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PART ONE — THE NIGHT OF ASH AND STEAM
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Where the Medusa first howled.
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CHAPTER ONE — THE NIGHT OF ASH AND STEAM
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London wore its smoke like a veil. The river fog clung to the wharves and seeped into the alleys until gas lamps looked like drowned stars. Pistons breathed in the distance; somewhere higher up the night, iron wings beat the air with the indifferent rhythm of machines. Beneath it all ran a hum that was not of engines. It pressed against ribs and teeth, the sensation of a song half-heard and wholly unwelcome.

Eleanor Hale kept her lantern lowered so the flame was no more than a bead of amber. Cheyne Walk looked empty at this hour, but she had learned long ago that empty streets were only stages waiting for their audience. She counted her steps the way she had been taught—three beats for fear, two for caution, one for the leap—and let the rhythm carry her through the fog.

Lila waited where the last lamp failed, a scarf wrapped against the damp and the unruly coil of hair that always escaped her pins. Her eyes had the glitter to them that meant she’d been thinking too fast for sleep.

“You hear it too,” she said, and made it not a question.

Eleanor swallowed and nodded. The hum pressed at the air between them, more pressure than sound, a hand laid against the ribs of the city. It was too regular to be wind and too alive to be a machine. She’d learned the feel of Combine devices, the rip of their gears and the chunter of their piston lungs. This other thing—the one they had started calling song—stirred with the patience of something that remembered when the river had been broader and the streets were rivers themselves.

“Finn’s in place?” Eleanor asked.

“On the roofs.” Lila tilted her head, listening to a frequency Eleanor couldn’t quite catch. Lila always heard first; the city spoke to her in a way that was music rather than map. “He says he can see the yard. Guards doubled. Aether lanterns every fifteen feet.” She grimaced. “And a carriage. Ashdown’s. He brought friends.”

“Then we don’t take longer than we must,” Eleanor said. “You know the tune?”

Lila managed a smile. “I wrote the tune.”

They slipped down the seam of an alley, a thread of shadow between two townhouses that smelled of coal and old money. At the end of the seam an arch opened onto Ashdown’s forbidden yard—a rectangle of tamped earth walled in brick and ringed with iron cages. The lanterns here burned blue with aether mix, deadening colour and flattening the men moving through the yard into jerking silhouettes. The air reeked of resin and hot oil. Something growled low and long, an animal sound with an edge of language.

Eleanor knelt and set down the lantern. She steadied her hands. “On my mark.”

“Since when do I need a mark to sing?” Lila whispered, but her mouth quirked. It wasn’t arrogance so much as the thrill of doing the one thing nobody else could—thread notes through machinery and metal and monstrous throats alike, make them softer or sharper, break them open.

Eleanor inhaled. On the exhale she gave a single pitch, barely more than breath, and Lila slipped under it with a second tone, then found a third she’d only ever used on gulls and streetcars. Eleanor felt the pressure in the air shift. The hum turned its head, as it were; the hand against the city’s ribs moved away, no longer braced to press.

From the farthest cage a chord answered. Not one howl but six, layered and braided until they became a sound that scraped marrow. The Hex-Wolf Medusa stepped into the aether-blue light, and Eleanor understood why the yard crew kept their distance even with chains. Bright blue fur flickered with static like St. Elmo’s fire. Six muzzles opened—wolfish, yes, but longer, with teeth that angled not just down but inward, as if the mouth intended to take song as well as flesh. The six throats quivered; the six red eyes burned in six distinct patterns, a metronome arrayed like a crown.

Lila’s breath hitched. “There you are,” she whispered, and then—softer—“Vigil.”

“What?” Eleanor kept her voice small.

“Nothing.” Lila shook herself. “A name fell into my head.” She looked wary of it. “Ignore me.”

Eleanor did not ignore her, but there were boots in the yard and men with rifles and a man with no rifled need at all, only a hand in a black glove raised as if he could catch the air and hold it still. Colonel Ashdown. Trim and immaculate, a silver chain at his waist, his boots polished absurdly for the mud. He did not look at the guards. He did not look at the beast. He looked instead at the cages as a man might look at a set of organs removed for a demonstration.

“Not yet,” he said, and Eleanor could read his lips even at this distance. The Medusa’s heads stilled one by one, like bells damped by a practiced hand. The silence that followed was heavier than sound.

Eleanor’s throat went dry. She put her palm to the bricks—habit and prayer—and felt faint vibrations, footsteps moving along other alleys, the city’s mumbled gossip. A rooftop footprint skidded, a soft curse; Finn. Good. He was in position.

“Sing it low,” Lila said again, and this time Eleanor let the note gather in her chest with the ease of an old ritual. Lila’s voice slid under. The old counter-songs were like a tangle of rope from which you could pull the strand you needed, and this one was meant to keep you from drowning. The pressure let up another notch.

That was when the other voice came.

Velvet. Sweet. The kind people trust simply because it is kind. It entered the yard like perfume and filled the spaces the aether lamps had paved flat, and men who had been steady a moment before softened, their elbows un-locked, their rifles relaxed. The lullaby cut through the counter-song not by force but by the offer of rest. Eleanor knew before she knew that this was the Duchess Vaux, Belgravia’s philanthropic darling with a conservatory full of exotic orchids and an uncanny grip on the city’s salons. There had been rumours. Rumours, and the way men in Parliament had begun to talk about order as if it were warm milk.

“Back,” Eleanor said. “Back now.” The lullaby did not care for property lines.

“Wait.” Lila’s eyes shone. “Do you hear the seventh?”

The Medusa lifted all six heads, and the sound that came out was not a seventh so much as a braid diminishing and then reweaving itself into a different rope. Eleanor’s skin prickled. She wanted to name it courage and feared it was simply hunger learning table manners.

Boots hammered the yard. Chains rattled; gates unlatched. The largest cage’s door squealed inward.

“Finn,” Eleanor whispered toward the dark above them. “If you mean to do something rash, now would be a good time.”



Finn did not mean to do rash things. Rash things simply meant to be done and then found his hands available. He lay flat along the ridge of a warehouse roof with a coil of rope under his chest and his heart where any sensible man would keep a second coil. From here the yard unrolled like a map: lamps, guards, four cages small and one very large. Ashdown at the gate. A liveried driver at the carriage, bored and smoking, which Finn filed under future opportunities.

He touched the copper wire that ran to the bell he’d set along the drain—two flicks meant Eleanor and Lila were in place; three meant hold, the Combine had moved; one meant hurry, Ashdown had brought too many friends. He flicked twice, then once for luck, though neither Eleanor nor Lila believed in luck unless one wrote it down and set it to a key.

They were singing. He couldn’t hear it, not properly, but he felt the hairs on his arms stand up the way they did when the Underground car took a bend too tight. He glanced toward the river and saw the dirigibles hovering like sullen moons. All this for a beast and a song. It would have been noble if anyone had intended nobility.

The gate swung wide. The thing inside stepped out with the tense grace of a spring let go slowly rather than snapped. Six heads meant six ways to notice you; Finn kept himself steady and let the Medusa’s gaze pass over him the way wind passes over water. Not this tile, not this shadow, not this boy whose feet knew every gutter from Battersea to Blackfriars.

He slid along the ridge to the pulley he’d set. A weighted hook hung from it, a little promise of future clamour. If he could drop it just so, the hook would catch the chain of the nearest aether lamp and snap it, give them darkness to work with, give the Medusa a different sort of night.

Finn liked the Duchess’s voice. He did not trust it, but he liked it. There were people who could say your name and have it sound like a kindness. He’d loved one once and learned better. The Duchess did not bother with names; her voice addressed the part of you that wanted to rest. Finn was tired. He did not drop the hook.

A guard moved under him, shrugging his rifle higher. Another yawned. Finn counted. One, two, three; he sighted the arc and let the hook fall. It swung like a small comet and snagged the lamp chain perfectly; a shower of glass erupted in pale blue diamonds. Darkness spilled like oil. Men swore. Someone fired; the bullet ricocheted, whining.

The Medusa didn’t startle. It tasted the dark and seemed to prefer it. One of its heads lifted higher than the others with an air Finn would have called curious in a dog and reverent in a priest. He had the wild thought that this one wore a name—Vigil—that had wandered in from someone else’s mouth and taken a chair. The other five began to hum. It should have been awful. It wasn’t. It was simply enormous.

“Now,” Finn breathed. “Now, El—”

The carriage door opened. Ashdown didn’t climb inside. He stepped back with a precision that made room for another figure, a woman in a dress that negotiated with convention the way a lawyer negotiates with a liar—graciously, and with steel underneath. Duchess Vaux moved as if she had been born for stages, which in her way she had. She held no instrument. She smiled into the dark as if it were a parlour too shy to introduce itself.

“Lie down,” she sang softly.

Two of the guards obeyed before the others realized they were obeying. The lullaby unspooled like ribbon and wrapped the yard. Finn’s hook hung in the broken lamp like a bad tooth. He reached for his knife.

“Sorry, Your Grace,” he muttered, and cut the pulley cord. The hook dropped free and crashed into the next lamp. Blue light sputtered and died. For an instant, in the ordinary dark, the sky was full of stars that were not lamps at all but the eyes of something that had learned to want.



“On my mark,” Eleanor said, and Lila shook her head.

“No marks,” Lila whispered back. “This is breathing, not marching.”

They had studied the Duchess without the Duchess knowing it, traced her schedules by the scent of new orchids and the way her coachman liked his coffee. They knew she sang in the conservatory and at charity galas and once at a hospital where children quit crying not because they weren’t hurt but because they believed someone had finally come who could bear their hurt with them. They had never heard her sing to a beast.

“Low,” Eleanor said, and Lila began the counter-song that soothed engines without stopping them. Eleanor wove in the line that kept gulls from crashing into airship fins. Together the sound they made felt like breathing through a scarf that smelled of home.

The Duchess’s lullaby drifted across their notes as easily as a skiff crosses a pond. Eleanor tasted bitterness; the Duchess sang comfort, but she sang it like a door closing. Men’s faces slackened; shoulders dropped. The Medusa’s six heads tilted as if watching a magician produce a dove.

“Sing to me,” the Duchess said—not aloud, but the syllables lived in the lullaby—and for a moment Eleanor felt the blank softness of a bed she had not owned since she was a girl and the belief that someone else would carry the watch for a while. She pulled her hand back from the brick and held tight to the lantern pole.

“Don’t let go,” Lila said. Her voice shook. “Listen. There—do you hear—?”

The seventh again, or the idea of it—the space into which another voice might go if the world were more generous. Eleanor thought of the first time she had seen Lila in the society’s cellar with a tuning fork and a clockwork owl, both of which had left the table calmer than they had arrived. She thought of Singh in a Combine uniform listening harder than he shot, of Finn stealing trouble before it could steal anyone else. She thought of the city as a harp with broken strings and people’s names for picks. She heard the seventh. She tried for it.

The note caught against her teeth and made them ache.

A gunshot cracked the night. Not at them; at the hook Finn had dropped, or at the lamp, or at fear. Men ran, their boots a counterpoint to the lullaby’s promise. The Medusa stepped forward, six heads in a sweep like the oars of a galley. The chain on its collar went tight, and the sound it made then was hunger with manners discarded.

Eleanor stood. Lila grabbed her sleeve. “What—”

“We can’t let it out under her voice. If it learns to take orders from velvet we will never get it back.” Eleanor did not know if that was true. She knew it as if it were.

They moved as the guards moved, so it seemed part of the same river of people. They reached the corner of a cage where a rusted hinge had rusted wider than the others. Eleanor set the lantern down and put both hands on the bar. The counter-song in her throat turned the angle of her strength just enough that the bolt, which ought to have held, thought of its father, which had not, and agreed to fail. The cage door yawned a finger-width. Lila slid two, then three, then four notes into the gap, and the metal vibrated with the memory of a time it had been poured and had not yet been a cage. It sighed wider.

“Lila.” Eleanor sounded like someone calling to someone already in another room. “If we must, we steer it.”

“‘We,’” Lila muttered. “What generous pronouns you invent while I do the singing.”

“Then sing us a steer.”



Singh had never liked Ashdown’s yard. That was before the beast. He wore the Combine coat and carried the Combine rifle and had the Combine habit of thinking in the language that paid him. It had worked for a long time. He had learned the schedules; he had learned to write reports that said enough to be useful and not enough to be noticed. He had learned which boots to polish. He had seen the cages and called them pens and found that the word changed very little except the shape of his mouth.

Tonight he had been sent to the yard to stand at a gate and admire a Duchess who needed no admiration but took it anyway. He could not name the voice that braided into hers from the alley, not properly, not in the language he wore to work. He had heard it before, down in the belly of London where the pipes were ribs and the city breathed through them. It made his fingers itch, as if each one remembered better work.

The Colonel stood eight paces away, speaking to a captain in low tones that carried farther than they should have. Singh sorted the vowels and found the gist. Not tonight. Wound, not kill. Demonstration, not disaster. He tried not to imagine what a wounded Medusa looked like.

“Captain.” Singh made his voice bland. “Your left line is thin.”

“Orders,” the captain said, and if he had been born somewhere else and worn another coat, he would have sounded apologetic.

“Yes,” Singh said. “We have a surplus of orders.”

A glass exploded. Blue light died. Duchess Vaux’s lullaby rose brighter, like a candle a child had cupped. The Medusa stepped into the dark with the certainty of a creature that made its own light.

Singh tightened his hand on the rifle and loosened his hand on the trigger. The two motions were the same. He gave himself the smallest gift he could afford: he stood between Ashdown and the line of the chain. It was not treachery. It was geometry.

The Duchess sang a phrase that bent the line of the chain like hot wire. The Medusa stilled, but not all of it; one head—leftmost—tilted as if to hear through her and past her to a sound behind the wall. Singh wondered, absurdly, if heads had names. He wondered what you called a thing you had to be six things to understand.

He felt rather than heard another sound. Counter-singing. Not enough to break the lullaby, but enough to remind the air it had other loyalties. He marked the alley without turning his head. He would not move. He would not be seen to move. He would remember the alley when he was off-duty, which was to say when he had put on a different mouth.

Ashdown lifted his gloved hand. “Now,” he said.

“Now what,” Singh asked politely.

“Now the city learns the cost of sleep,” Ashdown said, and smiled. Singh felt, with the clarity of a man hearing his own name called unexpectedly in a foreign tongue, the precise moment he would stop being a Combine officer. It was not now, because he would not die here. It was soon enough to make him want to breathe deeper so he would have more air to spend.



The Duchess’s voice found Eleanor and Lila where they crouched beside the nudged-open cage. It should not have been able to; they had clung to the underside of the yard’s attention so carefully. But the lullaby did not need the yard’s attention. It needed only lungs that longed for rest.

“Lay it down,” the Duchess sang. “Your fears, your cleverness, your little contraptions. Lay them down. I will keep watch.”

Lila made a rude face into the dark. “Over my dead metronome,” she said, and flung a run of notes into the hinge that made it a mouth again, and the door sighed wider, and the Medusa turned one head toward them. The six red eyes were not one eye times six. They were a council. The leftmost lifted; the rightmost narrowed; the lower-middle blinked, as if tasting the air with its eyelids.

Eleanor did not step back. “We won’t hurt you,” she said, and knew it was inadequate and perhaps untrue. “We won’t let them either, if we can help it.”

The Duchess’s lullaby softened further, which turned out to be a form of sharpening. “Such pretty words,” she sang, though it might have been only in Eleanor’s head. “The city is tired. It needs order. It needs me.”

“Order can be a cage,” Eleanor said, and the Medusa’s leftmost head’s ears—were they ears?—tilted toward her. “We don’t want a cage.”

“Then stop opening one,” Lila muttered, but the door was open enough now to be called open with a straight face, and the chain on the collar was taut, and Eleanor put her hand to the chain and sang the iron sleepy until it loosened an inch.

A shot cracked. Another. Not orders anymore. Panic finds its own instruments. Men shouted; one went down and someone else, with enough decency to be furious about it, shouted his name. The Duchess’s song did not break. It went on and on, threading itself through gunmetal and fear.

“Finn,” Eleanor said without looking up. “Do not do the rash thing you are about to do.”

But Finn was already moving, because the rash thing had meant to be done and found his hands ready. He swung down from the roof, using the lamp chain as a ladder that nobody had built for that purpose, and dropped into the yard between the guard line and the opened cage. He grinned because he always grinned when terrified, and that had fooled enemies and friends in equal number, and he shouted, “Sing us a dance, Your Grace!” and then blew a street-whistle pattern that meant run west if you like your blood inside your body.

The Medusa took a step. The ground seemed to shorten under it. Eleanor felt the air bow and the chain in her hands drag. She sang iron loose as if it were a stubborn child with a splinter. Lila threw the lullaby a snarl of notes that turned its ribbon to thread.

“Bad form,” Lila told the Duchess. “Stealing quiet. That belongs to the night, not to you.”

“Children,” the Duchess sang back, “should not speak to their betters that way.”

“Then you shouldn’t speak to us at all,” Lila said, and the bar at the base of the door shifted, and the Medusa was free of cage if not chain, and everything that had held still chose a side.



After, later, in the safety of a night that had decided not to eat them that hour, Eleanor would try to list what happened next and fail at the ordering. This is the closest she ever came:

A guard fired and hit the chain, and the spark of it made the beast’s fur shiver white like a wave that had changed its mind about breaking. Finn whistled the west-run and then ran east, because he was not suicidal, he was simply contrary. Singh turned and fired at a lamp instead of a boy and earned a glare from a captain who had not yet realized they were not fighting the thing they thought they were. The Duchess stepped back two measured paces and let the lullaby take on a new shade that smelled like roses and governments. Ashdown said something to her that Eleanor couldn’t hear but could feel; it was the weight of a coin put on the right scale at the right time.

Lila lost the thread of her breath and caught it again, and when she did the counter-song slid sideways into a pattern Eleanor had not heard her use since they were children, when Lila had learned that a door could be persuaded to pretend it had always liked opening. The chain in Eleanor’s hands went slack. The Medusa did not lunge. It looked at them.

All six heads considered, and Eleanor realized that while one part of her had always expected a beast to make a beast’s choice, another part had been ashamed to expect it. The leftmost head—Vigil, said the name that had fallen into Lila—breathed Eleanor’s scent, which on any other night would have been ash and oil and the pride of having not died yet. Tonight it was fear and lantern smoke and the song of a girl who had learned to count her steps and liked to act like she hadn’t.

“Come away,” the Duchess sang, and the come was a hand extended and the away was a leash. “Come away, and I will name you mine.”

The Medusa’s tongues moved. Six tongues, six different motions, the way river currents run six different ways under the same surface. Eleanor thought—madly—that perhaps you could speak to each head, and perhaps they did not agree except on the necessity of breath.

“Don’t,” Eleanor said, though she could not have told anyone which verb she was using and on whom. She took a step, and the Medusa took a step, and they met at the place where courage and foolishness are the same address. The Duchess’s lullaby brushed Eleanor’s ear like hair. It did not feel unkind. It felt like fog, which is only water that does not want to choose a shape.

“I won’t take you,” Eleanor told the Medusa quietly. “I won’t put you in a different cage. But I won’t leave you in this one, either.”

The leftmost head’s ears flicked. Lila’s hand found Eleanor’s sleeve and squeezed once in a pattern that meant I am terrified and also: keep going.

“Vaux,” Ashdown called, breaking politeness by using no title. “Enough.”

“Not at all,” the Duchess said mildly, and floated the lullaby down and then up again, where it brushed the dirigibles and made a flight crewman sit down and weep because his mother had sung that very pattern when she had not yet been tired of being alive. “We are nearly at the good bit.”

The good bit arrived with the sound of iron deciding to be something else. The chain slipped the bolt. The collar, which had been forged by a man who did not think of iron as a relative but as a profession, unclasped.

For a breath all parties involved—men, women, Duchess, Colonel, beast—held very still. Finn later swore that silence had weight and he could have put a hand under it and lifted.

Then the Medusa moved, not forward into the yard the way Eleanor’s heart had braced for, not sideways into the alley’s mouth the way a clever beast might, but upward, the six heads lifting as if to scent the city from higher ground, and with a thrust of hindquarters it leaped the low kennel partition as if it had not existed and landed where the carriage horse had been a moment ago, except that the horse was not there because Singh had been a fraction quicker than the order and a fraction slower than the disaster and had loosed its halter. The Medusa did not snap or tear. It stood with the puzzlement of a king surprised to find himself in a kitchen.

“Run,” Eleanor said to Finn, who had no need of orders but obeyed anyway, possibly because he had seen the way the Duchess’s eyes had slid toward him like knives made of compliments.

They went west because Finn had whistled east and the best way to hide a path was to set two and walk neither. Lila kept the counter-song tight and small, a hearth-fire of sound rather than a bonfire, and the Medusa, when it moved, moved toward it. Not like a dog to a whistle, Eleanor thought; more like a compass to a pole.

“Stop that,” the Duchess said sweetly, and her lullaby changed key. The change tasted of mint and cold.

“Make me,” Lila said, and then, more softly, “Don’t make me.”

“Vaux,” Ashdown said again, sharper. “Recall it.”

That was when the Duchess did something that made Eleanor respect and despise her in equal measure. She stopped singing.

The hush that fell was not silence. It was the removal of the thing that had been holding other sounds apart—the way a comb holds hair and then does not. The Medusa’s six heads lifted and the six red eyes took in a world that was suddenly noisier than it had been. The fog thinned in Eleanor’s lungs. A man somewhere laughed because he had found he was not dead. Someone else began praying. The dirigibles hummed in a key that sounded like greed.

“Back,” the Duchess said, not with a note but with a word spoken the way one opens a hand that is used to holding. The Medusa did not obey. It could have been a triumph. Eleanor did not have time to feel it.

Ashdown lifted two fingers. The gunners on the far wall—how had she not seen them?—swivelled their barrels. “Wound,” he said. “Not kill.”

“Eleanor,” Lila breathed. The wrongness of it rippled Eleanor’s skin. Order was not a bad word; it was a word men had injured by marrying it to spectacle. “We can’t let him teach it pain in the shape of a lesson.”

Finn had already moved. Of course he had. He was a stone in the stream of the Combine and he loved the moment the water made room for him. He sprinted along the kennel’s rim, light and reckless, and reached the nearest gun’s brace, and he loosened something and tightened something else, and the barrel slewed and the shot went sideways into a lamp, and blue glass burst like winter. The other guns fired at the place he had been and missed the place he was.

Singh did not shoot. He lowered his rifle in a way that could be read two ways and hoped to be understood in the better one. He had not been given that hope much. He gave it to himself.

The Medusa’s leftmost head turned toward the alley. Eleanor felt its attention as if a hand had touched her sternum and said: you. She lifted both her hands, palm out, and met its eyes, which was not properly possible, because there were six. She chose the one that felt like dawn even though it looked like a red stone. “Come,” she said.

The Duchess did not sing. She smiled.

The Medusa chose. It took one step toward Eleanor and Lila, and then another, light-footed and immense, and for an instant—the length of a breath she would later count every night for a month—Eleanor believed the story would be: they led it out, and the city changed.

Ashdown lifted his hand higher. The gunners reloaded. The Duchess’s smile thinned. The night inhaled, as if considering whether to keep them.

“Enough,” Ashdown said, to the beast, to the Duchess, to the city. “Recall.”

And then—because he was who he was, because the Combine was what it was, because spectacle wanted witnesses—a trumpet sounded from the far wall, bright and brassy and banal, and the Medusa flinched, not from noise but from insult, and the six heads chorused pain, not because they had been struck, but because someone had set a cheap song against the one they had been following, and dignity has its own nerves.

“Eleanor!” Lila’s hand tightened white on her sleeve. “We have to go.”

Eleanor nodded. “We go,” she said to the Medusa, because names could be given to movements. “We go,” she said to Lila, because fear liked verbs. “We go,” she said to herself, and stepped back, and the Medusa stepped with them, and for three heartbeats it seemed idiotically possible.

The Duchess breathed in. The lullaby returned, no longer velvet but iron wrapped in velvet, and it did not ask this time. It took. Not the beast. Not yet. It took the space between choice and reaction and narrowed it, and the Medusa hesitated.

Ashdown’s hand fell. The gunners fired.

Eleanor threw herself sideways and caught Lila around the waist and they hit the mud behind the kennel wall as bullets chewed the air where their lungs had just been. Finn vanished like a coin up a sleeve. Singh—who had perhaps been a coward and perhaps wise—shouted, “Cease!” with his officer’s voice, which had always been very good, and two of the guns obeyed, and one did not, and that one struck iron and made sparks and the sparks frightened the horse who was no longer there, which meant the sparks had nowhere to go but memory, so they climbed into Eleanor’s, and she would smell them for a decade.

“Eleanor,” Lila said, very small. “We can’t win this one.”

“We don’t have to.” Eleanor’s mouth was full of mud and the taste of brass. “We only have to not lose it the way they want.”

She did not know what she meant until later. Right now it meant this: she grabbed the lantern by its handle and flung it at the far lamp, which was still whole. The lantern burst. The aether lamp popped with a sigh as if relieved. Darkness rolled across the yard like a tide.

In that dark a shape moved that no one had trained and everyone would later claim to have commanded. The Medusa turned not toward the Duchess and not toward the Colonel but toward the alley’s seam. Six heads, one body, a decision. It passed Eleanor at a distance close enough that she felt the heat in its fur, and on impulse she reached and touched the leftmost neck as lightly as a blessing. It did not snap. She did not pull back. For a fraction, something like a chord flickered between them—thin and sharp and truer than either of them liked.

Then it was gone, swallowed by the seam and the river’s fog beyond.

“After it!” Ashdown shouted, finally a little ruffled, which Eleanor treasured like a keepsake. “Wound, not kill!”

Duchess Vaux sang one last phrase that told everyone to take a deep breath and think of order. Several men obeyed by accident. Singh did not. Finn certainly did not. Lila almost did and then shook herself like a wet dog and laughed once, bright and furious.

“Go,” Eleanor said, and meant all the directions at once. They ran.



They made Cheyne Walk with their lungs like bellows and their knees like old hinges. The house there—their house, or at least the house in which their Society had learned to pretend to be a respectable club—was dark but for one stubborn lamp in the front room that had been left burning for returning fools. Eleanor unlocked the door with a key on a ribbon around her neck, the one sentimental thing she allowed herself in public.

Inside smelled of dust and metal polish and the ghost of tea. Finn arrived by the back window, which was locked, which had never stopped him, and fell in across the sill with the sort of grace that made Lila say unkind things and then patch his knees.

“Well,” he said, breathing like a fish trying to explain air, “that was tidy.”

“On what planet?” Lila demanded, and kicked the door shut behind her.

“A metaphorical one,” Finn said. “We’re still alive. The Duchess didn’t tuck us into bed with a lullaby. The Colonel didn’t use us as punctuation for a speech. And our new friend chose the alley. Which means he—she—they—chose.”

“Don’t call it a friend,” Eleanor said, and then, because Lila looked at her with too much knowing, added, “yet.”

Singh knocked. He did it like a man who did not wish to be a ghost in anyone else’s house. Finn looked at Eleanor. Eleanor looked back. She opened the door.

Singh stood with his hat in his hands and his rank on his shoulders like a sorrow. “I have a short time before my absence is noticed,” he said, very politely. “The Colonel means to wound, not kill. He intends a demonstration in Parliament within the week. He believes the city will stop arguing with him if it can just be shown how reasonable its fear should be.”

“Reasonable,” Lila said, flat.

“Fear,” Finn said, same.

“We need to learn the lullaby,” Eleanor said. “Not to sing it. To break it.”

Lila’s mouth went stubborn. “I don’t break songs.”

Eleanor caught her hand. “I know. We’ll unmake its claim.”

Singh looked relieved, which was too small and too honest a word for what he looked like. “I can tell you what I heard there that you did not,” he said. “And you can tell me what I heard that I did not know I heard.”

“Tea,” Finn said, and went to make it because he knew that laying hands to domestic tasks calmed ghosts as well as soldiers.

Eleanor sat on the floor because the floor did not move. She closed her eyes and heard the lullaby again and the counter-song and the rope between them. She thought of the Medusa’s leftmost head and the way it had looked not at Lila and not at the Duchess and not at the Colonel but at her, and she chose not to name the thing that had rung between them.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we go below.”

“Below?” Lila said, blinking.

“The tunnels,” Eleanor said. “Where the city hums and the Combine thinks sound is only echo. We test a counter on a smaller leash. We make a song that says: wake. Not with fear. With yourself.”

“And the Duchess?” Singh asked.

Eleanor opened her eyes. “The Duchess wants to be mother and master. Ashdown wants to be law. They’ll come for each other in the end.” She lifted her chin. “We’ll be ready when they do. But first we learn to speak to monsters.”

Finn appeared with a pot, three chipped cups, and the air of a man who had just made a pact with a kettle. “To tomorrow,” he said, pouring.

“To tomorrow,” Lila echoed, and managed a tired grin.

Eleanor took her cup and let the heat steady her hands. The room breathed. Outside, the river moved as it always had, dragging gossip and ships with it. Somewhere in the soot-black maze of streets, an enormous creature with six heads and a mind like a council moved too, free for the first time not because someone had loosed it, but because no one had owned the moment of its choosing.

She did not call that hope. She called it work. But when Lila began, without thinking, to hum the first two notes of a melody that might become a song that might become a city, Eleanor did not stop her.
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CHAPTER TWO — CURFEW ON CHEYNE WALK
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Cheyne Walk slept poorly. Its houses were fine on the outside, bricks washed each morning by the servants of men who had long ago moved inland, but the Society knew how to listen to the mortar. In the still hours, the walls spoke with the voices of carriages passing, of rats in the cellar, and of neighbours turning over in their beds as if troubled by dreams they could not remember.

Eleanor Hale sat at the long oak table that served as the Society’s map. The boards were covered with chalk sketches of tunnels, archways, drain runs, and the occasional scribbled annotation that might be Lila’s, Finn’s, or Singh’s. She had taken the lantern off its hook, and the flame threw her shadow against the far wall, taller and leaner than she liked.

Finn was sprawled across two chairs, a half-loaf of bread balanced on his stomach, eyes closed. He had claimed he was listening to the building. Eleanor suspected he was asleep.

Lila perched on the sill of the dark window. She hummed under her breath, short patterns that ended too soon to become a melody. Each time Eleanor thought she recognized the shape of a lullaby, Lila cut it off and began again.

Singh stood at the hearth with his uniform jacket folded over one arm. Without the coat he looked less like a Combine officer and more like a man whose posture had learned to apologise. He was polishing his rifle with slow care, though the act was more to steady his hands than to clean the weapon.

“It will be Parliament,” Singh said at last. “The Colonel intends to show them he can command the beast. He will not risk it killing too many. Wounding will be enough. The point is not to slay but to awe.”

Eleanor marked another line on the chalk map. “A city that obeys because it fears,” she said. “That’s not awe. That’s exhaustion.”

Lila slipped off the sill. “Exhaustion is useful. You don’t argue when you’re too tired.” She crossed to the table and tapped the chalk circle Eleanor had drawn around Blackfriars. “Here. Underneath. The pipes are old. They carry resonance better than new stone.”

“Better,” Finn mumbled without opening his eyes, “to say the city hums louder there. The rest of London forgets its own notes. That bit remembers.”

Eleanor glanced at him. “Awake?”

“Always,” Finn said, grinning without moving. “Even in sleep. Especially in sleep.”

Singh replaced the rifle on its rack. “You mean to test your harmonics?”

“Not harmonics,” Lila corrected, too quickly. “Liberations. Songs that don’t bind or lull, but return.” She glanced at Eleanor, daring her to contradict.

Eleanor shook her head. “She’s right. We’ll call them that. But first, we see if they work at all.”

“On what?” Singh asked.

No one answered immediately. The room knew.

At last Eleanor said it. “There are lesser chimeras in the undercity. Rats bred for watch, crows for message. If we can free even one from its leash, we’ll know.”

“Or,” Singh said carefully, “you will unleash something meant to be restrained.”

“We’ll take that chance,” Eleanor said.



They descended before dawn, when even the Combine patrols grew lazy. The Society’s house on Cheyne Walk had a back stair that led down into the cellar, and from there to a forgotten gate into the storm drains. The river’s voice was close: a low rush, like the breathing of something asleep.

Finn went first, lantern on his belt, whistling a tune only he seemed to understand. His boots were silent on the bricks. Lila came second, carrying a tuning fork in one hand and a coil of chalk in the other. Eleanor followed, keeping her own lantern shaded, and Singh brought up the rear, rifle across his back, coat left behind.

The tunnels smelt of damp stone and old soot. They bent at odd angles, and more than once Eleanor thought she felt the city shift above them, as if it wanted them to move faster.

At a junction where three pipes met, Finn raised a hand. “Hear that?”

They stopped. The sound was faint but distinct: a rattle, as of something feathered shaking itself against metal.

“Crow cage,” Lila whispered. “Combine messages.”

Singh frowned. “They use them sparingly. Too unreliable. Too much instinct left in them.”

“Instinct is what we want,” Eleanor said. “If they’ve kept any.”

The crow was in a wire crate bolted to the wall, its wings clipped, its eyes dull with aether fumes. When it saw them, it shuffled but did not caw. Around its ankle was a thin band of copper wire—the leash.

Lila crouched before it. She laid the tuning fork against the bars and struck it softly with her chalk. The tone was thin, almost lost in the wet air, but the crow twitched.

Singh leaned forward, wary. “You mean to set it free?”

“Not from the crate,” Eleanor said. “From the leash.”

Lila closed her eyes. She hummed low, a note that seemed to come from the stones rather than her throat. The crow tilted its head. The copper band glimmered faintly, as if catching light from somewhere unseen.

“Now,” Lila breathed.

Eleanor joined her, letting her voice fall into the space Lila’s note had carved. Their two sounds met and tangled. For an instant the band resisted. Then it shivered—and fell open.

The crow gave a harsh cry, startling in its strength. It beat its clipped wings furiously. Its eyes shone black, sharp with life.

Singh stepped back, half raising his rifle. “If it flies—”

“It can’t,” Eleanor said. She opened the crate door. The crow hopped out, claws scraping on stone. It looked at her, head cocked, then at the dark beyond the junction. It gave another cry—free, furious—and vanished into the tunnels.

They listened as the sound faded.

Lila let out a long breath. “It works,” she whispered. “We can cut them loose.”

“Perhaps,” Singh said. “But what then? A crow flies away. A wolf with six heads—where does it go? What does it do?”

Eleanor had no answer. She only knew that the crow’s cry had sounded more like truth than anything she had heard in weeks.



They spent the rest of the night tracing the tunnels. Sometimes they found nothing but dripping stone. Sometimes they found more cages: rats with steel teeth, owls with brass rings. Each time, Eleanor and Lila worked together, and each time the leashes fell away.

Some of the freed creatures vanished into the dark. Others lingered, as if unsure what to do with liberty, then skittered after the rest. Once, an owl perched on Lila’s shoulder for three heartbeats before launching itself upward, its wings catching a current no one else could feel.

Singh grew more uneasy with each success. “The Colonel is not wrong to fear,” he said at last. “If he cannot master them, and you will not, then who does?”

“No one,” Eleanor said. “That’s the point.”

They reached the wide chamber beneath Blackfriars as the first pale light touched the river above. Here the stone opened into an arch like a cathedral, water dripping in steady rhythms that echoed like bells. The acoustics were perfect.

Lila stood in the centre and struck her tuning fork. The sound bloomed until even Finn stopped grinning.

“This,” Lila whispered, “is where we test the song proper.”



They stood in a circle: Eleanor, Lila, Finn, Singh. The echoes of the tuning fork lingered. Lila raised her voice—not words, not melody, but a thread of tone that wound around the damp stone. Eleanor added hers, careful, steady. Finn whistled low, off-key but insistent, like a street tune that wouldn’t be forgotten. Singh hesitated, then, as if betraying his own training, hummed a single note under theirs.

The chamber answered. The drips in the arch began to fall in time. The air itself trembled. For a heartbeat Eleanor thought she saw light where there was none: shapes of colour, chords visible like silk banners.

Then—something else answered.

Not crow, not rat, not owl. A deeper sound, resonant and layered, rising from the tunnels beyond. It was not free. It was bound. And it was vast.

The Hex-Wolf Medusa.

Lila staggered. “It hears us.”

“Impossible,” Singh said, though his voice shook. “It’s too far. Too many cages between.”

“Not cages,” Eleanor said. Her heart hammered. “Resonance.”

The sound grew louder, sixfold and braided, echoing through the tunnels until the stone itself seemed to shudder. Eleanor felt her lantern sway on its hook.

“Break it off,” Singh urged. “Stop before it finds us.”

But the Medusa’s chord was already here, filling the chamber, enormous and terrible and almost—almost—beautiful. Eleanor’s knees weakened. She reached for the chalk map in her mind, the lines of the city she had traced a thousand times, and saw them vibrating like strings.

“Eleanor,” Lila gasped. Her eyes were wide, glassy. “If it comes through—”

The sound cut off. Abrupt. Final.

Silence crashed down.

No one moved.

Finally Finn let out a shaky laugh. “Well,” he said. “Seems we’ve been noticed.”

Eleanor drew a breath. The air tasted of iron and damp stone. “Then we have less time than we thought,” she said.

Lila clutched her chalk. “We keep working. We make the song strong enough to reach back.”

Singh looked from one to the other. “And if it reaches us first?”

Eleanor met his eyes. “Then we’ll learn what freedom sounds like when it has teeth.”



When they emerged onto Cheyne Walk, dawn had painted the river pale silver. The city above stirred, unaware of the harmonies that had shaken its bones in the dark.

Eleanor looked east, where Parliament’s spires stabbed the sky. She thought of Ashdown’s promise: wound, not kill. Demonstration, not disaster.

And she thought of the Medusa’s chord in the stone beneath her feet, a song too vast to be caged.

“We don’t wait,” she said. “We prepare.”

Lila’s voice was hoarse, but steady. “Then let’s begin.”
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CHAPTER THREE — THREADS IN THE DARK
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The house on Cheyne Walk wore its quiet like an ill-fitting coat. By day it was almost respectable: tea on a tray, a clock that pretended to keep Parliament’s hours, a maid we could not afford who came twice a week and looked past the things she didn’t wish to see. By night the house remembered what it had been before men with pocket-watches told it how to breathe. The wainscoting clicked with shifts in the river’s pressure, and the old floorboards transmitted distant footfalls from the street like rumours passed along a pew.

Eleanor cleared the long table of last week’s maps and unrolled a clean sheet of butcher’s paper. Chalk slid in her fingers like a tool that meant to become an instrument if only someone would give it a key. She drew the tunnels they knew and then, more carefully, the ones they suspected, letting instinct push her lines where memory faltered.

Lila hovered at her shoulder with a tuning fork between thumb and forefinger, turning it like an absent-minded rosary. She had not slept since the undercity answered them. Sleep was a room behind a door, and a song had wedged that door half-open. “Listen,” she said for the dozenth time, and tapped the fork against the table’s edge. The pitch leapt and lingered. It did not decay the way it should have. The air in the room held it like a secret.

Finn sprawled on the window seat, boots on the cushion, a coil of rope in his lap as if he’d brought a roof down and couldn’t put it away. He was trying to look bored and only succeeded in looking young. When he shut his eyes, the fatigue in his face stopped pretending to be charm.

Singh stood by the hearth with his uniform coat folded over his forearm. Without it, he looked like a man trying to remember which side of the river he came from. He had polished his rifle to a polite dullness and set it within reach but not in his hands. He’d said nothing since he arrived. It was a type of honesty.

Eleanor was first to break the stalemate. “Tell me again exactly what you heard,” she said to Singh, “in words that a city could use.”

Singh considered. “Orders,” he said. “But shaped like reassurance. The Colonel’s voice to the captains, the captains’ voices to the men, the men’s voices to the...assets.” He disliked the word even when he remembered to use it. “Patterned insistence. If you sing the pattern long enough, obedience pretends to be consent.”

Finn’s lip curled. “A hymn, then.”

“I wouldn’t pollute hymns with it,” Lila said.

“A hymn written by a clerk,” Eleanor replied. “Too many rules in the bars, not enough mercy in the rests.”

Singh nodded once. “They are testing it underground, where sound goes further than commands do. Southwark. I heard the captain request permission to take a larger specimen below if the next trials held.”

“‘Held’,” Lila repeated, as if the word itself were the leash. She turned the fork in her fingers and looked at Eleanor. “If they can make obedience feel like relief, they can teach people to ask for their cages.”

“That’s the Duchess’s specialty,” Finn said lightly, and then less lightly, “Sing to sleep; rob in silence.”

Eleanor marked Southwark on the butcher’s paper and drew a slow circle. “We don’t have the luxury of waiting to see what ‘larger specimen’ means,” she said. “We go tonight.”

Singh folded his coat and laid it carefully across the back of a chair. “And do what? Smash the cages? Shoot the captains? You can’t unbuild the Combine by breaking one room.”

“No,” Eleanor said. “But if we can cut a leash in front of them, cleanly, while they’re singing their hymn—if the thing obeying stops—then perhaps their confidence frays. And if we can carry that proof with us, we can teach others to listen differently.”

Finn raised his hand in a schoolboy’s parody. “Permission to cut the lights.”

“You don’t ask me for permission,” Eleanor said.

“Practice makes perfect,” Finn replied, pleased.

“We’ll need eyes high,” Eleanor continued. “Walkways, culverts. We’ll need escape paths and three different lies for why we were there. Lila—”

Lila had already gone to the pianola they kept for parts, the one Finn had rescued from a pub that sang itself to death. She pulled a length of wire from its guts and wrapped it around her wrist. “No binding,” she warned. “I won’t copy their sin in the opposite direction. We unmake. We return.”

“Return to what?” Singh asked, not unkindly.

“Choice,” Lila said, and struck the fork. The pitch kissed the air and lingered. “Even when it hurts.”



They took the back stair to the cellar, and from there the gate to the drains. London received them with damp breath and a smell like old pennies. Eleanor loved the undercity in the way one loves a cantankerous aunt: for what it remembered and despite what it demanded. Down here it was easy to believe the river had written the streets and only later had men come with chalk and made the names permanent.

Finn led, as always, because he could find a footing where there wasn’t one. He moved in fits of speed and patience, frog-quick then statue-still, as if velocity itself were a tool. He had a way of making his silhouette imitate whatever the dark already held, and tonight the dark held a great deal.

Lila came second with her tuning fork and a small satchel of chalk and copper dust. “In case,” she said when Eleanor raised a brow.

“In case of what?” Finn whispered over his shoulder.

“In case the song needs teeth,” Lila whispered back.

Eleanor kept their lantern shaded, a dim confession rather than a boast, and Singh brought up the rear with his rifle slung and his gaze canted sideways, the look of a man who expected betrayal and hoped to be surprised.

The drains fanned, then narrowed, then fanned again. Sound went ahead of them and returned with news: boots in ones, boots in pairs, boots that paused when the hymn required breath. A mutter. A command. A chuckle cut short.

Finn held up a hand. The tunnel opened into a chamber where the ceiling had once been a cathedral arch and now was a sullen cousin of one, ribs exposed, drip marks like old tears down the stone. There were six lanterns on hooks, their light too white—the aether mix the Combine favoured. A cage sat in the middle like a throne that knew it was a prison. The hymn came from men arranged around it in a broken circle, their voices shaped by training and fear.

The creature in the cage looked like a hound somebody had asked a drawing teacher to turn into a moral lesson. Too much jaw. Wings where shoulders should have ended. Eyes that ought to have been bird’s eyes but held too much mammal grief. A copper band circled its foreleg, tight to the bone. The band pulsed faintly in time with the men’s breath.

“Don’t you dare pity,” Lila whispered. “Pity turns you foolish. Mercy turns you brave. Choose right.”

Eleanor felt the hymn in her teeth. It wasn’t music. It was administration that had learned to hum. Her entire body wanted to refuse it and almost, for a moment, wanted to accept it just so it would stop asking. She glanced at Singh. He met her look and shook his head minutely, as if to say: Not like this.

They climbed an old service walk crumbling along the chamber’s wall. From above, the circle made more sense. Patterns do that: they show their intent if you get high enough to see the plan. The captain stood at the cardinal point nearest the main drain. His voice was the squarest. A corporal on either side matched him, and the privates filled the gaps like mortar.

“On my count,” Eleanor whispered.

“No counts,” Lila murmured, stubborn even when she was agreeing. But she nodded.

Finn fingered the rope he’d coiled around his waist and eyed the nearest lamp. “I’ll take their sky.”

“No breaking things unless we have to,” Eleanor said.

“Everything breaks,” Finn said. “The trick is when.”

Eleanor didn’t have room in the willing of what came next to scold him. She slipped her voice out of her chest like a knife from a sheath and set it against the hymn. Not to cut it—yet. To test its edges. Lila found the seam and eased a note into it as if she were pouring water into a crack she meant to turn to a river later. The men’s pitches were obedient. Obedience leaves spaces between itself and the thing being obeyed. Lila’s sound and Eleanor’s ran through those spaces like thread.

The copper band flickered. The creature flinched. The captain frowned and raised his volume. Two of the privates followed a fraction late. In the little infidelity of their lag, Lila threw a second tone. Eleanor anchored it. The band shivered once—twice—and sprang.

The beast screamed, a ripping that should have undone eardrums and somehow undid only the confidence of men who had believed the hymn invulnerable. It threw itself against the door of its cage and bent the bars at the place where the iron had a bad memory.

“Hold!” the captain shouted, but the order wasn’t a song and orders were weaker than singing in this room.

Finn dropped off the ledge before Eleanor could forbid it, hit the next lamp hook with one foot, and swung like a pendulum into the back of the nearest private. The private’s rifle went sideways and clanged, sparks spitting. Singh swore under his breath and slid down after Finn in the way of a man who hated the thing he was about to do and saved a life with it anyway. He knocked a barrel up with the heel of his hand, and a bullet went wild into stone.

The captain had presence enough to pivot the hymn into a command-cant. He barked pitches—no words, just tones—like a conductor trying to force an orchestra through a storm. The remaining privates obeyed because it was easier than thinking. The copper band lay open on the floor like a snake that had been convinced to admit it had always been jewellery.

“Eleanor!” Lila called. “Door!”

Eleanor had been watching the hinge. Every hinge has a confession point: the beginning of a rust line, a tolerance gone mean. She sang to it, not sweetly but truthfully. The hinge remembered its river and softened. The door gave, then yielded, then was open.

The hound-crow creature launched itself out and stumbled—wings clipped, legs not used to freedom. It slashed at a private who stepped in its way, tore cloth and pride but not flesh, then caught itself on its claws and vaulted. It didn’t go for the captain. It went for the darkest gap and was through it in an instant.

“After it!” the captain yelled, because men who cannot admit defeat always want to chase something that will embarrass them further.

“Don’t,” Singh said, but too low, and then louder, with his officer’s voice, “Form! Hold!” Old habits obeyed him even when his conscience wished they wouldn’t. Two men hesitated. Finn levered a fallen lantern with his boot and sent it skittering, blue fire puddling and then going out with a breathy sound. The chamber dimmed to ordinary flame.

“Time to be absent,” he told the air, and kicked another lamp hook as if turning off a star.

A whistle from the side passage: three hard notes. Another Combine patrol approaching fast.

“We go north,” Eleanor decided, because instinct lives in the feet if you train it. “Left at the weir, up the valve stairs, across the maintenance arch.”

“The maintenance arch fell in last winter,” Finn said.

“Not all the way,” Eleanor said. “You proved that by not dying on it in March.”

“True,” Finn admitted, pleased.

They ran. The chamber behind erupted again—the second patrol clattering in, the captain bleating order-notes, a private tripping over the copper band that had ceased to be power and become evidence. The tunnels ate the noise and sent back a warped version of it: panic with a flourish.

The weir roared harder than usual, the river shoving its shoulder in. They waded the shallows along the lip, boots slipping, cold up to their shins. Lila hissed when her foot struck a submerged chain, and Finn grabbed her elbow without looking and hauled. Singh took the rear guard proper, body half-turned so his rifle could misdirect rather than kill. A bullet spat off stone near his ear. He did not return fire. He looked like a man choosing to be another sort of man and finding, to his own surprise, that he could.

The valve stairs were iron, bolted long ago by men who believed permanence was a moral quality. Two of the steps had shifted. Finn leapt them both, then turned and offered his hand in a courtly gesture that would have been a joke if Lila hadn’t taken it seriously. Eleanor followed, lantern held high. Singh climbed and then, at Eleanor’s nod, swung the lever that seated the valve a notch. A low moan answered—the sound of water consenting to go somewhere else. Behind them, the passage narrowed as flow diverted. A good way to make pursuit trickier without drowning anyone you might need later.

At the top, the maintenance arch stretched between two rooms of the undercity that had once talked more than they did now. A section had fallen. Another looked ready to. Finn crossed it like a thought. Lila refused to look down and sang to her own feet. Eleanor promised the stone she would step lightly and keep its secrets if it returned the favour once more. Singh paused at the edge, then committed. His heel slid. He flailed, and for a breath his career and his body hung from the same handhold. Eleanor reached, fingers catching his sleeve. The fabric tore. Lila grabbed Eleanor around the waist and anchored. Finn, already across, threw his rope. Singh caught it, swore in a language he did not wear at work, and came over. He stood, breathing like a bellows, and looked at the rope in his hands as if it were a prophecy.

They took the long curve north along a brick run that whistled slightly with every footfall, as if the air had not decided yet whether it was inside or out. The hymn had not followed them; there had been no time to organize it into a pursuit; but the habit of it had, and Eleanor heard her own breath wanting to fall into marching-time. She broke it on purpose, staggered her steps, made the rhythm wrong so choice could re-enter the room.

“Left,” Finn said at a T, then, “Down,” then, “Up,” and then laughed, not because anything was funny but because he was frightened enough to need a leak for it. They emerged into a vaulted room where the city stored tools it had forgotten he owned: a rusted cart, a spool of cable, a sign that had once announced repairs and now announced optimism. They stopped because stopping is a skill and not a failure.

Lila bent double, hands on her knees, hair sticking to her cheek. “We need a bigger song,” she said to the stone.

“We need a quieter one,” Eleanor said back to the air.

Singh leaned his head against the wall and shut his eyes, and for a moment, to all appearances, prayed. When he opened them he looked less like a man borrowing a life and more like a man making a down payment on one he would own. “Ashdown will not forgive this,” he said. “He’ll say it proves the need for order. He’ll petition for a public trial underground with the larger specimen. He’ll want witnesses. Parliament, if he can manage it.”

“Spectacle,” Finn said. “Always needing an audience, these people.”

“People are easier to frighten in groups,” Lila said.

“People are easier to make brave in groups,” Eleanor countered, too quickly, which meant she was arguing with her own fear. She set the lantern on the floor. Its flame had the courtesy to hold steady.

“Look at me,” she said, and they did. “We can’t outshoot them. We can outlisten them. We can make a song that doesn’t take. We can build a chord that gives back what chains stole. Not just beast leashes. People, too.”

“Careful,” Singh said softly. “That is treason.”

“It’s also love,” Lila said, and did not blush at having said it.

Finn rolled his shoulders as if trying on courage and finding it fit well enough. “We call it what?”

Eleanor surprised herself by answering without thinking. “The First Thread.”

Lila considered. Nodded. “Threads make tapestries. Hymns make walls.”

“Walls keep out weather,” Finn said, because he refused to concede a metaphor without poking it first.

“Tapestries keep in stories,” Lila returned.

Singh, who had lived long inside walls, said nothing, which was agreement.

They set off again, slower now, careful of echo. Twice more they slid into side passages at the sound of boots. Once they froze while a patrol passed within arm’s length on the other side of a thin brick veil. The hymn drifted with the men’s breath, less rigid now, picked up and dropped like a tune a drunk mistakes for a friend.

They made Cheyne Walk before
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