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1 

ARLISS 
 

 

HE BUZZ CUT THROUGH Arliss's skull like a dull 

blade against metal. He lurched upright, one hand 

fumbling for his tagger on the bare nightstand while the 

other pressed against his temple where last night's 

chetkin had taken up residence. 

“Marshal Dubai.” Pounce Revka’s voice carried a 

particular edge that signaled real trouble. “We have a 

breach in Sec 7. Signs of an incursion. We’re mobilizing 

patrols.” 

When are we not these days? 

“On my way, Deputy.” His throat felt lined with rust 

shavings. 

The tagger went dark. Arliss blinked against the dim 

emergency lighting that passed for dawn on Sinquin L120 

and turned toward the warm body beside him. 

“Meer—” 
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The name died before completion. Silver veins along 

her blue forearms pulsed with the rhythm of deep 

sleep. Vella Tarn. Right. The vendor from the Market 

Strip who sold protein supplements and wanted 

companionship for a few urns. 

And Arliss happy to oblige. 

Three years, and you still can’t remember who’s in 

your bed. She’s not coming back, you slag. 

The woman stirred when he swung his legs over the 

edge, the mattress creaking. The surrounding 

windowless flat offered no comfort, no personality. 

Gray walls. Functional furniture. A single shelf with 

maintenance manuals and tactical reports. A food 

churn. 

No evidence of the Tets who lived here before the 

uprising. What would they think of the man who 

occupied it now? 

It was twice the size he needed, but Arliss chose the 

unit for its proximity to HQ, nothing more. 

“Duty?” Vella’s voice carried the resignation of 

someone who’d learned not to expect different. 

“Another breach.” He pulled on yesterday’s pants 

from where they’d landed near the door. His shirt had 

somehow ended up draped over the chair. 

“Stay as long as you want.” The words came 

automatically. “Lock engages when you leave.” 

Vella sat up, pulling the thin sheet around her 

shoulders. She studied him with eyes that had seen too 

many similar mornings. 



 

 

 

 

“Without you, how will we ever fend off the other 

Megas?” 

Arliss paused in fastening his uniform jacket, caught 

between the expected reassurance and the truth pressing 

against his ribs. 

“We’ll manage.” He couldn’t meet her gaze. 

We’re hanging on despite me. Pure luck and Pounce’s 

relentless competence. A hundred thousand lives depend 

on a man who can’t even fill the holes in his own. 

He grabbed his flashgun and checked the charge out 

of habit. Vella watched him prepare, her expression 

shifting between pity and understanding. 

“I don’t have to open the shop today. Inventory’s low, 

and you’ll need comfort after a long shift.” 

Arliss heard this refrain before. Time to exact clarity. 

“We’re not like that, you and me. If you’re hungry, put 

something in the churn. Take a shower, go to work, Vella. 

You know the rules.” 

She pulled the sheets tight against her chest. 

“It’s quiet on the Strip, Arliss. The embargo is …” 

“A problem, but not insurmountable. File a request with 

C&D.” 

“Did. Twice.” 

Right. How long before she’d reveal the true reason 

she slept with him? That she wanted him to use his badge 

to get around the bureaucracy of Compliance and 

Distribution. Vella wouldn’t have been the first. 

The mirror did him no favors. On the positive: He 

wasn’t as bleary-eyed as yesterday. He brushed back the 



 

 

 

 

tiny red tuft of hair atop his scalp and wondered 

whether he ought to shave it off. Many of his officers 

had chosen the clean look of a full blue noggin, 

highlighting the silver veins. 

Meera would have hated it. She loved running her 

hands through his locks. 

Arliss gave his overnight guest a last chance to prove 

she’d been fringing him without an ulterior motive. 

“If you filed twice with C&D,” he told her, “I’m sure 

they’ll find stock within the next day or two. They’re 

doing their best, like the rest of us.” 

Her predictability came as no surprise. 

“But I’d wager they’d do better if you put in a good 

word, Marshal. Maybe offer up some extra chee on the 

side.” 

Arliss didn’t mask his disappointment. Why couldn’t 

she have been different? 

“Shower. Churn. Be gone in an hour.” He started 

toward the door but caught himself. “I’m the law in 

Sinquin. A little respect will go a long way.” 

Arliss didn’t wait to find out how she took his brush-

off. He made fast for the nearest lift. 

As the lift climbed through Sinquin’s core, Arliss 

cupped his hand over his mouth, exhaled, then 

grimaced. Chetkin and stale breath, a combination that 

announced his evening activities louder than any 

broadcast. He dug through his jacket pocket, found a 

compression mint left over from last week, and popped 

it between his teeth. 



 

 

 

 

The lift stopped at L125. Two blue-skinned deputies 

stepped in. Pounce’s staff, competent and sharp-eyed. 

The taller one, Cors, offered a curt nod. 

“Marshal.” 

“Deputies.” Arliss returned the gesture, keeping his jaw 

tight to contain the mint’s chemical burn. 

The second deputy, a woman named Tilsa whose 

neglected combat servos made soft clicking sounds when 

she moved, studied the floor display with dedicated focus. 

Too dedicated. She maintained a discreetly neutral 

expression. 

They know. 

The realization settled into Arliss’s gut like cold slag. 

Word traveled fast in a chain of command that made 

information its currency. The Marshal stumbling through 

the Market Strip after fourth shift. Different women 

leaving his quarters at irregular urns. The smell of liquor 

preceding him into morning briefings. 

Three years ago, everyone in Sinquin would have 

defended him without question. The man who’d helped 

them seize control. Who negotiated the fragile truce with 

neighboring Megas. Who built their security apparatus 

with desperate determination. 

Now they watched him with the wariness reserved for 

structural weaknesses in critical systems. 

The lift opened at L130. Cors and Tilsa exited without 

another word, their silence more damning than any 

confrontation. 

Pull it together. They need you functional, not 



 

 

 

 

wallowing. 

Sinquin Security Headquarters occupied the sector 

of L130 once known as Enforcement Q Administration. 

Inside, the tactical room spread across three hundred 

square units of repurposed command space. Wall 

screens showed live feeds from monitoring stations 

and security nodes throughout the Mega. Three 

deputies hunched over light tables, fingers dancing 

through holographic projections of Vandress’s 

infrastructure, including its vast subterranean network 

connecting all ten Megas, ground traffic patterns, air 

transport corridors, and weather shield status. 

Deputy Marshal Pounce Revka stood at the central 

table, her sharp features and fire-red braids 

highlighted by the blue glow of thermal imaging data. 

She didn’t look up when Arliss entered. 

“Sector 7, tunnel junction 114-B.” Her fingers swiped 

through layers of schematic data. “Five thermal 

signatures. Stationary for thirty-three minups.” 

Arliss moved beside her, studying the display. The 

junction point sat in an obscure tunnel, one of dozens 

connecting Sinquin to neighboring Megas through 

parsels of abandoned infrastructure. 

“Equipment working right?” 

“Sensors check clean.” Pounce expanded the 

thermal view, highlighting the heat signatures. 

“They’re huddled together. Might be refugees. Might 

be … I don’t wanna say it.” 

“That route’s been quiet for months.” Arliss traced 



 

 

 

 

the tunnel path with his finger. “Why now?” 

“That’s what bothers me.” Pounce rotated the 

holographic map, revealing the tunnel’s origin point. “This 

approaches from Nevoquin territory. We haven’t seen 

movement from that direction since the first embargo.” 

Jex, one of the Blend deputies at a nearby table, 

interjected. 

“Air and ground traffic are quiet, Marshal. Whatever 

this is, it’s isolated.” 

Arliss leaned closer to the thermal display, watching 

the signatures shift slightly. Small movements. Nervous 

energy or tactical positioning? This wouldn’t be the first 

time the enemy tried to sneak in the back door with a 

small crew. 

“Containment protocols ready?” 

“Patrols waiting for the go.” Pounce’s tone signaled 

someone who’d planned for every contingency. “We’ll 

seal both ends, flood with gas, and sort them out.” 

The plan made tactical sense. Clean, efficient, minimal 

risk to security personnel. Yet something in the pattern 

nagged at Arliss. The location choice, the timing, the 

number of intruders. 

This is different. They want us to intercept them. 

Pounce glanced up from the display, her feline eyes 

traveling across his face with clinical assessment. 

“You look terrible, sir.” 

Heat crept up Arliss’s neck. 

“Wash your face at least, Marshal.” No judgment in her 

voice, just pragmatic observation. “You’re going to brief 



 

 

 

 

the Council in three urns. Show up looking like you 

spent the night in a steam vent, and they’ll question 

more than your tactical decisions.” 

Pounce didn’t traffic in shame or manipulation. She’d 

earned her position through relentless competence and 

the focused vengeance that came from losing everyone 

who mattered. Her son, her husband, her mother – all 

dead in the Pure Breather massacre that gave life to 

the revolution. 

She understood survival. She also understood when 

someone was failing at it. 

“Fair point, Deputy. Next time, I’ll be sure to groom 

before responding to your urgent call.” 

“I’m sure you will, Marshal.” 

The other deputies pretended not to hear the 

banter. Not that they were ones to judge; Pounce had 

dressed down Jex on more than one occasion. 

Arliss excused what other supervisors might have 

considered impertinence. Being talked to that way by 

a fellow Blend officer in a department run only by their 

kind remained such a remarkable turn of history that 

Arliss let her attitude slide. 

A few years ago, the notion of a single Blend taking 

part in a Mega’s security forces would have been 

scandalous. He knew it well; after all, Arliss had been 

the first to cross the barrier. But for this division to be 

run entirely without pure-bloods? And each Blend 

officer deemed by the Vandress Unified Council to be 

an enemy of the state, a badge they wore with pride 



 

 

 

 

… 

It never had to be this way, of course. Arliss didn’t want 

a full-scale rebellion. Hoped to avoid the bloodshed. But 

ten thousand weapons, produced in secret by his son and 

fellow Lumin, fueled his people’s unprecedented fury to 

create an unstoppable outcome. 

When it was done, nine hundred bodies – two-thirds of 

them Tets – lay strewn throughout the Mega. If only EQ 

had done the sensible thing and retreated when ordered. 

But no. They refused to be the first to lose a Mega to 

the Blends. They held their ground. 

What choice did Arliss have? Hold back his fellow rebels 

and negotiate? They were in no mood for talking. 

Especially those with the greatest rage, Pounce Revka 

among them. So, he set the example and led the charge. 

He cut down three of his enforcer colleagues in the first 

hour. 

Misinformation suggested his kills were much greater. 

Rumors followed. A legend was born. And the provisional 

Blend government gave him a new rank: Marshal. As best 

anyone knew, he was the first person on Teton to hold 

such a title since the pre-Collapse days. 

And in all that madness of securing the Mega and 

holding it against counteroffensives, Arliss never found 

time to mourn. 

Not for his wife, whose body the Tets never returned 

to Sinquin. Not for his son, who led the Lumin to parts 

unknown after also leaving behind bodies. 

Pounce’s fingers hovered over the command interface, 



 

 

 

 

ready to execute. 

“Give the word, Marshal. Gas crews are in position.” 

Arliss studied the thermal signatures again. Five 

bodies pressed close. The junction’s confined space 

would make containment simple. Clean. Over in 

minups. 

“Pull up the analytics. Movement patterns, thermal 

variance, respiration rates if we’re getting them.” 

Pounce’s jaw tightened, but she complied. Data 

streams cascaded across the display. 

“Elevated heart rates. Shallow breathing. Thermal 

signatures suggest lighter body mass on three of the 

five.” 

Arliss traced the pattern with his finger, stopping on 

the smallest signature. 

“Like D-29.” 

The words landed heavy in the tactical room. 

Pounce’s expression went flat. 

“D-29 was a feint, Marshal. We lost three deputies 

because we hesitated.” 

“We lost three deputies because they walked into a 

trap baited with what looked like refugees.” Arliss kept 

his voice level. “The Pure Breathers are running their 

propaganda at maximum volume. One more massacre, 

justified or not, gives them exactly what they want.” 

Jex looked up from his station. 

“Marshal, Patrol 6 says audio enhancement is 

picking up something. Stand by.” He pressed his ear 

beads tighter, concentration deepening the blue lines 



 

 

 

 

across his forehead. “They’re hearing voices. Children’s 

voices.” 

The room went quiet save for the hum of monitoring 

equipment. 

Arliss straightened. 

“I’m going down there myself. Small team. Minimal 

force signature.” 

“Marshal.” Pounce’s tone carried warning. “Those 

Breath-loving rats have used kids to trick us before. 

Recorded voices, hostages positioned as shields—” 

“I’m aware, Deputy.” 

“Then you know walking into that junction is exactly 

what they want.” 

Arliss met her gaze, saw the concern beneath her 

tactical assessment. She’d lost enough people. Couldn’t 

afford to lose her Marshal to sentiment masquerading as 

caution. 

“Relay my orders. Small team, non-lethal load-out, full 

surveillance support from your position.” He checked his 

flashgun’s setting, dialing it down to stun. “If it’s a trap, 

we adapt. If it’s refugees, we don’t take hostile action.” 

Pounce held his stare for three heartbeats before her 

fingers moved across the interface. 

“Patrol 6, hold position. Marshal Dubai is inbound with 

tactical support. Maintain audio surveillance and report 

any changes.” 

She looked back at Arliss. 

“I’m assigning Cors and Tilsa to your team. They’re 

sharp, and they won’t freeze if things go sideways.” 



 

 

 

 

“Appreciated.” 

Arliss turned toward the exit, already running 

contingencies through his tactical processor. Pounce’s 

voice stopped him at the door. 

“Come back with your head on straight, Marshal. We 

need you functional.” 

He didn’t respond. Didn’t trust himself to. 

  

  

*** 

  

    

The Root Lift descended, the hum of its magnetic 

suspension system a familiar comfort. Arliss stood 

between Cors and Tilsa, the silence stretching 

awkwardly as the lift dropped through level after level. 

Say something. The least you can do is acknowledge 

it. 

“So.” Arliss cleared his throat, studying the lift’s 

control panel with sudden fascination. “I appreciate 

you both not filing a complaint about my condition.” 

Tilsa shifted her weight, combat servos clicking 

softly. 

“Complaint about what, Marshal?” 

“About showing up to a potential combat situation 

smelling like a distillery mixed with cheap chetkin.” 

Arliss met the deputy’s eyes. “Not exactly the 

leadership standard we established.” 

Tilsa’s mouth twitched. 



 

 

 

 

“Marshal, you saved my life during the D-29 incident. 

You can show up smelling like a processing plant, and I’ll 

still follow you into whatever slag awaits.” 

“Generous, Deputy. But we both know that excuse has 

limits.” Arliss leaned against the lift wall. “Three years 

ago, I told everyone in SinqSec we’d hold ourselves to 

higher standards than what we replaced. Been doing a 

poor job of that lately.” 

Cors glanced at Tilsa, then back to Arliss. 

“You’re still here every shift, Marshal. Still making the 

hard calls. Whatever you do in your off urns is your 

business.” 

“Is it though?” Arliss watched the level indicators blink 

past. “You both deserve better than a commanding officer 

who can’t remember which woman he brought home the 

night before.” 

The confession hung dangerously in the recycled air. 

Tilsa’s expression shifted from professional neutrality to 

sympathy. 

“We all got holes, Marshal,” she mumbled. “Some of us 

just fill them different ways.” 

The lift chimed their arrival at sublevel three. The doors 

opened onto a vast underground corridor where Patrol 

Unit 6 waited with its skimmer idling. The small hovercraft 

hummed on its magnetic cushion, sleek and utilitarian. 

“Appreciate the honesty,” Arliss said as they exited. 

“Both of you. Let’s go see what we’re dealing with.” 

Cors smiled. 

“Yes, sir.” 



 

 

 

 

The skimmer carried them through Sinquin’s 

subterranean arteries at speed, its stabilizers adjusting 

automatically to the tunnel’s irregular dimensions. 

Emergency lighting cast everything in shades of blue 

and silver, creating patterns that shifted across the 

walls like living things. 

These maintenance tunnels told Sinquin’s 

transformation story through modifications. Arliss 

recognized Blend innovations woven into Tetonian 

infrastructure, creating something neither culture 

could have built alone. The water pipes that once 

leaked precious resources now flowed with perfect 

precision, their joints sealed with compounds 

developed by Silar Engines. Junction boxes that used 

to require weekly repairs now hummed with quiet 

efficiency, their contents rearranged according to 

principles which Blend mechanics understood 

intuitively. 

Meera worked down here, Arliss thought, seeing 

condensation bead on a water main. She used to come 

home with stories about fixing systems the Tets 

claimed were beyond repair. 

The memory carried weight. Meera navigating these 

same passages, her technical mind solving problems 

that defeated her supervisors. She’d loved the 

challenge, loved proving her worth as a young Tet 

woman with no formal training in engineering. 

She’d be proud of how we’ve kept things together 

down here, especially after all the sabotage. 



 

 

 

 

The thought arrived unbidden, as it always did. Three 

years of pretending she’d come back to have the last 

word. 

The skimmer banked around a sharp turn, Cors 

handling the controls. Ahead, the tunnel widened into a 

junction space where Patrol 6 had established a 

perimeter. Their commander, a burly Blend named 

Torrance, stepped forward as the skimmer settled to the 

ground. 

“Marshal. We’ve got them cornered at the junction 

point. Five signatures, matching what tactical reported. 

They’re not responding to surrender commands.” 

“Weapons visible?” 

“Negative, sir. Just huddled together. But they won’t 

talk, won’t move.” 

It should have been an easy capture. Too easy, which 

was the problem. Some Pure Breathers were just insane 

enough to pose as refugees, waiting for a patrol to come 

close enough and then … 

Suicidal bastards. 

They’d seen it before. 

Arliss checked his flashgun’s setting one more time, 

confirming it remained on stun. Cors and Tilsa flanked 

him as they advanced on foot, boots echoing in the 

confined space. 

The junction chamber opened before them, a circular 

convergence where six maintenance tunnels met. 

Emergency lights created stark shadows across the walls. 

In the center, five shadowy figures pressed together. 



 

 

 

 

Arliss raised his voice, letting it carry through the 

space. 

“This is Marshal Arliss Dubai of Sinquin Security. 

You’ve entered restricted territory. Identify yourselves 

immediately.” 

The largest figure shifted, stepping forward with 

hands raised. Something about the movement sparked 

recognition before Arliss could place it. 

“Marshal Dubai.” The voice carried formal precision 

despite apparent weariness. “Been a while, partner.” 

The man’s face emerged from shadow. The 

recognition caught Arliss with a broadside. 

“Henly Costas.” He kept his weapon aimed at the 

man who once roamed Sinquin as his partner and 

fellow enforcer. “Thought you’d have made Nevoquin 

Commander by now.” 

His eyes traveled to the woman beyond Henly, her 

late-term pregnancy obvious. Three teenage children 

clung to her, their faces gaunt and terrified. Arliss 

added a final greeting: 

“This is a novel strategy, even for the EQ.” 

Henly’s mouth quirked in something that might have 

been his old sardonic humor. 

“Not a raid, old friend. An asylum request. The 

Costas family and a young friend of my daughters.” 

The chamber’s harsh emergency lighting revealed 

more than Arliss wanted to see. Henly Costas, always 

precise in his appearance during their enforcer days, 

looked diminished. His uniform jacket hung loose, 



 

 

 

 

streaked with rust-colored stains that could only have 

come from disused subterranean tunnels. The man who’d 

once spent five minups each morning ensuring his collar 

sat perfectly now wore exhaustion like a second skin. 

But the real devastation showed in his family. 

Calissa Costas, who Arliss met just once before their 

worlds collapsed, struck a stunning pose: A pure-blood 

woman with a hollowed-out face showing the limits of 

exhaustion and a blue jacket ripped at the shoulder. 

Two girls pressed against their mother’s sides. The 

older one – Elia, he seemed to recall – might have been 

fourteen, though her soiled features made age hard to 

gauge. Dark hair tangled around a face smudged with 

grime and something darker. Her eyes held the wariness 

of someone who’d learned recently that adults couldn’t 

always protect them. She kept one hand on her younger 

sister’s shoulder, protective despite her own trembling. 

That girl, Mila, was what? Arliss estimated about ten. 

Tears had carved clean paths through the filth coating her 

cheeks. Fresh blood seeped through makeshift bandages 

wrapped around both forearms. 

A third child, a boy perhaps fifteen, crouched beside 

Elia and stared up at the approaching Blends like an 

animal prepared to pounce. 

“The tunnels,” Arliss said, voice flat. “You brought them 

through the unfinished sections.” 

Henly’s jaw tightened. 

“I saw no other option.” 

“Those passages flood during processing cycles. The 



 

 

 

 

wastewater sits stagnant for days in some chambers.” 

Arliss gestured at the family’s condition. “You walked 

them through that?” 

“Through worse.” Henly shifted, positioning himself 

more squarely between Arliss and his family. The 

gesture sparked recognition, the same protective 

stance Arliss remembered from their patrol days when 

Henly covered a partner’s back. “The southern routes 

have Pure Breather checkpoints every half-parsel. The 

levtrain platforms monitor facial recognition against 

arrest registries. The main tunnels...” 

“Were barricaded by your people.” 

Bitterness edged Henly’s tone. 

“Not my people anymore. You know what they’re 

like these days, Arliss. The executions. The public 

spectacles at the temples. Whole families disappeared 

overnight for failing loyalty tests.” His voice dropped 

lower. “If they discovered what I’d done, they would’ve 

forced my girls to watch me be shot in public.” 

Cors shifted behind Arliss, weapon still ready. 

“How long were you in the waste tunnels?” 

“Eighteen urns.” Calissa spoke for the first time, her 

voice hoarse. “The water reached our waists in the 

lower passages.” 

Tilsa made a sound that might have been sympathy 

or disgust. Arliss knew about those tunnels and their 

toxic soup of chemical runoff and biological waste. 

Arliss studied his old colleague. They’d worked 

together for months before everything shattered 



 

 

 

 

during the Lunar Festival. Shared patrol shifts, backed 

each other through sketchy situations, developed the 

wordless communication that kept their partnership 

thriving in the Servo District’s volatile crossways. Henly 

had a gift for defusing confrontations before they 

escalated, his sardonic humor cutting tension more 

effectively than threats. 

Then the Market Strip massacre happened. Arliss 

watched friends die. Watched his community bleed. 

When the Blend uprising followed six days later, he 

understood when Henly could not stand with him. 

Instead, his former partner joined an EQ brigade that 

tried to suppress the Blend advance. 

“You tried to retake this Mega,” Arliss said. “If you’d 

been there at EQ’s last stand, I might’ve killed you 

myself.” 

“Different times.” Henly met his gaze without flinching. 

“I didn’t know who to trust. Everything was burning. 

Special Ops issued orders, and I followed them because 

that’s what I’d trained myself to do.” 

“Those orders got people I cared about killed.” 

“I know.” No deflection, no justification. “Took me too 

long to see what was happening. By the time I 

understood...” He looked at his daughters. “I had more 

to lose than just my career.” 

Arliss wanted to hold onto his anger. But looking at 

Henly’s hollow-eyed children, at Calissa close to giving 

birth, the fury felt suddenly inadequate. 

“Why should we trust you now?” 



 

 

 

 

“Because I’m the man who’s spent the last year 

feeding information to your border security about 

incoming assaults.” Henly’s voice carried quiet 

conviction. “Why do you think the last seven attacks 

failed before penetrating your walls?” 

The revelation hit them like a sucker punch. Cors 

and Tilsa exchanged glances. Arliss processed the 

claim, running through recent intelligence briefings in 

his tactical memory. Seven failed assaults over 

fourteen cycles. Each time, Sinquin Security had 

acquired uncannily accurate information about timing 

and approach vectors from an anonymous source 

called Luther. 

Henly retrieved a data round from his jacket with 

careful movements. 

“Complete schematics of the Pure Breather 

deployment for the next major assault. Transport 

routes, supply caches, coordination frequencies. 

Everything.” 

Arliss took the round, its weight negligible but its 

potential value immeasurable. Three years of 

leadership had taught him to mask thoughts, to 

consider angles before committing. Henly could be 

playing a long con, delivering his family as convincing 

props while the round contained poisoned intelligence. 

But the children’s injuries weren’t fabricated. Neither 

was Calissa’s pregnancy or exhaustion. And Henly was 

not a suicidal lunatic. Still, Arliss knew he couldn’t be 

seen as too accepting. 



 

 

 

 

“If you’re lying, Henly, you’ve just delivered your family 

into long-term detention.” 

“If I’m lying, Arliss, I’ve delivered them to a more 

peaceful life than what awaits back home. I’m not asking 

for myself, old friend. I’m asking for them.” 

Arliss held his former partner’s gaze, searching for 

deception and finding only desperate sincerity. He 

activated his tagger. 

“Dubai to Junction Forty-Seven. We have refugees 

requiring medical evaluation and temporary quarters.” He 

paused to ask how far along Calissa was and resumed. 

“We have a pregnant woman who may go into labor at 

any urn.” 

Relief washed over Henly’s face as he gathered Mila 

into his arms, the girl curling against her father’s chest. 

“Consider this a provisional acceptance, Henly. Your 

intelligence had better be worth the risk. We don’t have 

room for error.” 

“Understood. And thank you for your kindness in not 

gassing us.” 

“Don’t thank me yet. The Governor’s Council will make 

the final decision.” 

Despite the formal tone, he studied Mila’s face and 

Calissa’s protective stance. Neither was able to mask their 

tremors. They were cold, exhausted, and terrified. Worse 

yet, they had to know their life of privilege was gone, 

likely forever. He addressed the family. 

“Showers, food, new clothes. Sound good?” 

Henly opened his mouth, closed it again. Just nodded. 



 

 

 

 

After helping Calissa onto a skimmer, they moved 

toward the checkpoint in silence, Cors and Tilsa 

maintaining tactical positions while Torrance’s team 

provided escort coverage. Professional. Efficient. The 

same protocols they’d use for any refugee intake. 

Arliss ran the calculations. Seven failed assaults 

meant how many Blend lives preserved? Conservative 

estimate? At least forty Sinquin defenders might’ve 

died in sustained firefights. Possibly another hundred 

civilians if the Pure Breathers had penetrated 

residential sectors. The data round in his pocket might 

prevent hundreds more deaths. 

Watching Calissa, one hand pressed against her 

swollen belly, brought other memories to the surface. 

Meera in their cramped Servo District stack-beds, 

pregnant with Kip, working double shifts despite his 

protests. She’d believed in mercy even when it made 

no tactical sense. 

She’d advocate for them. Would find thirty reasons 

why sanctuary made sense beyond strategic value. 

But Meera wasn’t here to make that case, leaving 

Arliss to calculate costs and benefits – and the political 

reality. 

His tagger buzzed. Pounce’s voice carried clipped 

irritation. 

“Marshal, I’ve been told you’re bringing in five 

refugees.” 

“Including one defecting enforcer. We’re heading to 

medical processing.” 



 

 

 

 

Silence stretched across the connection. When Pounce 

spoke again, her words came careful and measured. 

“Marshal, we have protocols for this scenario. Isolated 

detention until we complete the threat assessment. Not 

medical processing.” 

“Noted, Deputy. We’re proceeding with intake.” 

“Sir, the children—” 

“Deserve compassion. This isn’t their war.” Arliss kept 

his voice level. “We’ll treat them like our own families.” 

Another pause. Arliss could picture Pounce in the 

tactical room, jaw tight with disapproval she couldn’t 

quite voice. 

“Understood, Marshal. But the Council will want an 

explanation.” 

“They’ll have one. Dubai out.” 

  

*** 

  

The Governor’s Council met in a large conference room 

on L90, a place familiar to Arliss. He recalled many 

contentious moments here, starting when Torque found 

itself dealing with the arrogant, revenge-minded Ram 

Trent, who would later orchestrate a bombing that killed 

dozens of Blends, one year before a second massacre 

triggered a revolution. The new government chose this 

place as a symbol and made sure all who entered it knew 

the recent history. 

A mural dominated the eastern wall, depicting Blend 

fighters scaling the Mega’s exterior during the uprising, 



 

 

 

 

their blue skin luminous against the darkened sky – 

though in fact the only exterior skirmish was fought on 

the rooftop. The Blend artist captured moments that 

elevated specific individuals to legendary status 

because mythmaking required heroes. 

Nine Council members occupied the long table: 

Seven Blends whose modifications ranged from subtle 

to profound, and two Tetonian allies who never 

wavered after the victors proclaimed this place the 

Independent Mega of Sinquin. Governor Dox Roan sat 

at the head watching tactical data scroll across the 

display screen behind Arliss. 

“Henly’s intelligence appears genuine,” Arliss 

concluded, gesturing toward convergence points 

where Pure Breather forces were massing. “Verification 

against our existing surveillance confirms multiple 

staging areas. If accurate, we’re looking at 

preparations for a coordinated assault to take place 

within weeks, maybe even days. And it will be 

significantly larger than previous attempts, hitting us 

along multiple fronts.” 

Roan’s military jacket still bore the scorch marks 

from a plasma bolt that almost cut him down during 

the uprising. The new Governor hadn’t bothered with 

ceremonial clothing, hadn’t pretended the revolution’s 

end meant peace. 

“And your assessment of Costas himself?” 

“Complex.” Arliss kept his voice neutral. “Our history 

is... complicated. During my time with EQ, he 



 

 

 

 

maintained professional relations despite obvious 

tensions. He was good to our people, treated them with 

respect. Dismissed the Pure Breather rhetoric, never 

participated in the worst enforcement actions.” 

“Professional relations, you say.” Councilor Mauve 

Devra’s blue hands gripped the table edge. Her brother 

had died in the Market Strip massacre, shot six times 

point-blank as lunatics shouted screeds about the impure. 

“He joined EQ’s front line against our initial push. Do we 

know how many Blends he killed that day?” 

Devra wasted no time bringing forth the strongest 

argument against Henly’s asylum, for which Arliss had no 

strong counter. Luckily, an ally jumped in. 

Farris Jakob shifted in his seat, one of three Ally 

Advisers positioned to the Governor’s right. His 

weathered features carried exhaustion Arliss recognized 

from their private conversations. The man who’d once 

commanded respect as owner of Silar Engines – as true 

an advocate as the Blend population ever had – now 

existed in permanent limbo, not fully trusted by either 

Blends or Tets. 

“Actually,” Farris said, “Enforcer Costas was 

reprimanded twice for failing to fully enforce anti-Blend 

statutes. I don’t believe even Marshal Dubai is aware, but 

my company ran afoul of a major Tet supplier which 

threatened to withhold certain parts if we did not pay 

exorbitant Southern Platte shipping tariffs. Costas 

intervened, though it was beyond his purview. Afterward, 

he made me promise not to disclose his role. Apparently, 



 

 

 

 

the supplier submitted a complaint to Special Ops 

anyway.” 

Their eyes met across the chamber as Farris 

concluded with a wink. 

“I believe it was the man’s experience in the Servo 

District – and especially working alongside Arliss – that 

changed his worldview. But he had a family to think of, 

and so his remedy was kept quiet.” 

Arliss nodded acknowledgment. 

“The intelligence he’s provided already exceeds 

what our normal channels have produced in months. 

He took enormous risks to use his position to acquire 

it. And to pass it along without being caught in their 

net? The man risked everything for us.” 

Governor Dox Roan’s fingers traced patterns on the 

table surface, a nervous habit from his combat days. 

The military jacket didn’t quite fit his new role, same 

as leadership didn’t quite fit the man who’d excelled at 

breaking things rather than building them. 

“These preparations suggest Vega and his acolytes 

are consolidating support from other Southern cities.” 

His voice carried the weight of responsibility he’d never 

wanted. “It’s what we feared they’d eventually do; but 

if it’s accurate, we face not just Vandressi forces but a 

coalition.” 

“Which makes this intelligence all the more 

valuable,” Arliss pointed out. “We need to go deep in 

analysis, and I believe Henly can offer valuable 

insight.” 



 

 

 

 

Silence settled over the chamber. The conquest of 

Sinquin was their improbable achievement and their 

constant burden. A hundred and thirty thousand lives 

depended on decisions made in this room. 

Roan tugged at his jacket. 

“Provisional asylum granted, with restricted movement 

and continuous monitoring. Arliss, he’s your 

responsibility. If his family causes problems, you answer 

for them.” 

“Understood, Governor. That’s the easiest task I’ve had 

in three years.” 

Arliss remained standing as the council prepared to 

move forward, but he had another long-simmering issue 

to address. 

“There’s one more matter requiring attention. It’s 

something we keep putting off, thinking the problem will 

go away. It won’t. Our manufacturing capacity for 

replacement atmospheric processor components is 

reaching critical levels. Without new shipments of Olex 

glass components from the Northern Platte, we’re looking 

at the first system failures within sixty days.” 

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. 

Councilor Devra leaned forward. 

“Sixty days? The last report estimated four months.” 

“Wishful thinking.” Arliss pulled up fresh data he’d been 

sitting on for two days and let the projections speak for 

themselves. “We knew the embargoes would lead us 

down this road. The last shipment from Oshnard was nine 

months ago. We thought it would give us two years. Not 



 

 

 

 

even close.” 

Farris grimaced, shadows deepening the lines 

around his mouth. 

“It gets worse. My contacts report increased 

pressure from Southern reps to wrap Sinquin in a 

noose. They’re leveraging religious arguments about 

supporting ‘impure beings’ to pressure trade pacts. The 

Northern Platte manufacturing consortiums are 

sympathetic, but they can’t operate at losses 

indefinitely. Global shipping is not just prohibitive in 

cost terms but also in lives. Their transport escaped by 

a hair last time. They’re nervous.” 

Ven Rowen, an original member of Torque and 

usually a vociferous presence at these meetings, spoke 

for the first time. 

“Last I heard, the Northers weren’t beholden to Pure 

Breather doctrine. They’d rather let us suffocate?” 

“No,” Farris answered. “They’re being squeezed. A 

Southern coalition is threatening to blockade all goods 

from the North.” 

“Vega’s slagheaps.” 

“He’s on a rampage. He’s convinced enough Tets 

with fragile credcards that we’re corrupted beyond 

redemption. That allowing our continued existence 

delays Teton’s renewal cycle. His people scream their 

message, while the moderates – or at the least, the 

ones who still claim to be – speak in measured tones 

because they’re frightened. The humanitarian 

argument is not winning.” 



 

 

 

 

Arliss knew where this debate was heading, so he tried 

to shift it back on course. 

“We’re self-sufficient in almost every way that matters, 

but without a fully functional network of processors, we’ll 

have to abandon parts of the Mega. The problems will 

cascade. The enemy knows this. We must put together a 

plan that will convince our Northern suppliers to risk more 

shipments.” 

“Then we accelerate development of alternatives,” 

Councilor Devra insisted. “The engineering division has 

promising prototypes.” 

“Yes, but prototypes won’t solve the short-term 

problem. We’re talking about atmospheric integrity for a 

hundred and thirty thousand people. We need established 

tech until we know the alternatives work.” 

Governor Dox Roan, only in his mid-thirties, had 

seemed to age before their eyes. Three weeks into his 

term, and already the weight pressed visibly upon him. 

He never wanted the job, insisted Arliss should run for 

election – as his predecessors also wanted. Arliss refused. 

His rise to Marshal had already been the subject of Pure 

Breather propaganda. As father to the Lumin boy who 

supposedly murdered Ennis and Klora Vega in cold blood, 

who somehow planted the bomb that killed most of the 

Unified Council at the Lunar Festival, Arliss’s rein as 

Governor of Sinquin would have fueled an even greater 

outcry and more attacks. 

Roan pounded his fist on the table. 

“I’ll authorize additional resources for engineering. 



 

 

 

 

Double their budget, pull talent from other 

departments if necessary.” His fingers drummed that 

nervous pattern again. “I’ll try to find enough chee to 

convince our Oshnard partners to ship another load. 

Meanwhile, Arliss, I want you to integrate Costas’s 

intelligence into our defensive preparations. If Roe 

Vega and his sorry lot are planning what these reports 

suggest, we need every advantage we can 

manufacture.” 

Arliss was proud of Dox. He’d never been the 

executive type, but he was slowly growing into the job. 

A little more fire would do them all good. 

After the meeting ended, council members broke up 

into small groups about fractured concerns. Arliss was 

shutting his display and thinking about his next 

meeting with Henly when Farris approached. 

“Join us for dinner tonight, Marshal? Liri misses 

seeing you, and I’ve secured a bottle of forniss blue. 

Not the synthetic slag, either.” 

Arliss hesitated. The Jakobs’ home represented 

comfort he stopped deserving somewhere between 

Meera’s death and his umpteenth anonymous one-

nighter, yet Farris continued to ask, and Arliss felt 

compelled to say yes. On the positive, forniss blue was 

a gentler liquor than the chetkin that often left him in 

a sorry state. 

“I’ll try, Farris. If nothing explodes between now and 

then.” 

“Bring a guest.” Farris’s suggestion carried 



 

 

 

 

considerable weight. “Seyla Carron has asked about you. 

Smart woman, good conversation.” 

That was Farris’s code for “might remind you of 

Meera.” 

Arliss’s expression closed like a security door slamming 

shut. 

“Thanks, but I’ll come alone.” 

Farris studied him with the frank assessment of 

someone who’d known him through multiple lives. 

Revolutionary. Prisoner. Husband. Marshal. Each iteration 

leaving less of whatever human core remained. 

“Your choice, friend.” He clapped Arliss’s shoulder 

before departing. “But isolation is its own kind of death. 

Slower than suffocation, maybe. Just as final.” 

  

  

*** 

  

  

Farris Jakob’s residence occupied a corner unit on 

L118, the level where many Ally families settled after the 

takeover. Forty thousand Tetonians – less than twenty 

percent – gambled on a risky life under a Blend 

government rather than join the mass exodus which 

quickly crowded the other nine Megas. 

The Jakobs shared a sector with dozens of Blend 

families that migrated north, claiming what fleeing Tets 

left behind. Not all knew of Farris’s long pro-Blend history, 

however. Three weeks after the uprising, a mob tried to 



 

 

 

 

drag Farris into a commons for a public reckoning. 

Arliss, still sober at the time, intervened. 

Neither man mentioned that day anymore, but their 

shared debt lingered. Arliss knew that refusing a dinner 

invitation would cut deep with Farris. 

Arliss pressed the entry chime. Inside, he heard 

children’s voices, the sound of normal life that had 

become foreign to him. The door opened to reveal 

Farris’s daughter Liri, now seventeen, her dark hair 

pulled back in the practical style common among 

engineering apprentices. 

“Marshal Dubai.” She stepped aside with practiced 

courtesy. “Father said you might come.” 

“Liri.” He was struck as always by how much she’d 

grown. He couldn’t imagine how difficult navigating the 

social terrain must have been for her. “How’s the 

apprenticeship?” 

“Challenging.” A careful smile. “We’re studying the 

fusion core. It’s hard to wrap my head around it some 

days. It’s amazing we’ve never had an accident after 

all these decades.” 

“Who says we haven’t?” 

He winked, and she responded with a knowing 

smirk. 

Dalen, Farris’s younger son, emerged from the 

kitchen carrying plates. At fourteen, he’d inherited his 

father’s solid build and practical manner. He offered 

Arliss a tentative nod before setting the table. 

“Marshal. Good to see you.” 



 

 

 

 

“You too, Dalen. Still working the hydroponics?” 

“Yes, sir. Father says understanding food production is 

essential for anyone planning to engineer sustainable 

systems. And we all must do our part to keep Sinquin 

viable.” The boy’s tone suggested he’d heard this lesson 

many times. “Plus, it gets me out of the flat.” 

Farris appeared from the kitchen, sleeves rolled up, 

carrying a steaming dish that released the rich aroma of 

actual protein rather than synthetic paste. 

“Real meat,” he said, catching Arliss’s crinkling nose. 

“Snuck it through before the last embargo. Cost me a 

month’s chee, but my family deserved something better 

than the usual slag.” 

His language was hardly coded. The Tets of Sinquin 

made many sacrifices post-revolution, among them 

subsisting on a diet less savory than their luxurious life 

once provided. The other Tets – especially those least 

sympathetic to the breakaway Mega – used food as 

leverage when playing hardball. A few pure-bloods left 

Sinquin after a few months, unwilling to indulge anything 

less than the standard of living to which they’d grown 

accustomed. But most, like the Jakobs, adapted. 

They settled around the table, small by the standards 

of Farris’s previous home, adequate for their reduced 

circumstances. The apartment held perhaps a third of the 

space his family once commanded, stripped of the 

luxuries that came with owning Silar Engines outright. 

Property reallocation demanded by the provisional 

government humbled many Tets, who saw much of what 



 

 

 

 

they owned distributed to Blends who moved out of 

stack-beds and minimalist squalor for the first time. 

Yet the Jakobs’ walls displayed the same family 

photos, the same children’s artwork, the same careful 

preservation of normalcy against impossible odds. 

It was Liri’s turn to serve the portions tonight, per 

family tradition. The ritual continued despite 

everything. But one key difference. 

“How’s your mother?” Arliss asked, noting her 

absence. 

“Working late,” Liri said. “Again. The last few 

refugee intakes created a surge in respiratory cases. 

All those urns in the contaminated tunnels, she says.” 

“We added a few more to her caseload this 

morning.” 

Sarrin Jakob had been a successful meddoc among 

the uppers of Sinquin, commanding premium chee for 

her expertise. Now she treated refugees for token 

compensation, worked twelve-urn shifts because her 

clinic lacked adequate staff, and dealt with a caseload 

of Tets who did not trust Blend meddocs to be 

competent for diagnosing pure-blood illnesses. 

She never complained. Neither did Farris. Neither 

did their children. 

They’d chosen this path with eyes open, 

understanding the cost. 

“The Council values your mom’s work,” Arliss said, 

knowing how inadequate the words sounded. 

“Governor Roan mentioned increasing medical 



 

 

 

 

funding.” 

“Mentioned it three cycles ago too,” Farris said. “The 

good news is we’re all still breathing. That counts for 

something.” 

Dinner proceeded with careful conversation: Dalen’s 

latest success cultivating winter greens in limited light, 

Liri’s technical problem with a processor regulation valve, 

Farris’s ongoing negotiations with Northern suppliers. 

Surface topics that avoided the depths beneath. 

But Arliss felt those depths pressing against the meal’s 

normalcy. Felt them in how Liri measured her words 

about Blend engineers. Or in Dalen’s careful neutrality 

about his classmates at the reopened Sinquin Academy, 

where Blend and Tet children studied together. Or in 

Farris’s optimism about supply chains that everyone knew 

were crumbling. 

Forty thousand Tetonian allies gambling their futures 

on Sinquin’s survival. Forty thousand people who burned 

every bridge to remain in a Mega that couldn’t quite 

decide whether they were neighbors or hostages. 

After the children cleared the table, Farris retrieved the 

forniss blue and led Arliss to his study, which looked out 

upon the southern Megas, each of which still declared 

loyalty to the city of Vandress. In the early months, 

negotiations suggested a few might throw their fortunes 

in with Sinquin, but those alliances died on the vine. 

Would they have been so quick to turn their backs on the 

Blend-ruled Mega had they known what might come from 

the change? 



 

 

 

 

Despite countless challenges, three years of 

independence had transformed Sinquin. Housing 

blocks were no longer segregated. The old Servo 

District boundaries had dissolved into broader 

community sectors defined by function rather than 

biology. Young children, pale- and blue-skinned, 

played in communal spaces without awareness of their 

differences.  

Yet everywhere, the signs of siege remained. Armed 

patrols on each major crossway. Security checkpoints 

at critical junctions. Rationing protocols for essential 

supplies. Emergency evacuation drills conducted 

weekly. Everyone mandated to learn how to defend 

themselves against invaders. 

Progress measured in survival rather than 

prosperity. 

Farris poured generously into two glasses and 

handed one to Arliss. 

“To impossible choices,” he said. “May we live long 

enough to regret them properly.” 

They drank. The forniss blue burned clean and 

sharp, nothing like the synthetic variants produced in 

Sinquin’s makeshift distilleries. Arliss savored the 

warmth spreading through his chest, momentarily 

displacing the cold that had taken up permanent 

residence there. 

“You’re drinking more,” Farris observed after they’d 

sat in companionable silence. “Alas, I’m complicit.” 

“Survival mechanisms.” Arliss studied the 



 

 

 

 

translucent blue liquid in his glass. “We all have them.” 

“Some mechanisms survive better than others, friend.” 

Farris leaned back against the railing. “The women, the 

drinking. They’re filling bottomless holes.” 

Arliss felt the familiar defenses rising, the walls he’d 

built to contain grief that had no proper outlet. But this 

was Farris. The man who’d risked everything to stand 

beside him during the revolution’s darkest moments. 

Who’d opened his home when others turned away. Who’d 

never asked for the debt to be acknowledged because 

friendship didn’t work that way. And who still mourned 

Meera, too. 

“Three years,” Arliss said finally. “Three years of not 

knowing whether he’s alive. Every day I think, maybe 

today brings word. Maybe today I learn something. 

Anything.” 

He took another drink, longer this time. 

“But nothing comes. Just rumors and speculation. 

Stories about the Lumin that might be propaganda or 

might be truth. Probably somewhere in between. Reports 

of expeditions into the wilderness that are either hunting 

my son or chasing phantoms. Every night I go to bed 

knowing exactly as much as I knew the day before. And 

it’s killing me, Farris. This not knowing. It’s hollowing me 

out one day at a time. You have contacts outside 

Vandress. Anything at all?” 

Farris shook his head slowly. 

“Nothing concrete. But you know as well as I: The 

factions mounting those expeditions wouldn’t persist 



 

 

 

 

unless they had reason to believe Kip was out there for 

the taking. Yes, there are some who believe the Lumin 

are dead. But those voices are drowned out by the 

fearmongers and the vengeance-seekers. They keep 

changing their stories. Some say he’s out there building 

an army. Some insist he found a hidden city, and the 

Lumin are biding their time. For what exactly? The 

more I hear the stories, the less I believe they have 

even the faintest idea what they’re chasing or why.” 

Arliss stared at the lights dotting the pyramidal 

Megas. 

“I’d like to think I could move forward if I just knew,” 

he admitted, the alcohol loosening words he normally 

kept locked away. “If I knew he was alive, even if he 

never wanted to see me again... I could find a way to 

live with Meera’s death. Could accept that she died 

getting him to safety, that her sacrifice meant 

something. But this—” 

He gestured vaguely at the space around him, 

encompassing the uncertainty that had become his 

constant companion. 

“This limbo where every rumor might be truth and 

every silence might be death... it’s worse than any cell 

on Rogue 19. At least there I knew my sentence. Knew 

when it would end. This has no end. Just endless 

waiting while I pretend to be functional.” 

He’d seen all the viseos from that brutal day in 

Trequin, when disaster befell the Lunar Festival, when 

the Lumin appeared to put Tets asleep by the hundreds 



 

 

 

 

as part of their escape, when Kip was caught on a levtrain 

security node shooting a young Pure Breather in the 

head. 

The last image of his son: A cold-blooded killer. 

He didn’t buy the nonsense that Roe Vega told EQ 

about his parents’ deaths, or the silly claim that the Lumin 

bombed the Council’s pavilion at the Festival. Most people 

with rational minds agreed. But effective propaganda, 

given time, tended to mess with rational minds. 

Farris refilled both glasses. 

“Your son’s fortunes are out of your hands, Arliss. And 

the hard truth is, you may not know anything definitive 

for a very long time. But there are fortunes within your 

control.” 

Arliss studied the refill. 

“Such as?” 

“What we’re accomplishing. Meera would be proud of 

what we’ve built here, Arliss. Meera would look past 

Sinquin’s problems and see the integrated academies and 

mixed neighborhoods and children playing together. 

She’d see a promising version of the world she died trying 

to create.” 

“Would she?” Bitterness crept into Arliss’s voice. “She 

wanted lasting change. Each day is a new struggle. This 

next attack the Pure Breathers may be organizing … how 

many times in the last three years have we had to brace 

ourselves for the worst?” 

“More than I’d prefer. But I’d like to think Meera would 

be impressed that we’ve navigated every storm. She’d 



 

 

 

 

see her husband doing what needed doing.” Farris’s 

tone carried gentle firmness. “But she wouldn’t want 

this half-life you’re living. These women whose names 

you can’t remember, the drinking that everyone 

pretends not to notice—” 

“They help me sleep.” 

“They help you avoid sleeping. There’s a difference.” 

Farris leaned in. “I know something about losing pieces 

of yourself, friend. Every day my children face new 

questions about why we stayed. Every shift, Sarrin 

treats patients who wonder if a Tetonian meddoc might 

accidentally poison them. Liri constantly must prove 

she’s not a spy. Dalen comes home with bruises he 

won’t explain from boys testing how far they can push 

the kid of a so-called Ally.” 

He paused, letting the weight of his family’s sacrifice 

settle between them. 

“We chose this path because we believed in what we 

were building. Because Meera convinced us that 

integration was possible, that Blends and Tets could 

build something better than segregation and fear. And 

we’re staying because we still believe it. But we also 

know that surviving isn’t the same as living.” 

The forniss burned smooth down Arliss’s throat. 

“What if he’s dead?” The words came raw. “What if 

I’m waiting for news that will never come because 

there’s nothing left to find?” 

“Then one day you’ll grieve him properly.” Farris’s 

hand gripped Arliss’s shoulder. “You’ll build him a 



 

 

 

 

memorial in Mecha next to his mother. And you keep 

honoring what they died for, but you do it alive instead 

of as a walking corpse.” 

“I don’t know how.” 

“Neither do I, friend. Neither do any of us. But we 

figure it out together or we don’t figure it out at all.” 

They sat in silence as night deepened over Sinquin. 

Eventually, Farris rose. 

“Stay here as long as you need. It’s a wonderful view. 

You should have claimed a flat with windows.” 

Arliss nodded, unable to form words. Farris gripped his 

shoulder once more before retreating inside, leaving him 

alone with the city and his ghosts. 

Walking back to his quarters an urn later, Arliss 

observed Sinquin’s nightlife with clearer eyes than usual. 

The forniss had smoothed the edges without blurring the 

details. 

Yes, they’d built something worth protecting here. 

Something Meera would have fought for. Something Kip 

might return to if he still lived. 

As Arliss entered his empty quarters, the weight 

returned. The tagger displayed messages from Dox and 

Pounce; tomorrow’s problems already taking shape. 

Henly’s debriefing. Resource allocation decisions. 

Vigilance against the next Pure Breather threat. 

Arliss ignored the tagger, poured himself a glass of 

chetkin, and fell into bed. 

Somewhere out there, beyond the weather shields and 

security perimeters, beyond the wastelands and 



 

 

 

 

wilderness, his son might be alive. Might be building 

something of his own. Making choices one crucial 

breath at a time. 

Or might be three years dead, his bones scattered 

across terrain that would never reveal its secrets. 

Arliss raised his glass. 

“Wherever you are, Son. Whatever you’ve become. 

Please, give me a sign.” 

The words fell into silence, unanswered. As they had 

for three years. As they might for three more. But he 

would keep begging. And this sanctuary would have to 

remain independent and sustainable, a place where 

someday Kip could return and maybe call home again. 

The chetkin burned going down. Arliss welcomed the 

pain. 

At least it was something he could feel. 
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