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The multi-purpose room felt alive—so many bodies packed inside—and Cadet Skip Baler was all nerves in his pressed working blues. The air smelled of boot polish, sweat, and the faint tang of machine heat bleeding through the walls. Somewhere overhead, a duct fan breathed.

A dozen voices called out in unison. He found their rhythm and joined in.

“I swear to enforce Compliance, to serve the Unionfold with fairness and restraint,” he sang along. “I uphold Unionfold ordinance, protect life, and keep the peace. I protect the city’s air, heat, and order.

“I will act without favor, take no bribe, answer for my conduct, and enforce without fear. By seal and signature—I am CED.”

The last line landed hard, as if they’d stamped it into the floor.

The company commander hopped forward and barked, “Again!”

“I am CED!” the formation answered.

“Again!”

“I am CED!”

Baler stood at rigid attention somewhere in the middle row, shoulders squared, eyes forward. His collar felt too tight. He was anxious to start working. Scared someone from his old crew might visit The Corners and see him standing there in a blue cap, pretending he’d always belonged.

But he’d scored high on all his exams. High enough to choose his beat—up above permafrost, the seasonal surface level, where the air was cleaner and people still spoke like tomorrow mattered.

“Congratulations, ladies and gentlemen,” said Division Marshal Frady, stepping forward and looking over them like a proud father. “And welcome to the Unionfold Compliance & Enforcement Division, The Corners.”

He moved from one cadet to the next, pinning their badges in place personally. Each small click of metal brought Baler closer to his turn. When Frady got to him, he had to force back a smile.

When he finished the row, he turned to address them all.

“You are now Compliance Officers. You are the heart and soul of the CED,” Frady’s voice filled the room. “You are the law.”

The room erupted in applause. Boots scuffed. Someone laughed too loud on reflex. Frady quieted the ruckus with a single raised hand.

“See your section chiefs for your assignments,” he said. “Keep the ledger.”

“Keep the ledger!” the room roared back.

Then something shifted.

Baler felt it first in his feet—an ugly tremor through the concrete. The applause died in the same breath it began, as if the post itself had asked for silence.

Dust rained from seams and light fixtures, sprinkling shoulders, badges, and collar points. 

He looked around. Others had felt it too.

Movement in the anteroom behind the big room drew his attention. Bluecaps shoved through the doors and poured into Main Street in a hurry, faces tight, hands reaching for whistles.

A moment later, the announcement speaker screamed.

Not a voice.

A tone.

High and piercing, warbling as it modulated through the tunnel network. The general alarm. The sound pinched and oscillated, then steadied into that single wordless urgency that meant one thing underground:

Fire.

An enforcement officer burst in, breathless, eyes wide. “Roofie’s is on fire!” 

A pause—one stunned blink across the formation. Ceremony still in their mouths.

“You heard him,” Frady roared. “Compliance Officers—move! Let’s serve!”

They spilled into Main Street, and the corridor had already changed.

Citizens lined both sides to watch—pressed against storefronts and service doors, craning for a look. A few held children tight. A few stared with the flat, hungry interest of people who hadn’t had entertainment in a while.

Fire and emergency services ran toward the danger—medics with black bags, brigade men with masks and rolled hoses, responders barking orders as they shouldered through the crowd. Other responders shepherded civilians away from the smoke with palms out and steady voices. CEDs were already on the scene, tooting their whistles and driving citizens back with sharp hand gestures and practiced impatience.

Black rolled from the door ahead, thick enough to eat the lights, filling the tunnel from floor to the high ceiling in greasy waves.

Then came a hiss from inside Roofie’s Bar.

Sharp, immediate.

The fire suppression system dumped its load, a white blast bleeding out through the doorframe. A heartbeat later, the emergency exhaust fans spooled up—massive turbines waking inside hidden shafts. The smoke shifted as if an unseen hand had grabbed it, then began to peel away toward the ceiling vents, thinning in ragged streaks as the system dragged it toward topside.

The new CED officers hastily formed a line across Main Street on Section Chief Goodwin’s orders—one cordon in front of Roofie’s, another behind—securing the scene.

Hold the line.

Make space.

Keep order.

Baler found his place, or tried to. His heart was hammering hard enough to make his badge tick against his chest.

In front of the bar, medical services crouched around a single injured man. He sat against the wall, one hand clamped over half his face. When he tried to stand, his legs buckled and he sank again with a strangled breath.

Section Chief Goodwin spotted Baler and jabbed a finger at him like an accusation. “Baler! Up here!”

Goodwin looked furious—less personal than practical. A new officer drifting out of position was a hole in a line.

Baler took a step—

—and stopped.

Because in the chaos he saw a woman slip past the edge of the crowd.

Small. Frail. Wrapped too warm for the heated corridor. She moved with a wilt in her step, head down, eyes forward, as if the alarm didn’t apply to her. As if she’d already decided what mattered.

Like she was wounded.

Or elderly.

Or plain wrong.

A smear of black streaked her thumb. One woolen sleeve was lightly singed, the cuff curled like it had kissed flame.

Baler found his voice. “Hey.”

She didn’t look up. “Fuck you, dipshit.”

Goodwin’s voice rose behind him, louder and closer. He was coming.

“Baler, get your ass over here!”

On the ground in front of Roofie’s, the injured man stared through his fingers. One eye visible. Fever-bright. He waved responders away with his free hand—not panicked, not pleading.

Focused.

On Baler.

On the woman.

The gesture wasn’t help me.

It was go.

Baler’s pulse hammered. The smart move was to obey, take his place, be the officer he’d just sworn to be.

But the hunch hit him like a hand on the back of his neck.

The woman hooked around the curve past the benefits office.

Baler followed.

And promptly lost her in the surging crowd of citizens spilling from shops and service corridors and residential drifts to see what they were missing down Main. Bodies bumped him, elbows and shoulders and shouted questions. Someone cursed at him for pushing. Someone laughed.

A firm hand seized his arm.

His section chief.

“To the line, Baler,” Goodwin barked, dragging him back. 

“But—”

“Do you want to be a Compliance Officer, or unemployed?”

For the next hour, Baler performed crowd control with the rest of his newly graduated COs while Enforcement Officers and Field Inspectors passed between them to do the real work inside the bar. The injured man disappeared, probably taken to the practitioners office. The smoke was gone. The alarm was long silent. The crowd lost interest by degrees.

Baler stood his post with his stomach twisting around the thing he had seen and failed to catch.

“Get your ass back to the post,” Goodwin growled, coming up behind him. “Now.”

This time, Baler obeyed.

He sat at the wrong end of Goodwin’s desk in the Three-Hundred Post—concrete walls, a glassed-in counter out front, old notices pinned square on a corkboard, and a faint smell of coffee that never quite masked the disinfectant. The desk chair beneath Goodwin squeaked with every shift of his weight, a petty, irritating sound in the small room.

Baler replayed the moment again and again.

He wasn’t worried about punishment—he’d take the write-up, or a crappier assignment. It was near impossible to get fired from the CED—too many applicants couldn’t read well enough to make it through testing.

A sharp snap of fingers brought him back.

“You made this real easy, Baler,” Goodwin said, leaning forward. “Your appointment is revoked. Effective immediately. Your first act as a Compliance Officer was to abandon an active scene and disobey your superior—”

“I didn’t run,” Baler said, blindsided. “I saw someone.”

“There was an explosion,” Goodwin cut in. “A fire, for shitsake. We haven’t had fire above Six-Hundred in eight years, and you left your fellow officers behind. Worse, you did it in front of the Division Marshal.”

Baler’s mouth went dry.

“I can’t let this slide,” Goodwin said. “I won’t. You’re terminated.”

Baler’s stomach sank.

A knock came at the door.

“Later,” Goodwin barked. “I’m in a meeting.”

The door swung open anyway.

Goodwin rose to admonish whoever was foolish enough to interrupt, and Baler turned in his seat.

It was him.

“The injured man from Roofie’s.

He wore a warm, smart suit, singed at the edges like the woman’s sleeve. Half of his face was bandaged from chin to brow.  One arm was supported by a dark sling. The sling, like the suit, showed fire damage, suggesting he had worn it into the blast.

He carried himself like a man used to walking into rooms that didn’t belong to him. 

“Excuse me—” Goodwin started.

He was silenced by the flash of an identification card, seated in a dark, leather bound holder. Baler didn’t catch it, but by the look on Goodwin’s face, Baler saw the man was important.

“I apologize for interrupting,” the man said. “But it’s important I intercepted this CED officer before he was assumed his beat.”

Goodwin’s eyes narrowed. “Is that ID real?”

“Of course it’s real,” the man dismissed, as if insulted by the question. “Call if you like.”

“But—you were there,” Goodwin said. “At Roofie’s. I saw you being treated for injuries.”

“I need your office.”

“Compliance Officer Baler’s appointment has been revoked. What could you want with him?”

The man smiled pleasantly.

“Get out,” he said. “Now. Or I’ll arrest you for obstruction.”

A pause, thick with hostility.

Goodwin’s jaw worked. He looked at Baler, then at the man again, and something in his posture tightened into reluctant caution.

Goodwin walked around the desk and out.

“Five minutes,” he warned. 

The injured stranger shut the door. 

“You saw her,” the man said.

Vindication lifted Baler’s chest. He knew.

Baler nodded. “Clear as day. Heat damage on her sleeve. Soot on her hand. She got away from me. Section Chief Goodwin—”

“Local law has investigated the scene,” the man said. “They think it was a mix of liquids and gasses trapped in demijohns and five-gallon glass carboys, staged near the door. They’ll conclude it was an act of arson. No suspects. No motive. Just a nameless face who got away.”

He rounded the desk and dropped into Goodwin’s chair like he owned it. It squeaked loudly.

“How bad was it?” said Baler. “I wasn’t allowed inside.”

“The explosion took the door, and the fire was contained to a single wall covered in fabrics. Fire suppression worked quickly. No casualties, save for me.”

“Lucky, then,” Baler suggested, knowing it could have been worse.

“Hmf,” the man grunted. “Days ago I was tasked with tracking down the woman you saw—and another, her partner. No names. No photos. Just a rough description of how they walk, how they talk. Outsiders. No matter where the evidence pulled me, I always ended up between Three-Hundred and the surface.”

He leaned in, voice lowering.

“The closest I got to her was today. An hour ago, I saw her face. I caught her in the open, topside, in the market. Followed her down, inconspicuous. I entered Roofie’s shortly after her. The bottle was already in her hands, wicked with cloth, aflame. She was waiting for me to enter. I didn’t notice the bottles staged behind me, but when her bottle broke and the flame found what was inside the first one, the result was concussive, violent, and immediate.”

Baler held still.

“Somehow, she became aware of my presence,” the man said. “Aware of the noose tightening. I believe she drew me out. Ambushed me with fire.”

Baler’s mind clicked through the scene again—the placement, the timing, the systems. Something didn’t track.

The man noticed his distraction.

“Something on your mind?”

“The CED graduated a class today,” Baler said slowly. “Top blue caps were here. The fire happened on Main—within sight of the post, within throwing distance of the brigade station and a practitioner’s office, and next to the vent fans. Seconds after Roofie’s suppression system kicked, the fire was out and the smoke outside thinned.”

He looked up.

“Why would someone do that? Why not set an ambush where help is slow? Where destruction is guaranteed? Absolute?”

The man’s eyes sharpened. He looked genuinely interested.

“Sounds like you have a theory,” he said.

Baler thought back to his days as a young sliprat, before his path and his old crew’s path split for good. Before they started taking bigger jobs. Meaner jobs. Jobs that left people hurt.

“It was a diversion,” Baler said. 

“For what?” the man asked. “I was the target.”

“To draw attention away from what was really happening somewhere else.”

Baler leaned forward despite himself, the old instincts waking under the new badge.

“Main Street is a carousel. A circle, three clicks round. It’s a common tactic in Salt City, where I’m from, and here below Five-Hundred, where the levels are laid out different. Make trouble here—” he spread his hands wide, “—and while the law runs to it, you do your business there.”

The man sat back, his expression unreadable for a beat.

“Thieving?” he said, almost dismissive. “Interesting theory, but I track real outlaws, not common thieves. That is the job of local law.”

“Ok, so you wouldn’t use your skills to catch a thief,” Baler said.

The man’s bandaged face stilled.

Baler swallowed, realizing too late how that sounded, then pressed on.

“But would it stop a thief from using you?”

The man looked inward. Then he leaned forward again.

“Stores are open. Businesses are open. There have been no reports of break-ins or theft. I checked the blotter.”

Baler thought for a moment.

Then the epiphany landed.

“No break-ins that have been noticed.”

“Explain.”

“Thieves have tunneled up or down before to reach things on other levels. You don’t need a diversion for that. That’s slow work.” He paused. “There’s the void space, though. It was accessible through the main utility riser before they sealed it. Twenty to thirty thousand square feet. Someone could use it to reach a fair number of spaces on the Three-Hundred from above, I guess. If they made a way in.”

“The what?”

“Gale’s Folly is what they called it.” Baler shifted in his chair, chasing the memory, his pulse racing. “Like ten years ago, Thompson Gale got permission to dig out a mid-level space above the Three-Hundred here in The Corners. Right above it. One of his outfits had the contract for another geothermal plant, and that space would’ve been part of it. A control room, maybe. Support space. Something like that.” 

The man watched him without blinking. “I am familiar with Gale.”

“They ended up closing a dozen businesses temporarily for fear his diggers would crash through and cause a collapse. After more surveys, they said it threatened to destabilize structures topside, all the way up on the surface. Heat bleeding up and thawing the permafrost. Gale offered to buy whatever was up there, but the Mountain stepped in and shut him down. He ended up putting the plant on Twelve-Hundred, in line with the rest of them.”

The man stared.

“And where is this Gale-sponsored void space, precisely?”

“Other side of the circle. Dead opposite. I was about ten, but I remember the row of stores being dark. I was here with my folks, staying with family over the winter.”

The man’s eyes flashed.

And even as the theory formed between them, even as Baler heard himself saying it, he knew he had found something real.

The man stood.

“You work for me now.”

Baler blinked. “What?”

“I’d like to offer you a position in my division,” the man said. “You’ll operate under my direct supervision.”

“Your division?”

“My department. I suppose I mean to deputize you.”

Baler stared.

“Who are you?”

The man’s mouth twitched, almost a smile.

“Marshal Ferris Darien,” he said. “Regional Authority Marshal Service.”

He extended his hand.

Baler took it, relief and excitement flooding through him at once.

“You’re RAM?” Baler said. “That mean I get a badge?”

“You work for me,” Darien clarified. “For now. Let’s see how well you do under pressure. Then we’ll talk about a badge.”

This morning he’d been a graduating CED cadet. By afternoon, his appointment had been revoked and he’d been recruited into marshal service.

It was turning into one hell of a day.

Baler changed out of his crisp CED uniform before meeting Marshal Darien.

Section Chief Goodwin stopped him in the changeout room on his way out and reminded him he wouldn’t be paid until he returned his second working uniform, which was in his tenement. Baler sidestepped him with a murmured yes, sir, and entered Main Street full of himself.

It didn’t feel like a loss anymore.

It felt like a pivot.

A pivot with stairs leading up.

He would have needed three years on the force before he could even sit for the Enforcement Officer exam. But the RAM service? That was something else entirely. Something bigger. Cleaner. Higher.

He was jazzed, and he couldn’t wait to tell his grams, who shared his small tenement below Five-Hundred. Would he qualify for an upgrade now?

He hadn’t even thought to ask Darien about pay.

He found the marshal in front of To The Moon Housewares, on the outside of the curve, almost dead opposite Roofie’s on the Main Street circle.

The shop boasted an open glass front and a bright, orderly interior. Customers wandered from aisle to aisle, picking through enameled kettles, table lamps, wall hooks, cupboard latches, ceramic jars, and other clean little objects that made hard living look almost civilized. Above them, a drop-down acoustic ceiling hid wiring and utility lines, making the place feel newer than it was. Tidier. Less like the city had been carved out of shale and sandstone.

“Mr. Baler,” said Darien.

“Marshal Darien,” Baler said, rushing to his side. “I came as fast as I could.”

“You arrived at the ideal time.” Darien looked toward the shop without turning his head. “Tell me—what do you see?”

“See?” Baler did a full turn, taking in the storefronts around them, the passing citizens, the curve of Main, the hanging signs and service doors. “What do you mean?”

He recalled what he’d said in Goodwin’s office—his heat-of-the-moment theory, fired out of him while he was still flushed from being terminated and recruited in the same breath.

Dead opposite.

Other side of the circle.

So he took everything in.

A customer left To The Moon, and as she passed through the open door, she brought an unusual scent with her. Not strong. Not foul. Just wrong for a shop. A dry, mineral cold under the shop’s cleaner smells.

A moment later, Baler felt it on his skin.

A temperature differential.

Slight, but present.

He stepped inside.

Darien followed.

“Feel that?” Baler said.

“Cooler, yes.” Darien wore a bemused look.

“You already know,” Baler said.

Was this a test?

Baler moved through the store, eyes up, trying not to look like he was trying. The shopkeeper watched from behind the counter as Baler crossed beneath the tiled ceiling, past shelves of polished housewares and little domestic promises. He made it to the back wall, turned, and started along the far aisle.

There.

Near the corner.

A single ceiling tile sat just slightly wrong. Two dark smudges marked its edge, shaped like fingers.

Baler flagged down the shopkeeper, who arrived carrying a short ladder under one arm.

Baler looked at the ladder.

“Why do you have that?”

The shopkeeper glanced at Darien, then back at Baler. “I covered the hole after I found it.”

“Oh,” Baler said. “Reported?”

“I caught him locking up,” Darien said.

“I was going to find a tele,” said the shopkeeper.

Darien nodded toward the floor. “Leave the ladder. We’ll be a
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