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Chapter 1
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The coffee house door scraped against warped floorboards as Joro Ander pushed his way inside, bringing a gust of bitter wind with him. The handful of patrons hunched deeper into their threadbare coats, clutching chipped mugs like they held the last warmth in the world.

Behind the counter, Sharro was singing. Quietly, under her breath, but definitely singing. Some old song about sunshine and open roads that nobody had seen in years. From before the climate change and the almost eternal winter. The fact that she could still remember the words, still wanted to sing them despite everything, made Joro smile despite the cold that had frozen his fingers on the walk over.

“Sorry I’m late.” Joro slid into the booth across from Hors Stonwald, who hadn’t looked up from his coffee. The old man’s fingers were wrapped around the cup, knuckles swollen and purple-tinged from the cold outside. Or maybe from arthritis. Hard to tell anymore.

Hors grunted. “Thought you’d changed your mind.”

“Got held up at the checkpoint on Market Street.” Joro signaled to Sharro, who shuffled over with the pot. Her apron had been white once, maybe a decade ago. Now it matched the gray slush tracked across the floor, but she’d embroidered little flowers along the hem in bright yellow and orange threads. Marigolds, maybe. Or her best attempt at them.

She poured without asking, the coffee thin and bitter. “On the house today, boys. Beans are going stale anyway.”

“You can’t afford that,” Hors said, but there was something gentle in his gruffness.

Sharro’s answering smile was tired but real. “What’s the point of running a coffee house if I can’t give away a cup or two when I feel like it? Xoikco doesn’t get to tell me what to do inside my shop. Much as it would like to.”

She moved back to the counter, humming again.

Joro wrapped his hands around the mug. Heat was heat, even if the coffee tasted like punishment. “She’s got spine.”

“Always has had.” Hors finally looked up, his pale eyes sharp despite the rheumy redness around the edges. “Her grandmother ran this place back when coffee was cheap and people had money to spend on it. Sharro won’t let it die just because some corporation decided the neighborhood isn’t profitable enough to keep services running.”

“Xoikco. ‘Bringing joy to communities.’ That’s what their slogan used to be.”

“Used to be?”

“Yeah. They stopped using it after too many people started laughing.”

“About those flower beds,” Joro said, lowering his voice. “Dramma’s been after me to get them seen to before the frost sets in hard.”

Hors’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes. “Frost’s already here.”

“All the more reason.” Joro leaned back, letting his gaze drift across the coffee house. Three tables occupied. An older woman in a too-small coat held together with safety pins, reading a battered paperback with the Xoikco logo stamped on the back cover. Probably salvaged from one of their mandatory recycling bins. Two young men sharing a single cup between them, one of them sketching something on a napkin with careful strokes. And in the corner, someone Joro didn’t recognize, face hidden behind a newspaper with yesterday’s date. Listening. Hence the reason to talk in code. 

“What does she want planted?” Joro asked.

“Something new and fresh. Maybe some petunias if we can find healthy stock.” Hors took a slow sip. “She’s particular about the colors though. Wants them bright. Cheerful. Says people need reminding that not everything has to be gray just because Xoikco likes their buildings that way.”

“Cheerful.” Joro couldn’t keep the edge from his voice. Outside the window, a Xoikco delivery truck rumbled past, cheerfully painted with a rising sun over stylized skyscrapers. Painted in colors that probably cost more than most people in this neighborhood made in a month.

“That a problem?”

“Just seems optimistic.” Joro met the old man’s eyes. “Given the weather and all. Given everything.”

“Dramma doesn’t see it that way.” Hors set his cup down with deliberate care. “Says a little color does wonders for morale. Reminds people that beauty doesn’t need permission from a board of directors. That what we call spring these days always comes, even after the hardest winter, and corporations don’t get to decide when flowers bloom.”

The door scraped open again. A woman with two children in tow, their faces pinched with cold and hunger. The kids’ coats were too small, wrists jutting out from sleeves that should have been replaced last year. The woman ordered hot water. Just water, because that’s what Xoikco Utilities charged least for, and divided it between mugs in the children’s cupped hands.

Sharro watched from behind the counter, then turned away and busied herself with something. When she came back, she set two pieces of bread in front of the children. “Found these going stale. Help me out?”

The woman’s eyes filled with tears, but she nodded. The children ate like they hadn’t seen food in days. They probably hadn’t, not real food. Xoikco’s subsidized meal program had been “temporarily suspended pending budget review” six months ago. Everyone knew temporary meant permanent.

The man with the newspaper sighed and left. It meant they could talk a little more freely. But only a little. 

“So you’ll help then?” Hors asked quietly.

“With the weeding?”

“And the planting. Tonight would be best. She wants it done before the neighbors start asking questions. Before Xoikco’s community monitors start filing reports about unauthorized gardening activities.”

Joro almost laughed. Unauthorized gardening. Because of course you needed a permit to plant flowers now, and of course those permits cost more than most people could afford, and of course Xoikco owned the company that issued them.

“Tonight’s short notice.”

“Seeds don’t keep forever, boy.” Hors pulled a few coins from his pocket and left them on the table. Not enough for two cups, but Sharro had already said it was free. He left them anyway, because that’s what you did when someone showed you kindness. He spoke more quietly still. “Factory district. You remember where the old printing plant is?”

“The one Xoikco shut down?” Joel’s response was equally quiet.

“That’s the one. Still operational, just under new management. Xoikco licenses the equipment back to the workers at rates that keep them perpetually in debt but technically employed.” Hors’s voice was flat, carefully neutral. “Around eight. The night shift supervisor is a friend. He’ll let you in the back way.”

“Let me in for what?”

“To pick up the seed packets, obviously.” Hors stood, bones creaking audibly in the quiet room. “They’re special stock. Treated to resist the cold, or so I’m told. Dramma was very specific about needing exactly these seeds and no others.”

Joro understood. The special paper. The treated paper that would take the etching ink. The paper that made the whole thing possible.

“Around eight,” Hors repeated. “Don’t be late this time.”

“Wasn’t late today. Checkpoint held me up.”

“Then leave earlier.” But there was something almost fond in the old man’s gruffness as he shuffled toward the door. He paused with his hand on the frame, speaking just loud enough for Joro to hear. “Dress warm. Going to be a cold night for gardening. And watch for the community monitors. Xoikco’s doubled their patrols this week. Something about preventing vandalism and maintaining property values.”

Then he was gone, leaving Joro alone with his coffee and the weight of what came next.

Joro made the cup last another twenty minutes, nursing the bitter dregs until Sharro started humming something new—a children’s song this time, about birds flying free. One of the young men at the other table joined in quietly, and for just a moment the coffee house felt warmer than it had any right to.

He left two coins on the table—all he could spare, but more than the free coffee warranted—and headed back into the cold.

The streets were worse than when he’d arrived. Slush had frozen into treacherous ridges, and the wind cut through the holes in his jacket with the precision of something that had been doing this for years. Overhead, a Xoikco public service announcement played on one of the massive screens they’d installed throughout the city. “Building Tomorrow’s Communities Today!” the screen proclaimed, showing happy people in clean clothes walking through sunlit parks that definitely didn’t exist anywhere near this neighborhood.

Someone had thrown something at the screen. The image flickered and glitched, the happy people’s faces distorting into grotesque masks before the system auto-corrected. A small victory, but Joro smiled anyway.

The first burning drum came into view two blocks later. A cluster of people huddled around it, hands extended toward flames that sputtered and smoked from whatever they’d found to burn. Cardboard mostly, some old pallets, maybe some of the paper Xoikco had deemed “non-recyclable” and therefore worthless.

Someone had set up a makeshift chessboard on an upturned crate beside the drum. Two old men were deep in a game, their breath visible in the cold air, arguing about whether a particular move constituted an illegal castle. They’d been playing the same game for three days now, Joro knew. Not because they were bad at chess, but because dragging it out gave them a reason to meet at the drum, to have something to do besides freeze.

He recognized Reen Petso in the crowd, her face half-hidden by a scarf that might have been blue once. She’d painted her fingernails bright red despite the cold, despite having no reason to, despite Xoikco’s employee handbook specifically discouraging “excessive personal adornment” in the workplace. It was such a small thing, but it was hers.

She caught his eye and gave the barest nod. He returned it and kept walking.

Three blocks down, another drum. This one burned cleaner—someone had scrounged actual firewood from somewhere—and the group around it was larger. A woman was telling a story, her voice carrying in the cold air. Something about when the old market used to run every Saturday, before Xoikco had bought the building and turned it into a distribution center with prices nobody could afford. The listeners laughed at the right parts, remembered together.

“Spare a light?” A man sitting on an upended shopping cart held up a bent cigarette. Anto Welt, his coat patched so many times it was hard to tell what the original color had been. But he’d sewn each patch with careful, even stitches, turning necessity into something almost decorative.

Joro shook his head. “Don’t smoke.”

“Smart. Kills you slow.” The man grinned, showing gaps where teeth should have been. “Unlike Xoikco’s air quality standards, which kill you slightly faster but with proper documentation.”

Someone in the group laughed. Dark humor, but humor nonetheless.

“Xoikco; pronounced like ‘joy,’ delivered like misery.”

“Anto.” Joro kept his voice low. “You hear about the flower beds?”

Anto Welt’s grin faded into something more serious. “Dramma’s project?”

“Yeah.”

“Heard she’s got her heart set on marigolds. Personally, I think sunflowers would be better. Brighter, you know? Really catch the eye. Make the Xoikco gray look even sadder by comparison.” Anto pulled out the lighter he’d pretended not to have. An excuse for the chat. He flicked it twice before it caught, lit his cigarette and took a long drag. “But marigolds are easier to plant in tight spaces. More... subtle.”

“Subtlety has its uses.”

“Does indeed.” Anto exhaled smoke that got caught by the wind and yanked away. “Especially when you’re planting in places where you’re not supposed to garden. Eight o’clock?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Good. Tell Dramma I’ll bring the tools by later. Got a whole collection now. Xoikco kept shutting down factories and telling us to leave our equipment behind for ‘inventory purposes.’ Funny how much of that inventory walked home in people’s pockets.” His grin returned. “Property theft, they’d call it. I call it reclaiming what we built with our own hands.”

Joro moved on, Anto’s quiet rebellion warming him more than the fire had.

The factory district sprawled across the east side of the city, a maze of brick buildings with broken windows and rusted fire escapes. Some still operated, running skeleton crews on Xoikco contracts that paid just enough to keep people from starving but never enough to save. Most didn’t. They sat empty and rotting, monuments to better times before corporate consolidation had decided that profit margins mattered more than people’s livelihoods.

The printing factory was one of the operational ones. Joro could hear the machinery even from a block away, a rhythmic thump and clatter that spoke of presses running and paper flying. They printed Xoikco’s promotional materials here now. Glossy brochures about community investment and sustainable futures, printed by workers who couldn’t afford heat in their own homes.

The irony wasn’t lost on anyone.

Joro found a spot behind a dumpster that reeked of chemicals and spoiled food. Xoikco’s waste disposal contract meant pickups happened “on an optimized schedule,” which translated to whenever they felt like it. The smell made his eyes water, but it gave him a clear view of the factory’s side entrance and enough shadow to hide in.

He settled in to wait.

The sun was already low, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and sickly orange. On a building across the street, someone had graffitied a giant flower over a Xoikco advertisement. Just a flower, nothing political, nothing that could be called vandalism in court. But it was pink and cheerful and completely unauthorized, and it made Joro’s day better just seeing it.

He flexed his fingers, trying to keep them from going numb. Should have brought gloves. Should have brought a lot of things. But you worked with what you had.

People came and went from the factory. Workers heading home after their shifts, shoulders slumped with exhaustion. A delivery truck rumbled up with crates of paper. Xoikco paper, of course, from Xoikco suppliers, creating a neat little loop where money flowed up and never quite trickled back down. A woman in a nicer coat, management, probably, locked the front door behind her and hurried to a waiting car that actually looked like it had working heat.

The machinery kept running. It always did. The presses never stopped, even when the workers went home. Someone had to be inside, keeping watch.

That someone was Valt Hessine, and he was expecting Joro.

Darkness came slowly, then all at once, the way it did these days. The streetlights flickered on, those that still worked. Xoikco had promised to fix the broken ones “pending budget allocation” which meant never. The one nearest the factory cast a sickly yellow glow that barely reached the side entrance.

Joro waited another ten minutes, watching for movement, for community monitors, for anyone who might ask questions he couldn’t answer. Nothing. Just the steady thump of the presses and the distant sound of the city trying to survive another night.

Time to move.

He slipped from behind the dumpster and crossed to the side entrance, keeping to the shadows. The door was metal, old but solid. He knocked three times, paused, knocked twice more.

The door opened immediately. Valt Hessine stood there in coveralls, grease-stained and tired-looking but grinning. “Right on time. I like that in a gardener.”

“Thought punctuality was important.”

“It is when you’re stealing from the people who steal from you.” Valt stepped back, gesturing Joro inside. “Quick now. Keiol makes his rounds every hour, and he’s the only one here tonight who’s not in on this. Good worker, follows the rules, actually believes Xoikco’s employee handbook when it says they value loyalty and dedication.”

“Poor bastard.”

“Indeed.” Valt led him deeper into the factory, past the thundering presses. “The package is in the supply room. We had a production run this afternoon. Completely legitimate, totally authorized Xoikco promotional materials. But funny thing about running a printing press. Sometimes you end up with extra sheets. Quality control purposes, you understand. Can’t deliver substandard product to our valued corporate partners.”

They reached a small room in the back corner. Valt opened the door and flicked on a light. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with paper and supplies and the detritus of a business that served two masters—the corporate overlords who owned the equipment and the workers who actually ran it.

On the bottom shelf, wrapped in plain brown paper: the parcel.

“Two hundred sheets,” Valt said quietly. “Good quality stock, treated to resist weather and take the ink properly. We printed them with the standard setup, nothing fancy. Messages are simple, clean, readable from a distance.” He pulled out one sheet to show Joro.

The paper was smooth, professional-looking. And printed across it in bold, clear letters:

XOIKCO PROMISED JOBS. WHERE ARE THEY?

XOIKCO PROMISED FAIR WAGES. WHERE ARE THEY?

XOIKCO PROMISED COMMUNITY INVESTMENT. WHERE IS IT?

“The ink’s the special part,” Valt continued. “Compound developed by one of the old chemists before Xoikco bought his company and fired him. They never knew about it; private project he never declared, and so not part of the sale. It looks normal, prints normal. But when someone tries to wash it off glass or scrub it off a wall, the cleaning agents react with the compound and etch the message right into the surface. Permanently.”

Joro stared at the sheet. “So once these go up—”

“They stay up. Oh, Xoikco can scrape off the paper, pay someone minimum wage to spend hours trying to remove every poster. But the words will still be there, etched into their own windows and walls. A permanent reminder that you can’t just erase the truth because it’s inconvenient.”

“That’s brilliant.”

“That’s chemistry.” Valt’s grin widened. “And a little bit of spite. The chemist was very clear about wanting his formula to do maximum damage to the people who’d stolen his life’s work.” He re-wrapped the parcel carefully after tucking the sheet it back in. “Now get out of here. You’ve got gardens to plant, and I’ve got quotas to meet so Xoikco doesn’t notice anything unusual about tonight’s production numbers.”

Joro took the parcel, surprised by how light it was. Two hundred sheets of permanent resistance, and it weighed less than a bag of groceries.

“Valt—”

“Shhh. Don’t thank me. Just make sure those flowers bloom somewhere Xoikco can’t ignore them.” Valt walked him back to the side entrance. “And Joro? Be careful out there. Community monitors have been thick lately. Something’s got Xoikco nervous, and nervous corporations crack down hard.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Good.” Valt clapped him on the shoulder once, then opened the door. “Now go. Plant some marigolds for those of us stuck inside making pretty brochures about communities Xoikco destroyed.”

Joro slipped back into the night, the parcel tucked inside his jacket. Behind him, the factory kept running, kept printing Xoikco’s lies while workers found small ways to tell the truth.

The streets were darker now, quieter. Most people were inside, trying to stay warm. Joro kept to the alleys and side streets, avoiding the main roads where community monitors might be watching.

He was two blocks from the coffee house when he heard footsteps behind him.

Joro didn’t look back. He turned down a narrow alley, the parcel pressed tight against his chest. The footsteps followed, quick and purposeful.

His heart kicked up. Could be anyone. Could be nothing. Could be—

“Joro.”

He stopped. Turned slowly.

Reen Petso stood at the mouth of the alley, her red fingernails bright even in the dim light. She’d added a flower to her scarf since he’d seen her earlier; a paper flower, crudely made but defiantly cheerful.

“Jumpy tonight,” she said.

“Can you blame me?”

“No.” She walked closer, her boots crunching on frozen slush. “Did you get them?”

“Yeah.”

“Can I see?”

Joro hesitated, then pulled out one sheet. Reen took it carefully, her eyes scanning the words. A slow smile spread across her face.

“Dramma’s going to love this.”

“That’s the hope.”

“More than hope.” Reen handed the sheet back. “This is exactly what we needed. Simple, clear, questions that make people think. And once these go up, once Xoikco realizes they can’t just wash them away—” Her smile turned sharp. “That’s when things get interesting.”

“Interesting is one word for it.”

“Effective is another.” She stepped back. “See you at the meeting. And Joro? Thank you. For doing this. For not backing down just because it’s risky.”

“Same to you. Those fingernails are an act of rebellion.”

She laughed, bright and unexpected. “Everything’s an act of rebellion if you do it right. Even paper flowers.”

She disappeared into the shadows, leaving Joro alone with the parcel and the weight of what came next.

He made it back to his apartment without further incident. The building was a crumbling wreck held together by rust and stubbornness, but someone had planted actual marigolds in a window box on the second floor. They were half-frozen and probably wouldn’t survive the week, but they were there. Bright orange against the gray.

Small defiances. They mattered.

Joro climbed the stairs to the third floor, avoiding the steps that creaked loudest. His room was barely big enough for a mattress and a hotplate, but it was his.

He locked the door behind him, set the parcel on the mattress, and finally let himself breathe.

In a few hours, he’d meet with the others. Dramma and Hors and Reen and Anto and all the rest who’d decided that Xoikco didn’t get to write the only story in town. They’d plan where to plant the flowers, how to make sure they bloomed in places that mattered.

And then, once the posters went up and Xoikco tried to wash them away, the real messages would appear. Etched permanently into glass and concrete and the corporate facade of caring.

The way of the insect, Hors had called it once. Small, persistent, using the enemy’s own strength against them.

Joro pulled his coat tighter and waited for eight o’clock.

Outside, the city groaned under winter’s weight and corporate indifference. But inside, in dozens of small rooms scattered across the darkness, people were getting ready to plant flowers in unauthorized places.

And this time, the flowers wouldn’t be so easy to pull up.
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The meeting point was an abandoned community center on the edge of the factory district. Xoikco had bought it three years ago with promises of renovating it into a “multi-use wellness facility” for the neighborhood. Then they’d decided the area didn’t have sufficient “demographic value indicators” and left it to rot instead.

Someone had spray-painted “WELLNESS ACHIEVED!!” across the boarded-up entrance in letters four feet high.

Joro circled the building once, checking for community monitors. Nothing. Just the usual urban decay and a stray cat that had made a nest in what used to be the building’s flower beds. The cat looked up at him with yellow eyes that seemed to say it had been here first and wasn’t moving for anyone, corporation or otherwise.

Fair enough.

The entrance was around back, through a door that looked locked but wasn’t if you knew which boards to pull aside. Joro slipped through, replaced the boards carefully, and made his way into the building’s interior.

Candles flickered in what had been the main meeting room, casting dancing shadows on walls that still bore faded posters about community yoga classes and senior lunch programs. Someone had dragged in old crates and arranged them in a rough circle. About a dozen people sat or stood around them, their faces half-lit and familiar.

Hors sat on one of the crates, reading by candlelight. A battered paperback with a cover so worn the title was illegible. He looked up as Joro approached and carefully marked his page with a scrap of paper. “You made it.”

“Said I would.”

“And you brought the seeds.” It wasn’t a question. Hors had known Valt for twenty years. If Valt said the package would be ready, it would be ready.

Joro pulled the parcel from inside his jacket. “Two hundred sheets. Valt says the ink’s perfect.”

“Of course it is. Dels never did anything by halves.” Hors took the parcel with careful hands, then set it on the crate in front of him. “We’re just waiting for a few more.”

Joro recognized most of the faces. Reen sat cross-legged on the floor, still wearing her scarf with the paper flower. Anto leaned against a support pillar, not smoking for once but looking like he wished he could. A middle-aged woman with kind eyes and callused hands, Lark Enita, who ran an unlicensed daycare out of her apartment because Xoikco’s official childcare facilities cost more per month than most people made. A young man about Joro’s age who worked the night shift at the water treatment plant and had stories about what Xoikco actually put in the water versus what they claimed in their quarterly reports.

And there, at the center of the circle, sat Dramma.

She was older than most of them, maybe sixty, with gray hair pulled back in a practical bun and lines carved deep around her eyes and mouth. She wore layers like everyone else, but there was something about the way she carried herself that spoke of quiet authority. When Dramma spoke, people listened.

Right now she was listening to Lark tell a story about one of the children in her care, a five-year-old who’d asked why the Xoikco buildings got to be warm when his apartment wasn’t. Dramma’s expression was intent, absorbing every word like it mattered. Because it did.

The door scraped open and three more people slipped in. Seto Kenn, who’d lost his job when Xoikco automated his factory floor and then charged the workers for “vocational retraining” that led to jobs that didn’t exist. Earto Benn, who’d worked in Xoikco’s legal department until he saw one contract too many that stripped away worker protections in language designed to sound generous. And Lette Sipid, barely nineteen, whose entire school had been shut down and replaced with a “digital learning platform” that required equipment most families couldn’t afford.

Dramma looked around the circle, counting heads. “We’re all here. Good.” She gestured to the parcel. “Joro brought our flowers. Valt came through, as always.”

“Can we see them?” Lette asked, leaning forward.

Dramma unwrapped the brown paper carefully, revealing the stack of printed sheets. She lifted one and held it to the candlelight so everyone could read.

The room fell silent as people absorbed the words. Simple questions. No accusations, no demands, just... questions. Where are the jobs? Where are the fair wages? Where is
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