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      The moths swirl in patterns around her figure. She is perched on a bicycle but holds still for the moment, one leg down for balance. She carries a satchel, full of letters and important papers for the scattered people who live up here on this high plateau. The moths settle frequently on the satchel—and on her bike, and on her body. They are thick—darkening the air into an early dusk—and restless.

      But they avoid the mask she wears on her face. It is a beaked mask, the nose not as long as the old doctors once wore, but still reminiscent of those. But its purpose isn’t to keep her safe from infection. It thins the clouds of moths, and travel up here requires some way to pierce those swarms. That this effect is an accident, she tells no one. That her mask has another purpose, that she found her way up to this remote land with no idea of its usefulness.

      Everyone up here has their own pasts they don’t talk about. So, no one asks after hers, no one presses her to explain herself because they know they might have to do the same about themselves.

      The clouds of moths shift, and she pushes off, her bike clamped to one of the ancient rails that crisscross this land. She leans forward until her beak is over the front tire and carries her messages into the ever present swirl of moths.

      “You are Rahel,” she reminds herself. The stark landscape has a way of robbing the identity from her, turning her into a symbol more than a person, a statue even in her own mind. “You don’t have to hide that up here.”

      Rahel leans as the rail curves to one side. She sees a building ahead through the moths. There aren’t many buildings up here in these heights. Most often, she and the other messengers carry their letters and packages to the people who watch over the slow-moving herds of cattle that graze over the vast expanses of these plains. Cattle hands, chuck wagon cooks, and cowpokes and all the people who support them. There are the mines, as well, but in most ways that feels like an extension of the cattle—herding copper instead of cows, the life and arrangements as fleeting and shifting as the other. An old army outpost ought to give a more permanent anchor to the plateau, but it’s empty much of the year, reserved for unpredictable training sessions that only last a short time. But scattered amidst those ever changing details are a few more permanent sites like this one, home to wealthy recluses and others who choose to live out here for their own reasons.

      Officially this building has some other, forgotten name, but the messengers have given it the nickname “The Castle.” It stands above the plains as if it was designed for another location. Towering thick walls insulate it from the moths. The dark gray stones are not local and contrast with the yellowish browns of the grass all around. It has no outbuildings, no paths leading away from it to show any connection to the rest of the plateau. Only the rails, which are the paths of the messengers and rarely anyone else.

      Rahel leaves her bike clamped in and heads for the front entrance. It feels like there should be an imposing gate to get through first, but the space where it would be is empty of everything but moths. The front door fulfills the imposing part of the role, at any rate. The stone around it is worked into fantastical shapes. Some are carved moths, the Castle’s one concession to its surroundings. The others are human figures and strange machines and shapes that mean nothing to Rahel. The humans are chained to the machines, enslaved as if by some power unseen, as they work the levers and mechanisms implied in the carvings. Her eyes quickly shift away from the chains. Nothing in the stone decorations moves, but if Rahel lets herself stare at any one point for too long, her mind tricks her into seeing movement along the periphery of sight.

      She lifts the ornate door knocker and gives three quick, sure knocks.

      The woman who opens the door is unlike the doorway in every way. Small, plain, simply dressed. Yet there’s an intensity to her eyes when she looks into Rahel’s mask. As if she can see past what others can’t.

      “A shipment came up from Lepta. Had a few letters for your master, Cirra.” She holds them out. “Five today.”

      Cirra studies them before taking them. “That’s all?” She is both butler and chief maid, running the house and its few other staff for the elderly Mr. Riner.

      “All for today. There’s more to unpack and sort. Were you expecting something for yourself?”

      Cirra’s eyebrows scrunch down at the question. “No, not at all. Only making sure. I believe Mr. Riner was expecting something specific. Next time, no doubt.”

      There are any number of rumors about Cirra and Mr. Riner. Neither of them is particularly open, and when the other help has a chance to take a short leave, they refuse to say much about either of them, no matter how much alcohol they’re plied with. The most likely theory, Rahel thinks, is that she is his daughter. Not his heir, of which there are a few in one of the distant cities who come to visit rarely. But a late-in-life child who now manages his household in his old age.

      She takes the letters and hands Rahel three to deliver to distant places, down off the plateau. Two are in the spidery handwriting Rahel has come to recognize as Mr. Riner’s. Sealed by wax. The third is in a more fluid handwriting, with dots of ink scattered over the envelope. It isn’t sealed, as if the sender isn’t important enough to worry about someone reading the letter. Rahel will drop them off in Switchback later so they can be carried on to their destinations.

      Rahel nods in acknowledgement, but Cirra is already closing the door. Once the letters are secure in her satchel, Rahel returns to her bike.

      She has just begun pedaling when she hears the door open and Cirra’s voice. “Messenger?”

      Rahel brakes and twists to face the door. Even at this distance, the moths filling in the space between them make it shadowy.

      “Mr. Riner was expecting a box as well. An important package from one of the northern enclaves in Nesh. Could you check for any boxes that might have been damaged or set aside for any reason?”

      Nesh is a long way away, even the southern portion of the land, and across a stretch of the sea. It is a land that is growing colder, its people abandoning it in droves, though enclaves of subterranean cities are said to remain in the frigid northern reaches. Any number of things might have delayed a delivery from there. As Cirra and Mr. Riner no doubt must be well aware, so she makes no mention of the fact. “I will see if there’s anything of the sort.”

      Cirra has already closed the door.

      Rahel starts biking again, heading toward the main camp of the messengers. It’s the central hub of this high plateau, where the cattle drivers come when they can to unwind and the bike-riding delivery people like herself return to after their routes. The moths are getting thicker, as they often do in the evening, reducing her visibility to almost nothing.

      As she comes around a curve in the rail, a shape appears directly in front of her. She brakes hard and just misses slamming into the side of a large cow. The cow, unbothered by either Rahel’s sudden appearance or the thick swarms of moths, looks at Rahel with its wide, brown eyes and then shambles on across the rail.

      Rahel looks for any others coming out of the moth clouds and continues on her way.

      The camp is a grouping of several buildings. The first sign that you’ve reached it is an arrangement of old beetle carapaces. Rahel always shies away from them, though they’re long since dead. Down below, giant beetles are used for pulling carriages and taxis, their movements controlled in part by chained singers. Up here, they’re merely decoration. A grouping of the exoskeletons stands at each side of the camp. Once past them, the ground descends a short way to the buildings.

      Some large machines along one side of the complex blow air over the roofs. That air—and the noise the machines make as they work—disrupts the flight of the moths enough to keep the area relatively free from moths. Rahel heads toward a long, low building. There are several bicycle frames leaning against its outer wall, staining the wall with rust. No one will ever ride those again. There is a pump beside the building. She splashes water onto her face and wheels her bike inside.

      Dibern is fixing another bike, one of several that’s clamped up off the ground for him to work on. He’s a quiet one but very good at keeping their fleet of bicycles working. There’s a reddish shade to his dark hair, and his face is as brown as Rahel’s own—not that anyone here would know it. They think her skin must be terribly scarred or her face so injured for her to always wear this mask. But they know the color of her hands—when the dirt of the ride is washed away, they’re a touch lighter brown than his with a hint of terra cotta orange.

      His hands are a deeper shade as he quickly adjusts the mechanism of the bike he’s working on.

      “Mr. Toberts in?” she asks.

      Dibern shrugs. “Around somewhere. Back at the house, I guess.”

      Mr. Toberts is the nearest the High Plateau has to an authority figure. Locally, anyway. Which basically only means that he’s in charge of the camp and the routes that his messengers take on their rounds. Most days he spends a good portion of his time side by side with Dibern, fixing bikes.

      Rahel walks slowly along the darker wall of the bike shed, the one opposite the doors. Are there packages lurking in the shadows? Anything fallen and ignored? The dust is thick, but not so thick that it could hide a box. There are shelves back here that haven’t been cleaned as long as she’s been here, which is less time than most of the others but still several years. Nothing back there except what’s always been there.

      Nothing new has arrived from lower elevations, so the only letters here are the ones between the residents of this high plateau and a pile that hadn’t been sorted yet when the last messenger left. Any sign of a box that was left behind? It should be obvious. She crouches down to check beneath the table, beside it. Nothing. She sets her satchel, with the letters she was given and a few she was unable to deliver, on the table and runs her fingers through the small collection of new mail.

      A new letter to Mr. Riner. Several, in fact. Those must have not been sorted yet when Rahel set out. When mail arrives from the lower portions of the Moth Plateau, there’s often several large boxes of assorted supplies and mail. It can take a few days to get through it all. She shuffles more of the pile around. Letters to some of the cattle drivers out on the range. One to a former messenger who left some time ago. A stack that will go to the copper mine. A letter to Cirra that looks business related. Curious, as Mr. Riner is the one most correspondence goes to. But not a box, not a package, nothing that appears to have come from Nesh that she can see.

      Maybe it ended up at the big house. Rahel scratches her scalp where the straps cross behind her hair then makes sure the mask is secure. She crosses the dirt courtyard to the next building over. It’s two stories high, three in some places, and has two wings flung back from the nearest entrance.

      As if the house is trying to get away from her.

      She enters and wishes she could get away from it instead. Too many people, too noisy. The clang of dishes in the kitchen. The buzz of conversation in the common room. And someone…is someone actually singing? An attempt at singing, anyway. She’d trade it all for the senses-dulling clouds of moths out on the range if she could.

      Usually she avoids the busy parts of the house and goes straight back to her own boarding room at the back of one wing. This time she plunges in.

      Rahel’s walking has never been pretty. Her gait is uneven for reasons she never explains to her coworkers. She can bike without problem, graceful and smooth. And she can walk when she needs to, her strides long and her pace quick—but never smooth.

      Walking into the crowd makes her self-conscious, makes her gait even less coordinated. She stumbles over the leg of a chair, turns as if to scold the chair, and runs into one of the patrons. It’s Chark, another of the messengers. The beak of her mask pokes right into their narrow shoulder.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Rahel.” Chark rubs their shoulder as if it does sting, though. “In a hurry for some reason?”

      “Looking for Toberts.”

      “Oh, he was over…” Chark turns themself in a circle.

      “Here.” Mr. Toberts answers before Chark can point him out. Mr. Toberts is a large man, weathered by all the long years he’s spent up in this remote land. He waves as he approaches them. “And I was on my way to go looking for you. Here, I made you a tea when I came over from the shop.”

      Rahel dips her masked head and takes the mug from him. Mr. Toberts has a strange device for making tea that would make the inventors of Rahel’s homeland proud. She sips it appreciatively—it has cooled since he poured it, but she can tell it’s a flavor best appreciated cool—as he gestures for her to walk with him down the hallway. A relief to escape the noise, as much as the main house’s thin walls offered such an escape. Here she can listen better. Here she can speak and trust she’ll be understood. Once he says what he wants to say, she can explain about the missing box.

      “There’s a missing delivery.” Mr. Toberts’s words seem, at first, only a continuation of her own thoughts. She shakes her head to clear it, realizes that she heard him correctly.

      “That’s what I was going to tell you. A box for Mr. Riner.”

      “Much more than that. An entire shipment of food and supplies for our bikes and other goods we need. Even some food. I was expecting it with an earlier delivery from Lepta. It didn’t come, and now it wasn’t with this one early today. Disappeared.” Mr. Toberts frowns. “Or late, at least. But probably disappeared.”

      “I see. That could explain Mr. Riner’s box, as well.”

      “Maybe.” Mr. Toberts waves this away as if it’s tangential. “Yes, well, the thing is I need someone to go down to Lepta City to see if they can find out what’s happened. We need some of those things, needed them yesterday, or our whole messenger system soon grinds to a halt, understand?”

      Naturally, but… Is he saying he needs her to go? “Someone should, of course. But I’m the last person to go investigate something like this.” She gestures at her mask, thinks about the way people sometimes struggle to understand her accent.

      “Yeah. Unfortunately, we’re down to the last person. Everyone else is tied up with other urgent tasks, or I might send one of them.”

      Rahel’s mind races to come up with some other excuse, someone else she might suggest. Chark is right over there. Even Dibern could be spared from the shop, couldn’t he? Her mouth opens and closes like a harbor fish on a boater’s line as they bring it into the market. Her, going down? Her, asking questions and trying to learn secrets?

      She almost suggests some of the others, but each time the name dies on her tongue. Mr. Toberts is watching her, and his face says that he’s already considered and rejected each suggestion she might give. There’s a line of worry beneath his expression, telling her how important it is to get the supplies as soon as possible.

      When no words come from her mouth, he finally says, “Good. Gather up what you need for travel. I’ll give you plenty of credit to get you down and back and some extra coins, just in case.”

      She still hasn’t come up with any response to give by the time she’s standing in the courtyard again, a pack on her back and her pockets full of the official letters to pay for her journey and return. No bicycle—the rails do not exist down below the heights—and the mask still firmly on her face.
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