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​Chapter One: Carbon and Neon
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The transit car smelled like wet synthetic fabric and the particular desperation of people who'd been awake too long. Kai Voss pressed his shoulder against the scratched plexiglass window and watched the lower districts blur past in layers of neon and corrosion, streets he used to know by heart now unrecognizable under fifteen years of corporate development. Buildings he'd memorized as a kid—the meal dispensary with the broken sign, the repair shop where Old Chen used to let them watch him work—had been demolished or renovated into something sleek and hostile, all chrome facades and biometric locks that wouldn't recognize him as someone who belonged.

His hands were shaking. Not badly, not enough that anyone would notice in the crush of bodies swaying with the car's momentum, but enough that he had to grip the overhead rail harder than necessary. The medication had stopped working three months ago. He'd known it would—anxiolytics always did, eventually, his body learning to metabolize them into uselessness—but knowing didn't make the chemical absence any easier. He'd tried to get his prescription adjusted, but corporate healthcare required a psychiatric evaluation he couldn't afford to fail, questions about productivity and lifestyle optimization that had nothing to do with actual wellness and everything to do with maintaining a profitable employee.

So he rode the morning commute with adrenaline spiking through his nervous system for no reason except that his brain had decided today was a threat, watching his reflection fragment across multiple windows: too thin, dark hair cut corporate-short, the kind of face that disappeared in crowds because he'd spent fifteen years learning how to be unremarkable.

The transit car lurched as it switched tracks, and a woman stumbled into him, apologizing reflexively. Kai stepped aside, making himself smaller, and caught a glimpse of the street market below where vendors were already setting up—real vegetables grown in God knew what kind of contaminated soil, protein cultures that probably violated half a dozen health codes, the underground economy that kept people alive in the gaps between corporate rations. He used to run through those markets with Soren, twelve years old and fast enough to steal without getting caught, back when hunger was immediate and the future was something that happened to other people.

The memory arrived with enough force that Kai had to close his eyes against it. Soren. He hadn't let himself think that name in years, had taught himself to redirect his thoughts whenever they tried to go there, but the landscape kept triggering things he'd thought he'd buried: that corner where they used to meet before school, the rooftop where they'd watched the corpo transports arrive to begin the district buyouts, the specific quality of light on a Tuesday morning that made Kai remember being twelve and convinced that nothing could separate them.

Everything had separated them.

The transit car began its deceleration sequence, and Kai checked his wristband for the time. Fifteen minutes until his shift started at the carbon scrubber facility, which meant he'd arrive with exactly enough time to clock in and get his station assignment without having to make conversation with anyone. He'd perfected the timing over seven years of working there—late enough to avoid small talk, early enough that the supervisors couldn't cite him for tardiness. It was the kind of optimization that looked like conscientiousness but was actually survival: be useful, be punctual, be forgettable.

The facility squatted on the western edge of the industrial sector, a massive complex of filtration towers and processing units that supposedly cleaned the air before it got pumped into the upper districts where people paid extra for breathable atmosphere. Kai had stopped believing the air actually got cleaner. The scrubbers just moved the contamination around, made it someone else's problem, but the work was legal and the paycheck cleared and he tried not to think too hard about what he was contributing to.

He scanned his ID at the entrance and felt the familiar clench in his chest when the system accepted it—that split second of fear that this would be the day they'd flagged him for something, that the door would lock instead of opening, that he'd be pulled aside for the kind of interview you didn't come back from. But the light flashed green and he was through, moving down corridors painted institutional beige, nodding at people whose names he'd never learned because learning names meant forming connections and connections meant having something to lose.

His station was in processing unit seven, a corner desk surrounded by monitors displaying readouts he'd long since learned to interpret without conscious thought. Carbon levels, filtration efficiency, contamination indexes that were always worse than the official reports claimed. He logged in and let the rhythm of it settle over him like a familiar anesthetic: check the overnight reports, flag any anomalies, run the standard diagnostic protocols, submit his findings to supervisors who would sanitize them before passing them up the chain.

Mindless. Safe. The kind of work that let him go somewhere else inside his head while his hands moved through practiced motions.

Today he thought about the seedlings in his apartment. Contraband, technically—growing unauthorized biologicals in corporate housing carried fines he couldn't afford—but he'd gotten careful about it, kept them in the back of his narrow closet under grow lights he'd built from scavenged parts. Three tomato plants, small and struggling, their leaves the specific green that meant they were fighting contaminated soil and winning. He checked them every morning before work and every evening after his shift, talking to them the way he couldn't talk to people, telling them about his day in a voice he barely recognized as his own.

They were the only living things he'd managed to keep alive in a city designed to suffocate hope.

The shift crawled past in increments. Morning became afternoon became the long stretch toward evening when the light through the facility's small windows turned the particular orange-gray of chemical sunset. Kai's hands had stopped shaking somewhere around hour three, his body finally accepting that there was no threat here, nothing to run from, just the endless tedium of monitoring systems that barely worked and filing reports that no one read.

He clocked out at exactly 18:00, scanned his exit badge, and stepped into rain that smelled wrong. Chemical precipitation, the kind that left residue on your skin if you didn't wash it off quickly. He pulled up his hood and joined the stream of workers heading toward the transit station, everyone moving with the same exhausted determination, and tried not to calculate how many more years of this he had before his body gave out or his mind did or both simultaneously.

The walk home from the transit stop took him through streets that had changed less than the main corridors—the lower districts the corporations hadn't bothered renovating because the people who lived here didn't have enough money to make gentrification profitable. Kai knew every shortcut, every alley that would save him thirty seconds, every corner where you didn't make eye contact because the people standing there were working and you weren't their business.

He was three blocks from his building when he saw the figure in the alley mouth.

Not saw, exactly. Noticed. The way you notice a sound that's out of place, a rhythm that doesn't match the ambient noise. Someone standing too still in a city where everyone was always moving, watching the street with the kind of attention that meant they were either waiting for someone or avoiding someone, and either way it wasn't Kai's concern except—

Except something in the way the figure held themselves. The specific angle of their shoulders, the distribution of weight that suggested coiled readiness rather than casual waiting. Kai's feet slowed without conscious decision, his brain trying to process why this stranger felt familiar, and then the figure shifted and caught the neon from the signs above and Kai saw his hands.

He knew those hands.

Knew them the way you know the shape of your own face in the mirror, the way muscle memory knows things that conscious thought has forgotten. Long fingers, slightly crooked from breaks that hadn't healed quite right, moving in a gesture Kai had seen a thousand times—adjusting something at his hip, the automatic check of someone who carried tools or weapons and needed to know where they were.

The figure turned, and the neon caught his face, and Kai's entire world reorganized itself around an impossibility.

Soren was supposed to be dead or disappeared or living in some other city under some other name. Was supposed to be a memory Kai had learned not to examine too closely because the grief was still too sharp fifteen years later. Was supposed to be a ghost that only appeared in the specific slant of morning light or the particular quality of silence in Kai's apartment when he couldn't sleep.

But here he was, solid and real and looking exactly like what he'd become: someone who'd survived by learning to be a weapon.

Soren was broader than Kai remembered, built like someone who'd spent years doing physical work, and there was something wrong with his eyes—optical implants, Kai realized, the faint blue glow visible even at this distance. His hair was in short locs now, and he wore the kind of layered clothing that meant you needed to move between different temperature zones, everything dark and practical and designed not to be memorable.

He was staring at Kai with an expression Kai couldn't read.

They stood like that for three heartbeats, fifteen years of separation suspended in the chemical rain, and Kai's brain was screaming at him to move, to say something, to do anything except stand here like he'd been struck, but his body wouldn't cooperate. He'd imagined this reunion so many times in the first few years after Soren disappeared—had scripted conversations in his head, practiced what he would say, how he would explain that he'd looked for him, that he'd never stopped looking even when everyone told him to give up—but all those imagined scenarios evaporated in the face of the real thing.

Soren moved first. Not toward Kai but away, stepping back deeper into the alley with the fluid economy of someone who'd spent years learning to be invisible, and the movement broke whatever paralysis had been holding Kai frozen.

"Wait—"

His own voice sounded strange, too loud in the rain-muffled street, and the word came out wrong—not commanding or confident but desperate, the sound of someone who'd already lost this once and couldn't survive losing it again.

Soren stopped. Didn't turn around, but stopped, and that was something.

Kai's feet were moving before his brain caught up, crossing the street without checking for traffic, and distantly he registered horns blaring, someone shouting, but none of it mattered because Soren was here, was real, was the first familiar thing Kai had seen in fifteen years of living in a city full of strangers.

He reached the alley mouth and stopped two meters away, close enough to see the scar tissue around Soren's optical implants, the way his jaw was tighter than it used to be, the way he held himself like someone who'd learned not to trust proximity.

"Soren," Kai said, and the name felt both strange and inevitable in his mouth.

Soren finally turned to look at him fully, and his expression was complicated—surprise and something that might have been grief and something else Kai couldn't name. When he spoke, his voice was rougher than Kai remembered, lower register, with an edge that suggested he didn't waste words on things that didn't matter.

"You're not supposed to be here."

Not hello. Not I thought you were dead. Not any of the thousand things Kai had imagined him saying. Just a statement of fact delivered with the flat certainty of someone who'd planned around Kai's absence and was now recalculating.

"I live three blocks away," Kai said, which wasn't what he meant to say but was at least true. "I've lived here for seven years."

Something crossed Soren's face too quickly to interpret. He glanced past Kai toward the street, checking for threats or witnesses or both, and Kai saw the way his hand had moved automatically to whatever was at his hip—a weapon, probably, or tools that could be used as weapons, the instincts of someone who'd spent too long in places where safety was a luxury you couldn't afford.

"Seven years," Soren repeated, and there was something bitter in the way he said it. "I've been in the city for eight months."

The math of it hit Kai like physical impact. Eight months. Soren had been here for eight months, had been walking the same streets, breathing the same poison air, probably passing within blocks of Kai's apartment, and Kai had never seen him. Had never felt that pull he used to feel as kids when Soren was nearby, that awareness that had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with the way their lives had been braided together before the world pulled them apart.

"Why didn't—" Kai started, then stopped, because the question was too big and too small simultaneously. Why didn't you look for me. Why didn't you let me know you were alive. Why did you leave and why did you come back and why are you looking at me like I'm a problem you need to solve instead of—

Instead of what. What were they to each other now, after fifteen years of becoming different people in different ways.

Soren was watching him with that steady attention that used to make Kai feel seen and now just made him feel exposed. "I wasn't looking for you," he said, and the honesty of it was worse than a lie would have been. "I came to the city for work. Gray-market tech repair. I'm good at it. There's enough demand that I can stay off the corporate radar if I'm careful."

"But you found me anyway," Kai said.

"Heard your name on a work manifest three weeks ago," Soren said. "Thought I was hallucinating. Kai Voss isn't exactly common, but it's common enough that I figured it was someone else. Then I saw your employee photo and—"

He stopped, and for the first time since Kai had recognized him, there was something raw in his expression, something that looked like the boy Kai remembered before survival taught him to hide everything.

"I've been trying to figure out what to do about it," Soren finished.

The rain was getting heavier, the kind of chemical precipitation that would leave burns if they stood in it too long, and people were starting to move faster toward shelter. Kai should go home. Should get out of the rain, should wash off the contamination, should put distance between himself and this impossible reunion before he said something he couldn't take back.

Instead he heard himself say, "I have tea. Real tea, not the synthetic shit. And my apartment has a working heater."

Soren's expression did something complicated. "That an invitation?"

"Yeah," Kai said, and felt the weight of the choice even as he was making it. "Yeah, it is."

For a long moment Soren just looked at him, and Kai could see him calculating—risk versus reward, the cost of accepting versus the cost of refusing, all the survival math that had kept him alive for fifteen years in circumstances Kai could only imagine. Then something in his posture shifted, a decision made, and he nodded once.

"Lead the way, then."

Kai's apartment was on the fourth floor of a building that had seen better decades, up stairs that creaked in ways that should have violated safety codes but didn't because the landlord knew which inspectors to pay off. He unlocked his door—physical lock, not biometric, because he'd never trusted the corpo systems enough to let them know every time he came and went—and stepped aside to let Soren enter first.

The space was small. Smaller than Soren probably expected, even knowing Kai lived in corporate housing. A main room that served as kitchen and living area and everything else, a narrow closet where Kai slept on a futon that folded up during the day, a bathroom he shared with three other units on the floor. But it was clean, obsessively so, and the few things Kai owned were arranged with the kind of precision that came from having so little that every object mattered.

Soren stood in the center of the room and looked around with the same careful attention he'd given the street, cataloging details, assessing. Kai saw him clock the grow lights visible through the closet's cracked door, the small shelf of real books Kai had collected over years, the recycler that clearly didn't work but that Kai hadn't reported because getting it fixed meant letting maintenance into his space.

"You weren't kidding about the tea," Soren said, gesturing toward the shelf where Kai kept his contraband: loose-leaf tea in sealed containers, real sugar, coffee that hadn't been synthesized in a lab.

"I trade for it," Kai said. "There's a woman three buildings over who deals in black market organics. She likes that I can fix her data pad."

He moved to the galley kitchen while he talked, filling his kettle with water that needed to be filtered twice before it was safe to drink, pulling down two cups that didn't match because he'd gotten them at different times from different sources. His hands were steadier now, the routine of making tea settling his nervous system into something approaching functional.

Behind him, Soren was quiet in the way that meant he was thinking too much, and Kai resisted the urge to fill the silence with words that didn't matter. They'd been good at silence once, comfortable enough in each other's presence that they didn't need to perform conversation. He didn't know if that was still true, didn't know if anything from their childhood translated to who they were now.

The kettle clicked off and Kai poured water over tea leaves, watching them unfurl, and the smell that filled the small space was real and green and nothing like the synthetic versions. He'd started buying real tea the first year he'd had enough money to trade for luxuries, and he'd told himself it was just about taste, about having one thing in his life that wasn't fake. But he knew the truth: he drank it because Soren used to steal it from the market vendors when they were kids, because sharing stolen tea in the ruins of their old neighborhood was the closest thing to ceremony they'd ever had.

He carried both cups to the small table and sat down, and after a moment Soren joined him, moving with the careful control of someone who'd spent years in close quarters and learned not to waste space. Up close, under the apartment's dim lighting, the changes were more visible: the implants had left thin scars at his temples, and there was a newer scar along his jaw that looked like it had been made by something sharp. His hands when he took the cup were callused in patterns Kai recognized—tools and wires and the particular kind of damage that came from working with your hands in places that didn't care about safety protocols.

"You take it the same way?" Kai asked, nodding toward the sugar.

"Yeah," Soren said, and added after a pause, "You remember how I take my tea?"

"I remember everything," Kai said before he could stop himself, and then felt exposed by the admission, by how completely it revealed that he'd spent fifteen years not moving on the way he was supposed to.

But Soren didn't look uncomfortable. If anything, his expression softened into something Kai almost recognized, something that might have been relief. "Me too," he said quietly. "I remember everything."

They drank their tea in silence that felt less awkward than it should have, and Kai tried not to stare at the evidence of who Soren had become while they were apart: the implants, the scars, the way he checked the sight lines to both the door and window without seeming to move his head, cataloging exits like someone who'd needed them too many times to stop. This wasn't the boy who used to climb through Kai's bedroom window when his own home got too dangerous. This was someone who'd survived things Kai couldn't imagine by becoming someone his younger self wouldn't recognize.

"What happened to you?" Kai asked, keeping his voice neutral, offering Soren the option to deflect if he wanted.

Soren was quiet for long enough that Kai thought he wasn't going to answer. Then: "The district buyout. You remember."

Of course Kai remembered. The corporate acquisition that had scattered their neighborhood like seeds in contaminated wind, families relocated or displaced or worse, the systematic dismantling of everything that had made the lower districts livable. Kai's family had survived it by selling him—his education contract bought by SynerCorp in exchange for housing and basic income, Kai sent to corporate training centers where they taught him to be useful and compliant and empty.

"Your family?" Kai asked.

"Scattered," Soren said. "Mom took my younger siblings and got relocated to the outer rings. Figured I was old enough to manage on my own."

He said it without inflection, like it was a fact rather than a wound, but Kai heard the truth underneath: Soren had been thirteen when his mother chose to save the younger kids and leave him behind, old enough to survive but not old enough to forgive.

"I looked for you," Kai said. "After the buyout. I tried to find out where they'd sent you, but the relocation records were sealed and I didn't have access and—"

"I know," Soren interrupted. "Dutch told me."

Dutch. The name triggered something in Kai's memory—an information broker who operated in the gray spaces between corporate and street economies, someone Kai had used a few times over the years when he needed something the official channels wouldn't provide. He'd never thought about the fact that Soren might know the same people, might have been moving through the same networks, their lives running parallel without ever intersecting.

Until now.

"So you've been here eight months," Kai said, trying to piece together the shape of Soren's life from fragments. "Doing gray-market repair work. Living where?"

"Capsule hotel in the industrial sector," Soren said. "It's cheap. Clean enough. I don't need much space."

The thought of Soren living in one of those coffin-sized rentals, the kind of place where people went when they'd run out of better options, made something twist in Kai's chest. He'd been there once, years ago, before he'd gotten the corporate housing. The claustrophobia of it, the sense of being stored rather than housed, the sound of other people's lives bleeding through thin walls.

"You could stay here," Kai said, and immediately wanted to take it back because it was too much too fast, the kind of offer that revealed too much about what he needed. But he didn't take it back. Just sat there with the words between them, letting Soren decide.

Soren's expression cycled through surprise and something more complicated, something that looked like hunger quickly shuttered. "That's not a good idea."

"Probably not," Kai agreed. "But the offer stands anyway."

They finished their tea in silence that felt heavier now, weighted with all the years they'd spent apart and all the ways they'd each learned to survive without the other. When Soren finally stood to leave, Kai didn't try to stop him, just walked him to the door and watched him check the hallway before stepping out, survival instincts too ingrained to override.

"Kai," Soren said, turning back. "I—"

He stopped, and Kai watched him try to find words for something that maybe didn't have words. Finally Soren just shook his head and left, moving down the hallway with the same fluid economy he'd shown in the alley, and Kai stood in his doorway until he couldn't hear footsteps anymore.

Then he went back inside, locked the door, and sat on his futon in the dark, his hands shaking again for entirely different reasons than they had been that morning.

Soren was alive. Was here, in the city, close enough to find. Had been close enough to find for eight months, and Kai had never known, had never felt that pull that used to exist between them.

But he felt it now. Felt it like a wound reopening, like scar tissue tearing, like all the careful work he'd done to stop wanting things he couldn't have coming undone in a single evening.

He made himself get up, made himself check on his plants even though they didn't need checking, made himself go through the routines that kept him functional. But when he finally lay down to sleep, he could still smell the tea on the air, could still feel the presence of someone else in his space after years of being alone, and he knew with sick certainty that this was going to change everything.

Whether he wanted it to or not.
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​Chapter Two: The Architecture of Avoidance
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Kai spent three days convincing himself he'd imagined the whole thing.

It wasn't difficult. His brain had been offering him hallucinations for years—shadows that moved like people he used to know, voices in crowded transit cars that sounded like Soren's laugh, the persistent sense that he was being watched by someone who cared whether he made it home safely. Anxiety did that, turned your perception into something unreliable, made you doubt the difference between memory and present tense.

So he went to work. Monitored carbon levels that were always worse than they should be. Filed reports that would be sanitized before anyone important saw them. Came home to his small apartment and his contraband plants and the two teacups still sitting on his table because he hadn't been able to make himself wash them yet.

Physical evidence. That was harder to explain away.

He picked up the cup Soren had used, ran his thumb over the rim where Soren's mouth had been, and felt something in his chest that was too complicated to name. Want and grief and the terrible hope that maybe this time the universe wouldn't take back what it had briefly returned.

The cup smelled like tea and nothing else. Soren hadn't left anything behind except the fact of his presence, the confirmation that he was real and alive and living in the same city, breathing the same poison air.

Kai washed the cups finally, on the third night, and told himself it didn't mean anything except that he needed them for his morning tea.

On the fourth day, he saw Soren again.

Not deliberately. Kai had stopped at a meal dispensary on his way home from work, one of the few places that still served real protein instead of synthetic substitutes, waiting in line with the kind of exhausted patience that came from knowing the food would be mediocre but at least it would be actual food. He was staring at the menu board without seeing it, his brain already three steps ahead to his apartment and the evening routine that kept him functional, when movement in his peripheral vision made him turn his head.

Soren was standing near the back of the dispensary, talking to the owner with the focused attention of someone negotiating a job. Kai watched him gesture toward the refrigeration unit, explaining something technical with his hands, and saw the exact moment the owner's skeptical expression shifted into interest. Whatever Soren was offering, it was convincing enough that the owner was nodding, pulling out a data pad to take notes.

Kai should look away. Should pretend he hadn't seen, should get his food and leave before Soren noticed him and they had to navigate the awkwardness of a second encounter when neither of them had figured out what to do with the first one.

Instead he kept watching.

Soren moved like someone who'd learned to be economical with every gesture, no wasted motion, his body language confident in a way that suggested he knew exactly how much space he took up and how to use it. The optical implants gave him an unsettling quality in the dispensary's fluorescent lighting, the faint blue glow visible when he turned his head to examine the refrigeration unit more closely. He was explaining something about compressor efficiency, his voice carrying just enough that Kai caught fragments—cooling cycles, refrigerant leaks, power optimization—technical language delivered with the casual authority of someone who'd been doing this work long enough to know it cold.

The owner was convinced. Kai saw money change hands, saw Soren nod and make some arrangement about timing, and then Soren was gathering his tools and turning toward the exit and his eyes caught Kai's across the crowded room.

For half a second neither of them moved. Then Soren's expression did something complicated—surprise and something that might have been resignation—and he changed trajectory, crossing the dispensary toward Kai with the same deliberate economy he brought to everything else.

"Kai," he said when he was close enough that they wouldn't have to shout over the ambient noise. Not a question. Just acknowledgment.

"Soren," Kai returned, and hated how uncertain his own voice sounded. "I didn't know you did refrigeration repair."

"I do whatever pays," Soren said. "Refrigeration, data systems, electrical work. Anything that breaks, I can probably fix it."

There was pride in the way he said it, the kind of hard-won confidence that came from teaching yourself skills because no one else was going to teach you and survival depended on being useful. Kai wondered what else Soren had learned in fifteen years, what other pieces of himself he'd had to build from scratch when the world took away everything familiar.

"You eating here?" Soren asked, nodding toward the line Kai had abandoned.

"Was planning to," Kai said. "You?"

"Can't afford it," Soren said without shame. "I was just here for the work. But I could—" He paused, something flickering across his face that might have been uncertainty. "I could sit with you. If you want. I've got time before my next job."

The offer hung between them like something fragile, and Kai understood what it cost Soren to make it. This wasn't the boy who used to show up at Kai's window without warning, who treated Kai's space like it belonged to both of them. This was someone who'd learned to ask permission, to negotiate proximity, to treat every interaction as a transaction that might be refused.

"Yeah," Kai said, and felt relief that Soren had been the one to suggest it, that Kai hadn't had to be the one reaching out. "Yeah, I'd like that."

He ordered food for both of them—synthetic noodles that tasted almost right, protein cultured from cells that had never been part of an actual animal, vegetables that were probably more chemical than plant matter but at least had texture. Soren tried to refuse, saying he could eat later, but Kai ignored him and paid anyway, and when he brought the containers to a corner table Soren was already sitting with his back to the wall, eyes on both exits, the habits of someone who'd spent too long in places where relaxing your guard meant not waking up.

They ate in silence for a while. Soren held his chopsticks the same way he had as a kid—slightly wrong, his grip too tight, but functional enough that Kai had never corrected him and wasn't about to start now. The familiarity of it made Kai's chest ache.

“You still hold your chopsticks wrong,” Kai said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

Soren glanced up, and something that might have been amusement crossed his face. "You still notice shit like that."

"Some things don't change," Kai said.

"Most things do," Soren countered, but his tone wasn't harsh. Just factual, the observation of someone who'd learned that permanence was a lie people told themselves.

Kai wanted to ask where Soren had been, what he'd done, how he'd survived the fifteen years between the district buyout and this moment. But the questions felt too big, too invasive, the kind of thing you couldn't ask over synthetic noodles in a dispensary where anyone might be listening. So instead he asked, "How long have you been doing repair work?"

"Since I was sixteen," Soren said. "Maybe fifteen. Frost taught me."

"Frost?"

"Someone who helped me after the buyout," Soren said, and his tone made it clear that was all the detail he was willing to offer. "I apprenticed with them. Learned enough to make myself useful. After that it was just practice and reputation building."

Kai did the math. Fifteen, maybe sixteen, when he'd started learning skilled trade work. Which meant whatever had happened in the immediate aftermath of his family's scattering had been bad enough that Soren had needed to find a mentor, someone to teach him survival that wasn't just scraping by. The fact that he'd survived it, had turned it into competence and autonomy, said something about Soren's capacity for endurance that Kai wasn't sure he wanted to fully understand.

"You're good at it," Kai said. "The owner looked convinced."

Soren shrugged. "I know what I'm doing. And I'm cheaper than the corporate repair contractors. People in the lower districts can't afford the official rates, so they come to people like me. It works."

There was something careful in the way he said it, an awareness that what he did existed in the gray space between legal and not, that corporate regulations said you needed licensing and certification to do the kind of work Soren did but that those regulations were designed to keep people dependent on expensive official services. Soren had found a way to survive in the gaps, and Kai couldn't help but admire it even as he recognized how precarious it made Soren's position.

"Where are you working out of?" Kai asked. "You said you're in a capsule hotel, but you must have somewhere you do the actual repairs."

"I've got a corner in a shop in the industrial sector," Soren said. "Guy who owns it lets me use the space in exchange for keeping his equipment running. It's not much, but it's enough."

Not much. Kai was learning that Soren had a habit of minimizing what he had, of treating basic necessities like luxuries he'd somehow managed to acquire through luck rather than effort. It made Kai wonder what the baseline had been, how low Soren's expectations had dropped in order to survive.

They finished eating and Soren checked his wristband for the time, a gesture that suggested he was calculating whether he had a few more minutes or needed to leave immediately. Kai found himself hoping Soren would stay, would keep sitting here in this mediocre dispensary where at least they were in the same space, breathing the same air, existing together in a way they hadn't been able to for fifteen years.

"I should—" Soren started, then stopped. "Your offer. The other night. Did you mean it?"

It took Kai a moment to understand what Soren was asking. Then: "The futon?"

"Yeah."

Kai's heart was doing something irregular in his chest. "I meant it."

Soren was quiet for long enough that Kai thought he was going to refuse, was going to come up with some reason why it was a bad idea or why he couldn't accept or any of the dozen ways people had of saying no
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