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      Author’s Note, June 2016

      What more is there to say at this point, except “Thank you”? The publication of the Spire City series has led me to meet so many readers and fellow writers. So thank you to my amazing editor, Damien Walters Grintalis. To Kelly Shorten for the cover art, which is far more than just a single cover (or even three covers). To Lydia and Isaia of Worlds Beyond Art for their associated art works, including the cover art for the novelette The Spire Singers. To Celina Summers for wanting to publish the series in the first place.

      And a huge thanks to the fellow writers who gave me their feedback and encouragement, to Suzanne, Dee, Jens, Lauren, Lindsey, Matt, Bill, and others I know only by their online handles. That only touches the surface of those who directly offered their critiques—thanks in general to the Dragon’s Den and its members, fantasy-writers.org and its members, and SFFworld and its members, as well as the many other people I’ve met here and there who have also given their support.

      The biggest thanks of all go to my family, to my wife for supporting my odd writerly habits, and to my children who formed (and continue to form) the backdrop of all my writing time.

      And finally, of course, thanks to you, to all the readers of the Spire City series—to the three seasons and the assorted side stories that have come out and will continue to. Your time is a precious gift, and I’m honored that these stories have entertained and engaged so many. Thank you, and stay all the best kinds of weird.
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            EPISODE 1

          

          URCHIN AGAIN

        

      

    

    
      Chels ran. Where didn’t matter, as long as she kept running. She turned down one street, lungs aching, cut across to an alley, turned again. She didn’t want to see the bodies any more, didn’t want to see the ruined facade of the Weave. She most certainly didn’t want to be found by the police when some new unit came to investigate the ruins of the Weave, so she made her legs move even as they grew heavy with fatigue. When they came and found the corpses of their comrades, blasted, shot, and savaged by animals. Or something like animals.

      Anda, where are you in all this? Still crouched over the corpses? As soon as the question flashed through her mind, she pushed the thought away. Running, the only thing that mattered. She slipped in a puddle of something more than water but kept her legs pumping, kept her balance, kept running.

      The streets were busy with foot traffic and a few rough carts moving slowly among the people. The drivers shouted, and the people walking shouted back. Not deep anger, nothing like what she felt toward Orgood, but a lot of irritation. A city full of annoyed people, as the weather began to warm up. It’d be even worse come summer. Maybe it’d be bad enough that people would start fighting back for real.

      The smell of spring produce came from the carts, a sharp, fresh scent that stood at odds with her thoughts. They promised something calming, something new.

      Chels had to brake herself when the people she’d been behind slowed suddenly. She veered and bumped into an older man carrying a sack of food. A long loaf of bread stuck out from the top, and its warm smell enveloped Chels momentarily. The man glared at Chels and checked his pockets as if afraid she’d tried to pick them.

      Chels stumbled away. Another block, another mass of people. Surely they were all as frightened as she was, only they didn’t look it. To them it was just another day. She slowed to a walk as the instincts learned from living in Marrel’s band reasserted themselves. First rule of being on the street was to draw no attention to herself. Blend in. Be like the people around her. What did they know about infections and the brutal police and what had happened to the Weave?

      The ruins of the Weave. Her own words came back to her. This was no minor disturbance, a quick trip elsewhere until the place could be renovated. Her home was gone. The people she’d known as family were scattered. Would she even see them again?

      That thought made Chels stop. A woman walking behind her ran into Chels. Pickpocket? No. She had the look of a harried office assistant. Chels avoided meeting her eyes as she helped make sure the pile of papers she carried didn’t spill. When the woman offered her thanks, Chels quickly spun away, afraid she’d see her too close, that she’d see the infection, the fear, the memories of the fight.

      Should she go back, try to find the others? Maybe she and Sairen could find a place for themselves in the Allepo. Or else Williver or someone else might be able to partner with her. At this point even Marrel or Khet, little as she liked the one and trusted the other, would be better than being alone.

      If only Pemisza were still alive. She would be able to give good advice, tell Chels better how to survive on the streets.

      She headed for the railroad tracks. Maybe she would find an old warehouse or some other empty building.

      At an intersection near the train tracks, a huge cat dashed across the street. It reached the other side safely, but then it stopped and looked around as if confused. Chels stopped too and waited for it to move again. Something less than feline about how it had crossed the street made her suspect the cat was not a cat. It had been human quite recently. Which meant it she should still consider it a human. She studied it as it studied the street. Its tail was too short for its size. And one foreleg had patchy fur with human skin beneath and toes that still resembled fingers.

      The crowds of people shifted to give it a wide berth, but for how long before someone decided to drive the cat-person away?

      Chels approached, talking softly. “I’m so sorry. Have you just changed? Can you still understand me? I’d like to help.”

      The cat cocked its head and stared at her. Chels crouched down.

      “Do you need a new home? So do I. At least until my infection completes.”

      The cat took a step toward Chels then stopped, waiting.

      Chels lowered her voice as if it mattered who might hear. “Beetle, see?” She touched the antennae in her hair. “Maybe you can’t see them, not yet. They’ll grow too big to hide sometime, though.”

      This time the cat came right up to Chels and pushed against her legs. A purely feline gesture. Chels swallowed the lump in her throat and stood up. How much was left of the human this cat had been?

      “Watch where you’re going, urchin.” A man swerved around her, glaring at her until he noticed the enormous cat at her feet. He stumbled a moment, glared at her again, and then dismissed them both with an annoyed shake of his head.

      Urchin. The old insult. It was exactly what she needed, though, to remember that she had been an urchin, that she had already managed to take care of herself on the streets. She’d hated every minute of it, but she’d gotten by. Back then, she’d lived in fear of the rumors of some strange and deadly poison that was being spread, somehow that no one understood. No need to fear that anymore. And she was older now. She could be Tatter Girl again and do more than just get by. A new Tatter Girl. With all she’d done and learned since then, she could be so much more.

      “Come.” What should she call the cat? Or not cat, rather, infected person, even at this stage. She had to make sure she kept that in mind. Any cat-like names would be insulting. Well, she could leave that question for later. “You’re much too big for me to carry, but you can come along if you want. I’ll find us a hiding place, a base to rest in when we’re not out looking for food.”

      Talking to the cat, even if passersby didn’t hear the words, earned Chels some strange looks. One man dressed to work in the factories let out a gasp, more squeak than anything. He crossed the street and glanced over his shoulder as he hurried away. Let them stare. Chels stood from her crouch, and the cat/not-cat padded along next to her. Walking taller than she had been, Chels led the way down the cross street where she’d first seen the infected. She looked in the corners as she always did, but it hardly felt necessary. She was invulnerable, not because the cat protected her, but rather because protecting the cat gave her a strange sense of her own power. Mint and Orgood be cursed, for the moment she felt strong enough to take them both on.

      She would still go to the river and find a place to hide, for herself and the cat. Something from Batan’s old map even, as long as it wasn’t just a tunnel somewhere. Then she could go see Derran, but she wouldn’t be coming, anymore, like a lost girl needing daddy’s help. She wanted to see him regardless, and it would be good to get his thoughts on everything that was going on. But she’d be coming as a friend, seeking a valued friend’s advice, not as a desperate sort-of, not-really, maybe daughter.

      After that, she could take care of herself, at least as long as it took to find a way to bring Orgood down.

      

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      

      At Derran’s spire, a chain secured the door Chels usually used. She had rarely seen it that way, but it did happen now and then. Maybe the owners of the lower floors feared the unrest in the city.

      The cat-person, who had insisted on coming with Chels, scratched at the door and peered anxiously behind them. Every sound that came from the busier street around the corner made it swing its head around and scamper sideways.

      The street was quiet at the moment. Only a few pedestrians walked by and, oddly, a lone beetle wandered without carriage or harness. The frayed remnants of a halter swung beneath its head. It must have broken free from some stable nearby. The etchings on its carapace would record where the beetle belonged, but Chels couldn’t read those symbols. One section looked vaguely like a pair of beetle wings. It might mean it was a flying beetle, or maybe it was merely the symbol for its owner. She dismissed the beetle and everything else on the street.

      “Well?” Chels spoke to her companion. “We could try to sneak through the front. I don’t usually like to do that, though. Too many people, in too fancy clothes.”

      Little chance she could get the cat-person to go that way if even this quiet street made it jumpy.

      “No, we won’t try that. Or at least I won’t make you go that way. Let’s find a place you can hide while I figure out what to do.”

      Batan’s old map had shown quite a few tunnels and back ways in the area. Chels didn’t remember them all, but she led the way easily to an alley that was scarcely wide enough for a person. Halfway through the block of buildings, a gate blocked the way. On the other side was a pile of boxes and other trash.

      “No one uses this place. There might be rats or mice, I suppose but can’t do much about that. They shouldn’t bother you, anyway. Can you make it over the gate? The walls here are pretty good for climbing.”

      The cat-person leaped up and grabbed the bars of the gate with fingers that weren’t still half human in how it used them. From there it climbed over easily, not even needing to use the bricks of the walls. On the other side it slid into the shadows of the boxes, already fully hidden even from Chels.

      “I should be back soon. Try to find some food here if you get hungry.” Awful to hope her companion was far enough infected that it would be happy with eating mice and such, but truth was she didn’t relish the idea of having to forage for enough human food to feed both of them.

      Back at the street, the beetle still wandered, now closer to the spire’s base. Did it listen for Derran’s voice? A man pulling a wagon of bricks eyed the beetle as he labored by. The wagon had a clockwork assist that clicked as it moved, but the man would be doing most of the work. How tempting that beetle must be to him.

      And what about a beetle girl? Let the infection advance a little further, and she might be pressed into pulling a cart. No, best not to let her thoughts go there.

      Chels walked out into the street so Derran might see her, little good as it would be. It wasn’t as if he could come down and open the chained door for her, not with his own chain around his ankle. At least he would know she was trying to visit him. She waved, and his hand lifted momentarily, as if he might be waving back, though he kept his stance in the typical singer pose. Chels continued on to the other side of the street then stopped and simply watched him sing.

      Derran’s voice was strong, blanketing the street in its tones. Neither high nor low, but smooth and sweet. Probably she was the only person who found comfort in it, though, the only one who heard him and thought of childhood.

      Chels moved along the wall so she could see him from different angles. The chain around his ankle was hidden from view, but his simple, ragged clothes were obvious. He looked weaker than his voice indicated, and much older—his body thin and his hair gone fully white. And yet...there was an agelessness in the way he stood, his back straight and his chest out so he could sing.

      Some part of Chels’s brain picked up an odd current in the music, neither melody nor harmony, but more like an inflection that even Derran probably wasn’t aware of. She focused on that hitch in the song, drew it around her. It set her antennae vibrating in some sort of harmonic connection, a vibration that ran from the bases of the antennae through her skull. The sensation grew so strong she couldn’t focus on her surroundings. A moment later, the loose beetle ran into her. Chels cried out, in surprise rather than pain. With its curved nose horn, it picked her up, the elaborate little bumps and curls of the snout pressing into her back but not painfully. Then it flipped her onto its hard, shiny back. She flung her arms forward and dug her fingers into the first crevice she found as the flight wings opened up and the beetle took off.

      The street dropped away, and the walls of the buildings veered wildly about in her sight. The beetle dipped and rose without any obvious pattern, except that it was climbing higher overall. Chels should have been afraid. A distant part of her was as the drop below her grew, but she’d much rather face this than a claustrophobic tunnel. She edged forward, pulled herself into a sitting position so she could see.

      A clothesline, strung between two buildings, snapped across the beetle’s feet. The line whipped back into place, but the clothes fluttered down toward the street. After that, they were above all but the spire. The beetle’s flight was still erratic, but it was obvious they were heading up to Derran’s perch.

      They circled around and then came down right beside Derran. Chels slid down to the spire’s floor and stumbled, reaching out to the beetle to catch her balance. Derran stared at her.

      “Did you do that, Derran? Send it to get me?” In an undertone she added, “Did I?”

      Derran shook his head. “I...don’t think so. But I guess I probably did.”

      “How? What did you do?” Could the singers actually control the beetles? The question teased her mind with possibilities, though nothing definite.

      “Oh, Chels. You know that so much of what we singers do I can’t explain. Even when I think I understand, putting it into words makes the understanding dissipate like a morning fog.”

      He came up beside her as he spoke and gave her a hug. The beetle took off without any clear destination. “It’s good to see you, as always. What’s new?”

      Too much. Chels sat down on Derran’s cot. Where to begin? With the Weave gone. Un-Weaved, unwoven. Even thinking the words brought tears to her eyes. She told him all about the police fight and her escape.

      They talked long into the evening. Once the words started, she found she could tell the whole story calmly. No tears, except when the words stopped. When Chels was ready to leave, her thoughts went back to the beetle that had brought her up. “But how did that happen, Derran? You must have done something.”

      “I sang about you,” Derran said. “But I sing about everything I see. Even things I don’t see can enter the song. I can’t explain how, but it happens. I may have thought about hoping you could come up, but I didn’t try to add that into the song. Maybe it got in there anyway.”

      Chels stared down at the street. “Think about it, Derran. Try to figure out how you can get the beetles to do something.”

      “It’s been tried, Chels. I don’t know that I can figure out anything new. And why, anyway?”

      Chels bunched up a ragged blanket in her fist and tilted her head back. The tip of the spire was a paler shadow against the darkening sky. “I don’t know, Derran. It just seems...” She stood and walked to the edge of his perch, watched the beetles moving below. The one that had brought her was out of sight, but a few moved on that street and many more on the busier cross street that passed the spire. “Seems like it’d be good to know, I guess. Maybe it’s something we can use.” Against Mint, against the police, against Orgood.

      Derran held her gaze as if reading the unspoken words. His eyes were clear, a sharp hazel at the moment that didn’t let her look away. At last he nodded. “But you be careful, agreed?”

      Chels gave him a hug and left through the spire. At the bottom she walked straight through the fancy lobby as if she belonged there. No one tried to stop her.

      

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      

      Back beside the river, Chels tried to make the space comfortable for the cat-person. Some old blankets made a bed, but her companion wouldn’t settle down. The noise of the river, perhaps, or else the damp or the smells, whatever it was, the cat-person wouldn’t keep still.

      She sat up on the blankets and looked down at it. “I can’t go on calling you ‘cat-person,’ but what’s your name?”

      Chels patted for it to join her, but it just kept pacing. “I don’t even know if you’re a man or a woman.” Or probably boy or girl, actually. Something about how it acted made it seem quite young. She could check, she supposed. She knew in general how pet owners would figure that out, but doing that to someone who might still remember being human, that felt wrong, indecent somehow. “How about, if you were a boy... I mean, are a boy, then come sit on this side.” She patted the blankets on her left. “And if you’re a girl, come sit on the other side.” She patted her right.

      It did neither, just kept pacing.

      “Well then. I guess I’ll call you Sza. It reminds me of an old friend of mine, Pemisza. She completed a year ago. Or probably more than that, now. It’s easy to lose track of time...” She watched the lights of the river ships moving up and down for a moment. She had to think for a moment before she could even bring Pemisza’s face to mind. Of course, she had completed as a cat of sorts as well. Maybe that was what brought her to mind now. She shook herself to dispel the thoughts. The past had to stay vague and half-forgotten for now, or she’d miss something and find herself surrounded by police. She continued, “So she, Pemisza, was a woman, but I’ve heard local moms use Sza as a nickname for boys and girls both.”

      It was the sort of name that made her think of some country peasant child. A country bumpkin in folk tales and the like, but no matter. It would have to do.

      Sza stopped pacing for a moment, though it didn’t come nearer to her.

      “Of course, with my luck you’re probably Neshini like me, and it’s as bad as calling you a boy’s name if you’re a girl or whatever.”

      Chels curled herself onto half of the bed of blankets. “I need to sleep. Rest too, if you can. When we wake up, we’ll try to find a better place.”

      Sza was asleep when Chels woke up but its eyes opened as soon as she stirred. It moved slowly, as if it had only slept a little. Chels’s eyes felt raw and her mind thick, so she probably hadn’t slept great either. First order was food, though. Then they could search for a new place.

      “We still have a few dried fish, if you want some.” Chels held out two of the three they’d saved yesterday. Sza grabbed them in its human-like hand and turned away to eat. Chels quickly ate the third and washed it down with a swallow of water.

      Sza cringed along behind Chels when she went out into the dawn street outside. The sky was only barely lit and heavy with clouds. Standing out against that backdrop were the ancient spires that predated any human building. Chels had visited them once, shortly after her infection. She’d been driven away by a pack of feral beetles, but perhaps it was time to return. It was a quiet part of the city, which would suit Sza, and she might be able to investigate more into the nature of beetles and the spires.

      “I have an idea,” she said to Sza. “Stick close to me, and—I hate to say it, but—try to act as much like a real cat as you can.”

      The trip over the river and to the spires was uneventful. Sza stalked along beside her without any difficulties, except that a few times it crowded so close to her legs that she tripped and nearly fell. The spires towered over an odd part of the city, quiet and seemingly distinct from the rest. Many of the houses were fine without being ostentatious. If she weren’t so poor, Chels would have loved to own one. If she weren’t poor and Neshini and infected. Might as well imagine what kind of house she’d own in some other city, across the ocean or over the sky.

      Among the spires, there were some streets where the houses were more ramshackle, old and sturdy-looking but built of found parts. Chels led Sza among them just as the light in the sky grew full, or as close to full daylight as it was likely to get today.

      If necessary, they ought to be able to find an acceptable cave in one of the spires. They couldn’t all be infested with beetles. The fact that even the thought of having to compete against feral beetles no longer bothered her as much as it used to was probably not a good sign of her infection’s progress, but she could worry about that another day.

      Ideally it wouldn’t be an issue. There were enough piles of old building materials and other refuse packed in among the houses that she should be able to find something there. But what would be best? She’d know it when she saw it.

      The most promising thing she could see from here was an old shed, its roof half collapsed and its walls almost buried in other trash. As she climbed over an old axle with a cracked wooden wheel on one end, someone shouted from the nearest house.

      “Get away from there, kid.” A woman stood at the door of the house, shaking her fist at Chels. “There’s nothing for you vagrants around here!”

      Chels held up her hands in apology and backed away. The woman stared after them until Chels turned a corner. “There’s still more to search through,” she told Sza, mostly for her own benefit. There was no real reason why the word vagrant should strike her as worse than urchin, but still it did. Her fists shook and her steps came fast.

      All throughout the neighborhood the residents were very alert, paying much more attention to her and Sza than she’d expected. Every time they tried to go back between houses and up to the rock spires, someone told them to go away. Or if not, then Chels would turn around and see someone watching them with arms crossed over their chest or hands on hips. Waiting, watching, disapproving. Even a crevice in the spires was unattainable.

      She was ready to give up, leading the way back out toward the finer houses on the harbor side of the spires when they came across a different sort of alley. Still packed dirt the color of the spires, but something about it marked it as the boundary between the rougher, inner houses and the fancier houses on the edge. A boundary no one bothered to watch because it belonged to neither. The inner houses all faced in toward each other; the richer houses turned their backs on the alley so they could keep their clear view of harbor.

      Chels dashed down the alley. Near the fine houses it might be, but it was still lined with old household items that were no longer needed. Obsolete furnaces, a huge wood stove with its side dented in so far the fire couldn’t heat the surface anymore, a child’s clockwork horse. Scavengers had picked through the refuse long ago, probably the people who lived on the other side of the alley. No better than vagrants yourselves, I suspect. But even after the valuable pieces were removed, a good deal of junk remained.

      Chels kept following the alley along the rocky side of the spire until she found the perfect place. Several paces off the alley, separated from it by a pile of broken bricks and other building supplies, was the body of an old carriage. Sza climbed over the bricks when she pointed it out, but waited outside the vehicle.

      Chels had to take more care getting past the trash in the way. Whatever human form Sza once had, it was now becoming graceful and smooth as a feline. Chels stepped gingerly past rusted spikes and shards of ceramic tile. Wooden trim that was too rotted through to tempt even a desperate scavenger shifted beneath her as she stepped across. Finally she reached the carriage.

      Its fabric covering was rotted through and falling away, but the wood beneath it still felt sturdy when she pushed at it. Probably coated somehow to protect it from Spire City’s damp air. It had never been fancy, she guessed, but solidly built.

      Rodents had been inside, but there was no sign they had come recently. Sza’s scent would probably scare them off, anyway. When Chels pried open the door, Sza hurried in past her and immediately curled up on one bench to sleep.

      

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      

      Chels opened the door of their ruined carriage to let Sza back in. It was proving, in the two days they’d been here, to be an ideal base. “What have you brought?” she asked as Sza shook water from its head. “You find any food?”

      Sza’s tail drooped, and it avoided Chels’s eyes. Instead of food, it set down a newspaper in Chels’s lap.

      Something new, or did Sza simply grab it when there was no food to be found? Chels read through the headlines, only stumbling on a word or two. Nothing to do with the infection. No clear reason why Sza would have grabbed it. “Do you know someone mentioned here, Sza? Is there something you wanted me to read?”

      Sza looked expectantly at her but didn’t answer with even a gesture or motion. Might as well be a pet eager for its owner’s voice. No, she couldn’t let herself think that.

      Her stomach growled, and she looked sadly at the paper. So much for sending Sza to help out with food. “It’s all right, Sza. I can get us some food in a little while. And I’m glad you brought the paper. That’s what I need to do. Investigate, uncover whatever other truths there are, and make them known. But what first?”

      If only she dared use the printing press in the Allepo. She picked up the paper and studied it until her stomach rumbled again. “First? That’s easy. First we need food. So come with me, and we’ll find something.”

      A moss grew on the lowest parts of the spires. Growing up, she’d eaten moss bread many times, especially when their money had been low, but had that been the same kind of moss? It looked edible and smelled sort of how she remembered, but was that enough to risk it? She wasn’t quite certain enough to try it. So she gathered up a small sack-full to take with her and then led Sza away from the spires. Someone would know what it was and if it was safe to eat. She resisted stealing anything in the immediate area around their carriage.

      Out in the more typical streets away from the spires, she found a stale loaf of bread that had been tossed out, and she filched some cured meat when the butcher was distracted. Sza ate most of the meat. With a brass crumb coin she found in the street, Chels bought two wrinkled pears. She offered one to Sza but it declined, so Chels ate it and tucked the other into a pocket for later.

      Not enough to fill her, but enough to give her energy for a little while. They wandered, searching for a Neshini street vendor. When they saw one selling loaves of bread and cured meats, Chels approached and respectfully said, “Tatcha.” It was the Neshini way of speaking to an elder.

      “Child,” the woman said in Neshini, and then rattled off something else that Chels couldn’t follow.

      “I’m sorry,” Chels said in the Mernan language. “My mother did not teach me Neshini.”

      The woman nodded sadly and said something in Neshini that sounded like “Too often.” Switching to a halting Mernan, she asked, “How can I help you then, child?”

      “It’s this moss, tatcha. It’s...can you use it to bake bread? I’d like to...to give it to you.” She’d rather sell it, but at this point the polite thing was to give it away. Then the woman would be obliged to return the favor. That fit the Neshini way.

      The woman took a handful of moss and brought it up to her nose before shaking her head. “It’s not bread moss, child.”

      Chels’s shoulders fell. Yet another setback.

      “People eat this in stews and soups, but no one will pay you for it, I’m afraid.” She looked Chels over, sparing only a glance for Sza. “But here, take a loaf of bread. And this to share with your pet.” She held out a slice of spiced meat. Chels happily took the offered food. “Thank you, tatcha. Please, keep the moss, anyway. Feed your...your family. Or your neighbors, with my thanks.”

      The woman nodded, and Chels hurried away so she could resume selling her food for real money. At least she knew now that the moss was edible. And the food filled her much better than the earlier pilfering had. It was enough to free her thoughts to consider what they could possibly do next. So many people on these streets. Factory workers at shift change hurrying past, while many others were like the Neshini woman, out to sell them goods. Or out to trick them out of their earnings.

      One, dressed in factory blue, held a copy of Kyner’s paper beneath his arm. Is that where all the workers got their news? The one daily and then the gossip from the other workers? It struck her that there should be more than just that. There was the Neshini news, though she didn’t suppose anyone would dare publish that for a while. But who else might want their own source of news? Secret papers for the workers, papers for the clergy maybe, news reports for the bureaucrats. She could keep her eye out, try to find some other paper where she might publish accusations.

      She and Sza were drawing much more attention than she liked, though. The man with the paper looked at them. Others were pointing out Sza’s size. Chels swore under her breath and veered down an alley.

      She stopped where another alley met that one. A coal bin filled most of the intersection, and coal dust turned the bricks black.

      “Here’s what I need you to do, Sza.” Chels pointed up one of the alleys to where it took a sharp turn and then gestured up the others. “Explore these alleys and any side streets near them. I hope you can understand me.”

      Chels leaned against the wall to bring her face down to the level of Sza’s face. “Can you do that? I don’t want you to go where there are lots of people. Just up and down whatever empty streets you see. And look for more papers, like this morning.”

      After a moment’s silence, Sza nodded very slowly. Chels couldn’t even be sure it was a deliberate gesture, but she’d take it as one.

      “If possible, get ones that are different. I mean, newspapers still, but if you can read, papers that have a different title thing on the top. Masthead, that’s what it’s called.” No nod this time, just a blank stare. “I’m asking too much of you, aren’t I? Well, just go and find what you can.

      Sza went. There was enough of the person left inside to understand that much, at least. She’d have to repeat the process in other parts of the city. Repeat the instructions each time too, probably. Maybe the next time it could be in the streets around Orgood’s lab. That would let her do some spying on the man himself. See what he did, where he went, when he ate and slept and worked.

      If she could make him paranoid, he might make a mistake and reveal himself to the people of the city.

      Her other task was the one to work on now—find a paper with less to fear from the authorities than Kyner’s had. Something small, perhaps, to sneak beneath the city’s notice. A workers’ press or something tied to a trade or religion. As long as they could be made willing to publish her report on Orgood’s habits, on his serum, and on the plight of the infected.

      Chels went back out to the street and studied the workers going past. Did any carry a paper? An odd shape beneath his shirt? A bundle of food in her bag, wrapped in paper when no wrapping ought to be necessary?

      Chels let herself wander, soaking in the details, submerged in the spire song.
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      The sewers ought to feel more welcoming, Marrel thought, but all she saw were shallow imitations of the walls of the Weave. There ought to be a steam boiler here, a coal bin there. The smells of everyday life, instead of this stench of human waste. More pipes to vent this stretch of wall. And then the next stretch had too many, each pipe bending an eye watching her and Khet rush past.

      Marrel ran a step behind the other woman at a withering pace that allowed little time to talk, or even think.

      There was nothing really to think of, though. They’d both agreed to come this way, down here in these tunnels, as soon as they fled the Weave and found themselves together. It had been the only logical choice left to them. What would happen from here was too uncertain for her to waste time worrying about.

      Khet stopped a moment before Marrel even noticed the noise. She slipped on the floor, twisting to avoid Khet, and ended up just in front of her, sprawling on the brick floor of the tunnel. The cold scent of scraped bricks rose up, covering over the other smells.

      Someone was moving around in front of them. Calling out something in a sing-song voice, too muffled by the tunnels to be anything meaningful. Marrel pushed herself onto her knees and waited to see if the person would come this way. Not likely to be a copper. One of Claw’s people maybe? They were coming close to his place. But no, he didn’t ever let them out from their forced hiding. Smugglers? But they wouldn’t be so loud unless they were certain no one was around.

      A lone man walked around the corner of the tunnel and stopped at seeing the two women. Traps and small cages hung conspicuously from one shoulder, and he held a sturdy stick in one hand. Protection, but also a goad. For guiding diseased animals into their little prisons.

      Khet snarled, and Marrel churred. The feathers growing through her hair puffed out. She tried to smooth them back down before the stranger noticed.

      The man recovered first and swaggered toward them, his stick held out in warning. “What do we have here, two little birds all lost and alone?” He stopped a half dozen steps away from them. “Or perhaps just one bird and one dog.”

      Was it that obvious what they each were, what they were becoming? Must be so. No use trying to hide then. “What do you know about it? Maybe you’d like to come closer. I’ll bite your neck, and we can see what animal you become.”

      The man’s hand went up to his collar, and he took a small step back, but then he laughed. “I know that’s not how it works. I know well. I’ve seen the vials they use. Maybe even used some myself. Maybe even infected one of you, huh?  Don’t try to scare me.”

      Sounded like cheap bluster. He’d probably been allowed to see the vials once and made up the rest. Even so... Marrel closed one hand around the bent disk good-luck charm in her pocket, and her other hand around her disk gun.

      “Been a long time since I caught a song bird. Will you sing for me, when you complete?” The rat catcher circled around them, tapping his hand with his stick. More than just a tree branch. The light flashed off metal reinforcements. “In a hurry, it seems. Running from someone? Who might like to hear you were here?”

      Khet muttered something like, “No time for this nonsense,” and then took a step toward the man.

      “Coming to fight?” The rat catcher crouched and held his stick ready.

      Khet sprung at him, faster than Marrel could follow. A knife flashed out and then disappeared. The man fell down with a rattle of traps. He hadn’t even had time to swing his stick.

      Marrel came up beside Khet, standing over the body. Blood seeped from a long gash across his abdomen. “You hurt?”

      When Khet shook her head, Marrel drew her gun and sent a disk through the man’s heart to be sure he was dead. Khet reached across the body for one of the traps, yanked it free, and smashed it against the floor. Marrel took another and did the same, and they took turns destroying each of them. With a canine snarl that pulled her lips back from her teeth, Khet took the stick for herself, using it to aim one last blow at the dead man’s head.

      Marrel found a brass gear coin and a few lower denominations in the man’s pockets. She also took a collar from the man’s gear, a macabre thing with a clasp that appeared strong enough to bind even the wildest animal. Intended more for dogs than pigeons, no doubt, but Marrel wanted it as a reminder of the cruelty and horrors they faced. Khet snarled at the sight of it but said only, “Damn rat catcher. We should have put it on him.”

      They stared together at the body for a moment longer. At the exact moment Marrel decided it was time to go, Khet raised her head, met Marrel’s eyes, and nodded. Marrel gestured with her wing for Khet to lead the way.

      While their pace didn’t slow, the encounter with the rat catcher jolted her brain into thought. Their destination neared. She’d avoided coming to Claw before, knowing that her status as leader of her own band made her an uncertain ally and even worse subordinate. She was prepared to be mocked, to not be trusted, maybe even to be killed, though she didn’t think Claw would go that far.

      Certainly he wouldn’t welcome them easily. Khet, who’d abandoned him once. Marrel who’d tried to forge an alliance but then refused his shackled idea of protection. Let him gloat that he’d been right then, that they were better off hiding from the city, allowing it to go on its way without them. More infections only meant more people for Claw to rule. Questions of ethics and justice were just an infection as well and rightly left behind on the surface.

      She could live beneath that kind of disdain, if she must. At least until the need for revenge became too much. Then she’d try to leave. Probably die trying, but there it was. At least she’d have a place to live until then—or until her own completion.

      As they neared Claw’s catacombs, Khet slowed down and began looking from side to side. Finally she stopped and lifted her dog-like nose to the air.

      “What is it?”

      Khet shook her head uncertainly. “Something’s wrong. Or different at least. Can’t quite tell what.”

      Marrel tried to smell the air, but if anything her infection only made her sense of smell weaker than before. Pigeons weren’t known for their ability to smell.

      “I was patrol, remember. I helped guard these tunnels. This isn’t right.” She took a few hesitant steps forward. “Come, but careful.”

      Marrel took her gun out and rested her finger on the trigger. They padded along to the next tunnel and peeked around the corner.

      Nothing. They turned, and the next stretch of tunnel took even longer to traverse. A pipe entered their tunnel, adding to the maze of pipework overhead. There were no more intersections in view. Their tunnel curved slightly to the left and then back to the right. Around this snake curve, the view opened up again.

      Something lay on the floor of the tunnel. Khet’s fur stood on end as she slowed down. A pile of objects, a-buzz with swirling flies. They smelled of dead animals. Marrel narrowed her eyes to try to identify them. Whatever they were, they sent a chill up her spine. They were almost to the pile when Marrel identified the individual animal forms within. The dead carcasses of probably twenty animals, from mice to dogs.

      “Killed,” Khet said after crouching down beside the pile. Her voice was flat, but her finger shook as she pointed to the cut throats on several of the bodies.

      She stood. “Claw’s promise was always that you give up the city but you get the promise of safety down here, even after you complete.” In a quieter voice she repeated, “Even after.”

      When she met Marrel’s eyes, Marrel finished her thought for her. “Then something has definitely changed.”

      Once more they didn’t need to discuss. One shared glance, and they knew what to do, knew what each other planned. The matched set to their jaws, Marrel’s clenched fist, the way Khet leaned forward as if to drop into a canine hunt. They started running, a loping hunter’s quiet run with each footfall so soft barely a murmur announced their approach. Once more toward the catacombs.
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      The tunnels nearest the catacombs were flooded with a thin layer of water. At first they managed to pick out dry patches on one side or the other, jumping across the water when they needed to.  As they continued, though, the water covered more and more of the floor.

      “Stand back,” Khet told Marrel when they had no choice but to get their feet wet. “If there’s electricity in there, I’ll try to fall back away from it.”

      Holding the metal lined stick in an awkward way, she reached out carefully toward the water. Anyone who grew up in or around the factories knew that stance. If there was any electricity running through the water, Khet’s muscles would convulse. A normal hold on the stick and she’d clamp tight on the stick and probably fall forward into the water. With how she held it instead, between the backs of her hands, there was a chance the first convulsion would release the stick and free her from the electricity as she fell backward. A chance only, but in the factories you take what you can get.

      The stick touched the water and nothing happened. Khet shrugged as if the danger she’d faced had been nothing, and they splashed through the water and around the next corner.

      A broken steam pipe spewed water onto the floor. Marrel wiped the instant stream of sweat off her forehead.

      “Figures,” Khet said with a sneer. “This city is falling apart.”

      The pipe hadn’t rusted away, though. Marrel walked across the pooled water to see better. It hadn’t simply burst from age or poor materials, either. Something had struck it, knocking a section of pipe open. “This didn’t just fall apart, Khet. Look, it was hit. By an ax or a sword of something.” Could a gunshot cause a cut like that? Maybe, if it was the right size disk and shot at just the right angle. She bent down and ran her hand over the bottom. Her fingers bumped into something, and she pulled up the disk. Its one edge was bent inward.

      “No, this. That’s one big gun.”

      Khet examined it for a moment, then said, “We had one gun like that. A huge thing we called Death Disk. I don’t like that it was out here in the tunnels. We just kept it back in the rooms for defense.”

      “We go on then? Or new plan?”

      Khet took the disk from Marrel and studied its edge. “Something’s going on. I don’t know what. Something different, something changing...”

      “An attack from outside?”

      Khet shook her head. “Who would bother? Not Orgood. He’d send in some sort of machine or poison the tunnels. And no one else would care. No, I think this is something from within Claw’s group. And that means big change...of some kind.”

      Marrel touched one finger along the ruined disk and nodded. “Which may be just the right time to show up and see what part we can play.”

      Khet grinned. “My thoughts exactly.”

      They splashed out of that section of tunnel. A wider section where dozens of pipes followed, its floor enough higher than the other that they were able to leave the flooding behind. Pipes came and went through the walls of the tunnel, but without any openings they could have gone through. The tunnel soon opened up in front of them to a large underground chamber.
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