
  
    [image: The City’s Edge]
  


  
    
      The City’s Edge

    

    
      
        Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

    

    
      
        [image: WMG Publishing Inc.]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Petras Kiyune stood on the platform his wife had built years ago, and looked out over the destruction. Beside him, Ahmed Quinde breathed audibly, even though he had seen this mess before.

      Petras hadn’t, not outside of vids and holo-reports—media coverage so inadequate that he couldn’t quite grasp that the reporters had been talking about this as if it were a minor setback.

      It was the loss of everything.

      The landscape reminded Petras Kiyune of a child’s drawing of a desert—brown dirt against a purplish sky. The dirt extended forever, sometimes in mounds, sometimes choppy, always looking disturbed. No sign of life anywhere—not little plants scrabbling to hold on against a harsh environment, not trails left by creatures he couldn’t quite remember.

      He’d been to a dozen different deserts on three different planets, all in the company of Hedie, as she scouted locations that only she could see in that magnificent mind’s eye of hers. Those deserts had an orderly look, as if the winds that blew across their sands had a map to follow, one that told the breezes where each grain of sand belonged.

      Even the plants had looked like they belonged to that order—the sagebrush of a white sand high desert on Tanbul, the blue spiky cacti of the low flat desert on Milbztr, and the alabaster rock weed that gave the dunes of Vunplydo’s desert their unique texture.

      Those deserts looked like they’d been created as part of the plan of a god or an almighty engineer, like Hedie herself.

      This looked like the disaster it was.

      The ground was uneven, torn up. The dirt was multicolored—not sand at all—but different hues, from different levels. He’d seen the strata years ago, as Hedie had bent over and scraped at the side of a hill with her pocket knife, revealing light brown dirt on top, whitish dirt in the middle, and almost black dirt beneath.

      Now, the white dirt scattered on top of the black dirt, which gathered in clumps on parts of the brown dirt. At least, when he looked directly forward. When he looked to his left, the pattern was reversed, and when he looked to his right, the dirt didn’t look like dirt at all. It looked like gigantic mudballs, rolled by a giant.

      He rubbed a hand over his face, the imagery that his brain clung to striking him for the first time: a child’s drawing. A giant. The twins’ bedrooms flashed through his mind—Cordilla’s, with her geometric sketches affixed to the screen wall, and Rodrigo’s, with the giants looming like friendly aliens from his screen wall.

      Petras closed his eyes for a moment, refusing to think about the last two weeks in those rooms, wishing his children got along well enough that he could convince them to sleep in his room, where he could hold them close, just for one night.

      He needed it more than they did.

      “You okay?” Ahmed, who was now the chief engineer of this nonexistent project, looked at Petras with concern. Ahmed had made it clear that he had brought Petras here under duress.

      Petras almost never used his connections as the Permanent Prime Minister’s son to benefit himself. Most people didn’t even realize that PPM Shayla Kiyune and Akida University Professor Petras Kiyune were related. There were more than enough unrelated Kiyunes in Akida to make the last name unremarkable.

      Petras glanced at Ahmed. He was a slight man, bent by the events of the past two weeks, his skin grayish now, the shadows beneath his eyes a purple that matched the sky. Petras didn’t need to add to the man’s burden. Petras knew firsthand the kind of anguish that Ahmed was going through. Hedie had been going through the same anguish when he met her, shortly after the first project she had apprenticed on, the Nbrediss Island Chain bridges, collapsed overnight.

      Petras was going through his own anguish right now, but it was different—old as time, and new and raw and almost unbearable.

      “You don’t have to see it, you know,” Ahmed said. “In fact, I would advise against it. There’s almost nothing there. It won’t help you—”

      “It’ll help me,” Petras said. But he had a realization. Maybe Ahmed was telling him to walk away because Ahmed wanted to walk away.

      The landscape was nearly unbearable to look at, especially considering what it had been just a month ago. Clear sky bridges over matching roads beneath, the skeletons of buildings rising around all of it, water splashing through as both decoration and lifeblood. Hedie had been particularly proud of the waterfalls. She had designed them to stop if someone touched them—the water literally froze in place with so much as a brush against a living being, animal or human, clothed or unclothed—only to start with the exact same motion the moment the touch was removed.

      The lights beneath the waterfalls turned them whatever color the city leaders wanted. She kept the water a permanent light blue, with just a bit of yellowish light dancing on the surface, like those images of Earth lakes on brilliant sunny days. She had seen Earth lakes; Petras had not.

      He’d spent his entire life before he knew her inside the Caado System, watching as his mother groomed and maneuvered herself into the Permanent Prime Minister position, realizing that he could follow the same track and maybe have more than a 65% chance of becoming PPM when she died, and then rejecting it all for—as his mother called it—a mundane life, filled with trivial things.

      He thought of it as a good and comfortable life, filled with family and friends and the best luck possible.

      Until Hedie died. Until the unfinished city vanished.

      Until everything he knew turned inside out, upside down, and threatened to never right itself again.
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