
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		

		
			INELEGANT MACHINES

		

		

		
			
			

		

		

			INELEGANT
MACHINES

		

		
			D. A. HAMLIN

		

		
			Queer Space

			New Orleans & New York

		

		

		

			Published in the United States of America by

			QUEER SPACE a REBEL SATORI PRESS imprint

			www.rebelsatoripress.com

			Copyright © 2026 by D. A. Hamlin. All rights reserved.  Except for brief passages quoted in newspaper, magazine, radio, television, or online reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or information or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the publisher. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			Cover design by Sven Davisson

			ISBN: 978-1-60864-413-1

		

		

		

			For my cat, Leonard.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter One

			The lights hummed in a rhythmic, pulsing cycle like a sickly heart. A glass pane stretched floor to ceiling, thin yet indestructible, creating an undeniable barrier between the onlookers and the object on display. Shallow scratches marred the glass, etched with the faint echoes of past terror. 

			On the opposite side, James Henderbeck sat in a metal chair, hunched forward with red-rimmed eyes and trembling hands, curling in on himself as if trying to disappear. Julian knew the facts: a forty-two-year-old tram technician, father of three, widowed, buried in debt. He’d memorized every detail on the tablet in his lap, but watching Henderbeck now, he saw a frightened man in the state-detained object—primal agony in every ragged breath he took.

			The clock on the wall ticked away in agonizingly slow seconds, filling the silence with a faint click. Julian clenched his stomach as he glanced to his left: a woman with garnet red nails scribbling on a tablet; a man blinking lazily. Every movement on the other side of the glass, every shift of Henderbeck’s shoulders or twitch of his hands, jerked Julian’s attention back. He scribbled down messy notes, illegible to anyone but himself.

			As the clock counted back to seconds, Julian held his breath, unable to break his gaze from Henderbeck. When it reached zero, Henderbeck crumpled forward, his body folding under some invisible weight. His fingers twitched. His face twisted in a silent, last plea, and then the cold settled over the room.

			

			The impersonal voice echoed, “James Edward Henderbeck, declaration of death at 8:56 pm, January sixth, 2187. Debts: 1,945,045 civiks. Paid.” 

			The woman with red nails swiftly gathered her things and slipped out of the sterile room, but Julian remained, staring at the mirror. His reflection, a young man with dark curls and hollow, weary eyes, fingers nervously tugging at the hem of a worn black blazer, sat where the prisoner’s chair should have been.

			Two men in scrubs entered and hauled Henderbeck’s limp form away, his head lolling back, mouth open in a final silent scream.

			Julian wiped a stray tear, blinking away the blur as he rose, slipping out the door in the woman’s wake. He choked on the air around him as guilt wrapped thin, spindly vines around his throat.

			He hurried out through the barren lobby and past two guards before escaping out onto the street. As she walked away, he caught a glimpse of the woman’s bright red nails. She disappeared into the crowd, swallowed up by a city that consumed all. The lights hummed throughout the night, lining the streets and casting shadows down alleyways, stretching out long fingers down narrow corridors. Above him, a building reached dull metallic talons towards the sky, straining to mingle amongst the smog. Lights glimmered in the sky like stars, but their flitting motions betrayed them as they passed by one another. Snowflakes descended from looming clouds before slamming against buildings in the wind. 

			Warm bodies surrounded Julian as he navigated through the thick mob. A man slammed into him with a broad shoulder, sending him stumbling. He slipped below a low-hanging shop sign, forcing his way between two older men. A flick of red in a scene of gray caught his attention. As he scanned ahead, images of the lifeless man, of Henderbeck, melded with the blinding lights. On the surface of his working eye, Henderbeck’s irises dissolved into the same lifeless gray as everything else around him. It replayed in his mind time and time again. 

			Red. Doorway. 

			The woman vanished through the bar’s entrance. The glowing neon tubes above his head labeled the establishment as the “Rusted Donkey.” The “t” no longer glowed, illuminated only by the reflection of the surrounding orange letters. Outside, the smell of smoke permeated the air, and a man in a brimmed hat perched against the wall with a cigarette pinched between two fingers. It dangled at his side as he blankly watched it burn to a nub. As the ash built up, he flicked it without ever raising it to his lips.

			The bar was a compressed room, longer than wide, with a bathroom off of the end. Smoke slinked with spindly fingers from beneath the door to the bathroom. The walls were a deep orange, almost brown, though that could have been from staining, Julian thought, but the crisp white molding that framed the walls indicated otherwise. Scattered around the walls hung paintings with bold brushstrokes against white canvases. Rather than forming recognizable images, the colors collided with one another to form abstract shapes which blended with one another. The lights above the bar itself hung low, casting shadows over two hunched figures. While surveying the room, he noticed the woman with the red nails lounged in a green velvet chair tucked into the corner of the room, a cigarette between full lips. Her red nails contrasted against her pale skin, and as she continued to write on her tablet, the dim light caught on her stacked gold rings. 

			As Julian approached the woman, he hesitated, taking a quick breath before taking a seat at a diagonal from her. 

			“Should I call for Enforcers?” she asked without looking up from her tablet.

			“What?”

			“You followed me here. If you don’t turn around and leave within the next thirty seconds, I’m going to have security remove you from here and hold you while I wait for Enforcers to arrive.” 

			Two men in casual yet clean clothing posted by the door caught his eye as he glanced over.

			“I’m a student at Robers University, and I was wondering if I could interview you,” he asked.

			“No,” she replied bluntly.

			“Look,” he started, eyeing the security in his peripheral. “I don’t need your name or anything. I just want to ask you a couple questions. It won’t even take five minutes.” 

			He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees.

			She smirked, glancing up only with her eyes from her tablet. “I’m asking you kindly to leave.”

			“As a paying customer, I have just as much right to be here as you.”

			She let out a breathy laugh, “You couldn’t afford a drink here even you were old enough.”

			“What do you drink?”

			“Something that will make you go away,” she replied, returning her full attention to her work. 

			Before he could quip back, he was at the bar, hand planted on one of the stools. 

			“Two gin and tonics,” he said.

			The bartender nodded. Julian cast a glance back at the woman, catching the way she tapped the toe of her white pumps against the dark wood floor. Pulled back from her face, her hair draped over her shoulders, and the light of her tablet reflected off of the lens of her wire-framed glasses.

			“Sir, should I put this on your tab?” the bartender inquired, gently sliding the drinks across the counter. 

			“No, um, I’ll take care of it now. How much?”

			“Five-hundred,” he said. 

			Julian steadied his hands, scrolling through his watch before pressing the surface to the sensor on the bar. With the vibration, Julian let out a silent thanks. Julian crept carefully as the liquid threatened to jump from either glass. Gently, he set the glasses down one at a time onto cork coasters. He took his own drink, raising it to his lips, hesitating as he waited for her to follow suit. The potent scent hovering beneath his nose stung his nostrils.

			“How do you think you’re gonna pay that little stunt off?” she asked, waving over the screen of her tablet, which immediately went black.

			Julian forced a smile, “If you don’t appreciate my generosity, I’ll drink both.”

			“Give me that one,” she ordered, gesturing at the drink closer to him.

			“Whatever you like,” he agreed, setting down the drink to exchange it for the other. 

			She took the first sip. “What do you want from me?”

			“To ask a few questions.”

			“What do you want from me specifically? What are you really digging for?” she asked.

			Julian hesitated, taking an exaggerated sip from his glass. “I mean, I’m just an undergraduate, but I think I know who you are, or what you do at least. I certainly know who you work for.”

			

			“Why does that matter?” she asked.

			Julian spoke carefully, “Don’t you think it does?”

			“Don’t play that game with me.”

			“You’re the one dancing around the question,” Julian said with the glass nearly pressed against his full bottom lip.

			“You said you already know the answer,” she replied, gently swishing around her glass. 

			He let his chin drop, casting a gaze at her through dark lashes. “Sounds like we’re both playing the game, then. So, if you answer my question, you deserve something in return. That’s a game works, right? A move followed by a response or a transaction?”

			She smiled meekly. “I want nothing from you. How often do you try that?”

			The warmth surged into his cheeks. “I don’t.”

			“I want cash. Four-hundred civiks per question, and I’ll answer as many as you like,” she looked him up and down, “or will that not work?”

			“I’m not allowed to pay a source in association with a university assignment. They could expel me,” he quipped. “If you don’t want to help me, I already have everything I need. You’re a debt collector for Lancut. What, you probably see that kind of violence every day? Probably wasn’t even your first of the day? Your apathy is all I needed,” said Julian.

			Julian consciously relaxed the growing folds in his forehead, steadying his breath so as to not let his words quiver. 

			“Someone has to do it,” she shrugged, returning to her notes. 

			Julian stood, steadying himself on the arm of his chair. His vision flickered with dark speckles, which slowly dissipated. With a swift motion, he drained his glass and then tucked his tablet back beneath his jacket.

			

			“Have a nice evening—and thanks for the drink,” she chirped as he walked away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			“I asked you not to leave these around,” Syd sighed, picking up the mangled creature by the tail. Its lifeless body, still warm, lay trapped beneath the metal bar that pinned its neck to the wooden board at an unnatural angle. Its yellow teeth protruded from its mouth, blood dribbling from the corner. “They’re just as scared of us as we are of them,” said the man, his ginger brows furrowed. 

			“And they’re just as hungry,” replied Julian.

			“We don’t need to get these nasty traps.”

			“I’m open to suggestions,” Julian muttered under his breath.

			He fiddled with the button on his slacks before unzipping them. The dark fabric pooled at his feet. Quickly, he replaced them with a pair of heavy sweatpants, shivering as he did. Julian glared down at himself before carefully undoing the buttons of his shirt, pulling a gray sweater over his head. With care, he folded the shirt and slacks, tucking them into the bin amongst his other belongings. He nudged the bin with his foot further back into the cramped space, nestling it between another bin and the far wall.

			Syd held the small creature in the palm of his cupped hand, cradling its fragile body. “Why do we have any more right to live than them?”

			“We don’t,” Julian snapped.

			“What has you in a foul mood?” Syd asked.

			Julian pursed his lips. “It’s January, Syd. I’m treading water—”

			“We all are,” cut in Syd. “Did you want any rice? I put my leftovers in the fridge. You’ll probably feel better once you get something in your stomach.”

			Julian stopped himself from spewing something regrettable. 

			“Yeah, I’d like some,” he agreed.

			His bare feet stung against the cold concrete floor as he stood before the refrigerator. The light glowed dully in the basement apartment as he took out a bowl covered with a damp cloth. Rice halfway filled the bowl, just white with no seasoning, but Julian eagerly fumbled around the drawer beside him. He scooped food into his mouth like a famished animal with his back to Syd. It stuck to the top of his mouth, soggy and overcooked. The rice clung to the back of his throat as if thick clay.. The spoon still quivered in his hand as he neared the end of his rations. Carefully, he separated out the rest into three bites, savoring each.

			“How did things go?” asked Syd.

			Julian failed to meet Syd’s eyes. “As well as you’d expect from one of those government assholes.”

			“Didn’t give you anything?”

			He shook his head. “Useless. Just a waste of time and money.”

			“Are you okay from…” Syd stopped. “How was the rest of it?”

			“It was fine,” he said coldly. “It shouldn’t be, but it is.” 

			Syd remained quiet, opening his mouth before closing it once more, nodding his head slowly in solemn understanding.

			Julian ducked his head, hunching to slip into the cramped nook beneath the stairs. He slumped onto his mattress, burying his face into his single pillow. Propping himself up on one arm, his vision blurred momentarily with darkness, and he sank back down with a sigh. With a limp motion, he reached for the door handle, seeking to close himself off from the man lingering outside in the dingy living room. His fingers brushed the knob, and he shifted onto one elbow to properly grip and pull it shut.

			The faint glow of the lone light bulb illuminated his sparse belongings. Above him, a poster clung weakly to the ceiling. Its edges curled upward, held in place by old, rusted tacks hammered into the decaying wood. In sweeping, elegant letters, the poster read “Miami.” Below, with its once vibrant pink feathers now dulled to a pale peach, a faded flamingo stretched its wings. Dust coated the glossy surface, clinging stubbornly to its sheen. If Julian stood, the musty scent of paper and neglect was quick to meet him, mingling with the stale air of his cramped refuge.

			The surrounding walls radiated a creeping chill, yet the worst seeped through the concrete ground, permeating through his thin mattress and into his bones. His lithe body offered little shield from the persistent cold. He pushed two blankets to the edges of his mattress as a buffer. The walls were built from the same wood as the stairs, and the bulb hanging above his head swayed whenever someone walked up or down. 

			He slumped back onto his bed and closed his eyes.

			 Silently swearing, he told himself that he could not afford to give in to his exhaustion. It was never just a quick break. Soon enough, he would wake up to his blaring alarm and have to run out the door for his shift. He forced himself back up and tapped the microphone button. He watched idly as the words that fell from his lips appeared on the screen. After he heard a stirring outside of his door, he dropped his tone. As he rambled, his eyes fluttered shut, lids hanging heavily. Fog swallowed him as he sank into the makeshift mattress, drowningin the promising warmth. 

			Abruptly shooting up, he rubbed his eyes. He frantically checked his tablet; he only lost a few precious minutes. Before he could slip back into the temptation of sleep, Julian put on a battered gray jacket on over his shirt, he brushed his shoulders, wiping away any dust. He pulled on a black hat that covered his ears, and he wrapped a knit scarf around himself, swaddling his face and neck until the soft wool brushed against his hooked nose. 

			Around him, two doors stood on either side of the staircase leading upwards. Someone had divided the ground floor of what was once a family home into two apartments and converted the small cellar into a barely livable space. Julian knew that if a fire broke out, there would be no escape, and the cold basement would certainly come to serve as his tomb. Inspections were rare, and those who could afford to own property in the city had the means to pay off whoever they needed just as easily. He envied the tenant living up the stairs who basked in the glory of a full floor to herself, yet he avoided said tenant in practice.

			As he yanked open the door, the frigid air immediately pulled him into a realm where the wind bit at any exposed skin and wailed like a rabid animal. Snowflakes spiraled around him, pulled into the apartment building before he pulled the door shut.

			In the night, tall lamps hovered like emaciated soldiers guarding over the city framed the streets. Few still produced light, but those which did cast long shadows of their posts across the cracked pavement, glinting off of patches of black ice. He hugged the side of the building with his body, keeping his left hand shoved in his pocket while he held out his right wrist, tapping the device twice to activate it. 

			He spoke aloud as he hastily walked down the street, shuffling through the windy night in shuddered movements. Every few steps, he glanced down at the words appearing on the hologram before him.

			“The debt-collector refused to speak to me about the issue. She was incredibly avoidant of any questions, actually. Instead, she wasted my time as we went back and forth about the ethics of her answering my questions at all. When I suggested that Lancut’s methods were brutal, she did not refute by statement. Her lack of empathy was particularly jarring. When I brought up her position in the company, she told me that, quote, ‘someone has to do it,’ unquote.”

			Those words swirled about his mind as he walked, the dark plume surrounding them enveloping any other thought. 

			“Janette Swane, based on her online profiles,” Julian continued to speak into the void, his watch capturing his words, “has worked as a debt-collection confirmation specialist for nearly a decade. It appears she worked for a call-center before this. However, connections to an uncle working within Lancut’s asset repossession department may gave gleaned her an opportunity…” he rambled on.

			He turned the corner, passing by a storefront with bashed in windows. Bits of glass clung to the edges of the frame like rows of jagged teeth protruding from the mouth of a beast. Julian couldn’t recall a time since he moved to the neighborhood when the windows had been intact. If he shined in a light, he understood eyes would glare back at him with warning malice.

			“Man,” a deep voice cut through the wind. “What’re you doing out this late?”

			Julian raised his arm to his face. The man shone a flashlight into his eyes, melting away any identifying feature of the stranger in the pale white beam. While his face remained difficult to make out, the heavy boots and the dark red fabric of his pants gave enough away. 

			“Just walking, sir,” Julian responded, quietly, keeping his eyes fixed on a deep crack beneath his feet.

			“Who were you talking to?” the Enforcer asked, lowering the flashlight and clipping it onto his belt. The man wore a heavy jacket with a matching hat, both displaying an emblem of three stars framed by two wings.

			Julian gestured to his watch. “Taking notes for an assignment—went out to work through my thoughts.”

			He tapped on the device until a small hologram cast the image of a document directly above it. As he waved at the air, Julian scrolled through his pages of writing.

			“Remove your hat for me, and place your hands against the wall,” the man barked.

			He gritted his teeth while pulling off his hat, clasping it in a clenched fist as he pressed his hands against the cold brick. The officer removed a small device mimicking a cellphone from his belt, pressing on a button. In that moment, Julian’s muscles seized up, entirely immobilized. Save for his eyes moving from side to side and his chest rising and falling, he was rendered motionless, unable to pull his hands from the side of the building or so much as wiggle a toe. A beep sounded, and the man pulled away the device, allowing it to display a hologram. Julian skimmed the document out of the corner of his eyes. His profile was short, reading his first and last name, height, sex and his front and profile pictures accompanied. A long number highlighted in red beneath drew attention from any other information.

			Frowning, the officer started at Julian’s feet, frisking along the sides of his legs before reaching for his abdomen.

			“So, what are you really doing out here?” he pestered, feeling down Julian’s arms. “Am I gonna find a little baggie if I take off your jacket? Am I gonna find a weapon? Or is it a wad of cash?” 

			The officer unzipped the younger man’s jacket and ran his hands up Julian’s thin shirt. He held his breath, closing his eyes while the man ran his hands over his waistband. “Or is that how you make your money?”

			His face grew warm, and he sensed his skin on his cheeks bloomed red. Desperately choking to retort back, he could not open his mouth or move his lips. Suddenly, the grip paralyzing his body released, and he crumpled to the ground. His cheekbone slammed against the pavement before he could catch himself, and the bitter taste of blood bloomed on his tongue. 

			“Honest work,” the Enforcer huffed, disappearing as quickly as he came. 

			As he lay on the pavement, curling in on himself, the sting of his bloody cheek was nothing compared to the numbness spreading from his heart to his fingertips. With shaking hands, he massaged over his temple. He brushed his fingers over the raised skin and the metal Disc beneath. He steadied his breathing, pulling back on his hat and brushing himself off. Julian sat up, staring at the flickering streetlight above him. As it flickered like a blinking eye, he imagined it was a being to worship, muttering a silent prayer. 

			The darkness of night was running out like sand through an hourglass. When morning came, so would mark another notch in an endless cycle. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Julian hauled a gray bin onto a stack, sweat slicking his back. With a quick slice of a razorblade, he opened the box, spilling its contents onto his worn table. Sorting clothes—pants left, tops right—he worked methodically, hanging items by size and design on a rack beside him. The table, cracked and bowed from years of use, bore the carved word “FORSAKEN.” Around him, workers toiled in silence under cold, flickering lights, their movements mechanical.

			A tall man’s glare lingered as Julian ignored the burn in his raw fingers, focusing on his task. The manager’s gaze shifted to a woman in gray pants—likely indentured. Julian glanced down at his own indistinguishable uniform, his thoughts numbed by the monotony of work. He avoided distractions, knowing mistakes meant instant replacement. Once, he’d witnessed Enforcers beat a man for defiance, dragging him away.

			The bell rang. Julian logged his six hours and stepped into the freezing January air. His torn shoes soaked up icy sludge as he rushed along smog-filled streets, ignoring deep pangs of hunger. Ahead, his destination loomed—its polished glass and  entrance a cruel facade for the cracks and decay within.

			In the atrium, bustling students wound around one another, often brushing shoulders. The light fractured, catching on hanging crystal pieces from a chandelier at the epicenter of the dome ceiling. Painted a deep red, it cast the room in a warm glow. Carefully navigating the crowd, he strode into a wide hallway with six elevators. Three lined one side, and three stood across. After scanning his watch against the sensor, he crossed his arms once more, jamming his numb fingers into his armpits as he waited. 

			A hand clamped down on his shoulder. He nearly jumped, stumbling as he whipped around to find bright gray eyes staring back at him. 

			“Scare ya?” the other man asked, giving Julian another sturdy pat on the shoulder. 

			“One of these days I’m gonna slap you on instinct,” said Julian. He managed a grin at the other man. The corners of his lips tilted down towards the floor in what his mother used to call an ‘improper smile’. 

			Des kept his blond hair buzzed close to his scalp. His thin brows rose in a highly responsive manner, like a curious dog. His smile turned flat as his eyes fixed on Julian’s cheek. For a moment, he raised a hand, reaching it towards the other man’s face. Before making contact, Julian shyly stepped back, warmth rushing to his cheeks. 

			“Make love to some pavement?” Des asked. 

			Julian squirmed beneath his lingering gaze.

			 “Slipped on some black ice on the way home last night. I went to the doctor, and he insisted on putting some ointment on it, but it really wasn’t bad,” said Julian.

			The elevator dinged, and the doors peeled opened. Students poured out in a stampede, and the two mans waited for the crowd to dissipate. They forced their ways into the cramped elevator beside two other students and a professor. His fingers still tingled from the cold. He clenched and unclenched his fists a few times, wiggling his fingers.

			“Come have dinner at my place,” Des suggested. “My father is having over some kind of government bigshot, and I don’t want to be stuck there alone. Dad’s been twitchy about it for days.” 

			Julian mulled over the invitation as half a dozen other concerns tainted his concentration. As if reading his mind, Des put a hand up.

			 “You’d be doing me a big favor, man,” he patted Julian’s shoulder, casting him a grin.

			“I’m busy with my paper for Cruz,” shot back Julian.

			“I bet this guy has ties. He might get you in the running for the internship.”

			“The one I don’t want?” asked Julian.

			Des sighed, “Everyone wants it. If you want to be some bigshot, it wouldn’t hurt to rub shoulders with these guys.”

			“They’re corporate psychopaths,” said Julian.

			“Exactly.”

			“Fine, but you’re driving me home,” responded Julian. 

			“As if I’d ever make you walk?”

			“I know.”

			The elevator dinged, and the two stepped out onto their floor. 

			“Meet ya in the library around four-ish?” asked Des, not waiting for a reply before setting off in the opposite direction. 

			Julian nodded in response, offering a weak smile before setting off down the hallway on his own course. With his backpack slung over one shoulder, he wove through the crowded corridor, his head swimming. When he slipped into a large lecture hall, he maneuvered his way to the front through a group of congregating students. He found his seat in the second row. 

			Beside Julian, a girl with a high ponytail filled the seat. She sat with one leg carefully crossed over the other. Her black winged eyeliner impeccably traced her eyes and swooped up. Her brows, jet black to match her pin-straight hair, complimented her rounded features. 

			Smoothing down his own pants with his calloused palms, he looked over the state of his clothing. He wore a brown belt that cinched his gray pants tightly just above his hips. Some of the fabric bunched up on itself around the waistband. He adjusted his sweater, tucking it into the front of his pants. Julian moved the excess fabric to the back. He swam in the oversized sweater like a child playing dress-up in his father’s suit. 

			“How many tangents today?” scoffed the girl, Anna, next to him. She spoke without turning to him, keeping her eyes trained intently on the front of the room.

			“And will any of them be relevant?” Julian responded.

			The lights dimmed over the lecture hall, and the projection at the front of the room crispened against the white screen which swayed slightly from its fixture on the ceiling. Dr. Cruz paced across the front of the room; hands laced behind his back. He smiled out towards his audience, gesturing in an upward motion. The students uniformly turned to the left side of the room to face a flag with one red star and five wings, each blooming out from the concavities of the shape. The wings, a crisp white, angled to create an endless wheel. A deep navy background served as a canvas for the emblem, and the thin fabric slouched in the center, pinned from only the upper corners. 

			“I pledge loyalty,” Dr. Cruz started, a myriad of voices joining him, “to the state of Lancut.” Julian kept his lips flat, unable to so much as spit the words.

			Beside him, Anna stole glances down at her phone, typing with her thumb.

			 “For the strength of the Union, which protects us, through service and loyalty, from indignity and injustice.” Anna beside him mumbled along, rolling her head on her neck in a wide stretch. The voices around him spoke as one monotone force, the energy in the room dying, sucked from the air by their words. “A state of prosperity and greatness.”

			Once the last voice trailed off, coats and bags rustled as students dropped back into their seats like fallen soldiers. Julian sat back down, pulling up his notes for the class. Anna leaned over so subtly he doubted anyone else in the room noticed.

			In a hushed voice, she flatly told him, “Be careful.”

			“I’d say the same to you.”

			“We live very different lives,” she said nonchalantly, meeting his eyes. 

			Julian ducked his head down, digging through his bag, his fingers brushing purposelessly against old papers while his face burned. 

			Settling into his chair, he wrote the date at the top of his digital page. With a deep blue pen between two fingers like a cigarette, he awaited the professor’s introduction. Julian bounced his leg incessantly, and his hand trembled even with his elbow planted on the desk. He lowered his pen to his page, but his first bullet point straggled into a jagged line. 

			Dr. Cruz’s meek whisper carried through the amplified microphone pinned to his collar. “Grades aren’t ready yet. I need another day due to the essay length—not that I’m discouraging thorough answers. So far, the exams I’ve graded are excellent. Except, of course, the ones that aren’t.” He smiled, scanning the class. “Let’s discuss the reading. What stood out to you? Any surprises or unanswered questions?”

			Julian skimmed his notes, waiting for someone else to speak. Matthew Pierce, from a shared freshman English class, spoke up. “The author highlights incentives for surveillance when profit is tied to crime but doesn’t offer alternatives. Corporations and governments both prioritize profit, though for different reasons.”

			Dr. Cruz folded his arms, his frail frame almost shrinking. “So, do you think democracy and corporatocracy share the same flaws? Or that they merge without regulation?”

			Matthew hesitated. “Not pure democracy, but real-world examples, yes. Corporations prioritize merit over charisma, offering stability. Surveillance supports these systems, just like traditional police enforce laws.”

			Dr. Cruz pressed further. “Are you saying neither system works without restrictions?”

			Matthew nodded. “Exactly.”

			“Then let’s consider the alternatives the author hints at. Any thoughts?” Cruz’s gaze landed on Julian, who raised his hand.

			“I don’t think the reading critiques government directly,” Julian began. “It suggests alternatives like addressing root causes of crime—debt forgiveness, capping rent, and reducing economic inequality. The current system rewards exploitation over collective good.”

			Dr. Cruz countered, “The author doesn’t explicitly propose dissolving debt.”

			“It’s heavily implied,” Julian replied, fumbling. “Most nonviolent crime stems from inequality. Addressing basic needs may reduce crime more effectively than surveillance.

			Anna raised her hand, interrupting Julian. “The author argues surveillance increases crime by catching minor infractions—traffic violations, public intoxication—that wouldn’t otherwise matter. This pulls more people into the legal system, limiting opportunities and perpetuating crime.”

			Dr. Cruz nodded. “So, less surveillance might, paradoxically, lower crime?”

			

			Anna smiled. “Exactly.”

			Julian’s face burned as he looked down at his notes. The class dragged on, but his heavy eyelids betrayed his fatigue. Briefly closing them, he relished the quiet numbness, escaping the ache in his stomach and the weight of reality.

			As the clock neared eleven-thirty, students began packing up. Julian slipped his tablet into his backpack, moving deliberately. Once the room cleared, he lingered near Dr. Cruz’s station, waiting until the professor finished speaking with another student. When the moment came, he stepped forward, standing silently as Dr. Cruz jotted something on a scrap of paper.

			“Ah,” said Dr. Cruz, creases stretching out into a smile. “How’s your paper coming along?”

			“Henderbeck,” he started, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. “He was executed last night. I was there.”

			The sides of the professor’s lips fell slightly. “What did you feel?”

			“What?”

			“Before. During. After. What did you feel?” repeated Dr. Cruz.

			Julian hesitated. “Nothing.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			“It’s the truth,” he responded. “Numb. That’s what I felt.”

			“If I look at your notes, what will I see?”

			Julian instinctively glanced down at his bag where his tablet held his scribbles. “It’s not my job to report my feelings on the matter. I took detailed notes of the events. When something is clearly morally irreprehensible, that should be enough for people to conclude on their own given the evidence. I don’t need to write an emotional ode to death.”

			“You’re too focused on the big picture,” remarked the professor. “If you want to do anything worthwhile, you need to be persuasive. And if you don’t want to process your feelings towards the situation, you should have chosen urban planning, or public transportation, or anything else, Mr. Harper. You’re a bright young man, but sometimes you concern me.”

			“I—”

			“Even now, you’re rushing for an explanation. You’re going to pull something out of thin air to explain your reasoning. Slow. Down. Or you’ll miss key details.” 

			Julian clenched his jaw, meeting the professor’s dark brown eyes.

			 Dr. Cruz tucked his notebook into a cracked leather briefcase before returning his attention to his student. “I’m going to have tea in my office if you’d like to finish this conversation there.”

			“That’s alright,” said Julian. “There’s an assignment I need to work on before my next class, and then I need to head straight home.”

			“Why don’t you walk with me, then?” 

			Julian shivered in the cool hall, glancing in either direction. He caught Anna’s eyes before she slipped out of the room.

			“My mother has a terrible cold, and since she’s stuck in bed, she asked if I would tutor my sister this afternoon, but I’ll catch you during office hours tomorrow,” he said.

			“Okay, if you’re sure. I’d appreciate reading your notes—including some post-event reflection,” he added. “You’re doing well, Mr. Harper.”

			He clung to the radiant sensation dripping from the professor’s praise. Julian repeated the statement in his mind until the words ran together in his memory.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			“I’m about ready to pay you to write this damn paper for me,” said Des, throwing a smile over his shoulder. “Name your price.”

			“You wish you could afford me,” responded Julian.

			“Oh, c’mon.”

			After the initial laughability, he asked, “Who’s it for?”

			“Dr. Lincoln. I don’t think you’ve had her,” Des responded. “It’s basically a book report. You’d have it done in a couple hours.”

			“A couple hours? I’m a busy man. That’s a lot of time,” he retorted. 

			“Please, I’m begging you. Two thousand civiks, all yours, if you can do it by the eighteenth,” pleaded Des.

			His broad shoulders cast a blocky shadow in the sliver of sunlight jutting through the heavy clouds ever-looming overhead.

			The snow swirled around the two young men, catching on their jackets before slowly melting into the fabric. Above them, the sky churned with gray clouds that dashed through the sky, rolling over one another like acrobats. Des gazed up at the sky, letting the snowflakes melt on his face. His blue irises appeared gray, with the reflection of the sky dancing on the surface of his eyes. Julian admired the other man’s bold figure, the way his coat draped over his broad frame, and the fabric around his arms strained against Des’ biceps and shoulders. His blond hair shone white in the pale light.

			

			The black car cruised low to the ground. When Des tapped his watch to the back door, it drifted open with a wave of his hand. The taller man, ducking his head, climbed inside. Des took the chair at the far side of the car, gesturing at Julian towards himself. The shorter man carefully maneuvered through the wet roadside, shaking the sludge from his shoes before stepping inside. 

			“Take us home,” Des commanded.

			“Which house?” questioned a monotone voice.

			“Oswald Street,” he said, turning to Julian. “You’d think the tech would pick up on the patterns, but it doesn’t.”

			“I guess most people have one house,” said Julian plainly.

			“Maybe,” he shrugged with a nonchalance to his voice. It was a fleeting thought and nothing more. “But it should know that on weekdays I go to Oswald Street.”

			Julian suddenly remembered Des had said something to him, “That’s why I prefer my own two feet. The fresh air is good for you.”

			“Yeah? Since when has there been any fresh air around here?” asked Des.

			Julian shrugged. “Sometimes when it first snows or rains, there’s that smell—and anyway, I always find my mind clearer after I walk around the city.”

			Des stared back blankly. “I’d prefer not to get mugged. Bet that’s how you got that badge right there,” Des nodded at Julian’s cheek.

			“Funny enough,” he started, taking a breath as he mulled over his words, “I got this one walking up the stairs. We just had the hardwood stairs polished again, and it’s always so slippery directly afterward. Especially with wet shoes,” he added. “Caught my cheek on the edge of one of the steps. But if you’d like to hear a more interesting story, I’m sure I could make something up.”

			“You should have just gone with the mugging story,” Des said. “Makes you sound less uppity.”

			Julian gave a sharp laugh. “You’re right. I’d sound more modest if I said I got the shit beat out of me by the commoners trying to rob me for my precious belongings.”

			“Hey,” said Des, a hint of defensiveness rising in his voice. “I never said that. The reality is, there are a lot of people out there who are real desperate right now, and you’re a lot better off than them. Dad says a lot of people have been losing their homes. They can barely afford to eat right now.”

			“I know, I know,” feigned Julian. “That’s why my parents keep taking away my car access. They think I’m not grateful for what I have. They want me to move back in with them full-time or start paying my own rent as if I’m not in school full-time. They said I should get a job or something.”

			Julian let himself rest his head against the car window, the humming of the engine a barely audible lulling noise. They drove past gray buildings, many with tall glass windows stretching towards the grim sky. People in suits
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