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Behold what quiet settles on the world.


Night wraps the sky in tribute from the stars.


In hours like this, one rises to address


The ages, history, and all creation.


—Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Past One O’Clock”




Part I
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ENDINGS


[The God Aya was ever rebellious. When others lazed away their days in the pleasure garden, he could be found digging curiously at the things that lay beneath the ground, or performing one-man shows to entertain himself.


“Sit down!” Alerion yelled.


“No!” Aya danced a little dance, something like a jig. There was a twinkle in his eyes.


Alerion sighed and rolled over to sun himself once again. He splashed water on his face. “You’ll be the ruin of us.”


But Aya did not hear, for he was already building a great palace from crystals he had found deep beneath the earth. The palace glinted in the sun and when Aya laughed, the sound echoed through its many passageways like a stream tinkling over stones.


That was the way of it: the other gods, happy and passive; Aya, searching always for something new, building and creating, restless. The joy Aya took in his many ventures upset the other gods; deep within, they wished to subdue him. This was before the War and the Cataclysm, yet their causes were to be found in the gods’ resentment toward their restless comrade.


As Aya admired his palace, he did not notice Alerion’s brooding eyes settling on him.


—from The Legend of Aya]




ONE
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For the first time in ten years the minotaurs came to the city of Caeli-Amur from the winding road that led through the foothills to the north. There were three hundred or more of them. From the city they appeared as tiny figures—refugees perhaps. But as they approached, the size of their massive bodies, the magnificence of their horned bull heads, the shape of their serrated short-swords, became apparent. The minotaurs had come for the Festival of the Bull. When the week was over, they would descend from the white cliffs on which the city perched and board the ships that would carry them out over the Sunken City and home to their island of Aya.


The citizens watched the minotaurs silently, from their balconies or the city’s white walls. Some of the elderly leaned toward each other and whispered: “So few? There are so few of them.” Many of the children, especially from the factory districts, ran out to meet the magnificent creatures, laughing and calling to them until they drew close and the power and size of the minotaurs quieted them. Gliders swung out over the creatures and watched them from above, safe on the cool currents of air that swept in from the sea. Finally, when the minotaurs arrived at the city, some, who still held to the old ways, fell onto their knees in supplication. The minotaurs were still worshipped as gods by a few, though to harm them was considered a crime by all.


The orderly line broke apart when the minotaurs entered the city and spread out like tributaries into a delta: some climbed their way down to the water palaces and steam baths that ran along the peninsula at the northeast side of Caeli-Amur. Others caught the sooty street-trams through the windy streets along the cliffs, or took the cable car that ran from the massive machine tower near the piers to the top of the cliffs. Those minotaurs seeking knowledge ventured to Caeli-Amur’s famous cafés, where philosopher-assassins debated in the afternoon, drinking coffee and eating fruit. By nightfall, the minotaurs could be found in the liquor palaces and beer halls.


In one such drinking tavern called the Ruins, long after the sun had descended over the mountains to the west, Kata eyed a group of minotaurs. They dominated the place, which, perched on the edge of the factory district close to the city’s northern gate, was typical of workers’ establishments of the area. The proprietor of the Ruins had decorated the hot and dirty hall with a bar along one wall with fragments of ancient technology scavenged from the old places. In one corner, a lamp was cleverly constructed from a ragged half of a broken metallic sphere; the remnants of its insides—an intricate latticework of fine metals—were blackened and twisted. Strange angular implements hung on the walls: here what seemed to be a bulging glove ending in protuberances of unknown function, there a shield-sized fragment of a larger curved structure, geometric shapes cut into it. Had these pieces functioned in any way, the Houses would long ago have confiscated them. But as they were ruined, they remained weirdly beautiful decorations reminding the patrons of the long-lost glories of the world.


Usually filled with gray-eyed factory workers—the older ones keen to deaden their aching bodies with cheap beer, the young ones filled with rage and likely to end up fists flying in the surrounding alleys—the wooden stools and tables were as rough and worn as its clients. This evening, the men sat frightened and quiet in the corners, or slunk past the minotaurs, hoping not to brush against them. Minotaurs were quick to anger, especially when they were filled with beer or hot-liquor.


Kata knew she would have to approach; she needed two of them. But first things first, she thought as she took a drink of the bitter liquid from the flask at her waist. She kept her face still, though she wanted to grimace. The medicine tasted earthy and pungent, like dirt and ul-tree roots mixed together.


She watched and scratched distractedly at the metal sheaths that rubbed against her skin beneath her shirt. Realizing what she was doing, she stopped. The shirt was dark and loose, and she wore a skirt that reached her knees. Together they showed off her shoulder-length hair, which was black as the minotaurs’ eyes. Beneath her clothes Kata was lithe and unusually muscular; she was an athlete, of sorts.


A group of four minotaurs sat laughing at the front of the room, telling one another jokes about labyrinths and reminiscing about the Numerian Wars. She remembered the Festival of the Bull a decade earlier, when she was living on the streets after her mother’s death, but had forgotten the sheer physical presence of the minotaurs. Their shoulders and chests were like the statues of Caeli-Amur’s heroes that stood in the water-parks to the south of the city, where waterfalls and canals flowed gently through manicured gardens. The statues were seven, eight feet of white marble, muscles sculpted beneath their stone cloaks. But it was the minotaurs’ heads, those most valuable of trophies, that emanated majesty: the flaring nostrils, the wiry and perfumed hide, and most especially, the deep and dark eyes, mesmerizing and inhuman. Kata was afraid to look into the eyes, but she would have to.


To one side along the bar sat a slightly smaller minotaur with a dark hide. He did not speak but seemed to be brooding.


That one, she thought.


She slid down the bar and stood next to him.


“Why are you watching us?” he asked.


She could not look him in the eye; she felt guilty. “How far is it to Aya, across the sea?”


“Five days, if the wind is good.”


“Why don’t you use steamers? You could be sure to arrive in time.”


“Tradition. Anyway, I do not trust steamers. What if they break on the open sea? What if those wheels along their sides fall off? Give me the wind any day. It cannot be conquered but offers its gifts freely. It is a trusty partner, at times.”


She looked up into his left eye and then away from its glistening darkness. Its inky magnificence horrified her.


“What have you here, Aemilius?” The booming voice came from another minotaur. She forced herself to look up at the massive head towering over her. She held his eye for a moment before looking away.


“You know,” he said, stepping toward her so his chest came close to her face, “there was a time when a minotaur could stay wherever he liked during the Festival of the Bull.”


The smaller one sat impassively. “Those days are gone, Cyriacus.”


Kata stood up and placed her hand against Cyriacus’s chest, which was like a solid wall close to her face. He must have been almost seven feet tall. His presence was magnetic, his strength palpable. She pushed against him. He didn’t move. She pushed harder, and he took a step backwards. “It’s rude to stand so close to someone you do not know,” she said.


Cyriacus laughed and turned. “Hey, Dexion. We have a spirited one here.”


Aemilius leaned into her and said, “It is not wise to play with minotaurs. They are unpredictable and dangerous.”


“I can hold my own,” she replied. He nodded, turned, and walked away, leaving her with Cyriacus.


“Have a drink,” the minotaur said, handing her his own tankard.


She took a swig of the liquor, which burned her throat. She held back the cough. “Anlusian hot-wine,” she said, feeling her lips and mouth burn with the spices, the vapor rushing into her nose, making her eyes water.


“Yes. These new liquors fire the belly and the mind.”


“I live close to here,” she said. “I have more wine there, and it is free.”


He stood close to her again, and she felt the heat of his breath on her face. She forced herself to look up into his deep black eyes and put her hand against his chest again. This time she did not push him away.


The edge of the factory district was filled with families and older workers who had managed to escape living in the center of that industrial quarter. Here the apartment blocks rose to four and five stories and were built from bricks and concrete. Not crammed together like those in the center or the district or the slums close to the Arena, yet without the vastness of the Arantine where the elite of House Arbor built their mansions, Kata’s neighborhood was reflected its citizens’ status. Here they could breathe the fresh air that drifted from the sea, only occasionally punctuated by billows of smoke.


As Kata and Cyriacus walked along the narrow street where her apartment was located, the little street-child Henri ran next to them, “Kata, Kata! Yensa fudge, Yensa fudge?” Offering them a pouch of the toxic hallucinogen, he was unmoved by the minotaur. Kata liked that about the boy, whose face looked pure, despite the streaks of grime across it. She’d known a hundred like him: their innocent faces shrouded violent and animalistic instincts, the kind you needed to survive on the streets. Even now his eyes were wide as saucers, a sure sign he had eaten his own fudge.


She pushed the boy away. “Not now.”


The boy scurried around them to Cyriacus’s side. “Yensa fudge? Yensa fudge?”


The minotaur swung his arm out and the boy flew into the gutter, his eyes blinking rapidly. Kata looked back at him and shook her head quickly, as if to say, stop it.


Leaving the boy coughing behind them, Kata and Cyriacus climbed up the stairs that ran along the side of the building. Kata’s apartment was on the third floor of her building.


The key rattled in the lock, and the door swung open. Kata lit the lamp by the door. It was her windowless parlor, a kitchen off to one side. More stairs led up to her bedroom and a balcony that overlooked the eastern parts of the city, the Opera House and the docks.


Kata walked over to the table and leaned against it. Cyriacus slammed the door behind him—it shuddered on its hinges. He strode toward her, grasped her by the waist, lifted her like a doll, and sat her on the table, leaning in so she could smell the hot spices of the Anlusian wine and his hide, scented with pungent ginger and clove perfume. She touched the side of his face, feeling the thick, wiry hair. But still she could not look him in the eyes. Quickly she took her hands from his face so she would be ready.


Cyriacus stepped in and pulled her closer by the hips, so their bodies were hard against each other, Kata’s legs splayed around his trunklike thighs, her skirt riding up her legs. She placed her hands on the table behind her as he slowly and carefully unbuttoned her shirt with thick, powerful fingers. He looked down to see the waistband that held the sheaths behind her back.


“What?” he said, laughing. “A knife belt? What would a little—?”


But Kata had already drawn both long-daggers. She plunged them into his ribs. Cyriacus let out a deafening roar and threw the table away from him. Kata flew through the air backwards, the table rolling and spinning beneath her. She struck the wall and fell to the floor, the table crashing against her shins. She felt no pain yet, just the rush of adrenaline.


Cyriacus stared down at the two daggers, his head shifting from left to right in disbelief. Only the handles were visible, one jutting from each side. Blood coursed in deep red streams down his waist and onto his thighs. He snorted, looked up at her, and said, “You’ve killed me.”


Kata struggled to her feet and stared back at him. She was horrified by the scene: everything was wrong. Though she had killed before, it had always been in the wars between the Houses. She had felled three men with her knives, watching them collapse in seconds before her. It was war and she felt no remorse. Now she could hardly bear the sight of this magnificent creature at the end of its life.


Astonishingly, Cyriacus came at her. She turned and ran to the stairs that led up to her bedroom, thumping footsteps close behind her. She pushed herself, taking the steps three at a time, her heart rattling in her chest. If she could make it to her bedside table, she might stand a chance.


She burst into the room and dived across the bed, reaching for her bolt-thrower on the small table. From the corner of her eye she saw him charge into the room. She turned, raised the bulky weapon, and fired a bolt. Blood spurted from his abdomen like pollen from an open flower.


He staggered back and came at her again. His nose flared and a rumbling sound—either in anger or pain, she couldn’t tell—came from his chest and throat.


She threw open the doors and ran onto the balcony, reloading the thrower. No man could withstand such physical punishment, yet Cyriacus still came at her, immense and godlike. She heard the final click of the thrower and raised it, but it was too late. He was on her, his force crushing her against the balcony wall. A cry escaped her lips. So, she thought, this is how it ends—I was wrong to commit this blasphemy.


His breath steamed from his nostrils; his long, thick tongue lolled from his mouth. “I will crack your neck like a rabbit’s,” he said, grasping the top of her head in one huge hand. “I will take you with me, woman, to the land of light.”


“Please,” she said, her voice broken with fear and resignation.


Cyriacus looked at her in puzzlement, blinked slowly, his hands losing their strength, and crashed to the floor like a cliff into the sea.


Kata left him there, changed her clothes, and walked out into the night. Henri was gone: off to peddle his fudge elsewhere; the Festival of the Bull would be good for business. He’d be back: the streets around her apartment were his turf. He slept somewhere in the neighborhood, perhaps in a dry drain or a nook beneath one of the apartments.


She cut through the factory district. It was full of dirt and grime, the smoke from the underground machines pumping out even at night. She had never forgotten her mother’s last words as she lay in the factory infirmary, her face a splotchy red-white, the contagion eating away at her insides: “Do whatever you must to survive, Kata. The gods know there’s nothing else to do.” And then blood had come to mother’s lips and dribbled down her chin, her chest had thrust forward unnaturally, an awful odor was loosed in the room, and she had died. The next day Kata was on the street. She cried that first day—never again.


After her mother died, Kata had grown up in these streets, running with the urchin gangs, selling trinkets, stealing, doing odds and ends for House Technis, running messages, setting up robberies and murders. She had been a pinch-faced girl, scrawny but sly. Like the other children, she had dreamed of joining the ranks of dispossessed philosopher-assassins who lived moment to moment in Caeli-Amur, debating in the cafés in the afternoon, lounging in the liquor halls in the evening, forever at the beck and call of the Houses. She had one more minotaur to kill and she would be free.


Now Kata climbed up through the city toward the mountaintop and along the edges of the factory district. She kept away from the larger streets where the city was alive with news of the minotaurs’ arrival, and after half an hour arrived at House Technis. She slid through a side gate in the outer wall that surrounded the complex of palaces and administration buildings, gardens and ponds.


She came to the enormous palace, like the monstrous invention of a child’s fantasy, the ancient building swamped by layer after layer of extension, new wings and towers that had been added, regardless of architectural taste or style. It appeared as if blocks had simply been piled crazily one upon the other without design. Even now, as Kata glanced up at the towering structure, builders were working on the west wing.


Kata passed along the labyrinthine corridors that, having also been built at different times, were forced to accommodate themselves to the planless structure to which they had been added. Pneumatiques whizzed and whirred overhead on hundreds of tiny wires. Along the walls, pipes rattled and shuddered and heaved: some carrying small barrels filled with instructions, others of unknown purpose. In the background, the constant thump of steam engines could be heard, as the building shifted the rooms deep inside its mobile southeastern wing around each other, according to some preplanned sequence. She had never been inside that particular technological marvel, but had heard that it was easy to lose yourself as each room rose, fell, or spun before locking temporarily into its new location.


She slipped past a constant stream of house agents rushing to and fro, some carrying boxes, others pushing carts filled with delicate new technologies from the New-Men in Anlusia, yet others dragging bound and hooded seditionist prisoners to the dungeon. The place was a cacophony of voices yelling to each other all manner of things: what directions to Subofficiate Aruki’s office, about the latest strike to break out in what was becoming a wave of industrial unrest, about favors offered or claimed in return. Guards leaned against the walls beside their bolt-throwers, short-swords dangling from belts. Others played dice in a little alcove.


Kata passed through small grottoes; a large room filled with secretaries lined in rows, each busily shuffling papers; another where cramped offices, enclosed by five-foot walls, stood like little buildings in the vastness of the room. Pneumatics zipped in and out of the little offices as if running on a vast network of spiderwebs.


She found Officiate Rudé, a wiry little half-Anlusian administrator, in his office. Like most Anlusians, he had a youthful visage for someone so late in life: it was his quick and energetic movements, his slim and boyish body. He told her to wait as he signed a number of papers.


“Strikes, strikes, strikes.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “Why should the workers be so belligerent now, when things are changing so fast?”


“Perhaps it’s because things are uncertain that they think they can seize their opportunity.” Kata was aware that as winter had broken and spring set in, a wave of strikes has broken out in the city. The first few—the weavers who worked for House Arbor and the fishermen employed by House Marin—had been threatened into returning to work. Later, subofficiates were replaced, seditionists thrown into the dungeons, adjustments made to the factories’ operations. But that had not stopped more spot-strikes from breaking out like little fires on a smoldering summer’s day.


“Well, the House has had enough. The time for kindnesses is over.” Rudé looked up from his forms. “Let’s get to work then, shall we?”


Things were set in motion. Rudé accompanied her with two workmen back to the apartment in the carriage that would secretly carry away the minotaur. She took them to the balcony but avoided the sight of the minotaur’s body.


Rudé took a sharp intake of breath and ran his hands through his fire-red hair speckled slightly with white. “Majestical,” he said. “Fascinating. I should have liked to talk to him. . . . I didn’t think you would do it.”


“I told you I would,” said Kata.


“I knew you were hard, but even so.”


She stole a glance at the creature. It lay at odd angles against the balcony wall.


“Get to work,” Rudé ordered.


The workmen opened their cases and took from them mechanical saws and jagged knives with wicked blades.


“And be careful of the horns. They’re the most valuable pieces. And the hide,” said Rudé.


“You people . . . ,” Kata said.


“Remember, you asked for this job.” Rudé looked away from the minotaur across the city.


Kata could not bear the high whine of the saw or the wet thump of the minotaur’s flesh, so she walked down the stairs.


As Rudé followed her, he called back: “Don’t damage the eyes. Our thaumaturgists need those eyes for their preparations. Don’t get anything in the eyes.” He followed Kata into the room and said, “One more, Kata, and your debt will be repaid. Think about that. Think about how hard you’ve worked. Just one more minotaur.”


“Even if I repay the debt, I’ll never be free of you. None of us ever will. It doesn’t matter which House, you’re all the same.”


Rudé threw his head back and laughed. “Kata, remember, without us you’d still be on the street. Remember whom this building belongs to.” Technis had bought many of the buildings in the area, as if they weren’t content with their other forms of control but craved power over the citizens’ everyday lives.


From above, she could still hear the sickening sound of meat and bone being cut to pieces. When they left, she suddenly felt an aching in her legs and back. She looked down at her blood-covered shins, pieces of skin scraped into ridges near her ankles. The adrenaline had long ago left her and now all she could feel was pain.




TWO
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Two nights after the death of Cyriacus, Kata watched the Sun Parade, celebrating the moment four hundred years earlier when the sun had broken through the fog and Saliras’s forces had been routed by the minotaurs and the Caeli-Amurians together. Caeli-Amur was a city of festivals. Festival of the Sun, Aya’s Day, the Stars Descent, Celebration of the Dancing Goat, Alerion’s Day, the Twilight Observance—rare was the month when there was no celebration to be had.


The parade descended from Via Gracchia on the top of the cliffs toward the Market Square by the piers. Figures walked with hideous masks: distorted faces that looked as if they had melted in great heat; goats with gigantic eyes and too-thin faces; and, of course, bulls. Others played thin, high-pitched flutes or circular drums that fit beneath their arms and could be squeezed to change the pitch. All were dressed outrageously in oranges, reds, yellows. Crowds watched from the side of the road, clapping at the leering masks. Scattered among them were the minotaurs.


Kata glanced at the crowd. On the other side of the road stood the smaller and darker minotaur she had met at the bar. She emptied the acrid medicine from her flask, gagging as she swallowed it. It was the last of the preparation. When she had finished the job, she would be able to afford more. She had spent most of her remaining money at the markets, buying deadly herbs. From these she had prepared poison, mixing it with the flagon of wine, which she then placed in her cupboard. She could not risk another fight: Who would have believed anyone could be as strong as Cyriacus, to take so much physical punishment?


She had poison enough for ten men. That should be enough.


She scuttled gingerly through a break in the parade, dodging the drummers and dancers. Her shins were still scabby and bruised.


“Hello,” she said to the minotaur.


“Ah,” he said, “the woman who can hold her own. And did you?”


She smiled. His eyes did not seem so terrible this time; they seemed to be laughing. “I always hold my own.”


“I see. I’m Aemilius.”


“Kata,” she said. “You’re not marching in the parade.”


He shrugged and looked to the sky. “Look at the moon. Can you see Aya’s handprints, side by side, from when he threw it into the sky?”


“It’s bright, isn’t it?”


“So bright that on a clear and calm night like this, you can see the Sunken City through the crystal water.”


“No.” Kata frowned in disbelief. She knew that Caeli-Enas, Caeli-Amur’s sister city, was deep beneath the ocean. But she had always assumed that it was lost in the murky depths.


“I swear. Would you like to see?”


She hesitated. She should take this chance. It was falling into her lap. “Yes.”


They marched together up to the great steam tower—full of thumping and clattering from the engine at its base—that powered the cable car from the top of the cliff to the piers. There were too many people on the streets, and the walk would have been a long one.


They entered a doorway in the tower’s base and climbed wide stone stairs up to a wide entrance chamber with a platform opening out to the air on one side. A bustle of white-haired people with pointy beards or shawls or aging, curved backs stood around, whispering to each other excitedly. To view the city and the Sun Parade from the cable car was popular among the older citizens. The youth lined the streets or marched in the parade itself.


Kata and Aemilius watched as a cable car swung around the rear of the tower and reemerged at the open side of the chamber. They stepped into the car, which filled with people around them. There was no conductor—the cable car had always been free in Caeli-Amur, a remnant from ancient days perhaps. The workers who kept it going were supported by donations from the citizens. Some civic spirit still lived on in the city.


As they swung over the city, looking at the parade winding below like a cascade of lights, Kata noticed the passengers in the carriage kept away from Aemilius. She recognized their wide-eyed apprehension.


“You realize the effect you have on those around you,” she whispered to him.


“Of course.” Aemilius did not look about: to do so would be undignified.


“You have a strange bearing; you hold yourself apart somehow.”


“And you,” he said. “You do also.”


She looked away from him, down at the street-trams caught in the traffic below. The streets were like rivers of yellow and flickering lights. She could think of nothing more to say.


They reached the docks, nine piers jutting into a glassy, silent ocean. Clippers and cutters floated between monolithic steamers, the new and the old side by side. The piers were quiet: there were no signs of the Xsanthian dockworkers and only a few boatmen moved around carrying rope or boxes of tools. The moon hovered above, lighting a section of the water in one silvery molten band. Aemilius paid a boatman and took a small rowboat.


“It’s too far,” she said. “We need a steamer.”


“It’s not too far. Get in.”


She hesitated, then stepped onto the dark wooden planks of the boat.


Aemilius rowed away from the city, over the glassy ocean, the oars making satisfying creaks against the wooden oarlocks and subtle splashes as they entered the water. The two of them were silent as they left the city far behind, though they could still hear the laughter and the pipes and drums of the festival floating over the water.


“Look,” said Aemilius after some time.


Kata peered over the edge of the boat and put her hand to her chest in astonishment. “You can see it, you can really see it.”


Beneath them Caeli-Enas shimmered silvery white. Buildings and boulevards came suddenly into focus and then blurred again as the water moved quietly beneath them. Perched on its sunken hill, the great white dome and marble pillars of a statuesque building emerged briefly into view. Over four hundred years that city had slept beneath the ocean and with it, the last secrets of the ancients. A sense of wonder awakened in Kata. For the first time in years, she felt that the world was a large place filled with possibility.


“Most of the city was white marble,” said Aemilius. “I walked those streets when I was young. I watched white-caparisoned horses pull crow-black carriages. I watched street-officers lighting gas lamps on hot summer nights as lovers drifted through the wide streets.”


“How old are you?” asked Kata.


“Five hundred and twelve.”


Kata drew a long, quiet breath. So old. Eventually she said, “There is a sadness about you.”


“Look,” he said. “Can you see something moving down there? They say there are still sea serpents with heads like houses, bodies big as Numerian caravans.”


“There are,” she said. “I’ve seen them. They come closer to land during the winter.” She caught a glimpse of something snaking through the Sunken City’s streets. It seemed to warp in and out of existence. A chill ran down her spine. Should the creature surface, their rowboat would capsize and the serpent would swallow them whole.


“Perhaps we should head back,” she said.


Again, Kata led a minotaur up the cobblestoned alleyway to her house. Again the creature came in without encouragement, looking around her parlor with interest. He stopped at the bookshelf that held the few philosophical classics she could afford: Marka’s Unintentional Action and Ugesio’s Morality and Madness, the two most popular texts.


“You taught yourself philosophy?” he said.


“A little.”


“This book Unintentional Action, what does it argue?” Aemilius said.


“Ah, one of the new philosophers. Marka argues we only have the illusion of choice, the illusion of free will. He says that we are controlled by our past, by our surroundings, that we are forced into certain actions.” The streets where Kata lived as a child, the death of her mother, flashed into her mind, as did her desperate and ongoing desire to escape them, to escape the memory of them.


“And what do you think?” Aemilius asked.


“I think he’s right. We are all forced to do things we’d rather not, to compromise.”


“But is it not possible that our very knowledge of those forces allows us some measure of freedom?”


Kata pressed her lips. “I don’t know. Sometimes I don’t even know where I am.”


“The ancients said that everything has its place,” said Aemilius. “Everything finds its place.”


“Those days have passed.”


“Perhaps.”


“Would you like a drink?” She felt a knot in her stomach and tried to swallow, her throat dry with fear. Nausea built up in her body. Her little finger twitched, then was still. Oh no, she thought, not now. She fought the rising sickness back.


“Yes,” he said.


She walked to her small kitchen, took the flagon of wine, two cups, and placed them on the bench. She stared at them.


“You have no windows in this room?”


“It’s hemmed in on all sides. Above, there is a balcony.”


“It is a sparse house. Not much comfort here.”


“As much comfort as I need. I fought for this place. I struggled for it. Even now it is not yet mine.” She stared at the flagon. She should pour the cups, but she could not. Nausea rose again in her body. Oh no, she thought. Quickly. She unstopped the flagon but set it down again on the bench before she dropped it. Her legs gave way beneath her and her body shook violently, as if her legs and arms were driven by an engine. She gurgled as the fit came on. Aemilius was above her, grasping her shoulder.


“Kata, can you hear me?” He grasped her hand. “Squeeze my hand. Try to squeeze my hand.”


Though her body shook and spasmed, she was aware of his presence above her. He held her hand and her shoulder and he comforted her. Though his voice faded away, as if down a long corridor, she was not entirely alone.


When the fit was over, she felt as if she had been wrung like a wet piece of clothing, twisted and distorted and empty. Aemilius carried her upstairs to her bed and laid her down.


“You will be all right now,” he said. “But you must sleep.”


Kata closed her eyes and opened them again. Aemilius was sniffing the air and looking around curiously.


Exhausted, Kata drifted off to the sight of him sitting above her, his deep eyes impassive, occasionally closing as he looked down on her. When she woke he was gone.


The following afternoon, Rudé let himself in to Kata’s apartment as she lay on her cushions in the corner of the parlor, still exhausted from the fit. It took her a day to recover, at least, and now that she had run out of the preparation that eased her condition, her body would remain tired and drawn.


“This is my house,” she said to Rudé, lifting her head with effort. “You can’t just come in here.”


“But I can,” he said, holding up his key, straightening his sharp-lined clothes. “And I will.”


“I need money, for medicine.”


“Do you now? The agreement was two minotaurs. Not one.”


“I need an advance.”


“I see. Well, don’t ever claim that House Technis is not generous, that it doesn’t look after its own.” He carefully placed a pile of ten florens on the table, stacked like a little tower. “By the end of the Festival, yes?”


“Yes.”


There was a knock on the door. Rudé, his wiry little body always full of quick movements, darted against the wall for protection. Officiates lived in fear, even though the vicious war between House Arbor and House Technis had recently fallen into a lull. It was rare to find them out on the streets, meeting their agents and assassins face-to-face, which was mostly the province of the subofficiates. It was a measure of the mission’s importance that Rudé should oversee it himself. Unlike the Directors, who were surrounded by aides of all kinds, officiates needed to organize their own protection, if they felt it warranted.


“Get the door,” Rudé said, pulling out a long-knife from underneath his jacket.


Kata pushed herself to her feet and wearily opened the door. Aemilius stood towering behind it.


Exhausted, she hesitated. She couldn’t think of a way to stop the minotaur from entering and meeting Rudé. In any case, she was pleased to see him. His presence calmed her, as if he were a cool rock against which she could lean, close her eyes, and rest her face. Guilt washed through her now. For he had been nothing but gentle and caring, and she had been—no, it was best not to think about her deception. These thoughts rushing though her head, contradictory feelings swirling within her, Kata finally said, “Come in.”


“I came to see if you were feeling better.”


“I am, thank you.”


“Well, look,” said Rudé, smiling slightly, the knife hidden. “A minotaur. Fantastic . . . Let me see. But you’re a little small for a minotaur, aren’t you?”


“Is greatness measured by size?” asked Aemilius.


Rudé approached Aemilius, looking even smaller as he came close to the minotaur. “Incredible.”


“A friend of yours?” Aemilius asked Kata.


“Oh,” said Rudé, “I’ve known Kata since she was just a girl. I’ve seen her . . . grow up.”


In those days, Rudé had kept in touch with the children on the streets of the factory district. “Hello, Kata,” he had always greeted her ebulliently. “No smile for me today?” Sometimes he had taken out a little toy, a windup bird or a mechanical man, and given it to one of the children. The urchins had prized the toys above all others, for they were made with rare technical skill. Powered by springs and wires, the birds would fly and the men would march. Some were even powered by thaumaturgy. The children had never seen anything like them. Rudé had taken special interest in Kata. Her sheer strength of will seemed to impress him. She was the quickest messenger, the most determined servant. “My little Kata,” he had said. When she was fourteen, he said, “I know a philosopher-assassin who might be interested in taking on a pupil.” Kata had leaped for the chance: to be a philosopher-assassin, that was the dream of all the children. It was their only escape from the factory district. And so she met Sarrat the Numerian and escaped the grimy factories and the filthy alleyways that surrounded them.


Now, as Rudé obliquely mentioned those days, Aemilius nodded, as if thinking.


“I’d better go,” said Rudé, grinning quickly. “There are things to do! But I should very much like to see you again, minotaur. I should very much like to talk to you.”


“Perhaps you shall,” said Aemilius as Rudé closed the door behind him. “Strange,” he said to Kata, “is he a New-Man, with all that quick energy?”


“Yes, he is half-Anlusian,” said Kata, swaying slightly on her feet. “You can see it in his actions, his movements . . . his ambition.”


“I have never been to Anlusia, but I should very much like to see it. They say the New-Men are voracious, insatiable, that they take everything they can and destroy it to rebuild it. They say their city is constantly growing, constantly changing—even more than Caeli-Amur!”


“But is that any way to live? Isn’t that just distracting yourself from who you are, by concentrating solely on what you do, what you have?” She pursed her lips: she sounded just like Sarrat, who held to the Cajian philosophy of asceticism. It was a philosophy she’d rejected, and even now she thought of the time she’d spent on the streets, of her desire to own her house. She was no ascetic.


“Of course. And for that reason I should like to see it. To watch the New-Men build their technical wonders, only to throw them away.”


Kata shuffled to the kitchen. The flagon was where she left it. “Would you like some wine? We didn’t have a chance last night.”


“No. I have someone to meet. Thank you, though.”


Kata released the tension that had been building up in her body. She was not well enough today. She returned the flagon to the cupboard and walked him to the door.


“Rest,” Aemilius said.


“I will.”


She closed the door behind him and collapsed onto the cushions in the corner. She would kill him, or perhaps another minotaur, tomorrow. But even as she thought it, her mind was filled with doubt.




THREE
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In the mornings, the streets around Caeli-Amur’s Factory Quarter bustled with grime-streaked workers, their brown clothes camouflaged in the fog and smoke that later dissipated in the morning sun. The workers descended quickly down the cobblestoned streets and alleyways, disappearing in and out of the haze on their way to the early shifts. At times the lines of figures coalesced into groups, taking a brief moment for greetings, then separated once more. Other lines—the night shift—straggled in the opposite direction, their soot-stained faces grim in the morning light. Everywhere surrounding them were the street urchins, dashing about on unknown business, running in gangs, smiling their disarming smiles, their hands slipping into unsuspecting pockets and emerging with half-empty purses. The mornings in the Factory Quarter were the happiest, the most filled with promise, as if things might be getting better, achieving a fairer balance. At night things were different, when the smoke merged with a sea of roiling fog, when the pitter-patter of children’s feet was enough to terrify the passerby, and a disarming smile was likely to mean a rapid, knife-filled death.


Subofficiate Boris Autec hustled along the streets, stopping every now and then to catch his breath. His round body was no longer used to all this walking: it seemed bloated like a bladder and his once youthful face had now settled into heavy middle age. But his heart was beating quickly for other reasons. He was about to visit the Tram Factory, with its welders and fitters, its hammering and sawing, its sparks that danced on the floor like miniature symbols of life. The Tram Factory: he knew it, had once loved and hated it. Now he was afraid.


Boris reached into the bag that swung over his hip, drew out a flask, unscrewed the lid, and took a swig. The Anlusian hot-wine burned his mouth and throat while his eyes watered. After a few minutes, his body surged with energy. His armpits grew damp, his jaws clenched, he licked his lips—he felt alive. The hot-wine kept you awake like strong coffee and filled the body with unnatural strength, the mind with thoughts of invincibility. He reached again for the flask.


When Boris reached the factory, he stood by the open double doors and watched. A row of freight-trams stood along one wall, their walled trays gray and grim: if you wanted to haul something heavy around Caeli-Amur, this was the way to do it. Along another wall stood passenger trams used for ferrying Caeli-Amur’s population. These were alive with solar hues: reds and yellows and oranges. The city was not just growing but changing; demand was high for transport that could move the population quickly and efficiently. In one corner a boiler, firebox, and valve gear sat like the insides of a creature. Around it were scattered pieces of trams: wheel sets, axleboxes, blastpipes.


The tramworkers knew he was there, but went about their business without acknowledging him: the young ones still filled with fresh vitality; the old with that haunted look, the drained look.


As Boris strode in boldly, his chest jutting forward like a peacock’s, a heavy man emerged from behind one of the passenger trams, its silver fittings sparkling. The man shrugged his hunched shoulders and closed his heavy-lidded eyes slowly. “So they sent you.”


Boris clenched his teeth. “Mathias, your hair has gone gray.”


“It happens to workers.”


“It happens to us all,” said Boris.


“Come on then.” Mathias turned and walked across to a tram at the far end of the factory. Its windows were blackened around the edges when they should have been silver framed; its insides ruined by fire. The red and gold paint on its walls was blistered and discolored.


Boris nodded, aware of the other workers standing in groups, staring from behind. “Pick one or two—those most responsible—and I’ll be able to save the rest.”


“How can we know what happened? Most likely we calculated the binding formulae incorrectly. The engine exploded as a result.”


“Come on, Mathias, we both know that’s not true.”


“Oh, but you know it could be. You know that we are not taught properly, not trained in the right calculations, that we are squeezed until we end up like Mad Mister Alter, or just give out like the Numerian Bachara. You remember him, don’t you?”


Bachara had slowed down like a windup toy, growing ever bonier until one day he just stopped in the factory, his eyes and teeth strangely white in his black face. He hadn’t collapsed like the dead usually do. Rather, he seemed in some state of suspended animation, never to return to this life. Boris remembered the horror of the Numerian’s eyes. He imagined something flickering in there, as if Bachara was aware of the horror of his own predicament.


“You know it’s nothing to do with your training.” Boris crossed his arms, sweat sticky on his skin. He licked his lips, which seemed thick and bloated. “You know I’m on your side, but the House won’t tolerate sabotage. Please, let me help.”


Mathias’s heavy eyelids blinked slowly. “There was a time when once you would never have asked this of me.”


Boris’s mouth seemed terribly dry. He swallowed uncomfortably. “Make sure you fix the tram. Make sure there are no more accidents.”


One of the workers said something behind him and laughed.


“It will happen again,” Mathias said. “It will keep happening.”


“Remember when we were friends?” Boris’s voice was soft now, both sad and accusatory.


“Before you chose . . . before you moved up.”


With impossible strength fueled by the hot-wine, Boris clasped Mathias by his tunic and threw him against the tram’s wall. The tram shuddered and clouds of black smoke billowed from its ruined insides. Mathias gasped, his head rocking forward from the force, his jaw opening in shock. Boris held the heavy worker a foot from the ground. The hot-wine filled him and coursed through his body. He took one hand away and grabbed Mathias by the jaw. “What was I supposed to do? I had a sick wife and a child!”


“We all have troubles: sick wives, sick families, sick grandparents.”


“Not like Remmie, you didn’t! She was taken by those things and little Saidra looked on with these great sad eyes, wondering what was happening to her mother.” Even now the image of his wife’s death and his little daughter came to mind. Everything had been for the love of his family.


Mathias looked away from him, guilty. “Be careful whose side you take Boris, the world is changing faster than you can imagine.”


Boris walked slowly up through the city, out of the factory district, along the Via Persine that ran from the Market Square by the docks, to the north of the crumbling white cliffs, all the way to House Technis Complex. The whole place was the very image of industry. People were acting; events were occurring; Technis was on the march. And Boris was a part of it. As there was no direct route to the offices Boris sought—the Palace having been cobbled together without a plan—he climbed up and down stairs and finally to a door on which hung a little plaque: OFFICIATE RUDÉ.


Inside, Rudé sat behind a desk, a collection of fountain pens angling toward him, two neatly piled papers beside them. His hand moved quickly between the papers, shifting pages from pile to pile, even as he wrote. On one side of the desk sat a strange contraption, all metal arms and wooden trays.


Boris stepped forward and waited for Rudé to stop writing.


“Watch this.” Rudé placed a sheet of paper in one of the machine’s trays. He pulled a lever near the base of the contraption. The tray tipped, the paper disappeared, there was a tearing sound, and strips of shredded paper emerged from the back of the machine, curling into a little pile.


The officiate grinned brilliantly, looking like a child with a toy.


Boris stared in disbelief. “What—?”


“I made it myself. Watch this.” Rudé put a pile of papers in another tray, pulled another lever at the base and the papers were shuffled into some kind of order, landing in a series of pockets that poked out of one side. There was a grinding sound. Bits of paper were crumpled within the mechanism and the whole thing shuddered to a halt.


Rudé grinned again, ran his hand through his hair, and shrugged. “So—the Tram Factory.”


“Sabotage.”


Rudé joined his hands. “At this time! As if the Festival of the Bull and the House’s thaumaturgists pressing down on me like a clamp aren’t enough! What do you suggest?”


Boris shifted in his seat uncomfortably, like a restless child, before settling himself again. “We should teach them the thaumaturgists’ protection charms. These are good men, but they’re frustrated. Too many are destroyed by the binding formulae we teach them. They cannot protect themselves. The Other Side leaches into them, warps them, or drives them mad, little by little.”


“Nobody can control thaumaturgy! Not even the greatest thaumaturgists in the world can stop the Other Side from leaking through. Not even the Sortileges of Varenis. Yes, we could train them in the protection charms, but what for? So they can live another few years? No, we won’t train these workers as true thaumaturgists. We don’t place such power in the hands of those who haven’t come through the proper processes. Buy them off. We don’t want this to go higher,” said the New-Man. “The Elo-Talern have of late started to take an interest in such events. For more than ten years they have left us be, but now they have reawoken.”


Boris shifted uncomfortably. Like all, he knew the myths of the Elo-Talern—those creatures hovered over Caeli-Amur like shadows on a wall. The gods had warred and broken the world beneath them in a cataclysm of terrible proportions: the seas boiled, the skies burned, and the earth was torn apart. Seeing this, the grieving Aediles of Caeli-Amur despaired. After Aya was thrown down and the other gods had left the world in grief, the Aediles called out to the universe for a new force to bring order to the city. They spent their nights invoking powerful equations until they summoned the Elo-Talern. Perhaps these creatures had risen from a vast sunless empire deep beneath the ground, or from the Other Side beyond the walls of death, or had descended from the skies. They brought order to the city and with that order came untold horrors that the Aediles had not foreseen. In their sorrow, the Aediles retired from the world and were never seen again. So the myths went.


Boris had caught half-imagined glimpses of the Elo-Talern’s silhouettes at the Opera, tall and thin, watching from their boxes like decadent princes. All he heard of them were tales of terror. A toothless old man once grabbed Boris by the arm in a liquor hall. “Not two years ago I was a young man. And look at me now. I am only twenty-three years old.” The old man then leaned back and stared into his mug: “The Elo-Talern—they came to me in my sleep and they sucked away my youth.” The old man began to cry.


The spring air in Caeli-Amur was warm that night, as if the world were gesturing toward a hot summer to follow. The wind whispered through Boris’s open window and caressed his cheek as he sat waiting and thinking at his table. Outside the city was dark; clouds had rolled in, wrapping the sky into one great swathe of darkness. A bottle of hot-wine stood on the wooden table like a lone sentry in the desert. He ran his finger along the fissures and breaks of the wood. When had these cracks appeared? He couldn’t remember. The table was unfixable now, but it had a kind of beauty of its own. Around him, it seemed as if shadowy shapes moved, flickering figures at the edges of his vision. Yet when he turned, they would be gone. Tired, that’s what he was. Tired.


The sound of three blows to his door startled him. Taking his bolt-thrower from where it leaned against the wall, he wound the lever on its side and listened to the clicking that indicated the internal mechanism was tightening. Holding the bolt-thrower behind him, he walked quietly to the door and quickly pulled it open. A dark shape with hunched shoulders loomed before him.


“Mathias,” Boris said.


Neither man moved. To do so would be to start everything again: the raking over history, the recriminations, the disappointments. Behind Mathias stood his wife, Corette, her face and hips broader than he recalled. She had the hard countenance of a woman from the Factory Quarter, her face set against the world. Behind them walked a young man, perhaps seventeen years old, whose dark hair seemed to throw his entire face into dark shadow.


Eventually, Boris returned to the table and gently placed his bolt-thrower beside the bottle of hot-wine. He sat down.


Mathias closed the door behind his wife and the young man. “I wasn’t sure if you still lived here.”


“All the Technis officiates are in this area.”


“I thought you might have moved closer to the Complex.”


“I have a view of the sea.”


“The things you acquire when you’re prepared to compromise.” Mathias stood by the table awkwardly, Corette and the young man observing from a few steps behind. Clearly they were there for support more than to participate in the conversation.


Family, thought Boris, how wonderful it had been to have one. Around his house he still kept Remmie’s possessions. In the bedroom, a cupboard filled with her dresses. Not long ago, he had taken them out, laid them on the bed. Some had been moth-eaten and he had cried out at the sight of the ruinous little holes. Not knowing what to do, he eventually hung them back in the cupboard.


“Sit down while you’re insulting me.” Boris gestured to the chairs that circled the table.


The three of them sat, their dusty clothes and grimy faces out of place in the little house, which though simple, was no worker’s cottage. There were three bedrooms, and the lower floor opened out into a small courtyard dominated by an empty pool. In the courtyard’s center stood a statue of Alerion, gazing imperiously out toward the sea, though a high wall, topped with hundreds of blades, blocked the ground-floor view. Boris had installed these defenses when his family moved in: in those days the House Wars were raging, and subofficiates could expect death to come at any time.


“It’s been what, fifteen years?” said Boris.


“Since you threw me out?”


Boris smiled, but there was a touch of sadness in the down-turned corners of his mouth. “You showed no understanding.”


“I was young.” Mathias brooded at the tabletop, looking up only irregularly.


“No. It’s part of your nature. We were friends, but as soon as Remmie was ill, you simply disappeared—and Saidra just a little child. What did I know of raising children?”


Mathias passed his hand over the wooden table, feeling the grain as if he would find answers there. He stared at it, lips pursed and silent. Finally he said: “What is she doing now, Saidra?”


“She dances and sings at the Opera.” Boris’s face came alive. “You should see her, Mathias, you should see the way she moves on the stage!” He pictured his daughter on the stage. Often he watched her from the crowd, looking only at her movements, fancying he could distinguish her voice among the chorus. How proud he was of her.


Mathias smiled. “I remember the way she danced as a child.”


Boris grasped the bottle on the table and took a swig before passing it to Mathias. “Perhaps you could come one day with me to the Opera, to see her. She never comes here.”


After Remmie died, Boris had looked after Saidra as best he could. As a child, she had been so delightful: twirling and dancing in their little apartment for him, twisting and smiling with the great openness and clear eyes of a child. He had washed her clothes, put the food on the table. He had even tried to help her with her love of music. But Boris had no talent for it: Saidra had inherited that from Remmie. Still, he ensured she had an excellent teacher, a retired castrato who taught her with a little baton in each hand, one for counting out the beat, and one for striking her on the knuckles when she made a mistake. Boris had left the factory and become a subofficiate to help pay for Remmie’s treatments. After she died, he had remained in the position for love of Saidra. He would make sure that his child had the best life she could.


“This is Rikard.” Corette spoke in her gruff voice, gesturing to the young dark-haired man. “Our son. We were trying to interest him in the Festival of the Sun, but he finds it a meaningless tradition, and the minotaurs just men with the head of bulls.”


Rikard looked at Boris through narrow eyes that glimmered. There was something distant and brooding about the boy.


Boris spoke to Mathias as he examined Rikard: “He looks like you, when you were young. He has the same hard, fiery eyes. Almost old enough to start in the factory.”


“By the gods no,” said Mathias, turning to his son. “Study: that’s what he needs to do. You’re too bright for the factories, aren’t you?”


Rikard looked back and raised his eyebrows ever so slightly, at which his parents both burst out laughing. The tension that had hovered over the conversation dissipated. “Have a drink.” Boris passed the hot-wine to Mathias, who put the bottle to his mouth and sputtered, his eyes watering. “What is this stuff? It burns!”


“Hot-wine,” said Boris laughing. “The best.”


Mathias took another draft and shuddered involuntarily. “Water! Water!” Already there were beads of sweat on his face. He rushed to the kitchen and put his mouth beneath the water-pump, his arm moving the lever furiously.


“The water will just spread the heat around,” said Boris.


Rikard turned the bottle over and examined its intricate Anlusian stamp, an image of a little machine.


Corrette swatted his hands and glowered at him. “Rikard!”


“Be careful,” Boris said to Mathias. “Your strength will have increased. You may break things.”


Returning to the table, Mathias picked up the bolt-thrower, holding it in one hand.


Boris tensed as Mathias slowly pointed the thing at him, looking down the barrel with one eye closed. “Have you come to kill me?”


“Of course not.” Mathias put down the bolt-thrower. “It has no bow.”


“No. It’s one of the new models. It works somehow by pressurized air and springs. But it’s deadly nonetheless.”


“Remember how we used to hunt spear-birds in the hills? And the sun would beat down on that rocky landscape and the nights would suddenly become cold?”


“We could search for two, three days, without seeing a bird,” said Boris. He remembered how unexpectedly, as they climbed close to the great wide sky itself, he and Mathias would disturb a nest and the female spear-birds would come circling down in their death pattern. They would have to crouch back-to-back and hold off from shooting the bolt-throwers until the spiral had become close enough for them to feel the wind from their leathery wings.


“We would bring them down so they writhed on the ground like great flapping tents,” said Mathias.


“We were young then, weren’t we?” Boris turned his head: something dark had shifted in the room’s corner. But when he turned, it was gone.


Mathias leaned forward. “How can you forget, Boris? How can you pretend not to see how things are for us in the factory? Yes, you never suffered like the others from the thaumaturgy. You left too soon. You never had visions or felt sick as the binding charms settled. But let me tell you—for me things are not so good. At times I feel a great chasm open up close to me, and I see into other universes. Strange fish-things swim there in the air, and there are voices that don’t go away.”


Something stirred in Boris he would have preferred to remain untouched, something he thought he had disposed of long ago. To find it awakening inside him was like seeing something dead burst from the earth and shake away all the dirt and rotten leaves from its fur, to cough out dirt from its blackened teeth, to look up with wild and desperate eyes.


“You’ll help us, won’t you?” said Mathias. “You won’t turn your back on us, will you?”


Boris gulped at the wine until there was but a little left in the bottle. He looked away, out into the blackness. Down there, somewhere, lay the sea, deep and cold, and beneath that the Sunken City. He spoke flatly: “When Remmie was dying she would cough all sorts of things from her lungs. Little creatures they were, wriggling, all surrounded by phlegm and mucus. When she finally died, these things came out of her nose and her mouth and even from behind her eyes.”


“You are a good man,” said Corette. “I know that you are.”


Boris continued to look out into the distance, his heart pounding violently from the wine.


“There’s talk of a strike,” said Mathias.


“It’ll be a provocation,” said Boris. “You know Technis: Everything must run smoothly, efficiently. There must be no disruption to the schedules. The Directorate of Varenis has ordered fifteen for their Minasi district. Technis can’t lose face before the Directorate. I’m thinking of what’s best for you. I’m thinking of what’s best for all of us. The House will not tolerate—”


“It’s a question of what we tolerate.” Mathias’s voice struggled out, his face slightly flushed.


Boris nodded slowly. “Hold off on the strike and let me come to the factory. I’ll compile a report and we can see if we can improve things for the tramworkers. I’ll do my best, I promise.”


“I knew you were a good man,” said Corette. “But, Boris, you look unwell.”


“It’s the damned hot-wine,” said Boris. “It drains you like a leech. Anyway, don’t mother me, Corette.”


“I’m not concerned. Not for a representative of House Technis.”


“Always the generous one.”


She grinned. “I’ve worked the textile mills for fifteen years. I don’t need more worry.”


And so they sat and talked: Corette, coldhearted and friendly at the same time; Mathias, with his rough and short sentences. Rikard remained quiet, but Boris felt the boy’s restrained intelligence and watchfulness. It was as if Rikard was sizing up Boris’s every words, his slight gestures, and storing them away for some future task. Boris found it unnerving.


When it was time for Boris’s visitors to leave, he showed them through the door. As they stepped into the street, he pulled Mathias back and whispered quietly in his ear: “Can you see them? Can you see the shadows? They’re all around us. They’re watching us, even as we speak. I can hear them, whispering to me.”


Mathias’s eyebrows came together in puzzlement. He touched Boris on the arm. “Sleep now.”


“Come again, if you’d like,” called Boris, but his voice dissipated in the darkness and his house seemed empty. Mathias had been his first visitor in—how long?—years. As he returned to the table he felt, for the first time in as long as he could recall, he remembered what it was like to have friends. But the danger of it, the risk, was masked by the hot-wine, which kept him close to the state he had searched for over the years. It deadened his pain, just as it deadened his joy.




FOUR
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In the following days, Boris returned to the factory. He watched closely as the workers finished a new tram from carefully arranged pieces of wood and steel. Boris found himself unexpectedly looking forward to the precision of the workers, the marvelous way the vehicle was constructed, the sparks that danced across the floor as the whirring machines spun against metal. Each time he looked forward to the sound of Mathias’s laugh, or his words of encouragement to the younger workers, or the way his hunched and heavy frame sprang to life in the confines of the factory.


But he noticed also the little moments where charms and incantations were needed. Sometimes the workers would emerge from these trances ashen-faced and distraught. When the steam engine was almost complete, Mathias took it on himself to perform the binding charm so that the engine could withstand the intense pressures within. As others watched on, he spoke the formulae, drawing the ideograms in the air. The engine gleamed with a sickly green light that seemed to settle on the metal like a shroud and become absorbed. Mathias staggered and his legs gave way. A burly worker caught him before his knees struck the ground, but he called out like a man suffering hallucinations. “The air. They’re in the air!” An eerie green glow had settled also on him, and his face was slick with an unnatural sheen. “Swimming, swimming.” Boris’s skin crawled at the sight and he averted his eyes. That night his dreams were haunted by enormous creatures that rolled menacingly in black waters.


Eventually, the tram was completed, gleaming and new and ready, sitting on the tracks, a golden mechanical marvel. The workers stood around and Boris felt in them, despite everything, a sense of pride in their work.


“Beautiful, isn’t she?” Mathias drew his hand across his forehead, a dark smudge appearing beneath.


“May as well start her up,” said Boris.


One of the workers leaped into the driver’s carriage that sat up front, while two others stoked the fire.


“It’s getting hot already and summer’s not yet upon us,” said Mathias. The doorway to the street was nothing but a sheet of brilliance.


Boris nodded, watching the workers fire up the tram. A puff of soot burst from the funnel.


The worker in the driver’s carriage leaned out the window, “She’s not movin’.”


“Why not?” asked Mathias.


The worker just shrugged and turned back to the levers in the carriage. He leaned out again. “Dunno.”


“Fire her up some more.” Mathias turned back to Boris. “So when are you taking me to this Opera of yours?”


“Tomorrow, or the next day. Whenever you’d like.”


“Still not moving,” said the driver.


“Why don’t you—?” began Mathias. The rest of his words were inaudible.


An explosion tore the air apart. The tram burst along its side, pieces of metal flying through the air followed by an immense spray of water and steam. Someone screamed, but Boris was on his knees, his hands over his face. He stood up. Mathias was already running toward the wreck of the tram, twisted like a wet shirt. Mathias turned and his mouth opened, but Boris could barely hear him. His head seemed swathed in bandages, the sounds deadened. He staggered forward as great clouds of steam rose from the factory floor.


Mathias dragged the driver’s body from the ruins of the carriage and placed him on the ground. Mathias stopped and looked at the great flaps of the driver’s skin that hung from his hands. Even more sloughed from the driver’s body like the skin of some overripe fruit.


Other workers were screaming in the corner of the factory, one staggering around, holding his face. Blood and yellow stuff dribbled between his fingers. Others stood motionless, overcome by the horror.


Finally, Boris staggered toward Mathias, who now kneeled by the body.


“S-sabotage,” Boris struggled to get the word out.


Mathias looked up at him, his worn face twisted. His voice came as if from far away. “Damn you . . . damn you . . . This is no sabotage! The binding formula was wrong, or the pressure of the steam was too great. You—you don’t train us. You use us like parts in a machine, ready to be replaced when we are worn out.”


Boris reached down and touched the blistered body tenderly. His hand came away wet with red liquid. “You are right,” he said. “I will see justice done. I will take your demands to the House. Let’s do this right, together.”


That night—the night of the Sun Parade—Boris laid his head on the top of the table, the empty bottle of hot-wine sitting in front of him like a broken promise. He yearned for another bottle, yet knew that it would lead him to his ruin. It was a full day since he had drunk his last bottle, and he could barely move. It was as if every ounce of strength had been drained, as if sand had been rubbed into his eyes, as if some rodent gnawed away at his stomach. But he would wait out this temporary suffering, which would pass, along with the desire for hot-wine.


A glorious moon hovered in the sky, lighting up the flat sea with molten-silver light. The sounds of the Sun Parade drifted in from outside: pipes rising and falling, drums banging, people laughing. He should have been out there, circling around the minotaurs with the rest of the population, following the parade to where it finally ended in the arms of the Northern Headland, where the water palaces and steam baths would be thrown open to whoever wished.


Boris slept fitfully at the table for half an hour, but his dreams were filled with great sluglike creatures, big as stream-trams, that slithered around him, their voices echoing strange chants until finally one slithered on top of him, and he thought, I’ll die. I’ll die, now, beneath the weight of these creatures—the Elo-Talern. When he woke, shadows seemed to flicker across the room. Yes, he thought, they’re here again, hulking shapes in the corner of the room. He blinked. Something hissed softly behind him. He turned, afraid. Nothing was there.


In the morning, the desire for hot-wine was like a hungry creature swimming around his insides. Everything seemed at a distance, as if painted in a shade of white. He needed more wine; he needed it now. In the back of his mind, he vaguely remembered his decision not to buy any more wine, but this seemed like the decision of another person, someone long ago and far away. In any case, he would stop later, once he had solved the tramworkers’ problems, once things were easier, once Mathias and he had rebuilt their friendship on firm ground.


Rudé had suggested Boris meet him in Market Square. It was time, the officiate had told him, that he met the hot-wine supplier. There Boris would be able to put the tramworkers’ case to Rudé. He steeled himself, pictured himself doing it, saying, “We must teach them the protection charms. We must change with the changing world.” Anxiety rushed into him and he pushed the image from his mind. It would be fine.


The Opera overlooked Market Square, which opened out to the piers. The first thing that struck Boris was the smell of the market: fish intermingled with the spicy meats sold by Numerian street vendors. He picked his way through the bustle, careful not to knock over any of the glass cases that housed schools of fish so small that they seemed to be just puffs of orange smoke swirling in the water. He deftly avoided Xsathian dockworkers, huge and still writhing octopi thrown over their shoulders. Finally, past the center of the market, where contortionists bent themselves through impossibly small hoops and puppeteers put on tragedies and comedies, he found Rudé, drinking strong black coffee and playing chess with another New-Man, a cadaverous little figure who smoked a fetid-smelling weed. Only half-Anlusian, Rudé was the larger of the two, though both shared the darting movements of New-Men.


“Here.” Boris passed a pouch of coins to the officiate.


Rudé took a handful from the bag and passed it to his kinsman. To Boris, he said: “Quadi will give you the wine.”


The New-Man took a puff of his rank-smelling cigarette, then ground the stub out on the cobblestones. A final waft of noxious smoke caused Boris to cover his nose momentarily. Sweet mercy, he thought to himself, it smells like something died. How anyone could smoke such stuff was beyond him.


Meanwhile, Quadi opened a square leather case that sat beside him, full of neatly stacked bottles. He passed five to Boris, who placed four of them gingerly in the bag that hung from his shoulder. The fifth he uncorked and gulped hungrily. Even as he swallowed, he fancied his strength returning, as the wine’s energies coursed into him.


Smiling, Quadi’s teeth were frighteningly large and white in his skeletal face. “Your people are not built to drink these.”


“Why not?” Boris slowly placed the bottle into the bag with the others.


“Some say you will see into the Other Side, see the shapes of the dead as they move around us, see the plane of death and its pathways moving off at oblique angles to our own.”


A black-skinned Numerian, a great golden ring through his nose, passed close by, leading a line of long-necked creatures that looked like exotic goats. One of the things stopped. The Numerian pulled the rope and the beast bared its teeth, bleated angrily, and followed. Perhaps they were headed to one of House Arbor’s famous balls where the entertainments were diverse: jugglers and illusionists; mime artists and contortionists; castrati choirs and thaumaturgical musicians; and, of course, exotic creatures from across the sea.


“These will be the last. I tire of this stuff.” Boris pressed his hands together, wrapped his fingers around each other. “Officiate, I’d like to talk to you about the tramworkers.”


“Yes, and I would like to talk to you about them also.” Rudé jumped to his feet with the rapidity of a small mammal. “Come on.”


“Our game!” Quadi laughed, holding the chessboard in the air. “I’ll remember the positions of the pieces. Don’t think you can escape!”


Boris and Rudé took the stream-tram back up along the Via Persine toward the House Technis Complex. The tram chuffed and lurched and rattled as citizens held on to the handles and poles. The conductor, decked out in a Technis uniform of plain gray that made him look like a prison guard—Technis was not known for its aesthetics—checked their passes.


Boris asked Rudé, “Why is he so thin, that Anlusian, Quadi?”


“You know we don’t like to be called Anlusians,” said Rudé. “We prefer to be called men from Ariki. Or just Ariki-Akians.”


Anlusia had been the name given the land of the New-Men by Hardarra the explorer, who had discovered this strange new race of people after the cataclysm. He had returned from his journey filled with stories about the New-Men’s technologies. The city of Tir-Aki, he claimed, was a great steam-driven thing, a mammoth mechanical beast of pipes and engines and constantly moving parts—a gigantic version of the Technis Palace’s southeast wing.


A group of marchers from the Sun Parade sat against a wall, their long masks still hiding their faces, bottles beside them. They must have been up all night. A minotaur stood on one corner, surrounded by laughing children who playfully touched the creature before running away. At a distance stood several young women. They seemed shy, as if they were building up the courage to talk to the creature. Boris could not understand the obsession the people seemed to have with the creatures. Yes, they were ancient; yes, like all such creatures they were touched by thaumaturgy—but in the end they were simply living creatures. Rikard was right: as far as Boris could see, they were just men with the heads of bulls. Even as he thought this, some part of Boris realized he was, for some reason, denying the truth of things.


Boris turned back to Rudé. “Is Quadi unwell?”


“He’s come here to die.”


“That weed he smokes would be enough to kill any man,” Boris said.


Rudé smiled and continued. “They come here, far from Tir-Aki, or Nara-Aki. Far from their homes, far from the restless and relentless growth of their people. Like my mother.”


Boris thought he saw Saidra nestled into one of the tram’s seats, reading. When the young woman looked up, he realized it was not his daughter, even if she shared the same round-faced prettiness, the same large contemplative eyes. Seeing his glance, she closed the pamphlet she was reading and slipped it into her bag. Yet he glimpsed its title: The Conquest of Pain. Was it simply a philosophical tract from one of the philosopher-assassins’ mandarins, or was it a seditionist tract? It had become hard to tell these days, though no doubt the Houses’ officiates had drafted a policy explaining the distinction. He cared little for the subject anyway; he had never been a philosopher; he preferred to think of himself as a man of action.


“Their homeland makes them ill?” Boris continued to study the woman, who, uncomfortable under his gaze, looked out the window.


“My mother would have known. Perhaps Quadi can explain it to you better. I think they cannot find meaning in such an existence. They are emptied by it. So they leave and find another city to die, the way a cat lies hidden beneath a tree.”


Boris laughed. “Meaning!”


“Some people need it.”


Boris looked up toward the Factory Quarter, where smoke and soot hovered in the air. “It’s a hard thing to find.” He waited, let the thought settle. “I think we should change our attitude toward the tramworkers. I think—”


Rudé touched him on the arm. “The Elo-Talern want to see you. For long they have taken no interest in such things. Why this sudden attention, I cannot say. But something is changing in the city. They want to hear from someone close to the street, close to the factory.”


“But . . .” Boris looked down at his shoes. Cracks from age and dryness ran along their sides. “I’ve never.”


“You’ll be fine,” said Rudé, but his cheerful demeanor was gone.


When they stepped from the tram, Boris glanced back at the young woman, who glared out the window at him. She was like Saidra in more ways than one.


Once in the Technis Complex, Boris and Rudé passed along a gloomy winding corridor, where the number of agents thinned out. Here the walls shuddered with steam-pipes powering some unknown sections of the Palace. The pipes diverged from each other, rejoined and curled, wrapped around each other like snakes. Wheels and handles were spaced randomly along them, presumably to control the flows of steam and liquid. Gas lamps hung from the roof, but these succeeded only in illuminating the rusty dilapidation of the corridor.


They came to a sign, which read, ZONE RESTRICTED TO OFFICIATES. KEEP OUT. The corridor continued into the mountain behind Caeli-Amur, but there were no lamps to light the way and the pipes gave way to an older and simple architecture of smooth walls. Rudé lit a lamp stored in a niche and they continued on.


With each step, Boris wondered what all this meant. For fifteen years, his routine as subofficiate had been the same: Take messages and parcels between officiates, visit factories and report back. Now he was finding himself in places of influence. He could use them to change things for the better. The higher he climbed, the more influence he’d have. The thought brought on the rush of feelings once more: excitement that burst into him like a fountain; anxiety that clamped him like a vise.


They came to an accordion-style grille door and stepped into an elevator that shuddered and groaned as it took them higher. Boris glanced quickly at Rudé, who seemed unconcerned by the clattering sounds of machinery that echoed around them. They had entered a part of the Palace of unknown age. The elevator was clearly a recent construction, built perhaps in the last thirty or so years. But gone were the even newer technologies such as the pipes.


The elevator trembled to a halt and Rudé pulled open the door. Boris followed the New-Man down a dry and dusty corridor, bracing himself against a cold wind. Other smooth-walled corridors led away to his left and right, and disappeared into darkness. Occasionally, open doorways showed empty halls and galleries, which Boris imagined had once been the scene of great parties and balls, but were now only ghostly shells, the hollow reminders of long-dead dancers. The walls were set with evenly spaced symmetrical shapes—triangles, squares, hexagons, octagons—whose austere beauty seemed to add to the cold wind. Elsewhere along the wall, alcoves were filled with crumbling humanoid statuettes with trunks that writhed from their faces, or insect creatures with long mandibles, or many-eyed humans operating strange machinery. Boris shuddered: What strange histories did they describe?


Rudé smiled briefly at Boris, but his eyes were without joy.


The corridors wound on, now up winding staircases, now across bridges that spanned empty and echoing ballrooms. All the time, strange implements made of hooks and cogs and wheels and blades and springs and a hundred unknown components hung unused and forgotten on the walls.


Now Boris’s anxiety intensified and became a shadowy fear that seemed to shift around his chest and gut and his vital organs. The strangeness of this place, and the knowledge that the Elo-Talern lived somewhere in this decaying world, haunted his thoughts.


Finally, they came to colossal double doors covered with ornate, spiraled bands of metal in intricate patterns. Ideograms, although inscribed in the door, seemed impossibly to hover in front of them, as if belonging to a different plane of existence.


Rudé touched the doors and they groaned open of their own accord. A great throne, set on a dais, stood toward the end of the hall, in front of another set of double doors. Pillars ran on both sides of the hall. Behind them lay only darkness and a kind of subtle swirling fog caused by the cold. Boris could not be sure how large the room was, and his mind played tricks on him: Dark shapes flickered around them, shadows that disappeared when his roving eyes tried to fix them.
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