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​CHAPTER ONE — Rumors in the Fog
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London did not wake so much as stir—slowly, reluctantly, like a creature scraped from winter's den. The city was always sluggish at dawn, resentful of the world's insistence that it must rise again. But on that particular morning, something was different.

The fog was thicker.

The streets were quieter.

And the smell... the smell was wrong.

Thomas Hale noticed it before most. A printer’s senses were trained to catch irregularities—the faint shift of pressure on a page, the subtle variance in ink viscosity, the whisper of different paper stocks. His livelihood depended on noticing what others ignored. And that morning, his instincts screamed that London had sprouted a new, unsettling irregularity.

He stepped out of the Hargreeves & Sons Printworks into the early haze and inhaled, expecting the city’s usual bouquet of coal smoke, horse manure, and river rot.

Instead—

Metal.

Cold. Sharp. Bitter.

Like iron shavings soaked in vinegar.

He blinked at the air, as if he could see the source of the tang. "What in God's name..."

Behind him, the print presses clattered, the floorboards shuddering with each thumping turn. Old man Hargreeves called something after him, a gruff question lost in the mechanical din, but Thomas ignored it. He wiped a stray smear of black ink from his fingers onto his apron and stepped farther into the street, leaving the comfort of the known for the unease of the unfamiliar.

The fog curled low and thick as sodden wool, swallowing the cobblestones whole. Already, the city’s morning ghosts were emerging from their doorways: bakers rolling up flour-dusted sleeves, fishmongers sharpening knives on whetstones with a rhythmic scrape-scrape, washerwomen wringing out damp cloths with raw, red hands. But the usual symphony of morning chatter was missing. No cheerful greetings. No good-natured bartering. Just a low, uneasy murmur that hummed beneath the fog.

"Smells like burning metal."

"Smells like the docks at low tide."

"No, that's blood, I tell you. Can't you smell it?"

Thomas shook his head slightly. It was not blood. And it was not the docks. It was something he had never scented before, as if the fog itself carried pieces of a different continent, a place of industry and despair he could not name.

Behind him, a carriage rattled by, its wooden wheels striking the stones with a frantic, uneven rhythm. It threw up a pale curtain of fog in its wake. The driver, a wild-eyed man, yelled something in French—a frantic, slurred plea—"Écartez-vous!"—and Thomas stumbled aside as the wheels splashed through a frigid puddle, soaking his trousers to the knee.

When he looked back, two more carriages were coming. Then three. Then five.

One after another, they funneled into Fleet Street, crowding the narrow lane in a panicked, disorganized procession. Their drivers snapped reins with desperate violence. Their passengers—pale faces glimpsed behind half-drawn curtains—were hunched low, their expressions drawn tight with a mixture of exhaustion, hunger, and pure, undiluted fear.

Refugees.

Again.

But this wave was different. Larger. More frantic. They clutched their trunks and valises like lifelines. One woman held a birdcage to her chest; inside, something feathered and small trembled, its wings fluttering desperately against the brass bars. Another man had only a coat thrown over his nightclothes, his ankles bare and bleeding onto the cold cobblestones.

Thomas had seen refugees trickle into London all year, a steady stream of France’s bleeding, but never like this. This was a flood.

Driven by a printer’s innate need to understand the source of the document, to find the original plate, he followed the stream of carriages toward the docks, weaving through the growing tide of bodies. Everywhere he turned he saw the same hunted look—people scanning the rooftops, listening for sounds that didn't belong, glancing back over their shoulders as though expecting to be chased by the fog itself.

As he neared the piers, the strange scent in the air grew stronger. Metallic. Bitter. Wrong.

Then the noise reached him.

Not noise, exactly. It was chaos, pure and unfiltered, a physical force that struck him in the chest.

Crates were split open like rotten fruit across the wharf, their contents—clothes, books, china—spilled and trampled. A barrel of salted beef had ruptured, its purplish contents spilling into the Thames and bobbing like drowned limbs on the grey water. A donkey, trapped between carts, brayed in sheer terror. Sailors shouted over one another in a dozen different languages, their voices raw and angry.

And in the midst of that bedlam stood a woman who didn't seem to belong to the chaos at all.

She was utterly, unnaturally still.

Thomas noticed her the way a rabbit notices a wolf before it sees one—through a primal instinct rather than sight. She stood near a stack of tea crates, a long, narrow scabbard of worn leather at her hip, a hood drawn low over her face. Her cloak was rough, patched in places with a careless skill, but she carried herself with the steady, rooted poise of someone who had never had to run in her life.

Her head was tilted slightly, as if she were listening to something beneath the cacophony of the docks—a specific thread of sound Thomas could not hear.

He couldn't see much of her face, shrouded as it was by the hood and the gloom. But he saw her scar.

A thin, silver line ran diagonally across her left cheek, from the high bone down towards the corner of her mouth. It was deep enough to suggest the blade that carved it had meant to keep going, to open her up, but had been interrupted. The woman's expression, though impossible to see clearly, radiated a single, unmistakable quality:

Hunger.
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Not for food. Not for wealth.

Something else. Something colder.

Thomas felt a cold shiver, unrelated to the damp air, climb the ladder of his spine.

A gust of river wind tangled loose sheets of paper in the air near him. They swirled like deranged snow. One struck his coat, sticking to the damp wool. He peeled it off.

Three lines, scrawled in a jagged, aggressive typeface:

NO KINGS.

NO RULES.

NO CITIES.

He frowned. He had seen those words before—spray-painted crudely on the pillars of London Bridge, chalked onto the side of the Treasury, whispered by drunkards outside taverns. But this was new. This was precise. Typeset. Printed. Distributed.

This wasn't graffiti; it was a manifesto.

He turned to ask one of the harried dockworkers about it, but before he could speak, more sheets drifted down. Dozens. Then hundreds. They seemed to come from nowhere, swirling down from the rooftops or carried on the wind, a pale ash falling on the panicked crowd. Soon the wharf was carpeted with them.

Some people picked them up and read, their faces shifting from confusion to fear or a spark of grim agreement. Others stepped away as if the pages were diseased. A burly sailor spat on one and shouted something about "French devils." A young boy, oblivious to the tension, snatched a handful and ran off excitedly.

Thomas carefully folded the page and slipped it into his pocket. It was a professional habit—to collect the work of other printers, to study their technique. This one felt different, though. It felt like evidence.

But when he turned again to look—

the scarred woman was gone.

Vanished into the fog as though she had been swallowed by it, leaving not even a ripple in the chaos.

He pushed farther into the docks, trying to gather information, to make sense of the panic. The murmur of the refugees was feverish, a stew of half-heard horrors.

"—saw the Tuileries in flames, I tell you—"

"—not just the mobs, something new, something worse—"

"They're not rebels, not soldiers—"

Thomas moved closer to the man who had spoken, a gaunt figure with eyes like dark pits. "What is it?" Thomas asked, his voice low. "What's worse?"

The man's eyes darted around, paranoid. "An idea," he whispered hoarsely. "They say it spreads by breath. Like plague."

"What idea?" Thomas pressed, a cold knot forming in his stomach.

The man's gaze fixed on him, filled with a terrifying certainty.

"The idea that cities must die."

Before Thomas could question him further, a bell tolled from the tower above the customs house. Its sound was wrong from the first strike—too sharp, too frantic. It tolled once. Twice. Then a third time—longer, deeper, a note of finality that was utterly wrong for a time-keeping bell.

Thomas, along with hundreds of others, looked up.

The bell-ringer stood frozen at his post, silhouetted against the grey sky. He was not pulling the rope. He was rigid.

Then, as they watched, the heavy hammer slipped from his grasp. It clattered down the wooden staircase inside the tower, a series of terrible, echoing thuds. And the man himself toppled after it, a loose-limbed doll, head-first.

He hit the ground with a sound that was not loud, but that sliced through the noise of the crowd with the precision of a scalpel.

Silence, for a single, suspended heartbeat.

Then, screams.

Thomas reached him first. The man’s eyes were wide and glassy, fixed on nothing. There was no blood from the fall. Instead, jutting from just beneath his collarbone, almost hidden by the folds of his shirt, was a tiny arrow—no larger than a finger—its black shaft trembling slightly from the impact.

Whoever fired it knew exactly where to hit.

And on the man’s forearm, exposed where the sleeve had ridden up in the fall, the carved circle with its three broken pieces glistened darkly—fresh, deliberate, unmistakable.

And on the inside of his forearm—half-hidden beneath the pushed-up sleeve of his shirt— a circle, broken into three uneven pieces. It was not drawn in ink. It was carved.

A chill seeped into Thomas's bones, colder than the river fog.

This was not a rumor.

Not a pamphlet.

Not a whisper carried across the channel.

It had reached London.

Whatever it was.

Whatever No Cities truly meant.

And the fear he felt now was deeper than revolution, deeper than refugees, deeper than politics. It was simple, primal, and absolute:

Something had already begun.
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THE CROWD DID NOT DISPERSE. It coagulated around the customs house, a single, murmuring organism of fear and morbid curiosity. Thomas felt the press of bodies, the heat of panicked breath in the cold air. He saw the constables arrive, their faces pale beneath their helmets as they pushed people back, forming a brittle cordon around the broken thing on the cobblestones.

He had seen enough. The image of the glassy eyes and the carved symbol was already branded onto the back of his mind. The need to be away from the crowd, from the smell of blood now mingling with the metallic fog, was a physical pressure in his chest.

He turned and walked, not with the frantic energy of the refugees, but with the deliberate pace of a man trying to outwalk a thought. The cacophony of the docks faded behind him, replaced by the subdued, uneasy quiet of the city’s interior. The fog persisted, muffling the sound of his own footsteps.

He found himself back at the Hargreeves & Sons Printworks almost without realizing it. The clatter of the presses, which usually grated on his nerves, now sounded like a familiar, comforting heartbeat. This was a world of order. Of ink and type, of measurable pressure and predictable outcomes.

Old Man Hargreeves was waiting for him just inside the doorway, his broad face creased with a frown. He was a bear of a man, his forearms thick with muscle earned from a lifetime of handling lead type and iron presses. Ink was ground into the lines of his hands like tattooed lace.

“There you are,” Hargreeves grunted, his voice a low rumble beneath the machine noise. “Vanished for an hour. I’ve
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