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ARLISS

HE GOVERNOR OF SINQUIN tugged at his push collar

for the third time in as many minups, the formal jacket
constricting his throat like a slow stranglehold. The fabric was
quality — Farris Jakob insisted on that, said Arliss Dubai
couldn't arrive at a treaty signing looking like he'd borrowed
clothes from a maintenance worker — but quality didn't equal
comfort.

The stiff material held his shoulders in ways his old work
gear or even his military uniform never did, making him
conscious of every movement, every breath. Arliss barely
recognized himself in the mirror. The formal attire made him
look Tetonian, all sharp lines and proper creases, nothing like
a Blend who used to have grease under his fingernails and
spent five years pounding blackstone in prison.

And walking into a den of Tet strangers without a pistol



under his jacket? Stars above!

Seven months since Kip vaporized the upper third of
Doquin. Six months since Arliss became Governor. And he
still couldn't get used to wearing a fringing collar.

“Stop fidgeting.”

Seyla Carron's voice carried warmth beneath the
command. She crossed from the door, where she'd been
waiting with characteristic patience, and her hands
replaced his at the push collar. Her fingers worked with the
same precision she applied to atmospheric processor
calibrations, adjusting the clasp he'd mangled in his
discomfort. She snickered at the mess he'd made of things.

“You'll strangle yourself before we reach the levtrain
platform.”

"I hate these fringing things.” Arliss held still while she
worked, trying not to notice how close she stood, how she
had so easily shifted from her engineering coveralls into
formal wear. “Feel like I'm wearing someone else's skin.”

“You are, in a way.” Seyla stepped back, examining her
work with a critical eye before nodding satisfaction. “Gov.
Dubai's skin. He wears formal attire to treaty signings. Arliss
Dubai would rather show up in a dusted trench coat.” Her
expression softened. “But they're the same person. The
clothes don't change what's underneath.”

The words settled something in Arliss's chest, though the
collar still felt too tight. He managed a grunt that could have
been agreement or resignation. Then he refocused on how
they were about to reach their destination.

The levtrain. Incredible.

Vandress restored limited service to most Megas two



months ago, with a permanent gulf between Sinquin and
Septquin. The bridge between the two, blown apart in the
Battle for Sinquin, would never be rebuilt. The two Megas now
served as terminus points for the new train, which first arrived
at Sinquin Station only ten days ago with no inbound
passengers.

Sooner than anyone had predicted, yet a huge hurdle
crossed.

After today, Tets will start traveling here. This had better
work!

He wanted to feel proud, but Arliss knew the score: He'd
soon be walking into a room full of predators wearing a target
on his back.

They'd smile. Of course. Shake hands — some perhaps even
firm. But he'd know what lay behind those smiles.

Resentment. Suspicion. Fear.

The words they'd dare not say to his face for fear of
offending Arliss's powerful and dangerous son.

“We should go.” Seyla collected her tablet from the side
table, all business now. “The delegation's probably already
gathered. Henly sent three reminder pings in the last half
urn.”

Arliss allowed himself one more tug at the collar, a minor
rebellion against the costume before following her into the
corridor. His security detail fell into position without fanfare,
two Blend soldiers who were heroes of the Battle of Sinquin
and volunteered to be the Governor's personal security.

As if Arliss couldn't take care of himself. His fists had broken
many men over the years — Tet and Blend alike. But a
Governor — and new member of the reformed Unified Council



— had to be better. Or so they said. Not that any of this
comforted Arliss. Truth was, his detail could only carry small
arms outside the Mega. They couldn't protect him from
what might await in Unquin's council chambers. They just
needed to be fast enough if this thing went awry.

The levtrain station hummed with morning activity, a few
Tet workers and commuters waiting on the remodeled
platform ... people reclaiming normal life. The tracks that
had sat dark for months now pulsed with magnetic energy,
the train itself sleek and silent as it glided into position.
Every journey still felt like a small miracle, evidence that
what they were building might work this time.

Assuming one were to forget those previous times when
minor miracles seemed on the verge of actually working.

Marshal Pounce Revka greeted them outside the train.
Why wasn't he surprised?

“Don't you look smart, Governor! You wear a push collar
like a proper Tet.”

As always, she met him with a quip. He expected nothing
else. Arliss missed the old days, when the two of them
commanded Sinquin's defense forces from the tactical
center on L130. Now, Pounce ensured the Mega's safety.

“Be careful, Pounce. I have it in my authority to change
military dress. Maybe I'll demand push collars for all the
officers. Or perhaps just the Marshal.”

She scoffed at the fanciful notion.

“Good to see you in bright spirits.” Pounce acknowledged
Arliss's detail, who were required to wear civilian clothes for
this event. “Here's hoping your mood doesn't soon dampen.
Have you practiced the tuck and roll maneuver with Mouk



and Revere?”

The inside reference brought chuckles from Arliss and his
security, but Pounce showed no evidence of seeking laughter.

"I reiterate my objections, Governor. You'll be far too
exposed over there. Too many good sightlines for ...”

He raised a hand before she could finish.

"We've been over this, what? Twenty times? Those
sightlines will still be there a year from now, and I'll still have
to attend Council meetings.”

“And I'll still object a year from now.”

“Looking forward to it, Pounce. But this train is, as they say,
out of the station.”

Arliss knew the real problem: Pounce wanted to be at his
side in full military dress. She hated how he compromised on
that point. There must be trust, he insisted. This is how we
go about it.

Sinquin's Marshal stepped aside to clear his path.

“If I come to regret this, Governor, the blame is totally
yours.”

“I'd have it no other way. Take care of the place while I'm
gone.”

Arliss and Seyla entered the private car reserved for the
Sinquin delegation. Henly Costas and Farris were already
aboard, reviewing documents with the focused intensity that
characterized their partnership. That alliance still struck Arliss
as one of the most providential outcomes of the past seven
months. His former EQ partner, who fled to Sinquin with his
family before the attack, developed a fabulous chemistry with
the longtime owner of Silar Engines. Today's deal plus those
with the Northern Platte blackstone manufacturers would not



have come off without Henly and Farris working their Tet
magic.

The levtrain's interior was all polished surfaces and
ambient lighting but not the most comfortable seating.
These cars belonged to the original design and had been
decommissioned when Arliss was a little boy. Luckily, they
had been warehoused; otherwise, the city would have no
train. Henly looked up from his tablet and took in Arliss's
formal attire with a slight smirk.

“Almost didn't recognize you, old friend.”

“Don't start.” Arliss dropped into the seat across from
them, the cushions far too soft for his taste. “Farris already
gave me the full lecture on appropriate diplomatic
presentation.”

“Which you clearly absorbed.” Farris didn't look up from
his documents. His own formal jacket fit him like it had been
grown from his skin, decades of corporate meetings having
trained him to wear authority without discomfort. “Though
you keep touching that collar like it's trying to kill you.”

Arliss forced his hand back down to his lap. The levtrain
soon began its silent acceleration, Sinquin's rebuilt sectors
sliding past the windows with increasing speed. Within
minups they were in the transitional zones, then into the
long suspended rails that separated the pyramidal Megas.
The landscape on this dark, cloudy day blurred into streaks
of gray and white.

“Take a look at this,” Henly said, raising a holograph from
his tablet. Text and images rendered in crisp blue light.
“Came into our office thirty minups ago.”

Arliss studied the figures, but Seyla was far more



fascinated. She dropped a hand into the data and swiped
upward.

“This is for certain?”

Henly nodded.

“It's a final manifest. Biggest shipment yet, and twenty
percent lower chee than we negotiated.”

“Signed off by Marte Koss?" Arliss asked.

Henly zoomed in on the signature stamp.

“More than a woman of her word.”

“Her generosity ...” Arliss started, looking at the inventory
destined for Sinquin.

“She's a brittle woman,” Farris said without looking up.
“Cold as any I've ever had the displeasure of dealing with. But
she's given us everything we've ever demanded, and more.
Whatever her game, she intends to make sure we stay out of
it.”

Seyla gasped at the long list of atmospheric processors,
replacement parts, and other vital construction supplies to be
shipped in the coming days.

“We've replaced ninety-four percent of all processors, and
we already have enough reserves to keep the air filtered for
three years. Now we'll be good for five.”

“Considering where we were seven months ago,” Arliss
added, “T'll call this a victory and move on.”

The Northern Platte Compact, as they called it, had been a
product of blackmail. Deet Marrow's takeover of Rogue 19 led
to the discovery that the Koss family and a few other Northern
interests had controlled blackstone mining for centuries and
built wealth since the Collapse by monopolizing atmospheric
processor production, which required minute quantities of



blackstone as critical elements. They kept the planet's
sixteen cities breathing ... for an outrageous price. Faced
with the truth — and unwilling to discuss what they were
doing with vast reserves of blackstone — the Northers
acceded to Sinquin's demands in exchange for silence.

Seven months later, they remained faithful to the pact.

At times, Arliss shared Seyla's sentiment that the deal
seemed too good to be true. Yet she supervised most of
the processor replacement installations, and the devices
worked to perfection. Sometimes — often in bed and after
heated intercourse — they'd theorize about what Koss and
others were doing with all that blackstone. But they always
came back to a practical conclusion: Let the Northers have
their secrets until we're made whole.

This latest manifest felt like “whole.”

“It's not justice for what they did.” Farris finally looked
up from his documents. His eyes had the hollow quality that
came from too many compromises, too many calculated
surrenders to necessity. “But it's survival. And survival
means we get to fight for justice another day. As Arliss said,
call it a victory and move on.”

This is what governing looks like, Arliss thought. Not the
heroic speeches or the dramatic stands. Just this. Endless
calculation. Survival math dressed up in formal language
and signed with ceremonial pens. And the occasional
blackmail.

As the levtrain neared Unquin, Henly put away his tablet.

“From one win to another, is it?” Henly scanned the
group. He was met by cautious smiles and small nods.

Arliss touched his collar one last time before dropping his



hand.

“Whatever this is, I just hope we can get it over with in
short order.”

As the levtrain approached Unquin and decelerated, Arliss's
thoughts wandered to the true reason a day like this was even
possible.

For all the sacrifices of almost a thousand courageous
Blends who died in the Pure Breather attack, victory truly
came down to one man. His son.

Kip did more than rescue Sinquin at its darkest urn. He
arrived with powers that defied imagination. Even today,
Arliss had no answers for what kind of man his son had
become. A man who saved thousands but also killed tens of
thousands in mere simps. A man whose warning sent waves
of fear not just into the Pure Breathers of Vandress but to Tets
across the planet.

That fear gave leverage to Blends everywhere. But how
long would it last? Did Kip foresee a day like this? That Blends
might finally achieve the goals which had cost everyone so
dearly?

He made his choice. I made mine. And right now, mine
involves wearing this fringing collar and pretending I belong
in the same room as people who built the system that tried to
kill us all.

The levtrain slowed into Unquin Station. After the doors
parted with a soft hiss, Arliss stepped onto the platform with
detail flanking. The rest of his delegation followed. He took in
the moment: A government leader about to be greeted by a
formal reception committee. The first Blend in Teton's history
to ascend so high.



Three members of the reformed Unified Council and their
delegations awaited Arliss. Behind them, security personnel
in uniforms formed a perimeter that was simultaneously
subtle and unmistakable. Their enhanced scanning
equipment swept the plaza in rhythmic patterns, eyes
tracking every entrance, every window, every line of sight.

A Tet woman in typical finery stepped forward.

“Welcome to Unquin, Governor Dubai.”

Moriana Tresk, Governor of Unquin, was one of only
three who survived the Pure Breather assassinations that
killed seventeen Councilors in the urns before the
unauthorized attack on Sinquin. Luckily, she was one of the
few moderates who gave voice to reason in the weeks
afterward. She devised the plan to cut the new Council in
half and to install a single Governor to run each Mega
instead of the previous system of multiple representatives.

Arliss accepted her outstretched hand.

“Gov. Tresk, it's an honor to meet you in person. Finally.”

After they introduced their respective delegations, Tresk
said:

“We've prepared the Central Council Chamber for the
ceremony.” She gestured toward a broad avenue that cut
through the plaza's center. “If you'll follow me.”

The plaza stretched out around them, vast and empty
except for security personnel and the occasional
maintenance crew going about their work with studied
indifference. The spaces were built for crowds, which Arliss
saw in the design, the way the permacrete flowed in
patterns meant to channel thousands of bodies, and how
the viewing platforms rose in tiers designed for maximum
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capacity. But today those platforms held only scattered
observers, maybe two dozen total, their presence creating a
pragmatic void.

“Not many witnesses.” Seyla spoke quietly as they walked.

“Design, not accident.” Henly had come up on his other
side. “Public sentiment's still raw. We're gambling on quiet
legitimacy.”

Above them, atmospheric processors cycled through their
rotations. The steady hum varied from Sinquin: Older
machinery, deeper bass notes, the groan of taxed systems.
Unquin wore its age on every surface, every structure. While
every Mega's facade showed the weathering of decades,
permacrete stained by acid rain, metal framework patched
and repatched where time and stress created weaknesses,
Unquin's interior felt its age. He saw little of the
ornamentation that dominated places such as Trequin's
Celebration Plaza or surrounded the largest temples of the
Breath.

The Central Council Chamber sat at the plaza's heart, a
squat, functional building that reminded Arliss more of an
industrial facility than a seat of government. No soaring
architecture here, no grand gestures toward permanence or
glory. Just thick walls, reinforced infrastructure, and a design
that prioritized utility over aesthetics.

The interior matched that philosophy. Long tables arranged
in concentric semi-circles, each position marked with simple
nameplates. Ambient lighting served function without
attempting beauty. Walls bare of decoration except for a
single display showing the treaty's key provisions in rotating
text. The chamber could have been a warehouse bay if



stripped of its furniture.

In addition to the ten governors, representatives from
five Southern Platte cities joined as observers. Arliss noted
that all came from cities which became fraught with tension
after Sinquin's victory. He also recognized faces from
months of negotiations. Administrators from Trequin and
Octoquin, economic coordinators from Sesquin, technical
specialists whose names he'd memorized and immediately
forgotten. They watched the Sinquin delegation enter with
expressions ranging from cautious optimism to barely
concealed skepticism.

The Sinquin section occupied the chamber's eastern
quadrant. Arliss took his position at the delegation's center,
Seyla three seats away in her role as engineering liaison,
Henly and Farris flanking him like bookends. Behind them,
his security detail along with advisors and technical
specialists filled the remaining chairs, every seat carefully
assigned according to some diplomatic logic Arliss didn't
bother to decipher.

Tresk took the podium positioned at the chamber's focal
point. The murmur of conversation died as she activated
the amp system, her voice filling the space with clarity.

“Representatives of the Southern Platte, Governors of
the Vandress Megas, we gather today to formalize
agreements that will reshape our economic and cultural
future.” She paused, letting the words settle. “Seven
months ago, we stood at the edge of collapse. A single day
of war cost us fifty-eight thousand lives. Fear and distrust
followed, poisoning every negotiation. For a time, the very
foundations of cooperation and attempts at renewal



seemed irretrievably damaged.”

Arliss watched faces around the chamber as Tresk spoke.
Some nodded agreement. Others maintained diplomatic
neutrality. A few couldn't hide their tension, fingers drumming
against tables or eyes darting toward exits as if calculating
escape routes.

“"We chose reconstruction over recrimination. Integration
over isolation. The treaty before you represents thousands of
urns of negotiation, compromise, and the arduous work of
building trust from broken foundations.”

No truer words. Lets see if the reality matches the rhetoric.

Armen Gosk followed Tresk to the podium. Tall, slim, and
wearing a burdensome gray beard, Gosk authored the
document. He was a longtime judge and one of the few
impartial Tet philosophers who had steered clear of the
Temple and its Pure Breather problem. All parties agreed upon
him after much haranguing. He spoke with a halting tone.

“The Southern Platte compact establishes frameworks for
atmospheric processor maintenance, fair distribution of
blackstone components, and coordinated infrastructure
development. It allows for reeducation to establish new norms
between Tetonians and Blends. Each signatory maintains
autonomous governance while committing to economic
cooperation that benefits all participants.”

Arliss did not think Gosk sounded proud of his work. He was
very matter-of-fact. Nothing historical about it. Or maybe the
man was just tired and considered this the last time he'd have
to present himself in public.

The presentations continued, breaking down the specific
tenets of the three-hundred-page resolution.



Technical specs. Resource commitments. Dispute
resolution. The language was careful, every phrase
negotiated down to individual words during weeks of final
drafting. Arliss followed along in the distributed materials,
his tablet highlighting sections that required Sinquin's
specific attention.

“This compact acknowledges our shared challenges,” the
new Trequin Governor declared, her voice carrying genuine
conviction. “Environmental degradation doesn't respect
Mega boundaries. Neither does atmospheric processor
failure nor collapse in the food supply chain. We succeed
together or fail separately.”

The reading of the key provisions concluded two urns
later. Treaty documents appeared on hovering displays
above each delegation's table, the text rendered in precise
detail. Arliss studied the provisions one last time, looking
for changes or additions that might have appeared since his
previous review. Nothing. The language matched every
compromise and concession as negotiated.

“The signing will proceed by seniority of Mega
establishment,” Tresk announced. “Unquin, followed by
Doquin, then Trequin, Octoquin, and Sinquin, and so on.”

Waiting felt worse than acting. Arliss wanted this done,
wanted the performance finished so he could return to
Sinquin and the work that made actual sense to him. But
ceremony demanded patience, and Governor Dubai sat
through the ceremony with dignity even when Arliss Dubai
wanted to escape.

Seyla caught his eye across the delegation table. She
didn't smile, didn't offer false comfort. Just held his gaze



for a moment: Steady, practical, there. It was enough.

Tresk stepped back from the podium, her movement
signaling the shift from procedural formality to something
more personal. The overhead displays dimmed slightly,
creating a more intimate atmosphere despite the chamber's
stark functionality.

“Before we proceed to signatures,” Tresk said, “each
Mega's representative will offer remarks on this compact's
significance and our collective path forward.”

True to the order, Tresk spoke first.

“After Unquin, those first Vandressi watched nine more
Megas rise, watched this city grow from single to sprawling.
An architectural achievement unique to Teton. Today we
witness another evolution. The compact before us isn't
perfection. But it is possibility.” She sat.

A younger woman from Doquin stood next, her formal
jacket bearing subtle marks of mourning with black bands at
the cuffs.

"My Mega lost its upper third seven months ago,” Gov.
Treena Borus said. “Fifty thousand dead in minups. The grief
hasn't ended. But neither has our determination to rebuild, to
prove that destruction doesn't define us.” Her voice carried
steel beneath the sorrow. “This treaty gives us hope for that
reconstruction. We sign it in memory of those we lost, and in
service to those who remain.”

Arliss felt the weight of those deaths settle across his
shoulders. Kip's demonstration of power, allied with off-
worlders. The price of Sinquin's survival measured in Tetonian
blood and ash. Gov. Borus never looked his way while she
spoke, but he felt the glare of many others.



They won't forget, and we're the ones left behind to
blame.

Trequin's Governor spoke briefly about economic
integration. Octoquin focused on educating the young to
set better understanding for future generations. Each
statement followed similar patterns: Acknowledging past
conflicts, emphasizing shared challenges, expressing
cautious optimism about coordinated futures. The words
were careful, diplomatic, designed to satisfy multiple
audiences without committing to positions that might prove
problematic later.

Then Tresk gestured toward Arliss.

“Governor Dubai of Sinquin.”

The chamber fell silent. Every eye tracked his movement
as he stood, the formal jacket suddenly feeling less like
costume and more like armor.

Six years ago, he stood before the Council in work
clothes and desperation, begging them to hear a Blend's
voice for the first time in their history. Begging them to see
Blends as human.

And today? He was one of them.

For now.

Arliss gazed across the assembled representatives. Some
met his eyes with curiosity. Others studied their tablets with
indifference. A few watched him with the wariness reserved
for potential threats.

“I'm not a politician.” The words came out rougher than
intended, his voice lacking the polished smoothness of the
previous speakers. “I'm a mechanic and a soldier who
learned to lead because survival demanded it. Sinquin's



autonomy was purchased with blood, Blend and Tetonian
both. We carry that cost every day.”

He paused, letting the chamber absorb the statement's
weight.

“This compact doesn't erase history. It doesn't heal wounds
or resurrect the dead. What it does is provide structure for
cooperation that serves everyone's survival. We all need
blackstone to keep our atmospheric processors running. Our
cities need stable access to resources without having to fight
each other for them. We need frameworks that don't collapse
the first time tensions rise.”

Farris shifted in his seat. Seyla remained still, her attention
fixed on Arliss with the same intensity she brought to complex
engineering problems.

“Sinquin signs this treaty as equals,” Arliss continued. “Not
as supplicants seeking legitimacy. Not as threats demanding
concessions.” Those last two were Seyla's lines, written into
Arliss's third draft. “We are partners in the difficult work of
building something that functions despite our differences.” He
met Tresk's eyes across the chamber. “"We've proven we can
destroy each other. This compact is our chance to prove we
can build instead.”

He sat. The silence held for three heartbeats before the
next representative rose.

Sesquin's Governor launched into prepared remarks that
seemed more like a laundry list of infrastructure maintenance
schedules. Arliss barely registered the words. Instead, he
focused on Seyla, who winked. She was too far away to talk
aloud, but he knew what she'd say; the same thing she did
after reviewing the final draft.



“You speak to truth. That's why they listen.”

The words settled into spaces Meera's absence had
carved hollow. Not replacing what was lost — nothing could
do that — but filling them with something new, something
possible. Seyla's pride carried the same quality Meera's had,
years ago when he first dared challenge the system that
tried to break them. Recognition of the man beneath the
title, the mechanic wearing the governor's clothes.

I'm done waiting. Done pretending this is temporary.

The decision crystallized with sudden clarity:

He'd ask her. Soon. Not tonight but soon. Build
something permanent from this partnership that had
sustained him through seven months of wrenching choices.
Transform the alliance into a family, their practical
partnership into something deeper.

Yes. He'd ask her.

For now, he endured the pomp and circumstance.

The chamber doors opened after the ten governors
spoke, admitting a figure whose presence changed the
room's atmosphere like pressure shifting before a storm.

High Wind Reader Helix Kaal entered in full formal
vestments: Deep crimson robes embroidered with the
Spiral Wind symbol in silver thread that caught the ambient
light with each measured step. The fabric whispered
against the floor as he approached the podium, his
movements carrying the well-worn grace of someone who'd
performed this role for decades.

Arliss's fingers tightened against the table's edge. He'd
never been this close to the leading figure of the Southern
Platte's Breath faithful.



And now he comes to bless economic cooperation. The
firony tastes like copper. And way too late.

Kaal reached the podium and allowed silence to settle
across the assembled dignitaries. His beard showed more gray
than Arliss remembered from the last time this man appeared
by stream. New lines carved deep around his eyes and mouth.
The internal fight against the Pure Breather menace must
have taken a toll.

“The Sacred Cycle teaches us,” Kaal began, his voice
carrying the resonant quality that came from years of temple
oratory, “that all things move through periods of growth and
decay, harmony and discord. We cannot prevent these
transitions. We can only choose how we navigate them,
whether we amplify discord or seek harmony's restoration.”

The words settled across the chamber like dust. Several
representatives shifted in their seats. The Doquin delegation's
mourning bands seemed darker.

“Our community suffered discord of terrible magnitude.
Kaal's hands gripped the podium edges. “Fanaticism poisoned
what should have been faith's gentle guidance. Voices
claiming to speak for the Breath preached division instead of
unity, purity instead of compassion. The result...” He stopped,
drawing breath that carried visible weight. “The result was
slaughter. Councilors murdered. Families destroyed. And
finally, war that nearly consumed us with its collective rage.”

Arliss watched faces around the chamber. Some showed
genuine emotion — grief, guilt, recognition of shared
responsibility. Others maintained diplomatic neutrality,
expressions carefully blank. The Unquin delegation sat
motionless, their stillness suggesting calculations happening
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beneath the surface calm.

"I stand before you carrying my own failure.” Kaal's voice
dropped, forcing the room to lean forward to catch his
words. I saw the fanaticism rising. I heard the rhetoric
growing more extreme. And I convinced myself that
patience, that gentle correction, would guide our
community back to balance.” His eyes swept across the
assembled representatives. “That patience allowed
extremism to flourish. My silence gave cover to violence.
The poison resided within my own extended family. The
deaths that followed, Tetonian and Blend alike, rest heavily
on my conscience.”

The admission hung in the air like smoke. He never said
the bastard's name, wasn't even strong enough to say “son-
in-law.”

Political theater or genuine contrition? With Kaal, it's
always both.

“The Breath's true teaching speaks of sacred struggle,
yes,” Kaal continued. “But that struggle is internal, the work
of maintaining balance within ourselves and our
communities. It was never meant to justify violence against
those whose paths differ from ours.” He straightened,
shoulders squaring with renewed purpose. “Today's
compact represents our collective choice to seek harmony
despite differences. To build cooperation where discord
once reigned. The Breath's blessing rests not on uniformity,
but on our willingness to recognize shared humanity across
all divisions.”

Kaal stepped back from the podium, gesturing toward
the chamber's entrance.



“To demonstrate this commitment to reconciliation, I've
asked someone to speak who embodies the possibility of
transformation through adversity. The host delegation has
agreed.”

The doors opened again. A young woman entered, her
formal attire impeccable: Deep blue jacket with subtle
embroidery, her dark hair arranged in styles favored by
traditional Tetonian families. She moved with careful grace;
each step measured to project humility rather than
confidence.

Oura Kaal Vega.

Arliss's chest constricted. He'd seen intelligence reports
about Oura's “reconciliation work” over the past few months,
her foundation funding integration programs, her public
statements condemning her late husband's extremism, her
careful cultivation of a redemption narrative. But seeing her
in person, watching her approach the podium beside her
beaming father, triggered instincts that the memory of war
and the piles of Blend bodies had not dulled.

She was there beside him. Every step of Roe's campaign.
Every speech, every rally, every fringing death threat against
Blends. And now she's reformed?

Kaal placed his hand on his youngest daughter's shoulder,
the gesture radiating paternal pride.

“My daughter Oura represents hope for healing. Through
terrible loss and patient reflection, she's found her way back
to the Breath's true teachings.”

Oura waited until Kaal stepped aside before beginning.
When she spoke, her voice carried none of Roe's strident
certainty, no trace of the zealot's fire that had characterized



her husband's rhetoric.

“Thank you, Father. And thank you to the assembled
representatives for allowing me this opportunity.” She
paused, gathering herself with visible effort. “Seven months
ago, I lost my husband in violence that I helped him
create.”

The admission landed like a bomb. Several governors
leaned forward. The Doquin delegation watched with
expressions suggesting cautious interest.

“Roe believed he was serving the Breath and honoring
what the Resonance sought through purity and separation.
I believed it too. We convinced ourselves that our
convictions justified any action, any cost.” Her voice carried
just enough drama to suggest emotions held barely in
check. “And the cost was... everything. Thousands dead.
Megas torn. My husband killed in a battle he began.”

Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. Arliss watched
them form with the same analytical focus he'd bring to
examining faulty wiring. The timing was too perfect; her
emotional beats too rehearsed.

“My father didn't abandon me in my grief,” Oura
continued. “He guided me back to what the Breath teaches.
Not division, but connection. Not purity, but compassion.
Not certainty, but humility in the face of life's complexity.”
She glanced at Kaal, her expression radiating gratitude that
would have convinced anyone who didn't know better. “He
showed me that strength lies in acknowledging mistakes,
in choosing growth over rigid conviction.”

The reconciliation foundation. The integration programs.
The carefully documented journey from extremist's widow



to healing advocate. Oura outlined it all with humble
eloquence, her narrative arc perfectly calibrated to inspire
rather than threaten.

"I cannot undo what was done,” she said, voice breaking
on the last words. “"But I can dedicate Vega resources, the
fortune Roe and his father left behind, to building bridges
instead of walls. To prove that transformation is possible even
from the darkest starting points.”

The chamber erupted in measured applause. Not
enthusiastic — too much recent trauma for that — but genuine.
Approval radiated from faces that wanted to believe
redemption this complete could exist.

Arliss sat motionless. Nearby, Seyla mouthed words he
understood.

“She's good.”

“Too good,” Arliss answered. Nobody changes that
completely. Not after years of devotion to someone like Roe.
I'm not wrong. I know performance when I see it.

Oura finished her remarks with humility. Kaal embraced his
daughter, his pride so obvious it bordered on painful. The High
Wind Reader genuinely believed in her transformation, in his
own patient wisdom's power to guide her back from
extremism's edge.

Arliss saw something else. When Oura looked at Kaal
between phrases, when her gaze swept across his beaming
face, the calculation beneath devotion's mask became
momentarily visible. Cold precision serving a larger strategy,
not authentic emotion.

Arliss stayed silent as Oura Kaal Vega collected her
applause.
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At the reception chamber in a nearby annex, servers
moved through clusters of dignitaries with trays of light
refreshments, nothing that might compromise diplomatic
clarity, just enough to soften formal edges into something
approaching genuine interaction. The ambient lighting had
been adjusted upward to provide artificial warmth.

Arliss accepted a glass of liquid both pale and cold from
a passing server, more for the illusion of participation than
actual thirst. The formal jacket still constricted his
shoulders, the collar still felt like a slow stranglehold, but at
least he could loosen it slightly without Farris materializing
to correct his appearance.

“Technically successful.” Henly appeared at his elbow,
his own glass untouched. “Treaty signed, economic
framework established, no diplomatic incidents requiring
immediate damage control.”

“You sound thrilled.” Seyla joined them. “Really, your
enthusiasm is overwhelming. Me? I'm happy there were no
assassinations.”

“I'm satisfied with functional outcomes rather than
emotional fulfillment.” Henly's tone carried the dry precision
that characterized his administrative approach. “Which is
more than I expected six months ago when I joined our
little team.”

Farris completed their quartet, moving through the
crowd with the serene confidence of someone who'd spent



decades navigating corporate receptions. He carried two
glasses, offering one to Seyla before sampling his own.

“The Octoquin delegation is already scheduling
implementation meetings. Trequin wants atmospheric
processor coordination protocols finalized. Momentum's
building.”

“Good.” Arliss took a small sip from some kind of synthetic
fruit blend, nothing alcoholic. “We need momentum. Keep
people focused on execution instead of second-guessing.”

“Speaking of second-guessing, Governor.” Henly lowered
his voice, shifting position so their group formed a tighter
circle. “You've been watching Oura Vega like she's a bomb
waiting to detonate.”

Arliss felt Seyla's attention sharpen beside him. Farris
stopped mid-sip, his expression shifting to obvious curiosity.

“Her performance,” Arliss said. “The timing, the emotional
beats, the way her foundation reps are already working this
room like coordinated operatives. It's too polished. Too
efficient.”

“To the woman's credit,” Seyla replied, “she has done a
marvelous job of keeping herself relevant. As I remember,
there were calls for her public execution in those first days.
Her, and anyone in Vega's orbit. If she didn't have little kids,
I doubt she'd still be breathing.”

“I watched her eyes when she looked at Kaal.” Arliss set his
glass down on a nearby table, needing his hands free.
“Between the humble phrases and the tearful contrition. For
just a simp, the mask slipped. I didn't see gratitude or
transformation. It was strategy. Cold, patient, long-term
calculation.”



Farris sighed.

“I'm not unsympathetic to your concerns. Oura spent
years as Vega's devoted partner. That kind of commitment
doesn't evaporate through grief and reflection.”

“But?”

Henly provided the conjunction everyone could feel
coming.

“But we have no evidence.” Farris carried the resigned
practicality of someone who'd made too many compromises
already. “No concrete proof of duplicity. And pursuing those
suspicions now, at this moment, would undermine
everything we've just built.”

“The Vega Foundation is committed to supporting these
treaties,” Henly added. “Or so it claims. Significant financial
backing for reconstruction, assimilation programs, you
name it. Alienating this young woman means losing
resources we need.”

Seyla touched Arliss's arm, her fingers brief but
deliberate.

"I trust your instincts. If you sense something wrong,
there probably is. But timing matters. Whatever she might
be planning, our best defense is making the integration so
successful that her schemes become irrelevant.”

Arliss stared across the chamber to where Oura stood
beside her father, both surrounded by delegates eager to
associate  with  reconciliation's  inspiring  narrative.
Foundation representatives moved through the crowd in
sync, their conversations creating networks that would
outlast tonight's celebration.

“Channel the suspicion into execution,” Henly said. “Build



safeguards into the implementation, old friend. Monitor the
Foundation's activities through legitimate oversight
mechanisms. But don't torpedo functional cooperation based
on a gut feeling, however well-informed that feeling might
be.”

The logic was sound. All three of them were right: Seyla
with her pragmatic assessment, Henly with his focus on
implementation, Farris with his economic reality. Challenging
Oura now would fracture the coalition before it could prove its
value. Better to watch, to document, to build success that
would expose or contain whatever patient poison she might
be cultivating.

Arliss didn't know how long or effective he'd be as Sequin's
Governor and a sitting member of the new High Council, but
he had done well to choose these three as his closest
confidants.

“Fine.” Arliss retrieved his glass, needing something to
occupy his hands. “We execute the treaties. We make
integration work. And we watch the Vega Foundation with
every surveillance tool we can justify.”

“Discreetly,” Farris emphasized. “Just thorough admin
oversight applied equally to all supporting organizations.”

A Trequin delegate approached their group, breaking the
tight circle with diplomatic care. The conversation shifted to
logistical concerns. Arliss let the discussion flow around him,
maintaining appropriate presence while his attention tracked
Oura's movement through the chamber.

She traversed the room with disturbing grace. Each
conversation lasted exactly the right duration: Long enough
to seem substantial, brief enough to avoid monopolizing



anyone's time. Oura's representatives orbited her position
like satellites, establishing a power network to persist long
after tonight's celebration.

Kaal remained at her side, introducing his daughter to
dignitaries with unmistakable pride. The High Wind
Reader's transformation from political calculation to
genuine belief in redemption was visible in every
interaction, every beaming smile. He too barely survived
the Pure Breather madness.

“Governor Dubai.” A Sesquin administrator slid in beside
their group. “"Wonderful ceremony. Inspirational words.”

Arliss accepted the administrator's handshake, shifting
into governance mode with little effort. The conversation
drifted between logistics and broader philosophical
concepts. But this dialogue mirrored all others he had
today: No one mentioned Kip, by name or implication.

Luminar, his son had called himself. Luminar of the Third
Race. A bold title spoken in a tone that dared anyone to
challenge him.

Tonight, no one dared challenge the father.

The resonance of that shocking night hung thick even
now, but not a word. Normal diplomatic discourse, all of it
carefully avoiding the crater-shaped silence at the center of
their collective memory.

Fifty-two thousand dead in Doguin in the blink of an eye.
My son's demonstration of power.

Were they too afraid to mention it in his presence?
Concerned that Arliss would report back to the man-child
with unprecedented abilities?

Arliss engaged in stuffy banter, providing appropriate



responses while monitoring Oura's progress across the
chamber. She moved toward them now, Kaal guiding her
through the crowd with the choreography of someone
orchestrating a historic moment.

Other delegates noticed. Conversations quieted. Attention
shifted. By the time Oura and her father reached Arliss's
position, half the chamber watched with a focus often
reserved for potential disasters.

Kaal stopped short, allowing space for the moment to
breathe.

“Governor Dubai. Thank you for your remarks during the
ceremony. They carried the weight of earned perspective.”

“High Wind Reader.” Arliss kept his tone professional.

Oura stepped forward, her expression sitting between
humility and determination. When she spoke, her voice
carried far enough for nearby observers to hear without
forcing her to raise it.

“Governor Dubai. I owe you an apology that words cannot
adequately convey.” She paused, gathering herself with
visible effort. "My husband led a campaign of violence against
your people. I supported that campaign. I believed in his
rhetoric, shared his convictions, and helped amplify his
message. Thousands died because of choices I did not try to
stop. Your wife among them.”

The chamber went silent. Even the servers stopped moving.

"I cannot undo what was done,” Oura continued. “But I can
dedicate everything I have left ... Vega resources, my father's
guidance, whatever credibility my transformation might earn
... to building something different. To proving that the future
doesn't have to repeat the past's worst patterns.”



She extended her hand. The gesture was visible to
everyone watching, deliberate in its symbolism. The
extremist's widow seeking forgiveness from the Blend
governor whose community her husband tried to annihilate.
A co-conspirator and enabler seeking to redeem herself
with a moment all the streams would show repeatedly.

Arliss studied her face, searching for the calculation he'd
glimpsed earlier. For a moment, Oura's mask remained
perfect with humble contrition, genuine remorse, the
painful hope of someone seeking atonement through
concrete action.

Then something shifted. Just for an instant, so brief he
might have imagined it. The careful grief evaporated,
replaced by something colder, sharper. Recognition of the
game they were both playing. Acknowledgment that she
knew he could see through her performance, and certainty
that it wouldn't matter because the trap was already
sprung.

The moment passed. Oura's expression returned to
humble contrition, her extended hand steady.

The chamber watched. Delegates, Governors, their
administrators. Every observer waited to see if Sinquin's
Blend governor would accept or reject this public gesture
of reconciliation.

Refusing would turn suspicious eyes on him. Accepting
would legitimize whatever patient strategy Oura built
beneath redemption's inspiring narrative.

Arliss took her hand. The grip was firm, professional,
calculated to project strength rather than warmth. Viscams
documented the moment from three angles, capturing the



historic handshake. Soon, every Tet and Blend in Vandress
would stare at it in awe, confusion, and most certainly,
resentment.

“Apology acknowledged,” Arliss said, choosing careful
words. “Actions demonstrate sincerity more than words.”

"I understand completely.” Oura released his hand, her
smile radiating gratitude that would convince anyone who
didn't know better. “Thank you for this opportunity, Governor.
I won't waste it.”

She stepped back, allowing Kaal to complete the interaction
with additional pleasantries about cooperation and shared
futures. The chamber's attention gradually dispersed,
conversations resuming with the relief of tension successfully
navigated.

Arliss watched Oura move away with her father. Foundation
representatives immediately converged on the Kaals' position,
schedules appearing on tablets, meetings being arranged with
the efficiency of people executing long-established plans.

Beside him, Seyla whispered, “No take-backs on that one.

“Why do I think I'll regret it the rest of my life? She's poison.
I can feel it.”

The celebration continued around them. Treaties signed,
prosperity within reach, the Southern Platte's future brighter
than it had been in years. Success radiating from every
conversation, every satisfied expression.

And Arliss stood alone in his certainty: The difference
between Oura and Roe Vega wasn't conviction or cruelty. It
was intelligence and patience.
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