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   THE COMPANY MAN

“Do you think it’s sabotage?” asked Hayes.

	 “Someone sabotaged the line?”

   Garvey shook his head. “No. The trolley car coasted in like it does every day, right on time. Just odd that its passengers
     all happened to be dead. How it got in with a dead conductor is beyond me. Scared the hell out of the people on the platform.
     And besides, look at them, and the trolley. It didn’t crash. No sign of sabotage. But their wounds, it’s like they’ve been
     …”
   

   “Stabbed,” finished Collins. “Like someone hopped on board and then ran through, stabbing them all. Stabbed all to hell.”

   Hayes turned one over with his foot. They all had the exact same wound, a thin puncture mark about an inch long. “Maybe someone
     stopped the car and did just that.”
   

   “I told you,” said Garvey. “Trolley was on time, almost exactly.”

   “So?”

   “Well, according to the stops from the platform before, the window for the murders is about, oh, a little less than four minutes.”

   Hayes stared at him. “That’s not possible.”

   “Yeah. That’s the crux, ain’t it?”

   “Someone stabbed all these people to death in four minutes?”
   

   “Or something did.”

   “And none of them resisted,” said Collins, stooping. “Look at their hands. No scratches. No cuts. No bruises.”

   Hayes frowned, doing the same. “And no witnesses.”

   “None,” said Garvey.
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   CHAPTER ONE

	 
	 The canal was a gray, rotting thing, so polluted and turgid that what it contained could hardly be called water at all. It
     wound below the stone arches and the spiderweb trusses of its many bridges, and at each bend it gained yet more refuse. At
     one turning enough sediment and muck had happened to gather and dry to become something like soil. There small, mousy reeds
     grew and clutched at the passing garbage, forming a staggered little delta that curved out across the canal.
   

   Hayes looked at the little nest and saw something shining on the edge. He examined the sludge around the channel and frowned
     at his shoes, then sighed and found the best purchase and leaned forward. He scooped up the prize and took out his handkerchief
     and cleaned off the mud. It was a coin, underneath it all. A politician’s stern face glared back, on the other side a state
     bird or some creed. He smiled and laughed and held it up to the sky, trying to find a rare stream of sunlight falling through
     the towering buildings of the surrounding neighborhood. Finding none, he gave up.
   

   “Hey!” called a voice.

He turned and saw Garvey looking down at him from the top of the hill.

   “Yes?” said Hayes.

   “We hooked him,” Garvey said.

   “Good for you,” said Hayes.

   “Come on over.”

   “Why?”

   “Come on over,” said Garvey again.

   “I don’t particularly want to. I’m enjoying myself here,” Hayes said, gesturing to the river. “Look, I found a quarter.”

   “You don’t want to see him?” Garvey asked.

   “I don’t need to see him. You’re not going to file it just by seeing him.”

   “That’s not the point. Come on, get over here.”

   Hayes walked to Garvey at the top of the hill, Garvey glaring at him all the while, and then they both descended into the
     other side of the canal. It was an immense construction, a blank gray canyon with shanties and tumbling lean-tos grouped down
     closer to the water. All of them had been abandoned as the police first invaded. Garvey and Hayes picked their way down around
     soiled vagrant beddings and miles of graffiti. On one spot there were the faded bones of a hopscotch game. Hayes tried to
     imagine children playing next to this reeking Styx and abandoned it.
   

   The morning mist was lifting and Hayes could just make out the other officers milling away down on the bank. Something white
     and smooth floated out on the waters ahead. The air was so cold and wet it stung and Hayes pulled his scarf tight. On cold
     mornings like this he ached for the sour honey warmth of bourbon in his belly, but he steeled himself and tried to push those
     thoughts from his mind.
   

   “Say, who is this on this quarter?” he said. He held it out. “I can never keep track of your politicians.”

   “He was spotted a ways down the canal,” said Garvey, ignoring him. “Head down, drifting our way. Looks like someone sent him on a swim.”
   

   “Doesn’t seem to be a very good swimmer,” said Hayes.

   “No. No, he doesn’t.”

   They both approached the bank slowly. Garvey moved with the practiced plod of a harassed policeman, already resigned to face
     the terrible day. A uniform scurried up to match his pace and Garvey nodded absently as he rattled off a few facts and details
     about the sight ahead, none of which amounted to anything. The uniform waited expectantly, hoping for some commendation or
     at least acknowledgment from the big detective, but Garvey’s face betrayed nothing. He just sniffed and put his hands in his
     pockets as though enjoying any pleasant stroll. Crestfallen, the uniform departed, and Hayes resumed his place at Garvey’s
     side. The other officers watched him curiously. He was short and wispy and overdressed, and seemed queerly aristocratic with
     his long blond hair and expensive coat, which was several sizes too large for him. And whereas Garvey made a straight, slow
     trudge to the river, Hayes wound and wove aimlessly, distracted by odd things found on the ground, or perhaps lost in his
     own thoughts. To anyone’s eyes the two of them seemed no more right for each other than they were for the neighborhood, yet
     when Hayes asked for a cigarette Garvey fished a tin from his pocket with his thick boxer’s hands and lifted one out without
     a word. Hayes took it, murmuring a thanks through a small smile, and then passed his free hand over the cigarette in a quick
     flourish. It vanished, his fingers left holding nothing at all. With another flourish it had returned again, and Hayes planted
     it in his mouth, smiling cleverly. Garvey barely seemed to notice. His eyes stayed fixed on the river in the mist. Hayes sighed
     and stuffed himself farther into his coat and continued on.
   

   Finally they came to the water’s edge and looked. Had it not been for the hands you could never have told what it was. Facedown
     in the water it looked like some floating pile of rags, wet white towels twisted up and drifting alone. But the hands were visible down in the waters below, ghostly white and perfect, gesturing this
     way and that as they were buffeted by the currents. It looked like he was conducting some underwater orchestra, a soiled water
     nymph toiling through the runoff.
   

   Hayes watched the officers struggle with the thing in the water, tugging it ever closer. “And he’s a company man, I assume,”
     he said.
   

   “Don’t know,” said Garvey.

   “What? You don’t?”

   “No. That’s why I called you.”

   “You called me down here at seven in the morning on a body that might not even be one of mine?” said Hayes. “Good God, Garvey.
     I won’t forgive you for that. I won’t. I simply can’t.”
   

   One of the uniforms reached out with a hooked cane and caught him on his side and pulled him close. They gathered around the
     bank with sticks and nets and Garvey helped them ease the dripping wreck ashore.
   

   Hayes watched as they hauled him out and half-sang to himself, “Here comes another stray from my accursed flock, perhaps.
     My wandering lambs, my lost little babes. Where did you run to, little lamb? What trouble did you get yourself mixed up in?
     And to where can I lead you next?”
   

   “Jesus Christ,” said Garvey. He shook his head at Hayes, disgusted.

   Once they had the body steady they laid him out on the ground. His face was waterlogged and almost formless, his eyes little
     swollen slits and his lips dumbly twisted. A ragged gash ran zigzag from one corner of his jaw to the top of the opposite
     collarbone. The injury was colorless, the flesh like custard or curd. No fish had been at him for no fish would live in the
     Construct canals.
   

   “One of yours?” asked Garvey.

   Hayes peered at him. “I can’t say.”

Garvey sighed and leaned on one of the nets. “Not familiar? Nothing?”

   “No, I’m afraid not, Garv. McNaughton pays me for a great deal of things, but they don’t pay me to keep a mental registry
     of every factory groundling they have.” He coughed. “Anything in his pockets?”
   

   Garvey reached in, fumbled around, then pulled his hands out and dried them off. “No.”

   “So just a man in his skivvies and an undershirt working part time as a buoy.”

   “Seems like it.”

   “Well. That’s all I know, too.”

   They stood up and looked at the dead man. Thunderclouds of bruises lined his ribs and legs. The other officers clambered ashore
     and the gray river water from their waders left strata of silt across the dead man’s heels.
   

   “Four hundred and eighty-six,” said Hayes.

   “What?” said Garvey.

   “This is Mr. Four Hundred and Eighty-six. Murder of this year.”

   “Oh. That’s right, I guess. How’d you know that?”

   “A rumor,” said Hayes.

   “That the only good rumor you know about this?”

   “Oh, perhaps, Garv. Perhaps.” He knelt and looked at the dead man’s fingers. They were yellowed with nicotine and the nails
     were ragged. Several small pink cuts dotted the webbing of his hands and orange calluses floated in his palms below each finger.
     Hayes touched them, felt their firmness. Factory worker. Maybe a loader of some kind. Or perhaps he had been, once.
   

   “I think he’s one of mine, yes,” said Hayes softly.

   “Is he a unioner?” Garvey asked.

   “Oh, I’ve no idea there.” He gently placed the hand back on the cement and patted its back, as though reassuring the dead
     man everything would be all right. Several of the uniforms pulled faces as they watched the gesture, but Hayes was so used to the presence of the dead that he barely gave it thought. “But I’d certainly
     guess so.”
   

   “Are we good to take this, Detective?” asked one of the uniforms.

   “Yeah,” Garvey said, and sighed again. “Yeah, go ahead and pack him up.”

   They watched as the uniforms unloaded the corpse slickerbag and tucked him in and tied it up. Then they placed him on a canvas
     stretcher and began carrying him up the hill as a thin rain started. Garvey and Hayes followed.
   

   “What I would give,” said Garvey, “for something simple. A wife that shot a husband in front of the butcher. Two thugs getting
     into a tussle at a bar and one getting three inches of knife for his passion. Something nice, you know?”
   

   “That’s a rather morbid thought. But then, you have made a rather morbid career choice, Garv.”

   They began to crest the canal, the tops of distant buildings just peeking over the edge. “We’re going to pass five hundred
     this year,” said Garvey.
   

   “Yes,” said Hayes.

   “Easily.”

   “Yes.”

   They left the canal and came back up to civilization, to the winding cement streets and electric lamps and the distant putter
     of cars. The scent of burning coal laced the morning wind and cries and shouts echoed from the tenements. Rag-wrapped beggars
     lay in doorways like sodden mummies, by all appearances dead except for the breath pluming from their hoods. And far beyond
     the rambling skyline the downtown towers of Evesden overtook the horizon, their windows and lights shining bright, jealously
     guarding their modernity. Every once in a while a spotlight stabbed up, calling out to some airship hidden in the clouds.
     The future was only a mile or two away but would come no closer to places such as these.
   

“You should have looked at him,” said Garvey as they entered the warren of tiny lanes.

   “I did look at him,” Hayes said.

   “Yeah. But you didn’t want to.”

   “It’s not part of my job. Or yours.”

   “Doesn’t matter.”

   “You get too wrapped up in these things. It’ll ruin your morning.”

   “He’s a victim. A real victim, I think. I’ve got a feeling about him. Someone has to look, for things like that.”

   “Maybe. Do you think it’ll file?”

   “I think it might.”

   “Oh,” said Hayes. He thought for a moment and said, “I don’t.”

   “Hm. No,” agreed Garvey after a while. “No, it probably won’t.” He sighed. “I hate Novembers. At least in December you know
     it’s fucking done, or near enough.”
   

   As they left the canal behind, the neighborhood grew cleaner and the streets grew wider. Even though the dawn was lost behind
     the overcast the city was coming to life. Halfway up the side of a tenement a fat woman warbled something in Italian and draped
     patched sheets along a clothesline, her enormous white breasts almost spilling out of her nightshirt as she moved. A slaughterhouse
     ice cart rattled around to the back of a butcher’s, and though its back was stained rose-pink from old blood there was no
     threat of any viscera spilling, not on a frosty day such as this. At Milligan’s the barkeep opened the door and began kicking
     at three souses who’d slept hunched and penitent on the sidewalk, and the men moaned and scrambled away, cursing. Down at
     the corner four Chinamen sat on a wooden cage of geese, stoic and regal in their robes and caps as though they were foreign
     emissaries, and they watched Garvey as he walked by, sensing police. Garvey studiously ignored them, but Hayes gave them a
     sharp salute, and one of them favored him with a raised eyebrow. Across the street what had to be the world’s oldest newsie
     peeled back his ancient lips to reveal a toothless mouth and bawled out the latest trumped-up outrage, something about how President Ballinger
     was once again sending the nation to hell in a handbasket. Three old men strode over, puffing in indignation, and paid for
     three papers and read them and shook their heads.
   

   All in all, it was a morning like any other. It was hard to believe that somewhere in all this were rivers where the dead
     dreamily swam through the waters, or slept under upraised houses, or perhaps waited for the morning in an alley next to the
     previous day’s trash. And yet Hayes knew it happened with regularity. They were simply another kind of citizen in these neighborhoods,
     a kind that waited to be dealt with by whoever had the time.
   

   They found Garvey’s car, a spindly affair that looked as if it should fall apart after four miles, and they both grunted as
     they climbed in. Garvey primed the car’s cradle and listened to it whine as it fed into the engine. Then he eased up on the
     drive handle. The engine buzzed and sang its clockwork song, and he released the brake and they started off, down through
     the wandering alleys and out onto the trolley path and into the auto lane. Hayes leaned his head against the glass and massaged
     his temples and pinched his nose. He moaned a little as a trolley roared past and sank down into the underground. Then he
     took out a pair of spectacles with blue-tinted lenses, which he delicately referred to as his “morning glasses,” and fixed
     them on his nose and stared out at the street.
   

   “Late night?” asked Garvey.

   “You know the answer to that,” he said.

   “Hah. Yeah. Why did you help today, anyways?”

   “Pardon?”

   “Why did you agree to come at all? If you’d been up so late, I mean.”

   Hayes didn’t answer at first. They moved onto Michigan Avenue and started across town. The Nail rose in the distance, dwarfing
     the other buildings. It was at least twenty blocks north, but even from here every line of its architecture could be seen by the naked eye. Its ash-gray shaft stabbed into the sky, windows lining
     its castellations. At the top its jade steeple glittered with promise. They called it the Nail because to many it looked like
     one, with a fat head and a long sharp tooth, waiting to be hammered into something. Hayes had always disagreed. To him it
     looked like a finger, gray and thick, and at the top was its green fingernail, scratching at the sky. It was still a nail,
     but to him it was alive. Maybe growing.
   

   Unlike many, Hayes was familiar with the inner workings of the building. He usually went there at least ten times a month.
     At its top silver letters spelled out the word MCNAUGHTON. His eyes traced over the letters and he sourly reflected that the
     same people who owned that marvelous piece of architecture also owned him, in a way.
   

   “Well?” said Garvey.

   “Mmm? What?” asked Hayes.

   “Why’d you help?”

   “Oh. I suppose just to have something to do,” he said, and rolled to his side and tried to sleep.

  



 
  CHAPTER TWO

	 Garvey wheeled the car toward the Brennan Bridge as the wind shook the last drops of rain from its back. They descended into
   the commercial streets and the sky was blotted out by a jungle of signs and advertisements dangling off the building faces,
   dripping gray water and runny ink. They parked underneath the shadow of the signs and walked down to a small corner diner,
   a dingy little eatery whose heat and noise spilled out onto the sidewalk. It was an early-morning place, filled with dockmen
   and construction workers and other tradesmen who awoke before the sun, a place where one could go and grudgingly wait the
   coming day. It was also a common stop for police, particularly ones who kept the most abnormal hours.
  

  They had to fight their way through to a booth. Hayes thrust himself far into the corner and pulled his coat up so it made
   piles about his shoulders. He leaned his head against the window and stared out at the street, blinking languidly.
  

  Garvey looked him over, frowning. “You look terrible.”

  “Well,” Hayes said airily, “I rather feel terrible. But then, we just fished a corpse out of a river. How should I feel?”

  “No, I mean you really look sick. Can I get you something?”

“Just water. Water will do me fine.”

  “Water? Your usual breakfast menu includes a beer or two, if I recall.”

  “No,” said Hayes, and closed his eyes.

  “No?”

  “No, Garv. I won’t have a beer. I won’t be having a beer for some time, I should say.” He tilted his head away from the window
   and smiled wanly at Garvey. “I’m giving it another go, you see, Garv. Trying to dry out once more.”
  

  Garvey raised his eyebrows. “Again?”

  “Yes. Again.”

  “That makes this, what? Attempt number five?”

  “Something like that,” said Hayes. He sank lower in his seat.

  “What’s the occasion? Have another binge you regret? I can’t imagine it’d be worse than the time you fell off the trolley.”

  “I suppose it’s something of a special occasion,” said Hayes. “But this is more professionally motivated.”

  Garvey looked surprised. “Really? The company’s leaning on you to quit?”

  “It’s all very unspoken. Everything’s done in subtleties. Courting a church girl is easier, I swear. Or at least I’d imagine
   it’d be, having never personally tried.”
  

  “How’s it going?”

  “How do you think?” Hayes snapped. “It’s fucking awful. It feels like there’s an army of nails trying to dig their way out
   of my head. How about you get me that water before I die right here in this booth, eh? Then you’ll have another fucking body
   to deal with.”
  

  Garvey allowed himself a small smile, then nodded and left.

  Hayes turned back to the window. Outside a chilly cement world tumbled by, filled with columns of steam and window-lined canyons
   and the colorless faces of crowds. He watched as people threaded through the alleys and the lanes to the waterfront streets.
   The Arch Street airship cradle was just a block or two down, its spire covered in glittering cables and panels, all tilting and shifting to correspond with incoming airships. Below that he saw the immense
   dark curve of the Brennan Bridge, the inner recesses of its arch lost to shadow. At the top two men sat dangling their feet
   through the railing and sharing some small meal. Their bodies steamed slightly in the morning air as though burning.
  

  Garvey returned with a glistening plate of eggs and sausage and rolls. He put down a mug of water and pushed it over to Hayes,
   who lifted it up and maneuvered it through the lapels of his coat to his mouth. He sipped it once, then sipped again, deeper.
   “Ah,” he said. “That’s better. That’s just what I needed.”
  

  Garvey carefully watched as Hayes placed the mug of water back on the tabletop.

  “What?” said Hayes.

  “So,” said Garvey. “You’ve quit drinking but you’re still hitting up the tearooms.”

  “Well. Yes,” said Hayes, nettled. “I can’t give up everything at once. I need a few vices. Just to function. Just to keep
   my head on.”
  

  “How long have you been dry?”

  “Centuries, it feels like,” he moaned. “Ages. Ages and ages and ages. Civilizations have risen and fallen in the time I’ve
   been dry. But I would guess a month, really. Two, at most.”
  

  “That’s pretty good, for you.”

  “Mornings are the hardest. Mornings like this, especially. I need a little fire in my belly to stay on my feet.”

  “What’d you think of it, anyways? This morning?”

  “I don’t know,” Hayes said, turning back to the window. “Do you want me to be honest, Garv?”

  “Sure.”

  “I won’t tell you anything you don’t already know.”

  Garvey nodded, sawing through a sausage with slow, silent care. Grease poured from its mealy cross-section to pool around
   the eggs.
  

  Hayes waited a moment. Then he said, “If you want me to be completely frank, Garvey, I think you’re fucked. Very fucked. I don’t have any tricks to play here.”
  

  Garvey stopped sawing. “You can’t at least check and see if he’s one of yours?”

  “If you can get a name, sure. I can check him against the factory rolls. But that’s if you get a name, which I’ve got to think
   is pretty unlikely. Even though he wasn’t dressed, he didn’t exactly seem like a socialite. Not a well-known out-and-about-town
   sort. And even if you do get a name, there’s been a lot of flux among the loaders and workers since the whole union business
   started. It’s less organized than ever. It’d be … Well. It’d be impossible to nail it down.”
  

  Garvey’s grimace subtly hardened. His limited range of facial expressions bordered on an inside joke among his fellow detectives
   in the Evesden Police Department. To the unobservant his face would seem to never move at all, his words just barely escaping
   his slight frown, yet to those who knew him the slightest twitch of his broad, craggy forehead spoke volumes. Garvey could
   tell you if he thought a body would file just by slowly lifting an eyebrow or pursing his lips. But his eyes never moved,
   permanently buried in the shadow of his brow. They were eyes that plainly said they had seen it all, or at least enough of
   it to feel they didn’t really need to see the rest.
  

  “Yeah,” he said, and nodded. “Yeah.”

  “Like I said, it’s nothing you don’t already know,” Hayes said. “I’m sorry you caught it.”

  “You said that already.”

  “I’m still sorry.”

  “You sure he’s union, though?” Garvey asked, half-hopeful.

  “Probably. You do, too, you just don’t want to admit it. I mean, come on, Garv, you can’t tell me you just fished a man who
   looks like a worker out of a Construct canal and haven’t thought it has something to do with the lefties rattling around.”
  

  “No. Goddamn, I wish it didn’t, though.”

  “So. How many does that make?” Hayes said.

“Make?”

  “Yes. Union deaths in all. I’d expect you’re all keeping tally marks over the morgue doors by now.”

  “Hm. Four,” said Garvey reluctantly. “Four in the past five months. And that’s not counting the beatings and other pointless
   violence that’s been going on. I don’t know how many we’ve had due to that.”
  

  “But four murders? Four genuine union murders?”

  “Yeah.”

  “Hm,” Hayes said. “Things are heating up.”

  “No doubt,” said Garvey. He began speaking in the toneless cadence of work-speech: “All four were found very, very murdered,
   all in different but discreet areas of the city. Docks. Vagrants’ cemetery, found one out there, pretty vicious. Most recent
   one was a union buster. He was found in a canal, like today. No one’s getting anywhere with any of them. Now Collins has us
   all taking anything that even smells like union and making it high concern. ‘Prioritization,’ they’re calling it. We’re probably
   going to junk those four, though. I don’t think there’s any headway to make with them. Not with fresh ones coming in today,
   like this one.”
  

  “Goodness,” said Hayes. “Your statistics must be terrible.”

  “Yeah. Four hundred and eighty-six. Jesus.” Garvey shook his head. “Last month marked the highest yearly total of the century.
   The papers were all over it. The mayor’s office is having daily panic attacks.”
  

  “Well. Nineteen-twenty can’t come soon enough, I’d say. Happy new year, Garv.”

  Garvey muttered his agreement and turned back to his plate, sometimes shooting Hayes sullen looks as though he had personally
   engineered the foul morning, or possibly the bad year. Hayes ignored him, content to make his water vanish in little swallows.
  

  Hayes was not, despite the beliefs of several scene-side cops and minor criminals, a policeman. He was often seen with the
   police or the district attorney’s office and other civil servants, and a lot of the time he acted like a cop, with his constant questions
   and presumptuous manner, though he did seem to grin more than most. The one thing that really marked him as different was
   his English accent. But he had no badge, no gun, no pension, and no allegiance to the city or any jurisdiction. Those rare
   few who concluded that he wasn’t police often wondered why he was tolerated among them, or why he wanted to be there at all.
  

  Figuring out exactly who Hayes worked for would have been difficult for anyone. At the moment his paycheck came from a minor
   canning factory on the wharf-front, partially managed by a San Francisco shipping firm, which was owned by a prominent Chicago
   real estate corporation, which was in turn owned by a high-powered merchant bank overseas whose primary stockholder was, at
   the end, the famous McNaughton Corporation, linchpin of the city of Evesden and, according to some, the world. Hayes made
   sure to route how McNaughton paid him every once in a while, just to check. If he had done his work right, they changed its
   path once every six months.
  

  Precisely what Hayes did for McNaughton was a mystery to most everyone. His chief overseer was James Evans, deputy director
   of securities at McNaughton, who often said Hayes’s job was to be “a backroom boy, someone to make sure everyone follows procedure
   and that sensitive matters do not become unfavorable for the company’s interests.” Brightly, who was above even Evans as chief
   director of securities, chose to say that Hayes was “a fixer” or “our man in the field, but here at home.” That was if he
   said anything at all, which he usually didn’t.
  

  Hayes thought of his job in very simple terms: it was his job to find out the things no one wanted him to find out and know
   the things no one else knew, all in the name of McNaughton Western Foundry Corporation. It often put him in many interesting
   situations. For example, this was not the first time he had been involved in a murder investigation, and while this one in
   particular didn’t promise much interest for McNaughton as a whole, Hayes was always willing to help Garvey whenever he could. Garvey’s high position in the
   Department and similar line of work made him an invaluable resource for Hayes, and after their working together for so long
   he’d also become the closest thing to a friend Hayes had.
  

  “So I’m fucked,” said Garvey to his near-empty plate.

  “Maybe not,” Hayes said cheerfully. “You could turn something up. You often do.”

  “Maybe. You say maybe. Maybe isn’t probably.”

  “No. But if you keep at it long enough, it’ll drop.”

  “Hm. Well. Give me a second while I pay,” said Garvey, standing up.

  “I’ll be outside,” said Hayes, and he gathered his coat about him and worked back through the throng.

  It seemed to be even colder now that Hayes had felt a second of warmth. He huddled by Garvey’s car, breathing deep and trying
   to stuff his hands ever farther into his pockets. There was a sour film on the back of his throat. His thoughts returned to
   the soft, white face rising up out of the river. Something mutinous began happening down in his belly, some minor organ pitching
   and yawing with a foul tide. He resisted it at first. Then began swallowing. A rumbling belch came up, followed by something
   that should have stayed down, and he instinctively flipped his hair and scarf out of his face before falling to his knees
   and retching. The hot clear fluids sent up thick clouds of steam as they spattered onto the icy stone. For the next few minutes
   he was wracked with the dry heaves, rattling burps that bubbled up from his deep inner recesses to come burbling out with
   festoons of spit and mucus.
  

  Garvey emerged from the diner and stopped short at the sight. “Jesus Christ. I thought you said you’d quit drinking.”

  “I did quit drinking,” Hayes said, wheezing and hiccupping.

  “That’s the classic drunkard’s morning pose to me. Careful not to get any on the car.”

“I did quit drinking,” Hayes insisted.
  

  Garvey took in Hayes’s pale skin and the small puddle of thin, clear vomit. Then he sighed and scratched his head and said,
   “God. I know what this is. You gave up drink so you’ve been hitting the pipe double time. Is that it?”
  

  “Fuck you,” Hayes said, gasping for breath.

  “The shakes in your hands agree with me.”

  “It’s cold out.”

  “But not that cold.” Garvey took out a handkerchief and handed it to him. “Here. Clean yourself up.”

  Once Hayes had wiped his mouth Garvey helped him to his feet and leaned him up against the car hood. They watched as a horse-drawn
   cabbie clopped around the corner, its lantern shuddering on its rooftop. A dark shadow passed over it, draping the cart in
   darkness, and Hayes and Garvey craned their heads up to see an airship crossing the clouds and blocking a rare shred of sunlight.
   It must have been very far up, Hayes thought, as he could not hear or feel the engines. That or he had become accustomed to
   the low buzzing in the ears and teeth you felt whenever a ship came near.
  

  “How often do you do it?” asked Garvey quietly.

  “Do what?” said Hayes. He wiped tears from his eyes.

	 “Go to the tearoom.”

  “Oh. I don’t know. Every once in a while, I suppose.”

  “Why? Is it the voices?”

  “I don’t hear voices. And no. It’s not. I suppose it’s just something to do.”

  “Something to do,” echoed Garvey.

	 “Yes.”

  Garvey had come to get him at four in the morning that day. Hayes hadn’t been in his apartment, not the crummy little corner
   of the warehouse allotted to him by the good Mr. Brightly. But Garvey had known where Hayes would be. Tucked into a booth
   at the Eastern Evening Tearoom, far in the gloomy back passage lit only by blood-red Oriental lamps and the candles carried by the sickly girls in robes from table to table. But it wasn’t tea they
   brought to their customers. Herbal maybe, but not tea.
  

  The place was well known to the police. They’d tried to shut it down ten years ago, before Evesden had lost interest in a
   war on the opium trade. By the time Garvey had found him that morning Hayes had just been coming back from his little inner
   jaunt, his mind swimming with the peaty smoke of the tar, faintly cognizant there was a world going on around him.
  

  Garvey said, “You know, rumor has it this prioritization stuff, that was an order. From Brightly to the commissioner.”

  “Brightly?” said Hayes. “My Brightly?”

  “Yeah. And to the deputy commissioner and God knows who else. Said to junk whatever else we were working at and take any union
   murders we get and run with them. Sort of brazen, guy from the board of directors of your company telling the Department what
   to do. I was surprised when I heard. I thought you’d let me know it was coming.”
  

  “I didn’t know myself,” said Hayes. “They haven’t contacted me in some time, actually.”

  “Really? Why?”

  “Oh, I fouled something up. I think the gods are still mad at me. I’m on the shelf, I suppose.”

  “What’d you do?”

  Hayes pulled a face. “It was an error of judgment.”

  “What the hell does that mean?”

  “Well,” said Hayes tentatively, “they told me to look into this one trader, a Mr. Ferguson, to see if he was doing anything
   shady. And their fears were well-founded. Let’s just say he was dealing from the bottom of the deck. So I decided to … to
   put the screws to him and ask him about it, and, well, when I did he behaved somewhat erratically.”
  

  “What’s somewhat erratically?”

Hayes sighed. “It means he panicked. Thought it was the scaffold for him, or prison, or something idiotic. And he weighed
   his chances and he … well, he leaped out the closest window when I had my back turned.”
  

  Garvey stared at him. He opened his mouth to say something but stopped as he did some quick math. “Wait, Ferguson? As in James Ferguson?”
  

  “That would be the one.”

  “Jesus, you were involved in that? I read about that in the papers.”

  “Yes,” said Hayes softly. “I’d expect you would have. They told me to go careful. I understand he was much esteemed. But I
   suppose I forgot.”
  

  “Would this have something to do with why you’re drying out?”

  Hayes smiled weakly at him.

  “So you’re on the outs,” said Garvey. “Just when I need it least.”

  “I’m not on the outs,” he said. He fumbled in his coat and produced a small slip of paper. “They sent me this the other day.
   Said to come in and speak to Evans. Later this morning, as a matter of fact.”
  

  “They sent you a telegram? Rather than talk to you?”

  “Yes. I’m poison right now, I guess. Trying to keep me at a distance. Mind giving me a lift?”

  Garvey glared at him. “I guess I can. I need you more than ever these days. I hope they’re not just bringing you in to fire
   you for good, though.”
  

  “I hope so, too,” Hayes said mildly, and climbed into the car. Garvey started it up again and wheeled it east, back across
   the city to the green-topped tower that seemed to dominate the horizon, no matter where you stood.
  

 



   
   CHAPTER THREE

   Each day in Evesden it was estimated that somewhere between two and three thousand people migrated to the city, more than
     anywhere else in America and possibly the world. This statistic was, of course, just short of a wild guess, since a fair majority
     of new immigrants came by illegal means, trafficked in from the Pacific in the bellies of immense iron ships, and so went
     uncounted. The workmen from the plains and the mountains to the east found more reputable passage, coming by train or by car
     or bus, and only the wealthiest and most privileged traveler came by air, drifting in on one of the many airship channels
     running that day. Much like the present population of Evesden, they were a motley band of people, coming from many states
     and countries and for many reasons, but it was always easy to tell new Evesdeners by the way they stared around themselves
     and the one question they would all eventually ask:
   

   “How?” they would say, their eyes often resting on the enormous jade tower standing on the western skyline. How had they done
     it? How had McNaughton made the city and remade the world itself, and in only a handful of years? How had this tiny corner
     of the Western shore become the center of the globe overnight?
   

It was a perplexing question in the rest of the world, but in Evesden itself it was considered silly and naive, a badge of
     ignorance that marked the rubes. Answering it was thought great sport for most of Evesden’s veteran population, forgetting
     that they had almost all been new arrivals once. They often answered with lies, or folktales, or silly superstitions, or they
     claimed some secret knowledge the rest of the city was not yet privy to. The seamstresses in the Lynn workhouses would often
     say that the Nail had always been there, that when the sea receded from the land it was revealed to be standing up like a
     huge spike, with all of McNaughton’s astounding inventions already piled up within it. The trolley workers wryly told the
     new boys that the company brain trust had found hidden messages in the Bible. Why, they decoded passages of the Old Testament
     according to some codex, of course, and found the designs for their creations within the first pages of the Good Book itself.
     And still more whispered that the McNaughton Corporation had been kidnapping brilliant minds from abroad from the beginning,
     and forcing them to come up with ingenious new innovations. They could not possibly churn out wonders with such speed, they
     said, unless it was forced.
   

   But for once, the truth was possibly almost as interesting as the myths. Historians and businessmen who were well versed in
     the actual story agreed that the origins of the McNaughton Corporation were practically predestined. Fated even. Its birth
     was so perfectly coincidental it had to be the hand of God himself, working just off the cold waters of Puget Sound.
   

   It had inauspiciously begun in the summer of 1872 when lumber entrepreneur William McNaughton started scouting the fledgling
     port cities around the Sound, seeking a way to establish trade to San Francisco to the south. Yet before he could begin, his
     party soon came under storm and was forced to seek shelter in the house of a nearby fisherman, just outside what was then
     the tiny fishing hamlet of Evesden, a bit south of Discovery Bay. The old man who lived there was accommodating enough, allowing
     them to bed down and sharing what little food he had, and he introduced himself as Mr. Lawrence Kulahee.
   

   Of the many essays that would come to be written about Mr. Kulahee, most of them would focus on his unspectacular appearance
     and lifestyle. To the average eye he must have seemed to be no more than a common fisherman, and the few photos taken of him
     showed a squat, dour-looking man with a head not unlike a potato and eyes both suspicious and shallow. The photos certainly
     didn’t suggest their subject to be anything close to “the Leonardo da Vinci of the nineteenth century,” as he would eventually
     be called. Later generations of phrenologists, denied the right to study Kulahee’s remains, eyeballed the photos and proclaimed
     his skull structure synonymous with brilliance, but most scholars admitted they saw nothing in those little brown eyes. No
     spark of genius, no glimmer of intellect. It just goes to show, they all agreed, how appearances can be wildly deceiving.
   

   After the storm ended William McNaughton found the road ahead was washed out, and while his companions chose to travel back
     he decided to remain with Kulahee and wait for the way ahead to become safer. Kulahee said it didn’t matter much to him, so
     long as McNaughton was willing to help him out with a few of his daily chores. At first McNaughton dreaded the idea of being
     dragged around by the little old man all day, but his curiosity grew when they went around back to draw water and stopped
     at a curious little device mounted in the ground.
   

   The machine immediately caught the eye. It was no more than two or three feet high, a strange creation of gears and pulleys
     set in a long, tight frame with a wide flat hat that kept the rain from entering its inner workings. On one end there was
     a crank with a small metal switch, and on the other was a short, slanted snout. Kulahee put the bucket before the snout, then
     began gently cranking the device, the little gears snapping and clacking like hail. McNaughton watched, curious, and then
     felt a slight vibration below his feet. Something shuddered and squalled and moaned down in the earth, just a few yards below the grass, and he stepped back, certain something
     would pierce the sodden ground and rise up. Kulahee paid no mind, still cranking away. The noises died to a low thrum and
     a small rope of steam grew from somewhere among the gears of the machine. It quivered slightly, as though in anticipation,
     and then it almost seemed to sigh as it produced the goal of all its exertion.
   

   A thin stream of water began to trickle from the snout and down into the bucket. Kulahee stopped cranking and then pressed
     the switch on the side of the device. The trickle grew to a steady flow, filling up the bucket in moments. Then he hit the
     switch again, let the flow of water die off, and picked the bucket up and began walking away.
   

   McNaughton stood and watched him leave, stunned. Then he struggled to catch up, asking, “What was that?”

   “What was what?” asked Kulahee.

   “That thing you used. What was that?”

   “Oh,” he said. “It’s just a pump I made. A little hand pump.”

   “I’ve never seen a pump like that,” McNaughton said.

   Kulahee nodded, not paying attention.

   “You say you made it?” McNaughton asked.

   “Yeah,” he said. “It takes the creek water. Not from the creek. But below it. Took me a bit to figure out how. But I did it.
     I make a lot of things,” he added.
   

   “A lot of things?”

   “Yeah.”

   “What sort of things?” asked McNaughton.

   “I don’t know. Things that do different things.”

   “Like what, though?”

   Kulahee turned and looked at him. Then he said, “All sorts of things. You … you want to see them?”

   “Yes,” said McNaughton. “Yes, I really would.”

   Once the day’s work was done Kulahee led McNaughton to his shed. There he showed him about a half-dozen other inventions of his, each staggeringly complex. There was one device that
     used a series of old lenses and mirrors to take the light from a candle and magnify it to illuminate an entire room with a
     clean, strong radiance. Another purified water, using a series of tiny rotating screens to filter out all manner of silts
     and then channel them into little concentric piles. And there was another that was just a fat, black egg, set in a glass dome
     with three small pipes running from its base.
   

   “What does that do?” asked McNaughton.

   “Gets hot,” said Kulahee.

   “Hot?”

   “Yeah. Gets hot whenever there’s a thunderstorm in, oh, say, three miles of here. Gets burning hot.” He scratched his nose
     and said, “I use it to boil water. Make coffee.”
   

   McNaughton stared at it, then reached out to feel its radiance.

	 The future was born not in Paris or New York or Rome. It was
     born in a shed at five o’clock in the evening with two muddy men and a handful of mice as its only witnesses. Within a month
     McNaughton was sharing ten patent rights with Mr. Kulahee, who likely had no idea what he was signing away, and the McNaughton
     Western Foundry Corporation was scratched out on paper before Christmas.
   

   McNaughton’s venture began to pick up immediately, its first product being a streamlined version of Kulahee’s hand pump. It
     was lighter, able to pull water from the worst wells, and through Kulahee’s strange mechanical genius it did it all with a
     minimum of effort, amplifying force many times over. It seemed to pluck water from the very air, one journalist said. It was
     an enormous success, and the McNaughton Corporation skyrocketed. The company followed it up with a type of steam engine McNaughton
     himself suggested, taking Kulahee’s understanding of mechanics from the pump and applying it to locomotion. This new model
     took much more refining, as Kulahee had never planned for his designs to be implemented on such a large scale, but at the
     end of their work they produced an adapted, faster form of locomotive that needed a quarter of the coal to run. By the time they introduced the conduits, those strange
     steam generators that ran purely off the discharge from nearby electrical storms, McNaughton was one of the foremost industrial
     barons in the world.
   

   One thing struck McNaughton’s investors as strange, however: upon forming the company, McNaughton refused to move the base
     of business away from the small fishing settlement where Kulahee had built his home. It would have been an easy thing to take
     the creations and Mr. Kulahee’s valued mind back to San Francisco, where he could import resources, or even east to Seattle,
     which was a burgeoning city at the time, but McNaughton insisted that business come to him. Exactly why became a much-argued
     point. Some said Kulahee refused to move, forcing McNaughton to cater to the eccentric genius’s rudimentary needs. Others
     said McNaughton wanted to become a strong voice in forming Washington’s nascent statehood when it came to commerce, which
     he did. And still more claimed that Mr. Kulahee insisted he could do his work only when he was in a little cave far down in
     the valley, a place where he could go and meditate and allow himself to think. Perhaps it was there that Kulahee first dreamed
     up his famous airships, which would open up the skies to humanity at the turn of the century.
   

   But no one could verify this. Both Kulahee and his designs quickly became almost fanatically protected company secrets. As
     patents became established the workings of any McNaughton product would naturally become known, but as for where the ideas
     came from and the research methods and principles that Kulahee had almost absentmindedly developed, those became mysteries
     from the McNaughton Corporation’s inception. Many took issue with it, but McNaughton was well protected. Not only did it often
     buy out its most vocal critics, but Washington state laws defended the company on every side, and as the corporation grew
     to become the powerhouse of the American economy it became protected on the national level as well. Generous military grants
     helped secure friends in all branches of government, and later it was generally agreed that if America had not threatened to become involved in Europe with McNaughton weapons
     at the vanguard then the entire German Crisis might have never been averted.
   

   Evesden soon became an industrial city on a level never before witnessed. It sprawled out almost exponentially, with new neighborhoods
     and housing developments appearing overnight. Its growth was unaccountably messy, as blocks and streets and tangles of alleys
     were sporadically flung down and paved over. In some of the newer sections a rare street grid was enforced almost as an afterthought,
     but beyond a few blocks it always devolved into the usual snarl of pathways, splitting and curling away like bursting fireworks.
     The city lacked a genuine downtown section as well, choosing instead to absorb nearby townships and integrate them into its
     sprawl, and so Newton and Westbank and Lynn and Infield became neighborhoods trapped in the depths of the city, each with
     its own identity and customs.
   

   But while the city planning left much to be desired, the city itself became a wonder of the world. Evesden was a place where
     the amazing became mundane, it was said. There towering cradles stood watch over the skyline, each a delicate, spider-spun
     array of cables and struts that embraced the shining gold airships that would come drifting down from the sky as though in
     a dream. Throughout the city, electric lamps bathed the streets in a soft white glow. Automobiles, a rarity in the rest of
     the world, choked the roads in places. On cold days the moisture from the shore would mix with the fumes from the plants,
     layering the thin, winding streets in a thick fog, and as you walked along one lane you would sometimes see a factory emerging
     from the curl of the clouds ahead, bejeweled with harsh blue lamps and covered in countless spires, like the deck of a ghost
     ship drifting mere yards away. And down below the city the underground trolley tunnels shuttled passengers from one end of
     Evesden to the other in minutes, sometimes even passing under the ocean itself.
   

But it was said that the trolleys were just the beginning, and that like icebergs only the tip of Evesden could be seen and
     the rest was far below, somewhere deep in the earth, even below the trolley lines. While it was true that McNaughton facilities
     were mostly underground, some said there were passages and chambers far below that the public never knew of, places where
     enormous machines did strange things for secret purposes, working day and night. Many Evesdeners testified that in certain
     places in the city you could hear a slow, soft pounding echoing up storm drains and sewers like some distant heart. Some even
     claimed there were words in it, a low voice speaking in the darkness in an unknown tongue, and indeed some clans of the homeless
     would perch around the deep vents and try to interpret its sounds, though this was universally regarded as madness.
   

   Exactly when the city became the center of the New World was hard to say, but many agreed that the 1893 World’s Fair was when
     it undeniably marked its place in the future. The choice of Evesden as the site outraged the rest of the nation: New York
     could not believe this frontier dock city had outbid it, and Chicago, hungry after years of denial and condescension, hardly
     took it any better. And after the Paris World’s Fair and the Eiffel Tower, no one of sound mind could believe this ugly, improvised,
     industrial city could do anything half so graceful. Surely it would embarrass the country. But when the opening day came and
     journalists and sightseers gathered before the immense steel gates made just for the occasion, and then passed through and
     saw the Shifting Sky City and the Crystal Fountain and the Atrium of Arcs, the dissenters fell quiet. Many were moved to tears
     by the strange marvels silently displayed before them. “I just can’t believe men made such things,” one onlooker was famously
     quoted as saying, shaking his head. “I just can’t. I never seen such before.”
   

   Evesden defied words, the journalists said. It was beyond description. Many simply called it unworldly. An alien city somehow wedged up on the coastline, something so foreign the mind could barely grasp it.
   

   But the city had its problems as well. More and more laborers flocked to Evesden, hungry to work on the lines, and the city
     quickly found it could not keep pace. In 1884 it had a population just under nine hundred thousand, yet by 1900 it had six
     million. Smokestacks soon stretched down the coastline, McNaughton machines making yet more McNaughton products. Slums grew
     around the factories, disorganized and shabby, flung up in a matter of weeks. Shantytowns were built in the canals and on
     the pipelines and under bridges, swarming the docks and the train yards. City planners threw up squalid tenements, and after
     the shanty-dwellers stripped them of glass and plumbing they quickly grew overcrowded by the burgeoning populace, desperate
     for any place to stay. Corruption followed, feeding off the hunger. A miniature Chinatown sprang up by the piers that came
     to be known as Dockland, a place with its own laws and its own rules. And as McNaughton expanded, so did the crime rate, reaching
     first fifty murders a year, then a hundred and fifty, then three hundred, until finally at least four dozen people dropped
     a month.
   

   Yet even as the city grappled to control itself, McNaughton kept nudging it forward, ever expanding. Products needed to be
     perfected, redesigned, and put to market. McNaughton Electric and Transportation Division quickly became the forerunner of
     the corporation, developing several projects a year, from construction equipment to telecommunications to the automobile and
     the airship. And with each release, thinkers and rivals all over the world wondered about the little old fisherman whose ideas
     had birthed a company, then a city, and then a world. How machines of such fantastic beauty and awe-inspiring possibility
     came from such a primitive character became one of the great questions the public was fond of toying with. Kulahee died in
     1904, still in the same bed he had always slept in, though with a few more creature comforts that his respectable allowance enabled him to purchase. He took whatever secrets he still had with him. McNaughton himself died in
     1912 and left no hint either.
   

   Few gave it thought. The board of directors assumed control after they were both in the ground, nineteen shrewd men who were
     already worried about McNaughton’s future in the world. As America assumed its place in the twentieth century, it was McNaughton
     that carried the standard, yet with each passing year its designs became ever more sought after. Word came of foreign companies
     and even countries that were disassembling McNaughton products and attempting to bribe high-level employees. Designs were
     abandoned and lost after bitter disputes. Internal movements developed, pressuring the top to spill. When designs for a different
     make of rifle barrel were leaked in a station in Italy, the board decided enough was enough. How can an empire bring wealth
     to the world, the company’s leaders asked, if the world will not allow the empire to grow? They chose to answer the question
     themselves. McNaughton Western Foundry Corporation would arrange security to shepherd its strange little flock, and fight
     to keep its endless secrets at home and abroad.
   

  



   
   CHAPTER FOUR

	 By the time Hayes got to the lobby of the McNaughton Tower his stomach was still rumbling but his mind was something close
     to steady. He swallowed, smoothed down his hair, and pushed open the doors and walked in.
   

   The silence of the place was crushing. The lobby of the Nail never felt as much like a business place as it did a tomb. Gray-black
     pillars marched away from the front doors, all of them smooth and shining in the ghostly light of the lamps, which hung from
     the columns’ sides like unearthly fruit. Suited figures paced in between the pillars, darting among the shadows to disappear
     down hidden halls. And high in the center of the lobby was the chandelier, a massive affair of dripping crystal and cruel,
     cold silver. It shone with a light so harsh and clean it was almost like starlight.
   

   Hayes crossed the forest of pillars to the elevators on the far side and waited before the small bronzed doors. When they
     slid open the old black elevator man inside favored him with a wary eye and wordlessly motioned him in. Inside it was a tiny,
     shining coffin with buttons forming a wall of faintly glowing numerals. The old man mashed the one for the forty-seventh floor
     and they slowly began to rise, gathering speed as they slid through some unknown vein in the building’s skeleton. When they arrived the doors slid
     open and Hayes stepped out into a small, high marble room, about the size of a very large closet. An orbed lamp hung several
     feet up, suspended in the shadows of the ceiling. On the far side was a tall metal door with a thick lock set in the frame,
     and a tin sign at the top of the door read, DENIED. PLEASE PRESENT YOUR KEY.
   

   Hayes turned around and said, “Goodbye.”

   The word seemed to die as soon as he said it. The little old man just nodded. Then the elevator doors slid back together and
     he was gone.
   

   Hayes sighed and walked to the closed door, then reached into his pocket and took out his key. It was not like many other
     keys: this one was about five inches long and had only one long tooth running along one side. On its surface were about two
     dozen minuscule dots arranged in a staggeringly complex pattern. A closer look would reveal that they were actually tiny lenses,
     each no bigger than a grain of sand, and that the end of the key was filled with a thick, clear glass. Hayes had never really
     been sure how the keys worked. Something about light having to shine through the end and then out through the tiny lenses
     in exactly the right way. Someone had probably explained it to him once or twice, but it was all math and gearhead talk and
     he usually tuned out pretty quick.
   

   He walked up to the terminal and put the long key in the lock, fitting the single tooth into the provided slot. There was
     a whir from behind it and the door unlocked. The sign above flipped over to read, ACCEPTED!—47TH FLOOR and he pushed open the doors to reveal a much larger and grander hall, this one far more Old World than the lobby below,
     all floral carpeting and smooth dark wood. More suited emissaries paced from one office to another, slick and spotless, men
     of the moment. Hayes shambled out among them and some stared at him, curious as to why this shabby little man was here, but
     most of them looked away and went about their business.
   

   It was the quiet that got to him, really. It was like being in church. The Nail was almost a temple, a cathedral dedicated to the sole task of amassing wealth and power. Men passed one another
     like wandering ghosts, bearing their burdens of paper and numbers, moving from little room to little room and redirecting
     the fortunes of the greater world outside. And among them stalked Hayes, their keeper and reaper, protector and predator.
     He was not one of them, he knew that. He was an Ishmael atop Olympus, his hand against every man and every man’s hand against
     him.
   

   He walked to Evans’s office and opened the door and entered. The ancient secretary looked up and peered at him and said, “You.”

   “Yes,” said Hayes as he walked over to her.

   “You’re early. For once.”

   “Well, yes. Broken clock, twice a day and all.”

   “Hm,” she said, rechecking the book. “Well. Go sit down. Along the wall. As usual.”

   “As usual,” Hayes echoed, and took a seat. After a while he leaned back. His eyelids became leaden and his head grew warm
     and stuffy. He shut his eyes and sleep took him, warm and comforting. Old dreams swam up in his mind: dark stone passageways
     and doors and ceilings made of bars, and a haggard voice in the darkness begging for a cigarette or a drink of water, whichever
     one they might have, just please, give it to me, please …
   

   He awoke to the sound of someone coughing politely. He opened his eyes and returned to the waiting room, yet he saw that now
     there was a girl sitting in one of the chairs along the wall with him, young but not too young, thin and tall with brown-red
     hair. She was dressed severely, almost in a nun’s habit, and she was watching him curiously.
   

   “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “Was I snoring?”

   “Muttering, actually,” she said.

   “I’m sorry, again. Doubt if many people sleep in waiting rooms.”

   “Not many, I should think,” she said. She frowned at him. “Are you all right? You look very off-color. And you were sweating
     in your sleep.”
   

   “Really?” Hayes said. He examined his hands.

“Also, you have something on your knee.”

   Hayes pulled the leg of his trousers up and saw a chalky white residue on one of the knees. He guessed it was probably pigeon
     shit, no doubt collected when he had knelt in the middle of the street to retch up. He frowned and licked a finger and began
     to rub it off.
   

   “Here,” said the girl, taking a handkerchief from her purse. “Use this.”

   “That’s really not necessary, thanks.”

   “No, take it. They gave me far too many when I first signed on.”

   Hayes took the cloth and saw the company insignia in the corner, an imperial M. “Very nice,” he said. “I didn’t get any handkerchiefs
     when I joined on.”
   

   “Oh,” she said. She thought and then reached for her purse. “Would you like some, then? As I said, I have enough.”

   “No,” said Hayes. “I think I’m fine with just one.” He tried to gouge out what was left of the pigeon shit. Then he shook
     out the handkerchief and folded it and stuffed it into his front breast pocket. “Thank you,” he said again.
   

   “No, it’s nothing,” she said. Then she smiled politely and turned away. Hayes noticed she had an English accent, not unlike
     his, and what little of her skin he could see was burned smoothly brown. A sculpted drape of brown-red ringlets flowed down
     from the brim of her hat and across her brow before marshalling itself into a stern bun in the back. She held herself alertly,
     head fixed in the direction of Evans’s door and the secretary beyond as though she was waiting for the next command, matronly
     and militant all at once. The pose was painfully overeager on a girl as young as she was.
   

   “Did you just get in this week?” Hayes asked.

   She turned to him, surprised. “Well, yes, actually. How did you know?”

   “Just a hunch. That and Jim in there often interviews brand-new assistants for Security positions.” He began rolling a cigarette.
     “Would that be right?”
   

She crossed her legs and respectfully looked away. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe I’m at liberty to discuss that.”

   Hayes smirked. “I see. Well, you’ve got our stock response down. You’ll be a natural at conversation, won’t you?”

   “Perhaps. That would bring this one to a rather abrupt end, wouldn’t it?”

   Hayes’s smirk grew to a grin. “You know, you sound like me,” he said, undeterred. “Like another wayward child of Her Majesty’s
     kingdom. Where are you from?”
   

   She looked at him, sizing him up and considering all the little wrinkles and stains that decorated his shirt. She eventually
     sighed a little and said, “Devonshire. Originally. But all over, really.”
   

   “Where would all over be, if you don’t mind my asking?”

   “Cairo, to be specific.”

   “Really? I’ve been there once or twice, believe it or not.”

   “Oh, really?” she asked, half-interested. “When?”

   “Long ago. Long, long ago, when you were a mere babe, I’m sure. What’s the change like, coming from there to here? I can’t
     imagine the shock.”
   

   “It’s quite something,” she said glibly.

   “Quite something? Ah, there it is,” he said, smiling wider. “There’s that magnificent English talent for understatement. It’s been a while since I’ve
     heard it.” He began to laugh, but the first few chuckles were cut short as something caught in his lungs. He snapped forward,
     hacking and choking and trying to ride out the deep, rattling coughs that started in the roots of his lungs and then ran up
     through the whole of his body. For a moment he thought he might vomit again, but then to his surprise the young girl stood
     up, sat down beside him, and then grabbed the back of his collar and pulled him upright. Before he could slide out of his
     chair she steadied the small of his back with her other hand, holding him still until air finally found its way into his chest
     again. He turned to look at her, wheezing.
   

   “Air wants to go up and out,” she said. “That is, if you don’t want to choke yourself. You’re a smoker, aren’t you? I’d know that cough anywhere.”
   

   He nodded but could not speak, as he was still short of breath. She let go of him, then stood and smoothed down her skirt.
     “Well, it’s a dirty habit. I know no one else thinks so, but it is.” She gave him an appraising look. “You need to start taking
     better care of yourself.”
   

   “I take damn fine care of myself,” he said. He readjusted his collar.

   “Maybe so,” she said. “But the bags under your eyes and the tremor in your hands say otherwise.”

   “What are you, a doctor?”

   “Oh, no,” she said, retaking her seat. “Just an assistant. But remember, sir, for the future: up, and out.”

   They both looked up as the doors opened and Evans came out of his office. He wandered over to the secretary to share a quiet
     word. As he turned he spotted Hayes and stopped where he was. Then he forced a smile onto his face and said, “Cyril. My boy,
     good to see you. So good to see you. Why don’t you go in and have a seat? I’ll be in shortly.”
   

   “Fine,” said Hayes, and got up. As he left he glanced over his shoulder at the young girl. She was watching him, half-bemused,
     half-pitying. Then Evans closed the door behind him and he was alone.
   

   Evans’s office was far too large for one man. He often joked he had purchased his desk just to fill up space. Indeed, the
     desk was by far the largest object in the room, a massive medieval thing with all sorts of stern engravings crawling along
     its corners. A bookcase faced it on either end, both pitifully small, with four small paintings desperately trying to fill
     the rest of the wall space of the office. A tiny potted plant drooped in the corner, perhaps sent there as punishment. Through
     the windows at the far end one could see the rooftops of Evesden fall away like ugly dominoes.
   

   Hayes sat down in one of the chairs before Evans’s desk. The room was silent except for the click of the clock on the wall. The quiet seemed to stretch on forever.
   

   He rolled and lit another cigarette to pass the time. The match trembled in his hands, its flame dancing around the end of
     the cigarette. He took a frantic drag and shook the match out and tried to calm his fingers. They would not obey, so he stuffed
     his hands under his legs and waited for the warmth to soak into them.
   

   Hayes knew Garvey and that awful girl out front had been only partially right: the opium and exhaustion were definitely contributors
     to his shakes, but they weren’t the main cause. No, the strange quakes in his hands had started the moment he’d read the telegram
     early that morning and realized Evans might be calling him in to fire him for good.
   

   He drooped in his chair as he thought about it, chest still crackling with breath. He had never exactly loved his job, but
     he had little else. He could not imagine what he would do, what could be done, if he had no work to fill his days.
   

   The doors snapped open. Evans walked in, turned and carefully shut them, and then walked to his desk, never glancing at Hayes
     as he went. He was a plump little man, only slightly taller than Hayes, with wire-framed glasses and a graying mustache and
     a glaringly bald head. People often thought of him as an elderly uncle, forever confused by how this strange new world worked.
     Hayes was more fond of him than he’d ever admit, but he knew this wasn’t far off the mark. Evans had never really been cut
     out for this kind of work. He detested any hint of conflict, and often relegated any unpleasant duties to his small army of
     secretaries, whom he looked upon as his daughters regardless of their age. He was usually content to wander the upper floors,
     distributing duties with a vague, satisfied smile on his face before returning to the shelter of his enormous desk and evading
     meetings.
   

   “You’re early,” said Evans as he sat.

   Hayes nodded.

   “That’s unusual,” said Evans.

   “Well. Had to get up early.”

“Oh? Why was that, I wonder?”

   “There was a body, actually,” said Hayes. “One of Garvey’s.”

   “Why did he need you for that?” Evans asked.

   “He thought it was one of ours.”

   “And was it?”

   Hayes shrugged.

   “Hm,” said Evans, then cocked his head and thought.

   “I’ve dried out,” Hayes said eagerly. “Haven’t had a drop. Not in a month or two.”

   Evans raised his eyebrows. “A month? Really?”

   “Thereabout, yeah.”

   Evans studied Hayes’s face and clothes and watched him rock back and forth in his chair like a toy. “You don’t look well,
     though,” he said, concerned.
   

   “I keep hearing that. It’s just the cold and the damp. It’s murdering me.”

   “You aren’t sick from … from not drinking?”

   “That couldn’t last. Not for a month. See?”

   Evans sighed. “I suppose. I have been worried about you, Cyril. I admit it was a pretty curt way to end the affair.”

   “Curt?” said Hayes. He laughed harshly. “I remember the telegram very clearly. ‘Abandon, stop. Return to your place of residence,
     stop. Await further orders, stop. Do not attempt contact, stop.’ Wasn’t quite poetry.”
   

   “No,” Evans said. “But you had made a mess of it. A very big mess indeed.”

   Hayes lowered his head a little. “I … I know.”

   “Do you? The man’s suing us, you know. For his injuries.”

   “Even though they were … self-inflicted?”

   “Yes. Since now he knows how desperately we’d like to keep his dirty little trading a secret. That was the problem, you know.
     How public it was. We told you to look into him quietly.”
   

   “Yes.”

“Very quietly,” he said sternly. “You’re supposed to be a scalpel, not a shotgun.”

   “But we never know what they’ll do,” Hayes said. “When you lay out all their wrongs in front of them, you never know which
     way they’ll jump. I certainly didn’t think he’d … that he’d jump out a fucking window.”
   

   “But we have you exactly because you’re supposed to know things like that,” said Evans, showing a rare flash of anger. “And we stressed beforehand, very clearly, use your
     kid gloves. This one is a public man, we said. He’s got family. He’s connected. Make sure this is all discreet. But you weren’t.
     You, drunk as a lord, grilled him like he was a war criminal. And he fell to pieces. And now you’ve cost us money and reputation.
     That was only the most recent in a string of sloppy jobs. So you understand that we’d be perfectly justified in dropping you.
     Correct?”
   

   Hayes screwed up his mouth and kept his eyes fixed on the carpet at his feet. Then he nodded.

   “Good,” said Evans. “But you’re not fired. I want you to know that.”

   “I’m not?”

   “No. You’re not. Not yet, at least. We’re keeping you, Hayes. We need you. Now, especially. We called you in to let you know
     there’s a way back. Back into the fold.” Evans pulled his coat off the back of his chair and settled it about his shoulders.
     He might have been the one person who detested the cold climate even more than Hayes. Then he pulled out a small pipe and
     suckled at it thoughtfully before saying, “Today, with Garvey. What did you talk about?”
   

   “The murder he caught, mostly.”

   “Besides that.”

   “Well, the unions, of course. The Department’s been told to prioritize. He said he heard it was Brightly who gave the order.
     Any truth to that?”
   

   Evans smiled wryly. “I’m sure you know I can’t say.”

“Can’t saying is often a yes.”

   “Forget that. What did he have to say about the unions? Besides prioritizing?”

   “Well. He mentioned a few cases. Three of them.”

   “What sort of cases?” Evans asked quickly.

   “Murder cases. Would that be it?”

   “Yes. Yes, it’s about those. What did he say about them?”

   “They were murders, like I said. Union murders. Two lefties and a buster. One at the docks. Another at the vagrants’ cemetery.
     He was junking them. Didn’t want them. They’d make the Department look bad, I’m sure.”
   

   “And why was that?”

   “Because there was no filing them. Solving them, I mean,” he added, seeing Evans’s confusion. “He was tossing them out.”

   Evans let out a breath. “Good.”

   “Good?”

   “Yes, good.”

   “And why’s that?”

   Evans shifted awkwardly in his chair. “It would be best if the police left that particular matter alone.”

   “Why? What’s going on with them? Why don’t you care?”

   “Oh, quite the opposite. We care. We care a great deal. You see, Cyril, we’re all very worried about this … this union business.”

   “Oh, are you,” said Hayes dryly.

   “Yes. You may have heard that it’s going to be violent. Well, that’s wrong. It already is. We just wanted to be well informed.
     About the violence, at least.”
   

   Hayes suddenly looked at Evans, studying his face. The old man took off his glasses and looked away, disturbed by the scrutiny.
     Then Hayes’s eyes lit up as if he’d been teasing at some hanging thread in his mind until the knot finally unraveled. “Which
     one was ours?” asked Hayes softly.
   

   “I’m sorry?”

“Which one? Which of the union men was ours? The one at the docks or the one at Potter’s Field?”

   Evans shuddered and kept his eyes averted from Hayes. He sucked on his lip for a moment and said, “The docks.”

   “Right,” said Hayes, voice still soft. “Right.”

   “Lord, I hate it when you do that.”

   “This is pretty cloak-and-dagger stuff, Jim. Running turncoats? How bad is the union situation getting?”

   “Very bad. At first it was just a rumor. Something minor we needed to weed out. Now it’s become … Well. It’s become something
     akin to war. One of our most important and productive factories is just south of here. It manufactures some of the most delicate
     parts necessary for creating the frame for the engines of our airships. Recently there was an altercation.”
   

   “An altercation?”

   “Yes. Specifically, someone tried to blow up one section of the manufacturing lines.”

   Hayes whistled lowly.

   “Yes,” said Evans. “Without that particular segment of manufacturing the entire factory would have been crippled. Do you know
     how much revenue that factory outputs a day?”
   

   “I don’t know. Some absurd number.”

   “Three million dollars.”

   “All right.”

   “It didn’t work, naturally. If it had, well, word would have gotten out. No, the saboteurs mishandled the dynamite and it
     wound up going off in one of the entryways. We think he tripped and fell and blew himself up, honestly.”
   

   Hayes grinned. “How come this wasn’t in the papers?”

   “Because we didn’t want it to be,” said Evans simply.

   “So that’s when you decided to send some feelers into the union men.”

“Brightly did, yes. And it didn’t work well at all. I don’t know how they found our man out but, well. You get the idea.”

   “And now you want me to work the unions for you.”

   “Yes. Yes. They’ve wormed their way in, God knows how deep. I need you, Cyril,” he said. “Brightly needs you. We need your
     magic.”
   

   Hayes looked at him darkly. “It’s not magic.”

   “It is to me,” said Evans. “This is your way back, Cyril. All sins forgiven, after this. Everything forgotten. Are you willing?”

   “You know I am, Jim.”

   “You’re sure?”

   Hayes nodded, eyes half-shut.

   “Good.” Evans shuffled the papers around on his desk more. They never seemed to go anywhere specific. “We do think the heart
     of the movement is here. Here, in the city, probably to the south, where most of our local plants are. Do you know how many
     major facilities there are in this region?”
   

   “Eleven, if memory serves,” said Hayes.

   “Yes, that’s right. More than any other city or state or even country in the world, and we do our most delicate work here.
     So this is where we need to be protected. But again, this is all relatively new to us. You can spearhead this for us, Cyril.
     Find something to work with and we’ll put everything we’ve got behind you. And that’s a lot. We’re invested in you now.”
   

   “I feel tremendously valuable, yes,” said Hayes. He stood and examined the bookcases. “All right. I’ll run the usual rounds
     throughout this week. See what I can dig up, see where we want me to head. Probably can find some bar or name or something.
     Poor, hungry boys banding together, it sounds like gangs or clans or such. They probably have a name they like to trumpet.
     It shouldn’t be hard.”
   

   “Right, but, Cyril … we’re keeping you closer than that,” said Evans slowly.

   Hayes turned around. “Closer?”

“Yes.”

   “What’s closer? How close?”

   “In-house,” said Evans. “You’re being restricted to interviews in-house.”

   Hayes’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

   “Yes.”

   “You’re joking.”

   “No. Interviews of lower-level men in the company.”

   “Lower-level?” said Hayes, outraged.

   “Yes. Foremen, managers, team leads. Working-class leaders. Suspicious subjects. We have a list of names here, scheduled interviews,
     and you’re going to interview them.”
   

   Hayes came back over and sat. “That’s not … That won’t …”

   “Listen, Cyril, you’re lucky they kept you on. They just want to start you out small and controlled. Build you up.”

   “Build me up.”

   “Yes. And we’ll need to keep you stabilized, too.”

   “What’s stabilized? What does that mean?”

   Evans nervously scratched the back of his neck. “It means supervision.”

   Hayes’s face went dead. All the thought in his wide blue eyes faded until they could have been painted on.

   “Nothing in the way of an obstruction,” said Evans hastily. “No interference. Merely someone to take note of your duties,
     schedule meetings and appointments, and report to me.”
   

   “A secretary,” said Hayes.

   “An assistant. An organizer.”

   “A spy. You’re spying on the spy, is that it?”

   “My God, Cyril, don’t be dramatic.”

   “This is going to hamstring me. It’s going to fucking hamstring me until I can barely move. You know that.”

   Evans sat forward. His voice dropped until it was dangerously soft. “I know this makes you mad,” he said. “I know it does.
     You’ve been out on your own for so long, running your game. You did good for a while. But you’ve forgotten that there’s a company behind you.
     That there’s money riding on everything you do. You’ve forgotten that. But we haven’t. So we need to watch you, and remind
     you when it’s needed. You can see why giving you an assistant is both reasonable and necessary.”
   

   “I don’t need one,” Hayes said fiercely. “This meeting, almost being tossed out … That’s enough. I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll
     be a good boy. All right?”
   

   “No. No, Cyril, it’s not enough. We want someone on the ground with you. Matching you step by step. You’ve always been difficult
     to handle. We’re just trying to curb you a bit.”
   

   “Curb me. Like a naughty dog.”

   “Cyril, you need this,” Evans said. “You need someone to keep an eye on you.”

   “I have Garvey.”

   “You and Garvey are addicts. Dependents. Every month you run yourselves ragged over something, egging each other along.”

   Hayes pulled at his hair, bunching up the blond-white fronds and then teasing them out again. “What if I don’t want to come
     back?” he asked quietly.
   

   “What?” said Evans.

   “What if I don’t want to come back? What if I say no thanks, Jim, I prefer it the old way or no way at all? What about that?”

   “Well. Then you don’t come back. Then we go our separate ways. And that’s the end of it. But there’s no choice in this. You
     either take her or you’re out.”
   

   Hayes’s brow crinkled. “Her?”

   “Yes, her,” said Evans. “I think you’ll quite like her. She’s top-rate, a former army nurse. And she’s well traveled, like
     you. Spent a lot of time looking after wounded British soldiers in Egypt before we scooped her up and brought her into the
     company.”
   

   Hayes kept frowning for a moment longer. Then epiphany flooded his face and he put his chin in one hand. “Really,” he sighed.

“Yes, really.”

   “Was she last working in Cairo?” he asked, defeated.

   Evans blinked. “Yes. She was. That was fast of you.”

   “That wasn’t exactly intuition.” He shook his head. “Well. Go on. Bring her in.”

   “Why?”

   “Why not? We might as well get it over with.”

   Evans frowned, then stood and walked to the door. He opened it and stuck his head out and murmured something and then opened
     it fully. When the girl walked in Hayes was twisted around awkwardly in his chair, watching her through the fingers of one
     hand, his expression resigned and half-amused. She looked at him cautiously, as if she had just stumbled across a wounded
     dog and was not sure if it would bite.
   

   “Cyril, this is Miss Samantha Fairbanks,” said Evans. “Miss Fairbanks, this is Mr. Hayes.”

   She looked him up and down again. “Mr. Hayes?”

   “Yes,” said Evans. He put his hands behind his back and bounced forward on the balls of his feet like he had just presented
     a marvelous surprise.
   

   Hayes shut his eyes and stuck one hand out in the air. The girl looked at it for a moment before stepping forward and shaking
     it.
   

   “Well. We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, Mr. Hayes,” she said.

   “Yes,” he said. “Would you like your handkerchief back now?”

   “No. Feel free to keep it for as long as you’d like. As I told you, they gave me more than enough.”

   “Handkerchief?” said Evans. “You’ve met?”

   “In the waiting room,” said Hayes. He opened his eyes and peered at her. “So. You’re going to assist me. With all my inquiries
     and interviews and daily rounds. Is that it?”
   

   “Yes,” she said. “That’s a simple way of putting it, but yes, it is.”

   “Sounds like it should be fun. Should be a grand old time. So when does this start?” he asked Evans. “And exactly what the
     hell are we doing, anyway, if you all are calling all the shots?”
   

Evans cleared his throat. “Well, the first interview is the day after tomorrow at nine at Southern Regional, but I thought
     it would be best if we showed Miss Fairbanks your station and you two could get somewhat—”
   

   “No,” said Hayes sharply. “No, it’s best to hit the ground running. Get along better with plenty of work going on. Don’t you
     agree, Miss Fairbanks?”
   

   She surveyed him briefly, taking in his bone-white hands and haggard eyes. “I suppose I could, Mr. Hayes,” she said. “If you
     think you’re better in working circumstances then that’s certainly where I’d prefer us to be.”
   

   “Fine,” said Hayes. “Beautiful. I’m sure things will go swimmingly. You’ve done interrogations before?”

   “Interviews,” interjected Evans. “They’re interviews.”

   “I’ve been present during them before,” she said. “But never done one, no. I’ve been in plenty of stressful situations, regardless.”

   Hayes looked at her closely, leaning forward. She shifted slightly from one foot to the other, uneasy.

   “Yes,” said Hayes quietly. “You know, I almost believe you have.”

   “Excellent,” said Evans. “Splendid. I’m sure you’ll get along well.”

   Hayes fought to his feet. He pitched forward slightly and grappled with the chair back for support. Then he swallowed and
     said, “Yes. We will. The day after tomorrow. But until then, I’m off. Not … Not feeling well, you see.”
   

   “Off?” asked Evans. “Off to where? Will you be at your apartments?”

   “No,” said Hayes, heading toward the door. “No, Mr. Evans, I will not be at my apartments.”

   “So how will we reach you?”

   “You won’t,” said Hayes. He opened the door. “Lovely meeting you, Miss Fairbanks.”

   “And you, Mr. Hayes,” she said.

   Then he shut the door and it clicked behind him.
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