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            AUTHOR’S NOTE ON THE SPIRE CITY OMNIBUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten years ago, I serialized and released the episodes that make up Spire City, Season One: Infected. I won’t repeat that whole history, but you can follow some of it below, in earlier intros, on old blog posts, and on my website—all about how I’d imagined the series, how I’d decided to structure it, how the episodes had run earlier with a publisher that closed down. What I’m thinking about now is what to do with older stories. Do they still matter a decade (or eventually many decades) later?

      Some stories probably don’t. But many stories continue to resonate for years.

      Sometimes that resonance is unfortunate...

      Five years ago, I had a conundrum. I’d published a story about a deadly and terrible infection. It was right there in the title of season one: “Infected.” And here we were, all around the world, dealing with a deadly infection. It was a scary time. The infection in the story wasn’t like Covid-19—it was a bio-engineered serum created to target specific people, not a variant of a natural occurring family of viruses. But still...should I promote the story? Capitalize on people’s fears? Pretend I’d never written it?

      An enterprising (and tone-deaf?) writer might have taken that as a perfect opening. Infections and diseases, come and read all about ’em! Step right up, don’t be shy!

      That wasn’t me. Mostly, I downplayed the infection angle. I didn’t hide from that part of the story, but bringing it up in the context of the global pandemic felt cheap.

      And here we are now, another five years later. Whatever you think of the state of the pandemic and its continued effects on our world, it is (and infections in general are) definitely not as big a focus of our collective attention.

      So...awesome, I can focus again, simply, on this story—a story of a ragtag group of social outcasts, set against the rich and powerful. About the capital class bearing down on their own workers and on the immigrants who have come seeking jobs. About a wealthy mad-scientist-slash-society-figure who’s convinced the powers that be to commit terrible actions against the poor and powerless. All for the illusory benefit of the monied class.

      Oh.

      Resonance?

      Some things play through history over and over, with their own expressions in any given time. History resonates and it rhymes. Even the stories of imaginary worlds brush up against our own—in fact, if a writer is doing their job, then it’s our own world they’re really writing about, no matter how beetle-inflected-weird the story seems.

      I often reference Ursula K. LeGuin’s comment that a science fiction writer doesn’t predict the future, except by accident. All a writer can tell about is the world here and now, the world as they experience it. The same applies to all writers, not only SF. We write about the world, today, no matter how futuristic, anachronistic, historic, or simply sideways our stories take us.

      And as readers, we experience the same, entering into the world as another sees it, experiencing their thoughts and imaginations, creating in the process of reading our own take on those same events.

      So, that brings me back to my opening question. Do stories last? What makes a story matter? Some stories are so embedded in the specific time period of their writing that it becomes harder to enter into the storytelling at a later point. But with most stories, if we writers have done our job, then the themes and undercurrents continue to resonate and they will still matter long after the original now has become the past.

      I hope these Spire City stories continue to have that effect. Here I present for you all three of the original seasons, the story of Chels and her struggles against the mad science and cruelties of her world. This omnibus also includes the new opening to the series, Episode 0, “On the Streets.” I hope you will enjoy them and continue to find meaning and resonance in them.

      These stories will always stand with those who have less power and against the cruelties of the blithely wealthy. They will always stand for the humanity of every person—no matter how they might seem to change or lose their former selves—as long as they extend the same acknowledgment of others’ shared humanity. And I refuse to downplay how important that is for our world and our lives.

      May we all do the same.

      

      --Daniel Ausema, May 2025
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            SEASON ONE PREFACE, AUGUST 2015

          

        

      

    

    
      What you have before you is a collection of a story that was originally serialized. Each episode was sent to subscribers and made available in online bookstores, with a new episode every week from May-July, 2015.

      Why serialized? And how did that come about?

      Some stories begin with a core idea. That image comes, by whatever means, and the story accretes around it organically. Spire City has at its heart a group of out-of-luck people, fighting against those in power in their city. A cruel, human-made disease gives them each a slow-to-culminate death sentence, while the powerful use that infection to further their own interests. In this case, though, that central image came just as organically, but much later in the process.

      The story actually begins with a deeply disappointing near-miss.

      Some eight or nine years ago I submitted a science fiction novel to Aio, a small press publisher that had begun making a name for itself with its beautifully designed print books. Seriously, their books were little works of art, and every time I opened my copy of one of Zoran Zivkovic's titles or The Steam Magnate by Dana Copithorne, I loved the feel of the pages, the weight of the book in my hands. I would carry them around just because they felt like books I wanted to be seen holding.

      The publisher loved the novel I sent and wrote back how as she opened each file (on the CD-ROM I'd sent!) for a new chapter, she felt like she was getting a new installment of an old Victorian serial. She even suggested that they might expand into e-publishing and serially publish it as part of that push. This was early days, when the first-generation Kindles were generating some buzz as they neared their release and e-publishing still had a whiff of not being quite as serious. Still, with Aio's design mastery, my first hesitations disappeared. Maybe this was something that could work. Aio was small but respected, and its books were talked about a lot in the online circles I was eager to join. So it would have been a great step forward for my career.

      Unfortunately over the following months, before we were able to decide on the best approach or finalize any contracts, the publisher ran into financial difficulties and ended up folding.

      I was left, though, with a bug in my ear. A serialized novel. Rather than simply breaking that SF novel (or any other I'd already written) into chapters, what if I wrote something to deliberately take advantage of serialization, something that was meant to be read in discrete segments? With the general reputation of e-publishing at the time, I didn't know how I would make such a thing work, without a respected publisher behind it, but I knew I wanted to give it a shot and see what developed.

      A few months later, my daughter was born. Suddenly all the habits I'd learned for squeezing writing into my time of caring for my firstborn had to change. Two children required a different approach. Often when I've been faced with a change like that, I make a deliberate change in my writing, tackling something distinctly different from whatever I've been in the habit of doing. So I figured that was a perfect time to try writing a serial.

      What was the story, though? My thoughts went back to the Victorian comparison. Charles Dickens. Orphans. Factories. The logical chain of thought ended at steampunk. A steampunk story, taking some of Dickens' themes and ideas, of the tensions between factory owners and workers, between city folk and the country folk who immigrated to work in the new factories, of the vast changes in social structure and society. That was a rich vein of storytelling gold.

      Some steampunk takes great delight in a sort of heightened, faux-Dickensian way of speech. That can be a lot of fun for the right story. After some thought, though, I decided that I didn't want to mimic Victorian-era writing styles. It didn't feel right for the story that was starting to take shape. Rather it called for a contemporary sense of language and structure.

      Not too long before, I'd written a steampunk story with a very Kafkaesque sense of transformation and bewildering bureaucracy. (Spire Singers, which as I’m writing this will shortly be released as a stand-alone novelette.) It had Victorian carriages pulled by giant beetles. It had singers cruelly chained to the city's ubiquitous spires. It had an atmosphere that was touched by both a sense of wonder and a sense of disquiet. The city in that story proved the perfect setting for the story that was growing in my mind.

      Soon, between the spires of that novelette and the themes of Dickens' books and the wish to make it read in a more contemporary narrative style, I arrived at the core story. Chels, a second-generation immigrant, infected by a disease that turns her slowly but irrevocably into a beetle. The Weave, a place for the Dickensian group of orphans and outcasts to live. Orgood, an inventor celebrated by the city's elite, who has created the truly heinous disease that is spreading throughout the city's poor.

      Instead of chapters, I wrote episodes. Instead of scene breaks, I stuck in ad breaks, where the column of an old-time magazine or newspaper would be broken to give room to an ad for some local clockwork shop or company of chimney sweeps. (I even designed the in-world ads, deliberately making them look like they would fit in a cheap broadsheet, with Victorian-looking clip-art slapped together with grunge fonts.) Instead of a trilogy of books, I called them seasons one, two, and three.

      From that core story, the discrete episodes of Spire City grew into longer arcs that spanned across the entire season, and on into the later seasons as well. In the meantime, e-publishing emerged from its suspicious past, and was the clear way to release the episodes. We removed the ads (though some pop up now and then on my blog), but kept the spirit of a Victorian newspaper alive.

      Most importantly, the heart of the story continues to unite the various episodes into one whole, a whole that began with a deep disappointment.

      If you would like to know more about the series as a whole and how to subscribe to subsequent seasons, come visit my blog at https://danielausema.com. And feel free to contact me with any questions you have.
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            SEASON TWO PREFACE, JANUARY, 2016

          

        

      

    

    
      When Season One: Infected was released, I took a moment to tell the story of how it came about. Now I wish to dig a bit deeper—briefly—into what it’s all about.

      When I talk to some people, the word steampunk conjures images of comedies of error and high society members speaking loftily of their exploits and adventures, the latest in airships and steam-cars and gossip. Or as another writer friend put it more succinctly, steampunk has a high level of camp and silliness. Nothing wrong with that, but it's certainly far from encompassing the full breadth of the genre, and it doesn’t really fit Spire City’s underlying ethos.

      Several years ago, on a guest blog on Jeff VanderMeer's blog, Catherynne Valente had a post about steampunk, urging writers not to forget the punk part of the name. Punk, for her at least, meant a focus on those outside of power and a distinct distrust of authority.

      I'm a generation too young to have any real identification with punk music, and I wasn't into alternative music, its successor in many ways, when I was in high school, but her post definitely resonated with me. At the time, I was already deep into the first draft of Spire City, and I saw that her points matched with what I was writing. As its tagline prominently proclaims, Spire City focuses on a group of outcasts who have been infected by a mad scientist's serum. But is he truly mad? To most of the city, and especially those in charge, that scientist isn't seen as mad in the least, but a prominent member of society. So their story, by definition, must focus on the characters' position outside of power.

      When I think about it, this focus extends to other things I've written, as well. There was a time when what I wrote fit more clearly in the high fantasy category. Always on the margins of that, but more that than anything else. My focus was never on kings and queens, though, not on famous generals or powerful wizards or great knights. I wrote about commoners. Commoners who found themselves embroiled in the events of the realm, no doubt, who might come into some measure of power, but it's always from an outsider perspective.

      It feels, without trying to be melodramatic, like a valuable perspective, especially when so much of the online conversations I've had and observed for the past year and more center on the same issues of power and privilege and the sense of injustice and anger when those with power abuse it. How do we address those issues? Do we simply ignore them? Try to didactically force a specific view on readers? Or are there ways to begin with people in a similar situation but then let the story develop organically from there?

      Steampunk, to me, always at least has a foot in the underside of society, not for didactic purposes but simply because it feels honest to be aware of that. The soot-chugging factories no less than the gleaming brass boilers, the street urchins no less than the dashing sky pirates. And all the real-world tensions of privileged elites and overworked classes, often immigrant or colonized or both.

      I absolutely despise any attempts to make grand statements of “this is steampunk and that isn't” or anything of the sort. Often the best stories are found just beyond the edges of any sort of definitive border people try to create (around steampunk, around fantasy, around SF). This is not a manifesto calling everyone to write the same as I do. I do, though, believe strongly in the power of stories to help us see the world around us better. So whether I'm writing steampunk or something else entirely, it's where I stake my place. Maybe others will come and pitch their literary tents nearby.

      And I hope, as readers, that you find Spire City engages as much as it entertains, that you find yourself propelled along by the characters and their stories but also made to feel and see the city as they see it.

      (An earlier version of this note originally appeared as a guest-blog post on Alex Acks’s blog)
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            SEASON THREE PREFACE, JUNE 2016

          

        

      

    

    
      What more is there to say at this point, except “Thank you”? The publication of the Spire City series has led me to meet so many readers and fellow writers. So thank you to my amazing editor, Damien Walters Grintalis. To Kelly Shorten for the cover art, which is far more than just a single cover (or even three covers). To Lydia and Isaia of Worlds Beyond Art for their associated art works, including the cover art for the novelette The Spire Singers. To Celina Summers for wanting to publish the series in the first place.

      And a huge thanks to the fellow writers who gave me their feedback and encouragement, to Suzanne, Dee, Jens, Lauren, Lindsey, Matt, Bill, and others I know only by their online handles. That only touches the surface of those who directly offered their critiques—thanks in general to the Dragon’s Den and its members, fantasy-writers.org and its members, and SFFworld and its members, as well as the many other people I’ve met here and there who have also given their support.

      The biggest thanks of all go to my family, to my wife for supporting my odd writerly habits, and to my children who formed (and continue to form) the backdrop of all my writing time.

      And finally, of course, thanks to you, to all the readers of the Spire City series—to the three seasons and the assorted side stories that have come out and will continue to. Your time is a precious gift, and I’m honored that these stories have entertained and engaged so many. Thank you, and stay all the best kinds of weird.
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            SPIRE CITY, THE EPISODES
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            EPISODE 0, ON THE STREETS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cheliriana slunk through the alley while a biting sleet fell. Maybe that’s what being twelve meant, being cold all the time. Slashed at by the weather. Slashed at by the words of strangers.

      It’s what being twelve and an orphan in Spire City was, anyway. There was an awning over one of the doorways in the alley. And no sign anyone had gone in or out the door for months, which was key. She’d been sleeping beneath the awning for the past ten nights or so, and it was better than the places she’d found before that.

      Now someone was standing right in front of the awning.

      She couldn’t stop the moan that escaped her lips. Now where would she go to get out of the sleet?

      Before turning away to search other alleys, she paused. Was it the owner of the door? Someone who just happened to be passing and taking a moment beneath its shelter? Another homeless person staking his claim to the bit of dry space?

      The song of a spire singer rose and fell from high above while Cheliriana debated. There was someone else who didn’t have much shelter from the sleet. The singers, chained to the roofs, had to be out there on their perches no matter the weather.

      The person in her place was staring farther ahead along the alley, watching for something. He didn’t look like a grown-up. What would her mom have told her to do? To be confident, stand up for herself.

      Well, she wasn’t confident, not since her mother had died. But if she wanted to be dry, she might have to pretend.

      She marched up toward the doorway. The person there was just a boy. Her own age, probably, his clothes ragged.

      “Get out of the way, urchin.” It was a word people used against her when she was begging. She tried to mimic the way people said it, the anger, the blank superiority.

      The boy jumped and looked at her, his eyes wide. Cheliriana cringed back. He would mock her age, her immigrant features and hair—a memory and gift from her mother, even though Cheliriana was born here in Spire City—the way she clearly didn’t know anything.

      But he didn’t. He just shook his head, glanced at her own ragged clothes, and said, “No problem, Tatter Girl. I was just waiting.”

      He swept his arm as if to let her pass him by, but then he stiffened. Looking again along the alley, he shielded his eyes and then gave an owl’s hooting cry. What kind of owl would be out in this kind of weather?

      An owl answered him, twice. The boy craned forward, gave a satisfied nod to himself, and then said, “See you later, Tatter Girl.” And with a wink—just barely visible in the murk—he dashed off, leaving the dry space beneath the canopy to Cheliriana.

      She curled up in the shelter of the canopy and shivered to warm herself up. A blanket would be nice. She used to have one, but she’d left it behind once, and someone stole it. Now she wore enough clothes to serve as blankets, but every layer was wet. She shook the water off as well as she could, did her best to ignore her hunger.

      It hadn’t been a good morning of begging. A few hours to rest and warm up, and she could go back out around evening. Maybe the sleet would be gone. Maybe the people would be more generous. Though if she was going to imagine things, might as well say maybe the beetles would carry her away to someplace warmer. Maybe a rich factory owner would adopt her as his own child.

      Maybe her mother would come back alive.

      She cried herself to a fitful sleep.

      Her hunger woke her a few hours later. The sleet had ended, leaving behind a thick fog and a chill in the air. Cheliriana stretched and walked sleepily from the alley.

      A carriage driving too fast forced her to the edge of the street. The matched pair of beetles skittered along the cobbles, pulling the carriage quickly toward the harbor. At least there were more people out now, people who might take pity on her. This intersection wasn’t a good place to beg, though. She’d learned enough in these past few months to seek out a place where more people would be milling about on foot.

      The singer overhead had a raspy voice. From the weather? Did spire singers catch cold like other people did? Her mother had once been close friends with a spire singer named Derran. She’d never known him to get sick, but he probably did. She headed toward the next singer, an older woman with a bright, strident voice. The beetles below her spire moved smoothly.

      A short way past that singer, Cheliriana reached a plaza where there were a good number of pedestrians. Some kind of church or something was there. Her mother had never taken her to a church—the religion here was different from whatever she’d known back home in Nesh—but sometimes outside them was a good place to beg for some food. Not all of them. Some priests chased away beggars. But this one would do.

      She took up a place along one wall, pulled her clothes as tightly around her as she could, and held out a tin cup.

      She hated this. Begging, living on the street. Why did it have to be like this? Her mother had been able to keep them in a flat with her sewing. She wished she’d learned to sew as well as her mother. Was twelve too young to earn money sewing?

      Whether it was too young or not, she knew she wasn’t good enough. She’d tried at first, after her mother died. Her fingers cramped, and her stitches went sideways.

      What about that boy she’d seen in the street? He didn’t look like he had a fancy home anywhere, but he hadn’t been begging, either.

      Probably some criminal. On the lookout for a crime boss while he robbed some fancy people driving past.

      Sometimes that didn’t sound so awful, joining one of the city’s gangs of street thugs. At least there’d be other people to share a place with. Instead of just herself. Instead of just begging.

      Someone threw a coin into her cup, and she mumbled her thanks. The person didn’t stop to see her or to hear her words. Another coin joined the first some spire song or so later. The fog turned into an icy drizzle, and no more passersby were out in the plaza.

      Such a little amount. Maybe she could buy a crust of bread. Unless she could get some for free. Then she could save the money for a treat. Someday.

      She made her way toward a restaurant that might have some extra bread that would otherwise be discarded. A solitary beetle pulling a small cart paced her, a short way ahead. It suddenly veered to the other side of the street. She peered at the place where it had been. Was there something in the street that she should avoid too?

      While she was staring at the drizzle-slick cobbles, a clump of people came running out of the murk, into the gas-lit circle just in front of Cheliriana. She jumped back, but it was too late to avoid them. They ran right into her, knocked her down. The cold cobbles left a smear of icy mud on her cheek when she sat up.

      Another group of runners came into view, more disciplined, carrying steam pistols. Coppers. She huddled in place. One of them would stop and check on her, no doubt. She got ready to say she was fine, that she hadn’t been hurt, that she didn’t need their help.

      They ran past without a glance at her.

      Only after they were gone did she remember the beetle and its cart. It had known there were people coming just then, had swerved to avoid something that Cheliriana had been too slow to see. The whirl of events had happened so fast that the cart was still in view, still just making its way back to the correct side of the street.

      Maybe what she needed was antennae like the beetle so she could know when something like that was headed her way. Then she could get out of the way, too.

      She pushed herself to her feet, halfheartedly swiped at the slush all over her outer clothing, and continued on her way to find food.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      An old client of her mom’s had come back to the city. Cheliriana didn’t get news in any normal or predictable way, but sometimes she stumbled across things that she remembered. In this case the rumor of a rumor of some art patroness person came to her, and she was sure the woman had been her mother’s client. And friend too? No, people like that weren’t friends with their seamstress, but someone she’d known well enough from up north in Nesh, someone who would recognize her mother’s name.

      Someone who might have pity on the seamstress’s orphaned daughter.

      The woman was to host a gallery opening on the other side of the river this evening. Cheliriana hated going near the river.

      There was a place near one bridge where beggars liked to set themselves up. The people crossing the bridge were often generous, and if the weather turned bad, the bridge itself offered an escape from the worst of it. But there was something wrong about the people begging there, something she could never quite figure out.

      They were a mix of peoples, just like the rest of the city. Many looked like the dominant Spire City-born people, brown faces and hair, facial hair for the men. But plenty had the lighter, olive skin of Cheliriana’s Neshini mother, tightly curled, darker hair like her own. And others looked like they might come from other cities entirely, with reddish hair or darker shades of skin, clothes and styles from many climes and distant places.

      So it wasn’t the people in general. It was something about the specific them, especially about the ones who fled first beneath the bridges when cops came or other possible threats. They seemed afraid much of the time. Suspicious of her when she tried to get in on the begging.

      She passed them by to cross the bridge, hurrying and not looking anyone in the eye.

      The north side of the river looked much the same as the south here. Tenements squeezed together and then, abruptly, a sprawling factory. It felt like the streets breathed easy, only to be squeezed again the next block.

      She moved on past factories and tenements to reach the place where her mom’s former clients would be.

      Steam cars and beetle carriages rattled past as Cheliriana walked. She went from one singer to the next beneath their spires, looking for the right street to turn on. After a dozen blocks, the houses relaxed into a wider, shorter shape. Not super fancy like the manors up on the bluff, but much nicer than where she used to live with her mom. She headed toward the harbor.

      Cheliriana didn’t know much about the Lady Guelliard. She’d been fabulously wealthy once, and had hired Cheliriana’s mother to sew some fancy dresses. Only, by the time her mother was done, the lady had lost a lot of her money. Or something like that. But she’d ended up bringing Cheliriana’s mother to Spire City, paying for her passage since she couldn’t pay the full price for the dress.

      Had she been Neshini too? Cheliriana struggled to remember, but she didn’t think so. Lady Guelliard had probably gone to Nesh from here. Maybe her father was a rich factory owner or she was supposed to marry an ambassador who was sent there.

      Or something like that. She’d probably forgotten most of the story. But the lady was wealthy again and back in Spire City after traveling somewhere else. So maybe she could help Cheliriana. Surely she would.

      “Hey, it’s Tatter Girl.”

      Cheliriana whipped around and saw the boy from before disappearing down a side alley. He waved at her. She pulled up the collar of her outer clothes—or edge, anyway, as it scarcely deserved to be called a collar—and hurried on her way.

      A few blocks before the harbor, she stopped and looked around. The seabirds were loud here, amidst the sounds of ships being unloaded. But a murmur of a crowd to the side added a very different noise. She made her way toward it.

      Many well-dressed people were wandering around in front of an art gallery, bathed in the gas lamps’ light. Which one was the Lady Guelliard? Cheliriana bit her lip and watched.

      She wasn’t the only one not well dressed. Lurking along the edges of the street were other beggars. Something about them reminded Cheliriana of the strange people beside the river. One of them stared hard toward her, and there was something almost animal-like in the man’s eyes. An intensity, a feral strangeness. She avoided them as she studied the fancy people in the well-lit portion of the street in front of the gallery.

      The one near the front, that must be the lady. She looked to be the right age, about the same age Cheliriana’s mother had been. And everyone was coming up to her, speaking with her. That fit with her being in charge of the new gallery.

      Cheliriana took a deep breath and headed toward the gas-lit circle that surrounded the fancy crowd.

      Just then, she overheard someone’s voice. “You sent for us, ma’am? Need our help?”

      Lady Guellliard nodded and said something Cheliriana couldn’t hear. Her gestures were clear enough, as she pointed toward the edges of the street and the people in shadow there. A squad of coppers emerged from beside the lady and advanced toward the other beggars.

      Not toward Cheliriana, though.

      While that was happening on the other side of the gallery, Chels steeled herself and advanced toward the lady.

      “Hey, beggar girl, get out of here.”

      She ignored the voice.

      “This place isn’t for you.” Another voice, and this time the person stood right in her way. “Stupid street urchin.”

      She hated being called a street urchin. She snarled at the person and ducked past.

      “Hey! Stop her! Cops!”

      More people blocked her path. This time she kept the anger inside and tried to remember how her mother had taught her to treat adults—polite and innocent. Could she still pull that off?

      “Please.” She made her voice as sweet as she could and opened her eyes wide. “Lady Guelliard. I just want to speak to her.”

      “Ah, get her out of here.”

      “She stinks. Someone should do something about all the beggars in this city.”

      “Someone is, I hear.”

      Cheliriana didn’t dare meet anyone’s eyes. “Please. Lady Guelliard. She knew my mother.” Someone grabbed her shoulder and forced her back.

      “Let the child speak,” a woman said.

      The hand on her relaxed but didn’t let go.

      “Lady Guelliard?” She glanced up and saw a different woman, not the one she’d guessed was the lady. This one looked younger but just as fancily dressed. “Please, my mother was Nalariana. You knew her?”

      A flash of some emotion Cheliriana couldn’t identify passed over the woman’s face. Fear? Shame? But also… curiosity?

      “Nalra? Are you Nalra’s daughter?”

      Cheliriana nodded. It was the first time she’d heard someone say her mother’s name in so long—even if it was the Spire City version of her name—she couldn’t speak.

      “Please, give my regards to your mother. She is…” The lady frowned, took in Cheliriana’s rough and ragged clothing. “She was a wonderful seamstress.”

      As if that were all there was to it, the Lady Guelliard dropped a coin into Cheliriana’s hand and moved on to her well dressed peers. The hands on Cheliriana’s shoulders propelled her away from the building.

      Before she could find her voice to say anything else, she was among the other beggars, being harassed and herded by the cops away from that place. One of the women looked out from an oversized hood at her and…cooed. There was no other word for the odd pigeon-like sound the woman made, and when Cheliriana looked more closely, she noticed how the light bounced off the woman’s face within her hood. Only it wasn’t a face. Or not a nose and a mouth, at least. It was a beak, half formed out of human features but still clearly hardening into a bird’s mouth.

      Cheliriana screamed. Cutting herself off to save her breath, she fled, as far from that group of misfit beggars as she could get. She didn’t stop running until she was back on her own, familiar side of the river.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      Many of her mother’s people lived in a specific neighborhood on the other side of the river, the Allepo. Her mother had deliberately avoided the place, and Cheliriana never understood exactly why. They’d lived in other parts of the city, mixing with the rest of the people that made up the place. Including other Neshini—it wasn’t as if Nalariana had avoided others from her homeland entirely—but for some reason, she hadn’t wanted to live in the place where so many of the other immigrants settled.

      Cheliriana went there now. What would she find? Nervousness made her body feel distant.

      She noticed the smells first. Garlic and cooking oils, a hint of other spices that weren’t common in Spire City.

      But had been common to her mother’s cooking, when she had the chance to cook.

      Cheliriana had to stop and wipe her eyes. She couldn’t let them see her crying.

      The other thing that stood out as she went across the unmarked line around the neighborhood was the sudden presence of children. Neshini children played in the street and along the sidewalks. They laughed and ran together. Oh, she wished she could have grown up with that, instead of always feeling alone in the tenement, waiting for her mother to come home from the sweatshop.

      She could hardly make herself move forward.

      There was a group of girls about her age sitting on one of the porches. Cheliriana approached them shyly. Would they welcome her? Or was there some secret code about how to talk to them?

      At the last moment, she turned aside and kept walking. They didn’t say anything to her or seem to even notice.

      An older woman sat on another porch a block farther down the street. Cheliriana slowed down. The woman wore colorful clothes in a style that wasn’t typical in Spire City. Neshini style, she supposed. If only her mother had taught her more about that kind of thing. She certainly would have known.

      “I… hello, tatcha.” Cheliriana’s voice sounded as weak and uncertain as she felt.

      The woman frowned briefly and then spoke in a rapid voice. In Neshini, of course. Cheliriana had used the honorific right—at least she was pretty sure she had—but otherwise she’d spoken in Spire City’s Mernan instead of Neshini. She understood only one word out of five at best. Even the words she did recognize didn’t sound like her mother used to say them. Probably some other dialect.

      Cheliriana dipped her head and said again, “Tatcha.” Then stumbling with the words, she said, “Grandmother, thank you. I am only passing through.”

      She hid her eyes without looking to see if she’d pronounced the words right. Before she’d left, though, she felt a hand on her shoulder. She lifted her eyes. The old woman stood beside her and was pushing a small roll of some kind at her. It smelled glorious, like warm bread but also Neshini spices and warm kitchens, even though the roll itself wasn’t warm. It had probably been baked several days ago, but that didn’t change the memory she had when she smelled it. How long had it been since she was in a warm kitchen?

      The top of the roll had flecks of roasted cheese on it. A cheap kind of cheese that Cheliriana knew was local, not something from Old Nesh. It made her sad, because it seemed like it told the story of her mother’s people in this strange city. Separate and poor, generous and yet wary of strangers. This was probably as much as the old woman could afford to offer, but it was a heartfelt gift as well.

      “Thank you, grandmother. Thank you so much.” The Neshini words came easier, though she still wasn’t sure she said them right. She devoured the roll as she moved on through the neighborhood.

      As she passed a group of younger kids playing, one missed catching a ball. It struck Cheliriana right in the side. She grabbed it before it could roll off toward a beetle-drawn cart that was just passing through.

      The children, probably six or seven years old, stared at her, waiting for her reaction. When she opened her mouth to shout at them for not being careful, for not watching for passing carts and passing strangers, she surprised herself by laughing instead. Then she cocked her arm, waited until she met the eyes of one of the kids, and threw the ball back.

      Before she could debate whether to continue on her way or not, one of the kids threw the ball back at her and giggled. The thrower ducked behind one of her friends. Cheliriana pretended to be upset and stalked forward a step before throwing the ball back. It snaked right between kids and hit the one who’d thrown it.

      That became the game for the next hour. Children throwing the ball at her, hiding behind each other when she tried to hit the same child back. They didn’t say a lot, just giggled and shrieked in delight most of the time. What words they said were a mixture of Neshini and Mernan, and consisted of little more than, “Here!” and “Watch out!”

      Cheliriana laughed more than any time she could remember. Between her growls and pretend angry faces, she couldn’t keep the laughter from leaking through.

      Finally they all grew tired, and almost as if someone had snapped a finger to make them disappear, they were all gone. She wasn’t even sure which one took the ball when they left.

      She was worn out, but it was a good kind of worn out. She liked the way her tired legs felt, the twinge in her arm from when she’d thrown the ball wrong once. It was a tiredness that didn’t slow her down as she headed back the way she’d come.

      The girls her own age were gathered at a different porch, one just around the corner from the main street she was on. Cheliriana slowed down and listened to them. Should she talk to them? She could hear snippets of their words, some in Neshini, some in Mernan. After having so much fun with the little kids, maybe now was the time to take a chance, introduce herself.

      She bit her lip and hesitated. Not going past, not going close. She probably looked a fool. She surely looked a fright with her ragged clothing. She’d just decided to pass by when one called out in Mernan, “Hey. Are you that half-Neshini girl that was playing ball with my little brother?” Then she added something else Cheliriana couldn’t catch in Neshini, and all the others laughed.

      Half-Neshini? Half?

      It was true, she supposed. And maybe that was why her mother hadn’t lived with her people, because they might not accept a half-Neshini.

      She turned away and rushed past without looking back at the girls. No way would she let them see the tears gathering in her eyes.

      Back near the edge of the Allepo, a middle-aged couple was standing in the walkway. Cheliriana made to swerve around them, but a delivery wagon was going slowly past, so she had to wait.

      “What’s wrong, little girl?” the man asked in thickly accented Mernan. “Do you need anything?”

      “Come,” the woman said. She spoke in Neshini, but her accent was plain, almost exactly how Nalariana had spoken the language. Cheliriana had to bite her lip, and in the silence the woman added, “What’s your name?”

      Cheliriana imagined two lives spreading away before her from that moment. In one she told this kind couple her name, and they took her in. Found her a family or made her a part of her own. It was a pleasant image, but it was one filled with the cruel laughs of the girls from the porch, a life constantly aware of her own separation from the people around her. Of the fact that they didn’t accept her.

      The other life was mostly blank but it held out a promise of belonging somewhere. She couldn’t imagine where or who, but it would be people who accepted her as a part of whatever sort of family they happened to create together. Not half-anything, but wholly one of them.

      “My name is Chels,” she said at last, using the Spire City version of her name. She took a deep breath and said again, “Chels. Thank you for asking. I was just visiting, but now I’m on my way.” She wanted to add, “And if you have any food, I’d be happy to take it,” but she didn’t think she could get through that question without doubling back onto the other pathway of not belonging.

      “Be careful then,” the man said, slowly as if he didn’t quite believe she was going to walk away like that. “There’s some kind of infection out there. Especially, well, especially among people who don’t have their own stable homes. If you know of anyone...”

      As his voice trailed off, she dipped her head and walked past.

      “Chels,” the woman called.

      She turned around.

      “Here’s some extra food.” The woman held out a basket. “In case you need…in case you run into anyone who’s hungry.”

      Chels wanted to hug the woman, to follow the couple back to whatever home they had. But holding the tears inside, she grabbed the basket, said a quick, “Thank you,” and rushed away.

      
        
        ~ / ~

      

      

      “Tatter Girl!”

      The same urchin again? Chels kept walking. Her stomach growled, and if the boy had food for her maybe she’d stop. But all he had to offer was calling her a silly name and a hand held high to wave at her.

      She couldn’t completely help looking over at him, standing in the mouth of an alley.

      Standing there with a good-sized loaf of bread in one hand.

      She veered over toward the alley.

      He looked surprised at first, then said in a rush, “Tatter Girl, we need your help with something. Just a little job⁠—”

      She snatched the bread from his hand and took a big bite before he could finish.

      “Thanks, Urchin,” she said around a mouthful of food.

      “That was my lunch…” He shook his head in lingering surprise. “Well, does that mean you’ll help us out? I can even get you some more food if you need.”

      “So you can rob some store somewhere or something? No way. I don’t work for criminals, Urchin.” Though in truth, every day that she went hungry, the idea that working for some gang of thieves was wrong grew a little weaker.

      “Mikheen. My name’s Mikheen, and we’re not criminals.” He paused and tilted his head as if considering something. “Well, maybe we are, but not like you’re thinking. We just help carry things around the city. Sometimes people need to do that with less paperwork than the city likes. So we help.”

      He took a few steps down the alley and paused as if to see if she would follow.

      Should she? She took another bite of bread, chewed it deliberately for a moment, and then followed. Only a little way, she told herself. If anything didn’t sound right, she was out of there. “So you’re smugglers?”

      Mikheen shrugged. “I guess. But you don’t even have to worry about that. We just…one of our group got sick, so we need another person on lookout for this.”

      Sick? Chels thought of the Neshini couple’s warning the other day about the strange infection. And the sense of not-quite-humanness she’d noted in some of the other beggars. She backed away. “I don’t want to catch whatever you have.”

      “I don’t have it.” He said with a certainty and an odd force that took Chels by surprise. “And anyway, it’s not contagious. Not in that way.”

      “What do you need me to do then? I’m not saying I will.”

      Mikheen kept walking, and Chels walked a few steps behind him. He walked straight through a puddle in the alley, splashing water up onto the walls on either side. “What’s your name?”

      No, she was just getting used to her name. She wasn’t ready to share it with anyone else. “You can call me Tatter Girl.”

      “That works. So, Tatter Girl. I’ll give you a place to stand. Sit, even. Just be a beggar girl, you know? And watch for coppers passing by. You see one, let’s see…” Mikheen tapped a finger to his cheek while he thought. “You have a begging bowl, right? A cup or something? You’ll just empty that into your lap or pocket or something and turn it upside down, leave it that way for one spire song after they leave. Then flip it back upright until you see another.”

      “And what do I get from this?”

      “Whatever you get begging is yours to keep.”

      They had reached the back corner of a sprawling factory. Smoke poured up from the chimneys but seemed unable to stay aloft. After rising a short way it reversed directions and filled the streets around the factory.

      A terrible place to expect any decent begging.

      Mikheen clearly recognized that fact, as he rushed to add, “And I’ll toss in a few extra coins when you’re done, too. Plus some more of this bread.” He looked ruefully at his empty hands. “That bread, I mean. Once I get some more.”

      “Add in something else. Bread plus something, I don’t know, something fancy.” What hadn’t she tasted since her mother’s death? A lot of things. But then even before her death they hadn’t been able to afford anything fancy usually. “Sweet. Something with icing.”

      “Deal.” He strode along the factory’s side a few steps and looked up at the windows of the spire opposite them. “This should be a good location. The street will fill up at shift change, with workers and cops both. So stay alert, Tatter Girl.”

      Chels settled in while Mikheen disappeared into the base of the spire across the street. She hummed absentmindedly along with the singer up above.

      Over the course of the morning, the crowd came and went. She noticed police among the crowds five times, and each time did as she was instructed with her tin cup. Who was watching for that sign, and what did they do with the knowledge that the police were around? She looked around nervously when she dared as if to catch a glimpse of her watcher in the windows across the way or down the street somewhere. Every shadow and movement out of the corner of her eye felt like it must be a hint of Mikheen or his gang of smugglers.

      The morning dragged along.

      The crowds were gone when Mikheen finally came to her.

      “Thank you, Tatter Girl. You performed perfectly.”

      She thrilled to hear anyone praise her, but she wouldn’t admit it. “Did you bring me something sweet?”

      “These first.” He tossed some coins into her begging cup, where they made a satisfyingly solid noise, and handed her two loaves of bread, wrapped in a thin cloth.

      She quickly tucked it and the coins away among the many folds of her clothing. Extra cloth was always worthwhile, even if a scrap like that wouldn’t give much warmth.

      “And this is the best I could do.” He held out a pastry. The icing was thin, and the pastry didn’t look fresh, but she snatched it.

      As she did, and before she could thank him, she suddenly felt hands on her back, pulling her arms back. The pastry fell to the dirty cobbles. “You’re under arrest,” a man hissed.

      A second cop grabbed for Mikheen, but he just slipped away from her reach. Chels twisted, trying to free her arms. One hand broke free, but by then the copper had picked her right up, feet dangling. “I’ve got this one,” he called to his partner. “Go get the other one.”

      Mikheen hadn’t fled. Chels wished he would but also wished he’d stay and free her. No, her time of relying on other people to rescue her was over, ever since her mother died. With her free hand, Chels swung around and gouged her fingers into her captors’ eyes. He shouted in pain and dropped her.

      The cobbles were hard, Dizzy, Chels scrambled away from his reach. When she tried to run, her legs gave out, and she fell. The pastry was right in front of her eyes.

      “Watch out,” Mikheen called from somewhere.

      Without seeing what there was to see, Chels rolled to one side. The cop just missed grabbing her. She got to her feet, swayed, and stumbled a few steps away. Her captor was closing in, and a glance at Mikheen showed that he was trapped as well.

      Unless she could rescue him.

      She was just a kid, not strong enough to do anything against a grown-up cop, much less two of them. But she was scrawny and slippery. And wearing a lot more layers of clothing than she needed at the moment. Maybe that was worth something.

      Shrugging out of an extra coat, she opened it up and tossed it at the man’s face. He batted it away, but it got tangled in his uniform.

      Huh, she was pretty good at throwing things, too. The image of throwing the ball with the Neshini kids came to her mind, and she looked around for anything on the ground. A ball thrown at the woman’s head would surely distract her, but there was nothing of the sort lying around.

      She took one of the loaves of bread from inside her clothing. Its crust was hard and its end roughly pointed. She threw it like a spear at the woman’s back.

      The woman spun as it approached, and the bread hit her face.

      It was a small thing, and already Chels’s captor had recovered from the small delay she’d orchestrated, but it was enough. Mikheen slipped past the woman and grabbed her by the arm, propelling her along the street.

      “I know how to get away from them. Stick with me.” Then he let go of her, and they both ran through a series of alleys until the police were no longer in sight behind them.

      Chels leaned against a wall to catch her breath.

      “Nice work, there,” Mikheen said in between his own deep breaths.

      Chels shakily pulled the remaining loaf of bread from inside her layers. It was smashed on one end, but she was too hungry to care. She took a bite and realized she needed water too, or she’d never be able to swallow it. But where would she find water that was safe to drink? And when would she ever get the pastry she was owed? She pictured it lying back there in the street, soaking in the damp air, getting trampled. And she’d wasted the other loaf of bread as well.

      She thought she was going to cry, but she couldn’t cry in front of this stranger. Instead she starting swearing, at first beneath her breath and then out loud, rattling off all the naughty words she’d heard in the last few months since her mother’s death. Words she didn’t know the meaning of half the time, words about the Lady Janshi and body parts and things that made no sense, but they rolled off her tongue so smoothly, each one carrying a bit of tension with it.

      “Hey, hey, you’ll draw attention to us, Tatter Girl. Hush.”

      When she stopped, all her energy went with the last word. So very tired. “Chels,” she said in a resigned voice. “My name is Chels. And you still owe me a pastry.”

      “Uh, sure. I mean, you were the one who dropped it. But I can get you another.” He paused and looked more closely at her face.

      Chels blinked and turned away so he wouldn’t see any hint of her unshed tears. She guessed that he saw them anyway, because the next thing he said was, “Are you all right? Do you have a place to stay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You lost a coat, too. Come on. I can get you some blankets and more food if you need it.”

      Chels hesitated. “Where? Does your gang have some kind of lair or something?”

      “We’re not a gang, really. More a family, except most of us aren’t related.” He started walking and beckoned for her to come too. “Come on, we can help you. Maybe you can even stay with us, if Marrel lets you. Can’t hurt to ask.”

      But hadn’t he said someone was infected? “I don’t want to get sick.” She did want bread, though. And a pastry. And to avoid being found by the police, so she started walking with him.

      “You won’t.” He tipped his head back as if contemplating something heavy. “Well, you might, we all might. This infection, it’s everywhere, turning people into mice and rats and pigeons. And I’m not infected yet, but most of us are.”

      The beggars that had made Chels uncomfortable before. She heard again the coo that the beaked woman had made. That was the infection people were talking about? She shook her head and stopped. “No, no I can’t go with you.”

      “But listen, Tatter Girl. I mean, Chels. You can’t catch it. Not from someone else who’s infected. It isn’t like regular sicknesses. You catch it in the streets. The longer you’re out here, the sooner you get caught. It’s…we think it’s the police who infect you. The police or someone out there attacking people, making them sick on purpose.”

      Chels shivered, remembering the cop’s grip on her shoulder, the ease with which he’d picked her up. What if she was already infected?

      “Come on, you’ll be safer in our…in our lair.” He added the last with a light laugh.

      “Only for the food, and then I’m gone,” she said as they continued on their way. “Food and a blanket, and then we’ll see.” But already she could feel herself sliding into a new life. It wasn’t the life of Cheliriana the Neshini orphan, but a different one, a life of belonging to a group of people who chose to live together, no matter their backgrounds.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet everyone,” Mikheen said as he led her across a wide street into another alley.

      The spire singer’s lilting song accompanied them through the murk, and Chels had the sense of dozens of animals watching them pass by, animals that had once been human, their rodent eyes still touched with the faded memories of the lives they had known.
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            EPISODE 1, A NEW INFECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Factory smoke eased out of the city’s chimneys and pooled in the railyard, hiding the approaching train. The smell of greased parts and sooty furnaces, of the recent rain on oil-soaked cobbles, overpowered whatever smell the train should have. Though, Chels supposed as she waited on a wooden bench with Mikheen, a train would probably smell the same, even away from the factories. It was basically a little factory itself, the steam boiler and shooting pistons not so far removed from the presses and boilers of Spire City.

      The steam whistle sheared through the smoke, echoed by the shriek of brakes on wet rails. And that other noise, the deep trill of clicks she could barely hear… Might that be the beetles, loaded on the train’s cars?

      Chels slipped from the bench and walked to the edge of the train yard. A year ago she’d have run there, but that seemed too childish now, fine for a girl living with her mother, but not for someone who’d lived on the streets and in abandoned buildings. Besides, she didn’t want to draw extra attention to herself.

      Mikheen followed, as if her shadow. When he stopped at the fence, Chels decided shadow was wrong. Her opposite somehow, her inverse. His hair was a light brown to her tightly curled dark, but his face was much darker than hers. In that, he simply echoed Spire City’s typical dwellers. Chels’s features and olive-tinted skin recalled her mother’s immigrant past. Even Mikheen’s clothing, though,  emphasized their differences. He wore the bright yellow of his job while she had on worn blue factory clothes, cast-off as no longer fit by their original owner.

      She looked quickly behind her, even though Mikheen had assured her it’d be safe to come see him. Street urchins were a common sight here, and safe enough in such a public space. No one paid  extra attention to her, openly at least. The shriek of the brakes grew louder as the train came into view. A pungent odor of sulfur filled the railyard. Inferior coal.

      “You should come by the Weave sometime, Mikheen.”

      He shrugged and kept his eyes on the train. “I don’t think the others care to see me.” When she didn’t answer, he added, “Maybe sometime, though.”

      The train rolled slowly past them until the engine stopped in front of the building. Chels stared into the line of identical cars, looking for evidence of the shipment of beetles. She smelled the air, expecting some hint of livestock, even though she knew the domesticated beetles in the city gave off no such odor.

      “You’re sure it was today?” she asked. “I don’t see⁠—”

      “It’s today,” Mikheen interrupted. “Be patient.”

      The doors stayed closed. These didn’t look exactly like the freight cars she was used to seeing cross the city. They had holes for air, but the cars were dark. Nothing reached out to the open air. Chels imagined them packed so closely together they couldn’t even move a chitinous leg. Growing up among the immigrant Neshini, she’d known something of being crowded in a small space. Not that it made it easy to sympathize with something as alien as the giant beetles.

      Men and women in yellow cloaks swarmed the train, and that seemed to prove Mikheen right. Yellow was the color of beetle workers. Chels glanced at his clothing. “You don’t have to…”

      “No,” he said. “Once they’re in the stables I’ll have plenty to do. Not much sleep for a few nights, I’d guess. But for now, I’m just another person watching the spectacle.”

      As he spoke, the workers reached long poles to the tops of the doors on each car and pulled them forward. Light glinted from dozens of bodies, but the giant beetles pulled back from the doors. They looked agitated, their antennae darting and waving.

      The city was vast, as far as Chels was concerned, wrapped around the harbor and spreading to either side of the river. But the beetles came from much farther away, somewhere to the south in an eerie jungle of dead trees that didn't rot and rock formations that did. What did they think of Spire City? Did the spires remind them of those trees and rocks? Were the million people who lived here frightening to them or simply beyond their notice? They lived by the spire songs
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