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The Standards

	I've done a lot of things in my life. Some I'm proud of, some I'm not. But they all taught me the same thing: wasting time is a mortal sin.

	So here's what I promise:

	No wasted pages. Every scene earns its place or it's gone.

	Stories stick to their own rules. Whatever world I'm building, it stays consistent.

	Emotional honesty. Dark when it's dark. Rainbows and ponies when it's rainbows and ponies.

	Completed stories. I finish what I start. I won't abandon a series halfway.

	Honest marketing. The blurb matches the book. The cover matches the tone. No bait-and-switch.

	I write to leave something behind, for those who come after, starting with my son. I want to leave behind something worth keeping.

	If something doesn't work, tell me. You give me honest feedback. I give you better stories.

	J. R.  Kendiro

	
 

	Thank you for reading this piece from the Motherverse.

	 

	To receive informational nutrients about upcoming chapters that will sprout from the tissue of the saga, subscribe to my newsletter at www.kendiro.com

	 

	
The Mother feeds her readers,

	The readers feed the Mother. 

	 

	My heartfelt thanks to the beta readers and ARC readers who helped shape this story. Your time, your honesty, your 'what the hell did you write here?' — they mean more than words can say.

	 

	Two other novellas set in the same universe are available for readers:

	[image: Book cover of Ravenous Mother: An Artist by J. R. Kendiro]                                [image: Book cover of Ravenous Mother: A Healer by J. R. Kendiro]

	   Ravenous Mother - An Artist                   Ravenous Mother - A Healer  

	         available for free here.                         available for purchase here.

	→ Two Gatherers  

	→ Glossary  

	→ Wanna hit some graybark?

	→ Where it all begins

	 


1 – A Dirty Rookie

	 

	Bulelani drove a sharp elbow backward. It caught a man square in the sternum, who coughed. Spit landed on his arm. A hundred gatherers were packed behind him, crammed like parietal membranes in front of the membrane-blackboard and the stilt-house poles.

	"Knock it off!" he yelled. "Stop pushing into me, you bunch of idiots!"

	A shot rang out. Everyone hit the ground. A man started screaming. The wounded man clutched his abdomen with both hands while the helical spine kept spinning inside his flesh.

	Bulelani jumped to his feet and looked up at the tower. The overseer still had his rifle aimed.

	"You're an idiot!" he shouted. "Now you go tell Zhisko we're down one worker!"

	A man and a woman grabbed the wounded man and dragged him away from the crowd. His screams spiked for a moment, torn out by the movement, then went silent. The overseer withdrew his weapon, indifferent.

	Bulelani gritted his teeth and gestured broadly at the towers and walkways where the overseers watched them.

	"The more you squirm, the more those idiots up there get spooked and shoot. Wait! None of you can read anyway! Only me!"

	"That doesn't make you smarter than us!" a voice shouted.

	Several people snickered. Bulelani scanned the crowd through narrowed eyes. That morning the fog was so thick the glowstones in the Vault barely lit the inner courtyard of the Last Fort. For all he knew, the perimeter walls and stilt-houses had been swallowed and digested by the Mother during the night.

	"It sure makes me more useful," he muttered. He wiped the sweat from his forehead. The humidity was suffocating.

	He turned back to the glyphs carved on the membrane-blackboard.

	"Third corvée squad to the gathering zone in the Black Heart. Report to the first departing worm: Bulelani, Meya, Lona, Nydo and…" He stopped, arching his thick eyebrows. "There's a mistake here," he grumbled. "Who the hell is Qaqamba?"

	"Your new colleague," a voice answered from above him.

	Bulelani raised his head. Above the stilt-house, a scrawny, nearly bald man watched him with his arms resting on the calcified railing. He smiled and pointed a finger at the clearing.

	On the other side of the courtyard, a group of people stood apart in the fog, not joining the crowd.

	"Are you kidding me, Zhisko?"

	The head gatherer scowled and spat over the railing. Because of the crowd, Bulelani couldn't dodge in time. The saliva hit his shoulder.

	Today everyone's decided to give me a bath, he thought.

	"When you address me," Zhisko continued, pointing a finger at himself, "you call me head gatherer. Or Zhisko of the South."

	Bulelani sighed. "I apologize. I was saying: are you joking, oh great head gatherer Zhisko of the South? You want to stick us with a rookie?"

	"Better than being short-handed," Zhisko replied, pretending not to notice the sarcasm.

	A man got shoved forward by the crowd. Bulelani pushed him back by stomping on his foot with his boot, drawing a grunt of pain.

	"Thondo died yesterday. Couldn't you at least wait for the body to cool?"

	"Thondo's body is already feeding the Mother, as it should be."

	"You're a bastard, Zhisko!" someone yelled.

	"You think you're a noble, but you're a commoner like us!"

	The head gatherer leaned over the railing, baring his teeth. He pointed at his earlobes with one finger: they were painted bright green.

	"Unlike you lot, my ears are intact! Who was that? Who spoke?"

	Out of the corner of his eye, Bulelani spotted the towers and walkways running along the perimeter wall, connecting one stilt-house to another. Several overseers, armed with spine rifles, had already turned toward the crowd. Like the gatherers, they too had no earlobes.

	For a moment he thought Zhisko would give the order to intervene. Instead, the head gatherer held back. Behind him, a woman appeared wearing a semi-transparent greenbark dress, taller than him. Zhisko gave her a nod and disappeared inside the structure.

	"Finish reading the squad shifts and go introduce yourself to your new teammate. And try not to get this one killed like the last."

	I should be in your place, Bulelani thought.

	He lifted his chin and sniffed, then stopped. With all those people pressed against him, he risked getting spit on a third time.

	He grunted and raised an arm, pointing at a series of glyphs.

	"Fourth corvée squad to the latrines: report immediately to the tool shed…"

	He kept reading for twenty minutes until the crowd thinned. Bulelani stepped away from the membrane-blackboard and nodded to a shirtless man with taut, well-defined muscles, and two women: one thin with a pockmarked face, the other tall and muscular, though not as much as the man. Like him, none of them had earlobes.

	"How are you not cold, Nydo?" Passing the man, he clapped him on the shoulder.

	"I am," Nydo admitted. "But my shirt's full of fungmoths. I put it under resin to clean it out."

	Bulelani pointed at the newcomer, standing alone in the middle of the field.

	"What do we do with him?" Nydo asked.

	"I don't know." Bulelani hesitated. "Lona?"

	The muscular woman wrinkled her nose. "He's a risk. Let's kill him as soon as we can."

	"This morning," Meya continued, "at the gathering zone. There are only four other squads, we can…"

	"You can make a mess like you did with Thondo." Bulelani clenched his teeth, fists tightening. "You're idiots! He hadn't done anything wrong."

	"He'd found out about the plan," Nydo said. "And anyway, who cares? We barely knew him."

	"I've known you three months and I want to see you dead way more than Thondo."

	The graybarker frowned. He moved toward Bulelani, towering over him by his whole chest and head. His gray-stained lips curled.

	"I don't like you either, shorty. Watch your—"

	"Oh, cut it out!" Bulelani slapped him in the middle of the chest without moving him an inch. Nydo stood there, taken aback.

	Bulelani jabbed a thumb at himself. "You're the ones who need me, not the other way around. And until proven otherwise, I'm the squad leader. If I tell you to jump, you jump!" He brought his face close to Nydo's, rising on his toes without thinking. "And if I tell you to dance, the only question you ask is what kind of dance I like." He swept his gaze to Meya and Lona. "Nobody kills anybody unless I give the order. Clear?"

	Meya started to speak, then stopped, her hand going to the gut- noose at her belt.

	The newcomer had approached. He was waving both hands above his head.

	"Sorry, but I'm freezing my ass off here. Name's Qaqamba—you guys my squad?"

	Qaqamba was smiling. He had a crooked jaw and a wide-eyed, naive look.

	Meya unhooked the gut-noose and pulled it taut with both hands, staring at it.

	"Put that damn gut- noose away," Bulelani told her, raising a hand. Then he turned to Qaqamba. "Yeah, you're on our squad. You a gatherer?"

	Qaqamba laughed, spreading his arms. "No, I'm a cartographer. I'm so new my crest hasn't even grown in yet!"

	Bulelani exchanged glances with the others. All three gave him the same look: Is he stupid?

	"Less joking around. You ever worked here at the Southern Greater? With the polyps?"

	Qaqamba shook his head. "I've only gathered food. Eastern Greater and Northern Greater. I was hoping to go West—everyone says it's amazing there. Double rations and half the work."

	Bulelani let out a bitter laugh. "I spent my whole life at the Western Greater. The Greater Membrane is the same everywhere… except here in the south. Here it's much worse."

	"Ah." Qaqamba nodded. "I figured, since they'd moved me here."

	He touched one lobeless ear, then the other, also mutilated.

	"Got caught a second time, and here I am at this fort. Why do they call it the Last?"

	"Because it's the last place you'll ever see," Bulelani murmured.

	On the walkway just above them, an overseer banged the butt of his spine rifle against the railing, producing a dull thud.

	"You want to get moving?" He stared at Bulelani with a surly expression.

	"Are we ruining your view?" Meya shot back. "Move it yourself, idiot."

	Lona gave him an obscene gesture and held her hand up, frozen, until the overseer walked off muttering.

	Bulelani approached Qaqamba. He held out his hand and introduced himself. The handshake made his knuckles crack.

	"Yeah, you're a gatherer," he said, rubbing his hand. He pointed at the others and said their names.

	"Welcome to the third squad. Let's go catch the worm. And Qaqamba…" He glanced at the overseer who'd walked away, then back at him, pushing the axe against his chest. "Try not to draw attention."

	Qaqamba's stupid grin wasn't the response he expected.

	

	

	By mid-morning, the fog began to lift. Sitting on the worm, Bulelani watched the Southern Greater rise like a colossal wall, membranous and pulsing, its contours fading into the dense humidity of the Vault. Up there, among arches and pillars, the glowstones shone dimmer than in other parts of the Sac.

	The people on the worm's back had split up by squad. Nydo sat in front of him, chewing graybark from a shoulder bag. Behind them, Meya and Lona chatted. Qaqamba, beside him, had fallen asleep the moment he sat down. He snored so loud the women's voices got lost in the noise.

	The animal flexed its body in slow waves, pushing itself effortlessly along the channel climbing the slope. Each contraction released a sweet scent from its pores. The movement came with a constant gurgling, generated by contact between its body and the channel. Bulelani felt the deep vibrations running through his legs. He understood why so many people fell asleep on a worm.

	Ahead of them, the Black Heart forest covered the territory around the Southern Greater and much of its height. Hundreds of polyp-trees rose gray, black, or dark blue, with tentacles swaying around their stalks. All pulsed to the same rhythm.

	He'd been seeing them every day for three months. He still wasn't used to that grim spectacle.

	By Fortune, what am I doing here? he wondered for the hundredth time. And as always, he gave himself the same answer: What I have to.

	A fungmoth landed on his neck. Its spongy body stuck to his skin, its tiny mouth-filaments burrowing in painfully. He crushed it with a quick motion, and the damp pulp pressed under his palm. He wiped his hand on his already sweat- and dirt-soaked clothes. The new stain gave off a rotten smell, so familiar it didn't disgust him anymore.

	Nydo turned around, chewing a graybark root. His lips, permanently stained by that bitter juice, had taken on the same dark color as the root. He pointed at Qaqamba with a jerk of his chin.

	"What do we do with him when we get there?"

	"Nothing," Bulelani replied. "We show him the work and see what he's worth as a gatherer."

	Nydo spat on the ground at Bulelani's feet. He checked his boots: the grayish spit had missed him by a hair.

	"And if he notices you slipping away?"

	"You saw him, Nydo: he's an idiot. We'll tell him some story and he'll swallow it without questions."

	The giant looked back at Qaqamba, one corner of his mouth lifting.

	"Better to take care of the problem now."

	Bulelani snapped toward him, eyes narrowing. "No initiatives! You already did something stupid with Thondo. Two deaths in two days in the same squad is enough to get the overseers interested. Maybe even the guardians!" He lowered his voice. "Seriously, Nydo: Qaqamba better still be alive when I get back to you."

	Suddenly, Qaqamba's eyes flew open and he shouted, slapping himself on the temple so hard his voice cut off. Nydo and Bulelani stared at him, startled.

	Qaqamba examined his hand, dirty from the fungmoth.

	"Gross." He wiped it on his pants and smiled at Nydo. "I was having an amazing dream—want to hear it?"

	"Tell Bulelani." Nydo stood and walked away. Qaqamba raised both eyebrows at Bulelani.

	"Forget it. Get up, we're here."

	"Huh? But the worm's still moving."

	Meya and Lona had gotten up too. The other squads were doing the same.

	"Get up, idiot!" Bulelani repeated, shoving him.

	Qaqamba rose grumbling while Bulelani climbed over him to get in position.

	Nydo gave him a chin-jerk toward the front.

	"First squad's already ready," he muttered.

	Three women and two men clung to the worm's lateral growths, ready to descend. Behind them, another squad was in position.

	"Doesn't matter. We just need to get there third. Let's move."

	He grabbed Qaqamba by the arm and dragged him forward. Together, they climbed over other gatherers who hadn't been quick enough to stand.

	"What's the rush?" Qaqamba asked, as a thick-bearded man cursed when he stepped on his foot.

	"Sectors in the gathering zone aren't assigned." Bulelani positioned himself behind the second squad. A glance back confirmed his whole squad was ready. Satisfied, he continued: "The sooner we get off, the sooner we can claim our work sector. The best ones are the most sought after."

	"Ah, I see. And why's one sector better than another?"

	"Younger polyps, easier to cut. Fewer puddles attracting fungmoths. Fewer stringers."

	Qaqamba's eyes went wide. "I thought stringers only came out at night!"

	"Usually, yeah. But if we make too much noise, they can wake up. Doesn't happen often, but when it does…"

	Nydo moved behind Qaqamba. A hand landed on his shoulder, fingers squeezing tight. Qaqamba flinched.

	"Don't do anything stupid." Nydo leaned toward his ear. "When we run, you run. When we stop, you stop. Clear?"

	Qaqamba nodded, his smile trembling at the corners. "I'm a good runner. Don't worry."

	"I'm not worried." Nydo squeezed harder until Qaqamba winced. Then let him go.

	The worm slowed. The waves crossing its body became slower, wider. The gurgling faded to a muffled hiss.

	Bulelani bent his knees, ready to spring. Ahead, the first squad was already taut as a bow. A man on the left leaned over the worm's edge, one foot already suspended in the void.

	"Stop!" the woman next to him shouted, reaching out an arm.

	The man jumped. His feet hit the membranous floor and immediately sank to the knees. The tissue closed around his legs like a hungry mouth. The man screamed, arms stretched forward, grabbing for something that wasn't there.

	The worm was still moving, though slowly. The man's body was dragged sideways, toward the animal's pulsing mass. The floor membranes stretched, then sucked him under.

	A gush of blood exploded upward, spraying the worm's flank. The scream cut off abruptly. They heard the sound of crushed bones and disgusted comments from people on the worm.

	Bulelani shook his head. "Amateur."

	The woman who'd shouted turned toward them, her face still twisted with shock. Bulelani smiled at her, gesturing with his thumb at the empty spot in their line.

	"You're down to four. Better step aside."

	She flipped him off. He chuckled. Nydo cracked his knuckles one by one. Qaqamba watched them without saying anything.

	The worm stopped. The vibrations ceased. The silence lasted a heartbeat. Then it exploded.

	About twenty people jumped off the worm at once. Feet hit the motionless floor and took off running, elbows raised, shoulders forward.

	Meya landed and sprinted right. Her elbow came up, catching a man's nose to her right. The gatherer fell backward with a muffled cry. Blood exploded across his face.

	Nydo grabbed two men by the shoulders and spun them with a twist. Both hit the ground.

	Bulelani saw something whistle through the air. He ducked and a black petroclast grazed his hair. He straightened up at a run without turning to see who'd thrown it.

	Qaqamba jumped over the man Meya had dropped. He stared at him as the guy still pressed both hands to his face, then looked at Bulelani in bewilderment.

	"What the hell is going on?" he yelled, waving his hands as he ran.

	Ahead, a squad reached a mound where a red membrane flag stuck out. A woman stretched out her arm and touched it. She turned toward the pursuers, fists raised and legs spread.

	Bulelani slowed, making a hand gesture. "Let's catch our breath. Not many people ahead."

	The squad eased up. The pace became more sustainable. Nydo breathed hard but steady. Meya wiped blood from her elbow with her sleeve.

	Another squad reached a second sector. They shouted something Bulelani couldn't hear.

	At the third sector, Lona sprinted ahead. She touched the flag, turned, and bared her teeth in a savage grin. The others slowed even more, almost walking.

	Qaqamba panted beside Bulelani. His eyes were wide, mouth open.

	"You gonna explain what this is about?" he managed between breaths.

	"Already told you. Best spots are most wanted."

	"Yeah, but why'd we fight?" Qaqamba stopped, bending forward with hands on knees. "By Fortune, we're gatherers, why…"

	Nydo burst out laughing, a deep laugh that shook his shoulders. He approached Qaqamba and clapped him on the back.

	"They cut your lobes recently, huh?" He grinned, showing broken teeth. "Learn, kid. There's no we around here."

	Qaqamba didn't answer. Bulelani thanked Fortune for his good sense. He put his hands on his belt and surveyed the surrounding area.

	The polyp forest began just steps from the flag. The stalks rose like slimy columns, tall as the fort's stilt-houses, maybe more. Halfway up, they all pulsed together, a slow, hypnotic beat. The tentacles swayed without sync, some thin as arms, others wide as a worm. They wove through the air above the gatherers' heads, blocking the glowstone light.

	Qaqamba turned and found Meya and Lona at his sides. Meya smiled at him.

	"Know how to use an axe?"

	"What a question!" Qaqamba lifted his chin. "I was born with an axe in one hand and a shovel in the other."

	Lona shook her head and pointed at the nearest polyp-tree.

	"Come on, let's see how you do with a southern axe."

	Nydo approached Bulelani, lowering his voice.

	"Alright, you don't want him dead. So what do we do?"

	Bulelani glanced at Qaqamba, then back at Nydo.

	"Keep him busy. Work him like a worm, no breaks. I'll be back within half an hour."

	"What are you doing?" Meya shouted.

	Bulelani spun to look. Qaqamba held the axe with both hands, half off-balance. The blade was stuck between Meya's feet.

	"It's unbalanced!" Qaqamba protested, waving the axe.

	Bulelani crossed the space between them in three strides. He snatched the axe from his hands and lifted it with one hand, spinning it. The black petroclast blade whistled through the air. The horn shaft was smooth and polished.

	Qaqamba pointed at the tool. "What am I supposed to do with that little bone? It's so light!"

	"Nothing wrong with it." Bulelani handed it back, forcing him to take it with both hands. "Unlike regular axes, this one has weight distributed along the whole length. This is a southern axe. It's not just for cutting."

	He paused, pressing the axe against Qaqamba's chest. "It's for defending yourself."

	Qaqamba stared at him, puzzled. "From what? The polyps?"

	Something huge passed overhead, blotting out the glowstones in the Vault. The shadow swallowed them.

	Qaqamba looked up and swallowed. The tentacle was wide as two men side by side. It withdrew toward the forest and the glowstones reappeared, casting flickering light on the ground.

	Nydo laughed, a guttural sound.

	"I'm supposed to defend myself from that? With this?" Qaqamba groaned, waving the axe in his hands.

	Lona smacked him on the back of the head. "Not from that. If that attacked us, we'd all be dead." She pointed at the lower tentacles swaying near the stalks. "Those, though, are dangerous. When we get close, one stands guard while the others cut stalk sections. Luckily they're not fast, but there's a lot of them… and they pop up when you least expect."

	Nydo leaned toward Qaqamba, grinning. "And they're always hungry."

	The squad headed toward the nearest stalk. Bulelani looked around. The other squads were scattered through the forest, too far away to notice him.

	As soon as they stopped, several tentacles began emerging from the forest, pointing at them. Qaqamba stepped back and stared at the others, who didn't move.

	"Uh, shouldn't we run?"

	Nydo laughed and positioned himself in front of the tentacles, chest out. "No need," he said, crossing his arms.

	Qaqamba's jaw dropped. "You want to fight them?"

	The first tentacle brushed Nydo's skin and recoiled, shuddering. The others approached less and less, until they kept their distance. More and more ends emerged from the forest and surface, staying away from the man and the squad behind him. Within minutes, the tangle of tentacles formed a semicircular wall blocking the view of the forest behind.

	"How'd he do that?" Qaqamba asked.

	"Nydo's a graybarker," Meya answered. "You smell how sweet he is? That's from the stuff he takes. Lots of things in the Black Heart find it… annoying."

	Despite that, the woman stayed alert, axe in hand, eyes on the tentacles.

	"But that's amazing—he's a human repellent!" Qaqamba exclaimed. "So why don't we all use it?"

	Meya laughed. "Be my guest. If you want to forget how to count, go impotent, and live a few short years."

	"Hey, I can count!"

	"You said nothing about the impotence," Lona teased.

	Nydo shot them a confused look. "What's that word mean?"

	The two women laughed.

	"That's enough." Bulelani made a hand gesture. "Get to it. Lona, show him the three-point cut. Meya, Nydo, stand guard."

	He walked away along the forest's edge while Qaqamba started swinging the axe, watched closely by Lona.

	As he went, the floor changed under his feet. It became harder, uneven. Tentacle-roots surfaced from the ground, thick as arms. He had to step over them one after another. The light faded. Above him, more and more tentacles intertwined, filtering the glowstones to a gray twilight.

	The air tasted of sweet rot, like fluid left to ferment. Each breath left a slimy taste in his throat.

	He glanced toward the forest interior, twisting his lips.

	How do they live in there? he wondered.

	After some distance, he reached a felled polyp-tree. The stalk lay horizontal, wider than a worm. The tentacles kept swaying along its entire surface. Even the stalk kept pulsing, but out of rhythm with the forest.

	Bulelani approached the cut end. The cut revealed layer upon layer of tissue, some hard as cartilage, others soft and covered in bubbles. A thick liquid dripped from the center, forming a dark puddle on the floor. The smell was stronger.

	He stopped and waited.

	From the forest's darkness a figure emerged. It moved without making a sound, as if its feet didn't touch the ground. He was tall, much taller than Bulelani, covered in gray-black slime. His face was covered by a mask made of polyp bark, rigid and dark. Eyes barely visible through two slits.

	He had a horn spear in hand. At his belt hung several pouches and a petroclast blade.

	By Fortune, what the hell happened to him? Bulelani thought, stepping back without meaning to.

	The man stopped in front of Bulelani. He stood silent, motionless as a polyp stalk.

	Bulelani cleared his throat. "Langa?"

	The man nodded. "You didn't come yesterday."

	"There was a complication."

	"You mean your friend who got killed?"

	Bulelani made a surprised sound. He ran a hand over his forehead. "You saw us, huh? Thondo wasn't our friend. He'd figured out the plan and my people stopped him from talking. I didn't give the order."

	"They acted without your order?" Langa tilted his head. Bulelani imagined him smiling under the mask. "Having leadership problems, Bulelani?"

	"I don't have any problems." His fists clenched. "Now tell me what I need to do."

	Langa straightened his head. "A convoy will be here in seven days."

	"Five. They moved up the delivery for the end of Stagnation."

	"We need a head gatherer on our side." Langa gestured toward Bulelani. "Another one, I mean."

	"Zhisko of the South isn't exactly the type."

	"Incorruptible?"

	Bulelani laughed. "Never met an honest head gatherer."

	"Then what's the problem?"

	Bulelani pointed a finger at Langa. "You. Skimming a little here and there is one thing—doing business with Kamva's band is another. Zhisko's no fool. He'll never accept that kind of risk."

	"You accepted it. Are you a fool?"

	Bulelani's fists tightened more. "I didn't…" he started loudly, then looked around and continued quietly: "I didn't accept anything. I'm the one who came looking for you. Remember that!"

	The two stood silent for a moment. Bulelani leaned back against the fallen stalk.

	"What if we blackmail him? If he won't help us willingly, we can try forcing him."

	"Kidnap his wife?"

	Bulelani brought a hand to his chin. "No, that might work once or twice, but then people would ask questions. Worse, Gocina's a gatherer herself, with monthly quotas to meet. Zhisko would have to declare her dead, or a guardian would come poking around." He raised a finger. "But if he declared her dead, he'd have to explain how she came back months later. At minimum, he'd lose the head gatherer position and his lobes for inefficiency. No, we need something more subtle."

	Langa tapped his spear on the ground, impatient. "Figure it out. Doesn't matter what you do: if it works, it's fine."

	"And after?" Bulelani asked. "Will I be part of the band?"

	"You have five days."

	Langa began walking toward the forest. Bulelani set his jaw.

	"How many times do I have to prove my worth?" he shouted, not caring who might hear.

	"Five days," Langa repeated, disappearing behind a polyp-tree without a sound.

	Bulelani closed his eyes and counted to eleven to calm down. He headed back, quickening his pace and skirting the forest again. The fog had thinned enough to see the other squads in their sectors. He knew he'd taken more than half an hour. He found Qaqamba still working, surrounded by the other squad members.

	Piles of cut stalk lay scattered around him. They were triangular sections, chest-high and twice as wide, cut along three vertical lines following the tissue grain. Each piece was still wet with sap and fluids. A couple of the more recently cut ones had edges that moved like waves. Nydo stood in the same position where he'd left him, facing the forest. The tentacles, now uninterested in them, had dwindled to a dozen.

	Lona stood nearby, her massive arms crossed over her chest. She watched Qaqamba work without saying anything.

	Bulelani approached her.

	"I told you not to get him killed," he said quietly. "Not even from overwork."

	Lona smirked without taking her eyes off Qaqamba.

	"He might be an idiot," she murmured, spitting a jet of saliva. "But he's a real gatherer. Must be as strong as me." She paused, then admitted: "Maybe even stronger than Nydo."

	She pointed with her chin downhill, where the slope descended toward the main gathering zone. More stalk sections had already been rolled downhill, stacked in neat piles.

	Just then, Meya grabbed the last piece Qaqamba had cut. The woman grunted lifting the polyp piece from the slimy ground, then pushed it over the edge. The wedge tumbled down the slope with heavy thuds, leaving a shiny trail.

	Qaqamba wiped the sweat from his forehead with his forearm, then saw Bulelani and smiled, raising a hand in greeting.

	"You went to take a nap, huh?" he called out. "Good for you! If I were squad leader, I'd do the same. Nice!"

	Nydo chuckled and gave Bulelani a light elbow. "You're right. We don't even have to worry about making up an excuse. He comes up with them himself."

	Bulelani nodded and looked up. All the glowstones were active. The light, filtered by the giant tentacles woven above them, flickered. In the distance, a couple of squads had already stopped for rations.

	"Alright, break time. Let's eat."

	They sat in a semicircle, facing the Black Heart. Each took from their pouch a sphere as big as a head. Bulelani pressed his lips to the orifice and started sucking. He felt mushroom pieces without tasting them, overpowered by a stronger, sour aftertaste. He wrinkled his nose in disgust.

	"They cut the rations with resin again," he snapped.

	The others nodded angrily.

	"They treat us like animals," Lona said. "Might as well feed us membrids! Who could ever…" She went quiet, watching Qaqamba suck the sphere holding it with both hands until he turned red from the effort. He finished by taking a huge gulp of air and letting out a thunderous belch.

	"Horrible!" he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Then he pointed at Lona's sphere. "If you don't want it…"

	The woman clutched the sphere to her chest, frowning. "Don't even think about it!"

	Qaqamba laughed, slapping his thighs with his hands. Meya put five loaves of greenbread in the middle. Nydo grabbed one immediately, and when Qaqamba did the same, Meya slapped his hand—but Qaqamba didn't let go of the loaf.

	"Hey," the man grumbled. "I can take a joke, but if you think I'll let you eat…"

	"We all do it," Bulelani interrupted. "Nothing personal."

	He took the loaf from his hands and tore off a piece, tossing it to Nydo, who caught it mid-air. Lona and Meya did the same.

	"Now it's your turn," Bulelani said to Qaqamba, who gave him a surprised look.

	"Why?" he asked, tearing off part of his loaf and giving it to Nydo.

	The giant snatched the portion from his fingers and brought it to his mouth. Chewing, he showed a bicep and gave it a loud pat.

	"Takes food to maintain these," he said, mouth full.

	"Here in the south it's better to be ready," Bulelani explained, eating his own piece of bread. "Every squad has a graybarker, and since rations are poor, it's up to us to keep him strong."

	"Oh." Qaqamba thought about it. "That seems… logical. But I don't like it."

	Bulelani laughed. "Nobody likes it. Except Nydo, I mean."

	They sat in silence for a while. Then Qaqamba started telling a story without anyone asking.

	"So, there's this newlywed couple in a house that's too small. So they ask an architect for help, who shows up and starts examining the walls. You following?"

	Nobody raised their head from their food.

	Qaqamba smiled slyly and continued. "Finally, the architect talks to the couple and says he can grow a new room. He points at a recess in the wall and drops his pants, saying: 'To do it, I need to fertilize your house.'"

	Nydo's head shot up, coughing. Meya and Lona said simultaneously: "What?"

	Qaqamba chuckled. "Yep, that's how architects do it—didn't you know?"

	"That's not true!" Bulelani exclaimed. "Stop telling nonsense!"

	"And how do female architects do it?" Nydo asked, scratching his head.

	Qaqamba raised a finger, smiling. "Got another story for that one! But first hear the rest: he asks the couple if one new room is enough or if they want two. They both say they want two."

	"Obviously," Lona commented, bringing food to her mouth without looking. Qaqamba had everyone's attention.

	"The architect tells the wife: 'Then I need your husband's help.' The woman objects: 'I don't want my husband cheating on me with a wall!' but the man slaps her and says: 'I'm in charge in this house, woman!' He drops his pants and tells the architect: 'I'm ready!' So the architect goes up to the husband, smiles at him, then gets behind him and says: 'Very good! We'll start by fertilizing you.'"

	Lona burst out laughing, a raucous laugh that made broth spill from her mouth. Meya chuckled too, shaking her head.

	Nydo looked from Qaqamba to the two women with a blank expression.

	"I don't get it," he said, making the others laugh even harder.

	Seeing Nydo getting agitated, Qaqamba motioned for him to stay seated. "Wait, I'll tell you the other story, with the female architect."

	Bulelani kept eating in silence, watching Qaqamba gesture with the crumpled, empty sphere still in his hand, laughing before he even finished the punchline.

	He really is an idiot, he thought. He could tell everyone I really was sleeping on the job.

	He frowned, imagining the questions that would follow: who in their right mind would go sleep alone at the edge of the Black Heart?

	Maybe Nydo's right. Better to kill him.

	When the second story ended, Qaqamba started singing at the top of his lungs, off-key on every note. The others yelled at him to stop, and Lona threw a piece of slimy stalk at him, hitting him right in the face.

	Bulelani laughed as he crumpled his sphere and swallowed the last bits of food. He huffed through his teeth: it was just more resin.

	He looked at the crumpled sphere. Then he thought of Zhisko, up on his stilt-house, looking down at him.

	I know how to trap you, bastard.

	He smiled.

	 


2 – A Dirty Theft

	 

	Bulelani was kneeling inside his alcove, a gray petroclast statuette clutched between his fingers. The cavity walls pressed against his shoulders, warm and damp. Above him, the orifice was partially open. From the common area of the dormitory, the faint bioluminescence of the walls filtered through, along with the voices of dozens of gatherers.

	He was praying. The words came out barely audible, a murmur lost in the chatter of people and the noises of the dormitory itself. He brushed the statuette's stylized face with his thumb. It had no precise features, but he didn't care.

	Someone started blowing into a bagpipe. The sound came out strangled, and Bulelani heard a woman curse.

	"It's constipated again! I told you not to let it eat too much resin, you idiot!"

	A much closer noise broke his concentration. Someone opened the alcove next to his, producing a sound of yielding cartilage. Bulelani opened his eyes and looked through the semi-transparent wall dividing his alcove from the neighboring one. He saw an arm thrust into the orifice and pull, forcing the opening wider and spraying cold fluids everywhere. Some drops fell into his alcove, landing on his forehead. He shuddered and wiped himself with one hand.

	Qaqamba dropped into the neighboring alcove, tossing a backpack onto the floor. He looked up and found Bulelani staring at him, annoyed.

	"Oh, hey!" He smiled, twisting his crooked jaw even more. "We're neighbors, how lucky!"

	Bulelani didn't answer. He turned and slipped the statuette into a bluish gut- noose where he kept his personal belongings.

	"Who's Nobu?"

	Bulelani spun around sharply, mouth open.

	"You said it quite a few times," Qaqamba continued, with an embarrassed smile. "In your prayer, I mean. It's the only word I caught, you really talk quietly! Was he your brother?" He tilted his head. "Your father?"

	Bulelani snorted, going back to arranging his things. "My husband," he said, closing the gut- noose with a yank and shoving it into a fold of the alcove.

	Qaqamba, on the other hand, started pulling objects from his backpack. And tossing them haphazardly on the floor.

	"I'm sorry. It's hard losing someone so young, isn't it? I've never been married, but I imagine that..."

	"Will you cut it out? I was praying."

	"Yeah, but you stopped."

	"Because you showed up!" Bulelani snapped. Then he closed his eyes and started counting to eleven, breathing deeply.

	"Bulelani."

	Meya's voice came from the common area. Bulelani reopened his eyes with a sigh. He shot a quick glance at Qaqamba. The man was humming a little tune while moving some pointed objects on the floor, scraping it. Bulelani stood up, pulling himself up with his arms and climbing over the edge of his alcove.

	Meya stood between his orifice and Qaqamba's. Lona was a step behind, towering over her friend with her height and broad shoulders.

	"You look like her bodyguard," Bulelani said.

	Lona laughed. "Me? She's the one who protects me!"

	"Did you want to talk to us?" Meya cut in.

	Bulelani nodded, then pointed at Qaqamba's alcove and motioned for her to move away.

	Meya shrugged. "He's dumb anyway. Let him listen."

	Bulelani frowned. "Don't call him that."

	"Why, does it offend him?"

	"Because he's as strong as Nydo." Bulelani stared at her. "And if someone that strong gets offended, it can get ugly. Whether he's dumb or a genius."

	Meya raised an eyebrow, then turned to her friend. Lona stepped forward and leaned over to look into Qaqamba's alcove.

	"Hey, you!"

	Qaqamba emerged from the orifice, straightening his back.

	He smiled at Lona and made an obscene gesture.

	"Looking for company?" he asked, winking at her.

	It took Lona a moment to understand. Then her eyes went wide. "I... no, Ravenous Mother, that's disgusting! Get out of there and go take a walk!"

	Qaqamba pulled himself out of the alcove, looking at them with a curious expression.

	"You want to have a threesome? Alright, I'll leave you alone."

	A vein pulsed on Lona's temple. She clenched her fists and Meya grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back.

	Oblivious to everything, Qaqamba continued: "But where should I go? It's almost dinner time."

	Meya pointed to a brighter part of the dormitory, where a player was fiddling with the bagpipe. Another man stood beside her, shaking his head.

	"Why don't you go make friends with the musicians? They get better food when they play in public." She leaned toward him conspiratorially. "Maybe they'll give you some."

	Qaqamba let out a blissful exclamation and headed toward the musicians, moving between the open alcoves with heavy steps. Several people inside their cavities dodged his feet at the last moment.

	Bulelani waited until he was far enough away, then lowered his voice. "My contact at the Black Heart wants Zhisko on our side. We've got five days."

	Meya snorted. "Zhisko from the South? That bastard will never cooperate."

	"He doesn't have to cooperate. He has to obey."

	"And how?"

	"That's my job." Bulelani scratched a severed earlobe. "Tonight, while everyone's eating, I'll pay a visit to his apartment."

	"What?" Meya exclaimed, looking around. "How do you plan to get in? You know his membrane-windows and valve-door are alarmed?" She turned to Lona. "Remember the last guy who tried to steal from his place?"

	Lona giggled. She put a hand in front of Bulelani, palm up, then slowly closed her fingers in a contorted way.

	"What a horrible way to go..." she said, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

	"I know what I'm doing," Bulelani replied. "I need you two if things go wrong." Lona repeated the hand gesture and Bulelani shook his head. "No, not that wrong. I mean if I can't find what we need in his apartment. We're on a tight schedule."

	"Alright, so what do you want from us?" Meya asked.

	Bulelani bent down, inserting an arm into his alcove's orifice. He stayed in that position for a while, searching, then pulled out a dark calcite-like mass two fingers wide.

	"Graybark," he said, bouncing the object in his hand. "You two are closer with Nydo. Tomorrow, when the Profession members arrive, it won't be hard for you to bait him with this stuff. You'll need to make sure he takes a lot of it, right when we're all in the inner courtyard."

	"Yeah, getting him to devour that stuff will be easy," Meya commented. "But why do you want to drug him? He'll turn into a beast, he'll kill some..."

	Both women stood there with their mouths open.

	"Who?" Meya asked.

	Bulelani leaned toward them. The women did the same. "Zhisko," he answered quietly. "He has to tear him apart in front of everyone. Getting a new head gatherer will take time. In the meantime, I can step up and offer myself as temporary replacement."

	Lona shook her head. "You're crazy. And why would they accept your offer?"

	"Because I'm the only one who knows how to run a gathering field."

	"Not here in the south!" Lona continued, waving her hand. "You're getting too big for your britches, Bulelani of the West."

	Meya scratched a pockmarked cheek, looking thoughtful. "Maybe it could work. Risky, suicidal, but it could work." She smiled. "After all, it's suicidal for you, Bulelani."

	"I'm not convinced," Lona added. "That leaves us without a graybarker."

	Bulelani smiled at her. "Maybe you could start..."

	"Don't even think about it!" the woman interrupted. She touched a bicep that strained her sleeve. "My muscles are real, I don't need to get high."

	"Nydo's strength isn't why we keep him on the squad, you know that. If you..."

	"I said no!" Lona snapped. She looked at Bulelani with disgust. "We've known Nydo for years, you only for a few months. Why should we take him out? So far, he's been more useful than you."

	Bulelani tossed her the graybark and Lona caught it in midair. "Four words: a mountain of food. With that, you could say goodbye to the Last Fort, go back to the city and not work for months, maybe years. Wouldn't you want to see your families again?"

	"Don't try that," Meya growled, clenching her fists. Then she relaxed and her voice took on a wistful tone. "I haven't seen Mfana and Sibunya in three years. They must have grown so much, especially the little one..." She absently touched two parallel scars on her right wrist. "I'd like to see them again before I get Selected."

	Bulelani put a hand on her arm. "You can see them again. Strong, healthy. They won't starve, Meya."

	"How do we know you don't have a plan against us too?" Lona asked. "Did you ask Nydo to get us in trouble?"

	Before Bulelani could answer, an animalistic scream poured through the entire dormitory. Everyone present turned in that direction.

	Qaqamba was holding the bagpipe with both arms, pressed to his chest. The musical instrument thrashed convulsively in pain. Ignoring it, Qaqamba blew through a limp gut-tube and the bagpipe wailed, with less intensity than before. Qaqamba shook it and blew into it again. The tube twitched and started to inflate, while small appendages began to stiffen along its entire body. Qaqamba grabbed a couple of them and held them firmly while he kept blowing. The bagpipe, which until then had been curled up on itself, took on a spherical shape and changed color, becoming a light beige. It stopped screaming. Qaqamba blew into it again and a clean, vibrant note rang out.

	The player and the nearby gatherers applauded enthusiastically.

	"It just had some stones! Now it's unclogged!" Qaqamba exclaimed, handing the instrument back.

	The player hugged him and kissed his cheek, then started to play.

	Qaqamba started singing off-key: a sequence of sounds that had no relation to the melody.

	The bagpipe stopped abruptly. The player stared at Qaqamba in embarrassment, then walked away quickly.

	"Wait!" Qaqamba followed her, gesturing. "I've got an idea for a song! It's about constipation..."

	His voice faded as he left the dormitory.

	Bulelani shook his head. He turned to Meya.

	"Trust the plan. If everything goes well, we'll forget this conversation and Nydo stays alive. But if it goes wrong..." He shrugged. "At least he'll go out doing the things he loves most: getting high and killing."

	

	

	The low mess hall was a long, narrow cavity carved into the belly of a stilt-house larger than the others. Rows of gatherers sat on growths sprouting from the floor, hunched over spheres of rations and loaves of greenbread. The ceiling sweated condensation that dripped onto the fungus-tables, mixing with the food.

	Bulelani chewed without tasting. He kept his eyes on the membrane-window closest to the exit: through the opaque surface, he could only see shadows and the dim glow of the glowstones dimming for the night.

	He and his squad sat close together. Only Qaqamba was three seats down, busy telling jokes to a group of laughing gatherers.

	Bulelani swallowed a piece of greenbread and stood up. He reached out, grabbed the rest of the loaf and bit into it, looking at the exit. No matter how disgusting it was, no commoner in their right mind would leave food behind.

	"How much time do you need?" Meya asked. She was standing behind Lona, arranging the muscular woman's hair in an elaborate braid.

	"Half an hour. Maybe less."

	"And if someone asks about you?" Lona asked.

	"Tell them I went to take a piss."

	Lona barely turned her head, snorting. "For half an hour?"

	"Don't move!" Meya said, grabbing her head and straightening it. She lifted two locks of hair and twisted them. "It doesn't matter. Who's going to come looking for Bulelani? He's only alive because even death has no interest in hanging around him."

	Lona laughed without moving.

	Bulelani left without answering. When he reached the valve-door, two overseers looked at him without paying particular attention. It was common for people to come and go, heading to and from the latrines. The gatherer inserted a finger into an orifice on the side of the valve and two of its five flaps began to fan open. He slipped out as soon as the opening was wide enough, wetting his curly hair with the valve's fluids.

	Outside, the air was colder. The glowstones on the Vault had dimmed to a reddish glow, barely enough to make out the outlines of the stilt-houses. On the other side of the fort, the high mess hall shone with its own light: the membrane-windows were lit from inside, and Bulelani glimpsed moving shapes. He was satisfied: Zhisko and the others were still eating.

	He reached the nearest railing and grabbed a descent pole, cold and smooth. He slid down, braking with his legs, and landed on the inner courtyard floor.

	His boots sank two fingers deep.

	The ground had already turned spongy and smelled of excrement. Within an hour, when the glowstones shut off completely, hundreds of stringers would emerge from below the surface, devouring everything in their path. Agitated at the mere thought, Bulelani picked up his pace, crossing the courtyard diagonally.

	Zhisko's stilt-house was the tallest in the fort, with a private walkway connecting it to the high mess hall. Bulelani reached it from below, climbing up the support poles to the entrance platform.

	The valve-door was closed. Three membrane flaps overlapped like petals, sealing the opening.

	Here we go, Bulelani thought, his agitation mounting. Now let's see if it lets me in or kills me.

	He raised a finger and inserted it into the valve-door's side orifice. He turned clockwise, then counterclockwise. He waited two seconds, then withdrew his finger.

	The valve-door shuddered and its flaps swelled. Bulelani took a step back, a cold shiver running down his spine. Then the flaps opened in a radial pattern, letting him in.

	Bulelani burst into a hysterical giggle. He entered and gave one of the flaps a caress. The valve-door closed behind him with a wet sucking sound.

	Inside was dark. Only the bioluminescent veins in the walls gave off a faint glow, not enough to see more than a few steps ahead. Bulelani didn't dare reactivate them.

	The apartment had three rooms, a true luxury by Last Fort standards. In the room facing the membrane-blackboard, he saw a triangular double bed with moldy edges. Beside it stood a dresser so old that the two bottom drawers had fused with the rest of the structure, unusable. The top drawer, however, was lighter in color and still alive. Bulelani opened it and found two stacks of folded membranes. He took the first one and held it near the wall, using the glow of the veins to read. The common glyphs were carved in a childish hand, very different from the elegant script he read every morning on the membrane-blackboard. He knew it was Gocina, Zhisko's wife, who wrote the corvée schedules.

	Zhisko must have written these, he thought.

	One by one, he pulled out the documents and began reading them. Personnel requests, ration counts, weekly death lists. Bulelani started to lose heart, finding nothing useful.

	As the minutes passed, his worry grew.

	A noise at the membrane-window made him jump.

	Bulelani flattened himself against the wall, staying motionless. The noise repeated: something was hitting the membrane from outside. A dull thump, then another.

	A petroclast pebble passed through the flaps of the membrane-window. It struck a sphere placed on a shelf near Bulelani. The sphere fell and Bulelani caught it in midair. It was purple and moist, probably full of quality winefluid. He moved to put it back, then noticed ink marks on the bottom of the sphere.

	Another pebble brought him back to reality. He approached the membrane-window cautiously. Through the opaque surface, he saw a figure gesturing.

	"This is harassment," he whined.

	Inserting a finger into the side opening, he activated the membrane-window just enough to move one flap.

	Qaqamba was staring at him from below, a piece of petroclast in his hand. Bulelani started to speak, but ducked, barely dodging another projectile.

	"What the hell..." Bulelani began, standing back up and shaking a fist at Qaqamba.

	"Hurry up!" Qaqamba interrupted. "Whatever you're doing, do it fast! Zhisko and Gocina are coming back!"

	Bulelani said nothing, surprised. It was the first time he'd seen Qaqamba without a smile.

	"Move it, idiot!" the man said from the courtyard.

	Bulelani snapped out of it. He tossed aside the sphere he still held and went back to the shelf. It was too high to see the surface, but he felt around with his hand where the sphere had been. He pulled down three green membranes, not carved but marked with black ink.

	That's it, he thought, smiling. No carvings, just personal documents.

	He moved closer to a bioluminescent patch and started reading.

	Numbers. Columns of numbers. And beside them, smaller numbers.

	The valve-door opened with a sucking sound.

	Bulelani spun around. Zhisko stood in the doorway, with Gocina behind him. The head gatherer activated the bioluminescence and Bulelani was blinded by the light.

	"You!" Zhisko exclaimed in a surprised tone. Then he yelled: "Overseers! Overseers!"

	Still blinded, Bulelani drew a petroclast blade from his belt. He raised it in front of him, the point aimed at Zhisko.

	Gocina screamed and Bulelani was startled: she wasn't where he'd imagined.

	"Damn idiot," the head gatherer snarled. "You'd already ruined yourself, but now I swear you won't make it to Selection: I'll have the stringers eat you alive!"

	"Come, everyone!"

	Bulelani looked toward the membrane-window. Qaqamba's voice exploded from the courtyard.

	"Come and see! Bulelani's screwing Zhisko's wife!"

	Bulelani looked back inside. His vision had almost fully returned. He saw Zhisko set a coat on the bed and approach the membrane-window, furious.

	Bulelani waved the blade at him and the head gatherer stopped cold.

	"Now I'm leaving," Bulelani told him, holding up the green documents. "And these are coming with me."

	Finally, Zhisko recognized the membrane-sheets. He went pale.

	"What makes you think you'll live until tomorrow?" he said slowly, moving closer.

	Outside, Qaqamba shouted again, while other voices began overlapping in a growing, confused chorus. A crowd was forming.

	Bulelani waved the sheets in the air. "If these documents become public, you're done for. The guardians will arrest you and sentence you to death." He looked at Gocina, who had also moved closer. "And you'll die too."

	Gocina's eyes went wide. She looked at her husband. "What's he talking about?"

	"Nothing," Zhisko muttered. "Mind your own business."

	"If I might die, it is my business!" Gocina shrieked.

	Zhisko's eyes stayed glued on Bulelani. "The overseers all answer to me. Whatever you found, it'll never leave the Last Fort."

	Bulelani pointed at the membrane-window. Outside, the noise of the crowd kept growing. There were shouts, laughter, and some applause. Someone had brought a bagpipe.

	"Now it works!" Qaqamba shouted, laughing.

	"What about them?" Bulelani asked. "Do they answer to you too?"

	Zhisko didn't respond.

	"Think how happy they'll be to learn you've been cutting our food with resin for months. And selling the rest on the black market."

	Gocina flinched again. She turned to her husband with wide eyes.

	"You didn't tell me?"

	Zhisko clenched his jaw. "It's none of your..."

	"So it's true?" Gocina's voice rose an octave. "You moron! You made me your accomplice and I didn't even get anything out of it!"

	"Shut up!"

	Bulelani snapped his fingers three times. "You can fight later. Now, unless you want my friends down there to rip your arms and legs off with their bare hands, I need to make sure you won't do anything stupid once I'm gone."

	He stayed silent, waiting. In the courtyard, an obscene chant started, immediately interrupted by laughter.

	"I could still have you arrested," Zhisko said. He nodded toward Gocina. "For sleeping with my wife."

	"You're not using me as a pawn," Gocina exclaimed, pointing a finger at him. "You've done enough already!"

	"Plus, it wouldn't work," Bulelani added. "Who in the Sac would condemn two lovers? Not even a noble would be that stupid." He gave Zhisko a cold smile. "But you already know that, otherwise you wouldn't have told me. You would've waited until night and had me grabbed while everyone was asleep."

	A shout from Qaqamba rose above the gatherers' noise outside. "Bulelani! Show yourself, come on!"

	Bulelani pointed at the membrane-window behind him with his thumb. "I'd better go. Gocina, take off your clothes."

	The woman blinked. "Why?"

	Bulelani started taking off his shirt. "Just do it. I'll give it back tomorrow."

	While Zhisko watched them furiously, his wife did as ordered. Gocina handed her precious greenbark dress to Bulelani, who had stripped in the meantime. He wadded up the dress and held it near his genitals.

	"Tomorrow we'll discuss what you'll have to do for me," he told Zhisko, approaching the window. He turned halfway and smiled at them. "Goodnight."

	He passed through the lower flaps of the window and ended up on the upper walkway, right where Zhisko had looked down at him with superiority that morning. Seeing him naked and holding the most recognizable dress in the entire fort, dozens of gatherers screamed in delight. They began chanting his name as he grabbed the railing and climbed over it, placing his feet on top of the membrane-blackboard.

	"Bu – le – la – ni! Bu – le – la – ni!"

	He managed to climb down awkwardly, always keeping one hand over Gocina's dress, with the documents hidden inside. As soon as he touched the floor, several men and women grabbed him and hoisted him onto their shoulders in triumph.

	Bulelani raised the hand holding the dress, waving it in a triumphant gesture. The crowd went wild.

	Above, Zhisko had appeared at the window. Several in the crowd pointed at him laughing, unafraid. The head gatherer stood watching with his jaw clenched. Bulelani was certain he was memorizing the faces of those he would punish later, one way or another.

	He saw several overseers on the walkways along the walls. Most watched the scene without doing anything, but several were smirking.

	Poor Zhisko, he thought, without any real compassion, mocked even by his lackeys.

	

	

	Even inside his dormitory, it took hours before people left him alone.

	Bulelani kept receiving pats on the back and handshakes. Twice Qaqamba had riled up the people nearby, loudly demanding juicy details. Bulelani had refused to answer, and each refusal had generated even more thunderous laughter and applause.

	When he finally managed to get back into his alcove, it was late at night. He lay down on one side and closed his eyes while the walls adhered to his body, warming him.

	"You awake?"

	Bulelani didn't answer.

	"I know you're awake. I saw you get in."

	"Why won't you let me sleep?"

	"Ah, so you really are awake!"

	Bulelani turned over. The dim light from the common area barely filtered through, but it was enough to see Qaqamba's face in the neighboring alcove, through the semi-transparent wall.

	"Couldn't you have come up with a different idea?" Bulelani hissed. "Me, with a woman? Once the excitement dies down, everyone's going to have questions!"

	Qaqamba pressed his face against the wall. "Why, have you been broadcasting your sexual preferences?"

	Bulelani opened his mouth, then closed it.

	"I had to think fast," Qaqamba continued, pressing his hands against the wall too. "The alternative was saying you were screwing Zhisko."

	Bulelani imagined the scene and immediately banished the image.

	"No," he admitted. "You're right, Gocina was better."

	Qaqamba smiled, showing his crooked teeth.

	Bulelani moved closer to the membrane, resting his elbows on the edge of the alcove.

	"How did you know Zhisko was coming back?"

	"He came to the low mess hall right after you left," Qaqamba said. "He announced that important guests are arriving tomorrow. Cartographers. The cutting operations are being pushed back a couple hours. Do you know why?"

	"We've only got one worm headed to the Black Heart. The cartographers must be aiming there." Bulelani let out a half-laugh. "As usual, the Professions get priority: they'll requisition the worm."

	"Oh, there must be dozens of them, if they need a whole worm!"

	"A handful," he corrected. "One, two squads at most. But they don't like sharing space with us lowly commoners." Then he frowned. "How did you know I was in the apartment?"

	Qaqamba smiled again. "When Lona and Meya came to talk to you, before dinner, I figured something was up. Then I saw you leave the mess hall and, well..." He shrugged. "I knew something was off. I followed you from a window until you disappeared behind Zhisko's apartment, and then I spotted someone inside. Since he and his wife had just arrived at the mess hall, I put two and two together. By the way, how did you get in? The valve-door should only open for Zhisko or his wife. By Fortune, you even opened the window onto the courtyard! That should've torn you apart!"

	"Never mind," Bulelani said, sighing. "I'll explain some other time." Then, after a moment of silence, he murmured: "You're less dumb than you seem."

	Qaqamba put a finger to his lips. "Let's keep that between us, huh?" He lowered his voice to a whisper. "Better to pass for dumb. Fewer problems."

	Bulelani sighed. He rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the weariness of the day weigh on his shoulders.

	"Don't you have... questions, then?" he asked. "Don't you want to know what I was doing?"

	"Something very foolish, probably." Qaqamba scratched his crooked jaw. "More foolish than the most foolish thing I've ever done. I'm guessing it has to do with what you did when you left our sector this morning."

	Bulelani stiffened.

	"What did you see?"

	"Nothing." Qaqamba spread his hands. "I was working. But if the Black Heart is that dangerous, I don't think you actually went looking for a peaceful spot to sleep."

	The two stared at each other in the darkness. From the common area came the muffled sounds of other gatherers.

	Bulelani nodded slowly. He retreated into his alcove and grabbed the edge of the orifice.

	"Qaqamba."

	"Yeah?"

	"Thanks."

	He pulled the membrane inward, sealing the opening.

	 

	 


3 – A Dirty Cleanup

	 

	The next morning the gatherers descended along the descent poles, gripping their knees against the smooth calcifications. One after another, they landed on the courtyard floor and headed toward the central area.

	Walking among the other commoners, Bulelani caught up with Meya and Qaqamba. Lona was still far off, while Nydo, assigned to a different dormitory, was arriving with another wave of gatherers.

	"I'm still sleepy," Qaqamba said, yawning and scratching his crooked jaw.

	Bulelani looked toward Zhisko's stilt-house. At floor level, Gocina was carving the day's schedules onto the membrane-blackboard. Someone in the crowd noticed her and a sharp whistle cut across the courtyard.

	Gocina turned around. Bulelani expected her to ignore them or scream. Instead, the woman smiled and swayed her hips.

	A volley of approving whistles followed. Gocina waved at the gatherers, and some waved back.

	Above the stilt-house, Zhisko appeared at the membrane-window, his face twisted.

	"Gocina!" he yelled. "Hurry up!"

	The woman turned and went back to carving the blackboard with the typical slowness of gatherers, while her husband slapped his hands on the railing above her.

	Your wife is thirteen times smarter than you, Bulelani thought, feeling his respect for Gocina grow.

	Up ahead, he saw a dozen overseers arranged in two rows, their rifles clearly visible. They hounded the slower groups with shouts and insults. Some gatherers—the youngest or newest arrivals—talked back; the more experienced ones didn't even glance at them, treating them like weather: annoying but inevitable.

	A hand slapped his shoulder. A man winked at him and made an obscene gesture with his arm. Bulelani gave him a nod and moved away to keep him from starting a conversation.

	"I saw a couple guys from the Eastern Greater wave at you," Meya chuckled. "If even your old gatherers are greeting you, you've really gotten famous! Is any of it true or..."

	"Cut it out. You know exactly what I did yesterday."

	The mass of people stopped. Bulelani and the others took their places several rows back, away from the overseers.

	Meya leaned toward him and whispered: "No, I don't know what you did yesterday. Did you find what you were looking for?"

	Bulelani nodded, standing on tiptoe and trying to see past the rows ahead.

	"So how do we proceed?" Meya continued, crossing her muscular arms.

	Two women taller than Bulelani stepped in front of him. He huffed and tried to look over their shoulders.

	"You do nothing. Wait for my orders. As soon as this circus is over, we're going to the Black Heart and I'm meeting my contact."

	"And when do you think..."

	The sound of three bagpipes thundered through the fort. Everyone turned toward the north side, the one facing the city and the interior of the Sac. There, the enormous main valve-door of the Last Fort began to tremble.

	Its thirteen flaps, arranged in an asymmetrical radial pattern, contracted inward. A thick, yellowish liquid dripped along the edges, pooling on the floor. Even from the center of the courtyard, the smell reached them: like aging meat, with an unpleasant aftertaste.

	The valve let out a deep groan, then the flaps opened: the lower ones gave way to their own weight and sagged onto the floor; the others retracted, adhering to the walls.

	From outside, along the transit channel, a worm began entering the Last Fort. On its back, a handful of figures sat on protrusions. They wore white and gray, and all had shaved heads with a crest down the middle.

	"Filthy cartographers," someone nearby muttered, and Bulelani nodded.

	The worm advanced until it loomed before them. Four cartographers dismounted, then the animal veered into a side channel toward a cluster of lymph nodes covered in nodules that some attendants had gathered to feed it.

	Watching the pitiful little group approach, Bulelani was disgusted by the waste.

	A whole worm for four people, bastards.

	The cartographers—one woman and three men—reached the two rows of overseers, surveying the area. From the length of her crest and her demeanor, Bulelani could tell the woman was the squad leader: short, with eyebrows dyed green and an austere air. Behind her came two teenagers and a man so haggard he looked like he'd passed Selection age by a decade.

	Zhisko came running, dragging Gocina by the hand.

	"Honored guests!" he shouted, panting.

	He stopped and bent forward to catch his breath, smiling at the cartographers. He made a sweeping gesture with his arm.

	"Welcome to the Last Fort! My home is your home."

	The female cartographer eyed him with irritation. With a theatrical gesture, she tilted her head to look at Zhisko's ears.

	"You don't own anything, head gatherer. Paint your earlobes whatever color you like, it changes nothing. You're the caretaker of this place, not the owner."

	A murmur of laughter rose from the crowd of gatherers. Gocina, who had been standing beside Zhisko, stepped back a few paces, leaving her husband alone. One of the teenage cartographers started snickering at Zhisko's humiliation.

	Zhisko squared his shoulders, straightening his back.

	"Ah, of course, cartographer..."

	"Nodwama," she said, then turned her back on the head gatherer and walked toward the gatherers, followed by the other cartographers.

	"By order of noble chief Nkosi of clan Kala, lord of the Sac; by order of Vusumzi of clan Mhondo, who governs the Southern Greater. By order of cartographer chief Iqabani: I'm requisitioning the worm that goes to the Black Heart until we no longer need it." She extended a finger and pointed at several people. "...you, you, you... you, and you too, overgrown commoner. You'll be our haulers. Get our luggage from the worm."

	The last person chosen was Nydo. Bulelani grimaced. Beside him, Meya had the same thought.

	"We're down a graybarker. This is bad timing."

	"Yeah, now we'll have to manage on our own against the other squads."

	As Nydo and the others climbed onto the worm, Qaqamba elbowed Bulelani and pointed at them with his chin.

	"They're all big as antibodies. I bet she just requisitioned the graybarkers from half the squads at the Last Fort."

	Bulelani and Meya stared at him in surprise.

	"That's... actually a smart observation," Bulelani admitted.

	Qaqamba gave a genuine smile, puffing out his chest. "Whenever you want more genius observations, I'm right here."

	In front of them, the cartographers split up. Nodwama headed toward Zhisko and passed him, motioning for him to follow. Zhisko, his wife, and a couple of overseers hurried after her.

	The haggard cartographer and the two youngsters went toward the worm they'd arrived on. The boy who had laughed at Zhisko earlier turned halfway around, his jaw tight.

	"What are you still standing here for? Get to work, commoners!"

	The gatherers did as ordered, in silence. Bulelani elbowed his way past the people around him to be the first to reach the membrane-blackboard.

	This time no one crowded him.

	Being popular helps sometimes, he thought.

	"Gathering operations at the Black Heart are suspended until further notice," he began reading.

	From behind, a woman's voice rose: "We already figured that out!"

	Bulelani snarled at the woman. "I'm reading what's written! If you don't interrupt me every second, we'll get through this faster!" He turned back around and cleared his throat. "First squad, kitchen duty. Sandile, Zwelinzima. Bhekizizwe, Loma, and Kandlela. Second squad, sewer cleaning." A laugh rippled through the crowd, along with some grumbling. Bulelani chuckled too. "Someone's gotta do it, guys. Dlamini, Zwide, Loluthando, Lulama, and Kulikeko, sorry about that. Third squad..." The smile vanished from his face.

	"Hey, everything okay? What's it say?"

	Qaqamba tugged at the hem of his shirt. The other gatherers weren't so gentle and started yelling at him to hurry up.

	Bulelani sighed and resumed speaking.

	"Third squad, necrotic removal on the south side. Bulelani, Meya, Lona, Nydo, and Qaqamba."

	With every word he spoke, the murmuring behind him faded, until it died completely. Bulelani turned around: Lona and Meya were staring at him with horrified expressions.

	"Damn, man... I'm sorry," said a man in the front row. He was from the second squad, the one assigned to the latrines.

	In the dead silence that followed, Qaqamba held out as long as he could. Then he exploded.

	"Will somebody please explain what the hell is going on?"

	

	

	Half an hour later, Bulelani was certain Qaqamba had cursed his own curiosity. He, Qaqamba, and Lona stood on necrotic floor, an intense and uniform black. With each step, Bulelani felt the organic tissue ripple beneath him, deform, then resettle, adapting to his weight. The area stretched as far as the eye could see along the fort wall and outward for hundreds of yards.

	All three wore thick gloves, reinforced boots, and suits of waterproof membranes. On their faces, they had opaque masks that were supposed to protect them from the fumes. They didn't.

	In several places, the necrotic tissue tore open into pools of various sizes, inside which a dense liquid of the same glossy black bubbled, saturated with a rotting smell that made you dizzy. Bulelani's eyes burned: they were red from constant irritation and watered despite the protection.

	Meya stood on a cartilaginous protrusion wide enough to hold her safely, a short distance away, holding the ropes secured to the others' backs. She never looked away, ready to anticipate a possible fall if the tissue opened beneath their feet. Bulelani had no illusions: if even one of them fell in, Meya would never have the strength to pull them out.

	Beside him, Qaqamba slipped sideways and ended up with one foot on the edge of a pool. He closed his eyes and coughed from the fumes, bringing a hand to his mouth and forgetting about the mask. Then he looked into the pool and suppressed a gag. The carcass of an animal, maybe a bioclast, had floated to the surface beside him.

	A bubble the size of a head swelled and burst suddenly, spraying liquid everywhere. Some splashes landed on his bare forearms. Qaqamba recoiled and wiped his skin with his glove.

	"May the Mother sleep," he exclaimed—using an expression of the true faith for the first time. "How can this crap be boiling and freezing at the same time?"

	"It's not boiling," Bulelani replied, gripping the petroclast pickaxe with both hands. "It's fermenting."

	He drove the pickaxe into the tissue between his boots. The point penetrated. Bulelani bent down and, with effort, twisted the tool until he could pry at the crust. He leaned back and ripped off a layer of necrosis as thick as an arm. Beneath it, a trickle of sludge appeared.

	Before we get all this stuff out, centuries will pass, he thought, wiping his forehead. He knew that in the meantime, the liquid underneath, exposed to the air, would solidify within a few months. Done by four people, this work was pointless.

	He swung the pickaxe at another spot. The point barely scratched the surface; only a few black chips flew up to his knees. He gritted his teeth, stepped back a few paces, and tried again.

	"It's all hard over here. Meya, I'm moving toward you. Qaqamba, quit playing with that pool and catch up. And cover your arms, you moron!"

	Qaqamba obeyed without answering. But when he picked up his pace too much, Bulelani, Meya, and Lona all yelled at him together.

	"Slow down!"

	"Oh, come on," Qaqamba protested, spreading his arms. "I'm sick of crawling along at a worm's pace. It's all sol—"

	The necrotic tissue cracked beneath his feet.

	Qaqamba plunged into the sludge up to his hair. He screamed, flailing his arms in the air.

	"I'm dying! I'm dying!"

	"Shut your mouth!" Bulelani shouted, shuffling his feet toward him. "You're lucky: it's shallow."

	Qaqamba froze, panting, and looked down. The sludge came up to his chest. He closed his hands into claws and groaned, wiggling his body in a pitiful dance.

	"I'm getting wet! These damn suits aren't waterproof!"

	Bulelani didn't answer. He advanced cautiously toward the rope attached to Qaqamba's back. As soon as the man had fallen, Meya had let go; now the rope lay coiled near the edge of the pool.

	"How about coming down here and giving us a hand?" he said without looking up. "Judging by your outstanding contribution to the cleanup, you'd be more useful down here."

	Meya flipped him off and stomped her foot on the protrusion.

	"You know the rules. One of us has to stay on watch, up high and dry."

	Bulelani bent down and grabbed Qaqamba's rope.

	"The Mother is my witness, Meya: if we have to come back here this afternoon too—and in the days to come—you'll forget the very meaning of the word dry."

	Meya burst out laughing. In response, Lona and Qaqamba hurled a volley of insults at her.

	Lona caught up to him. They both crouched to anchor themselves to the surface, and he handed her the rope. They pulled until it was taut.

	"Try to climb out," he told Qaqamba. "We only pull while you're climbing. If you sink, we let go."

	Qaqamba made a shrill noise.

	"And you'll let me drown?"

	"If we hold on and you pull, we might put too much weight on the tissue and crack it under us too. Don't worry: the bottom doesn't change depth that fast."

	Qaqamba managed a smile barely visible through his mask. Encouraged, he placed his hands on the edge of the pool, searching for a solid point to anchor himself.

	Behind Bulelani, Lona whispered in his ear:

	"Is that true, what you said? About the depth not changing?"

	He shrugged casually. "Would it make a difference?"

	"If I were in that idiot's place, it'd make a hell of a difference to me."

	"Good thing you're here instead, in this warm and cozy spot."

	He nodded toward Qaqamba. "Heads up: looks like he's ready."

	After testing several points along the edge, Qaqamba pressed his hands against the surface and tried to pull himself up. The crust gave way instantly and the man plunged neck-deep into the liquid. As promised, Bulelani and Lona immediately let go.

	"Try again," Bulelani said. "That's normal. It's not easy finding the right spot."

	Qaqamba wiped the splashes from his mask.

	"Yeah, I noticed." He paused. "Hey... this isn't your first time here, is it?"

	Meya, who had meanwhile sat down on the protrusion and left the two remaining ropes on the surface, shook her head.

	"He spent his first two weeks here."

	"Really?" Qaqamba jerked back and nearly lost his balance.

	He manages to be clumsy in any situation, Bulelani thought. It really is a gift.

	Qaqamba went back to pressing on the necrotic tissue. "You must've done something really horrible to get two weeks of this. Did you kill a noble?"

	Lona let out a single "Ha!"

	"You think they'd let someone who killed a noble live?"

	"I don't know," Qaqamba admitted. "I've never killed one."

	He tried to pull himself up again and the surface cracked once more. This time, he managed not to fall all the way into the pool.

	"So? What'd you do?"

	Bulelani snorted. "You really think now's the time for conversation?"

	Lona and Meya were laughing. Qaqamba scooped up a handful of sludge and flung it at Meya, but the woman was too far away to be hit.

	"You two know, don't you? Why doesn't anyone ever tell me anything?"

	"Because it's fun," Meya said. She looked at him with a grin. "You just keep asking Bulelani of the West."

	"Of the..." Qaqamba stood motionless for several moments. Then he pointed a finger at Bulelani. "You were a damn head gatherer?"

	"Ravenous Mother!" Bulelani yelled, exasperated. "Yes! And now I'm just damn dirty!"

	"I don't believe it," Qaqamba continued. "So you're that head gatherer? Man, you're famous all over the Sac!"

	"Qaqamba! Move your damn ass or I'm leaving you here!"

	Qaqamba had the good sense to shut up and went back to searching for a foothold. He sank five more times before finding one that held. Bulelani and Lona started pulling to help him. The woman, taller and more muscular than Bulelani, did most of the work. Qaqamba crawled forward on the necrotic tissue, then tried to stand up.

	"Not yet!" Bulelani shouted, letting go of the rope.

	The crust broke again and Qaqamba plummeted into the sludge. This time he sank to his thighs. He looked down, twisting his torso.

	"Hey, you told me it didn't change that fast!"

	He lifted a leg and stamped a couple of times. "Lucky, though. I'm not sinking anymore."

	Bulelani frowned. "What do you mean?"

	"The floor. I mean... the floor under the floor. Down here. It's hard."

	Suddenly Qaqamba staggered, waving his arms to keep his balance. "Uh. It's moving."

	"Oh, shit," Lona and Bulelani said in unison.

	Behind Qaqamba, a thread-like appendage rose from the surface of the sludge, swaying until it extended past his head. The tip, twice the size of the rest of its body and bulb-shaped, bent toward him. A triangular-pupiled eye stared at him.

	Seeing the others look behind him, Qaqamba turned slowly. He raised his head and met the creature's gaze. Two more appendages emerged from the sludge, flanking the first. The three serpentined through the air; then one began coiling around another, followed by the third. As they intertwined, their bodies compacted.

	Dozens more appendages surfaced simultaneously.

	Meya leaped to her feet on the cartilaginous protrusion.

	"A stringer!" she screamed, pointing at the creature.

	As the filaments formed a second coil, thicker than the first, Qaqamba turned and threw himself belly-first onto the necrotic surface. The tissue held. The gatherer used his hands and feet to crawl toward the interior.

	Bulelani pulled the rope with all his strength, dragging Qaqamba forward in jerks.

	He's too heavy, he thought.

	He glanced back. Lona had abandoned her position and was running toward Meya's protrusion.

	"Lona! Get back here!"

	The woman didn't slow down. Furious, Bulelani went back to pulling the rope so violently that Qaqamba was torn from the surface more than once, bouncing forward.

	The stringer kept forming. Dozens of coils tightened around each other, condensing into a compact trunk four men long and one wide. The body crashed down on the necrotic surface, tearing it open in multiple spots.

	On the sides, new coils emerged from the sludge and fused to the trunk, bending until they touched the ground. The stringer lifted itself a few inches and began advancing, thrashing a long, powerful tail. The entire body was covered with thousands of triangular eyes, some wedged between the tangles, others protruding with their bulbous bodies like pustules. All stared in a single direction: Qaqamba.

	Bulelani heard Lona scream and the sound of necrotic tissue cracking, but he didn't turn around. Qaqamba, on the other hand, looked back, wasting precious moments.

	On the front of the trunk, a horizontal gash opened. Inside, hundreds of hardened filaments had formed pointed pentagonal structures. Teeth.

	The mouth snapped shut, then reopened. A deep gurgle vibrated through the surface, spreading beneath Bulelani's feet. The tail rose and the stringer lunged forward.

	"Oh, shit!" Qaqamba yelled, scrambling to his feet.

	In a few strides he reached Bulelani. He tore off his mask with one hand and extended the other to help him up.

	"Go ahead, you piece of—"

	Qaqamba lifted him with such force it knocked the breath out of him. They ran side by side toward Meya. Ahead of them they saw Lona struggling to get out of a pool that, moments before, hadn't existed.

	Suddenly, an enormous jet of sludge launched her into the air. A stringer had caught her in its jaws, clamping down on her waist. The creature spun and fell back into the pool, dragging the screaming woman beneath the surface.

	It resurfaced, shaking its jaws. Lona's body thrashed unnaturally, her torso in one direction, her legs in another. Another stringer emerged and grabbed the corpse by the feet, fighting the first one for it. The two beasts tore it apart at the waist, ripping it like a dry membrane.

	Bulelani and Qaqamba stood frozen, but the first stringer's galloping brought them back.

	They started running again, skirting the pool. One of Bulelani's feet broke through the surface and sank to mid-thigh. A searing pain exploded in his knee.

	He screamed.

	Qaqamba stopped, grabbed him under the armpits, and yanked him out. They both grunted: one from the effort, the other from his knee. Bulelani ended up belly-down on Qaqamba's right shoulder. He tore off his mask and threw it away.

	As he was jostled, his eyes went wide: the stringer was gaining ground. More beasts were emerging from the pool they were skirting. They were heading straight for them.

	Qaqamba accelerated. Their combined weight cracked the surface with every step, but the gatherer's speed and long strides kept them ahead of the pools forming behind them.

	Deep gurgles howled by the dozens at their backs. Qaqamba couldn't see them. Bulelani could.

	Dozens. Dozens of stringers were emerging from the pools Qaqamba opened with every step.

	They headed toward the protrusion where Meya stood, waving her arms frantically.

	"There's not enough room!" she screamed at the top of her lungs. "It's too narrow up here!"

	Qaqamba kept coming, then swerved and passed the protrusion, leaving Meya behind.

	Bulelani cupped his hands around his mouth. "That cartilage is too low! Run!"

	Meya looked at the protrusion, then at the stringers closing in. Screaming in panic, she jumped as far as she could and took off after Qaqamba.

	Several yards later, the surface began showing patches of clean ground. Most of the stringers had thrown themselves into the pool where Lona had died, but several beasts were still chasing them. As the necrotic tissue gave way to the normal barren surface of the Sac, the stringers slowed down. Meya caught up and passed them by a few yards, then stopped and turned to look, bent over with her hands on her knees.

	Bulelani gave two hard pats on Qaqamba's back.

	"Slow down. They're stopping."

	"They're... stopping... or... have they... stopped?" Qaqamba asked, gasping.

	Bulelani glanced behind them. He gave two more pats. Qaqamba stopped and let Bulelani dismount. Bulelani stood on one leg, keeping his weight off the other. He felt his knee and, though it hurt, was relieved to realize it wasn't broken. Qaqamba lay on the ground, breathing hard, not moving any muscles except those in his chest.

	Meya came toward him screaming.

	"This is your fault!" she yelled. "You had to act like an idiot in those pools and Lona's dead!"

	Bulelani intercepted her, stepping between them.

	"Lona died because she panicked," he hissed. "Don't take it out on him: he saved my life. Got it?" He moved closer to Meya's face.

	The woman glared at him furiously. "I was supposed to protect her."

	Bulelani blinked, surprised. "Who? Lona?"

	Meya nodded, dropping to the ground.

	"She was my friend. I should've protected her better."

	"There was nothing you could do." Bulelani was thrown by the woman's behavior. "It's... it's nobody's fault."

	He sat down too. They remained in silence for a long time, punctuated only by Qaqamba's loud breathing.

	"We're short one person," Bulelani mused.

	Meya, who'd been holding her head in her hands, looked at him darkly.

	"What?"

	"We're undermanned. Without Lona, the plan can't work. We need to find a replacement fast."

	I don't like improvising, he thought furiously.

	His gaze met Qaqamba's, who was watching them without saying anything.

	I don't know many people here at the Last. And the ones I do know mostly want me dead.

	Meya looked at him for a moment, then shook her head vigorously.

	"Oh, don't even think about it! He's an idiot!"

	"Yes," Bulelani admitted. "But he's the sharpest idiot I've ever met."

	Qaqamba sat up cross-legged, pulled off his gloves, and slapped them on the floor.

	"Why do I never understand what you're talking about?" he snapped.

	Bulelani smiled at him and leaned forward.

	"Qaqamba: have you ever wanted to see a mountain of food?"

	 


4 – A Dirty Blackmail

	 

	The two overseers watched Bulelani eat. He, Meya, and Qaqamba had come back for the lunch break and sat alone at a twenty-person fungus-table. Meya stared into space without touching her food. Qaqamba had rubbed a huge amount of resin on himself, but the stench of sewage still clung to him. The dozens of gatherers in the mess hall had formed a circle around them.

	One of the overseers cleared his throat, trying to get noticed. When that didn't work, the other slammed his palm on the fungus-table.

	"Answer!" he said, raising his voice.

	Bulelani lifted his head lazily. The second overseer's lips—a brute with a fierce stare—were pale.

	"You should go easy on the graybark," Bulelani told him, taking a loud slurp from the sphere in his hand. "It fries your brain." He lowered his gaze to the man's pants. "Pretty sure it kills other things too."

	The brawny overseer looked at his colleague, confused. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	The other shrugged, then turned to Bulelani. "Answer our questions and we'll leave you alone. Where's the body?"

	"I already told you." Bulelani snorted. "Lona got torn apart. What do you want me to do? Go back to the necrotic field, dive in, and retrieve... what? The stringers will have digested her by now."

	"Every body must be thrown into a Mother's Mouth," the second overseer quoted.

	"Every body possible." Bulelani corrected him. "The Mother will be satisfied either way—Lona fed one of her children." He turned to Meya, sitting beside him. "Stringers are children of the Mother, right?"

	At the sound of her name, the woman snapped out of it. She grabbed a piece of greenbread and bit into it. "Do I look like a theology expert to you? Ask the first noble you meet."

	Qaqamba stood up to get his portion of greenbread. When he did, he gave off such a powerful stench that the overseers backed up a step in disgust.

	"Fine," the first overseer said, covering his face with one hand. "We'll file a report. You'll be punished for what happened."

	Bulelani burped and crumpled his sphere. "I didn't do anything wrong."

	"You're the squad leader. The people under you are your responsibility."

	"Oh, I can only imagine how many punishments Zhisko gets every day, then."

	The graybarker overseer leaned over him.

	"Cut the jokes, Bulelani of the West, or I'll make you pay."

	"Oh, we know each other already?"

	The overseer pointed at one side of his face. "You had this cut off."

	Bulelani laughed dismissively. "I've had a lot of earlobes cut off. I don't remember you—were you skinnier and less strung out back then? The Last Fort changes everyone."

	"Yeah, but not you." The overseer wouldn't let up. "You're still the same little bastard. Now you're sleeping with Gocina, but you know how fast we all used to bang your Nobu? You're no better than—"

	Bulelani threw a vicious right hook to his jaw. The man collapsed. Qaqamba's mouth fell open, Meya jumped to her feet and leaped back, freeing her gut-noose and starting to whirl it in the air. Around them, the buzz of the hall went silent. Everyone was watching.

	"Don't you ever talk about my husband," Bulelani growled, his facial muscles tense.

	"You just made your last mistake!" shouted the graybarker overseer, touching his blood-covered nose. He tried to get back up, slipped on the floor, and fell again, onto his back. "I'll kill you!"

	The other overseer gestured for his colleague to calm down. Then, in a loud voice, he said: "You struck an overseer. Gatherer Bulelani, I sentence you to—"

	"My greenbread!" Qaqamba shouted, jumping to his feet. He pointed at the overseer on the ground. Next to him was half a loaf of greenbread. Qaqamba picked it up and held it over his head.

	"Thief! The overseers are stealing our food!"

	Dozens of gatherers shot to their feet, yelling. The first overseer snatched the greenbread from his colleague's hand and offered it to Qaqamba. He turned and raised his hands, smiling.

	"This is a misunderstanding! See? The food's been returned!" Then he looked down at Bulelani and added through clenched teeth: "Zhisko of the South will hear about this."

	Bulelani was trembling with rage. Qaqamba put a hand on his shoulder and addressed the overseer. "You've still got one earlobe, boys. Hold onto it. Leave now or tomorrow you'll be our happy fellow unfortunates."

	"You won't always be surrounded by your friends," the graybarker grunted, blood dripping down his chin. His nose was twice its normal size and crooked to one side.

	Qaqamba lost his smile and held the man's gaze without fear—the guy was half a head taller than him. "Any time you want, membrid's spawn! If Zhisko wants a corpse, me and my squad leader will be happy to give him two."

	The graybarker looked surprised by the change in expression. The two men sized each other up for several moments, then the other overseer clapped a hand on his colleague's bicep. A good number of men and women had moved toward them in silence. Without a word, they headed for the valve-door. The gatherers parted just enough to let them through, forcing them to squeeze between dozens of packed bodies.

	They finally reached the exit and were forced to jump out while the valve-door flaps were still moving. Shortly after, everyone went back to the usual mess hall chatter.

	Meya sat down. Bulelani noticed she was putting the gut-noose back on her belt.

	"You would've fought. Didn't expect that."

	The woman froze for a moment and gave him a sidelong look. "If a brawl breaks out, I want to be ready. But may the Mother devour you, Bulelani, if I'd risk my life for you."

	"Well, thanks anyway," Bulelani concluded.

	He tried to grab the remaining greenbread, but his hand shook. He hid it under the fungus-table.

	"You don't like people bad-mouthing your husband, huh?" Qaqamba asked.

	Bulelani said nothing but nodded.

	"Words are just words," the other gatherer continued. "They were just trying to piss you off, to have an excuse to get you Selected."

	"Weren't you supposed to be the idiot?" Bulelani cracked a smile. "Quit saying smart things?"

	In response, Qaqamba flashed a vacant grin and twisted his jaw even more.

	Bulelani made an approving gesture with his fingers. "There, much better." He noticed his hand was shaking less.

	They finished eating. Outside, the sound of bagpipes marked the end of the break. People started filing out, following gatherer tradition: slowly, unhurried, practically dragging their feet.

	Through the open valve-door came Gocina. The woman wore a simple gatherer's outfit. She greeted the people around her and shook a few hands, smiling.

	"She might be Zhisko's wife," Meya said, "but by the Mother, that woman really knows what she's doing."

	Bulelani thought the same thing but stayed quiet, with a bad feeling in his gut.

	Sure enough, Gocina headed toward him, and among the gatherers still there, several whistles and cheers broke out. Bulelani put his hands over his face, sighing.

	"We need to talk," Gocina said, sitting down across from him. "Bagpipes! What's that stench?"

	Bulelani spread two fingers apart and saw the woman was pinching her nose.

	"Your fault," Qaqamba said, laughing. "The field resin doesn't work."

	"It works fine," Meya corrected him, standing up again and nodding goodbye to Gocina. As she walked away, she added: "You're not just covered in sewage. You've become sewage."

	"Oh, I'd love to see you in my place!" he shot back.

	"You want to leave too?" Gocina said. "Me and your squad leader need to talk."

	Bulelani took his hands off his face. "He stays. He knows everything anyway."

	Gocina looked Qaqamba over, then gave a slight shrug.

	"My husband wants you dead."

	Bulelani let out a bitter laugh. "I hadn't noticed!"

	"I told him not to try, but he wouldn't listen. The necrotic removal shift was a stupid idea."

	"You can say that again," Qaqamba cut in. "Now I stink." He pointed at Bulelani. "Oh, and he hurt his knee."

	Gocina smiled. "And a member of your squad..."

	"Oh, right!" Qaqamba exclaimed. "And Lona died! Terrible, terrible idea."

	Meanwhile, the mess hall had emptied out. It was just the three of them now. Bulelani leaned toward Gocina and lowered his voice.

	"Give me one reason not to have you both Selected." He tapped a hand on his chest. "I know how to file the right papers with the right people. I know the channels, Gocina—you know I do."

	"I'm aware." She nodded. "That's why I'm here. I convinced Zhisko to send me to talk to you. He wants to meet. He's willing to cooperate."

	"Mmh."

	Bulelani shifted, feeling a stab of pain in his knee. He sat on the table and laced his fingers together, thoughtful.

	"Why'd he change his mind?"

	Gocina stood as well and leaned toward him. Her face was a palm's width from his, and Bulelani was glad no one was there to see them.

	"First, the fact that you're still alive. And second, because I told him that as your public mistress, if he didn't hear you out, I'd report him along with you."

	Qaqamba applauded. "What a ruthless woman!"

	Gocina winked at him. "Flatterer."

	"Ruthless," Bulelani commented, "but also foolish. The guardians wouldn't care whose mistress you are. The law is clear: for a crime like that, Zhisko would be Selected along with all his family."

	"I know. And Zhisko knows too. You don't get to his position by being foolish. He needed a way out, and I gave him one."

	Bulelani raised both eyebrows, which—thick as they were—formed a long dark line across his forehead. "By blackmailing him?"

	"The things you do to make a marriage work." Gocina sighed, stepping back. "I'm a head gatherer's wife. It's a good position and I want to keep it. But I guess you wouldn't understand that, considering how you wrecked your career."

	Qaqamba glanced at Bulelani, who didn't comment. After a few seconds of silence he said: "Let's go."

	"Now?" Gocina seemed surprised. "Zhisko told me you should come tonight, after—"

	"We're going now," he interrupted. "You already tried to kill me once. I'm not giving you time to think of something else." Then, to Qaqamba: "You coming with me?"

	The gatherer flashed his usual vacant smile.

	

	

	They crossed the inner courtyard with long strides. The temperature had dropped again, and the smell of rot—ever-present at the Last Fort—grew more intense. Bulelani worried.

	The Stagnation will end soon, he thought. If this is what the south's climate is like now, what'll it be like when the dry season ends?

	The worm the cartographers had arrived on was gone.

	Climbing the walkway, Bulelani let Qaqamba help him. The membrane steps gave way beneath them, and every flex sharpened the pain in his knee.

	When they reached Zhisko's stilt-house, Gocina stopped, waiting for the two men who were moving more slowly. She raised a hand and knocked.

	Bulelani stared at her, incredulous. "You knock?"

	"Zhisko never registered my trace."

	"You're kidding. You're his wife! You live here and can't get in without him?"

	Gocina kept her eyes fixed on the valve-door, not answering.

	They waited.

	A few seconds later, some people came from the opposite end of the walkway. Qaqamba smiled at them: it was the two overseers who'd questioned Bulelani.

	Gocina looked them over. "Can I help you?"

	Both of them stood slack-jawed, seeing Bulelani and her together. The woman rolled her eyes.

	"We're not going to have sex! My husband's inside waiting for us. What do you want?"

	"Well," the leaner one began, pointing at the gatherers, "we came to report some serious violations regarding Bulelani and his squad."

	"He did this to me," the graybarker overseer exclaimed, pointing at his broken nose. It was still swollen and would never look the same. He glared at Bulelani with hatred.

	"He was stealing food," Qaqamba said innocently. "There are dozens of gatherers ready to testify."

	The graybarker bared his teeth. "That's not true!"

	"This is all very serious," Gocina interrupted. "Food theft is punishable by cutting of the earlobes... until there's nothing left, I mean. And Bulelani..." She turned to the man. "Well, he's even shorter than me. If a gatherer that small managed to break the nose of a giant like you and the other one didn't step in, maybe neither of you are fit to be overseers." She smiled at them, without warmth. "How about becoming gatherers? I can put you in a squad tomorrow morning."

	The two men backed away. The graybarker shook his head. "No ma'am, thank you. That won't be necessary."

	"My colleague must've fallen down the stairs," the other said.

	"Oh, so he's clumsy!" Qaqamba observed, grinning. "Not good to be clumsy for an over—"

	Bulelani elbowed him in the side; Qaqamba yelped, caught off guard by the pain and surprise.

	"Dial it back," his friend said.

	Gocina shot a questioning look at the two overseers, who responded with a salute and hurried off.

	The woman knocked a second time, and again they waited.

	Qaqamba rocked on his heels, whistling a tune. Bulelani counted to twenty-three, then snorted and stepped forward.

	"This is ridiculous," he said, pushing Gocina aside.

	He inserted his index finger into the side orifice. The structure tightened around his finger with a sucking sound. He turned clockwise, counterclockwise, then waited. The grip loosened and the three flaps of the door began to open. Bulelani withdrew his finger from the orifice, coated in a clear fluid.

	Qaqamba stopped whistling and chuckled. "Head gatherer once, head gatherer always, huh?"

	"Until the architects remove my trace from the outpost structures." Bulelani crossed the threshold. "When that happens, I'll end up a finger short. Or worse."

	He entered with a limp and headed for the central room. Zhisko sat behind a table, a stack of membranes in his hand. He raised his head, and for a moment his face twitched.

	"You like making people wait, huh?" Bulelani said, sitting in a fungus-chair.

	Zhisko set down the papers with excessive care. "Gocina, I told you tonight."

	"Next time, send some overseers." Bulelani paused a moment and added: "Actually, no. Better not."

	Zhisko furrowed his brow but said nothing. He shifted his gaze to Qaqamba.

	"Another blackmailer?" Then he wrinkled his nose. "One who stinks bad."

	Qaqamba put on a dazzling idiot face. In a way Bulelani couldn't figure out, his crooked jaw became even more lopsided. Even his posture had changed, shoulders uneven and torso leaning forward.

	Zhisko smirked. "If all your men are as stupid as this one, maybe I just need to wait."

	Bulelani watched Qaqamba, trying not to let his respect show.

	By Fortune, this man's a mimic! He could make a membrid look smarter than him!

	Zhisko turned back to him. They were the same height, and their eyes met. He crossed his arms.

	"So. What do you want?"

	"What your wife already told you. Cooperation."

	"Cooperation." Zhisko spat the word like it was acid. "You're blackmailing me and you call it cooperation."

	"The next cargo worm comes through in five days. When it leaves the Last Fort, it'll head straight north toward the city. You need to change its route. Have it skirt the Black Heart."

	Zhisko laughed—a dry sound, without joy. "And what's my excuse?"

	"The necrotic tissue is advancing along the northern path. You'll provide data from your latest surveys, which you ordered with remarkable diligence." Bulelani pulled a bundle of membranes from under his jacket. "Here. They show ground instability and risk of collapse. No one in their right mind would send a cargo worm through there."

	Zhisko took the documents and read them. He glanced at Bulelani, then went back to reading. Finally, he set the papers on the table.

	"I figured you weren't that stupid," he said, with a hint of admiration. "So you didn't get played up at the Northern Greater. You're the one who made those caravans disappear." He leaned toward him. "You're part of Kamva's band."

	Not yet, he thought bitterly.

	Getting no answer, Zhisko looked at the documents again.

	"In the end, though, you took all the blame and let them cut off your earlobes. You're a disgrace to us head gatherers."

	Bulelani's hand shot out and grabbed his jaw. Zhisko let out a frightened noise.

	"Hey, stay focused! You understand what you have to do?"

	Zhisko nodded several times, scared. He looked for his wife, but she stayed beside Qaqamba without doing anything. Bulelani let go.

	"I've got nothing left to lose, Zhisko. You do. Both of you."

	Gocina approached her husband and placed a hand on his shoulder.

	"We'll do as you ask," she told Bulelani. "Anything else?"

	"Yes." The gatherer raised a finger. "Get us off necrotic tissue cleanup duty." He raised a second finger. "Have us leave for the Black Heart with the cartographers tomorrow."

	The head gatherer stared at him like he'd spoken a foreign language. "The work reassignment is no problem. But Bulelani, I've got no control over the cartographers. That's their call." He let out a short laugh, regaining some of his swagger. "You want to go to the Black Heart? Talk to them."

	Bulelani stood, ignoring the pain in his knee.

	"That's exactly what I plan to do."

	He headed for the valve-door. He motioned for Qaqamba to follow, but shot a look at the row of dark spheres on the wall shelf. With a gesture, he pointed them out to his friend. Qaqamba walked to the shelf, reached out, and grabbed a purple one.

	"Nice and dark! Must be really strong winefluid..." he said with a chuckle. He nodded goodbye to Zhisko and performed an awkward hand-kiss to Gocina, who pulled back immediately.

	Once outside, Bulelani waited for the valve-door to close, then snatched the sphere from Qaqamba's hand.

	"Hey! Aren't we gonna drink it?"

	Bulelani tucked it into the folds of his clothes. "The last thing we need is an impromptu party. I need you sober."

	They took a descent pole and landed in the inner courtyard. Bulelani put his weight on his good leg, then leaned on Qaqamba's arm.

	"Easy," Qaqamba said, steadying him. "No rush."

	The courtyard was nearly empty. On the walkways, a couple of overseers dozed with their backs against the railings. No movement from the guard towers.

	They reached the center of the courtyard. Bulelani stopped, breathing deeply.

	"What are you gonna do about that knee?" Qaqamba asked. "Call a healer?"

	"Funny." Bulelani massaged his knee with a grimace. "I could chew some graybark. They say it makes you stop feeling anything."

	"The overseer you decked in the mess hall sure felt the pain."

	"Yeah. But maybe the first dose..." Bulelani thought about it, then shook his head. "No, better not. Knowing me, I'd be an addict by sundown."

	Qaqamba laughed. Then he looked at him with an expression different from his usual vacant grin.

	"So it's true? You're that head gatherer?"

	Bulelani nodded. He tried to start walking again but stopped right away, rubbing his knee.

	"You reported yourself for negligence," Qaqamba continued, sounding amazed. "Responsible for the stolen caravans. But you weren't incompetent, were you? You stole them."

	Bulelani met his gaze and winked.

	"Let's keep that between us, yeah?" he said, half-smiling. "Better to pass for stupid. Less trouble."

	Qaqamba laughed heartily. Then he stopped when he noticed a couple of overseers watching them.

	"Bulelani, I gotta tell you something."

	"Go ahead."

	"I don't want to be part of your plan."

	Bulelani stiffened, forgetting his knee. "What? Why?"

	"The thefts, the bands, all of it. Look..." Qaqamba shrugged. "It's not stuff that interests me."

	"Doesn't inter—" Bulelani felt anger rise in his throat. "You ungrateful bastard! I saved your life. You know Meya and Lona wanted to kill you? I—"

	Qaqamba raised a hand. "And I'm grateful for all of it. But you're offering me things that make no sense. What would I do with a mountain of food? I don't have a family to feed. I've got no one." He made a vague gesture. "Even if I had a hundred rations, they'd spoil before I could finish them. Why would I risk my life for something I can't even use?"

	Bulelani opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. The logic was simple but bulletproof.

	"Then why'd you come with me to Zhisko's?" he asked.

	"Because you asked me to come."

	"I..." He stopped, not knowing what to say.

	They reached the stairs leading to the walkway in front of their dormitory. They began a slow, painful climb.

	At the third step, Bulelani grunted and asked: "What if it wasn't about the food?"

	"Ah," Qaqamba said. "If you're about to sell me some story about noble causes, you're barking up the wrong tree."

	Bulelani clenched his teeth at a sudden jolt of pain, then moved to the fourth step.

	"Kamva's band. You know what they do, right? They raid caravans." He held his breath and stepped onto the fifth. "No digging. No gathering. No breaking your back in the mud."

	Qaqamba's eyes widened. "Keep going."

	"If this plan works, I'm in the band. I can introduce you. We'd join together."

	A slow smile spread across Qaqamba's face.

	"No more back-breaking work?"

	"A cargo worm to raid now and then. Running from guardians. Living inside the Black Heart surrounded by polyp-trees and wild beasts."

	"Ah." Qaqamba frowned. "We could die?"

	Bulelani snickered. "Obviously, idiot. But if it happens, we'll die rested and with full bellies."

	Qaqamba took his arm out from under Bulelani's and held out his hand.

	"Should've said so from the start, you moron. Now explain the plan."

	Bulelani shook it.

	 

	 

	 


5 – A Dirty Trick

	 

	The evening bagpipes sounded five short notes and two long ones. Bulelani stood on tiptoe to peer through a hole in the perimeter wall. The glowstones had long since started dimming, but in the distance he spotted a worm descending the canal toward the fort.

	"They're coming back from the Black Heart," Qaqamba said. Unlike Bulelani, he had to crouch to look through the hole.

	Nearby, toward the interior, the valve-door of their dormitory opened. Meya stepped out slowly, her hair matted flat on one side of her head. Bulelani whistled at her and she headed their way, crossing two walkways and jumping the gap that dropped several meters to the inner courtyard to cut the distance short.

	"You've got better eyes than me," Bulelani told her. "Look outside and tell us what you see. You've been resting all afternoon?"

	"I spent the morning freezing in the middle of the necrosis and lost the only friend I had here." Her voice was flat. "I didn't rest. I just slept."

	"What's the difference?" Qaqamba asked, genuinely curious. Meya answered with an obscene gesture. She pressed her face to the hole.

	"Looks like fewer of them," she said, pulling back. "Someone must've died."

	Bulelani felt a pang in his stomach. "Nydo?"

	Meya jumped from one walkway to another again.

	"I don't know. All four cartographers are there. The rest are all bruisers as wide as two men. I can't make them out from this far."

	The bagpipes sounded a second time. Just as the gatherers had been slow to start working, they now poured out of their quarters with lightning speed. Dozens of people flooded the inner courtyard in moments, spilling around the kitchens, the dormitories, and the two mess halls.

	The overseers sprang into action too. They started shouting at the crowd below to clear the inner courtyard. On the south side, one of the massive valve-doors of the Last Fort began to open. Two women dove sideways and ended up face-first on the floor, barely avoiding being crushed by one of the lower flaps.

	Between the gatherers' chatter, the overseers' shouts, and the wet opening of the valve-door, the Last Fort became a madhouse. Finally, as people moved away from the canal at the center of the courtyard, the gurgling of the worm passing through the outer walls became audible.

	Bulelani limped a couple of steps and leaned over an interior railing. Meya hadn't exaggerated: the cartographers had requisitioned twenty graybarkers that morning. Now only fifteen were coming back. He felt so happy he wanted to applaud.

	A short distance away, Meya turned to look at him, then went back to walking away.

	"Look how many of them died…" he said happily to Qaqamba, clapping him on the shoulder.

	The gatherer looked confused. "And that's a good thing?"

	"Very good, for us." Bulelani couldn't stop smiling. "We've got a better shot at becoming haulers now that so many of the old ones are dead. Plus, some graybarker died: plenty of squads will think twice before messing with us. We lost Lona, but we're still ahead."

	Qaqamba went from confused to disgusted. "You're talking about it like it's some kind of game. The ones who died were gatherers. Our brothers."

	"Not here in the south." Bulelani lost his smile and studied his friend. "Remember what Nydo told you yesterday? There's no us. Well, that's an exaggeration: there's the squad. We don't have to love each other, but we're functional."

	"Great," the other said sarcastically. "I've always wanted to be functional."

	A third bagpipe sounded.

	"Damn, we took too long!"

	They headed toward the lower mess hall while all the other gatherers did the same, moving fast. Qaqamba offered to carry him on his shoulders, but Bulelani refused with disgust.

	"In front of everyone? Don't even think about it!"

	They were among the last to enter. In the dark, smoky hall, surrounded by dozens of people looking for a place to eat, Bulelani climbed onto a fungus-chair and scanned the room for the rest of the squad. He saw Nydo waving at him from a nearby table.

	They elbowed their way through, panting from the heat, getting drenched by the humidity dripping from the ceiling, and trying to ignore the stench of humanity and rot that hit them.

	Ahead, two graybarkers stood face to face, screaming an inch apart. A clear space quickly opened around them; the gatherers started egging them on. Only a man and a woman, probably their squad leaders, tried to talk them down. The air filled with the pleasant sweet scent of the graybarkers.

	Bulelani and Qaqamba took advantage of the opening to cut through faster. They slipped out of the circle just as one graybarker threw a massive punch at the other, starting the brawl.

	By the time Bulelani sat down next to Meya and Nydo, his knee on fire, he looked ready to pass out. He massaged his leg with one hand while wiping sweat with the other.

	"Did you hurt yourself?" Nydo asked, slapping his knee.

	Bulelani screamed in pain and Nydo and Meya laughed.

	Qaqamba couldn't hold back a laugh either. He pointed at a huge bruise on Nydo's left arm.

	"Looks like you had a rough day too," he said.

	Nydo theatrically raised his arm, showing off his enormous muscles.

	"This is nothing. One of the graybarkers went nuts." He touched the bruise with a finger. "Started beating on two others and things went downhill from there. Hell of a fight." His eyes lit up. "I think I killed one of them."

	"And the others?" Bulelani asked.

	Meanwhile, three food attendants approached, dragging a worn-out sac across the floor. One of them pulled out spheres and greenbread and handed them out. Nydo grabbed his hard, scaring the attendant, and shoved the whole thing in his mouth.

	He mumbled something and pieces of greenbread fell on the table. He immediately bent down, sweeping up every crumb with his arms and glaring at them like a wild animal.

	"Nobody… takes food…" he said, losing more pieces of bread. With each bite, he started slowing down, until he stopped completely. He stayed frozen on all fours, a piece of greenbread sitting in his open mouth.

	Bulelani exchanged a look with Meya and Qaqamba.

	"What the hell… another episode? This soon?"

	"He's getting worse," Meya said.

	"Think he'll hold up for the job?"

	She shrugged. "I don't know. Every time he uses now, he loses chunks of memory. He doesn't even remember why he started!"

	Nydo let out a scream, startling everyone. He got to his knees, trembling. He stared at Meya. "Who told you that?"

	"What?" The woman pulled her head back. "You did, coming back from the Black Heart last time. You already forgot?"

	The giant said nothing. He sat back down and swallowed the rest of his food.

	"Can we get back to the fight?" Bulelani said, impatient. "What happened to the others?"

	"The cartographer squad leader took them out." Nydo's voice had gone back to normal. "She's got this weird rifle…"

	"A tendon rifle," Bulelani said. "Go on."

	"Not much to tell. She fired three long, slimy things from that thing and killed three men in seconds. The last one standing was Nandha."

	Nydo's shoulders slumped. "I'm sorry, there aren't many female graybarkers. She was nice—we could talk about our problems. I slept with her once."

	Bulelani rolled his eyes. "Can we skip your personal memories? How did she kill her?"

	Nydo scowled. "My brain's getting worse, but I'm not dead yet. Treat me right, runt."

	"Sorry," Bulelani said quickly, not sounding convincing. "Please, tell me how Nandha died."

	"Bah. With a knife. Nandha was charging her, and she pulled out the blade and threw it. Caught her right in the throat."

	"A woman who knows her stuff," Meya commented. "But why do we care?"

	Bulelani drummed his fingers. "Today I had a lovely chat with Zhisko. We're off the necrosis cleanup." He pointed at Nydo. "But I still need to figure out how to go with him to the Black Heart. I need to talk to my contact, and the only way is if we all become haulers."

	"You, a hauler? You barely come up to my chest." Nydo mocked him. He turned to Meya. "And you're more bones than muscle." Finally, he shifted his gaze to Qaqamba and nodded. "You might actually make it, if you keep your mouth shut."

	"Ask me not to breathe. That's easier."

	"Right, you never—" Nydo frowned. "Hold on. Bulelani, since when is this idiot part of the band?"

	Qaqamba pointed at himself with a thumb. "Since today. I took Lona's place."

	Nydo only now noticed the muscular woman was missing.

	Nearby, a chorus of protests went up. The two graybarkers who had been fighting were hugging. The crowd hurled insults at them.

	Qaqamba looked surprised. "Are they crying?"

	"It's boiling in here," Nydo answered. "The more you sweat, the faster the graybark wears off. Then… you get emotional." He frowned again. "So what happened to Lona?"

	"Dead," Bulelani said. "Two stringers had fun—" He stopped, seeing Meya's furious glare. He cleared his throat and finished: "Two stringers killed her at the southern cleanup site. You dodged a bad shift, Nydo."

	Silence fell over the squad. Only the chatter of the people around them could be heard. Nydo looked to Meya for confirmation. The woman had her jaw clenched and her eyes fixed on Bulelani. She said nothing.

	Meya's mourning Lona and hates me, Bulelani thought. Depending on how drugged up he is, Nydo swings from furious to emotional. Ravenous Mother, the most capable person I've got left I've known for less than two days, and he spends his time acting like an idiot.

	"Let's finish eating," he said flatly. "We'll talk tomorrow. I'm going to talk to the cartographers."

	Meya raised her head from her food. "What are you planning?"

	"To make friends."

	

	

	They waited in the shadow of a stilt-house in the inner courtyard, a few steps from the upper mess hall. The structure was smaller than the gatherers' buildings, but its exterior was smooth, free of the bumps that infested the other structures like parasites. A warmer light filtered from inside. Bulelani knew from experience that heatfungus grew in there.

	Qaqamba took a deep breath.

	"Never smelled anything like this."

	Bulelani flared his nostrils and sniffed. An inviting aroma drifted from the mess hall.

	"Sautéed mushrooms in blue sauce," he concluded.

	"And what's a sauce?"

	"Ah, they're… thick liquids. You put them on food." Bulelani searched for the right words. "Makes it different."

	Qaqamba stared at him in disbelief. "And what's the point?"

	"Well, it makes it taste good."

	Qaqamba burst out laughing. "You're making that up!"

	Bulelani didn't answer. He didn't feel like rubbing it in.

	Above them, the valve-door opened with its typical sucking sound. A few overseers came out, then a couple of administrative clerks. Finally, the cartographers emerged. Nodwama and the oldest cartographer walked out in silence, heading straight for the guest dormitory. Behind them, the two teenage cartographers were chatting. One of them said something and laughed loudly. Nodwama turned and grimaced but said nothing. The two pairs split up, and the young ones stopped in front of a descent pole.

	Bulelani watched them in silence. They seemed unsure how to use the pole.

	"What are you thinking?" Qaqamba whispered.

	Bulelani pulled out the winefluid sphere from the folds of his clothes. "I'll offer them a drink. Then we talk."

	Qaqamba scratched his crooked jaw. "Think they'll go for it? They're dirty cartographers. Maybe they'll just confiscate the sphere and kick us out."

	"In that case, I'll make them listen."

	"What a great plan," Qaqamba chuckled. "Have you always wanted to be Selected in company, or did I give you the idea?"

	Bulelani looked up and glared at him. "Got any better ideas?"

	"By Fortune, I was afraid you wouldn't ask."

	Before Bulelani could ask what he meant, Qaqamba snatched the sphere from his hand.

	"Hey!"

	The two cartographers finally decided to use the pole. Despite their hesitation, they descended gracefully. They passed the shadowed spot where the gatherers were hiding without noticing them. Still chatting, they moved to a more lit area under a walkway and sat on a couple of fleshy protrusions jutting from the wall.

	Qaqamba started walking and motioned for Bulelani to follow.

	"Only talk when I tell you to, and let me handle this."

	"Qaqamba, I'm really not sure you—"

	Qaqamba started singing loudly and off-key, belting out a filthy tune.

	 

	I know a guy, no arms, three legs, 

	Selection passed him by, 

	I asked: how come the healers spare you? 

	He grinned: "I keep 'em satisfied."

	 

	He stumbled forward, tossing the sphere from hand to hand, wearing a dopey grin.

	The two boys jumped to their feet. One reached for his belt, where a knife with a black petroclast blade jutted out. The other stood frozen, eyes wide.

	Qaqamba stopped a few steps away, tilting his head.

	"Gentlemen, good evening! First time at the Last Fort?"

	"Get lost," the first one said, his voice cracking. "We're discussing important matters."

	Qaqamba nodded gravely, then took a theatrical sip of winefluid. He let out a loud belch.

	"Ah, good stuff!" He wiped his mouth and pointed behind the boys with the same hand. "We've got a problem here. Those seats are ours. Hey, Bulelani, say hi to the cartographers, come on."

	Bulelani raised a hand and lowered it quickly. Qaqamba tilted his head so far he lost his balance and staggered to the side, forced to take a few steps.

	"Ah, see how sad my friend is? We really want to sit there." He held out the sphere and let it wobble on his palm. "Maybe we can make a trade. What do you say?"

	At the sight of the sphere, the first boy smiled. Not in a friendly way.

	What a brat, Bulelani thought.

	The second one, however, looked even more worried. He touched his friend's elbow.

	"Machasi, maybe we should go."

	Without taking his eyes off Qaqamba, Machasi scoffed. "I'm not going anywhere. Commoner, come here and give me the sphere."

	Qaqamba approached, humming. When he got close enough, Machasi covered his mouth and nose with one hand.

	"Ravenous Mother, what a stench!" he exclaimed, gesturing for Qaqamba to stop. "You're an animal! Don't you ever wash?"

	Qaqamba laughed. "Us commoners, wash? What would be the point? The next day, we'd stink again."

	He tossed the sphere to Machasi, who caught it in midair. Bulelani clenched his jaw, a flash of anger rising.

	Idiot! he thought. He just gave away our only bargaining chip!

	The boy passed the sphere from hand to hand, looking uncertain.

	"Go on, drink," Qaqamba urged. "Really good stuff, you know? Ever had any before?"

	Machasi looked at him with contempt. "Of course! Hundreds of times!"

	He raised the sphere to his mouth and sucked the contents. His eyes went wide and he started coughing uncontrollably.

	Qaqamba applauded. "Well done! Bitter and strong, for real men! Bet you grew some more chest hair!" Then he shifted his gaze to the other cartographer without saying anything.

	Machasi handed over the sphere. "Funda, go ahead."

	"I can't," Funda replied. "If my uncle finds out…"

	"Stop worrying about your uncle!" Machasi snapped. "He's not here! Be a man!"

	Funda swallowed hard and took the sphere. He drank, and his reaction was identical to his friend's. Qaqamba applauded again.

	"Well done," he said. "See, your friend was right?"

	Meanwhile, he had moved closer and sat down next to Machasi, who hadn't protested. Bulelani stayed back, doing nothing. Qaqamba motioned for Funda to pass him the sphere. He took a sip and passed it to Machasi.

	"First time at the Last Fort?"

	Machasi nodded.

	"It's disgusting," he said, lifting his chin with superiority. "Everything stinks like you. The food is garbage. And the company is worse." He looked Qaqamba up and down. "All dirty commoners."

	The gatherer nodded gravely. "You're right. Everything here is garbage." He pointed toward the south valve-door. "And how was going to the Black Heart? I heard there was a fight among the haulers."

	For an instant, Machasi's face twitched.

	"You're all animals. Even when you get the chance to serve us up close, you end up doing something stupid."

	"Oh, but we're not all like that!" Qaqamba raised his hands in surrender. "Me, for example, I know my place."

	Incredible, Bulelani thought, watching Qaqamba so comfortable playing the fool. He's got them eating out of his hand.

	Machasi took another sip and tossed the sphere to Funda.

	"This is bad," the other one whined, shifting his weight from one leg to the other. "We can't drink."

	"Oh, why not?" Qaqamba asked, scratching his belly. "You on duty?"

	"We're too young."

	"What?" Qaqamba's mouth fell open and he looked back and forth between them. "But you must be at least twenty!"

	"Funda, stop it," Machasi said.

	"We're sixteen."

	"Funda! Shut up!"

	Qaqamba laughed. "Oh, you don't need to worry. We're just simple gatherers. We won't tell anyone. Who'd believe us anyway? Come on, Funda, drink up."

	With Qaqamba and Machasi pressuring him, Funda looked like he was about to cry. He looked to Bulelani, who nodded silently.

	Finally, Funda raised the sphere to his mouth and sucked.

	The coughing bent him double. Machasi burst out laughing and Qaqamba joined in, glancing at Bulelani. He returned a fake laugh.

	Qaqamba leaned toward Funda and patted his shoulders.

	"Good job, Funda!" He dropped back in his seat. "Now you're a man! Of course, not as much of a man as Machasi." He moved closer to the other boy and said: "Did you see how little he drank?"

	"Hey, you're right!" Machasi pointed at his friend. "Funda, quit pretending. Grow up! Then you might be able to tell Thandie how you feel."

	"Oh, there's a woman involved?" Qaqamba rubbed his hands together. "A cartographer like you?"

	"A little girl," Machasi said dismissively. "Daughter of a traitor. But his uncle adopted her, so we're stuck with her."

	Funda stood up, brushing off his robe. "Come on, stop. Machasi, don't talk about Thandie like that." He hesitated. "My uncle likes her."

	Machasi stopped laughing. His eyes went hard.

	"I'm sick of hearing about your uncle all the time. Go take a walk!"

	Funda lowered his gaze and took two steps back.

	"Hey! Before you go…" Qaqamba gestured for Funda to pass him the sphere. The boy handed it over without hesitating. Then he turned to Machasi. "Know the one about the architect and the two newlyweds?"

	Machasi grinned. "No, tell me."

	Qaqamba started telling the joke. Bulelani approached Funda. The cartographer stood apart, arms crossed over his chest.

	"Your friend is very… direct." Bulelani indicated Machasi with a nod.

	Funda gave a shy smile. "My uncle says Machasi always does whatever he wants. But that he's from a good family and I should be his friend. His father was the old cartographer chief."

	"Your uncle sure tells you a lot," Bulelani commented.

	"Yeah, Iqabani is sharp."

	Bulelani's eyes went wide. "You're the cartographer chief's nephew?"

	Funda gave an embarrassed smile without saying anything.

	And Machasi humiliates him constantly, he thought. Poor kid—either he knows and plays along, or he's really an idiot.

	He stepped back a few paces, limping noticeably. Funda noticed and followed, moving away from Machasi.

	"What's wrong with your leg?"

	"Had a run-in with some stringers this morning."

	Funda's eyes went wide. "Stringers? I heard they're ten meters long and when you hit them they split in two and that's how they multiply and…"

	"Yeah, and they piss acid while they fly!" Bulelani cut in, laughing. "No, kid. They're just nasty creatures, not supernatural beings."

	Having moved away from the others, they stood in silence for a moment. In the distance, Qaqamba was miming something obscene and Machasi was doubled over laughing.

	"So," Bulelani said, "tell me about this Thandie. What's she like?"

	

	

	An hour later, when Funda returned to Machasi, the two cartographers climbed a ladder to return to their quarters. Qaqamba asked Bulelani if he needed help walking.

	"I'll try to manage on my own," he said. Then he pointed at the cartographers as they walked away. "How'd it go?"

	Qaqamba clicked his tongue, eyes half-closed. "Tomorrow we're going with them."

	"Both of us?"

	"Three," Qaqamba corrected. "Meya's coming too. I talked about her gut-noose and Machasi's eyes lit up. He said another guy on the team has a thing for violent women. He called it feti-something…"

	"Fetishist."

	Qaqamba smiled happily. "That! I didn't understand, but thanks to the fetich-ism, Meya's in." He laughed. "That brat Machasi has never been outside the city before. He was so scared that if we'd jumped out and gone 'boo,' he would've started crying."

	They were almost at the dormitory entrance when a bagpipe sounded. They both turned, surprised.

	Qaqamba pointed at the north valve-door opening. "At this hour?"

	They reached the walkway railing. Below, in the inner courtyard, several overseers were running toward the valve-door. Almost all of them were half-dressed: they'd woken up suddenly. The valve-door opened completely and a worm slid inside at speed. It stopped in the center of the courtyard, facing the confused overseers.

	Bulelani saw a light come on in Zhisko's quarters.

	"There are guardians up there," Qaqamba said, still watching the worm. "What does that mean?"

	"Nothing good." Bulelani wrinkled his nose. "It's a surprise inspection. If I were Zhisko, I'd be shitting myself."

	Several people began descending from the worm. Qaqamba had been right: they were almost all guardians, wearing armor and armed with vesicular staffs and spine rifles. There were also several commoners, who carried down various bags and luggage. Then, from behind the commoners, a woman in a crimson tunic appeared.

	"Is it normal for there to be a healer during an inspection?" Qaqamba asked.

	Bulelani didn't answer. He was staring at the group moving through the inner courtyard. The healer headed toward Zhisko, who had rushed to greet the new arrivals.

	Bulelani felt the blood drain from his face. His hands gripped the railing so hard his knuckles turned white.

	"Hey." Qaqamba touched his arm. "You okay?"

	Bulelani shook his head. He indicated the healer with a stiff motion of his chin.

	"That woman," he said, his voice reduced to a low growl, "is the bitch who killed Nobu."


6 – A Dirty Decision

	 

	The dawn bagpipes sounded three times, as usual, but the inner courtyard was already a swarming anthill.

	Bulelani emerged from the dormitory, elbowing through other gatherers, and stopped on the walkway to catch his breath. With the Stagnation nearly over, the cold had grown sharper. Workers who could manage it had layered on double clothing. The rest would freeze to death, or until they managed to steal proper clothes.

	Dozens of gatherers stood in line outside a stilt-house Bulelani had never seen open before, topped with a huge crimson glyph. He didn't know its meaning, but it didn't take a genius to guess. Two overseers shouted orders, trying to keep the lines orderly. Nearby, a guardian approached them with a slow pace and pointed to a parallel line of overseers.

	The two bowed deeply and ran to get in line. Bulelani looked up at the perimeter walkways and guard towers. Only guardians. He counted sixteen.

	Never seen so many together, he thought, worried.

	A hand landed on his shoulder. Qaqamba moved up beside him, along with Meya.

	"What's going on?" the woman asked. She had dark circles under her eyes and a hoarse voice.

	Bulelani pointed at the stilt-house with the crimson glyph. "A health check." Then he added: "If they're doing it to the overseers too, this is serious."

	To his right, Nydo appeared and leaned against the railing, looking clear-headed. The bruise on his arm had turned dark purple, nearly black at the edges.

	"Maybe you can get it looked at," Qaqamba suggested, pointing at the wound.

	Nydo instinctively covered his arm with his other hand. "I'd rather have another fight," he replied, drawing a laugh from Qaqamba.

	Bulelani pushed off from the railing and motioned for the squad to move. "We need to reach the cartographers fast. Starting today, we're all haulers."

	"You scrawny lot?" Nydo exclaimed, raising an eyebrow. "How'd you pull that off?"

	Bulelani didn't stop to explain. He grabbed a descent pole and dropped into the courtyard, followed by the others. He elbowed through the crowd and headed toward the guest area, moving as fast as his knee would allow. They were almost there when a guardian stepped in front of them, pointing toward the line of gatherers heading to the infirmary, which now numbered at least a hundred.

	"I'm sorry, guardian," Bulelani said, with unusual respect. "We're the haulers for Nodwama, the cartographer. She and her team are expecting us."

	The guardian's face didn't move a muscle. Instead, he raised his vesicular staff and used it to point at the line of gatherers.

	"Please, join your brothers."

	Bulelani swallowed. He'd seen one of those staffs in action before. Nydo, however, stepped forward, shoving Bulelani aside like a pile of dried membranes. He planted himself in front of the guardian, who barely came up to his chest.

	"We go where we want, shrimp," he grunted.

	Bulelani tried to grab his hand and yank him back, but Nydo shook him off. The guardian raised his head and looked him in the eyes.

	"Please, gatherer, step back."

	Nydo raised a hand as big as the man's head and swung a powerful slap. The guardian leaned to the side, dodging the blow entirely. In the same motion, he rotated his shoulder and struck Nydo's arm, knocking him off balance.

	The graybarker crashed to the ground, while the guardian had only shifted one step. Nydo got on all fours and shot a hateful glare at him.

	Bulelani stepped between them. "Stop it!" he hissed at Nydo. "Get up and apologize, before he takes you out!"

	"Hey, over there! What's going on?"

	Bulelani looked up. Machasi was hooking onto a descent pole. He reached the guardian and pointed at Nydo and the rest of the squad.

	"They're with me," he said, giving Qaqamba a tiny nod.

	The guardian studied the gatherers for a moment, then nodded at the cartographer. Passing Bulelani, he murmured: "Thanks for trying to talk some sense into your friend."

	He smiled, revealing a row of serrated teeth.

	At the sight, Bulelani felt a grip of fear. He bowed his head, accepting the thanks, and stood still as the guardian walked away.

	Machasi chuckled. "You really are animals. Especially you."

	He gave Nydo a light kick as the graybarker was getting up. Nydo kept rising without even noticing.

	"Can we go?" Bulelani asked him. "Guardians make me nervous."

	For once, the cartographer didn't answer with arrogance. He just nodded. "They make everyone nervous. It's like they're not even human."

	Behind him, Funda and the older cartographer appeared. Machasi greeted them, then motioned for Bulelani's squad to follow.

	They passed between the two lines of workers waiting for the medical check. Gatherers and overseers stepped aside to let the three crested men through. They looked at Bulelani and his group with suspicion and barely concealed envy.

	"Have a nice visit," Qaqamba said, waving, and received plenty of insults in return.

	They crossed the entire inner courtyard, heading toward the south valve-door. A worm was waiting for them. Nearby, several muscular men were loading sacs and bags. Squad leader Nodwama was there with them.

	Nydo fell in beside Bulelani. "Sorry about before," he said, looking contrite. "I don't know what came over me. Or rather"—a bitter smile—"I know exactly."

	"Once we're done with this job, you need to take a break from the graybark," Bulelani said. "You're starting to lose your ability to think, Nydo. Taking a swing at a guardian! What kind of suicidal instinct was that?"

	They started working alongside the other haulers. Bulelani and Meya paired up, cooperating and avoiding the heaviest and bulkiest packages. The other graybarkers kept working without a word. If they'd noticed the two were taking it easy, they didn't say anything.

	Funda went to talk to Nodwama. Machasi approached, along with the older cartographer. He pointed at Qaqamba and Meya.

	"Umsebenzi, this is the commoner I told you about," he said. "And the other one's the expert with the gut-noose. Hey, woman! Can you teach us how to use it? Do you have it with you?"

	Meya shot Bulelani a questioning look, then moved toward the cartographers with hesitation. She pulled out the weapon and twirled it at her sides with a couple of quick motions. Umsebenzi smiled, openly eyeing Meya's body.

	"I'm fascinated by these primitive weapons. May I see it?"

	Meya obeyed. Umsebenzi took it in hand, brushing Meya's fingers. She pulled back immediately. The cartographer kept staring at her, playing with the gut-noose.

	"Beautiful," he said lecherously.

	Meya curled her lip and looked at Bulelani. He gave her a small sign: better to stay in a cartographer's good graces when the opportunity came up. Meya sighed, looked at Umsebenzi, and forced a smile.

	"Bulelani!"

	Zhisko was striding toward them, flanked by two overseers. Bulelani stepped back half a pace, his hands clenching into fists.

	"Remember what I've got on you!" he barked.

	Zhisko stopped, glancing around. The two overseers pretended not to hear. The head gatherer dismissed them with a sharp gesture and approached Bulelani, jabbing a finger at his chest.

	"I'm not the one breaking deals here," he hissed. "What did you do?"

	Bulelani blinked. "I don't know what you're talking about."

	"This!" Zhisko snarled, flinging a hand toward the lines of people packed outside the infirmary. He bared his teeth. "That damn healer, Zola, kept me in my own apartment for half an hour interrogating me! And there were two guardians with her!"

	Bulelani shrugged. "That's your problem. What's it got to do with me?"

	Zhisko moved closer. Bulelani smelled the winefluid hit his face.

	"They asked about the resin. The one I use to cut your food, you filthy membrid-eaters! Did you talk to them?"

	"Ah," Bulelani said. "Now I understand. But that's absurd, Zhisko. First of all: I don't see how I could've tipped anyone off outside the Last Fort. Almost everyone's illiterate, and the little mail there is, you read before it's sent."

	Zhisko turned toward the overseers. If they'd heard, they didn't show it.

	"You have no proof of that."

	Bulelani cracked a knowing smile. "All head gatherers do it. I used to." The smile vanished. "Plus, why would I betray you? You're essential to my plan. Think, Zhisko: it was someone else."

	"Who?" Zhisko spat. "One of your people? That idiot you brought along last time?"

	Bulelani shook his head. "I don't tell my people anything important. And Qaqamba's trustworthy."

	He turned to watch his friend chatting with Funda, then looked back at Zhisko. He arched his thick eyebrows slightly.

	"Your wife."

	"Huh?" Zhisko snorted. "Gocina? But she's a woman!"

	The last word came out like an insult.

	Idiot, Bulelani thought. You're married to someone worth her weight in food and you don't even realize it.

	"I have reason to believe," he said, emphasizing each word, "that Gocina was a little upset about being cut out of your business. And since you treat her like a servant, consider her less intelligent than a worm, and won't even let her move freely in her own home… maybe your marriage isn't as solid as you think."

	Zhisko narrowed his eyes, thinking.

	"If it was her, I'll kill her."

	Bulelani lunged forward and grabbed him by the collar. "You're not killing anyone!"

	The overseers were on him instantly. They grabbed his arms and tore him away from Zhisko. Around them, haulers and cartographers turned to watch.

	"You're already under investigation, you moron," Bulelani snarled. "What do you think will happen if you murder your wife?"

	Zhisko motioned for the overseers to release him. They obeyed reluctantly; one of them drove a hard shoulder into him. Bulelani grunted.

	"Does your wife know we're leaving with the cartographers?" he asked, rubbing his side.

	Zhisko nodded. "Obviously. She wrote up the shifts this morning. Even though nobody went to look at them."

	This isn't good at all, Bulelani thought.

	"Lock her up, Zhisko. Gag her, get her drunk on winefluid. Anything but kill her. But for the Mother's guts: keep her from talking to anyone!"

	From a tower above, a bagpipe started sounding.

	The worm woke from its torpor and shuddered, spraying fluids and slime everywhere. Nydo, who was nearby, got covered, along with many other graybarkers. Angry shouts went up immediately.

	"I have to go," Bulelani said. "Wait for me to get back. I'll fix everything."

	He turned and headed toward the worm, which was moving toward the exit canal.

	"What are you planning to do?" Zhisko shouted, trying to be heard over the noise of the massive body sliding through the canal fluids.

	Bulelani raised a hand in farewell without turning around.

	"The less you know, the better. Don't do anything crazy, Zhisko of the South."

	

	

	Bulelani stayed silent for the entire trip. He watched the barren terrain grow darker as they approached the Black Heart. However tall they were, the polyp-trees looked tiny compared to the Southern Greater, which rose hundreds of meters up to meet the Vault. In both directions, the Greater Membrane continued, moving slowly, breathing in and out, embracing the Sac in a living hold.

	Beside him, Qaqamba tried several times to start a conversation, without success.

	"You're really in a bad mood today," he finally commented. "Is it because of that healer?"

	Facing outward, Bulelani half-closed his eyes, irritated.

	"Or because of Zhisko?" Qaqamba continued. He chuckled. "You were about to slap him around, weren't you? Funda told me Umsebenzi told him that Nodwama said she's never seen such an incompetent head gatherer. I wouldn't be surprised if they cut off a lobe or two. Hey… can you imagine if he ended up like you? A regular gatherer too?"

	Bulelani grunted and started counting to calm himself.

	"Ouch! Damn fungmoths!" A brief pause. "Hey, Bulelani, look! This one was huge! Look at the mush it left on my hand! I've never—"

	Bulelani spun around. "Shut your damn mouth! For one minute, at least, be quiet!"

	Qaqamba fell silent, palm raised, covered in the yellowish remains of the fungmoth. Bulelani turned back and sat straight, breathing hard.

	Qaqamba leaned forward and wiped his hand on a growth on the worm.

	Out of the corner of his eye, Bulelani noticed Umsebenzi staring at them. He gave him a forced smile and a brief nod. The cartographer watched him a moment longer, then looked away without a word, adjusting some stray hairs on his crest.

	"I'm worried," Bulelani finally murmured.

	The words came out before he could stop them. He cursed himself, but it was too late. He waited. Then added, annoyed: "Well? Aren't you going to ask why?"

	Qaqamba looked at him innocently. "You told me not to talk."

	"Oh, at least drop the hick act with me." He lowered his voice. "We've got a problem. Zola interrogated Zhisko and—"

	"Zola?" Qaqamba interrupted.

	Bulelani sighed. "The healer. She's investigating Zhisko. Tomorrow the bastard will be arrested and taken to the city to be Selected."

	A grin spread across Qaqamba's face. "That's great! Way better than having him around without earlobes!"

	"I still can't tell how much you're playing dumb and how much you actually are," Bulelani shot back. "If Zhisko gets Selected, he won't be here in two days when the cargo worm arrives. No detour. The plan fails."

	"Ah." The grin faded. "That's not good. What do we do?"

	Bulelani stayed silent.

	The worm slowed, entering a canal that ran alongside the Black Heart. Now the polyp-trees no longer looked so small. Memories of the Western Greater came to him, of his fort. Of home. It was so beautiful, compared to the south. A sigh escaped him, taken by nostalgia.

	"Nobu was sick," he said suddenly. "I'd sent a letter to call for healers. They told me they'd come at the biannual check. Not before."

	Qaqamba watched him, serious. "Is that why you hate that woman?"

	Bulelani shook his head. "No. Because of what happened after." He clenched his fists. "Nobu was getting worse, but they could've saved him. When Zola arrived, I begged her to see him first."

	He inhaled deeply. "She came out of our home after a few minutes. She didn't say anything."

	He swallowed. "I went in and found him dead. With his head wrapped in a membrane." He turned to Qaqamba, eyes glistening. "She Selected my husband in our own bed."

	Qaqamba put a hand on his shoulder without saying anything.

	Bulelani let out a brief, bitter laugh. "We're commoners. No matter how high we think we can climb. To them, we're animals."

	The worm stopped, vibrating. The cartographers stood, followed by the haulers. Bulelani and Qaqamba got in line to descend.

	Surrounded by people, Bulelani realized he was alone.

	I miss you, Nobu.

	When his turn came, he started the descent, placing his feet on the lateral growths of the worm. With every movement, his knee exploded with pain.

	"Will you move it?" Meya snapped from above. Other haulers echoed her.

	At a lower growth, his knee gave out. Bulelani fell backward. He felt Qaqamba catch him mid-fall and lose his balance too. Bulelani landed on top of him. Laughter erupted around them.

	Qaqamba slapped his side. "Get off! I can't breathe!"

	Bulelani rolled to the side and stood up, putting his weight on his good leg. He helped Qaqamba to his feet.

	"Thanks."

	Qaqamba smiled and raised an arm, flexing his biceps. "I'm strong, huh? Did you see that catch?" Then, more serious: "Can you walk?"

	They started off side by side and soon fell behind the group. Several meters from the others, Bulelani glanced sidelong at the forest.

	"You need to come with me to the edge of the Black Heart," he said. "With this knee, I can't make it alone."

	"What about the cartographers?"

	"We'll have to come up with something."

	The work zone the cartographers had picked was close. Five minutes later, Bulelani, Qaqamba, and Nydo joined the other haulers, setting up camp. Meya walked off with Umsebenzi, while Funda approached, greeting Bulelani.

	"Have you ever pitched a tent before?"

	Both said no. They got to work under the young cartographer's direction, and he turned out to be a terrible teacher. The graybarkers, already clumsy with rough labor, struggled to understand how to tie the horn shafts to the support tendons. Funda had to show them every step, moving away and coming back each time one of the big men lost control.

	"He's got grit, at least," Qaqamba chuckled. "Cartographers really are fools. Sure, graybarkers are strong, but they're also unreliable. They should recruit gatherers with the right lip color"—he crossed his arms and swayed—"like yours truly. Healthy and strong."

	"They don't pick them for physical strength," Bulelani said. "It's for their anti-tentacle smell. Those bastards don't give a damn about leaving the squads unprotected."

	Funda turned to look at them and signaled them to get to work. The two gatherers approached without hurrying.

	"Hey, where does this go?" Qaqamba asked, holding up a cartilaginous protrusion as big as his head, with five holes.

	"Figure it out," Funda answered without looking away from a graybarker.

	Qaqamba examined the protrusion, walked backward, and tripped on the folds of a membrane on the ground. He fell, and the protrusion broke. Funda's eyes went wide and he yelled, drawing general amusement. Not far off, Bulelani noticed Nodwama glaring at Qaqamba with hatred and loudly calling for Machasi. The boy's swagger vanished, replaced by a submissive expression. Machasi nodded several times and ran toward the haulers.

	"Qaqamba, go help Umsebenzi with the survey."

	Qaqamba nodded and pointed at Bulelani. "Can I take him? He walks bad, but he's good with numbers. Might be useful for the survey."

	Machasi threw up his hands. "I don't care. Take whoever you want, just hurry."

	As they were about to move, Nydo approached.

	"And what do I do?" he asked, crossing his arms.

	"Those tents won't pitch themselves," Bulelani answered.

	Nydo grunted. "You never tell me anything. What's going on? Why are you here?"

	"What's this, now you're thinking? Just do your job and don't give me trouble."

	Qaqamba coughed several times. Bulelani looked at him, annoyed, and sighed, then turned back to Nydo with a more conciliatory tone.

	"I need to see my contact. Tell him the news."

	"And how does he know you're here?"

	Bulelani gestured all around. "You think a squad of cartographers followed by dozens of commoners skirts the Black Heart and Kamva's band does nothing? Someone's definitely watching us right now." He moved closer to Nydo and added through clenched teeth: "Now stay in line, big guy."

	Nydo thumped his chest, spat on the ground, and went back to work. Qaqamba let out a low whistle.

	"I swear I'll never touch graybark in my life." Then, to Bulelani: "You don't know if anyone's waiting for you, do you?"

	Bulelani made a casual gesture. "Say a prayer to Fortune. Getting pulled off construction was a masterstroke. We move away from the crowd and get closer to the Black Heart border. How'd you come up with it?"

	"Actually, I wasn't faking." Qaqamba smiled awkwardly, embarrassed. "Sometimes I really am clumsy."

	Bulelani stared at him, stunned. "How have you survived this long?"

	They moved away from base camp along a less barren path, climbing a hill where they spotted Umsebenzi and Meya. The cartographer stood close to the woman and was trying to wrap an arm around her waist. Twice, Meya removed his hand and flung it away.

	"Hey there!" Bulelani called.

	Umsebenzi turned, looking disappointed. Meya smiled and waved wildly to greet them.

	When they reached the top, Umsebenzi turned his back on them and bent over his work.

	"Why are you here?" he asked without looking at them. He jabbed the ground with a long instrument decorated with embedded crystals. Bulelani noticed some crystals changing color.

	"We came to help. Nodwama's orders." He scratched his cheek, watching the cartographer. "What are you doing?"

	"Mapping the territory, like always," Umsebenzi said, bored. "With the Stagnation ending, we need to survey the polyp-trees that are budding, to contain the Black Heart. I don't need you, just Meya. Go back down."

	Bulelani shot a glance at Meya. The woman shook her head vigorously.

	"If we go back now, Nodwama might wonder why you want to be alone with a commoner."

	Umsebenzi raised his head and glared at Bulelani.

	"What are you implying?"

	"Nothing," Bulelani replied with a wink. "I'm just saying you want privacy. We'll take a break and wander off a bit. If anyone asks, we've been with you the whole time, okay?"

	Umsebenzi thought it over. Meya shot Bulelani a look of hatred, grinding her teeth so hard it seemed they might crack.

	"Fine," the cartographer finally said. "Go away. Come back in half an hour… actually"—he winked at Meya—"make it an hour."

	Bulelani waved goodbye and headed toward the Black Heart, followed by Qaqamba. The first polyp-trees were less than thirty meters away, and the glowstones in the Vault were partly obscured by the great tentacles of the upper canopy.

	"Meya's going to make you pay for this," Qaqamba commented, helping Bulelani over a root.

	"Bah. She's been a different person since Lona died. She's overdoing it."

	"But that's normal," Qaqamba said. "They were friends, they'd known each other for years. Did you know they arrived at the Last Fort together?"

	Bulelani shook his head. "No, I didn't. But how do you know that?"

	Qaqamba chuckled. "I've got this bad habit of talking to people."

	When they reached the first trees, they stopped. Several tentacles approached, trying to snag their arms and legs. Slow as they were, they grew numerous. They had to back up, shoulder to shoulder, to avoid being caught from behind.

	They waited a long time. Bulelani dug his nails into his palms.

	"There should be someone here," he groaned. "Why aren't they coming out?" He looked up at the glowstones. He swore. "With these damn tentacles, you can't tell what time it is. How long have we been waiting?"

	"No idea," Qaqamba answered. Then he jumped when a tentacle brushed his back.

	"Where'd that come from?" he exclaimed, terrified.

	Bulelani pointed at the ground, where a pulsating orifice was closing. "I think from there: it was a tentacle-root."

	"Wonderful," Qaqamba said, lifting his feet to check beneath him. "I hope you're right, Bulelani. If we came here just to get eaten alive, you're gonna pay for it!"

	Bulelani didn't respond. He looked straight ahead, into the polyp-trees. A human shape approached, emerging from the dark of the forest.

	A woman, short and thin, moved forward without minding the tentacles approaching her. She limped badly, one leg shorter than the other. She was naked, covered head to toe in molasses. Like Langa, she too had a polyp bark mask over her face.

	The woman stopped a few meters from them. At her feet, another orifice opened and a tentacle-root emerged, trying to coil around one of her legs. On contact with her skin, the root went through a series of painful spasms and retreated into the orifice, disappearing.

	"You're too thin to be a graybarker," Bulelani commented. "And the effect's stronger. That stuff you smear on yourselves is precious."

	The woman tilted her head, studying him. "You're Bulelani."

	"In the flesh. And you are…?"

	"Doesn't matter. What are you doing here?"

	Bulelani put his hands on his hips and raised his bad knee. "I've got news for Langa. Can I tell you?"

	He waited, and since the woman said nothing, he continued: "We've got Zhisko on our side. Day after tomorrow, if everything goes right, the cargo worm will arrive at the Last Fort and he'll order a detour to pass by here. Are you ready?"

	The woman nodded, then turned her head toward Qaqamba.

	"He's with me," Bulelani said. "He'll join the band too."

	"Kamva decides who joins and who doesn't," the woman replied.

	Qaqamba thumped his chest. "Hey, I'm useful! I've pulled my weight."

	The woman looked back at Bulelani and changed the subject: "The meeting spot is confirmed. It's a dangerous zone—the stringers are migrating upward."

	"We've got a graybarker with us," Bulelani said.

	"And do you have enough people?"

	Bulelani nodded. He pointed at Qaqamba. "He and I will cut down the tree. Nydo will handle the creatures and tentacles. Meya will be lookout. Everything will be fine."

	"What an optimist," the woman commented with a faint smirk. "Very well, Bulelani. You do your part. We'll come when you've got the food cargo ready." She limped backward toward the forest. "Don't screw it up."

	As suddenly as she'd appeared, the woman vanished. Bulelani and Qaqamba headed back in silence. Before reaching Umsebenzi, they veered off and went toward base camp.

	"Now we've only got two problems," Bulelani said. "Finding out who talked to the healers and saving Zhisko long enough for the plan."

	They descended the hill and saw the tents had been pitched. One was lopsided, and Bulelani figured it was because of the piece Qaqamba had broken. At the edge of camp lay a corpse. They moved faster. Machasi and Funda stood near the body, chatting as if nothing had happened.

	"Do those two ever actually work?" Qaqamba asked. Then his demeanor shifted and he greeted Funda, bowing obsequiously.

	"Oh, what happened here?" he asked cheerfully, pointing at the graybarker's body.

	Bulelani breathed a sigh of relief: it wasn't Nydo.

	Machasi kicked the corpse. "This animal yelled at Nodwama. She doesn't have much patience." He turned to Qaqamba. "You need to be careful, Qaqamba: she wanted to kill you too, for that stunt you pulled." He puffed out his chest arrogantly. "Luckily, I was there. I'm magnanimous with commoners like you who know their place. Get to work, now."

	The two gatherers bowed and moved away. Bulelani felt anger rising.

	"Know our place," he repeated through clenched teeth.

	"What are you complaining about?" Qaqamba asked. "Better to be in their good graces than have them against us."

	"Bah, don't you have any pride?"

	Qaqamba shook his head. "Like that guy lying on the ground? No. I'd rather be alive."

	"Only because they allow it," the other shot back. "Like animals at the slaughterhouse. Nobles, guardians, cartographers… healers. They eat!" He clenched his fists hard. Qaqamba glanced behind them and pushed his friend aside. Bulelani continued: "They eat well, until they're full. And we break our backs. You too, you said they cut your lobes because you stole some food. What kind of—"

	"When you were head gatherer, did you think this way?" Qaqamba interrupted.

	Bulelani was thrown off. "No, I…"

	"You started thinking like this when Nobu died," Qaqamba finished. "I haven't known you long, Bulelani. But I've seen how you treat the other gatherers. You feel superior because you can read. You treat people like objects. You cheer when one of us dies, if it helps your plan." He shook his head. "What do you really want? Food for everyone? Or just to avenge Nobu?"

	They were far from the others. Bulelani trembled and fell to the ground. He breathed deep, clenching his fists hard. Qaqamba sat down next to him, legs crossed.

	"Am I that despicable?" Bulelani asked.

	"No. You're an idiot." Then Qaqamba smiled. "But you're still my friend."

	"And you like picking idiots for friends?"

	Qaqamba shrugged. "I don't know. You're my first friend."

	They sat in silence for a long time. Bulelani found himself thinking about his home again, in the Western Greater. After Qaqamba's words, he started reconsidering several episodes from his life from a different angle. He felt sad. But not only that.

	"Qaqamba," he whispered.

	"Yeah?"

	"I want to kill Zola."

	A hauler passed nearby and looked at them. Qaqamba waved cheerfully. Then he leaned toward Bulelani, keeping the same dopey expression.

	"When do we do it?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


7 – A Dirty Favor

	 

	They got back to the Last Fort late. The mood, already low among the gatherers, plummeted when they realized there'd be no dinner for them.

	When the worm entered the inner courtyard, Machasi, sitting with the other cartographers at the front of the body, turned around with a sneer.

	"Sleep light tonight, commoners."

	Several segments back, a chorus of grunts rose from the haulers. Bulelani saw a couple of graybarkers squeezing the worm's growths so hard they chipped them.

	Umsebenzi, sitting beside Machasi, drove a sharp elbow into his side. The young cartographer howled in pain and jumped to his feet, glaring at him with hatred. Funda also sprang up, putting his arms between the two men.

	"Sit back down, all of you," Nodwama ordered.

	Funda obeyed instantly. Machasi glowered at her, then sat back down.

	Near Bulelani, Qaqamba chuckled.

	"Too bad. If he'd kept going, we'd have seen how many graybarkers it takes to tear apart a cartographer." His face lit up. "Oh, I need to come up with a little story! You think I should make it dark or dirty? Or both?"

	Bulelani didn't answer. The worm stopped and the cartographers began to disembark. The gatherers, as usual, stayed seated until last, saving their energy.

	Meya, sitting behind Bulelani and Qaqamba, looked down. Half a dozen attendants were preparing food for the worm. Each carried a heavy lymph node as big as their head.

	"Even this filthy animal gets to eat. And we don't."

	"That's life." Bulelani followed the cartographers with his eyes. "I bet the upper mess hall's going to be working overtime tonight."

	When their turn came, they rose as a group. Bulelani let the haulers with gray lips go first—they gave off a strong sweet smell. They were the last to climb down.

	Walking away from the worm, Nydo headed wordlessly toward the dormitory. As expected, the cartographers made for their mess hall. Bulelani limped along beside Meya.

	"I need your gut-noose," he whispered.

	She stopped and put her hands on her hips. "Be grateful I need you, or I'd have already slit your throat. What else do you want from me? Should I scratch your back? Rub your feet?"

	Bulelani reached out a hand, wiggling his fingers vaguely. "Just your weapon. Give it to me."

	Meya shot a glance at Qaqamba. The gatherer stayed impassive. She sighed, unhooked the gut-noose from her belt, and tossed it to Bulelani. He startled and jerked back by instinct.

	Meya shook her head.

	"Idiot. If you don't squeeze one end, it won't wake up. Have you ever used one before? Ravenous Mother… what do you even need it for?"

	Bulelani picked up the gut-noose and cautiously pressed one end. The gut twitched slightly, then fell back into dormancy.

	"My business," he answered, tying the weapon to his belt.

	Meya opened her mouth, then closed it into a thin smile.

	"You know what? Fine. Go ahead and use my Thandwa without knowing how it works. To hell with your plan and the food—I'll feed my kids some other way. Tomorrow I hope I wake up and find out you're dead, strangled by yourself."

	She turned and strode off toward the dormitory, leaving the two men stunned.

	"Thandwa?" Qaqamba repeated. "She gave that thing a name?"

	Bulelani shrugged. "Doesn't matter. Come on, help me walk."

	They headed toward Zhisko's quarters. Light filtered through the membrane-window, and Bulelani wondered whether the head gatherer was home or if it was Gocina, under house arrest.

	They climbed the stairs, stopping twice, with Bulelani cursing under his breath the whole way. Once they reached the valve-door, they knocked and waited a long time. Bulelani tried five more times.

	"Why don't you do it yourself?" Qaqamba pointed at the side orifice.

	"Every time I do, I wonder if I'm going to lose a finger." Bulelani shook his head. "I'd rather not."

	At least now I know Zhisko's home, he thought. Gocina couldn't have opened it, but she'd have said something from the other side.

	Twenty minutes later, the valve-door opened. Zhisko squinted at them and motioned them inside. The smell of winefluid that always accompanied the head gatherer was stronger than usual.

	"Did you do what you needed to do?" His tone was flat.

	Bulelani nodded. "I need a favor."

	"Ha!" Zhisko laughed bitterly. "You don't say."

	The head gatherer staggered into the room overlooking the inner courtyard. He took an orange sphere from the shelf and brought it to his lips. At his feet lay several crumpled spheres.

	Entering, Bulelani saw that on the triangular bed, bound and gagged, was Gocina. When the woman spotted the two gatherers, she began to grunt loudly, thrashing.

	Zhisko walked over and slapped her hard across the face.

	"Shut up!" he bellowed.

	Gocina stared at him, eyes bloodshot. Bulelani noticed the flushed cheeks and the bruises mottling her body.

	"I told you not to hurt her," he hissed through clenched teeth.

	Zhisko watched him while sucking from the sphere's orifice. He belched, then let out an acrid sigh.

	"I told you I wouldn't kill her. She's breathing." He grinned. "What, did you actually fall in love with my wife? Changed your tastes?"

	Blood rushed to Bulelani's temples. His vision blurred. Before he could move, Qaqamba grabbed him by the arms, lifted him bodily, and set him behind himself. Then he turned to Zhisko.

	"We need to meet with Zola." His tone was flat.

	Zhisko burst out laughing, finished the sphere's contents, and crushed it in his hand. His eyes gleamed, moist.

	"Ah. You're the other lover, right?"

	Qaqamba laughed. "Head gatherer, any other time I'd have been more than happy to trade insults with you. Then we'd have moved on to fists, and I'd have shoved every sphere on this floor into very creative places on your body." He took two steps forward. "We don't have time. We need to meet Zola, and you have to help us."

	Zhisko laughed again, pointing at the inner courtyard beyond the membrane-window.

	"You don't have time? You?" His voice cracked. "Tomorrow that healer's going to declare me guilty! They'll cut off my lobes in front of everyone! And they'll take me to the city, to get Selected. You don't have time? May the Mother half-devour you!"

	He turned toward the shelf. Qaqamba intercepted him and, just as he'd done with Bulelani moments earlier, grabbed both his arms, lifted him, and dragged him away from the winefluid spheres. He gave him two tremendous slaps.

	Zhisko's head snapped from side to side. Blood and spit splattered the floor. Zhisko started crying, holding his cheeks with his hands.

	"Zola." Qaqamba spoke slowly. "Focus. Zola."

	Coming back to himself, Bulelani stepped closer.

	"We can save you. If the healer doesn't talk, you'll live." He made an unmistakable gesture across his throat.

	Zhisko froze, seeming to sober up from the shock. "You want to kill a healer? Instead of getting Selected tomorrow, the day after they'll throw me alive into a Mother's Mouth!"

	Bulelani spread his arms. "You're a smart guy. You've definitely got a couple of sealed pods buried somewhere. Help us, and you've got a whole day to dig them up and run."

	"You bastard," Zhisko hissed. "Cursed be the day you showed up here!"

	Qaqamba raised a hand and the head gatherer flinched slightly.

	"Focus," Qaqamba repeated. "Zola."

	Zhisko sighed. He sat down on a fungus-chair to think. Behind them, Gocina started grunting again. Bulelani turned to look at her.

	"I'm sorry for how your husband treated you," he told her. "But we can't untie you yet. First we need to make sure you're not involved."

	Gocina tried to speak, but the gatherers couldn't understand anything. Exhausted, the woman turned her head away, avoiding their eyes.

	"You just got back," Zhisko said.

	Bulelani refocused on him. Zhisko raised his head. "You were with the cartographers and didn't get the extraction."

	He went to the valve-window and widened it, leaning out onto the walkway.

	"Hey!" he called, waving a hand in the air. "Come here."

	Two people appeared at the valve-window.

	"Well look who it is," Qaqamba said cheerfully.

	It was the overseers who'd tried to arrest them. The two men's eyes went wide seeing the gatherers. Then their mouths fell open at the sight of Gocina bound on the bed.

	"Head gatherer," the shorter overseer began. "I don't know what games you're all playing, but we're not interested in—"

	"Shut your mouth!" Zhisko yelled, then fell silent and glanced outside. "Where are the guardians?"

	"Some in the towers," the graybarker overseer answered. "But most are in the guest dormitory."

	"Go to the infirmary. Tell Zola I'm sending her two gatherers who—"

	"Nodwama's orders," Bulelani cut in. He looked at Zhisko and continued: "Zola wants to get you Selected. Let's leave your name out of it."

	Zhisko nodded reluctantly and went on: "Tell her that the cartographer Nodwama is sending two gatherers who haven't done the extraction yet." He thought for a moment and added: "Then come back here. I've got a proposal for you."

	The overseers gave a military salute and headed off. Zhisko partially closed the window.

	"Why are you having them come back?" Bulelani was suspicious.

	"You're the one who told me—I need to run, right? Might as well not do it alone."

	Bulelani pointed at Gocina.

	"If she's innocent, she has to come with you."

	Zhisko burst out laughing, wiping his sweaty forehead. "What would I need her for? Here she makes sense: she's pretty, she can read and write. She makes me look good." He glanced at Gocina, thought it over, and added: "But maybe the overseers might be interested."

	Bulelani felt another rush of heat to his face.

	"Qaqamba, untie Gocina."

	His friend stared at him, surprised. "Why?"

	"Just do it," Bulelani replied, walking toward Zhisko.

	The head gatherer raised his arms to defend himself, but Bulelani got around them and struck him on the cheekbone. Zhisko groaned. Bulelani gritted his teeth, feeling the burn rise through his knuckles. He shook out his hand, then grabbed Zhisko and brought him back to the membrane-window. He seized his right index finger and forced it into the side orifice.

	"What are you doing?" Zhisko snarled.

	Bulelani twisted his hand into a new combination. As he worked, the membrane-window stiffened, then shuddered and snapped shut. The orifice clamped down on Zhisko's finger, severing it cleanly. The man screamed and collapsed to the floor.

	Qaqamba had finished untying Gocina, who was still gagged. Bulelani gestured for him to bring her over. He gently stroked just above the orifice, which reopened and spat out Zhisko's severed finger.

	"Put yours in," he ordered Gocina.

	The woman looked at him in horror.

	"Come on!" Bulelani took her hand and forced it open. He inserted her index finger into the orifice and entered a new combination. This time, the membrane-window relaxed. Once he finished, its edges snapped open, the tips quivering. The orifice widened and Gocina was able to remove her finger, covered in fluids.

	"I deleted your husband's trace and registered yours. Now you have access to the house," Bulelani explained. "Doors, windows, cabinets. When you needed to use the bathroom, you had to call Zhisko to open the latrine, right? Well, now it's his turn."

	Half-sprawled on the floor, Zhisko had bandaged his hand with part of his clothing. Bulelani tried to bend down to him, but his knee wouldn't let him. He grunted and leaned against the wall.

	"Now you need her. For everything. You want to go to the mess hall to eat? With her. You want to piss? With her." He lowered his voice. "You want to retrieve the pods with your stash and pay the overseers? With her. When you run, you'd better do it together."

	Zhisko swore, rocking back and forth. "What if she's the one who betrayed us?"

	Bulelani looked Gocina in the eyes. "Then she'll die," he answered. "And you with her."

	 


8 – A Dirty Revenge

	 

	They tied Gocina back to the bed. The woman didn't resist, but she glared daggers at them. Then they left. They headed toward the infirmary in silence, wrapped in the night. The Stagnation had ended and the cold froze them instantly. The fog had risen fast and thick.

	"By Fortune," Qaqamba stammered. "It couldn't have been more than half an hour since we went inside."

	"And it's only going to get worse," Bulelani answered. "I hope Kamva has heatfungus at her camp. I wouldn't like to trade the Last Fort's dormitories for the Black Heart's cold."

	They crossed three walkways, moving nearly blind. Then they realized they'd taken a wrong turn and backtracked. They passed under the same tower twice. From below, they heard footsteps.

	Stand guard all you want, he thought. In this fog, you can barely see your own nose.

	When they reached a building, Bulelani strained his eyes. He saw a crimson glyph and nodded with satisfaction. He knocked above the valve-door, which was cold and nearly dormant.

	The edges opened with a sluggish hiss. The infirmary's interior radiated warmth; the two men hurried inside. Within, a heatfungus grew at the center of the room. On the right side, a woman in a crimson tunic had her back to them. She was fiddling with something on a fungus-table. Bulelani glimpsed an elongated instrument, with a pulsing vesicle connected to something pointed.

	The valve-door sealed behind them.

	"It's usually painful," Zola said without turning around. "But the extractor's needle is inflamed, so it's going to be very painful. One of you holds down the other, then you switch."

	She turned, instrument in hand. The translucent needle was slowly rotating. The healer's eyes slid over Bulelani, then settled on Qaqamba. She frowned.

	"Very pronounced mandibular dysplasia. Strange they haven't already Selected you. Can you speak?"

	Qaqamba lunged forward.

	"My jaw works just fine!" he shouted, spraying spit.

	Bulelani stared at him, mouth open. Qaqamba's neck veins were bulging, his fists trembling at his sides.

	Zola's expression didn't change.

	"We'll see." She pointed at a fungus-chair with the needle. "After the extraction, you'll stay here. Your malformation is interesting enough to send you to the Healers' Tower."

	Qaqamba stiffened. His breathing turned shallow.

	Bulelani moved toward the membrane-window. He inserted a finger into the side orifice and twisted it. The edges sealed.

	Zola whipped around.

	"What are you—"

	"Don't scream." Bulelani drew the gut-noose from his belt. He squeezed one end and felt the weapon awaken. "We need to ask you some questions, Zola."

	Zola lowered her gaze to the gut-noose, then raised it to Bulelani. She approached without hurry.

	"A gut-noose." Her voice was amused. "And what exactly do you think you're going to do?"

	She stepped in front of Bulelani. He raised the gut-noose.

	"Take one more step and…" His voice wavered.

	Zola's lips curved into a smile. With one finger, she touched a thin growth circling the gut-noose at its center.

	"Your weapon still has its safety on, idiot."

	With her other hand, she hurled the extractor toward his neck. Bulelani moved backward and the needle plunged into his shoulder, piercing the tissue with an intense smell of rot. The vesicle began pulsing immediately, sucking ferociously.

	He brought a hand to his mouth to keep from screaming. The pain was unlike anything he'd ever felt. His bad knee buckled.

	Zola was already on him. She shoved him to the ground with a kick to the chest, then turned toward Qaqamba.

	"Come on, come at me," he said, raising his fists. "Try calling the guardians and you're a dead woman."

	"Call the guardians?" Zola repeated, raising her hands in front of her. Her crimson nails gleamed in the heatfungus's dim light. "Why would I deny myself the fun?"

	She reached toward a wall and raked her nails across it. Five deep furrows opened in the tissue, which bled dark fluids. The wall curled erratically, and several spines emerged in response to the pain.

	"Oh, shit," Qaqamba said.

	Zola pounced on him. Qaqamba grabbed her wrists and began spinning, trying to keep her nails away. The healer thrashed and freed one hand, slashing his arm. Qaqamba's mouth flew open and his lips curled back.

	"Don't scream!" Bulelani hissed, lying on the ground, fumbling with the extractor. He found a protuberance and pressed it. The needle twisted deeper into his shoulder.

	He opened his mouth and mouthed: Ravenous Mother!

	Zola wrapped her legs around Qaqamba's torso, sliding behind his back. Qaqamba stopped trying to pry her off. He threw himself backward with all his strength against the spine-covered wall.

	The healer's head struck hard and she fell to the floor, dazed. Dozens of lacerations had appeared across the woman's back.

	Bulelani pressed another spot on the extractor. This time the needle lost rigidity and he managed to pull it from his shoulder with a grunt of pain. He got up, feeling the warmth of blood running down his arm.

	Zola was already trying to get back on her feet.

	Bulelani gripped the extractor like a club, staggered over, and struck her on the temple. The device broke in two with an ear-piercing hiss. Zola collapsed again, motionless.

	They stood still, gasping. Both their blood dripped onto the floor.

	"She can't be human," Qaqamba panted, clutching his arm with one hand. "Her mother must've spawned her with a stringer."

	Bulelani let himself slide down to sit with his back against an undamaged wall. He looked at the extractor in his hand, still writhing painfully. He threw it aside.

	"Let's tie her up," he said. "Before she wakes up."

	They tore Zola's tunic into strips. They lifted the woman and positioned her on the fungus-chair, binding her hands behind her back and her ankles.

	They waited.

	Qaqamba rummaged through a bag with a crimson glyph etched on it. He found healing membranes that moved frantically when he brought them near the blood. He placed one on his arm wound and squinted against the pain. After a while, the membrane stopped moving and molded to the gatherer's skin. He gave one to his friend, who did the same on his neck.

	Bulelani turned the gut-noose over in his fingers, trying to figure out how to release the safety. He looked out the window. The courtyard's interior was pitch black, but the sounds coming from outside were unmistakable.

	"It's filling up with stringers out there," he said. "Thank the Mother we're on a stilt-house."

	He turned and saw Qaqamba asleep on the floor.

	"All right," he murmured. "I'll keep watch."

	Two hours passed, during which Bulelani paced back and forth, massaging his knee. Every so often he widened the membrane-window. From the courtyard, the sounds of stringers writhing had grown louder.

	He'd just sat down and was almost dozing off when Zola regained consciousness. The woman mumbled, lifted her head, lost her balance, and slipped off the fungus-chair.

	"Ow!"

	Bulelani jumped to his feet. He kicked Qaqamba to wake him, but because of his knee the blow was so weak that the gatherer just turned his head the other way and kept snoring. Bulelani bent over him and shook him.

	"Wake up!"

	Qaqamba opened his eyes, still confused.

	"What is it? Are we heading to work?"

	Bulelani stepped over the woman, crouched down, grabbed her by the shoulders, and hoisted her with effort back onto the fungus-chair.

	"Good," he gasped, standing in front of her. "We can begin."

	Zola looked at him without expression. Bulelani felt the urge to punch her, but held back.

	"How did you find out about the resin?"

	The healer arched an eyebrow. A trickle of blood ran from her temple down her cheek to her chin. She didn't seem to notice.

	"So that's what this is? Zhisko sent you?"

	"The resin," he repeated, spitting the word. "Who gave you the information?"

	Zola laughed. "That's all?" She looked them up and down with contempt. "You kidnapped me over a squabble between commoners. Oh, Mother! You're going to get thrown alive into a Mother's Mouth for this."

	Bulelani gripped the gut-noose.

	"I took off the safety. Answer me."

	"There's no spy, idiot." Zola shook her head, amused. "Everyone who gets arrested and sent to the city ends up at the Healers' Tower. First Circle students need practice with Selections, and the corpses get recycled for autopsies." She paused to spit blood. "For the past few months, every body coming from the Southern Greater had organs full of resin. It's simple forensic medicine. Even the rookies noticed."

	Bulelani felt his chest empty out.

	That's it? he thought. No betrayal?

	Zola studied him. "Are you done wasting my time?"

	"Do you remember me?"

	"Should I?"

	"Look at me. Picture me with my lobes still attached and painted green."

	Bulelani stepped closer, and Zola snapped to bite his face.

	Qaqamba mumbled something unintelligible, making a warding gesture.

	"I have no idea who you are," Zola continued, as if nothing had happened. "From the way you're talking to me and your physical tension, I assume I caused you pain somehow. A surgery gone wrong? Did I Select someone you cared about?"

	Ah, she smiled, seeing Bulelani's face change color. It's someone you cared about.

	"You killed him in our bed," he hissed.

	Zola shrugged with indifference.

	Bulelani slapped her viciously.

	"It only happened four months ago! How can you not remember?"

	Zola coughed and spat more blood. "I Select dozens of commoners every month," she said. "I can't remember them all."

	Bulelani clenched his jaw so hard he could hear his teeth grind. He didn't answer. He passed by her and positioned himself behind her back. He looked at the gut-noose in his hands.

	"You're making your situation worse," Zola observed. Her voice was calm. "And your friend's. If you let me live, you'll die quickly."

	Bulelani looped the gut-noose around her neck. He watched the tissue move sinuously.

	I need to… pull? he thought. Which end?

	"No!" Zola cried, thrashing on the fungus-chair. Qaqamba ran over to hold her down. "You have no idea what it's like when a Mother's Mouth swallows you alive. I've seen it, it's—"

	He pulled from both ends.

	The gut-noose twisted and coiled back on itself, wrapping around one of Bulelani's hands. The man cursed and tried to loosen his grip.

	Zola screamed. Qaqamba put a hand over her mouth, dodging her teeth. The healer's legs kicked at the gatherer, who started hopping to avoid her.

	"You want to hurry up?" he hissed at Bulelani. "Before this tied-up woman kills me!"

	Bulelani freed his hand and squeezed just one end. The gut-noose straightened. He threw it around the healer's neck again.

	The weapon finally tightened, compressing Zola's throat and expanding. Part of the gut-noose covered her mouth; Qaqamba yanked his fingers away at the last moment.

	Zola began thrashing. Bulelani moved beside Qaqamba and they stepped back. The healer's face swelled, turning red, then purple.

	Zola's eyes found Bulelani's. She screamed something the man couldn't understand.

	Nobu… he started, then stopped. He'd wanted to say Nobu sends his regards, or something equally epic. He couldn't.

	Zola's pupils rolled upward. She arched her head back and her body began to relax. Just once her legs gave a final spasm. Then the woman went slack and slid off the fungus-chair.

	The two men stood in silence, staring at Zola's body, contorted in an unnatural pose. Bulelani approached and fumbled with the gut-noose.

	"Damn it."

	The tissue seemed fused with the healer's neck and mouth. He kept trying to figure out how to retrieve the weapon, then cursed again.

	"No use," he said. "Meya's going to have to do without."

	Qaqamba scratched his ear. "She's not going to take that well."

	"Yeah, well. I can't make everyone happy."

	He gestured for Qaqamba to come closer.

	"Let's throw her down. To the stringers."

	He went to open the valve-door and the cold slammed into him. He went back, and together with Qaqamba they lifted the body by the arms and legs. Bulelani grunted, shifting his weight to his good leg. Zola was less frail than he'd expected.

	They took two steps toward the railing before the infirmary entrance closed behind them, cutting off the heatfungus's light. Out there, the darkness was total. Bulelani could see only two distant points of light, above the watchtowers, that illuminated nothing.

	The Mother's eyes, he thought, swallowing. The Mother is watching me.

	"Hey, I'm freezing here. You want to get moving?"

	Bulelani nodded, then, realizing his friend couldn't see him, said quietly: "Let's go sideways. We reach the railing and dump this filthy healer."

	"And go to sleep." Qaqamba's voice had turned cheerful.

	They advanced blindly along the walkway, one hand on the railing and the other extended into the void. In the darkness, the rustling of stringers made their skin crawl more than the cold. Bulelani held Zola by the ankles, leaving most of the weight to Qaqamba. He brushed the railing with his left hip. He clung to that sensation, grateful to feel something physical in this world of darkness.

	Then he felt the ankles move.

	"What the hell…"

	A kick struck him in the face. Bulelani let go and felt Zola's feet slide along his body. The woman kicked again, narrowly missing his bad knee. He fell backward, his back slamming on the calcified boards. He felt Zola kicking in the void above him, her feet whipping through the air.

	"She's still alive!" Qaqamba said, ahead of him.

	"You don't say," the other huffed, getting up.

	Through the gut-noose still covering her mouth, Zola let out a muffled scream. Bulelani reached out, searching for her body. He grabbed her hips and felt her writhing, her feet pounding the walkway. Then he felt Zola's body lift off the ground.

	"Why won't you just die?" Qaqamba growled, out of breath.

	Zola's feet struck Bulelani in the face. He reached out and managed to grab an ankle.

	"The railing," Bulelani gasped. "Where's the railing?"

	They shifted sideways again while the healer fought like a woman possessed. Bulelani was exhausted: even after all the blows he'd taken, the pain in his knee overshadowed everything else. His heel found the edge of the walkway.

	"Here. Lift!"

	He swung his leg over the railing and lost his grip when Qaqamba did the same.

	For two seconds, there was nothing. Then came a wet thud, and a moment later, a groan of pain.

	Bulelani stood motionless, listening.

	From below came a couple of rustling sounds, then more. Something started moving toward Zola. Fast. Then more things.

	Zola made a high-pitched sound. It cut off halfway.

	They began to hear various noises, followed by a disturbing tearing. The stringers were feeding.

	"Let's go," Qaqamba whispered, somewhere to his right.

	They moved away blindly, one hand on the railing and the other extended into nothing.

	"We need to free Gocina," Bulelani said.

	Qaqamba's voice, ahead of him, was for once serious. "Buddy, I need to sleep. Gocina's probably already sleeping in her nice bed. Tomorrow."

	Finding their way to the dormitory was a nightmare.

	They lost contact with the railing several times and stood frozen in the dark, feeling around blindly. The cold penetrated through their clothes, through their skin. Bulelani had stopped feeling his toes.

	When they finally found the dormitory's valve-door, Bulelani almost wept with relief. They entered and were blinded by the light. A breath of warm air enveloped them.

	With the door closed behind them, they stood still, waiting. Gradually they adjusted to the light, which wasn't bright at all. Bulelani looked at the rows of alcoves arranged along the length of the dormitory. All were closed except two, several meters away. The gatherers slept; many snored loudly. The stench of stuffiness and sweat, for once, made him smile: he could rest.

	They walked slowly, in silence. They reached the two open alcoves and climbed in. Bulelani groaned with pleasure when the warm walls molded to his body. On the other side of the semi-transparent membrane, Qaqamba smiled at him, then turned serious.

	"Had you ever killed someone before?"

	Bulelani thought about it. "When I was head gatherer, I sent a lot of people to the city to be Selected. Like tonight? No, never. Not with my own hands. You?"

	Qaqamba made a sucking sound. "Ah, dozens!" Then, after a few seconds, he continued: "That's not true. It was my first time too."

	"What happened to you earlier?" Bulelani asked. "When Zola talked about your jaw."

	Qaqamba covered it instinctively with one hand. Then he started massaging it.

	"I come from a family of weavers. Our house always smelled like piss. When I was a kid, a healer came to our place, saw my jaw, and said they'd Select me. Dad loved me: that day he grabbed me and took me to the gatherers' quarter. He told me: hide. And he left." Qaqamba smiled. "I've been doing it ever since. It worked, right?"

	Bulelani felt his eyes closing, but couldn't let himself drift off. His knee throbbed.

	"Do you think Nobu would be happy?"

	Bulelani reopened his eyes.

	"What?"

	"About what we did tonight," Qaqamba continued. "To Zola."

	Bulelani pictured his husband's face. His fingers moved as if he held his votive statuette in his hands.

	"No," he answered, smiling. "He'd have asked me why I stopped at just one."

	Qaqamba gave a low laugh, then rolled onto his other side and immediately began snoring.

	Bulelani pulled the membrane's edge inward, sealing the opening. He closed his eyes again.

	Why stop?

	 


9 – A Dirty Assault

	 

	A few hours later, Bulelani cursed to the fifth generation whoever invented bagpipes. He got ready to leave the dormitory along with dozens of gatherers. His mood worsened further when he saw Qaqamba greeting him brightly.

	"How do you manage?" he asked, walking beside him toward the exit.

	"Let me guess." Qaqamba gave him a little smirk. "You spent the rest of the night thinking about plans, massacres, who to betray before lunch today, about when you and Nobu used to write poetry together…"

	Bulelani glanced around. No one seemed to be listening.

	"We didn't write poetry," he replied. "But we sang together a lot. As for the rest… I admit you're right."

	He felt Qaqamba's hand land on his back.

	"That's your problem. When you sleep, you sleep. You need to switch off your brain."

	"I'm not as stupid as you."

	They stepped out of the dormitory. The glowstones' light blinded him and he had to squint.

	"Between the two of us, you're the wreck," Qaqamba shot back, passing him and heading for a descent pole. "Who's the stupid one?"

	They descended into the inner courtyard. The large north valve-door was open. Outside, a worm lay motionless on the canal.

	The cartographer team was gathered near the entrance, surrounded by pouches, pods, and baggage. Nodwama stood in front of an overseer, slapping an open palm against his chest.

	"What do you mean dormant?" she screamed. "Since when has a worm ever fallen asleep inside a canal? I want the name of the architect who programmed the route!"

	Bulelani didn't catch the overseer's answer, but the man was spreading his arms, helpless. Nodwama screamed and gave him a savage slap. The man fell to the ground. The woman stepped over him and strode toward the guest quarters. The other cartographers hurried after her.

	Qaqamba raised a hand and waved at Machasi. The young cartographer saw him but chose to start talking with Umsebenzi beside him.

	"How rude," Qaqamba commented, lowering his arm.

	"What did you expect? A hug?"

	Qaqamba shrugged. "I introduced him to the joys of alcohol."

	"And he didn't have you whipped. You're even."

	A figure near the canal caught Bulelani's attention. Zhisko stood watching the departure, arms behind his back. One hand was bandaged with strips of healing membrane.

	"Come on," he said to Qaqamba.

	They approached the head gatherer. Zhisko saw them coming and his face tightened, but he didn't move.

	"How's the hand?" Qaqamba asked with a smile.

	Zhisko didn't answer.

	"Does Gocina know you left?" Qaqamba went on, chuckling. "Or did you have to get someone else to open the door for you?"

	Bulelani elbowed him, then addressed Zhisko.

	"Gocina's innocent. There was no spy. You can let her go."

	Zhisko snorted. With his good hand, he pointed at the membrane-blackboard on the other side of the courtyard.

	"She's already free. How do you think I got out?"

	Bulelani followed the gesture. In front of the membrane-blackboard, Gocina was etching glyphs with a stiletto. Her hair was tied back and she wore clean clothes. Aside from the bruises on her face, she looked like the same old Gocina.

	"Why?" Bulelani asked, surprised.

	"Guilty or not, I need her now."

	The sound of bagpipes interrupted the conversation. Everyone turned toward the south valve-door, which was starting to open. Its edges retracted with a wet suction.

	A worm entered the courtyard. It was bigger than any Bulelani had seen at the Last Fort. From its flanks hung enormous pouches, stuffed full and bristling with protective spines. On its back, a dozen overseers armed with spine rifles and horn spears surveyed the crowd.

	Bulelani's expression darkened. There were more overseers than he'd expected.

	A murmur rose among the gatherers, who stared hungrily at the swollen pouches.

	"Go on, do your job," he told Zhisko. "And you're free to leave."

	The head gatherer chuckled. "What if I don't? What else can you do to me? Report me?"

	"You might be able to hide from the guardians. But from Kamva's band?"

	Zhisko stopped smiling. He spat at Bulelani's feet.

	"You're still a disgrace to every head gatherer."

	"I think about a lot of things at night, but not that. Get moving, Zhisko of the South."

	The man walked off toward the cargo worm, clutching his bandaged hand against his chest.

	Bulelani turned. On the other side of the courtyard, Gocina was staring at him. They exchanged a wave.

	At least she made it, he thought.

	The courtyard was filling up. Two worms occupied nearly all the available space: the cargo worm in the south canal and another, smaller one, ready for the Black Heart. The overseers had formed two lines, dividing the yard to keep the gatherers away from the food pouches. Hundreds of people were crammed into too tight a space.

	Bulelani elbowed his way through, searching for the rest of his team. He found Meya and Nydo near the membrane-blackboard. The graybarker kept his eyes fixed on the cargo worm's pouches and food pods. Meya looked tense too. When she noticed Bulelani, her gaze turned icy.

	"Where's my gut-noose?"

	"Gone."

	Meya's pockmarked face turned to stone. Bulelani huffed and made a dismissive gesture.

	"I'll find you another one as soon as I can. What matters is the plan's still—"

	Meya clamped a hand around his throat, thumb pointed up and jammed under his jaw. Bulelani's head snapped back; his eyes bulged and his legs gave out.

	"You lost Thandwa!" Meya screamed.

	Many people turned to look but, in true gatherer fashion, no one lifted a finger.

	Bulelani shot a glance at the overseers on the walkways. They were smiling. He reached a trembling hand toward Nydo.

	"The… plan…" he managed to choke out.

	The graybarker stepped forward and placed a hand on Meya's shoulder.

	"Come on, Meya, let him go. I don't want to hurt you."

	With the thumb and index finger of her free hand, Meya grabbed Nydo's hand and twisted it, dragging the whole arm along. The man screamed and crumpled to the ground.

	Now Meya had both gatherers immobilized, one on each side.

	"Wow," Qaqamba said.

	Many gatherers started applauding; the wiser ones shouted advice.

	"Gouge his eyes out!"

	"Break the graybarker's fingers and shove them in the runt's mouth!"

	Meya's gaze shifted from one to the other. Nydo was still screaming, pinned to the ground. Bulelani's tongue hung out and he gasped for air.

	The woman released her grip with a muffled growl.

	Both men collapsed. Bulelani inhaled deeply and coughed, clutching his throat with one hand. All around them, the gatherers let out cries of disappointment.

	Meya crouched over him and grabbed his head by the hair.

	"Thank my children," she hissed. "Thank their hunger. And pray to Fortune your pathetic plan works—because if I don't get back to Mfana and Sibunya with the mountain of food you promised me, the suggestions I heard today will seem like a mercy."

	She released her grip and started to walk away, then glanced at Nydo, still on all fours.

	"A few days ago he ordered me to fill you with graybark." She jerked her head toward Bulelani. "You'd have died doing something crazy, as a backup plan. The shit you take is going to kill you, Nydo."

	She strode off. Massaging his hand, Nydo stared at Bulelani and Qaqamba.

	"Is that true?"

	Bulelani shrugged. "You're alive. Let's stick to the plan."

	Nydo held his gaze for a few seconds. Then he shook his head, stood, and walked away in silence.

	"You all want to get a move on?" a gatherer shouted.

	With Qaqamba's help, Bulelani got back to his feet.

	"Not the morning you pictured, huh?"

	"Shut it. Let me work."

	He stood in front of the membrane-blackboard and felt the crowd pressing at his back.

	"Hold still!" he croaked. His throat still hurt. "Get back! Or I swear I'll send every last one of you to the latrines, you pack of illiterates!"

	The crowd calmed down just enough. Bulelani began reading the shifts aloud, while the cargo worm settled into the canal and the overseers shouted orders.

	

	

	The worm bound for the Black Heart started moving shortly after. On its back, crammed among the growths, forty gatherers prepared for another day of work.

	A man with an unkempt beard started a dirty song. Within a few verses, half the worm had joined the chorus, singing and stomping their feet.

	In the press, Bulelani scanned for Meya and Nydo. He smiled.

	"Let's go," he said. "Today's the last day."

	He got no answer.

	The morning cold had eased, replaced by a heavy humidity that clung to the skin. The fungmoths started tormenting them. The forest's smell reached them before they even saw it: sweet rot, fermented sap, something indefinable beneath it all.

	When they reached the gathering zone, the worm slowed. The gatherers stood, anxious to disembark.

	Bulelani sensed the usual commotion behind him: elbows rising, shoulders tensing, muttered insults. Up front, two graybarkers started arguing; their teams separated them before things got physical.

	The worm stopped. A mass of bodies leaped off screaming. A man fell and got trampled by everyone. In seconds, the worm's back emptied.

	Except for the four of them.

	Bulelani ducked low, pressing his back against a calcified growth. The others did the same. They stayed motionless, hidden. From below, the trampled man groaned.

	The worm started moving again, continuing its slow slide along the Black Heart. Bulelani raised his head just enough to see the gathering zone receding. The first two teams that had disembarked were still fighting over the best sector, and their graybarkers were settling their differences with fists. In the other sectors, the gatherers worked, indifferent.

	Bulelani stood up, followed by the others.

	"That's done," Qaqamba said, sitting comfortably on a growth and propping his feet on the one in front.

	The worm continued along its usual route, stopping at regular intervals even though no one disembarked.

	At each stop, Bulelani grew more nervous. He hushed Qaqamba several times as he tried to make conversation.

	Some time later, Meya approached him.

	"Is it the next one?" These were the first words she'd spoken since the journey began.

	"Yes. Wake up Nydo."

	"Do it yourself. I'm not your slave."

	Bulelani rolled his eyes, stood up, and walked toward the front of the worm. Nydo had sprawled across three protuberances. His gray lips moved in his sleep.

	Bulelani shook him. The man woke screaming, gasped, and looked around. He finally recognized Bulelani and calmed down.

	"A nightmare," he said.

	The worm began to slow.

	"We're here. Get up."

	They lined up, waiting for the animal to stop. From up there, Bulelani smiled seeing the ambush site. The canal would fork just ahead. After they disembarked, the worm would continue straight while the cargo worm would arrive from the other direction. He pointed at a polyp-tree on the left.

	"Meya, you go there."

	The woman didn't answer. They climbed down in silence, at a point where the canal curved around a rise, with the Black Heart on the right side and a barren slope on the left. Bulelani landed on his good leg, but his knee buckled anyway. Nydo grabbed his arm before he fell.

	"Watch yourself," he said.

	Bulelani straightened, gritting his teeth. The worm resumed its path, moving away along the canal. In a few hours it would come back, pick up the gatherers from the work zone, and return to the Last Fort. Without them.

	They headed toward a white pyramid-shaped growth. It smelled of lime and dampness. Bulelani swept his foot all around it, sending a colony of tiny creatures with dozens of legs scurrying. He found a dried membrane, lifted it, and thrust both hands into a hole. The others watched from behind him.

	Bulelani pulled out a rifle and held it up in the air.

	"Compliments of the band."

	Nydo took the weapon, turning it over in his hands. Bulelani retrieved more rifles and handed them to Meya and Qaqamba, kept one for himself, and pulled out several pouches full of spines. He straightened with a grunt.

	Everyone was examining their weapon. Bulelani noticed his was heavier than expected.

	"You know how to use it?" Qaqamba asked.

	"Point and squeeze." Bulelani searched for what looked like a trigger. "How hard can it be?"

	"Ah, right," Meya said. "The famous weapons expert."

	The woman raised the rifle in front of her eyes and took aim. She stroked a bump on its side and the weapon swelled. A hiss came from the stock.

	"That's how you activate it." She indicated two bumps, one on the other side and one below. She tickled the first and the second hardened, taking the shape of a small lever. "Safety and trigger. Never take off the safety unless you're about to fire. If you do and the rifle gets annoyed, it might decide to shoot on its own."

	"And what annoys it?" Qaqamba asked.

	"Everything."

	Meya tickled the safety again. The trigger deflated instantly.

	She explained how to reload and how to aim. The others listened carefully. Then Qaqamba couldn't hold back any longer.

	"You mind telling me how you know all this?"

	Meya flipped him off. Then, seeing the others had the same curious expression, she added: "I wasn't always a gatherer."

	Bulelani gestured for her to continue, but the woman slung her rifle over her shoulder and began heading down the slope.

	"No one ever says anything around here," Qaqamba commented. Then he narrowed his eyes at Nydo. "Let me guess: you used to be a worm."

	Nydo sighed. "You're dancing with death. One day you'll make a joke like that when I'm not lucid. And you won't have time to regret it."

	Qaqamba froze, then lowered his head. "Sorry. Sometimes I'm really obnoxious."

	Bulelani also watched Nydo, with concern. "How many hours since you've taken graybark?"

	The man looked guilty and didn't answer. Bulelani gritted his teeth.

	"Damn fool—you think now's the time to detox? Do you have some on you? Then eat it and protect us!"

	Nydo pulled a dark clump from a pocket and put it in his mouth, eyes wet. He started chewing.

	The three of them headed out, climbing toward the first polyp-trees. Bulelani suffered with every step but refused help.

	They reached an enormous tree, as wide as two men. Bulelani had to tilt his head back to see its top, which vanished among dozens of intertwined tentacles. The bark was black, glossy, traced by veins that pulsed. The smell of rot was weaker: the tree was young and healthy.

	Nydo positioned himself several meters away, rifle in hand. Bulelani saw he'd already released the safety and said nothing. On the other side of the canal, Meya was climbing the lone polyp-tree standing there.

	"I should've gone," he murmured.

	Qaqamba took the axe off his shoulder and twirled it.

	"And Lona should've been in my place," he said good-naturedly. "Life's full of surprises. Shall we start?"

	Bulelani took his own axe in hand and nodded. "Three-point cuts, remember."

	They started chopping. From the very first blow, Bulelani felt the vibrations travel down his legs. His knee caught fire quickly.

	Half an hour later, they took a break, exhausted. Bulelani slumped to the ground, eyes closed against the pain. The trunk was cut two-thirds through. Qaqamba took a sphere from a pocket and sucked greedily, then passed it to Bulelani, who waved it in the air.

	"It's almost empty."

	Qaqamba burped and rubbed his hands against the cold. "Almost. Enjoy every drop, buddy."

	Nearby, the tentacles had gathered in a semicircle around Nydo, creating a living wall. The man hadn't moved an inch since they'd started working.

	"Everything all right?" Bulelani asked him.

	The other didn't turn.

	"I think he's still mad at you," Qaqamba said.

	"Meya won't talk to me, Nydo won't talk to me. You talk too much. Nothing's going right."

	Qaqamba wrinkled his nose. "You're way too tense. Try to relax—everything's going fine." Then he winked. "Come on, trust the plan."

	Bulelani flipped him off. The other got back to his feet laughing, spun the axe in his hands, and went back to work.

	"My knee still hurts," Bulelani said. "I can't get up."

	"Hey!" Nydo had turned toward them. He was looking over Qaqamba's head. "Meya's signaling!"

	Everyone turned. At the top of the lone tree, Meya was waving wildly. The woman pointed frantically with one arm, then raised and lowered it five times.

	"The worm's coming." Bulelani cursed and tried to stand. He collapsed again, clutching his leg with one hand. "Nydo! Help take down this damn tree!"

	The graybarker looked at the semicircle of tentacles swaying at a safe distance.

	"You sure?" he asked, uncertainty in his voice.

	"Move it!"

	Nydo slung his rifle over his shoulder and advanced. When he passed, Bulelani tossed him the axe. The man caught it midair and reached Qaqamba in a few strides.

	The two began to chop.

	Bulelani dragged himself toward a cartilaginous growth and grabbed onto it, pulling himself up with his arms. He leaned his back against the rough surface and craned his neck to see around the canal's bend.

	The worm appeared in the distance. The pouches at its flanks swung through the curve. On its back, the overseers were clustered at the center, surrounded by cargo. He was surprised to see among them figures dressed in white and gray, with crests.

	Cartographers? he thought, then filed away the information.

	"Faster!" Bulelani shouted.

	Qaqamba and Nydo were already drenched in sweat. The graybarker tore off his shirt, perforated in multiple places by fungmoths, and threw it aside.

	Meya made another gesture. A closed fist, then three raised fingers.

	Three minutes, Bulelani thought, clenching his fists.

	The woman shouldered her rifle and took aim, pointing toward the canal.

	A scream behind him made him whip around.

	A tentacle had wrapped around Nydo's ankle and was dragging him toward the forest. The graybarker dug his feet into the ground, but kept sliding, leaving deep furrows.

	Then the tentacle let go. It recoiled with a spasm, retreating among other tentacles.

	Nydo stumbled forward, panting.

	"What's happening?" Qaqamba shouted, axe suspended in midair.

	"The graybark's wearing off!" Nydo lunged for his bag, abandoned near the pyramid growth.

	Another tentacle shot from the tangle. Nydo dodged by throwing himself down. In his place, the tentacle snatched the bag, hoisting it into the air where two more tentacles caught it on the fly. The bag hung suspended several meters up, contested. Then the three tentacles pulled in opposite directions.

	The bag exploded. Dark pieces of graybark and other objects rained down onto the ground.

	"Keep cutting!" Bulelani shouted at Qaqamba.

	The gatherer obeyed, but immediately had to lower the axe. A tentacle had coiled around his leg. Qaqamba swore and started hacking at it.

	Something moved between Bulelani's legs.

	He looked down. A tentacle-root was emerging from the ground right beneath him. Its bulbous tip rose, searching.

	Bulelani grabbed the rifle, released the safety, and fired.

	The recoil hit like a punch to the chest. He flew backward and landed on his back, the air rushing from his lungs in a single gasp. His good leg fell across his bad one and he screamed in pain. Pieces of tentacle landed on him, drenching him in thick purple fluid.

	He lay on the ground, coughing. The liquid burned his eyes. He rubbed his face with his hands and blinked, trying to focus.

	Something dark lay on the ground, inches away.

	A piece of graybark.

	Bulelani stared at it.

	Another tentacle emerged from the ground, closer. It probed a mangled piece of the other tentacle, squeezed it, and carried it away. Two more tentacles slithered near. One rose in the air to the height of Bulelani's head. Even without eyes, it seemed to look at him.

	"May the Mother devour you alive," he hissed through his teeth.

	He grabbed the piece of graybark, tore off a fragment with his teeth, and chewed.

	The taste caught him off guard. His eyes went wide. He'd expected bitter, earthy, disgusting. Instead it was sweet. Intense. Better than the finest winefluid he'd ever tasted, but deeper.

	He swallowed.

	A wave of pleasure washed through his body. His back arched and a moan escaped his lips. Amid the chaos, Bulelani lost all grip on himself: the pleasure overwhelmed him, devastating.

	He collapsed again, face contorted, body shaking with involuntary spasms, his legs pounding the ground as if they no longer belonged to him. He felt no pain anymore. Only joy, happiness, a sense of completeness.

	"Bulelani!"

	Qaqamba rushed past him, being dragged. Two tentacles had grabbed his arms and were pulling him toward the forest. The man's feet carved furrows in the ground, but he couldn't stop.

	"You think now's the time to rest? Help me!"

	Bulelani arched his back and launched himself to his feet. The pain in his knee was still there, but distant, as if it belonged to someone else.

	He threw the rest of the graybark to Nydo. The giant caught it midair and shoved it in his mouth without hesitation.

	In one fluid motion, Bulelani unslung the rifle and fired. This time he was ready for the recoil. The first spine spun toward the tentacle holding Qaqamba, shredding it. The second missed. The third grazed the other tentacle, tearing it partially.

	The rifle hissed and its tip went limp. Out of ammo.

	Bulelani let it drop, drew a long petroclast blade from his belt, and charged forward. The damaged tentacle released Qaqamba and lunged at him. Bulelani severed it midair with a slash.

	Qaqamba scrambled backward on his back, gasping.

	"Thanks."

	"Go cut!" Bulelani shouted, spraying spit. His mouth had turned sticky.

	He turned toward the canal. The worm was too close.

	A strong sweet smell hit him. Nydo barreled past, axe gripped in both hands, eyes glazed. He was screaming something unintelligible.

	"Here!" Qaqamba yelled, pointing at a spot on the trunk. "Nydo, here!"

	Bulelani staggered forward. He raised the axe and began swinging alongside the others.

	A few strokes later, the polyp-tree groaned. Bulelani froze and looked up, breath held. Qaqamba and Nydo stepped back.

	The tree started falling.

	The upper tentacles thrashed in the air like arms, spinning the trunk as it fell. The polyp-tree swelled and exhaled sharply, producing a vibrating wail that traveled down the trunk.

	To Bulelani, it sounded like screaming.

	He tracked the trajectory, then the worm.

	He smiled. Then his expression changed.

	Too late, he thought.

	The tree wasn't falling in front of the worm.

	The trunk crashed down on the center of the animal, where most of the overseers were. He heard men and women screaming as they tried to escape, jumping over food containers. Then the impact produced a wet boom, like an immense giant bladder bursting.

	The worm was cut in two.

	Its flesh exploded upward and outward. The front half rose in mute agony. The body shuddered violently, hurling into the air everything on its back. The overseers screamed—some crushed by the tree, others thrown by the impact, still others buried under debris raining everywhere.

	Bulelani stood motionless beside Qaqamba. They raised their heads in unison.

	"Meat!" Qaqamba yelled.

	They were pelted by a rain of worm chunks, shreds of grayish flesh, squishy gelatin, clear liquids that stank of bile and fermented sugar. Bulelani felt something large strike his shoulder and he crumpled, covered in viscera. Then a sound made him shudder. He looked up at a spine as long as his leg, embedded inches from his head. The spine rotated slowly, revealing with each turn pieces of the food pouch it had belonged to.

	He lay staring at it, coughing, spitting, struggling to breathe.

	Qaqamba was on his feet beside him, covered head to toe in offal. He wore an ecstatic expression and was dancing.

	"Yes! Yes! This is the most amazing thing I've ever seen! Yes!"

	Bulelani pulled himself up, panting.

	Nearby, Nydo was standing, but his eyes were empty. He stared at his hands covered in worm blood, moving his lips without making a sound.

	On the other side of the canal, Meya had nearly climbed down from her tree. She stared at him and raised a hand, pointing at the disaster below with an unmistakable gesture.

	What the hell did you do?

	"Let's go down." Bulelani turned to Qaqamba. "We need to reach the cargo."

	They started moving, but after a few steps Bulelani stopped.

	The graybarker hadn't moved. He stared into space, jaw slightly open.

	Bulelani raised his bad knee and touched it. He still felt nothing.

	He went back. He approached Nydo and spoke calmly.

	"Nydo, it's me: Bulelani. Let's go down together."

	He took the rifle from his shoulder—still loaded. Then he took his hand.

	Nydo lowered his gaze to him. His face was expressionless, except for his eyes: they oozed confusion and fear.

	"Come on."

	He let himself be led.

	The three descended the slope while, on the other side of the canal, Meya did the same, rifle shouldered, eyes fixed on the worm's smoking remains.

	Qaqamba shot him a glance.

	"Hey, you're walking well!"

	Bulelani nodded silently. The graybark's effect was already fading, but for now his knee held.

	In front of them, both halves of the worm were thrashing, the rear one more intensely.

	Bulelani walked Nydo to an enormous chunk of gray flesh, steaming in the cold. He took his hand and placed it on the slick surface.

	"Wait here."

	The graybarker rested his forehead against the warm mass and let out a soft moan. He turned his head toward Bulelani and smiled.

	"I know you," he said.

	Bulelani gave him a couple of pats on the back, then walked away.

	"Oh, look at this," Qaqamba said.

	Bulelani caught up with him. Among the debris lay an arm torn at the shoulder, wearing a gray-white sleeve. The fingers and shape of the hand were unmistakably female.

	"Unless I'm wrong, that's a cartographer's robe?"

	Bulelani approached the human remains. "I'd forgotten—I saw them before the disaster. What were cartographers doing on the cargo worm?"

	Qaqamba let out a strangled cry. Bulelani spun and raised his rifle. In front of him, Nodwama held the gatherer with her one remaining arm. She had Qaqamba's neck behind her elbow and was pressing a knife blade to his face.

	"Drop that rifle," she said. "Or I gouge out this animal's eye."

	Qaqamba laughed. "Go ahead. I've always got another."

	"Qaqamba, shut up."

	Bulelani lowered the weapon.

	"What do you want?"

	Nodwama panted, looking around nervously. Her right shoulder was bound in a makeshift bandage torn from her clothing, soaked red. The bandage's edges were peeling and blood was starting to drip to the ground.

	She doesn't have a plan, Bulelani thought.

	He slowly raised the rifle again. The cartographer whimpered and moved the knife toward Qaqamba.

	Then the woman rose into the air. Qaqamba threw himself down. Screaming, Nodwama slashed with the knife as Nydo spun her toward himself. The blade sank into his abdomen, deep. As Nodwama tried to pull the weapon free, Nydo shifted one hand to the woman's neck. Bulelani heard a sickening crack. The cartographer went limp over Nydo. He tossed her aside without effort.

	Bulelani walked over to Qaqamba and helped him up. He looked at Nydo's wound.

	"Can you make it?"

	The giant took the knife and slowly extracted it.

	"No, no!" Bulelani shouted. "That makes the wound worse! You'll—"

	Not much came out of the wound. Nydo dropped the weapon and pulled out a piece of graybark. He smiled at him.

	"I'm lucid now," he said, swallowing it. "Hey, Bulelani."

	Bulelani sighed and clapped a hand on his arm. "Hey, mountain of muscle."

	They moved toward Nodwama's corpse. Qaqamba kicked her, aiming his rifle.

	"I'd say she's dead," he commented.

	"They must've asked for a ride back to the city," Bulelani said. "Apparently Nodwama didn't feel like waiting."

	"Yeah, well." Qaqamba gave a second kick. The head rolled sideways. "Now she'll never get there."

	They got back to work. They clambered up the worm's flank, slipping on the gelatins coating every surface. One of Bulelani's feet gave way and his entire leg plunged into the viscera. He felt the worm contract around him in a tremor of pain that traveled up his thigh.

	"Disgusting!"

	Qaqamba helped him up, dripping warm fluids. Once on top, they saw Meya on the other side, also climbing.

	"Check the food pods!" Bulelani shouted. "Dry stuff first: mushrooms, filaments, dried greenbread. Leave the sauces, fluids, and fresh greenbread. There's nothing left to save of that. For meat, take only the purple worms. Should stay edible for days, with all the alcohol in them. And the spheres! Every sphere you see, grab it!"

	Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Qaqamba with his mouth stuffed full of a huge loaf of fresh greenbread. His friend returned his look, chewing.

	"What?" he said through the mouthful. "We were going to throw it out anyway!"

	Bulelani shook his head and turned away, annoyed.

	He moved along the worm's back, stepping over a growth splattered with gore and leaping across a large gash. He bent over a pod and cut its ties with his knife. The lid rose, revealing neat rows of dried mushrooms.

	In front of him, a flap of the worm's skin lifted suddenly.

	Behind it was an overseer, rifle pointed straight at his face.

	Bulelani instinctively threw his hands up. "No!"

	A spine struck the overseer in the right shoulder. The man toppled sideways, impaling his throat on a spike from an organic pouch. He crumpled to the ground spitting blood. Meya advanced with her rifle raised and stepped over him without slowing. She leaped across a series of pods, one after another.

	Bulelani watched her fire two more shots, each followed by a muffled grunt, somewhere beyond his view. Then Meya ducked behind two growths and a volley of spines whistled past, embedding themselves in the worm's flesh.

	The woman reloaded with quick gestures. She took aim again and fired twice in rapid succession. Two more thuds.

	She stood and kept advancing.

	Movement at the edge of his vision made Bulelani spin: it was Nydo and Qaqamba pulling themselves onto the back. The graybarker's eyes were half-closed. He gave Bulelani a nod.

	"What's going on?"

	"The plan's gone to hell." Bulelani indicated the disaster around them. "Most of the food's lost. Let's hope what's left is enough."

	Nydo looked around, a smile tugging at his gray lips.

	"Looks like more than enough to me."

	From behind, they heard Meya shout: "Area clear!"

	They raised their heads. The woman stood atop the polyp-tree's trunk, rifle trained downward. They joined her, stepping over pods and corpses, until they could see the enormous gash where the worm had literally been split in two. The viscera hung like streamers, dripping dark fluids.

	Qaqamba pointed at the other end.

	"It's moving!"

	The worm's rear half had started crawling backward along the canal. The muscles contracted in slow waves, pushing the mass of flesh back the way it had come.

	"It's going home," Bulelani said. "It's programmed to always be moving. Even when it's ripped apart by pain."

	The worm slithered away, leaving huge pieces of viscera along the path. The air grew thick with the smell of rotting meat and fermented bile.

	"It'll die soon," Nydo commented.

	"Like us, if Kamva's people don't show up."

	They started piling food at the base of the worm, toward the forest. Nydo positioned himself facing the Black Heart, where tentacles had begun emerging en masse, drawn by the smell of blood. They swayed in the air, searching.

	Two enormous upper tentacles, dozens of times longer than a man, grabbed the worm's body and shoved it toward the canal's edge. The ground shook.

	"We might get crushed." Meya didn't sound happy about the situation.

	"There's nothing we can do about it." Bulelani sat on a pod overflowing with mushrooms. Under his weight, the pod pulsed and deflated slightly. "Let's wait. How much food did we recover?"

	They tallied the haul. Bulelani gritted his teeth.

	"Not much survived."

	"It's still a mountain of food," Nydo replied, smiling.

	"Most of it goes to Kamva. And I hope it's enough for her. You sure there's nothing else worth salvaging?"

	Nydo and Meya shook their heads.

	"Maybe we can try the spoiled pods," Qaqamba said. "I couldn't get them open."

	"Huh? How do you know they're spoiled?"

	"They're shaped weird. One was leaning sideways."

	They climbed back onto the worm. Qaqamba led them to three enormous food pods, covered in a bluish liquid.

	Bulelani frowned. "Where'd all that sauce come from?"

	He approached and placed a hand on one of the pods. He felt something click inside, then go still. Bulelani grinned.

	"Meya, come here."

	She was laughing too, while Nydo and Qaqamba watched, puzzled. The woman rested her rifle barrel on the pod and pressed.

	"You've got three seconds to come out," she said. "Three, two, one…"

	The pod shuddered. From inside, a muffled voice cried: "I'm coming out! I'm coming out!"

	The five-flapped orifice on top widened. Two hands emerged, then arms and a crested head. Machasi looked at them, terrified, covered head to toe in blue sauce.

	"I surrender!" he cried, raising his hands.

	"Surrender?" Bulelani laughed. "Do we look like the type to take prisoners?"

	Nydo and Qaqamba went to the other pods. Qaqamba imitated Meya and aimed his rifle at the organism. Umsebenzi emerged before he even had to speak.

	Nydo clasped his hands together and brought them down in a powerful strike. Inside, something crashed. The pod, dented, sagged, its orifice opening slightly. The graybarker grabbed the flaps with his hands and started pulling, tearing two away. He extracted Funda by the shoulders. The cartographer dangled limp in his arms.

	"Oh, he's dead." He shook him a couple of times, then added: "No, still breathing."

	Qaqamba walked over to Machasi.

	"Why didn't you return my greeting this morning?"

	The young man's gaze darted from the gatherer's face to the weapon pointed at him. "Hi! Hi! I didn't see you, my friend! I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend you."

	"Oh, but I wasn't offended! Actually, I came up with a little story just for you. Want to hear it?" He raised the rifle barrel and rubbed it against the young man's hair. "I called it 'The Cartographer Who Eats His Own Crest.'"

	"That's enough."

	Umsebenzi stepped forward, dripping sauce as he went.

	"Are you the leader?"

	Bulelani nodded.

	Umsebenzi looked around, licked his lips. He lowered his voice. "You know this is Kamva's territory? Do you work for her?"

	Bulelani raised his knife and brought it to the man's throat. Umsebenzi didn't seem scared. He tilted his head to avoid the blade and moved to Bulelani's side.

	"Kamva works with a lot of people," he whispered. "Not all of them know each other."

	Bulelani studied him.

	"You're just looking for a way to survive."

	Umsebenzi raised his arms, indicating the worm's remains. "So are you."

	Bulelani lowered the knife. "Get out of here."

	"Without a worm? Here, near the Black Heart?" He pointed at the fog approaching. "That's insane! At least give us rifles to—"

	Meya pressed her rifle into his side. "You want a rifle? You can have it the wrong way around."

	Umsebenzi swallowed. He stepped back and called Machasi. The young man ran to him crying. Together, they picked up Funda and started climbing down from the worm, followed by the gatherers' eyes.

	They disappeared into the fog shortly after.

	Qaqamba shivered. "Should we look for warmer clothes?"

	An hour later, the pain in Bulelani's knee started coming back, first as a tingle, then as a constant throb. He massaged his leg, teeth clenched. The fog had descended thick and he could see only his companions.

	Nydo approached, bouncing graybark in one hand.

	"If you want, I've still got some."

	"Choke on it." He stopped, then continued more calmly. "No. I can't start. Now I know what it does and… I want it. Ravenous Mother, even knowing what I'm risking, I want it."

	Nydo nodded.

	"You won't last," he said. "Nobody does."

	"Does it… happen to you too? When you take it…"

	"Having an orgasm?"

	Bulelani nodded.

	The giant turned his lips downward. "No. They say it happens the first few times. I don't remember. I don't remember anything from more than a few weeks ago." He gave a shaky laugh that died in his throat. "For all I know, you could've been messing with me and changed my name."

	Never again, Bulelani thought. Never, not even in absolute emergencies.

	Qaqamba sprang to his feet, mouth full of mushrooms.

	"Someone's coming!" he shouted, pointing into the fog.

	Everyone stood. Meya shouldered her rifle and took aim.

	"I'm sure of it," she said. "That's not one of Kamva's people."

	In front of them, a man in his thirties appeared. He wore an open darkbark raincoat with a chest plate underneath. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and a vesicular staff attached to his belt. He greeted them with one arm raised. He smiled, revealing a row of serrated teeth.

	"Greetings. My name's Sibon." He looked around, amused. "You made quite a mess here."

	"Don't move!" Meya shouted.

	Bulelani raised a hand toward her.

	"Meya, it's no use! He's a guardian!"

	Sibon looked her over, tilting his head.

	"You're not afraid of me. And you're holding that rifle the right way. A former soldier from a noble clan? Did I guess right?"

	"Go fuck yourself," she answered, without lowering the rifle. "You're a bastard who pisses, shits, and breathes just like me. You die like anyone else."

	Sibon smiled. "Correct. I can die." He gave a slight, graceful bow. "But I'm not alone. All around you, there are about ten of my brothers and sisters. Now, please surrender without resistance."

	He addressed Bulelani.

	"We've been watching you for quite some time." His gaze slid toward the Black Heart. "And we certainly weren't the only ones. Kamva's not coming, is she?"

	Bulelani didn't answer. He felt his stomach clench.

	Sibon gave a good-natured smile.

	"Zhisko!" Bulelani spat the name like poison. "Damn bastard!"

	Something moved at the edge of his vision. Several figures approached swiftly, emerging from the fog. A petite woman snatched the blade from his hand before he could react.

	Nydo screamed. He threw a blind punch at one of the men. The guardian grabbed his arm midair and took him down with a fluid motion.

	"Calm down," he said, voice flat. "Or I'll break your arm."

	Bulelani felt his legs give way. Not because of his knee. Something crumbled inside his chest.

	Four months. Four months planning every detail. Lying, manipulating, killing. Having my lobes cut off.

	Nobu, I failed.

	He looked at Qaqamba, still covered in worm viscera. Bulelani tried to smile at him, but the other didn't respond.

	Meya, surrounded by more guardians aiming rifles of their own, swore. She cast one last look at Sibon, then dropped hers and raised her hands.

	As they were bound, Sibon nodded with satisfaction.

	"Thank you for your cooperation." He turned toward the path. "Let's go—the day's still long. I'm eager to find out what you know about Kamva."

	"I'm sorry," Bulelani said, not knowing who he was talking to.

	No one answered.

	 


10 – A Dirty Interrogation

	 

	The infirmary floor was still dirty with blood. His, Qaqamba's, Zola's.

	Bulelani sat on a fungus-chair, hands untied on his knees. His bad knee throbbed with every heartbeat. On the table across the room, Zola's broken extractor lay with its snapped stinger hanging limp. Next to it sat a backpack with a glyph he'd never seen before—something like a canine tooth or a dagger.

	Two guardians stood watching him.

	Sibon wore a serene expression. The woman beside him was younger, early twenties. She also wore a blackbark raincoat. Her head was shaved except for a long strip of hair down the middle. Unlike a cartographer's crest, she wore it limp, gathered into a tail.

	"This is the last one," Sibon said. "Want to try?"

	She hesitated. "I don't know if I can."

	Sibon laughed, a low and genuine sound. "Come on, Nolitha. You've watched me do it dozens of times."

	Bulelani felt anger rising in his throat.

	Am I a guinea pig? he thought.

	He shifted his gaze to the table. The extractor was six, maybe seven steps away.

	"If you go too far, you won't catch any heat from higher up," Sibon continued. "But you won't mess anything up."

	He headed for the exit. "Take your time. I'm right outside."

	The valve closed with a wet sucking sound.

	Nolitha went to the table. She set down the backpack, opened her raincoat, and took it off. She wasn't wearing her plate underneath. She pulled a grayish nodule from the backpack, fist-sized, threaded with orange veins.

	Bulelani stood, gritting his teeth against the pain.

	"Don't even think about it," she said without turning around.

	"I just want to stretch my legs. After all, you didn't tie me up."

	"Why would we? You're limping. Before you reached that extractor, I could kill you six different ways."

	Nolitha turned and walked toward him. She sat cross-legged on the floor. She set the nodule beside her and patted the fungus-chair with her palm.

	"Now sit down too. Let's begin."

	"What's your name?"

	"Bulelani," he said, sitting.

	"Are you the former head gatherer known as Bulelani of the West?"

	"Yeah." He touched his knee without thinking. "Used to be important, apparently."

	"No head gatherer is important." Nolitha leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her face came level with the man's legs. "You're taught to read common glyphs and count up to what? A hundred? A thousand?" Her eyes didn't blink. "After your arrest, your replacement was trained in a week."

	Bulelani clenched his jaw. On the floor, the nodule pulsed faintly, the orange veins flickering on and off. Nolitha glanced at it, then straightened her back.

	"How did you make contact with Kamva's band?"

	The gatherer didn't answer. His lips started trembling with fear.

	Nolitha reached out. She placed her thumb and forefinger on either side of his wounded knee and squeezed. Bulelani grunted in pain.

	"You're protecting your friends," the woman said. "That's honorable, but we both know how this ends. You'll tell me everything." She stood, towering over the seated man. "And then you'll die." At that word, Bulelani swallowed. He felt the usual anger rising. The woman continued, "There's a big difference between being Selected whole and dying without arms and legs. How did Kamva find you?"

	Bulelani took a deep breath. "I found her. After my husband died, I went to the city. It was easy finding a contact—people fall over themselves to help Kamva."

	"Who and where?"

	"In the weavers' quarter. A woman, at a distillery."

	"Her name?"

	"I don't know."

	Nolitha looked at the nodule on the floor, then focused back on him. She stayed silent until Bulelani snapped.

	"I don't know!" he repeated, raising his voice. "I was looking for a band of thieves—you think we hugged and braided each other's hair? Besides, how many distillers can there be in the weavers' quarter?" He spat the words with anger. "Do your job."

	Nolitha watched him for a long moment.

	"All that anger. It never leaves you, does it?"

	"No, I sleep with it every night." He gave her a look. "And are you my new mommy?"

	Nolitha laughed. It was a genuine, natural laugh. Bulelani found it disturbing.

	"I want to draw your portrait."

	She went to the backpack, turning her back to Bulelani again. The man hesitated. The only thing he could use as a weapon was in front of the guardian.

	She's right, he thought. I can't escape.

	Nolitha came back carrying a bundle of membrane-sheets and a small rod ending in a sphere. She sat in front of him, unrolled the bundle, and shook out a membrane, which stiffened. She detached the rod from the sphere and started moving it across the sheet.

	For the next two minutes, Bulelani watched her draw. The situation had become surreal. He felt himself calming down.

	Every now and then, Nolitha dipped the rod into the sphere and pulled it out with its tip wet with some liquid.

	"Why don't you use a stiletto?" he asked. "That thing you're using... it's a strange technique."

	"I don't incise the membranes."

	"Why?"

	"I don't cause unnecessary pain."

	"Pain? Why do you care? It's just a membrane!"

	Nolitha pointed the rod at him. "Please don't talk. I'm almost done."

	She gave a few more strokes to the membrane, then stopped to look at it.

	"There," she told Bulelani, smiling. "Done."

	Bulelani's eyes went wide. On the sheet, the painting was rough but well-defined. He'd only seen himself a few times in resin reflections, but it was definitely him. He was wearing different clothes and... smiling.

	"You sure you're not crazy?" he asked her.

	Nolitha laughed heartily. She tickled the membrane along its edges with her fingers, deflating it. She put it back in the bundle, stood, and hurried to the desk. She set everything down and turned sharply. "Alright, back to the interrogation? Feeling calmer?"

	Bulelani didn't answer. Nolitha was right—the anger had passed.

	"Your friends already told us the rest. We know about the meetings during work. Qaqamba told us that at the last meeting, you talked to a girl who didn't give her name. Can you describe her?"

	"Didn't that idiot already tell you everything?"

	"Oh, but I want to hear it from you."

	"She had a limp," he huffed. "And she was short. That's all I know. And the meeting before that, I talked to a really tall guy."

	"And what was his name?"

	"I don't know."

	Next to Nolitha, the nodule started flashing orange.

	"Your first lie." Nolitha's smile vanished. "Congratulations. Usually people lie much sooner. Tell me that man's name."

	Bulelani stared at the nodule, stunned. "Langa," he stammered.

	"Zola. Did Kamva order you to kill her?"

	The healer's name rekindled his anger. "No! She killed Nobu." Then, seeing the woman's confused look, he added, "My husband. She Selected him four months ago."

	"I see," she said, nodding. "So it was personal revenge."

	She took two steps toward the nodule. She picked it up and set it on the table.

	"You've been an excellent subject. Thank you, Bulelani of the West."

	Bulelani stood, fists clenched.

	"Are we... done?"

	Nolitha had her back to him. She set the nodule on the floor and started putting the membranes back in the backpack. "I have everything I need."

	Bulelani started moving closer, trying not to make noise.

	"Am I going to die now?"

	"No," she replied. "Not right now, I mean. You'll be shipped with your friends to the city. Two of you will be Selected. You and Qaqamba will be thrown alive into a Mother's Mouth for killing a healer. It'll be very painful." She raised her head and turned to look at him with genuine sadness. She didn't comment on the fact that Bulelani had moved closer. "I understand why you did it. I knew Zola by reputation. Most likely, your husband shouldn't have died."

	The words hit him like a boulder. He stopped, unsure what to do.

	"I did it all alone," he finally said. "Qaqamba had nothing to do with it."

	On the table, the nodule reactivated, swelling. The colored filaments spread out.

	"I mean," Bulelani rephrased, watching the nodule, "he was here with me, but he tried to stop me."

	The nodule started pulsing violently, turning a deep orange.

	Nolitha stared at him with her mouth half-open. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

	"What's wrong with you?" Bulelani shouted, raising his hands. "Why are you crying?"

	"Because I'm sorry," she said, bursting into tears.

	Bulelani's eyes went wide. He unclenched his fists and opened his hands. The valve-door opened. Before the flaps stopped moving, Sibon jumped inside.

	"Everything okay?" he asked. He saw Nolitha in tears and went to her, hugging her.

	I don't understand, Bulelani thought, backing away. They're crazy, I don't understand these people at all.

	A few minutes later, with his hands tied behind his back and blindfolded, he was put on his knees in the inner courtyard. Bulelani recognized where he was by the smell and sounds. The cold bit at his exposed skin. He felt his muscles tighten against the chill.

	In the distance, he heard the familiar vibration of a worm approaching.

	"Here we go," he heard a familiar voice say.

	He turned his head sharply. "Nydo?"

	"Bulelani? Hey. You here too?"

	"Me too," said Qaqamba from the other side, followed by a sigh from Meya.

	A hand descended on Bulelani's face. They removed the membrane covering his head. He blinked several times, blinded by the glowstone light. Gradually, shapes took form. Qaqamba was kneeling to his right, his face swollen and bruised. Nydo on his left, and Meya farther down, staring straight ahead.

	And next to her, another figure.

	Bulelani shouted, "What the hell are you doing here, bastard?"

	Zhisko turned. His face was puffy with bruises and one eye swollen shut. He didn't answer.

	"Condemned to Selection for unauthorized appropriation of community resources."

	Sibon was walking toward them, several overseers in tow. At his side was Machasi. The cartographer wore clean clothes and had his usual smug air. Behind him, wrapped in a transparent greenbark dress with a heavy gatherer's jacket over it, stood Gocina.

	"You!" Zhisko twisted against his ropes, spitting saliva. "Damn you! I should've killed you like the membrid you are! You—"

	One of the overseers kicked him in the face. Zhisko collapsed sideways with a muffled grunt.

	"Please." Sibon raised a hand toward the overseers. "No violence."

	Bulelani stared at Gocina. He noticed her earlobes, painted green and blue.

	"It was you," he said flatly. "You talked about Zola. You told them where to find us."

	Gocina stepped closer. She looked down at him, her expression blank.

	Bulelani flinched. "Gocina of the South?"

	She answered with a slight nod.

	"Thank you."

	She turned and walked away.

	The overseers yanked them up roughly. Bulelani staggered on his good leg, gritting his teeth.

	Machasi approached Qaqamba. He looked down at him, swaying his shoulders.

	"Hey there, animal. Thirsty?"

	He pursed his lips over Qaqamba's head and let a glob of spit fall.

	Qaqamba looked up with an innocent expression. "You're not thirsty though, right? After all that blue sauce you drank."

	Machasi's smile vanished. He raised a hand to strike. Sibon caught his wrist.

	"There's no honor in hitting a defenseless person."

	The young man tried to pull free. "Stay in your place, guardian!"

	Sibon squeezed. Machasi dropped to his knees, groaning in pain. Then the guardian let go.

	"Go to your quarters, cartographer."

	Machasi stood and headed toward a stairway.

	"Yeah, that's right," Qaqamba called after him. "Go find yourself a pair of tits so you and your buddy can get nursed together!"

	On a walkway above, Funda and Umsebenzi were watching from a distance. Umsebenzi started laughing while Funda turned and ran off.

	Sibon stood in front of the gatherers and straightened his shoulders.

	"By the authority the Mother grants me, in the name of noble chief Nkosi of clan Kala, under the watch of guardian chief Babalwa, I declare you guilty of theft of food meant for the community; destruction of a worm belonging to noble Vusumzi of clan Mhondo; elimination of productive commoners; premeditated murder of a healer; manslaughter of a cartographer."

	He paused.

	"You are sentenced to Selection. The methods will be determined by noble law and the healers, as they see fit."

	He turned toward Bulelani and Qaqamba and lowered his voice. "Don't pay attention to these formal words. You already know how this ends. Whether you worship the Mother or Fortune, now's the time to start praying."

	They were spun around roughly.

	The worm was small compared to the ones he was used to. A cage hung from its nearest flank—a structure of calcified cartilage reinforced with petroclast pins, with gaps in the mesh as big as half a head.

	Zhisko started sobbing. Nydo followed right after, a low continuous moan. Qaqamba muttered something unintelligible, his teeth chattering. None of them were dressed warm enough for this temperature.

	Bulelani met Meya's hateful stare.

	"Hey, I'm not happy about this either!" he shouted at her.

	An overseer grabbed him by the collar. Bulelani felt the fabric tear as he was dragged toward the worm's flank. Another grabbed him by the belt and together they lifted him, slamming his ribs against the calcified growths.

	"Easy!" he croaked.

	Nobody answered.

	His fingers slipped on the animal's damp skin as he searched for a handhold. A third overseer pushed from behind and Bulelani found himself crawling along the worm's back, his knee exploding with every movement.

	At the top, two familiar faces waited in front of the cage.

	"Oh, what a beautiful moment," said the graybarker overseer with the broken nose. "What a wonderful moment."

	"Come on," said the other, pulling out a knife. "Turn around."

	One by one, their hands were freed.

	Qaqamba rubbed his wrists, grinning.

	"Didn't expect this, guys," he told the overseer who'd cut his rope. "Thanks."

	The graybarker overseer grinned back. "With your arms free, it's easier to break them on the way." And he shoved him in the chest. Qaqamba fell into the cage, slamming hard against the calcifications. They threw them into the cage one after another. Nydo was second. Bulelani landed on top of them, his knee exploding with pain. He didn't have time to move—Meya and Zhisko crashed down on him.

	The weight crushed him. He couldn't breathe. He found himself in a tangle of bodies, sweat, and the stench of urine and feces. He twisted, searching for air. He managed to push his mouth through one of the gaps and inhaled deeply with a rasp.

	"You okay?" Qaqamba's voice came muffled from somewhere beneath him.

	"Your knee's in my family jewels," Bulelani gasped. "How do you think I am?"

	The worm vibrated. The voices of the overseers above them blurred into an indistinguishable murmur.

	With his face pressed against the cage mesh, Bulelani watched the inner courtyard slowly slide by. Sibon was chatting with Gocina near the membrane-blackboard. The woman laughed at something and placed a hand on his shoulder. Sibon stepped back gracefully, letting the hand slip away.

	Bulelani smirked.

	You won't settle, will you? he murmured to himself.

	"Hey!"

	He turned his head the other way, toward the ground. Nolitha was there, walking at a safe distance from the moving worm.

	"Can you get an arm out?"

	"Why?"

	The woman held up a small pouch. Bulelani recognized it. He twisted under the pile of bodies, ignoring the muffled protests. He managed to shove an arm through one of the gaps, scraping his skin against the calcifications.

	Nolitha threw. He caught the pouch mid-air.

	He pulled it inside and opened it with his other hand, half-crushed under Meya. His fingers touched something cold and smooth.

	Nobu's votive figurine.

	He looked up at Nolitha, his eyes filling with tears.

	The woman raised an arm in a silent farewell.

	Then the worm sped up and left the Last Fort behind.

	 

	 

	 

	 


11 – A Dirty Disaster

	 

	In the end, they managed to untangle themselves and carve out a spot in the cramped cage for each of them. As the hours passed and they headed north, the weather improved. Bulelani no longer felt his hands and feet freezing. Above them, the overseers had stopped patrolling long ago. He'd spent most of the time praying, the figurine in his hand.

	Qaqamba slept beside him, mouth open, a thread of drool running down his crooked jaw. Meya stared out from a corner, still as a petroclast statue. Nydo had slumped in on himself, his gray lips trembling in silent prayer. Zhisko had curled up as far from the others as possible, his bandaged hand clutched to his chest.

	Bulelani watched Meya. The woman hadn't said a word since they'd been locked up. She hadn't even glanced in the others' direction.

	"Meya."

	No answer.

	"Meya, we need to find a way to—"

	"Shut up."

	Her voice came out flat.

	Bulelani pulled himself up, making the cage joints creak.

	"Listen, I know—"

	Meya whipped around.

	"You know what?" she hissed. "That my children will never see me again? That I'm going to die because of you?"

	"Well, technically the plan worked."

	"It worked?" Meya laughed. "We're in a cage. How exactly did it work?"

	"We saw the mountain of food."

	"You." Meya pointed a finger at him. "You dragged us into this. You and your revenge. All for your husband!"

	Bulelani scowled. "Don't talk about Nobu."

	"Why not? You think he cares? He's dead! He's goddamn dead!"

	"Stop it," Nydo cut in. "Leave him alone."

	Meya turned toward him.

	"You two friends now? Did you forget he ordered you to be overdosed?"

	The graybarker made a confused face. Meya laughed again.

	"Ravenous Mother, you really did forget."

	"What does it matter?" The giant shrugged. "Who doesn't want me dead?"

	The question hung in the air. Meya opened her mouth, then closed it.

	Qaqamba stirred beside Bulelani.

	"You woke me up," he protested. He turned to Nydo. "I don't want you to die."

	Nydo stayed still for a long moment. Then his gray lips curved into something like a smile.

	Meya huffed and went back to staring outside.

	Two overseers approached the cage. Bulelani greeted them with an obscene gesture.

	"Got nothing better to do?"

	The graybarker overseer bared his teeth.

	"We can't decide," he said. "I say we open the cage, grab you, and have some fun. My colleague says you're getting eaten alive anyway. But I won't be there to watch..."

	Bulelani laughed.

	"Go ahead, open it. Maybe it's your lucky day." He went serious. "Or maybe while you're beating me to death, I'll grab one of you and we'll go under the worm together."

	The shorter overseer shook his head and clapped the other on the back.

	"Wait!"

	Zhisko stumbled forward. He crawled toward the entrance and raised his head toward the hatch.

	"My offer still stands. Food. All you can eat."

	The shorter overseer scratched his mutilated ear.

	"You don't have access to your stashes anymore."

	"You think someone like me hides everything in one spot? Let me go and I'll make you rich. You can have it all!"

	The two looked at each other, then started laughing. The graybarker reached toward the hatch and waved Zhisko closer with his other hand. The former head gatherer waited for them to open and stood up. The overseers helped him climb out and closed the cage beneath him.

	Zhisko patted the overseers' shoulders, and they returned the gesture with much harder slaps. Then the graybarker left his hands on Zhisko's shoulders.

	The other one pulled out a bulging membrane and waved it in front of Zhisko.

	"Gocina already paid us." The overseer smiled. "If you'd tried to bribe us, we'd have had to cut off what's between your legs and your tongue."

	Zhisko went pale. He tried to move, but the muscular overseer held him tight.

	From inside the cage, Bulelani started laughing. He watched Zhisko's knees buckle. The man was dragged away screaming toward the front of the worm.

	"Gocina's a force of nature," Qaqamba said, shaking his head.

	Bulelani nodded, still laughing.

	Several minutes passed. A scream came from behind. Then silence.

	"Maybe they're done already," Qaqamba said.

	"They cut off your balls and your tongue and you only scream once?" Nydo shook his head. "No, they haven't even started."

	An overseer walked over and stopped to look at them. Meya whistled, making him turn.

	"What do you want?"

	Meya didn't answer. She crawled on all fours, hips swaying, toward the entrance. When she reached the hatch, she rose slightly, arching her back.

	"Are you alone?" she asked.

	"I asked you what you want."

	Meya spread her legs and pushed her hips up.

	"A ride," she said, her voice breaking. "Before I die."

	The overseer stared at her body. He licked his lips.

	"You know you're still dying, right?"

	Meya nodded and moaned.

	The overseer walked away. He came back shortly with a colleague, who pointed a spine rifle into the cage.

	"Don't do anything stupid," said the one with the rifle.

	"What am I going to do?" Meya said. "And now that you're here too..."

	The man raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't talking to you. If any of you membrid's spawn move a finger, I'll make you wish for Selection."

	Nobody said anything.

	The first overseer opened the hatch and offered Meya a hand to climb up.

	She grabbed his arm and yanked him inside. Above, the other man started shooting. Two spiral spines hit the first overseer's body. A third punched through his throat from side to side. Meya grabbed the knife from his belt, then let him collapse into the cage.

	The other overseer backed away, trying to reload the rifle. Meya jumped past the hatch. She ripped the rifle from his hands and used the stock to shatter his nose. She drove the knife into his stomach, pulled it out, and drove it in again higher up. The overseer screamed, then a third blow pierced his throat.

	Bulelani's jaw dropped.

	"How the hell did you—"

	Meya picked up the rifle and tossed it toward the cage. Bulelani caught it mid-air and passed it to Qaqamba.

	"Move it," she said, loading the second rifle. "There are still four overseers alive."

	"How do you know?"

	"While you were praying, I was listening."

	Bulelani felt his ears burn.

	Qaqamba was first out, followed by Nydo. Bulelani dragged himself out with more effort, his knee throbbing with every movement.

	Meya turned and headed toward the front of the worm.

	"I'm going to finish the job with the ones in the back. You take care of the ones up front."

	Bulelani picked up a horn spear. Then he looked at Qaqamba and Nydo.

	"You heard the orders. Let's move."

	They advanced toward the rear of the worm. The animal's skin was slippery under their feet, and Bulelani had to grab onto a growth to keep from falling.

	"There they are," Qaqamba whispered.

	A man and a woman were crouching near the worm's rear, their backs turned. One had a spine rifle propped beside him; the other was eating fungi from a pouch.

	"We need a plan," Bulelani said.

	Behind him, Nydo stood up. He took the spear from Bulelani's hands and walked forward, picking up speed.

	"Hey, you!"

	The two overseers jumped to their feet. The woman dropped the fungi on the worm and grabbed for her knife. Nydo hurled the spear, hitting her in the chest so hard the shaft punched through her and embedded itself in the worm's skin.

	The man shouldered the rifle and fired. Nydo blocked the spine with his forearm. With his other hand he grabbed the overseer's face and squeezed.

	The man's screams were drowned out by Nydo's terrifying roar. The overseer's head exploded, spraying brain matter and blood everywhere.

	Nydo released the corpse and turned toward his friends.

	"The plan," he said, tossing the rifle to Bulelani. He grabbed the spine coiling into his forearm and ripped it out along with skin and muscle. Bulelani felt a sudden urge to vomit.

	"That was incredible!" Qaqamba shouted, throwing his arms in the air.

	They heard rifle shots in the distance, then more. They started running toward the other end of the worm. Reaching a spot just past the cage, they slowed.

	"Either Meya's done, or she's dead," Nydo said.

	They found the woman standing among the last two overseers' corpses. Bulelani looked at the two dead men and strangely felt a pang of regret.

	"You should've stayed at the Western Greater, guys," he said.

	He noticed Qaqamba staring at him. He frowned.

	"Got something to say? Some clever remark?"

	The other shook his head, a thin smile on his face. "Nothing to say, boss."

	A laugh interrupted them. Bulelani leaned over a protrusion to look. Zhisko was sitting slumped but unharmed, except for a small cut on his forehead with blood trickling down. When he saw Bulelani, he stopped laughing. Then he noticed the weapon and swore.

	"Yeah well," Bulelani told him. "Life's rough."

	He looked toward the canal. The worm kept moving, oblivious. The Black Heart was far behind now, the canal pointing straight toward the center of the Sac. Soon they'd see the city. They weren't free yet.

	"We need to stop the worm," he said.

	"How?" Meya wiped blood from her arm. "It's programmed to reach the city. It won't stop."

	"Can we kill it?" Qaqamba asked.

	"With what? It'd take hours to bleed out a beast this big."

	Meya pointed to an area of the worm covered with glyphs incised directly into the skin.

	"That's the nerve center. Architects program the routes through those glyphs."

	She aimed the rifle and fired. The spine barely penetrated the flesh, stopping its spin almost instantly.

	"The hide's too tough. The rifles don't have enough penetration."

	"What if we jumped off?" Zhisko suggested.

	"Nobody asked your opinion," Bulelani said. "But if you want to die swallowed by the floor vibrations, be my guest. Saves us the trouble."

	They stood in silence. Qaqamba circled the worm and came back with some provisions and healing membranes. He offered to apply them to Nydo's arm and stomach. The graybarker refused.

	"This is all your fault," Zhisko said.

	Bulelani sighed. "Does anyone ever say anything original?" Then he pointed the rifle at the former head gatherer's head. "Nobody made you cut the food with resin. If you'd been honest, you'd be—"

	"You're giving me morality lessons?" Zhisko shouted. "You, who stole all that food from poor people?"

	"Kamva distributes the food to commoners!" the other shot back. "And she gives them more than before. She only keeps a cut that would've gone to the Professions and nobles."

	"What a great woman," Zhisko said. "She wants to replace the nobles!"

	While they argued, Qaqamba tapped two fingers on Bulelani's shoulder. He pointed at Nydo, who was bent over the graybarker overseer's corpse. He straightened up, pulling the spear from the ground and holding something in his other hand.

	"What'd you find?" Bulelani asked.

	Nydo showed him a huge chunk of graybark. He looked at Bulelani with glistening eyes.

	"Wonder if Nydo was really my name," he said. He shoved the whole piece in his mouth.

	"By Fortune!" Bulelani exclaimed.

	Nydo barely chewed, then swallowed. His pupils rolled up. His mouth fell open and he made an inarticulate, inhuman sound. Gray drool streaked with red started running from his lips.

	"What's he doing?" Meya asked, confused.

	Nydo advanced toward Meya. He gripped the spear with both hands and raised it. The woman backed away, frightened, then slowed as she understood.

	"Oh shit!" Bulelani exclaimed.

	Screaming, the graybarker drove the spear into the center of the glyphs. The shaft sank deep and the worm started shaking violently. Nydo bent down and kept pushing until the weapon disappeared into the animal's folds. A semi-thick liquid began jetting from the wound at tremendous pressure, shooting dozens of feet into the air. Several drops hit Bulelani's skin, burning him.

	The worm's vibrations intensified, producing a sound they could clearly hear. Bulelani and the others fell to the ground, covering their ears, as blood started streaming from their eyes and noses.

	Bulelani screamed.

	Then the worm went over the canal bank.

	They tumbled down a slope. As they fell, the vibrations stopped. The animal tilted along its length, mowing down ganglia, polyp-bushes, and cartilage arches. Then it started rolling downward. Everyone jumped up and ran to the opposite side, desperately trying not to get thrown off.

	Bulelani raised his head and saw a bone formation at the bottom of the slope, taller than the worm itself. It was a wedge-shaped bone spike, its edges sharpened by the wind. When the worm reached it, the spike sliced through it like a soft loaf of greenbread. Both halves flew into the air. Bulelani felt weightless. Finally, they crashed with a boom and he felt nothing more.

	

	

	He woke with his face pressed against something wet and cold. He raised his head and rubbed his eyes. It was the normal membrane tissue inside the Sac. He was on the ground.

	He pulled himself up painfully. Every muscle screamed. His knee was on fire. His head pounded. He felt the pouch at his side and sighed with relief. Nobu's figurine was intact.

	Worm remains were scattered everywhere. Huge chunks of grayish flesh steamed in the cold air, the natural depressions in the floor filled with dark fluids. Several of the animal's internal organs lay around—some miraculously intact, others torn open and spilling their contents. The air stank of bile and blood. He saw several pieces of corpses, along with the cage's growths, shattered to pieces.

	"Qaqamba!" His voice came out broken. He coughed. "Qaqamba!"

	He heard a groan to his right. He dragged himself, using his arms more than his legs. He found his friend lying on his back, eyes open, staring at the Vault.

	"Am I alive?" Qaqamba's voice was a thread. "I think I'm alive."

	Bulelani helped him sit up.

	"Nydo? Meya?" Qaqamba asked.

	"No idea."

	They stayed silent for a moment. Qaqamba looked around at the worm's steaming remains scattered across dozens of feet.

	"You know what?" he said. "That's already the second splattered worm I've seen in two days." He scratched his crooked jaw. "Still can't get bored of it."

	Bulelani pulled himself up, staggering, searching through the debris. He found a spine rifle half-buried under a chunk of gray flesh. He picked it up, wiped it off as best he could, checked the magazine.

	Two spines left.

	He turned at the sound of footsteps. Bulelani aimed the rifle.

	"Stop!"

	Meya had a cut on her forehead, dried blood crusting her eyebrow, and tired eyes. She held a horn spear.

	"You're alive!" Qaqamba exclaimed. "Did you see Nydo?"

	"Some pieces," she said.

	Qaqamba's face fell. "Sometimes Fortune's a real bitch."

	"At least with Fortune you can gamble," Meya replied. "Pray to the Mother and all you get is a promised death."

	Qaqamba's eyes lit up. "Fortune gambles, Mother promises! I gotta write a song about that!"

	"You really are a strange one," Meya replied. Then she turned to Bulelani. "Give me that weapon."

	Bulelani didn't move.

	The woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Bulelani, I'm trying not to waste energy. Give me that weapon and don't make me angry."

	"How do I know you won't kill me after?"

	Meya pointed the spear at him. "If I wanted to kill you, I'd have done it already."

	Bulelani lowered the rifle and looked at Qaqamba, who shrugged. Then he tossed it.

	Meya caught it mid-air, drove the spear point into the ground, and checked the magazine. Then she slung the rifle over her shoulder.

	She looked at Bulelani.

	"Sorry," he said. "For everything."

	She didn't answer. She pulled the spear from the ground and threw it at him. Bulelani flinched as it landed at his feet.

	"You're short," Meya said. "The spear's your natural weapon. It makes up for your lack of reach."

	"I... don't know how to use it."

	"You'll learn or you'll die. But starting today, it's your friend, your sister, your lover. Give it a name."

	In your dreams, he thought.

	"What do we do now?" Qaqamba asked.

	"I'm going to the city," Meya replied. "To my children." She gave Bulelani one last look. "If I see you again, I'll kill you."

	She turned and started walking.

	Bulelani and Qaqamba stood alone among the debris.

	"Now what?" Qaqamba asked.

	"Now we rest. Then we pick any direction that's not the city."

	"Ah, there's other stuff out there?"

	Bulelani lay down.

	"No."

	He fell asleep instantly. He dreamed of Nolitha drawing his portrait. She turned it to show him, and on the sheet was Nobu's face, glaring at him with anger.

	Why did I kill Zola? he asked. Then, with terrible doubt, he added, Why did I only kill Zola?

	Nobu didn't answer. In the confusion of the dream, he couldn't tell if it was him or his husband who started crying.

	Bulelani woke to a violent kick.

	"Get up!"

	Zhisko stood in front of him, pointing a spine rifle at him. Bulelani got up and saw Qaqamba with his hands raised.

	Zhisko was unrecognizable. Covered in blood, pants torn at the crotch, the spine rifle shaking in his good hand. His legs trembled so hard he looked ready to collapse.

	"This is all your fault." His voice came out strangled. "You ruined me. You ruined everything."

	Bulelani slowly raised his hands.

	"Zhisko—"

	"Shut up!" The rifle swung toward him. "It's over. You took everything from me! The Mother is my witness, Bulelani—I'll see you die in agony!"

	Qaqamba stepped in front of him. He reached out, resting his hand on the rifle barrel.

	Zhisko fired.

	The spine hit Qaqamba's right hand, blowing off his fingers. The gatherer threw his whole body onto the rifle.

	Bulelani crouched, grabbed the spear.

	Zhisko's gaze darted from Qaqamba to him and he tried to back away.

	The spear struck his cheek, exiting through the back of his skull halfway down the shaft. Zhisko's eyes went glassy. His body shuddered and slowly fell backward, dragging the spear with him as Bulelani let go.

	On the ground he had one more convulsion, then went still.

	Bulelani smelled urine spreading through the air.

	He felt nothing.

	I'm getting used to this, he thought.

	He turned toward Qaqamba and rushed over, dropping to his knees beside him. The gatherer held his wounded hand to his chest.

	"This one's not healing," he said, eyes wide at the mutilation.

	Bulelani gently lifted his arm. What remained was a stump: four fingers sheared off at the palm, the thumb hanging by a few tendons. It dangled limp, the nail brushing the wrist.

	"It's not good," he said. "The thumb, I mean. It has to go, Qaqamba. Or it'll get infected within hours."

	He reached for his belt, then looked down—the knife wasn't there. He looked around, searching for something to use.

	"Wait," he told Qaqamba.

	He stood and went to Zhisko's body. He pulled the spear from the man's face with both hands, came back, and wiped it on his sleeve.

	Qaqamba watched him, worried. "Really? You're gonna do it like that?"

	"Got any better ideas? Hold still."

	"Is it going to hurt?"

	Bulelani grimaced. "Of course it's gonna hurt—I'm about to cut off your finger!"

	He drew the spear back, bringing Qaqamba's hand close to the tip. The weight of the shaft limited his movement. He carefully positioned the point between the hand and the thumb.

	"I can't feel anything," Qaqamba said, surprised. "Maybe it won't—"

	Bulelani pushed the blade forward and up, severing the tendons. Qaqamba arched his back until he was sitting up, screamed at the Vault, then collapsed sideways.

	Bulelani looked at the severed thumb. He turned it over a couple times, then tossed it away.

	He went back to Zhisko and ripped off several strips of cloth. He noticed the former head gatherer's well-made boots—he put a foot against Zhisko's and, satisfied, pulled them off and put them on himself.

	Then he went back to Qaqamba and fixed up the bandage the other had improvised, tying the strips tight. He lay down next to his unconscious friend and fell asleep instantly. This time he didn't dream.

	

	

	Qaqamba was already on his feet when he woke. His friend had his back to him. He was humming into the wind.

	Fortune gambles, Mother promises, I know who to call if... if...

	"If everything goes wrong?"

	Qaqamba spun around and waved cheerfully with his wounded hand.

	"Great ending! Want to hear the first verses?"

	"How are you this rested?" Bulelani asked, struggling to his feet.

	Qaqamba hurried to help him. Without thinking, he tried to grab him with his injured hand and bumped the stump against Bulelani's arm. He grunted in pain, then bent down and used the crook of his elbow to pull him up.

	"How's the knee?"

	Bulelani didn't answer. He looked at his friend's hand.

	"You saved my life. Why?"

	"Well, we're friends. Plus—" he waved the stump in the air "—hands are overrated."

	Bulelani was surprised for a moment. Then he felt a laugh rising from his chest. He burst out laughing, a hysterical sound that hurt his throat.

	Qaqamba looked at him, surprised. Then he started laughing too, despite the pain, despite everything.

	"What are we laughing about?" he asked. They laughed even harder.

	Finally, Bulelani calmed down. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

	"Now what?"

	He looked around. Beyond the chaos of the splattered worm, the Sac's barren floor stretched monotonously as far as he could see.

	The evening was bringing colder air. He blew on his hands and rubbed them to warm up.

	"We can't go to the city. We're not welcome at the Western or Southern Greater."

	"Try the Northern or Eastern Greater?" Qaqamba asked.

	"You've worked at both. They'd recognize you right away. Maybe I could, but with the trail of bodies we've left behind..."

	He put a hand in his pouch, brushing the figurine.

	"I think we're screwed," he concluded.

	Qaqamba went to the spear, still on the ground. He picked it up and handed it to Bulelani.

	"So no plan?"

	Bulelani took the spear and shook his head.

	Qaqamba pointed to a depression in the ground. It was an opening with wet, pulsing edges, wide as a man's shoulders.

	"The sewers?" Bulelani exclaimed. "You're crazy?"

	"Got anything left to lose?"

	They approached the hole. A strong smell of digestive enzymes rose up. Bulelani wrinkled his nose.

	"Even if we survive the climb down, I've got no clue what's down there."

	"I know what's not there," Qaqamba said brightly. He turned to his friend. "No work."

	Bulelani smiled.

	 

	END
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GLOSSARY

	 

	Entries are listed alphabetically and include only elements present in this novella.

	

	 

	Architects: Members of a profession that manipulates the organic growth of living structures. They "cultivate" buildings through glandular stimulation techniques and tissue grafts, and program worm routes through glyphs incised directly into the animals' skin.

	 

	Axe, Southern: A specialized gathering tool with weight distributed along the entire length of its horn shaft, unlike regular axes. Designed not just for cutting polyp-tree stalks but also for self-defense against tentacles and other dangers in the Black Heart.

	 

	Bagpipe: A living musical instrument that requires careful feeding and maintenance. Can become "constipated" if fed too much resin, causing it to produce strangled sounds until cleared.

	 

	Band: An outlaw group that raids cargo worms and redistributes stolen food. Kamva's band operates from within the Black Heart, using the forest's dangers as protection from guardians.

	 

	Bioclast: A creature found within the Sac, sometimes encountered dead in necrotic pools.

	 

	Black Heart: A vast forest of polyp-trees surrounding the Southern Greater and covering much of its height. Extremely dangerous due to tentacles, stringers, and other hazards. Home to outlaw bands who coat themselves in protective substances to survive among the polyps.

	 

	Cartographers: Members of a profession that studies and maps the Sac's membranes. Recognizable by their white and gray clothing and elaborate crests running down the center of their shaved heads. They survey polyp-tree growth to contain the Black Heart's expansion.

	 

	Commoner: The lowest social class, including gatherers and other laborers. Some commoners have their earlobes cut off as punishment for crimes, marking their degraded status. They are subject to Selection at age forty.

	 

	Corvée: Forced labor shifts assigned to gatherers, posted daily on the membrane-blackboard. Assignments range from gathering in the Black Heart to latrine duty to dangerous necrotic tissue removal.

	 

	Descent poles: Smooth calcified poles used to move between walkway levels and the ground in stilt-house settlements. Users grip with their legs to control their descent speed.

	 

	Earlobes: Social markers of status. Nobles have elaborately pierced lobes; profession members have intact lobes painted in colors indicating their rank; commoners who commit crimes have their lobes progressively cut away.

	 

	Extractor: Medical instrument composed of a translucent rotating needle connected to a pulsing vesicle. Used by healers to draw blood or other bodily fluids. Causes intense pain during use, especially when the needle is inflamed.

	 

	Fortune: A deity or concept venerated alongside the Mother, associated with luck and chance. Commoners often invoke Fortune in oaths and prayers.

	 

	Fungmoth: A small parasitic creature with a spongy body that lands on exposed skin. Its tiny mouth-filaments burrow painfully into flesh. When crushed, it leaves a damp, rotten-smelling pulp.

	 

	Fungus-chair: Living furniture that grows from the floor, shaped to adapt to the body of whoever sits on it. Reacts to weight by modifying its own consistency.

	 

	Fungus-table: Living furniture that grows from the floor, used as communal eating surfaces. Often drips with condensation from ceilings.

	 

	Gatherer: A commoner who harvests food, resources and performs other manual labor. Gatherers work in squads led by a squad leader, with graybarkers providing protection from tentacles.

	 

	Glowstones: Bioluminescent formations embedded in the Sac's vault that regulate illumination, creating day-night alternation. They dim to reddish light at night and can be obscured by polyp-tree tentacles.

	 

	Glyphs: Symbolic writing systems. Common glyphs are used for public communications and can be read by literate commoners. Architects use their glyphs incised into worm skin to program their routes.

	 

	Graybark: A dark, clump-like substance that graybarkers chew to produce their characteristic sweet smell. Highly addictive and progressively destructive—causes memory loss, emotional instability, and shortened lifespan. The first dose produces intense pleasure, making addiction almost immediate. Extended use leads to unpredictable violent episodes.

	 

	Graybarker: A gatherer who chews graybark, producing a sweet smell that repels polyp-tree tentacles. Essential for squad protection in the Black Heart. Recognizable by their gray-stained lips. The substance causes progressive mental deterioration, memory loss, and eventual death.

	 

	Greenbark: A textile material derived from the Mother's membranes, semi-transparent and used for clothing. More valuable varieties exist for higher-status individuals.

	 

	Greenbread: A loaf-like food staple distributed to gatherers as rations. Quality varies; sometimes cut with resin by corrupt head gatherers to stretch supplies.

	 

	Greater Membrane: The vast organic structure forming the Sac's primary anatomy. Hundreds of meters tall, it defines the boundaries of the known world. Divided into geographic regions: Southern Greater, Western Greater, Eastern Greater, and Northern Greater.

	 

	Guardians: Members of a profession dedicated to maintaining order. Recognizable by their serrated teeth. They carry vesicular staffs and wear blackbark raincoats with chest plates. Extremely dangerous combatants with superhuman reflexes.

	 

	Gut-noose: A weapon consisting of living tissue that can be activated by squeezing one end. When wrapped around a target and properly triggered, it constricts and expands, capable of strangling. Has a safety mechanism that must be released before use. Some owners name their gut-nooses.

	 

	Hauler: A gatherer temporarily assigned to carry equipment and supplies for cartographer expeditions. Graybarkers are often selected as haulers for their strength and protective smell.

	 

	Head gatherer: A literate commoner who manages gatherer operations at a fort, assigning corvée shifts and maintaining records. Recognizable by painted earlobes (green indicates rank). Has access to better food and housing but remains subject to Selection.

	 

	Healer: A member of the medical profession, recognizable by crimson-colored nails developed through symbiosis with organic receptors. Healers have authority to perform Selection on commoners and possess specialized medical instruments. They answer to noble law.

	 

	Healing membranes: Translucent organic bandages that move frantically when near blood, then mold to wounds and stop moving once properly applied.

	 

	Heatfungus: A bioluminescent organism that radiates warmth, grown in buildings to provide heat during cold periods.

	 

	Horn shaft: Material used for tool handles, made from calcified organic matter. Smooth and polished for gripping.

	 

	Horn spear: A weapon with a shaft made of horn material and a sharp point, used for combat and hunting.

	 

	Ichor: Bodily fluid that flows from wounded organisms, often with corrosive properties.

	 

	Last Fort: The southernmost gatherer settlement, located near the Black Heart at the Southern Greater. Known as the harshest posting due to dangerous working conditions, poor food, and proximity to the polyp forest. Named because "it's the last place you'll ever see."

	 

	Lymph node: Organic growths used as food for worms, carried by attendants.

	 

	Membrane-blackboard: A living surface where daily work assignments are carved with a stiletto. Located in fort courtyards for gatherers to read.

	 

	Membrane-window: A translucent organic opening in walls that serves as a window. Can be opened by inserting a finger into a side orifice and making specific movements. Has defensive mechanisms—can sever fingers of unauthorized users.

	 

	Mother, the: The enormous living organism within which all humans of the Sac exist. Considered a deity who requires human sacrifices (Selection) in exchange for hospitality and nourishment. The source of all organic structures and life within the Sac.

	 

	Mother's Mouth: Circular openings surrounded by red fleshy folds that pulse, used to dispose of organic waste including corpses. They react to organic matter by dilating and aspirating with peristaltic movements.

	 

	Necrotic tissue: Dead or dying organic floor material, black and glossy, that forms pools of fermenting liquid. Removal duty is extremely dangerous due to stringers that emerge from the pools.

	 

	Noble: The highest social class, exempt from Selection and able to live until natural death. Recognizable by elaborately pierced earlobes.

	 

	Overseer: Armed guards who maintain order among gatherers at forts. They retain one or both earlobes (depending on their history) and carry spine rifles. Answer to the head gatherer.

	 

	Petroclast: Calcified organic material of extreme hardness, available in different colors. Used to create blades, tools, and structural reinforcements. Nearly indestructible.

	 

	Polyp-tree: Tall organic growths with stalks covered in tentacles that sway and grasp. Found in the Black Heart forest. Stalks are harvested using three-point cuts. Trees pulse in unison and can "scream" when felled. Young polyps are easier to cut than older ones.

	 

	Rations: Food distributed to gatherers, typically consisting of spheres filled with nutrient broth and pieces of greenbread. Quality varies by location and can be adulterated with resin.

	 

	Resin: A substance used to preserve organic materials and clean items of fungmoths. Corrupt head gatherers sometimes cut food rations with resin to stretch supplies and sell the excess.

	 

	Sac, the: The term inhabitants use for their world—a biological pocket within the Mother's body. Includes the main city, peripheral areas, the Greater Membrane, and underlying systems. A totally closed environment with its own ecosystem.

	 

	Selection: The ritual sacrifice of humans to the Mother upon reaching age forty, or earlier as punishment. Methods vary—some are Selected quickly by healers, while criminals may be thrown alive into a Mother's Mouth.

	 

	Sphere: A spherical organic container for liquids with an elastic membrane that opens for drinking. Used for food, drinks, and storing fluids like winefluid. Can be crumpled when empty.

	 

	Spine rifle: A weapon that fires spiral spines with great force. Requires reloading and has a safety mechanism. The rifle itself is organic and can become "annoyed" if mishandled, potentially firing on its own.

	 

	Squad: A working group of gatherers, typically including a squad leader, a graybarker for protection, and several regular gatherers. Squad members share food to keep the graybarker strong.

	 

	Squad leader: A gatherer who leads a work squad, responsible for their safety and productivity.

	 

	Stagnation: A seasonal period of extreme cold and heavy fog within the Sac. Conditions worsen when Stagnation ends.

	 

	Stilt-house: Elevated dwellings built on support poles above the ground, accessed via walkways and descent poles. Common housing in gatherer settlements.

	 

	Stringer: Dangerous creatures that emerge from necrotic pools and underground. Composed of numerous thread-like appendages with triangular-pupiled eyes on bulbous tips that weave together to form a larger body with a tooth-filled mouth. They hunt by sensing vibrations and are drawn to blood. Primarily nocturnal but can be awakened by noise. Their feeding is violent and swift.

	 

	Tendon rifle: A weapon that fires long, slimy projectiles capable of killing quickly. Used by cartographers.

	 

	Tentacles: Appendages that extend from polyp-trees, varying from arm-thin to extremely massive. They sway, grasp at potential prey, and can emerge from the ground as tentacle-roots. Repelled by the smell of graybark.

	 

	Three-point cut: The proper technique for harvesting polyp-tree stalks, involving three vertical cuts following the tissue grain to create triangular sections.

	 

	Trace: A biometric signature registered with organic structures like valve-doors and membrane-windows. Allows authorized users to open secured passages. Can be deleted or transferred by those with architectural knowledge.

	 

	Valve-door: An organic opening that functions as a door, composed of membranous flaps that open in response to specific stimuli. Can recognize authorized users through their trace. Defensive mechanisms can harm unauthorized entrants.

	 

	Vault: The curved upper surface of the Sac environment, studded with glowstones. Represents the "sky" for inhabitants.

	 

	Vesicular staff: A weapon carried by guardians, capable of incapacitating targets.

	 

	Winefluid: An alcoholic beverage stored in spheres. Quality varies by color—purple indicates strong, high-quality winefluid. Drinking is restricted for young profession members.

	 

	Worm: Large segmented creatures used for transportation along canals. They move through muscular contractions, releasing sweet scents and producing deep vibrations. Routes are programmed by architects through glyphs incised into their skin. Worms can be split in two and continue functioning, though they eventually die from such trauma. Cargo worms carry food supplies in pouches attached to their flanks.

	 

	 


WANNA HIT SOME GRAYBARK?

	 

	There you are!

	On the worm too, huh? You’ll dig it down South. Big guy like you, strong arms… wanna hit some graybark? Why the face? Not scared, are ya?

	Go on, grab from [here and ride it out], buddy.

	Got a mate who wants a taste? [Boom, extra for ‘em].

	Catch you after work, alright? And wait for the worm to stop before you hop off!
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WHERE IT ALL BEGINS

	 

	DESCENT – BOOK #1

	[image: Book cover of Ravenous Mother: Descent by J. R. Kendiro]

	The Mother. A titanic organism, humanity's home and ravenous god.

	Housing sprouts like fungus from flesh, wrapped in membranes, supported by cartilage. No stone. No metal.

	Within her pulsing bowels, Thandie is a cartographer, not a hero. She maps the veins of the Greater Membranes, hunting for food. She shuts her eyes during executions, obeys her superiors, prays she won't be selected before forty.

	But when she discovers an epochal threat and is ordered to stay silent, she can no longer stand aside.

	Hunted from the high towers of the professions down to the sewers, fleeing through living conduits and breathing pits, she becomes the heretic cartographer.

	She refuses to close her eyes anymore: if she can't find food, she'll become food.

	"The Mother feeds the child. The child feeds the Mother."

	

	Do you want to stay informed?

	[Join the Motherverse here!]
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