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_____________________________________________ 

 

“You ask how our world was reborn. Many fools 

will fill your head with legends and myths. But I know 

the facts. I was there. And I can tell you this: It began 

with a single act of courage in a city called Vandress. 

And from that courage came a boy …” 

 

 

Daven Mast, Senior Keeper of the Faithful 

_____________________________________________ 



 

  

 

 
1  

ARLISS 
 

 

HE SERVOS INSIDE his fingernails twitched. 

Spiking anxiety often caused glitches. Arliss 

Dubai stared at the bizarre cards he held, their 

features morphing into incoherent patterns.  

“Having trouble keeping up, blue boy?” 

Officer Ram Trent stretched his crooked smile across his 

face as he rearranged his own hand. 

Five years of this bastard’s special attention, and he still 

needs one last game to torment me, Arliss thought. 

“Your rules seem ... flexible, Ram.” 

Arliss laid down a card pulsing with the orange glow of 

sunrise, something he hadn’t seen in five years. Ram’s 

widening grin confirmed the wrong move. 

“That’s going to cost you.” Ram slapped down a black 

card that consumed the orange one in a dark vortex. 
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“Another mark against your behavior record.” 

As if any of that matters now. Arliss maintained a stoic face, 

though his hazel eyes narrowed. 

“Fascinating game. Did you make it up yourself, or does 

sadism come with an instruction manual these days?” 

Ram’s expression hardened. 

“Watch that mouth, Dubai. You remain under my authority 

until this transport lands.” 

The cards in Arliss’s hands continued their maddening dance 

of colors and symbols. He recognized none – not that Ram 

bothered explaining the rules. He designed the game as a 

power play. Standard operating procedure. 

Ram drummed his fingers on the scratched metal table 

between them, each tap echoing with deliberate menace in the 

cramped transport cabin. The lights above cast harsh shadows 

across his weathered face, highlighting the cruel satisfaction in 

his eyes. 

“Your play, criminal.” 

The last word rolled off his tongue with relish, as if savoring 

a favorite dessert. 

Play along. Count the minups. Almost home. 

Arliss’s enhanced vision cataloged the swirling patterns that 

seemed to mock him. After a moment’s consideration, he 

selected a blue card matching his own skin tone. Its surface 

rippled like liquid mercury beneath his fingertips. 

“I assume this means I lose again?” 

His servo-enhanced fingers held the card delicately, already 

expecting its destruction. The familiar hum of his internal 

synthetics provided a soothing counterpoint to Ram’s 

oppressive presence. 



 

  

 

“You always were a quick study.” 

Ram’s lips curled into a predatory smile as he laid down 

a card pulsing with dark energy. The moment it touched 

Arliss’s blue card, both erupted in a shower of digital confetti 

that scattered across the table’s surface before dissolving 

into nothing. 

Ram added: “Though not quick enough to avoid Rogue.” 

Just a little longer, Arliss reminded himself. Then I never 

have to see this walking penis again. His servos adjusted his 

posture, preventing him from slumping in defeat despite 

exhaustion. 

“Another round?” Ram’s voice dripped with false courtesy. 

“How could I refuse such a generous offer?” 

The sarcasm slipped out before Arliss could catch it, but 

he kept his tone light enough to avoid Ram’s wrath. The 

guard chuckled and dealt another hand of the nonsensical 

cards. 

Memories of their countless interactions at Rogue 19 

flickered through Arliss’s mind. Ram stood outside his cell 

during those first months, watching him with that same 

rapacious smile. The whispered comments about Meera 

during solitary inspections. The surveillance photos of the 

Dubai family that Ram displayed in his third year; a threat 

wrapped in a veneer of casual conversation. 

The ship lurched, harder this time. Ram’s cards scattered 

across the table as warning lights bathed the cabin in 

crimson. A mechanical voice crackled through hidden 

speakers: “Atmospheric entry in progress. All passengers 

secure positions.” 

What a shame. 



 

  

 

“Looks like our game’s over, Ram.” 

Arliss pushed back from the table, relief flooding through his 

circuits. 

Ram’s hand shot to his weapon. 

“We’re not finished until I say we’re finished.” 

The ship bucked again. Ram’s fingers wrapped around his 

shock baton, but Arliss noticed the guard’s other hand white-

knuckling the table’s edge. 

Not so confident when you’re not in control, are you? 

Ram gathered the fallen cards with shaking hands. 

“One more game. Winner takes all.” 

“Takes what?” Arliss’s optical servos tracked the guard’s 

elevated heart rate, sweat beading at his temples. “You’ve 

already added enough urns to keep me here until next 

century.” 

“Your freedom.” Ram dealt five cards, his movements jerky. 

“Win this hand, and you walk. Lose...” His thin lips stretched 

into a familiar sneer. “Rogue 19 misses you already.” 

Arliss picked up the cards. The symbols writhed and twisted, 

but this time something clicked in his enhanced vision. Patterns 

emerged from the chaos – mathematical sequences his servos 

recognized from their base programming. 

“Well?” Ram’s voice cracked. 

Arliss arranged his cards with deliberate precision. 

“I finally understand the rules.” 

They change with every hand. 

The guard’s face fell when he saw the sequence. The cards 

pulsed with golden light, illuminating the cabin like a miniature 

sun. 

“Impossible.” Ram’s shock baton clanked on the floor. “You 



 

  

 

cheated. Your enhancements …” 

“My enhancements?” Arliss stood, his chair scraping 

against metal. “The ones that let me see the trim code you 

embedded in these cards? The same code you’ve been using 

to rig this game since we left Rogue?” He leaned forward, 

voice dropping. “Those enhancements?” 

Ram’s hand fumbled for his fallen weapon, but the ship 

chose that moment to hit another pocket of turbulence. The 

guard pitched forward, face smashing into the table with a 

satisfying crunch. 

Arliss gathered the cards, tucking them into his pocket. 

Evidence. Proof of Ram’s little game, along with every “extra 

urn” he’d tried to add to an innocent man’s sentence. His 

servos hummed with satisfaction as he watched Ram 

struggle to stem his bleeding nose. 

“Thanks for teaching me the rules.” Arliss smiled, his 

teeth gleaming. “It’s been educational.” 

Ram’s eyes never left Arliss’s face, a quiet resignation but 

far from the look of a defeated man. Arliss wasn’t surprised 

when Ram teed up another taunt. 

“Almost time for your grand reentry into society.” Ram’s 

lips twisted. “Though I use that term loosely for your kind.” 

Arliss’s jaw stiffened, but he kept a flat expression. Five 

years of practice made it automatic now. 

“I appreciate your concern for my reintegration.” Arliss 

flexed his fingers beneath the skin graft. “I’ll be sure to 

mention your rehabilitative card games in my memoir.” 

Ram’s hand charged out, grabbing Arliss’s wrist. The 

guard’s fingers dug into the spot where flesh met synthetics. 

“One last piece of advice, Dubai. Watch that smart mouth 



 

  

 

of yours out there. Not everyone appreciates your ... unique 

sense of humor.” 

Says the man who finds humor at the end of a shock baton. 

Arliss met Ram’s gaze, remembering the countless times in 

the lunar mines when Ram whispered Meera’s name, about 

how the bastard still visited Vandress during his leave rotations 

to keep tabs on the woman he believed should have been his. 

Five years of that psychological slag had taught Arliss when to 

fight and when to endure. 

“Noted, Ram. I’ll work on my delivery.” 

The transport banked hard, breaking through cloud cover. 

Through the viewport, the sprawling megalopolis of Vandress 

came into view. The gleaming spires of the ten Megas pierced 

the thin smog like accusing fingers pointed at the sky, their 

polished surfaces reflecting the low, fading sunlight that 

struggled to penetrate the haze. His stomach knotted at the 

sight. 

The city he’d both dreaded and longed for spread beneath 

him: A chaotic patchwork of light and shadow. He saw Sinquin, 

his home Mega, in the distance. Its familiar silhouette housed 

the Servo District where dozens of levels of stacked housing 

units and exposed infrastructure resembled an open wound 

amid Vandress’s architecture marvels. The whine of the 

transport’s engines harmonized with the emotions churning 

inside him: Anticipation mingled with apprehension; the taste 

of freedom tinged with uncertainty. 

The transport’s landing gear engaged with a hydraulic 

whine. Ram grabbed Arliss’s shoulder and steered him toward 

the exit hatch as they entered the spaceport. 

“Welcome home, criminal. Try not to end up back in my 



 

  

 

care.” 

“I’ll have to deny myself that pleasure.” 

With a final shudder, the transport settled onto the 

landing pad. Steam hissed from cooling vents as the hatch 

cycled open. Ram gave Arliss a none-too-gentle shove 

through the exit. 

“After you,” Ram said before adding in a deeper tone: 

“This is not goodbye, blue boy.” 

Arliss stepped out into the deep red, fading sunlight, his 

optical implants adjusting to winnow the glare. The weight 

of Teton’s gravity settled over him like a lead blanket after 

five years on Rogue. His servos recalibrated. 

The gloam of dusk hovered over the spaceport. He 

arrived at the tail end of three-urn daylight. The Shade Cycle 

had begun; soon the sun – not visible as a firm disc but 

merely a diffused blanket of red and orange haze – would 

sneak above the horizon for an urn a day. The Cycle would 

last four months, but Arliss welcomed even this tiny gift after 

subterranean life on the planet’s largest moon. 

His first breath of unfiltered air in half a decade filled his 

lungs with the acrid taste of home – scrubbed oxygen laced 

with industrial pollutants and tinted with the lingering 

sweetness of atmospheric processors and the weather 

shields. 

Freedom at last. More or less. 

A dozen armed security officers formed a half-circle 

around the landing zone, weapons not drawn but ready if 

called upon. A pair of protesters greeted his arrival, which 

he naively assumed had not been made public. After all this 

time, why would anyone care? 



 

  

 

They held up two banners. 

“HOME = HUMAN” read one. “NO BLENDS ON OUR 

STREETS” declared another. The symbols on their cloaks told 

Arliss everything he needed to know. The Spiral Wind emblems 

stitched on their shoulders gleamed with three interlocking 

counterclockwise spirals. Below them, the Broken Circle 

marked them as followers of the most conservative 

interpretation of the Breath. Small weather marks dotted their 

collars. 

Pure Breathers, Arliss thought as his servos tensed. This is 

going to be interesting. 

After an aggravating interview with Customs, Arliss stepped 

through the spaceport’s main terminal. He scanned the 

crowded space, filtering through faces and body signatures 

until … 

There! 

Meera’s dark hair streaked with more silver than he 

remembered. And Kip – stars above, how his boy had grown. 

The yellow streaks in his son’s black hair were new, as were 

the oversized earrings that marked him as part of the latest 

youth phase Arliss didn’t recognize. 

Meera spotted him first. Her amber eyes widened as she 

broke into a run, shouldering past a group of startled 

passengers. 

“Arliss!” 

She crashed into him, arms wrapping tight around his chest. 

The familiar scent of machine oil plus that flowery soap she 

always used overwhelmed his senses. His arms found their 

place around her, muscle memory unchanged despite the 

passage of time. 



 

  

 

“Meercat,” he whispered, using the nickname she 

reserved only for him. 

Kip hung back, hands shoved deep in his pockets. His blue 

freckles had darkened with age. Their eyes met across the 

terminal floor. 

“Dad.” 

His son’s voice had deepened, caught between childhood 

and something else. 

“You got tall.” 

Arliss forced his voice to remain steady despite the surge 

in his emotional regulators. 

“Mom’s been feeding me pretty good.” Kip scuffed his 

shoe against the floor. “Plus, you know, growing and stuff.” 

They spoke on deepstream calls every three months, but 

he only saw them above the shoulders. 

Meera pulled back just enough to study Arliss’s face, her 

fingers tracing the line of his jaw as if checking that he was 

real. 

“They didn’t tell us anything until this morning.” 

“I know.” He squeezed her hand. “They love the games.” 

Kip took a half-step forward, then stopped. Arliss 

recognized the war between wanting a hug and maintaining 

that careful teenage distance. He waited, letting his son 

make the choice. 

“Your hair’s different,” Kip said finally. 

“Prison barbers aren’t known for their style.” Arliss ran a 

hand through his fire-red crop. “Unlike those streaks you’re 

sporting. Yellow’s a bold choice.” 

A ghost of a smile crossed Kip’s face and its many blue 

freckles. 



 

  

 

“Yeah, well. Mom only freaked out a little.” 

“I did not freak out,” Meera protested, but her laugh carried 

years of stored tension breaking free. 

The moment shattered when a security officer approached, 

hand resting on his weapon. 

“Processing complete, Blend. Move along.” 

Arliss strained, servos in his back whirring in silence as they 

prepared for potential conflict. Rogue 19 honed his instincts 

for trouble. 

“We’re just leaving,” Meera said, her hand finding Arliss’s. 

The officer’s gaze lingered on Kip’s blue-freckled face, then 

flicked to Arliss’s sky-blue features. 

“Make it fast.” 

Arliss nodded, swallowing the retort that rose to his lips. Not 

worth it. Not with Meera and Kip here. 

They gathered the single bag containing Arliss’s meager 

possessions and headed toward the exit. The protesters had 

moved inside now, their signs held high as they chanted the 

usual gibberish about purity and natural order. Arliss shook his 

head.  

A true credit to Tets everywhere. 

“When did it get this bad?” Arliss kept his voice low. 

Meera’s fingers tightened around his. 

“After the election. The Pure Breath faction gained three 

seats on the Unified Council.” 

“They’re everywhere now,” Kip added. 

A security checkpoint loomed ahead – one Arliss didn’t 

remember from before prison. A sign declared:  

BLEND VERIFICATION REQUIRED 

“You’ve got to be slagging me,” Arliss muttered. “I just went 



 

  

 

through Customs.” 

“It’s standard now,” Meera whispered. “Just stay calm.” 

The security officer at the checkpoint, a heavyset woman 

with the Breath’s semi-circular medallion visible at her 

throat, gestured impatiently. 

“Blend, step forward.” 

Arliss released Meera’s hand and approached. 

“ID and release doc.” 

He produced a thumb-sized credcard, which the woman 

examined with exaggerated scrutiny beneath a scanner. 

“Remove your jacket and roll up your sleeves.” 

Arliss complied, revealing the silver patterns where his 

mods interfaced with his flesh. The officer scanned them, 

her handheld beeping as it registered each servo. 

“Turn around, hands against the wall.” 

Breathe. Just breathe. 

His jaw clenched as he assumed the position; muscle 

memory from prison made the posture routine. 

The pat-down was thorough and humiliating, but not 

new. Arliss fixed his gaze on a spot on the wall, trying to 

ignore the stares of passing travelers. 

“Clear,” the officer announced, sounding almost 

disappointed. “Move along.” 

Arliss rejoined Meera and Kip, his face hiding the 

humiliation. Kip wouldn’t meet his eyes. 

“Let’s get home,” Meera said softly. 

The tri-level public transport platforms at Unquin Mega 

bustled with evening commuters jumping on and off 

levtrains. As they boarded Red Six for Sinquin, Arliss noticed 

the subtle shifts: Passengers scattered, mothers pulled 



 

  

 

children closer, conversations dropped to whispers. 

They found seats near the back. The compartment wasn’t 

crowded, but the empty space around them spoke volumes. 

“Did you see the new atmospheric processors on the way 

in?” Meera asked, her voice artificially bright. “They finally 

upgraded the north sector.” 

Arliss nodded, grateful for her attempt at normalcy. He 

hadn’t noticed but played along for harmony’s sake. 

“They look more efficient. The air tastes ... different.” 

“They added a new filtration system,” Kip said, his voice 

gaining a flicker of enthusiasm. “We learned about it at Ed 

Bank, if you can believe it.” 

The boy’s words echoed Arliss’s own bitter memories. Kip 

had transferred to the Servo District Education Bank, a decision 

Arliss protested from prison – not that he had a say in the 

matter. Meera had pulled every string to get Kip into the 

Vandress City Unified System, which lasted all of a month. The 

fights and the taunting proved too much. She said Kip came 

home each night shattered and in tears. 

Still, Arliss shuddered at the notion of his boy attending a 

school where resources for Blends and Patchies were an 

afterthought.  

What kind of father am I? 

He should have been there to guide Kip, to steer him 

through the rough bits, to teach him to fight for more than 

scraps. 

“That’s good to hear, Kip,” he said, forcing a brittle smile. 

“Learning about new tech is important.” 

He deserves better. 

School didn’t worry Arliss as much as what came after. What 



 

  

 

doors would open for a young man like him, whose 

education would end at fourteen? It wasn’t Kip’s fault, of 

course. Arliss and Meera knew the risks from the outset, but 

young rebels in love lived in the moment. And at the time, 

hybrids like their son were a novelty.  

A small voice piped up from across the aisle. 

“Mommy, is that boy a Patchie?” 

Arliss’ head snapped toward the sound. A young, pale-

skinned Tetonian lad, five or six, pointed at Kip. His mother, 

horror-stricken, yanked the child’s arm down. 

“Hush, Darin. Don’t stare.” 

She gathered their belongings and hurried to seats farther 

away, whispering to the child. 

Kip’s face hardened, his gaze fixed on the floor. The 

yellow streaks in his hair suddenly seemed like a shield, a 

deliberate distraction from the freckles that marked him as 

neither fully human nor fully Blend. 

Arliss wanted to say something, anything, to ease the 

sting, but what comfort could he offer? He’d been absent 

for five years while his son navigated this minefield alone. 

“Almost home,” Meera murmured, reaching across to 

squeeze Kip’s knee. 

The boy nodded without looking up. 

Arliss watched his son’s profile, noting the tension around 

his mouth, the slight flare of his nostrils. Not sadness; anger. 

A simmering rage that Arliss recognized all too well. 

I should have been here. 

The levtrain bisected the gleaming spires of the northern 

Vandress Megas, which were the city’s tallest, reaching to 

the clouds on a quarter-parsel foundation. The architecture 



 

  

 

changed heading south: Denser, more utilitarian, marked by 

the visible infrastructure of pipes and cables that characterized 

the Megas such as Sinquin. All rose skyward like industrial 

anthills. 

Through the viewport, Arliss watched as the elegant 

engineering features of northern Vandressi architecture 

surrendered to disjointed angles, facades a chaotic mix of 

copper piping and exposed ducts along the outer fringes of the 

city’s southernmost Megas. 

The levtrain’s rail coursed through a cable-stayed system 

built inside a truss; each Mega acted like a giant pylon to 

support the suspended rail. The train glided in magnetic 

silence, intersecting Megas at public stations and private 

docks.  

This technological marvel should have been a source of 

pride for Arliss. His ancestors played a role in its construction, 

after all. But the same nagging hurt never went away. 

Tets designed it. My people built it. Grandmother gave her 

life for it. 

Arliss was lost in his thoughts when the train arrived at 

Sinquin Level 101, far above the upper reaches of the Servo 

District. When the Dubais disembarked, lights flickered in 

irregular patterns through the perpetual industrial haze 

outside, casting everything in a surreal violet at the dying of 

the day. 

They entered the lift surrounded mostly by pure-blood 

Tetonians, none of whom pretended to notice the mixed 

family. 

Thirty levels down below, they stepped out into the district. 

It breathed and pulsed, steam venting from climate units in 



 

  

 

rhythmic sighs. And virtually everyone within sight was 

shaded in the bioengineered combination of blue skin and 

crimson hair. 

Home. Such as it is. What the fring am I supposed to do 

now? 

 

  

*** 

 

  

Arliss felt a strange mixture of relief and apprehension. 

The familiar chaos of the district surrounded them, the 

constant hum of machinery and smells of synthetic proteins 

and machine oil. Tethers, ladders, and crosswalks 

connected a dozen city levels. 

Kip walked ahead now, his stride more confident on home 

territory. The yellow streaks in his hair marked him as part 

of this world despite his Patchie status. Arliss watched him 

navigate the crowded walkway, noting how other Blend 

children nodded in recognition. The earrings, the hair; it 

wasn’t just fashion. It was identity. Belonging. 

My son has a life I know nothing about. He found a way 

despite me. 

The realization hit Arliss with unexpected force. Five years 

of quarterly calls couldn’t bridge this gap. Kip had grown up 

in a world that seemed more hostile than one Arliss left 

behind. 

Out of one prison, into another. 

“It’s been a struggle,” Meera said, reading Arliss’ 

thoughts. “But he’s strong.” 



 

  

 

“Like his mother.” 

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 

“Like both of us. He needed to be.” 

The walkway narrowed as they approached the Market 

Strip, forcing them to walk single file through the evening 

crowd. Arliss fell behind, letting Meera and Kip lead. His 

enhanced senses cataloged changes – new food stalls, 

different vendors, subtle shifts in the District’s architecture. 

Five years had rewritten the landscape in small but significant 

ways. 

A vendor called out as they passed, “Fresh sync-stew! 

Balanced for T-C mods!” The familiar aroma brought Arliss 

truly home – the sharp tang of engineered proteins and 

metallic undertones from mineral supplements. His stomach 

growled in response. 

“They’ve got Blue Thunder tonight,” Kip said, glancing back. 

“Wasn’t that your favorite?” 

Arliss blinked in surprise. His son remembered that detail 

after all these years? 

“Maybe tomorrow,” Meera said, checking her wrist display. 

“It’s getting late.” 

They crossed onto the eastern walkway – The Swing, they 

called it. Children raced along guide wires, their mods allowing 

them to clip and unclip safety tethers with practiced ease. A 

group played servo-tag, leaping between platforms with 

inhuman precision. 

Arliss paused, watching a small boy swing across a gap that 

would terrify most adults. The child’s laughter echoed against 

metal surfaces, pure and innocent. 

“You used to bring me here,” Kip said, suddenly beside him. 



 

  

 

“When I was little.” 

Arliss nodded, throat tight. As a hybrid born to a Blend 

and a Tetonian, Kip lacked most of his father’s servo 

integrators but never let the limitation hold him back. 

“You were fearless. Drove your mother crazy.” 

“Still does,” Meera added, but her smile held affection 

rather than reproach. 

They continued past The Swing, through the tangled, 

multi-tiered web of walkways and bridges that connected 

the residential sectors. Block D-17 rose before them, its 

irregular profile a testament to decades of improvised 

expansion, sometimes violating Vandress building code. The 

original prefab housing units, designed to stack four blocks 

high (ten levels per), now stretched to seven through 

creative engineering and desperation. 

Some things never change. 

Arliss followed his family into a different lift. This one 

groaned as exposed gears and counterweights moved with 

arthritic reluctance. 

“Always this temperamental?” he asked as they 

ascended. 

“Worse,” Meera sighed. “We’re on rotation for 

maintenance next month. I can hear the complaints already 

while it’s in retrofit.” 

That was the story of every Mega – a constant fight 

against fatigue, creep, and corrosion. Inspection, 

replacement, and repair was an industry unto itself. Water 

reclamation, waste disposal, energy balancing, fire 

retardation … it went on and on.  

The Megas would always require endless maintenance, 



 

  

 

and somehow Arliss’s people – easily the most qualified for the 

most taxing labor – handled very little of it outside Sinquin and 

not as much as they should have inside it.  

The lift lurched upward, carrying them past floors visible 

through gaps in the shaft. They passed family units subdivided 

into three, separated by improvised walls; single rooms 

somehow housed a family of five, with sleeping pods stacked 

like storage containers; a communal kitchen served an entire 

floor, its ventilation system adding another layer to the wall’s 

internal wizardry. 

Level 73 arrived with a groan and a wheeze. The doors 

struggled open, revealing a narrow corridor lined with pipes 

and conduits. Their apartment was three doors down – unit 

7312. 

Meera pressed her palm to the scanner. 

“I added your biometrics into the palmlock after the prison 

called. Also slipped an extra fifty chee into your credcard.” 

The door slid open, revealing the small space Arliss had 

dreamed about for five years. More or less. It wasn’t the old 

flat, but it bore a little resemblance. The main room served 

triple duty – living area, kitchen, and Meera’s workspace. Tools 

and a mishmash of components occupied one corner, 

organized on a salvaged industrial shelf. The weary, aging 

furniture was clean. 

What struck him most were the personal touches – a 

collection of Kip’s old toys arranged on a shelf, digital photos 

cycling on the wall display, a hand-drawn picture of their family 

signed by a much younger Kip. 

“We kept everything from the old place,” Meera said. “Just 

moved things around.” 



 

  

 

The apartment smelled of recycled air and Meera’s 

cooking – sync-stew in the food churn, made before they 

left for the spaceport. 

“Welcome home, Dad,” Kip said, the words awkward but 

sincere. 

Home. The concept felt like muscle memory that hadn’t 

quite caught up with reality. 

“It’s good to be back,” Arliss said, and meant it. 

“I cleared space in the bedroom.” Meera gestured toward 

the narrow hallway. “Your clothes are in the left side of the 

storage unit.” She smirked. “I’d say they still fit.” 

“Thanks.” Arliss ran his fingers along the edge of the 

kitchen counter, feeling the slight irregularities in the 

surface. “I smell sync-stew. Is that the plan for dinner? It’d 

be nice to share a home-cooked meal with my …” 

Kip disappeared into his room without a word, the door 

sliding shut with a soft hiss. Instinct told Arliss to pursue the 

boy, but Meera stepped between him and the bedroom 

door. 

“He needs time,” Meera whispered, moving closer. “It’s 

been ... complicated.” 

Arliss nodded, his auditory servos picking up the muffled 

sounds of Kip’s movements beyond the door. 

“I get it. I’m practically a stranger.” 

“No.” Meera’s hand found his, her calloused fingers 

intertwining. “Never that. He’s watched your messages so 

many times the playback glitched.” 

Scripted messages to hide the worst bits. If they had any 

idea what I wanted to say … 

His internal temperature regulators kicked in as unwanted 



 

  

 

memories threatened to surface: The mining tunnels, the 

crushing weight of blackstone, Ram Trent’s shock baton 

against his spine. 

“You okay?” Meera’s amber eyes studied him with the same 

precision she applied to her engineering work. “Your breathing 

pattern changed.” 

“Just processing.” He forced a smile. “It’s a lot to take in.” 

She nodded, not pushing further. Another change: The old 

Meera would have demanded answers, drilled down until she 

understood every component of the problem. This new version 

had learned patience the hard way. 

“Are you hungry? I can heat up the sync-stew.” 

“I’m fine.” In truth, his body craved proper food after years 

of prison nutrition paste, but exhaustion outweighed hunger. 

“Maybe just show me where everything is?” 

She led him through the small apartment, pointing out 

changes: The new atmospheric filter system she’d installed, 

her upgraded water purifier, the modest collection of spare 

parts she’d salvaged for his servos. 

“I wasn’t sure what maintenance you’d need,” she admitted. 

“The prison reports were ... vague.” 

Who would’ve guessed? 

“I’m functional.” 

Another half-truth. Several of his servos needed 

recalibration; the one in his right elbow made a concerning 

noise when flexed past ninety degrees. But those were 

tomorrow’s problems. 

They reached the bedroom, a space only large enough for 

the bed and a small storage unit. Meera had magnetized a thin 

vase containing a single blue kyruck flower to the windowsill. 



 

  

 

The gesture hit him harder than he expected. 

“I remembered you liked them,” she said, noticing his 

gaze. 

Mother loved kyrucks. 

“Thank you.” 

An awkward silence stretched between them. Five years 

ago, he would have pulled her close, buried his face in her 

hair. Now, an invisible barrier separated them, built from 

absence, secrets, and the weight of all he dared not say. 

“I should clean up,” he said finally. “It’s been a long day.” 

“Of course.” She stepped back, giving him space. “The 

shower allotment’s been upgraded. You’ve got a full three 

minups now.” 

“Luxury.” 

He managed a genuine smile this time. 

She paused at the doorway, her body half-turned toward 

him, her eyes searching his face with a longing that mirrored 

the ache in his chest. Arliss sensed her unspoken desire: 

The way her fingers lingered on the frame, how her breath 

caught when their eyes met. His heart hammered his 

ribcage. 

She still wants me, after everything. 

The realization flooded through him with both warmth 

and terror. Five years of forced separation hadn’t killed what 

they once had, but he wondered if they could bridge the 

chasm. His fingers twitched with the urge to reach for her, 

to pull her into the shower with him and hold her as he’d 

dreamed of doing countless nights in his cell. 

“Arliss ... I know it won’t be easy, but we’re glad you’re 

home. We need you.” 



 

  

 

After she left, Arliss thought about the shower but sank onto 

the bed, his spinal servos relaxing their vigilant posture. 

Arliss closed his eyes, letting the familiar outside sounds of 

the Servo District wash over him: The constant hum of 

machinery, the hiss of steam vents, the distant laughter of 

children on The Swing. The sounds of freedom, even if it was 

little more than an illusion. 

I’m home. Now I just need to figure out how to belong here 

again. 

Half an urn later, Arliss stared at Kip’s closed door. 

“He’ll stay in there all night?”  

Meera nodded, stirring her stew. 

“This is normal now. Sometimes he doesn’t come out until 

morning.” 

“Normal? Since when is a twelve-year-old hiding in his room 

normal?” 

“He’s not seven anymore,” Meera replied, then pressed her 

lips together. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.” 

“No, it was perfectly fair.” Arliss pushed his bowl away, 

appetite vanishing. “I made a choice. The wrong one.” 

Choice. As if that bastard gave me one. 

He stood and paced the small living area, three steps one 

way, four the other. The apartment already felt smaller, or 

maybe he’d just grown accustomed to Rogue 19’s labor yards. 

“I should talk to him.” 

Meera’s hand caught his wrist. 

“Not tonight, Arliss. He needs time.” 

“He’s had five years,” Arliss said, the words sharper than 

intended. 

“And so have you,” she countered. “Are you the same man 



 

  

 

who left?” 

Arliss looked down at her hand on his arm. The 

connection felt both familiar and foreign, like a memory 

playing through another Blend’s servos. 

“No,” he admitted. “I’m not.” 

He retook his seat. 

“Tell me what I’ve missed. When did he start with the 

hair? The earrings? Is he doing well in school? Does he have 

friends?” 

Meera’s expression softened. 

“One question at a time. Finish your stew first; it’s real 

protein, not that synthetic slag they fed you up there.” 

Arliss picked up his spoon, but his eyes drifted back to 

Kip’s door. 

“He’ll come around,” Meera said, though her tone lacked 

conviction. 

“Will he?” Arliss asked quietly. “Because from where I’m 

sitting, it looks like I’ve come home to a stranger.” 

“Give him time. He’s been through a lot.” 

“We all have.” Arliss forced a smile. “But you’re right. I 

can’t fix five years in one night.” 

He took a bite of the stew, tasting nothing. 

Meera pushed her empty bowl aside, fingers tracing 

invisible patterns on the table’s worn surface. 

“Take him out with you tomorrow after school. Buy him 

some frozen fruitcreme. Axleberry is his favorite. Then ask 

him about the hair, the earrings, his friends. Show that you 

care. He’ll answer in so many words.” 

“Small steps. Got it.” 

Meera sighed. 



 

  

 

“There’s something else I should mention. Offante’s been 

asking about you.” 

Arliss looked up with a raised brow. He couldn’t have gone 

the first night without hearing that man’s name. 

“Offante? Still has his servos in everybody’s dip?” 

“His shop thrives. He helped us out while you were gone. 

Checked in on us. Found me extra work when chee was tight.” 

Arliss felt gratitude mixed with irrational jealousy. 

“That sounds like him.” 

“He wants to see you.” Meera glanced at the time display 

on the wall. “Said to come by whenever you got settled. Day 

or night.” 

The apartment’s walls inched closer. Arliss rolled his 

shoulders, aware of the tension building there. This small living 

space, once a haven, already felt like another cell. 

“I should go tonight,” he said, words tumbling out. “Clear 

my head. Get reacquainted with the District.” 

Meera studied him, her amber eyes missing nothing. 

“The District’s changed, Arliss. More nodes. More 

checkpoints.” 

“All the more reason to learn the new patterns.” He stood, 

joints adjusting. “I spent years dreaming about the Crosstrots 

Hub.” 

She didn’t argue, which surprised him. The Meera he 

remembered would have insisted he rest. 

“You’ve changed too,” he observed. 

“We all have.” She rose and collected their bowls. “Take the 

south crossway. The checkpoints are mostly on the perimeters, 

but you’re just back and ...” 

Arliss nodded, grateful for the intel. 



 

  

 

“Don’t want to draw undue attention.” 

He moved toward the door, then hesitated, glancing back 

at Kip’s room. 

“He won’t even know you’re gone,” Meera said. “And 

maybe it’s better this way. Your first night back, some space 

for everyone.” 

The cramped apartment defied his expectations for 

something that might have been a palace compared to his 

cell in Rogue 19. 

“I won’t be long,” he promised, though part of him 

already craved the anonymous freedom of the crossways. 

“Take your time. Offante always has stories to tell.” 

As the door slid open, the tang of metal and oil intensified, 

as did the hushed conversations of other Blends passing by 

in the corridor. 

“Arliss,” Meera called before the door slid shut. “Be 

careful. The District remembers you, but it doesn’t know you 

anymore.” 

He nodded. 

“That makes two of us.” 

  

  

* * * 

  

  

The prison’s sterile uniformity had dulled his adaptive 

systems; now they whirred to life, recalibrating to the 

chaotic environment of home. 

Block D-17’s massive support columns rose around him 

like industrial trees, tangled with pipes that carried water, 



 

  

 

waste, and data through the district’s living hive. Blend 

children in form-fitting flexdress used these pipes as 

playground equipment, their supercharged limbs propelling 

them across gaps that would kill an unmodified human. 

An older woman recognized him as he descended to Level 

64, her blue face lighting up with surprise. 

“Dubai? Arliss Dubai? Come back, have you?” 

He nodded but kept moving. Reunions had to wait, and he 

couldn’t place her name anyway. 

The main crossway stretched before him like an artery, 

pulsing with Blend life. Blue-skinned figures with red mop tops 

moved with purpose, some leaping between levels with servo-

charged legs, others navigating the suspended walkways with 

skillful grace. Teenage Blends with hair dyed in vibrant 

patterns congregated near a vapor vent, their laughter 

carrying over the constant industrial hum. 

Kip’s friends? 

Arliss followed the south ramp toward the Market Strip. The 

narrow path between stalls allowed three Blends to pass 

abreast. Vendors called out in competing voices: 

“Premium grade gellak, buy two, get one free!” 

“Fresh Circuit Warmer! Extra spicy tonight!” 

“New shipment of cooling clothes, tested for all mods!” 

A food cart operator with four server drones worked multiple 

stalls, serving a dozen customers at once. Children darted 

between adults, running deliveries from vendor to vendor. 

Digital price lists flickered and stuttered in the mist-heavy air. 

The market throbbed with life; artificial and organic merged 

into something uniquely Blend. A woman with silver-veined 

arms arranged nutrient packs in rainbow patterns while her 



 

  

 

daughter, only six, practiced balancing on a narrow pipe. 

Arliss paused, letting it all wash over him. The prison had 

been a vacuum: Bleak, regulated, hopeless. This was chaos, 

noise, struggle … and life. 

I forgot what it felt like to be part of something with a 

pulse. 

Through the evening crowd, Arliss spotted the familiar 

storefront of Ruhl’s Reliable Parts at the far end of the strip. 

Offante’s domain. 

Here we go. Play with it a smile. 

The store assaulted Arliss’s senses the instant he stepped 

inside. The shop stretched deeper than its modest front 

suggested, burrowing into the building. Every vertical 

surface disappeared beneath organized chaos: Shelves 

sagged with mod components – frequently black market – 

while ceiling-mounted racks dangled trinkets that swayed 

with the building’s constant vibrations. 

Either I’ve been gone too long or Offante’s hoarding 

problem has reached new heights. 

Somewhere in the back, a diagnostic machine hummed a 

three-tone sequence that Arliss’s servos wanted to 

complete. 

A lanky teenager with blue freckles splashed across his 

face stood behind the front counter, sorting minuscule gears 

into labeled compartments. His gaze flicked up at Arliss’s 

entrance, then down again, his fingers fumbling with the 

delicate parts. 

“Can I ... help you?” The boy studied the counter with 

apparent fascination. 

“Looking for Offante.” 



 

  

 

The kid nodded without making eye contact. 

“He’s in back. Inventory.” 

Arliss surveyed the youth: Those freckles marked him as a 

Patchie. His shoulders hunched as if expecting a blow. 

Something about his demeanor reminded Arliss of Kip. They 

could’ve been the same age. 

Arliss navigated through the narrow aisles, each step 

revealing new treasures. Display cases housed gleaming 

environmental components that cost a month’s wages. Plastic 

buckets overflowed with affordable options: Reconditioned 

parts labeled with precise handwriting which described their 

compatibility and limitations. 

One shelf held nothing but optical enhancements in every 

shade imaginable: Amber like Meera’s eyes, deep purple, even 

a set that shifted colors with light changes. Another section 

displayed spine modifications that made Arliss’s own back 

twinge with envy. 

He rounded a corner to find a Blend teen with a long red 

ponytail stacking cartons that reached well above his head. 

The tower swayed. 

“Need a hand?” Arliss asked. 

The boy staggered, sending the precarious stack wobbling. 

Arliss lunged forward, his reflexes allowing him to catch three 

cartons before they crashed to the floor. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled, staring at his boots. “I didn’t ... 

thanks.” 

“No problem.” 

The teen, tall and lean, avoided Arliss’ gaze. 

“You need something specific? We got racks of new slag 

from upcity.” 



 

  

 

“Just looking for Offante.” 

The boy pointed toward the back. 

“Through there. Watch the hanging inventory.” 

Arliss ducked beneath a curtain of suspended cables and 

entered the shop’s nerve center. Diagnostic equipment 

blinked and whirred along one wall. A workbench dominated 

the center, covered with half-assembled components and 

specialized tools. 

And there, amid it all, stood Offante Ruhl, cracking a loose 

smile. 

“I’ll be fringed! The long-lost wanderer shows his face!” 

Offante’s booming voice filled the small space. He looked 

exactly as Arliss remembered: Deep blue skin that bordered 

on black (much like the original generation of Blends), silver-

streaked red hair, and those striking feline eyes that seemed 

to catch every detail. He wore a shop apron covered in 

grease stains and tiny burn marks, badges of honor in his 

profession. 

“Keep it down.” Arliss couldn’t suppress a smile. “I’m 

trying to maintain a low profile.” 

“Low profile? In my shop?” Offante laughed, the sound 

warm and genuine. “Impossible. This calls for celebration.” 

He swept forward, enveloping Arliss in a crushing 

embrace. 

“It’s good to see you too.” Arliss wheezed when Offante 

finally released him. 

“Look at you!” Offante held him at arm’s length, eyes 

scanning with the precision of diagnostic equipment. “Still in 

one piece. Though that right elbow sounds like it’s grinding. 

Prison maintenance is slag, absolute slag.” 



 

  

 

Of course, he noticed. 

“It’s fine.” 

“It most certainly is not fine. Sit.” Offante pointed to a stool 

by the workbench. “Let me look at it while you tell me 

everything. And I mean everything, Dubai. Five years is a long 

time for stories to accumulate.” 

Arliss perched on the stool, watching as Offante gathered 

tools with expert efficiency. 

“Not much to tell. Rock breaking. Food that tasted like 

lubricant. Guards in search of easy targets.” 

“Boring!” Offante declared, pulling up another stool. “Arm.” 

Arliss extended his right arm, watching as Offante’s nimble 

fingers located the access point hidden beneath his graft. The 

familiar sensation of someone manipulating his servos sent an 

odd wave of comfort through him. 

“Now, let me tell you what you’ve missed,” Offante 

continued, not pausing for breath. “Remember Talia Voss? She 

finally got those leg augments she wanted. Custom jobs from 

the North Platte. Cost her three years’ wage, but you should 

see her now. Moves like water. And old man Henrick? Caught 

bypassing the water rationing system. Would’ve joined you at 

Rogue 19 if his daughter hadn’t given voluntary suck to half 

the Enforcement Q.” 

Offante worked as he talked, his voice rising and falling with 

each new tale. The surrounding shop faded as Arliss lost 

himself in the rhythm of the stories: Gossip and news flowing 

together into a rich quilt of the life he’d missed. The prison 

denied him access to any news from home beyond what Meera 

slipped through during their quarterly streams. 

“And then there was the time three Pure Breathers tried to 



 

  

 

shut me down. Said I was ‘facilitating abomination’ by selling 

mods.” Offante’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “They left with 

blue dye packets exploding in their perfect white robes. The 

entire District celebrated that one.” 

Arliss laughed, the sound surprising him with its 

genuineness. 

“I’ve missed this,” he admitted. “Missed you.” 

“Of course you did. I’m irreplaceable.” Offante adjusted 

something in Arliss’s elbow, and the grinding noise 

disappeared. “There. That’ll hold until I can get you proper 

replacement parts.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Don’t thank me yet.” Offante’s voice dropped lower. His 

gregarious smile disappeared. “Things have changed, Arliss. 

The District ain’t-a what you remember.” 

“So, I gathered.” 

“No, I mean really changed. The Pure Breathers have 

friends in high places now. And our people ...” Offante 

glanced toward the front of the shop, where the two boys 

worked. “Some are losing hope. Others are finding it in 

dangerous places.” 

Arliss leaned forward. The familiar hum of the shop’s 

diagnostic equipment provided cover for their conversation. 

“What kind of dangerous places?” 

Offante’s eyes darted toward the curtain of cables 

separating them from the front of the shop. 

“Let’s just say there are ... gatherings. Young ones 

mostly. They think they’re being subtle, but subtle isn’t 

exactly a Blend strong suit.” 

Young ones. Like Kip’s age? 



 

  

 

“You’re being cryptic.”  

“And you’re being fresh out of Rogue 19.” Offante tapped a 

small tool against Arliss’s arm. “Some things are better left 

unsaid, especially when the walls have eyes these days.” 

He gestured upward, and Arliss’s optical sensors detected 

the subtle outline of a security node mounted in the ceiling 

corner. Government issue, if he wasn’t mistaken. 

“When did those become standard?” 

“About two years ago. After the Pure Breathers got 

Councilor Vega elected.” Offante’s mouth twisted. “They call it 

‘enhanced community monitoring.’ We call it what it is – 

surveillance.” 

Arliss flexed his adjusted elbow, testing the smooth motion. 

“Meera mentioned they gained seats in the Council.” 

“Each election cycle they grab more power.” Offante put his 

tools away. “They’ve got the Breath’s official backing now. 

Started as fringe extremists, now they’re practically 

mainstream.” 

“And what’s their endgame?” 

Offante’s expression darkened. 

“What do you think? First segregation, then relocation, then 

... the imagination wanders.” 

A chill darted through Arliss’ spinal servos. 

“You think it’ll come to that?” 

“I think there are people working to make sure it does.” 

Offante’s voice dropped even lower. “And people working to 

make sure it doesn’t. The question is, which side are you 

planning to join?” 

Neither. 

“I intend to find honest work and take care of my family.” 



 

  

 

Arliss made sure Offante heard honest in the description. 

“Five years was enough public service for one lifetime.” 

Offante studied him for a long moment, then nodded. 

“Smart. Play it safe for now. Rebuild what you lost.” 

“Got any leads? Meera’s been carrying the load for too 

long.” 

“I’d hire you myself, but I’ve got those two out front, plus 

three more on rotation.” Offante gestured toward the 

curtain. “But I heard Talia’s looking for experienced help at 

her place in Mecha. So is Jensen at Circuit Solutions. Both 

pay slag wages, but no questions asked about dubious 

histories.” 

“I appreciate it. Meera said you were a big help while I 

was … thank you.” 

Offante shrugged as if to say, “What else would you 

expect, my friend?” 

“When you head to Mecha, stay clear of the northern 

perimeter crossway. Pure Breather patrols have been 

getting bolder since the Shade Cycle began. They don’t have 

official authority, but proper security looks the other way 

when blue skin gets bruised.” 

Arliss nodded, absorbing the warning. 

“And these ... gatherings you mentioned?” 

“Some people are organizing. That’s all I’ll say.” Offante 

rose from his stool. “But a man in your position should focus 

on rebuilding. Let others worry about the bigger picture for 

now.” 

The bigger picture got me five years of breaking rocks. 

“Noted.” 

“Good.” Offante clapped him on the shoulder. “Now, let 



 

  

 

me show you the latest in joint servos. Prison-grade 

maintenance is criminal – no pun intended. We need to get 

you back to optimal functionality.” 

As Offante pulled components from a locked cabinet, Arliss 

considered his friend’s carefully chosen words. There was more 

happening in the Servo District than casual conversation 

revealed – currents of resistance and oppression swirling 

beneath the surface. 

“One more thing,” Offante said, his back still turned. “Keep 

an eye on Kip. The younger ones are the most vulnerable right 

now – to both sides.” 

Arliss’s temperature regulators kicked in as anxiety spiked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Just that youth need guidance. Especially those caught 

between worlds.” Offante turned, his expression unreadable. 

“How’s he handling your return?” 

“Only been a few urns. He’s ... adjusting.” 

“Aren’t we all.” Offante handed him a small package. 

“Calibration tools. No chee. Consider it a welcome home gift.” 

As Arliss accepted the package, he couldn’t shake the feeling 

that Offante messaged something important between the 

lines. 

Arliss tucked the calibration tools into his jacket pocket, the 

weight familiar against his side. As he passed through the 

curtain of cables, the lanky Patchie boy at the counter focused 

on reorganizing a tray of tri-ocular filters. 

Offante followed, clapping Arliss on the shoulder. 

“Tomorrow, stop by and we’ll fine-tune that knee servo. 

Sounds like it’s a micro-een out of alignment.” 

Arliss had noticed no issue with his knee, which meant his 



 

  

 

friend had detected something even his own diagnostics had 

missed. Or maybe the invitation had nothing to do with his 

knee. 

“I appreciate it.” 

“One more thing,” Offante murmured, leaning close 

under the pretense of adjusting Arliss’ collar. “The enforcers 

started a new patrol pattern tonight. Take the maintenance 

shaft behind Rollo’s nutrient stand. Comes out three levels 

up, near your block.” 

Always ten steps ahead. Some things never change. 

“Understood.” 

The market outside had thinned, a few vendors closing as 

night deepened. Blue lighting intensified, casting long 

shadows across the walkways. Steam vents hissed with 

greater frequency, pushing warm air through the cramped 

spaces between housing blocks. 

Arliss moved with purpose, but no haste. Hurrying 

attracted attention. His servos hummed in muted 

satisfaction as he navigated the familiar paths, optical 

sensors cataloging changes: New security nodes mounted 

at junctions and altered walkways signaled increased 

surveillance. 

The eyes are watching. More than before. 

He passed a food cart where an elderly Blend woman 

cleaned her equipment, the scent of Circuit Warmer still 

hanging in the air. She glanced up, recognition flaring in her 

eyes. 

“Dubai? That you?” 

“Evening, Letta.” 

He remembered her name from before, a minor victory. 



 

  

 

She wiped her hands on her apron. 

“Heard rumors you were back. Didn’t think they’d let you 

out.” 

“Neither did I.” 

“Good to see a familiar face.” She hesitated, her gaze 

darting to the security node above them. “Things aren’t what 

they were before you left us.” 

Everyone keeps saying that. 

“I’ve noticed.” 

Letta lowered her voice. 

“Rollo’s stand is already closed for the night. Just so you 

know.” 

So much for Offante’s suggested shortcut. 

Two pale-faced enforcers in civilian clothing lingered by the 

shuttered nutrient stand. Their clean hands and perfect 

posture marked them as clearly as uniforms would have. 

Eyes everywhere. Remember your place. 

Arliss nodded his thanks and altered course, heading toward 

the main crossway. The enforcers changed direction with him, 

their casual gait steady, but one spoke into his palm-sized 

tagger. 

Arliss passed a group of teenage Blends with styled hair like 

Kip’s, their laughter cutting off as the enforcers approached. 

One man whispered behind his hand, eyes tracking Arliss’ 

progress. 

At the junction leading to the northern perimeter, which 

Offante had warned him to avoid, three more figures with pale 

Tetonian features stood apart from the Blends. Unlike the 

other enforcers, these wore dark-colored jackets with the 

semi-circular medallion of the Breath visible at their throats. 



 

  

 

Three ahead, two behind. Let’s pretend this isn’t just bad 

timing. 

His hearing caught their coordinator’s whisper: “That’s 

the one.” 

Arliss maintained his pace, even as his body prepared for 

action. He knew a trap when he walked into one, and 

sometimes the only option was to spring it on his own terms. 

The lead enforcer stepped into his path, positioned 

beneath a security node. Whatever happened, the cameras 

would catch it. 

“Inspection, screw-skin. Authorization and destination?” 

Screw-skin. Think up that one on your own? 

Arliss produced his credcard with release documentation. 

“Just visiting an old friend. Heading home now.” 

The enforcer examined the card with exaggerated 

thoroughness. 

“Released today? Fast work getting back to your old 

haunts, grind-head.” 

“I’m expected at home.” 

“Your kind always offer excuses.” 

The circle tightened. A second enforcer rotated behind, 

his hand resting on a shock baton. Arliss knew the model 

well. 

“Problem?” 

Arliss kept his voice neutral despite the anger building in 

his chest. 

“Maybe.” The lead enforcer stepped closer. “We’ve had 

reports of illegal enhancement sales in this sector. 

Somebody matching your description was seen at a known 

distributor.” 



 

  

 

What a surprise. Three urns free and already framed. 

He debated going for the old standard, “We all look alike,” 

but thought better of it. These guys did not seem like witty 

sorts. 

“I visited a friend’s shop. Purchased nothing.” 

“We know. Mind if we check?” The man’s smile didn’t reach 

his eyes. “Standard procedure for circuit-brains fresh out of 

Rogue.” 

The other enforcers closed in. Their maneuver was 

practiced, efficient, routine. 

Same Vandress, same slag. 

“Is this official enforcement business?” Arliss asked, 

knowing the answer but needing it on record. 

“Just community safety concerns.” The lead enforcer’s hand 

twitched toward his jacket pocket. “Unless you’ve got 

something to hide, wire-blood?” 

Five pairs of eyes watched him with calculated hostility. To 

resist meant another prison sentence. To comply meant 

accepting whatever “inspection” they had planned, which likely 

involved pain, humiliation, or both. 

Arliss weighed his options. His optical sensors identified 

multiple escape routes, his combat servos calculating success 

probabilities. Violence solved nothing, but neither did 

submission. 

Whatever happens, I go home tonight. 

The lead enforcer jerked his head toward a service corridor. 

“Let’s take this somewhere private. Save you the public 

shame.” 

“I’ll pass.” Arliss kept his voice level despite the anger 

churning through his system. “My docs are in order.” 



 

  

 

“That wasn’t a request, screw-skin.” 

A shock baton pressed against Arliss’s side, sending 

familiar pain cascading through his nervous system. His 

servos seized, a defense mechanism preventing permanent 

damage. 

“Fine.” Arliss forced the word through gritted teeth. “Lead 

the way.” 

They marched him down a narrow maintenance corridor, 

steam pipes lining the walls and ceiling. The heat intensified 

with each step, sweat beading over his brow. Dim 

emergency lighting cast everything in sickly yellow, throwing 

grotesque shadows across the metal walls. 

The enforcer shoved him deeper into the corridor, far 

from any security nodes or potential witnesses. 

“Ram Trent sends his regards,” the lead enforcer said, his 

lips curling into a sneer. “Said he didn’t like how things 

ended. Asked us to finish business in a way you deserve.” 

Of course. Ram. He never could let any of it go. 

“Five against one,” Arliss observed, his servos whirring as 

they prepared for combat. “Seems excessive for a simple 

inspection.” 

“We heard you were special.” The enforcer cracked his 

knuckles. “Let’s find out how special.” 

They descended on him like wolves, the first punch 

catching Arliss in the stomach with a force that would have 

stymied a normal man. His abdominal servos absorbed most 

of the impact, dispersing the kinetic energy in a web of 

microscopic mechanical fibers. The second enforcer swung 

his shock baton in a vicious arc aimed at Arliss’s head, 

electricity crackling through the air with the promise of 



 

  

 

neural shutdown, but Arliss was already moving, his reflexes 

calculating trajectories and weak points with cold, machine 

accuracy. 

He caught the baton arm mid-swing, fingers clamping 

around flesh and bone like a hydraulic vise, twisting until 

something snapped with a wet, splintering crack. The enforcer 

howled with primal agony as white bone fragments tore 

through skin. He stumbled backward, arm dangling, blood 

spattering the metal floor in crimson droplets. 

Arliss’s leg swept out in a blur of motion, catching another 

in the knee. The joint collapsed with a satisfying crunch of 

cartilage and bone, sending the man crashing down, 

screaming as his leg bent at an impossible angle. His combat 

servos hummed with deadly efficiency, circuits firing in perfect 

synchronization, each movement specific and economical. 

A third enforcer charged with animal fury, but Arliss 

sidestepped with fluid grace, using the man’s momentum to 

slam him face-first into the wall. The enforcer’s nose exploded 

on impact, teeth shattering as his face crumpled against metal. 

Steam pipes rattled from the impact. 

Three down. Two to go. They never learn. 

The fourth enforcer hesitated, shock clear on his expression 

as blood from his comrades speckled his uniform. Sweat 

beaded on his forehead as he witnessed the brutal technique 

of a Blend with combat mods. Arliss didn’t wait for him to 

recover. His left fist connected with the man’s jaw like a piston, 

the sound of bone giving way, blood and teeth spraying from 

the bastard’s mouth as he collapsed in a boneless heap. 

Only the leader remained standing, backing away with 

something new in his eyes: Fear. Raw, animal terror as he 



 

  

 

faced a predator far more lethal than himself. 

“I thought five might not be enough for you.” He reached 

inside his jacket, producing a compact flashgun. “I brought 

insurance.” 

Arliss froze, calculating escape routes and finding 

none. The narrow corridor offered no cover, no 

avenue for evasion. 

“Ram said to tell you this is for the cards. And Meera.” 

The enforcer raised the weapon, aiming between Arliss’s 

eyes. “Whatever that means.” 

Arliss tensed, preparing for one final, desperate lunge, 

when the enforcer’s head snapped forward. A fine red mist 

erupted from the man’s forehead, spattering across Arliss’ 

face in warm, sticky droplets. The man’s eyes rolled back, 

revealing bloodshot whites before his body crumpled to the 

floor, skull fragments and brain matter pooling around his 

shattered head. 

Before Arliss could process what happened, the remaining 

enforcers dropped in rapid succession. One caught a shot 

through the throat, gurgling as arterial blood fountained in 

rhythmic pulses, soaking his uniform crimson. The other 

took a hit that obliterated his jaw, leaving a ragged, meaty 

crater where his face had been. Bodies hit the floor with dull 

thuds, twitching in death spasms, but no sound of weapons 

fire echoed through the corridor. 

Stars above! What the fringing holla? 

Arliss spun, servos whirring, searching for the source of 

the attack. Blood dripped from his chin as he scanned the 

shadows, his enhanced senses straining against the stench 



 

  

 

of fresh carnage. He detected no movement, no heat 

signatures, nothing but the cooling corpses littering the floor. 

Then, as if stepping through an invisible doorway, two 

figures materialized in front of him. 

They were taller than any Tetonian Arliss had ever seen, 

with perfect alabaster skin and hair so blond it appeared 

almost white. Their features were flawless and symmetrical, 

their posture precise. They wore body armor like he’d never 

seen and lowered their thin-barreled black guns to their sides. 

“We were near about too late,” the male said, his voice 

carrying an elegant cadence unlike any accent on Teton. 

“No more lingering next time,” the female replied, her 

crystalline voice equally strange. “Must do better.” 

Arliss’s jaw dropped, his servos struggling to process what 

his senses reported. 

“Who … how did you …?” 

The female smiled, her expression both perfect and 

somehow wrong. 

“Go home to your family, Arliss Dubai.” 

“It’s too late for that.” Arliss gestured at the bodies 

surrounding them. “They’ll pin these deaths on me.” 

“No worries.” The male waved his hand with a dismissive 

air. “We’ll take care of them and the security nodes. You were 

never here.” 

“Who …?” Arliss’s mind raced through possibilities. “How do 

you know me?” 

The female stepped forward, placing a slender finger against 

his lips. She released a subtle perfume. 

“We’ll see you again. Best you be off now!” 

He tried in vain to reconcile what he’d witnessed with known 



 

  

 

physical laws. Bottom line: Five enforcers were dead, blood 

pooling near his feet. 

I need to get out of here. 

Arliss backed away from the killing zone, his mind still 

struggling to process the impossible encounter. He rushed 

through the maintenance corridor, emerging onto a quiet 

walkway. 

Home. I need to get home. 

As he navigated the crossways toward Block D-17, Arliss 

kept expecting alarms to sound, enforcers to appear, but 

the District remained subdued. 

You were never here. 
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