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our boy 

A lone bulb spat and hissed overhead, casting wavering shadows along the cracked walls as he sat up in bed. The thick, musty air clung to his skin, seeping into his bones. A bone-deep fatigue pulled at his shoulders, each yawn a siren call back to the comforting embrace of sleep. He fought the urge, his fingers finding their way to the charm hanging from his neck—-a simple, hand-carved Chakana.

He rubbed the smooth, worn wood with his thumb, tracing its familiar shape. His whisper was a dry rustle in the silent room, a faithful echo of the way his sister had drilled him on each symbol's meaning.

"The central square," he breathed, the words a well-worn path, "signifies a profound connection." He could still hear the Narrador’s Understudy—-his own mentor and guide—-his voice low and measured.

"A connection between the old world, the living, and those who have passed," the boy had intoned, staring at the walls as if he could see through them into another, hidden reality. He thumbed the charm, tracing the edges of its four quadrants, each representing a unique path of a Narrador. He had to know them all, of course.

The Scholar. He had nurtured a deep admiration for a figure steeped in the intricacies of historical events and figures, a fascination that became a refuge.

The Visionary. The path he’d been chosen for. The Understudy had seen something in him—-a sensitivity, a capacity to look beyond the obvious. It marked him for this role. His sister had always been sceptical. They speak in 'what-ifs' and dreams, little brother, she'd say. They see paths in the fog.

The Sage. The word itself was like a balm. The Narrador of inner wisdom and moral guidance. He imagined their stories were like the ones his mother might have told.

The Storyteller. His sister's favourite. He's for the people, Baba, she'd say, her eyes alight. He builds a home for stories in your heart.

Together, they formed a harmonious equilibrium of wisdom. But his path was set. Tomorrow, he would begin his true Eunuch training, not just in the sanctuary, but in the shadow of the Visionary himself.

The thought sent a frigid, thrilling current under his skin. He was to learn the language of dreams and prophecies, to warn of dangers and celebrate hope. It was a terrifying, lonely purpose.

Becoming a Eunuch was his lifeline. He was tired of scraping by, tired of watching hope grow thinner in Proxima's shadows. This was his only chance to change his life—-and hers.

His desire to succeed was for both of them now. He hoped that his rise as a Eunuch would lift her with him, pulling her out of Proxima's shadows and into a life where providing was not a daily struggle. They faced the unknown as they always had: together, bound by the silence of things left unsaid and a resilience forged from loss.

For a time, the fear of failure had lingered like a shadow. But now, as the moment approached, he felt a flicker of something else: the beginning of his future.

The soft patter of footsteps broke the silence outside his room, followed by the gentle lifting of the latch and the turning of the handle, a mechanism only accessible from the outside.

A strand of her blond hair slipped through the crack in the door. Even in the gloom, her eyes held their own light, blue as a cloudless sky, fierce and alive.

"It's me," she whispered, her voice cutting through the quiet like a playful breeze. She bounded into the room, closing the door behind her and deftly wedging a folded card in the latch to ensure she wouldn't lock herself in.

"Hello, you," he replied, his arms opening wide as he sat up. The charm fell from his fingers and settled back on his chest.

Seeing it, her grin softened. "Nervous yet?" she teased before diving into his hug, peppering his bald scalp with kisses. "You won't have to worry about that shiny head much longer." Her gaze dropped to his midriff, eyes wide. "And that too."

He hesitated, captivated by her smile. A soft laugh escaped him. "I'm going to be like you," he said, his voice dropping to a mock-conspiratorial whisper. "No more trouble from... below the belt." Their laughter filled the room, though hers ended in a slightly watery snort.

"Stop, stop!" she exclaimed, her eyes glistening as she playfully slapped his shoulder. "We don't have long before daybreak."

At that, their laughter faded into a heavy silence. He met her gaze, his heart clenching. "I'm not going to see you again, am I?" His whisper barely disturbed the dark.

"Maybe," she replied, her playfulness melting away. "By this time tomorrow, you'll be a Eunuch. You won't be my little boy anymore." She tapped the wooden Chakana. "You'll belong to him. The one who sees the fog."

"I wish things were different," he said, his gaze drifting to the floor. "I wish I didn't have to leave you behind."

She reached out, her fingers intertwining with his. "You're so brave. You've got all of it up there," she said, tapping his temple. "The Scholar's knowledge, the Sage's composure... You even have a bit of the Storyteller in you." She leaned closer, lowering her voice. "But it's the Visionary they want. So you have to promise me something."

"What?"

"Promise me you'll look at those paths in the fog," she whispered, "and pick the one that leads you back to yourself. Don't get lost in the what-ifs."

"But what if I fail?" The fear crept back in. "What if I'm not meant for this? Or what if I forget you?" His hand tightened around the charm. "What if I lose our connection?"

"You won't forget," she breathed, squeezing his hand. "A Visionary has to remember what's real, or his predictions have no anchor. I am your anchor. You... you'll carry us. You'll be our future." She leaned forward, her forehead touching his. 

He took a deep breath, searching her face. "Promise me you'll be okay. Promise you won't forget me."

"I promise," she said, her voice steady and resolute. "I'll be right here, watching for the future you describe."

Tears prickled his eyes, but he blinked them away. "I don't want to lose you. This feels too much like goodbye."

"It's not a goodbye," she said softly, her voice a warm embrace. "It's a goodnight, and then a new chapter. We'll always be connected. You're my brother, and that bond can never be broken." She offered a small, sad smile. "Not even by a Visionary."

He lay back down, and she began to tuck him in. He pulled her into a tight embrace, savouring the solid warmth of her until his breathing slowed.

"I love you," she whispered, her voice trembling as she pressed a gentle kiss to his forehead.

"I love you too," he replied, his words muffled against her shoulder.

"Make me proud. I'll be watching you," she said, her footsteps barely audible as she stepped toward the door.

She edged her way out, pausing briefly to look back—-pride and sorrow warring in her eyes. "Bye-bye, Baba," she whispered, pulling the latch closed. He watched her go, her shoulders squared even as her eyes shone with unshed tears.

The image burned itself into his memory like the first, certain truth before the endless fog of what might be.

the last embrace 

He didn't hear the latch release the second time, nor the footsteps that followed. The final sensation was the oppressive weight of a hand covering his face and the smothering softness of fabric against his lips as he gasped for air.

As the darkness closed in, the last vestiges of his resistance slipped away. All that remained was a chilling silence in a room that had once held laughter and love.
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​​​​​​​​​​​a veil of safety 

The sun rose over Proxima, casting a warm glow that illuminated the tall, imposing buildings. In his steam-filled bathroom, Kimoni sought solace. This small space was his sanctuary—-a respite from the cacophony of the outside world.

He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, the scent of fragrant soap filling his senses. Steam enveloped him, a cocoon of warmth under the cascading water. Each droplet tingled against his skin, washing away the night's weariness. This moment of tranquillity was a cherished ritual, a way to purify his mind before the day's demands encroached. The world outside could wait.

As the downpour dwindled, he leaned forward, hands pressed against the cool tiled wall. His focus split between the water swirling at his feet and the faint strains of instrumental music from the antique radio next door.

The peace shattered.

A crackling static filled the air, followed by a deep voice: "Citizen Update." A prolonged beep. Radio updates were rare, and each one brought unsettling news, Kimoni thought. The kind that sparked whispers between neighbours.

A knot tightened in his stomach. The water's warmth, the soap's soothing scent—-it all faded into the background.

"Zou san, family, friends, and residents," the familiar voice of the head of District Willow Heritage began, "in light of recent events, we remind you of the curfew. Please ensure you are confined within your homes before sundown. Thank you for your attention. Taan sai gaai."

"Enjoy life," Kimoni muttered, stepping out and wrapping a towel around his waist. In his bedroom, the hum of instrumental music flickered amid static. He meant to adjust the dial back to his acoustic station. Instead, his fingers slipped, tuning into "The Hub."

The announcer's voice cut through the noise: "We can confirm the recent deaths of two young residents will not be listed in the official obituaries. Our focus is on formal identification through Bit-Block and notifying relevant parties."

Kimoni's thoughts flickered. That wasn't subtle. Shinigami, then. Not an accident. Not something to be mourned publicly.

"The investigations remain separate from the missing girls case."

A brief silence, then another voice: "Ms. Chung! The girls, do we have any further updates on the disappearance of Jing-Pow and Yoori-Poon?"

The weight of the cases bore down on him. The vanishings had become a focal point for whispers that swirled like smoke from a dying fire.

"The EYES surveillance system has identified several residents of interest from Kowloon's building near the girls' last known location."

Kimoni, now half-dressed, moved to turn off the radio when another question cut in, mentioning rumours of a Jing-Pow sighting at XGI, XIAN's Genesis Institute. He knew these rumours intimately; he'd voiced concerns that the increased PIG presence at his workplace would exacerbate the rampant speculation.

"All I can say is that XIAN has been open with information," Ms. Chung replied, "and we're working diligently to sort through rumours and evidence, piece by piece."

Frustration mounted. Open? XIAN had maintained a maddening silence, largely because the partnership agreement was finalising within the next few days. Mr. Ramanov had refused any official statements.

As the broadcast ended, a heavy disillusionment filled the air, mingling with the fading steam. Kimoni looked down at the bustling city, a gnawing unease in his chest. Did the people below share his uncertainty? Each missing person's case was unique, yet he knew hope after six days of silence was unrealistic. The whispers in the streets masked unsettling truths.

A heavy veil of manufactured safety protected citizens from harsh reality. People shared brief glances and chatted about trivialities; any talk of the girls stemmed from media coverage. "Just wait three more days," he whispered to the empty room, "and they'll be forgotten."

Trust in the system remained intact, a fortress of blind faith. The collective yearning for answers would soon fade into complacency.

He turned off the radio, disgusted by the vague reassurances. The girls' disappearance stirred painful memories, yet he resolved not to invest emotionally. The protests outside his workplace showed a desire for change, but he doubted their impact. What difference could a few voices make in a city ruled by indifferent systems?

This was familiar. He had learned to navigate such turmoil without being consumed. He was content to be another face in the crowd, shielded by the illusion of safety.

With a resigned sigh, he stepped out.

A crisp morning breeze sliced through the streets, mingling with the sun's warmth. His sharp features were caught between the wind's cool caress and the sun's golden rays. The sky was a clear blue canvas, punctuated by wisps of smoke from Proxima's familiar landmarks.

To his right, the slender flute of Upper Proxima's Hospital pierced the skyline, its plume of smoke spiralling upward like a whisper. To his left, the elongated chimney of Lantern District's Hospital emitted a steady grey stream. Ahead, the various chimneys atop the Morgue sent forth tendrils, signalling the early morning cremations. Each plume twisted and curled, merging with the cool air, as if the city itself were exhaling its secrets.

As he walked, the softness of his shirt clung to his torso, a fleeting reminder of the comfort he sought to uphold. The delicate balance of life and loss hung in the air, the weight of Proxima's complexities pressing down.

The sun's brightness mocked the city's polished veneer, bouncing off towers and casting long, imposing shadows. Kimoni navigated the familiar streets with practiced ease, mentally ticking off markers: his favourite yuanyang stall, a newly installed EYES monitor, a neon digital sign flashing the curfew reminder in garish colours.

Then, between two buildings, something peculiar caught his eye. In the dimness of the alley, a silhouette stood motionless. Kimoni glanced toward the nearest Ensure Your Every Safety surveillance system. Had it registered this? Curiosity, a rare impulse, tugged him closer.

As he approached, thin, luminescent red lines snaked from the figure's index finger, up its arm, to the sleeve of its tee. The figure stepped back, and the light illuminated a young boy's gaunt features—-he appeared no older than twelve.

His arms were sleek and black, fusion-enhanced. Grafted skin hung loosely, split down both forearms like tattered sleeves. The sight was unsettling. Fusion was a privilege for the elite. His presence here suggested something sinister.

Suddenly, without a word, the boy drove his enhanced fist into the brick wall.

Thud-thud-thud.
A spray of brick dust, a network of hairline cracks in the mortar. He placed a hand to his temple, turned, and strolled into the abyss.
On the wall where he had stood was a graffiti message: "aim not with the hand."

Kimoni stood grappling with the moment. So young and enhanced. The dissonance forced him to question everything. The message felt unconventional, perhaps meaningless, yet the boldness of graffitiing in plain sight of EYES, paired with his unsettling appearance, intensified the enigma. A darker truth lurked beneath the city's glossy surface.

He continued his walk, his gaze flickering between gleaming advertisements and weary faces. The stark contrast deepened his unease.

Making his final turn past Blue-Slide Park, the distant chants of anti-XIAN protesters swelled. What had been a small gathering was now a formidable wall of dissent.

The unified voices carried a heavy weight of frustration, echoing in his chest. The PIGs, meant to instil security, only exacerbated his unease; they felt like a distrustful alliance designed to obscure the truth.

Who could blame them? The silence around Jing-Pow's disappearance had fuelled speculation. The lack of information drove these demonstrations. People demanded transparency from XIAN Corporation.

As Kimoni approached the throng, he squared his shoulders. His eyes met Nexus, his colleague and a Level 1 member of the XIAN Security Service, standing at the forefront, facing a barrage of insults. Nexus shifted his weight, his hand subtly moving to scratch at the back of his knee through his uniform trousers. A familiar, petty annoyance flickered in Kimoni; that incessant scratching seemed so unprofessional. 

Kimoni nodded—-a small gesture of solidarity.

He took a brief glance at the two PIGs, didn't recognise either, and arrived at the imposing entrance of XIAN's research facility. Its sleek, modern design radiated an allure of scientific achievement. Glass panels reflected the sunlight, offering glimpses of bustling labs and state-of-the-art equipment.

The doors slid closed behind him. A surge of relief washed over him, mingling with trepidation. The hum of machinery and muted conversations created an atmosphere thick with expectancy.

Yet, the allure of innovation held little appeal for Kimoni. He felt no connection to the scientific endeavours, nor loyalty to the company. His frustration simmered over XIAN's information control. His sole focus was the facility's smooth operation and personnel safety. In his many years of service, there had been little to worry about; the current protests were the only significant disruption.

The interior was a spacious open-plan design. The walls were adorned with larger-than-life portraits of successful individuals who had promoted XIAN—-musicians, Mui Tsai, influential political figures—-presenting fused limbs as a symbol of maturity and status.

Kimoni entered the lobby a step behind a group receiving a marketing overview. A softly spoken man delivered the key points: "XIAN Corporation has revolutionised human capabilities through the fusion of robotic limbs. This technology enhances strength, reflexes, and extends longevity, counteracting aging." Kimoni wondered if he could recite it himself.

"Central to its allure is the remarkable increase in touch sensitivity the procedure offers."

The group nodded in appreciation. The marketer directed them to watch an advertisement. Noticing the front desk was unoccupied, Kimoni positioned himself beside the young professionals.

A holofeed flickered to life, casting a soft blue glow. A young woman with sparkling eyes bit her lip, leaning forward with electric anticipation. Beside her, a man raised an eyebrow, arms crossed, his expression a tapestry of scepticism and intrigue. The feed showcased vibrant graphics and swirling data points.

"The integration of fused limbs marks a significant shift in sensory experience," a voiceover began. "Advanced sensors and haptic feedback systems enable individuals to perceive touch with exceptional sensitivity. Textures of fabrics become a rich tapestry; objects reveal their details in unprecedented ways. Vibrations from music resonate through their fingertips."

"This heightened sensitivity arises from advanced neural interfaces connecting biological and synthetic components. The fusion technology amplifies signals, optimising neural processing."

"Additionally, integration provides physiological benefits. Offloading tasks to these limbs allows the body to redirect energy, potentially increasing life expectancy by ten to twenty years while maintaining the agility of a twenty-one-age-old."

The air hummed with tangible excitement, faces reflecting hope, doubt, and unvoiced aspirations.

The marketer gestured for them to follow. "As XIAN advances human augmentation, our services showcase the remarkable intersection of biology and technology. Fusion not only enhances sensory experience but redefines what it means to be human."

His words faded as Kimoni shifted focus to the front desk.

It had been an unusual morning, marked by the radio update and the enigmatic boy. Yet, as he strode forward, he found solace in the thought of Suraja.

She embodied youth, sophistication, and an undeniable allure. Her beauty was captivating: soft, plump lips, mysterious brown eyes that sparkled with intrigue. Her hair, meticulously plaited, framed a face exquisitely crafted. He often wondered how she'd acquired her fused arm. Speculated it might be a promotional perk for sought-after staff. Donning a sleeveless top, it was nearly impossible to tell which arm was robotic, save for the subtle twinkle of neon at the shoulder joint.

She was acutely aware of her power, her confidence enchanting and commanding.

For Kimoni, her presence was a bright spot. As he approached, her intense gaze locked onto him.

"Ah, Mr. Kimoni, zou san," Suraja purred, her voice laced with sensual allure. "Stephen Lì is waiting for access to Classified. He's outside your office, and here's your comms."

Her hand extended, fingers lingering as they brushed against his skin. Her touch was cool, deliberate, her fingertips tracing a faint, almost surgical pattern across his wrist. He'd always assumed it was her unique brand of flirtation. The contact sent a jolt through him.

"Zou san," he managed.

Their fingers intertwined for a fleeting moment.

She giggled playfully, a melody from a cherished song. With a graceful turn, she retreated, leaving Kimoni to attach his earpiece and straighten his shirt, composing himself.

Within XIAN, his reputation as a no-nonsense professional was well-established. He was "the EYES of the building." With senses sharpened, he scanned the environment. A final look through the glass entrance showed Nexus standing tall against the animated protest.

He moved with purpose through the complex's grandeur. Ascending to the First Floor (F1), he entered a lively hub of marketing. A curated showcase of XIAN's services captivated the public, the atmosphere crackling with excitement.

As he navigated the space, he unexpectedly bumped into Dr Belle, the head of R&D. Her striking presence drew immediate attention. Cascading chestnut waves framed a face of intellect and resolve. Her vibrant green eyes stood out like emeralds.

She was spearheading a revolutionary initiative with Professor Inamoto: fusing to the spine. The project demanded relentless commitment, and its success was a key draw for the partnership deal.

Kimoni strode alongside her toward the elevator, her stress palpable—-partly from the sudden departure of her understudy, Dr Shoi-Ming, and the growing tension surrounding the upcoming partnership meeting. "Kassidy, how's the—-" he began.

She interrupted, frustrated. "Professor isn't here today; that's the third fucking day. I know he's sick, but damn it! The meetings tomorrow."

He observed the subtle furrow in her brow, the dilation of her pupils. He chose silence.

They reached the elevator. Dr Belle, burdened by tension, stepped inside. "I need to cancel with Skyla tonight," she said, her voice strained. Unspoken obligations hung heavily.

The doors began to close.

Kimoni's gaze caught a vibrant purple blouse peeking from her bag. "You're losing something," he said, nodding toward it.

She shifted her attention from the dial, her expression quizzical. "Hmm?" The doors sealed shut, leaving his words unresolved.

He continued toward the stairs to the Second Floor (F2), a sanctuary for therapeutic healing. The atmosphere was serene, enhanced by state-of-the-art medical facilities. Here, individuals sought renewal.

Kimoni navigated this tranquillity toward his shared office. Nestled within the rehabilitation centre, their sanctuary was a blend of modern design and sophisticated security.

It was a command centre. High-definition monitors lined the walls, displaying real-time feeds from throughout the facility.

Peeko was tapping away at a holographic key screen. Kimoni's sharp gaze darted across the screens, absorbing the visual data. No morning pleasantries were needed.

"Imagine working for a company and hating its service."

Kimoni turned to face Stephen Lì. The prodigy, just twenty-years-old, had ascended rapidly through his talent for developing software that monitors fuse progression. His work on Vitalis II had earned him a promotion to Classified.

"Activity in the lobby," Peeko interjected urgently. "No eyes; its exterior."

Kimoni's gaze snapped to a projection. XIAN employees darted around the glass entrance, their frantic movements hinting at chaos beyond.

Lì's expression darkened with bitterness. A sense of despair crept into the air.

Kimoni, recognising the urgency, swiftly moved out. A security breach loomed, casting a shadow over their secure world.

a crack in the glass 

The crowd at XIAN's entrance had swelled, a tide of discontent fed by the city's rumour mills and the glaring absence of answers. Nexus stood as the company's bulwark, his posture rigid, chin held high—-a performance of control that masked a churning unease. The familiar itch of his eczema flared on the back of his knee, a persistent irritation he dared not address in front of the holocams. For three days, the throng had grown, and the weight of their collective frustration now felt like a physical pressure against the facility's gleaming glass.

The Proxima sun, filtered through the perpetual haze of industrial smog and distant crematorium smoke, beat down with an oppressive glare. Sweat beaded on Nexus's temple. A phantom itch prickled up his calf, a sympathetic response to the stress. He tracked the two PIG officers nearby, their sleek, black body armour absorbing the light as they thumbed their intercoms, their conversation a silent, unsettling hum. Public disorder was a Grade 1 offense, its punishment an Insig—-a single, permanent line tattooed across the centre of the neck, a mark that would sever one from decent society. It was a deterrent that usually worked. Today, he wasn't so sure.

His attention snagged on the arrival of "The Hub" media crew. Their signature silver-robed technicians moved with efficient grace, setting up holocams that glimmered with latent energy. Anita Che, Proxima's most prestigious reporter, her own neck unmarked and her reputation spotless, took her place at the epicentre of the chaos, her back to Nexus as she began her broadcast. The EYES surveillance orbs, their red lenses like unblinking pupils, turned and widened, repositioning for a better view.

Then came the true catalyst: Valeria Lockhart. A celebrity of the Faithe faction, she moved through the crowd not as a part of it, but as its nucleus. The air seemed to still as she began to speak, her voice amplified by discreet sonic tech woven into her attire.

"They speak of enhancement! Of evolution!" Valeria's voice, clear and cutting, rang out. "But what of the girls from the Lantern District? What of the 'plugging' procedure that hollows them out for a corporate quota?"

The crowd rippled, a wave of angry agreement. Nexus's thumb rose to his ear, his voice a low, pressurised hiss. "Additional personnel to the main entrance. Immediately."

"They use artificial insemination to skirt our laws," Valeria continued, her words laced with venomous disgust, "harvesting wombs for financial gain while offering these children nothing but a hollow promise. This is not progress! It is a perversion of life itself!"

She was building to her crescendo, and Nexus felt the crowd's energy coiling, ready to snap. The skin behind his knee burned, a raw, distracting fire. But before she could conclude, a raw, guttural scream tore through the polished rhetoric.

"R-R-Ramanov!"

A man broke from the crowd, his clothes frayed, his eyes wild and fixed on the penthouse levels of the XIAN tower. "H-he knows! W-w-where's my b-baby?!"

His desperation was a tangible force, a crack in the city's polished veneer. His stammer carved his anguish into fractured, painful pieces.

Nexus moved instantly, intercepting him before he could reach the sanctified glass doors. "Sir, you need to step back," he commanded, his voice firm, his body a barrier.

"H-he's in th-there! I n-need... answers!" The man's eyes were wide, bloodshot, seeing only the distant penthouse. He tried to shove past, his strength fuelled by mania.

Anita approached, her hands open in a placating gesture, but the man was beyond reason. As Nexus tightened his grip to restrain him, a fierce, sudden itch erupted on his forearm, making him flinch. In that critical moment, the man's hand flashed with a shard of rusted, scavenged metal—-a weapon of pure, desperate poverty.

The shard caught the sun as it arced towards Nexus's face.

Nexus recoiled, but too late. A searing line of fire bloomed across his cheek. The metallic tang of his own blood flooded his senses. The world tilted as he fell backward, the back of his skull connecting with the warm permacrete with a sickening crack. As darkness crept into his vision, the last sensation was the maddening, distant itch on the back of his knee, the city's skyline—-the hospital flutes, the morgue chimneys—-swam in his blurring vision.

A collective gasp, then screams, erupted from the crowd. The event was now a tragedy, broadcast in high-definition to every screen in Proxima.

Inside the lobby, Kimoni burst through an inner door to find staff clustered around the window, watching the frantic scene outside. Pushing through the doors, he arrived just as the PIGs efficiently pinned a sobbing, broken man to the ground. But his focus was on Nexus, lying in a darkening pool of his own blood, pedestrians frantically working on his wound.

As the PIGs dragged the man away, Valeria Lockhart stepped smoothly back into the frame of the hovering holocams. Her face was a mask of tragic fury.

"Look at this violence born of despair!" she cried, her voice echoing through the airwaves. "The PIGs fail to find our missing daughters, and XIAN's services create more victims! This is the cost of their 'progress'! When will the corporation answer for its crimes?"

Her words, a perfect blend of outrage and political theatre, washed over the city, ensuring the day's shattered illusions would be remembered not as an isolated incident, but as a symbol of systemic failure.
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hopewell’s gate 

The vehicle was a metal coffin, its sway not rhythmic but predatory. Each turn was a calculated nudge toward the abyss. Wedged between two silent men, Creo-Pow choked on the hood's filth—-a stench of decay and the previous occupant's sweat. The air was a solid thing, thick with the iron taste of his own fear.

Time dissolved. Only sounds remained: the wet draw of a guard's breath, the creak of a seat, the occasional grunt that was more animal than human. A drop of moisture—-tear, sweat, he didn't know—-traced a path from his temple to his collarbone. A final, salty rivulet. Each heartbeat was a fist pounding on a locked door.

A final, violent jolt. The shriek of brakes. The definitive clunk-thud of automatic locks.

Hands, hard as machinery, gripped his biceps and hauled him up. His bare foot met searing ice—-a shock so pure it short-circuited his dread for a single, blessed moment. Then, from outside: the wet, percussive thwump of trash bags hitting a dumpster. The city, applauding his demise.

"Don't move," a voice commanded, laced with boredom. A hand yanked him left.

The chime of a holofeed. The hydraulic sigh of a door sliding open. 

Hopewell's Gate.

A sound escaped him, thin and reedy. "I-I'm s-s-s-s..." The stammer locked his jaw. He couldn't even form the apology to his lost Jing-Pow. The sentence died, smothered by the hood and his own rising bile.

He was marched forward, the ground tilting down, smooth composite giving way to gritty, unforgiving concrete. His knuckles scraped against a cold metal bar.

"Grip it. Stay."

The holofeed chimed again, right behind him this time. A breeze—-then nothing. The silence was a physical weight.

"You may remove the hood. Leave it. You are free to go about your business, Mr. Pow."

Free. 

The word was the final, exquisite turn of the knife.

His trembling hands fought the knot, the coarse fibres burning his neck. He ripped the hood away and sucked in a gasping breath of tainted air. The sob that followed was a raw, animal thing, torn from a place deeper than grief. He collapsed, knees cracking on the cement, one hand slapping over his mouth to cage the scream inside.

Jing-Pow. My girl.

His scrambling fingers, seeking comfort, found the smooth, cold truth around his neck.

The Con-Cuff.

His breath hitched. Panic, immediate and absolute, flooded his veins. He clawed at the band, nails scrabbling on the seamless polymer. It was fused to him. A part of his skeleton now. A pre-installed tomb. A dry, silent scream shook his frame.

An opening. A way out. Using the bar, he hauled his starved, grief-hollowed body upright. He stepped through.

The Lantern District gaped before him: a concrete throat descending into a mist-choked gullet. Below, black water churned. The air was a foul cocktail of ozone, chemicals, and wet rot—-the Froth’s breath.

Find AdBlock. find it now. The thought was a spike of pure adrenaline driven into his brain.

He began the descent, each step a negotiation with gravity on the slick, steep ramp. A third of the way down—-

BEEP.

The sound was a small, clinical death. Half his time, gone.

He froze, his own pulse a deafening roar in his ears. His fingers dug into the Con-Cuff, trying to crush it, to pry it open. Useless. Without his Bit-Block, he was a non-person. A ghost. Pre-approved for disposal.

Shadows coagulated in the deep gloom below. Movement? His heart stuttered—-a flicker of insane hope. But his eyes, strained and weak, betrayed him. The shapes bled into the darkness. No one called. No one cared. The only response to his choked whimpers was their own echo, taunting him from the damp walls.

Ten steps from the bottom, a figure detached itself from the darkness, waiting at the threshold.

His throat was a shrivelled husk. He tried to form a word, a plea.

"H-h-h..." he rasped, the sound a ghost of sound. He raised a trembling hand. 

Help me.

His other hand, slick with a cold, greasy sweat, slid from the banister.

The world upended. His body pitched forward, a dead weight. He was falling, tumbling, a chaotic pinwheel of limbs and terror. The breath was blasted from his lungs as he hurtled toward the waiting figure, the ground rushing up not to meet him, but to devour him.

the pill of despair 

The world snapped into focus with the crack of a slap. Pain bloomed hot and sharp on his cheek. He was on his back, the cold seep of wet concrete leaching into his bones. A dark shape loomed over him, a boot connecting with his ribs in a brutal nudge.

"Get up. Swallow this." The voice was grit and gravel, stripped of all empathy. A small, dark pill was thrust before his eyes, held between a thumb and forefinger. The cramped space reeked of rust, stagnant water, and the sour tang of human despair. A single, flickering lantern strobed against the walls, making the shadows twitch like living things.

"P-please..." Creo rasped, the word a dry leaf in his mouth.

The man leaned in, his face finally visible in the strobing gloom. He wasn't angry; he was impatient. The red blink of his Con-Cuff reflected in the man's eye, a steady, malevolent pulse. 

Comply or be punished.

Trembling violently, Creo took the pill. His fingers were numb, clumsy. He placed it on his tongue, the surface unnaturally smooth.

"Bite."

He bit.

The explosion of flavour was a violation. Cloying, saccharine sweetness flooded his mouth, a perfect replica of the spiced yuanyang he served on winter mornings in his café, the perfect blend of three parts coffee and seven parts tea. The memory was a ghost that gripped his heart—-Jing-Pow, laughing as she stole a cinnamon stick from the counter. The pain was so acute he gasped.

"Good. That's it. The first taste is always a trip, isn't it?" The man's voice had changed. The gravel was gone, replaced by a silken, almost clinical calm. Strong hands hooked under his arms and hauled him upright as if he were a sack of grain. "Here's your second. Your lifeline. Don't misplace it." He pressed another pill into Creo's palm, then yanked the belt around his waist, pulling a small, worn bag to the front.

"Th-thank you," Creo stammered, the automatic courtesy a pathetic relic of his dead life. He fumbled the pill into the bag.

"Think nothing of it," the man said, his lips twisting into a thin smile that didn't touch his eyes. "We look after our celebrities down here." He leaned closer, his breath a whisper against Creo's ear. "Quite the star. Attacking a XGI official for a missing daughter... that's a special kind of stupid. Poetic, almost."

The shame was a physical burn, creeping up his neck. He was a story here, a cautionary tale.

"M-my w-wife... Jisoo?" The name was a desperate, broken thing. "Is sh-she—-?"

The man's hand came down on his shoulder, not in comfort, but as a warden steering a prisoner. "The surface is gone for you. Your wife is a memory. The Con-Cuff is your world now." The rule was delivered not as a warning, but as a simple, unchangeable fact. "All ties are severed. That's the price."

He gave Creo a pat that was really a push to start him moving. "Come on, celebrity. Let's find your new home." He was already walking, his form disappearing into the gloom. "You don't have much time before the calm wears off. And you need to be assigned before it does."

let it pull you under 

The world was a nauseating smear of sound and shadow. Creo stumbled in Donnie's wake, his damp clothes clinging to him like a second, colder skin. The sharp sting in his ankle was nothing next to the coppery blood filling his mouth—-a metallic testament to his fall. He waved a hand through the empty air, grasping for a balance that had been stripped from him the moment the Con-Cuff locked shut.

He had to shatter the silence, to confirm his nightmare. "S-so... th-that was the AdBlock?" he slurred, the artificial sweetness still cloying at the back of his throat, a losing battle against the taste of iron.

"First two's free," Donnie called back, his voice casual over his shoulder. "Consider it a welcome gift to your new, quieter existence."

A sharp, judgmental beep from the Con-Cuff punctuated the statement. The sound was a nail in the coffin of his old life.

"J-Jisoo... I-I'm s-so s-sorry," he whispered into the damp, the name of his wife a fragile thing, shattered against the stone.

"Don't fight the calm," Donnie advised, his tone that of a seasoned instructor. "It's easier if you just let it pull you under." The chemical lethargy was a riptide, and Creo was already far from shore.

The tunnel's oppressive gloom suddenly flared into a sickly, jaundiced yellow. The walls wept, moisture glistening in the light of flickering lanterns. The rhythmic plink... plink... plink of water was a maddening metronome. He was in the belly of the old metro, a corpse of a city now home to the living dead.

The water in the central channel was unnervingly clear, a polished lie in a place of decay. On either side, the false promise of life glowed in neon—-dim eateries and shuttered shops casting a muted, pathetic warmth.

"Slumming it today, Donnie?" a voice jeered from a darkened doorway. Creo flinched, his head dropping of its own accord. Donnie didn't even turn. "Eyes down, product moving," he muttered, more to himself than Creo.

Another body slammed into him, shoving him hard against a slimy wall. "Watch your step, Froth."

Donnie was there in an instant, his hand on the man's chest. "He's tagged. He's mine. Back off." The man scowled but retreated, the threat hanging in the air like a foul smell. Donnie's gaze was a physical pressure on Creo. "I said, eyes down. You're not a person here. You're a package. Act like one."

They moved into a network of industrial arteries, vast pipes coiling along the walls like sleeping serpents. Creo used them for support, the cool, rough metal a temporary anchor in his spiralling descent. The world dissolved into a repetitive hell of rusted doors and identical cells—-a bed, a basin, a cage.

An old woman cranking open a shop grate stopped to watch him pass, her eyes pools of pure sorrow. "You keep your head up tim sam," she whispered, turning her back as if his fate was already sealed.

After a lifetime of walking, a smeared crimson cross resolved in the distance. It pulsed, a throbbing wound in the gloom. A clinic? Or a final, cruel mirage?

"Still with me, package?" Donnie's voice cut through the fog. Creo slumped against the wall, his vision swimming, trying to coalesce the multiple Donnies into one. "C-c-can't..." was all he could push out, his tongue a lead weight.

Journey's end. 

The screech of metal shearing concrete made his teeth ache as Donnie forced a heavy door open.

Creo looked past him. A metal cot. A stained, thin mattress. The sharp, clean scent of antiseptic—-a lie of sterility in this place of filth. A faulty light in the adjoining closet flickered, strobing over the scene.

He turned, a final, formless question dying on his lips. There were no words left, only the crushing weight of the chemical dragging him down.

"Get inside," Donnie said, the words devoid of any emotion. "The quiet won't last."

The door shut. The sound was a guillotine. The definitive THUD of the bolt sliding home was the last coherent sound he would know—-the sound of the world locking him out. Alone in the chemical dark, surrender was his only option.
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the brutal math 

Kimoni's morning was a hollow ritual. Pale light from the window sliced through the lingering haze of yesterday, illuminating dust motes dancing over his still-made bed. He was dressed, but the will to move had drained away, leaving him staring at the water-stain patterns on the ceiling as if they were a map to some forgotten peace. From the antique radio on his bedside table, The Hub's report was a relentless, tinny voice, stitching the official story over a wound that felt raw and personal.

The attacker had a name now: Creo-Pow. Sixty-two years. A father, who used to serve spiced yuanyang and easy smiles from a cramped little cafe not far from his home in Kowloon. The report painted a picture of a good man, the kind whose hands were stained with grounds, not trouble, broken by a loss so deep it could only end in blood. Pushed to the edge, the broadcaster said with sterile sympathy. Kimoni knew the phrase was a cage for a truth too messy and human to explain.

The analysis turned to Plugging. The word was clean and clinical, but the details were not. A womb removed in a single, brutal day. A permanent, circular bruise left behind, a lurid tattoo of transaction.

"They tell you it's a choice," a female caller said, her voice scraped numb. "But when the choice is between watching your family starve or selling a part of yourself, is it really a choice? The bruise... it's like the city's brand. You carry it forever."

A cold, hard knot tightened in Kimoni's chest. He understood the mechanics of the choice, the brutal math of survival in Proxima's lower districts. But he found his sympathy ran thin, cooled by his own cynicism. They signed the contract. They took the Bit. To now cry foul after cashing the credit chip felt... performative, a convenient guilt now that public opinion was shifting. It was a transaction, and they had gotten what they paid for.

His mind, always looking for the flaw in the pattern, snagged on the protest's location. All that raw, human anger, directed at the shimmering, impenetrable corporate headquarters. It was a symbol. But the real machine, the place where the cold, bright lights of the procedure rooms actually were, was the Genesis Institute, XGI. The protest was shouting at the suit in the penthouse instead of the tech holding the laser scalpel. It was emotionally satisfying but strategically misdirected. Inefficient.

The Hub's anchor moved to the root of it all: the Law of Two. Two children. No more. The subsequent interview, smuggled out of the Lantern District, was a stark window into the pressure cooker that law had created.

"Identities are protected," the announcer stated, the warning layered over the poor-quality audio—-the persistent drip-drip-drip of water and the angry buzz of a faulty holo-poster.

"Explain the societal pressure under the Law of Two," a male interviewer began, his voice cautious.

The woman's voice was distorted but trembling with a desperate energy. "It used to be different. Before the bans, you could know. You could... prepare. Now? Your first is a boy. Your second... your final child... is your last, desperate roll of the dice." A sharp, static-laced breath. "It's not just you and your partner, the whole district, they're all in the same boat, praying to every forgotten god that the baby is a girl. A second son is a weight that can sink a family. A daughter... a daughter can be Plugged. She can save you. The math isn't just cold; it's mandatory if you want to keep the lights on."

She wasn't just describing a personal tragedy. She was describing a systemic trap, a collective desperation that had infected entire neighbourhoods. The system was designed to create this very calculus.

"How do you reconcile this?" the interviewer asked, his voice softening with a pity that felt useless.

"Reconcile?" She gave a bitter, hollow laugh that dissolved into a cough. "You don't. You just try to survive the guilt. Unless you have the credits for a black-market scan, it's a gamble with your family's future. We're a population praying for our daughters to be harvested, just to afford another year. What does that make us?"

A sharp, overriding tone severed her confession. "Citizen Update." Kimoni stood abruptly and twisted the radio's dial to silence. He'd heard enough. The truth of it was a heavy, ugly stone in his gut.

Out on the street, the city felt quieter, its usual frenetic energy muted as if holding its breath. The air was cooler, carrying the faint, metallic tang from the Upper Proxima hospital smokestacks. The large public monitors flickered, showing Ms.. Chung seated beside a shattered Creo-Pow, his face a mask of utter ruin.

"I j-just wanted m-m-my daughter b-back," the man whispered, his voice the sound of a heart breaking on live television.

The feed instantly cut to a hooded figure, the distinct, sinister black band of a Con-Cuff visible around his neck. The system's swift, brutal answer. Kimoni's mind automatically supplied the grim specs: Grade II offenses. Monitors adrenal response. Injects a cyanide compound upon threshold breach. Efficient. Final.

He knew its notorious reputation for being trigger-happy—-a fire-cracker or even as little as a slammed door could spike a wearer's fear enough to be a death sentence. A known, accepted flaw in a cruel and final design.

His grim analysis was shattered by a visual assault of colour and light. New, full-motion XIAN ads wrapped around a building, featuring J&M, their new fused limbs gleaming under studio lights, their perfect smiles selling a pristine, enhanced tomorrow.

The timing was impeccably cynical. Look here, they were screaming without sound. Forget the blood on the pavement. Look at the shiny, happy future. It was a classic corporate counter-offensive, and the blatancy of it turned his stomach.

Then, his eyes, trained to notice anomalies, caught the defiance.

Scrawled in bold, hasty strokes across a coffee shop's rusted metal shutter: "Aim with your eye."

Beneath it, the Ketta symbol—-a stark, overlapping K, T, and A. The acronym, whispered in the under-districts, stood for "Kinship of the Abandoned." On the surface, it presented as a grassroots sanctuary, a promise of family and purpose for the city's disenfranchised youth—-the orphans of the system, those Proxima had chewed up and spat out. They offered a bed, a meal, and a potent sense of belonging.

Ketta didn't just foster the abandoned; it weaponised their despair. It moulded their rage into a sharp, coherent point, giving them not just a cause, but a new, brutal physiology to wage its war. The boy in the alley. Aim not with the hand.

The two phrases clicked together in his mind, completing a circuit. It wasn't a call for peace. It was a doctrine for a smarter war. The "hand" was brute, direct force—-the kind that always lost against armoured PIGs and EYES. The "eye" was about perception, intelligence, finding the unseen cracks in the fortress walls. The boy with the enhanced fist was a living, breathing contradiction.

But the sight of the child himself made no sense. Fusion was a coming-of-age operation, a rite of passage afforded only to those who had proven their value to Proxima. The requirements for early access were brutally exclusive, reserved for prodigies or the politically connected. This boy was far too young. And the graft itself... it hung from his slender frame, crude and poorly integrated, a tell-tale sign of malfunction. The sheer cost stood in stark, illogical contrast to the boy's malnourished look and threadbare clothes.

A cold wave of disorientation washed over Kimoni. How had he been so blind? He moved through the city's arteries, but he'd been oblivious to the tumours growing in its underbelly. He had buried his head in the sterile grief of his own trauma, while the city outside had festered and mutated into something he no longer recognised.

The thought of those lost, weaponised boys tugged violently at a memory he kept chained and locked in the deepest part of his mind—-the ghost of his boy. He physically shoved it down, and walked faster, his shoes echoing on the permacrete, as if he could physically outpace the past.

He reached the gleaming obelisk of XIAN. The entrance plaza was unnervingly calm, guarded by a watchful trio of PIGs whose visored heads tracked his approach.

"Protestors moved to your XGI site," one stated, his voice synthesised and flat through the helmet.

"Acknowledged," Kimoni replied, his own tone a neutral, professional mask. He paused, his eyes performing a slow, meticulous post-incident analysis of the exact spot where Nexus had fallen. The pavement was scrubbed clean, but his mind's eye superimposed the dark pool of blood. His gaze then lifted to the nearest EYES camera, noting its fixed angle. Its view of the confrontation's origin point would have been completely obstructed by the dense crowd. A critical blind spot. A security failure.

Inside, the vast lobby's atmosphere was thick and subdued, the usual hum of business replaced by a tense, mournful quiet. Employees moved with hushed steps, their conversations whispered. Suraja sat at her desk, but the vibrant, magnetic energy that usually haloed her was gone, extinguished. She stared blankly at her screen, the glow painting her face in sickly hues. A faint, yellowing bruise bloomed on her cheekbone.

"You're hurt," he noted, the words coming out flatter than he intended.

She didn't look up, her fingers stilling on the keyboard. "It's nothing. From the crowd surge yesterday." Her voice was tight, stripped of its usual melodic lilt. Then, instead of handing him the earpiece as she always did with a teasing flick of her wrist, she merely nodded, a short, sharp gesture toward the device lying inert at the far end of her polished desk. How odd, he thought. The absence of the ritual felt more significant than the action itself. "Mr. Ramanov wants to see you," she said, her eyes finally meeting his for a fractured second, devoid of their usual spark. "Now."

He'd been expecting the summons. The incident demanded a review, and Mr. Ramanov would want a scapegoat lined up.

He moved through the silent corridors to his office. A man stood waiting outside, his posture ramrod straight, his heels-together, toes-out stance a relic of their shared past. The neon "PIIG" insignia on his chest glowed like a malevolent eye.

Suraja didn't mention this.

Kimoni gestured with a slight
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