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    Chapter 1 — Wet Work

    The Vicar had been dead nine days and the water had not been kind to him, but then the water was not kind to anyone. It came down off the stacks carrying everything the city didn't want — solvent wash, chapel ash, the gray rendered fat of the protein works — and it pooled in the drowned districts and sat there, warm as spit, dissolving whatever it was given. It had been given the Vicar. I found him on the ninth day, floating face-down in the nave of the Chapel of the Fourth Amendment, three meters under, tangled in the chain of his own censer like he'd been trying to take it with him.

    I hung in the murk and let my lamp move over him. You learn to read a body the way the Vicars read scripture — for what's been amended. His robes had ballooned and split along the dorsal seam. Something had been at his hands, which happens; the eels in the drowned districts go for the soft blasphemies first, fingers and lips and eyes. His face I couldn't see and didn't want to. Nine days in warm water does its own theology to a face.

    Anything? Pity's voice arrived in my back teeth, filtered through the bone-conduction rig, flattened to a whisper by thirty meters of water and the cheap encryption we could afford.

    "Found him," I said into the mouthpiece. "Nave, under the pulpit. He's whole."

    Whole enough?

    "Whole enough to be paid for."

    That was the entire job. The Inquisition does not leave its dead in the water, because a Vicar's flesh is authored text and text must be recovered, verified, and struck from the record with the correct rites. You don't leave scripture where the eels can annotate it. But the Inquisition also does not send its own people into the drowned districts, where the water eats seals and the Unwritten eat everything else, and so it hires out. It hires things like me. There is a whole economy in the space between what the church holds sacred and what it's willing to touch, and I have lived my entire discontinued life in that space.

    I finned down through the pulpit's shadow. Up close the censer chain told a different story than the one the work order had suggested. It wasn't tangled. It was wrapped — twice around the throat, once around the wrist, with the deliberate economy of somebody who'd done it before and been calm at the time. The work order said accidental drowning, recovery only, no forensic mandate. That phrase, no forensic mandate, is church for don't look. I'm forty-four years old, which for my line is a hundred, and I have stayed alive this long by being exactly as blind as the paperwork requires.

    I cut the chain, bagged the censer separately, because relics bill separately, and got my arms around the dead man's chest.

    That was when my right hand chose not to work.

    It's a small thing, when it comes. A flutter in the tendons, like a bird changing its grip on a wire. The hand doesn't obey for half a second, maybe a whole one. Then it comes back and pretends nothing happened, and you pretend along with it, because the alternative is admitting the clock inside you has started doing the thing it was written to do. They built my batch to peak at twenty and be gone by fifty. Planned senescence, the Canons call it. Warranty expiration is what Pity calls it, when she thinks I can't hear her, and she's not wrong. Nothing in Cathedra dies of old age. It dies on schedule.

    Half a second. The Vicar started to slide out of my grip, robes shedding a fog of gray silt, and I caught him with the left and held on and breathed the way you're supposed to breathe when the thing you're not thinking about has just happened again, closer together than last time.

    Saint? Pity, in my teeth. Your telemetry hiccuped.

    "Rig's old," I said. "Coming up."

    The Chapel of the Fourth Amendment had been a fine building once. Coming up through the nave I passed its windows, meters of scripture-glass, the Loom's own genome rendered in lead and stained light — four billion letters of God abridged for the faithful, A-C-G-T in amber and rose and a blue they don't make anymore. When the sea wall failed and the district drowned, the church deconsecrated the building by amendment, which is how the church does everything, and the glass stayed down here in the dark, preaching code to the eels. My lamp put color on the dead Vicar's robes as we rose past it. Rose, amber, that lost blue. Prettiest he'd looked in nine days.

    We broke the surface into rain.

    It was the thin acid stuff that afternoon, the kind that doesn't so much fall as condense on you, and the drowned district stood around us in it, forty blocks of buildings dead from the third floor down. Pity had the skiff holding station at the chapel's rose window, engine burbling, and she leaned out and got a gaff into the body bag's harness like she was landing a fish she'd caught a thousand times, because she had.

    "He's light," she said.

    "Eels."

    "Poor bastard." She said it flat and meant it. Pity is Unwritten — born in the Parch of a genome nobody licensed, three generations of nobody asking the Loom's permission — and legally speaking she is not a person, and legally speaking killing her is not murder, and she is the only one of the three of us who ever spares a feeling for the dead we get paid to move. I've thought about that more than I'd admit. Maybe compassion is one of the things they edit out when they write you on purpose.

    Ral crouched on the skiff's bow with the long gun across his knees and did not help, because helping wasn't his job. Watching the roofline was his job. My last batch-brother: ADJUTANT-9, Martyr Batch Sarid, same face as mine under the scarring if you knew what to look for, same expiration date, same tremor coming for him that he didn't talk about either. Thirty years ago there had been two hundred of us in the batch and we had marched onto drop-ships while the city sang the Litany of Going Forth, and the Crusade of the Meridian had eaten all but a handful, and the church had thanked us by amendment: line discontinued, sacraments withdrawn, wombs of the batch sealed. Warranty expired.

    "Roofline's crawling," Ral said. "Two on the cannery. Kids."

    "Scavengers?"

    "Kids with a spotting scope." He didn't lower the gun. "Somebody pays kids to count boats."

    Somebody always did. I hauled myself over the gunwale, stripped the mask, and the rain got into the seal-sores on my jaw right away, friendly as ever. "Nobody hits an Inquisition recovery," I said. "Even the Parch isn't that hungry."

    "Everybody's that hungry," Ral said. "They're just not that stupid yet."

    Pity took us out through the drowned streets with the sonar pinging soft, between the roofs of sunken tenements where the city's old life sat preserved under green water — laundry lines, a child's bicycle fused to a balcony rail, a chapel marquee still legible: THE FLESH IS THE WORD. The Vicar lay between us in his bag. Rain beaded on the black plastic and found the low places in it.

    The corpse-gate for that sector was a concrete throat in the sea wall, lit church-white, with a receiving slab and a scanner arch and a smell of ozone and formalin that got into your clothes and stayed. A junior Vicar oversaw it, one of the young ones written since the Crusade — the new lines have a look, smooth and faintly lit from within, like they're being rendered in better resolution than the world around them. His stole bore the thread-and-needle of Recovery Doctrine. Behind him two church constables stood in the dry, watching us work in the rain.

    We laid the body on the slab. The arch woke and threw its light down the length of the bag, reading the dead man's genome through plastic and ruin, checking the text against the record, and the junior Vicar watched the returns on a slate with his lips moving. Prayer or arithmetic. With the church there's no difference.

    "Recovery confirms canonical," he said. "Identity confirms. Cause of death —" his eyes went across the returns — "confirmed as accidental submersion, consistent with the writ."

    Consistent with the writ. The marks under the chain-wrap would be nine days softened, and no one with a forensic mandate would ever look, because the writ said no forensic mandate, and the writ had been drafted before we found the body. The church doesn't hide what it does. It amends what happened.

    "Recovery fee as contracted," I said. "Plus relic handling. The censer's logged."

    The junior Vicar's stylus moved. "The remains show post-mortem predation and loss of mass," he said. "Recovered text is degraded. The tariff schedule for degraded scripture applies. The fee is amended to sixty per cent."

    Somewhere under nine days of patience I felt the old heat try the door. "The degradation happened while he floated in your parish for nine days," I said. "We recovered what your dispatcher took a week to post."

    "The tariff applies to the condition of the text as received." He'd stopped looking at me. They train that. You are not spoken to, you are spoken about, in the third person, to the paperwork. "The Bursary thanks the contractor. Sixty per cent releases upon de-listing. You may confirm or contest. Contest convenes a doctrinal review."

    A doctrinal review. Eight weeks, non-appearance forbidden, findings final, and somewhere in week three a clerk discovers that the contractor's crew includes an Unwritten pilot operating church waters without a soul, and it stops being about money. He knew that. It was in the way he finally looked up at me, patient as the rain, a boy in a dry doorway pricing the last thirty years of my life. Behind him the constables shifted, bored, hands crossed over their sticks. Over the arch, cast in the concrete, the Loom's own words: I HAVE WRITTEN EACH OF YOU IN FULL.

    Ral's weight moved on the deck behind me. Half a centimeter. I put two fingers flat against the gunwale where he could see them.

    "Confirmed," I said.

    "The Loom keep you," the junior Vicar said, to none of us in particular, and the slab took the dead man in.

    Pity ran us home along the wall in the last of the light, and none of us said anything for a long stretch, because there was nothing to say that we hadn't said after every other job that ended the same way. Sixty per cent. After fuel, after air fills, after the dock tithe and the water tax and the grease we paid monthly to the harbor constables for the privilege of not being inspected, sixty per cent came to a number that would feed the three of us for two weeks and fix nothing on a boat where everything needed fixing. The skiff's port impeller had a bearing whine you could hear over the rain. Pity's rebreather was past its cycle count. And under my jaw, in the tendons of my right hand, the bird shifted its grip on the wire and waited.

    The city stood up out of the sea ahead of us the way it always did, all at once, Cathedra entire: the wall, the stacks, the spine of the arcology going up into cloud with its ten thousand chapel-lights burning through the smog like coals through a blanket, and at the very top, where none of us had ever been or would ever be, the pale glow they keep around the Loom's sanctum, the color of the inside of a shell. From the water, at dusk, in the rain, it is the most beautiful thing I know of and it looks exactly like what it is. A reliquary with a city stuck to the bottom of it.

    "Sexton's been pinging me," Pity said at last, eyes on her channel. "Since midday. Says he's got work."

    "Sexton's always got work."

    "Says it's orbital." She looked over at me, rain running off the flat planes of her face, and there was the thing in her voice she gets when the money is bad enough to make bad ideas sound like arithmetic. "Salvage. One lift, one recovery, flat fee. He says the number will fix everything on this boat and then the boat won't matter, because we'll buy a better boat."

    Ral laughed once, in the back of his throat, no humor in it. "Nobody pays that to haul honest cargo."

    "Nobody's paid us to haul honest cargo in ten years," Pity said.

    They both looked at me then, the way they do, because somebody has to be the one who decides and thirty years ago the church wrote me to be exactly that and never asked if I wanted it. Adjutant line. Built to carry what's given and choose under fire. The Crusade was over, the batch was dead, the warranty was run out, and the writing still held. It always holds. That's the thing about being authored. You can hate every line of yourself and the text stays canon.

    The rain came down. The city burned holy through the murk. My right hand lay in my lap and behaved itself, this hour, and I thought about the number that fixes everything, and about how every job I'd ever taken that promised that had cost more than it paid, and about how little of me was left to spend.

    "Tell the Sexton we'll hear him out," I said. "Hearing's free."

    It was the last free thing any of us ever got.

  
    Chapter 2 — The Crew

    Home was a drydock berth on the third tier of Harbor Ring Seven, between a protein-render that never stopped and a chapel that never opened. The berth had been meant for a fishing scow half our length. We fitted the skiff the way you fit anything in Cathedra if you aren't Canons: by sawing off what didn't belong and calling the rest a renovation. Pity had welded a living box into the port bulkhead out of scrap plate and insulation foam. Ral slept in the bow with his gun. I slept where I fell.

    We came in wet and quiet. Pity tied us off and killed the engine and the impeller's bearing kept singing for three full seconds after the power died, a thin dying note that went into the bone the way the rain did. She looked at it the way you look at a tooth you know has to come out.

    "Two weeks of food," she said, not asking.

    "If we don't buy air."

    "If we don't buy air we don't work."

    "Then we buy air."

    Ral was already on the pier, long gun slung, scanning the ring's upper walk like the spotting-scope kids might have followed us home. They hadn't. The ring was empty of everything except Oblate dockhands and the smell of rendered fat. An Oblate woman in a gray smock was hosing blood toward a grate with the patient cheer of someone written to love the hose. She saw us and smiled with her whole face, which is what contentment looks like when it's a chemical, and went back to her grate.

    "Sexton wants us at the Salt," Pity said, reading her slate. "Within the hour. Says the number expires."

    "Numbers that expire aren't numbers," Ral said. "They're bait."

    "Numbers that don't expire don't talk to us," Pity said, and went to strip her rebreather.

    I stood on the pier in the rain and let my right hand hang where I could watch it without watching it. It behaved. The bird was asleep. For now. Forty-four years into a fifty-year warranty and the only honest thing the church ever put in me was the clock, and even that they lied about — they told the batch we'd die clean. They didn't mention the months of stutter before the lights went out, the little thefts of the body, one tendon at a time.

    Inside, Pity had the kettle on a burner that worked every other Tuesday. She was Unwritten and looked it if you knew the tells: no caste mark at the temple, no Signature glow under UV, a face that had been assembled by parents and luck instead of a Canon drafting table. Shorter than us by a head. Hands that could rebuild an impeller bearing with a bent nail and a prayer she didn't believe in. She had been with us eleven years. Before that she'd run blackwater for a Parch crew that got edited in a night raid, which is church for killed without paperwork. She never told us how she walked out of that. We never asked. In our line of work, asking is how you find out you can't afford the answer.

    Ral sat on the crate that was our table and broke down the long gun for the second time that day, which is what he did instead of talking. Same face as mine under the burn scars on the left side — Crusade glass, Meridian drop, year one — and the same eyes the Canons had written into all of us, pale and a little too still. Adjutant Batch Sarid. We had been two hundred. We were two. He was ADJUTANT-9 and I was 7 and the numbers between us were ash in a crater nobody maps anymore.

    "You're going to take it," he said, without looking up.

    "I'm going to hear it."

    "You're going to take it. Pity's already spending the money in her head. You're going to take it because the alternative is sitting here watching the impeller die and then watching us die after it." He seated the bolt. "And because they wrote you to take it."

    "They wrote you the same."

    "They wrote me to shoot what you pointed at." He glanced up then, and there was no anger in it, only the flat recognition of a man reading his own scripture. "Different verses. Same book."

    Pity put three cups down. The tea was recycled water run through a filter that had given up filtering and a leaf dust she bought by the gram in the Parch. It tasted like warm metal and stubbornness. We drank it anyway.

    "Orbital," she said. "One lift. Package recovery. Client through the Sexton, identity sealed. Flat fee posts on delivery to a drop in the Stacks. No Inquisition paper. No corpse-gate tariff." She slid her slate around so I could see the number.

    I looked at the number. The number looked back. It was the kind of number that buys a new skiff and a year of air and a quiet place outside the wall where the rain is just rain. It was also the kind of number that gets three people killed and a fourth paid to forget their names.

    "What's the package?" I said.

    "He didn't say."

    "Weight?"

    "He didn't say."

    "Why us?"

    Pity shrugged. "Because we're cheap and we don't ask, and because every Throne crew with a better reputation is dead or working for the church."

    Ral laughed that one laugh of his. "Flattered."

    I drank the tea. Outside, the protein-render coughed and settled into its night rhythm. Somewhere above us a chapel-bell marked the hour in the Loom's own counting, which is not hours as anyone else keeps them — it's amendment-cycles, the heartbeat of a god that revises. I have never known what time it was in Cathedra. I have only ever known what time it was for me.

    "We hear him out," I said. "We don't take anything tonight."

    Pity's mouth did a thing that wasn't quite a smile. "Hearing's free," she said, throwing my own line back at me, and reached for her coat.

    The Salt was a drinking house built into the old desalination works on the Parch side of the wall, where the runoff came out gray and the Unwritten came in wet. It had no sign. It had a door that stuck and a bouncer who was Throne-batch from a line even older than ours, one of the first discontinued, a man whose hands shook constantly and who didn't pretend they didn't. He smelled us for weapons, found Ral's, left it, because taking a Throne's gun is how you teach him to use everything else.

    Inside was heat and yeast and the low talk of people spending money they hadn't earned yet. Chapel-neon leaked through the street-side shutters in strips of rose and that lost blue, painting the sawdust in scripture colors. The Sexton kept a booth in the back under a dead security camera he left up for the aesthetic.

    He was already there. He was always already there. The Sexton was a man who occupied rooms the way damp did — completely, without effort, and in a way that suggested he'd been first. Soft hands. Soft voice. Eyes the color of dirty ice. Nobody knew his caste. Rumors said Canon-blood diluted through three generations of the Parch; rumors said Unwritten with a forged Signature good enough to fool parish scanners; rumors said he wasn't authored at all, which was the kind of joke that got you edited if you told it in the wrong room. He wore a gray coat that had never seen the rain and a smile that had never seen a reason.

    "Sarid," he said, which is what he called me, batch-name instead of the street one, because the Sexton liked to remind you that he knew the text you were printed on. "Pity. Ral. Sit. Drink. The number's still warm."

    We sat. We did not drink. The Sexton poured anyway, four glasses of something clear that smelled like solvent and fennel.

    "Orbital salvage," he said. "Client requires discretion and a crew that can keep vacuum from eating them. Package is a single unit, mass under two hundred kilos, sealed. Lift from a dead seminary on Meridian-track, the Psalter. You know it?"

    I knew it. Everybody who'd survived the Crusade knew it. The Psalter had been a Canon teaching station, spun up before the war to write new Vicars in zero-g because the Canons believed vacuum made cleaner scripture. During the Meridian it had gone dark mid-liturgy and nobody had gone back for the bodies. Thirty years of closed doors and decaying orbit. The kind of place the church left alone because even the church gets tired of its own dead.

    "We know it," I said.

    "Good. Launch window is forty hours. I have a lifter booked out of Ring Twelve — quiet registry, paid. You ride up, you board, you recover the package from the designated bay, you ride down, you deliver to a cutout in the Stacks. You do not inventory. You do not scan. You do not open." He touched his glass without drinking. "That last one is the client's language, not mine. I'm told it's load-bearing."

    Ral's boot found mine under the table. I ignored it.

    "Why's it still up there?" Pity said. "Thirty years. Somebody would've stripped the Psalter to the bolts by now."

    "Somebody tried," the Sexton said. "Twice. Both crews stopped answering. The client would like a third attempt by people who understand that answering is optional and returning is not." He smiled. "Hence the number."

    "Hence the number," Ral said, flat.

    I looked at the Sexton. The Sexton looked back. Behind his eyes there was a ledger with our names in it and a column for what we owed and a column for what we were worth, and I had the unpleasant sense that the second column had just been revised upward in a way that would not be good for us.

    "Terms," I said.

    "Half on boarding confirmation. Half on delivery. I hold escrow. You know I hold escrow clean."

    He did. That was the Sexton's whole religion. He would sell your sister and cancel your air and tip the Inquisition to your berth, but escrow cleared. In the Parch that passed for a moral code.

    "We don't open the package," I said.

    "You don't open the package."

    "We don't scan it. We don't ask what it is. We put it where we're told and we walk away."

    "That's the job."

    I let the silence sit. Pity's knee was bouncing under the table, a small piston of want. Ral had gone still the way he went still before a shot. Outside, somebody laughed too loud and was told to stop, and did.

    There is a rule I keep. I did not invent it. I inherited it from a dead Adjutant whose number was lower than mine and whose advice outlasted his body by twenty years. The rule is: never open the package. Not because of curiosity. Because of consequence. In this city every sealed thing is sealed for a reason that belongs to somebody more powerful than you, and the moment you know what's inside, you become a witness, and witnesses get amended. I have carried corpses and relics and once a Canon's living dog in a tranq-crate, and I have never looked, and I am still alive, which is the only endorsement the rule requires.

    "We'll take it," I said.

    Pity exhaled through her nose. Ral looked at the wall.

    The Sexton slid a wafer across the table. Boarding codes. Lift registry. Drop coordinates. A single line of client language at the bottom in the formal register the Vicars use for writs: THE CONTENTS ARE NOT TO BE READ.

    "Forty hours," he said. "Don't be late. Don't be clever. And Sarid —" he lifted his glass at last, a toast to nothing — "try not to die before delivery. Escrow gets complicated when the contractor becomes the cargo."

    We walked back along the wall in the rain. The city threw its light down on us and did not care. Pity talked the whole way — launch checklist, air math, the bearing she was going to nurse one more trip because there wasn't time to replace it — and under the talk was a brightness I hadn't heard from her in months. Hope is a stupid look on anyone. On an Unwritten in Cathedra it's almost a crime.

    Ral waited until she'd gone ahead to check the lifter registry on her slate. Then he said, without turning his head, "You're going to open it."

    "No."

    "You always say no. Then the job gets teeth and you open it anyway."

    "I don't."

    "You did on the Meridian. The relay crate. You told me afterward."

    "That was the war."

    "This is also the war," Ral said. "It just got quieter." He stopped walking. The rain ran off the scars on his face in little tributaries. "If what's on that seminary is worth that number, it's worth killing us to keep quiet. You know that. Pity knows it and she's pretending she doesn't because she wants a boat that doesn't scream. I know it and I'm going anyway because there's nowhere else to go. You're going because they wrote you to carry the load. Don't dress it up."

    I looked past him at the wall. On this side, the Parch: corrugated stacking, desalination steam, Unwritten lives counted in water-rations. On the other side, Cathedra proper, rising into its own weather. Between them, a concrete throat with scanners and constables and a scripture that said which of us were people.

    "We don't open it," I said. "That's the job. That's the rule."

    Ral studied me for a long second. Whatever he saw there, he filed it under the same heading he filed everything — useful until it wasn't.

    "Your hand," he said.

    I looked down. I hadn't felt it. The fingers of my right hand were curled halfway to a fist and trembling, a fine high shiver, like a wire under current. I opened them. They opened. The bird settled.

    "Rig's old," I said.

    "Sure," Ral said, and walked on.

    Pity was waiting at the berth with her slate lit and a grin she was trying to put away before we saw it. "Lift's confirmed," she said. "Ring Twelve, dawn after next. I told them three souls, two Thrones, one other. They didn't ask for papers." She paused. "We should eat something that isn't tea."

    We ate something that wasn't tea. Protein bricks from the render next door, still warm, stamped with the Oblate gratitude-mark and a verse from the Book of Threads. Ral cleaned the long gun a third time. Pity pulled the impeller bearing and packed it with grease that would last forty hours if the Loom was feeling kind. I lay on my bunk and watched the ceiling sweat and felt the clock in my tendons counting down a different deadline than the one on the Sexton's wafer.

    Forty hours to launch. A dead seminary on a decaying track. A package that was not to be read. A number that would fix everything.

    I closed my eyes and did not pray, because Thrones aren't written for prayer and the god who wrote us has already decided how we end. I thought about the rule. Never open the package. I thought about Ral's face in the rain when he said this is also the war. I thought about Pity spending money that wasn't ours yet on a life that wasn't possible.

    Sleep took a long time arriving. When it did, it brought no dreams worth keeping — only the sense of something sealed, waiting in the dark above the city, and the quiet certainty that every seal I'd ever respected had been put there by someone who already knew how the story ended.

    We launched two dawns later, into a sky the color of old bone.
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