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      You can always tell the new visitors to the Moth Plateau once they step outside the city. Inside Lepta, they can fake it. They strut around and look me in the eye like they belong every bit as much as I do. But once they leave the cluster of buildings that hug the edge of the plateau like a frightened toddler…no. Even before they take one step off the walkways, they’re staring at the swarms of insects, like they didn’t believe the stories they’d heard. Their arms lift to swat the moths away, their faces blanch, and they begin to sweat.

      Well, I can’t see that they’re sweating from where I’m sitting beside the walkway. The moths swirl around me, parting and closing again to obscure the sight. But the fear is obvious. The sheen on their foreheads.

      This group is carrying a body. A priest guides them, gesturing where to walk. He nods at me as they pass by. He isn’t a first-timer. Not a local, either—there aren’t a lot of us locals here, even with how big Lepta has grown—but he knows his way onto the paths. He shepherds them along one of the easier routes toward where I’m resting. The strange alloy of the pathway repels the moths enough for the group of visitors to keep walking. They’re still waving their hands in front of their eyes to see.

      The air and the moths here on the plateau will preserve the body, mummify it. A lot of people come up here for that—bring their dead loved one, travel up the winding way to Lepta, leave the body out beyond the city for a few days while they drink away their sorrow inside. And then take the much lighter corpse back down to put in some crypt somewhere.

      Or something. I don’t know. Do they prop it up in their houses? Visit it every morning before going to work? Set it up as decoration on their roofs? You got me. I’ve never been down from here, so Lepta and the massif are all I know.

      Wide spaces made claustrophobic by moths.

      Once the group of visitors is out of sight, hidden by the swarm, I stand up, brush moths off my duster, and head in toward town. The three tiny hawks flitting around me keep the moths away until I reach the protection of the alloy walkway. They perch on my hat once we’re in town.

      I am not a tall man, to stand out in a crowd. The birds draw attention, if they’re noticed. But they are not the only reason people—especially visitors like those carrying the body out onto the plateau—take note of me as I pass. I look, to them, exactly like they expect someone from the Moth Plateau to look. Rugged, wearing dusty clothes and a brimmed hat, skin browned by the weather, face a dozen days without shaving. I am the confirmation of all the stories they’ve heard and invented.

      It isn’t entirely true, but that doesn’t matter. I am the set dressing, the ornamentation for their visit—seen, noted, and just as quickly forgotten. Like the peculiar rock formations they passed on the way up to the city or a lone cactus across the plain, covered in perching moths. We are the reassurance that they’ve come to the right place, the broad-stroke details they always imagined before they came.

      It’s fine with me. I can be a symbol, as long as it’s just that. No strangers trying to sniff into my real, non-symbolic life. No pressure to be the person they imagine.

      So, I ignore the familiar looks I get as I pass through the city, the turned heads and satisfied nods. I swing back to get around a line of cattle—cattle are the one domesticated animal that can abide the swarms of moths up here, and in fact they thrive, pasturing on the plateau—and head toward my boss’s place to check in.

      Or maybe not directly there. I pass my sister’s tavern on the way and realize how thirsty I am. Or, fine…admit that it’s where I was heading first all along.

      The partial door swings open, letting in more light and a straggling few moths who have not been driven off by the various devices we use to keep them out of the city. The tavern isn’t full at this time of day, but it isn’t empty either. I leave my hat by the door, and the hawks hop onto my shoulders. Moth hawks are social birds, and they’ll go find some of the others of their kind soon enough. For now, they’re probably expecting some kind of choice treat from me. I sit at the bar and swivel around to see the others drinking.

      My sister, Essid, is standing near the other entrance, talking to a tall, thin man wearing rough, gray robes. Priest, one of the newer strand of priests and priestesses who preach an extreme ascetic sort of piety.

      “…and they’re coming here, to this…this brothel.”

      “I assure you, father,” Essid says in a calm voice, “I do not run a house of prostitution.”

      “This is not…” He swings his hand at the dark corners of the room as if to mock her claim. “You rent out rooms for…”

      “I let rooms to a variety of women, men, and others. Some choose to do business here. I do not inquire into what business it is, only make sure they are not being forced into it by any kind of violence or manipulation.”

      My sister’s assistant hands me a glass of something, and I sip it while I watch her deal with the priest. Weak beer, but refreshing.

      “You…these were young children.”

      Essin’s face hardens. “We do not abide that. Here in this establishment or anywhere in Lepta. The law has ways to deal with anyone trying to purchase…that.” She spits the word out. “Punishing the purchasers and protecting the children, caring for them, understand?”

      “Caring for the children is exactly what worries me.” He turns the word caring into a slur, as if it’s its own opposite.

      At that moment the door swings open again, and an older woman enters. The local priestess, Amyi. She belongs to the same religion as the priest, the church of the Lady Janshi and the Nameless Deity, but wears the traditional black robes of the mainstream order.

      She puts her arm around the priest’s shoulders and draws him aside. They whisper for a moment then head for the door. Amyi turns and nods at my sister before they leave.

      “Drusk,” Essin greets me as she moves behind the bar. “You made it back.”

      I pretend a seated bow. “Good to see you.”

      Essin shrugs. “Not much to see. I look the same as always.” She grabs a bottle and pours herself a glass—looks like something sweet and not fermented. “Staying for a while this time?”

      “I hope to.” I won’t know what my next task is until I report in for real. Which I should do now. “But I’d better go find out.” I set the glass down and money for the beer.

      She stuffs the money back into my pocket. “This time’s free.” Then she offers a morsel of some kind of food to each of my hawks in turn, and I head out the door. My destination is two doors down. This time my hawks linger behind, joining some of the other birds flitting among the roofs.

      A wooden porch leads up to an empty doorframe—we haven’t even taken the time to hang a proper door. The sheet of wood that’s our makeshift door at night rests beside the frame, against the wall. Or rather, it’s less about time than need—my boss, Llom, has had the place a couple of years, but it suits him to leave the impression of busy, makeshift urgency that the empty door conveys.

      The Shorpin Corporation are the real bosses behind our little office. They manage the massive ramps that switchback up the side of the plateau to Lepta City. In fact, they’re the real powers behind everything that happens up here, controlling access to and from the plateau. Controlling a lot of other things down below that I don’t really concern myself with, but up here it’s the switchbacks that matter, our one way of getting up and down from the heights.

      If the corporation wanted to, they could shut those down entirely and stop anyone from coming or going, though from Llom’s complaints, it would probably take discussions with three committees and seventeen bureaucrats to do anything of the sort. They have all the money and resources to make the place look fancy and complete if we wanted that, but much of that control is clandestine and obscured. Llom realizes that this way is a better look for our purposes. Less likely to direct anyone’s frustrations toward us.

      Llom isn’t from here, but he’s no newcomer either. I kick the plateau soil from my boots and enter. This time I leave my hat—hawk-free—on my head. He looks up from his desk, and I greet him with a brief nod.

      “Druskan, I’m glad you’re back.” He lifts his pen off his paper without setting it down.

      I launch into my report. “The Stebble herd is looking good. I’d say we can increase our estimates there by a hundred head.” I see again, in my mind, the huge herd beneath a cloud of moths, chewing the plateau grass as if the insects weren’t there.

      The cow-hands who stay with the herd have clockwork fans to blow a small area clear of moths for themselves. The fans wind down fast if they set them high enough to clear the area entirely. Most of the time it’s easier to endure some moths at a lower setting. They looked on my hawks with envy, on the clear space around me.

      I bring my thoughts back to the present. “The splinter herd…what are we calling it? Steb Two? No, the Paith. They ran into some trouble.”

      Llom cuts me off with a wave of his hand. “Put it in writing and give me the report before you leave. But I have another task for you. Urgent.”

      I close my mouth in surprise. I’d considered the situation with the Paith herd to be pretty urgent itself.

      “It’s about Teeris,” Llom says, steepling his fingers over the book of accounts.

      I nod. Teeris is another of our agents. There are six of us, the women and men who go out to check on the herds and report back. Teeris is often tasked with visiting the strange uplands of the higher plateau, a region of the massif that rises above the rest, like a cluster of mountains whose maker gave up when they were only partway formed.

      I’m about to say something inconsequential and light-hearted about the last time we spoke, which was a while ago, when Llom continues.

      “I’ve just received word that he has died.”

      Oh. I close my mouth and look for a place to sit down. Llom has no extra chairs sitting empty, so I lean against a windowsill. I wasn’t close to Teeris. He’s an older man and has been an agent with the company since long before I joined. Not old enough to drop dead, surely. Or at least young enough for it to be a shock.

      Messages from the interior are rare. The moths destroy most attempts at laying any permanent cables, so maybe a courier came through, or the news came with the cattle-drawn delivery carts that ply the plateau.

      Someone thought it important enough to send the message urgently, informing him of Teeris’s death, or else it would have been one of us agents bringing the news.

      “I’ll need you to go up, onto the High Plateau, and retrieve his body.”

      It takes me a moment to speak. It’s the shock of this death but also the thought that I’d hoped to have a chance to stay here in Lepta City for a time, not go right back out. I straighten my coat to give myself time. Of course it’s the right thing to do. For one of our own.

      “Of course. I can head out right away.”

      Llom raises a hand, and it’s both a thank-you and a call for patience. “Not that urgent. Take the night to rest in town here, and head up tomorrow.”

      I nod. A night in bed would be good, after so many nights in a bedroll. More nights would have been better, but what’re you gonna do? A night gives me time to stock up on what supplies I’ll need, at least, to chat with my sister and see a few friends, perhaps.

      Llom’s mouth droops in what looks like regret. “Teeris was a good agent. I wish…well, I wish he weren’t dead, first. But given the circumstance, I wish I were sending you only to honor him, to give him a fitting return to Lepta. But there’s more. I’ll need you to look for his reports, as well, and bring them back down.” He purses his lips and adds, “And if you find no reports, keep your eyes on the herds up there. He was looking into some anomalies. I was anxious to learn what he’s observed.”

      Anomalies. I stare hard to Llom.

      “What kind of anomalies? Was he… Am I in danger?”

      Llom starts as if surprised by my question. “Oh, no. I don’t think so. Something to do with the way the herds were moving. I’ll see if I can find his last communications and pass those along to you.” He leans back and blows out his cheeks. “The message didn’t say what happened to him, precisely, but I think the dangers are only what any agent faces away from home. That and your own health, which should be the prime difference between you and Teeris.”

      A museful frown as if contemplating the vagaries of health and death, then he dismisses me to my own thoughts of Teeris and dying and distant travels.
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