
[image: cover.jpg]


Chapter One



MATTS PACKAGE arrived, as packages were wont to do, three days late.

And because the package was three days late, and because it rained mercilessly throughout those three days, pummeling his tiny homestead and flooding half his farmland, Matt returned home from a rare trip into the City to an enormous, soggy brown box half tilted against his door with the word FRAGILE CARGO stamped over and over on the side.

Shit, he groused.

With a grunt, he dropped his grocery bags at the door and cursed again when two cans of green beans rolled out, away, and off the side of the porch. He sighed briefly, decided they could wait, and turned his attention back to the box. Five grand hed spent and the assholes left it sitting on the porch. All the technology in the world, he muttered as his grip slipped on the wet corrugated cardboard, one-day service, high-speed delivery rail, and I still cant get a package on time. A good heave got the box upright again, if barely. Cursing and struggling, he half dragged, half kicked it inside and let the metal screen door slam behind him.

The small dark house felt comfortingly warm after the cold downpour. Rain pounded loudly against the roof. Matt sighed as he absorbed the warmth, then swept a hand through his hair and fumbled for the light switch with a rueful smile. Need to install a new system, he thought, even though he knew he wouldnt. Most homes had gone digital long ago, and electricity and even the most basic appliances synched nicely with digital displays and wireless commands. Here, though, the sudden wash of illumination showed nothing so grand, just threadbare carpet, faded wallpaper, a simple analog thermostat, and worn oak furniture. The only new technology in evidence in the entire room was the razor-thin laptop, sleek and gleaming atop a scratched vintage desk.

Matt liked it that way.

He didnt need any of that extra shit, and he barely concerned himself with the lack of it as he searched for his utility knife in a junk drawer cluttered with quaintly archaic flyers from Chinese restaurants in town, chewing gum, and assorted washers and screws. After a few moments effort, his fingers curled triumphantly around the familiar blade. He glanced down at a nudge against his knee. Hey, Scout.

Scout, a golden mutt of indeterminate origin, barked a greeting before he turned away to sniff around the box and paw hopefully at the corners. Matt smiled at his earnest efforts and paused long enough to give him a good scratch behind the ears before he approached the box and began to slice away at the soggy, stubborn cardboard. Bright green packing peanutsno doubt environmentally friendly and loaded to the gills with some kind of healthy air-improving bullshitspewed out of gashes and cuts. Scout chased them down enthusiastically, oblivious to his masters preoccupation with his newly arrived cargo.

Finally, Matt muttered as he peeled the last of the cardboard wrappings away to reveal a sophisticated black box made of some synthetic material that looked, at first glance, like a particularly avant-garde cello case. The brand name, Aeon Creations, gleamed up at him in looping silver script. Suddenly uneasy, Matt ran seeking fingers over the letters and then lowered the case to the floor.

Its not a big deal, right?

Lots of people do it, he reminded himself aloud. Anyway, this was a necessity. He couldnt go on running the farm alone, not with demand for natural organic goodsever rarer and more expensive in this new era of factory productionincreasing by the day. This was an investment in his future. And with that thought firmly in mind, Matt moved to open the black box. His calloused fingers sought out a seam on the case, an irregularity, a lid of some kind.

Nothing.

As he fumbled with sleek, smooth plastic, he almost laughed aloud at the absurdity of it. Even the case was too complicated. How the hell would he operate new technology when he couldnt even get it out of the box? But Scout unintentionally saved the day when he nosed the delivery ticket out of a pile of packing peanuts; Matt rescued it and sighed with relief at the customer service number printed neatly on the bottom. Fishing the phone from his jeans pocket, he tapped the glass screen, read the number aloud, and waited.

Before long, a holographic display coalesced above his phone. A blandly inoffensive blonde woman in a business suitbeautiful and yet highly forgettablesmiled absently at Matt from a generic, fern-bedecked office. Thank you for calling Aeon Creations, a subsidiary of Aeon Industries, she welcomed. We look forward to working with you. Please state your request.

Matt missed the simpler days of smartphones, when he could at least pretend like it still mattered to hold a phone to his ear, when the last element of human connection hadnt been replaced with simulation. I cant open the damn box, he confessed sheepishly, switching his gaze from the blonde to the imposingly large black case.

He felt more than saw that she still smiled sweetly. Please state your request, she encouraged again. For billing, please say billing. For technical support, please say, tech support. For warranty information, please say

I just had my box delivered, Matt said through gritted teeth. Fuck. Let me talk to a person, damn it. Live by the keyword, die by the keyword. Box, case, delivery, open

You have requested delivery receipt instructions, she intoned patiently, unperturbed. Please repeat your unique PIN number now.

The transaction took some doing; Matt never labeled any of his electronic communication properly. He initiated an automatic search through his e-mail files as the Aeon spokeswoman blithely carried on over cheerful, piped-in music. Aeon Creations is proud to announce the sale of over four hundred thousand Dolls. Aeon boasts a total of one hundred models, each quality-tested for home, business, or personal use. Aeon welcomes your business.

Seven six five four, he finally blurted out.

A pause. The blonde smiled at nothing. Matt started in surprise at the sound of an audible schnick from the case. Scout whined and backed away. PIN confirmed, the woman said smoothly. Free wireless protection service unlocked. Please enjoy your Doll. Thank you for doing business with Aeon Creations, a subsidiary of Aeon Industries. Please remember you must register your Dolls serial number prior to initial use.

Matt tapped the screen on his phone once to shut her up and then turned wary eyes to the case. What was that noise…? And then he glimpsed a slim, nearly invisible seam around the top of the box where there hadnt been one before. Okay, Scout, he said to cover his own nervousness, and worked his short, blunt fingernails under the edge. Lets do this. The lid to the case lifted easily, and he slid it asidethen, with a sharp intake of breath, he turned to the box.

His heart jolted helplessly.

Even knowing what to expect felt different from seeing it: a slim human figure with porcelain skin curled neatly into the fetal position, hands tucked between graceful long legs and his forehead resting against his knees. A spill of long raven hair obscured his features. And instantly, instinctively, Matt knew something was wrong. He furrowed his brow as he knelt by the box. This cant be right.

Aeon Doll 0214 was a labor model meant for fieldwork. Matt had ordered it for precisely that purpose, with particular specs in mind: tough and calloused skin meant to withstand the ravages of the sun and manual labor, a sturdy frame capable of bearing heavy weight, above-average dexterity and coordination. Weatherproofing. But this Doll wasnt any of those things.

Indeed, Matt nearly mistook the Dolls long, graceful limbs and pale soft skin for a womans as he lifted it from the box, but the narrow chest, slim hips, and distinctly masculine genitalia quickly convinced him otherwise. He exhaled nervously. This belongs in a museum, he thought irrationally. I cant send this out to the fields. The body in his arms felt humanheavy, warm, and alive. The sensation unnerved him. Curious, he swept dark hair out of the way to reveal the Dolls delicate face: an elegant brow and exquisite features cast in serene repose, long lashes, and soft parted lips.

The instruction manual had been thoughtfully tucked between the Dolls knees. Matt tugged it free. Doll 0314, the aggressive black font declared from the cover, and Matt sighed. Figures, he muttered. Wrong damn Doll.

This whole thing was a mistake. The Doll felt too… human, somehow, even silent and still as it was. Better to return itand the instructions to do so in the manual seemed simple enough, requiring that he register the Dolls serial number and delivery receipt number along with an explanation of defect. Depending on the model, Matt read aloud from the book as Scout watched curiously, you will find your Dolls serial number tattooed behind the left ear, on the back of the left ankle, or on the buttocks.

Reluctantly, he turned his attention to the Doll again and smoothed back the young mans raven hair to look for the telltale black digits behind his left ear. Nothing. With a frown, he checked the other ear anyway to be safe, and then glanced at both ankles. Nothing there either. Fuck, he muttered, flushing faintly. Awkwardly, he rolled the Doll over onto its stomach. This isnt a human being, he reminded himself firmly. Its a machine. A machine like the thresher, just like the computer. A machine that happens to look like a person.

Still, he couldnt quite quell his own embarrassmentor banish his faint arousalas he attempted to cast an objective glance at the smooth white curve of the Dolls ass. That this creation was beautiful was an understatement. Hed never seen anything quite so lovely, and the sight made him ache painfully with a want hed forgotten he could have. Stop it, he scolded himself. This isnt one of those models. But he couldnt find a serial number for the life of him, and irritation soon outweighed both his wonder and his mortification. Helplessly, he scanned the graceful arch of the Dolls back, then the arms, then the hands and feet. By the end of the thorough examination, he felt his ears burning. The hell am I supposed to do about this?

Then, still clasped loosely in his arms, the Doll stirred.

Startled, Matt glanced downand met, to his surprise, a sharp and unyielding slate gray gaze. Hi, he offered uncertainly. He should have read the instruction manual first. He didnt know what he should do with the Doll, if it needed to… to charge, or go into sleep mode, or

The Dolls delicate brow knit in what looked to be either fear or confusion. Matt, sensing the tension in the lithe body, released him immediately and backed away a few careful steps. He held his hands palm out and open, then wondered if this machine had been programmed to recognize the universal I-mean-you-no-harm signal.

What happened? Gingerly the Doll sat up, feline and careful in his movements. He glanced around the house warily, quicklyfrom the small kitchenette and living room to the bedroom and bathroom down the narrow hall, and then to the single door behind Matt that led outside. His gray eyes narrowed, both defiant and frightened. Where am I? What is this place?

Matt paused uncertainly. However Dolls were supposed to boot up, he felt sure this wasnt intended to be a part of the process. He could see the fear in the Dolls eyes, saw the promise of flight in the way the young man trained his eyes on the door, in the tense cant of his nude body.

My house, he replied stupidly, as his brain scrambled to keep up with the circumstances. Holy shit, thats crazy technology. I cant tell he isnt human.

Youre holding me captive? Am I some kind of hostage? Did you drug me?

Matt blanched. No, he snapped, unnerved by the shrill edge of terror in the Dolls voice. They definitely werent supposed to boot up like this. Careful to keep his movements slow and nonthreatening, he picked up the instruction manual and offered it when that gray gaze demanded further explanation. Youre aa Doll, he stammered, cringing at the words. Why am I explaining myself to an android? I orderedI ordered a Doll, and you are a Doll. Model 0314, even though I ordered 0214. The manual, the receipts right here. Lamely, he added, I think theres been some mistake, though.

No shit.

As he spoke, Matt slowly edged himself closer to the door, ready to block the Doll if it tried to flee. Incorrect model, defective model, it didnt matter; he couldnt lose five grand, mistake or no mistake. But to his surprise, the young man wordlessly accepted the manual and scanned it quickly. Every now and then, the flip of a page disturbed the silence. Scout, oblivious to the tension in the room, panted happily and peered up at the new arrival.

At length the Doll glanced up from the pages. I am not some… Doll, he said unhappily. His mouth twisted on the word, and Matt noted the proud set of his features, the arrogant tilt of his head. A head shorter than Matt, he still stood with confident assurance, unashamed of his nakedness. Im a person. Im human. I understand now what youre saying, but this is… incorrect. I dont know why Im here or what happened, but Im human.

Matt arched an eyebrow. Humans cant live in a fucking packing crate for three days with no ill effects.

The Dolls gray eyes flashed with something like anger or challenge. He scanned the room and then crouched among the remnants of the packing materials. His delicate hand emerged from the shredded cardboard and packing peanuts curled around the utility knife, and before Matt could stop him or react at all, he casually swiped the blade against his arm.

Fuck, Matt snapped as he took an instinctive step forward, arms outstretchedto do what he wasnt sureand then paused as a line of blood welled up black against the young mans porcelain skin. Hey

Remarkably calm despite the circumstances, the Doll thrust his arm forward triumphantly. Machines dont bleed, he pointed out. And then he faltered, glanced down to the case that had so snugly packed his body minutes before. Im pretty sure they dont. Oblivious to the blood dripping down his arm, he blinked, frowning at the mess at his feet, and then quickly snapped another accusing glance to Matt. And why were you touching me, anyway?

Serial number, Matt replied automatically. Warily, he eyed the blood. Some kind of synthetic substitute? Are androids supposed to bleed? Youre supposed to have one… somewhere.

A triumphant smile curved the Dolls lips. If I dont have one, then doesnt that prove exactly what Ive been saying?

Matt closed his eyes and shook his head. Look. You arrived in a box on my fucking porch. Maybe your… your wirings messed up or something. Im not trying to hurt you. Youre…. He couldnt think straight with his head spinning like this. Blood, self-awareness, no serial number…. And Matt had seen Dolls before, on Aeons website and at the homes of friends in the City. None of them behaved like this. The Dolls he knew shared a certain blankness of gaze, a lack of depth and self-awareness, a cheerful attitude of unquestioning obedience and service. This Doll possessed none of those traits, but even so, a human couldnt simply survive asleep in a box for three days with no evident ill effects. This was insane. He didnt know what to make of it or what his next response should be.

Something about Matts frustrated tone and his genuine bewildermentor perhaps simply the fact that hed made no threatening or violent gesturesseemed to placate the Doll. He sat cross-legged on the floor with easy grace and seemed mildly confused when Matt averted his eyes. I dont know what to tell you, he said simply. I dont remember anything about that box either… or much of what happened to me before now. But I do have memories.

Matt sat limply in the wooden chair by the door. God. Maybe Aeon had accidentally confused a person with an android. Somehow. If such a thing was possible. Or maybe the AI on this one had gotten out of control. Memories?

A pause. They dont all make sense together, but…. The Doll frowned at nothing. Everything is jumbled. In response to Matts skeptical glance, he snapped, I dont know. I just remember I used to live in a city. I graduated university some time ago, I think. I remember the classes I took and my lectures and my professors. I remember graduation.

Family? Matt asked quietly. Do you remember them or what happened before you came here? Your age, your address? Anything? Human trafficking was a crime prohibited by the International Human Rights Constitution. Citizens who engaged in it were quickly and summarily arrested, tried, and sent to rehabilitation. If this Doll was human, then…. Ill call the police.

The Dolls elegant brow furrowed. No, he murmured uncertainly. I dont remember anything like thatbut Im certain I have them. Ive forgotten somehow. Thats all. Something about my mind isnt… right, but I dont know why. Aware of the inadequacy of his own statements, he glanced up, pleading. Im not a Doll. Im not.

The desperation in his eyes made Matts heart hurt. Fuck, he breathed andat a loss for anything to do and moved to action by the way the Doll wrapped his arms around himself as though he was coldwalked to his bedroom to retrieve a quilt. Awkwardly, he draped it over the Dolls shoulders when he returned, and together they shared a lingering moment of bewildered silence.

Whats your name? the Doll asked quietly.

Startled, Matt blinked. Oh. Im Matt. Matt Kilpatrick. He offered his hand instinctively, as he would have to anyone. To his surprise, the Dolls eyes warmed as he reached out. They shared a handshake, and Matt tried to ignore the gentle weight of the Dolls hand in his own.

Im Bastille, the Doll announced confidently in return, and before Matt could ask the question, he added hastily, Just Bastille. His confident manner faltered as he shrugged slightly. I dont… I dont know my last name. Yet. As if to distract himself, he turned his gaze to the manual again and cleared his throat. Anyway. Dolls are… helpers? The question, and Bastilles evident confusion, made Matt ache for reasons he couldnt understand. He lowered his gaze to the floor. Mostly, he muttered. Specially designed machines for different kinds of labor, like housecleaning, business, or… or other things. He paused and then added defensively, I wanted a Doll to help with my farm.

Gray eyes widened, and before Matt could stop him, Bastille darted to the door and flung it open. What…? His voice trailed off in a gasp of wonder as he took one tentative step outside, then two, all his fear and anxiety forgotten. What is this place? Beyond the house, the sun peeked out briefly as it set, and below stretched lush fields, pregnant with unseen corn and soy. To his left stretched the pastures, dotted here and there with cows and sheep. Ive never seen anything like this, Bastille murmured. I remember living in the City, but it isnt like this. The buildings there stretch up so high, and nothing is green. The temperature is always controlled, and the air never smells like anything. But this, this smells like

Cow shit, Matt supplied helpfully.

Bastille threw him a sour look. No, like grass. Like living. For a while he simply lingered, looking out. And Matt watched him and felt his skepticism soften in spite of himself. Bastilles description of the City seemed perfectly accurate to Matts own experience, and surely an android wouldnt have the self-awareness to make such nuanced judgments. Right?

Hey, he said finally, though he was loath to break the rapt silence. Come back in and close the door.

To his surprise, Bastille obeyed but turned a questioning glance to him. What happens now? the young man asked. The heavy quilt slipped off his shoulder to expose one pale arm and the cut that marred the flesh there, coated over now with drying blood. Do you believe me? What are you going to do?

Matt opened his mouth and then shut it. Finally, he blew out a sigh. If youre hungry, he said awkwardly as he gestured to the cabinets, Ive got food. Otherwise, go get some rest. Well figure it out in the morning. He suspected Bastille would flee if he gave any indication he might contact Aeon. The way Bastille relaxed on hearing the words confirmed the suspicion. He pointed to the bedroom. Beds in there. For tonight, you can use it.

Bastille favored him with a skeptical glance, but after a dismissive scan of the kitchen, quietly disappeared from view. Matt watched until he vanished, then tapped the screen on his phone and navigated his way to the Aeon Creations website. With one eye on the closed bedroom door, he chose the Warranties and Returns page and hurried to fill out the fields:

Name: Matt Kilpatrick

Delivery Date: 05/13/2300

Serial Number: Unavailable

He paused, uncertain, at Reason For Return. A stab of guilt assailed him as he typed. Delivered as wrong model. Doll seems unaware of purpose. Identifies as human. He hesitated for long seconds before he hit Confirm and once he did, immediately wished he hadnt.

But what else was he supposed to do?

Christ, he sighed irritably at no one, then rubbed his eyes and rose to his feet. Curiously, he opened the bedroom door and peered inside. Bastille was a small lump under the covers, eyes closed, his chest rising and falling with every shallow breath. Matt felt a riot of misplaced emotions: irritation, worry, confusion, and protectiveness. Now would be a good time to eat, he realized, but guilt and the nights events made his stomach pitch uncertainly. Best to sleep and forget this mess. Uncomfortable with the thought of sharing a bed with the android, howeveror uncomfortable sharing it with the knowledge of the e-mail hed sent heavy on his hearthe grabbed another quilt from the top of the old washing machine and bedded down on the couch instead.

As he waited for sleep, he tried to banish the thought of Bastilles gray eyes and quiet pleas from his thoughts.


Chapter Two



THE NEXT morning, Bastille discovered he knew how to fry eggs.

The knowledge surprised him. He couldnt remember the specifics of any given recipe or how he might have learned, but his deft fingers cracked the smooth brown eggs easily into the pan. Patiently, he waited for the whites to set, tugging absently at the hem of the shirt hed acquired from Matts closet. Too big for him by far, it fell to his knees comfortably and draped loosely over his shoulders. The fabric felt soft and warm against his skin. He liked it.

He liked this house too, he decided. For some reason the only dwellings he could recall from memory felt officious and sterile: the sharp lines and unforgiving whiteness of hospitals, schools, offices. Here, though, golden sunlight streamed through the windows, and the threadbare carpet felt soft on his bare feet. Happily, he watched an ant make its journey across the windowsill.

Thhell?

Matt sat up, rumpled, from his quilt on the couch and peered with heavy-lidded eyes into the kitchen as Bastille carefully transferred the eggs from pan to plate with a spatula. Morning light revealed the mingled threads of auburn and chestnut in Matts hair, mussed from sleep, and illuminated the strong line of his jaw. His hair is pretty, Bastille thought. Like a foxs fur. I made breakfast, he announced and set two plates down at the table. I was hungry.

No kidding, Matt replied, obviously surprised, and shuffled over.

For a few minutes, they ate in peaceful silence, and Bastille took the time to study his new host. Matt didnt seem much older than him. A certain boyish charm lingered in his dark green eyes and his crooked smile. Early thirties, maybe. Inquisitive, he continued to pick out details: strong hands with roughly calloused palms, comfortingly broad shoulders, handsome features set in good humor.

Matt cleared his throat. Need something?

Embarrassed at being caught looking, Bastille sliced into his egg with a fork and watched the runny yolk burst and overflow. No, he replied sheepishly. I just dont know a lot about you. Your name, and thats all. He tore up a piece of toast. I didnt even think people owned farms now. To his knowledgethough he didnt know how he knew, unless hed learned it in collegemost food was manufactured in sterile processing centers, safe from the ravages of disease, climate change, and genetic mutation.

Most people dont, Matt answered easily. Im sort of the exception to the rule. He cleaned his plate and tossed it into the sink, then leaned his weight on the kitchen counter to look out the window. This land and this farm have been in my family for generations. His grin was rueful as he pushed himself away from the counter and turned around. Inconvenient as hell, though. Postal service doesnt deliver out here as much or on timeno protection from the climate shifts. Theres nothing nearby.

Bastille pushed the last remaining bites of his egg around the plate. But you like it, he observed. Nobody would be out here with those problems unless they liked it.

For a second, Matt seemed startled by the comment, and then his eyes softened. Youre pretty perceptive, he offered, and something about the gentleness of his tone or maybe the intensity of his gaze made Bastille ache with what felt very much like desire. Should he ignore the feeling or welcome it? What better proof could there be of his humanity?

To distract himself, he walked his own plate to the sink. I want to stay, he thought irrationally. I want to stay here. As little as he knew of Matt, he sensed an inherent decency in those honest eyes and his candid manner. He felt, and last night proved, that whatever else might happen, Matt wouldnt hurt him. Not on purpose, anyway. And at the very least, being here might help him to figure out what his next steps should be, to repair the holes in his memory. Matt, he murmured quietly.

Matt paused on his way to the bathroom. Yeah?

You paid a lot of money for me, Bastille offered awkwardly. Given the look of this placethe rotted wood here and there on the porch, the well-worn furnitureMatt couldnt afford that much. Five thousand dollars was a lot of money. And though Bastille felt particularly compelled to make a lecture on the fact that human life was priceless and he was worth infinitely more than such a piddling sum, he also understood after a glance out at those verdant fields why the man felt the need to seek help. Im not what you expected, but Id like to stay. Only its not fair for me to stay without doing anything. II dont want to be returned. I dont want to leave. So if you… if you let me stay, Id like to help you with your work.

Matt opened his mouth and then shut it. Sadness shadowed his green eyes, and the laughing warmth of his smile disappeared. I e-mailed already, he admitted quietly. Aeon, I mean. About a return.

Bastille felt his heart thump rapidly at the words. His fingers went numb with cold, and he squeezed his eyes shut. Well, what did you expect? Just because you wanted to stay…. Matt had no obligation to be kind, no obligation to believe anything he said, to offer any kind of assistance. But even knowing this, Bastille could not fight back the clawing panic that choked him and swelled his throat. Was this what fear felt like? Why am I so afraid? Why am I afraid of being sent back when I dont even know how I got here?

Hey, Matt said softly. He stepped closer, but Bastille barely heard him. Invisible iron bands constricted his breathing, and he inhaled in rapid gasps. Help. Help me. I dont want to go back. He felt the phantom prick of a syringe in tender flesha recollection that vanished before he could grab hold of itand winced away, hiding his face with his hands in terror when Matt gripped his shoulders firmly. A flurry of incoherent memories accompanied a vicious, pounding pain in his head: forty-two children standing in two neat rows holding hands, the rattle of a gurney against unforgiving tile, a digitized, indifferent voice droning the same instructions over and over. Bastille wanted to run, but terror rooted him to the floor. His closed eyes leaked hot tears.

Easy, Matt whispered, easy, and Bastille found himself caught up in strong arms. The strangeness of this sensation shook him a little from his paralysis and surrounded him with warmth. Matts hand cradled the back of his head. Youre terrified, Matt said quietly, and the genuine astonished concern that suffused his tone felt comforting. Why? Bastille, what is it? What do you remember?

In response, Bastille simply buried his face against Matts shoulder and cried quietly. He couldnt find words. Whats wrong with me? Why do I feel this way? But every time he grasped at the slender thread of memory, trembles took him so violently he feared he wouldnt be able to stand. His headache intensified, and only Matts grip kept him upright.

I dont know, he managed, and tried to keep the words from turning into a wail. I dont know.

To his credit, Matt asked no more questions. Instead, he stayed where he was, his arms tight around Bastille, and murmured soothing, hushing sounds as Bastille tried to remember how to breathe without crying. After a time, he managed it and lifted his head miserably, his hair stuck to his cheek and his face flushed and tearstained. Defeated, he looked up into clear and knowing eyesand found himself startled by the compassion there, by the worry in Matts furrowed brow. The sight of it made him feel worse. I dont know why I feel this way when I think of going back, he admitted. But I do. His words stumbled, and he took a shaky breath. I… understand your decision. But… I dont want to be returned. I dont want to be returned. Im sorry youll lose the money, but dontdont make He swallowed hard and tried for calm. Ill leave, but… but….

Give me a days head start, at least.

You didnt clean the cut, Matt noted gently. Bastille blinked, confused by the sudden turn of the conversation, and didnt fully comprehend the words until Matt caught Bastilles arm with capable hands and stretched it out so he could observe the wound. Around the gash, the flesh puffed up pink and inflamed, and now Bastille could feel the heat and soreness of it. He hadnt been paying attention. Its infected.

Matts thumbs felt rough against the vulnerable, tender skin as he studied it. Bastille stilled, and his resistance faltered at the careful touch, but he found himself surprised when Matt huffed a rueful little laugh.

You bleed, you get infected, you think and act on your own, youre afraid…. His eyes, when they finally lifted to meet Bastilles, held honest apology. Youre either the most defective Doll on the planet, or… hell, I dont know. Maybe youre not a Doll. At all.

Bastille didnt dare speak, didnt dare hope something might come of the acknowledgement, but he followed quietly when Matt tugged his hand gently and led him to the bathroom. Sit, he said and gestured with his head to the edge of the tub. Bastille balanced himself precariously and held his arm out as Matt splashed hydrogen peroxide onto the wound. Gritting his teeth, he watched the tiny bubbles cluster around the livid, broken skin. A second agowhen I was so sadI felt like I remembered things, he volunteered. Thinking of going back made me rememberhospitals maybe, and other children… syringes and gurneys.

Matt listened attentively as he followed the peroxide with antibiotic ointment. Bastille watched the capable movements of the mans big hands, the contrast of sun-bronzed skin against his own. He flushed at the tenderness of the gesture for reasons he couldnt explain. Instead of offering comment on his memories, though, Matt simply sighed. I regretted that e-mail as soon as I sent it last night, he admitted. Nothings been right about this whole mess. And now…. He fell silent as he loosely wrapped the cut in gauze.

Now? Bastille ached from maintaining his careful balance on the side of the tub, but he held himself very still. He didnt think he could fight Matt and win. But he could run, maybe, if everything went badly. Youll give me time to get away?

Tenderness softened Matts gaze. I dont want you to run away. He leaned back against the wall, covered with faded rose wallpaper, and crossed his arms. Look. Do you think you can handle it? The work here?

Hope flared so violently in Bastille that he lost his grasp on language. Yes, he replied after a beat of startled quiet. Yes. Im sure I could do most of what a Doll could do. Probably more. And anything I dont know, I can learn. He smiled smugly. Like agriculture. I could probably even learn to speak a few languages.

Unless you speak cow, languages are useless, Matt returned, but his smile banished the melancholy from his gaze. He threw his hands up. Why not? he asked quietly, more to himself than to his new roommateand then, with more confidence, Just why in the hell not? Lets give it a shot. You work for me while you figure out… whatever the hells going on, and Ill give you room and board. Deal.

For the first time since hed arrived, Bastille beamed. Relief untangled the heaviness in his heart for the time being and replaced it with a sudden, welcome sense of peace. Thank you, he said emphatically and, because he felt the words werent enough, walked over and wrapped his good arm around Matt in an enthusiastic hug. Briefly he felt Matt tense in surprise under the touch, and then relax. And then, to his surprise, he received a gentle hug in return. Warmth suffused him and chased away the last cold edges of fear and darkness that lingered at the corners of his mind. Im happy, he announced simply.

They shared a beat of quiet before Matt ruffled Bastilles sleek long hair with a careless hand and gave him a good shove in the direction of the bedroom. Now go. Im gonna call Aeon and cancel my return request, and then weve got some serious work to do. He glanced down at Bastilles long bare legs and flushed. Put some pants on while youre at it. Jesus.

Bastille cheerfully obeyed.





MATT MADE the call from the ancient hay shed.

Slim lines of sunlight filtered in through cracks in the roof, the heated air heavy with the scent of old wood. Closing his eyes, he stretched out on an old pallet and inhaled deeply. The coiled tension left his muscles as he relaxed in the smallness of the space, in the enveloping warmth.

This is crazy, right?

Yes. It was crazy. But he didnt hesitate to tap the screen of his phone anyway. Aeon, he commanded and then, Dial. Absently, he curled a stray piece of hay around his fingers.

This time, the blonde woman greeted him by name. Aeon Creations looks forward to helping with your request, Mr. Kilpatrick. Her smile grated on his nerves. Lets review your call history. On May 13, you requested to return Doll 0314. Your request has been received and reviewed.

Cancel request, Matt told her firmly. Cancel return request.

She rattled on, undisturbed. After reviewing your records, we concluded you mistakenly received an experimental prototype still in beta. This prototype is not a part of the Doll series. The words felt like a punch to the gut; the piece of hay in Matts fingers fell to the ground. Wed like to offer our sincerest apologies for this mistake. We will happily send our technicians to retrieve the defective prototype and to replace it with the Doll you requested free of charge.

No, Matt interrupted, surprised by the forcefulness of his own tone. Prototype? What the hell? A deep unease twisted his stomach as he clenched and unclenched his fist absently. No, he emphasized again, as clearly as he could. I changed my mind. I dont want a replacement Doll. Please dont send one. Im fine with what I received.

The more he learned, the less he felt he understood, but his conviction was simple enough: I cant send him back there. Human or not, android or not, Bastille had the capacity to think for himselfto feel fear, to desire, to hurt. And wasnt that the core of what humanity was? The honest terror in those earnest gray eyes dissolved whatever arbitrary distinctions Matt used to identify the difference between man and machine. He no longer cared what Bastille might be, or what his origin was, or what purpose he might have been meant to serve. He couldnt send a living being back toback to whatever it was that had caused such horrible hurt in his eyes.

Irrationally, as silence hung unnaturally in the air, Matt feared the smiling blonde woman would rebuke him. Her smile, though, remained firmly in place. Thank you for your input, Mr. Kilpatrick, she replied sweetly. Your request is noted. Please have a nice day, and thank you for patronizing Aeon Creations.

Done.

With a sigh of relief, Matt tapped the glass screen. Worry vanished with the phone as he slipped it into his pocket and walked, squinting, back into the light. In his absence, Bastille had borrowed some clothes. The shorter man had been forced to cuff the jeans twice around the ankles, and a dusky-red work shirt, faded from use, hung awkwardly from his slim shoulders. Matt smiled a little, helplessly. You know, he remarked as he approached, I should get you some clothes of your own.

Bastille had worked to sweep his long black hair up into a suitable twist, but strands worked free anyway to fall against his pale cheek and frame his face. His smile, a shy and genuine curve of closed lips, warmed Matt to the core. Id like that, Bastille responded. But for now theres work to do. Right?

Yep. Matt turned away and gestured for him to follow. The driveway gravel crunched beneath Bastilles borrowed work boots as Matt led them away from his small house and out to the fenced pasture where the cows and horses grazed. Beyond, the fields of soy and corn stretched, marked by neat and orderly rows.

Bastille halted. Theres so… much, he breathed as his gaze roamed over the broad expanse of land. The delicate features of his face expressed both surprise and delight. Little wonder, if hed grown up in the City, and Matt found himself thinking of the claustrophobic darkness of the vast urban center, of the enormously tall buildings crammed next to each other block by block with slim alleys snaking between them, of the streets so narrow cars could no longer drive them, of the endlessly brilliant holographic displays, the repetition, the people scattering from rail stations like ants. His mood darkened.

If theres a hell, the City has to be it.

A warm hand on his arm stirred him from his reverie. Bastille observed him with serious, inquisitive eyes. Matt?

Matt blinked and then turned his head up to the clear and limitless blue sky above. The scowl on his face relaxed into a faint smile. And if the Citys hell, I guess this is heaven. Matt gave Bastille a gentle pat on the shoulder. Nothing. I was thinking too hard for a minute. Lets get to work, huh? We already got a late start.

Bastille nodded earnestly. From the size of this place, theres a lot to do, he noted.

For the first time, Matt noted the slim young man carried a shovel over one shoulder. The hells that for? he inquired. He remembered it vaguely from the toolshed, though he solely used it to shovel snow from the porch in winter.

Work, Bastille responded firmly. He flushed faintly when Matt grinned in response. Its not like Ive ever worked on a farm before, he muttered. This looked useful. Im trying.

Matts laughter startled the horses nearby. Man, oh man, he teased. I paid five thousand dollars for this. A housemate who thinks hes gonna work a whole farm with a cheap shovel.

Bastille tried to scowl, but the good humor of the words prevented it. Fine, he admitted sheepishly. I have no idea what Im doing. He paused and stilled, wary and alert like the deer Matt stumbled on during the winter months. But its fineisnt it? I can learn. I can stay here.

The request for reassurance was plain. Matt offered an encouraging squeeze to Bastilles shoulder. I said you could, didnt I? Now put that thing down and lets go. Weve got a whole days work to finish in half a day.

Bastille turned his face up to the sun and closed his eyes. He smiled. Yes. And then as Matt set out for the pasture again, Bastille followed without prompting, his softer footfalls a comforting echo nearby. Matt couldnt remember the last time hed walked out to the pasture with someone by his side. Couldnt remember the last time hed wanted to walk out to the pasture with someone by his side.

Almost everyone lived in the City now. Almost everyone died in the City. And almost everyone shopped and worked and ate and loved and fucked in the City. Matt was resigned to that knowledge and to what it meant: living outside the City meant living alone. Now, though….

Well. He wasnt.

He glanced sidelong at Bastille, who broke into a delighted smile with every new sight and sound: the lowing of the cows, the clusters of heat-drowsy bees around the wildflowers, the joyful way Scout tore down the path ahead of them to double back and circle them eagerly. Content, Matt quickened his pace and ran through the mental checklist of everything that needed to be done before dark. The already-busy days would be busier now and longer too, while he tried to teach Bastille what needed to be done.

Somehow he didnt mind at all.


Chapter Three



A COUPLE of months in, Bastille felt as though he might have lived on the farm forever.

The routine became comfortable more rapidly than he had expected as he discovered the daily chores of farm life. He rose at dawn, or sometimes before it, to work under the sun in either pasture or field, to muck stalls and care for crops, to milk the cows or collect eggs, to repair broken tillers and barn doors. His breakfast repertoire expanded to include both bacon and biscuits. And Matt taught him about the governmental demands under which the small farm operated. The licensed private vendors to whom Matt sold produce, eggs, and dairy relentlessly inspected his goods and purchased organic products of the highest quality. After that, they resold them at absurd markups to the elite citizenry who could afford more than the governments bland, but nutritional, food. Matt and Bastille saw very little of such money, but they made enough to get by, and though each day produced a new ache or bruise, Bastille could not regret hurts so small.

This, he thought, felt like being alive. This felt quite like… home.

That was the foremost thought in his mind on the first night of the third month as he tiredly struggled to lock the doors to the toolshed. His fingers cramped and slipped on the metal. He cursed under his breath and jiggled the lock encouragingly, as Matt had shown him, until the padlock finally clicked firmly into place. Then eagerlygrateful his exhaustion had not slowed him downhe walked back to the yard and sprawled out in a glorious full-body stretch on the grass by the porch.

I made it.

Scout ambled up to lick his hand, then settled nearby, and Bastille absently stroked the dogs coarse hair while he fixed his gaze on the sunset, a shameless riot of tangerine and violet scattered with the nights first faint stars. Below, the fields stretched dark and still. He breathed in the scent of earth still damp from the afternoons rain. Without doubt, this was his favorite part of every day.

One of these days, Im going to step on you by accident, you know.

Bastille turned his gaze up to the good humor in Matts eyes. You havent so far, he returned, so Ill take my chances. He returned his gaze to the sky and added, quietly, The sunsets here are so pretty. Ive never seen anything like it.

Yeah, Matt said fondly. Hell of a view, huh?

This too was part of their routine: a friendly conversation that ended when Matt trudged inside to take a long hot shower. Then there would be television maybe, or a game of cards, and then Bastille would shower, and bedtime would take them both before the whole day started over again.

Bastille liked that routine. Mostly. But….

Matt, he began, and flushed as soon as he spoke the name into the darkness, aware the next words would transform, in some way, the comfortably balanced rhythm of the day. He cleared his throat and tried again. Matt, why dont you stay and watch too?

A pause of surprise. Sure, Matt finally replied and settled himself nearby, leaning back on his elbows and lifting his head to the sky. Dirt and mud stained his work shirt and his heavy jeans, and caked the bottoms of his boots. His shoulders slumped with exhaustion as he let himself relax. Bastille forgot to pay attention to the nightfall and instead let his gaze wander over the line of Matts jaw, the graceful sprawl of his strong, lithe body. The night breeze carelessly mussed his hair, and Bastille wondered what it might be like to weave his fingers into the strands, to feel that warmth wrapped around his fingertips.

This used to belong to my grandpa, Matt said quietly.

His husky voice broke the spell, if only slightly. Bastille flushed with embarrassment and tore his gaze away before his companion noticed. All of this? The farm?

Yeah. A gentle smile softened Matts lips. I used to come here all the time as a kid. Spent the weekends. Absently, he pulled up strands of grass and twisted them between his fingers. Even when the City started encouraging everyone in the Margin to move inside the limits for good, my grandpa was one of the holdouts. He refused to go, even when everyone said it would be better, easier. Said modern convenience couldnt replace freedom.

Bastille remembered enough of the Citythe immense gray height of an ominous skyline and sterile airto know what it didnt have: the rich scent of damp earth, the sunsets, and the glorious stretch of boundless land. The promise of open air and wild nature untrammeled by digital monitors and controls. Did your grandpa give this place to you, then?

Matt let his elbows slide back until he too stretched out full-body on the grass. Nah. Not originally, anyway. It was supposed to go to my dad. Silence lingered, and then he added, But my dad loved the City and wanted his family there. Over time he stopped visiting the farm, and when Grandpa died, Dad didnt want a damn thing to do with the place. Said life in the Margin was too much work. I think he probably planned to tear it down or something.

The words held melancholy, and Bastille frowned faintly at Matts silhouette in the dimness. You lived in the City? he asked incredulously. He closed his eyes and tried to picture Matt as one of the nameless faces in a nexus of high-rise buildings and carefully manicured parks. He couldnt.

For a while. Until I got old enough to make my own decisions. Matt turned on his side, propped his head up with his hand, and offered an impish grin that made his green eyes sparkle in the darkness. As soon as I turned eighteen, I came right back here. In exchange, I promised my parents Id take university courses online and graduate. I kept my promise to them, but as soon as I got hereeven though nobody had set foot in the place in ages and it was a messI knew Id never leave. I didnt want some career in the City.

Bastilles eyes widened slightly. You built this, he said softly, and fully understood for the first time the fierce pride evident in Matts gaze and the capability in the lean body sprawled casually beside his own. You fixed it all, and you built it back like you remembered.

Matt propped his head up with his hand. Yeah, he acknowledged simply. I love it here. He paused awkwardly and then added, with an honest glance at Bastille, I didnt think someone like you would love it so much too.

Someone like me? Bastille ached painfully at the words, and he didnt know what to say. Two months here and they hadnt mentioned Aeon or the Dolls even once. Theyd laughed instead, traded private jokes, argued about television shows and furniture over dinner. Hed thought, perhaps foolishly, the general cheer and comfort of these months eclipsed the awkwardness of their original meeting and the strangeness of his own origins. But maybe….

Maybe thats still how he thinks of me.

Hey, dreamer. Matt waved a hand in front of his face. Suns nearly down. Lets get inside. He came easily to his feet and offered his hand to help Bastille up as well. Wordlessly Bastille accepted, though the strength of Matts warm hand around his own made him ache with a want he couldnt name. What does he see when he looks at me? A Doll or a human? Something in between? I wonder if I

A low, warning growl from Scout startled him out of his fretting and scattered his thoughts. In his peripheral vision, he could see the animal tense and stand stiffly, but before he could turn to seek out the cause of the mutts disquietbefore he could blinkfifty pounds of dog slammed him to the ground.

The collision drove the air from Bastilles lungs as the sky tilted violently. Dimly, he heard Matt curse and glimpsed him as he lunged for the dog. With a pained gasp, Bastille struggled to come to his feet, but Scout pinned him down and clamped down hard on his shoulder. Bastille uttered a small cry of pain.

Scout! Matt had a firm grip on the dog and tried unsuccessfully to pry him away. Scout! No! No! Let go! What in the hell is wrong with you? He cursed again. Let me get something to

Wait, Bastille managed hoarsely from the ground.

Hes not looking at me. He sees something else. Bastille stilled immediately upon the revelation and ceased his struggle to move. Scouts teeth on his shoulder loosened almost immediately. He craned his neck to follow the dogs stare. Whats out there?

In the near distance, on the rough gravel road that passed the farm, a pair of bright headlights cut through the evening dimness. Scouts growl reverberated through his body, through the tense muscles that kept Bastille pinned to the ground, as the headlights grew brighter and closer and larger.

And then passed by.

Almost immediately, Scout relaxed and released his quarry. With a quiet and apologetic whine, he nuzzled Bastilles shoulder once, twice, and then backed away. Carefully, Bastille pushed himself up from the grass.

The hell? Matt asked, bewilderedand then, concerned, he knelt by Bastilles side. Let me see. Are you hurt anywhere? He carefully unbuttoned the first two buttons on Bastilles work shirt and pushed it down to bare one delicate shoulder. His seeking hand found the impression of Scouts teeth but no broken skin. It seems like its okay, but

He wasnt trying to hurt me, Bastille murmured softly. He kept his gaze on the stretch of empty road where the vehicle had vanished. That car coming down the roadsomething about it scared him. I think he was trying to help.

Matt snorted. Its rare, but cars do come down this road every now and again, he muttered. Its normal. Hes never behaved like that before. He turned an irritated glare to Scout, and the dog slunk away quietly to the back porch to avoid further censure. Theres no damn reason he should be

Bastille kept his eyes on the road. Dont punish him, he whispered. Please.

Quiet fell. Bastille did not know why, until he felt the brush of Matts fingertips against his cheeks. He blinked as Matts fingers came away wet with tears. Oh, he said, awkwardly. Im crying? Im sorry, he managed, the astonishment in his voice reflected in Matts wide eyes. He didnt feel particularly sad. Im not hurt. Its….

That car. His fragmented memories. Scouts anger. Something bad happened to me. Something horrible. He couldnt remember, but he felt his body did. The tears flowed quietly and instinctively, the crying a reflex, like breathing. An intuitive response to a horror he could not name or recall. The car, he finally said quietly. Something about the car upset Scout.

To his surprise, Matt didnt argue. Instead he ran his hand through his hair and heaved a sigh. Maybe, he admitted. His quiet eyes, a dark emerald in the dimness, studied Bastille. Upset you too.

Bastille nodded. Yeah, he admitted. But I dont know why. His attempt to wipe away the last of his tears with his sleeve accidentally smeared dirt on his cheek. I dont know why, he repeated. But on nights like this, I worry me even living here is going to cause trouble for you somehow. He didnt know how to explain what he felt, the presentiment that something awful might happen, that everything he didnt know would come for him eventually, that his happy life here couldnt go on forever.

I dont want to be hurt. And I dont want you to be hurt either.

Oh, please, Matt scoffed, his tone deliberately light. He tousled Bastilles hair, casual fingers ruffling silken strands. And then his hand lingered, cupping the back of the Bastilles head. Quit thinking like that. Youre safe here. Weve done okay for months nowwe take care of each other. Im not going to let anything bad happen.

He sounded so certain Bastille almost believed him. And the promise of comfort proved so tempting he found himself unable to resist. He leaned into the warmth of Matts touch and, to his surprise, felt Matts strong arms settle around him. Guided by Matt and a longing he didnt fully understand, he buried his face in the crook of Matts neck and simply breathed.

Around them, insects trilled in the darkness. Bastille breathed in the faint scent of skin and damp earth, released his grip on the heavy cloth of Matts work shirt, and relaxed his hands against Matts chest. Matt didnt stir, simply held him, and the mere fact of his presence and his warmth somehow quieted every anxiety in Bastilles heart. He glanced up earnestly. I like this, he ventured tentatively. But that wasnt quite true, he realized. He liked Matt: his steadiness and stubbornness, the sly, mischievous humor in his gaze, the warmth in his easy smile, the pride in his voice when he spoke about the farm.

Matts green eyes widened in surprise, then softened. Boyish and uncertain in the darkness, he wiped away the smudge of dirt on Bastilles cheek with his thumb and exhaled shakily. Dont look at me like that, he murmured. When you do, I cant think.

Its bad? Bastille asked. He worried dimly he might be going about this the wrong way. He certainly felt out of his element; his face flushed and his heart thumped erratically. His fingers tightened again on the fabric of Matts shirt as he searched those intense eyes, focused solely on him, for an answer. Maybe he was feverish. He furrowed his brow. Maybe he shouldnt feel such longing. Maybe

Matt interrupted his thoughts with a kissquiet, soft, sparrow-light.

Oh. Oh. Bastilles thoughts fled his mind entirely with the simple brush of Matts lips against his. A small soundof surprise, of wantescaped him in spite of his attempt to quell it. Blindly, he stretched up on tiptoe before Matt could pull away entirely, wove his fingers through warm auburn hair, and pulled Matts head back down for another kiss, one that would linger, long and soft.

Matts hands slipped to his hips and held him tightly, anchoring Bastille against the feverish curiosity that parted his lips for Matts tongue. Bastille tightened his hands in Matts dark hair. Lost, he thought dimly. Im lost, because as broken as his memories might be, he felt quite sure hed never been tasted in such a way, so deeply and slowly and with such intimate promise. Hed never thought of kissing as an act that might indicate care or even affection, but the slope of Matts mouth against his and the gentle touch of their tongues undid his composure, left him longing to lose all of his breath in this quiet joining. Bastille pressed himself closer, his body throbbing in time with his heart, and Matts warm, rough fingertips stroked the nape of his neckwhether to calm him or arouse him, he couldnt tell. Desperately, he clung to Matt for balance in the wake of a sudden rush of drunken need and adoration.

Shouldnt, Matt whispered as he finally broke the kiss. Shouldnt do this, shouldnt…. He brushed his lips lightly against Bastilles cheek, his protests the barest caress of warm breath against flushed skin. In spite of the words, he didnt stop, and Bastille simply held him tighter, a silent encouragement as Matt kissed a trail across his cheek, as a warm tongue traced the shell of his ear.

Matt, he whispered fervently and had no idea whether he meant the word as praise or plea or both. His skin, cool with the evening chill, begged for warm hands everywhere, and the gentle tug of teeth on his earlobe made him whimper. He felt like he might crack open from the nameless need that overwhelmed him, left him pliant to the heat of Matts mouth as it moved to his neck and mouthed vulnerable skin. Encouraging, he cradled Matts head, whimpered at the warm wet kisses that trailed down to his collarbone.

With anyone else, he might have been frightened by the intensity, by the possessiveness and suddenness of it, but with Matt, he couldnt fear anything and wished to offer more. As Matt nuzzled his work shirt aside to mouth the elegant curve of his bare shoulder, Bastille arched himself closer, suddenly aware of the demanding ache between his legs. Matt, he whispered helplessly. He needed to be touched. He wanted that warm heat everywhere, wanted those calloused hands on the sensitive hardness between his legs, and wanted that warm mouth on his thighs. Please, Matt

To his surprise, Matt paused then, his breath coming in hot, sharp pants against cool skin. Hey, Matt said hoarsely. Bastille. He pressed another small kiss to Bastilles shoulder, but then he pulled away from the embrace, leaving Bastille bereft. We should stop, he managed without meeting Bastilles eyes, though he didnt look as if he wanted to stop at all. He fixed his heavy-lidded eyes, dark with desire, on the ground. We should… really stop.

Chilled in the absence of warmth, aching against the rough denim of his work jeans, Bastille frowned. His skin throbbed from where Matt had marked it with teeth and tongue, his lips tender and kiss swollen. Why? he asked quietly, confused. You didnt like it?

No, Matt assured him hastily, no. He looked regretful and sheepish as he finally lifted his gaze, his handsome features cast in regret. No, its your situation, its

His phone saved him from explaining. The dispassionate buzz cut disconcertingly through the quiet night air. Relief washed over Matts face. Hey, he said apologetically, phone But he had no reason to answer right then, no reason to stop, and Bastille couldnt help but feel a pang of hurt as Matt pulled away almost eagerly and fumbled in his pocket for the phone. Hello?

Wordlessly, Bastille turned away and walked to the porch steps. Wrapping his arms around himself, he sat quietly and waited, fixing his absent gaze on the dim silhouettes of the trees. After a short while, Matts sigh disturbed the silence as he trudged back to the porch where Bastille sat. Stupid wrong number, he muttered. Bastille did not reply, and an awkward silence passed before Matt spoke again. Its late, later than usual. A faint sadness made itself evident in the unhappy cast of his mouth. He scuffed the toe of his boot against the ground. We should get inside.

Yes, Bastille agreed, quiet and aloof, and came to his feet. He felt lifeless, empty and drained. His eyes burned from his earlier crying fit, and his shoulder throbbed dully from Scouts powerful grip. He entered the house with Matt trailing silently behind. Matt paused in the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Bastille kept walking. Im not hungry, he announced and headed for the bathroom. A hot shower might help. The steam would clear his head, and hed be spared awkward conversations. Matts voice halted him as he set foot on the cold tile.

Bastille?

Yes? He turned to look over his shoulder at Matt, who stood awkwardly at the fridge, holding the door ajar. He couldnt read Matts expression.

Its notI mean, its not you, Matt finally managed awkwardly. You didnt do… anything wrong. The dullness in his eyes and his evident restraint, the guardedness of his posture, clouded the communication between them. He added hesitantly, I was going to run to the City tomorrow to pick up a few things for you. I prefer to see clothes in person before I buy them, but if you dont feel safe after what happened tonight, then Ill take my chances and order online. Or maybe

Its fine, Bastille muttered. Ill be safe. He heard the raw hurt and frustration in his tone and knew Matt heard it too, knew his gaze was cold and opaque. He ignored the hurt in Matts face and closed the bathroom door firmly, then shucked his clothes onto the floor. In the old, clouded mirror above the sink, he inspected himself and gazed intently at the sleek lines of his slim body. A mark bloomed lurid at the base of his throat, and he ran seeking fingertips over the sensitive skin, then dropped his gaze to his swollen arousal. He ached.

Why? Why did you stop?

But he knew he wouldnt receive answers anytime soon. I dont care, he muttered rebelliously to the mirror and stepped into a welcome spray of hot water. But his mouth felt bruised and soft still from Matts kisses, and the taste of Matts tongue and the strong grip of his hands, the brush of his fingers on sensitive skin, lingered. Bastille tried to ignore it as he soaped up and mechanically rinsed away dirt and the days grime.

Is it because you still think Im a Doll?

The thought hurt too much to contemplate at length, and the thought of facing Matt hurt more. So Bastille lingered in the shower instead, his eyes closed and his face tilted to the spray, until desire became bearable and the water grew lukewarm and he turned it off. From the hallway, he heard the telltale click of Matts bedroom door closing, and only then he stepped out and toweled himself off.

As he stood there, he felt a pang of guilt hed denied Matt a shower, but he told himself there was nothing he could do about it now. Though his muscles ached pleasantly from a full days work, a nagging sadness stole the comforting edge from his exhaustion. Even as he curled up in his nest of blankets on the couch, he couldnt seem to get comfortable. With a sigh, he tossed and turned, stretching out as much as he could on the narrow cushions.

Sleep, he knew, wouldnt come for hours.


Chapter Four



THE NEXT day, squinting against the glare of the brilliant late-morning sun, Matt pulled reluctantly in to the common parking lot two hours from the farm. Though the lot could hold more than seven hundred vehicles at capacity, today the gray asphalt held two: a silver bullet-shaped tour bus gleamed brightly in the sunlight and a rusted coupe looked as though it hadnt seen the road in decades. With a sigh, he parked and then slid out of the dusty vehicle reluctantly, carefully tucking his keys into his pocket. Today the heat of the sun on his skin didnt comfort him as much as it might, not with the Citys skyline looming in the distance like an impenetrable wall of sleek and unforgiving steel.

Glaring, he glanced uneasily over his shoulder at the truck, and then kicking small pebbles as he went, he approached the rail station located conveniently at lots end. Out of habit, he slid his hand into his pocket and touched his keys, an assurance his truck would be waiting when he returned, that the end of this irritating trip meant a return home to the farm, to the fields, to his small quiet house.

To Bastille.

The rail cars, a bright blue blur, shrieked to a stop in front of him. The doors snapped open, and Matt ducked inside and wedged himself between an elderly woman and a young professional man, both staring intently down at tablets. As the doors glided shut and the car quickly returned to speed, the elderly woman purchased a dining set. The young man scrolled through a blog of half-dressed women snuggling kittens and puppies. Ignoring the bodies crowded into the small space and the dull music piping from someones loose headphones, Matt grimaced and fixed his gaze to the cloudy windows and the industrial scenery and abandoned buildings that flew by. Nearby, he heard the unmistakable whir of the surveillance cameras snapping quiet, discreet pictures of the cars denizens.

His stomach lurched. He wanted to go home.

Im sorry I hurt you. Matt closed his eyes to shut out the blur of buildings. Unbidden, he recalled the taste of Bastilles mouth, the willing warmth of that body under his hands, his small and longing sounds. Such memories paired awkwardly with the regret he felt. He shifted to distract himself from desire. He didnt know how to explain to himself, much less Bastille, the fear and confusion that had so abruptly marred the warmth theyd shared. If you dont even know who you are, how can you know what you want? I dont want to take advantage of you. Still, he hoped today might serve as an apology of sortsthat his willingness to leave the farm in Bastilles hands for a whole day might serve as a display of his trust and his belief in Bastilles abilities. That the gesture might restore in some way the bond they shared, a bond in which Matt found more joy than he could have expected.

Given the quiet sadness in Bastilles gaze this morning, though, he doubted it.

A chime sounded and reminded him to put his thoughts away for the time being. City Shopping District Four, a woman announced brightly. The denizens of the rail car stirred and came to their feet; Matt followed suit. With a jerk, the car came to a halt, and he poured out of the narrow entrance with countless others, fighting past throngs of nameless faces bearing handfuls of shopping bags to the narrow escalator in the dimly lit station.

He emerged into a bright and plastic hell.

To the right and left a series of storefronts stretched endlessly under a bright blue, unnaturally cloudless sky. Sleek black menswear shops blared thudding house music while cheerful home design stores boasted an array of bright mailboxes and fluttering flags out front. A dizzying array of dancing teddy bears beckoned in customers as, on the wide, cobbled pedestrian avenue, toddlers swarmed garish inflatable play zones for children. Among them, smiling vendors hawking overpriced sunglasses, flowers, and bruised fruit sought out tired and vulnerable parents.

Matt stood still before the riot of color and noise, rooted to his spot by a sudden wave of dizziness. How do people live like this? Certainly the Shopping District was meant to be both reassuring and cheerful. On the massive holographic screens on the sides of the skyscrapers, newscasters offered good news: acts of random kindness by strangers, puppy rescues, and economic growth. The carefully controlled climate here meant a delightfully sunny day, warmth without the threat of rain and a perfect manufactured breeze. Massive filters rid the air of pollution, allergens, and chemicals. Paradise for sure, but an artificial one, and Matt couldnt bear the falsity of it, of this place created through science and economics and sheer political will to meet the most superficial, common-denominator desires of the people, in comparison to the world he knew and loved.

He missed the scent of earth heavy with rain. He missed the warmth in Bastilles eyes.

Nearby, another whirring camera clicked quietly away. Unease settled in Matts stomach and twisted it. He didnt want to stay any longer than was absolutely necessary. Tearing his eyes away from the parade of colors and signs in every font and language, he followed a path he knew well from previous visits to a small escalator tucked neatly away by a cheese and wine sample station. Smiling women in skimpy bunny costumes and heavy makeup assailed him with silver trays loaded with blue cheese and small paper cups of wine, but he adeptly ducked them as he descended to the underground mall he knew and liked the best.

Hurry and do this, and then you can go home.

Below ground on the lowest level, an artificial twilight replaced the omnipresent sunlight, though the storefronts somehow gleamed as brightly as those above. Matt heaved a sigh of relief as the relentless music faded to a dull and muffled thud. Around him, the crowds had thinned out considerably, and he found himself able to glance around freely and without distraction at the multitude of shops and stores. He should think practically, he knewa glass window nearby promised heavy-duty work shirts and rough denim, along with quality work boots that would do well over the winterbut he found himself drawn instead to other, more delicate displays of finer material than he would have ever purchased for himself: soft worn-cotton shirts made thin for layering, silks and delicate knits, slim-fit jeans. He tried not to think of the pull of such fabric against Bastilles skin, how the silk would feel under his fingertips, under his mouth.

Matt shook his head to clear it. To his surprise, though salesclerks were common throughout the Shopping District, no one staffed this lowest and least-populous level. All that remained were the shells of the stores themselves, with stock display items in every available size tethered tightly to tables and shelves. A massive touch screen at each shop permitted purchases. Its one giant goddamn vending machine, Matt muttered, incredulous, and tried to approximate Bastilles size from what he could remember: the narrow slide of hips under his hands, slim and small-boned shoulders, and a body built to celebrate form rather than function.

Half an hour later, after a suitable amount of cursing as other people swept by behind him or waited impatiently for him to figure out the touch screen, he felt satisfied hed come up with something approximating a decent wardrobe. Hurriedly, he swiped his ID card, loaded with his bank funds, and waited patiently for the machine to spit out a receipt printed all over with smiling faces. After some arduous churning made Matt wary, the stores personal shopper machinea boxy device that resembled nothing so much as an ATM on steroidsejected his neatly wrapped and folded goods one after the other into a waiting cloth bag.

Weird, he muttered, and scooped up his wares carefully before he ascended to the surface again. The sudden brightness of the artificial sunlight made him squint, and a riot of scents assailed him: fresh-baked cookies, pretzels, the charred aroma of grilled hamburgers mixed with heavy florals from the flower vendors in the center court. His stomach growled, but he had little interest in the food here. Despite the various flavors, textures, and shapes, most edibles within City limits came from the same source: a nutritionally dense paste that could be cut, molded, cooked, and flavored into any variety of tastes and textures for any variety of palates. Anything richer or more compelling, including the goods sold by licensed private vendors, demanded a higher price than a typical citizen could afford.

He made a face at nothing. Thank fuck its time to get out of here.

Head down, one hand shoved into his pocket while his other clutched the rough cloth handles of his bags, he beat a hasty retreat back the way hed come, lifting his eyes when he arrived at the entrance to the Shopping District. In the distance, he could spy the bright mural that betokened the rail station and the dizzying maps that outlined the vast sprawl of this place. He heaved a sigh of relief and quickly set off forward through the clumped crowdsand then paused, his steps faltering, as a nearby storefront caught his eye.

The shop, all floor-to-ceiling glass windows, white furniture, and cool blue light, reminded him instantly of Aeons sleek website. Matt frowned in spite of himself and walked closer to the glass to peer inside. A well-lit reception area, staffed with help desks and shelves bearing accessories he couldnt identify, greeted him. Photographs of sultry models overwhelmed the bare white walls at the back of the store.

Can I help you?

The blonde woman from the Aeon Creations help desk smiled blithely at him. Today she wore glasses and her mint green sweater made her seem older and somehow motherly. No hint of recognition brightened her gaze at the sight of him. Her blonde hair had been cut and transformed from a sophisticated bob into a short pixie cut. She kept smiling. How can I help you today?

Shes a Doll.

Matt didnt know why he hadnt realized it before during his brief service calls to the company. Something about the womans gaze lacked life even when she met his eyes, and her clean, professional features held her smile unnaturally and without wavering. Matt opened his mouth, shut it, and then found he didnt know what to say. There must be a lot of you, he blurted. The Aeon Customer Service Center hed called for help was located in the Professional District, another zone entirely, and yet here was the very same representative miles away. Perhaps there was more than one of them? Aeon probably used this type of Doll for all customer interactions.

She bobbed her head in acknowledgement of the comment without understanding it. Please, she encouraged, come have a look inside! New models arrived today, and we also have new shipments of winter accessories for your Doll. Check out our fashionable scarves and knit caps. Additionally, supplemental activity software will help your Doll navigate simple winter tasks, like shoveling walks, with greater ease. Come have a look inside!

Matt backed away. No. No, I

Sorry, sorry. The tall older man who emerged from the store was most assuredly not a Doll. His dark eyes held amusement and apology, and his smile was responsive rather than automatic. He stroked his salt-and-pepper goatee self-consciously and then held his hand out for Matt to shake. Jared Delth, Aeon Creations. Nice to meet you, sir.

Irrationally, Matt felt guilty for wearing jeans. Jared wore an impeccably tailored suit, and his shoes shone in the sunlight. But his manner seemed warm enough; he beckoned Matt inside with a friendly hand after their shared handshake.

Sorry about her, Jared said. Carols in need of updating. She repeats herself sometimes. But you wont have that problem with the newer Dolls. Come inside and see for yourself!

Matt found no words to refuse and, to his own surprise, followed Jared into the store. A multimedia blitz greeted himDoll demos played on fashionable wall screens as music piped up from speakers in the floor. Nearby touch screens advertised themselves as Doll Stations, where clients could customize their Dolls down to the color of their hair and the tone of their voice. Caught by one of the demos, Matt slowed his steps to watch a boyish Doll with short hair and freckles load heavy pallets onto the back of an unidentified truck. The Dolls back was broad, his shoulders and arms well-muscled. In the video, as a soothing female narrator discussed the amount of weight the Doll could lift, a sudden squall blew by. The young male Doll kept intently to his task without so much as blinking water away from his eyes or losing his grip. Matt frowned faintly. I think he was the 0214 model I ordered.

These Dolls, Jared went onMatt hadnt even realized he was talking, are some of the most advanced models to date. He gestured around the store at employees as they stocked shelves and talked customers through tech support. You can barely tell they arent human. We staff our stores almost entirely with Dolls, and let me tell you, we havent had a real glitch yet. A young woman nearby paused in her task of stocking accessories as Jared caught her by the arm and extended it for Matt to view. She smiled cheerfully as he tapped her forearm with his index finger. With this synthetic material beneath the Dolls skin we can replicate the muscular structure of the human body, except with a great deal more durability. No knee replacements here! All of our models are all-weather, with some specially designed for outdoor use, like the 0214. What kind of a Doll might you be interested in?

I have a Matt faltered in his explanation, and his hands tightened on the handles of the shopping bags. He missed Bastille. I ordered a Doll already, he amended lamely.

Jared seemed surprised. He glanced significantly at Matts timeworn jeans and battered sneakers. Store or online order?

Matt fought the urge to hold his shopping bags in front of him like a shield. Online, he replied as Jared solicitously led him to the front counter. I never come to the Shopping District unless I cant help it. He didnt know why he was here now, other than a perverse desire to somehow understand what the Dolls were. And what Bastille, he knew, was not. I saw an advertisement and then read the reviews online, so I saved up for a while and….

Jared stepped behind the counter and pulled out a battered blue binder, the only object in the store that hadnt been polished to a professional sheen. His dark eyes sparkled with the delight of showing off a new toy. Here, he offered with another gregarious smile. You probably havent seen these, then. Theyre our newest packages for every modeland I mean every model. Might find something you like. Some are to improve performance specs, memory and the like, but the better packages…. He gave a lecherous and unmistakable wink. Well, theyre a lot of fun. Ill let you have a look-see. Maybe theres something thatll catch your fancy.

He walked briskly off before Matt could stop him. For Gods sake, Matt muttered and barely spared a glance at the list of packages and requisite specs. He wanted to go home. With a sigh, he dropped the binder back on the counter and glanced around. All the Dolls seemed preoccupied helping customers or setting up displays. Surreptitiously, he headed for the exit in hopes he wouldnt be harassed to staybut his steps faltered as he spied an elegant white sign in the back of the store that read, in looping script, Service Area.

Curious in spite of himself, he found himself drawn to the sight, to the plastic packages of looped wires, jacks, and ports that dotted the shelves, to the steel worktable waiting under lowered lights. He didnt know why. Maybe he hoped, in some small way, to confirm with tangible evidence what he already knew in his heart: that Bastille was human. Maybe, being a tinkerer at heart and a farmer who enjoyed working with his hands, he hoped to see the technical know-how involved in the Dolls. Maybe, for Jareds sake, he simply felt obligated to pretend interest. But he regretted the decision as soon as he approached and turned his glance to the worktable.

Jesus, Matt choked, horrified.

On steel that gleamed bright and cold under the stores fluorescent lights lay a nude male Doll. Eyes firmly closed and his body sprawled awkwardly on the table, the young man looked as though he might be sleeping. His plump lips turned up in a faint smile, and a mole marked his cheek. But the serenity on his face belied the condition of his body. His arms and legs had been bent at unnatural angles, dislocated from the torso, with juts of exposed wire and smooth plastic piercing jaggedly through the sun-bronzed synthetic skin. A black liquid, thicker and darker than blood, puddled slowly from a gash in his throat.

Matt felt violently ill. He took a step back, and then another, white knuckles clutching the handles of his shopping bags. Its a Doll, not a person, he told himself. A Doll, not a person. But he couldnt make himself look away, nor could he shake the memory of Bastilles smile, his honest, genuine smile, his inquisitive gray eyes, and his eager touch. Its a Doll, not a

Those are some interesting packages I showed you, huh?

Jared cheerfully emerged from a dim back room, oblivious to Matts discomfort. Sorry for vanishing on you, he apologized as he strode around the table without sparing a glance to the Doll. I wanted to get some parts in order since we have a customer appointment on the hour. He paused as though waiting for Matt to reply, and then, when no reply was forthcoming, followed Matts gaze down to the Doll on the table and smiled proudly. This is the best customer service in the City youll see, right here. Sometimes they get stubborn and dont want to work right, and we always repair problems under warranty free of charge. Casually, he plunged a hand into the Dolls open stomach. Matt flinched, half expecting organs and blood to come out with the fist that emerged. Instead, Jared pulled up a handful of wires and chips. Take a look at the components, the salesman encouraged. He looked like a proud father as his gaze roved over the dismembered boy on the table. Truly amazing stuff. And our warranties are pretty comprehensive. Well replace any faulty component within twenty-four hours, free of charge. Plus, Aeon makes all of their products in compliance with industrywide standards in order to

Matt stepped backward blindly. A deep trembling had started inside him, though he didnt know what he had to be afraid of. He was a grown damn man with plenty of strength in his body. Its just a store. These are just Dolls. Its just a store. These are just Dolls. He repeated the words against a growing horror he couldnt explain, but couldnt look away from the casually mutilated figure on the table.

Perhaps mistaking his silence for wonder, Jared rounded the table and continued his explanation, pointing out the various elements tucked away inside the Dolls dissected stomach: the artificial digestive system, the temperature maintenance system, the memory unit. Now if you buy a 0410, he droned, then youll have one of the newest models, which differs from this one a little since it was originally based on a prototype

Prototypes, Matt blurted and extricated himself from Jareds hand on his arm. His stomach churned at the sight of the Dolls broken body. He needed to get away from it, to get away from his own thoughts. To get out. He said the first thing that popped into his head in hopes a change of subject might turn the conversation and give him an exit. When I called customer service, I heard Aeon currently had new prototypes in beta.

Jareds brow creased, and he shook his head firmly. No, sir, he answered with the resolution of a thousand training sessions. Aeon halted new prototype development with the 0410 a few years ago, after the government withdrew the f He eyed the security camera in the store, and his smile tightened. After the government reallocated funds to other programs.

Someones lying.

And the simplicity of that realization, the stark truth of itthe Aeon woman told me Bastille was a new and experimental prototype, but their store says they havent developed new prototypes in yearsfreed Matt from the panicked terror that made his feet heavy and his tongue numb. He gave a half wave to Jared and shook his head. Sorry, thanks.

Jared stumbled over his words in surprise, and before he could protest, Matt turned on his heel and strode purposefully for the stores entrance. In his peripheral vision, he sensed the blonde Doll coming over to speak to him. He barely dodged her outstretched hands and let momentum carry him through the giant glass doors into false sunshine and comfortable heat.

Once there, he paused, disoriented by the way his heart pounded and his stomach pitched violently. The Shopping District and the towering skyline loomed over him and felt like a physical heaviness in his chest that threatened to crush the air from his lungs. Matt forced himself to inhale deeply. Alarm urged him to make a run for the gate, but he knew security would emerge in full force at the slightest sign of a stir. City interrogations took hours, and all he wanted was to go home, so he quickly made a beeline back down to the rail station to wait as patiently as he could at the platform with the chattering throng.

Two minutes, the electronic clock assured him, until the next car arrived. Matt squeezed his eyes closed and tried to shut out the sounds all around. The handles of the bags bit into his palms. Two minutes. After that, fifteen minutes until the transport delivered him to his truck and to warmer, wetter air. A couple hours drive through the Outlands and back to the Margin would follow, with the fresh air whipping through the open windows and gravel pinging off the bed of the truck.

Bastille would be fine in the meantime, he told himself. Bastille would be fine.

Still, Matt repeated the timetable over and over to himself in that interminable two minutes to quiet the worried thoughts that circled his head about prototypes and lies, the fear of finding Bastille broken and ripped apart like the Doll in the store. Only Bastille wasnt a Doll. He wasnt a Doll. Matt felt surer of it than ever before. And so, if it had been Bastille on the tableBastille on the table broken all in pieces, with viscera and blood spilling out instead of wires and communications cardsforeign hands plunging into his exposed stomach, pulling cavities open, ripping him apart

Matt retched. The woman next to him bristled and backed away as the familiar chime announced the rail cars arrival. With his shaking hand clamped firmly over his mouth, Matt edged his way to the back of the car and tried not to notice the conspicuously empty seats around him and the disapproving glances of other passengers. He clung tightly to his shopping bags and remained still where he was, focused on the motion of the car as it shot out of the station, as it carried him back to his waiting truck, back to real air and real life and home.

He couldnt get there fast enough.


Chapter Five



WHY DO giraffes have black tongues?

Bastille frowned at the television screen. His brows knit together. Nervously, a panel of contestants fretted over the answers, and he fretted along with them. Giraffe, he thought. Mammal. Tall. Long neck and legs. Ranges throughout Africa. Few strong social bonds. Polygamous reproduction.

Periodically, he found himself startled by his own knowledge, by the immense depth of facts that seemed to come ready to hand about any number of subjects: animals, politics, art, sports, music. He could not imagine the source of his understanding and could not believe many people shared such a depth of knowledge, though he dimly remembered college courses, lectures, textbooks. Still, what disturbed him more by far was what he didnt know: how hed grown up, where hed gone to school, who his friends and family and lovers had been, what hed felt and believed about politics and religion.

Who am I?

A giraffes tongue is black, the impeccable host tartly informed the hapless contestants, in order to avoid sunburn due to exposure. The audience groaned and then gamely applauded the contestants, who smiled awkwardly for the cameras. A cartoon giraffe pranced impishly across the screen as Bastille filed the odd fact away for further reference.

Next, the host announced brightly to the camera, world politics. In 1947

Bastille started violently when Matt crashed through the door. You dont have to be so loud, he snapped as he turned. Im…. He trailed off when he glimpsed the paleness of Matts skin, the distress evident in Matts dark green eyes. Matt? he asked uncertainly. Whats wrong?

Warily, Matt glanced around the house, then over at Bastille, as though to assure himself everything was in its proper place. Then and only then did he drop the shopping bags clenched in his fists. Nothing, he muttered. A tired, relieved smile curved his lips. Nothing. A faint huffed laugh escaped him as his shoulders relaxed. I dont know what I expected.

Bastille stood from the old faded couch and eyed him worriedly. But before he could speak, Matt gestured to the bags on the floor. Got you some stuff, he said awkwardly. He sounded apologetic and somehow sad. As he passed by, he reached out and brushed the back of his hand against Bastilles cheek. See if it fits, okay?

Okay, Bastille replied as he fumbled helplessly for words in the wake of that affectionate touch. He couldnt make sense of it, of the abrupt halt to last nights tenderness or the instinct that told him sharply Matt was anything but fine. He watched as Matt walked to the laundry room and then emerged with a clean towel slung over his shoulder. His handsome face was averted, those eyes cast down to the ground. Alarm twisted Bastilles stomach. Matt, today, what hap

Matt silenced him with a crushing hug that stole his breath. Bastilles eyes widened, and he stilled immediately in the embrace, stunned to quiet by the steely strength in Matts arms, the grip he knew would leave delicate bruises. He breathed. Matt…? The towel on Matts shoulder scratched his cheek, heavy with the scent of fabric softener. He extricated his arms enough to wrap them around Matts neck. Youre so upset, he whispered. Matts body against his was tense with unhappiness, his shoulders knotted with worry. Something happened today in the City. I can tell.

Nothing happened, Matt repeated tiredly into his hair. Really. Nothing worth mentioning. Reluctantly, he loosened his grip and stepped back from Bastille. He offered a shadow of his old crooked grin. Youre being awful nice to me, considering how much of a jackass I was yesterday.

Bastille blinked. He curved his lips in a smile. Was? You are a jackass. But his words held no sting, and the apology warmed him more than he cared to admit, even as the ache of worry in his heart grew sharper. Still, I can tell something today went badly or

Nothing interesting, Matt replied offhandedly and turned away as an indication that the conversation was over. Nothing but shopping.

With that, the small thread of intimacy snapped. The bathroom door closed in Bastilles face before he could ask more questions. For a few seconds, Bastille simply stood gazing irritably at the wood as he heard the rattle of the ancient pipes that preceded the rush of water from the shower, and then he turned away and returned to the couch, lost in thought. Stubborn ass, he muttered helplessly.

With nothing else to do but fret over the cause of Matts mood or return to his game show, Bastille soon turned his attention to the bags scattered on the floor. To his surprise, the clothes, neatly wrapped in expensive scented paper, bore no resemblance to the heavy button-up work shirts, rough denim, and neutral colors that made up the majority of Matts work attire. Surprised, he ran his fingers over soft-woven fabrics in jewel tones and comfortably worn denim. Affection softened his features. All of this for me?

At the bottom of the last bag, his fingers found a wrapped bundle of silk. Startled, he pulled out a crimson robe that slipped over his fingers and puddled into his lap. For reasons he didnt quite understand, a blush stained his cheeks. He didnt know what would possess Matt to buy something like this, not after last night. And yet….

After flicking a nervous glance to the closed bathroom door, he hurriedly slid out of his clothes. The robe fit him perfectlya glide of smooth silk against his skin that managed to be both demure and revealing all at once. The cut of the robe felt modest enough, but the silk clung to every inch of his slim body. Bastille felt his cheeks heat as he admired himself as best he could in the reflection of the window. His blush deepened; he might as well have been naked. And though Bastille felt sometimes that he understood very little about the way the world worked, for Matt to buy him such a thingsuch an unnecessary and pleasurable indulgencebelied the inexplicable reluctance hed displayed last night and dampened the hurt that had come of it.

As Bastille padded in a careful, self-admiring circle in front of the window, the bathroom door openedand then, almost immediately thereafter, Matts bedroom door closed with an unhappily final click. Bastille straightened resolutely at the sound and, without realizing it, clenched his fists. Determined, he padded his way through humid air and the clouds of steam to the closed bedroom door and, without the slightest respect for the fact that it had been quite firmly shut, shoved it open. Darkness greeted him as he paused uncertainly at the threshold.

Im not in the mood for dinner, Matt replied before Bastille could speak. Light from the hallway barely illuminated the line of his bare back in the dimness. He curled up in bed on his side, facing the wall opposite the door. After a pause, he added, I hope you ate already.

Hesitantly, Bastille stepped inside, barefoot onto threadbare carpet. No lamps or lights brightened the darkness within, and accordingly, he closed the door behind him. Whats wrong, Matt? Steadying himself with a deep breath, he crossed the room to the bed. The mattress sank gently and creaked under his weight, but Matt didnt stir. This assertiveness felt new to him, but he ignored the nervousness that made him want to twist the silk of the robe in knots between his fingers. Heart pounding, he stretched out along the length of Matts body, a cautious parallel line, and then pressed his face to the bare, still-damp skin of Matts back. For the time being, he remained where he was, silently breathing in the sharp, crisp scent of herbal soap and shower water. Matt didnt tell him to leave, and he took the silence as encouragement. Youre not yourself, he whispered quietly.

Silence.

I know, Matt murmured as Bastille began to think he would not reply. Quiet fell before Matt spoke again, bitter and sullen, into the darkness. I hate it.

Shy, stomach fluttering, Bastille pressed cautious hands to Matts back and spread out seeking palms against the heated skin. The Shopping District, or the City, or both? He liked this way of learning, the slow glide of curious hands against smooth flesh. Matts breath caught with the touch, and his shoulders relaxed. Bastille smiled faintly.

Both, Matt muttered and fell silent before he confessed, I stopped at an Aeon store. I dont know why.

Bastille ignored the sharp ache of fear that stabbed through his heart in response to the admission. Mercilessly, he shoved down the nameless terror that dwelt always at the corners of his mind and threatened to leave him crying over a pain he could not understand or remember. He focused his attention instead on his quiet exploration of Matts spine and moved his hands up to slide over the mans broad shoulders. 

With nimble fingers, he attempted to work out tense knots, and suspected the touch calmed him as much as it calmed Matt. Whats it like?

Matt rolled onto his back with a sigh. The movement took him away from Bastilles seeking fingers, but Bastille could feel even in the dark that he was the focus of an intense, measured green gaze. Sickening, Matt responded quietly, as if figuring it out for himself. Sickeningand scary. Even if theyre Dolls, even if they cantfeel pain, I guess, even so, the way Aeon treats them…. His warm fingers wrapped around Bastilles slim wrist, and he sighed. Still, I suppose I should be relieved. The more I see, the more I know you arent one of them. You cant possibly be. He paused, and his next words came hesitant and uncertain. Butsomething about Aeon doesnt sit right with me, and I dont trust them for shit. On the surface they seem fine, but… nothing they say makes sense. And the whole thingDolls, and the stores, and even how you somehow got here in a goddamn… boxit feels wrong. You know? Its instinct on my part and probably paranoiaI hate the Citybut sometimes I wonder….

I wonder too. About who I am and how I got here. I wonder about all sorts of things.

Bastille didnt speak the words aloud, but he felt as though Matt heard them anyway. In response Matt gently rubbed the vulnerable skin on the underside of Bastilles wrist with his thumb. The roughness of his skin and the confidence in the gesture stole the voice from Bastilles throat but couldnt quite distract him from the nagging worry that tugged at his thoughts. What will happen? he finally asked quietly, though he knew Matt had no answers.

Nothing, Matt said firmly, and his voice carried a fierce undercurrent of determination that stirred Bastille from his reflections. Youre not going to get caught up in anything. Youre going to be happy. To do the things you want to do, to decide your own choices, to live your own life. He paused, and his fingers stilled on Bastilles wrist. Im pretty bad at showing it, but thats what I meant last night. When I was kissing you, I was thinkingthinking I didnt want to… to take advantage of you. I was scared youd feel like you had to, or somethingbecause I paid. Awkwardly, he forged ahead. Youre not beholden to me. I just want you to be happy. Thats all.

With the words, the lingering heaviness in Bastilles chest lifted at last and with it his own worries about Aeon and his origins. He smiled helplessly. And this time he did not fear rejection when he rested his head on Matts warm, broad chest. Im happy here, Bastille said simply. With you.

You didnt do anything wrong.

In response Matt reached out to pull Bastille into a half hug, a strange embrace that skirted the line between friendly affection and desire, and then he paused, startled, his hands stilling on Bastilles back. Before Bastille could ask what was wrong, Matt fumbled for the switch on the lamp nearby. Warm golden light flooded the room. Bastille squinted against it and blinked away afterimages. What was that for?

Goddamn, Matt said softly, all earnest appreciation. His hair, dark with damp, curled slightly under his ears, and quiet vulnerability still darkened his eyes, but his gaze flickered over the crimson robe with open appreciation. His grin was sly. I didnt know if youd like it. Looks good on you.

Bastille felt his face heat in a flush, suddenly aware of how he must look with the tie on his robe askew and crimson fabric slipping from one shoulder. Nervously, he tucked his dark hair behind his ear and averted his eyes from the intensity of Matts gaze, from the tempting sight of his sun-bronzed chest and those large, capable hands. You got it for me, he said awkwardly, so it was special. I…. His cheeks burned, and he cursed the sudden shyness that possessed him. Dontdont think ridiculous things anymore… about taking advantage of me. Im not here because I like working on the farm or I want to figure out my past, you know. He spoke the last words in a quiet rush to the plain quilt on the bed. I… I care about you.

He didnt know what he expected. Humiliation, maybe. Laughter. Or maybe that, like last night, Matt would simply leave, and life would lurch back into dull normalcy. What he didnt anticipate was that Matt would stay and would reach out and run his calloused thumb over Bastilles cheek, over blushing skin, and up the elegant line of his jaw. The touch left fire in its wakeand curiosity too, an intense inquisitiveness that made Bastille lean his head into the touch, press his forehead to Matts. He couldnt find the bravery for more, but Matts hand on the back of his head coaxed him down into a slow and languid kiss. And the joining of lips felt natural, like breathing, as awkwardness and hesitancy melted in the wake of tender desire. Willingly, Bastille parted his lips and surrendered to the kiss as Matt claimed his mouth.

Time moved quickly and not quickly enough as kiss broke into kiss broke into kiss, and before long Bastille found himself breathless and aching. Matts hands felt hot through the silk of the robe as they idly traced the curves and planes of his body, and the slick friction threatened to untangle him. Bastille broke away from the kiss as his arousal stirred. Matt, he managed and then blurted, help, because hed never felt so much in his life and didnt know how much longer he could contain the desire that threatened to make him cry out, made him shiver every time the silk slipped against flushed skin.

Matt laughed, and then his grin lightened his green eyes. Youre impatient, he noted with lazy good humor, and Bastille might have uttered a sharp retort if a glance down to Matts worn cotton boxers and the evident hardness straining against the thin material hadnt left him speechless. He jerked his gaze away, but not before Matt laughed again, and not before Matts mouth found his neck and Matts hands sought his thighs, then moved to cradle the swollen arousal between his legs.

I might be dying. Bastille couldnt think and could never recall feeling so surrendered in his life as Matt shifted to lean over him. Matts mouth found his nipple through the fabric of the robe and teased him with heat and the rasp of warm, wet silk. Desperate, Bastille wove his hands into Matts hair and gripped tightly, too rapt to be embarrassed by the way his hips bucked into the glide of Matts hand over his silk-sheathed sex.

I want…, Bastille began and lost the rest of the sentence as Matts deft hands easily loosed the tie on his robe, smoothed the silk back from his skin, and exposed the whole bare length of his body to the golden lamplight and a hungry gaze. He tried not to tremble. He didnt know where he should look, and so he fixed his hopeful, longing gaze on Matt.

Matt smiled, honest and boyishly appreciative. Jesus, he whispered. Youre really something. And the words might not have been poetic, but Matts mouth and his hands certainly were. The wet slide of his tongue over Bastilles skin, the wet kisses and gentle bites against willing flesh, the rough hands that learned the shape of Bastilles body… those caresses spoke. And in response, Bastilles small and needing gasps, his low cries, filled the silence of the room.

Bastille forgot everything else. And when Matt finally tugged on his nipple with playful teeth and a wet tongue, sought out the swollen arousal between his legs, and stroked, the world that had narrowed to the nuances of Matts touch and the warmth of his breath fragmented into pure, sharp, and sudden bliss. He bucked once into Matts warm handtwiceand

Oh.

Oh. Bastilles brow knitted, and he closed his eyes. He thought he might have called Matts name, but he wasnt sure. Helplessly, he surrendered as the paroxysm of pleasure took him whole. He trembled through the strokes that uncoiled heat in his belly, cramped his calves, left his abdomen slick and slippery with pleasure.

In the aftermath, dazed as the taut tension departed his muscles, he breathed.

Just look at you. Matt sounded amused. Bastille opened his eyes with some effort to find himself the subject of Matts good-humored gaze, still dark with desire. And through the haze of lingering pleasure, he realized with embarrassment that Matts arousal was still very evident. He frowned.

Matt…, he stumbled and then fell silent. Tentatively, he reached out and touched Matts hair in hopes his hands might speak the same poetry Matts seem to know, but when he received a blankly inquiring gaze in return, he gave up. Matt, yourecan we…?

Matt studied him, and the serious, thoughtful set of Matts mouth relaxed into a smile. I dont mind, he reassured Bastille and stroked a warm hand over Bastilles thigh as proof of the words. If you feel good, then I

As determined as he was embarrassed, Bastille reached out blindly, sought out Matts hard member through his boxers. His fingers closed around rigid flesh, and he had the pleasure of seeing Matts fierce eyes narrow. Just then, Matt looked feral and hungry, almost dangerous in a way that made Bastilles heart flutter sweetly. Bastille kept his hand where it was, attempted to recreate Matts grip on his own arousal, the firm and measured stroke. I want, he said firmly, to be with you. And then, in response to the objection already forming on Matts tongue, said, This is my choice.

Fuck, Matt said brokenly. And then, unwilling or unable to protest any longer, he returned his mouth to Bastilles skin and slid eager fingers through the wetness slick on Bastilles stomach. Bastille melted into the touch, closed his eyes, and simply let himself relax into more long kisses and a comforting shared embrace. With the sharp edge of his need blunted by fulfillment, he found himself able to focus on precious small details: the heavy press of Matts heated skin against his own as they kissed, the sensitive ache in the softened flesh between his legs, the way Matt smiled against his collarbone as Bastille managed with some fumbling to slide Matts boxers off and explore heat and hardness. Limp from pleasure, Bastille simply let himself be guided for a time and trusted the confidence of Matts touch and the skill of his mouth and hands.

It might have been minutes or hours laterhe had no real way of knowing, lost in this paradise of breath and touchthat Matts fingers stroked him back to hardness, slid back and then below to rub against his entrance. Sensitive to the touch, Bastille bucked and opened his eyes, dazed, to the golden lamplight and Matts intent gaze. He opened his mouth uncertainly and then shut it. He knew about sexhe felt he knew, anyway, and could call up an inordinate amount of technical detail about every aspect of the biological processes involved in the act of couplingbut now, in the present, such knowledge failed him entirely. He cleared his throat awkwardly. Im not sure how, he began, how to, ah….

Matt threw back his head and laughed. Youre amazing, he commented as he rolled over on his side to pull open the drawer of his nightstand and fumble for Bastille knew not what. You know everything about everythingand nothing about everything all at the same time

Shut up, Bastille muttered, and felt his cheeks blaze. Ive never done this before. But the words made him pause as soon as he said them. He didnt think hed done this, or at least he had no recollection of ever having done it. But how do I know? Anxiety, long banished to the corners of his mind, cropped up briefly to twist his stomach. How do I know? Fortunately, Matts mouth on his distracted him from the thought and returned him to the present. He flinched in surprise when, heartbeats later, slick fingers slid between his legs, stroked his cock, and then pressed against his entrance. He whimpered, torn between arousal and fear. He didnt want it to hurt. He didnt want it to

Shhh, Matt murmured against his lips. I wont hurt you.

And he didnt. Bastille didnt know how long it took of gentle rubbing, of kissing, of Matts mouth on his throat and his chest before arousal stirred fully again and he began to arch into the touch. He parted his legs. Matt slid a finger, slick and slow, inside him. Even in this state the intrusion made him gasp, somehow unexpected in spite of all his anticipation, but he couldnt fight what he wanted so badly. He squeezed his eyes shut and focused on the rush of blood in his veins, his pounding heartbeat that mirrored Matts, the way Matts free hand coaxed his thighs open. To his surprise, his tight muscles relaxed as they began to stretch, as Matt carefully added another finger. The noticeability of the intrusion began to fade as he returned to himself a bit, felt the heat of Matts arousal pressed against his thigh, his own answering hardness trapped between the two of them. Matts patience, he realized, was enormous. Theyd been at this for some time. Youre taking care of me.

Matt smiled. He seemed surprised. Didnt expect you to be ready again so soon.

Bastille hadnt expected it either, and again worry scratched at the surface of his thoughtsis this something Dolls can do, or is this a normal human response? Am I different?before Matt inhaled sharply. The need in his face spoke clearly. Think youre ready?

Yes. Bastille spoke with a surety he didnt entirely feel, though genuine passion and sincerity made him certain the words would prove true. Eager despite his lack of experience, he reached blindly out again. Matts arousal felt long, thick in his hands, hard and hot. Bastille listened as Matt hissed out a breath, then felt his own eyes widen with embarrassment and surprise as Matt precisely folded his legs up and back, like delicate origami, to leave him open and exposed.

I Dont look, he wanted to say irrationally, but the plainspoken lust in Matts admiring gaze muted his protest and sent a little thrill through him. And then he forgot to worry about anything, because accepting Matts hardness was nothing like accepting his fingers. Blunt, heavy heat pressed at him, opened him painfully. Bastille inhaled and barely realized he was holding his breath until he felt Matts hands smoothing his hair away from his face.

Breathe, Matt urged gently. His gaze was soft but intent, his jaw set with effort. Restraint showed clearly in the tense set of his muscles, the way he kissed the corner of Bastilles mouth. Breathe.

Bastille tried. His hair stuck damply to his cheeks and to the pillow as Matts weight above him pressed him down into the mattress and the scratchy quilt. The world contracted to the bluntness of Matts hardness against him, inside him, the searing ache of muscles as they reluctantly stretched to accept that hot heaviness and length. Please, he muttered over and over in a sort of prayer, wanting more, wanting everything, unable to think beyond Matt, inside and out, around him and within. His arousal rubbed against Matts belly, a friction that somehow transformed the ache of intrusion into a pleasurable throb. His thighs burned as he spread them as much as he could, and he tightened his grip on Matts back, leaving welts that blossomed vivid and crimson where his fingernails bit into skin.

Matt dipped his head to Bastilles shoulder and breathed out heavily. God, he whispered.

Time stretched as he stilled. Bastille could still feel the tremble in Matts back, and he smiled against Matts shoulder. The weight above him felt heavy and solid, comforting, and the ache of entrance had given way to a sweet discomfort, a tingling want that made him remember how hard he was. As he relaxed and accepted the joining, as Matt started to thrustcarefully, like Bastille was made of glass or paperBastille found it easier and easier to move. First he tightened his arms around Matt, drawing Matt in so close and tight that their coupling became a slow grind, deep and endless thrusts, and thenas Matt pressed gently at the backs of his knees to hold his legs open, to get the right angleBastille hooked his legs above Matts shoulders and clung to Matts neck.

The next thrust hit so deep, in such a pure and aching place, that Bastille cried out in spite of himself. And kept crying out reflexively with every stroke. Matt breathed words in response, insensible words of encouragement, affection, and love into his ear, and they ignited the need that raced through Bastille urgently, increased more with every arch of their bodies together. He squeezed his eyes shut and listened and held on tight as he thrust up as best he could for the relief of sweet friction against his aching sex.

This, he realized, was what it meant to be human.

To choose someone. To choose someone who also chose you. To love freely and of your own will and to discover this wonderful pleasure together. Warmth stung Bastilles eyes, and he opened them and found Matt smiling down at him: boyish, honest, sweet. He ached at the sight of it and smiled back helplessly, his body lost to pleasure as Matt cradled him, pierced him, took him. Matt, he whispered and wanted to say so many things. I love your smile or I love how this feels or I love you inside me or even I love you. But the words felt pale and small, and all that came out of him on a shaky breath was Matt, this is so good. Matt, he knew, would understand what he meant.

And then thought became irrelevant because Matt was pushing deeper and harder, and Bastilles want grew more urgent as the ancient bedsprings creaked. He wrapped pale legs around Matt, drew him close, and let himself ride the inevitable ebb and flow of pleasure untilafter one sharp thrust, after Matts moan against his ear, after those strong hands tightened around his thighshe pitched over some invisible cliff and climaxed, convulsing against Matt with a desperate cry.

Matt continued to thrust, and then through the haze, Bastille felt him stiffen and tense, heard his choked and low moan. Instinctively he threaded his fingers through Matts hair and stroked gently, rocking Matt through the clutch of pleasure until his body stilled and Matts head dropped to his shoulder. His breath came in rough, sharp pants against sweat-damp skin.

Good, Matt mumbled incoherently. For a long moment he fell silent, collapsed on top of Bastille, limp and unmoving. Bastille didnt mind and couldnt bring himself to focus on anything but sensation yet. He enjoyed the sweat-damp tangle of their bodies and the scratch of the quilt against his skin, the warmth as he idly slid his fingers through Matts disheveled hair.

After a long and lingering quiet, Matt managed a lazy smile against Bastilles shoulder, leonine and content in the afterglow. That was… good, Matt murmured. Another beat passed, and then Matt finally stirred, lifting his head. Worry furrowed his brow as he sought Bastilles gaze. Are you okay? Did I hurt you? I tried not to, I

Bastille smiled. He liked the sensitivity beneath the confident demeanor, the way Matts boyish concern complemented his strength. Im not hurt. He winced faintly anyway when Matt pulled out of him and away, and then he forced himself to sit up. Its late, he thought irrationally as he glanced at the clock. He realized hed forgotten to turn off the television as, from outside, he heard the faded music of an infomercial. Matt, sprawled comfortably nearby and unashamed of his nakedness, seemed unconcerned by the hour.

Longing and a sudden wave of weariness took Bastille. He didnt want to return to the couch, didnt want to lose this new intimacy between them. Unsure of how to ask, however, he instead resigned himself to the thought of departure and rose from the bedor tried to, anyway. To his surprise, his thighs trembled rebelliously in response.

Going somewhere? Matt caressed Bastilles sweat-slick back. His honest and open gaze held fondness. Sleep here tonight. And then he got up and disappeared into the bathroom as Bastille gratefully returned to the bed. Matt soon reappeared with a damp rag. With a rough tenderness, he wiped away the sticky residue of passion, the slick on Bastilles belly and his thighs, and then pulled a fresh set of sheets from the wooden dresser nearby. Stand up a sec, he instructed and set about making the bed properly.

As he waited, Bastille glimpsed a slash of red silk against the threadbare carpet. Carefully he recovered his robe, smoothed out the wrinkles, and hung it from a chair. So pretty. Curiously, he wondered how the other clothes would look, how Matt would strip them from his skin, how those warm hands would feel through

Coming? From beneath the covers, Matt watched him with heavy-lidded eyes.

Yes. Happily, Bastille slid in between the new cool sheets and stretched luxuriously. The plump pillow beguiled him, but he ignored it to curl up at Matts side and pillow his face on Matts chest. To his surprise, Matt stroked his hair gently in response, idly weaving his fingers through long dark strands.

Youre sure youre fine? Matt asked hesitantly. I mean, I know youre not a Doll, but I dont want you to feel like one, so

I didnt have sex with you because I felt obligated, Bastille insisted hotly. He opened one eye and fixed Matt with a glare he hoped was baleful. And to prove it, I can tell you with certainty I wont do it anymore with you if you keep saying those things.

To his surprise, Matt laughed, and his good humor must have been contagious because Bastille laughed too. Matt didnt stop stroking Bastilles hair. I guess thats what I get for asking stupid questions, huh?

Yes, Bastille affirmed as he closed his eyes. He found this new kind of touch soothing, comfortable, and safe. A welcome soreness made his thighs ache, and he knew hed be tender for a while. The thought felt somehow delicious, and warmth suffused him as he listened quietly to the beat of Matts heart, the rhythm of their breathing. Outside, the television played on, and he knew without asking that they wouldnt get up and turn it off until morning. Right now, nothing else mattered. Or perhaps this moment was the only thing that mattered.

Bastille fell asleep tangled in Matts arms.


Chapter Six



MATT WOKE up before the alarm the next day.

Blearily, he sat up, cursing quietly under his breath as he glared at the red glowing five-zero-zero in the predawn darkness. Beside him, Bastille slept curled up on his side, his eyes closed and his hands thrust between his knees. His posture and his nudity reminded Matt of the first day hed arrived, packed up neatly in a box, but Matt couldnt think of him as a Doll, couldnt think of that day as anything more than a fortuitous twist of fate. He knew so much more now than hed known then, the different smiles that curved those soft lips, the touches that would make those long lashes flutter, the spark and fire in stubborn gray eyes, the earnestness in the press of graceful hands against his skin.

He tried to reproach himself for being so sentimental.

Even so, after another glance at Bastilleso peaceful, so neat and small in his bedhe turned off the alarm clock and stumbled as quietly as he could to the kitchen after he dressed, stubbing his toe in the process and biting down on a curse. Yawning, he put the coffee on and gave Scout some affectionate scratches behind the ears.

He knew thered be a lot of work today, but he couldnt bring himself to care. Even the endless list of chores ahead and his longing to crawl back under warm covers couldnt dampen his good mood. Yesterdays trip to the Shopping District felt small and negligible in his mind, and the sunshine today promised a fruitful day of work to erase the memory altogether. He welcomed it. No point in waking Bastille yet, and so he lingered over his second cup of coffee until he heard the unmistakable sound of tires on his gravel driveway.

Matt stiffened at the sound. The hell? Hardly anyone came out this way. Hardly anyone wanted to come out this way, and never this early. The lack of vehicles in the City and the lack of public transportation out this way made trips to the Margin rare indeed, and the trucks and cars that passed were often sanitation vehicles making dump trips into the Wilds beyond. Matt couldnt remember the last visitor hed had whose arrival hadnt been planned and scheduled well in advance. Wary, he pushed back the curtains from the kitchen window and immediately glimpsed the source of the wrongness. A car, bright red and sleek, sat in his driveway.

Scout growled and bared his teeth. Matt glanced at the dog sharply and recognized the aggressive stance. Was that the car from the other night? But the sound of the cars door slamming startled him from his thoughts on the matter. He stepped outside the front door and closed it firmly behind him as his visitor stepped up onto the creaking porch.

Matt told himself he did it so Scout wouldnt go wild.

Morning, sir. Tall and slim, the new arrival squinted cheerfully through gold-rimmed glasses. Matt noted the wedding ring on the mans hand and his thinning dark hair. Older, then. A professional. He wore a tailored blue suit with a gold name tag that matched his glasses precisely and announced him as Evan Garrison. And he looked so disconcertingly familiar at first glance Matt instantly remembered where hed seen similar clothing yesterdayon Jared Delth, the Shopping Districts Aeon manager.

Matt did not shake the hand Evan offered. He didnt smile. Instead he leaned casually against the wall of the house and met Evans eyes with what he hoped was an unreadable gaze. He knew damn well his broad shoulders and a scowl well cultivated from years of intimidating the curious and criminal off his property made him an imposing figure, and when he spoke, he kept his voice flat and disinterested. Can I help you?

Evan coughed nervously and offered a faint half smile. All his features seemed wan and nervous. He had the look of a perpetually harried man, a weary father, or a drone in midlevel management. Hurriedly he opened a binder that clamped down brightly colored paperspink and blue and greenoverwhelmed with endless lines of small and unreadable print. He pulled his phone from his pocket and checked it as though to make sure hed come to the right place. Im a technician for Aeon Creations, he attempted warmly. At Matts stony, unyielding stare, he elaborated. Im the technician here to pick up your Doll.

Alarm knifed through Matt, quick and sharp. I canceled that. I know I canceled that. Still, he kept his voice even and his expression neutral. Please let Bastille stay asleep. I canceled that request.

To his surprise, Evan did not immediately back down but canted his body to the side as though to peer around Matt and through the screen door. Finding it opaque, he shifted his gaze to the curtain-covered windows. Matt squared his shoulders and narrowed his eyes, then spoke his next words with a deliberately hard edge. Is there anything else?

No, no, Evan replied and then gave a weak smile. I guess I didnt receive the cancellation order. Sometimes the paperwork gets lost, and Im sure Ill have hell to pay for it. He tapped a few notes into his phone. What a shame, though. For the first time since his arrival, he lost his cheerful curve of lip. He met Matts gaze directly as he removed his glasses. The company wanted to look at the prototype. They believe it can be a problem when left unmanaged.

Matt didnt know whether to read the words as a warning or a threat. He shrugged. Ill keep it in mind, he said simply, and to his relief Evan gave a nod, put his glasses back on, and returned to the car. With a spin of tires against gravel, the vehicle backed recklessly out of the driveway and then hurtled back down the main road.

Shit, Matt muttered.

The screen door slammed behind him as he stalked back inside and bypassed the coffee cup on the table to make a beeline for the bedroom. Bastille, he called and grasped him by one pale shoulder. Bastille. Wake up.

Gray eyes blinked up at him. Huh? Groggy, Bastille sat up in one lithe twist and rubbed his eyes as he glanced in surprise at the alarm clock. Did you let me sleep in? I

Listen, Matt said urgently. Listen, someone from Aeon was here. Bastille went very still under his hands. They said they didnt receive my cancellation order, whichwell, thats bullshit. The guy left, but….

But. But. Matts instincts screamed this wouldnt be the end of it. He didnt exactly understand what was happening, but he couldnt write off so many small wrongnessesor the dread that twisted his stomach now every time he saw Aeons crescent moon logo.

Whats going to happen? Bastille seemed calmhis delicate features betrayed no distress or concernbut those huge eyes, wild with fear, belied his composure. He clutched the sheets so hard his fingernails bent against the fabric. What does this mean?

Stop scaring him. Matt found calm from somewhere and managed a smile. Unable to help himself, he reached out and smoothed a soothing hand over Bastilles raven hair, silken and mussed from sleep. All he wanted was to crawl back into bed and start the day over. But he didnt have the luxury of time. It means, he said aloud, we need a plan, thats all. Just in case.

Curiosity tempered the fear in Bastilles eyes. A plan?

Cmere. Matt beckoned. I meanthis is where we live. And it seems like they know now. Im sure as hell not running, so were going to figure out a way to deal with it. The farm was all he knew of home and, tempting as it was to simply flee from the thousand horrifying possibilities his mind could conjure up, he knew in his heart he wouldnt leave unless no other choice remained. He despised the City, and beyond the Margin lay the Wilds, a dead tangle of uninhabited land and poisonous waste. Simply put, he had nowhere else to go.

Bastille didnt pause but reached for the crimson robe still hanging from the chair and drew it on before he padded after Matt through the house to the laundry room. The small, dusky space housed cobwebs and the unused sports equipment of decades past. Abandoned socks waited, dusty and untouched, in the gap between the washer and the dryer. Matt ignored the mess and the stains that discolored the tile as he stepped inside. Look here. He pointed to a long hand-built cabinet above the dryer. My grandpa made this. Carefully, he opened the door and drew out the contents.

Bastilles eyes went wide. Matt, thats illegal

Yeah, yeah, Matt replied wryly as he brought the rifle forth. I know. Belonged to my grandpa. It wasnt illegal back then. He kept a hell of a lot of ammunition for it too. Matt gestured to the boxes stowed away neatly inside. Be carefulkeep it pointed away from both of us and dont pull the trigger. Im going to show you how to load it and shoot it.

Brow furrowed, Bastille gazed down at the rifle. They outlawed these decades ago, he observed. Too many accidental shootings. And anyway, theres not much crime anymore, so….

With an open palm, Matt rubbed Bastilles back. Relax. My grandpa didnt have it to use on people. He kept it for rabid animals or ones that were too sick to live. And I think once he shot a coyote that was upsetting his chickens. I do the same. As he spoke, he quickly but efficiently demonstrated how to handle the gun: where the bullets went, how to load it and hold it, and how to shoot. He mimed the actions carefully and kept his movements fluid and confident. Never thought Id use it for anything else. And hopefully there wont be need.

Bastille frowned and hesitantly mimicked his demonstrations. The speed at which he learned sometimes frightened Matt. Hed never thought it possible to absorb so much information so quickly. Am I doing it right?

Yeah, Matt said softly. Together they went through the pantomime several more times until Bastilles motions were fluid, his grip on the gun less hesitant. Look, well probably never even have to use it. But you should know where it is. He paused. If something should happenyou know where it is, thats all. If youre ever in trouble, grab the gun, grab the truck keys from the counter, get the money out of my wallet, and go. Get outgo, anywhere you can think of, as far from here as possible. Matt gritted his teeth as the words left his mouth. It wasnt a great solution. It wasnt even a good solution. But as much as he feltstupidly, superstitiouslyas though giving this sort of advice would make his fears come true, he feared the consequences of not making any plans at all.

Bastille, his eyes wide, simply nodded mutely, and Matt felt awful that the tenderness of last night had so easily been lost. To make up for it, he helped Bastille put up the rifle and then drew him close into a tight embrace. Bastilles heart pounded rabbit-quick, and Matt gently rubbed circles on his back, soothing him. Dont worry, he murmured into Bastilles hair. Everythings going to be fine. Believe me.

Ill protect you, no matter what.

A strained silence lingered over their breakfast. Bastille pushed eggs around his plate without eating them as the sun rose higher in the sky and Scout whined restlessly by the door. He wanted to be out and so did Matt. Work waited, and he thought keeping his hands busy might shake the dread that had settled heavily in the pit of his stomach.

Eventually Bastille gave up on finishing his meal and scraped cold egg and toast scraps into the trash can. His tense posture and averted gaze made him look smaller than normal, and all his attention seemed focused inward. Matt wanted to offer comfort but couldnt think of anything useful to say, so he simply squeezed Bastilles shoulders before they headed out to the field.

Scout, untroubled, ran ahead of them to the pastures, doubling back to launch himself forward again with an explosion of happy barking. The sight made Matt smile, and so did the heat of the sun as it warmed away the coolness of the morning air. Itll be okay, he asserted, pleased by the confidence in his tone, and Bastille glanced back at him in surprise. A faint smile touched his lips in response. Itll be okay, Matt repeated again, firmly. Weve got the farm and weve got each other. Itll work out.

He could see from the warmth in those eyes that Bastille believed him.





TO BASTILLES surprise, the day passed entirely without incident.

He worked with Matt in the pastures and barns without interruption until early afternoon, and when they returned to the house for lunch, Bastille found to his disbelief the driveway remained unoccupied and the house firmly locked. He let out a breath he hadnt known hed been holding. By then hed regained his appetite, and a hearty sandwich fueled him through the rest of the day as he carefully tested the sweet corn, pricked kernels with his thumbnail until the telltale milk appeared, and then harvested the heavy ears into the small cart he rolled along at his side.

Guess what were having for dinner tonight, Scout? At his side, the dog worried a half shucked and discarded ear along the ground, nosing it and gnawing at the silk. Amused, Bastille gave him a pet on the head as they walked back to the house, the loaded cart bumping along behind them. Not impressed, huh? Well, you probably wouldnt like it anyway.

Matt had promised hed enjoy ripe corn, cooked and smothered with butter and salt. Bastille couldnt remember having eaten it beforethough, for whatever reason, he had the nutritional content memorizedand his stomach growled at the promise of dinner. In his time here hed learned the best food came not from the foil-wrapped, nutritionally dense meals available for easy purchase in the City, but from the earth: sun-warm cucumbers, crisp bell peppers, tomatoes plump to bursting.

A salad, he thought as the house and the nearby shed came into view. A salad would definitely be nice.

He stepped onto the porch, humming quietly after he had stored the lions share of the corn in the shed. He cradled a few of the best ears in his arms. Golden light illuminated the houses small windows, and when Bastille entered, he found Matt already at the stove.

Chicken, Matt told him, and Bastille glimpsed the raw meat waiting in its paper on the counter. Matt nodded to a heavy, dented pot nearby. The waters ready to boil too. Got the corn?

Yes. Bastille dumped the ears on the counter as Scout curled contentedly on the worn rug in the center of the floor. With two hands he grasped the rough fine silk and gave a strong tug, satisfied as the green skin split to reveal perfect yellow corn. This looks good, he said proudly. I think it will

The unmistakable sound of tires spinning against gravel halted him midsentence.

At the oven, Matt stiffened, and hurriedly they both pressed their faces to the kitchen window that looked out over the driveway. Four, Bastille counted as the doors to the luxury sedan opened. Four men with dark glasses, despite the low evening light. Four men in suits pinned with slim silver nametags.

Thats government ID, Matt muttered. Jesus, what the hell is going on? And then his green eyes widened as he glimpsed what Bastille had already noticed: the slim silver guns and Tasers in hip holsters, revealed by the flapping of the jackets dark tails. Quickly, firmly, he gripped Bastille by the shoulder and spun him around. Go. Get out of here.

Bastille stumbled a step forward, the corn still in his hand. The harshness in Matts voice felt like a slap. Cold fear froze his thoughts and scrambled his reason, left him without words to protest. Even though the men had Tasers and guns, surely they were for show. The use of deadly weapons even for government officials had long been outlawed. Mattbut On the stove, the water boiled up and over the pot, hissing as it slid down the sides to land on the searing burner. I cant leave you

Matt shoved the truck keys into his hand, his eyes hard and as fierce as Bastille had ever seen them. Dont start the truck until you see them come inside. Thatll give you some time and hopefully keep them from shooting out the windows or the tires. Get the gun before you go. Once you hit the main road, drive as far from here and the City as you can.

But, Bastille objected helplessly, but

He choked on the words as an aggressive knock rattled the front door. Matt cupped Bastilles cheek in one hand. Ill be fine. Its not me theyre after. Now go. A faint sad smile touched his lips. Take care, okay?

The corn fell from Bastilles hands to his feet, where it rolled to a stop against a nearby counter as Scout barked in the background. Shaking, he turned and fled to the washroom, lifted the rifle from the handmade cabinet. This cant be real. This cant be happening. The weapon felt foreign and unfamiliar in his hands. He clutched it as he stumbled to the back door, his other hand wrapped so tightly around the keys that the metal bit into his palms.

Cool night air washed over him as he stepped quietly out onto grass that tickled his ankles. He blinked at the sensation and realized hed forgotten his shoes in his haste. The breeze carried back the sound of masculine voices. He heard Matt in response: hard, sullen, questioning. Scouts bark punctuated the conversation he couldnt quite make out.

Matt, Bastille whispered helplessly and tried to steel himself against the trembling that took him as he pressed himself back against the wall of the house. In the distance he could make out the silhouette of the truck, parked perpendicular to the sedan. He forced himself to stand still, to loosen his grip on the weapon. He counted his breaths. Wait until theyre inside. Wait until theyre inside.

But he didnt want them to go inside, to enter Matts house. He didnt want Matt to face them alone. Those guns….

The front door slammed and cut off all the conversation. Bastille inhaled deeply and made himself take a step. Then another. His legs shook as he moved along the side of the house. At one of the golden-lit windows he dared to peek in. Matt sat on the couch alone, his mouth twisted with unhappiness and a warning hand resting on Scouts head. Four men in suits stood over him. One, older than the rest, with a gray-streaked goatee and a grim set to his mouth, spoke rapidly with his eyes narrowed. He rested his hand casually on his gun. Periodically the other three men glanced to him and nodded or entered information into their tablets at his command. The leader?

Bastille ached. His eyes burned as he turned away from the window. He ignored the sharp prickle of grass and gravel against his tender bare feet. The keys sounded embarrassingly loud in the silence of the evening as he fumbled to unlock the truck. Which one? His first attempt failed and he tried another, wincing at the rasp of metal. Which one? The third key proved correct; the heavy door of the truck unlocked and opened at last. Desperately relieved and blind with fear, Bastille crawled inside. He closed the door inch by agonizing inch until an uncertain click assured him at least it wouldnt fly open as he drove down the road.

After he slid the key into the trucks ignition, the front door slammed again with such force that Bastille panicked and accidentally pressed a button to roll the window down. Cringing, he froze before he dropped instinctively to the floorboards. Bastille banged his head on the steering wheel as he maneuvered to the passenger side where he had more room to hide. He ducked down under the dash and prayed no one would think to approach the truck.

Well?

Conversation floated in through the trucks open window, and Bastille blinked as he glanced up. Breathing slowly, he strained to listen to the conversation that carried in on the night breeze.

He says the Doll ran off on its own toward the City a few days ago. A car door opened and then shut again. They must have forgotten something. Doesnt know what happened to it. Another door opened and shut. Bastille could hear the crunch of dress shoes against the gravel. Carefully he snaked his arm up and wrapped his sweat-slick hand around the rifle. Hes lying, of course. Surveillance video shows him shopping yesterday in the Fourth, and the clothes he purchased arent for him.

Hell talk soon enough. This time the footsteps came perilously close to the truck, and Bastille clenched his jaw so tightly it ached. Doesnt matter for now. In a minute, well send Kidd and John out to search the fields and then burn them if necessary. Theres nothing here anyway but a bunch of homegrown garbage.

The anger that blazed inside Bastille at the words disappeared as footsteps came nearer to the truck. He flinched at the muffled sounds of movement near the door of the truck and swallowed the whine of terror that wanted to come out. He suspected even a rifle wouldnt be much use against two trained government agents equipped with guns and Tasers. And he didnt want to die. He didnt. He didnt want Matt to die either, and Matt was alone right now with the other two. If they find me and I shoot them, the other two might shoot Matt. And Im not sure I could even take both of them down anyway. The sounds came closer, and Bastille squeezed his eyes shut as he tried frantically to decide on the best course of action.

An explosion of barking made Bastilles shoulders sag with relief, and heat welled up behind his closed eyes. Scout. Scout. From outside the truck, curses. The footsteps receded. Youre going to have to shoot the damn dog, one of them muttered, and Bastilles eyes went wide. Shoot that stubborn farmer too while youre at it. Hes been living in the Margin too long. Hes probably lost his mind. We dont need his help enough to put up with his shit.

Laughter floated to Bastille on the night air. Keep him alive for now, the second agent instructed. That kind always knows more than they let on. His grandfather had a permanent place on all of our lists. The next few sentences faded along with their footsteps, and mercifully the front door to the house opened and closed again.

Theyre gone. Bastille swiped at wetness on his cheeks and sought to unfold himself from the floor, banging his head in the process. The dashboard popped open with an accommodating click and dumped a series of maps over the floor. Bastille brushed them away absently.

What do I do?

His stomach in knots, he hauled himself back into the drivers seat and settled the rifle across his lap. His hand stilled on the key before he turned it in the ignition. What do I do? His heart beat painfully. If he left, what would happen to Matt?

Matt and his stubbornness, his kindness. Matt with tousled hair like fox fur. Matt and his warm hands, his strong shoulders. Matts sly grin and his green, green eyes. Overwhelmed, Bastille leaned his head against the steering wheel and wept. And for the first time since his arrival here, he felt absolutely sure he must be human, because surely no machine could ever hurt this badly.

In tears, he sought to calm his frantic breaths as his fingers tightened on the key.


Chapter Seven



PATIENTLY, MATT studied the faces of his two guards.

They might as well have been buddy cops from a bad movie, a squabbling duo whose differences seemed meant for comic reliefthe guard on the right, a solid, heavy-built older man with careless stubble and a laconic demeanor, and the guard on the left, a whip-thin young man who talked incessantly and made jokes even he didnt seem to find amusing.

Matt read their nametags. The quiet one was named Kidd, the younger comedian, John. Curious, he turned his gaze to the third man, part of the pair who had returned from outside. The obvious leader of the group, his age made evident by his manicured silver goatee and the wrinkles at the corners of his hard dark eyes, he searched the kitchen cabinets with ruthless efficiency and upended boxes of cereal and pasta and sent their contents spilling across the floor and under the stove as he barked commands to the two in the living room. Unapproved, he snapped tersely, over and over as he continued. Periodically he set aside a box and labeled it carefully or researched its contents with his tablet. His nametag read Michael Gabriel, and Matt fought to hide his incredulity.

Youve got to be kidding me. A government official named after two archangels?

Then again, perhaps no normal citizen would realize the import of the name. The City offered college courses based on religious texts, but the books in those courses had been altered significantly from the dusty tomes Matts grandfather once kept in the bedroom bookshelf, with each approved edition scrubbed free of any perceived fantastical or mythological elements. What remained in every casefrom the Bible to the Quranwas a collection of pithy platitudes and trite sayings that echoed the feel-good blurbs on almost every City pamphlet and television show: care for others, practice kindness, be honest and forgiving.

Why are those foods unapproved? John asked as the fourth agenta blunt-faced man named Masonstepped inside from one final circuit around the outside of the house. Matt, drawn from his reverie, almost felt sorry for the poor idiot, for the way his youth and inexperience prompted him to blurt out questions he should know better than to ask. Immediately after the words spilled out, his dark eyes widened as if he realized it was foolish to say anything. He looked guiltily down at the ground as Kidd gave the slightest shake of his head in quiet warning. From his new position leaning against the wall, Mason stared the duo down with barely concealed contempt.

Michael stopped in the middle of his search and turned a dark glare to his subordinate. John blanched and stepped away from his partner, as though to distance himself from the question. No nutritional value in this dreck, Michael replied curtly, or very little anyway, relatively speaking. Food produced outside government facilities must still meet governmental regulations for nutritional value, sanitation, and purity, and citizens must receive a government permit to purchase or sell it. He turned knowing eyes to Matt. But that doesnt stop the folks who make it and trade it illegally on the net. With another glare to punctuate his point, he finished his cursory exploration and then briskly picked up his tablet again. You two go search the fields for Beta Seven. Burn the crops if necessary once youve completely investigated the area. Mason, guard the farmer. Im going to go evaluate the bedroom and bathroom.

Matt sighed faintly as John and Kidd departed. Scout shifted restlessly under his palm, and he turned his attention to the quiet outside as seconds turned into minutes and minutes turned into a half hour. Crashes and quiet thumps sounded from the bedroom as Michael systematically searched his belongings. Bastille, what the hell are you doing? The sight of the truck, dark and still in the driveway, made him grit his teeth. With the other two heading for the fields and the remaining agents in the house, now was the best possible time for Bastille to flee. So why wasnt he going?

If the stupid sap had stayed behind to help

But the roar as the truck came to life seconds later sliced the thought neatly in two, and Matt did what hed planned to do to do ever since the expensive car pulled up in his driveway. He came to his feet in one swift motion and lifted his hand from Scouts head as Masons head turned to the noise outside and Michael emerged from the bedroom on a run. The dog launched himself at the two men as they moved, a golden blur of teeth and anger, and Matt followed suit. With as much speed and force as he could muster, he made for Mason, the closest agent to the door, and threw two punches that sent the man sprawling before he could as much as grab his gun.

Matt didnt have much time, and without a weapon, neither he nor Scout could slow the agents down for long. But every precious second counted for Bastille. Matt threw another punchso hard he felt the shock of it reverberate through his upper arm and his shoulderand Mason, only now steadying himself, staggered backward into the wall from the force of the blow and fell. The old owl clock, a family relic from time immemorial, crashed down on top of him. And with Mason temporarily disoriented, Matt kept moving and turned to face Michael behind him, his arm cocked for another punch as Scouts teeth clamped down on Masons arm to keep him still. If he could hold them back, at least one of them anyway, or maybe somehow get the guns away from them

A click froze him in place.

Matt stilled immediately as he found himself gazing down the barrel of the sleek silver gun in Michaels hands. Jesus, the lead agent cursed. Sweat beaded his forehead, and with a grunt he kicked Scout firmly enough that the dog loosened his teeth on Masons arm and went skidding and tumbling across the room, his barks reduced to helpless yelps. Hurry up, Michael snapped with a wave of his gun, and Mason clambered obediently to his feet in response. Go chase down the prototype before he gets too far. We dont have time for this bullshit. The thin set of his mouth expressed his displeasure. Ill deal with this one.

Mason departed immediately and pushed through the flimsy screen door so hard it wrenched free of its hinges and hung at an awkward tilt from the frame. Out of the corner of his eye, Matt saw Scout shake off the confusion and come again to his feet. He recognized the low protective growl that issued from the animal, and his throat tightened. Scout, stay there. No. Dont move. Theyd kill the dog without a second thought. Stay there. Bewildered, Scout nevertheless seemed to understand. Though he didnt stop growling, he lowered himself to the ground and flattened his ears.

The cool night breeze eased in through the open screen door to touch Matts face. He took a deep breath and tried, with little success, to think through his remaining options. Bastille was smart and resourceful, he reassured himself in spite of the fear that knotted his stomach. Hed learned a lot during his time here. Bastille would definitely get away. Definitely. Even if they chased him, hed

Youre braver than you have any right to be, you know. The coldness in Michaels dark eyes contradicted the compliment, turned it into a cutting insult: stupid farmer. The falling shadows emphasized his hawkish, severe features, and his well-kept goatee and carefully tailored clothes made Matt feel awkward and small. The lead agents entire manner seemed meant to emphasize his own authority and to leave others ill at ease. His gaze carried the disapproval of a weary father. Youre risking a lot for a defective project, he pointed out.

Matt didnt speak. His head throbbed with a burgeoning headache, and his foot cramped as he crouched there on the floor, but he didnt dare move. The surety of Michaels hands on the gun kept Matt still despite the adrenaline surging through him and the desperate confusion of his thoughts: Beta Seven? Defective? What project? And what does Aeon have to do with the government? He felt the answers tied together, but he couldnt imagine howand he suspected he wasnt going to get the time to find out.

Tense silence lingered as the seconds crawled by, and Matt tried not to think of Mason outside chasing down Bastille and the truck. Eventually though, after a few minutes, Michael sighed and his posture relaxed, even as he kept the gun trained on Matt. A faint grimace, perhaps meant to be a smile, touched his lips. Forgive me. Im sure this is terrible for you and very confusing. Its unfortunate youve gotten involved. I know you dont understand right now, sir, but were doing whats necessary.

Sir, my ass. The man couldnt pretend sympathy worth a damn, and Matt couldnt pretend to be reassured by it, so he gave the slightest of nods in response. In the background, the pot kept boiling, and scalding water splashed onto the counters and dripped onto the floor. Two ears of corn remained on the floor where Bastille had dropped them. The raw chicken on the counter, unwrapped and pale glistening pink, attracted hungry flies from outside. The buzzing made Matt grit his teeth.

Tiredly, he turned his gaze to the ground and thought of how warm and simple life had seemed hours ago when hed worked in the fields, when hed turned an appreciative gaze up to the blazing sun. Up to now, Ive been happy here. He tried to satisfy himself with that, with the memory of home before outside intrusion came to ruin it. He knew better than to expect another day hereor to expect, in the coming months and years, hed remember with any clarity or real understanding hed lived here at all. Though the most violent criminals in the City received death sentences or jail time, the justice system sentenced most other criminals to rehabilitation. Thats where theyd send him. To therapy. To endless years of rigorous psychological evaluations, wellness programs, and carefully calibrated medications.

He found himself surprised that the thought nearly brought tears to his eyes. Run, Bastille. Run.

Michael cleared his throat once and then again until Matt lifted his eyes. How long have you lived here? He sounded mildly inquisitive, conversational. Matt sensed, though, this was more of an interrogation than a chat.

He kept his answer brief. Since college.

Really? The agents manicured eyebrow arched. Thats quite a while. He consulted his phone. Graduated at twenty-two… so a little over ten years. Well, that explains it. His words dripped with careful condescension when he spoke, as though Matt was a child or a particularly beloved family pet. Being so far away from the City, its easy to get confused. You got all mixed up in this trying to order a Doll, didnt you?

Matt didnt know what to say and briefly thought to object to the mans attitude but nodded instead. A claim of ignorance, he hoped, might make his stay in rehabilitation bearable. Survivable. Might allow him to keep some of himself, of his memories. Youre right. I was confused.

Michael nodded, all understanding. He dropped the gun another fraction. Well, as it should be. Project Faith isnt meant for civilians. Yet, anyway. Its

The screech of the screen door opening, no matter how little it sounded like a gunshot, made Matt flinch as Mason entered. The mans face was red with effort, his sandy hair dark with sweat. Purpled bruises from his scrap with Matt had already blossomed on his cheek, heavy with stubble. Hes still loose, the agent muttered. Frustration darkened his brow and clenched his jaw. When I went outside, he wasnt in the truck. He abandoned it for some reason. Theres no one inside.

What? Michael asked, echoing Matts thought. He glared at Mason. He left it there?

Mason waved the trucks keys in the air in response. I searched it inside and out, he explained, and didnt find anything but a bunch of damn maps I could barely read. There are no footprints or broken grass anywhere but the driveway, so he didnt try to flee on footI dont think, anyway. Hes still on the property somewhere.

Michaels jaw tightened, and he turned an irritated glance to Matt, as if to discern what he might have to do with this unexpected development. Fortunately he saw the genuine bewilderment in Matts gaze and sighed heavily. If we dont come back with Beta Seven, it will be my ass, he muttered tersely. Keep the keys to the truck. He cant get away in it now. If he runs to the fields, the other two will nab him. I told them to do a thorough search. In the meantime….

For a moment, Michael paused to eye Matt. The agent seemed indecisive and rubbed his jaw with his hand, a weary gesture Matt remembered from long nights watching his father stay up late to work. But then, decisive, he shared a glance with Mason and jerked his head toward Matt. Watch him. You dont need me to tell you hes a handful. Im going to check the shed by the house. The faster we get him, the faster we can finish this. He let the gun linger on Matt for another few seconds in warning before he holstered it and turned away, then disappeared down the hall. The house rattled as the back door slammed shut.

Now, Matt thought. Now, before Mason could draw his gun and before Michael returned. Muscles tensed, he moved to lunge but only managed to turn his head before Masons foot caught him beneath the jaw and sent him flying and sprawling into the cabinets. Matts head cracked violently against the wood, and his thoughts scrambled, useless. He hissed in a sharp breath as the linoleum spun sickeningly in front of his eyes. Nearby, Scout barked and growled as he latched on to Masons leg.

Shit, he groaned.

Mason kicked the dog away, then leaned over Matt and smiled. Matt blinked a few times before the finer details of the agents face came fully into focus: one rapidly swelling eye, a livid cut on his lower lip. Blood soaked the torn sleeve of his jacket. You think I forgot our little scuffle earlier? Mason kicked Matt hard in the stomach before he could respond. Matt inhaled desperately, wheezing for air that briefly would not come. Coughing, he rolled over and curled up around the stabbing pain in his stomach. Mason nudged him with a foot. You think youre going to get away with that bullshit?

Matt wanted to move, knew he needed to move, but he couldntnot when the world spun around him like this and nausea accompanied every shaky, desperate breath. His arms and legs felt strangely disconnected from his body and sprawled around him like a marionettes. Pressing his face against the floor, he tried to orient himselfbut retched instead as he inhaled the faintly lingering scent of the lemon floor cleaner Bastille had used the day before.

I have to get up.

Remaining here wasnt an option. Bastille needed him. Bastille definitely needed him. And hed promised to do everything he could. So he needed to movebut every time he tried, Mason pressed on his stomach with a heavy, merciless foot, and pain spiked through him, accompanied by a heavy dizziness that left him helpless as he waited for it to pass. Above him, the agent spoke in a tone of command, but the words all blurred together into an angry, malicious slur of nonsense. Matt couldnt make them out. He squeezed his eyes shut and felt Scout lick his hand with a warm, damp tongue.

I said, get that mutt out of here.

Matt summoned up what energy he could. Scout, go, he commanded, but the rasp of pain in his tone betrayed the sharpness of the words. Go. The dog crowded in closer, an earnest and loving ball of gold fur and tense muscle, and purposefully wedged his small warm body into Matts arms. Desperate, Matt tried to push him away. Scout wouldnt budge.

In defiance of his nausea, he lifted pleading eyes to Masons unforgiving glare. Please dont hurt my dog, he managed. Speaking made him violently ill; he bit back nausea as Masons smile spread. The agents fists slowly clenched and unclenched, and in his blunt and unremarkable features, Matt saw the promise of cruelty, a complete lack of fundamental concern about other living creatures. He tightened his arms around Scout while the dog licked his face. Please, he stumbled. Do whatever you want to me, but my dog, please dont hurt him.

This, he thought with horrified realization, this is the beginning of rehabilitation, isnt it? Theyll take everything away. Everything.

Hes a damn mutt, Mason corrected in a mutter and drew his gun. The only kind of friend you crazy hermits can make. Besides, you sure as hell wont be coming back here again. Dont you think its crueler to leave the poor bastard without his master?

Matt could think of nothing else to do but wrap his arms around Scout as tightly as he possibly could in hopes that he, perhaps too valuable to kill yet, might protect the dog with his body. Scout, he said raggedly and pressed his face into the dogs hair so he didnt have to look down the barrel of the gun. He breathed in the scent of warm animal, and tears clung to his lashes. Scout gave a little whine in response. Im sorry, he whispered. Im sorry. And when the gunshot came, he flinched. A choked little sound escaped him as the dog hed raised from a puppy burrowed into his arms.

A horrible silence lingered in the air. Scout licked his face.

Bewildered and disoriented, Matt lifted his head slowly to find himself peering into Scouts enthusiastic dark eyes. The dog appeared none the worse for wear, and his tail wagged enthusiastically as he licked Matts face again. And behind the happy mutt, Masonstill standing as Matt gazed up at him wide-eyed in stunned disbeliefturned his glance down in dismay as blood seeped through his crisp-collared white shirt and stained the expensive fabric of his suit. The gun in his hand, still leveled on Matt and Scout, faltered. You son of a bitch, he managed calmlyand then stumbled forward a step before he crashed to the floor, his weight pinning Matts thighs to the aged linoleum.

Bastille stood behind him.

He still held the rifle level with sure and steady hands. His cold, narrowed gray eyes swept over the body. Matt stared. Bastille, he tried to say and couldnt. Pain and shock and joy paralyzed his tongue, tangled his senses. Clumsily he pushed at Masons broad-shouldered frame, heavy against his legs, and wet his lips as he tried again to speak. Bastille

With a jolt, Bastille blinkedand immediately lowered the gun as warmth and worry flooded back into his gaze. Matt! Hurriedly he knelt at Matts side and helped to roll Masons body away. Matt, he repeated again softly. Concern furrowed his brow as he gingerly set the rifle aside and cradled Matts face with cool, gentle hands. Youre hurt, I thinkare you hurt? Let me help.

Youre here, Matt managed, dumbfounded. And all he wanted to do was gather Bastille into his arms and hold him tight, scold him for coming back, thank him for coming back, and then close his eyes and rest. But sentiment and reunion, he realized dimly, could come later. They needed to act now. Hurriedly, batting away Bastilles hands, he groped for Masons gun and then used the counter as leverage to force himself to his feet. The world spun sickeningly as he stood, and he leaned against the oven for support. Hit my head on the cabinets, he muttered in response to the obvious worry in Bastilles gaze. Worry later. Theres another agent out by the shed

A small smile touched Bastilles lips. He hefted the rifle as he too, came to his feet. I got him first, he replied with such calm Matts eyes widened. After an awkward pause, Bastille turned his face away at the expression on Matts face, and he settled his gaze on the window. I didnt want to do it if it wasnt necessary, he explained quietly. I didnt want to hurt anyone. But I… I knew I couldnt leave you here. And when it became clear they were willing to hurt you…. He turned defiant eyes to Matt. I decided to trick them by pretending to leave so I could help you.

Matt didnt know what to say to the anxiety and protective anger written in Bastilles expressive eyes, to the proud tilt of his head or the resolution written on those delicate features. The sight of Bastilles sure, steady hands on the rifle unnerved him momentarily. His first time handling a gun and hed managed to shoot twice to kill. Was that normal? Or was it something that, somehow, hed always known how to do? That hed been trained for? What the hell was Project Faith, and what was Bastille meant to do?

But as soon as Matt asked the question, he realized the answer didnt matter. Bastille was Bastille. They cared about each other. And thats all there was to it in the end.

Closing his eyes, Matt relaxed slightly and continued to lean against the oven. A little laugh escaped him. You didnt listen to me, he pointed out, still slightly dazed. I told you to leave, and you didnt leave. As he spoke, Bastille pressed gentle hands against Matts ribs and his sore stomach, murmured his satisfaction that the injury was not critical, and then probed his head to determine the extent of the wound there. Matt winced as delicate fingers grazed bruised, swollen skin, and his voice came out in a husky rasp. Come to think of it, you did the complete opposite of what I said. I told you to leave, and you stayed.

Bastilles quiet, closed-mouth smilethe one that always started in his eyes, that made him radianthealed more than any medical treatment. I did, he agreed and led Matt to the one kitchen chair that hadnt been upended. Im stubborn. And rebellious. I am, in short, a terribly bad substitute for the Doll you ordered.

But the Doll I ordered, Matt murmured as he sat obediently and reached out, wouldnt care about me the way you do. Bastille came easily into his arms, and for a minute Matt simply stopped giving a damn about anything urgent and simply breathed, his arms wrapped tightly around the Bastilles slender body. Relief overwhelmed him that they wouldnt have to be separated, and he kissed the top of Bastilles head.

Bastille trembled in his arms, and he tightened his fingers in the rough cloth of Matts shirt. Youve been scared this whole time, even up to now, Matt thought. Petrified. And still, you managed to do this. Its all right, he whispered, even though he had no real proof it would be, and he inhaled the familiar, much-loved scent of rose soap and pale skin. Itll be all right.

Theres two more, Bastille whispered. Theyre in the fields now, searching, but….

Matt sighed. Yeah. But he didnt release Bastille. Instead he relaxed back in the chair. After a hesitation, content to follow his lead, Bastille relaxed with him. Idly, Matt wove his fingers through strands of Bastilles long dark hair and twined them absently around his fingers as he gazed with tired eyes around the house. The place was in shambles. The linoleum was strewn with water and cereal, the cabinet doors hanging ajar, drawers open and spilling out their contents. Masons blood stained the floor and mingled with the water that dripped from the countertops and the boiling pot. The screen door in the living room gaped open, creaking in the night breeze, and the owl clock lay shattered on the floor. Even Scouts bowls had been overturned.

They ruined everything, Bastille whispered against his shirt. Even the fields, theyll burn them. Everything you worked for. Everything. Im sorry. Matt, Im sorry. This is my fault.

But Matt wasnt sorry at all.

Gently, he tilted Bastilles head up, and looked down into sorrowful gray eyes. His heart ached. Look, he said firmly. This isnt your fault. Its theirs. And anyway…. He stroked Bastilles cheek. It makes things easier.

Bastille leaned into the touch. Easier?

Matt gave him a brief hug, then set him back on his feet. Cautiously, he tried to stand and found himself relieved the nausea and dizziness had abated enough to be manageable if he moved methodically. Easier, he repeated and surveyed the kitchen and living room with a critical eye before he added, to say good-bye.

By the table, Bastille stood thunderstruck as Matt crossed the room to Masons corpse. Grimacing, Matt tugged the wallet from the dead mans pocket and rifled through it. No cash, and only plastic ID and cards. He tossed the wallet aside. Good-bye? Bastille asked, his gaze following Matt as he moved. What are you talking about?

Masons phone contained a GPS unit. Matt set it aside. Best to destroy it before they left, along with the others phones and whatever GPS unit existed in the car. That would make the absent agents harder for the government to locate, he hoped, and buy the two of them more time to flee in the process. He made a mental note to destroy his own phone too, along with the GPS tracker in his laptop. Were leaving, he explained as he headed to the pantry and wrenched open the door. He eyed a promising array of canned food: green beans, soups, corn, tuna, baked beans, sardines. Wouldnt take too much to pack it up. The way I figure it, itll take an hour or so for the other two to make it back here, since theyre unfamiliar with the fields. When they get here, well knock them out or something and then destroy their phones. They wont be able to report their location, and it will take a while for other agents to find them, which will buy us some valuable time. Either way we need to prepare now so we can hit the road when they return.

Bastille shook his head vehemently. No, he replied. I came back to stay here with you. The farm is your home, and… I dont want toto ask you to leave the beautiful home you made. I can stay with you here.

Matts eyes softened. He couldnt help a smile as he picked his way through the destruction in the kitchen to stand at Bastilles side. As he did so, he tugged his own wallet out of his pocket and thumbed through the pictures until he found his favorite: a photo of an old man with unschooled white hair and an impish smile waving cheerfully at the camera as the sun rose against the hills behind him. He held a fishing pole over one shoulder. Look.

Your grandfather? Bastille peered at the photo intently.

Yeah. Matt smiled fondly. This is the only picture I have of him. He was in digital photos my family took, of course, but after he died, they all vanished from the servers. I dont know why. He paused, gaze lingering on the photograph, and remembered the sharp scent of peppermint candy and crushing hugs, silly sing-alongs in the truck after long, loping days in the field. His throat tightened, and Bastille pressed a gentle hand to his back. Matt cleared his throat. I never wanted to forget him, and I havent. He stayed here and he died here because he believed people deserved the freedom to live… to live messy lives, lives full of mistakes and wild dreams and once-in-a-lifetime choices. He didnt want the life the City promises, where computers tell you whats best for you and what will make you happy and everything interesting or unusual gets scrubbed away and disappears. Living here was his way of fighting back. And it has been for me too. But now….

He thought of the uncertainty that waited ahead of them, of everything they didnt knowabout Bastille, about Project Faith, about Beta Seven and Aeon and the government. He thought about the dark mystery of the Wilds. He thought of the whispered stories about rehabilitation hed heard in college: the long white hallways, the nurses and their syringes, the patients who emerged and severed ties with family, old friends….

But now fighting back means something else. And you knew that might happen, right, Gramps? Its why you taught me everything you knew, why you left me your rifle and all of your stories and your warnings. I get it now.

Carefully Matt tucked his wallet back into his jeans. Right now theres no future here, he murmured softly. Theyll come for us over and over. The threat of rehabilitation lingered heavy and dark at the back of his mind, and he could not shake the memory of Michaels cool and pitiless gaze. He knew his defiance was clear in his eyes as he lifted them to meet Bastilles. What my grandfather taught me, more than anything else, is that I get to make my own choices. Its what Ive always done. And my choice is to go with you. Ill miss the hell out of this place, and its sad to leave it, but…. He sought Bastilles hands and squeezed them. Were not leaving home. Home will be wherever the two of us go together. Im… I love you, you know. The words tumbled out before he could catch them, but he couldnt make himself regret them. So Im not afraid to go.

The huge, vulnerable eyes that met his spoke such love in response that Matt almost couldnt bear it. Before he could blink, Bastille was in his arms. Matt, he managed helplessly, whispering muffled love words and promises against Matts shirt, and his grip around Matt felt almost painful. When he lifted his head, hope stained his cheeks pink, and a tremulous but genuine smile lingered on his lips. Youre sure?

Positive, Matt said firmly and squeezed him tightly to punctuate the sentiment. He wanted nothing more than to linger, but enjoying this new tenderness would have to wait. Now lets get rolling. We dont have much time to do this. Razor focus helped to distract him from the dull headache and the nausea that lingered as his gaze swept the house. Nonperishable food, he announced and ticked the most immediate needs off on his fingers. Clothes. Medical supplies. Gas. Water filters and water. Soap, toothpaste. All-weather gear.

Scout, Bastille added helpfully as the dog panted cheerfully nearby. Dog food. He helped Matt empty the pantry of the canned food and hurriedly stacked cans of green beans and peaches in syrup into old cardboard boxes. I dont have many personal items, so my things should be quickoh, and the rifle too.

Matt moved on to the supply closet by the front door. He rifled hurriedly through the gear and tossed heavy boots, sleeping bags, and camping supplies over his shoulder onto the floor. Well take their guns too, he added. Cant hurt, though Ive heard the Wilds are pretty barren.

Bastille tucked bandages and dried jerky into a heavy blue sleeping bag before he rolled it up and tied it tightly. The Wilds are a wasteland, he supplied from his crouched position on the floor. Literally. I seem to remember pictures from textbooks. The whole place is one big dump for the entire Citys garbage.

Yeah. Its disgusting. Matts stomach churned at the thought. He opened the window and poked his head out to look at the sky as an excuse to calm his nausea. He didnt have time to get sick. Later, he told himself and eyed the blackness of the trees against the darker sky and breathed deeply of the warm heaviness of the air. How long had the other agents been gone? Alarm pricked him forward.

He knew they wouldnt be safe until theyd left this place behind.

With renewed urgency, he pulled his head back inside. Bastille, nothing if not efficient, had already stacked the canned goods and sleeping bags by the front door, and now his slender frame bent over duffel bags as he packed them full of clothes, shoes, and blankets. Matt watched until Bastille paused in his work and glanced up. Is something wrong?

Nah, Matt returned and found himself grateful they would make this journey together. He might have to abandon the farm, but the most precious thingsthe shared jokes and laughter, the long conversations and their shared quiet understanding, the feel of soft skin and a supple, arching body under his handshed get to keep. We make a good team, huh?

Bastilles smile banished the worry from his face. Yes, he replied. We do.

He spoke the words so sincerely Matt wished they had time enough to embrace each other, to linger and touch, to make love and sleep together. He had so much to say, so many words of gratitude and love and promise unspoken, and his heart ached with longing. But now wasnt the time. Determined, Matt hastened his steps as he headed for the bedroom and began to empty his drawers, keeping what was vital and destroying what was not. After they escaped, he promised himself, theyd take time to enjoy each other, enjoy being free and alive together. And hed get to say everything in his heart, all the sentiments he hoped Bastille wanted to hear, to make him feel safe and warm and loved. The thought brought a faint smile to Matts lips, made the ransacking bearable, and gave him the strength to get through the clinical process of saying good-bye to his home.

After tonight, the future would belong to the two of them together.


Chapter Eight



WEARILY, BASTILLE packed the last can onto the truck bed and watched as Matt lashed the tarp down over their possessions. A cool breeze rippled over the heavy canvas and brought with it the scent of scorched wood and pungent smoke as the fields burned. Bastille inhaled and then coughed as he turned his gaze to the gray haze that lingered in the air behind the house. Hed promised himself he wouldnt cry, but tears stung his eyes anyway.

How cruel of them to do such a thing.

No time for stargazing, Matt said wryly as he stepped back from the truck. He still clasped his camping knife loosely in his hand. Nearby, the expensive government car sat awkwardly on deflated tires. Beside it lay the final two agents, unconscious, their clothes heavy with the smell of smoke from their earlier task. The shattered remains of four phones and the cars GPS system glittered beguilingly in the darkness on the gravel driveway next to them.

Its horrible, Bastille whispered. He felt as though he was watching his own memories burn as the smoke curled lazily into the sky. Sadly, he tried to recall the tangled silk of the corn against his fingertips, the grit of dirt under his nails, the prickle of hay against his palms. Will the animals survive?

Matt leaned against the side of the truck, gaze quiet and encouraging even as he wearily wiped his forehead with his sleeve. A lot of them will, he replied. A lot of good people run other farms in the Margin. Theyll do what they can when they realize whats happened.

Good, Bastille said, but the news did not lift his spirits.

Matt drew him close. Matts foxfire hair was disheveled, his eyes tired and rimmed with dark circles, but his arm around Bastille felt strong. Listen, he whispered. Saying good-bye is tough. But Bastilleone day well come back. This land will always be here, no matter what they do to the house or the fields. And one day, whatever it takes, well come back together and live here like before.

Bastille wanted to believe. With a difficult and mystifying journey ahead, he wanted to believe so badly. To come back to this place, where hed watched the sunsets from a cradle of grass, made breakfast to the quiet sounds of the new day, found passion in the strong arms of the man at his side. Id like that more than anything, he managed as he leaned into Matt and allowed himself the luxury of the strong embrace. Promise?

I swear, Matt replied, and his familiar, beloved eyes held such iron certainty that Bastille could not doubt it. He took a deep breath, and his heart felt lighter. The embrace reminded him home would come with them too. Matts strength and humor and kindness supplied all the warmth and security Bastille could ever need.

Oh, and look. Matt withdrew from the embrace to rifle through his pockets. His hand emerged with a sheaf of plastic cards that he thrust at Bastille. I found these when I searched their car.

Intrigued, Bastille thumbed through the stack. ID cards, he noted, not dissimilar to those issued by the City to its many residents. These belonged to a slew of people he couldnt identify, but whose faces felt strikingly familiar somehow. Curious, he glanced over the names printed in black, each devoid of any familial identifier: Steele, Asimov, Trys, Kasey, Bastille

He stopped short at the name with a gasp of surprise as he found himself gazing at his own face, serious and unsmiling, in miniature. Thats… me, he whispered and read the sparse text:

Bastille

Initiation Date September 4, 2272ID 9005894030.

Mystified, Bastille turned the card over and over in his hand. I dont remember having this taken. I dont remember anything about He paused when Matt waved two flash drives at him. You found those too?

Yeah, Matt replied. Well pull out my laptop and go through them when we get a chance to stop.

Intrigued by the prospect, Bastille slid his ID card carefully into his pocket. As baffling as it was, he also felt curiously comforted by its presence and what it symbolized: tangible proof of his existence, a clue. A promise.

Ready?

Bastille nodded. With one final glance back at the smoke-filled skies and the quiet, darkened house, he climbed into the front of the quad cab truck. Scout squeezed into the back happily, his tail thumping against the passenger seat, and Bastille closed his eyes at a sudden wave of fear so strong it left him nauseous.

Where are we going? How far can we even make it? The Wilds are a nightmare.

The truck sank slightly with Matts weight as he climbed restlessly inand then cursed. Jesus, how many of these maps did Gramps collect? Carelessly, he shoved them out of the way, crumpling a few in the process.

Bastille picked one of them up and absently smoothed out the wrinkles. They fell out of the glove compartment, he explained. I accidentally opened it when I was crawling around in here before. I

Hey. Matt sounded strange. Bastille glanced up to find his sharp eyes narrowed on the map. For a few seconds he simply stared and then abruptly snatched it out of Bastilles hands.

Excuse you, Bastille said.

Sorry, Matt replied with a sheepish grin, butthis map, somethings strange about it. He turned on the cabin lights and tilted the crumpled paper so Bastille could see. Look here.

Bastille struggled with the stubborn seat belt and after it clicked satisfyingly into place, he leaned over to study the map. His eyes wandered over the brightly illustrated regions: the vast and seemingly endless crescent circle of the City and all its various Districts, the tangled network of rail lines within like veins that extended out to separate it from the jagged streak of land he knew as the Margin. Reaching out, he touched the stretch of territory with reverent fingers. This is where we are. And beyond….

He frowned. The Wilds arent on here.

Matt arched an eyebrow. Bingo. He tapped the map again. Strange, right? What do you see instead?

Bastille glanced back down. Cities, he remarked, surprised. Places. He named a few of them aloud. Jamesville. Carrington. Beaus Peak. Shorter Reach, Longer Reach. Mt. Lacy. The words blurred in front of him when he stared too long, and he rubbed his eyes, handing the map back to Matt. This must be old, from back before the City was settled.

Matts green eyes glittered in the dark. A faint and knowing smile curved his lips. No. Cant be. He tapped on the Margin with his finger. You seem to have a pretty solid knowledge of the City, so tell mewas the Margin created before or after the Wilds?

After, Bastille replied automatically. A dull headache pounded at his temple. The Wilds became an automatic dumping ground for waste and runoff during the settling of the City. It wasnt until decades later the Margin sort of cropped up between in that area of fertile farmland and…. Jumbled, he stopped. Wait. But if the Wilds came before the Margin, then this map should still show… the Wilds. He squinted at the map. This must be some kind of stupid joke or something. Nothing habitable exists beyond the Margin. There arent cities, or….

As far as weve been told, Matt replied softly. His hands rested on the steering wheel as he gazed into a middle distance. All the maps now are electronic, accessible on the Internet. Easily edited and approved, like everything else that runs through the Citys servers. The Citys maps say the Wilds are a wasteland. But this map, which is recent enough to reference the Margin, says differently.

Bastilles eyes widened. I suppose thats true, he said speculatively and eyed the map with renewed curiosity. He rubbed seeking fingers over the mysterious names, over the bright colors that marked areas he hadnt imagined to be anything other than a wet marsh of toxic sludge and decomposing waste. Was it possible? Was there more to the Wilds than he imagined, or was it simply the vast wasteland the City said it was?

The City is made of lies. The City and Aeon hunted me down and hurt Matt. That means the City isnt to be trusted. And if thats so, then… anything is possible.

Matts warm hand covered his, and he started. Glancing up, Bastille met serious, concerned eyes. Tenderly, Matt stroked his open palm with calloused fingers. You okay? he asked gently.

Yes, Bastille replied uncertainly. Hope uncurled in his chest and made him ache as he reverently folded the map and tucked it inside the console for future reference. MattI think it might be true. We dont know everything there is to knowand maybe your grandpa knew a lot more than anyone else knows. I think there might be something else beyond the Margin. Maybe even something good.

Matt leaned in to kiss him. What started gentle and chaste quickly grew into passion and longing, and the seat belt alone restrained Bastille from leaning over into Matts arms, from arching against him in response to that knowing mouth and wicked tongue. He could barely breathe when Matt released him and slumped back against the seat, panting.

Think you can do this? Matt asked. In the dark, his eyes glimmered fierce and proud. He looked confident, and strong, and… excited, Bastille realized. Hopeful.

Love and admiration swelled in him so strongly he felt he might break. Nervous but lighter of heart, he reached over to squeeze Matts hand and then settled into his seat. Lets go, he whispered and knew his own gaze was resolute. Lets find out what exists beyond the edge of everything.

Matt grinned. Thats what I like to hear. He turned the key in the ignition, and the rumble of the engine vibrated the cabin of the truck. In the back, Scout barked in anticipation and pressed his nose to the window. With a casual grace Bastille admired, Matt threw the truck into gearand then paused for one lingering look, his gaze riveted on the scene revealed by the rearview mirror: the house still and small in the night, the flames licking at the sky, the stretch of land against the gentle hills beyond.

Take a good look, Matt commanded softly. Take a good look so you can remember. But dont say good-bye. His grin sharpened into a smile that was a promise. Dont you dare say good-bye. Because were coming back. The two of us, one day were coming back.

Yes, Bastille whispered and felt suddenly giddy. They would come back, together. And when they did, theyd have answers to everything: who he was, and what all of this meant, and why it had happened. The thought brought a helpless smile to his face.

Ready? Matt asked. His green eyes gleamed and his smile held a feral edge, and Bastilles heart leaped at the sight. Matts grandfather, he thought, would be proud.

He took a deep breath. Im ready, he said firmly and smiled back. Matt drew him into a hard, possessive kiss and then pulled away to stomp down on the gas. The trucks wheels spun and kicked up graveland then, with a jolt, they were off, flying down the main road in small clouds of dust toward the Wilds.

To freedom.
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