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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: (AUGUST 2015)

          

        

      

    

    
      What you have before you is a collection of a story that was originally serialized. Each episode was sent to subscribers and made available in online bookstores, with a new episode every week from May-July, 2015.

      Why serialized? And how did that come about?

      Some stories begin with a core idea. That image comes, by whatever means, and the story accretes around it organically. Spire City has at its heart a group of out-of-luck people, fighting against those in power in their city. A cruel, human-made disease gives them each a slow-to-culminate death sentence, while the powerful use that infection to further their own interests. In this case, though, that central image came just as organically, but much later in the process.

      The story actually begins with a deeply disappointing near-miss.

      Some eight or nine years ago I submitted a science fiction novel to Aio, a small press publisher that had begun making a name for itself with its beautifully designed print books. Seriously, their books were little works of art, and every time I opened my copy of one of Zoran Zivkovic's titles or The Steam Magnate by Dana Copithorne, I loved the feel of the pages, the weight of the book in my hands. I would carry them around just because they felt like books I wanted to be seen holding.

      The publisher loved the novel I sent and wrote back how as she opened each file (on the CD-ROM I'd sent!) for a new chapter, she felt like she was getting a new installment of an old Victorian serial. She even suggested that they might expand into e-publishing and serially publish it as part of that push. This was early days, when the first-generation Kindles were generating some buzz as they neared their release and e-publishing still had a whiff of not being quite as serious. Still, with Aio's design mastery, my first hesitations disappeared. Maybe this was something that could work. Aio was small but respected, and its books were talked about a lot in the online circles I was eager to join. So it would have been a great step forward for my career.

      Unfortunately over the following months, before we were able to decide on the best approach or finalize any contracts, the publisher ran into financial difficulties and ended up folding.

      I was left, though, with a bug in my ear. A serialized novel. Rather than simply breaking that SF novel (or any other I'd already written) into chapters, what if I wrote something to deliberately take advantage of serialization, something that was meant to be read in discrete segments? With the general reputation of e-publishing at the time, I didn't know how I would make such a thing work, without a respected publisher behind it, but I knew I wanted to give it a shot and see what developed.

      A few months later, my daughter was born. Suddenly all the habits I'd learned for squeezing writing into my time of caring for my firstborn had to change. Two children required a different approach. Often when I've been faced with a change like that, I make a deliberate change in my writing, tackling something distinctly different from whatever I've been in the habit of doing. So I figured that was a perfect time to try writing a serial.

      What was the story, though? My thoughts went back to the Victorian comparison. Charles Dickens. Orphans. Factories. The logical chain of thought ended at steampunk. A steampunk story, taking some of Dickens' themes and ideas, of the tensions between factory owners and workers, between city folk and the country folk who immigrated to work in the new factories, of the vast changes in social structure and society. That was a rich vein of storytelling gold.

      Some steampunk takes great delight in a sort of heightened, faux-Dickensian way of speech. That can be a lot of fun for the right story. After some thought, though, I decided that I didn't want to mimic Victorian-era writing styles. It didn't feel right for the story that was starting to take shape. Rather it called for a contemporary sense of language and structure.

      Not too long before, I'd written a steampunk story with a very Kafkaesque sense of transformation and bewildering bureaucracy. (Spire Singers, which as I’m writing this will shortly be released as a stand-alone novelette.) It had Victorian carriages pulled by giant beetles. It had singers cruelly chained to the city's ubiquitous spires. It had an atmosphere that was touched by both a sense of wonder and a sense of disquiet. The city in that story proved the perfect setting for the story that was growing in my mind.

      Soon, between the spires of that novelette and the themes of Dickens' books and the wish to make it read in a more contemporary narrative style, I arrived at the core story. Chels, a second-generation immigrant, infected by a disease that turns her slowly but irrevocably into a beetle. The Weave, a place for the Dickensian group of orphans and outcasts to live. Orgood, an inventor celebrated by the city's elite, who has created the truly heinous disease that is spreading throughout the city's poor.

      Instead of chapters, I wrote episodes. Instead of scene breaks, I stuck in ad breaks, where the column of an old-time magazine or newspaper would be broken to give room to an ad for some local clockwork shop or company of chimney sweeps. (I even designed the in-world ads, deliberately making them look like they would fit in a cheap broadsheet, with Victorian-looking clip-art slapped together with grunge fonts.) Instead of a trilogy of books, I called them seasons one, two, and three.

      From that core story, the discrete episodes of Spire City grew into longer arcs that spanned across the entire season, and on into the later seasons as well. In the meantime, e-publishing emerged from its suspicious past, and was the clear way to release the episodes. We removed the ads (though some pop up now and then on my blog), but kept the spirit of a Victorian newspaper alive.

      Most importantly, the heart of the story continues to unite the various episodes into one whole, a whole that began with a deep disappointment.

      If you would like to know more about the series as a whole and how to subscribe to subsequent seasons, come visit my blog at https://danielausema.com. And feel free to contact me with any questions you have.

      Without further ado, I give you Spire City, Season One: Infected:
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            EPISODE 1

          

          A NEW INFECTION

        

      

    

    
      Factory smoke eased out of the city’s chimneys and pooled in the railyard, hiding the approaching train. The smell of greased parts and sooty furnaces, of the recent rain on oil-soaked cobbles, overpowered whatever smell the train should have. Though, Chels supposed as she waited on a wooden bench with Mikheen, a train would probably smell the same, even away from the factories. It was basically a little factory itself, the steam boiler and shooting pistons not so far removed from the presses and boilers of Spire City.

      The steam whistle sheared through the smoke, echoed by the shriek of brakes on wet rails. And that other noise, the deep trill of clicks she could barely hear… Might that be the beetles, loaded on the train’s cars?

      Chels slipped from the bench and walked to the edge of the train yard. A year ago she’d have run there, but that seemed too childish now, fine for a girl living with her mother, but not for someone who’d lived on the streets and in abandoned buildings. Besides, she didn’t want to draw extra attention to herself.

      Mikheen followed, as if her shadow. When he stopped at the fence, Chels decided shadow was wrong. Her opposite somehow, her inverse. His hair was a light brown to her tightly curled dark, but his face was much darker than hers. In that, he simply echoed Spire City’s typical dwellers. Chels’s features and olive-tinted skin recalled her mother’s immigrant past. Even Mikheen’s clothing, though,  emphasized their differences. He wore the bright yellow of his job while she had on worn blue factory clothes, cast-off as no longer fit by their original owner.

      She looked quickly behind her, even though Mikheen had assured her it’d be safe to come see him. Street urchins were a common sight here, and safe enough in such a public space. No one paid  extra attention to her, openly at least. The shriek of the brakes grew louder as the train came into view. A pungent odor of sulfur filled the railyard. Inferior coal.

      “You should come by the Weave sometime, Mikheen.”

      He shrugged and kept his eyes on the train. “I don’t think the others care to see me.” When she didn’t answer, he added, “Maybe sometime, though.”

      The train rolled slowly past them until the engine stopped in front of the building. Chels stared into the line of identical cars, looking for evidence of the shipment of beetles. She smelled the air, expecting some hint of livestock, even though she knew the domesticated beetles in the city gave off no such odor.

      “You’re sure it was today?” she asked. “I don’t see⁠—”

      “It’s today,” Mikheen interrupted. “Be patient.”

      The doors stayed closed. These didn’t look exactly like the freight cars she was used to seeing cross the city. They had holes for air, but the cars were dark. Nothing reached out to the open air. Chels imagined them packed so closely together they couldn’t even move a chitinous leg. Growing up among the immigrant Neshini, she’d known something of being crowded in a small space. Not that it made it easy to sympathize with something as alien as the giant beetles.

      Men and women in yellow cloaks swarmed the train, and that seemed to prove Mikheen right. Yellow was the color of beetle workers. Chels glanced at his clothing. “You don’t have to…”

      “No,” he said. “Once they’re in the stables I’ll have plenty to do. Not much sleep for a few nights, I’d guess. But for now, I’m just another person watching the spectacle.”

      As he spoke, the workers reached long poles to the tops of the doors on each car and pulled them forward. Light glinted from dozens of bodies, but the giant beetles pulled back from the doors. They looked agitated, their antennae darting and waving.

      The city was vast, as far as Chels was concerned, wrapped around the harbor and spreading to either side of the river. But the beetles came from much farther away, somewhere to the south in an eerie jungle of dead trees that didn't rot and rock formations that did. What did they think of Spire City? Did the spires remind them of those trees and rocks? Were the million people who lived here frightening to them or simply beyond their notice? They lived by the spire songs and the harnesses that bound them.

      A middle-aged woman with undyed clothes and hair like sooty steam came out from the building, escorted by two men in yellow cloaks. She walked timidly, as if unused to the cobbles. Before Chels could ask, Mikheen shook his head. “I don’t know. Spire singer?”

      Chels nodded. That would make sense of the woman’s tattered clothes and wild hair, the uncertainty as she walked. There was a connection between the singers and the beetles, though no one seemed to understand how it worked.

      The woman went to each door, and if she sang, it was too quiet for Chels to hear, nothing like the soaring wordless tunes sung by chained singers every day from the tops of the city’s spires. She appeared to whisper arcane words through the doors, and once she'd passed, the beetles crept into the light. Beetles were a common sight in the city, harnessed to carriages in the streets and to taxis in the skies, but there was something alien about seeing them plodding down from the train cars, something dangerous in realizing that these were untrained beetles, not used to steam cars and spire singers.

      They were young, lacking the elaborate snouts and horns of those who carried riders around the city. Without etchings, too. She’d never wondered about that before.

      Touching Mikheen’s elbow, she asked, “Who does the etchings on their shells? When’s that happen?”

      “They’re called carapaces, not shells,” he said, as if she should know that. “Today they’ll get the first etchings. The designs tell who owns them, so I’ll help with that. Later we’ll add to the etchings as they prove themselves skilled at one task or another. Or when we sell them.”

      Would that hurt? Chels looked into the glassy eyes of the beetles as they herded toward the singer. There was nothing in them to earn her sympathy, nothing that even made pain seem something the beetles could experience. Workers in yellow cloaks guided them into lines that followed the singer out the distant end of the train yard. Four lines of them, too close for them to extend their wings.  Each line must have had thirty or more, an awful lot of beetles to train and get settled into the stables.

      As if he’d come to the same conclusion, Mikheen stood. “I better be there when they arrive. And you’d better get going too before…”

      Chels looked at her worn clothes. A street urchin, no one could doubt it. “Yeah. Better get back to the shadows.”

      Mikheen helped her stand and swiveled his head to check the area—a habit, one Chels was mimicking. Give an urchin a yellow coat, she thought, he’s still an urchin.

      “Say hello for me to, well, whomever. Marrel, I guess.”

      “I will,” Chels said. “See you around, Urchin.”

      Mikheen laughed at the old name. “Good to see you, Tatter Girl.”

      Chels looked around the yard for anyone watching her as Mikheen walked away. Everyone wore yellow coats, so no coppers, at least none in the open. Hard to imagine the girl she’d been, the one he’d first called Tatter Girl those years ago. She’d had nicer clothes than he did then, but he must have sensed how ashamed she’d been of their ragged edges that had grown worse in the months since her mother had died. It was what he didn’t tease her for—her skin, her hair, her people—that warmed her to him, and even now that he’d left the Weave and found a job, she still loved to see him, no matter what the others might say.

      The spires, rising above the buildings they topped a dozen stories high, cast their shadows on the streets. The singers chained atop them added their wordless voices to the city’s noises—the hiss of steam cars, the click of beetle legs on paving stones, the clang of thick-smoked factories. Chels strolled along the main roads, aware of everything while trying to seem unconcerned. The cops wouldn’t dare infect her in so public a place, but they might notice her and follow.

      She walked across a high bridge over the river without slowing down to watch the boats. A taxi flew overhead. How many of the beetles that followed the singer would be allowed to fly like that, pulling taxis on their rigid harness or other personal vehicles for the rich? Not many. Most would be clipped and grounded.

      The bridge led down to a cluster of spires and other buildings, housing the city's bureaucracy, fancy galleries, and lending banks. A huge cathedral squatted among them, its spire singer hidden within an alcove that amplified her voice. Chels swung away from those streets, heading away from both the harbor and the river.

      The factories became dirtier, older as she went, their brick smokestacks often pointing at the sky with ragged edges where bricks had fallen. No singers sang where the air was so smoky.  The acrid soot of so many factories filled the air and stung her nostrils. Trash piled against the walls of factory and tenement alike. Chels stepped over the piles and avoided the cobbles that might shift and twist her ankle.

      She left the main streets and wove herself through narrow streets and alleys. Never the same path and never direct, she repeated the instructions in her mind as she approached. Look in the shadows, the doorways, the cross streets. There was no sign of pursuit or watchers.

      An abandoned building, one in a line of many and smaller than most, came in sight. The front door, still beneath an old sign for fine weaving, was boarded, but Chels ducked into a narrow door to one side and shut herself into the darkness within.

      ~ / ~

      “Report, girl.”

      Chels squeezed her eyelids shut and opened them, but they still couldn’t see in the darkness. She walked toward the woman’s chirpy voice by memory, avoiding the hulking shape of the old floor loom and other dusty reminders of the weavers who once worked and lived there.

      “I was visiting Mikheen, Marrel. He told me to say hello for him.”

      Marrel, the leader of their group of castaways in the Weave, wouldn’t care in the least about such niceties, but Mikheen had asked her to give his greeting. A bit of motion that might have been a hand moving urged her to continue, to share something Marrel might find useful.

      “There are new beetles. A whole trainload arrived today. They followed an old spire singer off. Mikheen helps with the training and all that.”

      Marrel leaned back. Chels’s eyes must have been getting used to the perpetual darkness, because she could see Marrel’s healthy arm, which now rested on the arm of her chair. The other one, the infected one, was still hidden in the darkness at her side. Chels hated staying for long in that room, but when Marrel was on watch, there was no hope of getting down below quickly.

      “Can’t steal beetles, I guess,” Marrel mused. Chels was about to explain about the etchings when Marrel continued. “Good to be aware of, though. Did you see the handlers? Could you tell where they come from?”

      It hadn’t even occurred to her, but Chels didn’t want to admit that. “The train came from the south, but otherwise… No, only the yellow cloaks.”

      “Too bad.” Chels could see Marrel’s pale face now, her complexion, like her voice, a symptom of the infection. “No one followed you? Any sign of coppers?”

      Chels shook her head and waited for the final question, the one that would dismiss her.

      “Any sharp pains or sudden itching while you were in the streets? Or surprising changes in your body?”

      She thought back for a moment. Had there been even the hint of being hit, the hint of infection? “No.” Most in the gang were infected. Mikheen wasn’t; he’d grown up in the Weave after his father’s infection. Chels had no intention of suffering the fate the others had to deal with every day.

      Marrel waved her other arm, the deformed one that had begun its transformation to a pigeon’s wing. “Head on down, then. But check yourself in the light. Look for any darts or marks.”

      In the shadows behind Marrel, there was a pit loom, the mechanism broken beyond use, but the hole in the floor where the weaver would have dangled her legs remained. Chels lowered herself into the pit and opened the hidden door into the basements. The weavers, whenever they’d last been in the building, had certainly been up to more than just weaving, though Chels could never figure what it was. If it had been part of some criminal network or a smuggling operation, she would have expected an extensive network of tunnels, access to the sewers. Instead, all the secret door revealed was the first of two levels of basements filled with now-empty store-rooms and inexplicable hallways. For as much as she’d explored, she’d found no sign of anything more.

      Footsteps came running, and a voice hit her ears just before the small body hit her legs.

      “You saw Mikheen, didn’t you?” Tinnesz asked without letting go of her legs. “How is he? Did you see the beetles?”

      Semesz, his older brother, hung back down the hallway, but he was looking at Chels, too, waiting for an answer.

      “I did.” She picked Tinnesz up and smiled over his shoulder at Semesz. “And a hundred beetles, at least. All coming down from the train.”

      Both boys’ eyes were wide, but it was a different voice that answered. “What’d you talk about?”

      Chels set Tinnesz down but didn’t look away from the boys while she answered the person who’d come up behind them. “Nothing, Batan. No secrets, no coded messages. We talked about beetles, and he said to give his greetings to everyone here. That’s all.”

      Semesz edged closer to Chels, putting her between him and Batan.

      “What you think is secret and what I think are different. So what else’d you say to him?”

      “By Lady Janshi, Batan, give it a rest. Mikheen knows everything there is to know about us. He lived here longer than I have. If he’s going to betray us, he doesn’t need new secrets to do so.”

      Tinnesz was beginning to look frightened, so Chels winked at the boys and rolled her eyes, exaggerating the reaction. Then she faced Batan.

      Batan’s infection had gone further than most in the gang, and unlike the others, his transformation expressed attributes of two animals rather than one. He’d become shorter than Chels, though he’d been quite a bit taller as recently as a year earlier, and his nose showed a decided elongation, as if into a coyote’s snout. His ears, though, had clearly begun to turn into rabbit ears, and a thin fuzz of rabbit fur grew on his dark skin. An open sore marked his arm, the skin red around its edges, and Chels wondered if, once healed, it would be fur or still human skin.

      The sight of Batan didn’t usually shock her, but after spending the morning with Mikheen, it struck her how much Batan’s appearance had changed even in the little time since Mikheen had left. He gave no sign that her outburst had changed his mind.

      “He doesn’t know about any plans. I’m second in command here, so I need to know these things.”

      Chels held out her hands for the boys while he spoke and turned away, answering over her shoulder, “Well, I hardly know our plans until you give me a role anyway, and I’ve already checked in with Marrel. Our first in command, last I knew. Go talk to her if you want.”

      With a nudge from her, Tinnesz and Semesz pulled her down the hallway toward the storeroom where they slept with their mom. Before they pushed aside the hanging blanket over the doorway, Semesz tugged on Chels’s sleeve, and she bent down. He rarely spoke above a whisper. “Did you hear about Rani?”

      “He’s that neighborhood boy you’ve played with, right? Sleeps down in the Colvern place?”

      Semesz nodded, his eyes wide and fastened on hers. Tinnesz filled in the story breathlessly, as if he didn’t fully understand but knew it was something important to older people. “He completed today. A mouse. Right, Semesz, a mouse?”

      Complete. What an awful word for an infected people, that final, animal stage that was the future of all of them. Chels swallowed, unsure what to say. “That’s…sad. I didn’t even know he was infected.”

      Semesz whispered, “He was just infected yesterday. We saw him last night, and he already had mouse whiskers and a tail.”

      The serum was supposed to work that way, the police infecting the urchins and criminals who, from their perspective, overran the city. Turn them into literal pests, the thinking went, that no one could object to having exterminated. Who would notice when the rat-catchers suddenly had increased business? But it so rarely brought such a quick change. Usually the transformation progressed for a time and then halted, as it had with Marrel years earlier. For others, the changes were gradual but constant. Either way, though, there was never any knowing when some latent bit of serum might suddenly trigger the final changes. Then the infected would complete.

      “I’m…I'm sorry to hear it. He was a nice boy, and you had fun together.”

      Neither said anything, and Chels was sure they were thinking of their mother. The boys weren’t infected, but Pemisza had been infected for years, and in her, the infection was already well advanced. When would they have to say goodbye to her? When would they wake to find her either gone or completed in her sleep?

      Without answering, Semesz pulled Chels through the doorway. Pemisza rested on a pile of scavenged blankets. Chels hesitated, but Pemisza waved a half-feline arm for her to enter.

      Sairen rushed in before Chels had a chance to greet Pemisza. He was a Neshini, like Chels, but an immigrant himself, not just a child of immigrants like her. His infected features had a rodent cast to them, a hint of a rat in his small eyes. “Marrel wants to see you, both of you.”

      Chels stepped toward Pemisza with her hand out, but Pemisza shook her head and stood up on her own. Sairen added, “She has a job for you, so dress for the streets.”

      ~ / ~

      In many ways, traveling by two was safer than alone, despite being more conspicuous. Chels and Pemisza didn’t wear nice clothes by any means, but at a glance they might be simply poor and not destitute, a mother and daughter, perhaps, out for the evening church cult or a quick trip to the riverside fish market before it closed. Pemisza was shorter than Chels, but beneath a heavy cloak she could pass for a normal person. Most people knew nothing of the serum or the infecteds, except for rumors spread by the authorities of a highly contagious disease. Too close a look at Pemisza, though, and anyone might cause a commotion, no matter how little they knew.

      As they passed the ashery, heavy with the smell of potash, Chels spoke. “Semesz told me about Rani. How are they taking it?”

      Pemisza shrugged, a motion mostly swallowed by her clothing. “Tinnesz doesn’t really understand. Semesz is frightened even of everyday events, so how can I tell if it has any effect on him? They’ve both been clinging a bit closer to me today.”

      “Do you think⁠—”

      “Let’s not talk about it,” Pemisza interrupted. “Tell me about Mikheen.”

      Chels wouldn’t make Pemisza talk about her infection. Each infection was so different, it became a very private, personal thing, no matter how visible its effects. “He’s doing fine, I think. Knows a lot about the beetles already, anyway.”

      The alleys and buildings passed by without getting much nicer than their own neighborhood. People filled the streets, and Chels’s well-practiced eyes saw fewer signs of abandoned apartments and shops that were more frequent surrounding the Weave. A rat dashed halfway across the street, turned and ran back, and then froze in indecision. Its naked tail, while too pale for human skin, bore an uncanny resemblance, and Chels couldn’t help wondering if it had been an urchin a day ago. Maybe a street prostitute or a recent immigrant still looking for work. She wanted to usher it safely off the street, find it some human food to remind it of its former life…if it really was once human. But maybe that reminder would be more cruel than not.

      The beetles pulling their carriages paid the animal no mind. If a beetle even had a mind, in the sense of other animals. A carriage wheel rode over the creature with a crunch that Chels could hear over all the other noise of the street. She closed her eyes and turned away.

      A song reached them from high above. The singer was a young-looking man with a high voice, his gaze fixed outward as if the streets and the people didn't matter at all. There weren’t as many spires in that part of the city, but enough to give the streets the city’s characteristic background music. Chels, trying to forget the rat, imagined how those notes sounded to the beetles, how the giant insects followed that music from street to street. It may have been only her imagination, but for a moment, the song took on something more or reached into some beetle-like part of her brain, and she followed it without thought. High and wavering, mingling with the notes of other singers, echoed and absorbed by the walls of the buildings.

      She came back to herself when they reached the ancient walls of the area’s church. It had a spire, thin and pointed, but no singer atop. It wasn’t tall enough to need one. Its walls were pocked with age and layered with moss and ivy. Old, but not in an attractive way. Not a draw for visitors or historians or the powerful in the Church. The neighborhood had always been for the powerless, and its church reflected that with worn-down walls and an uninspiring size.

      Pemisza and Chels didn't enter the front door, unassuming as it was, but knocked at a side door. Ivy grew across a corner of the doorway. The priestess Chamille answered the door, dressed in her full cultic regalia of pale blue, white, and black. She looked cautiously each way before speaking to them.

      “I’m glad you came. We need it set up quickly.” The priestess was a short woman and ascetically thin. Her hand motions cut the air into choppy fragments as she directed them inside. “The full setup, as if for a holy day.”

      Chels wanted to ask why the special service today, but the priestess was already leaving, the dark circle of her shaved head bobbing down the hallway in front of them. Chels and Pemisza turned aside to gather the piles of items for the holy day services.

      First came the costumes to be draped over long sticks for the acolytes to manipulate. The bigger churches had automated costumes, powered by weights and gears, though even in those, the central icon of Lady Janshi remained immobile amidst the other figures. Chamille had only one acolyte helping her with that holy icon when Pemisza and Chels arrived with the costumes, which might explain her sudden need for assistance. The clothes were frayed and strong with the smell of the storeroom—mildew and mothballs—but even their fading couldn’t hide the wide range of colors. Chels liked that. As if here, all people, no matter their clothing, could come. Not that she’d ever stayed for an actual cult, though. Somehow she didn’t think the services would fit her.

      The priestess and acolyte were still speaking the prayers to the Nameless Deity when Chels and Pemisza finished with the costumes, so they returned to the storeroom.

      “What do we do next?” Chels asked, brushing aside the curtains that were for a different time of year.

      Pemisza stopped at a shelf of lamps and pulled down an elaborate one with oil that looked like red wine. “These, I suppose. And the candles.” She pointed at the end of the shelf where candles lay in loose piles.

      Chels grabbed a handful of candles and holders and followed Pemisza back to the cult-room. After the bits of flame from narrow candles and low-burning lamps gave their light to the room, the two set out piles of raw nuts and a basin of muddy water that were meant to remind worshipers of the street life of their prophetess. In all her time as an urchin, Chels had never had to drink water so wretched, but she could think of many times when the nuts would have been a feast.

      The priestess finally finished with the icon of the prophetess and summoned them back down the side hallway. At her feet were two large bags.

      “Thank you, both, and thank Marrel for me. I’d invite you to stay and worship, but I suppose this food is needed among your friends.” Before either could answer, she continued, “No matter. Giving out food is an act of worship as well. I’m sure the Lady Janshi sees it that way.”

      “Thank you,” Chels said, a simple thanks that seemed sufficient, but Pemisza cut in with a polite curtsy. Chels struggled to imitate her as Pemisza said, “Through us, Marrel and all the people of the streets thank you, Lady-sister. As the prophetess Janshi herself showed her compassion even when she lived on the streets, we strive to do the same.”

      Chels had never heard Pemisza talk like this. From her awkward curtsy, she stared at the older woman who was usually quiet even with her own children. Pemisza told little about her life before getting infected—Chels had always guessed that she’d been a street prostitute, but this speech seemed to hint at something more. Had she been a priestess or something herself? An acolyte, perhaps?

      Chamille’s eyes widened a bit in surprise, but mostly she seemed pleased, as if the words were fitting. Not what she would necessarily expect of her parishioners, but what they would say if everyone lived up to her ideals. Chels felt herself blushing at her blunt thanks. “As you go”—Chamille lowered her voice once they’d straightened from their curtsies—“be especially wary of anyone watching you. A council member announced her attendance at the service this evening.”

      The priestess paused, and her face showed both how surprised she’d been by the announcement and how wary it made her. Chels wasn’t sure why that should make them be extra careful, unless the councilwoman was expected to be early, but it explained the rush to get things set up as if for a holy day.

      They picked up the two sacks of food and thanked the priestess again, and she hurried away.

      “We split up on the way back,” Pemisza said as they reached the door.

      Chels cocked her head and asked, “Why?”

      “I don’t like what the priestess said. We need to watch out.”

      Chels still didn’t think it mattered, but she didn’t want to argue. “You go first, then. The boys will want you back as soon as possible.”

      “Wait the count of one spire song, then head out. I’ll swing toward the river, and you can take the straight way.” She swung her bag up to her shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll still beat your young legs.” Then, bent under the plain brown sack, she ran out the door, and for a moment, Chels heard the real spire songs before the door shut out the sound. Chels sang her own attempt at a spire singer’s song.

      ~ / ~

      Rain had moved over the city while they were inside the church. The beetles in the streets weren’t bothered by it, but their human passengers ducked as quickly as they could from carriages to doorways. Chels had waited longer than she thought, if those were worshipers already arriving. The priestess’s worries about the councilwoman hadn’t seemed worth the caution, not if she was leaving before the woman arrived, but Chels didn’t want the worshipers to see her. Fifteen hundred years earlier, the prophetess Janshi, in her first incarnation, had been a homeless girl herself.  While that fact might inspire Chamille's actions, not everyone agreed with her and instead turned the prophetess's childhood into something merely spiritual.

      Chels’s hood wouldn’t do much to stop the rain, but she pulled it up and ran as well as the bag on her back allowed. The street led away from the front entrance of the church, and at the next block, Chels turned. These were tenement streets, the tight-packed buildings leaning out over her, though not enough to give shelter from the rain.

      The food was heavy, but she couldn't smell what was inside. Chels hoped that meant everything was well sealed from the rain. She slowed to a walk. Alleys leading from the street became tunnels beneath the upper floors. Chels looked down each, but what figures she saw gave no evidence of watching her. The pigeons and gulls, hunched on windowsills in the rain or flying miserably in search of some insect that had yet to seek shelter, might have once been infected people, but they might just as well have always been birds. The insects as well, though she hadn’t heard of anyone turning into a fly or anything of the sort.

      She turned again, and a steam car drove by, the rain hissing off its hood. The car slowed as it passed. Chels looked inside, curious to see such a fancy car in this old part of the city, but the rain made the windows black. Once past, the car sped up again. Had it simply been her sudden appearance after turning the corner, she wondered. The car glided away. It didn’t slow again, didn’t make a sudden turn to double back.

      Chels increased her pace. The car’s passage had distracted her attention from an alley-tunnel or two, but it didn’t make sense to turn around and look again. Instead, she kept  an eye behind her and turned at the first wider street she came to. It would bring her route closer to where Pemisza had gone, but that didn’t matter anymore. She just had to get home.

      Beetles passed on the new street, carrying lone riders or pulling carriages. The rain picked up, and Chels hunched forward, though it did little good. Lightning flashed, but far away, over the sea. It didn’t seem the type of storm to reach land, except for this soaking rain sent as an emissary from the storm proper. The drops were large, bouncing off the cobbles and back up at her feet. They carried the familiar smell up to her, the smell of the rain itself mixed with the smells of the dirty cobbles.

      Around another corner was the base of a spire, the only one around. The singer’s voice was nearly swallowed by the rain, but still there at some level that wasn’t exactly hearing. As if it took the rain into itself, its notes forming the frame for the weather’s sounds to weave themselves on. Did some part of that song mention her movements in a way only the insects could understand?

      No beetles ran into her, at least, as she continued on near the river, but that likely had more to do with humans directing their mounts than the song of the spire singers. Once, a carriage skidded around a corner in front of her, wheels slipping on the stones. A lacquered wheel came straight toward her face. Someone shouted, and Chels jumped back, falling hard on the street with her back against the wall. The driver shouted again, as if she were to blame.

      Chels stayed against the wall, her breaths slowing gradually. The shouting didn’t bother her. In times when she had moved openly as a homeless girl, before she’d found and joined the Weave, she’d suffered much worse. She kept seeing the carriage, though, a black gleaming thing speeding at her. She felt it strike her. It hadn’t really, and she knew that, but her body felt it, a ghost pain where the wheel would have knocked her down and rolled over her.

      When she could stand, she examined the bag of food. Anything not well wrapped was certainly muddy, and the cloth had the start of a tear at the bottom. She thought, hoped, it would hold long enough to get home.

      Her gait was awkward for the final block, her arms tired from carrying the food, her side sore from striking the street, but she paused at each intersection and looked down the alleys.

      Williver was in the front room when she entered, his owl eyes wide in the dark. He was a vain boy, only a bit older than she, but he managed the vigil well. His interrogation of her was much less thorough than Marrel’s.

      “I already heard from Pemisza. So just tell me about coming home.”

      “A bit crazy in the streets, but no cops that I saw.” Chels told him briefly about the steam car and the near collision with the carriage, and he waved her by.

      “Marrel will want to hear it again, I’m sure. You’ll find her downstairs.”

      Chels picked up the sack, forcing it to her shoulders, and stumbled toward the pit with the hidden door. As she reached the edge, Williver’s voice stopped her.

      “Chels, wait.” He stood and came toward her through the dark. “What’s on your ankle?”

      “My ankle?” Chels reached down and brushed at her leg. Her fingers stopped at something. She pulled and held the thing up, but she didn’t need owl eyes like Williver to know what she would see. The bag of food tumbled into the pit, food spilling out, and she sat down hard at the edge. A tiny dart with its empty vial at the end dangled from her fingers.
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          BATAN’S CAPER

        

      

    

    
      Something was pushing up from beneath the skin of Chels's scalp. Batan winced whenever he chanced to see it and did his best to look away. The walls down here were damp, and Marrel had allowed only one small oil-lamp while they saw Chels through. Williver was upstairs, guarding the entrance to the Weave, but everyone else stood around the second basement, watching over Chels, waiting to learn how her body would take the infection. Batan lifted up one foot to scratch the other leg, then stopped and set it down. Too animal a behavior. No matter what was happening, he couldn’t give in to that.

      It was only the morning after Chels had been infected, and her body burned with the fever. Marrel rubbed honey on the two spots on her scalp, smearing it into the tightly curled hair. Like the damp and the low light, the honey was a folk remedy for the infection. Well, if something could become a folk remedy in the fifteen or so years since Orgood invented the serum. None of it had done any good for Batan.

      He stayed behind the others, so Marrel’s actions came through a screen of arms and bodies. She’d said they all might be needed, but he didn’t see how he was necessary. Marrel gestured for Pemisza to lean forward and place something on Chels’s lips. Sairen was singing something in the language of his people—Chels’s people too, but she’d grown up here. Batan doubted she understood the words any better than he did.

      The more he watched, the more he was forced to think of his own infection. He wanted to hit the walls, to shake the mold off them, but his infected body wasn’t fit for that.

      When Sairen switched into a new song and Marrel reached for some other questionable cure, Batan walked away. A ladder led up to the main basement, coming out in a dark corner that he imagined was once well hidden by stacked crates or piles of fabric or something. Then down the bare halls to the next ladder, its top hidden in the shadowed pit.

      “Where are you going?” Williver’s voice came from the darkness. Even his owl eyes were invisible in that room.

      “Out. I’ll tell you where when I get back.”

      Williver said nothing. He probably guessed what was bothering Batan, though, and after a moment, he gestured for Batan to proceed.

      The sky was clear, but cold. That suited Batan, because he could cover his deformities from too-easily-shocked eyes. He walked away, no destination in mind, as memories of his infection stabbed at him. He hadn’t even been an urchin. He’d had a factory job, the kind of real work people were always claiming the urchins should get. Good riddance, he could imagine those people saying, if they ever learned the truth about the serum. If they won’t take a job to cure their laziness…

      In that sense, Chels had deserved to be infected, more than he had at least. Batan kicked at a broken bit of brick lying in the road, as he might have years earlier when he was young and recently infected. No, he didn’t really think she deserved it. No one did, no one except maybe Orgood himself. He was a hero to most in the city, well known for inventing powerful furnaces and stunning clockwork. If they only knew the full truth. Let him be cursed by his own serum.

      The noises outside were the usual morning sounds of steam cars whistling and carriages creaking, beetle feet clicking on paving stones, people shouting. Most of that was several streets away. Those with work from this neighborhood had left already, and drivers avoided these streets. Someone was shouting nearby, though. Batan headed toward the voice. It wasn’t an angry shout, so not a beetle driver yelling at someone in the street and not a squabble among family members. It was a come-here-and-listen shout, pitched to gain attention.

      Two men stood in the intersection. A few people had come at their shouts, but they had clearly expected more. “Good money, and quick! A day’s work, two days’ pay!”
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