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	The Toller

	The distortion greeted Fenrir. He sensed the foul thing lurking as soon as he stepped off the ladder and onto the tower’s wheezing floorboards. No one else would have known it to be there, not without a detector to aid them. But Fenrir wasn’t like them. He had a knack for seeking the corruption out. It was part of why he’d been such a lauded surveyor.

	How times had changed for him. Now, he was as helpless as the masses. He had no glyph-inscribed garb to shield him or blessed chalk for scribbling wards, and even if he had, he was forbidden to touch such things. Under pain of death. Instead, Fenrir peered into the faint dawn light towards the corner of the tower where the distortion pulsed. The space was bathed in a diffuse shadow; the light hadn’t yet crept over the wooden rail to expose the horror. But he couldn’t stand to wait, and he didn’t need sight to tell him what was there.

	Fenrir inched forward, stopping with every step, turning his head to be sure the unease and discomfort that accosted him came from the spot he suspected. Once he was only five paces distant, Fenrir lowered himself to his knees and craned his neck forward. He could smell a trace of ozone. Then he saw it—just the smallest hint of wrongness, a pin-prick of destruction, the seed of their undoing. About a foot from the floor, a neat, little mote of non-Euclidean space.

	It roiled the air around it so that a haze hovered. Looking through it towards the wooden rail behind, it seemed to melt and expand and collapse at the same time. The closest analogy that Fenrir had seen was the liquid in his hot tea or soup. Convection cells rising and falling and rising and falling in a never-ending dance. Much like the distortions. Some of those were nearly never-ending but worse because, unlike hot tea or soup, they didn’t satisfy themselves with the contents of their vessel. No, many distortions grew. If it weren’t for the surveyors, they would eventually consume the world.

	Fenrir knew what he had to do. He backed away on hands and knees from the foul mote until he was halfway across the tower platform. Then he rose, moved to a horn-speak affixed to the side of the tower, and spoke through it.

	“I need to send a message,” he said. Silence on the other end. He waited one, two, three seconds then grabbed the mouthpiece and shouted. “A message, immediately. Potential distortion observed.”

	The word did the trick. The attendant called through the other end. “Messenger en route.”

	Within minutes, a boy came flying up the series of ladders that zig-zagged through the narrow tower. He panted as he stuck his head through the opening on the floor. He was unkempt with stray bits of straw sticking from his ashen hair. His eyes were red-lined and swollen. Fenrir cursed under his breath. Was this the best the Church could do for its own?

	And what picture did he present to the boy? Equally dirt-encrusted with grime settled into the crevasses of his too-tanned skin. His own hair the color of straw when freshly bathed but now likely a dun. His tired and sagging eyes made more tragic by the contrast with their vivid emerald irises. Too-thin cheeks alongside a too-prominent jaw and cheekbones. Fenrir had been good-looking before his fall from grace, but five years in a cold, dark, rat-infested cell had done its worst and spat out the broken shell of a man.

	Of course, the boy couldn’t know any of that. He looked at Fenrir with adoration through sleep-deprived eyes. For Fenrir was a blessed toller.

	“You’ve a message, Sir Toller?” the boy asked.

	“I need a surveyor, immediately,” Fenrir said. “There are signs of distortion in the tower.”

	The boy’s eyes widened, and he instinctively backed down a rung on the ladder. “You should get out of there.”

	Fenrir smirked. Here, at least, his past life served him well. He knew the true extent of the distortion’s danger. He was safe, for the time being. The thing was barely there at all. If it was expanding, it would be many days yet until it grew enough to force him to vacate his post. In the meantime, he was obliged to fulfill his duty.

	“Someone’s got to toll the bell,” Fenrir said.

	He rose from his knee and gazed down at the boy. A pang shot through Fenrir’s gut. Was that how his own son would have looked at him? Bad memories that served no purpose. He forced them away.

	“Fast now,” Fenrir said to the boy’s retreating form.

	The child traced the zig-zag of the ladders, down two hundred feet in minutes. Fenrir walked to the wooden railing furthest from the distortion and gazed out on the city. Simetria was waking. Little bodies filed out of brick and wooden buildings topped by clay shingles, tilted and haphazard in the slums near the tower. The edges of the city were occupied by single- and two-story structures jammed together or separated by narrow cobblestoned streets and alleys. Further afield, clustered on the hill, were stone palaces, the homes of the great families with their wrought-iron gates and stone walls.

	But no matter where you looked in the city, from the haunts of the low bloods to the grand homes of the high bloods and everywhere in between, holy symmetry reigned supreme, reaching its pinnacle of perfection at the centerpiece of the city—the Church of Impermanence. That’s where the boy ran to fetch a surveyor. They would come and do what Fenrir had done years ago. He’d be forced to stand by and watch them partake in the one joy he was forever denied. He gritted his teeth at the thought of it.

	The dawn light shifted to daylight, but the perpetual cloud cover over Simetria made the change subtle. Fenrir pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. The distortion had distracted him, and the morning was getting on. It was time to toll the bell. One of the other two tollers beat him to the task, the dongs sounding from the tower in the north of the city. Fenrir hurried to the center of his own tower, spread his legs wide, gripped the long, thick rope, and pulled down with all the force he could muster. Once, twice, thrice.

	Even with the bell hanging thirty feet above, the sound was deafening. For Fenrir, the dongs continued to ring in his ears long after the bell had stilled. This was part of his role too. A toller was forbidden from stuffing their ears for it was their blessed duty to be bathed in the harmony of the Euclidean.

	But Fenrir’s task wasn’t yet complete. Even the tollers had to perform the ritual demanded of all citizens of Simetria. When the bell tolled, everyone, everywhere stopped what they were doing and played their part in maintaining the Rot of the Link. For Fenrir, this involved making markings on a parchment. He took a seat in one of the chairs at a small wooden table, the only furniture on the tower’s lonely platform. He opened a drawer set in the table and pulled out parchment and a graphite stick. He flipped an hourglass sitting nearby, ensured the sand was trickling down, and got to work.

	For the next ten minutes, Fenrir drew triangle after triangle. Points A, B, and C. Connecting each with lines as straight as possible. Then below, he wrote out the Holy Theorem of Pythagoras: a2+b2=c2. He was too distracted by the distortion to be more creative in his ritual and satisfied himself with this simple yet elegant fundamental truth. Once the sand in the hourglass was emptied, Fenrir rose and repeated the tolling of the bell. One of the other tollers was a bit earlier than him and the other a bit later, but the exact timing wasn’t as crucial as the regularity of the ritual. Every day, they had to run through the routine three times. Thrice per day to keep the non-Euclidean at bay, as the Church liked to say.

	That was the holy purpose of the tollers. They rang their bells to tell the people of Simetria to do their duty. First to signal the start then to indicate the stop. In between the three sets of tollings, Fenrir was free to do whatever he pleased. Normally, he would use the time to take a nap on blankets arranged in one of the corners of the tower. Fenrir wasn’t an early riser by choice, but being a toller meant he didn’t get a say. Today though, the distortion was disrupting more than space. Fenrir was forced to stay awake in anticipation of the surveyor.

	And she was fast. Within a half-hour of the boy leaving, she arrived. She rose through the opening in the floor, first her tricorn hat, then the high collar and epaulets of her long coat, a glyph-gloved hand planting itself on the wooden planks followed by a shin-high, laced boot. She lugged up her pack of tools and let it thump against the floor. She was winded with a sour look on her face. But such a face. Fenrir’s breath caught in his throat at the look of her. Freckles on pale cheeks. Eyes greener than his even. Orange-red curls sticking out from under her hat, chin-length near her face but held in the back by a braid that reached down past her backside. Tall and lean and regal.

	Fenrir was dumb-struck. In his thirty-two years, he’d fallen in love a few times over, but that had been before. Since walking out of the iron-clad gates of the penitentiary, Fenrir had barely even felt the stirrings of lust. He certainly felt them now, but this flood of desires was different. It was more than the purely physical because he was also drawn to what she was—a surveyor.

	They could take the title from him, strip him of his rank, remove his privileges, but he would always be a surveyor at heart. He had a soft spot for his kind. Only they understood the duality of their duties. How the distortions demanded fear and respect in equal measure, how there was only a half-truth to what the Church preached. And with this woman, there was yet another link between them. She was more than just a surveyor. As soon as she set foot on the tower platform, her eyes settled on the distortion. She was like Fenrir, gifted with another kind of sight, and like him, she hid it from a world that didn’t understand. She looked away, pretending she couldn’t sense it, then took note of Fenrir.

	“Surveyor Sophie,” she said.

	“Toller Fenrir,” he replied.

	A dewy shine kissed Sophie’s brow and upper lip. The morning was chill, but all the leather she wore did little to let her body breathe. Fenrir remembered that well and didn’t miss the feeling, but he longed for the garb nonetheless. He tried not to see his torn sandals, threadbare pants, or stained tunic.

	“You called in a potential distortion?” she asked.

	“I did. It’s over yonder.”

	Fenrir pointed, and Sophie squinted. She rummaged in her pack, fished out a detector and chalk, then headed towards the mote. She held the palm-sized brass circle in front and stared at the readout. Fenrir knew what she was seeing even without glimpsing the device. A little metal needle would be flipping from the low to the high end of the scale set behind the glass plating. As she approached the distortion, the needle would stay in the higher end of the range. Sophie stopped several feet from it, checked the readout, moved in an arc around it, rechecked the detector. She did this a few times before leaning down and setting the chalk on the wooden floorboards. Three white lines about two feet from the foul thing.

	Sophie returned to her pack and hoisted it up. She glanced around, and her eyes settled on the table Fenrir used as his desk. She strode over to it and deposited her pack on one of the two chairs. Then, she pulled out her equipment piece by piece, arranging each on the tabletop. Fenrir moved in and peered over her shoulder. He knew the shape and feel and heft of every item she handled. The memories came flooding back with each of them.

	 

	Fenrir was in the Pullton Estate in the upper city, using the arc torches to contain a distortion wildly out of control.

	Then he was on the dock, ripping up planks with a crowbar in search of an elusive distortion that was afflicting the rats.

	Then he walked the cobblestoned streets of Simetria in the late evening fog, planting freshly calibrated attuners to rods arranged throughout the city.

	His hands were coated in chalk.

	His fingers buzzed with the fresh ink of glyphs scribed into them.

	 

	Then, he was back on the tower with Sophie, struggling to contain the wail that wanted to erupt from his throat. How he longed for those days past, for what he had been. If only there was a way back, some means of redemption, but there wasn’t. Fenrir could never again be a surveyor. He’d committed the worst sin, sacrilege enough for any Simetrian but doubly so for a surveyor. His old life was gone. Yet he couldn’t keep himself from longing for the impossible. The best he could do was bury the want deep. Pretend it wasn’t there gnawing away at his soul, killing him by degrees.

	Sophie finished arranging her tools, stuffed a notepad and graphite stick in her pockets, and grabbed a set of rulers and protractors. She spent the next hour making meticulous measurements, and it was all Fenrir could do to not step in and assist. Instead, he sat at the table and watched her work from afar, resisting the urge to touch the trinkets set out before him. He trained his eyes on the object of her labors, the distortion she was attempting to pen in. Such strange phenomena. He’d spent years of his life in close proximity to them, in studying them, and yet he knew so little about them. They all did, mired as they were by ignorance.

	Sophie strode over to her pack. Fenrir sat up in his chair and watched her. He waited while she stowed her tools and stayed patient even after she took up the other seat and started to jot down notes, mumbling to herself. She had a habit of sticking the graphite pen in her mouth when she was thinking. It left a little stain of gray on her pale pink lips. She seemed lost in thought and almost unaware of his existence. He’d faded into the background of the tower, no doubt. His tanned skin and hair and clothes melding with the wood of the place. He was nobody and nothing to Sophie because, besides being a surveyor, the privilege trickled from her pores. She was a high blood. Most of her kind tended to play at work as clergyfolk or else bankers. But she was again like him, preferring the difficult and dangerous role of surveyor.

	Fenrir leaned forward and scanned through the notes written in her spidery script. She was struggling with a calculation, stuck on converting her measurements as viewed from afar to the physical extent of the distortion. They used a projection equation, but she’d forgotten to include the lensing constant. Fenrir was forbidden from touching the tools of his former trade, but that didn’t include the theory behind it. This was just text set to paper after all.

	Fenrir rose from his chair and came up behind Sophie’s. She was so focused on her work that she didn’t even notice. He extended his arm, and she jumped when it came into view. She twirled around with haughty annoyance written on her face. He smiled and tapped his finger on her notepad.

	“You left out the lensing constant,” he said. “That’s why the buffer zone is too large.”

	She glared at him then looked at the text below his finger. He moved it aside, and she craned forward and scanned it. Her eyes widened, then she set her graphite stick to the paper and furiously scribbled away. She struck through lines of numbers and symbols then made additions above and below. The page was a mess by the time she’d made her corrections, but she had the long-sought result. There it was, nestled at the bottom of the page, circled three times over. One radial yard. She tapped the graphite stick to the result and grinned.

	“That looks much better,” she said, glancing back up at Fenrir.

	He nodded, hands in pant pockets, waiting for the realization to dawn on her. It happened within seconds. Her smile faded, and her brow wrinkled.

	“How do you know about the lensing constant?” she asked.

	“I’m learned,” Fenrir replied.

	Her lips protruded. “Fine, keep your secrets, Toller, but how did you notice the distortion? It’s barely even there.”

	It wasn’t impossible for an ordinary person to observe the distortions or rather their effects, but it depended heavily on how potent a given foul mote was. Large ones could be spotted by the undulations they gave off, making the air ripple. They could be felt too by a subtle fluctuation in temperature or a kind of ethereal breeze. But one as faint as that in Fenrir’s tower? It was just a pin-prick. Impossible to detect without aid unless one was gifted with another kind of sense.

	“I’m observant,” Fenrir said.

	Sophie blew air through her nose at his claim.

	“I didn’t touch it,” he said, “if that’s what you’re concerned about. You can check me for affliction, if you like.”

	“Oh, I most certainly will, but first, I need to erect a ward around the bothersome thing.”

	He pulled back at her choice of word. Distortions were the stuff of nightmares, an awful curse set on their world, meant to be feared. Bothersome was a grave understatement.

	Sophie stood from her chair, grabbed her ruler and chalk, and headed over to the distortion. Fenrir watched again from afar as she inscribed the wooden floorboards of the tower with symbols meant to stunt the foul mote’s growth. She was careful and methodical such that the process took her another half hour. She groaned and held her lower back when she finally rose, her ward complete.

	Fenrir migrated over to inspect her work. The ward was elaborate—lines of equations repeated unnecessarily, arcs and curves where they weren’t needed, extra lines in empty spaces that required none. But the ward’s inefficiency, the excessive flourishes and wasted chalk, was eclipsed by its raw beauty. Sophie had made it a work of art precisely because of its imperfections. Fenrir gaped at it.

	It was already working. He could feel the difference. The tugging was lessened, and the wrongness ever so slightly diminished. She’d done well. She was skilled. He pulled his eyes away from her creation and searched her epaulets for signs of her surveyor rank. Navy blue. Tier 2. Very good. Almost as good as he had been.

	Sophie clapped the chalk off her gloves then moved back to her pack. She stowed some of her tools.

	“Take off your clothes,” she said, turning round with the detector in hand.

	Fenrir’s face flushed. The truth was, he was filthy. The shack he lived in was distant from the nearest water spout, so if he wanted to bathe, he had to pay a pretty penny at a local bathhouse. A toller’s work was blessed but not well compensated. Besides, he didn’t associate with anyone at the tower, lived alone, and kept to himself. Naturally, hygiene had gotten pushed to the wayside. He hadn’t been trying to impress anyone, until now.

	“Can’t you do it without me having to go through all that?” he asked.

	Sophie scrunched up her nose and shook her head. “Even a layer of cloth can interfere with the reading. Now, disrobe.”

	She was correct, according to theory, but in practice, the detector rarely encountered such issues. Still, there was no point in arguing. Fenrir sighed then removed his clothing more akin to rags than proper attire. When he got to his loincloth, he stopped.

	“That too,” Sophie said, angling her head at the area near his crotch.

	Fenrir’s face burned as he untied the knots holding his undergarment in place. The old and weathered fabric fell to his feet, and he cupped his genitals with his hands. It was the penitentiary all over again. He was less a person and more an object. Just a mass of flesh that the distortion could have embedded itself into. The skin or muscles or bones or organs mutated by the non-Euclidean into something horrible and strange. It slowly encroaching and transforming more and more of his body until it reached his brain and caused him to go insane. That was the fate of the afflicted. He shuddered at the thought of it and held back the torrent of horrid memories that rushed at him.

	Fenrir stared at the tower floor, trying his utmost to avoid making a scene. Sophie’s hand appeared in his line of sight holding the detector, and he latched onto the view for dear life. He focused on the glyphs inscribed into her glove. Brown leather with a white stitching. Surveyors took pride in their gloves, the styling and contents of the glyphs unique to each of them.

	Fenrir had paid a small fortune for his first pair. They had been black leather with red thread tracing his favorite axioms. He’d had a fetish for triangles in particular, and those had featured frequently in his attire and gear. Sophie’s gloves tended towards the geometric. Polygon nested in polygon in polygon, smaller and smaller until the sides of the shape met at a point. She moved around him, tracing every curve, hovering so close sometimes his hair felt contact. This went on for what felt like ages.

	When Sophie strayed towards his groin, she cleared her throat and looked up at him, her head tilted to the side to see him past her tricorn. Fenrir glanced down, met her gaze, and held it. Then he let his hands drop to his sides, and she inspected his delicate parts for signs of affliction. Of course, there was nothing to find. Fenrir hadn’t gone anywhere near the foul thing, but she couldn’t simply trust his word. When people became afflicted, the first thing they did was lie to themselves about the severity of their condition. No one wanted to believe it had happened to them, this curse that had no cure. The only way to free an afflicted was a mercy killing.

	“You’re clean,” she said.

	He grimaced at the word choice then grabbed his clothing and dressed. Sophie headed over to her pack.

	“The good news,” she said, over her shoulder, “is that the distortion is of mild potency. The bad news is, based on my preliminary measurements, it’s long-lived rather than ephemeral and likely to expand so that the tower will have to be abandoned.”

	She glanced at Fenrir. He didn’t give much of a reaction, as he’d suspected this would be the case. Even in the two hours since he’d arrived, the distortion had grown in volume. The question was, how fast would it grow? And what would the Church do without one of the three bell towers?

	“Will the Church be able to build a new tower quickly enough?” he asked.

	Sophie finished stowing her tools in her pack. She fastened the three metal and leather clasps then heaved it onto her shoulders. Her hat got nudged by the movement, and she readjusted it to have a slight angle down towards her face.

	“The Church won’t have a choice,” she said. “But fret not, it seems to be expanding slowly. I’ll know just how slowly once I’ve made more measurements. I’ll be back tomorrow and every day thereafter to check its progress.”

	Fenrir tried not to smile. Despite the fact that the distortion was a foul thing, it had given him something to look forward to. Yes, it would expand until it consumed the entirety of the tower. Yes, he would have to relocate to another tower to toll the precious bell. But it had also given him Sophie. A link to his old life. A reminder of his glory days.

	“I look forward to it,” he said.

	Sophie headed to the opening with the ladder, stepped down, then glanced up at Fenrir. “Since we’ll be seeing a fair amount of one another, maybe I’ll manage to unearth your secrets, Toller Fenrir.”

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Proclamation

	CONSTRUCTION OF A REPLACEMENT FOR THE MOST-HOLY SOUTHEAST BELL TOWER

	 

	WHEREAS, a foul distortion was observed on the platform of the Most-Holy Southeast Bell Tower on the fifteenth day of the ninth month in the year of our Lady five hundred and twenty-nine, and

	WHEREAS, the measurements of said distortion indicate the long-lived type of mild potency with expanding nature, and

	WHEREAS, the current Most-Holy Southeast Bell Tower will be rendered unusable in the near future;

	NOW, THEREFORE, be it resolved that I, Archbishop Torrington, do hereby proclaim the immediate construction of a new Most-Holy Southeast Bell Tower that meets the specifications for harmonious spaces as outlined in the Axioms of the Euclidean.

	And I hereby beseech the devout of Simetria to volunteer their time and effort for this most worthy and noble cause.

	IN WITNESS, WHEREOF I have hereunto set my hand and caused the Blessed Seal of Our Beloved Lady to be herein affixed.

	 

	Archbishop of the Church of Impermanence

	Reginild Torrington

	 

	The Rot of the Link protect us. The Hand of the Lady guide us.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	The Surveyor

	Sophie didn’t like the toller at first. He seemed like all the other low bloods. Dirty, simple, vacant. But then he’d mentioned the lensing constant and caught her attention. She was skilled, yet for all her ability, a toller had pointed out her mistakes. It was humbling, and if she’d been the prideful type, perhaps she would have despised him. But Sophie wasn’t like the other high bloods. She bore scars and deep-set wounds that had softened her. So instead of viewing Fenrir’s interference as a jab at her competence, she was intrigued.

	Sophie returned to the tower the morning after her first survey, and there Fenrir was, sitting at his table, waiting, freshly washed and shaven. His hair was the color of hay now and straight, reaching to his cheekbones in the front but shorter in the back. His clothes had been mended, poorly, but it was the effort that made her smile. He rose from his seat and nodded to her. With the dirt and grime gone, Sophie realized Fenrir carried himself too well for a low blood. Beyond that, there was something so achingly familiar about him.

	“Good morning,” he said.

	“Good morning,” she replied.

	Sophie took off her pack, carried it to the table, and rested it on the floor next to the seat she had used the day before. Two mugs steamed in the morning chill.

	“Would you like to rest before taking your measurements?” Fenrir asked, waving at the mugs. “The ascent is difficult, even without all that equipment.”

	“What’s this?” Sophie asked.

	She sat in the chair meant for her, pulled the mug towards her, and sniffed.

	“I’m sure you’re accustomed to better brews,” Fenrir said, taking the other seat, “but I thought you might appreciate the refreshment.”

	“Tea? How did you get that up here?”

	Her eyes scanned the tower then spotted a small barrel with a strap nearby.

	“The same as myself,” he said. “Hands and feet, rung by rung.”

	Fenrir grabbed his mug and took a sip. The way he gripped the vessel—holding the handle with just the thumb and first two fingers, using the other hand to support the base—confirmed her suspicions. Fenrir was well-bred. That begged the question, why was he serving as a toller? It was a blessed duty, true, but one delegated to the low bloods.

	“The gesture is thoughtful,” she said. “Many thanks.”

	They sat in silence and drank their dark and bitter drinks. Sophie gazed over the railing at Simetria. Despite the clouds and grayness of everything, it was beautiful in a melancholic way. Her eyes ran from the southern gate up through the main thoroughfare of the city. The buildings shifted from horrid lean-tos into sturdier constructions of wood and stone. Simple and practical but not beautiful. As the slope of ground signaled the transition into the upper city, the architecture morphed into a lovely thing. Expertly crafted stonework meant to last the ages. Ornate but with a focus on sharp edges and clear angles.

	This culminated in the grand palaces of the great families, which formed a kind of ring around the centerpiece of Simetria. Its pride and joy, the Church of Impermanence. It was topped by a massive dome, itself capped with a globe bearing a light that blazed unerringly. That light alone told them the Rot of the Link persisted over all these long years.

	Sophie’s eyes strayed to the two other bell towers further out, perfectly arranged to complete the symmetry in the city at large. How would the construction of a new tower affect the harmony of the alignment? One imperfection, one stone out of place, and the distortions might increase. Sophie didn’t envy the architects assigned this task.

	“If you’ll excuse me,” Fenrir said, rising from his chair, “I have to toll the bell.”

	“Of course.”

	“It’s quite loud,” he added.

	Fenrir moved to the center of the tower platform, grabbed the rope affixed to the massive bell, and pulled down hard. The sheer force of sound almost knocked Sophie out of her seat. He hadn’t been exaggerating. She clapped her hands over her ears and winced at the two dongs that followed. Then, Fenrir was back at the table already pulling out a parchment and graphite stick. Sophie rummaged in her pack for her notepad.

	The two of them spent the next ten minutes scribbling equations and drawing diagrams. Anything from the axioms would do—Archimedes, Hypatia, Euler, Fibonacci. The specifics weren’t as important as the act itself. The rituals were all about reducing the probability that the distortions would form. It was a means of reminding reality of its truest, purest state, that of the Euclidean.

	Sophie glanced at Fenrir’s work a few times, but his writing was too fine for her to make out the contents. After the ritual had been executed, Fenrir tolled the bell yet again, and Sophie took that as her sign to get to work. She finished her tea and pulled out her tools. Fenrir sat and watched, but something about how he looked at the devices told her they weren’t strange and mysterious objects to him. Less wonder and awe in his eyes and more of something almost like longing.

	“I won’t bother you for very long today,” she said, “I just need to ascertain if the distortion has grown or changed in any way.”

	She already felt it had, even before she’d reached the top rung of the ladder. A subtle but tangible growth. The bishops had told her the tower needed to be kept functional as long as possible. It would be weeks until a replacement was constructed.

	“Then, there are the wards to reenforce,” she added.

	Fenrir nodded and stayed seated while Sophie moved to the distortion with her supplies. She measured and remeasured the extent of the thing then set her chalk to wood. Her ward was solid, but it could be improved upon. After reporting her findings to the Church, she’d spent the rest of the previous day researching methods and techniques she could employ. Four hours she’d poured through old texts written by surveyors of the past before settling on an elegant, although controversial, addition.

	It would be difficult because it had to be exceptionally precise. She started by drawing dots on the outermost edge of the ward, one close to the rim then one a bit further then closer then further over and over again until she’d run the circumference of the ward. She repeated this, filling in another set of points between each of her previous ones. She made two more passes in this way until her dots traced a sinuous curve, a dashed approximation of a wave wrapped in the shaped of a circle. The Exalted Sine Function.

	Just when she was ready to connect the dots into a line and complete the addition to the ward, the tower floorboards creaked. She looked over her shoulder to find Fenrir staring down at her handy work, his eyes wide.

	“I’m bolstering the ward,” she said.

	She knew what this must look like to the uninformed. With the exception of circles, it was unusual to incorporate any form not composed of hard lines into a ward. Triangles, squares, pentagons, hexagons, whatever other polygon suited one’s fancy. Those were all commonplace, but what of this curving line that undulated? It looked borderline forbidden. Erring towards the non-Euclidean.

	“I know this seems odd,” she said, standing up, chalk still in hand, ready to scrawl, “but it’s permitted. And given the need to keep this distortion contained for as long as possible, I’m required to take unorthodox measures.”

	“A Sine Function?” he asked.

	Sophie’s face mirrored Fenrir’s now. Only learned members of the clergy studied the Exalted Functions. She didn’t understand how the man could know about the Sine Function let alone identify one in a ward.

	“How do you know it?”

	Fenrir’s eyes darted away, and he shrank. This was the version of him that she’d first met. The silent, sullen toller, but now, she saw that wasn’t the only Fenrir. There was another one, tucked away. It was the one who had found that miniscule distortion, knew the lensing constant, and could spy a Sine Function set in a ward.

	“I’m learned,” he replied.

	“As you said yesterday. But why would a learned man be living the very unlearned life of a toller?”

	Sophie put her hands on her hips and stared Fenrir down. He looked at the ground with defocused eyes.

	“It’s my lot in life,” he said.

	She sighed in exasperation and turned back to the ward. Fenrir headed to the table. Sophie spent the next ten minutes connecting the points with a smooth curve. Crest and trough, crest and trough, caging the distortion in tightly. She dusted off her hands, stowed her gear, and sat down at the table opposite Fenrir. She waited for him to glance up. After a few seconds, he did.

	“It’s not my intent to be deceptive,” Fenrir said. “You simply ask questions I cannot answer.”

	Sophie leaned forward. Fenrir moved to mimic her posture, chest to table, arms folded and flush with it.

	“But you want to tell me something, don’t you, Toller Fenrir? Otherwise, you wouldn’t bother to give me little hints as you do.”

	Fenrir smiled. “Be that as it may, Surveyor Sophie, I’m not at liberty to divulge the information you seek.”

	Sophie leaned back and crossed her arms. “Fine, as I said yesterday, keep your secrets.”

	She rose, hoisted her pack, and headed to the ladder. Fenrir followed. She went down a few rungs until only her head showed from the opening in the floor then stopped and looked up.

	“If you can’t tell me how you’re learned,” she said, “perhaps you’d be willing to share some of that learning regardless?”

	Fenrir’s eyes lit up, and he grinned wider than she’d seen thus far. The movement exposed his teeth, and those too gave him away. Straight and whole and well-maintained. Not exactly shining or whitened, but too good to for him have been raised as a low blood. There were many mysteries to this toller, and Sophie liked nothing more than tackling enigmas. She spent so much of her time and energy keeping her own horrid nature hidden. It was freeing to unearth others’ secrets for a change.

	***

	Every day, Sophie made the climb up the tower. Every day, Fenrir was waiting with two cups of tea and a smile that became more assured. As he grew comfortable with her, the toller-side retreated while the learned-side took center stage. They talked of distortions, of glyphs, of wards, of the tools of her trade. She showed him what each did. He listened attentively but refused to touch any. He said he was afraid to damage the blessed things. She knew he was lying. He wasn’t devout. That became clear when their conversations strayed to the Church.

	“A toller that doesn’t attend mass?” she said in mock horror.

	“The sermons are vague,” he replied.

	They leaned against the railing near the table, gazing out at the city and the Church. Sophie had finished her measurements on the distortion nearly an hour ago. This was becoming a common occurrence, her lingering.

	“And the chapel closest to my home is too crowded,” Fenrir added.

	“A true servant would take the pilgrimage to the next nearest chapel or the next.”

	Sophie smiled and laughed.

	“I prefer to read the sacred texts on my own,” Fenrir said, “rather than have a priest who doesn’t understand them lecture me.”

	“That’s not the same. You have to bathe in the wisdom of our Lady’s servants even if they are lacking in said wisdom.”

	“To maintain the Rot of the Link.”

	They both laughed. It was refreshing to be able to speak openly about the faults of the Church. It was something Sophie couldn’t do with anyone else. The politics of being a surveyor were fraught, and she had the added complication of also being the head of a great family ever since her father had passed the year before. She was watched at all times and had to be on her best behavior. It was exhausting.

	Sophie told herself she stayed to converse with Fenrir long after her duties were complete because he was inconsequential enough to not be dangerous. In truth, there was more to it than that. She liked him for him. And she learned from him. She brought texts with her that they poured over together. At first, simple ones for her to gauge the extent of his knowledge, which was expansive, then ones she herself struggled to digest.

	“This is where I found the suggestion to use the Exalted Sine Function for my ward,” she said, pointing to an entry in a tome on ward construction. 

	Fenrir leaned in and scanned the contents. They sat side by side at the table, close enough that their arms occasionally brushed.

	“Who made this entry?” Fenrir asked.

	“Surveyor Grimwool,” Sophie said. “He was tier 1 and lived a century past.”

	The theory behind the efficiency of utilizing a Sine Function as the outer layer of a ward is not well established at present. Normally, any curvilinear form is ill-advised in the construction of wards as such representations can cause the Euclidean and non-Euclidean to momentarily invert. Although these inversions tend to be short-lived, they cause the distortion to behave erratically henceforth. However, the Sine Function is an exception to this rule. This is perhaps related to the origin of said Function, which is fully Euclidean. Although the Function can appear curvilinear when plotted in x-y space, it is best understood in the context of a triangle of rights, such that the sine of an angle equals the side opposite over the hypotenuse.

	“This is obscure,” Fenrir said. “I’m surprised you found it.”

	Sophie scrunched her nose and shook her head. “And I’m surprised you understand a word of it, learned toller.”

	Fenrir blushed.

	“I can bring something still more obscure tomorrow, if you’d like,” she said.

	“If it’s not too much trouble.”

	Neutral words but eyes that begged her to do so.

	The next day, Fenrir was waiting for her at the tower’s base, in the street just outside the entrance. She stopped short on seeing him.

	“Is something wrong with the distortion?” she asked.

	Fenrir smiled and shook his head then looked at the ground. He wore a new tunic, simple, beige, adorned with nested squares stitched with red thread along the hem.

	“You mentioned bringing a new tome,” he said. “I wanted to offer to carry it or any of your supplies in return for the favor.”

	The attendant who sat at the tower’s base leaned back on his stool and glanced at them. There was a typical low blood. The dead eyes. The slouch of the shoulders. Such a contrast with Fenrir. Sophie heaved her pack off her back and handed it to Fenrir.

	“This climb is my least favorite part of my visits,” she said. “So by all means.”

	Fenrir smiled wider, lifted the pack with a grunt, and slipped his arms through the too-small straps. Sophie moved in and loosened the clasps until the pack sat more comfortably on Fenrir. They stood close, and she lingered longer than she needed to, pretending to fiddle with the clasps. She loved this feeling—the tension, the hum, the buzz of want. But did she want him? Or was she just rerouting her unfulfilled yearning for another?

	“There we are,” she said, patting the strap and his chest beneath it. “After you.”

	Fenrir gripped the pack and started the climb. The attendant went back to picking the dirt from beneath his nails. Sophie followed Fenrir. After a few minutes, they were both catching their breath on the tower platform. Sophie helped Fenrir remove the pack then placed it beside her chair. There was the tea already steaming in mugs. They sat and drank and snuck glances at one another.

	A pigeon landed on the railing near where the distortion laid. It strutted and migrated closer to the foul mote, but the creature was like Sophie. It, too, seemed to sense the wrongness. It escaped the tug of the non-Euclidean in a flutter.

	“It’s strange, isn’t it?” she said. “How animals can sense the distortions, but most people can’t.”

	“Most?”

	Sophie grinned, intertwined her fingers, and held them just hovering near her lips.

	“There are always exceptions,” she said. “And exceptional people. Like me. And you.”

	Fenrir’s eyes flitted from side to side before settling back on her. He didn’t deny her claim.

	“Any theories on how such people developed this new, keen sense?” she asked.

	Approaching the topic as idle curiosity. It was the right approach. Fenrir took the bait.

	“Perhaps it’s their way of responding to their environment,” he said. “Those who have this sense are better able to avoid the danger, which is a useful skill for survival. They proceed to pass on such abilities to their children, and their children do the same.”

	Sophie tapped her fingers against her lips. “A fascinating hypothesis, but I suspect it doesn’t capture the whole truth. There’s so little we understand about the distortions.”

	Sophie freed her fingers, stood, and rummaged in her bag before hefting a massive text from it. She walked to Fenrir’s side and cracked it open. Dust puffed out, and she waved it away with her hand.

	“I promised a tome,” she said. “This one is rather precious. Use care in turning the pages.”

	Fenrir drained the rest of his tea and slid the mug away. He moved his chair until he sat in line with the tome. Within seconds, he was engrossed. Sophie took the opportunity to do her measurements and touch up the ward. Even after twenty minutes had passed, Fenrir still devoured the contents of the book. He was voracious in his mind, more so than any of her peers. His hunger for knowledge drew her in. She leaned over his shoulder and glanced at what he read. Theorems and equations, obscure, ancient. She reached an arm out and tapped a line.

	“Your lensing constant,” she said. “This is the original calculation for it.”

	Fenrir nodded then seemed to take note of just how achingly close Sophie was. He avoided her eyes and tensed his shoulders.

	“There are other texts I wanted to show you,” she said, “but those are priceless and can’t leave the confines of the Church.”

	“That’s as it should be.”

	“Perhaps you go to them then?”

	Fenrir turned, and his eyes shot to hers. He held her gaze, stern and quiet.

	“I doubt I’d be welcome there,” he said after a space.

	“You’re a toller. You already serve the Church, and you’d be my guest.”

	Fenrir faced forward again and stared down at the tome. He smoothed the pages with a soft touch.

	“I’m afraid I have to turn down your gracious offer,” he said, “but I thank you for it, truly.”

	The next day, Fenrir met Sophie at the interface between the upper and lower city and walked with her to the tower. She didn’t comment on it beyond giving a wide smile, but it was enough. Every day thereafter, Fenrir was waiting for her on that cobblestoned street, and a steaming mug of tea did likewise on the tower’s landing. Sophie was restless to uncover Fenrir’s truth but knew he would tell her who he really was in time. A month passed in such a fashion. The distortion expanded.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Prayer for the Rot

	Blessed is the Rot—the Rot of the Link, the Rot of the body, the Rot of the world.

	The Rot of the Link is freedom, freedom from the tyranny the Others would thrust upon us.

	The Rot of the body is comfort, comfort in knowing we are free of affliction.

	The Rot of the world is purity, purity of space and time saturated in the laws of the Universe.

	Blessed is the Rot for it signals the Euclidean reigns.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	A Toast

	Fenrir dreaded the day he had to abandon the tower, not because of the distortion itself, but because of what else it signaled—the end of his time with Sophie. But it came nonetheless. A month they spent in each other’s company. Every day lighter. A trace of joy creeping back into his hollowed heart. Then, it was over. She made her final set of measurements, touched up her ward, and stowed away her tools for the last time. Fenrir looked on with despair.

	“The new tower is ready,” she said, sitting at the little table they’d shared.

	“So I was told,” Fenrir replied. He dug in his pant pocket, fished out a letter, and laid it on the table. “A messenger dropped it off yesterday. Complete with directions for where it is. As if I couldn’t see it clearly with my own eyes.”

	They both glanced at the duplicate tower not two buildings over. Sophie smiled and shook her head then leaned over and rummaged in her pack. She pulled out a cloth bag, a few objects wrapped in wax paper, and a wine bottle.

	“We’ll have to use the mugs,” she said, nodding at the wine. “My housekeeper wouldn’t hear of me taking proper glasses into the lower city.”

	Sophie was tight-lipped about her life outside of her work, but Fenrir had managed to piece together a rough approximation of who she was. High blood, which had been obvious from the outset, but also a member of a great family.

	“What’s all this?” Fenrir asked.

	Sophie opened the bag and unfolded the wax paper. Rolls, cheeses, dried meats. Plus, the wine.

	“We’re celebrating,” she said.

	Sophie pulled a knife from her belt and split a roll open. She held it out to Fenrir, who reached for it. She let her hand brush his as she passed him the bounty. Then, she was working on liberating a chunk of cheese and a slab of meat. Fenrir took the wine bottle in hand and inspected it.

	“It’s my family’s own,” she said. “Fresh from the cellar where it’s sat for probably decades. My father never liked wine so he didn’t do much to decrease the hoard we have squirreled away.”

	“And your mother?” he asked.

	Sophie’s smile faded, and she focused on her cutting. “I don’t know much about her preferences seeing how she died shortly after giving birth to me.”

	Fenrir winced at his misstep. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

	Sophie glanced up. Fenrir still held the wine bottle with no proper tool to unleash its contents. She came to his side of the table and took the bottle from him.

	“How would you be expected to know?” she asked. “There’s nothing to apologize for.”

	Sophie placed the bottle on the table, held the neck in one hand, and used the other to jab the cork with her knife. She pushed. The cork fell through, but at the last moment, the hand on the neck slipped. The bottle tilted and covered the tabletop with its amber fluid. Sophie tried to correct her mistake, but most of the bottle was already lost. She sighed and flopped into her chair.
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