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Chapter One
Toys Made of Fingers
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The train came into Gearford the way a fist comes into a face, all at once and then very slowly.

Elara Windwalker felt it in her teeth first. The carriage shuddered, the brakes screamed, and the whole compartment lurched forward so that the old woman opposite her slid a finger's width along the bench and stayed there, one hand braced against the window. When the train stopped, nobody moved. That was the first thing Elara would remember about the city, later, when she had stopped remembering most things: the way thirty people sat completely still in a stopped carriage, as if the stillness itself had been ordered.

Then a whistle, and everyone stood at once.

She stood with them. Her knees made the soft wet click of clay that had been sitting too long in one pose, and she pressed a thumb to the side of each one to coax them loose. Through the window the platform was a long grey smear of steam and soot. Gas lamps burned at noon. Above the station roof, very far off, something black rose out of the haze and kept rising, a needle of iron so tall it seemed to lean, and Elara did not need anyone to tell her what it was.

The Iron Spire. She had seen it drawn on pamphlets in Hollin, always from below, always with a little sun behind it like a halo. The pamphlets had been lying about the sun.

She took the photograph out of her coat before she stepped down. She did that whenever she was afraid, and she was afraid now. It was a small square of card, browned at the corners, and on it four figures stood in front of a salt-marsh cottage. Her mother. Her father. Her brother Cass on her father's shoulders. Herself at eleven, squinting. You could not see their faces anymore. She had rubbed them away over the years, one thumb-stroke at a time, trying to feel the shape of them, until the card had gone soft and blank where their features had been. She ran her thumb over them once more now, the way another woman might touch a charm, and put the photograph back against her chest, behind the oilcloth packet of ciphers sewn into her lining.

"Off," said a man in a grey coat at the door. "Off, off."

The platform was a funnel. Iron railings narrowed the crowd into three files, and at the end of each file stood an enforcer with a brass seal on a wooden handle. Elara watched the first passenger reach him. A thin man with a carpetbag. The enforcer took the man's chin in a gloved hand, almost kindly, and turned his face to the side, and pressed the seal into the man's left cheek.

It went in about the depth of a thumbnail. When the enforcer lifted it away, the cheek held the shape: a circle the size of a coin, with a little tower stamped in the center, crisp as a wax impression. The thin man did not flinch. He touched the new dent with two fingers, the way you would touch a bruise, and walked on into the station.

The next one. The next one. A child, held up by her mother so the enforcer would not have to stoop. The seal went into the child's soft cheek and the child began, very quietly, to cry, and the mother hushed her by pressing the child's face into her coat, which smudged the tower a little at the edges. The enforcer frowned at that and stopped them, and took the child's chin again, and pressed it a second time to make it clean.

Elara was eleventh in her file. She counted. The enforcer at its end was young and heavy and had a wire spool clipped to his belt beside a ring of keys, and the spool ticked against the keys when he moved. Tick. Tick. She did not know yet what the wire was for. She would know by tomorrow.

Seven. Six.

She thought: they will see the ciphers. They will take my chin and turn my face and look into my eyes and see that I have come here to kill them, and they will press something into me that does not come out.

Five.

A hand closed on her elbow.

It was shaking. That was what she noticed before anything else; the fingers were trembling so badly against her sleeve that they made a faint, rapid tapping, like rain on a tin roof. She turned and found a stooped old man with a cracked upper lip and a porter's cap pulled low.

"Hollin," he said. "Your aunt sent for you. You're late. Come on, come on."

"I don't..."

"Your aunt," he said, with his whole face, and his grip shook harder. "Is very sick."

He steered her out of the file. Nobody stopped them. The young enforcer glanced over once, saw the porter's cap, and looked away; she understood later that the old man had been doing this for years and that the glance cost him something every time. He walked her quickly along the edge of the platform, past a stack of crates marked GRIMBOROUGH in red stencil, past a tea stall where a woman was patting fresh clay into the chipped rim of her own ear between customers, and through a door she would never have seen, low and black and set flush in the soot-black wall.

The door shut behind them. Darkness, and a smell of wet stone and lamp oil and something else under it, something like a kiln left cooling.

"Wick," the old man said. He let go of her elbow at last, and she heard his hand keep shaking in the dark, the tiny rattle of it against his coat. "That's what they call me. You don't need my other name. You're Windwalker."

"Yes."

"You've got the packet?"

"Yes."

"Don't touch it," he said. "Don't touch it when you think about it. You did it twice on the train. The guard in carriage four watches hands." He struck a match. His face swam up out of the dark, old and creased and shining a little with damp. The match trembled so badly the flame bobbed like a moth. "Hold this."

She held it, and he lit a lantern, and the lantern showed her a stair going down.

* * *
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THE BLACK MARKET LIVED under the Ropewalk, in tunnels that had once carried water and now carried everything else. Wick called it the Underneath, the way you would name a relative you did not like but could not stop visiting.

They came out of a narrow passage into noise. The ceiling was a long brick vault sweating condensation, hung with lamps on chains, and beneath it ran stall after stall built from crates and doors and sheets of tin. People moved through the lamplight in quick, broken surges: three steps, a pause, a turn of the head, three steps. A man selling wax by the cake. A woman with trays of loose teeth sorted by size, little ones at the front like seed pearls. Bolts of grey cloth. Spectacles. Coils of copper wire. A barber's chair where a customer sat with his chin tipped up while a girl smoothed the cracks out of his throat with a wet palette knife, her tongue between her lips in concentration.

"Don't stop," Wick said. "Don't stop at anything. Stopping's a question."

But she stopped anyway, because of the children.

There were five or six of them in a recess between two stalls, crouched around a ring chalked on the bricks. They were playing with toys. Little tin soldiers, a clockwork dog, a doll with a painted face. The toys were good, better than anything Hollin's children had owned, jointed and bright, and it took Elara a full breath to understand why the soldiers' legs bent the way they did.

The legs were fingers.

Real ones. Clay fingers, grey-brown and creased at the knuckle, with the nail still on, fitted into tin bodies at the hip and wired so that they walked when you wound the key. The clockwork dog had a tail that had once been a little finger; it wagged. The doll's arms were two thumbs, the thumbprints still visible on the pads, whorled and private as a signature.

A boy wound one of the soldiers and set it marching across the chalk. Its finger-legs bent and straightened, bent and straightened, toward a girl's soldier, which waited with its little thumb-arm raised.

"Debtors," Wick said, close to her ear. He sounded almost apologetic. "Somebody can't make a collection, there's people down here who'll buy what they've got. Fingers go cheap. Everybody's got ten." He pulled at her. "You're stopping."

"Those are someone's hands."

"Were," Wick said. "Come on."

The girl's soldier knocked the boy's soldier over. It lay on its side in the chalk, legs still working, bending and straightening, walking nowhere. The boy laughed. Elara watched until the spring ran down and the fingers stopped in a half-curl, the way a hand curls in sleep.

She turned away too quickly and caught her own right fist against the iron corner of a stall. The knuckle split. She felt it go with a small dry tearing sensation, more surprise than pain, and when she looked down there was a crack along the top of her first knuckle, wide enough to show the darker clay underneath. The air down here was damp, but the train had been dry for two days. She had been brittle all the way from Hollin and had not noticed.

"Ah," Wick said, and the noise he made was so tired it was almost fond. "Good. Now you've got a reason to see him."

* * *
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THE STALL AT THE END of the row sold glass eyes.

They were laid out on black velvet in rows by color, hundreds of them, brown and grey and the pale clouded blue of the old, and every one of them seemed to turn very slightly toward Elara as she approached, which was a trick of the lamplight on the curve of the glass and which she did not believe for a second. A boy minding the stall looked up at Wick and then lifted a curtain at the back without being asked.

Behind the curtain was a workshop, and in the workshop was a man singing.

He was bent over a bench under a hanging lamp with a green glass shade, and he had his back to them, and he was singing a sailor's song from the south coast very softly and very badly. In front of him, clamped in a padded vise, was a woman's forearm. Not a severed one. The rest of the woman was sitting on a stool beside the bench, smoking a thin cigarette with her free hand and watching the ceiling. The man was working wet clay into a long gash on the inside of her wrist with the side of his thumb, round and round in slow overlapping strokes, and as Elara watched, the gash closed, edge to edge, and disappeared, and there was only a faint swirl where it had been, like the grain in polished wood.

"There," he said. "Don't lift anything heavier than your opinion of me for a day."

"My opinion of you is very light," said the woman.

"Then I've done my job." He unclamped her, and she flexed her fingers, and dropped a coin on the bench, and went out past Elara without looking at her.

He turned around.

Elara had expected someone older. Someone grim. Finnian Cogsworth was perhaps thirty, with a long humorous face and hair that fell into his eyes, and his work apron was stiff with old slip. He looked at her as if he had been waiting for her specifically, and had been looking forward to it, which was ridiculous, and which did something to her chest anyway.

"Hollin," he said. "You came on the noon train. You're taller than the cipher said."

"The cipher said how tall I was?"

"The cipher said, quote, a girl of reasonable size." He smiled. "You're more than reasonable. Wick, you look like death."

"I am death," said Wick, sitting down heavily on the stool the woman had left warm. "She stopped at the toys."

Something moved in Finnian's face. It was gone very quickly. "Everyone stops at the toys," he said. "Show me your hand."

She hadn't realized she was holding it against her coat. She held it out. He took it in both of his.

His hands were warm. That was a shock: everyone in Hollin had cold hands, because Hollin was all wind, but Finnian's hands were warm and slightly damp and very steady, and when he turned her fist over under the green lamp to look at the split, the pad of his thumb rested on the inside of her wrist exactly where the woman's wound had been.

"Dry," he said. "You've been on that train two days. Didn't anyone tell you to wet down?"

"Nobody told me anything."

"That's the cipher's whole philosophy." He reached without looking for a dish of water and a lump of clay wrapped in damp linen. "This is going to feel strange. Not bad. Strange. Look at something else if you like."

She did not look at something else. She watched him wet his thumb, and wet the edges of the crack, and take a pinch of fresh clay no bigger than a lentil and press it into the split. Then he began to stroke. Small circles. His thumb went round and round over her knuckle, and with every pass she felt the edges of the crack soften and lean toward each other, felt the new clay go into her and become her, felt the strange intimate warmth of another person's touch working its way through the surface of her and closing her up. It did not hurt. He was right that it was strange. It was the strangest thing anyone had ever done to her, and her eyes stung and she did not know why.

"There," he said, very quietly. "All gone."

He lifted his thumb. On the back of her knuckle, faint as a watermark, was the whorl of his print.

"It'll fade," he said. "Couple of days."

"I don't mind it," she said, and heard how that sounded, and felt her face go hot, which in clay means it goes a little darker and a little softer, and she knew he could see it.

He had the grace to look away. "Wick, tell Liora she's here and she's in one piece. Tell her the packet's intact."

"How do you know the packet's intact?"

"Because she touched her chest four times since she came in," Finnian said, "and she's still alive, so nobody on the platform saw her do it." He looked back at Elara. "You'll need to stop that."

"I know."

"Here." He took her right hand again, the mended one, and laid it flat against her own thigh. "When you want to touch it, do that instead. Press. Feel your leg. Count three. Nobody watches legs."

She pressed. Her palm sank a hair's width into the clay above her knee and came away, leaving the shallow ghost of her own hand.

"Good," he said. "You're a quick study. That'll either save your life or end it very fast."

* * *
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WICK WENT. THE BOY at the stall drew the curtain. Finnian made tea in a dented pot on a spirit burner and gave her the only cup with a handle.

"You'll stay here tonight," he said. "Tomorrow they'll take you to the cannery. You'll meet Liora. Everyone falls in love with Liora; don't feel you have to fight it. Then they'll give you a job and you'll do it, and if you do it well they'll give you a worse one."

"What kind of job?"

"Tomorrow's collection day," he said. "Bell Plaza. You'll see what kind." He blew on his tea. "What did the pamphlets tell you about us? In Hollin."

"That the tax is unjust. That Valtheron takes more than the city owes. That there's a movement."

"All true," he said. "What did they tell you about how the tax is paid?"

She hesitated. "In coin. Or in labor. If you can't pay."

He nodded slowly. He set down his cup. Then he held up his left hand, the one he hadn't used on her, and turned it so the lamp fell across it.

The smallest finger was gone. Not broken, not crushed: gone, cut away flush at the knuckle in a line so clean and straight it looked drawn with a ruler. The stump had been smoothed and sealed. It was neat. It was the neatest thing in the whole untidy workshop.

"Labor," Finnian said, "is what they call it when they've run out of other words."

She stared at the stump. She thought of the boy's soldier walking on its finger-legs across the chalk, falling over, walking nowhere.

"Is it..." She couldn't say it.

"Out there?" He followed her look toward the curtain. "Probably. Somewhere. I didn't ask. You don't ask." He flexed the remaining fingers; they moved smoothly, warm and quick. "Year of the bad winter. I was nineteen. My father's debt, passed down. They take it in front of everyone so everyone learns the price. It doesn't really hurt, if you want to know. That's the worst part. It's very quick, and it doesn't hurt, and then it's gone and you can't get it back, and the rest of your life your hand's a little bit lighter than it should be."

He picked up his tea again. His voice changed, went bright. "Anyway. That's why I fix people. Somebody ought to put things back."

She thought she should say something about how brave he was, and knew he would hate it. Instead she took the photograph out of her coat, because she needed to touch something, and his warning about her chest had made her feel naked.

He looked at it. He didn't ask. She told him anyway.

"Hollin couldn't pay," she said. "Two years ago. The collectors came down from the north road. My mother and father went to the square to stand for the family, and they didn't come back, and Cass went to find them." She stopped. "They told me the debt was settled. They gave me a paper. It said settled in kind."

"I'm sorry," he said, and that was all, and it was better than anything else he could have said.

She held the photograph out to him. "I wore their faces off," she said. "I didn't mean to. I just kept touching them."

He took the card very carefully, by its edges. He tilted it under the green lamp. The four small blank ovals stared up at nothing.

"You know," he said, "I could put them back."

"You don't know what they looked like."

"No." He handed it back. "But you do. Sit with me some night, and tell me, and I'll do my best. A nose like this, you'll say. Higher. No, wider. We'd get there." He smiled. "I'm very good. Ask anyone in this tunnel. Half of them are wearing my work."

She put the photograph away, and her hand went to her chest after it, and before she could stop herself she pressed her palm flat on her thigh instead and counted three. He saw, and didn't say anything, and something in his face was proud of her.

* * *
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SHE SLEPT ON A COT behind the bench under a blanket that smelled of slip and tobacco. Finnian worked late. She lay awake and listened to him: the scrape of a palette knife, the drip of water into a dish, the sailor's song again, hummed so softly it was almost breath.

Once, close to midnight, she heard rain begin on the grates far overhead, a thin steady patter that crept down through the bricks as a cool damp in the air. It had not rained in Hollin in a month. She felt her whole body ease toward it in the dark, the tight dry places in her softening, and she heard Finnian stop humming and say, mostly to himself, "There it is. Right on time."

"Does it always rain at night?" she whispered.

He was quiet so long she thought he hadn't heard.

"Most nights," he said. "Gearford's lucky that way. Go to sleep."

Later still, half dreaming, she heard the curtain lift and fall, and a child's voice in the stall outside, and Finnian's voice answering low. She caught only pieces. Another one, the child said. From the soft quarter. She says he doesn't need it now. And Finnian, after a long pause: Put it in the box. No, the cold box. And wash your hands after.

She turned her face to the wall. She pressed her palm against her own leg and counted three, and three again, and when she woke in the grey lamplight of morning there were six faint handprints above her knee, overlapping, like the marks of a child who had tried over and over to hold on to something.

On the back of her knuckle, Finnian's thumbprint was still there.

She looked at it for a long time before she got up.
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Chapter Two
Collection Day in Bell Plaza
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The bell began at dawn.

Elara felt it before she was fully awake, a deep slow pressure in the bricks of the tunnel and then in the frame of the cot and then in her own chest, as though something enormous were breathing very close to her. Then the sound arrived, down through six layers of the city, and it was not a ring so much as a weight. One stroke. A long hum that faded into the drip of water. Another stroke.

Finnian was already dressed. He was standing at the bench with his apron off, rolling a smoke bomb between his palms the way you would roll bread. There were nine more lined up in a cigar box, each one wrapped in brown paper and twine.

"That's the call," he said. "Every first Tuesday. Everyone with a debt on the ledger goes to the plaza and stands where their street is painted. They ring it till the last one's there." He set the bomb in the box. "Liora wants you to see one before you join anything. She thinks it settles people."

"Settles them how?"

"Into staying," he said. "Or into leaving. Either way she knows."

* * *
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THEY WENT UP THROUGH a cellar in the Ropewalk and out into a morning the color of dishwater. The rain had stopped before dawn, and everything was slick: the cobbles, the iron railings, the faces of the people moving down the long streets toward the Spire. Elara looked at those faces and felt her stomach turn over. Nobody spoke. They walked in that same broken rhythm she had seen in the tunnels, a few quick steps and a pause, a few quick steps and a pause, and in the pauses they stood utterly still, and then without any signal she could see they all moved on together.

"Why do they do that?"

"Do what?"

"Stop."

Finnian looked at the crowd as if he had never noticed. "Habit," he said at last. "Enforcers like to count. It's easier to count still things."

Bell Plaza was a wide cobbled square at the foot of the Spire, so close beneath it that the tower filled half the sky. The Spire was not a smooth needle up close. It was ridged and riveted and stacked, floor on floor of black iron plates, with narrow windows lit yellow even in daylight, and at its very top, too high to see properly, a dark cage where the bell swung. Every stroke shook a fine grey dust down onto the plaza.

The cobbles were painted. Each section bore a street name in white letters, CANAL ROW, THE STACKS, LITTLE PELLAM, and on each name the debtors stood in loose blocks, and around the edge of the plaza the people who owed nothing this month stood and watched, because watching was also required. At the center, on a wooden platform, was a long table covered in green baize, like a card table in a gentleman's club. Three clerks sat behind it with ledgers. Beside the table stood a frame of iron like a small gallows, and hanging from its crossbar were spools of fine bright wire.

Finnian put Elara on the edge of the crowd beside a lamp post. "Watch," he said. "Don't do anything. When the smoke starts, you go left down Tallow Lane and you wait for me at the pump. You've got that?"

"What are you going to do?"

"Something stupid," he said, and smiled, and was gone into the crowd.

The bell stopped.

The silence after it was so complete that Elara could hear the clerks turning pages.

A clerk stood. He read a name. A man left the CANAL ROW block and climbed the steps to the table and set a small purse down on the baize. The clerk counted the coins out onto a brass dish, and made a note, and stamped a slip of paper, and gave it to him. The man went down the other side of the platform and walked away very fast without looking back.

Another name. A woman with a basket of cloth: a clerk measured it, weighed it, made a note, stamped. Another. Another. It was so ordinary that Elara felt her shoulders begin to come down from around her ears. It was a counting house. It was dull. It was a queue.

Then a name was read and a man climbed up with nothing in his hands.

He said something to the clerk. The clerk listened, nodded, consulted the ledger, ran a finger down a column. He said something back. The man nodded too, quite calmly, and held out his left hand.

An enforcer stepped forward from beside the iron frame. He did not hurry. He unhooked a length of wire from one of the spools and wrapped each end twice around a wooden toggle, and he took the man's hand and laid it on a block on the table, palm down, and spread the fingers on the green baize like a man smoothing a map.

He looped the wire around the base of the smallest finger.

He pulled.

There was no sound. That was what Elara would never get over. She had expected a scream, or a crunch, or blood, and there was nothing. The wire went through the clay like a cheese wire goes through cheese, and the little finger simply was not part of the hand anymore. It lay on the baize, curled slightly. The enforcer picked it up and dropped it into a lined wooden tray, and the clerk made a note, and stamped a slip, and the man held his hand against his coat and walked down the steps and away.

A smooth, flat, perfect stump. Just like Finnian's.

Elara's legs locked. She stood by the lamp post and could not have moved if the Spire had begun to fall.

The names went on. A thumb. Two teeth, taken with a little brass hook; the woman opened her mouth for them as if at the barber's. An ear. A man paid in coin and then, short by a few pennies, paid the rest in a fingertip, the wire taking only the top joint, delicately, as a gardener deadheads a rose. Nobody screamed. Some of the debtors cried silently and some did not, and the crowd around the edges of the plaza watched with their hands at their sides and their faces held perfectly still, and every few minutes an enforcer walked along the front of the crowd looking into those faces, and Elara made her own face still too, and hated herself for how quickly she learned it.

Then a clerk read, "Marl, Hesper. Little Pellam. Arrears, four quarters."

A woman went up the steps. She was perhaps forty, in a patched blue coat, with a girl of about thirteen holding on to her sleeve. The girl tried to come up the steps too and an enforcer put a hand flat on her chest and held her at the bottom, not roughly, the way you would stop a dog at a door.

"Four quarters," the clerk said, loudly enough that Elara could hear across the square. "Interest compounded. You have the sum?"

"I have some," the woman said. She put coins on the dish. The clerk counted.

"This is a fifth."

"It's what we have."

The clerk consulted his column. He ran his finger down it and back up. He turned to the enforcer and said a single word that Elara did not catch, and the enforcer nodded and reached for the wire.

"No," said Hesper Marl, quite reasonably. "No, please, it's my right. It's my working hand. I sew. If you take it I can't..."

"The left is also available," said the clerk.

There was a pause. Elara watched the woman's shoulders. Then Hesper Marl laid her left hand on the block, all five fingers, and spread them herself.

"Ma," the girl said at the bottom of the steps. Just that. "Ma."

The enforcer looped the wire around the wrist.

Somebody in the crowd near Elara made a small sound and was instantly silent, as if a palm had gone over their mouth.

And then the plaza exploded.

* * *
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IT WAS NOT AN EXPLOSION, not really. It was a series of sharp coughing pops from every side of the square at once, and with each one a gout of yellow-grey smoke went up, thick and bitter and stinking of sulfur, rolling over the painted cobbles in waves. From somewhere a whistle shrieked. Something small and metal came skittering out of the smoke across the stones toward the platform: a clockwork beetle as big as a man's boot, brass legs ticking furiously, with a lit fuse trailing from its back. Then another. Then six. The enforcers turned toward them. One drew a pistol and fired at a beetle and it spun over onto its back with its legs still running, and its fuse sputtered and went out, and it was only a toy, a decoy, and by then the whole plaza was screaming and moving and the smoke was everywhere.

Tallow Lane, Elara thought. Go left. Wait at the pump.

She went right.

She did not decide to. Her body moved before the thought did, the way it had on the train when she stood with everyone else. She went up through the smoke with her sleeve over her mouth and her eyes streaming, toward the platform, toward the place where she had last seen the girl standing at the foot of the steps. People came at her out of the yellow fog in sudden frozen poses, a man with his arms over his head, a woman halfway through turning, each one there and then gone, as if the smoke were a flickering lantern show of the city's terror. She shoved past them. She hit the edge of the platform with her hip and felt the clay there bruise and dent.

The girl was where she'd been, at the bottom of the steps. She had not moved. She was staring up into the smoke with her mouth open.

Above her, on the platform, Elara could see shapes. The enforcer, the block, the woman's arm. The wire was still looped. In the smoke the enforcer turned his head toward the noise, and turned back, and finished what he had started. He did it with the same calm as before; Elara saw his shoulders move once, the economical pull of a man who has done a thing ten thousand times. Then the shape of Hesper Marl's body staggered back from the table, holding its arm up, and the arm ended at the wrist.

The girl started up the steps.

Elara caught her around the waist. The girl fought. She was strong and wiry and frantic and she clawed backward at Elara's face, and her nails left four long furrows across Elara's cheek, and Elara held on anyway and dragged her down off the steps into the smoke.

"Ma!" the girl screamed. "Ma, Ma, Ma!"

From the platform Hesper Marl turned, at the sound of her name. For a moment Elara saw her clearly through a rip in the fog: the patched coat, the arm held up, the smooth flat end of it pale in the yellow light. Her mouth was open. She was looking for the girl. Her eyes went over Elara and the girl both, and did not find them, and then two enforcers had her by the shoulders and were pulling her back behind the iron frame toward the base of the Spire, and the smoke closed.

"I've got you," Elara said, over and over, into the girl's hair, as she dragged her. "I've got you, I've got you." She did not know what she was saying. She had no idea where she was going. A beetle ticked past them on its back, legs churning at the sky.

Then Finnian came out of the smoke, his face wrapped in a wet scarf, and he looked at her and at the girl in her arms, and something terrible went through his eyes and was gone.

"Left," he said. "I said left."

"Her mother."

"Is gone," he said. "Bring her. Quickly. Quickly."

* * *
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THE PUMP AT THE BOTTOM of Tallow Lane was a cast-iron thing with a lion's head, and they did not stop there. Finnian took them through a gate and down a cellar and along a brick channel where the water came up to their ankles and the light came in through grates overhead in long gray bars, and every time they passed under a grate Elara saw the girl's face lit and then dark, lit and then dark.

The girl had stopped screaming. She had stopped fighting too. She walked where Elara steered her, quick and jerky, and she held her own left wrist with her right hand.

Not the hand. The wrist. She wrapped her fingers around her own wrist and held it hard, as if to stop something from falling.

They came up at last into a boiler room under a laundry, hot and roaring, where nobody would hear them. Finnian pulled off his scarf. His face was gray with smoke. He knelt in front of the girl and looked at her very carefully, at her hands and arms and face, the way he had looked at Elara's knuckle.

"Are you hurt?"

The girl said nothing. She held her wrist.

"What's your name?"

Nothing.

"Her name's Marl," Elara said. "Her mother is Hesper Marl. Little Pellam."

Finnian closed his eyes for a moment.

"Then we can't take her home," he said. "They'll have the address. They'll go there tonight." He opened his eyes. "Arrears don't stop. Somebody has to pay what Hesper didn't."

"She paid. They took her hand."

"They took a hand for one quarter," Finnian said quietly. "She owed four."

Elara looked at the girl, at her long thin wrists, at her small clever sewing-woman's fingers wrapped around her own arm.

"Where are they taking her? The mother?"

"Into the Spire."

"To do what?"

He didn't answer.

"Finnian."

"I don't know," he said, and she believed that he didn't, and that was worse. "Nobody knows. They go in through the processing door and that's the last anybody sees of them. Sometimes they come out on the ledger again a year later as a line that says settled."

Settled in kind. Elara felt the photograph against her chest like a hot coin, and she did not touch it. She pressed her palm against her thigh and counted three.

The girl was watching her do it. Her eyes were very dark and very steady and much too old.

"Nell," she said.

"What?"

"My name. It's Nell." She looked down at her own wrist. Her fingers were white where they gripped. "She sews for the tailor on Ash Street. She does the hems. She's very fast."

"I know," Elara said, though she didn't.

"She can't do hems with one hand."

Nobody said anything.

"Can you make her a new one?" Nell asked Finnian. She asked it practically, as if she were asking the price of bread. "You fix people. I heard you. You said in the smoke, I'll fix it. You said it to someone."

Finnian looked at her for a long moment. Elara watched him decide not to lie.

"Not if I can't find her," he said.

Nell nodded once, as if that were a fair answer, and turned her face toward the boiler, and held her wrist.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, IN THE workshop behind the glass eyes, Elara tried to wash the girl's face and the girl would not let go of her own arm long enough. In the end Elara washed around it. Finnian made the tea. It was the first thing anyone in Gearford gave anyone: something hot and wet, to go down and work into the slip and loosen you from the inside. That was most of what food was for, Elara's mother used to say. That, and the company. Nell drank hers one-handed, her left wrist pinned against her chest by her right.

"She'll stop doing that," Finnian said, low, when the girl had fallen asleep on the cot with her knees drawn up. "In a week or so."

"Will she?"

He considered the question honestly. "No," he said.

Elara touched her own cheek where Nell's nails had raked it. Four long grooves, still soft at the edges. She had not let Finnian smooth them.

"I went right," she said.

"I noticed."

"I couldn't stop."

"I know." He sat down beside her on the floor, against the bench. The workshop was quiet except for the drip of water and the girl's breathing. "That's the problem with you, isn't it. Everybody in this city learned to stop. You didn't."

"Is that bad?"

He took a long time to answer.

"It got her out," he said, and tipped his head at Nell. "It got her mother left behind, because I had to come back for you instead of covering the platform. That's the math. Every time." He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. "Liora's going to love you."

Far overhead, she heard the rain start. Gentle, right on time. Elara listened to it come down through the grates and found herself counting the beats of it without meaning to, the way the clerks had counted coins, the way the enforcers counted still faces in a crowd. She lay down at last on the bare floor beside the cot. In the dark she could hear Nell murmuring in her sleep, the same word over and over, so soft it was hardly a word at all.

In the morning the four grooves on Elara's cheek had set hard. She looked at them in Finnian's shaving mirror, four parallel lines from her cheekbone almost to her jaw, and she left them.

Nell was sitting up on the cot, holding the empty place at the end of her own wrist where nothing was missing. She did not let go of it once, all day.
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Chapter Three
The Ledger Room
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"Teeth," said Dace Morrow, "are the bit that gets me."

He was lying on his back on the roof of a chandler's shop on Coin Street, his head pillowed on his folded coat, chewing a stalk of something that might once have been straw. He was a thick-necked, cheerful young man with a broken nose that had been mended badly and then mended again, so that it pointed two directions at once. "Fingers I understand. You've got ten, you can lose a couple. But they write your teeth down. Every one. Upper left three, lower right five. I had a look once over a clerk's shoulder. My whole mouth was on a page, with little boxes. Some of the boxes were ticked."

"Which ones?" said Ansel Brack.

"Don't know. Didn't stay to find out." Dace grinned up at the low gray sky. "I think about it when I eat."

Ansel was older, narrow and serious, with a clerk's soft shoulders and ink permanently in the creases of his right hand. He had been a junior copyist in the very building they were looking at until a year ago, when he had seen something in a ledger he would not describe to anyone and walked out at lunch and never gone back. He was the reason they were doing this. He had drawn the floor plan from memory on the back of a laundry list, and his memory, Finnian said, was better than most people's eyes.

"Third floor," Ansel said now, for the fourth time. "East wing. The Ledger Room is at the end of the corridor with the green runner. If the runner is red, you're in the west wing and you've gone wrong."

"Green runner," Elara said.

"The night clerk does his round on the hour and the half. He's slow. He has gout in his left foot; you'll hear him." Ansel touched his own breast pocket, where the forged passes were. "He'll be the only one. They don't think anybody would want to steal from the Tax Office. Who would? It's all just numbers."

Across the street the Central Tax Office rose four stories in gray stone, the only building on Coin Street that wasn't black with soot, because it was scrubbed every week by debtors working off their arrears. Its windows were tall and many-paned and lit from within by steady electric light. Over the great double doors, cut deep into the lintel in letters as high as a man's hand, ran a line of text that Elara could read even from the roof.

SOMEONE HAS TO BE PAID OUT SO THE REST CAN LIVE.

"Charming," she said.

"That's the new one," said Ansel. "Wait till you see inside."

* * *
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THEY WENT IN AT ELEVEN by the coal door with papers that said they were night auditors from the Spire, sent down to check the quarter's figures. The porter at the coal door was asleep. Ansel's papers were never even unfolded.

Inside, the building smelled of floor wax and ink and something dry and powdery that caught at the back of Elara's throat. She realized after a moment that it was paper, more paper than she had ever smelled in one place. They climbed a servants' stair in the dark. Finnian went first, then Elara, then Ansel, with Dace at the back whistling under his breath until Finnian turned and looked at him.

Third floor. A corridor. The runner, in the light of Ansel's shaded lantern, was green.

The Ledger Room was not a room. It was a hall, long and high, with a gallery running around it at the level of the second floor and iron ladders on rails, and it was full from floor to ceiling with ledgers. Thousands of them, bound in black cloth with brass corners, standing shoulder to shoulder on shelves that went back into the dark further than the lantern would reach. On the spine of each was stamped a street name and a year. Down the center of the hall ran a long table, and on the table, open, was a single ledger larger than the rest, with a brass lamp beside it.

"That's the live one," Ansel whispered. "That's this quarter. The clerks copy into it every evening from the collection sheets. Everything else is the archive."

"How far back?" asked Elara.

"Far," said Ansel, and didn't elaborate.

They had come for the live ledger's index: the pages that listed every household in arrears in the city, by street, so that Liora could know who would be called next and warn them, or hide them, or recruit them. Finnian set to work with a razor, slitting the binding thread with tiny, careful strokes while Ansel held the lantern. Dace went to the door to listen for gout. Elara, who had nothing to do, looked at the open page.

It was Little Pellam.

She knew it was foolish. She ran her finger down the column of names anyway, past Ashby and Corran and Lusk, and found Marl, Hesper. Beside it, in a fine clerk's hand, a series of entries, each in its own box.

Arrears 4 qtr. Payment: 1/5 coin.

Payment in kind: L hand, at wrist. Credited 1 qtr.

Balance: 2 qtr + interest. Transferred: processing.

And under that, in a different hand, newer ink:

Dependent: Marl, Nell, age 13. Whereabouts unk. Balance transfers on location.

Elara read it twice. Then she found she had put her hand flat on the page, over the girl's name, as if that would hide her.

"Don't," said Finnian, without looking up from the binding. "They'll see the smudge."

She took her hand away. There was a faint damp print on the paper. She stared at it.

"Look at this, though," she said, because she couldn't look at the print anymore. "What's this column?"

On the right-hand edge of every page, separate from the names, ran a narrow column ruled in red. It had no heading. Each row of it held a date and a figure: 14th, .31. 15th, .28. 16th, .40. And the handwriting was not the clerk's hand. It was different. Smaller, slanting, extraordinarily neat, each figure formed as carefully as if it were being engraved.

Ansel leaned over. "Rainfall," he said.

"Rainfall?"

"Inches. Every night. I asked about it my first week. The chief clerk told me to never touch that column, ever, on any page, and that it came down from the Spire already filled in." He shrugged, but his shoulders were stiff. "Nobody downstairs writes it. Nobody downstairs knows why it's there. It's just there. It's been there in every ledger I ever saw."

Elara turned a page. Canal Row. The same red column, the same small, careful hand. 14th, .31. 15th, .28. She turned another. The same.

"Why would a tax ledger track the rain?"

"Same reason they track teeth," said Dace from the door, cheerfully. "Because they can."

But Finnian had stopped cutting. He was looking at the red column too, and his face had gone very still in a way she had not seen before, the way the faces in the street went still between steps.

"Finnian?"

"Nothing," he said, and went back to the binding.

* * *
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IT TOOK FORTY MINUTES to free the index pages without tearing them. Elara spent most of that time walking the shelves with a second lantern, because she couldn't stand still. The archive went back and back. The spines changed as she went: black cloth gave way to brown leather, and the brass corners to iron, and the street names changed too, so that she was reading streets she had never heard of, Tanner's Gate, Old Pellam, the Lisle Steps. The years went down and down. Two hundred years. Three.

She lifted out a ledger at random from very deep in the dark, so old its leather had gone crumbly as dry bread. She opened it. It was handwritten in a cramped, archaic script with long tails on every letter, and the names were strange, and the payments were the same. L hand. Upper right 2. Ear. Eye. And on the right-hand edge of every page, a narrow column ruled in faded red. A date. A figure.

The handwriting in that column was not the small slanting hand. It was a different hand, rounder, older. But it was just as careful.

She put it back, very gently, and found her hand was shaking a little, and did not know why.

On her way back toward the light she passed under the gallery, and above the far door of the hall, the door they had not come in by, she saw a row of stone plaques set into the plaster. Civic things. She held up the lantern out of habit, the way you read the names on a war memorial while you wait for a tram.

The Great Works of the Lower Canal, Opened by Valtheron. In Thanks for the Harvest of the Wet Year. The Weighing Rooms Restored at Public Expense. Seven or eight of them, in different stone and different lettering, the oldest crumbling, the newest clean white marble. One of the middle ones she read twice without knowing why: Somebody must be paid out, that the Rest may Live. It sounded like a thing her father would have said about the tithe. It sounded like a thing everybody's father said.

"Ansel," she said, not loudly. "How long has Valtheron ruled?"

"Thirty years, this one," he said, holding the lantern for Finnian. "It's a title. Didn't they teach you in Hollin? Whoever holds the Seat is Valtheron." He shrugged at the wall. "They like their plaques."

She was turning away when the lantern caught the oldest one again, low down at the end of the row, where the plaster had fallen away from around it and showed rougher stone behind. It was not like the others. It had no name on it and no year. It was a carving, worn nearly smooth by hands, of a large hand pressing its thumb into a small standing figure, the way you press a thumb into wet clay to make a face. Under the hand, in letters so old they hardly looked like letters, there were a few words.

"What does it say?"

Ansel squinted. "Old Gearish. My gran could read it, a bit." He traced it with a finger in the air without touching. "The hand went away," he said slowly. "The hand went away and the... account, I think, or the debt... stayed open." He frowned. "Something like that. Kitchen tale. She used to say it when the bread didn't rise. The hand's gone away, nothing'll set."

Elara looked at the worn thumb on the worn stone for a moment longer. Then Finnian called, and she went.

"Done," said Finnian behind her. "Let's go."

* * *
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THE GOUT CAME AT A quarter past twelve, which was wrong.

They heard it at the end of the green corridor as they came out of the Ledger Room: a heavy step, and a light dragging one, and a heavy step. Dace swore under his breath. Ansel had the pages folded against his chest under his coat. Finnian looked at the stair door, forty feet down the hall past the approaching footsteps, and then at the other way, into the dark of the west wing, where the runner would be red.

"Drains," said Ansel. "There's a drain shaft in the washroom on the west side. It goes down to the street. I used to smoke in it." He was already moving. "It's narrow."

"How narrow?"

"Narrow," said Ansel.

They ran. They ran on the balls of their feet down the red runner with their breath held, in jerks and pauses, stopping dead whenever the floor creaked, and behind them the gout went heavy-light, heavy-light, and stopped. A door opened. The Ledger Room door. There was a silence of perhaps three seconds.

Then a whistle, very loud and very close, and every electric light in the building came on at once.

The washroom was white tile and brass taps. In the far wall, at the height of a man's chest, was an iron grate. Ansel yanked it out of its frame and it came with a shriek of rust. Behind it was a black square hole, barely wider than Elara's shoulders, with a rusted ladder going down into the dark. Wind came up it, smelling of rain and gutters.

"Elara," said Finnian. "You first. You're smallest."

She didn't argue. She went in headfirst and turned in the shaft, scraping skin from her shoulders on the iron, and found the rungs with her feet. Finnian came after her, then Dace, swearing all the way. The shaft was so tight that she could feel the clay of her back flattening against the brick. Her hips stuck once and she pushed and felt them give and reshape and slide through, and a little of her stayed on the edge of the brickwork, a smear she would never get back. Above her she heard Finnian grunting. Above him, Dace. Above him...

"Ansel," Dace hissed up the shaft. "Ansel, come on."

"The pages," said Ansel's voice, from the washroom. He was at the mouth of the shaft; Elara could see his silhouette against the white light, his hands at his coat. "I can't fit with them flat. I'll have to fold them."

"Then fold them."

"They'll crease. The index will be..."

"Ansel!"

The washroom door slammed open. Elara heard boots on tile, lots of them. She heard a voice say, almost pleasantly, There.

"Go," said Ansel. "Go on, go." And his hands came down into the shaft, holding the folded pages, and dropped them, and they fluttered down past Dace and past Finnian and hit Elara on the head and she caught them against her chest.

Then Ansel's silhouette jerked backward out of the light.

"Go!" said Finnian, under her. "Go, Elara, down, down!"

She climbed down. The rungs were cold and wet and slick with something, and the pages were crushed against her chest under her arm, and above her she heard what they did to Ansel in the washroom.

At first it was voices. A question. Ansel's answer, high and fast, and then the sound of something hitting tile. Then Ansel screamed.

It was not like Bell Plaza. That had been silent. This went on. It was a long tearing scream that echoed down the brick throat of the shaft, and under it was another sound, a wet rhythmic sound she did not understand and then did, the sound of hands working at clay, kneading, pressing, as a baker works dough. The scream rose and broke and rose again, and Elara climbed down through it, rung by rung, with her teeth clenched so hard her jaw ached, and beneath her the shaft opened out into the cold air of the drain.

The scream stopped.

It did not fade. It did not trail off. It stopped very suddenly, in the middle, as if a hand had been pressed flat over a mouth, and then pressed harder, and then pressed until there was no mouth there at all.

She dropped the last six feet into ankle-deep water and stood there in the dark holding the pages, and Finnian dropped beside her, and Dace beside him, and none of them said anything. Above them the shaft was quiet. Then, very faintly, something like a man's voice saying, Clean that up, and the sound of water running from a brass tap.

* * *
[image: ]


THEY CAME OUT OF THE drain three streets away, in an alley behind a slaughterhouse, at a little after one in the morning. It was raining. The rain was soft and steady and fell on them like a blessing, and Elara stood in it with her face turned up and let it run into the scrapes on her shoulders and the smear on her hip, and felt herself soften and close and heal a little, and hated it, because Ansel would not feel it.

Dace was sitting on the ground with his back to the wall, his crooked nose in his hands.

"I joked about the teeth," he said. "On the roof. I was joking about the teeth."

Nobody answered him.

Finnian took the pages out of Elara's arms. They were damp, and creased in four, and the creases ran across the street names and through the columns. He smoothed them on his knee with his palm, the way he smoothed a cut. In the dim light from a slaughterhouse window Elara could see the narrow red column running down the right-hand edge of the top page. 14th, .31. 15th, .28. 16th, .40.

The rain fell on it and the red ink began, very slowly, to run.

"Finnian," she said. "The rain column. You knew something."

He folded the pages along the creases Ansel had made and put them inside his coat.

"I know there's a man in the Spire who writes down the rain," he said. "Every night. In his own hand. I know he's done it for thirty years." He looked up at the sky, at the soft endless drizzle coming down out of the dark. "And I know that before him, somebody else did."

"Why?"

"I don't know," he said. "Honestly. I don't." He looked at her then, and she saw that he was frightened, and that it was not the enforcers he was frightened of. "Come on. Liora will want to meet the girl who held the pages."

They walked. Behind them, Dace got up and followed in his broken rhythm, three steps and a pause, three steps and a pause, as if somewhere above the rain someone were still counting.
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