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            AUTHOR’S NOTE (JANUARY, 2016)

          

        

      

    

    
      When Season One: Infected was released, I took a moment to tell the story of how it came about. Now I wish to dig a bit deeper—briefly—into what it’s all about.

      When I talk to some people, the word steampunk conjures images of comedies of error and high society members speaking loftily of their exploits and adventures, the latest in airships and steam-cars and gossip. Or as another writer friend put it more succinctly, steampunk has a high level of camp and silliness. Nothing wrong with that, but it's certainly far from encompassing the full breadth of the genre, and it doesn’t really fit Spire City’s underlying ethos.

      Several years ago, on a guest blog on Jeff VanderMeer's blog, Catherynne Valente had a post about steampunk, urging writers not to forget the punk part of the name. Punk, for her at least, meant a focus on those outside of power and a distinct distrust of authority.

      I'm a generation too young to have any real identification with punk music, and I wasn't into alternative music, its successor in many ways, when I was in high school, but her post definitely resonated with me. At the time, I was already deep into the first draft of Spire City, and I saw that her points matched with what I was writing. As its tagline prominently proclaims, Spire City focuses on a group of outcasts who have been infected by a mad scientist's serum. But is he truly mad? To most of the city, and especially those in charge, that scientist isn't seen as mad in the least, but a prominent member of society. So their story, by definition, must focus on the characters' position outside of power.

      When I think about it, this focus extends to other things I've written, as well. There was a time when what I wrote fit more clearly in the high fantasy category. Always on the margins of that, but more that than anything else. My focus was never on kings and queens, though, not on famous generals or powerful wizards or great knights. I wrote about commoners. Commoners who found themselves embroiled in the events of the realm, no doubt, who might come into some measure of power, but it's always from an outsider perspective.

      It feels, without trying to be melodramatic, like a valuable perspective, especially when so much of the online conversations I've had and observed for the past year and more center on the same issues of power and privilege and the sense of injustice and anger when those with power abuse it. How do we address those issues? Do we simply ignore them? Try to didactically force a specific view on readers? Or are there ways to begin with people in a similar situation but then let the story develop organically from there?

      Steampunk, to me, always at least has a foot in the underside of society, not for didactic purposes but simply because it feels honest to be aware of that. The soot-chugging factories no less than the gleaming brass boilers, the street urchins no less than the dashing sky pirates. And all the real-world tensions of privileged elites and overworked classes, often immigrant or colonized or both.

      I absolutely despise any attempts to make grand statements of “this is steampunk and that isn't” or anything of the sort. Often the best stories are found just beyond the edges of any sort of definitive border people try to create (around steampunk, around fantasy, around SF). This is not a manifesto calling everyone to write the same as I do. I do, though, believe strongly in the power of stories to help us see the world around us better. So whether I'm writing steampunk or something else entirely, it's where I stake my place. Maybe others will come and pitch their literary tents nearby.

      And I hope, as readers, that you find Spire City engages as much as it entertains, that you find yourself propelled along by the characters and their stories but also made to feel and see the city as they see it.

      (An earlier version of this note originally appeared as a guest-blog post on Alex Acks’s blog)
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            EPISODE 1

          

          LADY JANSHI’S ACOLYTE

        

      

    

    
      Chels left the window to type the quick “All is well” code on the telegraph machine. A spider scurried off the corner of the machine and into the dimly light space along the wall. The machine was the one part of the little room free from thick dust. Ever since Sairen and Khet had cobbled it together, this second guard post up over the intersection was a much easier job. No more darting back through the nearby streets and alleys to warn those hiding in the basements of the Weave of events outside. Now she merely had to watch and remember all the little codes they’d come up with. Chels wound the clock that marked her shift while she was beside the machine.

      A commotion in the streets below brought her back to the window. An aggrieved shout, a child’s excited voice. Not just one child, but two of them. They were running, so it took Chels a moment to recognize Semesz and Tinnesz. Tinnesz bumped into a passerby as he tried to keep up with his older brother. Probably not the first time he’d done so either, given the noise she’d first heard. What were they doing out there?

      Just playing, it looked like, but sure to attract notice soon. It was good to hear them laugh. For months after their mother’s death, the boys rarely laughed. Rarely spoke. Semesz, who never spoke much anyway, took to gesturing for what he wanted, as if his mouth no longer worked at all.

      But recently they’d started having fun again. Tinnesz acted more like he used to, and Semesz was finally growing out of his extreme timidity—a good thing, but not when it led to them drawing such attention to themselves.

      As Chels leaned close to the glass to keep them in view, Semesz collided with a woman in a light-colored coat, and Tinnesz plowed into them both before they could recover.

      “Hey, thieves! Help!” the woman cried, and before Chels could take a breath, a cop was standing there, helping the woman free and keeping the boys from running.

      Chels swore. The last thing they needed was attention from the cops. The brothers weren’t infected, so they didn’t have to worry about anyone discovering that. The copper probably took them for pickpockets, though. Running into someone and brushing against them as they ran past were typical pickpocket tricks, as Chels well knew herself.

      Chels nervously fiddled with one of the tiny antennae in her hair as she watched them. Let it be just a warning. He could even search them. They wouldn’t have anything incriminating on them, nothing that would look like stolen goods. Some brass crumbs that were worth too little to be loot, maybe a finger-juggling ball from Sairen.

      She should probably telegraph something to the Weave, but what code should she use? No doubt there was something that fit the situation. The warning code, except she didn’t think this put the Weave in danger. A caution of some sort. Her memory of the various codes became too jumbled, and she couldn’t leave the window anyway.

      The cop talked to them, standing over them, a finger moving back and forth from one face to the other, his face stern. Semesz looked more and more like his timid former self, hunching lower with every minute of the cop’s lecture. The cop answered his fear by leaning closer, closer. Finally he let them go, and once Chels assured herself that he wasn’t going to follow them, she dashed to the telegraph and sent the only codes she could think of, “Be aware” and “I’m coming down.”

      The boys were already in the Weave, being questioned by Zoken, his broken Mernan sounding clipped and uncertain in the darkness. He was lecturing them, which meant they’d at least been honest about what had happened. Chels leaned against the wrecked remains of an old loom to wait, catching her breath. After a moment, Marrel climbed up through a hidden trap door..

      “What happened?” Marrel was looking older, the skin around her eyes more wrinkled, and a hard look to her face, but there was no obvious change in her infection from the first time Chels had seen her, years ago. The same pigeon-bleached skin and useless wing for an arm.

      Chels pointed at the boys. “They were attracting notice. A cop talked to them, probably thought they were pickpockets.”

      Marrel’s face told Chels that the boys wouldn’t get down below without realizing the seriousness of what they’d done. So no need for her to stick around.

      “Nothing else worth reporting, and my shift is done anyway. I need to go down and talk to Williver.”

      Marrel waved her below. They didn’t always keep watch in the tower room, so no one else was heading there now. Chels climbed into the pit where a weaver had once dangled her legs and through the trap door into the basement. She found Williver in his room.

      “I thought you were supposed to be teaching the boys.”

      Williver set down the book he was reading, something with words that spiraled in the way of scholarly books instead of the linear text she was used to in newspapers and simpler books. “I was. As much as I could.” He rolled his eyes and gave a small sigh. “They don’t sit for long and don’t like the selections I choose.”

      “They’re kids. Of course they don’t sit still. You have to use things they’ll enjoy. You’re not trying to teach them with some sort of obscure poetry, are you?”

      “Obscure?” Williver frowned and picked the book back up. “Not at all. Maishan is one of the greatest and most well known⁠—”

      “I don’t mean unknown obscure,” Chels interrupted. “I mean where the words are too strange for a kid to understand their meaning. Find them some adventure stories. Let them read the dailies.”

      “The dailies?” Williver shook his head and pushed his spectacles back against his large owlish eyes. “Some education that would be. Might as well not teach them to read.”

      Chels leaned over his shoulder to read the book’s spiraling words. Williver’s answers were almost funny with how much they fit a stereotype he would have denied, would probably be funny any other day. Chels managed to read something about a distant city in the mountains whose steam engines and bulbous towers inspired the poet to thoughts of deep morality before the words curving outward made her dizzy.

      “Stories,” she repeated. “Something simple but exciting.”

      Before Williver could continue the argument, Marrel called down for Chels.

      “There’s a message here,” she said, once Chels had joined her at the bottom of the ladder. “Left over in the Dust Room. It’s addressed to you. To you and Pemisza.”

      The boys climbed down the ladder and slunk out of sight while Chels took the note. She had to swallow at the sight of Pemisza’s name on the envelope. Inside was a single sheet of paper, the writing sloppy with what she assumed was speed.

      “It’s from Priestess Chemille.” In the past, she’d contacted Marrel, but how long had it been since Marrel visited the church? She’d sent others more often. Chels, Williver…Pemisza. Perhaps the priestess feared something had happened to the group’s leader. Marrel showed no sign of being insulted that the letter hadn’t come to her.

      Chels struggled through the words and read it again to be certain of what it said. “An infection,” she said at last. “One of the priestess’s acolytes was infected yesterday.”

      “What does she want?” Marrel asked.

      Chels handed her the note. “Help, I guess. Advice, maybe. I don’t know. She sounds pretty desperate and uncertain.”

      Marrel nodded and churred over the note, her usual pigeon noises growing louder as she read. “Infecting an acolyte. That’s pretty low, I’d say. Wonder what their worshipers would say if they learned about that.”

      Even people who might not otherwise be too concerned about Orgood’s serum might be uncomfortable with the idea of infecting someone who’d given her life to the church. “You don’t… Do you think we might use this? I mean, finally get people to listen instead of run off with silly fears?”

      Marrel nodded, though it seemed less in agreement and more an unconscious motion as she considered the question. A pigeon’s head-bob. “Possibly,” she said at last. “You and Khet go there and talk to Chemille. We’ll decide what to do from there.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      Steam cars filled the streets, even more than usual. They bumped over the cobbles and slid into every gap left by other vehicles. Chels and Khet still saw plenty of beetle-drawn carriages, and the skies had their usual array of taxis and private beetles flying about, but the steam cars added their near-silent hisses to the city’s noises. The women ducked into the tunnels as soon as they could.

      Khet had a gift for the tunnels. Chels always struggled to remember where to turn and when. She’d made herself memorize a few different main paths, and when she had to, she learned some of the branches that led off those main routes. But Khet could find the smaller ways—even some Batan had never mapped—and never got lost. Maybe it was something she’d learned down in Claw’s catacombs, because Chels couldn’t think of any connection to the dog features transforming her face. Dogs could find their way places, but not in tunnels. As far as she knew, at least.

      Chels was happy that most of this route stuck to the forgotten hallways and gaps left in the factories instead of actual tunnels. Far better to stay above ground. When they did go underground, it was for brief bits until the end, when they had to go through the catacombs to get into the church cellar.

      The mosaic they’d discovered a few months earlier peeked through the crumbling floor stones. Chels slowed as she walked across it, looking down at the faded colors. Even at a slow walk, they were past the floor soon and coming up the corroded rungs into the church cellar.

      Chemille found them before they’d wandered far into the building. Her shaved head looked bristly and her habit rumpled. “At last. I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Priestess, we’re glad to help,” Chels said. “This is Khet. Khetanya.”

      “Khet is fine.” Khet dipped her head in greeting, but she didn’t smile. Not that she ever smiled, now that Chels thought of it, except when she wanted to show off her sharp teeth.

      “Thank you for coming,” Chemille said. “It’s good to meet you.”

      Chels waited for her to ask about Pemisza and wondered how exactly to answer, given the priestess’s state of mind, but she didn’t appear to notice Pemisza’s absence.

      “Well, then, let’s see your acolyte,” Chels said.

      Chemille led them through the church’s labyrinthine storerooms and other chambers.

      “Her name’s Anda,” Chemille informed them as they went down a hallway with small rooms on each side. Most were open and had clearly been empty for years. “She’s been with me for a year now, at least. I feel so terrible. She’s such a good help, when so many of my acolytes can’t handle it and run off, back home or to some richer church.”

      “It’s not your fault, Mother. All you can do is fight back, but don’t blame yourself.”

      Chemille nodded and gave Chels a bitter smile. “I wish I dared fight back harder. But thank you for your words.”

      Chels wanted to say the best way to thank her was with her own words—to actually fight back instead of the constant worry that she couldn’t do enough. But now was probably not the time for that kind of a challenge. Instead she nodded in what she hoped came across as sympathy and waited.

      “Anda, dear.” Chemille knocked at one of the few closed doors.

      A girl called weakly, and Chemille opened the door to let them all in. The acolyte’s eyes were wide and wild, like a rabid animal backed into a corner. Chels remembered her from earlier visits to the church. A tell-tale streak of fur marred one cheek, and her ears strained themselves into points. They’d already moved up her head and would look noticeably unnatural even to someone unfamiliar with the infections. A dog, then, or coyote. She’d thought dogs rare until Khet came to join the Weave.

      Whether the nature of her infection struck Khet as important or not, she said nothing, and Anda huddled back under her covers.

      “She’s feverish,” Chels said.

      Chemille nodded. “It comes and goes. I’ve been treating it with what I have.”

      “Khet,” Chels said, “any special tricks done where you came from?”

      Khet shook her head. “We let them sweat it out. If they make it, great. If not, we’ve invested nothing.” She looked up at Chemille’s startled breath. “It’s cruel, I know. We were a hard group.”

      “I can try what I know,” Chels said, trying to remember her own infection. It had been such a blur. There’d been damp cloths and strange songs and other tricks, most of it probably as worthless as a busted steam valve. But she could do what she remembered.

      “Wait.” Chemille put her hand on Chels’s arm. “You’d be able to care for her better in your place, wouldn’t you?”

      “The Weave would definitely be better.” The second basement. That had played a part in her recovery as well. Something about its musty smell or its darkness. “And Marrel knows best. But…”

      “Take her with you. Please.” Chemille crouched down beside the bed, and the tenderness of the motion told Chels that even if the infection were something contagious Chemille would have done the same. “Not forever. I mean…” She rubbed her eyes fiercely. “I hope not. I’m not abandoning her. But you know best how to care for her. She’ll need that, and not just as she recovers. Learning to live with…with this.”

      “She’s infected.” Chels gave the word all the clinical dryness she could. “You need to get used to saying that, to thinking about it directly.”

      “Infected.” Chemille closed her eyes. “Yes, she’s infected. And she needs you around her. To help her.”

      Chemille wanted to get a stretcher for them to carry Anda, but Khet refused that. “There’s no way we’d get through the streets without attracting attention. She’ll have to walk. We’ll support her, and I might even carry her for a bit, but no stretcher.”

      Chels agreed once she thought of trying to bring a stretcher into the catacombs. They wouldn’t even get it down the first rungs from the cellar, which left the open streets as the only choice. Two destitute women carrying a third through the streets was certainly not the way to avoid attention.

      While they bustled her down to the cellar, Chemille added, “Once she’s able, I want her to come back, even if it’s just a day here between days there. Let her come back, and I…I’ll make sure I can send something with her each time. More food for you down there, or whatever she tells me you need.”

      “You don’t need to bribe us, Mother.” Chels put her arm around the acolyte to support her. Chemille didn’t answer, didn’t seem capable of answering. She watched them, as if she were watching the Lady Janshi herself being led to the wheel where she was tortured to death, and she doing nothing to help. There was a sect that claimed the Lady had never come down from that wheel, that she still spun on it somewhere out among the stars, forever tortured but never able to die. Heretical, no doubt, as it denied the claim of the returned Janshi who lived a long life after that first death, raised her children, and died at last, but the sight of Chemille looking so broken reminded Chels of those heresies.

      When they reached the cellar, Chels stayed at the top while Khet climbed down so Chels could lower Anda to her. At first Anda tried to walk on her own, but before they’d even left the small catacombs for the tunnels beyond, Khet was carrying her.

      This time Khet led them entirely on the underground paths. At one point Chels tried to take a turn carrying Anda on her back. If she were enough of a beetle, it shouldn’t bother her at all, but she was stumbling after a hundred steps, and Khet took her back.

      In the Weave they went straight down below. As Khet was carrying Anda the last steps to the ladder into the second basement, someone bolted out of the nearest storeroom and collided with Khet. They fell in a pile, and Chels just stopped herself from landing on top of them.

      When she’d pulled Khet up and together they’d picked up a whimpering Anda, they found Tinnesz huddling at the bottom.

      “I’m…I’m sorry,” he said and dashed off.

      Chels closed her eyes and let out her breath. She didn’t have the energy to yell at him. They brought the acolyte down into the lower basement, and Marrel came in to take over the treatment.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      Derran was singing when Chels climbed onto his rooftop perch. That was the problem with visiting when it was the busy part of the evening. So many beetles filled the streets and skyline that he couldn’t take a break as well. They all needed his song more than she needed to hear his voice. She sat against the wall in his little alcove down below the perch and waited for him to have a chance to come down. She closed her eyes and tried not to picture what was happening in the Weave, tried to forget the images of Anda’s teeth lengthening as she watched, her hair turning into course fur.

      The transformation appeared to have stopped before Chels left, but Anda would never be able to pass for an uninfected human except in the darkest alleys or beneath the heaviest of cloaks. Chels remembered her now. Anda had been the acolyte that looked at her with something that she took as arrogance at the time. Or maybe suspicion. Whatever it had been and for whatever reason, she had judged Chels harshly.

      Chels wouldn’t hold that against her, not now that she’d been infected. Infection changed a person so completely. It didn’t make people into angels, but whatever happened before didn’t matter.

      Derran finished his song and climbed down, still humming. His chain clanked on the steps.

      “Good evening, Chels.” She didn’t open her eyes until he’d come down and sat beside her. “You don’t often come this time of day. What’s the song?”

      Chels smiled. She wasn’t sure if the question was spire singer slang or simply something Derran liked to say because he thought it a clever way to ask what was on her mind. He didn’t change. That was one thing Chels loved about her pseudo-father. His humor, his voice, even his face were unaffected by time.

      She wasn’t ready to talk about the acolyte, though. “I’m not sure what to do about the boys.”

      “Boys?” His voice sounded surprised, like she’d just then got his attention.

      “Not…” Chels realized what that sounded like. “That’s not what I mean. Pemisza’s boys, the two uninfected kids that we take care of. Since their mom…completed.” She squeezed her hands together at that word and brought them up to her mouth. Not what she wanted to remind Derran of. It was bad enough he knew Chels was infected and something of how it worked. But though he cringed at the word, he knew not to ask her anything about the progress of her own infection.

      “They’re young,” she went on. “They need to run around and all that, and the Weave really isn’t a place for that. Besides, they need to learn to read and, and all those things kids should know.” That had been a matter of some debate in the Weave: just how much a kid should learn. Certainly the children working as steam monkeys in the factories didn’t receive much formal learning. Even reading was beyond what many ever knew or learned. Williver’s idea of education, though, was so removed from anything practical that it was ridiculous to teach them some of the things he thought everyone learned.

      “I just don’t think we can do it anymore. We owe it to Pemisza, but...” She ran a hand through her hair and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m the one asked to watch them more and more, and it’s not what I want to do. Not what I can do.”

      “It’s all right.” Derran put his arm on her shoulder. “You’re not their mother, and no one should ask you to be.”

      The spire song filled the silence that followed this, echoed by Derran’s ceaseless humming. After a moment, though, he said, “But something tells me that’s not the real reason you’re here. Not the main reason, anyway.”

      “No.” Chels tipped her head back to look at the lip of a ceiling and the dark sky beyond that, crossed with paths of smoke. “No, I suppose it’s not. We had someone else join us today.”

      “As in, someone newly infected?”

      Chels nodded.

      “That has to be rough.”

      She nodded again, but still couldn’t speak.

      “I know you don’t, well, you don’t want me to ask how your infection is going, but, well, I’m asking anyway. Not details, if you don’t want to, but how are you doing?”

      “No change.” That wasn’t quite true. While the two antennae in her hair hadn’t grown, one of the patches of hardened skin had doubled in size about a month earlier and then stopped growing just as suddenly. She touched it through her shirt, a hard circle of beetle carapace the size of her hand.

      Derran gave a sigh of relief and stood. “Sometimes I imagine that I’ll see him, this Orgood, walking beneath my spire. I imagine that I can change the song somehow, make the beetles attack him, grind him into the paving stones so no one else will ever get infected. But I suppose it wouldn’t help, even if I could.”

      He paced in silence, limping. How had she missed that when he came down the steps?

      “Derran.” She jumped up and stood beside him. “What did you do to your leg?”

      “It was slippery out here the other night.” Derran shrugged. “Nothing to worry about. The chain keeps me safe, after all.”

      “The chain?” Chels stared at the edge of the landing, at the sheer drop down the dozen floors of the spire to the street below. “Don’t tell me you slipped off the edge?”

      “No, no.” Derran shook his head fiercely. “Not at all. I would have, without the chain. That’s all.”

      Chels looked down at the chain and then again at the drop. Heavy as she always imagined it must feel on his leg, it was a small thing to trust to keep him safe from falling.

      “Oh, I just remembered,” Derran said, his voice unnaturally cheerful, “something came for you the other day.”

      “For me?” The attempt to change the subject was transparent, but she shouldn’t press him on it. Leave the details of the infection to her, the details of the spire singers and their captivity to him.

      “It was a letter, from that journalist fellow.” He handed her an envelope.

      “From Kyner? He betrayed and abandoned me, and all of us infecteds. What’s he want?”

      “I don’t know. You can read it, though.”

      Chels nodded, but put the letter away in a pocket. “I’ll read it when I’m back at the Weave. Which… I better get going now, in case I’m needed.”

      “It’s always good to see you, Chels. Be well.”

      She hugged him and headed for the door that led inside. As she opened it, Derran said, “Bring them to the Allepo, Chels.”

      “What?” The words made sense, but she wasn’t sure what he meant by them.

      “The boys. You grew up well there. Your mother loved the community, as long as her work gave her the time to enjoy it.”

      “They’re not Neshini.” Would they accept them, just because she or Sairen asked them to?

      “You have a low view of your people, if you think that would matter, Chels.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” she said, and she wasn’t even sure if she meant he was right the immigrants would accept the boys or that he was right she didn’t think highly of the Neshini community. “I’ll think about it.”

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      When Chels got back to the Weave, Anda was still thrashing in her covers. Marrel applied an ever-changing variety of poultices, from molasses to coal ash from the boiler. She put them mostly around the girl’s face, which was even more fur-lined than when Chels had left. Her nose and mouth had pulled themselves forward into something resembling a snout. A proto-snout, was that right? She’d heard Williver use the word “proto” in that way before.

      “I think it’s stopped for now,” Sairen whispered to her when she asked. “It’s just the fever that she’s got to beat, but that’s a bad one, I guess. Running high.”

      Chels stayed to help, patting Anda’s forehead with a wet towel and helping Marrel with little tasks. Nothing demanded much of her attention, but by keeping her hands busy, it headed off the thoughts about her own infection.

      Anda finally stilled, and Marrel gestured for Chels to leave. Up in the room she shared with Khet, Chels found the letter that Derran had passed along to her. What could Kyner want now? And why would he think she’d even want to hear from him?

      The words on the paper wavered before her tired eyes. At least they didn’t spiral like Williver’s poems and scholarly texts. She forced her eyes to focus.

      It was full of greetings and extra words, apologies that might have been sincere, but she was reserving judgment until she was less tired. The important words for now, though, were these: “I regret I was unable to carry through on our earlier story. An editor at my paper learned of the subject of my story and the conclusions I intended to draw from it, and he stopped the story at once. I knew it was not a safe story, but I had hoped for more courage on his part.”

      Chels read on, though she kept going back up to that paragraph. Was it enough of an explanation that she should accept his apologies? A cowardly editor killed the story. Well perhaps, if true. She wasn’t even sure she trusted that he was being honest. He wanted to be in touch again, though. And just when they had a story that might earn some sympathy.

      Chels fell asleep, wondering if it was selfish of her to be glad that Anda was there. Not because she looked forward to being great friends with the girl, but because of what she would represent to the people of Spire—innocence.

      In the morning, Chels went back down into the lower basement. At the bottom of the ladder she found Semesz and Tinnesz, curled up and sleeping. They looked like they’d been running around and just chose that place when they finally got too tired. She watched their little chests moving with their breaths, studied how relaxed and smooth Tinnesz’s face looked, watched the periodic tics that pulled Semesz’s cheek tight.

      She loved them. That was easy to admit. Not a mother’s love, certainly, but a love that said she would miss having them around if they left. A love, too, that said she wanted them to have more than what she and Williver and the others could offer. She was definitely not the one who could give them those things.

      She would talk to the others, and to the boys themselves, today, but Derran was right. The Neshini would be far more able to raise them. Maybe there’d be time today to visit tatcha Minarella. This time she’d know not to drink the steam brandy.

      Marrel was asleep beside Anda, but hers were a face and form that never knew peace. The pigeon attributes were striking in sleep, her transformed wing lying atop the blanket, her skin an unhealthy shade of grayish-white. Chels stepped around her cautiously so as not to wake her up.

      Anda awoke and sat up. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air, and then it struck her how animal-like the behavior was. She looked mortified.

      “It’s all right, Anda,” Chels said. “We all do that. It doesn’t make you any less human.”

      Anda’s eyes narrowed for a moment, and then she relaxed into her bedding. “Easy for you. You’d hardly guess you were infected.”

      Easy? Chels stopped the angry reply she wanted to give. “Would you like anything to eat or drink?”

      Anda shuddered at the bread Chels held out, and the fur on her neck rippled. “To drink, yes. If there’s any water.”

      After Chels brought her a glass, she said, “A couple rules, usually unspoken, but good to know.”

      Anda nodded without taking the glass from her mouth.

      “First,” Chels said, “what you see and what I feel are two different things. So never judge a person by what you think their infection means to them. I might be in more pain than you can imagine, or I might enjoy the life of a homeless street urchin and not be troubled in the least by the growths pushing their way through my hair. But you don’t know.”

      Chels thought about the beginning of her own infection. Had she been like this then, so defensive and ignorant? But then, she’d already been living among the infected long before she actually got hit with the serum.

      “Second,” she continued, “never compare your infection to someone else’s. That’s madness. Each of us has a death sentence. Each of us could complete tomorrow. Someone who looks almost healthy could be gone in a day, so we help each other however we can. We give each other the space we need and the words or whatever of comfort that we need. But we don’t gloat or pity ourselves based on how we compare to each other. Understood?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”

      “No worries. You’re new to this. And if Priestess Chemille has her way, you’ll be going back to help her anyway.”

      “I’d like that, but…” Anda waved her hand at her face and touched her head, snatching her finger back from the feel of her transformed hair.

      “Oh, she’ll find a way for you to help, I think.”

      Before they could say anything else, Williver came vaulting down the ladder, waking Marrel as he did so. “Look at this, your precious dailies,” he said to Chels, and handed her a paper.

      At first she expected something from Kyner. She scanned for the name, Mr. Kyner Bantosh, but it wasn’t there. Of course, even if it were, it wouldn’t have anything to do with them. She touched the letter in her pocket. Not yet, anyway. Maybe soon.

      Instead, the headline read, “Epidemic feared!” and the article went on to detail the steps the city was taking to protect its people from a supposed disease. The words were much like those Mint had used to try to scare the people of the neighborhood into giving up their neighbors. It caused minor, animal-like appearances, it said, paired with delusions and paranoia. Chels ground her teeth at that. Such a simple tactic to explain away everything the infecteds felt. But effective, no doubt. Highly contagious, it went on, but easily treatable. Readers were urged to assist city officials for their own good. To report their neighbors. To turn against each other, though it didn’t say that outright.

      “I’d say that no one reads the dailies anyway,” Williver said once Chels looked up from the article. “That’d be true among my parents’ circles, but it’s not them we have to worry about. I’d say old Orgood is trying to escalate his attack.”

      “Well then,” said Marrel, pulling herself to her feet, “why don’t we fight right back?”
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            EPISODE 2

          

          WILLIVER’S MISTAKE

        

      

    

    
      Williver feigned interest in the display of books in the book seller’s cart, flipping through one box after another with one hand as if examining the titles. With the other, he slipped a slim book into his coat. Petty thievery was not what he’d left his parents’ society for, but for a book like this, he’d make an exception. The cart was an orange-painted wooden thing, garish beside the curving bridge that spanned the river. The sounds of boats being unloaded wandered up the river from the quay, but here it was a calmer space, its banks constrained by human-built walls. Some days, the whole space was lined with these carts, though usually not quite such a color, selling books and oil-painted miniatures and jewelry.

      The book seller was a foreigner, from the same city as Zoken, Williver suspected. At least, his accent reminded Williver of Zoken’s, heavy on the vowels and yet with a sing-song rhythm. He’d nailed a pointed board to the top of the cart, as if in an attempt to share in Spire’s obsession with random towers of unknown utility. He’d placed a number of eye-catching magazines out at the front of the cart, prominently displayed. Behind them were a dozen or more boxes crammed full with an eclectic variety of books. Most of them worthless.

      Williver paged through another box, but nothing caught his eye. If he found something inexpensive, maybe he’d pay the man a few brass crumbs. Partial amends for his theft, at least. The next box had cheap reproductions of paintings on them, and Williver pulled out one of a high-walled city. It stood among low hills, and the buildings gave the impression that they were only the surfaces of something that went much deeper into the ground. A massive building that appeared to be both an immense boiler and a sort of temple dominated the center of the city, and ramps led out from it all over the town.  Giant moths or butterflies flew above the city.

      “My city,” the book seller said. “Aopthen. Not quite how it is, but a dream.”

      “I’ll take it.” Williver handed over two crumbs.

      The seller lowered his head and spoke just above a whisper. “There are more things. Other paintings that might interest a young man like you.”

      Williver suspected he knew what kind of clandestine portraits the man meant. He was tempted momentarily as the man uncovered another box from beneath the stall, but then Williver waved him away. Best not to bring that kind of thing into the Weave. He left the stall, walking away from the river.

      When he reached an access hallway that went behind a long-forsaken boiler, Williver pulled out the book he’d stolen. The words spun in the usual way, but they were more simple spirals than some texts, easy for a beginner to follow without conceding to the effect-less linearity of the dailies and their ilk. It would have been a good book to teach the boys with, if they were still around the Weave. He hadn’t thought he would miss them this much when they’d left.

      Maybe that had been part of his decision to grab the thin book out of the box, but there was more to it than that. This was a Tehnny original, one of the rare writers who’d earned respect among the wealthy patrons of literature and popularity in the streets as well. The False Spire Caper was among his most well-known, combining a fast-paced plot full of twists and intrigue with insightful looks at some of the most bizarre and yet real characters Williver had ever come across. The curls of text carried the plot quickly forward, but some of the most powerful and gut-wrenching bits came from the ways one line would reinforce or undermine the words one revolution inward on the spiral.

      He stopped in the middle of the hallway and read the opening section. Reread, rather, for probably the fifth or sixth time since he’d learned how to read on his own. The once-great nameless narrator climbed a stairway on the exterior of a spire for the entire book, never reaching any destination. Yet from those impossible stairs, he planned and carried out an elaborate scheme to earn himself great riches.

      The scheme had been Williver’s focus when he first read it, the sheer delight in trickery and the wild characters who popped in and out. It hadn’t been until the third or fourth read that he’d realized how bleak the ending was: “I sent my beetle team to the spire-top, loaded with treasures, and continued my climb, giddily laughing at the riches in store for me.” How would he ever reach those riches?

      Now, his reading come back full circle, he read for the caper once more. Gimmicks and gizmos came into his hands, great bits of clockwork with no apparent purpose, tiny steam engines that could do little more than turn on a small light, an insect team in mimicry of the city’s great beetles that he trained to pull a miniature carriage. Travelers from distant lands and swindlers from the streets of Spire met him on the stairs, even at one point an entire troupe of circus clowns dressed in nothing but gears.

      The real buffoons, though, were the people the narrator tricked. Rich and poor, people from all classes of Spire’s society, they all came out as simpletons.As he read it again, the thought grew that he would like to do the same. Make a simpleton of someone, it didn’t really matter who. No, he thought, it did matter. To trick people from his own background, the people who’d stayed behind. That would be glorious.

      Williver put the book back up his sleeve and continued through the passageways, thinking about what he could do back in his old neighborhood. When he was climbing from an unused storeroom into an old attic, he remembered another time he’d climbed through dust-covered rooms.

      It was in the public museum there…or had it been the private library, reserved for the area’s most wealthy? That was probably right. He could picture the way the stairs came up into the attic, the ornate banister that ended in a carving of a beetle’s snout.

      The room was full of old things that perhaps had once been decorative accents among the books, nothing too precious or rare, but items that would have found a place in lesser museums throughout the city. One in particular that had intrigued him was an early bit of clockwork, a simple figure standing on the peak of a spire, opening her mouth as if to sing. Perhaps she had once been part of a clock and sang out the hours, but the full mechanism was gone, leaving only the figure who would stand, walk to the edge of her perch, open her mouth, and then return to her seat.

      Could he carry that piece away? Or even have Sairen switch some gears in it so it mocked them from the attic? The very thought of it made him laugh as he went. If he could bluff his way in there, it would be a nice tweak of their noses, even if they never learned of it. He could mock them behind their backs. All right, admittedly that made it all about his ego, but reading Tehnny’s book made him not care.

      Williver left the tunnels and went through the last streets to the Weave. A trio of beggars tried to block his way, but Williver stared them down through his spectacles, and they retreated to the wall to wait for an easier mark.

      The clockwork figure wouldn’t be worth much, so he couldn’t present it to the others as a way for them to get rich. Maybe if he said it was a way to add to the map of tunnels and passageways. A way to work on their scamming skills, as well. There was always value in that. The thievery at the end was just a small part, maybe even something he wouldn’t mention until they got to that point.

      As he entered the Weave, Williver planned out the exact words to use with the others, as if he had to spin them into the perfect spirals of text.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      Zoken, Sairen, and Khet were at first glance an odd choice of people to help him, but then odd was what Tehnny had celebrated in his book.

      “We’ll be a performing troupe,” Williver explained in the Weave basement before they headed out. He’d already convinced them to help him pull off a caper but hadn’t given them any specific information about what he had in mind. “Performing stories from fabled Aopthen.” He flourished the card he’d bought at the book stall.

      “Aopthen?” Zoken held his hand out for the card. The patches of scales on his neck changed color with his mood, and now they were a pale yellow. Williver wasn’t sure what that should mean. “None of you look like you’re from there.”

      “We don’t need to be from there. You’re our source in that, teaching us the stories that we perform.”

      “So I don’t even have to be there, if I’m not performing.” Zoken scratched his scales and then added, “I think this is too—what’s the word?”

      “Too obvious,” Khet said. “Can’t we come up with a better story than that? They’ll see right through us.”

      “Don’t you see?” Williver squeezed his fist several times to keep his voice calm. “Its simplicity is why it will work. We have just enough proof to give some validity to our claims, and admittedly we’ll fit the stereotype, but that’s good. If it occurs to them, they’ll think that no cons would be so stupid as to fit the stereotype. And no, Zoken, you’ll be performing too. Strong-man-type roles. But your presence is one of those details that makes our story plausible.”

      Khet shrugged. “I don’t know about your reasoning, but I’m willing to do it anyway, if you’re sure you’ve got this planned out.”

      What would Tehnny’s narrator do in a situation like this? Stay confident. “I’m sure. I’ve got your costumes here. We’ll work out any other details we need as we go.”

      They pulled on their outfits, the flamboyant touches designed to hide any signs of infection. Williver adjusted his spectacles—the only costume he needed—and admired his troupe. Tehnny would be proud.
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