
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
THE SAINT'S RISE 
 
IGNIFER CYCLE 1
 
 
Three thousand years ago the world fell into darkness, when the great black mouth of the Rot ravaged the land. Only a single child survived the devastation; an infant with a prophecy carved into his skin, promising the rise of a hero powerful enough to slay the Rot for good.
 
Now that child is a young man, beginning to question the meaning of his many scars…
 
Now those scars are hunted by a jealous King, ruler of a bizarre industrial city, where a thousand strange castes toil away like slaves…
 
Now a dark beast is watching, an Unforgiven, seeking to fulfill a promise made long ago…
 
And now the Rot has returned, its great black mouth growing large again in the sky, bringing chaos and fear to a world where no heroes endure…
 
The first book in The Ignifer Cycle, a new fantasy saga.
 



 
 
THE IGNIFER CYCLE
 
	The Saint's Rise
	The Rot's War (upcoming)

 
These and all Michael John Grist's other books can be found here. 
To hear when his newest book is out, receive 2 free bestselling books, and get access to special deals and giveaways, join the free newsletter.

 
Note – 'The Saint's Rise' is a thoroughly altered version of the book previously published as 'Ignifer's Rise' and 'Saint Ignifer's Rise'. 
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ARADABAR LOST
 
 
Avia fled through the ash-smothered streets of Aradabar, and the Rot's fiery black tongue swept close behind. Moth and Butterfly-castes thudded to the ground around her, their long bodies bursting on cobbled stone, their broad wings seared away. 
Through breaks in the city's skyline of glass library towers, Avia glimpsed the column of flame rising on the horizon like a brilliant orange flower painted on the sky. The mountain was erupting and soon the great city of Aradabar would be gone. Screams rang out from behind her, but there was nothing she could do.
They were all going to die.
She sped down the narrow alleys of the outer bookyards, striding over bodies already half-buried in volcanic dust, holding her newborn son close. The wounds in his face were scabbing now, intricate red lines she had carved with her own hand that would save or damn them all. 
"Help us, please!" voices called from a burning hut. 
She glimpsed children trapped inside, with hay-stuffed pillows held over their heads to protect against falling rock. She ran on. At a canal she came upon a thronging exodus of carriages and barges, filled with frantic denizens shouting to one another through the scalding ash. She slipped between their carriage wheels and ran across their jumbled barge decks. 
"Queen Avia!" a Man of Quartz called out, recognizing her, but she only pulled her hood tighter about her head and continued on, leaving them behind. 
"Where is King Seem?" he called after her. "Where is our King?"
Moments later his cries joined the eruption's cacophony, as the Rot found him.
In feverish glances she saw it above, a yawning black mouth in the sky, opening across the city like a second heaven. Fat black tongues spat out of it like dark lightning, pummeling the grand city King Seem had built from the dust. 
It was coming for her, and for her son. 
The boy was paling in her arms now, barely breathing in the dust-thick air, drained by the last scars she'd carved, but she could not stop now. She held his wounded face close and sped on, into the Hallows quarter. One of the Rot's thick tongues arced overhead, exploding a bookyard at the quarter's edge. Avia fell into shelter behind an upturned straw hut, amongst the ragged few possessions of some scholar come to Aradabar, seeking knowledge. 
That era was over now. 
Rubble pattered off the hut's fragile shell and she started away again, picking her way along blackened streets littered with bodies. Through the winding Hallows she ran until at last the cathedral rose before her, tall and ghostly through the fog of falling ash. 
She raced in along a cloister lined with figures carved from her dreams. The earth bucked and a column nearby cracked, crashing a lintel to the flagstones ahead. She darted round it and barged through the heavy double door to the cathedral nave. 
Inside the air was cool and dry, but spidering cracks were spreading up the high walls and over the vaulted ceiling, dropping a fine rain of plaster dust. The stained-glass window high in the end wall cast a bloody orange light over the disheveled lines of pews. 
She ran down the aisle toward it, her footsteps clacking like panicked knocks on a far-off door. At the end wall, she pushed through a small postern and out again into the hot air. 
The revenant arch stood in blood-red shadow behind the cathedral, and she ran to it. This was the first of the arches she'd ordered carved, where so many lines of strength converged. Its inner side was wholly carved with all the stories of Saint Ignifer, and as she drew near it began to glow with the Saint's faint blue light. She held up her son and felt the Saint's fledgling power move within him too, lighting a blue fire across the wounds carved into his face. 
So the Saint would rise.
The Rot felt the change too, and its roar shook the ground. Avia staggered closer to the arch even as a fat black tongue shot down and smashed through the cathedral roof like wet vellum, crushing the walls in a plume of swirling mortar-smoke. Slabs of cut stone shot outward like cannon fire, plowing furrows in the grave beds. 
Avia kissed her son's forehead as the Rot's tongue bounded near. She could feel its aching need like a sick pulse in her belly, with a thousand worlds churned to nothing and a thousand more to come. She stepped through the glowing revenant archway, into darkness.
* * *
A new world unfurled. 
Avia roused on a stone floor, swaying. Around her were the faint outlines of ruined structures, lapped by tides of frothy white mist. 
She rose, picking out the remnants of the cathedral wall she had passed through only moments ago, though it was different now. Its stained glass window was still resplendent, though the colors had faded with time. The jagged edges where the Rot's tongue had torn down the cathedral around it had been leveled smooth by rain, and the mounds of rubble to either side had become earthen lumps, crept over with brown vines. 
Three thousand years had passed, as the prophecy had predicted.
Through gaps in the drifting fog she glimpsed the night sky, and the deep black hole that was the mouth of the Rot, growing larger again.
The infant boy in her arms was breathing in faint pants now as the blue light faded from his scars. She tried not to think of the path that lay ahead of him, that she'd seen play out so many times. There was so much worse to come. 
She breathed warmth on his face then hurried over the cracked cathedral flags, holding him close. She circled round the end wall and entered the ruined cathedral through the open side where walls had once stood, leading into a misty clearing of mottled flagstones that had once been the nave. In the center of that barren space, she saw the Butterfly Abbess. 
She was knelt in prayer before the glowing stained glass, where the altar had once stood, beautiful in the window's colored light. Her long Sectile body swayed hypnotically, and her brilliant Butterfly wings twitched in time with whispered prayers.
Avia had seen her in dreams so many times before, the lone Abbess of that sad, lost cathedral, a waypoint on her son's path. It was here that he would begin to see, and everything would change. The thought stung her, yet the future was built of single steps, and she could only take the step that lay before her. 
She strode out before the Butterfly and spoke clearly in the orator's tones King Seem had taught her. 
"I have returned." 
The Butterfly twitched at the sound. Her compound eyes widened and refocused, settling on the dark ash coating Avia's clothes, on the bloody face of her child. She looked from Avia to the figure shown in the window and back. Then she rose on long Sectile legs, beating her wings gently at the fog as though for purchase. 
"Queen Avia?" she whispered. "Can it really be?"
"Of Aradabar," Avia answered, her voice ringing sharply through the chill white air, "and you must help my son."
 



BOOK 1. CASTES
 



 
 
THE CHILDREN I
 
 
The children had come. 
Sen stood in the grass before his mother's grave, in the shadow of the Abbey, looking at the scars on his hands. He was supposed to be at the front of the grounds by now, welcoming the children as they came in, but he wasn't ready for that. 
Instead he held his hands up to the fading evening light and watched as shadows dappled the tight white scar-lines that covered every inch of his skin. In places they ran with the natural lines of his body, in others they broke free and cut fresh alignments, telling the stories of long-dead heroes and their grand exploits.
He sighed. Interwoven amongst these tales, carved by his own mother's hand when he was just a baby and written in a language nobody had spoken for thousands of years, were the names of the children. 
Alam.
Daveron.
Mare.
Feyon.
Gellick. 
He waggled his fingers, and the scar lines danced. If he truly was special somehow, marked out for some heroic fate, he didn't feel it. He wasn't worth the risks the Sisters were taking, hiding him from the Adjunc. If the King only knew he was here…
He let that thought guide his gaze to the dark undergrowth of trees and bushes screening the Abbey's wall. His pack was hidden there, waiting for him. In thirty seconds he could have it, be over the wall and away from the Abbey, and the threat he posed to the Sisters just by existing would be ended.
But he didn't move. 
He wasn't sure if that was cowardice or curiosity. All his life he'd been hearing about the power of the secrets in his scars. Now five children really were here, and he could feel them already, the sense of their minds on the air. Different to the ever-steady calm of the Sisters, they felt chaotic and dangerous, like discordant voices calling out an alarm. 
He had to leave, but curiosity held him frozen, heart thumping painfully hard, until a tuneless whistle carried to him on the air, making the decision for him. 
He let his arms drop at his sides. That was Sister Henderson, whistling her way near. She was an upbeat Gawk, long-limbed and surprisingly nimble, and she'd certainly catch him if he ran now. Besides, he told himself, would it really hurt just to look at the children? He'd seen precious few castes in his time, and no children at all. Maybe he could spy on them without even showing himself. There was no special danger in that. 
He started walking back through the graves to meet the Sister, joining the chalk-white gravel path as it circled round the shady Abbey's side. To either side the graveyard stretched away in mottled headstones and uneven brown railings; the realm he'd grown up adventuring within. Every chip of stone and shard of rust was known to him, like a second skin atop his scars.
He met Sister Henderson halfway to the Abbey front lawns. In the weak light she looked like a phantom scarecrow, so long and tall, her horse-thin Gawk's head standing high on her lanky neck. 
"In the graveyard, then," she said, arching one eyebrow dramatically. "How morose."
Sen snorted. Sister Henderson always knew exactly what to say to poke a hole in his grander thoughts. "I was thinking."
She nodded. "Of course you were. A lot to think about, I'm sure. Fate and destiny and such things."
She took nothing seriously. 
"Don't tease me."
"But Sen, you're so easy to tease. And look, you're a mess." She leaned in and picked some bits of dust from his tousled black hair. He tolerated it as she swept his hair first to one side, then the other. "What have you been doing, trying to dig up graves?"
"I did my chores, then I took a walk in the yard." 
He wasn't going to tell her how close he'd come to climbing over the wall and fleeing, without even saying goodbye. 
"And you didn't wash again since?" Sister Henderson asked, plucking a miniscule grass seed off his shoulder and holding it up like evidence of a crime. "Honestly, you'd think I was your chambermaid. Now come on, destiny waits."
She held out her hand, and resentfully he took it. He was too old for this, thirteen going on fourteen, but it was usually better not to argue with Sister Hen. 
They went together back through the graveyard, passing between jumbled ranks of ancient tombs, here and there studded with rain-worn statues of Saint Ignifer. Soon they rounded the corner of the Abbey's cathedral, and the grounds spread out before them; a broad expanse of grass stretching down to the pond and the black iron gates, bounded by tree-lined walls. Up the middle ran the white chalk path to the sacristy, beside the cathedral.
Four of the children were sitting around a trestle table beneath the oft tree in the middle, being lectured by the Moth Abbess. Her large brown wings were spread open like she always held them at sermon, and her compound eyes glinted as though moved by the passion of the Heart. No doubt she was sharing with them the importance of the roles they would play. 
But it was easy not to think about that, now, because the children fascinated him. Their violent, clashing thoughts were stronger, hinting at histories Sen could only guess at. They were from castes and districts he'd only ever read about in books. He forgot to be careful and just stared. 
A Moleman, a Balast, a Blue and an Induran.
The Moleman was short and compact, wearing the white-tubing suit of an unfealted usury butcher. Deep gray fur ran over his head, snout, paws, and tail snaking out from under the chair. At his waist hung a large round metal fob, which he turned steadily through his fingers. Sen knew that one day it would hold slivers of his debtor's flesh. The feeling rising off him was clinical and cold.
This was Daveron. His name was written on Sen's left forearm.
Beside him was the Balast, a hulking man of stone, with arms and legs as thick as oft-boles. The Moleman looked like a doll by comparison. He had a cragged, bald slate-gray head, atop a body that shone like rain-slicked dog-iron. Gellick.
Sen watched him moving, miming the actions to some story with exaggerated sweeps and jerks, speaking in a deep and abrading voice. It reminded him of the refectory grindstones milling chaff. The sense of him was warm and simple, like the pond's sun-warmed shallows in summer.
"Balasts are not supposed to live outside the Calk," Sen said to Sister Henderson quietly. "He'd be transported back if they found him. How did you get him here?"
"Secret tunnels," said the Sister, and winked.
Sen frowned. 
"All right, in a rickshaw with a blanket over him. Adjunc rarely stop them, because what low caste could afford one?"  
Sen considered that. "And my mother chose him."
"She chose them all," Henderson said and pointed. "The ladies too, Feyon and Mare."
The two girls sat side by side at the table, though they were of very different castes. On the right was Feyon, a Blue-skinned girl from the Roy, unlike anything Sen had seen before. She wore an intricate white dress of puffs, ruffles, and silvered linings, making her look part winter frost, part chiseled pearl. Her red hair was turned in elaborate hanging curls, framing a face so beautiful it almost hurt to look at, matched with a sense of elegance and sweet refinement. She was leaning subtly away from the low-caste girl at her left. 
Sister Henderson chuckled. "Prettier than chopped potatoes, yes? You're blushing, Sen. The other one's spied you, though."
The second girl was an Induran Deadhead, Mare, wearing one of the Abbey's black cassocks. She glared right back at him. The left side of her head was deflated inward like a rotten pumpkin, as though half her skull had been hacked out. Her face on that side looked melted, sagging over her left eye and dropping her lip slack, though it was hard to make out through her thicket of matted hair. She seemed like a snarl, something slithering in the dark.
"Watch out for that one," Sister Henderson said. "She's as bitter as old bark."
"What happened to her?" 
"Molemen took her brain. Now shall we?"
Sen nodded. He'd been seen, and there was no point in trying to run now. They started across the grass. 
"There should be five," he said as they walked. 
"Very astute," said Sister Henderson. "There will be. The fifth is late, Alam. Now you can welcome them."
As they drew near to the trestle table, the Abbess stopped her lecture, pulled in her wings, and gestured Sen to come forward. 
He didn't know what he wanted to say. On one hand, he wanted to know all about them. What was it that had made them special, why had his mother chosen them, what purpose would they all serve? But at the same time, he knew there were no answers to any of that, because none of it was true. 
So run? Welcome them? Introduce himself?
He stepped in front of the children and felt their attention focus like a kind of heat. The Blue-skinned girl gave a little gasp at his scars. The Moleman's eyes narrowed. They would all know, now, the price the King would pay if he heard about his scars. 
"You shouldn't be here," he said abruptly. 
The Deadhead gave a loud laugh. 
The words took Sen by surprise too, coming louder and more confidently than he'd expected, but surely this was the right thing. "I'm sorry, but it's true. This place isn't safe for you, or for the Sisters with you here. You see my scars, and you know what being near me means. You should all leave while you can."
The words hung in the cool spring air between them. Sen glanced sideways at the Abbess, but read nothing on her polished Sectile face. Of course. Perhaps she'd even expected this.
He turned back ready to say more, but now the Blue girl was rising smoothly to her feet. Her dark eyes had gone very wide, focused on his face like she was drinking him in. He could feel her fear changing to excitement.
"Feyon Gravaile of the Roy Gravailes," she said in a tart, breathy voice, then dropped into a curtsey, spreading her skirts like a crumpling white cake. "And I am not afraid, as no Gravaile would be." Tiny silver bells in her hair chimed as she moved.
Sen frowned at her. He hadn't expected this. "It's not some kind of challenge. It's just a fact. It isn't safe, for you, me, or the Sisters." He looked to the others. "None of you should stay, for all our sakes."
"There is no danger for me here," the Moleman said smartly. "Nor in any affairs of caste. The Molemen are exempt."
"Maybe not for you, but why stay?" Sen pressed.
"Your Abbey has offered to pay my cost as a usury butcher," said the Moleman, as though that answered everything.
Sen glanced again at the Abbess, expecting some small sign of victory on her face, but as before she gave nothing away. Instead he turned to the Balast. 
"There's no exemption for you. Why are you here?"
The stone boy took a long moment to answer, the gears of his mind turning slow. "I can't go back to the Calk," he said eventually. "I'll calcify."
"You'll calcify here too."
"No," said the Balast firmly. "It's different here. It's quiet; the air is clear. I won't end up like the others."
Sen studied the boy's intense expression, feeling the open warmth that radiated off him ripple briefly. There were dark depths underneath; the faint impression of a caste kept shrouded in their white-lime Calk district like shambling, distant ghosts. Sen shuddered and turned to the Deadhead girl. 
"And what about you? Why would you stay?" 
She smiled back at him crookedly and spoke, her voice a dull slur through her sagging lips. "I suppose I like the flowers."
"What flowers?"
She gestured vaguely around them. "Take your pick." 
A moment passed, and Sen accepted the reality before him. He hadn't really believed the children would arrive, but now they had. He hadn't really believed he would see them, even speak to them, but now he had. They wouldn't leave, and that left him with the only other choice; he would have to leave first. 
Already he began planning it out. A quiet day from hereon, keeping his head down, until night fell and he could sneak away. There would be no evidence he was ever here, just a few scraps of testimony if any of these children chose to sell him out, which the Sisters would surely survive. 
Then he sensed something new.
It was a sharp bite at his mind that tasted of bitter rage. He turned. A boy was entering the Abbey through the gates at the bottom of the chalk path, flanked by a Sister on either side. He was thinner and longer-proportioned even than Sister Henderson, with an elongated chin and arms that came down to his knees. He wore pipe-thin trousers and a brown tunic smudged with grease. A Spindle from the artisan's streets of Carroway. 
And he burned with anger. It was plain even on his face, in his teary eyes and uncanny white pallor. Sen felt it like a force in the air. 
"That's Alam," Sister Henderson said quietly from behind. "He's the fifth."
Sen started forward down the path. He didn't know why, he just knew he had to meet this boy head-on. As they drew near the feeling intensified, making Sen's cheeks hot and his eyes prickle. A flurry of wild images flashed through his mind: Molemen in the street, a room full of gears, his father's face drunk-red and lined with tears, begging. 
It left him confused. What father?
Sen stopped, and the boy stopped in front of him. He was panting, his long fingers curling and uncurling into fists. He towered over Sen, his stretched face was blotchy with crying, and his eyes were unfocused. 
"What happened to you?" Sen asked.
The boy's round brown eyes focused on him, then that focus sharpened, and Sen felt it as he realized what he was seeing. Scars, the likes of which he'd never seen before. Scars on Sen's cheeks, on his forehead, over his nose and running down his throat, scars that made him an outlaw in the King's city, hunted by the Molemen and the monstrous Adjunc, scars that could be worth a fortune when handed over…
Sen saw it coming a second too late, as the Spindle boy's rage sharpened into a fine point and lashed out. 
The blow from his bony fist smacked Sen on the side of the head and sent him reeling off the path. More images burst across his thoughts, of hands stretching through a fence that were his father's hands, of a long and shameful walk led by bloodless Molemen and an overwhelming anger, then he was himself again. On his knees on the dry spring grass, he watched dizzily as the Spindle ran back down the path.
Without thinking, he lurched to his feet and gave chase. He caught a glimpse of Sister Henderson running toward him, but she would be too late. Sen hit the chalk path and his feet pounded the dust like a heartbeat, while the rest of the world closed in. His vision was blurry and his mind reeled, but he could just pick the taller boy out, nearly at the gate already. Sen pumped his elbows hard, thumped his feet down on the path, and reached the gates just as the Spindle was about to straddle the top. 
He leaped and snagged the boy's ankle with one hand, wrenching him off the metal frame like a wind-plucked apple. The long boy fell with an awkward thud into the dust, and Sen threw himself on top at once, batting away long arms and throwing wild fists into his thin face.
Alam's nose crunched and blood splashed out into the white dust, bringing with it more images of the Molemen, of the gear factory, of a father's pitiful face. There was a disconnected buzz in Sen's knuckles as they rose and fell, pounding until the images stopped and the boy beneath him went slack and still. 
Then Sister Henderson was there, scooping him up with one arm round his belly and hauling him away. 
 



 
 
MOTH ABBESS I
 
 
Strange.
Sen sat at the trestle table looking at his hands in his lap. They were wrapped in tight white bandages and seemed alien to him. He'd never hit anyone before. He'd never become so angry, so quickly. 
After the fight Sister Henderson had cleaned his knuckles with stinging fluid and wrapped them tightly, barely talking. Other Sisters had led the children away, and carried the Spindle to the infirmary. Sen had sat and watched while the thumping grew in his head. He felt sick.
One of the Sisters pressed a clay cup of water into his hand. He drank it, then gently touched the cool clay against the swelling lump on the side of his head.
Was this what his mother had planned? 
He heard a sound nearby and turned. It was the Blue-skinned girl chattering to the Balast, her high voice like the morning song of larks. They'd come back.
"…and if he'd hit me like that, I'd have walloped him good too, and my father would bring his troops just to see him spiked, and then…"
He tried to ignore her. He tried to focus on what had happened, on the Spindle's attack, on his response, on the images he'd seen. If it all meant something, a lesson he was supposed to understand, then he was failing this test. All it did was reinforce his decision to leave. His scars were just too much temptation. 
He would go right now, if it weren't for Sister Oppery pacing a wary circle around him, round and round, her footsteps falling in and out of time with the painful throb in the back of his head. 
"How's the Spindle?" he asked the Sister, on one of her revolutions. 
"Well enough," was all she said. She never spoke much. 
"It was a good effort," came a voice from his side. The dark-skinned Deadhead girl was standing there, and he shuddered. She was hard and wiry throughout. Mare. Up close her swarthy skin made her look like a withered old root, barely clinging to life, and the sunken side of her skull made him feel ill. "At least if you were trying to get yourself killed."
He barely understood what she was saying, her voice was so slurred by the sag in her lip. "What do you mean?"
She looked down at him with half a frown. "I mean, you made a show of yourself down at the gates. You want the Adjunc to see you down there, get us all killed too? Do it somewhere else next time. And why did you even bother?" 
Sen tried to understand her meaning through the thick guttural accent. Still the question didn't seem to make sense. "I had to. He'd seen me. He was going to call the Adjunc."
The Deadhead laughed. It was a faintly putrid sound. "You think they'd listen to a Spindle? He's nothing to them. They'd kill him for the trouble."
"I…" he began, then stopped. Perhaps she was right. Everything he'd learned about Adjunc told him they didn't much value low-caste testimony, not even about scars. They'd just kill and skin everyone involved. 
The girl cocked her Deadhead to the side, and the sun caught her disfigurement at odd angles, making her look devilish. "You didn't think of that? Or you were enjoying beating his face too much?"
He frowned up at her. It hurt to frown. "Enjoying it? Why would I?"
She laughed again, gurgling now. "Perhaps you'd be surprised what people learn to enjoy. Perhaps not. You kept hitting him after he was unconscious. Why?"
He opened his mouth to answer, but couldn't find the words. Had he? It was all such a blur still. "I need to think," he said quietly. 
She snorted. "You're lucky. On the street you'd get no chance to think. The Spindle would have killed you, or one of his friends would. He's twice your size."
He met her eyes. She was enjoying this, and that annoyed him. "Are you having fun, now? Is this what you've learned to enjoy?" 
She grinned, and there was a delighted sparkle in her dead eye now. That she'd successfully baited him, perhaps. "This part is the most fun. You're like an oyster, waiting to be shucked. One slip of the knife, and shhhlluk," she made a sucking sound, "out you pop. All your money and luck forgotten in the dust. Because in the dust, we're all the same. From me to you to the Molemen filth over there, we're mogrifers and butchers all." She pointed to Daveron, then to her sunken head, and grinned. "They did this to me. I'd do it to you in a heartbeat, for the right price."
He didn't have any response to that. 
"He'll not forgive you, you know? The Spindle. His kind hold a grudge for life, they say. You're not getting over that." She spat in the chalk, then pointed absently at his scarred arms. "You should cover up more."
He wrapped his hands around his forearms, suddenly self-conscious. Of course, she was right. Sitting out here in full view of he gates, with his scars on display... 
She chuckled. "A bit late now." Then she turned and wandered away. Sen rolled down his sleeves anyway.
"Never mind her," came the high sweet voice of the Blue girl. Feyon. She was leaning over the trestle table and gazing at him with those wide, dark eyes. Something about her made him dizzy. "I thought you were amazing, so dramatic!" She cheerfully mimed throwing punches. "Bang, down he went."
Her excitement unnerved him. "I didn't mean to…" 
"And she's right," Feyon went on, "your scars are amazing, so rebellious! Can I touch them?" She reached out one dainty hand across the table. Her fingernails were painted with delicate flower petals. The thought of her touching his skin seemed wrong, and as she drew near he got a sharp sense of something stunted inside her. 
"I don't," he mumbled, drawing away, "you shouldn't…"
"Just one touch?" 
It was too much. He pushed away from the table and walked away. Sister Oppery's eyes widened as he stalked past, but she made no move to stop him. He walked until he was back in the graveyard shadows, standing before his mother's grave. 
Quiet.
His panting disturbed the peace of that place, and he forced his breathing to still.
Avia IHE, read the grave. In the Heart's Embrace. 
"Did you know this would happen?" he asked quietly. "Did you plan this too?"
Of course, there was no answer. His mother was dead, and it was time he truly let her dreams die. He was thirteen years old, and it was time to take responsibility for what he was. 
He didn't look back at the Abbey. It wasn't home any more, not safe for him or any of the Sisters while he remained. Instead he picked a path smoothly through the graves and slid into the undergrowth by the wall, to where his pack was waiting. 
Sister Henderson was waiting there too. 
She stood in the shadows, holding his pack in her hands like a sallow ghost. 
"I'll give it to you," she said. There was no mockery in her voice now, only sadness. "I'll bless you on your way, only talk to the Abbess first, Sen. That's all I ask. Please."
His heart raced. It suddenly seemed there was something very large in his throat, too big to swallow but blocking him from saying anything. It was a shock to see her, but it was more than just that. Her being here meant they'd known all along what he'd been planning. 
"Please, Sen," Sister Hen said. 
He didn't trust himself to speak now. A moment earlier he'd expected to never see her or any of the Sisters who'd raised him again. Now there was this. He owed them this.
He turned and walked back the way he'd come.  
* * *
The Moth Abbess admitted him to her office in the chancel at once. 
She was seated behind her desk with her dusky brown wings folded neatly to either side, their shades of brown blending with the rows of ancient leather tomes lining the walls. Summery light bled in through the narrow side window, lined with fresh hawkenberry blooms. 
Sen stood before the desk on the bare wooden floor; fists clenched. The cool, calm sense rising off her was no match for the turmoil in his mind. 
"You saw Sister Henderson," she said. It was part question, but there was no real question in her tone. She knew, just like he knew, what was coming next. 
"Everyone in the Abbey almost died today, Abbess," he said flatly. "I won't be responsible for that."
The Abbess' domed face remained still, her compound eyes focused on him, her fingers flexed in a steeple before her. "So don't be. Sit." 
He didn't sit. So many times he had followed her instructions before, always daunted in this office, the memories stretching back in a blur. He'd cried about his mother's death here, a period he barely remembered. Here he'd been chastised for using Sister Henderson's rock cakes in his homemade catapult. Here he'd come to be tested on his knowledge of the stars and the city. 
For a long moment they gazed at each other, until at last he turned away and looked out of the window. He wouldn't sit, but she was always better at staring. Moths had no eyelids, after all.
"You're right, of course," she said eventually. "About the risks to this path. Our faith is our sacrifice, and we welcome it, while your scars mark you out. The children face no such fate. They don't deserve to die for our decisions, do they?"
Sen frowned slightly. There seemed a trap loaded into that statement, as there often were with things the Abbess said.
"They came," he said tentatively, "but you're right, they didn't know. That's why I have to go, to keep them safe too."
The Abbess nodded. Her expression didn't change. "To keep them safe, too."
He felt the steel jaws of the trap closing in. Probably he should never have come back, should have just ran for another section of wall and left without his pack, leaving Sister Henderson standing there winsome and alone. 
But he hadn't. He owed his life to the Abbess, to the Sisters, and he owed them the respect of explaining why, even if it was a trap. 
"What is it you want to say, Abbess?"
She watched him for a long moment. Her eyes were like stained glass windows, betraying no emotion. The feeling of her mind was cool and ordered, as always. Judging, weighing, measuring.
"I believe that if you leave today, the boy Alam will be dead by this time tomorrow."
There went the trap. He didn't recognize it yet, didn't understand what the boundaries of it were, but knew he had to get out before its teeth became solid.
"I didn't beat him that badly. A few punches in the face; he'll be fine. He won't die." 
"Not from the fight," the Abbess agreed. "But still, he will die."
"How?" 
The Abbess shuffled the wingstack at her back, a kind of Sectile shrug. "You already know how. I know you spoke with Mare, the Induran."
Sen gritted his teeth. There was no use denying a truth. "The Adjunc will kill him for false reporting."
"They will. I believe he will report you. You will flee. Then when they raid the Abbey he will die." 
Sen felt the trap solidify around him. Still he tried to flail a way out. 
"So let him die. He can make his own choices."
The Abbess studied him curiously. "Let him die? It's possible. Yet the Adjunc will still raid the Abbey, Sen, and they will not be gentle. Many of the Sisters are frail, and certainly some will suffer badly, if not die." 
Sen sagged. There was the linchpin in the argument.
The Abbess inclined her head. "You care about the Sisters. That does you credit, Sen. Many in the city would not, for all the varied castes we represent. But you don't care for Alam. Why?"
He didn't bother to look up. "He tried to sell me."
"And why is that? What do you know about him?" 
Sen blinked, as images from the fight trickled back; hands reaching through the railing, drunken sobbing in the night, such an intensity of rage. He looked up. "It was something to do with his father. And Molemen."
"Unfortunately, yes." The Abbess steepled her fingers, as was her manner, and spoke over them. "Molemen came for his father's gear manufactory last night, as part-repayment for a long-held debt. It seems Alam's father also sold the skill in his arms to mogrifers in the Manticore, so they took him too, and will lathe out that skill for full repayment. It happened early this morning."
Sen sagged a little more. "It happened this morning? That's awful. Will he live?"
"No. To fully lathe the skill from his muscles, the mogrifers will have to extract every fiber leading from his arms to his mind. That is not survivable."
Sen tried not to imagine what such a lathing process would be like. The Molemen mogrifers were famously cruel, just like their cousins the usury butchers. With that in mind, it was hard to remain so callous about Alam. If it was one of the Sisters at risk, wouldn't he do everything he could to save them? 
"So it's not fair to let him die," he said quietly.
The Abbess clacked her hard-shelled fingertips together thoughtfully. "Let's see. Would it be a painful death?"
Now Sen felt his legs weakening, and slumped down in the chair. "The worst. On the spike off HellWest."
The Abbess nodded, satisfied. "Yes, I expect so. Every bit as painful as the tortures the Sisters would face."
Sen dropped his gaze to his hands, wrapped in their bandages, and felt ill. They trembled slightly. It was a good trap and he couldn't argue with it. 
"We can't save his father, can we?" he asked, already knowing the answer
The Abbess shook her head. "We live on the King's forbearance, Sen. We don't have the power or the money to take an action like that, though we have tried." 
"How did you try?"
"Offers to the mogrifers. Offers to the Molemen. Even offers to Alam's father to pay his debt. He was too proud."
Sen closed his eyes, ready to surrender. "So what do you suggest? To save Alam?" 
The Abbess leaned back expansively, the chair creaking beneath her. "There are certainly options. A temporary imprisonment is possible, though I doubt we could trust that, as Alam would only nurse his anger, to unleash it upon us at the first opportunity. Failing that, we could imprison him indefinitely. For the rest of his life, in theory. It would be a miserable life, consumed by hatred and grievance, but he would be alive, and you could be free."
It didn't sound like freedom to Sen. It sounded like an awful kind of bondage. He almost felt like laughing, that this could possibly have been his mother's plan. 
"Or…?" he prompted.
"You tell me, Sen."
"Or I stay," he said, his voice rough. "Maybe I can do something to change his mind. Or, well…" he trailed off. 
"Well what?"
"I kill him. Or he kills me."
The Abbess nodded. "Yes, I believe those are the only options, though for obvious reasons I prefer the first. The Saint was always interested most in unifying the various castes."
Sen rubbed his eyes. Unifying the castes was a pretty story, but you only had to see the way Mare looked at Feyon with blank hate, the way Daveron judged them all as pieces of meat, to know unification was never going to happen, not in the real world. 
"That's a fairytale. I've hardly seen the city and I know the castes will never work together."
"And is the Rot a fairytale?" The Abbess asked calmly, pointing out the window. In the sky outside, flanked by white hawkenberries grown up through the sacristy's ivy, there hung the black hole of the Rot, burning like a dark twin to the sun. 
Sen shook his head. The Rot was the Rot, and nothing to do with him, no matter what his mother had decided to carve into his skin. What mattered was keeping the Sisters safe. 
"So we imprison Alam," he said, more firmly than he felt. "Until I resolve things with him. Then I leave."
The Abbess smiled sadly. "Yes, then you leave."
 



 
 
ALAM I
 
 
Alam couldn't sleep. He lay awake in a strange room, in a strange Abbey with a strange boy covered in scars, and a Moleman, and so many women all dressed in black like they thought his father was already dead and were in mourning. He could barely close his eyes.
He hated them all, with a dull ache that pulsed in time with the pain in his nose. The hatred squirmed deep down in his belly, but what could he do now? He was useless, beaten by a boy half his size, even as he tried to run. 
The fleeting images danced through his mind again, from the instant he'd struck the scarred boy in the head. They were flashes only, like fragments of a dream upon waking. In one there was a woman behind him and he was looking out over the immense swell of the city. In another he was standing before a gravestone, feeling utterly alone. They came and went like swells on the Levi River, unpredictable. Perhaps it was a kind of witchcraft, and witches were for the spike. 
Then the image of his father's hands returned, and the strange feeling curdled. All the previous night his father had talked, like words were a sickness he couldn't stop vomiting up. Sitting in the courtyard of the gear manufactory he'd once owned, he'd talked about everything Alam was going to achieve, all the wonderful things he'd accomplish and how best to do them. 
"The simplest path," his father said again and again, holding up a basic transverse gear assembly and turning it, "the gears take the simplest path Alam, and so should you. Follow your caste, follow the path laid out for you, don't fight your caste and end up like me." 
It made Alam feel sick.
It went on like that through the night, through tears and ale and more gears. When the three Molemen arrived with the dawn, in their sharp red tubing outfits the color of blood, it was almost a relief.
"I have three hours yet!" his father shouted at them drunkenly. "Give me that."
The Molemen stood back, and his father took Alam by the hands, his hunger for some unknowable connection steaming off him like a fever. "You understand, don't you Alam? You need a skill, son, and a path. Everyone needs a path. But not the gears, they're not for such as us."
They walked the streets together, followed by the Molemen at their back, and though it shamed him, Alam had only wanted to get away. His father had changed in the past months, becoming weak, drunken, and feeble. He'd wept at night, grown lackluster at his work, the shine gone from his eye. 
"You'll find your way, I know it," his father repeated. "You won't end up like me."
It had disgusted Alam. His father had always been strong, and proud. Once he'd picked up an Appomatox and thrown him bodily from the manufactory, for impugning the quality of his gear-teeth cuts for reasons of caste. Alam had never felt prouder. Now he just wanted it to be over. 
At the Abbey gates his father had clung on to the railing, reaching through the metal to hold Alam's hand one final time, despite the Molemen pulling him away. In that final moment, Alam hadn't given him his hand. He couldn't bear to endure another second. The man he knew as his father was already gone, leaving this sniveling, debt-broken man, and he had to escape before the sickness infected him too. 
The walk up the Abbey path had been a blur to him, until he saw the boy with the scars. 
In that moment everything had changed. It was like seeing a fat purse full of money in the street, enough to save the manufactory, save his father's arms, save his life. Things could go back to the way they'd been before, and all he had to do was run. 
So he'd hit the boy and run. The Molemen were still within reach, yet to board a carriage across town, and he could stop them. They would listen to what he had to say, they would make a deal, and everything would be…
Then the scarred boy had snatched that chance away. He pulled him from the gates and beat him in the dust, just as weak as his father. Alam hated him for that more than anything. 
But now it was dark, and the Abbey was quiet. His father had told him to take the simplest path, and he still could. It wasn't too late; it could be days before they took his father to the Manticore for lathing. Perhaps there was still time to pay off his debt, using the scarred boy's skin as collateral. He just had to escape the Abbey without being seen.
 He rose from his cot and started for the door.  
* * *
Morning came and Sen rose early, as was his habit. He washed at the stone lavers in the corridor outside his room on the sacristy second floor, put on his rough tunic and pants, and headed down to work in the vegetable gardens. Perhaps there were other things he could be doing, and it seemed strange to continue with his chores as if nothing had happened, but he didn't know any other way to be. 
He hadn't run from the Abbey in the night, as he'd thought he would for so long. He didn't have any plan for dealing with Alam yet, or the others. So he would do his chores, and spring meant pruning potato leaves, weeding, trimming down beetroots. It had always been an enjoyable time, when his mind felt clearest because he was mostly alone.
It didn't clear his mind now. There were too many possibilities in the air, too much at stake. Several times he caught himself digging in a spot he'd already dug, trimming a stem he'd already trimmed. 
Several of the Sisters went by, headed for their morning chorister in the cathedral, and he felt them passing like boats out at sea, without having to look, each a comfortable, familiar presence, but distant now. Once they'd been the same as him, all bound to the Abbey by the same ties, but not any more. 
He was different, now. 
Soon their voices swelled out from the cathedral's open doors in a beautiful chorus, their harmony raised up for the glory of the Heart. A pair of fetchlings shook loose from the cathedral's lower eaves, and Sen tracked their bright plumage upward, past the cathedral's flying buttresses spread out like Sectile limbs bracing a vast body, up the cathedral tower as it stretched in white Hasp stone into the pale blue sky, to where the black mouth of the Rot hung, burning darkly. 
I believe you will, the Abbess had said. But will what?
He was first to breakfast, laid out for him and the others at their trestle table in the grounds. He padded over on the dewy grass, noticing the thin frame of Alam sitting down at the pond, gazing through the gates. Two Sisters sat either side of him like prison jailers. 
Sen stood by the table for a time, watching him, feeling the low buzz of resentment rising off him, until Sister Henderson came to stand at his side. 
"Alam tried to escape last night," she said. 
The calm of the morning faltered, and he turned. "Was anyone hurt?" 
"No," she said softly, laying her hand on his shoulder. "It was all right, I stopped him. He didn't make it past the habitry. He managed to pick his lock with a small coil spring. Gearsmiths, hmm? After that we set a bar across his door."
A shudder passed through Sen. It was strange to think that the Spindle had tried again to kill him, and all the Sisters. A few words from him could doom them all. Such power. "He'll try again."
"I expect so. I'm surprised he didn't wake you, actually. He was shouting a lot when I restrained him, about his father, about you. He was out of control."
Sen turned back to study the Spindle, and briefly caught the hot buzz of his glare, before Alam quickly turned away. "He was going to sell us all," he said. 
"He's not thinking clearly." 
"Who is?" Sen asked, and started across the grass toward Alam.
Sister Henderson caught his arm.
"Wait. You can't fight him again, Sen, it won't help. We can watch him until his anger fades. We can watch him forever if we have to."
Sen looked at her thin fingers on his arm, then up into her large, hanging face, realizing she would say anything to keep him safely within the walls of the Abbey. He didn't know what he was going to say to the boy, but he knew he wouldn't be staying long, whatever happened.
"It won't ever fade, Sister, if he blames me. I'll never forget that my mother's dead, and that Adjunc did it. I'm never going to forgive them. If he blames me I need to stop that right now, one way or the other, or we'll never be safe. Now please, let me go."
He looked at her hand on his, until at last she let go. "Just don't fight him again, Sen."
He said nothing, and started toward the pond.
Alam didn't look up as he approached. He was slumped on the bench with his long Spindle limbs hunched like a bundle of broken straw, staring out of the gates. The anger rose off him hot, mixing with grief, and Sen wondered what he could possibly say to turn this around.
He stepped in front of him.
"I'm sorry about your father," he said. A pause elapsed, during which the Spindle gave no sign that he'd heard. "But I want you to know it isn't the Sisters' fault. I can understand you might hate me, because we fought yesterday, but if you try to report my scars, all the Sisters will die. They've been hiding me since I was small. The Adjunc will kill them all for that. I just want you to know that. A lot of good people will die, and the chances the Molemen will even spare your father in return are so small."
Alam looked up. His nose was swollen thick, his cheeks black and blue, and his light blue eyes were stained red with crying. 
"What do you want from me, scars? You've got me locked up here, and there's nothing I can do while my father's out there dying. Have you come to gloat?"
"I don't-" Sen started, then went quiet. This wasn't what he'd expected. It was too soon, the pain too raw. "Just, I'm sorry. If there was something I could… I know the Sisters tried to pay for his debts, but…"
Alam laughed at that, a bitter, miserable sound. "Did they? Did they try?"
"Yes. They're good people. They're kind."
Alam glared, then spat on the ground at Sen's feet. "Kind when they need to be. Kind for you, but not for me. Where was the Heart, when the Ague took my mother? Where were your Sisters when the Bodyswell took all our money for treatments that didn't work? Where was your kindness then?"
Sen opened his mouth, but couldn't think of any words that would help. "I-"
Alam snorted. "You're an idiot if you believe any of that. Look at what you have here, scars!" He gestured round vaguely at the Abbey and grounds. "You think you've had a hard life, running scared, living a lie, but you did it here! Surrounded by these rich, powerful women who'd die for you, women who'd let my father die to save you, and keep me a prisoner just to keep you safe? Don't talk to me about kind. That's a lie, and you're a Heart-blasted fool if you believe it."
His eyes were blazing now. Spittle flecked out of his open mouth. The rage was on him again in full, and Sen took a step back. There was nothing he could do, unless he meant to fight him to the death right now. Alam was right, and he was a fool for trying. 
"I-, I'm sorry," he stuttered, then hurried away. 
Alam didn't scoff as he left. He just folded himself up again, like he was warming a fragile egg at his middle, an egg that would never be warm again.  
Sen slowed as he walked back across the grass, feeling the cold rage from inside Alam transfer into him, settling into a sickness in his belly. He couldn't save the boy's father, and he couldn't say anything to take that pain away. For the first time in his life, at least since his mother had died, he felt helpless. 
Sister Henderson stood up as he passed, concern on her face, but Sen just gave a half-hearted wave. What else was there to say? She gave a small shake of her head.
The Deadhead Mare was waiting for him at the trestle table, chewing an orange slice with a curious look in her slack eye. 
"You made the sick dog bark," she said. 
"He's not a dog," said Sen, sitting down beside her.
"So take him off the leash. We both know what would happen."
Sen met her gaze. He was tired and angry at the same time. Tired of the situation, angry at his own inability to make things better. "You don't know me at all. I might bite too."
She laughed in his face. 
He turned from her sunken glare. She was bitter, twisted in her own way, but her cruel intent didn't really touch him. Instead he looked out over the grass, down through the iron gates, and tried to think his way around the ball of cold in the pit of his stomach.
* * *
Days passed by Alam in a fog, running into each other like mogrified flesh. There were classes and he sat through them, where various of the women wrote out the history of Saint Ignifer and the city on a board which he was supposed to copy down and memorize, but he couldn't focus. He slumped listlessly while the others did as they were asked.
This wasn't real. This wasn't a real part of the world, and it would be over soon. 
At meals he sat apart, always watched over by two of the 'kind' women, and at night he slept, fenced in by their barred doors and their wall and their eyes peering out of the darkness. Sometimes he sobbed himself into dreams where his father's hands ballooned, growing so big they surrounded him and their tendons came bursting out like worms. Each time he woke screaming with one of the women by his side, whispering softly like they were his mother. To his shame in those small hours he let himself be comforted. In the light of day, that weakness only stoked his anger. 
In their breaks between meals and classes he sat at the pond and looked out of the gates, waiting for the news he knew was coming. At times he looked to the boy with the scars, sitting with the others while the Balast laughed and told stupid stories about heroes made of stone. The scarred boy watched him back at times, frequently whittling on a piece of wood with a knife, just like the Molemen mogrifers would be whittling his father's muscles and tendons. 
Things seemed to simplify, as the days went by. Surely they'd finished with the pain, now. His father would be dead or dying, and a kind of cold relief settled on him. 
The Abbess called him from class one day. They were studying the book of Saint Ignifer, his promise of greater unity for the peoples of the Sump and the Absalom Plains, though Alam only caught a few words. He sat in her office, where last he'd sobbed and made demands, shaming himself further. He was resolved to show nothing this time, had prepared, knowing what she would say. When she said it, he felt as he'd expected to.
"I'm sorry, Alam. We had word that your father's mogrification was completed this morning. He passed away a few hours ago."
He nodded. She went on to tell him the body would be incinerated in the Drazi smokestacks that night. There would be no shred of him left but dust.
There were no more tears. Now there was only a long nothingness stretching out before him, with no family, no home, no career and no hope. Lying in his cot listening to the dull mutter of the Balast reciting his nightly Hax in the next room, he understood what he had to do. Long days of grief had kept him blurry, pointless anger had confused him, but those things had burned away now, leaving only clear crystals of purpose behind. 
He would kill the boy with the scars. 
 



 
 
THE CATHEDRAL I
 
 
Sen listened to the low drone of Gellick's Hax in the dark, as the rock man recited the key events of his past like a song, writing them down in his Hax sand to keep the memories alive and ward off calcification. There was something incredibly sad about it, but also reassuring. 
No matter what happened with Alam, Gellick would still be here, doing this, a solid presence reasserting his existence so he wouldn't forget.
Over and above that low drone, Sen felt Alam's thoughts rising to a crescendo in the room nearby. Soon he would come; a decision that was already made, a sharpening of the sensation that had been rising off Alam for days, matched by feelings rising in him too.
Excitement, and fear. 
Sen rose to his feet at the same time as Alam, handling the solid metal gardening trowel and shrugging on the pack with the box in it. He'd been carving it for days, all for this. A box and a trowel. He wondered if he could kill Alam if he had to. 
"He's bigger than you, stronger than you, you should be the one sitting by the pond, not him," Mare had said late on the second day. "Why is that?"
She'd been trying to antagonize him again. She seemed to delight in his misery, but he just ignored her. When she gave one of her secret smiles, as Feyon gushed over him, lauding him as a hero for stripping Alam off the fence so easily, he just ignored them both, and whittled at the wood. Feyon kept on prattling, but she was like the high sweet sound of birds; easy to ignore.
Only Gellick was a comfort to be around. The rock man enjoyed sitting in silence, and when he broke that silence, it was often with a simple observation, the sound of which itself seemed to please him immensely. 
"It's a cold day today," he might say, and smile. Sen only had to grunt agreement for Gellick to glow inside. 
"There's a red butterfly on the grass. Look."
If Sen looked, he was happy. 
The Moleman by contrast kept quiet, always watching, silently noting everything down. That was how their first week passed. 
Now Sen padded quietly across the room, passing Gellick, who was hunched like a boulder in his tray of Hax sand, tracing patterns out of memory. Every detail of the lines he'd laid out seemed to crystallize in Sen's mind, taking on meanings more important than he could fully grasp. 
Daveron was asleep by the wall, as he always was moments after lying down, perfectly straight like a shuttle in the Abbey's loom, a tool put away for the night. Feyon was back at her mansion in the Roy, while they'd put Mare in a room down the hall. Alam slept alone too, with a lock and bar on his door, and Sisters watching for him in the grounds.
The sound of Alam picking the lock came like a mouse rustling, quietly, expertly through the walls. Sen had felt the moment, three days earlier, when he'd worked a second nail loose from the bench by the pond. He hadn't told the Sisters, because he'd been waiting for this moment. 
He waited a little longer, while Alam struggled with the bar. Standing by his own door, he took the box from the pack on his back, running his fingers over the carvings in the lid. All week he'd been working on it, setting the hinges, transcribing decorative swirls into the wood. It was important that it meant something. It had to mean something, or... 
The bar on Alam's door slid up, was lowered carefully to the ground on a piece of string, then the door creaked open. Sen opened his own door at the same time, stepping out into the moonlit corridor to see Alam standing there with a knife in his hand.
He hadn't felt him take the knife. Still.
For a long moment they looked at each other. Sen felt the tension in Alam unfurling, the anger coiling through his confusion and getting ready to leap out. Into that uncertain moment he added a new note, and held out the box. 
"This is for you," he said. 
Alam looked at it, and surprise briefly stymied his anger. "What's that, some kind of joke?"
"It's a grave," Sen said. "For your father."
Alam's face reddened. Sen felt the boy's muscles tighten, felt him ready to burst forward with the knife, and went on quickly. 
"We'll bury it in the best place in the Abbey, the best in the city. If you still want to kill me then, you can, it'll be easy. One push and I'll be gone."
Confusion mixed with Alam's rage until he reached a conclusion, and new confidence spread through him. Sen felt it like a hot bloom of blood in water. "Or I can do it now."
Sen lifted the trowel, his only weapon. "You can try. Or you can have both." He held out the box. "What have you got to lose?"
Alam's certainty faded again. 
Sen held out the box. "Take it."
"No."
"Then I'll bury him alone. Why wouldn't you wait for that? You know I'm not going to run. You can kill me when I come back down."
Alam's face twisted, torn in two directions at once. "What do you mean, come back down?"
Sen pointed up through the window. "From the top of the cathedral. That's where I'm going to bury him, the holiest place we have, closest to the Heart. Will you come?"
Alam said nothing more, and Sen's heart hammered in his chest. He waited a moment longer, but Alam didn't budge.
"I'm going then," he said, and started toward the stairs alone. 
The hallway was warm, and the dark old wood paneling was lit by swathes of silvery moonlight coming in through the open windows. The sweet scent of hawkenberries rode on the breeze. His pulse thumped. Behind him he could feel the Spindle deciding. It all came down to this.
Walking down the corridor, each step was an eternity, and he understood that Mare had been right; he'd been lucky before. Alam had surely fought every day of his life on the low streets of Carroway; a caste out of place. He was taller, heavier, stronger and more skilled than Sen. He had a knife and a foot more reach. If they fought, Sen would die.
The floorboards creaked and Sen's heart thumped, but he did not stop, as the Spindle closed the distance. 
"Wait," Alam said. 
Sen turned. The Spindle was standing behind him now, though the knife had fallen slack in his long hand. His face was different somehow, the anger held in check, letting the grief shine through. He was looking at the ornately carved box in Sen's hand.
"They burned my father," he said. "There's nothing to bury."
"I know that. It's for his ashes."
Alam's thin face creased in a frown, and Sen wondered if he might be about to cry. "I don't understand."
"Ash carries on the wind," Sen said. "From all across the city, even as far away as Afric and the Manticore. It gathers on the Abbey and takes root. The roof is covered in grass and wildflowers, all blown by the wind, so much that the Sisters have to go up and scrape it clean regularly, or the weight would cave in the roof. They burned your father tonight, so his dust will be on the wind too. We can catch it."
Dim understanding glowed in Alam's eyes. "You want to catch my father's dust, and bury it in a box on top of your cathedral?" 
"Yes. Are you coming or not?"  
Alam gave a weak snort. "It's a stupid idea."
"So don't come. Stay down here while I do the work, and kill me when I come down."
The Spindle didn't move, just gazed down into Sen's eyes. "You said I could push you off the top. How do you know I'm not going to?"
Sen cocked his head to the side. "How do you know I won't push you first?"
Another long moment passed, filled with Alam's indecision. 
"So show me the box."
Sen passed it to him. Alam's long fingers scooped it in easily, then handled it with the expert touch of a gearsmith, turning it over and examining the carvings and joins. He tapped it in places with a long finger. "You've screwed the hinges too tight," he remarked quietly. "The wood may crack. The pattern's nice though." A new look was in his eyes. "You really made this for my father?"
"I did."
"And to save yourself, and your Sisters."
Sen shrugged. "It's a gamble, isn't it? You were right about me. I've got all of this, an Abbey full of people who care about me, and countless graves too. You haven't even got one. It only seemed fair." 
Alam turned the box a final time, then handed it back. "Loosen the hinges next time."
Sen made a solemn show of looking at the hinges. "I will. Now, the wind is blowing. We should go." He tucked the box carefully into the bag, and started away down the hall. 
A moment later, the Spindle followed. 
Sen led him down the stairs and out of the habitry, onto the ethereal moonlit grounds. One of the Sisters was walking the grass, on a patrol for Alam perhaps, but Sen just smiled at her, waved, and she watched them pass. He could feel her uncertainty, trying to decide if she should alert the Abbess or raise the alarm, but she did neither. 
They trusted him. 
Together Sen and Alam weaved a path between buzzing shellaby bugs that hovered in strange fairy circles, their glowing bodies wafting gently in the breeze. The grass seemed to spring tightly under Sen's feet, as though with every step it was pushing him forward. 
The cathedral rose up ahead of them, shadowy gray and huge against the shimmering field of stars, eclipsing the Rot. Sen pointed to the top.
"We'll bury him up there."
Alam looked. "You're serious."
"At the very top."
"It must be a fathom high."
"Highest and best in all the city," Sen said, "except of course for the Grammaton clock tower, and the King's Aigle palace." Then he stepped into the deep shadow of the graveyard, running down the side of the cathedral. 
The gravel path crunched underfoot. They passed the black forms of large stone tombs Sen knew well, sheltered from moonlight by the branches of leafy oft trees. Everywhere was the mossed-over statuary of Saint Ignifer, sunken tombs circled by rusted iron-spike fences. If he wanted, he could close his eyes and still know the exact path to his mother's grave, he'd come this way so many times. 
Soon the cathedral's northern buttress coalesced before them, a giant leg flung out from the cathedral's insectile body, ending in a great stone foot as thick around as the milling wheels in the refectory kitchen. 
"First we climb this," Sen said. 
Alam halted an arms-length away. "You really want to climb this thing?"
Sen shrugged. "I've done it before. Why else would we come out here?"
"I don't know. I thought you might try to trick me." 
"I still might. But now we're here to climb. It should be easy for you, since you're so tall."
Alam snorted. "I'm not that tall. And I've never climbed anything before."
"It's easy. Just like walking, really, only you go up, and you use your hands too."
Alam frowned. "Then it's nothing like walking. That's a stupid comparison." 
"You're a stupid comparison," said Sen, and laid his hands on the pillar's surface. It was cold and rough, but not so tall that he wouldn't be able to reach its lip with a slight jump. The last time he'd used a stepladder, as Sister Henderson had teased him from behind. Back then he'd wanted to see the city again, like that first time with his mother, when she'd taken him out into the dark side to view HellWest harbor from a hilltop. 
But even with the ladder, he'd only reached the top of the first column. There hadn't been much of a view from there, and Sister Henderson had had a merry time asking him about how all the major landmarks of the city had looked. But he wasn't going to say that to Alam. 
"How old is this place?" Alam asked, reaching out to touch the stone.
"Old," said Sen, "at least three hundred years. Perhaps even as far back as Lord Quill and the Drazi invasion."
Alam shuddered. Sen bent his legs, then jumped. His fingers caught the pillar's top, and he kicked and scuffled up. Once over the top, a fresh wind caught his face and nearly tipped him backward, but he pulled against it and hauled himself over, to sit straddling the pillar. 
Before him the narrow stone buttress stretched out and up on a shallow incline toward the flank of the cathedral, like a thin bridge to the sky. There was barely room to maneuver, but he shuffled forward until he could turn around and lean back over the edge, looking down at Alam's serious pale face.
"Come on," he said.  
Alam just stared up at him.
"That bit there is loose," Sen added, pointing at a crumbly corner. "Be careful."
"It's a thousand years old," mumbled Alam. 
"No one's going to miss that bit." 
Sen pulled away from the edge to give Alam room. Now either side of him was a drop to graveyard railing spikes and blocky stone, but he didn't worry. Instead, he felt alive. He sat cross-legged with his knees bowed out over the drop and waited. He could feel Alam's mind whirring below.
There was a long pause, then Alam's gangly fingers appeared over the edge, and moments later his long face followed, puffing and jerking as he kicked for purchase. 
Sen chuckled as the boy breasted the pillar top. "Not so hard, was it? And I could have cracked in your head on the way up, but I didn't." 
Alam frowned. "Is that supposed to make me trust you?"
"Doesn't it?" He didn't wait for a reply, only turned himself around to point up the incline. "Now we just go along here, up to the roof, and then we climb the tower." He looked back at Alam. The boy was pale and rigid, his hands clasped white to the stone ridge. "Easy."
"This is mad," said Alam, peering down at the dark graves below. "We could fall and die."
"So don't fall," said Sen, and shuffled forward without waiting. Soon he heard Alam shuffling along behind. 
They covered the distance quietly, but for the rasp of their clothes on dry old stone. The graveyard with all its rusted spikes gradually receded below, until it seemed a very long way down. In the face of the growing height some of Sen's bravado faded. 
Halfway up, he had to work his way round the jutting top of another supporting pillar. Beyond that the incline sharpened. "Hug it," he called back to Alam, and leaned close over the stone, inching forward. Alam muttered something inaudible behind, which might have been, "Idiot." 
Long white-knuckled moments passed as Sen inched forward along the final thin stretch, upward above the trees, far above the wall, so high he could look out over the nearby streets. 
Then he was at the edge of the cathedral roof, holding to the feet of a statue bleached white by the sun, its features no longer recognizable. He climbed off the buttress, patted the statue's head gently, and stepped out onto the sloping slate-roof. 
It was barren and bright with moonlight, the wind a little stronger, all rain-dark stone and sheet lead interspersed in places with clumps of wind-blown dirt and weeds. Looking down there was a view stretching across the grounds and out over the nearby streets beyond. They were silent now, faintly lit with orange revelatory gas lamplights.
He looked back to the buttress and watched for Alam, laughing a little at the boy's intent and huffing face as he scrabbled up the incline. "You look like a landed fish," Sen said. 
Alam stared daggers at him, but soon was grasping at the statue. A moment later he lurched ungainly to the roof, where he doubled over and panted for a while.
"It's not that bad," Sen chided. "Come on, we've got to climb the tower yet."
He started padding up the lead-lined slope to the tower base, and Alam followed. At one point the lanky Spindle slipped in a patch of mossy soil. 
"See," said Sen. "That's from dust, carried on the wind. It gathers everywhere."
Alam grunted, and they reached the tower base. It was much wider than the buttress pillar, and its outer stonework was layered in a series of large interwoven blocks, with lots of vertices that could easily be used for hand and footholds. In places there were projecting heads of strange animals to perch on and rest. 
"You're crazy," said Alam. "We can't climb this."
Sen just started up. It wasn't so different from climbing trees in the Abbey grounds, only more methodical. The hand and footholds were always in the same places, and he progressed steadily, picking out a straight route in silence. The wind changed, growing stronger and carrying the ashy scent of distant fires. As he neared the top, he felt a burning sensation growing in his muscles. It wasn't entirely unpleasant, more like a warning. As the flat top of the tower neared, he reveled in it. He was nearing his limits, but not at them. He could climb higher if needed. 
Then his hand slapped the tower's roof apron, found purchase, and he pulled himself over the edge. The roof was scarcely bigger than two trestle tables, but coated in a thick layer of grass, through which tiny white hawkenberry buds bloomed. Overhead and all around there were so many stars that it felt like he'd climbed right up into the sky.
Alam flopped down on the grass beside him, panting heavily. "Heart's balls," he gasped, staring at the grass, "there is a lot." 
Sen chuckled. "Balls? And I told you, it's all blown by the wind." He ran his fingers through the dry green blades. "No one comes up here, so it's probably been gathering since they built the cathedral."
"And look at that," said Alam, his voice low and awestruck. Sen turned, and saw the city. 
It was immense, spread before them like a glittering black map spotted with twinkling orange gaslights. This was what he'd hoped to see when he'd begged sister Hen to let him climb the roof. It felt like he was four years old again and back standing with his mother in a dark part of the Slumswelters, overwhelmed, seeing it all for the first time. He was adrift on a vast and powerful ocean of countless dissonant minds. 
Moonlight picked out the dark outlines of alleys and streets below, stretching away from the Abbey to the broad yellow spine of the Haversham tradeway, which cut through the city's districts like a Moleman's blade. Past the ancient Slumswelters the tradeway sliced, by the white dust-clouds of the Balast Calk and the twisting artisanal lanes of Alam's Carroway, past the Moleman's sharp-cornered Belial and Grammaton Square and the clock tower which tolled the city's pulse, all the way to the sweeping Levi River. 
The Levi was a winding silver ribbon with its own firmament of moving revelatory lights; barges that blinked in and out of existence as the current tugged them under bridges. More districts radiated out from it, areas that had seemed distinct in Sen's studies but now swelled and rolled into each other, Afric and Glave and Dirondack, the Boomfire, Cressier Quarter and Flogger's Cross, overlaid with a labyrinth of interwoven bi-rail train lines: the Carothaby, the Ambersham, the Heckatoa. They crisscrossed the Haversham and the Levi in patterns more complex than his scars, all of it a grand patchwork of thought and minds running deep and wide, and the sense of every district was different. Each had its own unique flavor of mind rising up like scents in the air, divided by caste and law, with here and there the distant cold sting of Adjunc.
Sen stared open-mouthed, overcome. He had dreamed of this view so many times, echoes of the distant memory, and now he was seeing and feeling it again. 
"It's beautiful," he whispered.
Alam grunted something, but Sen didn't hear. 
He let his gaze rove wider, down to the HellWest frigate at the end of the Haversham, where criminals hung on spikes off the great ship's side, marking the point the city surrendered to the Sheckledown Sea. He could clearly see the sickle-moon outline of HellWest docks by the lights of dinning bars and aling dens along the quay, and could feel a hint of the fumey pleasures rising off the people there, even fancying he could catch a scent of the sea on the warm night air. 
Back in the other direction, round the Gutrock obtrusion lay the high-caste hills of Afforvia, Jubilante and Galabriel leading up to the Roy, where the King's jagged black Aigle palace stood at the peak, studded with towers and revolving slowly. It seemed to catch none of the silvery light that picked out the rest of the city, leaving only a twisting silhouette, like a mouth full of grinding, broken teeth. 
Beyond that lay the long dark fathoms of Gutrock, which covered the legendary city of Aradabar, buried three millennia ago in a volcanic eruption. Beyond even that was the vast bulk of the Saint's mountain, rising so high it seemed the earth was reaching up to touch the sky.
Sen felt dizzied, and knelt in silence drinking it in, until the Grammaton chimed for one in the morning. Then he remembered the Spindle by his side, the reason they were there, and the words he'd uttered moments ago. 
"I'm sorry," he said, turning. "It's not beautiful if your father just died."
"No," said Alam, his voice tight, "it still is. I've never seen it like this either."  
Together they gazed across the city, to the furthest rim of the Manticore district, where three slim chimneys stood like fingers of stone, with fires at their tips. The Drazi smokestacks. Sen caught the faintest hint of pain in the air, interleaved with drifts of dark smoke rising up to gray the stars.
There were tears in Alam's eyes now, and Sen felt the boy's grief welling up to eclipse the anger. He pulled the wooden box from his pack. Its whittled contours were reassuring under his fingers. He was glad that he'd taken the time to carve the designs. 
"Your father's ashes will be here too," he said, gesturing to the grass. "On some days you can smell the sulfur burn on the wind." 
Alam said nothing, just stared out at the clouds rising from the three thin Drazi fingers. 
Sen tugged at a patch of grass, revealing black soil beneath. "They'll be in all of this, mixing with it." He scooped out a handful of soil and tipped it into the box with a cool pattering sound, then held it out. 
Alam took it. "This is the grave," he said.
"It's the grave," agreed Sen, "the highest and best in the city."
"I didn't take his hand," Alam said, gazing down into the box. "I had the chance, at the end, but I didn't do it."
Sen tentatively rested a hand on the Spindle's bony shoulder. There was no right thing to say. They stayed like that for some time, looking out over the city. Then the Spindle began to scoop dirt into the box, slowly and carefully, as though every scoop was precious. 
"This is…" he began, but didn't continue, too choked up with emotion. 
"This is for your father," Sen said, and finished hollowing out the hole in the roof-loam Alam had dug. "Right here."
Alam lowered the box into the hole, then reverently covered it over, laying one budding hawkenberry over the top. 
* * *
For a time they lay back and watched the stars revolve. Alam's breathing slowly steadied, his misery fading beneath the majesty of the skies, and Sen thought back on everything that had happened in just a week. Up here the Adjunc seemed very far away. Up here it was possible to believe his mother truly had a plan for them all. 
"Do you know what that is?" Alam asked, his voice hushed, pulling Sen from his reverie. He was pointing up at the stars. "The hole."
"It's a mouth," Sen answered quietly. "The Rot. You've heard of it, I think."
Alam thought for a moment. "From the Saint Ignifer stories? Lots of tongues?"
Sen smiled. "That's right. My mother taught me it was real, like a real mouth opening across the world, widening to eat it. Everything she did was supposed to prepare me to fight it."
Alam snorted. "You're supposed to fight it?" He levered himself up on one elbow, looking Sen up and down. "But you're so short."
Sen laughed. "Right. But according to her prophecies, I wouldn't be alone. You'll be there too. The other children as well, all six of us. We're supposed to raise Saint Ignifer back to life. It's what all my scars are for. So your height can make up for my shortness."
Alam frowned. "Wait, you're actually serious?"
Sen smiled. "She was. She believed it, enough to carve me like this." He held out his arms, so his scars glistened slightly in the starlight. "Your name's written here, along with the others. But do I believe it? I don't know."
Alam jawed at the air for a moment, then slumped back to the grass with a whomp.
"Heart's Balls," he cursed again. "Your own mother did that?"
Sen chuckled. "Yes."
"And you're the one who's going to save us from that," Alam said, pointing up at the black hole. "Is that why the King wants your scars?"
Sen shrugged. "I suppose. Maybe he thinks there are great secrets written here. There aren't, though. It's all just stories of Saint Ignifer, written in an old language."
Alam laughed. "Stories to beat back the dark."
"I guess so," said Sen. 
A long, quiet moment passed by.
"Did it hurt?"
Sen turned. "Did what hurt?"
"All that carving? I can't imagine."
Sen sighed. "I don't remember. I was just a baby when she did it."
"And all these Sisters watched, while she did that? I thought you said they were kind?"
Sen chuckled, but the humor leached away. It was something he'd wondered about himself before. Why had they let his mother do this to him, to a baby? It was kind that they'd sheltered him for so long from the Adjunc, but then they'd stood by while the scars that damned were carved in the first place.
"They are," he said, but wasn't sure where to take it from there. "It's just, they believe."
"They believe," Alam repeated. "In scars. Enough to bring me here. And the Deadhead, and the others?"
"Yes."
Alam let out a long sigh. "I thought I had a messed up family."
Those words hung in the air between them. Sen had never really talked about his mother to anyone. Not about her life, or about her death, beaten to an unrecognizable pulp just outside the Abbey gates by Adjunc. 
"She used to make me do all these tasks," he said, gesturing vaguely at the city. "My mother. I had to memorize the city, the stars, all the stories of Saint Ignifer. She took me out of the Abbey once and left me in the Slumswelters, to find my own way back, when I was only four."
Alam looked sideways at him. "Four years old? That's crazy. The Slumswelters is the other side of the city, nobody even goes there. How did you do it?"
Sen shrugged. "I knew the way. I looked at the stars for a bearing, figured out what street I was on from the map in my head, and just went."
"When you were four years old?"
"It was strange. She took me to this abandoned building with an amazing view of the city, like here, and she said, 'Remember this.' I still do. Then she left me there."
"She's sounding madder by the minute."
Sen laughed. "I know." He paused, then went on. "She died that night. After I got back to the Abbey, she was dead. Adjunc did it, but nobody knew why, because she didn't have any kind of markings. They buried her the next day."
Alam sucked in a breath. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean…"
"No, it's all right. I've had a lot of time to think about it. And I don't know. It's either true or it isn't, you know? I just try to get along."
They lay quietly for a while.
"So you're going to save us all?" Alam asked.
"You and me both. Feyon too."
Alam chuckled. "Feyon too? In those dresses?"
They laughed, until the dark night swallowed up the humor, and long silent moments passed. Somewhere far off a shout rang out from the city's dark side. Probably some poor soul getting caught by the Adjunc, Sen wondered.
"It sounds sad," Alam said, breaking the quiet. "That your mother would make all that effort to get you ready, then die before she could finish."
Sen nodded. It was sad, really. But that was ten years ago now, and Alam had just lost his father that night. 
"I really am sorry about your father," he said.
Alam nodded. "It's done, now."
"Do you still want to kill me?" Sen asked. "Push me off the top?"
Alam snorted. "I can't now, can I? You gave my father a grave."
They didn't say anything more after that. Sen felt drowsy, watching the stars blur by overhead. A while later they rose, and Alam wordlessly began the climb back down the side of the tower. In the distance the Grammaton chimes rang out for four in the morning. Sen looked out over the city a final time, then started down. 
They went the rest of the way in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The feeling off Alam was different now, the anger gone, replaced by something new and hopeful. 
Back on the ground, they walked together through the graveyard in companionable silence, between the fading fairy circles of shellaby bug light, into the dark sacristy and back to their rooms. 
* * *
From the shadows amongst the graves, crouching over a bag filled with silver and topaz and clutching a knife in her hand, the Deadhead Mare watched them go. 
 



 
 
MARE I
 
 
She'd been stealing from the first day.
Two weeks earlier the black-clad women had fetched her from her rain-barrel cot in an off-Indura alley. She'd fought back, screaming and clawing, but they had already untied the dagger strapped to her left hand, and they were strong. 
They dumped her in a windowless room somewhere near the Levi River. She could hear its sluggish lapping through the grindstone walls, as she worked at the lock with a slender coil of copper rolled out of her ragged leather dress. Sometime in the middle of the night she picked it open, but that did nothing for the deadbolt. She spent the rest of the night pacing, alternately furious at what they'd done and terrified of what was yet to come.
The next day the women forced her into a tub of lukewarm water, splattered her with powders and creams, dressed her in a plain black cassock, then tied her into a chair. As she struggled against the bonds about her wrists and ankles, she wondered if this was it, and she was finally going to lose the other half of her mind. She defecated in the cassock and raved, hoping desperately it would put them off whatever they planned. 
The woman that came in eventually was long and thin, a Gawk. To Mare's delight she wrinkled her nose as she entered.
"I see we'll have to bathe you again," she said.
Mare spat. The gob hit the woman's dark robe and she looked down at it impassively. "And wash that too, I suppose."
Mare let loose a stream of invective. 
"Is your name Mare, of Indura?" 
Mare stopped cursing in surprise. The tall thin woman smiled, and Mare realized she had confirmed it. She began cursing again, but the Gawk left the room. Soon afterward other women came in, who bathed and powdered her once more, then carried her out into a waiting brougham carriage.
The Gawk was sitting in the seat beside her. 
"My name is Sister Henderson, Mare," she said. "And your life just changed for the better. I'll ask you not to foul that robe, I won't have it washed a second time."
The brougham pulled away, and Mare tried to judge her best line of attack. 
"Don't try it," said the Gawk, as though reading her mind. "I grew up in Carroway, and I would put you down in a second."
So she waited. She waited as she rode in a brougham for the first time in her life, waited as the Gawk explained about Abbeys and scars and a special boy, and in the midst of it she remembered a story she'd heard a long time ago, from a mad woman in a ruin in the Slumswelters, about a boy and scars and a role to play. 
Perhaps there was something to this, she wondered. Not what the mad woman had wanted, but something for Mare, a scam to run or a way to get ahead. So she stilled herself, and waited as they arrived at a white wall with wrought iron gates. Then the Gawk led her into the greenest, cleanest, biggest open space she'd ever seen, and at that point, she began to understand the true possibilities that lay before her. 
This Abbey of theirs was rich. Everywhere was Hasp stone, gleaming buildings, statues, and topiary. The place reeked of wealth. The Gawk led her over to a bizarrely casted troupe of children sat around a trestle table. 
"Your life will be better here, Mare," said the Gawk, then strode away. 
She looked at the others, a Balast, an unfealted Moleman, and a Blue. It was against the King's law for such castes to gather together, especially for Mare herself, an Induran, to be anywhere near them, but they didn't try to run, so neither did she. Instead she gazed at the vellum pages spread across the table, the quills and ink. There was enough barter value here alone for her to eat for a month.
"What happened to your head?" asked the Balast.  
"It got bitten off by a landshark," she said sharply. "What happened to your hair?" 
The Balast touched his bald head tentatively. "I never had any."
"Not since they casted it out of you, anyway," snapped Mare, already beginning to palm the vellum papers into her cassock. She watched the Moleman carefully, but he seemed oblivious, and being unfealted meant he wouldn't care.
When the boy with the scars came, it was faintly amusing, harking back to those stories in the days after she'd survived the mogrifer attack. Perhaps all this was fated? That thought amused her no end. She would show them their 'fate'. 
When the Spindle came and attacked the boy with the scars, she took her opportunity, snatching up another sheaf of papers and quills then running for the wall while all the women were distracted. In moments she was through the graves and the bushes and at the wall's top, ready to drop down the other side. There she stopped. Clutched in her hands she held more value than she'd ever seen before, but there had to be more. No one had even tried to stop her from running. 
If she fled now, she'd be missing the biggest opportunity of her life. Instead she could do this bigger, and better. 
She dropped down and walked back to the table. The fight between the two boys was over, the bodies cleared, but only the Balast seemed to notice she'd been gone. 
"Where did you go?" he asked in his dumb thick voice. 
"Picking daisies," she answered absently, laying the vellum and quills out again. 
After that there were classes, a tour, dinner in the refectory. All along she was observing and planning. When the Gawk led her to her room, a room all for herself, she couldn't believe how completely she was going to rob them. They were not ready for her at all. In the dark and quiet that followed, she slipped out of her window, climbed down to the ground, and began to search for the treasure she knew the Abbey must contain. 
It took her a week to find it. 
Every day she went to their classes and ate in a drowsy fog, saving her energy for the nights when she explored the recesses of the Abbey, picking whatever locks she needed to with a bent refectory fork and a metal tine pried from a revelatory gaslight grill. 
Beneath the Abbess' chancel she discovered a vault filled with ceremonial trappings, from diamante urns and silver miters to blocks of fragrant topaz and delicate gold-leafed books. She gathered up what she could in a potato sack and carried it away.
Out of the chancel, she carried the heavy sack over the grass, to the graveyard. Some of the women were out on patrol around the grounds, watching for the Spindle to flee, but avoiding their gaze was elementary for a child of the Induran streets. The shadows were her home, and she could move through them at will.
Then a sound rang out, feet crunching on gravel, and she ducked back into deeper shadows amongst the graves, with the knife in her hand. She watched the scarred boy and the Spindle pass by, solemn and silent like they were in some strange procession, coming back round the side of the cathedral. What were they doing roaming the grounds in the middle of the night?
It was curious, but she put it to one side, because it wasn't her affair. They hadn't seen her, weren't looking for her, and that was all that mattered. She turned back to the task ahead, working her way through the labyrinthine graveyard. The bag was heavy, a little too heavy really, making it hard to be quiet working a path through the graves. She'd been too greedy. But there was still time left in the night. She resolved to empty half and bury it by the wall. They'd never know, and if she ever needed it she could come back.
She pulled the bag through the last stretch of graves and into the bushes circling the wall. An hour to dig and bury, less, and she would be gone. 
* * *
Sen woke with Daveron close up in his face. 
"There's something I feel bound to tell you," the little Moleman said in his usual flat tone. 
Sen rubbed his eyes, taking in the soft velour snout and black button eyes of the Moleman, shining even in the darkness. It was still dark in the room, and quiet; he couldn't have slept for more than an hour. Looking into Daveron's face felt unreal, like another thread of the night's long dream; climbing the cathedral, looking out over the city.
"What is it?" he asked.  
"It is the Induran. She is fleeing the Abbey as we speak." 
Sen pushed himself up in bed. "What?"
"She has stolen several bags of Abbey goods, and now is burying them by the graveyard wall. If you hurry you might stop her, but you must go now."
Sen's mind raced. He'd just finished dealing with Alam, or at least made a start, and now Mare was running as well? He didn't care that she was stealing, but perhaps it would be a problem if she got caught. They'd spike her, for sure, unless she had something worthy to offer them, something like his scars…
He rolled from bed, sleep falling away at once, and tugged on his damp boots and clothes, snatched up his pack then followed the Moleman hurriedly out. Moments later they were padding back across the dew-damp grounds, slipping in and out of shadow. The air smelt wet and fresh. Sen's mind raced with what the Moleman had told him. 
"How do you know?" he asked in a whisper. 
"Because I followed her. I have followed her every night, because I knew her for a thief."
"What, every night?"
"As I followed you too, Sen. It is part of the work of the Molemen, to move silently and observe. This is my training."
Sen continued down the side of the cathedral, trying to take this new information on board.
"You followed me too?"
"And Alam both," the Moleman went on in his flat tone. "As you climbed the cathedral, as you returned. I do not know how, but you have somehow pacified the threat the Spindle poses. Now you must pacify the Induran, or your efforts will be for naught."
Sen stopped and rubbed his eyes again. "Wait. Just stop. We should tell the Sisters."
"There is no time. The noise they make will set her to flight. It can only be you."
Sen blinked hard. He was right, the Sisters would be loud. If anyone knew their way through the graves to the wall, and could do it silently, it was him. But there was still one thing he needed to know, if he was going to trust the Moleman this far. 
Why are you even telling me this? Why should you care?"
"I do not care," said the Moleman. "But your Abbey is paying for my fealty. If the Abbey is destroyed, that payment will end, and my father will be disappointed. I cannot allow that to happen. Now, you have your weapon? We must go."
Sen hefted the trowel from his pack, and together they hurried into the shadow of the cathedral, running silently along the grass verge through the graveyard. When the Moleman pointed out Mare's route to the wall, Sen led them through the graves, picking out a path he'd run a hundred times before. At the edge he plunged into the deep dark of thick brunifer bushes.
The honey smell of resin filled the air. The bushes swayed and settled around him, branches pressing against his sides and face, flexing to make room. He stilled his breathing and strained all his senses. The grounds were silent but still he felt something; the cold clinical sense of the Moleman somewhere nearby, the bitter tang of Mare's thoughts ahead. 
He peered through the dark fronds, but saw no sign of the Moleman, melted into the shadow already. He reached forward slowly, carefully parting the boughs ahead, and began to work his way to the wall. 
Sister Henderson had warned him about Mare. That thought turned in his mind as he crept forward, barely breathing, the trowel heavy and warm in his palm. He'd been too distracted by Alam's grief to think about anything else, even as the Induran insulted him time after time, showing her contempt. 
Now it came to this, the trowel. He had no grave-box to use with Mare. He'd ignored her and that was a mistake. He dropped silently to a crouch, straining to get some sense of her ahead, but the feeling was imprecise, like a vague scent on the wind. 
He pressed through a break in the thick leaves, and glimpsed the faint white stone of the wall. Beside it lay a large potato sack, bulging with whatever she'd taken. He took one more step, holding out the trowel before him, and something shot out of the shadows and struck him in the ribs.  
Pain burst in his chest and he staggered backward through the foliage, into the solid bulk of a tall grave. The back of his head cracked on the stone and he crumpled down to his knees, as another blow swished down through the leaves toward him. He tried to twist away but it struck him on the upper arm, instantly deadening it. Pain lit up in his shoulder and he caught a glimpse of Mare's sagging face, demonic in a flash of moonlight, before another sharp blow struck the side of his head. He hit the ground on his chest and tasted dirt.
He kicked out but she dropped on his back smoothly, snaked a bark-hard arm around his throat, and squeezed. His breathing halted at once and silver lights flashed in his eyes. He bucked to shake her off but she kicked his arms to the side, pinning him flat and choking him. 
Panic filled him. His chest burned and everything started to dim, peppered with images of a dirty, stinking room where children squatted in dark iron cages, all of them moaning and crying, desperate to be saved.
He tried to hit her with the trowel, but couldn't move. He felt the grit of her mind in his like an ironwood vice, and understood that this was where his mother's grand plan ended, choking on dirt in the grounds he knew so well. 
"Shh," her voice soothed in his ear. 
With the last of his strength Sen drove his elbow back and up into her gut. She grunted, and it gave him leverage enough to twist in her grip, to look up at her half-dead face in the faint moonlight, just as she lifted a glinting silver blade overhead. 
"Fool," she spat, and brought the knife down. 
* * *
Sen lay on his back, watching the stars revolve above.
The constellation of King Seem spiraled lazily. The wall here was brick, plastered white with Calk lime. The air faintly smelled of ceremonial topaz, and there was a rustling sound nearby. Daveron's face appeared above him, again. Twice in one night. Sen tried to smile, but his face hurt. There was a sharp splintery pain in his side. 
"Are you well?" asked the Moleman flatly. 
Sen tried to answer, but the pain made his words a grunt. He sat up and felt a weight on his chest squeezing his ribs. 
"Don't worry," said the Moleman, his voice clipped and even as ever, "she'll be dead before the fit is up."
Sen rubbed his eyes. He remembered the knife in the flash of moonlight, then darkness. At some point he'd been atop the cathedral. What was that about a fit?
"Where is she?" 
"In the bushes, experiencing a spasmic fit," said the Moleman. "I arrived at the prudent moment." 
Sen almost laughed at his dry delivery. "Then you saved me. I don't remember." 
"You passed out," said the Moleman flatly. Sen saw he was still holding a piece of metal in his hand.
"Is that my trowel?"
The Moleman nodded. "A useful tool. My blow struck her brainpan, throwing her into a fit before her blade could pierce you. You almost died."
Sen nodded numbly. The cold honesty of the Moleman only emphasized the reality of the situation. 
"My ribs ache. I think she might have stabbed me."
The little Moleman set the trowel down on the ground and leaned in. "Perhaps I can assist."
Sen felt a trembly numbness descending over him, but nodded. He tried to spread his arms, and a sharp pain shot down his side. "Ah! What was that?"
The little Moleman lifted Sen's tunic and ran soft fingertips down his side. "She struck you twice with a blunt weapon," he said as he worked. "A candlestick, I found it nearby. I'm feeling contusions and cracked ribs. Probably you felt your ribs as you stretched. Here."
Sen felt a sharp pain in his left side where the Moleman touched, then a wave of nausea. 
"Cracked inward, and a gouge. Your tunic too is ripped." He reached into a black pack at his waist and extracted a strange bell with a rubber ball attached on a length of hose. He held it up before Sen. "This is a bell-pump. You're having trouble breathing, yes?"
Sen nodded. Daveron leaned in and applied the cup end of the bell to Sen's chest, pumped the ball, then pulled it away quickly. He did that several times in quick succession, and each motion brought a little popping sound and a release in the pressure.  
"Argh. What does it do?" 
"Usually it is used for suckering out eyeballs, but in this instance it is bringing your cracked ribs back into torsion. It's a temporary fix at best, but should get you to the infirmary."
Sen had no time to express disgust, as Daveron's short black arms moved up and down, applying the rubber bell in different locations across his chest, pumping it, plucking it free. The pain diminished, and Sen began to feel a little better. His breathing eased. He became more aware of a strange noise coming from the bushes nearby, a kind of grassy thrashing. 
"What's that sound?" 
Daveron followed Sen's gaze into the bushes. "I told you. That is the Deadhead, in the throes of her fit."
He craned his neck painfully to see, and now could pick out the shape of Mare's body, kicking wildly in mud. 
"A belated gift from the mogrifers," Daveron said. "She has lost all control of her body."
The convulsions were disturbing. Sen watched as her body arched so high it seemed her back would break, then slammed back into the ground. 
"Will she be all right?"
"She will die," said the Moleman, as he finished with the bell-pump and sat back on his haunches, a diminutive shadow in the dark. "If not from injuries done during the fit, then from the damage it does directly to her brain." 
It took a moment for Sen to understand what he'd said. "Wait, die? Can you help her?"
The Moleman looked at him blankly. "Why would I?"
Sen could think of only one clear reason, beyond the obvious that dying was bad. His mother had named her. But how could he explain that to the Moleman?
"Just do it, please."
The Moleman thought for a moment. "I am to be a usury butcher, Sen. In all things, in business dealings, in matters of debt and flesh, there must be parity. I brought you out here as an agent for my own benefit. I saved you for that same reason. But to save the girl? There is no reason."
Sen's eyes blazed. Of course he'd read all about Molemen, about the transactional nature of their every interaction, how equality was everything as they slit slivers of skin in part-payment of debt. But in this moment, it was infuriating. 
"What do you want? What can I give you?"
Daveron's expression didn't change. The tips of his sharp little teeth glinted between his velvety lips. "There is nothing you have that I want. We can only stay and watch the girl die."
Sen tried to get up, but the pain in his ribs dropped him. It made breathing too hard. He couldn't help her himself. He didn't have anything to offer the Moleman. But perhaps there was something he could take away.
"I'll banish you from the Abbey. That is a transaction as yet unpaid for. I'll send you home without your fealty."
Daveron considered this. "I think my work tonight has gone some way toward repaying my presence here."
"So go all the way," Sen panted. "Save the girl, and I'll not mention the transaction again. 
Daveron shrugged. "Very well. It will complete any debt to you." He rose and moved to kneel at Mare's side, where he firmly lifted her head into his lap, and pushed his fingers into the sides of her throat. Gradually the violence of her thrashing began to abate. 
Sen watched as her body calmed. He didn't know why, but it felt right, like giving the box to Alam. Overhead the sky began to lighten. 
Together, with Daveron taking most of both her weight and Sen's, they half-carried, half-dragged her to the infirmary. There one of the Sisters was already on duty. She looked once at Sen and Mare, covered in filth and blood, and raised the alarm at once. 
 



 
 
DAVERON I
 
 
He'd never saved an Induran before. 
Ratfers, yes, Steaplygics, Spindles, those most likely to fall to debt with the dealers of scarab and warrant a visit from the usury butchers, but never a Deadhead, and never to truly save them.
"Bring him back," his father would say, of whomever the latest candidate was, perhaps an Appomatox in his balsa wood shack built out of Levi flotsam, lying on a grime-mired table scattered with broken bottle-shards, strung with scarab-gut drying lines, blood already everywhere. 
"Yes, father." 
He'd give them a slap, pump their lacerated chest, inject a serum, slit them and reach in to massage their feeble hearts; anything to bring them back so the work could be finished.
A nod from his father was all the reward he'd ever needed. Blood splashed his white tubing, marking him briefly with the stain of their work, marking him step by step toward the red suit his father wore, that of a fealted usury butcher sworn to the King. 
And when they revived, the torture could begin again. Beating of the belly, extraction of the eyes, shaving of the skin inside the ear, each tithe specific to the type and degree of debt, and each sliver of flesh ultimately slotted onto his father's ring-spike. Back at the usury yard Daveron would dry the slivers in linseed papers, then slot them into their correct places in the usury books, as accounts with their interest temporarily settled. 
The pain of the debtors meant nothing to Daveron, because Molemen felt nothing. The cries of their candidates could be distracting, could sometimes echo in his mind long afterward, but not with any sense of grief or regret. 
"Their suffering is necessary, isn't it father?" he'd asked once, when he didn't know any better. 
His father had only smiled and ruffled his fur. He hadn't felt it, but took it for the chastisement it was. Molemen did not smile. There was no strength in pretensions toward feeling. 
Now he had saved the Induran girl in repayment of a debt, to settle an account, but it did not bring him any sense of satisfaction. Saving lives was not the Moleman way, and it made him uncomfortable. What would his father say, if he knew he'd settled a debt in such a manner? 
He lay in the infirmary bed, though he didn't need to be there. The scarred boy was three beds over, the Induran three beds further, and each was surrounded by a bustle of Sisters and activity. 
There was nothing to be done for Daveron. He'd insisted as much, as he was unharmed, despite the blood coating him. Still they bade him lie down, and for the sake of simplicity he agreed. It had been a long night's stalking, and so for a time he slept.
He woke in the fullness of day, with light flowing brightly through the airy white infirmary like a Sheckledown tide. There was no sign of the Induran, though the boy Sen lay still in his cot, bandaged and blanketed.
"You were there?"
At Daveron's side sat the Spindle. Alam.
The difference in him was plain; there was something in his face, in the way he carried himself, as if all his accounts had been paid. Daveron had seen it the night before too, when he and Sen had returned from the cathedral. He'd never seen a reversal like it, and it intrigued him. 
He sat up on the cot. "I repaid my debt to this Abbey."
The Spindle nodded. "The Sisters say you saved him. I think that puts me in your debt, since I am in his."
Daveron considered pushing that aside. "You should be careful what debts you profess to a Moleman."
Alam just laughed. "Your people already took my father. You can't take much more."
Daveron shuffled up in the bed. "Perhaps you would be surprised at the many degrees of what we can take."
Alam laughed again. "I know. Yes, I know. But you're not fealted yet, so…" He spread his arms.
Yes, that was true. An unfealted Moleman had no power under the law. It was a long, exhausting, expensive process to wear the red, and a great honor with a great duty at the end; to serve as the strong arm of the King. 
But there was no need to discuss that with the Spindle. Other things interested him more. 
"You say you owe a debt to the boy. I know that he changed you atop the cathedral. I do not know how, and would like to."
The Spindle shrugged. "He gave my father a grave."
Daveron raised one eyebrow, but opted to let the matter go. Further questions would only show weakness, and to point out his father's body had been burned in the Drazi smokestacks seemed redundant. 
"They have taken the Induran," he said, opting for a statement rather than a question. 
Alam nodded to the side. "Yes, they moved her up to one of the habitry rooms. Away from Sen. Did he say why he wanted to save her?"
"No. Did he say why he wanted to save you?"
Alam laughed again. Daveron had never had this effect on a person before, and it was disconcerting. He'd not meant to ask another question, even, but it had slipped out.
"Easier than killing me, perhaps?" Alam said.
Daveron thought about that. It didn't seem funny, but then little did. They sat in silence for a while, but for the raspy breathing of the scarred boy. 
"He thinks he's meant to raise Saint Ignifer," Alam said. "And we're here to help him. You, me, even Feyon and Mare. Did you know that?"
Daveron considered this and dismissed it. "It's not my affair." 
"But do you believe in the Saint?" Alam pressed. "Do you think it's possible?"
"No. I believe in Awa Babo and the King's law. That is all."
Alam smiled. It was strange to see him happy, after the past week. Daveron didn't experience feelings of sadness, but he understood their normal effects, and the death of a parent should not be resulting in this. 
"Of course," Alam said. "Well. Next time he needs help, wake me up too, all right?"
This puzzled Daveron for a long time, even after the Spindle rose and drifted away. Alam's desire to help seemed like loyalty, a trait his father had taught him about, one which rarely stood up to the blatting bats. And earned after only one night?
Still.
There was no reason to remain abed, so he rose to his feet and left the infirmary. 
* * *
The day proceeded much as any other day, though now Alam sat with the group, in their lessons and in their meals. Daveron watched as he laughed at one of the Balast's ludicrous stories. The Blue girl joined with them.
"It's all right, you can laugh too Daveron," Alam said at one point over dinner. 
"Molemen have no sense of humor," he answered. "Nor taste, nor sense of pain. A smile or laugh to us is disapproval. It's impolite."
Gellick seemed to find this hilarious. He made a big grin, all flinty teeth, and bared it at Alam, Feyon, and Daveron in turn, laughing and occasionally saying, "How rude. Excuse me, how rude." 
"No taste," Alam mused, and picked up a stalk of bruntwich greens. "So what's it like when you eat this?"
"I feel the shape and texture of it," Daveron said, "but there is no flavor. It is fuel only, like wood in a fire."
"Then you feel heat?" Alam pressed.
"I sense heat and cold, but I do not feel them as you do. There can be no pain from it, or comfort either. I simply know it is there."
Gellick laughed, then widened his grin further, to the Blue's delight. 
It was early evening when the tall Sister came to Daveron, and asked him to come to the infirmary. He followed her to Sen's bed, where the boy lay pale and feeble, but recovering. Daveron held up his paw before Sen could speak. He'd been thinking about this through the day, trying to apply the lessons his father had taught him to the new situation. No debt remained, but still he had an interest in the success of the repayment.
"You must be firm with her," he said. "The Deadhead. As though you were a Moleman yourself. There can be no room for pity in your mind. She attempted to kill you and will do so again at the first sign of weakness."
Sen smiled. "It's good to see you too, Daveron."
Daveron continued. "You must be there when she wakes and make clear you are the victor. Strength is all her kind respects. She will seek to plead, to beg, to throw you off in some way, but you must be clear."
"I just wanted to thank you." 
"Thank me by seeing the work through. Otherwise my repayment will be squandered. Show the girl her place and perhaps she will mold herself to it."
Sen's gray eyes shifted. "Be firm. All right. You've done this before?"
"Many times. Things like it."
Sen sighed. "In torture. I know. I felt it. I saw some of the things you did."
The Moleman brought his velvet brows close together, the closest he ever came to a frown. "I do not understand you."
"It's all right. I know that you're correct. I'll be strong."
"More than strong," Daveron said. "You must be the victor. You have spared her life, a kind of forgiveness in advance, and now she must earn it."
"Thank you."
"Thank your Sisters for the debt they incurred. Now rest. You must be strong when she wakes."
He didn't wait for a reply. He'd helped far more than he'd intended already. There was something strange about the boy, something he couldn't quite account for, that made him think about bending rules he'd aimed to live by for so long.
He turned and left. 
 



 
 
RECOVERY
 
 
Sen lay back, feeling almost like laughing but for the pain it would cause in his chest. 
The little Moleman was right. Mare had tried to kill him, and she probably would do it again if she had the chance. She hadn't learned any lesson, and she wouldn't if he didn't make her.
Sister Henderson had already suggested he send her away. The Abbess had stood impassively by, listening. It was strange to have such power over the Induran girl's life, though he lay weakly abed with broken ribs. They would do whatever he asked, giving him the same kind of influence his mother had once wielded. 
Now the little Molemen said to act as if he was victorious. Saint Ignifer was victorious in the stories, even in death, so perhaps Sen could imagine how to play that role. He lay through the day, thinking of all the ways their conversation could go.
That night Alam came and sat by his side. He was silent for a while, as they both adjusted to this new reality where they didn't hate each other. 
"You helped me last night," Alam said at last. "I appreciate that."
Sen smiled. "It was a gamble. I'm glad I could help."
"Now you're going to help her too." 
Sen nodded. "I suppose so. She's one of us." 
"One of the us," Alam repeated, then leaned back in his chair, so they sat in companionable silence for a time.
One of the six. It was odd to talk about it so casually, after having lived with their names on his body for so long. Like a dream you've had many times, suddenly coming true. 
"How do you feel?" Sen asked. "I mean, about your father?" 
"Angry," Alam said. "Sad. I think about him constantly. I hate that he's dead, that the city demanded it. But I'm all right."
"That's good."
"What about you?"
"I feel like I got kicked by an Adjunc. Otherwise, I'm all fine. Daveron told me I should be firm with Mare."
"You should. You should send her away, really. But she's one of the six, isn't she, so…" He trailed off.
Sen's smile grew wan.
"I can understand that you want to honor your mother's wishes. I always looked up to my father, too. For the longest time I wanted to be just like him."
Sen shuffled up in the bed. "Tell me about him."
So Alam did. He talked about his father's uncanny skill with gearing and cogs, about how he'd pushed back fearlessly against all the unspoken traditions about trades fitting for their Spindle caste, and about his love for Alam's mother.
"When she caught the ague, he bankrupted the manufactory to pay for her. I tried to balance the books, but people stopped coming to us." Alam paused, twisting his long fingers in his lap. "It wasn't so much the ague though, as the rumor passing round that the Ague was our punishment for defying our caste. My father kept on working despite that, taking whatever work he could get, for whatever price, believing good work and good will would get us through. But of course it didn't." Alam looked up. "He was naive, I suppose. Dreaming he could overcome the laws and traditions of caste. But people took advantage of him."
Sen listened, until at some point he drifted to sleep.
The next day Alam came again to the infirmary after lunch, to report to Sen what the others were doing. Mostly lessons, throwing Cuttlebones on the grounds, along with stories about how Feyon wouldn't get involved in any of their work, chores, or studies. 
"She's like a fairy princess," Alam said. His exasperation, in spite of everything he'd been through, cheered Sen no end. "She even told me to carry a rock around the grounds for her, just to see if I would!"
"And did you?" Sen asked,
Alam shrugged. "I told her I would if she gave me a kiss." 
Sen barked out a laugh so hard it hurt his ribs. "And did she?"
"No," said Alam ruefully. "I didn't expect her to. She looked scandalized though, which was good."
Sen stopped laughing as the pain in his ribs increased. 
"You've got to laugh, haven't you?" said Alam. "Turned out Gellick carried it for her anyway, for free. She lost interest, but he wasn't bothered. He just really likes rocks."
On the next visit, after dinner, Alam brought Gellick with him.
"Tell him," Alam urged.
"I like rocks," Gellick said slowly.
"No, not that." Alam gave the Balast a gentle shove that barely budged him. "The other thing."
"Oh. About Feyon. I was telling her about Prince Coxswold, and she said you were her Prince Coxswold."
"What?"
"She likes you," Alam said. "A lot. She even asked me how it felt to be punched by you, like it was some great favor."
"She did?"
"She's crazy, isn't she Gellick?"
"She's a Blue," the Balast said steadily. "And Alam likes her."
Alam blushed. "I do not! She's an idiot. Who told you that?"
"While she's mooning about you, he's mooning over her."
Alam only reddened further. "That is a lie! You big bald dolmen."
"If I'm a dolmen you're a lintel," Gellick countered, which only made Alam angrier. 
Sen had to stop himself from laughing again. He didn't quite understand the dolmen/lintel thing, but it was hilarious anyway. It was good to see Alam laughing, beginning to move on.
Was this what having friends was like?
Two more days passed like that, full of gossip and silly jokes and reports on Feyon. Several times Gellick told them stories of Prince Coxswold, who seemed to be Gellick's personal fairy tale hero, though his stories were always woven around the places and events of the Abbey, in particular Gellick. The Prince was forever getting in trouble for his mischief, but also often received praise for his great exploits.
"Did I tell you about the time the Prince carried a boulder ten times around the whole world?" he asked one evening, and Alam sighed. 
"For the Heart's sake, Gellick, it was just a rock, just once!"
"I'm talking about Prince Coxswold!" Gellick countered. "Sen, you'd like to hear it, wouldn't you?"
Sen nodded. Alam sighed again. It was good. 
After two days Sister Henderson came, and told him Mare was rousing. She allowed him out of his sickbed, to go to her. 
The time had come.  
* * *
Mare was dreaming of the Molemen mogrifer's den again, waiting for the pain to begin. The cage stank, of must and blood and human waste, and the air was filled with the mewling of children crying for their mothers, for their eyes, for their parts that were stolen. 
She knew the Molemen were coming for her next, and it terrified her more than anything she'd faced on the street. Her body was trembling beyond her control, because she was helpless, because this time they were coming to take something away which she'd never get back. 
Firm hands followed, iron braces, a room slathered with blood and dried organs, ingrained with screams. Nothing she did would change this. 'Enough', she might call, 'it's enough', but it never would be, not until they'd taken exactly what they wanted. 
So they sawed open her skull, and the endless pain began, as they scraped out a piece of her brain at a time, another piece, ignoring her screams, ignoring as she fouled herself. They wrote their notes and scraped away at her head, stealing her thoughts, taking her apart like a piece of clockwork, leaving her in shreds. 
When she'd finally come back to herself it was in the muck of Indura, dumped by the roadside and slathered with filth, barely able to move her fit-exhausted limbs, barely able to think in a straight line or breathe. She was half of what she'd once been. She'd placed one trembling hand to her skull and felt the sunken gap where her mind had been, and wanted to die. 
But she didn't die. A dark-eyed woman had come and carried her to an abandoned gantry where she fed her, and tended her. She taught Mare how to use the remnants of her brain, to re-master her body and learn again to survive.
So she had learned to survive. 
Now morning sun lanced into Mare's eyes, and she woke with a violent start.
The pain was everywhere. 
She was in a white room, wrapped up tightly in white. She blinked her dry eyes and twisted to get free. The blankets peeled off her sweat-soaked skin and she slipped loose, wriggling off the edge of the bed to slump down on the hard wooden floor. 
Free, and cold. Her head pounded and her limbs shook and ached. She felt weak, used up and battered, with every ounce of energy in her muscles gone, leaving in its place a burning exhaustion.  
Another fit. 
She'd vowed it would never happen again, and now it had. Images of the scarred boy flashed in her mind, fighting in the dark, his face wreathed in a kind of blue fire, then the pain. Something had hit her, and that had started the fit.
She looked around. It was an effort even to twist her neck and look round the white-plastered walls of the room. It was familiar, perhaps even the same room she'd been in before. Somehow she was back. 
Carefully she reached up to touch the dead side of her head. The skin beneath her sunken black hair was hot and swollen, throbbing with a slow deep pulse. It had all really happened, but then how was she here? She should be spiked to HellWest for what she'd done.
She steeled herself, and began the process of getting to her feet. Her body protested but she gritted her teeth. The world weaved and spun, but one limb at a time she regained control, teaching it to move again, to hold her weight as it once had in the filth of Indura. 
Through tiny steps, she stuttered to the window. The grounds outside were empty, late morning on a gray day. How long had passed? There were no Molemen on the grass, waiting to cart her away for the spike. Nothing seemed unusual, nothing out of place. 
How could that be?
A knock came at the door. She turned, and the boy with the scars stepped through. In his right hand was a tray of food. 
"I heard you were rousing," he said, walking in. She noticed he favored his right side. She wondered if she had the strength to fight, if it came to that. He looked weak, but at least he was walking. It took everything she had just to remain standing. 
He laid the tray on her bed. Mare glanced at it, piled with grilled potatoes, oatcakes and gruel, several pink rashers of bacon, also a jug of water and a glass.
He was looking at her. "You tried to kill me," he said. "And in turn, I saved your life." 
There was nothing to say to that. They were facts, and she saw no benefit in denying them. Still, there was something to gain. She moved her tongue, her jaw, getting ready to talk. When she did speak, it hurt all the way down to her belly. "What do you want?" 
He met her gaze and did not turn away. She remembered lifting the knife above him and plunging it down. It must not have landed, or he'd be dead now. His eyes then had been more surprised than afraid, as if he couldn't believe she would really do it. Now they were cold. 
"Nothing," he said. "I don't want anything."
Mare restrained a snort of disbelief. She had to adapt, now, to survive.
"Everybody in the Abbey knows," he went on. "What you did. What you stole is back in the vault, and all the locks have been doubled. Someone will watch you at all times from now on. Like a leash."
Again she restrained herself. A leash, like a dog. She'd said as much about the Spindle. It was a warning.
"Probably you'll think I'm weak for saving you," he went on, "but I don't care. You're not a prisoner, and you won't be punished. You didn't come here voluntarily, and if you wish to leave, you may. The Sisters will even give you a brougham escort back to Indura. But do not try to steal anything, or hurt anyone again. I will not allow that. Yet I'd like you to stay, and recover. A good life awaits you here."
He stopped, but continued watching her with those cold eyes. Perhaps he was waiting for her to bow her head and grovel. She had lived through countless situations like this on the streets, of victors affirming their mastery over her, and had always survived because she knew exactly what they wanted, and how best to reverse the knife as they held it over her. 
But she didn't know what this strange boy wanted. 
"You followed me," she said, croaking. Her voice tasted of old vomit. "What did you expect?"
"Nothing more than what I got. It's what I expect now."
"I don't believe it," Mare pressed. She took a lurching step closer, willing the pain aside, turning her head so only the unrotten side of her face showed. "It was late at night. You were coming for me."
"To stop you."
"For me," she said again, and cocked out her hip, ignoring the pain, slowly licking her lips. It had worked before, with other boys. His frown became a twitch of disgust as he took her meaning. She read it well and took an unsteady step closer. Disgust was a precursor to desire, she'd learned that through experience. 
"You can, if you want," she said, lifting her cassock to stroke her dark brown stomach, though it agonized her to do so. "I won't tell."
His frown deepened, though seconds later the inscrutable calm returned. "Don't talk to me like this again, Mare," he said, his voice cold. She wondered if she'd misjudged him. "I was there to stop you only, because there are people here I love, who I would do anything to save. You should know that about me. Attack me again and I will kill you. As for you, you were brought here because my mother made a list thirteen years ago, but you will stay because of me, because I want you here."
 Mare's eyes narrowed slightly. Of course, the mother was the path. She'd almost forgotten it in her rush to rob the Abbey, thinking it a strange coincidence or a fantasy she'd perhaps conjured into being. But the madwoman in the Slumswelters had spoken at such length about her glorious son, and all the things she would do. It was real, and Mare felt only the slightest twinge to twist that information to her own benefit. So what if the woman had saved her life? She could do the same again now.
"She carved your scars, didn't she?" she asked, letting her cassock drop. "Your mother. You think she died a long time ago."
His eyes flickered briefly. "Of course she's dead."
That pleased her to hear. Knowledge was power, and it seemed she knew more than him. She thought back on the many stories the madwoman had told her, as they worked together to help Mare stand, to help her walk and think. 
"You're wrong. She's alive."
His frown deepened for a delicious, teetering moment, then smoothed away. "You really are desperate now, Mare. Her body is buried in the grounds."
Mare matched his confidence with a smile. "I've always been desperate. But it doesn't change the truth. I met your mother. Do you even know where your Sisters found me? In an abandoned building at the edge of the Slumswelters, one of a dozen places I sleep at. Such an amazing view of the city. I know you've been there, because she told me. Avia told me."
Now his face became a mask, unresponsive, and she knew she had him. Probably she should have used this information earlier, but it had never seemed real. Now she knew it was.
"Your mother saved me, Sen," she pressed on. "After you thought she was dead. She came to me after the Molemen took my brain, and kept me alive."
His mask didn't falter, through she glimpsed tremors running behind it. "You're trying to hurt me," he said at last. "To control me, using scraps you've picked up in the last week, but it won't work. You're a liar and a thief. Why would I believe anything you say? Now you have a choice. You stay here, or you leave with nothing. There's no in-between."
He pointed to the tray. "Now eat."
* * *
Mare focused on recovery. 
It galled her that it was the one thing he had told her to do, but she knew there was no choice. She knew he would come back soon to ask more about his mother, so she waited. 
But he didn't come. 
Days passed, and she began to doubt herself. Even as her body strengthened and the ache in her head dimmed, her doubts grew. Maybe he really hadn't believed her, and that changed her calculation. She couldn't stay here and redouble her thefts if she couldn't bring him under her influence. 
She just had to have faith. So she had faith, and waited, and recovered. 
For a week she watched them from her window, walking the grounds, sitting and talking, playing their childish games. One day the Balast and Spindle were throwing Cuttlebones on the lawns, and she opened the window a crack to better hear them, allowing a fresh spring wind to drift in, floating with hawkenberry blossoms.
"Idiots," she muttered to herself.
The Balast was hopeless at tossing the Cuttlebone horseshoe, but made a lot of noise every time his efforts came close to striking the metal pin target. The Spindle boy just laughed along, beating him easily every game. It was strange, because he'd changed so much from his days as a barking dog. 
She wondered what Sen had done to him, to make such a change. She wondered if Sen was trying to do the same thing to her.
The rumbling laughter of the Balast disrupted her thoughts. She wondered if that was that an act, too, or if he was genuinely happy. 
"I clipped it!" he cried out, and gesticulated wildly at the game spike, surrounded by old brown Cuttlebone horseshoes. "I touched the spike, that's worth a point."
"You have to get it round the spike, Gellick," the Spindle protested. "We've been over this a hundred times."
"But I was so close!"
The Spindle sighed. Mare almost laughed at how put-upon he seemed. 
"Do you really want a point for it?"
"Of course! I'm taking one."
"All right then, take it. Twenty-three to one."
"One point is as good as a victory."
"Sen," the Spindle called out tiredly, "are you sure you won't play?"
Sen shook his head. "It's too easy. Train up on Gellick a bit more."
Alam threw up his hands. 
Mare closed the window and turned away. It was important to keep focus. These children were not her friends, and they would not be. They were a resource only, and she would use them for her benefit, fitting in amongst them in just the ways the scarred boy wanted her to. If he wouldn't come to her, then she would go to him. Either way, she would get what she wanted.
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After his one-point victory at Cuttlebones, Gellick felt very pleased. It didn't matter that Alam believed he'd lost, because he still felt wonderful. It lasted all through their evening lessons and chores, through a dinner of steamed meat pie, his favorite, all the way up until they returned to their room.
Then it started to ebb. 
It had been hard to sleep all week, knowing that Mare had nearly killed Sen in the bushes. It was even more uncomfortable since he had to remember it in his Hax, writing it out over and over in the sand, whispering it while the others went to sleep. He'd much prefer just to forget it, but that was a path toward calcification.
Finally he slept, but drifted in and out of dreams. Mare was running after him, stabbing with a big wooden spoon. Some time in the middle of the night he woke to see Sen standing at the window, haloed by moonlight. 
He pushed himself up from his cot as quietly as he could, then creaked and rustled over to the window. Sen slid over to make room at the sill. 
"Was that you sneaking?" Sen whispered.
"My joints pop," said Gellick, as quietly as he could, but still Sen made a face and hushed him. "My joints pop," he whispered as quietly as possible, barely allowing any air to rasp over his big stone teeth. 
"That's better. Here, lean on this."
Sen lifted a pillow from his cot and handed it over. Gellick leaned it against the window, and looked out over the grounds. The Abbey was pale with moonlight, like something out of a fairy tale. 
"I think I can see Prince Coxswold," Gellick said in his raspy whisper, "over there, sneaking into the refectory."
Sen chuckled.
"He's looking for thirty-eight steamed meat pies. I hope the Abbess won't catch him."
"She'll make him clean all the pie tins if she does," Sen replied. "Ugh."
Gellick gave a shudder which shook the wall. "I hate scrubbing pie tins."
Sen chuckled again, and Gellick felt his worries about Mare drifting away. If Sen was relaxed enough to laugh, then Gellick would probably be all right too. 
They looked out of the window for a while in silence. The twittering of night birds larked down from above, and somewhere out by the pond frogs were making their sluggy barks. 
"You never met my mother, did you, Gellick?" Sen whispered into the stillness. 
Gellick thought about that for a while. It had to be about Mare, he knew that, but wasn't sure how. Even he knew that Sen's mother had been dead for a long time.
"We only see Balasts and the like, in the Calk," he whispered. "Was your mother a Balast?"
Sen chuckled. "No. Just something Mare told me. That maybe she was alive."
Gellick brightened. "That's good news."
Sen shrugged. "If it was true, then I suppose so. I hadn't thought about it that way. But it was a lie."
"Why would she lie about that?"
"Because she's a liar. Don't worry about it."
Gellick puzzled over that for a while, until he let it go as something he just wasn't able to understand. The Fluctile races could be difficult.
"What are you looking at?" he asked instead. 
"Over there," Sen pointed. "To the wall."
Gellick looked past the graveyard to the wall. It wasn't particularly interesting. "Why?"
"I'm waiting to see if Mare runs."
Gellick shivered. "Will you go fight her again?"
"No. I'll just watch. She's free to leave whenever she wants, that's what I told her. You are too, you know. If you want to."
That was confusing. "I don't want to go! I like it here. There's lots of color. And it smells better than the Calk."
Sen's nose wrinkled. "How does the Calk smell?"
"Like a toilet," Gellick said.
Sen had to clap a hand over his mouth to stop himself laughing.
"What? What is it?"
"Sorry," said Sen, getting himself under control. "I just didn't expect you to say that."
"Well it does. It's the chemicals they use for fixing the lime. In the grindyards. It smells like that a lot of the time."
"I won't argue."
Gellick stayed by Sen's side until he got too sleepy to stand up any longer.
* * *
The next day Mare left her room and went to join them.
Her transformation had to be gradual. It had to seem real. At first she sat apart from the others at lessons and meals, while they laughed and played in the grounds. She watched, and thought back on the transformation the Spindle had gone through, trying to slow down its stages so they matched her own. 
It was clear that some kind of emotional threshold needed to be crossed. She wasn't sure exactly what that moment would be, but as she watched them interact, and grow closer, and forge the kind of bonds of trust and affection she'd only heard about in stories, she began to have a clearer idea what was needed.
It didn't help that she'd seen nothing like this on the streets of Indura. Every child she'd ever known would have sold her out for just another rind of bread. On the streets they were all alone. But these children were not alone, even in spite of their castes, and it was because of the foolish boy in the middle. It wasn't hard to fake a desire to join them, because it was a feeling she really felt. It actually ached, but lots of things had ached before, and she'd taken control of them all, and turned each to her benefit. 
So she would with this. 
Days passed while she watched them. A week went by and then another, and still the moment had not come, but she was patient and kept telling herself that it would. Patience had always served her before, outlasting the other children for a shot at a dinning bar's trash, picked over for scraps. Outwaiting a gang that had hunted her into the sewers, being willing to take the stink and sludge for a day and a night longer than any of them, and thus surviving. 
This was easy. It was comfortable. To her surprise she found herself almost enjoying the passage of time. She couldn't deny that it was good to have meals guaranteed every day. It was even pleasant to hear the Balast's laughter and not be afraid. 
Gradually spring blended into summer. The grounds grew thick with flowers and the scent of rich life, something she'd never experienced before in the muck of Indura. Summer there meant putrefaction, a thinning of the swamp waters leaving viscous oil and half-rotted bodies behind for Gomorrah flies to buzz around. 
Not here. It affected her in a way that was hard to control, as it affected the other children too. They splashed each other in the pond, climbed trees just to swing from the branches, had races around the Abbey. It was foolish but part of her was intrigued by this new kind of life, so foreign to the life she'd lived before. She hadn't ever realized it was possible for her too, until one day the Balast came to sit by her side, and the moment came. 
Gellick. She didn't look at him because she wanted her transformation to seem real, and unwilling. If it was pity, this surface version of Mare would resist. 
"I was afraid of you," said the Balast in his gravely voice. "After I heard what you did. I had bad dreams that you would come stab me in the night, like you stabbed Sen. But that was months ago, and you didn't come, did you?"
He was a fool, she knew that already. It was obvious that she hadn't come to kill him, because he was here beside her. Still she bit back an angry retort. It wouldn't help to insult him now, wouldn't usher in the moment she'd been waiting for. 
"Did it hurt?" he asked. 
"Did what hurt?" she snapped.
He pointed to her head. "When they took out your brain?"
That stung, and she glared at him, momentarily breaking the character she'd been building for months. His big face was so dumb, so stupid, that she thought it was possible he didn't even realize how wrong it was to ask her that. A dozen stinging ripostes flashed through her mind. Did calcification hurt? Did it hurt to know every time he said his Hax he lost a little more? Did it hurt that his parents were slowly turning into stupid rocks that barely knew his name, only good for grinding to dust? 
But she managed to bite her anger back. Instead, she looked into his earnest emerald eyes and saw a warmth that made her deeply uncomfortable. It was weakness to feel this way, the very emotions she was supposed to be aping, but try as she might she couldn't just turn them off. It was ridiculous, because she was not some coy wench waiting to be cosseted, she was not as weak as Alam. 
But still. 
She opened her mouth to curse the Balast, but the usual angry words didn't come. She thought for one terrifying moment that she might start to cry, as she had only once in her life before, in the moments before the mogrifers came for her. Then she had sobbed and begged and offered to do anything they wanted.
But she was not with the mogrifers now, and it was not the same. Instead she felt a kind of twisting inside, as though her guts were adjusting themselves. She already lived on the edge of the knife at Sen's whim, no matter how she tried to tell herself otherwise. Talking to Gellick could not make things any worse. 
"Yes," she said flatly, a truth she'd never voiced before. "It hurt very much."
Gellick reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. His palm was heavy but gentle, and evoked in her a welter of emotions. The last time she'd been touched like that was when the mogrifers laid her on their bench. 
"I'm sorry," he said. 
Then the tears came, and there wasn't a thing she could do to stop them.
* * *
Sen watched Mare cry, watched Gellick patting her back tenderly, and felt her emotions wafting through him too. She'd been softening for days, and he'd felt the bitter snipe of her mind changing. It moved him too, in a way that made him strangely happy. 
He'd been waiting for it. Nearly three months had passed since she'd almost killed him by the wall, since she'd said those things about his mother. He'd wanted to ask her so many times, but always thought back to what the Moleman had told him. 
You have to be strong. 
He couldn't go to her, but until he knew for certain that what she'd said was a lie, then he couldn't leave the Abbey either. Just as before, when he'd stood before his mother's grave with the children arriving nearby, he had to know. 
Now he walked back across the grounds. In the past two months so much had changed. Alam was standing by the pond, looking out toward the gates. He still did that sometimes. Daveron was sat at the trestle table, a respectable distance from Feyon. They were both watching Sen.
Sen walked over and sat with them. 
"We don't need to worry about Mare anymore," he said to the little Moleman. 
"Because she's weeping?" 
"Because she's changed. And Feyon, here." He rolled up one of his sleeves and held his bare arm out to her. He felt oddly generous, as though nothing could hurt him. "On the first day, you said you wanted to touch my scars. You can if you want."
The Blue girl's eyes widened. "Really? You mean it?" 
He nodded. "Once, now."
She gulped, then reached out and laid her trembling fingers on his skin. Her fingernails were studded with tiny shining crystals. Her touch was soft, barely stroking the surface. It felt like a butterfly, wings flitting delicately, and fleeting images of her in a home filled with satin and lace came to him, alongside a hint of something darker, a pale body in the road screaming.
She gasped and snatched her hand away.
"Thank you," she blurted, then jostled her way up from the trestle table and hurried ungracefully to the sacristy. 
"She was about to cry too," the Moleman observed drily. "Reddened cornea, I've seen it many times."
Sen had seen it as well, and felt it. Her touch still seemed to hover on his skin, the warmth in the lines of his hand, the sense of darkness underneath all the sugar and riches. "She was, wasn't she?"
"Perhaps you have that effect on women."
Sen turned to Daveron. The Moleman was flat-eyed and emotionless as always. 
"It's a joke," Daveron said. "Molemen joke too." 
"Oh, right," said Sen. Absently he re-rolled his sleeve, not sure why he had even offered that. Since the first day Feyon had been an annoyance, badgering him about his scars, and now this. 
"Will you leave then, now?" the Moleman asked. "Your Abbey seems to be safe."
Sen blinked, noticed his hand was cupped round the spot Feyon had touched. He let go. "What?"
The Moleman cocked his head. "Leave. You told me it's what you were waiting for. Now the Abbey is safe. Will you leave?"
Sen looked away. He didn't feel the same urgency to go as before, but it was still true that his presence endangered the Sisters. Perhaps the time had come. 
"I'm not sure. There's something I need to know first."
The Moleman nodded. "About your mother."
Sen smiled, accepting that the Moleman knew this much about him, perhaps more. Did he know what Mare had said about his mother, too? Perhaps he suspected as much. "That's right."
"Then stop wasting time," said Daveron. "Find out."
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Time passed, and Sen let it go by.
Mare was changing, but she wasn't ready yet. He didn't want to send her spiraling back into a past where she'd tried to manipulate him, where everything with her was a fight for dominance, with a request for help coming only as a sign of weakness. 
So he settled himself down to wait. 
It helped that these were the best days of his life. Every day was a kind of miracle, to spend with friends. The Sisters had always been kind, and Sister Henderson had acted like a kid around him many times, but this was different. He loved to be around Alam and Gellick, teasing each other and tossing Cuttlebones. He liked Daveron's long, reluctant silences, spiked by utterly deadpan jokes, and even Feyon was funny at times too, though she didn't mean to be. 
He even grew to appreciate Mare. She'd clearly suffered; he caught hints of it at times, flashes of harsh imagery when she was nearby, working their way through her guarded thoughts. There was a cruelty to her, but also a kind of stubborn solidity that he admired. She'd been through things that would have killed him many times over, and survived. 
She joined them in classes. She even threw Cuttlebones a few times, but shyly, as if she was afraid of somehow getting it wrong. Sen welcomed her in, along with the others, but showed no special interest. He didn't ask her questions. When she shared something from her life, about Indura or the Molemen, he listened politely but didn't pursue it. 
It became a kind of game played between them, one he wasn't really sure was actually happening, but where the scores were measured in opportunities missed. They acted civilly, but there was no warmth. It didn't stop Gellick from growing closer to her, or even Alam from spending time in her company, walking down by the wall. 
One night in late summer they started having late night, campfire-style conversations in their room. At first it was only the boys, Alam, Sen, Gellick and Daveron, telling scary stories and jokes and sometimes bits and pieces from their lives, but after a few nights, and after Gellick had raved about it to her for days, she joined them too.
It was awkward at first, but Gellick pushed through with a funny tale of Prince Coxswold cooking a frog pie. Next Alam talked about his dream of owning his own gear manufactory one day, to pick up his father's mission to make gearsmithing a decent trade for Spindles to pursue. Daveron shared the pleasure to be gained from cleaning his father's tools well, while Sen told them about the time Sister Henderson had played a day-long prank on him, after she'd spent a long night hiding everything from his room round the Abbey, claiming a rogue band of shellaby bugs were responsible. 
Mare told them a little about the hardships of Indura. On the third night she told them about the Molemen mogrifers who had taken her brain. They all listened rapt, and when she finished there were tears in their eyes.
So the change in her accelerated, and Sen watched it. She became more comfortable in their presence, starting to trust that none of them were going to take anything from her, nobody was going to hurt her. He felt it as her thoughts shifted from vague ways she might manipulate him or steal from the Sisters, to thinking about their next evening session, or the contents of one of their classes. At times she led them in long discussions of ancient heroes like Saint Ignifer and King Seem, pricking holes in their stories as only a girl who'd grown up in the gutters could. 
He felt it as she began to feel safe, and at home. In that way summer turned to autumn, and autumn began to grow cold. 
* * *
One day Mare woke and felt no more anger and no fear. It was strange, and she lay there in her white room for a long moment trying to understand what had happened, but there was nothing to understand. She simply wasn't angry or afraid. 
Every day of her earlier life had begun and ended with one or both of those two feelings. It was how she'd survived so long, living off her wits, taking what she could from those weaker than her, keeping what she had safe from those who were stronger, and now it was gone. 
She rose from her bed expecting the feeling of comfort to fade, but it didn't. She went to the window where she saw Sen, as ever, bundled in his winter cassock and working in the vegetable patches by a watery gray dawn light, breaking the soil's crust of white frost. Seeing him there only made her feel it more. 
Safe. 
The night before she'd almost told them all about how she'd been saved. They knew everything else, all her shames, all the hard things she'd done to survive. And still they welcomed her. 
Now it was time. She dressed and went down to meet him. He was cutting sprigs of brunifer from the bushes by the pond, to make into hearth wreaths for the habitry. Their breath frosted the air.
She squatted down before him. 
He looked up at her and smiled. 
"You're going to tell me now," he said. "Aren't you?"
He knew. He'd waited longer, and now she'd come to him, so in a way, he'd won. But she didn't care, because she'd won more. 
* * *
He'd felt it coming for weeks. Now he sat back on his haunches and waited. Mare was a different person from the bitter girl he'd met on the first day in the grounds. 
"It's about your mother," she said. 
He set down his trowel. From the cathedral came the sound of the Sisters' voices at chorister. "Go on."
"It wasn't a lie." 
He listened. Perhaps he believed her. She wasn't lying, he could feel that, knew her well enough to be sure. It didn't match with the truth as he knew it, but she was telling the truth as it seemed to her. 
"I was trying to manipulate you before," Mare went on, "to control you, but it wasn't a lie. I met your mother. She's the one who saved me after the Molemen took my brain. At least that's what she claimed."
Sen slumped back to sit flat on the cold grass. A chill wind blew between them, rustling the pile of sprigs he'd cut. He'd thought about this possibility on and off for months. What it might mean. How it could have happened. 
"How do you know it was her?" he asked numbly.
"Because she told me your name. She told me about this place." She gestured to the grounds around them. "Even your scars. And she told me to remember. She was very kind, I remember that. It was seven years ago, right after the mogrifers stole my brain, and that whole time is very confused for me. But I remember her."
Sen looked at his hands. Clouds of vapor puffed over them with each breath. 
"She told you my name," he said, knowing it sounded feeble, clutching to the version of events he knew, "and about me, but how do you know it was her?"
Mare nodded, then reached out her hand. Sen looked at it. She'd never offered to share with him like that before. He took her hand and let the images roll in. 
He saw glimpses of Mare after the first fit, fresh from the Moleman lair and dying in the russet Induran mud. He saw a woman lean down and pluck her up from the mud. He saw her face leaning in and her hand spooning up soup, her lips moving and soundless noises coming out. He saw the same dark eyes that he remembered so well.
He pulled his hand back. 
"I-" he said, but no more words came. The world spun around him, and a black hole opened up underfoot like the mouth of the Rot in the sky. He'd just seen his mother in Indura, but that was impossible. "I don't…" 
Mare reached out and took his hand again, clutching it hard. Her skin was hot, and through it he saw more. 
Avia kneeling there as Mare woke, bringing food and water, sitting with Mare in that same abandoned room in the Slumswelters. Avia teaching Mare how to walk again, how to eat, how to talk. Months of memories flashed by, and in all of them was Avia. 
Sen jerked away once more and the connection broke. He couldn't breathe. His lungs sucked in cold air but he felt like he was drowning. He had to do something, but he didn't know what. 
"I have to-" he mumbled, and lurched to his feet. Mare called after him, but he didn't hear. He staggered away, moving though the grounds as the Sisters' chorister swelled even louder from the cathedral, and the air thickened with a fresh fall of snow. 
* * *
In the graveyard he stood before his mother's grave. Mare's memories echoed through him, blunt images that led nowhere but left so many holes in their wake. 
The silence felt oppressive, dampened further by the thick drifts of snow. The Sisters' chorister was finished, had been finished for an hour or so while he'd wandered half-blind round the grounds. Alam had come and he'd waved him off. Sister Henderson had come but he'd only walked away. 
Back to here. 
He held up a hand to look at his scars. This was her plan too. In the swirls and patterns of a forgotten tongue he read pieces of the stories she'd taught him: Saint Ignifer's fall, Saint Ignifer's rise. 
He picked up the shovel, already collected from the shack by the vegetables, and began to dig. 
The ground was cold and hard with frost, so the shovel bit shallow. He stabbed at it, cutting through the tangle of flower roots and chipping divots free. He tossed them to the side, and slowly the pile began to heap up as the grave surface peeled away. Snow fell on everything, a white frosting like icing on one of Sister Henderson's rock cakes. 
At times the blade clattered off the headstone, striking sparks into the dirt and snow. The noise rang out but he didn't care. He sank the blade into the earth and slowly the hole grew deeper.
Some time around the faint midday chimes of the cathedral bell, he heard the crunching sound of footsteps approaching. He turned, and saw Alam emerge through the curtains of white. In his hand was a shovel. For a long moment Sen looked at him.
"Let me help," Alam said.
Sen said nothing.
"You dug a grave for me, let me dig one for you."
Sen thought of the single scoop of his hand, eight months ago. Now this. The two were not the same, but he did nothing to stop Alam as he stepped up beside him, set his shovel down and began to dig. 
A time later Mare appeared from the white, flanked by Gellick and Daveron. 
"Let me," said Gellick. Alam handed him the shovel and stepped aside. Gellick's great stone muscles drove the blade in deep, scooping out a chunk far bigger than any Sen had been able to. Sen looked at the Balast, at the others. 
"Thank you," he said. 
They continued to dig in silence, no jokes or stories, alternating when one of them tired. When the gasp of a Sister came, followed by words meant to stop him, he didn't look. 
"He's doing what he has to," Mare told them. "What you should have done for him."
"That is his mother's grave, child," answered a Sister, outraged.
"It's a headstone and some flowers," Mare replied. "Nothing more."
More Sisters came, but stopped where Mare told them to, a tide of black cassocks held at bay like a dam.
"Don't do this, Sen," came the Abbess' voice at last. "It cannot be undone."
He ignored her. It hurt to do so, but he had to know. Along with Gellick his shovel rose and fell, and the hole deepened like the mouth of the Rot, narrowing until Gellick had to climb out and Sen continued alone. His arms and back burned, and still he went deeper, past the line where his eyes met the grass, throwing the dirt into piles around the grave.
At each stroke he tensed for the thud of metal on wood, for a coffin's resistance to jar up through his bones. When it finally came his heart skipped a beat. He dropped the shovel and sank to his knees, scooping away the cold peat with his bare hands, outlining the coffin's surface, the edges, the corners. 
"Enough Sen," rang the Abbess' voice. She was above him, leaning over the open grave, but he couldn't stop now. He wedged the shovel-blade into the crack between the lid and the box and pressed his weight against it. The wood cracked, splintered, and nails tore free. The sound of the Abbess overhead faded beneath the thumping of his heart, as he pried the lid off. 
On his knees, looking at the back of his hand, he watched a single trickle of blood run down the trail of his scars, and drop. A chip of wood or a nail had caught him as the rotten box split apart.
The blood sank into the bare wooden base of the coffin. It was empty. 
* * *
He wandered in the snow once more, round and round the Abbey. 
Avia was gone. Avia wasn't dead. 
He found himself at the wall, his hands on the cold stone. His hands were so pale he could scarcely see his scars. 
There was no reason to stay. He couldn't take the lies anymore, the constant risk. It was time to take responsibility for what he was, what his mother had done to him. He put his foot to the wall and began to climb. 
"Wait, Sen."
It was Sister Henderson. He recognized her voice, the sense of her mind at his back. It only made him feel worse. She'd been lied to as well. His mother had lied to them all, endangered them all, and he felt it as a bitter shame. 
"Wait for what, Sister?" he asked without turning. "What now? Does the Abbess want to speak to me again?"
He heard her shuffle forward, draping a thick woolen jacket over his shoulders. Her hand touching the back of his neck reminded him of long years playing at her side, laughing, all of it overshadowed now by his mother's empty grave. 
"Wait until tomorrow," she answered. "You're not fit for the city tonight, Sen, not like this. You're not ready."
"When will I be ready?" 
"When this fog has cleared. You're angry that your mother lied, and I can't imagine how that feels, but you can't go into the city carrying that anger. The Adjunc will find you. You need an answer. You need to know why."
He exhaled, watching his breath puff away in steam, the heat quickly dissipating. He'd thought of little else for the past few hours. He'd thought about Avia abandoning him in the Slumswelters, so she could fake her own death. He'd thought about her going to Mare years later, building up the phases of her prophecy. 
Five children. Now she'd made her own prophecy real. She'd brought it into being through her own actions, then left him alone, all so the prophecy wasn't broken. It made him sick. So where was she now? He shouldn't even care. 
But he did. 
"How?" he turned to her. A thick covering of snow rested on her shoulders like a mantle. Her nose was red and her cheeks pale white. "She left, Sister Hen. How can I find her?"
A tear ran down the Sister's cheek. Her misery at his misery was almost too much to take. "There is a chance," she said hurriedly, "a way we might be able to find your mother. Feyon has invited you."
He held there for a long moment, with his foot still raised to the wall. 
"Invited me to what?"
"To her home. You'll pass through the Haversham under the protection of the family Gravaile. Her father's a Duke, with prodigious resources, and a man of the greatest faith. If anyone can help you track her down, it will be him. He's agreed to your visit."
Sen studied her face. He felt so tired. Perhaps she was right, and Feyon's father the Duke could help. He let his hands sag at his sides. There wasn't any choice. 
"Tomorrow," he said. "I leave after that." 
"Of course," Sister Hen said quickly. "Tomorrow, I'll send a messenger now. And I will see you out of the gates myself."
He nodded. He let her put her arm round his shoulder and lead him back into the Abbey.
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Sen was finally coming, and Feyon exulted in it. 
For so long in the Abbey she had curried for his attention, fascinated ever since she'd first seen his scars, enlivened by the time he let her touch them. They stirred memories long buried that woke and excited her. She hungered after them in a way unbefitting a daughter of the house Gravaile, so that when he spoke she hung attentive on his every word, watching them ripple about his face and neck.
She had tried to awaken the same passion in him, flaunting her finest dresses, curling tiny bells into her hair so it chimed with each toss of her head, but he rarely looked her way. She'd begged her parents to extend him the invite from the very first day, and finally they'd agreed. 
Joy filled her up when the Abbess told her that Sen had accepted. Finally, he would see how very alike they were. 
She barely slept that night, she was so excited. For hours in the morning she teased her already blue skin to a glowing ruddiness, she slathered her light blue lips with berry-bloods, she doused her ankles and ears with perfume, and then she got in her brougham to go meet him on the Haversham, and wait for her new life as his wife to begin. 
* * *
It was Sen's first time to step outside the Abbey's walls in years.
The Sisters masked every inch of him, with gloves for his hands, a kerchief about his face and a deep hood over his head. Sister Henderson and the Abbess flanked him tightly either side at the Abbey gates.
"It's just like you did before with your mother," Sister Henderson said, kneeling so her head was at his height. "Except you were a lot smaller then."
He didn't have the energy to laugh.
The Abbess led him on, through the gates that had been the boundary of his world for so long. Sister Henderson remained behind. 
Peering through the slit above his kerchief and below his hood, he watched the road ahead which led to the Haversham. It was empty and quiet, as much of the residential Seasham district was. He'd seen it every day through the gates, but only held dim memories of the city beyond. 
Tall redstone houses lined the stone-flagged street, their bland shells offset by trimmings of veiny marble. Gutter drains in rough bronze refracted the pale afternoon light. At windows fine lace curtains hung drawn, in gardens oriole rose petals bloomed.
They walked side by side to the crossing with Aspelair street in silence. The Abbess stopped and pointed across the street to the revenant, nestled in beside two townhouses. "Do you remember that?" 
He did, faintly. It was a decorative archway in Hasp stone, nearly two floors tall, carved on the inside with the story of Saint Ignifer. The night his mother had abandoned him in the city, she'd led him into it and pointed up at the carvings of the Saint at the apex, with all his army and heroes spread below him. 
"That's King Seem, and that's Awa Babo, and there's Lord Quill," she'd whispered in his ear, pointing their figures out one by one. "All the strength the Saint could ever need is carved right here."
The Abbess was looking at him, waiting perhaps for some key memory to surface. 
"Let's go on," he said. 
She seemed hurt, but he didn't care. They went on, toward the Haversham. 
The tradeway's atmosphere gathered them in like flotsam on a tidal flow long before they actually stepped on its cobbles. Its thick band of riotous, colorful noise spilled out onto Aspelair, and the growing chaos of so many disparate castes jostling by jolted him roughly from his reverie. 
As they folded into the tradeway's outer reach, moving amongst densely pressed bodies and squeezing past rickety shacks while hawkers yelled out their varied wares, the sounds, colors and minds became an overwhelming cacophony that Sen couldn't shut out. 
His step faltered and the Abbess caught him, holding him up. He saw a Gralit's long eyestalks twist and track him as he stumbled by, then they were pushing past an array of strange star-shaped fruits, then there were purple cuts of meat hung on spikes, vermillion fish laid out on beds of melting ice. 
"Get your daily Soul 'ere!" A hawker roared across the crush of bodies, waving a newspaper, while another yelled out for the Bridgeling, and another called prices for walnut cream, the shouts merging into an irrepressible noise that forced its way inside his thoughts. He stumbled again, catching his feet on a stepping stone in the cobbled street, and bounced off an Ogric cart as it rumbled by.
"Watch it," the Ogric called over its shoulder, showing a mouth full of cracked green teeth. The Abbess' clawed hand clutched his tightly, his only lifeline back to a world that made sense. It felt like he was drowning beneath the clouds of blue scarab-smoke that fogged the air, along with the scent of roasting spices, the stink of rot and effluent from open sewer covers. 
He tumbled through the crowd like a stone rolling downhill, as castes he'd never seen before passed by and their dizzying thoughts poured over him, from small-faced Pinheads with moon-like skulls to little Dogsbodies yapping on street corners. A Cowface ambled by, his distended purple jaw hanging down so his lower teeth hung just over his collarbone. His long fat tongue quivered with each step, and his mind was a mess of pain and desire. In alleyways through the pressing throng Sen glimpsed hard-shelled damask Sectiles clad in all shades of face paint, throwing off sprays of hatred and contempt. A Bellyhead with his heap of blubbery stored fat wobbling atop his skull bartered at a fruit cart, thinking about home. Here a sled-team of matted Malakites heaved through the throng bearing bulging sacks of chaff and plaster. 
If it weren't for the Abbess holding him up, he would have sunken under and been crushed a long time ago. She pulled him through and he lurched along in her wake, until a cold wall slammed into his chest, and he stopped dead in the street, jerking the Abbess to a halt. 
An Adjunc.
It drew his gaze like a light in a dark room; a gray scorpion of dead mogrified flesh, rising up above the bustling throngs. One lolling torso stood atop a frame of two sutured bodies, stalking along on six grossly muscled limbs. Set within its single, misshapen head were numerous unblinking eyes, yellow with pus. It was madness incarnate, so cold that it stung, a host of bodies and minds crushed together, perverted and caged. It terrified him. 
The Abbess squeezed his hand firmly and ducked down to his level. "Head down, Sen," she said in his ear. "Keep walking."
She led and he let her pull him on, stumbling amidst the bodies and minds, until the Adjunc grew distant and they came to a quieter lee of the tradeway, where the crowds were thinner and a brougham carriage was waiting for them. It was gilt with mahogany and drawn by two Barbary horses. The groomsman leapt down from his reins and swung the carriage door open. The Abbess helped Sen in, so dizzy he couldn't balance well, then slammed the door behind them and urged the groomsman on. He heard a whip crack above, then the brougham started off down the street, cartwheels rumbling.
Sen sat with his head between his hands, breathing hard, rocking slowly back and forth. It was too much.
"What's wrong with him?" he heard Feyon ask. He'd caught only a glimpse of her as he'd climbed in. She was dressed in one of her outlandish outfits, all curls and frills, but at least this was familiar. 
The Abbess ignored her. "I'm sorry," she said, her hand on his back. "I never thought it would be so bad."
Feyon said some more but he couldn't really listen, focusing on his breathing and regaining control. Still she went on, her usual cheery patter about dolls and events at Court and the latest fashions, but the sounds washed over him. The world outside was chaotic and violent, more so than anything he remembered, and it took all his effort to keep it from crushing him. But as the carriage clattered away the busiest stretch of the Haversham, the weight eased. It became manageable, and he lifted his head. 
"Poor you," said Feyon, cooing softly, reaching for his hand. "You're shaking."
He pulled away, and turned to look out of the window. It helped to focus on streets and buildings. This was Pelorin district, soon to meet the Gilungel Bridge and cross the Levi River. Street names rose up from his memory and he cycled through them, each familiar, earthing him within the chaos. Here was Feralty Road, Crambler's Brack, Gorshalty Avenue, and on the other side Beadly Row, Soph, and Allertric Fed.
An Adjunc stalked by nearby, bringing that same cold and staring wall that stopped his breath. He focused on the streets it had likely come from and those it was heading toward, reeling off the names one after the other as a way to regain control. 
 Soon the carriage turned, and a strong waft of fish-rot and salt blew through the open brougham window. The buildings peeled back, the sky opened up, and they emerged from the belly of the dark side onto Gilungel Bridge. 
Sen had never seen the Levi River before, except from atop the cathedral with Alam by his side. Now it was a welcome emptiness, a broad flat expanse stretching out like a great gray road. 
White gulls coasted on the ocean-breeze, and Sen tracked them as they swooped occasionally on a ragged line of small snub-nosed flatboats trawling the river. Upon them low-caste Indurans wielded long hooked pikes and nets, dipping into the slow-moving water like cooks stirring a broth. The faint sense of drudgery and disease rose up from their minds.  
"They're fishing for refuse," Feyon said, breaking her stream of chatter about Court. "It silts up the Levi, prevents trade boats. Awful to have to see such low castes here, really, but at least they're not allowed on the banks."
Sen watched the Indurans working. One tugged a large bulk from the water, white and bloated. At first Sen thought it was some kind of fish, then he realized it had arms and legs, was a dead Appomatox.
"There are cannon mounts all along here," Feyon boasted, pointing to the bridge either side. It was fashioned in dark grindstone, with low mountings every twenty feet or so; circular wooden boards with hook and chains. "It was all houses and shops before the Drazi came, and the Roy moved here from the Slumswelters. The new King razed them, reinforcing the bridge as the last access to the Roy."
Sen turned to her, at last trusting himself to speak. "You know a lot about it."
She smiled warmly, clearly glad to have his attention. "My father is a Duke, he commands the…"
He turned back to the window. Soon they were across the river, the salt stink faded, and a thoroughfare spread broadly before them, the Andgrave. Here were none of the peddlers and haberdashers that filled out the Haversham, instead the avenue was tree-lined and patrolled by Molemen in blood-red tubing, walking in strict tandem. Each of them looked like Daveron, and Sen felt only ordered logic from them, each part of an intricately geared machine. 
"The path to the Aigle," said Feyon proudly.
Sen pulled his masking kerchief tight and leaned out of the carriage window to look ahead. At the top of the low hill there were fountains, and flanking orchards of perfectly aligned hawkenberry trees, and beyond them, rearing atop the Roy, was the King's black Aigle palace. 
It was huge, a giant Mjolnir skyship beached on a hill. Black metal struts and cables spun across it like a spider's web, leashing its various revolving towers and turrets together. From within came the low throb of its engines turning, keeping a constant shield of impenetrable Mjolnir metal between its towers and the world. At the center Sen could just pick out the one entrance ramp, leading to a small arch that opened and closed like an eye as the palace revolved. The low grind of its constant rotation thrummed up through the brougham seat.
It was the last bastion of the King, impossible to breach when the outer shell was revolved and locked. Nothing could break through.  
"Have you ever been inside?" he asked Feyon.
She nodded eagerly. "Once, we were summoned for a ball, and it was so wonderful…"  
Shortly afterward the brougham turned again, and they were off the Andgrave and winding up narrow flagstone-paved streets through Diamante district, lined with the storefronts of jewelers and tailors, their raiment products displayed behind glass windows on velvet cushions. Feyon gasped and pointed out the newest designs to the Abbess.
The carriage ran along a high bridge, revealing a view back across the entire city. Sen could just make out the Abbey far away, with only the white cathedral tower and green smudge of the grounds discernible. It seemed so small now, buried amongst the mass of life that jostled all around it. 
At last the carriage stopped at a wrought-iron gate, before a fine manor house with broad grounds. The groomsman leapt down to speak with a mogrified Malakite, all muscles, apish hair, and animal thoughts in a tight-fitting uniform. 
"This is my home," Feyon told them proudly. "The Gravaile mansion." 
The gates opened and their carriage entered a brilliant whitestone courtyard, enclosed on all sides by cloisters. It looked just like the Abbey in miniature. They pulled up alongside a waiting ostler who clapped the horses' haunches and whistled them in. 
The Abbess climbed out and Sen followed.
"Your mother chose her, remember that," the Abbess said in his ear. "There's a reason for it, I'm sure."
They walked up the path, and Sen wondered at how closely it resembled the Abbey; the same white marble, the same pinkish cloisters, even carvings of faded angelic figures on the roofline. 
"My parents are very devout," said Feyon, noticing his gaze. "They modeled their home on your order."
Standing at the door were two figures, surely the Duchess and Duke Gravaile. Feyon's mother was a beautiful and slender Blue dressed in an elegant black and silver gown. Her father was a stout Alpecic with skin as white as milk, wearing a major's gray uniform. The Abbess strode ahead to meet them, leaving Sen standing with Feyon.
"Your mother is beautiful," he said. 
"Of course she is," Feyon replied.
The Abbess introduced him, and the Duchess and Duke welcomed him, what little of him they could make out beneath the masking layers he wore. They explained what an honor it was to have the hope for the Saint in their home. Neither of them invited him to unclasp his cowl though, or take off his gloves. 
"Keep them on," the Abbess whispered, then went back to smiling gracefully as the Gravailes started them on a tour round their home. 
They passed through four reception rooms for guests of differing value, each decorated with a motif of increasing stature, from Jalopy geese in the first through millinery peacocks in the second, to Hasp chimeras in the third. The fourth bore no images at all, rather every wall and item within was painted black and there were no windows. 
"The Scuttle, for the King," Feyon told him in a whisper. "Should he ever deign to visit."
They walked the fetchling corridors that sang with a thousand squeaking metal joints built into the floors. They surveyed the Barbary horses standing eight feet high in the stables. They took in the view from the three balconades, looked in on four of the seven opulent bedrooms, tried out the tapestried seats in the two dining rooms, continuing until nearly the whole expansive house had been seen. 
At the end of the tour, as the Duchess and Duke went with the Abbess to their own private chancel for a communion with the Heart, Feyon led Sen to a nondescript wooden door on the second floor. On the wall beside it hung a revelatory lamp, which she sparked and tuned to yellow. In the day-lit corridor it seemed pointless. 
"When can I speak to your father, Feyon?" he asked. 
"In a moment. First I want to show you something." She gave an enigmatic smile, then she opened the door and stepped into a dark, windowless room beyond. "Come in." 
Sen paused, wondering if he should just go back to one of the reception rooms and wait for the Duke to come to him. But he'd come this far, and the Abbess' words still played in his head. Whether his mother was alive or dead, she'd chosen this girl, and perhaps there were more answers here than he'd expected. 
He followed Feyon in. 
"It's our doll room," she said, standing in the middle of the dark room, haloed by the revelatory's orange gaslight. There was no furniture, but it wasn't empty, and she gestured to the walls around them. Four banks of shelves ran around the whole room, spread from floor to ceiling, and all of them were filled with dolls. Their still eyes stared back at him, enlivened by the revelatory flame. "We keep it dark to preserve them, so they never grow old."
There were hundreds of them in total, all different sizes and shapes. Sen felt pride rising off Feyon, and something else, a kind of sadness. She set the revelatory down and moved to one of the walls, where she stroked several of the dolls lovingly, in elegant motions smoothed by time and practice. Then she plucked one of them out. It was half her own size and looked exactly like her; blue skin, green eyes, red hair, down to the very clothes it wore and the style of its hair, a perfect replica of Feyon. 
"This is my doll," she said, not looking at him. "All girls in the Roy get one when they turn six. It's supposed to mark passage into the adult world, when we're eligible to marry. Have you heard of them?"
"No."
She spread her arms to encompass the room. "These are all the dolls of my family line." She pointed to one that sat above her slot. "That's my mother's, above it is her mother's, and so on back for a hundred generations, dolls telling us who we are and who we were, what it means to be a Gravaile."  
Sen remained close by the door, watching her. 
"Why am I here, Feyon?" he asked.
She ignored the question, a coy smile playing on her lips. Instead, she replaced her doll and picked up another from the space next to it. 
"This is my sister's doll," she said, sidling closer. The sense of pride mingling with sadness grew stronger, spiked by a rising excitement. "You didn't know I had a sister, did you? She was born long before me, and my parents sent her away. I never knew her. Here."
She passed the doll to him, and he took it. 
"It's lovely," he said. Its skin was blue, and it looked much like Feyon. 
She stepped closer, so close he could feel her breath on his face, and placed her hands over his, turning the doll. "Here," she said quietly, conspiratorially. "Look."
She peeled back the doll's blouse, to reveal a sewn-in blemish across its back, made with dark blue wool. Feyon ran her fingers across it and shivered. 
"What is it?" Sen asked.
"A scar," Feyon said, her eyes big in the darkness. "Like yours."
Sen studied it, a simple jag. "It looks like a birthmark."
"That doesn't matter," she said, breathing fast now, leaning closer. "It's exciting. I want to know what it means." She took another step, almost pressing her body against his. "I want to feel it."
Sen took a step backward, overcome by the sudden power of her feelings for him. It was somewhat entrancing, but there was something wrong with the shape of her attraction, something sick. "You mean my scars? You don't want to be close to me, Feyon. They're a death sentence."
She pressed further forward, her face flushing. "I like it." She reached out to touch his arm, trying to peel back his sleeve, but he pulled away. "Won't you let me touch them again?" 
"It's not that…" he began, confused now, looking into her wide eyes as she pressed her face close to his. Her breath brought a heat to his cheeks, a desire he'd never felt before. She really was beautiful, intoxicating even, but still he could feel the sickness bubbling underneath. 
"You can kiss me, if you like," she breathed, and closed her eyes. He studied her face, so beautiful but basted with a thick layer of painted creams. Her red hair hung down in ringlets strewn with twisted flowers, and he wondered how long it had taken her serving ladies to prepare them. She wasn't real, just like the grave he'd uncovered, just like his mother. 
"This is wrong," he said. 
Her hands rose to his shoulders and he felt her touch even through the layers of cloth, the sick feeling rising with images of a child in the street screaming, and Adjunc. She gave a shiver of pleasure. "It's all right, Sen. I won't tell. We'll be married soon enough."
He jerked back at that. 
"Married?" The confusion of the last few days blended with this new feeling, and turned to anger. "What are you talking about?" 
* * *
He was cold.
It didn't make sense to her. She'd seen her mother do this a dozen times, bringing footmen and valets back behind some pillar, winking to Feyon as she made them rise to her attention, stroking their chests, running her fingers through their hair. It had been an education. The boy was lucky that she'd taken such pains to invite him here. 
And now he threw it back in her face. 
"I didn't come here for this," he said, his voice loud now in that dark space. He gave her a light push and stepped back himself. "And you think my scars are exciting? They're a curse, Feyon, and you're a fool if you think anything else."
"A fool?" she said, drawing herself up. This wasn't going how she expected, but she wouldn't be made a joke of. "I am a lady of the Roy!" 
He looked at her as though he were making a judgment. It at once appalled and excited her. 
"I'm not another doll, Feyon, I'm not here for your amusement," he held up the doll of her sister. "All of this is wrong. Do you even know where your sister is?"
"She went away," she said sharply, a mantra grooved into her mind with repetition. "Over the seas."
Sen laughed. "She's dead, Feyon. Don't you see that?" He stabbed at the mark on the doll's back. "This fated her, and the Adjunc killed her in the street. Don't you remember?"
A flash of memory stung in her mind, something she'd worked all her life to forget. He took her hand and the image was there again, stronger this time: her big sister screaming at the gates as the Adjunc peeled away her skin, slapping blood everywhere, killing her while her mother and father watched helpless.
"I see it in you," he said, his voice hot and urgent now, "which means you remember it, but you've blocked it out, and made a liar out of yourself." He let go of her hand and looked her up and down. "It's all lies, Feyon, your clothes, your face, the bells in your hair, and you're a fool to believe it, just like me. You're a fool, and I would not kiss you if you were the last girl alive."
She slapped him then, hard. The sound of her palm on his cheek rang out like her father's blunderbuss, driving away her uncertainty and filling her with an anger she'd never known. 
"You do not talk to me like that! I am a lady of the house Gravaile, and I will not…"
"Will not what?" he interrupted, even as a mark in the shape of her hand rose up red on his cheek. "Deign to kiss me? You don't know a thing about who I am, Feyon. You may be high-caste, but you're pathetic. You're just a pretty ring on your mother's finger, how could I ever want to kiss someone as pathetic as you?" 
She swung another slap to shut his lying mouth, but he caught her hand as it came around, jerking her close. For a moment their faces were almost touching, and she wanted nothing more than to gouge out his lying eyes. 
Then he kissed her.
Her eyes flashed wide open. For a moment she was swept along, kissing back, and her mind filled with moments of joy and sadness in the Abbey that she didn't remember, running around after hawkenberry petals, standing over an empty grave. Then, just as suddenly as he'd pulled her in, he let her go. 
She staggered backward. There was a surprised expression on his stupid face, which only angered her more. 'Why are you so surprised', she wanted to shout up at him, 'you're the one who kissed me!' She wanted to rake at his face for his insolence, wanted to seize hold of him and make him kiss her again. 
He turned and left before she could do either. 
* * *
They didn't speak again. Feyon curtseyed as he left with the Abbess, but Sen felt the anger burning off her. 
They rode back in silence. 
The Duke had given them nothing, claiming all his searches had led to naught, though he made vague promises to put fresh inquiries out, to sound his battalions of enlisted men, but Sen knew he would do nothing. The man was terrified; of Sen, of his own wife, of the Abbess. Everything scared him, as already he was taking the largest risk of his life, in having their only remaining daughter stay at the Abbey with the boy from Avia's prophecy. 
The Duke Gravaile wouldn't find his mother for him. 
It had taken all Sen's self-control not to lash out at him, at them both; the Duke and Duchess. They'd lied not only to Feyon, but now they'd lied to him too. They'd made promises they couldn't keep, all so they could pay lip service to a vision they believed in, but couldn't fully commit to. 
It was confusing. Where did the lies end and the cowardice begin?
The brougham carriage clattered away, and the city beyond grew noisome as before, but now it barely touched the muddle in his head. The Abbess attempted to draw him out, but he didn't respond. Once back at the Abbey he ignored the supper call to the refectory and went to his room, where he laid on his cot and stared up at the ceiling. 
Why had he kissed her? 
There were lots of other questions, but that was the one that filled his mind now. He remembered it vividly, the soft touch of her lips, the anger in her eyes turning briefly to passion, then back to anger again. Was that real? Was anything real any more?
She was beautiful, of course, but it wasn't a real beautiful. The lie was true, though, in a strange way, giving her brokenness a kind of beauty. He thought back to the images of the death of her sister, screaming and bloody in the street, and recoiled. The Adjunc had done that for just one small birthmark. It was the fate that awaited him, that awaited every Sister in the Abbey if he was ever found there. It was why he had to leave. 
Tonight.
After they'd all gone to sleep. It would be easier, and give him time to prepare. Right now he was too confused, would slip up at the first intersection and be unmasked. The Adjunc would come and the Sisters would die. A few hours only was all he needed, to put Feyon aside and focus on what mattered, to get his head straight enough to run well. 
The evening grew dark around him. Gellick, Alam, and Daveron filed in from their lessons. Alam tried to talk to him, but he didn't answer. It didn't seem possible now. A divide had grown up between them; they were on one side and he was on the other, and the gap was only growing wider. 
He'd leave, and find a quiet place where he could hide, and learn to adjust to the chaos of so many different minds. The Abbey would finally be safe. 
Silently, after the breathing of the others had smoothed out and Gellick had finished his Hax, he began to pack a bag. 
* * *
Feyon seethed in the doll room. That he had spoken to her that way was an insult deeper than she had ever borne. He had called her a joke. He had stolen her first kiss. Then he had told her what had happened to her sister. 
She had never forgotten it, not really. She'd only convinced herself to believe her sister had gone far away, because the alternative was too horrific. Her parents had forced the lie down her throat, hoping to keep the worst of it from her, but it had definitely happened. Holding her sister's doll in her hands with the jagged blue mark on its back upmost, she could not deny it. 
The Adjunc had flayed her sister alive in front of their own gates. She was not over the seas, but dead. For so long Feyon had dreamed of her playing in some foreign land, visiting with princes and riding giant beetles, like it was all a game. Now, with the glassy gaze of so many of her forbears staring down, she couldn't pretend any longer.
And she hated Sen for it. 
He thought he was so truthful, but in truth he was the one the Adjunc should have gone for, not her sister. He was a maze of scars, a thumb in the King's eye, and her sister had been just a girl with one odd mark. She had only been seven years old.
She wept, and the tears hardened her resolve. He would pay. They would all pay for laughing at her, for treating her like some common Induran, putting her in that zoo with a Deadhead and a Balast, as if caste no longer mattered. She was a lady of the Roy, a Gravaile, and she would not allow it. 
Through the churn of emotions, she saw the path forward. There had to be redress. The law of caste had to mean something, if it had taken her sister for just one mark. Long before the dawn she slipped out and took a brougham to the Haversham, where she found what she sought. 
 



 
 
THE CATHEDRAL II
 
 
Sen was walking along the gravel path to the graveyard, heading for the wall, when he felt the change in the air. It began like the rumble of a distant storm; a faint clap of far-off thunder, a flash of light that could be a trick of the eye. He stopped and listened, stretching his thoughts outward from the early morning calm of the Abbey, wafted with cold winter fog and the sleepy dreams of the Sisters. 
The streets nearby were silent, the surrounding townhouses just beginning to bustle as servants woke and lit fires for their masters. Down by the Haversham there was the usual slow burn of hawkers and hustlers setting up their timber frame stalls and laying out their goods, muted by distance. 
Then there was something else. Seconds passed as the sensation grew stronger, until it moved from a feeling in the air to an actual sound he could hear, as a hundred feet stampeded off the Haversham and began the last sprint up Aspelair to the Abbey.
Sen's jaw dropped slack.
A cold wall of Adjunc. 
For long seconds he stood frozen, feeling the same terror he'd felt a day earlier on the Haversham, looking into the pus-yellow eyes of just one of them. But this was more than one. This was dozens, all charging his way. 
He jolted to action, sprinting back to the sacristy, where in glimpses down the white chalk path he could see their indistinct forms through the gate's railings, galloping out of the pre-dawn dark. They were a chaotic storm of lolling torsos in the fog, their many legs stamping, their dead eyes catching the moonlight like winking stars.
At the sacristy watch house he shook Sister Lallitac awake, shouted the warning in her bleary face, then seized the alarm bell-rope and yanked it. Loud peals rippled out through the mist, and Sen sprinted on, while behind him the Adjunc were closing on the gates already. 
His mind raced ahead as he sped down the cloisters and into the shadow of the cathedral, darting along the swerves of the gravel path with his heartbeat meshing into the deep rumble of the Adjunc. His old hiding place flashed to mind but had to be dismissed; the Abbess' chancel was where he'd always gone before when the Adjunc came, tucked underground in the vault with Sister Henderson for a day and a night, while monsters ransacked the grounds above.
But they'd always had warning of a raid before. There was no warning now, no time, and his gaze flashed to the wall. In the simmering cold of their approach he couldn't tell if there was another troop closing in from that direction. 
The alarm bell tolled madly, and back down the grounds he heard the first crashes of meat on metal as the Adjunc struck the gate. It wouldn't last long. 
He found himself back in the wintry clearing by the filled-in hole of his mother's grave, panting and looking to the wall. There was no other choice, he just had to hope they didn't pick him off fleeing in the streets. The punishment for the Sisters would be no less. He started through the graves, then stopped as his foot caught on the loose mound of soil, and a new idea came. He remembered a night many months back, spooning dirt out of a hole to bury windblown dust. 
He turned and sprinted back the way he'd come. In seconds the northeastern buttress loomed out of the mist before him, and he wasted no time leaping for the pillar's top. He was taller now and it was easier to haul himself up, rising to his feet on the long thin buttress arch that bridged up to the cathedral body. 
One of the Adjunc wailed from the bottom of the grounds. The sound was inhuman and chilled his blood, like the phantom wail of a wyvern. There was no time to play it safe now; with his arms outstretched for balance he ran along the narrow arch. The stone was slick with the night's mist, and he slipped several times, barely catching himself from a drop to the railing spikes below. 
Halfway up, a shearing metal crash spat through the gloom as the gate gave way. The mist-muted Abbey alarm bell stopped abruptly, replaced by the awful drumbeat of the Adjunc flooding into the grounds.
Sen hit the cathedral roof and ran on, chased by bestial, drowned wails. Behind him the freezing chill of the Adjunc flooded the Abbey, rising up the walls and spreading terror through the Sisters. He felt the brief spike of Sister Henderson's fear, and faintly heard her voice ringing out across the cloisters, "Where's Sen?"
There was nothing he could do. He reached the roof and dashed to the tower base, slipping over the mist-damp lead, then began to climb. Already the morning mist was clearing as the sun rose, and he prayed to the Heart that no one would see him from below. 
It took what felt like a very long time, clambering with his back to the world and his chest heaving, fingers cramping, but could only have been moments before he crested the square apron top to lie flat and panting on the dew-wet grass. He chanced a peek over the edge, and looked down through the clearing air on a swarm of Adjunc crawling the grounds like grotesque gray ants, batting Sisters out of their way. They thrust Gellick and Mare to one side, beat back the Abbess as she spread her wings for attention, and brought fear with them like seaweed carried on an incoming tide. 
The suffering of the Sisters rose up to him in waves, and there was nothing he could do. One of the beasts looked up and he rolled onto his back, trying not to breathe or make a sound, though there was no way they could hear him. Still, he had to be quiet. He had to be invisible. Like every time before, he had to hide himself away while others protected him from the monsters below. 
* * *
Intermittent screams rang out. Clouds drifted overhead, into the black mouth of the Rot, which swallowed them down. Sen focused on it, the only distraction from the grief rising up from below. 
The screams had been much worse, earlier. 
"They're gone."
The sound startled him, and Sen jerked to full wakefulness, feeling disoriented, sickly, and weak. Long hands stilled him and held him in place. It was Alam, kneeling in the grass beside him. Sen rubbed his eyes and studied his friend. Alam's eyes were haunted, and Sen felt the misery glowing off him. 
The sky above had grown dim; the whole day had passed already. Echoes of what had happened came back to him like a bad dream. He remembered the bursts of pain that had to be Sisters dying. He wanted to vomit, but there was nothing in his stomach.
Alam's eyes were brittle; close to tears. 
"How many?" Sen asked. 
"Sister Henderson," said Alam. The words came hard. "She's dead." 
Sen only looked at him. It couldn't be real. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. This was still the nightmare, all of it the nightmare, just another of his mother's awful tests. "She's not," he said.
Alam put his hand on Sen's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Sen. She thought you were hidden in the chancel, and tried to stop the Adjunc from getting in. They killed her at the door."
It was too big a thing for Sen to comprehend. Sister Henderson couldn't be dead. She was too alive, too bright, and the Adjunc had never killed a Sister before. There were always some bruises, some indignity, but no one had ever died. 
"You're wrong. She's just injured."
"I saw her, Sen. She killed two Adjunc before they knocked her down. She's dead."
Sen turned to the side and gagged, but nothing came up.
Alam waited, as Sen spat and wiped his mouth, as he skipped over grief and went straight to anger.
"How?" he asked. "I was about to leave. How did they know? They've never raided like that before, with no warning."
Alam's face became pained. He winced, eyes narrowed, unwilling to say.
"Who told them?" 
"Feyon," Alam answered, the word coming out like a bark. "She was at the gates in her brougham, watching. She pointed the chancel vault out to the Adjunc. She didn't know about up here, though."
Sen felt like the Rot must have swallowed him already. Anger vied with guilt and they both drained away together, leaving him empty. Feyon had done this. It was such a waste, and it was his fault. He'd gone to Feyon's house filled with anger, and let it out on her, and this was the result.
Resolve settled on him like a cold rain.
"I'm leaving right now."
* * *
Down in the grounds the Adjunc were gone, but the violent signs of their passage remained. The grass and vegetable patches were in ruins, trampled by their many feet, the gates still lay mangled on the chalk, while many windows in the sacristy, habitry and cathedral were broken, with doors hanging splintered in their frames. Sisters moved about in a daze, some knelt in clumps praying to the Heart, nursing wounds, wiping blood from weary faces.
As Sen passed by they came to him, sobbing and praying. They ran their hands through his hair and touched his cheeks, as though he were Saint Ignifer returned. 
"I'm sorry," he told them, as he passed, their relief running through him like an accusation. "I'm so sorry."
The infirmary was filled with bodies; black cassocked women that had been all he'd ever known, now lying on cots in pain, their faces black and bruised, their limbs twisted, bones broken. 
He saw the Abbess tending to the injured, laid down in long rows. She was lurching unevenly, and as he drew closer he realized that her antennae had been cut down to stubs. Trails of dark blood ran down her domed face. 
She had been punished for his crime. The vertigo rising off her made him feel nauseous. She saw him and came lurching over like a drunk, her wings spread and holding to beds as she passed for balance. Still, she touched his face and smiled with such relief that it broke him apart. 
"Thank the Heart you're alive." 
"I'm sorry," he began, but she pressed her finger to his lips. She took his hand and led him through the hall, down past all the broken Sisters, to one quiet bed in the corner wrapped over with white sheets, beneath which lay the muffled outline of a body, or a body's parts.
"Sister Henderson," he said.
The Abbess nodded slowly, sending waves of nausea through them both. A long moment passed, as he looked at a single bloodstain blooming through the sheet.
"We'll put her in your mother's grave," the Abbess said, bracing herself on his shoulder. "If you'll accept it. She was like a mother to you."
He nodded numbly. It was right. She deserved the grave more than his mother ever had. 
"Can I see her?"
The Abbess shook her head. "There's nothing left of Sister Hen to see. The Adjunc tore her to shreds."
She led him back out of the infirmary, into the dusk-dappled grounds, and he followed numbly. The tracks of the Adjunc were everywhere in ripped cloth and torn grass; a violation that dug into the very fabric of his home. 
With the Abbess' hand at his back, they walked together down the white chalk path. Some of the Sisters lined the way. Sister Oppery handed him his pack, dropped somewhere in the grounds, and Sister Pomefrey gave him his hooded winter cassock and gloves. He pulled the cowl up over his head and rustled on the gloves. The Sisters touched his hands as he passed, and swore it was not his fault. 
At the gates, his friends were waiting. Alam, Mare, Gellick and Daveron.
"I'm sorry," he said to them. There wasn't much else to say. He wanted to explain, to give them something meaningful as he said goodbye, but he had nothing left to give. He looked at each of them. "I'm sorry it ends like this."
"It was our choice to stay here," Mare answered defiantly. "Not yours."
"Alam," he began, but could think of nothing else to say. He held the Spindle's eye for a long moment, then they shook hands. Gellick pulled him into an embrace, crying jewelly tears from his emerald eyes, though he probably didn't really understand what was going on. Daveron gave him the slightest of nods.
Then the Abbess steered him on. 
"Goodbye, Sen," Gellick called after him. He didn't have the heart to look back. 
Standing between the twisted metal of the gate, in chalk trails scored by Adjunc feet, the Abbess dropped on one knee and spread her warm brown wings about him, cowling them in shadow, just as she always had when he was a child. She held his face in her clawed hands. 
"Find your mother," she said. "Make this worth it."
Then she was walking unsteadily up the path, using her wings for balance, the lower edges trailing in the chalk and snow. The Abbey lay broken around her. Sen nodded to his friends as a final apology and farewell, then stepped over the gates and into the city, leaving the Abbey behind. 
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Tears ran down Sen's cheeks. 
Aspelair was a quiet blur as he walked away from the Abbey, still but for a few Ogric rickshaws trundling by, perhaps ferrying supplicants at the Roy back to their townhouses. A Steaoplygic cooper wheeled past with a cart of empty wine casks, his oversized hindquarters bobbing luridly with every step.
Sen walked and let the grief envelop him. Sister Henderson was gone. His friends were gone. His life as he knew it was over, and that was hard. At some point he stopped in the shadow of a silent winery and pulled the pack the Abbess had given him off his back. It was heavy, and coins somewhere inside clanked against the smooth curbstone as he set it down. The top cinched open, and within he found a kerchief, which he knotted across his face before continuing on.
The night swallowed him up. His tears gradually faded, replaced by a strange sense of unreality, that everything was so calm and still, as though life outside the Abbey walls should be just as devastated as it was inside. But life went on. The stars still twinkled above like fairy tale heroes. Nobody here cared about another Adjunc raid.
Aspelair grew quieter and darker as it veered further from the Haversham tradeway, heading out of the Seasham district. The revelatory lamps overhead became less frequent, so the orange gloam from each faded further into darkness before he reached the island of the next. Somewhere across the city the Grammaton clock tower chimed for eleven. 
Hours passed, and he skirted into Yarbury in the dark, past Teller's Bend and toward the shadow of the city wall, into the old rum district of the Shibboleth. Here he passed through empty interstices and roads littered only with the scattered mulch of the day's newsprint. His hob-shoes clacked on the dim cobblestones, but as the streets wended further into darkness, he heard an answering echo to his every footfall, ringing out from behind.
He stopped at the peak of a low stone bridge over a fetid canal, listening. Two more clacks came, before silence rang out in the stillness. 
He knew it was Alam. 
Indecision held him for a moment only. He could run, and leave his first real friend behind. He could hide and watch Alam go by, his long frame so thin against the Shibboleth streets, his lone voice perhaps calling Sen's name into the city. That way their last memories together would have been of throwing Cuttlebones in the grounds, talking with the others long into the night, and an embrace at the Abbey gates.
Sen kicked at a stubborn tuft of grass shooting up through the disheveled cobbles, and wiped his cheeks. He couldn't do either of those. Instead he sat on the low wall, above the buzzing Gomorrah flies rising from the reed-choked canal, and waited. 
Soon, Alam came into view. He was slinking in the shadows, trying to remain hidden, but when he saw Sen sitting at the bridge, he stopped and came out into the moonlight. No revelatory light reached them there. Sen waited as he clacked softly over. 
"Alam," Sen said. It came out more warmly than he'd expected. For all his confusion, he was glad to see the Spindle here. He knew no one else in the whole city. 
"We meet again," Alam said. 
Sen gave a small smile, then turned to look down at the canal. It was clogged with effluent and debris carried down from the Levi. Chunks of rotten meat festered in the cold dark, amongst the dense mulberry reeds.
"Why are you following me?" 
Alam took a seat on the bridge wall beside him. "I don't know. Not really. Mare didn't want me to."
"No," said Sen, and looked up at his friend. There was something different about him. stronger, perhaps. "You were worried about me."
"Probably. You've never been out here before."
Sen gave a little smile. "I have. When I was four years old. My mother brought me out, and this is the way I came back." He pointed at the canal. 
Alam looked down, into the clouds of flies and reeds. "It's disgusting."
"Yes. It was like this then, too."
They sat in silence a time longer.  
"You can't come with me," Sen said softly. He didn't want to say it, but he had to. "You know that."
"I know you think so," Alam said. "I don't know that it's true."
Sen looked at him, then pulled back his tunic sleeve to bare his scarred arm. He let that speak for itself for a long moment, before adding words. "Sister Henderson died for these, Alam. I can't let that happen again." 
Alam didn't say anything, and Sen let his arm drop. For a long time neither boy spoke. 
"I have to do this alone," Sen said at last. "Whatever this is. I hope you understand." 
Alam sighed. "I don't. Your prophecy, your mother, I don't understand. But that's all right, I suppose. I guess we chalk this one up to experience."
Sen smiled. It was a lot to think about, that they might never see each other again. He didn't know how long he'd survive, on the streets. But it gave him strength, to think that Alam could accept this and move on.
"What about you?" he asked.
"Me?" Alam asked. "I don't know exactly, but I'll be OK. Maybe I'll make another gear manufactory, like my father."
"Then I'll know where to find you."
Now Alam gave a sad smile. "And I won't know where to find you. But I'm written into your scars, right?" He nodded at Sen's arm. "So perhaps our paths will cross again."
Sen just looked at his friend. There were so many things to say. 
"Perhaps. I hope so."
"Well, good luck." Alam held out one long hand. Sen looked at it for a moment, reminded of the memory of Alam's father's hands, reaching through the Abbey gates. Then he took it and they shook. 
"Good luck, Alam."
"I'll go, this time," said Alam, standing. "Give you a taste of it."
He walked away, down off the bridge and back into the shadows of the Shibboleth.  For a little while Sen could still hear his footsteps, clacking on the cobbles, then that sound faded too, and he was alone. 
* * *
He dropped down on to the overgrown towpath. Swidlington canal, it was called. He remembered it from his many hours of map study, ingraining the roads, bi-rails and districts of the city into his memory. The mulberry reeds were frosted in clumps, and crunched underfoot. The Gomorrah flies were an accompanying buzz, like an ugly chorister of rot and decay.
He went west. Hours passed in a trudging rhythm through the weeds and mud, and his mind drifted to the past. He'd been four years old when last he'd come this way, and there were still landmarks he remembered. A blush of green ivy climbing an outhouse wall. An iron bridge with rivets molded in the shape of the Heart. 
"Remember this," his mother had whispered in his ear, the first time they'd come this way.
A dull headache settled in. Around him the districts changed, passing through a corner of Belial where muffled screams rang out from the Molemen usury yards, the pain a spike in his mind, through Carroway which felt like sawdust and precision, toward the ancient, silent Slumswelters. 
It began to snow again. He barely noticed the salt tang creeping into the air as he drew near HellWest docks. 
The Grammaton chimed for four, no longer so far off. Dawn would come in a little while. He was hungry and tired, so he stopped underneath a familiar, Hasp-stone bridge. Here the canal was barely moving, so thick with stinking detritus. The bridge above was ancient, its large stones time-hoared and out of alignment, shifted by long years of use. It was quiet but for the endless buzzing of flies. 
He took off the pack again and sat down against the old bridge stones. Everything he'd packed was still there: more warm winter clothes, a blanket and bedroll, a knife, a hammer, pewter water flasks, a small cooking pan, and some food wrapped in oilskin. He munched on an oatcake and drank cool water from one of the flasks. 
There was one new addition; at the bottom lay a heavy leather wallet, filled with gold and silver coins. He tucked it into his tunic and said a silent thank you to the Sisters, then climbed up the stone embankment, into a Slumswelters street. It was desolate, wind-swept, and still. The low pale moon lit an empty stone-flagged road stretching into the distance, lined with hollowed-out buildings. In the moonlight their skeletal frameworks were starkly visible, though plainly they had once been grand. Many boasted fine marble pillars, delicately carved, though few still supported roofs. 
It had once been the site of the King's Roy, filled with wealth and lacquered with gold, before the Drazi infection came and the district was cursed. Now it felt like a mausoleum.
He started north, following the road away from the canal, through a cross-hatched network of blocks where every intersecting street was the same, stretching away like threads in a simple weave, flanked with empty façades and bare stone. In places the wind whistled through empty windows, in others whole structures had crumbled upon themselves in jagged mounds. 
At one corner he passed a building entirely pasted over with decades of accreted political papers, a thick wattling of pulp now yellow and hard with age. Most of the writing and ink had bleached away, but in places he made out words of advertisement, playbills, political slogans, circulars.
As the night steadily lifted, memories of dry lessons about the Drazi infection came to life like wraithy figures in his mind. He imagined the empty gray streets filled with the dead and dying, as the plague mogrified their bodies into hideous outbursts of limbs, teeth, and guts. This was where the infection had first taken hold, and only Lord Quill, the last Man of Quartz, had been able to save the city. 
Now it was abandoned, and cursed. 
He saw few people as he went along. Once a motley-dressed Scabritic tottered by, bobbling a pink pig's bladder on a stick, smelling of the scarab, with blistered, infected skin. As he passed, Sen saw both of his eyes had been put out and replaced with black coals. His mind was broken, crammed with slithering thoughts that made Sen shudder and hurry until he was clear. 
Down various shadowy avenues he glimpsed figures crawling, deep in their various addictions. At a paper-plastered corner an old white-skinned Big-eye was creeping along the wall and studying the old print closely, muttering to himself. 
"Where are you, my love, they said you were here."
His mind felt like a musty old library to Sen, with all the books in the wrong places, the words and meanings switched. 
At times he veered out of the Slumswelters, into the quieter fringes of Carroway, where a few odd drunken Ogrics wandered back and forth with their carts, looking for lost navvies to ferry back to the docks or the Boomfire. These at least were simple, like the fetchlings, driven by basic desires.
He moved faster now as the sun rose and the streets began to show signs of life. Soon the Calk wall rose before him, at the edge of the Slumswelters and Carroway, a line of great white dolmens like a set of teeth, set close together and biting upward. He looked at it and thought about the Balasts on the other side, working their great, slow muscles that churned the city's stone and smelted its metal, keeping its beat alive. From beyond, through the thick pall of white dust that hung above it like a cloud, rang the dense throb of industry; stones milling, anvils being hammered, the furnace's roar. 
It was here somewhere. 
He paced along the wall surveying derelict buildings, past Ogrics carrying their burdens to market, until at last, atop a low hill overlooking the Calk and the city, he found a fire-ravaged structure long abandoned. It stood on the corner of an overgrown park, turned to brown now and rich with the sickly sweet scent of decaying hawkenberries. To either side the blackened struts of burnt-down houses flanked it, and still the air hung with the mildew stink of burning. 
Up the pot-holed cobblestone hill he went, until he was close enough to pick out the flintlock buckshot-holes riddling the building's front. A faded and cracked sign lying on the weed-shot flagstones told him it had once been a milliner's store. 
He walked through the open doorway, skitters of broken glass crunching underfoot. He remembered that from the day he came with his mother, as the only thing he could feel with his blindfold on. Now he looked into the dark interior and saw it was a gutted shell, blackened in places by fire and soot. All the furniture but for a heavy old larder was gone, or smashed into kindling on the mud floor. All the windows were broken, and a chill dawn wind blew through their open mouths. In places the floorboards themselves had been prized up and carried off, revealing peaty brown soil beneath. It smelled of old ash, rotting hawkenberries, and urine.
He climbed the rotten stairs to a large open hall on the second floor. As he remembered, the wall was torn open like a rude arch, revealing a stunning view of the city skyline. For a long moment he stood, looking over the Slumswelter roofs to the distant Grammaton tower, the gas-lit Haversham leading up to it, the crescent moon spread of HellWest, and all the lights of the Roy dotting the dark hills. He remembered how he'd felt back then, how broad and deep the city's mind had seemed. It was here his mother had left him. 
"Remember that I love you," she'd said. "And come find me."
Now, nearly ten years later, he stood in the same place, looking out at the same city as the sun broached the horizon, with the same black hole of the Rot overhead. 
"I'm here," he whispered, into the wind. "Where are you?"
No answer came. 
Down the hall he found a small windowless room, probably once a storage space, where the door still clung to one of its hinges, and the ammonium stink was weaker. An array of moonlight sparks in the wall attested to flintlock rounds fired through the thin exterior. He found the small dark balls scattered on the floor, wadded up with cobwebs. He kicked them aside and laid down his pack. 
Perhaps he could stay here. He could fix the door, and stop up the holes. There were no Adjunc in the Slumswelters, because there were no people. He could start his search for her here, if that was really what he was going to do.
"How will you find her?"
Strangely, the voice that came from behind didn't surprise him. He'd felt the sense of her growing as he walked through the millinery, only hadn't put a name to it. Perhaps these were all pieces, falling into place. He turned. 
"Hello, Mare."
She was standing in the silvery hall, silhouetted against the city and looking very different from when he'd last seen her at the Abbey gate. Her long ratted hair had been cut close to the scalp, and she wore the dark hessian trousers and strapped shirt of a HellWest navvy. On her back was a bulky pack and at her waist hung two long black lengths of pointed metal, glinting in the moonlight. 
"You needn't worry," she said, "I won't stay." She unsheathed the black weapons and held them out. "I only wanted to bring you these."
Sen recognized them, the very same kind that Saint Ignifer himself wielded. Black iron lengths that tapered to a point, each as long as his forearm, used for both offensive and defensive fighting. 
"Misericordes," he said.
Mare smiled. "I prefer to call them spikes." 
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They sat in the millinery second floor hall, looking out of the torn wall to the city view beyond as a grimy sun rose up through dirty clouds, over the flames of a makeshift fire. It was warm and quiet, with the smell of old oftwood and tar crackling out of the flames. Already he'd glimpsed some of the images from her mind. 
"You saw Sister Henderson die," he said at last. The words hung for a time between them. To hear the details of how she died might only make it worse, but they were there already, fresh on the edge of Mare's thoughts. 
"I did," Mare said. "I never saw anyone kill an Adjunc before. She did it with those."
She nodded at the misericorde spikes, now in Sen's hands. He looked down and squeezed them tightly. They were polished shafts of tapered black steel, and heavier than they'd looked, with a bound leather handle at the haft, narrowing to a pin-sharp spike at the tip. With these Sister Henderson had killed an Adjunc. Two, Alam had said. It was hard to imagine. He'd never even seen her handle a weapon before. Sometimes in the garden she would even fumble her trowel.
"She came for me first, as soon as the alarm bell rang," Mare said. "I was already running, but she caught me. She dragged me with her to the vault, I think, so I could pass them on to you. Maybe she knew she was going to die."  
Sen gulped. It was a day ago, now. He hadn't slept, and his senses felt heightened, buzzing strangely beneath his skin. "Go on," he said, his voice low and thick. 
"She stood at the door when they came. I didn't try to do anything but get out of the way. Up close they're enormous things, like Barbary horses, and I rolled to the wall. Still, one of their legs stepped on me. Now my knee creaks."  
Sen's mouth had gone dry. He squeezed the spikes so tightly it hurt. 
"She didn't back down. She was holding them properly, not the way you're holding them, not like an iced candy pointing up. Like an assassin."
Sen looked at the spikes in his hands. They didn't look like iced candies. They looked like swords. "This is how the Saint wielded them."
Mare snorted. "If he was an idiot, he did. They don't have an edge, Sen. You may not like to hear this, but they are the weapon of an assassin. They're for stabbing, not slashing. Hold them properly, like Sister Henderson did." 
He tried it, reversing his grip so the spikes angled down from his fists. It felt strange, illicit somehow. 
"There's no guard. I can't protect myself."
Mare sighed. "Of course there is. Even kids on the streets of Indura know this. Raise one arm."
He raised his right arm.
"Now twist your wrist and lay the spike down your forearm. Go on."
He tried it. It hurt a little, not a natural angle to hold his wrist at, but he began to see the effectiveness. He was focused so much he wasn't paying attention when Mare brought a flaming length of wood off the fire and brought it clanging down on the spike.
It made a ringing thwack, sending ashes dusting into his face, and drove the shaft of the spike hard against the bones in his forearm.
"Ah, Heart's Balls," he swore, dropping the spike to brush cinders out of his air. "What did you do that for?"
Mare had a strange, half-amused, half-unimpressed look on her sagging face. "You'll have to do better than that, if you're going to survive out here. But I think you take my point." 
"What point, that you can sneak attack? We knew that already."
Her frown deepened. 
"I'm serious," Sen said, rubbing his forearm now, where already a red mark was rising up. "They'd be useless against anyone with a normal weapon. I couldn't fight anyone with a sword."
"You might be surprised how well they can work against all kinds of weapons. But yes, generally, that's why they're an assassin's weapon." Mare said the words slowly and clearly. "But consider this. With a spike in the position I just showed you, you enter battle with your shield and your weapon raised at the same time. No need to swap hands, no need to pull back or change stance. Your arm is raised to defend, your arm falls to stab. They're simple, and used well by an expert…" She trailed off.
Sen looked at her with some residual anger. "How do you know so much?"
"I grew up in Indura. I had a set like this, but molded from wood. I used to sleep with one of them strapped to my hand, in case I was disturbed in the night. I tried to stab your Sister Henderson with it, the day she took me, but she was too fast."
Sen sombered at mention of Sister Henderson. 
"She used them like this?"
He tried holding them both up at the same time, flattened along his forearms. It felt uncomfortable.
"Yes. The first Adjunc rained three blows down, and she deflected them all. See, if you hold the blade at the right angle," she modeled it, holding her forearm out at a steep decline, "and you take less of the blow, letting more of it slide off. You let the enemy overbalance, turning their strength and weight against them. She was an expert like I've never seen. Three shots from a beast that could level a Balast, and she guided them away from her body like they were nothing. The Adjunc had to reset itself, spinning its torso around, and by then she'd already lanced it three times, twice in the face and one in the chest."
Sen breathed out. It was hard to imagine Sister Hen fighting. She'd always been strong, he'd known that, but a warrior?
"It got her with its death throes, though," Mare said. "It went down thrashing, and she couldn't get out of the way fast enough. The next one came in hot, jumped over its dying fellow, and she got both spikes into its underside, but it trampled her. The ones that followed, well…" She paused. "It was ugly. They broke open the vault, but you weren't there. She lived for that much, I remember. She caught my eye, and managed to lift the spikes up a little so I could see them. Heart knows how she'd kept hold of them, when she'd just sunk them into an Adjunc chest. But she had. So I thought they might be for you."
Sen took a breath. It was a lot to take in. He'd been lying on the grass at the tower top while Sister Henderson fought to defend a vault he hadn't even been in. He rubbed his eyes, aware how closely Mare was watching him, as if waiting for him to say something appropriate. He didn't know what that might be.
"Thank you, Mare. Really."
She shrugged, maybe disappointed, as if he'd said the wrong thing. "Well, you have them now." She looked around the millinery walls. "I think your mother might have had a pair like them. Maybe I remember that, from when she brought me here."
Sen nodded along. "I remember. This is where she tended you."
"Right. It was quite a lot nicer, then. There was no smell, for one. There's also a much more direct route from the Abbey, for future reference. You came the slowest way possible. Just track the Haversham most of the way down, and…"
She went on explaining the route, while Sen rocked back slightly. He hadn't even really known he was coming here, when he'd set out, though it had always been a possibility. He'd planned the places he could go for months. In the end, this place had just emerged without him thinking of it. 
"So what now?" he said. 
She laughed. "Who knows? You find Avia? Until then, I can show you some tricks."
She got to her feet, and he just looked at her dully. His head felt full of cotton wool. He was tired, and weary, and sad.
"What?"
"Get up. Tricks with the spikes. Here, give me them."
He held them up and she took them deftly, then twisted her wrists smoothly downward, aligning the spikes down her forearms so they slotted inside her sleeves. "You conceal them like this. Get up close, and fill someone with holes."
Sen nodded. It was hard to concentrate.
"Sen," Mare said, her face sharp. "You need to listen to me. This is real."
"I know, I'm sorry, I just…"  
She struck him lightly with the right spike, a flat blow across his thigh. The pain jerked him awake. 
"Self-pity will kill you faster than Adjunc out here," Mare went on. "Snap out of it."
"Self-pity? I'm not, what do you mean? I'm just tired." 
She hit him again, striking the other thigh, and he grunted. She wanted to make him angry, that was obvious. 
"I don't need them," he said, aware how churlish it sounded. "I don't want to hurt anyone." 
Mare laughed. "But you want to survive, don't you? Then you'll have to hurt people. That's the way this city works. You've done it before, and you can do it again."
He wanted to argue, because who had he ever hurt on purpose, but arguing seemed redundant. This wasn't the Abbey, and there'd be time to think later. He gritted his teeth and rose to his feet. 
"So show me," he said.
She did. They trained for an hour, two, moving up and down the millinery rooms, halls, and stairs lit by torch-light, practicing movements Mare had used before, simulating an enemy holding a weapon, an Adjunc rearing back, anything they could think of. They exchanged the spikes between them, and every time Sen felt himself tired and flagging, Mare would just say, "Again." 
They kept on until it grew light outside and the Grammaton chimed for nine, until blisters formed in the fleshy web between Sen's thumb and palm where his scars touched the spike hafts. 
"Your skin will toughen up," Mare said, noticing. "But you'll have to practice."
It was some time after noon when they stopped. Sen was exhausted, panting and streaming with sweat despite the cold. 
"You're a natural," said Mare. "The spikes are a good fit for you."
He slumped down by the fire, and Mare sat neatly nearby. The fire was down to ashes now, and he tossed on a few scraps of wood they'd used as makeshift swords. He sagged onto one elbow, realizing how drained he really was. When he closed his eyes, dark dreams of Sister Henderson fighting the Adjunc danced at the edge of his concentration. They were bloody and awful, but she'd fought. 
It was not much to hold onto, but it was something. 
They lay like that for a time, as the fire built back up and the sweat dried on their skin. Sen handed Mare an oatcake, and they drank water from the flasks in hazy silence. 
"So how will you find her?" Mare asked, at last.
He blinked up from his fuzzy stupor. He hadn't thought much about that. He wasn't even certain searching for his mother was a priority, though he didn't know what else would be. He had to do something now.
"I don't know," he said. "But she told me to remember this place. There must be a reason."
Mare frowned. "So how? Are you going to go out on the street and look at faces one by one?"
"I haven't thought about it."
"Well, you should." She pointed at his face. "You can't ever show that, and you shouldn't even go out in daylight. Your scars are just coin for the Adjunc. You'll have to live by night."
He nodded. "I know that." He rolled one of the spikes slowly in his hand. It was hard to imagine what kind of life he might lead, on the streets. The purse of coins from the Abbey would only last for so long. He'd never be able to take a job. How was he going to survive? 
Still, that seemed like a very distant question though, sitting now by the fire. "Perhaps she'll come to me."
"If she's even in the city anymore. If she knows you're here."
"So I let her know."
Mare gave him a blank look, but there was something there, a new idea that blossomed as he circled closer.
"The newspapers," he said, "they cover the city every day. But not only that." He began to warm to the idea, talking faster. "There were circulars pasted to the walls everywhere in the Slumswelter. An old Big-eye was hunting for someone, reading them out. I could do something like that, not a newspaper of course, but paste up papers letting her know I'm looking for her. I could do that at night."
Mare chewed her slack lip. "Maybe. I suppose somebody reads all that stuff."
They fell silent for a time, and in the silence Sen's mind worked with a new energy.
A newspaper. He'd read pieces of The Soul since he was able to read. The Bridgeling had formed the backbone of some of his lessons; about the city's system of trade, its laws and political power. 
He could insert something like that into that world, and so put up a flag for his mother to see. He leaned back and closed his eyes, feeling the minds of the city turning like a tide beneath him, ebbing and flowing. All of these were the waters he had to navigate, and a message written on paper would be his sails. 
It was an intoxicating idea, and thinking about it made him smile. Nearby he could feel the Calk at full grinding capacity, drifting with the simple thoughts of Balasts. Carroway was a quagmire of artisans laboring on precise craftsmanship, while the Docks were a rush of powerful primal drives. He imagined harnessing all of them, just like Mare had showed him how to harness his opponent's force with the misericordes.
The Haversham had been overwhelming the other day, but up here the sharp edges were smoothed by distance. The city was a living ocean, with a collective mind made up of its many castes and districts, and he was starting to grow used to it. 
Against that rippling backdrop, Mare's mind had a cool, focused clarity. He could sense her thoughts were far away, intent on distant shores, primed with images of ships. He opened his eyes and followed her gaze out over the curve of HellWest bay, to the long dark blue of the Sheckledown Sea, and understood. 
"You're going to leave the city," he said. 
She turned to him and smiled. "You see that in my head?"
"I feel it. I don't always see things."
She leaned back. "It's my plan, yes. So how will it go for me, out there? Will I have a good life?"
He smiled sleepily. "I don't know. It doesn't work that way. I don't see things in the future."
Mare picked up a shard of broken floor slat and laid it on the fire. "Maybe your mother could. How else could she know we'd both end up back here?"
Sen had no answer to that. Perhaps it was true. Avia had chosen the five children when he was just a baby. She'd brought both him and Mare to this place before, and now they were here again.
So where was she? It was a puzzle he couldn't unknot by thinking alone. 
"Where will you go?" he asked instead. 
"Away," Mare said. "Somewhere far from Indura, where they don't care about this," she pointed to her sunken head. "About my caste." 
Sen nodded. If it wasn't for his mother, he wondered if he would do the same. Get away from the city, to where nobody cared about his scars, and he wouldn't endanger anybody just by existing. Maybe some time he would. He wondered what kind of future awaited him in the city, what awaited Mare on the ocean. Gazing across the city's lights, he tried to imagine what fate awaited them all; Alam, Gellick, Daveron, even Feyon. What kind of person would she become, after what she'd done? 
"I want to thank you, Mare. For coming, for bringing these."
"Thank me tomorrow," she said. "Get some sleep now. You'll need it, in the nights to come. Don't worry. I'll watch out for Adjunc."
He nodded. It was daylight out, and tiredness weighed heavy on his thoughts. "Just for a little while, then," he said, then lay back and curled into his cloak, letting himself doze. 
When he woke some time in the middle of the night, she was already gone. 
 



 
 
MILLINERY I
 
 
For a time he lay in the darkness, watching the sparkle of the city's orange lights through the hole in the wall. It was cold with the fire dead, and a wind blew stinging flecks of snow over the dead embers. 
He didn't need to call out to know Mare was gone. He could feel her absence in the air, along with Alam, Gellick, Daveron, and all the Sisters. It was a bleak sensation, like being cut adrift from land, leaving him floating alone on this ocean of thought; a thousand different castes, a million people he'd never met, and none of them familiar. 
He'd never felt so alone in his life. Already he felt a cutting sense of regret that he'd sent Alam away. All his high-minded sentiments about needing to do this on his own evaporated like morning dew. The emptiness inside hurt. The world around him was truly alien. The sense of the Slumswelters nearby was cold and unfeeling. 
Cries rang out from nearby streets. Someone in pain, someone laying out a challenge. He could see the lights of the Boomfire, and watched groups of men shouting their way from dinning bar to damask house, starting brawls, hurling insults, vomiting in gutters. 
The density of the city's minds paralyzed him, and he lay still and wept for a little while. He would never see Sister Henderson again. Probably he would see none of the Sisters, or Mare, or Alam, or any of them. His life as he'd known it had just ended. Now it was time to start again. 
He stopped thinking. It wasn't helping. 
He stood up. 
Nobody greeted him, said good morning, offered a blessing of the Heart. There was nobody here to serve food in the refectory, to heat the water in the lavers so he could drink and wash, to sing in morning chorister and beat back the dark. Now he lived in the dark, and had to make it his home. 
He spread out the goods from his pack. He had two flasks of water, and one was empty already. He had five oat cakes, some salted cuts of bacon, a roll of cheese and three apples. He counted out the coins from the purse; ten golden guineas, twenty silver shekels, and thirty copper bits. There was a small sewing kit, a knife, a small copper cooking pot and some more pieces of clothing, plus five small white candles with a flint and striker.
That was it. 
"All right," he said. Then he said it again, using the sound of the words in the air like handholds, ushering himself up. There was a lot of work ahead, a lot of risks, and he had to start on them now. 
First he wrapped himself in his winter cassock, gloves and cowl, and made another tentative tour of the millinery. It was dark and he didn't dare light a candle, now that he was alone. The building felt very different with Mare gone, like the life had been sucked out of it. The holes in the walls were mournful. The rotten stairs, the missing doors and shattered windows all spoke of years of neglect. The ground floor was near pitch dark, stippled with moonlight, and stank of sewage.
All of that could be fixed, he told himself. He could work on it and make it all safer, and warmer, and more defensible. It would take weeks or months, but perhaps it could be a good place. He bit his lip to force the fresh swell of tears away. There was no choice here. This was a necessity, and far easier than anything Mare had ever faced. She'd never had the tools he'd had, nor the money, and she'd survived.
He climbed a broken-runged ladder to the rooftop. It was barren but for a few scraps of insulating lead sheet, turned black with the rain. There were no carved statues at the corners, as there had been at the Abbey cathedral. No dense crop of grass, only smears of spilled oil. 
Standing at the teetering edge he looked out at the overgrown park by the millinery's side, down on the nameless streets that crossed below, and wondered at the life the place once must have known. The view was impressive, but didn't carry the crystalline, distant perfection of the cathedral-top panorama. Back then he'd been stunned by the beauty of the city, and now he was just beginning to see the cold, cruel edge that this place held for an orphan child, out in the world alone. 
He set to work. 
On the ground floor he worked the old larder out of the frozen mud, and dragged it noisily up the stairs, working up a sweat. In the small back storeroom he set it against the wall of buckshot holes, then lay down his blankets beside it. If any more shots were to come through the building's thin façade, this should protect him. 
In a dark corner he pried out a loose floorboard with his misercordes, and set within it half of the gold and silver coins the Sisters had given him. That was enough to live for most of a year, if he managed it wisely. By candlelight he fashioned a belt and holsters for the misericorde spikes, using tough canvas strips cut from the pack. He looped it round his waist with the holsters hanging down his thighs, tucked inside his pants. 
When he was finished tightening and adjusting, he could carry the spikes hidden from view. He practiced drawing them quickly through the slitted pockets, turning them, blocking and stabbing as Mare had shown him. 
The Grammaton chimed for two in the morning. From the roof he looked out at its clock face, a small pale disc in the moonlight. He'd never seen it so close before, set into the huge pink Grammaton tower, in Grammaton Square where the Haversham opened out alongside Tiptanic gardens. 
He ate a night lunch of oatcakes and dried bacon slices, then returned to methodical work, pushing thoughts of how Sister Henderson died aside. Using his spikes he pried up floorboards and nails from the ground floor and used them to stopgap the buckshot holes in the larder, using the haft of one of his misericordes as a hammer. 
It was hard work, and when he was done his arms and legs shook with the effort, but the visible progress he'd made buoyed his spirits. It was good to work with his hands. 
Dawn was closing in by the time he finished, but there was one more thing he wanted to do still. Ignoring the sick sense of longing to return to the warm and safe Abbey, he tugged down his hood and smeared soot thickly across his face, obscuring his scars. He checked his spike harnesses, counted eight silvers into the purse, then tucked it into his inner tunic and left the millinery behind. 
The streets of the Slumswelters felt colder now, more remote. It was strange to think of the plague that had decimated this district, bringing it so low that few ever came, leaving the cursed streets abandoned. He circled round the park, peering through the knotty boughs of brunifer bushes to a brackish stone fountain, strangled by ivy in the center. A faint gurgling sound came from it, and he wondered if he could raise fresh water from it. 
There'd be time for that later. For now he pressed on, headed for the Carroway night markets. 
Soon the neat Slumswelter flagstones underfoot turned to cobbles. The streets grew narrower and the houses became more densely packed, changing from grand stone to simple wood. The smell of varnish and grease cut through the frosty air. This was Alam's district, of artisans and craftsmen, and it felt very different than the haunted sense of the Slumswelters. It had a clinical kind of life to it, like a steady turning of gears, as finely tuned minds worked on complex problems of engineering and design. 
 From the map in his mind he knew where to go, weaving down alleys and lanes well-stocked with gear manufactories and cooperages, braising yards and tailors, most of them still shuttered at the early hour. He shared the streets with a few lone Allswellmen, snuffing revelatory lampposts with copper horns on long poles, here the odd Spindle or Gawk walking a lonesome path home from a long night shift on the Gutrock. 
Once he caught the sense of an Adjunc, cold and sharp and drawing near, and fled down an alley and over a brickyard's low wall. In the shadow of a freshly tarred rain-barrel he hid until the sensation passed.  
The Grammaton chimed for five, and he emerged from hiding to continue on. Soon he drew near to the first of the night markets, feeling them as a tingle in his skin, a hint of what he'd felt in the chaos of the Haversham. He steeled himself against it and continued on. 
Soon there were people; not as many as the Haversham, but enough to make moving through them painful: Pinheads, Molemen, Spindles, Ratfers, Appomatox, Scabritics, the odd Balast, some Ogrics. There were voices of hawkers calling out their wares at a low night's pitch, and Sen gritted his teeth and hurried on, passing down one street rife with metal wheels bitted with teeth, down another lined with mechanical contraptions, and another with carpentry tools and saws. 
Only one street away from the Haversham, where the noise of thoughts was so loud he could barely stand it, he found himself in a narrow street of scriveners' supplies. He stopped at the first stall and chose rapidly, gathering a stack of cheap reed-papers, a can of glutinous paste and brush, a black inkstone, an ink well, and a ducted bronze nib. He did not barter when the hawker, a bleary-eyed Dogsbody who named a high price, and simply paid five silvers and two coppers then hurried off, folding the goods into his backpack.
Through the streets of Carroway he gradually calmed, until in the Slumswelters he was back in control again, but drained. The millinery stood silent and still before him, and he gratefully stumbled up the stairs as the day dawned outside. In the back larder room he nailed the door shut behind him, then rolled into his bedding and shuffled into the protective cocoon of the larder. 
It was cold, but he didn't light a fire. Their brazenness of the night before seemed outlandish now, sitting in the open hall with the flames blazing, where anyone could see. Now he lay and remembered that heat, while he shivered and chewed on an oat cake, before exhaustion dragged him down into the dark. 
 



 
 
POSTING
 
 
He woke in darkness, and couldn't tell if it was day or night and for a while didn't care. He just lay there with the city's ocean of minds lapping against him. The Abbey was already in the past. In the Abbey he and Alam might have raced down for breakfast, giving Gellick a shove as he rolled up off his pallet. Afterward they'd have spent some time in the grounds doing chores, followed by lessons. It had been the routine of his life, and now he needed a new routine. 
He ate a breakfast of the last of his water, an oat cake and an apple then pried open the door and went out into the chilly hall. Through the hole in the wall he saw the last light of a gray day draining out of the sky. Heavy, rain-fat clouds allowed only a few stars to wink through, obscuring even the mouth of the Rot.
Live by night, Mare had said. He was already falling into that pattern.
He lit a candle and drew his misericorde spikes. In the hall, he adopted one of the striking positions she'd shown him, and began to practice. He ran the blades flush along his forearms, spun them, struck down, blocked up, and moved at the same time. Up and down the hall he went, practicing the moves they'd tried on each other, inventing new variations as he went and stringing them together into chains. 
After a time he expanded his range, moving the candle and fighting his way up and down the stairs, across the mud and through gaps in the wall on the ground floor. It wasn't much, and he'd need real training with an expert if he ever hoped to be truly effective, but it felt good. 
After two hours passed by the Grammaton's chime he was steaming from the exercise, and set to leave the millinery. First he peered from the roof, then out along all sightlines from the various holes in the walls, but there was nobody near his blasted hill. As he stepped out under the black sky, he gave brief, strange thanks to the Heart for the lasting effect of the Drazi plague, leaving this area so cursed, then picked a careful path through the thick brunifer bushes and stinging reticole weeds into the overgrown park, hard on the millinery's shoulder. 
In its center he appraised the stone fountain he'd seen the night before, carved with statuary he didn't recognize. Noses, ears and hands had been chopped off, leaving chests and legs and nothing to identify them by. Perhaps it was a retelling of Saint Ignifer's war with the Rot, but he couldn't be sure. 
With his knife he set to work on the fountain's spigots, scraping away decades of clogging rust, working a twig down the lead tubes and flushing out ancient wads of spider web and dirt. He worked the worn pump handle and a few brackish spurts of water coughed out, yellow and foul. He worked it harder and more followed, until fresh water poured out in clean, freezing jets. 
He drank until his back teeth ached with the cold, filled his bottles, then stripped and scrubbed down his body, thankful the snow underfoot had melted through the day. Heat steamed off his exposed skin, scars sharply white for all to see, until he quickly dressed again in his winter layers. 
Back in the millinery larder room, he set a small fire in the hearth and sparked it with his striker. The flames bloomed quickly, spilling warmth and flickering light into the windowless dark, making the filth of the place impossible to ignore. Mouse droppings lay everywhere, while daubs of paint on the walls spelled out crude obscenities he'd never heard of before. Cobwebs proliferated in the corners, while in a broken-hinged cupboard he found the desiccated corpse of a crow. 
Using a swatch of ferns from the park he swept the room as best he could, then sat down on his bedroll with his purchases from the night before spread before him: the inkstone and quill, the reed paper, the nibs, the inkwell. 
He picked up the brass nib and attached it to the quill. He'd worked with tools like it before, though the pieces in the Abbey had been much finer. He couldn't afford vellum now. He poured a little water from one of his flasks in to the inkwell, then shaved the inkstone with the knife, stirring the scrapings with the nib until they dissolved. The nib drank ink easily, and when he placed it on the first of the reed papers, it wrote smoothly enough. 
Avia.
I'm in the Slumswelters, where you brought me. Where are you?
Sen.
It was a simple message, written in large letters, and hardly the equivalent of The Soul. To make things worse, after a few moments the ink blotched through the porous paper, and the letters ran and smudged.
 He tried again, this time using less water and making the letters bigger. It went better, though it used a lot of ink to make the large letters, and he had to keep shaving the inkstone to replenish it. 
In an hour he produced ten good copies, laid out neatly before him. The message was large and clear. It had taken too long, but he was already getting faster. Perhaps a larger nib or a brush would speed the process along. When they were done he was famished, and ate another rock cake and some cheese, then slotted the papers carefully into his pack, pressed between two clean boards, along with the paste-can and brush. He tucked his coin purse into the inner folds of his cassock, strapped in his spikes, and carefully kicked out the fire. 
He began posting in Lord Quill Square, at the Carroway edge.
It was a small square with a large statue of a blocky-shouldered man standing atop a chariot filled with eight women, pointing upward. This was Lord Quill, the Man of Quartz who had saved the city from the Drazi, commemorated in stone. It was probably put up shortly after he led the plague away, then forgotten, hundreds of years ago. 
Sen watched the square carefully before entering, but the only sign of life was the dull glow of a furnace emanating from a ceramicist's shop. A half-Balast woman exited and laid out hot clays in the shape of Lord Quill and the Grammaton tower on a wooden table. Goods for sale. 
He advanced carefully, and at the old hero's forgotten statue he pried open the paste can. After dribbling a little water in from his flask, and stirring with the brush, the paste released a thick and acrid-smelling mist. His heart raced, and it felt like he was under observation, though no one was watching him. In his hurry to make a posting, he slathered paste over his fingers, where it clotted quickly like a second skin. He took a calming breath, then daubed a thin rime over Lord Quill's boot, pressed the first of his finished papers on top, and smoothed it out. 
He stepped back to survey his work. In the weak revelatory light the paper hung oddly yellow against the gray stone. People would certainly see it. The large inked words stood out starkly. 
He walked deeper into Carroway. Along the quiet artisanal lanes he headed back to the night markets, thinking about the places Avia would be most likely see his message. Again he gritted his teeth as the empty streets grew busier, and he pushed past various castes in the orange revelatory glow, seeking out shuttered dinning bars to post upon. It was a little easier than the night before, but still at times he felt like he was drowning.
He posted his second on the blue wooden shutters of a dinning bar called the Yaling Chain. A small group of Ogric teamsters watched him from a crossing two blocks over, beneath the Carothaby bi-rail, but they didn't make a move toward him. The third he placed at the corner of the scrivener's street, across two empty revelatory gas canisters nudged up against the wall. 
"What's that, boy?" a man's voice called out, and Sen scurried away.
After that he kept to the quieter parts of Carroway, closer to the Slumswelters. He posted on a rain barrel by the Quintillion Carothaby station. He posted on the railings of a glazier's, next to another post advertising an Induran circus act. Each location came with a lot of thought, a lot of preparation, and with each spread of paste and laying of the paper, the process grew a little smoother. 
Still his heart throbbed the whole time, exhausting him. Still he looked around ceaselessly, watching for Adjunc. At times he glimpsed street children darting around in the hollows and alleys between brick-firing yards and tumbrel-merchants, the lowest of caste like Ratfers and Cowfaces, their eyes roaming over him like Gomorrah flies. He eyed them back, resting his hands on the spikes at his waist. He tried to walk as if unafraid, posting papers on an apothecarist's sidewall and a tailor's board. He could feel their indecision, holding back from this odd hooded figure, trying to decide if he was a threat or a victim.
His last two copies he posted on the tall Calk wall, near the millinery. As he touched the stone, vibrations rang through from the other side, where Balasts beat rocks through the day and night. He thought briefly of Gellick and the life he would almost certainly be returning to, along with calcification. 
He returned to the millinery with the moon setting and dawn on the horizon, mentally and physically drained, wondering how long it would take to canvas the whole city. Perhaps he could post along every street on the dark side of the Levi River in half a year. There were some areas across the river he might gain access to as well, certainly the industrial areas around Afric, if not heading up toward the King's Roy. He fingered the coins in his purse. There was enough, perhaps, for paper and food. It gave him a sense of purpose.
He lay back in his creaky larder box in a warm and sleepy haze, imagining the arms of his search stretching out like white roots through the city's ocean, swimming up its streets and avenues, racing over all castes alike, seeking out his mother. 
* * *
The next night began the same, with food, the misericordes, a wash in the park, then more work on his papers. He made fifteen this time, in only an hour, and took them foraying into the Moleman district of Belial.
The streets there were wide, clean and largely silent, lined with the windowless yards of usury butchers. Occasionally Sen caught the weak cry of a debt-victim held in bondage through the night, even felt their pain in his mind, but there was nothing he could do. 
He posted carefully on signboards and lampposts, on low canal walls and on the turnstile for the Ambertham bi-rail station, Gylary Lark. Once he saw a tight scrum of Molemen exiting their usury yard in silence, carrying something that looked very much like a wrapped body on their low shoulders. Sen watched them as they walked by, and they watched him, but none of them spoke a word. Molemen didn't care about caste or scars, and that was a relief. Still, the memories of recently inflicted pain hung off them like wilting leaves, dropping in the winter's chill. 
He posted his last four papers in a hurry and hastened back to the millinery hours before the sun came up. In the hall he took up his misericordes again, and practiced until the fear diminished. 
The next night, after purchasing fresh fish, salted meat, figs and bread from the night markets, he edged into the Boomfire, that haunt of damask whores near the HellWest harbor. It was a tangle of winding alleyways lit red by shaded revelatories, with damasks of every caste from Sectiles to Malakites standing at corners and leaning from windows, waving to the navvies and dark-side men that went by. They largely overlooked Sen, just another low-caste child on a night pasting run. He went down alleys flanking the main artery of Shale's Hark with his heart in his mouth, pasting to brickboard walls and discarded ale casks. The chances of anyone seeing his postings in those places was low, but he was starting to appreciate the work he'd set himself was more complex than just letting his message be seen.
It was also about learning the places he could safely go. He knew every street and square from the maps he'd memorized as a child, but that was no substitution for standing there and smelling the night air redolent with burning scarab smoke and yeasty ale, feeling the unique mix of fears, desires and anger on the air. He needed to see the people as they saw him, and taste their minds turning on suspicions and old grudges, coming to know each batch of castes as just another flavor of each district in the city. 
It was enlightening and terrifying. Every step and every street taught him more, and each night that passed he pushed further toward the center of the Boomfire, where it bordered on HellWest Docks and became a noisy, groany ruckus, made of grimy buildings built atop buildings, cantilevered out over the street. The air there was filled with the moans of damask at their work, the calls of drunkards, the occasional short sharp snap of a fight. The intensity of the past nights had already numbed Sen's sensitivity, but within central Boomfire's jumbled waters he felt new things; the musk of sex and pleasure, frustrated desire, humiliation and pain. Sensations blurred on the air all around him, rousing confusing thoughts of Feyon in his mind.  
He pushed those thoughts away as best he could and hurried away. 
"Cheap for you, darlin'," a Sectile damask called as he went by. 
Another night he went along the Calk wall, taking refuge in the steady thrum of thought from the Balasts within its noisome white mist. Their minds were so simple and pure, focused only on the task at hand, moving slowly through their long shifts toward completion, each like a dripping sand timer counting out the hours. Briefly he stepped through one of the dolmen and lintel gateways into the Calk itself, where the air was a white fog of powdered stone and great rocky bodies moved down the streets like half-remembered dreams.
On other nights he went up to the edges of Indura, where the stone-flagged streets gave way to slopping expanses of churned brown mud, and the buildings became twisted trees, mogrifer-hollowed and grafted onto each other, so everything there was sinuous and alive. There were dying Pinheads lying against a whiskey stall, their faces caved in by some plaguey rot that made them bark at the air like dogs, and beg for ale. There were Ratfer children covered head to tail in muck, dipping in and out of carrion piles slumped at the edge of open canal latrines. There were wailing Ninnies trying to sow pebbles into the weeds, and a cart of dead pigs rotting in a culvert, steamed round by Gomorrah flies. At Spitstock Square there was a Cavicurn in the stocks on the stage, its three boneless arms locked to the frame while a scant few night revelers rubbed moldy cabbage leaves in its tear-reddened face.
Sen fled, taking refuge from their penetrating sickness in a back alley between two lurching oft tree homes, only to find himself standing in a purplish, freezing puddle, in which two pale fingers floated. 
He returned to the millinery numbed and disgusted. It was hard to believe Mare had been born and survived there, with only half a brain. It wasn't right that any castes should live in such squalid conditions. 
"They like it," he heard two night roamers comment, pointing at him as he'd walked past on the way out of Indura, leaving mud footprints on the stone. "The filth and squalor suits their disposition."
It was a Cowface talking to a Bellyhead. They were already two of the lowest castes in the city, and even they looked down upon the Indurans. It made Sen sick. 
Winter grew colder. Snow fell, and one night he spent much of his time clearing it from the molding straw roof, lest it break the fragile beams and crush him below as he slept. His small fire in those times did little to keep him warm, and he bought fresh blankets from the markets, and worked harder to seal up cracks in his fortified larder room. One night the water in the park's pipes froze, and he collected snow to melt while shuddering against the cold. The streets grew quieter as the cold bit deeper, and it became easier to go abroad for longer, more adventurous trips. 
He went to the Haversham, peeking out from a narrow alley and down to the great creaking hulk of the HellWest frigate, perennially moored at the head of the harbor. Its sides bristled with hundreds of spikes, upon which dead and dying breakers of the caste law hung. He went up to the edge of Grammaton Square, that massive spreading delta for the Haversham tradeway's river of commerce. At night it was curiously quiet, with every hawker's stall lying crumpled and disassembled like so many sad bone sacks, as if a great bloodless battle had been fought there and lost. 
For a long time Sen stood and gazed out. An Allswellman trooped around the far periphery, his little light as small as a shellaby bug against the Square's immense scale, meandering on its own private course. 
Overhead the great bulk of the pink sandstone Grammaton clock tower loomed, making him feel small and insignificant, just another insect dwarfed in the shadow of its grip on time and fate. The Square seemed a kind of glorious shadow beneath it, reflecting its greatness on the earth. 
After a time lost staring in wonder, he strayed round the tower and peered through the bars of the Tiptanic Gardens, into a stunningly cultivated realm of green that stretched all the way down to the Levi River. Even at night it brimmed with the bright firework pop of winter cherry blossoms, the white tears of hawkenberry buds, the velvet of purple nightswort and the gleam of silver moonlight on the red magnate oaks at the center. The low chime of wind-rattled ukalele blossoms carried in a discordant, beautiful harmony. 
It took his breath away. Here the King would come at times, it was said, lording his concubines for the Lords to see. Here the upper castes of the Roy would play away their days, the Blues and the Aurochs and the Antioles, all. Again his thoughts turned to Feyon, and again he turned them away. It seemed impossible that such wealth existed here while so nearby there was abject poverty in Indura. It was hard to understand. 
Each night he pressed on, and weeks passed. He no longer dreamed of the Abbey so much, nor woke up in tears for Sister Henderson. He grew stronger and faster with the misericorde spikes, taking his efforts out of the millinery and dancing balletically through the park, challenging himself to invent new maneuvers that took advantage of the environment he moved within. Each night he pasted more copies of his message, and each dawn as he laid down to sleep he thought of all the seeds he'd put out there, just waiting for his mother to stumble upon one of them. 
At any moment, she might come. At times lying in the larder, his heart thrilled at the possibility. He wasn't sure what he wanted to say, if he would even be angry or happy to see her, after all her lies and manipulation, but at least then he would have answers. 
So he worked through the long, cruel winter. He bought a thicker nib and started producing fifty pages a night. He posted in all the districts of the dark side, from Flogger's Cross in the damp shadow of the city wall to the Seasham fringe, up close to the edge of his Abbey. He didn't once repeat a route until he'd seen all the places there were to see, as winter steadily turned to spring, and the nights began to grow shorter. 
Only then did he notice that all of his papers had been torn down. 
 



 
 
LORD QUILL
 
 
It was on a hairpin route beginning from Belial and ending at the Calk, a seventy-post run that left him exhausted but satisfied, that he noticed his posting of the night before was missing. 
He ran his hands over the dolmen wall, certain that it had been there, but there was no sign of it. He walked back along the previous night's route to check the Slumswelters corner, where another posting was gone. It was odd, but didn't seem all that unlikely. Fly posts were ephemeral things. 
He backtracked further into Carroway, where the strange occurrences continued. The lamppost paper on Hundred Man lane was gone. The posting on Bright's Wax Distillery was gone. The posting on the water sump just off Swidlington canal was gone. 
He sped up, finding more and more of his postings gone, until finally he was standing back in Lord Quill Square, where he'd finished the last night's run. There he found his posting on the Man of Quartz' boot not gone, but defaced. His message had been crossed out, and replaced with a new message written in wispy strokes.
Go back to your Abbey, boy.
For a long moment he stared. They were simple words but they meant a great deal. He spun around as if he might somehow catch the culprit at work, scanning the nearby streets, but saw no one and felt no one. The square was silent and dark but for the half-Balast ceramicist working at her kiln. 
He approached her, now brushing oil over her cooling works. 
"Did you see anybody near Lord Quill?" he asked.
She was startled a moment, then looked down at him blankly. She was tall, with rocky lines grooved through her face. 
"I've a bust of Lord Quill for sale," she answered, following a well-worn script. "Fresh from the kiln. You can have it for three coppers, as it's yet to cool."
Sen shook his head. "Over there, at the statue. Did you see anybody pasting tonight?"
She peered closely at him, to the statue, then cackled, a sharp staccato sound like two stones being hammered together. "It was you! You was over there. You was there last night too!"
"Only me, you're sure? No one else came by?" 
She wagged her finger gleefully. "It was you."
He scanned the square again. There were three ways in and out, through arches in the encircling buildings. The only ones watching were carved statues gazing down from the eaves. 
There was no one here, but that didn't mean anything, because there had been someone. His mind raced ahead. It had to be someone who knew him, who knew he'd come from the Abbey, who was now trying to stop him from finding his mother. 
He didn't know how to react. Outrage and anger, or should he be happy? It seemed like a kind of clue. The fleeting possibility that it might be one of the Sisters passed through his mind, keen for him to return to safety, but he didn't think that was likely. They believed in the dream of his mother too much to interfere with her plans.
So who? 
He had no idea. He would have to find out. A new plan developed in his mind, and he circled the square, looking round at the rooftops and in through windows, working out the details. Here, perhaps. There.
He tore down the paper on Lord Quill's boot, and put one of his own in its place. Then he left the square and returned to the millinery. In his room he gathered up his blankets, some apples and bread, then stood silently, listening and feeling outward.
There was no one nearby, not in his building nor in the surrounding streets, as he had become accustomed to. Everything felt normal. Still, he snuck carefully out of the back of the millinery, refilled his flask in the park, then took back-alleys to Lord Quill Square. At its edge, between a stamp-smithy and a provener's stop, he laid his hands to an old leaden gutter pipe and climbed up.
Within moments he was on the roof, crawling low over gray shingles, peering down on the square from above. His fresh posting was still there. The ceramicist was sweeping clay smatterings from her shop-front. Sen waited until she went back inside then slid down to the roof edge, to hide behind a rain-beaten stone angel. Peering past its misshapen wings he could clearly see the statue of Lord Quill, as well as each of the various alleyways and avenues entering and leaving the square. There he settled down to wait with the bedroll wrapped around him, spying through the crook of the angel's arm. 
* * *
Nobody came that night. 
Through the last hour of darkness a slow train of drunkards leered past, and a brougham passed through, but none of them went over to Lord Quill. Sen chewed on the bread, sipped water from his flask, and waited as the stars faded and Saint Ignifer rose up with the dawn.
He grew warm and drowsy in the winter sun's warmth, already unfamiliar after living in the darkness for almost a week, but he staved off sleep as the square bloomed to life. Steaoplygic washerwomen scraped their cloths and nattered at the fountain. Induran peddlers passed through drawing carts of amaranth wine. Once an Adjunc stalked a beat through the thick of them, its pink-gray skin looking sickly against the cobbles, spreading silence as it went. Sen ducked beneath the blanket and held his breath until it was gone. 
Still nobody came. A second night fell, and soon shellaby bugs were glinting through the square like floating revelatory lights, living out their short, shimmering lives unaware of the boy on the roof nearby, watching. He stretched out his cramped limbs as best he could behind the angel's gown, and relieved his aching bladder directly into the gutter. He caught himself smirking giddily at what the few drunken stragglers below might think of the sudden shower in the gutter pipes. 
He woke from a light doze as the second day dawned. The posting remained untouched. 
Throughout that long day he was scarcely able to keep his eyes from drooping closed. Numerous times he woke with a start, from dreams of Gellick and Alam tossing Cuttlebones in the square beneath him, of Mare huddling up to Lord Quill's boot and burying a stash of topaz incense. Each time he roused he looked around blearily before realizing where he was, and why. Then he would struggle to focus on Lord Quill and vow not to drift off again. 
When the second dusk finally came he was barely able to keep his eyes open. All his water was gone and his mouth was too dry to chew the last rock cake. He tried to focus on the statue but his mind lanced off in strange directions. The children playing below became the Abbess standing over an empty grave. The ceramicist became Sister Henderson calling out his name for Allilaju. 
At midnight he climbed wretchedly down into the square, where the posting seemed to mock him. Weak and bleary-eyed, he trudged back to the millinery, unable to think clearly. Weaving across an intersection at the edge of Carroway, he stumbled over a hump in the road and fell hard. He cupped his hand to his nose, and blood pooled in his palm. He shuddered with the pain, pulling back his cowl to let some air in. 
Some time later, as he wandered dizzily along the Calk wall, an Adjunc descended.
He felt it like a shadow, heard it as it thumped near, and only realized what was happening as he spun to see it rearing above him. Terror flooded through him and his legs buckled. Its underside was mottled gray, two mismatched torsos fused by slack rubbery flesh, offering a bare wall of meat and bone. Its six undercarriage legs spread like jaws, ready to seize him like a giant fist and set to work skinning him like Feyon's sister in the Roy.
 His jaw stretched tight in a scream, scarcely able to conceive of how Sister Henderson had been able to fight in this same moment. Then its arms descended and snatched him up, crushing his chest and face against its bony underside, lowering the skinning blade to the nape of his neck. He felt the cold metal cut in and knew he was going to die, when something happened. 
A black shape burst out of nothing and hit the Adjunc. Sen couldn't see well with his head braced against the torso, but it seemed to blur round the Adjunc's head, striking three stunningly fast blows to its head and neck. Sen could barely follow it, though the sense of it was strangely familiar. Then the Adjunc gave an awful bellowing wail and fell to the side, releasing him to slap against the hard stone flags. 
Sen rolled away as fast as he could, while the scorpion-like beast thrashed out its death throes. The black thing was there still, hovering over it to drive a final blow in, before it turned in flash of glittering eyes and was gone in a blur of long legs, leaving Sen staring after it.
It moved too fast to see what kind of caste it was, and he was too weary and shocked for his eyes to work properly. 
The Adjunc bellowed again, driving any rational thought from his mind with the intensity of its pain. He rose unsteadily to his feet and staggered away from the dying beast, trying to follow his strange savior's path with his body and his mind, but it had already clambered the Calk wall and now was lost amongst the steady thrum of the Balasts. 
So he swayed in place. A cold wind stung him awake. 
He'd almost just died. 
The Adjunc's wails were fading now. Sen lurched back toward it, feeling sick and weak, unable to believe what had just happened. The beast's legs kicked in the air like a dying beetle. Its lumpish torso had broken backward in its dying throes and blood had splattered and smeared over the flagstones, gushing from two deep stab wounds in its throat. Part of its head was missing completely, as though bitten away.
Sen staggered away. He didn't want to be caught when its fellows descended, drawn by its siren howl, which steadily faded behind him, lost in the warren of Slumswelter streets. 
 



 
 
HUNT I
 
 
When he woke with the night, safe in the dark of the millinery larder room, he could feel it. 
It took some time to understand what he was feeling. Not just the pain in his neck where the Adjunc had crushed him close, or the numbing sense of foolishness from pulling his hood back after the fall, or the headache and hunger from two days without sleep. This was something else. 
He sorted through all the things he'd felt, and picked out the familiar sense of the creature that had saved him. The blur of it resolved slightly in his memory; something black, perhaps Sectile, and faster than anything he'd ever seen. It had killed the King's most feared creation in seconds, and he could feel it even now.
The sense of it was murky, like something from deep underground. As he picked it out, he realized that it wasn't only familiar, but that it felt like home. That stymied him for a time, as he separated his own confusion from the sense of it. Perhaps it had always been there, for as long as he could remember, ever-present and faint beneath the minds of the Sisters. 
The more he thought about it, the more he recognized it as a flavor in the air he'd just taken for granted for years, never distinct until the moment it had leapt from nowhere and killed an Adjunc in seconds. 
He rose to his feet in the chill air, and felt the creature's mind shift to reflect that, becoming more alert. He froze, because how was that possible? It couldn't possibly see him, unless it was somehow in the room with him.
Slowly he turned. There were shadows. There was the chimney. In a corner there was a rounded lump that made his heart skip a beat before he realized it was his winter cassock. 
So what?
He took a step, and felt the shift in the air. He clicked his fingers, and felt a similar shift. It had to have heard him. 
He left the larder room and paced rapidly through the millinery, lit by late evening light, climbing to the roof with his spikes drawn. From the roof he looked out over the park and unnamed streets as the night deepened, peering into the dead eyes of burnt-out buildings across the street, but saw nothing, though he felt its mind tracking him.
"Hello," he called. His voice echoed down the frosty, empty streets. "I know you're out there. Talk to me."
No answer came. 
"Do you know my mother? Where is she? Tell me!"
Still nothing came. The sense of it shifted, growing perhaps concerned, but that was all. There was no blur of movement, no spiky black zigzag across the street. 
Sen descended back into the millinery. He had to think. Out on the street he tried to feel his way toward it, running into the neighboring buildings and charging up dusty stairs, rummaging through rooms filled with tall weeds, but nothing he did seemed to draw him any closer. 
Standing on the street he spread his arms. 
"I just want to talk! Come out."
But the creature, whatever it was, didn't want to talk. It didn't come out. It didn't respond to anything he said, whether he pleaded or threatened. 
So he made a new plan. 
In the park he scrubbed away the worst of the Adjunc's blood, then shrugged on his cloak and set out into the night streets. To Carroway, he felt the presence following with him, though there was no sign of it anywhere. In the night markets he bought more paper, so much he could scarcely carry it, along with a half-gallon each of paste and ink. He ate grilled pork bits on gritty rye bread from a brazier-stand near the Calk, then back in the millinery larder room he wrote out one hundred copies of his message until his hand cramped and his writing grew sloppy. 
It was already late, but still he set out to post. He walked swiftly, posting a new combination of his previous routes, from Lord Quill in Carroway on through the Slumswelters, fringing on the Calk, Belial, the Boomfire. At times the sense of the creature was strong, at others it grew fainter. He began to detour into new streets and districts, posting on revelatory lamp posts dotted around Grammaton Square and gutter-drains on Haversham sidings, while the thread to the creature grow fainter still. 
It couldn't keep up. 
When all one hundred copies were up he circled back down his route at a run. Through Carroway all his papers were already gone, and the same was true in Belial, but then stuck to a HellWest quaystone he found one remaining posting, from just after he'd started to detour. The sense of the creature was strong here. 
"Slowing down, are you?" he shouted into the salty air. His words echoed back unanswered, but that didn't matter. He was gaining. 
He ran on. Dotted near the Haversham he found several more papers remaining, though not in the order he'd posted them. As he kept on he tried to fathom what route could have made such a strange pattern, scanning the rooftops and revelatory gas-lines, watching for some sign of the creature's long black limbs, but saw nothing.
In the span of less than an hour all his postings near HellWest disappeared, though Sen had never strayed far from any of them. Somehow it had stayed out of sight, plucking some postings while missing others, then returned to finish the job.
The sun was already dawning, but he couldn't stop now. The creature seemed to be adapting as he shifted the pattern of his movements, so Sen adapted too. He started backtracking randomly, cutting corners through townhouse hutch-gardens, ducking down alleyways and taking shortcuts across canals. Still he saw nothing, constantly greeted by the same frustrating sense of the creature ebbing out of sight. Frustration made him angry and he ran faster, past the first hours of the new day. With his hood pulled tight he sped though the gathering crowds, until at last he was standing again before Lord Quill as the ceramicist called out her wares, looking at new words freshly scrawled across his final posting. 
The Adjunc will find you again. I can't protect you. Stop.
He tore the paper down himself.
Back at the millinery he paced back and forth as sunlight crept in, warming the wooden rooms. He was too angry to sleep. With fists clenched he stalked up and down the stairs, seeking an answer. On the roof he shouted into the sunlight, so strange to be out in the day. 
"Show yourself!"
Not a leaf in the park rustled, nothing moved.
"I just want to know about her," he called. "Please!"
It didn't answer, and that infuriated him further. There had to be some trick to how it stayed so invisible, but he couldn't fathom it. Yet he would. Like every task his mother had set him as a child, like the time she'd abandoned him in this place at only four years old, he would solve the puzzle. 
He only had to come at it from the right angle. And the angle for this had to be the pattern. 
He dropped into his bedroll with thoughts of the pattern buzzing in his head. All through the long, warm day he dreamt and woke fitfully, running mazes in his mind. 
* * * 
He woke with a map of the city buzzing in his head. He emerged into the night, eschewing his usual routine, to push through the sparse crowds of the Carroway markets. In the scrivener's street he bought a bucket of whitewash, a brush, and a chunk of black graphite from a stallsman who tried hard to peer into his cowl.
"Induran, are you?" the man asked, taking his money. "What you want to wash anything for?"
Men nearby laughed. Sen sped back to the millinery, where he recklessly lit a fire in the main hall, uncapped the can of whitewash and began to paint the walls. Using the old larder as a stand he painted the ceiling too. It took a long arduous few hours, but he did it with a rapt sense of focus. When it was complete, he began to sketch directly onto the white with the graphite chunk. 
He started with a map of his posting route round the surrounding districts, of Belial and Carroway, the Slumswelters and the Calk. Then he started adding in the order of disappearances as best he could remember them, trying to string each instance on the map together with lines that would equal the creature's route. 
Through the night he kept at it, covering the walls and ceiling with increasingly byzantine tracks more complex than his scars. He worked until his graphite chunks were ground to nubs, theorizing routes and hitting endless dead ends, realizing every time afresh that the creature's route was impossible, even by horse or rickshaw, even tugged by a Gull or suspended from a zeppelin. The city itself ruled it out. 
Into the day he continued seeking a pattern, casting his mind back on what he'd felt, what he'd seen, what could possibly be, until finally it came to him as the sun rose high in the sky. He lay back on the floor and laughed, looking up at the scrawl of black graphite on the wall and ceiling, as thousands of possible new routes wrote themselves across his mind.
The creature didn't obey the city. It didn't use only the streets or the rooftops, but every possible path, in ways Sen had never considered before. There were countless underground bi-rail tracks and sewers riddling Ignifer's city, even beneath the dark side. There were places where those tunnels meshed with long terraced rooftops, Levi weirs, canals, all interwoven with the canopy of revelatory lines that connected everything overhead. 
The creature had to be using them all. It was the only thing that explained its bizarre route, its incredible speed, and the fact that Sen had never seen it. Lying there, he smiled, because he could run those routes too, now that he knew about them. He had climbed up the dizzy heights of the cathedral, and dug down into the depths of his mother's grave, making him at home in both places. He could walk a roof or scurry along in a sewer if he had to. He felt the old joy course through him, of solving one of his mother's puzzles. 
His hand shook as he scrawled his message on all the papers that remained, something like three hundred. He packed his paste can and brush, but only stopped himself at the door, as he realized his vision was blurred, his hands were shaking, and the street outside was in broad daylight.
He would not make the same mistake again, to leave himself exhausted and prey for the Adjunc. Hugging the bag full of papers to his chest he returned to the larder room and nailed the door shut to wait for fall of dark, sensing the creature nearby like one of his starry heroes, watching down. 
 



 
 
HUNT II
 
 
He woke in the night feeling refreshed and ready. The creature was there still, hovering at the edge of his senses. He snatched up his bag and paste buckets and started out into the city.
After pasting a lightning route of one hundred, he climbed up to the rooftops in Lord Quill Square. Looking out, he felt new routes writing themselves atop the city, by rooftop and sewer, by bi-rail and revelatory cable, spreading out beneath the heavy dome of stars. He felt the tone of the creature's thoughts shift to match. They were always simple, perhaps even bleak, but this disrupted them. It hadn't expected him to climb up and join it, and that buoyed Sen on. 
"I'm coming!" he shouted.
Likely it would be several streets back from him at that point, peeling away at the postings he'd already made, so he started running toward it along the roof's spine. Slates slid out underfoot as he dashed across the top of the city, but he didn't care, feeling a high euphoria that urged him on. At the roof's edge he took to the wireways, half balancing and half slipping his way across a thatch of revelatory and telegraph tubes, conjoining to the next row of roofs where he could run again. 
Peering down, he saw that here his papers remained, pasted like white revelatories in the dark streets. He thought back to the map he'd scrawled across the millinery ceiling, guessing that the creature had either taken a different route from the start or was adjusting to match him now. He recalculated while he ran, and at an intersection leaped down from the roof, caught a revelatory lamppost and shuffled down, only to clamber back up a new building's front and veer sprinting off along a new row of roofs for the Calk, heading there in as straight a line as possible. 
It felt like flying, speeding overhead while Allswellmen trudged below, tolling out their mournful low calls and lighting revelatory lampposts as they went. In moments he was at the district's dusty outskirts, twice as fast as he ever could have reached it before. The sense of the creature was strong here, and here he found the first missing paper. 
His heart thumped hard in his chest. It was working. 
He dropped to the street and slapped up another sheet in its place, then set back to running, this time for a park off Grammaton Square. There was no direct roofway, though there had to be sewers that ran underneath. He ran down the off-Slumswelter street, saw an open sewer drain at the gutter-edge beside a gleam-eyed drunk, and made for it, sliding bodily through the open grating and down. 
He dropped onto slick stone below, dank with waste. The air stank so badly it stung his eyes, but the sense of the creature just ahead of him in the darkness abruptly sharpened. It knew he was there. He'd stepped off the old map and into its hidden world, one that bypassed everything he'd known, and he could feel its fear. The stench was terrible, but it couldn't put a dent in the thrill he felt. 
He started along the sewer embankment carefully at first, taking the measure of the slimy flooring and the various lead pipes running either side, edging rats into the water, but soon he was running. Scrolling the map in his mind as he ran, he passed under the Delmington usury yards, under the Grammaton itself, then climbed back up in the Boomfire, through a back-alley midden behind a familiar damask lair. 
On a clapboard sign nearby, splayed with the various shades of damask on offer, he saw his posting was gone, with the sense of the creature hanging in the air around it. He pasted another in seconds and sped off again.  
For hours he ran back and forth, wheeling around his route like a manic Gomorrah fly, re-posting as he went, above the dead gray streets of the Slumswelters, along the dusty white Calk wall, down the vacant Carothaby bi-rail line suspended over grimy Carroway back-alleys, to the Levi bank and back again, tracking the creature by intuition even as it tracked back along his route. His pack lightened, his heart thumped, until a little after the Grammaton tolled for five he found a posting only half-ripped away from the wall of a tumbledown Belial apothecary.
The sense of the creature was so close he could almost taste it, bitter like a rotten hawkenberry. He slapped up another copy and sprinted on, feeling the city move beneath him like a living thing, its secret pathways opening only to him. He chose directions unconsciously, routes glimpsed as part of the whole, moving in a blur of growing certainty until almost every page he hit on was half-ripped. 
Sometime after his two hundredth posting he saw the creature clearly for the first time.
It was an insect-thin figure in the distance, bowed beneath a bulbous sack and tearing at a posting stuck to a foundry's brick wall. Sen's heart lurched with a dizzying double beat, then he dropped his pack and bucket of paste, slid hand over hand down an anchored revelatory tube from his rooftop perch, and landed across the street from it.
It turned slowly, and for a moment Sen's knees weakened as he met its Sectile eyes.
A Spider. 
The caste was Unforgiven, excised in the city centuries ago as monsters. He'd only ever heard of them in the legends of Saint Ignifer, but here one stood before him, fear blooming off it. Its shaggy black head was monstrous and lumpish, too large for its shrunken body, and ripe with eight bulbous compound eyes. Within its lipless black mouth waggled dark stubs where long mandibles should have protruded. It stood on two stick-thin Sectile-limbs, with two raised to the wall, while only bulges within its brown mocking coat hinted at four others. 
Sen stared at it, and it stared at him, the moment stretching out in the pink dawn light.
"What are you?" Sen asked at last. 
The sound broke the spell. The Spider hurled its sack of reclaimed papers down and took off down the nearest alleyway. 
Sen tore after it. His feet hammered the cobblestones, his arms pumped, and the strange Spider bolted along with an awkward and rolling grace, its four limbs twisting in unnatural ways. It turned left onto a hawking street just beginning to fill with morning crowds and sped amongst them like water through a sieve, never losing pace as it darted left and right, always ahead. 
Sen chased it the length of Carroway toward the intersection with the Haversham tradeway, where it made an impossible jump up the side of a blacksmith's workshop, its long arms grappling at the gutter-lip and carrying it over the roof without breaking momentum. Sen didn't pause for a moment, ran directly at the point where the smith's corner abutted a nearby coopery and threw himself at it, kicked off and caught the lip, hauled himself over the timber roofline, and stood to let out a feral cry. The Spider lurched at the far end of the rooftop and dropped off the edge.
Sen flew after it, the stacks of market goods blurring with bodies and faces in the street below. At the roof edge he leapt to the ground, rolled, and charged down a narrow alley without even stopping to look, feeling the creature's route stretching out before him like a map in his mind. He sprinted down an alley, sprang over a cracked copper sink and ducked the detritus of a fallen plaster wall, then burst out through a dash of hawkenberries onto the Haversham. 
The incense markets were warming up for a day of sweet fog, and already the air was wreathed with dense plumes of Coriole, topaz and roasting Aragon lamb. Dense thoughts battered at Sen's mind, but he was too intent to be distracted, strapping his hood tighter as he darted amongst them, glimpsing the Spider jack-knifing along a rooftop three stories above. Sen launched himself at the nearest drainpipe and came up to a stunning view of the city, overhung by the massive mountain in the distance, cut in half by the creature's thin silhouette. 
Standing there he felt as though he'd already caught it. He knew this city and he knew the Spider's mind. He let out a triumphant cry and dashed along the steeply sloped rooftops, tiles slipping free under his weight and raining down to smash in the street below. At the end he leapt as the Spider had, caught a telegrammatic wire which bowed under his weight, dropped into Carothaby crossing, then dashed after a flicker of movement into the bi-rail underground opening. 
He skipped down the dark moss-grown steps, leaping around the slow-walking day's riders as his maps of the city both above and below clicked into place. He vaulted over the brass-ring ticket turnstiles, sending up jeers from the stationmaster's office, and leapt the final stone steps three at a time down to the long shadowy platform as a train was just steaming away. He sprinted after it, darting between shufflers in their egress, and as the last carriage winked into the dark tunnel he sprang after it. He snagged a handle on its back and tugged himself in before the soot-blackened tunnel wall could swat him off. 
His arms throbbed with the shock, but he hung on in the burning smoke-trail from the train's furnace as it picked up steam, churning north. He could scarcely breathe, but he was so close to the creature now, invisible in the dark. It was inches from him only, he could almost reach out and grab it.
Soon the train began to slow for Vox Populi station, there was a sound somewhere behind and the sense of the Spider weakened, so Sen dropped off the back. He landed awkwardly on a rail hoarding but managed to roll in the gravel and regain his balance, then stood still for a moment in the near-black tunnel, listening as the train steamed on into the station. There was a light shuffling from his left, where the tunnel forked toward the Calk, and he raced after it. 
Quickly the dull light of Vox Populi station faded and he ran on in the dark, over rails and scattering gravel chips. He ran by feel, listening to its Sectile feet clicking off the rusted railings just ahead. He imagined the lines of the tunnel curving into the dark ahead, and knew from his maps that there were vent-chutes to ground nearby, chutes so thin he might not be able to follow the Spider within. 
His legs were exhausted, but he redoubled his efforts, gravel spitting against the rails in his wake. Just ahead he heard a change in the Spider's momentum, a creak from its joints, and flung himself into the air after it, hands outstretched.
His palm jammed into a sharp crevice of the Spider's leg as it rose upward, leaping for the flues. Its momentum tugged Sen into a jolting forward swing, off-balance, then he was falling. They hit the rails together, Sen crunching hard onto gravel, shocking the breath out of him, while the Spider cracked down across the rails. At once it tried to flee, yanking painfully on Sen's fist still wedged into its Sectile casing. 
In the faint light cast by the pinhole chute above, he could just make out its struggling outline. He yanked back, while scrabbling in the gravel with his free hand until he caught upon a chunk of rock, which he swung round to crunch between the creature's many eyes. It cried out and Sen cried out too, pulling himself closer to strike it again. The rock crunched into chitin, a spurt of dark fluid spurted across the back of his hand, and the creature dropped limp to the rails. 
Sen fell to his knees panting. In the weak light he disentangled his left hand, blood rushing from it freely. It was serrated across the palm in a ragged line, and he tugged off his outer tunic and balled it tightly as a bandage, which he held over his head to slow the flow. Blood dripped into his hair and down his face, but steadily ebbed. 
He looked down at the stick-thin Spider before him in disbelief. 
This feeble creature had killed an Adjunc. In the wan light viscous blood leaked down its forehead casing. His eyes fell to its sides, and with his foot he spread the long mocking coat away from its body. Emerging from its midsection were four short stubs, shorn at the first joint, where stalky limbs should have sprouted. They waggled as the creature lay unconscious. 
It was wheezing and bleeding, so he did what he could for its wounds, tamping them tight with its own coat. Then he bent to the rails nearby, unearthing gravel around the iron spars like he was digging up rocky potatoes. When he had hollowed out enough spaces, he threaded the Spider's remaining limbs under the rails and wedged them in tightly with gravel, until it was spread-eagled to the tracks, immobile but for the wheezing breath drawing in and out of its mouth. 
* * *
It came to with a jerk, tugging on its pinioned limbs and snapping its jaws, swiftly learning the confines of its prison. Its compound eyes roved the darkness until they set upon Sen, then it began to thrash, frenzying itself against the rocks and rails. Sen watched as its movements only jammed it in tighter, until it finally stopped struggling. 
"Who are you?" Sen asked. "Why are you following me?"
It began to laugh. Its pink mandible stubs spread wider, its blood-rimed mouth-hole opened to reveal a sliver of gray tongue within, and several long bellows gushed out. The sound reverberated around the empty tunnel like mad thunder, tumbling away in the darkness. 
The laughter stopped as the creature choked on blood and spat it out. The echoes died away. 
"I am no thing," it said. Its jaw distended as it spoke, producing a harsh and guttural voice. "I have followed no one."
Sen gazed down at its black Sectile eyes, glinting faintly in the dark. It laughed because it was ashamed, he could feel that much. Something of it felt like the mad Autist with the coal-eyes he'd seen bobbling through the Slumswelters, but here the chaos was guided, controlled. 
"Did my mother send you?" 
The Spider's eyes flared briefly wide, but it said nothing.
Sen stepped closer, his heart hammering. "She did. Tell me."
"I cannot help you, little boy."
"That's a lie! You've been following me. You killed the Adjunc."
The Spider laughed again, the sound wet in its narrow throat. "And for that I earn this? Trapped beneath a rail line like a slave."
"You tore my postings down. For that I was nearly caught by the Adjunc. Tell me why. Are you trying to prevent me from finding her?"
The Spider's laughter barked out again. "And if I do not tell you, child Sen? What then?"
Sen squatted on the gravel and pointed to the Spider's limbs trapped under the rails. Sometimes you had to be hard, and establish dominance. "The next train will come through here in an hour or so. It will break all your bones. You'll die alone and in pain. Only I can save you."
The Spider laughed, spat, and glared at him. "So leave me. If you can do that, I have wasted my life anyway."
Sen felt the balance shifting. Too hard. He would not kill the Spider, and the Spider knew it. He could not force it to speak with threats, and he was losing ground every moment as the Spider's laughter swelled.
But he had to know. He had to do something, so he stepped in and stamped on the creature's chest once, twice, thinking back to a time Mare had done the same thing. Back then she'd done it to survive, but this was important. He didn't do it hard, but still he felt ill doing it. The Spider's carapace crunched in the gravel, but it continued to laugh, kept laughing until it choked on its own blood. 
"It isn't funny," Sen said. "You're going to die." 
"It is funny. Is this child Sen, who threatens to kill me? Avia, do you see what your son has become?"
Sen felt a rush of anger at the mention of his mother's name. He stamped again on the Spider's midriff, hard enough now to crack something. "What do you know of my mother?"
The Spider wheezed, purplish blood glistening on its carapace in the darkness. "Of your mother, Avia? What would you hear, little Sen, when you think all truths are lies? What is truth, and what are lies? Should I speak lies that you hear the truth? Should I sob for you and call it a smile, that you might see only what you wish?"
Sen stared down at the bloody, wheezing creature. These were riddles, and they only angered him more. Sister Henderson was dead, he'd endangered the Abbey all of his life just by existing, and for what? What was any of it worth if this Spider told him nothing more? Would he spend his life posting papers about the city only to find nothing? Being kind with it, begging it for help, would achieve nothing, and his life would become a story of failed frustration. It had already done everything it could to stymie his efforts to find his mother. He had to do more.
He stepped up and stamped on the Spider's chest again, and the creature howled through its bloody mouth. 
"More, Avia's child! More."
Sen stamped on its chest, as hard as he could, then on its pinioned limbs, then its face, until its shrieks echoed where once its laughter had. He was panting and shaking when he finally stopped, and the echoes of the Spider's wailing faded. It breathed through its own bubbling juices. 
"I only sought to protect you," it said, its voice different now, shallow. "I never meant for this."
"Then help me! Tell me what you know."
"What I know?" gasped the Spider, breathing in spurts. "Would you hear of the King, and the webs he has laid for you? Would you hear of the madness in the night, the mouth that consumes them all? Is that what you want?" 
Sen blinked. "What madness?"
"The Rot!" barked the Spider. "Of course I speak of the Rot. It has been hunting you for millennia. If it ever finds you…" 
"Then what?" Sen interrupted, sick of the ravings already, "the whole bloody world will end?"
"It will! I've looked into the black of its mouth and seen what will become." 
"Enough! Tell me something real, Spider. Tell me where my mother is." 
"If I say I do not know, will you beat me more? I fear my scant shell has been broken already, child. Will you kill me before I give what few answers I have?"
"I don't want to kill you. Just help me!"
"I have helped you! How many times have I saved you, as you lay in the safety of your Abbey and I alerted your Sisters to the coming Adjunc? More times than I can count! And for that have you beaten me so? What did I do, but tear down a few scraps of paper? For what do I deserve to die in the dark?"
"I didn't mean," began Sen, then stopped, looking down at the torment he'd caused. Even in the darkness he could see its blood was everywhere. "You warned the Sisters?"
"I rang their bell, even as I watched over you every night. Do you think the Adjunc ever announced their intent to attack?"
Sen took a step back, feeling abruptly unmoored. He'd always thought they'd had advance warning somehow. He'd assumed the Gravailes or some other ally in the Roy had protected them, had given warning. "But they… I… I didn't know…"
"And would that matter? You are as vicious as your mother."
"I am not vicious!" 
"Now you lie!" spat the Spider. "I have seen it grow in you, as she intended. I saw it as you beat the Spindle by the gate, and I see it in you now."
Sen took another step back, feeling everything shift. "That was different. That was to save us all."
"And who is this to save, now? For whom do you beat me so?"
Sen opened his mouth to answer, but could think of nothing to say.
 The Spider laughed. "Ah, the ignominy! To owe your life to a creature as hideous as I. Saved that you might then exact your revenge. It only shows how much a fool I am." 
Sen sagged, looking at the twisted creature before him. His hands were still spattered with its purple blood. He tried to wipe them clean on his tunic. What before had seemed so righteous was suddenly twisted. If what it said was true, then did he owe this Spider his life, not just once but many times? And here he had captured it like an insect, broken it under the rails. 
The Spider wheezed. "It's never so simple, child." 
Sen stared at it in the darkness, his anger washing away. "Who are you? How have you done these things?"
"I am Sharachus," said the Spider. "And I have watched over you since the day you were born."
"Why?"
"Because your mother asked me to."
The tunnel darkness throbbed around Sen like a pulse, closing in. He slumped down to the gravel. 
"She forbade me to ever be seen," said the Spider, "to ever speak to you, to do anything but save you. But what can it matter, now that we have already spoken so much? So listen. I will tell you my pitiful tale."
 



 
 
SHARACHUS I
 
 
The Spider was born of a Moth and immediately thrown from a window into the Levi River, chased by howls of disgust. It sank in the water but did not die, as it had not yet learned to breathe. Instead, it stretched out its eight limbs and pushed. It did not know where, or against what, as its eyes had not yet pupated, but it felt the cold world and thrust against it. 
Soon it was washed up on a shoal, where it lay and sucked the lichen off rocks. It remained that way for several years, as gradually its eyes attenuated, its venom sacs came in, and it learnt to cast thread. It spun webs underwater and snarled fish and small octopods, which it ate whole. It could not speak nor did it know what the world was. It only knew the rock upon which it lived, and the fish it ate. 
One day it heard noises from the forest, and new things came from the green and spiked it with sticks, forcing it into a hard bag. It had never been contained before and screamed until it was beaten into silence. 
Later, it was dumped into a circle of other creatures like itself, though all much larger, each with their eight long limbs bound, struggling against their bonds. As it watched, the new things walked on two legs amongst its fellows, pointing at some, making strange barking noises. One by one they placed leather caps over the heads of the others and hammered them into place. Their struggling ceased, and they were carried away.
When they came round to it, they made different barking sounds. Later it would come to know that this was laughter. It was smaller and weaker than the others, and they did not place the cap on its head. Instead they stretched out its limbs one by one, and cut four of them away. They reached into its mouth and cut its mandibles in half, and tore away its venom sacs. 
Bleeding and in pain, they put it back into the bag and carried it to a great castle, at the heart of the great city where it had been born. Therein began its schooling. It learnt to speak, and to eat using special utensils. It grew slowly, and was trained well in manners. It came to understand that it was an abomination, kept alive in the Court of a great King for entertainment. 
It was taught tricks. Its venom sacs were replaced with bonded bladders, from which it could shoot jets of black ink or firewater. The stubs of its limbs were fitted with sharp hooks, with which it could clamber over and around specially prepared walls and ceilings, to the delight of the court, spewing bubbles or rose water from its bladders. 
It spoke, and it sang, and learned to play instruments three at a time. It spun webs in the name of the courtiers that favored it, and let small children ride on its belly or back as it took to the walls. In those happy days, it learned that it was called a Spider, from a caste that no longer existed. It alone remained.
Until one day the King grew tired of it, and he ordered his pet Spider to be hung from the HellWest spikes. But the guards who carried it were lazy, and instead only threw it into the Levi. They did not know it had been born into the river and knew well how to swim, even with only four legs.  
It swam to freedom, and so began its third life. It learned again how to survive, but this time in the dark spaces, the hidden sewers beneath the city. It learned the true strength of its body for leaping, for scuttling, for hiding. It met others whose castes had been likewise extinguished, the Unforgiven, and together they hid from the King's laws in darkness. Amongst them were Lightning-handed Cranks and gelatinous Shufflers, Bats and Harpies, Leprous Wights and Wailers. Together they fled before the mogrified Adjunc that roamed the underground railways and sewers of the city, seeking them out. 
In time, it befriended an old Wight named Dreychak, who taught it the history of its kind. It was Dreychak who explained he was a person, not a creature, who could determine his own fate. Dreychak too gave him a name, Sharachus, after one of Saint Ignifer's bravest disciples. It was Dreychak who taught him to love the Heart as his maker, and to fear the Rot as the endless loneliness that came after the end. 
Together they ran from the King's patrols, fleeing ahead as others who were slower or weaker were caught and gathered for mogrification. The King pressed harder, driven some said by the dark hand of the Rot itself, so that slowly and steadily the exits and entrances to their underground kingdom were stoppered up. Poisoned meats were dropped down into sewers from the Roy, killing many of his fellows as they rejoiced in feasting.  
So the Unforgiven were gradually rounded up and weeded out, until time came to pass that Sharachus and Dreychak were alone in the sewers. Only the two of them survived, running and hiding, eating what and when they could. The sound of the underground became one of silence, and stillness, and the slow steady drip of their lives ebbing away.
One morning he woke to the thundering of Adjunc. They were beneath him, their huge scorpion bodies and powerful dead limbs already surrounding Dreychak, and driving their blades into his wasted body. Sharachus un-webbed himself from the ceiling and flew into a frenzy, attacking them faster than they could respond, slitting their heels and stabbing at their eyes. He didn't know how many he slew, but there were always more. They closed ranks against him, forced him off a weir into a sewer torrent, which carried him far away from the corpse of his friend. 
He beached on black grime in a dark sump well, and lay sobbing in the mire, waiting for the Adjunc to come finish him off. He would not fight any longer. He lay there in the filth for days, waiting for the thunder of their many feet, but they did not come. Instead he lay and wallowed in the emptiness inside, measuring its dimensions as something new, as the shape of loss. Never before had he truly lost anything, for he had never had anything to lose. 
With this new shape came a new feeling, flavored with the taste of Adjunc blood in his mouth. Always before he had fled, but now he had cut them, and hurt them, and could do so again. He lay there in the stinking dark and felt the empty shape begin to fill with this new feeling, growing so dense it burned, something that gave him purpose and a reason to return his body to strength. 
He resolved to kill the King.
For months he trained his body. He ran the sewers at speeds he'd never attempted before, unmindful of quiet or the squads of Adjunc. They were none as fleet as he. He ate what he cared to eat, no longer mindful of poison or traps. He sharpened his hooks on grindstone gratings, practiced spinning and climbing webs, filed the stubs of his mandibles down to quickened fangs, and spent every waking moment dreaming of the death of the King, who had made him a plaything, and murdered his only friend.  
When he was ready, he went to the King. For the first time since his banishment he entered the Aigle palace's underground, going where the others had been unable to, using his four remaining limbs and prodigious agility to evade the numerous traps. He searched the Aigle's endless sewer caverns for days, learning their revolutions as the entire palace rotated atop its skyship base. He searched until he found a chamber piled with rotten bodies, half-skinned and covered in filth, then waited until the revolving waste shaft overhead aligned, then darted in. Peering out from the sewer shaft at the top of a tall stone tower, he watched the King in the depths of his madness. 
The room was empty of furnishing but for a stone altar at the center, upon which lay a fresh cadaver awash with blood, the skin of its chest half peeled away. The King stood beside it, shirtless and well muscled, slicked with blood, sharpening a knuckled skinning knife. 
On every wall hung numberless bloody shreds of skin, each marked with some strange scar or discoloration. Their edges had been matched up and sewn together, creating endless whirling patterns across their contours, filling the walls with nonsense, like a message scrawled upon the hide of some monstrous mogrification.   
It was sickening, but meant nothing to Sharachus. He crawled from the sewer chute and stretched to his full meager height, bared the hooks built into his remaining limbs, and advanced silently upon the King. 
The first hook slid through the King's throat from behind, the second through his chest, punching out to the air. The King's blood streamed down into Sharachus' face, joy filled him, and he rejoiced at his final revenge, savoring the sensation. 
Then everything changed. A cloud of black fire burst from the King's body, and Sharachus was hurled away like a leaf catching the wind. The leathery walls spun as he flew, and hit stone with a sickening crunch. Parts of his carapace cracked and his body slid to the floor, where he lay stunned and barely breathing.
The sound of footsteps drew near. His compound eyes refocused, askew, and he saw the King's feet approaching him, splashed with blood. He craned his neck back to see to the wounds he'd done, and saw an amorphous inky blackness sealing over the King's throat and heart, like scabs made of shadow. 
The King put a foot on Sharachus head, turned it, and regarded him curiously. 
"I recognize you," he said. "You're the old jester. I ordered you spiked."
"I stabbed you," Sharachus managed to say. 
The King nodded, and scratched idly at the blurring black smoke in the wound in his throat. "You did, yes. Not enough though, I'm afraid. He made me out of sterner stuff." He moved his foot to Sharachus' chest, and pressed down. "Unlike you."
Sharachus tried to cry out but could get no breath in, as his shell cracked further, as darkness crept in to his vision. The King's shadow blackened until it seemed a long column of smoke spread across the flagstoned floor. 
"What made you?" Sharachus hissed. "What was that?"
The pressure on his chest relented for a moment. 
"Interesting question," mused the King. "If I answer 'the Rot', will that have any meaning to you?"
"The enemy of the Heart," Sharachus managed, drawing on Dreychak's teaching.
"That's right," said the King, brightening. "He made me this way, that I might endure. You know of his hunt, I think. My hunt too." He spread his arms to take in the chamber of skins. "It is a small price, to live as I do. But enough of me. What price have you paid, little Spider, to be here now? How much have you lost, cowering in the dark? This will be a mercy, I think." 
The King raised his foot to stamp down. In that brief moment, Sharachus funneled the blood leaking through his interior sacs, pushed it into the bonded bladders from which he had once spumed bubbles, then squeezed it out in a hot jet that cascaded up over the King's face.
The King pulled away, and Sharachus leapt. Three lurching bounds and he was falling back down the sewer chute, barely slowing his descent with rags of webs shot from his broken shell. He hit the body pile at the base hard, then fled madly into the sewers, chased by the booming echo of the King's laughter. 
In a screw-pump room halfway across the city, he sagged down in filth and began to tremble uncontrollably. He had stabbed the King, but the King hadn't died. He saw again the black scab worming over the King's neck and chest, the black cloud that had blown him away, and heard the King's words repeating again and again, 'He made me out of sterner stuff.'
The Rot. 
Dreychak had taught him it was the worst thing imaginable, worse than loss of his limbs, worse than spiking on HellWest, worse than all the shame and humiliation of a lifetime. It was the only thing Dreychak had admitted to fearing, the nothingness beyond death, the end of all things forever.  
It left Sharachus truly alone, because he had failed Dreychak a final time. He could not kill the King, no more than he could kill the Rot. He was nothing, unable to protect himself or his only friend. He was worse than dead already, so he resolved to die.
It was then that she came. 
At first he thought her a vision born of his madness, a beautiful woman in the dark of the sewers, but she didn't fade away. Instead she spoke of a future for him, a role in the life of her son who would one day raise the Saint and bring down both the King and the Rot. She said that it would be Sharachus' task to protect him. She promised him a life in the light, in an Abbey of green grass and beautiful old stone, and because he was weak, he followed. 
The world she led him to was a dream he fell into gladly. From the Abbey's rooftops and towers, he stood guard. He watched as she cut deeper lines into her infant son, and as began challenging him with difficult tasks. When she 'died', he dug up her body at her orders, and led her walking from the Abbey.
Then he returned, to stand his final guard. For many years there was no change, until at last the Adjunc came, and the boy left. Sharachus followed. He read Sen's posted messages with alarm, and decided to protect him by tearing the papers down. He hadn't expected to be hunted in turn, and by one just as fast as he. So when he woke to find himself trapped by the boy he'd always protected, his limbs contorted around the rail lines and a cold stare stamped on the boy's face, he could only think what a joke it was that he had ever thought to help the child at all.
* * *
Sen sat silently as the Spider finished. The story was fantastical, but there were moments of plain truth sprinkled throughout. Of course he'd read about the purging of the Unforgiven, though all the history books stated it happened several hundred years ago, in the wake of the Drazi plague. It was true there were no more Shufflers or Bats or Wights left in the world, nor Spiders. And his mother had died, then come back to life, or perhaps faked her death from the outset. 
These things were true. The other matters, about the Rot preserving the King, could easily be decried as fantasy, but they did not make the rest any less real. If this 'Sharachus' had truly been trying to protect him for all this time, then he had done it a great wrong in crumpling its chest, just like the King. 
Wordlessly he rose and started to dig out its limbs. Its carapace creaked and it gasped as the weight lifted free. When it was clear Sen sat and looked into its compound eyes. 
"Will you flee now?" Sen asked.
"No," said the Spider. "But I have hurt you, I think, with what I have said here. It was never my intent."
Sen shook his head. "And I hurt you. I'm sorry, Sharachus. You saved my life, and for that I am in your debt." 
The Spider's big eyes blinked audibly in the dark. "I have not heard my name spoken by another in many years." 
"It's a good name."
They sat quietly for a time, with only the distant sound of trains to accompany their thoughts. Sen wondered at the path his mother had left behind, for him to follow. 
"Where did she go?" he asked at last. "Please. You must have followed, when she left you in the Abbey. Tell me."
The Spider nodded, then rose creaking to his feet. "I will do better than tell you. I will take you there."
 



 
 
GLOAM HALLOWS
 
 
They emerged from the underground through a sewer grate near the Levi River, in the turgid light of a cloudy afternoon. The river's banks were broad and gray, festooned with rickety shacks for fisherwives to hang their catch, and littered with torn rags and alchemical detritus from the Cressier Quarter mogrifying labs nearby. 
They'd surfaced on the other side of the river, in a district he'd never been to before, perhaps Docket or the Mire, across from the dark side but still far from the Roy. This was the industrial section of Ignifer's city, where the lowest of caste came to toil in chemical manufactories, work in the Dirondack canneries, serve at the pleasure of the Molemen mogrifers and ultimately fuel the Drazi smokestacks with their bodies. 
A shudder passed down Sen's spine, and he looked out over the broad gray expanse of the river. It was fast-flowing and studded with little fishing tugs, which pulled their way back and forth on long chains, pinioned to the anchors on the bank. Flocks of parasitic gulls wheeled and cawed above, and the stench of salt and rotted seaweed filled the air, from the last tidal backwash of the Sheckledown Sea. 
Sharachus sucked in a deep breath, and let it out with a shudder.
"We walk the banks to Afric," he said. "Then we ride for the Gloam Hallows. Cover up."
Sharachus hooded his oversized head and buttoned his odd mocking coat, slathered with dried purple blood. Sen did the same, then by the riverside scooped up handfuls of thick tarry muck and rubbed it across his face beneath the cowl, on his hands and arms too. It smelled like chemical rot. 
"Come," Sharachus said. He did not wait for Sen to question him, simply started away down the bank-path. Sen watched his strange gimbal-footed gait for a few moments, then followed. 
Hours passed, and the river flowed on by their side. Corpses lay on the sandy banks in places. A Shoalmite fisherwife hacked into the meat of an infant narwhal while it struggled for breath, digging out its stomach and eating the glistening yellow innards. 
As they neared HellWest harbor, the black grime of coal-smoke thickened the air, grating in his throat and lungs. This was Afric, the city's industrial heart. They passed ships docked high in the river, saw lumbering bodies of half-Balasts fetching and carrying loads in the gritty smoke. The sound of hammers falling carried over the walls of smelter's yards and canneries, and the rotten scent of sulfur filled the air. 
Sharachus stopped before a looming grain silo hunkered beneath a suspended bi-rail line, barely visible through the smogged air. 
"We take the Ambertham line," he said.
The bi-rail station was indistinct atop its scaffolds, a wood and metal platform sheathed in coal smoke. A steady stream of washed-out figures gradually climbed up the spiral stairs toward it. 
"I never rode a city train before," Sen said. "Except chasing you."
The Spider gave no sign of having heard. "They will not notice you, here. The low castes congregate with the soon-to-die, and one more leper will go unremarked." 
"And what of you?" 
"They will not notice me, either," said the Spider, and darted away, into the lee of the Ambertham bi-rail. Sen watched as he swiftly climbed up the scaffolds, then disappeared into shadow underneath the carriage. He tried to pick out the Spider's contours against the dark carriage underside, but could not. 
Sen approached the station entrance, using a copper coin for the turnstile. The Scabritic stilesman looked him up and down as he entered, a mud-faced figure spattered with dark blood, but said nothing. Sen climbed the greened copper spiral to the bi-rail tracks and boarded the carriage. 
It was a tin-walled metal box lined with glass windows, mired with years of unwashed dirt. Industrial men slumped on hardwood benches lining the walls; ghasts come from their paltry Induran homes in the damp shadow of the Flogger's Cross wall, Spindles fallen from Carroway, Balasts thrown out of the Calk, all of them low castes, all bound for the Drazi smoke-stacks, the dusty Manticore, the Gutrock wastes. 
Sen sat amongst them. The metal floor sprung and flexed beneath his feet, in places bored through with rusted holes, revealing the dark timbers of the bi-rail scaffold below. He imagined Sharachus hanging underneath, webbed to the base, amongst the pistons and heavy iron machinery of the under-trellis. 
Soon the doors were shuttered by an idle-eyed Appomatox station guard, and the powerful ironwire hauliers yanked on the carriage, jolting it to motion. Sen rocked against the stony flank of a black-lithed Balast, but the man didn't notice. A steam whistle went up, and the train began its long arc through the city on the dark side of the river. Sen watched through the grimed window as the train ground out of Afric.
At the HellWest edge the carriage shunted tracks, and he looked out over the broad sweep of the Sheckledown Sea, barely visible as a thin green mass through the grimy windows. Briefly he wondered if Mare was out there already, and where she was bound. 
The carriage picked up speed through the cloud-wells of the Manticore, over the stinking tannery yards. Warm ammonic vapors steamed the carriage windows a faint yellow, while the endless peal of wailing gulls echoed around them. Peering through the fogged glass, Sen saw Induran men and women below trudging animal hides in puddles of guanic waste. 
At the Manticore chasm the carriage halted and men got off, then continued, listing along a rickety rail by the coast. Soon it was swamped in the thick black smoke of the dead, approaching the towering Drazi smokestacks. Up close they reared back like three great cliffs, deathly silent and scattered about with mogrifer's black-walled laboratories. At the station several men exited the carriage, one weeping. He was met by Molemen who clamped their perfectly manicured hands about his wrists and led him down. 
Sen looked away.
More stops came and went, at the dust-pits and the Gray, the city's debtor prison. Soon the carriage climbed to the Gutrock obtrusion, the last eruption's furthest flung crag. The carriage steadily ascended to a stunning view back over the city, then stopped briefly at the Andesite line station where the last of the ghasts disembarked for mines in the volcanic shale. Sen was left alone. Before him the final stretch of track ran down to the terminus, at the edge of the Gloam Hallows mist. 
The carriage picked up speed down the steep descent, then steamed and clanked as its brakes squealed into the shabby wooden Gloam Hallows station. A thick cold mist wrapped the windows and crept into the carriage. Sen exited swiftly. 
The rotten platform was empty, with no stilesman to tithe his stub-ticket. The carriage doors clanged shut behind him, and the driver exited from the front cab with a curse. He was a black-faced Orioc, whose starkly white eyes widened when he saw Sen standing alone on the platform. He spat once, then limped closer, leaning heavily on an Induran crutch. 
"You'll egress here, boy?" he asked, his voice softer than his fierce face suggested.
Sen just nodded. 
"Nothing here but the mad mists and mogrifers," said the man, gesturing vaguely around them. "Have you come for that?"
"I'm meeting a friend," Sen said.
The man frowned, spat, then limped on up to the rear cab. The carriage gave a chug of steam as the boilers engaged with the haulier traces. He leaned out of the window and called something Sen couldn't hear as the train edged away from the platform, then he was gone, wheels singing off the damp tracks, gradually dimming as the carriage was swallowed up by the mist.
Sharachus emerged from amongst the rails to stand beside him. 
"Meeting a friend," he said. 
Before them was the Gloam Hallows wall, barely visible through the veneer of mist that pulsed outward from the old city in broad white swells, like waves advancing on shore. It stood as high as the cathedral roofline, an unbroken barrier a fathom distant. Scattered across it Sen thought he could make out the black eyes of tunnels, dark hutches leading inward, though the billowing fog made everything uncertain. This was once the boundary wall of Aradabar, King Seem's library city. 
Sen felt a rising sense of unreality. The last several hours felt like snippets from another life, seeing places he'd only heard about in stories and legend. First the Spider, now this. 
"She came here," he said, his voice dull.
Sharachus grunted. "It was different, when last I came." The fog lent his voice an odd cadence. "The wall was more fully obscured, the station barely visible scant feet away." 
Sen breathed in the cool mist, imagining his mother doing the same ten years earlier, so different after the smog of Afric and the Dirondack. It tasted of dew and earth, like early mornings in the Abbey grounds as the sun made clouds of vapor rise from the damp spring grass.
"Why would she come here?" he asked. 
The Spider said nothing, merely started down the molding spiral stairs. Sen followed. The earth crunched beneath their feet, as though frosted, though it was not so cold. Instead this was salt, worked into all the earth of the Fallowlands, a salt-crusted wasteland of tough hillocks where nothing could grow. Back along Sen's path his foot-marks were clearly indented into the earth, as though into brown snow, reaching back to the bi-rail that was even now fading in a wallow of white mist. 
As they neared the wall, Sen noticed how perfect its construction was, each huge block set together flush and planed. The dark tunnels leading in loomed larger now, like gaping mouths. They drew close to one and Sen gazed into the darkness within. It was wrought around with carved designs that reminded him of the Abbey revenant arch on Aspelair, showing figures at battle perhaps, rising, though their outlines never quite reached completion, almost like some of the strange half-patterns in his scars. They seemed designed to frustrate, to suggest forms but never conclude them. 
The fog within the hole was thicker, an unformed shadowy gray that pulsed in and out like living breath. Sen found himself disoriented, swaying with the motion. 
"The mists move on strange tides," Sharachus said.
Sen leaned into the tunnel but saw nothing through the dense swirls of mist, felt no presences ahead. Aradabar lay beyond.
"Will you come with me?" he asked the Spider.
Sharachus shook his domed head. "No. I do not trust this place."
"Then tell me how I can find her. Where did she go?"
The Spider stared into the mist a long moment, as though taking stock of his memories.
"I don't clearly remember. Your mother knew her way, but it meant nothing to me. I do remember a strange light, glowing in many colors through the fog. It was strongest outside the ruins of a fallen cathedral, where at last she saw me, and bade me leave. I think perhaps she knew all along that I had followed, and allowed it. Perhaps if you search for that light, you will find the cathedral."
Sen nodded. "A strange light."
The Spider rested his hand-pad on Sen's shoulder. "I do not know if your mother is there any longer, Sen. It has been a long time."
Sen nodded, then stepped into the dark of the tunnel. 
* * *
He emerged onto a street of heavy mist and gray stone, lined with the hazed-over shells of ancient buildings. He looked around, trying to memorize the location of the tunnel, but even five steps in its mouth was already lost in the fog. 
He ventured on. The clack of his feet on old stone was the only sound in that damp, dead place. He passed the ruins of old bookyards, some broken apart as if gouged out from above, draping the street with sunken rubble. He passed vacant-eyed homes, dwelling places for the dead, and shuddered at the thought of long-dead bodies cast in ash-fall within, posed as though in life. 
He thought back to the histories he'd read as a little child, memorized for one of his mother's many tests. The Gloam Hallows was a spectral, sorcerous realm, and few but the bravest ghasts dared enter its perpetually mist-shrouded inner walls, seeking treasures to fish out into the light. Few returned with their wits intact. 
As legend told it, when the Rot broke Aradabar three thousand years ago, it was the only stretch of King Seem's great city not buried under the volcanic floes that formed the Gutrock wastes. Instead it became the new foundation of Ignifer's city, sprung up at the edge of old Aradabar and swelling around the Levi River, pushing out from the Gutrock obtrusion like blood clots around that volcanic dagger. 
Nobody lived in the Hallows. He couldn't think of any reason why his mother would have come here, other than that she was mad. 
He moved on. In places the stone flags underfoot were shot through with thick, muscular roots, though there were no trees he could see. In others he found street names carved into stone cornices, fleeting landmarks which seemed to shift like the mist. He passed up One Farthing Less to where it met Sycamore's Dying, then found himself on One Farthing Less again. Walking back the way he had come, he found names he didn't recognize, Hickory Three and Lost Down A Well, that he hadn’t seen before.
At times the street grew so wide the buildings either side disappeared in the fog, broad squares that swamped him like a lone swimmer in an ethereal lake, while other streets narrowed almost to the point where he could barely squeeze through, ancient door lintels pushing into his ribs. 
Gradually, the light around him changed. It was barely discernible at first, hard to tell if it was any more than his imagination, but the mist seemed to be changing hue. It shifted from featureless white to a faint russet, dappling like sunlight through the Abbey oft trees. He tried to follow, but it came from no clear direction. 
The sensation came that the day was growing old, as darkness crept into the mist. He came upon a large arch in coarse stone: two thick pillars holding a lintel, which led into the gutted ribs of a long, vaulted cloister. The colors here were stronger, revolving through different shades. Perhaps it was the place the Spider had spoken of.
His heart thumped loudly, seeming to echo eerily through the mist, as he watched the lights revolve in the mist. Surely this was the place. An involuntary shudder ran down his spine. It meant his mother had passed this way. 
He walked through the stone arch, over cracked flagstones worn into a deep groove by years of shuffling feet. Either side hazy columns drifted by like masts in the mist, and he recognized the shapes of graves spreading out, rocked at strange angles on lumpish tummocks as though the earth had bucked in a sudden wave, then set. 
He moved on, hands on the misericorde spikes at his waist, and the light grew brighter as the cloister ended. He emerged into a circular chamber, domed with a cracked roof and ringed with misshapen statues. He peered at the figures as he passed; man-sized shapes that bore the fins and gills of sharks, outsized insects wielding swords, creatures that were only lumps of flesh with teeth. 
At the center of the chamber a figure resolved, at the end of the worn stone trail. It was a bright-winged, bespectacled Butterfly, a caste he'd never seen in the flesh, sitting at a stone slab altar like it was a desk, head bent at writing. 
Sen stared, startled, because this figure looked just like the Abbess. The only difference was in the wings. Where the Abbess had the leathery brown wings of a Moth, this Sectile bore the bright raiment of a Butterfly. He edged closer, taking in the same compound eyes, the same wafting antennae, all alike but for the vivid colors in her Butterfly wings, rippling light as she breathed. 
He stopped several feet away, and the Butterfly looked up abruptly as if he'd spoken, her writing hand stilling. Her face was the face of the Abbess. Sen stifled a gasp, though she remained unfazed, peering at him over her spectacles.
"This cathedral is closed," she said harshly, and drew her bright wings into a stack behind her, just as the Abbess always had. "You will have to come back another day."
Even her voice was the same. Sen wasn't sure if what he saw was a dream or something real. He took a step closer, near enough to see what she'd been writing, and realize there was not even any paper on the desk, and no quill in her hand. She had been writing in air. The realization sent a cold thrill through him.
"I'm looking for my mother, Avia," he said.
The Butterfly frowned sharply. "Avia? Who seeks Avia?"
"My name is Sen," he said, taking a step forward. "I was raised by the Sisters of Saint Ignifer in the city, by a Moth Abbess who looks exactly like you, and Avia was my mother. Is she here?"
 



 
 
BUTTERFLY ABBESS
 
 
The Butterfly pushed her wire-frame spectacles firmly against her solid Sectile eyes with a clinking sound. "Mother? I can't speak to that, but if it's Saint Ignifer you've come from, then it must be my sister who sent you. She'll have told you only lies about me then, I'm certain."
Sen chewed that for a moment. "The Abbess is your sister?"
"A haughty Moth, is she not?"
"Well, she…"
"My sister, doubtless, fool that she is for the privilege. Now, what lies has she sent you with?" She steepled her clawed hands, just as the Abbess always had.
"I don't…" he began, then paused, not sure what to say. "She didn't send me. I heard of this place from another."
"There are no others now. Come, who sent you?"
"It was a Spider named Sharachus."
"Ah, a Spider," she said, wagging one claw in the air. "I see. They are a crafty ilk. Here, look at this."
She lifted her elbows from the desk and gestured to the air where she had been writing. A moment passed, as Sen studied the empty stone desk.
"There's nothing there."
The Butterfly laughed sharply. "You and your women of Ignifer! What do they know? They don't know because they don't see, and they don't see because they choose not to know. Do you understand?"
Sen regarded her, her unfocused eyes, her nib-less pen, the wild sense of her thoughts, and steeled himself. 
"I wonder if you are mad," he said, in a steadier tone than he felt. "Do you understand what I mean? Would you know, if you were mad?"
She waved her claw at him.
"Straight to the point, I knew it. You are not as they are, the pretense is not enough for you, is it? No." Abruptly she spread one hypnotic wing out beside her, the sudden colors dazzlingly bright in the mist. "Would you examine my wings for spots of madness, child? Do you believe I cannot fly? Would you touch my antennae to know my mind?"
She was mad, then. Sen glanced across the other objects strewn on her desk; a worn leather tome with an illegible title, a slew of un-inked quills and nibs in a disordered tangle, an empty ink pot, and a single dead hawkenberry bloom laid flat on its side, its petals wilted to the stone. 
"I'm looking for my mother," he said. "Her name is Avia. Do you know her?"
The Butterfly blinked, and her tone shifted abruptly, suddenly becoming hungry. "Yes, yes, you seek Avia? Why didn't you say?" 
"I did say. Is she here?"
"Of course she is here," said the Butterfly grandly, and rose sharply, hoisting her wing-stack up so it loomed twice as tall as Sen. "And I am her last warden, though she has not received visitors for such a long time. Once they would come by the cart and barrelful to pay their respects and tidings, leaving rich tithes for her upmost benediction! But no more, alas, no more." She retreated briefly into a private grief, then looked up again, as if just remembering his presence. "But yes, you are welcome here, and we are open to such a pilgrim as you. Come!"
With that she turned and strode into the fog, bright wings flashing, and Sen followed. She led him down another long roofless cloister lined with tumbled statues, into a broad and open space, walled only by mist and laid out with long rows of stone pews. Once it must have been a grand cathedral, but there was no roof and no walls to either side anymore. Here the shifting lights in the fog strengthened as they advanced, and he wondered if he was finally walking toward his mother. 
Soon the source of the light became clear. They stopped at the ancient cathedral's only standing structure, a towering apse wall which held a stained glass window bigger than any Sen had seen before. The setting sun leaked color through it in a dazzling kaleidoscope, brilliant despite the puffing mists.
"There she is," said the Butterfly proudly, "Avia. Is it your first time to look upon her?"
Sen gazed up. It was a great painting in glass, showing a famous story from the stories of Saint Ignifer, the Fates of Aradabar. He'd seen pictures and graven carvings of it a hundred times in the Abbey, in books, on the Abbey revenant. It told the story of how the Saint first rose up to battle the Rot. The great city of Aradabar had been lost, and the Saint was martyred, but the Rot was defeated and banished far away.
Yet this was not that same image. Of course Saint Ignifer was there, a star of blue fire in the sky, his army of a thousand castes trailing behind him like the haft of a silver spear, but that was in the background, along with the burning city of Aradabar and the column of fire rising from the mountain that fed into the Rot's open mouth in the sky. 
The stained glass focused instead on a dark-eyed woman in the foreground, holding a child with patterned red lines on its face. He stared for a long moment, trying to fathom what he was seeing. This woman was mentioned in none of the stories he'd read, and he'd read them all. There were no pictures anywhere in all the Abbey that looked like this. 
Her dark pupils were startling, set in bright white eyes. For a moment only he thought he saw a resemblance to his own mother, as she'd leaned down to instruct him on the stars, the castes, the city. 
But that wasn't possible. Still, he reached up unconsciously to touch his scars. That was the same, at least. Perhaps even some of the patterns were a match for his own. When he spoke, his mouth was dry and words came at a croak.
"This is Avia?" 
The Butterfly frowned, turning her Sectile eyes on him. "You do not recognize her? How much has been forgotten, child? Many came, once, to look upon her. You are the first in years."
Sen swallowed, a bitter taste in his mouth. He looked around the empty fog but there was nobody else, just him and the Butterfly. He felt weak, as though his legs might give out.
The Butterfly chuckled. "You are overcome. I understand, she is beautiful is she not? Many have stood where you now stand, cowed by the depth of her sacrifice, to give her only son for the Saint." She smiled blissfully. "It is a wondrous thing." 
Sen shook his head, trying to clear the confusion of this shining image that looked just like his mother, the child that couldn't be him. 
"How old is this?" he asked.
"This cathedral? Three thousand years, child, since before the fall of Aradabar. Did my sister teach you nothing?"
Sen gulped, felt his mouth thickening up. "I didn't come for this," he said, waving at the glass. It was hard to take his eyes away, but he forced himself to look at the Butterfly. "I came for my mother, a real woman whose name was Avia too. She came here ten years ago. Do you know her?"
The Butterfly peered at him through narrowed eyes. "An actual Avia? Well yes, of course, it is a very common name, at least it used to be, when the Book of Airs and Graces was more widely read. Did your mother teach you of the Book, child?"
He shook his head weakly. "I never heard of it. Is it a religious book?"
The Butterfly laughed. "Is it a religious book? It is the book, child. But I know, I know, you are from my sister's ilk, where the fantasy is taught as real. Ha! To think, one of her pupils should come to me for correction!"
Sen felt ill at her jubilance. "I don't know what you're talking about. I never heard of it."
"Then you have been misled, child. Do you believe the Saint is real, and formed of himself? Do you believe the stars named themselves, and all the legends are true?"
He wanted to sit down. He looked around, but there were only the pews, and he didn't want to sit as if at worship to this. His legs trembled. "I don't understand."
"Then listen. You know of the Heart, how it slew itself that the Corpse Worlds would be formed, and that new life sprang out even as the Rot did, to reform the world? Surely you know this?"
Sen felt his body going limp, though he didn't understand why. It was hard to even stand. "No," he said numbly. 
"Not even that? But you must know of the Rot's churning through the world, bringing life even with death? It is the very basis of all things. Do you not know even that much?" She seemed taken aback. "Well, certainly you know of the Saint! You are from his Abbey, after all! But you do not know of Avia, do you?"
Sen shook his head, not trusting himself to speak.
The Butterfly cackled again. "Written out! She wrote herself out of the history, so clever, such a noble woman, though there are some who still remember." She wagged a finger at him. "Because the Saint is not a real man, you understand that don't you, boy? The Saint is an idea built out of the dreams of the many. Yes, he was once a man, a kind and decent man, but that was only the beginning. Avia took his story and wrote it across the world, through her book and through the names of all the stars, through the stone revenants that she scattered across the world, and do you know why?"
Sen worked for a breath. "No."
The Butterfly leaned in toward him conspiratorially. "So he would become real! So that a thousand thousand minds believing would make him real." She looked around as though afraid some might be listening. "It is the greatest secret yet, that she wrote her own son with the key to it all," she flung one arm up toward the infant in the stained glass, "to build him into the legend and give him the power to raise the Saint, that he might save us all from the coming of the Rot!"
Sen let out a slack breath. The Butterfly's triumphant tone was exhausting. 
She turned and grinned at him broadly. "So the stories are all lies, you see, written by Avia herself! She made them up and spread them for the people to believe, a hero to unite them against their common enemy. What brilliance, what wit, and will it work? That day is coming, child, I swear it. I feel it, even as I see the dark one in the sky growing near." She pointed a bony finger upwards. "He comes, and soon her dreams will come true, because she willed them into being! Can you fathom such a sacred dream, my child, such a holy wish as that, with greater faith in our common heritage despite our varied castes?"
Sen could no longer control his trembling legs. He sagged to his knees on the stone flags. 
The Butterfly seemed to take it for confirmation. "Yes! It is indeed wondrous. Of course my sister would never accept the possibility the Saint was just a mad woman's fantasy, because which ugly truths do weak people like to see? The dichotomy demands too much of many, that the lie is a truth and the truth a lie at once. Only I and the lost Sisters of my order kept the contradiction. Only we can know the lie and still believe, and so our belief is purer still, for it is rooted in a true understanding of how hard the world might be."
Sen felt himself wavering in the mist. If only she'd stop talking for a moment and he could breathe.
"Does it answer your questions, child?" the Butterfly asked. 
"You're saying the Saint is a lie? I mean, he wasn't real?"
"The best of lies! Only the boldest. For who would rally behind a hero who died, but would never come back? Who amongst us build the world, but those who choose to do so by dint of our own will? Avia merely wrote a better history, and a stronger legend."
She seemed ecstatic now, the madness bubbling up in her, and something in Sen finally cracked. It was too much. Perhaps he wasn't one of the strong ones, who could hold the lie and the truth in his head at the same time. Something was either real or it wasn't. There was no middle ground between the two. Knowing that gave him strength. 
He slowly rose to his feet. It was time to put this madness away. This was what he'd come seeking and this was what he'd found. 
"My mother was called Avia," he said, his voice firm in the mists. He pulled back his cowl. "She wrote me with these scars, like the child in your story."
The Butterfly's compound eyes flared wide as she saw his face. A second later she dropped to her knees with a hard clack. "Avia's son," she whispered reverently. "Dear Heart, the son of Avia, you have come for me!"
He shook his head, more weary now than ever. "No, mother Abbess. Stand up. I wasn't born three thousand years ago. I am not this boy in your story."
"What does three thousand years matter, to one such as Avia?" the Butterfly whispered. "What does space mean to her, who shaped the very world we live within? There is no end and beginning when the story continues, when the faith is there!"
Sen snorted. "Time means a lot to me. Space matters." 
The Butterfly blinked. "But you seek her? Child, if you seek the truth of Avia, you must go to Aradabar. There you will find the remnant of the Saint, her lost love King Seem. There you will finally understand."
"What does King Seem have to do with it?"
"Child, if you only knew, if you only saw! I will rejoice all my days, for I have met the one who will raise the Saint again. Call him King Seem if you will, call him your mother's betrothed and beloved, call the two down from their very constellations in heaven and I will be no less blessed than I am this day."
"Stop it! You've already said the Saint is a lie. It's enough, mother Abbess. How can any person make a hero out of scars and stories that aren't even true? If the Saint isn't real, let it be so, I'm not so young I need a hero to come down and save me. And if my mother was truly as mad as you, to believe these things, then I can accept that as well." A new thought came to him then, riding on the heels of the rest. It was dark, and uncomfortable, but he'd come this far already. 
"Only tell me the truth," he insisted. "Was my mother one of your Sisters here, Abbess? Did she believe in this twisted dogma so completely, that she somehow took it upon herself to make it true, in me?"
The Butterfly's face soured. "How can you say this, child? You have been touched with grace."
"I've been touched with a knife!" Sen snapped, his anger rising. "Perhaps my mother wanted your stories to be realized so much, she made them happen herself. Is that what I am, a madwoman's fantasy? Is that why Sister Henderson had to die? Then I'm as bad as the Saint, a lie and a joke, and all I can do is hide my face for the rest of my days."
"No! It is real, all of it a beautiful construction wrought by Avia, the most wondrous of lies."
It was enough. He'd heard all he needed or wanted to hear, and further debate would not help. "Then let Avia construct it herself," he spat, and turned sharply back into the mists, ignoring the keening of the Butterfly behind. 
At some point down the cloisters he began to sob. It came upon him fitfully, and he was unable to stem the flow. His vision blurred and he walked along slowly, one hand outstretched to ward off pillars in the mist, the other rubbing at his eyes. 
She wasn't here. Perhaps she wasn't anywhere, and there was no way to find her. The Butterfly was mad, and the Spider was mad, his mother was surely mad too, and the Abbey had suffered for nothing. There was no path forward and no way to take it back. 
He didn't notice as the Butterfly Abbess chased him down, not until her bright colors shone through the blurred mist before him. 
"Here," she said, pleading, holding out an old book. "Please, take it."
He began to say no, to start away again, but she blocked his path. "I am the last," she said, "the last Abbess of Avia, the last who knows the truth of her wondrous lies. Take the book or I will die the last. Please, there is wisdom in it still, even if you don't believe, please!"
She pressed it upon Sen, and he didn't have the strength to argue. He took the heavy old book and folded it into his pack. 
"Heart bless you," the Butterfly said, as she stepped back into the vapors, the mists swallowing her whole. "Heart bless Avia's son!"
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Sen walked without purpose, without thought. The jumbled streets of the Gloam Hallows glided by him, lost in the fog, until he roused some time with the wall cold and wet against his cheek. He didn't remember reaching it. It wasn't the same place he'd come in through; there was no tunnel gently breathing mist in and out. 
He thought of Sharachus waiting for him somewhere beyond, perhaps far away along the wall, but he didn't want to see him. There was nothing to say. Instead he lifted one hand and pushed the tips of his fingers into a crack in the stone. The wall was here, so he would climb it. 
On the other side he dropped to the ground and resumed his slow, steady trudge. In the mists he couldn't see the bi-rail and didn't care. After a time the mists faded and he was left with the steady salt crunch of the Fallowlands underfoot. It was night and the pitted hillocks of this strange barren land were dark. There were no streets here, no lights but the distant Drazi fires and the stars in the sky. 
He looked up at them as he walked, all those outlines of his heroes, vanishing briefly as they passed behind the ever-present mouth of the Rot, and wondered if his mother had truly made up the names for their constellations. Was Saint Ignifer a work of her fiction, or she a work of his? 
At some point, when exhaustion struck, he sank into the frozen lee of a mud-dune, reared up like a wave. He took the book the Butterfly had given him and held it up to the moonlight. It was heavy and worn, with the name Airs and Graces in faded gold lettering on the leather cover. He thought about ripping out its pages and tossing them to the cold wind. They would mean nothing more than the stories he'd read as a child, heroes and villains from invented fantasies. 
He woke lying beside a puddle, the pale light of a cloudy morning filtering down around him. He stared into his own reflection in the dirty water, saw gray eyes and scars, and wondered what was real. His reflection rippled across the skein of water as his breath disturbed it, the movements as muddled as his mind. He dashed the image with one splash of his hand, then climbed the black mud-rise to look out. 
Before him lay the Groan debtor's prison, a stark gray block against the iron sky. Within its sheer walls were the mad, the indebted, those usured into servitude. They tasted like the end of all things in his mind, sunk into chaos and sadness and pain. He wondered if Daveron was there even now, working on the indentured, learning to cull the living for the value of their flesh.
Beyond the prison lay the Levi River, and the Bodyswell plague fires, where they immolated the sick who could not be saved, or could not afford the cost of a cure. The scent of burning bodies blew on the wind, carried from their pyres down by the riverside. He left the Fallows mud behind and trudged along the black-flagged Levi bank, thinking dully of the future and what place he might find within it. 
He went south until the hazy grit of Afric filled the air. Beneath a disused cargo bridge near HellWest he stopped, amongst drunken dockworkers who stank of cheap rye liquor and the scarab. Perhaps this would be his place now, he wondered, amongst the lowest of caste, always hiding his scars, working only to survive. 
A few half-sleeping sotted men grunted as he passed between them and settled in a coil of splintery old rope. He ate a greasy bacon roll bought from a dockside hawker, and listened to the bawdy jokes of the men as they gradually drank and smoked themselves asleep. 
"How much for this?" one of them slurred, a scarab-fumed Pinhead wrapped up in gray baling tarp, turning the pages of the Book of Airs and Graces. It must have fallen from his pack. 
"A mother," Sen answered flatly. "The truth."
The Pinhead cackled. "You'll find the truth between a damask's knees, boy. Maybe your mother too, if you fancy. A copper will buy it."
Sen picked up the book. "It's not for sale."
The man shrugged, then snuggled deeper into the shadows, nudging Sen's feet to the side. He was snoring loudly within moments. Sen lay in the gray smog, surrounded by the dreams of lost and broken men. He'd never felt so alone in his life.
* * *
Hours passed, but sleep only came fitfully. He rose and left Afric with the dusk, crossing the dark-side bridge to the Slumswelters, where he wandered round the millinery by night. He stood in the second floor hall, looking at the whitewashed walls and ceiling. His scrawled maps of the city were still there, scribbled over the graphite-smeared walls and ceiling. It seemed the nest of a mad person. 
He sat in the middle of it, and laid the Book of Airs and Graces down before him. He didn't want to read it, but reading it seemed inexorable, now. What else was there to do? 
Its heavy leather cover had been dented and scuffed. He lit a single candle, then opened the book by its orange light, and found the paper within yellowed with age, thin and crinkling under his fingers. Its printed lettering was faded and hemmed in by miniscule hand-written notes, crammed in at the corners and edged in between lines.
He studied the pages of contents and saw two books in outline, one titled Airs, the other Graces. It seemed the Book of Graces he already knew; it appeared the same as the book of Saint Ignifer which he'd studied in the Abbey. All the Saint's familiar stories were here, from his birth and early heroics unifying various misunderstood Unforgiven to his final assault against the Rot in the Fates of Aradabar. 
The other book though, Airs, was entirely new to Sen, though it came before the Book of Graces. Its chapter titles were a litany of strange foreign names; Mjolnir, The Yoked Empire, Aberrythians 1 and 2, Foment, Decrial Fie, broken in places by terms that seemed familiar, but altered; Heart Asunder, Seem Of Absalom, Aradabar Lost, Revels of Avia. 
Their strangeness urged him on. He skipped to the final pages of Airs, the Revels of Avia, and found the text there near impenetrable, so written and re-written with notes that they obscured the original text. He picked a point and tried to read but his eyes kept slipping off, thrown by meaningless words and sentences that ran for pages only to stop abruptly, incomplete.
As a new day dawned without, he gleaned only fragments, that it was a story of revelation, a prophecy of the doom of worlds, but it left his head aching. The Butterfly's madness seemed fitting, on a diet so congested. He imagined spending years trying to fathom sense from theses ramblings, and shuddered. 
He leafed back to the beginning, and began reading the book titled Heart Asunder. It told the Butterfly's story of creation in greater detail, nothing like the one he'd learned in the Abbey. The Sisters had taught him that the Heart only spoke the word and there was land, and water, and light. In contrast, the book of Heart Asunder was far darker. In a black void before time began, there was the Heart. The Heart was alone, and out of its deep and endless boredom, it cut itself in half. At first its twin was a delight to it, and together they built myriad worlds upon which new life sprang up. But as the Heart studied the work of its twin, it saw its own work replicated in every detail, and was dismayed.
For there was nothing new under the many suns. Every world of its creation was alike to the worlds built by its brother. The Heart grew enraged at this, and in a quarrel it slew its brother, simply to have something new to break the endless monotony of the darkness before time.
With that first murder, the Rot was birthed. It churned the vast corpse of the Heart's twin to rich loam, spitting out something new and altered behind it, a million Corpse Worlds that hung each distinct and apart in the great black void. Upon each of those worlds new seeds germinated and grew, blooming to fresh life that lived and moved and thought for itself. So the remaining twin of the Heart rejoiced to see something new in the darkness.
Sen read on, faster as he flicked through histories of empires on Corpse Worlds he'd never heard of, filled with parables on a morality he didn't recognize, where babies were cut in half to settle debt and castes were driven into slavery, while throughout it all there was the life-bringing churn of the Rot. 
In the book of Ends the Rot was described, a thing not quite sentient but more than random. It could be as large as the sky or as small as a speck of dust, capable of unleashing unspeakable force in an instant, or birthing vast new expanses in the blink of an eye. It lived off dissolution, on the unraveling of order into chaos, and grew stronger the more it consumed. 
Wherever it was challenged, it conquered. Its hunger fuelled the engine of endless creation, churning the older worlds and leaving fresh soil behind for new life to take root in, though always there was less; less substance, less matter, less of everything. 
In the book of the Yoked Empire, it was King Seem who first saw the end to come. Through the visions of a mad girl named Avia he glimpsed the ultimate spiral into nothing, as the Rot ate and re-ate the Heart's corpse, consuming until there would be nothing left at all. 
Seem sought a way to fight it, and found that way in the ravings of Avia. Through years of her garbled speech, she taught him of a hero to come, Saint Ignifer, who would stand against the Rot. She bade Seem bend his empire to spread faith in the Saint, sowing his roots deep into the mind of the world, in the hope that faith alone would prove a bulwark against the Rot. 
Deeply in love, King Seem did as she asked. He carved the legend of Saint Ignifer in a thousand stone revenants, and wrote it in a hundred thousand books, spreading them through all the great library cities of his world-spanning empire. He even stood by and watched as Avia herself carved the legend of the Saint into her own son's skin. 
Then came the Rot, destroying Aradabar and Seem with it.
Sen set the book down. His hands were black with old ink, his eyes fuzzed with images of the Rot. Weak evening light filtered through the arch, and he realized a night and day had passed him by, lost in the Book. Had he slept? How much of it had been real, and how much dreams? 
On the millinery rooftop he looked out over the city, imagining the darkening night as the coming jaws of the Rot. This was what his mother had believed, and everything now seemed to echo with it, as the Rot churned the air and the sky and the land. All of these things were born from death, would grow, then one day spiral and fade. 
He lifted his scarred arms before him and watched the lines twist and blur. He blinked, and saw the Heart murder itself in the red-dark behind his eyes. In starlight he read the birth and death of civilizations. He felt the turn of the Rot like an almighty plough rumbling through the sky, unraveling reality, taking its tithe, leaving only a diminished fragment behind.
Sen breathed in the salty air, and it seemed that even now the world around him was dwindling. This was the meaning of life, and an end to all things. He saw the Rot spreading its jaws over entire cities, crashing down in bursts of black flint and pumice, and in the cries of navvies from HellWest he heard the slow and steady drumbeat that marked the world's fading pulse. 
In the orange light of a new candle he bent back to the book and read on. He read until all the hopeful tracts on faith and Saint Ignifer were replaced by the Rot's long, slow churn. Long screeds described the destruction as it uprooted mountains and filled in the seas, extinguished the sun and broke the moon apart, dousing all the pieces in dust. The words thickened like curdling milk in Sen's mind until he could barely breathe, until he reached the final page of the Book of Airs and let the book fall to the floor. 
Days had passed, a week or more, and this was what he'd come to. He looked out from the millinery to see black clouds of pestilence everywhere, swallowing the city, until there was nothing but emptiness left. 
 



 
 
SHARACHUS II
 
 
Sen sat atop a gargoyle's head, on a ramshackle old church deep in the Slumswelters, watching the moon slowly tumble across the sky toward the Rot. He didn't remember coming there, with only the vaguest sense of the dark and empty streets that had passed him by, each blurring into the next. 
He looked down to the weed-choked street below, a long and silent fall, and wondered if his death would change anything in the grand scheme of things.
"You abandoned me," came a raspy voice from behind.
Sen turned to see the ugly, uneven frame of the Spider, standing atop the church's slates. His mocking coat was pulled in tight, but even in the darkness the stubs of his shorn limbs were apparent. 
Sen wasn't surprised. He'd felt his presence in the background for days.
"Hello Sharachus," he said softly. "I wondered when you would show yourself."
The Spider eyed him, his many eyes glinting. "I waited for you at the Hallows, Sen. When you didn't return I searched for days, fearing you dead."
Sen shrugged. Even that much movement seemed like too much effort lost to the Rot. It was pointless to strive, to fight, when everything that had ever existed was doomed. "I'm here. You find me now."
"I find you different," said the Spider. "I had hoped the Hallows would bring you clarity, but instead you have become more lost."
Sen absently picked at a shred of dried moss from the tarred roofing, tearing it in half. "I'm not lost. I'm thinking about faith. What it's worth. How did you decide to believe it, everything my mother said? How did you take that step?"
The Spider's chitinous frame clacked dully as he moved to sit alongside Sen. 
"It was no choice. I killed the King, and he was saved by a dark power. Sen, you see the mouth of the Rot in the sky, and you know it is growing. You bear the scars the King seeks. What else do you need to believe?"
A long moment passed, as Sen thought about his mother. If she wasn't in the Gloam Hallows, where was she? 
"Aradabar," he said, almost a whisper. 
"Aradabar," the Spider repeated. "Yes. It is a wasted place, full of ghosts. Perhaps also answers."
Sen turned to face him. Sitting so close, his Sectile features were strangely less repellent. The mismatch of his body to his head didn't matter, when the sheen of his compound eyes reflected the city lights and stars. In a way they were beautiful.
"I have to see it," Sen said. "I have to know."
The Spider nodded. "Then we see it."
* * *
They walked back through the Slumswelter together. The Carothaby bi-rail hung over them, heavily silent in the warm spring air, as the skies lightened toward dawn. The smells of fresh-baked bread and old ordure wafted close, carried from Indura down the canal.  
"The Butterfly told me to find Seem," Sen said, "in Aradabar, as though he was still alive. Do you think that's possible?" 
"Who can say?" answered Sharachus. "If we believe in the Rot and the Saint, it is a small step to other strange things too."
Sen sighed. "It's faith. But I never believed, not the way the Sisters do. Not like you."
The Spider chewed on that for a few steps, his jaw clicking rhythmically. "Well, I chose to believe when the alternative was death, or madness. The world I have known is a harsh place, so a harsh beginning, a harsh end, these things make sense to me, as long as there is the Saint for counterbalance. There has to be hope."
"Even if you know the Saint was invented, just a fevered creation of my mother?"
"What invention, Sen? Aradabar was destroyed, we have seen the lava rock for ourselves, and the relic fringes of his city, shrouded in mist at the Hallows. If that was the Rot, then something stopped it from destroying more. Why shouldn't it have consumed the world entire, if there was no Saint?"
Sen sighed. "Or the whole thing is false. There is no Rot. That was just a volcano, and volcanoes don't destroy worlds."
The Spider chuckled. "No one said faith would be easy, Sen. What is? But willful ignorance is no choice either. I have told you about the black light in the King. I swear, nothing short of the Rot itself would have prevented me killing him. So the knowledge is there for you to take. It may not be complete, but what is the quote? 'Only a fool scorns ignorance as the realm of the fool. The wise man is he who welcomes ignorance as the beginning of his learning.'"
Sen wrinkled his brow. "That's from the Book of Airs, isn't it?"
Sharachus nodded.
"How did you know that? I've never seen a copy of the book before."
Sharachus spread his lipless black mouth in a menacing approximation of a grin. "I climbed in to your hall while you slept, and read the book even as you did."
Sen nodded. Of course. "Clever."
"It was very dull," Sharachus said flatly. "Too many lists of the dimensions of a tabernacle."
That made Sen snort. "Yet there is wisdom in it," he said quietly. 
"What?"
"Just something the Butterfly said. Wisdom. I couldn't see another way through."
"And lo," Sharachus said, sweeping an arm before him, "it has been revealed."
Sen laughed. "You're funny."
"Dreychak used to say that too. Before they took him."
They walked quietly a time longer. 
"I'm sorry for what happened to you, Sharachus," Sen said. "It was wrong. You didn't deserve it."
The Spider shrugged. "Who can judge, really? All castes face their tribulations. I'm sure even the Blues and Aurochs of the Roy live a life constrained by their caste. My caste led me to you, and I don't regret that."
An Ogric rickshaw boy pulled by them, his eyes clappered like a horse. The clatter of his cartwheels still echoed down the street long after he was gone.
They separated near Carroway, each to their own tasks.
Sen went to the night-markets to buy equipment: tough ghasting leathers to resist the sharp crystal of the Gutrock, a belt with a ghast's clag-hammer looped in, a slit-eyed balaclava to protect against the sun's glare, tough gloves and rubber-soled boots, a double-looped pack that he stocked with dried jerky and canned beef, more pewter water flasks and hard grain-cakes. 
Back in the millinery he slept through the day, surrounded by the nest of his scribbled notes from the book. Upon waking he found an old scroll lying on his bedroll. 
"Sharachus?" he called, but the Spider was already gone. He unrolled the scroll and studied it. It was an ancient map of Aradabar, with the rough contours of the Gutrock wastes marked around it, where the lava had spread and cooled, forming a massive rocky plateau. He traced his fingers down the lines of Aradabar's poker-straight thoroughfares, around the carefully marked cupolas of its temples and palaces. 
This was Sharachus' task, to find whatever past record of the buried city that he could. He was the ultimate thief, after all, able to enter any place unseen and rifle even the grandest libraries.
Sen whitewashed the walls and ceiling again, and with the map as a guide, began to rough out a loose outline in charcoal on the white. He knew from his studies in the Abbey that the Gutrock was infamously massive, inhospitable and near impenetrable, and without an accurate map they would never find anything within it. Yet an accurate map was impossible to come by. Every year hundreds of fresh ghasts, the lowest of castes rejected at every other city profession, took to mining it, and only a half survived the first month. A quarter of those survived the second. 
Some fell to the sun; their vision and their minds burned out by the endless white reflections of that barren waste. Out in the depths, they went blind trying to divine secrets from the brilliant ivory rock, falling where they stood to bake down to the bone. Some simply fell, down a tunnel they'd carved or the forgotten tunnel of another, as they sought to dig down to the treasures of the city below. They broke their necks, snapped their backs, or had their ghasting leathers and skin stripped away by the razor-sharp pumice, bleeding to death in the sun. 
Others went mad, afflicted on the rocky waves after living in isolation for days. Others became lost, their wasted bodies later found far out in the featureless expanse. Others still were crushed, or devoured, by the rock itself, as some mysterious motion in the earth there kept the Gutrock constantly shifting, hefting sections and dropping others, so the heaps and lumps of its landscape never remained the same, and the maze of dangers from tunnels and flaws in the Gut were different every passing day. 
Others still simply vanished, never to be heard of again.
Sen had swallowed up tales of the Gutrock as a child. Only the bravest adventurers went there. Only the boldest brought anything worthwhile back, but those who succeeded often became rich, as the treasures of Aradabar were unlike anything else in existence; clockwork birds of filigree silver that sang autonomously and flew a dozen yards, maps of the realm of the dead burnt into ebony by means unknown, a chromatic moon dial that split the sky's light into sections, allowing for precise navigation on the Sheckledown Sea. 
At times miraculous ancient Mjolnir technologies were unearthed; a functioning Skyship sail that always caught the wind, the humming egg of a harvested Wyvern, a book detailing the means of forging a powerful new metal from saltwater and common clay. Along with such fantastic discoveries came a broad slathering of exquisitely crafted diamante torcs, golden statuettes inlaid with unknown blends of pearl, incised jade insignia and more. 
No known map of the Gutrock or the city of Aradabar beneath existed in completion. Every ghast merely worked from intuition and luck. Every panhandler sent there on commission by a prospecting city merchant followed their own scrap of a map from another time, hoping to make sense of it where others had failed. 
Into that world, Sen and Sharachus would descend. But first they would build a map of their own. 
After roughing out the outline of Aradabar from the map on the walls, Sen overlaid it with the edges of the Gutrock fringe, the mountain far to the north, and the dagger-like obtrusion that thrust into the city beside the Gloam Hallows.
In the coming nights, Sharachus brought more maps. Over the course of weeks he delivered them as he found them, some on scrolls and some on threadbare faded cloth, at times showing himself to explain where they came from.
"This is from a famed geologist in Jubilante," he said for one. "Quite a private cache."
"Ghasting records in the Manticore carta," was another. 
Amongst the maps were paintings too, depicting scenes of Aradabar life, and memoirs from alleged survivors handed down and copied through the generations, and even some small sculptures of the King's palace in carefully preserved bone. Sen mapped everything he could find onto the walls, merging maps and accounts where he could, making best-fit choices where he couldn't, so that steadily a vision of Aradabar beneath the Gutrock formed.
On the days when Sharachus didn't come, Sen waited, and thought, and trained. His fluency with the misericordes was improving rapidly, after he'd asked Sharachus to procure some books on their usage. He was raiding the best libraries in the city already, and it seemed like a natural opportunity.
So Sen studied 'The Annals of Caract War', which at first didn't seem to be about martial fighting at all, and more focused on strategic placement of mercenary Caract forces. Yet after reading in more depth, Sen realized the unwritten assumption was that all Caracts, naturally heavily armored and thus impervious to most edged weapons, were armed and fought primarily with misericorde spikes. There were also some marvelous woodblock prints showing techniques he'd never thought of. 
He read Gilbroy's 'Misericordeist', which discussed in great detail the mind-set of the would-be assassin, essentially explaining in depth Mare's notion of 'get up close and fill them full of holes.' He pored over footwork patterns laid out in a kind of musical notation by Delarante, the greatest misericordeist of the Floating Age. 
He danced round the park, in the day and at night. He leapt from the roof and caught himself in the branches of the nearby oft trees. He swung from Slumswelter rooftops, and fought, and when he wasn't thinking about fighting, he was thinking about the Gutrock, and Aradabar, and the pattern of the past. Occasionally the Spider would stop by and they might eat together, or talk briefly, but Sharachus was never comfortable staying for long.
Even so, it was a comfortable enough time for Sen. Since the Abbey he hadn't felt so settled in his routine, so focused on a clear goal that every day advanced a little closer, nor so far from loneliness. It was a pleasure to feel his skill with the spikes advancing, and to watch the map on the wall grow thick with possibilities, and to await the next brief conversation with his new friend.
In that way spring lengthened, and shifted toward summer. 
* * *
It was dusk of a hot, dry day when Sharachus returned for the final time, crawling in through the hole in the millinery hall. By then the map filled the ceiling and surrounding walls, in places spilling over to the floor. It had been whitewashed and rewritten numerous times, as fresh evidence had come in and shifted the contours again and again. 
"What do you think?" Sen asked, standing back. His arms were basted with whitewash and graphite, making him look as crusty as a Balast fresh from pounding lime in the Calk.
The Spider looked round the room for a long time, taking in the level of detail, the way the ancient city meshed with the new through the Gloam Hallows. The question of alignment would be paramount, when they were out on the rock. 
"It looks like Avia's Revels," he said at last. "As mad as anything the Butterfly wrote."
Sen laughed. "It's probably the best map of the Gutrock in existence, judging from what you could find." He gestured to the scattered maps, paintings, and sculptures dotting the floor. "Without them we'd have only hearsay."
The Spider nudged an old map with one of his leg-limbs. "This is hearsay, Sen. Copies of copies at best, outright fabrications at worst. It's a lit candle in an enormous cave. Have you any idea how vast the Gutrock is?"
"I have some. Now, I prepared ghasting equipment for you."
Sharachus cocked his head to the side. "For me?"
"Yes. The Gutrock is a harsh place; there's a whole warren of streets in Carroway for ghasting gear alone." He rustled in the shadows by his side, and came up with an oddly contoured outfit in tanned-white leather. "Do you think this will fit?"
Sharachus studied the thing through narrowed eyes. "What is it?"
"A ghasting suit, with balaclava attached. I'm not much at sewing, but I put it together from a few different ones. It'll protect you from the worst of the sun and glassy rock."
Sharachus reached out and took the piece of clothing, spreading the odd shape before him. It looked like a child's sketch of a squashed white frog. "It's ridiculous." 
Sen shrugged. "Maybe, but on the Gutrock it could save your life, especially with those big eyes. I expect they're very good in the dark, but they were hardly designed for constant sun-glare, were they?"
Sharachus grunted, turning the suit before him critically. "I had not expected such a gift. But you are right about my eyes."
"Then it's decided. I've a pack for me, and one for you. Can you eat bread?"
The Spider eyed him. "Of course I can eat bread."
Sen held out the pack. "There's enough in there for a week. Water too."
Sharachus took the pack like he'd hold a dead rat. At the end of his long spindly arm it seemed child-like. He studied it a long moment until Sen mimed slinging it over his back. "Like this."
The Spider frowned, then opened up his long mocking coat, beneath which he wore a many-pocketed leather vest. He opened the pack and started pulling bits of food and odd essentials out of it, stuffing them into the pockets of the vest and the coat. A wooden whistle, two dried apples, a rough-sketched map, all things Sen had bought in the markets. When the front pockets were full he sloughed off the mocking coat and started packing flatbreads, a spare compass, a bottle of naphtha and tinder into the pockets at the back. Sen shuddered as his limbs rotated and distended strangely. 
When the pack was empty he tossed it on the floor. "It would impede my movements," he said, "as will this," he tossed the ghasting suit down to join the pack. "Though I appreciate the thought."
"At least wear the balaclava," said Sen. "You'll be useless sun-blinded."
"Then I'll travel by night. I'll cover much more ground that way. I can scout the routes you seek, then wait in the shade through the day."
"That doesn't sound such a good idea. What if I walk past you in the day?"
"Then I'll find you at night. I am very good at finding you, Sen."
Sen smiled. "That's true. All the same, I'll leave some marks," he held up the can of whitewash. "They make this in red, too." 
"Then I suppose we leave," said Sharachus. "I do not need to tell you how careful we must be. We are both still abominations, hunted by the King, even on the Gutrock. There will be no help for us if we fail."
"Then we won't fail."
The Spider gave a lurid smile. "So said Saint Ignifer, and what became of him?"
"He was turned into a story that half the world now believes. Or maybe he never existed in the first place. Either way, he did pretty well in the end." 
Sharachus nodded solemnly. "Indeed. I will see you at the Gutrock, Sen." He didn't wait for a reply, instead took three long steps and leaped out of the arch. 
Sen looked around the room a final time, up at the map that was now burned into his mind, then picked up his pack and followed.
 



 
 
GUTROCK WASTES
 
 
Sen rode the bi-rail from Afric again, dressed in the thick white tubing suit of a Gutrock ghast with the balaclava wrapped around his face, surrounded by weary, hard men. 
The train churned round the city's dark side loop, back through the smoke and the yellow mists, until near the Gutrock obtrusion the tracks inclined once more, and the carriage tilted backward for the ascent to Andesite station. Swaying from side to side, it chugged up the rickety softwood scaffolds moored to the steep slope of porous rock, spewing belches of black smoke.
At the summit they halted with a jerk, and the carriage doors shunted open on the rusted Andesite berth, revealing a narrow wooden platform cantilevered off the craggy cliff's edge by metal struts. Either side of it was steep scree rock, pitted and scored with the rusted foundations of countless older station-mounts, each now twisted slag clinging to the rock like stale spider webs.
The other ghasts shuffled out, and Sen went with them. They filed along an unchained metal trellis strung out over the wind-bitten rock, toward the Andesite wireway jetty, then stopped to wait in line. 
"What're you picking for?" a jumble-headed Scabritic behind Sen asked. He smelled of raw onions and coal-dust. His skin at every point was a mess of tangled scabs, his skin constantly peeling in crusty red layers. His caste would be ripe for the Adjunc, except there was no pattern to his scarring, and no permanence. 
Sen looked away, toward the Andesite wireway; a sagging line of copper stretching out over the rock, suspended on creaking iron pylons. It followed the obtrusion's rugged contours up the nearest rock-rise, then disappeared over the top, leading away to the Gutrock base camp, from which all ghasts set out. 
Beneath his feet was only the start of Gutrock waste, porous volcanic stone glaring white in the noon sun. Any remnant of Aradabar underfoot had already been mined dry. He thought he caught a glimpse of a dark shape leaping up the rock face, perhaps Sharachus, but couldn't be sure. 
"Me, I'm hunting bone," said the Scabritic, "whale bone, pig bone, ossified, of course, worth a fortune in scarab guts."
Sen tried to pick out the Spider as he moved to the wireway mount ahead, but the shadows were too black. If he'd worn his ghasting whites, perhaps he would have been visible. He chuckled at the thought of Sharachus in white.
"It's not funny, bone," objected the Scabritic. 
Time passed. The men in line slumped on the trellis, breaking out ivory dice and tossing for the pickings to come. Their thoughts felt much like the men under the bridge in Afric; living for their addictions, for their debts, for damask, every day the same. Their scarab smoke perfumed the air with its dry indigo scent, and slowly the stars overhead revolved behind the Rot's mouth. 
Sen woke a little later to the sound of feet shuffling on metal. The line was moving. He rose and moved with it, looking ahead to the wireway. Against a dawn sky as pink as amaranth liquor, a row of swaying gondolas came over the rock-rise. Slowly they docked, and ghasts dusty with chipped rock exited, some flashing coins to their fellows, greeted by cheers. Others walked by with their heads hung low. 
Sen entered the last gondola. The tracers jerked, and the line began to move. The gondola rose to swing freely a dozen feet above the Gutrock, tossed to and fro by its own jerky motion, pressing the white-suited ghasts against each other. Looking out through their pressed bodies, Sen saw endless fathoms of dirty white rock ahead, split by the single gondola line. To either side all trace of the city's touch faded into dry and dead stone. Ahead the bulk of Ignifer's mountain grew until it seemed to fill the sky. 
He watched the empty expanse of exhumed rock passing below. These were the exhausted areas, sections that had been drilled completely through with tunnels in centuries past, warrened like the scars on Sen's body. In places he saw caves that had collapsed, revealing the underlying city like striated muscle beneath the skin. Glimpses of pillaged mosaics rolled by, broken-down walls mined for ancient shells and pearl fragments, the crosshatched pattern of millennia-old streets. 
Aradabar. It was a thrill to see, and Sen watched with mounting excitement. This was a world three thousand years hidden, now rearing up into the light. It had been the same with the Gloam Hallows, but these sad wasted remains held a deeper romance than that misty half world. This was a purer version of Seem's Aradabar, completely destroyed by the Rot and only returned to the light by dint of enormous effort. 
He thought of the week's worth of food in his pack. Ghasts had been coming here for as long as Ignifer had stood, mining for treasure, and none of them had found any sign of King Seem alive. It could be a life's work, and more. What could he possibly achieve in just a week?
An hour passed, and the gondola passed over old gondola stations, each now just a few metal housings within a rocky clearing, each once the furthermost limit of ghast exploration. The creaking of metal filled the air. The sun rose white and blazing, and along with the other ghasts in the carriage, Sen dropped the white slitted sun guard over the slit in his balaclava. The glare even this high was eye-watering. 
"First time, eh?" a feather-faced Induran asked, shucking him gently in the ribs. "Steer near the pitboss and you'll be fine. Don't get dust-drunk."
Sen looked away, wiping his eyes. 
Another hour or so later, with the gondola heating up like a glasshouse and the stink of unwashed drunken bodies thick in the air, they drew in to the terminus. 
The gondola swayed into a jerky landing beside the pitboss' station, itself a hollowed out hillock of Gutrock, scaffolded with discarded gondola trains. In the shadows within Sen picked out the pitboss, an Exemious with all his innards splayed on the outside of his body, seated at a desk with a muddled heap of reclaimed items piled behind him. Several Dogsbody nifthinders clinked through it, seeking refuse of worth. 
The ghasts piled from the gondola in a barrage, like a flooded Levi tide desperate for the sea. Sen rode the flow, along the worn footpaths in the rock toward the pitboss. Approaching the Exemious, Sen smelt the noxious gas of his body. 
"New boy you, isn't it?" asked the pitboss. His voice gargled as he spoke. Within his throat Sen saw the hairs of a beard, growing inward. Sen held out a silver coin. The pitboss took it, handed him a flat gray stone with a number on it. 
"All the same; whatever you clink up, you get a flat rate by weight."
Sen pocketed the stone and walked on. The rest of the ghasts were already scurrying forward, eager to stake out their mining grounds for the day. Stony hills and ridges rose on either side like the hollow buildings of the Slumswelters, wormed through with fresh ghast holes. Atop a shallow rise to his left a church spire burst through the volcanic shale in a gleam of light. He took a path beside a tunnel dug down into the belly of the church, climbed the spire to hang from the ancient icon of the Heart at the top, and looked out over the Gutrock. 
It spread endlessly in every direction, rising and falling in weird clotted hills like the swells of a gray ocean. A whole city buried by lava. Here and there bits of masonry spiked through the rock-cover, like subterranean creatures coming up for air. He scanned the gray wastes, trying to match features to the map in his head, picking out a route to the great King's citadel. There was no sign of Sharachus. The thought oddly cheered him, that even here where all was white, the Spider found a place to hide. 
He climbed down from the tower and set out over the gray. 
* * *
The first day he spent amongst ghasts, picking his way between their burrows, passing by as they hammered away at the rock. Half buried in their holes they watched silently as he went by, doubtless wondering what site he was headed for. None of them spoke, and as he passed deeper into the gray their ranks grew thinner, as did their holes. The hammering of their clag-hammers steadily faded, leaving only the whistle of the wind over serrated rock. 
As he walked he imagined ghasts tunneling beneath his feet, exhuming pathways through old corridors and alleyways, seeking the treasures trapped within when the lava hit. Scattered in places near tunnel-mouths he found their off-casts; the cheap copper bevels of a ring enclosure where once a diamante had been set, the inner pages of books flapping in the breeze, their hard leather and gold bindings stripped away, wooden painting frames lying split open, the canvases long pilfered. Here and there were the blackened ashes of fires, spattered about with blotches of dark purple and green where worthless metals had been smelted away. He knelt beside one spill and tried to lift it, but it was molded onto the ground-rock. He walked on. 
The silence deepened and grew, as did the heat. Soon there were no refuse sites, no tunnels, and the sound of digging became a haunting echo, the tapping of some shy ghost that he was never quite sure he could hear. The path ahead became indistinct in the hot glare of the evening sun, and his body sweltered within the ghasting suit. The balaclava eye slits cut most of the glare, but still his eyes burned. At times he pressed the heels of his palms tight against them and watched rainbow lights play across the darkness. 
He drank and ate as he walked, scooping green meat from a Dirondack can, stopping only to daub arrows in red paste on the rock. He trudged though the hot afternoon until darkness fell like a balm, and he settled to sleep in the lee of a half-buried statue.
"Sharachus?" he called. There was no reply and no sense of the Spider. The Gutrock was totally silent, but for the dry rasp of his own breath. 
He slept until the sun rose over the statue and bit into his eyes. He jerked away from it, and his ungloved left palm hit the rock. The Gutrock bit into the soft flesh, and he yanked his hand back. His palm was scored with three deep tears, welling blood. The rock beneath it was stained red, but as he watched the color quickly soaked into the pumice, leaving only a faint crimson outline. 
"You should sleep gloved," came Sharachus' voice. The Spider was hanging crookedly under the statue's tip, hugging the shadows. 
"You found me then," said Sen. 
"As always," replied the Spider, "though your red marks were worthless. The rock drank it, as surely as it drank your blood."
Sen dug in his pack for a naphtha salve and rubbed it over his bleeding palm. "Then I'll leave it. Can you find me without it?"
"Of course," said the Spider. "I never lost sight of you."
Sen frowned. "What? So you followed me through the day."
The Spider nodded. 
"We agreed you wouldn't, for your eyes."
"My eyes will adjust."
Sen studied the Spider's face. His large compound eyes were heavily lidded against the glare, but already crusty with seeping yellow oil. "They look bad."  
"Don't worry for me. Put on your mask, there's something I have to show you."
Sen pushed himself to his feet. His head thumped and he felt dizzy. He took a step but stumbled and almost fell, only righting himself when Sharachus caught him. 
"You're dehydrated," the Spider said. He pressed one of his water flasks into Sen's hand. "You can't walk like this. Drink some more." 
Sen took the flask and drank.
"Keep sipping," cautioned the Spider, as he darted agilely away over the rocks. Sen followed, concentrating on his footing, taking regular sips of water. 
At the top of one steep-shouldered fold in the lava, Sen came upon the Spider looking out over the rock fields.
"Is this it?" he asked, panting lightly.
"It was," replied Sharachus, his voice strangely distant, pointing just left of the mountain's massive flank. "Over there."
Sen studied the ruptured gray field. "I don't see anything. What was it?"
"I saw King Seem's palace. If I can just…" The Spider scratched at his eyes.
"The palace is this way?"
"I saw it. I think I saw it. Perhaps the rock shifted in position."
Sen peered, but saw nothing. He hadn't felt any shifts underground, but perhaps he wouldn't. They were the stuff of legend, reshaping the Gut noiselessly, separating fellow ghasts in seconds without their ever knowing it. 
He summoned the map in his head, and tried again to work the angles. It was hard to keep track of where he'd come from, but the mountain always remained the same. As long as they headed roughly toward, and tried to calibrate from statues seen along the way, they should be able to find the citadel. 
"I think that statue might have been on one of the lower courthalls," Sen said, pointing back to the pace where he'd slept. "Which would make this the east-west Cavalcade. If so, we want to head that way." Sen pointed past the mountain at an angle. 
The Spider grunted and darted off.
They continued on in silence through the heat of the day, into deepening crevasses that promised shelter but only focused the sunlight more brightly. They were only a day's travel from the Andesite terminus, but already there were no more ghast-holes and scarcely any signs of the city beneath their feet. 
At one of the few sites, an odd roof-gable poking through the rock cover like a fin, Sen stopped in the shade and picked at the dust coating his suit with one of his misericorde spikes, levering chunks off like plaster casts of his body. As each piece fell he felt the leather suit breathe a little easier.
"Can you see it yet?" he called to the Spider, rustling atop the gable.
"Not yet," said the Spider at last, his voice high and strange. "A little further."
Over the next rise were deeper crevasses. Sen's head thumped despite the water. He swayed as he walked. He soon lost sight of Sharachus. So the day wore on in a stream of wavering footsteps, heat, and mumbled conversations with himself that turned over the same few points, which when he'd finished saying he couldn't even remember. 
The sun sank down behind the darkening rock walls, and Sen slumped in a natural hollow in the rock, beginning to shiver. Was it cold now? He was almost too exhausted to be sure. A wind blew down the crevasse, and he shifted his pack to block it. He ate and drank, and called out hoarsely for the Spider, until sleep crept up for the second night on the Gutrock. 
He woke to Sharachus muttering. 
"Here somewhere, got to be here." 
A thin black Sectile limb lolled down from above, against a deep blue sky spotted with drifting clouds. "Sharachus?" 
"Here," came the reply. There was a scrabbling, then the Spider was beside him, pushing his outsized face close. Sen pulled away. The Spider's eyes were nearly scabbed shut with purple clots. 
"What happened?" Sen asked. "Your eyes look terrible."
"Couldn't find it," grunted the Spider. His jaw clicked as he spoke. "It's too dark." He punched at the rock wall, leaving a purple stain which was hungrily swallowed in. He didn't even seem to notice. Sen scanned the Spider's body, and saw many dark purple marks from Gutrock grazes. 
"You're covered in blood," he said, trying to keep his voice steady. "And it's not dark, it's daylight. When did you last drink anything?" He reached out, but the Spider pulled sharply away.
"Don't touch me!" he barked. "I don't do that anymore."
"Do what?" 
"Blow bubbles. I don't dance."
"What are you talking about? You don't need to dance. Look, We'll stop. Let's rest here."
Sharachus stared at Sen through the cracks in his crusted eyes. "Dreychak?" he murmured.
A chill ran down Sen's spine. "No, it's Sen. We're on the Gutrock."
The Spider stood silently for a moment, and Sen could hear his eyes grating side to side within their lids. "Avia's Sen, the little baby?" 
"Yes, it's me. Come into the shade, it's all right, we don't need to find the citadel right now."
Sharachus' body stiffened. "The citadel? Am I hunting the King, Aberainythy?" 
Sen's heart skipped a beat. "Not King Aberainythy. We're not in the sewers, Sharachus, we're on the Gutrock looking for King Seem, and the last of the Saint." 
Sharachus didn't respond, instead his head swayed from side to side, like he was scenting the air. "Don't you hear that," he asked quietly. 
"Hear what?"
"Adjunc." He paused. "And screams. It's Dreychak, Sen. He's calling for me. I can't let him die again. I have to save him." 
Sen felt a chasm opening up between them. The Spider's body shivered with some kind of fever, poised to leap at any moment. "Dreychak's dead, Sharachus. He's been dead for years. I need you now."
Sharachus didn't listen. He twisted his head, listening out for non-existent screams, then shouted abruptly, "I'm coming!" and bounded jerkily away. 
 Sen started after him up the crevasse, shouting for him to wait. He kept pace for a few moments only, staggering half sun-blind over vales and rises, with the white contours underfoot blurring, until one of his feet dropped into empty space, and his body plunged after it. He flailed and fell, hitting the rim of a fissure hard on the hip and scraping down the sharp sides. At the bottom his head bounced off stone, and the chase came to a premature end.  
* * *
There was a great park spreading before him, in the dream. He sat on the grass at the top of a hill, looking out on a beautiful vista of trees, rolling slopes, lakes, fountains, and pathways of crushed shell. It was bigger than any grass space he'd ever seen, dwarfing the Abbey grounds and even the Tiptanic Gardens.
Beside him sat his mother. It did not seem strange to sit beside her in that place, though when he turned to see her face, all her features were indistinct save the piercing dark of her eyes. 
"This used to be a wonderful city," she said.
Together they looked out over the park. There were figures walking the pathways, lounging on the grass, castes he'd only read about in stories: a Spider fussed over its child, stuck in its first web, while Giants walked the grass alongside metal Tinheads and faceless Caracts. Sloths rolled the hills lazily on their two bone-wheels, while Bats lapped in the sky like kites, Moths chasing them in games of catch. Things made of liquid sloshed and slapped in the ponds, while licks of flame seemed to move in unison with fire-skinned Men of Quartz, as though dancing. Far overhead zeppelins arced through the clouds, pulled by many-hued Butterflies. 
Aradabar. Beyond the park lay the heart of the city, woven through with silver bi-rails, studded with bookyards that shone like beaten tin, watched over by tall glass library-towers that captured the orange light of the sun. At the far center he glimpsed a grand sandstone castle, its gates standing open.
"He loved me so well," said Avia, her voice mournful. "He gave it all, and this is all that remains."
Sen turned again to face her, but no matter how hard he looked he could not resolve the features of her face.
"Seem?"
She nodded. "Yes. But I left him behind. I left everything behind, even you." 
She took Sen's hand in her own. This seemed normal, in his dream, and together they watched the park. By one of the ponds a Giant was teaching a Tinman to swim. Strange scaled things emerged from the water, wings beating. Wyverns. 
"It's so beautiful," he said. "And peaceful."
"It was, before the Rot."
Sen nodded. His fear of losing Sharachus in the maze of fissures did not touch him here. Here, looking over Aradabar at its peak, he felt safe.
"That's what they thought, too," said Avia, reading the thought in his mind. "They thought the Heart watched over them, and kept them safe."
"But they weren't safe," said Sen, and a sudden sadness struck him. 
Dark clouds filled the sky, and a drifting black rain began to fall. Sen held his hands out before him, then brought them back with a few scorched petals of black cupped inside.
"Ash," he said quietly. 
"He'll kill you," said Avia. "Seem, if you let him. He's not the man he was."
Sen turned to her, looking into her sharp dark eyes. "He can't still be alive. It's been too long."
"He's no ordinary man."
She blew on the flakes of ash in Sen's hands and they floated away. 
All across the park the gray rain fell. The Men of Quartz and Giants laughed as it fell upon them, clumping balls of it together to toss at each other in play. The Bats overhead swooped and dived, catching flakes in their talons and mouths. 
Then the first of the Butterflies fell from the sky, its wings seared away, screaming. It landed with a dry popping thud, and more followed, their muted cries sounding like alarm calls, suddenly silenced. 
The Bats followed. Then came the zeppelin, falling in a bright blossom of flame. The stink of burning revelatory gas carried on the wind, then noise rushed in, and the world rocked underfoot. Sen tumbled sideways, clutching a tree bole as wave after wave of a deep roar filled the air, so powerful he couldn't even breathe. The world roiled and he clung to the wood with both hands, only enduring. 
Then the roar ended, and the tremors subsided. Sen released his grip but his body shuddered still. There was warmth running down his neck, and he reached to touch it. Blood.
He rose to stand beside his mother, looking out over the beautiful city. It was in flames. Beyond it the mountain was erupting, shooting a column of flame into the sky, petalled with gray-black smoke. At the column's apex where the sky turned dark, he saw the mouth of the Rot opening. 
And it saw him. It looked into his heart, and knew who he was. 
Then its great jaws widened and fell across the city, crushing buildings like hawkenberry seeds, mangling the monorail in twisted curls. Its thick black tongues split the citadel in two, lifted the battlements like wooden chips and dashed them down into dust and rubble. Its hot breath burst the glass towers in glinting explosions. 
The people of Aradabar fled, but a hot wave of lava bore down on them, one by one catching them up. They flamed briefly like sparks from a fire, then vanished in the tide. The wave pooled around the base of the hill and began to climb. 
"It will kill you if you let it," came his mother's voice, "and with you, everything."
"How can I stop it?" 
She turned to him, and for an instant he glimpsed her whole face, as he'd always remembered, as it had been in the Hallows glass looking directly at him. "Raise the Saint," she said, "at whatever cost." 
Then the lava reached up and swallowed them both down. 
* * *
The sky was pinkish-gray when he roused, with the sun rising behind thick clouds. 
Sen lay in a shallow ravine, in shadow. His head ached, and for long moments he could not remember where he was. Hints of the dream worked their way through him; the terrible heat of the lava, the look on his mother's face. 
Then he remembered Sharachus, and sat up. His knees and elbows throbbed. He touched the side of his head and felt it was hot and swollen, scabbing over. A large portion of the leather across his chest had been scraped away, and his ribs underneath it felt springy and sore.
He could easily have died.
His pack lay beside him with the belongings scattered, some tins burst, some flasks cracked. He scooped up what remained, eating and drinking half of what was left. The throbbing eased, and he started to climb out of the ravine. 
What he saw over the lip stunned him.
A vast crater lay only yards before him. The Gutrock just ahead dropped away in a sheer wall, which arced around like the swerve of HellWest docks, so wide he could barely see the crater's farthest side, nestled close to the rise of the mountain. And within the crater, far below the level of the rock where he now knelt, lay the city from his dream, in ruins. 
The barren hills of the park ran down until they met a cross-hatched pattern of mounds that had to be the outlines of roads and fallen buildings. In places pillars and walls yet stood, along with the stubs of the monorail, with heaps of blackened tower glass. It was a ghost city, dead for millennia, and somehow he had found it. 
"Sharachus," he whispered.
He scanned the crater-wall around. At every point it was equally steep and stark, a sudden drop exhumed straight down into the rock, as if some ancient Mjolnir power had simply vaporized millions of tons of Gutrock in a perfect circular shape.
No record of this place existed in the city, though clearly someone had exhumed it. Perhaps a thousand ghasts working for a thousand years could have achieved a project of such enormity. His eyes drank it in, seeking patterns from the map in his mind. Squinting, he made out a collection of half-standing spires and turrets at the furthest edge, barely emergent from the far wall, arranged in what seemed the outline of a palace.
King Seem's citadel. As he stared, he thought he caught a glimpse of something dark moving through the ruins toward it.
"Sharachus!" he shouted.
The little shape, no larger than a Gomorrah fly, perhaps turned and stopped for a second, before racing forward again.
Sen started climbing over the edge and down. 
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The city ruins spread before him, completely silent. Not a bird flew overhead, not an insect scuttled underfoot. Nowhere was there any green, no trees, no grass, no sign of life at all. 
He stood upon a street. He could make out the camber and the black tarry composite it was shaped from, crisscrossed here and there by raised stepping stones. Ahead of him it ran down into the city. Behind him it ran into the Gutrock wall. Either side it was lined with walls and pillars that seemed to melt into the cliff itself, continuing beyond within the rock. 
It felt surreal to stand there, to be in Aradabar, if only this strange scooped out hollow at its heart. He let out a careless whoop, unable to contain his excitement. The sound echoed off the wall and back around the crater. 
He started running, down the hill and into the city. The footing was firm and reliable, unlike the Gutrock, and it felt good to be on level ground, finally moving toward a clear goal. The cool wind whipping across his face refreshed him. He ran down streets lined with the memory of buildings, leaping stepping stones and tumbled lamp posts in the street. He peered into the few structures that still had walls, and saw dusty mosaic floors, the furniture in places still half-embedded in solidified ash. 
He ran by heaps of blackened glass coiled about with tangles of iron as tall as the Abbey, through webs of bi-rail tracks interwoven like wind-blown loom-work, his heart racing. Within half an hour he'd crossed most of the open crater, recognizing the bookyards and academies as he raced by, taking delight in shouting out their names, until he stood before the façade of King Seem's citadel itself. 
It stood at the very far edge of the exhumed crater, its grand but pockmarked face barely emerging from the steeply rising wall of Gutrock. It towered nearly as tall as the crater-wall itself, its topmost spires jutting through the surface crust.
Sen took a breath as he slowed to approach. This was truly a place from legend. Set back behind a ruptured battlement wall, its turrets and spires shot upward in graceful, organic lines, though each protruded only a few hand-breadths clear of the Gutrock cliff, making them seem like images graven on the revenant arch. 
Sen climbed over the broken battlements and into a broad inner courtyard, decorated underfoot with huge mosaic tiles that picked out a figure of some sort. In the middle he stopped and called out the Spider's name, but his voice echoed around that dead courtyard with no answer. 
He studied the palace, scanning the grand entrance gate and various windows in the turrets and towers, but every one was still filled with rock, un-exhumed. He ran the courtyard to the grand main arch and pried at the old lava with his spikes, but it was solidly packed. He imagined the burning rock flowing through the corridors and rooms of the castle three thousand years, then setting hard. There was no way in like this.
But there had to be a way in. Why else was all this here, why had it been cleared if not for this? 
Back at the battlement wall he climbed the fallen blocks to an unbroken section of rampart and strode along it, scanning the city's dusty roads all the way to the crater's edge, where the world ended in rock. He shouted the Spider's name in every direction, but no answer came. Then he turned back, and saw the figure picked out in the courtyard's mosaic, and a chill ran through him. 
It was Avia. 
The same Avia from the Gloam Hallows window. She held her wounded child in her arms as the mouth of the Rot descended, and the faint outline of the volcano erupted behind her. It took him a moment to register how impossible that was. When this citadel had been alive, when this mosaic could have been laid, those events had not yet happened. 
The Rot hadn't struck. Avia hadn't fled. It made it a prophecy predating even the Fates of Aradabar. A shudder ran through him, and he descended from the battlements to study the mosaic's tiles more closely. It didn't take long to find the secret they held. At the center, the scars on the baby's face were picked out in reflective red metal. On a sunny day they would surely shine like they the Sunsmelters pools ablaze on the city's eastern wall. 
Sen circled the boy's face, itself as big as the whole of the millinery, looking for something more. Set into the polished metal of one scar on the boy's left cheek there was a low handle. Too tired for caution, Sen strode over, gripped it and heaved. A seamless circular casement rose up with it, smooth as if oiled, like a sealed sewer cover. He heaved again, the cover grated noisily away, and a blast of cold wind blew up into his face. 
Beneath it a narrow chute descended into darkness like a narrow, dry well, fixed with metal ladder rungs along one side. He peered down into the darkness, trying to resolve the bottom or some sign of movement. 
"Sharachus," he called downward. His voice echoed once then faded, swallowed by the dark. He looked around the courtyard a final time, but still saw no sign of the Spider or anyone else. If anyone were watching, he'd be at their mercy the moment he went down, but the city remained quiet. 
He tried to think in Sharachus' position. If he were still searching for Dreychak, it would make sense he would go down. So Sen prepared to go down.
He sparked a torch from his pack with fresh naphtha and his flint striker, then swung his legs in, and started down the rungs. Shadows flickered from his torch, illuminating the sheer side walls, formed of perfectly molded limestone blocks with barely distinguishable mortar. 
He counted the rungs as he went, hand over hand, equating the distance between them in his mind to lengths, in turn to fathoms, but after a hundred rungs he found his concentration wandering, already deeper than the drop to the Willoughby underground bi-rail, deeper than the Abbey cathedral tower was tall. 
Soon the air grew cold, and his breath steamed damply. The only sound was the shuffle of his pack against the wall behind him, and the metallic sound when his feet clanked on the rungs. The air smelled of burning oil and mildew. He continued down until the cold made a mask of his face and it became difficult to blink. His movements became exaggerated and jerky. He shouted Sharachus' name to warm himself, and the calls rattled down the chute like a bi-rail train, echoing all the way down. 
Then he reached the bottom. 
It was solid stone and no wider than the chute, like the base of a dried-out well. He stood there for a moment and shivered, studying the floor and lower walls. There were a few shards of broken rock about his feet, but nothing else. There was a low patch of deeper darkness facing the ladder, a kind of tunnel or perhaps drainage chute, so he dropped to his knees and held the torch into the darkness. The tunnel stretched on to the extent of the light. 
It was too low to go on hands and knees. Instead he carefully fed his feet into it first, slowly dropping and twisting until he lay down on his chest. He then pushed off the ladder rungs and slid in, feet first. Nothing sprang out to bite him, and he shuffled further in, pulling his pack and the torch after him, until he left the well shaft behind and was surrounded on all sides by the narrow, low passage. 
As he shuffled deeper, it grew tighter, so snug his back barely fit and he had to suck in his breath to get through, inching deeper by wriggling with his whole body.
Time and distance passed slowly like that. His torch began to gutter, and after what felt like half a fathom it went out, leaving him coughing over its last stale curls of smoke. Still he kept on shuffling backward, until at last his feet opened on empty air; up, down and to either side. He pushed further out, so that his belly rested on the tunnel edge, stretching his feet downward for purchase. At his fullest extension, at last they found a floor, and he pushed the rest of his body through and out. 
He turned to see an immense and cavernous rock hall stretched away and upward into the dark, lit by a rippling green and purple glow emanating from the walls. For a long moment he knelt there and stared. He'd never seen anything so large in his life. 
And he wasn't alone. He could feel something alive nearby, waking from a long deep sleep. It was simple like an animal, but unfamiliar. He looked around the space, but saw no sign of anything alive.
He was standing on a small squarish stone island at the narrow edge of the cavern, beyond which ran a flat black skein of water. An underground lake. At either side the walls rose smooth and sheer like the inside of the Abbey cathedral, their faint glow illuminating more small islands, dotted down either side of the hall at twenty-yard intervals for as far as he could see. Above each island hung black tunnel-mouths just like the one at his back. 
Drains? And this a vast underground sewer system?
He gazed on the scene entranced. The glow in the walls seemed to shift hue, and he watched his shadow on the water change color. He touched the glowing rock of the wall behind him. It was glossy smooth, as though polished with oil, though beneath the surface lights followed his touch. 
He unsheathed one of his spikes and pushed the sharp tip against the wall. It sank in as if into flesh, and a dark liquid oozed out. The lights around it died away.
"By the Heart," he murmured.
As if in answer, something moved out on the lake. 
Sen turned and saw the shape of it on the water. It was a low lump, mounded like an egg-yolk, too dark for him to make out clearly, though ripples in the lake's flat sheen showed it was drawing closer. He backed quietly against the wall, holding his breath, watching as the thing glided in. In moments it was before him, as big around as the stone island he stood upon. At its center was a hole that pinched open and closed, bringing the low rasp of breath. 
Seconds passed as it sniffed the air. Carefully Sen drew his second spike. The metal scraped lightly on its holster, and the thing in the water jerked abruptly, rolling back to reveal a lurid yellow underbelly. Twin splashes burst through the water to either side, followed an instant later by two black and yellow rope-like arms lashing like whips down from above. 
Sen sprang to the side and the arms just barely missed him, slapping loudly off the stone floor, where they writhed up the wall like the boneless tendrils of a jellyfish. Up close Sen could see that each long arm chittered with hundreds of thorn-like yellow hooks that snapped back and forth with a wet clicking sound, gouging deep furrows into the wall's meat and extinguishing more of the lights. 
They began to coil back in, and without thinking Sen stabbed at the one closest as it gouged a path out. He impaled it with both spikes and drove it down onto the stone. The yellow lump let out a high screech and yanked the arm back violently, nearly tugging the spikes from Sen's hands. At the same time the second arm whipped sideways and Sen just managed to turn, so the impact crunched into his pack and tossed him flailing into the air. 
He thumped down five feet away, his lower body on the island and his upper in the lake. His hip cracked hard on the stone edge, forcing out a cry that let the icy cold water flood into his mouth as his head sank beneath the surface. 
He caught a brief dizzy glimpse of the lake's depths, lit by glowing walls with immense statues stretching down the sides, the tops of their heads forming the islands that lined the walls, their lower bodies receding down into darkness. Then he was scrabbling for the surface, and the water broke before him with a flat smack as one of the arms hit right where his head had been a second earlier. The other arm snaked point first toward him, and now he gave up the struggle for balance and let the freezing water pull him in. 
The cold engulfed him, and he spun in time to see the arm skip across the surface just inches above. He kicked out, his lungs already hungry for breath, and now saw the body of the beast he was facing. 
It was spherical and huge, like a giant glob of tar hanging in the water, entirely black but for the vivid yellow frill at its underside and arced along the trails of hooks down its arms. It squeezed and pumped at the water like a heart. The sense of it was old, and hungry, and full of bile. He looked into what might have been a single black eye, then another tendril came slapping down toward him. It broke the surface of the water with ease and drove down toward him, its hooks clicking like clockwork, and Sen pushed his spikes up to meet it.
The arm impaled itself blindly, and the scream of the beast underwater nearly made him black out. The blow drove him deeper into the water, black blood spraying in his face like ink, then the tendril lashed away. Sen kicked sideways and swam desperately for the surface, hardly able to gain purchase with his hands fisted around the spikes. Finally he broke through to air, sucked in a breath, and saw another tendril shoot up from the water and skip across the surface toward him. He heaved and rolled roughly onto the island just in time to jump raggedly over the sweep of its arm. 
For a moment the black hump of its back lay open before him in the water, both arms spread to either side, and Sen took his chance without thinking; one step and a leap with both spikes bared. 
His feet hit the lump's slick rubbery surface and he let them buckle, dropping him to his knees as the creature lurched. Before it could toss him free, he used the last of his impetus to stab his spikes directly into the thing's blowhole. 
It screamed and flipped, ripping the misericordes free with a burp of thick yellow liquid. Sen was flung free and hit the water awkwardly as its own arms lashed back in to strike where he'd been kneeling. Under its own clicking hooks the lump's skin split like a rotten peach, splurging out a spongy red substance that fizzed and spat in the water. Its scream redoubled and its arms flailed madly. Sen swam away as fast as he could. Its hooks raked the wall nearby in a fury, but by the time he reached the next island over its throes were fading. 
Looking back over the dark water, he could just make it out in the dim light of the heavily scored walls. It slowly tipped upside down, revealing its yellow fronded underside again, sucking noisily at the air. Its arms stilled on the water's surface and stopped clicking. It let out a final bellow, burped a plume of curdled yellow liquid into the air, and sank slowly out of sight.
Sen pulled himself up onto the new island and caught his breath, panting, trembling and dripping cold water. What he'd just seen was impossible. It had to be a Scranth, a beast even more extinct than Spiders. He'd read of them in the book of Saint Ignifer, ancient monsters that once roamed the oceans and preyed on raft-farers, until King Seem hunted them to extinction. 
King Seem. The name sent a shiver down his spine. If this thing were here, in some kind of long hibernation in the sewers of Aradabar, then perhaps the King really would be here too.
He stood up and checked himself for fresh injuries. He was unhurt but for a twinge where his hip had struck the edge. His pack lay in tatters on the far island. He wiped his spikes on his leathers, sheathed them, then dropped back into the water. Strangely it wasn't that cold, on reflection. Back at the first island he picked through the remains of his pack; only one of the pewter flasks was intact, the others were ripped into jagged halves. They had saved his life. On a whim he thanked them quietly, then set them in a neat line at the edge of the island like graves to fallen heroes. 
All of this was crazy. He laughed a few times, as the enormity of what he'd just done dawned. He'd killed a Scranth, perhaps the last of its kind in the world, beneath the buried ruins of Aradabar. 
"Sharachus!" he shouted into the glowing dark. No reply came. He wondered if the Spider had even come this way. Perhaps the Scranth had got him, and he was even now sinking in the belly of the beast. 
If so, there was nothing he could do. He gathered the few bits of food and equipment he could salvage and wrapped them in what rags remained of the backpack, which he tied again around his back, then looked back out over the lake. Something nagged at his mind, and he remembered what he'd seen in the middle of the fight, with his head ducked beneath the water. 
The squarish islands arrayed around the hall weren't only islands, but statues stretching far, far down. He slid back into the water and ducked his head beneath the surface once more. The statues' feet were so far down he could not make them out, but their upper bodies and faces were clear. He almost sucked in a mouthful of water as recognition set in. 
Here was Mare. Here was Feyon. Here were Gellick, and Daveron, and Alam too. 
 



 
 
THE CHILDREN II
 
 
Sen's stomach ran cold. There was the sunken skull of a Deadhead Induran, trussed over with thick ropey hair. There was a Moleman, his long snout bristled with whiskers, his sharp little teeth showing beneath thin lips. There was a long thin Spindle, a gearsmith's ratchet in his hand, there a thick-browed Balast with eyes of actual glinting emerald, and finally a Blue girl with little carved bells in her hair and ruffs around her graceful neck. 
Back on the surface he grasped at the island edge, breathing heavily, feeling dizzy. He lay back on the rock island and the cavern spun around him. Without a doubt these carvings were ancient, as old as Aradabar, and without a doubt they depicted the children from his Abbey. Some similarities could be explained away, but a Blue dressed just as Feyon had been? A Moleman in the company of a Balast? A Spindle carrying a ratchet? 
His mind felt numb. There seemed only one possibility, the very one that he'd decried in the Gloam Hallows, and had been teetering on the edge of ever since.
The prophecy was real.
Perhaps it meant the Book of Airs was real too. Perhaps the Saint had all along been just an invention of Avia's. 
A new thought came to him. He set his trembling hand on the stone island's edge, laid on the grooved lines of hair, and he peered into the water, down the front of his island. There was another face carved there too. He slid into the water, swam a few yards away, and ducked his head under the water to see properly. 
It had all his scars, in all the right places. Of course, it was his face. It was him.
* * *
He lay on the island and watched the steam of his breath steadily rise. He couldn't argue or deny it anymore. The Butterfly was right. The child in the Gloam Hallows glass was him. 
Born in Aradabar. 
All the things he'd considered fantasy for so long came into focus. Aradabar was here, the children she'd chosen were here, and if the book of Avia's Revels was right, then so was King Seem. Three thousand years had passed since Aradabar fell, but now Sen felt sure he would be here waiting.
He wouldn't have to wait much longer. 
Sen slipped into the water and began to swim.
The hall passed by in a long expanse of stone islands and glowing walls. Sometimes he'd bob his head underwater and peer at the giant faces around him. The children didn't appear again, but instead there were others he knew. One was Sharachus, another the mad Butterfly. Here was Sister Henderson, then the Abbess. He swam on. 
Soon the hallway began to change, and the heads of the statues gradually emerged from the water. At first he wondered if the water level was sinking, if some flue had opened and he would be flushed out in a raging torrent, but the statues showed no signs of a waterline. That left only one conclusion, and he came to it gratefully. The hallway was rising. 
He swam on, surrounded by the faces of the Sisters. Looking down into the water he could now make out the murky outlines of their huge feet. He sped on, ignoring the burn in his shoulders, and the water level sank faster. Necklaces and clasped arms were revealed, then midriffs and skirts, thighs, calves, and finally feet, until at last he was striding along in a few feet of water, then on dry and dusty stone flags. 
The ceiling was dizzyingly high now, lined either side with statues whose faces he could barely see. He had once lain on their heads, and now he stood only as tall as their toes. 
He started running. Dust kicked up around him, and he wondered how long it had remained there, untouched. There were no tracks of Sharachus in it, but that didn't mean anything. Sharachus was a Spider and could have webbed his way from statue to statue. He called out as he went, but got no response.  
Finally, the cavern came to an end at the most imposing statue yet. It would have soared over the Grammaton two or three times, and Avia must have known the impact it would have on him. 
It was Saint Ignifer. 
Sen couldn't make out his face, but his posture, the spikes in his hands and his armor, matched exactly what he'd always imagined. A thrill ran through him and he felt as though he ought to drop to his knees. This was the Saint whose sacrifice saved the world; who wasn't even real.
There was no clear way through though, no entrance or dark tunnel beckoning on, so he put his hands on the ridge of the Saint's toe and began to climb. It was easy enough going, even simpler than the cathedral tower. The creases in the Saint's armor functioned like angled chutes he could work his way up, zigzagging from one to the next. On the Saint's shoulder he rested for a time, then took hold of one of the thick pillars of hair and climbed to his head. 
On top there was a hole leading into the wall, and darkness. 
Sen looked back over the dim and grand hall, lined with its hundreds of giant figures, stood to attention as though they were Saint Ignifer's court. In the distance he thought he saw the twinkle of water. Beyond that, sunk to the bottom and far out of sight, lay the corpse of the Scranth. 
It would have taken a hundred giants a hundred lifetimes to carve it all. He unpacked the last torch carefully from his ragged pack, sparked the striker off a knot in the Saint's hair, and advanced into the dark. 
* * *
The tunnel was rough-hewn and narrow, and the uneven floor inclined sharply upward. He proceeded slowly in the flickering light, fingers tracing the walls. The tunnel weaved left and right but always up, until he lost any sense of where he was in relation to the hall behind. At times he felt a breeze blowing by, carrying the dead dust-smell of the Gutrock. 
Soon the tunnel widened, revealing odd features emerging through the rough floor and walls. Beneath him ran a long flat ridge of sculpted stone, and he wondered what it meant, until he saw a line of three square stones passing across the middle of the tunnel, from the long flat line and into the rock, and understood. These were stepping stones, and the long flat stone was the curbstone of a street. 
He was back in the city, walking a corridor of stone hewn through the solid Gutrock, along a buried ancient street. It was strange to imagine the city receding away on either side, lost beneath the rock while he passed this solitary, lonely path through the middle. How many souls had died here when the volcano erupted?
The tunnel wound on, past the thick stone bole of a lamppost, the lamp itself still buried somewhere overhead in the rock. Briefly it ran alongside a wall painted with a faded blue seascape, through a doorway in a red brick wall and down the long stone shelves of a library, with only dust remaining where books had once been. Across an open cobbled space, at last the tunnel ended at an arch, which led into the base of a round stone tower. 
Sen entered, and found no more Gutrock within. It was a tower of old Aradabar, perhaps part of the palace, composed of a single spiral staircase leading upward. Sen wondered who had carved this odd trail after the eruption. Was this what King Seem, the greatest King the world ever knew, had done with the millennia since Aradabar fell? 
He started up the stairs. 
Circling round and round, his stomach churned like a tossed Cuttlebone, and he began to feel a different presence in his mind, something old and dusty, turning in faded circles like a dying pulse. At last he emerged into an open chamber at the top of the tower, and was greeted with the breath of dusty Gutrock air blowing over his face. Broad beams of sunlight lanced in through a large open window that overlooked the wastes.
It was good to be back above ground. For a moment he reveled in the light and the air, but his attention was soon drawn by a glossy black lump resting in the center of that empty turret. It was as big as a sack of milling flour, and from within Sen felt the strange, faded pulse. The thumping of his own heart grew painful as if in sympathy, trembling his whole body. 
Sen took a careful step closer, barely breathing. The lump had no limbs, no face, though its surface was shiny in the light. He drew his spikes slowly, careful to make no sound, and inched closer still. The thing gave no response. It did not breathe or show any other sign of life beside the strange pulse of its mind. 
He drew close enough to prod the side with one of his outstretched spikes.
"King Seem?" he asked. 
Slits flashed open in the sack, and something like a mouth opened up, shooting a stalk of black flesh that slapped against Sen's chest and bit deep through the ghasting leathers. At once all sense fled his mind. Through graying vision he watched the lump lift itself up on chicken-thin legs, as his own body collapsed on its side, and a darkness as complete as the Rot rose up and drove him under.  
 



 
 
KING SEEM
 
 
King Seem breathed again, and old memory coursed through him, every instant from his birth to the end of all he'd built finding its home in this new mind. 
Again he was born as a shapeless thing in the dusty sinklands of the Absalom Plains, a lump of black enfolded flesh that throbbed with the slow pulse of life. He felt his mother die beside him once more, a seed-eating Dielle with a graceful, tawny hide. The herd left her behind but still he remained, expulsed at the edge of her cooling body.
For several days he lay there, still as a rock on the Absalom Plain. Vultures descended to eye him, to pluck at the meat of the Dielle that had borne him, but none approached too close. 
Rain came to the dust, and for a week the sinklands were awash. The black lump that was him was lifted and carried by the raging currents toward the sea. It came to rest on an inland coast, where a half-blind Scabritic bat-hunter found it. He lived in a cave with three hundred bats, all of them yoked with collars of bark and leashes of vine.
He carried the lump to his cave and left it by his side as he slept by the fire, enjoying its warmth. In the night it touched up to his belly and began to shift. By daybreak the fire had dwindled to white ash, and the Scabritic remained still, the black lump buried half into his middle. 
After three days he rose on legs for the first time, a conjoined creature, reveling in this new union. He remembered things that had never happened to him, people he had never met; mostly cruelty at the hands of a tribe that belittled him. Now he was a new thing; stronger, masterful, impossible to resist. 
He walked the crag-tops with his leashed bat cloud, watching them dart and wheel through the air, flocking swiftly to pluck Jalopy geese from the sky. The beauty of their hunt entranced him. Their endless high calls sounded like joyous delight to his new ears, so he took the sound as his name. 
That night he ate so many roast geese that his belly distended. He sent the bats to their perches and slept. By morning his pale body had been strengthened, and he had grown the stubs of two wings in his back. 
"What am I now?" he asked himself, speaking for the first time, in a language he had never learnt for himself. 
Within a week his Bat wings were complete. He stood on the crag top and spread them wide, their leather folds feeling the wind's exhilarating power. With his flock of bats about him, he took to the skies.
It was wonderful. His mind felt at peace. He flew through the morning clouds and looked over the land that had borne him, that would be his, the Absalom Plains. It was a barren place, dusty and dry, littered with heaps of boulders and spiked by clumps of reedy sand-grass. In the distance he saw smoke rising, and knew that this was a fire, around which other creatures would be gathered. 
He flew to them, with the distant notion that they might know him, and tell him what he was. 
They were roaming tribesmen, hunters of the Dielle flock. He descended amongst them, but they had never seen his kind before. With his wings and cloud of bats, they thought him to be a god. So he became a god. 
In their company he learned the greatest skill of his strange body, to know a thing simply by touching it. He touched the tribesmen and knew their minds, their short and brutal lives always fighting for enough food and water to survive, always battling the dust's mighty landsharks. In touching them he knew their aspirations and needs, and made them his own. 
He studied the dusts. Through touch he learned all of its creatures great and small, from the mighty predator land sharks to the tiniest hoplite ants. In every case he came to know what they sought, their hunger and their drive to procreate, and so learnt how they might be yoked, just like the bat-cloud that had fed his Scabritic forbear. 
So he set traps, and caught the land sharks in food traps with underground spike fences. He leashed them with twined leather bridles, and taught them to plough lines in the dust for food, within which seeds could be planted. He gathered hoplite ants and built them into frames, from which he could culture the sweet honey they produced.
He taught these first skills to the tribesmen, which enabled them to build permanent farms in the dusts for the first time. His lessons brought them time for leisure, and leisure led to culture, art, and knowledge, and the beginnings of an answer to what he was.
Years passed, and he flew the plains spreading knowledge wherever he went, asking only for knowledge in exchange. Trade lines sprung up in his wake, roads were built that connected burgeoning villages, then towns, then cities into a fledgling empire. Wars came and went, all defeated by the wisdom of his armies. He only had to touch the enemy to know their mind. When the mighty Mjolnir Federacy came, bruising the earth beneath their great Aigle skyships and Agor landships, he united his people and buried them forever during the flooding of the dusts. 
So his rule washed out from the desert plains, yoking the world to its own advancement, to knowledge and growth. At the center of his lands he founded the library city of Aradabar, the beating heart of his Yoked Empire. He built it high with towers of glass, made it a wonder to behold, and filled its coffers with staggering wealth, its libraries with wisdom, and its schools and universities with able young minds. 
After a time, there was no more war in all the world. There was little suffering, only that which Seem could not yet control. Knowing the innermost desires of all things, he ruled wisely and well, with only the question about what he was remaining to puzzle him. He sought still, and asked his young people and his old, but nowhere was there an answer, no matter how hard he searched.
Then came Avia. 
Almost a century of peace had passed. His cities filled the dust-thick Absalom Plains, and his people multiplied. Aradabar grew massive, fringed by itinerant camps of knowledge-traders, carrying books from place to place. He visited them often, walking their tent-encampments to see what new things they had brought. Then a random child screamed at him from the crowd, and he was intrigued. 
"You too will fall, great King!" she shouted. "So is it written, so is it known."
She was a pale thing, with dark hair and wide wild eyes, borne aloft by her parents on a makeshift cot. Her words meant nothing, since he knew no thing able to strike him down, but he felt the ribbon of something new inside her fevered madness. He felt at once there was a startling kind of truth in what she said. 
He'd always known his Scabritic body would some day fail. Though centuries had passed, he had felt it growing old and weakening, but that brought him no fear, because he already knew with a clear certainty that the Seem-ness of him would not die with the host. Rather it would take on a new host, and live on for centuries more. 
Yet what the girl said seemed true also, and more than anything he yearned for the truth. He went to her side, wading through crowds which peeled back before him. She was carried by her parents, who ducked and bowed in apology. 
"She is sickened and mad," they said. "Only that, great King, forgive her. We go to the sooths for treatment." 
"There is nothing to forgive," he said, "her speech is free." He knelt in close to see her face. She was young, not yet of age, with the blotchy pale skin of a consumptive, but her wide gray eyes entranced him. There were depths in them that reflected his own self back. 
"What ails you child?" he asked. 
"All things," she answered, calming now. "I see all things, great King."
He smiled, to show he was no threat. "And you see me?"
She nodded. "I see you broken. I see your city destroyed, your armies wracked, your empire buried around you. I see the fall of everything you have built, consumed in fire, and a giant mouth swallowing the sun." 
He continued smiling, to show those nearby he knew these were only the dreams of a fever-maddened child. Still, something about her shook him. 
"Do not fear, that day will never come." 
"I know that it will," she answered, her eyes locked to his, though her head began to weave side to side. "I have seen it, and nothing you can do will stop it."
He looked to her parents, and held out one hand. "May I?" he asked. They nodded their assent, though perhaps they did not know what for. Tenderly, Seem placed his palm on the girl's hot brow, and pressed his mind into hers. 
Her madness snapped up at him like a landshark, stronger than any mind he'd ever known, dwarfing even his own. In its spinning black mouth he saw all the things she had said and more; his empire destroyed, his body reduced to a black lump, and endless millennia of lonely, empty yearning. 
He jerked back with a gasp. What she had shown felt more real than anything he'd ever felt. In the thick of the crowd, a spark of something new formed in the depths of King Seem's heart. For the first time in his long life, he felt fear. 
He ordered her carried to the tallest tower of his palace, and summoned a phalanx of the best scribes to note every word of prophecy that passed her lips, and a warren of his empire's greatest philosophers to fathom it, and a glut of medicians to work upon repairing her broken mind.  
For days and nights his wisest men and women remained at her side, catching every word that spilled from her lips, setting them down on endless reams of paper, and arguing over all their possible meanings. When he visited, in what moments he could grasp away from managing his empire, he asked her questions about what she'd shown him, though she rarely spoke to him directly. 
Instead she raved; endless streams of chaotic images, of the end of worlds, of eruptions and a churning of life, in snatches of verse interspersed with half-told stories. Fascinated, he began to visit her for longer each day. He read all the notes of his scribes, and occasionally thought he glimpsed meaning in her words, when she spoke of the Heart, or the Rot, or a great hero to come.
At times it seemed she even spoke of him, or some creature like him, born in the dust and raised to become king of a vast empire, but there were so many other stories she told that he could not determine what was prophecy and what was outright fantasy. In many ways he stopped caring about the distinction, and only buried himself deeper in the strange workings of her mind. He spent longer at her side with every visit, looking into her wild eyes, hoping to hear more of her truth, and ceased to concern himself with the affairs of his empire. 
Years passed like that, and so the little girl Avia grew. Her madness did not fade, but her body developed into that of a beautiful woman. Seem found himself drawn to her in ways that were new, that conjoined his fear with a strange new desire. The more time he spent with her, listening to her rambling voice, the more he felt this new urge build within him. He grew sick with it in his heart, hoping one day her eyes would open and see him, and know him for what he was. 
In those years, his empire fell out of balance. The scales he had kept in alignment for so long teetered. Outlier towns sloughed away from his rule, tribal strife broke out, and the Yoked Empire descended slowly into a long, slow civil war. Still he did not care. All that mattered was Avia, all he felt was the hollowness inside. His advisers begged for his attention, brought him news of the chaos outside every day, but their words meant nothing to him. The world outside Avia's chamber ceased to exist in his mind.
So his advisers acted in desperation. One night they drugged their king, and took knives to Avia in attempts to cut the madness from her mind themselves.
Seem roused to find them in the midst of their bloody work. In moments he beat them aside, and bent over the carved-open wreck of Avia, still too afraid to touch her. As the blood leaked from her body, she looked up into his eyes and in a deep, warm voice spoke his name for the first time. 
"Seem," she said. "King Seem, please save me."
He stared at her, at once terrified and elated.
"Heal me inside," she whispered, her wide eyes shining with tears.
Her madness terrified him still, the thought of being eaten whole by its dark touch, but this was Avia, the only creature he'd ever loved, and he could not let her die. So he did as she bid. He laid his trembling hands on her forehead, and opened the doors of his mind. 
The landshark of her madness swallowed him. The world fell away and he was absorbed, racing through the darkness beyond, bound for the pulsing Heart of all things, which slew itself as he drew near and unleashed creation anew. He saw the Heart's corpse churning in the dark, worked by the Rot, and he saw the first stirrings of life rising up, to swim in the seas of thinning blood, to walk on the fields of rotten skin. 
Eons flashed by, and on one world in thousands he saw those tiny beats of life rise and give themselves names, banding together to become a scattering of tribes across an endless plain of dust. He saw himself spat out, and Avia too, both anomalies of the Rot's frenzied, ravenous creation.
And across those vast distances the Rot saw him, in the void of Avia's mind, and recognized him as an enemy. He was an aberration in its grand scheme, a thing that never died, and it flung itself to the attack; wrenching off Seem's wings, dissolving his horns, cutting his people and his empire to pieces. Yet at every stroke Seem shifted, changing his body using the talents born into him, taking on the forms of all the things he remembered, from Hoplite ants to Butterflies and Dark Giants. Using their many shifting hands he reached deep into the Rot even as it tried to reach deep into him, each striving for the other's center. 
Even as it stripped him apart from within, he too stripped it, until at its rotten core he glimpsed the Heart's first murder, and understood what the Rot truly was. 
Hunger. It was endless and unquenchable, a need to consume and destroy as base as any landshark's drives. So like a landshark he yoked it, and led it into himself. In the moments before it consumed him completely, he reached into Avia and drew together the flaps of her torn skin, sutured her organs and reached into her mind to still the panic inside. His fingers stroked her heart and squeezed it back to life. 
With a gasp she breathed, even as Seem's Scabritic host died, and Seem sloughed himself out of the corpse to the bloody floor, a black lump again.
He awoke in a new body, the remnant of one of his advisers. Avia was looking down on him with the clear light of understanding in her eyes. 
"Great King," she said. 
He stared back at her transfixed, scarcely daring to believe. She was not raving. He reached up with a hand that was not yet familiar, and stroked her cheek. The landshark in her mind did not lash out; instead he felt something so wonderful he could not name it, a gratitude that enveloped him, a love that made him believe nothing could ever hurt him again. 
When he let the touch go, she was smiling and there were tears in her eyes. "You have loved me so well, for so long."
"I always will," he said, unthinking, "I will be here always." 
She kissed his fingers, dark with her own blood. "Great King, I fear it is so."
 



 
SHARACHUS III
 
 
Sen was drowning. 
Images from King Seem's life smothered him, emotions and memories that were not his own over-rode any sense of who he was. He kicked against them and tried to reach through to pieces of his own life, but could only graze their outermost edges, like bodies sunk beneath the Levi's flow. 
"Help," he tried to scream, but he had no voice in that darkness, and with every movement he made, the thing that was Seem slipped further into him, taking him over, swallowing him up. 
Until it stopped, as suddenly as it began. 
Air slapped again into Sen's lungs like freezing water, and he felt the rasp of rough stone beneath his skin. His eyes flicked open, and in the musty light he saw dim bodies battling. Sensation and memory flooded through him, disorienting him further. Where was he now? 
"Sen!" 
He recognized the call and stumbled to his feet, rubbing at his eyes. Darting through the beams of dusty light before him was a chaos of desperate black limbs, struggling back and forth.
"Sharachus?" he mumbled. 
"Help me!"
Now the Spider's face loomed large from the battle, his eyes entirely crusted over with scum and blood. Cuts and open weals ran down his purple-basted cheeks, down his neck and shoulders. He spun hooks in one limb while balancing on the other, with two of his limbs somehow sunk within the slick black lump.
Sen stared, barely able to comprehend what he was seeing. It was as if the two were fusing together.
"Help!" Sharachus cried again, and Sen lurched forward, tugging his spikes from their holsters. They flashed through a beam of light as he drew them up, then sank down into the lump.
Something howled, Sharachus' mouth opened wide, and Sen yanked the spikes out. Purple liquid splashed up from the holes he'd made, but they quickly re-sealed even as Sharachus was yanked in deeper, up to his shoulders and thrashing frantically. 
Sen brought the spikes down again, using strikes from Delarante, but again the wounds resealed and the lump sucked the Spider in further, like a snake distending its jaws to swallow its prey. Its flanks pulsated, thudding from within with the desperate flailings of Sharachus, while Sen stabbed it again and again with Gilbroy, with Delarante, with Caract-era swipes. 
Blood and ichor slicked his grip and his footing. The Spider strained and Sen yelled, but the lump kept spreading, its black flesh creeping like mud around Sharachus' Sectile cheeks, up over his forehead, obscuring his eyes and pouring down his open mouth until…
He fell silent as his head was swallowed down. The screaming and the thrashing stopped, and Sen was left standing there, arms swaying and burning, misericordes hanging slack, his pants the only sound in the turret. No sign of the Spider remained. The bulbous lump pulsated, and a tentative tendril slid out of it. 
Sen fell on the lump in a renewed frenzy. His blades sank in and out faster than it could heal, raking through soft black flesh and stabbing away its roving tendrils, trying to dig out his friend. Deeper and harder he dug, but found no sign of Sharachus, until the lump was more holes than substance and could no longer hold itself together. It burst open like the battered Scranth, disgorging a wash of thick black oil. 
Sen's last blows sparked off the stone floor with nothing left to strike, and he twitched on his knees as full control of his body and mind set in like a deepening bruise. The lump was gone. Sharachus was gone. He looked down at his body and the floor, slathered in black and purple slurry. It was difficult to see the border where one ended and the other began. 
"Sharachus?" he called.
It couldn't be real. He lifted his heavy head and looked around the room, scanning the dark patches of settling viscera. He reached out into the bloody pulp, running his palms over the surface and searching for some sign of Sharachus, but nothing remained. There were no limbs, no body, no oversized head. 
Sharachus was gone.
He dropped his head into his hands and wept. 
* * *
A time later, he was calm. A thick beam of sunlight split the black-blooded chamber, cast through the arch. Outside lay the Gutrock, spreading lone and level above Aradabar. 
Now he recognized the room from Seem's memories. It was the tallest tower of his citadel, where Avia had lived. It alone had escaped the eruption's wrath. 
The lake of Seem was draining now, down through the tower, and he couldn't stop it. He scooped some of the black in his hands, but it oozed between his fingers. There was still the faintest sense of the King's mind within it, a cold echo that remained in his chest even after the slime fell away. He reached in and tried to push the sense of it out, but it burst beneath his touch like a ripe hawkenberry, spurting out a final memory. 
Seem lay beside Avia, stroking her swelling belly. They were working on a text together, words drawn from the scribe's records of Avia's madness, that Sen recognized as the opening page of the Book of Airs describing the first rise of Saint Ignifer.
In the memory, Seem spoke. "How long must I wait?"
"Too long, my King," Avia answered, smiling but sad. "Your mind will rot and crumble, like your empire. You will long for death a hundred times, and find no relief. Your despair will be total."
Seem smiled. "Very long, then."
"Millennia," she answered. "You will no longer be the man you are now. All you will know will be rage and hunger, bitter for what you have lost. Yet there can be no other way, for when he comes, you must be here. But when he comes, you will not know him. You will fling your hunger at him, and try to tear him down."
"I will never do that," Seem said, resting one clawed black hand tenderly on her belly. "Never in three thousand years. I will not hurt my own son."
"Great King," said Avia sadly, "I fear you will try."
The memory released Sen, and he came back to himself in the oily slick, with Seem's final words taking root in his mind. 
King Seem was his father.
He felt it even now, glowing through the memories of Seem that remained. The rage and the hunger were there still, but beneath them was something else, something that fused into him as he probed deeper, unfurling like the petals of a hawkenberry. 
He reached down and touched it; this warming sense of a father's love for a son he had not yet met. It shifted something inside him, spreading out and coloring each part of his life. They had done this for him, he saw. Seem and Avia. In all their efforts to spread the false story of the Saint, they had made him the seed for the whole world's hopes. 
Quietly, he watched the last dregs of his father the King and his friend the Spider dissipate into the stone. The world was changing now, to match the changes inside him. He could feel his father's touch moving beneath his skin, sensing the air in different ways. Through Seem he felt the sting of the Rot more keenly than ever; an insistent, splintery pressure that was drawing closer, always closer, and growing larger.
Perhaps a year. Perhaps three. 
He walked to the turret arch and looked out over the Gutrock wastes, far above the great lost city of Aradabar, and felt the weight of millennia settle on his shoulders. He was part of the legend of Saint Ignifer now, no matter how it ended. There was no use denying the truth. 
For the world to live, his mother's imaginary hero had to rise. 
He bowed his head in a brief prayer to the Heart, for both Sharachus and Seem, for their sacrifices and their madnesses. Then he dropped to the rock and started back across the wastes, toward the city that bore a false hero's name. 
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MILLINERY II
 
 
The Slumswelters was unchanged by night, empty and quiet. In the park by the millinery fresh greenery had erupted, as the thickness of full summer descended. The world had moved on while he'd been lost in his study of the Gutrock. Now the cloying scent of sap wafted on the warm air, along with the high sweet twittering of fetchlings. 
On the millinery rooftop he looked out over the city and the stars. All his old heroes were still written across the sky, King Seem amongst them, as ever. Sen smiled to see it, that this was the memory his father had left behind. As one they slowly circled toward the burning black mouth of the Rot. It was now larger than the moon, and seemed to be growing every day. 
He placed a hand over his chest, where the cold fragment of Seem had melted in. Even now the King's knowledge and skills were spreading within him. He understood now why Avia had chosen five children of such disparate castes. Through them he would reach out and unify every caste in the city.
Puffs of brunifer seed wafted across his skin, and he watched the drifting motes carry away on the breeze, glinting as they caught the moonlight. Each would drift blindly, buffeted by the wind, until they caught on soil and dug in, seeking purchase with a thousand tiny roots. So it was with the Saint. He was just an idea, but ideas had power.
Sen climbed down from the roof and entered the shadows of the millinery. So much had changed since he'd lain through the long nights poring over the book, gripped by visions of the end. The walls still bore the graphite marks he'd made on whitewash, of the outline of Aradabar beneath the lava floes. This was where his mother had brought him. 
It seemed a fitting place to build a revolution. 
In the park he washed at the well, scrubbing away the layers of King Seem's waxy blood and Gutrock dust caking his ghasting leathers, scraping the filth from his matted hair as best he could. It felt like sloughing off an old skin and stepping into a new one. 
He was tired, his muscles worn with days of walking, but there was one thing still to do before he could sleep, a concrete step in the direction he would take. 
In Carroway the night-markets were bustling. He walked them with his ghasting balaclava pulled down, hiding his scars. The chaos of thoughts was louder than ever, accentuated by the sensitivity of Seem, but with Seem also came a new kind of control, allowing him to pass through without having to numb himself to all the detail. 
In the street for scriveners he stopped at a haberdashery stall run by a stocky grey-skinned Euphlact, with a ridge of horn spikes running up from its snout, over its skull and back down its spine, where they jutted through tailored holes cut into its cape. Reams of paper sat alongside metal print plates and troughfuls of block ink on the stall before it.
"Do you have a press?" Sen asked.
The Euphlact lowered its horned snout and studied Sen's eyes through the balaclava slit. "What do you want a press for?" 
"To print things." He held out three of the Abbess' gold coins, and the Euphlact eyed them hungrily. 
"Those are King's heads?" it asked. Sen could feel its mind more keenly than he'd felt any before, and knew its greed would tempt it toward foul play. He also knew that violence could be avoided if he presented his own strength. It was always the same, as it had been with Mare, as it had been with Sharachus. 
"They are. These for a working press and plates. Take it or I go to one of your competitors." 
The Euphlact frowned, and looked from side to side as if checking this barter wasn't being watched, then agreed with a show of hand wringing and squints. 
"But not here." It tossed a tarpaulin over its goods, then led Sen down several winding back-alleys to an old and grimy haberdashery warehouse, which it invited Sen to enter. 
Sen remained standing outside, hands on his spikes. The Euphlact wasn't even planning anything yet, but Sen could feel that once within, it would see the opportunity. Sen wasn't yet fifteen, and even with the spikes he didn't think he could safely fight the Euphlact's armored bulk off. "I'm not going in. Show me the press here or I leave."
The Euphlact grumbled something about the state of the world, then shuffled into the darkness. Sen heard a lot of grinding and clanking sounds from within, until eventually the creature emerged pushing a large wooden barrow, within which was a large and intricate black metal machine. 
"Steam-press," said the Euphlact, its horns raised. "Very popular in the trades a decade ago. I keep it oiled, for the occasional circular. Not much call for them now. Of course, it doesn't have to be steam run. Probably better to wind it yourself, actually. They used to blow up."
Sen surveyed the press, masking his interest. The levers and trays fascinated him; it would be a long few nights figuring out how all the pieces worked together, and he looked forward to it. It was perfect. "That, plus plates, ink, letters, and a thousand sheets of stiff paper." He held out the three gold coins.
The Euphlact eyed them for a long appraising moment, recalculating, its thoughts bare for Sen to read. "A thousand sheets is it now, and ink, and letters too? I can't give you all that. Selling one of these, there's inherent risks. The Molemen find I sold you this, there'll be questions, and penalties. You pay your tithe to the King do you, young man?"
Sen laughed again. "Of course not. Neither do you. I wager the Molemen have no idea you own this press." 
The Euphlact harrumphed, started to argue, then stopped as Sen turned to leave. "Wait. A thousand sheets, ink, the press and letters, but you've got to give me something more. Five silvers, at least."
"Done, provided you wheel the barrow to Lord Quill Square."
"I wheel it?"
Sen nodded. The Euphlact sighed, then nodded. It took a good amount of more rummaging to produce plates and lettering to Sen's satisfaction, along with ink and papers. The goods mounded up in the barrow beautifully. 
The Euphlact got behind it and pushed. "Out of the way, then, young sir." 
The short journey went by without event, though at several points Sen felt insurrectionist thoughts float up in the Euphlact's mind, but they were never enough to act on, spiked with doubt at this young man's confidence, his bearing, the way he held things that might be weapons at his waist. 
Standing before Lord Quill, Sen set the coins down on the old hero's boot, then looked up. "An extra silver for the barrow. You can buy another for less."
The Euphlact shrugged. Sen circled round cautiously, and the Euphlact laughed but mirrored him. 
"What are you going to print, anyway?" it asked.
"Follow me and find out," Sen said. 
The Euphlact grinned, held up its fore-hoofs. "Fair enough. You need anything else, you come to me."
Sen took up the barrow and set off into the warren of streets. For a time he held his focus on the Euphlact behind him, as it considered whether to follow, but soon that notion diminished and it went away.
The sun was rising when Sen returned to the millinery. With leaden legs he pushed the press into the peaty ground floor, then left it there while he climbed the steps to the larder room. There he ate a handful of some kind of meaty bread he'd picked up on the way for a copper, and collapsed onto his bedroll. 
Things were changing already. Just before falling asleep, he wondered that the broken larder's backboard was now just shorter than him. Even a month earlier he could fit wholly within it. It made him smile. 
The next night he returned to the Abbey, to begin his search in earnest. 
 



 
 
MOTH ABBESS II
 
 
Walking up Aspelair, the Abbey gates loomed ahead. He'd never really approached from this angle before, and it was strange. Through the wrought iron he picked out the sacristy, the cathedral tower he'd climbed with Alam a year earlier, the roofline where Sharachus would have watched down, webbed into the Abbey's clefts and juts.
It all looked the same, only smaller. The grounds no longer stretched so far, the buildings themselves seemed shrunken. The climb up the cathedral tower couldn't compare to the depth of the Gutrock crater's cliff.
Over the wall, he moved in shadows though the graves. The revelatory light in the Abbess' chancel was tuned, and he waited for the lone Sister on patrol to walk her route, then passed stealthily by. 
Inside, the sacristy was dark and cool. Seasons had passed, and now all sign of the Adjunc attack was gone. Up the stairs he remembered walking that same way as a child, bound to see the Abbess for some minor infraction he'd caused; perhaps spilling a soup pot in an over-eager game of chase with Sister Henderson. The thought made him smile. 
He knocked softly on the door then entered. She was sitting as always, at her desk, wings spread as though she had known he was coming. Her missing antennae were the only reminder of the tragedy they'd been through, only six months earlier.
"Hello Abbess," he said. 
"Sen." A long moment passed. "Please, sit down."
* * *
They studied each other. They talked. Sen told her what he'd found in the Gloam Hallows; her Butterfly sister and the ruin of her Abbey, and what he'd found on the Gutrock; King Seem and the ruin of his city. 
The Abbess listened. At one point Sen thought she was near tears, as he described the Butterfly's madness, but there was a smile as well. 
"I'm glad her faith bore out. She was right all along."
They sat quietly for a time, when Sen had told it all, taking in the changes.
"Part of me still expects to see Alam or one of the others," he said, "come running around the corner any moment, chasing shellabies. Are any of them still here?"
The Abbess' smile faded. "No. They have all moved on. Alam is studying to write the King's law in the Roy, training as a scrivener. I placed him myself, it's a good position, and a pathway to other things. Gellick is back in the Calk, where we found him. Feyon remains at her parents' home, though she is much reduced, Sen. She seems broken by what she did. Daveron took up his father's work, and I haven't heard anything of Mare."
Sen wondered at how much he had missed, in such a short time. 
"Mare went to sea," he said. His voice sounded strange, teaching the Abbess something in her own office. "She followed me the night I left, and helped me. Then she went away."
The Abbess nodded. "She never came back. Alam did though. He was resolved on a new course, though also sad. I think you turned him away."
Sen felt the weight of that. "I did. I wasn't ready."
The Abbess leaned forward, peering closer at him. "But you are now, aren't you?"
* * *
They walked the night grounds together, across the browning summer grass and round the pond. Warm drafts gusted fresh white hawkenberry petals between their feet. They talked about Sharachus, who had once hidden in these grounds, and watched over Sen from above.
"I thought at times I caught sight of something near you," the Abbess said, "a dark presence, but I always feared it was part of Avia's prophecy, some harbinger of the Rot."
"He was a protector," said Sen. It seemed strange to speak of Sharachus, here in the Abbey. "He was half-mad perhaps, but he saved me many times. You couldn't have known that."
"But Avia did," the Abbess said. "And she chose to keep it secret, like so many things. I often wonder why she did not tell us more plainly what to do."
Sen laughed. "It would have been much easier if she'd just told us our roles at the start."
The Abbess smiled. "Perhaps. But consider this, an answer I came upon when you were but an infant, memorizing the stars all through the night. Had she directed you at every step, what then would you have learned? At every task she left it to you. Would you have become the young man you are today, if she'd simply left you a note explaining every step in her plan?"
Sen pondered that, as they crisscrossed the sun-weathered grass. His mind wandered over past times, too-brief summer days spent throwing Cuttlebones with Alam and Gellick. If Avia had told him to befriend them, if he'd known then why he'd need them, would their friendship have been as strong? Or had her way been more effective? It was distasteful, but perhaps the Abbess was right.
"Now you need them," she said, interrupting the train of his thought. "The others. It's why you've come here, isn't it? To find them."
Sen toed a divot in the grass, where once they'd used to set the Cuttlebone spike. Was he so transparent? "Yes. But not only that."
The Abbess patted his shoulder. "I know that, Sen. You're a good boy, and I'm glad to see you. As for the children, well, they certainly weren't easy to find the first time. Mare kicked and fought like a landshark."
Sen chuckled. "Of course she did." 
"She bit me here," said the Abbess wistfully, holding out her arm. The chitin was dented, something he hadn't noticed before. "Strong teeth for an Induran. Only Sister Henderson had the way with her."
They continued on through the graveyard, past Sister Henderson's grave, where they paused for a long moment, before continuing on along the wall.
"Alam's in Jubilante," she said, as they met the chalk path to the gates. "We placed him in a dormitory there. He was keen to move on with his life, after you left. You know Gellick's address, on Coxswold Street, from his stories of Prince Coxswold." She smiled gently, as they both recalled Gellick's numerous stories, many of which had been invented by his parents as simple ways to remember certain important details. When the Prince ate thirty-eight magical apples, or met thirty-eight beautiful maidens, or climbed thirty-eight mysterious beanstalks, that meant his address was 38 Coxswold Street. 
"Feyon was distraught after what she did," the Abbess went on. "Her life was a fairy tale in so many ways, Sen, except of course for the tragedy of her sister. We did not know about that; her parents hid it from us even after the Adjunc came, until Feyon herself told me. I cannot think she truly wanted you to die, or Sister Henderson either. She was merely moved by a child's sense of spite."
"But Sister Henderson died. That was real."
"She did," agreed the Abbess. "And Feyon tried to kill herself a month later. You wouldn't know that. I went to see her at her parents' request, and found her sitting in a dark room on her own, all her once fine things torn, as gaunt as Alam, broken inside. She attempted it that night, a sharp blade to the throat, after I left. Only her father's vigilance kept her alive."
Sen didn't know how to feel about that. It didn't fit with the Feyon he remembered. It was just sad. "Is she all right now?"
"I don't know. During my visit I tried to give her some sense of purpose, and in turn she did a grave thing. Forgiveness is hard to earn. It cannot be handed down from above."
Sen nodded. He couldn't imagine silly Feyon, all noise and curls, trying to kill herself. It seemed too dark.
The Abbess went on. "As for Daveron, he is at his father's yard in Belial, working toward his fealty and the King's red. Mare you know better than I."
They stood in silence for a time, framed by the gates. Sen looked back at the Abbey grounds where he'd lived the whole of his life. Everything was different now, and he didn't know if he'd ever come back again.
"Thank you," he said, looking into the Abbess' Sectile eyes. "For everything you did." 
"Allow me one more," she answered, drawing a thick purse from within her robes. She held it out to him, clanking with heavy coins. 
He shook his head. "I already took far more than I should." 
She smiled. "And what use will it be to us, if the Rot does as you say? I still have eyes, and can see it growing in the sky. Is there much need for gold in the darkness beyond? I think not. Take it."
She pressed it into his hands, and cowled her wings about him in a warm brown cocoon. She kissed him on the forehead, like she hadn't done since he was a little boy, and whispered in his ear. "Sister Henderson would be so proud of you, Sen. As am I." 
He turned to leave before she saw the tears in his eyes. 
 



 
 
ALAM III
 
 
They had pissed on Alam's bedding, because he was a Spindle. 
"Spittle," they called him, as he rinsed and wrung it out on the roof that night. "Spittle, why don't you lick it clean, that's what your caste does."
He ignored them. Every day since the first he'd ignored them, because he had to save his energy for the fights he could win, and there was no point in fighting them here, no way to win against this part of the system of caste. 
"That's Indurans," he mumbled under his breath. "Not Spindles."
Collaber, the Joist who led them in most of it, smacked him in the head for even speaking.
"Shut your rat-caste tongue," he said, "wear your hat." One of the others tossed him the section of drainpipe they'd cut. It was a humiliation meant to accentuate his low-caste Spindle physique. He was already far taller than any of them, even Collaber, who as a Joist was fat and round-headed. Wearing it made him a fool in their eyes.
Not to him. He wore it with pride. He was not ashamed of his caste, of having a long frame and long fingers like his father, so he put it on, and as always they laughed. Collaber mimed him walking an Ogric's walk, as though his long limbs were out of control. They laughed more, but it was already late and this was old sport, so gradually they filtered away, leaving Collaber and Alam alone on the roof. 
On the first day, hard in the winter, they had fought and Alam had beaten the shorter boy soundly, rubbing his face in the smoke-gray snow, but that had only made it worse. It hadn't changed his caste nor how the rest of them treated him.
"You don't belong here, Spittle," Collaber said, standing before him on the roof. "You never will. When will you understand that?"
He spat on Alam's feet and left. 
Alam returned to wringing the bedding. The ammonic water stung as it ran over his broken fingernails. The arch-scrivener was a Pinhead who hated Alam just as much as Collaber. He'd made him carve his letters into a slab of wood using his nails all day, because he'd made one mistake on a piece of flypaper. 
"That paper's worth more than you, Spindle," he'd said, in front of them all. "You don't even merit a quill."
So the wood, and his nails. There was no choice, so Alam did it. Blood had spattered out as his nails cracked and tore, but he'd continued on, until all the other scriveners were watching, until the Pinhead himself grew faint and made him stop. 
Now they throbbed, but it was worth it. He was not weak, no matter what they said. 
Back in the dormitory he laid down on the hard wood, setting his drainpipe hat beside him. Without his bedding it was lucky summer had come, or it would be a very hard night. He closed his eyes to sleep, completely unaware that Sen was watching.
* * *
Sen went by the Gilungel Bridge, shadowing the path he'd taken in Feyon's brougham. Jubilante sat in a curve of the Levi's eastern flank, a bramble's nest of alleyways and trade-shops rising and falling at precarious inclines with the lower foothills of the Roy. Once it had been a cotton-spinning district, though now many of its redbrick warehouses had been re-purposed as town houses for the rich, on the doorstep of the King's district.
Coming there was a risk, as a boy with so many scars, but one he felt comfortable taking. There were more Molemen here, and the streets were better lit with revelatory lamps, and the Adjunc patrolled in ordered groups, but thanks to Seem, Sen could feel them all from a fair distance off. It gave him time and warning to take to the rooftops, to drop down into the sewers, to hide in places they never could find. 
He'd learned to navigate the dark-side well, and it seemed those lessons worked just as well in the light of the Roy. 
He found Alam's dormitory easily, a long brick building standing on a well-lit corner, once a lye storehouse by the faded lettering on its walls. Rusted latch-cranes still hung over its window hatches, framing dark interiors through which Sen glimpsed long rows of wooden cots. Upon them lay an assortment of mid-caste young men, Pinheads and Oriocs and Joists. 
From the edge of a slant-roofed loom factory opposite, he peered through each window in turn, tracking the sense of his friend until he picked out the long frame of the only Spindle there. 
There was no guard on the dormitory door so he entered with ease. Up the stairs, a ghost-pale Alpecite drifted by him, half-asleep, haunted by dreams of an inkless quill. Sen padded softly into Alam's dorm, went down to his bare wood cot, and looked down on his friend. 
Alam's cheeks were sallow and dark, like pock-holes in the Gutrock, while one near-emaciated arm lay bowed beneath his long thin skull. Sen squatted beside him, smelling burnt ink and the ammonia stink of urine. He saw clotted purple bruises on Alam's fingernails, which were splintered and cracked. He could feel the misery rising up even from his sleeping mind, equally mixed with an iron-hard core of stubborn resilience.
He woke Alam with a light touch on his shoulder. The Spindle came to with a jerk, already defensive and angry.
Sen held his hands up palm out. "It's me," he whispered. "It's only me, Alam."
Alam's snarl faded to confusion, and he rubbed his red-rimmed eyes. 
"Sen?"
Sen smiled, but Alam did not. Instead he looked about them, studying the sleeping figures either side, then abruptly rose to his feet. He seized Sen by the wrist and dragged him out of the room. 
Sen let himself be led, confused by the anger flowing through Alam. At a flight of rickety spiral stairs the taller boy shoved Sen ahead and up, so he climbed, emerging through a shack door onto a sheltered rooftop. It was lined with tin-chimney pots and circled with whitewashed low walls covered in scrawled writing.
Behind him the stair-shack door closed and he turned, to meet a powerful shove from Alam that sent him staggering backward. 
"What in the Heart are you doing here?" Alam hissed.   
Sen recovered his footing, shocked by the sudden fury. Alam's face was pale and twisted with anger, just like the first moment they'd met and fought in the Abbey. It made Sen instantly wary.
"What's happened?" he asked. "Why are you so angry?"
Alam's eyes bugged. "Why am I angry? You realize if any of the idiots in there had seen you, had reported you, we'd both hang on the spike?" He shoved Sen a second time, harder still, driving him close to the roof's edge. "This is not your Abbey, Sen, where caste was a daydream very far away! This is where I live. Why in HellWest would I not be angry?"
Sen didn't wait for the next shove to land. He drew one of his spikes smoothly, folded it around Alam's outstretched arm, and buckled the limb backward in a way he'd trained on but never executed, drawn from Delarante. Alam yelped and dropped to his knees as Sen pressed him down, bending the arm beyond the point of pain, until Alam's eyes flared wide, he gasped, and the bone began to creak. 
Then he let the grip drop and stepped back, shocked at how far he'd pressed it. "I'm sorry," he mumbled, sheathing the spike, "I just…"
Alam held his arm close to his chest, swallowed hard, then stared up at Sen with tears of pain in his eyes. "You want to break my arm?" His voice broke on the last syllable. "I'll be whipped for this, Sen. I won't be able to write well for days. I only pushed you!"
Shame bit at Sen's belly. It was the same as before, when he'd beaten Alam at the gates, as if the Spindle's own rage was a drug that he couldn't resist. Even in his own mind that sounded like an excuse, but what else explained it? "I'm sorry," he said again, "I didn't mean to…"
"You did exactly what you meant," Alam interrupted, rising to his feet and brushing at his eyes with his sleeve. He reached into his tunic and drew a solid cog-ratchet from some inner harness, which he pointed at Sen. "We're not in your Abbey any more, Sen. Touch me like that again and you'll feel the sharp end, do you understand?" 
Sen nodded. 
Alam stared at Sen a moment longer, then hawked phlegm and spat, hitting the rooftop at Sen's feet. "That's how welcome you are."
For a moment Sen stared at the glob, trying to understand. It had only been two seasons, half a year, how had so much changed? "Is this because I left you?" he asked. "At the canal?"
Alam snorted. "Heart's balls, your arrogance! No. It's because you're here now, and I don't want you."
Sen could scarcely read anything from Alam, such was the chaos of his emotions. "Then I'm sorry," he said. "I shouldn't have come like this, but I had to see you."
"For what, Sen? Do you need some advice on Feyon, is that it, on life hidden away in the Roy?"
Sen looked at the Spindle blankly for a moment. He couldn't have been more shocked if the Spindle had announced his plans to fly up to the moon. "What?" 
Alam snorted. "Don't play me for the idiot. I know what happened when you went to her palace. That night, that same exact night, Sen, she tore up the Abbey with Adjunc, while you were safely hidden on the roof." 
Sen frowned, missing the connections that brought them from that point to this one. "You know I didn't want that. You were there!"
Alam let the ratchet hang down, but the intensity didn't fade from his eyes. "I know where you went after the canal, though. I know what became of Feyon. I'm sure it's been a nice life in her palace since then, all grapes and fatted cream."
Sen blinked, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. "Fatted cream? What are you talking about, that's totally stupid! That ridiculous girl killed Sister Henderson, why would I want to live in a mansion with her?"
"Because she's rich," snapped Alam, "and because she chose you. You think I don't know it's because of your scars? I'm sure you make a nice little doll in her collection."   
"Doll?" began Sen, then stopped, forcing himself to calm down. He'd earn nothing by meeting anger with anger. It was time he learned to deal with this. "You're completely wrong about this, Alam. I swear to you, I never went to her. I went looking for my mother."  
Alam laughed. "And I'm sure you found her, in Feyon's bed."
Anger got the better of Sen and he sprang forward without thinking, shoving Alam as hard as he could. "Shut up! Just shut up and listen, will you? Listen to me."
The punch swung hard and cracked dizzyingly off Sen's cheek. His neck jerked and he lurched to the side, catching himself flat on the tarry surface of the roof. He hadn't seen that coming at all. 
"I'm warning you," said Alam, breathing heavily and shaking the ratchet. "Touch me again and you'll have some of this."
Sen clamped a hand to his cheek, trying to press the pain away. He'd battled an ancient shape-shifting King in the ruins of Aradabar, and an extinct Scranth in an underground hall filled with massive statues with his own face, but neither had hurt like this. He bent over and focused on breathing, trying to stop himself from vomiting. At least the feeling of guilt was passing. 
"Good hit," he said. 
Alam laughed. "You're not the only one who can fend for himself. Though I'll probably get whipped for that, too. I think I've cracked a knuckle."
Sen rolled over to sit on the floor, to stop the world spinning. "Can we just talk? For just a minute, please?"
Alam shrugged. He didn't sit. "So talk."
Sen tried to look up at him, but it hurt his neck. Instead he looked down at the lye-house roof. It was coated with more whitewashed tar, written with endless loops and swirls of calligraphic writing. This was where the scriveners came to practice, then. It looked like the millinery walls.
"What are you even doing here?" he asked. "I thought you wanted to make your own manufactory?"
Alam sighed, then his long legs folded under him as he sat down. "I did. I do. But the law on caste was always a restriction. My father thought he could bull through it, but…" he trailed off. "Carroway's not really a Spindle district, not without special dispensation from the King. One way to get dispensation is to serve at the King's pleasure for five years." He spread his arms. "So here I am."
Sen frowned. "Five years? That's ridiculous. Couldn't the Abbess-"
"The Abbess has no power, Sen," Alam snapped, his tone cold. "Even less than she ever did, after the Adjunc raid. She promised to fund my manufactory, but that won't get us past my caste. So, I'm taking this route." 
"Scrivening?" Sen asked. "For five years?"
"It's better than the other options. I don't want to fight in the King's Infantry, or stand guard at Groan. So it's this."
"Even though they hate you here?"  
Alam laughed. "You think life was a peach in Carroway? Do you think they'd welcome me with open arms in a unit of the King's Guard? Of course not! Life's not pleasant for low castes, Sen. You'd think with your scars, you'd have learnt that by now. There's a ladder and Spindle is toward the bottom; I'm nothing to the others here, just as they're nothing next to Feyon. They stamp me down harder, because I'm trying to climb up."
His eyes shone now. Sen tried to think a way around this, but of course, there was none. The city's system of caste and law was an abominable cruelty.  
"I'm sorry. Truly. I'm trying to do something about it."
Alam snorted. "Trying? What are you trying?" 
"Something I need your help with," he said, as the pain in his temple peaked. "And it's not to do with Feyon. I swear, I haven't seen her since the Abbey. It's much bigger than that."
"As big as the bruise on your face will be?" 
"Bigger. Just listen to me."
"I'm listening."
Sen opened his mouth to speak, but couldn't think of the words to explain all that he'd been through. He knew this Alam wouldn't believe him, no matter what he said. But there were other ways to convince.
"You know I can share things through touch," he settled on. "I can show you where I've been, and what I need. We only have to touch."
"I'm not coming near you."
"Just give me your hand and I'll show you."
"Show me what, the latest gavotte? No."
"Please, Alam. If we were ever friends, just give me your hand for a moment. That's all I'm asking."
The Spindle frowned. Still, he leaned over and reached out one hand. "What now, you want I should tickle behind your ear?"
Slowly, carefully, Sen took Alam's hand. 
Images came like a burst of sunlight through dark clouds. In a flash, Sen saw Alam's dream of a new manufactory, a bigger and better one than even his father's, where he would craft mechanisms they'd never seen before and revolutionize gearsmithing. For that he would take all the cruelty Collaber and others could throw at him, and wear the stovepipe hat of shame, and use it as fuel to make his father's memory proud. He didn't need Sen or the others for that. He didn't need the past. All of his focus was bent upon enduring the present to build achievements in the future. 
Their hands broke apart and both Alam and Sen jerked backward, white-faced and panting. 
"What was that?" Alam gasped, rubbing his thin white fingers over his eyes. "It was never like that before. What did you do to me?"
Sen felt like he was swimming up from the depths of Alam's misery and dreams. He shook his head to clear it away. "Did you see it?" he managed, pushing through the fog. "The Gutrock, and King Seem?"
"What are you talking about?"
"I went there," Sen said, steadying himself. "It's true, all the stories about the Saint. The Rot is coming, Alam, and it's going to destroy everything. I need your help. I know you saw it."
"The Rot? By the Heart, Sen, are you still singing that tune? I didn't see anything! It was some kind of trick." 
"It wasn't a trick! Listen to me, Alam."
"No, you listen to me," barked the Spindle, leaning over to stab his bony finger hard into Sen's chest. "You never do that to me again. You don't come here again, not ever. You stay out of my life, do you hear me? I don't need you, Sen, and I don't want you. Do you understand?"
"Alam, wait," Sen began, but the taller boy cuffed him sharply round the head once, twice, growing frantic. 
"Do you understand? Answer me, Sen, do you understand?"
"Yes, all right, yes."
Then Alam was on his feet and backing away, still pointing his finger Sen. "I'm not your friend any more. I have my life, and you have yours, and don't mix the two up. If I see you here again, I'll toss you off the roof."
Then he was heading down the stairs and gone, leaving a trail of confused anger in his wake. 
* * *
Back on his cot Alam lay and trembled. He didn't understand what had just happened, tried to shove it away but still flashes of whatever Sen had shown him bit at his mind; insistent memories that wouldn't stay quiet. There were images of a black lump, some kind of a giant Spider, and a black mouth falling to consume the land. 
He shut his mind against it, focusing on the throb in his elbow where Sen had bent it. This was the reality. For this he would he dry-whipped for days, and that was all there was. This was his lot, his caste, and he would face it. If he bore it long enough, he'd be a scrivener for the King, and in time he'd start his own manufactory in Carroway. In ten years he should be in profit, and might have enough even to marry and have his own sons and daughters, who he could train like his father trained him. There was a girl he liked in the kitchens opposite, peeking her chubby face every now and then through the windows. She was no Feyon, but she was real.
Slowly, painfully, he pushed Sen's memories away. 
* * *
Sen stood on the rooftop, shocked and bruised. He'd expected Alam to be confused, perhaps angry, but not like that. The depths of his anger numbed him. Perhaps he was lucky to be alive. 
He went down the stairs, and for a moment paused at the door to Alam's room, listening to the sounds of breathing, the feeling of Alam as he buried himself in dreams of a brighter future, one without any hint of Sen or the Saint. He stayed there a long time, listening to the shuffling as young men moved in their covers, trying to figure out what he should do. 
But he couldn't think of a way to fix it. It wasn't like the Abbey where digging a grave was enough. This was a question of caste, and the things Alam had to do for himself, and he couldn't help any of that with words and promises. 
Perhaps that made it fate. He rubbed at his jaw, and allowed Alam's misery to fade from his thoughts, replaced by an echo of his persistence. That strength was something to revel in. Alam was strong, and Sen believed he would ultimately be successful. He would get his manufactory no matter the cost, and fulfill his father's dream and more. 
That was a pleasant thought. He left the lye-house comforted, and walked out onto the streets of Jubilante. Sun-bleached buildings surrounded him, their empty façades as unwelcoming as the blank-faced ruins of Aradabar. This place was barren ground to him, but even so, a powerful seed was growing within. 
* * *
Back in the millinery he stood in the main hall and surveyed its condition. There was so much work to do: a false hero to make real, a city of many castes to unite, an uprising to begin. But first, there was the soggy thatch hanging down through the ceiling plaster in rotten black clumps. There were the floorboards that were cracked and in places missing altogether, leaving holes to the mud-floor below. There was the gaping arch in the wall that allowed fluttering moths in to dance around him. 
The place stank of must and mold. For six months he'd been ignoring these things, as he plastered them over with whitewash and black graphite. 
Now it was time to fix them. 
He started work on the repairs alone, that night. With the Abbess' money he bought tapers of wood, hammer and nails from the night markets, and set to work repairing the floors, though each repair he began went wrong. It was hard to concentrate, and he couldn't stop thinking about how much he missed Alam. For six months he hadn't thought of it so much, but now he did. He wanted his friend with him. 
After hammering his own fingers twice, and succeeding in only worsening the unevenness of the floor with slats crudely hammered over cracks, he moved to the press. If he could at least set that up, then he would be making good progress.
First he lined the worm-bitten stairs to the second floor with a greased slope of oft-boards in two parallel rails, then tried first to push, and then to pull the steam-press up in its barrow. It proved too heavy, though, and he could scarcely roll it two stairs high before the weight rolled back, once knocking him down with a smack to the hip and nearly crushing him under the barrow's wheel. 
As he lay in the wind-blown cakes of dust and wafted dandelion seeds, he felt a deeper level of nostalgia spreading through him, leaving a bittersweet taste in his mouth, like one of Sister Henderson's awful bark-tinctures. It wasn't just that he missed Alam, but he missed them all. Gellick, Mare, even Daveron and Feyon. He wanted to see them all again. 
He shook his head to clear the muddled thoughts. Alam had rejected him, and that was his starting point. There was no reason to linger on something he could not change. There were other things to do, and if he did not have Alam then he would have to learn to do them on his own. 
He tried to refocus, stuffing the press with blankets to protect its innards, then levered it out of the barrow. It hit the mud floor on its side with a thump, and he righted it with levers. Using what knowledge of gearing he'd learned from Alam, he erected a simple block and tackle pulley affixed to the second floor ceiling, and attempted to hoist it up. Sweating, straining under the effort, he managed to raise the press halfway, before the stairs themselves gave out under the weight. The press crashed through the rotten wood, crunching deep into the crumbled boards and mud below. 
The rope had shredded and torn up his palms as it was yanked through.
He stood there looking at his bleeding hands and laughed. 
He was further behind than when he'd started. Alam would have known to rig supports for the press' weight, and together they could have easily hauled it up. But he didn't have Alam, and now he had no stairs. It was ridiculous, how much he'd done and how far he'd come, to still be utterly stymied by something so simple. 
He threw down the pulley ropes and stalked out of the building. He'd meant to wait until he had the press functioning, until the first editions were out, but he didn't have the spirit for it. If he was going to have help, let the help come now. 
He made for the Calk wall. 
 



 
 
GELLICK II
 
 
It hadn't made sense to Gellick, when their days in the Abbey came to an end. One moment they were all happy, studying lots of words and things he couldn't really remember, and it was good. The white dust of the Calk was far away, and for the first time in his life he could really think. 
Then it all disappeared. 
"It's over," Alam had said by the Abbey gates, and he was right. Sen left, and so did Mare. Feyon didn't come again, and that just left Gellick, Alam and Daveron, but Alam wasn't talking and Daveron rarely had. The games of Cuttlebones in the snow and the night-time conversations that had become better than his Hax just stopped, leaving only a few lessons with the Sisters by day, which he'd never much understood. It was almost as bad as the white of the Calk. 
Daveron left soon after, and Alam followed. He'd tried to explain where he was going, to the Roy for something, but it didn't make much sense to Gellick. When word came a month later that his father was calcifying, it felt like no loss to leave. 
He returned to the Calk. Back through the dolmen wall and into the white, he felt the numb clouds of plastery dust enveloping him, filling him up inside with slowness and dimming his mind back to the slow trudge it had always been. Already his body felt stiff, his tongue moved slowly, and he began to forget. 
On Coxswold Street, his father was far gone, barely able to move around their small rented rooms where every scrap of the stone floor was covered in a thin layer of garbled Hax sand. The patterns had been lost, leaving only meandering lines scrawled around his father's huge body, fragmented memories of a habit his frozen mind no longer truly understood. 
Gellick stood above his hunched father, as massive and strong as a boulder, and knew that this had happened so quickly because he had left. His father had sacrificed himself so Gellick could escape, leaving himself alone, and now he was paying the price. With no one to talk to, he had calcified much faster than before, turning almost to solid rock in just six months. 
Gellick went to work in the Calk grindyards, taking his father's place, as was the Balast custom. He smashed rocks for plaster and mortar by day, then by night he sat with his father in their white Calk room, telling him stories of the past again and again, about Gellick's mother and Prince Coxswold and all the pretty little lullabies they'd taught him as a baby to keep the calcification away. 
Of course, it was too late. When his father finally breathed his last and became stone, Gellick wept oily tears. Then he went on with the Hax, telling his own story up to and through the Abbey, trying to make it so real that he'd never forget. He wrote it across the sand a dozen times, a hundred, but with every repetition he knew it was less. 
Already he was forgetting. He was beginning to calcify. He was a Balast, and this was his fate. 
* * *
Sen climbed the Calk dolmen wall with ease. Inside, the air was heavy with powdery white dust, so thick he could scarcely breathe. The ground was a featureless chalk expanse, pounded flat and hard by the passing of many Balasts. There were no parks or shoots of greenery anywhere, no browns of mud or wood, no painted signs or colorful clothing, only the endless dust from the grindyards permeating and coating everything. 
He walked on, and either side of him great Balast bodies drifted by like ships in a fog, barely looking where they were going. Some carried groaning stacks of metal on their shoulders, some led huge carts piled high with chaff, others simply wandered as though lost.
None spoke. 
Standing before the entrance to the grindyards, the ground shook and the dust rang with the deafening pounding of stone fists on stone. Sen's eyes fogged and accretions of lime dust crystallized hard at his eyelid-corners, until blinking became painful. 
He tried to read street signs, but they were all scaled over. He shouted questions to the Balasts as they passed him by, but they were too far calcified to hear, lost in the clockwork routine of their lives. So he wandered, and his breath became frothy with the alkali dust, his skin pasted with it in scabrous lines where his sweat pooled the dust along his scars. 
In the relative shelter of an open square near the dolmen wall, devoid of any shred of greenery but for a few odd blocky sculptures, he coughed and hacked, spitting out white froth flecked with blood. Sitting on a stone bench he studied the sculptures and wondered that they were once branches, now encased in lime like the ruins of Aradabar, frozen forever. This was the fate that awaited Gellick, that awaited his entire caste. 
He shuddered. It was like the Rot, a force that took and took until nothing was left. The Balast solution was the Hax. Many nights Sen had fallen asleep listening to the low murmur of Gellick whispering the story of his own life in his Hax pit. He remembered the endless stories Gellick would tell, of Prince Coxswold and his thirty-eight tears, or thirty-eight maidens, or whatever, all so he'd never forget his address, 38 Coxswold Street. But Sen couldn't even find the street. 
He got back to his feet and this time hunted down young jewel-eyed Balasts outside the training yards, still fluid enough to think new thoughts. He spoke slowly and wrote in the dust, until finally one of them seemed to recognize the name Coxswold, and pointed out a direction. It sent him back past the thunder of the grindyards, into a narrow culvert perpetually barraged by fresh lime dust. He climbed a wall to rub clean the street sign, making out the old carved letters. 
Coxswold Street. 
Number 38 had a stone knocker, but it was welded shut with plaster. He shoved and the heavy door opened. It was as white and featureless within as without, a short corridor leading into dimness, with two formless entranceways opening to either side. 
"Gellick?" he called.
No response came. He continued inward, to a Hax room coated with sand. There he saw a heavy black stone figure in the middle, seated with an array of repeated patterns spread round him on the floor. 
Sen moved closer slowly, registering that this was an adult Balast, caught in the motion of writing out its memories, one thick black finger frozen against the sand. As he drew in, it did not move at all, and he could see from its solid stone eyes that it had fully calcified. 
Gellick's father. 
He stood beside it and looked over the scrawlings left in the sand. From the far corner of the room the same swirling patterns repeated, up to the point the rockman's finger touched the dust, the same symbol repeated again and again, until at last calcification froze him forever. 
Sen recognized the symbol, as he'd seen Gellick write it numerous times, in the dirt of the potato patch or in the mashed peas on his plate, scrawled as though it were some magic totem. It was Gellick's name. This was the last thing his father remembered, the most important of them all.
It brought a well of sadness up in Sen. He remembered Gellick telling him of his mother and father, and how much he feared calcifying like them. This was the end, for Balasts. Empty white nothingness, to the sound of constant thunder falling.
He worked his way carefully past the large black statue, careful not to disturb his last etchings, to sit in the corner and wait for his friend to return. 
* * *
It was deep in the night when Gellick came back, rousing Sen from sleep. He had grown bigger and slower in the months that had passed since the Abbey. His outer lith was turning black like his father, and his eyes had lost their jewel-like luster. He didn't notice Sen, and busied himself preparing two plates of raw potatoes, drawn from a wire basket on the floor. He laid one plate carefully on the sand in front of his father's lap, into a ring in the dust that was already there, then settled rasping into the dust. 
Sen watched as Gellick ate, slowly and methodically, just another job to be done with no pleasure involved, like hammering in the grindyards. When Gellick was done, he tuned up a revelatory light and gently lifted a well-thumbed book to his lap. He turned the pages reverently, occasionally stopping to note something down in the Hax sand with his finger. When he was done with each page he began it again from the top, sometimes sounding the words out to himself, reading each two or three times before moving on.  
He did not notice when Sen rose from the corner and walked around to look over his shoulder at the pages. It was a book from one of their lessons together, an old study of fauna drawn in with colored beetles, one Gellick had always liked. Now the Balast cupped it like a living thing in his big hands, his bulk creaking and cracking as the stony ligaments of his body worked to turn the pages. Sen felt more sadness building in him, for Gellick's father left like a gravestone in their Hax room, for these solitary hours spent struggling to hold on to the past, for the truth that Gellick would always fail, and the memories would always slip from his grasp. 
Sen reached down and lifted the book gently from the Balast's lap. Only then did Gellick show any surprise, though it took a moment for it to register on his stony face. 
"Hello, Gellick," Sen said.
Gellick looked up. His green eyes were dull in the wan revelatory light. For one awful moment, Sen thought Gellick wouldn't remember who he was. Then he spoke, his voice deep and low.
"Hello, Sen."
Sen held up the book. "I remember you loved this, in the Abbey. It's a good book."
Gellick chewed on that for a long moment, his molars grinding like the ink-clogged cogs of the press. 
"I know, I should have returned it. I'm sorry. I thought if I could just memorize it, I wouldn't need it any more. But I can't. Not more than a few pages. Then they fly away, like thirty-eight raindrops off Prince Coxswold's head."
Sen smiled, even as his heart ached. Gellick wasn't surprised to see him, probably because he didn't think Sen was really there. He wondered how often Gellick imagined conversations with his old friends. He reached out and took the Balast's cold, rough hand. He pressed the book back into it. "I'm not here to take it, Gellick. I'm here for you."
The Balast looked at him, then back to the small book in his hands. He smiled too. "Butterflies and moths," he said, achingly slow. "They're my favorites. They live just a few weeks. Their whole life is fresh."
Then the smile slowly ebbed. It hurt Sen to see it go. 
"I'm sorry I left, Gellick," he said. "I know you were happy in the Abbey. But I'm here now. I'm really here."
Gellick listened a long moment, as though Sen had continued speaking after he'd finished. Then he nodded. "You're here. I see you. And I know you left. You had things. Your mother." A twinkle returned to his eyes briefly. "Did you find her?"
Sen nodded, biting back tears. He didn't want to tell his friend all of it, the disappointments, the lies. In a mind like Gellick's that would only be a cruel thing to dwell on. He settled on a half-truth. "I did, in a way. In the Gloam Hallows. She was beautiful, Gellick, all lit up in light."  
"Lit up in light," repeated Gellick. "That does sound beautiful. The Gloam Hallows is very far away, isn't it?"
"It is. Across the city, past the Drazi smokestacks where they burned Alam's father."
Gellick nodded, his neck crunching. He looked past Sen, as though into a hidden world written across the Hax-room walls. "I think of Alam every night," he said, settling again on Sen's face. "Of you, too. Cuttlebones. We had a nice time, didn't we?" 
Sen nodded. The sadness rose so thick that tears spilled down his cheeks. 
"We will again. Gellick, I want to take you away from here. I need your help."
The spark flashed in Gellick's eye again. "I'm not good at algebraic sums anymore, Sen. I can't help with your studies."
Sen laughed. "It's not that. It's something else, something bigger."
"What?"
"Let me show you. You don't need to stay here anymore." 
"My father's here. I can't leave him."
Sen swallowed hard. "Your father's dead, Gellick. He's just a rock, now."
Gellick turned slowly to the black figure at his side. For a moment myriad emotions played beneath the hard mask of his face, before settling again. "That's right, I forgot."
He rose grindingly to his feet. "Let's go." 
* * *
They walked the white lime-dust of the Calk together in silence, punctuated by the thump of Gellick's footfalls, then down Carroway side-alleys until they reached the silent graveyard of the Slumswelters. 
Sen heard Gellick's intake of breath as he reveled at the array of crafted stone on display in the fine old mansions. Along rubbled empty streets, he led the Balast to the millinery. 
"This is it," he said, gesturing at the broken building, half-overgrown by the park's late summer greenery. "It used to be a hat shop, before the Drazi came."
Gellick looked it up and over slowly, as though seeking to memorize every detail. "We're going to make hats?" 
"Not hats, Gellick. We're going to raise the Saint."
Perhaps Gellick didn't hear that clearly, or didn't understand, or didn't care. He just nodded, as if this was another part of the dream. 
Sen led him inside, and what floorboards remained creaked and groaned under Gellick's weight as they walked the lower floors to the remnant of the wooden stairs. By a half-shuttered window he withdrew a set of flints and snicked a revelatory lamp hung on the wall. 
Gellick swept his slow gaze across the interior lit by the orange gaslight, lingering on the fresh ruin wrought by the steam-press, lying in rotten wood and mud. 
"What happened?" 
"The stairs broke," said Sen. "I wanted to get Alam to come help me, but he wouldn't. He's got his own life, now. Maybe he's angry."
Gellick studied the stairs. The lamp cast deep shadows over the wizened wood, the three-slat hole where the press had fallen through. "Angry," he said, as though tasting the word on his tongue. "Because you left."
"I don't think it's that. More because of his caste." Sen smiled sadly. "But maybe, yes, a little because I left. He gave me this." He held the lamp up to his face, where a dark bruise had swollen like over-ripe fruit around his eye. 
Gellick looked for a long moment, then laughed abruptly. "He hit you! It's good he didn't explode your eye, like a rock in the grindyards."
"That's true."
Gellick nodded wisely. "Yes. It happens often, to rocks. You wouldn't look good with an eye-patch." He thought for a long moment. "Like a pirate."
Sen couldn't help but smile. "That's right. And look, you're loosening already."
"Maybe," agreed Gellick, nodding gravely. "Maybe you're right."
"I am right. And I need you, so it benefits us both for you to stay."
Gellick made another slow survey of the dark ruin. "Stay here," he said, the words deep and thoughtful in his voice. "To help you. But there are no rocks to break here, Sen. What would I do?" 
"You can do more than break rocks, Gellick. We're going to finish what my mother started, and spread the legend of the Saint. We'll print it, like a city newspaper." 
Gellick narrowed his deep-set eyes, and the lith of his face made a grating sound. When he spoke his voice was dull again. "I break rocks, Sen. I don't know about newspapers." 
"Neither do I. We'll learn together. We'll build this place back up, and together we'll change the city."
Gellick stood still as a pillar, thoughts rolling across his eyes. Sen wondered, if he leaned in close enough, he might hear the sound of his brain grinding forward. "Change it into what?" 
"Into roots," Sen said, thinking back to the feeling he'd had when he'd first started posting, hoping only to draw his mother's attention. "Roots and branches, to make the Saint strong when the Rot comes."
The Balast's eyes widened. "The Rot, from the book?"
"That's right. It's coming, Gellick. I have to raise the Saint to stop it."
Gellick gazed at him a long moment. "I don't understand. How will a newspaper help?"
Sen opened his mouth to explain further, then stopped. It wouldn't help Gellick just to say the words again. He looked down to the millinery mud, where dandelions were growing up through cracks in the wooden slats. He bent down and plucked one, holding up its fluffy white head to the light. 
"It's a dandelion," Gellick said, nonplussed. 
"It's a beginning," Sen said, turning the dandelion head so the seeds twinkled in the revelatory light. "Look at all these seeds. Each one of these could be the Saint." 
He blew, and the seeds popped away from the dandelion stalk, a hundred brown motes floating. Gellick made a little startled sound as they drifted by his face.
"They were easy to shed, weren't they?" 
Gellick nodded uncertainly. 
Sen picked one of the seeds from the air, then dropped to the floor and planted it in the soil. "Now that seed will grow roots. It will be harder to pull up, won't it?"
Gellick thought a moment, nodded. "I suppose so."
"Good. Now imagine the Saint was that seed. He's an idea, like a symbol in your Hax. If he has strong, deep roots, and his symbol spreads into lots of people's minds, then the Rot won't be able to pluck him out, will it? My mother already made some roots for us. She wrote the Book of Saint Ignifer, or the Books of Graces, and that's the seed. Our newspaper will be like the sun and the rain, helping the seed grow. If we do it well enough, then when the Rot comes it won't be able to pluck the Saint up at all. He'll be able to fight back, and send the Rot away."
Gellick frowned, looking down at the buried seed. "But how can it fight back? Even if it grows, it will only be a dandelion. Dandelions can't fight."
Sen smiled. "True, because that's a dandelion seed. But that's not what the Saint is. My mother thought that belief was a kind of power. If enough people believe in the Saint, then poof, he becomes real. She wrote him into her book, and her revenants, and even into the stars in the sky, so that people would believe. They're all seeds for the Saint. His legend is out there, we just have to help it grow, so we'll all bloom like heroes alongside the Saint, and together we'll kill the Rot."
Gellick shuddered, his outer lith milling noisily. "It doesn't make sense. Heroes from a dandelion seed? And I don't like to talk about the Rot." He started to turn. "I don't belong here, Sen."
Sen laid a hand on his friend's shoulder. He'd seen the Balast scared before, when he'd first told him about Mare and her knife. To get over that he'd had to talk to Mare directly, to know she was safe. It was not as simple as that now, because the Rot really was something to fear, but there was a way to show him what he'd seen.
He reached out through his hand on Gellick's shoulder, but it wasn't like it had been before. There was no sense of warmth, like muggy shallows in the Abbey pond. All he felt was a sense of lonely ebbing, like the heat of the sun fading from the stone cloisters at night, or the echo of footsteps dimming into nothing. There was nothing more than that.
He pulled his hand back and surfaced to see Gellick looking at him blankly. He had seen nothing, shared nothing.
"Wait," he said, as the cold sense of isolation spread deeper. "Please, Gellick. Let me explain."
Gellick sighed, a low and trembly sound. "You explained. I know you're trying, Sen. But I don't understand. I never did. Even in the Abbey." He paused, as if drained from saying so much. "I liked it there. It was different from the Calk. But now I have my father. I have my father's work."
Gellick briefly examined his chunky rock hands, squeezing them tight so the knuckles strained beneath his stony skin. "I look like my father. His hands are my hands. I want to be with him, now. With my mother, too."
Sen didn't know what to say. It seemed so hopeless. "But they're dead, Gellick. The future is cold for Balast, I know that. But you're still young. You won't end up like that, you don't have to."
Gellick grunted. "You don't know. It's hard, Sen. It's hard to think. It hurts." He looked up. "You were right. I almost didn't remember you, in the Calk. With my father there."
Sen nodded. 
"He didn't know his own name, at the end. Only mine. He kept saying it. I don't want to become that, Sen, but I feel it happening."
"So stay here. I don't care if you become as hard and stupid as one of Sister Henderson's rock cakes, I won't leave you behind. Even if you forget my name, it won't matter, because I won't forget yours. I'll remember for both of us."  
Gellick considered. "I always liked Sister Henderson's rock cakes. But they were very stupid." 
Sen laughed. "So you'll stay?"
The Balast thought a moment longer, the sound of it almost audible. "Perhaps."
"Good! Yes, it'll be like the Abbey again, you'll see, I promise."
A smile twitched at the edges of Gellick's rocky mouth. "I do miss tossing Cuttlebones. Perhaps Alam will come, too?" 
Sen's grin faltered. "I hope so."
"Me too. I want him to be happy." Then Gellick rose to his feet, with a crunching of his outer lith. "First though, I have to go to my father. In the Calk. I will decide."
Sen rose by his side. "I'll come with you."
Gellick waved his hand slowly in the air. "No. It's between my father and me. He will help me decide."
Sen just nodded. "All right. Can you find your way back?" 
"Perhaps. We will see."
"I'll draw you a map."
"No map. If I remember, I may come." He smiled, though it clearly pained him, and started away across the cracked cobbles. 
Sen watched him go, crunching down the barren street. His footfalls resounded long after the dark ruins swallowed him up, until even that sound was buried beneath the noise of a fountain in the park, gurgling as water from some ancient sewer passed below. The scent of the sea wafted through the air.
It was a beginning. 
 



 
 
THE SAINT I
 
 
Sen slept through the day to wake in a hot and humid evening, surrounded by the newspapers he'd fallen asleep studying, bought from the night markets. He folded them to one side and looked out of the hole in the wall. It was good to see light on the street outside, not always hiding in the darkness, even if the sun would soon go down. 
He climbed to the roof and sat unmasked at the edge, munching on a cheese roll. There was danger in sitting so openly, flaunting his scars, but at that moment he didn't care. There was no one around to see, and the feel of the warm sun on his skin was wonderful. 
The sun gradually sank, and he basked in it like a cat, watching the empty street below until the figure of Gellick appeared, stomping near. At first he wasn't sure it was really him, as in the fading light of day the rock man looked unreal; a caste out of place. 
But he kept coming. In the crook of his arm he held a large stone urn; in one hand was the book of insects. It was just like a tableau taken from their days in the Abbey, of Gellick walking the Cuttlebone course with Alam bickering over how many hits constituted a victory. 
"You decided," Sen called down to him. "You found your way!"
Gellick looked around in confusion, before noticing Sen on the roof. Then a broad grin spread over his stony face, and he waved back, flapping the book. 
"I made my own map!" he boomed proudly.
Sen winced at the sound, like cannon-shot echoing around the empty streets, but didn't have the heart to hush his friend. Instead he called back at an equal volume, one that he never would have dared try before. 
"I knew you could do it!"
Gellick reached the door to the millinery, paused for a moment while looking between Sen and the entrance uncertainly, then shouted, "I'm coming in!"
Sen laughed, then climbed down from the roof to meet him, in the gloom of the ramshackle ground floor.
"Did you see your father?"
Gellick held up the stone urn. "Yes. He's dust now, like Alam's father."
Sen narrowed his eyes, not sure if this was one of Gellick's odd jokes. "He's dust?"
"Of course. I smashed him to dust. For the Hax."
Understanding crept up on Sen. It was something he'd never learned in his studies; the finer points of how Balasts dealt with death. "So, Hax sand is the dust of your family?"
"Of course it is. All my fathers and mothers, all the way back." He squinted slightly. "What did you think it was?"
Sen shrugged uncomfortably. He had spent all night sitting in the sand in Gellick's house. "I just thought it was sand."
Gellick laughed merrily. He didn't seem like someone who had smashed his father to bits. "You're slow," he said, pointing at Sen's head. "You're slow today."
Sen swept a low bow. Feyon had her dolls, Sen had his mother's fake grave, and the dust of Alam's father was buried on top of the cathedral. They all had their ways of dealing with death. 
"Perhaps I'm part Balast," Sen teased. 
Gellick roared with laughter, and Sen turned red, because it really hadn't seemed that funny, but who knew with Balasts? 
When he finished, Sen led him to the press, sitting where he'd left it the night before at the base of the steps, surrounded with a few splodged ink papers, test runs he'd tried.
"So what now?" Gellick asked.  
"Now we need to get this upstairs."
Gellick looked at the press, at the rotten-through stairs, and back to the press. 
"What is it?"
"It's a printing press, for making our own kind of newspaper. I told you last night."
Gellick plainly didn't remember, but it didn't seem to bother him. "OK. But your stairs have a hole."
Sen pointed to a stack of fresh lumber he'd bought from the night markets. "Here's everything we need to fix it."
Gellick set down his father's Hax dust in a dark corner, and they set to work making repairs. Neither of them was a carpenter, and they made mistakes as they started out, but the repairs were simple enough. Slats had to be added, the support had to be shored up, and they soon fell into a smooth, comfortable rhythm. Gellick hammered in nails while Sen held lengths of oftwood in place. They worked into the night, and Gellick loosened as they made progress, moving more smoothly, speaking more easily. 
They didn't finish that night, but it didn't matter to Sen. Having Gellick there had already transformed the feeling in the millinery, and falling asleep to the sound of him muttering his Hax was a welcome, warm comfort. He woke the next evening to Gellick already hammering, and together they pressed on until the job was done, by which time more of his old friend was emerging.
"Prince Coxswold would be proud," Gellick said, as they stood before their completed, mismatched stairs. They held up under his weight. They held up when he carried the press up to the hall, with as much ease as Sen might carry a small dog. 
He set the press down on a few weight-spreading boards in the center of the second floor hall, where moonlight from the open wall caught it.
"It looks like a beetle," said Gellick thoughtfully, leaning back to examine their work. "A shellaby bug?"
"Then we name it Shellaby." 
Sen scratched the name into the black iron with a chisel. Gellick beamed. 
"What now?" he asked.
"Now we print things."
"What things?"
Sen grinned, and brought out his copies of the city's papers. 
* * *
He explained long into the morning. Gellick sat down on the floor like he was back at his lessons in the Abbey. He probably didn't really understand but listened attentively and made notes anyway, as Sen explained about the city's four papers, all professional prints with the mark of approval from the King: The Soul, The Bridgeling, Fops Bazarr, and The Olde Decrial.
"The Soul focuses on the City's economy," he explained, holding up a copy. "It's taken most seriously by merchants and political wranglers in the Roy. At some point we want to be writing like The Soul, but we're a long way from that now." He held up the next. "The Bridgeling is also for the elite in the Roy, but more for those who've nothing better to do than style their hair and attend parties, like Feyon." Gellick chuckled. "We can learn something from it, for sure. The Olde Decrial is more a paper of record, so it's full of land acts and new statutes handed down by the King. It's too dull, and no one that I can tell really reads it." He tossed the paper away, and brandished the last, Fops Bazaar. There was a woodblock print on the front that seemed to be a kind of cartoon head coming out of a hole in a wall. 
"This is closest to what we'll be aiming for, at least to start with." 
"I like the picture," Gellick said eagerly. 
"Me too," said Sen, and leafed through it, showing the large type and further funny woodblock prints. "It's a paper of almost pure entertainment with little news. It sells best to damasks and navvies who like bawdy tales and crass humors. If we're ever going to get people interested in what we have to say, I think we have to start like this."
Gellick made a sour face. "It's funny, but is it proper? For the Saint?"
Sen smiled. "You're right, it's not proper. But the Saint is boring, Gellick. Everybody knows his stories, it's just not interesting anymore. We need to get down in the dirt to grab people's attention." 
The sour expression didn't leave Gellick's face. "So dirt will beat the Rot?"
"It's a beginning point," Sen pressed. "Our goal is to be like the Soul. But we have to start here."
Gellick frowned audibly. "So what dirt?" 
"It's mostly scandal that sells the Bazarr," Sen said, and ruffled through the pages again, jabbing a headline on page three. "Look here. In this article they attack the Mercier of Aracor, saying he's been seen in a secret damask lair beneath the Tiptanic Gardens, connected to the old Havercore underground bi-rail line. He likes cross-caste relations, they're saying, with Octapods. That's appealing to people."
"Cross-caste," Gellick repeated, thinking hard. "It's outlawed."
"Exactly," said Sen, "and dangerous. Cross-caste relations are unlawful, so reading this gives people a thrill. If this story is true, the Mercier could be," Sen paused to read the details, then grimaced. "They'd stuff his mouth with offal, bury him to the neck in Induran slop, and wait for him to drown. Ugh."
Gellick leaned in closer, as if there was some further stage to the story. "And then?"
"And then he'll be dead," Sen said flatly, and riffled through more pages. "But that's what people want to read about. Here's a story about an unusual spiking on HellWest, also for cross-caste relations. Here it was a Cassowary and a Euphlact, nobody important, but there's a lot of detail." He scanned the print. "The Cassowary had his guts pulled out of a hole on a kind of spindle." He grimaced. "The Euphlact had to wind the spindle itself."
Gellick looked appalled. "Why would it do that?"
Sen read on. "Because if it didn't, the Molemen would kill their children in the same way, in front of them. If the Euphlact agreed to do it, the children would die quick, merciful deaths."
Gellick squinted. "That's horrible."
"People love it," Sen said. "The Bazaar is full of it. Damasks, drugs, torture and punishments. The high brought low. A kind of justice, I suppose."
"Justice," Gellick repeated. "So who will we bring low?"
Sen's eyes lit up. "The one person none of these papers dares to touch. Who gets away with every crime he commits. Can you guess who it is?"
Gellick frowned, straining toward something. "The Saint?" he offered weakly. 
"The King." 
* * *
They picked cantaloupes. 
It was a joke Sen had heard in the Boomfire once, that made all the men nearby laugh. They expanded that joke into an article, peppering in details about the lengths the King went to to hide his obsession with rotten canteloupes, adding a quote from a source high at Court about his favorite color and aroma, and describing the perfect 'maturity' of cantaloupe to suit the King's exotic taste.
'Where are all the rotten cantaloupes?', was the damning final line. Where were they, if not in the King's boudoir, dressed in damask and sprayed with the finest perfumes the Roy had to offer, awaiting their moment in the sun? 
Gellick laughed, reading back on the story. "Nobody will believe it. It's ridiculous." 
"That's the point," Sen said. "But they can't let any attack on the King stand. They'll tear the dark side apart looking for us. We just need a catchy title."
They put their heads together. A few minutes went by. 
"King's Canta-love", Gellick said at last. "Like wordplay."
Sen laughed and wrote it down. "Perfect."
After that they prepared to print. Sen lit a revelatory light and studied the print plates, running his fingers over their cold iron surfaces, marred by rough patches where old runnels of ink had crusted. They seemed to hum with a hidden energy. Old metal letter-blocks were still fixed in place on their faces, set into the lines of columns and rows. 
He'd already tried a few test-runs, and knew these were writs of advert for the Euphlact he'd bought it from. The plates were grimed hard with dried ink, so he used a wet rag to sponge the sticky caking loose, then pried the letter blocks out with one of his spikes. 
When all the letters were mounded on the boards, he organized them into mounds by type and size. There were big letters for titles, and small letters for the body text. There were also long bars, used for row and column margins, that screwed in to hold the letters in place. 
First he set the title row, as large as Fops Bizarre. From amongst the larger letters he spelled out their new paper's name.
The Saint.
Beneath that he wrote their ridiculous headline. It looked powerful already. It would certainly catch the eye. 
It took a long time to finish the main text, fishing in the piles for the right letters, setting them in place like pieces in a puzzle. The skies were lightening outside as he finished, knocking the last letters firmly plumb with the haft of a spike. He surveyed the plate in the light, and it sent a shiver of excitement through him. 
The plate slotted neatly into Shellaby's jaws. It seemed a thing of immense possibility, poised to spew roots out in every direction. He held a revelatory lamp to one of the inkstones, causing thick black ink to drip down onto the print screen, while Gellick mixed in a little water. They brushed the black liquid level, then placed a stack of two hundred paper sheets in the feed-tray below.
"Here we go," Sen said, and cranked the handle gently. Gears turned, and the arms of the press moved. Gellick gasped in delight as the plate was pushed onto the screen, lifted away with a thin layer of ink, the screen slid back, and the plate came down again to leave its marks on the clean paper. 
Gellick cheered, and Sen joined him. It didn't matter that the print was sloppy, the alignment poor, the ink running. This was their first edition of The Saint. Gellick pounded Sen on the back, nearly dislocating his shoulder. 
They fished the print out, poked at the plate alignment a little, then started turning the crank again, faster this time. 
* * *
The next night Sen went out to post. 
It felt good to be out in the night air with the familiar weight of a posting sack on his back, walking along streets he knew just as well as the scars down his arms. While the stars turned through the sky and only the bakers, bramblers, and night-market hawkers stirred, he posted the first edition of The Saint. 
At times he felt Adjunc patrolling the streets nearby, their dead limbs thudding over the cobbles, but by roof and sewer they were easy to evade. He posted a combination of his old routes, moving smoothly and efficiently to get all two hundred copies up before the dawn, finishing at Lord Quill Square. For a moment he stood looking at that old hero, thinking about the future and the past. The last time he'd done this, it was when he was chasing Sharachus. So many things had changed.
On his way back he passed through Belial. The streets were unadorned as ever, though the rich tapestry of pain rising off the many yards came in greater detail than before. 
It didn't take him long to find Daveron's yard, just as the Abbess had described it. From the outside it seemed like any other, with blank stone walls and a metal gate. It seemed strange to think that Daveron would be inside, helping cause the pain. Against the weight of that real-world suffering, the silly, salty message of the Saint seemed like a frivolous, pointless thing. Could the Saint really rise on roots such as this?
He stood in the shadows for some time, thinking about Daveron, and the Molemen, and the trauma his new paper was going to cause in the city at large. The parts of him that were tinged by King Seem steeled the rest of him against it. 
It was not going to be easy. The King would not be kind. But it had to be done. 
 



 
 
THE SAINT II
 
 
The next night the Molemen were abroad in strength. 
Sen saw them as he carried two hundred more copies of The Saint on a fresh route, touching on his path of the night before. They were moving north up through the lanes of Carroway in russet-clad brigades of five Molemen apiece. They walked in tight formation, carrying revelatory lamps with assorted weaponry clanking at their waists. 
Perched high on the rooftops or peeking out from a sewer grating, Sen watched their brigades swing out then return back to a kind of roving command center that trundled down Plowman's Way, the central artery of Carroway. It was a large armored cart towed by Ogrics, carrying trunks of weaponry and a large wickerwork cage holding four terrified children. 
Sen cursed under his breath. Of course, they were sweeping up flyposters, the majority of whom were children. They would doubtless be tortured for any information they might have on The Saint, and low caste as they were, they would be unlikely to survive. They were guarded by a single brigade, five Molemen who flanked the cart and walked alongside it at a slow, steady pace, each coordinating smoothly with the other brigades as they spread out like the King's red arms deep into Carroway.
Steadily their brigades swept ahead, clearing Carroway street by street, pushing through the night markets as if they weren't even there, flushing every caste on ahead. They knocked on doors and conducted terse interviews with terrified denizens, a Spindle here, a Bellyhead there, a Gawk and his family, asking what they had seen of this new posting called The Saint, when they had seen it, and why they hadn't reported this trespass against the King sooner. 
The citizens of Carroway babbled and stammered answers, while Sen listened from above. They hadn't seen the paper, or they hadn't realized it was unlawful, or perhaps they'd seen a neighbor across the street reading it closely.
Sen stood atop a telegrammatic wire post and tracked the movement of all the brigades, adding them to the map in his mind. In total there were thirty Molemen in Carroway, six brigades of five, all here for his two hundred copies. He wondered if there were also thirty Molemen in other districts too, scouring for children out flyposting, for the sound of a chuttering press, for the guilty look of hawkers who might have sold paper or ink in bulk, or passed along a press, or seen a figure out at night plastering reed papers to the walls. 
The pattern their patrols made was exquisite. Each brigade splintered away from the command cart in smart geometric patterns that skinned the city's streets with an impressive deftness. They were like gears in a perfect clockwork mechanism falling into alignment, lining up to perfectly stopper and flush every avenue, alleyway and street so none could escape. 
Except for Sen. 
He dropped down in one of the streets after they'd passed, to study the deep burn marks they'd laid atop his first copy of The Saint. It was the King's brand, set with a red hot stamp, marking his posting out as treasonous. For any to be caught even looking at it was now a capital offence, punishable by the spike. For any to be caught posting it the punishments would be much, much worse.
Sen touched the black papery ash where the red-hot brand had seared his reed paper, and thought about how far the King would go to protect his grip on the city. This brand was just another tool, like the Molemen or the Adjunc or the law on caste, like the spikes on the HellWest frigate, where offenders were hung and left to rot, so all could see the jealous power of the King. It was the whole system of the city laid bare, aimed primarily at deepening the fears of the populace so they were kept apart, and afraid, and stuck to their own caste for suspicion of all others. 
So the King maintained his brutal rule. 
It made Sen angry. 
Always before that anger had been a distant thing. Everyone knew that the King was cruel. He'd done awful things to Sharachus, and his system had broken the lives of Mare, Alam and even Feyon in different, terrible ways. Sen's own skin condemned him to death because of the King, but he'd only ever felt that as a kind of empty opposition for everything the man represented. 
This was different. This wasn't just cruelty and madness enacted by the unwitting Adjunc. This was the corruption of great intellect and ability toward a brutal, unfeeling end. The perfect fluency of the Molemen's maneuvers through Carroway brought it home to him with stark clarity. These were an ingenious people, descendants of the Mjolnir Federacy and capable of truly amazing works, but this was what the King had forced them to turn their hands to. 
Torture and pain. Control and fear. They were the hands of the King more surely than the Adjunc, which were no more than trusty, bloodied dogs. The Molemen thought, administered, and they had feelings too, even if they pretended not to. Sen had seen it in Daveron; a sense of honor, a sense of what was right, though all of that was crushed beneath the tradition of desiring the King's fealty above all, as if it could provide absolution.
Standing with his fingers on ash, Sen wondered at how the Molemen were surely the most corrupted of all castes in the city, kept on a leash so tight they actually slipped it onto themselves, and onto their children, and onto their children's children. 
It disgusted him. It was an outrage. His first posting had been immature and juvenile, and for that they had done this? The children caught up just for flyposting did not deserve what they would receive, but still they would get it. How many of them in that wicker cage would survive the night? How many would survive but be forever changed, just like Mare? And who would care for them, as Avia had saved Mare?
Nobody. They were all low caste, and it meant nothing to the King to erase a few more orphan Ratfers and Bellyheads. It meant nothing to force the Molemen to torture them to death.
Anger sparked the beginnings of a plan. 
First, he redoubled his postings. He tore down the old copies with their brand of the King and pasted up fresh ones in their place. He followed close behind the Moleman brigades and stripped their work just as Sharachus had once stripped his, posting two for every one torn down. It was difficult to keep up as there were so many of them, but though they were smooth and efficient, they were not fast. They did not use the roofs or the bi-rails. They did not even conceive that such routes were possible. 
They did not know he was there, yet he knew where they were at all times, in the shape of the map and the perfect pattern of their movements and the feel of the air around him. He knew when any of them drew near, and when it was time to move on. The blanketing fear of the people of Carroway only made the bright, purposeful sense of the Molemen easier to feel, like landsharks burring through the Absalom dusts, given away by their rearing red fins. 
So he reclaimed their tracks behind them. He placed five postings in a mockery of the King's brand on one wall, reaching up to places their stubby arms would struggle to reach. He pasted papers to the flagstones underfoot, then high up around lamp posts, on windows where their brand would burn through the fragile glass and on finely carved wood where the damage would be irreparable. Always he did it just one step behind their perfect, mechanical advance. 
Once he saw Daveron. 
It was just off Lord Quill Square, as a brigade advanced in lockstep along Joval Way, stopping to brand one of his papers. Daveron was amongst his brothers, looking every bit the part in his fealted red, watching the street at the angle he'd been set. The pieces of Sen's plan fell into place without him even needing to think. It was easy to get himself into position over the Lord Quill rooftops, and easy to drop down in a place that only Daveron would see him. 
In full view of a revelatory lamp post, he slapped up a fresh copy of The Saint. 
Daveron's call rang out. He pointed, and his brigade broke into smooth action. One produced a small bugle horn and blew into it, letting a shrill wail peal through the night. One plucked a crossbow from his back and locked a bolt into place, taking aim. The other three spread and charged, drawing their weapons seamlessly. 
The crossbow bolt clattered uselessly off the wall, as Sen was already gone, ducked into the shadows and down a storm drain, sprinting along a narrow passage in the darkness beneath their very feet. He felt their certainty turn to confusion as they reached the place where he'd been and found nothing but The Saint.  
Sen surfaced on their other side, in a thick warren of alleys, and waited for the hubbub to quiet, then made sure to let Daveron see him again while he posted a second copy. The bugle's wail rang out once more, the tone shifting to reflect Sen's position, and this time he darted away and up onto the rooftops. Running along the spine of the city, he left that brigade behind and moved to another, tearing the perfect pattern of their pre-planned route and leaving chaos behind. 
His heart thumped madly and he felt the old exhilaration, just like those days when he'd felt the truth of his mother might be only inches away. This was every bit as important as that. Every step was life and death, not only for him but for the children in the cages too.
The chase was on. 
* * *
He riled them into a hectic froth throughout the night. 
More Molemen came, flooding in from surrounding districts; Belial, The Clangells, Flogger's Cross, the Boomfire, until the streets of Carroway became a blur of red tubing suits flowing like the Levi River, and the air grew thick and muddled with their wailing bugle calls. 
Still Sen darted amongst them like a needle slipping in and out of velvet, using pathways they couldn't see and didn't understand. He dropped into the smallest of gaps in their hastily reformed brigade patterns, taking just long enough to slap up a copy of The Saint before the first crossbow bolts flew, leaving a squall of confusion and reedy wails in his wake. He worked them like a baker kneading dough, turning them on each other, leading them ragged and sprinting from the Swidlington canal to the center of Babo Park, from Lord Quill Square to the Ambertham bi-rail turnstile off the Haversham, so that they took each other for sightings and fired bolts into their fellows, and blew into their bugles at any sighting of a shifting shadow. 
In the midst of that madness, while they lashed at themselves like the Scranth beneath Aradabar, Sen crept up on the wicker cages. There were more than one now, with others brought in from neighboring districts and corralled into a protective position in a narrow alley near the border with the Calk. 
Sen dropped in from above, dangling from a revelatory gas line, and moved amongst the cages as silently as an assassin. His long months of training across the city paid off, as he drew up to the first of the Moleman brigade watching over the street, and grappled him in a neck lock learned from Delarante. With one misericorde pressed tight across his furry throat and the other locking the first into place, the Moleman had barely a second to resist before unconsciousness struck.
He used that second unexpectedly well, getting his cosh free and swinging it back to crunch off Sen's head. Sen almost blacked out on the spot, but managed to jerk his spikes as he reeled backwards, finishing the maneuver with a hard pull on the Moleman's throat that dropped him flat to the stone. 
Rainbows sprayed across Sen's vision, and an intense and cold pain radiated out from his left temple. He lurched sideways against the narrow alley wall, trying to blink the colors away, aware that at any moment a crossbow bolt could spike him in place. The righteous joy of the last few hours was forgotten as he held his palm up to his hot, bloody eye. 
Had he been seen? 
He tried to catch some sense of the nearest Molemen. There were no wails on the bugle that he could hear, but perhaps there was a feeling of one of them creeping down the side of the cages, nocking a bolt to his crossbow frame even now, any minute about to-
"Move!" hissed a little voice, and without thinking Sen did. 
Shhh, clunk.
A bolt flew and cracked uselessly off the wall where he'd been leaning. Sen reeled, bouncing off the wicker cage where small faces looked out at him hopefully; a Ratfer girl, a Billericay, a Montacre. The Ratfer seemed to be pointing, and Sen spun blearily. 
The wail of a bugle went up, and Sen lurched toward it. The wall and the cage bounced side to side as he ran, jolting more sharply with every step. He caught a sense in the air of the Moleman thrusting forward with a pike, and barely rolled to the side as the metal pole jutted forward, catching his posting bag and spilling his paste can and un-posted papers across the alley floor. 
"Here," another child called, and Sen moved toward the sound, spinning on instinct, following the patterns he'd practiced a thousand times from Gilbroy's 'Misericordist' that detailed how to disarm a pikeman in close confines. He stabbed down at the point where the pike ought to be in the Moleman's hands and caught something, then spun in a stumbling flurry of his cloak and hood, slamming his left misericorde into-
It hit flesh and sank in deep. The weight of the Moleman's body sagged immediately backward, driving Sen down like an anchor, even as an answering sensation of failure spiked through his own heart. He'd failed. Or the Moleman had failed. The feeling of it was overwhelming. 
Then the haft of his spike clanked off the cobbles and he came back to himself, tugging desperately to get it free. Sweat or blood ran in his eyes and he blinked it away, to see the sharp end waggling out of the front of a young Moleman's chest. The red of his tubing darkened with blood, and the bugle fell from his lips to clatter on the stone nearby. 
For an awful moment Sen thought it was Daveron. The snout was the same. The beady dark eyes were the same. Then the swirling in his head paused, the strange coldness in his chest diminished, and he realized it wasn't. It was a dying Moleman, but it wasn't Daveron. 
"Sorry," he whispered pointlessly, even as he felt more Molemen drawing in to the bugle's call. He had just killed a man, and now he had moments only before a dozen brigades descended. There was something he had to do, but what was it?
"Hurry, here!" a little voice called, and he remembered. The wicker cages. He rolled the dying Moleman and dragged his spike out with a grotesque sucking sound, then scrabbled at the dying figure's belt. His fingers settled first on the ring-spike, moist with slivers of flesh cut throughout the day's work, then jangled onto a set of keys. 
He snatched them up and held them out into the darkness, wavering as fresh silver lines rippled across his vision. Little hands took them and set to work. 
"Don't flypost any more," Sen managed to say. "Tell your friends."
Then he was lurching back the way he'd come. He climbed a drainpipe so sloppily he couldn't believe a bolt didn't pluck him from the air. On the roof he lay back while the children scampered and muttered below, and bugles rang out while the Molemen came rushing in. 
He couldn't do any more, not without getting caught himself, not in this condition. He blinked away blood, which only made the pain worse, then started inching carefully along the building's rain gutter. It seemed like down below the Molemen were holding a street party. He heard hands slapping their way up the drainpipe, and managed to roll round the corner just before the first of them took to the roof. 
He didn't have the strength for it, but still he let himself dangle and half-fell in through an open window on the building's top floor. 
In the deep dark he saw it was the storeroom of a tavern. Rickety shelves stretched away into shadow, stocked with old jars, boxes of accounts and broken barrel parts. He turned the fractured map of Carroway in his head and dredged up a piece of knowledge; this was the Yaling Chain, a dinning bar near the Boomfire. It had a basement, and that basement linked directly to the sewers. 
Down through the building he went, while outside the Molemen stamped order onto the cage escape. He felt it as some children were retaken; their brief flowers of hope stamped out. He felt it as some escaped. Hopefully they would warn any others. Nobody would be flyposting now, except Sen. If even Sen. 
He tried not to think about the blood on his left fist, or how slick the spike felt as he sheathed it down his thigh, or what would happen to the children who'd been retaken. Instead he pushed past barrels and stacks of beer crates in the Chain's basement and took to the dark and safety of the sewers. 
He made it back to the Slumswelters slowly, emerging at the Calk wall many hours later as the light was breaking in the East. From there he limped to the millinery half-blinded by the pain in his head, where Gellick caught him at the doorway with horror on his face. 
"What happened?" he asked. "Sen, your head! What did you do?"
"My head," was all Sen could think to say. 
Gellick sped upstairs and laid him in the larder room, where he lit a fire and prepared hot water and blankets in an uncertain panic. He washed Sen's head, and asked him what to do, then washed it again, and throughout Sen could only think two things. 
Some of those children were going to die tonight, because of him. And one of the Molemen had already died, because of him.  
When unconsciousness finally came, it was a blessed relief. 
 



 
 
MOLEMEN
 
 
Sen woke to the shellaby-bug whine of distant bugle calls, and a fierce, grating whisper in his ear, and a terrible, blinding thump in the left side of his head. 
"Sen," came the whisper, "wake up, please, we have to go!"
It was Gellick, rasping as quietly as he could. His big stone face was inches away, stark and afraid in the bright midday light flooding in through the open wall. Sen peered out of the hole through slitted lids and straight into the sun, sending a new spike of pain into his left eye. He clapped one hand to it to block out the blinding light, and tried to focus on Gellick's face with the other.
"What?" he croaked. 
"They're coming," Gellick croaked. "The Molemen are coming."
At that, Sen felt them. Perhaps they'd been in his dreams, creeping up like a mindless tide, combing up over the beach and leaving all the sand perfect and smooth and-
"They're coming?"
Gellick nodded so sharply his outer lith cracked. Sen could feel them circling round, could feel the steel traps of their minds like a hundred pincers closing around his heart. 
As he struggled to get out of the hot, sticky blankets and stand, a memory clanged out like the Grammaton bell, the sound echoing down the deep dark well of his thoughts. 
He'd killed a Moleman. 
This was why they were coming, why he could feel them everywhere, hundreds of them sweeping the city. It wasn't just The Saint now, but murder. 
It was an accident. He hadn't meant to do it. It was…
He reached his feet, bouncing off Gellick with his head reeling. His balance was shot, but he made it to the hole in the wall without falling, to peer out over the dizzy park to the bright Calk wall, with the white fog and blue skies around it, then down toward Carroway where the first of the red-tubed brigades were marching in. 
Their whiney bugle calls sliced into his throbbing head. 
He cursed, then looked at Gellick, frozen by the press, and then around at the papers on the floor, the patterns etched on the walls, the supplies of paper and ink, and his flagging mind raced. 
If they were coming directly for him here, if they knew where he was, then it was over. There was no way to escape. But then, if they knew where he was, they wouldn't be calling out warnings with their bugles. How could they know? There was no way they'd followed him through the sewers.
He took a breath, trying to steady himself. That meant they didn't know. This was just a broad sweep. They would be methodical, and careful. The millinery looked abandoned, and might register late as a thing they had to check. Perhaps they might have a little time. 
The pain in his temple was piercing, but he had to put it aside. 
"Pick up the press, Gellick," he said, slowly and clearly. "Take it down the stairs and hide it in the park. Make sure it's covered up. Make sure the Molemen don't see you. I need you to do that now."
Gellick just stared at him. 
"Now!" Sen snapped, and Gellick snapped into motion, lifting the press easily. 
"Should I-" Gellick began, but Sen cut him off, even as he dashed forward and kicked the weight-spreading boards far apart, removing any hint of what they'd been used for.
"In the park, through the rotten wall. In a dark place, covered over with nettles. If they see that, it's over. Go."
Gellick went. 
Sen ran. In the larder room he kicked the larder over and rumpled the bedding in a corner, spreading the logs and embers from the fire around the dim space, hoping it would look suitably abandoned. From the cupboard where the dead crow had been, he snatched up his last few unused sheafs of reed paper, his ink stones, quills and nibs and stuffed them into his pack. In the midst he tore up the floorboard that hid his stash of money and secreted it in his tunic. 
The sound of the bugles grew louder, as if they were already starting up the bottom of the hill. 
He lurched unsteadily into the hall, where papers lay everywhere; his trial runs lying on the floor, his handwritten ideas for the first edition tacked to the walls, the Book of Airs and Graces, claggy bits of reedpaper that had gone soft. He gathered them as best he could, cramming them into the sack and cinching it tight to his back. He was spinning around for a final check when Gellick's head appeared up the stairs. 
"The stairs look new," he said. 
It took Sen a moment to understand what that meant. Of course they looked new, they'd only just repaired them. Then the weight of it dawned. New was suspicious, especially with the light-colored new wood standing out so starkly. He stared at the stairs, thinking that when the Molemen came in five minutes, in three minutes, they would see them and look more closely. They would find the press in the weeds. The millinery would be burned, and where would Sen and Gellick go then? 
He had no idea. There was no district so well-placed as the Slumswelters, so well-sheltered by centuries of fear and superstition. He couldn't return to the Abbey. The docks were too active. Perhaps they could sink into the sewers like Sharachus, but minus a press, and trying to print in the filth and damp…
There had to be something they could do. He strained for an idea, looking around at the walls, the floor, the ceiling of damp, plastered hay, and-
He pointed up.
"Collapse the roof, Gellick," he said. 
Gellick looked at him as if he'd gone mad. "The stairs," he said blankly. "It's the stairs, Sen."
Sen darted over and took the rock man's hand. "I know, you have to trust me. Pull the roof in. The hay will cover everything, and maybe they won't look too hard when they see there's no roof. You couldn't run a print shop in the open air, could you?"
Gellick let himself be dragged. It was desperate, Sen saw that. It would only take one Molemen looking beyond the straw to see through it, peering too deeply into the bushes in the park, picking out the smaller scraps of paper he'd left behind. But how many places had they raided already? How many more did they have to see? Molemen didn't feel hunger or pain, but surely they could be distracted, could be weary…
"I don't," Gellick muttered, but in the center of the room he let Sen throw his arms up to the roof, where he took hold of the white-washed central roof beam, and pulled.
The old wood splintered with a dry puff and a shower of termites. Gellick let the pieces down gently onto the floor, then began tugging at the molding yellow straw above. It came out in lumpy, black clots, piecemeal at first then in a kind of chain reaction, pulling more with it in a sighing, whispery collapse. Narrow intermediary beams gave way with a wet shearing sound, and the whole roof of foul, rain-decayed straw husks fell.
Sen kicked it around the hall and down the stairs, covering them evenly, then he grabbed Gellick's hand and led him down in a long tumble out onto the street, in the bright light of day. He peeked round the millinery's edge and saw a Molemen brigade just a hundred yards away, barely obscured by the building's pitted edge, and pulled the Balast back in. 
"We can't go that way." He ran jerkily back through the ground floor, over damp peat and kicking ruffs through the scads of hay that had tumbled down from the stairs, to the broken back wall. Looking back, in the half-light the coating of festering yellow looked moderately convincing. 
"Now we run away," he whispered at Gellick, "quietly."
Together they pushed through a hole in the back wall of the millinery, emerging into the sappy green overgrowth of the park. Sen could see the space where Gellick had tried to hide the press, crumpling the weeds around it, but there was nothing he could do about that now. He took Gellick by the hand and they ran. 
Across the park they went, ducking in and out of the cover of trees, away from the brigades. Gellick's feet made a muffled thump on the undergrowth, leaving a trail any keen eye could spot, but they were deep into hope now. At the corner of Lilith and Tavoy he led Gellick out onto the flagstones and ran. 
They ran and ran through the dead streets of the Slumswelters, past gutted mansions and collapsed mini-palaces until they hit the Swidlington canal, where they dropped down and sprinted at a thudding, booming pace down the cluttered towpath toward the HellWest outflow, until a sewer weir opened up on the right and Sen led them in. they zigzagged deep into the black until finally they stopped to rest at the bottom of a dry well, with a faint wash of light coming in through cracks in the cover high above. 
He was panting and Gellick was gasping. Beyond one of the walls there came a thunderous shaking, and Gellick's head popped up in fresh concern.
"It's the Willoughby," Sen said. "The underground bi-rail passing. We're safe here."
He wasn't sure that was true. He remained in a half-crouch with his head throbbing for a long time, listening to the air, trying to feel the flow of normal people on the streets above, waiting for the sharp stab of a brigade to pierce the calm, as surely as the Willoughby. 
But it didn't come. Not in an hour by the muted clang of the Grammaton, or in two. He poked his head out of the weir into the blinding light and listened to the sound of bugles spreading faintly through the ghostly Slumswelters. There was no localization in one spot. There was no focus. He took in a deep breath and let it out. 
It looked like they'd been spared. They were just lucky Gellick had been awake, and lucky the roof had been rotten, and lucky the park provided good cover, and lucky the Molemen hadn't been coming at them from all sides, so that altogether his survival and Gellick's survival rested entirely on luck. 
In the dark, he sat beside Gellick, who was still breathing crazily, overcome with the fear. 
"I'm sorry," Sen said, holding his palm against his aching temple. It didn't help, but it was the only thing he could do. "I should've known that would happen."
The cold part of him that was King Seem pushed back against the guilt, already blooming richly for the dead Moleman and the dead children. It pointed at the wicker cages, and the King's brand, and the actions the Molemen had taken for years before that night. It pointed at his posting about the King, and how he'd known what it would cause. 
So he held the guilt at bay. 
He'd known, when he'd printed and posted his childish joke about the King, what would happen. He'd known it would be this, because this was what the King and the city did. Yes, he'd killed a Moleman. Many more would have to die before the revolution was done. 
He thought back on that burning sensation of failure as his misericorde cleaved through the little Moleman's chest. Perhaps that was the lesson here. It opened up another chink in his thinking, that while the Molemen may not feel pain, and were not a caste like most others, in truth they had feelings of a kind still.
Panic. Shame. Failure. 
He looked at Gellick, putting the pain and nausea in his head to one side, and doing everything he could to project confidence and calm. "I'm sorry," he said again. "I caused that. The truth is, I killed a Moleman last night. They're looking for me."
Gellick blinked, then stared as if he was seeing a new person. The fear in his eyes shifted so it pointed at Sen. He looked at the injury on Sen's temple. He looked at the scratches and cuts he'd sustained on the sprint through the park, on his cheeks and arms, where his scars had been flashing for all to see as they charged away. 
"Why?"
"I was trying to save some children. The Molemen caught them for flyposting."
Gellick thought about that. "They thought they were you?"
Sen nodded. "I couldn't save them all. Some of them, only."
The fear began to ease. Gellick's emerald eyes looked away, down to his hands in his lap. 
"I didn't know it would be like this," he said quietly, a low grind like Ogric wheels turning over gravel. "I didn't think-"
"Neither did I," said Sen. Then he rested one hand on the Balast's shoulder. There was little of the old warmth remaining, like a thin veneer over a cold shell. Sen tried to pump heat in, just through his thoughts.
They remained like that for a time, as the life of the city continued above, filtering oddly down the well, like sounds heard underwater. So this was the life Sharachus had led for years. Running, hiding, always afraid. Sen had been hunted all his life too, but never like this. It relit the flame of anger that had sparked the night before. 
"It won't be like this again," he said, trying to believe it was real even as he said it. "I promise." 
"How do you know?" Gellick asked. "How can you know that, Sen?"
Sen thought back to Daveron, and the way he'd showed himself only to him. What was that, but a kind of beginning? It started a story that he'd have to continue. By even doing that, he'd endangered the Sisters, the Abbess, all the other children of his school.
All gambled on what a Moleman would do.
"My mother chose Daveron for a reason," he said. "I'm going to find out what it was."
 



 
 
DAVERON II
 
 
Daveron didn't tell anyone about what he'd seen in the shadows of Carroway. 
Not his father in the butchery yard, or his brothers, or his fellows in the brigade. As a junior usury butcher for the King, it should have been his responsibility to say everything, to share it all, but still he didn't. 
The long night had been frustrating, and seeing Sen out there, posting his paper, had almost made him laugh. Few things had that effect on him. Sometimes, while his father was blatting a lumpen Bellyhead about his jellied chops, or slicing cuts off a Exemious' kidneys, he would think back to the quiet days in the Abbey, and one of the foolish jokes the Balast used to make, and have to stifle a chuckle. 
His father would look over at him, as if he'd sensed the momentary lapse. Molemen did not laugh. Molemen found nothing funny, least of all the King's debt. 
Sitting in the butchery yard in the night after the long Carroway sweep, he made a mental accounting of why he hadn't told anyone. It was true, that if he reported that he'd seen Sen, that would lead back to the Abbey, and to the children and the Sisters, all of whom would then end up on his father's torturing slab. 
But it wasn't that. He didn't care about those people any more than a butcher should.
Still something had prevented him from talking. It was elusive. 
He polished a set of his father's awls and thought about it, looking up at the night sky. Sen had often talked about the Rot, the black hole that would one day come for the world, but there was no place for the Rot in the stories of his people. For them, the half-machine god Awa Babo was both the beginning and the end of the world. 
Was it for that, that he hadn't reported Sen? Some sense of a grander movement at play, in which he would play some significant part? It puzzled and fascinated him at the same time. 
The King's law was clear, and absolute. Yet he hadn't followed it.
He thought back to Sen's eyes, gleaming from the darkness. They weren't the normal eyes of the criminals the butchers hounded. Those people died for the stupidest reasons; for debts they'd let build up, for frauds they'd committed, for breaking the clearest laws on caste. None of them went to their deaths willingly. None of them showed themselves to the very Molemen coming to carry out their sentences.
But Sen had. He had taunted Daveron directly, looking right into his eyes, which was strange, because as Daveron looked up at the butchery yard wall, he saw those exact same eyes looking right at him again.
* * *
It was easy to climb the butchery yard wall. Sen crouched atop it at the edge, where it abutted the main building, and looked down on an open space floored with sawdust and filled with equipment for torture. There was a large breaking wheel, a half-guillotine, a mobile spike-stand, and numerous wooden stands with braces, one for pitch capping, one for the winding of entrails. It made Sen sick to look at. 
Around the walls were arrayed various weapons; long halberds, battering rams, flintlock rifles. Gathered in one corner were several large iron cannon, stacked beside with metal balls, and sitting meekly in the middle, illuminated by a pool of revelatory light, was Daveron. 
A row of blood-crusted weapons were laid out on a black mat at his feet, a blade was in his hand, half-polished, and his eyes were already fixed on Sen. 
Sen stared back, his heart pounding. He hadn't felt anything specific, no presence in the yard, so Daveron being there confounded him. But, of course, he'd tamped down all his senses, the only way to think clearly surrounded by so much pain, and Molemen had so little emotion they were hard to sense in the best of times. 
Leading to this. For a long moment he didn't move, hoping Daveron would look away, had not really seen him, but he did not. He was looking directly at him.
"I hadn't thought to see you again, Sen," he said, breaking the stillness between them. "Not after last night."
Sen's heart hammered. He was wearing his ghasting leathers, the balaclava hid all but his eyes, but still the Moleman had recognized him. He considered running, dropping back into the Belial street and returning to the millinery. His head still throbbed and his balance was weak, leaving him ill-prepared for another escape if the little Moleman was to bring out a bugle and raise the alarm. 
But he couldn't back away now. That would show weakness, and weakness was always a mistake. Daveron had taught him that himself.
Instead, heart racing, he dropped down into the yard and approached the little Moleman. Daveron had grown and thickened in the past months, laying on muscle beneath his fine downy fur, though his eyes were as still as ever. He wore the red-tubing suit of a fully fealted usury butcher.
"Hello Daveron," Sen said.
"I see you're carrying weapons," Daveron answered, ignoring the greeting. "Misericordes, thigh-harnessed. It is such a weapon that killed one of my brothers. Do you intend to use them here?" 
Sen said nothing, only looked down at the seated Moleman. There were a lot of confusing emotions tied up in that death, a lot of things to think through and figure out, but none of that would benefit him now. Daveron showed no sign of emotion, and neither could he. The only way was to attack, and never defend.
"You made the red. Congratulations."
Daveron cocked his head to the side, as he always had whenever Sen had asked a question about pain, or his notion of taste, something that made no sense. "I do not think you came here to congratulate me."
"No, you're right. I need you." 
Daveron regarded him. "That is an odd thing for you to say, especially after the way you have behaved. We are on opposite sides of the law. I am a butcher of the King now, Sen, and owe no debt to you."
Sen looked down at the weapons by the Moleman's feet. Interleaved amongst them were thin squares of flesh on several ring spikes, carefully carved from living bodies as deposits on payments to be made. It sickened him.
"This is not about a debt," Sen said. "It's about something bigger, about the King, and the Rot."
Daveron's eyes narrowed. "Your mother's prophecy, then? I thought it might be, when I saw the name of your infantile posting. You still believe those old stories. Yes, you do, I see it in your eyes. There are treatments for this madness, Sen." He set the rust-dark rag down amongst the tools, and pointed with the half-polished blade. "Slit within the eye, sever the aqueous bridge between the brain's hemispheres. I would perform the procedure, if you wish."
"I'm not mad, Daveron."
"Are you not? You have murdered a Moleman as he rendered the King's fealted law. You have posted treason in contradiction of every law on decency that exists. And here, you have entered a butchery yard unlawfully, in dead of night, be-weaponed. Surely you know the extent of your crimes already. Come, it will be painless."
The Moleman rose, and laid one swarthy hand on Sen's arm. 
Unbidden images beat into Sen's mind, despite the wall he'd put up, of screaming faces, cries for mercy, so much blood and flesh counted like money. In a second he glimpsed a dozen different tortures inflicted with clinical detachment, each carefully curated in a segment of Daveron's mind.
He jerked away, shocked by the power of the unexpected flow. He hadn't even tried to reach out, but the images had come of their own, so grotesque he felt sick. Blinking, he refocused on the usury yard again, and saw Daveron looking puzzled before him. 
"What was that?" the Moleman asked. He looked down at the blade in his hand. "What did you…?" 
Sen reacted instinctively. With one misericorde he struck Daveron's wrist, dislodging the blade from his grip, while he side-stepped and wrapped the other swiftly round his throat. Daveron had a second only, but no weapon to hand, and this time Sen pressed harder and faster. 
The same sense of failure welled up from Daveron, the same panic Sen had felt alongside the wicker cages the night before, until his breath stopped and he sagged in position. Then Sen slung the Moleman over his shoulder like a sack of posting papers, unclasped the butchery yard gate, and loped into the night. 
* * *
Daveron came to bound with ropes, in the corner of a dark, mud-floored room lit by one dull revelatory. The air smelled of rancid hay and lime dust, and through the shadows he glimpsed small lights; holes in the wall, leading out to the reddish lamps of the Boomfire. This was somewhere in the Slumswelters edge, perhaps, atop a hill; presumably the place Sen had spoken of several times in the Abbey. The patrols had covered the entirety of that neighborhood, but then Sen was wily, and would have hidden himself well.
He wasn't hiding now. Sen stood before him, half-naked but for a tight loop of sackcloth about his waist. The myriad white lines of his scarification gleamed menacingly in the dim light. He was only fourteen, but was already taking on the powerful body of a man. He held a single misericord in his hand. 
Daveron strained against the ropes binding him, but there was no slack. He wondered clinically if this was how his captives felt, as they waited for his father's blade to descend. Of course they felt pain, and fear of pain. That was part of the calculation, why the butchering worked so well. Daveron felt none of that, of course, only a curiosity about what would happen next. 
He looked into his captor's eyes.
"Do you mean to kill me here, Sen?" he asked. "In this place?" 
Sen shook his head. "I hope not. I need you." 
His voice sounded different than before. He'd noticed it in the butchery yard but it was obvious now. Deeper, more assured. 
"If you need me, untie me. I'll hear what you have to say." 
Sen laughed, a bitter sound. "You won't. You already tried to cut my brain in half, like the mogrifers did to Mare. At best you'll report me for what I've done, see me spiked, then go back to your father and your bloody work."
"You would not be spiked for this crime," said Daveron calmly. "Indentured to Groan, perhaps, but not the spike. At some point you would be remanded by Adjunc, of course, who would flay you alive, and your other crimes would require special consideration, for the full debt to be repaid." He considered the full gamut of tortures Sen would have to undergo. It was extensive. "Still, there is some hope of leniency for those who go to the bracer's yard willingly."
Sen scoffed. "Leniency. The law affords little of any meaning, wouldn't you say? What fate befell those children you swept up, guilty of no crime? What fate befalls every child born with a mark on its skin? For such marks they die, and that is the whole of your law. It was the same when I was born, and it remains the same now, no matter what I do."
"It is the King's law, not mine. I merely enforce it, to bring order."
"It is the Rot's law, Daveron, meant to hasten the end of this world. Is that what you stand for?"
Daveron narrowed his eyes, as a strange image came into his mind, of a dark creature in a dark space, battling a version of the King who had black blood in his veins. He ground it down beneath his heel. "The Rot? I am no theologian, Sen. I have never cared about your scars, as you know. I stand for order in the city, for reparations and responsibility."
Sen laughed. "Was it reparations, when your people lathed the skill out of Alam's father, leaving Alam to live or die on the streets? Was it responsibility to cut out Mare's mind that you might better build the Adjunc, only to swear off the actions they take?" 
"I am no mogrifer either. Do not judge me for the actions of all my kind. I am a usury butcher, Sen, and proud to wear the red. There is nothing you can do to make me revoke that. You know pain holds no sway with Molemen. I cannot be moved through torture."
Sen drew closer, holding up the misericorde spike. "Are you certain of that, Daveron? You have never glimpsed what pain might be?" 
"Of course not," said the Moleman, though now a sliver of doubt crept in, as a new sense crept into him, reeking of failure. He didn't recognize it, didn't know where it was from, so he ground it under his heel also. 
"Then you'll see," Sen said.
Something large stirred in the shadows beyond him, a figure at the edge of the revelatory glow. Daveron called out. "Who is that? I am a butcher of the red. Failure to release me will result in punishment by proxy upon you and all your family."
"My family's all dead," came the low, rasping voice of a caste that didn't belong in this place, at this time. "Taken by calcification."
"That's Gellick," said Sen. "You remember him? One of our friends from the Abbey."
Daveron ruffled his snout as the Balast stepped forward into the light. He had grown large and dark. 
"I'm sorry, Daveron," Gellick rumbled. His face pitted with misery, like a victim approaching the spike. "He won't listen to me."
"Then stop him," said the Moleman sharply. "You have the strength. What he does here is unlawful, and he carries you with him."
The Balast ground his hands together nervously, filling the room with a rasping sound. 
"Perhaps you should go, Gellick," Sen said. "You won't like this."
"I'll stay," said Gellick. 
"Then you mustn't stop me," Sen said. "You agree to that?"
"Stop what?" demanded Daveron, feeling the strange sense growing stronger in him, reaching up into his throat. 
Sen stepped closer, and reached out to touch Daveron's head. "This."
A flurry of thoughts and sensations washed into him, beginning with the pointless death of a brother butcher in a dark alley, and spreading into shame and failure, through which some new thing crept, blooming like a horrible flower. 
He tried to jerk away from Sen's hot touch on his brow, but the bindings held him, and the flood of foreign feelings kept coming. He saw a black lump torn to oily shreds in a tower, and felt a deeper sense of loss than ever before.
He fought back, surfacing with a gasp to look into Sen's eyes. Now the sense of this murderous boy somehow filled him; he felt the warm breeze on Sen's bare skin as if it was his own. He felt the cold metal of the spike in his hand, as if he held it in his own paw. His skin tingled with anticipation of what was to come, and for the first time in his life he felt fear, and was powerless to stop it.
* * *
Sen recoiled under the banal horrors of Daveron's mind; a black parade of pain arranged in a perfectly ordered catalog, with so many tortures filed away like numbers in a ledger. To Daveron they were each flat and meaningless, but fulfilling in that they represented a work completed, allowing some small measure of pride. 
Sen suffered just to see them. So many screams, so little mercy, and with each he longed for it to end, but each torture had already happened and there was nothing he could do to stop them now.
With Daveron's father at his side, he remembered wielding an oak-ram that morning to break down the wall of a dank reed hut close to the Levi. They muscled through the gap and pinned down the Appomatox inside, a scarab provener late on his debts. 
The room smelled of acid and rank sweat. That meant nothing to Daveron, but Sen felt his gorge rise. Lines of dog gut were strung across the room, from which hung scarabs, mulched and left to mummify in their resealed shells.
Together they held the Appomatox to his acid-burned work desk with the filthy sheets from his own bed. He screamed but they ignored that, and Daveron took turns with his father, beating the Appomatox's fat stomach with bats until his mouth ran with jellied blood. Soon he vomited black. At one point Daveron turned, drawn by a sound behind him. 
In a small rusted lobster cage nailed into the wall, an infant Appomatox gazed back at him. His eyes were large and limpid. Daveron turned back to his work. 
The provener tried to speak but Daveron's father deftly cut out his tongue with a pair of long shears. He sliced a thin flake off and handed it to Daveron to hang on the ringed spike at his belt. The rest he tossed into the slurry of scarab drippings on the floor.
"The law called for a gut-busting," he said, while probing the fat man's swollen belly. His fingers drew agonized screams. "This one is beyond payment, so we set an example."
Sen felt as Daveron reached over to touch the dying man's swollen purple belly. 
"Is his stomach burst?"  
"It is. Along with the spleen, caucus, gut-box and halo. He'll be dead within a few hours."
Sen stroked the shivering flesh. It sickened him even as it had been no more than another entry on an accounting ledger to Daveron.
"We follow the law," his father said. "We do what is just, under the Heart and the King."
He withdrew a crisp sheet of white paper from the bag on his back, marked with the brand of the King, then laid it down on the man's shivering stomach.  
"This is our writ, to let all know our actions here were lawful. He was warned many times."
"I understand." 
They started away. On the way out Daveron pointed to the infant in the cage. "What of him?"
"Collateral to the debt," said his father, "and no concern of ours."
Sen blinked the scene away, blinked away hundreds just like it, returning to the millinery where Daveron sat tied before him. His hand was pressed tightly to the Moleman's sweating head, and he could still feel the burn of memories underneath. 
He braced against them. The spike was in his hand, and there was something he had to do. He tried to speak, but could do no more than mumble. 
Instead he lifted the spike up, then swung it down to thud off his own bare thigh. 
Daveron screamed. 
* * *
The pain burst in Daveron like nothing he'd ever felt before, spreading down the length of his leg and up into his belly, worse than he'd ever imagined pain to feel. It wasn't a mere sense of discomfort or an amplified sense of impact, instead it was immediate and intolerable. He struggled in the ropes, instinctively seeking to curl up around his leg and hug it to him, but he couldn't move. 
"I think you felt that," Sen said.
Daveron tasted blood in his mouth and realized he'd bitten his tongue. It was salty and unpleasant, something he'd never felt before. He swallowed, struggled to get his breathing under control, then spoke in a tone both ragged and amazed. 
"You're torturing me."
"Torturing us," replied Sen. "You think I didn't feel that too?"    
"Why?"
"Because I need you to change, Daveron. I need you to understand what it is that you do. And when you see that, I need your help to make it change."
Sen lifted the spike again, and fear flushed through Daveron. He began to tremble and his bladder voided. Sen brought the spike down on his other thigh. 
The pain was everywhere. Daveron couldn't escape it. And it only grew worse.
* * *
Some time later, Sen dropped the spike. He could barely stand. A little while ago the Moleman had stopped shrieking, but Sen hadn't been able to stop hurting him, driven on by disgust at all the atrocities he'd committed. 
Looking down, he saw blood and weals on his own body, striping his arms, legs, and chest, crisscrossing his scars. Bruises welled blackly in places. Slowly he pulled his hand back from the Moleman's hot brow and felt the connection tear away. 
Then he was on his knees, buoyed by nothing. Gellick appeared at his back and held him up. 
"Did you have to do so much?" the Balast asked, his deep voice worn by the suffering. Sen could hear the horror in his tone, but at that moment it mattered less than the pain he'd inflicted on himself. It felt like his whole body was burning. Still, he forced himself to stand, and slit open the knotted ropes binding Daveron. The Moleman sagged to the dirt floor, where he curled into a sobbing, flinching ball.   
"Tell him," Sen managed, as the Balast gathered him up before he could fall again. "Tell him I'm sorry, and we need him."
Then darkness. 
* * *
Daveron lay in the mud for hours, twitching to the memory of pain. It was finished now, he knew that, but still his body convulsed as the new sensations found deep bedrock in his mind. 
Again he remembered the way the fat Appomatox had pleaded with them before they stuffed his mouth with rags. He remembered slamming the bat down upon his stomach. He had never felt any pleasure in it, no more than a butcher feels joy at slicing up a carcass. It was merely work to be done, and done well. 
Now his own pain was a part of that memory too, building in time with the screaming of the man, with the impact traveling up his arms as the bat fell upon his belly. It sickened him, and he retched into the dirt. 
Finally, when the shaking had mostly passed, he pushed himself to his feet. 
Gellick was standing there, watching him. He didn't say anything as Daveron limped toward the open door. The night air was cool outside, a few hours from morning. He didn't recognize the street, though it seemed a fringe area of the Slumswelters.
The Balast spoke from behind. "Sen says he's sorry, and we need you."
Daveron turned. Little shivers of remembered pain were still working their way up and down his body. "I'll see him spiked for this," he said, attempting the deep tone his father used, though the words came out weak. 
"He says the Rot is coming," Gellick went on. "What is the spike next to that?"
Daveron tried to sneer, but the effort drained him, and instead blood from his bitten tongue drooled out. 
"We're going to keep posting The Saint," Gellick said. "We need warning when the Molemen are coming on a patrol. We need you to tell us. You know where we are. That's all." 
"You want me to help you?" Daveron asked. "After that?"
"Warn us. That's all."
Daveron spat feebly, tainting his red tubing with splashes of his own blood, and hobbled away. 
At the next street corner he dropped to his knees and retched again. Only ropey mucus came up. He wiped it away and continued walking. Soon he was back in Belial and his father's butchery yard lay before him. It was almost dawn. He let himself in through the gate, went to the blades where he had left them and sat to finish cleaning them. 
It didn't matter what had happened, he told himself. No one would believe it anyway. Molemen felt no pain. But touching the blades and the bats made him feel ill. It took a long time to finish cleaning them, until after the sun had risen. He put them away in their proper places, then shuffled to his cot, collapsed, and dreamed of pain. 
He woke soon to the first screams of the new day. His father would be taking skin-tags from the latest debtors on their rolls. The sound made him gag. The thought of actually working the skinning knife horrified him. He looked at his trembling hands and wondered what Sen had done. 
 



 
 
MILLINERY III
 
 
Sen woke with the ache. It was the worst he'd ever felt, with every part of him hurting from his battered temple to his battered body. In the dim light cast through the larder room's cracks, he looked at the swollen welts he'd done to himself. There were so many. He scarcely remembered more than the first two.
Gellick was hammering in the hall. Returning to the millinery had been a fear for both of them, now that Daveron knew where they were, but there was nothing else they could do. If Daveron wouldn't help them, there was no way they could hope to evade future Molemen raids. They'd gambled everything on him.
Sen dragged himself to his feet, inching slowly into the daylight of the hall, where the sky was blue and white through the ruined rafters. Gellick was down below at the bottom of the stairs, hammering his fists into the repairs they'd built. 
Wood splintered like tinder under his blows.
"What are you doing?" Sen asked, then had to repeat it at a shout to get Gellick's attention. Gellick stopped his work and looked up. His green eyes blazed in the shadows on the ground floor. 
"Breaking the stairs. Fixing the mess."
Sen frowned, and looked around the hall. The moldy hay had all been swept into a pile in the middle of the hall, along with the broken rafters and beams. The press was back where it belonged, alongside the pile. Down below the stairs were already largely smashed into bits.
"Why?"
"It's too new," Gellick said flatly. "It's the wrong wood." He paused a moment, looking Sen up and down. "You look terrible." 
Sen just stood there, not certain what to say. Yes, he looked terrible, with the weals of Daveron's torture standing up in bright purple lines on his forearms and calves, but that didn't explain the stairs. 
Too new. That was true. The wood was freshly treated, a bright yellowy pine, compared to the aged brown timber of the millinery's original stairs. 
"You didn't think about it, when we built this," Gellick said. "You have to think about things like that more. Like with Daveron."
"I don't-" Sen began, but Gellick chose that moment to go back to smashing. His huge fists fell and boards snapped into pieces, dropping into the caked mud. All their hard work, gone. 
"Gellick!" he shouted, but the Balast ignored him. Sen started hobbling down the stairs, which shook with each blow, until he stood almost in the path of the rock man's next downswing. 
Only then did Gellick stop. 
"What?" he asked. 
Sen didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Of course, his friend was right. Of course he should have planned better. He should have known better.
"You're right. I didn't think. I should have done. I need to do better than this."
Gellick brought his fists down, but slowed at the last moment, letting them rest on the boards at Sen's feet. Even standing five feet below, he was an imposing and powerful figure, with shoulders broader than the press. 
"You hurt Daveron a lot. You killed one of them. Did you have to do that?"
Sen tried to shrug, but pain in his ribs stopped that. "I don't know. With Daveron, I just wanted to make it last. And I didn't mean to kill the Moleman. It was an accident."
Gellick shook his head, as if this was an old excuse he'd heard many times. "I can't stay with you, Sen, if it's things like that. I won't. These stairs. The raids. You need to be better."
"You're absolutely right. I will, Gellick. I promise. Now, we'll scavenge some old wood from nearby buildings. The same for the roof too. The next time the Molemen come there'll be nothing suspicious at all."
Gellick eyed him aslant. "And Daveron? Will you hurt the others like that, if you have to? Would you have hurt me, if I'd said no?"
Sen tried a weak smile. "How could I hurt you, Gellick? You're adorable."
"I'm serious."
"Then of course I wouldn't have. It wouldn't have helped. You're not like Daveron."
Gellick considered this. "But you fought Alam as well."
"Alam punched me in the face! I was definitely the worst hurt there."
"Really?"
"Really. I promise, I won't do that again, not with anyone, and I'll think more about the consequences of my actions, I promise. I hope you'll help me with that, too. The next edition of The Saint will rock the city even more, and we both need to be ready."
Gellick frowned, then nodded grudgingly. "I accept your terms. So you can make yourself useful. Come help me with this."
Sen nodded sharply. "Yes. Of course."
His body ached, but Gellick had no sympathy for that, it was clear. He shuffled down from the stairs, into the gap Gellick had smashed in their work, thinking perhaps he would find a pick and start smashing too, but Gellick gave clear directions. He was to pick up the bits of broken wood and heap them in a pile, like a nifthinder collecting spits of precious metal cracked loose on the Gutrock.
"There, and there," Gellick said helpfully, pointed to the bigger drifts of kindling. "Pile them over there." Sen had no choice but to bend to it. 
* * *
They didn't talk very much after that, and Sen was glad. 
There was a lot to think about. Some things he put to one side, like the dead Moleman and the tortures he'd seen in Daveron's head. To dig too deeply into those would probably incapacitate him mentally as well as physically. 
He still felt dizzy from the blow to his temple. His body didn't like moving, especially bending over, but Gellick was a tough taskmaster, constantly pointing out broken fragments that had to be picked up and bundled. 
He did the work, and tried to think about the future, as he'd promised. He'd given Daveron everything he needed to bring them down. One word from the little Moleman would bring all their efforts to an end. 
Yet the Molemen didn't come. Not in the morning while he'd been asleep, nor in the afternoon as he traipsed behind Gellick, picking up after the smashed repairs, carrying the refuse to the larder room where they set a fire blazing in the pit. The treated yellow wood burned with a strange green chemical flame. 
"Too new," Gellick repeated, hammering his point home. Sen just nodded repentantly. 
He thought about the reaction of the Molemen to his first posting. It had been far larger than he'd anticipated. He'd expected perhaps a few King's brands laid down, maybe a handful more Molemen on patrol, maybe even a stronger Adjunc presence, walking the streets like nightmarish dogs. 
Thirty Molemen per district was far beyond anything he'd imagined. Seeing the size of their response had made him angry, and anger had led to failure. He had to be more measured in the future. He began to think of other ways they could proof themselves against raids. 
The idea of an Ogric cart popped into his head. They could keep it in the ground floor, so that if they received warning a Moleman patrol was passing through, hopefully after Daveron had warned them, they could load up the press and transport it away. 
It could be organized with slots for their paper and ink, always ready to go. They could set up several secondary hideouts throughout the Slumswelters, so they were never trapped with their backs to the walls again, forced to leave everything behind. 
They would remake the millinery with old wood and hay, so it wasn't suspicious. With no ink, paper or sign of a press, at most any Moleman raid would think the building was just being used by some gang of street children for shelter. As long as the press itself was mobile, they would be relatively safe. 
"I said, what about the next edition?" Gellick said.
Sen came back to himself, slumped against one of the second floor walls as the sunlight pouring in through the open roof faded. He hadn't even realized he'd stopped working.
"What?"
Gellick sighed a long-suffering sigh, sitting by Shellaby the press with his arm slung over it comfortably. "The next edition, Sen. What will we write?"
He'd thought about that. He'd already roughed it out while he'd raced over the rooftops. 
"Something about the Molemen," he said. "The first in a series on caste."
Gellick nodded along. "More scandals? More fruits and vegetables?"
Sen thought about that. Canta-love. Did they need that, was it the right time for that? Or had they grabbed the city's attention thoroughly enough already?
"Not this time," he said. "This time we go hard. We attack caste. We attack the law. We go right after the King's power, head-on, without any jokes."
Gellick's big face collapsed into puzzlement. "Why would that be interesting?"
Sen nodded. "Because everyone's looking at us, now. We don't need humor anymore, because we have danger. Conflict. The King made a statement with his patrols, and people across the city will have heard of it. Whatever we print next, everybody will read it, or hear about it, or want to read it. It'll blow the issue wide open, something they've only ever whispered about before."
"About Molemen?"
"About all of it," Sen said, warming to the idea. "Usury butchery. Mogrification. Casteal law. We call it out."
Gellick considered this. "Tonight?"
Sen gave a little snort. "I think we take a break, tonight. We take some time for things to calm down, for them to think they've won. Also, we get an Ogric cart to move the press, and we build a roof." He pointed up. "We prepare, like you said, and get ready for the next time a patrol sweeps through, so we're not caught out like that again. And then we write it."
Gellick tapped the press's side. Beneath his large arm it looked like a toy. "I have some ideas, too." He paused. "About the Calk. About Balasts. If we're talking about caste."
Sen rested his head against the wall, drifting on a warm haze of pain and possibility. "Good. Yes. Balasts too, maybe the next time. Scars. All the King's foolish law."
"And scandal too?"
"Scandal when that gets dull. We're going to whip this city, Gellick, until it's ready to burst." 
"And then what?" 
Sen let his eyes close, and spread his arms wide as if summoning the very image he was dreaming up. "Then it bursts, and the Saint will rise in all his glory, and we all will be redeemed."
Gellick chuckled. Sen chuckled too. 
Still, it was basically the truth. 
* * *
Daveron couldn't work. 
He woke with the new sensation in his head and his body, and from the first moment of the first flesh-shaving of the day, he felt sick. His hand shuddered on the knife, so that his father frowned in displeasure.
"What ails you?"
He had no answer. 
"Ague," he tried. "In the bones."
His father looked more closely at his son. Daveron was fourth of a litter of seven, and received no special dispensation, though he had been first to acquire the red. His father had shown pride in the past, but ague was a sign of weakness, as was any. 
"Ague is a matter of the mind," his father simply said. "Do your duty by the King."
He tried. He pushed the knife onto the Scabritic's skin. It couldn't even scream, as they had it so firmly bound. It was only a sliver of knuckle, nothing too debilitating, only a second-tier shaving, but still he could not bring himself to press the knife through. 
He couldn't stop remembering the pain Sen had forced onto him. He felt it trembling through his middle in nauseating waves. At last, with his father staring so hard he could feel the shame thickening between them, he completed the slice, then vomited to the side. 
His father barked with disgust. 
"Get out." 
Closeted in the accountancy rooms, Daveron sweated furiously over old slivers to be organized and patrol shifts to be aligned. There was a lot of preparation to do, after the slaughter of their brother in Carroway. The flyposting children were already being questioned by his brothers and by the other prime butcheries, so their screams rang round the usury yard. Daveron could barely focus for the tremors rippling through him and the sweat pouring down his face. 
It's only the ague, he tried to tell himself. His stomach somersaulted and he gagged, and the chills took him, and he wondered again and again why he hadn't yet told his father about Sen's den in the Slumswelters, and The Saint, and all the things that had been done. 
But he did not, not that morning and not in the afternoon, when his father admitted him to attend a gutbusting. Yet here the effect on him was worse still, and he could not even swing a bat once. The shame heaped up and made the sweats and chills worse. His father watched with mounting disbelief as he stood before a captive Ratfer, late on his scarab-debt, and could not even hold the blatting cudgel without trembling uncontrollably.
"You wear the red," was all his father could say, as if wearing the red and failing to torture were utterly incongruous. Of course, he was right. It had never happened before. Now it was happening to his son, and to him. "This is intolerable." 
Daveron didn't try to explain, not how it felt, not his fear of the pain or the sense of the pain in others. No Moleman had even been so afflicted, and if it were widely known it would lead to the family being pilloried, cast down from their prime position, and perhaps even hung on the spike for disobedience to the King's law.
That night his father came to him again, dragging an infant Ratfer, one of the few not yet dead from the catchment the previous night. He was burned and scarified already, missing an eye, and his father threw him on the floor before Daveron while he squatted at his ledger work. 
"No Moleman has ever broken the covenant of the red," his father said. "No matter your sickness, you cannot relinquish the King's trust. Do what must be done."
He tried to beat the infant around the head. He tried with a chain and a knife, then with a brand and a flail, but with every one he failed. No matter how hard he tried, he could not force himself to cause more pain. Each time he even handled a tool of torture he would break out in sweating and nausea, as the memories of what Sen had done rose afresh. 
He begged his father for more time, hoping this 'ague' would fade, but it did not. The next day it was the same, and the same after that. If anything his revulsion toward pain grew worse, and so his father's demeanor changed. There had never been love between them, as there was no sense of love in Molemen, but there had been pride in his accomplishments and how early he'd earned the red.
That pride died. His father set him in the ledger room, to work at cataloguing all their oldest debt flesh-records. But now even touching those brittle, dried-out mementos of pain sent shivers of memory through Daveron that incapacitated him, left him gagging. By night he had nightmares of the chair in the Slumswelters ruin, with Sen glaring back at him, spikes raised. The screams from the butchery pealed in his dreams, and the memory of pain only grew stronger as time passed. 
When his father came to offer him a final chance, Daveron could only drop to his knees and beg for understanding. His father looked at him with a smile of contempt. 
"You are no longer my son. You will clean the yard and the equipment, such as you are able, and work the ledgers of patrol as though un-fealted. Fail in even that, and I will kill you myself rather than suffer the disgrace. Do you understand?"
Daveron nodded meekly. To work only on paper ledgers was a great disgrace already. It was the work given to children, as yet not trusted enough to wield a blade. No butcher of the red had ever been relegated so completely. 
His father spat. "And in my home, take off the red. You do not deserve to wear it."  
That was the last time his father spoke to him.
* * *
Two weeks passed. Daveron's life became an endless drudgery of shame. The work was a shame, and the nightmares were a shame, and his brothers were all ashamed of him, so their shame at his presence became his own deep, inner pain. 
He had let them all down. He had failed them in the worst possible way. 
Then Sen returned. 
Daveron was at work in the yard by night, setting machinery to rights and polishing equipment. It was hard even for him to clean the blood from used blades, but he steeled himself and did it, lost in the misery. 
This time he did not see Sen at the wall, nor creeping across the sawdust, nor even standing immediately before him in the dim revelatory glow. He had eyes then only for his own suffering, and all he had lost. 
"I did not know it would do this," came the voice. 
 Daveron recognized it at once. It brought a shudder of fear, that he had come to repeat the tortures that had started this. At the same time, he simply did not care. He had been pushed too far already, beyond his tolerance. If Sen were to torture him more, or kill him, then perhaps that would make things simpler. He would like to surrender, now. 
"Sen," he said, looking up. The boy wore his ghasting leathers, but with his hood unfurled, so the scars of his face stood out. Such was his arrogance. "What you have done to me…"
He trailed off. There was no means of conveying the way he felt, not to this boy. 
"I see it," Sen said, "and I am sorry for it. You were always fair with me. The world has not been fair with you."
Daveron felt torn between laughter and tears. To speak of the world in such a casual way was crippling. The world had done nothing to him but show him respect and give him a valued role. It was Sen that had taken those things away. And yet, he could not help see a glimmer of something true. 
His caste now damned him, for facets of himself that he could not change. He was trapped, perhaps for life, in a role of perpetual shame. He would never wear the red with pride again. He could not even die without bringing greater shame on his family name. He had only to endure. And was that solely Sen's responsibility?
"The world," he said, every syllable sucking what little strength he had away. "Your world."
"The King's world, Daveron. Here." He held something out, and Daveron, despite his exhaustion, flinched. But it was not another misericorde, but only a roll of paper. Reed paper, just like his postings. 
"This is your rag," Daveron said. 
"Read it," said Sen. "I can wait."
Daveron wanted to spurn him. He wanted to throw the paper in his face. But what he wanted did not matter now. That which was necessary, and had to be done, was all he had now. So he took the paper, and unfurled it. The title line remained the same, but now there was a number appended beneath it.
#2 
And a new headline: 'Molemen – the King's rats.'
He chuckled at that. "You seek to belittle us."
"Read it," Sen said. So Daveron did. 
It said things he hadn't thought of before. 
'Imagine a caste of such great genius,' it began, 'that they can mogrify the very trees of the land and bodies of its people to their whims. Imagine a caste of such intricate brilliance that they can lathe the living skill from minds and implant it into the remade bodies of the dead. Imagine a caste so gifted that they can build entirely new creations, with the ability to pull a plow without growing weary, or create a living sewery of interwoven roots and branches, or construct unheard of means of healing and efficiency that the Bodyswell could use to keep plagues entirely at bay. 
'Imagine a world shifted under their steady, righteous hands. Imagine streets patrolled with as much forbearance as faithfulness to a set of steady, equitable laws. Imagine a city freed of torture and the immeasurable and squalid taint of this frivolous, jealous King of ours, named Aberainythy of the Roy, and open your eyes to a new possibility. 
'Open your eyes to the Molemen of our city, and see in them not the things they have become, but only their great potential.
'See that the Molemen should not be our enemies. They should be our fairest arbiters and brightest inventors. They should not be our fragile, desperate King's hammer, but the fine-tuned hammer of creations to ease and improve every citizens' life.'
Daveron stopped reading and looked up. Near every word of the paper was treasonous. The punishments heaped up by the sentence, and made his mouth dry. To even suggest a caste have capabilities wider than its remit was a crime punishable by the most painful death. To repeat that claim again and again, and to insult the King so completely in the process, would make for a drawn-out, living death the likes of which Daveron had never seen before. 
"Keep reading," Sen said. 
Daveron read on, even as his hands trembled. 
'Yet this is not the role his Molemen play. Instead of turning our gaze up to the light of greater things; health, wealth, security and tradition, they gouge out our eyes and strim off our flesh for a few farthings of debt. Instead of using their capacity to grow this city and this land, they grind the rest of us into the dirt, and grind themselves in the process, for the greatest prisoners of the King's foul law on caste are the Molemen themselves.
'They lock into themselves his unctuous bidding as their greatest deliverance. They raise their sons and daughters within a prison of shame from which there can be no escape, and force them to fashion their own fetters with a lifetime of cruelties done.
'Imagine a Jalopy goose with all its white feathers plucked, wading beneath the weight of an immense black stone, and crowing out its pride to so carry its burden. Imagine a roaming Dielle with its legs cut away, left to tumble and roll over the plains like a boulder-weed, claiming pride at how swiftly it can roll. These are the Molemen of this city, so broken by the rule of their King. 
'So I say to you, my brothers and sisters of the red: Look away from the shackles he has placed upon you. The time is coming to rise up against the chains that bind you. Rise up against the King that breaks your hearts and your minds before you have a chance to think for yourselves. Rise up for Awa Babo, that great patron lord of the Mjolnir ancients, who raised a glorious federacy from their ingenious inventions, and built the very Aigle palace our King now sits within. Rise up for Saint Ignifer, who stood with Awa Babo against the rot when the time came. Rise up and take the shining role that is rightfully yours.'  
Daveron stared at the paper. It was hard to think. He'd never read anything like it in his life. In all his tortures, he'd never heard such utterings said aloud. Open rebellion. A naked claim to the self-interest of a caste. A statement that anything should be rightfully given.
And Awa Babo? The Mjolnir Federacy? It rewrote the history of the Molemen as not one of servitude and obedience, but one of true greatness. It brought tears to his eyes with a swelling sense of confusing pride.
He looked up, and there stood Sen. This was far beyond boyish exuberance and a desire to push back at the Sisters that had raised him. This wasn't foolish immaturity and a desire to stand in the brightest light at all times. This was a civil war in the making. 
"How can you-?" he began, but didn't know how to finish. The chaos that would ensue, after this? His brothers would beat the city bloody for months, hunting for the press that produced it. He fought for his voice. This had to be stopped. It had to end now, lest hundreds die, or thousands. 
"You must not post this, Sen. It is absolute foolishness. The greatest foolishness."
"I already have," said Sen. "Two hundred copies across the dark side, and more tomorrow. The call for patrols will go up soon, I think. What I need from you is a warning. Where will your people strike, and when will they come to us?"
Daveron's mouth opened and closed. He couldn't breathe. The stakes had just shifted immensely. Two hundred already posted? The King would do everything in his power to quell the flow of this paper. Everything possible. There had been thirty Molemen per district on that first night, now there would be mobilization of them all. The tortures to come would be legion.
"I can't project-" he began, then made himself stop. For a moment he'd been about to actually share some of what he knew, but he couldn't do that, it simply wasn't possible. "I will not tell you. I will not send my brothers to their deaths, at the hands of a murderer."
Sen shook his head. "Did you not read the paper, Daveron? I believe what I wrote. Truly, I do. I've seen it in you, and I see it now. The way the King uses your people is abhorrent. I want to change it. Maybe you don't understand that now. You're still grieving for what little you've lost, so you can't see how much you've lost just by being born in this city, under this King. And you think I want to trap your brothers?"
"You killed one already! How can I trust anything you say?"
Sen let out a slow, sad breath. "I did not mean to. I am deeply sorry for it. I only meant to save the children, taken in my stead. Did you see the children, Daveron? Did you partake in the torture of those innocents, so commanded by your King? Tell me that was right, and equal, and just. Tell me that was a case of following the law."   
Daveron couldn't. Of course he couldn't. It had sickened him, and would have sickened him even if it were not for Sen's tortures that had ingrained him with a sense of pain. He had seen the effect of it upon his brothers and sisters. There was no law that mandated death by torture for the trivial crime of flyposting. There was no existing justification, and it was a crime in itself, against propriety and rectitude.
Yet they had done it, because the King had ordered it done, and so the new law was set. In that, Sen was right. They were the hammers of the King, driven not by ideals but by blind obedience. What did that mean? 
"I-"
"Where will they strike?" Sen asked. "Tonight, and tomorrow, and the days and nights to come? When will they come to us, and where can we go to avoid their paths?"
Daveron's mouth battled with his mind. The shame piled up and confused him, mixing with the paper clutched in his fist, until he could not take it anymore. He couldn't think, and he couldn't trust, and he could not abide the deaths of so many just for a few scant words. 
His own family would be shamed and slaughtered, if the whole truth were to come out. Every Sister in the Abbey would die. Feyon and her family, Mare, Gellick, Alam, all would die, along with everyone they knew. The excision would be total and complete, and how could he allow it? How was that right? 
He squeezed the paper. He looked his torturer in the eye. Then he told him what he wanted to know. He knew it from his plans, the main role he'd come to play in his father's prime butchery yard, coordinating all the yards in Belial. 
He told Sen what the raids would likely be, and when. He told him the patterns, and where the gaps were to avoid detection. And when he was done, and for a long time after Sen was gone, he remained there with his mouth open, staring up at the sky, where the engorged black disc of the Rot hung like a father to the moon, and wondered what he had become. 
A caste-traitor. Lower than Unforgiven. Nothing and nobody at all. 
And he knew that Sen would come back, and ask the same thing, and that he would help him again.
 



 
 
FEYON II
 
 
The next day the city burned. 
The Molemen came out in force, along with the Adjunc, in raids that encompassed the whole sweep of the city, from the rarefied climes of the Roy to the grimiest depths of the Manticore. They broke open suspect buildings and churned out suspect castes, they snatched up known flyposters and pamphleteers, paper merchants and press smiths, until the HellWest frigate spikes groaned with the suffering weight of their dying bodies. 
Great bonfires stood at street corners and in Grammaton Square, where troughs full of seized paper went up in belching clouds of smoke. Iron contraptions that resembled presses were wrenched out of homes and business and smelted down on the cobbles, here a clothes mangle, there a device for thinning out dough. 
Sen went abroad with care, peeking from sump heads and off the edge of bi-rail mounts, watching the ordered chaos creep outward like a battle line. People were dying, and it hardly seemed to matter who they were. Any infraction became sufficient, as old grudges were settled in a great letting of blood. 
He watched as a collection of tongues was made throughout the claggy puddles of Indura, of those who were suspected of speaking The Saint's name or repeating its slanders, and hammered to a post in Spitstock Square. In the Boomfire damasks were rolled down the street wrapped in slow-burning rugs, on suspicion of passing along copies of The Saint between their many lovers. Everywhere the law on caste was enforced with a blistering rigor, so that Caracts caught a foot outside the docks, or Bellyheads wearing a hint of purple, or Exemious found abroad without a Bodyswell slip were treated with the full, crushing weight of the law. 
The violence continued into the night, as Sen and Gellick loaded Shellaby into the cart they'd bought three days earlier and fled into the damp shadow of the wall at Flogger's Cross. Daveron's warnings proved true, as the Molemen followed a previously set pattern. Some time around four by the Grammaton, they left the Cross and went underground on the Heckatoa bi-rail, passing beneath the raid as it went by above, returning to the millinery with the dawn. 
It was largely untouched, but for a bright red mark stamped upon the door. Every building had one, now, to show it had been searched. Standing on the roof, Sen and Gellick looked out over a city swathed by a low hanging pall of smoke, as if the Bodyswell corpse fires had expanded to cover the city entire.
"We need to write about this," Sen said. His jaw was tight and his fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. "The Saint has to say something."
Gellick left those words hanging for a long time. They were both exhausted from the long day and night, from all the horrors they'd seen. Steadily he moved over to stand beside Sen. Now there were intermittent wails rising from the neighboring districts, of grief and pain. 
"We have no paper left, Sen."
Sen gritted his teeth. They'd used up the last of their supplies for the second edition. They had hardly any paste or ink left, and they'd both clearly seen the King's writs slapped up in the Carroway night markets and all along the Haversham, the docks, and across Grammaton Square.
Paper would no longer be sold in the city. Ink would no longer be sold. Even paste, and cans, and brushes were embargoed at the docks. Any ship caught smuggling those materials in would be burnt in the harbor with all hands aboard.
"We should have bought more," Sen said dully. "Before we ever posted."
Gellick laid a hand on Sen's shoulder. "We didn't know. The King is mad."
"We should have known," Sen said. This was another mistake, an underestimation of how much control mattered to Aberainythy. But to back down and stop posting now would be a total defeat. It wouldn't matter that the Molemen couldn't catch them. It was enough that The Saint was stopped. 
"There's another way," Gellick said. "Other ways."
Sen snorted. Of course there were other ways. They all required money, and infrastructure, and power, and faith. They required enough trust to overcome the blood and horror the King could enforce at any moment he wished. 
"You know," Gellick said. "You know she can help." 
Sen's fists tightened. Of course he knew. But he'd meant never to see her again, despite what his mother's prophecy said. He'd had enough money, and all the skills he would need, but now the King had done this. 
He had to swallow his anger, and his pride, and go to see her again. 
Feyon, of the Roy Gravailes. 
* * *
Feyon had wanted him to suffer.
It was over half a year ago now, but still she was the one suffering. The memories of that hideous morning haunted her, and she relived it both day and night, always hoping for it to end a different way, but it never did.
It began with her rage. That he had treated her so callously, and with such disrespect. That he had spoken of her life and her family as if they both meant nothing. A lie, he had called her. A fake. And then he had stolen that kiss…
After she'd reported him at the Haversham, she rode in her brougham at the back of the Adjunc herd feeling so very righteous. She was a lady of the House Gravaile, and this was a just recompense for the offenses he'd committed against her. 
The Abbey gates had gone down in moments, and her Adjunc flooded in. They beat down doors and dragged Sisters out into the dawn, wherever she pointed them. They stripped off their holy cassocks in search of scars, they beat down the Abbess when she refused, they bit off her antennae to silence her. 
It was only then that the thrill of it changed for Feyon.
She had only ever had the utmost respect for the Abbess. A Sectile of her caste and with her depth of faith was rare and precious. Feyon had grown up witness to the hushed awe her parents felt toward the Moth Abbess, and could not help but share it. The Abbess herself had come to see her since she was a babe, speaking blessings over her even as she spoke blessings over her sister. She had come with every changing of the season thereafter, speaking kindly to Feyon, and telling her of the great things she would one day do.
She had not thought that calling the Adjunc on her Abbey would lead to this. As she watched the Abbess stagger for balance, she realized what a horrific, arrogant mistake she had made.  
She tried to call the raid off, but it was too late, and her cries were muffled by the screams. The raid went on, and she watched as a sickening numbness sank into her belly. She saw blood smeared across the Adjunc coming out of the chancel, and knew someone had died. She saw the Induran Deadhead and the Spindle staring at her while they were stripped naked on the grounds, like this was her fault, like she had meant for this. 
She began to grasp the enormity of what she'd done. This was real, and it was her fault.
The Abbess came to her when it was all over, stumbling even with one of the Sisters propping her up. She only looked into Feyon's tear-reddened eyes and said one simple sentence. "Remember what you did here, Feyon."
Then at last her parents were there, carrying her back to the Roy in a brougham, but there was no reassurance in their pale, terrified faces. In the days that followed Adjunc came and went from their house freely, searching for the boy with the scars that they hadn't found. 
She said it was all a lie. She told anyone who would listen that she'd made it up for attention. In the doll room she held on to her sister's likeness, stroking its scar, and understood what Sen had meant. Her sister was not gone for adventures in some far away land. She had died just as Sister Henderson had died, with just as little grace. 
What she'd done made her ill. She could not sleep or eat. At night her father the Duke locked the door to her room. 
"For your own sake," he told her. "For all of us."
She sat night after night on her bed, too wracked with guilt to sleep. All the things that had once mattered to her were wrong. All her fine clothes, the paints for her face and bells for her hair, were just a symptom of the deeper lie.
One night she destroyed them.
She pulled the clothes from their wardrobes and ripped them apart. She tore up her dolls, she broke her mirrors and threw all her makeups and jewelry at the walls until she was exhausted and sobbing in the wreckage. 
When sleep finally came, she dreamt again of the look on Sen's face as he rejected her, and the heat as he kissed her, and the taste of his lips red as Sister Henderson's blood. Then when the kiss was over, he drove a slim black spike through her heart, and she welcomed it. She opened herself to it gladly, because this was more than she deserved. This was a mercy she had not afforded to him.
He did not come the next day though, nor the day after that. Instead, it took the best part of a year. 
* * *
Sen arrived outside the gates several hours before the dawn. All of the night he'd spent working a route into the Roy, using paths he'd never taken before. There were Molemen guards in the sewers, forcing him onto the Gutrock obtrusion, into the sumps and weirs, using bi-rail tunnels. Numerous times he had to backtrack, waiting for patrols to shift and pass by, clinging to shadows like they were armor.
Even the Roy had burnt, in the King's response to The Saint. Glimpsing the streets of the Diamante, jewelers that had once displayed their most resplendent works in their windows now appeared to be entirely shuttered. Burnt husks of desks and machinery lay on the flagstones like worm casts on the beach, scattered round with ashes and in places, bodies. 
Perhaps they had held copies of the Saint. Perhaps they had run secret print shops. Or perhaps they had simply held assets the King wanted, and the covering chaos had proved a chance for him to take what he wanted. 
If the Saint could not keep pressing, then King Aberainythy had won. 
He approached the gate to the Gravaile mansion in shadow and silence, to the gatehouse where a broad-shouldered Malakite strode to meet him, apish muscles bulging under his smart black uniform. He was as big as Gellick's father, but coated with simian hair. 
"State your business," he said.
"I've come to see Feyon Gravaile," Sen answered. 
The Malakite looked him up and down; a hooded figure in the small hours of the night, come with no announcement and no brougham carriage, with no servants and bearing no coat of arms, in the midst of a crisis in the city at large. 
"You're not wanted here. Move along, beggar." 
"I have come from the Moth Abbess of the Abbey of the Heart. Feyon will see me."
The Malakite chewed on that for a long moment, and Sen felt the uncertainty building in his small mind. A moment later he strode back to his guardhouse, where he spoke into a metal tube. Sen watched through the iron gates. The Malakite came back and held out one barring palm. 
"Wait."
Sen waited. Time passed, and the stars shifted overhead. In the shadow of an elegantly wrought oft tree, its branches twisted in intricate patterns, he watched the constellation of Lord Quill pass behind the fullness of late summer leaves. On the eastern horizon he looked out to where the first stars of Saint Ignifer climbed into the sky, soon to be chased by the sun. 
Some time later the central door in the Gravaile house opened, and a man emerged in the orange glow of revelatory light. He was dressed in gold-pleated jodhpurs and vest, sported an ornate white wig over a very severe expression, and tapped a cane smartly on the white gravel as he walked toward them. 
Sen remembered him from his first visit to this place. The Duke Gravaile, Feyon's father. At the gate he waved the Malakite away with his cane, beckoned Sen near, and spoke in a sharp, clipped tone.
"I remember you, boy. I am sorry for what became of your Abbey, but you are not welcome here. I ask that you leave at once, for all our sakes."
Sen studied the intensity of feelings rising off the older man. There was anger on the surface, but beneath that lay a deep, lapping ocean of fear. "You greeted me more civilly last time," he said calmly.
"Those were more civil times," the Duke replied, "before my daughter's action brought the Adjunc down upon us all."
Sen nodded. It made sense that Feyon's parents would be under greater scrutiny now. He looked past the Duke and to the house, where a new light had gone on in one of the upper floor windows. 
"Does she know I'm here?" 
"That is not your concern. Now go, before I lose my patience."
Sen felt the waves of fear thicken, though the Duke's face was a mask of formality and his tone spoke only of accustomed command. 
"You're afraid," Sen said.
The mask slipped for a moment, and in response the Duke slid the first inch of a steel sword out of its cane sheath. "Watch your tongue here, boy." 
"Afraid not of what I might do, I know that," Sen said, then took one step backward, and pointed at the flagstones at his feet. "But of what I might bring." 
"Be plain, and say what you mean to say."
Sen looked up. "Was it here, in this spot, that they skinned your eldest daughter?"
The Duke blanched white. His mouth opened and closed. The fear rose up like a great wave, threatening to swallow them both now. "How dare you?" 
Sen nodded calmly, taking his reaction as confirmation. "It was here. You barely survived it, then. Now imagine what the Adjunc will do if they see me." At that he reached up and lifted off his balaclava, revealing his scars.
Naked terror flashed in the Duke's eyes. "Are you mad?" he hissed. "Cover yourself at once, child."
"I need to speak with Feyon. I was your guest before, I hope to be so again."
The Duke sweated, looked rapidly from side to side, then unlatched the gate and swung it open. 
"Be a guest then," he said through gritted teeth, "and welcome."
* * *
Her room was gray. For a long time they had repaired and replaced all the dolls and clothes that she destroyed, as if it could all be covered up like the dress over her sister's scar. 
It couldn't. She tore her finery into pieces that couldn't be repaired, until one day her father stopped replacing them. Then she had lain awake in her empty room thinking of nothing but how she deserved to die for what she'd done. It was only rarely, at the great insistence of her medicians and with the assistance of their forced therapies, that she ate or slept. The rest of the time she wasted, becoming a skeletal thing in the darkness, sick with guilt.
She saw the Abbess, when she came, several months after the Adjunc. Whatever punishment she would receive, she was willing. But the Abbess was not angry, only sad. 
"Is this how you use your life, child?" she'd asked. "Is this your atonement, and what Sister Henderson died for?"
That night she tried to kill herself, slashing a shard of mirror across her throat. She would have died, had her father not tasked their servants to spy on her through hidden glass slits in the walls. One came in at once and bound up her throat with her fine dresses. The Bodyswell were called. The medicians were summoned. 
Feyon drifted throughout. Her mother wept and her father roared. People came and went. When at last their work was done, and darkness reigned and she could finally sleep, she dreamed of Sen.
 She woke to the tear-stained face of her mother begging her to live, not to leave her as her sister had. She reached her fingers up to the throat, where the stitches were still in, and the outline of her very own scar was taking shape. 
From that point on, the guilt eased its terrible grip slightly. There was no forgiveness, no happiness, simply an acceptance of what she'd done. She started to eat again. She asked for paper and quill, and began to write. 
At first she wrote out the events of her life, as far back as she could remember. Sheets piled like snowdrifts in her room, from her earliest memories with her older sister, both of them playing round the gardens in frilled dresses and curled red hair, to the times with Sen and the others in the Abbey, to the moment she called down the Adjunc. She tried to understand how all the pieces fit together. 
When the past was fully remembered, she moved to the future, writing Sen's story going forward, imagining where he had fled to and what he was doing now. She wrote about the others as well, the lives she envisaged for them. When she had seen them all through to their deathbeds, she began inventing new stories, about her sister and how she might have lived if the Adjunc hadn't come. 
Cherlyndra. She was stronger and braver than Feyon, an adventurer who traveled across the oceans in a boat that was a giant green leaf, kept company with a funny little caterpillar. In writing she no longer felt so broken, surrounded by a world of others who had made mistakes also. Her mistake was truly a terrible thing, but now it was only one of many things she had done, or imagined doing. There were stories where she'd never met Sen, never kissed him, never gone to the Adjunc, all of which could have happened with the slightest of changes. She lived a hundred lives from the darkness of her gray room.
Then her father came to her early one morning, pale-faced and afraid, and told her Sen was in their home and waiting to speak to her. Oddly, she was not surprised. It didn't seem real, seemed only another variation of the stories she had written. 
She went to him. He was sitting in the peacock room, dressed all in black with his gloved hands on his knees. He looked older, thinner in the face and stronger too, his scars still swirling around his gray eyes.
She began to weep. 
This was real. He had truly come, and it didn't matter what the reason was. She knew at once that she would do anything imaginable to earn his forgiveness. To have him see her anew, as she now wanted to be seen. 
She dropped to her knees before him, hands clasped to her chest, and spoke the halting words with all her heart. 
"I will do anything that you ask." 
She couldn't look at him. She couldn't look to the side, at her parents as they stood in shocked silence. She just knelt and waited, feeling the anger burning off him even now. 
"Thank you," he said, at last.
* * *
She sat at the table and looked at the wood while they argued. 
Hours had passed, and the arguments had only grown louder. Her father resisted. Sen insisted. Her mother tried to reason with them both. 
She hadn't written any story quite like this. 
In some Sen came and brought with him the gift of death, while in others he came and stole her away to a life of adventure, in others still he gave her the forgiveness she so craved with a kiss. In none of them had he come in and argued about paper. 
Paper, and ink. She didn't understand about The Saint, having never heard of it. She'd been vaguely aware of the increased Moleman presence on the streets outside, but had never questioned this. It didn't matter to her, in her little sad world. 
Now they were arguing about routes into the city. They talked about HellWest and the land roads from the Sump, and smuggler's covers in from the sewers, and the special knowledge her father held as a Duke and head of a standing army of three thousand. 
"Are your men loyal?" Sen asked, in various different ways, at different times through the conversation. 
"Some," her father answered. "To some degree."
"And those with faith? Those who share a love of the Heart, and the Saint? How many are they?"
"Five. Ten. A dozen perhaps."
"And you have ships. You have the King's writ. It can be done."
"I tell you, it cannot!" 
On they argued. The sun rose high and Feyon just listened, beginning to catch some scope of what was at stake. Sen had started printing a newspaper, and the city was in uproar. Her father was afraid and excited by what it might mean. Hadn't they been waiting for such a moment all their lives, a chance to serve the Heart in a meaningful way? Hadn't that been the reason they'd sent her to the Abbey in the first place, for the secret strength it would grow in her breast? 
What had become of that secret strength, she wondered.
"Do it," she said, barely a whisper, but nobody heard. They continued arguing over their maps, their papers, until she stood and said it again, now looking at her father. 
"Do it," she said sharply, and he stopped arguing. His face seemed to melt, the anger slipping away, replaced with something like pity. 
"Darling child" he said, "you cannot possibly understand what will happen if I do this. This boy does not understand. We have only just begun to see the depths of the King's madness. There will be no end, if we do this. When we are caught, as we certainly will be, it will mean death for every Gravaile in the city. Our line will be seared off the tapestry of the land. All our secret strivings will come to nothing."
By the end he was wheedling. Perhaps he saw, as surely as did she.
"You sent me to that Abbey," she said, her voice growing firmer as she used it for the first time in many months. "I did what I did, and we live with the aftermath. But why did you send me, if not for this? Was it not such a risk at the very start? Was it not the same risk that Sen asks you to take now?"
"Oh, Feyon," said her mother. "Hush about such things, you cannot know-"
"Cannot know?" Feyon asked, turning on her mother. "About my sister, who died for the mark on her back? You see I have my own now!" She touched her own throat. "You lied to me about her for years, and taught me to belong in a world that murdered my sister, and what for, if not for this moment? How can I be a good little Blue girl, a courtier's daughter aiming for a good marriage, with this? Or am I the thing you'd hoped for when you sent me to the Abbey? Which am I, mother, I would very much like to know, and what future do you see for me now, and all of my line? Am I a warrior for the Heart, or a quisling for a King who would murder me if he ever saw me?"
Her mother's jaw dropped. She hadn't heard that many words from Feyon in all of the last eight months. She didn't like to look at her daughter's throat, where the ugly scar lay. Still more words kept coming though, and Feyon turned to use them on her father.
"What he asks for is right," she said, pointing at Sen, who also appeared a little surprised. "He is Avia's son, after all. He bears the scars she wrote onto him, that the Saint might rise, and here he asks for your help in raising the Saint, and you argue because you're afraid you might die? That I might die? Father, mother, we are already dead, if we bow before this King any longer! What life can I have, or what children can I bring, if we bow now? What people will we be, if we deny the Heart when it calls?"
The anger flooded through her. She didn't know where it was coming from, but it felt good. It felt good to see her father wilt, and her mother strain for words. 
"Feyon," she attempted, "you speak of ideals. Faith is more complex. We have always served the Heart from within the court. We are not warriors."
Feyon slammed her hand on the table. The sound was shockingly loud, and made even her own heart skip a beat. Her father flinched. "And what if I am a warrior? What if I want to fight? If you have any love for the Heart, you will join me!"
Her father looked at her mother. Her mother looked to him and back to her, while Sen sat dumbfounded. 
"Feyon-" the Duchess began. 
"Mother," Feyon answered. "There is no real choice here. You will help Sen. You will obey the Heart when it calls." She looked at her father. "You will get him what he needs. And I, if he will have me, will go with him."
Sen's brows beetled together. He started to speak, but Feyon cut him off. Now she had started speaking, it seemed like she could never stop again.
"You don't want me. I understand. I killed your Sister Henderson, and I can never repay that. But let me try. I can help with your paper. I have ideas, I know the King's world better than any, and the weak points of his court. I can turn his highest supporters against him. I am written in your scars, after all. I have to go."
Sen opened his mouth, stood, thought for a moment, then nodded. "Very well."
Feyon turned to her father. She was blazing now. He seemed diminished. He gave a sad sigh, puffing his moustaches slightly, then a nod. "Very well." He turned to Sen. "I will do as you ask, and more. Take care of my daughter."
Sen nodded gravely. 
Feyon turned to her mother. There were tears brimming in her eyes. 
"I can't lose you as well," she said. "Not like Cherlyndra."
Feyon went to her. She held her hands. "This is what Cherlyndra died for."
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Sen didn't know what to think. 
He returned to the millinery alone, avoiding the patrols, turning over the events at Feyon's home repeatedly in his mind. She was like a different person. He thought back to the way she'd told her parents what they would do, as if no other answer was possible.
But she'd turned them all in to the Adjunc and gotten Sister Henderson killed. 
He wasn't angry at her any more for that, but still, it was hard to forgive. It was complex, like him killing a Moleman then writing a posting about how great Molemen could be. Had that been his attempt at atonement, he wondered, and was that what this was too?
He jumped off a church spire and slid down the lead-roofed side of a tinsmith, passing near to Jubilante. Briefly he thought about Alam. That was complex too; they were friends, but Alam had his own atonement to pursue, still making good on his father's legacy. 
It was strange. Climbing through the under trellis of Gilungel Bridge across the Levi, with all the broad flat river spread before him and the stink of salt and fish in the air, he wondered if everything he was doing was atonement for something, some original sin he'd forgotten about and couldn't remember. 
He'd been at Aradabar when it fell, he knew that much, a babe in Avia's arms fleeing through the devastation. The teardrop sense of King Seem was always there beneath his skin still, reminding him of the epic scale of his life. Three thousand years was a long jump. In three thousand years, Seem had done some awful things. He'd killed countless ghasts, enslaving thousands to exhume the crater around his palace, but he'd set on that path for the best of reasons: to see and help his son. 
Still, Sharachus was dead. 
It was a puzzle. 
Passing back along a side-Haversham street, he saw new bonfires on the tradeway. Atop one a person screamed. That blood was on his hands too, but it didn't seem all that important next to thinking about Feyon. That was awful, but he couldn't help it.  
She'd been so thin and weak looking, with no makeup and her hair in disarray, with the scar across her perfect throat damning her just as surely as he was damned. But when she'd stood and given orders to her family, there'd been something deeply substantial about her. In those moments she'd felt more real than anything else, bigger and more real than the millinery or the Saint, more important than his mother or his scars. 
It was strange. 
Gellick was waiting for him in the millinery, nearly hopping up and down with excitement as Sen came in.
"Well, did you see her? Will they help? Will they bring us paper?"
Sen smiled. "They'll do better than paper. The Duke's going to set up three printworks for us, far outside the city, and run off whole newspapers. Not just single page sheets. Whole papers like The Soul."
Gellick looked like he was about to burst. "Whole papers? What?"
Sen enjoyed the moment. This was a real bit of good news. "Whole papers. Thousands of copies. We won't need to post them anymore. We can just drop them from the rooftops. Post them through doors. Whatever."
Gellick's eyes blazed. "Through doors!" 
Sen felt the deep warmth of a job well done. He patted the Balast and moved past him, into the resonant, woody warmth of their shared home. "Oh, and Feyon is coming to join us. Maybe tomorrow."
Gellick laughed. It was loud, and he clapped his hands to mouth, but that was loud too. Sen chuckled at his excitement. 
"Feyon too! Then Daveron, and Alam, and Mare! We need to clean up." He looked around anxiously at the bare peat floor, littered with scraps of broken wood and old shattered buckets. "Make it nice for Feyon!"
"We don't need to worry about that," said Sen, riding the warmth of the good news up the stairs. "She's come a long way down since the Abbey days."
When she came two nights later, she proved him very wrong. 
* * *
She had the brougham drop her at the Abbey. Her Malakite guardian was loath to leave, but the agreement had been struck with her parents. 
For a long time she stood in front of the gates, looking in. It was after dark, and a solitary Sister patrolled the grounds like an errant shellaby bug. She hadn't returned here since the Adjunc raid. 
Now she knocked for attention. It took time, and she waited. It was Sister Pomefrey who came to her. As she neared, Feyon pulled her tight hood back and dropped to her knees.
"May I see the Abbess?"
Sister Pomefrey stared for a long moment. "You have gall, to come here, girl."
"You're right," said Feyon. "I don't deserve an audience."
Pomefrey sighed. "Yet the Heart teaches forgiveness. Come."
It wasn't comfortable. 
The Abbess rose from sleep to meet with her, and together they walked in awkward silence to Sister Henderson's grave. The Abbess used a stick now, to balance, making little clacks on the gravel path as they went. 
They stood in front of the grave. Feyon had dreamed of this moment for a long time. She had written all the stories, but there was no easy way. The easy way didn't exist. There was just the horrible, awkward way. 
She bowed her head, and said her apologies. 
"Sen came to you," the Abbess said, looking at her. 
Feyon nodded. 
"Now you're going to him."
She nodded again. 
"In deeds we may find our forgiveness. It is better, to act in the world than to kill yourself. The Heart teaches as much."
Feyon could feel the displeasure with which the Abbess dealt with her. She understood it, because her coming brought back painful memories. But that didn't mean she shouldn't have come. That it was awkward, and that it hurt, was good. 
"Thank you for seeing me, Abbess. Thank you for allowing me to come here."
The Abbess frowned. "Who am I to dictate? Sister Henderson liked you, after all."
That surprised her. She forgot to be pious and sorrowful for a moment, and looked directly at the Abbess. "She liked me?"  
"Of course. Do you think she carried that brick just to torment you?"
Now Feyon frowned. Of course she remembered the brick. It had started on one of the first days at the Abbey, when she'd asked Sister Henderson for a feather pillow to rest her head on during lessons. Sister Henderson had come back with an old, dirty brick.
She'd been stunned, too surprised to really protest as the Gawkish Sister had attempted to slip it under her head.
"Would it be most comfortable here, Miss Feyon?" she'd asked, adopting a soft and servile tone that was all the more mocking for how dirty the brick was. It had been covered in wet earth, as if she'd just dug it up from the grounds.
"She did torment me," Feyon said, confused, and now the Abbess laughed. 
"She did. But think of the lengths she went to, child. Was Sister Henderson merely cruel?"
Feyon thought back. After that first moment with the brick, Sister Henderson had taken to carrying it around with her. Whenever she'd caught Feyon's eye, she'd pop it out from behind her back, and make a smiling face as if she was going to offer it to her again, as if she was doing her a great service.
"It was a joke?" she asked, not at all certain. 
"A lesson, I think," said the Abbess. Her tone was warming now. "One you may now have learned."
Feyon took a breath. Things with the brick had gotten so bad that she would avoid looking at Sister Henderson at all. But then the brick would always just be there, left somewhere she'd see it on the path or in the middle of the grounds, like it was following her around. Once it had a little smiling face chalked onto it.
Now the thought of that made her smile. 
"I used to get so angry," she said quietly. "I thought she was disrespecting the Gravaile name."
Now the Abbess rested a clawed hand on her shoulder. "With a brick. Child, there are lessons in humility for us all."
Feyon smiled. At the same time, she started to quietly cry. She'd never known Sister Henderson had liked her. Had cared for her, even. 
"I'm sorry for what I did. Truly."
"Oh hush," said the Abbess, and pulled Feyon toward her, cowling her wings around them both. "I know that. I know what you are, Feyon, and it was always better than you thought. Sister Henderson saw as much too. She wouldn't be angry now. You're risking your life for Sen, aren't you? So you join the ranks of we women, who have all risked our lives for him, and what he represents. Dry your eyes. You're one of us, now." 
Feyon gulped. This was more than she'd ever hoped for, and different to anything she'd written. 
"Thank you, Abbess. You don't know what this means."
"Nonsense. Blame the Adjunc, Feyon. Blame the King. I cannot blame a child for their crimes."
They walked back to the gates in silence. In silence, the Abbess waved her out. 
Walking down Aspelair, Feyon felt the next stage of her life begin. It felt appropriate to do it in this way, following in Sen's footsteps. She'd mapped the route he must have taken to his millinery, and now she followed it, down the canal and up through the deserted ghost roads of the Slumswelters. 
She was muddy, dusty and weary when she reached the abandoned hat shop atop its hill. She'd never walked so far in her life. But still, she felt an inner well of possibility beginning in her chest. 
When Sen met her in the dark of the doorway, she felt him sense it. 
"Feyon?" he said, and she luxuriated in the uncertainty. He was looking at her face with something like awe. "Did you walk?"
"I came from the Abbey," she said, simple and deceptively meek.
"From the Abbey?" This puzzled him delightfully. "We were watching for your brougham from the roof. But-" 
"Where is Gellick?" she asked, and that left him frozen for a moment. 
"Here, I mean, here, upstairs."
He turned awkwardly, holding a revelatory lamp light, and for a moment seemed frozen about whether to let her go first or lead the way himself, before settling on leading. "This way." 
She followed. The place was simple and neat, if decrepit and ancient. On the second floor she saw Gellick standing beside an iron press, with papers scattered across the floor. The Balast's big dark face lit up when he saw her. He truly had grown, almost doubling in size since she'd last seen him.
"Feyon!" he cheered. 
She went in and kissed him carefully on the cheek. His cheeks blushed a shade darker, and he went quiet. 
So they stood quietly together for a time, as Feyon looked down at the papers they'd been working on. They seemed to be ideas for articles to go in the next copy of the Saint. She knew all about the system; had helped thrash it out. Sen would produce the proofs, then leave copies in areas her father could send a representative to collect. They would smuggle the proofs out of the city, print them, and return within a week bearing the copies. 
She saw the beginnings of an article on the King's response, and something about Indura, and a general treatise on caste. 
She cleared her throat, and both Sen and Gellick looked to her. 
"I have an idea for the Saint."
"Yes?" Sen answered, a little too quickly. In this light, in this place, she could see how adult he now looked. He belonged here. He was taller too, and stronger, and his face had lost the puppy fat of boyhood. 
"It will split the Roy. It's about a little girl called Cherlyndra, my sister, though of course we should change the name. I thought we might pair it with another story, about Mare of Indura."
Gellick frowned. "Our Mare?"
"Pair them," Feyon said, bringing her hands together. "Show the ways they were both prisoners and victims of the King's law on caste. They'll hate the comparison in the Roy. It will humiliate them, and anger the King, to have their shared bondage pointed out so bluntly. Some of them, it will break."
Sen nodded sharply. "It can be our lead story. Alongside the Moleman response."
Feyon looked at him. Now he met her gaze. He was curious, though the mistrust was there still. She would have to show him. She was here. She would stay.
"I have lots of ideas. I've been thinking about this for a long time."
* * *
Within a week, two thousand perfectly printed copies of The Saint came back. The Duke Gravaile did not explain the detail of his means or his methods, but the result was far more professional than the efforts Sen and Gellick had made alone. 
Now the Saint had eight pages, and every page was filled with treason. The weakness and cruelty of the King's response was lampooned, using a woodblock print image that Sen had carved himself; a cartoonish image of a fat, nappy-wearing baby with a crown, wailing at a scrap of paper.  
Feyon's story of two girls across the castes was on the next page. Following that was Sen's expanded essay on caste, laying out in simple steps how the King's law kept them separated and weak. If they were ever to conjoin, they had the power to overwhelm all the King's forces. The Molemen and Adjunc and standing armies paled into insignificance next to the weight of people. He went on to raise up the power of all the Balast folks. He sang the skill of the Carroway castes with saltpeter and iron and wood. He conjured the notion of a citadel city turned against the King, seeking a righteous rule that would not break them upon such a bitter wheel. 
After that came other stories, some less serious. Gellick insisted on including a funny story about Prince Coxswold, and his love for candied butter. It didn't even mention the King, was simply a rambling, breathless tale of the Prince and his grandiose hunt through the many parts of a beautiful, strange land, ending with a cliffhanger and a promise for more in the next edition.
Would the Prince get his candied butter? 
Sen dropped it round the city through that first long night, delivering copies even deep into the Roy. The streets swarmed with Molemen and Adjunc, but they were spread thin, and now that he no longer needed to take the time to post papers to walls, he could move with greater speed. 
Down chimney pots they went. Into letterboxes. Tucked under slits in doors, wedged through cracks in window boards, left in outdoor privies, settled on second floor window sills. 
Back in the millinery, they ate meat roasted on the fire and drank amaranth wine as the dawn sun rose with Saint Ignifer, enjoying alcohol for the first time. The Saint was spreading into the city, and the roots were beginning to form.
The dark side erupted the next day. Fresh patrols sped through the streets, fresh bonfires blazed, fresh victims were carried in, but thanks to Daveron, Sen knew how to avoid them all. 
They began work on the fourth edition. 
Feyon contributed pieces of Court gossip to break open the system of Dukes and Earls in the Roy. Sen spent hours carving new woodblocks mocking the King, showing him as a squalid spider at the center of the city's web, as a black-eyed jester prancing at the urgings of the Rot, as a kind of Moleman too fat for the red. In fragments they re-told the story and preachings of Saint Ignifer at the Fates of Aradabar, sewing in details from their own lives, and the lives of the other children from the Abbey; Mare, Daveron, Alam and themselves. They shared scraps of news snatched from the wind as Sen walked his routes round the city. 
The law on caste was tightening and imports into the city were being cut by a third. Access to the Bodyswell healers was now limited to castes of Spindle and above. Hundreds of petty criminals, once punishable by minor mutilations, were now being sent to the Manticore to be made into fresh Adjunc. 
So they warned the populace of what was coming. They advised on how best to pacify a Moleman brigade, and how best to shutter their homes against the Adjunc, and offered a simple system of personalized code by which they could discuss the King and his actions directly. They listed the names of those who had been taken, so that they would not be forgotten. They urged the habit of reporting on your neighbors for petty infractions to halt, as the King responded with outlandish force against even the slightest of crimes. 
They tried to build bridges between the castes. Where they could, they brought together castes that had long hated each other, through legends where they achieved greatness together. They pointed out the shifts in casteal law, and listed the many ways bars on cross-caste relations had no place in the past or in the world wider than Ignifer's city. 
They also kept a steady watch on the Rot, reporting on its objective size and growth with every passing paper. With every passing paper, it grew.  
The King fought back, but couldn't stem the flow. Blacksmiths rejoiced as fresh orders for cannon and swords poured in, preparing for broader, stronger raids and a coming uprising. The funding for standing armies was increased, sucking in a crippling tithe from the poorest districts. Sen, Feyon and Gellick worked together in a blur, producing a paper a week and sending out two thousand copies, rising to three thousand, four thousand. 
So the weeks and months passed at a frantic pace, and summer fell into autumn. They bought a brazier and installed it by the hole in the wall, bought more blankets and new winter clothes, and wrote their stories in a warm bubble of revelatory and firelight. 
They soon surpassed every other paper to become the most widely read in the city, distributed in every district from Indura to the Roy, telling stories that inspired, that uplifted, that amused, that cut to the quick of the King's corruption in a way no other paper dared, that openly championed defiance. And every day the King failed to stop them.
The spiking of all those holding copies of The Saint slowed to a trickle. There were simply too many copies and not enough Molemen, and even the King could not continue to slaughter hundreds daily. The city simmered into the cold of winter and on through to spring, with nightly raids becoming as much a part of life as the acidic messages of The Saint. 
Leather-tubed ghasts carried their editions to the Gutrock, where they left them scattered throughout the ruins and tunnels of Aradabar. Balasts shredded them into the dust of their Hax, and damasks whispered their tales to clients by dim revelatory light. Ogric rickshaw pullers read The Saint as they lazed in their carts between fares, and industrial men in congested bi-rail carriages ate up every line as they jostled for space. Ladies in the Roy read the stories of Cherlyndra and Mare in their genteel adventures together across the oceans, while Spindles, Gawks, and Scabritics read about the escapades of Prince Coxswold on the bi-rails and in their breaks from work. Merchant navvies in HellWest bought up compendium copies printed in bulk chapbooks and carried them out across the Sheckledown Sea, to sell in foreign markets from the Amphemian archipelago to the Ice cities of Hark. 
So it was that the Deadhead Induran Mare came across a bound backlog of The Saint halfway around the world, and knew at once what it was, and what it meant for her.
 



 
 
MARE III
 
 
For nearly two years Mare roamed the oceans. 
Her first ship out of HellWest docks was the Gleet's Parade, crewed by a sorry troupe of rheumy once-tanners and pearl divers with their wind lost to the scarab. The captain thought her a boy, with her breasts bound tight and her hair cropped short. He took her bribe with a grunt and granted her a position below decks. 
Pulling out of the city under the brace of a sewer-stinking wind, she felt free for the first time in her life. She'd dreamed so long of escaping the city, and finally she had done it. She peered through the cracks of the galley timbers as they left HellWest dwindling behind, like a great bustling clamshell that shrank until it was nothing, and the stench of salt, sweat, and old vomit filled her world. 
The galley-master drunkenly cuffed her, set her to work scrubbing the offal-mired privy decks. She set to it. She was the youngest aboard ship, and the only girl, surrounded by hard and weathered men.
When the first of them came for her that night, lying in her low-slung hammock at the deck's dark tail, she was ready. She stuck him through the throat as he reached to unlatch his pants. His blood sprayed across her, and she made no effort to avoid it or wipe it away. As he gurgled out his last she walked the deck and stabbed three more men through their throats, men who'd eyed her through the day. She left them to bleed out. 
With the dawn, the captain had her haul the bodies up, then toss them over the edge. The captain had her lashed at the mizzen, but she didn't cry out, kept eye contact with the others in the crew throughout. He didn't kill her, because he was already short-crewed, but he did lean and breathe his whiskey breath on her face.
"Take any more and I'll have you myself."
There was nothing more than that though, and no man bothered her again. Each day she worked silent and solitary throughout, each night she lay in her hammock and looked out at the stars through the knot-holes in the hull. 
Months passed, and she saw the lands of the world off the Gleet's Parade bow, from the Great Harms boat-wall off Lymeria Bay to the thorn-choked waters of the Folded Delta. In each new city she went ashore and walked the streets, reveling in the breadth and depth of castes, from the sour tongue-worms of stick-thin Falitrey to the scaly eyes of fatted Alconthropes.
Then one day the sky turned black. It was the middle of the day, and they were moored off a knotted wreck-barge on the Faldrop Edge. Mare was repairing sail in the underdeck, when screams rang out from above and the light began to dim. 
Mare ran up the gantry deck, and there she stood amongst navvies crying out to the Heart and their mothers, as the black hole in the sky grew. It expanded in pulses, wider and wider, swallowing up the blue sky and clouds, eclipsing the sun, a black so complete that it dizzied the eye. There were no stars and no moon within it, though the darkness itself seemed to churn, shifting with every beat that pushed it further across the sky, like a great mouth forcing its jaws open. 
Men screamed and dived overboard as it swelled, ducked their heads underwater as if that would somehow save them. Others climbed the rigging with their arms flung out, as though welcoming some long absent master.
Mare knew what it was. Sen had spoken of it, the Rot. She knew what it meant, and merely stood and watched as it spread down toward the ocean, down until it stopped just above the waves, down until it circled them on every side like a second horizon. This was the end of the world, and it could reach anywhere. 
The blackness lasted an hour, less. In that time she killed a man who came at her hoping for one last tryst. His body fell into the water amidst the others, unremarked. After that the black receded, as though appeased by the sacrifice. It shrank back to a black wound in the sky, though bigger than before. 
The navvies were terrified. They loosed the full sail and fled from the Edge. For days they did not stop speaking of it, pointing to the black hole, whispering about the churn there had been in the dark, the lack of stars, the end of all things to come. At the next dock half the crew fled, racing to dinning bars and scarab dens to sot themselves and tell of what they'd seen. 
The Gleet's Parade took on new navvies, but soon they too heard the rumors. Wherever they went, from the coral-spit towers of Meran to the depths of damask Undulation, the story of the black sky spread, until it grew so fantastic that great tongues had come spitting out of it to crush nearby boats and split the ocean down to the seabed. A thousand men had died, a thousand ships had been sucked up into its maw, and more. 
And there were new stories too, of other places the black sky had spread and bit down, its jaws a solid black wall that cut through the sea and blocked off all passage. Old colonies that lay beyond it no longer existed. Once-profitable trade routes were simply gone. Gradually the Gleet's Parade changed, becoming a place of fearful glances to the sky and the horizon, and any sense of purpose Mare had once felt on leaving HellWest eroded, as each new day gave it the lie. 
There was no escape from the Rot. 
After half a year she changed ship. She stopped caring where they went or why, no longer hoping for some new fate. She simply watched the waves go by, and scrubbed the decks, and watched the sky along with every other navvy. 
Some time in her second year at sea, crewing with a leprous gang of smugglers in a fleet-hulled schooner, the black-masked captain came to her hammock at night. 
"I know you're a lass," he said, kneeling beside her. Her fingers crept to encircle the knife at her chest, as she had before, but the captain held his hands open before him. "Not to fret, girl. I'm not a man to force his gains. Nor will any man of this crew. But should you wish it…" 
He let his voice trail off, then peeled back the black mask. Behind the black was no sign of leprosy, but a face written over with inter-lapping lines, black ink drawn into his skin. 
It reminded her at once of Sen and the stories he'd told. Yet these were not scars, but intricate tattoos, depicting figures and places, maps and beasts, the new inked atop the old, with no speck of skin left unwritten. 
He grinned at her fascination, and the movement of his lips and cheeks pulled the dense patterns into new positions. "My own rebellion," he said. "Now we pass as lepers, as you pass for a boy."
Mare studied him, wondering what would make a man cover himself so completely in a death sentence. "I knew a boy once, with marks like that," she said. "Though his were carved."
"Oh aye?" the captain asked absently, slumping to his side. "Perhaps he's the one to save us all, then." Mare said nothing as he went on. "I knew an Induran once. Good woman, she worked hard as any I know. And did she have a lot of love to give?" He chuckled, the sound rich and throaty.  
"Where is she now?" asked Mare.
He grinned widely. "She gone." 
Then he stood up and left her. 
She went to him later that night. She was sixteen, and it was her first time to be with a man by choice, not for money or influence. By the light of a dim revelatory she saw his whole body, covered in crisscrossing lines.
"Stories," he told her, "what all I've known, of people and places. Rebellions, every one, against that." He pointed upward.
"The Rot," she said quietly. 
"And all that it stands for. So we fight every day, in what we are. It's the deepest way there is." 
She drew closer and he took her hand in his, traced her fingers down one of the patterns on his chest, telling as he went about a hero who fought a monster. Across his flat dark stomach the story wove between many others, of how the hero passed through many tests on the long and lonely journey to face his enemy, until the final battle came at last. Then the ink-line reached up to the captain's face, where it split and headed directly into his eyes, within which two circles had been tattooed in gray. The monster was himself, he told her, and so he fought endlessly with the demon inside. 
"What does it mean?" she'd asked.
He smiled. "Let me show you."  
He took her hands and her body in his own, and showed her how to begin. She'd known this before, many times on the street, but never like this. At first it was gentle, only growing strong as she was ready, and as he moved within her, she felt something strangely familiar, not felt since the Abbey. Odd images rose as they moved together, of sitting around a revelatory in Sen's room and sharing her life, telling secrets she'd never shared with another. 
When it was over, she felt a new kind of understanding which welled up with her tears. For so long she'd been alone. She stroked the captain's flat, kaleidoscope chest, her fingers shivering over the sense every pattern left in her skin. 
"You stay until the dawn," he told her. "Then you go."
She did. 
The next day the captain instructed the men to take her into the riggings and teach her how to pull the sail. That night she went to his bed again. When they were finished, he spoke quietly into her ear. "One year, my Mare. Then you leave."
In that year she learnt everything the other navvies knew and more. She learnt the sails and the stars, the sextant, the keel, steerage, she learnt stowing and brewing and hawsers, and when she was alone with the captain, just the two of them nestled in the thin blankets on his hard bed, she learnt the stories of his people, a broken nation built out of the forgotten myths of a vanquished city: Aradabar. 
She traced the patterns across his body, and he stroked her dead head and kissed her hair, and all the while she remembered she had just one year with him.
The night before they were to dock for the last time, he spoke to her before they took to bed. The ship was rocking gently in the tidal draw, and he took her hand as he so often did, laid it on his bare chest and began to sing. 
Mare didn't know what the song was at first, but slowly she recognized threads from the tales across his body. The hero who had to slay the monster that was himself, the girl who was stolen by the sea and had to fight her way out, the morphic abomination that lived to become the greatest king the world ever knew. 
When he was done he spoke, his voice thick but kind. "You are like me, little Mare. You have no home to hold fast to. I knew this from the moment I first saw you. Is it not so?"
Mare looked into his tattooed eyes.
"Perhaps you think the world has cursed you. You were hurt, and your body tells the scar. Perhaps you are angry, but it is only an anger upon yourself. There is no soul to punish for what you are now. You are like the man who must fight the monster within, when the true monster is without."
He held up a slim black needle in one hand and in the other a pot of deep black ink. 
"We make homes of our bodies," he said, "and we remember our lives by the tales we tell across them. You are not alone in this life, and with ink, your skin will know it. Your heart will read your skin every day, and it too will know that you are not alone, and never will be again. In this way, we stake our claim to life."
He held the needle for a moment in the open flame of the gas revelatory, then dipped it into the inkpot. The thick liquid sizzled on the hot metal, spitting up a wisp of smoke. Then the gypsy captain braced her palm against his chest, and held the needle so close to the back of her hand she could feel the heat.
"I will begin your story here," he said. "With this ship, and myself. I will leave the rest to you."
He pushed the needle into her dark-tanned skin, looped it under, and scraped the ink from the needle-tip inside her. 
The pain was delicious. They had coupled so many times, and there had often been a rough exhaustion, a whole-body kind of pain, but this was different. It was sharp and precise, focused in its meaning, in what it meant for her as a future and a past. 
A shiver of pleasure flooded through her body, and her skin tingled as the needle withdrew. With its touch, she abruptly understood that there was more than just endless roaming ahead of her, more than just so many moments strung together. She remembered who she was, who she had been, and realized she had the strength to say goodbye to this captain and move forward alone. She had her whole body to paint, and what remained of her life to do it. 
She gasped with these revelations, and looked into the captain's painted eyes.  
"You begin to see," he said. 
Through the whole night he worked on her, the thin line of their story in words and images from the back of her right hand and up her forearm, across the firm brown of her bicep, over her shoulders and back and on down her left arm, over the hollow at her elbow, to the palm. 
When it was done, she lay on the bed in a rapture. The pain lifted her above any sensation she'd ever felt before, while at the same time she felt absolutely, completely in thrall to him. She knew it was only temporary, and soon she would be alone again, and that made the intensity of the pain even sweeter. 
As the sun rose through the port-holes, they made love for the last time, his body moving against hers in waves that sparked and rejuvenated the line he'd painted within her, a start to her own story, a record of their time together. 
At the dock he bade her farewell without words, he simply held both her hands and squeezed the beginning and end of the line he'd drawn onto her. She felt the pain mingle with his touch, sealing the memories in. Then he was gone. 
That night she lay in a dockside inn and stroked the line of memories he'd left. Her skin was angry red, but she touched it over and again like a viol, to bring the pain to the surface. 
The next day at breakfast she saw a compendium copy of The Saint, in the hands of a navvy in his cups, and knew what it was at once. 
Sen. 
She palmed the copy easily and read through it in a dimly lit dinning bar, from the open screeds against the King, the war for all castes, interspersed with teachings of the Saint and even tales of two sisters, Caraly and Mare, who traveled the oceans together, and Prince Coxswold, and Awa Babo.
And she understood. This was Sen's rebellion. It was the beginning of something, a place where she could play a part, and a way to fight the Rot that had bounded all her life.  
In three months, jumping ships at port whenever it served her goal, she reached HellWest. During the voyage she added to her tattoo with makeshift needles and ink, branching it outward like black veins across her skin, telling the stories of her life on the streets, of her life on the seas, of the Rot descending from the sky above. 
She knew as she stepped into the hot bustle of her old city, that if she were caught by Adjunc they would tear all her stories away. She welcomed that fear, because it made her strong. She knew too where she might find Sen, the ruin in the Slumswelters that his mother had taken them both, but when she went to find him there, there was no sign. 
At the Abbey, the Abbess wept to see her. She spread her arms and her wings wide and pulled Mare into an embrace tighter than any the captain had bestowed. 
Yet she did not know where Sen was, could only tell Mare he'd last gone to the Slumswelters and the others, to gather them all in. As they said farewell at the Abbey gates, the Abbess saw for the first time the tattoos hidden beneath Mare's long sleeves. 
She smiled. "I think you're happy, now," she said. "Much more than you ever were."
Mare rolled down the sleeve, not because she was ashamed of her markings, but because she was too proud. Still, she met the Moth Abbess' smile. 
"I am," she said. 
She went to Alam first. She waited for him in the street outside his scrivener's dormitory, but when he saw her he looked away. She said his name but he refused to acknowledge her. 
"Why are you not with Sen, Alam?" she called after him. "Come with me." 
He gave no answer, so she did not persist. That night resting in a broken scarab shack on the Levi banks, she tattooed the feel of the city onto her skin, woven within her story. 
Next she went for Gellick, but found all of Coxswold Street in the Calk a wasteland of pounded white lime, the houses demolished to make room for the expanding grindyards, and there were none nearby who remembered him. Next she went to the fringe of the Roy, for Feyon, but did not dare enter. An Induran Deadhead covered in tattoos would never make it beyond Gilungel Bridge. 
At last she went to Daveron, at his father's butchery yard in Belial, and found something she had not expected at all.
 



 
 
DAVERON III
 
 
Life went on for Daveron, as intolerable as ever.
No one spoke to him and no one listened to him, apart from Sen, and every time he handed over troop movements or patrol plans to Sen, he felt sick. The work his family did made him sick. The weapons he cleaned made him sick. Talking to Sen was the only thing that kept him sane, but it also made him more of a traitor every time, and more broken inside. 
Time passed, and every day brought a deeper misery. He read The Saint sometimes, looking for something to hold onto, but found little. It was too much to change, and too much to lose. For his whole life he'd believed one thing about Molemen, and himself, and his role in the red. It had all been so simple. 
Now he was nothing. At night he was nothing. In the day he was nothing. The pathetic sense of gratitude he felt when Sen came only made the rest of the week worse. 
Week after week of nothing stretched before and behind him. The words of The Saint became a blur, as his family and his people exploited the law further at the King's direction. They saw it was wrong, but they adjusted. Daveron could not join them in that shift. The laws they enforced came to seem more and more like crimes themselves, which in time made him question the legality of the laws they'd always enforced. 
Was it really fair to murder a man for his debts? Was it really wise to mutilate for the sake of money? 
The Saint gave clear answers, but they only served to cloud Daveron's thinking, mixed as it was with the memories of that awful night. Nothing was clear, and only grew more murky as the months passed. He envisaged his life stretching on, forever a traitor, and accepted the role. 
It was a kind of duty. He lost track of whether it was fear that compelled him, or some twisted sense of grievance, or some strange new morality. What were laws, and what were crimes? 
He took pride in nothing. He existed, and he worked, but none of it mattered. Every day he half-expected to see Sen hung from a spike. It wouldn't make him happy now, wouldn't come as any kind of relief, it would just be another featureless hump on the Gutrock waste of his days. 
Only then he would be truly alone. So he started to fear it too. The depths to which he sank disgusted him, but his new emotions had control in ways he could not control. Sometimes at night he wept with the fear, silent and huddled in his blankets, lest his father hear. 
The shame of it was too intense. The waves that came from within were too cruel. 
He was not a Moleman anymore, but some new kind of thing, a breed of Unforgiven with his body out of his control. Though he wore the red yet, when inspectors came and other butchers visited the yard, he never wore it righteously. It took every effort he had to wear it and not visibly tremble. 
It stood for everything he no longer could be. It meant pain, and he did not want any more pain. 
Then Mare came. 
She entered the usury yard in darkness, just like Sen, while he was at work sweeping the grit floor. He didn't notice her until she stood before him, and took his paws in her hands. 
It was a shock. He hadn't been touched for a year. Then to look up into those eyes, into the sunken half of her face that had been mutilated by his people, brought the sickness and shame right to the surface. Just looking at her was pain, and he dreaded the revenge that would surely follow.  
But she had changed, and no blows came. Her skin was deeply tanned, her Deadhead covered in a thick layer of flowing black hair, and her eyes shone brightly as they ran across his face, down the white tubing he wore. He pulled his paws weakly back and balled them at his waist, ashamed of how far he'd fallen. 
"You're looking for Sen," he said. His voice sounded strange. He hadn't spoken to any one except Sen for a long time. "He's in the Slumswelters somewhere." He looked down at the floor, waiting for her to leave. 
But she didn't leave. Instead she touched his chin, lifted his snout, and looked into his eyes. There were strange dark lines inked across her cheeks; tattoos that would get her skinned by the Adjunc in a second. "I came for Sen," she said, her voice warm where once it had been curt and mocking, "but now I'm here. I want to know what he did to you. You're different, Daveron. What happened?"
He had never valued warmth before. His father had always been direct, and he'd admired that, it was the way of Molemen. But now her warmth stirred the sickness inside him, only making him weaker. 
He pulled his face away. "Nothing. This is no place for you, marked as you are. The law has changed. Go away."
"I go where I will, Daveron." She laid her hands upon his shoulders, stirring the warmth further and forcing him to look at her. "Now tell me." 
The weakness rose up and became hot in his eyes. He could not resist it, stronger than he'd ever felt before. So it was a surrender, but hadn't he surrendered a thousand times already? Let it be his cry for help, even from an old enemy. So the tears spilled from his eyes, and he told her what Sen had done to him, about his father's revulsion and his loss of the red, and a year of being rejected within his own home and his own skin. 
At the end she wrapped her arms around him. She stroked his head, and he found he let her, expecting at any moment a dagger to fall. Let it. He wanted it to, if he had fallen so far that her touch meant anything to him at all. 
But it did mean something, and no dagger fell. It was weakness to want such mercy, to hunger for such tenderness, but he wanted it more than anything, and to deny that would hurt even more. He wept and she kissed his cheek, until at last she pulled away with determination and something like anger in her eyes. "I think you should come with me. There's nothing for you here." 
"I have to stay," he muttered. "Sen needs me-"
She ignored him, and spoke over him. "We'll go to Sen together. I'll be the judge of what he needs."
She took him by the paw, and to his surprise, he followed.
* * *
He told her where to go, but they did not go there at once. 
Rather they went to a cheap dinning bar on a small Boomfire side street off the docks, surrounded by the sound of damasks groaning hard at work through the thin walls, where no record would be kept of their caste. They hunched over warm meat soup and corned-beer at a rough-hewn wooden table in the dirty shadows. Cheap candles burned in hanging-pots, fuming the air with the musky smell of fake topaz, barely covering the stench of vomit, rotten wood, and sex.
Mare told him of her life at sea, all the things she'd seen. Daveron listened, and ate without speaking. When they were finished they went back to their room. There was only one bed, a yellow-stained blanket loosely draped over a mattress of sheeted musty hay. Daveron insisted Mare take it, and she did not resist. 
In the dark of night, as the passionate cries of damasks all about warbled like a chorus of morning fetchlings, she went to him. She knelt by his side and touched her fingers to his bristly face.
"He hurt you," she said, barely a whisper.
He tried to speak, but found the weakness rising in his throat.
"I know pain," she went on, and lifted his paw to her head. Slowly, she worked his stubby fingers into the mass of twisted dark hair, to the hot skin over her brainpan, where once he'd struck her. The memory of that pain rose in his throat, though something new rose up within it, quelling the nausea. He stared up at her in wonder, feeling things he'd never felt before, while she rubbed his fingertips against the soft contours of her head. 
"I know how it changes you, makes you afraid," she went on. "I once hated you and your kind more than any of them. But not any more."
"I won't feel it," he whispered, as she began to pick at the fastenings of his white tubing. 
"I know," she soothed, pulling his tube-suit open. "I know you won't, but you need this. And I want to."
He'd never been so close to a woman before, at least not like this. All he knew about it was what he'd seen of his father, who visited damasks with the other usury-men in his employ, bucked and heaved in a kind of senseless ritual, neither enjoying it or not enjoying, just doing another work to be done. 
He gulped, clearing the hot block in his throat. "I don't know what to do," he whispered. "I'll do it wrong."
"There is no wrong." She slid a bare leg over his tightly muscled body, rising to straddle him. "It's just you and me."
He looked up at her, barely able to distinguish her face in the dim orange streetlight fading through the ragged drawn curtains. She leaned in to kiss his velvety cheek, and ran her fingers along the line of his snout, back up over his soft forehead. 
"I want to," she said again. 
He reached up to support her back, and she arched into his touch. He felt nothing as they began, though he sensed her touch as a clinical thing, felt her warm breath on his gray-furred skin. His breath did not quicken, nor did he groan or gasp, as did she. 
Then something changed. As she touched him, her body painting his with her strength and scent, the memory of her fit welled up within him, though now it blurred into something new as they moved together. He touched her and thought for a terrifying, startling moment he could really feel her. He stroked her back and kissed her hands, and the sense grew stronger and firmer, building like the Grammaton tolling to clarity, carrying him forward on a rising tide until by the end he was gasping and crying and alive in a way he'd never felt before, just as she was in his arms. 
"You feel it," she said, breathy and full of wonder, running her fingers down his cheek. "You feel me."
They lay together through the night. She did not return to the bed.   
Three days later, after more long nights at each other's side, slowly learning each other's body in the dark, they went back to the millinery. 
 



 
 
MILLINERY IV
 
 
Sen, Gellick and Feyon were there now, after spending the last three weeks on the move, barely staying ahead of the patrols. They were working on the next edition, as always. They had long since used up all the ideas they could think of, exhausting anything relevant from the Books of Airs and Graces, insulting the King in every imaginable way, breaking down every caste and remaking them in a new image, adapting every fairy tale Feyon had invented about Cherlyndra and every permutation of Prince Coxswold. 
Now every hour was a fight for engaging ideas, in between running around the city and through the sewers in their Ogric cart, evading raids. They barely slept, and when they did it was only to dream of endlessly shuffling words on paper, and endlessly moving between any one of the seven safe houses they maintained. 
Day by day both were getting harder. 
Then Mare and Daveron came.
They walked into the millinery print room unobserved. Their footsteps on the stairs meant nothing to the three of them, so deeply buried were they in debate. Only when Mare cleared her throat, and Daveron said hello, did they look up and realize what was happening. 
Sen stared. 
Before him stood two figures as if from a strange dream; Daveron in his white tubing, with Mare right there beside him, wearing long Induran sleeves with a plague scarf across her face. She wasn't showing much of her face, but he'd recognize those eyes and that sunken head anywhere. He'd never expected to see her again. He'd written about her so many times, under so many guises in The Saint, that she'd come to feel like a character only, a figment he'd imagined in some distant life.
But here she was. 
Feyon rose to her feet first, pulling Sen to join her, even as Gellick was looking back and forth between the four of them in bafflement, as the silence between them lengthened. "Sen," he said uncertainly. "It's Mare? Mare and Daveron. From the Abbey?"
"Welcome," Feyon said, recovering first and spreading her arms. "Welcome to you both."
Sen nodded. Were Mare and Daveron holding hands? He didn't know what to say at all, but he had to say something. "Welcome, of course. And I know, Gellick. It's just, Mare." He grinned at her. Two years had passed, but now that she was standing here in this same place where she'd first given him his misericordes, it felt like no time had gone by at all. "I can't believe you're here."
Mare smiled back. "I saw your paper on the Avernal coast. You got a few details wrong about me, so I had to come."
His eyes widened, even as he felt the weight of so many strange memories pouring off her, the myriad things she'd seen fuming like rich topaz smoke in the air. "Avernal? That's the other side of the world."
"You've acquired a long reach." She nodded round at the hall; the floor covered in papers, the iron bulk of the steam-press in the middle. "Is this where you print it?" 
It took Sen a moment to understand what she meant. "What, The Saint? No. We used to, just sample copies." He tapped Shellaby. "Now we have several printworks outside the city. We barely stay ahead of the Molemen as it is, thanks to, well, Daveron…" he trailed off as his eyes met the little Moleman's, gimlet black and gazing back at him. 
He'd last seen Daveron a week earlier. He'd seen him every week for nearly a year, and throughout that time he'd watched him sink deeper into misery, and selfishly done nothing to stop it. He couldn't. He'd needed Daveron where he was. 
Now Daveron was here, and there was something very different about him. He could feel the change in the air; he wasn't broken any more. Was that because of Mare? It didn't make sense. She'd always hated the Molemen worst, because of what the mogrifers did to her, but now they were standing next to each other and yes, they were holding hands. Daveron felt like a whole different kind of caste; exhibiting a glow he'd never felt in a Moleman before. 
"Are you…?" he began awkwardly. "I mean, what did you…?"
Feyon stepped forward, cutting him off. "I want to apologize," she said, looking at them both. "For calling the Adjunc to the Abbey. For how I was, before."
Mare smiled at her, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the Blue girl. Feyon gave a little gasp. Sen was surprised too. In all their Abbey days Feyon had never touched Mare before, had probably never even touched a caste from south of the River. But it took only a second for her to embrace her in return. 
"It's all right," Mare said. "Truly. I've seen such things in the world that anything you did became very small. And of course, we've been sisters on adventures for years now." She winked.
Feyon stepped back, with tears shining in her eyes. Her jaw opened but no words came out for a moment as she plainly tried to calculate what to say. 
"Drinks!" she settled on at last. "We need a toast."
She strode off to their storage chest in the hall, ready at all times for a speedy flight on the cart, and made clanking sounds as she rooted around. Sen looked from her to Mare, mind racing with all the things he might say, though not certain he should say any of them.
Mare chuckled. "You look like a stuck fish. Can't figure out if you're dead or alive."
He laughed. "I feel it."
"Landed yourself a rich one, too," Mare added, nodding toward Feyon. "Homemaker, I think."
Sen felt his cheeks burn. "We're not… I mean, we haven't…"
Mare chuckled. "I know just what you are. Or what you will be." She laid a hand on Daveron's shoulder. "Like us."
"So you are…? I mean…"
Mare chuckled throatily at his discomfort.  
"Be nice, Mary," said Daveron. She tweaked his ear, then stroked it better. 
Feyon came back, handing out cups and pouring amaranth wine while babbling a Roy host's inanities about the bottle's fine year and provenance.
"To Mare and Daveron," she said at last, holding out her cup. "Coming home."
"To Feyon, Sen, and Gellick," answered Mare. "And to the Saint." They drank. 
"It's just like the Abbey first day again," said Gellick cheerily. "Except with liquor."
Even Daveron laughed. 
"It's good to see you here," Sen said, finally finding the right words. "Both of you."
"I'm here to help, however I can," said Mare. "I can't speak for Daveron though."
She turned to the Moleman.  
"Daveron…" Sen began, then trailed off. After what he'd done, how he'd used him for so long, he didn't know what could be said. Trails of the Moleman's long year of brokenness still clung like a dark cloud around him, though they were eclipsed by this new thing with Mare. He was changing before them even now. "If I'd thought you wanted to, I would have asked you to join us a long time ago. I'm sorry."
The Moleman didn't blink. "You never asked. You only took. You destroyed me, that night. You did not have the right." He looked at Mare, who gave a slight nod. "But I am at peace now."
"It was cruel," Sen said. "I should have found a better way." 
"It was cruel," Daveron repeated blankly, "but then so was I. My people were cruel. Now the King has driven them beyond realms they would ever have considered lawful. He asked no permission either, and his crime is the worse. So I have come to help."
Sen nodded. It wasn't forgiveness, but acceptance. It was a foundation to build on. "Then thank you. We need as much help as you can give us."
He looked around at them all. What would Avia say, if she could see this now?
"Let me show you our work," he said.
Together with Feyon and Gellick he led them round the hall, pointing to the scraps of paper detailing their plans for the final run into rebellion, and explaining the system they'd arranged with the Duke Gravaile. 
"Most of all, we have to be ready," he said, as they sat down at one of Gellick's rock-solid hand-crafted tables. "I can feel the Rot coming. It's growing faster every day. We have to be ready."
"It's already here," Mare said. "In places across the world. I've seen it with my own eyes."
She told them about how the sky had turned black at Faldrop Edge, and the rumors of tongues falling to cleave ships out of the water.
"I heard rumors," Sen said. "Navvies have been talking about it for months, sometimes as clouds, sometimes a great monster, but always black and filling the sky. We never knew for sure."
"It's real," Mare said. "And it's spreading fast, getting stronger, covering more land and ocean. There can't be long left. I understand what your paper is, how it's a rebellion and a statement of everything we are. I just need to know how we can help."
Sen smiled. Years had gone by, but now he realized how much he'd missed Mare, always so blunt in their night time sessions. He'd even missed Daveron, sitting there quiet and assured, soaking up everything. This was surely what Avia had intended.
"We need your stories," he said. "We've hardly any left, and it's more important now than ever." He pointed out through the arch, where the stars and city lights both twinkled against black. "The next deadline is just a few hours away. Can you give us anything? It can be on caste, on the King, on the Rot, on history. Anything that will help build our argument."
Mare grinned, then pulled off her Induran cowl, revealing her dark tattoos to the light. Gellick gasped. "These are my stories," she said. "From all around the world. From the Aradabar diaspora."
Sen's heart quickened. All his life he'd been the one condemned for the marks on his skin. To see Mare like this, having condemned herself by choice, moved him in a way he didn't understand. 
"Like a mirror, I know," she said. "Though I'm sure yours were more painful."
"I was just a baby," he managed, his throat tight. "I don't remember."
Mare tapped her head. "Then it's in here, even deeper. But you wanted stories, and I've got the perfect one to start."
She told them the tale of her gypsy captain, a lost descendant of Aradabar, and his endless fight against the monster inside. Sen and Feyon both took notes as Mare ran her fingers across her body, tracking the story along her tattoos. 
When she had finished, Daveron told the story of the first Moleman, Awa Babo, but this was a version of his tale that Sen had never heard before, one the Molemen kept only to themselves. In his version Awa Babo was a trickster god who riddled directly with the Rot, in exchange for great knowledge. In the bargain Awa Babo lost all his senses, but gained the wisdom to build Aigle skyships and other weapons of war, which allowed his Mjolnir Federacy to expand across the world, even up to the edge of King Seem's Absalom dusts. 
Between them, along with the latest news and a piece on the growth of the Rot across the world, the two stories filled a single edition. Working in hasty tandem with Sen and Feyon they plugged the stories into their overall plan, inserting connections to the Saint and the city and anchoring it in details from their own lives. When it was finished and the draft prepared, Gellick and Feyon took it from the millinery and out to a designated park bench in Cragfennel Square, where the Duke's man would collect it. 
It left Sen alone with Mare and Daveron. 
By the ruddy glow of a revelatory, across the table scattered with scrawled notes, Mare winked at him. "So you're the homemaker then."
He flushed red. She laughed. 
"Really," he protested, "we're not like that. We're friends."
It was true. They had barely even touched since her arrival nearly a year ago. At the beginning he wouldn't have wanted to, still so confused by his old anger. Yet as the time passed, and she shared the hardships of their life in constant flight, and the keenness of her courtier's mind came to the fore in pieces that unveiled the hypocrisy at the heart of the Roy, that began to change.
Sometimes he dreamed about the time he'd kissed her in the doll room. Sometimes he'd catch himself watching her while she worked, as she brushed stray curls of red hair off her fair blue cheeks, when her forehead creased as she concentrated on a slippery point of an essay.   
It was a confusing thing. 
They'd held hands once, sitting on the old church where Sharachus had urged him to go to the Gutrock, hiding out from a raid. That was three weeks ago, and it had made his heart race crazily. He'd had trouble getting it out of his head ever since. He'd wanted to do more. 
Mare just smiled. "Well, you will."
He blushed harder.  
"And you need more stories," Daveron said, breaking the moment. 
"Yes," Sen said quickly, happy to change the subject. "Every day, it's endless. There's a larger plan for the last few editions, so for now we need to keep building. Anything that unites the people, and drags down the King and raises up the Saint."
"I have so many more stories," Mare said. She told him of Caracts who believed the Rot was just a gap in the Heart's mind and rain was its memories poured out. She told of the legendary Cray, pirate captain of the Albatross who chased after the white vault of heaven, searching for his lost love swallowed within. She told more tales of the Aradabar diaspora, and their long years of hunting for a part of the Corpse to call their own. 
Daveron interspersed his ideas as she went, adding tales of woe from the men he'd once beaten, all their long and convoluted excuses rattled out in shades of blood, love, and addiction. He described other secret myths of the Molemen, origin stories about the first tail and how it was won, the first snout and why it was grown, of their velveteen fur and how that aided in bringing order to all things. 
Sen wrote notes throughout, sewing more richness into the tapestry of The Saint. When Feyon and Gellick came back, they drank more amaranth to celebrate, until it seemed a good idea to go out into the park and throw Cuttlebones in the long grass by moonlight. They didn't have Cuttlebones though, so Gellick suggested they used sticks, and nobody disagreed. 
"I never understood the appeal of this game," Daveron said, as he tossed a stick which narrowly missed Mare, clacking off the fountain at the center. "It's just so pointless."
"Your tail is pointless," answered Mare, and threw a dirt clod at him. "It's just a stub."
He threw a clod back at her, and then the two of them were wrestling on the ground. Sen laughed as they bit each other, and made each other squeal, until the sounds grew a bit too boisterous. Then he, Feyon and Gellick went back into the millinery, and Gellick retired to his Hax, leaving Sen and Feyon standing along in the orange glow of the brazier. 
In the shadows she looked beautiful. She wasn't the girl she'd been before. Sen felt a flush of heat rise into his face, and thought probably he should say something. 
"I-" he began, just at the same time as she said, "We-".
They laughed. 
"You go," Sen said, heart racing now. Something was changing here. He felt fuzzy and happy in a way he hadn't felt before; maybe the amaranth, or the return of Mare, or something else. The moment seemed to crystallize, and there was something about the way she was looking at him now, something that made him feel bigger than anything else in the world. 
"Let's go up on the roof," Feyon said, and reached out a hand. "Count some stars."
As if in a dream, he took her hand.
They stumbled together, both fuzzily tipsy. They sat at the roof edge, where the giggling and squeaking of Mare and Daveron below were just a murmur, resting atop the low whisper of Gellick at his Hax. Shellaby bugs flickered in the overgrowth, flitting across the red and yellow lights of the city. His heart swelled up like a hawkenberry, ready to burst seeds into the air, and every breath felt like it was filling him up a little more, making the next breath harder to draw. 
"It looks beautiful like this," Feyon said, running her fingers absently over the back of his hand. He clutched the edge of the roof so hard that his knuckles cracked. Images drifted back to him of another time, in her doll room when her face had been so close, and outraged, and all he'd wanted to do was kiss it. 
"The city and the stars," she whispered.
Sen took a breath, and pointed up. "The Book of Airs says every star is another sun. Around every sun, there are more worlds, just like this one. The Corpse Worlds." He paused, letting the moment lengthen, thinking about what he even wanted to say. "I sometimes wonder, is there a boy on one of those worlds like me, looking back at us now, and wondering the same thing?"
Feyon made a soft sound of assent, then lay back on the roof's dry, warm tar paper, letting her hand rest against his thigh. Sen lay down carefully beside her, certain she would feel the thumping of his heart through the wood. 
"The Corpse Worlds," Feyon sighed contentedly, looking up. "My mother used to say the stars were the eyes of all the past Gravailes, watching down. My grandmother was up there, she said, and one day she would go to join her, and my father, and me too."
She'd never told him that before. He turned to find her already looking at him, and her glowing, perfect face in the starlight nearly stole away his breath. "That's beautiful," he said. 
"You're beautiful," she answered, and reached one hand shyly up to touch his face. He didn't pull away. Her fingertip was a tingling thrill on his scars, drawing a slow, soft path over his cheek, down his chin and into the hollow of his throat. "I always thought so, even from the beginning. I didn't know how to say it. But you are. Your mother made a work of art."
He smiled sadly. "It's my mother's work."
"No, it's yours now. You're making it your own, like Mare. You're making it ours, and I'm thankful for that."
"Feyon-" he began, but now she leaned forward and kissed him. Her lips pressed hard against his, soft and firm at the same time, and he couldn't breathe but that didn't matter, because this was better than breathing. His heart rammed his ribs and his lungs felt ready to burst, and he kissed her back hungrily, like a drowning man. 
She shuffled her body against his, and they wrapped their arms around each other, and kissed passionately beneath the stars, with the Corpse Worlds and the eyes of all the dead Gravailes looking down.
 



 
 
ABSENCE
 
 
For a time it was like it always had been in the Abbey, only better.
Daveron and Feyon joined in everything, where before they'd stood to one side. In long sessions gathered around a table in the millinery, round a pew in the ramshackle church, in the bottom of a dry sewer sump beneath Carroway, they hammered out their editions, weaving fresh strands into the tapestry of the Saint's rise.
Mare undertook delivery duties on the dark side, after Sen showed her the basics on running the roofs and sewers. At the same time the Duke increased their print numbers exponentially, to eight thousand copies each run. The Saint was everywhere, on the lips of every district, while the Molemen and fresh floods of Adjunc washed through the streets every night. 
In the few giddy hours when they rested, between the dawn relief of a delivery run completed and the call of their cots before the cycle began again, they listened to the city for the next raid. In stolen moments between the dawn and the day, they played giddy, half-drunken games in the park. Gellick invented new ones, like hop-scotch-a-rock, which none of them but Gellick really understood, since it seemed he made up the rules on a whim. He always won, but they played anyway. They drank together and ate together, then each night the couples retired to their secluded corners of the millinery, leaving Gellick to relive the day in his Hax. 
But there was still one thing missing. Alam. 
It was hard for Sen to really grasp his absence, with all the noise of the others, with Feyon always there and their new love blossoming in such sweet, overwhelming waves, but there was a constant sense of something missing, a hollow flavor in their interactions, something still undone that he knew he had to do. 
Alam had a role to play. He didn't know quite what it was, or how to bring him in, but as the weeks went by he spent more time thinking of it. Alam had already seen what Sen had to offer and rejected it. He couldn't force him to join the Saint, but without his presence they would never be ready. 
One night as he sat on the roof waiting for Feyon and Gellick to return from a Cragfennel drop, Mare came to sit by his side. 
"Thinking of your dog?"
He snorted. That was an old joke now.
"I miss him. He should be here."
"I heard he punched you in the face." 
Sen sighed. "Yes. Nearly knocked me out. Then he threatened to kill me if he saw me again."
Mare laughed. "Sounds like Alam. He's stubborn, like you."
"Like you," Sen countered.
"True. But he won't come of his own accord, not like me. He wasn't pleased to see me, when I went to Jubilante. You'll need to persuade him."
"I know. But how?"
Mare absently twirled a length of curly hair around her tattooed fingers. "Help him understand. You took a big risk with Daveron, exposing everything. I think you'll have to go even further for Alam." 
"But I already showed him everything," Sen said, exasperated. "The things I've seen, the truth about Aradabar. He thought it was a trick."
Mare frowned, bringing the puddingy side of her face up tightly. "Wasn't it a trick? An easy way out? I think it's got to hurt more than that, Sen, more than just a few punches and harsh words. You're not boys any more. You almost killed Daveron, and you put your life in his hands, but for Alam you only turned up and touched his hand, as if you really thought he was a dog who would come running."
Sen frowned. She was making it sound awful. "I suppose I wanted to respect him. His choices. I didn't give Daveron that choice, and I've regretted it ever since."
"It was easier with Daveron," Mare said, nodding. "What he was doing, the person he was, it was all wrong. It's not like that with Alam, is it? He's doing a good thing, fighting for his caste. But it's a small war. It's not big enough. You have to show him how big the war really is."
Sen sighed. "I have to ruin his life."
Mare patted him on the shoulder and rose. "Probably. Avia set it up that way, right? But he'll get what he wants in the end, anyway."
Sen looked up at her. "What, a gear manufactory? I don't think the Saint is promising that."
She laughed. "He might. But that's just a symptom; look at the cause. Look at who killed his father. Not just Molemen, just like it wasn't just mogrifers who took my brain."
"The King," Sen said. "The whole system of the city."
"That's right. And what are we doing here, Sen, if we're not overthrowing the King and his system? If your Spider friend was right, they're the same. We have to do both. We have to kill the King, even as we kill the Rot. Alam might like to hear that."
Sen looked back at his hands, working a sprig of dried moss between them. "Right."
"Right."
She patted his shoulder and walked away.  
* * *
The black hole in the sky grew. 
Soon HellWest buzzed with stories of its growth, and The Saint carried them all. They increased their print run again, as the city and the world turned to them for stories of hope. Independent presses in other cities began churning out copies of their compendiums, sold in all the ports of the world. Their new stories began to coalesce toward a final unification, bringing in more castes, from navvies and Indurans to Molemen to Blues and Orioles, until even the new stories gradually petered out. Again they spent longer working on new ideas, scraping together enough to publish. All that remained were the final stories that would trigger the end. 
Spring came round again. Another autumn and winter had come and gone in a flurry of long revelatory-lit nights, pouring their energy onto paper. They were exhausted, dry from draining their minds of every idea, and the Rot was so large it sometimes blocked out the sun. 
It was evening, and Sen rose from a nightmare. They were growing worse as the days lengthened and the nights grew warm. Always they were images of the Rot and the destruction it would bring. After-images danced across his eyes; a column of fire and a rain of ash, as he peered through a crack in the wall while Feyon stirred in the blankets behind him. 
The flagstones of the street had been scored clean by winter, the lush greenery of the park stripped away, only now to start budding again. The air that gusted through the old millinery smelled of ancient dust, the fumes of Drazi bones rotting in their Slumswelter tombs. 
The Rot was almost there. He could feel it thickening in the shadows.
He walked to the central hall, where every wall was now covered in pinned papers like the scales of a fish. The Molemen had stopped raiding by then, finally coming to the understanding that The Saint was being printed outside the city. Now they focused their efforts on the docks and the walls, but the Duke Gravaile had managed to keep slipping their noose so far, burying shipments deeper in the increased military requisitions the King was bringing in. 
He rested a hand on Shellaby, the black iron press that stood in the middle like some giant forlorn toad, long neglected. They would use it again soon. By the open archway shutters, built by Gellick a few months earlier, he braced against a rain-spitted wind, blowing through and making the papered walls shuffle like dry autumn leaves. He looked up, to where the Rot now filled half the sky, a yawning black hole into nothing. There were no clouds within it, no stars, only darkness, and an end for them all. 
It was time.
He sat down at a table with a quill, inkpot, and paper, and started to write out the story of Sharachus. Everything had been building to this, and now he felt the change in the air. It was time to turn The Saint into a weapon. 
On the first page he wrote of the Spider's birth, leading up to the top of the Aigle palace, where the Rot itself healed the King. On a second he described the King's pact with the Rot, which had shaped the city's laws on caste and scars for thousands of years. Last of all he brought in Avia, and himself, and the children, finishing with a wood block print of the Gloam Hallows cathedral. 
He'd been working on it for months. It would be printed double-spread across two sheets, showing Avia in the fore with her scarred baby son with scars on his face. Behind her was the volcano and the Rot, and the burning figure of Saint Ignifer rising up to battle. Trailing behind him came the great bulk of his army, each figure tiny but filled with detail; many castes, many weapons, many people coming together for one aim, under one hero. 
The Saint Will Rise.
It was a simple headline. It expressed everything they'd been building to. 
After a time Feyon came in from the larder-room and settled down beside him. She looked at the papers and the wood block. 
"It's time?" she asked.
He nodded, and handed her the papers. It was hard to say anything.
She read them in silence; slowly, carefully. When she was finished she turned his chin to face her. 
"I love you," she said. "From the start I've loved you."
He held her close, and whispered the same words in her ear. 
* * *
It took three days for the copies to return. 
In the dark before dawn Feyon and Gellick came back bathed in sweat and smudges of ink, with a heavy Ogric cart drawn by Gellick laden with ten thousand printed copies.
They were beautiful. The image from the woodblock print shone from the double-page spread with a beautiful, crystal clarity. Just looking at it took Sen back to the Gloam Hallows cathedral, where this vision had begun.
"We dropped hundreds already," Feyon said, as they loaded the mountain of papers into the millinery. "We'll distribute the bulk of them tomorrow night."
They'd discussed the repercussions. They expected this final edition would blow the top off the city, with the King launching a full-scale war against his own citizenry. People would die. The revolution would rise, and hopefully the Saint would rise with it.
"Did you warn your parents?" he asked.
"They've moved," she said. "They had bags ready. The King has been watching his Court more closely than ever."
Upstairs, sitting around the freshly oiled steam-press with huge stacks of blank paper in reserve at its side, they ate a somber breakfast together. 
"It's like the day you left the Abbey again," Gellick said into the silence. 
"I'm coming back," said Sen. "We'll do this together."
Mare raised a glass of spiced wine. "To killing the Rot." They toasted. 
Sen looked around at them, at these four of his five friends from the Abbey, the children his mother had prepared, and wondered if he was mad to have brought them to this point, banking on faith in a dead hero to save them. Yet he only had to look up to see the dark jaws of the Rot closing on the city, as they had once closed on Aradabar, to know that it was real. 
"I'm lucky to have you," he said. "I'm proud to know you." 
"I'll second that," said Mare. 
That day was their last. They lay, and talked, and slept and ate. At times they played games in the park, around the pressroom, while the first bloom of revolution grew in the city without, from the roots they'd sown for years. When night fell they left, each towing carts stacked high with the final edition, peeling off through the Slumswelters one by one, bound for their own assigned districts, to sprinkle the final seeds on the city's fertile soil.
Sen went with them, watching as they split off each to their own district, until at last he was alone, bound for Jubilante, and Alam. 
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The city was restive, from the Carroway blind alleys to the off-Haversham lanes en route to the Roy. From every cracked window and back-shop doorway, deep-dug aling den and scarab joint, Sen overheard the susurrus whisper of rising dissent. 
Voices teetered back and forth about what the latest edition of The Saint meant. Few of them had read it yet, but they'd all heard of it and rumors of what it said, and they wanted to know more. Some were quiet and afraid, others drunkenly strident, openly questioning the King and wondering whether the Rot was more than just a hole in the sky, if it was really coming to devour them all. 
Hurrying along a row of revelatory-lit damask-halls, Sen overheard the painted ladies whispering to each other urgently, putting together the pieces about a de-limbed Spider called Sharachus and a scarred boy named Sen who defied the King. 
Through breaks in the building cover he glimpsed heavy Adjunc patrols setting up positions on the Haversham tradeway. The lumbering creatures stopped to beat those caught in their paths, too powerful and blunt-edged to manhandle people without breaking their bones, while their Moleman handlers worked at their leashes for control.
Sen pulled his balaclava tight around his face and sped down the gutters of a row of terraced cottages near the Levi. Gilungel Bridge to the Roy was swarmed with Molemen, so he entered a sewer weir that lead to the Willoughby line. Walking in a dark tunnel underneath the Levi River, he pressed himself to the soot-blackened walls as trains hurtled by in stinging clouds of coal-smoke. 
He emerged through a ventilation grate on the river's opposite bank, then skirted Jubilante along the Levi banks, walking the narrow grindstone edge of cantilevered buildings that teetered out over the water, until he neared the site of a grand conflagration. He climbed a draining pipe to the roof of an old dovecote and looked out at the flames in Hattet Square, now abuzz with Molemen and fire. 
In front of the esteemed offices of The Soul, several wooden frames had been erected, hung with naked men being tortured by the Molemen. Newspapermen caught up in the King's folly. They were lit by the orange flicker of five bonfires mounded over with paper, within which the skeletons of five iron presses burned. 
The Soul would no longer be printing. 
It was strange, as it had only ever been loyal. Sen said a prayer to the Heart for these innocents at the Molemen's hands, then dropped into the street and continued on. There was nothing else he could do. 
Jubilante was largely deserted but for the odd Ogric-driven rickshaw rumbling by. At Alam's dormitory he entered easily, unobstructed, and walked the rows of sleeping boys until he found Alam again. He was even taller now, and thicker with muscle, and angry even in his dreams.
Sen nudged him gently awake, then pointed to the roof while he roused. He walked away without waiting, to the stairs, then on the roof turned to wait.
The view overlooked a broad stretch of Jubilante, its square-cut old buildings like keys on the press-plate, split by narrow alleys and throughfares, largely in darkness but for odd gas-lamps and the fulgent glow of The Soul's fires. 
Alam joined him there shortly, dressed in his stovepipe jacket, embossed with the King's brand. He was fealted now, had earned his scrivenership. There was a cold confidence in his eyes, and in his fist he held the old gearsmith's ratchet. 
"I told you not to come back, Sen," he said. "I warned you."
Sen met Alam's eyes. He'd imagined this moment many times, since he'd last failed atop this same rooftop well over a year ago. He could not fail again.
"I see you're licensed now," he said, nodding at the mark on Alam's jacket. "To the Aigle, isn't it?"
Alam spun the ratchet in his hand. "You've been watching me."
"No."
Alam snorted. "Of course you have. How else could you know that? The summons just came through a week ago. There's been no announcement."
"I know, because I had you requested there."
The snort became laughter, stifled by the quiet night, but raw and angry still. "Had me requested? Don't be ridiculous. You're just a boy."
Sen smiled sadly. "Am I that ridiculous to you, Alam? Standing here, is it ridiculous that I've come back for my friend?"
"We're not friends."
Sen looked into Alam's fierce dark eyes, and felt something different from the previous time. He wasn't angry or worried anymore, he was contemptuous. Sen was something he'd left behind a long time ago, had moved on from, to be dealt with quickly now and forgotten. 
In a way, it was better. He could work with that. 
"You were right about Feyon," Sen said, toeing the roof surface, smudging old chalk scratchings. "I went to her instead of you."
Alam didn't stir. "I don't care. Get off the roof or I'll throw you off."
Sen didn't budge. "She's the one who requested you to the Roy. It's why you're in the Aigle. I'm sure you're a very good scrivener, Alam, but do you really believe they'd put a Spindle in such a respected position, without some grease to lubricate the gears?"
Alam scoffed. "And you helped, I suppose? You made Feyon do it?"
"It was her idea."
Still there was no anger, only disbelief. "That's a lie."
"Is it? Come touch my hand, Alam, I'll show you something you won't easily forget."
The Spindle snorted. "That again? I'll be happy to." He raised the ratchet and started forward.
Sen nodded at the ratchet. "It's good to see you're still carrying the gears in your heart. Keeping your father proud."
"Shut up." 
Alam closed the distance between them and Sen drew his spikes, spinning them smoothly out to either side. Alam stopped.
"I killed a King with these," Sen said conversationally. "I showed you that last time. Will I have to kill you too?"
"You won't even get near me with those toys. Your head'll be caved in and all your fancy tricks will just ooze out."
"Feyon sends her best wishes, by the way," Sen answered. "Mare too, Daveron and Gellick."
Alam's dispassion faltered for a moment, the façade breaking before he pushed it back up again. 
"Gellick," Sen repeated. "That's right, he's with me too. We play Cuttlebones. I've got them all now, working with me. You're the only one out here alone." 
"Stop talking," Alam said. "Shut up."
"You're your own man, I understand. But nobody gets to stand alone before what's coming, Alam. We need you, so we placed you in the Aigle, beneath a Pinhead arch-scrivener who hates you. How else could I know that, if I hadn't arranged it myself?"
Alam took a step closer. "Tricks," he snarled. "That's all they ever were, to get what you want."
"And what do I want Alam? I know you don't believe the Rot is real, even though you can see it growing in the sky. Maybe you think I get a thrill from this, having you as a doll with your life as a kind of game, so we're all laughing behind your back?"
"You don't want to say these things to me now," Alam said, and Sen felt the anger rising off him. This was how they'd begun, with a rage-filled fight in the Abbey path's chalk dust.
"I've come to gloat, then, have I? I ran away to Feyon and I've been laughing at you ever since. Doesn't that make you angry?"
"You're trying to make me angry."  
"So get angry, spittle! I know what they did, all the boys here, how they pissed in your clothes and shat in your bed, beat you while you slept and cursed you while you woke, and you know what? I thought it was hilarious."
Alam's face was shading red now, his breathing growing heavy. He pointed the ratchet at Sen's face. 
"I don't owe you anything. You want to laugh, go laugh somewhere else. Get the hell off this roof right now, or you'll regret it."
Sen just stared. "Regret what? Regret that I ever thought you were my friend? Regret that I wasn't strong enough to help you when you needed me most? What am I supposed to regret Alam, you tell me, how many things do I have to regret?"
"I'll hurt you," Alam whispered, his eyes shining and his knuckles white. "Don't make me."
"So do it." Sen tossed his spikes to either side, clattering off the roof, and stepped up to Alam's face, tears in his eyes now. "Break my head open, Alam, if it's what you want. If you really think I'm here for myself, if the Abbey meant nothing to you, then do it now."
Sen dropped to his knees and waited while the tumult of fury and frustration welled through Alam like a storm.
"Do it!" 
* * *
Alam's arm trembled. He gazed down into Sen's wide, calm eyes and saw himself reflected back. Only now, nearly three years after leaving the Abbey, was he finally building a path forward for himself. It would be so easy to drop the ratchet and close off this part of his life.
He could carry Sen's body and dump it in the Levi. He could go on, becoming the scrivener he'd trained for years to be, and save enough money to buy his manufactory, all along knowing that Sen was no more. 
Would that make his father proud?
Mare and Daveron, he'd said. Feyon and Gellick. It was probably a trick, but a trick for what? What kind of joke was this? He couldn't see the angles; the teeth of the gears didn't align. It was too much effort to make for nothing, too structured to be mad.
Now here was Sen, as vulnerable as he'd been atop the tower. But they weren't boys any more. He'd had enough of Sen trying to direct his life, trying to steer him in a direction he preferred. Alam was his own man, and proud, just like his father before him, and he didn't need anybody's help.
He brought the ratchet down. 
* * *
The tool bounced off the rooftop with a thump, bounced once, then skidded to a halt. 
Sen felt Alam's anger swirling with confusion. 
"What have you done to me?" the Spindle asked, stepping back and looking at his hands as if they'd betrayed him. "Why do I feel like this?"
"Because we're friends," said Sen. "And I need your help." 
Alam backed up further, looking around as if he'd lost his bearings. "I can't help you, Sen. I'm a scrivener in the Aigle. It's my life."
"I know that. And I know how hard it was to get here."
"You don't know! How could you?" 
Sen rose to his feet slowly. "I know it like I was there. I can feel it now. I'm sorry for it."
The Spindle took another step backward, shaking his head. "You don't get to do this to me now. I'm going to the Aigle, Sen. It's my path."
"And that's where we need you," Sen said softly.
Alam just looked at him, then let out a breath, as if a string holding him up had been cut. He slumped inside himself. "Feyon really put me there?" 
"Yes. Her parents made a proxy request. Someone in the Aigle thinks they now have a chip with the Gravailes."
"And they're the reason I'm licensed, too?" Alam asked, the last anger draining out of his thin cheeks. Sen nodded, and his shoulders sagged and his long arms drooped heavily at his sides. "What is it you want me to do?"
Sen reached inside his tunic to pull out a folded copy of The Saint's final edition.
"Do you know this paper?"
Alam looked. "That rag? Of course. It's full of sedition. The Molemen are planning a final purge to stem the flow of it."
"They are." Sen pointed out over the rooftops, to where the red spark of numerous fires were visible as a glow off the surrounding buildings. "They're burning all the copies they can get their hands on, along with the offices and the presses of The Soul. There's no connection between The Saint and The Soul, but perhaps the King believes there is. The last edition is coming. Feyon, Gellick, Mare and Daveron are out distributing it now."
Alam blinked. "What? Feyon and the others are doing what?"
"Distributing it."
It took a long moment for that to settle in. "You want me to believe you're behind The Saint?"
"I am. They are. We're doing it together."
Alam shook his head. "No. That's not possible. The Saint's reach is enormous. I heard stories from one of the southern satrapies, where a satellite of that paper brought on a civil war. How could you be behind that?"
"Because of Feyon's parents," Sen answered easily. "They finance it, and the Duke prints our copies and smuggles them into the city. Just like they requested you for the Aigle. We all write it together."
Alam laughed weakly. "And the Abbess edits you for grammar mistakes, is that right? What kind of fool do you think I am?"
"I don't know what kind. Have you read it?"
A muscle in Alam's cheek twitched. "No. They don't allow us frivolities like that in the Roy. We're to only read the Soul." He looked out at the fires. "At least, we were. I heard some rumors about the latest edition, of course. Apparently there were only a few copies. Something about a renegade Spider."
"A Spider, that's right," Sen said. "Sharachus. He saved me. You may remember some of this from the memories we shared, the last time I was here."
Alam looked at him tiredly. "You sound manic."
"I know you don't believe me. That's why I brought a full copy." He held the paper out. 
Alam made no move toward it.
"It's for you," Sen said. "I ask only that you read it. If it makes any sense to you, then I hope you'll join us. Our address in the Slumswelters is written on the back." 
Alam didn't take it. "What sense could it make? You need help, Sen, but not from me. People are going to die because of that paper."
Sen gave a sad smile. "People have been dying since I started it. But if we do nothing, everybody in the city, in the world, is going to die. You've seen the size of the Rot. It's only getting bigger, Alam. I know you've heard the stories from overseas, where whole lands have been cut off. Mare's seen it herself."
"And writing a paper will stop that? You're crazy." 
Sen offered the paper again. "Take it and I'll go away. Read it, and I won't bother you again."
"You'll go away? You promise?" 
"I promise. You won't see me again, unless you want to."
Alam took the paper. "I'll read it. Now go away. I'm tired. I have to work in a few hours."
Sen felt a weight shift. The anger was gone, and the indifference was back. But now it was feigned. 
Alam was engaged.
* * *
Alam waited while Sen picked up his spikes, sheathed them, and left the roof.
He turned the paper over in his hands. The title read, 'The Saint Will Rise.' It was so simplistic and direct it was childish. He tucked it into his stovepipe jacket, then went back down the stairs to his cot.
Sleep was hard to find. Instead he rolled and twisted, trying to push Sen from his thoughts. Could he really have Feyon with him, and the others, and Gellick too? The thought of them out there together wormed in his mind and wouldn't let go. Flashes came back of Sen in a tower fighting with a Spider. Some time after the Grammaton chimed for three he rose, tuned a revelatory, and went to the roof to read by the gaslight. 
As he read, a dizzy uncertainty crept over him. Here his dreams of Sen's adventures across the city were written in mass print. They might be a trick, but the reach of his paper was not. The Saint was famous, and over the last year he had snatched glances of it himself. Just holding it in his hands, a paper that was a death warrant, was strangely exciting.
He began to tremble. He bit his lip against it, but there was no way to forget now. For nearly two years Sen's visions had lingered in his head. 
What if they were true? 
As the sun rose around him, the truth tumbled down. He only had to look up to see the black hole was getting bigger. Even in the Roy he'd heard the rumors of lands lost to the dark. 
The paper rustled in his shaking hands. A cold sweat rose on his skin, souring his jacket. He would be expected at the Aigle soon. It took an effort of will to fold the paper and jam it into his jacket. Sen was his past. Scrivenry and the law were his future. He'd said he would read it, and he had.
Back in the dormitory room he brushed his hair tightly into the stovepipe hat, rubbed at the glum circles under his eyes, then hurried down to the waiting Ogric cart without. Collaber and the rest were there already. 
"Late," Collaber spat. "You've got no respect, spittle."
Alam ignored him. He'd long since stopped caring what Collaber had to say. 
The cart trundled away into the Roy, and Alam heard the first trumpet calls of the King's Molemen across the city, rallying the new Adjunc to battle lines. 
It didn't mean anything to him then, though it soon would.
 



 
 
TREASONOUS FARE
 
 
Sen arrived back at the millinery first, and sat on the rooftop looking out over the city. The printwork fire of The Soul was only a distant glow on the underside of the clouds from here, but there were more fires along the Haversham, more papers and the homes of those who had read them.  
Feyon returned next, and they ate grilled fish on sticks she'd bought from Carroway. 
"It was easy," she said. She'd been to the Seasham and surrounding districts around the Abbey, dropping copies of The Saint in the gardens of townhouses and habitry blocks. "All the Molemen and Adjunc were at the Haversham burning what they could, laying down barricades."
Sen nodded, and pointed at the glow off the clouds over the Roy. "They took out The Soul. Maybe the others will follow. Their presses are burning, and their staff…"
"It's a hard cost," Feyon agreed.
Gellick came next, followed by Daveron, then Mare last.
"Indura is wild," Mare said, her eyes bright and alive, her navvy's kerchief pulled away to reveal her tattoos. Sen could feel the bloodlust fuming off her. "They're ready to rise right now. Some marketmen on the barrowstage of Spitstock Square caught up a lost Adjunc and broke it across a wheel, for all to see! People were drinking its blood. It was chaos."
Feyon grimaced. 
"And they saw your face?" Sen asked.
"My tattoos just made them wilder. The Adjunc have pulled out and you can feel the change in the air."
Sen turned to the others. "Gellick?" 
"The grindyards are shutting down," answered the Balast. "No shipments are coming in from HellWest. I've never seen it like that before." He took a moment, seemingly overcome by an emotion Sen could only feel the hint of. "The air was starting to clear. The people were lost. They just wandered, all of them."
"Did they read the Saint?"
"Some of them. The younger ones. None of them understand what is happening. They want the white back."
Sen turned to Daveron. 
"Gilungel Bridge has been cleared of stalls," he reported smartly. "Cannon are being mustered from Belial even now, and chained into position on the bridge in the event of a charge on the Roy. Standing troops are being called up from outside the city to guard the foothills, while the new battalions of Adjunc are moving into position on the Haversham, commanded by Molemen. They're setting up bastion forts at strategic intersections. When the city rises, they'll be ready."
Sen nodded. They'd been preparing for this moment for so long. They'd expected something like this. Now the real war would begin. "We'll be ready too." 
"And Alam?" Feyon asked. 
Alam was the key. 
Sen hadn't realized it for a long time, though he'd searched long and hard for Alam's role in the pattern his mother had prepared. When it finally became clear, it was like a cog slotting into a gear train, inching the great Grammaton clock tower hands forward. It was elegant and perfect. 
"I believe he'll come," Sen said. "He's been through a lot. They were cruel, and he's become harder, but I think I got his attention."
"Did you tell him about me?" Gellick asked. "Did you say I miss him?"
Sen smiled. "I did. I talked about all of you. Maybe that touched him more than anything."
The Balast turned away with a glittery tear in his eye.
"Now we should sleep," Sen said. "It'll be our last chance. There's a long day ahead."
One by one they peeled away, to their various beds around the millinery. Tomorrow would be the last day. Tomorrow, the city would rise. 
* * *
The Aigle palace loomed before Alam like a great mechanical mountain, jagged and black with soaring turrets and swaying cross-bridges, standing far taller than anything else in the city. If he watched closely, he could just discern the whole bulk of it steadily revolving against the night sky, eclipsing the stars with its barbed silhouette. 
The Ogric cart rattled closer up the broad, fountain-studded gardens that encircled the palace. The talk in the cart was uneasy, as the boys whispered about the flood of troops lining their route into the upper Roy.
It was like nothing Alam had seen before. Usually the roads were patrolled by only a smattering of Molemen and Adjunc, but now there were hundreds, if not thousands, of city infantry dressed in dark tabards on the roads, wielding longspikes, lances and swords. Usually they only came within the city walls for ceremonial events, and only then one battalion at a time. 
Now there seemed to be dozens of them. As the Ogric cart had passed up from Jubilante, Alam had seen the coats of arms of the Duke Gravaile, the Earl Ygstat, the Cormorant Hammerton, and many others. It supported what Sen had said. It made his palms sweat and his heart race. 
The cart halted in the Aigle's massive shadow, and now Alam felt the bass thrum of the skyship's engines turning, revolving the citadel and bringing the scrivener's entrance into line with the ramp. 
Alam jumped down from the cart along with the others, each jostling for position as the tower turned above. Collaber led the way running up the ramp, weaving round the thick pink-gray bodies of Adjunc to reach the top just as the tower stopped on the scrivener's gate. Clamping locks clanked into position, the attendant Moleman checked Collaber's brand, then a single-handed clock over the entrance began to count down the sixty seconds remaining. 
The boys flooded in after him. Alam was the last through, and barely made it before the tower revolved again.
Beyond them lay a dark, metal-walled corridor, lined with intermittent lamps that glowed with a white-ish fire that wasn't fuelled by revelatory gas, but something else. Collaber led them off and the column of panting young men advanced. The Pinhead had only once shown them the route and the timings to walk through the ever-shifting maze of corridors to their scrivening chamber. 
Each day the route was different, though the pattern of their passage was the same. Sometimes they passed a farrier's stable where ostlers worked hay and brushed down mounts, sometimes they passed a small tanning works where strips of scarred skin were fermented into leather. 
Today the route led past a room of gears. 
Alam stopped at the entrance while the others kept walking, transfixed. He'd never seen anything like this before. It was a huge hall, lit by large globes casting white-ish light over four vast pistons, like great Sectile legs. Each was as big as a house, and shot up and down with great force. 
The walls were covered with a wealth of gearing, arrayed like the shop-displays of his father's manufactory yard, though considerably more complex. There were toothed plumb lines and black-metal escapements stretching from floor to ceiling, cogs of many different sizes and transverse reticules at many angles, slow-release springs of bimetallic copper and zinc joined to cables and flywheels that spun and clicked, each working dozens of dials.
Every bit was alive. It felt like looking into a living clockwork brain. In the pistons and cogs he read immeasurably complex calculations being worked through and implemented. This was the brain of the Aigle, that controlled the spin and kept the King forever safely ensconced.
He remembered to breathe.
Amongst the machinery there were squat, dark-skinned creatures moving; checking a value here, tweaking a rotor there. They looked like furless Molemen, a caste he'd never seen before and only ever heard about in stories. The Mogs; the King's elite mogrifers, who transformed not living bodies but mechanical ones. 
The urge to stride in and study the Aigle's mechanisms was strong. He had so many questions. What power drove the pistons, and illuminated the lights? What ran the drivetrain, where was the axis, and how did the Aigle overcome the huge drag of its own friction?
He caught himself three steps in he stopped himself. One of the Mogs saw him and started over, bleating something in a strange language. This was madness. To be caught here would be a breaking offense at the least. 
He ducked back into the corridor and ran. There was no sign of the other boys. He passed a doorway and checked the clock above it; only twenty seconds remained before the next revolution. He ran faster, rounding corners and making turns, until in the last few seconds he saw the others passing through the wall into their scrivenry block, and followed them with only a second to spare, almost getting crushed by the mechanical door as it sealed over. 
"Idiot," the boy at the back of the line hissed. "You'll get us all whipped."
The scrivenry block was a dank and windowless hall lined with desks and chairs, buried deep in the citadel's belly. It stank of burnt inkstone and cabbage, and was patrolled by the steely eye of the arch-scrivener. 
Alam bowed and nodded into his seat like a cog in the Aigle's brain, panting quietly, and set to his work of the day; codifying casteal writs, signing law in the name of city dignitaries, duplicating ordinances, but today the task was different. 
Today he was set to copy a battle order. Scriveners weren't supposed to read the papers they copied, were supposed to be mere conduits through which information passed, but Alam had never fully mastered that skill. Now he couldn't stop his eyes from racing down this page. It was orders for an attack on the dark side, directing a specific cohort of Adjunc with Molemen captains to take the southern tip of Carroway in an advance from the Haversham. 
He stared at it. Everything about it was confounding. He'd seen Molemen function alongside Adjunc before, but not together in this way, not with the Molemen ruling the Adjunc in a military maneuver. And if they were attacking Carroway, what did that mean for the future?
It sharpened his sense of unease and started a fresh cold trickle of sweat down the back of his neck. The Pinhead came round, and Alam tried to focus. He carefully laid out his papers, quill, nib-knife, candle and ink-stone on the desk, and started in on his administrative duties.
Yet try as he might, he couldn't focus. He was weary from lack of sleep, starry-eyed from the incredible sight of the Aigle's brain, and baffled by the orders before him, and each of those things seemed to feed into and amplify the ideas Sen had placed in his mind. If the King really was planning an assault, then what would that mean for Gellick and the others? It would be civil war, like in the Satrapy. Not just thousands would die, but perhaps half the population of the whole city. And if Sen was right about that, then could he be right about the Rot too? 
He held his quill as firmly as possible, but could not still the trembling in his hand. 
When the arch-scrivener stopped at his desk an hour later, he found Alam still laboring over his third sheet of coarse vellum, sweat straining forth on his forehead as he struggled to lay down his letters neatly. Beside him on the counter-top lay two fouled copies, the print run with inkblots and smudges. 
He thrashed Alam about the back of his head with his ruler. "What work is this, spittle? Haven't I taught you the cost of such impecunities, and on a matter of such grave urgency? Is it thoughts of some damask slattern that muddles your thinking so?"
Alam began an apology, but the Pinhead beat him again, this time with his fist. "You disgust me. All of your caste are alike, unlearned in propriety, self-control, the steely discipline of the law. You are like animals."
As Alam reeled from the blow, his jacket split open and Sen's copy of The Saint fell out. He tried to sweep it up, but it was too late. The Pinhead saw it and snatched it away. 
"This treasonous fare?" he shouted, bringing the scratching of quills throughout the room to a standstill. "This poison addles your mind and muddies the King's law?"
He slapped Alam twice across the face with the paper, then yanked him to his feet by the throat and marched him down the ranks of his fellows. Through the winding Aigle he dragged him, until they emerged in the ostlery courtyard, where he commandeered a groomsman to flog Alam's back with a leashed whip thirty times. 
"And consider that a font of good fortune," the Pinhead said. "If you were caught in the streets with this filth," he shook the paper again, "they would most like spike you alive. Consider this your day of greatest luck, as I cannot spare a single scrivener, not even a spittle of such febrile regard."
He watched while the groomsman staked Alam to a water post, then began the lashing. With each blow landed, Alam bit back the screams, until eleven had fallen and he couldn't hold them in any longer. This satisfied the Pinhead for a time, until twenty lashes had fallen, then he took to tearing sections from The Saint and forcing them into Alam's mouth, waiting for him to chew and swallow before the next lash fell.
Sickness from the heavy lead ink followed quickly, so that as he was lashed he also vomited soggy black mulch. Several times the Pinhead kicked him in the belly to force the rest up, then whispered in Alam's ear that if he ever stepped so much as a hair out of line again, he would be forced to etch his crimes into his own skin, then handed over to the Adjunc to be flayed alive. 
When it was done, Alam couldn't stand. His back was on fire, and it felt as though all the blood in his body was draining hot down his legs, though the leash on the whip had kept even a drop from spilling. The Pinhead slapped a cotton swathe over his shoulders, patted it hard, and doused it with stinging naphtha, then led him back to his desk. There the Pinhead tossed before him a slim rusted needle and thread and ordered him to work a 'millenicrux', sewing the vellum pages he'd fouled to the remnants of The Saint, a thousand times a thousand stitches.
Alam tried to focus on the papers before him, but he was weak with pain and nausea. The fibrous toughness of the vellum made the task of pushing the needle through near impossible. Throughout the sweltering day he worked, stabbing himself in the fingers repeatedly until they were swollen and bloody, but he labored on in a feverish fugue until the Pinhead came again. He stuffed the papers and needle into Alam's fist and closed his fingers about them, then kicked him reeling out through the scrivener block exit. 
"Do not come back until it is finished," the Pinhead called after him, as he staggered after the others down the halls.
He cleared the revolving mouth with seconds to spare, and tumbled down the ramp as the Aigle twisted on behind. Adjunc jostled him the rest of the way, their cold gray bodies as hard as iron. He staggered into the Ogric cart, where he lay on his side with his back and fingers throbbing, while the other boys prodded him or spat on his chest until the sport grew dull. 
He barely noticed. There was only one single thought in his head now, rotating like the Aigle.
Sen. 
 



 
 
ALAM V
 
 
When they reached the habitation block in Jubilante, Alam waited as the rest left the cart, nudging and kicking him as they went, then slid out feebly. It was hard to stand and his vision wasn't good. The other scriveners were filtering in to the building, but Collaber remained with a few of his cohorts, fists clenched. 
"Where did you get it?" he demanded.
Alam said nothing.
"You humiliated us all. You don't belong here. Take your filth and leave Jubilante, spittle. Get back to the muck." 
Alam looked at him, at the anger in his eyes, and thought about the long battle he'd planned to make of his life. Just like his father, fighting the castes a shade or two above him, expending all his energy just to keep the King's gears from grinding him down. 
If the pain wasn't so bad he would have laughed. Instead he turned and started to hobble away. 
Collaber laughed. 
"That's right, spittle!" he called after him. "You finally learned your place. Good boy!"
A few rocks landed either side of him, striking off the cobbles, but none hit him. He barely heard their cries. He trudged down through Jubilante in a fog of pain, oblivious to the chaos building around him. Across Gilungel, he saw teams of Adjunc and Molemen working to bolt cannon into position. He showed his seal of fealty when they asked, mumbled some story about being on a scrivening mission for the King, and they let him through. 
Down the river, on the distant Haversham he glimpsed stick figures of more Adjunc swarming around bonfires of books, fuming the night air with a starry blizzard of burning words. When he reached the dark side bank, he was knocked down by an Allswellmen, running about the streets with a water-damped net on a long pole, trying to catch floating embers as they spread on the hot wind. 
He trudged on down the Haversham, until the bristling flanks of Adjunc grew too thick, and ahead he saw signs of a turbulent, pell-mell fracas beginning. Screams rang out, and there came the clash of metal on metal, and he turned off the Haversham for quieter side streets. 
He found a sun-browned park and drank deeply from a water spigot, but no amount of could wash away the sour taste of ink. He walked on, barely able to look up, while the things Sen had said filled up his mind. 
The address was still intact, miraculously, written neatly on the last page of The Saint. In the Slumswelters, they had taken refuge in an old hat shop. It was ridiculous, but still he kept walking. He didn't know what he would do when he reached them, but he could not only stand by while Carroway was destroyed.  
There were screams as he passed Grammaton Square. The air smelt of tar and wood-smoke, and there were crowds gathered around bonfires, tossing rocks and flaming bottles at a line of Adjunc. Their powerful bodies rippled oddly in the chaos while Molemen called out instructions.
There was a fire at the clock tower's base. In the shadows away from the flames, several Adjunc battled a mob brandishing pipe-hoes and cast-metal pans. They reared back and crushed men in their deadly embrace. The crowd managed to pull one of them down, and a cry went up, spreading the fighting to nearby streets. 
Alam moved on, and their battle spread around him, creating a trail of detritus and bodies behind. Here and there he was tugged at here by frantic figures. A Euphlact with a staved-in horn seized him by the arm and yelled incomprehensible words into his face. Only afterward, moving in a daze through smoke and dust, did he realize the man had been crying out, "For the Saint!" 
Then he was once more on quiet streets, winding through Carroway where he had grown up, where his father had sold the skill in his hands for debt. He'd always crafted such fine-toothed gears, the finest of any gearsmith in the district. What strange paths the Heart worked, he wondered.
An ill-matched brigade of low-caste citizens on stocky workhorses reared round a corner. The riders atop them were tinpot knights, clad in bizarre armor of cookware and roofing tiles, holding graveyard spikes and butchery picks aloft as weapons. They clattered down the street past him, waving a bloody banner. Alam watched them force entry to a terraced hovel and set it alight from within. 
The Slumswelters were silent, and felt like stepping into an open, dry grave. He trudged the gray streets and wondered if this was truly the end, with the city pulling itself apart at the seams. Looking up at the sky, he saw the black bowl of the Rot stretching further down on either side, covering half of the sky. 
At last he reached the old building on a corner of two un-named streets, near an un-named park near to the Calk wall. He saw a figure standing on the roof. 
"Hello, Alam," Sen called down.
He passed through the ground floor lit by shards of moonlight, climbed the dark stairs in a fugue. Sen stood alone on the roof, silhouetted against the distant fires of the city, his scarred face pocked with orange shadows from the burnlight. Alam hobbled near, not sure what he was going to do. With one shove Sen would topple from the roof, strike his head on the flags below, maybe die like all the people he'd fated with his paper. He could do that. He thought about it until the last moment, as he stood within reach of his old 'friend', craning his battered neck back to look him in the eye. 
Perhaps something passed between them. Alam wasn't sure. But his hands didn't shove Sen off the roof. Rather they stretched out, showing the blood-crusted newsroll still wrapped in his fist. 
"You did this," he said, voice raspy with fatigue. "It's your fault." 
Sen nodded. "I thought it might go badly for you, Alam. I'm sorry for it."
Alam gave a dry laugh that hurt his throat. "Sorry?" He waved at the distant Haversham tradeway, where ant-sized Adjunc were now marching with a rail held aloft, strung with charred bodies. "The city's in open revolution because of you."
"Not because of me," Sen said sharply. "It's the King doing this, and the Rot. I just told the truth."
Alam's laughter became half-manic. "You can't blame everything on the Rot, Sen. This is real."
In the distance something exploded, sending a brief plume of fire upward. The bang echoed round the barren Slumswelters streets, setting the fetchlings in the park to flight. They both peered out at the dark skyline, seeking a sign of what structure had blown, but the city was too much aflame to pick it out. 
"I know it's real," Sen said, in the strangely quiet aftermath. "It's necessary. The city has to rise for the Saint to follow."
Alam shook his head. "The Saint is just a myth, Sen. I've seen the King's orders. The attack is coming. All this, it's skirmishes." He waved a hand. "What do you think will happen when all those Adjunc charge, except a lot of people are going to die?" He sucked in a breath. "What do you think when they bring the cannon down here and fire? There's no shining hero coming to save us from that. You've started a war you can't win."
Sen didn't speak for a long moment. Instead he studied the taller boy's bloodied hands, his hunched back. "I think they must have whipped you," he said at last. "What they did to your fingers, I have no idea."
Alam turned over his clotted, trembling hands. "Stitching," he mumbled. "They had me sew the papers I fouled, as I sat agitating about you. They found the copy of The Saint you gave me." 
Sen nodded, then turned his gaze to the burning skyline. A hot wind dusted orange embers down the ruined street.
"I can't change what happened, Alam, neither between us nor what the city did to you. I'm sorry that it hurt, but I'm glad that it's brought you here. I need you. Without your help, all this will fail." 
The Spindle looked around. "Your glorious revolution? It's already failing, with or without me."
"Then why are you here?" Sen pressed. "Why did you come tonight, if that's what you think?"
Alam said nothing for a time, only swayed in the dusty wind. The muted ruck of roaring voices washed faintly over them. "I don't know," he said at last. "Maybe I was angry. I had to come."
"I think you wanted to be part of it," Sen said. "I think you're sick of a city where your father can be killed for debt, where caste dictates your life, where we live every day in fear of what the King might decree. Wouldn't you change that if you could?"
Alam hacked out another laugh. "That's the difference between us, Sen. I always lived in the real world."
Sen held out his hand. "This is the real world, Alam. Let me show you."
Alam looked at his scarred hand, and was faintly reminded of his father's hand, extended through the Abbey bars all those years ago. He hadn't taken it then, and regretted it ever since. 
He took it now. 
Sen's warm hands wrapped around his, and showed him things that weren't possible and couldn't be real; Kings, and cities, and battles in the sky. He saw three thousand years of preparation, and a long, lonely lifetime of suffering, and the epic sweep of Avia's plan, and a glorious hero rising into the sky. 
It changed everything.
He'd always fought. His father had taught him to fight to his last breath, and he'd been ready to do that. Build the manufactory. Fight the tiny battles of caste every day, and force his way upward in the world. 
But what about his people? What about every Spindle coming up behind him, would his battles help them at all? If he had the King's mark, would it allow them a better life? 
Looking into Sen's gray eyes, he understood what was coming, and couldn't stop it as tears ran down his cheeks. 
"No," he said.
Sen smiled, and in that smile Alam saw the boy who climbed the Abbey tower, and would soon climb higher still to kill the Rot. 
"I have to."
Alam laughed through his tears. "I can't climb with you this time."
"Not this time."
Alam nodded. So much had changed in a few moments, but it had always been there, just waiting for the right lever to spring it loose. It was funny, and ridiculous, and he didn't care. It all led to this, and he couldn't help but believe. He was a Spindle, and it was time to stand up and be proud.
"Show me, then."
Sen nodded, and led him down off the roof, helping him to walk as the pain and exhaustion dug in deep. They stopped on the second floor at a frayed gray curtain, behind which he knew everything lay, everything he'd longed for for so long, and never known it. Sen sparked a hanging revelatory lantern, then pushed the curtain aside to let gaslight spread into the dark hall beyond. 
There were papers everywhere. They hung from the walls and ceiling like thick rushes of vines, and standing amongst them were the others. 
Feyon, Gellick, Mare, and Daveron. 
Alam's knees trembled. "Gellick," he said.
The Balast strode over and wrapped his black-lithed arms tenderly about Alam's back, pulled him close with bright tears in his eyes too. 
"I've missed you," Alam whispered.
"I've been waiting for you," said the Balast. He lifted Alam in his arms as easily as if he were a child, and carried him over to a cot amongst the papers, where he laid him down. 
Alam gazed up at their faces through blurry eyes, at the papers tacked to the walls and hanging down from above.
"I never thought," he mumbled, as he felt the long day and night take their toll on him, as emotion overcame him, "I never knew…"
"It's all right, Alam," Feyon said, stepping close and taking Alam's wounded hand gently in her own. She was so beautiful, but somehow through his tears her face took on that of his father, and finally he was holding his hand.
"I'm sorry," he slurred, as his eyes rolled shut and their faces turned to black. "They made me sew paper." 
"I know," came Sen's voice, the last thing Alam heard before the darkness took him. "But never again."
* * *
As Alam fell to a deep sleep, Sen tuned the gaslight to a dim glow, while Feyon fetched a bowl of distilled amaranth and a clean white rag from beside the press. 
"Let me," said Daveron, and took the rag. He knelt down before Alam's long, spit-stained body and began to tenderly clean his clotted hands.
"They'll pay for this," said Mare. Sen felt the cold rage rising off her. Once she had disdained the Spindle for his weakness. Not anymore, because what they saw here was not weakness. It was strength twisted into an impossible shape, forced to contort like the trees of Indura, just to survive the King's law. She picked up one of the stacked single-sheet copies of The Saint, the first edition of a new direction they'd run off the presses that day, filled with orders for their gathering troops in the streets.
"After this, there'll be nothing holding us back. The city will rise."
Sen nodded, then looked round at them all. "Thank you."
An hour passed, two, while Daveron treated Alam's hands and the wounds on his back, while they prepared, loading their bags with the Saint's first true call to arms. Sen stood at the hole in the wall, and they went to him one by one, to say goodbye.
"No more Cuttlebones," Gellick said, his eyes still red. 
"You'll play with Alam," Sen said. "You'll play with other Balasts in the open air, I swear it." 
He watched them each leave, waving them down the old nameless street past the park, each to their own districts, to their own armies, into the furious embrace of the city. 
Last of all was Feyon, who kissed him long and hard. 
"I'll come back," he said, when she let him, whispered words between them. "I promise."
She smiled, because they both knew it was a promise he couldn't make. She took his hands in hers and squeezed. "So will I. Say hello to Saint Ignifer for me." 
He smiled, then she was walking away, down through the millinery, out into the dark of the burning city alone. 
 



 
 
RAISE THE SAINT
 
 
Sen stood watching over the street after she was gone. 
It was hard to believe that this was really it. The Rot. The Saint. He looked out at the city, to the skirmishes down the Levi's banks and the fires in the Roy, to the Aigle palace standing against the stars like a fractured shard of bone. 
A short distance above it hung the lip of the Rot. 
It was massive now, filling the dome of the sky with its endless black throat. There were stars only at the fringes, but no moon and no clouds overhead. The Rot had expanded to cover half of the sky. It was happening right now. 
He took a breath. Feyon was still in his thoughts. It was a strange progression, from their earliest days in the Abbey to this, from a silly girl dressed in frills and ribbons to a leader of the revolution, and the woman that he loved. It was the same for each one of them, his friends. Now their strange lives were bound together in intricate ways, like threads woven into a tapestry, crafting something far greater than they could ever have made on their own. 
Now it was time to tie off the threads.
He walked over to Alam, sleeping peacefully on his cot. Simple dreams of the past ran through his mind, of arguing with Gellick on the grounds about Cuttlebones points. For the first time since he'd left the Abbey, Alam was at peace. 
Sen began gathering up the papers that were tacked to the walls and spilled across the floor. That part of their work was done now. He stacked them in the larder room fireplace, then uncapped a fresh tin of whitewash.
There was no urgency to his actions in this final task. With the same brush he'd used many times before, when plotting Sharachus' route or planning their Aradabar hunt, he daubed a final coat of whitewash over the walls and ceiling. When it was done, he sketched once more the lines and angles of the city onto it in dark graphite, charting the path the revolution would take. He added the Molemen bastion forts, and the Adjunc line on the Haversham, and the cannon on Gilungel Bridge.
This was the map they would work from. 
When that was done, he detuned the gaslight, rested a hand briefly on Alam's fevered forehead for a final time, then left the millinery behind. 
* * *
Walking the empty streets of Carroway toward Afric and the Ambertham line, he felt at peace. Leaving had been harder then he'd imagined, but now it was done and he felt calm and focused. There was something complete about seeing the end of the track his mother had laid out for him. All he had to do now was walk it. 
He felt light.
A bi-rail carriage clattered by overhead, ablaze, dropping trails of cinders that caught and smoldered in old thatch roofs. Soon the whole of the Boomfire would burn. He watched the carriage rattle off, its orange light casting fleeting shadows along the streets, raining fire until it was out of sight. 
He walked on, taking side routes off the Haversham, echoing now with the sound of street battles. Down lanes and alleys he saw brief vignettes of the Haversham fighting: a Cowface on the ground as an Adjunc stamped down, Ratfer children fleeing, a Gaunt with his head on fire bashing it against a stone wall, a brigade of Molemen raising their flintlocks. All their thoughts were chaotic, even the Molemen now, put in charge of beasts that were never meant to be so controlled. There was a thickness to it like the air before a storm, heavy with anticipation.
Sen stepped around wreckage. Carts with their wheels torn off lay in half-hearted barricades across the cobbles, staffed with early corpses of the revolution. Here was a dead half-Balast spotted with a dozen rounds of flintlock fire, the little leaden balls lodged tight in the rock-hard oil of her wounds. Here was an Induran crushed to pulp by the many hands of Adjunc.
Grammaton Square dawned like a battlefield. Everywhere was violent motion, shouting, begging, the loud crackle of flames. A hot wind carried the stench of burning flesh. Molemen had set a frame in the ashes around the Grammaton tower and driven raw spikes into the stone, from which bodies hung three deep. The tower's pink sandstone had turned blood red, becoming a tree of the dead with corpses blooming from its metal branches like gory flowers. 
A wounded Adjunc saw him and loped over with its gray arms spreading. Sen stepped inside the creature's closing fist smoothly, reached through its arms as it began to squeeze, and impaled it through the head with a double thrust of his spikes. 
Even as the creature shrieked, he shut down its thoughts with his mind, stabbed it once more in the neck and heart with each misericorde, and it sank without another sound. 
He stepped over the corpse, and on.
In Afric the air was clear of grit for the first time, as all work in the various factories had ceased. At Carmarthy station he found the bi-rail station bombed-out and broken, the train carriage torn from the track and lying sidelong on the street, crumpled under its own weight. The severed bi-rail lines curled across the street like glinting intestines. Everything was smoking, and clumps of cooling metal ticked and hissed. 
He picked through the wreckage to the yard-house, where the roof had been scorched but the doors were only blackened by soot. He wrenched open the padlock with his spikes and tugged a handcart and rope from inside. 
Up the wrecked bi-rail scaffold, he climbed to the track. Where the metal had twisted away it still glowed a soft red. He looked out, back upon the city he'd passed through. It seemed to be broken into pieces, with large tracts completely dark as though in hiding, other areas simmering with fires and the hubbub of fighting. 
He could feel the fever rising up, the sense of defiance redolent in the air like sweet harsh incense on the Haversham, discordant but growing stronger. He could feel the Molemen and the Adjunc too, retrenching, organizing, preparing. 
It would be a war for the ages.
He wedged three timber struts out of the wrecked line and bound them in a triangle frame, affixed a block and pulley, then winched the handcart up to the track like he'd once tried to raise up the press. Swinging above him he wondered what would happen if he released it and let it crush him. 
Surely the Saint would not rise. The Rot would descend and all would be dark, as it was in the darkness that came before. 
He set the cart carefully to the rails, then stepped aboard and pushed the seesaw handle down, lifted it up, and the cart trundled forward. He worked the handle harder and the cart gained speed, rumbling over the rails. He felt the wind of motion rush across his face. As the sun drew up over the Heart's corpse, he left the city behind. 
* * *
When Alam woke, he was surrounded by old friends. 
They were all there. Gellick patted him solemnly on the shoulder. "I've been practicing at Cuttlebones," he whispered. "I'm much better now."
"That sounds good," Alam managed, his voice a croak. He looked round at them all, reveling in this moment because surely it was just a dream. Any moment he'd wake to the cold faces of Collaber and the other scriveners, pouring piss on his face.  
"One point is a victory, ok?" he tried, expecting the flood at any moment. Instead Gellick's face split in a huge grin.
"He remembers me!"
Alam shrank a little, waiting for the piss to come, but still it didn't come, and he didn't wake from this wonderful dream. Instead Mare came, and placed a plate of deliciously aromatic toasted cheese before him, and a flask of water. Her face was strange, covered in dark and swirling marks that looked like people.
"Hang in there, hero," she said. 
The savory smell of the cheese brought him round, and he sat up. His back throbbed. He looked at his hands, in bandages. It had all really happened, except one thing was different. He could feel it in the air.
"Sen's gone," he said  
"In the night," said Feyon, "to raise the Saint."
The words echoed dim memories, of Sen pouring images into him in an intoxicating rush. It was the greatest gift he'd ever received. Through Sen he felt like he'd been there for all of it, writing over his worst times in the dormitory like scars onto skin, carving him with a new confidence and purpose.
 He looked into their faces, all as sincere as Sisters at prayer. "You all believe him," he said, more statement than question. "You think the Saint is coming."
"We do," said Feyon. "And I think you do too."
Looking past them, he saw that the walls of the pressroom were different now, no longer covered in paper and string. Instead they had been whitewashed, and sketched over with angles and lines he recognized.
He pointed. "He's drawn a map. I recognize Grammaton Square." 
"Now we just need a scrivener," Mare answered with a smile. "To manage the revolution."
He laughed, not only because the very idea of managing a revolution was ridiculous, but also because here he was, a scrivener trained in the King's own academy, turning those skills against his master. It was delicious. 
He looked round at their faces; all set and focused, and nodded. This was it, then. His life as he'd known it was over, and he was back where he belonged, with a gang of misfits dreaming dreams far too big for their castes, driven there by a mad boy whose scars should have fated him to death a long time ago.
It was good.  
 



 
 
THE MOUNTAIN
 
 
Noon, and Andesite station on the Gutrock obtrusion was deathly silent and dark. All the ghasts and nifthinders were gone, away protecting whatever homes they had in the city, perhaps fighting Adjunc in the streets. The station sat like a dead sentinel on the crag top. 
There was no one at all.
Overhead the black of the Rot had spread even further, blocking out the sun and the sky to leave only a thin sliver of blue at the horizons. It was strange, to walk beneath an empty blackness even in the day.
Sen dismounted from the handcart, his hands raw. Looking back, all he saw were a few rising tufts of smoke over the obtrusion's volcanic rise, with the occasional brief flash of red as explosions or cannon fire blew. They were only droplets of color against the hanging pall of the Rot, though the sense of the city's frenzied fever remained with him. 
The Gutrock gondola station was unmanned, with no one working at the mills to turn it, so he began walking through the long exhausted stretches of Aradabar. He'd brought his ghasting balaclava but didn't bother to slip it on, as there was barely enough light to see by.
Through the long, dark day he walked, while the world broke apart somewhere far behind. It was unreal to be so alone, walking the shredded outer streets of Seem's city. Through the darkness he went until the blue at the edges glimmered, and the sun set in the western slit of sky, and a fringe of faint stars emerged. He glimpsed King Seem drifting through that narrow alley, then Awa Babo and Lord Quill, all his heroes climbing up into the belly of the Rot. 
It grew close to pitch black on the Gutrock. He tuned a revelatory lamp and proceeded in an orange bubble of light. 
The trail soon became familiar, as he passed the extent of the gondola's wires and the terminus, where the pitboss' sifting station still squatted in the belly of a rusted old carriage. From there he passed beyond onto the Gutrock proper. It had been years, but each raised bluff and tunnel was hung with memories both his own and King Seem's, spanning millennia. It had taken him days then to reach the great exhumed crater. Now he knew the way, and it took only a dark day and a black night. 
He skirted around the crater's edge and the King's palace, where Sharachus had died, bound for the lowest slope of Ignifer's mountain, named after the volcano that had buried Aradabar. The peak was out of sight, shrouded in the black above, but so vast it seemed to bend the world. It would be the first place the Rot's mouth touched down.
He started up toward it. 
* * *
In the millinery, the hours passed in a blur of urgent, ceaseless industry, as The Saint changed into something new. 
Mare, Feyon, and Daveron came and went night and day with hardly any rest, running the city's dark side rooftops and sewers as Sen had taught them, charting the advance of the King's forces and ferrying that information back to Alam and Gellick in the millinery, who mapped the ebb and flow of power through the city across the walls and ceiling.
Pitched running battles occurred constantly up and down the Haversham and through Grammaton Square, with Adjunc and Molemen facing off with rag-tag groups of rebel raiders, Spindles and Ratfers in improvised wooden armor with weapons beaten out of shovels and smithing irons. From the dark of a Levi sewer weir Mare watched the Molemen finalizing their reinforcements to Gilungel Bridge, stacking the last of their cannon on its numerous mounts and erecting wooden barricades stocked with flintlock rifles and barrels of saltpeter powder.
From a coracle scavenge boat chained at the middle of the Levi River, Daveron tracked the battalions as they marched down from the Roy in war-armed lockstep, flanked by fresh swarms of Adjunc rushed from the Manticore. He estimated numbers and positions with a usurer's eye, taking stock of their weaponry load, their powder, their defensive positions.
From the rooftop edges of Grammaton Square Feyon watched the King's forces advance in a clearly demarcated line of bastion-forts built from reinforced spiking timber, studded with flintlock rifle perches and shot-holes for cannon. They were run with clockwork precision, used as staging grounds for lightning Adjunc raids that occasionally spurted out and cleared the streets, then advanced into the gaps they'd made, allowing cannon to roll deeper into Carroway, the Boomfire, and up the Docks. 
In the millinery Alam gathered all their information together and mapped it into the grander strategy, ignoring the pain of his healing lash-welts in the rush to keep up with the constant stream of information, putting the precision of his scrivenry skills to the test. With Gellick's help he transcribed directives from the map, bending Sen's plan to fit the reality, setting the orders into press plates which Gellick ran through the press under The Saint's old banner.
So production of The Saint continued, but it no longer told stories. Now it gave orders to the resistance, and with it they began to shape the flow of revolution. 
Mare and Feyon gathered the copies then ran them out to the streets, beginning to organize the impromptu bands of rioters into a unified army, beneath the aegis of The Saint. Feyon was hailed and adored wherever she went, a beautiful and charismatic Blue of the highest caste, come to lead the mid-castes of Carroway in their hour of need. Mare was greeted in Indura as a savior, an Induran who'd been marking herself with an inked rebellion for years. They were both from The Saint, the symbol of hope for the revolt, and the information they brought was acted upon. 
At their behest random castes who were blind to the wider struggle being waged, and largely at war for their own pockets of the city, came together beneath a hero they'd come to love and trust over the years. War-lines were drawn up and construction of dark side barricades began, built out of half-burnt hawker-carts, Ogric carriages, stolen broughams, furniture and door frames looted from Adjunc stables and Moleman outposts. 
Soon whole swathes of Carroway, HellWest, the Calk, and the Boomfire were sealed up, roads and alleys stopped with heaping barricades behind which men and women of all castes rallied. The war in the streets devolved to guerrilla raids on the encroaching Molemen bastions, as the rebel line grew firm, their ranks swelling as Indurans took position next to Sectiles, ghasts next to Scabritics, high and low-born all together, driven by belief in Saint Ignifer and a driving fear of the swelling mouth of the Rot overhead.
They worked until HellWest was locked down and all districts three streets south of the Haversham belonged to them. New versions of The Saint went out every hour, massaging their gathering troops into position until the vast bulk of their forces were massed behind two barricades off Carroway with straight lines through to Gilungel bridge, through to the Roy, and only one possible target beyond that. 
The King's Aigle palace. 
* * *
Sen climbed.
The mountain was at times shale and slippery, with crevasses that opened under his feet and dragged him down, so he spent an hour or two climbing his way back out. Other times it was crystal and oblique, with hunks of chalky alabaster that painted his gloved fingers black and tried to drink his blood on their sharp edges. There were heaped boulders that rolled under his feet, and sand that slid his every step a half step backward. There were chasms he had to leap, and sheer faces he had to scale, wedging his fingers into tiny cracks until they bled. 
At night winds scoured down the mountainside, bringing a bruising hail of pebbles and grit into his face. He clung to the rock and climbed with aching slowness. 
On the second day the whole mountain shifted. A tide of gravel, rocks, and boulders thundered down upon him, trapping and crushing him in darkness that cracked his ribs and made every breath a too-shallow gasp. For hours he braced himself against the rockfall, straining all his muscles like Sharachus caught under the rails, until at last something shifted. Aching and battered, he emerged into the day's half-light.
The mountain outside was unrecognizable. What had before been a steep slope was now a near level field of rock shards and detritus. He could scarcely tell which way was up or down.
He threw stones and listened to them bounce away amongst cracks and gullies. He looked to the sky, but the Rot had stolen away any hint of guidance from the sun. He felt frost in the air, though it was summer down below, and a dry chill that cut at his eyes. He listened to the fever pitch of revolution as it grew far off in the city, and oriented himself by that.
The scree field ended and he found himself on bare brown dirt, loamy with recent rains. Clouds crept in around the Rot and a mist formed, so thick that water droplets coalesced on his face, mingling with sweat. Soon the brown mountainside was awash with soft mud, and he had to drop to his hands and knees to scrabble through it like an animal in Indura, using his spikes to gain purchase. 
Next came the wall. From the damp and cottony mist a sheer cliff of granite emerged, rising up into white fog. He paced along it a little way, looking for a shallower incline or any easier way up, but there wasn't one. This was it. 
He pressed his body to the slick rock, let his arms and legs take the strain, and started up. Soon his forearms began to burn, but there was no place to rest. He couldn't see the summit above or the brown mud below. Everything was white. There was no choice but to go up, so up he went, pulling himself hand by hand into the sky. 
It began to grow cold. The mist blew around him in sharp flurries, spreading a frosty breath that bit his skin where it touched. He remembered another time, climbing up the Abbey cathedral with Alam, and reveling at how simple and pleasant the climb was. 
It wasn't simple or pleasant now. The wet rock grew icy, and every hand and foothold became treacherous, threatening to cast him off. His calves burned, then his thighs, as he tried to balance his weight evenly on the narrowest of toeholds. His fingers became so cold and hooked that they felt like foreign tools attached to his wrists, despite his gloves. Still he climbed, higher than the crater, higher than the Aigle, higher than anything else in the city. 
He saw Sharachus in the darkness behind his eyelids when he blinked. An old friend. He saw Sister Henderson. This climb was for them. It didn't belong to him any more than he owned his scars. He was just the messenger, and the messenger didn't get to stop when he was tired, or cold, or afraid. 
A lifetime later he crested the misted top. Snow lay all about. He clambered over the edge and hunkering down in the lee of a wind-driven crest of ice, bone-sick and trembling with the cold. 
He couldn't rest long. A sharp wind howled down the mountain, chilling him further. He brought his gloved fists close to his lips and blew warmth onto them, but felt only cold. They looked like Alam's hand after his millenicrux punishment, basted with clotted blood from cuts earned in the climb. At least the mist began to clear.
He stood and faced the mountain. Before him rose a smooth slope of white, uninterrupted, rising to a deep azure band of sky at the edges of the slope, with the black dome of the Rot filling the rest. 
He could feel it all around him now, the same sense he'd inherited from King Seem nearly two years ago, stinging at his mind. It was hungry, and empty, and its emptiness seemed to consume little details from his memory, robbing him of a certain look on Feyon's face, or the way she smiled when he did something dumb.
He looked up, and in the churning black thought he could see its black tongues slithering, winding back like the Scranth's tendrils, preparing to lash down…
He pressed on.
The cold gnawed into him. His mind wandered. He saw King Seem slugging along beside him and swatted him away. He looked to the clouds and saw Avia, glowing as she had in the Gloam Hallows. By his side walked Alam and Feyon, their faces blanked with white.
"Keep going," Feyon said, in a voice too high to be hers. "Don't give up."
Alam said nothing, he was simply there, walking tall by his side. 
On his knees at dusk, peering beneath the shredded ghasting glove on his left hand, he saw the tips of his fingers begin to blacken. He'd heard of frostbite; Mare had told stories of sailors in the Harkern Fear who lost their faces to it after only a few minutes on lookout, and how the only treatment was heat. 
He scanned the slope, his eyes swirling like the snow. There was nothing to burn anywhere.
That night a snowstorm howled around him. He heard spirits shouting in the wind, tearing at his skin, endlessly repeating the last words he'd said to Feyon, about seeing her again.
It was all arrogance. He was snow-blind and drained but there was only forward. This was his role. 
There were ridges of old magma spiked around the upper shoulders of the mountain like a crown. He climbed up and through them in the midst of the gale, then slid over a lake of red ice in a perfectly circular crater, and pressed on toward the peak.
* * *
The streets of the city grew quiet, as the revolution resolved into the settled lines of a siege. In the millinery the leaders of The Saint snatched sleep whenever they could, ate whatever dregs they could lay claim to. The pressroom became a wreck, splashed with papers and ink that no one cared to clean. Alam and Gellick worked in a smooth and numbing tandem, accepting the reports from Mare, Daveron, and Feyon as they came in, translating them through the ceiling and walls into stages in the final plan Sen had provided, and turning out appropriate orders through the press.
Their two barricades were now heaving with hundreds of castes from the dark side. All the lowest and most misshapen, from Indura and the Manticore, Flogger's Cross and Bibracte, The Clangells and Harroden, were behind one barricade by the Gilungel Bridge, led by Mare. All the middling castes, from Carroway and the Cressier Quarter, Glave and the Boomfire, Dray and Docket were behind another near the Calk, led by Feyon. 
The last of their guerilla fighters had retreated behind the rubble walls. Their days of harrying the King's advance were over, as the Molemen bastions had inched within striking range, and their cannon were in position and ready for a fusillade. 
It would be soon. Everywhere was abuzz with rumor, fear, excitement, and anticipation, for the grand battle to come, for the spreading dark of the Rot in the sky, blanking out the light, and for the dreamed-of coming of Saint Ignifer. In the hot and sweaty furniture-walled halls and streets of the barricades, people prayed, planned, and honed their makeshift weapons. In annexed school rooms Scabritics and Bellyheads discussed in hushed tones how best to kill Adjunc. In a bakery's shelled-through wall Spindle metalsmiths teamed with Ratfers to prepare stolen cannon. In a hutch made of broken bed frames Appomatox squatted in damp corners with Febriles to divvy up the looting to come. Everywhere thoughts of the Saint reigned supreme, and all eyes turned to the dormant volcano on the horizon, where the scarred boy who would save them all had gone to battle the Rot. 
A heavy, staticky fog hung in the air, charged with the thickness of rising summer dust, with war and a coming thunderstorm, with the pregnant crackle of swelling belief, marking everything as a prelude to the Saint. 
It would be soon. Blood would flow in the streets, and men and women now squatting side by side would be killing and dying on the cobbles. The Rot would widen its jaws to seal out the sky, and the Saint would rise or not rise, and on the strength of both the city would either live or die.
In the last hours of daylight on the last day, Alam and Gellick prepared the last order of The Saint, timed to the day and hour Sen had set, while Mare, Feyon, and Daveron waited and watched in silence. They were all sweat-drenched, stinking of ash and ink, tar and the sewer, looking up at the map of their attack sprawled across the millinery ceiling.
Everything was going to change. Gellick cranked the press, and the final copies churned out under the Saint's banner. Feyon and Mare collected their copies, set them carefully in their bags, and for a long moment they all stood in silence together, respecting a kind of silent communion.
"Remind me again what this is all for," Alam said.
Only Mare laughed. 
They'd barely spoken throughout the week, falling into easy rhythms as clear as they had ever been in the Abbey, when they'd first helped Sen dig up his mother's grave. 
"All the lines are in place," said Daveron, his voice strangely loud after the silence. "I can manage Gilungel Bridge. After that it's a charge through infantry to the palace."
"Indura can handle infantry," Mare said.
"And the Calk?" Feyon asked, turning to Gellick. 
The Balast nodded. He'd left the millinery once to go there with a crate of special copies of The Saint, coming back silent and covered in lime-dust. 
"You're sure?" 
"As Prince Coxswold," he rumbled.
Alam looked at his friend, at them all; pale and exhausted faces on crooked, worn-out bodies. Together they would storm the King's Aigle. It was madness, but they all knew that. Even Sen had known it. 
In the last three days he'd felt himself changing. Hard walls he'd erected for years had come tumbling down; against caste, against the hierarchy of districts, against perceptions of rank as a system you could be born into. There were only so many bad jokes about stupid rock cakes he could take, and still feel angry at Sen and his plan. He and Gellick had even played Cuttlebones a few times, in brief furloughs. 
"I think we're about even now," the Balast had occasionally mused while he was turning the press, hours after he'd lost every game, bar the few Alam had given to him. "Don't you think so?" 
He couldn't stay angry faced with that.
"So this is it," he said. "We go."
"I think we drank all the amaranth already," Feyon said. 
Mare winked. "We'll have one in the Aigle. The good stuff." 
They said their goodbyes. Alam hugged Daveron, then Mare, then Gellick. The Balast squeezed him so tight he could hardly breathe. 
"Do it right," he whispered in Alam's ear. "Like your father taught you."
Then they were gone, leaving only Alam and Feyon behind. 
"You and me, at the end," she said. She was more beautiful than she'd ever been, now, though she was filthy and streaked with dirt. 
"Sen's lucky," he said, letting go of the last of whatever jealousy there'd been between them. "I'm happy for you both." 
She leaned in and kissed his cheek. It was a delight. "You always deserved better."
Then she took his hand, and together they left the pressroom behind. He would die tonight, he was certain of that. There was no other way to do what Sen had asked of him. But at least he would go proud, and with his friends. 
* * *
It was evening on the last day, and Sen stood at the mountain's peak looking back over the spread of the world. The Rot almost touched the horizon now, with few stars skirting its edges. It felt like he could reach up and smear its inky blackness with a finger. 
Down below spread an ocean of smoke clouds, dark as tar, masking the world he'd lived all his life within. This was the city, burning. Through occasional gaps in the cover he glimpsed fragments of his old world, so very far away. A piece of the Levi. A hint of HellWest.
Underfoot, tufts of hot sulfuric steam gusted up through cracks in the rock, blowing a stinging dust into his eyes despite the balaclava pulled down tight. The last of the snow had petered out hours ago, left behind as he neared the mountain's volcanic peak, replaced by hot bare dirt and stone. Even the air itself was baking and dry. 
He hadn't eaten for a night and a day, but that didn't matter. Up here he felt strong. The trickle of restrained rage from the city was clearer this high, as though sharpened. Tens of thousands were thinking of the Saint, praying for a hero who didn't exist, and that buoyed Sen along. 
He turned to the volcano's crater mouth. It was as wide around as Grammaton Square, and roiled inside with an inner bowl of fire. The caldera. Reds and yellows baked and roiled through a rippling crust brighter than a metalsmith's furnace. Vapor and steam belched out in angry geysers, matched with spits of fiery magma. Waves of heat poured off that lake of fire, setting trickles of sweat pouring down his face. The craggy brown rocks beneath his feet trembled and hissed as the earth shuddered, preparing to vent its defiance into the hungry black belly of the Rot. 
On a lonely outcrop of rock at the crater's edge stood the final revenant arch, fuzzy in the broiling air. It was a perfect twin of the one on Aspelair, in front of his Abbey, tall and carved with hundreds of battling figures. This too must have been placed by Avia, before the first arrival of the Rot, commemorating a hero who hadn't yet risen for the first time, but whose myth was set to save the world. 
The scale of Avia's vision overwhelmed him. According to the legend of the Fates of Aradabar, this was where the Saint fell. 
This was where he would rise again. 
 



 
 
GELLICK III
 
 
Gellick went to the Calk. 
The siege had stilled all work at the grindyards for days, as supplies of lime-rock, saltpeter and quartz were cut off by the blockade in HellWest. The ever-present fog of white lime in the air was gone, and half-calcified Balasts stood scattered in the streets like tumbled boulders, looking up at the unfamiliar black sky, completely lost in their own hardened minds.
They'd never seen this before. They didn't know what to do.
Gellick walked a Hax through the Calk and told them. 
"Follow me for the Saint! Follow me for Prince Coxswold. Follow me for your family and freedom!"
With no one else to direct them, no work to do and no dust and sound to entomb them, they listened. They knew Prince Coxswold, from the stories their children had told them from a paper they had never read. They knew of Saint Ignifer from oral legends passed down Hax to Hax; that he was good, that he stood for Balasts, that he fought against calcification.
It took long hours. Gellick walked amongst their still, staring bodies far into the night, working patterns with his feet through the streets and along the walls, bringing them steadily into line with a greater Hax than just their own. 
"Follow me for the Saint! Follow me for Prince Coxswold!"
It was a Hax for all the Balast castes, the Liths and the Silicastes, the Petrochors and the Men of Flint. For the first time in their lives, they could hear the voices of their fellows over the smashing of the grindyards, and see their faces with the fog of the white gone. Gellick's call to a common Hax was a chorister they could not resist, coming from a place within that had atrophied long ago, but still longed for that sense of belonging.
One by one, from the boldest and least calcified to the oldest and furthest converted to rock, they raised their voices in a burring chant, rising into a deep bass harmony that found resonance in the repetition and rightness of such a simple, swelling Hax. 
And when Gellick passed by, leading this Hax of which they now felt a part, they began to follow. Their stiff and solidified muscles flexed, and like a flow of smelting metal through the grindyard furnaces, they thickened around him as the stirring rod, as he walked the Calk back and forth like the patterned lines of his name writ in sand. 
Dozens added their voices and bodies to his living, breathing Hax, and dozens more followed, then hundreds, until thousands of shambling Balasts rumbled on at his back, each following the other, following his voice and their voices and the promise of the Saint to come.
Many of them would die, in the hours to come. Gellick knew that, even understood it.
"They'll be free," Sen had told him, while they tossed Cuttlebones together in the park, the day before he left. "For the first time in their lives they'll be free."
"They'll be dead," Gellick had answered, blunt because this was a blunt matter. "They'll be blasted apart. They'll never cross the bridges."
"It'll be like Prince Coxswold," Sen had said, "as he chases down all thirty-eight fairies that stole his buns."
"It won't be like that," Gellick had said, in no mood for lightness. "They'll die. There's no buns for dead Balast."
Sen had sighed. "They'll die anyway, Gellick. The Rot won't spare them. And if the Saint rises, and we win, then they won't ever have to go back to the Calk again, if they don't want to. You know the difference it's made for you."
That had startled Gellick so much he misthrew his horseshoe, embedding it deep into the ground. "You can't take the Calk away from them!"
Sen shook his head. "Not take it away, Gellick. Of course not that. I want to make it a choice. The King put your people there to make them slaves. I think you see that now. And Balasts are good slaves, you can herd them to do whatever you want. You don't give them a choice, and they follow instructions well. Think of your father. Was he happy to calcify, in the dust? Was he happy as a slave? Or was it just that he never considered any other way?"
At mention of his father, Gellick frowned. 
"He didn't want me to calcify. He sent me to the Abbey."
Sen nodded. "Exactly. In doing that, he gave you a choice for your life to come; the Calk or the city. You chose the city. All I want is to offer your people the same choice, one they've never had before. But they'll have to fight for it, along with the rest of us. Freedom isn't free."
Gellick had thought about that. He began to understand what Sen was offering. It was good to be in the light, and to breathe clear air, and see things that were interesting, and remember. What would he give to have his father here with him, thinking and speaking just like him? 
"Life is short, for Balast," he said.
"It doesn't have to be."
"Except for this," Gellick said. "Except for when they die under the King's cannon."
Sen gave a sad smile. "It's not just for the people in there now." He pointed at the Calk. "It's for all their children, too. Your children, Gellick, when you marry. When you have a son, and a daughter. Don't you want to give them that choice too, the same as your father gave you?"
At that Gellick's eyes began to moisten with shimmering tears. 
"Yes."
"Then yes. Then we ask them to fight, even if they don't understand why. We have to make that choice for them. You have to."
It was hard. It was all of his people. But the things Sen said, the way he'd felt for so long both inside and outside of the Calk dust, were true. He was the only one who had seen both worlds. The only one who could decide for them all.
"They'll fight," he said. "They'll fight with me."
"With us," Sen said, and clasped his hand.
Perhaps he'd never really believe in the Saint. Even though he'd spent years building the paper together, and spreading his legend, he didn't really believe there was a hero who watched over them all, and cared about them all. Even Balast? But he'd trusted Sen, and wanted to be with him and the others, so he'd printed the paper and written the words, because that was the price to no longer be alone. 
Now, looking out over the thousands of his Balast fellows stretching back through the Calk, shouting at the top of their powerful lungs the same words he'd poured into their simple minds, he began to believe.
Standing atop the grindyard wall, he altered his Hax as the Rot began to rumble overhead like distant thunder. His people took up the new chant, repeating the simple words like the Sisters at chorister, again and again until the earth shook with the weight of their single voice.
"The Rot is coming, and the Saint must rise!"
Gellick led them out of the pale streets of the Calk, through the lintel-gate in the dolmen wall, and into the city at large. Down the rubble-littered streets of Carroway they rumbled after him into the city, calling out their new Hax with every step like a sword and a shield. 
Striding at their head, general of a newly-born army of Balasts, Gellick thought again of his father, who lived his life entire in the dust of the Calk, who never once saw the sky, who died in the white. He imagined him marching at his side now, as if he'd never calcified, and the thought made him strong. 
Round the corner of Lord Quill Square, the first bastion of the King appeared before them, at the edge of the Boomfire where a wooden fort of Molemen frames blocked the street, spiked with flintlock and cannon. He knew the war began here, he knew that Feyon was relying on him and his people for this, all of them waiting at their posts across the city, even Sen on his mountaintop, for the revolution to truly begin with a charge of Balast at its head. 
He broke to a run. His feet crushed cobbles beneath his prodigious weight. He raised his arms in the air and cried out the words of this new Hax as a strange black thunder fell across the city, and charged, and his Balasts charged along behind. They raised their arms, and called out their Hax, and stormed toward the bastion-fort like a flow of magma cast from Ignifer's volcano itself. 
 



 
 
FEYON III
 
 
Feyon walked with Alam to the edge of Carroway, where they stopped. The sky was a solid black, and a kind of thunder rumbled from the throat of the Rot, blending with the scattershot sound of flintlock fire. 
She smiled at him. "Good luck"
He smiled back. "Good luck to us all." He strode off for the Roy, toward his own fate.
It felt strange to Feyon, to change places so completely. The Roy was her domain, Carroway his, but this was how it would end. A shiver passed down her spine, at what lay ahead. Be like Mare, she thought to herself, as she continued on alone, over cobblestones stained with soot and old blood. Be brave like Mare. 
She entered the barricade that spanned the night markets in something like a daze, following the path their words had shaped, through spokes of broken cartwheels and tumbled tables, some pasted with copies of The Saint's directives. She nodded to a young Ratfer boy perched atop the barricade front wall, on the lip of an upturned cart. He nodded back, and she entered the depths. 
Inside lay a long, emptied warehouse, filled with people. They sat scattered in clumps, about small braziers and revelatory fires, eating a final meal of scraps, sharing a last few words. The fume of scarab smoke hung in the air, and she held in a cough as she stepped up on a wooden cabbage-box already laid out at the warehouse's head. 
She had not been born amongst these people. She knew them only at the surface level, from what Alam and Mare had told her, from living in the Slumswelters and passing amongst them, but perhaps that didn't matter so much. What mattered was that they knew her as an emissary of The Saint. She was the highest caste that ever deigned talk to them, but still her sister had died a horrific death, just for the smallest scar on her skin. 
She was like them, unified in their hatred of the King, and they loved her for it. 
That love unnerved her. She'd done nothing to deserve it, to become an idol whose name they'd etched onto their weapons and painted onto shabby banners, but they believed in the Saint, and they believed in her role in his rise. 
She strived every day to be worthy. 
A cry went up as she stood on the box, quickly spreading to the back of the hall and beyond, passing through corridors and alleys to the other buildings in the barricade, filling the air with clamoring voices that fell silent as she raised her arms.
The silence spread as thousands strained to hear, hungry for the sweet voice that had led them this far.
"The Saint will rise!" she shouted.
A cheer burst from their ranks. These people loved Saint Ignifer more than anything, loved his promise and his strength, even if he was only a legend to them. His name lay foremost on their thoughts and their tongues, as the only hero to stand up to the King and endure, and endure, and keep on enduring. They took up a frenzied chant as she stood there smiling beneficently. 
"The Saint will rise, the Saint will rise!"
It didn't matter that everything the Saint stood for had been made up by a gang of children from the Seasham Abbey. The Saint promised them something better than the King's brutal rule of debt and caste. He promised to stand up against the Rot on their behalf, to fight for their betterment and very survival no matter how lowly their birth, and that meant everything to them. 
"The Saint is coming for us," she called, raising her voice over theirs so the silence flashed out once more. "And he's coming for the King, and the Molemen, and the Adjunc, and that monstrosity in the sky!" 
She pointed up and they went wild again. This was the red meat they wanted to hear. This from a beautiful high caste Blue, from a charismatic young woman with a terrible scar across her throat, from the mouthpiece of the Saint.
"He comes not because we love him," she went on, riding the waves of their fervor, "and not because we pay him any tithe. He comes not because we worship at his feet, or because we say the right words when the holy day comes by, or because we love him and praise him and call out his name, but because he loves us." She beat her chest hard. "He loves every last one of us, from the Ratfer who sieves the Levi's filth to the Oriole standing atop the Auroch Bank, and he longs for us all to live, and for us all to rise!" They cheered, but she didn't give them long. "He needs us now, just as much as we need him. He will rise at our side, but it falls to us to rise first. We must make the stand, we must run the charge and spill our blood, we must even give our very lives, to show what freedom from the King means to us, to show how a free people fight! Because the Saint is for us, and we are for him, and Saint Ignifer must rise!"
The crowd went wild. People whooped and screamed. People wept and pumped their fists or wings or Sectile claws in the air.   
"On the Balast charge," Feyon shouted, then shouted it again, until the call was shouted back through the warehouse and out through the many barricade halls, where it was met by more cheering, and a growing clank of re-cast metal on rudimentary armor, rising until it was a deep pulse in the air. Strange weapons thrust upward and all eyes were upon her. It was like something from one of the stories they'd told, of armies meeting in battle for the Yoked Empire or the Mjolnir Federacy, except it was hot and stank of sweat, and soon some of these people were going to die. 
"For the Saint!" she yelled out one final time, and the cry went up and was echoed back.
She stepped down from the box while the echoes rang out, then left the warehouse and climbed up a ladder to the barricade ramparts. Two Ogric guards greeted her with sharp, nervous nods, standing watch over the street behind. Here they were shielded from the nearby Moleman bastion by a dense outcropping of tall manufactories. She returned the nod sharply, like a general would, while surveying the empty surrounding streets and the rampart walkway which ran to the right, along the tops of roofs and the jumbled portions of barricade in the streets. 
The chant from below drove her on, and she hunched over to run the rampart track, ducking low as she burst out of the manufactory cover and the Moleman bastion came into full view to her left. It was a wooden palisade of stakes weighted with rubble at the base, situated at the junction of three streets on the route to the Calk. Even in the shallow flicker of light cast by revelatory flares, lying in the streets between the bastion and the barricade, she could see that it bristled with long flintlock muzzles and the dark black mouths of cannon.
As she sprinted a flintlock pop rang out. There was a puff of smoke, and nearby a chair took the brunt with a resounding 'clack', twisting out from its mooring. 
Then the run was finished, and Feyon dropped nimbly down by the side of the Ratfer boy she'd seen before, in a kind of turret-top with a rampart made of an old oftwood dresser. The boy was missing an eye, barely the age she'd been when the Abbey first called to her parents.
"Lady Feyon," he said. 
"Josiah," she nodded.  
Another rumble of strange thunder from the Rot rolled over them, shaking the barricade. 
"The Saint likes a show," Josiah said. 
"It's all a show," she answered, then laid flat on her belly to inch up to a slit in the rampart. Here she could get a better look at the bastion, and the long sweep of street leading up to it from the Calk. It was a straight run, with clear sightlines in all directions. 
Good. 
Another flintlock popped, and this time she saw the flash, but the lead ball buried itself harmlessly somewhere in the wood of the barricade. 
"Careful," the boy said. "They've been taking potshots since it got dark."
"They're weighing their attack," said Feyon, sliding backward. "Finding the range for their cannon."
The Ratfer boy handed her a long, silver-stocked flintlock from the stash by his side. She checked the barrel, powder, casement. Daveron had trained them, while the Duke Gravaile had been siphoning munitions from his own troops for months. 
"You really think this is going to work?" he asked.
She smiled, radiant for him, radiant for them all. "I do. I absolutely do, Josiah."
He reddened. She'd learned all their names, every one of the lieutenants she spoke to, as many of the people as she could. There were thousands, but she knew hundreds, and they loved her more for it.  
They settled to wait. The pulse from below was quiet now, as every man woman and child prepared for what was to come. Hunkered down, Josiah and Feyon watched as the Rot swirled and roared above. In the quiet moments Feyon thought about Sen, somewhere atop the mountain and counting on them all. 
She would not let him down.
Then something happened; something long and black detached from the sky and lashed down like a streak of lightning. It unfurled in a second only, a solid and sinuous column of black that hammered down somewhere to the north with an ear-splitting explosion and  a resounding tremor in the earth. 
This was one of the Rot's tongues. The size of it was terrifying, the speed, and for a long moment Feyon just stared as it snaked back up into the sky, trailing fragments of shattered masonry.
The Rot had begun its assault. Sen had told them all about the Fates of Aradabar, when the Rot had battered the city to soften it for consumption, but to see such a thing as this… 
Another tongue fell, exploding buildings somewhere off toward Afric, making the turret upon which she sat shift noisily on its uneven foundations. Feyon clutched the rampart and stared in awe. It seemed like the sky itself had waged war upon the land. How could they defeat that? The odds were overwhelming. It was easy to forget in the throes of passionate speech about the King and his forces that he was not even the real enemy; this vast force in the sky was. The Rot. It was nothingness, and you couldn't fight nothingness with fists or flintlocks. Only the Saint stood a chance. 
She looked up and saw more tongues forming in the churning black, like clouds preparing to vent. 
"By the Heart," Josiah whispered. "In all my days."
Feyon gritted her teeth. Mare had warned them of this too, had seen it at the Harkern Fear, but seeing was truly believing. A third tongue fell, crashing somewhere in HellWest, sending up a chorus of screams and a great splash of Sheckledown Sea.
"Can the Saint truly defeat this?" Josiah asked. He wasn't even looking at her. He was just staring out at the tongue as it pulled back, dropping detritus from a shattered ship over the runnels of the Boomfire.
"He can," Feyon said, trying to convince herself too. "He will." 
More tongues fell, spewing fire as revelatory supplies caught or saltpeter stores combusted, and still they waited. Her heart drummed in time with the roll of punishing thunder, and they waited. Tongues fell faster, ravaging the land, and they waited, until gradually she became aware of a deep thrum rising up through the barricade, filling the air around them. This wasn't the Rot. This was something else, and it brought a creeping grin to her face. 
She turned to Josiah. "The Balasts are coming."  
Peering out from the rampart edge, she saw dust rising from the moonlit cobbles on the Calk road. The rumble was growing louder still, with words emerging from it now, triumphant, unified, filling her mind like the unstoppable voice of a god. 
"The Rot is coming, and the Saint must rise!" 
Josiah's little face was alight with excitement. She felt it rising in her too, welling up in the shaking of the barricade and the cacophony in the air. It was really happening, it was beginning, and anything was possible. Moments later Gellick burst through the cloud of dust, running alone with his arms held aloft, his mouth open wide and roaring.
His Balast army followed. Feyon covered her ears as the massive pulse of their passage became unbearable, an endless hammering of stone feet on stone cobbles, stony throats calling out their Hax, drowning the popfire as Moleman discharged flintlocks and raced to charge cannons. 
The Balasts stampeded directly at the bastion like a living stone battering ram, and Feyon raced back down the trembling barricade rampart, down the ladder to leap on her cabbage box podium and face the gathered masses, all on their feet and craning toward her. 
"Now!" she cried at the top of her lungs. "For the Saint!"
They took up the war cry even as they yanked the tarpaulin walls back and flooded out into the night like lava over Aradabar, flintlocks and clubs held high, met by thousands disgorging from buildings up and down the barricade, all raising their voices to join with the thunder of the Balast Hax.
"The Saint must rise!"
Feyon charged with them, carried aloft on a tide of fierce and righteous joy, racing down the street until from ahead there came the enormous crunching as Gellick's army hammered into the Moleman bastion. She leapt into the fray but was still too far back, only catching glimpses as their massive Balast bodies tore the palisade walls to shreds, knocking cannons aside like Cuttlebone spikes, trampling the disciplined Molemen underfoot and hurling Adjunc broken to the side. 
Then she was running with her people through the ruptured walls of the bastion itself, chasing the Balast tide with a wild prayer leaping up in her throat. Here a wounded Adjunc lurched toward her, but a shot from behind burst out its throat. 
She turned, saw Josiah at her side and keeping pace with a wicked grin on his face, and threw up her arms. 
"To the Roy!" she cried. "To the Roy!"
 The cry was taken up, and became the new chant as her army raced after the Balast horde, bound for Gilungel Bridge and the barricade behind which Mare and all of Indura were waiting. 
 



 
 
DAVERON IV
 
 
Daveron went to Belial. The streets there were deserted, with all the Molemen away at bastions facing the dark side barricades, and entry to his father's usury yard was simple. All the weapons that had once hung from the yard walls were gone, along with the three cannon berthed there. Soon they would be used.
He thought back to the day he'd left this place, hand in paw with Mare. He hadn't said goodbye when he left, because such emotions were not the Moleman way. He'd only walked out, ending his days as a blight and an embarrassment. His father had probably been grateful. 
Yet still he found his old red tubing suit hanging above his father's cot, as though he'd one day hoped Daveron might return to don it again. 
Tonight he would. 
Striding out of the yard in the red again, he felt a strange sense of sadness and completion. Since Sen had come he had gained so much, but had lost everything else, everything that once mattered. He would never again make his father proud. He would never wear the red as a dutiful lien of the King. Now he was a traitor to all he'd once valued most high. 
At the Haversham, Molemen admitted him through the bastion-line without question. He was a Moleman of the red, on the King's business, and what could there be to doubt about that? No Moleman had ever turned on his own before. 
Approaching Gilungel Bridge he thought of Mare, as the depths of what he was about to do opened before him like a chasm. Even now she was standing at the second barricade, dependent upon him. Perhaps she could even see his approach, folding into the ranks of his own caste with a simple, easy acceptance. 
She had found that on her ship, The Gleet's Parade. He had found it with her. He thought back on that moment in the usury yard when she took his paws, and all the many changes it had made in him; in their bed he remembered her stroking his fur, her touch tattooing her name across his body, so their stories joined in places and ways he never would have thought mattered. 
But it mattered. He mattered. 
A storm wind whipped at him, flurrying half-burnt copies of The Saint into his face. He felt the crash of thunder tremble his innards as the Rot's black tongues beat down across the city, sending up clouds of rubble and dust. 
He loved her. She was everything, now, and that was so much more than he'd ever lost. He thanked Sen for helping him see. He owed debt a and so did all his brothers and sisters, and this was the price. 
At the Gilungel Bridge mount, as the river's salty rot thickened the hot summer air, he looked upon the latest fortifications: a heavy wall of timber barred the bridge, with a single archway to pass through guarded by Molemen armed with flintlocks, standing ram-rod stiff with their eyes on the streets. 
They didn't even see Daveron. He walked amongst them and through the archway onto the bridge, where he entered the front ranks of a thick mass of Molemen and Adjunc, surrounded with cannon and chain-shot, stacks of flintlock rifles, kegs of black powder, barrels of musket balls. 
 He moved amongst his fellows with ease, as though he'd never been gone. He took up a flintlock and stood beside the first cannon overlooking the bank and the route back to the dark side. The river lapped hard below, driven by the gusting storm winds. He could feel the Rot's presence drawing down above, driving the city into chaos. 
The Molemen around him were calm, as unemotional as ever. They did not speak to their fellows, or move, or chant as the rebels did. They only stood, holding tapers and packing saltpeter, ready to shred the first face to show. They were just tools of the King, doing his bidding, accepting their exploitation as if it were the very height of honor. He thought back to Sen's first posting on the Molemen, and how it had taken an outsider to see the truth. They did this to themselves, because it was the system they were born into. 
All that had to change. 
Peering into the dark of the city, past the Haversham façades to the nearest end of the Glave, he could just pick out the line of the rebel barricade, with tiny figures moving atop it. Amongst them somewhere was Mare.
He looked south down the Levi's banks, waiting. The Grammaton chimed for ten, but still there was no movement. Sweat trickled through the fur down his chest, hot in the tubing. He'd never noticed before how uncomfortable the red was. 
Around him there had to be one hundred cannon stacked down the bridge, all trained on the banks, along with hundreds of the new Adjunc milling on their stalky legs. The plan was clear. The cannon would decimate the rebels across the water long before they ever reached the bridge mouth, and destroy any large-scale siege equipment they were bringing to level against the bridge. 
All that would be left after the fusillade stopped would be stragglers on foot, and they would be hit with a disciplined array of staggered fire, with enough cannon chainshot and flintlock fire to stop even a full Balast charge. Adjunc would swarm down on the remnants, leaving none left alive. It would be a massacre. 
"It will work," Sen had promised him, a week earlier as they sat together on the millinery roof. "Trust me."
He'd held out his hand, and Daveron took it, opening himself up. He'd felt this before, back on the first night of his new life, when Sen had tortured a sense of pain into him. Once again they blurred together, their memories intermingling, though this time there was no pain, because above all Sen was content, and so was Daveron. The feeling they shared was instead one of belonging. He felt Sen's love for Feyon mix with his own for Mare, with their shared pride to be a part of The Saint lifting them both higher.
Then Sen did something to push it further than before, delving beyond memory to something old and wild, something that stirred in Sen and bit when it was touched. The remnant bead of King Seem. Slowly, with both of them focused and sweating, he passed that bead to Daveron. 
It took a long time to return to himself, as the bead of Seem moved throughout him, teaching his body and his mind new things. Lying back on the millinery roof, he began to feel more sensation than ever before, things he'd never been so attuned to: the sweet scent of hawkenberries from the park, the feeling of the rough roof beneath his fur, the warm touch of the sun. 
"You'll get used to it, with time," Sen said, sitting up. "Just don't give them that chance."
Daveron nodded numbly. Until now his role in The Saint had been a bloodless thing, his betrayal only a matter of papers and stories. This was something different. He looked at his paws, imagining the awful power they now held. 
Sen read the doubt in his face. They knew each other better than any, now. "Was this what your people were meant for?" Sen asked. "Exacting pain for debt, regardless of circumstance? Murdering like criminals for the King, offering no quarter or mercy? Do you think Molemen are good and righteous in all they do?"
Of course, he couldn't answer yes to that. Not after getting to know Mare, how she'd been gathered by his people for mogrification only because of her caste. It wasn't what the great Awa Babo had ever meant when he made the Moleman race. The actions of his people had become deplorable, divorced from any sense of righteous law, with punishments steepened out of all proportion to crime. 
"Think of it as setting them free," Sen said. 
"Many of them would rather die than lose their duty."
"Then they'll die," Sen said. "And the rest will be free."
That was a good thing. It had to be a good thing.  
A cry rang out behind, and Daveron turned. The thunder was deepening, rattling the bridge and trembling the cannon, but it was more than the Rot's tongues. He squinted into the dark of the river bank until there came a glint of white dust, then a smudge, then round the swerve of the Levi River poured the Balast charge, tumbling like an unstoppable fist of stone bearing right for the bridge. 
Orders came from behind to stoke the cannons. Daveron weighed the final balance and made his determination, accepting the burden he would forever bear. 
He rose and touched the Molemen either side. At once he felt their cold minds through the lens of King Seem; steely with discipline, organized, filled with a thousand tortures meticulously sorted like rows in a ledger table. He knew them, understood them, and into each drove a pulse of his own remembered pain like a misericorde spike, cracking the unfeeling façade open.
They screamed, terrified and stricken with the sense of pain for the first time in their lives, their bodies locking rigid. Daveron felt the new sensation flooding through them, infecting their every memory, rendering them utterly helpless. Their rifles fell to the stone along with their bodies, the cannon they had attended standing idle. 
Others leapt to man their places, but Daveron met them smoothly, with every touch driving home the spike Sen had given him, had taught to him on that long night, breaking open their regimented minds with the truth of a butcher's work. 
As the Balast ranks thundered closer he moved swiftly down the bridge, cannon to cannon, disabling his brothers with every touch, dropping them in fits to foam and whimper, so not a single cannon shot rang out. 
Traitor.
Halfway down Gilungel shame welled up at the depth of his betrayal. He heard the endless thrum of the Balast Hax drawing near behind him, and felt the pain as their vast stone bodies burst through the wooden blockade at the bridge mouth and rattled the bridge underfoot, crushing his fellows and driving their senseless bodies along with cannon and Adjunc splashing into the Levi. 
So many would die because of him. He took the shame and used it, running ahead and forcing it out with every touch, leaving Molemen in paroxysms of complex emotion and pain like they'd never imagined, while the Balast charge crashed closer. 
"The Rot is coming, and the Saint must rise!"
They stared at him as he went by, Molemen and Adjunc both, but none understood what was happening or what he was doing. They could never have dreamt of the path he had taken, as no Moleman had ever done as he had before, reversing the gains Awa Babo once made on their behalf.
Only near the end of the bridge did they finally react, seeing the influence his touch had. They disregarded a lifetime of allegiance, and their flintlock fire rang out with puffs of smoke that marked pain in his body. He couldn't keep track of how many hits he took, instead he used the pain of their shots, pushing it out ahead like a battering ram to clear the way. 
At the bridge end he burst through their final lines and flung himself to the side, just as Gellick smashed through the end bastion wall behind him. His Balast torrent stampeded on behind, clad in dust and thunder, trampling all who stood in their way. In fleeting glimpses through their tumultuous mass he saw Feyon's vivid blue skin leading her army on. Lying on the cold flagstones of Galabriel district, he felt the life leaking out of him from a dozen wounds, but still he strained to see until at last came Mare.
 She galloped by atop a gray flour-milling pony with a bloody misericorde in each hand and burning vengeance in her eyes, eviscerating any Adjunc that lurched near. There seemed to be a kind of blue light flaring around her, and Daveron wondered if this was the Saint, finally beginning his rise in her. Wreathed in it she was glorious, like a goddess torn raw and bloody from the depths of myth, and he loved her for it. 
Then she was gone in a flash, unable to see him in the darkness, charging on with the misshapen throngs of Indura scampering behind. 
For a time the ruck of rumbling bodies continued, then faded, and Daveron lay still. He listened to the twitching of dying Adjunc nearby, and the groans of his brothers on the bridge, feeling the change as their minds reshaped to understand pain. He had infected them all. 
Reaching to his chest, he saw blood on his palm. How many holes? He counted them methodically, as though they were a penance. Four. Four shots was a lot, but perhaps they weren't deep. He coughed blood, and laughed. Was it too much? 
A sweeping tongue of black fell, striking Gilungel Bridge and plowing down through stone into the water, answered an instant later by a blinding flash of light and a blast as the last cache of cannon powder blew.
Shrapnel rained everywhere. The tongue reeled back. The rising fireball lit everything in stark and vibrant color. The bridge was wrecked, and shreds of Molemen red tubing hung everywhere, along with tufts of brown fur and tails, the crushed bodies of his brothers lying intermingled at the bridge edges with the gray flesh of Adjunc, mogrified together at the end. It sickened him, then was gone as the light winked out. 
More tongues hammered down nearby, each thundering so hard the vibrations hurt in his belly, until at last the heavens sliced open in a stinging torrent of rain. 
But it wasn't rain. It was something black and oily, like the Rot's saliva, hungering for its meal. 
"For the Saint!" he cried out into it, as the bitter black sluiced his blood down to mix with the blood of his brothers, as his pain became the pain of a hundred, a thousand spread throughout the city. Were the Bodyswells coming as planned, were the Allswellmen on patrol? "For Saint Ignifer and Mare!"
 



 
 
ALAM VI
 
 
Across a dark part of the Levi in a stolen Induran flatboat, Alam entered Jubilante unseen. He passed The Soul's printworks flanked by the melted press machines, now blackened piles of metal slag. Dark clouds loomed forebodingly overhead as he entered his dormitory.
There were other scriveners milling in the hallway, the boys he'd lived with for so long, poring over an old and ragged copy of The Saint. They turned as he came in, taking in his filthy clothes and ink-slathered face with slow spreading shock. Their heads turned to Collaber, who was sitting on the stairs with a page of his own, reading and rereading the story about Sharachus. 
He didn't notice Alam until the others fell silent. When he finally looked up, seeing Alam and the gearsmith's ratchet held in his long hand, his expression twisted from confusion to one of naked aggression. 
"What in the King's name are you doing here, spittle? You don't belong." 
Alam looked at him, then round at all their angry, scared eyes, remembering that this was how it used to be. He'd only been away for a handful of days, but that time spent with his friends had so thoroughly driven away the awful years he'd spent amongst these boys that it barely felt real. They were like cartoons, belonging in a woodblock print of The Saint, a piece of his past with no claim to his future. He looked in Collaber's eyes and spoke in a clear, loud voice. 
"I need you all to leave." 
Collaber stood up and spat at Alam's feet. "You need what? You have no right here at all, spittle. Get out, before we tear you in pieces."
Alam raised his ratchet. "I need you to leave now." 
Collaber laughed cruelly. "What are you going to do with that, fix a clock?" 
There wasn't time. Alam strode up to him in two swift steps and drove the ratchet hard against his gut. A spray of breath and spit shot from his mouth, a gasp of surprise came from the others, and he doubled over. Alam brought his knee smoothly up to meet Collaber's face. There was a crunch and the boy's head whipped back, dropping him flat to the floor. 
The others gasped and jerked backward. None of them moved to fight in Collaber's place. Alam looked into their eyes and saw fear. They were already afraid because of The Saint; rich boys in Jubilante who only stood to lose out in the revolution, and now here was this Spindle they'd tormented for years, looking like a devil from the night. 
They ran their own calculations, thinking about their futures, their caste loyalty, but ultimately none of them wanted to risk a ratchet in the face over Collaber. 
"Get out," Alam said, even as Collaber gasped on the floor at his feet. 
They didn't go. 
A few of them murmured for him to stop, quiet voices half in shock. Despite the fear, they still needed their jobs at the scrivenry. Without the King's fealty they would be nothing, would be sent home in shame. 
Alam turned Collaber with his foot, then kicked him in the face. The boy's nose crunched and blood slashed across the floor. His breath became a wet snuffle and he tried to roll himself away, but Alam kicked him again in the head, stilling him at once. 
He looked round at the others.
They were terrified now; their faces pale, edging back against the walls. These brave boys who had pissed on his bedding, beaten him in his bed, slathered his face with ink, and seen him tormented by their scrivener tutors for years, these boys were afraid they might die. Perhaps they thought this was the first coming of the revolution. 
Which was as it should be. 
"Run away," Alam hissed at them. "All the way home." 
They did. The first few went slow, as if trying to maintain some grip on their pride, but it soon became a stampede. Nobody wanted to be left alone with the crazy Spindle and his ratchet. 
When the hall was empty, Alam bent to Collaber and lifted his chin. Blood ran down his nose where Alam's knee had broken it, and he was still wheezing from the blow with the ratchet.
"I hit you with the flat," he said quietly. "Your stomach is not pierced, maybe just a few ribs broken. Now get out of here."
He helped Collaber up, supported him to the door, then dropped him into the street. Some of the others were standing there now, gathered in a ragged half-circle, their metal quills held in their hands like knives. 
"I'll kill the next one of you," Alam said, looking at them one by one. "Who will it be?"
None of them moved.
"What's wrong with you, Alam?" one of them asked. He was a Febrile, barely a caste above Alam, and perhaps they'd been friendly once. Not cruel at least. The Febrile had merely stood by while the others had had their way, probably always fearful he might be next.
It made Alam sad to think about that. He couldn't blame this boy more than any of them, born to this system of caste. It was not even about blame, now.
"Just go home."
"We have shifts," said the Febrile. "We'll be whipped, or cast out."
Alam pointed at Collaber, groaning on the cobbles. "Would you rather this? Or something far worse?" He held up the ratchet.
One of the boys shook his head, turning to the others. "Arch-scrivener will understand. It's not worth dying for." He started away. The others followed, all but one, Jeyfries, Collaber's friend.
"You're dead, spittle."
Alam smiled. "I know. Now take your friend and run along with the rest."
He did, leaning in to help Collaber up then hurrying away over the cobbles. Alam knew he wouldn't go far. None of them would. They feared the arch-scrivener too much, feared damage to their careers more than the revolution, more than one mad emaciated Spindle. They'd regroup at the street-end, let Jeyfries talk them into fighting, and gather weapons. He wouldn't stand a chance. But in the time that would take, he'd already be on the next Ogric cart to the Aigle and gone.  
Back in the dormitory he washed the smudge of sweat and ink from his face and hands. He stripped off his bloodied, torn old stovepipe suit, and replaced it with the one spare he kept in the small chest at the foot of his cot. At the door he tapped the tall pipe hat into place on his head. 
He was a Spindle, and it was time he walked tall. 
Out of the dormitory, he waited as the Ogric cart drew up for the ten o'clock shift. A hard storm wind was blowing now, rubbing damp and thick over his sallow cheeks. The time was coming. As if in answer to that thought, there was a movement of black in the sky and something erupted down by the river, sending a sudden flare in the revelatory gas supply that briefly illuminated the whole street. 
In that frozen moment of light he glimpsed Jeyfries and the others creeping up the street in the shadows of nearby buildings, carrying gutter-beams and crowing bars over their shoulders. It made him want to laugh. On the dark side people were fighting for their lives, and here they fought for the King's good grace. But then, perhaps the two were not so very different. 
A kind of thunder crashed like grinding gears above, as the Rot began its assault. Alam watched tongues unfurling from above as the old shift of scriveners filed out of the Ogric cart, already half-asleep, entering the dormitory without realizing it was empty. Alam climbed into the cart alone and sat back as the Ogric began to tug him away. Jeyfries and the others were too slow.
They trundled up into the Roy. As they drew near to the Aigle, Infantrymen stopped the cart several times for inspection. He showed them his mark of the King and they let him go on. He arrived at the Aigle as it was already turning, the deep sound of its gyrations echoed by the rolling thunder of tongues drumming down on the city. 
He hurried up the ramp to meet the Pinhead arch-scrivener in the archway at the top, with the clock overhead already run halfway through its sixty-second allotment. The Pinhead was pale-faced and clearly exhausted, and stared at Alam wide-eyed, then back down the empty ramp to the carriage.
"Where are the rest?" 
"Fled," Alam said. "They mistook the lightning for cannonfire, and thought The Saint's rebels were nearing."
For a moment fear played across the Pinhead's small, churlish face, and he looked to the Adjunc flanking the entrance. There were five of them, along with hundreds of infantry spread throughout the gardens; enough to secure the ramp. It was reassuring, as was the constant revolve of the Aigle, with him lodged safely inside. No one could break through Mjolnir metal.  
"Are they?" the Pinhead asked, squinting into the darkness down the King's road, "Nearing?"
Alam shook his head. As if to punctuate the lie, a vast crack of black split the sky, and the Pinhead startled, trembling as the tongue slashed down beyond the Gutrock obtrusion. An instant later it began to rain, a lashing downpour that thrummed off Alam's stovepipe hat like a drumbeat, trickling a strange oily grit down the nape of his neck.
The Pinhead held out a hand and caught black droplets in the palm of his hand.
"What's happening?" he asked. 
"Lightning," Alam said, trying to calm the man, watching the timer tick down. "Just lightning and rain, under a black sky. The others mistook it too. But the time is counting, arch-scrivener. Should I not come in?"
The Pinhead looked at him. Alam knew he was needed; there would be hundreds of war orders to sign and stamp, requisitions to write, affirm, testify, and with only one scrivener they would be hard-pressed to complete even the most vital of them. Still, the Pinhead mistrusted him.
Alam pulled from his jacket a small dark object, like an oblong ball of cloth that quickly grew sodden in the dark rain. The others had helped him, when there'd been time. Sticking up from it was a rusted silver needle. "I sewed all the millenicruxes, a thousand times a thousand, as you said. I couldn't come back until it was done."
The Pinhead eyed him a moment longer, then sniffed. The Aigle was already starting its turn, and the rain was splashing on his feet. "In then," he said, and stood aside, "smartly, if you please."
As Alam darted in, he caught a hint of distant shouting on the wind, carried through the rain. It sounded like, "The Saint." Once he was through he spun and shoved the Pinhead with all his strength, out through the portal just as the wall sealed off behind him. 
For a moment there was only silence, in the black metaled entrance space. No sound of the Pinhead wailing on the other side. No sound of the tongues landing. Only the panting of his own breath. 
But he had heard something, just before the Aigle closed. He ran. If it had been the cry of their forces drawing near, there was no time to spare. He dashed down metal corridors with his footsteps clanging all around, slicking the strange black rain from his face. Probably they'd already charged the bridges and were stampeding into the Roy, which meant he was late, and now it fell to him to make up that time. If the Aigle could not be shucked open then The Saint would crash uselessly against its flanks, the Balasts unable to dent the ancient Mjolnir metal. Death would rain down from the ramparts, the revolution would break, and Sen would be left standing alone and adrift on the mountaintop. 
He almost ran past the gear-chamber, as it was in a different place than before. Catching onto the door's jamb he yanked himself to a halt and pulled himself in. Inside there were two Mogs who looked up at the noise, their beady black eyes twitching. One of them opened its mouth to say something, and Alam hurled the ratchet.
It took it on the side of the head with a meaty clonk and it dropped to the floor. The other shrieked then ran, and Alam closed the gap between them in second, dodging round one of the pistons on a down-stroke to clasp the Mog round the throat. It kicked and wiggled, but didn't have the strength of a regular Moleman. Within fifteen seconds it stopped struggling and went limp. 
Alam dropped it, then stood in the middle of the Aigle's brain, gasping and looking around. Red-orange shadows rippled round the room with the constant pumping of the pistons. Sweat burst out on his brow in the sudden heat, and for the first time in three years he stood close enough to touch a gearing contraption much like the ones he'd left behind in Carroway. 
Yet this one was immense. It filled the hall, more complex than any he'd seen before. The walls were a dense conglomeration of gear-wheels of all shapes and sizes, toothed and bitted and runged at a dizzying range of orientations. Here a forest of axle-flies seemed to interweave like the threads of stories on the millinery walls; horizontal, vertical and diagonal, mixed in with penny-weight tuning scales, copper-coil capacitants, steam funnels with bright brass levers. Here the system was studded with huge displays metered with a thousand gradations he didn't recognize, and tiny dials with only two colors, and bristly mills of bronze slowly turning like a lathe, spiked with the code for complex actions, all of them so closely packed they seemed solid, though every part was moving. 
As he looked over the network of clockwork he thought of Feyon battling up over the bridge and toward the Roy, tearing a path through Adjunc-held territory so Mare could burst through it, charging for the turning bulk of the Aigle, for the turn he had to control, and it all came to this. In moments Molemen would be alerted by the Pinhead and send a phalanx, which would come here first to lock the revolve down and seal off the palace. He had seconds only, and he had no idea what to do.
The hall was too complex. He'd never worked on anything like it, so many potential actions carrying motion and information, so many possible points of control in levers, screw-wheels, penny-weight piles, steam-chargers. He had no idea where to begin. 
But there had to be a way. 
He forced himself calm and closed his eyes. He pushed everything away, ignoring the raspy breath of the Mogs, and listened to the pulse of the Aigle's vast heart. Every machine was like a heart, his father had taught him, pumping with power, serving to animate some need, whether it was the vast springs and pendulum that drove the Grammaton clock tower or the pistons and pulleys that worked the Roy canals and aqueducts, and through every heart there passed a pulse. 
He strived to pick it out.
The image of his father rose up in his mind again, not as he had been broken at the gates, but younger, back when his touch had been everything to Alam and his words mattered more than the Heart itself. 
"The simplest path, Alam," he'd always said. "Gearing takes the simplest path, with the greatest economy, for whatever purpose you have in mind. It's the greatest derivation of the Heart's beauty."
He delved for it, through the pistons and the constant whirr and clack of clockwork. He'd thought it constantly ever since Sen had told him his role, reliving the brief moments he'd spent in their earlier. There was always a pattern, and perhaps now he began to feel it. 
He opened his eyes and scanned the hall, not looking to understand the details but seeking only the most basic pattern amongst the constant clack of gears interconnecting. He ran his eyes and fingers over coils of spring, jerry-wheels and cup-rotations, screw-shanks and weighted pendulums, seeing and dismissing. Even for a revolving mechanism as vast as the Aigle's, tuned to timings and requests, the gearing ought be simple, and this was anything but. There were just too many processes underway, far more than were necessary to resolve the simple act of turning on an axle.
He fixed on that, the one thing he knew for certain; that the palace turned. He held to it and struggled to extrapolate. This was an Aigle, the last of the Mjolnir skyships, and probably even the most knowledgeable of Mogs didn't understand half of what it could do. For them it merely revolved, and almost everything else was extraneous to that. It no longer flew or fired shot, no longer managed an armada at its back. It only turned, and the rest was just noise obscuring the signal he sought. 
That meant that turning was the main or only use it had been put to for years, decades, even generations. Again he scanned the hall, the machinery, and found a pattern he hadn't looked for before. The position of the Mogs; cogs of a kind in their own machine. One of them was in the middle between the pistons, bleeding from his head, while the other had charged from another position. Alam tried to run back the clock, remembering where it had run from.
A corner. He strode over, running his gaze over thousands of pieces of machinery no more distinct than the others. He studied the dials and displays, the levers and pivots, the cogs and spindles; here the points of the central dial had been added over with newer ones, the weld-marks visible still, offering symbols Alam recognized. Here was the mark for the scrivenry, here the ostlery, here the kitchens, and there, plum in the center, was a golden embossed A, for Aberainythy.
This had to be it. He scanned the controls nearby, letting his eyes race faster than his thoughts, tracking the transformations and connections to a single batch of dials and levers. There was no time, and this had to be the path. It felt like the path. In the immense noise of the Aigle's information, this was the signal.
He cranked the dial around, pulled the lever nearby, and instantly felt the Aigle jolt. The pistons whined to a shuddering halt, then slowly began to pump in the opposite direction. Alam clung to a handle and felt it underfoot as the Aigle sped into reverse, gathering speed as he pushed the lever further up. In moments the pistons were hammering at full power and the Aigle was rotating as fast as the Mjolnirs had once intended it to, wheeling to fire ballistae at their enemies. 
Then it stopped. 
Alam staggered against a slow-turning screw-pole as the world jolted, with the dial locked now on the King's tower. 
The grinding of the revolve ceased, and Alam threw the lever back to halt the revolve completely. His heart thumped in his chest and he pulled out his ratchet, praying it would be enough. This was for his father. It was all for his father, and he was ready now. When a pair of red-suited Molemen rushed through the entrance moments later, he rushed to meet them with his ratchet held high. 
 



 
 
MARE IV
 
 
Mare tore over Gilungel Bridge at the head of Saint Ignifer's Induran army like a shooting star, leaping over warped cannon and shock-faced Molemen, punching through the broken waves of disoriented Adjunc with a savage glee stamped across her face. She was the white-hot point at the Saint's cutting edge, driven on by the swollen chorister of her own ragged people, the lowest of caste. 
She burst into the Roy for the first time in her life, and raced up the wide boulevard as Gellick's Balasts and Feyon's dark side army broke through the infantry ranks ahead, line-by-line, forcing opening a slim path. Flintlock fire spat and she saw Balasts go down heaping on Quags, on Molemen, on Spindles, on Adjunc. Their bodies littered the street and her pony leapt over them, faster and faster until the Aigle dawned ahead like a gyrating mountain. 
Dark lightning raked the black sky and bursts of answering fire lit the Aigle's turrets and walkways like a Moleman's torture yard. Through the torrent of slick rain the grind of the palace's engines blended with the crash of falling tongues, and she whipped her mount across the body-scattered gardens and headlong toward the ramp leading up. Only a last line of Adjunc stood in her way, and she urged the horse headlong into them. 
Their grasping arms stopped the beast flat but not her. Standing in the saddle, she leapt and flew through the air above them. For a moment she glimpsed the broad thoroughfare behind, blanketed with bodies lost in fighting, Balasts milling wildly, their charge long-broken. Feyon's army was screaming through the dark rain, while the rest of Mare's Induran wedge were bogged in combat with Molemen, Adjunc and crowds of infantry. 
Nobody had followed her through the gap. She was alone. Cannon fire boomed from the Aigle above, crashing down amongst bodies like ripples in a pond. Blood and smoke was everywhere and the chorister-Hax was forgotten. 
Then she hit the ramp hard and rolled, coming smoothly to her feet at a sprint for the gate into the Aigle. It was revolving now already. Flintlock fire cracked behind her, the tang of buckshot roiled through her hair, and a final clutch of Adjunc guards charged down to meet her, rearing their unwieldy bodies back, their dead legs spreading like grasping fists.
 Great stones flung from below crushed them aside, knocking them teetering from the ramp. She glimpsed Gellick and three other Balasts waving up at her, with Feyon by his side, then the Aigle was grinding closed, the entrance gateway closing like an iris. 
She sprinted the last yards through the rain and thunder then dived, into darkness and cold as the jaws of the Aigle palace clamped shut behind her. 
She rolled to her feet in a narrow stone entranceway lit by burning torches in sconces, spinning with her spikes flared out, but there was nobody there; no Adjunc or Molemen, only a passage leading forward. The sound from outside was gone, leaving her with only her own rasping breath. 
She ran ahead to where the entranceway ended in a simple stone staircase winding upward into darkness. Down the hollow middle hung a long, taut rope, ending in a kind of bucket-carriage filled with three dead bodies, each naked and written in some way with scars or birthmarks. 
These were for the King.
She studied the ropes and recognized the pulley system, one used by navvies at sea for ascending the masts quickly. She tipped the bodies from the cart and climbed in to the carriage, then slashed one of the ropes with one swipe from her bladed spikes. The counterweight high above released and the cart lurched off the ground and tore upward into the dark. 
Iron-smelling air rushed around her, and in the black she envisioned Sen somewhere far across the Gutrock atop the mountain, waiting for her to finish this moment. She owed everything now to him for giving her this chance, and she would not fail, not after the months spent pouring her strength into the legend of the Saint.
Three days earlier had been her first time to go to Indura in three years, into the sick air of that mangled swamp where only the most deformed castes hunkered in their mogrified-mangrove homes. Atop the central spiking stage in Spitstock square she had climbed up beside the dying Adjunc, slowly thrashing out its death as its limbs were sawn off, and called to her people.
"You think this is a rebellion," she shouted, pointing at the dying Adjunc. "This is the gravest revenge you can imagine?"
The ones nearby listened, but a raving madwoman was nothing new to Indura. 
"We can do better than this!" she yelled at them. "Raise your sights, Indura, to the King. Bring that bastard down!"
A desultory cheer went up. None of them believed there was a chance of what she was saying. Still, more gathered in case something interesting might happen. This was entertainment in Indura. Not one of them could imagine it was even possible to overthrow the King, or defeat the Molemen in pitched battle, or break through the Roy and assault the King's Aigle itself. 
Their gravest revenge was the torture of a beast even lower than they. 
She would show them more. 
On that stage she spiked the dying beast through the brain, stilling its screams and the crowd's entertainment. They shouted and booed, hurled mud and rotten fruit, but as she pulled off her hood, then stripped off her sleeved blouse and skirts until she stood completely naked before them, they fell silent, staring at the tattoos that covered her body. 
Every line and design was a sentence to death, and it stilled them. They'd never seen anything like her before.
"Will you be as base as he makes you?" she called out over them. "Will you be filth, because the King consigns you to filth? Can you be no better than this?"
They were silent, but for one voice that called from the back. "Who are you?"
"I am Mare of The Saint," she answered. "I'm going to kill the King, and you're going to help me."
They listened as she told them of the battle to come, sowing seeds of a terrible vengeance and a brighter future ahead for them, drawing them all out of the mud and into the light. Most of them cared more for the vengeance than the brighter future, but they drew in more, gathering until the crowd numbered over a hundred.
"The Saint will stand for you too," she called. "Every one of Induran stock, we lowest of caste, we who are fit to hunt the Gut for cast-offs, to tread the ammonic vats of Afric tanneries, he will stand for us! The Saint is our father and our lover and our brother, and he will rise to stick a spike through the King's belly and wind him on a spit."
The crowd had swelled and shouted and grew, as others shuffled closer from dark corners and twisted alleyways, all of them spotted with infection and misshapen with tumors, staring up at the defiant lines marking her body. She spread her arms for them to see it all.
"This is your world," she shouted. "These are your bodies, in the city that you own. Lay claim to both now, their strength and their rage, and help me slaughter the King who told us all otherwise."
They roared, as she took out her inking stylus and block. They clamored closer as she raised up the first of those at the edge, a decrepit Ratfer with half his snout lost to the creeping ague. She ripped off his foul shirt, shaved a patch clear in his shiny back fur, and began to draw the Saint's story across his skin too. 
He screamed with the simple, honest pain of it, and the throng roared. They fell about in convulsions, rallying others to join them. They formed a steady line to reach the stage, baring their diseased skin for her anointing touch. 
So she tattooed along them all, in long arcing lines that carried from one pockmarked body to the next, tying them together as parts in a story that didn't end, of the Saint and his love for all castes, of their own caste and how it was formed, how it was broken, and why it yet had hope for bloody redress and reason for pride. She wrote them through the night and into the final day, until when she left Indura for the barricades, and they followed at her back. 
Soaring up through darkness in the King's skinning tower now, tears stung her cheeks. Indura that she'd rejected for so long had now risen for her, had brought her this far, and now it fell to her. She had never been so happy in her life. 
The cart jerked to a stop and she leaped out, into a revelatory-lit octagonal chamber walled edge to edge with patches of skin. She recognized it from the story Sharachus had told Sen; a tapestry of suffering no different from the one that robbed her of her mind in the mogrifer's laboratory, that claimed the bodies of others as meat to be manipulated. Here the King did his own skinning, and laid up his own mad path of a prophecy across the walls.
At the center, thick with muscle and bare but for blood and a loincloth, stood the King who presided over it all. Aberainythy, the spider at the heart of the web.
He was waiting for her, with two long and bloody skinning awls in his hands, and a strange black hunger in his eyes. He looked over her for a long appraising moment, like a thing to be possessed.
"I like your tattoos," he said at last. 
Mare charged, raised her spikes and leapt. 
The King's first skinning awl took her low in the thigh, the second through her side, but still she climbed, held aloft by a sudden blue light that sparked into existence around her. The King's mouth opened wide and a black hand flung out for her face, but the blue seared it away just as she raised her sparking spikes over his head. The black thing let out a terrible cry, then her blades slammed down into the King's staring eyes, driving deep through his brain to punch out the back of his skull.
 For a moment, everything stopped.
Mare hung. The blue fire sizzled. The black stub in the King's throat wailed even as blackness oozed from his eyes, impaled like corpses on the HellWest frigate.
Then black fire exploded from the King. It flung Mare back and tore outward through the chamber walls and roof like they were wet paper, casting stone rubble and a thousand skin fragments tumbling into the air like hawkenberry petals. Mare slammed off a stub of standing rock and fell flattened to the chamber floor, but the blue light endured and encircled her, keeping the worst of the tearing black wind away until the great force of it was spent. 
Then it was gone, and the King dropped in the middle of his broken tower, just a corpse. Mare shuddered to her knees, splattered now by black rain in the open air, and watched the black smoke arc up into the black dome of the sky, conjoining with its master. 
Her vision dimmed. She was fading already. The King's awls were still lodged in her body, but the blue light was there still, flickering round her tattoos. She took hold of the awl in her side and pulled. The thick, curved blade sucked out with a wash of blood and agony, but the blue light flooded into the gap, shoring her up. She sucked in a breath and moved to the awl in her thigh, yanked it free, and again the light plugged the wound. 
Seconds passed while the blue fire crackled, and she felt a strange kind of painless burning as her skin and muscle knitted together. 
Then the blue peeled away, and she let out a sob, because this was surely the Saint. He had been inside her and deemed her, a Deadhead of Induran, worthy of saving! The light flew up and out of her, to streak over the city where it grew thicker and stronger as a sudden rain of blue lines sucked up into it, like roots of lightning shooting up from the city and its people. 
The Saint was rising. 
Pride filled her, that the Saint had not only saved her, but been born within her. Mare, the mother of the Saint. She watched his fire jet across the dark underside of the Rot and race toward the distant bulk of the mountain where Sen would be waiting, growing in strength as a river of faith rose. 
She slumped to the side, truly content for the first time in her life. Whatever happened atop the mountain barely seemed to matter now, because the King was finally dead, and Indura was free. She closed her eyes and was back in the mogrifer's den, though now all the Molemen were gone and she was opening up the cages and setting the children loose. 
Dark rain ran down her face. The sky was black with the Rot but for a single blue star in the distance, rising atop the mountain, engulfed by black. Then the mountain erupted. A column of blue fire spewed up into the sky, splitting the Rot in two, and within it Saint Ignifer rose.
 



 
 
CALDERA
 
 
The crackling blue power of the Saint hit Sen like a hammer on the mountain's anvil, and with it came all the chaotic minds of the city, their hopes and prayers forged in blood and suffering, crushing his sense of self and filling him up with the power of a dream, a notion, an ideal.
The Saint.
And it was too much. 
The power overwhelmed him, flooding in as a riotous, chaotic torrent that he couldn't manage or contain. Bursts of fiery blue power shot out of his mouth and his eyes, from his fingertips and streaming skin, freezing him just like he'd frozen on his first trip to the Haversham, when the minds of so many different castes had proven too much. 
He couldn't focus. He couldn't see clearly, couldn't think clearly, and couldn't resist as the first of the Rot's tongues plummeted down to smash into his chest, beating him flat onto the rock at the caldera's lip. 
He tried to scream but couldn't, tried to marshal his thoughts but there was no time with the Rot's tongues continuing to pummel him, striking blue sparks off the Saint and weakening his power with every blow. 
Pain ripped into his chest as a tongue broke through and shattered a rib. Another fell and snapped his left arm in half, leaving him screaming as it reared back.
Then the Saint was gone. He felt its fire ebbing back toward the city, abandoning him in search of another champion. A numbing blackness fell across his vision, and as a final tongue dropped from above he glimpsed a ghostly vision of Sister Henderson standing on the rock beside him, wearing a withering expression on her long Gawk's face. 
"Is that it?" she asked. "That's the best you can do?"
He was too broken to laugh. 
"I tried," he whispered, as the tongue descended. "I can't control it."
"Then don't control it," said the Sister. "Only guide it, like a misericordeist guides the flow of force." 
The Rot's tongue fell then, striping across his face and breaking his jaw, his sternum, his pelvis. The pain was excruciating, but it didn't kill him. There was still the smallest flicker of the Saint remaining, clinging to his heart and keeping him alive. 
"Only lead," said the Sister, "and the Saint will follow." Then she winked, and faded back into the burning fog. 
Sen coughed blood. He had seconds left, but perhaps he understood.  
It wasn't about brute force and control. That was the King's way. Through his Molemen and Adjunc, through his laws and caste he enforced his will. But Sen had broken it with a story about cantaloupes. He had used words and ideas to lead the people. He hadn't forced them. They'd followed him because it was what they wanted to do. 
Now he had to do the same. And as he realized that, he saw that the path forward had already been prepared, and written across his body.
He reached inside and snagged the remaining thread of the Saint around his heart, and gave it a gentle tug. Within it were five strands, each a friend, and for each there was a place written into his scars. He led the sense of Daveron into the intricate swirls on his body that told the story of the Moleman god Awa Babo, and how he came to support the Saint. He led Gellick to the tale of Lord Quill, the last Man of Quartz, and Mare to the Albatross pirate king, and Alam to tales of King Seem's great library city, and Feyon to Avia's own story, etching marks into her own son's skin. 
Their threads found a home in the pattern of his scars, and more of the Saint returned after them like water finding a new level, pouring into his body with a rush of strength, repairing broken bones and torn skin. 
Another tongue struck but he didn't notice, as he effortlessly sorted through the thickening pattern of minds in the flow, distinguishing them by caste and thought: the faith of Balasts and Indurans, the dreams of Molemen and Spindles, the hopes of Ratfers and Mogs and Scabritics and Gawks and Ogrics and Appomatox, all looking up at the skies and waiting for their Saint to rise. 
Sen wrapped that faith round his body like a Balast Hax, turning his scars into a focusing lens for the Saint's wild blue fire, growing faster and brighter as more rushed back in. He honed the channels and speed until they became a single blazing beam of blue light, lancing around his body like the Heart's own hand writing him afresh. 
So the true power of the legend swelled within him, and Sen was born again on the mountaintop as Saint Ignifer himself. His scar lines shone as bright as the Gutrock sun, and beneath that power the world moved at his command. With one thought he coaxed the volcano to erupt, lifting him into the sky on geysering roots of fire a hundred thousand minds and three thousand years strong. With fists of blue flame he beat armor out of his scars and cast new misericorde spikes that blazed like white-hot iron, answering a call that rang through his mind with the power of millennia. 
The Saint must rise.
His pulse became the pulse of the world, and across that world he felt the darkness biting down. The eruption shot him up to meet a dozen whickering black tongues sent by the Rot, and he flew into battle. Their lashing blows beat against him like the tide in HellWest, slashing at the burning armor of his scars and tearing at his roots. 
But the Saint was stronger, and carved a furious Hax for all life upward through the tongues and into the curdled black mass of the Rot itself. The Rot roared and vomited a black gush down upon him, but the acidic rain only flashed and sizzled off his blazing armor. His spikes cut a path, and as more tongues whipped round he threaded them on his blades, chaining them back to the anchor of faith streaming up from the city. 
The Rot wailed and thrashed, but the Saint was relentless in his assault, hacking up into the Rot's throat past the desiccated mulch of worlds it had churned before, past the relic weapons of old empires that only flamed off his scars like pebbles. Further still he climbed, beating a trail up into the silence of the past, digging deeper and higher until he was all the way back to the very death of the Heart and the core of what the Rot really was.
Murder, in the red dark of the times that came before. He felt that same joy the Heart felt in the death of its own twin, that then spread into everything, infecting all life, and bringing with it not only cruelty and pain, but also growth and rebirth. 
There the Rot screamed, and swirled, and disappeared, and just as he prepared to level the killing blow, the Saint ripped itself out of Sen to give chase. 
Leaving Sen to fall. 
His blows fell in empty air as sound and motion rushed back in, and he dropped from the sky alone. The blue armor of the Saint tore away, replaced by the eruption's roar and the sting of cinders on his skin. Hot wafts of sulfur and ash struck him like physical blows, dragging tears from his eyes as he tumbled down through the superheated air of his fading pillar of fire. 
He could still feel the power of the Saint as he fell, but it was distant now and growing farther apart. Now the caldera was rushing up toward him, streaming with dark red lava floes. He tried to reach back for the Saint, to lead the echo of wild blue fire through his tingling scars once more, but it was gone, chasing after the Rot like an unfettered star. 
He shielded his hands across his eyes as the heat from below grew unbearable, and streams of flame puffed around him and the air grew too hot to breathe. This was how it ended, he realized numbly. The Saint risen, the Rot driven away, and him left to tumble into the fires below. 
He felt his body burning, the ghasting suit crisping away to skin which reddened and flared. He cried out with the pain, and knew he was going to die. His spikes grew too hot in his fists and he released them. His hair singed in the furnace-like heat and the sound of the magma churning filled his ears. 
Then there was a wrenching pain across his chest, and his fall swerved into an arc, which smoothed into a rise. He cried out, not daring to pull his burning hands from his eyes, but still he felt the shadow of great wings beating above him, felt the sense of something familiar spreading into him through its touch. 
As he rose away from the heat he looked up, and saw a huge creature holding him, with the webbed wings of a Bat and the eight cocooning limbs of a Spider.
Memories flashed into his mind from its touch; a vision of Seem and Sharachus fighting even as the liquid slurry of their bodies sank down through the Gutrock, each vying for mastery, each refusing to be subsumed. Into the darkness in the ruin of Aradabar they gouged each other like the Heart, fighting out of instinct, until at last a balance was struck and what emerged from that struggle was a wholly new creature, reborn into the light. 
"I have waited for you," it said now, its voice gruff, "as I always swore to."
Sen blinked as the new memories bedded into his mind, sharing the peace both Seem and Sharachus had found within each other, no longer alone. Their stillness crept into him and calmed his panic, bringing sense back to the rush of his fall. 
"Sharachus?" he called, tears whipping from his dried-out eyes in the hot wind.
"And Seem," the creature replied, "we are here together."
He felt strength pulse from the creature into him, from the beauty in two lost and lonely souls finding completion in each other.  
"I thought you were dead," he called.
"We were," it replied, "as we were before. Now we live."
Sen rubbed his eyes, and his body lurched as Seem/Sharachus swooped sharply through a thick wreath of outflung black ash, diving through the tides of dark smoke rising off the volcano slope. 
"I was fighting the Rot," Sen called up, as they whipped forward in great wing beats, heading back toward the caldera. "But it fled, and the Saint abandoned me to follow. What happened? Where did they go?"
"To another time," said Seem/Sharachus, then dived beneath a spraying arc of magma, plunging through a blanket of black smoke to emerge above a molten lava flow pouring down the mountainside like a burning Levi River, crusted in places with dark patches of cooler rock.
"What do you mean, to another time?" 
Seem/Sharachus only grunted, and beat its great wings toward the low peak of gray rock jutting up through the baking flow of orange and red. There the revenant arch still stood atop an islet in a swollen caldera lake, untouched by the burning fog of sulfur or the flow of molten red stone, outlined with a faint blue nimbus. 
The heat swiftly grew unbearable, but as they sank through the revenant's blue glow it fell away. The air cleared, and Seem/Sharachus lowered Sen to his feet in front of the arch, its limbs unclenching to set him free. Sen staggered as he took his own weight, then spun to gawp up at the powerful bulk of this new Seem/Sharachus, half Bat and half Spider.
"I can't believe it," he shouted over the bass grind of the volcano. "You're alive."
"We are alive," agreed Seem/Sharachus, then pointed past Sen with one Spider limb. "As is another."
Sen turned to see the revenant arch, where a kind of skin of blue light now played across its open face. 
"What's happening?" 
"This revenant is a doorway, Sen, protected by the Saint above all else. The door is opening."
"What?" he shouted, as the pattern of lights on the blue skin rippled fiercely, like rain drops drumming on the Abbey pond. "A doorway to where?"
Before the new King could answer, the blue skin of light inside the revenant arch shifted and a figure stepped through. 
Sen's breath stopped. It was a tall and beautiful woman in a billowing cloak, with piercing dark eyes and long black hair. Sen's eyes fogged with tears. She looked just as she had in the Gloam Hallows window, like a figure yanked straight out of legend. 
Avia.
She strode over the steaming rock to stand before him. They were almost the same height.
"Mother?" he asked. 
"My son."
She touched the scars she'd once carved on his face, and memories unfurled in his mind. Within her he saw a thousand Corpse Worlds across the wreckage of the Heart, sown with a thousand seeds left to grow as she buried the legend of Saint Ignifer in their soil, each one prepared against the coming of the Rot. 
He saw himself as a bloody infant; Avia looking down her scarring knife with tears in her eyes. He saw King Seem by her side, and Sharachus lost in the sewers, and so many years spent praying it would all somehow be enough. 
And then she was here.
He looked into her eyes and saw the dust of the darkness beyond. She hadn't come back just to see him. She wasn't here to settle down and become a family once more. 
"The Rot isn't dead," he said. "Is it?"
She gave a sad, heavy smile. "The Rot swallows worlds, my son. You could never kill it with the strength of only one."
Sen felt the fight go out of him. He already suspected the answers, now. He'd seen enough, understood enough, to guess what was coming next. 
"And where did it go, mother? Where is it now?"
She rested her hands on his shoulders gently, and looked into his eyes. 
"I wouldn't ask you to leave your friends behind," she said. "I never could."
Sen snorted. "Like you never asked me about carving these scars? Like you never asked to plan my entire life."
"I didn't make your choices for you. I only prepared the way."
The old anger warred briefly within him, at the life she had condemned him and all the Sisters to, even as he understood it. It was the way of the Saint, to guide and to lead. 
It didn't make it any easier. 
"You want me to go after the Rot," he said, feeling the weight of the words as they came out. "Across the Worlds. This is what you've always wanted."
She shook her head. "It's never what I wanted. It's what I've had to do, to give this world and a million like it across the corpse a chance. To save ourselves, we have to fight."
Perhaps she was right. He tried to imagine the vast sacrifices she had made. Three thousand years ago she had left her husband and lover behind, to go mad in the ruins of his own empire. She had cut into every inch of her infant son and left him in a city that wanted to kill him in the most painful way, all for this.
It was not something he could ever do. He shook his head. 
"I can't go. I can't abandon Feyon or my friends, not for any other world. I promised them I would come back."
Tears welled in her eyes. "I made that same promise. And here I have come back. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do, but there was no choice. The Rot drives, and we must do what we can to survive."
Sen shook his head. Tears brimmed in his eyes too. "I won't leave them."
"Then they will all die, Sen, as if they never were, and all this will be for nothing." She spread her arms to encompass the sky. "This is a war, my son, and the whole of the Corpse needs you." 
"I don't care about the Corpse." 
"Then don't care for the Corpse. Forget the thousand times a thousand worlds, and the billions of souls just like Feyon and your friends that live upon them. Leave them to die beneath the Rot, so it grows stronger and the Saint becomes weak. But tell me this, Sen. Who saved Aradabar?"
He blinked. 
It was another trap, like the ones the Abbess had always used. He could see its steely jaws closing on him already; its perfect logic trapping him in place. 
"The Saint," he said.
"And where is the Saint, Sen?" Avia asked. Now the tears spilled down her cheeks, as she saw what this was doing to him. What it was making him, a responsibility none would want to take on. "Where was he first born?"
He shook his head. It wasn't possible. "No."
She touched his chest, and said "yes", and with that he understood. 
There had never been any Saint Ignifer, he was just a legend his mother had invented. But the Rot had been real. It had really destroyed Aradabar. Yet something had stopped it from consuming the world.
"The Saint saved Aradabar," he said.
Avia nodded. The pieces fell into place.
"So I have to go back, to save Aradabar." 
"Yes." 
He felt dizzy. His sense of time and space twisted. How could he be the very hero he'd grown up idolizing? 
"The revenant will take you Beyond," Avia said. "What you do from there, Sen, will stand on your shoulders. If you do not save Aradabar, then none of this will ever come to be." She waved her hands around the mountaintop. "Your friends will never be born. This world will have died three thousand years ago." 
Sen felt something shift inside.
"This world isn't real," he mumbled.
"It is potential. The Heart has room for all things. I made it real by opening the revenant to it. Only you can keep it that way.
He weaved in place. His whole life; Feyon, the Abbess, the Sisters. "None of them even existed? You made them up!"
"They can be real, Sen, if you slay the Rot. If you build up the Saint. If you draw on all the strength that you can, they can be real."
She pushed her palm flat against this chest, and in an instant he felt the city, and within its flow he felt his friends; Alam was in the cuffs of a Moleman brigade, bloodied but unbowed, shouting out his caste while they marched him out of the Aigle palace. Mare stood atop the turret still, looking out at the fiery river winding down the volcano's side, watching the last blue light die from the sky. Daveron lay at the Levi's side, while Bodyswells tended to his flintlock bullet wounds. Gellick stood with his people at the Aigle base, bleeding crystal from a dozen gashes in his lith, amidst Molemen and infantry who were no longer fighting but all gazing up at the stars in wonder, now that the black mouth of the Rot was no longer there. 
Last of all he saw Feyon, moving through the gardens amongst fallen low caste fighters and Infantrymen alike, tending to wounds as best she could. Perhaps she felt him watching, and in some way looked back. The thread was too tenuous to send anything but the simplest message, so that was what he sent. 
It wasn't words or a feeling, but an image of the two of them growing old together, and building a new version of Saint Ignifer's city, and bearing children to carry the Gravaile name proudly into the future.  
Then he let the connection go. 
"She will be with you," said Avia. "In every deed and word. You'll carry your friends across the darkness, and plant their memories in the ashes of Aradabar. You will make them real in this place, by using their strength as the seed."
He nodded. Feeling dizzy and uncertain was no use. The Rot had to die, and Aradabar had to be saved. He looked into his mother's eyes, seeing for the first time the doubts she must have felt all this time.
"You'll help me," he said.
"In all the ways I can. But when you pass through that doorway," she pointed at the revenant, "you will be alone. No two paths through time and space can be the same. You must find your own way back to Aradabar, and banish the Rot forever."
Sen smiled. So it went with fate, and heroes. He turned to his father, or the creature that had been his father. His big head was bowed, his bat wings crooked and slack. It seemed pointless to ask, since this place was not yet real, but still, it mattered. 
"You'll watch over them? My friends?"
"As if they were my own family," the King rumbled back. 
Sen looked around. He took a breath of the simmering, ashy air, and on that air he felt the taint of the Rot. 
It was still there, even within him. Its tendrils were everywhere, soaked into the land. Its mouth hung over the world still, three thousand years in the past. If those jaws fell, then his city would never be built, and the Sisters would never be born. Everyone he ever knew would remain as lost possibilities in the mulched black of the Rot's belly. So its jaws would continue churning across the Corpse, grinding all the worlds beneath its great black teeth. 
Standing there atop the mountain, Sen felt the sick pulse of its endless need thumping through the revenant arch, fating every world across the corpse to the same end. Because of it he had lived a life in hiding, alone and afraid, ashamed of his scars and all the things that would make him strong. Because of it a thousand worlds had died, with a thousand more to come, and because of it he understood the deepest truth Avia had carved into him, the same path she'd carved across every world of the Heart's corpse, preparing his way.
He would rise as the Saint for them all. 
The last ember of the Saint swelled in him, blazing new spikes of blue fire in his fists. He looked at his mother and his father, and back toward the city where even now his friends were fighting for their lives, then he stepped through the revenant's glow into darkness, and beyond.
 



 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
Thank you for reading The Saint's Rise - I hope you enjoyed it. Would you consider reviewing it on the shop site where you bought it? Reviews from readers like you are the lifeblood of indie authors.
Thank you!
 
Shop links
 
If you'd like to be first to know when my next book comes out, why not join my exclusive newsletter? You'll get special offers from authors I know, sometimes free books and discounts, plus I'll give you two free ebooks when you join. 
One of those books is The Last, about the last man alive trying to figure out why he alone is alive, and the other is Mr. Ruin, about an ex-marine and his battles with a kind of psychic vampire who wants to swallow his soul. All you need to do is let me know your email address:
 
Sign up for the newsletter
 
Now read on for an excerpt from The Last, book 1 of the Last Mayor series, available through shop links here! After that there is also exclusive character art from The Saint's Rise - you won't want to miss that. 
 
Michael John Grist. 
 



 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 
 
The Saint's Rise was my first published book, after I spent six years working on it between 2008 and 2014. First titled Ignifer's Rise (and Saint Ignifer's Rise) and published in 2014, it never raised its head above the parapet of mainstream visibility, but still I owe thanks to all its earliest readers who offered advice, encouragement and suggestions. All of them helped me make the book better.
Thanks to Rob Nugen, stop-motion director and maze-artist extraordinaire, who tirelessly read the book in at least two (possibly three?) full incarnations over the book's whole span of existence (including this latest edition), and offered countless invaluable suggestions and encouragement. Its thanks to Rob that I now know the difference between it's and its (can you spot the error in that sentence? Rob will be gnashing his teeth!), that the continuity errors are minimal, and the torture scenes largely presented in narrative summary (rather than blood-curdling detail).
Thanks to Michael Lynch, supper of megaphone-shaped thermoses, for reading the whole thing in its earliest roughest draft and offering concrete suggestions about what to do with the five kids, how to hack back the densest swathes of my purple writing, as well as cheerleading the ambition of the project. He also came up with the term 'Balast', which is much better than the original 'Golem'. Hats off to you sir.
Thanks to Michael Beddall, who also read the whole thing in its earliest draft and, despite being somewhat horrified after I told him it was a rough draft I hadn’t even read back through myself (it no longer is!), offered more concrete suggestions on what to keep, what to cut, what to focus on.
Thanks also to Scott Tomilson and JC Imbeault, who received copies of the whole first draft, but couldn't swallow the whole. I took your point, and tried to make it much more chewable. 
So followed the years of revisions. Thanks to my dad Tony Grist who viewed one version and offered support, and to my mom Rebecca Coakley who said the Hunt scenes with Sharachus were exhilarating. In one version or another it was read by Jason Bonitsky, who knows epic fantasy and advised me well over Belgian beer, thanks. In a latter version Bard Bloom gave invaluable tips on how to up the pace and crop back some needless repetition. In many versions it has been read by my wife SY, who counseled me to simplify what I could and make the work more accessible. 
Fair enough, and thank you honey. 
I started off thinking I would write a mongrel cross-breed of China Mieville and Orson Scott Card. Over time though the Mievillian density faded away a bit, to be replaced by (I hope) a new clarity. 
I changed more things in the 2014 drafts. Sen changed his name to Sen from Dawn (a girl's name, many people said), and Saint Ignifer was renamed from (the ridiculous sounding) Saint Jabbler. Sen acquired his powers earlier, Alam became less weak, Feyon more driven, Mare more bad-ass, Gellick funnier (I hope). 
In the most recent reworking of this tale, conducted at the end of 2017, I intended only to give the book a polish and shine before relaunching under the new title (The Saint's Rise) with a new cover. That polish quickly became a deep and substantial rewrite, with some major changes to the plot, a great deal more action, and a general smoothing of all the 2014 version's rough edges. In total I cut some 10,000 words and added another 50,000, bringing the total to 160,000, truly epic fantasy territory.
It's now the best book it has ever been. 
In that endeavor a new bloom of generous advance readers helped out with a wide variety of issues, starting with Walter Scott who raised great issues about caste, continuity, and world backstory, Joe Zygnerski and Angelic Lane who helped with proofreading, and Katy Page who believed in Sen and his world even when my own faith flagged.
I want to thank my original cover artist, Alex McArdell, who labored tirelessly to produce two images (Sen's face and his city) that were just beautiful and still adorn old print copies of the original (see them in the back of the book extras). Also thanks to Bryan Fowler, who worked with me to create character images back when the ultimate fate of this book was far from certain. A final thanks to Clarissa Yeo, who produced the beautiful cover now adorning the book, which incorporates several of my own photographs, taken from my days exploring ruined places in Japan. 
Most broadly of all, thanks to David Gemmell, Britain's King of heroic fantasy, whose work I ate up as a kid and who more than anyone else made me want to be a writer, and to my brother Joe and friend Tim with whom I shared that passion wholeheartedly. For Druss!
Thank you. 
 



 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
 
Michael John Grist is a British/American writer and ruins photographer who lived in Tokyo, Japan for 11 years, and now lives in London, England. 
He writes thrilling science fiction and fantasy novels, and used to explore and photograph abandoned places around the world, such as ruined theme parks, military bases, underground bunkers, and ghost towns. These adventures have drawn millions of visitors to his website michaeljohngrist.com, and often provide inspiration for his fiction.
 
OTHER WORKS
 
Last Mayor (science fiction thriller)
1. The Last
2. The Lost
3. The Least
4. The Loss
5. The List
6. The Laws
7. The Lash
8. The Lies
 
Ruin War (science fiction thriller)
1. Mr. Ruin
2. King Ruin
3. God of Ruin
 
Ignifer Cycle (epic fantasy)
	The Saint's Rise
	The Rot's War (upcoming)

 
Short fiction
Cullsman #9 - 9 science fiction stories
Death of East
- 9 weird tales
 
 



 
 
THE LAST (LAST MAYOR 1)
 
Everyone else is dead. Why are you still alive?
 

 



 
 
THE LAST (EXCERPT)
 
1. NEW MAN
 
 
I wake up a new man. 
It's hard to describe the feeling, as I lie on the rumpled sheets with Lara the barista nestled against my side. Faint morning light is filtering in through the skylight blinds in my garret apartment, there's a tingling sensation all across my body, and the constant sense of pressure in the back of my mind is gone completely. 
I can't believe it. 
It feels like an extension of a dream into wakefulness. Ever since my coma a year ago, when I died and was revived multiple times by the finest doctors basic insurance can buy, I've had the twinges: crippling migraines that knock me out in the morning, in the night, in the middle of the day. Every time I have no choice but to crawl beneath the covers and ride them out for as long as they take.
Sometimes it's hours. Sometimes days. Now they seem to be gone. 
I get up slowly, rolling my body forward, but no customary warning twinge comes in. I rub my eyes but no pain awakens there either. I feel, impossibly, good. It's a miracle.
"Avoid triggers," the doctor told me on discharge from the hospital. "Anything new or stimulating. Keep it clinical. No movies, no video games, no travel, and definitely no girls."
Keep it clinical, I think, and turn. In the fresh morning light Lara looks beautiful, with her coffee cream skin and curly dark hair spilled across the pillow. My memories of our date are cloudy, fogged by the constant pain of the twinges as they ramped up throughout the evening, but I'm pretty sure it wasn't clinical by the end.
Lara mumbles something and snuggles into the covers. I can't believe any of this. I sit on the side of the bed and run my hands through my short dark hair, probing, but there's nothing out of place; no brain-shaped chunks have come loose in the night. 
I don't know what is going on. Has sex saved me when it should have damned me? At what point did the pain stop, and something else begin?
I pick up my pants, crumpled on the floor nearby, and fish out my phone. The charge is down, but there's a message topmost in the notifications from Cerulean, my best friend. 
Are you even alive? Call me!!  
I chuckle at that, because he's being dramatic, and eager for gossip. I texted him from the restaurant restroom in the middle of the date last night, while I was crumpled on the floor by the toilet bowl beneath the weight of an almighty twinge. He helped me get through the worst of it, as he so often has before.
Another half hour won't kill him. 
I plug the phone into the charger and roll smoothly to my feet, then get dressed and pad quietly to the door. 
Down through the tenement building's three floors and out the door, I emerge onto the street. It's quiet at this early hour, and there's a chill in the air; 143rd street in the South Bronx, overlooking the scrubby dry Willis playground, just a few streets over from the Mott Haven historic district. There are cars on the road but none of them are moving, stopped by traffic probably. I duck into my hoodie, tuck my hands in my pockets, and stroll down the sidewalk. My breath makes clouds of steam in the air. 
At any minute I'll wake up. I can't stop thinking it. I focus on my feet. If my feet are still here, it has to be real. Surely the twinges will hit at any minute.
I round the corner onto Willis, crossing in front of the neighborhood bodega. The lights are on inside, with stacks of Bud Lite in crates in the window, but I don't see anyone come for their morning swig. The awnings are up so they're open, probably in the back getting stock. 
I go by. A shorthaired terrier is shivering tied by the leash to a newspaper box. He looks at me plaintively as I pass. I figure I'll buy an extra croissant and hand it to him. Do dogs like croissants? All this is unreal.
I reach the coffee shop, a 24-hour Starbucks, and push through the glass door. It's not a patch on my favorite coffee shop in downtown Manhattan, called Sir Clowdesley; a cozy little indie spot rife with hispters and decked out in raw wood shelving and teal walls. Here there's no stacks of donated threadbare books, no warm feel of a weird little community; it's all so corporate. 
I go to the register and scan the blackboard in back for prices. They usually put the decaffeinated somewhere tricky in the corner, surrounded by swirly chalk effects like they're trying to disguise it. Dare I go with a regular latte, or is that courting disaster?
I lean on the bar. The barista must be out back checking something too. Only the low whine of an air conditioning unit circulating hot air breaks the stillness. I survey the place; it's empty. Not a soul. I see a few haphazard coffees spread around on tables, the nearest one half-drunk. 
This is getting weird. 
"Hello?" I call. 
No answer comes. I walk along the bar, looking for a bell, but there is none. I shout "Hello" again but nobody answers. Maybe they've all gone out for a bit, maybe a cigarette break, en masse, out the back? 
My heart speeds up. One possibility leaps to mind. 
I exit the coffee shop and jog out into the street. I see it now, where before I was too dizzy with the lack of twinges to really notice. The few cars have actually stopped, flat in the road and not at the traffic light, some lilted at weird angles like they were haphazardly pulled over. None of them are moving, and there's no one in them. Across the road a BMW with gold hubcaps has gone through the window of 'Billy Ray's' pawnshop. Its taillights flash on and off soullessly.
Normally this much would set me twingeing hard, but I'm still in the clear. I look all around, studying the unkempt bushes of Willis playground, the windows of studio apartments on the redbrick building's first floor, but there's no sign of anybody.
Nobody's here. 
My mind races. Could I have slept through some kind of terrorist attack, and everybody has fled? Sweat prickles down my back, and through unconscious habit I start to count back from one hundred, a twinge-prevention tactic, but still no pain comes on. This has to be a dream, and I don't like it anymore. 
I start to run. 
"Hello!" I shout as I jog south down Willis toward the bridge. If there's one thing I've been able to do throughout this last miserable year of my life, it's jog. There is nothing interesting at all about running on a treadmill, staring at a wall, but the doctors said exercise might help, so…
"Anybody?" I call.
I think I see a glimmer of movement behind a curtain on a second story apartment, but it's gone. There may be figures in the park, but when I try to focus on them they blur away amongst the trees.
I blow into the intersection with 142nd panting, and see the wreckage of a car accident just round the corner. A blue Chevy saloon is resting at a crazy angle on its roof, its front all dented in, next to a yellow bulldozer in the middle of the road. I reconstruct the impact in my mind, following the sparkling pattern of smashed glass and black skid trails burnt onto the road. 
Smoke gushes up through the car's chassis, and there's a strange scratching sound coming from inside. I look up and down 142nd, where normally there are people chatting and strolling, reading papers, checking their phones, but now it's empty but for more abandoned cars. They are scattered randomly across the four-lane blacktop, several crashed into each other, some nudged into walls, one punched through the window of the Halal meat place. 
Smoke rises from them in near silence. 
My mouth is dry. I can hear the click of the traffic light overhead, shifting in and out of sync with the scratching from the upturned Chevy. I notice I'm standing in the middle of the intersection, but no traffic is coming. The road is jammed with cars and trucks left like slaughtered buffalo on the plains.
"Somebody help," I shout, but nobody replies. I'm alone.
I run to the Chevy and round to the driver's side, waving through the thick black smoke that fogs around it. I lean closer and my eyes sting, but I can pick out a figure on the asphalt, trying to drag itself free from the driver's side window. There's broken glass on the ground and a dark puddle of what must be blood or oil spreading around him; a guy in a blue denim shirt with long brown hair. He's pulling to get out and the scratching sound must be the seatbelt tearing. 
"Hang on," I call to him, "I'll get you out."
He looks up. His eyes are so pale through the smoke I think I'm looking into balls of ice. The pupil at the center is dark but the iris is drained of all color. It freaks me out. His jaw wags and blood spills down his chin.
"I'll get you out," I call again, though I can barely breathe in the smoke. I press my sleeve up to my face, squint my eyes tightly shut, and plunge closer. I get my hands on the guy's arms, in his hot wet armpits, and pull. I lean my weight all the way back and drag on him. His hands patter helplessly off my thighs but he doesn't come free. The scratching sound gets louder. 
It must be the seatbelt. I contemplate ducking in and trying to clip him out, but he's so close already, and I don't like the way the car's starting to tick. We have to get clear. His head nuzzles against my knee. I put one foot up against the car body and tug with all my strength.
There's a sharp ripping sound, like Velcro unzipping, and he comes free. I stagger back with him trailing in my arms, so much lighter I can't regain my balance. I fall hard and smack my butt firmly on the concrete, dropping the guy at the outer reach of the smoke. 
"Shit," I cry, rolling over. My whole butt's gone numb, I must've twanged my coccyx, and now my legs have gone trembly. I get onto my knees and shout to the guy. 
"Are you OK?"
I see his weirdly white eyes emerge from the smoke first. There's blood running out from under his hairline and down his pale gray cheek and chin, staining his shirt. He's crawling to me on his chest, hand over hand, dragging himself near.
It comes to me as a cold flash that he's got no legs. I double-take, thinking maybe he's a veteran or a diabetic, maybe he never had legs, but now he's over halfway out of the smoke I can see the trail of black blood oozed out behind him like a slug trail. His legs were there but they're gone. I blanch, get to my shaky feet, and back up. 
"What the hell…?" I mutter. 
He keeps crawling. I back up more. He has no legs and no pelvis either. His lower body is wholly gone, ending at a ragged line across his middle, like torn chicken meat. A lump of flesh spits out of his open belly and straggles behind on a strand of purple gut like a sad little kite. I gag. I take another step back, but still he's crawling toward me.
"Hey buddy," I say, pointing with a trembling hand at the organ he's left behind. It looks like a crushed pink ping-pong ball. "You left, uh…" 
I stop talking. His blood is everywhere. I finally get what just happened; I tore him apart. He was sawing himself through the window and I finished the job. Now he's coming for revenge. 
"Holy shit," I blurt, as he snatches up at me with his bloody hand. I bat it away and take another step back. "Buddy look, I'm sorry, I didn't know."
It is a ridiculous thing to say. He's still coming. It isn't possible; it has to be a dream. 
He keeps coming anyway.
 



 
 
2. GOOD LUCK
 
 
I walk backward and he follows, like some messed up dance. For each step I take he drags himself closer. I watch with sick fascination as more guts unspool from his belly. Of course I've seen this kind of thing a million times before, in movies and TV shows, in the comics I draw myself, but not like this. It looks really realistic, is all I can think. The words 'great special effects' roll numbly through my mind. 
About twenty yards back, the Chevy explodes. 
The blast wind smacks my face and flutters my clothes, but it doesn't throw me through the air like in the movies. The door does fly though, spinning end over end like a Krull blade and cleaving the guy in two like sour cheese, before taking off and pinging away overhead. Fire singes my eyebrows and something punches me hard in the arm and I go down. 
Shit. I roll back to my feet and see the car's indicator lever sticking out of my shoulder. It is actually stuck into my left shoulder. The half-man is still nearby, grappling toward me with his one good arm. He's left the other one behind, along with all his spools of gut, slit diagonally apart by the door. 
I stagger backward, in shock, looking at the indicator lever sticking out of my body. There's blood running wetly down my chest and belly, darkening my hoodie. What the hell? Dizzy ideas come through the fog, that maybe I should push it left, push it right. 
Click click. 
I yank it out. It comes easily, looks like a screwdriver in my hand, then I drop it. It hits the concrete and rolls. The guy is using his jaw now to propel himself closer. His head bobs up and down like a swimmer going under for breath. 
"I mean," I start to say, though I have no idea what I mean to say. The car is burning hard now, with fire rising high, and the chassis has ruptured and warped. "Just a second."
I stumble away from the burning wreck. Twenty feet clear I realize I'm limping and stop. My legs are fine. My left hand is clamped to the indicator-wound but there's hardly any blood coming now. Smoke is drifting finely everywhere. Something catches my eye, and I see a jumbo jet spiral out of the sky. 
I track it from high up, spinning like a ninja's shuriken star. The wings tear off and the fuselage breaks apart so it descends in pieces, raining seats, engine parts, and bodies. They're wriggling like maggots. Fire breaks out from a sputtering engine before it falls beyond my field of view, behind the redbricks to the south somewhere near the bridge to Manhattan. 
BOOM. 
The blast shakes the ground though it was at least a mile away. A fireball rises briefly above the 'Pimpin Ridez' moped shop.
The half-man is nearly at me again. His trail of blood is so full and thick I can barely believe he's got anything left inside to drive him on. Put a shell on his back and he would be a grotesque snail. 
I snap myself out of it and start running back down Willis Avenue, toward the bridge to Manhattan. No matter what else is going on, there could be survivors. I dodge around cars, trucks, and motorbikes left driverless. In glimpses down intersections at 141st and 140th I see a maze of vehicles in disarray, some burning, some upturned. A few buildings are on fire too, but there are no wails of fire trucks drawing near. 
As I pass through 139th I look to the sky expecting to see F1s or Stealth Bombers closing in, at least helicopters, but there's only the corkscrewing contrails of the plane that fell. 
I cover half a mile in five breathless minutes, emerging past barren Pulaski Park to the Harlem riverside like a cork popped from a bottle, to survey the Mott Haven bridgehead to Manhattan. 
The Upper Manhattan skyline is on fire. Black smoke rises from many points, forming a miasma that hangs over the city like cigarette fog in a jazz bar. Several of the nearby skyscrapers, bland buildings that aren't famous, have been damaged. There is a visible gout missing in the top corner of one, and something is burning on the upper floors of another. It looks like the city has been sacked by barbarians.
I shake myself and look across the bridge. A chunk of the white support scaffold has ruptured where the plane landed, and the railing beneath it has been swept away, leaving trailing metal fenders pointing down toward the Harlem River. The jet must have hit it like a bomb. 
There are chunks of fuselage and wing hanging amidst the scaffold like garish Christmas decorations, while other pieces of wreckage lie spread over the blackened asphalt, some of them belching thick black smoke. 
And there are people. My jaw drops. They cover the bridge like sand on a beach, a crowd of hundreds walking step by uneven step toward Manhattan. A horrible resurgence of my latest artwork rises in my head; the same piece I showed to Lara in Sir Clowdesley that earned me our first date. I'd seen it in a dream a few weeks back; a great tower of the dead heaped up in Times Square, building themselves higher like the zombies in World War Z scrambling upward to take down a helicopter.
Is it like that, I ask myself, halfway descending into illogical panic. Is that what pulled that jet out of the sky? 
Then something shifts. A kind of unspoken signal passes through the crowd like a ripple on water, and one by one they turn their ice-white eyes to me. Their faces are gray, washed out of all color, like the empty Atlantic ocean seen from Coney Island. Some are splashed with blood. 
It's terrifying. I hold up my hands like I'm pacifying an angry drunk, as if that will somehow help. "Just a second," I actually say. 
The first of them start running toward me. Their bodies flex and lope expertly, and damn fast. Some of them sprint. 
I turn tail and sprint too, back up Willis. Intersections flash by with the thunder of their stampede gaining behind. Am I really running from a horde of, what, the dead? The infected? Back past 140th I toss a glance over my shoulder; leading the pack is a guy in a three-piece suit, splattered with dark blood. Yes, I am.
I break stride for a second to reach into my jeans for my phone, but of course it isn't there, I left it to charge. I remember Lara, she's in my apartment now. 
Shit! 
I crank up the speed, to levels I never attempted on the treadmill. I vault over the bonnet of a red Porsche jammed in headlight-to-trunk with a garbage truck. I dodge round another crawler on the ground. I run up the hood of a beat-up old Volkswagen and down the other side.
The Subway station passes by on my right. On 141st I hit the southern edge of Willis Playground. I pass back through the intersection on 142nd and pinpoint my snail-half man from his bloody trail. I jump over his head. This is ridiculous. My breath comes hard but my legs feel good, and the lack of a twinge still is amazing. 
On the last stretch to 143rd I wheel left at the bodega, then I'm back on my street, with the lead guy maybe fifty yards behind.
I hit my block with the keys already in my hand. I jiggle them into the lock and dive into the hallway, slamming the door behind me. I stand for a second panting in the hallway. 
It is so quiet in here it freaks me out. Then the door takes a massive thump as the guy's body hits it. I literally jump in place. I cast about me for something to reinforce the door with. This hall is so empty! There's an ancient dark pipe running round the skirting board into a heavy metal radiator mounted on the wall, but that's no use at all. There are shelves filled with the owner's chintzy bric-a-brac, the kind of Delft doggies and Portmeirion plates Cerulean and I sell in the online world we built together, a virtual copy of a real-world Yangtze fulfillment center. 
No help there. There's a mirror too, and a little side-table and a chair. 
THUMP. 
The door rocks again and that must be the next in line. It's followed by a steady drumbeat as more bodies pound against the door. How long can it hold? I grab the side-table and push it up haplessly against the door. It looks utterly forlorn, far too small and light to do more than perhaps keep a cat out. 
I grab the chair and stack it next to it, but that will do little more. I get frantic as more bodies impact, and the smacking of their dead white flesh on the wood becomes a hailstorm. They'll pummel the door from its brackets in moments, I'm sure. 
My chest heaves up and down with panting. I can't do anything more here. We have to get the hell out.
I think of Lara. 
I run up the stairs. Any day of the last year I would have been collapsed on the floor disabled by twinges a long time ago, but today I feel vital and alive. On the top floor I shuffle the key out and jiggle my room open, then step back into familiarity. 
It's almost quiet up here, with the thumping four stories distant. My room's soothing smells are on the air; green tea, bolognese, fresh sheets. My Banksy print is there above the computer, my large JR canvas, my Space Invader reproduction. Everything is as it should be. 
Except Lara is not here. I look to the bed, to the desk, even out the window, but she isn't here. 
"What the hell…?" I mumble.
In her place the bed has been made and there's a note lying on the pillow, written in neat handwriting. I snatch it up and read it three times.
I had a great time. You have my number. Good luck with the zombies. Lara. xx
I sag to the bed and laugh. This is utterly crazy. 
I showed her my painting of zombies. That's what she's talking about. But then, Jesus, what is happening?
The phone rings. I pick it up and see it's an incoming Skype call from Cerulean. There's a history of thirty-three missed calls, and I remember his message from earlier, that I thought had to be him just keen to get the lowdown on my big night.
Are you even alive? Call me!!  
I've had his number for the last eight months, but we've never actually spoken. Neither of us wanted the novelty of our voices to bring on a twinge in the other.
Now I slap answer and hold the phone to my ear. 



 
 
3. DEEPCRAFT
 
 
I met Cerulean six months in to my convalescence after the coma, while I was hiding out in my parents' dark Iowa basement. I met him in a virtual world I built myself, inside a video game called Deepcraft, where we both pretended to have the most boring job imaginable.
Those were slow, depressing days. My friends came to visit, but stopped as their presence made me twinge. My girlfriend in New York had already given up on me after I'd died in my coma for the third time. 
I was pretty much alone.  
"You'll be with us again soon," my mother would often say, when she brought down my lukewarm milkshakes or diet mayo tuna sandwiches. "Coming back to the land of the living."
I appreciated everything she did, but it pissed me off. I'd been through this terrible thing, a coma that literally killed me multiple times, and here now it was continuing. My brain was weak, my body too, I could hardly stand to be around other people and TV made my brain twinge like crazy, but I wasn't some feeble dying goat incapable of doing anything for myself. 
"Baby steps," the doctor said at discharge, by way of advice. "Think of it like mental rehab. Your brain has to get re-accustomed to stimulation step gradually. Especially your art. Have you any idea how many parts of the brain fire when you're doing creative work. I'd stay away from it."
"Stay away from art?"
"It looks like you may be allergic." He looked a little embarrassed to be saying it. "I know that sounds strange, but trust me, Amo. Boredom is your bandage."
I'd frowned. How could I give up my art? "What if I don't do that? If I just dive back in?"
He smiled gently. We both knew that wasn't possible. I'd twinged already that morning when they served me a pot of strawberry jam with my breakfast, just because the color was too vivid. "Then there'll be complications."
"Like what, I might die?"
"Or worse."
"Or worse? What could be worse than dying?" 
The doctor shrugged. "Some would say a never-ending coma is worse. I've never been in a coma so I wouldn't know. I imagine if you never wake up though, then you may as well be dead. It's just a horrible, powerless delay."
"I woke up this time," I said, more confidently than I felt. 
"You did," he agreed. "Who can say, really?"
"Who can say?" I repeated, then slumped back on the pillows, with the jam-twinge ramping up to migraine proportions. 
But those days were months ago. Boredom had been my bandage long enough for me to get sick of reading old books, watching old black and white movies, and looking forward to the taste sensation of a dinnertime tuna sandwich. I had to do something real, had to take meaningful steps on the road to recovery.
So I got a job. 
I researched the least mentally demanding work out there, in the dullest, darkest environment, and came up with picker at a Yangtze online shopping fulfillment center. They're the people who collect the stuff we order on the website, who labor all day in vast windowless warehouses that cover about a square mile each.
I applied and they took me on. Two days later I turned up and nodded through a twinge-inducing but mercifully brief induction. The supervisor gave me a simple gizmo called a 'diviner', which I was to follow as it flashed left-right directions through the warehouse. I picked up the stuff it highlighted then put it on conveyor belts for the packing department, ad infinitum, like a rat in a maze. 
I loved it. All day I walked down dark climate-controlled shelving corridors, making no decisions for myself, just following the diviner to pick up limited edition basketballs, sets of tea knives, greetings cards, self-published books from the cranky print-on-demand machines, talking teddies, butt-shaped pillows and so on. Whatever the diviner demanded, I collected. 
It was a lovely monotony. I got back into some kind of physical shape, and built up my stimulation endurance. If any order was too weird, I'd count backwards from one hundred to distract myself. I got good enough that the twinges mostly went away and my thinking cleared up. 
I got so good at the job I could anticipate turns even before the diviner told me where to go. With all that extra brain-space, I started to notice the other pickers. They were all weirdos. Hank for example was a bitter redneck who got 'stranded' in Iowa after his community college kicked him out for selling weed, and he washed up on the fulfillment center's shore to make ends meet. In lieu of completing his studies he'd signed up for an online 'sexual mastery class,' and often would try out conversational gambits on me when our paths intersected through the warehouse, like lonely little ants at a scent-trail crossing. 
"So when she says her name, you say, 'You should speak a little louder, you must be the shy one in the group'," he told me once.
"It's embarrassing her," I said.
"Right, it's putting her on the spot, meaning you control the spotlight. It's cool stuff man, neuro-linguistic programming from the top artists in the game."
"Does it work?"
"I haven't tried it yet."
Bobby was six foot seven and really into North Korea. Sometimes he wore the red star of North Korea on a T-shirt he'd clearly printed himself, as if daring our overlords to kick him out. I don't think the supervisor ever noticed, he probably thought it was a basketball shoe logo. 
Linda from Arkansas was working her way around all the Yangtze fulfillment centers in the US, for a travel memoir she was writing.
"It's like the travel book by the guy who hitch-hiked round Ireland with a fridge," she told me once. "You've got to have a gimmick. This is my gimmick."  
I loved it. Here were weird people, all with their own strange aspirations just like me, and I was handling it. When I needed time apart, I'd turn at a crossing when it looked as if we were going to intersect. A simple shrug of the shoulders and a point to the diviner would explain all. 
The gods are re-routing me, that shrug said. It's just my fate. 
It was Lucy on the print-on-demand machines, that clattery industrial corner of the center where books were baked in great X-ray like kilns, who put me onto Deepcraft. 
I liked to stay near the printers for as long as I could before the sound made my brain twinge, watching pages slip in and out of the runners, forming up gradually into newly birthed books, their binding still tacky. These were dreams being made, just like my brain was rebuilding itself.
"I print my own here," Lucy told me once. She was a chubby girl with poorly dyed blue hair. We all called her Blucy. "I write romance with Amish vampires in the post-apocalypse. It's a big niche. They let me print them at cost."
I nodded. She showed me one of her books. The cover was awful, just clip-art of something representative of each of those genres horribly overlaid. 
I made her one much better that night, stretching my brain's limits to the max. I had twinges for the following week, but she went wild for it. She invited me to play Deepcraft with her. 
"It's just like digital Lego, Amo, you can turn down the danger and everything so there's no random events like falling into lava, no roaming zombies, nothing to make you scared or set off stress alarms, just a sandbox to build in. I make weird ruined worlds for my characters to live in. I think you'd get a kick out of it."
We went in together at her place, viewing one of her post-apocalyptic worlds through split-screen. It was funny to see the broken elevated roadways and tattered skyscrapers she'd envisaged built in chunky 3D blocks. Her ruins were fun and bright, like her writing. The game itself was intuitive and repetitive, involving grinding out ores by digging, then crafting them into tools and materials to create buildings. 
It was fun. At home I built a miniature version of the fulfillment center; lovingly stacking up the long clean corridors, fitting it with low lights, stocking the shelves with whatever weird products I could craft, even hand-coding a diviner. 
At the same time I started making covers for all Blucy's books. She never paid me, but she put me onto her writer friends who wanted covers, and they did pay. The work ran me down, but then I'd go in Deepcraft and grind out ores for hours, add to my fulfillment center, and wander it in a trance. In God mode I added non-player characters modeled on my co-workers in real life, who wandered its corridors endlessly online, forever doomed to think of little nuggets of information they wanted to pass on. 
It was wonderfully soothing, and it sped up my recovery so much that I was able to make more covers. I had enough cash and energy after six months to quit the picking job and go full time with the covers. 
"Don't go," my mother said, when I told her I was heading back to New York. "That place broke you. I couldn't bear for it to happen again."
My dad patted me on the shoulder and stood by. 
I came back to New York on a Greyhound, quietly defiant. I worked on art that would've bored me to tears before. I went to the coffee shop Sir Clowdesley's as mental therapy to build up my tolerance. I crafted goods to sit on my Deepcraft warehouse shelves, even opening it up for others to run online and critique. 
On one of those runs I met Cerulean, who loved nothing better than to run through the fulfilment center picking up randomly generated orders, just like me. He was always there for me. I was always there for him. We were the only people in the world, as far as we knew, who'd been through the same coma and come out with the same mind-crushing migraines. 
"Cerulean," I say into the receiver now, curled up against my bed and hardly believing this is happening, "holy shit, Cerulean you're alive?"
A moment passes and he says nothing, during which time I feel like I'm falling, then his voice comes through, weak and high.
"Amo?"
 



 
 
4. CERULEAN
 
 
"It's me," I whisper frantically, "I'm here, shit, I saw your message earlier, I thought you were talking about the date, then I went outside and damn, it's been crazy, the girl's gone, the whole city's gone crazy, what the hell is going on?"
"Amo," he says again, his voice getting clearer now, a light Southern drawl. "I'd just about given up, I've been calling and texting you for hours. You say you went outside?"
I take a deep breath. Abruptly tears start coursing down my face. Shit, this is Cerulean, and it's our first time to talk. 
"The twinges are gone. I went out to get coffee and the world's gone mad. They're everywhere. They chased me up and down the Bronx. Planes were falling from the sky, New York is burning. What's going on?"
"Calm down. Amo, I know." He takes a breath, then plows ahead. "I've been watching it all night. It started around midnight and it spread across the country in hours. They were calling it a disease vector carried on the gulfstream, until it got them too and most of the news outlets went out. Twitter went down while they were trying to evacuate, but most people were at home asleep in their beds. The whole country's gone down, I'm surprised the internet is even up still, phone service and texts went down hours ago. I thought I'd call you until my uplink went dead, and then…" he trails off.
I stifle my tears and stare wide-eyed out the window. 
"The whole country's gone down?" 
"They've all turned, Amo. This thing is instantly virulent, one breath and you're infected. You've seen them so you know. I watched it happen on the news; there were videos up on YouTube before that went down too. A few websites are still working, so I Googled everything I could find and downloaded it to the shared drive on your computer. You'll need to know this stuff, I've got reams on the prepper lifestyle, survival tactics and strategies, how to make weapons and how to find weapons, how to rig a generator and hotwire a car, siphoning fuel from a station, all that kind of stuff. It's good I did because Wikipedia has just gone down; I guess they didn't get enough donations."
He gives a scrappy laugh. I'm struggling to catch up with everything he's saying. My heart's still pounding from the run. 
"What are you talking about? Cerulean?"
He takes a deep breath. "Amo, I'm cured too. The twinges are gone and I'm thinking clearly. I've not turned, but everyone else is. You said everyone you saw in New York has gone gray? They're all that way, as far as I can tell. Now you need to survive."
"Sure, but-" I begin then trail off. There's something missing. "What about you?"
He laughs. "My brain got better but I'm still a cripple, buddy."
I hadn't thought of that. I wince as the repercussions come down. Of course his spine is still broken. Ever since the coma hit while he stood atop the highest dive board in his Olympic pre-trials, ready to dive, he's been confined to his bed. He fell, hit the pool's concrete edge, and it was game over for his Olympic hopes. Ever since then, his twinges have been worse than mine. He can't leave his mother's basement. It's why 'the Darkness', our shared nickname for the virtual Yangtze fulfillment center, came to mean so much to him. It was his only way out.
Shit. 
"Where do you think I'm going to go?" he goes on. "I'm busting for a piss but is my mom going to come down and take me to the toilet? More likely she'll come down and tear out my throat. She's banging on the basement door even now, she's been at it all night, her and a few dozen others. It sounds like they're pulling up the floor overhead, actually."
"What the-" I start. "She's turned too?"
I can hear him smiling. God I love Cerulean. That fit, handsome, paraplegic bastard. His mom's upstairs coming for him and he's been calling me all this time, trying to save me. "Of course she is, and it's not to bring me a batch of midnight cookies."
I get to my feet, deciding instantly. I look around the room taking stock of what I'll need. "Where are you? I have your address here somewhere. I'll come get you. I'll get you out."
He laughs softly. I picture the only Cerulean I've ever seen images of on Google, the dark young man on the dive platform or the medal stand, full of confidence and in his prime, ready to take on the Olympics and the world and make them his own. "Don't be silly, Amo. You'll never get here in time. The basement door's been iffy for years; it won't take much longer for them to get down here. They'll come through the floor in a day or two anyway. Don't worry about me, I've got a syringe here and I know what to do with it."
The blood drains from my head and I go dizzy. I'm still looking round my room urgently, like there might be an answer here when there cannot be. 
"What do you mean, you've got a syringe?"
"It's all right," he says. "Sit down. Are you somewhere safe, Amo? Are you in your room, are you barricaded in?"
"I don't-" I begin, then look at the door. I can hear them thumping faintly from downstairs. "I'm in my building. I blocked up the front door, but there's probably hundreds of them out there now. I don't-"
"Block up your room," he says. "Do it now. Wedge the bed against the door, wedge something against that if you can. They're not smart but they're persistent, and you're in no state to take to the streets again. You need to lie low and get your head straight, Amo, if you're going to get through this. Do you hear me?" 
"I-"
"Deadbolt the door and wedge it in. Use everything you've got. Do it right now. I'll still be here. Put the phone on speaker and do it now. I want to hear it happening."
I take the phone from my head and stare at it blankly for a moment. I don't know what I'm supposed to do.
"Amo!"
I remember and click the button for speaker. I hear the distant sound of Cerulean's home somewhere in the South filter into my New York apartment. There is his breathing and the sound of a dehumidifier, sucking damp out of the cement basement that's been his prison cell since he fell. 
I shake myself and look to the bed, then the door, and start moving to bring them together. The bed drags noisily out of the recessed wall. I push its headboard flush against the door. The headboard has metal slats that reach three quarters up the height of the door, so even if one of the zombies get in the house and successfully punch a hole through the door, they'll still have to get over the slats. 
"I've done the bed," I call to Cerulean. "I'm getting the desk."
"Good. Don't damage your computer, you're going to need that."
I lift my monitor carefully off, then drag the desk to the tail of the bed. Laid end on, it fits almost perfectly between the bed and the wall, wedged into place. It's going nowhere. They'd have to bend the bed's metal frame or push it through the wall to get in, and I don't see either of those happening. That's more force than human bodies can muster.
I drop to the floor by the side of the bed and start to shake. 
"I've done it," I say to the phone, turning it off speaker mode and holding it back to my ear. 
"Good, good. Now you need to relax. We can talk about something that really matters. How did your date with the Tomb Raider girl go?"
I laugh beside myself. I scratch at the wooden floor with a fingernail.
"It went fine. It went great. She liked the final panel in my comic book. You remember?"
Of course he remembers. I showed it to him first, two days earlier, and it sent him into a monumental twinge, but still he stayed on the line to tell me how beautiful he thought it was. 
That's the kind of friend he is. When all my other friends left, or just drifted away, because staying in touch with someone in 'my condition' was just too damn hard, or too slow, Cerulean showed what true friendship is. 
He was there last night, texting me when I collapsed in the restroom, overcome by all the stimulation on my date with Lara. I'd thought for sure I was going to die at the table, face-first in my grey poupon soup. He'd sent me a text that made it all seem different, that gave me the strength to pick myself up, push back the twinge, and get back in their and enjoy my date. 
"She came back here afterward," I say, shy now. "I didn't expect that, but…" I trail off. "But she's gone now. The note she left Cerulean, it's mad."
"Call me Robert," he says. "That's my name."
More tears pour down my cheeks. I try to gulp them back. "I know. OK, Robert." 
"Are you crying? Come on old buddy. Pull yourself together. It's not the end of the world. Just the end of most of it. You said she's gone?"
I laugh. I rub my eyes. "I don't know. I think so, yes, she's gone. She left a note, it said 'Good luck with the zombies'. She was talking about the comic, but Christ, look at this shit Cerulean. I mean Robert. Where the hell is she now?"
"Probably running halfway down Manhattan, if she's not already infected. Calm your ass down, Amo. What are you going to do for her now? She'll either get safe or she won't, on her own. You're lucky you're alive. You know how many people out there who're immune? Do you have any idea?"
"No idea. I didn't see any. Maybe her?"
"Maybe her. On top of that there's me and there's you. I've not seen any others, Amo, not any at all. Every live video feed I saw got corrupted in seconds, because the people filming it were infected. It's the most virulent thing ever. It's like that cat in the box, the second you open the box to see if it's alive or not, it drags you in so you're inside the box too. There's no time to report out."
I laugh through my tears. "Schrodinger's cat. I don't think that's how it works."
"Whatever. Listen Amo, it can't be a coincidence that it's me and you, and maybe her. Did she have the same condition as us, did she have a coma then recover like us?"
I wince as I try to recall. "She said she burned out. I don't think she was twingeing though. I don't think so."
"Well maybe you'll find out. Perhaps proximity to you conferred immunity. I'm pretty sure we're immune, Amo, because whatever is hitting them now hit us a year ago. Do you follow? Some lesser strain hit us, but it acted like a vaccine, so now we're safe. We went blank, we died multiple times, but they brought us back. Maybe if we hadn't been brought back, we'd be like these others out on the streets now. We got saved."
I shudder. I'm grasping at straws now. 
"You're alive," is all I can say.
He laughs. "I am."
We sit in silence for a while. My room comes back to me. I look up at my Banksy print on the wall, the guy throwing the flowers. I wonder, is Banksy a zombie now too? Is Space Invader? 
"I can come for you," I say. "I'll get a nice car and make it there in a day. I'll drive all night."
"That's a lyric from a song isn't it?"
"Stop it! Tell me your address and I'll come."
"No, you won't. Why in hell would you come here Amo, to see my bitten-out corpse laid up in a bloody cradle stinking of methadone and shit? I'll not have that. I won't be alive by then, Amo. Understand that. Accept that, and we can move on. I've downloaded everything I can think of to your computer, plus a few extras I've had the time to come up with. The fulfillment center will be a bit different. I think it's going to be pretty important to you, going forward, or for a while at least. There are some new routines. You'll figure it out. Until then we can talk."
I sag. "I want to come."
"I want you to come too. Don't you think I'd love that, if you could come charging in now and rescue me from this mess? But you can't. It's not going to happen, so let's move on. We've never even spoken before, have we? Hi, Amo, I'm Robert. I'm a freak just like you. We might be the last two people alive in the world." 
I laugh. "Hi Robert, I'm Amo. It's good to meet you. I don't want you to die."
"So tell me about the date," he says. "Tell me everything."
I do. It starts off jerky and unclear, but soon I'm rolling. I tell him about how we'd talked about my art, and our families, and my coma. She'd burned out herself a few years earlier, suffering panic attacks right after passing the New York bar exam to become a lawyer. It had been a dream for so long, and when she lost that dream it shattered her. Working as a barista at Sir Clowdesley did the same thing for her as it did for me: boredom as a kind of bandage. 
I tell him about the pick-up line I tried on her, improvised on the moment and only partly inspired by Hank, when the twinge was bearing down hard and I had to do something to stop my eyes from popping out. 
"I took her hand, and I talked about the colors of her palm," I tell him. "Ecru. Faun. They're both shades of brown. You know, because I'm an artist."
He chuckles.
"I said there's meanings behind each one. Honestly, I made it up, and she knew that too, but somehow she went with it. I don't know. After that, maybe the twinges started to stop? I don't know what was happening."
He sighs contentedly. "I'm happy for you, Amo. It sounds great." 
I smile through tears, because yes, it was. I fill the empty air with the rest of my story from the morning, about the street and the horde and pulling the guy apart on Willis Avenue.
"It's still a good memory, on the whole," he says, at the end. "You'll need to hang on to that, Amo. You will, won't you? Lara might be alive out there. You might be able to find her. Hold on to that. You'll put out some flags and let her now where you are. You'll figure this thing out and make it right. I know you will. You've always been resourceful, and smart, and so damn charming."
I laugh. 
"It's good you can laugh. Don't forget that Amo. Don't you dare feel guilty. I want it to be you, not me. You're a good man. You're the best friend I've ever had. I want you to get good things out of this and become better for it. There's always room to grow. When I lost my legs and I knew I could never dive anymore, I just about gave up. Then I found this weird guy who'd built a weird world on Deepcraft, and he welcomed me in. He loaned me a diviner and we fulfilled stupid orders together. I saw the world through him, and I'm still seeing the world through him now. Amo, you're going to be OK."
I find I'm gulping at the air. 
"Get yourself solid. Research the stuff I sent. Find a safer place than your apartment, a bank or something downtown, somewhere this girl Lara can find, and start clearing the streets around. Make a base and she'll be drawn to you, Amo, if you're offering safety and something worth having. That way you'll find the others too, the ones like us who are lost somewhere across the country and don't have each other like we've had each other. I know you will. You'll make good things out of this."
I gulp back tears. I can hear the thumping through the phone getting louder.
"She's almost through the door isn't she?"
"She is. It's all right. I've got the syringe loaded with my methadone, enough of a dose to knock me right out. I won't feel a thing. It's better this way Amo. I wouldn't stand a chance on the road. I was never good in a wheelchair."
I sob into the phone. "How long?"
"I don't know. A minute, maybe five? I've already injected it." His voice starts to go woozy. "You'll stay on the line won't you? You'll wait with me."
"Of course I will. Robert I'm sorry."
"Don't be sorry. You're here with me. We're in the fulfillment center, running it together. I've got legs again, Amo. We're keeping up with the orders. We're one step ahead."
The tears are coming freely. I hate this. I want to reach through the phone and save him. I want to save my friend, but I can't.
"Goodbye, Amo," he says fuzzily. There is a crash through the line, and his mother must have breached the basement. 
"Robert," I say urgently. "Robert."
"She's coming. I won't feel a thing. The Darkness is so close. I'm going to turn the phone off now Amo. I don't want you to hear this. Goodbye."
The phone clicks dead. The sound from his distant basement fades at once. My last link to Cerulean is severed. 
I lean back against the bed and cry, curled around the phone like it's a dagger thrust though my belly.
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CHARACTER ART
 
 
In 2009 I commissioned art for each of the six children in the book, from artist Bryan Fowler, and he delivered. Back then the book was stuck in a quagmire of drafts and alterations, and I didn't know quite how to fix it. The manuscript was nearly 200,000 words long, and loath to cut anything I tried instead splitting it into three separate books. But that left me lost as to what the real story was anymore. There was something wrong with the work but I didn't know what, though I still believed in it. 
Having these art works produced really helped me keep the faith. The characters were interesting and I wanted to do right by them. In the end I recombined all three separate works, cut some 80,000 excess words away, and came up with the book that went on to become the book in your hands. I'm proud to showcase these images which helped me crack on and move the story toward completion.
 



 
 
SEN
 
 
This is Sen in the Abbey graveyard, holding on to the Book of Saint Ignifer. In this art he looks a bit soft, and at the time I had the art done, that matched how he was in the book. He started off soft and had to get tougher fast when the children arrived. In later versions I decided to start with him tougher, as tough characters are more interesting. So Sen as we meet him now is much more focused, and has his plan for how he's going to deal with his scars. 
Still, there's quite a lot of this star-gazing boy in the current Sen, thinking about his mother and the past and his heroes in the stars. 
 



 

 



 
 
MARE
 
 
This is Mare in the filth of Indura. You can dimly make out twisted tree houses in the background. She's standing in a puddle of filth. Mare didn't change at all since this art, she was street-smart and a survivor then and she still is now. 
Dead pigs. Yeah. 
 



 

 



 
 
GELLICK
 
 
This is Gellick in the Calk, framed by a dolmen/lintel pair, drawing his Hax memory patterns into the constant white-lime dust. He has jewel-green eyes and is massive. I love this image, really shows how much power the Balasts have. Gellick is often a bit of a joker, but looking at this image you can see why the King would want to confine his people to the Calk.
 



 

 



 
 
FEYON
 
 
This is Feyon in the dollroom, holding the doll of herself- notice that it's wearing the same clothes as her. The expression on her face is perfect, kind of haughty, unimpressed, almost a sneer. Love it.
 
 



 

 



 
 
ALAM
 
 
Here's Alam in what really ought to be his father's gear manufactory, but at the time this art was made, Alam was actually a cooper, so his father had a cooper's yard full of wood and barrels. He didn't play quite the role he does in the current version at the end, where the knowledge of cogs is so necessary. He did something else more connected to wood, but I changed that because cogs worked better with infiltrating the Aigle palace. 
Accordingly he should have a ratchet, not a knife. That's fine. I love his loooong arms and body. Weird. 
Furthermore, his name originally was Alan. I since changed it to Alam.
 



 

 



 
 
DAVERON
 
 
And here's Daveron, looking positively feral in a room in his father's usury yard, taking slices out a lopped-off arm. We can assume from the fact that this arm has already been detached that this is not actual usury butchery, only training. He's wearing the red though, hmm. I suppose even licensed butchers have to keep themselves up to date on the latest techniques. 
 



 

 



 
 
PREVIOUS COVERS
 
 
As promised, here are the old covers for the book that would become The Saint's Rise, and its sequel, then titled Ignifer's War. My plan is to re-release the sequel in the future, after I can dig in and rewrite it in the same way I've done with Book 1.  
I loved these covers at the time, but have since come to think they do not really signal the genre. The illustrated style and close-up of Sen's face are probably off-putting to readers of epic fantasy. 
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