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Chapter 1: Intake

⚜

The car smelled of leather and money, and I read the number on my phone for the ninth time the way you press a bruise.

Eight weeks. The figure sat there in the contract's clean sans-serif, too many zeroes for the comma to look comfortable, and every time my eyes crossed it the math ran itself again without my permission. The card that had eaten its own minimum two months running. The student loan that had quietly become a different, uglier kind of debt the day I'd missed the third payment. The eight hundred I still owed Dani for first and last on the apartment I'd had to leave anyway. I'd built a whole adult life out of small disasters glued edge to edge, and the number on the phone didn't just cover them. It erased them, and left enough over that the word over stopped meaning anything I recognized.

For eight weeks.

You can grit your teeth through anything for eight weeks, I told the window, and the window showed me a pale ribbon of coast road, pine and then sea-glare and then pine, and a face I didn't entirely like looking back through it - chestnut hair gone limp from the early start, hazel eyes too wide, the pink already starting up my throat the way it always did when I was nervous, that traitor flush I'd never once in twenty-three years managed to talk out of arriving. Anyone can do anything for eight weeks.

The driver hadn't spoken since the airfield. The partition was up. I was alone with the leather and the number and the part of my brain that wouldn't stop narrating, and into the silence - uninvited, the way he always came - Marcus arrived.

Not Marcus, exactly. The thing Marcus had said, two years sanded smooth from handling. We'd been splitting the last of my things into two sad boxes and he'd been trying to be kind, which was worse, and he'd said it half-laughing, the way you say a thing you've decided is just true: You were always a lot, Hazel. Too soft, too - eager. Too much. He'd gestured at me, vaguely, all of me, the soft tummy and the heavy thighs and the way I went pink and wet and embarrassingly responsive at nothing, at a hand on my hip, at a voice in my ear, my body answering every door before I'd decided to open it. He'd made it sound like a clerical error. Too much of me, filed under the wrong account.

I'd spent two years agreeing with him. Buttoning up. Apologizing, in a hundred small wordless ways, for the simple fact of taking up the amount of room I took up.

The car slowed.

"Bellhaven," said the partition, finally, a man's voice flattened by the speaker, and the gates came open across a drive of crushed white shell.

I'd built it wrong in my head. I'd built something with a fence.

What the drive delivered me to was a long low building of pale wood and glass standing open to the sea, the kind of architecture that costs a fortune to make look like it isn't trying - bleached cedar, broad panes, a roofline that lay down flat against the sky instead of fighting it. Sea light came off the water and went straight through the glass and pooled on floors the color of cream. It smelled, when the door opened, of salt and cut grass and something warmer underneath, milk and clean linen, a smell I'd have called nursery if the word hadn't made my face go hot for reasons I couldn't yet name.

A woman in soft grey met me on the steps with a tablet and a smile that had been calibrated to put nervous people at ease and mostly worked.

"Hazel Mercer," she said, not a question. "Welcome to Bellhaven. You're our second arrival this morning - we'll do your paperwork together, if that's all right."

The other arrival was already in the bright reception room, and she turned when I came in, and I disliked her in the clean instantaneous way you dislike a mirror that's flattering to someone else.

She was lovely. That was the trouble. Where I was soft she was sculpted, tall and honey-skinned with a waist you could close a hand around and a face that photographed, I could already tell, the way mine never had - high cheekbones, a wide cool mouth, the kind of looks that walk into a room already certain of the welcome. She took me in head to foot in about a second and a half, the soft middle, the chest I'd never thought worth a second glance, and I watched her file me somewhere comfortably below her and lose interest.

"Marisol," she said. "Mari." She offered the nickname like a small coin she didn't expect me to be able to make change for.

"Hazel."

"First time?" she asked, which was an absurd question, and answered it herself before I could. "You can always tell. You've got the rabbit eyes." She smiled to take the edge off, and didn't take the edge off at all. "Don't worry. The ones who panic are out by Friday. More for the rest of us."

The woman in grey, mercifully, started talking before I had to.

She walked us as she explained, which I understood later was the point - the orientation wasn't a speech, it was a tour, the words laid down over what your eyes were already telling you so the strangeness had nowhere to catch. She talked the way you'd talk through a building's heating system. Mundane. Load-bearing in its mundanity.

"Bellhaven is a lactation and wellness institute," she said, leading us down a hall of pale wood and sea-glass. "What that means in practice surprises people, so I'll be plain about all of it now, and then you'll have signed knowing, and we needn't be coy again." A door, a sunlit corridor, the milk-and-linen smell thickening. "You're here as a producer. Our protocol - we call it the Bloom - brings any healthy woman into full lactation within a few days. Heaviness first, then letdown, then production. It works on everyone. It will work on you."

I felt that land somewhere low and strange, a pebble dropped down a well I didn't know I had. On you. My own body, named as a thing that would do this.

"The founding discovery," she went on, turning us past a sunroom where two women lay reading in the light, "is the part people don't expect. Yield climbs under arousal. Steeply. A producer who's aroused, who's used, who comes - makes more, and makes it richer. It's not a side effect we tolerate. It's the entire mechanism." She said it the way you'd say the kettle whistles when it's ready. "So producers here are milked and used at the same time. The two aren't separate. That's the whole institute, really. Everything else is detail."

Mari was nodding along like a woman ticking boxes she'd already read. I was trying to keep my face from doing anything, and failing, the heat climbing my throat in its slow telltale tide.

"Detail, then." A wave of the tablet. "On the open floors - the Parlor especially - producers are freely available. To the handlers, who do most of the milking. To the donors, who keep producers stimulated and topped off - for the higher tiers that means finished inside, since the protocol holds that a producer who's been filled runs richer. To members and patrons, who pay for the privilege of the place. You'll wear this-" she touched the soft cream wrap-top folded on a side table, a thing that unsnapped at the front, and a slim band beside it - "the top opens at the front, the band logs your yield. That's the whole uniform. It means you're a producer. It means you're available. Once you're in the wrap, the floor treats your yes as standing - your preferences logged, your limits kept, nobody rough with you who you haven't asked rough. People simply come to you. They touch you, milk you, use you, without making a ceremony of asking each time, and you'll learn faster than you'd believe how wanted that makes you. That part stops being strange sooner than anyone expects."

"And the milk?" Mari asked, in the bright tone of a girl who wants the teacher to know she's keeping up.

"Graded and prized." The woman smiled, the first thing she'd said with any warmth in it. "It's genuinely extraordinary, what comes off our top producers. Most of it's bottled and sold to the membership - there's a waiting list. But the signature of the place-" and here she paused, and I understood she'd paused on purpose, because this was the part that did the work - "is taken from the source. A patron pays a premium to nurse from a producer directly. To be fed. It's the most sought-after thing we offer, and the most lucrative, and I tell you now so it doesn't ambush you later: the women who do best here are the ones who stop being ashamed of being wanted that much."

To be fed. The two words did something none of the rest of it had. My mouth went dry and a picture arrived uninvited and far too vivid - a man's head bent to my chest, a mouth closing warm over me, the pull of it - and underneath the picture, low and humiliating, my body answered before my opinion could, a soft hot tug behind my navel and a tightening that had no business arriving while a woman in grey read me the rules like a meal schedule. I crossed my arms before I'd decided to.

I don't know what my face did. I know Mari laughed, soft and worldly, and I know our guide looked at me for one extra beat with something almost kind in it, the look you give the rabbit-eyed one, and moved us on.

"Pay scales with yield. Entirely. There's a live board - you'll see it - that tracks every producer's production, and your number on it sets what you make. The harder your body works, the more you take home." The contract again, the zeroes. "Eight weeks. Paid in full on completion. You can leave any day you like - truly, the door's never locked - but you forfeit the payout if you go early. That's the only hard rule. Everything else is your body's business and ours."

She stopped us at a long glass wall, and on the far side of it was the Parlor, and she let us look, because looking was the rest of the orientation and there was no version of the words that would do what the glass did.

I had braced for something clinical. Stainless and tile, a row of women hooked to machines, the dairy made literal and grim.

It was the opposite of grim. That was what undid me.

It was a lounge - low and warm and lamplit even at midmorning, plush sectionals in cream and dove-grey set in open-fronted bays, plants, music low enough to feel rather than hear, the sea throwing light across all of it. And in it, everywhere, unhurried, were the producers, reclined and half-dressed in the cream wrap-tops, the fronts unsnapped, and being - there was no gentler word and the gentle words all failed - tended to.

Near the glass a woman lay back along a chaise with her eyes half shut and a soft clear cup at each breast, the pumps working her in a slow patient rhythm, and a man knelt at the foot of the chaise between her parted thighs doing something I couldn't see and could read perfectly in her face, in the long loose way her spine had gone, and neither of them was hurrying and neither of them looked up. Beyond her a producer sat astride a reclining patron's lap, his hand spread wide and idle on the small of her back, her head tipped against his shoulder, the whole arrangement so domestic, so unremarkable, that a second man could walk past with a glass of something amber and not turn his head. A handler moved down the row with the unbothered competence of a man checking gauges, pausing at one woman to lean in and take a heavy breast in both hands and work it, slow, with his thumbs, until she arched and gasped and went pink - and the gasp didn't make anyone look. That was the thing the glass taught that the words couldn't. The gasp didn't make anyone look. None of it was an event. All of it was just the floor, working, the way a kitchen works at the dinner rush, every hand busy and nobody amazed.

I became aware that I had stopped breathing in any useful way.

I was flushed to the hairline - I could feel it, the full hot flood of it, the blush I'd hated my whole life arriving in force at exactly the wrong moment. And lower, mortifyingly, somewhere I had no business feeling anything standing in a corridor next to a stranger with a tablet, there was a low warm pull, a tightening, my thighs pressing together of their own accord under the hem of my dress. I was watching a woman be used in the open by a man whose name she might not know, while a pump drew the milk out of her in a slow clear thread, and her face - that was the part I couldn't look away from, the part that climbed straight up under my skin and stayed - her face wasn't ashamed. Her face was gone, slack and easy and somewhere good, somewhere I'd spent two years being told I went too easily, too much, too soon.

Too much, said Marcus, far away.

Every one of those women was too much. And the whole beautiful room had been built to want them exactly that amount.

"You'll be on that floor inside a week," the woman in grey said, not unkindly, already turning. "It looks like a lot from here. From in there it's just Tuesday."

Mari was watching me instead of the glass, I realized. Watching the pink in my face with a small private smile, recalibrating.

"Rabbit eyes," she murmured, and this time it wasn't quite a dismissal. This time it sounded a little like a woman who'd just seen the competition and didn't love what she saw.

I signed in a quiet office with the sea filling the window, and I signed knowing, which the woman in grey had promised me and delivered. I read the whole thing. I read the part about availability and the part about the source and the part about forfeiting the payout, and the pink never fully left my face, and I clicked the pen and wrote Hazel Mercer in my own hand at the bottom and watched the eight weeks become real. The coordinator fitted the slim band around my wrist before we stood, cool against the pulse there, and I understood it had begun.

Then they took us to meet the people who'd run those weeks.

Indi found us first - or rather she was simply there, the way weather is there, a woman so abundantly at ease in herself that the room seemed to arrange itself around her. She was lush, heavy, gorgeous, deep brown skin and a fall of long box braids and a chest the wrap-top had given up trying to be discreet about, and she looked us both over with a grin that had no edge in it anywhere, which after Mari was like stepping out of wind.

"Oh, the new ones," she said, delighted. "Look at you both. Nervous as cats." Her eyes moved over Mari, polite, and landed on me, and stayed a beat, and the grin changed - not unkind, interested, a connoisseur's flicker. "Hm," she said, to herself, and didn't explain it.

"Indi runs the top of the board most seasons," our guide said. "If she likes you she'll teach you everything. It's worth being likeable."

"I like everybody," Indi said, "I just like some bodies more," and laughed at her own joke, rich and unbothered, and patted my arm with a warm broad hand. "Don't let the glass scare you, sugar. Your body knows how to do this. The only ones who struggle are the ones who keep arguing with it." She looked at me again, that flicker. "You don't strike me as much of an arguer."

"I argue all the time," I said, before I could stop it.

"Mm." She smiled like I'd proven her point instead of mine. "With your mouth. We'll see about the rest of you."

The handler came down the corridor while she was still laughing, and my stomach dropped before I'd consciously catalogued why.

He was tall and lean-muscled, unhurried, a worn grey henley pushed up to the forearms, and he had the calmest pair of hands I had ever seen on a person - big and careful, the kind of hands that don't fumble, that have learned the exact amount of pressure everything needs. Warm brown eyes that found my rabbit-eyed face and didn't flinch from the blush, just took it in like weather he'd seen before and knew how to dress for.

"Theo," he said. "I'm lead handler on your wing. I'll likely do your first few milkings myself - I get the nervous intakes." He offered it the way you'd reassure someone about a dentist, except that the word milkings, in his low even voice, attached to me, did something to the floor of my stomach no dentist had ever managed. "It's a lot less frightening than that wall makes it look. We go slow. Your body does most of it. I just help."

"That's what everyone keeps telling me," I said. "That my body does it."

A flicker at the corner of his mouth. "It's the truest thing anyone'll tell you here." He didn't linger on it. He didn't make it a thing. He just let his eyes rest on me one extra moment, friendly, certain, unhurried, and I felt every inch of where they rested, and I thought, with a small clear internal lurch: oh, this is going to be a problem.

And then the temperature of the room changed, and I knew before I turned that the last one had arrived.

Dr. Adrian Voss did not come to meet us so much as allow us to be brought before him.

He was at the far end of the corridor in front of the board - the live board, the one she'd promised, a tall lit panel of names and climbing numbers that I would come to read like scripture and right then barely registered - and he was long and spare and immaculate in a way that made everyone else look slightly rumpled, dark clothes without a wrinkle in them, sharp-featured, a cool grey gaze that moved over Mari and me the way you'd review a spreadsheet that had failed to total correctly. Thirty-seven, I'd learn, though he wore an age that wasn't really years. He had a tablet. He didn't look up from it for an unkind length of time.

"The intake," he said, finally, to the woman in grey, not to us. His voice was soft and clipped and never once rose, and was somehow worse for it. "Vega and Mercer."

"Yes, Doctor."

He looked at Mari first, a short professional assessment, and gave her the smallest nod, the nod you give a number that lands where it's supposed to. Then he looked at me.

I have been looked at unkindly before. This wasn't unkind. Unkind would have been warmer. He looked at me the way you look at an entry you suspect is a clerical error - the soft middle, the unremarkable chest, the high color in my face that I knew, I knew, read to a man like him as exactly the flustered weakness he'd already decided it was - and I watched him do the arithmetic and arrive, visibly, unbothered, at a conclusion.

"Charity intake," he said. To the woman in grey. About me. As though I were a draft in the room and not a person standing in it. "Referral discount, no prior screening." A glance back at the tablet, dismissing me into it. "I'll be surprised if she makes a week. The frightened ones never come into proper production - the body needs to give itself over, and this one's going to spend eight weeks apologizing to it." He was already turning back to the board. "Bottom of the float for housing. Don't waste a good handler's hours on her past Friday."

The pink in my face changed temperature. It stopped being shame.

I felt it happen, an actual chemical turn somewhere under my sternum, the flush going from the hot helpless blush I'd worn my whole life into something with a spine in it. Eight weeks of apologizing to my own body. He'd read me exactly right and I hated him for the accuracy and I hated, more, the bored certainty, the way he'd already filed me and walked off, the way he hadn't even left himself a door to be wrong through.

"They say he only touches the record-setters," Indi murmured at my shoulder, watching me watch him go. There was something almost gleeful in it. "Won't lay a finger on a producer unless she's at the very top of that board. Acts like the rest of us are inventory." She tilted her head, studying my face, and the grin came back, slow and knowing. "Oh, sugar. You've got a look on you."

"He doesn't know anything about my body," I said.

"No," Indi agreed happily. "Not yet, he doesn't."

They settled me into the Bloom Suite as the light went gold over the water.

It was nothing like a clinic. It was a warm low room of the same pale wood, a wide soft bed, the sea filling one whole wall of glass, that warm sweetness under the clean cotton so thick and close here I could almost taste it. A handler I didn't know brought me a small glass of something faintly sweet - the first dose of the Bloom, the induction, the thing that would do to my body in days what she'd described in that flat load-bearing voice - and I held it a moment, and thought about Marcus, and the number with too many zeroes, and the woman on the chaise with her face undone and unashamed in the open light.

I drank it.

Nothing happened, the way nothing happens when you light a long fuse. I lay back in the gold light and the warmth and let the day come down off me, and somewhere in the slide toward sleep I noticed the first of it - so small I almost filed it as the day's exhaustion. A tenderness. A faint full heaviness in my chest that hadn't been there that morning, a low warm ache settling into the unremarkable B-cups I'd spent twenty-three years not thinking about - the practical, plain-cotton bra I'd packed because it was sensible suddenly snug where it had been loose that morning. I shifted, and the soft sheet dragged across me, and my nipples - I sucked in a breath, startled, in the dark - my nipples had gone tight and almost painfully alert, lit up at the brush of cotton like a nerve I'd never known I had, sending a thin bright thread of something straight down through the middle of me.

I lay very still. I cupped a hand to myself, careful, just to know, and even my own palm was too much - a hot prickle, a fullness that hadn't been there at breakfast. They were rounder under my palm, the soft slope of each one risen enough that I could see it in the low light - not dramatically, not yet, but undeniably, fuller and denser and warmer from the inside, as though something deep in them had woken and begun quietly making room. The band on my wrist sat cool against skin gone warm.

Heaviness first, she'd said. Then letdown. Then production.

I closed my eyes in the dark with my hand on a body that had, in the space of a single afternoon, begun without my permission to become something I didn't recognize and couldn't stop, and the last thing I thought before sleep took me - stubborn, electric, a fuse already lit - was that Adrian Voss had given me a week to prove him right.

Bellhaven had given me eight to prove him wrong, and I was going to take every one of them.
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Chapter 2: Letting down

⚜

Iwoke in the dark before dawn because my own body had become an alarm I couldn't shut off.

For a long muddled second I didn't understand what was wrong, only that something was - that I'd surfaced out of sleep the way you surface out of deep water, fast and with my heart already going. Then I shifted onto my side, the smallest adjustment, a thing I'd done ten thousand nights without consequence, and my chest moved with me a half-beat late, heavy and full and swinging, and the pain of it lit up the whole front of me like a struck match.

I lay very still after that.

It wasn't pain the way a stubbed toe is pain. It was deeper and stranger, a pressure that had no outside to it, a fullness packed in so tight and so hot that the skin itself had gone tender, stretched thin over something that kept on swelling underneath whether I gave it permission or not. The plain cotton bra I'd slept in - I hadn't been able to face taking it off, the thought of nothing holding them had felt unbearable even then - now bit into me along every edge, the band a wire under my ribs, the cups straining over a weight that had no business belonging to me. I'd gone to sleep tender and snug. I'd woken up a different size.

I cupped a hand to myself in the dark, the way I had the night before, careful, and even that careful weight made me hiss. They were hot. Genuinely hot, fevered to the touch, the heat coming off them in a way I could feel against my own palm, and so swollen now that my fingers couldn't span what they'd cradled easily at breakfast yesterday. Round and high and ferociously sore, the nipples standing up hard and aching at the centre of it all, and when the heel of my hand grazed one by accident I made a sound into the empty room that embarrassed me even with no one there to hear it - a low broken thing, half pain and, underneath the pain, threaded right through it where I couldn't pull the two apart, something that was not pain at all.

Heaviness first, the woman in grey had said, in that flat careful voice, reading it off like a tide chart. Then letdown. Then production.

I understood now that she had been describing weather she'd watched come in a hundred times, and that I had heard it the way you hear a forecast for a coast you've never stood on. I was standing on it now. The heaviness had come in the night while I slept and gathered into this, this throbbing impossible ache, and somewhere in the swollen dark of my own chest a pressure was building toward a thing my body already knew how to do and I did not, a thing it wanted, urgently, the way you want to set down a weight you've carried too far.

I didn't sleep again. I lay in the grey coming-light with the sea going slowly silver in the window and both hands held off my own body like it was something that might go off, and I waited, throbbing, for someone to come and do to me what I couldn't yet name.

A handler came not long after the light turned gold, took one look at how I was holding myself - rigid, careful, my arms a cage I'd built around the ache - and didn't make me explain.

"First morning's the worst of it," she said, kind and unbothered, helping me up off the bed in increments. She eased the cutting bra off me with the same matter-of-fact gentleness, and I nearly sobbed at the relief of the band coming away from my ribs, and then she settled me into the cream wrap-top instead - soft, loose at the front, nothing punishing in it - and somehow even that loose fabric over my bared chest was almost too much to bear. "You're nice and full. That's good, that's exactly right - you just need emptying. Theo's got you."

Theo's got you. The name went through the soreness and landed lower, and I hated that even now, even bent half-double around the weight of my own chest, my body had attention to spare for the warm brown eyes and the careful hands and the low even voice that had said I'll likely do your first few milkings myself like it was nothing, like it wasn't going to be this.

They walked me down a hall of pale wood and morning light to the Pairing Rooms - the private ones, she explained, for first times and for anyone who wanted quiet, distinct from the open floor of the Parlor where I'd watched a woman go slack and gone in front of strangers and felt my own thighs press together in answer. I was grateful for the quiet. I was so full I could barely think past it, and the thought of the glass-walled openness of that floor, of being this undone where anyone could walk past with a glass of something amber, was more than I could hold.

The room was small and snug and gentle on the eyes, low gold light and a wide padded chaise angled toward the sea, towels folded soft on a side table, the milk-and-linen smell of the whole place concentrated here into something close and almost edible. And Theo, rising from where he'd been sitting, in the same worn henley or its twin, sleeves shoved to the forearms, looking at me with no surprise at all at the state of me.

"There she is," he said, like he'd been expecting exactly this. "Day two. You're carrying it all up high and tight - I can see it from here. Bet you didn't sleep."

"I didn't know it would -" My voice came out thin. "Nobody said it would hurt."

"It's not hurt, not really. It's full." He guided me down onto the chaise with one of those big careful hands at my back, easing me into a recline that let the weight of my chest settle instead of pull, and even that small mercy made my eyes sting. "Full is just empty that hasn't happened yet. We're going to fix that. Slow as you want." He crouched beside me, eye level, unhurried in a way that made the panic in my chest unclench by a notch all on its own. "Can I open the wrap?"

The wrap-top the handler had eased me into back in the suite was the only thing I had on. The top opens at the front. I nodded, not trusting the rest of me to words.

He unsnapped it down the front, one fastening at a time, no ceremony in it and no rush either, and folded the panels back off my chest, and the cool air of the room hit my bared skin and I gasped at even that. He didn't react to the gasp. He looked at me - at the swollen, fevered, ridiculous new weight of me, the nipples standing up dark and hard and desperate - and something moved across his face that was not the clinical assessment I'd braced for. Something more like respect.

"Look at you," he said, softer, and this time he wasn't talking about my face.

He warmed a towel first, pressed it over me, and the heat sank into the ache and loosened something I hadn't known was clenched, and I let out a breath that shuddered on the way.

"That's it," he murmured. "Let it down off you. Nothing happens till you stop bracing." His hands settled on me over the cloth, just resting at first, taking the weight, and the relief of being held there - of the swing and the drag finally supported by something other than my own straining skin - was so sharp it brought the sting right back to my eyes. "Good. Now I'm going to work you a little. You tell me if anything's too much."

Too much. The word arrived out of the worst part of my own history and I flinched from it on reflex, and he felt the flinch and read it wrong, gentled further.

"Too much pressure, I mean. That's all. You're in charge of that."

He didn't know. He couldn't know that too much was the whole shape of the thing I'd carried here, the verdict I'd been apologising for for two years, and I didn't have it in me to explain. So I just nodded, and he took the towel away, and put his bare hands on my bare swollen chest, and began.

I don't have good words for the first minutes. He worked slow, both hands, thumbs and the heels of his palms, a patient kneading pressure that started up near my collarbone and moved down in long firm strokes, coaxing, and it hurt and it helped in the same motion, the soreness blooming under his hands and then easing as he passed, the heat in me shifting, going liquid, beginning to move. My breath kept catching. I couldn't keep it even. Every pass of his hands pushed the pressure ahead of it like water before a hand in a bath, gathering it, urging it down and forward toward the aching peaks of me, and the nipples had gone so hard and so unbearably sensitive that when his careful fingers finally reached them, finally closed around them and drew -

Something gave.

It started as a feeling I had no file for - a deep prickling rush, electric, pins and needles but inside, blooming out from somewhere behind the nipple and spreading hot through the whole heavy swell of me in a fast tightening wave, a sensation so strange and so total that I cried out and grabbed his wrist before I knew I'd done it. Not to stop him. I didn't want to stop him. My body had simply reached for the nearest solid thing as the floor of it dropped away.

"There you go," Theo said, low, delighted, not pulling back. "That's your letdown, Hazel. Let it come."

And it came. A thin bright spray first, startling, the milk leaping from me in fine threads under the draw of his fingers - I felt it leave me, the actual physical release of it, and the relief that followed the release was so enormous, so absurdly, gorgeously total, that my whole body arched up off the chaise to chase it. Then the thin spray became a flood. It came in pulses, in time with something deep and involuntary clenching and releasing inside my chest, and with each pulse a wave of that staggering relief rolled up through me and broke, the unbearable pressure of the whole long night finally, finally letting go, draining out of me hot and fast into the soft cloth he caught it in, and I was making sounds I couldn't govern, helpless broken sounds, my head tipped back and my spine bowed and tears actually running down into my hair because nothing, nothing had ever felt like being emptied like this.

"God, look at you." His hands kept working me through it, drawing it down, easing each pulse out, and his voice had gone rough at the edges in a way I'd remember later. "That's a real letting down. You've been holding all of that since last night."

I couldn't answer. I was somewhere past answering. The relief kept cresting and cresting, and underneath it, rising now that the worst pressure was off, unmistakable, was the other thing - the heat that had threaded through the ache all through that long throbbing wait before dawn, the thing I'd been told my whole life was too much. Because being emptied did not feel clinical. Being emptied felt like coming. It felt like the long slow front edge of it, the gather and the give, pleasure pulled straight out through the centre of me with every pulse, and I lay there wrung open under his patient, working hands with milk running warm off my own body and understood, with a kind of horrified wonder, that I was getting wet.

I tried to be subtle about it. I pressed my thighs together where I lay, slow, like I was just shifting, and the press of them only made it worse - made the wet slide of it announce itself, made the hollow low ache that had nothing to do with my chest pull tight and insistent. Theo's hands gentled on me, the flood ebbing now to a slower run, the terrible pressure gone and in its place a loose humming openness, and I thought maybe I'd gotten away with it, maybe he hadn't -

"You feel that?" he said. Quiet. Not a question that needed answering. "How it turns over. From the ache into something else."

The heat went up my throat in its old helpless tide. "I'm sorry -"

"Don't." He said it so easily, so completely without judgement, that the apology died in my mouth. "That's the whole thing, Hazel. That's not a glitch, that's the design. The wanting and the making are the same wire in you. You let down harder when you're turned on, and you get turned on when you let down. They told you that yesterday in the flat voice. This is what it feels like." His thumb stroked once, slow, over the slick aching peak of me, deliberate now, and a fresh thin thread of milk welled up at the touch and a fresh pull of pure want answered it low in my belly at the exact same instant, the two of them firing off the same nerve, and I gasped. "See. There. That's not two things happening. That's one thing."

"It's -" My voice broke. "It's a lot."

"Yeah," he agreed, warm, like I'd said something good. "It is. That's what they want from you. That's what you're worth here." And he moved one broad steady hand down off my chest, slow enough that I could have stopped it, down over the soft curve of my tummy that I'd spent yesterday being self-conscious about and could not have cared about less right now, down between my pressed-together thighs, and waited there, palm warm against me through nothing at all, until I let them fall open.

I let them fall open.

He found me soaked. I heard him breathe out at how soaked, felt his fingers slide through the slick of it, unhurried, parting me, exploring with the same patient skill he'd used on my chest, learning where I answered. And I answered everywhere. Two years of clenching myself shut, of buttoning up, of apologising for how fast and how much my body said yes - all of it gone, useless, in the face of a man who'd been hired precisely because he knew how to coax a body into giving itself over. His fingers found the swollen aching knot of me and circled, slow, and slid lower and pressed into me, two of them, deep and sure, the heel of his palm grinding up against me, and I came apart so fast it would have humiliated me anywhere else on earth.

And here was the discovery the whole estate was built on, the one I learned for myself in that gold-lit room with his fingers buried in me: when the orgasm hit, when it tore up through me and clenched me tight around his hand and tipped me over the edge sobbing, my chest let down again. Harder. The climax reached up into the swollen heat of me and pulled, and milk spilled out of both nipples in a fresh hot rush, untouched, drawn out by nothing but the force of me coming, running down over his working hand and my heaving stomach, the two pleasures crashing together into one impossible thing - emptied and filled, milked and fucked open, the release pouring out of me at both ends at once while I shook and clutched at his arm and made noise I'd be embarrassed by for the rest of my life.

"There she is," Theo said, and it was almost reverent. "That's it. That's what your body does."

I was still shuddering through the back end of it, still leaking, still clenched loose and wrecked around the memory of his fingers, when he bent his head low and set his mouth to my breast.

I felt his breath first, warm over the wet aching skin, and then his mouth closed over me - over one swollen, dripping, oversensitive nipple - and sealed there, and drew.

I had thought I knew, after the pumps I'd watched and the hand he'd used, what being milked was. I knew nothing. His mouth was nothing like the cold clear cups I'd seen working that woman on the chaise, nothing like the brisk efficiency of his fingers. It was warm and soft and alive, the suction of it deep and rhythmic and patient, his tongue working the underside of me, and with every pull he drew the milk straight out of me into his mouth, swallowing, taking it, feeding, and the sensation of being suckled - of a man's mouth fastened to my body and drinking me down - undid something in me that the flood and the orgasm together hadn't reached.

This was the part the woman in grey had paused on, back in the corridor. Taken from the source. To be fed. I'd felt my body answer the words before I understood them, in the corridor, with my arms crossed. Now I understood them. There was no part of me left to be scandalised. There was only the deep relentless pull of his mouth and the way each pull rolled fresh pleasure down through me, the way being needed like this, fed from, drunk from, a man making low satisfied sounds against my skin as he emptied me, inverted every shamed thing I'd ever thought about my own body and stood it up brand new. I was not too much. I was a source. I was the thing this beautiful bright room had been built around, and the proof of it was a man's mouth working at my breast like I was the best thing he'd tasted in his life.

I got one hand into his hair and held him there, and I didn't apologise for it.

He drank from me a long time, switching sides when the first ran slow, easing the last of the morning's terrible fullness out of me mouthful by mouthful, and by the time he finally lifted his head and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at me - flushed, wrung out, leaking, sprawled open and unashamed in the gold light - I had been more thoroughly undone, and more thoroughly wanted, than in the whole twenty-three years that came before.

"Huh," he said, half to himself, studying me with something I couldn't read. Then, off my look: "Nothing. Just - that's not a day-two number. That's not most anyone's number, day two or day fifty." He pressed a clean folded towel into my hands and helped me sit up, careful of the tender weight of me, and the grin he gave me then was crooked and genuine and did nothing good for my pulse. "Voss is going to hate you."

Indi found me in the low-lit anteroom after, where they'd left me to come back into myself with a cool sweet drink pressed into my hands, still a little drunk on the wreck of it, still secretly turning the whole impossible morning over and trying to file it as just the program, just the protocol, just my body doing the thing they pay it to do - and failing, because the program didn't explain the part where I'd held his head to my chest and not wanted it to end.

"Oh, sugar," Indi said, taking one look at me and dropping onto the cushions at my side, lush and unhurried and smelling of the same sweet milk-skin smell that I now carried too. "Look at that face. You let down for him, didn't you." It wasn't really a question. "First one's a religious experience. I cried like a baby."

"I cried," I admitted, before I could decide not to.

She laughed, delighted, and patted my knee with her broad soft hand. "'Course you did. Your whole body just learned what it's for. That's a lot to find out before breakfast." She tipped her head, studying me with that connoisseur's flicker I'd caught the day before. "It only gets bigger from here, you know. The ache. You're going to wake up tomorrow fuller than today, and the day after fuller than that, and you're going to start wanting it before they even come for you. Most girls fight that part." The grin. "I don't think you're going to fight it, sugar. I watched you walk in here yesterday all buttoned up and apologising. You don't look buttoned up now."

I didn't. I looked, I knew, exactly like the woman on the chaise I'd watched through the glass and couldn't stop watching - slack and easy and somewhere good. And the strange thing, the thing I'd turn over for days, was that I couldn't find the shame where it had always been. I went looking for it out of habit and the drawer was empty.

"Bigger and better," Indi said, rising, reading the whole thing off my face and clearly pleased with what she read. "Welcome to it."

I didn't see what happened with the board. Indi told me later, grinning, because she made a point of being near it when the morning numbers came up.

Voss was at the panel when my first yield posted - the day-two figure off Theo's session, the number my body had made while I sobbed and clutched and spilled milk down a man's working hand. He read it the way he read everything, she said, without expression, a man reviewing a column that should have totalled the way he expected.

Except it didn't total the way he expected.

He stopped. Indi swore he actually stopped, that cool grey gaze hung on the line with my name on it a half-second longer than the work required, and a small frown moved between his brows - not displeasure, exactly. Something more like a number that wouldn't reconcile, an entry he'd already written off showing up anomalous where written-off entries don't. He didn't say it was good. He didn't say anything. He tapped once at the tablet, the way you'd flag something to check again later, and moved on down the row.

But he looked twice. The man who'd given me a week looked at my number twice on day two.

I'd take it. I lay back in the gold-lit room with my emptied, aching, brand-new body humming and leaking gently into the towel, and I thought: good. Look again. There's eight weeks of this coming, and you haven't seen anything yet.


⚜




Chapter 3: In production

⚜

By the fourth morning my body had stopped asking and started telling.

I woke before dawn again - every day now, I was learning, my own chest the alarm that ran me - but the thing that surfaced me out of sleep wasn't the panic of the second morning, the fevered swollen something is wrong that had me holding my arms off myself like a woman handling a live thing. I knew what it was now. That was the change, and it unsettled me more than the pain ever had. I woke heavy and full and tight across the front of me, the skin gone taut over a weight that had kept on arriving in the night, and somewhere between the second morning and this one the ache had quietly changed sides. It had stopped being something done to me. It had become something I wanted done.

Day three had passed in two unhurried milkings with Theo, both easier than that first sobbing letdown, both ending with me wrung out and light and already, by evening, beginning to fill again. So I knew this for what it was now. I lay in the grey with my hands resting on myself this time instead of held away - cupping the new heft of me, because I'd grown again, I could feel it, the modest weight Theo had emptied yesterday come back overnight with interest. Not the plain unremarkable B-cups I'd carried in three days ago. These were a different inheritance entirely: round and high and dense, spilling warm over the edges of my own hands, the nipples standing up dark and stiff and asking, lit at the faintest drag of the sheet. The wrap-top I'd slept in had given up pretending to close flat across me. I shifted, and the whole front of me swung and throbbed, and instead of the flinch I braced for, a low hot thread pulled down through my belly and pooled, and I heard myself make a sound in the empty room that had nothing in it of pain at all.

I wanted to be emptied. That was the plain shape of it. I lay there throbbing in the half-dark and watched the window go from slate to pearl and I was counting - counting the minutes until a handler came, until someone's hands or someone's mouth took the heavy ache off me and turned it, the way it turned now, into the other thing. On intake morning the idea would have mortified me. This morning I just lay there full and leaking a slow warm thread into the soft cotton and waited to be wanted, and the only thing left of the shame was a distant astonishment that there wasn't any.

You'll start wanting it before they come for you, Indi had said. I don't think you're going to fight it.

She'd been right inside three days. I hadn't even put up the fight.

Indi came for me herself, which I hadn't expected. They still had me in the Bloom Suite - the warm sea-facing induction room, my whole world for four days now - and she filled its doorway like she filled every doorway.

"Look at you," she said, delighted, taking in the way I was sitting up against the pillows with both arms wrapped under the new weight of myself, holding it the way you hold something you're afraid to spill. She was already in her wrap, braids loose down her back, that unbothered abundance of her filling the door. "Day four and you've come up like bread. Theo said, but I wanted to see." She crossed and tipped my chin up with one broad finger, read my face the way she read everything, and the grin spread. "And you're past it, aren't you. Past the scared part. You woke up hungry this morning."

There was no point lying to Indi. "I woke up counting," I admitted.

"Mm." She said it like a woman tasting something good. "That's the corner, sugar. Most girls take a week to turn it. You did it in three." She held out a hand and hauled me up off the bed in one easy pull, steadying me when the weight of my chest pitched forward and the room swam. "Come on. You're too full for a quiet room today. You're ready for the floor."

The floor. The Parlor. The glass-walled lounge I'd stood outside that first day, watching a woman go slack and gone in the open while a man knelt between her thighs and nobody turned a head. My stomach dropped the way it had at the glass.

"In the open?" I said. "Where -"

"Where everybody is. Where everybody's getting the same thing you're getting, all day, and nobody's making a parade of it." She steered me out into the hall by the small of my back, unhurried, her hand warm. "You watched it through the glass and it scared you. I'll tell you the secret. It's the easiest place in the world once you're actually in it, because the second you are, you stop being the only one. You're just another full girl getting seen to." She glanced sideways, sly. "And you, sugar - you are going to get seen to."

We came down a wide bright corridor toward the sound of it - low music, the murmur of voices pitched easy and domestic, the soft mechanical sigh of the pumps that I'd learn to stop hearing the way you stop hearing a fridge. Indi talked the whole way, and I understood she was doing it on purpose, laying words down over my nerves the way our guide had on the first day.

"Here's what nobody tells the new ones," she said. "You can lie there and wait for it, or you can chase it. The girls who chase it always make more. When you let down, lean into the man working you - push your body at what's emptying you, don't hold polite. And learn what drains you fastest and ask for it. You let down hardest when you come - you found that out yesterday, didn't you." She didn't wait for my blush to answer. "So the trick isn't being milked or being used. It's stacking them. You want the pump on you while a man's in you. You'll see. Both at once and your body just - opens the taps."

"You make it sound like a job," I said, a little hysterical, because the corridor had ended and the Parlor was opening up in front of us, warm and low and full of unhurried bodies, and I was about to walk into it leaking.

"It is a job, baby." She squeezed my hip. "Best-paid one I ever had. Now go let them love you."

The floor swallowed my panic almost the instant I was in it, exactly the way she'd promised.

Because she was right: I wasn't the only one. All down the long warm room, in the open-fronted bays among the plants and the sea-light, producers lay reclined and half-dressed and being tended, and not one of them looked up at the new girl come in pink and wide-eyed at the edge of it. A woman two bays down had the pump cups working at her chest and a patron's head bent low over her belly, and her spine was a loose easy curve and her eyes were half shut, and the whole arrangement was about as remarkable to the room as a person reading. Someone laughed softly over by the windows. A handler moved down the row checking bands. It was, I understood with a lurch that was half relief and half something hotter, exactly the ordinary thing the woman in grey had promised me through the glass and I hadn't believed - from in there it's just Tuesday - the whole warm room moving with the calm efficiency of any well-run place, every touch with a purpose and not one of them an occasion, and the ordinariness did something to the fear that no reassurance could have. There was nothing here to be the spectacle of. There was just the room and its easy rhythm, and I was so full I ached, and the rhythm was the thing that would take it.

Theo was waiting at a wide low lounge angled to the windows, sleeves shoved up, the soft clear cups and their quiet line of tubing set ready on the table beside it.

"There she is," he said - and I caught the small private warmth of it, the same words he'd said yesterday, a thing that was becoming ours - and his eyes went over me, over the swing and the heft and the dark stiff peaks of me straining the wrap, and for a second the easy handler's calm slipped and showed me something plainer underneath it, something that wanted. "God. You weren't this full yesterday."

"I keep - growing." My voice did something unsteady. "Overnight. I wake up bigger."

"That's production, Hazel. That's your body deciding it's good at this." He drew me down onto the lounge, settling me back against the cushions, and his hand at the snaps of my wrap stopped, a question. He'd asked the same way yesterday. I was already nodding before he finished.

He opened the wrap off me, folded the panels back, and the warm air of the floor met my bared, swollen, overfull chest, and even that I felt now as a kind of touch. He took the clear cups up off the table.

"These first," he said. "Just to take the worst of the pressure down and get you flowing. You'll feel the pull. It's good - let it pull." And he settled one soft cup over each aching breast, a cool careful seal, and thumbed something on the line, and the slow patient suck of them began.

I'd watched this through the glass that first day and thought it looked clinical. It wasn't clinical from the inside. It was a deep rhythmic draw, gentle and relentless, tugging at the swollen peaks of me in a slow pulse that found the held-tight fullness behind them and began, immediately, to coax it loose - and the prickling rush came up fast, the pins-and-needles bloom I knew now, the letdown breaking through me in a hot tightening wave, and I gasped and arched up into the cups and watched the first thin threads of myself leap and run pale into the clear lines. The pressure of the long full night began to ease out of me in pulses, and the ease wasn't clinical either. It curled. It went straight from relief into want, the same wire, lit end to end, and I was wet before the cups had drawn me half down.

"There it goes," Theo murmured, watching the milk run, watching my face. "Letting down already. You barely needed me." He moved around behind the lounge, behind me, and his big warm hands settled on my hips, and his voice dropped low against my ear. "You want the rest of what Indi told you about? Both at once?"

I knew what he was asking. The hot pull low in me clenched at the asking alone.

"Yes," I said. No hesitation in it. Three days ago I couldn't have said the word out loud in a room with the lights on. "Yes."

He turned me, careful of the cups and their lines, easing me up onto my knees on the wide lounge with my forearms braced on the low back of it and the windows full of sea-light in front of me - and the pumps stayed on me, drawing, swinging gently below me with the new heavy shape of myself, milk still running pale into the lines as he moved behind me. His knee parted my thighs. The blunt heat of him settled against where I was already soaked and open and aching with a different fullness entirely, and I pushed back at it before he'd even begun, shameless, chasing it the way Indi had said, and heard him breathe out rough behind me.

"Easy," he said, and didn't make me be easy. He pressed into me slow - thick and deep and unhurried, the stretch of it lighting up every nerve I had as he worked his way in inch by patient inch - and my whole body opened around him and took him, the way it took everything here, fast and willing and grateful, no part of me left to clench shut or apologise. He sank in to the root and went still a moment, buried deep, both hands spread wide on my hips, and the fullness of being filled like that crashed up against the fullness still being drawn down out of my chest and the two of them met somewhere in the middle of me and I made a sound I didn't recognise.

Then he moved, and the first long withdrawal and return unspooled me.

It was nothing like his fingers. This was deep and total, a long deliberate drag and return that I felt in the floor of my belly, that drove the breath out of me on every push, and the pumps kept up their patient draw through all of it - the two rhythms not quite matched, the suck at my breasts and the slide of him in me layering over each other, so that I never had a single second of being only one thing. I was milked and filled at once. Emptied above and packed full below, drawn down and driven into in the same breath, and exactly as Indi had promised, my body responded by opening every tap it had. I felt the letdown surge harder the deeper he took me, the milk leaping into the lines in a fresh fast run with every thrust, the pleasure and the production firing off the one wire so completely I couldn't have told you where the milking ended and the fucking began. The pump answered every thrust, the lines filling faster each time he drove deep. The room kept on around me - cups sighing, low voices, the slow run of milk - and my body answered all of it like it had been waiting its whole life for the rhythm.

"That's it - push back," Theo said, rough now, his rhythm deepening as I did, as I drove myself back onto him with every slow drag, chasing it, leaning into what emptied me. "Christ, you take it like - feel how you let down when you do that?"

I could feel it. I could feel everything. The cups dragging the milk out of me in a hot relentless pull, his cock dragging the pleasure up out of me in another, the slick obscene fullness of being worked from both ends at once on an open lounge in the broad sea-light where anyone could see - and the seen part, the part that should have shamed me, only wound the heat tighter, because no one was looking and everyone could and I was, for the first time in my life, exactly the right amount of too much for the room I was in.

I came with the windows full of light and the pumps still pulling and his hands bruising-tight on my hips. It was nothing like the day before - that had pulled through my chest; this seized the whole swollen weight of me and wrung it, the grind of his hips against me and the wet obscene drag of him in and out shoving me straight over, my body clenching down so hard around the thick length of him that he swore. And as it broke, the orgasm reached deeper than any hand or mouth had ever taken it and tapped somewhere no cup could reach - a hard pale surge leaping down the lines while I shook, wrung from me by nothing but the clench of coming around him, the climax above and the climax below not crashing together so much as proving to be the one event all along, two doors in the same wall thrown open at once. I poured and seized and emptied at both ends, sobbing into my own braced forearms, and Theo's rhythm broke and stuttered behind me as my body clenched down on his, and he stayed buried deep and let me ride the whole long shattering thing out, drained from above and stuffed full below and emptied of everything I'd carried into that bright ordinary room.

After, he eased the cups off me - gentle at the seal, careful of how raw the peaks of me had gone - and I came down slow against the cushions, spent and humming and absurdly, bonelessly content, leaking the last slow threads of myself into a soft cloth he tucked against me. The floor murmured on around us, unbothered, the woman two bays down still being tended, the music still low, no one giving the wrecked new girl a second glance. I'd been used in the open and the open hadn't so much as turned its head, and that should have been the strangest part and somehow it was the part that settled me most. I belonged to the room now. The room had barely noticed, because of course it hadn't. This was just what the room was for.

Theo lifted the clear lines and showed me, and that was when the other thing landed.

The collection vessels had filled. Properly filled - more than the slim clear flasks at the end of the lines seemed to have expected, the pale rich measure of it catching the light, and a handler was already there with the matter-of-fact ease of a man who'd done it a thousand times, decanting it off into a chilled bottle. A small printer chattered and spat a label: MERCER, a batch number, a grade. He smoothed it onto the cold beaded glass, and on my wrist the band gave one small pulse as the total ticked up. So that was how my own body's morning work became an object - measured, graded, prized - and the number on the label, I understood with a slow hot drop, was mine.

"That's a high grade," Theo said, watching my face find it. "You can tell by the colour. Yours runs rich." He nodded at the bottle as the handler set it into a rack with the others, a whole cold gleaming row of them, and somewhere down a waiting list a member was going to pay a sum I couldn't picture to drink what my body had made while I sobbed and came on an open lounge. "There's people who'll wait weeks for that. And every bottle's got your line on it. It all counts up."

Every ounce of it counted. I lay there leaking and sated while a whole graded row of me went cold across the room, and the math ran itself the way the contract's zeroes had run themselves in the car - except this time the thing being counted was me, my body's own rich abundant overflow, the exact too-muchness I'd spent two years buttoning down, decanted and labelled and worth a fortune. I thought about Marcus filing all of me under the wrong account. I thought about that chilled rack of bottles with my number on every one.

Shame should have come for me then - old habit, old reflex. Instead I lay there and watched the bottle frost in the rack with my number on it and felt nothing but a hot, stupid, swelling pride.

They tucked me into the anteroom off the floor afterward with something cold and sugared, to let my limbs remember themselves, and that was where I found Marisol - and I knew from the set of her the second I saw her that the dig was loaded before she opened her mouth.

She was lovely as ever, tall and honey-skinned and sculpted, the wrap doing for her what it couldn't do for me - sitting flat and elegant where mine strained - and she'd come up far slower than I had. I could see it. Four days in and she was still carrying close to what she'd walked in with, a tidy modest swell where I'd bloomed up heavy and ungovernable, and I watched her clock the new size of me, the wrecked flushed glow of me, the fact that I'd come off the open floor instead of a quiet room, and file it all somewhere that didn't please her.

"They had you out on the floor already," she said, light, examining her own nails. A small wide-mouthed smile. "You don't have to perform, you know. All the -" a vague gesture at me, at the pink, at the leaking, at the whole undone state of me - "the noise. The pushing back at it. We can all see you working for it." She tilted her head, kind as a knife. "It looks a little desperate, sweetie. They can always tell when a girl's straining."

On intake day that would have landed. Back then I'd have gone pink to the hairline and crossed my arms and apologised in a hundred wordless ways for taking up the room I took up.

I looked at her tidy modest swell, and her tidy careful smile, and the place on her wrist where the band logged a number I'd already overtaken, and I felt the old blush try to climb and not make it.

"I'm not trying," I said. And the awful thing, the thing that wiped the smile clean off her, was that I said it gently. Because it was simply true. "It just does that. I'm not making it do anything." I picked up my cool sweet drink. "You should stop holding yours so polite, though. You let down harder if you chase it." I met her cool flat eyes over the rim of the glass. "Indi told me. It's the ones who strain against it the boards can tell about."

Mari's mouth opened, and shut, and she found nothing to put in it, and turned the colour I used to turn.

I didn't go to the board myself. I still couldn't quite make myself stand in front of it the way Voss did, like a man reading scripture he'd written. But Indi came and found me before lunch with that look on her, the gleeful connoisseur's flicker, and took me by the wrist and walked me down the corridor to the tall lit panel of names and climbing numbers anyway, because she said a girl ought to see it the first time it happened.

"There," she said, and pointed.

My name. Mercer. Voss had ordered me housed at the very bottom of the float, written off before I'd taken a dose - but my line on the board had moved. Not to the top - Indi still sat the top, a serene unbothered figure at the head of the whole panel - but up off the floor and climbing, past names that had been here weeks, the number beside it already, on day four, doing the thing Theo's voice had gone rough about. Anomalous. The word Indi said Voss had read off my first yield with a frown he couldn't account for.

"He'll have seen that," Indi said, watching my name climb alongside me, and there was something almost tender under the glee now. "He stands here every morning, sugar. He'll have stood right where you are and watched you come up off the bottom he put you on." She bumped my shoulder with hers. "Not worth a good handler's hours past Friday, he said." She laughed, low and rich. "It's Thursday, baby. And look at you go."

I looked at my line climbing the board in the bright sea-light, my body still humming and tender from the floor, a row of cold labelled bottles of me waiting down the hall for some member's mouth, and I thought about a cool grey gaze that had filed me as a clerical error and walked off so certain he'd never have to revise it.

He had until tomorrow to be right about the first part. Then he had the rest of eight weeks to keep being wrong.

I was going to make him stand at that board for every day of it.


⚜




Chapter 4: Drunk from the source

⚜

Friday came and went, and nobody came to tell me I'd failed.

That was how I knew the deadline had passed - not because I marked it, but because I hadn't. Voss had given me until Friday to wash out, and somewhere in the long warm slide of days five and six - warm cups sealing over me, Theo's hands at my hips, anonymous mouths between, full bottles cooling in their racks with my name on them, my band ticking me steadily higher - I'd let go of counting that way. The only clock I kept now ran in my own chest, and by the seventh morning it had woken me again before the light - heavy, certain, telling me it was time.

I lay in the grey with both hands cradling the new weight of myself and did the only math that still meant anything: how long until someone came to take it. The figure with all the zeroes had stopped running itself behind my eyes the way it had in the car. The debts were still there, presumably, waiting in some other life on some other coast. They just couldn't compete anymore with the closer arithmetic of a body that had grown again overnight - heavier than yesterday, the skin drawn tight and shining-full over a heft that no longer had anything modest in it, the nipples standing up dark and stiff and already weeping a slow warm thread into the soft cotton of the wrap I'd slept in before a single hand had touched me. Past a D days ago. Past anything I had words for now. I'd stopped trying to map the size of myself against the woman I'd walked in as. That woman had packed a sensible cotton bra. This one couldn't have buttoned it across one breast.

The slightest turn set the whole weight of me swaying, tender and insistent, and the old flinch I'd braced for never came. What came instead was a low hot tug that pulled down behind my navel and pooled there, and I lay in the dawn light leaking gently and wanting, and the wanting was the most ordinary feeling I had now. Friday had come for the girl with the rabbit eyes. It hadn't found her. She'd already gone somewhere into the warm sweet hum of this place and not come back, and I wasn't sorry.

Indi came to walk me down, the way she had on day four, except this time she didn't have to coax me past the glass.

"There she is," she said in the doorway - and then laughed, because that was Theo's line and she knew it, and she'd caught me flush a little at it anyway. "Oh, he's got you saying it in your head now. That man." She crossed the suite and looked me over with the connoisseur's flicker she'd had on me since the first day, only it had warmth fully in it now, no edge of assessment left. "Lord. You came up again. You're going to outgrow the wrap before long, sugar, they'll have to cut you a new one."

"I keep waking up bigger." I said it almost helplessly, both arms still wrapped under myself. "Is that - does it stop?"

"On you?" She tipped her head, considering it like a real question. "Honestly? I don't know that it's going to. Most girls level off. You're not most girls." She said it plainly, no flattery in it, a woman who topped the board most seasons stating a fact about the competition. Then the grin came back, slow and filthy and fond. "Which is why, before we go down - I've got news, and you're going to want to hear it standing up."

I waited.

"You've drawn a patron." She let it land. "A member. Paid the premium and asked for you by your line on the board - not a handler session, not the floor. The source." Her eyes were bright with it. "Somebody read your number going up off the bottom and put real money down to be fed by you, baby. First one. That's a day I remember for every girl."

The word did to me what it had done in the corridor on the very first day, when the woman in grey had paused on it and let it work - to be fed - except that the picture it raised now wasn't a stranger's anymore. I knew exactly what it felt like to have a mouth seal warm over me and draw. Theo had taught me that in the gold light on day two, had drunk me down with low satisfied sounds against my skin until I held his head there and forgot to be ashamed. But Theo was a handler; Theo's mouth was his work. This was a man who had looked at a panel of names and chosen mine, and reached for his money, and asked.

"Why," I started, and didn't know how to finish it. "Why would somebody pay - for that, specifically. When there's -" I gestured vaguely at all of it, the whole bright machinery of the place, the pumps and the bottles and the floor.

"Because the bottle's cold by the time it reaches them," Indi said, and for once she wasn't grinning. "Cold, labelled, an hour off the body. Beautiful, sure. The whole business. But your letdown in his mouth - pulled out of you because his mouth's the thing that pulled it -" She shook her head, the braids shifting. "That's not buying milk, sugar. That's being the reason it comes. Men pay through the nose to be the reason." She held the door. "And the ones who do it right go to pieces. You watch. Big armoured men come in here and twenty minutes on you they're soft as babies. It's the most power you'll ever have over anybody. Now - they'll bring him to a Pairing Room midmorning, so first we take the worst of that pressure off you, or you'll spray the poor man across the room."

The floor took me in the way it took me now, no panic left in it to swallow.

I went down onto a wide lounge by the windows and a handler I half-knew set the soft clear cups to me and thumbed the line, and the deep rhythmic draw of them started up, and I let my head go back against the cushions and let it pull. The first letdown broke through in its hot prickling rush, the pins-and-needles bloom I'd stopped bracing against, and the held pressure of the night began to run pale and steady down the clear tubing, and the relief of it curled the instant it started, the way it always did, straight from ache into want. By the time the cups had taken me halfway, I was soaked. That had stopped surprising me too.

I'd had my eyes shut a while, drifting in the pull, when a man's voice said, easy, over my head, "She free?"

"She's flowing nice, give her a minute on the cups," the handler said, the way you'd talk over someone's shoulder about the weather, and the man said "no rush," and folded down onto the lounge beside me like he had nowhere better to be.

He was young, dark-haired, one of the donors I'd seen moving through the floor - broad, loose-shouldered, an easy way of carrying himself. He didn't introduce himself and didn't need to. He looked at the milk running down the lines and at the dark wet peaks of me half-swallowed in the cups and at my face gone pink at being looked at, and he smiled like a man pleasantly surprised by his own afternoon, and worked himself free of the soft loose trousers all the floor staff wore.

"Hands are busy," he said, nodding at where one of mine was pressed flat to my own sternum, holding the cup seal, the other fisted loose in the cushion. "You mind?"

And the casual courtesy of it - the you mind, tossed off like he was asking to share my table - undid something in me harder than roughness could have. I turned my head, and he was right there, broad and ready and entirely matter-of-fact about it, and I understood that this was the floor too, this was just Sunday, a producer being milked and a man between things, and I opened my mouth for him because I wanted to and because not wanting to had stopped being a thing that occurred to me.

He slid into the warm of my mouth with a low pleased sound and a hand came to rest light in my hair, not pushing, just there, and he worked himself between my lips while the cups kept up their relentless draw at my chest. I couldn't do much, sprawled and tethered and pumping; I gave him my mouth and my tongue and the soft sounds I couldn't help, and he took it the way you take a good thing you've stumbled into, rocking shallow and deep by turns, murmuring something low and approving that I felt more than heard. And the milk kept running. That was the part that climbed up under my skin and stayed - that I was being drawn down at the breast and filled at the mouth in the same minute and neither was an event, that two bays over a woman laughed at something and a handler changed a flask and the floor went on around me, and the only person in the whole bright room for whom any of this was extraordinary was me, sprawled there pumping and full and used and so wet I could feel it slicking my own thighs together with nothing touching me there at all.

His hand tightened in my hair and his breath caught, and I felt it coming a heartbeat before it did, and I didn't pull back. He spilled warm and salt over my tongue, and I swallowed him down because I wanted the whole ordinary use of him, and the swallow itself pulled a fresh hard letdown out of me, milk leaping into the lines as I did it, my whole body answering the simple animal fact of being used in one more place. He breathed out, eased back, tucked himself away, and ran a broad thumb once along my jaw - not possessive, not dismissive, just warmly appreciative, the casual gratitude of someone handed exactly what he wanted.

"Thanks, sweetheart," he said, like I'd passed him the salt, and got up, and was gone into the rhythm of the floor.

I lay there pumping with my mouth full of the taste of him and my chest running into the cups and my face hot, not with shame - the old reflex reached for it and found nowhere left in me to land - but with the sheer ordinary fact of it. Wrecked, quietly, by how little wrecking it had taken. From in there it's just Tuesday, our guide had said through the glass on the first day, and I'd thought she was warning me. She'd been describing a mercy.

They came for me before noon - a handler unsealing the cups before they drew me down too far, leaving me deliberately full for what was coming - and led me off the floor to the Pairing Rooms, the quiet ones, the private suites I'd had my first letting-down in. The change of rooms was its own kind of charge after the open lounge. This was being singled out. This was a door that closed.

"He's a regular," the handler told me low, easing the wrap straight on my shoulders, settling the heft of me where it fell easiest. "Gentle as they come. Knows exactly what he's here for. He reserved the whole hour for you, sugar - source sessions aren't rushed, that's the privilege he's paying for. Just let him have it."

It was the same private gold-lit room where I'd first come apart under Theo's hands, days and a whole self ago - but it didn't read like that room anymore. The first time, the closed door had felt like a thing happening to me, a quiet I'd been delivered into. This time the door shut behind me and the click of it landed soft and chosen, less a clinic dressed up as comfort than a hush drawn close around something I was walking into on purpose. And the man who rose from the low chair when I came in was nothing I'd braced for.

He was older - sixty, near it - and he wore it like a man used to getting precisely what he reached for: silver shot all through dark hair, a lean lined face, an expensive shirt open at the throat and the sleeves turned back over forearms still broad, still strong. Not a handler's body, not a donor's. The body of a man who'd commanded rooms for forty years and had stopped having to raise his voice in any of them. His eyes found me - found the flushed nervous new of me, the overfull weight I carried in both arms - and the assurance in him went still all at once, the way the surface of something settles, and what rose up under it as he took me in wasn't only appetite. It was closer to reverence, and he didn't trouble to hide it.

"Hello," he said, gently. "I'm Edmund. They tell me you're new to this part of it." He didn't move toward me. He let me have the room. "We'll go as slow as you'd like. There's no clock in here that matters."

"There's an hour," I said, before I could stop it, and he laughed - a warm, surprised, delighted sound that took ten years off him.

"There's an hour," he agreed. "We'll waste it beautifully."

He drew me down onto the chaise beside him with a hand that was careful of the weight of me, and he didn't reach for the snaps of my wrap the way Theo did, with a question already in the gesture. He just looked at me a while, close, his thumb tracing the back of my hand, and asked me my name, and asked it like the answer mattered, and when I told him - Hazel - he said it back softly, like a man setting something down where he could find it again, and then he asked, "May I?" with his fingers at the first fastening, and I was already nodding.

He opened the wrap one snap at a time, giving each its own moment, and when the last panel fell away he didn't touch me at once. He went still over the sight of me - the overfull shining heft, the dark stiff peaks already beading at the tips - his breath gone careful, his face changing before his hand ever rose. Reverent. There wasn't another word for it. He looked like a man shown something he'd half stopped believing in.

"Oh," he said, very quietly. "Oh, you're lovely." His hand rose to cup the underside of one heavy breast, taking the weight of it off me as easily as Theo ever had, and his composure thinned around the edges as he did it, his voice dropping rough. "I knew the moment I saw your name come up the board," he said, low, almost to himself. "I told them I'd take the whole hour. I didn't know the half of it." And he bent his silver head, and set his mouth to me, and drew.

I came apart at the first pull.

Not all the way - but the first deep draw of his mouth found the swollen ache at the center of me and loosed it, the letdown breaking instantly, harder than the cups had ever coaxed it, and I cried out and got a hand into his hair before I'd decided to, holding him there, the way I'd held Theo, and Edmund made a low broken sound against my skin and drank. I felt the milk leave me into his mouth in hot pulses, felt him swallow, felt him latch deeper and take more, and each draw rolled a fresh wave of that staggering relief up through me and tipped it, halfway over, into the other thing - the heat between my thighs rising to meet the pull at my chest, each calling the other up, my legs falling open on the chaise with nothing yet between them.

His free hand answered that. It slid down off the heavy curve of me, over the soft tummy I'd carried here ashamed of and couldn't have cared about less now, down between my parted thighs, and found me soaked, and he groaned around the mouthful of me at how soaked, and worked two thick fingers into me while he nursed. Both at once. The pull at my breast and the slide of his fingers in me, and where Theo's hands were a skilled young man's, Edmund's moved as if he'd waited a long time for exactly this and meant to spend every second of it, pausing between strokes as though listening for what my body answered. He suckled and he stroked and the two ran together up through me, and I writhed under him with milk spilling warm where his mouth couldn't catch it all, running down my own ribs, and I heard myself begging in pieces, please, not even sure what for.

He lifted his head once - mouth wet, eyes blown and stunned - to look at my face, and what he saw there cracked the last of the polish off him, a controlled man coming undone exactly the way Indi had promised they did. "You let down for me," he said, wondering, like I'd given him something instead of the other way around. "God. Look at you. You let down right into my mouth." And he bent and took the other breast, the fuller one, and drank from that, and I felt the relief crest fresh on that side, and his fingers never stopped.

When he finally moved over me he settled the weight of himself between my open thighs, his chest pinning the heavy spill of me, asking with his eyes one more time and reading the yes in mine before he pressed in. He was thick and warm and he sank into me to the root, with a long shudder that ran through both of us, and went still there a moment buried deep with his forehead dropped against my collarbone, just breathing, a man overcome. Then he moved. And he kept his mouth at my chest while he did it.

That was the thing that took me apart. He fucked me deep and he fed at the same time, his hips rolling into me in long heavy drives while he nursed, one broad hand coming up under my fuller breast to lift it to his mouth for a better latch, and every push of him drove the next letdown harder, milk spilling faster against his lips than he could swallow it. Each suck loosed a fresh hot rush from my chest. Each thrust drove the relief lower into my belly. When he swallowed I felt myself clench around him, the whole length of him, and the clench pulled another spill up into his mouth, the two answering each other with no seam between them. I stopped knowing which part of him was emptying me. I only knew I was being needed - needed from the body, from the exact too-muchness of me, a man feeding from me and moving in me and coming apart the longer he did both.

I came around him with my hand locked in his silver hair and his mouth sealed to me drinking, and the orgasm reached up into the swollen heat of my chest the way it did now and pulled, milk spilling fresh into his mouth and over his lips as I clenched and shook and sobbed, the release in my chest and the release low in me breaking together, one event wearing two faces the way I'd learned by now it always did. And it broke him too. A low ragged groan went into my skin, his rhythm stuttering and losing itself as I clenched down on him, and he pressed deep and held there shaking through it with his mouth still at my breast, like he couldn't bear to stop drinking even then.

After, he didn't get up right away. He lay half over me, his head pillowed on the warm full slope of me, his breath gone slow, and his hand stroked absently up and down my side, and I held him there with one hand still in his hair and felt the last slow letdown ebb warm between us, and neither of us said anything for a long while. When he finally lifted his head, his eyes were wet, and he made no move to hide it.

"Thank you," he said, simply. Like I'd done him an enormous kindness. Like I was the gift and not the thing he'd paid for. "You've no idea. You've truly no idea." He pressed his lips, once, soft, to the slope of the breast he'd drunk from. "You're going to do extraordinary things in this place, my girl. I'll be telling people I was early."

When they came to take me back, my band pulsed against my wrist, longer and deeper than the little floor ticks I'd learned to ignore - the room had measured every pull of his mouth the same as any cup, and a source bonus on top of it, his hour with me rolling the total over once and then again. The handler glanced at it and then at me with something new in her face, a recalibration I was starting to recognize on people, like she'd watched a number do something the floor's steady drip never could.

Indi caught me in the corridor before I reached the anteroom, and she'd already been to the board.

"Oh, sugar." She had her hands on my shoulders before I'd got a word out, turning me, reading the whole warm wreck of the hour off my face and grinning like it was her own win. "Baby. Your line just jumped four places off one session. Four. Past girls who've been here a season." She gave me a little shake, delighted. "First patron and you climb like that. I told you. The source is where the money is." Her thumb pressed warm at my jaw. "You're three off me now, sugar. Three."

She steered me into the anteroom as she said it and set me down among the cushions, and I sank there loose and leaking and quietly amazed, turning over the size of it - three places off the top of the whole estate, on day seven. Then the light changed the way a room changes when the wrong person enters it, and I knew before I looked.

Voss filled the doorway the way he filled the corridor on the first day - long, spare, immaculate, the cool grey gaze already on me, a tablet in his hand. He didn't sit. He didn't come in. He looked at me sprawled there flushed and leaking and freshly fed-from, and a muscle moved once in his jaw, and the look he gave me was the same one he'd given my intake file on day one - the look you give a clean line of data that has started moving on its own, against the model, against your reading of it.

"Mercer," he said. Soft. Clipped. "You're being moved off induction housing. The west wing - it runs heavier. More floor hours, more turnover, members in and out all day." He tapped the tablet, dismissing something into it, exactly the gesture he'd made over my first anomalous yield. "Your numbers have outgrown a quiet room. There's no sense housing a - " the smallest pause, the only crack, while he chose the word and refused the warmer ones available to him " - statistical outlier on the float."

"I thought I'd be gone by Friday," I said.

I hadn't planned to. It came out of me low and even, and I watched it land. His gaze sharpened on my face - not warm, never warm, but fixed, held there a half-second past anything the moment required, the same half-second Indi swore he'd hung on my name the first morning. A man revising an entry he'd written off and hating the revision.

"We'll see if the anomaly holds," he said, "under load." And turned to go. But he'd come himself. He hadn't sent the handler with the news, the way a director who'd genuinely written me off would have. He had walked down here with the tablet in his own hand to deliver it in person. That was the admission - and it was the thing I carried out of that room, more than anything in the warm wrecked hour behind me.

"Doctor," I said, to his back, the word leaving me before I'd weighed it.

He stopped. He didn't turn all the way around.

"I let down for the patron," I said. "First pull. He cried." I let it sit there in the gold light between us, every word of it true and none of it mine to be modest about anymore. "You should put that on the board too."

For a moment he said nothing. The grey gaze moved over me once more - the flushed sated wreck of me, the body he'd called a clerical error barely a week ago, leaking gently into the cushions and entirely unashamed of it - and whatever passed behind his face he didn't let onto it. But he didn't have an answer either. That was the thing. The man who always had the last cold word stood in the doorway with nothing in his mouth, and then he was gone down the corridor toward the board, where my name was climbing off the floor toward his attention one impossible day at a time.

I lay back in the cushions and let the last of the morning hum through me. West wing, then. Heavier. More hands, more mouths, a steady traffic of members through every hour, a busier floor for a body that had stopped being able to keep up with itself.

Let's see if the anomaly holds under load.

I smiled at the ceiling, full and emptied and brand new and not the least bit frightened.

I was, rather badly, looking forward to it.


⚜




Chapter 5: The donors

⚜

The west wing didn't keep the hush the induction rooms had. That was the first thing it taught me.

They'd moved me the same evening Edmund left - out of the warm sea-facing suite I'd lived in my first week and down a long bright corridor into a wing that did exactly what Voss had said it would. It ran heavier. There was no quiet hour in it. The pumps sighed somewhere down the hall at three in the morning the same as three in the afternoon, and the floor here didn't empty between members so much as turn over, one set of hands giving way to the next, a steady warm traffic of people who came to Bellhaven to be near producers in production and paid for the privilege. By the ninth day I'd lost the trick of telling the busy hours from the slow ones, because there weren't any slow ones, and I'd stopped waking to the sea. I woke to the floor - to its low domestic murmur through the wall, to the soft mechanical pull of the bay next door already working some other girl through her first letdown of the morning.

I was sitting up against the pillows, both arms cradling the swollen heft of myself, half through a quiet refill I'd been at since before the light, when Indi let herself in. By now I didn't have to inventory the weight to know it had grown again overnight. I could feel it in the drag of the wrap, the skin pulled shining-tight over more than there'd been the day before, the dark peaks of me already beaded and weeping a slow thread into the cotton with no hand yet near them. I'd stopped measuring it against the woman who'd packed a sensible bra. The only clock I kept now ran from one fullness to the next, and it had been telling me for an hour that it was time.

"Look at you," Indi said from the doorway, and the fondness in it had lost the last edge of the assessing once-over she'd worn on me that first week. "Came up again in the night. They'll have to start sewing you into something with more give." She crossed and settled her lush unhurried weight on the edge of the bed, braids loose. "I came to walk you down, sugar, because today's a day. Today you've gone and drawn the donors."

"I thought the donors were everywhere." I shifted, and the new heft of me rolled, heavy and aching. "On the floor. All of it."

"Donors are everywhere. These two don't go everywhere." She let it sit, relishing it. "Kwame and Dex work the top of the wing. They don't come knocking unless your line tells them to - unless a girl's running high enough that the protocol wants her really worked, kept up, topped right off so her body's got every reason to keep making more." Her grin widened. "Yours told them. Both of them asked. Together."

The hot pull low in me clenched at the plain arithmetic of it - both, together - and I felt my face do its old helpless thing, the pink climbing my throat. But there was nothing under it anymore that wanted to button up. There was only a wanting that had stopped apologising for arriving.

"Both," I said.

"Both." She got me to my feet with one broad hand under my arm, taking the lurch as the new weight tipped me forward. "Now first they'll get you flowing, because a girl as full as you needs the pressure down before two men get hold of her, or you'll soak the room. Then-" she steered me out into the corridor by the small of my back, toward a wide door set into the heaviest, busiest end of the wing "-then you let them love you. The pairing suites are quiet behind their doors - that's the privilege, no floor traffic through them - but the doors are the only private thing about them, sugar. The room watches and counts you the whole time, same as any cup, and everything you make in there goes on the board." She squeezed my hip. "Go on, sugar."

There were two of them, and they were nothing alike, and I went a little quiet at the sight of one before I'd properly crossed the threshold.

Dex got to me first. Leaner, fast, cocky in the loose-shouldered way of a man who'd never once doubted the welcome, sandy hair and a quick mouth already going. "So you're the number everyone's on about," he said, eyes running down the shining overfull weight of me with frank delight. "They told me it was something. They undersold it." He was on his feet and easy and built lean and ready, and on any ordinary day he'd have filled the whole front of my attention.

Except he wasn't the one who'd stolen the air out of me.

Kwame rose from the low chair behind him, and the room changed scale. He was enormous - broad through the shoulders and chest in a way that made the wide suite shrink around him, very dark, his skin warm in the low gold light, built on a frame that didn't seem to belong in the same gentle pastel world as the cream cushions and the sea-glass. He didn't say much. He didn't need to. He looked me over slow - the swing, the heft, the dark weeping peaks - with an appetite worn very calm, the patience of someone who'd learned long ago that there was no hurry, because the thing he wanted was already coming to him. When he stood to his full height my breath went shallow without my deciding it, and lower, I clenched so sharply it almost hurt at nothing but the size of him standing there.

"Easy," Indi murmured at my shoulder, laughing low at whatever my face had done. "I know. They all go quiet over Kwame. You'll be all right - he's the gentlest big man you'll ever meet. He just takes his time so you can take him." She sat me at the edge of the wide bed as a handler came in with the soft clear cups and their quiet lines and set them ready. "Pressure down first. Let her get you running."

The handler unsnapped the wrap and folded the panels back off my bare aching chest, and Indi stayed at my shoulder talking me loose while he sealed a cool cup over each breast. By now the machine knew me. The first pull found the held pressure of the long night and began coaxing it loose before I'd finished exhaling, the prickling rush breaking fast - it always broke fast now - and I let my head go back and let it draw the worst of the ache out of me in slow pale runs down the lines. The relief didn't stay relief. The easing only made room for the heat to come up behind it, and I was wet and slick between my pressed thighs before either man had laid a hand on me. Indi pressed a kiss to the top of my head and slipped out then, leaving me to the two of them and to the handler, who drew back to the wall to keep a quiet eye on the lines. Dex noticed the slick of me, and grinned.

"Look at that," he said, delighted, dropping onto the bed beside me, working himself free of the loose floor trousers with the casual ease of a man uncovering something he means to use. "Already going. You're going to be a lot of fun." He took my chin in two fingers and turned my face up, easy, reading the yes that was plainly already there. "Put that mouth to work for me while he gets behind you?"

Days ago Indi had taught me stacking on the open floor - pump and use at once, the body opening to all of it together. This was that, with a man at each end of me, and I knew exactly what he was asking, and there was no hesitation left in me anywhere to find.

"Yes," I said.

Dex didn't make me reach for him. He came up on his knees beside my shoulder and fed himself into the warm of my mouth, but where the donor on the floor had let me set the pace, Dex took it - one hand hooking light behind my ear, guiding only where I leaned into it, his hips working a shallow rocking rhythm into my mouth from the first second, talking the whole time, low and pleased with himself. There you go. Look at you. Knew you'd be good at this. The cups kept drawing at me below, milk running pale into the lines while I worked my tongue along him, and I was so full and so wet and so wide open that I'd have given him anything just to have the wanting answered.

Then the bed dipped behind me under a far greater weight, and Kwame's big careful hands settled on my hips and eased me up onto my knees, and parted my thighs, and I understood I was about to learn something new about my own body.

He didn't rush. He pressed the blunt heat of himself where I was soaked and open and aching, and held there, just resting against me, letting me feel the size of what was coming before he gave me a single inch of it - and even that, even the press of him at the entrance with nothing yet inside, dragged a whimper out of me around the length of Dex, because I could already feel he was more than I had words for. Then he began to push, and the world narrowed to the one overwhelming fact of being opened.

The stretch of him was enormous, a slow inexorable filling that lit every nerve I owned as he worked his way into me, unhurried and unstoppable, a pressure past anything Theo or Edmund had readied me for. For a long moment I couldn't do anything but hold still and take it, my breath stuttering out around Dex through the dragging impossible slide of Kwame sinking deeper. I felt my body open to make room for a man it had no business being able to take - the same astonished willingness with which it had learned to make milk it had no business making - and when he finally seated himself fully, buried to the root, deeper than I'd been taken in my life, I made a sound around Dex that I felt them both feel.

"God," Kwame said behind me, low, the first full thing he'd said, wonder in it under the calm. "You took all of it. Most girls can't." His broad hands spread steadying on my hips, holding me where the stretch was most. "I've got you. Tell me when."

I couldn't tell him anything. My mouth was full and the whole core of me was full, and the cups went on drawing relentless at my swinging chest below - three sensations layered so completely over each other that they stopped arriving as separate things at all. There was no part of me left to be only one thing in. I pushed back at him, greedy past sense, the way Indi had taught me to chase it, and heard him groan, and felt him begin to move.

And once he moved I was gone.

It was nothing like anything before it. Theo had taught me deep; this was deeper and bigger, a slow rolling heave of him that I felt up under my ribs and behind my breastbone, each return crushing the breath from my lungs, each one rocking me forward onto Dex so the two of them passed me back and forth without once letting go. Mouth full, thighs spread, drawn down at the chest the whole time - and under that much at once I stopped rationing myself and gave in to every part of it together. The deeper Kwame drove the harder the letdown surged, the tubing flashing white, pleasure and production firing off the one lit wire so I couldn't have told you where any of it ended. I was emptied above and filled below and there was no shame anywhere in the whole bright overloaded length of me, only the astonished animal gratitude of a body discovering it could hold all of this at once.

"Christ - feel her let down when he goes deep," Dex said over my head, breathless, delighted, like he was remarking on the weather. "Every time you bottom out she sprays the lines. Do it again." Kwame did it again, drove deep and slow and ground there, and the flasks jumped in pale jerks, and I felt the pressure climbing in me toward something enormous. Dex's hand fisted gentle in my hair, his breath caught, and he held himself deep against the back of my tongue and spilled warm and salt, and I took him down - and the swallowing of him snapped a fresh letdown out of me so hard I felt it streak through the clear lines.

He eased back, breathing rough, grinning down at the wreck of me. "God, that's a good mouth." He slapped Kwame a lazy hand on the shoulder, already sliding away. "Don't hog her. I want the other end before she comes - I want to feel her go off."

They moved me between them, and I let them, greedy for whatever new angle would empty me faster.

Kwame drew out of me slow - I felt the enormous absence of him like a held breath let go - and they turned me and laid me back, and now it was Kwame's weight up by my shoulder and Dex moving down between my thighs, and the trade taught me the next thing. Because Kwame brought himself to my lips, and one look told me I could not take him there the way I'd taken Dex, that he was simply too much for it, and he knew it, and didn't ask. He let me work what I could of him with my mouth and my hand together, my fingers nowhere near closing around him, and the sheer ungovernable size of him against my tongue did something hot and helpless to me - that wonder again, the same one I'd felt stretching to take him below, now answering at the other end, that there could be this much of a person for my too-much body to answer.

And down between my thighs Dex slid into me where Kwame had stretched me open, and after Kwame he felt almost easy, and he laughed at the gasp it pulled out of me. "Yeah - he ruins you for it, doesn't he." Fast, cocky, setting a quick deep rhythm nothing like Kwame's slow inexorable drives. "Don't worry, sweetheart. You'll take him fine next time. Your body's already figuring it out." He was right, and the careless certainty of it - next time, like it was settled, like he could read the future off me - wound the heat tighter. He drove into me fast and shallow and perfect, the cups still pulling at my chest, milk still streaking the lines, and the whole gathered pressure of the last hour rose to break.

I came with Kwame against my tongue and Dex driving quick into the soaked open heart of me and the pumps still dragging milk from my swollen chest, and it took the whole overloaded length of me at once. Not a single thing breaking. Everything that had been stretched and filled and sucked and pulled answered at once - the climax low in my belly, the letdown surging up through my chest, the slick clench of me seizing hard around Dex while the orgasm yanked a white rush through the lines so hard they ran solid for a beat. My back bowed up off the bed and a sound tore out of me I couldn't have stopped if the whole estate were in the room. It took every wired inch of me at once, milked above and stuffed full below and wrecked clean through the middle, and Dex swore and gripped my hips and rode me through the long shaking length of it.

"That's the one," he breathed, when the worst had crested and I lay clenching and trembling around him. "Felt that on every inch. That's a number." He didn't stop. He worked me slow now through the aftershocks, and I felt his own rhythm starting to break, and then he did the thing my body had been bracing toward without admitting it.

He drove deep, and stayed, and let go inside me.

I felt it - the warm pulse of him spilling deep, the heat blooming where he was buried - and the simple fact of being filled like that lit a fresh electric clench through me, a thing I had no file for, an aftershock that wasn't quite an orgasm and wasn't quite not. Edmund had pressed deep and held and shaking; every time a man had ended buried inside me before this had been left a question. This was the answer to the question, given plainly, a man emptying himself into me and grinning about it, and my body lit up at it in a way that startled me clean through.

"Feel that?" Dex said, breathless, pleased, still buried in me, like he'd felt the clench and known exactly what it was. "That's why we top you off, sweetheart. You'll run richer for it by your next milking - your body knows it's been filled, it makes more. You'll see your own number jump and think of me." He eased out slow, and I felt the warmth of him stay, felt myself clench around the absence, and he ran an appreciative hand up the heavy curve of my flank. "Don't go anywhere. He's not done with you."

And he wasn't. Kwame moved down over me where Dex drew back, and he didn't take Dex's place like a repeat. He made me feel the whole difference all over again - the pause at the very edge of me, the careful blunt pressure, the long second where my body had to remember how to open this wide before it let him in. I was undone and loose and willing enough that I reached for him with both hands at the broad dark breadth of his chest, actually chasing it, and he sank into me slow and enormous, easier now after Dex and the coming but no less overwhelming, every inch a thing I had to relearn how to hold. He gathered me up under his weight and worked me deep and unhurried while I shook and clutched and let down helplessly against him, milk spilling warm where the seal of one cup kept breaking against all the moving and catching again, the lines drinking up the rest. When he finished he drove in to the hilt and held there a long shuddering moment, deep and pressing and gone still, his breath ragged against my hair - and then he drew back out of me, and left me clenching and spent and humming, leaking above and brimming below, wrung so far past wrung-out that I just lay there in the middle of the wide bed and breathed at the ceiling.

When the handler came forward at last and eased the cups off me, I was a mess, and the warm gold light fell across the slick, spent length of me and I lay in it entirely unbothered. And I reached, out of two years of old habit, for the shame that ought to come for a girl in the state I was in - and it wasn't that the drawer was empty so much as that I'd stopped going to it. I wasn't merely surviving being taken apart by two men. I was proud - of the simple astonishing fact that my body had kept on making, kept on giving, kept on answering under that much attention and not run dry.

I thought that was the end of it. It wasn't. The proof was in the next milking.

They didn't even let me through a full night before my chest woke me again, heavier and tighter and more insistent than I'd ever carried it, the weight of the day's work come back overnight with interest I could feel in the drag of every breath. And when the handler sat me down at the cups the morning of day ten and sealed them on, my body did the thing Dex had promised it would, the thing the whole protocol was built on, and I felt it happen as a fact in my flesh and not a number on a wall.

The letdown broke before the seal had fully set, and it didn't ease out in the steady pale run I'd grown used to. It came in a hard fast flood, the tubing streaking white, the clear flasks at the line's end filling faster than the pump seemed able to count it. The handler watched the level climb and made a low surprised sound, and reached down and swapped the first flask off the line before it was done, racking a fresh one under me without breaking the draw, and still I kept running. I'd never had a vessel changed mid-session before. I had two changed that morning, brimming both, my swollen chest emptying richer and heavier than it had any single time on the wing.

"That's a topped-off girl, all right," the handler said, almost to herself, decanting both brimming flasks. She didn't bother hiding her stare as the printer snapped out the labels - two of them, MERCER on each, off the one morning's work. On my wrist the band gave one long deep pulse and rolled the total over, and then rolled it over again. I lay there light and tender and newly emptied, already beginning to gather again, and watched two chilled bottles with my name on them frost in the rack, and understood the rule in my own body for the first time. Being filled hadn't just felt good. It had worked. My body had answered being bred the only way it knew, by making more.

Indi caught me coming off the floor that next morning, milked and unsteady, and she didn't even pretend to ask how the donors had gone. She took one glance at my still-shaky knees and the wrecked, well-used glow of me and laughed out loud, rich and delighted, and pulled me down onto the anteroom cushions beside her.

"Oh, sugar. Two of them, and you took Kwame." She cupped my jaw in her broad warm hand, marvel in it. "I've watched a lot of girls meet that man. Most of them need a week to work up to him. You went and took him your first hour with the donors, and posted the heaviest standalone milking on the wing the morning after." She shook her head. "You were built for this. I mean it. I've topped the board most seasons I've been here and I've never once watched a body come into it like yours has."

She walked me to the board after, because she said this was one I'd want to see standing up, and pointed, and I followed her finger to my own name.

Mercer. Not climbing up off the float anymore - I'd left that bottom behind days ago. This was higher, deeper into the bright cluster at the top, past the names that had been at Bellhaven a season, and into striking distance of the one serene figure still at the head of the whole panel. Still under Indi. But closer now than I'd been three off her on day seven - close enough that the gap between us had become a thing you could imagine closing.

"Day ten," Indi said softly, and there was no glee in it now, only something careful and proud. "You're crowding the top of the whole estate on day ten, baby. Girls don't do that. You don't even know yet what you are."

I didn't see the monitors. Indi told me about them after, the way she told me everything she made a point of seeing.

Off the busiest end of the west wing there was a room the producers never went into - a quiet office of screens where the floor was watched, every bay and every pairing suite, so the handlers could keep the wing running and the protocol could keep its count. It was why a private room was never quite unwatched, she said; the door shut out the floor, never the cameras. Voss stood in that office more than a director needed to. He'd always told people it was the data. He read the floor off the screens the same cold accounting he brought to the board.

He'd been standing in it during my hour with the donors. Indi had passed the door and seen him there, still, the cool grey gaze fixed on one screen and not the bank of them - the broad pairing suite where the girl he'd filed under failure on her first day was being taken apart between Kwame and Dex with the cups running milk out of her the whole time, posting the heaviest session the wing had logged all week. He hadn't been making notes. That was the part Indi told twice, savouring it - the tablet up in his hand like a prop he'd forgotten he was holding, not a word on it. He was just watching, jaw set, a muscle working once at the hinge of it - a man who'd come into a room of forty screens to read the data and couldn't take his eyes off the one screen that proved him wrong.

She'd lingered, she said, just to see how long he'd stand there. He didn't move the whole time she watched.

I lay back in the cushions with my used, emptied body humming and already refilling and thought about him standing in the dark of that screen room, pretending it was the numbers, watching me become the exact too-much thing he'd bet his certainty I'd never be. Let's see if the anomaly holds under load, he'd said in the doorway, and walked off sure I'd buckle under the weight of the heavier wing.

I'd taken everything the heavier wing had and made my richest number off it.

He could stand at that screen all season. I was going to give him something to watch.


⚜




Chapter 6: Picked

⚜

The wrap they brought me on the twelfth morning was a new one.

The handler who carried it in folded the old one away without comment and settled the new cream panels over my shoulders, and the give of it where the last one had started to pull told me everything I needed to know. I'd outgrown the first wrap the way I'd outgrown the sensible cotton bra before it - only this time nobody waited for the seams to go. They'd simply cut me more room before I had to ask for it, the way you let out a hem on a child you've stopped expecting to stay the same size two weeks running. The new cloth no longer dug in, but it didn't lie slack either; it pulled snug and taut over a fullness that kept outgrowing every measurement taken of it. What I noticed wasn't the size. It was that I'd quit doing the math on it, and stopped apologising to anyone for how much of it there was.

Indi came in while the handler was still smoothing the panels straight, and looked me over and made a low pleased sound like a woman watching dough come good in the oven.

"Mm. They cut you the big girl's wrap." She circled me once, frank and admiring. "I wondered when. You earned it overnight, every night, going on a week now." Then she planted herself in front of me with her hands on her broad hips and her braids loose over one shoulder, and her grin tipped into the particular slyness that meant she'd been sent down with news and had been saving it the whole way along the corridor. "And it came on the right morning, because today you're not staying on the floor."

"I'm not?"

"You're going to the Lounge."

She waited, the way she waited on the good ones, while it landed on me and failed to find the place it was supposed to.

I'd heard the word. Floor talk, the girls in the west wing, somewhere in the steady murmur of the place - the Lounge, where the members relaxed, where they chose. I'd built a vague picture of it and never once been near it. Everything that had happened to me at Bellhaven had happened on the floor or behind a Pairing Room door, and the common thread of all of it, I realised only now that Indi was undoing it, was that I had always been brought. Brought to Theo. Brought to Edmund. Brought to the donors. I'd been the thing delivered, the full girl set down where the wanting could reach her.

"The Lounge is where it starts the other way round," Indi said, reading the picture forming on my face. "It's where the members sit - the ones with real money, the ones who don't take what the floor hands them. They come in, they have a drink, they get comfortable. And the girls who've climbed high enough get brought in to be looked at. In the flesh, sugar. Not a line on a board. You, standing up in a room full of money, and a man choosing you out of it because he wants you and is willing to pay what you cost." Her grin gentled into something almost careful. "You're high enough now. They want to put you in front of the room. That's a step up, baby. That's them saying you're a draw."

A draw. The word did a strange slow thing to me, low down, the same place the coordinator's to be fed had once landed and bloomed.

"Looked at," I said. "Picked."

"Looked at. Picked." She tipped my chin up with one broad finger, the way she did. "I know that look. That's the look of a girl bracing to be judged. Don't." She said it plainly, no fuss in it. "You've spent your whole life walking into rooms sure they'd decided you were too much before you opened your mouth. This is a room that paid to come and want exactly how much you are. There's nothing in there to brace for. There's just a lot of money sitting down to look at you and like what it sees." She straightened, and the grin came all the way back. "Now come on. Let's get the worst of the pressure off you first, or you'll let down on the carpet the second a man looks at you sideways, and that's a different kind of impression."

They eased the night's fullness off me on the floor - quick, efficient, the cups and a steady draw and a handler's idle competence, the held weight of the long night running out of me down the lines while Indi sat by and talked me loose. They left me deliberately short of empty. You walk in there still heavy, Indi said. Full's the whole point. They're not paying to look at a girl who's already been drained. They want you ripe. Then she fixed the new wrap straight over me, snapped it closed across a weight that even a half-milking had barely touched, and walked me down a part of the estate I'd never seen - and handed me off at its doors to a Lounge handler, a calm woman in staff grey who took up a place just behind my shoulder while Indi squeezed my hip once and stepped back.

The Lounge was nothing like the floor. The floor was warm and working and domestic, every hand busy, the air full of the sigh of the pumps and the low murmur of a place getting its day's labour done. The Lounge was a hush in a different key entirely - deep low couches in oxblood and cream, lamplight pooled gold on dark wood, the tinted glass of the long windows reducing the sea to a single dark line, the whole room so amber and still it made midmorning feel like evening. A bar somewhere gave off the quiet clink of good glasses. It smelled of leather and cedar and money, and under all of it, faint and sweet and unmistakable, the milk-warmth that hung over the whole estate and that I now carried on my own skin everywhere I went. This was where the want lived before it came down to the floor to be answered. This was the display window of it, the part where it was still a choice.

There were men in the low chairs, and a few women, all of them with the unbothered ease of people who had never once walked into a room unsure of the welcome - it was bought, it was theirs, the whole place arranged itself around their comfort. And down the centre of the room, slow and dwelt-in, producers moved among them. Some stood and let themselves be looked at. One was already settled in a member's lap, his hand spread idle and proprietary on her thigh while he finished a conversation over her shoulder. The wraps were unsnapped or half-open; the looking was frank and leisurely and took its time. The whole point of the Lounge, I understood, was the part Bellhaven everywhere else made so quick and matter-of-fact - the wanting, drawn out, dwelt in, made into the luxury it was.

I saw Mari before she saw me.

She was near the windows - the newer girls got a Lounge turn now and then, brought in to fill the room and learn how to be looked at - presenting the way I'd been brought in to present, tall and honey-skinned and sculpted and lovely as the first day, and being passed over. A member let his eyes travel up her, polite, the way you read a menu you've already decided against, and travelled them on, to a producer two places down who carried twice what Mari did and was being looked at twice as long for it. Mari stood in her tidy elegant wrap that still sat almost flat across her, the slow bloomer, the girl who'd walked in certain she was the prize, and I watched her register the eyes moving off her and arrange her face very carefully so it wouldn't show. On the first day she'd looked at the soft unremarkable middle of me and filed me comfortably below her. The Lounge had its own board, and it read bodies, not faces, and it had already done its sorting.

She caught me looking. For once neither of us said anything. There was nothing in my face that wanted to crow - I knew that room she was standing in, the one where you've decided everyone's decided against you; I'd lived in it for two years - but I also knew, with a clean settling certainty, that I wasn't standing in it anymore. I'd walked into the Lounge braced for exactly her morning and gotten the opposite one, and the difference between us wasn't that I was lovelier. It was that I'd quit arguing with my own body, and hers was still doing as it was told.

Because the room had found me.

I felt it before I'd properly understood it - the particular weight of being looked at by more than one person at once, the warm prickle of it moving over the heavy shining front of me, the dark peaks of me standing up under the cream cloth where the new wrap held them snug. A man near the bar had stopped talking to look. Another, in one of the deep oxblood chairs, had set his drink down on the arm and not picked it back up. I stood in the gold light with all that fullness I'd spent a lifetime trying to button smaller, and a room of people who had paid handsomely to be there turned, one after another, to want it - and the old flush came up my throat hot and helpless, the traitor blush, except that for once it wasn't running from anything. It was the colour of being seen and not minding. It was the colour of yes.

And then one of them stood up.

He didn't hurry. That was the first thing I learned about him, and it turned out to be the only warning I got.

He came up out of the deep chair by the cold fireplace, a man somewhere in his forties built lean and solid under an expensive shirt, dark hair going iron at the temples, a spare jawed face that hadn't smiled at anything in a while because it hadn't had to. There was nothing soft coming off this one, none of Edmund's reverence, none of a donor's easy floor-warmth. He looked like a man who chose slowly and never once changed his mind after - the kind who could read a board for ten minutes without blinking and then put down a fortune on the line that was moving exactly wrong, against every model, the way mine had been since day two. He crossed the room toward me with his eyes already settled and his mind already made, and the closer he got the more of the room's attention came with him, because everyone there knew what it meant when this particular member got out of his chair.

"You're the Mercer line," he said. Not a question. His voice was low and even and used to being obeyed. "I've been watching your number climb for a week. Off the bottom of the float into the top of the wing in eleven days." His eyes went down me, slow - the heavy weeping front of me, the flush in my throat, the new wider wrap that still sat snug across all of it - and something moved behind them that was neither reverence nor ease: appetite, plain and certain and patient. "Numbers like yours usually mean a girl photographs better than she keeps. You don't have that problem." He lifted his gaze back to my face, and the corner of his spare mouth moved, barely. "I'll take her," he said - to the handler at my shoulder, dry and final. "The whole afternoon. Don't book her after me. She'll be in no state."

"Of course, Mr. Rourke," the handler said.

He looked back at me, and now there was the smallest edge of a question in it after all, the only courtesy he seemed to think the moment needed. "You'll like it," he said, low, certain. "Everyone's been gentle with you so far. I can read it off you. I won't be." And he watched the words do their work - the colour climbing hotter up my throat, the breath going shallow in me, my body answering the promise before my opinion could weigh in on it - the old too-much responsiveness, the thing Marcus had filed under the wrong account, lighting up at a stranger's flat certainty with a whole room watching. "There it is," he said, satisfied, as though he'd checked a figure and found it correct. "Come on, then."

I went. The whole Lounge watched me go, picked, chosen, walked out on the arm of the man who'd stood up for me - and I felt every eye of it like a warm hand laid flat against my back, and somewhere near the windows Mari watched too, and I didn't spare her a thought. No room had ever arranged itself around wanting me before. This one had, and it had paid handsomely to make sure I knew it.

The Pairing Room he took me to was one of the big ones, low gold light and a wide bed and the sea filling the long window, and a handler waiting with the cups already laid out on their quiet lines.

Rourke watched her seal them to me, patient and proprietary, in no hurry at all. He'd undone the new wrap himself, one snap at a time but without any of Edmund's careful ceremony - opening it not tenderly but with the focused care of a man handling something costly he intended to spend completely. When the panels fell back off the swollen shining weight of me he took it in both hands, weighing me, thumbing the stiff dark peaks until I gasped and a thin warm thread sprang up at his touch with no cup near me yet, and he made a low satisfied sound. "Good. You're as full as the board says." Then he sat me at the edge of the bed and let the handler set the cups on, and stood over me with his arms folded while the machine found the held pressure of me and began to draw.

"Get her flowing," he told the handler, not looking away from my face. "I want her running before I start. I'm told she lets down harder when she's worked, and I intend to work her."

The cups pulled, and my body did what it knew how to do by now without being asked - the prickling rush, the run starting pale down the lines, the relief curling over the same instant into want, my thighs pressing together on the edge of the bed with nobody between them. He watched me do it. That was its own charge, being watched come down to flowing and wet by a man who hadn't touched me yet, who stood there taking the measure of exactly how easily my body gave itself over. When the handler drew back to the wall and the cups had me running steady, he finally moved.

He took me by the jaw, two fingers, the way Dex had - and I tipped my chin up into them before he'd applied any pressure at all, giving him the answer my body had already made obvious. He looked at my face a long moment, the flush and the wet mouth and the wide hazel eyes, and then he said, low, "I'm going to use you hard, and you're going to make more for it - because this is the one thing your body does better than anyone's on that board. Tell me you understand that."

"I understand it," I said, and my voice came out wrecked already, and his mouth moved at the sound of it.

He put me where he wanted me, and I let him - not limp, not absent, but greedy for the certainty of being handled without gentleness. A hand at my hip and a hand at my shoulder, onto my back across the wide bed with the cups still drawing at me and the lines running off the edge, and he stripped out of the shirt and the rest of it without haste, every movement spare and economical, and the body under the shirt was lean and scarred and entirely a match for the certainty in his voice. He settled his weight between my thighs and eased into nothing. He pressed the blunt, thick heat of himself against where I was soaked and swollen and aching, held one second, looking at my face - and then drove into me to the root in a single unyielding stroke that punched the air clean out of me and bowed my whole spine up off the bed.

I cried out. The cups jumped where the seal pulled. He didn't wait for me to catch the breath he'd taken; he set a deep merciless rhythm from the first second, nothing patient in it, a man who'd paid for the afternoon and meant to spend it driving me into the mattress - and my too-much body opened around the brutal certainty of it and answered. Every drive of him slammed the heavy front of me against the cups and rocked a fresh run down the lines, the milk leaping into the tubing in time with his hips, and the deeper and rougher he took me the harder I poured, pleasure and production firing off the same lit wire so completely that I stopped being able to tell which one he was wringing out of me.

"There," Rourke said, low and even and not remotely out of breath, watching the lines flash white every time he bottomed out. "That's what your number's been saying all week. You don't make less when you're used like this." He ground deep and the flasks at the line's end jumped. "You pour. I'm the one who came to collect it."

I couldn't answer him. I was past words, sprawled and tethered and split open and drawn down all at once, my hands fisted in the sheets, the orgasm already gathering low and enormous because there was no gentleness here to hold it off - and he gave me no quarter. He hooked one of my thighs up over his forearm and changed the angle and went deeper, relentless, and the gathered pressure crested and broke over me without any climb at all. I came around him with the cups still pulling at my chest and his hips driving deep into the slick open ache of me, and it took me harder than the donors ever had, wrung up out of a body with nowhere left to brace. The clench seized low and deep around the driving thickness of him; above it the letdown broke so fast the pump couldn't keep up, the first flask foaming pale, milk striking glass quicker than the line could carry it away. My back arched off the bed and a cry left me before I knew it was coming. He fucked me straight through it without slowing, riding the clench, and the not-stopping dragged it longer and higher than my body had decided it could go.

"That's one," he said, when I lay shaking and clenching under him. He'd barely changed his breathing. "You think I paid for one?"

He took me through a second before I'd come all the way down from the first, the aftershocks rolling into a fresh build, and where Theo had taught me deep and Edmund had taught me tender and Kwame had taught me opened, Rourke taught me something none of them had - that my body would keep answering past the point I'd have called it finished, that being used through, given no soft place to come down into, only wound the next one tighter. The pumps never stopped. He turned me over partway through, onto my knees with my forearms braced and the cups swinging full and pulling beneath me, and took me from behind with one iron hand fisted in my hair and the other bruising at my hip, driving deep and fast while the milk ran out of me into the lines in a steady streaming pour I could hear hitting the flasks. I came a second time braced on my arms with my own milk spraying the tubing and his name half in my mouth, and a third building behind it before the second had finished, because he wouldn't stop, because he had paid for the whole afternoon of my production and intended to draw every drop and every sound out of me.

Somewhere in it the handler stepped in from the wall without a word and changed the brimming flasks, racking fresh ones under the lines while the draw ran on unbroken, and Rourke only glanced at the new vessels catching the next run and said, "Again," and gave it to me again. I lost the count and lost the light; when I surfaced enough to notice anything outside my own wired skin, the long window had gone gold and low, the morning and the better part of the afternoon gone with it, the cups pulling at flesh gone swollen and tender from being drawn so long.

And when he finally broke, he did the one thing my body had stopped bracing for and started reaching toward.

He pinned himself deep and held there, and let himself go.

The heat of it flooded me in slow heavy pulses, deep where he was lodged, and my body answered being filled the way it had for Dex, only more, because the whole long afternoon had wound me to exactly this, because being topped off now arrived as a thing my flesh reached for and not a question it asked. I tightened around the spend of him and came one final time on the feel of it, a small wringing electric aftershock that pushed a last run down the lines, every part of me emptied and filled and finished in the one breaking instant. He stayed lodged and ground out the rest into me, the iron control cracking at last into something rough and ragged, his breath uneven against the back of my neck - and that, the sound of even him coming undone in me, was its own hot triumph low in my chest.

He held there a moment after, breathing, one hand spread possessive on the heavy curve of my flank. Then he drew back out, and the slick afterheat of him stayed behind, and I closed around the empty ache he left as he ran a flat appreciative hand down my spine like a man closing an account he'd been right to open.

"Today's session already counted - you'll see it on the board the second you stand up," he said, certain, doing up the shirt while I lay wrecked and brimming in the gold light. "But that's not the real jump. I've topped off enough of you to know what it does. When your number spikes at tomorrow's milking, heavier than you've ever posted - that's me." He looked at the lines, at the brimming flasks, at the spent leaking length of me sprawled across the bed entirely unbothered to be seen that way. "I'll be back for the Showroom. I want you on the stage. I want the room to watch me have what I picked out of it." He left it like a thing already arranged, because to a man like that it was. "Worth every cent."

The handler came forward to swap the last flask off the line before she unsealed me, and the printer clicked and spat out the labels, warm off the head - MERCER on each, the grade high, the afternoon's pairing logged against the batch - and racked the chilled bottles with my name fogging on them, more than one off the single long session. My band pulsed twice against my wrist before I could sit up, the second time long and deep enough that Rourke glanced back at it from the door - the whole wrecked afternoon turned, just like that, into a number climbing a wall. I lay in the warm light a while and didn't reach for any reflex at all - not shame, not its absence, not the old checking for either. I lay there used rough and emptied and full all over again, my body humming with the proof of how much it could take and how much it made from the taking, and the only feeling in me had a new shape to it: out of a whole watched room of money and choice, the hardest man in it had stood up and paid the most to have exactly the too-muchness I'd carried in braced to apologise for. He hadn't been gentle, and I hadn't needed him to be. I'd been picked, and used, and I'd made more for it, and I wanted, lying there leaking into the sheets, to see the number.

I got dressed and walked out toward the board to see it, on legs that still didn't entirely belong to me, and that was where Voss found me. Or where I found him. He was at the tall lit panel the way Indi swore he stood at it every morning, like a ledger only he knew how to read - and my name was on it, climbing. I came down the corridor freshly used and leaking and unsteady and stopped a few feet from him, and he turned, and for a moment neither of us said the clinical thing.

He looked at me. He took it all in - the wrecked flush, the new wider wrap come loose at the throat, the just-fucked unsteadiness, the warm spent glow that I knew by now read off a girl plain as a number - and a muscle worked once at the hinge of his jaw, the same small crack I'd watched open a little wider every time he'd come near me since the day he'd called me a clerical error and walked off certain.

"Mercer," he said. Soft. Clipped. But he'd said it a half-second late, and we both heard the half-second.

"Doctor." I let myself sway a little, deliberate, leaking and unashamed and close enough that I knew he could smell the milk-warmth coming off my skin, the cedar-and-money of the man who'd just had me still on me under it. I watched his cool grey gaze want to go down the front of me and refuse itself the trip, hold flat on my face by main force, and I understood with slow delicious certainty that the refusing cost him something now that it hadn't cost him on day one.

"Rourke took the whole afternoon," I said. "He's asked for me at the Showroom." I tipped my head, the way Indi did. "Still think I'll wash out, Doctor?"

Whatever he might have said, he kept. He looked at the board instead, at my name climbing his immaculate panel toward the serene figure that had topped it all season, and when he spoke it was to the numbers and not to me.

"Your yield is anomalous," he said, eyes on the board. "It has been since day two. Anomalies regress. They spike, they impress everyone who doesn't know better, and then they flatten." His thumb tapped the dead screen of his tablet once. "I'm waiting for yours to flatten."

"It went up today," I said. "It's going up more tomorrow. He topped me off." I took one step closer, close enough that the grey gaze finally broke and dropped - just once, just for a half-second, down the leaking front of me and back up, and I caught it, and he knew I caught it, and the colour that came up under his composure was the first I'd ever seen on him. "You only touch the record-setters," I said, low. "That's what they tell me. That you won't lay a finger on a girl until she's at the very top of that board." I gave the words room, and watched them land where he couldn't duck them. "I'm getting close, Doctor."

For a moment he had nothing. For once his silence did all the answering - the man with the last cold word standing in front of his own panel with his jaw tight and his composure cracked straight through. Then he said, "Anomalies regress," again - to himself this time, almost, a man repeating a load-bearing thing to find out if it still held weight - and turned on his heel and walked off down the corridor, fast, the way you walk away from a thing you can't afford to keep looking at.

I watched him go, and I was smiling, and I didn't bother to stop.

Indi found me still at the board.

She didn't ask how the Lounge had gone - she never had to; she read it all off me on sight, the wrecked glow, the just-walked-off set of Voss's shoulders disappearing round the far corner, the line on the panel she'd brought me here to grow. She slid an arm around my waist and looked up at my name with me - not teasing now, not crowing, just quiet, the way a woman looks at something she's had a hand in lifting into place.

"You got picked," she said. "First time in the Lounge, and Rourke stood up out of his chair for you. You know how long some girls present before a member like that stands up? A season. Some of them never." She squeezed my hip. "And you walked in heavy and walked out wanted. And look." She nodded up at the panel. "Look how close you are now."

I looked. Mercer. The float was a different girl's memory; that bottom had nothing to do with me anymore. Not even just crowding the top cluster the way I had on day ten. My line had come up through the last of the names that had been here a season, up past the producers who'd looked at me my first week the way Mari still did, and there was exactly one name above it now. One. The serene unbothered figure that had topped that board every season Indi had been here, and that I was now a single place below, the gap between us narrowed to a thing you could put your hand across.

"One off," I said.

"One off me," Indi agreed, and laughed, low and rich and entirely without rivalry in it, a woman watching the competition come up under her and proud to be the one it was climbing past. "Day twelve, sugar. You're one off the top of the whole estate on day twelve." She turned me to face her, both broad warm hands on my shoulders. "And that's why you're going to the Showroom. You don't climb like this and stay on the floor. They put the very top of the board up on that stage - milked and used in front of the whole membership, lamps and tiers and every member who matters watching you be the prize of the room. It's the biggest night the floor will ever give you."

"Rourke said he'd be there." I heard my own voice go a little uneven. "He said he wants me on the stage."

"Course he does. He picked the winner; he wants the room to watch him collect." But Indi's grin had gone sly again, knowing, the look she got when she was about to hand me the prize she'd been walking toward the whole time. "And here's what nobody's told you yet, baby, so I will. You know who has to stand up on the Showroom floor and present the top of the board? Whose job it is to get up in front of every member and the whole estate and read out the numbers and say here's our best?" She let it hang, watching me find it. "The director does. Voss does. He has to stand up there in front of everyone and present the girl he wrote off on day one. He has to say your name and your record out loud to a room full of money and watch you prove him wrong with your whole body while he does it."

I thought about the half-second look he hadn't been able to stop himself taking. The colour I'd watched come up under his composure for the first time. The fast hard way he'd walked off from a board with my line one place below the top of it.

"He can't keep pretending up there," Indi said softly. "That's the difference with the Showroom, sugar. The floor he can watch on a monitor in the dark and tell himself it's the data. The Lounge he can stay out of. But the Showroom he has to stand in, with the lights on and the whole room looking, and present you. There's nowhere to put his eyes that isn't you."

I looked at my line, a single rung under the top of Adrian Voss's immaculate board, and I thought about lamps and tiers and a whole room paid to want exactly how much of me there was, and the man who'd bet his certainty I'd fold standing up in the middle of it with nothing left to hide behind.

"When," I said.

"Few days. They'll want you riper still." She bumped my shoulder with hers and started walking me back toward the wing, toward the heavy weight already gathering in me again, the next fullness, the next number. "Eat well. Rest where you can. And, sugar-" the grin, sidelong, filthy and fond- "grow."

I intended to.


⚜




Chapter 7: The showroom

⚜

Rourke had been right about the number.

He'd promised it doing up his shirt in the gold-shot wreck of that afternoon - that the real jump wouldn't land that day but the next, that a topped-off girl posted heavier at her morning milking than she ever did under the man himself, and that when mine spiked I'd know whose it was. I'd half wanted him wrong on principle, the way you want the smug ones wrong. He wasn't. I woke the thirteenth morning carrying more than I had in my life, the long used afternoon come back on me overnight denser and heavier, and when the handler sat me at the cups my body let go of it in a flood that ran the lines solid the instant the seal took. Two full bottles and a third started before she could cap them - past anything I'd posted off a single milking, the level climbing the flasks so fast she swapped twice without breaking the draw, the grade reading a notch higher off the meter than anything with my name had ever shown. MERCER fogging cold on the glass, the band rolling my total over and rolling it again, and I lay there light and tender watching the number move and thought, with no shame anywhere in it, that's him. He'd spent me hard and my body had done what it did now, turned the use into more, and the proof of it went cold in the rack with my name on every ounce.

Two more days ripened me after that. They ran warm and worked and uncounted, one fullness handed off to the next, the wing never quiet, and I'd stopped marking which morning was which. I marked the board. I marked the single name still above mine, the gap shutting by a hair each dawn while Indi watched it close with no rivalry in her at all. Few days, she'd told me at the panel. They'll want you riper still. So I let them ripen me - ate, rested where I could, let the wing draw me higher - and somewhere in those two days my body quit being a thing I was learning to live inside and became, plainly, the most wanted body in the building.

It was Indi who told me Mari was gone.

She came to find me on the floor between sessions, and there wasn't any glee in her for once, none of the sly relishing she carried when she had good news saved up. She sat down on the edge of the lounge beside me where I lay loose and emptied with the last cup still easing off, and she took my hand, and she told me plainly.

"Vega walked. Last night. Packed her case and called the car and went." She turned my hand over in her broad warm one. "Forfeited the lot. The whole payout, the thing she came here for, gone for the price of a car ride to the airfield."

I sat with it. I'd braced, somewhere, for satisfaction - the girl who'd called me rabbit eyes on the first morning and filed my soft middle comfortably below her, the one who'd watched the room's eyes slide off her in the Lounge and arranged her face so it wouldn't show. I'd lived two years sure rooms had decided against me; I'd had one clean morning of watching a room decide against her instead. But the satisfaction didn't come. What came was something colder and more sobering, because I understood exactly what had broken in her. She'd never turned the corner. Her body had stayed polite the whole time, made what it was told to make and not a drop past it, and she'd stood in a place built entirely around abundance and had none to give, and finally the math of another six weeks of that came out heavier than the payout was worth. I'd seen her line already, without knowing what I was seeing - VEGA gone grey on the panel that morning, no number ticking beside it, a name that had turned into an absence.

"She never stopped fighting it," I said.

"No." Indi squeezed my fingers. "Some of them can't. It's not a wickedness in her, sugar. The protocol's the same for everyone - but it needs a body to give itself over, and some girls just never can put down whatever they're holding." She looked at me, and the warmth came back up under the gravity of it. "You put yours down your first week. I watched you do it."

I thought about the contract in the car, the eight weeks I'd promised myself I could grit my teeth through, the figure with too many zeroes I'd pressed like a bruise the whole drive in. I thought about the door that was never locked, the one Mari had walked back out of into the rest of an ordinary life. And the strange thing - the thing I turned over standing there with Indi's hand warm around mine - was that Mari had found the exit I'd once kept polished in the back of my own mind, the one I'd promised myself I could take if it got to be too much, and I realised I hadn't so much as glanced at it in days. The endpoint had quietly stopped existing. Walking out that door no longer read as freedom; it read like being told I couldn't eat, and somewhere between the first letting-down and now, without my deciding it, this had quit being the thing I was doing for the money and become only the thing I was.

"When's the Showroom," I said.

Indi's grin came back all the way. "Tonight, baby. They're getting you ready now." She stood, and pulled me up with her. "You ripened right on time."

They prepared me like the season's prize being set under glass, which I suppose I was.

A finer wrap than the working cream, for one - pale and close-cut, the front fastened the same way but the cloth lighter, made to be undone in front of people and to look like nothing while it waited to be. They eased the worst of the day's fullness off me beforehand the way they had before the Lounge, drew me down to ripe-but-not-spilling so I'd flow on the stage and not soak it the moment a hand found me. A woman worked something through my chestnut hair to bring up the shine of it and left it down the way it fell. And the whole time Indi sat by and talked me loose, low and easy, the way she'd talked me onto the floor my fourth day, because she said the Showroom scared the new ones worse than anything and the trick to it was the same trick as everything here: stop bracing.

"It's a stage," she said. "It's less like being watched than being set under glass - and don't you mistake the quiet of it for the room judging you. That room paid to be quiet at you." She tucked a strand off my face. "The highest lines get milked and used down on the floor of it, in the lamplight, while every member who matters looks on. Not behind a Pairing Room door. Not a monitor in the dark. Lit. That's the whole point of the night, sugar - the best the estate's got, shown off where the membership can see what their money buys."

"And everyone watches," I said. My voice did something. I couldn't tell if it was nerves or the other thing.

"Everyone watches." She read which one it was off my face and laughed, soft and knowing. "Mm. There it is. You spent your whole life sure a room full of eyes had already decided you were too much. This one paid for a seat to find out exactly how much, and it's going to love every drop of you." She stood me up and turned me to the long mirror - the heavy shining overfull weight of me under the pale wrap, the flush already climbing my throat, the wide hazel eyes. "Look at that. You walked in here apologising for taking up room. Tonight a hundred of the richest people on this coast are going to sit in the dark and want you to take up more." Then the grin slid sideways, fond. "And a few of us go on ahead of you tonight - they don't put the top of the board on that stage and leave the very top of it in the wings. You'll watch from the side, me among them, and then they'll bring you out. So you won't be alone in there. Whatever that room does to you, I'll have already stood where you're standing."

She walked me to the doors of it, and handed me to a Showroom handler in staff grey, and squeezed my hip once, and stepped back - not staff, never staff, a producer and my friend - and I went in alone toward the lights.

The room was exactly the dark tiered cathedral she'd promised, and worse, and better. The seats climbed up into shadow, full - I could feel the weight of all those eyes before they could properly see me, the held attention of a room that had come to look. Lamps pooled gold on a low wide floor of cushions and chaises at the front, set out like a stage that knew it was one. And across the whole back wall, lit and enormous, the board - the same names I read like scripture every morning, blown up tall enough to read from the highest tier, the numbers ticking live.

And to one side of the stage floor, at a slim lit lectern, narrating us into the room as we were brought on, immaculate and spare and entirely in his element - Adrian Voss.

I understood, the second I saw him standing there, the gift Indi had been walking me toward all along. For once his own duties had trapped him in public with the evidence. The floor he could read off forty screens in a dark office and call it data; the Lounge he could skip entirely. The Showroom he had to stand in - lit, at the lectern, in front of every member who mattered - and present the top of his own board out loud. He'd done it already for the producers brought on before me, Indi among them, presented in her own right and watched the way the room watched its reigning best, his soft clipped delivery carrying clean over the hush, every figure precise. I'd watched him from the wings the whole time, watched his eyes stay strictly on the tablet and strictly off the women themselves, and thought: tonight the tablet won't be enough to hide behind.

The handler walked me out into the gold pool at the centre of the floor, and the room saw me, and the weight of all that attention settled over the heavy shining front of me like heat through glass, bright and physical - a hundred people leaning fractionally in at once. And it fell to Voss to put me into words.

He looked at the tablet. He didn't look at me. "Mercer," he said into the room, level. "Intake, two weeks ago. Currently second on the board." A beat, while the numbers behind him caught up to themselves. "Her yield has run anomalously high since day two and has not yet regressed."

Not yet. I heard the door he'd left himself in it, the small clinical hedge, and I turned my head and found him at his lectern and made him say the rest to a room that already knew better, and the flush I'd forced up under his composure at the board three days ago rose in his face again now - fainter, fought, but there, the first time a stage-lit room had ever seen it.

Then a chair scraped in the dark, near the front, and a man stood, and the room turned, because everyone there knew what it meant when this one got out of his seat.

"I'll start her," Rourke said.

He stepped into the lamplight unhurried, the way he did everything, dark hair iron at the temples, lean and certain and already unbuttoning his cuffs. He'd promised me in the Lounge he'd be back for this - the room watching him collect what he'd picked out of it - and here it was, the claim made good in front of the assembled membership, the want of it climbing hot up my throat before I'd weighed a thing.

"Cups on her first," he told the handler, his eyes fixed on me. "Get her flowing before I touch her. The front rows should see her answer before I've done a thing to her."

They sat me back on the wide chaise under the lamps, and the handler unsnapped the pale wrap and folded it off me, and the room saw all of it - the overfull shining heft, the dark stiff peaks already weeping - and for one suspended second nobody breathed. Then the cool cups sealed over me and the draw began, deep and patient, and my body did the same thing now, with a hundred people watching, that it did behind a closed door: the prickling rush broke fast, the held pressure running pale and sudden down the clear lines, the ache curling into want the instant it eased. The slick was on my thighs before the cups had half-drained me, and the room watched me get there, and being seen come down to flowing and wet under those lamps wound the heat tighter, not looser - the want of a hundred strangers landing all at once exactly where I'd spent a lifetime flinching from a single pair of eyes.

Rourke stripped out of the rest without ceremony, lean and scarred in the gold light, and arranged me for the room as much as for himself - turning me up onto my knees on the chaise, forearms braced on its low back, the angle giving the tiers a clear line on the cups swinging full beneath me and the milk running off the edge where they could watch it fill. He didn't put me where it pleased him. He set me where it would read.

"I want it like this," I said, low, only for him, and felt my own body answer the saying of it.

"I know you do." He fit himself to the soaked open ache of me and took me with the same brutal certainty he had behind the Lounge's closed door - but this time the cry it tore out of me belonged to the whole room, rolling up into the dark before I knew it had left me. The seals dragged hard at me as I lurched forward under him. The milk leapt down the lines, a bright sudden run the front tiers could watch hit the flasks, and a low murmur moved through the dark at the sight of it, the sound a room makes when it gets more than it sat down expecting.

He took me the way he'd promised in the Lounge - deep and unhurried and merciless with it, a man spending exactly as hard as he meant to, the pumps never stopping. Every drive slammed the heavy front of me forward into the cups and rocked a fresh streaking run down the tubing, so the board translated each gasp into proof: the harder he used me the more I poured, and the panel at the back read it out to the room in numbers while my body wrote it in milk. I came apart on his hands in the lamplight, the use and the relief braided so tight there was no seam left to find.

"Listen to them," Rourke said against the back of my neck, even, barely winded. "They came to see what a body like yours gives when it's worked right. Give it to them." He caught my knee high against his ribs and tilted me into an angle that blurred the lamps, and the orgasm took me with no run-up at all - I came undone with the cups still dragging at my chest and the whole dark room watching, wrung out of a body with nowhere on a lit stage to hide. Above the clench the letdown broke so fast the flask foamed pale, more coming than the line could draw off, and my number jumped on the wall behind us, and somewhere up in the tiers a single low laugh went off - disbelief, not mockery, knocked out of someone who hadn't quite believed the board until they watched the proof spill pale into the flasks.

He didn't stop. He worked me through the long shaking crest of it and into the build of another, because the room had paid to see more than once, and when he finally gave it up he did the thing I no longer flinched from but reached up to meet - drove deep, stilled, and spilled into me where every seat in the house could watch him do it.

The spend of him bloomed deep, and the answering rush struck up through my chest in the same breath - the filling and the flowing one event with two ends, the cups pulling sharper as I poured harder for having been filled. The handler glanced at the suddenly faster run on the lines; my number climbed on the wall because my body had understood before the room did, and I came one last small wringing time on the feel of being held that full while they all watched. The membership made a sound I felt on my skin - not the swell I'd braced for but a long held hush, the whole dark gone still at the proof of it, while at his lectern Adrian Voss stood in the light and watched his anomaly refuse, publicly, to regress.

Rourke ground out the last of it into me, the iron in him cracking a moment into something rough, and drew back, and ran a flat possessive hand down my spine. "There's the room convinced," he said, low, certain, and stepped back off the lit floor to let it have the rest of me. "Worth every cent."

It wasn't the end. The Showroom didn't pass you back to a quiet room; it kept you in the lamplight and let the night come to you, and the night was only getting started.

A member rose out of the front tier while I was still loose and leaking and clenching around the warm absence of Rourke - silver at the temples, an expensive calm to him, the handler murmuring a name I half-caught, Mr. Lanier, as he knelt onto the chaise by my shoulder. The cups had been left running; they drew at me steady while he lifted my flushed face to his with a knuckle under my chin, reading the yes already plain on it.

"May I?" he asked - courtly, here of all places, the politeness offered under the lamps making the obscenity of it sharper than any roughness could have.

"Yes," I said, and opened for him, because I wanted the whole watched use of it.

He pressed between my lips, and I lifted my eyes off him to the tiers as I took him - let them see the moment my mouth went soft and full, let them watch one more part of me put to use while my chest kept pouring into the lines below. That was the thing the Showroom did that the floor never had: it gave me an audience to give it to. I worked him slow and let the room read the answer off me, and two tiers up someone murmured low to a companion and neither of them looked away, and the milk ran the whole time, the panel counting it even now, even with my mouth full. When his breath caught I didn't pull back; he spilled, and I swallowed him down, and the taking of him pulled a bright helpless surge up through my breasts, the lines leaping with it - the board ticking off measurable yield off a swallow, off my own mouth being put to use. He breathed out, pressed a grateful thumb to my wet jaw, and was gone back into the dark with the ease of a man handed exactly what he came for.

And then the room changed scale, because Kwame crossed into the lamplight.

I didn't have to turn to know - I felt the membership find him, the size of him moving onto the floor, and the murmur that ran the tiers was a different sound than they'd made for any man before him. Kwame didn't have to teach me his size this time. He'd taught me that already, the first hour, gone quiet and breathless at the sheer scale of him before he'd laid a hand on me. Tonight the room learned it instead - learned it through my body, in the catch of my breath, in the way the front row went still and leaned. My body remembered him before I had a heartbeat to brace. He looked me over slow with that patience worn very calm, a man who had never once in his life had to hurry for anything.

"Easy," he said, low, in the spare unhurried way he doled words out. His big careful hands settled on my hips. "You've taken me before. Now they get to watch you do it again."

He laid me back this time instead of turning me - flat under the lamps with my knees pressed wide, so the tiers had a clean line on the joining of us, on exactly how much of a man my too-much body was being asked to open around. He fit the broad blunt head of himself to where Rourke had left me loose and slick and held there, and a stillness came down over the front rows that had its own sound, the rail creaking once under leaning hands. Then he began to sink in, slow and unstoppable, and the noise that left me carried to the back of the house. They hadn't gone still because they doubted I could take him. They'd gone still for the proof of it. He worked deeper than any other man reached, and when he was seated to the root the dark gave back a low broken murmur, something close to awe.

"There," Kwame said, low, that wonder under the calm. "All of it. Let them see." His broad palms held me open and still where it sang hardest. "They're going to watch you make milk off it, same as you did the first time."

And he moved, and I was gone - every long heavy return crushing the breath out of me, the cups dragging white runs down the lines each time he bottomed out so the panel never stopped climbing. The membership watched me let down on his rhythm, watched the flasks jump and the number answer, and there was nothing in me anywhere that wanted to hide, only a fierce bodily pride at giving that much in front of a roomful of strangers and not running dry. I came under him in the lamplight, the low climax and the high letdown breaking as the one thing they always were - and this time the room didn't keep its hush. It let go a rough collective sound, half groan and half wonder, that broke down out of the tiers as the digits climbed. When he finished he ground deep and stayed there shuddering a long moment, then eased himself out of me and left me spread and pouring and wrung loose at the centre of all that gold light.

I thought the night had taken everything I had. It hadn't, quite. There was one thing left, and they'd saved it for last, and they sent the one person who'd know how to draw it out.

"There she is," Theo said.

The lamps found him as he came onto the floor in the worn henley, sleeves shoved to the forearms, and the sight of him - the warm brown eyes, the big careful hands that had coaxed my very first letting-down out of me in a quiet gold room a lifetime ago - settled something in me even here, even wrecked and watched and leaking. The handler had eased the cups off me when Kwame finished; she went to seal a fresh set on, and Theo shook his head and waved the machine away entirely.

"No cups," he said, half to her and half to the room. "Bring me a vessel and let me do it by hand. They've kept her on a collecting draw all night - enough to keep the lines counting, never enough to take her all the way down. She's still carrying the deep of it." The handler slid a wide shallow collection vessel onto the cushion beneath me, the clear graduated kind they decanted the flasks into, and stood ready to swap it. "Let them see her milked properly. Full draw. Everything the night's left in her." He gathered the still-heavy weight of me up bare into those careful hands, and the room leaned in to watch a producer worked with nothing between her body and his palms. "You've got more in you, Hazel. You always do. Let me get it."

And he worked me the way he had that first morning, only there was nothing first about my body now - both hands, thumbs and the heels of his palms, long firm strokes from high on my chest down to the aching peaks, gathering everything the long night had kept me making and wringing it loose, so the milk ran off me in pale streaming runs straight into the vessel where everyone could watch the level climb. It was the deepest, fullest letting-down I'd ever been taken through. It bordered on too much. He drew me past the easy relief into the place where the draw itself ached, where my worked-raw chest gave and gave and he kept gently asking for more, his palms coaxing the last richness out of me in front of a hundred watching people, the milk coming faster and heavier than anything the machines had pulled all night, a full hard flood with no rhythm to it but his hands.

"That's it," he murmured, rough at the edges the way he'd gone that first day. "God, look at you. There's the rest of it." The handler made a low surprised sound and swapped the brimming vessel for an empty one without breaking his rhythm, the full one carried off to be weighed and logged the same as any cup, and still I ran - and the orgasm came up out of nowhere on the pure overwhelming relief of being emptied that completely, no hand between my thighs, nothing but Theo's mouth-warm hands milking me past the edge, and I came on the letting-down itself, sobbing, pouring, wrung clean through.

And the board moved.

I felt the room feel it before I understood it - a sound through the tiers unlike any of the ones before, a glass set hard on a rail, a held breath let go all at once - and I turned my wrung-out head and looked at the lit wall and watched my own line climb, live, in front of everyone, up through the last narrow space between it and the one name that had topped that panel all season. Until it came level. Two lines sharing the very top of the board where it had shown only one all year. Mercer. Drawn dead even, on day fifteen, milked dry by hand on a lit stage while the whole membership watched it happen.

And at his lectern, in the full light, Adrian Voss had to read it out.

He'd had to narrate the board all night, the numbers climbing under his own clipped voice. Now the one he'd called a charity intake, the one he'd housed at the bottom of the float and given a week, had climbed live to the top of his immaculate panel while a roomful of money came alive around it, and there was nowhere in that lit room to put his eyes while he said it. His voice, when it came, had lost something - the evenness fractionally gone, a half-beat of nothing before he found the word. "Mercer," he said, and the number after it, and the figure caught in his throat for the length of a breath before he got it out, and the whole lit room heard the man who never faltered falter. His knuckle had gone white where his hand gripped the tablet's edge. And then his gaze dropped - off the screen, down to Theo's hands still working me through the last of it - and he took a half-step out from behind the lectern before he caught himself and snapped back to it, too late, the room close enough to have seen the man move. His eyes came up to me and stayed, and couldn't make themselves leave, and the stage light found the first real heat in his face in front of the entire membership. The tablet was too narrow a thing to hide behind now. There was only me, lit, at the top of his world, proving him wrong with my whole body while a hundred people watched him watch it.

I held his eyes across the lit floor, leaking and spent and smiling, and let him look. What Marcus had once filed under too much and walked away from, a hundred people had just leaned out of the dark to watch more of - and the one man in the building who'd bet his certainty against me had cracked straight through in the lamplight where everyone could see the fracture run.

Indi found me in the wings after, before I'd got my legs all the way back, and she didn't say anything clever. She just took my face in both broad warm hands and looked at me a long moment, marvel and something prouder under it, a woman watching the thing she'd helped lift come up level with her at last and glad of it.

"Dead even," she said softly. "Two weeks. Nobody's ever come up level with me on a Showroom floor, baby, not once, not in all the seasons I've stood up there." She wiped her thumb under my eye where the milking had left it wet. "You felt that go through the seats when your line came up. That's not a number on a wall anymore. That's the whole estate knowing what you are." Then the sly old grin came up through the wonder. "And you saw the doctor's face. So did the whole membership - saw him come halfway out from behind that lectern before he remembered himself."

I had. I'd carry it a long time - the falter, the white knuckle, the half-step, the grey eyes that came off the screen and couldn't go back.

"He only touches the record-setters," I said, low, turning it over, the gossip from the very first day. "That's still what they say?"

"Still what they say." Indi's grin went filthy and knowing all at once. "And you just drew level with the very top in front of God and the membership. You're not at the record yet, sugar - that's a thing they only break at the Harvest, and there's a whole night between here and there built for putting a girl over the top." She tucked my hair back off my flushed face, gentle. "But you're close enough now that he can't pretend the distance is safe. You watched him do the math up there same as I did."

I thought about the Harvest, whatever it was - a word that had drifted through the wing's talk like weather coming, the night the records fell. I thought about a roomful of donors and the breeding the protocol swore sent a body's production soaring, and the heaviest milking of my life still somewhere ahead of me. I thought about a cold man at a lit lectern who'd read my name into the light with his voice gone uneven, and the threshold he'd set to keep himself safe from me dissolving by the day.

And the strange thing was that I went looking, out of two years of habit, for the old downward count - the weeks still owed, the exit I could take any morning I chose - and it simply wasn't in me to find anymore. Mari had walked out of that door the night before and forfeited everything, and I'd felt the stakes go real, and still the place in me that used to keep that tally came up empty. I wasn't counting down. I was counting up. The next fullness, the next number, the night between here and the Harvest, the record at the end of it that I wanted now the way I wanted to be emptied. The ache was already starting again low in my chest, and for the first time it didn't arrive as a warning of how much I had left to endure. It arrived as a promise of how much more there was in me to give.

"When's the Harvest," I said.

Indi laughed, low and rich, and bumped her shoulder against mine and turned us back toward the wing, toward the fullness already building in me again.

"Soon, baby," she said. "Soon. You'll have the whole estate watching when you break it."

And I wanted it now, more than the money, more than being proved right - the record, and the man past it, and the whole room there to see me take both.


⚜




Chapter 8: Bred

⚜

The estate called it a Covering.

It said the word the way it said everything - smooth, unbothered, dressed in the same hush that turned a dairy into a wellness institute and a free-use floor into a quiet appointment - so that the first time Indi let it fall, on the fourth morning after the Showroom, it took me a beat to hear the animal underneath. A Covering. A breeding night. A night the estate opened only for the top of its board, when the handful of girls running highest were brought together and the donors set loose to fill them properly, one man and then the next, bred bare and milked the whole while until their bodies had every reason the protocol could hand them to make more. The whole founding faith of Bellhaven turned into a rite: a body that's been filled runs richer, and a body filled over and again runs richest of all.

"They don't open it for many." Indi had come looking for me where I lay against the pillows in the thin dark before dawn, both arms hooked under the heavy shining weight of myself - three warm worked days run together since the Showroom, the wing never sleeping, one fullness handed off to the next, and more of me at each waking than there'd been the waking before. My line and hers had run neck and neck since the Showroom, neither cleanly above the other, like two birds settled on the same high wire. "Top of the board only, sugar. The girls the estate's surest of. You and me and a couple others riding high this week." She let her lush weight down onto the edge of the mattress and looked at me a long fond moment. "Your first one. I still remember mine."

"And we just-" I shifted, and the whole weight of me pulled and dragged. "All of us. With the donors."

"With the best of them. The teams they put on the top lines." Her grin built slow, filthy and proud at once. "Milked the whole time you're being topped, so your body learns the lesson in the same breath it gets the seed - filled below, drawn above, over and over till you lose track of which is which. It's the heaviest you'll post short of the Harvest. Girls break their own records on a Covering." She tipped my chin up with one broad finger. "And it's the best thing this place will ever give you that isn't the Harvest. You won't want it gentle, and you won't get it gentle. You'll get plenty."

I lay there with the ache already gathering low in my chest the way it gathered everywhere in me now, and out of old habit I went looking for the part of me that should have balked at the plain arithmetic of it - one girl, a room of men, counted the whole way through. That part wasn't empty so much as turned: faced the other direction, leaning toward the night the way I leaned toward the cups every dawn. Nineteen days had carried me off the bottom of Voss's float to the head of his whole board, and the body that did it was the same too-much body a man once walked away from for being too eager and too wet and too willing to answer. Tonight the estate meant to take that willingness into a warm low room and pay its best men to draw on it until it ran dry, and the only thing in me with any weight to it was wanting to know how much there was.

"When," I said.

"Tonight." Indi got me up off the pillows with one hand under my arm, riding the lurch as the new weight pitched me forward. "They'll ripen you all day for it. Eat. Rest where you can." The grin again, sidelong. "And don't you dare let them take the edge off you beforehand. You walk in there full to aching. Full's the whole point of you."

They spent the day readying me - but where they'd drawn me down before the Showroom, tonight nobody touched the weight; they fed me and rested me and left the fullness to build. And the room they walked me to at the end of it was nothing like a stage.

The Covering floor sat warm and low and gold, a long space I'd never been shown - closer to the inside of a hive than to any lounge - broad cushioned pallets laid out across it, lamplight pooling soft and near, the air thick and sweet and humid with milk-warmth and skin. There were other girls already on it, the top handful of the board, each one heavy to bursting under a wrap waiting to be undone, and donors moving among them with the unhurried ease of men with a long night's work they meant to enjoy. Cups sighed and pulled in a dozen places at once. Somewhere across the room a producer cried out as a man finished in her and her line answered on the lit panel. The board hung at one end, smaller than the Showroom's but live, every climbing number reading out against the dark - and I found mine there and Indi's beside it, the two of us level at the head of the panel where all season it had shown her name alone.

And set back from it all, near the lit board, where no part of his work could possibly have put him, stood Adrian Voss.

The sight of him landed low and hot and disbelieving. The Showroom had pinned him in the light by obligation; the floor he had always watched from the dark, screens and distance kept between him and it. This was neither. He'd walked into the heat of the room on his own feet, no lectern to stand behind and no numbers to recite - nothing to do here but look. He held the tablet low against his hip, the screen gone dark, and he was already watching me cross the floor before a single hand had touched me.

"He came," I said, low, to Indi at my shoulder.

"He came." She didn't trouble to hide her satisfaction. "First Covering he's set foot on in three seasons, the handlers say. Told them he's monitoring yield on the high lines." She squeezed my hip and stepped back to where the producers stopped and the handlers took over. "Go let them love you, sugar. Let him monitor that."

A handler sat me back on the nearest broad pallet and unsnapped the wrap and folded it off me, and the close heat of the room moved over the bare overfull heft of myself, and the night came to me.

Dex first - of course Dex first, fast and grinning, already shrugging out of the loose floor trousers as he dropped down beside me. "Well, look at you. Top line." His eyes ran the shining swing of me, frank and delighted, and even before a cup was near me a thin warm thread sprang up at one peak, the heat of the room enough on its own to start me weeping. "Look at that - going already, and I haven't laid a hand on you. Knew you'd be a good night." He glanced from my face to the thread already beading at my peak and grinned wider. "Yeah - there it is. Let's get you flowing for everybody."

The handler pressed the cool cups to me and sealed them, and pressure broke straight into flow almost before the seal had fully taken, the long ripened day clouding the lines white in the first breath. Relief moved through me and refused to stay relief; the easing of my chest opened the rest of me with it, so that I was slick between my pressed thighs by the time the tug of the suction had settled into its rhythm. Dex watched me get there, pleased as he was at everything, and put his clever mouth to the side of my throat and two idle fingers between my legs just to feel how ready I already was.

"Soaked," he announced to the room as much as to me. He came up over me and fit himself to where I was open and aching and drove in on one fast easy stroke that tore a cry out of me and jolted the heavy weight of me against the cups, so a fresh run jumped the lines and my number ticked up on the wall where the front of the room could read it. "There. Look at that - drive deep and your line jumps. They can all read you on the wall." He hooked my knee up and went deeper, breathless and laughing, delighted with me. "Gonna fill you up and let the next man find you already topped."

He took no time over it and didn't pretend to last longer than he meant to - that was the shape of the night, plenty and no ceremony - and when the gathered heat in me crested he was driving fast and shallow into the soaked heart of me with the cups dragging at my chest, and I came around him hard, the low clench and the high letdown firing as the one braided thing they always were now, the lines running solid for a beat. He swore and rode it and then drove deep and spilled inside me, warm and pulsing, the first filling of the night, and I lit at being topped off the way I'd learned to - that bright electric clutch that wasn't quite a second orgasm and wasn't quite not.

"That's one in you." He eased out grinning, and I felt the slick heat of him stay. "Don't lose it. Plenty more where I came from." He ran a hand up the curve of my flank and slid away toward where the next man waited, and the warm absence of him had barely registered before the pallet sank under a far greater weight.

I knew it before I turned. The whole front of the room seemed to tilt when Kwame moved.

He laid me back the way he had on the Showroom floor - flat under the close gold lamps, my knees pressed wide, the cups still drawing steady, so there was no hiding any part of how much of a man my body was being asked to open around. I'd taken him twice before; I didn't go quiet over his size the way the new ones did. What was new was the look of him tonight. The calm was still there, but it had something pulled thin under it, the room's whole purpose drawn taut against the patience he usually wore so easy, as though for once even Kwame had been handed a night that asked more restraint than he had.

He pressed himself blunt and broad to where Dex had left me loose and slick and full, and he gave it without my having to ask. "You know how much of me there is," he said, low and rough at the bottom. "Tonight you get all of it, and you get what comes after." His big careful hands spread on my hips, and then he pushed in - not the long patient sinking of every other time, but steadier and surer, a man who'd decided how the night would go and meant to hold to it. The stretch lit every nerve I owned, my chest pouring white at the overload of being filled that wide and drawn at once, and when he was seated to the root, deeper than anything ever reached, I clenched around him and the letdown surged hard up through me in answer.

"Feel that - your body just keeps finding the room." The wonder was there, frayed now at the edges. He drew me in under his weight and began to move, slow and bottomless, each long return crushing the breath out of me and rocking a fresh streaking run into the lines, my number stepping up the panel with every drive. I came apart under him with nowhere to brace, the climax and the letdown breaking together, milk leaping the lines as I seized around the impossible girth of him. He carried me through the last hard waves of it and didn't stop, didn't ease, drove me up into another with that thinning control held over me like a held breath.

And this time, when he broke, he didn't draw back.

Every other time, Kwame had driven to the hilt and held and gone still and then eased himself out, the question always left hanging - but this was a Covering, and the point of the night was the answer, and his restraint went out of him at last where I could feel it go. A sound left him I'd never heard from him, low and undone, and he drove deep and stayed lodged and let himself flood me, slow and heavy and enormous, so much of it and so far up that I felt it in places nothing of Dex had touched. The clutch it pulled out of me bowed my spine clean off the pallet; a hard letdown struck the line so fast the flask hazed white, and I came one more wrung time on nothing but the feel of being filled that full and that deep with the cups dragging the proof of it out of my chest.

"Good," he managed, the calm cracked clean through into something it had cost him to give up. He ground the last of it into me and held there, breathing, one broad palm spread warm and possessive over the swollen curve of me. "That's how you're meant to be left." Then he eased back, and the space he left felt cavernous, my body closing slow around the sudden room, and both men's spend stayed warm in me at once, and there was no part of that bright flooded length of me that could have found a scrap of shame if my life had turned on it.

I lost the clean order of it after that, the way Indi had promised I would.

The night quit arriving in turns and started arriving all at once. While I was still loose and clenching around the warm of Kwame, the third of them came down over me - a man I didn't know, broad and solid and dark-eyed, iron threaded through the close-cropped hair, a low even voice and a stillness to him nothing like Dex's quick chatter or Kwame's bottomless calm. A handler murmured a name I caught the edge of, Bishop, and he didn't waste it on talk. He took the heavy weight of me in both hands and watched, close and unhurried, the way the milk sprang up under his thumbs, timing the press of them to the pull of the pump until each draw set me weeping fresh against his fingers. He fit himself where the other two had left me slick and open and worked in slow and thick, and his eyes stayed on the running lines the whole time, reading me off them the way Voss read the board.

He set a deep relentless rhythm, every drive timed to the cups, and watched my line climb on the wall behind him with each one. "There it goes," he said, low, almost to himself, when my number jumped at the bottom of a stroke. "Every drop you make tonight is going to have all three of us in it."

I couldn't answer him. Another man had come up by my shoulder while Bishop worked me deep - Dex again, recovered and grinning, fitting himself to my lips - and I opened for him because I wanted the whole weight of the night at once, drawn and bred at every end my body had to give. And then a handler knelt at my other side, eased one cup off me, lowered her mouth to the bare aching peak, and drank.

I'd been drunk from before - Theo at that first letting-down, Edmund undone with his face wet against me - but never like this, never with two men still working me, the source-pull of a sealed mouth layered into all the rest. She nursed from me slow and steady while Bishop drove deep and Dex rocked against my tongue, the one cup still running on the far side, the other freed to her whenever she came to me. The estate's two signature intimacies folded into the same breath, bred from below and drunk from above, and the letdown that pull tore out of me ran so hard I felt it strike the standing cup. Being suckled while I was bred undid something the rest of it hadn't reached. I came around Bishop with her mouth sealed at my breast and Dex's hand fisted gentle in my hair, came on the source-pull as much as on the men, and my number leapt on the lit board where the whole room could read it.

Dex spilled warm across my tongue and I swallowed him down - and the swallowing snapped a fresh letdown out of me, the standing cup foaming, the handler's throat working as she took it - and then Bishop's rhythm broke. He drove deep and stilled and topped me off where the other two already sat, a third heat blooming inside me, his even voice gone rough at last as he ground it home. He didn't pull straight out. He stayed a moment, palm flat to my chest, feeling the draw run under his palm as if my body were already turning what he'd left in me into the next letdown, and watched the line climb once more before he eased away.

"Now watch what you make," he said.

After Bishop the three of them stopped taking turns and simply took me, no sequence left to any of it, trading me back across the warm gold pallet, mouth and cunt, the cups never stopping for long, a handler latched to whichever breast came free. None of it was endurance - never that, never a man too many or a draw too far - only abundance, only the discovery, over and over, that there was no bottom to what I could be given and answer.

But one beat I kept whole, because Kwame came back for it.

He turned me up onto my knees again, back into the shape he'd first taught my body, my forearms braced on the low back of the pallet and the cups swinging full beneath me where the lamplight caught them, and Dex slid in beneath my shoulders to feed himself to my mouth so the two of them had me strung between them again, only deeper now, only past anything the first hour had readied me for. A handler swapped a brimming flask off the line the instant Kwame seated himself, the rack chiming as the full one came away, and the new vessel was already clouding before he'd drawn back for the first stroke. He worked me deep and unhurried while Dex rocked easy against my tongue, and across the room I caught Indi laid out on her own pallet between two donors and laughing low through it, and a producer beyond her crying out as her line jumped, and the whole warm hive of the place turning at once on the same engine my body was - and I went under it gladly, drawn and filled and emptied and filled again until the milk and the heat of the men ran together into one thing and the count Indi had promised I'd lose was lost.

And each time I surfaced far enough to fix on a single thing in the room, the thing I found was Voss.

He hadn't moved from the lit board, but the immaculate distance had gone out of him by degrees while the night worked me, the way a held breath goes. He'd stopped pretending to read the tablet some while ago; his thumb had stilled over the dead screen and stayed there. Now he turned the thing glass-in against his thigh, as if hiding it from himself would settle anything, and went on watching me bred bright beneath the board he ran - the girl he'd misfiled on sight, still climbing where his every model swore I should have flattened and stopped. He watched her make him wrong with every drop. His breath had gone shallow enough that even from the pallet I could see it move in him, and once, when my line ticked up on the panel at his shoulder, his eyes stayed on me instead of on the number, and the change went past him unmarked for the first time since I'd known what he was - a man whose whole religion was the count, missing it.

I held his eyes once, across the floor, with Kwame seated deep in me and a handler's mouth at my breast and my own milk on my thighs, and I didn't look away first, and neither did he. He stood there with his composure pulled tight over a thing it no longer covered, unable to come nearer, unable to go - kept at the edge of the lamplight not by his work, which had nothing for him here, but by that one fixed pale line on the board I hadn't crossed yet. We both knew it. I let him watch. I gave the room everything I had and let Adrian Voss stand at the rim of it and come apart slowly where the gold light found every fracture, and it was its own deep heat under all the others, the sweetest thing in the room that wasn't being done to my body.

When the night finally let me go I was a wreck of milk and heat and grinning exhaustion, brimming everywhere I could brim, wrung looser than I'd known a body could be wrung and still hum. They eased the cups off me and a handler wiped me down gentle, and I lay in the warm gold middle of the emptying floor and breathed at the close lamplit ceiling, and no verdict rose in me at all - not the old reflex, not even the habit of reaching for it. There was only the loose flooded ache of a body that had been given more than it had ever been given and made more than it had ever made, and a pride in that so plain and so whole it had stopped needing anything to push against.

What the night had done to me, the morning counted.

The wing knew before I did. They'd barely let me through what was left of the night before the weight of myself pulled me awake, denser and tighter than I'd ever in my life carried it, the whole worked night of it come back on me at interest. When the handler sat me at the cups and sealed them on, the first flask went white so fast she stopped talking. By the time it had filled she'd already reached for the next, racking it in below me without a break in the draw, and still I ran - a hard unbroken flood, the lines solid, the level climbing the glass quicker than the pump could count it. She swapped the second. She racked the third. Four brimming flasks came off the line before I slowed, four of them, where I'd never in my life had more than two changed in a session, each one decanted with a low sound she didn't bother to swallow, the printer snapping out label after label - MERCER, the grade a notch over anything I'd ever shown, off one night's work - and on my wrist the band pulsed long and deep and rolled my total over, and over, and over again.

I lay light and tender and newly emptied and watched four chilled bottles frost in the rack with my name fogging on every one, and I understood the founding faith of the place in my own flesh past any further arguing. The Covering hadn't been theatre. My body had taken it as instruction. It had turned three men's worth of use into yield, returned every drop of it as milk richer and heavier than the wing had logged off any girl all season, and it had done it gladly.

Indi was already under the board when I came off the floor, still unsteady on it, the first hint of fullness already gathering again before I'd half recovered. She heard me before she turned, and she didn't ask how the Covering had gone - she could read that off me from across the anteroom, and off the posting glowing on the wall above her head. She only looked at me, that low rich proud laugh building in her, and stepped aside so the light of it fell across me where I stood.

"Four flasks," she said. "Off one night. Sugar, I have stood at the head of that board most seasons I've been here, and the best Covering of my life posted three, and I thought it couldn't be beaten." She came and cupped my jaw in her broad warm hand, the marvel in it plain and no rivalry under it anywhere. "Look up, baby. Read it standing."

I looked. And there was Mercer, climbed clear in the night - not sharing the head of the panel anymore but a single clean line above the serene figure that had topped it every season Indi had stood here, the gap I'd spent two weeks closing finally opened the other way, with me on the high side of it.

"You passed me." Her voice went soft, and there was nothing in her face but the warm proud thing she'd carried all morning. "First time all season my name reads second on that wall, and I couldn't be gladder whose is above it." She bumped her shoulder to mine. "But look higher than us both."

I looked higher. Above my name and hers, above the whole live climbing cluster of the board, sat a single mark that didn't move - a fixed line, paler, set apart, a number with no name ticking beside it.

"That's the record," Indi said. "All-time. The most Bellhaven's ever drawn out of one body. It's stood three years. Nobody's broken it on the floor, nobody's broken it in the Showroom - there's only one night a season built to break it, and it's coming. The Harvest, baby. The whole membership, every donor on the estate, the breeding gauntlet run wide open, the board live the whole way through, and the record sitting right there in reach at the top." She watched it land on me. "You're nearer it this morning than any girl's come in three years. You're going to put your name above it."

I looked at that fixed pale mark at the top of everything, and the want came up in me clean and bright and hungry - the ache arriving now not as a measure of what I still owed but as a thing that pulled at me the same way a full chest pulled me to the cups each morning, the record turned into one more thing my body meant to have.

"And here's the last of it, since nobody's told you and I will." Indi turned me to face her, both hands on my shoulders, the sly knowing thing rising under the warmth. "You know what they say about the one who crosses that line. You know who comes for her." She didn't have to say it; she watched me find it on my own, the gossip from the very first morning closing its circle. "He only touches the record-setters, sugar. Folk say 'top of the board' because most girls never come near enough for the difference to matter - but it was never the season's lead he meant. It's that pale line. Past the estate record, with her own body, or he won't lay a finger on her. Well." She nodded across the anteroom, to where a tall spare immaculate figure stood at the far panel, not writing, watching us from a distance he could no longer make wide enough. "He stood on a Covering floor last night for the first time in three seasons and couldn't make himself leave it. You saw it same as I did."

I had. That was the version of him I'd keep - Adrian Voss at the rim of the lamplight, the dead tablet pressed flat to his leg, his breath shallow, held off me by the one pale line I hadn't crossed.

"He's waiting on the record same as the rest of us," Indi said, low and delighted. "Difference is, when you break it, he's the prize at the end. The man who swore you'd fold inside a week, come to take the girl his own board has been forced to crown." She pulled me up off the cushions and steered me back into the hum of the wing, the first low heaviness already waking under my ribs. "Tomorrow's the Harvest, baby. Grow. You've got a line to break and a man to collect."

I meant to break it. And I meant to collect him.


⚜




Chapter 9: The harvest

⚜

They opened the whole estate for the Harvest.

Every other room had given the place to me one contained space at a time - the Bloom Suite, a Pairing Room, even the open Parlor, the Lounge behind its amber glass, the dark cathedral of the Showroom, the low gold hive of the Covering - each one a held breath, a space the estate let you into and closed again behind you. The Harvest threw every door wide at once. I woke on the twenty-first morning to a wing already emptying around me, producers being readied in twos and threes, handlers moving with a quickness I'd never seen in them, the machine of the place turning toward a single afternoon the way a tide turns, every corridor and body and number drawn into the same pull.

And I woke heavier than I had ever been in my life.

It had stopped being a thing I could measure against yesterday. I lay in the thin early light with both forearms cradled under the swollen ache of myself and simply let it be the new size, the way you stop flinching at a scar and let it be your face. Three weeks ago I'd had a plain B-cup I apologised for and a man's voice two years back in my head calling it too much. What lay heavy and shining and tight on my chest now had no relation to that girl except the wide hazel eyes and the way the flush still climbed my throat first thing, before I was even properly awake - a flush of wanting, these days, not of shame.

Indi came for me herself, the way she had every morning that mattered.

"There she is." She said it warm, said it the way Theo said it, the two of them having between them worn the phrase into me until it felt like a name. She looked me over where I lay, the lush heavy weight of her own body wrapped loose, the box braids pulled back, and there was something in her face this morning I hadn't seen before - the marvel still, but under it a kind of ceremony, a woman walking a friend toward the edge of a high place she'd stood on herself and knew the drop of. "Last morning I get to wake you with a number still above you," she said. "After today there's nothing left above you on that board. You know that?"

"There's the line," I said.

"There's the line." She sat her weight down beside me and the mattress took it. "And there's the man past the line. But the line first." She tipped my chin up on one broad finger, the old gesture, and held me there a moment. "I'm not going to tell you what the Harvest is. I told you what the Showroom was and what the Covering was, and both times you walked in and it was bigger than the telling. So I'll just say this. Today they pour all of Bellhaven into one room - every member, every donor, the board lit the size of a wall - and they run the best girl they've got until she breaks the record or proves she can't. Three years that record's stood. And every season they build this one afternoon to break it on, and every season since that line was set, nobody has." Her thumb moved once along my jaw. "You're going to do it today, sugar. I've watched you climb since your second morning and I have never once seen your body find a ceiling. There isn't one. Today the room finds that out same as I did."

She offered her arm and I found my balance against her before the new heaviness could tip me, steadier on her hands than I was on my own feet.

"They're not drawing you down for it," she said. "Not a drop off you before. You walk in full as you've ever been, and you stay full, and you let them keep filling you while you pour, and somewhere in the middle of all that your line crosses the one that's stood three years, live, with every gallery watching it happen." The grin came up at last, filthy and proud and wet at the edges. "And then, baby - then you find out what he does."

She didn't have to say which he. The whole season had narrowed to him, the way a road narrows to the thing at the end of it.

The Harvest Floor was nothing I'd braced for, because the last two rooms the estate had walked me through had both been dark.

After the Showroom's cathedral of shadow and the Covering's windowless gold hive - the place doing its breeding work in the hush of low light, the way it dressed a dairy as a wellness retreat - I'd steeled myself for another ritual run in the dark. The Harvest threw the doors open on the sea instead. They walked me into a vast vaulted hall I'd never been shown, the height of it dizzying after weeks of close warm rooms, two long walls of glass thrown wide to the white midday light off the water, so the whole span stood flooded and open and salt-lit, the brine in the air under the milk-warmth, the sea a moving glare past the panes. No hiding here. No lamplight to soften an edge. The best of Bellhaven had been brought out into the full clean noon to be seen entire.

Galleries climbed both long sides, tier on tier, and they were full - the full membership, more faces than I'd known the place could hold, leaning at the rails in the sea-washed light. Down the centre ran a broad low dais, pale and cushioned, wide as a small room itself, raised just enough that every gallery had a clean line down onto it. Along the side walls, on lower pallets, the other producers had been stationed - readied and presented in their own right, worked by the handlers at the edges of the day - but the donors had been kept for the centre, and the centre belonged to one girl and the line at her back, and everyone in the hall knew it. And along the floor at the dais's edges, easy and unhurried and waiting, stood the donors - not two, not three, but every one the estate kept, the whole roster of them ranged in the sun-struck air like a thing assembled. I found Kwame's size among them without trying, and Dex's sandy grin, and the iron-cropped stillness that was Bishop, and more I half-knew and more I didn't, and the sight of all of them gathered and waiting for one girl pulled the breath clean out of me and turned, before it had finished, into heat.

And across the whole far wall, lit and enormous and live, the board.

It was the Showroom's panel grown to the size of the room itself, every name on the estate climbing in light, mine clean at the top of the living cluster where the Covering had carried it. And above the cluster, set apart in that paler unmoving line, a number with no name beside it. The record. It hung up there in the glare like a thing nailed above a door, three years old, and from the middle of that vast lit floor it looked, for the first time, not impossibly high. It looked like a height I was already most of the way up.

He stood beneath it.

There was no lectern this time, and no dark monitor room where the floor could stay a screen's secret to watch and log. Adrian Voss stood out in the open noon of the Harvest, beneath the board he ran, immaculate and spare with nowhere left to put himself, and he was watching me come in with not a hand yet laid on me. He had a tablet in one hand the way he always did. But he wasn't looking at it. He was looking at me crossing the floor toward the dais, full to aching in the glare, and he made no pretence of anything else, and that - more than the galleries, more than the gathered donors - was when the heat in me caught and held and started to climb.

"Last thing," Indi said at my shoulder, low, before the handlers took me. "Don't go looking for him while it's happening. Let it happen. He'll come when it's time. He won't be able not to." She kissed my temple, quick and fierce. "Go break it, baby."

And she stepped back to where the producers stopped and the staff took over, and I went up onto the pale dais in the white sea-light alone, the membership ranged around me on every side and the record lit and waiting at my back.

A handler unsnapped the fine pale wrap and folded it away, and the open coastal air moved over the whole bare overfull weight of me, and a sound went through the galleries - not the Showroom's awed hush in the dark but something brighter and hungrier, a daylight sound, a room that could see all of me clearly and wanted to. The cups came cool against me and sealed, and the draw started deep, and I flowed before they'd half taken hold, the long unbroken night-and-morning of fullness running pale down the clear lines the instant the suction caught, my number stirring up across that vast lit wall.

Dex stepped up onto the dais first, because Dex was always first, shrugging out of his shirt with that quick cocky ease.

"Knew it'd be you up here." His eyes went down the shining swing of me and his grin went sideways. "Three weeks. Charity intake to the centre of the Harvest. You make the rest of us look slow." He dropped down over me, fitted two fingers to where I was already slick from nothing but the room and the cups and the heavy weight of being looked at, and made a low pleased noise at how ready he found me. "Still jumps for me. Good. I wanted first credit on the day."

He didn't take any more time over it than he ever did - that was Dex, that was the whole shape of him - and when he drove into me on one fast certain stroke the cry it pulled out of me went up into the bright galleries and the heavy front of me rocked hard against the cups so a fresh run leapt the lines, and my number stepped up the wall where the entire estate could read it climb. He fucked me quick and deep and delighted, hand hooked under my knee, telling me the whole way how the board loved me, how the room was already half-gone for me, how he was going to leave me full for the next man and the man after that. When he broke he drove deep and spilled hot inside me, the first of the day, and I lit at the filling the way three weeks had taught my body to light - a bright greedy clutch low in me that wasn't a second orgasm and wasn't a thing apart from one either.

"That's one." He eased back grinning, breathing hard, well pleased with himself and with me. "Don't you lose a drop of it. You're going to need everything they put in you for what you're about to make." He ran a palm up my flank and gave way, and the warm absence of him barely had time to register before the whole bright dais seemed to lean as the next of them stepped up - and I knew, without turning, by the way the galleries went still, exactly who the estate had sent second.

Kwame didn't lay me out this time.

He'd had me on my back under the lamps at the Showroom and flat on the gold pallet at the Covering, and the room had learned his size both times through the spread of me beneath him. The Harvest asked for more than that, and Kwame, who never hurried and never had to, gave the room the thing it had come up out of its seats to see. He gathered me up off the dais entirely.

"Up you come." His big careful hands took me under the thighs and lifted, easy, the whole heavy shining weight of me come up off the cushions into the open air, my arms going around the broad dark column of his neck out of pure instinct, the cups swinging full and still drawing between us where the tubing ran down to the flasks. The galleries made a sound. He held me there against him a moment, letting the room take in the picture of it - a girl this heavy lifted like she weighed nothing, suspended in the clean coastal light over the dais - and then he brought me down onto him slow, slow, his own weight braced wide and patient, sinking me by inches onto a size my body still had to open to take no matter how many times it had taken it.

The stretch went through me to the root and my chest answered it in the same breath, the lines clouding white from the sheer overload of being opened that wide while I was drawn that hard. The glass doors breathed somewhere off to my left and a draught of cool salt air slid over my bared wet skin, over all that heat, and the contrast wrung a fresh shiver of letdown straight down the tubing. I clutched around him, seated to the root with my feet off the floor and nothing under me but his hands and the deep of him, and the rush came up through me so fast and so heavy that the nearest flask hazed solid white and a handler reached to swap it before it overran.

"There." Low, rough at the very bottom, the wonder in it worn thin today by the scale of the hall and worn thinner by the work of holding me. "Off the floor and still taking all of me. Let them see what you do." And he moved me on himself, lifting and lowering the whole weight of me in those broad hands, every slow heavy return driving deeper than anything else ever reached and grinding a fresh streaking run down the tubing, my number climbing the great lit wall with each one. I came apart strung between his hands and his cock with nothing to brace against, the climax tearing up through me as the milk leapt the lines, the room watching me let down in the open glare at the very top of a man most girls went quiet just to look at. He carried me through it and didn't set me down and didn't slow, drew me up into a second on the unhurried strength of him alone.

And when he broke this time he didn't make me wonder, the way the Covering had finally taught him not to. He pulled me down hard to the root and held me crushed against him and let himself go, deep and slow and enormous, flooding me so high I felt the heat of it past anything Dex had reached, and the clench it dragged out of me bowed me back over his arm with a cry that went up to the vaulted ceiling. He held me there, breathing, both hands spread under the swung weight of me, until the last of it had pulsed up into me.

"That's how she breaks it," he said, low, almost to himself, and eased me back down onto the dais with a care that belied everything he'd just done, both men's spend warm in me at once and nothing in me anywhere that knew how to be sorry for it - only a dazed, flooded pride at how much of them my body had folded in and still kept pouring.

I didn't get to gather myself. The Harvest wasn't built to let me.

Bishop climbed onto the dais while Kwame's weight still hummed through me, and where the other two were heat and speed and size, Bishop was a kind of terrible attention. He didn't reach for me first. He took the heavy weight of one breast in both broad hands and watched, close and unblinking, the way the milk sprang to his thumbs, and he began to count - not numbers I could follow, a low even cadence under his breath, timed to the slow pull of the cups, as though he meant to set my whole body to a metronome and breed me on the beat of it. When he finally fit himself to where the others had left me slick and gaping, pushing in slow and thick, every drive landed on the downstroke of that count, on the very pull of the suction, so that the milking and the fucking braided into one single rhythm he was conducting through both ends of me at once.

"Look up there," he said, low, his eyes never leaving the running lines. He tipped his chin at the wall without breaking his cadence. "You're four off it. Every drop you make from here has all three of us in it, and it's all going on that board, and you're four off the record." He drove deep on the count and watched the number answer. "Three off."

And while he worked me to his metronome, a handler knelt at my other side - a slight grey-clad woman with a thin silver hoop through her nose, a face I half-knew from the west wing - and she thumbed the seal of the far cup loose, and caught the bare aching peak of me in her mouth before the milk could even spill, and drank.

I knew source-pull by now - a mouth at my breast had wrecked me a dozen ways since Theo first coaxed it out of me. I did not know it like this: full daylight, the membership leaning at the rails to watch a woman feed from me while a man bred me to a count, nothing dimmed and nothing hidden. She nursed slow and steady, one small hand cradling the heavy underside of me to lift it to her mouth, and I felt her throat work, felt her swallow what my body made, and she made a low pleased sound against my skin at the taste of it that did more to me than anything Bishop's hands were doing. The living suction of her sealed mouth threaded into the deep timed drive of him and the steady draw of the cup still running on my other side, and the letdown her mouth tore loose ran so hard the standing cup hazed white with it. Drunk from above and bred from below and milked through both - the estate's whole faith folded into one body in the daylight - and I came around Bishop with her mouth at my breast and the count still running low in his throat, came on her swallowing as much as on him, and my number jumped clear up the lit wall behind us.

"Two off," Bishop said, reading it climb, and his even voice finally cracked rough as he sank deep and let go, topping me off where Dex and Kwame already sat, a third heat blooming high inside me. He held there a moment, one hand spread flat over my breastbone, as though he could feel the draw gather under it - my body already turning what the three of them had left in me into the next pour. "Now make it," he said, and stayed to see the wall tick up one more notch before he drew himself free.

Once Bishop eased away the Harvest lost its edges.

The gathered roster folded in over the dais now, no order left to any of it, the cups never stopping for long, a mouth at whichever breast came free, the sun-struck hall gone loud above me. It did not feel like depletion. It felt like a thing in me being found out under pressure - each man leaving me fuller than he'd taken me, each draw proving there was still more my body could turn into milk, the day no longer asking whether I could carry it and simply going on handing me more. They turned me between them across the pale cushions, and the count I'd been keeping slid loose, and the names went with it, until two of them folded in on me at once - a broad red-bearded donor I'd seen around the Lounge filling my mouth, his thumb at my jaw, while another knelt between my thighs and worked into me slow and deep, the pumps still running their steady pull through it all, and the board read all three uses at once and answered, my line jumping live while one man came warm down my throat and the other ground a fresh flood of milk down the lines. A handler swapped a hazed flask with a low astonished sound, holding it up to the light like a thing she couldn't quite believe a single body had made.

But one moment cut clean through the blur, because Theo was in it.

He came up out of the press of them when I was loosest and most undone, and the warm brown eyes and the big careful hands settled me even there, even wrecked, the way they had in a quiet gold room a lifetime and three weeks ago. He didn't take me. He fit himself behind me and gathered me back against his chest and bore all that swung overfull weight up to the room with both arms crossed under it, my back to him, my front bared and pouring to the galleries, and he set his mouth to my ear.

"There she is," he said, soft, just for me, under all the noise. "Top of the world. Look where you got to." And he held me open against him while Kwame came back through the cleared space and knelt in and worked his impossible size up into me again and a handler latched to my breast, held me like the thing he'd coaxed the first drop out of and watched climb to this. I let down hard around Kwame's slow deep drive with Theo's heart going steady at my back and his arms bearing the weight my body had grown past carrying, and I had never in my life felt so held and so used and so entirely without a reason to be ashamed of either - and it was on Kwame's rhythm, with the man who'd ruined me for anything smaller buried to the root, that the room broke into a sound I felt before I understood.

It moved through the galleries in layers - a single gasp from the front tier, then chairs scraping back, then a hard open palm struck flat against a brass rail, and then the hush tore open into voices - and I dragged my wrung-out head up off Theo's shoulder and looked at the wall.

My line was moving. Live, in the open daylight, in front of the full membership, the number climbing under my own name rose up through the last pale space between it and the mark that had hung untouched for three years - and touched it - and the two lines lay level one impossible heartbeat, the climbing one and the fixed one sharing the same height at the top of everything - and then mine kept going. It crossed. It rose past the pale unmoving line and left it below, my name above the record now, above the highest thing the estate had ever drawn out of a body, while I was still pouring it out with Kwame seated deep in me and Theo holding the both of us up to the room.

The hall came up off the rails. Three years that mark had stood, and the room had come, season on season, to watch nobody break it, and now a girl the director had housed down on the lowest tier and given a week had crossed it live in the daylight while she was being bred at the top of his own board - and the membership made a sound I felt in my breastbone, a roar with wonder under it, the noise a room makes when it gets the once-in-three-years thing it came hoping for and stopped believing in.

I lay back against Theo, pouring, full, shaking, and looked at my name standing above the record in light the size of the wall, and the want that came up in me had no shame in it anywhere and no apology and no downward count of weeks left to grit through - only a fierce flooding gladness, plain as a heartbeat, that the body Marcus had called too much had just made more than any body the estate had ever measured, and done it in front of everyone, and loved it. Kwame seated me fully one last time and spilled into me on a long shuddering pulse, the heat of him blooming high while the line held above us, then eased me back against Theo and drew away, and the floor went quiet around the dais.

Not the galleries - they were still loud. The floor. The donors had stepped back. The handlers had stilled. A space had opened around me in the flooded daylight, and into it, off the floor he had never once been able to make himself leave, came Adrian Voss.

He'd watched the gauntlet from beneath the board without moving, and I'd done what Indi told me and kept my eyes off him through all of it, but I'd felt him there the way you feel weather. Now the work of the day was finished - the line crossed, the record the estate kept broken on his own watch - and there was nothing left for him to do here that was his job, and he set the tablet down on the base of the board and came across the cleared floor anyway, into the open space the room had made, and stood over the dais looking down at me wrecked and pouring and crowned above the broken record, and the immaculate distance he'd worn since the first morning was simply gone.

"You said I'd fold inside a week," I said. My voice came out hoarse and used and steady. "You put me at the bottom of the float."

"I know what I said." His soft clipped voice had lost its level at last, gone rough and low, the words coming like they cost him. The grey eyes moved over me - over the broken record lit behind me, over the swung overfull weight of me, over the gauntlet's spend still warm on my thighs - and came back to my face and stayed, and there was colour high under the sharp bones of it, and nothing in his hands to hide behind. He'd come to me with his hands empty for the first time since I'd known him. "Every morning," he said, and stopped, the jaw working. "Every morning at that board, waiting for you to flatten." His eyes dropped to the line still climbing behind me, then came back ruined. The sentence he'd started didn't finish; it cracked in the middle and he let it lie cracked, and what came out instead was lower and barer than any confession he might have built. "I am done waiting for you to be wrong."

Every soul in that hall knew the rule. He only touched the record-setters. Three years no one had given him the chance, and now I lay above the line with my body still making the proof of it, and he reached down and drew me up into his arms off the cushions, and the gossip closed its circle in front of the entire membership.

I'd resented knowing how he was built - the estate had gossiped it and I'd hated carrying the knowledge of it under my dislike of him. When he stripped out of the immaculate clothes in the noon glare it stopped being gossip and became a fact my body had to reckon with, lean and hard and exceptional, the cold spare director undressed to something the galleries murmured at. He laid me back on the dais himself. A handler stepped in to strip away the spent lines that had run me through the gauntlet, and Voss waved her off and did it instead - unsealed the worked cups himself and set them aside, then fit a fresh pair to me with his own hands, one and then the other, too intent on it, his fingers not quite steady, a man who had only ever measured my milk off a meter now drawing it himself with his own hands. He got me flowing under his hands before he touched me anywhere else, as though even unravelled he had to watch the count start, his breath catching audibly when the first run leapt the lines because of him.

"Still think I'll wash out, Doctor?" I said, low, the old goad, and watched it go through him.

"No." He seated himself in the soaked, aching open of me, and the control I'd watched him wear like armour all season was nowhere - his breath broke, his jaw worked, the grey eyes squeezed shut and came open fixed on my face. "No. God help me. No." And he drove into me.

The fullness of him was its own undoing - not Kwame's impossible size, but enough, and his, the man who'd written me off on sight buried in the body that had made him eat every word - and the cry it pulled from me was answered by a hard pale rush flooding the flasks, my chest spilling at the overload the way it always did now, the high draw and the deep drive firing through me as the single braided thing three weeks had made of them. He fucked me like the composure coming off him took the rest of him with it, deep and graceless and undone, nothing left of the clipped cold director but a man finally inside the thing he'd been unable to leave the room for, and he watched my face the whole time as if he couldn't make himself stop, watched me pour for him, watched the number that was his whole religion climb on the wall above us higher than it had ever been with him the cause of it now.

"You won," he said against my throat, wrecked, the cold voice gone to pieces. "Every day of it. Look at the board. You-" and the words failed again and he let them fail, and I came around him with the broken record lit above us and the full membership watching the man who only touched record-setters come apart inside the girl he'd given a week. The orgasm took the last of him with it. He drove deep and stilled and let himself go in me with the whole lit hall watching him do it, shaking, his forehead dropped to mine, spilling the last of his immaculate distance into the body that had outproduced his every model and pulled him off the rim of the lamplight he'd hidden on all season and onto the floor, into the light, into me.

He held there, breathing ragged against my face, and the answering rush broke up through my chest on the same beat - not cause and answer anymore, but the one deep reflex my body had learned better than speech - the cups dragging the proof of it out of me while a man came apart inside me, and I lay flooded and crowned and shaking under the broken record with Adrian Voss undone over me, and I read every last surrender in him, and I let him see me read it.

When he lifted his head his face was a thing the whole season had been building toward and nobody had been allowed to see - open, stripped, looking at me the way the patrons looked at the board, the way I'd once looked at the exit door. The grey eyes weren't cold. They hadn't been cold for some time; I'd just been the only one close enough lately to know it.

He didn't say anything else. He'd said more than he had words to manage already, and the rest of it the room could read off the picture of us - the director who'd sworn I'd break crumpled spent over the girl who'd broken his record instead, in the full clean daylight, with every instrument of distance he'd ever used gone. He drew back slow, and the whole length of me closed warm around the leaving, and somewhere up in the galleries the membership was still making its long astonished sound, and behind us my name still stood lit above every number the place had ever recorded.

A handler eased the cups off me. Another laid a soft wrap over the wrecked flooded weight of me where I lay. And I turned my head in the salt glare and found Indi at the edge of the floor with both hands pressed to her mouth and her eyes wet and shining and proud, and past her the long lit wall with the record broken and my name above it, and standing between the two - not at the board, not back in the dark, but close, unable to make himself go any farther than close - Adrian Voss, doing up his shirt with hands that weren't steady, watching me the way a man watches the one thing he can't account for.

The season wasn't over. I understood that lying there, light and flooded and faintly humming, the Harvest's after-rush already beginning under my ribs - not full yet, but waking - before I'd half come back to myself. The record was broken and the man was collected and the body I'd spent two years apologising for had won every argument it would ever be asked to win. And there was still a morning after this one.

I'd meant to break it. I'd meant to collect him.

I lay in the salt-lit hall with both of those done, and started, already, to want what came next.


⚜




Chapter 10: The director's turn

⚜

Iwoke on the twenty-second morning in a different bed.

They'd moved me in the night, or near enough to it - I had a dim, flooded memory of being half-carried off the Harvest Floor and laid down somewhere soft, the salt still in the air but the light gone, and of someone tucking the wrap close around the wrecked tender weight of me and letting me drop into a sleep with no bottom to it. Now I surfaced slow into a room I'd never been shown, and it was the best one yet: high windows giving straight onto the water, pale wood warm with early sun, a wide deep bed, and a quiet around it I hadn't woken to since the float. No pump waiting in the next bay. No member traffic murmuring through a thin wall. Just the sea, and the quiet, and the long sweet milk-warmth the whole estate carried and I carried now too.

The prize producer's room. Nobody had to tell me. The place had a way of saying what it thought of you without a single word, and yesterday, in the long sea-lit hours of the Harvest, it had decided what I was worth.

I lay still a while and took my own measure the way I did every morning now - both forearms cradled under myself, reading the day off my own body before I trusted my feet to it. Heavy. Heavier than the morning before, even, which I'd thought was the top of what I could be; the Harvest had drawn me hard and deep and then my body had answered the only way it knew how, which was to make more of everything that had been asked of it. The whole front of me ached full and tight and tender, the skin gone taut and shining over it, and when I shifted, the smallest movement woke a thread of need so sharp I had to breathe through it. I was sore in the good used places too, the deep ache of the whole long Harvest written all through me, the spend of the Harvest's donors and one undone director still a warmth low in my belly that no amount of sleep had cooled.

And on the far wall of my mind, where I could see it whether my eyes were open or not, my name still stood lit above the line that had hung untouched for three years.

I thought about the girl in the car on the first morning, re-reading a payout figure she didn't quite believe, doing the math against eight hundred dollars she owed Dani and a card she'd maxed and a loan she'd let default, telling herself she could grit her teeth through anything for eight weeks. She'd been so sure the gritting was the deal. That the program was a thing to survive, a fence to climb, a held breath to let out at the far end with the money in her hand and her real life waiting on the other side.

I lay in the prize producer's bed three weeks later and could not, for the life of me, find that fence anywhere. There was no far end I was holding my breath toward. There was only this - the full ache of my chest, the sea past the glass, the want already gathering, and a body that had stopped being a thing I endured and become the thing I was good at, prized for, known by. Somewhere along the climb the real life and the program had quietly traded places, and I hadn't noticed the swap until I woke up on the far side of it.

The woman in grey came for me mid-morning, and the sight of her stopped me where I stood.

I hadn't seen her since the first day. She'd checked me in alongside Mari, walked us both through orientation in that flat, load-bearing voice that made a free-use dairy sound like a dental plan, watched me sign with my eyes open. The same soft grey, the same unbothered calm. She found me at the windows with the morning's first milking still humming through me - a handler had come soon after I woke and drawn me down, five brimming flasks where the Covering had posted four, MERCER fogging on every one, the band rolling my total over past any standalone morning draw I'd ever posted - and she looked me up and down the way she had on the first morning, except that the read had changed entirely, and we both knew it.

"Miss Mercer." A small pause, which from her was practically ceremony. "Congratulations are in order. The estate doesn't say it often, because it doesn't often have cause. You broke a record that stood three years. There are members who have come every season for the chance to watch exactly what they watched yesterday, and most of them had stopped believing they would."

"Thank you," I said, and found I meant it plainly, no flush, no flinch.

"I'm here because the estate extends a courtesy to its record-holders that it extends to no one else." She drew a slim folded thing from inside the grey jacket and held it without quite offering it yet. "Your contract was eight weeks, paid in full on completion, forfeit if you left early. You know the terms; you signed them in front of me. What I'm about to offer wasn't in that orientation, because it almost never comes up - it's a discretionary settlement, record-holder's only. The completion clause is waived. You may settle now. Today, if you like." She turned the folded paper so I could see the figure on it, and it was not the figure I'd re-read in the car. It was that one, and the record bonus stacked on top of it, and the season's prize on top of that. "This clears everything you arrived owing," she said, in the same flat tone she'd have used to read a lunch menu, "roughly twice over. You would walk out of here this afternoon a woman with no debt and a cushion under her. Free and clear. The car can be ready within the hour."

I looked at the number. I'm not going to pretend I didn't. Three weeks ago that number would have put me on the floor.

I held it in my head and I waited for the thing the first-morning girl would have felt - the lunge of relief, the held breath finally let out, the fence climbed and the far side reached. I went looking for it the way I used to go looking for the shame that wasn't there anymore. And it was the strangest thing: the offer to leave, free and clear, with everything I'd come here to get and more, landed in me as exactly one thing.

Hunger. The plain animal refusal of a body told it could stop eating.

"No," I said.

The woman in grey did not look surprised. I don't think she'd looked surprised in years. But something moved at the corner of her flat mouth that might, on a less composed face, have been the beginning of a smile.

"I thought not," she said. "They rarely take it. The ones who climb this high have generally stopped being able to imagine the door." She folded the paper away again. "It stays open, you understand. Record-holder's courtesy doesn't expire. Any morning you wake and want the car, the car is there." She let that sit a moment, and then, almost gently, "But I've checked enough of these in to know the look of a girl who's found where she lives. You've got it. You had a touch of it from the very first afternoon, if you want the truth - the Parlor scandalised you and you stood there flushed to your throat and couldn't stop watching. Dr. Voss read the same flush off you an hour later, at the board, and called it a girl who'd fold. I'd already read it the other way." The almost-smile again, gone as fast. "I don't read them wrong often."

She left me at the windows with the door held open behind me, and I stood there in the best room on the estate, full and sore and crowned, and felt the last of the first-morning girl let go of the fence she'd been gripping since the car and understand, all the way down, that there had never been a far side to reach. I'd spent two years apologising my way out of every room my body walked into. I'd just been handed the door, free and paid for, and shut it myself.

He came to me in the afternoon.

That was the first of it, and I felt the whole shape of the change in that one fact before he'd said a word. Every other time all season, the want had moved one direction: I was brought, I was presented, I was chosen, I was sent for. The estate decided and I answered. Voss most of all had been a fixed point I climbed toward - a man at a board, a man behind glass, a man who stood in the light only when his work trapped him there and crossed a floor to me only once a broken record left him no reason to stay away. I had never once had Adrian Voss come to my door - not sent for, not onto a lit floor a record had forced him across, but privately, on his own feet, for no reason but that he couldn't keep himself from it, into a quiet room with no membership to watch and no number to recite.

He came that afternoon, and knocked - knocked, on the door of a producer's room, a thing I'd have bet the whole payout he had never done in his life - and let himself in when I said to, and stood just inside it looking at me with the immaculate distance not gone now so much as visibly, deliberately set down, like a coat he'd taken off at the threshold because he'd finally understood it wouldn't be wanted in here.

"Mercer." The soft clipped voice, but the clip had gone out of it. He'd dressed again since the floor, recovered the spare clean lines of himself, the grey eyes cool - but cool the way water is cool, not the way a closed door is, and they didn't go to the wall where a board would have been, because there was no board in here. They went to me, and stayed, and I watched the trained habit of looking at a screen instead die in him in real time, with nowhere left to put it.

"Doctor," I said. I was on the bed, propped in the pillows, the wrap loose, the heavy front of me unhidden and aching toward its next emptying the way it ached toward everything now. I didn't snap it closed. I'd spent two years doing that. I let him look. "You're a long way from your board."

"I'm aware." He came no further into the room. The man who'd ordered me housed at the bottom of the float, who'd told a roomful of staff not to waste a good handler's hours on me past Friday, stood at the foot of my bed and seemed, for the first time since I'd known him, to have no procedure for what he was doing. "I came to-" he started, and stopped, and the jaw worked once, and I watched him discover that the sentence had no clinical end he could hide behind. There was no version of I came to log your yield or I came to assess the anomaly left to him. There was only the true thing, and it took him a moment to make himself say something that bare. "I haven't been able to do anything else since yesterday," he said, low. "I sat in the monitor room last night until the screens went dark and I found I was still watching the dark."

There it was. The whole season of distance, come to collect on itself, standing in my doorway with nothing to do but want me.

And I felt the new thing move in me, the thing the woman in grey had seen and named - not the climb-toward anymore, not the answering. He had come to me. The room was mine. The body he could not stop looking at was mine, and all season he'd been the one thing on the estate I couldn't have because he'd decided I had to earn the right to him, and now the earning was done and the record was mine and he was the one standing in a doorway not sure he was allowed in. The flip of it ran through me warm and certain and a little merciless.

"Come here," I said.

He came. The director who reserved himself for record-setters, who I'd resented from the first morning for the gossip of how he was built and the cold of how he'd written me off, crossed the room because the girl he'd bet against told him to, and that - more than anything the Harvest had done to my body - was the thing that pulled the first warm thread of letdown out of me before he'd even reached the bed.

And before he did anything else, his fingers found the band at my wrist and stopped there, a question. "Off the board," I said, and lifted my hand to him, and only then did he unclasp it and set it dark on the table, then cross to the panel by the door and key the room private. A record-holder's suite could be taken off the board, it turned out, the logging suspended at her word - and he saw to it that whatever I let him do would go uncounted before he let himself want me out loud, as though even unravelling he could not bear to take me on the record he'd kept against me all season.

I made him do it slow. I could, now. That was the discovery of the whole afternoon - that I held the pace of it, that the want in the room ran from him to me and not the other way, and that I could make Adrian Voss wait the way he'd made a roomful of producers wait at his board every morning of the season.

I caught his wrist when he reached for me and brought his hand instead to the heavy tender weight of my chest, where the ache was sharpest, where I needed emptying past anything. "You measured this off a meter all season," I said. "Every drop. You never once drew it yourself till yesterday, on a floor, with the whole membership watching, because you had to." I held his palm against the full shining curve of me and felt the thread spring warm under it, the letdown already gathering toward the heat of his hand. "Draw it now. The way they pay the patrons to. From the source."

I watched it land in him. He knew exactly what I was asking - the estate's signature intimacy, the premium thing, the one act in the whole place he'd held himself apart from even harder than he'd held himself from me. As though a man who'd run this dairy on graphs and grades - whatever record-setters he'd taken before that old line was ever set - had never once let himself put his mouth to what it made.

"Mercer," he said, rough, and it wasn't a refusal. It was a man bracing.

"With your mouth, Doctor," I said. "I want to feel you give up the meter."

And he bent his immaculate head over me and set his mouth to the aching peak of me and drew, and the seal of his lips closing over me pulled the letdown out so hard and so fast that I arched up off the pillows with a sound I didn't plan. The relief of it was enormous, the full tight pressure of a whole afternoon's refilling finally finding an out - but it was the who of it that wrecked me, the cold spare director with his mouth full of what my body made, swallowing, his throat working against my skin, the man who'd called me a charity intake nursing at the source he'd written off. I felt the exact moment the taste of it went through him, the small helpless catch in his breath, the way his hand fisted in the bedding at my hip; felt him learn in one swallow the thing the patrons paid a fortune for and he'd denied himself the entire time, and felt him come undone at it the way they always did, except that this was him, this was Voss, and I'd done it.

"There," I breathed, one hand spread at the back of his bent head, holding him there the way I'd held Theo at that first letting-down a lifetime and three weeks ago - except that I hadn't known then what I was holding. I knew now. "That's what you bottled and sold and never let yourself have. That's what you wrote off." He drank, and switched to the other side when I guided him there, the relief washing through me in long pulling waves, and I felt his control going out of him by degrees with every swallow, the polish I'd watched him wear like armour wearing thinner against my skin than it ever had behind a board. "Anomalous," I said softly, throwing his own word back to him with the proof of it still wet on his mouth. "Still waiting for it to flatten?"

He lifted his head at that, the grey eyes gone dark and wrecked and entirely without distance, a smear of my own milk at the corner of his mouth, and the answer he gave wasn't words. He gave it with his hands - finally, urgently, sliding one down over the soft of my belly to where I was already soaked from nothing but his mouth and the flip of the whole world - and with the open ruined look on a face that had never let me see anything but cold.

"No," he managed, against my throat, low and broken at the bottom. "I gave that up on the floor. I'm not-" the jaw worked. "I haven't got anything left to wait for. There's nothing of you I get to be right about. I checked. All season I checked, every morning, and you took it all away from me line by line until there was only-" His fingers found me slick and ready and he made a sound at how ready, a sound with no clinic left in it anywhere. "Until there was only this. Letting you have the chance I should have given you the first morning."

"Then give it," I said.

He stood first and stripped, and there was none of yesterday's forced ceremony in it - only the lean spare body undone fast and not quite steadily, the immaculate shirt off, the hard exceptional build the whole estate had gossiped about bared this time for no one but me.

He took me slow, and it was nothing like the floor.

On the Harvest dais he'd come apart in front of the whole membership, frantic and graceless, the composure shearing off him in public for everyone to read. This was the day after that, and it was quiet, and it was mine, and he moved in me like a man who'd been emptied of every reason to hold himself back and had found, underneath, only how badly he'd wanted this and how long. He fit himself into the slick, open ache of me, pushing in slow and deep, his forehead dropped to mine, and the fullness of him - not the impossible stretch of Kwame, but his, the man himself seated deep in the body that had rewritten every certainty he'd brought to it - pulled a fresh hard rush out of my chest that spilled warm between us, milk and heat and the long ache finally answered.

There were no cups in the room. No tubing, no flasks, no handler at the wall, no board ticking my number up where a room could read it. Just his mouth coming back to my breast between strokes to draw the letdown straight from me as he moved in me, drinking and filling at once, the estate's two signatures folded into one body, and none of it logged - the band dark on the table, the door keyed private, nobody for once keeping score. Not the board, not the membership, not the grade or the printer that snapped out my name. That was the thing I understood lying under him in the afternoon light: it was just his, and just mine, and what he drew from me went to no bottle and no board this time, only into him - the richest thing my body had ever made, and not one drop of it for sale.

"You feel that," I told him, my hand fisted in his hair, holding his mouth to me as I rolled my hips up to take him deeper. "Every pull of your mouth makes me make more of it. That's the thing this whole place runs on, Doctor, and you never once let yourself taste it. It runs harder the more I'm wanted." I clenched around him and felt his rhythm stutter. "And nobody's ever wanted it the way you're wanting it right now."

He broke at that - not all the way, not yet, but the careful even strokes lost their evenness, his breath went ragged against my skin, and he drove deeper, harder, a man who'd kept himself measured for three years finding out there was no measure left in him for this. I came first, the way I always did now, fast and hard with his mouth at my breast and his cock seated deep, the orgasm pulling a flood from my chest that he caught with his mouth and drank down even as it hit him, and the feel of him swallowing my letdown while I clenched and shook around him sent me up a second time before the first had finished. He held me through it, watching my face the way he'd watched the board all season, like the thing he most needed to read in the world.

And when he finished, he did it deep, and he did it looking at me, and he gave me the broken pieces of his composure one at a time where only I could see them - the hitch in his breath, the white of his knuckles in the bedding, the way his careful spare voice came apart into something that wasn't language. He spilled hot into me on a long shaking pulse, the way the donors had topped me off all week, except that this was the man who'd refused me a finger all season, finishing inside the body that had won the argument, and I felt my chest answer the filling the way three weeks had taught it to, a fresh rush spilling between us at the deep heat of him going in. He pressed his face into my throat and shook, and stayed buried, and let me feel each unguarded piece of him come loose, and didn't try to hide a single one.

"You won," he said again, ruined, the words muffled against my skin, and this time there was no floor under it, no membership, no record forcing it out of him. Just a man saying it in a quiet room to the girl he'd given a week. "God. You won all of it."

"I know," I said, and held his head to my chest, and let him drink the last of it straight from me while the afternoon light moved over us both.

He fell asleep, after - which I think undid him most of all, when he woke to it. Adrian Voss, who measured everything, who'd never once in my sight done a thing he hadn't chosen, slept an hour with his head on my chest and his hand spread over the soft curve of my belly, and woke looking faintly appalled at himself, and I watched him decide not to apologise for it, and counted that another small surrender to add to the day's collection.

It was while he slept that I felt the thing I didn't tell him.

A soft, private maybe. Not knowledge - nothing the body could possibly know yet, nothing a meter would read or a board would post, too early and too quiet for any of that. Only a wonder rising up under the place his hand lay spread. Days of being filled and topped off and bred bare - the Covering, the Harvest, every man who'd left me filled - the protocol's faith made flesh, filled below and drawn above till you can't tell which is which - and somewhere in all that abundance a small quiet question turning over in me, gentle and uninsistent, more marvel than anything. Maybe. Maybe something had taken root in all that. I didn't chase it. I didn't even quite let it finish forming. I just lay there with a cold director's hand warm over the soft of me and let the wonder be its own small heat, unhurried, unconfirmed, mine, and turned my face toward the sea.

Indi found me at the glass that evening, after he'd gone - he'd left like a man who already knew he'd be back - which was its own answer to a whole season of him leaving like a man with something to hide.

She read the whole afternoon off me from the doorway, the way she read everything, and the laugh built in her low and rich and delighted before she'd crossed the room.

"He came to you," she said. Not a question. "Walked himself up to the prize room and knocked on the door like a member. Sugar, I've been here longer than I'll admit and I have never once seen that man walk himself to a producer's door on his own. Not once. They go to him. He stands at that board and they climb." She crossed to me and took my jaw in her broad warm hand, the wonder of it plain on her face, not a flicker of rivalry anywhere in her. "You turned the whole thing around. He spent the whole season waiting on you to fold and now he's the one waiting at a door."

"The grey woman offered me the car this morning," I told her. "Paid out. Everything I owed, twice over. Free and clear, by the afternoon."

Indi's grin went sly and knowing. "And here you stand."

"Here I stand."

"Course you do." She looked out at the dark water with me a while, the two of us reflected in the glass over the sea, the heavy lush shapes of us side by side. "I'll tell you the thing nobody tells the new girls, because it'd scare them and it wouldn't mean anything yet." She bumped her shoulder to mine. "You think the record's the top. The Harvest, the line, the man - you think that's the summit and now the season coasts down off it." The sly thing rose under the warmth. "It isn't. There's a tier above even this, baby. There's what the estate does with the girl who breaks its record - and the season's not near over, and you've barely found out what your body does. I'm not going to spoil it by naming it. Every room I ever warned you about turned out smaller than what your body did once you were in it. This one will be no different." The grin, filthy and fond and proud. "So I'll just say: grow. You're not done climbing. You only think you can see the top because you're higher than anybody's been."

I looked at our two reflections over the dark sea, and at my own - heavy and shining and crowned, a soft full grinning weight of a woman who three weeks ago had apologised her way into the back of an estate car, sure she was renting out a body she couldn't wait to leave. I was leaking faintly already, the next ache stirring under my ribs, sore in every used place and hungry for the next one, and there wasn't a scrap of shame left anywhere in me to find, and no fence in front of me, and no far side I was straining toward.

Just here. The prize room and the sea and a record with my name above it and a director who'd be back, and a height past even this that I couldn't see yet and fully meant to climb.

I'd come to Bellhaven to grit my teeth through eight weeks and walk away whole.

I'd stayed, instead - kept, prized, drunk-from and filled-up and crowned, thriving on the exact body two years of my life had taught me to call too much - and I stood at the glass in the last of the light, full and sated and leaking and grinning, and leaned, already, into whatever Bellhaven meant to make of me next.


⚜

Thank You for Reading!

⚜

I hope you enjoyed this story! If this gave you butterflies, made you blush, or kept you reading past your bedtime, I'd love to stay in touch.

Join my newsletter for exclusive content, early access to new releases, and subscriber-only stories. No spam - just updates when I have something steamy to share.

Visit my website to sign up and explore all my books:

www.evelynwilderotica.com 

Thank you for your support. It truly makes all the late-night writing sessions worth it!

With gratitude, Evelyn Wild


Other Books by This Author
⚜ ⚜ ⚜


Free Use University Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Campus-wide free use, ambassador scholars, being watched and filmed, group encounters, FFM, DP, and all three holes.

	Free Use University

	Free Use University: Tested

	Free Use University: Watched



Free Use Prison Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Lockup free use, escalating sentences, group encounters, gangbangs, DP, anal, and all three holes.

	Free Use Prison

	Free Use Prison: Stretched

	Free Use Prison: Filled

	Free Use Prison: Trained

	Free Use Prison: Release



Free Use Resort Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Resort-wide free use across coloured bands, escalating earned access, group encounters, DP, anal, and all three holes.

	Free Use Resort

	Free Use Resort 2: Earning Red

	Free Use Resort 3: Ultimate Surrender



Free Use Maid Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Expect group sex, lesbian play, DP, gangbangs, and all three holes. No limits, no apologies.

	Free Use Maid

	Free Use Maid 2: The Grand Tour



Free Use Nurse Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Workplace free use, group sex, lesbian encounters, DP and all three holes.

	Free Use Nurse

	Free Use Nurse 2



Free Use Wife Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Hotwife sharing, group sex, lesbian exploration, DP, and voyeurism. Book two has a couple adopting their younger intern into the family.

	The Free Use Wife

	Free Use Wife 2



Harem Apocalypse Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Post-apocalyptic survival meets multi-partner romance — threesomes, foursomes, and a growing harem.

	Harem Apocalypse

	Harem Apocalypse 2: The Rescue

	Harem Apocalypse 3: The Solstice



Egirl Harem Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Gamer girl streamers, gaming-house harem, threesomes and foursomes, and one lucky fifth player.

	Player Five (EGirl Harem 1)

	Trash Talk (EGirl Harem 2)



Free Use Standalones

Quick, filthy novellas told from her perspective. Group encounters, public use, DP, gangbangs, and all three holes. Perfect for when you want something hot and fast.

	Free Use Neighbor

	Free Use Town

	Free Use Office

	Free Use Wedding

	Free Use Flatshare

	Free Use Island

	Free Use Ski Season

	Free Use Hotel

	First Time at the Swingers Resort

	Free Use Swingers Spa

	Free Use Bundle (4 stories)



Harem Fantasy Standalones
Sexy novellas told from his perspective. One lucky guy, multiple women, and absolutely no jealousy — threesomes, foursomes, and more.
	Sorority Harem

	The College Harem

	The Flatshare Harem

	Farm Girl Harem

	Island Yoga Retreat Harem

	The Gym After Hours





About the Author
⚜ ⚜ ⚜


I'm Evelyn Wild. I recently crashed out of a soul-crushing office job and I'm trying my hand at writing. I've always been an avid reader, and I wanted to see if I could write about some of the things that really get my imagination going.
My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
This is new territory for me. I'm exploring my own interests, pushing my creative boundaries, and sharing it all with you. It's a journey of self-discovery, fuelled by a desire to break free from expectations. Maybe my stories will help you break free, too.


[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrcZ3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcZ4.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Chapter 1: Intake


    		Chapter 2: Letting down


    		Chapter 3: In production


    		Chapter 4: Drunk from the source


    		Chapter 5: The donors


    		Chapter 6: Picked


    		Chapter 7: The showroom


    		Chapter 8: Bred


    		Chapter 9: The harvest


    		Chapter 10: The director's turn


    		Thank You for Reading!


    		Other Books by This Author


    		About the Author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158






