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KIP 
T’S TIME, Luminar. Hand down their judgment.” 

Kip Dubai recognized the voice behind the whisper, which 

reverberated off nothing yet filled him with an 

inexplicable authority. He was himself but not. Taller, stronger, 

insatiable. 

And now, his army of Patchies and Blends cleared a path for 

their leader to ascend to the highest platform on Sinquin. They 

hummed with electric anticipation as he passed, stomping their 

feet, and a charge flowed through him like the weight of his 

headdress. The scent of ozone and sweat hung thick around 

him, while distant thunder rumbled. 

The last egress opened, and sunlight rushed in. The Shade 

Cycle had ended. 

The Luminar stood on the platform and took in the whipping 

cold breeze. Vandress sprawled beneath wispy clouds, colossal 

buildings piercing upwards, where its elite once held dominion 
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over those living in the shadows. 

His fingertips tingled with nervous energy, skin prickling. 

At his side stood Zero, a familiar presence but transformed; 

his cybernetic eyes gleamed in the rare daylight, cloaked 

with sharper edges of age and wisdom he hadn’t possessed 

before now. The soft whirring of Zero’s ocular implants 

provided a counterpoint to the hushed crowd who came to 

see the denouement of a war fought too long. 

Kip also felt older, but the friendship had never dimmed. 

On the Luminar’s other side, Twick’s customary grin 

flickered with a familiar energy. 

“Take it, Luminar.” 

Twick extended a long weapon, something sleek and 

menacing, crafted with an intricate design that reflected 

sunlight. Components clicked against each other as the 

barrel gleamed with deadly purpose. Kip grasped it, the hilt 

cool against his palm as he assessed its weight. 

A dozen Tetonian captives lined up before him, dread 

twisting their features as they stood abreast near the 

precipice of the crumbling heights, a feeble barricade 

between them and oblivion. Their clothes fluttered in the 

harsh wind, expensive fabrics now torn and stained. 

“You have a choice,” Kip proclaimed, his voice deep and 

resonant. “Jump to your deaths … or I will end you myself.” 

The prisoners’ eyes revealed a stew of panic, desperation, 

and resignation. 

“Spare us, Luminar!” One said, then another. “We meant 

no harm.” 

They implored him, but Kip drew upon the weight of 

righteous fury. 



 

  

“You lost that chance the moment you killed her.” 

A familiar sense of loss enveloped him. He saw the truth: 

None had the courage to do it themselves. So Kip extended 

the long rifle and pulled the trigger. The mechanism purred 

against his palm, a gentle vibration that belied its deadly 

purpose. Echoes of screams rang in his ears as the prisoners 

plummeted, swallowed by the depths. 

As the last body disappeared and cheers erupted around 

him, Kip searched his gathered acolytes. A flicker caught his 

attention: A young boy gazed up with a deformed face, eyes 

wide with wonder and terror. The child’s pale skin resembled 

the deceased; how did this boy find his way into the mix of the 

Luminar’s army? 

The boy raised his hand and pleaded. 

“Me too. Let me join. I want to be like you.” 

Kip stared into the child’s eager eyes, hungry for 

recognition, for belonging, and recalled a time when he, too, 

had sought these things. He found a flow-family who 

embraced him and loved him. But so much blood had passed 

… 

“This isn’t for you,” Kip said, voice hollow despite the 

ultimate victory. 

The pendant on his chest pulsed with red-hot rage. Piker 

vibrated with something between approval and warning. The 

seven-edged gear pressed into his flesh, its center stone 

glowing with an inner light that flowed through his veins. The 

heat spread through his muscles like a second heartbeat. 

Twick snarled. 

“They deserved it, Luminar. Emilie smiles, for true.” 

Emilie. The name struck like a blade between his ribs. 



 

  

Around him, the faces of his followers blurred, melting like 

wax figures in scalding heat. 

“She trusted you,” a voice whispered, neither Zero’s nor 

Twick’s. It slithered into his ears like ice water. “She waited, 

and you failed her.” 

The sky darkened above Vandress, weather shields 

flickering as a storm cloud opened, dropping acidic rain upon 

them. The drops sizzled against Kip’s skin, but pain did not 

bother him. Each droplet left a momentary sting before 

evaporating into wisps of steam. The rifle transformed into 

a simple flashgun. 

The boy with the deformed face reached for it, his fingers 

elongating with rubber extensions. The sound of stretching 

skin made Kip’s stomach turn. 

“Let me try,” the boy said. “I can be strong like you.” 

“No.” Kip tried to pull away, but his body wouldn’t 

respond. His muscles were locked in place by an invisible 

force. “This isn’t for you.” 

“But it is,” the pendant answered, its voice scrambled by 

the grinding gears. “My Luminar.” 

The crowd’s cheers morphed into screams as the platform 

beneath them crumbled. Tithium and steel groaned, 

fracturing with the sound of a thousand bones breaking at 

once. The other Megas of Vandress twisted, buildings 

folding in on themselves like paper crushed in a giant’s fist. 

Kip’s acolytes, his longest and dearest friends, fell into the 

widening abyss. 

He cried out to save them, but the words caught in his 

throat, trapped behind disbelief. 

“You can’t save everyone, Luminar,” the pendant 



 

  

answered. “Choose.” 

And then, as abruptly as it began, the vision shattered. Kip 

jerked into the present and looked around. No surprise: He 

was frozen upright on the edge of his bed, the pendant burning 

against his skin, sweat damp across his brow. His bedroom 

bathed in a blue nightlight. Outside, he heard the familiar 

hums, bangs, and rhythms of atmospheric processors and 

water reclamation tubes.  

His shelves overflowed with the bits and bobs of his 

mechanical creations, many in disrepair. His jacket and mesh 

bodysuit lay on the floor, where he had tossed them last night 

after stripping. Afterward, he fell under the covers. Just him, 

Piker, and a whirlwind of dreams. 

But were they? 

Even now, part of Kip lingered at the top of Sinquin. The 

rifle’s cold steel, the piercing wind, the desperate last screams. 

They wouldn’t fade. 

Twenty days, for true. 

A deeper, more profound vision each time. A greater sense 

of immediacy. 

Despite that, no direct word from Piker. Not since the day 

Kip returned home, encountered two impossible beings named 

Fallon and Guise, then heard the pendant tell him: 

I found you. I will never let you go. 

The pendant’s light diminished, its seven-edged gear design 

pressing into his chest like a brand. Twenty days. 

Emilie. 

They mentioned her again for what? The third time? Fourth? 

He wanted to run a blade through her heart; the slag 

betrayed them. Scar, Ghost, Pixel, TimBob dead because of 



 

  

that pookah. 

“I never failed her,” Kip mumbled. “She fringed my life.” 

She must have been dead by now. Last he heard, Emilie 

Bless and her mother were thought to have fled the city into 

the wastelands. Sometimes, Kip imagined her lost and 

starving, or maybe carved up by mutated animals that still 

thrived in the wilderness. 

I loved her, for true. 

Amid his now-routine morning confusion, Kip 

remembered the date. 

Today would be huge. A turning point, Mom called it. 

His friends danced with excitement. They’d been working 

with Kip for days on a plan. The Pikers were leaving the 

shadows at last. 

It made sense. The other kids deserved a voice. They 

deserved a flow-family, too. 

Yet Kip couldn’t think about it. Too much all at once. 

I ain’t-a ready for this. 

He grabbed his new go-to fix off the bottom shelf, where 

Kip had left the device before bed. His fingers closed around 

the vapo-boost, the hand-sized machine’s double-valved 

surface marked with an intricate warning glyph and mod-

compatibility codes. It hummed to life with a soft click, 

kindling a cloud of pressurized vapor extracted from steam 

vents. 

Kip aligned the valves with his nose and mouth then 

released the mist. He drew the modified gas deep into his 

lungs to immediate effect. A rush of warmth spread through 

his chest and limbs, followed by waves of soothing calm that 

rippled through his hybridized biology. He’d known plenty of 



 

  

Blend kids who relied on these daily hits – sometimes taking 

them straight from the steam vents – but had always veered 

away. No more. 

The vapor penetrated his tissues, dancing along nerve 

endings and seeping deep into his physiology. His racing 

thoughts slowed, muscles unwinding as specialized 

compounds did their work. Each breath, he inhaled more of 

the calming mist; hundreds of tiny flush sacs hidden beneath 

his blue freckles absorbed enough toxicity to negate a lethal 

effect. 

Anxiety’s sharp edges dulled. 

Kip found his peace on the floor, sitting against his bed, and 

took a second hit, much larger than the first. 

But even chemical peace couldn’t banish Emilie’s ghost. Her 

name still echoed, a splinter in his mind that eluded the boost. 

The mere recollection of her light-blue freckles and oval yellow 

eyes, her lips on his, tongue in his mouth, and her gentle words 

of encouragement … 

“Stop,” he whispered. “Just fringing stop.” 

The pendant flared in response, its weight more noticeable 

with each passing day. Logic said the visions would end if he 

removed it. Yet, the thought of doing so sent ice through his 

veins. 

Pixel. Ghost. Scar. TimBob. Their faces appeared unbidden, 

frozen in those final violent moments. The boost’s artificial 

serenity couldn’t touch that deeper wound. Past and future 

tangled like crossed circuits as the fog of memory and loss 

deepened. 

He triggered the device again, craving another hit of vapor-

wrapped tranquility. Empty. His fingers tightened around the 



 

  

useless cylinder as fresh anxiety crept in. 

The pendant’s stone pulsed, and Kip swore he heard 

laughter. 

“What do you want from me?” he asked the void. 

Only the city’s distant machinery answered. 

Kip stumbled into his clothes, slipping on his mesh 

bodysuit, the pendant nestled beneath it. His fingers 

fumbled with the seams as his father’s voice echoed through 

the door. 

“Time to eat, Son.” 

He glanced in the mirror. The boost had left his yellow 

eyes glazed, pupils contracted to pinpoints. He blinked, 

willing them to normalize before his parents noticed; the 

effect never lasted for long. 

“Coming.” His voice cracked. 

Kip took a deep breath, composing his features into 

casual indifference. Just another day. Nothing special, even 

though today was far from it. 

His parents sat at the small kitchen table, deep in 

conversation. Arliss looked more worn than usual, with lines 

around his eyes, as if the servos weren’t compensating. 

Meera gestured, her movements sharp for emphasis. 

“Morning,” Kip mumbled, sliding into his seat. 

Neither seemed to notice his delayed greeting. Arliss 

pushed a plate of protein discs toward him, the synthetic 

eggs still steaming. His mother had added blue nutrient 

paste on the side, a fruity variety formulated for Patchies. 

Kip’s stomach lurched, but he forced himself to take a bite. 

“Arliss, you can’t ignore this,” Meera urged, her brow 

furrowed as she reached for her own eggs. “The Council’s 



 

  

scattered with factions pushing against us; they aren’t happy 

with our so-called progress.” 

“You could say the same about Torque.” Arliss sighed. “Not 

everyone on our end is holding to the agreement. Some don’t 

want to be held to account at all.” 

“Offante, again?” 

Arliss shrugged. 

“It’s not all on him, but I’m a left hook away from changing 

the dialogue.” 

Something new. Dad was talking about a violent response. 

Similar thoughts had crossed Kip’s mind after the standoff 

with EQ ended in a hostage exchange followed by an 

agreement for Enforcement Q and Blend leadership to 

cooperate on Servo District security matters. Kip learned 

Offante had been pulling TimBob’s strings all along and 

ordered the raid on the EQ armory – and that no one else in 

the Torque leadership approved such a daring move. If Offante 

had not been such a self-serving slag, Emilie couldn’t have 

betrayed them. 

My friends would be alive. 

And the Pikers would still be hiding in the shadows. Kip 

would take that trade-off any day. 

He did not interrupt his parents’ exchange. They’d been 

through variations of this same argument for days. The Blend-

EQ Security Council was fracturing under pressure from all 

sides. Though his father didn’t say so straight-up, Kip heard it 

in the tone: Arliss did not ask for or want this responsibility. 

“You should lean on Janu,” Meera said. “He’s trying his best 

to keep men like Offante in line.” 

Kip poked at his food, wondering if his parents had any idea 



 

  

what the Pikers were planning. Today’s gathering at the 

Crosstrots Hub would draw attention, for sure. Zero 

reckoned at least fifty kids would show, but Kip had his 

doubts. He thought it best they start small: The ten original 

surviving Pikers and a handful of wannabes. 

“Eat, Kip,” his father said. “You’ll need to be at your best.” 

“Not hungry, for true,” Kip muttered, then caught himself. 

“But it’s good. Thanks, Mom.” 

Meera’s eyes softened before returning to Arliss. 

“This matter with the Vega boy is not helping.” 

A shadow crossed his father’s face. 

“I want to feel sorry for the man. But he’s hunting in the 

wrong Mega. He’s pressuring EQ to take over the search 

patrols down here. He’ll find nothing.” 

“Which isn’t the point.” Meera sipped her moc-java. “He’s 

turned it into another campaign to set the blame on anyone 

with blue skin.” 

“That’s crimp,” Kip blurted out, unable to help himself. His 

fork clanked on the dish. “Sorry, but it’s true. There wasn’t 

a single Blend in Unquin the day his little runt disappeared. 

It’s been proved, for true. I reckon a slag-heap like Vega 

beat his kid to death and tried to cover it up. Or maybe the 

null-jack ran off to the wastelands because it’s better than 

living with Pure Breathers.” 

Both parents glared at him. 

The silence made Kip aware of how he’d lost his cool. 

“For what it’s worth.” Arliss reached for Kip’s hand. “If you 

disappeared, I’d be just as loud and desperate. If I thought 

pointing the finger at our enemy might help bring you home, 

I’d have to give it a try.” 



 

  

“We don’t know what happened to Ren Vega,” Meera said, 

“but I’m sure the family is suffering. As much as I despise the 

man, I …” 

Kip wanted to get off the subject. He should never have 

gone there. 

“Yeah. Sorry, OK? I didn’t know the kid. It’s just … if he was 

anything like his brother …” He had not forgotten the run-in 

with Roe Vega in the Sky Gardens. “It ain’t-a fair what his dad’s 

doing. Don’t we have enough slag to deal with?” 

Kip sensed their judgment tightening like a noose. Should 

he have to defend his attitude? 

He took mild comfort when Meera slipped her chair beside 

him. 

“It’s our fault, my sweet boy. You have too much on your 

mind to be dealing with these other issues. Today is important. 

The first public congregation of the Pikers. A chance to inspire 

your peers toward something greater. I have to imagine you’re 

just a little nervous.” 

Kip could have let her follow that stream of thinking, but … 

“No. No, Mom. I mean … yeah, I’m feeling a little crimp. But 

I made you two promise to tell me everything. No secrets. 

Right?” 

She nodded, but Kip heard a too-gentle tone. 

“To treat you like a man. And we’ve tried. But you’re a boy, 

and the District is already putting more of a load on you than 

it ever should have.” 

“I’m a symbol. So’s Dad. We got to be leaders. I hear it 

everywhere I go. It’s what our people want.” 

Arliss tightened his grip on Kip’s hand. 

“Son, leaders and symbols aren’t one and the same. Each 



 

  

person assigns his own definition to a symbol. We’ll never 

live up to those expectations. The best we can do is to be 

ourselves and try to make a slight difference. Kip, you’ve 

only just turned thirteen. Focus on the friends you’ll make 

and maybe even inspire. And then have fun. Trust me, it 

gets harder.” 

Kip stared at his father, another criminal who started 

young, and heard the screams of Tetonians as they fell from 

atop Sinquin. Already the weight of expectations pressed 

down on him: The Pikers, the Blend community, and now 

whatever force spoke through Piker. They seemed like more 

than enough burdens. 

“So, I’m supposed to just be a kid when everybody wants 

more?” Kip didn’t like the defensiveness in his tone. “Zero 

and Twick say I’m the only one who can bring Patchie and 

Blend kids together. That we gotta be unified.” 

“Be yourself,” Arliss said. “Some will join you. That’s good 

enough.” 

No, it ain’t-a, Kip thought, his fingers brushing the 

pendant. Not anymore. 

Meera kissed her son on the cheek and rose from the 

table, collecting her worn satchel from the counter. 

“I need to sprint. The education plans won’t finalize 

themselves.” 

“How’s it coming along?” Arliss asked. 

“Piecemeal. Finding spaces for classrooms is hard 

enough, but securing the chee is the real trick.” Her 

shoulders slumped. “We have to do better than the EdBank. 

Unfortunately, the Tets who can make that happen are 

holding tight to their credcards.” 



 

  

Kip watched his mother transform into a determined warrior 

despite her obvious exhaustion. This was the mother he’d 

known when Dad was gone, the one who never stopped 

fighting. 

“You’ll figure it out, Mom,” he said. “You always do.” 

He wasn’t sure. Kip heard many skeptical comments about 

her plan for improved schooling inside the District. The most 

common refrain: Why in the world would Tets allow Blends to 

better educate their kids? 

Meera smiled and kissed the top of his head. 

“Have fun and stay clear of trouble today.” Her gaze turned 

to Arliss. “That’s for both of you.” 

After she left, silence reigned. Kip fidgeted with his nutrient 

paste, pushing it around the plate rather than eating it. The 

boost’s initial joy was wearing off. Kip made a mental note to 

take the device with him and refill it. 

Arliss’s fingers tapped against the table with a rhythmic 

beat. 

“There’s something you don’t know about me, Son. I relied 

on it too when I was a kid.” 

Kip’s head snapped up. 

“What?” 

“The vapo-boost. I see it in your eyes. Your Mom doesn’t 

know the signs. That gas would kill Tets.” 

Heat rushed to Kip’s face. Dresh. 

He saw no point in making excuses. 

“I need it, Dad. It helps me think. And … and there’s so 

much pressure.” 

“I’m not judging you, Son. I took it up not long after your 

grandparents were killed. Truth is, it helped for a while.” 



 

  

“It clears my head. Gets me through the day.” 

“I felt the same way.” Arliss leaned forward. “But take 

care not to rely on it as a solution. The vents weren’t 

designed for consumption. The boost concentrates those 

elements, and while they’re not addictive to us like they 

would be to pure-bloods, too much gas can become ... 

disorienting.” 

“You sound like Zero now,” Kip muttered. 

“Zero has a point. How often are you boosting?” 

“Not much. Four or five times a day.” 

“That’s a lot of work for your flush sacs. I’m not gonna 

forbid it, Son, because I know your body can handle it … to 

an extent. Do me a favor, will you? Limit yourself to two 

boosts a day for now. Wean yourself down to one. In a few 

weeks, when you’re in a better place, you won’t need it. 

Deal?” 

As compromises went, this one came out of nowhere. 

He’d been careful to hide the device, certain they’d come 

down hard. But this? 

“I promise, Dad. Thank you. Are you planning to tell 

Mom?” 

“We don’t keep secrets in this family anymore. If you’d 

like, I’ll explain to her how the gas offers certain temporary 

benefits to our physiology. Then I’ll break the news. Or you 

can tell her.” 

Kip did not hold back his nervous chuckle. 

“She’ll have a meltdown. She’ll think I’m an addict.” 

“Which is why I’ll educate her first. Boosting has been an 

open secret among our kind from the start. These days, Tets 

don’t understand how deep our connection to the machines 



 

  

and the chemicals runs; it’s not like in your great-grandparents’ 

time. You may not have servos, Kip, but you’ve always felt the 

pull. It’s in our design. She’ll be concerned, but she’ll 

understand.” 

Was it that simple? If he unburdened himself, Dad would 

see him through it. 

“I missed you so much, Dad. I must’ve cried myself to sleep 

a hundred times, for true.” 

Arliss sipped his moc-java and leaned back, holding a grand 

smile. 

“I can top you, Son. You see, I never cried myself to sleep 

in my cell. I just didn’t sleep. I held your face in front of me 

and bided my time until the next quarterly stream. Moments 

like this … just the two of us … I’ll never take them for 

granted.” 

“Me neither, Dad. I love you so much.” 

Say it. Tell him about the pendant and the visions. Say it, 

you fringing null-jack. 

The words were lined up and ready to fire away. Piker did 

not pulse with its usual heat; was it giving him permission? 

Still, Kip diverted to the nearest related subject. 

“Do you think they’re ever coming back?” 

“Who?” 

“Fallon and Guise.” 

They hadn’t spoken of the off-worlders in two weeks. Arliss 

came clean after the pair vanished from their apartment into 

thin air twenty days ago. He explained how they intervened 

when five enforcers attacked Arliss in a maintenance shaft and 

cleaned away all evidence, then reappeared during his EQ 

detainment to provide him a tagger. 



 

  

Arliss sighed at their mention. 

“I have no idea what they’re planning. Can’t even say 

they’re allies. I know, I know. They were helpful. Friendly. 

But they’re playing at something we’re not meant to 

understand. Or so I assume. Remember, they hooked 

themselves into Offante’s life long before us. What does that 

tell you about them?” 

He hadn’t thought of it that way. 

“They’ll fring around with anybody.” He kept his fingers 

away from the pendant. “If they’re so powerful, why do they 

just step in and out like that? We wouldn’t have it even this 

good if it weren’t for them. For true. They ought to be here, 

helping solve our problems.” 

Arliss wagged a finger. 

“That’s what I meant about them playing at something 

we’re not meant to understand. They must have rules of 

engagement.” 

“Whatcha mean?” 

“When I was in the cell, Fallon and Guise made it clear: 

They weren’t here to walk in and save the day. They gave 

me the tagger but didn’t tell me how to use it. They said I 

needed to be the agent of my success. It’s as if they can 

nudge but not push. Offante came to the same conclusion. 

It’s possible they did their job, and now we have to trust in 

ourselves to see this through.” 

“What if we fring it all up?” The question slipped out 

before Kip could stop it, echoing the fear that plagued him 

since the visions began. 

“Then we fail trying,” Arliss said. “That’s all any of us can 

do. Life’s hard but not that complicated.” 



 

  

The pendant warmed against Kip’s chest, as if responding 

to his father’s words. Was this confirmation? Was it listening 

and answering? 

“Is there something else you want to tell me, Son? Anything 

at all?” 

The moment stretched between them like a tightrope. Piker 

pulsed, its warmth both invitation and warning. Do I tell him 

about the Luminar? 

The words dissolved on his tongue. 

“I ...” Kip looked at his half-eaten breakfast, unable to meet 

his father’s gaze. How could he explain something he didn’t 

understand? This made about as much sense as off-worlders 

showing up unannounced and vanishing without warning. 

“Nothing,” he said. “Just nervous about today. I want it to 

be a good day.” 

The pendant cooled, as if satisfied with his silence. Some 

truths belonged to him alone. The visions. Luminar. These 

burdens were his only. 

Arliss nodded without pushing. 

“I’m here when you’re ready. You’re my life.” 

“I know, Dad.” Kip rose from the table. “I should get going. 

Zero’s waiting. He’s always early.” 

As he gathered his things, Kip caught his reflection in the 

bedroom mirror. For a moment, he thought he saw someone 

else: Older, taller, with hard eyes that had seen too much. The 

Luminar stared back, patient and inevitable. 

Kip blinked and returned to the present, his eyes still glazed 

from the boost. 

The pendant hummed against his heart, a secret rhythm 

usually shared while he slept. Whatever lay ahead – whatever 



 

  

he was becoming – felt too intimate, too personal to share. 

Even with the father who occupied the largest space in his 

heart. 

Some journeys, the pendant whispered, must be walked 

alone. 

  

                                 *** 

  

The lift hummed to life, carrying Kip upward through the 

veins of Sinquin. Those who shared the ride maintained a 

respectful silence – better than they had the first few days 

– but their eyes told a different story. 

Were they worried for him? Afraid the EQ would give in 

to outside pressure and arrest him for being an accomplice 

to TimBob’s killings? Or were they suspicious of him? A 

Patchie trying to exploit a little fame? 

He’d never ask, of course, and so far, they didn’t put him 

on the defensive. All the same, he would’ve preferred the 

old days, when nobody gave a slag. 

When doors parted on Level 65, he stepped into the 

crossway near Mecha and encountered the same eyeball-

tracking. But this time, a few pointed and others whispered. 

“That’s him,” one said. “The master thief.” 

“Heard he faced down five enforcers,” another added. 

A small Blend child waved from behind his mother’s legs. 

“Piker Chief!” 

Kip offered a brief smile and nodded, his fingers reaching 

for the pendant. Three weeks had passed since the crisis, 

yet the attention hadn’t faded. If anything, the stories grew 

more elaborate with each telling. A few grasped the facts, 



 

  

but others devised levels of mythology that floored him and his 

mates. 

A Blend woman approached, her cybernetic arm whirring as 

she extended it. 

“My son talks about you nonstop. You’re giving these kids 

something to believe in, child.” 

“Thanks.” Kip mumbled, discomfort warming his cheeks. 

“Just trying to flow true, you know?” 

She squeezed his shoulder before continuing on her way. 

Two maintenance workers paused their repair of an 

atmospheric vent to offer respectful nods. A gaggle of Blend 

kids, perhaps seven or eight and on their way to The Swing, 

stared with undisguised awe. 

Kip thought their admiration was misplaced, built on stories 

rather than truth. Three weeks gave him time to accept a harsh 

reality: He was a criminal, and four friends died in part because 

of his crimes. 

Was this what his people valued now? Placing a criminal on 

a pedestal? 

I never asked for this crimp. Just want my flow-family back, 

for true. 

Kip quickened his pace, threading through the morning 

crowd toward the large vacant unit that anchored the 

northeast corner of the level. Its entrance, once sealed with 

industrial barriers, now opened at the south egress. No sign 

yet – Twick took lead on making one – but word spread about 

the new youth center. 

He slipped inside, relieved when the bustle of the crossway 

faded. The space stretched before him, cavernous and sparse 

in decor. Ambient light filtered through tall windows, casting 



 

  

long rectangles across the dusty floor. A few chairs and 

tables huddled in one corner, remnants of the Tet-owned 

business that closed three years ago. 

“Check our flow-chief!” Zero’s high-pitched greeting 

echoed. 

Zero stood near the windows, his cybernetic eyes glinting 

as he adjusted their focus. The tech specialist had grown at 

least an een in recent weeks, as if his body was catching up 

to his intellect. Beside him, Twick perched on a stack of 

crates, flashing the Piker hand signal. 

“Was starting to think you’d ghosted,” Twick said, 

hopping down with fluid grace. “Zero’s been here since first 

shift buzzing about with his fancy-flash project.” 

“Had some family slag to process.” Kip crossed the room, 

his mates easing the burden. With Zero and Twick, he 

wasn’t String the symbol … just Kip, their friend. 

Zero cocked his head. 

“Parents laying down the system specs for today?” 

“Something like that.” Kip glanced about. “Place looks 

better than the last time we flashed. Torque deliver on the 

support?” 

“Basic flow, nothing prime.” Zero shrugged. “But check 

what I been grinding on.” 

He led them toward the back wall, where a simple sheet 

hung over something rectangular. With ceremonial 

slowness, Zero pulled the covering away. 

The plaque gleamed under the light, a polished piece of 

salvaged metal etched with precision. Four names, paired in 

columns: 

SCAR — RACOON CHETT  



 

  

GHOST — JIN PARK  

PIXEL — SARAH CHETT  

TIMBOB — GARRIS SEVERN 

Below the names, a simple inscription: Flow eternal in our 

circuits. 

Kip choked up. He reached out, fingertips hovering just 

above the metal. 

“It’s prime work,” he whispered. “For true.” 

“Made it from the shell of a jacked atmospheric regulator,” 

Zero explained, a hint of pride breaking through his somber 

tone. “Same one Ghost helped rewire last cycle.” 

Twick nodded. 

“Pixel would’ve called it slag, but she’d be smiling while 

saying it.” 

They shared a respectful laugh, the kind that came after 

grief softened its sharpest edges. The three formed a small 

semicircle before the plaque. 

“To Scar,” Twick said, “who never backed down, not once.” 

“To Ghost,” Zero continued, “who could hack any system 

but couldn’t tell a joke to save his life.” 

“To Pixel,” Kip added, “who loved her big brother and always 

flowed true.” 

They paused, the final name heavier than the others. 

“To TimBob,” they said together. 

Silence stretched between them, filled with everything they 

couldn’t say. How TimBob had been manipulated and did the 

same to his little crew of revolutionaries. How, despite 

everything, he cared for them in his own broken way. 

“They’d spark-laugh at us gettin’ all the feels,” Twick said, 

his grin returning. 



 

  

Zero agreed. 

“Scar would’ve kicked our processors for sure.” 

Kip stepped forward, placing his hand flat against the 

plaque. 

“They’re still with us. This place is gonna change 

everything, for true.” 

The pendant warmed, but Kip ignored it. This moment 

belonged to the Pikers … the real ones, the originals. 

“Nervous, String?” Zero asked. 

“Bit crimp in the circuits. You?” 

“System’s running hot. But we’re flowing in the right 

direction.” 

Twick bounced on his heels. 

“Gonna be legend, though. First time we stand in the light 

instead of hiding in the shadows.” 

They exchanged glances, three boys on the edge of 

something bigger than themselves. Fear mingled with 

anticipation, grief with purpose. 

Kip glanced back at the plaque. 

“Gonna make them proud.” 

For once, he felt certain of his words. 

The clock chimed the midpoint of the morning shift as the 

three finished their final preparations. They’d laid out a few 

refreshments: Nutrient packets, water cubes, all they could 

afford on the first stipend from Torque. Kip arranged chairs 

in a semicircle facing the memorial plaque, expecting maybe 

fifteen kids to show. 

“Not gonna be many first day.” Twick adjusted a loose 

chair. “Kids are null-scared of anything new.” 

Zero shrugged. 



 

  

“I wager you ain’t-a right. But if it’s low, we build slow, build 

strong.” 

Kip nodded, but doubt crept in. What if nobody came? What 

if they’d misjudged everything? 

The original Pikers arrived first: Cache with her enhanced 

strength, Wrench carrying a bag of tools, Glitch, Scoop, Circuit, 

Ping, and Flash. Each exchanged the Piker greeting with Kip, 

tapping twice on their right wrist while making brief eye 

contact. The familiar ritual steadied his nerves. 

“Nice setup, String,” Cache said, glancing around the space. 

“Better than squatting in dead zones.” 

“We’ll have furniture and all kinds of slag soon. Torque put 

the word out for donations.” 

The fifteen chairs did not suffice. Not even close. 

More kids soon appeared at the entrance. Not Pikers, just 

Blend kids from around Sinquin. Some hesitated at the 

threshold until Zero waved them in. 

The trickle became a stream. Kip moved to the entrance, 

greeting each arrival with the Piker signal, which they 

mimicked with varying degrees of confidence. He recognized 

faces from the EdBank, maintenance crews, and communal 

areas. Some he’d never seen before. 

The count reached sixty-two by the start time. 

Zero said all nine Patchies of Vandress were present. 

“Never seen them all together.” 

Nor had Kip. Most belonged to the original crew. The others, 

who still had both parents, must have talked their folks into it. 

The more of his kind, the better. 

Kip’s heart raced. The room hummed with nervous energy. 

Most newcomers were boys, clustering together in small 



 

  

groups, eyes darting around. The younger ones, anywhere 

from seven to eleven, stuck close to the walls, while a 

handful of older teens, fifteen or sixteen, took positions 

where they could survey the entire room. 

Kip noted the skepticism etched across many faces, 

particularly among the older, more imposing Blends. One 

boy with massive forearm servos crossed his arms, his 

expression a challenge rather than a welcome. 

The pendant warmed, and for once, the sensation felt 

reassuring rather than ominous. These weren’t just faces in 

a crowd; they were potential Pikers. Flow-family. 

“What now?” Twick whispered, his usual confidence 

faltering as he surveyed the unexpected turnout. 

Kip swallowed hard. 

“Now we tell them who we are.” He moved toward the 

center of the room. “And what we’re gonna be.” 

Far easier said than done. 

Kip didn’t command the room the way TimBob used to 

and doubted he ever would. But he doubled down on 

whatever celebrity he’d created in the past twenty days. For 

extra measure, he hopped up on a table. 

The room fell silent. His mouth dried; why didn’t he pop 

off a water cube before taking center stage? Sixty-plus kids 

waited for him to say something profound, something that 

would justify their decision to appear. 

“Hey,” he began, voice cracking. He cleared his throat and 

tried again. “I’m Kip Dubai, but most call me String. That’s 

my Piker name.” 

He gestured toward the memorial plaque. 

“The Pikers started as something else. Something hidden. 



 

  

We ran the shadows, stayed ghost, kept to ourselves. That 

time’s passed now.” 

The pendant encouraged him to continue. 

“Every brother and sister who joins our flow-family gets to 

choose. Keep your birth name if it fits right. Take a new one if 

you need it. Names got power in the Servo District. They tell 

your story.” 

Kip pointed toward Zero, who nodded back. 

“Zero there, he crashed a whole security system when he 

was ten. Left nothing but zeros on their screens. Twick moves 

so quick you’ll miss him if you blink twice. Your name says who 

you are to us, not what some Tet decided to put on a 

credcard.” 

A few tentative smiles appeared. The younger kids leaned 

forward. 

“Being a Piker means flow-family first. We look after our 

own. We share what we got. Knowledge, food, skills … 

whatever you bring, you bring for all. Nobody stands alone, for 

true.” 

He made eye contact with as many newbies as he could. 

Mom taught him that trick. 

“We’re gonna build something here. A place to learn things 

the education banks don’t teach. How to hack a security gate. 

How to mod basic tech. How to move through the District in 

the hidden spaces. Real slag that keeps us alive and flowing 

true.” 

The pendant’s heat intensified as several older kids nodded 

in agreement. 

“Things are tense out there, for true. Some Tets don’t 

reckon we oughta have a future here. Pure Breathers want us 



 

  

gone. EQ watches every move. But they don’t get to decide 

what happens to us.” 

His confidence grew with each word, the Blend-cant 

flowing more naturally. 

“Together, we’re flux mightier than—” 

Kip’s speech faltered as his gaze caught on a figure near 

the back wall. A boy with pale, virtually translucent skin and 

a deformed face watched him with intense focus. 

Was it? No. 

The same boy from his vision, the one who asked to join 

the Luminar’s army. The one who wanted to fire the 

weapon. 

The pendant burned, sending waves of heat through his 

body. For a moment, the room seemed to waver, reality 

blurring at the edges. 

No. Not now. Not here. 

Kip blinked hard, forcing himself back to the present. 

“Together,” he continued, his voice hollow, “we’ll have 

the best future. Because we’ll make it ourselves, for true. 

Nobody else will do it for us.” 

His words felt inadequate, incomplete. The pale boy 

continued staring, and Kip couldn’t look away. The 

pendant’s heat neared unbearable. 

“That’s ... that’s what being a Piker means.” He stepped 

off the table. “Zero, Twick … you wanna tell them about the 

talents?” 

Zero shot him a concerned look but took over. 

“Yeah, so every Piker brings something special to the 

crew. Some are tech-heads like me. Some are runners like 

Scoop. Some are tri-coders like Glitch.” 



 

  

Twick jumped in, his energy filling the void left by Kip’s 

sudden retreat. 

“Whatever your prime skill is, we got a place for it. And 

whatever you don’t know yet, we’ll teach you. That’s how we 

flow.” 

As they continued, Kip edged toward the back of the room, 

his eyes fixed on the pale boy. The pendant pulsed in time with 

his racing heart. 

“Can I join, too?” 

The question snuck inside Kip, but none of the new Pikers 

asked it. 

He glanced about for the deformed child without success. 

  

                                   *** 

  

The first meeting of the Pikers wound down toward second 

shift’s end. What had begun with nervous energy transformed 

into something else; a connective buzz filled the room. Kids 

lingered in clusters, exchanging comm frequencies and making 

plans to meet again. 

Zero sidled up to Kip. 

“You seeing this flow, String? Got three tech-heads better 

than me at system hacking. One kid can rewire an atmospheric 

processor in under ten minups. And that tall girl with the partial 

face mod? She’s been mapping the maintenance tunnels 

between Megas for two cycles.” 

“For true?” Kip watched as another group approached the 

memorial plaque, their expressions solemn as they studied the 

names. “I didn’t know that was a thing. She say why that’s her 

truth-spark?” 



 

  

Twick bounced on his heels, his silver-streaked skin 

gleaming under the lights. 

“Kid named Pulse says he’s bringing six more next time. 

Cache already recruited three girls from her block. Two live 

in stack-beds. They want out, for true. We keep flowing like 

this, we’ll have our own little army.” 

“Army.” 

Kip repeated the word, triggering flickers of his vision. 

The Luminar and his acolytes. The weapon. A deformed boy. 

“You good, String?” Zero’s voice cut through his thoughts. 

“You’ve been running weird code since your speech.” 

Kip forced a smile. 

“Just processing. First big public flow as leader, you 

know?” 

The kids filed out in time, many stopping to bump fists 

with Kip or offer hesitant thanks. The original Pikers were 

the last to leave. 

“You coming, String?” Cache shouldered her bag. “We’re 

hitting the Market Strip for party-fuel.” 

“Nah, you flow without me. Wanna lock down the tech-

space proper. Collect my brain-bits.” 

They exchanged the Piker signal, and then Kip was alone. 

The silence pressed in, broken up only by the rhythms and 

beats of Mecha’s industries. 

He moved to the windows, pressing his forehead against 

the cool glass. The deformed boy’s face, pale skin stretched 

over unfinished features, held his attention. Those eyes, 

hungry and desperate. The way he watched Kip with such 

intensity before disappearing into the crowd. 

The pendant pulsed like a second heartbeat. 



 

  

“What are you trying to tell me?” Kip whispered. “Who was 

that?” 

He retreated to the small back office adjacent to the main 

industrial floor. Kip slumped against the wall, sliding down until 

he sat on the dusty floor and spread his legs. His hands 

trembled as he retrieved the vapo-boost from his jacket, 

desperate for the calming fog. 

Dresh. It needed refilling. 

“Fring it all,” he muttered, tossing the useless device aside. 

The pendant’s heat intensified. Kip yanked it out from 

beneath his mesh, glaring at the seven-edged gear. 

“What do you want from me, for true? What are all these 

visions about? None of it makes sense.” 

The stale air became dense and moist. The stone glowed, 

casting shadows across the bare walls. 

A shimmer appeared in the corner, like heat waves rising 

from molten metal. The air folded in on itself, creating a pocket 

of distorted reality that expanded outward. Within that pocket, 

a figure took shape. 

The boy returned, his deformity hidden in shadow. 

Kip pushed himself up in a scramble. 

“You ain’t-a real. You’re a vision.” 

The boy tilted his head, studying Kip with unnerving 

intensity. A soft light emanated around him, warm and golden. 

“I’m as real as you need me to be,” the boy said, his voice 

childlike yet echoing with an ancient quality. “I’ve been trying 

to reach you for days. I think. Time isn’t the same here like 

there.” 

Kip squinted. He recognized something familiar in the boy, 

but he couldn’t place it. 



 

  

“Who are you?” 

“A friend. I understand what it’s like when people expect 

too much from you.” 

The pendant burned inside Kip’s palm, almost too hot to 

hold. The boy’s eyes tracked it, a smile spreading across his 

uneven face. 

“I see you have it. The connection.” 

“You know about Piker?” Kip’s heartbeat jumped. “My 

pendant?” 

“I know a lot of things now.” The boy stepped closer, 

raising a hand to his own face. “I know this form bothers 

you.” 

With a casual gesture, the boy wiped his palm across the 

deformed portion of his features. The flesh rippled like 

water. Where once stood a twisted approximation of a face, 

now there was a normal Tetonian boy – pale, with delicate 

features and eyes too old for his young frame. His deep 

brown hair parted on the right side. 

Recognition hit Kip with the force of a broadside block. 

He gasped. 

“Ren? Ren Vega? But you’re ... you’re missing. Your father 

has the whole city looking for you.” 

The boy’s expression hardened, his childlike demeanor 

replaced by something darker. 

“Don’t call me that. Please.” His pitch fell to a hoarse 

whisper. “Don’t ever call me that again. Ren was weak. Ren 

was the boy who couldn’t stand up to his father. Ren was 

the boy who got sucked into the Whisper because he wasn’t 

strong enough.” 

What’s a Whisper? 



 

  

Ren straightened, pride flooding his features. 

“I’m Solox now. My real name. The Resonance gave it to 

me.” His expression softened, returning to that of a child. “I 

like it. It’s fun.” 

“Solox,” Kip repeated, the word strange on his tongue. 

“Wait. The Resonance. What’s that? How are you … you’re 

Councilor Vega’s kid.” 

“I’m not his son anymore,” Solox said with a child’s 

simplicity. “I’m something better now.” 

Kip sought any thread that might make sense of this 

madness. 

“Are you ... are you connected to Fallon and Guise?” 

Solox tilted his head, confusion washing over his face. 

“Who are they?” 

Before Kip could respond, the boy’s form wavered, the 

edges of his body blurring into the surrounding air. 

“Sorry, but I have to go,” Solox said, sounding disappointed. 

“It’s hard to stay here too long. But I’ll come back, for longer 

next time. We can learn so much from each other, Kip. The 

Resonance says we’re important. I can be the brother you 

never had.” 

“Wait—” Kip lunged forward, hand outstretched. 

But Solox was fading, his last words hanging in the air like 

mist. 

“We’ll talk again. You’re stronger than you think, Kip. The 

Pikers follow you because they see something inside you that 

you don’t see yet.” 

And then he was gone, leaving Kip alone in the dusty office, 

clutching the pendant that now cooled in his palm. 

Reality settled back around him, but nothing felt quite the 



 

  

same. 

Kip stared at the space where Solox had stood. Was he 

losing his mind? Or had the world turned more insane than 

he ever dared imagine? 
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