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A Scheduled Decay
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Tara and Tim szﬂged intp tlmr cham as if they'd been ass:gmd atq poeh'% night in the badz of a hollowed-out bookstore. This
venue wasa a a books prete ngtobmbm’ a bar pretend ¢ a a café, and novie f it convincing enoug h to mask
the low-frequency hum of the oy’ power grid yibrati through the floorboards. Voics bmuh in the shop into a low electrical
hum Convcrsatwns ddri't la.rwl hovcred then rrt;%d off. as if eimbaryassed to be overheard. Most the pm‘tmpomts were
~listening to each at . Most were listening fo their’ own private fancies. Nobody seemed to catth the poet's wort
some 7244 d to listen. The poet didn't look at thz audience; helooked through them, indifferent to Whether his signal

wa.s rzcawed or nmply absorbed by the acoustic foam on the walls.

When the last line dissolved into the amber haze Tam gnppcd her glass, her knuckles white. "Gee,” she muttered, her voice a
sermted bladz, of irony. Armt we getting awfully philasophical for" two pathetic worker—droms who are gutter—rats g
She turned the in her fingers, watd 1 the light end through it. "Growth twins decay. Ut ést via. Ve

Tuth? Tl remersber that ¢ a six tamommw morming w hen the Teac ling canveyor belt jams again and the scrap-metal ?takes a chunk
out of my shin. 'Don't worry, boss, it's just the cost of the road

She glanced at Ttm still slumped forward over g stack of old paperbacks. His eyes angled toward the Inner Core's towers beyond
the ndow lurred g‘rl';’z xpensive. After ten urs af the recycling vats, Tim waswt a thinking human; he was merely a bio-
mechapical fu Fhadt been powered yet. 1 suppose,” Tim muttered in words draimed of any passion or protest—
an mdgﬁ%reme bom not of peace, but qf a soul that had simply run out of things to believe in.

Tara watchwl him for a moment with an expression that had smrtad as mocke but amved somewhere ad ll_;aa:nt to grief. T}u goet
at the front be an another poem. The espresso machine groam Somewhere in distance, a recyc laxon ma ed

4 nd o ba work shift, and the sound drifted through the Toom like a word in a f amllmr language rmt]m’ of them could quite Tead.
o y obey.

Tara watched the poet start a new yerse, but the beauty of the wor £lt like an insult now. The truth settled in her chest like
lead: You bloom on schedule. You wither on quota. Every ing else 1s decoration.

- T Newfields
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Note: This piece was partially generated using Al tools for styling and ideation; human editing was then applied.



