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The Fall of Babel


Adam had learned long ago that the quality most essential to surviving the Tower was not luck, nor strength, nor wisdom. Even experience was not without disadvantage because as complacency dulled one’s vigilance, longevity inflated one’s sense of permanence. The Tower loathed nothing more than a smug survivor.


No, the true patron of old fools and street urchins was elasticity. To survive, one had to be flexible.


Flattery had not softened the sparking men, so Adam abandoned the strategy. It was just as well: The fawning toady was an unpleasant disguise. He needed to light upon a new tactic, and quickly, before he met the soldiers’ superiors and the game began in earnest.


The trouble was, Adam had spent recent months suppressing his devious instincts in an effort to conform to the noble ideals his captain espoused. It had not escaped Adam’s notice that Senlin’s principles came at the expense of his plasticity. Senlin had been half a pirate, half a thief, and half a killer because he was, at his core, unbending. He could change his sails, but not his course; he could swap his suit, but not his heart.


Adam doubted he could afford to pursue such rigid principles here and on his own. Besides, he had come with the intent of burgling heaven.
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THE DAILY REVERIE — ARTS & THEATER


A Refresher for the Devotees of the Senlin Saga


(In Anticipation of Its Conclusion)


by Oren Robinson


Another theatrical season; another entry in the Books of Babel melo-drama!


Per usual, the burden of revitalizing the acts and exeunts of the overpaid playwright’s prior works falls to me, dear reader. I, Oren Robinson, cultural critic and man about town (or at least my own townhome), shall hitherto attempt to puff upon the dwindling coals of your enthusiasm for a tale that, like the besotted guest who has begun to drape upon the drapery, departs not a moment too soon! I offer this recapitulation out of the largesse of my heart and my contractional obligation to the editors of the Daily Reverie.


In last season’s The Hod King, Thomas Senlin, having infiltrated our ringdom at the Sphinx’s behest, was at last reunited with his betrothed, the incomparable Mermaid née Mrs. Senlin. Thomas took the long-awaited tender moment as occasion to confess his infidelity, though not the identity of his paramour. (If you, dear reader, do not recall the name of Tom’s forbidden love, then you will not have read my award-winning essay, “Edith Winters and Why the Headmaster from East Fish Piss Does Not Deserve Her.” Shame on you.) Marya, fearing the wrath of her new husband, the nefarious Duke Wilhelm Pell, released Tom from his tattered vows, but elected to keep the existence of their daughter, Olivet, a secret for the safety of all involved. The lapsed headmaster only learned of his unobserved fatherhood shortly before Duke Wilhelm stuck a bucket on his head and banished him to the convoluted service tunnels that knot the Tower walls like chitterlings—pig entrails that share in common with the black trail a certain aroma.


Condemned to the bleak thoroughfares of the hods, Thomas was reunited with two characters from his past: John Tarrou, his tippling friend from the Baths, and his former employer, the humiliated port master Finn Goll. The trio soon found themselves conscripted into Luc Marat’s army of zealots. Thomas and company were alarmed to learn of the existence of a mighty excavator, the unroyal Hod King. Poised at the threshold of his roughly carved throne room, the zealot shared with Thomas his intent to unseat the Sphinx from her lofty perch. In a move that seemed to straddle the line between self-preservation and martyrdom, Senlin promised to assist Marat’s assault of the Tower’s enigmatic and unpopular warden.


The ambitions of Marat and his siege engine are foremost in the mind of the formidable Captain Winters, who has recently knocked the ashes of Pelphia’s Port Virtue from the soles of her boots. Before departing our vaunted (if somewhat diminished) ringdom, Captain Winters called upon Duke Wilhelm to offer his unwilling wife succor and safe harbor. Marya readily accepted her offer and, though traveling light, thought to pack at least her off-spring, who came as some surprise to her liberator. Before withdrawing, Edith warned the duke off any notion of pursuit, famously punctuating this caution with a gory, ruinous handshake. ’Twas the sort of grip that makes an impression upon both the recipient and the rug!


Aboard the State of Art, the Sphinx’s now silkless flagship, Voleta began to convalesce from her recent death. Having been shot in the head by the rapacious Prince Francis Le Mesurier, Voleta was only revived by the ministrations of Reddleman, the reborn Wakeman once known as the Red Hand. Reddleman plied Voleta with the Sphinx’s medium, an energetic and mysterious brew. Though the consequences of Voleta’s resurrection remain to be seen, Iren, the ship’s imposing first mate, is greatly relieved to have her charge and friend returned.


The manifest of the State of Art grew by three souls. In addition to the aforementioned aeronauts and Byron, the Sphinx’s buck of a butler, the gunship now serves as home to Marya, Olivet, and Ann Gaucher, a recently unemployed governess and Iren’s new amour.


It has fallen to Captain Winters and her unlikely crew to collect a series of nearly identical paintings that feature a girl clutching a paper boat in the shallows of the Baths. The Tower’s elusive architect, the Brick Layer, distributed these artful tokens, one to each of the sixty-four ringdoms, shortly before his disappearance, an event shrouded in mystery. The paintings, collectively entitled The Brick Layer’s Granddaughter, were destined to one day be reassembled within the panes of the Sphinx’s zoetrope, a baroque device that promises to reveal the encoded combination for opening the Bridge of Babel, whatever the devil that is. While the precise purpose of the bridge remains unclear, the Sphinx assured Captain Winters that unlocking the bridge was the only way to keep a great reservoir of poorly bottled lightning from igniting a conflagration that would turn the mortar of the Tower into a pestle of a crater. To make matters worse, Captain Winters has been cut off from her master by sabotage. One of Marat’s youthful conscripts crippled the central fuse station entombed beneath the streets of Pelphia, an act that apparently sealed the Sphinx inside her home.


But what of Adamos Boreas, beloved mope and devoted sibling to the irritatingly insouciant Voleta? His conspicuous absence from The Hod King can only lead one to suppose that the playwright temporarily forgot of his existence, much as one forgets a draft until the weather turns. Unseen since his inclusion in Arm of the Sphinx, Adam was left to languish upon the foggy peak of the Tower in the custody of knights who cast lightning as readily as I cast water into my thunder pot. And how, dear reader, did those guards of that crowning fog know Adam’s name? Why did they quiz him on the details of his life? What grim snare has our long-suffering older brother bumbled upon?


There’s only one way to discover the answers to these questions. Stay at home! Close the curtains. Don’t answer the door. I shall attend the evening’s premier of The Fall of Babel on your behalf, and tomorrow, when you unfold the Daily Reverie and thumb through to find me waiting for you, I shall embrace you with revelations startling, strange, and disappointing perhaps, but a finished and decisive end, at the least. Good night, dear reader. Tomorrow shall banish every question, every doubt. Good night and more pleasant dreams!


Your Humble Savant,


Oren Robinson











We painted cavern walls to own the shadows with our palms.


We carved the ground with county lines to legislate our qualms.


We drew on heaven human shapes to stake the cosmic plot.


Man would write upon his soul if pen could reach the spot.


—Music for Falling Down Stairs by Jumet
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Chapter One





Courage circulates like a melody sung in a round. It is an infinite canon, an infectious and intoxicating performance.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


The lightning seeded the fog with a fire that churned like a restless embryo.


The rubber-clad soldiers hurled another volley of blue bolts into the mist, staining Adam’s vision with jagged fissures of white. Inside the burning cloud, a dozen voices first bellowed, then pitched toward a hopeless animal plea. Their screams concluded at a stroke when the hull of their silkless ship crashed upon the silver plateau that crowned the Tower of Babel.


Furnace coals and gunpowder mingled amid the wreckage. The explosion arrived in waves: first flash, then warmth, and finally wind. Adam heard ejecta kick across the ground and turned his back to the coming spray of splinters, glass, and nails. He was sure he would’ve been grievously injured had not one of the vulcanized soldiers moved to shield him from the shrapnel.


The ground beneath Adam rang with a solemn note that seemed to peal from the mouth of a mountainous bell. The wind shifted again. Smoke darkened the fog, replacing the sweet, metallic scent of electricity with the stink of sulfur, burnt silk, and death.


A flaming cocked hat tumbled past Adam’s foot.


He thought of Senlin. What would he make of all of this? Before Adam could explore the thought further, the soldier who had a moment before sheltered him gave his shoulder an ungentle push. The troop resumed its march into the mist.


The murk had robbed him of a sense of time, but he supposed it had been about two hours since Mister Winters had left his side, two hours since the youthful soldiers had quit bickering, screwed their ghoulish helmets back on, and gone to war with the clouds. They had not spoken to him since, only smirked like fishhooks. Between their tar-black armor and red-copper visors, Adam could not tell one from the next. They shoved him when they wished him to go, bumped him when they wanted him to stop, and fired over his head when something in the fog required it. The sparking men’s eyes telescoped and twisted like a chameleon’s, often in contrary directions. Though it seemed one eye or another was always on him, huddled like a calf inside their herd.


Adam wasn’t sure whether he was a captive or a guest, but since he was unarmed and outnumbered ten to one, he chose to treat them as his generous hosts until they corrected him with a pillory, a prison, or a firing squad.


Whenever there was a calm between clashes, Adam tried to ingratiate himself to his hosts. He complimented them on their weapons, their discipline, their fierce masks and imposing suits. These overtures passed without remark. The sparking men continued to stalk the mist and fire on unseen enemies. Cannons boomed in the scud above them, and rifles cracked. Occasionally, an errant ball pelted near enough for Adam to hear it ricochet, but a second shot never followed the first. The invaders appeared to be firing blindly. The sparking men, meanwhile, aimed the forked prongs of their tethered wands, tracked their quarries, and shot confidently into the wool. They did not appear to ever miss. The mist glowed with burning ships.


They came to a towering sculpture of a kneeling woman, plated in lineated wootz steel. Her hair hung straight as a scarf. Her figure was maternal, her robes modest. She sat rocked back on her heels, eyes lidded, jaw slack, palms raised in worship or perhaps beggary. The extreme angle made her expression difficult to read.


The troop halted beside her knee, and Adam thought perhaps it was to allow him a moment to appreciate the apparent artistry that had gone into fashioning such a thing. He praised the monument’s beauty, the whimsical striped steel, and her ambiguous posture, which seemed at once noble and humble. Then the towering woman turned her head, the movement smooth and nearly lifelike. She vomited a ball of lightning into the cluttered air.


The clouds swallowed the crackling missile.


In the distance, an explosion rumbled like thunder.


One of the sparking men raised a finger to his lopsided grin. Adam shut his hanging mouth.


Adam had learned long ago that the quality most essential to surviving the Tower was not luck, nor strength, nor wisdom. Even experience was not without disadvantage because as complacency dulled one’s vigilance, longevity inflated one’s sense of permanence. The Tower loathed nothing more than a smug survivor.


No, the true patron of old fools and street urchins was elasticity. To survive, one had to be flexible.


Flattery had not softened the sparking men, so Adam abandoned the strategy. It was just as well: The fawning toady was an unpleasant disguise. He needed to light upon a new tactic, and quickly, before he met the soldiers’ superiors and the game began in earnest.


The trouble was, Adam had spent recent months suppressing his devious instincts in an effort to conform to the noble ideals his captain espoused. It had not escaped Adam’s notice that Senlin’s principles came at the expense of his plasticity. Senlin had been half a pirate, half a thief, and half a killer because he was, at his core, unbending. He could change his sails, but not his course; he could swap his suit, but not his heart.


Adam doubted he could afford to pursue such rigid principles here and on his own. Besides, he had come with the intent of burgling heaven. Such an undertaking was far from virtuous. He could only hope that the conniving, wiling part of him had not dulled from disuse.


All the flash, fog, and jostling had distracted Adam from something he should’ve recognized from the start: He was walking into some sort of grift. The fact that the sparking men knew a few details of his life signaled either a cold reading or a confidence game, and he had seen enough of both in his time. New Babel had a robust population of clairvoyants, each of whom claimed to commune with the dead, though all they really did was interrogate the living. Then there were the mind readers, who could open the human psyche as easily as a billfold. You couldn’t walk a single block in New Babel without being accosted by a shell game operator who would demonstrate the fairness of his game by feeding winnings to a planted player who invariably took the good luck with him when he left.


The locals of New Babel had learned the obvious lesson: Leave the soothsayers and game runners to the tourists. But Adam had learned a more subtle moral: Sometimes hucksters make easy marks.


A compelling ruse took an awful lot of concentration to perform. The more a charlatan thought of another man’s wallet, the less he attended his own.


Before he was banned by New Babel’s Guild of Cups and Mystics, Adam had slipped the rings from the hands of a dozen palm readers; he had picked the pockets of the pickpockets who wove through the crowds of the telepaths; and he had convinced the shell game operators to hire him as a stooge, only to evaporate with the exemplary loot. Naturally, he had made one or two (or three or four) enemies along the way, but as an employee of Finn Goll, who sponged up most of his ill-gotten gains, Adam had enjoyed the protection of Iren and the port guard.


Which of course would not be the case here. If these rubber golems turned out to be cannibals, no one would rush in to pull him from the pot.


The bleak thought was strangely exhilarating. For the first time in a very long while, he was responsible for no one but himself.


Obviously, the rubber knights were trying to fool him by pretending to be familiar with his past. Adam didn’t know why they were doing it or how they had discovered the personal details they knew, but neither mystery mattered. Let them play their game while he played his.


Adam was so taken with his own thoughts that he hardly noticed that the battle had ended until one of the guards halted and twisted his visor free of its collar. It was the same soldier who’d first recognized him and called him by name. The soldier’s blond hair and beard were as yellow as pollen. His features were angular, his brow as jutting and sharp as the eaves of a roof. He might’ve been imposing were it not for his eyes, which gleamed with a sort of doglike eagerness. He said, “You’re not a tenor at all. You’re a baritone, like me. I’m not surprised, of course. In fact, I knew it. Oh, I can’t wait to see the look on Piotr’s face when he hears you. This has been a wonderful morning. First a conflagration, now a vindication!” He hiked an arm in squeaking triumph.


Adam had no idea how to respond, so he said, “Who were you shooting at? Pirates?”


“No, a navy. Mundy Crete’s navy, to be exact. They’re a bunch of idiots. You could set your watch by their invasions: first Monday every July. Every year they send more ships, and we make more ashes. I wish we could just convince them to burn their summer fleet while they were still anchored in port and save us both the trouble.” He tossed his hair, heavy with sweat, and smiled at Adam, who felt a little towered over. The guard was at least a head taller than him. “But who cares about all that? What’s left of them will be swept up and gone before tomorrow. Tell me, what have you been up to, Adamos? Pinching purses? Impersonating tour guides? Getting Voleta out of jams?”


This sudden topical shift, peppered with personal details, was unsettling. Adam dug his hands into his pockets to affect a casual air. He felt reassured by the book he found there. It was the diary of Captain Brahe, which he’d rescued from the derelict Natchez King down in the Silk Gardens where the spider-eaters wallowed. It had become something of a talisman for this whole ill-advised adventure, and its presence settled his nerves as readily as the hand of a friend. He responded to the question with a breezy sigh. “Oh, you know. I’ve been doing this and that, going here and there.”


The soldier gave him a sidelong look that contained a certain amount of amusement if not satisfaction. But if this man’s curiosity was all that was keeping him alive, Adam wasn’t ready to surrender all of his mysteries just yet.


“Well, it’s a lucky thing you clawed your way up during my patrol. I admit: I’m something of an admirer of yours. If you’d come by ship, I would’ve finished you off and never realized it.” The sentry cocked his head to one side, his lower lip jutting out from under his mustache. “I wonder if I’ve killed a lot of famous people.”


“You’ve brought down a great many ships, I suppose?” Adam made the remark as if he were alluding to a pastime and not the fate of many souls.


“Oh, hundreds! I’ve wrecked pirate ships, colonist scouts, royal envoys, naturalist expeditions, tour boats, racing yachts, and a barge full of orphans.” He made a constrained, snuffling sort of sound. It was a laugh that would’ve been well suited to a formal tea and an absolute liability in a public house. Adam smiled at what he hoped was a joke.


One of the other guards removed her helmet. It was the woman who had previously informed him that Adam absolutely did not tell jokes. Based upon her expression, it didn’t seem she enjoyed hearing them much either. She said, “And as I recall, Elrin, you’ve shot a thief or two.”


“It’s Sergeant Allod to you, Corporal! And Adam is more than a thief!” The soldier’s cheeks flushed with exasperation. “He is a phenomenon! He’s a bird of paradise. You don’t shoot a bird of paradise when it lands in your backyard.”


“But a barge full of orphans . . .” She stuck out her hand and rocked it—an equivocating gesture.


“You know I was joking.”


“Perhaps we should amend our oath.” She held her hands out, palms up, the same pleading pose of the titanic sculpture who’d spat a ball of lightning. “ ‘I shall defend our gates and gardens from waste, war, and trespass unless the interloper is particularly famous or interesting or attractive or—’ ”


“You know what, Runa, if you want to shoot him so badly, go right ahead. Roast his bones!” The blond sergeant pointed at her. “But you have to explain to everyone why you shot Adamos Boreas while he was coming along peaceably, and you have to tell Mother.”


Discovering the two were siblings explained their bickering habit and also why a sergeant would endure such a back and forth from a subordinate. Though if Adam had learned anything in recent years, it was that orders delivered by one sibling to another were seldom welcome or followed.


The woman the sergeant had called Runa rolled her eyes and dropped her arms. “I’m not saying we should shoot him, Elrin.”


“Oh! Well, then.” Her brother’s voice took on a condescending quaver. “I suppose we could take him in and call an accord and share this judgment with our countrymen as is our custom and law.” He touched his forehead, mimicking the arrival of a revelation. “Wait a moment! Is that exactly what I was doing? Are you telling me, your superior officer, to do exactly what I was doing?”


“For god’s sake, Elrin, don’t be such a—”


“Shut up, Corporal. That’s an order. God, Runa, you’re insufferable. And do you honestly not want to know what happened to Voleta? Because I certainly do. Here, let’s just take a quick poll.” Elrin turned to the rest of his troop. “Any of you lot curious to know what happened to the little acrobat? Is Voleta happy? Is she whole? Is she coming up next? Well? What say you?”


A lump gathered in Adam’s throat as one by one each of the lizard-headed soldiers raised a rubber hand.










Chapter Two





Those who claim to be “ready for anything” are over-packed and invariably unprepared for the one obstacle every adventurer must eventually face— disappointment.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


Adam had the distinct impression that they were walking in a circle. At first, he thought it was a trick of the fog, but they had covered enough ground to have traversed the entire, and much broader, foot of the Tower more than once. For all their trekking, the landscape had remained relatively barren. They had come upon one or two tall poles that were forked like roasting spits, a few active pyres of burning wreckage, several charred bodies that were narrowly identifiable as human, and a single monument that had a mortar for a mouth. If they were not walking in a circle, then the Tower’s penthouse was lamentably unfurnished.


In his diary, Captain Brahe had alluded to rivers of gold and trees of silver, which Adam supposed might describe the present landscape. Gold plates cut across portions of the steely floor in a manner that might be said to evoke a river or stream to a sufficiently dreamy or nearsighted person. The branching silver aerials were vaguely treelike, and perhaps would appear more so to a native of the Tower who hadn’t much experience with forests or lumber or picture books.


But Brahe had also referred to something grander, a larger object, a more splendid structure buried deep inside the mist. The captain of the Natchez King admitted to having glimpsed the mysterious feature for scarcely a moment, and then only through a heavy veil of mist, before being driven back by a barrage of lightning. And yet the impression had been an indelible one. Brahe called the anomaly an “ethereal terrarium.” While in the Sphinx’s home, Adam had looked up both words in the dictionary, and still the description made little sense to him.


But the fact remained: They had to be circling something.


“I can’t remember the last time the lumenguard took a prisoner. It was well before my time, I’m sure. You’re going to be quite a surprise for Captain Dyre.” Elrin nudged Adam in the ribs with a round, squeaking elbow. “I hope you don’t mind my calling you a prisoner.”


“Oh, please, I’m used to it,” Adam said, swatting the air with a dismissive scoff. “I’m something of an authority on jails, prisons, dungeons, that sort of thing. I should write a reference book. Something like, An Insider’s Guide to the Inside.”


“I like that!” Elrin smiled broadly enough to expose a row of large and crooked teeth tucked beneath the lovelier coverlet of his mustache.


Runa squinted at Adam’s attempt at humor. Her eyes were pronounced and close set, which, in combination with her upturned nose, made her look a little as if she had just suffered some minor surprise. And yet, for all of that, her expression was alert and probing.


She said, “What was that message for Voleta about the owls and your birthday? Some sort of code?”


Adam contrived a yawn to hide his surprise at her well-aimed guess. “Oh, that. My sister forgot my birthday once. I’ve never let her live it down. You know how siblings are: always teasing each other.”


Elrin’s pinched laughter sounded like a man trying to discreetly blow his nose. “That is true!”


“It may be true,” Runa said, fixing Adam with a penetrating stare. “But it’s not the truth.”


The silver-plated plateau seemed unending, the fog inexhaustible. Adam began to suspect Elrin intended to march them around in a circle forever. But then the bank of clouds turned colorful. Green and gold blotches grew larger, clearer, nearer. Something immense loomed before them behind the thinning shroud. The others stopped, but Adam hardly noticed. He felt compelled to huddle closer, drawn by a mounting sense of wonder. At last, he would see with his own eye what so many aeronauts had attempted to conjure with song, rumor, and rum. How many had died while groping after this view? Here at last was an end to the Tower and the limit of humanity’s reach.


The city seemed to materialize before him as if called forth by magic.


The bards had not gotten it quite right—not because their similes were overwrought, but because their imaginations had been insufficiently bold, their dreams too pedestrian.


The city’s skyline was like a signature: a scrawl of unlike shapes that somehow strung together to form something organic, exquisite, and unique. Each wall, roof, dome, and spire was plated in gold that glittered softly in the thin sunlight. The city seemed to roil like a mirage. Adam could not imagine how many mountains the Brick Layer must’ve squeezed to milk such riches from the earth.


As arresting as the gilded edifices were, to Adam’s surprise, it was the vegetation that stole his breath. At first glance, he mistook the greenery for paint or tapestry, because everything green inside the Tower was dyed. But no, verges of real grass grew between yellow lanes. The fat canopies of fruit trees peeked over rows of golden igloos, the foundations of which were encircled with budding bushes, full as the frill of a dress. Adam felt giddy at the sight of so much blooming life inside a city of treasures.


He was still smiling like a child when he walked face-first into an invisible wall.


The collision brought tears to his eye. He backed away, clutching his nose and hissing.


Elrin laughed like a kitten sneezes—with delicate, nasally puffs. He clapped Adam on the back unhelpfully. “Oh, tears are appropriate. You’re the first outsider to set eyes on Nebos in a very long time.”


It was a moment before the watery cataracts cleared from Adam’s eye. When they did, he saw the oily imprint of his mashed face upon the crystal wall. He made a fist and gave it a speculative knock. It made no sound at all.


“The Brick Layer called it diamond cob. It’s eighteen inches thick. Believe me: You’ll need a much harder knuckle to make it ring,” Elrin said, tugging Adam along. “But come on. No reason to dally now. You are about to enter the prettiest prison you will ever see!”


They skirted the barrier for a short distance before arriving at a steel gatehouse that jutted from the diamond bubble. The walls of the outcropping bulged with an intricate system of plumbing and tanks. Elrin called it a windstile. Through the fog, Adam could just make out two more of the kneeling monuments, with upturned hands and gaping mouths, set out on either side of the gatehouse.


The windstile’s hatch was composed of the thickest slab of steel Adam had ever seen. It resembled a dam hung upon a hinge. When it closed behind them, it appeared to do so of its own volition. The door sealed so gently it sounded like a book falling shut.


The inside of the gatehouse was spacious but charmless: an empty metal box containing air and little else. After glimpsing the green-and-golden city through the crystal bubble, the windstile seemed a sort of obscenity, like a tin can in a flower bed. Elrin’s troop scarcely began to fill the space, and yet everyone huddled expectantly about the inner door. An older man’s face peered through a small porthole in the colossal hatch. His features were distorted by the thick pane of glass, and yet Adam marked the moment that his gaze fell upon him. Surprise widened his eyes just as quickly as displeasure narrowed them again.


Elrin depressed a rubber button under a caged box beside the inner door. “Hullo, Captain Dyre! Look who I found.”


Captain Dyre’s voice emerged from the box as if carried on the backs of buzzing flies. “Sergeant Allod, what have you done?”


“It’s Adamos Boreas, Captain! You know, from the scintillation. He’s my prisoner.” Elrin looked over his shoulder at Adam and winked.


The captain’s magnified lips turned pale as he studied Adam, who did his best to look harmless. “Prepare for cycle,” Dyre said at last.


Elrin released the button with a happy sigh. “That’s the first hurdle cleared,” Elrin said as he bundled his long hair into his helmet and prepared to reseat it.


“Will he be all right?” Runa asked as she held her own visor above her head. “Doesn’t he need a suit?”


Elrin scowled. “I don’t think so. Half of protocol just exists to give the old dogs something to bark about. He’ll be fine.” Elrin rolled his eyes upward, searchingly, speculatively. “Well, probably fine.” He shrugged and hid his face behind his smirking mask.


Runa looked at Adam with an expression approaching concern. Adam felt almost flattered, then she shook her head as if to dispel a bad idea and seated her helmet back in its collar.


A clang as loud as a railroad switch rattled the chamber. A violent wind sucked at Adam’s clothes and hair, causing both to twist and thrash wildly. It felt like the follicles were being pulled one by one from his head. His skin pimpled against the abrupt and heightening cold, a cold that was as sharp as a mountain pass, and soon much sharper. Adam shivered and jammed his hands into his armpits. Just as he began to wonder how long the frozen cyclone could possibly last, the scourging wind quit.


He had never known that silence could be a felt sensation, but the stillness that followed was like a tangible, forceful calm.


Then he realized he could not draw a breath. He was being strangled by empty space. His gaping mouth worked like a fish on a pier. The saliva on his tongue began to sizzle. His lungs felt like clenched fists inside his chest. He swayed on his feet, which felt small and far away. The tears in his cloudy eye began to boil. He cinched it shut. It made no difference.


His legs buckled. Strong arms caught him, though awkwardly—by his forearm, around his waist, cupping his chin.


The air returned, but not as fiercely as it had departed. It washed over his shoulders and flowed down his back.


He gasped and choked upon the returning breath, swinging his arms until he was free of the hands that held him. Feeling caught, suffocated, caged, he pushed through the black rubber bodies and crashed upon the inner door. He pounded upon it, the smack of his fist hardly louder than a pat. He might as well have beaten upon a mountainside.










Chapter Three





The birds do not dwell upon the miracle of the air, nor do the fish marvel at the currents that carry them. I suspect such is the case for the lords and ladies of the Tower. For them, gold has become the invisible medium of life.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


Her helmet wrenched free, Runa gathered Adam by the hands. His wrists were bruised by his attack upon the hatch, and her grip felt, for a moment, like further confinement. He tried to twist away from her, but she resisted. She brought her face near his. Her eyes were as blue as a midday moon. Their close proximity stalled his panic. She told him to breathe with her. He breathed. And while his heart rediscovered its former rhythm, the great gate to the treasured city puffed and swung open.


The fecund scent of turned soil, geraniums, and grass flooded the vault. The perfume assisted his revival. The air was much richer and sweeter here. Adam had sucked in so many lungfuls of thin atmosphere aboard the Stone Cloud he’d forgotten what the good air that hugged the earth tasted like. He smiled like a drunk. Runa released his hands as abruptly as she’d taken them up.


Elrin yanked the helm from his head, shook out his sweaty locks, and said, “Very dramatic! But we’d expect nothing less of you! And see, Captain, it really is him. It’s Adamos Boreas!”


The captain wore a gleaming white jumpsuit that was piped in canary yellow and padded at the shoulder. The soldiers who milled about the gatehouse were similarly attired, though with fewer golden laces. Captain Dyre had a lantern jaw and combed-over hair that was so pale as to be almost indistinguishable from his broad pate. He had the look of a man who enjoyed scowling at babies and crossing his arms at fine art.


“What are you looking at?” the captain asked.


Adam shook his head. “Nothing. I . . . well, I mean . . .” He made an expansive gesture. “Also, everything.” He turned to let a soldier pass, and as he did, his gaze roved up a gold-plated path as it wound between a low flowering hedge, seething with bees, and ran on toward a row of domed houses, each with a trim lawn, a furnished porch, and flower boxes beneath the windows. “This is all very strange,” he said, feeling not so much recovered from the trauma of the windstile as distracted from it.


“Yes, it is,” Captain Dyre said. The other soldiers in Elrin’s troop— Runa among them—filed toward a squat structure, partly veiled by a wall of climbing peas. They stripped off their lightning packs and helmets as they went. The muffled hiss of showers sounded as the soldiers disappeared inside. The captain turned again to face the sergeant. “As I recall, you took an oath, Allod. Perhaps you could remind me of it.”


Drawing himself to attention, Elrin held out his palms and said, “I shall defend our gates and gardens from waste, war, and trespass until the Tower quails and the sky fails!”


Dyre spoke with a crisp precision, each syllable sharp as the hammer of a typewriter. “So, it’s not your memory that’s lacking. It must be your judgment, then, because you appear to have brought a foreigner into Nebos.”


Though he kept his chin raised, Elrin’s expression was as abashed as a scolded dog. “Yes, sir. I just thought—”


The captain cut him off: “You thought your mother would want to meet him.”


Elrin’s eyelids fluttered in surprise. “I . . . I thought we all would, sir.”


The captain asked for the details of the encounter, and Elrin described discovering a pair of climbers near the southern border. He summarized the ensuing argument and his decision to let the one-armed woman go and to bring Adam in, describing it as “extraordinary circumstances.”


The captain pounced upon the phrase. “Surely, there is no circumstance more extraordinary than our own. We serve the legacy of the Brick Layer inside the crowning city of the Tower of Babel. Or do you really think all of this”— the captain paused to wave his arm from the crystal horizon to the verdant, gilded skyline— “is inferior to a muddy pickpocket?”


“No, sir,” Elrin said, his chin dropping at last. Adam wondered how he could possibly burgle a city full of people who considered him a thief.


The captain waved a dawdling butterfly from his face. “Have you let climbers go before?” Elrin insisted that he had not. In fact, he had killed hundreds of climbers over the course of his career. “What a glorious streak to have ruined,” the captain said, turning toward a short column that resembled a hitching post, though there were no signs of horses anywhere. Dyre opened an ornate plate in the pillar’s capital and turned the key encased within. A run of musical notes, dulcet as a harp, reverberated through the city. It was the gentlest alarm Adam had ever heard, but even so, it made him shiver.


Dyre stepped nearly upon Elrin’s toes, and though he was a hand shorter than him, the captain seemed to menace the tall sergeant well enough when he said, “You will explain yourself for the accord. You will go directly to the assembly. You will not seek out your mother first. You will bear your punishment with dignity and will embarrass the institution of the lumenguard no further.”


“Yes, sir,” Elrin said.


“It’s unfortunate that you had to mar what would otherwise have been a triumphant day. You’re a keen marksman, Allod, and you’ve been a fine leader until now, but we’ll have to review your rank and future in the guard once this is settled. Until then, the prisoner is under your charge.”


The captain called for a set of “bonded bands,” and a private quickly returned with a pair of bracelets, each about the width of a shirt cuff. Composed of some black metal, the bands were featureless except for a small depression, no larger than a fingerprint, on one side. Elrin offered his right arm to the private, who opened the cuff like a shackle, then closed it about the sergeant’s wrist. When it became apparent that Adam would be the recipient of the second manacle, he presented his arm without protest. He was surprised to find the band was neither cold nor heavy. In fact, it was so inoffensive, Adam wondered what possible sort of restraint it could represent.


Adam hadn’t any doubt that if Voleta had been present, she would’ve mocked the captain and bucked when they came at her with a black manacle. He would’ve apologized for her, begged them for restraint while scowling at his scolded sister. And he would’ve developed an ulcer in the doing.


Part of him had expected that being away from her would make it easier for him to be himself. But now he wondered if he knew who he was without her. He was the one who waited, the one who worried, the one always scrabbling to swindle and steal enough to keep her safe, or at least to delay the inevitable disaster. Take away that vigilance, the paranoia and guilt—guilt for having brought her to the Tower in the first place—and what was left? Who was he if not Voleta’s brother?


Apparently, he was a notorious thief.


Gloomy, bat-infested New Babel had been laid out with all the flourish and variety of a gridiron. The angles and facades of the buildings were all brutally bland there. Other than the Lightning Nest, which spat sparks and immolated moths, New Babel’s distinguishing feature seemed to be its absolute indifference to beauty or human inhabitation.


But in Nebos, everything flowed, curved, and coursed. The paths forked like the branches of a tree, and then converged again like streams to a riverbed. The roads were plated in gold and guttered in silver, and still their brilliance was nearly outshone by the emerald grass that crowded at the edges of everything. Bowl-shaped cottages encircled the city where the glass of the protective crystal dome was lowest. Further on, the avenues widened, and the buildings grew tall. Each was unique. One structure called to mind half of an immense cockleshell laid flat upon the ground. The neighboring tower evoked a beehive, and the next resembled a pair of ribbons, twisting together in a shining ladder of gilt and glass. Behind a stand of mossy live oaks near the apparent center of the city rose a seamless, gilded pyramid. Its perfection was only slightly blunted by the lack of a capstone.


The variety of designs was almost overwhelming, though the visual confusion was somewhat tempered by their material harmony: Everything was composed of precious metal. Adam suspected he could steal a doorknob and live like a lord for a year, or steal an entire door and retire.


He was also struck by just how empty the beautiful city seemed. A scattering of souls occupied the streets, a few faces peered at him from windows, and one or two drivers passed them in the lane, riding upon curious horseless chariots. But there were no crowds and certainly no hods. The denizens of Nebos seemed to rattle about the empty city like pennies in a beggar’s cup.


Though they were all dressed handsomely enough. Adam felt conspicuous in his humble shirt and trousers. Insisting there was no time to shower, the sergeant still wore his sealskin armor that scored their march with rattles and squeaks. Elrin rambled on breathlessly about “scents” and their vital importance to their culture, and how the docents, who created these “scents”— Adam wondered if perhaps he meant perfume?— were so highly regarded that they wielded disproportionate influence in an otherwise sortitionist society.


“What do you mean, ‘sortitionist’?” Adam asked.


“Every able-bodied Nebosan, sixteen years and older, is required to attend and vote on any decisions that have some bearing on the public: property disputes, disagreements over authorship, petty crimes, that sort of thing. ‘Accords.’ They’re usually very dull.” Elrin combed a tangle from his sweaty hair with his fingers. “Though I don’t think that’ll be the case today. I don’t mean to worry you, but you’re about to be the subject of a vote that will decide your fate, and there aren’t a lot of options on the table. That’s why I want to introduce you to my mother first. She’ll argue on your behalf. But there isn’t much time: Once the bell rings, we have half an hour to assemble before they lock the doors.”


Their amble brought them to the base of a building that reminded Adam of a voluptuous pepper mill. Inside the white marble lobby, a massive lagoon-blue rug called to mind an oasis. Cauldron-deep planters burst with spears of forsythia along the walls, nearly obscuring a bank of elevators.


Once inside the lift, Elrin selected the gold-rimmed button for the ninth and uppermost floor. Then, as the car began to ascend, he leaned to the side and spoke to Adam from the corner of his mouth. “Mother can be a bit . . . abrasive. But it doesn’t mean she doesn’t like you. Just don’t be rude. And do what she asks. And never talk back. She can slap the teeth out of a tiger’s mouth.”


Adam could only suppose that anyone who dwelled in the top floor of a golden spire that stood on the peak of the Tower of Babel might be somewhat unaccustomed to disagreement. He would endeavor to be gallant and pliant, or at least to appear so.


Their carriage dinged, and the doors opened upon a second lobby that was smaller than the first and more subdued in its decor. The empty chairs, end tables, lampshades, and carpets were all varying tints of white. It seemed a sort of waiting room, a sterile and numbing environment that fostered anxiety and boredom in equal measures. Adam had been introduced to such torment during his time in the Parlor, when he had been made to wait many, many hours before being dismissed without answer. He recognized this and every waiting room for what they really were—a dam to the public that existed to assert the inhabitant’s supremacy.


Five colorful posters hung in frames upon the wall that faced them; their subjects were rendered inscrutable by Adam’s distance from them, though their vibrancy was a welcome interruption to the stark environment. A secretary, dressed in a slim gray morning suit, sat at a long colorless desk before an imposing gray door. His hair was dyed an obvious, uniform black, which did not suit his creamy complexion or pellucid eyes. His hands rested upon a large register, bound in white leather, as if it were a sacred book and he were taking an oath. The ledger was the only object on the desk. He did not look up from it.


“The docent has a headache,” the secretary announced before Elrin and Adam were halfway across the room.


“She always has a headache when there’s an accord,” Elrin said to Adam in a hurried sidelong manner. Then he raised himself up on the balls of his feet, bouncing forward like a happy hound come to play. “Hullo, Lamprey! You’re looking fit. I’d be so fat if I sat at a desk all day. I’m just here to introduce a visitor to Mother. Look who I—”


“Madam Allod is not accepting visitors at this time. Would you like me to check for the next available appointment?” the sallow youth said in a voice as high as a boatswain’s pipe. Adam was a little surprised to realize the secretary was so young. Adam would come to learn that Docent Ida Allod only engaged receptionists who were too young to vote in accords, as she could not have them running off and leaving her door unguarded.


Lamprey opened the ledger with a holy sort of lethargy and began to feel along the rows of names and dates, all drawn in the same small, tilted hand. He took up his pen and said, “Next Wednesday at 3:15 in the afternoon is the soonest that I can—”


“Lamprey, look up! Look who I have with me. Look up, you oily dorbel!” Elrin slapped the desk, making the ledger and Lamprey jump.


The secretary lifted his chin at last. When he saw who stood at Elrin’s elbow, he scowled in revulsion. “An outsider?”


“Not just an outsider! This is Adam. The Adamos Boreas!” Elrin pointed over the secretary’s inky scalp at one of the posters on the wall.


Adam followed Elrin’s finger, squinting at the framed subject. All the thoughts that had a moment before been sitting at the fore of his mind like birds on a wire scattered to the winds.


The poster featured a young woman, large in the foreground and haloed by a spotlight. She wore a blue leotard. Her hair was a bramble of dark, unruly curls. Her knees hooked upon the bar of a trapeze; she held her arms out in upside-down flight. In the background, standing in a much smaller puddle of light, stood a young man with olive skin and two amber eyes.


Beneath the scene, a title was drawn in a rolling cursive: The Dare-devil’s Brother: The Story of Voleta and Adamos Boreas.


Adam realized the Nebosans were not enacting some elaborate scam or cold reading. No, their intimate knowledge of his life was much, much worse than a ruse.


It was real.










Chapter Four





Never was a line untangled by heaves and tugs. An unwanted knot requires a flexible stratagem to undo. One must give a little here to make some progress there. So it is with most of life’s snarls.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


Adam’s anger and horror felt like a hand shoving upon his back, pushing him toward Elrin and an all-out brawl. He wasn’t intimidated by the tall lumenguard, a man who was probably accustomed to warring at a distance, a man who did not know how to fight through poor odds, dirty tricks, and pain. But Adam did. He was sure he could knock down ten of the golden-haired soldiers.


Though ten would be hardly sufficient to subdue an army.


Adam made a conscious effort to uncurl his fists and to fill his lungs. He could not box his way out of whatever sort of trap he’d blundered into.


But the effort he made to open his hands and lungs seemed to unlock his throat as well. He was startled by the ramble that spilled from him. “Why in the world would you spy on me? My sister, I understand—she finds the limelight wherever she goes, and the Tower is full of awful men who like to leer at her. But I am Adam: Captain of Nothing, Lord Boreas of Western Nowhere. I am no one! Why would you spy on me?”


Elrin put his hands up. “Adam! Wait, wait! You have it all wrong.” He grinned to vent his apparent shock, the appearance of which calmed Adam a little. The big Nebosan had assumed Adam would think the discovery a pleasant surprise. Elrin rushed to reassure him: “My mother isn’t a spy. We aren’t like that. We are a placid people. I know the lightning is off-putting, but that’s just part of the life we inherited. We are not aggressors. We don’t meddle in the Tower’s affairs. My mother is an artist. That’s all.” Elrin pointed at the grim door. “But please: She will do a much better job of explaining everything to you. We don’t have much time. They are going to vote on your life soon, and I don’t want them to choose to end it.”


Lamprey mewled and spluttered as Elrin pushed through the door to his mother’s office. Adam followed, but silently. Not even Elrin’s threat of death could drown the single question that now rang inside his head, the question of How? How had the citizens of a bottled city learned of an acrobat in a burlesque house tucked far, far below inside one of the Tower’s poorest, nastiest ringdoms? How were the painted likenesses of Voleta and himself so precise? And how in the world would he escape a city where apparently everyone knew his name, his face, and the criminal nature of his past?


He wished Senlin were there. The captain would’ve produced a theory in an instant, and a plan the instant after that. Adam had to think like the sly headmaster. What would he do? Probably change his hat and declare himself the mayor of Cloud Town.


“I said, may I present the docent Ida Allod!” Elrin half shouted into Adam’s ear.


His trance snapped, Adam realized he was standing at the edge of a black room. The floors were onyx dark, the furniture ebony, and the curtains bleak as mourning veils. They hung parted over a window that let in the room’s only source of light, a yellow spear that staved the air. That beam fell—with great theater—upon a woman wearing a tuxedo the color of dried blood. She sat straddled upon the end of a jet-black fainting couch as if she meant to ride it into battle.


“Elrin, could you call Lamprey in for me?” Her voice was without inflection but so resounding it seemed to shrink the room. Elrin ducked back out the door, leaving Adam twisting in the docent’s company. She did not appear to notice him. Elrin returned with Lamprey in tow. The youth held his chest out bravely. He seemed to know what was coming. “Lamprey, your assistance is no longer required. You may go.”


The young man bowed and departed without argument.


“Your rudeness has consequence, Elrin,” she said.


“Did you hear the chime, Mother? An accord has been called,” Elrin said, approaching the couch.


“Don’t call me that,” she said, and Elrin’s stride broke like a man discovering a stone in his boot. “What do you want?”


Elrin turned and waved Adam forward with a pleading grimace. Adam intruded upon the beam of light as Elrin introduced him in a nervous ramble: He had found Adamos Boreas, the famed subject of her work, skulking around the verge. Elrin had recognized him at once, and thought to bring him back to the city because he knew she would want to see him, then Captain Dyre called an accord to decide whether to let him stay or to put him in the furnace, and perhaps she could save him if they hurried.


As he spoke, Ida Allod rose and walked past her son, who tracked her with an eagerness that seemed to steal a decade from his maturity. Docent Allod approached Adam, stopping out of arm’s reach. Her corn silk hair was cut short and slicked back. Her face was devoid of blemish, fat, dimple, or wrinkle. She looked to have never laughed or cried in her life. Her hairless brow and prominent eyes made her gaze owl-like and awful.


She surveyed Adam from head to toe, then sniffed at what she saw. “You are not Adamos,” she said. “Why are you trying to fool me?”


The absurdity of the situation elicited a short, cynical laugh from Adam. He had been caught many times before trying to pass himself off as one thing or another—a train porter, a tour guide, once even as a youthful lieutenant in the Market guard—but never before had he been accused of posing as himself. “Well, I suppose my mother might not recognize me either,” he said, adjusting the strap of his eye patch.


“What is your mother’s name?” Allod asked.


Adam had been prepared to present an agreeable, polite facade, but then he’d seen how much she scorned her servile secretary and obsequious son. If Adam had learned anything from Finn Goll, it was that egotists respected other egotists. So, he answered her question with all the arrogance and disdain he could muster. “Usually, I call her Mother, but she also answers to Mum.”


Allod’s impassive expression was briefly cracked by a minute scowl. “Adamos is not a comedian. He is a tragic figure.”


Adam made a show of surveying her room. “Well, I haven’t painted my room black yet, but I suppose I’ve had my ups and downs.”


Allod turned to Elrin. “Deliver this fraud to his fate and leave me to consider my disappointment in a son who cannot even spot a—”


“Her name is Esther,” Adam said loudly, making no effort to hide his irritation at having been strong-armed into answering. “Last I saw her, she was living under my uncle’s roof in the Depot of Sumer.”


Allod, who had turned her back on him a moment before, came around slowly. She slipped a hand in her vest pocket and took out what seemed a jeweler’s loupe. She wedged the eyepiece between her cheekbone and brow, the pinch of which was sufficient to hold it firm. Adam resisted the urge to retreat when she took his face in her hands and stared into his eye through the silver-clad lens. The inside of the loupe glittered like a geode. He felt the woman’s breath upon his face, warm, thin, and reeking. She released him even as he was about to pull away and plucked the loupe from her eye. “My god, it is you,” she said in a softer, almost intimate voice. Though her expression remained impassive, her iron-blue eyes darted with amazement.


“What a relief!” Adam said, smiling wanly.


Ida Allod reached for his temple. Adam resisted the urge to recoil. The docent twisted a ringlet of his hair. “You’ve changed,” she said. “But of course you have. You were so young. You were so—” Through the open window, the chime repeated its arpeggio. The bells seemed to break the spell, and Allod withdrew her hand.


“We have to hurry,” she said, already striding for the exit with her arm hooked tightly through Adam’s. Elrin bounded after them into the garishly bright lobby. “Captain Dyre would like to see your ashes on his mantel, I’m sure. The man is a fetishist for oaths and honor. But I’m not going to let him have you.” Adam struggled to negotiate her hold and the waiting room’s chairs as she plowed her way toward the doors of the lift. “Now, I know you hate to trust a stranger. But on this one occasion, I beg you: Trust me. Do not object to the purgatorial stool.”


“Do not what to the what?” Adam blurted as the docent reached for the call button.


Elrin cleared his throat. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to hang you.” The tall sergeant sucked his teeth in sympathy with Adam’s alarm. “Oh, but don’t worry. It’s only for a little while.”


Adam sweated softly in the shade of a majestic live oak. The tree’s many limbs curled and stretched with sculptural grace. Gray moss bearded its branches and birds nested in its knots. An itch developed beneath the bonded band upon his arm. He decided to ignore it. Before him, the dark leaves of blueberry bushes shone with an apparently inexhaustible dew. Beyond the hedge, unlit streetlamps guarded the blunted pyramid’s slope that reached for the apex of the crystal dome. The jib arm of a crane towered above him. Climbing ivy had entirely swallowed the latticed boom and pilothouse. It looked like some sort of prehistoric leviathan rather than the modern marvel that it was. He wondered what had happened to make the natives surrender such an engine to the will of the garden.


At least Adam now knew the answer to one mystery, albeit a minor one. He knew what had happened to the pyramid’s capstone: Someone had dropped it in the garden. The eight-foot-tall black pyramid stood plunged into the lawn not far from him. The haphazard tilt of the pyramidion seemed at odds with the tidy fence and bed of tulips that hemmed it. The pyramid was as smooth as polished obsidian, and featureless except for the interruption of a square borehole, which pierced it about two-thirds of the way up from the base. He thought the addition too plain to be ornamental, and so spent some moments wondering after its function. The question provided him with some welcome entertainment. Though it did not last.


Adam was still adjusting to the difficulty of standing upon the seat of a wooden stool that was unevenly poised between the breaching knuckles of tree roots. His hands were bound behind his back. Elrin had done a very good job with the knots, though he had apologized the entire time he had tied them. There was, of course, a moratorium on allowing strangers to participate in the accords held inside the pyramid, and since he could not be allowed to wander about unsupervised through the city while her constituents decided his fate, the purgatorial stool had been summoned.


The cord that encircled Adam’s neck laid upon his shoulders comfortably enough. At the moment, the noose was no more imposing than a scarf.


But he was well and truly caught. If the citizens of the golden city voted against him, he doubted there would be much delay with the carrying out of his sentence. If he were lucky, they would hang him rather than roast him, which seemed a much worse way to go. It was odd to be weighing the desirability of deaths, particularly because he didn’t want to die at all.


He was overcome by a sudden feeling of intense woe. The anguish was so profound it seemed to suck at his feet, and empty his knees, and turn his spine to melting wax. This could be the end, his last day, his last hour. He wondered if it was a cruelty or a kindness to die in paradise.


The stool teetered, and suddenly, he found himself very much alive and fighting to keep his feet under him, and the stool from toppling. It bucked back and forth between his toes and heels, and the scarf about his neck turned into a garrote.


After an excruciating series of tiptoes and hip thrusts, he managed to settle the stool and plant his feet again.


He had nearly hanged himself while languishing over being hanged. What a worthless end that would’ve been, though of course it was the only other option he had at the moment to patience. He could hang himself or he could wait for the verdict. It was as simple as that.


Adam’s mother had taught him the value of pragmatism, and the lesson had served him well in the Tower. She had taught him that sentimentality was never necessary and often calamitous. It was sentiment that drove people back into burning houses to die while attempting to save an ancestral quilt. It was sentiment that invited in stray dogs that stole food from your table. Sentimentality let a pathetic vagrant spend a rainy night on the kitchen floor, and it was sentiment that slit your throat while you slept.


It had always struck Adam as a little unfair that he had inherited his mother’s practicality without the complementary stoicism. When she turned a beggar out on a stormy night, she felt no guilt about it, and she slept through the whimpers of pups in the alley, and she watched, unmoved, as the treasures of her life were destroyed by disaster and accident. Adam knew well enough what had to be done, but he suffered from the agonies of guilt.


He had done his best to feign stoicism all his life, to tell himself and others that he did what he had to do to protect his sister (which was true), and that he did not feel guilty for those deeds (which was not). He carried with him the memory of every person he had robbed, swindled, betrayed, or misled. Senlin was just another in a long line of souls who he felt beholden to.


Many times in the past, he had wondered if perhaps he should not cling so tightly to a life that made him suffer twice: once in the surviving and again in reflection. Why cleave to something that had been so cruel?


And yet, teetering on that purgatorial stool, Adam realized that he had grown quite attached to his life.


He recalled the pact he had made with Voleta, which he’d alluded to in his final coded message to Mister Winters: Tell the little owl not to forget my birthday.


It had seemed clever when they’d come up with the plan shortly after arriving at the Tower. They had settled on one day of the year and a specific location where they would meet should they ever be separated. But now the thought of Voleta loitering outside of Owl Gate at the foot of the Tower once a year for the rest of her life, the thought of her celebrating his birthday without knowing that he was dead, long dead, hanged or incinerated—it filled him with sorrow.


His mother had been right: Better not to feel anything at all.










Chapter Five





The crowning ringdom’s only known import are the lustful gazes of stupid men. Her primary exports include shrieks and orphans.


— Everyman’s Guide to the Tower of Babel, IX. XVII





_____________________________


The chime that had called the natives to accord sounded once more, though this time the notes rang in a descending run. A din of overlapping voices followed as the doors of the pyramid opened, releasing the populace from their civic duty. Soon after, Elrin and his sister parted the blueberry bush. Runa was dressed in a curious suit that looked something like a formal set of pajamas, or perhaps a casual tuxedo. Her coat was blue, her blouse white, and her expression black.


Adam did not take it as a good sign.


But then, a grin split Elrin’s yellow beard, and he said, “You are a lucky man, Adamos Boreas! It was a narrow vote, but you’ve been invited to stay in Nebos. On a provisional basis, of course. But isn’t that wonderful? Mother tipped the scales in your favor, as I knew she would. You should’ve seen her! The captain roared like a storm, but she shone like the sun!”


As a very excited Elrin went to loosen the rope that anchored his noose, it dawned upon Adam what Runa’s scowling implied. “Did you vote to put me in the oven?” he said, feeling a pang of betrayal. Why save him from the airless windstile only to turn around and vote for his execution?


Runa flinched but before she could answer, Elrin butted in, “It’s rude to ask how someone voted. Ballots are anonymous for a reason: to discourage resentment and division. Once the accord is over, we can all pretend to have been in the right, if we want.”


As the noose fell slack, Adam said, “Well, I wouldn’t want to seem rude.”


Working to unbind his hands, Runa hurried to speak her mind before her brother could fill the silence. “I didn’t vote for your execution. In fact, I voted to manacle myself to you.” She stopped her efforts long enough to stick her forearm past Adam’s knee. He looked down to see a bonded band peeking out from under her loose sleeve. “I don’t know how I’ll get anything done with this thing on. I’m in the middle of a piece!”


Elrin sucked a breath through his teeth. “I’m sorry, Roo. I really am. But Mother made a compelling case.”


“A case for what?” Adam asked.


“A case for why Runa should be your guide, your warden, and if need be, your executioner,” Elrin said, coming around to stand under Adam’s nose, where he gripped the seat of the stool to steady it. “I’m just joking about that last part! Well, there’s a little truth behind every joke.”


His hands now free, Adam climbed down from his purgatory. “What do you mean?”


“Just that if you try to escape or turn out to be a threat to anyone’s safety, Runa has the authority . . . really, the obligation, to shoot you.” Elrin tried to stave off the awkwardness of the moment by inspecting the rope as he coiled it. “You are wearing your sidearm, aren’t you, Roo?” His sister pulled her blue coat to one side to reveal a small holstered pistol. The weapon was silver-clad and shaped like a roosting sparrow with tapered ends and a bulbous middle. Adam wondered if it were a black-powder piece. Somehow, he doubted anything in Nebos would be so ordinary.


He was relieved that she had not voted for his execution, and he wasn’t particularly concerned about the possibility of being shot (at least not at the moment), but he still hadn’t gotten an answer as to why she had been chosen to be his custodian rather than Elrin, who seemed the obvious choice. When he put the question to him, Elrin’s bright-eyed confidence cracked again. His moods flailed like a telltale in a storm.


“My mother always has an excellent reason for everything she does,” Elrin said wretchedly, then brightened at a new thought. “But she did say that you might not be a tenor, so she may have to rethink her casting choice. And I suspect I may know who she might have in mind.” The tall sergeant rocked on the balls of his feet happily. Adam thought he was grasping for encouragement where there was none: His sentiment had been full of too many mays and mights.


Runa rolled her eyes at her brother and said, “Docent Allod picked me because she likes to insinuate herself into my affairs, and she knows I’d rather be left alone. The woman is pure spite!”


“Then I suppose I should be flattered that your mother took a break from being spiteful long enough to argue for my life,” Adam said, touching his neck where the rope had abraded it.


The remark seemed to embarrass Runa. She had the expression of someone who’d just noticed the muddy footprints that had followed them indoors. Then, as if struck by an idea, she pressed the indentation on her bonded band and jerked her arm back like a woman pulling upon the reins of a horse. At the same instant, Adam felt his own arm pulled toward her, as if towed by an invisible string. Elrin’s arm spasmed, too, causing him to drop the stool he had just collected.


Adam grasped his disobedient limb in shock, but Elrin threw back his head and laughed.


“Abusing the bonded bands, eh? Well, Corporal, I’m afraid I’ll have to write up a full report about this scandalous mishandling of—” Elrin activated his own band and threw his arm back, shouting “Aha!” as he did. Adam’s and Runa’s arms lunged in his direction. Adam yelped, and Runa called Elrin several obscenities that only grave enemies or siblings would ever think to employ.


Adam found the sensation of being jerked about by unseen forces physically unpleasant but intellectually enthralling. Apparently, the bands were tethered by some sort of powerful magnetism. He pressed the indentation on his own cuff and hiked up his arm.


To his disappointment, nothing happened. He flailed his limb a little further, though with growing hopelessness.


Elrin and Runa stared at him as if he were mad.


“You have to be wearing a primary bond to summon,” Elrin said as if it were something Adam should already know. The cuffs were used by the lumenguard to keep the troops together. Should one man get lost, he could follow the pull of the summoner, and conversely, the summoner could feel about for the direction of the lost man by searching for resistance. The bonded bands were not meant to be jerked about wildly. “But it is good fun!” Elrin said, then gave the two a final yank before declaring the lark at an end.


“Well, since I’m not going to be hanged today, I would like to talk to Docent Allod. To thank her of course, but she also promised an explanation about one or two things,” Adam said, affecting a cool he did not necessarily feel.


Runa shook her head. “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a little longer. The accord also decided to schedule a few appointments for you. But don’t worry, you’ll have your fill of my mother soon enough.”


Elrin had to deliver his report to Captain Dyre, but first he assured Adam that they would reunite. The sergeant was looking forward to a quiet moment when Adam could regale him with his recent adventures and Voleta’s latest escapades, which surely were incautious and numerous. Then Elrin climbed aboard one of the horseless chariots that was parked on the street outside the garden and drove away.


Runa called the chariots bandies. They were the common form of personal transportation in Nebos. Riders stood side by side on a semicircular footboard that was open at the back and sandwiched between two spoked wheels treaded in white rubber. A third wheel, essentially a caster, was affixed to a stabilizing beam that jutted from the rear of the chariot like the tail of a stingray. The bandy was steered by an elegant throttle set within the front panel beneath the crossbar.


Adam stepped aboard one of the bandies and immediately gave the throttle an experimental push. The steel plate beneath him trembled as a mechanical hum rose first in pitch and then in volume.


Runa slapped his hand away from the stick and throttled the engine back. “What are you doing?” she asked.


“I thought I was—”


“If you rev the turbine with the mag-brake on, the whole thing could explode.”


Adam cocked his head to one side. “Really? That seems like a design flaw.”


Adam watched as Runa depressed a brass stop in the dashboard. “The point is, don’t touch my controls.”


The bandy was very quick and nimble enough, though Runa seemed determined to test the limits of the chariot’s handling. They careened through intersections and tilted through turns. The bandy’s stabilizer wagged and bounced behind them. Yet for all the abuse, the bandy’s engine made hardly a sound. A standard autowagon banged along like a bucket of nails tumbling down a flight of stairs, all the while belching coal smoke that was ideal for cultivating pneumonia. Runa’s bandy, on the other hand, hummed like a gnat and produced a bridal train of white lacy steam.


Adam wondered which of the golden spires they would visit next. But instead, they left the central towers behind and reentered the neighborhoods that ringed the tightly laid city. Rounding a heavily treed park, the lane sloped suddenly downward toward the copper-rimmed entrance of a cave.


When they passed from the milky light of day into the gloom of the underground, Adam felt a brief electric shock. It was not strong enough to hurt, but it made him jump nonetheless, and he looked around for its cause. Runa explained that they had passed through an electric curtain, which was there to discourage insects from exploring the underground.


The steel-ribbed tunnel they now thundered down was lit by blue veins of glass, which frayed and veered like lightning along the ceiling. The tunnel forked and forked again, feeding into a five-point intersection, where the avenues splayed like the fingers of a hand. Already, Adam wasn’t sure he could find his way back to the surface without help. Two turns later, he was certain he could not. Their tunnel expanded and shrank and then grew again when they passed what seemed a bandy station, where the riveted walls gave way to opalescent tiles. A long mosaic portrayed a bizarre aquatic scene full of unfamiliar creatures; there were elephantine eels, swarming schools of opalescent prawns, and beds of mammoth shellfish bearded with blue light. A dozen portals interrupted the seascape amid a great confusion of signs, none of which Adam had time to read before the view was shuttered by the resumption of the tunnel. They passed other pearly stations muraled with unfamiliar animals: immense black minks with raptor-like claws, one-horned oxen with bifurcated dewlaps and piercing yellow eyes, red-jacketed bees that swarmed about dripping combs full of pink honey. It wasn’t until they passed a station decorated with rearing spider-eaters under nimbus-like webs that Adam began to suspect that the unusual beasts featured in the murals might all call the Tower home.


And yet for all their teeming decorations, every station was perfectly deserted. He asked Runa where all the people were.


Shouting over the wind, she explained, “We call this area the Warren. Most of the machinery down here is dead or dormant or we-don’t-know-what. The Brick Layer was a little vague about what all of this was for. I’ve been told there are a thousand doors, and all of them are locked.”


Adam thought of Voleta. He was glad she wasn’t there. This was too much mystery and territory for her to resist. She would have gotten lost forever in an afternoon.


“Do you know a lot about the Brick Layer?” Adam asked.


“I remember about half of what we’re taught in school. I remember most of the Brick Layer’s edicts and bits of the history of the build. But you know how it is; a lot of what you learn in school just sort of falls away after a while,” she said, as if these secrets were tedious or inconsequential. Adam had a hundred questions, but this wasn’t the time for any of them.


During a particularly long straightaway, one side of the wall was replaced by an immense transparent pipe full of some bubbling, rushing fluid, braided with tendrils of pale blue light. He asked Runa what caused the glowing, but she only shrugged and said it was called “slow water” and that if you drank it, you’d freeze from the inside out.


Just as she finished her explanation, they rounded a bend and surprised a pair of persons standing just off the track. They appeared to be grappling against a massive elbow of the luminous pipe. The young man and woman froze when Runa’s bandy appeared, and in that split second, Adam saw that they were not fighting at all. In fact, they were doing quite the opposite.


“Sometimes couples like to come here for a little adventure,” Runa said, as she throttled the bandy on. “They think the light is romantic and that being near the slow water has an invigorating effect on the act. Honestly, it’s just because the pipes shiver a bit, and they feel nice to press upon.”


“Oh. I see,” Adam said, blinking away the lingering image of what he’d just seen.


Soon after, they came upon a little cul-de-sac that abutted a most curious facade. An iron door with a frowning arch stood between two round windows that bulged like the eyes of a bullfrog. Their colored glass cast the dead end in a boggy green light. After touring Docent Allod’s offices, this seemed as charming as an oubliette.


As he followed her off the back of the parked bandy, Adam asked, “Who is my appointment with, exactly?”


“You’re not attached to your clothes, are you?” Runa asked.


“Not physically. I mean, they do come off. Why?”


“I’m sure he’ll have something that fits you. He has two of everything.” Runa put her weight behind the effort of pulling the hatch open. The door was only half swung when she abruptly pushed it shut again. The door closed with a boom that ran down the throat of the tunnel like a gunshot. Turning only enough for him to see the corner of her eye, she said, “Ossian is particular about his collection, but he’s generous and kind, and I like him very much. It would upset him if you took anything. It would upset me, too.”


Adam’s first instinct was to defend himself, but then he recalled that everyone here knew him as a thief. He bit back his reflexive denials and said, “I’ll keep my hands to myself.”


She plied the door a second time and led Adam into what seemed an immense pawnshop.


In New Babel, pawnshops were an institution unto themselves, as popular as the Crumb chapels and as profitable as the sporting houses. As repositories of misfortune and vice, the shops were always well stocked, so well in fact that they attracted a tourism all their own. Prospectors came from every ringdom to paw through cases and crates that overflowed with family heirlooms: snuffboxes, hatpins, pocket watches, lockets, wedding bands, and silver baby spoons, all of which had been promised, once upon a time, to a friend, lover, or child.


But the collection before them in the Warren of Nebos was not so mean nor bleak. No, if it was a pawnshop, it was a pawnshop of kings.


A thousand unlit chandeliers hung from the ceiling, dense as bats in an attic. The shelving that consumed the high walls of the chamber bulged with all manner of clothing, bedding, and drape. Dolls and bobbles spilled from cabinets. The floor was a maze of piles. There were walls of books, stacked high as a garden hedge. A ziggurat of unmatched teacups rose on a counter beside pillars of stacked saucers and plates, all of which chimed and chattered softly.


It took Adam a moment to discern the cause of their trembling, but then he realized the shiver was coming up through the floor. The ground shook as if from a passing train.


That, Runa explained, was the work of the furnace, or rather the work of the steam the furnace produced. A scalding vapor coursed through massive pipes beneath the floor. They spread out in every direction from the furnace, running outward to the Tower’s surface. Adam found the revelation difficult to believe because there wasn’t a hint of smoke or fuel in the air. If there were a furnace nearby, it was quite inconspicuous.


“Wait a moment,” Adam said, halting beside a sheaf of cello bows. “Are you telling me that this furnace is responsible for the cloud that wraps the city? Is this where the Collar of Heaven comes from?”


She looked at him a little dubiously and said, “So, it’s sabotage, is it?”


Adam flinched with genuine surprise. “What?”


“You could be a little more subtle about it.”


“I’m not a saboteur!” Adam said, with a little too much zeal, an excess that he corrected by adding in a lighter tone, “I’m a thief.”


Runa gave him a tight, lipless smile. “Ossian is a good judge of character. We’ll see what he thinks of you.”


As they continued to snake through the warehouse, she explained that in addition to acting as the furnace’s attendant, Ossian was entirely responsible for amassing the collection and its organization. “If it really is organized,” she said quietly, as if it were a secret.


They found the fireman building a wall of music boxes upon a counter that was already crowded with lacquered pillboxes and coin banks.


Ossian wore a green plaid nightcap that fell so low on his brow, his eyes were all but hidden by it. A head shorter than Adam, Ossian had a cherry red nose, gin-inflamed cheeks, and a cactus’s white whiskers. Most notable of all was the color of his skin. In contrast to other Nebosans Adam had met, who were all a uniform shade of milk, Ossian’s complexion was a rich umber, not unlike Mister Winters’s.


Sometimes a hug can be so friendly and warm that it makes an observer feel as if they have been embraced as well. And so it was for Adam as Ossian wrapped his arms around Runa, and the two rocked back and forth in greeting as Ossian murmured something Adam could not hear into her ear, something that made her blush and roll her eyes and sputter out a refutation that he ignored as he released her and faced Adam with a grin of delight.


“You brought company! You never bring company! I hate company!” He tottered when he approached Adam, who at first assumed his stiff gait was owed to age, but then he saw the braces peeking out from under Ossian’s shapeless tartan smock. The sole of one shoe was also thicker than the other. “But you look like a nice enough young man.”


“He really isn’t,” Runa said. “In fact, famously not. He’s the subject of my mother’s latest, greatest spectacle.”


“Runa doesn’t like scintillations,” Ossian told Adam in a confiding way that endeared him to Adam immediately. “But then, I haven’t sat through a scint in years. They make me so sleepy. To be fair, though, most things do. Even naps make me drowsy, now. One day I’m going to close my eyes and just go sliding from one nap to the next and the next and the—”


“Don’t say that, Ossian. You’re going to outlive the Tower.”


“I’ll drink to that. You’ll stay for tea of course.”


“We came on official business, I’m afraid. We came to use your furnace.”


Ossian’s indomitable smile finally broke. “Oh, no. Do you have to? I have room for it, whatever it is. I made a little space this morning. I finally burned something.”


“What did you burn?” Runa asked, sounding surprised.


“My breakfast!” Ossian said. Adam laughed, and the fireman smiled at him. “I don’t know, Runa. I like him.” He patted Adam’s shoulder.


Runa said, “Wonderful! Because you’re in charge of finding him a new set of clothes. The ones he’s wearing have to be destroyed.”


Ossian surveyed Adam from collar to pant cuff. “All of it? Even the boots?”


“That was part of the accord, I’m afraid. We agreed he can stay, at least for the time being, but his lice have to go.”


“Oh.” Ossian examined the hand he had lately used to pat Adam. “Well. You get the lice powder; I’ll get the fire tongs.”










Chapter Six





A lord once told me that wealth is squandered upon the poor, much as rain is wasted upon puddles. But who wants the rain to fall all in one place? Is that not what cleaves the levee, what drowns the valley, what empties the boneyards only to fill them again? More puddles, I say. Fewer floods.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


Adam stood naked in a grove of unmatched curtains that pressed upon him like a crowd. He did his best not to dust the drapes as he peppered himself with a shaker of strongly scented pyrethrum powder. He had assured Runa and Ossian both that he was not in the least bit lousy, but Runa had replied that his choices were these: flour himself in lice powder or submit to the incinerator.


Ossian had taken Adam’s measurements shortly before taking his clothes and had asked what sort of fashion he preferred. Adam was only dimly aware that there were different styles of men’s clothing. He encouraged Ossian to pick as he pleased.


It seemed the right thing to have said, because Adam could still hear Ossian singing tunelessly in a distant corner of his vast storehouse.


“I have to ask: What is all of this stuff?” Adam spoke to Runa between powder-inspired coughs. “Where did it come from? Why is it here?”


“All of this is slated for disposal and has been for years and years. But our fireman, you may have noticed, prefers to starve the furnace.” Runa’s voice developed an affectionate lilt as she continued. “Ossian sees the care that went into the making of these things. More than that, he imagines the people who once used and loved them—the infants who clutched them in their cradles and the princes who displayed them on their mantelpieces. Of course, all of this comes to us secondhand. We let it fill up our homes for a season or two, then cast it off as junk, as fuel for the fire, though it never gets that far because Ossian adopts it all into his heart.”


“Ossian isn’t a native, is he? He seems to have the complexion of a southern—”


Runa cut him off with a brusque command, though Adam wasn’t sure if it was because she hadn’t heard him or didn’t wish to. “All right, stick out your head. It had better be snow-white.”


Adam parted the drapes just enough to frame his face. She smirked when she saw his powder-caked locks. Satisfied, she presented him with a fine-toothed comb. Before he ducked back behind the drapery, he said, “But how did it all get here, here in Nebos, a city under clouds, under glass, under guard? I’ve seen what your cannons do to visitors.”


He combed his hair as he waited for an answer, raising again the specter of the pyrethrum powder.


It was a moment before Runa replied. “They’re gifts.” Her voice sounded flattened by some emotion, though whether it was sorrow or shame, he wasn’t sure.


Before he had the chance to press her further, Ossian returned with the clothes he had selected for him. The fireman passed the first article through, a pair of cotton pants, saying, “They’re not new, but they are clean.”


Adam decided to not take a page from Ossian’s book and imagine the previous owner of the under garment. There were still a few things in the world—among them false teeth and love letters—that were best left in service of a single master.


He dressed without quite knowing what he was putting on. Inside the clutch of curtains, he could do little more than worm his arms into sleeves and feel about for the trouser legs with his toes. He was happy to see the new boots, though less happy to see the outfit included a vest. When Ossian presented him with what appeared to be some sort of necktie, he pushed the drapes aside and broke from his dusty cocoon.


“Do I really need a tie?” he asked, pinching the band of silk as if it were the tail of a dead rat.


“Well, it’s part of the ensemble,” Ossian said, pushing his nightcap up on his brow. “A hundred years ago, every lord in Tigrisse wore a tie with a knot as fat as your fist. It was considered handsome, or so I’ve read. Here, I’ll tie it for you.”


Seeing no alternative, Adam stooped and presented his throat.


With the knot made, Ossian led him to a wall full of handheld mirrors, the conglomeration of which did not make for a very useful looking glass. Adam regarded himself in pieces and parts. The trimly tailored waist of the black dinner jacket made his broad shoulders look a little apish, and the fat tie all but vanished his neck. But as strange as he looked to himself, Ossian promised Adam that he was perfectly dashing. A man ready for a night on the town.


Ossian gave him a leather valise that he had packed with other clothes. “And if you find anything in there you don’t like or something doesn’t fit, bring it back. There’s plenty more.”


“Thank you,” Adam said.


“I’m just happy to see it find a use.”


“May I see the furnace?” Adam asked. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what sort of boiler could be at once silent and smokeless, yet sufficiently powerful enough to create a bank of fog that was large enough to hide the head of the Tower, a cloud that had held its shape for a hundred years or more.


Suspecting that his question had caught Ossian off guard, Adam explained, “I was a boilerman for a while. I know what a challenge it can be to keep a furnace happy, but I always found the mechanical aspect of the work interesting.”


Ossian’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, the Nautilus is no trouble!”


Adam smiled. “That’s a lovely name for a boiler. I called mine ‘Shep.’ It would make sense if you saw it. It was definitely a Shep. But I would love to see your Nautilus.”


“I’m afraid we really don’t have time,” Runa said.


“Of course you do!” Ossian patted the pockets of his smock. Adam half expected him to pull out a watch. Instead, the fireman produced a set of darkly lensed goggles.


Runa leaned nearer when she asked, “Are you sure, Ossian? He could be a saboteur.”


Ossian pulled the strap of his goggles over his capped head and let them dangle at his throat. “The only thing that could sabotage the Nautilus is if the Tower fell over and rolled off a cliff, and I’m not sure even that would do it.” Ossian laughed and linked arms with Runa, an act that seemed to dispel the last of her hesitation. “Come on. It won’t take a moment.”


The fireman led them toward the far end of the storeroom. Incredibly, the clutter thickened the farther they went. Runa asked him jokingly if he hadn’t finally run out of room. Ossian said, “There’s always more room. There are closets inside of closets; drawers inside of drawers!”


After squeezing through a mob of overladen coat trees, they had to crawl on their hands and knees under an elephantine credenza, and then on through a seemingly endless grove of table legs, until at last they broke upon a clearing.


Adam noticed a difference in the atmosphere at once. It wasn’t warmth, precisely, but the air seemed to cause a sort of subdermal humming. His very bones shivered and buzzed like a kazoo.


The wall before them was black and lustering. Ossian explained that the sheen came from a layer of diamond cob, which covered several feet of lead. A formidable hatch with a heavy bar lock stood centered in the wall. Above it, in blocky embossed letters, appeared the words The Nautilus.


As a boy, Adam had seen drawings of nautiluses in his schoolbooks. They were ancient sea creatures that looked like a bouquet of tentacles flowing from a snail shell. Their fossilized remains could be found in the walls of the river gullies that scarred the Western Plains. When split in half, the inside of a nautilus shell looked like a ladder coiled and shrinking toward a center.


Ossian set down the gunnysack that contained Adam’s doomed clothing and took a moment to seat the goggles over his eyes. The round black lenses, which fit snugly under his wiry brows, made him look a bit like a jumping spider, though a good-humored one. Ossian said, “Don’t worry; you don’t need these. My eyes are old and unforgiving. If I go in there without them, I’ll be blind for a day. Anyway, a bit of advice: When we get in there, look up. It’ll give your eye time to adjust.”


Adam observed a plaque on the bulky hatch that read WILL NOT OPEN WHILE FLOODED. As he turned the phrase over, Ossian unlocked the entrance. The light that poured forth was as bright as a surgeon’s lamp. Adam squinted until he was all but blind and felt around ahead of him until he found Runa’s hand. He wasn’t sure if she had been reaching for him or if he’d caught her arm swinging in stride, but she did not pull away when he gripped her narrow palm. They walked into the furnace linked and in a file.


Adam’s first thought was that the floor was on fire. There was no accompanying heat, nor hint of smoke, but the space was as brilliant as a blast furnace. His companions seemed unperturbed, so he resisted the urge to look into the bed of coals. Instead, he peered up at a dome of ancient lead, which was vented like the head of a saltshaker.


When the glare ebbed a little, he looked down with all the trepidation of a man coming to the end of his plank.


The chamber was circular and large enough to echo. The floor appeared to be a single, seamless disc of diamond cob that ran from wall to wall. The source of the blinding light came from beneath the transparent floor. There, a gyre of blue paling to white swirled about the drain of a maelstrom.


Almost at once, Adam saw in the design a resemblance to the ancient sea creature that was its namesake. What at first seemed a formless whirlpool of light was in fact quite structured. The flow ran through a channel that was separated into cells by locks. Outermost from the center, the stream was bluish, broader, and slow moving. The farther it ran down the spiral, the narrower the channels became and the more the blue light veered to white, growing brighter as it bleached. The gates of the locks were composed of a pearly membrane that writhed and wavered when looked at directly. At the center of this fantastic vortex was a speck of flashing white that he could scarcely glance at before its afterimage stained his vision. Though the Nautilus was silent, it had a turbulent effect upon the air like a static charge waiting for release.


“Mind your feet!” Ossian called. Adam looked down to see he was toeing a gap in the diamond floor. The opening, about the size of a cottage door, lay near the chamber wall where the flow was a pure and placid blue. He suspected it was the same fluid he’d seen bubbling through a crystal pipe on their ride down, what Runa had called “slow water.” The stream passed near enough that if one so wished, one could sit on the edge and bathe their feet in its current. Adam shivered at the thought and at the brutal cold that rose from the breach.


He took a step back. “Why is this open?”


“Emergency overflow, I think. It’s always been open, and I don’t know how I would even go about closing it. Perhaps I could put a board over it, but that seems a little silly,” Ossian said, his face lit from below to eerie effect. “Besides, it’s easier to get the puddles into the furnace this way.”


“Puddles?” Adam asked, even as his eyes adjusted enough to see the red puddles that spotted the floor here and there. In the brash light of the room, the puddles were hardly distinguishable, but even so, Adam thought he recognized the fluid: It was the same stuff that fired Mister Winters’s arm. He looked up in time to watch a drip fall from a vent in the ceiling. Somewhere, a pipe had sprung a slow leak.


“This is your furnace?” Adam marveled again at the galactic swirling drain trapped beneath a diamond floor that suddenly seemed insufficient. “Can you walk out over the middle?”


“Well, you can. I won’t. Makes my brains itch and my britches wet. The Brick Layer called that flashing thing there at center the Allonomia. It’s a hungry little beggar. And very, very hot.”


“And this stream of slow water chills it?”


“More or less, I think. The Allonomia turns this current into steam, which is vented downward, and then piped out to the surface.”


“So, it’s just a very hot coal?” Adam asked.


“Well, it’s a little stranger than that. Here, watch.” Ossian dropped the gunnysack and extracted one of Adam’s boots. The fireman made a show of turning the shoe this way and that like a street magician proving the ordinariness of an object. Then he bent over, his braces squealing out a fanfare, and deposited the battered boot into the flowing water.


For a moment, nothing of note happened. The boot bobbed like a cork, meandering down the sapphiric stream as Adam paced along after it, skirting the red puddles as he came to them. But when the heel of the boot breached the membrane into the next cell, it suddenly began to stretch like taffy pulled upon a hook. The deformed heel, now a ribbon, flowed onward, inward, carried by the brisker current. Adam began to jog. The elongated heel touched the next membrane, and there transformed into a thin black skid. In the next cell, it was hardly as thick as a pencil line that whipped about the curve. Then, Adam could not discern when that remnant leapt from one lock to the next as the stretched boot continued its inward spiral, taking on speed at an exponential rate. Soon the bootheel was nothing but a streak of light falling into the blinking crucible at the heart of the storm.


Dizzy from running a lap about the chamber while staring at the floor, Adam returned to the open hatch where Runa and Ossian waited. Leaning over to catch his breath, Adam was shocked to see the top cuff of his boot was still visible in the water of the first cell. Then it passed through the membrane and emerged in the next chamber stretched like dough under a rolling pin.


“What is this? What are the dividers made out of? Where does this water come from? Is it what’s stretching everything out like that, or is it the . . . what did you call it, the Allonomia? How is any of this possible?” Adam’s voice shook in sympathy with his hands.


Ossian seemed to beam with pride even as he said, “I haven’t the vaguest idea. But isn’t it wonderful?”


“Who built it?” Adam asked.


“The Brick Layer. One of his last installations, I believe.”


“What is it for?”


Ossian shrugged. “For eating boots and making clouds, I suppose.” The fireman stared at the funneling light, his black lenses gleaming, his mouth open, his cheeks flushed and raised in an expression of pure wonder. “What is any of this for?” He looked like a child marveling at fireworks.


Whatever its purpose, Adam was certain the Nautilus was never intended to serve as a ringdom’s firepit. To call this incredible apparatus, this preternatural phenomenon, a furnace was like calling a waterfall a tap or a tempest a broom.


Then a bleaker thought intruded, and Adam turned to face Runa. Her face shone with the kaleidoscopic glow of the Nautilus. The swimming light had the curious effect of making her expression seem to flicker from friendly to sinister, from approachable to impervious. Or perhaps it was not a trick of the light. All day, she had seemed to vacillate between a desire to help him and the urge to estrange him. Adam had no sense what she thought of him. She was as unreadable as a book in a dream.


“You voted on whether or not to put me in there,” Adam said. “Is that where most of your guests end up?”


“We don’t have guests,” she said, looking away. “Now, come on, we have a supper to spoil.”










Chapter Seven





Some of my crew are convinced an old rope will continue to hold purely because it has held for so long. As if a ship was buoyed by precedent. As if the past promised a future.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


As Runa drove her bandy back through the cold light of the underground avenues, Adam’s thoughts lingered on the Nautilus. When he closed his eye, he still saw its ghost. Was it an engine? If so, where were its pistons and gears? If it was a turbine, what did it power? Perhaps it was not a machine at all. Perhaps it was an elaborate churn or mill or still that condensed the slow water. Or perhaps the Nautilus was merely a receptacle, a prison for an exotic, ravening spark.


Adam had come to Nebos for adventure and treasure. And while he still very much wanted the gold, he already felt a little overstuffed with mystery. He wondered if it was too much to hope for a quiet dinner.


Runa said she needed to make a quick stop-off first to feed her hound, Celeste. They lived in a stone turret tucked inside the largest of Nebos’s parks. The square tower had three floors, a crenelated parapet, and a discernable tilt. Its red-painted door, leaded windows, and curtains of ivy, which obscured fully half of its facade, were all charming enough, but in a manufactured way. It seemed a decoration posing as a ruin.


Seeing Adam’s bemused expression, Runa said, “It’s called a folly. An artist built it years before I was born. It’s not supposed to be lived in. There’s no plumbing, no electricity. And I had to evict one or two spiders before moving in.”


“Is Nebos running short of houses?” he asked.


Runa snorted. “Far from it. There are ten houses for every one of us. But”— she pulled a steel hoop that bore a single key from her jacket pocket— “this has something that none of the igloos do.” She fit the gap-toothed key into the lock. “Flat walls.”


She hesitated, seeming to reconsider, then spoke once more in a much less cavalier tone of voice. “Please, don’t touch anything.”


Adam took a step back. “Wait a minute. Look, I was part of a crew with a first mate who was wonderful and terrifying and very good at her job, but she absolutely did not want anyone in her cabin. We all understood. We did not take offense. That’s just how it was. I’m happy to wait here.”


She studied his face for a long moment. She seemed to be searching for a glimmer of treachery in his eye or some sly crimp to his smile. Adam understood her suspicion. He knew better than most that distrust was not always a sign of hostility.


“Wipe your feet,” she said at last, and walked inside.


The interior of the folly reflected its shell: It was cozy, rustic, and all a little crooked. There were no dividing walls. A skeletal stair ascended to an open hatch in a ceiling that was close enough to touch. The walls were crowded with canvases, many of them unframed. Adam asked if she was the artist, and Runa said she was. A gray, woolly dog slept upon a well-chewed sofa. The hound, who seemed very old, lifted its head and opened its mouth in a canine smile. Runa went to it at once, nuzzled the beast, and murmured a string of praises. The animal’s ropy tail thumped the cushion in pleasure.


Sensing that this was a private ritual that would not be improved by intrusion, Adam occupied himself by looking at the art. The subjects of her still lifes were all of a theme. Each contained a morbid element—a skull, a lifeless bird, or a hare hanging by its hind quarters—and then some contrasting vital object like a bowl of fruit, an arrangement of flowers, or eggs resting upon a doily. The piece that first caught his eye was of a bull’s horn cradled about a bunch of grapes that still clung to the vine. The background was inky and yet the varnish made the black seem to glow. It was a luminous dark. “You’re very good,” Adam said, craning forward to peer at the blending along the edge of one plump grape. “Beautiful.”


Her greeting of the hound complete, Runa said, “I could name fifty painters that live within a stone’s throw of here who are better.”


He felt her draw alongside him. “Fifty? Really? Is everyone here a painter?”


“Mmm, no, some are docents, poets, novelists, composers, musicians—”


“But who does all the work?” Adam’s voice shook with disbelieving laughter. “Who collects the rubbish? Who washes the clothes and trims the lawns and—”


“There are automatons for all that. There are gyromowers to cut the grass, autobins to collect the trash, arachnocrofters to pick the fruit, and dinnerflies to carry the meals, only the most lavish of which are prepared by humans—chefs who consider themselves artists and food a medium. The only compulsory service is the lumenguard.”


“That’s not a bad trade.” He turned his head but not his eye when he replied. He could not quite pull his gaze away from the veins of a grape leaf. All day, he had struggled to get a sense of his reticent host. But now, seeing the world transcribed by her eye, in all its exquisite detail, its grotesque glory, he suspected some of her character had been caught inside the paint, like an insect trapped in amber.


While she chopped carrots and sausage for Celeste’s dinner, Adam shifted his attention to the next canvas on the wall: a snaggle-toothed skull amid a garland of fresh roses. “You own a lot of skulls?”


Runa’s voice was suddenly cool and formal when she said, “I’m sure it seems a little morbid, but—”


“I think it’s interesting. Placing a dead, hollowed-out thing alongside something living . . . It somehow makes them both look more alive.”


Setting the hound’s bowl down before it, Runa returned to Adam’s side, ostensibly to share in his scrutiny of her work, though Adam suspected she was actually scrutinizing him. “Most people say it reminds them that they need to make out their will or visit a sick aunt.”


Adam snorted and turned to face her. “You know what it reminds me of?” He tapped his eye patch. “The rotten and the ripe, all on one plate.”


He watched as her focus leapt back and forth between his leather patch and his eye. It was for him, sadly, a familiar view. For some people, the compulsion to gawp at scars, facial asymmetries, and blemishes was irresistible. The Tower was full of people who would pay money to barkers for the pleasure of ogling a boy with deformed hands or a hirsute girl.


But with Runa, the scanning was not furtive or voyeuristic, and it did not leave him feeling freakish or hollow. He felt, instead, as if he were the subject of one of her still lifes.


When she spoke again, she seemed to be standing closer to him, though he was certain she had not moved. “Going by your logic, I suppose the question is, ‘Do you need the patch?’ Wouldn’t the lack of one eye make the other brighter?”


“I . . . I don’t know,” he said. She had a wide, wondering expression on her face, as if a butterfly had landed on the tip of her nose.


Something seemed to crack open inside of him, and behind that barrier, which he’d not known was there, he discovered an emptiness that seemed to cry out for exploration, an absence that wanted to be filled. It was like discovering a new floor within a house he’d lived in all his life.


Then Celeste, who a moment before had had her snout buried in her bowl, suddenly howled, coughed, and howled again. Runa rushed to her side to console her, saying, “Hush, girl. Shh. You’re all right.”


Adam felt soothed by her gentling efforts. It was nice to be inside someone’s sanctuary. He’d lived as an interloper for so long. He smiled as the dog calmed.


Then the ground began to leap and shake like a gangplank stretched over an abyss.


The Tower was shaking, and all the world with it.


Adam had grown up in a house that quaked, on a street that quivered, in a town that trembled on unsteady stilts. But in all the years he had lived in the Depot of Sumer above an industrious railyard, he had never grown comfortable with the incessant rumble of locomotives. And there was reason to be uneasy. Sometimes a neighbor’s house was swallowed in the night, done in by termites, or dry rot, or the clip of a breakdown crane.


When Adam first arrived at the Tower, he had been struck by its imperviousness. Already centuries old, the Tower still managed to seem new. It appeared to be immune to decay and erosion and collapse. The world would buckle before the Tower did, Adam had felt certain.


It had been a very comforting illusion.


Runa’s teacups rattled on their shelves and the canvases clapped upon the stone. Believing the folly was about to collapse, Adam charged at Runa, startling her to her feet. He scooped up the hound and fled through the door, calling for her to run, run for her life. But the moment his feet touched the grass, he realized there was nowhere to run. The green canopy above swayed and shed leaves. The whole city chimed and rang. Somewhere in the distance, a window popped, glass splashed.


The Tower was falling. Adam hugged the old hound and wished she were his sister. He hoped Voleta was safely aboard a ship. He wished he had not been so oblique with his goodbye. Why had he not asked Mister Winters to tell her he loved her? Had he ever said he did? When he was gone, would she believe he’d considered her a pest and a burden? How had he sacrificed so much of himself and still given so little?


He shut his eye and braced himself for the descent into oblivion.


But then, the trembling faded. The quake seemed to rumble off like thunder into the distance. The slow shower of leaves ticked upon the lawn a moment more before a nervous silence fell.


Adam shouted when Runa put her hand on his shoulder. He whipped about to find her looking both concerned and somewhat amused. “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s all right. They happen all the time. It’s just a little shiver. We’re perfectly fine. Really.” Gently, she took Celeste from him. The old hound licked her face. “You had a little adventure, didn’t you? Yes, you did.”


“A shiver?” Adam said, still stunned. “How long has the Tower been shivering?”


“Oh, years. It happens every once in a while. Of course, we were all terrified the first time. Everyone ran for the parachutes and out the wind-stiles. We put our toes on the edge. But then the quake was over. Nothing happened. Then a little while later, another quake came, and again we all put on our parachutes, and made for the verge. But again, we didn’t fall. So, now we just call it a shiver.”


The offhandness with which she treated the quake calmed him a little. Though he could not believe the quakes were as innocuous as she claimed, at least they didn’t seem to herald their immediate demise.


“But thank you for rescuing Celeste,” Runa said.


“Rescue?” Adam said vaguely, and then in an attempt to recover his poise, went on, “Oh, no, you misunderstood. I was trying to steal her. She seems a very good dog.”


“She is! Oh, she is. But you can’t have her.” Runa snuggled the hound’s curls. Celeste, in turn, looked a little drowsy. “Come on, we have our own supper to get to. I hope you like spinning plates.”


As Runa carried Celeste back inside her crooked castle, Adam wondered how much harder the golden city could shake and spin before it knocked him off his feet.










Chapter Eight





To scrounge funds for this expedition, I haunted the courts of the middle ringdoms. Taking advantage of the romantic feelings the middle class hold for rogues, I presented myself as an adventuresome rascal embarking upon a noble quest. Their purses burst open for me. I robbed them, and they applauded.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


Runa wished to walk, and Adam was grateful for a reprieve from the whiplash the bandy inspired.


Though she had seemed at ease in her own home, Runa’s good mood dissipated as they followed the road back toward the heart of Nebos where the blunt-nosed pyramid squatted behind a grove of golden aerials. She said nothing that explained her ill humor. Indeed, she seemed to grow more polite—if distant—the further she slid into misery. Adam found it interesting how she, like he, seemed to turn inward when troubled. While his sister had always dealt with her black moods acrobatically, he preferred to pace back and forth along a shallow depression, though it only served to deepen it.


Now that he knew to look for them, he began to see the automatons of Nebos in action everywhere. Some were discreet: A green copper crab, no larger than a footstool, crept across a lawn, chewing the grass as it went, while a tortoise-shelled slave with a spinning brush under its belly swept the clippings from the street. Other machines were more startling: A spider, with legs as long as flagpoles, strode over rows of tomato plants, picking fruit with black mandibles.


Had he the time and opportunity, he would’ve liked nothing more than to study their systems and mechanisms. And yet, in the presence of empty streets, the unhurried industry of those automatons seemed almost skulking. Their gentle hum, which in a more bustling environment would’ve been undetectable, amid the uncanny silence droned like black flies on a carcass. It was strange to find so much luxury so scarcely possessed.


It came as something of a relief when he saw a small crowd pressing into the dining hall. The venue had a ridged, sloping roof that joined the ground without the imposition of walls. It looked like a scallop shell pressed into yellow sand. The crystal entrance of the banquet hall was fogged by a pattern of handprints arranged in a sort of herringbone. Above the doors, an arching pane of etched glass proclaimed the name of their destination: THE MINGLER.


Adam whispered to Runa that “the Mingler” sounded like some sort of back-alley fiend. Despite her black mood, Runa smirked, and replied that he wasn’t exactly wrong about that. “It’s a bit like being strangled with small talk,” she said.


The main chamber of the dining hall was lit by a stained-glass medallion, which consumed much of the ceiling. Adam recognized its subject at once: He’d seen the design not long ago, emblazoned upon the Sphinx’s front door. The men and women who made up the Brick Layer’s round seal carried sheaves of wheat, sacks of grain, and cisterns of water, all in a merry ring. Powerful lamps illuminated the green, yellow, orange, and white panels, casting a light like a sunset sifting through a forest.


The floor of the hall was consumed by perhaps a hundred stations that bore a passing resemblance to the sort of writing desk Adam had once sat in at school. But these desks were not made of splinters and ink stains. No, they were silver clad and inlaid with scrolls of gilt. If one overlooked the tabletops that were hooked over the lap, the seats were almost throne-like. Beneath them, copper rails laced the floor of the hall in intricate, orderly loops.


Adam was so dazzled by the environment that it took him a moment to realize nearly all of the stations were already filled with the pale, blond denizens of Nebos. He hoped to find two empty seats near each other, preferring not to sit alone among strangers, but Runa told him there wasn’t any reason to bother, then went winding through the staggered thrones in search of a vacancy.


Keenly aware that he was being watched by the room, Adam ducked into the nearest empty seat and folded his hands upon the golden shelf, disturbing an immaculately laid twelve-piece set of platinum cutlery.


His nearest neighbor, a woman twice his age with colorless hair and a turned-up nose, winked at him and, in a conspicuous whisper, said, “You’re the thief!”


Adam picked up a lovely, long spoon, the purpose of which he could scarcely imagine, and making no effort to disguise the act, tucked the utensil into his dinner jacket. He patted his breast and said, “No, ma’am.”


She smiled broadly, showing a rack of crooked gray teeth. Before she could antagonize him further, a deep gong reverberated through the hall, and the throne beneath Adam began to move.


He was not alone in his transit. All the dining chairs began sliding about like cannonballs on an open deck. The thrones spun as they coursed. It seemed a miracle that none collided, though they often passed within a hairsbreadth of each other. Adam looked for Runa amid the churning faces, but the effort only made him ill. His fellow diners melted into an indistinguishable, nauseating blur.


Then as suddenly as it had begun, the scramble ended, and Adam found himself sitting in an intimate circle with five other diners who might’ve passed for second if not first cousins.


Adam was beginning to recognize the predominance of certain features beyond the obvious uniformity of blond hair and pale skin. The Nebosans had heavily lidded, narrowly set eyes, ruby-red lips, high cheekbones, and ears that from the front appeared to come to a point. He wondered how long the clan had been isolated.


The similarities of their features, however, did not extend to their taste in clothes. Even to someone like Adam, who had an astigmatic view of fashion, the variety of styles was glaring. The people of Nebos seemed to sport the fads of every age and every ringdom all at once.


The eldest of his dining circle wore a tall, black fur cap, a black cassock, and blue paint on his prominent eyelids. He leaned into Adam with an accusatory squint. “Oh god, it is him. Ida is going to be insufferable.”


“Going to be!” The woman at Adam’s side sniffed dryly. She wore a sleeved basque, the bodice of which pinched her so fiercely it drove the blood to her throat and cheeks. She looked positively sunburnt. “Haven’t you heard? Ida Allod has reinvented the art form!”


They all laughed, but without any joy. When Adam joined in, the joke abruptly ended.


The hairless young man across from Adam wore a glass mask that encompassed the entirety of his face, which could only pose a great inconvenience for dining. The mask, which bubbled out like a watch crystal, had the effect of making his head look like an egg. He said to Adam, “At least you’re not your sister. She would’ve started a riot.”


“Why can’t one of my subjects wander into town?” the elder moaned.


“Because they’re all dead, Ove!” the egg-headed youth replied. “When was the last time you released a new scintillation? Ten years? Twenty?”


“Mediocrity hurries! Genius dawdles!” Ove barked back. “Shoveling out smutty little reveries fortnightly is not the same thing as building a worthy body of work, Master Frey! We are in the business of reminding our audience of the boundless mystery of the human condition, not their prurient urges.”


The youth puckered his lips as if he meant to spit. “If entertaining is a sin, then I am a sinner. Though I can understand why you would think art is all yawn and no quiver.” The mask muffled the youth’s voice like a head cold.


Ove loaded his lungs for a retort, but Adam interrupted, asking, “Excuse me, are you docents?”


The red-cheeked woman said, “Oh, my dear, darling little whiffet, yes, we all are! We’ve come to have a look at you and to talk about ourselves. It’s a time-honored tradition.”


A droning sound rose above the chatter. Something darted through the air overhead. Adam assumed a bird had wandered into the hall. Then he lifted his chin a little more and saw that the air teemed with dozens of translucent dragonflies, each as large as a seagull.


He shouted in surprise when one of them plunged past his nose. The thing’s wings beat so rapidly they seemed to smudge the air. The dragonfly had come with cargo. It deposited something upon Adam’s tray and, its chore complete, rose and darted off once more.


Adam stared at the tall glass that stood before him and the greenish sphere that filled it.


“It’s just lime sorbet, darling. It whets the appetite,” the corseted woman said.


“Oh, isn’t eating just the most tedious thing?” the bubble-faced youth said to Adam as if he would naturally agree. “There’s only one way to be full, but ten thousand ways to hunger!”


“The only thing tedious at this table is you, Frey,” the woman said. Then her eye fell to Adam’s place setting. “Oh, you don’t have a parfait spoon. Here, darling, use mine.”


When she presented Adam with the her long-handled spoon, he thanked her, and immediately tucked it into his coat pocket where it clinked against its twin.


Everyone laughed, then laughed again when Adam asked the elder Ove if he might borrow his parfait spoon. In short order, Adam had collected everyone’s spoons, and the breast of his coat bulged with the loot.


Adam had never seen people so pleased to be robbed. It seemed an effective icebreaker, too, because the conversation poured forth. He learned more about the nature of scintillations. They were generally brief performances, lasting no more than a half hour, and often much less. Each docent professed a unique style and preferred genre. The corseted woman, whose name was Jelka, said that she was known for presenting her audience with riots and frenzies, a genre called Pandemoniums. Ove created vignettes called Anthronalogies, which he described as being concerned with “the profundity of human squalor.” His most famous work was a scintillation called The Washer Woman and the Gravy Spot. Frey, the masked youth, was known for producing what he described as “scintillations of an explicit nature, which explore the artistry inherent to carnal activities,” or as Ove put it, Frey was the city’s foremost smut peddler. The two remaining docents, who had said next to nothing since the meal had begun, appeared awed by their inclusion in the conversation. They were students of the art form and declared their subgenres to be dare-me-nots and pugilisms.


“Well, enjoy your irrelevance while you can, young men!” the youthful Frey said without apparent irony. “Nothing ages you so quickly as scrutiny!”


Adam also learned Ida Allod was roundly disliked by her peers. Only a year earlier, she had been a relatively unremarkable docent who specialized in chorus lines. Then she had released The Daredevil’s Brother. It was a scintillation the likes of which no one had ever seen. Allod had devised a novel technique that allowed her to produce a much longer and more intricate work. What irked the other docents (even more than her success) was her steadfast refusal to share her unique process with them. Of course, docents had tried to pry it from her with threats and compliments, and some had even attempted to observe her at work, but all to no avail.


A dinnerfly returned to retrieve Adam’s sorbet, which he had not touched. “But what is a scintillation? How are they made?” he asked.


Jelka said, “Well, darling, I think the only satisfactory answer is to see one for yourself. The grande dame is showing her famous Daredevil at the Cavaedium this evening. At least you can rest assured that the subject of your first scintillation will be of some interest to you.” The sound of the gong filled the hall a second time, and Jelka reached over to pat Adam’s hand. “And I don’t care what Ida says. I like you better in the flesh.”


Before Adam could digest the remark, their thrones parted, turned about, and renewed their sickening reel.


Each course of the meal arrived on the wings of a glass dragonfly and was shared with a fresh batch of strangers, all of them docents, all more or less alike, or so it seemed to Adam, though he was wise enough not to voice the heretical opinion. Each docent was convinced they were a creative phenom, a luminary, an original. Who was he to argue?


Adam continued to brazenly steal cutlery from his fellow diners, and they continued to take the burglary as a joke. Their wealth was apparently so boundless that treasure no longer held any value. Adam carried in his pocket enough platinum to purchase an airship, one much newer than the Stone Cloud. He could leave now, collect his friends and his sister, find a shipyard, procure a vessel, and fly so far from the Tower, it would set behind the horizon and never rise again.


But even as the vision played itself out in his head, he knew he was not ready to leave. He wanted to know how he had come to be the subject of a scintillation, who had been spying on him, and why.


It wasn’t until the final course that Adam found himself reunited with Ida Allod. The famed docent, still dressed in her sanguine tuxedo, had the air of a regent humbling herself to dine with inferiors. She radiated superiority and condescension. The moment their circle was complete, the four other docents began to cut their eyes at her and whisper to one another. Their loathing seemed to please her.


“I meant to ask you before,” Ida said, drawing a napkin from her lap. She daubed the immaculate corners of her lips. “How is Voleta?”


“Oh, she’s fine. Still a pest who takes every request as a call for mutiny. Her hair’s a bit shorter; she’s a bit taller,” Adam said, slipping again into the arrogant tone that the docent seemed to respect. “I think you’d still recognize her, though. She has one of those faces.”


“I’ve figured out why I did not recognize you at first. You seemed so unlike yourself.”


“Funny,” Adam said, and reached across to his neighbor’s tray and plucked up an unused butter knife. “I don’t feel like anyone else.” He dropped the knife into his overloaded pocket.


“You misunderstand,” Ida Allod said, folding her napkin in shrinking triangles as she went on. “I’m just accustomed to knowing you as you exist in my scintillation. That version of you is so compelling because it is consistent; it is a distillation of all your tempers, impulses, and desires. It is the soul of you, the true you. This version—the one with cutlery in his pockets and crumbs on his chin—this is the sometimes-you, the shadow-you. The scintillation of you is eternal. I have given you that. It is a gift few ever receive.”


Ignoring the blackberry-crowned custard that a dragonfly had just delivered, Adam said, “You’re saying that your scint is more me than I am? That makes no sense. Without me, there is no scintillation. It is the echo. I am the voice.”


Ida bared her teeth, effecting one of the most unconvincing smiles Adam had ever seen. “This is difficult to explain to someone who has seen so much of the world but absorbed so little of it. But I will try.” She drew the jeweler’s loupe from her vest pocket and began worrying it as if it were a charm of inspiration. “An analogy. You’re familiar with painting as an art form, I assume? I think it’s a little primitive, but it has its appeal. My daughter is certainly taken by it.” Ida appeared to interpret Adam’s insulted scowl as sufficient answer. “Let us consider the model of a great and exalted work of art. Let’s say this model is a young woman. She is to herself, of course, a reality. She is conscious, as much as any individual can be, she has hopes and aspirations and a murky sense of the world.” Allod counted these virtues upon the fingers of one hand; then tallied the imaginary woman’s faults upon the other. “But she also is pliable, malleable. Her self-awareness is blown about by daydreams, hand mirrors, shopwindows, flirtations, disappointments, dances, and biscuits.” When she ran out of fingers, she dropped her hands to her tray as if in exhaustion. “She changes constantly—and does so because she is always looking outward. She is a prisoner in a cell trying to picture what the prison looks like. She is a mystery to herself.”


Adam heard a rushing sound that he realized after a moment did not signal the arrival of another swarm of crystalline insects. No, the roar was coming from within. His blood was boiling.


Ida appeared entirely unaware of Adam’s rising anger as she continued her homily: “But once a master painter peels away her pretension, denudes her, poses and paints her, she at last can glimpse what she truly is. Not some flighty, flittering, farting girl, but an icon. A beacon. A truth.” The docent’s voice trembled with passion.


Adam trembled with a different sort of emotion.


Allod raised a glistening blackberry to her lips and, just before popping it in, said, “You’ll see for yourself soon enough, Adam. Tonight, I will show you your truth.”










Chapter Nine





The night is haunted. I cannot sleep for thinking of home—home, where my son still rocks in his cradle; home, where my love’s hair is still red as a cardinal. Our garden is green. Spring is unending. I grow old in the company of youthful ghosts.


— from the diary of Joram Brahe, captain of the Natchez King





_____________________________


The sky was a deepening purple by the time they left the Mingler. Ida Allod drew in her wake a retinue of a dozen or so persons, most with the bloom of academia still brightening their eyes, and all apparently hoping to distinguish themselves in the presence of greatness. When the luminary passed her daughter and Adam waiting in the street, she paused long enough to say that she expected them to follow close behind. She didn’t want them to dawdle, lest they in their languor delay the gratification of her adoring fans. Adam ground his teeth until they squeaked but managed to tilt his head in receipt of the command.


“I know that face. What did she say to you?” Runa asked as her mother strode on.


“Oh, you know. She just called me a shadowy farting girl—something like that.”


“That doesn’t sound like her at all. She’s usually so supportive. She once called my work ‘excessively bony’ and ‘a sad little mewl for help.’ ”


“Seems fair,” Adam said. “I suppose I should be grateful. I owe her my life, don’t I?”


Runa looked suddenly miserable. To cheer her up, Adam reached into his pocket and proffered her some of his spoils. “Teaspoon for your thoughts, madam?”


She smiled thinly as she took the spoon and studied it, seemingly to avoid having to look him in the eye when she replied, “You don’t owe her a blessed thing.”


As soon as the gloom began to blot the gleaming spires with shadows, a whole new battery of lights, red and white, shone forth from the aerials, the rooftops, and the undulant edges of the extravagant skyline. Nebos seemed to have put on her evening jewels.


Adam and Runa followed behind the docent and her fawning disciples as they paraded down the middle of the empty street like revelers after last call. More than once, Ida seemed to concoct some excuse to twist about—to answer a student’s question or pay them the compliment of her notice—but each time she turned, she did not fail to mark Adam’s presence, a fact that did not go unobserved by him.


“Your mother seems to think I’m going to make a run for it,” Adam said to Runa as he waved to the docent, who found his salute unamusing.


“It wouldn’t be the first time someone ran away,” Runa said. “Most of her friends, my father, me . . . all of us eventually dashed off when she wasn’t looking. Though, to be fair, that was most of the time.”


Adam sensed he’d struck a nerve, and not wishing to drive her back to the dark mood she’d so recently escaped, he changed the subject, and asked about the curious glass mask Frey had worn at dinner. The ostentation was not unique to the bald youth. Adam had noticed that several docents wore similar watch crystals pressed nearly to their noses.


“It’s so they can look at themselves,” Runa said. “They’re called overlay masks. The inside is polished so that you can see your reflection superimposed upon the world.”


Adam scoffed. What an extravagant sort of narcissism! Walking around with a looking glass strapped to your face had to be the absolute pinnacle of vanity, he thought.


In a city of bejeweled golden towers, the Cavaedium turned out to be remarkable in its modesty. Adam had expected another golden shrine, but instead, he was faced with a wooden structure—the only one in Nebos, according to Runa. The structure was squat, circular, and devoid of windows. A single narrow entrance, framed with bark, stood under a hand-carved sign that read The Cavaedium: Mind the Light.


The interior was similarly humble. Adam had prepared himself for a theater, but there was no vestibule, no stage, and no seating. The round walls of the Cavaedium contained only a valley of lush, dark grass. Already much of the ground was occupied by groups and couples who sat upon blankets or lay on the slope in an array of finery and dinner wear. A frosted lens of translucent glass capped the Cavaedium, further dimming the already wan evening light. Here and there, the air blinked with the green nodes of fireflies.


The only feature that interrupted the lawn was a golden mortar in the valley’s basin. The barrel of the stout cannon pointed directly upward.


At the periphery of the vale, pressed against the walls, musicians warmed their instruments. A pale conductor with a long, braided queue stood between two individuals who Adam took for singers. The young man and woman perused the pages of their sheet music with stiffened postures and tranquil expressions.


Runa led him to an open spot on the incline, and they sat down in the cool grass. Adam watched Ida Allod descend the hill. She was intercepted again and again by members of the audience who wished to shake her hand or speak a few words. She appeased them with perfunctory phrases and economical gestures. This seemed a part of the performance, too—this gauntlet of admirers, worshipping the entranced artiste as she made her way to the stage.


Once Ida reached the mortar, she began tinkering with the cranks and dials that crowded the gun’s carriage.


As irritating as he found the docent’s affectation, Adam was quickly pacified by the languid atmosphere of the space. He began to relax. It seemed more natural to recline, so the two of them lay back on their elbows and took in the fashions of the other loungers: a mistletoe circlet, a black cocked hat, a pair of silk turbans, and a quail feather boa. Amid his survey, Adam discovered he was the object of many glances and gawks. He decided not to encourage the voyeurs with his own attention, which seemed better spent on Runa.


Her demeanor had changed again. She seemed neither arch nor withdrawn, neither cagey nor curious, nor any of the other many moods she had shown him over the course of the day. Instead, she wore a tender and disarming expression. She reached toward him. For a moment, he thought she was going to touch his cheek. A draft seemed to blow through the long-shut, unexplored chambers of his heart, pushing open doors, sweeping up the dust.


Then she gently plucked a firefly from his collar.


Runa let the insect crawl around her open palm, the limits of which it explored like a castaway on an island. “My father loved fireflies,” she said. “He studied them for years. He once told me that their light produces almost no heat, which means that the chemical reaction that generates the glow is almost perfectly efficient. Nothing wasted. They shine very, very bright, but do not burn.” The firefly opened its wings and flew away.


“The way you talk about him, I . . . I assume he has passed on?”


She looked down when she replied, seeming to answer a question he had not asked. “I’m sorry, Adam. I hope you’ll forgive me.”


Before he could voice his confusion, the mouth of the mortar began to glow, and the orchestra pounced upon a five-note melody that was as trite as a doorbell. The ceiling shone like an alabaster lamp.


Standing by the base of the beaming cannon, posed with one hand in her pocket and one clasping the air, Ida Allod spoke with her usual resounding, uninflected authority. “Welcome, friends. Welcome to this evening’s performance. This is a once-in-a-lifetime event for me, for you, for all of us. Because for the first time, I will share my vision with the object of my inspiration. For the first time, artifice and artifact will join in communion.” She had laced her fingers together—a symbol of unity—then swept an open hand in Adam’s direction as if she would hold him in her palm. “Tonight, at last, a masterpiece gazes upon itself.”


The audience clapped. Allod nodded at the air so sharply she seemed to peck at their applause. She produced from her jacket pocket a small, gilded cannonball. She said, “I give you The Daredevil’s Brother!”


Allod raised the sphere to the mouth of the mortar. It made a muffled whump when it fell into place.


The ceiling began to waver and peak like milk rippling in a pail as light fanned out from the bore of the mortar. A lonely flute struck up a lullaby as a vague ochre-colored oval emerged from the pool of white above. The oval became an indistinct face that seemed to float freely. The visage drew closer, grew larger. It seemed a young woman, though her features were all but colorless. Then, slowly, red came to her lips, her eyes darkened, and her cheeks blushed pink. Her black hair was pulled back, though a strand hung loosely, and dangled toward the watchers on the lawn. Adam had the queasy sensation that there was a giant outside, bending over the building and peering in at them. Then a pair of fat hands and fatter arms swung up from either side of the image and reached for the face. They were unmistakably the arms of an infant, which, though impossible, had to be the source of their perspective. They were peering through newborn eyes.


Though her features were still a blur, the woman was familiar to him. As Adam tried to think how he might know her, a third arm, also an infant’s, swung into view from the periphery. It reached for the strand of hair. A second child lay alongside the first.


Then the arms and face flashed away, and the scene vanished, erased by two bands of color, vivid as a flag: the shocking blue of an afternoon sky and the drossy gold of buffel grass. The cellists in the Cavaedium began to bow a minor key, evoking the chugging rhythm of a locomotive. Someone blew upon a wooden train whistle. The sound lifted every hair on Adam’s head. The ceiling filled with a vision of billowing steam and sleeting coal dust as the cellist’s staccato slowed, then fell still.


A voice from the verge of the Cavaedium called: “My name is Adamos Boreas, and this is my story.”


Adam lifted his head from the lawn long enough to see who had spoken: It was the young man he’d mistaken for a singer. Then the swimming colors above reclaimed Adam’s attention.


There, the turmoil of clouds resolved upon the plate glass of a shop-window. The general store’s display contained pitch-sealed kegs labeled corn, rice, and flour. A bright red tin drum stood on its edge, propped against a zinc washboard. The toy seemed out of place among the sacks of sugar, pyramids of soap cakes, and jars of pickled eggs.


Even as Adam suffered the nausea of dawning revelation, the focus changed from the contents of the shopwindow to the two persons reflected in the glass.


And there he stood: a beardless youth beside his sister, who was grinning like an imp. Her black curls had been blown into knots by the rail cars passing beneath the boardwalk. She wore the cornflower-blue dress their mother had sewn for her. The waist hung crooked, the shoulder was patched, and the hem of the skirt was unraveling. Voleta had always been hard on her clothes.


She looked so young.


Voleta held up two small coins. In the reflection, Adam’s younger self frowned at her. She stuck out her tongue.


He still remembered the day. It was his birthday and his mother had sent them to the store with two pennies to buy licorice whips for dessert. But instead they had—


The woman at the verge spoke when Voleta’s mouth moved, giving a foreign voice to her familiar image, “I’m going to buy it for you. But you have to promise to share.”


The man acting as Adam’s voice said along with his young reflection, “Don’t be stupid. We don’t have enough money. We’re getting the licorice and going home.”


“No, we’re not! I’m going to turn these two pennies into a tin drum. I have an idea for a dare, a new one, and Harry said he’d put up a shekel to see it. Come on!” Voleta’s reflection turned, and she ran from the frame of the shopwindow. The view followed after her, and then the Depot of Sumer—the city upon stilts, and killer of fathers—filled the ceiling of the Cavaedium. Once more, he beheld the depot’s gray clapboard buildings, the steaming troughs and warped boardwalks, the islands joined by rope and plank bridges that swung and bucked in the gust of passing trains, all slowly baking to brittleness under an unblinking sun.


The vision bounced as he ran after her.


Violins sang as the actor giving voice to young Adam said, “That’s my sister, Voleta. She is a brat, a daredevil, and my responsibility. I fear it is my fate to one day watch her fall. Will today be the day I witness her extinction? It is my birthday. Thirteen years ago, I came into this parched world, already thirsty.”


Voleta stamped across a rope bridge, skipping slats and ignoring the rope handrails. She slipped under the arm of a bonneted woman who was blocking her way. Young Adam’s hands flew out to steady the unsettled pedestrian. “Our home is an island of wood and rails in the grass sea of western Ur. And today, Voleta is going to gamble her life to win me a drum upon which I shall learn to beat the rhythm of my manhood.” A timpani began to play a slow, booming heartbeat. “Because if I am to protect her, I will have to become what I am not: elusive, decisive, and unburdened by the morality of men. I must become her net. But will I have the strength to catch her when she falls?”


The thoughts were wrong, the words were not his, but the vision . . . It was not a trick. It was not a play or recreation. It was the past, just as it had happened, just as he had beheld it.


Inside the Cavaedium, Adam stood on unsteady legs. The incline very nearly tipped him forward. The grass glowed with the bounced light of the scintillation. Cocking his head back again, he saw Voleta look over her shoulder down at him, watching him shiver through a hole in time. Then she cut the corner between a boardwalk and a bridge and leapt over the open air. The violins in the room swelled with the thrill of her transit.


Adam shouted, his voice crag with emotion, “What is this?”


Someone in the grass shushed him. From the well of the valley, Ida Allod pressed a finger to her lips. Adam staggered down the hill through the unhappy audience toward the docent. He had never felt so detached from himself. They were not his hands that gripped Ida by her bloodred jacket, not his arms that shook her, not his voice, though it seemed to come from his throat, that roared: “That’s me! That’s my life!”


“Yes, it is,” Ida replied with infuriating poise. Adam tried to jolt the calm from her. Forks and knives fell from the pockets of his dinner coat, stabbing the tender ground. The music died, though the cannon light continued to blaze mutely upward behind the grappling pair. Men from the audience stood and gathered. They seemed about to pry Adam from Allod, but the docent waved them away. “No, no! Let him! Let him rage. Adam has never had an opportunity for catharsis. This, this is the Adam I know.”


Adam felt his heart beating inside his fists. “How are you doing this?”


Ida Allod replied as if it were a simple thing: “I took these visions from the eye the Tower took from you.”
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