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Chapter 1: “The Fine Print”
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In a world where everything required a signature, a thumbprint, and a waiver of liability, Sophia Chen had lived twenty-four years without questioning why. Her morning began like every other—with forms.

“By consuming this breakfast, I acknowledge that Nutrition Plus Corporation is not liable for any adverse reactions, digestive issues, or dissatisfaction with taste.” She read the words on her cereal box without really seeing them. “Even my cereal needs a disclaimer.”

The kitchen of the Chen penthouse gleamed with chrome and glass, every surface rounded to prevent injury, every corner padded to avoid lawsuits. Through floor-to-ceiling windows, the city spread below like a contract written in concrete and steel.

Her phone vibrated. A reminder: Dinner with Alex - 7 PM - The Golden Spoon.

Alex. Her fiancé for exactly one year, three months, and six days. Everything about their relationship had been perfect—perfectly timed, perfectly documented, perfectly insured. They even had relationship insurance, Policy #447B-2, guaranteeing “emotional coverage for unexpected termination of romantic contract.”

The thought made her laugh, but the sound felt hollow in the empty apartment.

By the time evening painted the sky corporate gray, Sophia sat across from Alex at The Golden Spoon, the city’s most exclusive restaurant. Small placards on every table read: “HAPPINESS ASSURED—YOUR SATISFACTION IS OUR POLICY.”

“What do you think about the Volcano Platter?” she asked, menu trembling slightly in her hands. “The reviews say it’s phenomenal.”

Alex didn’t look up from his phone. “Whatever you want.” “You said you were hungry.”

“Things change.”

The words hung between them like a diagnosis. Sophia’s fingers found her napkin, twisting it into careful knots. Around them, other couples laughed and touched hands across candlelit tables. A violinist played something romantic and insured in the corner.

“Is everything okay?” she asked. “Fine.”

“Just fine?”

“What do you want me to say, Sophia?” His eyes finally met hers, and she saw something there she didn’t recognize. Or maybe something missing that should have been there.

“I want you to talk to me.”

“I am talking.”

“No, you’re responding. There’s a difference.”

Alex set down his phone with deliberate precision. “You want to talk? Fine. Let’s talk about how you’ve had our entire wedding planned since our third date. Let’s talk about how you’ve named our future children. Let’s talk about how suffocating it is to have every moment of our future already decided.”

“I thought you wanted those things too.”

“I thought I did.” He pulled a small velvet box from his pocket—not to propose, she realized with growing horror, but to return. “I can’t do this anymore.”

The engagement ring she’d worn for six months sat between them like evidence. “You’re breaking up with me? Here? In public?”

“The restaurant’s happiness guarantee means they’ll comp our meal. I thought it would be easier—”

“Easier?” Her voice cracked. “You thought destroying my life would be easier with free appetizers?”

“Lower your voice. We’re disturbing other diners.”

She looked around. Indeed, other couples were glancing their way with the careful concern of people who didn’t want to get involved but couldn’t help watching. The violinist had stopped playing.

“I don’t care about other diners.”

“That’s part of the problem, Sophia. You don’t care about anything except your perfect plan.” Alex stood, straightened his tie. “I’m done. The relationship insurance should cover your emotional damages. I made sure to follow the termination clause exactly.”

He was gone before she could respond, leaving her alone with a ring, a happiness guarantee that had failed spectacularly, and the growing awareness that something about his words had sounded rehearsed. Scripted.

Practiced.

A waiter appeared immediately, followed by a man in a suit carrying a briefcase.

“Ms. Chen? I’m Richard from Zenith Insurance. I just need to go over the restaurant’s happiness policy with you and get your signature.”

“My fiancé just broke up with me.”

“Yes, I see that here in section 7-12-33. The meal will be comped, but I need you to sign stating that the restaurant isn’t liable for the emotional distress.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Standard procedure, miss. Won’t take but a moment.” She signed. She always signed. Everyone always signed.

Outside, the city hummed with its usual efficiency—traffic flowing in insured patterns, pedestrians walking in designated lanes, everyone following the rules that kept them safe, protected, controlled.

Sophia pulled out her phone to call a cab, then stopped. In her messages, a text from Alex sent three days ago: Meeting with your father Thursday. Something about the relationship policy.

Three days ago. Before tonight. Before he’d ended things.

Her father. The CEO of Zenith Insurance, the company that covered everything from births to deaths to breakups.

Her perfectly insured life suddenly felt less like protection and more like a cage.

And somewhere in the distance, a mockingbird sang a song she didn’t yet recognize as her own.
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Chapter 2: “Risk Assesment”
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The Chen family mansion stood like a monument to organized living. Every corner was rounded for safety. Every surface was padded. Every closet contained a detailed diagram showing the correct way to arrange its contents. It was a house designed to eliminate every possible risk—including the risk of living.

Sophia’s heels clicked against marble that had been treated with seven different anti-slip coatings. The sound echoed through rooms that felt more like exhibits than living spaces. Even at midnight, the house’s automated systems hummed with protective efficiency—air purifiers, water filters, electromagnetic field neutralizers. Protection from everything.

Protection from nothing.

In her father’s study, the light was still on.

She stopped at the door, hand hovering over the handle. Martin Chen never worked this late unless something was wrong. Or unless something was going exactly right.

Through the crack beneath the door, she could hear his voice—low, measured, corporate.

“Yes, the termination was executed as planned... No, she suspects nothing... The emotional metrics are within projected parameters.”

Sophia’s blood chilled. Termination. Emotional metrics. He was talking about her. About Alex.

She pushed open the door.

Martin Chen looked up from his desk, no surprise on his face. As if he’d been expecting her. As if this too was part of some plan.

“Sophia. You should be resting.”

“You knew.” The words came out flat, emotionless. “You knew Alex was going to break up with me.”

“I know everything that happens at Zenith Insurance. It’s my job.” “Your job? I’m your daughter, not a policy claim.”

Martin stood, moved to the window overlooking the city. In the glass, his reflection looked older, more tired than the man himself. “You’re both. You’ve always been both.”

“What does that mean?” “Sit down, Sophia.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Suit yourself.” He opened a drawer, pulled out a file thick with documents. Her name was on the tab, but there was more: “EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM - SUBJECT 247.”

“What is this?”

“Your life. Documented, analyzed, optimized.” He spread the papers across his desk like tarot cards revealing a future already written. “Every relationship you’ve had. Every friend who moved away. Every disappointment, every success, every moment that shaped you.”

Sophia picked up a page at random. It was a psychological evaluation from when she was seven. Subject shows excessive empathy. Recommend controlled exposure to loss.

“My hamster. Mr. Whiskers. You said he got sick.”

“He was relocated. The veterinary report was fabricated.”

Another page. Age twelve. Subject forming unhealthy Attachement to best friend. Recommend intervention.

“Sarah moved to California because her dad got transferred.”

“Her father received a promotion he couldn’t refuse. We arranged it.”

Page after page. Her entire life laid out like an actuarial table, every variable controlled, every outcome measured.

“Why?” The word came out as a whisper. “To protect you. To prepare you.”

“For what?”

“For a world where emotions are weapons and trust is vulnerability.” Martin turned from the window. “Your mother learned that too late.”

“Don’t bring Mom into this.”

“Your mother is the reason for all of this.” His voice cracked, the first genuine emotion she’d heard from him in years. “She died because she trusted the wrong people. Because she believed in things like fairness and justice and love without insurance.”

“She died in a car accident.”

“She died investigating Zenith’s parent company. The Actuaries.” Martin pulled out another file, this one marked with red warnings. “She discovered something she shouldn’t have.

Something about programs like yours.” “Programs like mine? There are others?”

“Hundreds. Maybe thousands. The children of executives, politicians, influential families. All being shaped, molded, prepared to take their parents’ places. But prepared correctly.

Emotionally calibrated. Psychologically optimized.”

Sophia’s legs finally gave out. She sank into the chair, the leather sighing beneath her weight. “The boyfriends. All of them?”

“Selected for specific traits. Hired to play roles. Alex lasted longer than most—he was supposed to propose, let you plan the wedding, then leave you at the altar. But he developed feelings. Real ones. It complicated things.”

“So, you had him end it early.”

“The policy required it. Emotional attachment beyond parameters voids the contract.” “Policy. Contract. Is that all I am to you?”

Martin moved around the desk, and for a moment, she thought he might try to comfort her. Instead, he pulled out one more document.

“This is Nathan Hayes. He starts at Zenith tomorrow. He’ll be working closely with you on the Morrison account.”

The photo showed a handsome man with kind eyes and a safe smile. Everything about him screamed ‘trustworthy.’

“Boyfriend number six,” Sophia said, voice dead.

“If you choose. Or just a colleague. For the first time, the choice is yours.” “Because the program is complete?”

“Because after tonight, you’ll never trust anyone completely again. That’s the final lesson. The one that makes you ready to run Zenith after I’m gone.”

Sophia stood, took the files. All of them. “I need time to process this.” “Take all the time you need. Nathan starts Monday.”

As she left the study, arms full of evidence of her manufactured life, Sophia heard her father say softly, “I’m sorry, mockingbird. But it’s the only way I knew to keep you safe.”

Mockingbird. Her mother’s pet name for her.

In her room, Sophia spread the files across her bed. Hundreds of pages documenting the lie she’d called a life. But at the bottom of the last file, she found something that didn’t belong—a handwritten note in her mother’s writing:

“The mockingbird sings other birds’ songs until she finds her own voice. When you’re ready to sing, little Bird, look for the uninsured. They’re the only ones who remember what freedom sounds like. - Mom”

The paper was dated one week before Lily Chen’s death. Her mother had known. Had tried to warn her.

And somewhere in this city of policies and premiums, the uninsured were waiting.
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The Grind occupied the corner of Fifth and Madison, a narrow coffee shop squeezed between a check-cashing place and a store that still sold physical books. The kind of neighborhood where surveillance cameras had blind spots and insurance requirements grew fuzzy around the edges.

Sophia had found the address in her mother’s notebook, hidden in the binding of a cookbook that supposedly contained Lily Chen’s famous recipes. Instead, it contained addresses, names, and a map of the city marked with red X’s—places that didn’t officially exist.

The coffee shop’s door didn’t have a thumbprint scanner. No terms of service posted on the window. No liability waivers at the entrance. Just a hand-painted sign: “Coffee. No guarantees.”

Inside, mismatched furniture crowded the narrow space. The WIFI password was written on a chalkboard: “uninsured free.” The barista had tattoos that hadn’t been approved by any corporate health board, and her smile was crooked in a way that no insurance company would cover.

“What can I get you?” she asked. “Coffee. Black.”

“That’s it? No specification of temperature? No preferred origin of beans? No customization requirements?”

“Just... coffee.”

The barista grinned. “You’re new to this.” “To what?”

“Making choices without forms.”

The coffee came in a ceramic mug with a chip on the handle. A lawsuit waiting to happen in the insured world. Here, it was just character.

“You’re Sophia Chen.”

She turned. The voice belonged to a man in his thirties, wearing clothes that had been mended rather than replaced. His eyes were the kind of alert that came from constantly watching for danger.

“How do you—”

“Your mother’s picture is on our wall.” He pointed to a collection of photos behind the counter. Lily Chen smiled from a faded Polaroid, flour in her hair, holding a tray of

impossible croissants. “She helped fund this place. One of the last uninsured businesses in the city.”

“I didn’t know.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know. I’m Ethan Parker.” He extended his hand. No sanitizer, no gloves, just skin.

She shook it, felt calluses that spoke of actual work.

“Your mother said you’d come eventually. When you were ready to hear the truth.”

“Everyone keeps talking about the truth like it’s a single thing. I’ve heard multiple versions in the last twelve hours.”

“Fair.” Ethan sat down uninvited. “Let me tell you a different truth. Two years ago, The Actuaries canceled my family’s insurance. All of it. Health, home, life, even our identity insurance.”

“Why?”

“My father wrote an article questioning claim denial rates. Posted it on a small blog. Within a week, we were designated ‘uninsurable risks.’ Do you know what happens when you can’t get insurance?”

Sophia shook her head.

“You can’t rent an apartment—landlords require renter’s insurance. You can’t get a job— employers require liability coverage. You can’t even buy food at most stores—they require health insurance to prevent contamination lawsuits. You become a ghost.”

“So, what did you do?”

“We found the others. The uninsured. There are thousands of us, living in the cracks of your managed world. We have our own economy, our own communities, our own ways of surviving.” He gestured around the coffee shop. “Places like this are nodes in a network your father’s company pretends doesn’t exist.”

“My father knows?”

“Your father knows everything. He just chooses what to see.”

The door chimed. A woman entered, elderly, wearing three coats despite the warm weather. She shuffled to the counter, placed exact change on the wood.

“The usual, Mrs. Patterson?” “If you please, dear.”

The barista was already pouring, adding cream and two sugars without being asked. No order form. No customization fee. Just memory and kindness.

“That’s what we’re fighting for,” Ethan said quietly. “The right to be human without documentation.”

“Fighting how?”

“By existing. By refusing to disappear. By helping others when their insurance runs out.” He pulled out a flyer, handwritten, photocopied: “Mutual Aid Network. No policies required.”

“This is illegal.”

“So is letting people die because they can’t afford coverage. Your mother understood that.” “You knew my mother?”

“She was one of us. Not officially uninsured, but she smuggled resources to our communities. Medicine that was about to ‘expire.’ Food that didn’t meet regulatory standards but was perfectly safe. Money, when she could manage it without your father noticing.”

“He noticed. He notices everything.”

“Then he let her do it. Until she tried to expose The Actuaries.”

Sophia’s phone buzzed. A text from Nathan Hayes: Looking forward to working with you Monday. Your father speaks highly of your analytical skills.

Already. The next phase beginning before she’d processed the last. “I should go,” she said.

“You could stay. Disappear. Become uninsured.” “And then what?”

“Then you’d be free.”

“Free to starve? Free to be denied medical care? Free to be arrested for existing without coverage?”

“Free to make choices that aren’t pre-approved. Free to love without contracts. Free to fail without forms.” Ethan stood. “Your mother believed there was another way. Not insured or uninsured, but something new. She called it ‘mutual assurance.’ People taking care of each other because they choose to, not because a policy requires it.”

He handed her a card. Just a number, no name, no corporate logo. “When you’re ready to be more than Subject 247, call me.”

As Sophia left The Grind, she noticed something she’d overlooked before. Every uninsured person in the shop had been watching her. Not with suspicion, but with hope. As if she might be the key to something larger.

Her mother’s daughter. The mockingbird who might sing a song of revolution.

But first, she had a role to play. Nathan Hayes was starting Monday.

And Sophia Chen was going to find out exactly what The Actuaries wanted from her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: “The Uninsured”

[image: ]


The Grind occupied the corner of Fifth and Madison, a narrow coffee shop squeezed between a check-cashing place and a store that still sold physical books. The kind of neighborhood where surveillance cameras had blind spots and insurance requirements grew fuzzy around the edges.

Sophia had found the address in her mother’s notebook, hidden in the binding of a cookbook that supposedly contained Lily Chen’s famous recipes. Instead, it contained addresses, names, and a map of the city marked with red X’s—places that didn’t officially exist.

The coffee shop’s door didn’t have a thumbprint scanner. No terms of service posted on the window. No liability waivers at the entrance. Just a hand-painted sign: “Coffee. No guarantees.”

Inside, mismatched furniture crowded the narrow space. The WIFI password was written on a chalkboard: “uninsured & free.” The barista had tattoos that hadn’t been approved by any corporate health board, and her smile was crooked in a way that no insurance company would cover.

“What can I get you?” she asked. “Coffee. Black.”

“That’s it? No specification of temperature? No preferred origin of beans? No customization requirements?”

“Just... coffee.”

The barista grinned. “You’re new to this.” “To what?”

“Making choices without forms.”

The coffee came in a ceramic mug with a chip on the handle. A lawsuit waiting to happen in the insured world. Here, it was just character.

“You’re Sophia Chen.”

She turned. The voice belonged to a man in his thirties, wearing clothes that had been mended rather than replaced. His eyes were the kind of alert that came from constantly watching for danger.

“How do you—”

“Your mother’s picture is on our wall.” He pointed to a collection of photos behind the counter. Lily Chen smiled from a faded Polaroid, flour in her hair, holding a tray of

impossible croissants. “She helped fund this place. One of the last uninsured businesses in the city.”

“I didn’t know.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know. I’m Ethan Parker.” He extended his hand. No sanitizer, no gloves, just skin.

She shook it, felt calluses that spoke of actual work.

“Your mother said you’d come eventually. When you were ready to hear the truth.”

“Everyone keeps talking about the truth like it’s a single thing. I’ve heard multiple versions in the last twelve hours.”

“Fair.” Ethan sat down uninvited. “Let me tell you a different truth. Two years ago, The Actuaries canceled my family’s insurance. All of it. Health, home, life, even our identity insurance.”

“Why?”

“My father wrote an article questioning claim denial rates. Posted it on a small blog. Within a week, we were designated ‘uninsurable risks.’ Do you know what happens when you can’t get insurance?”

Sophia shook her head.

“You can’t rent an apartment—landlords require renter’s insurance. You can’t get a job— employers require liability coverage. You can’t even buy food at most stores—they require health insurance to prevent contamination lawsuits. You become a ghost.”

“So, what did you do?”

“We found the others. The uninsured. There are thousands of us, living in the cracks of your managed world. We have our own economy, our own communities, our own ways of surviving.” He gestured around the coffee shop. “Places like this are nodes in a network your father’s company pretends doesn’t exist.”

“My father knows?”

“Your father knows everything. He just chooses what to see.”

The door chimed. A woman entered, elderly, wearing three coats despite the warm weather. She shuffled to the counter, placed exact change on the wood.

“The usual, Mrs. Patterson?” “If you please, dear.”

The barista was already pouring, adding cream and two sugars without being asked. No order form. No customization fee. Just memory and kindness.

“That’s what we’re fighting for,” Ethan said quietly. “The right to be human without documentation.”

“Fighting how?”

“By existing. By refusing to disappear. By helping others when their insurance runs out.” He pulled out a flyer, handwritten, photocopied: “Mutual Aid Network. No policies required.”

“This is illegal.”

“So is letting people die because they can’t afford coverage. Your mother understood that.” “You knew my mother?”

“She was one of us. Not officially uninsured, but she smuggled resources to our communities. Medicine that was about to ‘expire.’ Food that didn’t meet regulatory standards but was perfectly safe. Money, when she could manage it without your father noticing.”

“He noticed. He notices everything.”

“Then he let her do it. Until she tried to expose The Actuaries.”

Sophia’s phone buzzed. A text from Nathan Hayes: Looking forward to working with you Monday. Your father speaks highly of your analytical skills.

Already. The next phase beginning before she’d processed the last. “I should go,” she said.

“You could stay. Disappear. Become uninsured.” “And then what?”

“Then you’d be free.”

“Free to starve? Free to be denied medical care? Free to be arrested for existing without coverage?”

“Free to make choices that aren’t pre-approved. Free to love without contracts. Free to fail without forms.” Ethan stood. “Your mother believed there was another way. Not insured or uninsured, but something new. She called it ‘mutual assurance.’ People taking care of each other because they choose to, not because a policy requires it.”

He handed her a card. Just a number, no name, no corporate logo. “When you’re ready to be more than Subject 247, call me.”

As Sophia left The Grind, she noticed something she’d overlooked before. Every uninsured person in the shop had been watching her. Not with suspicion, but with hope. As if she might be the key to something larger.

Her mother’s daughter. The mockingbird who might sing a song of revolution.

But first, she had a role to play. Nathan Hayes was starting Monday.

And Sophia Chen was going to find out exactly what The Actuaries wanted from her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: “The New Policy”

[image: ]


Monday morning arrived wrapped in corporate efficiency. The Zenith Insurance building pierced the sky like a glass needle, forty-seven floors of calculated risk and managed outcomes. Sophia’s heels clicked against marble that cost more per square foot than most people’s annual insurance premiums.

“Morning, Ms. Chen.” The security guard didn’t check her ID. Everyone knew the CEO’s daughter.

“Morning, Marcus.”

The elevator hummed its way to the thirty-third floor, where the Strategic Analysis Division turned human behavior into spreadsheets. Her corner office—earned through nepotism, she now understood, rather than merit—overlooked the city’s financial district. Every building in view housed companies that either partnered with or depended on Zenith Insurance.

Nathan Hayes was already there, standing by her window, studying the view like he was calculating its value.

“Sophia. I hope you don’t mind. Your assistant said you usually arrive by eight.”

He turned, and she had to admit her father had chosen well. Nathan was handsome without being threatening, professional without being cold. His smile reached his eyes in a way that suggested sincerity. Even knowing it was manufactured, she felt her body respond— increased heart rate, dilated pupils, the biological responses her father’s files had documented and predicted.

“You must be Nathan.”

“Guilty.” He extended his hand. “Your father’s told me a lot about you.”

“All good, I hope.” She shook his hand, noticed how he held it a fraction of a second longer than necessary. Textbook romantic interest
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