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 AUGUST 1233 




 Is he going to know? 




 Laura gripped the handles of her bike harder and squinted, taking in the building before her.
 
 No, she decided, no one was visible through the windows.
 
 Perfect.
 
 All she had to do was sneak in, sit down, pretend she’d been there the entire time.
 
 Late?
 
 Ha, of course not, what are you talking about?
 
 All that stood between her and impunity was that damn squeaky door; though its noise was usually unnoticeable, in the quiet of 8:30
 A.M. she was sure it would reach anyone in a mile radius.
 
 She glared at it while climbing the few stairs, lugging her bike up alongside.
 
 She grabbed the handle, pushed lightly inward
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 THE TWO-MONTHER 




 Laura couldn’t see a thing in the chimney for the light, so couldn’t figure out where the bottom was.
 
 Her descent was slowed enough that her feet hit the ground without much force.
 
 She lurched out onto the hearth, snapping her head up.




 The Bijou were still working.
 
 They’d scattered across the ground in random directions and glowed white-hot.
 
 Fountains of sparks hissed out of them, raining down on the floor to swirl and leap as if they had minds of their own, bathing the whole room in stark white flashes.




 The creature they were after was along the side of the room: a hulking black shape taking up the entirety of the wall, a slimy-looking viscous mass.
 
 It slipped, slid, and bulged at varying points in a form otherwise shapeless, no bone or structure but an impossibly agile and elastic
 thing that glinted iridescent red as the Bijou’s light glanced off it.
 
 The creature drew back from the sparks as it would from natural light.
 
 When one flare hit, it shrieked and burned like acid, glinting angry and voracious.
 
 The monster roiled away, affected patch drying out and leaving a thin black cloud in its wake.




 Clae stood nearby, gun in hand.
 
 He aimed and shot, and the bullets exploded on impact with flashes of gold.
 
 The creature writhed out of the
 way, sliding up the walls again.
 
 Portions spun out from the main mass, forming ropelike appendages.
 
 It swiped wildly and Laura had to leap aside.
 
 These limbs collided with the wall; instead of breaking through they spattered on impact, staining the wallpaper.
 
 In unison they swung sharply right.
 
 Laura dropped to the floor entirely this time.
 
 She flinched as one of the Bijou rolled close, spitting enough for her to feel the heat on her face.
 
 The closest limb bent back on itself to avoid the sting, but the others continued to lash.
 
 Chairs and end tables overturned, a lamp smashed to the floor, and objects toppled from the mantelpiece.
 
 A smell like burning tar settled over them.




 Clae ducked under a limb, straightened, and shot.
 
 This time he hit somewhere in the middle of the target, causing it to shudder violently.
 
 He got two more bullets in before the monster squalled and collected itself.
 
 It sucked in its limbs and hastened to retreat.
 
 Soon all of it seeped and squirmed through the door it had been blocking.
 
 Clae gave chase, kicking two of the Bijou after it.
 
 They squealed and flared brighter, rolling through the doorway as Laura scrambled to her feet.




 “Wait up!”
 
 she gasped, running after him.




 “You
 hurry up,” he shot back, not bothering to look at her as he ran into the hall.




 There was another gunshot before Laura reached the door, and she looked around, trying to figure out where everything was.
 
 This was the front hall.
 
 A few doors were on the opposite wall, and a stairway rose on this side of the hall, the bottom just touching the top of the doorframe.
 
 Laura couldn’t see the stairs themselves from her position owing to the gloom and the railing, but Clae stood by the bottom, gun raised.




 “It’s upstairs!”
 
 he shouted.




 His hand went to the bag on his belt, and he took out an Egg.
 
 True to its name it was shaped like a large egg, glinting a darker yellow than the Bijou through its glass casing.
 
 He nicked the metal lid against the amulet on his belt and tossed it up the stairs.
 
 The Egg flashed as it sailed through the air, and Clae scuttled back.
 
 He grabbed Laura by the arm with a bruising grip and dragged her into the last room.
 
 She nearly tripped over her own feet, but didn’t complain.
 
 Clae slammed the door right before the Egg went off.




 The Egg let out a roar, the building shuddered, and the monster gave another wail.
 
 A tinkling sound followed, seeping across the ceiling, spreading and getting louder.




 Clae whipped the door open and raced out.
 
 Some remnants of the Egg’s glass had fallen through the railing.
 
 They spat fitfully, like tiny embers.
 
 Laura hopped around them as Clae charged up the stairs.




 Laura stopped short before the stairs.
 
 What Bijou hadn’t been kicked had shrieked their way right after them but bumped uselessly against the bottom step.
 
 She made to jump through once, twice, but thought better of it and started kicking at them.
 
 They veered away, some rolling to follow the presumed upstairs hallway, the others slinging themselves right back toward her.
 
 She jumped before they converged again, hoping that little delay hadn’t left her too far behind.
 
 Clae wasn’t far, only a few feet into the hallway.
 
 The creature writhed, shifting its slimy shapelessness to cover the space in front of him from floor to ceiling.
 
 One goopy tendril lashed out.
 
 Clae jumped out of the way just in time, and it hit where his feet were with a loud crack.
 
 It kept swiping, reluctant to pull its whole bulk closer, and Clae kept dancing out of the way.
 
 Laura watched in mixed fear and amusement.




 “Uh
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 (THIS JOB IS) THE PITS 




 When Laura was five, her favorite place in the world was an offshoot of the Tiber Circuit.
 
 Paglia Road was packed with vendors and their wheeled carts, there on Saturday mornings but gone whenever a policeman sneezed nearby.
 
 She hadn’t lived with Morgan at the time but her aunt would take her on little trips, snooping among secondhand fineries and stolen loot.
 
 The real reason for the trips was probably the man in the tweed jacket: Morgan’s boss and Cheryl’s father.
 
 This was before the times of tears, the pregnancy and banishment.
 
 He apparently came here to visit a cousin, a peddler who hadn’t made it so well in the business world.
 
 Morgan would arrive, exclaim “What a coincidence!”
 
 as if she hadn’t been planning it the whole morning, and lean in to speak with the man with stars in her eyes.
 
 He’d comment on little things.
 
 Things Laura felt queasy about as she grew older.
 
 Morgan’s state of dress, for instance.
 
 Compliments on her subservience.
 
 A glance at Laura and a mention that “I can see you’d make a great mother.”
 
 The whole time his eyes dragged over her, unashamed.
 
 Morgan drank it all up.




 Later Laura wondered if the entire series of trips was a way to show off that aspect; that Morgan only tolerated her as a prop in her bid for mar
 riage.
 
 At the time Laura just thought that Morgan was the best aunt in the world, made better because tweed-jacket-man’s cousin ran a cart of books.
 
 Supposedly he gathered items that fell off trains.
 
 Most items were damaged but the price was good.
 
 Laura dug through crates bigger than she was, sifting through torn paperbacks and bent covers.
 
 Most of the books were meant for other cities, nothing like Amicae’s style and holding far different stories.
 
 It was one of these books in its too-big crate that changed her life.




 We Are Coronae,  read its title in thick black letters, its cover gone and pages wrinkled by water damage.
 
 Coronae, the capital city.
 
 Laura was a little girl with a mind full of princesses, knights, and Battle Queen Square.
 
 Of course she took the book.
 
 She spent afternoons alone in the house flipping through illustrated pages.
 
 It detailed life in Coronae’s five Quarters, featuring black-and-white drawings that ruled the pages in (seemingly) epic poses.
 
 She’d picked it for the princesses, but found something better.




 To the first heir goes the city’s knights,  the book informed. 

 To the second is the merchant guild.
 
 To the third the Sweepers.
 
 Does that mean they are below the knights and merchants?
 
 Far from it!
 
 While the knights are the ribs and merchants the organs, the Sweepers create the backbone of our great city: we could not stand without them. 
 
 Below the text stood a man in ornamental armor, twisted in motion with a sword in one hand and the other raised above his head.
 
 He gripped the sun in his fingers.
 
 Shadows fled from him, jumbling with the words,
 None put terror into the fiends of Orien like the Sweepers.
 
 While small in numbers, they are the bravest men of Coronae.




 The following story showed the Sweepers attacking a monster in the wilds, and as she kept turning pages she realized the Sweeper was everywhere.
 
 Background or forefront, in every important spread he was in the crowd. 

 He  was important.
 
 Soon her favorite game was Spot the Sweeper.
 
 When her friends played cops and robbers she’d squint at the sun, raise her hand as if to seize it, and cry “I’m the Sweeper!”
 
 before jumping into the game.
 
 The problem was, no child had ever heard of Sweepers.
 
 These were days of ignorance, where infestations were only to be mentioned in museums, and the closest thing to Sweepers one could find was the still-operating MARU.
 
 Adults kept their mouths shut; who wanted to
 inspire a little girl to be a mob breaker?
 
 Boys kept sniggering and handing her brooms.
 
 Years went on and Laura came to the sad conclusion that Sweepers were as foreign to Amicae as the princess; it wasn’t like Sweepers had any enemy to fight in Amicae anyway.
 
 That changed in her second year of middle school.




 It was an offhand mention in the paper:
 Head Sweeper Clae Sinclair led the motion for amulet management reform in the Council chambers last Sunday.




 “Morgan!”
 
 she’d screeched, leaping from her chair so fast Morgan jumped and Cheryl started crying.
 
 Morgan groaned and fussed over her daughter, back turned as Laura held up the page like a trophy.




 “Look!
 
 Sweepers!
 
 I told you we had them!
 
 I told you they exist!”




 “That’s great, Laura.
 
 Grab your bag, we’re going to be late.”




 “It’s just like the book!”
 
 Laura flipped through pages but found no pictures so rifled back to the front.
 
 “They’re in the Council, so they must be—”




 “Honey, don’t you have some better things to worry about?”
 
 Morgan rearranged Cheryl’s scarf and ushered her toward the door, grabbing Laura’s bag as she went.




 “But—”




 “It’s just—It’s too early.”




 Morgan rubbed her head, probably fighting off a migraine from the week of late nights catering.
 
 She probably didn’t mean it so badly, but the high spirits fled out of Laura so fast she could feel herself deflate.




 The newspaper joined the book in her cramped closet.
 
 She tried to be the kind of person Morgan didn’t get migraines over.
 
 Quiet, submissive, all about presentation.
 
 It made her feel boxed in tight, but hollow all the same.
 
 She hated it.
 
 She wanted to run.
 
 She wanted to be important.
 
 The bravest in all the city.
 
 How awful was she to be jealous of a proud drawing, an impossible man with the sun in his hand?




 Later she learned that such men were entirely possible.
 
 In fact, they were downright annoying.




 *
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 SILVER-COIN EYES 




 Laura didn’t own “appropriate” clothing.
 
 Her only dress might have been loose like current fashion dictated, but it was loose and baggy in a way that made her look like a child in a flour sack.
 
 She passed it up entirely, choosing to wear her cleanest white shirt, vest, and pinstriped pants.
 
 They still showed some wear.
 
 Clae’s own pinstriped vest frayed along the collar, but he appeared to have made some halfhearted attempt to look decent.
 
 His old coat ruined the effect.




 They both looked shabby, lingering by the gates of the Sullivan mansion at 7:54 the next morning.




 Last night Morgan had been happy to share just who the Sullivans were: for three generations they’d reigned as Amicae’s sewage kings, but what the Third Quarter knew them best for was their humanitarian efforts.
 
 One of the scholarships Laura had chased in school, the same one that Charlie won, was supplied by this very family.
 
 She’d marveled at the amount of money, but she could see now that they could readily afford it.
 
 That much was obvious just from their enormous lawn.
 
 Half the Cynder building could’ve fit on that lawn.
 
 It had been manicured to perfection:
 uniform green grass, pure white driveway loop with an elegant fountain stuck in the middle, bright flowers and hedges placed strategically.
 
 There weren’t many gardens in Amicae to begin with, so this was overwhelming.
 
 And the
 house.
 
 It was so big and ornate, Laura thought it could be a modern-day castle.




 “Only one family lives here?”
 
 she muttered, leaning to see better through the bars on the gate.




 “And the servants,” said Clae.




 “They can’t possibly have enough servants to fill that thing.
 
 What would they all
 do?”




 “Does it really matter?”
 
 Clae took out his pocket watch, checked the time, and scoffed.
 
 “She’s late.”




 “Maybe she expects us to be fashionably late?”




 “Then she’s an idiot.”




 Laura peeled her eyes from the house to study him, unimpressed.
 
 “You think everyone’s an idiot, don’t you?”




 “The shoe fits.”




 “Excuse me.”




 A middle-aged man with graying hair and a black suit was walking toward them.
 
 He looked mildly suspicious.




 “We’re here on business.”
 
 Clae held up his briefcase.
 
 “Mary Sullivan scheduled an appointment for today, eight o’clock sharp.”




 “An appointment?”
 
 The man stopped before the gate.
 
 “What kind of appointment?”




 “We’re here to check up on any amulets in the house.
 
 Make sure they’re all working properly.”




 If anything, that just made the man even more suspicious.
 
 “Would you mind if I consult the lady about this matter?
 
 Just to be sure.”




 “We had an agreement, eight o’clock.
 
 Put us in the parlor or something,” Clae insisted.




 The man looked highly reluctant but opened the gate.
 
 He led them up the driveway and opened the door to let them inside.
 
 The lavish interior matched the outside.
 
 Outshone it, even.
 
 The entrance hall fit two large paintings on either wall, an intricate rug on the floor, a table with a mirror,
 and an umbrella stand.
 
 The d
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 WHAT DO YOU HATE? 




 They continued along the main passage again.
 
 It took them to a grandiose red bedroom with a canopy over the bed.
 
 Why a secret passage spanned from the library to a bedroom Laura had no idea, but she didn’t waste time questioning it.
 
 They explored the rooms in that wing, finding two more harmless amulets—one in a bathroom and the other in a box in another bedroom—scared two more servants, and ended up in another hallway as noon rolled around.




 “What kind of lunch do you think they serve in a place like this?”
 
 said Laura, rubbing at her amulet; it still buzzed with energy after having bumped into another Niveus amulet.
 
 It wasn’t her fault she hadn’t seen the thing coming.
 
 Who made an amulet out of a doorknob?




 “Possibly potato peels,” said Clae.




 “They wouldn’t.”




 “You never know.
 
 Rich people like strange food, and Ralurians have managed to make peels into a delicacy.”




 Laura had seen a poster advertising something similar near the cinemas, but it had also prominently featured a dish she’d discovered to be
 nothing more than fried goat testicles.
 
 “I’m more convinced that’s a joke they’re pulling on the elite.”




 “More power to them.”




 “I am interested, though, and it is about that time.
 
 Should we head to the kitchens?”




 Clae hummed as he opened a large door at the end of the hall.
 
 “The kitchen’s on the other side of the house.
 
 This is a shortcut.”




 “How would you know about shortcuts in here?”




 Clae held the door open wider.
 
 The door led into a spacious ballroom with meticulously cleaned floors and tall stained-glass windows spilling colored light everywhere.
 
 The crystal chandelier glinted, enormous in the center of the ceiling.




 “This place really is a castle,” Laura muttered, awed.




 “If it was built with a normal plan we’d be done by now,” Clae grumbled.
 
 “Come on.”




 They descended a flight of stairs onto the dance floor and made a beeline for the other side.
 
 Halfway across, that door opened.
 
 The butler stepped through, and his eyes lit up in recognition.




 “There you are.
 
 We were wondering where you’d gotten to.
 
 Mrs. Sullivan tells me she promised you lunch.
 
 We have plates set out for you in the kitchen.”




 Laura perked up.
 
 “It’s all ready?”




 The butler checked his pocket watch.
 
 “Mr. Sullivan walks around the mansion at this time, and the lady wants you out of sight.
 
 If you’d follow me, I can take you to the kitchen.”




 They were led through more hallways, and down another flight of stairs into what looked to be a servants-only area.
 
 No paintings, trinkets, or wallpapers here, just blank walls and floor, darker than the rest of the house.




 The kitchen was as big as the Sweeper shop, give or take.
 
 On one side stood two big ovens with enamel coating.
 
 Cupboards lined the walls, pots and pans hung from the ceiling rack, and a huge wooden table stood in the middle, covered in supplies.
 
 There was a wide space left that looked like it was once a room of its own, but the wall had been knocked down.
 
 Another long table and chairs were there, a poor imitation of the set in
 the dining room.
 
 That room was mostly empty.
 
 The kitchen itself was full of people hunched over stovetops, mixing things in bowls, fetching supplies and nearly tripping over themselves as they hurried things from point A to point B.
 
 It was a madhouse.




 “Wow,” Laura marveled.
 
 “Is it always this crowded?”




 “Tonight is a special occasion.”
 
 The butler elaborated no further.
 
 “Your lunch is on the table.”
 
 He gestured to the long one on the side, and now that Laura paid more attention she spied two places set.
 
 “Please return to your job as soon as possible.
 
 The master of the house isn’t fond of your presence, so it would be best to finish quickly.”




 Laura felt chided.
 
 She frowned.
 
 “Right.”




 Clae didn’t speak at all.
 
 He ducked around a scullery maid and headed straight for the table.
 
 Laura had nothing else to say, so she followed.
 
 A large platter sat there, covered in small sandwiches with no crust and accompanied by two bowls of soup.
 
 They sat down and Laura eyed the soup suspiciously.




 “What is this?”
 
 She spooned some up and watched it dribble, chunky and red-brown, back into the bowl.
 
 Clae leaned over his own bowl and breathed in deeply.




 “Canir.”




 Canir were animals found outside the city: big, hairy beasts with legs like a dog’s that ended in cloven hooves, a doggy body and head, curved bull horns, and a goat tail.
 
 They were typically very mean-tempered, though she’d heard of them being tamed.




 “Isn’t that expensive?”




 As soon as the words escaped she felt foolish.
 
 Of course it was expensive, but the Sullivans were rich enough to afford it.




 “Of course,” Clae agreed.
 
 “Might want to stick with the sandwiches, though.”




 Laura frowned and shoved what was left of the spoonful into her mouth.
 
 The soup had a sharp tang, powerful enough that she shuddered and made a face. 

 Way  too strong.




 Clae popped a sandwich into his mouth, probably to hide his snort.
 
 “I did recommend the sandwiches for a reason.”




 Laura pushed her bowl away and grabbed for the sandwiches.
 
 She ate
 two, looking around the room and kitchen beyond, and froze when she noticed someone looking back.
 
 That servant with silver eyes stood in the corner.
 
 He lurked just out of the way of the others, hunched and watching them like a hawk.
 
 Laura’s mouth was full, so she just waved her hand weakly in greeting.
 
 He didn’t react at all.
 
 She leaned to the side and mumbled, “I think we’ve got a stalker.”




 Clae glanced up, spotted him, and looked at her.




 “Indeed.”




 He said no more.
 
 Whatever excitement he had before was gone.
 
 Laura was somewhat disappointed.
 
 While he kept eating, she looked back at the servant and called, “Hello!”




 His eyes narrowed.
 
 Or, maybe they did.
 
 The movement was so slight she couldn’t tell if it was movement at all.
 
 There was no other reaction, so she gave up.
 
 In a short time the sandwiches were gone.




 “Back to the ballroom?”
 
 Laura grunted, stretching.




 “We’re here already.
 
 May as well check the kitchen.”




 That would be quite the undertaking with the crowd, but Laura didn’t voice that.
 
 She pulled out her amulet and followed Clae.
 
 It was hard to navigate in the kitchen.
 
 The number of people left only a thin path they could easily access, and even then a maid would jump in front of them, from table to counter, with bowls of chopped ingredients.
 
 Laura got bumped into six times before she was even halfway across the room.
 
 She was buffeted by these touches, but Clae stood against them like a rock and shoved past them in his search.




 One maid didn’t look where she was going and ran right into him.
 
 She dropped her bowl with a squeak of surprise and the whole load of chopped potatoes spilled onto the floor.
 
 The clang of the bowl against the tiling made everyone jump.




 “What the hell is going on over there?”
 
 someone shouted.




 The maid stayed rooted to the spot, trembling, as what seemed to be the head cook walked over.
 
 The cook was short, with a weather-beaten face and one of the biggest noses Laura had ever seen on a woman.
 
 Her beady eyes took in the spilled ingredients, the terrified maid, and then Clae.




 “Who are you?”
 
 she demanded, locking in on the stranger.
 
 “What are you doing in here?”




 “Inspection,” he responded.




 “Inspecting what?
 
 Hoping for scraps?
 
 I don’t have time to waste on some Fifth Quarter bum and his angelina.
 
 Get out of my kitchen.”




 Laura didn’t know a lot of hobo slang, but she knew enough to be insulted.
 
 An “angelina” was a hobo’s companion.
 
 Some of the lower Quarters used it like an insult, so nobody named their children Angelina, for fear the poor girl would automatically be assumed a whore.
 
 A few people in the Cynder Block called Morgan an angelina, since she’d never been married.
 
 She got into a relationship with her boss, ended up pregnant, and he fired her.
 
 That was how Cheryl came along, and that was how Laura got to know the term.
 
 Because she lived with
 that angelina on the top floor.




 “The family hired us.
 
 We’re doing our job,” Clae growled.




 “I said get out of my kitchen.”




 “I’ll get out when I damn well feel like it.”




 Laura jumped in before Clae could do any more damage.




 “I’m sorry!”
 
 She rushed over, careful not to tread on any fallen potatoes.
 
 “This really is an inspection.
 
 We were hired by Mary Sullivan.”




 “That little pup?”
 
 the cook snorted.
 
 She was still angry, but the name placated her some.
 
 “What’s she got against my kitchen, eh?”




 “It’s not the kitchen, she wants us to check the whole house.
 
 She wanted us to look at all the amulets to make sure they’re working properly.”




 A shadow crossed the cook’s face.
 
 “Ah, still worried about them assassination attempts?”




 “We’re just looking for the amulets, checking they’re okay, and moving on.
 
 We’ll be out of your way in no time.”




 The cook eyed her for a minute, then motioned with her hand.
 
 The maids hurried back to work.




 “We’ve got five amulets in here,” she told them.
 
 “Four to work the ovens and stoves, another for the refrigerator.
 
 Check ’em and leave.
 
 We’ve got a dinner party at six and too much to do to waste time tripping over you.”




 “Right.”
 
 Laura inclined her head.
 
 “Sorry to bother you.”




 The cook snorted and walked away.
 
 With her back turned, Laura glared at Clae.




 “Do you always have to piss people off?”
 
 she whispered.




 “They shouldn’t provoke me.
 
 Hey, you!
 
 You with the mane.”




 On the other side of the room, the servant with silver eyes froze.
 
 He ducked as if bracing himself, and slowly turned his head to look at them.
 
 He held the dishes from their lunch, presumably taking them to the sink.




 “Get over here,” ordered Clae.




 “What are you doing?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “My job, obviously.”




 The servant slinked over to them in a manner that made Laura think of a mistreated dog.




 “Yes?”
 
 His voice was barely audible.




 Clae leaned in, inspecting him for a moment longer, then asked, “Is there something you don’t like in here?”




 Laura was completely lost.
 
 Apparently so was the servant.
 
 His brow furrowed.




 “Excuse me?”




 “Is there a place or an object in here that you don’t like?
 
 Something you want to avoid.”




 “My apologies, but I’m not among the kitchen staff.
 
 I’m not familiar with this area,” mumbled the servant.




 “I’m not asking the kitchen staff, I’m asking you.”
 
 It sounded a lot like what Mary said earlier, but Clae’s voice held no irritation.
 
 He sounded genuinely interested.
 
 “You don’t need to have any reason for it.
 
 If anything, irrational fear sounds just like the thing we’re looking for.”




 The servant continued to look dubious.
 
 “Again, I don’t know this area.”




 “Then walk around it.
 
 If there’s anything, tell me.”




 The servant took a step to the side and paused.
 
 He stared at Clae as if gauging his honesty, then began to walk.
 
 As he wove into the crowd, Laura muttered, “What’s going on?”




 Clae leaned down and whispered, “Once upon a time there were people who could use magic.
 
 Not like witches, none of that nonsense, but honest, innate magic.
 
 And once upon a time other people started to attack and abuse them, so they fled into the wilderness.
 
 In the wilds they met the monsters we fight today, and they lived generations with this predator.
 
 Their magic hones their instinct, and instinct says where not to go.”




 “So you’re saying,” Laura murmured, eyes tracking the servant’s progress, “that he’ll pick up on the presence of a broken amulet?”




 “If there’s an infestation he’ll avoid it and hate it, even if he doesn’t know why.”




 “You know a lot about this urban legend.”




 “Of course.
 
 Got it straight from the horse’s mouth.”




 “What’s that supposed to mean?”




 “Nothing you’d be interested in.”




 Laura wanted to say that yes, she
 was interested, but the servant walked up to them again.
 
 He made it all the way around the room in record time, without so much as brushing against the maids.
 
 Laura was quietly impressed.




 “Well?”
 
 Clae prompted.




 The servant was silent for a while, watching them reproachfully.
 
 “I don’t like this
 house.”




 “The whole house?”
 
 Clae paused, then asked, “Is that a dislike or a fear?”




 The servant kept his mouth shut.
 
 Clae glanced at the cook, who was watching out of the corner of her eye, and leaned closer.
 
 “It’s different, isn’t it?
 
 The dislike and the fear.
 
 What makes you afraid?
 
 What, specifically, do you hate?”




 The servant didn’t answer for a while.
 
 Laura was convinced he was done talking, but then he sighed, “The refrigerator.”




 “Refrigerator,” Clae echoed, and he gestured for Laura to follow.




 The refrigerator was a converted icebox built into the wall: a big white door with no decoration save for the large silver handle and lock.
 
 The servant trailed after them but halted a few feet away.
 
 Clae ran his hand over the door, eyes flicking from top to bottom to lock.
 
 Laura walked up beside him and held up her amulet.
 
 She felt no pull, and frowned.




 “I’m not getting anything.”




 “Maybe they set up a countermeasure,” Clae mused.
 
 “Or maybe the refrigerator itself is messing with it.”




 “So what are we going to do?”




 “Open it up, of course.”
 
 Clae turned around and started shooing the maids away.
 
 “Women, back.
 
 I said back up. 

 Get out of this area. ”




 Laura assisted him by nudging a few more disgruntled maids away, and soon the entire area between them and the table was empty.
 
 The cook squeezed to the front of the crowd.




 “What is it now?”
 
 she demanded.




 “You may have an infestation in here.
 
 Best to keep a distance if you don’t know what you’re dealing with,” Clae informed her.




 “An infest—You can’t be serious.”




 “I am entirely serious.”




 The cook turned her glare on the servant and growled, “What kind of bullshit story did you feed them, you little—”




 “Hey!”
 
 Laura interjected.
 
 “He might’ve just saved your life by pointing this out!”




 The cook scoffed.
 
 The servant didn’t seem surprised by the hostility or grateful for the interference.
 
 He watched dully as Clae reached for the refrigerator handle.




 “Laura, Egg.”




 Laura pulled one out.
 
 Clae set down the briefcase.
 
 His freed hand disappeared under his coat, presumably gone to the gun holster on his belt.
 
 He glanced back at Laura and she flashed a smile.




 Satisfied, he unlocked the refrigerator and yanked it open.
 
 It was done lightning quick, and almost immediately he was a few steps back, gun raised.
 
 The maids scrambled back farther; apparently his speed spooked them.
 
 But it didn’t look like there was any reason to panic.
 
 The door made a loud, unhappy screech on its hinges as it slowly swung open the rest of the way and bumped against the wall.
 
 Otherwise it was dead silent.
 
 The servant drew farther away, practically plastering himself against the table.




 Clae took a few small steps closer, and when nothing happened, sped up.
 
 He edged around it, pointing his gun at the cold foods inside.
 
 It was mostly dark and Laura couldn’t see much of anything, just part of a bowl with something draped over it.




 “Well?”
 
 she called.




 Clae lowered his gun, stance relaxing as he looked back.




 “Do you have a set of tongs?”




 “Tongs?”
 
 the cook repeated, bewildered.




 “Yes.
 
 Get some.”




 There was a slight pause before all the maids rushed away in search of tongs.
 
 Laura didn’t sense much urgency in Clae’s stance, so she approached.




 “Does that mean something’s in there?”




 He set hands on her shoulders and guided her in front of him.
 
 “It’s in the back corner.
 
 On the left.
 
 Hard to make out, but there.”




 She squinted.
 
 For the longest time she couldn’t see anything in that corner, but then there was a small wink of red.
 
 She inhaled sharply.




 “How big?”




 “Not very.
 
 Look, I’m going to reach in there and pull it out.
 
 You douse it with kin.”




 Behind them someone managed to get ahold of some tongs.
 
 There was a scuffle as the maids squabbled over who would hand it over.
 
 Somehow they forced it onto the servant, and he slinked forward with a sour expression.
 
 Clae grabbed the tongs from him without a word, and he hurried back to the crowd.




 After testing that they worked right, Clae went up to the refrigerator and stuck the tongs inside.
 
 Laura shook the Egg as she waited, fidgeting.
 
 There was a clinking noise as Clae fished around, and he backed up.
 
 As he got clear and turned, Laura could see the amulet.




 It was four inches tall and an inch thick, rounded; she couldn’t tell any other details, as the infestation happened to be oozing all over it.
 
 At the touch of light the little monster began to quake, tightening its grip on the amulet and thinning down as if that would make it invisible.




 Clae set it down on the floor and hissed, “Quickly!”




 Laura dropped to her knees and cracked the Egg on the floor.
 
 The fractured glass began to drip right away, but she held it over the amulet and used the nail of her thumb to open the crack wider.
 
 Kin liquid poured out onto the creature.
 
 Immediately it let out a shriek, and the amulet wobbled precariously.
 
 It wasn’t a very big creature, and the kin was already burning it away.
 
 The creature’s surface spat and boiled like hot water; thin blackness wafted from its injured form.




 Laura watched this with some relief, which quickly turned to horror as it jerked hard enough to tilt the amulet.
 
 Blackness surged out from under glittering kin.
 
 A tangle of burning tarry arms swelled up to whip at the tile.
 
 One caught Laura’s belt hard enough to knock her off-kilter.
 
 It curled about to get a grip, but she scurried away before it properly identified her.
 
 Clae pulled out his gun and aimed a bullet at the arms closest to
 her.
 
 It missed, but the resulting bang and flash was enough to cause the limbs to jerk backward.
 
 The maids shrieked and scattered.
 
 Laura pulled out her second Egg and lifted it so Clae could see.




 “Where’s the best place for this?”
 
 she called.




 Clae let out a grunt as he circled closer.
 
 “Keep that ready and stay out of reach.
 
 We need to cram it back in first.”




 He doubled over to avoid one of the tendrils; it crashed into the table behind him, causing everything atop it to rattle.
 
 By doing that, the creature seemed to reveal a soft spot.
 
 Clae raised his gun again and concentrated his fire on the amulet.
 
 The central mass had overshadowed its root amulet completely; it jolted back at the force of the bullet, and its arms squirmed back for protection.
 
 More bullets made it tumble, flash after flash chasing it to the corner by the refrigerator door.
 
 Darkness swelled and smoked there, convulsing at each blow.




 “Get it while it’s pinned,” said Clae.




 Laura cracked the Egg against her amulet and tossed it.
 
 The bubbling liquid glowed as it flipped through the air, and landed dead center.
 
 As soon as it hit the monster, glass shattered and kin surged out.
 
 The monster screeched as it burned away.




 Laura used one hand to yank up her bandana to cover the lower half of her face, just in time.
 
 The creature squealed and let out the same dark wave as the last one.
 
 While on a much smaller scale, it carried the same stench.
 
 Laura caught a whiff of it.
 
 She was glad she hadn’t eaten that soup or it would probably be coming back up.
 
 Behind them two maids collapsed in a dead faint.




 “What was that?”
 
 the cook choked, eyes watering.




 “Defense mechanism.
 
 It’s just a smell,” Clae explained, slightly muffled by his own bandana.




 Hacking and coughing, the cook stumbled closer to get a better view of their work.
 
 She looked even more troubled.




 “That’s not one of ours.”




 The amulet was a little carved totem pole.
 
 There weren’t any protruding pieces, but it was brightly colored.
 
 The paint was extra vivid against the smear of black left on the floor and wall.
 
 Clae scooped it up.




 “The ones we use in the kitchen are white.
 
 They look like seashells.”




 Laura leaned in to get a better look at it.
 
 “I guess Mary was right?”




 Clae hummed.
 
 He glanced over to the crowd of maids.
 
 “Anywhere else that felt like this?
 
 And don’t lie.”




 The servant looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here.
 
 He shook his head quickly.




 “You’re sure?”




 “There’s none I know of.”




 Clae nodded and pocketed the amulet.
 
 “Good.
 
 Laura, come on.”




 He hefted up his briefcase again and strode toward the door.
 
 Laura followed Clae down the hall.
 
 He was quiet, and he looked contemplative.




 “Since we found one, does that mean this job is finished?”
 
 she asked.




 “Where there’s one there might be more.”




 “Your gray-eyed buddy said he didn’t feel any others.”




 “He said he hated this house.”




 “So?”




 “If he hates it and now realizes it’s in danger, what’s stopping him from ‘forgetting’ and allowing this place to be destroyed?”




 Laura’s step faltered.
 
 “That’s kind of extreme, isn’t it?
 
 Besides, he’d die too.”




 “Maybe that doesn’t matter.
 
 You know, when Magi are out in the world on their own, it’s not usually because they want to be.”




 “So he’d lie about this.”




 “There’s a chance.”
 
 His eyes were pensive.
 
 As he walked, the hand in his pocket opened and closed his pocket watch in a slow series of sharp clicks.
 
 “Not everyone has a perfect life, certainly not a perfect family.
 
 When it gets bad it can drive you to lengths other people can’t understand.”




 Somehow she got the idea that wasn’t just about the servant.




 “Besides,” Clae continued, “I recognize the amulet.
 
 It’s definitely a mobster job.
 
 The Mad Dogs, specifically.”




 Laura sucked in a breath.
 
 The Mad Dogs were notoriously bloodthirsty, but they tended to operate only in the lower Quarters.
 
 “How would you recognize it?
 
 Is there a signature?”




 “Nothing like that.
 
 This amulet was stolen out of the Sweeper stores
 decades ago.
 
 The ex-apprentice who did the deed works as one of the mobster Sweepers now.
 
 They probably stored it to fester.
 
 Must’ve recycled it a few times by now, of course.
 
 That new infestation was pitiful.”




 He’d mentioned before that the mobs had something of a Sweeper force of their own, but she’d never thought there was any crossover.
 
 The knowledge weighed like a dark cloud.




 “Can we report this ex-apprentice to the police?”
 
 she asked.
 
 “If we could catch him—”




 “Say that again and actually think about it. 

 Let’s report a mobster. ”




 Dangerous, for one, and also useless.
 
 There were plenty of mobsters whose identity had been revealed in the press but remained at large.
 
 Many arrests were attempted.
 
 Very few succeeded.
 
 Most ended bloody.
 
 With the MARU defunct it wasn’t like there was power enough to do anything with the mobs.




 “Then what can we do?”




 “Not much beyond dismantle any bombs.
 
 As much as the city likes to pretend, we’re not the MARU.
 
 We can’t afford to run after a pack of murderers.
 
 Focus on the here and now.”




 They searched the rest of the mansion.
 
 Many more oddly placed passageways and vent covers were discovered, along with more amulets and a room full of taxidermy animals where Laura found a canir; it looked menacing even when dead, and Laura was only the height of its shoulder.
 
 There was nothing out of the ordinary beyond that.




 They wound up back in the main entryway, looking down at the door from the second floor.
 
 It was close to three thirty.




 “Where do we find Mary?”
 
 Laura sighed.
 
 “I think we can safely say we’ve checked all those nooks and crannies.”




 “God knows.”
 
 Clae sounded disgruntled.
 
 He ran out of patience somewhere around the taxidermy room.
 
 “Someone’s bound to come through here eventu—Hey!”




 He sprang forward to lean over the rail.
 
 On the first floor a maid with a duster shrieked in surprise.




 “Who’s there?”
 
 she cried.




 “Where’s Mary Sullivan?”
 
 Clae called.




 The maid looked around wildly.
 
 For some reason she didn’t think to look up.
 
 “I-I’m warning you, don’t threaten me—”




 “Oh for god’s sake, just tell me where the woman is and get going!”




 The maid squealed at the tone and covered her head in fear.
 
 “The parlor!”
 
 she wailed.




 “Then go get her!”




 “Yes, sir!”




 The maid dashed out of sight.




 “Look at her go,” Laura remarked, impressed by her speed.
 
 “I wonder who she thought you were?”




 “As if I care.
 
 Come on, she’ll probably come by sooner than later.”




 They took their time descending the stairs, and were nearing the bottom step when Mary walked in.
 
 Her expression went from haughty to exasperated at the sight of them.




 “So it was you,” she grouched.
 
 “Do you enjoy scaring young girls so they think an evil spirit is talking to them?”




 “Is that what she thought I was?”
 
 Clae sounded completely uninterested.




 Mary sighed and massaged her temples.
 
 “Forget it.
 
 Did you find anything?”




 “We did.”




 Her head jerked up in surprise, and Clae pulled the amulet out of his pocket.




 “This was sitting in the refrigerator in the kitchen.
 
 Your chef confirmed it’s not one of yours.
 
 We got rid of the creature that was inside.”




 “But where did it come from?”
 
 gasped Mary.
 
 “I mean, who—”




 “That’s not my job.
 
 I told you, terriers.
 
 Call the police already.”




 “Is there any way to prevent more from getting in?
 
 To stop this from happening again?”
 
 asked Mary, sounding desperate.




 A muscle jumped in Clae’s cheek.
 
 The truest response was that it was impossible to stop the spread—wouldn’t other cities have figured that out and created the grand utopia Amicae painted itself to be?

 —but Clae chose the next option.




 “Stop the source.
 
 You want the Mad Dogs to stop lobbing monsters into your house?
 
 Have Daddy-in-Law stop pissing them off.”




 “The Mad Dogs?”
 
 The mention otherwise shocked her into silence.
 
 It took a moment for her to recover and say, “There’s nothing else we can do?”




 “Absolutely nothing.”
 
 Clae pocketed the amulet again.
 
 “And now there’s the matter of payment.”




 “Yes.”
 
 Mary folded her hands together and schooled her face into neutrality.
 
 “Did you find something, or will I be supporting you?”




 “Oh, I found something.”




 Laura eyed him with surprise.
 
 She hadn’t noticed him mention or linger over anything.
 
 What he might’ve wanted, she had no idea.
 
 She was sad there wouldn’t be a pay raise, though.
 
 Sweeper pay was decent as it was, but not quite enough for her to be confident buying that new apartment.




 “What is it, then?”




 “That servant of yours.
 
 You know, the one with the gray eyes.
 
 He’s got hair about this long.”




 Clae gestured somewhere around his waist, but neither of the others said anything.
 
 They were too busy staring at him in incredulity.
 
 A person?
 
 He was asking for a
 person?
 
 Amicae hadn’t dealt with slaves in near one hundred fifty years; people couldn’t just be traded around like that.




 “Are you serious?”
 
 Laura laughed uncertainly.




 “Completely.”
 
 Clae kept his eyes on the other woman.
 
 “You said anything, and I want him.”




 Mary was nervous.
 
 It didn’t take a genius to know, since she made no good effort to hide it.
 
 She wrung her hands in distress, avoiding eye contact.
 
 “Are you sure there isn’t anything else?
 
 A vase, a chair…”




 “No.”




 She fretted even more.
 
 “He’s not really mine to give.”




 “That didn’t stop you before.
 
 You were willing to give me anything of your father-in-law’s, even his favorite chair.”




 “But that’s a chair, not a person.”




 “Anything.
 
 A body is a thing.
 
 A person’s a body, so it counts.”




 Flawed logic.
 
 Definitely flawed logic.
 
 The ridiculousness of it made Laura want to smack him.
 
 She wanted to smack them both, because this conversation shouldn’t even have happened.




 “Are you trying to argue with slave logic?”
 
 Mary squawked.




 “He wouldn’t even be here if you weren’t keeping him like a slave.”




 “For your information, the Sullivans have been nothing but kind to that boy!”
 
 cried Mary, puffing herself up.
 
 “They took him in as a child, fed him, clothed him—”




 “
 Abused him.”
 
 When Mary faltered, he hissed, “Did you think it wasn’t
 obvious?”




 Laura remembered the way that servant reacted in the kitchen, like a wary, mistreated dog, and how Mary had been talking about whipping.
 
 Her stomach did an odd, sympathetic flip-flop, but she still wasn’t keen on where this was going.




 “He’s treated just as civilly as the rest of—”




 “Don’t try to bullshit me, woman.
 
 We made a deal.”




 “But you don’t even care about money!
 
 Why would you want him?”
 
 Mary practically shrieked.




 Laura couldn’t make any connection between the servant and money, but before she could think too hard on it someone else came into the hallway.
 
 It was Henry.




 “What’s going on here?
 
 Mary, why were you shouting?”




 Mary buried her face in her hands and shook her head.
 
 Her husband looked up at Laura and Clae, and his expression clearly blamed them, even if he didn’t know what for yet.




 “What are you still doing here?”
 
 he growled.
 
 “I thought you were thrown out!”




 After a moment Mary’s hands slid down and she forced calm as she said, “I told them to do their job anyway.
 
 I said if they found something they could have anything from the house as payment, and they found an amulet planted in the kitchen.”




 Henry’s face contorted.
 
 He seemed to war with worry over the danger, and anger.
 
 He settled on the latter.




 “Why would you make such a stupid deal?
 
 And with my father’s property!
 
 You own none of this, nothing!”




 “You were in danger!
 
 We were all in danger!
 
 What was I supposed to do when he refused to accept money?”
 
 she yelled back.




 “What is it he wants, then?”




 “He wants Okane.”




 Clae gave a loud snort, but Laura didn’t catch the joke.
 
 Henry’s face was dark as a thundercloud.




 “That’s not happening.”




 “Oh yes it is,” said Clae, “because that’s the deal.
 
 God forbid the Sullivans go back on their word.
 
 Who knows, this little old Sweeper might spread some rather unsavory accounts of your activities, and what exactly you’re hiding around this house.”
 
 That was a bluff and Laura knew it.
 
 As far as she could tell they’d found nothing incriminating.
 
 “Of course, I could just go to the police about that
 slave.
 
 They wouldn’t even question me about it.
 
 We’re quite well acquainted, you know.
 
 Either way you lose him.
 
 Best take the option that doesn’t drag your name through the mud.
 
 Your choice, of course.”




 Mary’s expression was one of horror, and Henry looked just about to blow his top.




 “You have nothing,” he spluttered angrily.




 “Is that a chance you’re willing to take?”




 His voice was full of confidence, even with a face the very picture of a clean slate.
 
 Laura was impressed by this if not by the blackmail.
 
 If the police caught someone with a slave they could be thrown in jail for a long time, and if someone like the Sullivans had their names stained with that, no one was likely to want anything to do with them.
 
 Business sunk.
 
 Pit disaster averted.
 
 Either way, Clae got the better end of the stick.




 They seemed to hold a staring contest.
 
 The intensity of Henry’s glare made Laura happy she wasn’t the target, but Clae stared back with no concern.
 
 The silence pressed on for what felt like forever, but Laura could see Henry breaking.
 
 The muscles of his face twitched and jumped, his jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed.
 
 Laura had to shift her weight by the time he spoke.




 “Fine.
 
 Fine.”




 He turned and brushed a hand against one of the amulets they’d found earlier, a slight detail of the umbrella stand, and a short time later the butler arrived.




 “You called, sir?”




 “Get Okane,” Henry ordered.




 The butler’s eyes flickered to Clae and Laura but he inclined his head, murmuring, “Yes, sir,” before vanishing the way he’d come.




 Did this mean Clae had won?




 Laura looked around at the others.
 
 Mary’s face was downturned, Henry’s flushed red.
 
 After a while footsteps broke the silence again.
 
 The butler returned, silver-eyed servant in his wake.




 “—called for me?”
 
 the servant said, again barely discernible.
 
 Now that Laura paid more attention she saw the delay in his speech, and didn’t hear the word at all.




 Henry eyed him venomously for a moment before saying, “Okane, you’re not staying here anymore.
 
 You’re going with them.”




 Confusion flickered over Okane’s face.
 
 “Sir?”




 “Go,” growled Henry, turning away.
 
 “Now!”




 “Hang on,” Laura cut in, confused.
 
 “Doesn’t he need to gather his belongings?
 
 He must have clothes, or—”




 “Get out!”
 
 Henry roared.




 It was so loud Laura jumped in fright, and she wasn’t the only one.
 
 Clae was singularly unaffected.




 “Come on, then.”
 
 He beckoned to the servant.




 Okane hurried over and Clae waved them on to the door.
 
 He glanced over his shoulder as they left.




 “Pleasure doing business with you,” he purred.




 Henry snarled, and Mary choked back angry tears.




 Out on the front step, Laura eyed this Okane person shrewdly.
 
 He looked right back from the corner of his eyes, distrust clearly stamped on his features.
 
 Clae shut the door with a loud click and glanced between them.




 “What are you waiting for?
 
 Get walking.”




 Okane moved at the pace of a snail, but they began the trek toward the main gates.
 
 Laura itched to ask what was going on, but she didn’t like the idea of asking when the subject of her uncertainty was
 right there.
 
 Luckily said subject was just as uncertain as she was.




 “If I may ask,” Okane ventured, “what exactly is going on?”




 “You’re switching jobs.”




 “I’m what?”




 “Switching jobs.
 
 You’re going to be my apprentice now.”




 Laura almost tripped and fell flat on her face.
 
 She was glad she didn’t, but that relief was eclipsed by shock.
 
 Apprentice?
 
 He was supposed to be an apprentice?
 
 But that was Laura’s job!
 
 She’d been doing well, too, and she didn’t think she was too annoying.
 
 Was it that Clae wanted a complete pushover to follow him around instead, with no questions or concerns, just blind faith?
 
 Did he not like a chatty girl?
 
 Was it simply because she was a girl?
 
 Another glance at Okane and he was altered in her mind: no longer a sad-eyed pretty boy but a threat.




 “Don’t make that face.”
 
 Clae bumped her knee with a corner of the briefcase.
 
 “Sweepers can have more than one apprentice.”




 Laura was relieved, though not by much.
 
 She hadn’t had to compete with anyone in this job yet, and wasn’t a fan of the idea.




 “But I work for the Sullivans,” Okane insisted.




 “And they’ve given you up, so you can work for me.
 
 If you want the job.”




 “They won’t let go of me that easily.”




 “Look, kid.”
 
 Clae’s eyes carried a hint of irritation now.
 
 “They may not like me, but I’ve got at least half the police department to back me up.
 
 The Sullivans have no hold on you now.”




 As if to directly counter that statement, the door swung open behind them and Frank Sullivan stepped out.
 
 His earlier calm was gone; instead the animosity bubbled to the surface, twisting his features.




 “Bastard!”
 
 he shouted.
 
 “You goddamned, underhanded, flea-bitten bastard!
 
 Get back here!”




 Laura gawked for a moment before Clae jabbed her with the briefcase again and hissed, “Get moving!”




 The three of them sprinted down the rest of the driveway with Frank hobbling along behind, raging all the way.
 
 He was nowhere close to catching them, but there was still the gate.
 
 They reached it at full speed and practically smacked into it.
 
 Clae shoved the briefcase through the bars, clicked his heels together, and began to scale the gate.
 
 Laura clicked her own heels together.
 
 As the amulets there activated, she felt gravity’s hold slacken enough that she could climb more easily, gripping the iron bars and heaving herself up.
 
 Okane scrambled up after her, doing well for
 someone without an amulet’s help.
 
 They vaulted over the spikes on top and landed heavily.
 
 Laura was sure without the magic she would’ve broken one of her ankles.
 
 She glanced back to see Clae still on the other side.
 
 He was near the top, but he reconsidered and jumped back down.
 
 He charged back toward Frank.
 
 The businessman faltered in his tracks, then turned tail at the sight.
 
 Clae chased him a good ten feet up the driveway before dashing back to the gate and vaulting over it.
 
 He landed next to Laura and scooped up the briefcase, glancing over at her.




 “Come on.
 
 I can scare him, but he probably has security.
 
 Best get out of here before they show up.”




 Laura nodded, and they fled the scene.




 They only stopped running at the cable car platform, and by that time Laura was completely winded.
 
 She leaned against the platform rail and panted there for a while.
 
 Okane breathed hard too, but Clae regained composure quickly.
 
 He knelt down and opened the briefcase to check if anything was broken.
 
 The cushioned lining must’ve done its job, as he nodded and closed it again.




 “What were --- saying, before?”
 
 Okane wheezed.
 
 It was so quiet Laura guessed they weren’t supposed to hear it, but Clae replied immediately.




 “They’re sore losers, but they’re not going to get you again.”




 Okane recoiled.
 
 Clae caught the movement and sighed.
 
 He held out one hand, palm up, and forced himself to relax.
 
 He spoke something in a different language, the words choppy—obviously he wasn’t fluent.
 
 Slowly Okane relaxed too, staring at Clae like he was some alien creature.
 
 Clae said nothing more, simply knelt there with hand outstretched.




 After a while Okane asked, “Who are --- people, anyway?”




 “Sweepers.
 
 I’m Clae Sinclair.
 
 This is Laura.”




 Okane’s brow furrowed.
 
 “--- clean floors?”




 Laura’s gasping for breath dissolved into a fit of giggles, even if it wasn’t that funny, and her lungs were further deprived of oxygen.
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 SILVER IS NOT GOLD 




 The next day, Laura fretted over the new addition.




 She was a little upset that Clae had hired Okane.
 
 She didn’t want to be replaced as favorite—even if she was the only one that could be considered such before—and was unsure how to act around Okane himself.
 
 After a short conversation about what Sweepers did (and how there were absolutely no brooms involved, they weren’t chimney sweeps), he clammed up and skulked around after them like a sulky shadow.
 
 He absorbed information well, but trying to pry anything from him proved a hassle.
 
 Though Laura had left rather early.
 
 Maybe Clae cracked him at some point later on?




 She didn’t much like him.
 
 He’d given her no reason to.
 
 He was competition, the cuckoo in her nest, and damn if she was going to let him worm his way into Clae’s good books when she’d spent a good three months cracking the cover.
 
 But she supposed she’d at least act civilly.
 
 He was in a bad situation and maybe he’d get better.




 She decided this as she wheeled onto Acis Road.
 
 She braked her bike outside the door to the Sweeper shop and lugged it up the stairs.
 
 Opening the door and maneuvering the bicycle around it, she spotted the
 others quickly.
 
 The giant Egg sat on the countertop, Clae explaining what they were going to do with it while Okane nodded absently.




 “There you are.”
 
 Clae noticed her and broke off mid-explanation.
 
 “Come on.
 
 Get this in the trunk and let’s get going.
 
 We don’t have all day.”




 He was rude as ever, but for some reason Laura took it personally this time.
 
 She leaned her bike against the wall and sulked over.
 
 The trunk lay open on the floor.
 
 She grabbed one end of the Egg and waited for Clae to take the other, but he didn’t.
 
 Instead he looked expectantly at Okane.
 
 Okane hesitated, but grabbed the other handle.
 
 A hot flush of resentment crawled up the back of her neck.




 “Careful, now,” warned Clae.
 
 “You break that, and I break you.”




 Laura pursed her lips but lifted her end.
 
 Okane copied soon enough, and they heaved the glass case off the counter.
 
 Okane floundered.
 
 For a moment Laura was terrified he’d drop it, but he steadied himself, and with a little difficulty they lowered the Egg into its place in the trunk.
 
 Clae snapped it closed and locked it, then stepped back.




 “You two are carrying that, too.
 
 Take care not to drop it.”




 “You’re not helping?”
 
 asked Laura, surprised.




 “Why should I when I have two apprentices?”




 “I thought this was part of the job.”




 “Why do you care?
 
 You’re carrying it either way.”




 True, but that didn’t mean she had to be happy about it.
 
 She felt like he’d managed to cheat his way out of it.




 As they began their walk down the street toward today’s Pit, her mood didn’t lighten.
 
 She thanked her luck that it was Friday and there wasn’t much distance to this one; Okane struggled with his half of the trunk, unable to find a position where it didn’t bump into his knees or otherwise impede his walking.
 
 To this at least, Laura was sympathetic.
 
 She wasn’t fond of how it ended up messing with her side, though.
 
 She kept having to adjust for his changes and frankly, it was getting annoying.
 
 Thankfully Clae decided now was a good time for picking up his earlier explaining to Okane.




 “There are three usable Pits in Amicae.
 
 They’re used to store broken amulets, so they can be monitored and ‘flushed’ regularly.
 
 Each Pit is visited once a week.
 
 North on Monday, Southeast on Wednesday, Southwest
 on Friday.
 
 The cycle is required to make sure nothing takes root in the amulets there in the Pit.
 
 There’s no way to prevent infestations from taking root in a broken amulet, and if there are multiple spaces for infestations to fester in one place, they spread faster.
 
 Flushing kin down the Pit every week destroys any and all infestations that may have begun over the week.
 
 Skipping a week of the Pit rounds isn’t life-threatening, but if you leave it much longer, infestations will grow and they will start working.
 
 So
 don’t fall out of the habit.
 
 Every week.
 
 Monday Wednesday Friday.
 
 Keep up.”




 “And the Pits can’t be moved,” Laura added, to show she was listening the other day.




 “You try to redirect the Pit, and you’ll end up ruining its efficiency and compromising the structure of the city itself.
 
 The Pits were in the original blueprints of the city.
 
 Amicae is essentially built around them,” Clae elaborated.




 “Wait, really?”




 Throughout her school career Laura learned about the founding and history of Amicae, but Sweepers had only been touched on as being obsolete.
 
 There’d been no mention of Pits whatsoever.




 “Sweepers were heavily involved in the founding of Amicae, though we fell out of favor with the rise of industry.
 
 We had a lot of influence and space in the beginning, people got jealous, and they started appealing to the Council during a long dry spell so there weren’t any infestations around to really prove we were needed.
 
 The Council decided that Sweepers had no real purpose so didn’t need all that room, and as time went on they kept reallocating the space and we had to make do with what we had, even when the infestations started picking up again.
 
 Sweepers nearly died out, and we’ve never recovered.”
 
 He glanced back at them.
 
 “Look at you.
 
 Case in point.”




 “I’m not that bad.”




 “There are only three of us.
 
 Other cities have around twenty active Sweepers.”




 “That many?”




 “They never had the pedestal to fall from, though.”




 “I was more under the impression it was a cliff,” said Laura.
 
 “Sweepers were important everywhere.
 
 I thought Amicae just purposely let it slip.”




 “It’s a bit different with Amicae.
 
 More offensive.
 
 Other cities were built up and fortified even in the first years of the infestation’s spread, back before anyone knew what worked, and later incorporated all the pieces around the existing structures.
 
 Amicae was built well after Sweepers were established, so one was hired before the city was even constructed, and they asked her if there was anything important that may need to be in the blueprints.
 
 She took the chance to hijack everything and specialize the city to suit Sweepers: Pits galore, factories for Kin, weapon construction, treatment of clothes
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 ROOTS 




 The tree in question was an eastern maple, at least twenty feet tall.
 
 Its trunk and branches twisted and contorted into something entirely strange, with the resulting shape of a leafy mushroom.
 
 Today the leaves were dark green, but if it was anything like the decorative trees along the Tiber Circuit, it would turn a beautiful red in the fall.
 
 Clae liked to frequent this tree when he had time.
 
 Laura wasn’t entirely sure why, but he did.
 
 It was probably just another of his habits.




 “You really like this tree,” Laura mused, when they reached it.




 The tree was located on the outer edge of the Fifth Quarter, almost teetering over the side of the low wall.
 
 Beyond and below, the shacks and military barracks of the Sixth Quarter could be seen.
 
 On some occasions Laura had sat with her legs over the side (tempting fate—one slip and she could fall all the way down and kill herself), and watched as soldiers drilled or shooed noncitizens away from official buildings.
 
 Clae only had eyes for the tree.
 
 He walked up to it, stepped onto a particularly large root, and placed his hand on the trunk.




 “It’s a good tree,” he replied, running fingers across the bark.




 “Aren’t all trees good trees?”




 “This one’s particularly good.
 
 Here, come closer.”




 With a sigh Laura trudged over.
 
 She entered the tree’s shadow, and had to admit it provided nice shade from the heat.
 
 She loosened the bandana around her neck in case of a breeze, and craned her head to look up.
 
 The sun filtered through the leaves, blinding in spots and simply highlighting the green in others.
 
 As a slight wind sighed through, they swayed, and the light winked merrily.




 “It’s pretty, but I don’t see why you like it so much.”




 “I don’t see why you like poster scraps either,” he retorted, and she flushed red.




 “How did you know about—”




 “When you’re stuffing old flyers into your pockets all the time, how wouldn’t I know?”




 Here Laura thought she’d been sneaky about it.
 
 “I like the colors,” she grumbled.
 
 “The pictures are nice.”




 “And the tree isn’t?”
 
 he challenged.




 “It is,” Laura groaned, slumping against the tree and sliding down to the roots.
 
 She dragged Okane and the trunk down in the process.
 
 “It’s just
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 STORMY SWEEPER 




 When it rained in Amicae, it rained all day.
 
 Laura knew this well, so she knew there was no chance the pounding against the windows would stop anytime soon.
 
 The skies darkened to the point where streetlamps were lit, but anything beyond that was completely obscured by the downpour.




 Laura had met Clae on a day much like this one: the rain had pounded hard enough she felt half dragged to the ground, but she still stood opposite the Sweeper shop, damp newspaper clenched in her hands.
 
 The overhang of the boarded shop behind her dripped fat droplets that soaked her stockings.
 
 She glanced up at the glow of the lights ahead of her, then back down at the paper.




 TRAGEDY AT THE OPERA , announced the headline. 

 Sunday morning, the sun rose on a terrible scene: the grand opera house of the First Quarter awash in darkness, all her lights and glass smashed.
 
 Overnight members of the Mad Dogs mob planted an infestation in the stage, and when city workers rushed to exterminate it, the creature pounced on them.
 
 No less than thirty-five members of the police department were lost to us this evening, including well-loved Chief Otto Mumbar.
 
 Head Sweeper Clae Sinclair carried out the extermination, though his own apprentice was lost as well. 




 The article went on about damages, costs, delayed showings, but she was no First Quarter girl.
 
 She was far more interested in the little ad wedged next to this article, almost lost in the patchwork format:
 Sinclair Sweepers, hiring all positions.
 
 Following that was a list of benefits.
 
 Tax free.
 
 Free transport.
 
 An astoundingly high wage.
 
 She’d thought it was a joke at first, flipped through the entirety of the paper and found no proof of deceit before daring to consider it. 

 Recompense to family after death  made her stomach twist, but this could be her coveted windfall.
 
 Finally, a chance to grab that world she’d glimpsed in the old Coronae picture book.
 
 Morgan had scoffed at it before, but now she had leverage: the family had fallen on hard times, after all.
 
 Morgan’s catering job had hit an all-time low and Cheryl had racked up an ugly doctor’s bill.
 
 What else were they supposed to do, eat their savings?
 
 If Laura could snag this job and its great pay, they could get back on their feet.
 
 Morgan could look into her coin purse without wincing while paying for groceries.
 
 They needed the money, and they needed it fast.
 
 Morgan couldn’t complain about the occupation, and if she did Laura could counter easily: factory jobs didn’t pay near as much, and if she was about to risk life and limb, she might as well do it for the best deal.
 
 The old book and even the vague job description of the ad had her imagining something
 big, but the shabby shop opposite her almost looked abandoned.
 
 It made her hesitate, second-guess.
 
 Was this some police outpost for surveillance of lower Quarters?
 
 It couldn’t possibly be a hub of activity for the MARU.
 
 If it was, and if they couldn’t pay to keep up their building, how could they possibly pay that sum to any employees?
 
 Could
 the backbone of our great city be reduced to this state?




 No matter.




 Laura gathered up her skirt, unfurled the umbrella above her head, and marched for the door.
 
 The shop was warm, of course.
 
 In the future she found uncomfortably hot a fixed detail, but on that day she stood dripping on the threshold, feeling rather sullen about it.
 
 And of course, Clae was there.
 
 He didn’t make a wonderful first impression, being half wrapped in bandages and probably in a lot of pain judging by said bandages and the bottle of painkillers in one splinted hand.
 
 He paused in the process of shaking out a pill and glared at her.




 “What do you want?”
 
 he demanded.




 She took it as a challenge.
 
 She squared her shoulders and drew up to full height, ignoring the fact that she looked half drowned.
 
 She’d decided on this the moment she committed to tracking the shop down—cast aside that good-girl persona Morgan had loved so much in her school days.
 
 If she was going to be the bravest in all the city, she’d do it without hiding.




 “I’m looking for the head Sweeper.
 
 Is he in?”




 He simply stared at her.
 
 Another one of those idiots who thought all women belonged at home with a baby on their knee, she decided.
 
 Should’ve known she’d run into another Charlie.
 
 Her nose wrinkled and she brought her umbrella down like a cane against the floor.




 “I’ve got things to do today.
 
 If Mr. Sinclair is having interviews, let’s get on with it.”




 He let out a sharp bark of laughter.
 
 He finally succeeded in rattling two pills into his hand and swallowed them dry.
 
 That done, he stumped around the counter.
 
 She thought at first that he had a peg leg, but it was really a crutch tucked under one arm; the leg on that side was done up in a splint to match his arm.
 
 He hobbled closer and paused a few feet away, something like a sneer on his face.
 
 Laura felt on edge, but it wasn’t the type of look she’d had from other almost-employers and it definitely wasn’t what she expected from a Sweeper.
 
 His eyes were dull, tired, like he hadn’t slept in a month.
 
 They did little to liven the halfhearted look, the flat tone.




 “You’re in the wrong place.
 
 Go back to the union, or wherever they sent you from.”




 “I came here on my own,” she retorted, scanning for any sign of another person.




 Clae raised one eyebrow.
 
 “Did you now.”




 “You’re hiring, aren’t you?”
 
 She fixed her gaze on him again, but that look in his eyes made her uneasy; it was like whatever light was in him seemed about to snuff out.
 
 She averted her gaze again.
 
 “Look, just point me at Mr. Sinclair and we can leave this all behind us.”




 “You’re looking at him.”
 
 He sat heavily on a stool, placed his hands atop the crutch and eyed her as if gauging a reaction.
 
 Sure, she was a
 little embarrassed to mistake who the man was, but she couldn’t afford to let that stop her.




 “I’m Laura Kramer.”
 
 She stuck out her hand.
 
 Clae huffed again and raised his splinted hand; she switched hands without a word, and he rolled his eyes.
 
 “According to the paper, you’re hiring for all positions.
 
 I’d like to interview for—”




 “I suppose you read the bullshit next to the opera piece.”




 The paper still crinkled under her arm.
 
 She frowned.
 
 “You’re the one who put it there, aren’t you?”




 “No.
 
 Some idiots did.
 
 Idiots who don’t know how the job works.
 
 All that’s in there is garbage.”




 “So there’s no compensation for Sweeper families.”




 “There’s that.”




 “So it’s not all garbage.”




 “Enough of it is.
 
 You don’t know what you’re trying to get into.
 
 Leave.”




 “Not a chance.”




 She cast around, grabbed another stool, and set it in front of him.
 
 He watched this with narrowed eyes, but didn’t protest as she sat right there and rattled off her r
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 YESTERYEAR 




 “Laura.”




 Okane’s voice came as a soft squeak, timid but stronger than it was a few days ago.
 
 She looked up from her book to see him drifting across the shop toward her.




 “Hm?”




 He rubbed at his arm nervously.
 
 “Sorry, but I was wondering if --- could tell me some things.”




 “About the job?”




 “Not quite, no.”




 “Then what about?”




 He seemed embarrassed but elaborated, “It’s been gnawing at me for a while.
 
 What exactly are amulets?”




 Laura blinked in surprise.
 
 “Are you serious?
 
 You don’t know what they are?”




 “No, not really.”




 “You didn’t ask Clae?”
 
 Come to think of it, why would he wait until Clae had stepped outside to ask about the subject?
 
 Clae was the one who
 knew this best, and despite her new efforts Laura knew she was still prickly dealing with her new coworker.




 “No.
 
 I already look stupid enough to him.
 
 I don’t want to add to it.”




 If he was looking for pity, he certainly got it.
 
 Laura straightened up in her seat, unclipped the amulet from her belt, and set it on the counter with a loud clack as she asked, “How much do you know about amulets?”




 He dragged over a stool, mulling over what knowledge he did have.
 
 “I know they give power for appliances.”




 That was it?
 
 Laura pursed her lips as she tried to figure out where to begin.




 “Well, let’s see
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 NUMBERFACE 




 “Hurry it up!”




 Clae’s bark lent more speed to Laura’s flight.
 
 She sprinted across the cobblestone road and down an alley, trying to stay ahead of the pounding footsteps.
 
 Okane panted harshly just behind her, and a glance back showed his eyes wide and panicked.
 
 That same glance showed Clae gaining fast.
 
 With a squeak of fear, Laura smacked the amulet on her belt.
 
 With gravity’s hold slackened, she charged the wall to her right.
 
 The amulets in her shoes let her take three steps nearly vertical on the brick, and she launched herself up, grabbed hold of a large windowsill, and tumbled through the opening.
 
 She landed heavily on a hardwood floor and whirled about, pulling a rubber ball from her bag and tapping it against her amulet.
 
 She stood ready, waiting for Clae to appear (him being the mock monster, she needed to try to hit him with the mock Egg), but he didn’t.
 
 Instead, his voice issued from outside.




 “Damn it, Okane, you’re supposed to be using your amulets!”




 “I don’t know how!”




 “I showed you five minutes ago!”




 Laura let her arm go slack, heaving a sigh.
 
 This was the third time
 during the exercise that they’d had to stop.
 
 She drifted back to the window and leaned out, looking down at her coworkers.
 
 Okane cowered by the wall while Clae, sounding very much annoyed, walked him through how to work the amulets.
 
 He’d been trying to explain them for over a week, to no avail; they’d had to leave Okane locked up in the shop while they took care of other minor infestations.
 
 Why Okane hadn’t gotten the hang of it, Laura had no idea.
 
 It was easy for her to use them.
 
 Then again, she was a
 natural.
 
 She basked in that old praise for a while, passing the rubber ball from one hand to the other, then shouted “Think fast!”
 
 and slung the ball downward.




 There was a series of snapping sounds, and the next thing she knew Okane was clambering up the fence of the dead-end alley.
 
 Here she’d thought it was impossible to climb.
 
 Clae remained unimpressed.




 “Amulets, I said!
 
 You can’t rely on fear forever!”




 Okane stopped, teetering on top of the wood, and peered down at him.
 
 The thin fence wavered beneath his weight.




 “I don’t like amulets.”




 “
 Obviously.”




 Laura climbed back onto the windowsill and hopped down.
 
 The amulets of her shoes slowed her descent so she alighted easily beside Clae.




 “Any particular reason why?”
 
 she asked.




 “They feel wrong,” Okane defended.
 
 “It’s like they’re crawling into my head.”




 “Get down from there before you break your neck,” Clae scoffed.




 Okane wobbled precariously on his perch, trying to pick his way back down.




 “So he’s not even using magic to get up there?”
 
 Laura marveled.




 “Wrong kind of magic.
 
 Remember the ‘you’ phenomenon?
 
 That’s not the extent of it.
 
 His innate magic kicks in with fight-or-flight instinct, but it’s uncontrollable.
 
 He doesn’t think when he uses it, so he can’t properly utilize it.
 
 One slip in control, and he’s dead meat.”
 
 He paused, then nodded his certainty.
 
 “No.
 
 Dead.
 
 Literally dead.”




 “He can’t use the innate kind at will?”




 “What do you think he is, a witch?”




 “You’re the one going on about magic.”




 Clae folded his arms, glowered at the fence.
 
 “His understanding of magic and amulets is probably like yours.
 
 Abstracted.
 
 Doesn’t have direction.
 
 There’s nothing else to react to your thoughts, but he’s got two avenues to try and he’s so used to the natural one he can’t switch over.
 
 He’s not even trying.
 
 This is an adrenaline-fueled environment, and if he doesn’t get the hang of it soon I can’t take him anywhere.”




 Okane dropped to the ground, stumbling to catch his balance.
 
 He gave them a sullen look.
 
 “Are we done now?”




 “No,” Clae snapped.
 
 “We’re doing this either until you get it right or the sun goes down.”




 “Really?”
 
 Laura groaned.




 It was late afternoon and she was sick of being chased down the streets of the Fourth Quarter.
 
 They must’ve looked utterly ridiculous.




 “An infestation’s going to run faster than me if it’s big.
 
 You planning on surviving or not?”




 “Of course I am, but can’t you do individual lessons?”




 “He’s already getting individual lessons.”




 “Then what are we doing here?”
 
 Laura cried.




 “Individual lessons are different.
 
 Those are desensitizing.”




 “I don’t like it,” Okane butted in, and Clae glared at him.




 “If you want to survive this job, you can’t panic every time you come across a monster.
 
 Did you even make a conscious choice how to use that magic just now?”




 “No.”




 “And that will get you killed.”
 
 Clae glanced over at Laura and added, “Anselm.”




 “Anselm?”




 “Anselm.”




 Must’ve been another dead apprentice.
 
 Maybe the “horse” Clae learned all this information from.




 Clae turned on his heel, gesturing for them to follow.
 
 They trailed behind him onto the main street, and Laura squinted up at the building she’d sought refuge in.
 
 It was a hotel with some front windows smashed in, patched over by patterned cloth that might’ve been old dresses.
 
 A woman scowled from the second floor—she might’ve been startled by
 Laura.
 
 Laura hadn’t been paying attention to where she was going, so she was lucky Clae had been so focused on Okane; otherwise she’d be chewed out.




 “What exactly are you doing for this desensitizing?”
 
 she asked.




 “I sit and stare at an infestation,” Okane grumbled.




 “A little one.
 
 It won’t be able to do any damage for a while, and I’ve been monitoring its growth closely.”
 
 Clae didn’t look back at them, so Laura just stared incredulously at the back of his head.




 “Isn’t that kind of cruel?”




 “What do you think Sweepers are, picnics and butterflies?
 
 If sitting you down with the thing you hate will help you keep your wits later, I’m going to do it.”




 Okane slipped further into his sulk but didn’t argue.
 
 Laura sighed and folded her arms, unable to come up with a counter.
 
 It must’ve really sucked being around Clae twenty-four/seven, especially with the amulet situation.
 
 Maybe she could offer to let Okane stay at her apartment?
 
 But then there was Morgan to deal with—would she crow over Laura finally having a “beau,” or despair that she didn’t invite Charlie?
 
 Hell, that might set an awful precedent
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 HITTING THE GRIT 




 “Infestations don’t spread in a physical manner.
 
 They don’t reproduce in the way you’re familiar with.
 
 There are no males or females, they do not divide to asexually reproduce.
 
 They do not give birth.
 
 There is absolutely no way to prevent the spread.
 
 An amulet could be stored in a safe, completely and utterly shut off from the world, and an infestation could take root anyway.
 
 It is believed that this happens in part due to proximity and aggression level of another infestation, but experiments show that it happens whether or not there are multiple in the vicinity.
 
 The addition of another just seems to speed the growth.
 
 Nevertheless, the theory is that this monster resonates with the hollow of an amulet, prompting the absence of anything inside to develop into an ‘absence’ creature.
 
 That begs the question, if a monster can ‘resonate’ as such, is it possible that other things could ‘resonate’ and trigger the birth without our knowing?
 
 The creature was created by man; perhaps it’s still being assisted without us even noticing.”




 “In a nutshell”—Laura turned to walk backward, addressing Okane—“nobody knows how they get places.
 
 Many theories, nothing concrete.”




 “Ah.”




 “As such,” Clae continued, as if he hadn’t been interrupted, “infes
 tations could take root anywhere, at any time.
 
 They’re more common the further south you are, but Amicae is considered southerly so we’re in the red zone.
 
 The only way to stop it is by monitoring habitable areas through recording amulet ownership and use, recycling, and monitoring Pits.”




 Laura knew all of this too, but it must’ve been new to Okane, because he nodded.




 “That’s why you two always need to be armed.
 
 With no way to predict when, where, or how developed they’ll be, you don’t want to be defenseless at any time.”




 “Have you lost an apprentice that way too?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “I made that mistake myself,” Clae confessed, eyes still directed straight ahead.
 
 “It was a very unpleasant experience.”




 He stopped short, suddenly enough that the others almost ran into him.
 
 He had led them from the shop forty minutes ago, and Laura wondered if they’d reached their destination.




 On their right rose a temple, one of the larger of its kind in this Quarter.
 
 Churches dedicated to righteous spirits tended to be on a grander scale and had the run of the city, but the temples and shrines of immortals had clung to existence.




 One of the big differences between spirits and immortals was that spirits were all facets of an individual god known as the Spinner, and each facet was invoked to make the worshiper a better person and more deserving of salvation in the life after death; immortals were a pantheon essentially created to explain certain happenings like falling stars and the advent of music, and their worshipers aligned themselves with members of the pantheon and supposedly, if they pleased their patrons, became permanent guests of their kingdoms after death.
 
 In both beliefs, those found unworthy wandered a wasteland for all eternity.
 
 The spirit ideals were brought over from the Old World before the quarantine or the monsters had even occurred to anyone, while the immortals were more of a native thing.
 
 The original inhabitants of Orien hadn’t left much more visible influence than their old temples and gods, and their remaining religion was still the object of scorn by association.




 The outside walls of this temple were covered in tile mosaics of stars,
 animals, and abstract people, the sloping domed roof dark and undecorated.
 
 Great stone canir flanked the open doorway with gaping jaws.




 “So what’s this?”
 
 Laura asked.




 “The unexpected.
 
 Are you ready?”




 “Are you telling me there’s an infestation in there?”
 
 Laura gave him an appalled look.




 “I didn’t sense it,” Okane muttered.




 “That’s because it’s small,” said Clae.
 
 “I planted it there.
 
 We’re having another training exercise.
 
 And you”—he looked at Okane—“are going to exterminate this.”




 Okane shrank down.
 
 “I don’t think I can.”




 “Laura will walk you through it.”




 “I’ll what?”
 
 Laura deadpanned.




 “You’ll learn through teaching.”




 “But—” Okane began, but Clae cut him off.




 “If we want you in the field anytime this decade, we need to work harder.
 
 Who knows?
 
 Maybe you’ll do better in the moment than with tests.”




 “But you won’t be helping,” said Laura.




 “I’ll be observing, but I’m not lifting a finger unless you’re about to die.
 
 You’re doing this on your own strength with the equipment you have on hand.
 
 If you fail this test, I will have no choice but to spring these traps on you more frequently, with absolutely no warning, and leave you to flounder.
 
 Unless you want an infestation after you at three in the morning, you’ll do this right.”




 Laura’s shoulders slumped.
 
 She’d been through this before, the more practical training, but she’d never enjoyed it and she always had forewarning; several days’ forewarning, usually.
 
 She didn’t appreciate the surprise, and judging by the pallor of Okane’s face he didn’t either.




 “--- would do that?”
 
 he breathed, horrified.




 “I would.”




 Laura had the feeling she’d be doing this mostly solo.
 
 That was okay though, she reminded herself as she pulled herself to full height.
 
 She’d helped take out the Two-Monther.
 
 A test like this should be child’s play.




 Clae threw a hand up, barked, “Begin!”
 
 and walked over to lounge against one of the statues.
 
 A man in priestly robes rose up from the statues’ shadow to meet him.
 
 They must’ve been in cahoots.




 “Right then,” Laura sighed, resigned.
 
 “What kind of equipment did you bring?”




 “An Egg.”




 “Just one?”




 “Yes.”
 
 He looked at the ground in shame or embarrassment.




 “I’ve got two more.”
 
 Laura patted her belt.
 
 “If it really is small, we should be fine.”




 “If --- say so.”




 “Of course we will be!
 
 Come on.”
 
 She led the way through the open doorway.




 Ribbons dipped down from the gloomy ceiling, festive colors festooning a wide passage otherwise bleak.
 
 Beaded ornaments hung on the walls, methodically spaced, and the dark purplish rock of the floor made their every footstep echo deeper inside.




 “I don’t like this place.”
 
 Okane’s voice echoed too, and he shied away at the sound.
 
 “It’s too loud.
 
 Don’t they listen for Sweepers?”




 “There’s not a lot we can do, but we can minimize it.
 
 Whisper instead and use the amulets.”




 Laura tapped the amulet on her belt, and magic rushed down to her feet to lessen the noise.
 
 It was muffled but certainly audible.
 
 Okane copied, and they did their best to sneak into the main room.




 The circular main room was lit by an oculus in the domed ceiling.
 
 Afternoon sunlight filtered in to illuminate the place, shining down through the huge hole in the floor.
 
 Well, it wasn’t so much a hole as a drop.
 
 The walkway stretched seven feet wide, no railing; the flat part on their level served as a landing as the rest created a spiraling staircase, wrapping twice before reaching the bottom floor.
 
 Alcoves lined the stairs, dips in the wall with tiny altars and statues of immortals inside.
 
 Jumbles of offerings littered the spaces, candles, coins, art pieces, and even food items crammed in around the statues’ legs; more bright ribbons were tied about the limbs, so the statues appeared to have rainbow sleeves and pants.
 
 The first statue in its alcove grimaced at its unfortunate wardrobe.




 “Well?”
 
 Laura prompted as she began to descend the stairs.
 
 “Feeling anything?”




 “Nothing,” came the miserable response.
 
 Okane eyed the statues balefully.




 “Let me know if you do, okay?”




 “Right.”




 They kept walking, step after step after step until they were nearly two-thirds of the way down and Okane inhaled sharply.
 
 Laura stopped short, hand flying to her belt.




 “You sensed it?”




 “It’s

 City of Broken Magic










 12 




 KAIBUTSU 




 Two weeks after the “temple test,” Laura woke to a noise at the door.
 
 She stirred, wondering dimly what was going on.
 
 It couldn’t be later than four in the morning.
 
 Shuffling.
 
 Door opening.




 “Hello?”




 Aunt Morgan had answered the door.
 
 Good for her.
 
 She could take care of it.
 
 Laura buried her face in her pillow and began to drift off again.
 
 Another noise came from much closer, and she squinted to the side.
 
 Morgan leaned against the doorjamb, looking exhausted.




 “Hey, Laura.”
 
 The sleepy drawl slurred her words.
 
 “The office got a call for you from Mr. Sinclair.
 
 There’s something going on.
 
 Says you’re going to help him sometime today for something or other.”




 “Oh?”




 “Yeah.”




 “Why’d he call now, though?”




 Morgan shrugged.
 
 “Don’t know.”




 “I’ll ask him about it when I go to work.”




 “Sure.”




 Morgan drifted away.
 
 The door didn’t close all the way behind her,
 but Laura was too tired to care.
 
 She closed her eyes and began to doze.
 
 She fell asleep again by the time the second noise came to the door.
 
 This knocking was much louder and more insistent, and Laura woke as soon as it began.
 
 Annoyed grumbling heralded Morgan’s shuffling feet.
 
 Cheryl made a loud, unhappy noise.




 Clae couldn’t be expecting her to go to the shop at this hour, could he?
 
 Laura frowned at the idea and buried her head under her pillow.
 
 Maybe she could drown out the sound of the door.
 
 The next thing she knew, the pillow was yanked away.
 
 She glared at the culprit, but the look faltered as she realized that it wasn’t Morgan.




 “Clae?”
 
 she spluttered, instantly awake.
 
 “What are you doing here?”




 “Picking you up,” he replied, “like I said on the phone.”




 “I don’t have a phone in here, you called the building phone!
 
 I didn’t get the message!”
 
 Laura snapped, sitting up and pulling her blanket closer about her.




 “Person who answered it said she’d go tell you.”




 “Well, she
 didn’t.”




 “You know now.
 
 So get out of bed and let’s go.”




 “Go where?
 
 It’s—” She scrambled for her pocket watch on the bedside table.
 
 “It’s four in the morning!”




 In reality it was four forty-five, but it was in the hour of four and she resented that.




 “The police are already out there, and they’re expecting us to arrive before five.”




 “Out where?”




 “The Sixth Quarter.”




 Laura had never physically been to the Sixth Quarter.
 
 Given the inhabitants, there were usually no amulets down there, and the few that did exist were with the military, so they were tightly regulated.
 
 No chance for infestation.




 “What’s going on in the Sixth Quarter?”




 “Stupidity, what do you think?”
 
 Clae scoffed.
 
 “Now get dressed and ready to go.
 
 I’ll be waiting outside.”




 He tossed the pillow back and left, shouldering past Morgan in the doorway.
 
 Her aunt sent her a frightened look but closed the door behind
 him.
 
 Laura stared at it for a bit, then sprang up in a burst of energy.
 
 She rushed around her room, grabbing her clothes and supplies as fast as she could.
 
 Once she was decent, she tied her hair back and left her room.
 
 The first thing she saw was Cheryl leaning out of her own room, looking tired and grumpy, but lingering out of some begrudging interest in the strangers in the living room.
 
 Morgan stood near the sofa with much the same expression though less angry, twisting the cuff of her nightgown in anxiety; she followed their guests with her eyes as if afraid they’d snatch everything up and run.
 
 Clae inspected something on the wall, ignoring her completely, while Okane hovered near the door.




 “Ready,” Laura called, and Morgan looked over in surprise.




 “For what?
 
 What’s going on?”




 “Just work.”
 
 Laura had to stifle a yawn.




 “At this time of the morning?”




 “Well, if someone wasn’t so impatient—”




 “Don’t accuse me, go after the cops if you’re so upset.”
 
 Clae turned away from the wall.




 “I’m sure she doesn’t mean it!”
 
 Morgan squeaked.
 
 “She’s just tired is all.”




 “No kidding,” Laura muttered.




 “Excuses.
 
 Come on.
 
 We’re going to be late already.”




 Grumbling fitfully, Laura followed them out.
 
 Morgan watched as they passed.




 “Good luck,” she called.
 
 “Don’t forget,
 call if you need anything.”




 Laura was about to retort that
 we don’t have a telephone, that’s why they surprised us to begin with, but realization dawned.
 
 She meant the police, in case these strangers tried anything funny.
 
 Clae really did give off an awful impression.




 She closed the door and they walked down the hallway.
 
 Laura wove a bit but rubbed her eyes and tried to wake up faster.




 “Laura?”




 She looked up.
 
 Charlie stood by the stairs, a jumble of metal parts under his arms.
 
 Suspicious Morgan
 and her current nemesis?
 
 It was too early for this.
 
 What was he doing outside at nearly five in the morning?




 “What are you doing out this early?”
 
 Charlie glanced at Clae and Okane, brow furrowing in suspicion.




 “Going to work?”




 “Now?”




 “Yes.
 
 Out of the way, you’re blocking the stairs,” Clae grouched, using the briefcase to push him aside.
 
 Charlie gaped after him.




 “Sorry.
 
 See you later.”
 
 Laura hurried on Clae’s heels, silently thanking him for being so rude.




 But it wasn’t to be.
 
 After only some hesitation Charlie followed them down, jogging to keep level with Laura and juggling his load at the same time.




 “What kind of work needs a lady out at this hour?”
 
 he asked.
 
 “You understand what people might think, seeing you out with two strange men?”




 Laura barked out a bitter laugh.
 
 “Sorry, but it’s a little too early for me to worry about ruining my reputation.”




 “People talk.”
 
 He glanced at Clae’s back, as if torn between confrontation and fear.




 “Let them.
 
 All I’m doing is working.
 
 Besides, I’m not interested in that ‘perfect bride’ image anyway.”




 “That’s rather angelina of you to say.”




 That last line was muttered, not meant to be clearly heard, but he might as well have shouted it.
 
 Laura stopped so suddenly Okane almost ran into her.
 
 She didn’t notice.
 
 She glared at Charlie, hate curling in her stomach.




 “What did you just say?”
 
 she hissed.




 At first he looked confused, but it clicked quickly;
 Morgan Chandler, that angelina on the top floor.




 “I’m just saying that you’re taking it too lightly!”
 
 he defended.
 
 “You’re closing off your future.
 
 No one’s going to marry a woman they think is immoral.”




 “So I’ll end up like my aunt is what you’re saying?”




 “That’s not what I—”




 “Really?
 
 Because that’s
 entirely what I heard.”




 “Well, she’s not exactly the best role model!”




 “You little rat!
 
 After all the things she’s done for you, you turn around and—”




 “She doesn’t want you going down the same path either!”




 “Oh, and I suppose you’ve discussed this?”
 
 He didn’t immediately reply, but his expression said enough.
 
 Laura’s glower darkened.
 
 “You
 didn’t.
 
 I can’t believe—”




 “We’re just worried about you,” he said.
 
 “I’m serious.
 
 Keep going like you are and you won’t have any options left.”




 “She has plenty of options,” said Clae.
 
 They jumped; he had stopped to look at them, eyes narrowed.
 
 “If you think all a woman’s good for is marrying, you’re very behind the times.”




 “I think you’re more out of touch with the times,” Charlie retorted, bristling.




 Clae ignored him and looked on at Laura.
 
 “We have more important matters right now.”




 “We do.”
 
 Laura took three angry steps before whirling to glare again.
 
 “Don’t you dare get near Morgan again.
 
 Ever since you started going to that university, you’ve gotten pretentious.
 
 You’re not a gentleman.
 
 You’re a backstabber is all you are.”




 “Laura!”




 She ignored him, pushing past Clae in a bid for the next set of stairs.
 
 Charlie made to follow, but Okane made a jerking movement and the machine parts spilled from his arms to clang upon the floor.
 
 Charlie let out a loud exclamation and Okane mumbled something about an apology before hightailing it.
 
 He passed Laura on the stairs, but luckily Charlie didn’t follow.
 
 Clae walked beside her, glancing behind them only once.




 “Neighbor?”
 
 he grunted as they reached the next floor.




 “Right.”
 
 Laura forced her voice into calm.
 
 She was going to work.
 
 The safe zone.
 
 She didn’t have to worry about nonsense like marriage or angelinas here.
 
 “We used to go to school together.”




 “Good.
 
 If you said ‘boyfriend’ I was going to throw myself off the building.”




 “That’s drastic.”




 “So’s settling for a moron.
 
 It’d be a damn shame if you let someone like that limit you.”




 They descended the stairs and made their way to the cable cars.
 
 The trolley ran at this hour, so the trek was made easier, though it was still time-consuming.
 
 Strangely enough, the police were waiting for them at the
 cable car station.
 
 Albright was at the head of the crowd, arms crossed and lips pursed.
 
 Laura wondered if Clae’s mere presence angered her.




 “What?”
 
 he demanded as he stepped off the car, apprentices in his wake.




 “It’s past five,” Albright growled.




 “We ran into complications,” Clae sneered.
 
 “Now what’s going on?
 
 They’re not letting you in?”




 Laura was mystified for a moment—who could keep the police from doing their job?

 —but she followed the gaze of one officer and spotted a grim-faced soldier with a rifle in his hands.
 
 Military.




 “No,” Albright confirmed.
 
 It was obvious in her face that she took this personally.
 
 “We got the call, but we were only the middlemen to get you here.”




 “What’s the situation?”




 “Five trainees were taken by an infestation in their barracks building.
 
 Apparently they disappeared into the dark.
 
 No bodies left, nothing—even furniture started vanishing.
 
 There was some sort of commotion.
 
 Hell if I know whether the rest made it out.
 
 Some hothead decided to lead a counterattack and asked for Sweeper backup.
 
 That’s all the information we have.”




 “Are you expecting us to do a rescue mission?”
 
 Clae eyed her reproachfully.




 “No.”
 
 She returned a withering look.
 
 “You get in there and get rid of the problem.
 
 If these people know anything they’ll evacuate on their own.
 
 But if you act quickly, you’ll limit the damage.”




 “Roundabout rescue, then,” Clae murmured.




 “Whatever you want to call it.
 
 You!”
 
 Albright called to the lone soldier.
 
 “Here are your Sweepers.
 
 Take them over.”




 The soldier moved closer, watching them suspiciously, and Albright scoffed.
 
 “We’re not about to make a break for it.
 
 Hurry up.”




 Scowling, he did as she said and moved faster.
 
 “Come with me,” he told the Sweepers, and led them away.




 Their destination was a military barracks building near the middle of the Quarter on the west side.
 
 The structure rose half the height of the Cynder Block and wider, a dull gray color with windows marked by dark squares on its side, set in perfect rows that only added to the stern
 appearance.
 
 Its strict atmosphere was the complete opposite of the rickety shacks they’d passed on the way in.
 
 A few of those shacks were visible in the distance, but the military didn’t want any noncitizens (these days the thin Fifth Quarter overflowed into parts of the Sixth) getting too close to the barracks.
 
 A few sentries surveyed them suspiciously, glancing from wary noncitizens to the Sweepers being led past them.
 
 The building currently blazed with light, not from the inside but from an assembly of lanterns and electric lights dragged in from all over the Quarter.
 
 The Sweepers were asked to wait by a rickety jeep with its protruding headlights trained on the front door.




 “They’re going all out,” Laura observed.




 “The military is generally faster to act than the police and they actually retain some of the information on monsters, since they have to be able to deal with them beyond the walls,” Clae responded.
 
 “It’s unfortunate that they forget they can’t do a goddamn thing beyond trap it.”
 
 The last part was louder and directed toward the person coming toward them: a severe-looking man with a great mustache resembling a snake curling around his upper lip.




 “It’s about time you got here.”
 
 His tone was as stiff as his posture.




 “What’s going on in there?”
 
 Clae demanded.




 “Our trainees started going missing.
 
 The signs point to it being one of your monsters, so we called for backup.”




 “Yes, I’ve already heard that from the police.
 
 We need more details.”




 The man grumbled, then elaborated, “It grew hands.
 
 The shadows grew hands and dragged them in.”




 That definitely sounded like their sort of work.




 “So you got out and set up the lights.
 
 But then you decided that charging in and antagonizing it was a good idea?”




 “We were buying time for the rest of the trainees to get out, if there were any.”




 “Don’t lie to me.
 
 Why did you really go in there?”




 The man sneered.
 
 “You want the truth?
 
 Fine.
 
 It was one of the lower officers who rallied people here before anyone who
 should’ve been in charge arrived.
 
 There had to be at least twenty who ran in, but none of them have come out since.”




 Clae heaved a long sigh, rubbing at his temple.
 
 “Of course.
 
 Besides the hands, do you know if there was anything distinctive about this monster?”




 “I’m told it made a strange noise.”




 “Was it a groaning sound?
 
 Screeching?”




 “Scratching.”




 Clae’s eyes narrowed.
 
 “What do you mean?”




 “It made a scraping sound when it followed them,” said the man.
 
 “It was fast, just about on the trainees’ heels as they got out, and it left scores in the floor.”




 “It left marks?”




 Clae shifted his weight, eyes pensive.
 
 Laura was confused too.
 
 On other jobs, even during an infestation there were supposedly few physical marks left by the monsters beyond what they ate.
 
 Only the tools Sweepers used should scar the area.
 
 She had no idea why or how this one was marking up the place.
 
 Unless it was like the weird ones lately? 

 Maverick? 
 
 she mouthed at Clae, but he was focused on the man before them.




 “It did.
 
 Is that strange to you?”
 
 the man was saying.




 “Indeed.”
 
 Clae pondered a moment.
 
 “Where was it when it was first noticed?”




 “Third floor.
 
 Midway through the hall, in one of the sleeping quarters.
 
 Took the first boy right out of his bed.”




 “And it followed them downstairs?”




 “Took two more on the way, yes.”




 Clae nodded absently.
 
 “And the trainees who escaped?
 
 Where are they?”




 “They’ve been transferred over to the southern barracks.”
 
 When Clae raised an eyebrow (the southern barracks were probably a ways away), the man continued, “The surrounding buildings have been evacuated.”




 “Keep an eye on them.
 
 Keep an eye on anyone who was in that building.”




 “Do you suspect something’s wrong with them?”




 “This infestation’s showing some unusual behavior, so best keep on the safe side.
 
 All we need is for it to develop some kind of venom or disease.
 
 God forbid it start using humans as shells instead of amulets.”




 Everyone, even the sentries nearby, tensed up.
 
 Any one of those outcomes could be catastrophic.
 
 Laura had never considered them before.




 “You don’t think that could actually happen, do you?”
 
 she whispered.
 
 The very idea made her stomach turn.




 “These things have stayed the same for countless generations,” muttered Clae.
 
 “Nothing does that.
 
 Animals change, develop camouflage and defenses.
 
 Humans create things like guns and walls.
 
 Just because it’s been like this as long as we know doesn’t mean the hive mind can’t evolve.”




 “Can you still take it out?”
 
 the man demanded.




 “Probably.
 
 We plan for this sort of thing with kin.”




 “When will you start?”




 Clae set down his briefcase with a grunt.
 
 He opened it up and began to sort through the contents.




 “Laura, Okane.
 
 Take these.”




 Laura knelt down and reached out her hands, and Okane did the same on his other side.
 
 Clae divided equipment between them.
 
 Laura ended up with two more Eggs, a large handful of Bijou, some wire, and a few pellets that served as flash bombs.




 “If you use the Bijou, be careful.
 
 They’ll roll down stairs but not up.
 
 And go slow enough that they can keep sensing the amulets in your shoes.
 
 They’ll follow you,” Clae told them.




 “Will that make a shield against this thing?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “Depending on how strong it is.
 
 Bijou can easily keep a smaller one away, but a big, moving infestation may prove difficult.
 
 And be sure to aim right with your Eggs.
 
 They won’t do any good if they miss the target.”




 They straightened up.
 
 Laura stored her new equipment in the various bags on her belt.
 
 She was stuffing the wire in, cursing because it kept trying to unravel, as Clae announced, “We’ll begin immediately.
 
 If we find any of your people we’ll send them out, but they’re not our first priority.”




 “Understood.”
 
 The man nodded.
 
 “Are there any other precautions we should take?”




 “Make sure no one comes in.
 
 I don’t care what excuse they have, we don’t want any other potential food sources available to it.”




 “We’ll lock down the area even further.
 
 Anything else?”




 “Have you got telephones in there?
 
 Of course you do.
 
 Get in contact with the police, have them get an operator to dial all the phones.
 
 It could
 serve as a distraction to the monster and might help locate your men.
 
 If any of them have survived, anyway.
 
 Doubtful.”




 “Of course.”
 
 The man frowned.
 
 The military wasn’t fond of the police—something about child’s play in comparison to their job—so he probably wasn’t looking forward to working with them.
 
 His hand circled in a wordless gesture for any more information, but when none was forthcoming, he folded his arms.
 
 “Be fast.
 
 The creature has done enough damage.”




 He turned away and began barking orders to the surrounding men, telling So-and-So to get those troops on the job, and So-and-So to regulate the lights and shut down any way others could get into the area.
 
 Soon only the Sweepers were left by the jeep.
 
 Clae shuffled, double-checking that his guns were still there and then checking the time on his watch, before putting a few more Bijou into his vest pocket.




 “If you run out of ammunition, then get back out here if you can.
 
 There’s more in the case but I don’t want to bring it in there.
 
 Too bulky.
 
 Got it?
 
 Good.
 
 Let’s get going.”




 The barracks doors were nondescript, but they opened on well-oiled hinges.
 
 Inside, the barracks were just as plain as the exterior.
 
 The walls had the same grayish color, the wooden floor polished to the point it shone dully in the light from the nearest window.
 
 Patches of light were visible down the hall, marking the places where windows were set, but for the most part darkness was overwhelming.
 
 Laura shook an Egg to get some better lighting.




 “Now what?”




 “We stick close and comb the place,” Clae murmured, taking a step forward.




 They crept down the hall.
 
 The muffled sound of shouting soldiers could be heard outside, but in here their footsteps echoed loudly.
 
 It rankled Laura to hear how much noise they made.
 
 The hallway led them right, and they did a full circuit of the first floor.
 
 This first floor was comprised of classrooms, mostly empty, with chalkboards at the front and desks and chairs scattered throughout the room.
 
 Nothing was in there, or if there was, the others didn’t acknowledge it.
 
 They located a set of stairs and began to climb.




 “Sir,” Okane piped up as they walked.




 “I thought I told you not to call me that,” Clae retorted.
 
 “What is it?”




 “I’ve noticed that --- always refer to those things as monsters, or creatures, or just things.
 
 Do they not have a name?”




 “Yes and no.”




 Laura didn’t think of it much, but she was sure at one point he’d called them something strange.
 
 “You did have a name for them, though, didn’t you?”




 Clae made a humming sound as he reached the landing and peered around the corner.
 
 “Sweepers sometimes call them
 kaibutsu or
 bakemono.”




 Laura tried to repeat the words and butchered them terribly.
 
 She frowned at that pathetic attempt.
 
 “Where do those names come from?”




 “It’s the native language of Orien.
 
 Same language Sweepers used to name kin, same language your name comes from,” Clae replied, glancing back at Okane.




 “Your name’s a word?”
 
 Laura asked, baffled.




 “It means ‘money,’” he answered.




 Silver-coin eyes.
 
 So someone else picked up on that too.




 “What do those other names mean?”




 “Essentially they translate into ‘monster.’
 
 I’m not fluent so I don’t know the details or the differences, but that’s what Sweepers ended up using.
 
 The cities don’t uphold those as official names, though, so they’re falling out of use.”




 “Why wouldn’t they—” Laura snapped her mouth shut and grabbed Clae’s sleeve.
 
 He stopped on the stair, turning his wary gaze on her.




 “What is it?”




 “There’s something up there.”
 
 She hadn’t gotten a good look at this distance, barely a glimpse out of the corner of her eye, but it was large and dark.
 
 Possibly their target.
 
 “On the floor.”




 “Moving?”




 “No.”




 Maybe preparing to strike, she thought.
 
 Clae seemed to think the same.
 
 He held his arm out and motioned for them to move back.
 
 Laura descended two steps, quietly as possible.
 
 Okane leaned into the wall as if hoping to become one with it.
 
 No sound came from ahead.
 
 They stayed
 there, frozen, waiting for some kind of reaction.
 
 Nothing.
 
 The beam of a searchlight shone through the windows, dim and shifting slowly like the people outside were trying to observe them.
 
 It slid over the walls, just above the shape.
 
 It lit the Sweepers briefly, throwing Clae’s tense features into sharp relief before leaving them and tracking up toward the next floor.
 
 It took what seemed like forever.
 
 Laura held her breath so long she felt her lungs might burst.




 Finally Clae moved his hand, a light wave signaling the apprentices to stay put.
 
 Slowly, slowly, he edged out and around the corner.
 
 Despite the warning, Laura took his previous position, trying to see without exposing herself.
 
 There it was, a dark shape on the ground in the darkest corner of the hallway.
 
 It lay almost motionless, save for the slight rise and fall of its farthest portion.
 
 Clae approached as if expecting it to lash out and bite.
 
 Laura gripped her Egg tighter, calculating when to attack: before the creature moved, in case Clae couldn’t make a signal fast enough?
 
 He hovered by the shape, gun raised.
 
 After a moment he relaxed.




 “Not our thing.”
 
 He toed it, no longer cautious.




 Laura felt relief and disappointment in the same crashing wave.
 
 She relaxed her grip on the Egg, frowning at the lingering sting in her hand.
 
 How hard had she been holding it?
 
 “If it’s not one of your
 kaibutsu, what is it?”




 “One of the trainees.”




 Laura walked over to get a better look, raising the Egg to squint at the details.
 
 The boy sprawled there looked younger than she was, but he wore the trainees’ brown jacket, unbuttoned and thrown on over pajamas.




 “The monster didn’t get him.
 
 What happened?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “Hell, maybe he fainted.”
 
 Clae toed the body harder.
 
 “Hey, you.
 
 Get up.”




 The body didn’t move, so he kicked it.
 
 This time the trainee jerked violently.
 
 He curled in on himself, coughing.




 “Who are you and what are you doing here?”
 
 Clae demanded.




 The boy looked up at him with wide eyes.
 
 He spluttered incoherently.




 “I-I-I, uh, Jonathan Harrow!
 
 I, well, maybe I ah—”




 “Spit it out.”




 “I was running and I fell over and it was coming and I don’t know!”




 “From which direction?”




 “W-what?”




 “Which direction, I said!”




 The boy pointed back over his shoulder, down the hall.




 “Of course,” Clae muttered.
 
 “You, get downstairs and out of this building.
 
 Get in our way and I might accidentally shoot you.”




 The trainee scrambled to his feet and tore off down the stairs, nearly bowling Okane over and tripping over himself on the way.




 “We know it can easily go down stairs, but we’re not sure about up.”
 
 Clae glared after the trainee before turning his attention to them again.
 
 “If he’s right and it was following him here, it might be on this floor.
 
 Keep an eye out.”




 He kept walking as if nothing had happened, and after a moment the other two followed.




 The rooms on this floor were a mix of classrooms and sleeping quarters.
 
 All of them were the same: classrooms identical to the ones on the last floor, and all the sleeping quarters with six sets of bunk beds, three along each wall, metal frames and thin mattresses.
 
 Footlockers sat at the end of these beds, and they were unmade, but if it weren’t for that, every room would’ve looked exactly the same: uninhabited.




 “Are we sure he was telling the truth?”
 
 Laura muttered as she closed another door.
 
 “I’m not seeing or hearing anything.”




 “Perhaps it’s moved on?”
 
 Okane guessed.




 “Maybe, maybe not.
 
 Don’t let your guard down,” said Clae.




 As the group climbed up to the third floor, Laura shook her Egg, causing it to give off more light.
 
 The renewed glow illuminated marks in the wooden stairs.
 
 They all paused to inspect them.
 
 The scratches were fairly deep, but not terribly so.
 
 It was like someone swiped at the stairs with a knife, a back-and-forth kind of movement with a larger, deeper, main gouge scribbling in the midst of the others.
 
 They ended a third of the way down the stairs, then doubled back.




 “You think that’s it?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “Probably.”
 
 Clae ran his fingertips across the scrapes, frowning.




 “So it’s got a fixed form, now?”
 
 Laura wasn’t sure what kind of form or
 body could make this sort of damage, and she wasn’t looking forward to seeing it.




 “I don’t think so.
 
 It’s developed enough to eat furniture and people.
 
 If it had a fixed form it would be big enough to fit those inside.
 
 These marks were made by something fairly small.
 
 I don’t think it has a fixed form at all.”




 “Then how’s it making the marks?
 
 Or is that something completely different?”




 “If we’re judging by that story earlier, they’re one and the same.
 
 I think this one’s dragging its amulet around.”




 “They can do that?”
 
 said Okane.




 “Usually, no.
 
 It’s in their best interest to keep their roots in one place and protect them at all costs, so this one’s a bit of a maverick.
 
 That could be good or bad.
 
 It drags its weakness in plain sight, but again, it moves.
 
 No way to pin it down.”




 “If the amulet made the marks, what’s it shaped like?”
 
 said Laura.




 She’d heard stories about previous occasions when infestations sucked themselves completely into an amulet to hide.
 
 She didn’t want to walk right past it while it was hiding, only for the thing to pounce when she looked the other way.




 “How the hell should I know?”
 
 Clae straightened up.
 
 “Whatever it is it can’t be much bigger than a cat.
 
 Probably smaller.”
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 The scuffs on the floor continued down the hallway.
 
 At some points they skittered away from the main, middle pathway.
 
 Some traces trailed up the walls too, as high as Laura’s head.
 
 It made her think of a spider.
 
 She shuddered.




 Okane made an odd sound, and Laura felt his shoulder bump into her back.




 “What?”
 
 she whispered.




 Okane stared at one of the doors, eyes wide and spooked.
 
 “Did --- hear that?”




 “Hear what?”




 “Listen.”




 Laura strained her ears but heard nothing.
 
 The only things she could detect were their own breathing and the sounds of people outside.
 
 She glanced at him again in question.
 
 Almost as soon as she did, she heard it.
 
 A quiet, scraping noise.
 
 She tensed.




 “Clae.

 …”




 “I heard it.”




 After some hesitation, Clae approached the door.
 
 The other two crept
 along in his wake, giving him a good head start.
 
 The door was already ajar, so Clae kicked it gently open.
 
 As he did he pulled out one of his guns.
 
 There was a split second of nothing.
 
 Laura thought maybe they were mistaken, but then came a high-pitched shriek.
 
 Clae jerked backward, but even before he did Okane moved, practically trampling Laura’s feet as he scrambled back toward the window.
 
 Laura lost her balance.
 
 She stumbled, and the world was a dark blur.
 
 She could hear Clae give a pained grunt, and a sudden splintering sound.
 
 There was a smash and a crash from either side of the hall, accompanied by an awful hiss and finally a burst of light before she caught the back of Okane’s vest.
 
 She blinked furiously, trying to haul herself back up and recover from that light.




 “What the hell is going on?”




 The hissing went off to her right and she jumped, still unable to make anything out.
 
 Soon enough the hiss ended, replaced by an odd skittering that faded quickly.




 “Look,” came Clae’s voice, and gradually her vision cleared enough that she was able to see him again.
 
 “I get it, you don’t like it.
 
 But for god’s sake, don’t panic and take out your coworker.”




 Clae happened to be glaring at Okane, who looked caught somewhere between the vestiges of fear and embarrassment.
 
 The remnants of an Egg were scattered on the ground, broken glass and kin liquid spreading along the floorboards.
 
 There was no sign of whatever had made that skitter noise, beyond a large chunk taken out of the doorway and a dent in the wall opposite.
 
 It looked like something had been launched through with enough force to rip pieces of the wall out with it.
 
 Laura gawked at it while the others squabbled.




 “And you wasted an Egg.
 
 Didn’t I tell you to aim?”




 “--- know I hate it!”
 
 Okane hissed.
 
 “What did ---
 think I’d do, seeing one of those things?”




 “Use some sense,” Clae grumbled.
 
 “You were doing well with infestations in private lessons.”




 “That one wasn’t flinging itself at my head!”




 “You’ve got better defenses than we do, but we aren’t panicking.”
 
 He paused, took a deep breath.
 
 “You know what?
 
 Go outside.
 
 Wait by the briefcase.”




 Okane looked horrified.
 
 “What?”




 “I told you to go outside.
 
 If you’re going to be more hindrance than help, I don’t want you in the way.
 
 The light outside will keep you out of the infestation’s range.”




 “But—”




 “But what?”




 Clae glowered.
 
 Okane quailed, but choked out, “--- said I’d be a good Sweeper.”




 “If you’re under control. 

 Are  you under control?”
 
 Okane didn’t agree, but he didn’t deny either.
 
 Clae huffed.
 
 “Stay or leave, just commit to the choice you make.
 
 Remember what I said at the temple.”




 He pulled down his goggles in a manner that seemed very arrogant.
 
 Laura wasn’t sure how he managed it.
 
 She pulled down her own in case of more unexpected Egg explosions.
 
 She pulled up her bandana too.




 “You’re okay though, right?”
 
 she asked Okane.
 
 “It didn’t get you?”




 “Of course not,” he muttered.
 
 He made a big deal of straightening his vest before sulking after Clae.




 The new set of scratches led them around the floor, in and out of two bedrooms.
 
 Here beds were overturned, a few bunks warped or even missing, and the contents of footlockers strewn in a mess across the floorboards.
 
 Their quarry was nowhere to be seen, and neither were any soldiers.
 
 At the next staircase, though, they heard shuffling.
 
 Laura squinted.
 
 Between the darkness and the goggles, she couldn’t spot anything up there.
 
 She held up her Egg as they began to ascend.
 
 The noise started up and stopped three different times, going from one side to the other.
 
 Laura couldn’t help but think it sounded
 gleeful.




 “I don’t like this,” she muttered.




 “And you did before?”
 
 said Clae.




 “No, but—”




 A particularly loud, long scratch came from above.
 
 Their footsteps wavered.




 “Okane?
 
 You sensing anything to go along with that?”
 
 asked Laura.




 He said something quiet and unintelligible, but she got the idea.
 
 He didn’t want to go up there.
 
 She walked in front of him this time; she didn’t want to be knocked over again, especially on stairs.
 
 As they reached the
 landing they saw nothing out of the ordinary.
 
 Marks on the ground, yes, but that was no longer unusual.
 
 The three milled about at the top of the stairs.




 “We definitely heard it, so where’d it go?”
 
 Laura looked around, to no avail.
 
 She wished the lights were on in here; the darkness set her on edge just as much as the noise had.
 
 She clenched her free hand a few times, trying to keep shaking to a minimum.




 “It’s a fast little bastard,” Clae grumbled.




 Another sound caused them all to whip around.
 
 Farther down the hall, in a patch of faint light from the window, sat a large wooden object.
 
 It was a disc the size of a plate, dipping in deeply.
 
 It was weirdly shaped, with protrusions on the bottom so it lay lopsided.




 “Is that the amulet?
 
 It’s a lot bigger than the others I’ve seen,” said Laura.




 “That’s definitely the source,” said Okane.




 Before their eyes, the wooden object moved.
 
 It jerked to the left, then back, then up.
 
 It stood upright on its thinnest portion, revealing exactly what it was.
 
 The thing was a mask.
 
 And god, it was creepy.
 
 It had stubby little horns, bulging eyes, and strange curved carvings and marks twisting its features into an ugly grimace.
 
 Its eyes glowed rosy red in comparison to its dark brown body.
 
 The nose was huge, almost a beak.
 
 Clae swore at the sight of it.




 “Two!”




 “What?”




 “There are two amulets!
 
 The eyes!
 
 They’re amulets!”




 The mask hissed, and the red sockets began to ooze blackness.
 
 That blackness grew, turning into long, thin, reedy arms that bent sharply and touched the floor like spider legs.
 
 It pushed itself forward, faster than a charging horse.
 
 The bumps on the front dragged brutally along the floor, nose gouging that deep mark from the previous tracks.




 It seemed hell-bent for the wall, so Laura sprang out of the way.
 
 She nicked the Egg against her amulet and slung it down at the approaching creature.
 
 The glass cracked.




 “Scatter!”




 They fled as fast as they could before the inevitable happened and the
 Egg detonated.
 
 It went off with a roar and a blast that sent everyone reeling.
 
 Laura was thrown completely off her feet and tumbled onto the floor.
 
 She yelped in pain as she came to a stop, but the sound was overpowered by the shrieking of the creature.
 
 The Egg blast sent it straight up in the air so it smashed into the ceiling.
 
 It dropped back to the floor with a loud crunch against the glass shards.
 
 The kin liquid and glass pieces spat angrily and leapt up, stinging the mask’s sides.
 
 The creature hopped madly to avoid it.
 
 Unfortunately it was dancing toward the corner by the stairs, exactly where Okane was huddled.
 
 He stared at it like it was death approaching.
 
 Laura scrambled up at the sight, heart in her throat.




 “Run!”
 
 she cried.
 
 “Get out of there, you idiot!”




 But he didn’t move.
 
 He just tensed up more as it got within two feet of him.
 
 That was when it realized something was there.
 
 Halfway through a hop it raised some of its arms, ready to strike.




 “Move!”




 Okane still didn’t make to get up.
 
 Instead he drew back his legs, and in one suicidal move, he lashed out in a kick.
 
 It was a very bad idea to touch one of these monsters.
 
 They stuck to any living thing they touched, wrapped them up, and pulled them in to eat.
 
 As far as Laura knew, no one had ever gotten away from them before.
 
 Okane’s feet connected with the mask with a loud retort, but instead of latching on to him the creature let out an even more piercing sound.
 
 Its hands recoiled as if burned, and with a deafening snap it tumbled away.
 
 It rolled through the glass again, shuddered violently.




 “Get up!”




 Clae grabbed Okane’s shirt and heaved him up, shoving him away from the wall.
 
 Okane stumbled before bolting past the creature, only slowing when he passed Laura.
 
 The creature, meanwhile, began to grow.
 
 The darkness swelled, slimy body roiling and swallowing up the mask entirely.
 
 Soon it ballooned to take up the entire width of the hallway, a pulsing black mass that shone particularly slimy.




 “C-Clae?”
 
 said Laura.
 
 “Clae, what now?”




 “Get out of the damn way!”
 
 he yelled back, completely obscured.




 Okane tugged at Laura’s sleeve, shaky but getting more adamant as the infestation hit the ceiling.
 
 Its black mass uncoiled there and spread, a
 disarray of muddled tentacles with acrid black smoke issuing from their midst.
 
 Laura gaped at it in horror, and Okane’s tugging increased.




 “Laura, Laura,
 Laura—”




 The ceiling tendrils began to fall, and Laura finally pedaled backward.
 
 She and Okane ran as fast as they could down the hall, and the blackness followed, crashing against the walls like a tidal wave.
 
 As she sprinted, Laura wrestled with the clasp of her belt bag, searching for more ammunition.
 
 She fished out another Egg and tapped her amulet before tossing it over her shoulder.
 
 She didn’t look to see if she aimed right.
 
 They rounded the corner just in time.
 
 This explosion shook the floor, and Laura heard windows shattering.
 
 More glass shards flew across the ground, hissing and spitting, and the creature wailed horribly.
 
 Their footing was thrown off.
 
 As she stumbled, two Bijou fell out of Laura’s pocket to clatter on the floor.
 
 She stopped short.




 “What are --- doing?”
 
 Okane screeched.




 “Lighting it!”




 Laura fumbled with the wire from her bag, and once she’d wrestled it out, she flicked it.
 
 Just like before, it sparked, and she dropped it down by the fallen Bijou as she dug the rest out.
 
 The first two lit up with a bang.
 
 More of the windows nearby smashed, and the force and heat caused Laura to fall over.
 
 Screw it.
 
 She chucked the rest of the Bijou at the hissing wire, then scrambled farther away.
 
 Okane practically dragged her to her feet.
 
 With the following blasts, the entire building shuddered.
 
 They were lucky to get around the other corner before it could reach them, but the roaring, rending, and crashing behind them made Laura’s heart sink.




 The Bijou took out the entire wall and ceiling.
 
 A gaping hole was all that remained of that wall, and part of the floor above had fallen through, littering the hall with debris and dust.
 
 Underneath it all the Bijou popped and shrieked, throwing up sparks and causing patches of wreckage to rumble and quake.
 
 Laura doubled back, and Okane stumbled to a stop.




 “Where are --- going?”




 “Bijou!
 
 Don’t worry, I’ll be okay!”




 She hopped onto a busted beam and balanced there, looking out over the damage.
 
 She couldn’t see the creature, but she couldn’t see Clae either.
 
 Maybe he was around the corner.
 
 Out of the way of the blast.
 
 She hoped
 so.
 
 The popping grew nearer and a Bijou hopped up out of the bricks.
 
 It crackled and squealed and jumped some more, probably sensing the amulets in her boots.




 “Clae?”
 
 she called.
 
 “Are you there?”




 Another portion of the debris shifted.
 
 For a moment she was afraid he really did get caught up in it.
 
 There was an apology on her tongue that died as another beam shifted, and the mask shot up.
 
 Its dark arms sprouted again, gooier this time, and it landed in a cloud of dust.
 
 Laura nearly tripped in her haste to get off the beam and run.
 
 Three more Bijou followed the first, rolling under the beam after her, and she forced herself to go slower so they could keep up.




 “Faster, faster!”
 
 Okane hissed, gesturing madly.




 “No, you get over here!”
 
 she retorted.




 “No way in—”




 “The Bijou, stupid!
 
 Clae said they’d help!”




 Okane made a long-suffering sound and joined her.
 
 The Bijou circled them as they moved, spouting tongues of white-hot sparks.
 
 In the meantime the creature had scrambled over the beam to follow them.
 
 Laura glanced back at it and wished she had a gun.
 
 The creature gained quickly.
 
 Two of its arms reared up, aiming down at them.
 
 Laura and Okane ducked, but it didn’t get within a foot of them before the Bijou spat even higher.
 
 They stung the monster, causing an acrid smell to taint the air.
 
 The creature recoiled immediately.
 
 Smoke rose from its burned limbs.




 “Where’s Clae?”
 
 asked Okane.
 
 “Shouldn’t he be doing something?”




 “I don’t know!
 
 I think I might’ve cut him off,” groaned Laura, hoping she was wrong as the Bijou assaulted the creature again.
 
 “It might take a little while for him to get over here.”




 “Great, that’s just great,” Okane hissed, and Laura glared at him.




 “What have you been doing, huh?
 
 At least I’m throwing things at it!”




 “And blowing up the whole floor—”




 “At least I hit it!”




 The creature shrieked and swiped.
 
 They jumped out of the way in time, but it caught one of the Bijou.
 
 The bead was hit so hard it flew right through the wall, causing another crash and creating a hole big enough to be a window.
 
 As a result, though, the creature lost a limb.
 
 The rest of the arms kept
 scuttling, gaining, but one stump simply drooped, dragging along the floor and giving off black smoke.
 
 Okane slowed just enough to kick another Bijou at it, hoping to take advantage of this weakness.
 
 It caught the creature smack in the middle of the mask, sticking in the dip between nose and forehead, and let out a noise like a train whistle.
 
 The creature stopped completely, rearing back with a wail as its arms groped at the mask, trying to dislodge the thing causing it so much agony.
 
 It swung itself from side to side, crashing into the wall and flailing madly.




 “We’re dead,” Laura said under her breath, “we are
 so dead.

 …”




 “Well, what are we supposed to do?”
 
 cried Okane.




 “Get to the amulets and douse them with kin!
 
 But we can’t get through that!”
 
 Laura replied, gesturing back at the creature.




 As she did this, the monster decided it was impossible to get rid of the Bijou.
 
 Instead it turned on them with new vigor, blackness seething through the teeth and nostrils of the mask.
 
 It lunged, screeching a battle cry.
 
 Okane grabbed Laura by the sleeve and dragged her along, running so fast Laura could barely keep up.
 
 The infestation gave chase, thundering on uneven legs and spitting blackness to spatter the floor.
 
 They arrived at the stairs to the fifth floor.
 
 Okane took them two at a time, but while Laura did that going upstairs at home, she couldn’t do it at this speed.
 
 With a yelp, she tripped and went sprawling.
 
 Her fall yanked Okane down too, and he wiped out with a howl of pain.
 
 The Bijou spat near the foot of the stairs, but they were too far away to do anything.
 
 The creature’s legs grew longer, allowing it to walk right over them.
 
 Laura held up her last Egg, hoping kin light would deter the monster, but it was useless.
 
 The mask descended, and the creature shrieked with glee.




 A shot rang out, and the mask jerked violently.
 
 Half of it was blown to bits in a flash of gold.
 
 The creature squealed.
 
 With half its form gone it couldn’t steady itself, so it plowed into the wall and slipped down to the floor.
 
 Laura stared at it in shock, then looked up.
 
 Clae strode down the hall looking rather the worse for wear.
 
 He was battered and dusty, blood smeared on his face and favoring his left leg, but he was still on the move.




 “Thank god,” Laura whispered.




 She scrambled over to Okane, pulling him out of his daze and onto his feet.
 
 As she did, Clae got close enough to plant one foot on the mask. 

 The creature reached up to attack, but his eyes promised pain.
 
 He shot at the blackness, severing more limbs and making the creature squeal loud enough to hurt their ears.




 “Get that Egg over here!”
 
 he barked.




 Laura jumped down the stairs.
 
 She hurried up to him, evading the flailing limbs.
 
 He used his foot to flip the mask so it faced up.
 
 Only one of the eyes remained.
 
 Sucking in a deep breath, Laura cracked the Egg open and held it over the mask.
 
 As soon as the kin made contact, it bubbled.
 
 More blackness spurted and frothed from its mouth, but it was overtaken fast by golden light.
 
 It hissed angrily.
 
 Limbs sprouted to thrash in desperation, but they didn’t last any longer than the froth.
 
 An awful smell tainted the air.
 
 The kin condensed on the amulet, now cracking and spitting.
 
 It looked like it was getting cooked.
 
 The main form fizzled away into nothing, and Clae lowered his guns.




 Portions of kin shone and glittered like gems, overshadowing the rest in a way Laura hadn’t thought possible.
 
 It emitted sounds eerily reminiscent of the plinking of a harp.
 
 With every note it grew louder and harsher, and the mask began to quake.




 “Three,” Clae counted, and Laura realized what was going on.




 “Okane!
 
 Cover your mouth and nose!”




 Okane looked at her like she’d gone insane, but understanding dawned.




 “Two.
 
 One.”




 With an audible snap, a black cloud issued out from under the gold.
 
 It didn’t get very far, but judging by the gagging behind them it still had the same potent stench.
 
 The kin now soaked into the mask without resistance.




 “This one’s dead.
 
 The other one should be too, seeing as how I smashed it into a million goddamn pieces,” Clae seethed.
 
 He leaned to the side and spat out something dark.




 “Are you okay?
 
 I didn’t end up hitting you with that Egg or the Bijou, did I?”
 
 Laura fretted.




 “Damn
 kaibutsu knocked me down the stairs.”




 “That must’ve hurt.”
 
 Laura winced, but secretly she was glad.
 
 At least she wasn’t the one to do it.




 Clae gave her a look that said
 no shit and turned around.




 “Stop that noise and start gathering up the pieces,” he barked, gesturing at Okane and the steps.
 
 “We have to get all of those together.
 
 Leave one piece and it could end up host to a new infestation.”




 Okane scowled at him, eyes still watering, but dutifully began to pick up bits of mask from the stairs.




 “Go help him.”
 
 Clae slapped a hand against Laura’s arm.
 
 “I’m going to find that telephone.
 
 It’s giving me a headache.”




 It was only now that he mentioned it that Laura realized there
 was a phone going off.
 
 She could hear the tinny bell through one of the doors.
 
 She nodded and joined Okane by the steps.
 
 The pieces of the mask and amulet were anywhere from pea-size to chunks the length of a nail.
 
 It was hard to spot them all in the dark, and Laura pulled off her goggles to see them better.
 
 It didn’t help much.
 
 On the plus side, the floor was otherwise so clean there was nothing to confuse them with.
 
 Might as well just get a broom to sweep it all up.




 “Why aren’t the lights on?”
 
 she muttered.
 
 “I’d think at least the military would have electricity.”




 “Gas lighting.”
 
 Okane dropped another shard into his cupped hand.




 “How do you figure?”




 “The Sullivans used to have it before they remodeled their house.”
 
 He nodded up at one of the light fixtures.
 
 “See that valve?
 
 That turns on the gas.
 
 Then --- light it.”




 “We could turn it on now, couldn’t we?
 
 Have you got any matches?”




 “No.
 
 Besides, I’m not an expert on gas and I don’t want it to explode.
 
 Come to think of it, the gas must’ve been shut off before we came in.
 
 Otherwise we’d probably be dead after all those explosions.”




 Laura frowned and tried to redirect the topic.
 
 “Not an expert, huh?
 
 Didn’t you just say the Sullivans had it?”




 “I wasn’t very old.
 
 I couldn’t even reach it at the time.”




 “Ah
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 CASTOFFS 




 The sun peeked over the horizon as they boarded their early-morning trolley.
 
 Laura couldn’t actually see it with all the buildings, but the sky brightened to pinks and yellows against the clouds.
 
 It was a myriad of subtle brightness that belonged somewhere on a painting; Laura would think it beautiful if she weren’t exhausted.
 
 In the barracks she’d been running on adrenaline and fear, but that had drained out of her system.
 
 She felt overwhelmingly tired, and she was feeling the pain from falling down.
 
 A simple glance showed she was bruising where she hit the stairs, and Okane wasn’t doing much better—a bruise of his own blossomed on one cheekbone.




 She wished nothing more than to sit and relax in the Sweeper shop, but traffic had decided to spite them.
 
 While normally one of the fastest routes, Nestore Street was packed with idling automobiles bound for work.
 
 A truck had been transporting equipment and been involved in an accident; the logo for Sullivan Piping had been marred so badly by the scrape it was barely legible, and some equipment had fallen out.
 
 Men heaved the dropped pipes back into place, overseen by a man who looked far less like a worker and more like an executive in his low bowler hat
 and nondescript coat.
 
 Another man stood just beside him, head shaved bald; it must’ve been a new change, because he had the wide collar of his coat popped up to hide his features in lieu of hair.
 
 Automobiles rattled past, impatient and far too close to the straining workers, but the trolley was stuck on its line and couldn’t maneuver anywhere.
 
 The trolley driver grumbled and pulled the horn.
 
 The man in the bowler hat waved apologetically.




 Clae’s eyes narrowed and he stood.
 
 Okane started.




 “What are --- doing?”
 
 he hissed.




 Clae didn’t reply but heaved open the window to lean out.
 
 Okane sank so low in his seat he looked ready to melt onto the floor.




 “What’s going on?”
 
 Clae called.




 “Slight accident,” the bowler hat man replied; the bald man turned away entirely.
 
 “Nothing more.
 
 We apologize for the delay.
 
 We’ll be out of your way shortly.”




 “They’re not the actual Sullivans,” said Laura, tracking Okane’s slouch.
 
 “They’re just employees.
 
 They probably have no idea who you are.”




 “They do.”
 
 Okane tilted his head just enough to peer out the window before ducking.
 
 “They’re not employees.
 
 They’re mobsters.”




 Seriously?
 
 Laura tried peeking out too, but Clae shifted to block the pair from view.




 “Where are you going?”
 
 he said.




 “Interior.”




 “For what?”




 The bowler hat man gestured grandly at the truck.
 
 “Plumbing.
 
 The Council’s approved a new line.”




 “Where, exactly?”




 “Fifth Quarter?”
 
 The man shrugged.
 
 “Location’s been changed.”




 The workers finally cleared the road.
 
 Traffic started moving again.
 
 The bowler hat man jammed the hat further on his head, so they couldn’t make out much of his features as they passed.




 “Consider switching to Sullivan yourself, sir,” he cheered.
 
 “We’ll flush all your problems away!”




 “More likely they’ll get it all stuck and back up the system,” Clae muttered, closing the window again.




 “Why are mobsters out doing Sullivan work?”
 
 said Laura, craning her neck to see the disappearing truck.
 
 “I thought they were trying to kill him.”




 “He works with them,” said Okane.
 
 “Supplies them with—” He looked ill and thought better of it.
 
 “Back in June he stiffed the Mad Dogs.
 
 They didn’t take kindly to it.
 
 They thought if they could catch some of the family or servants with infestations they could scare him into working with them again.
 
 But he didn’t even believe in infestations.
 
 He believed in the wall.”




 “Did they steal his truck, then?”
 
 Laura guessed.




 “I don’t think so.
 
 That man in the hat is a negotiator, not a thief.
 
 They must’ve struck a deal.”




 “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Clae.
 
 “I’m telephoning the police as soon as we get back.”




 “What did Sullivan supply them with?”
 
 said Laura.
 
 “If it was only some wheels and scrap metal—”




 “---’re aware of Sullivan’s humanitarian campaigns?”
 
 said Okane.




 Laura nodded slowly.
 
 “He’s got boarding schools set up across the city, and gives college scholarships to lower-Quarter students.
 
 My neighbor qualified for one to get into university.”




 “They don’t all make it to school.
 
 The lucky ones end up like me.
 
 The unlucky ones…” Okane shuddered.




 Laura’s brow furrowed.
 
 Even Clae looked grim, so she was hesitant as she asked, “What happens to the unlucky ones?”




 “Mobs deal in infestations,” said Clae.
 
 “To keep it happy and sated, you need to feed it something living.”




 An unpleasant thought at any time, but on the tail end of an extermination it was twice as bad.




 They trekked back to Acis Road, a dark cloud over their heads until someone caught them.




 “You three look like you’ve been through a meat grinder.”
 
 Mrs. Keedler had been setting out the sign for her bakery.
 
 She looked at them all like a mother inspecting dirty children.
 
 “Where have you been?
 
 And what did you do to your face?”




 Clae rubbed at his chin with the back of his hand.
 
 “Had a job.
 
 Busted lip.”




 “No wonder you wanted bread this morning,” Mrs. Keedler muttered.
 
 “Are you sure you’re all right?
 
 I can give you a discount on some pastries if you want something else to eat.”




 “I’ll take you up on that,” Laura chirped, raising her hand.
 
 “I’ve got some money with me.
 
 Not a lot, but what can ten argents get me?”




 Argents, the money unit of Orien, consisted of silvery coins at varying sizes.
 
 The smallest unit, a one argent coin, was barely the size of a fingernail, but coins grew gradually larger in increments of tens, fifties, hundreds, until reaching the 1,000 Argent coin, which stretched almost an inch across.
 
 Laura had collected them before her collage due to the patterns on their backs—different based on the city and quarter they were first distributed in—but holding on to things with public value was difficult.
 
 It cost her ten argents for a pastry this morning.




 She sat on a stool in the Sweeper shop to eat, watching lazily as Clae put away his briefcase and Okane went to linger by the back corner.
 
 The two of them tinkered with the Kin parts; Laura was a little bothered that Okane knew enough to fiddle with it that way, when all she knew to do was tighten some things if they got loose.
 
 Clae hadn’t bothered teaching her any more than that.
 
 She finished her pastries but couldn’t think of anything else to do.
 
 Her head fell forward a few times but jerked back up as she tried not to nod off entirely.
 
 She hoped it wasn’t too obvious, but Clae noticed.




 “Are you trying to sleep over there?”




 “You did get me up at four in the morning,” she grumbled, somewhat ashamed.




 “We got up earlier.”




 “Well, excuse me for needing more sleep to run properly.”




 Laura rearranged her feet on the rungs of the stool, hoping the shuffling would wake her mind up again.
 
 It wasn’t working.




 “If you’re still half dead, you can sleep.”




 Laura rolled her head about as she looked around.
 
 Stools, counter
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 GODS IN THE RABBLE 




 “Why do you keep working there?”




 The sigh came out of nowhere, early on October first as Laura prepared for work.
 
 She’d been checking the contents of her coin purse when Morgan leaned on the counter beside her, looking sad and worn.
 
 The woman had been involved in a stressful catering job the day before, and these always sent her into a funk that had her questioning the point of everything.




 “What, as a Sweeper?”
 
 Laura asked.
 
 “I told you, it’s completely safe.”




 “Nothing is completely safe.”




 “So what, I should join a factory and get my fingers chopped off by machines?”




 Morgan shuddered.
 
 “No!
 
 No.
 
 I just mean—why can’t you be a maid or something?
 
 Work in a big house?
 
 Do laundry, or dressmaking, teach, work with the post, be a telephone operator!
 
 They’re all valid, reliable positions!”




 “And my Sweeper job isn’t?”




 Morgan made a frustrated noise, rubbed at her face, and peered between her fingers.
 
 “I just don’t know.
 
 I can’t even tell if you’re
 happy there.”




 Laura fiddled with an argent.
 
 “No one’s happy all the time.”




 “But you come home and complain.
 
 All the time.
 
 And your boss seems very abrasive.
 
 I don’t want you to be stuck somewhere toxic.”




 “I’m not.
 
 It’s kind of
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 FALLING FEET-FIRST 




 “Where’s Clae?”




 Laura asked this as she stood at the front of the Sweeper shop, looking at Okane.
 
 Okane paused in the middle of carrying a box.
 
 He looked resigned.




 “Upstairs.”




 “Shouldn’t he be down by now?”




 “Oh, he’s awake.
 
 He just decided to stay up there.”




 “But we have a job.”




 “Do we?”
 
 Okane grunted, setting the box down and clapping his hands together to rid them of dust.




 “I got waylaid by police on the way here.”
 
 Laura made a face at the memory.
 
 At the time it had been terrifying; they’d sprung up from around a corner so fast she thought they were muggers and hit one of them over the head with her book-filled bag.
 
 “There’s some sort of nest on the other side of the Quarter, residential neighborhood.
 
 They want us over there as soon as possible.”




 “They didn’t call,” said Okane.
 
 “Isn’t that the standard procedure?”




 “I thought so, but these looked like some of our newer police aides. 

 Maybe they don’t know procedure yet.
 
 Do you think it’s okay if I go up there and get Clae?”




 “---’ve been up there before.”




 “That was with permission.”




 Okane eyed her awhile, pondering, then said slowly, “Well, if he doesn’t want --- up there he’ll make it pretty clear.
 
 Watch ---r step though, I suppose.”




 She went up the stairs to the second floor.
 
 Not much had changed up there, aside from the fact that there were some dirty dishes on the little table.
 
 But then there was Clae.
 
 The sight of him made her falter.
 
 He was doing a headstand, leaning against the wall behind him, and judging by the redness of his face he’d been doing this awhile.




 “Are you okay?”




 Clae’s eyes snapped open.
 
 “I’m fine.”




 “You’re upside down.”




 “Because I felt like it.”




 “Where did you get the idea to do that?”
 
 Laura craned her head to see him properly.
 
 “I mean, I don’t say ‘Hey, I feel like standing on my head’ out of the blue!”




 “That’s your own choice.”




 “Did you eat breakfast this morning?”




 “Of course I did.”




 “Are you sure?
 
 You get a little loopy when you skip meals.”




 “What are you, my—” His lips pursed tight.
 
 He squeezed his eyes shut, willing an extra flush of rage from his current tomato complexion.
 
 “What are you doing up here?”




 Laura straightened with a frown.
 
 “There’s an infestation we’re supposed to deal with.”




 “How do you know before I do?”




 “Because policemen are stalkers?”




 Clae snorted.
 
 He took his time righting himself but didn’t get up.
 
 He sat there on the floor to look at her.




 “What are the details?”
 
 he asked.
 
 “Degree of damage, location?”




 “They said it was in a residential neighborhood in the Third Quarter.”




 “That’s it?”




 “Yes.”




 “You do realize half of this city is residential?”




 “Yes.”




 “And you didn’t think to get any other details.”




 “In my defense, I was more under the impression that I was getting crashed by the mobs than getting a formal report.”




 Sighing, Clae stood up.
 
 “I’ll call the police department to see where we’re going.
 
 You grab Okane, make sure you’re both ready to go.”




 She hurried down the stairs while he followed at a slower pace.
 
 Okane looked up as she came back into the shop.




 “Why do you look so relieved?”
 
 she grumbled, walking over to him.




 “I didn’t hear any yelling,” he confessed.




 “He doesn’t yell unless he has to, does he?”




 She made to pat him on the shoulder as she said this, and he cringed.
 
 He’d gotten better since they first met, but when he wasn’t panicking about life or death he was very peculiar about touching.
 
 Hated it, even.
 
 Laura didn’t touch people often and she kept forgetting.
 
 She pulled her hand back immediately.




 “Sorry.”




 “It’s fine.”
 
 He busied himself with the boxes again, pretending she meant something else entirely.
 
 “I know he doesn’t shout so much, but it’s reflex at this point.
 
 The Sullivans—well.
 
 I’m still having a bit of trouble adjusting.”




 “You’re doing fine,” said Clae, breezing past them on the way to the telephone.
 
 The hand crank rattled as he tried to reach the operator.




 Clae got the information quickly, after scaring the operator and whoever answered at the police station.
 
 They were headed to a residential area near a rundown art gallery.
 
 The gallery had a prominent sign sticking up above the surrounding buildings, a big coin with cartoony features.
 
 The gallery itself was painted oddly, with colorful swirls on the walls.
 
 As such, it made a wonderful landmark.
 
 Nobody could miss it.
 
 Their destination was two blocks past it: a higher-class apartment building built of reddish brick, five stories tall.
 
 Police surrounded it, and the air was tense.




 “What’s going on here?”
 
 asked Laura, looking around at the dark faces.
 
 “It looks more like there’s a murder than anything.”




 “Close,” said Clae.




 “Someone got eaten?”




 “The infestation hasn’t claimed any victims yet.
 
 It’s the people with the infestation.”




 “Wait, you don’t really mean this is a mobster hideout?”
 
 Laura finally understood why all the police looked so grim.
 
 Even the smallest of the mobster groups could put up a nasty fight.




 “Are they the ones who targeted the Sullivans?”
 
 asked Okane.




 “No one’s bothered to tell me,” Clae grumbled.




 “Those were the Mad Dogs, right?”
 
 said Laura.
 
 “If there are infestations, wouldn’t there be mobster Sweepers?
 
 Maybe even…”




 The old apprentice? 
 
 Clae wrinkled his nose at the idea, scanned the building.




 “Considering that, this probably isn’t Mad Dogs at all.
 
 This is a little too high-class for their tastes.
 
 People like them prefer places where their messes blend in.
 
 At a glance I’d say this would be the Silver Kings mob.”




 “But if there’s a mob in there, are they still expecting us to go in?
 
 Or will they take care of the people beforehand?”
 
 said Laura.
 
 She’d never actually anticipated fighting mobsters, and didn’t relish the idea.




 “They don’t know how bad the infestation is.
 
 We’ll have to wait for Albright, or whoever’s in charge.”




 They spent a good few minutes watching the police fanning out over the area as they picked strategic positions.
 
 It made Laura uneasy, and she shifted her weight from foot to foot.




 “Sweepers.”




 Albright had snuck up behind them.
 
 Her voice was muted enough that it didn’t scare them, but her face was unusually grim.




 “What’s the plan?”




 “We’re going to try to get in there and take down as many as we can.
 
 Of course, they’re probably prepared for that by now.
 
 We’re not exactly being discreet.”
 
 She looked bitterly at the surrounding men, and Laura came to the conclusion that she hadn’t been here to direct them at the beginning.




 “We’re to go in with you?”
 
 Clae frowned at the idea.




 “And risk you getting shot?
 
 Not a chance.”




 “Why are we here, then?”




 “The infestations are mobile.
 
 If they can carry them to their targets,
 they can carry them out of the building.
 
 We’re putting you on both sides of the building, so if they try to use those amulets you’re there to take care of it.”




 Sounded plausible.
 
 Laura glanced up at Clae to see his opinion.
 
 He didn’t seem too bothered.




 “You’ll have police covering us, though,” he checked, and she nodded.




 “Of course.
 
 Don’t do anything reckless, but if you see something suspicious, go for it.”




 He looked over at Laura and Okane and ordered, “You two take the other side of the building.
 
 I can handle this side myself.
 
 But be careful.
 
 I don’t care if there’s some runaway mobster with amulets.
 
 If he’s got a gun, don’t attack him.
 
 You’re
 not the MARU.
 
 You come in after police have taken care of everything.”




 Albright nodded her approval but said nothing, gesturing some officers over instead.




 “All right, boys, I want you to take these two around the back.
 
 Keep them safe but don’t get in their way.”




 “Yes, ma’am,” they affirmed in unison, saluting.




 “Cut that out,” she grumbled.
 
 “Just do your job.”




 “Yes, ma’am.”




 Laura allowed herself to be led away, Okane on her heels.
 
 The policemen took them through a narrow alley on the side of the building.
 
 Windows were there despite the lack of space or light.
 
 Laura ducked down, hoping that whatever mobsters were inside weren’t paying attention.
 
 The policemen didn’t seem to expect anything to happen, but she felt like a sitting duck.
 
 They skirted trash cans, jogged a little ways, and they were out of the alley.
 
 The back side of the building matched the front: same red brick, same design elements, but there was the addition of a fire escape built in.
 
 The back faced another, wider alley, with laundry lines spanning the gap above them.
 
 Another group of officers lingered here.




 “If you could stay back, even as far as the other side of the alley, that would be appreciated,” said one of the officers.




 The pair went to the shadow of the opposite building, and Laura squinted up at their target.
 
 The strung-up laundry blocked part of her view.
 
 Okane stood next to her, looking antsy.
 
 He kept shifting how he held himself, and his eyes were fixed on the building ahead.




 “You okay?”




 “Fine.”
 
 He shifted his weight to the left foot now.
 
 “It’s just—Mobsters actually use those things as weapons?
 
 The amount of times --- insist the city’s wrong, it seems almost strange for mobsters to be behind it for once.”




 “It is rare.
 
 The mobster Sweepers take care of most of them, but every once in a while Clae and I get stuck with a few that have been used for assassination.
 
 Mobsters plant them in houses and such, out of the way so no one notices them and the monster can grow until it starts reaching out and feeding.
 
 They don’t know how long it’ll take, and figure we work just as well as a cleanup crew.”




 “Are all their targets like the Sullivans?”
 
 He sounded like he was searching for some redeeming quality to it.
 
 Laura frowned at the thought, shoving her hands into her pockets.




 “The Sullivans were definitely the least likable we’ve met.
 
 With the others, I guess mobsters wanted to threaten them or shut them up.
 
 There was this man who owned a toy store—he was in the wrong place at the wrong time and heard about something shady.
 
 He was going to go to the police, but the people he’d run in on decided to get rid of him first.”




 Okane frowned just as deeply.
 
 “But they can’t control monsters any better than we can.”




 “No one can.
 
 So a lot of the time, their target isn’t the only one who gets hurt.
 
 Toy store man?
 
 His whole family got eaten.”




 A distant sound made Laura straighten again.
 
 She wasn’t sure what it was, but it appeared to be a signal.
 
 Police swarmed in on the back door.
 
 One kicked it open and led a group inside, while three more stayed back to watch the windows.
 
 Shouting erupted from inside.
 
 The raid had begun.
 
 The sound of a gunshot made Laura flinch back.




 “They’re going all out, aren’t they?”
 
 she muttered, unnerved.




 They watched as jumbled forms passed by windows and more guns went off.
 
 It went on awhile, and Laura was almost sure they wouldn’t be needed, when a window on the third floor opened.
 
 A man stuck his leg out, trying to climb through, but he caught the attention of the police left behind.




 “Stop right there!”
 
 cried one, lifting her gun to point at him.




 At the shout he hopped awkwardly back inside.
 
 Another man came to the window, aiming a gun of his own.
 
 The policewoman dodged to the
 side.
 
 The bullet hit the ground where she’d been.
 
 The other two police started shooting up at the window.




 Laura plastered herself against the wall.
 
 “This is exactly what we weren’t supposed to be caught up in!”




 She watched the proceedings frantically, hoping she’d be able to see it if a bullet ended up going toward her, get some warning of when to move.
 
 It got harder when two more windows opened up with shooters to man them.
 
 The police scattered further for cover, and Laura felt exposed.
 
 Why weren’t there trash cans to hide behind over here?




 Up on the third floor, the man from earlier made another bid for escape.
 
 He hopped out onto the fire escape while the others covered him.
 
 As he charged for the stairs, Laura realized he was carrying a leather luggage bag with gold clasps.




 “He’s got the amulets!”
 
 She pointed.




 One of the men in the windows turned to aim at her, and with a yelp she darted toward the alley of the building behind her.
 
 She reached its relative safety without injury, and huddled in the shadow of the wall for five seconds before realizing Okane was missing.
 
 She scrambled back and looked around the corner, hoping he hadn’t been shot.
 
 There was no one in the area where they’d been standing, so that was a relief—at least he wasn’t dead—but she had to scan the wider area before she saw him.
 
 Okane was dashing toward the building.
 
 He took a running jump and caught the bottom rung of the fire escape ladder.
 
 With an almighty clatter it came loose, the bottom half rattling down toward the ground before clanging to a halt at its farthest point.
 
 Even before the frame stopped moving Okane swung himself up and scaled the ladder.
 
 He started sprinting up the fire escape.




 “What are you doing?”
 
 Laura shouted, but either he didn’t hear her or he wasn’t paying attention.




 Meanwhile the man with the bag had reached the top of the fire escape.
 
 He jumped onto the roof and glanced down to make sure the police were occupied.
 
 He spotted Okane and panicked.
 
 He looked around wildly before hurrying to the right.
 
 Laura saw him scuttle across a board that had been left to span the distance between this building and the next.
 
 He kicked the board so it toppled into the alleyway.




 “Hey!”
 
 Laura called, trying to get one of the police officers’ attention.
 
 “He’s getting away!”




 The officers were too preoccupied with the guns in the windows, and really, Laura didn’t blame them.
 
 Okane somehow managed to get past the third floor.
 
 Laura wasn’t sure how—she looked down at the officers for only a few seconds before looking up again, and somehow he’d managed to magic himself up to the fourth level and clamber onto the roof.
 
 He looked around, located the man, and started running after him.
 
 When he came to the edge of the roof there was a loud crack.
 
 He went sailing through the air, landing on the other roof with ease to continue his pursuit.
 
 That gap hadn’t been impossibly wide, but it was still something too much for Laura to have attempted.
 
 His amulets must’ve been activated.
 
 She gaped before realization sank in.
 
 She was being left behind.




 She ran down the alley in the direction they went.
 
 They couldn’t pass across the wider street in front, so had to go either straight or risk jumping the alley above her head.
 
 Judging by the cracking noises, they chose straight.
 
 She couldn’t see them from her position, though, and the cracking was getting farther ahead.
 
 Cursing, she touched the amulet at her hip, and the two in her shoes kicked into gear.




 A shout rang out up ahead.
 
 She gained on it fast and drifted to the far right of the alley, craning her neck to see what was going on.
 
 She couldn’t make it out through the clotheslines, but it seemed like Okane caught up.
 
 He did it in record time, jumping four buildings.
 
 He and the man were moving around up there, and she could hear unintelligible talking, but couldn’t figure out what was going on.
 
 She glanced around for a way to get up there.
 
 The only way she could see was this building’s fire escape.
 
 She backed up and glared at the ladder, trying to calculate how high she needed to jump to reach it, how much energy to pull out of the amulets since there was only so far they could go.




 Before she could do anything, someone yowled.
 
 The luggage bag crash-landed in front of her with a shattering sound, like it had been filled with fragile pottery.
 
 Laura glanced up to see the shapes of the two people still moving, then down at the bag before she grabbed the clasps and ripped it open.




 She reeled back just in time.
 
 A black tendril burst out and swiped. 

 It missed her by a foot and hit the pavement hard enough to break the surface.
 
 Belatedly it realized there was sunlight out here, and yanked itself back into the bag.
 
 Its sides heaved closed.




 “Oh no you don’t,” Laura hissed, pulling out an Egg.




 She kicked the side of the bag and jumped back.
 
 The infestation reared out again, purling unhappily.
 
 It barely had time to brandish its feelers at her before an armed Egg descended into it.
 
 The infestation jerked back into the bag, but it didn’t have time to fumble before the Egg detonated.
 
 Light seared through the bag’s sides, and the seams strained; three different pitches of screams came from it.
 
 Laura kicked it once more.
 
 While the clasps sagged open, all that came out was smoke.
 
 She ripped it all the way open and cracked another Egg over it.
 
 The smoke fizzled out fast, and she squinted in.
 
 Ten amulets of varying styles were there, all glittering with kin and all making popping sounds.
 
 Within moments they issued their final dark cloud.




 A loud noise came from the top of the building.
 
 This one was a panicked yelp, and it was definitely Okane’s.
 
 Laura sprang up, trying to see through the clotheslines, and she spotted something falling.
 
 As it got closer, she realized it was a some
 one.




 “Okane!”
 
 she shrieked.




 Her mind raced as she tried to think of what she could possibly do to help.
 
 She couldn’t just try to catch him; he was falling five stories, and even if she managed to catch him, he’d flatten her.
 
 She had no clue what to do with the amulets that could help, either.
 
 As he passed the clotheslines, he flipped.
 
 Okane twisted like a cat in midair and landed on his feet.
 
 As his feet touched ground another loud snap rent the air, echoed by a series of smaller ones.
 
 Part of the alley beneath him buckled with a crunch, sending cracks into the hard surface.
 
 His fingertips brushed down as his knees bent, and then he shot up straight before losing balance and stumbling back.
 
 Shocked and clueless as to anything else to do, Laura reached out and steadied him.
 
 He reeled, but looked back at her in surprise.




 “Are you okay?”
 
 Laura gasped.




 “I don’t know.”
 
 He sounded normal enough.
 
 He looked down at himself, then back up.
 
 “I think I am.
 
 How did that just happen?”




 “I don’t know!
 
 Are you sure you didn’t break your legs?”




 “--- can’t stand on broken legs, can ---?”




 “I don’t know!
 
 You’re the one who just fell five stories!”




 He stared, then started to pat himself down, searching for anything broken.
 
 Laura looked back up at the roof but couldn’t see any sign of the other man.




 “I’m good,” Okane sighed.




 How he could possibly be, Laura had no idea, but she wasn’t going to question it too much.




 “What happened up there?”




 “I caught him.”
 
 His eyes were distracted, flitting to follow something invisible and ignoring Laura’s presence.
 
 “Managed to get the bag away
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 THE GIN CYCLE 




 Okane wore the coat all the way back to Acis Road.
 
 Every time he acted like he’d remove it, Clae turned to look at him.
 
 It wasn’t like he was giving the stink eye or anything, just a blank look, but considering Okane’s reaction he might as well have been; he pulled the coat tighter every time.
 
 They walked back to the shop in relative silence, but as they passed the Keedlers’ bakery Clae spoke.




 “I want you to work this weekend.”




 Laura pulled a face.
 
 “Are you planning to follow along on the next raid?”




 “No.
 
 You’re my apprentice and you should know how this works.”
 
 He stepped up to the shop door.




 Her reluctance faded in favor of curiosity.
 
 “How what works?”




 “We’re going to another city.”




 That didn’t shed much light on things.
 
 Nevertheless, Laura perked up at the idea.
 
 The wilds outside the walls were dangerous and transport was expensive, so few people traveled on a whim.




 They entered the shop.
 
 Clae deposited the briefcase and the amulet bag to lock the door behind them.
 
 Okane began to fidget.




 “Clae?”
 
 Laura couldn’t remember a time when Clae had locked the
 door during business hours.
 
 “What do you mean, we’re going to a different city?
 
 What does that have to do with Sweeping?”




 Her unease grew as Clae went to the windows.
 
 She’d never noticed blinds there but they were obviously present, as Clae pulled them down to block out the light.
 
 Laura and Okane shared an uneasy look.




 “We’re going to Puer for a trade,” Clae explained.
 
 “It’s supposedly an act of goodwill between cities, but more importantly it’s a Sweeper gathering.”




 “Sweepers have gatherings?”
 
 said Okane.




 “Once a year we travel to specifically chosen locations to exchange Gin.”




 Laura’s brow furrowed.
 
 “Gin?
 
 We exchange our amulets?”




 “Not quite.”




 Clae pushed aside the black drapes and walked behind them.
 
 Laura immediately brightened—was she finally going to see what was back there, what he was so protective of?
 
 The drapes wavered at his passing, and there was a shuffling sound before he came back out, carrying a rock.
 
 The sight made Laura’s shoulders slump again.
 
 Really, a rock?
 
 He might as well have been keeping a collection of marbles.
 
 The object in question was a big, strangely shaped, light gray rock at least the size of a baby.
 
 The light from the Kin caught it and caused its surface to shimmer.




 He set it down on a stool and beckoned them over.
 
 Laura approached cautiously.
 
 There was something strange and
 warm about this thing, and she couldn’t help but relax as she got close.
 
 Light winked across it, and she swore she could faintly hear a child giggling.
 
 She glanced at Okane to see his reaction.
 
 He was entranced; this must’ve been completely different from what he’d been shown back there.




 “This is Gin.”
 
 Clae’s voice snapped Laura back to attention.
 
 “I’ve told you before that Gin is a magic source.
 
 Amulets made from it never need to be refilled.
 
 That’s because Gin is an individual strain of magic.
 
 It
 is the thing that regenerates other amulets.”




 “So that’s the rock that’s way under Amicae?”
 
 Laura remembered her father and how he talked about his work. 

 We have to be careful not to disrupt this silver rock.
 
 The chimneys and the silver, you don’t go near those if you can help it. 




 “This one is actually from under Vitae.”
 
 Clae rested one hand on it.
 
 “Almost all of the cities are built on top of a Gin strain.
 
 It leaches energy
 into the earth around it, and people back then decided it had to be blessed or hallowed ground.
 
 Thought it was good luck to build homes on it.”




 “It winds through the earth like a snake,” Okane whispered.
 
 “I remember it.”




 “You probably lived in the caves alongside it.”




 “--- know where that is?”
 
 Okane peeled his gaze away from the rock to peer up at him.




 “Gin strains are found all over the main islands.
 
 You’d need an expert to locate a specific one.”




 “But you know where this one comes from.”
 
 Laura didn’t quite follow where this was going.




 “The ones owned by Sweepers are registered and kept track of very closely.
 
 Part of the trading.”




 “Are you giving this back to Vitae, then?”




 “We have a system going.
 
 Each city has two Gin stones like this.
 
 One is the Gin from under our city or region, and the other is rotated throughout the cities.
 
 Every year, Sweepers carry their foreign Gin to its next destination.
 
 Last year this one was in Avis.
 
 This year, Amicae.
 
 For the next year it’ll be in Puer.
 
 There’s a Gin stone from Amicae floating around somewhere in Ruhaile.”




 “So this is like a ceremony?
 
 A holiday?”




 “Not the kind of ceremony you’re thinking of, just part of the job.
 
 And networking.
 
 Some experts found subtle differences in the magic of each region and got scared that the monsters we hunt might be able to become immune to specific strains.
 
 The rotation is so the monsters won’t be exposed to the same thing long enough to develop immunity.
 
 Stupid, but they’re convinced.”




 “Stupid?”




 “Gin is pure magic.
 
 Unfiltered magic like that wards off any monsters; it’s instant death to them.
 
 You’re not about to get immune if the essence of death comes down on your head.
 
 That’s that.”




 “It’s true.
 
 The Silverstone caves were always the safest place,” Okane agreed.




 Laura wasn’t sure what he was talking about.
 
 Had he really lived underground?




 “But it’s also networking?”
 
 she pondered.
 
 “So you
 are in contact with a bunch of other Sweepers?”




 “Haven’t you seen all the letters going in and out?
 
 We talk about techniques and equipment mostly.
 
 Exchange of ideas.”




 Laura liked the sound of it.
 
 She wondered if the other Sweepers could give her tips.
 
 Maybe they gathered and talked about their experiences; that would be fascinating.
 
 Were the other places set up like Coronae, the way it had been presented in that old book?




 “That takes place this weekend?”




 “Yes.
 
 We’ll be taking a train.”




 “We’ll have to pack, then!”
 
 Laura turned her giddy smile on Okane.




 “Oh, not you,” Clae amended, and for a moment she was baffled.




 “I’m not going?”
 
 asked Okane.




 “What?
 
 Why not?
 
 You’re an apprentice too!”
 
 Laura protested.




 “He’s not going because someone has to stay and watch the shop.”




 “Can’t you get Brecht to do that?
 
 Or just keep it locked up?”




 “We’ll be gone several days and the Pits still need to be maintained.
 
 Besides, I’m not leaving that crone all access to this place.”




 “But—”




 “Laura.
 
 We have a permanent Gin here.
 
 It’s the key to making kin, and without it we’re sunk.
 
 Look at this.”
 
 He clapped his hand on the rock again.
 
 “Imagine what would happen if someone found out about this.
 
 How many amulets could be made from this stone?
 
 How much would even one of those little amulets go for in an auction?”




 Just one Gin amulet had a massive price tag, and it would only need to be the size of a marble.
 
 She gave a low whistle.
 
 Even if Gin wasn’t the big bad mystery of the drapes, Laura could see why he was so protective of them now.




 “Exactly.”
 
 Clae nodded at her understanding.
 
 “I’ve had wannabe thieves try to get in here before.
 
 I’m not risking this being unprotected.”




 “--- can’t really think I can protect them,” said Okane.
 
 “I’m just one person, and if the Sullivans—”




 “The Sullivans aren’t going to set foot on this street.”




 “What makes you think that?”




 “I’m not the only one here they’d have to look out for, and I’ve made
 it very clear to my
 esteemed neighbors that they have free rein over anything suspicious.
 
 Mr. Keedler is an ex-military man with a collection of guns, and the pawnshop owner is very handy with baseball bats.
 
 They’ll take care of the outside.
 
 You just have to make this place look inhabited.”




 Okane still looked dubious but nodded.
 
 Clae eyed them both, strummed his fingers on the rock again, and went to pick it up.




 “Clae?”
 
 Laura piped up.




 “What?”




 “I’m more experienced with how things work here.
 
 Are you sure I shouldn’t be the one staying?”
 
 She glanced at Okane as she spoke.
 
 A little demon in her gut railed at her to
 shut up, this is the kind of big job you’ve wanted, but she tried to quash it.
 
 She wanted to be an amazing Sweeper, be significant, but at what cost?
 
 She didn’t like the idea of him being left alone, especially not when Sullivan might be waiting to catch him again.
 
 To her he still seemed woefully inept, in need of guidance.




 “I’ll be fine,” said Okane.
 
 He didn’t look terribly confident, but sent her a small smile.
 
 “I know I look like a goldbrick, but I’ve been learning a few things.
 
 I won’t let the place burn down if ---’re gone a few days.”




 “But—”




 “He’s right.
 
 What he said at the temple.
 
 I need to pull my own weight.
 
 Stop pulling --- down.”




 “It’s because you’re more experienced that you need to go,” said Clae, pushing past the drapes again.
 
 “It’s part of the requirement to become an actual Sweeper instead of apprentice.”




 “I’m moving up?”
 
 She stared at the cloth, baffled.




 “You’ve been functioning like a regular Sweeper for a while now.
 
 The trip will just make it official.
 
 We’ll be gone at least four days.
 
 Two traveling, two or more in the city.
 
 Make sure you’re ready to go.”




 *
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 AIREDALE 




 Three days later, November first, Laura stood in the cable car station of the Sixth Quarter.
 
 It was nearly 4:00
 A.M.
 
 The sky above was strewn with bright stars, a faint ribbon of blue and purple winding through like a wake in muddy water.
 
 The chill in the air made Laura shiver and shrink further into her coat.
 
 Beside her, Clae popped up his collar.




 “It’s almost winter,” he observed.
 
 “They say it’ll be a cold one.
 
 Maybe it’ll even snow.”




 Laura muttered darkly, stuffing her hands into her pockets.
 
 He watched her, unimpressed, as the cable car retreated up the line.
 
 The policemen accompanying them averted their gazes.




 “What are you waiting for, then?”
 
 Clae asked, looking at them.
 
 “Take us to the train.”




 “Of course, sir,” the first replied.
 
 He had freckles all across his face, and his name tag read
 A. COLLINS.
 
 “If you’ll come this way.”




 The train station was relatively close to the cable car stop.
 
 There weren’t many shacks or military buildings nearby, just tracks, idling train cars, and the Union Depot rising like a behemoth over it all.
 
 They didn’t go to the depot, though.
 
 They detoured over more rails, to a set of cars all hooked
 up and ready to go.
 
 The steam engine loomed in front, more black against the dark sky.
 
 The shape showed it was a steamer, but the silver-rimmed wheels revealed amulet assistance; this would move much faster than the usual train.




 “This is the one,” Collins pointed out.
 
 “You can put your luggage in the storage cars.
 
 We’ve got you a compartment in the second passenger car.”




 Clae squinted at the cars.
 
 “Is that a sleeper?”




 “I’m afraid not.
 
 We had some trouble with the train system.
 
 The one you were supposed to be in still hasn’t left Gaudium, so we had to scramble.”




 “It was either get you in second class on this one or have you resort to hobo travel,” added the other policeman.




 “Hobo travel might be interesting,” said Laura.




 “They throw hobos off in the middle of the wilds,” said Clae.




 “Spoilsport.”




 “How’s the security on this one?
 
 Do we have the Rails Sweepers or the ERA troops?”




 Railway companies hired Sweepers and regular fighters to protect trains on their way through the wilds.
 
 ERA (Eastern Rail Alliance) was a group of fighters who focused on the more common obstacle: animals that ran out of the wilds to attack trains.
 
 Felin sometimes charged slow trains and smashed through the windows, so ERA troops were there to gun them down before passengers could be injured.
 
 ERA Sweepers cleared any infestations on the tracks.




 The policemen looked uncomfortable.
 
 “No.
 
 You were supposed to have a large ERA guard, but again, their train is in Gaudium.”




 “Then what’s our replacement?”
 
 Silence answered him, and he raised a disbelieving brow.
 
 “Are you trying to tell me that you’re sending more than half of your Sweeper department into the wilds without an escort?”




 “We tried to reallocate ERA workers from other details, but they’re refusing to help.
 
 It sounds like the company’s willing to fire anyone who sets foot out of line, so it doesn’t matter to them how important this is.
 
 We don’t have the leverage to make them do anything without the railway companies’ approval, and we can’t get those people to agree on anything.”




 “
 Lovely,” Clae sneered.




 “The train is scheduled to depart very soon.”
 
 Collins glanced at the depot’s giant clock.
 
 “I’d advise you get on now.”




 He knocked on the door of one of the cars, and the side rattled open.
 
 A light inside illuminated stacks of crates and bags, and a shabbily dressed man.
 
 The man leaned out and grumbled, “You took your time.”




 “Unfortunately,” said Collins.




 The shabby man rolled his eyes and held out his hands.
 
 “Let’s have it, then.”




 The police watched Clae suspiciously, like they thought he wouldn’t comply.
 
 He certainly didn’t look happy.




 “Mr. Sinclair, regulations state—”




 “I know the regulations, and they’re ridiculous.”
 
 Nonetheless he hefted up one of the bags he was carrying, enough so the man could catch hold of it, but didn’t let go.
 
 “You are going to take care of this like it’s worth more than your life.
 
 As far as I’m concerned, it is.
 
 If I find that this has been opened, damaged, lost, or changed in any way I will find you and make you wish you’d never been born.”




 “Scary,” the man deadpanned.




 Clae’s eyes narrowed, but he relinquished his grip.
 
 Laura watched this with a furrowed brow.




 “Come on, let’s get you seated so the train can go.”




 “Sounds good to me,” she grumbled.
 
 “It’s warmer on the train, right?”




 There were two passenger cars closer to the engine.
 
 The first looked a little fancier, so that was probably the first-class sleeping car Clae mentioned.
 
 The second wasn’t quite so elaborate.
 
 Up by the front of this second car, some steps led up onto a little railed-in balcony and door.
 
 Collins led them up and opened the door to bring them inside, into a narrow hallway with thin mauve carpeting.
 
 He walked halfway down the hall and slid open the door on his right.




 “Here’s your compartment.
 
 An attendant will be checking in on you, and breakfast should be brought in around six thirty.
 
 Other meals will also be provided.
 
 If everything goes smoothly, you should arrive in Puer somewhere a little after midnight.”




 “Are we expecting bumps?”
 
 asked Laura, walking up beside him.




 “You always should,” Clae muttered darkly.




 “Do you need anything else?”
 
 asked Collins, ignoring Clae’s pessimism.




 “Go tell the conductor to get moving already.
 
 If we’re out of the depot we can’t be waiting for any more people.”




 “Of course.
 
 If you do end up needing anything, ask the attendant.
 
 Safe travels, sir.”




 The policemen inclined their heads before leaving.
 
 Laura sighed.




 “I suppose that’s it, then.
 
 We’re on the road.”




 “Not until this train gets moving, we’re not,” said Clae, sweeping into the compartment.




 It was small, enough to fit two benches facing each other with a decent amount of legroom between them.
 
 Four people could squeeze onto each of those benches.
 
 Shelves loomed overhead with thick netting to keep luggage in place, and the far wall was a window from waist height to four inches from the ceiling.
 
 The plain electric light on the ceiling made it hard to discern anything in the dark beyond the window.
 
 Even with that dark, Clae walked over and drew the curtain.




 “Sit there.”
 
 He gestured to the seat on his left.
 
 “It’s easier to go forward than backward.
 
 I don’t want you getting sick on me.”




 “How thoughtful.”




 They put their luggage in the racks above and Laura sat with a heavy sigh.
 
 The cushions of the bench were worn but not uncomfortable.




 “Hey Clae?”




 “What?”
 
 he grunted, fussing over the placement of his bag.




 “Why did you give away the Gin?”




 “I didn’t.”




 “What?”




 “The police seem to think Gin can be transported the same way you transport regular goods, and they seem to think that
 baggage handlers are sufficient protection.
 
 Lies.
 
 Gin has been stolen in transit before today, even with ERA on the lookout.
 
 I’m not taking any chances here.”




 “If you didn’t give them the Gin, what did you give them?”




 “Eggs.
 
 That was our backup bag.”
 
 He patted the side of the luggage in the rack.
 
 “This one is Gin.
 
 The police would’ve had a fit if I tried with
 holding it, so I ‘confused’ the bags.
 
 We poor, overworked Sweepers can only be expected to remember so much.”




 “Ha!
 
 Nice.”
 
 Laura felt both relief and wariness.
 
 She was glad the Gin was nearby and safe, but
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 DERAILING 




 Laura lazed about until it was very dark.
 
 During one of her light dozes, Clae’s eyes snapped open again.
 
 He stared straight forward.




 “Something’s wrong.”




 “Huh?”
 
 Laura mumbled intelligently.




 Clae stood, shucking off the blanket as he did.
 
 He put a hand to the amulet on his belt and frowned.




 “Something’s happening back in the storage cars.”




 A moment of hesitation, then he pulled the Gin back down, making for the door.




 “What do you mean?
 
 How do you know that?”
 
 Laura tottered after him.




 Clae opened the door and stalked down the hallway.
 
 “There’s very little spell work that can actually be practiced, and I used one on the Eggs.
 
 Sends a signal to my amulets if something’s wrong.”




 “Something like what?”
 
 Laura woke quickly.
 
 She’d had more than enough time to sleep.




 “Like an infestation, or if it senses it’s going into the wrong hands.
 
 I placed it in case any thieves did try to pull something.
 
 We can catch them. 

 Probably Rex, the bastards.
 
 Gaudium isn’t far from Amicae, but it’s still southerly and they range far.
 
 Maybe the Amicae invasion was just a distraction for a larger operation.”




 “But how can Eggs tell any of that?
 
 They don’t have a brain or hive mind to think with.”




 “Eggs take on the will of their parent Gin.
 
 Gin is somewhat sentient, not on the level of a person or an animal, but enough to know it likes something and enough to sense danger.”




 “So this ‘will of the Gin’ is sending you an SOS right now.”




 “That’s right.”




 “Hang on, if it’s really Rex causing trouble, shouldn’t we be staying away?
 
 They won’t be getting the Gin anyway, and the police were really adamant about keeping us away from them.”




 “They’ll check the bag before they leave the train, obviously.
 
 We’ll get the drop on them before they come looking for us.”




 “But the police—”




 “They don’t want to lose us, but Rex knows my reputation.
 
 Idiots or not, they’ll retreat if they don’t have proper backup.
 
 Besides, I’ve got a gun.
 
 It may be for kin, but if I aim right I can kill the bastards.”




 He opened the car door.
 
 Outside it was pitch black, but a lamp on the back of this car and another on the front of the one connected gave enough illumination for them to cross over the gap without trouble.
 
 Smoke filtered back from the engine—Laura nearly choked on it.
 
 The door to the storage car opened easily and they walked in.
 
 It looked much the same as the other one they’d seen, crates and bags of supplies bound for the north, with faint lights on the ceiling.
 
 No one visible.




 “Did you see where that man put it?”
 
 Laura looked around at the cargo.
 
 None looked like the supply bag.




 “Two more cars back.
 
 I can track it with the amulets.”




 They crossed into the next car, and were barely through the door when somebody ran smack into them.
 
 It was the man they’d met earlier, the one who took the bag.
 
 Another baggage handler came just behind him.
 
 Clae caught him by the jacket.




 “Where do you think you’re going?”




 “The hell out of here!”
 
 The man tried to wrestle free.




 “Didn’t I say that bag was more important than your life?
 
 What are you running from?”




 “The monster, obviously!”
 
 the man spat.




 “A monster?”
 
 Laura echoed.
 
 “What kind?”




 “It was black,” said the other handler, terrified.
 
 “It was big and black and it was everywhere and gaining on us—”




 “Did it have a shape?”




 “You mean beyond
 slimy?”




 “So it’s just an infestation,” Clae growled, letting go.




 “Infestation.
 
 We can deal with that.”
 
 Laura gave a shuddering sigh of relief.




 “And of course it has the backups.
 
 Did you bring equipment?”




 “I’ve got two Eggs and a couple Bijou.”




 “So you’ve taken that lesson to heart.”
 
 Clae sounded pleased.
 
 “That makes three Eggs between us, a stock of Bijou, and a few rounds of bullets.
 
 I’ve dealt with worse.”




 From what Laura remembered, that kind of ammunition could take out a smaller infestation easily.
 
 Of course, if this was a
 big infestation and they had no cover, they might be screwed.
 
 If Okane had come along he would’ve sensed the monster and they wouldn’t have to deal with this at all.




 “You’re going to fight it?”
 
 cried the man, incredulous.
 
 “You’re not ERA Sweepers!”




 “It’s our job, regardless of location.
 
 Stay back here.”
 
 Clae pulled out one of his guns with his free hand.
 
 He paused, a muscle jumping in his cheek, and set down the Gin bag.
 
 He gave the handlers the meanest glare Laura had seen him make.
 
 “Don’t touch that bag.
 
 If I get back to find you sifting through my drawers, I will not hesitate to shoot you.
 
 If I’m out of bullets, I’ll gouge your eyes out.”
 
 He brandished the gun, and the men drew back in fear.




 Laura followed him over to the next balcony, but they hesitated by the door.
 
 Clae glanced through the window and let out a frustrated noise.




 “It’s all over the cargo.”




 “So it’s a big one.”




 “It must’ve been festering in some of the luggage.
 
 They loaded it on without realizing what was in there.
 
 Like those mobsters earlier.”




 “So this is just coincidence?”




 “Gin only travels once a year, so I’m not believing in coincidence.
 
 Might still be Rex after all, using an infestation to do their dirty work and waiting to pick up the spoils at the next stop.”




 “You did say they were after our Sweeper secrets.”
 
 Laura took a steadying breath.
 
 “So what’s our plan?”




 Clae looked all around, back to the door, and after a moment of consideration, slammed his elbow into the window.
 
 The glass smashed and he pulled out an Egg, nicking it against his amulet before lobbing it through the hole.
 
 Laura heard it clatter against the floor and ducked down to the side of the platform.
 
 There was a pause, and then it blew.
 
 The explosion made the entire car buck.
 
 Wood burst up and out from the back of the car, twenty feet into the air before raining down.
 
 Two sets of screeching rent the air, one the monster cry Laura was used to, the other more metallic.
 
 She leaned out, looking down the side of their car, to see that the back end was completely mutilated.
 
 The force of the blast had snapped the connection between the train cars.
 
 The one behind theirs actually reared up into the air.
 
 It twisted, creating that metallic shriek as the rest of the cars derailed.
 
 The cacophony fell behind quickly, out of earshot and out of sight.




 “Holy crap,” Laura breathed.
 
 “Did that—did we blow up the backups just then?”




 “Stop staring and start attacking!”




 The door had burst open too, and they slipped in quickly.
 
 Starting halfway down the car, the ceiling and walls were missing.
 
 Much of the cargo had been blown off too, though one of the remaining bags was ripped open and leaking letters.
 
 The creature itself remained, clinging to a pile of crates just out of the way of the blast area.




 Clae lifted his arm and shot.
 
 The creature pulled out of the line of fire just in time, and the bullet buried itself into a crate with a flash and a crash of splintering wood.
 
 The monster scuttled on a multitude of legs that stretched just enough to reach the ground, its body twisting long like a millipede.




 “Ugh, that’s nasty.”




 “It’s not moving far.”
 
 Clae’s eyes tracked its movement.
 
 “The source is in that pile.”




 The creature bunched together.
 
 It grew larger on one side, then the other, a spiraling kind of movement that made Laura think of swirling batter in a frying pan.
 
 Its top surface began to bubble.




 “Get out your Eggs.”




 Laura reached back to the bag on her belt to grab them, but all her fingers found was the soft cloth of the bag.
 
 Horror dawned as she searched more desperately, craning her head around to look as she sifted through.
 
 The Eggs weren’t in her bag.
 
 All that was left was a pair of Bijou.




 “They’re gone!
 
 I had them just a second ago!”
 
 She checked all her other pockets and dug into the bag again to no avail.
 
 “I think one of those people pickpocketed me!”




 She expected Clae to be very unhappy with this, but didn’t expect him to grab her arm and heave her to the other side of the car.
 
 As it turned out, that was a good thing.
 
 The creature’s bubbling had burst into a black smokescreen.
 
 All its many legs split apart and surged along the car, ripping up the wood floor and sending the luggage crashing down.
 
 They narrowly avoided one of these legs, only for it to curl and heave the planking up behind them.
 
 The sudden hole showed off the welded framework of the car and the ground flashing below; Laura leapt to avoid it.
 
 The rest of the legs wreaked havoc.
 
 She heard what was left of the side door wrench away, almost deafening her to Clae’s shout.




 “Get back to the other car!”




 “Don’t have to tell me twice!”




 They dashed out the open door and leapt across the gap into the forward car again.
 
 There was a shout.
 
 They ducked down just in time for something to sail over their heads.
 
 Inside the car they ran into the baggage handlers again.




 “Did you see that?”
 
 cried the younger, ecstatic.
 
 “I told you I had great aim!”




 Confused, Laura looked back.
 
 There was shattered glass by the doorway of the other car, with gold liquid pooled on the ground with it. 

 The Eggs. 
 
 They hadn’t been armed properly.
 
 The creature stopped short by the
 mess, skirting the edges before realizing that the fragments were harmless and plowing straight over them.




 “You stole those?”
 
 Laura demanded, glaring at the handler.




 His smile faltered.
 
 “Yes?
 
 But look, I helped out—”




 Laura stared at him in incredulity for a moment, then punched him in the face.
 
 Almost immediately she regretted it, because that
 hurt.
 
 He reeled in surprise and his friend stepped up, furious.
 
 Clae caught him.




 “Let go of me!
 
 You can’t attack railroad personnel!”




 “Considering it was obvious theft, I don’t think the railroad will be taking your side on this one.”




 “It’s life or death, there’s a monster on board!”
 
 the man roared.




 “And you chose death,” Clae retorted.
 
 “You realize you went and destroyed valuable, irreplaceable equipment here.”




 “But that’s how Sweepers use them!”
 
 defended the younger, hand up to cup his reddening cheek.




 “Are you a Sweeper?
 
 I don’t think so,” Clae scoffed.




 “They were by the depot in Avis, I saw how it worked!
 
 I’d make a better Sweeper than either of you two if that equipment wasn’t faulty!”




 Laura made a strangled noise and cracked the knuckles of her other hand.
 
 The young man’s eyes widened and he backpedaled.
 
 So much for being a better, braver Sweeper.




 “Look.
 
 Due to your actions, it’s likely that this infestation will take over the entirety of this train.”
 
 When the younger opened his mouth to protest, Clae cut him off.
 
 “You stole highly specialized weapons without knowing how they work and broke them.
 
 We don’t have backups available to fix what you’ve done—our other Eggs are either destroyed or miles behind us by now.
 
 I have bullets that can delay it, but we can’t destroy the infestation without them.”




 “So what, we jump off the train?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “We’re not abandoning the train.”




 “But we have to,” said the man.




 “You said there were Sweepers in Avis.
 
 Did they send something in this train?”
 
 asked Clae.




 “What do you mean?”




 “I mean did they load something meant for another Sweeper gathering?”




 “They were working,” the younger muttered sullenly.




 “But did they send anything?”




 The man hesitated.
 
 “They had us load a crate.
 
 Why?”




 “If we’re lucky, they sent some equipment.
 
 Maybe an Egg.”




 “That’s what can kill that thing?”




 “Yes.”




 Clae let go, and the man moved off toward a pile of crates.




 “It’s over here.
 
 Come on, brat, help me get it out.”




 A horrible shriek caught Laura’s attention.
 
 The creature had heaved its body to the door, but there it caught the light of the lantern.
 
 Even if they had no ERA guard, the train must’ve been wired to prevent infestations; the lantern on that car guttered brighter, bluer, and the infestation smoked as if burned.
 
 It retreated again, but continued lashing out.
 
 Thirty ropelike limbs swung through the door, crashing and rending the balcony area.
 
 Wood panels splintered.
 
 The rail bent easily as fabric under a single blow.
 
 The light flickered.
 
 The rest of the world was still horribly dark, stars covered by clouds now; once it disabled the lamps it would move fast.




 The baggage handlers were by the luggage, trying to move crates.
 
 Clae helped them unearth a large crate with
 PUER SWEEPERS GUILD emblazoned in red lettering on the top and sides.
 
 The man dug out a couple of crowbars and they set to work ripping off the lid.
 
 It didn’t take much time.
 
 The lid came off with a groan, revealing checkered blankets inside.
 
 Clae reached in and rummaged around, flipping the blanket away.




 “This looks too big for Eggs,” said Laura.




 “It’s not Eggs at all.”
 
 Clae leaned back and looked at her.
 
 “It’s a gun.”




 Laura moved closer and peered in.
 
 That
 was a gun.
 
 A machine gun.
 
 Laura had seen some in films but never in reality.
 
 For all she knew, not even the Amicae military had one.




 “You can’t be serious.”




 Clae pulled out a few papers from the side of the box and looked over them quickly.




 “It’s a prototype kin weapon.
 
 Works like my guns, just longer range, more power, faster.”




 “Do you know how to work it?”




 “What do I look like, a soldier?”




 “I’ve got this,” the man butted in.
 
 “I was in the army back home.”




 “You used a machine gun?”
 
 asked Laura.




 “Not officially, but my buddy showed me how.
 
 I can make it work.”




 “Good.”
 
 Clae looked at the door.
 
 “Here’s the plan.
 
 This gun shoots kin bullets…” (“Whatever the hell that is,” the younger man grumbled.)
 
 “… so it’ll drive the infestation back.
 
 Force it as far as you can.
 
 Laura, you and I are going forward.”




 “To get the attendant?”




 “To get to the infestation.
 
 We’re going to use the Gin like an Egg.”




 Laura had no idea how that was supposed to work, but the baggage handlers had heaved the gun out of the box and were setting it up.




 “Come on, we’re going onto the back.
 
 And you, shoot through the doorway, not at us.”




 “Got it.”




 Clae picked up the discarded carpetbag.
 
 This in hand, they went back onto the platform and stayed as far from the door as possible.
 
 The monster was barely feet from them, still railing at a doorway too mauled to be recognizable.
 
 Its next swipe wrenched a chunk of the frame back with it, and the light went out.
 
 For a split second Laura’s heart stopped and she was sure it was loose, but there was a crack to her left and the lamps of their own car flared to life.
 
 The infestation’s limbs had crossed half the distance.
 
 At the light it stopped short, squealed, and pulled itself back to shelter.
 
 Laura forced herself to breathe.




 “How long do you think these lights can hold it back?”




 Clae was more preoccupied with squinting at the darkness beyond the train, clutching the bag with a white-knuckled grip.
 
 He clicked his tongue and looked forward again.
 
 “Long enough.”
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 BONE POLISHER 




 The machine gun rattled to life.
 
 The sound was harsh and sudden, and Laura ducked down when the noise reached her ears.
 
 The bullets hit with a pinging sound and brief flashes of gold, and the impact actually made dents.
 
 Dents that soon smoothed over as the infestation panicked.
 
 Amid the onslaught it teetered precariously, dark smoke billowing up from it, and beat a hasty retreat.
 
 From her position Laura couldn’t see any more, but the bullets kept going for half a minute more before the noise died with a grinding clack.




 “That’s all we’ve got!”
 
 the man called.




 Clae didn’t reply, vaulting over onto the next car.
 
 Laura scrambled after him.
 
 The car was empty, save for what was left of the luggage.
 
 Laura looked around quickly before pointing at the hole from before.




 “There!”




 Blackness surged up from the undercarriage with a swirl of arms and high-pitched shrilling.
 
 Clae shot at the nearest sections to drive them away and held out the bag.




 “Laura, take this!”




 Laura took it quickly and almost stumbled.
 
 It was as heavy as the Pit Egg.




 “The source of the infestation is in that pile!”
 
 The only pile untouched, the only one the infestation hadn’t rent apart.
 
 “Get right next to it and put your amulet on the Gin.
 
 It’ll release a wave of magic.
 
 Enough to kill that monster.”




 “But won’t that be enough to kill me too?”
 
 squeaked Laura.




 “It won’t kill you.”




 “What makes you so sure?”




 “Because it’ll recognize you as alive!
 
 Just go and get the damn thing, and when I say stop, you pull the amulet off
 immediately, do you hear me?”




 What being alive had to do with it Laura couldn’t even begin to guess.
 
 Clae started shooting again.
 
 He had the infestation’s full attention, and it kept on spinning across the floor, dyeing the boards black in its wake and swirling its arms over his head.
 
 Now that it was on the attack and focused, it had left its trail obvious.
 
 Laura raced to the luggage pile and threw the bag down next to the line of darkness.
 
 She unzipped the case with one sharp jerk and pulled aside the blanket they’d been using as a cushion.
 
 But just because its main focus was Clae didn’t mean it couldn’t go in multiple directions.
 
 The trail bubbled and out of it came the eye.
 
 She was too busy unclipping the amulet from her belt to notice beyond a glimpse of white and red where it shouldn’t be, and that kept her from being paralyzed.
 
 But the eye wasn’t the only thing building.
 
 More limbs reached out, but these weren’t the sloppy clawed things infestations usually sprouted.
 
 These were long, thin, actual human fingers dripping in black and rushing for her head.
 
 Hoping desperately that this would work, she set the amulet on the Gin with a loud clack, giving it the only order she could think of: Wake up.




 True Gin didn’t have the kitten feeling of Niveus or the loyal-dog feeling of her little amulet.
 
 When she felt it stir she felt it hugely, a tremble of power and awareness; like realizing the hill she’d stood on was now an uncoiling dragon.
 
 A heavy impression probed her mind.




 Wake up. 




 What? 




 Wake. 




 Wake? 




 Up? 




 WAKE. 




 A sensation of understanding hit her so hard she felt as if she’d been physically tackled.




 The Gin shimmered, getting brighter and brighter until it was almost blinding, and then came the rush.
 
 It was like the dark wave infestations gave out as they died, but this was kin-gold.
 
 It surged out in multiple waves, accompanied by a roaring sound.
 
 Where it hit her skin Laura got an itchy, prickly feeling, and it filled her nose with the overwhelming scent of vanilla.
 
 It made her cough and sneeze.
 
 The black arms of the infestation bent backward, shredding and swirling to smoke.
 
 The eye winked into hiding quickly, but it couldn’t escape.
 
 The trail sparked with light, and within seconds the luggage burst into golden flame.
 
 The resulting scream rang in her ears.
 
 Popping and snapping issued from the fire, before the scream reached an impossible pitch and black smoke bubbled to mix with it.
 
 But the Gin didn’t stop.
 
 It kept shining, kept spewing gold and vanilla, and Laura couldn’t breathe.




 The gold near her swirled as Clae knelt down next to her.
 
 “Remove it!
 
 God damn it, I said
 stop!”




 He grabbed her wrist and yanked the amulet away.
 
 Immediately the Gin’s luster dimmed, and the gold slowly faded out.
 
 The awful sensation left her mind, and Laura sucked in a breath of clean air.
 
 Clae let out a rattling sigh, gaze jumping around the ruined car.
 
 He didn’t relax.




 “What was that?”
 
 Laura choked.
 
 “Was it magic?”




 “In its purest form.
 
 It’s good in small doses, but you get too much and it’s overwhelming.”




 “I-I couldn’t breathe.”




 “That’s the worst Gin can do to people.”




 She closed her eyes, held a shaky hand to her head.
 
 Breathe.
 
 Fresh air was good.
 
 “Didn’t you say it wouldn’t hurt me because I’m alive?”




 Clae grumbled as he zipped up the Gin bag.
 
 “What I meant is that it recognized you as a strain.”




 “A what?”




 “Strain.”
 
 He sounded irritated, rushed.
 
 “All living things have magic in them.
 
 You can’t access it because it’s a small amount and it tends to focus on you.
 
 Nothing else.
 
 You see Okane, his people, Magi, have a larger, easily manipulated magic pool, but it stays focused on him.
 
 He can’t breathe fire but he can land on his feet.
 
 Everyone alive has their own unique magic, and therefore are strains.
 
 The Gin saw you were a strain, and didn’t hurt you.
 
 Or couldn’t.
 
 Either or.”




 “I have magic?”
 
 she repeated, baffled.




 “It tends to keep you alive, yes.”
 
 He paused, jerking to face the front as if he’d heard something, and the color drained from his face.
 
 “Laura, take the Gin.
 
 Get back up to the front car, keep running until you hit the engine.”




 “What?”




 “Now!”




 He pulled her to her feet and shoved the bag into her arms before pushing her toward the door.




 “Get down!”
 
 came a shout from the next car, and, swearing, Clae heaved her out onto the platform.




 “Go!”




 Angry and confused, she hopped onto the next platform, but as she did, she caught sight of something glowing.
 
 She’d barely made it through the door when the object let out a roar and smashed into the train.
 
 The corner of the first cargo car was rent apart as it jumped, its huge spiked body crashing into the damaged car.
 
 The wall there gave way and part of the ceiling crashed down.
 
 Laura watched in horror as the creature rose above the debris, eyes like blazing coals and multicolored spikes shining along its massive shape.
 
 It was a felin, an unholy hybrid of lion and dragon standing twice the height of a horse.
 
 It raised its ugly muzzle and opened its jaws, letting out another roar.




 “Disconnect!”
 
 Clae shouted from out of sight.




 Immediately the baggage handler ran over, leaning down on the platform to grab at the couplings connecting the cars.
 
 The younger one wailed at some contraption on the wall that looked like a one-way telephone; even as he spoke the train gained speed.




 “It’s a straight line for miles,” the man grunted.
 
 He tugged at a lever,
 which failed to work, and cussed as he leaned farther to make a grab for the pin, which he ripped out and dropped; it clattered onto the wooden slats of the tracks and fell behind in the blink of an eye.
 
 The couplers groaned but the knuckles stayed, barely, together.
 
 “We’ll speed up and leave the beastie behind us!”




 Laura stood frozen for a moment before casting the bag aside and jumping back to the other car.
 
 The man let out a startled cry but she ignored him.
 
 The felin was rooting around in the rubble, floor creaking ominously beneath its weight as it sought its prey.
 
 Clae scrambled out from beneath a portion of fallen roof and the felin looked up at the movement, baring its fangs.




 “I told you to take the Gin and get out!”
 
 Clae snarled.




 “And let you get lost in the wilds?”




 “It’s after the Gin!”




 Oh.
 
 Well, shit.
 
 Laura took a step back as she asked, “What do we do, then?”




 “Get this thing off the train and get out of the area as soon as—” The felin turned to eye Laura; her stomach flip-flopped, and Clae started to shout.
 
 “Get out of here, now!”




 The felin changed direction at the noise, but before Laura could turn tail, a squeal rang out farther up the train and the engine jolted forward, whizzing down the tracks at breakneck speed.
 
 The coupler’s knuckles unfastened completely.
 
 The forward car rocketed faster, but was jerked sharply as the safety chains pulled taut with a loud crack.
 
 With the resulting lurch everyone lost their balance: the felin toppled with a howl, Laura and Clae sprawled on the debris, and the baggage handler nearly fell off.
 
 Clae clambered to his feet again, made a furious gesture for Laura to move, then aimed and shot at the felin.
 
 One of the kin bullets hit home in the felin’s eye and burst with a flash of light and spatter of blackish blood.
 
 The felin bellowed and thrashed, its spiked tail swooping overhead to smash more of the walls down.
 
 Laura ducked and covered her head.
 
 With a snarl the felin hauled itself up properly and scrabbled forward.
 
 Clae dodged its jaws and rolled to the side, but his movement wasn’t as fast as it should’ve been.
 
 Cussing, Laura dug the Bijou and some wire from her bag.
 
 The Bijou lit up with a blinding flash and spat angrily, drawing the ani
 mal’s attention.
 
 Laura blinked back at the door, saw the man gesturing madly, and yelled, “Clae!
 
 They’re ready to ditch it!
 
 Come on!”




 The felin thrust its snout through the sparks of the Bijou, teeth gnashing, and Laura toppled over with a shriek of surprise.
 
 The animal kept snapping as she tried to get out of the way, but she found herself moving slower than usual.
 
 It took too much energy just to move.
 
 She struggled, clawing at the scarred floorboards as panic rose in her chest.
 
 The more she floundered the worse she felt, like an awful weight was crushing all the air from her body.
 
 She tried to call for help but could only wheeze.
 
 A piece of sideboard came crashing down on the felin’s nose, and it jerked back; almost immediately the weight was gone and she could breathe again.
 
 Clae threw the wood after it and urged her up once more.




 “
 Bijou?”
 
 he hissed.
 
 “You thought
 Bijou would hurt it?”




 “It was worth a try!”




 The felin shook its head, dislodging wood chunks and sparks before lunging for them again.
 
 The pair scuttled back onto the platform, and the baggage handler reached out to help them over.




 “Only one more chain,” he explained quickly, “we break that and the car’s lost.
 
 We just need to make sure it doesn’t follow us here.”




 “I’ll take care of that,” Clae growled.




 As the felin rushed the door, he raised his gun and fired again.
 
 Two more bullets ricocheted off the animal’s hard face before one sank into its good eye, stopping its charge and resulting in another pained yowl.
 
 With that, he turned and fired at the last safety chain.
 
 It snapped under the strain, and their car began to fall behind.
 
 Laura took a running jump and caught the outside rail of the opposite platform.
 
 Clae followed shortly, though he had to activate his amulets to cover the growing distance.
 
 Gripping the bars one-handed, he turned and aimed his gun at the car behind them.
 
 He pulled the trigger, but the gun simply clicked—he was out of bullets.
 
 Fortunately the felin was too preoccupied with its lack of sight.
 
 It clamored about the ruined car, wailing to high heaven and smashing what little remained of the structure.
 
 They could see it illuminated by the flickering of the Bijou, growing more and more distant.
 
 With no idea how far or fast a felin could run, Laura didn’t relax for a long while.
 
 Eventually Clae tossed his gun into the car and reached out to pat her shoulder.




 “Go on.
 
 Get up.”




 Did that mean they were safe?
 
 She exhaled slowly and allowed the man to help her onto the platform.
 
 She staggered into the car and only paused once she was past the machine gun.
 
 Her hands hurt with how hard she’d clutched the railing, and she had the feeling her bruises wouldn’t be pleasant tomorrow.
 
 Clae set his hand on her shoulder again.
 
 If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was reassuring himself that she was still there.




 “Good job,” he breathed.
 
 “And
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 GOSSIPMONGERS 




 Laura didn’t sleep well.
 
 Having slept so long on the train meant she was restless, so while she napped a bit, she mostly lay awake, staring at the ceiling as the sun rose to shine through the window.
 
 She got dressed and brushed her hair once she convinced herself it was late enough and sat on her bed.
 
 The old Coronae book lay open on her lap, simultaneously worn and pristine.
 
 There was no counting the number of times she’d flipped through these pages, reverent.
 
 The man with the sun in his hand was there the same as he’d been when she was five. 

 None put terror into the fiends of Orien like the Sweepers.
 
 While small in numbers they are the bravest men in Coronae. 
 
 She ran her fingers over the image.
 
 This book had given her direction, and she didn’t regret it for a moment.
 
 Sinclair Sweepers weren’t what she’d pictured, but the work was better than she’d dreamed.
 
 Were other Sweeper guilds like the one she’d glimpsed in this book?
 
 Surely they were, with proper backing.
 
 It was foolish to think that this armored man would greet her in the Sweeper shop, but armor hardly made a person.
 
 The confidence, though, the importance—surely she’d find it here.




 She stayed like that until she heard movement from below, and listened until that movement descended to the first floor before putting the
 book away and following.
 
 Clae was dressed and moving around the kitchen.




 “Good morning.”
 
 Laura hopped off the last ladder rung.




 “Morning.”
 
 He pulled the cover off of the basket on the table to reveal a large pile of pastries.




 “That looks good,” Laura observed.
 
 “A lot for two people, though.”




 “I told them I was bringing an apprentice, and some Sweepers take multiple apprentices on these trips.
 
 They were probably playing it safe.”




 “That’s nice of them.”
 
 Laura took one and sat down.




 Clae sat opposite her and took a pastry of his own.
 
 He inspected it like he thought it might be poisoned.
 
 “There are a lot more Sweepers in Puer, lots of incoming apprentices.
 
 Their city promotes them a lot better, and their public isn’t being misled.
 
 Might be a little overwhelming.”




 “I’m looking forward to it!
 
 I’ve always wondered how other Sweepers work.”




 “I suppose you’ll find out, then,” muttered Clae, taking a sullen bite of his pastry.




 “What are the Sweepers here like?
 
 Unless you came when you were really little, then they may have changed.”




 “There are three main Sweepers I know of.
 
 Melody Dearborn, Joseph Blair, and his wife.
 
 Helen.”
 
 He paused, as if the last name left a bad taste in his mouth.
 
 “Melody doesn’t talk much, but she’s strong and she’s capable.
 
 Very levelheaded.
 
 She’s the one I’m usually in contact with.
 
 Joseph
 does talk—too much.
 
 He’s an antsy person who goes over everything too many times.
 
 As for Helen?
 
 I don’t know much about her anymore.
 
 What little I do I don’t like.
 
 Be wary around her.”




 Clae had made quick judgments like this before, so Laura wasn’t surprised.




 “Do we have a time set up to meet them?”




 “It’s about seven thirty now.
 
 We can go over after we’re done eating.”




 They ate quickly.
 
 Or at least, Laura did.
 
 Clae didn’t eat much.
 
 Eventually they gathered up the Gin and left the guesthouse.
 
 Cars rumbled up and down the road outside, and people strolled the sidewalk to window-shop.
 
 Judging by their rich clothing and the sheer abundance of automobiles, Laura guessed this was somewhere in the Second or First Quarters. 

 But despite being in an upper Quarter, she was startled to see that the clouds looked much farther away.
 
 In Amicae it almost seemed like the tallest buildings of the First Quarter could brush the clouds, but here they looked miles away.
 
 The two of them walked over to the next door.
 
 A sign in the window declared the building closed until eight, but Clae knocked anyway.




 Almost immediately the door swung inward.
 
 A tall, thin woman stood there.
 
 Her skin was dark, her short hair tightly curled.
 
 Gold hoops dangled from her ears to accentuate the thin strands of gold in her clothing.
 
 She looked at them with a stony glare that made Laura uneasy.




 “Clae Sinclair,” she rumbled.




 “Melody,” he replied.
 
 “It’s been a while.”




 “With the letters it doesn’t seem so long.
 
 Come inside.”




 They walked past her, into the shop.
 
 It was immaculately clean inside, with wooden chairs along the walls and a long counter on the opposite side.
 
 It was a similar setup to the Amicae one, just with more chairs and no Kin sprawling all over the place.




 “When did you arrive?”
 
 Melody drifted past.




 “Early morning.
 
 Must’ve been two or three.”
 
 Clae followed her movement.
 
 “Where’s the cavalry?”




 “The other Sweepers will be gathering once the store opens.
 
 We’ll exchange Gin once they’re assembled.”




 “Right.”




 He sat in one of the chairs, setting the carpetbag with their Gin by his feet while Melody walked to the counter.
 
 Laura hovered in the middle, intimidated but still vaguely annoyed.
 
 She’d been ignored, not even subtly.




 “It’s like dealing with another you,” she mumbled, sitting next to Clae, and he snorted.




 At exactly 8:15, a crowd walked in.
 
 At least twenty people filtered through that door, of all different ages.
 
 Elderly ladies, middle-aged men, teenagers and two children.
 
 A tall, reedy man with a gaunt face led the pack, and spotted them immediately.




 “Ah, hello, hello, welcome to Puer,” he greeted, approaching them.
 
 “I hope the guesthouse was satisfactory?”




 “It was fine.”
 
 Clae’s tone was clipped, but in a lesser degree of rude than Laura had heard before.




 “Good.”
 
 The man smiled before turning back to look at the others.
 
 “Everyone, this is the head Sweeper of Amicae, Clae Sinclair.
 
 And your apprentice?”




 “Laura Kramer,” Clae supplied.




 “Lovely to meet you, miss.”
 
 The man nodded at her.




 Laura decided she liked him.
 
 He seemed almost timid in his happiness, and it reminded her of Okane.




 “I’m Joseph Blair, the head Sweeper here.
 
 This is my team.”
 
 He gestured with pride at the gathered people.
 
 “I think you’ve met Melody already, but this is my wife, Helen—”




 Helen, a dark-haired woman, had an expression of blankness that somehow managed to be hostile at the same time.
 
 Something about the shape of her face made Laura think of Clae.
 
 Maybe she was a distant relative?




 “My son, Leo, he’s an apprentice—”




 That one was a dark-haired boy, maybe thirteen years old, and far too arrogant-looking for his own good.




 “Mr. and Mrs. Idstrom here work on our Kin, Miss Moran constructs equipment.

 …”




 He went on to introduce them all, but Laura only remembered the first few.
 
 She thought this was a ridiculous number of apprentices, and was a little baffled that there were people hired here who didn’t even go on exterminations.
 
 She hoped no one would quiz her on any names.
 
 Clae had been right, in a way: when regular workers were presented in their home city, they didn’t make much of an impression in the mass.
 
 Laura doubted she’d remember to pass word along about any of them when she got home.
 
 Her own introduction had been short and sweet, so she hoped they’d remember her well.
 
 When he finished at long last, Joseph looked back at Melody.




 “Would you please retrieve the Gin?”




 She nodded and disappeared behind a door.
 
 For a moment Laura thought this door was like the Puer version of the drapes, but realized
 that if Melody went in there it wasn’t secret, and she didn’t take any great measures to shield its contents from them.
 
 Before long she returned, carrying another Gin stone in her arms.
 
 This one was smoother than theirs and a little differently shaped, but beyond that they were identical.
 
 She brought it over to Joseph, and he took it from her.




 “All right, then
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 THE FAMILY BUSINESS 




 The next day they arrived later at the shop: more around nine than seven thirty.
 
 That was partly due to the fact they had to find breakfast, and also because they were putting it off as long as possible.
 
 Joseph welcomed them in and brought Clae over to the chairs once more while Laura took a seat by Melody.
 
 Helen and Leo weren’t there, but there was a girl cleaning the place.
 
 Laura tried to say hello, but the girl kept her head down and went on sweeping.
 
 There wasn’t much talking apart from that between the two bosses.
 
 This time they talked about Gin combinations and kin-treatment of clothing.
 
 Sometime around three, Joseph announced they were leaving.




 That was how Laura found herself in what had to be the First Quarter.
 
 They were at a big party location.
 
 There was a huge dance floor with branching paths and gazebos, with railings along the sides draped in amulet-powered twinkling lights.
 
 A long banquet table on the side of the dance floor stood laden with rich food.
 
 The partygoers looked like something out of a film, all decked out and bobbing along to the sound of a band in the corner.
 
 All of this was right on top of a big pool of water.
 
 They had a lake for their entertainment.
 
 To reach the dance floor Laura and the others had to be ferried by little boats, and now that she was
 here she didn’t like it.
 
 She looked like a sewer rat compared to the ladies in their fashionable dresses and makeup.
 
 The food was good, though, if nothing else.




 Joseph had ushered Clae away to introduce him to various bigwigs, leaving Laura stranded.
 
 She wandered the dance floor and picked at the dinner buffet, but ultimately arrived on one of the branching paths, leaning against the railing.
 
 She didn’t know anyone and this wasn’t an atmosphere she felt comfortable in.
 
 She watched the dancers across the water as they broke into a fox-trot.
 
 She half wondered what it would be like to be one of those girls, laughing as they swirled in their partners’ arms.
 
 She tried to imagine one of those dresses, her hand clasped in another, but the face that came to mind was Charlie’s.
 
 She balked at the idea, and the whole dream seemed tainted again.
 
 If she ever did a fox-trot, she decided, she’d have to make sure to have a proper partner.
 
 Clae fit the description, but substituting him in the dream made her snort.
 
 Okane would probably work, if he ever got over his dislike of touching.




 “Having fun?”




 Apparently Clae had escaped, because he was striding toward her.
 
 Only took him two hours.




 “Not really,” she sighed, tossing a chicken bone into the water.
 
 A large spotted fish darted forth to nibble on it, but finding it not to be fish food, swam away again.
 
 “How was the meet and greet?”




 “I don’t remember any of their names and I don’t care to.”




 “As always.”
 
 She rolled her eyes.




 “It matters even less here.
 
 It’s not like I’ll be running into them again.”




 “There are always other Gin trades, aren’t there?”




 “Not here there’s not.”




 “I thought you came here before to trade Gin, when you met Melody.”




 “That was a completely different situation; there wasn’t Gin involved.
 
 As far as it’s been planned, there are no Gin trades between us and Puer for another twenty years.”




 “Then what were you doing in Puer?”




 “Chasing a vain hope.”
 
 He glanced back at the main platform.
 
 “Didn’t appreciate the dancing?”




 “Nah, I can’t dance worth anything.
 
 I don’t understand why people like it either.”




 “And of course, there are no posters to vandalize.”




 “I only go after the old ones,” Laura defended, glaring at hi