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While this handbook is designed to prepare an exterminator for the common dangers he might face afield, we discourage the reader from viewing it as a definitive and final authority. Consider instead each edition a small molt in the life of a larger organism, for the category of vermin is ever-expanding and always incomplete.

—The Borisch Manual of Catoptric Pest Species, 99th edition

The quickest way to a man’s heart may be through his rib cage, as the anatomists say, but the quickest way to his brain is through his nose.

—Madame Fauniche




   


OVERTURE

Tiliard, known as the Deathbed of Tulips, straddles the river gorge like a half-submerged stump. It is a grand bridge of a city, a mesa yawning over a silver tongue of water, underside tangled with a thousand gargantuan roots. From afar, it appears to teeter on its many twisted legs, precarious as a mirage, yet as a traveler approaches, perhaps by horse or riverboat, the city resolves into solidity. The mists clear, the writhing roots fall still, and fissures of petrified bark open to reveal vertical glens, streaks of wildflowers blooming red under the full moon and white under the new. Every season they shed their petals in great sheets; entire meadows migrate, windborne, from the city’s highest spires down to the wheels that churn electricity at the waterline, currents alternating with the lunar tides. The whole of Tiliard, claims the poet Fran Montresor, breathes with the moon. It bloats and wilts and dies and regrows, endless as the dreamy depths of the River Catoptric and the nightmarish creatures that crawl from it.

Streetcars rattle along Tiliard’s mossy boulevards, hotels and belfries twist skyward, shaped as much by choking ivy as by architectural will. Canals whorl like a giant’s thumbprint from the city’s heart to its rim—then beyond, dissolving in misty cascades down the mesa’s trunk. Cafés line their banks, patrolled by beautiful young women in towering millinery. Here and there a dandy will strum his lyre from a passing gondola, hoping one will pull a bodkin from her headpiece and toss it to him. If he catches it, she will make love to him in his dreams that night. If he doesn’t, he is condemned to a lunar month of impotence and dysuria.

Beneath the snaking canals, under the bridges of Conundrum Street and the gash of Splinter Row, the midcity factories pump Tiliard’s lifeblood. Trains and lifts creak through tunnels older than history, along rails dripping with ion-charged sap. Runoff oozes through the capillaries and into the naked rhizomes, down into the dangling sprawl of the undercity, where the deaths are lively and the births grim, where racketeers and outcasts spin the wool to weave their plots, and where, for an extra thirty marks, one’s dentist might plunge his drill into the brain of a rival.

While the larger roots anchor the city to the walls of the verdant gorge, the smaller spiral down to the water, branching out to filter an endless flow of riverboats. Gilded yachts glide past wormy smuggling vessels; trawlers rumble with bulging nets, devoid of fish but filled with ancient artifacts scraped from the riverbed. The docks teem with rats, workmen, pickpockets, hucksters, and silk-veiled ladies bound for villas downriver. Gnarled ferrymen roll cigars and accost passersby with tales of lost loves and won battles. One will claim to have overthrown an illustrious dictator in a coup thirty years ago, the next will claim to have been that dictator, and both will only be half lying.

Under the cover of clouds of pollen and insects, a slim shipping vessel diverts from its course. It peels away from the docks and enters the mouth of a smuggler’s tunnel, a sewage conduit carved into a peripheral rootlet. Its motor dies, and its oars glide into the poison river without a ripple, as if passing from light to shadow to light again. It drifts to a halt in a septic shaft, and a gangplank extends from its gunwale.

Spoils are unloaded and allocated in the rancid dark: perfumes, pigments, porcelain, liqueurs, a burlap-swaddled landscape its seller insists is a vant Wron original. A wine-runner offers a sample of his wares, uncorking a bottle of Dagdrun brandy with a knife still stained in what remains of its vintner. While the scent of sweet plums envelops the dock, aged finely from fruit crushed under the feet of an orphaned child, the last item of contraband descends the plank.

He is a gentleman, or a decent counterfeit, evinced by his lacy gloves and the cuff links barely visible under the sleeves of his traveling coat. He carries no luggage but three blades: an antique saber, which he uses rarely, a razor with an emerald handle, which he uses with some regularity, and an embroidery needle, which he uses constantly—or at least appeared to on his voyage north, pricking away at a square of batiste with such cold focus he deterred even the jolliest smugglers’ harassment.

No one questions the man (a paid fare is a fare paid, as the captain says), and he spirals unfollowed up the slopes carved into the meat of the root. He slips into the narrow passageways of the midcity, keeping the lichenous gloom at bay with nothing but a firefly lamp. Factories thud around him, sickly hearts of wood and rust and moss-clotted valves. A foul draft wheezes at his back.

He follows a familiar path, unerring, unwavering, like an ant following a pheromone trail. He hums a popular aria as he weaves through alleys, down erranders’ routes, past rotting tenements and conduits of steaming wastewater, refusing to slow, refusing to lift his eyes, until he finds what he’s looking for.

He steps into a slitted passage, vine-choked and contorted by bulges of wood. He ducks through the melted grain, through knots stretched open like howling mouths, and emerges onto a defunct factory floor.

The place is quiet, but there are signs of recent activity. A footprint here and there, a broken curtain of vines between two distillation tanks. He steps to the empty center of the floor, tossing his hat on a broken conveyor belt, and lifts his gaze.

A grid of steel curves overhead. Wrist-thick cables dangle from the crossbeams in two parallel rows, a draped outline of a large, long-bodied creature. Hooks curl from the end of each cord, dulled or warped or snapped off in a struggle. A few frayed cables coil on the floor, baring their teeth at the empty air.

The man nudges a hook with his shoe, removes his gloves, then kneels to take it in hand. He squats, listening to the scurrying around him, the musical conversations of rats. Somewhere beyond the factory walls, a bell rings, and metal groans under a rush of sewage. Compelled by a familiar urge, he presses the point of the hook against his thumb. A thread of blood crawls down his skin, followed by a feeling of release. He reclines on his heels and sighs.

It will be a rough search, he knows, in this monstrous anthill of a city. But he will resort to whatever means, for however long. He will not falter. He has already proven he has the tenacity of a roach.

   


THE BRAVE MEN AND WOMEN OF BORISCH & SONS EXTERMINATION COMPANY

Guy Moulène has once again, due to a blue moon or a bad mood, trapped himself in a child’s body. He is ten years old and blindfolded, tasked with ushering a theatergoer to her balcony seat. His ears are stuffed with cotton and his shoes too big for his feet, but he can recognize the sloped carpet under his toes, and he can, by counting his steps, escort any patron to any seat in the theater. As he gropes his way down the aisle, the old woman’s hand softens in his own. He comes to realize her fingers are earthworms. Obliged by courtesy, he plucks them from her palm. She adorns him with a lily boutonniere he can smell but can’t see, and the overture begins.

Guy twitches on his foam mattress. A hum escapes his throat, and his elbow escapes his dream, driving into his little sister. She wakes; he wakes; both moan the same complaint, but her will, like her jaw, is just a bit stronger than his. Tyro reclaims the linens and curls against the wall, spinning tight as a fly in spider’s silk.

Overpowered by a child and exposed to the damp morning, Guy has no choice but to rise. Bare feet streaking dew, he squeezes across the tiny, gnarled apartment and pulls his under-uniform from the slitted closet. He dons his clothes, washes, shaves, retrieves his mask and helmet. With the end of a spare razor, he picks out a clump of yesterday’s neurotoxins from a tubule in his respirator.

Guy’s employment contract, a thick stack of papers he hasn’t seen since pressing his thumb to it years ago, lists his title as Exterminator. This amuses him, since the vermin, despite all his fumigants and traps and serrated blades, never seem to die. They make a grand show of it, shrieking from a thousand mandibles as they scatter, bristles raised and pincers gnashing, but they always come back. The small ones wait out the massacre in kitchen cupboards or garden pots, the larger ones retreat to the depths of the river to convalesce. But inevitably, in a week or a month or a century, they return.

Guy’s bunkmate, Dawn, is awake well before his namesake. By the time the sun rises under their feet, a green-white coin reflected on the surface of the Catoptric River, he’s already oiled his pesticide syringe and polished his blade. Pyrethrin grenades line up at the narrow crack of their window, janky things far below industry standard and dating, Guy guesses, from before the Great Patent Skirmish of 1509. What their arsenal lacks in modernity, Dawn makes up for with an almost supernatural diligence. Nozzles never jam in his presence, fuses never snuff out, an apple cut with his knife never seems to brown. Plants grow better in his proximity, a discovery that has led the company hedge witch to sow herbs, several of which are carnivorous, in the gluey substratum of their front door.

While Guy hunches over the mirror and tries to assemble himself, Dawn flattens the paper on their little table, mulling over the news of an assassination attempt in the overcity. As usual, his eyes have much to say on the subject, and his mouth nothing. Heads will roll like fruit, but he knows those that fall will be the ripest, not the rotten.

“Captain Three says we’re climbing down the Root of Abrupt Ends today,” he says instead.

“Portentous,” Guy answers. He gives up on taming his curls and rattles out his suit, humming away the last notes of his dream.

“Abrupt doesn’t mean final,” Dawn reassures him.

“But it can’t mean pleasant.” Guy steps into his suit and rolls down the sleeves. The weave clings to him like rubber, sucking at his neck, his chest, at the loops of debtor’s ink that circle his forearms. Threaded with iron vine and plated with woody alloys mined from Tiliard’s core, the suit is a hand-me-down from an exterminator who saw sirens in the Catoptric and, one lovesick night, decided to follow them. Only his armor survived the swim.

Dawn offers what is left of the coffee, a lukewarm cup garnished with a struggling fruit fly. Guy swallows both, pulls on his boots, buckles his overcoat, and throws on a bandolier of sulfluoride shells. Impervious to the rattling morning routine, Tyro sleeps soundly on. Even the early chill that gusts through the door does not wake her, though the soot mites will soon enough.

Guy and Dawn slip onto the gangways of the Borisch & Sons company barracks, a warty collection of bulbs dangling from the Root of Joyous Healing. Wind whistles along the river’s surface, singing through the vines and shaking the planks under their feet. Neither flinch; they have lived all their lives one misstep away from a long drop and a short swim. Clinging to the creaking handrail, Guy follows Dawn toward the main boulevard. They drop onto solid wood and join the upward stream of bodies, spiraling past carven saloons and pleasure houses, past clubs for the gentry’s banished sons and a tavern whose hostess will, for a decent tip, read one’s fortune in the smears of his orts.

Captain Three waits with their tanks at the crotch of Joyous Healing and its neighboring root. She lingers at a war memorial, a tangle of weeping angels carved with the names of those lost in the Battle of Broken Horse. A cigarette glows between the wooden fingers of her prosthetic left arm.

“Got an ugly one, boys,” she says, patting her stub against a cherub’s anguished forehead. “Moulène, no halving your ass today. Make sure you remember what end of your nozzle the poison comes out.”

“I think it’s the long one,” Guy replies. “Wanna take a glance down it and check?”

She laughs and flicks her cigarette at him. It patters harmlessly against his iron vine. “If you can believe it, the report claims we’ve got a bug the size of a horse,” she says. “Might be a loose swarm. Apparently someone got a good view of it down by the old tobacconist. Put out his own eyes with a compass needle.”

“What did it look like?” Guy asks.

“To him?” She grins. “Nothing, now.”

She leads them onto the net of catwalks diverging from Joyous Healing. They walk twisted but familiar paths, which Guy had learned in the womb as his mother trudged to and from work on swollen feet, then mastered as an errander, tracing her steps with deliveries or messages in hand. Three doesn’t know these walkways like Guy or Dawn, but she’ll gladly die before she lets an undercity man lead her.

The Root of Abrupt Ends curls into view, tucked between two larger, sturdier sisters. The thing is made of septic capillaries, and smells like it, a sweet mix of rot and rhizotoxins that comprises the atmosphere of the undercity. They trudge past waste-disposal ducts and moldy apartments and bridges half a squirrel’s weight from snapping, until they come to the tobacconist’s shopfront. A small market of dubious legality bustles inside.

Three turns her attention to a gnarled alleyway behind the shop. Fireflies scatter at her approach, spilling light into a narrow, viny corridor.

“Place your bets, boys,” she says. She cracks her wooden knuckles, shedding a few splinters. “What’ll it be today? My money’s on chimera millipedes. Gotta be an ugly swarm to make a man take his own sight.”

“Pleasure hornets,” Guy offers hopefully. He’s not a fan of chimeras, testy things who squirt hallucinogenic toxin from bristles along their backs. (From far away, he’s scribbled in the margins of his Manual, dellusions are scary. Up close, kind of sad.)

“Poltergeists,” Dawn says, as usual. Every few months, during a job in the dark of the midcity, he catches a ghost or two in the corner of his eye. Ghosts of what, he doesn’t know—or at least doesn’t say.

Three bends over a mossy manhole cover. She feels for its edges, then, arm valves hissing, pulls free a human-sized plug. A service shaft appears in a column of fetid air. “Whatever it is, it’ll be nesting in the phloem,” she says. “Masks on.”

Her team descends after her, dropping into the tunnel with dampened thuds. The daylight weakens but does not disappear; it glows brown and gold where the wood thins, tracing the winding vermiculations of pipelines overhead. They crawl through sap-clogged passages and pockets of fungus, until the pathway opens into a steamy transpiration chamber. Gargantuan fans turn on the walls, eternal cogs in some ancient, unknowable mechanism. Whatever their original purpose, they do nothing about the stench.

As Guy creeps along the streaks of fan-filtered light, he can count six abrupt ends in this room alone—seven, if he’s creative, and on these oddly named roots it does a man good to imagine the unimaginable. A lesson Borisch & Sons learned from a string of bizarre employee deaths on the Root of the Old Dog’s Chase Dream.

They circle the room for a while, until Three stops to disturb a cluster of toadstools, unearthing a dark, round burrow, big as a maintenance passage. She kneels to run a glove across its rim, noting the etches of mandibles, its halo of silvery frass. She frowns at its size, the fasciated bubbles in the wood, as if the creature had boiled the root rather than chewed through it. When she shakes the frass from her glove, it bends the light in dreamy loops.

“Not your usual termites,” she mutters.

Anxiety cinches Guy’s waist. “Should we turn back?”

“Sure, if you want your little sister to eat out of a beggars’ trough tonight.” She removes her torch and shakes it to life. “Hey Corporal, what’s the color for desertion? Red? It’d look good against all that black on your arms, Moulène.”

“Captain,” Dawn says stonily.

“I’m kidding. Hackles down, soldier boy.”

She bends nozzle-first into the tunnel, and Guy crawls after her. Water drums in his ears as he inches toward the heart of the root, following the hunched outline of Three’s tank. When the passage opens, he drops onto an iron platform and struggles with his own torch. A shower of blue sparks reveals the grand, ancient phloem.

The enormity of the drainage shaft outpaces his torchlight, its true size only hinted in the metallic reflections of its threaded system of catwalks. Twinned pillars of Catoptric water roar at his sides—to the left, descending, purple with waste, and to the right, fresh and silver but just as toxic, drawn up to the factories and laboratories by natural laws so arcane that, according to famed alchemist Gilde Vernhardt, even God has forgotten them.

Three advances, uncowed by the fatal black drop on either side. Guy follows closely behind, gripping his nozzle, eyes narrowed. He can’t see beyond the falling waters, and fares no better when he turns his gaze to the rising ones. Metal groans overhead; a boulder of rot cascades down with the sewage and clangs against the handrail. The clod disappears in a spray of oily water, but the sound clings to the air, cold and sharp as a knife’s edge.

At the murky periphery of his vision, a curtain of mist shimmers and parts. Something dark slithers past him—he turns, but before he can aim his nozzle, Dawn thrusts his curved blade downward. Steel locks between antennae, then glides into flesh. Bristles rise all along the creature’s keels, expelling an incandescent cloud of venom, but Dawn holds firm. Metal cracks through chitinous segments, then pulls free, and two halves of a millipede, each the size of Guy’s leg, wriggle helplessly along the catwalk.

“Spiny fucker!” Three hoots. She inspects the thing, then kicks one of its halves over the edge of the catwalk. Rushing water drowns the scream of its descent. “Chimeras. Knew it. The size of the thing. Must be the brood-parent.”

Guy glances at the creature’s remaining half, though it’s difficult to examine while it spews the last of its light-bending toxin, wearing illusion like a carapace. The thing has taken on Tyro’s shape, rolling in linens and shrieking with laughter, like she used to back when she found her brother’s caricatures funny. His chest aches as Dawn nudges the child-thing into the void.

“Keep searching,” Three says. “Nest’ll be around here somewhere.”

Guy paces the catwalk, torchlight weaving trellises of shadow from the stairways. At one rounded end of the chamber he finds a stubborn streak of darkness, a silhouette that refuses to move with his torch. He squints. A dozen paces below him, concealed in the septic mist, a fissure runs through the wood. Carefully, he pulls a grenade from his bandolier and tosses it. It detonates in a puff of phytothrin. The crack swells, creaks, and expels a mass of insects.

“Impeccable eye, Moulène.” Three appears beside him, leaning on the handrail and examining the net of rusty beams around them. Guy, the lightest of the group, recognizes a familiar calculation in her eyes. He tenses when she kneels, pulling her ropes and clips from her auxiliary pouch. “Well, go on,” she laughs, snapping one to his belt. “Finders keepers.”

*   *   *

As they lower Guy toward the fissure, ancient metal squealing at his weight, he rolls a pearl of wisdom around in his mouth. He can’t remember which oyster it had come from, but he guesses it might be Vrenecker’s Platitudes in F Maximum.

“ ‘Cursed is the eye that wanders,’ ” he sings into his respirator.

“What’s that?” Three calls from above him.

“Halt! Here!”

Metal whines, and he lurches downward, jerking to a stop before the crack. He grips his ropes, ensures each is clipped safely at his waist, and probes elbow-deep into the wood. Soft with rot, the fissure is easy to pull apart—a few heartfelt tugs and he wrenches a splintered slab away, revealing an infested recess. A cloud of dust and verminous exudate follows.

He coughs, rattles his most troublesome filter, and lifts his torch to the alcove. It’s the width of his apartment, crawling with at least a dozen familiar species. Most are benign: the ubiquitous Whittleston termite, bushels of devilvine, spore-spraying blast mice. A few chimera millipedes scurry among them, dripping with psychotropic toxin. It’s an ugly infestation, for sure, but not ugly enough to lose his eyes over.

“Apologies, gentlemen,” he mutters. He adjusts the stops on his cannulas—phosphates for the millipedes, holy water for the devilvine, a dash of neem for luck—and sweeps his nozzle over the swarm. As the alchemical cloud swallows the recess, his victims dive for cracks, releasing a chorus of squeaks. Guy shrugs off a shiver. Four years in this business and he still flinches at the suffering of pests.

Adults, larvae, plant, animal, fungus, all the usual hybrids of each, he leaves nothing untouched. “Down to the last egg!” Eir Borisch likes to holler into the barracks’ sap-powered announcement system, usually at night, and usually after enjoying a few glasses of Dagdrun ’88 at his desk. “No son of my father leaves a job unfinished!”

As the swarm thins, the recess takes shape in his torchlight, a diorama of rotting splinters and fungus. Guy replaces his nozzle, allowing the fumigant to disperse, and slides into the alcove. Among the sewer-fox droppings and silver frass, he finds an abundance of nesting materials: discarded newspaper, moth-eaten textiles, a small marble likeness of a saint, her face cracked and scraped as if by teeth. He supposes the cavern may have once been a refuge for a mad prophet, or an escapee from Strangleroot.

A shadow sweeps across his vision. He turns to the farthest wall of the alcove, adjusting his nozzle to clear whatever remains of the swarm, but stays his hand. The wall is moving—not with the rustling of a thousand pests, but with a synchronous lurch. His stomach turns when he pieces together that he is not looking at many tiny movements, but a single large one.

Segments of an exoskeleton roll by him, slowly at first, like the windowless cars of a departing train. Chest tight, feet tethered, he stares at what he is increasingly sure will be his abrupt end.

The centipedal body unfurls, impossibly long, impossibly armed. Terga loosen along a spinous chain, each large enough to shield a warhorse. A pair of thick legs appears, then another, then another, then another. Bristles spiral along every surface, an uncanny carpet of iridescence rippling from the tip of its tail to its dark, eyeless head. Two kinked antennae twitch as the creature turns toward him, segment by segment.

Its face opens. A black slit appears at the center and ripples agape, pulled apart by a stretching ring of mandibles. Mucus slings between the rims of its mouth, an inverted funnel terminating in a round void of a throat. Something like breath wheezes through it, and Guy hears the first tremolo of the overture to Larbella.

His gasp unsticks from his lungs. His legs snap into motion, and he stumbles toward the open shaft, raising his pesticide nozzle and twisting open the cannulas with shaking hands. “Up!” he cries over the roaring sewage. “Up, Three!”

The creature follows, weaving between fungal stalks and broken porcelain. From the depths of its face-funnel, a long tongue unfolds—or something like a tongue, barbed and dripping and thick as Guy’s arm. It spirals toward him, unfurling from a base slick with glands, too close, too clear in the sputtering light of his dropped torch. A canister thumps into his emergency barrel just as his heel finds the lip of the fissure. The soft rot gives under his weight, and he tips into empty air. His nozzle cracks, and a canister spins toward the creature, swallowing the alcove in sulfur.

A dark streak whips through the haze. Something snaps taut at his temple—his rope, a respirator tubule, the skin of his ear. Pain shoots across his face, a high-pitched ring vibrating down to his jaw, the back of his neck, resonant as a struck chord. Fumigants flood his mask, burning his lips, his mouth, his scrunched eyes.

There is a moment of stillness as he falls, inverted and weightless. Then, he swings, and his back meets something hard. Blind, deafened, he rolls to a stop and gropes for his nozzle, for his knife, for a handhold. He is still groping when a pair of mandibles wraps around him, heaving him limp and helpless into the solid warmth of a mouth.

He tries to cry out, to call for help. He wants to curse the monster, to die with an insult on his lips—but the most he can manage is a feeble, horrified laugh. His mother was right. He’s going to die in a gutter. Like his father, but instead of a pair of fabric shears to the back, it’ll be a bug bite.

And Tyro—poor Tyro will be livid at his wake. When his thumb name is spoken thrice and the lunar priests dump him—or whatever pieces of him can be found—into the Catoptric, she’ll scream and wail and kick. And when it’s over, when he joins his fallen coworkers at the bottom of the toxic river, a new hire will inherit his iron-vine suit, and she will inherit his debts.

That image alone motivates him to struggle. He won’t let the thought of her ink-blackened arms be his last. He won’t consider the marks spreading from her wrists, proliferating as she grows, new loans taken on to pay back the last, and the last, and the last, elbow to shoulder, neck to ankle, until they have to shave her head to make room for more debt, moving to her lips, her tongue, the whites of her eyes, the soft beds of her fingernails—

Eyes clamped shut, deafened by the ringing in his ear, Guy squeezes his aching ribs, pushing out the last of his breath. He squirms, striking out when some sort of appendage hooks under the straps of his mask.

A hand catches his wrist, and his helmet comes away in a puff of iridescent gas. He gasps, coughing out the last of Borisch & Sons’ Proprietary Aerosolized Formulation, and his senses realign. The mandibles around his chest soften to Dawn’s arms. Tyro’s debt ink flattens to harmless, crosshatched catwalks. The musical stridulation of the creature fades with each throb of his ear.

“Talk to me, Guylag,” Dawn says.

“Shit, Moulène.” Three appears over Dawn’s shoulder. “You dead?”

“Dead—enough,” Guy coughs. “That thing—big one.”

“What thing?”

“You didn’t see it?” He hesitates. “Bigger than a horse. Several horses. Streetcars.”

“Cute,” Three mutters. “Guylag’s seeing dragons. Check his pupils, Corporal.”

“It was—”

“He’s bleeding.” Dawn tilts Guy’s ear toward the light. “He hit his head.”

“Well then, hit it again,” Three says. “See if you can’t rattle his brains back into place.”

“It had some sort of stinger,” Guy says. “Shit, it stung me.” Instinct pulls his hand to his ear, but Three catches his dirty glove.

“Let me see.” Her wooden hand clamps over his wrist, while the other brushes aside his curls and spreads open the wound. “Well, something did. Chimera, probably. No wonder you’re yapping bugshit.”

“It wasn’t a chimera,” he rasps.

“Whatever it is, it’s not there now.” Three pulls out her canteen, uncorking it over his ear. “So as far as we’re concerned, job’s finished. And the only way to unfinish it is to check. We don’t want to tarnish Borisch’s stellar reputation, do we?” She caps her bottle. “We’ll stitch this shut later.”

“Captain,” Dawn starts, “we should take him to the infirmary.”

Guy shivers. Policy dictates he present his injuries to the exiled veterinarian who acts as Borisch & Sons’ company physician, but there is little point. For most stings, like other occupational exposures, either no treatment is needed, or no treatment will work. Prognoses are reached when Dr. Nic shuts her eyes and flings her scalpel at a painted gameboard.

“We could,” Three sighs, “if he wants to file an incident report. And with all his contract violations—”

“No,” Guy says. “No report.”

“That’s the spirit. Now, pull your ass together.” She hauls him to his feet. “You’ll be fine. Never saw a chimera kill anyone. You’re gonna want to die in an . . . ​about an hour or so, but you won’t. Probably.”

“Captain,” Dawn says. He lays his hand against the nape of Guy’s neck and gives a firm squeeze, steadying him as he once did when they were errand runners, when the slightest stumble might’ve sent him flailing into the Catoptric.

“Honestly, worst poison in there is BSPAF,” Three says. “Hose him down. I’ll squeeze Nic for some nightshade—Dawn, keep an eye on him tonight. See if he starts leaking out both ends and talking to ghosts. Don’t let him follow any visions. Can’t have him running off a bridge chasing his dead ma, like Matteson.”

“Captain,” Dawn mutters.

Guy’s head swims, pain vibrating through his ear. “I’m fine,” he rasps.

“He’s in your charge, soldier.” She clasps Dawn’s shoulder, and her gold tooth glints. “Try not to let him croak. And if he does, at least make sure he doesn’t leave a mess.”

   


A GENTLEMAN OF THE VOID

They say all good stories begin with a dead man. That’s the phrase, isn’t it? Every good show begins with a death and ends with a marriage. It’s how the great dramatist Aufhocker puts it—or at least the people who confidently misquote him, and there really isn’t a worthy distinction between the two.

No one has died yet, at least not in Aster’s sight line, though she can barely see past her own false lashes. The broad amber windows of the Judicial Palas trap steam like a greenhouse, and the civilian gallery is swollen with bodies. Ladies fan themselves with ginkgo leaves, diffusing their pheromonal perfumes, while their dates wipe fog from opera glasses. As the accused is brought before the tribunal, panting under a hood heavy with sweat, the high magistrate lifts his gavel to scratch at a glistening age spot. Even the floor has begun to perspire, oozing dewdrops from the marble loop of the BGS company sigil. If nothing else, someone will die of heatstroke.

Aster is here, suffocating alone at the show trial of a hapless stranger, because Elspeth has once again publicly stood her up. Attended by Tiliard’s most distinguished magnates and guaranteed to end in a tasteful execution, this is the kind of legal circus at which the Laurel Chancellor’s portraitist (and fiancée) would be expected to show her face. That is, Aster supposes, precisely why she hasn’t. Elspeth is diligent in upkeeping her reputation for inconstancy. She wouldn’t have one stiletto out of the cab before making a diversion of some boy, or a cabaret with a decent band, or a parade marching down the Rue Petunia with a mist of champagne in its wake. It’s her brilliant caprice, after all, that crowns every brushstroke of her paintings—or would, if she ever finished one.

Aster vows to fill the empty seat beside her with her own diversion, even if she must invent it. A story of a missed adventure is the only arrow that can pierce Elspeth’s maddeningly shapely hide. If not remorse, the bitch is at least capable of envy.

Unfortunately, the trial chugs along smoothly. The magistrate is curt, the defense absent, and the accused so thoroughly damned that the only point of contention is his method of execution. A lunar priest steps forward, draped in tinkling pearls, and proposes immolation. A BGS lawyer invokes tradition and suggests he be fed to the Palas’s carnivorous tulip beds. The audience applauds when a heckler demands he be dressed in costume and made to fight for a pardon onstage.

The condemned himself has little to say, mostly because the overeager captain of the Tender Guard has already cut out his tongue. His is no great tale lost. His approach is uninspired (infiltrate the waitstaff at a state luncheon), his weapon of choice clichéd (lead seven-shot pistol). Gun in one hand and a flute of Sullen Head mineral water in the other, he strode up to the city’s most decorated general and discharged two bullets directly into the panoply of medals overlying his heart. He left no manifesto, no detailed plan. Whether the assailant is a stillborn revolutionary, a madman, or an assassin hired by someone in the Tiliard Cabinet, it won’t change his fate. The only thing that might is the Marshal Revenant’s mood.

As always, the Marshal sits above the judiciary in his bony headpiece, exuding a scent worthy of the arbiter of the court. It’s a strong concoction, but Aster knows him well enough to see an aura of contempt ripple through his veneer. He’s still sore in the ribs, and Aster can hardly blame him. He was shot only last week.

The judges deliberate. The gallery fills with whispers. Clerks pass by to refill wineglasses and offer cigars. The Marshal’s frown suggests the execution will not be swift, and the magistrate’s grin suggests it will not be painless. Aster guesses it will be some sort of dismemberment, but she doesn’t have the heart to place a bet with the bookmaker.

She sighs, curls her toes in her pumps, and nearly jumps from her skin when she sees the empty seat beside her has been silently, suddenly filled.

The man is a stranger, dark and lean, his long profile made longer by a pretty, dated top hat. His fashion lags by nearly two decades, but somehow this only accentuates that kind of handsome, ambiguous agelessness most often seen in men straddling thirty. His vest is garishly embroidered, his rapier antique, and his boutonniere, a pair of flared parrots’ wings, gives the impression of a bird just crashed into a storefront window. There is something unnerving about him, and uncomfortably present—like a living man might appear to a ghost.

Uneasy but pleased, Aster proffers her glove. When he takes it, his thumb brushes against hers. A charming but still egregious faux pas.

“Asteritha Vost,” she says, suddenly aware of an unscratchable patch of sweat between her breasts.

“Mallory.”

She looks him over and resolves not to tell him she recognizes the name. Mallory vant Passand has been an object of amusement passed around the rumor mill for a few weeks now, attached to a personable but evasive transplant from the countryside. No one agrees on why he’s come to the city, or from where. On Tuesday, he is an eccentric artist looking for patronage; on Thursday a deposed prince come to claim his inheritance; Saturday a huntsman ferried in from some alpine hamlet. Today, Aster supposes he’s a wastrel grown, the ward of a mysterious benefactor whose untimely death has left him abruptly and unfathomably rich. There is no better explanation for the rift between his lopsided smile and his pompous dress.

He releases her hand, and she pins down the source of her unease. He is devoid of any hint of perfume. No suggestion of lavender or beetlewort, no pure scents, no cheap knockoffs. Oddly enough, it seems the man she perceives is precisely the man who sits beside her.

“I’ll be damned,” she mutters, hoping her own perfume masks her tone.

“What was that?” He tilts his ear, hidden under sleek curls not quite black, not quite brown.

“I said you’re a little late for the trial.”

“I know,” he sighs. “But not too late for the sentence.”

She wonders if he’s here via the Tourism Bureau, which insists on directing visitors toward the Palas (ever failing to mention one is as likely to stumble into a firing squad as a parade). Perhaps he’s a political sightseer, a margrave or investor hoping to watch the régime change with the leaves. He must know that for the past seventeen years, all of them have left sorely disappointed.

“I meant to come earlier,” he says, dabbing at a rip in his glove. “But I was hit by a car on my way over.”

It takes Aster a moment to process the words. “Oh?”

“You know. Three wheels and a turret.” His smile widens, off-kilter as the rest of him. “Fortunately, I was hit by the wheels, not the turret.”

“Really.” Aster narrows her eyes, trying to tease a thread of untruth from his words. She can’t read him. He’s too flat-scented.

A bell rings. The Marshal waves away the flock of adjudicators, then stubs out his cigar on a nearby monstera leaf. Boots shining with dew, he steps forward and announces the sentence: strangulation, accompanied by string quartet (a profound act of mercy, compared to the brass band). Justice will be served shortly before the hors d’oeuvres.

A giddy buzz engulfs the crowd, invincible to the magistrate’s gavel. Chairs squeak as gentlemen rise to collect their bets; clerks scurry to retrieve the wine. The Marshal turns to his bailiff, who kneels at his feet and presents a pair of black gloves. He peels them from their tray, expressionless under the maxilla of his headpiece. He has told Aster many times he is not fond of the garrote. He finds the sound of the screws irritating.

“Does the Marshal personally execute all his assassins?” Mallory asks. There is a boyish glint in his eye, the same that appears in nearly every young man’s when they get a good view of Tiliard’s grandest hero, whether they admire or despise him.

“If he did,” she mutters, “he’d hardly have time for anything else.”

Aster is surprised at how pleasing she finds his laugh. She wonders how Elspeth might follow up, how she would tease a good-looking stranger into inviting her elsewhere, goad him into offering his arm. Something succinct and effortlessly charming, no doubt.

Aster spends a moment forming the perfect quip. She adjusts her headpiece, gathers her wits, turns to Mallory, and expels a wet cough.

She doubles over, mortified, and covers her lips. Oh dear, she can almost hear Elspeth laugh. Very much like you to open your mouth to flirt and have a lung fall out.

“Excuse me—” She turns, hacking, but has nowhere to spit. Groping for a serviette, she scans the aisle for an escape. Nearby spectators attempt to distance themselves, but the seating is too dense. They can only hide behind fans and sleeves and, for those that recognize the hallmark musical wheeze of her affliction, offer pitying looks.

Something soft presses into her glove. Mallory’s hand presents a square of embroidered batiste. Bewildered, she stares at the handkerchief, unsure if it is an offering of kindness or a sexual proposition. Before she can decline, the next spasm slithers up her throat.

“Are you all right?” Mallory asks.

“Just a—” She tightens her stomach, but her lungs are more stubborn; she takes the handkerchief and hacks into the embroidery, defacing the elaborate patterns and impeccable monogram. With one hand, she gropes through her purse for her atomizer, while the other holds the fabric against her face. As she gasps, a strange, almost soothing air weaves up from the fibers. Her breath cools, and she uses the lull in her fit to spray two doses of medicinal perfume onto her throat. “Fine soon,” she chokes.

Suits bustle around the tribunal. The canapés have arrived, along with the execution post. The quartet hoists their instruments, and two Tender Guard carabineers wrestle the condemned against the post. The Marshal feeds the strap over his neck and tightens the collar.

“How long does it usually take?” Mallory asks.

“A few minutes—at most,” Aster says. “Less if he struggles.”

“I meant your medicine. Should I escort you out?”

She almost smiles, almost manages to swallow her next cough, but it bursts up her trachea with a flutter of wet wings. She traps the quivering thing behind Mallory’s handkerchief while he pulls her to her feet. She is dizzily pleased to note that he is taller than her only by virtue of his hat, which extends a few inches above the highest feather of her headpiece.

Just as they squeeze into the aisle, the music begins. The Marshal Revenant turns the crank as Mallory pushes past coattails and serving trays. The crowd parts, muttering words of pity and disgust. He ignores them, hands firm at Aster’s elbows, breath warm against her neck. She leans into his urgent touch, his scentless collar. When her next fit comes, it isn’t entirely unfeigned.

The hall adjacent to the courtroom is wide, cavernous, but quiet. Aster slows among the columns of amber glass, stopping by a fountain to hack a few gray dregs into the handkerchief. Mallory kneels beside her, hand on her back, either ignorant enough to extend comfort to a walking contagion, or wise enough to know she isn’t contagious at all.

A pair of  Tender Guardsmen passes through the hall. The green glass of their helmets glints at the sight of the Marshal’s hireling being manhandled by a stranger, but Aster waves them away. They return to the courtroom door just as a muted cheer spills from under it.

“Don’t let me keep you from the show,” she tells Mallory, clutching the handkerchief to her chest so he can’t see what crawls inside. “I’ll have this washed for you. Go on.”

“It’s fine,” he sighs. “I’ve seen enough. I’m not so eager to watch someone die that I’d just . . .” He breathes a chuckle. “Watch someone die. Should we find you a doctor?”

“Oh, no. Nothing to be done.”

He furrows his brow. His eyes are dusty gold, like a beam of light in a grain silo. Aster has never seen a grain silo, but this does not deter her imagination.

“Would you like a cigarette?” she ventures.

“I would.” He watches her drop his handkerchief into her purse. “But are you sure you should . . .”

“Doesn’t matter. A little smoke can’t make it any worse.”

Maybe it’ll kill whatever’s growing inside you, Elspeth used to say, back when they stole cigarettes from the nurses at the Sanitarium and burned through them, one by one, at the open windowsill.

“Whatever you say, vralen,” he says.

Aster leads him up a spiral staircase to one of the Palas’s many balconies. The pillars are braced in gold, carved with fractal stems and bulging marble petals of Revivalist design, as if they had sprouted spontaneously from the rubble of the last coup. Dozens of chandeliers dangle from marble branches, a glimmering canopy of soft green light.

Hidden among the glass foliage, Aster fishes through her purse for her pearl case. She taps out two thin sticks of tobacco and hands one to him. As he pulls a matchbook from his breast pocket, she wonders if he shares her contamination. Elspeth always says their kind have an uncanny way of finding one another, especially the ones who hide it well.

“So,” she starts. “What brings you to an execution, Eir vant Passand? Surely there are more civilized distractions for a newcomer to our fair city.”

He leans over the banister and eases into a smoky sigh, staring into the arched jungle reflected in the foyer’s pools. “Is it that obvious?”

“Afraid so. You’ve got the lilt of plum country. And you’re dressed like a tinsel-bug.”

He stills. For a moment she thinks she’s offended him, but when his laugh comes, it’s startlingly genuine. “I’ve got a lilt?”

“Sounds like it’s from Dagdrun.”

“Good guess. My father had a little villa there. Haven’t been back in a while, though.”

“The very lip of the wastes,” she says, a bit dreamily. She knows nothing of Dagdrun but what the old master Rebau painted of it, orchards of twisted wood, jet-black in the wispy sunset. “Why so far from home, country boy? Recreation? Education? Misfortune?”

“Loose threads, mostly,” he answers. “Tying up a family matter. I’m looking—well, doesn’t matter. It’s a story that’ll outlast a cigarette.”

“Have another, then.”

He laughs, stubbing it out on his sole and pocketing the butt. “I should get going, vralen. But let me walk you home, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t—but it’ll be a short walk. I live here.”

He frowns, looking her up and down, as if searching for a uniform under her beaded dress, something that will explain her relationship to the Grand Marshal. “Are you his daughter or something?”

“Hardly,” she sighs. “Just his perfumer.”

“I see.” Refreshingly, there is no pity in his voice, no disgust, but when he turns toward the stairs, she’s sure she’s said something wrong.

“Where are you staying?” she calls after him. “Conundrum Street? The boardinghouse on Petunia? So I can have your handkerchief delivered.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll run into you again, vralen. I know where to find you. Until then, my regards to the Marshal.”

“Wait—” She puts out her cigarette on the balustrade and trots down the staircase after him. When she reaches the bottom, she is alone but for her own image, flattened in the reflecting pool. She surveys the empty foyer, wheezing, as something flutters inside her purse. She does not notice the spindly creature of mucus that writhes from between the silver clasps, falls to the ground, and dies at her feet.

   


THE BIRTH OF THE DEATHBED

Every night, while Dawn sits at their iron mushroom of a table and shells grease-beetle for tomorrow’s lunch, Guy regales Tyro with a performance. He sings of Tiliard’s legends and histories, from its mysterious rooting in antiquity to its hundreds of branched and bizarre futures. He recounts the comedies that gave the streets their names, the classic romances of the great impresario Albrecht Vaughn, the drab Neo-Repressionist monodramas. Half of them are true and half false, but he doesn’t know which half is which. It doesn’t matter. Historicity, like everything in Tiliard, depends on what’s playing at the Opera that season.

The tome in which he keeps his stories is the ninety-ninth edition of The Borisch Manual of Catoptric Pest Species. Buried between the lines in the entry on the six-legged hellrat, whose flinty claws are known to start alchemical fires, burns the legend of Faustech. In the margins of the chimera millipede lies the bittersweet tragedy of The Lovers of Old Viennt. Under the picture of Catoptric mimicweed, known for uprooting itself and stalking its victims from house to house, creeps The Bast Street Butcher.

Tyro knows that Guy is not reading the Manual. She suspects (and is entirely correct) that he is reciting, from memory, the performances he’s seen from his time as an usher. She doesn’t know that as soon as the curtains rise, the children are blindfolded and deafened with padded strips of silk, forced to guide latecomers to their boxes by touch alone. She also doesn’t know that these precautions, intended to protect the city’s priceless works from unfit and unpaying viewers, did not stop Guy. If he had to sweep away the rose petals and broken champagne glasses, mend the velvet seats and clean the whips and lingerie used in the gentleman’s playlets, he could at least witness them in action. A boy can only scrub so much blood from the set of The Price of Beauty before he starts to wonder what he’s missing.

Guy, though not known as Guy back then, was a good usher and a better thief. He learned every schedule, every seat, every creaky hinge and trapdoor, the winding catwalks and the hollow caverns under the stage the crew affectionately referred to as hell. He learned which businessmen liked what wines, who sponsored which ingénue and who might leave a cigarette burn on a careless attendant. He learned to gracefully accept pinches to his cheeks, and to distinguish the fumbling of a tipsy matron from the fondles of a lech. He knew where everyone sat and, more importantly, where they didn’t, which allowed him to climb above the balcony unnoticed and devour every production.

He absorbed Don Javenech and Vrenecker’s “Phantasm Suite” and What God Forgot in staggered chunks of stolen time, building piecemeal the city’s glorious canon whenever he could elude the head usher. He witnessed overtures from their ends backward, finales from their beginnings forward, plots from their middles outward. He saw symphonies, ballets, burlesques, classics and avant-garde, sleeper hits and total flops, dress rehearsals and matinées. He replayed every performance in his dreams, humming tunes and muttering soliloquies as he drifted off under the coatrack. He reconstructed melodies on the backstage piano, and when prima ballerinas were auctioned at the end of the season or rented to a gentleman for the night, he donned their discarded corsages and retraced their choreography. He remained uncaught for nearly three years, until he was overheard weeping for the loveliness of the titular contralto’s lament in Larbella.

To this day Guy is not allowed within a hundred paces of the theater, but he can still sing every note of the solo that got him fired. He’ll sometimes use it to ease Tyro to sleep, or, on those nights when Dawn’s dreams drag him back to the ambush of Broken Horse, he’ll hum it in his ear. By the second verse, Dawn’s eyelids will flicker, and Guy will know by the deepening of his breath and the twitch of his lips that his nightmare has allowed him, finally, to die.

*   *   *

When Guy returns from the Root of Abrupt Ends, his head is full of white-hot sound. A high drone throbs through his ear canal, then resonates in the dome of his skull. The hours are dizzy with fever. He is hosed down, then moans through a rag in his mouth while Dawn, plying a technique he’d learned from a battle medic in Ostlerfell, applies a stapler from Three’s workshop to his ear. He doesn’t vomit, he’s fairly sure, nor does he shit himself, as Three declared he would. He cradles a cup of tea infused with belladonna and achewort, hypnotized by the way its ripples presage and echo the passing trains. When he crawls into the sleeping nook, Tyro on one side and Dawn on the other, he passes out before he can even try to pull open the Manual.

He expires around two. He’s sure of it. Right as the last train rattles overhead, his soul exits his body—or something does. The ring in his ear deforms into a mimicry of music, warping his usual dreams, tangling the stage with proliferating vines of counterpoint. It grows swiftly through him, first along his ear, then down his throat, tightening around his lungs. Helpless, he gropes for the bodies beside him, curls his toes, and a half-formed plea emerges from his throat, a shuddering, ectoplasmic moan. Swollen with song, he expels the sickly noise as one might suck and spit venom from a wound.

To his surprise, he wakes up alive. Shivering with dried sweat, unable to dispel the feeling that something strange has spilled from him, he examines his pillow for blood, then his underclothes for ejaculate. He finds nothing; no fluid soaking his bandage, no fever, not even that bitter taste that usually accompanies BSPAF exposure. Aside from a fluttering echo of pain in his ear, he feels fine—better than fine. He feels sharply, startlingly existent.

It’s Dawn who’s had the poorest sleep. Eyes sunken and ringed, he looks Guy over once and once again, then, satisfied with his bunkmate’s health, dissolves into a cloak of coffee steam. He says little, as usual, but Guy recognizes the slope of his shoulders, the wrinkle at the edge of his frown. It is not often Guy sees him so worried, so it’s not often he sees him so relieved.

Guy removes his bandages and leans into his mirror, razor in hand. His ear is a bit red, and a bit sore; a grayish scab bisects his cartilage, punctuated with tiny clips. It looks less like a wound and more like a trick of the eye, benign as a strip of plaster fastening cracks in a statue. Swelling, the Borisch Manual assures, is common in many venomous stings, but Guy’s injury doesn’t feel swollen so much as full—a taut, painless fullness, as after a meal. A shiver runs down his spine when he imagines something growing inside it.

He resolves not to think about it. What can’t be confronted is best ignored, his father told him, a maxim used mostly in reference to his mother, and mostly on the nights drink put her in an ill mood. Hers had been a hungry fury, always in need of fuel. Inertness would send her flickering out the door like a flame starved.

Guy combs his hair over his ear and lathers his soap. He spreads it along his jaw and upper lip, then pauses to let a gust of factory smoke rumble through the ceiling pipes. When the apartment stills, he tilts the mirror to reveal Tyro at his elbow.

“You’re up early,” he says.

She sways in thoughtful silence. He hopes she’ll ask how he is feeling, embrace him, or burst into tears of relief, like she used to when he’d return late from a job. At the very least, she’ll ask him to regale her with his story, to paint a vivid picture of the dragon, even if, in the end, it’s only a millipede.

“You sang last night,” she says. “In your sleep. Something new.”

He lowers the razor, curious.

“It was . . . ​really bad.”

Little bastard. “Was it?”

“You just moaned. For hours.”

He turns back to the basin. “You didn’t think I was gonna die quietly, did you?”

“You could’ve tried.”

“Don’t be a shit, Ty.”

She breaks into a gap-toothed smile, a little goblin’s grimace equal parts infuriating and compelling. “Show me how to shave,” she says.

“I showed you last week,” Guy replies.

At eleven, Tyro is an avid apprentice in every matter that should not concern her. She’ll never need skill with a straight razor, even if, God forbid, she takes up the respirator. Still, she’s enamored with the ritual. She has always loved the rhythmic stropping, the popping of the soap tin, and, necessary as all the rest, humming the waltz from The Last Poet-King.

“Don’t tempt fate, grub,” Dawn advises from the table. His years in the Palas Infantry have perfected his own shave; his face is smooth as apple skin by the time he leaves the mirror. “You’ll only grow hair where you’re not supposed to get it.”

“Show me again,” Tyro says.

Guy melts at her stare, the way her dark brows squeeze a dimple between them. “All right,” he sighs. “Watch closely.” He demonstrates how to prepare the soap, how to glide the razor across her chin, how to pause and move with the apartment’s instability. “ ‘Hold your blade steady, princeling,’ ” he sings. “ ‘Hold it true, keen to cut the edge of the moon.’ ”

She hums in response, lips shut tight as the razor passes under her nose.

“You’ll dull your blade,” Dawn says. He reminds Guy, often and rightly, that Tyro is too old for this kind of indulgence. She’s already too tall for her trousers and will need new shoes by month’s end. She is, Guy can’t help but notice, beginning to smell different. Deep in the folds of his gut, he knows time is short.

“There.” He guides the razor over the foamy knob of her chin, protracting the last, gentle stroke. “The more you shave, the more it grows. By twenty you’ll have a little mustache, like Three.”

Dawn tosses them a towel. “And you’ll love it just as much as she loves hers.” He stands, too tall for the apartment, his lamplit shadow filling the space like liquid. He’s volunteered to cover for his team this morning, claiming a one-man job from the company bulletin. His quarry is the kelpie lotus, a common blight on septic pools in the midcity. Not a lotus at all but a carnivorous water bug, it attracts pets and unwary children with flutters of flightless, iridescent wings. One touch will result in a gush of gelatinous exudate, with which it adheres to its victim and sinks into the depths to feed. It’s a passive predator and easy to remove, necessitating only a well-placed tarp and a fishing net, but out of all flavors of vermin, sticky is Dawn’s least favorite.

Guy rubs the suds away and smacks Tyro’s smooth cheek. “You wanna come to Three’s today?” he asks. “Help me fix my helmet?”

“Only if I can have a cigarette,” she says.

“Ty—”

“Just one. And you don’t have to light it.”

He rolls his eyes. He barely has a reluctant yes in his mouth before she pushes past him and out the door, witch’s herbs nibbling at the end of her hair. She trots down the gangway, stopping only to greet the usual pack of neighborhood boys, half-dressed monkeys dangling in the jungle of catwalks beyond the guardrail. Guy’s stomach always turns at their antics, though he and Dawn had been in their fearless place little more than a decade ago.

“That kid walks all over you,” says his bunkmate flatly.

Despite himself, Guy smiles. “She’s light on her feet, at least.”

“She’ll get heavier as she gets older.”

“I’ve heard that’s how growing works.”

“She needs structure.” Dawn slows where the branch to Three’s workshop diverts from the main path. “Stability. You shouldn’t let her run free all day.”

“Then what should I do with her?”

“Find her work.” Guy laughs, then bites his tongue when Dawn gives him a stern frown. “I’m serious. It’s that time, Guy. It’s just the right time.”

*   *   *

Three is half as pleased to see Guy alive and well as she is to see that Tyro has come with him. She ushers them into her workshop with a wry smile, mussing the girl’s hair as she passes.

“Hope you don’t mind the extra company,” Guy says.

“Ah, no skin off my teeth,” Three replies. “How you feel?”

“Not bad.”

“Get to work, then.” She directs Guy to the furnace, where he pulls off his shirt and dons his iron mitts. Tyro feigns helpfulness by rearranging Three’s collection of gears and wires. She sucks on the unlit cigarette, sleeves rolled up over smooth, unmarked forearms.

“Atrocious,” Three sighs, plucking out the congealed crust of BSPAF from the crannies of Guy’s broken facepiece. “Criminal abuse of equipment.”

Her own markings dance across her native arm as she works, attestations to her projects as an engineer for Wherewithal, Inc., foremost of which is the bank’s miserly coin-counting apparatus, an invention so successful it would’ve secured her a life of pleasure and a penthouse in Hart Park, she claims, had a corporate coup not exiled her to the undercity.

“You’re fortunate I’m not an honest woman, or I’d report this,” she says. “Fucking tubes jangling everywhere. Gaps loose enough to let any bug crawl straight to your brain. No wonder you were seeing dragons—put your back into it, Moulène. I need heat.”

“Maybe it wasn’t a dragon,” he says. “But I saw something. Tyro believes me.”

“Grub, you believe anything this man tells you?”

She shrugs. “No.”

“Yeah, you do, Ty.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Wise girl.” Three waves her over. “C’mere for a minute. Stop scrambling my shelves and I’ll show you how to weld a grenade casing.”

“Whatever it was,” Guy grunts, leaning over the bellows, “it wasn’t in the Manual.”

“You better hope it was. What are we at now? Three ninety?”

“Three ninety-seven,” Guy and Tyro say together.

“Well, pray you don’t get credit for three ninety-eight. You know what happens to boys who add new species to the books. Here, grub. Go play with these.” She plucks Tyro’s cigarette from her mouth and replaces it with a stick of solder. “Remember Bacher’s dragonfly—if they name something after you, it’s because you’ve been eaten by it. You should know this, Guy. Somehow you’ve got the whole damn Manual memorized and you still don’t know this. Keep at that furnace.”

“I don’t want credit for three ninety-eight,” he grunts.

“Don’t lie to me. I see that glint in your eye.” She lights the cigarette on the dome of the furnace. “Right, hot enough. Enough. Don’t overdo it.”

Guy steps down from the bellows, massaging his shoulder. Heat pounds along his wounded ear. “You think I’m crazy,” he says.

“No, I hope you’re crazy.” She closes her wooden fist around a pellet of dried sap and thrusts it into the furnace. “Because if you’re not, then we’ve got something the size of a streetcar crawling through the rhizosphere. And things like that—well, they don’t get that big by not eating. Or worse, not being  fed, if you catch what I’m putting down.”

He shivers in the heat. “You reckon it’s a Cult of the Mammoth Stag situation?”

“I don’t reckon anything. I’m not paid to reckon. Here, put these over the vent.” She rips his defunct tubing from his helmet. “Problem is, these big ones, once they get a taste of you”—she jangles her wooden arm at Tyro—“they come back for more.”

“Don’t start,” Guy sighs. It doesn’t take much to prompt Three to wax nostalgic about the beast that swallowed her from the elbow down. A couple of beers, or the presence of some doe-eyed boy. Sometimes the culprit is an albino alligator crawled from the river’s depths, sometimes an ancient automaton awoken by a nefarious secret society, sometimes a vengeful middle manager from Wherewithal.

“Your real issue, Guy, is that you’re not crazy.” Three removes the resin-glass from the furnace and pulls it apart like toffee. “Not nearly crazy enough.”

“Yeah, you say that on quarterly feedback.”

“I mean it. Only way for an exterminator to retire sane is to enlist mad.” She twirls the sap and folds it into a homemade, illicit mold in the shape of Borisch eyepiece lenses. “Done stripping those tubules?”

“Almost.”

“Good. Big list this week. Bugbear moths on the next root over. And the lunar priest on Broken Teeth has those demon woodworms again, sowing doubt in his flock. We’ve even got an overcity job.”

“Sreckt wouldn’t take it?”

“Nah. The wedding planner on Fifth has lice again.”

“Those lice?”

“Those.”

Guy groans. The carousal louse is a common crasher of weddings, leaping unseen from bouquet to veil to marriage bed. Unions infested by the creature are short-lived and violently resentful, and one or both spouses aggressively try to seduce an exterminator the moment they arrive to decontaminate.

“I think it’s the same goddamn nest.” Three gives the mold one last shake and snaps it open. A piece of amber glass appears in her hand. “The subspecies that always gets the bride’s father involved. Every time I think they’re gone they pop up somewhere else. Like that line from that thing you like. The king of something.”

“ ‘Strike me from the front,’ ” Guy quotes, “ ‘and like the bullet-star, I’ll only rise at your back.’ ”

“Exactly that.” Three places the glass into the frame of his helmet, then refits the tubes. “Boy’s got a brain like a sponge.”

“What does that mean?” Tyro asks.

“Means it’s soft and full of holes and you can squeeze shit out of it. Here, Guy. Take your helmet. Don’t you dare damage anything else. I don’t wanna file any reports. We’re professionals, not those plebeians you find at Sreckt Brothers.” She opens a browned catalogue and jots a column of numbers. “One eighty for the tubules. Ninety-five for the glass, two twenty for the labor.”

Guy laughs. The sum is obscene, and arbitrary. “I can get you a hundred by new moon,” he says.

She looks him over. Unfailingly, she knows when he’s lying; she’s only uncertain when he tells the truth. It is his consistent dishonesty that forges a peculiar trust between them.

“Four ten,” she says. “Regular Borisch channels, they’d charge you over seven hundred for a replacement.”

“Two hundred.”

“Three fifty and
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