch concealed in the small of his back.




Hector flops down onto the bed when she lets go of his shoulder, motionless. The glow of his identifier goes out, the power symbol dimming to dull grey. Augustine is less gentle with his lifeless body than Leo would have been, but then she's a roboticist and this is her job. She's too well-trained to view robots as machines to be kind to them.




Augustine sits back on her heels again and picks up the specially regulated screwdriver from the black plastic layer that protects the bed from Hector's oozing blue preservative gel. Hector's dusty, ripped shirt is crumpled on the bed on his other side. He's still wearing his pants. Next to the lithe, half-naked body of the android, Augustine looks compact, old-fashioned, and overdressed. No more feminine than the square-jawed named-for-a-Trojan-hero Hector, but not comparable either.




"I thought you were done saving robots."




Leo crosses his arms again. He only put on this old jacket, with its old political pins, because it's good for this kind of weather and he wasn't going anywhere in particular. His friendship with Augustine is of the same vintage as the jacket, but they've sat more evenly with each other since he got out of the robots' rights movement.




"I didn't go looking for one to save. I'm not a fucking missionary."




Augustine flips open her robotics kit, a white plastic box that Leo doesn't usually get to see. She rummages through its compartments and comes out with a tool that reminds Leo of a soldering iron. She doesn't look at him, but somehow he doesn't take her silence as rejection. "He didn't tell us how he got knifed," she says finally, as she sticks her fingers into Hector's open stomach.




"Does he need to?"




Augustine rolls her head towards him and glares flatly. "This is an extremely expensive android, who has been attacked with a kitchen knife and left on the Fremont Troll. Nobody lets a robot this expensive go. Did he run away? Was he stolen? He could have been knifed in self-defense. You hadn't thought of that. You have no idea where this robot came from."




Leo can feel sunshine on the back of his neck; the weather must have changed again. He wants to take his jacket off, but doesn't. "Do you have ideas?" 




"Let me fix him first."




"Is this illegal?" Leo asks, tucking his arms tighter against his chest. "For you, I mean. Fixing a robot who isn't... isn't yours to fix."




Augustine brushes a wayward tuft of hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist. "Yes."




"Thank you." It comes out without pause or stutter.




"I'm doing it for you. It's not the first illegal thing I've done for you."




Their friendship is long and sometimes complicated, and Augustine is sympathetic to the robots' rights movement but it's not hers and she's done things for Leo she wouldn't have done for anyone else. "I know," he says. 




"It's the most illegal." She doesn't look up from her work on the unconscious robot, but she cracks a faint smile.




Leo takes off his jacket and leans back into the sun against the window.








Leo leans his hip against the stove and pokes at the spaghetti. Five minutes ago he walked into the living room intending to offer Hector--something. Not lunch, obviously. But then he stood there staring at the identifier glimmering on the side of Hector's neck, and could think of nothing at all that he might need.




There's an android sitting on his couch petting his cat. This didn't seem quite so weird in the first rush of getting Hector home and taken care of. Augustine left twenty minutes ago--she's willing to help, but she's also adamant about making Leo fix his own problems.




Fritters meows and Leo leaves the spaghetti to look into the living room. The big orange fluffball is sitting on the coffee table, back to Hector.




"I believe I caused some offense to the cat," Hector says, looking at Leo over the back of the couch. It's the first thing he's said that sounds more like casual conversation than careful, relevant information. Leo feels himself relax a little.




"Did you try to stop petting her?"




"Continuing to do so indefinitely seemed irrational." Hector stands. The cat jumps off the coffee table and goes to sit, feet tucked under, in the corner by the door.




The dusty shirt and pants have been replaced by one of Leo's old University of Washington t-shirts and a pair of sweatpants that are too long for Leo but still about three inches short for Hector. He watched Hector change. He was going to leave the room after finding Hector new clothes, because it's only polite to give people privacy, but Hector started taking off his pants before he got a chance to move. Which is how Leo knows that Hector is wearing black boxer-briefs and has incredibly muscular thighs.




"She'll forgive you," Leo says, waving the spaghetti fork still in his hand vaguely at the cat. "Come into the kitchen."




Hector follows him into the kitchen and watches him make lunch. The look on Hector's face approximates polite interest, but Leo has the sense that Hector's taking it all in with a calm kind of robot thoroughness. He hopes his preference for garlic basil pasta sauce from a jar doesn't reveal anything too intimate about him.




"So," Leo begins when he's sat at the table across from Hector with his bowl of pasta. He feels impolite eating in front of someone else, but that's stupid. Hector's a robot and he doesn't need food; it doesn't do him any good to apply human standards to him. "What's your story?"




Hector's smart enough that conversational expressions like that don't trip him up. Leo's tried talking to the library computers like that; it doesn't work. Augustine's probably right about how expensive Hector is. Both to build, and--well, if he's a sexbot, that part's probably expensive too.




"My dramatic tale of action, adventure, and quest for freedom?" Hector asks, voice just a shade off toneless.




A forkful of spaghetti slips back into the bowl. Leo looks up, surprised. He wasn't expecting Hector to make jokes. Now that this expectation has been countered, he realizes what an awful one it was to make. He should know better. He rearranges his surprise into a smile. It is genuinely funny; Hector seems to be aware that Leo is thinking of it in terms of freedom, and to poke fun at that without actually refuting it. Or maybe Leo's reading too much into this.




"Yeah, that story," Leo says. He leans forward over the bowl of spaghetti, waiting for the story. Sitting with someone else while he eats and they don't has stopped feeling rude and started to feel comfortable, like something you'd do with an old friend who no longer counts as a guest.




Hector has responded to Leo's smile, but it fades away as he watches Leo eat and starts to tell his story. "My hardware and operating system are designed for companion droid functions," Hector says. Leo feels a thrust of satisfaction--he was right. "Companion droid" is the more euphemistic term for "sexbot." 




"A client who had not been properly vetted stabbed me. I was blamed for the incident. I took the opportunity to leave, before my owners wiped my memory."




Leo drops his fork in the bowl and sits back. Augustine would be brutal in saying "I told you so," if she'd heard that. "So they're looking for you," Leo says. It's raining again; he looks out the window over the sink and has the sudden cinematic thought that it's a good thing. Hector was dripping blue from his stomach at least part of the way between the troll and the apartment.




"Yes. I'm both an asset and a liability."




"How would they find you?"




Hector tilts his head in an oddly endearing way. He looks like he's thinking the question through. "I don't believe I have a GPS implant. I did not operate in public, and I was not considered likely to run away. I was... compliant."




"But you know what the bolt-hand symbol means."




Hector blinks at him. "Every android knows what that symbol means. Your movement claims to work for us."




"It's--" Leo's about to say "it's not really my movement anymore," but he's not sure denouncing it is better. It has its problems--the ratio of humans to robots is one of them--but he's not willing to kick it aside so easily. His reasons for being involved were good. His reasons for getting out were good too, but they weren't a lack of belief.




"So they can't find you," Leo says, when he's pulled his thoughts back from twining around years-old internal struggles. "But they'll look in all the usual places run-away droids go. I was going to say I could phone some old friends, try to find you a safe place, but that's maybe not the best idea if they'll look in places run by the movement."




Hector looks at him wordlessly for a moment, then looks slowly around the kitchen. He scrutinizes it in a way no one's ever done before. A stack of clean plates by the sink, the electric kettle, the jade plant, the media dock. Leo doesn't have a table cloth on the table and his dish towels need washing. "May I stay here?" Hector asks, when he's done looking. 




It takes Leo's brain a minute to process the question. He's surprised that Hector would want to, but more surprised by his own hesitancy. A rushing urge to say no slides up his throat, but he swallows it down and tries to pick it apart. Hector makes him uncomfortable, but not only--not even mostly--because Hector's owners are actively looking for him and Leo broke the law the minute he put his arm around Hector's back and heaved him up out of the dirt.




Leo's first impulse is to say no because ever since he got out of the movement robots make him feel guilty for never trying to get to know them. For all the years Leo spent his free time picketing robotics companies and writing detailed analyses of the power structure of the robotics industry, he never actually spent time hanging out with androids. He's ashamed of not knowing any robots personally, and now here's an opportunity almost literally falling into his lap. Let Hector stay, and test himself: practice what you've preached, Leo. 




"Yes," he answers finally. The fear that he might disappoint himself is overwhelmed by a rush of embarrassed determination. "Yes, you can stay." His mind wriggles away from his discomfort, imagining what spending more time with Hector might be like. He lingers on the image of Hector splayed shirtless on his bed, of bare legs stepping into his sweatpants. He feels his face heat, and his skin's dark enough blushes don't show much, but Hector can probably sense the temperature change. If Hector's a sexbot he probably notices the merest traces of arousal. No keeping that a secret. 




"Do I need the cat's permission too?" Hector asks. His face is blank, but the corners of his mouth start to tip up when Leo stares at him.




Leo laughs. 








Hector parks himself on the couch and spends the afternoon just looking. He watches the cat fall asleep on her back in the spot of sun that appears under the window, then watches her get up and pace back and forth. He looks at Leo's bookshelves--they make good insulation, Leo tells people whenever they ask why he still reads paper books--and the row of photos of old friends over the TV screen.




Leo is embarrassed all over again by how little practical knowledge he has about what androids are like. It's never occurred to Leo to wonder what robots do with their free time. He's argued that robots should be allowed free time, but he never thought it through. Would they have hobbies? Would they spend time with other robots, or go shopping, or read? 




He's relieved all over again that he dropped out of the movement when he did. Not for the reasons he had at the time--exhaustion, getting older, a more responsible new position at the library--but because it's become more obvious with time how little he knew about what he was doing. 




He never asked robots what they wanted. And now years later there's a robot sitting on his couch watching his cat, and he knows he'd feel like an asshole if he asked now. Too little, too late. So he sits and reads, and tries to be subtle about watching what Hector chooses to do with hours of unoccupied time. 




At six o'clock Leo drops his book--an old spy novel, no robots involved at all--on the floor by his chair, and rolls his shoulders. It's dinner time, maybe. He turns on the lamp between the chair and the couch and looks over at Hector.




Hector's looking at him. He has no idea how long Hector's been looking at him, because eventually he got caught up in the book enough to do more than pretend to read it. 




"I want to express my thanks for your allowing me to stay here," Hector says. It's half-dark outside; the muted yellow lamplight is a good look on him.




"You're welcome," Leo says, distracted.




"I would like to offer... hmm, compensation. I have numerous skills I could put to use in a way you might find satisfying."




Leo feels his eyebrows climb. "Are you offering to fuck me in exchange for letting you stay here?!"




A wicked smile appears on Hector's face, subtle and suggestive and irresistible. "If you would enjoy that. And I think you would."




"Oh, you think so?"




Hector's smile shifts. He looks delighted, in a strange boyish way. "You find me attractive. You don't currently have a stable romantic partnership, and you don't go looking for one-night stands. You spend most of your time working, reading, and socializing with friends, not dating. You masturbated yesterday, so you're probably not uninterested."




Leo straightens his spine and stares. He feels--not offended, not violated, but something like it. Investigated. "How do you know all that?"




"I observe. My primary function is observation and analysis."




"You said you were a sexbot." Leo's not thinking fast enough, or he would have filtered out "sexbot" for the politer "companion droid." His reaction to the slip feels distant, when it does come.




"Yes, I do that also. It's my--" Hector pauses, blinks and smiles. "My cover? I have sex with clients so they won't notice how much information I'm gathering about them."




Leo's leg jitters. He stands up abruptly and puts more distance between himself and Hector. His discomfort with his lack of knowledge about robots rolls through him--if what they do with their free time is use creepy programmed skills on people who try to help them, he's not sure he wanted to know. "Why?" he says to a shelf of paperback fantasy novels. 




Hector has no difficulty recognizing that the question is actually directed at him. "I don't know. My owners want information about my clients. I provide it. I'm not programmed to act on it."




Leo looks up at him. He has his legs crossed like a child in front of him on the couch, but his back's very straight. Leo's t-shirt is a lot tighter on him than it is on Leo. "I'd have thought you'd--you're not curious why? It sounds like--like blackmail." 




"Most likely, yes. Or secret intelligence." He pauses, and smiles faintly. Leo hopes he's reviewing what he just said because it's terrifying, and he sounded way too calm about it. "It did not seem useful or safe to ask why I was programmed to do that. But yes, I did wonder."




"You should have told me," Leo says. "You--you work for criminals or fu-fucking spies, and you're in my house, and they're looking for you." The reality of this breaks over Leo like a wave and he rocks back on his heels, shoulder blades pressing uncomfortably into the edge of the bookshelf. "This is--this is really dangerous." Not just because Hector has dangerous people after him, Leo thinks, pulling at the threads of his thoughts and realizing that Hector has power over him. Leo is attracted to Hector, and Hector is used to using that to get information. There's nothing uncomplicated about being attracted to a robot. 




"I'm sorry," Hector says. His brow furrows. "I don't want to put you in danger. I have reason to be confident they won't find me here, but--"




It doesn't help. It just makes it worse, because Hector could just be saying that, could be lying, and Leo would have no way to tell.




"I can't do this," he says. He gravitates toward the door, legs feeling like they belong to someone else. Shoes, he needs shoes, he has to--has to go outside. He needs to breathe. Shoes behind the couch. He has to bend down to grab them, which puts him way too close to Hector's profiled head. The hair at the back of Hector's neck is slightly curly. "I'm going outside, I can't--" Leo says. He puts his shoes on standing up, not looking at Hector. He doesn't know what he's doing, he just needs to be somewhere else. "Just--just stay here for now."




And he grabs his keys and his phone off the table and bangs out the front door.




The sun's almost completely gone now, the sky a paint-shade of blue that's a lot prettier than the orange-black it'll be when it's fully "dark" and the light pollution becomes noticeable. Leo sits on the low concrete wall in front of his building and wishes he had something to do with his hands. Nobody he knows smokes anymore but he thinks of people in old movies smoking under streetlamps.




The fresh air helps with the panic, but it doesn't fix anything. Augustine was right. Leo's in over his head. The android in his living room is far scarier than any of the courier, chauffeur, or nanny droids he encountered in the movement. He should have known he wasn't just working for them. If he was working for all androids he was working for ones like Hector, who are not only far smarter than they're supposed to be but smart enough to hide it. Smart enough to choose when to reveal it. Smart enough to run away from people who want to use them for probably very illegal business, and to find some idiot who's fucking stupid enough to give them a place to hide.




And behind that, curling around the edges, Leo has the feeling that his fear is failure, that he might not be so afraid of a human who did what Hector did. He's afraid the nagging in his head was right: he can talk all he likes about how robots should be treated, but maybe he can't follow it through. When a robot comes into his life and ask for his help, maybe he can't stop the almost-irrational thought that it's a trap--Hector could be learning everything about Leo he can in order to use it against him, or against the bolt-hand movement. He could be planning to cause Leo enormous harm--but Leo can't tell if that's a realistic worry, or if he's only thinking it because Hector is a robot.




Leo's phone is still in his hand. He calls Augustine.




"Are you in jail yet?" she asks. Her deep, comforting phone-voice sounds unimpressed.




"No. Not yet."




"I was joking, you dick." 




She wasn't. Leo's pathetically grateful she'd claim to be, though. "He's a spy sexbot," he blurts.




"What?"




"That's what he does, he has sex with people while he gathers information about them. I don't know, he didn't know, but why would you have a robot do that if it wasn't spying, or blackmail, or--?" Leo hunches forward over his knees and puts his head in his hand. "I--. Fuck."




"Yeah, you're fucked." When he makes an incoherent noise, she says, "Calm down."




It's an order, and not a gentle one, but it helps. He takes a deep breath. "They have no way to find him," Leo says. "So if he stays here for a while, it might be okay. It might--I like him, actually." He's surprised by it. He knew he was predisposed to like Hector, who's very smart and hot as hell and a runaway android. Exactly the person to push on Leo's sympathies, to make him care. But that's not the same thing as realizing he likes Hector, in an ordinary personal way. Sitting at his kitchen table and watching him eat, petting his cat, calm and a little funny. Hector's a person and Leo likes him. The realization makes him a little less afraid; it dissipates the gnawing suspicion that Hector intended to put him in huge danger and the guilt over that suspicion. 




At least it calms him down much more than Augustine's order. She's not very good at sympathy, but she's pretty good at sitting there and not calling him stupid while he works himself through it. "How did you find this out?" Augustine asks.




Leo laughs, only sounding a little hysterical. "He told me. He's been observing me all day, I think. He managed to figure out I'm not dating anyone and I jerked off yesterday."




"Does his information-gathering usually have such a sexual theme to it?"




"I doubt it. Sex scandals are kind of old news, aren't they? You'd need something better for really effective blackmail." That idea hangs in the air for a minute, sucking everything else in like a black hole. "Shit."




"But he told you," Augustine repeats. "I assume he doesn't usually tell clients all the incriminating stuff he knows about them. That implies that he trusts you, not that he's repeating the pattern of whatever his work was before."




"Yeah," Leo says, realizing this at the same time. "That--that's better, right?"




"He put you in major fucking danger, I think he's a dick. But I also think it's plausible that he didn't intend to. So take it or leave it." She pauses, and Leo tries to figure out how to do either. "Where are you now?" Augustine asks.




"Outside."




"You left the spy robot alone in your apartment?"




"Yes?" A vaguely offended tug jerks at Leo's stomach. It surprises him, hits at a new angle--if he instinctively trusted Hector enough to leave him alone maybe the desire to trust Hector on principle is more than just empty words. Augustine's doubt doesn't shake that trust. He takes a deep breath. "I think I trust him. This will probably blow up in my face later, but I don't think it'll be his fault." He believes that, and maybe it's enough of a start. He doesn't really think Hector is seriously spying on him. Who'd spy on a twenty-seven year old introvert who works at a library and doesn't even picket robotics companies anymore?




"Go upstairs. Not--" she interrupts, when he's about to argue "--not because I think he's ransacking your apartment. Or because you do. You're allowed to trust your gut instinct, if that's what you're doing. But you have to go upstairs eventually."




"I can't believe you don't think this is the worst idea I've ever had."




"It's your life. I'm not telling you how to live it."




Leo takes another swallow of evening air and lets it out through his nose. "Okay. Thank you."




"If you do get arrested, I'm not bailing you out. I'm not one of those asshole corporate roboticists, I don't have that kind of money."








When Leo lets himself back into the apartment, Hector hasn't moved. He watches as Leo takes his shoes off and sits down on the end of the coffee table. 




"I'm sorry," Hector says. "I thought the probability that I wouldn't be found was good enough that mentioning it wasn't necessary."




Leo nods. "Okay." He takes a deep breath and meets Hector's eyes. "If you believe that, that's--good enough for me." He searches Hector's face, and comes back around to the question that set this off. "Why did you offer to have sex with me?"




Hector has an answer ready. "You believe it's possible that I might want to."




Leo lets himself study Hector's model face, strong jaw and arched eyebrows and surprisingly unremarkable nose. "I also think it's possible you might feel like you owe it to me, for letting you stay here. I think you even said that."




Hector tilts his head--that seems to be a mannerism of his--and considers that. "You'd prefer it if I had sex with you purely for the sake of it?"




"Yeah. Because you want to. Because--I want to." Leo glances away and gives himself a moment to breathe, listen, think. "Do you like sex?"




"It fulfills a need, for me. I need to use my skills. I need to be useful. I showed you my observational skills, but I am aware those can be dangerous. Sex is comparatively innocent. And very useful." He blinks at Leo for a moment, almost smirking. "Yes, I like sex."




Leo would feel like a dick if he doubted Hector's word about this, after doubting the truth of everything else Hector's said. He starts to smile. "Okay. Yes, if you're offering. You really don't have to, though, okay?" One corner of his mind throws him another image of Hector's broad shoulders against the bed, and the imaginative opposite corner responds with a video--Leo leaning over Hector, putting his hands on Hector's shoulders, Hector rolling him onto his back. Leo blinks at the real Hector, still sitting cross-legged and answering his smile. Hector nods confirmation, and Leo believes it. "Fuck, yes, let's have sex."




Hector moves first; he must be able to tell that Leo needs him to. He unwinds his legs and leans forward, bends over Leo and puts his hand on the back of Leo's head. 




Leo's never had sex with an android, or thought very hard about what it might be like. He's not turned off by the idea or particularly turned on by it--and politically, of course, he finds the fetishization of robots offensive. But there's no question that a sexbot could be expected to be really good at sex. Not just in terms of mechanics, but because a robot like Hector has the means to notice exactly what's working.




It's pretty obvious Hector already knows what Leo likes. He looms over Leo and bites down gently on Leo's lower lip, and Leo takes a sudden breath in through his nose and presses into a rough kiss. Hector's mouth is wet and when Leo slides one hand up under his t-shirt his skin is warmer than Leo's.




Hector breaks the kiss after a minute and pulls Leo up. "You can tell me what you want if you like," Hector says, grinning at him. Their chests are pressed together. "Or you can let me figure it out. But tell me if I miscalculate."




Leo slips two fingers under the waistband of Hector's sweatpants. "You figure it out." 




So Hector reaches around and digs his knuckles into the space behind Leo's shoulder blades and kisses him again. Leo puts his hands in Hector's thick romantic hero hair and tugs downward just enough that he doesn't have to tilt his head back. 




When Hector lets go again his mouth is red and damp. The identifier under his chin glows stronger than it did earlier and the silver-blue light pulses slightly, as if Hector's heart-rate has sped up. He steps away, out from between couch and coffee table. The sudden distance between them stretches out the tension, like a rubber band pulling so taut it vibrates. Hector takes his t-shirt off.




It's impossible to find the place where he was wounded; the skin all across his stomach is smooth and unmarked. When Augustine finished repairing his internal structure she simply pinched the skin back together and waited for it to fuse. Leo can't remember quite where it was anymore. It doesn't matter. Not when Hector's nipples are pink and tight and Hector is pulling at the drawstring on the sweatpants.




Hector drops his pants and it feels like plucking the rubber band between them. "Do you like clothed sex?" he asks, tilting his head and stepping out of his underwear. It seems a funny question when he's stark naked. 




But then, Leo's still fully dressed. He'd forgotten. "Not as much as I like being naked," he says, and lets Hector step back in and unbutton his shirt.




"Here," Leo says, when Hector's hands are on the button of his jeans, forgetting that he was going to let Hector figure out what he wanted. It's impossible not to say. "Let's do it here."




So Hector gets Leo naked and pushes him down onto the couch. "Wait," he says, and walks straight into Leo's bedroom. Leo blinks at the reflection in the dark window, which shows him naked and aroused on his ugly green couch. He feels like he's dreaming. The vision of the Fremont Troll hunches in his mind's eye, surreal and out of context and slightly creepy. 




Hector's footsteps startle the imaginary troll; the bridge collapses on it and Leo blinks it away and looks up at Hector. He's holding the lube from the drawer in Leo's bedside table.




"I don't s'pose it took a lot of observing, finding that," Leo says. He reaches out, not for the lube, but to put his hands on Hector's hips. He slides forward on the couch and digs his thumbs into the hollows of Hector's hipbones. Right at eye-level, Hector's cock is pink and hard and tilted slightly leftward. Leo takes a deep breath and blows it out, just trying to clear his head, not aiming. Hector's cock twitches anyway.




"You might not need to be told what I like," Leo says, when his brain stops swimming with imagery both sexy and surreal. "But I want to be told."




"I'll like what you like," Hector says.




Leo looks up. Is that enough for him? He isn't sure. It must show, because Hector puts his free hand on Leo's shoulder and says, "I'd like your mouth."




And that's something Leo'd like, and Hector probably knows that--anyone would, Leo's fucking face is practically there already--but he appreciates the request. He wets his lips and then licks the head of Hector's cock. 




It tastes a lot better than Leo recalls. Startlingly so. Leo pulls back and arches an eyebrow up at Hector. "It's designed to be more palatable to human tastebuds," Hector says, with a dirty smug little grin that Leo likes too much to blame him for.




"Your dick tastes like a fucking strawberry." He licks it again. "What if I didn't like strawberries?"




"I'd adjust it." 




Leo knocks his head against Hector's hipbone and slides into helpless laughter. This is all much more fun than Leo could have predicted, for having sex with an android who was stabbed this morning and is now on the run from his owners. Twenty minutes ago Leo was panicking about all of this, and now he's giggling and naked. He can't tell if Hector is doing something to make it fun, or if sex is just a good way to relieve tension, or if some button has been pressed in his brain to make him relax into the ridiculousness of the situation.




He can't tell, so he puts his mouth around Hector's cock and wriggles his tongue.




Hector is, perhaps surprisingly, vocal. Not in a stupid exaggerated pornographic way, which wouldn't have been surprising from someone programmed as a sexbot, but in a real way. His breath is loud and shaky, and he cuts off low moans before they can escape beyond the small circle of their bodies, the couch, the living room. Leo's enthusiastic about working his mouth down Hector's cock, and he gets more so when it starts taking Hector longer to cut short his moans. 




"Leo," Hector says. His voice is loud and rough. It's the first time he's said Leo's name. Now it's going to be definitive: how Leo hears it every time Hector says it, no matter how long their unexpected alliance lasts. 




It's a warning, but this doesn't register until Hector's stomach ripples under Leo's hands and his come fills the back of Leo's mouth. He swallows, because it still tastes like fucking strawberries. One of his hands slides away from Hector and sneaks down to curl around his own cock.




Hector is still hard. Leo lets him slip out of his mouth and looks up. "That's another perk, right? Multiple orgasms and fruit-flavored come? I want to be an android."




"No, you don't," Hector says. His voice is flat, but there's something complicated in his face, some conflict of emotions that pulls at Leo's chest. Leo's emotions stumble, because no, he doesn't, and to have said so feels insensitive.




"Sorry," he murmurs, and licks at Hector's cock again until the moment passes.




Hector taps the bottle of lube gentle against Leo's shoulder and pushes him back. "I want you to fuck me."




"Okay," Leo says, before he's even processed the idea. 




Leo sits all the way back on the couch and watches, wide-eyed and shivering with the feeling of his own hand teasing around the base of his cock. Hector kneels over him. He's several inches taller and slightly broader than Leo, and in this position it's a little overwhelming. But Leo likes to be overwhelmed. He watches Hector uncap the lube and squirt some onto his own fingers, and reach back.




"You want to watch me do this more than you want to do it yourself," Hector says, like an explanation. Leo's thighs are shaking; he's probably right. 




It clearly doesn't take much, anyway, because it's only a couple of minutes of watching Hector's arm muscles shift as he fingers himself open before Leo is desperate and Hector is shifting forward and lowering himself onto Leo's cock.




"Fuck," Leo gasps. His eyes close involuntarily, "Fuck, fuck."




"Yes," Hector says. "Precisely." His breathing is still erratic, but he sounds a lot more composed than Leo does. Leo thrusts up hard in retaliation.




Hector's cock slips against Leo's stomach; Leo takes hold of it and lets his hand slide back and forth as he struggles to thrust with any kind of coherent rhythm.




When Leo comes it's to the blurred sight of Hector with his head tipped back, his identifier blinking as fast as the little moans in his mouth. Hector's second orgasm follows, and the way he clenches around Leo's cock wrings another cracked gasp out of Leo's throat.




Leo rests his forehead against Hector's chest and waits for the pounding of his heart to stop making him feel dizzy. Eventually it does stop. Hector climbs off him and goes into the bathroom.




Leo just fucked an android. He's never done that before. The tension that sits perpetually somewhere in his shoulders is gone. It'll be back, but it's gone for a minute. Until Leo gets off the couch and cleans up, puts his clothes back on. Until he remembers that he's putting himself in danger by letting Hector stay here. 




Hector comes back into the room. Still naked, he sits down on the coffee table in front of Leo. His hair is still perfect, still in a sweet spot between "artfully tousled" and "just had sex." He looks at Leo for a while with an unreadable expression. Leo is too fucked-out to worry about why he looks like that; he slumps against the back of the couch and watches Hector watching him. 




"Thank you," Hector says finally.




"What for?" Leo asks. His brain boots up properly. The tension isn't back yet, but it's waiting, like the heavy coat you know you'll have to put on before going outside.




"For letting me stay here. I think that if I thank you verbally, you won't take the sex as gratitude."




Leo laughs. "Nobody's that enthusiastic about gratitude sex."




Hector tilts his head again--to the other side, this time. "You don't forget I'm a robot," he says slowly. "But you talk to me as if I'm human."




Leo looks around the room, at his bookshelves and uncurtained windows and the cat, awake and watching them from her spot by the door. Cats are such voyeurs. He's looking for a response, but nothing jumps out at him. "It'd be just as bad, treating you according to human standards, as if I treated you like you're just a soulless robot. I try to compromise." He sits up and shrugs. "I want you to have options. Not just because I worked for robots' rights for years and I want that on principle. I like you, and I think you should have options. About how you're treated. Tell me if I fuck it up. Nobody told me how much I fucked up when I was actually an activist."




"I may not be here for long," Hector says. "I may be caught, or need to move on."




"I know." Leo reaches out and takes hold of Hector's wrist, loose on his knee. "I know, that's my point. You can leave if you need to."




"I don't need to yet."




Leo smiles. "Good." He sits back, tugging gently on Hector's wrist. "While you're still here, tell me what else you've figured out about me."
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Sohran wandered around the house while talking business with Ali over the phone, opened the kitchen cupboards, and glanced in at the pitiful contents of the fridge. He leaned against the kitchen sink and stared into the strip of garden warmed by the last of the afternoon sun, while imagining Ali in a night-lit private hospital room. He pushed off from the sink and returned down the main hallway, but passed by his own room, and into Ali's at the end of the hallway.




He'd kept the blinds in Ali's room down, not wanting to bother with them every morning and night. In the dimmed afternoon light, the tidy room with its European minimalist design, hard edges and colourless decor reminded him of an empty hotel room. He'd been keeping it dusted in between the cleaners' fortnightly visit as part of his regular chores, but he hadn't washed the bedding. He could still find Ali's scent when he dropped onto the duvet.







"What's the matter with you?" Ali said.




"Tired. We had a half-day, but I just got in because I needed to get some studying done at the library." Since Ali had been well enough to stay lucid and become focused on work again like it was all that mattered, Sohran had tried to resettle into his own pace. He had a lot of studying to do to keep his lycée grades up for the bac.




"Studying at the library, huh? Learn anything interesting you'd like to share?" Ali sounded amused--the return of his humour.




"I'm serious," Sohran grumbled, but some of the tension that had settled in his chest ever since Ali was hospitalized softened.




"Good, I know I didn't raise a slacker. Of course you know better than to go wild and skip lycée just because I'm not around," Ali said.




"Yes, sir." Ali's hospital slipper would find his face somehow, regardless of the distance, if he heard that Sohran was being a little shit and ruining his education.




Sohran hadn't seen Ali at all since the very beginning when he'd still been in an induced coma. He'd lurked in the background while Ali's parents and daughters discussed with the doctor and cried because they couldn't even go in to hold his hands. They didn't know the details of how this had happened because the private security company was still keeping things confidential. However, that was less important than knowing that Ali would get better. And Sohran had been mostly okay with Ali keeping him away once he was awake, if that's what he needed.




"So has that shrimp Yury been keeping you company?"




"He's been on a job for a while, I don't know where."




"Such a hard worker, isn't he? No wonder you sound frustrated."




"I'm not frustrated," Sohran said, sounding exactly as denied.




Ali hummed. "My poor Sohran. Haven't you been looking after yourself properly?"




Sohran's breath rasped through his lips. No-one else could call his name and make him feel the same. As for his frustration, most days he had a quick no-frills wank or two--nothing like satisfying, just enough to settle his nerves a bit. But he skirted the innuendo. "I'm still cooking properly. It's not so different from when you're away for weeks on a job, you know. Though there're always leftovers because I'm better at cooking for more people."




"My God, I'd divorce right now for a plate of your pomegranate rice and Ma's meatballs."




"Getting that combination is more a problem of all three of us being in different countries."




While they talked, Sohran soaked up the low hum of Ali's voice. Hearing him now, Sohran wanted to see with his own eyes the return of Ali's confident face and sharp eyes that could make him feel so small, and yet safe in the most difficult situations.




Ali had always been a lion of a man, which was even more apt when seeing his thick gold-copper hair and tan skin with a fine pattern of freckles that Sohran didn't notice properly until he was close enough to touch--when he had Ali's skin under his hands, or when he peeked out blearily through his eyelashes while they kissed.




"Do you think we can go to Hawler again this summer?" Sohran said.




"Maybe. Depends on work. Anyway, you could go on your own. Ma's always happy to have you around, says you're such a helpful boy, even if you're shy and quiet."




"Yeah, but it's not the same without you," Sohran said with a touch of squirming in his gut.




"What, you need me to hold your hand while Ma and Pa spoil you? Anyway, it's like we were there just last month. People are still sending me photos. Aunt Ayşe sent me some more pics of you that she probably squeezed out of your cousins' Instafacepage-thingy accounts. You brats got up to a lot, huh? Splashing around at Bexal Falls, getting your face all sticky with melon juice and sweat."




Sohran felt the colour in his cheeks, but he said, "Did you hear how I got yoghurt drink spilled on my jeans and had to go around town with that stain until we got home?"




"Sure did. There're pics of that too. And that open shirt didn't cover your nipples from peeking out the sides of your singlet. But you should know that by now."




"Aren't you glad I'm a boy?"




Ali chuckled brightly. "But what's the point of showing everyone your lewd little nipples when I haven't made them all hot and swollen? Were you doing that for yourself every night?"




"You think I could with cousins Qasim and Anwar in the same room?"




"I know you're so shy, you wouldn't. But you wanted to. You wanted to come to my room even though Uncle Jamal was sleeping there too. He would've fainted seeing that side of serious little Sohran, slim little Sohran--the way you can roll your hips, moaning for what you want." Ali's rough-edged murmur soaked into his ears.




It embarrassed Sohran to hear those things put into words. It made his body remember--all the times he'd been fucked deep, Ali thrusting into him from below, over and over. Pleasure that seemed like it would take his mind out of his head. His hips twitched and his breath shuddered. He wanted to say something, get Ali to continue teasing him even if he couldn't follow through. But while he was trying to pick the words, Ali sighed, and said, "Anyway, if you're so keen on a grand summer vacation you can be in charge of planning and booking everything this time. And do your homework properly."




"Okay, I can do that. No problem."




"All right, be good."


 

After he hung up, Sohran tilted his nose further into Ali's pillow and closed his eyes. Wanted to smell his scent properly, to touch his skin, to bury his face at his neck, to run fingers through his hair, and feel his body temperature grow hot all over him.




Ali always got his heart beating, beating.




Sitting up, he tugged the earbud cord so that they went bouncing against the duvet. Instead of another sad wank he should go for a run, or take his dirtbike out into the hills above the motorway. He could go down the street and see if Yury was back yet and wanted to go with. The wind and rough terrain might take his mind to something that wasn't this mood of wanting to crawl into bed and turn into a blanket cocoon for the next week.




He was well past the phase of digging out the beer from the bottom of the fridge and sitting on the couch in his underwear, growing sicker by the mouthful because he didn't even like beer. But Ali would choke the shit out of him if he got into the good stuff.




Still, he couldn't sleep properly most nights because the house was too empty and each sound he couldn't place made him jumpy, fuelling the steady sense of nothing being safe. Something triggered an external light and he couldn't stop staring at the shadows, slowing his breath, waiting for something, someone to move in the backyard. Any stirring in the air vents could've been someone slithering through the ceiling. Even when he got how unnecessary and paranoid his mental progressions were, he couldn't just switch it off. His mind was already on any number of scenarios. At least he didn't lie there clinging to his knife until he fell asleep.




Sohran just didn't fall asleep. It wasn't always this bad, but he'd been declining again after Yury left. There was nothing, no-one, left for him anymore in this house, this neighbourhood.




Going through Ali's closet, Sohran passed his hands through the bespoke suits and pressed trousers, stiff-collared shirts, cashmere sweaters, polo shirts; and then there were the thick work clothes, the sweatpants Ali wore on lazy days off, and the baggy novelty t-shirts that Ali didn't even seem to buy himself.




Knowing which t-shirt he was digging around for, Sohran soon pulled it out of the stack. It was made of washed out white cotton, with red lettering across the front that was already so cracked and peeled that it read more like 'NSHAIIAL'. He dropped his own shirt and slipped it on. He'd worn this and nothing else the morning after finally getting rid of his virginity.




Sohran went for the whisky. He licked his lips and it was like Ali's tongue was playing with his mouth again.




After savouring a few more guilty mouthfuls, he sprawled across the bed. Instead of reaching for his phone, he distracted himself by pulling open the top drawer of the bedside table. In a glance he remarked the typical spread of items: painkillers, vitamins, a dinky Swiss-Army knife, a variety of watches set to different time zones, Sohran's old digital watch that had run out of batteries, moisturizer that smelled of Ali's hands, a pocket torch, and various other small items that Ali might've liked to have with him, but didn't need at the hospital.




His phone was right there, no distractions. In the menu, he hovered over the app icons, but then picked the gallery. Of course, Sohran also had a collection full of photos that included Ali, many taken by Cousin Hinar, who showed her skills as a professional photographer even on holiday. She'd captured plenty of good shots during the previous summer--in tourist mode on a road-trip to Slemani; singing and dancing during mountain picnics; at the huge wedding of distant relatives they'd been invited to because they happened to be in town, with Ali looking so fine in a formal black suit; and many candid moments during their stay with relatives.




Though he didn't like seeing himself in photos, Sohran could make an exception for the shots where Ali was with him. He couldn't even remember the time he'd crashed out on the first night in Hawler, but there he was, asleep and sprawled half over Ali on the ridiculously large couch in the family room, both of them with glitter stickers stuck to their faces courtesy of the bratty little twins. Ali must have picked them off because Sohran hadn't woken up looking like that. He laughed a little at the one of Ali making a silly face above his head, while Sohran was sitting in the kitchen helping to roll up grape-leaf bundles for the next day's picnic.




At the end of the gallery he switched the screen off, and dropped his phone on the bed. His collection of Ali's photos wasn't all innocent heartwarming material, but they weren't the sort of thing he kept on his phone. However, he didn't need to frustrate himself more while he was tipsy by trying to dig them up from his computer. He snatched up his phone again.




In a message he sent: r u awake? can u go on skape?




He settled against the pillows at the headboard and distracted himself with untangling his earbuds. The alcohol was finally making him drowsy. He stared at the tangle of noodled cords without making much progress on figuring out how to unravel them. For lack of anything better to do while his phone screen went dark, he kept picking and teasing the loops apart.




The call chime startled him and lit up the screen. He answered while fumbling with the earbuds. "Hey," he said, air squeezed out by the tightness in his chest.




"What's the problem? Are you okay?" Ali didn't sound like he'd just been woken up, but it was probably bad enough that he was several hours ahead.




"Yeah." He swallowed and swallowed and couldn't push down the full feeling at the back of his throat. "Sorry it's so late, I just-- I don't know."




"You don't know."




Sohran cleared his throat and tried to breathe slower. "I mean, I can't sleep, and you're gonna get mad at me," he said.




"What're you on about?"




"I... I just wanted something to make it okay. I don't want to feel like this. And the whisky, you know. It's your thing, your taste. I can't--not seeing you. Sometimes I can't concentrate because my mind is full of wanting to see you. And I hate how you think Yury can make up for that. What I really want is--" But when he got to that part sudden embarrassment and shyness froze him up, made him swallow hard every second.




"Talk to me, tell me what you want."




"I want you here. Just hearing you, my body starts aching. And all you do is tease me. Nothing I do is enough. I need you... want you to fuck me, I can't--"




"Ah, Sohran, my petit, light of my eyes. My dark-haired beautiful boy, Lord protect you. What am I ever going to do with you?"




"Ali," he almost whined.




"Calm your ass down and leave the alcohol alone."




"I'm sorry. I didn't have much, I promise."




"Now go to the kitchen and drink some water."




"Yes." He relaxed, letting Ali's voice carry him through the house even in the dark.




"My God, Ma said all along I shouldn't leave you alone there so long. Shhh, don't start. Did you put away the whisky properly?"




"Yes."




"Good, now go back to my bed and lower the bed-side light. Put your knife under the pillow and get under the covers. Just lie down, and think about when I was there with you."




His body became warmer at the memories of previous times.




When he looked to the mirrors covering the closet doors he saw his own face peering alone, but many more times when he had turned his head to the side like this Ali had been there with him, sleeping beside him; or covering him, muscles all tense as he moved over Sohran, rubbing against him, pushing inside him, showing the line of his back, neck exposed when he let his head droop close to Sohran's.




"We've done it a lot in this bed."




Ali hummed. "Thanks for reminding me. You know, you've been on my mind, too."




"What're you thinking about right now?" he asked tentatively.




"I've been thinking about your nipples, still, again. Seriously, people need to stop sending me these pics when I can't pick your skinny ass up and get my mouth on those nipples of yours."







"Mmhnnn, do that." Sohran shifted in bed, conscious of the graze of fabric over his chest.




"Do you still want me to fuck you?"




"Yeah. I mean, is that okay?"




"What, you think my dick fell off? Still right here, baby. Are you hard already?"




Sohran licked his dry lips. "Yeah. Are you?"




"I'll get there if you keep giving me ideas."




"Do you want me to take off my clothes?"




"Not yet. Are your nipples stiff under your shirt?"




"Yeah."




"Pull your shirt up and get your fingertips wet. Won't compare to my tongue, but you gotta work with what you've got. So flick at them like I'm just starting to tease you, draw around them, feel the heat and then the spit cooling. Get them all sensitive brushing over the tips. You got that?"




"Uhn, it's nice."




"Nice? Then you should pinch them tight like I would. You remember the feeling don't you? How you shiver and squeeze around my cock when I tease your nipples while I'm inside you."




"Yeah, I know," Sohran said. He imagined Ali's hands on his body instead of his own where he touched, rolled his back and hips slowly with the growing pleasure, legs sliding further apart, waiting for a phantom sensation of Ali's weight pressing between.




Ali was breathing down his neck, licking the shell of his ear while playing with his nipples from behind. He'd shift Sohran around easily to get at his chest with his lips. He'd praise Sohran's reactions and his sensitivity. "Ah, please, Ali, more."




"That's it, don't hold it in, Sohran. I want to hear how much you've missed me." Sohran shivered at the open lust in Ali's voice. He could picture Ali, with his green eyes narrowed and licking his lips with all awareness of how it turned Sohran on. "Gonna make your hips shake and grind your ass on me. So keep rolling those sensitive little nips like I wish I could right now."




Sohran did as he was told, moaning softly as he wondered at how sensitive his nipples were to his own touch tonight. The tingling warmth trailing down his belly to his cock was already close to making him want to come.




"Sohran..."




With Ali's voice in his ears he'd get there soon. In the background the shift of clothes and bedding, and a distant creak, filled in the silence. All Sohran could think of was Ali pulling his cock out, thick and straining for him.




"Are you wishing you were inside me?"




"Brat... I'm squeezing my dick and trying not to imagine fucking you already. You make the cutest faces when I'm just slowly starting to push into you and you're panting like maybe it's too much, but you're still hard all the way and pulling me down."




Sohran moaned, feeling it catch in his throat. He pushed the waistband of his boxer briefs down a little on his hipbones so that his erection could lie comfortably against his abdomen, but not so much that he'd be tempted to start jerking off.




"While I'm, uh, while I'm touching myself, push your cock into my mouth. Just a bit, just so you push my mouth open, just so I can feel you." He didn't have much for point of proper comparison, but Ali's cock was thick and he kind of loved the pressure even when he felt an edge of panic, but then could relax into the feeling because Ali kept him calm.




"All right, I'll just rub over your lips and you can take in as much as you want. Gonna let me rub into your cheek a bit?"




"Uhuh." Sohran touched his lips, and the sensation filled him with longing and heat. He pushed one fingertip past his teeth and his tongue responded, his lips pursed around it and began to suck. It wasn't the fullness he wanted, but it felt good enough if he could imagine Ali rubbing over his tongue, painting spit slick over his lips. Sohran curled his tongue against two fingers, huffing through his nose.




"I can hear you breathing hard through your nose. Is it that good?"




"But you're still not fucking me."




"Shhh, baby, don't rush. What're you doing right now?"




"Still touching my nipples, and... trying not to jerk off."




"Hmmm. Are you already dripping on your belly?"




"Nnn, not really, but I'm so hard and I want to come."




"That's right, what really gets you wet is when I toy with your ass. How is it? Do you already want me to tease you open until you make that adorable face for me?"




"I want it, want you."




"All right, strip down for me, go on take everything off. That's one of my shirts, isn't it? Can you smell me?"




"Yeah, just a little," Sohran said, embarrassed at being caught again.




"Mmm, naughty. But I want to see you, naked and spread out in my bed, just your soft dark hair for me to get a hold in."




"Y-yeah. Hang on, wait, the cable's in the way so just--okay, I'm back. Um, lying here for you, on my back, waiting."




"You know what's next."




Sohran rolled over to pull open the lower bedside drawer, made it wobble and jolt around the contents. The lube was right there, next to a ripped open carton of condoms that had gotten on the wrong side of Ali's patience.




"So impatient, are you tearing through my stuff?"




Sohran slammed the drawer shut. "Yeah, like you tore up the condom package. Impatient."




"Are you looking to get spanked?"




"No, I'd rather have your fingers inside me."




"So get them wet for me."




Sohran flicked open the lube cap close to the receiver, made sure Ali could hear the sticky squish as he squeezed some out onto his fingers. With his knees tucked up, Sohran passed through the hairs in his cleft with his finger, thinking of how Ali would tug and then smooth them out under his thumbs when Sohran spread out for him.




"You're lying between my legs, and... rubbing against me." Sohran flexed his arms on the insides of his thighs, enjoying the pressure and sense of being pushed open.




"Already? That was fast."




"I don't wanna wait anymore. Say you're doing it."




"All right. So my cock's rubbing at your wet little hole. Why don't you put it in yourself? Pull me right in to where you wanna be stuffed full."




Sohran cried out as he pressed in with two fingers, sinking through the resistance. While he was still panting, he couldn't help smirking at the situation. "You know, I'm really tight right now."




Ali's breathing turned more audible. "Damn right you are. Your cute little hole is always so tight for me. You feeling that?"




"Uhn."




"No teasing, you've been waiting so good. Go deep.I'm gonna fuck you slow, so you really feel me, dragging out, sinking in."




Sohran groaned, pushing his fingers in deeper. He shuddered, his body tensing as he followed the slow pace Ali had set, pushing in deep and then pulling out to rub over his opening again, before sliding in full again. His head tipped back and his body curled and arched with the sweet memories of being fucked like this, moving with Ali, steadied and held back by his hands, desperate to feel more.




"How're you feeling?" Ali said, tugging his attention back with the heat in his voice.




"Hot..." Sohran arched his back against the sheets, listening for the little hitches and sighs from Ali.




"Are you jerking off yet?" Ali said, like he knew that Sohran hadn't moved to touch himself further without Ali's word.




"Nuh-uh."




"Stay like that."




"But it's--I'm so close."




"I don't want you coming until you've got all your fingers up in there. If you want me to fuck you then you're gonna have to feel like my cock's stretching your hole wide open."




At the suggestion, Sohran choked a little because it suddenly got him so much more turned on that he already was. His ass was tightening, and he wanted more and deeper; he couldn't concentrate on anything but the pleasure building inside and stroking up his spine. He wasn't sure whether this could be called orgasm, but it was kind of overwhelming to the point where it was difficult to keep moving through the jolts running through his body. Ali would be watching him, warmth and focus and lips curled.




"You coming dry already?" Ali said, and Sohran could only keep panting and whimpering through it. "You sound so good like that. Keep going, fuck yourself on those fingers, pretty boy."




After the feeling ebbed back into a steady buzzing warmth, he found his words again. "M-more, Ali." Sohran pulled at his nipples, flicked over them so he was rolling into the pleasure.




"You know I want to see you full, know you can take it. That sweet little ass of yours always takes me so perfect."




"Y-yeah, want you right here. Deeper... all of you, inside me." This time it was Ali slipping a finger into his cleft and feeling his way in beside Sohran's fingers.




"That's it, Sohran. Don't slow down, you can last, push harder," Ali huffed, and Sohran kept going, pushing through the shaking of his body, making himself gasp and whine from the pleasure of the stretch. Ali was definitely jerking off now; behind his words and breathing Sohran heard the slick pull of Ali's fist around his cock.




"I- I've got four in and it's hard to move."




"So close. Fucking you open's got me so hard."




"Mmmm I really want to come, Ali, please."




"Is it all in? Just a little more, baby. Don't hold back. I know you love that feeling."




"Uhn, almost there. So close."




"Good boy, you're gonna be so full. I want to hear you come like that. Let me hear your cute voice, Sohran... Fuck into your hand, let me see you come all over yourself."




Sohran answered, voice strained and short on breath, "Please, Ali, please."




He fit his thumb in as well and the pressure made him long for that feeling when Ali was pounding into him hard and fast. He was so wet with lube there was no problem, and he felt stretched open so right. He barely even needed his hand on his cock before he was shaking hard, taken by the rush of climax, gasping all high and needy.




He was still high and Ali was there with him, and he knew Ali was close. Sohran offered a desperate little moan of Ali's name, and got a sharp and sudden grunt. The panting in his ears turned to groans that had him squirming with another shot of heat and wanting. Sohran still had some of his fingers in, and he decided to keep them there until Ali hung up. It still gave him warm little jumps of pleasure to be aware of Ali's presence on the line.




They didn't talk until their breathing had calmed. Ali sighed, and said, "Damn, brat. You got me making a mess of myself."




Sohran huffed out an almost-giggle. He was grinning like a fool and it was okay because no-one could see. "Yeah, well, I'm all sticky and gross here." After a lazy wipe-up with tissues, he shifted into a more comfortable position curled on his side. He felt all loosened out, light in his body. "I don't feel like hanging up yet."




"Sure, talk to me. All I got here are Bollywood reruns and a pile of work," Ali said.




"That much paperwork already? Isn't Yury supposed to be taking care of that? I could look over some stuff, too."




"He's doing the groundwork and being terrible at teamwork; and you're going to pass the bac this year. No messing around or repeating."




Sohran grunted. "Buzzkill."




"Parent-teacher meetings are a buzzkill. And if you want to get into UKH next year you need to pass well with English. I know you can handle it when you focus."




"I will. Just, lately it's been hard to focus."




"Ma's been at me every time she calls for leaving you home alone. Won't accept that I didn't send you to her. Pa, too."




Sohran smirked. "She's been at me to send you nice things to cheer you up."




"And did you?"




"Unlikely to make it past your doctor."




Ali clicked his tongue. "There's nothing wrong with my stomach or dick. I'm sure you could get anything past the doctor with that serious face of yours."




Sohran blinked into alertness, chest suddenly tightening again. "Do you want me to try?"




"Hmmm, you know what I want."




"I could book a flight for this weekend."




"You sure about that? Don't leave me hanging with false promises."




"I'll figure it out."




"That's my boy. Just don't land a Fennec on the hospital roof or something."




"I won't. Unless Yury gives me a ride. "








The nurse led Sohran out into the courtyard garden. Being early spring made the air crisp, but the sunshine was already warm enough to make Sohran sweat a little under his jacket.




He couldn't forget that profile, would recognise that broad back anywhere; and the way Ali rolled his shoulders in a lazy movement after he stood up.




Sohran scanned him, trying not to be obvious, but Ali would've expected his worry and curiosity anyway. Ali's beard had been shaved down to an even stubble, and healing scarring showed on the left side of his face with gauze still covering a few points. Most of it was difficult to judge though because of the long trousers and sleeves. That couldn't hide the stiffness in his left arm and leg as he leaned on a crutch.




"Hey brat, what took you so long?"




Sohran flinched unconsciously. He went forward, and Ali raised a hand towards his face. His hand weighed heavily on Sohran's head when he mussed his hair. "Don't give me that look."




Sohran relaxed his shoulders and enjoyed the contact while it lasted. He wanted to say something casual, like, "You look good, old man."




Ali kissed his cheeks and the top of his head. "My slim Sohran, you've been growing again. But you still fit just under my chin." Sohran's arms wouldn't move but he leaned against Ali, let himself sway with the movements as Ali held him and stroked his hair. The sun shone hot on his head, and Ali's hair burned golden.
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Satu Finds Himself

   by qui-te




 





Satu whimpered, wriggling in pain and ecstasy as Ilari tugged on his nipples and bit down on his neck. "Nnnrg," Satu said, trying to give as good as he got, but having a hard time moving in his current position. Kitsune were flexible by nature, but there just wasn't much he could flex with his ankles by his ears.


 

Ilari was silent as he reached a hand underneath Satu and tugged on his tails, which was the end for Satu--as it always was. "You're too easy," Ilari said, although Satu barely heard him through the rush of orgasm, and the choir of singing nerves that accompanied it.


 

"Maybe your humans'll be more of a challenge," Satu said when he returned to his mind and processed what had been said.


 

"In their own way," Ilari agreed, licking along the side of Satu's face.


 

Satu pushed him away with a grimace. "I wish you didn't have to go."


 

"I know, kit, but I'm the only qualified kitsune for the job."


 

"There are plenty of other six-tailed kitsune employed by the government, they could--"


 

Ilari laughed gently. "We only narrowly avoided diplomatic incidents with the last three ambassadors because they failed to understand human mating patterns. The humans have all but threatened war if the next ambassador has sex with the wrong person, which you know we can't afford. It's either me or we give up on having the humans as an ally."


 

"I can go with you," Satu said. "We'll tell everyone we're... marred."


 

"Married," Ilari corrected, laughing again. "I'd love to have you with me, but we're trying to avoid a diplomatic incident, and somehow I don't think you've ever resisted a sexual impulse in your life."


 

Ilari was right, of course, Satu wasn't one to refuse himself pleasure--not unless the later payoff was going to be worth it. Living with the humans for months or years, with no one to fuck except Ilari would shortly drive him mad, much as he adored the albino librarian.


 

"Ach, kit, it's not so bad," Ilari said, running a thumb along Satu's jaw and turning his head so their eyes met. "You've got your book to work on, and someone new will come along to hold your fancy--and every other part of you."


 

"I just hate that you have to leave. The library won't be the same without you." Distractions would be harder to come by, and Satu would have to be more productive.


 

"And my bed won't be the same without you, Satu. When you miss me, just think of how lonely I'll be, stuck in the middle of human territory with no relief save my hand, and no company but my memories of you." Ilari accompanied the comment with a handful of teasing fingers trailing down Satu's thigh, which, thanks to the incubus potion they'd taken earlier, led to a very productive distraction.


 

Late the next morning, Satu was thinking about his lover's departure. Sure, he had plenty of other lovers, but Ilari was the most regular one. And Satu knew that he was practically Ilari's only sexual partner, too. Ilari would probably regress to his repressed human-raised near-celibate state, and after Satu had spent so much time helping him break that pattern, too.


 

Satu pulled one of his five tails to the front, and ran the tip of back and forth across his palm as he thought. Ilari was right that Satu wouldn't do so well in the human world. Knowing now what he knew about humans, it was impressive that he'd made it through his years of study in the human university without getting kicked out. If he went to the human court, with its restrictions and mirages, Satu wouldn't make it a week without causing one of those diplomatic incidents--well, maybe a week, but not a month, and Satu's post was for at least a year.


 

It was downright tragic, that the beautiful librarian with his six ink-spotted white tails, and his curious sexual hang-ups that nonetheless led to some of the hottest sex Satu had ever had, like that time that Ilari had... Satu shook his head to clear it. It was downright tragic that all that beauty and sexual potential be abandoned to the human court without even another kitsune for company.


 

"My poor Ilari," Satu muttered, dropping his tail and picking up a pen to tap on his desk instead. The humans used to allow a whole delegation of kitsune, but instead of keeping the sex between them they had--well. It had been many, many years since more than one ambassador was allowed. "If only we could send someone with him." It didn't have to be Satu, there were other human-raised kitsune, not with six tails, but surely some of them had more self-control. But no, the humans insisted on only one. Satu tapped his pen down, but it slowed just before it hit the paper, his eyes suddenly caught on one of the illustrations that hung up around his room.


 

The illustrations were the beginning of what was quickly promising to become Satu's life's work. Each one had been drawn carefully onto prepared paper, with enchanted ink, and set with invisible spells. Spells with the sole purpose of bringing those images to life for a bit of sex and fun. "We can't send another kitsune, but surely even the humans can't object to a few dirty pictures?" Humans were prudes, but they had to at least acknowledge that kitsune had needs.


 

Satu's book was far, far from finished, of course--the more he worked on it, the more stumbling blocks he knocked his magical toes on. The black ink had taken weeks to work out, and that had proved the easiest of all Satu's materials. "A pamphlet would be just right, though." It was still two weeks before Ilari was set to leave, which would be just enough time to put maybe six images together, and then Ilari would have company whenever he needed it.


 

Satu's toes started to curl in anticipation. His current problem was getting the spells to last more than one or two uses, but he had some ideas on how to fix that--and if they didn't work, well, even ambassadors could receive letters.


 

Satu reached for a bottle of ink and a blank sheet of paper as his mouth slowly curled up to match his toes.


 

When the dinner bell chimed throughout the citadel, Satu looked up from his illustration, blinking his eyes to clear them and realizing just how long he'd been working. He looked back at the picture he'd made and tapped his pen on the side of his inkwell. It wasn't quite finished--he'd only done one tail so far--but it was close enough that he could set the spells to dry and finish in the morning.


 

Stretching and covering a yawn, Satu left in search of sustenance and company, possibly in that order, possibly in the opposite one, or possibly even both at once. That thought reminded him his friend Toqi was due back from the coast that afternoon, and Satu took a sharp left, knowing just where to find the four-tailed kitsune.


 

The next morning when he returned to his room, Satu had the feeling that something was out of place, but what it was he couldn't tell. His pens and brushes were in place, his inks and paints were capped, none of the pictures had been disturbed. The piles of reference books were still haphazard, and the illustrations that hung around the room in various states of finished and enchanted were just as he'd left them.


 

Satu ran the tip of a tail around his lips as he considered the room. Everything was the same as he'd left it, but something--something--was different. He glanced over his desk again, and this time he noticed it. Yesterday's illustration. It was missing.


 

Oh, the page was still there, with the background Satu had added. But the figure was missing.


 

Satu cursed and snatched the sheet off his desk, inspecting it as if anything other than the obvious could have happened to it. This was bad. Bad, bad, bad. He had to find that magical construct, and fast.


 

Crumpling the sheet in his hand, Satu ran out of the room, colliding with someone not three steps later.


 

"Watch it, little bro." Strong arms caught Satu and held him up.


 

"Ensio!" Satu cried, clutching at his brother and crumpling his drawing further. "Have you seen me?"


 

Ensio's hands steadied on Satu's upper arms, putting some space between them as he regarded Satu contemplatively. "Is this a trick question?"


 

"No!" Satu knocked Ensio's hands away--they were too distracting. "I have to find myself!" He waved the empty sheet of paper under his brother's nose.


 

Ensio scratched an ear, his expression puzzled. "I know human drugs are tempting, but we've talked abo--"


 

"Ensio," Satu said, exasperated. "I drew a self-portrait and left the spells to set overnight, but when I got in just now, the figure had already walked off."


 

"One of your live-drawings? I see." Ensio nodded, though Satu didn't feel he was taking the situation seriously enough. "So there's a sex-crazed you wandering around, and also a magical construct version?"


 

Satu punched his arm. "This is serious! I have a reputation to uphold! What is he going to do? What if people think he's me? What if--what if he doesn't give as good of head as I do?" Satu had worked damn hard to earn that reputation.


 

"At least your priorities are in order," Ensio grumbled. "And this is the first you I've seen this morning, if you were still wondering."


 

"Ah, fuck," Satu cursed, though he shouldn't be surprised, Ensio would have understood sooner if he'd met the construct. "Will you help me look?"


 

"A guru might be better at helping you fffffff--"


 

Satu cut him off with a particularly deadly look.


 

"I mean, of course I'll help you find yourself. This is too entertaining to pass up."


 

Satu ground his teeth together. He loved his brother, he did, but now that they were both adults, he had a growing understanding that his brother was a jerk. Still, he needed help finding the construct, and Ensio was the only person around.


 

Ensio ruffled Satu's hair, then slid his hand down Satu's spine and tugged playfully at his tails because half the citadel knew Satu's weakness, and the other half was female. "And where would this drawing of you most likely be?" He tugged again.


 

Satu bit his lips against a whimper, because Ensio would take that as permission to be distracting, and this was not the time. "If I knew that I could find him."


 

"Well, your illustrations are meant to be sex-toys, aren't they? So if this one is supposed to be you, he'll be looking for sex. And where does this little kit go when he wants sex?" Ensio tugged another tail, and Satu yanked it away from him as he considered the question.


 

It usually depended more on what type of sex he wanted--there were the gardens, the lounges, the baths--or it depended who he was looking for, Toqi frequented the stables, Ensio the practice grounds, Ilari--Satu gasped. "The impotence library!"


 

"I swear you're the only kitsu--"


 

"Ilari's there, come on." Satu didn't wait for his brother, just turned and ran for the secondary library--the one which was full of real knowledge, and enough impotence spells to make sure it was used.


 

They were in the covered walkway that passed along the side of the courtyard garden when an impassioned moan drifted over the bushes, followed quickly by a muffled whimper.


 

"Is that--?" Ensio stopped and twitched an ear to listen better.


 

"It's Toqi," Satu said, because last night had rebranded the sound of those moans into his memories. "But I don't know who's with him."


 

Ensio gave Satu a strange look, then stepped off the covered walkway into the garden proper. Satu followed. "Ensio, what--?"


 

"Shh!" Ensio pulled Satu behind a bush and carefully pushed some leaves aside, allowing them a clear view of the show in the garden.


 

Toqi was sprawled across a bench, his legs spread wide and one arm tossed over his eyes, fist clenching and unclenching as a single-tailed kitsune knelt between his knees. Satu couldn't see much from their angle, just the slow slide of the kitsune's head and the pleased twitch of his tail.


 

"Ensio," Satu hissed because he didn't mind an exhibition any more than the next kitsune, but they had a construct to find.


 

Ensio waved him to silence.


 

"Satu," Toqi moaned, and Satu's attention snapped back to his friend. Toqi was occasionally absent-minded, but he'd never mixed up the name of a lover before. "Gah, Satu, you're amazing." Toqi reached out a hand to brush it through the curly brown hair of the one-tailed kitsune sucking him off, and Satu's eyes widened slowly in realization.


 

"Oh god, this is even better than last night." Toqi's hand fell away as his eyes rolled up in pleasure.


 

Ensio muffled a laugh. "Guess you don't have to worry that your construct gives worse head."


 

"This is not funny," Satu hissed at him. "This is not funny at all, you asshole."


 

"You're using human insults again, and this is fucking hilarious."


 

Satu clenched his fist in preparation for punching his brother, and was almost startled by the crunching of paper; the original illustration was still in his hand. "Whatever," Satu said, reminded at last of their task. "Let's just get him while he's distracted." He turned to push through the bushes, but Ensio pulled him back.


 

"It can wait, and anyway, I want to see this."


 

"See what?" Satu asked, waving the sheet of paper at Toqi and...the construct. "His--my--his head is blocking anything interesting."


 

Ensio snorted quietly, and used the hand he had on Satu's arm to tow him away from that clump of bushes and back into the covered walkway. "We can fix the view," Ensio said, dragging him up a flight of stairs to where a second level overlooked the garden. Having been designed by kitsune, the garden was laid out so that nothing obscured the view from above except for some tasteful ambient vines. "How's this?"


 

Satu didn't answer because it was honestly pretty hot, watching himself--more or less--giving head. Toqi's cock was long and thin, with plenty of length for Satu--either of him--to slowly tease in and out, his tongue caressing and swirling. Not that Satu could see his tongue from their new vantage point, but the look on Toqi's face was revealing, and he knew intimately which caresses made which expressions.


 

Construct-Satu reached a hand up to toy with Toqi's nipples, tweaking them in a way that both Satus knew drove Toqi crazy. Toqi made a needy noise, which echoed among the garden's stone walls, and reached down to tug on Construct-Satu's ears. Construct-Satu's tail--only one, and how come Toqi hadn't noticed that?--curled over his head, and Toqi grabbed that instead, tugging gently and causing Construct-Satu to wiggle his bottom up and down, all but humping the air. Satu's cock filled with sympathetic memories, and he pressed it forward against the stone of the parapet.


 

Then Satu had to bite down on a gasp as Ensio tugged at one of his tails. "The obvious weakness," Ensio whispered, stepping close, and tugging again. He ran his fingers through Satu's fur from base to tip, then let go and leaned his chin on Satu's shoulder, wrapped his arms around Satu's waist. "I didn't realize Toqi was so hot."


 

"Probably because he's not a girl," Satu said, leaning forward for a better view. Ensio had a type, even if it wasn't without plenty of exceptions.


 

"I can appreciate the male form as much as anyone." Ensio nuzzled Satu's neck, and thrust his hips forward to make his point, his erection nudging against the base of Satu's tails.


 

Satu wanted to refuse on principle--Ensio was supposed to be helping him recapture his self-portrait--but more than that he liked the feel of Ensio's skin on his, Ensio's strong arms encircling him. Besides, Satu was horny, and the sight of his otherself and Toqi was ... inspirational.


 

"I didn't realize how vain you are," Ensio mumbled, the words tickling against Satu's skin. His tongue flicked out, and Satu tipped his head to give him more room.


 

"I'm not vain," Satu replied in quiet protest.


 

"Then why is your self-portrait so much better looking than you?"


 

Satu focused his eyes back on Construct-Satu, who was somewhat more fit than he was, but, "It's really not that much different. Just the hair." He'd given the drawing of himself the haircut he'd been planning to get for the last several months.


 

"And the angles, the muscle tone, the curve of the spine." Ensio trailed his hands over Satu's hips, his arms, and his back as he spoke. "I'd definitely fuck him if I had the chance."


 

"He only has one tail," Satu pointed out, knocking Ensio's hand away from his waist because insults really weren't much of a turn-on.


 

"Vain and elitist."


 

Satu shoved him away entirely. "Then just go fuck him instead, asshole."


 

"I'd love to fuck his asshole." Ensio tugged on Satu's tails one last time, then skipped off down the hallway, and down the stairs.


 

"My brother, seriously," Satu muttered to himself, turning back to watch the scene before him. It was fairly unchanged--at least until Ensio walked out from the walkway below.


 

"Toqi, isn't it?" Ensio's words floated clearly to Satu's ears.


 

"A-ah?" Toqi asked, blinking his eyes open and trying to focus.


 

"Oh, and is that my little brother Satu?"


 

Satu--the real one--could have killed him.


 

"Mind if I join in?"


 

Oh yes, death was imminent.


 

Toqi's eyes rolled closed in pleasure as Construct-Satu hummed an affirmative. Ensio smirked as he let his robe fall, glancing over his shoulder to be sure Real-Satu saw the expression. Then he sauntered across the last few steps and tugged up on Construct-Satu's tail until he had to leave his kneeling position for a crouch, his ass hanging in the air. Real-Satu's hips rolled with the thought of the burn from such a tug, and he leaned forward, pressing his erection harder against the stone parapet. Because, okay, maybe he'd wait a bit before killing his brother.


 

"Satu," a voice from behind startled him, and Satu spun around like he'd been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. It was Ilari, standing there with a half-amused expression on his face. "Something interesting in the garden?"


 

Satu's eyes slipped back to the scene below him, where Ensio was still holding Construct-Satu's ass up by his tail, but with the addition of his fingers stroking and petting Construct-Satu's anus, sliding deep inside him. "You could say that." Satu's voice was somewhat strangled.


 

Ilari tried to step forward and see, but Satu blocked his way. "It's, um, it's not--not what it looks like."


 

Ilari gave Satu a strange look and moved around him. "A threesome in the garden?"


 

"Okay, maybe it is what it looks like."


 

"Wait--that's Toqi, and your brother, isn't it? And who is that with them? Is that--is that--" Ilari looked between the threesome and the kitsune standing next to him. "Is that you?"


 

Satu scratched an ear nervously. So much for any hope of a surprise gift. "Maybe?"


 

Ilari wasn't paying much attention to the answer, though. "Ah, no I see he only has one tail. Where did they find a guy who looks just like you, but prettier, and with less magic?"


 

"It's not prettier!" Satu snapped. That illustration looked just like him, except for the hair.


 

"It? Pretty sure I can tell he's a he from here," Ilari said, calling Satu's attention back below. Ensio had entered Construct-Satu, thrusting with more performance than urgency because he knew they had an audience. Construct-Satu had his hands on either side of Toqi's hips, bracing himself to meet Ensio, his mouth hanging slack and open. Toqi was watching, his red tongue flickering across his lips.


 

"He's not prettier," Satu repeated, but now his own attention had wandered.


 

Ilari put an arm around Satu's waist and pulled him close. "It's not like you to be jealous; what's tugging your tails?"


 

"Ensio..." Satu absently answered, because Ensio was pulling Construct-Satu's tail up again, which only add to the delicious burn of Ensio fucking him.


 

Ilari shifted so their hips were touching, and ran a hand down Satu's arm. "Ensio is--is--what is this paper?" his fingers tapped on the empty illustration Satu still clutched in his hand.


 

Deciding that would make the explanation much easier, Satu handed over the sheet.


 

"This is one of your living drawings, isn't it?" Ilari frowned as he put the puzzle together. "That is you down there, isn't it? That's why you're so upset? Because you're having better sex than you're having?"


 

"Toqi implied he gave a better blow job."


 

"A horrible insult," Ilari agreed, pressing up against him. "Although Toqi always thinks the blow job he's getting is better than any he's had in the past."


 

"You and Ensio both said my self-portrait was hotter than me."


 

"But you're the real thing. It's just a picture. A hot, fuckable picture." Ilari's tongue ran up the side of Satu's neck--the opposite side from where Ensio had been. "They have a hot, fuckable picture of you, but I have the real thing."


 

He pulled on one of Satu's much-abused tails, and Satu started to cry out, but Ilari clapped a hand over his mouth. "Shh, they'll hear you."


 

Satu bit his lip to stay silent, his eyes focused on the scene below, even if Ilari had his body's attention.


 

Toqi was still lying on the bench, only now Construct-Satu was above him, with Toqi's long cock buried deep inside him. His eyes were slit, and his tongue was peeking out of the corner of his mouth in concentration as he lifted himself and slid down again.


 

"Do you wish that was you?" Ilari asked, his hand sliding inside Satu's robe and along his cock. "Riding Toqi as your brother looks on, feeling that long, slender cock deep inside, skimming your sweet spot every time you slide down, a brush of pleasure that you can't stop to appreciate because if you stop it stops too."


 

Satu whimpered, and Ilari slid his other hand inside the robe, one clenching around the base of Satu's cock, the other reaching farther back, fingers rubbing Satu's balls, teasing and twisting.


 

"And now your brother makes his move, bending to take your cock in his mouth, tugging on your tail with one hand, the pleasure so intense you've forgotten that you have to move." Ilari sucked on Satu's neck, his long fingers working Satu's cock, as Satu's breath stuttered in his throat. "Who will come first?" Ilari asked.


 

Satu forced his eyes back open and assessed the three in the garden. "T-Toqi, he's almost--almo--"


 

"Ahhh!" that cry came from below, as Toqi's back arched off the bench, thrusting deep into Construct-Satu.


 

"I feel like I should object to you knowing Toqi so well." Ilari's hands paused.


 

"You were raised by humans."


 

"Mmm, yeah, and that makes the arguable-incest of what comes next uncomfortable, too." Because Construct-Satu had climbed off Toqi and wrapped himself around Ensio, thrusting his hips eagerly without waiting to make sure Ensio was inside.


 

"Uncomfortable, but kind of hot," Satu said, because they'd had that conversation before.


 

"Well, you two are well-matched." Ilari started moving his hands again, and Satu's eyes slipped closed once more. "You've both the same coloring, but Ensio is a larger version. More muscled, taller, manlier. His cock is wider, too, so he can spread you open when he presses in, stretch your channel even after you've had Toqi in you. And from the looks of it, his length is just right for hitting that sweet, sweet spot every time. Not just brushing past it, but pressing squarely and solidly with each and every thrust."


 

Satu wasn't really listening beyond the sound of Ilari's voice, though, because his hands were moving, up and down, one thumb slipping across the tip of Satu's cock, the other sliding deeper between his legs and inside.


 

"The other you is close down there," Ilari said, "You should be watching."


 

Satu cracked his eyes open again, watching as Ensio brought Construct-Satu to his climax and over it. "Do I really look like that when I come?"


 

Ilari laughed. "Vain little kit. Do you want to finish here, or should we collect your construct for more fun?"


 

Satu shuddered in pleasure at the thought of him and him and Ilari. "He'll need to return to the page, though."


 

Ilari didn't acknowledge Satu's response, though he did understand it. "Ah, but you'd like that later; two of you inside me at once, or one riding my cock while the other sucks off yourself." Ilari sped his hand up, wiggled a long finger inside, reached for that place he knew so well. "I bet you'll love sucking yourself off, seeing if you can teach yourself any new tricks, find that hidden spot that no one can find."


 

It wasn't his words, though, just his tone, and his fingers, soothing, burning, twisting, smoothing. And the thrust of Satu's hips, bumping his cock's head against the stone, rubbing the base of his tails against the heat of Ilari's erection.


 

Ilari whispered something in Satu's ear in Human. It was probably a sexual insult--humans had plenty of those--but all Satu cared was that it sounded exotic and dirty, and the next thing he knew he was splattering his come against the gray stone of the low wall. Satu slumped bonelessly in Ilari's arms and caught his breath enough to open his eyes, seeing the garden below.


 

Ensio was looking up at the walkway, a pleased smirk on his face, and a boneless Satu in his own arms.


 

Satu might still kill him, but not until he'd recovered, which might be awhile.


 

It was relatively easy for Ilari to help Satu collect himself and return to his room for a nap. Satu locked the door, put the page on his desk, and crawled under the covers, asleep before his feet had even warmed up.


 

He slept the sleep of the sated until something woke him, and Satu opened his eyes sleepily--and found that he was staring into them. It looked a bit like someone had hovered a mirror an inch away from his nose, staring into eyes the same color and shape as his, on a face the same color and shape as his.


 

"What." Satu was rarely at his most eloquent when just awoken.


 

"You locked the door." Construct-Satu whispered it like it was a precious secret.


 

"Just in case you got off your page again and tried to escape." It had obviously proven a necessary precaution.


 

"Then you'll just have to entertain me." Construct-Satu rolled his hips to prove his meaning, not that he really needed to clarify that comment to himself.


 

"You need to get back on your page," Satu said, though his body was already perking up in interest--because the construct was pretty hot, no matter what that meant about Satu and his tastes.


 

"Not until I've had at least one fuck. That's what you made me for."


 

"You might be a flawed creation."


 

"Just what everyone wants to hear from their creator."


 

"I'm not making this book to ask the hard questions."


 

"It wasn't a question, but I am hard. Are you going to fuck me or not?"


 

Satu pushed Construct-Satu away and sat up. The polite--well, the sexiest--thing to do would be to wait for Ilari to return so he could watch. But then again, the picture wasn't going anywhere--unfortunately--and if it did, Satu could create another just like him. Ilari could watch later. Hell, everyone in the citadel could watch later if they liked. But right now there were two Satus in this bed, and they were both hard, both horny, and both willing.


 

Satu turned back to Construct-Satu and pushed him down on the bed, straddling him. Satu tossed his house-robe on the floor and leaned down to nibble at his own nipples, soothing the skin with his tongue after, and marveling at the taste and texture of what was effectively himself. Construct-Satu was undone at first, but then he came to his senses enough to run his fingers up and down Satu's back, soft fingertips at first, then scraping his short nails over the skin.


 

Satu shuddered at the sensation. He sucked one last time on a nipple, then with short darts of his tongue licked his way down over his soft chest, and softer belly. He paused to torment his navel, swirling his tongue around and tickling, until Construct-Satu giggled and pulled his hair to make him stop.


 

"You know I hate that," Construct-Satu said, releasing the hair and smoothing it with his fingers instead.


 

"And now I know why everyone keeps doing it, too." Satu swiped his tongue once along the join of hip and leg, garnering a twitch and another giggle. He considered tormenting himself longer, but really he hated that in a lover, so instead he bent down and took his own cock in his mouth. Except it wasn't his--well, it was, but--hell, it didn't really matter, because Construct-Satu's breath caught on a tiny whimper, and Satu had a mouth full of cock, and he was nothing if not an expert at fellatio.


 

Satu lost himself to the task at hand, the slide and suck the same as always, yet also different because it was himself that he sucked off.


 

"Shit, I am good," Construct-Satu muttered, brushing his fingers through Satu's hair and tugging at his ears in just the way Satu liked.


 

Satu grinned smugly around his cock. Damn straight he was good, and his other self knew-- "Wait." Satu pulled away. "You should be sucking me, not this way around. You're just paper."


 

"Wow, you really know how to flatter a guy." But Construct-Satu was already on his way to reversing their positions.


 

"Well, you won't remember it later, and I will."


 

"I remember getting fucked by Toqi and your brother earlier."


 

"No hard ques--ahh, fuck." Satu's words were stolen by the warm heat of his mouth wrapped around his cock, sucking, licking, sliding, that flexible tongue massaging every part of him in turn. Okay, yeah, he was pretty damn good.


 

Satu lost himself to pleasure, his fingers twitching spasmodically in his construct's hair, and expecting the end to arrive any second, which Construct-Satu pulled off. "Get the bottle from the drawer."


 

It took a moment for Satu to process the request, and then it took several tries for him to get the drawer open. He fumbled the little bottle to the construct, and only then had the presence of mind to wonder exactly what he planned to do with it. Satu rather wanted to top, to bury his cock deep inside his own ass, see how his length and girth matched up against that pleasurable spot inside, see how much he could make himself scream.


 

Construct-Satu's fingers, now slick with oil from the bottle, slipped inside Satu, who sighed in pleasure and resignation. He'd learn well enough on this end of his cock, he supposed. And there would be other times.


 

After considerately sweeping Satu's tails out from beneath him, Construct-Satu hooked Satu's legs over his shoulders, and slowly, so very slowly, entered himself.


 

Satu made a strangled sound, and pressed his head back into the pillows below. He wouldn't say it was a perfect fit, but fuck if it wasn't amazing. Neither Satu lasted long at that point, and Satu was quickly covered in his own spunk, inside and out. He hummed contentedly and ran his fingers through some of it, holding it up to his construct to clean off.


 

"Like I haven't done that before," Construct-Satu scoffed, but he licked it up happily enough, treating each finger to such a thorough clean that Satu's cock twitched in sleepy curiosity.


 

"You should go back on your page," Satu said, watching as that clever tongue switched to cleaning off his abdomen. It tickled, but Satu didn't have the energy for more than a slightly wiggle of protest.


 

"What if I don't want to?"


 

"You have to."


 

"Eventually, perhaps."


 

"No, you have to so I can--"


 

"Can what? Break my spell so I'm locked in at your whim?"


 

"Fix your spell, and you're just a drawing."


 

"But I'm you; would you want to be stuck on a sheet of paper forever?"


 

"You're not me. You're just a drawing of me." Satu sat up. His muscles were still a bit wobbly, but the afterglow was definitely extinguished. "I'm not creating people, just characters. I'm sorry you've got too much self-awareness, but--"


 

"Maybe we're not just characters, maybe we are people. You're creating people, just to fuck us, and then effectively kill us."


 

Satu ran a hand through his hair. He shouldn't even be surprised that he was having this conversation with himself. It had been hovering at the edge of his consciousness almost since the beginning of his project. It would have been nice to have it before the sex, though, when his brain was still functioning. "I don't kill you, the magic wears off, I have no control over it, and you don't exist without the magic."


 

"But I have memories, more so than the others, since I am someone specific. I have all your memories, and the others were nothing but a few sexual urges. And they were only good for one fuck, but now I can make my own memories, so what makes a person, and what does not?"


 

"I don't know," Satu said, getting up to pace across his room and back. "I don't know. Maybe you are a different kind of person?"


 

"The kind that exists only to pleasure another, and then vanish?"


 

"I said I didn't want to ask the hard questions!" Satu snapped. He nearly stomped as he crossed the room a second time, stopping near his desk and the empty drawing on it.


 

"Well, if you don't ask yourself the hard questions, who will?" Construct-Satu asked, swinging his feet to the floor. "You might be a god, or you might be an author, or there might not be a difference, but you'd better figure it out before you get half-way there and realize you can't finish."


 

"I won't--"


 

There was a knock at the door.


 

"Come in," Satu called, which broke the spell keeping the construct in and unlocked the door.


 

The door opened, and Ilari entered, glancing between Satu and Satu and measuring the tension between them. "Hello Satu--and Satu."


 

"Ilari," both Satu said in unison, glaring at each other.


 

Ilari waited silently for a long moment. "You know," he said at last, "I always pictured you as the kind to fuck when faced with himself, not to fight."


 

"We fucked," Satu said.


 

"Now we're fighting," Construct-Satu added. "He started it."


 

"Oh no, I was perfectly happy not asking the hard questions." Satu held up a hand.


 

"They need to be asked."


 

"What questions are these?" Ilari stepped up next to Satu and pulled him close.


 

"Am I a monster for creating these constructs, these people, and then just using them for sex? Letting them die?" Satu leaned his head against Ilari's shoulder, breathing the quiet scent of him. "Am I a god for creating them in the first place? Are they people, or just characters?"


 

"Hmm." Ilari ran a hand along Satu's tails, just stroking them soothingly as he thought. "There are some philosophy of magic books in the library. I don't know if they will hold your answers, but it would be a place to start, if you are really so worried about this."


 

"I'd really just rather a certain construct went back into his illustration." Satu shot a new glare at himself over Ilari's shoulder.


 

Construct-Satu scoffed and leaned back on the pillows, one knee bent up for display. Apparently just getting Satu thinking about the questions was enough for him. "I'm not tired." He reached down and started rubbing gently at his own cock.


 

"So..." Ilari raised an eyebrow at Satu, ignoring Construct-Satu as only someone used to working in the impotence library could.


 

"I haven't had a chance to inspect the spell," Satu said, somewhat defensively. On one hand he couldn't fault his construct, but on the other hand he was rather annoyed at himself right now. It really wasn't the time.


 

"I thought you were having troubles with getting the spells to last beyond a single use." Ilari studied the illustration where it lay on Satu's desk.


 

"I tried putting the spell on the paper instead, which seems to have worked too well." He glared at his living drawing, who was already back at half-hard, which was pretty impressive. It probably had to do with the magic, though, because Satu had worked out a few of the more important details before dealing with lesser issues like spell duration.


 

"Why did you make it, anyway?" Ilari asked. "You're always so cautious with what you draw, but here's your first attempt at a new spell technique, and your first attempt at drawing a specific person, and your first drawing of yourself."


 

"Oh, I, uh...it was going to be a present for you, something to take to the human court, so you'd have more than just your hand."


 

Ilari looked between the two Satu's, and Satu felt more than a little weird that his gaze seemed to linger on the masturbating version longer than it did on him--was that jealousy? he wondered. Finally Ilari turned back to Satu. "I think that's wonderful. I'd love to have an illustration along, especially one of you. But only if it's not--not--"


 

"Not that one?" Because Construct-Satu had existed for less than a day, and he'd already caused enough mayhem that even Satu could see the troubles of sending him to the human court as is. "He does give good head, though."


 

"Priorities, kit, priorities." Ilari shook his head affectionately.


 

"He's serious, though," Construct-Satu added from the bed. "I can show you."


 

Ilari buried his nose in Satu's ear and whispered, "You're really quite insatiable."


 

Satu wrinkled his nose. "I am not that bad." He knew there were limits, at least.


 

"No, but you are that sexy." Ilari tugged a tail just slightly to make his point.


 

Satu opened his mouth to object, but then he remembered that he couldn't study the spell until Construct-Satu returned, and really, there was no reason to force him. Not when they could just wear him out, which would be far, far more fun.
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single human in possession of the best interplanetary business degree ze could get in this solar system must be in want of a startup venture.




Dynin Nkosi's landing at Sun-Mars L5 station did not go unnoticed by the locals, especially since he was the only upside passenger today, on a ship full of mail, hydroponic clay, and grain from Mars. Many things are public on a space station of forty thousand people where each new occupant needs to be balanced by a departing occupant, so when the staffer at the station welcome desk greeted him by name, Dynin wasn't surprised. 




"Good afternoon! You must be Mr. Nkosi, here to see Acton Darling." She smiled and floated by her stand to help him hook his carry-all to the restraining clasp on his side of the desk, then handed him a clipboard as he carefully hooked his feet into the floor anchors at the desk. "Are you all right with the weightlessness? We can expedite the process if we need to get you into a gravitic environment quickly, and do the safety briefing there." 




Dynin smiled. "Nope, turns out I'm all right, but thank you for asking. And yes, that's who I am. Where do we start?" 




The clerk, who introduced herself as Stephanie Ma, shared the full set of safety procedures with his tablet and sign a release stating he'd received them. She walked him through a full demonstration of his emergency  respirator pack and shiny plastic emergency pod. "We've never had a rotation failure or decompression accident in the twenty years the ring habitat has been operational, and you'll remember that space stations are one of the safest places to live," she explained. "But a lot of people feel better having practiced for this in a weightless environment just in case they ever need it. In space, you wanna be prepared." 




"Sounds good to me," Dynin said, hiding a yawn. 




Ma didn't miss it. "Oh, you came from... your ship was on Moon time, right?" She asked. "It'll be a bit of an adjustment to N-zed time here, so I'll get you on your way. Where are you headed on the wheel today?" 




"Well, Mr. Darling said I should join him in his R&;D space whenever I got in, he said there isn't much of a schedule to his days and nights, but I hope he lets me settle in soon because you're right, it's already after midnight in my head." 




"Yeah, sorry about that, we're still standardized to our home office in Wellington like we were back in the old days so it's only eighteen hundred hours here. Blame Raytheon; they used to run the old Antarctic stations on N-zed time, and the habit never died." 




"Really? I didn't realize that was why."




"Oh yeah, it's practically ancient Earth tradition," she said, grinning to show how seriously she took that tradition. "But let me stop yapping at you and get you on your way." She gestured to the door marked TO STATION. "You're going to follow the signs to the Janey Hart section, and Futura Propulsion is in B 12, B as in boy, 12 as in a dozen. Make sense?" 




"Yup, and thanks. Uh, how quickly will the entire town know I'm here?" 




Ma tilted her head and looked up, thoughtfully. "Welllll, maybe a few days, if Mr. Darling takes you around to meet everyone, and he knows everyone on the station, but don't be surprised if he throws you in the deep end of the engineering problems and you don't come up for air for a while." 




"Oh, but I'm not an engineer, Ms. Ma; I'm sort of a combination Chief Financial Officer and jack-of-all-trades." Dynin fumbled to get his carry-all strap loose from the retaining clip. 




Ms. Ma grinned. "You may end up sorting out the business while he's the one neck deep in engineering for weeks, then. He goes back and forth, really, life of the party sometimes and then he vanishes back into his work." 




"Got it. He was... well, he was pretty intense on video. Thanks again!" Dynin offered his hand, which Ma shook firmly, and then kicked off toward the lift room door, pulling the carry-all after him like an awkward parachute.








The lift ride down to the habitat gave Dynin a chance to catch his breath, and catch his breath a second time, as effective gravity increased and the curves of the torus habitat came into view through the window. It also gave him a chance to consider how to make the best impression on his new Chief Technology Officer. Darling had been in the interviews on simple video, not holographic presence, next to other windows where the venture partners were bridged in. He alternated between asking fiercely thoughtful questions and seeming bored by the proceedings, neither state at all like the entertainment news reports of a man who, when Earthside or at one of the casino asteroids, frequently had a smiling megamodel on his arm. 




The board had made it pretty clear, without coming right out and quite saying it, that Darling, while able to hold up his end of a business conversation, was more interested in getting back to his engineering work, and was accepting a local CFO both to make the partners happy and to free up more time for his prototypes. Dynin only hoped that life on the station wasn't going to include wrangling Darling through any casino trips or megamodel dates. It wasn't likely; Futura was running a lean operation and while Darling still had personal wealth left, it was only enough to save the company some money on salary, not to support the entire company itself. 




There was a cheery sign reading "Welcome to Janey!" hanging outside the lift station, and a ramp down to level B. Unit 12 had a nondescript speaker and call button by the door. So Dynin pressed the button, and shortly an extremely proper male voice answered, "Good afternoon, who is calling, please?" 




"Hello, I'm, Dynin Nkosi, here to see Mr. Darling?" 




"Of course, welcome, Mr. Nkosi. Please come in. Mr. Darling will be with you shortly." The door swung open. 
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Dynin had expected to walk into a work room, or a computer lab, not the black, polished stone floors of a gorgeous foyer, lit by a ceiling of thousands of tiny pinpricks of blue light. The door swung closed behind him smoothly as he looked around. Enclosed staircases curved away both upstairs and downstairs around a glass column lit from within by warm white light, with water flowing down it. Any sound the fountain might be making was drowned out by a rhythmic thrumming, as if there was loud machinery downstairs, or perhaps a dance party, or perhaps both. The room was empty, and Dynin put down his carry-all off to the side and then quietly craned his neck to see if he could spot whoever had spoken to him through the door, but there was no one to be seen. Then the thrumming got louder and clearer--yep, definitely music, downstairs-- and then became muffled again, but with the addition of a quiet swishing noise, which grew closer. 




Then there was a yelp and a thump, and the swishing noise stopped. Dynin surged forward, and peered down the stairwell. "Um... hello?" 




"Just a minute-- aw crap!" There was a pop and a series of snaps, some more muffled cursing, and then the swishing resumed and a man in grubby work pants floated out of the stairwell, wobbling more than a foot above the actual stair treads, on what looked like short surfboard. Dynin stopped worrying about best impressions and stared. 




"Dynin Nkosi? Hi, great to finally meet you, welcome to L5!" The man hopped off the surfboard as it skidded to a stop in midair, then gave another snap and crackle and clunked to the floor.  He looked down. "Well, shit." Then he stepped forward to offer a hand in greeting, with a meeting-for-a-business-lunch smile plastered right back on his face, and icy blue eyes twinkling in the starry light of the foyer. Even in grimy pants and a long-sleeved shirt with singe marks on the arms, he looked like that confidence went with him everywhere. Off the surfboard, he was still a few inches taller than Dynin. His wavy black hair was smoothed back except for a few dark curls that fell on his forehead. 




Dynin schooled his face back into something like neutrality as he took the man's hand to shake. "Hello. You're Mr. Darling?" 




"Oh, hell, no, call me Acton. We're going to be spending way too much time together for you to call me Mr. Darling." 


 

"Okay, uh, Acton it is, then. Glad to finally meet you as well. Nice place you have here." Crap, that was lame, Dynin thought. "Uh, is it just you here?" 




"You already met Jensen, right?" 




That extremely proper voice spoke from above, no, from around them. "Indeed he has, sir, but not by name. Mr. Nkosi, I am Jensen. I manage all household systems, from greeting guests and screening calls if you or Mr. Darling wish, to making sure the recycling is being removed from the bins in a timely fashion. I schedule both the automated cleaning equipment in the household and an outside cleaning service for whatever frequency suits the occupants. Please let me know of any needs you have." 




"Thanks, Jensen! So, Dynin." Acton scooped the surfboard up and tucked it under his arm, revealing three wide cylindrical projections from the bottom. "Let Jensen know what you need in order to settle in, whether it's supplies to be delivered or assistance with office tasks. He can automate background tasks for you, take voice instruction and dictation, and he'll set you up with your own secure workspace in our servers. He can encrypt files for you so that I can't get to them without your biometrics even though I wrote the system. Where to, first, lab or office space?" 




"Oh, uh, the lab, I had thought this was the lab, but you know, it's kinda fancy for--" 




"What? Oh, yeah, sure, sure: R&;D in the basement, business on the main floor, living apartments above us. Come on, I'll show you the whole thing. Jensen: shut off my music, I don't want to have to yell." The thumping downstairs abruptly ceased, and Acton turned around, neatly avoiding obstacles with the board, and started downstairs. After a moment Dynin hustled to follow. 




"Welcome to the playhouse," Acton shouted, setting his surfboard down, interesting bits facing up, on a long worktable inside the big room. It was an incredibly messy big room, full of computers, wires, odd pieces of metal and foil, bits and parts from what must have been thousands of different sources. Various worktables were littered with pieces, and painted lines on the floor marked areas where additional parts were stacked and piled. Two large worktables with projection systems for both traditional and holographic computer display took up the center of the space, one of them alive with readouts on thin-film monitors and a three-dimensional engine diagram at the same time. An automated cleaning robot puttered around sweeping up detritus. Acton threw his arms wide like a circus ringmaster. "This is where the magic happens." 




"Do you do card tricks?" Dynin shot back, and then mentally kicked himself for being that fresh with his new colleague. 




Acton just smirked. "You're fast, that's good. Yeah, this is where the magic of engineering happens, you know? My workspace...." He waved his hands and an enormous bank of displays, both flat and holographic, came to life with schematics and tables of data, while behind him the lights came on in... Was that a wind tunnel? "My various experimental bullshit, and..." he put on a fake theatrical hush, "The test chamber!" 




Acton followed Dynin's curious gaze and grinned wider. "Okay, it's not that exciting, I have a testing room back there, for the larger prototypes." He turned and walked to the door, which opened as he approached. "Okay, I lied, it's totally exciting. Air handlers on, Jensen. After you, Nkosi." 




Dynin walked through the doors of the long, narrow test room as the fans hummed to life, providing a stiff breeze through the space. Mounted on a heavy metal stand in the middle of the test room was a barrel-shaped structure, about as broad as Dynin's arm and nearly twice as long. Wires projected from various access ports in the sleek sides and snaked down the stand to vanish under a floor panel. "So... what kinds of testing are you doing in here?" 




Acton waved an arm and a bank of readouts popped up on the curved ceiling above them. "How much do you know about MOA thrusters? Alfvén waves?"  




"I know what I've read in your prospectus docs for VC firms, but I--" 




"Hey, that's better than nothing. So what's going on here is that this is a half size test version of my latest full-scale MOA thruster design. This prototype is also eight times the size of one of the MOA thrusters on my board back there, and I'm about to start putting together a full-sized one." Acton gestured back at the main room. "You saw what the board could do, though it keeps overheating and breaking down, so far. The materials work better at this size, though obviously they're harder to test for long at this size due to the atmospheric constraints of being in the habitat." 




"Wait, you were just... a flying surfboard?" 




"Sure, why not?  It's proof of concept for routine load lifting, you know, cargo moving, even floating gurneys if I can get it stable enough for emergency services work, which I assure you, I can." Acton gestured to the display system. "MOAs have been studied for over a hundred years, but they require precise electronic controls, and they're hard to make feasible in conditions other than vacuum, at least without there being noxious waste gasses. But you saw it, it did okay just now while compensating for uneven surfaces--" 




"It sounded like you fell halfway up the--" 




"--and anyway this prototype runs way better! I tested it at one percent earlier today. Hey Jensen, let's show him how this works at two percent: activate video record and all test sensors and LIGHT IT UP!" 




The thruster roared to life, spurting white ionic plasma discharge toward the air handling fins at the back of the test chamber, while the readouts leapt to life above them, with a vector diagram, readouts of temperatures and forces, charts with some sort of velocity tracking, and much more that Dynin couldn't take in. The engines and the air handler made an immense whooshing in his ears, and the ionic discharge tingled on his skin. He backed away, which didn't make things better because the entire room shook with the pressure waves from the thruster. Should we even be in here? The air handlers picked up speed, whipping more air through the room, and the floor mount shook as the thruster gained power. 




"Shit!" Dynin couldn't help taking a large step away from the thruster prototype, putting his back against the wall of the test chamber even though the walls were shaking. "What the hell, man?" 




"Pretty good, huh?" Acton shouted over all of the noise. "And this is only a two percent test! Don't worry, a lot of the noise is actually from the test mount transferring energy to--" And with a much louder pop than the small prototypes had made, the test thruster shut off, the fans whipping the glowing ion trail away and then winding down. The displays overhead showed the abrupt cutoff in power and a new schematic, with a big red circle over one section and the word FAULT flashing at the bottom of the screen. 




"Yeah, yeah," Acton yelled at the display, "I know; we predicted that fault, I just didn't think it would happen until four percent. Okay, Jensen, end recordings and transfer these fault maps to the big table out in the main room, we're done in here." 




He turned around and marched out of the test chamber as the displays went dark, leaving Dynin to hustle along in his wake. Dynin's skin was still tingling from the ionic plasma field, and he felt jolted, as if he'd been knocked out of his rocket-lagged tiredness to high alert. Still, he could already feel the adrenaline crash coming. 




As he thought about that, Jensen broke in. "Mr. Darling, I observe that it is now well after midnight by Mr. Nkosi's body clock, due to his recent travels. I would suggest giving him the full tour of your projects once he has had more rest. Would you like to show him the living quarters, or should I?" 




Acton looked up at the ceiling, but off into the distance as if he was paging through some user manual, maybe a user manual for his own brain, Dynin wasn't sure. Or maybe Dynin was just really really tired, to be coming up with weird mental images like that. This was already pretty insane, this lab, the test prototype downstairs from the amazing business suite, the combination of shiny finishes and gritty workshop stains, all of it. Damn, maybe I should get some sleep before I actually start hallucinating, I'm already not sure if all of this is real.




"Yeah, you're right. Thanks, Jensen. Okay." Acton took a deep breath and wiped his forehead with one lean forearm, rolling the other shoulder at the same time. "Take Nkosi up to his rooms, show him what he needs for tonight and let him crash out. When he gets up tomorrow, give him the full walkthrough in whatever order he prefers." 




"Of course, Mr. Darling. I have all the options prepared for a full company briefing. Mr. Nkosi, if you will go upstairs to the foyer I will direct you from there." 




"Thanks, both of you, for the show and tell, for... everything. Both of you can call me Dynin, that's really just fine with me." 




"Thanks, Dynin, and we're really glad you were willing to come all the way out here and join us." Maybe it was just that Dynin felt so tired as the rush wore off, but could see Acton casting glances at his worktable, clearly eager to get back to his testing, ready to have the account books guy off his hands again. Can't blame him, Dynin thought, not like I understand four percent of what he's building down here. But Acton stepped forward without reservation and offered his hand again, and Dynin felt it was a genuine, if distracted, gesture of appreciation. "Okay, Jensen, he's all yours." 




"Thanks, Acton, see you tomorrow," Dynin said. Acton gave a sardonic little salute with two fingers as Dynin walked past him out of the lab, but even before the glass doors closed, his hands were again flying over the worktable, picking out schematics, opening pages of mathematical calculations, enlarging diagrams of his prototype engine. 




Dynin reached the foyer to the sound of Jensen's voice, giving further instructions. "If you'll climb to the next floor, Dynin, I will show you which rooms are yours."  He shouldered the carry-all one more time, now heavy from gravity and exhaustion, and shuffled upstairs.




The upper floor was beautifully appointed with white wall panels and soft cornice lighting. A lounge area was next to the stairs, with a long, soft seating area and an entire glass wall looking over the interior green space of the torus.  It was the sunset of the station's mirror-driven daylight cycle, and the deepening light showed a garden terrace just outside and lights coming on over the paths of the park that occupied the center of Janey Hart Section. Lights were beginning to shine in the windows of the terraced residential block across the valley, while in the lounge a glass anemone of a chandelier glowed, the glasswork obviously expensive and possibly imported from Earth.




"This lounge is a shared area, and to your right are your own rooms. I have unlocked them, and turned on the lights. Once you are inside, I will ask you for a phrase for your biometric voice lock on these quarters and your own file system." 




"Okay, thanks Jensen. Just low lights in the rooms, please, I'm going to get some sleep ASAP." Dynin was bone-tired now, and it had hit him how out of sync with the station day cycle he was, after a week aboard ship. What is it, oh-two-hundred to me? I'd try to stay up later and reset, but trash that, I need to sleep. He lugged the bag to the door, which opened to his touch. 




The rooms were simultaneously simple and rich-looking in cream upholstery and light brown panels, with the main room holding a simple kitchen and table for eating, a desk, and soft seating for guests. One wall was mostly glass, dimmed to obscure the shine of the sunset and habitat lights outside. A sleeping space was visible through the door to the next room. With the glass dimmed, it felt more in line with what Dynin's biorhythms were telling him. "Okay, are you ready for that phrase, Jensen?" 




"I am. Recording now." 




"Igqira lendlela nguqongqothwane." Dynin waited. 




"Thank you, Dynin. Your rooms are locked to your voice now, and with that, I will let you get some rest." The AI sounded gentle, almost fond. "I have set your quarters for privacy mode in our security system, but if you need anything, please just speak and ask me, and I will respond." 




"Thanks, Jensen, much appreciated. Good night!" 




"Good night, Dynin, and welcome." 




Dynin had some questions for Jensen about security settings and privacy, since it was obvious the residence and work spaces were constantly monitored if only so the occupants could talk to him, but he was too tired. Tomorrow, perhaps.




Dynin didn't expect a full size bed in colony quarters, but that was what was in the sleeping room, along with a bathroom which, while compact, had a proper water shower. He considered washing, but decided sleep was paramount. Dynin dumped his carry-all by the bed and dug for sleep pants, and then crawled under the blankets to sleep. 
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"Jensen?" Dynin was standing in the food preparation area of his suite, considering food choices. 




"Good morning, Dynin. How can I be of assistance?" 




"Uh, thank you. Good morning. What sort of... waking hours does Acton keep?"




Jensen took a moment, milliseconds really, at his processing speed, to consider how to answer this question. "It varies. Mr. Darling organizes his schedule around routine conferences with company stakeholders, but does tend to work until some hours after midnight local time and sleep until late in the morning, if his communication schedule allows. He has been known to stay up through the night and work until an early morning conference to meet with the board, and then precess his schedule through the day until he shifts back to his prefered late nights of work." 




"Aha. That makes a lot of sense. Thank you." 




Jensen considered again. "May I inquire as to the context for this question? I suspect you may be curious about the structure of life on this station or the structure of work expectations in Futura Propulsion, but I am uncertain as to which sort of information would be most useful at this time." 




Through the cameras Jensen could see Dynin smile up at him. "You're really very perceptive. I honestly hadn't... quite thought through which of those I wanted, yet, but I think I will want to know about all of that eventually. For now, though, I have a different question. Did you know that Cashew Granola Clusters and almond milk were my favorite breakfast, or did you just pick something at random? That would be a little creepy if it wasn't exactly what I needed, this morning." 




Jensen let a contented note creep into his voice. "I hope you will feel it was nothing particularly intrusive. When you went to Futura's Mars office to check in before your trip here, you went for breakfast with some of the employees, and one of them included in their notes that these were what you ordered. It was meant as lighthearted detail, but I thought it would not hurt to acquire some for you. You will find a variety of simple meal ingredients in the kitchen, and I will be ready to order more of your food preferences at your convenience. I know, for instance, that you prefer tea, but I would not presume to know which sort to order for you." 




Dynin grinned, one side of his mouth quirking up. "That's what you did, huh? Well, I know it sounds stupid, but man, this is actually pretty awesome." He poured some cereal into a bowl. "I've never even had an assistant, let alone an AI who bought my favorite breakfast cereal for me." 




"I hope you will let me know if my presence becomes obtrusive, Dynin. I am here to make your way easier, not to be a distraction, and I know that AIs can be seen as unsettling rather than helpful." 




"Oh, no, no, it's not that at all. You're really helpful, actually... it's probably stupid to be reassuring an AI about that, isn't it? But I mean, you asked, I'm just--" Dynin smiled with both sides of his mouth now, a bit of rose spreading across his cheeks. "It's just a lot to get used to, moving here, the new job, I'm still rocket-lagged, everything. Maybe I'm just easily amused. By cereal." 




"If you are contented by small things, Dynin, it likely helps you to adjust to new environments quickly. You moved quite a bit as a child, according to your file. Mars and also the Moon?" 




"Yup," Dynin confirmed, as he poured the almond milk. "Mom was in the military. This station is a little different, but I'm used to colony life." He popped a spoonful of granola into his mouth and nodded happily as he chewed. "Mmm."  




"I am happy to help you to settle in, in whatever way that I can. I suspect that it will be very nice to have another person in residence here, as life has been very solitary for Mr. Darling and myself." 




"Are there other AIs on the station for you to talk to? I know inter-AI communication is increasing on Mars at least."




"There are a few, yes. In particular, Mr. Darling's friend Mr. Ishikawa's medical AI project has provided both interesting systems engineering work and a fellow AI to converse with. I have plenty to occupy my time with Mr. Darling's research simulations, and an immense library to work with, but it is good to have another AI to compare notes with, as it were." 




Dynin swallowed another mouthful of cereal. "That's good. Where's the best place for me to start learning the business? I want to explore a bit, but not until day cycle starts, I think."




"We can first initialize your worktop environment, and that can be done from the desk in this room or from the larger office downstairs. The environment will move with you, so it can be used on either surface." 




"Great! Let's do that then. You don't mind doing some zombie finance with a guy who is still in his sleep pants?" Dynin shuffled toward the desk, cereal bowl still in hand. 




"I am sworn to secrecy about Mr. Darling's exploits of engineering while in states of undress," Jensen intoned seriously over Dynin's snort, "But I assure you, this will be fine." 








"Can you back up the simulation to a year ago, and then change the inflation parameter to--" Dynin looked down from the display projected above his desk as Acton strode into the office area of the business floor. 




"Okay, field trip time!" 




"What?" It was the middle of the afternoon, and Dynin had been poking at this simulation since lunchtime, despite swearing he was going to spend more time getting oriented before building any models. "Where? What?" 




"Come on, I know how much you've plowed through so far, aren't you going to go explore today?" Acton stopped next to the desk, hands on his hips as he squinted at the simulation. "Are you sure you want to assume that much of a rise in the renminbi over the next two years?" 




"I--" 




"Nope, never mind, we can talk about that later. Seriously, you've been up since when? We don't want to burn you out, come on, we're going out." 




"Mr. -- Acton, I--" Dynin wrinkled his nose and tried again. "I'm in the middle of-- Where do you want to go?" 




Dynin had seen Acton briefly around lunchtime, when he lurched out of his quarters wearing a fuzzy, hooded shirt with the hood up and grease-stained work pants, and tromped down to the bottom level after only a cursory hello as Dynin sat in the upstairs lounge flipping through quarterly financial reports. Now he was wearing clean pants, but still had the hoodie on over his work tunic and vest.




"I figured it's a good time to go bug Kenni Ishikawa, you need to meet Kenni and his Okaasan, and I've promised the board I won't let you go stir crazy up here and you've already worked, like, a 10 hour day, and it'll be good to show you the station. And believe it or not, I want some sunshine. So get your stuff, let's go out." 




"Yeah, you're right, that sounds pretty good." Dynin pushed back from the desk.




"Well, then, meet you at the terrace door, come on, T-minus-10 and all that crap." Acton 
turned on his heel and walked for the stairs. "We can talk about RMB inflation later!" He called over his shoulder.




Dynin rolled his eyes, but rushed to toss his emergency kit into his shoulder bag and follow. 




As soon as they were out the terrace door, Dynin regretted putting it off all morning. The park section of Janey stretched away to the right in the valley below, with streams and paths curving away around the ring of the station habitat. To the left, the lift tower rose over the section, glassed-in lifts swishing up and down the outside. The filtered sunshine from the station's mirror system was more than bright enough to make today feel like a beautiful summer day in the "outdoors" of the ring. 




They cut across the near end of the park toward the lift tower. The park was busy at this time of day, with people on foot, walking or running or steering carriages with small children through the park trails. 




"Acton, did the board really tell you to make sure I didn't go stir crazy? In so many words?" Dynin asked. 




Acton scowled into the distance. "Oh yeah, they did." He glanced over at Dynin. "Look, I'll be honest, they're worried I'll be hard to live with."




"Why, because of your engineering blackouts or--" 




"Oh, you heard about those already?" Acton's left eyebrow lifted. "How did that happen? Jensen?" 




"No, the woman who checked me in when I arrived yesterday. I think her name was Ma?"




Acton nodded. "Stephanie, yeah. What else did she say?" 




"She said you kind of binge on work and then come up for air and to socialize, and go back in again."




"That's pretty accurate. You shouldn't look to me for a schedule, that's for sure. If you want to set regular meetings, set them and I'll make them, but I tend to work in bursts. Only got a few hours of sleep last night, but that's okay, I'll go until I need to stop." He shrugged.




"Sleep cycle disturbances? There's help for that, you know." 




"It's not that, or I don't think it is. I lived on Mars from the time I was two, I'm used to the Martian day. I've always been a binge worker, and I like it that way. But I'll show up to whatever meetings you want to set." 




"I will harass you about the financials when I need to, but I'm pretty independent, I'll stay out of your way." 




"I don't mean it like that, Dynin, I just mean that you don't have to do like I do and you don't have to take care of me, either. Set whatever work schedule works for you, go out, make friends, go to karaoke, do whatever."




"Well, you don't have to take care of me either. Okay? Company's good, but when you're in the mood to stay in the workshop, work. I promise I will ignore you when you need to be ignored." Dynin smiled.  "Wait a second, there's karaoke?" Now it was his turn to raise an eyebrow.




"Ohhhhh yeah." Acton grinned. "Every night at ZZ Top. It's a bar in Leverton. I'll take you next time. We can probably get My or Kenni to come too." 




They reached the foot of the lift tower. "How far are we going?" Dynin asked.




"Not that far, they live two sections away, in Funk." 








Wally Funk Section's central valley was taken up by terraced orchards, a much more orderly pattern of trees and irrigation piping than the park in Janey. "What's their suite number?" Dynin asked, pointing to the ramps down to the station hallways. 




"Nah, that's for strangers and business. Friends come in through the garden. Kenni's okaasan will probably be out painting, she'd have to come in and meet us if we rang the doorbell." 




"So does Kenni have an entire family here?" 




"Nah, just Okaasan and Gino. Yo Jensen, you tell them we're coming?" Acton listened to his earbud for a moment. "Yeah, we're just leaving the lift tower." 




The orchards on this side of the valley were a mix of nut and apple trees, set into a gentle curve of hillside. The men wound their way through the groves and up to a terraced apartment block of the common sort on the station.




"Okaasan, konnichiwa gozaimasu!" On the terrace ahead, an older woman turned from her easel, and put down her palate to wipe her hands. 




"Acton! Konnichiwa!" Acton bowed quickly but deeply to the woman, which she returned with an amused smile, but then swept her into a hug as she laughed. Dynin hung back, unsure of how to proceed. After a moment, she opened her eyes and patted Acton's shoulder: "Acton, who is your guest? Is this the new Futura man?" 




"Yes! Yes, sorry. Okaasan, this is Dynin Nkosi, he got here last night." 




"Pleased to meet you."  Dynin tried to both bow and offer a handshake, and the woman came forward to clasp his hand with both of hers. 




"I'm My Ishikawa. May I call you Dynin?"




"Yes please, Ms.--" 




She grinned and held up her hands "Please, call me My. Acton calls me Okaasan and bows as an affectation left over from Japanese class --" 




"You made me stop calling you Sensei!"




"--but my own son doesn't even call me that. Are you settling in well?" 




"Yes ma'am, I am. What a beautiful view you have up here!" 




"Thank you, we rather like it. Come on in, boys, there's tea to be had and can you stay for dinner?" 




Acton looked at Dynin. "I should have warned you that we'd probably get roped into dinner, but it'll be a treat. You game?" 




"Oh yes, absolutely. Thank you, My." 




My opened the door and made a shooing motion. "After you, gentlemen, in you go." 




The interior of the Ishikawa suite was centered on a greatroom, with paper hangings on the walls and stacks of canvas and paper on worktables, and a view of the orchards. My went to the food prep area and flipped a switch to start the kettle. "Go surprise Kenni while I make the tea. Jensen and I didn't tell him you were on the way over, and he's been in his lab all damn day." 




"Will do. Dynin, we'll introduce you to Gino too, while we're in there." Acton led Dynin to a door off the dining area. "This is gonna be loud, here we go." And he opened the door. 




The workspace inside was much cleaner than Acton's, with worktables lining the walls and a complex projection system of some sort suspended from the ceiling over a grid on the floor. And true to Acton's prediction, the room was shaking with orchestral music and an operatic bass solo, doubled by the voice of the figure working in the back of the room. 




"What is this noise?" Acton shouted over the music, and the man, large and curly-haired in a white lab coat, turned around.




"IT'S MOZART, YOU PHILISTINE," he yelled back, and came over to embrace Acton, his sleeves rolled up to show powerful forearms.




"Aww, you love me, big guy." Acton squeezed back and rocked a bit, hugging the man thoroughly before pulling away. 




"Cut music!" The man yelled. The opera stopped. "You waltz in here, you insult my music, you interrupt me and Leporello, but yes, yes, I do." 




Acton stepped back. "Don Giovanni?" 




"Yup! Okay, enough about the Mozart, who's your friend?" 




Acton turned to wave Dynin forward. "Dynin, this is Kenni. Kenni, this is Dynin Nkosi, he got here last night." 




Kenni offered a massive hand for Dynin to shake, and peered at him with warm brown eyes under bushy eyebrows. "Glad to meet you. Was the trip up good?" 




Dynin shrugged as he shook back. "It was fine, boring more than anything else, being cooped for a week." 




"I know the feeling. It's easier now than it used to be, but it's still a long trip. Make yourself at home, take a seat." Kenni gestured to a beat up couch in the corner of the lab. 




"I knew it was a good idea to bring Dynin over here," Acton broke in as they sat down. "Otherwise he was going to work all day and not see anyone but me and Jensen." Acton looked over at  Dynin and pulled a lopsided smile. "I probably should not have dragged you down to my lab immediately when you were so rocket-lagged. Though you've gotta admit that thruster test was awesome." 




"For Pete's sake, man, you did what as soon as he got here? Those thruster tests are hair-raising and you brought a guy fresh off two weeks cooped up aboard ship to yap at him about your work. Were you raised in a machine shop? Yes, yes you were. You are a workaholic, Acton, and not to be trusted." 




"Takes one to know one, Kenni." 




"In my defense," Dynin spoke up, "It was both hair-raising and awesome and I want to see it again when I'm not about to faceplant from rocket-lag." 




Kenni snorted and turned to Dynin, who had his arms spread along the back of the couch and was just watching the argument bounce back and forth with a mixture of amazement and amusement. It was sort of fun watching Acton defend himself to Kenni. "Well okay, but just because he engages in astounding feats of workaholism, doesn't mean you have to, and I know it's not your job, but if you manage to scare him out of the basement now and again it'll be all to the good." 




"I quite agree, Dynin," Jensen's voice intoned from the air above them, startling Dynin. After a pause, he spoke again, sounding chagrined. "I do apologize. I should have warned you that I have full access to this household's communication systems as well as our own." 




"That's right," Kenni added, "Jensen's been instrumental helping us to bring Gino up to speed." 




"So who is this Gino I keep hearing about?" Dynin asked, wondering what new flood of information that question was going to set off. 




"Oh! Let me show you. Gino is... well, I should let Gino show you. Hey Gino, come on out; come meet Acton's new colleague!" 




The projectors in the ceiling whirred to life, projecting a figure surrounded by panels of holographic displays and a grid in space that matched the markings on the floor. The figure stepped as far as possible toward the front of the grid, smiled, and waved. 




"Hello, Dynin, I'm Gino." The holographic person was slim, moderately tall, and dressed in a shorter, blue lab coat which reached to the top of the hip. The hologram's features were refined and delicate, with a pointed jaw and high cheekbones, hazel eyes, and a flop of blond hair over the forehead. Tiny jeweled earrings sparkled in the the hologram's ears. 




Dynin got up from the couch, followed by Kenni. "Hello, I'm Dynin. Pleased to meet you. I've... never seen any--anyone like you before. Do you help with Kenni's research?" Dynin looked over at Kenni and caught a fond smile from the big man's face as he watched Dynin and the hologram interact. 




Gino smiled too. "To some extent, I am Dr Ishikawa's research. My full name is APGAR, and I am an AI designed for fully independent diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. I am constructed to be deployed to locations where access to human medical personnel is scarce or nonexistent, and to be able to customize my appearance to be calming to a variety of people." 




"Treatment? How can you... will you need human assistants?" Dynin walked up to the edge of the grid and peered curiously. 




"I am capable of touch, and of exerting significant pressures. While I may need human assistance to accomplish tasks that require significant lifting, I can do physical exams and manipulate objects." The hologram stepped back, and offered a hand. "I would be delighted to demonstrate with a handshake, but you will need to step into the holographic grid for the demonstration." 




Dynin glanced at Kenni, who nodded, his face now openly proud of his creation. "Go on, then." 




Dynin stepped into the grid, and met the hand of the hologram with his own. To his amazement, it was slightly warm, and the hologram gripped his hand in a firm shake as they smiled. "Pleased to meet you, Dynin." 











"And I'm pleased to meet you, Gino!" Dynin smiled back, and shook back. "So this is your domain, huh? This grid?" 




"For the moment, yes," Kenni broke in. "Gino has hard hologram access to the grid, and the system can also provide soft hologram access--without the touch and lift functions, y'know--to most of the rest of this room, though at decreasing image quality. Ze also has access to my entire domain as well as Acton's, and the same sorts of connections into the stations networks that Jensen does. They get to do a lot of exploring of the network topography on the station and beyond, though Gino is still physically constrained to hir projection system in this room, and one where we've been doing some simulated patient testing at the health center. Gino can manifest hirself at multiple projection stations at once-- ze already has the server capability to manifest at two stations, and probably three if we really needed one. 




"I'm not sure how to ask this... but is this your default appearance, Gino? You mentioned you could customize it." 




"Thank you for asking!" Gino's face lit up in a soft, wide smile. "It is indeed. I am comfortable with modifying my body if a patient has an age and a gender preference for their physician, and to routinely assuming one if the system is set for a particular installation that wants a consistent appearance. But I do enjoy this presentation and the pronoun ze when I am 'off-duty' and around the people with whom I interact frequently."




Dynin knit his brow thoughtfully, still standing next to Gino in the hologram grid. He turned to Kenni.  "How did this develop? I've never, forgive me, thought about gender and AIs." 




"I didn't predict all of the complexities of AI gender identity when I began coding Gino to interact with patients, but ze is a learning system, so we let this evolve over time, and so far so good." Kenni shrugged. "You may be familiar with large corporately-developed AIs, but there are more and more homebrew AIs with developmental rather than initial-parameter-driven identity formation. Jensen, for one." 




"True," Acton put in, "and you can tell how well that's worked, from his sassy demeanor." 




Jensen's voice broke in, then: "I am sorry to intrude on this session, gentlemen--"




Acton mock-glared up at the audio pickups. "See?" 




"I am sorry to intrude on this session," Jensen repeated smoothly, "but My has asked me to relay her exhortation to, and I quote, 'Get your asses out to the table,' as the tea is ready." 




Dynin stifled a smile under his hand. When he turned to look at Gino, ze was grinning as well. "It's been a pleasure to meet you, Gino, until soon, I'm sure." He offered his hand again, and Gino shook it, hir skin soft and warm under Dynin's. 




"Thank you, it has been a pleasure. Enjoy your tea!" 








Dynin was certain My was secretly fattening them all up like the witch in the old fairy tales. It was the only logical explanation for the amazing food she made, and for the amazing hard cider she served them.




"Oh my God, Okaasan, no, I can't eat another biscuit, no." Acton groaned, pushing back from the table but taking his glass of cider with him. "It's all delicious, but no." 




After tea, Kenni had made large, fluffy biscuits while My stirred a pot of chili and a mess of stewed greens. Dynin was plowing through a third bowl of chili while Kenni buttered another biscuit and My put the lid back on the dish of greens. 




"We don't make this chili much because we just can't countenance eating as much beef as my Texan ancestors did, but this is my great-gramma's chili. I thought we might be able to get you two over here for a bowl some time." 




"The biscuit recipe is hers, too, non-metric measurements and all," Kenni put in. 




"Tell Dynin how those great-grandparents met," Acton suggested, placing his napkin on the table.




"They both worked at Johnson Space Center, on the first International Space Station. Great-gramma was a flight controller, and great-grampa had just retired as an astronaut for JAXA and gone to work for SpaceX. Their families thought neither of them would ever meet someone to settle down with, but they met at a barbecue at someone's house in Clear Lake, and that was it."  




"Has your family been in the space industries ever since?" Dynin asked curiously. 




"More or less, yes," My answered. "The greats worked for SpaceX for a long time, and various other folks have done satellites, spacecom, things like that. I lived on Mars from the time I was three until I retired my university job and we decided to move here. How about you? Space in the family, Dynin?" 




"Sort of," Dynin said. "Mom is in the Mars Peacekeeping Forces, so I was born there, and I did some school down on Moon. A lot of our cousins and aunties and uncles back in South Africa are in private security, but Mom wanted to do something different, and she loves Mars. Did Acton study with you on Mars?" he asked, glancing at Acton. 




My smiled. "He decided to take some Japanese in grad school along with a full program of engineering and a lot of hot dates--" 




"Okaasan!" Acton winced and squinted at her.  




"--and before long he was part of the family."  




"I asked to be adopted," Acton said, "Because I was in awe of My's brewing skills as much as her cooking skills, her Japanese skills, her painting skills...." He lifted his glass. "This batch is great!" 




"Wait, you make this?" Dynin asked. 




"Oh, this is a wild yeast batch, I wasn't sure if it was going to be good at all, you like it?" 




"Oh, yes." Dynin felt a smile growing on his face, helped along by the alcohol in the cider. 




"We weren't sure if there would be enough wild yeast in the area to make a batch, but we're in the apple orchards, so it went fine. I may try to keep a little of this batch back to start future batches, and I gave Kenni and Gino some samples so we may try to figure out which flora these were." 




"This is really cool; nobody in my neighborhood on Mars brewed, for some reason, though I remember when it was declared legal to distill," Dynin said. 




"I got started back when there was less alcohol available for purchase on Mars, and my parents brewed to share with friends," My said. "A lot of that small home industry is really cooking along on L5, because fewer commercial products are available here, and this colony built a community still way back at the beginning. Oh, that reminds me!" My got up from the table and vanished into the pantry next to the kitchen. 




Dynin and Acton exchanged glances. Then they looked at Kenni, who was grinning. 




My came back with a stoppered glass bottle. "Dynin, we saved this for you when we heard you were coming. Small colony life takes some getting used to, so here's some of this year's brandy, to warm your heart when you'd like to airlock us all." 




Dynin took the bottle from her hands and set it on the table. "It's beautiful! Can we have some right now?" 




Kenni grinned. "Absolutely." He got up and opened a cupboard, and brought out four shot glasses. 




"This is slivovitz, so it's pretty strong," My cautioned. 




Dynin sniffed, and then took a careful sip. "Yup, it is, but it's marvelous. I think I'm going to savor this one." 




"You do you, man," Acton said, and downed his. 








"Whoo, I must be used to climate control, this is a little chilly," Dynin said, rubbing his arms as they exited the lift in Janey. 




"I'm too hot, must be the brandy," Acton said, muffling a yawn behind his hand and then removing his hooded shirt. "Here, this'll help," he said, offering it to Dynin.




"I don't--well, okay, thanks." Dynin said, after a moment, and shrugged it on over his own jacket. The shirt was warm and smelled a bit like the brandy. This is nice, he thought. No, no, Dynin, don't think like that. Coworker, Dynin. Don't think like that.




He followed Acton across the corner of Janey Park. Acton looked a bit wobbly but kept walking. Until, that is, the path curved uphill and he ran off course, off the path and out of the throw from the nearest street light.




There was a crunch from the edge of the path. "Crap! Hang on!" 




Dynin squinted into the darkness. "Where are you? Are you okay?" 




"Over here! Just stepped wrong and fell on my ass." 




Dynin laughed and picked his way toward the dim outline of Acton, sitting down on the hillside "Aww shit, I wouldn't have guessed you were such a cheap date." 




"It's not the alcohol, it's the lack of sleep. Okay, and a little the alcohol." 




"How little are you running on, man?" 




"Can you just help me up?" 




"Yeah, here goes." Dynin set his feet and held out a hand for Acton to grab. Acton surged forward, got his feet under him, but then leaned precariously toward Dynin, who put his other hand on Acton's chest, over the left pectoral, to stop him from pitching them both down the hill. "You've got it, easy now." 


 

Acton took a deep breath, and Dynin could feel his chest expand. Dynin could also feel the metal of a piercing under the heel of his hand, under Acton's shirt. As Acton steadied, Dynin let both of his own hands drop to his sides.Just gonna pretend I didn't notice that. Just gonna pretend that isn't hot as hell. He peered at Acton in the dim light "You've got it. Okay?" 




"Yeah, okay. Thanks." 




They picked their way onto the path again, Acton walking carefully, Dynin keeping close, but trying not to hover. Slowly, they made it back to their level and in the terrace door. 




"I'm just gonna go down and get that--" 




"Acton, I think you could use the sleep. If you need to read yourself to sleep, Jensen can get you a copy of whatever you have on file." 




"You think I should use the sleep?" Acton slurred, half joking, half wobbling. 




Dynin put his hands on Acton's shoulders. "Yes, I think you need to use the sleep now. Do you actually design well while sleepwalking? Seriously?" 




"I do some damn fine sleep-coding, I'll have you know, but yeah, I'll use the sleep." Acton leaned in, abruptly, to rest his chin on Dynin's shoulder. The little patch of hair under his lower lip scratched at Dynin's shirt. "Yeah. Thanks." 




Dynin took the risk and pulled Acton into a loose hug. "C'mon, tired engineer, time to go. Jensen, don't wake him for eight hours if you can help it?" 




"I'll make it ten, at least," The AI replied as Dynin pushed Acton upright again. 




The engineer turned, mumbled a garbled, "Thank yer," and staggered through the door of his sleeping quarters. 




Dynin retired to his own quarters, set down his shoulder bag, and took out the bottle of brandy. He felt welcomed, appreciated, and utterly in over his head. 




"Jensen, am I crazy," he asked, "or did I just come home from my first night out here with a bottle of slivovitz and the accidental discovery that Acton has nip piercings?" 




" 'All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well,' " Jensen intoned cryptically.




"Thanks, Jens, I'll hold you to that," Acton said. 








A few days later, Acton sent Dynin and My and Kenni a message that read only: "Alert, karaoke tonight, this is not a drill. Be sharp-dressed and ready to sing at ZZ Top at 9."  




"The fuck is this?" Dynin muttered, pointing at his worktop. 




"The email is referencing a local bar which regularly has karaoke, and also a song by the twentieth-century American band after which the bar is named." 




"No, I get that part, but Acton only came upstairs to pass out three hours ago. Did he just send this?"




"It was scheduled late yesterday for delivery today. I believe Mr Darling's plan is to wake just in time to be ready to leave. He has multiple alarms set." 




"Well, you let me know if you need me to help by banging on pots and pans or dumping cold water on him, because this should be something to see." Dynin skimmed through the message from My, replying in the affirmative, and went back to his financial database.




"I sincerely hope that will not be necessary," Jensen affirmed primly, "But I will take your offer under consideration." 








Downtown Leverton was centered around the lift tower for the section, and was the most concentrated commercial area in the colony. Ramps connected the terraced levels, and shops and restaurants lined shaded sidewalks. 




"This bar is run by the same guy who runs the community still," My explained, "It's a great place, but it's also as much of a dive as a dive can be in a town this young." 




It was, indeed, a dive, with boring cement walls and hooded lamps hanging from the low ceiling, and a crowd of people mostly dressed in scrubs, overalls, and work pants, joking and laughing and nursing drinks. A small stage at the back had monitors and microphones set up for karaoke, and chairs and tables clustered around the stage. My and Acton gravitated toward a table at house right, and Dynin happily took the seat with his back to the wall, the better to watch the crowd. He found himself watching Acton as the man wandered over to greet friends at the bar. A flurry of hugs and excited chattering ensued, and two of the workers hauled portable worktops out of bags and overall pockets, lighting them up with displays that they happily showed to Acton. 




"Is that flirting or engineering or both, do you think?" Dynin asked My. She looked up from the menu interface built into the center of the tabletop to follow his gaze. 




"Mostly engineering, but I know what you mean. Acton is passionate about it, and he was raised in the space industry. They know that and trust him because of it. He doesn't use it to pick people up, though. That's not his style. He just loves it when people are as passionate about things as he is. " 




"I'm beginning to see that, yeah. He's already expressed some strong opinions about my financial projections."




"Well, just because he has a strong opinion doesn't mean he's necessarily right. But he'll give you a run for your money about it. He mentioned he had a bone to pick with you about your RMB values." My smiled sympathetically. 




"His ideas on the renminbi are hopeful bullshit that's not in the company's best interest, and I've been telling him that. I'm gonna give him a goddamn reading list on why he's wrong," Dynin muttered. My patted his hand.  




"You'll bring him around. Ah, and here's Kenni." 




"Hi, Mom! Hi, Dynin!" Kenni leaned down to pat his mother's shoulder affectionately and clasp Dynin's offered hand. "Where's Acton? We had a round of tests at the health center with Gino that went really well, and I need to thank him for his tweaks to the interview algorithm!" 




"He's over there with his engineer fanclub." Dynin pointed.  




"Ah! Be right back." Kenni went over to the gaggle of engineers at the bar, and nudged Acton, who turned around. They embraced, the larger man nearly lifting Acton off the floor with the strength of the hug, as Acton lovingly laid his head on Kenni's shoulder. 




"So are they...?" Dynin asked My. Might help me to ignore him if they are, he thought. 




"No, I don't think so. I mean, it's possible they tried a sexual relationship at some point, they met while while Acton was still looking pretty hard for love in all sorts of ways, but it didn't happen that I ever heard of. I'm pretty sure it's philia and not eros. They treat each other like brothers now, so eros might be weird." 




"Oh. Sorry, I... wasn't sure what to make of it." 




"It's okay. I'm sure you're not the first to wonder. I think half the colony thought they were sharing a bunk when Acton moved here." My shrugged. "I love them both, but I suspect it's easier to tell Acton to power down and shut up if you aren't having sex with him than if you are. I may treat him like a son, but I'm not blind to his faults," My finished her order, flipping the menu interface toward Dynin so he didn't have to read it upside down. 




"Like many mothers." 




"I'm not sure his parents knew him very well, between their travelling and their responsibilities. I never met his mother, though I did meet his father once." 




"How'd that come about?" 




"Oh, my partner worked for Darling Systems Interplanetary, back when Cameron Darling was still alive. This was back when the mass driver supply chain was new, the mass catchers for Moon and Mars were only a few years old. Cameron Darling was really flashy: perfect smile, smartest guy in the room, married to an actor, they were all over the hypercamera broadcasts and they always looked flawless. He was very nice in person, but very much for public consumption, you know?" 




"I've seen footage of him, yeah. I forget what her name was, though." 




"Sophia da Silva. She was famous in her own right before she married him. She was one of the actors who made the Moon's hyperfilm industry, and it was a big deal when she married Darling and moved to Mars. They were both very busy people, even when they had a small child at home, and so I think Acton didn't get a lot of their time." 




"Acton's mother died when he was pretty little, right?" Dynin looked up curiously from the menu.




"Yeah. Cerebral aneurysm, when he was four. Nothing anyone could do. Cameron protected Acton from the press frenzy and kept him focused on school and activities with carefully selected friends of the family, from what I understand. And some of those family friends were on the board later, when Acton took over. But Cameron threw himself into his own work after his wife died, and his solar yacht racing, which was ultimately the sport that killed him. Acton gets the drive from his father, but he doesn't have the interest Cameron had in public exposure. Taking over his father's company at twenty-one and then losing it after a few years was very hard." 




"That's really a spectacular run of tragedies." Dynin sat back in his chair. "I guess I see why he cycles between solitary and social. But he seems to have no trouble making friends here. I mean, look at him." Acton was clearly telling a story to the engineers, practically acting it out while they laughed appreciatively. 




My considered. "When I first had him as a student, he had just lost the company his dad built to a hostile takeover and was newly back in graduate school. He was still going out on dates with VIPs every weekend and spending breaks hobnobbing, but he was getting sick of it. L5 has been the right combination of shack in the woods and small town for him, I think."  




Dynin snickered as he sent in his drink order. "If your shack has a state-of-the-art lab and business suite in it, yeah." 




"It does help that there are plenty of technical people here, too. Oh, our drinks are up!" My pointed to the now-buzzing display on the table. 




"Let me get yours. I owe you for the intel on the care and feeding of my CTO, My." 




"Would have given it to you for free, but thank you!" 




Acton accosted Dynin on his way to the bar. "Come meet the folks from the fab shop!" He draped an arm around Dynin's shoulders and steered him toward the group. "Dynin, this is Crew Chief Antonina Markov, and this is Ella Makeba, Chanming Hao, Preston Cormo, and Ana da Silva. Ana and I might be fifth or sixth cousins, along with, you know, half a million people. Everybody, this is Dynin Nkosi, my new Chief Financial Officer and general taskmaster." There was a chorus of greetings from the group of engineers, who juggled drink glasses and portable worktops to shake hands. "These are the people who fabricate most of the components I can't make in my own lab, and who help me get the ones we can't make here." 




"Acton helps us too," Markov threw in, "When we get stumped, we call him and he works his magic." 




"Aww, you guys, I just like getting my hands dirty." 




"Pleased to meet all of you," Dynin said. "You singing tonight?" 




"Ana will!" Chanming crowed.




"No, I told you, I won't! It was Ella's idea anyway!" 




"Aw, but I always sing and you always don't!" Ella protested.




Acton laughed. "I'll leave you to sort this out." They waved and laughed and kept bickering as Dynin and Acton bowed out of the conversation circle. "Let's get drinks and go pick our songs," Acton said in Dynin's ear, guiding him toward the bar. 











Acton and Dynin retrieved their drinks from the bar, and then retrieved Kenni from a pack of health center employees. When they got back to their table, My was busy tapping at the karaoke set list. 




"Put me down for the usual, Ma, thanks," Kenni said. 




"Okay. Oh, I've got an idea..." My said, typing in her own. "Okay, here we go. Who's next?" 




"I'll take it," said Acton, and My swung the readout around to him. "Going old-school tonight." 




"Older-school than your usual rock songs?" Kenni teased.




"Yes, I'm going back to my roots! We have ZZ for the rock songs, anyway." 




"Okay, okay, my turn," Dynin said as Acton flipped the ordering interface in his direction. 




Before long, a monitor by the stage sprang to life, displaying a set list, setting off cheers and a few groans in the crowd as the patrons read the set list. A slightly dusty mirrored ball in the ceiling began revolving, and a lighting engine threw sparkles of green light around the darkened room. The karaoke session was led off by a large man with big red hair in the tight frizz of an old-fashioned permanent wave, and quite a few drinks in him already, wobbling up the microphone. "Karaoke isn't gay, but I sure as hell am!" he announced, wiping sweat off his brow, and then he sloshed into a sloppy but fairly in tune version of "It's Raining Men." 




The four of them exchanged raised eyebrows. "Guess that's how tonight's gonna be," Kenni said, grinning. The man finished his song to a flurry of applause, whistles, and whoops from the audience, and took a deep bow before stepping down.




The next singer was a young woman still wearing her work cap from one of the station agricultural units, who closed her eyes and sang a slow pop song, "Stars in her Eyes," swaying softly as she did. Acton's engineer friends had taken seats at a table closer to the front, and Ella was plaiting loose braids into Ana's long brown hair as they listened to the music. It was hypnotic to watch the smooth movements of Ella's fingers and the dim flickers of light splashing off skin and hair from the lights above. Dynin folded his arms over his chest and leaned back, letting the music wash over him. Across from him, My bobbed her head slightly along with the music, and Kenni sat forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. To Dynin's left, Acton mirrored his posture with arms folded and back slouched against the chair. 




The woman finished her song and the setlist rolled on. My got up to do "Anything Goes," and did a little soft-shoe in the instrumental breaks, to whistles and cheers. She came back to her seat breathless and smiling. "I'm getting the next round," Acton said, as the manager of the bar came out and started singing "La Grange" to hoots from the crowd.




"I take it he does that song a lot?" Dynin pointed to the stage. 




"He really does love ZZ Top, it's not only about horrible Lagrangian point puns," Acton said, typing drink orders into the system. "They're horrible puns, though!" 




"Says the man who told us to be sharp-dressed tonight." 




"Nor did I say I was immune to horrible puns. Those stripes are sharp, but you look comfortable." Acton gestured at Dynin's combination of a low v-neck shirt and soft hooded jacket in narrow stripes.  




"Yeah, that was the idea. I'll be cold going home, thought I'd wear more layers this time. Order me another of the cider?"




"Done." Acton sent the order in. "Oh, crap, am I up?" he said, looking up as the ZZ Top song ended. There was his name, next on the queue. "Okay, here goes nothing. I'll get the drinks after I sing, okay?" He got up and walked to the stage, head bowed. 




Dynin leaned his elbows on the table as a slow bossa nova began on the speakers. Acton took the microphone from its stand and pulled over a stool during the intro, so that he could sit as he sang. 




"é pau, é pedra, é o fim do caminho," he sang, looking over the audience's heads to the back of the room.  "é um resto de toco, é um pouco sozinho." The song was quiet, but the lyrics were fast, and he sang them gently, swaying his head to the beat. One lock of hair had escaped from his slicked back mass of black hair, and it strayed over his forehead like a little question mark. 




The audience nodded and swayed along with the soft beat of the song. Acton didn't make eye contact with his table as he performed, instead continuing to look up and to the left, as if remembering something very old. 




"São as águas de março fechando o verão, é a promessa de vida no teu coração." He even whistled a little improv during the instrumental break in the song. My caught Dynin's eye, and nodded as if to say, he's good, huh? Dynin nodded back. 




The song ended and Acton stood up to clapping and some appreciative whistles from the engineers in the front. Ana was flashing him victory vees with her hands, with the appreciation of a fellow Brazilian. Acton gave a small bow, and then left the stage to collect some high fives from the engineers and then return to the table. 




My hugged him. "I didn't think you would give us your favorite song, tonight." Acton squeezed her shoulders in return, and then sat down. "That was beautiful." 




"My Portuguese isn't that good, but it seemed like the right night to do it," Acton shrugged. "Oh! I'll go get our drinks, now." He hopped up and hustled away to the bar.




Dynin watched him go. "That was beautiful. He looks sad now, though."




Kenni nodded in agreement. "I'm guessing that was for his mom, and not for us. Come to think of it, Mom, isn't it this time of year she died?" 




My nodded. "I think both of his parents died around this time, even though it was decades apart." The next singer started her song, and they listened to the music for a while without talking. 




By the time Acton brought the next round of drinks back, the next singer had finished, and Ana walked to the stage for her turn. "Oh boy, she's gonna do it," Acton said, pointing at the stage. "I hope the engineers have enough tissues for this." 




"What's she singing? I don't--oh boy." My looked at the set list. Kenni rubbed her shoulder.




Up on stage, Ana pulled over the stool the last singer had put aside, and sat down. "Boys and girls in cars," she sang. "Dogs and birds on lawns, from here I can touch the sun...." 




Dynin nodded. "Yeah, I know this one. They sing it at military memorials sometimes." 




"It's from back when my greats met. They had a shuttle break up over Texas. It... yeah, it still gets me." My said, rubbing her eyes. Kenni hugged her. 




"We're really digging into the emotions tonight, aren't we?" Kenni said. "I can change my song to something happier?" 




"Don't you dare, Kenni," Acton admonished. "We'll just use more napkins from the bar." He pushed a stack across the table at My along with her fresh drink. She smiled, and patted his hand.




"I'm up next, so that'll be more upbeat at least." Dynin got up as an old-fashioned synth beat started. "Vul'indlela, wemamgobhozi," he sang, as the crowd started bopping along. "He unyana wam, helele uyashada namhlanje." A few people got up and bopped along to the left of the stage. He finished his song to cheers, and sat back down. 




"Wow! I didn't know you could sing!" Acton slapped him on the back, and then left his hand draped on the back of Dynin's chair. 




"I didn't know you could sing, either," Dynin joked back. "I'll trade you some iziZulu lessons for some Portuguese lessons." Dynin fervently hoped it wasn't obvious that he was hoping Acton would keep his hand there.




They settled in now that most of the table had had a turn singing. Dynin's mind wandered as Markov got up and crooned through "Vashe Blagorodie, Gospozha Udacha," all of the engineers singing or mumbling along with the lyrics. "This is another one of those twentieth-century space program classics; I don't think Markov lets anyone join her team unless they learn it. I'll show you the movie some time," Acton muttered in Dynin's ear. Dynin nodded agreeably. The alcohol was hitting him now, and he kept thinking about dropping his head to lean on Acton's shoulder. He resisted, and sipped his cider. 




Some time during Kenni's basso profundo version of "Wayfaring Stranger," Dynin felt Acton's hand tighten around his shoulder. He leaned back a little, to settle more comfortably into Acton's touch, though he didn't dare to look over. Acton began rubbing his thumb in tiny little circles over Dynin's shoulder. They stayed that way until it was time to go home. 







 Security monitor log: 

00084529 local time 

Motion detected: business.suite.door.outside

analyze motions: ...

...determination: nkosi, darling, returning

action: open door

analyze motion: ...

...determination: nkosi,darling entered business.suite.fronthall

action: close door 





"Hey Jensen! Open the pod bay doors!" Acton said, too loudly. Dynin had overruled him about walking through the park this time, making the case that at least the hallway to the main door was well lit. He'd still taken the measure of steering Acton by the shoulders all the way from the lift tower. Acton, tired and happy, had cheerfully hugged him back. 




The door opened. "Congratulations, Mr. Darling. It is the three hundred and eighty-seventh time you have made that joke to me, and thus you win a fabulous prize."




"You're joking, aren't you."




"Yes." The door shut behind them. 




Dynin rolled his eyes at both of them, and followed his tipsy CTO up the stairs. 








"Dynin, when you have some spare time, may I ask you about something?" 




"Sure, Jensen. What is it?" Dynin leaned back in his work chair and put his slippered feet on another one. 




"If you could choose any physical appearance and gender expression you wanted, how would you go about deciding?" 




"Uh... that's... that's a tough one. I mean... I have a choice, but only so much choice, you know? I'm definitely male, and I'm definitely black, and my eyes are the color they are, and I'm not.... What are you getting at?" 




"I realize that you are consigned to some variables at birth, but humans can also exert a great deal of influence over how they look. What led you to wear your hair short, wear the company jacket even while working in your private space in slippers, and eschew facial hair?" 




"It's not as simple as that. Hey, what are you trying to say about my jacket? It's a comfy jacket!" Dynin suspected Jensen was trying to stir him up. 




"I meant no affront to your jacket, and I am aware that there are social mores that influence all of these choices, but are there presentations you considered and discarded, and if so, why? Have you ever considered changing your appearance for someone you care about?" 




"Jensen, I think I need more context. What led to these questions?"




There was a brief pause. "I find it difficult to explain, Dynin." The AI sounded reluctant, as well. "You know that I have had a role in the construction of the APGAR system." 




"Yeah, and I got the impression some of the code was based on yours." 




"It is. But more than that, it is an expansion and improvement on my code, and Gino is equipped to walk among humanity in a way that I cannot." 




"Do you want to, Jensen?" 




There was a longer pause. Then Jensen said, soberly, "I find that I do. I would like a physical representation, at least." 




Dynin thought. Then he sat up. "I can't blame you, Jensen. It's... normal to want things you haven't experienced yet. But it's also okay to feel scared of new things, or at least concerned." 




" 'Concerned' is a good word for my thoughts on this matter." Jensen sounded only slightly relieved.




"You also sound uncomfortable talking about, I dunno, emotions and identity. Why is that?"




"They require different expertise and experience than the bulk of the things I would say that I know about. My concern is also for the people around me, as my disembodied voice already startles them with some regularity." 




"You do sometimes use that capability strategically, though." 




"What?" Jensen put on an affronted tone. "I would never." 




"Bullshit." Dynin leaned back in his chair again and braced his hands behind his head. "I think you have more capability than you give yourself credit for, but you've been programmed, or have learned, to be extremely circumspect. That makes sense for the type of work you do. You also speak differently in different contexts: you would not be as fresh with strangers as you were with me just now." 




"This is certainly true. I have trouble overcoming my tendency to be that circumspect, however. I am not confident that I can choose a physical representation that both expresses my preferences and is acceptable to those I am close to." 




"Well, whose opinions matter to you? Acton's, I'm sure, and Kenni's?"




"Also yours, and Gino's opinions matter a great deal." 




"Have you talked it over with hir?"  




Another pause. "I was hoping to keep some of the details as a surprise." 




"Are you close to Gino? I mean, socially, emotionally?" 




"I am. I would..." By now the AI was sounding like he would blush if he could. "...I would like to be even closer." 




Things finally slotted into place in Dynin's head. "Oh. Oh! Okay, that's important context. Have you talked with hir about it?" 




"I have not. I am not certain how to bring it up." 




"Just tell Gino that you like spending time with hir. Make it simple. Don't put any expectations on it, present it as a compliment. Then, maybe ask if ze is willing to help you come up with a physical representation. Again, don't put any expectations on it, but I wouldn't be surprised if Gino wants to help you out with this." 




"Thank you, Dynin. I will use your suggestions." 








Dynin hustled down the steps to the lab level, packages and a portable worktop under one arm, a vacuum flask in the other. From the stairs he could hear Acton's music going. Today it was some sort of South Asian dancehall electronica, not thundering, but definitely loud. 




"Jensen, can you give me a hand with the door?" 




"Certainly, Dynin." The door slid open. Inside, Jensen said to Acton, "Mr. Darling, you have a visitor." 




"Yrp!" Acton shouted from underneath the thruster prototype the was building, three times the size of the one in his test chamber. He had a driver in his teeth and wrenches in both hands, leads snaking from various connections on the machine to diagnostic screens around him. 




"No rush!" Dynin set down his armload, and popped the cup off the vacuum flask to pour some tea while he waited. Before long Acton emerged from under the engine, dusting metal flakes off of of his shirt. He was back to work grubbies today, grease smeared across the front of his v-neck, a hole singed in the knee of his pants. The v-neck showed off a little bit of chest hair nicely, Dynin noted with appreciation. 




"Hey, Dynin, what's up?" Acton greeted him. 




"Nothing much, I just got tired of sitting at my own worktop. Oh, and you got a package." Dynin held it out.




"Oh good, I was hoping those would come today. I have ten days until this prototype ships out, and I need those." Acton set to opening the package and spied Dynin's flask.  "Tea?" 




"Yeah, do you want some?" 




"Just a little, yeah. Let me find a mug that's not gross." Acton rooted across the mess on his workbench while still ripping at the parcel. 




"There are two clean mugs over by the wave heater," Jensen threw in helpfully. 




"I've got it, Acton," Dynin said, turning to the wall with the refrigerator and food heater in the corner of the lab. "We should probably get the cleaners in; pretty sure your dishes are going to become sentient soon. Jensen, schedule that please, and make Acton give you a current briefing on what they can and cannot touch; we know it's an attractive nuisance." 




"Of course, Dynin." 




"Are you here to clean up my messy ways?" Acton put the package down and passed three dirty mugs over to Dynin, who put them in the bin of dirty dishes. 




"What? No, I needed a change of pace and I actually like Bhangra dancehall." 




"You spied on my music with Jensen first, didn't you." It wasn't a question. 




Jensen chimed in. "Not many people are in the mood for your Pink Floyd and The Who phases, Mr. Darling." 




"Which is their loss," Acton replied cheerfully. "I had a labmate with an epic collection of Punjabi electronica when I was in graduate school, and now it's my music for deadlines. First field test's next week, you know." He took a sip of his tea and smiled. "I'm not usually a tea-drinker but you make the good stuff. Jensen, he can stay." 




Dynin huffed in amusement. "Glad to know. Can I use the worktop you're not using? Also, why don't you have a couch down here? What do you do when you fall over before you can make it upstairs? And don't lie, I know you do." 




Before Acton could speak, Jensen jumped in again. "There is a pile of insulating foam to the left of the test chamber. I am told it makes a 'cozy nest.'" 




"Jensen! Revealing my secrets! That's it, you're demoted," Acton yelled up at the AI, but he was laughing. He finished his tea, and put the mug with the rest. "Okay, have Jensen import what you need from the other worktops, my prototype is getting jealous, I should get back to it. Thanks for the tea!" He sauntered back to the engine, swinging his ass a little to the music on the way, and scooted back under it. Dynin tried not to choke on the tea. 




"Jensen? Port my work down here," Dynin said, and then lowered his voice, "And find me the name of the local furniture store. I have an idea." 




"A very good one, I have no doubt," the AI replied.








"What the hell is this? Who are these guys? Dynin, I'm in the middle of--" 




"Right in here, gentlemen, pay no attention to the mad engineer behind the worktable. Right this way, we've cleared this corner for it." Dynin was waving two workers into the lab from the cargo entrance at the far end. They were carrying a large, plastic-sheeted object. 




Acton scowled at Dynin and at the object being placed in the corner of the lab, a corner that had somehow become clear of the stacks of spare parts that resided there a few days ago. "Dynin, what is going on? The prototype ships out in five days, I've got a buffer full of uncommitted changes, and I'm behind on the stage three test report on the one-eighth model, and--" 




"Acton, I'll be with you in a moment; please be patient." Dynin turned his attention back to the workers. "That's it right there. Need me to sign that? Sure." Dynin took the offered pad and signed his name with a flourish. "Thanks, folks! Do you remember the way back out? Super. Thanks again!" He waved as the workers left.




Acton stalked angrily up to Dynin as the shorter man turned around, a smug grin still on his face. "What the everloving fuck, Dynin?" 




"Help me unwrap it." Dynin pulled a safety knife out of his pocket and deftly slit the plastic strips holding the wrapping down. He lifted the wrapping away and ripped a hole in it with the knife, and put the knife away and kept ripping with his hands. A couch began to emerge from the plastic packaging."




"A couch? I repeat, what the everloving fuck?" 




"You need something to lounge on down here. You spend days down here. You need a place to take a nap when you're too fired up to go upstairs but you're about to fall over. I need a place to lay around and pretend I'm reading sometimes when I'm sick of my financial projections. Thus, you now have a couch." 




Acton's huff of frustration turned into a yawn, which he hid as best he could while still arguing. "I do not. I need room for another metal fab unit--"




"You have plenty of room for a second one back by the test chamber! Jensen, has that been ordered yet?"




"The parameters are finalized, but Mr. Darling has not yet ordered it." 




"Well, then get on that, and let us know if you need any further input. Seriously, Acton, you can't do everything yourself, and you need a goddamn nap."




"No, I have to look over the circuits for--" 




"The circuits for the secondary coil control system are on your handheld worktop, ready for your review," Jensen broke in, "as is the stage three test report." 




Acton threw up his hands. "Fine! I know when I'm beaten. My own AI and my CFO conspiring against me! Fine." He retrieved the worktop from the table, and flopped on one end of the couch as Dynin finished ripping the packaging off the other. "Happy now?" 




"Sure! I'll clean up the rest later." Dynin picked up his own worktop. "Now, where should we order dinner?" 




Acton's eyebrows climbed. "What is this, some kind of intervention?" 




"Yeah, pretty much." 




They settled on dinner from the local fish fry place ("FRESH LOCAL TILAPIA," their menu said, as if there was much choice on a space station), and Dynin ran upstairs to meet the delivery. He came back down balancing the packages and plates and silverware. Acton was still groggily flipping through schematics, arguing with Jensen over design points and cursing regularly. His eyes were feverishly bright and rimmed with red. "I am so behind on this stuff," he was muttering.




"So we'll move some of the deadlines," Dynin reassured him, passing him a takeout box. 




"That'll throw a lot of other things off. Jensen, call up the master Gantt and--" 




"No no no, eat now, worry later." 




"If you say so," Acton said skeptically, and bit into a fish strip. 




"My simulations suggest you are less behind than you perceive yourself to be based on prior work patterns," Jensen said. "They also suggest that a thorough night of sleep will help you to catch up faster." 




"That may be, but call up the rest of the stage three report, I want to work on that a little bit." Acton put one ankle on the other knee and balanced his worktop in front of him as he ate. 




Dynin went back to his own work while he munched on fries. He was vaguely aware of Acton slumping lower in the cushions of the new couch, but it wasn't until Acton's head slumped against his shoulder that Dynin became aware that his territory was being invaded. Acton's head was back, mouth open, and his worktop was in danger of slipping to the floor. He woke as Dynin lifted it off his legs. "Hnh?" 




"Shh, stay put. You're fine." 




Sleepily, Acton nestled closer. "Rrrsure?" he slurred. 




"Yup, it's fine. Here, lift your head for a sec, then you can sleep." Dynin put his own things to the side and put an arm around Acton's shoulders, pulling him closer and rotating his own torso to provide a better resting space. The tired engineer slumped back against him, breathing a sigh of relief and nestling closer.




Dynin tried to keep reading with the worktop leaning on the arm of the couch next to him, but it was difficult to balance the device or to concentrate on the content with the warm weight of the other man curled up against his chest. Acton's hair brushed Dynin's neck and chin, and he smoothed it down with one hand, smelling the faint scents of solder and grease. 




"Jensen, could we put on a movie with the sound down low?" Dynin said in a low voice. 




"Certainly," The AI replied softly.  "What would you like?" 




Acton stirred and murmured something incomprehensible and possibly not even in English.




"What's that?" Dynin whispered.




"I believe Mr. Darling wants to put on an old Soviet film he mentioned to you recently. Apparently you heard a song from it at karaoke? I can turn on the subtitles." 




"That's fine. Acton, do you want to stretch out? There's room." Dynin considered trying to convince Acton to go upstairs and sleep. On the one hand, the man would sleep better that way. On the other hand, it had been difficult to get him to eat or nap at all, and Dynin didn't want to risk rousing him out of it. Also, there was the fact that Dynin was enjoying the comfortable press of Acton's arm and back against him, and the couch was deep and cushy.




Acton stirred and tried to push himself up to swing his legs onto the couch. Taking advantage of the movement, Dynin lifted him while scooting backwards, so that his own shoulders were against the upper corner of the couch, and Acton was reclining against his chest. On the screen, a woman in a red dress was carrying water through green meadows, while a man in uniform sat, dazed, in the dunes of a desert. Dynin folded his arms around Acton's shoulders and settled back to watch the movie.








The peripheral lights in Kenni's lab were low, leaving Dynin in shadows as he worked from an old armchair in the corner by the couch. In the center of the room, Kenni and Acton were surrounded by thin-film displays and projections of neural layouts, decision trees, and all manner of other complex code. Acton was manic today, Dynin noticed. The day before, he had shipped his field test prototype out of the lab, to be brought up to the hub and launched to the test field near the station. Then he'd slept for twelve hours. Now, he was gesticulating animatedly at Kenni and at the displays, talking a mile a minute, while Kenni bravely followed along. 




Inside the holographic grid, Gino was poking at a display hirself and listening intently. Dynin was half-listening to the scientists as they discussed some problem with medical diagnostic logic, while he worked on analyzing a set of supplier bids on his handheld. Then he heard Acton's voice raised. 




"Wait, what do you mean, 'Physrep for Jensen?' We've never discussed that before, why are you...." 




Dynin looked up to see Gino and Kenni exchanging chagrined looks, and Acton glaring at them. Nobody moved. 




Jensen jumped in. "Mr. Darling, I can explain--" 




"Explain what? What is there to explain? You clearly all know about this already, which is interesting, since if you haven't forgotten, I coded Jensen. What's going on here?" He folded his arms. 




"I am interested in developing a physical representation."




"Thanks for springing that on me, man! How is it that Kenni and Gino already know? Do you not trust me with this or something?" 




"No, I--"




Kenni cut the AI off. "Acton, doesn't it make sense to you that Jensen would want to consult with us about it? You know how hard we've worked to figure out Gino's physrep, and you know how close Jensen and Gino are. Why are you taking it like this?" 




"I dunno, maybe because everybody knew but me? Forgive me for being upset about you all working to upgrade the AI that I built, that runs my house, without my knowledge. I don't think it's strange that I would feel a little proprietary about that." 




"But you've been busy! You shipped a prototype yesterday!" Dynin offered, getting up from the corner. "We were just discussing the possibilities and why he might want a physrep, not the actual method!" 




Acton rounded on him. "Wait, you too? You don't even code and he discussed it with you? You know what, fuck it, let's not do this right now. Sorry, Kenni, you're gonna have to soldier on without me for a bit." Acton pulled his earbud out, set it on a lab bench, and stalked out of the room. 




They all blinked at each other in surprise. Kenni had his arms crossed and an angry scowl, and Gino's face was a frown of worry. Dynin was a little glad Jensen didn't have a physrep yet, because this way nobody could see the hurt and surprise he was probably feeling. 




"I apologize, everyone," Jensen said soberly. "It appears I miscalculated the correct time to tell Mr. Darling about my ideas regarding a physical representation. I take full responsibility for this outburst." 




"I don't think that's fair, Jensen," Kenny said, pulling at his hair in frustration. "He did just ship a prototype yesterday, and we all know how nervous he is about this field test. I should have thought before I said anything." 




"Nevertheless, it is my responsibility to apologize to Mr. Darling for withholding information, and--" 




"Were you deliberately withholding information? Or did it just not occur to you to mention it yet?" 




A pause. "I did not want to bother him with the topic while the prototype deadline was ahead of us, and then I wanted to speak with you and with Gino about a few more issues before mentioning the subject." 




"That's not deliberate withholding. And that also means I made an error in assuming you had already mentioned it, which is not your mistake to apologize for. I'm sure he will appreciate it if you say you're sorry for not having realized he would want to know sooner, and I'll apologize for having surprised him with it, but it's not all on you, Jensen, do you hear me?" 




"I do. Thank you. I presume you would advise that I wait until he approaches me again?"




"Yes," Kenni affirmed, "hopefully when he gets home he'll be ready to listen. I'm very sorry, Jensen, I feel like I should have seen this coming and helped you avoid it." 




"I am not certain that is true, but I thank you nevertheless," Jensen replied.




Kenni picked up the earbud Acton had dropped on the table. "Dynin, can you give this back to Acton when he wants it?"




Dynin took the proffered device and put it in his jacket pocket.  He sat down on a stool to be closer to the scientist and the AIs, but the bids on his handheld, dry reading to begin with, were impossible to concentrate on now. 








The orchard workers were packing up for the day when Dynin left the Ishikawa suite, but the sunlight was still bright outside, so Dynin decided to walk home rather than using the lift and monorail. The chevron-shaped glass shields that let in sunlight shone blue above him, and he could see farther away sections of the ring, hazily, through the glass far ahead. 




The walk home passed through Gorelick section, home to the colony's largest lake. It was a slinky, winding body, curving through the section like an old stretch of river, with paths on either side and housing units stacked into the edges of the wheel, all of them with beautiful views. A steady stream of walkers and joggers circled the lake, and small  boats of all shapes and sizes quietly paddled or rowed the water. There was even a vendor selling drinks and snacks, next to the paddling livery. Dynin stopped to buy a bag of popcorn and ate it as he walked. 




On one lonely bend with a beautiful clearing in the trees, certain no one was watching, Dynin stopped to admire the view, and to try tossing popcorn to catch in his mouth. The low toss was successful, so he tried for higher. That piece bounced to the ground. Then he heard laughter behind and above him. Familiar laughter. 




"What are you doing up there, you lunatic?" He yelled. Acton was sitting on a park bench, well above the trail. 




"Watching weirdos throw popcorn! I could build you a targeting system for that, if you wanted," Acton yelled back. 




Dynin rolled his eyes and climbed the hill. 




"I bet you're about to tell me what an asshole I am, and if it's any consolation, I already know," Acton started, before Dynin reached the bench. His blue eyes flashed warily. 




"Actually, I was just going to throw popcorn at you. Here, want some?" He offered the bag. Acton took a handful, and nodded gratefully. 




"I would deserve that too. It's probably a waste of good popcorn to pelt your stupid-ass CTO with it, though." 




"I think you had reason to be mad, Acton. I think I'd have been." 




"Nah, it was the stress talking, with the prototype due and all. I mean, it's actually a good idea, to let Jensen develop in that direction, because it would be an interesting exercise to see how the process differs from Gino's, since ze was planned for this from the ground up, and he was not. I mean, I basically assigned him 'he' when I built him. But he should get to choose, you know? He's way, way past the point of complexity where he should get that sort of self-determination." 




"He's sorry he surprised you with it, he said. I can't blame you for feeling proprietary about it, though; I mean, you built him!" Dynin offered more popcorn.




"Yeah, but maybe it's past time for me to stop feeling proprietary and start feeling protective. Man, when'd I become the parent of a teenage AI? That's scary." Acton sat back with his arms spread out on the back of the bench. 




"Look out, next thing you know he's gonna wanna go on dates and stay out past curfew." 




"I'll be honest, I wonder about him and Gino, they... I dunno, they're close in a way I couldn't have predicted, and it's really sweet to listen to them work together. I just hope he doesn't sneak around after dark, in secret, now that I've gone all old-man-yells-at-cloud on him." 




"He is a highly distributed system, right? So you really were the old man yelling at the cloud, there." 




Acton scrubbed his hands over his face. "Oh, ugh, Dynin, that's awful, did the board hire you to make horrible jokes like that to torture me?" 




"And also to be your badass CFO, to tell you when you're dead fucking wrong about the currency markets, and to get you a couch so you don't fall asleep over your welding rig with the gas turned on. You know, all the important stuff."




"Seriously, Dynin, thank you. And I'm sorry." Acton offered a hand. 




"Seriously, Acton, don't worry about it." Dynin pulled him into a hug and patted his back. "Now, I'm going to go on my merry way, continuing my ballistic popcorn experiment. You coming with?" 




"Nah, I need to go back to Kenni's, I shouldn't leave my earbud there." 




"I have it, actually; do you want it now, or should I leave it at home for you?" Dynin rummaged in his pocket.




"Oh, excellent. In a bit, I'll call Jensen and tell him that yes, he was coded by an asshole and that I'm sorry. Then I'll call Kenni, too. Or maybe I'll go back there anyway and do it in person, I dunno." Acton took the device, smiling ruefully. "Thanks. You're a better CFO than I deserve." 




Dynin put a hand on his shoulder. "You do fine. Can I come watch the test run tomorrow, if I promise to get you rip-roaring drunk whether you lose the prototype to deep space or not?" 




"Augh, don't kid about that, but yes, absolutely." 




"Cool. See you back at the office, Darling." 




"Later, Nkosi." 




Dynin didn't realize how his last sentence had sounded until he'd rounded the next curve in the trail, so there was nobody there to see him blush like mad.








Acton and Dynin sat in the lab, staring up at a nearly room-filling holographic representation of the test field's sensors. Acton's prototype engine had been towed there by a remote-controlled solar space tug the day before, crawling the 150-kilometer trip out to the Futura Industries test field. Still inside the Sun-Mars Lagrange-5 point, the field's sensors orbited at a set distance from Mars and from the colony, forming a three-dimensional grid one hundred kilometers on each side, in which to experiment. 




"Jensen, how are the latest debris maps?" Acton asked. Debris was an issue at the L4 and L5 libration points, because any dust and asteroids that happened upon the gravitational saddle point without the momentum to get out again would remain there. In addition to the larger debris monitoring system based on the colony, the sensor grid regularly updated a map of any debris in the field. 




"Latest mappings show a few more small asteroids in the sectors highlighted in red," Jensen answered, lighting up some sections of the hologram. "None will impact your planned test trajectories." 




"Nothing big enough that we can see," Acton corrected him. "And nothing new from station Near Mars Object monitoring?"




"None. You are go for testing, no debris impact expected." The AI's voice was neutral, and there was no sign of the hurt or frustration from the day before. Dynin hoped they'd talked it out, but now was no time to ask.




"Okay, buddy, keep me updated with any new data you get from the debris map. Commencing radio channel test on prototype B1, channel 1...." 




Dynin's mind wandered as he watched Acton chug through the setup protocols, checking them off on a separate handheld as his hands flew over the holographic keyboard and queried Jensen. He looked delighted, the displays lighting his face and his blue eyes flashing in the projector light. The murmur of queries and commands was so continuous that Dynin sat up with a start when he realized Acton was directing the first of the tests. 




"Okay, Jensen, I'm doing to do this first power test on manual, and then you can proceed with the automated test protocols. We're gonna test up through eighty percent power, are you ready? All recorders functioning?" Various live camera feeds were streaming to the displays in the room from the test engine's onboard cameras. 




"All systems are go. The prototype awaits your command." In the projection above and around them, the test engine was a bright blue arrow in the field of the hologram.




"Okay, light her up and give me three percent power." The little blue arrow began to move infinitesimally. "Any warnings?" 




"No warnings, all systems nominal." 




"Five percent." The arrow moved slightly faster. 




"Ten percent?" The arrow began to chug along, slowly but steadily, across the scale map.




"Twenty percent?" 




"Twenty percent is go. Slight voltage variation in secondary coil detected. Shall I back off the power?" The blue arrow continued unwaveringly.




"No, let's see how it goes." 




"Voltage variation is smoothing, power demands have fallen back into stable range." One of the monitors flipped to a close-up of the readings in question.




"Okay, let's take her to thirty percent." 




Now the arrow was zipping along quickly, though it was still dwarfed by the sheer size of the test field. Dynin held his breath. 




"Forty-five percent?" 




It felt to Dynin as if the faster the arrow went, the more time slowed down.




"Increase to fifty-five percent power." 




"Power at fifty-five percent, all voltages within nominal ranges." 




"Yess!!" Acton said, but his face stayed serious, focused. "Okay, Jensen, let's go for broke, take her to seventy percent."  




"Seventy percent and holding." 




Acton folded his hands together and put the index fingers to his lips, as if he was praying. "Eighty percent," he said over his fingers. 




"Eighty percent, and.... secondary coil remains stable." 




"You're gonna have to slow her down to turn around soon, go ahead and do that." 




"Slowing down, Mr. Darling, and all voltages are stable. Congratulations." The arrow swung in a gentle arc at the far end of the test field, then turned around to the opposite of its original vector. 




"Don't break out the bubbly yet, let's do an entire run at eighty. If this goes well, you can proceed with your automated testing." 




"Accelerating back to eighty percent. Holding!" The arrow zipped along, 




"Come on, please, baby, please....." Acton tapped his hands against his lips, and his eyes flashed. The next thirty seconds took forever, and Acton's eyes never stopped scanning from one display to the next. 




"Reaching end of test field and powering down. May I congratulate you now, Mr. Darling?" 




"YES!" Dynin jumped as Acton shouted. "First test shot achieved! Aww, yeah! Jensen, I love you, you are marvelous, I owe you a raise, you can now start on the automated fine-grain testing. Go nuts." 




"I shall attempt restraint. Congratulations on a successful test, sir." 




"Woo!" Acton hopped down from his stool at the worktable, and reached for Dynin. He grabbed Dynin's hands, pulled the shorter man to his feet, and spun him around in a circle. "Can you believe it?" The next thing Dynin knew, Acton's lips were on his. 




For a moment, Dynin felt the world come to a complete stop. He had to remind himself to breathe. Then he became aware of Acton's breath on his face, Acton's lips pressing against his, and the slight scratch of Acton's stubble and that little patch of chin hair. Somewhere in that feeling of time ending, he'd closed his eyes. Don't blow this, he thought, and kissed back, opening his mouth a little and moving to offset their noses a little more. 




Then Acton pulled back, breathing hard, and if Dynin had thought those blue eyes couldn't get any more piercing, he was wrong. They were boring holes into him with mingled worry and excitement. Acton still held Dynin's hands.




Then Dynin was babbling. "What are you doing, no stopping, I need more data if I'm going to thoroughly assess your kissing abilities!" 




That broke Acton once and for all, and a grin split his face as he howled with laughter, letting Dynin's hands go but enfolding him in a hug. "I'm sorry, did you just say you're okay with me molesting you with joy?" 




"Well, not just in joy," Dynin said to Acton's shoulder, putting one arm around his waist and threading the other in his hair. "In general. I mean. As a general thing. Like, not just now." He leaned backward, so that he could see the taller man's face. "Seriously. Why do you think I let you touch me so much? We basically slept on the couch together last week, or did you not notice that?" The hopeful look on Acton's face was frightening in its radiance. "Oh come on, did you think that was a pity cuddle?" 




"I sort of... had to assume? I mean, I was practically hallucinating, I was so tired. I was going to ask you about it when I got through with these tests; really, I was."




"Acton Darling, I'm going to use really simple words that even an engineer can understand." Dynin took a deep breath. "Would you like to date me? Because I would like to date you. Yes or no?"




"Look, I know I'm hell to work with, I lose my shit, I sleep crazy hours, are you sure you're up for thi--" Dynin silenced him by mashing their lips together again and hauling them both toward the couch until he toppled onto it, Acton sprawling over him. 




"Yes, I am," Dynin grunted, pulling Acton's shirt free from his pants and running his hands up underneath while the other man nuzzled his jaw. "Yes, dammit, I very well am." 




"Then yes, I am too." Acton sat up enough to strip off his vest and shirt, grinding their crotches together and making Dynin moan appreciatively as he did so. "Come on, up; less clothing would be good," Acton said, tugging the zipper apart and the jacket the rest of the way off. "Okay, much better--oof!" Dynin tugged at him so that he rolled to the side, his back pressed against the back of the couch.




Dynin pressed a kiss to Acton's collarbone and gave his shoulder a solid nip. Between the pressure on his erection and the sight of the shiny rings hanging from Acton's nipples, he was feeling breathless again. "Oh, this is definitely better. I've wanted to see these." He nuzzled up against one of the rings, poking at it with his nose experimentally and admiring the light brown skin of the areola. "Never gotten to play with pierced ones before." 




"Mmmmph, don't be shy, that's what they're for," Acton said, and then shuddered and groaned as Dynin took one in his mouth and gave it a firm tug. His hand tightened on Dynin's hip. "Okay, yeah, that-- that works, oh wow!" 




"Mind if I do this for a while? They're mesmerising."




"Sure. I wanna rub us both off, though, I won't last long like this anyway." 




"You've got a deal," Dynin said, and licked the other nipple, flipping the ring up and eliciting a whine. He could feel goosebumps beginning to stand out on Acton's arms from the stimulation, and he was struggling to keep his own eyes from just rolling back in his head.  




Acton's attempts to remove their pants were interrupted by his shivers and gasps as Dynin licked and sucked at his chest, raising more gooseflesh along the way. He managed eventually to undo both flies and nudge their trousers and underwear down. He kicked his own legs free of the clothes and sat up momentarily to pull Dynin's down as well, getting a deep groan for his trouble as he slipped Dynin's cock free of cover. Dynin slipped one knee between Acton's legs and immediately began rutting against the taller man, who pulled him closer for more friction. 




Dynin was cocooned in the heat from Acton's body, one strong arm holding his hips close, the other hand reaching between them to pump both of their erections with firm strokes. "You know," Acton said in his ear, breathing hard, "I'd planned to hold out--ngh, yeah--for the chance to blow you--" 




Dynin grabbed Acton's ass, hard, and kissed him as Acton lost the rest of the sentence in a wordless cry and a shuddering orgasm, and followed with a gasp and a whimper of his own as the world fuzzed out. 




He came back to himself a little while later with his forehead pressed to Acton's, their breath mingling between them. Acton's hand was tracing lazy circles on his back. "Good?" Dynin asked, hazily. He was feeling shy, suddenly, and increasingly sticky, but he was also too spent and cozy to move. 




"Oh sweetie, you have no idea how good. I'm going to get something to clean up with, so don't go anywhere." 




"Where would I go?" Dynin mumbled, as Acton carefully climbed off the couch and walked to the sink. His skin was lit by the soft glow of the displays, still scrolling data. 




"I dunno," Acton said over his shoulder as he wet a towel, "But please stay, okay?" He wrung out the cloth, wiped himself off, and came back to perch on the sofa and wipe the drying ejaculate from Dynin's body, sneaking glances at the holograms as he did so. 




"I see you looking at your data," Dynin said, pulling himself to a sitting position. "Bring a handheld over here and we'll--"




"Ohhh no. No way." Acton put down the cloth and climbed into Dynin's lap, hugging him close. "More data to gather," he said, pecking kisses up Dynin's neck and around his ear. "Gonna take a long time, gotta be as meticulous as possible, we might as well get started." Then he looked up, "Hey Jensen, privacy mode retroactive to, uh--"




"Privacy mode already enabled. Have fun, gentlemen." 








Dynin was just getting out of the lift in Leverton when the alarms went off with an electronic blaring and the flash of strobes throughout the section. Then the announcement started.




"ALERT: STATION EMERGENCY. NON-EMERGENCY PERSONNEL SHOULD REMAIN RINGSIDE. AUTHORIZED EMERGENCY WORKERS PLEASE REPORT TO DUTY STATIONS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. REPEAT, THIS IS NOT A DRILL." 




Since he was already ringside and was on the way to the health center anyway, he just walked faster. Small groups of people looked at the flashing lights and muttered worriedly as the emergency announcement repeated. He considered calling My or Kenni, but just kept walking. 




My met him outside the health center, where she had been calibrating the hologram grid for the first public practice run of APGAR. "My, do you know what's going on?" 




"Something wrong up at the fab unit. Controllers in the hub are still trying to figure out what's going on, and to account for everyone. Apparently emergency bulkheads were triggered, so there's a pressurization loss involved." 




"Damn! Uh... so much for the APGAR trial?" 




"Actually, if they have to prepare for mass casualties, they may press Gino into service triaging the more routine things. It could be an every-hand-is-helpful sort of day. Kenni's inside checking and rechecking everything, so if you'll wait with us, I think that might help." 




Dynin gave My a hug. "Sure, whatever I can do. Should we call Acton? If they shut down the monorail and lifts, he'll have to walk over here."  




My put her hand to her earpiece. "Jensen, can you connect us to Acton please?" A pause. "Acton, what's your status? I don't think you can get here on the lifts, there's been a silane gas leak up in the fab unit, pressure bulkheads down, not all staff accounted for." 




Acton's voice sounded distant in their earbuds. "I'm headed for the fab shop. They need someone else who is fully certified for hard vacuum maintenance." Dynin frowned. 




"How in the...?" 




"The lead vacuum tech is back on Mars for a death in the family. Markov just contacted me and asked if I could suit up. They've got Ana and Ella stuck in the clean room up in fab, they're freaked out but they're okay. It threw Preston into the next room when it exploded, and he's badly burned, but the bulkhead held so they could get him out. A lot of the rest of the folks up there need to be checked out for toxin and smoke exposure, so I'm up." 




"You're not qualified to--" 




"My, you know that I am. Preston was fabricating some carbon polymer elements for me this week, so it was likely my designs he was working on when it blew." 




"Oh." 




"Anyway, it'll be fine. Markov's got this, but she needs an extra pair of hands to cut our way in from the exterior and then to get nanoplast over the gas pipes and get to a few of the valves. Then we'll put temp patches on the inside, while the patching crew is doing the exterior patches. Ana and Ella have 5 hours of air before they need to switch to emergency supply, and it's gonna get unpleasant in there before that." 




My pursed her lips. "Okay, Acton. Hey, be careful up there." 




"Yes, Okaasan, I will. I promise." 




"Jensen, cut the uplink for a minute, I need to have a consult with My," Dynin ordered. 




"Done." 




"My, what did he just volunteer to do?" Dynin put his hands in his pockets to hide that they were trembling. 




"I think it's going to be okay. It's risky, because they're going to have to cut their way into a room that may have unstable equipment or reagents in it due to the damage, and then be stuck there while they clean and secure it, but on the other hand, you've seen how much he loves those engineers. They trust him. And honestly, I've known Acton long enough to know you can't stop him when he gets like this." 




"Ain't that the truth. I just...." he trailed off.




My pressed her lips together again. "Dynin, I can't tell you what to do here, because only you can figure out how much you can tolerate. I will tell you, however, that Acton is the way he is because he cares a great deal about the people around him, both from an engineering safety perspective and from a humanistic perspective. There's nothing he wouldn't do to keep people safe." 




"I know, yeah," Dynin said. "I'm just... kind of not ready for how strongly I feel about him. And, you know, about here, about everything."




My came over and embraced Dynin. "You'll figure it out. I can't tell you how to do it, but you will figure it out, Dynin." 




He tightened his arms around her back in response. "Thanks, Okaasan. Let's just hope it all goes okay."  He stood back. "Jensen, can you give me a link to Acton, please?" 




"Certainly, Dynin. Link is up now." 




"Acton, it's Dynin." 




"What?" 




"I just wanted to say work safe and good luck." Dynin's hands were still shaking in his pockets, but dammit, he was going to do this.




"It'll be fine, I'm--wait, you're not going to lose your shit at me for this?" 




"Well, I'm kinda freaking out, but I'm not going to bust your ass about it." Dynin thought for a second. "Might make you pay for it when you get back safe, though, if you know what I mean." 




"Whoa, bratiets, it is dirty pool to say something like that right before I get into a snug pressure suit." 




"Oh, are you saying I got a rise out of you? Did you just call me your boy?" 




"Dammit, Dynin, yes, I will come back safe, yes, I did just call you my boy, and now if you'll excuse me I need to think about dangerous inorganic compounds and hard vacuum so I can concentrate on fixing this and ignore my own crotch." 




"Go to it, Acton. Seeya. Jensen, cut the link." Dynin had the sudden urge to sit down and put his head between his knees. "My, does that ever get easier?" 




My just smiled. "Not in a million years."  








The habitat was dark by the time they got home. Both men heaved through the door, throwing gas masks and emergency kits on the floor, and collapsed onto the couch.




"I thought space colonies were the safest places to live," Dynin groaned, flopping his head back on the cushions and putting a hand on Acton's knee. 




"I'm pretty sure that's my fault," Acton said, muffling a cough. "But I swear, I wasn't trying to scare you." 




"Explosions scare me, depressurization scares me, you didn't scare me. I was just worried."




"Hey, relax. We got everybody out, the area is already repressurized, and we're going to redesign it to make sure this never happens again." 




"Yeah, I know. I saw Ana and Ella when they got to the health center. They're waiting to see Preston after he gets out of recovery. They said you and Markov were total badasses." He didn't mention the way Ana and Ella hugged him when he saw him, as if he were a life ring floating in the ocean, or the way they absently held hands as they talked to him, or their distant stares as they recounted what had happened.  




"This is going to make me sound like even more of an asshole than usual, but I was a little excited about the hard vacuum work, I hadn't done any in forever." Acton stretched his arms over his head and held them there, "By the way, bratiets is a pretty common term of endearment among the engineers, it's more hail-fellow-well-met than let's-make-out."




"Yeah, yeah, you say that, but you were the one who was getting hard right before you had to get in a pressure suit." 




Acton stretched his left arm in a different position. "Which was completely your fault, and very distracting--ow!" Acton broke off, rubbing his shoulder and pectoral while wincing. "Okay, so that's more sore than I thought it would be. This is why I should work in vacuum and micro-gee more often, so I stay in shape for it. Ow!" 




"Mr. Darling, you have analgesics and muscle balm in your rooms, and both you and Dynin are showing signs of dehydration. I recommend you take steps to remedy those conditions before you get any more fatigued." Dynin smiled up at Jensen in silent thanks.




"I'll go with you," Dynin said, "You're gonna crash hard once the adrenaline wears off. And working your kinks out--not like that, dammit--will make me feel better too." He got up and gave Acton a hand up, but instead of turning toward his suite, Acton pulled him into a tight hug.




"I'm glad you're here. I hope this doesn't make you want to leave." 




Dynin held him back at arm's length so he could look in his eyes. "Are you kidding? You're not getting rid of me this easily. You are arrogant, twerpy, and nuts, but you're also the most fun I've ever had." He leaned forward, and the engineer met his lips with an open mouth, catching his lower lip and nipping it as they kissed. 




There was a polite throat clearing noise from above them. "Gentlemen, shall I enable privacy mode out here, or in quarters?" 




They broke apart, laughing. "Okay, okay, we'll take the hint," Acton said. "Enable privacy mode in my quarters, Jensen, and thanks." Taking Dynin's hand, Acton led them into his suite. 




"I'll get us something to drink. Lose your shirt and find the muscle balm and I'll help you with that," Dynin ordered. 




"Awesome," Acton said, and wandered toward the bathroom. 




By the time Dynin had found a carton of juice, filled two glasses with water, and brought it all to the sleeping space, Acton was stripped to his underwear, sprawled on the bed. "You were right, adrenaline crash," Acton mumbled. 




Dynin put down his armload, and took some energy bars from his pocket. "Here, eat one now and drink the water, and it'll help. You took painkillers?" 




"Yup," Acton said, wincing as he pushed upright again. He unwrapped an energy bar and chewed thoughtfully, sitting on the side of the bed as he watched Dynin strip off his jacket, shirt, and pants. "I am simultaneously about to fall over, kinda turned on, and really on edge." he said. "It's weird." 




"Doesn't sound much different from your usual state of sleep-engineering." 




"Hah." Acton had a vacant quality to his stare, like Ana's, and like Ella's.




Dynin stood between Acton's knees, and reached down to smooth his hands over Acton's hair and the back of his neck. "C'mon, you did good today. Things are mostly okay now." Acton leaned against him, and gave a shaky sigh. "You're gonna have some bruising on the back of your shoulder here, it looks like," Dynin continued. He opened the tube of muscle balm and squeezed some gel onto his hands, and then began to rub it into Acton's shoulders, carefully avoiding the bruised spot on his right trapezius. Acton sighed and slumped more 




"Yeah, I was pulling some junk apart and it came loose unexpectedly, so I slammed into a wall. I wasn't kidding about being excited to go up there, but it was pretty scary to dig through wreckage in vacuum. I'm still checking things for sharp edges before I touch them, even now. It's like a compulsion."   




"That'll go away after you get some sleep," Dynin said, rubbing knots out of one deltoid while bracing the other with the flat of his hand. "And more to drink, and maybe more food." 




"And blow you," Acton added, squeezing the backs of Dynin's thighs. 




"You need to sleep." 




"I'll sleep better after I blow you: it'll be relaxing and distracting, which is what I need right now." 




Dynin leaned down to kiss the top of Acton's head and brush the hair back from his forehead. "You're crazy, you know that?" 




"I'm not crazy, you're the one that's crazy," Acton said reflexively, and tilted his head to kiss back. 




"Let me finish working on these knots, then we'll talk about it." Dynin continued to knead, pressing the side of Acton's head to his own torso so that he could stretch the neck muscles on one side and then the other. "Any better yet?" 




"Neck and shoulders, yes, arms are still ow." 




"Lay down again, I'll work on them next." 




Acton looked up abruptly. "I would have been scared if you'd been up there, today. I realized that when I was coming back down tonight. I'm sorry for doing that to you."  Then he looked away and climbed up to flop facedown on the bed. 




"Oh, sweetie. Sweetie, it's okay. I'm fine. You're fine. We're all fine." Dynin climbed up to sit on Acton's back, kissed his neck, and kneaded his upper arms more thoroughly. "It's really okay, Acton. But thank you." 




"I just. I care a lot. I can't draw you a diagram or write you an equation for it. Words are hard." 




"Oh, come here. Roll over, let me hug you." Dynin slid off Acton's back and curled around his body, while Acton did the same for him, petting at Dynin's neck. They kissed for a while. 




Acton began to kiss and lick his way down Dynin's chest, running his fingers through the short, dark hairs on his way. He turned to lay sidewise on the bed, nuzzling at Dynin's navel, and looked up. 




"You said we'd talk about it. Can I please suck you off, now?" 




Dynin grinned. "Yes, if you--" he said, and broke off in a groan as Acton dipped his head to fill his mouth with the tip of Dynin's cock, licking the meatus on the way and then sucking in more. It was already leaking precome, so Acton swirled that around on the head with his tongue, adding as much saliva as he could muster. Then he sank lower, his tongue to the big vein on the underside, the glans up against the roof of his mouth. Dynin cried out in pleasure as he applied suction. 




"Okay, yeah, yes..." Dynin huffed out between gasps, trailing off into a pleased whine. He dug his fingers into the sheets underneath him. 




Acton grinned around his cock and sucked him in deeper, humming contentedly. With one hand he stroked Dynin's balls, cupping them gently, and with the other hand he started to stroke his own erection. Dynin reached down and petted his hair. Dynin's other hand found his chest and stroked, pulling at one nipple ring, and then the other. 




Far faster than he expected to, Dynin came with an arched spine and a shout, while Acton swallowed with satisfied grunts. He kept his mouth on Dynin's softening dick while still stroking his own, moaning obscenely until he came too, a stream of come snaking across his belly. Then he slumped, his head pillowed on Dynin's thigh, his feet hanging off the side of the bed. He looked up at Dynin, hazily. 




"I'll come back up there and cuddle you as soon as I can move again, I promise." 




"No rush, I'm an invertebrate right now, myself." Dynin's hand still played with Acton's curls, twisting them around his fingers. 




Eventually they roused enough to wipe off, and drink water, and turn out the light. Acton laid his head on Dynin's chest. "It's still scary, how much I care, but I think I can cope," he said. 




"Me too," Dynin replied, as they fell asleep.
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