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The Fall of Babel

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

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

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

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

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

A Refresher for the Devotees of the Senlin Saga

(In Anticipation of Its Conclusion)

by Oren Robinson

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Your Humble Savant,

Oren Robinson





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

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

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

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

—Music for Falling Down Stairs by Jumet
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Chapter One


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

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



_____________________________

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

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

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

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

A flaming cocked hat tumbled past Adam’s foot.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The clouds swallowed the crackling missile.

In the distance, an explosion rumbled like thunder.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You know I was joking.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter Two


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

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



_____________________________

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter Three


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

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



_____________________________

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, sir,” Elrin said.

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

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

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

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

Apparently, he was a notorious thief.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was real.




Chapter Four


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

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



_____________________________

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

Though ten would be hardly sufficient to subdue an army.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The young man bowed and departed without argument.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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