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CHAPTER ONE
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Harte leaned over the service counter and peered into the quiet hall. The strangely quiet, unusually desolate hall for 0800. They frowned, their slender tail flicking with an agitated thump against one of the cardboard boxes that towered behind them.

A pair of Akil workers had already stopped by Eica’s bakery next door for their daily dose of burnt coffee and biscuits that—Harte hated to admit—were fluffy and buttery despite their necessary lack of salt. But no one had stopped by Harte’s salvage shop, and usually someone would have been in by now.

Maybe Uhrdin with his solder-burnt fingers and his constant need for heat paste to fix the computers that were always breaking in Section 12.

Or Nadet, with her carefully wrapped horns in lovingly precise gold and navy ribbons, and the long, shimmering vest that gave her the air of being a Vyraenar with impeccable fashion sense. She surprised Harte the first time she wandered into their shop. They hadn’t figured her for someone who would appreciate salvage after they’d overheard her ordering a coffee with extra whisked ganj milk, cinnamon, and, “Oh! Please make sure there’s an extra shot of espresso,” from Eica. But Nadet had soon become a regular, always seeking the fine but durable wire she needed to mend her mannequins or the extra nails to hold her shop fixtures in place.

Yet neither of Harte’s fellow Vyraenar had shown up today, and the Akil who passed in gauzy wraps and shimmering scales seemed to move at double their usual pace. Even the lizard-like Gecon kept their heads and frills down... well, with a tentative flick of their forked tongues in the bakery’s direction, no doubt smelling something delicious before deciding not to stop.

A golden blur of fur and energy bounced onto the table beside Harte. “Your shop empty, too?” Eica asked, her voice chipper despite the gloomy proclamation. She wrung her tiny hands. Flour dusted her fur, and her apron was already stained with coffee and cocoa powder.

“Not a customer yet,” Harte muttered.

“Maybe if you smiled more, more of them would stop to chat,” Eica chirped, her two tails swishing across the smooth metal counter and leaving flecks of Sima fur where Harte would have to wipe the counter yet again. How she didn’t get fur in her baked goods, they had no idea. “Maybe they’ll arrive after lunch.” She tilted her head thoughtfully, but her giant brown eyes betrayed worry. “You don’t think our emergency lights are malfunctioning, do you?”
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