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      For Garrett

      

      I’d walk through the Harrow itself if I knew you were waiting on the other side.

      I’m so glad I get to be your Player Two for a lifetime.
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      Our ancestors must have had such hope. They came long before us and built this place on that very hope. Whether God or man, they must have placed this world brick by brick and thought, “Humanity will be eternal and great.” As I stand in the decaying remnants of that hope, the old buildings held together with dreams and old parts I have no name for, I wonder, not for the first time, what they would think now. 

      Would they still dream so big when they see us living like rats? 

      Would they still think humanity is great when they see us breathing air so toxic it makes your lungs burn?

      I doubt they would, but then again, I stopped believing in gods a long time ago. Faith only gets you killed here. Or worse . . . brainwashed. 

      I’ve seen people smile as they starve, believing in some higher power that’ll swoop in and save them in the next life. I’ve seen them beg for forgiveness from deaf gods because they killed to survive in this world. We’ve all killed. You don’t survive in Dross without blood on your hands; sometimes yours, maybe strangers, other times the people you love. It’s eat or be eaten.

      And I’ve done a lot of eating. The buildings are tall around me, the only shield left against the unbearable heat from the dwarf star at our center. It cooks above the tops of the buildings, the heat so thick, it makes it hard to breath some days. Rumor has it that there used to be shields to shade the buildings, but if that’s true, they certainly don’t work now. Us humans have had to recede down between the tall ancient buildings, running from the heat as we all run from starvation. It’s fucking hot, and that’s putting it mildly. Even down between the buildings, the heat radiates down the metal and concrete, forcing sweat to bead on my lower back and my hair to stick to my nape as I move through the crowded alleyways.

      The “streets” are only the gaps between buildings where it’s possible to walk. Some of the buildings are connected by long bridges, most of them too dangerous to use. So, we’re forced to use the pathways on the ground. We’re overpopulated. Even with the high mortality rate, and the monthly opening of the Harrow Gates, it seems like we fester and grow regardless.

      Just like rats.

      I shove the thought out of my mind. It wouldn’t do well to let the propaganda start to leech in. Luxe thinks badly enough of us without me adding to it. To them, Dross is the sewer, and fuck if they’re not that far off in description. This place is hell for everyone.

      It’s nothing like Luxe.

      The posters of the golden ring are plastered fucking everywhere. They barely get time to peel and fade before new ones are put back up. They don’t even take the old ones down, leaving a collage of propaganda as thick as the heat. The Ascendants don’t bother with trash. That’s for us Wastrels.

      Fucking assholes.

      If Dross is the gutters, Luxe is the city sitting on top of them just out of reach. They get to breathe and glitter and toss their trash and shit down to us if they remember to. They can actually grow food there, and once a month, they bring their undesirables to our ring. It’s never enough though. You’re better off attempting to grow your own piss-poor plants in your windowsill, even if it’s damn near impossible to grow something healthy with our toxic air. I can’t remember the last time I had good fruit that wasn’t over-ripened or moldy. Most of what we have readily available is Harrow Bars, some mish-mashed bar that tastes like ass and breaks your teeth when you try to eat it. I have a chipped tooth to prove it. Harrow Bars are absolutely disgusting, but it’s a better option than dying. So, I eat the fucking mystery bar. If only so I can look at the fuckers up top and give them the metaphorical middle finger while I do so.

      Around me, people rush past, bumping into me hard enough to make me bare my teeth at them as they rush away before I can start a fight. There’s no such thing as personal space, not when there are four Wastrels to every half meter of space. I have no idea if that number is correct though. I heard an Astronomer say it once and it stuck with me.

      “Watch it, rat!” some Suffer Saint Priest snarls as I bounce off his chest in the crowd. He’s a big fucker, dressed in the deep maroon robes that only Priests wear, the color more intense with the red wash of the light. The robe is rough, wrinkled, and crunchy-looking, lending to the rumor that they get the color from their own blood. To be a Suffer Saint Priest, you must bleed for your god.

      Whatever fucking god that is.

      “I’ll slit your throat if you don’t keep moving,” I threaten, flipping out the knife I keep in my pocket. It was a gift from Dox a few years ago. She’d traded a hell of a lot for it, and it’s become a cherished item in this hellhole. It never leaves my side.

      The Priest holds up his hands in surrender, backing away even as his eyes tell me he won’t forget my face. Fucking great. That’s all I need is for the cult to come hunt me down. They’re just as bad as the Spine Jackers and Gutter Runners, even if they’re the only spot of color in these streets.

      If the buildings are the decaying backbone of Dross, the people are the mottled spots of sickness between them. Everything is a resource here. When you die, you become salvageable. Because of that, most people I come into contact with wear clothing made up of a variety of materials. Bones, metal, the rare cotton fabric. My own clothing is held together with wire in shades of brown. The material, a knitted sheet made from tiny strips of plastic, itches as it rubs against my skin, but a rash is a small price to pay for decent clothing. The only thing we have here is our dignity, and even that is always at risk of slipping away.

      I push through the crowd, annoyed that the bodies seem to have thickened on my journey. It must be resting time. Despite it being the end of a rotation, the sky remains just as bright and just as hazy. I frown up at the red leeching down from the tops of the buildings, the red wash as eternal as the heat, and keep pushing my way through the crowd, getting more aggressive by the minute. Dox will be waiting for me.

      A fight breaks out to the left of me, three teenagers throwing punches over a Harrow Bar one of them found on the ground. They seem to be friends, but that doesn’t mean much. You fight for every bit you have here. It’s rare to find someone willing to starve so another can eat. Hell, I’ve watched mothers eat in front of their starving babies and not share. It’s all about survival, and hunger has reduced us to the very rats the Ascendants think us.

      I fucking hate that. I hate that we have no choice in the matter. I hate the putrid smell and the suffocating heat and the thick smog. I hate the way my lungs burn with every breath and the way my shirt itches my ribs. I hate it all. And I let that hate fuel my survival. Because fuck the Ascendants. I’ll live despite them.

      But if I’m being honest, none of that attitude would be possible without Dox.

      I climb the stairs to our shared apartment two at a time, leaping over the Breathers on the stairway landings until I reach the fifteenth floor. It’s not ideal and it’s hot as fuck inside the small apartment when I open the door and walk in, but it’s better than those who are much higher up. We’d salvaged for years to be able to make it this low.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I call as I shut the door behind me and lock it. “Didn’t I tell you to lock this thing when you’re here?”

      Dox appears from the left bedroom, dressed in nothing but a slip of a shirt and underwear. She’s lean like almost every Wastrel is. The only people with an ounce of fat on them are the Ascendant Guards who show up once a month and “gift us” with their authority. Where my skin is a copper shade, Dox’s is more fawn-colored. Her dirty blonde hair is currently tied up on top of her head to help with the heat as she wipes herself down with a tiny scrap of fabric stained a dingy shade of gray. Small smudges of grease are smeared across her arms and her face from her earlier delivery in the under-tunnels.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says, rolling her eyes. “I knew you’d be coming, so I didn’t bother.”

      I point my finger at her. “One of these days, we’re gonna get robbed when you’re home and they’re gonna pick your bones clean.” I eye her as she wipes at her face. “You need help with that?”

      “Please,” she says, groaning. “I hate the under-tunnels.”

      I take the rag from her hands and start wiping at the large smudge on her cheek. “I hope you were at least paid well for it.” When she doesn’t answer, I pause and level her with my gaze. “You were paid, weren’t you?”

      She winces. “They gave me an I.O.U.”

      “Dox—”

      “Don’t say it,” she grunts. “I wasn’t gonna deliver, but then I saw the baby and⁠—”

      “So, you delivered because of your bleeding heart.” I sigh heavily and wipe at the smudge again. “We can’t eat an I.O.U., Dox.”

      “I know that,” she says, “but I did manage to get a few Harrow Bars from my first delivery.” Her eyes light up. “And!” she jerks away and moves over to her bag, rummaging through it. “I got this!”

      She pulls out a bright spot of color that makes my eyes widen. “Is that⁠—”

      “An orange?” she says, grinning. “It is.” She looks it over. “It’s at the end of its life and there’s a little bit of mold growing on it, but . . .”

      My mouth waters. “I haven’t had an orange since . . .”

      “I know,” she says, smiling. “I thought we could share it.”

      My eyes jerk from the orange to her. “But it’s yours. You should enjoy it.”

      Dox snorts. “Don’t be silly. I’m splitting it in half.” She starts peeling it. “But I will give you the moldy part.”

      “Deal,” I say, stepping closer.

      As her finger punctures the peel, the bright smell of citrus fills the air. It’s almost too sweet, too intoxicating, but when she hands me half of the orange, I take it. It’s soft, telling me that it won’t last until tomorrow, but it’s an orange.

      “Smell it first,” Dox orders, taking her own big whiff. “We gotta savor this.”

      The last time I had an orange, we were teenagers. They’re incredibly rare, and those who have managed to grow an orange tree protect it like the rarity it is. The trees don’t produce much and what little they do goes to the most powerful people in Dross, not people like us.

      “Who paid you with this?” I ask, already knowing it’s one of the gangs. They’re the only ones with enough power to protect such an asset.

      “Black Spur Union,” she admits. “I delivered some metal parts they needed two rotations early. They gave me the orange and bars as payment.”

      I peel off one of the segments and take a deep breath before popping it in my mouth. The flavor explodes on my tongue, tingling as the hint of sour sweet spreads through my taste buds. My mouth waters so badly, it’s almost embarrassing when I drool a little, but any Wastrel would understand. It’s the most flavorful thing I’ve had in years, and it’s fucking orgasmic. I’m pretty sure I moan as I peel off another segment and lick it before I pop it in my mouth.

      “I wish we could save them,” Dox murmurs, biting into her own segment. Her eyes roll back. “Fuck me, it’s better than sex.”

      I nod in agreement as I take a seat on the floor and cross my legs, settling in so that I can cup the orange in my lap. Dox follows suit, smiling at me as we share the first fruit we’ve had in years.

      It’s more common to be paid in fruit with the higher risk jobs, and we’ve managed to take a few of those on. It’s useless work really. It’s just movement of assets around between gangs, but we usually at least get Harrow Bars as payment. We don’t starve thanks to them, while others have to fight for scraps.

      Dox and I share everything we bring in. Others don’t understand it. Most think we’ll turn on each other if we’re hungry enough. They may not be wrong since hunger makes us all equal. We just do our best never to get to that point. We’ve grown up together, survived together. Dox and I may not have the same mother, but we’re sisters in every way that matters. I’d do anything for her, just as she would for me. It’s rare, and I cherish our friendship. There are very few things I cherish as much as her. Even the few items I carry on me at all times pale in comparison.

      “You know, if we went through The Harrow—” Dox starts.

      My smile falls away. “Don’t start this again.”

      “I’m just saying,” she says, raising her brow. “We could have fruit every day.”

      “If we didn’t die trying to make it there,” I remind her. “You know how slim the chances are.”

      “If anyone can do it, it’s us,” she points out.

      I sigh. We’ve had this conversation so many times, I have dreams about it. “There are worse things than being hungry, Dox.”

      She leans back on her hands and stares at me. “Are you scared because we might die or because⁠—”

      “Enough,” I grunt. “The Harrow is for runners and dreamers. That ain’t us.”

      She tilts her head. “I don’t know,” she murmurs. “I think I’m a bit of a dreamer.”

      My gaze softens. “Dox⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” she interrupts. “One of these days though, we won’t have a choice. We’ll get into trouble and it’s either stay and be killed, or take the only option out.” She pops another orange segment in her mouth. “We’ve already lived longer than most. What’s a few more years?”

      I look down at the orange in my lap and slowly pull away the moldy peel. “You calling me old, Paradox?” I tease instead of pointing out the flaw in her plans. That if we have no choice, we might already be dead.

      She grins. “At the ripe age of thirty-one, you’re practically a spinster, Vesper.”

      “Says the old woman across from me,” I fire back, sinking into the familiar jabs.

      She scoffs dramatically. “I’m only a few months older.”

      “So, you admit you’re old then?”

      She snorts and then smiles, her eyes softening in a way I know means she’s about to get sentimental.

      “Nope,” I tell her, pointing at the orange. “Just eat your orange, Doxxie. We ain’t crying today. There’s no crying when we have the sweet victory of an orange in our hands.”

      We don’t have to say it. I don’t tell her I love her or that I’m glad I’m in this hellhole with her of all people. She doesn’t remind me that she’d kill for me. We don’t discuss it, but the feeling is there between us, hanging heavy in the air.

      Dox’s eyes crinkle and she holds up her orange. “You think I can get Trig to suck my toes in exchange for a segment?”

      I roll my eyes. “That idiot would do it for free,” I remind her. “But I’m sure he’ll suck it out if you stick it up your⁠—”

      Her giggles make my chest warm as she carefully pulls a segment off and sets it aside.

      Apparently, Trig is going to have a very good night.
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      I’m woken up after what feels like only a few hours of sleep. Dox is standing in my doorway, her expression hard as she kicks at the cracked doorjamb with her worn boot.

      “Get up,” she orders. “We’ve got new work.”

      “Is it waking hour already?” I ask groggily, rubbing at my eyes. I look toward the window, but it does little good. The same light that filled the sky when I went to sleep still fills it now.

      “No. It’s been three hours,” she replies before backing out of the room and thumping around in the apartment.

      “Three hours?” I groan. “Why the fuck are you waking me up then?”

      “I told you,” she shouts from the main area, “we got a job.”

      Normally, I’d tell Dox to shove it and go back to sleep, but her tone has me shaking the sleep from my limbs and standing up to pull on my itchy pants again. I’m yawning as I finally come from the room and try to wake up a little more. She hands me a cup of caffeine water we’d traded a hell of a lot for, and ushers me to drink it. That’s how I know it’s serious. We ration the caffeine water heavily.

      “What the fuck is this job?” I ask, narrowing my eyes on her as I take a sip. The rich flavor of the crystallized plant fills my mouth, but it’s stale. As everything in this place is.

      She hands me a piece of paper. “Black Spur Union. Courier Service. Pays very well.” She hums. “It mentions they’ll pay us with more fruit.”

      Now that is a reason to wake up fully. More fruit? I’ll do some sketchy things for fruit.

      “Did you get any sleep at all?” I ask her.

      She grins. “No. I just got back from Trig’s flat before I found the job request slipped under our door.”

      I shake my head. “You’re gonna regret that, Doxxie.”

      “Nah,” she replies, waving away my words. “I’ll be fine. Besides, Trig did indeed do it for free, so I feel great.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Finish that and we’ll head out. I’m gonna go clean up.”

      The caffeine water isn’t exactly good, but I down the rest of it. We waste nothing in Dross, and Dox had gone out of her way to make it for me. The electrolyte caffeine crystals aren’t exactly hard to come by though. It’s one of the things that comes from Luxe. The gangs all take control of it once it comes through and mark the price up though so most people can’t afford it. I guess the Ascendants want us to have enough energy to crawl our way into the Harrow Gates when they open. They don’t much care if we starve otherwise. It’s a failing on our part at that point, never mind the poison air, the insufferable heat, or the limited resources with overpopulation.

      Not even fifteen minutes later, Dox is ready and we lock up our shitty apartment as we step over more Breathers to get back down to the street below.

      “I don’t get it,” Dox says. It’s the same words she says when we encounter Breathers anywhere.

      “What’s there to get?” I ask, saying my same answer. It’s like we’ve rehearsed this conversation a million times. “They don’t want to be here anymore, but they’re too afraid to kill themselves. Besides, I hear Softlock is a gentle way to go.”

      “Gentle?” Dox says, wrinkling her nose up. “It shuts off all your senses. How is that gentle?”

      I meet her eyes as I step over another Breather, a woman. She stares up at the ceiling with blank eyes, the only movement from her body the rise and fall of her chest. It’s where the name comes from. Their body shuts off completely except for the breathing. At some point, even that will stop, and they’ll be just another resource. It’s not a terrible way to go. You feel nothing, just the gentle relief of fading. Once you try Softlock, there’s not really any going back.

      “Sometimes, the suffering is too much for people. The skin is too sensitive. The smells are too much.” We step outside and I look up at the red sky and wrinkle my nose. “The sky is too bright. It’s easier to check out and feel nothing than to starve to death and be aware of it.”

      “They should just go into the Harrow,” Dox argues. “At least they’d have a chance there.”

      “Not everyone is a fighter, Doxxie,” I remind her. We’ve seen plenty of people die. Surviving in Dross is a brutal fight, and sometimes, that fight is too much for any one person. I can’t confidently say I’d have been able to do it thus far without Dox. She’s the reason I keep fighting. That and pure spite. I despise the Ascendants so much, I won’t give them the satisfaction of dying by their greed or entering the Harrow if I can avoid it.

      “Good thing you and me aren’t like that,” she chirps. “I’d be lost without you.”

      I grin. “Yeah, you would.”

      She bumps her shoulder with mine. “Shut up, Hyena.”

      The endearment hits me in the chest and reminds me of its source, just as it always does. Dox doesn’t ever use it lightly, not when she knows where it comes from. The tiny book is one of my most prized treasures. It’s worn and falling apart despite my attempt to care for it. Everything decays in Dross, no matter how you try to save it. The little book is leatherbound, the initials A.A. emblazoned on the front in worn gold. Astra Arcturus. It’s the only thing I have left from my mother.

      My mother died when I was only seven, but before that, she was no better than a Breather. Sick, mentally unwell, and living in a last life house. Somehow, she’d birthed me and I grew up there until I was strong enough to leave with Dox.

      I don’t have many memories of my mother, only a vague blurry image of what she looked like. Luckily, my mother was an artist, and her journal is full of sketches and words. Self-portraits, sketches of people and creatures I’ve never seen, and one repeating sketch of a single man.

      My father.

      I only know this because there’s a letter written in the journal to me from before she grew unwell. She was still pregnant, still sane, as she wrote me a letter, she’d never know that I would be able to read.

      My mother, Astra Arcturus, was Luxe-born. Her journal is full of stories from the outer ring, sketches of the city she must have grown up in. Among those sketches are pages she’d copied from books. We don’t have them here in Dross, not that I’ve seen. Any book is simply a recreation or some sought after treasure someone the likes of me hasn’t been privy to. But in Luxe, books are readily available. And my mother read them. She loved them. And she particularly liked the books about animals that once existed beside humans.

      There are many theories about our origins. One is that humanity wasn’t born here in The Cradle, on the planetary rings we live on. Humanity came from somewhere else, some world that once held wondrous creatures I have no name for. But there’s one animal my mother seemed to like in particular. She drew it over and over again, wrote down fact after fact beside the drawings.

      The hyena.

      It’s a strange, alien-looking creature. Too sloped at the shoulders, too short of face. It looks like it shouldn’t make sense, but the way my mother repeatedly drew them endeared them to me. Powerful creatures, intelligent, and matriarchal. My mother was very insistent on reminding herself that they were ruled by the females.

      It doesn’t work like that in Luxe. In Dross, it’s every human for themselves so no man rules entirely. There are women just as powerful because it’s about who is most willing to ruthlessly take what they want. In Luxe, the men rule regardless. Men like my father.

      Eero Vox. High Reckoner. He’s important in Luxe, in charge of a sizable portion of it even, but I don’t exactly know what he does. I do know I don’t like him. My mother’s letter said he betrayed her, and somehow, she got from Luxe down to Dross. I’ve never met another Luxe-born here because they shouldn’t be able to travel backward. Only Ascendants can. Even I know she should never have been here.

      The small leatherbound journal rests in my right pocket. It goes with me everywhere. Just in case.

      “You ready for this?” Dox asks, breaking me out of my musings.

      “Yeah,” I reply, but I’m not sure if I am really. I’ve had dealings with the Black Spur Union before, but not nearly as much as Dox has. I tend to take jobs from the Lift Rats more often. They don’t pay as well, but they’re consistent and I’ve never worried that they could take me out if I breathe wrong. The Black Spur Union though is the worst of the worst. They have dealings with Luxe more than they deal with us Wastrels. Anyone who works for Ascendants is dangerous. We all know that. But the promise of fruit makes that danger worth it.

      The Black Spur Union has many hubs, but their biggest one exists in our section of the ring. It’s why we chose this district, because the opportunities for jobs are higher here.

      Their gates are imposing as we approach, patchworked together metal and old tech we have no name for or knowledge of how they work, just like a Harrow Gate. We lost that knowledge long ago, sometime after it all stopped working. It’s been at least a thousand years at this point. If anyone knows what the machines are, they aren’t telling us. So, just like us all, the Black Spur Union has recycled them to create their intimidating gates.

      “Dox!” the guard says, grinning. “Back so soon?”

      “We’ve been summoned,” Dox replies, producing the job letter.

      The guard’s face changes when he sees it, his smile dropping immediately. “Oh. Good luck.”

      Gone is the charming guard who apparently has a soft spot for my best friend. In his place is a man who now looks at us like we’re marching to our death.

      “What was that about?” I whisper to Dox as we move past him.

      “No idea,” she admits, wincing. “It’s an unusual reaction.”

      When the gates open for us, we pass through. I follow Dox because she seems to know where we’re going. It’s been a year since I’ve done a job for this gang, and everything looks different to me now. But Dox seems to know what’s going on, so I follow her through the roughly built fortress until we reach a large room. There’s a massive chair built from old parts at the front, sitting on top of a raised step. It’s a throne, as if Orion is a king. I suppose the leader of the Black Spur Union is as close to a king as one can get here in Dross.

      “Ladies!” he says as we step into the room, opening his arms wide. “Welcome. You came faster than expected. Good.”

      Dox stops in front of him and puts her hand on her hip, leveling him with her gaze. “What is it you’re lookin’ to hire us for, Orion?”

      “Straight to the point as always,” Orion replies, grinning. “I like it. Very well. We have need of a courier service, as stated on the job request.”

      I watch him carefully. “And what’s the cargo?”

      Orion finally levels his gaze on me, something flashing in his eyes that makes me nauseous. “Vesper. It’s good to see you. What’s it been? A⁠—”

      “Cut the pleasantries, O,” I grunt. “What’s the cargo?”

      A muscle jumps in his jaw. Once upon a time, Orion and I had a thing before I realized how stupid it was to sleep with the leader of one of the most powerful gangs in Dross. I’m lucky. I was able to break it off without incident. But I’m very much aware that it was only because Orion let me walk away.

      His fingers steeple together like I unnerve him. Good. I hope it fucks with his head that I don’t want him. He deserves no less.

      “Very well,” he says, his eyes staying on me.

      He gestures with his hand toward a door on the side and it opens. A woman comes stumbling inside when she’s pushed from behind. Her eyes are wide and she frantically looks around, as if searching for allies. She won’t find any in this place.

      In her arms is a baby, brand new, pristine, and untainted yet by the horrors of Dross.

      Dox tenses, but there’s no other outward sign of her reaction. Me? Not so much.

      “A baby?” I scowl, jerking my gaze back to Orion. “You want us to deliver an infant?”

      “Don’t act so horrified, V. You’ve done worse to survive,” Orion goads.

      It takes everything in me to keep the heat from my cheeks, because he’s right. I’ve done terrible things to survive. I’ve taken food out of the mouths of children. But that doesn’t mean I want to do something like this. I did those things when there were no other options. I don’t have to do them now.

      “And where is the infant to be delivered to?” Dox asks carefully, her eyes flicking between me and the mother. “And what is the payment?”

      I whip my head toward her. “We’re not seriously considering this, are we?” I hiss under my breath.

      She doesn’t answer. Not yet. Because she’s doing what we always do. Weigh all the options.

      Orion smirks. “The child will be delivered to an Ascendant courier where it will then be delivered to Luxe.”

      The mother’s eyes widen. “What?” she gasps. “You told me he would have a better life!”

      “And he will,” Orion nods. “Anything away from Dross is better.”

      Except . . . there have been rumors for years about why Luxe would want children. Rumors about why they’re willing to pay so well for them. And none of them are good. Clearly, the mother has heard those rumors, too.

      Orion leans forward. “The pay is a basket of fruit.”

      Dox’s eyes widen and she looks at me. “A whole basket? How many pieces?”

      Orion gestures and a man comes from the back of the room with a basket overflowing with fruit. Unmarred, unbruised, and perfect. They’ll last longer than a day with them as fresh as they are. My mouth waters when I see the oranges and apples. And is that⁠—

      “Is that a banana?” Dox rasps, staring at the basket.

      Orion nods. “One of three our tree was able to produce.”

      Dox’s eyes narrow. “Why such a high payment?”

      “The purchaser is . . . motivated,” Orion offers as explanation. “Will you accept?”

      Dox looks over at me and sees my expression, and she knows exactly what I’m going to say.

      “We don’t move that sort of cargo,” I reply, tilting my chin up. “Not usually.”

      “Please,” the mother starts to beg. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to sell him. I’ll give you your money back.”

      Orion levels her with his hard stare. “The price has gone up actually. I’m being paid thirty credits for him. Are you willing to pay that?”

      The mother’s eyes bug. “Thi-Thirty credits?” she gasps. “How could I . . . how would I ever be able to find that sort of money?”

      “Then there’s no deal, I’m afraid,” Orion muses.

      The mother starts to cry, her arms wrapped around her child protectively as the men move in. “No! Please! Don’t you have a heart? He’s just a baby!”

      “That’s your mistake,” Orion says. “Thinking that anyone in this hellhole has a heart.”

      My chest throbs at the scene of a mother desperate to keep her baby safe. So desperate, that she sold him thinking he would go to someone with more resources. I’ve seen this desperation time and time again. I’m no longer sensitive to it.

      So why does it bother me so much now?

      Dox presses closer to me, trying her hardest to keep herself together. She’s the bleeding heart between us. It doesn’t surprise me that she’s so bothered.

      I clear my throat. “What I meant to say is that we don’t move cargo like this for anything less than a basket of fresh fruit and three credits.”

      Dox jerks her head toward me in surprise. “What?” she whispers.

      Orion laughs. “Anyone else would jump at the basket.”

      “We’re not anyone else,” I remind him. “That’s why you’re trying to hire us.”

      He raises his brow. “Touché, V.” He grins. “You know, I’ve really missed you.”

      “I bet you have,” I grumble under my breath, but toward him, I smile. I don’t take the bait, but I don’t rebuff him. “Where’s the meeting point?”

      He stands and steps down from his throne, trailing over toward me slowly. I don’t tense, or show any sign of discomfort as he stops in front of me and reaches out toward my long black hair. His gaze heats and my stomach roils. I don’t know how I ever found him attractive. There’s too much brutality in his features, too much hatred. He might as well be another broken machine sitting on his throne of broken machines.

      “District four,” he finally responds. “Payment up front to assure delivery.” He leans closer. “When you finish, come back. I’m taking you on a date.”

      “And if I say no?” I ask, staring at him.

      He smirks. “Don’t say no, V.” He chucks me on the chin. “See you soon.”

      With a snap of his fingers, the mother is shoved toward us, her frantic crying tugging at my heart strings. When she hesitates to hand the baby over to me, one of the guards pulls out a blade made of recycled steel sharpened to a point. Understanding she’s about to die, she shakingly passes the baby into my arms, her tears falling silently. I take him gently.

      “Walk with me,” I order her. “I’ll give you a chance to say good bye.”

      She starts to cry harder as Dox picks up the basket of fruit and the three credits before following me and the mother out the gate. I jerk my head toward the nearest alleyway. The mother stumbles after us into the alley, her words garbled together as she sobs. The moment we’re away from the gates, Dox drops to the ground and pulls her makeshift pack from her back. She starts shoving the fruit inside.

      “Are we doing what I think we’re doing?” she asks me harshly.

      “Yeah,” I answer, checking to make sure we weren’t followed before turning to the blubbering mother. “Stop that,” I order, grabbing her hand. “I need you to listen to me right now.”

      She croaks and shoves her cries down, hiccupping with her emotions. She still sniffles and makes little gasping sounds, but it’s enough.

      “You’re going to take your baby and you’re going to leave this district. I’d suggest you don’t stop until you reach district twelve at the very least. You get out fast. You get out now. Don’t go home to grab anything. You just take him and leave. If you don’t, you’ll die. Do you understand?”

      She starts nodding frantically. “But . . . what about the Union?” she chokes out.

      “Don’t worry about that. You just get far away from this section. One with a little more air maybe.”

      She sniffs. “There’s no clean air in any of the districts. We’re all destined to have black lung for our short lives.” She gently takes her baby from me and cradles him in her arms. “I thought, briefly, that my baby would have a better life, but they didn’t tell me they would sell him to Luxe.” She wipes at her tears. “Thank you for giving us a chance.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” I say, grabbing two of the oranges and putting them in her pockets. “You still have to survive.”

      She nods and gently tucks her baby up under her clothing, hiding him away. He coos immediately to be so close to his mother. She touches her hand to my shoulder first and then to Dox’s.

      “Good luck,” she rasps, before stepping out of the alley in the opposite direction and disappearing into the crowd quickly.

      Good. She has strong survival instincts. I was worried about that considering how bad of a mistake she made selling her baby in the first place.

      “They’re going to be pissed,” Dox says. “I give it an hour before they find out.”

      “You knew what I was doing,” I reply, helping her pack up the last of the fruit. “But . . . you also know what this means.”

      She nods. “Luckily, I don’t have anything I need to go back for.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I know you liked that apartment.”

      Her shoulders lift and drop quickly. “There will be other apartments. Let’s get out of here before they find us.” She grabs the few remaining fruit and wraps them up in a cloth so it looks vaguely baby shaped. “So they don’t suspect us,” she says as she puts it in my arms. “Let’s go.”

      We step out of the alleyway and head in the direction of district four. The only problem is that I’ve forgotten how paranoid Orion is. The moment we step out of the alley and join the crowd, I realize we’re being watched.

      “Fuck,” I groan under my breath.

      “Apparently, I was wrong,” Dox sighs. “We didn’t even make it a few minutes.”

      “They don’t know we don’t have him,” I remind her, cradling the bundled fruit.

      We push through the crowd, forcing our way forward. As we round the corner, I’m met with the sight of Orion standing in the street. His legs are spread apart and his arms are crossed over his chest. He’s leveling me with the same look he’s always worn. The sense of familiarity is gone. This is the same man that smacked me across the face for laughing at him, the one I left.

      “I’m disappointed in you, V,” he says.

      The crowd parts around him as if they can sense his malice.

      “That sounds like a you problem,” I say. “What’s your issue? We’re trying to deliver the package.”

      Orion’s lips quirk up. “This package?”

      A guard appears with the baby in his arms. He’s crying, the sound grating in my ears. The mother is nowhere to be found.

      I look down at the bundle in my arms and sigh before loosening my hold. Instead of being afraid, knowing we’re in a shitty situation, I smirk. I can’t help the child now. I can’t help the mother. I’d tried, but this is Dross. We don’t get a choice on whether or not we’re good people here and I should have remembered that. Our souls are as black as our lungs.

      “You should have known better,” I tell him, raising my brow.

      He laughs, the sound warm. But when his eyes meet mine again, I know his amusement isn’t because he cares for me. It’s because he covets me. And I’ve just given him a reason to act on it.

      “You ready?” I whisper to Dox.

      “No,” she answers back. “Where we going?”

      “Away,” I say. “As fast as possible. Take out whoever you have to.”

      She gives an almost imperceptible nod.

      “I’m going to enjoy punishing you for trying to betray me,” Orion says sweetly. “Just as I’m going to enjoy sinking into that sweet pussy again.”

      My grin widens as I unwrap the fruit bundle and hold the orange up high in the air. The crowd around us shifts as they realize what I hold. No doubt, their mouths are watering just like mine did when I saw it. They want it. They’ll do anything to have it.

      Even kill.

      “You’ll never get this pussy again,” I say before I whistle and throw the orange into the air.

      The crowd erupts into action, all of them lunging for the orange. Fists fly as they desperately scramble to taste the orange, to get it before someone else. A man bites into it, peel and all, before he screams and is sucked down into the mass of writing bodies, another man digging the bite from his mouth and popping it into his own.

      “Get them!” I hear Orion scream, but I’m not worried about him anymore. My hand is on Dox’s as I jerk her through the crowd, tossing a few other fruits behind me to make sure the crowd closes ranks behind us.

      “Run!” I scream.

      We run like our lives depend on it.

      Because they do . . .
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      We lose them in the chaos quickly. People are scrambling for the fruit we toss into the street and the Union can’t get through the crazed desperation fast enough to follow. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t still in danger. It actually makes things worse.

      The Black Spur Union has eyes everywhere and Orion is a slippery fucker. He’s going to be downright obsessive over my location. I’d challenged him in front of everyone, his people, the people he rules over. He won’t take that lightly. He won’t allow it to slide this time.

      “He’s gonna have every fucking gang after us,” I groan, tipping my head back against the cracked wall behind me. My lungs burn from more than just the toxic air now as my breaths saw in and out of my chest.

      Dox snorts. “Yeah, well . . . one of us made the decision to challenge the fucker and it wasn’t me.” She meets my eyes. “I told you it was a bad idea to sleep with him, but noooo. You like bad boys.”

      I roll my eyes. “You act like Trig isn’t also part of a rival gang.”

      “Everyone is these days,” she shrugs. “But he’s not the leader.”

      We hadn’t stopped for hours, running until we were out of breath, pausing long enough to catch it, before running again. We made it to twenty-one before Dox suggested we stop to actually rest. Then again, we had to slow down anyways. Twenty-one hasn’t been truly habitable in as long as I can remember.

      Around us, tall buildings are crumbling, some of them leaning against each other, some of them downed entirely. In one part of the district, it looks like something big struck it, leaving a crater behind with all the damage. There isn’t much here. Anything of worth has been picked clean by the Spine Jackers long ago, but it’s shelter at least.

      And we have a bag of fruit.

      “They’re gonna be pissed that they paid us this haul and didn’t get what we promised,” Dox says as she digs out an apple and tosses it my way.

      I catch it, holding it to me like it’s fragile. I suppose it is. There’s a bruise where it must have banged against one of the other fruits in the backpack as we ran, but damn if I care. I’ll eat every bite of it. I know I’ll be sucking on it at the very least until I finally crack and eat the core, too, only leaving behind the withered seeds. If we weren’t on the run, I’d try to plant them, but I never had a green thumb. They likely wouldn’t grow even if I did.

      “Yeah, they will be,” Dox nods. “They’ll find us, too. If we go anywhere there are people. And we can’t live in the abandoned districts forever.”

      I look around. “I don’t know. It’s not half bad. It’s quiet.”

      The silence that echoes around us is eerie. But while there’s not the normal overcrowded hustle of people, there are still sounds that echo out every now and then. Metal grinding and settling. The sound of some sort of small creature scrambling over stone. The gentle rasp of a Breather who’d come here to die rattling out their last breath. It all makes it creepier, but I don’t want Dox to know that.

      She levels me with her gaze and points behind her.

      We’re leaning against a building now. It hadn’t seemed wise to enter it on account of how damaged it is. I certainly don’t need the floors to collapse down on us. I’ve seen what happens when a building falls. The people inside don’t often make it out alive. There’s only so much human hands can lift to dig you out.

      But that isn’t what Dox is pointing at. She pointing at the remnants of an archway, the pieces sort of scattered, but still together enough to see the arch that once stood. It’s made up of old bits and pieces, metal and machines, like someone stacked them up in some intricate pattern. Problem is, no hands made that.

      “What about it?” I ask. “It’s an old Harrow Gate.”

      Dox tips her head back and closes her eyes. With the buildings leaning here, more of the heat gets through, which is the main reason we can’t live here. We’re both sweating just from sitting here, cooking beneath the red star. The heat is unbearable, making the air in front of us writhe with it. We’re gonna have to figure something else out.

      “I’m tired of this heat,” Dox murmurs, her voice thick. “This suffocating air. I’m tired of fighting to survive like rats.” She opens her eyes and meets mine. “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am,” I reply, looking up at the red sky. “But that’s just life right⁠—”

      “We can do something about it,” Dox interrupts. “Now, we have more reason than ever.”

      The sigh that peels from my lips carries all the weight of the conversations we’d had before. “The Harrow is dangerous.”

      “So is Dross,” Dox rasps before gesturing at the crumbling city. “Look around, Hyena. We fight for our lives every single day. Why not at least make that fight worth it?”

      I sit up and point at her. “That’s the propaganda talking.”

      “Yeah, but it ain’t wrong.” She shakes her head. “We could fight for something better. Hell, we could make those assholes up top pay for doing this shit to us in the first place.” When I still hesitate, she touches her hand to mine. “I know you wanna make him pay, Ves.”

      She has a point. If we were ever going to go through those gates, I’d want to make the ones in Luxe pay for what they’ve done to us, for how they treat us, for the scraps they magnanimously toss our way. I’d like to murder the person who invented the Harrow Bars, the disgusting granola anything but appetizing. But mostly, I’d like to look the man in the eyes that tossed my mother into Dross and condemned her to die here. I’d really like to stab him right between those eyes when he offers an explanation that’s not good enough.

      My fingers clench together. It’s a bad idea. The Harrow isn’t an easy place to survive. Of all the people that enter, they say only ten percent make it out alive. But Dox is right. We can’t stay here in Dross anymore. I’d just shit the bed in a big way. Orion will never stop now, not until he’s dead, and we don’t have the power to fight a whole gang here. We’re resourceful, sure. But against the most powerful gang in all of Dross? Probably not. We’ll make it a month, tops. We really don’t have much of a choice.

      I sigh, looking down at my hands where they’re covered in the sticky juice of the apple. I’m tempted to start licking them clean and after I take a second to think about it, I do just that. My tongue runs over my fingers as I continue the conversation. “We don’t even know where the Harrow Gates will open this time⁠—”

      “We’re within the five kilometers prediction right now.”

      I narrow my eyes on her. “Let me guess. You’ve been tracking it?”

      She grins sheepishly. “I paid an Astronomer.”

      “With what?” I ask, frowning. Astronomers are expensive. Like, this whole basket of fruit expensive. There’s no way Dox has had that kind of equity saved up⁠—

      My eyes fall to her throat and widen.

      I have my mother’s journal. Dox though? She had her mother’s golden necklace. An heirloom she’d had to fight to keep over the years. Shit, we’ve fought at least a dozen fights over someone trying to take it from her. But now? Her throat is bare. The necklace is gone.

      “Oh, Dox,” I say, my chest tightening. I’m not sure I could have ever done it, parted with my mother’s journal. So, I know it must have hurt to hand that necklace over.

      “See,” Dox said softly. “You have to do it now. To make the sacrifice worth it.” My breath rattles out of my chest. “What reason is there to stay?” Dox asks, thinking my sigh is hesitation. “You’re my only reason, Hyena. So come with me. Cause I know I’m you’re only reason, too.”

      I stare at her, my head tipped back against the wall. I could say no. We could try to survive here in this horrible fucking place, live like rats worse than we ever have. We’d worked for years to get that apartment we’d had, and now, in a single day, we lost it all. We won’t survive in the districts, not while the Black Spur Union is looking for us, and they’ll make sure no one ever hires us again. We really don’t have a fucking choice, and Dox knows that. Still, she gives me the chance to decline, to refuse to go into the Harrow where our chances of dying are ninety percent.

      But it’s one hundred percent if we stay in Dross.

      “What day⁠—”

      “Tomorrow,” she answers excitedly, as if she’d been waiting for my confirmation. “Sometime tomorrow. It’ll be open for about an hour supposedly.”

      I lift my head and grab an orange. “You got a guess closer than five kilometers?”

      She grins. “I may or may not have a meeting with my Astronomer in a few hours, just over in district twenty.” She holds up an orange. “I think he’ll be swayed to give me better information this go around.” But then she grabs my hand and squeezes it tight. “If anyone can make it through the Harrow, Ves, it’s us. You know that.”

      “I do,” I tell her. I don’t say that neither one of us truly knows what’s in the Harrow. Neither one of us know which of the propaganda is true and which isn’t. We don’t even know if it’s possible to get into Luxe, or if the posters showing it are full of shit.

      But we know it exists. And if it does, then we can find a way.

      I squeeze her hand back. “There’s no one I’d rather almost die beside.”

      Dox snorts. “Asshole.”

      But she smiles as she peels the orange and hands me a slice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            VESPER

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Astronomers are strange creatures, even by Dross standards. There are levels of them, ranging from cheap Star-Rakers to the very expensive Chronal Mappers. The cheaper you go, the more likely the chances of your information being wrong. There are three levels of them, and to move higher in the levels, the Astronomer must have had more correct predictions than incorrect. It doesn’t matter how long they’ve been doing it. Some astronomers never rise above level one Star-Rakers. It’s business, and their business determines lives. Even the “cheap” ones cost an arm and a leg, and sometimes more than that.

      As Dox leads me into district twenty and I get a good look at how dirty and decaying the sector is, I start to hope Dox didn’t pay a Star-Raker. I hope she at the very least got an Orbital Clerk. I know there’s no way she was able to afford a Chronal Mapper. Only the richest gang leaders can afford their services.

      “How much further is it?” I ask Dox as I pull my hood lower over my eyes. I don’t want any of the Union to recognize us. Though we’re no longer in the district Orion is based in, he has people everywhere and he’ll have put out a call. If any Union sees us, that’s it. We’ll have to fight our way out of it and we may not make it to the Harrow Gate at all.

      “It’s just up here,” Dox says.

      The tall building Dox leads me to doesn’t look promising. In fact, it looks like it’s leaning to the right just a little, the first warning that this building will likely go within the next few years. Whoeever built this place built them well—testament by how long they’ve lasted without maintenance—but we’re nearing the end of the metal structures’ life cycles it seems. All over Dross, the buildings are starting to crumble more and more each rotation. I wonder if I’ll be alive to see it crumble to dust.

      “This place?” I ask hesitantly, my brow going up as I look at the leaning tower. “You’re sure?”

      “Come on,” Dox says, rolling her eyes.

      I sigh when she tugs me into the building and I get a good look at the Breathers lying around the lobby. “You paid a Star-Raker, Doxxie?”

      She scowls back at me as she pulls me up the stairs. “Have a little more faith in me than that, Hyena,” she grunts. “Of course I didn’t pay a Star-Raker. I wanted as accurate as I could get.”

      “So . . . he’s an Orbital Clerk?”

      She glances at me and then away. “No.”

      I trip over my feet as I climb the stairs and nearly take us both down. “How did you⁠—”

      “Let’s just get up there,” she interrupts. “I’ll answer your questions later.”

      When Dox and I had worked so hard for an apartment on the fifteenth floor, it had felt like we’d won a war. We were low enough to avoid the worst heat, low enough to not have to climb a million flights of stairs, and we’d finally made it. Anything lower than ten floors was considered rich rich.

      The Astronomer Dox paid lives on the third floor. The third floor!

      It takes everything in me not to ask the question again. How the fuck did Dox afford a Chronal Mapper? Her necklace wasn’t worth that much, not to an Astronomer. It could have afforded an Orbital Clerk, sure, but a Chronal Mapper?

      “Don’t look him in the eyes much,” Dox instructs me as she straightens her shoulders. “He doesn’t like it.” Then she knocks on the door.

      There’s the sound of rattling metal inside, a scuff and thump, followed by a curse in a masculine voice. The footsteps approach the door and then it’s thrown open wide to reveal the Astronomer in all his glory.

      I’m not sure what I’d expected. I’ve seen Star-Rakers and once, I’d seen an Orbital Clerk out in the street, but I’ve never been close to or seen a Chronal Mapper. I can say with full confidence that the man in front of me is wholly unexpected even had I been able to imagine him.

      His clothing is clean and made of rare cotton. That’s the first thing I notice. He looks as if he isn’t itchy at all, and I’m immediately jealous. Even now, my clothing itches at my armpit, rubbing my skin in a frustrating way. His hands are soft and unblemished in a way I’ve never seen in Dross. We all have calluses and scars, but not this man. This man looks as pristine as the Ascendant Guards who frequent our ring. His face is relatively handsome, but slightly off kilter, like it mimics the building he lives in. His nose is just barely crooked, as if it’s been broken before. His eyes are a bit too wide apart, a pair of spectacles balanced on the tip of his nose. I’ve never seen spectacles that weren’t cracked and broken. These are perfect.

      The man’s bright purple eyes focus on me first, confused, but then he looks at Dox and his eyes soften measurably.

      “Paradox,” he says, smiling. “Is it time for our meeting already?”

      Dox returns the smile and flutters her eyelashes. “I promised I’d come back, didn’t I?”

      “That you did,” he nods and opens the door wider. “Please, come in. You and your . . .” His eyes look me up and down but never seem to meet mine. “. . . friend.”

      “This is Vesper,” Dox supplies helpfully. “She’s my sister by everything but blood.”

      “Well, any sister of Paradox is a friend of mine,” the man says, closing the door behind us.

      If the man is unique then his home is even more so. The walls are lined with old machines, things I have no name for, pieces I’ve never seen before. The machines are stacked from floor to ceiling. There’s only a narrow pathway to walk through once you move away from the door area and clearly, there’s a specific pathway to follow. Dox steps to the side and pulls me with her, allowing the man to lead the way.

      “I appreciate that, Oberon,” Dox replies, following after him as soon as he starts cutting through the machines.

      I follow dutifully, determined to keep my mouth shut. Dox knows what she’s doing here and I’ve never dealt with a Chronal Mapper. There could be some sort of etiquette that would result in us not getting the predictions. And then we’d have a hell of a time getting through the Harrow Gate.

      The floors are clean where the machines don’t sit and surprisingly, most of the metal contraptions aren’t covered in a fine layer of dust. That tells me two things. This man takes perfect care of his collection, and he must use them often. Of course, I’ve seen some of these items out in the scrap heaps. I couldn’t tell you what any of them do. It’s all tech from before, when Dross was a fully functioning society. Now, it all decays, but these items in this apartment feel well loved.

      “You’re admiring my collection,” Oberon says, interrupting my thoughts when I stop to stare at a particularly large metal box.

      I startle and immediately jerk my eyes away. “I’m sorry. I’ve just . . . never seen something like that before.”

      Anyone else might have been insulted, or considered my perusal a threat. Theft is common in Dross, especially if something is worth anything. But only a fool would steal from a Chronal Mapper.

      “Don’t apologize,” Oberon waves away my anxiety. “Would you like me to show you how it works?” He laughs. “Of course, you would.” He moves over and pulls it from the stack. “This here is a radio,” he declares proudly.

      I squint my eyes. “A radio?”

      He nods enthusiastically. “Indeed.”

      “And . . . what’s a . . . radio?” I ask, glancing at Dox who is smiling at Oberon.

      “I’m glad you asked, Vesper!” he says, excitement lighting up his entire face. “A radio is a device used to detect radio signals. Our ancestors used these machines to pick up these signals and listen to things such as news, events, and even music!”

      I frown. “Like magic?”

      “Magic? No, no. Like science.” He points to a few round designs on the machine where it looks peppered with holes. “These are speakers. The sound came out of here.” He sighs. “Unfortunately, without electricity, it no longer works, but I know it was glorious while it functioned.”

      The man is speaking another language entirely. Science? Speakers? Electricity? None of these words make sense to me. I’ve never heard them before.

      “What a shame,” I say, glancing at Dox in confusion, who only laughs.

      “Your machines are so very interesting,” Dox offers, stepping closer.

      “That they are. That they are.” Oberon nods before setting the radio back on the stack. “Oh, but you’re not here for that, I know.”

      “That’s right.” Dox nods. “We were hoping to get any updates on your predictions. That last time we spoke, you gave me a five-kilometer radius. Can we get any narrower than that?”

      “I can,” he nods. “I spent the last sleeping cycle speaking to the stars, interpreting them. I knew that it would be close to here, thus why I chose to come to Apartment Twenty.” My eyes bug out at the admission that this man has multiple apartments around the ring, but he continues as if he doesn’t notice. “In fact, I can narrow down where and when,” he says, beaming proudly.

      “That would be amazing,” Dox says.

      For a second, I forget Dox’s warning and I find myself meeting Oberon’s purple eyes directly. He flinches and jerks backwards, making me jump and reach out to keep him from tripping over his machines. Dox is there before I am, her hand around his wrist, steadying him and blocking his view of me.

      “I’ve got you Obbie,” she says. “Don’t you worry.”

      Oberon laughs nervously and straightens. Only when he seems to gather his senses does Dox let go. I’m so thrown by the situation, confused why my gaze would cause such an issue, that I almost miss the most important detail of the interaction.

      Dox and Oberon are familiar enough to have a nickname for him. Very familiar.

      “Now where were we?” Oberon asks, adjusting his shirt and pretending like nothing happened. “Oh, yes. The predictions.” He moves over to a cluttered makeshift table and shuffles through the papers. “Here it is.”

      He hands the paper to Dox and she takes it with a smile. She looks down at it, reads the information there, and hands it over to me. I look down at the paper and read what it says.

      DISTRICT TWENTY, SECTOR 5 IN THE WAKING HOUR

      My eyes widen. That’s close. Only one sector over. And it’s going to be opening within the next two hours.

      “You did so good, Obbie,” Dox says, dragging my attention back to her as she touches his arm. “Thank you. About the payment⁠—”

      “You don’t have much time,” Oberon says, looking at her throat. I watch, entranced, as he slowly looks up into her eyes. “You must go.”

      “But—”

      He leans in and presses his lips to hers. It’s brief and gentle and so unlike any kiss I’ve ever witnessed in Dross, I’m struck dumb. Dox blushes at the chaste kiss and pulls him into a hug.

      “I’ll miss you, Obbie.”

      He stiffens and then hugs her back. “When you make it to
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