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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


It was an odd-looking rock. Pitted and black, it drew in the light of Corun’s headlamp even as flecks of silver-gray metal reflected it back at him.

Kneeling in the narrow tunnel, Corun prodded the strange ore with the tip of his pickaxe. It crumbled easily under the well-honed carbon steel, and several fragments fell into his waiting hand.

As he thumbed his latest discovery in his palm, he marveled at its utter unfamiliarity. A few minutes earlier, he would have claimed to know every rock, mineral, and ore by sight if not by name. This, with its alternating rough and glassy texture, was entirely new to him.

Casting a tentative look over his shoulder, Corun slid the rock fragments into his pocket.

Malac, an ancient man by miner standards, worked the tunnel beside his at the pace of someone half his age. Sparks flew and rocks fell with every determined swing. Bari, a young and stout miner, worked with all the energy of a man sleeping on the job. He lay with his back against the stone wall of his own lagging tunnel, his snoring drowning out the staccato of dozens of pickaxes striking stone nearby. Neither man had noticed the pause in Corun’s digging.

It was hard to imagine either of them claim-hopping, but when riches were involved, it paid to be cautious.

Corun scooped up a handful of rock dust and dribbled in a bit of water from his canteen. After working the mixture into a thick paste, he spread the makeshift clay over the exposed ore. A brisk heating under the flame of his carbide lamp soon concealed all traces of it.

He spent the next few minutes sitting on the small mound of rocks that had accumulated in his tunnel, feigning a pained shoulder. He gave up the pretense when neither Malac nor any of the passing miners spared him a glance. 

The same couldn’t be said for Canary, the resident quail of the mines. The small, feathered creature came into the sphere of light cast by Corun’s headlamp and began scratching and pecking at the loose pebbles on the tunnel floor. Corun smiled and untied a small pouch at his belt. Pulling out a fried mealworm, he tossed it to the quail, who eagerly ran forward to gobble it down. A moment later, it cocked its head and let out a low chirrup.

“Don’t be greedy,” Corun said. He shook a handful of fried mealworms into his hands, lowered his dust mask, and tossed them into his mouth. Canary let out another indignant sound, and Corun soon relented, offering him another worm. It was the least he could do for the service the quail provided. Pockets of unbreathable gas were rare but had claimed the lives of many miners in the past. The death of Canary, or the latest recipient of the traditional name, was their only warning.

Between the two of them, the mealworms were gone by the time one of the many distant lights headed in their direction.

A young man a few centimeters taller than Corun pushed an empty wheelbarrow into his tunnel, causing the quail to flap its wings and vacate the suddenly cramped space. Sweat streaked the hauler’s dusty face, and his breaths huffed out of him in time with his heavy steps.

“Any left?” Rhyo asked as he pulled up to the mound of rock. He eyed the small pouch in his hands.

Corun shook the empty cloth pouch, and Rhyo’s face fell.

“I have something else you might like,” Corun said, reaching into his pocket.

The look of hunger that never seemed to leave his friend’s eyes these days intensified. He squeezed his large frame between the wheelbarrow and tunnel wall to approach.

Corun stood, put a finger to his lips, and placed the rock fragment in his friend’s palm.

Rhyo lifted it to his face but refrained from eating it. Instead, he peered at it for several long seconds and nudged it with a finger. The beams from their headlamps made the strange ore shimmer, entrancing them both for several long seconds.

“What do you think it is?” Corun asked in a whisper. 

“I’m no appraiser,” Rhyo said just as quietly.

“You spend half the day with them. Surely, you’ve picked up a few things.”

“They only tell me what our haul is worth, never what it is. Besides, I thought that was your thing.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Corun admitted. 

“Could it be uraninite?” Rhyo asked, his eyes never wavering from the rock in his hand.

Corun began to object but couldn’t find the words. He had never seen the uranium mineral before, and while the element did come in many colors and compositions, at least one of them was a black and metallic ore. 

“Pitchblende,” he said in a whisper. The possibility made his throat feel as dry as rock dust. 

The job of every miner was twofold: to dig a path through the rock for the city of Motus to follow, and to recover from it any vital resources the city lacked. Sometimes that included water and oxygen locked within ice and metal hydroxides and oxides. More often than not, a wealthy shareholder wanted to get their hands on a particular gem or precious metal. But uranium was always in short supply, so much so that the lack of it had threatened to grind the gears of society to a halt more than once in recent history. The Reactor was the only thing keeping the cold of the all-encompassing stone at bay and powering their lights and industry. The day they ran out of uranium would also be their last. The reward for any miner who found a substantial deposit was a life of leisure and luxury in the Foredistrict of the city. It was what kept miners delving into the unknown one pickaxe strike at a time, hoping it would all be worth the effort one day. Who would have guessed that miner might be him?

Corun plucked the rock fragment from his friend’s hand and returned it to his pocket.

“Don’t get your hopes up like last time,” he said, more to himself than Rhyo.

“How was I supposed to know it was salt?”

“Diamonds don’t dissolve in your mouth, Rhyo. It was literally the first thing the appraiser tried.”

“You’re the one who said we’d be rich in no time at all. It’s been four years,” Rhyo said with a huff. That didn’t stop him from taking his shovel from the wheelbarrow and loading rocks from the pile.

Corun winced. Back then, he had regaled Rhyo with half-remembered stories from his father, stories of fist-sized gems, rare ores and minerals, and spacious caverns. Four years later, he was beginning to think those stories had been exaggerated, a dying man’s last attempt to impress his son.

Despite their occasional bickering, he and Rhyo were the best miner and hauler team in the city. They always kept pace with one another, such that Corun freed a wheelbarrow’s worth of rock as soon as Rhyo returned to load it. It was no surprise that they were always a half dozen meters ahead of the other miners, and never had that paid off more than today. It could be days before the nearest miner caught up to Corun and chanced upon the ore deposit. 

Even now, they worked in companionable silence, their callused hands and labor-hardened muscles making short work of the pile. Once the rock was loaded, Corun performed a task exclusive to him. He took a small barley straw broom from his belt and began sweeping up the rock dust. Rhyo, usually patient with Corun and all his eccentricities, was soon shifting from foot to foot with impatience. When a sizable pile of fine dust had formed, Corun scooped it into the pouch that had previously contained his lunch and cinched it closed. 

They headed back to the city with a bit more spring in their step than usual. In the distance, Motus appeared as a thin band of illumination where the tunnel ceiling and floor converged. The sight was broken by the hundreds of metal roof supports between them and their destination, roof supports that looked wholly insufficient for the task of holding up the rock just a meter above their heads. As they traversed the distance, Rhyo shined his headlamp along their path while Corun idly scanned the newly excavated tunnel. 

It never failed to amaze him how quickly they moved through the rock. With a hundred miners digging side by side, they advanced the hundred-meter-wide main tunnel a few meters each day. Two days from now, Moveday, all the wheeled buildings of Motus would roll forward another twenty meters to make room for the slag the Smeltery left in the city’s wake. In a way, Motus wasn’t much different than a mealworm, eating a path through the substrate and leaving nothing but waste behind them.

Packing all that red-hot slag into the tunnel behind them was the only way to conserve what little space they had. Whenever Corun felt disenchanted with his chosen profession, he merely had to catch a glimpse of a poor and soot-covered compactor to feel better about his lot in life.

The rough-hewn appearance of the tunnel soon changed as they neared a line of pavers crouched along the floor. The men and women, clothed in thick jackets and gloves, diligently smoothed the floor with small picks and chisels and placed paving stones along the path as they went. One of their number looked up to see them coming and shook her head reproachfully.

“The tunnel’s moving at a distinct upward slope, Corun. Are you growing so tall your hard head’s started chipping away at the ceiling?”

“Slag, Cinna. He’s not the only miner up there,” Rhyo cursed, leaping to Corun’s defense. If anyone had a right to be self-conscious about their height, it was Rhyo. Corun’s last growth spurt was years behind him, yet it had made him one of the tallest people in the city. Still, Rhyo stood a few centimeters taller and seemed to grow a bit more each day.

“We all know he leads that pack of brutes,” she said, lifting her helmet to wipe the sweat from her brow. The action sent thick, dark red curls springing free of their containment. “Just be sure to even out before the compliance officers pay us a visit.”

“Their measurements always tell us to move down and to the right, but it’s not their height that’s the problem, it’s their—” Rhyo began before ducking a swing from Cinna’s level. “Their politics. What? I was going to say politics.”

“They’re all Lateralists if I’ve ever seen one,” Cinna called after them as Rhyo hurried through the pavers’ ranks and out of her reach.

Corun couldn’t help but agree. A shareholder’s political leanings were most evident by the jobs they worked. Ascensionists, who would have the city move at an upward grade, were quick to recruit miners, haulers, and compactors, who found gravity a helpful assistant in their labors. Descensionists were just the opposite and appealed to those in the Foredistrict who liked the idea of saving shares on haulers by rolling their impractically heavy houses and businesses at a downward grade. The disagreements that raged between the two parties of extremes held little sway with Lateralists, who made up the majority of Motus’s shareholders. They favored the status quo, moving the city at a net zero grade. Nowadays, Lateralists were further divided on direction and would spend all day at board meetings debating whether they should veer left or right. Having no concrete evidence for either direction just made them even more adamant in their claims of vital resources within easy reach.

Immediately behind the pavers worked the electricians and plumbers, installing the city’s critical electric, sewer, and heating infrastructure underneath the paving stones. During the next Moveday, the area would become the new Foredistrict, a place reserved for the wealthiest and most influential shareholders of Motus.

With smooth paving stones beneath their feet and the lights of Motus close enough to see by, Corun and Rhyo silently extinguished their headlamps and picked up their pace.

Houses and businesses, all polished to a metallic gleam or painted in a vibrant hue, sat in rows along two of the city’s three thoroughfares. Sturdy metal roofs protected the inhabitants from cave-ins, while semiprecious stones decorated the frames of windows and doors. Rows of metal wheels lined the base of each building, designed to roll the structure along the tunnel. The last and smallest street was sandwiched between the rightmost row of buildings and the tunnel wall. It looked far more well-trodden than the other thoroughfares, with cracked paving stones, occasional fallen rocks, and piles of litter. 

Corun and Rhyo made their way to Third Street, hoping to pass through the Foredistrict unnoticed, as was expected of common laborers.

Before they reached the street, a group of richly dressed people emerged from the headquarters building and donned equally ostentatious helmets. Their clothes were spun of the finest microfibrillated cellulose wool, dyed in brilliant oranges and reds, and gems glittered on every hem and golden ring. The closest of them was a young man with shoulder-length brown hair spilling out from beneath a silver helmet with gold inlays. From the black tie and red suit jacket and pants, it could only be a member of the board of directors. His belt held a sheathed knife with a pommel made from a single large opal. The board member wrinkled his nose at the sight of Corun and Rhyo and immediately lifted his tie to his face. Whatever he said to his administrative assistants had them lifting their own ties to their noses and mouths, which did little to mute their laughter. As one, they set off in the opposite direction, their steps hurried as if to outrun a foul stench.

Corun looked away, ashamed by the loathing he felt for these people and himself. If the odd-looking rock he’d found turned out to be uraninite, he would buy his own place in the Foredistrict, leaving the Reardistrict behind him once and for all. He would show these people that wealth earned by hard labor and perseverance was worth far more than being born to it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Litter sat in heaps against the backs of businesses and residences of Third Street, leaving a narrow thoroughfare along the rock wall by which Corun and Rhyo traversed the city. If any laborer were caught discarding their trash in the same manner, they would be fined a week’s shares by the nearest compliance officer. Here in the Foredistrict, however, the residents cared little about the trash, given it would become the Reardistrict’s problem every Moveday.

They hadn’t walked more than twenty meters before Rhyo set his wheelbarrow down, ostensibly to rest. Instead of standing idle, he used the time to kick through the litter for anything of use. Corun hesitated only a moment before joining him. He hated to perpetuate the stereotype of filthy scavengers and thieves, but what these people considered trash was a treasure to most laborers. This far into the Foredistrict, it might not be picked over yet. The patchy illumination along the street, the result of the occasional stolen or broken streetlight, reassured him that there was little risk of getting caught in the act.

As they searched, the back door of a restaurant opened nearby, and a cook emptied a bin of grease-stained clothes and a few broken glasses to the paving stones. As soon as the door closed behind the man, Rhyo leapt forward to claim a shirt, a bright blue splotchy thing, and waved it over his head in triumph. A few minutes later, Corun came away with nothing while Rhyo pocketed a couple crusts of stale barley bread.

“I, for one, am happy not to suffer from your high standards,” Rhyo said at Corun’s tragic shake of the head. They returned to the wheelbarrow to resume their day-end march. 

On their second break, a few minutes later, Corun glimpsed a familiar white paper beside his friend’s boot. 

“Another exposé?” Rhyo asked in a bombastic voice as Corun knelt beside him to retrieve it. “Who’s involved in shady dealings today? The chief financial officer?”

Corun skimmed the wrinkled and torn pamphlet and frowned.

Whoever was behind the anonymous pamphlets had been causing quite a stir in the Foredistrict, at least according to what little gossip made it to his side of the city. They had started appearing a few years ago, but never in the Reardistrict itself. Fortunately for Corun, they were quickly thrown out with the garbage for him to find. They detailed everything from past scandals and corrupt dealings to the occasional political commentary. This most recent pamphlet fell into the latter category.

“Care to read for yourself?” Corun asked, offering it up to Rhyo.

Rhyo wrinkled his nose. Reading was not among his many talents or vices.

“It’s all dross if you ask me. The fact you find it in the garbage proves it. Nobody takes them seriously.”

“Or they are so damaging and scandalous, people are afraid to be caught with them?” Corun said as he folded and pocketed the pamphlet.

“All the more reason to leave it where you found it,” Rhyo said, kicking at an overflowing trash bin. “The last thing we need is someone in power hating us more than they already do.”

They soon left the last building of the Foredistrict behind and emerged into a wide-open space with enough lights to hurt Corun’s eyes. Compared to the Foredistrict, the riches displayed in the farms were another kind of torment. 

Arrayed before them was a wide field hundreds of meters in length. In place of buildings sat wheeled platforms, each hosting large troughs containing several metric tons of composted soil. Each platform had its own roof support for added protection from cave-ins and to hold several lightbulbs. Tomato vines and barley grasses grew out from the soil, creating a patchwork of greens, yellows, and reds. The sights and smells were tantalizing. 

“I’d love to sink my teeth into one of those,” Rhyo said as they passed a vine overladen with the red orbs. “It’s not fair that I should walk by several times a day and never get a taste.”

The talk of casual thievery did not go ignored by the woman standing nearby. Wearing black pants, a blue button-up shirt, and a metal helmet far more elegant than Corun’s, the compliance officer gave them a suspicious glare. The thick metal truncheon at her hip was only half as intimidating as the woman herself.

“It’s like you’re asking for trouble,” Corun said under his breath.

“Everyone knows I’m harmless.”

Corun took in his friend’s thick muscles and uncommon height and snorted.

The compliance officer presence was thickest among the farms, where it was not uncommon for laborers to pilfer some ripe produce or, much more rarely, raid the area once their hunger became too much to bear. The last such event had been when Corun was ten years old, when the city tunneled through a particularly wet basalt, creating the perfect environment for an opportunistic mold. It killed off many private gardens in the Reardistrict, which was already sweltering under the heat of the Reactor. When they weren’t fending off rioters once a decade, compliance officers spent their time supervising the city’s shareholders for anyone wasting resources or otherwise breaking the codes of conduct.

The fields were a convenient buffer between the affluent Foredistrict and the rabble of the Reardistrict. They served to filter out much of the smells and close air generated in the industrialized part of the city, a fact of which Corun was soon reminded.

The first scent that hit him was the astringent scent of ammonia. A bevy of quail occupied the last of the wheeled platforms, though these were surrounded by metal cages. Corun could rarely afford one, but their eggs were a staple of his diet. The protein requirements of his profession meant that he spent half of his daily earnings on them, with the occasional mushroom and tomato added for variety. 

Following the fields and quail pens sat a row of storage buildings, farmhouses, and the beginnings of industry. The first was a textile plant, which created a pulp from dried tomato vines and barley straw, spun it into a cellulose wool, and dried it out before dyeing and spinning it into cloth. The grains of barley went elsewhere, some to the barley mill and some to the Brewery behind it. As they passed, the harsh smell of mordents, dyes, yeast, and alcohol made Corun’s eyes water even as barley dust tickled the back of his throat. 

Just when they were through the worst of it, mushroom spores and the scent of decay from the Shroomery and the Composters replaced it. The Air Handlers, a building constructed more of pipe, vents, tanks, and whirring fans than walls, did its best to keep up with the air production and filtration demands. The one thing it couldn’t fix was the heat, which became more intense as they progressed toward the rear of the city. The precise location and order of these buildings was never certain; such were the hazards of living in a city with buildings that moved down the tunnel twenty meters on average every single week, each vying for the optimal location.

The Smeltery and the Reactor were the exception. They were the widest structures in Motus, taking over a hundred laborers to move even with the city’s only motorized vehicle assisting the effort. Under three meters tall, like all the other buildings in the city, together they spanned the entire breadth of the tunnel and were the last buildings in line to move. And never too soon. The slag accumulating in the tunnel behind the Smeltery nearly overtook the buildings every Moveday, despite the compactors’ best efforts to pack it down. The Smeltery performed the most vital of jobs, processing and smelting the ore delivered from the mines at the leading edge of the city, releasing vital trapped water and oxygen in the process.

The heat radiating from the adjacent building was a byproduct of a pressurized heavy water reactor, which provided all the city’s power. The heated water passed through a turbine and then a series of pipes running beneath the city’s paving stones. The pipework served to warm the city’s residents and cool the water before returning it to the Reactor. Corun had only been inside once, to inquire about an apprenticeship during a rebellious episode in his adolescence, anything to keep from becoming a miner like his father. Ultimately, his lack of tutors and any formal education was a nonstarter.

Ahead of them, the Smeltery bustled with activity. Loading docks spanned one wall, and a veritable army of sorters picked through the offerings from the mines. From there, scores of haulers moved ore to loud ball mills, which pulverized the rock, then to frothing mineral processing beds to separate anything of value from the useless gangue. Only then did the haulers move it to one of many furnaces or specialized refineries.

Among the sweaty and disheveled laborers paced individuals with a more refined air. Appraisers wore the rich finery common among Foredistrict residents as they inspected the Smeltery’s products or scrutinized ores with lenses. These were the men and women who decided the value of Corun’s labor. Seldomly did any negotiations with an appraiser end in a hauler or miner’s favor.

Rhyo pointed out an older man currently assisting Smeltery operators at one of the loading docks. He wore no helmet, giving them a clear view of a balding pate, with tufts of white hair still clinging to his scalp above his ears. Those same ears supported a pair of gold-framed eyeglasses, which made his eyes seem overly large. A jeweler’s loupe sat on a chain around his neck among other unidentifiable tools of his trade, and he wore a slim blue suit and a black tie that glittered with small gems and gold filigree. While his brow was sweaty like theirs, his hands were clean and free of calluses. 

They pulled into line behind another hauler who had emptied his ore onto the platform. The appraiser sniffed and wordlessly handed the exhausted miner a few silver coins, tenth-shares, the smallest and most common denomination. He took his payment and wheeled his empty wheelbarrow away, his stoic expression that of a man who had long since given up hope his hard work would be worth much of anything.

Once a handful of sorters had cleared the platform, Rhyo emptied his wheelbarrow. The appraiser shook his head and scribbled a few numbers into a notebook. He withdrew a few tenth-shares from a pouch and placed them in Rhyo’s waiting hand. With a single flick of his wrist, the appraiser dismissed them and signaled for sorters to carry the rock away. 

“Hold on a moment, Hagen.”

“Save it, Rhyo. This load is more gangue than ore. The oxygen it contains barely compensates us for what you breathed hauling it here.”

“My miner pulled a little something extra from the rock today,” he said, earning them the appraiser’s full attention. “Show him, Corun.”

As the appraiser fumbled for his jeweler’s loupe, Corun rustled his hand inside his pocket until he came up with a few nuggets of the strange black ore.

“Well, it’s not obsidian or augite,” Hagen said as he plucked the rock from Corun’s palm and examined it under his magnifying lens. “And if that’s native metal I’m seeing, it’s not contributing much to the weight.”

“Is it uraninite?” Rhyo asked hopefully.

“With these glassy and metallic inclusions? Doubtful.”

“It comes in other forms too, right?” Corun asked. “Even crystals when mineralized with calcium and copper, silicates, and other things?”

The man glanced up from the loupe to look at Corun for the first time.

“Well, aren’t you the little appraiser,” he said with an exaggerated condescension, eyeing the much taller Corun. “But all those forms are green or yellow. Oh? Did you think today was the day you could retire? At the ripe old age of what, nineteen? Get in line.” 

“Twenty,” Corun said quietly, but the appraiser no longer paid him any mind. He selected another lens from the chain around his neck, untwisted a compartment on its cylindrical body, and placed the mystery ore inside. He peered through the lens. 

“No. I don’t see a trace of radioactivity.”

“You can’t see radiation,” Rhyo said with a laugh, but the glare Hagen shot him made it die on his lips.

“You can with a spinthariscope.”

“Those only detect alpha radiation, right?” Corun asked even as Rhyo grumbled something about made-up words. “It could still be emitting beta or gamma.”

“There’s hope for you laborers yet,” the appraiser said with an approving chuckle. “You are right, of course. But when it comes to uranium, alpha is all we care about. This is most certainly not uranium. I’ll need to run some tests to see if it contains anything else of value.”

“Best case?” Rhyo asked, rubbing his hands together.

“Not many metals occur naturally, so the little flecks I see could be native silver or palladium. Not my first guess, but if you’re lucky, this much ore could get you a share or two.” 

Corun blanched. They had received less than one full share for the whole wheelbarrow of standard ore. If the size of the deposit was at all substantial, they could walk away richer than Corun dared to dream.

But Hagen was not finished.

“Worst case, it’s some telluric iron surrounded by a carbon-rich mineral that’s protected it from oxidation. It’s unusual but not unheard of as geological processes go. The Smeltery could buy it for twice the going rate of standard ore.”

The appraisal certainly put a damper on Corun’s mood, but then he could still earn more than his standard wages for half the amount of work. Less than that, considering how brittle and easy to mine the rock was.

“And if we sell it to you directly?” Rhyo asked, raising an eyebrow.

Hagen smiled as if he were expecting the question.

“Depends, really. If it’s no good for anything but melting down for its oxygen content, I take next to nothing. But if it’s at all valuable, well, I’ll have to find a buyer, which takes some doing. Twenty percent of the sale price seems fair.”

“We could shop it around ourselves and keep all one hundred percent.”

“You could. But you don’t know the people I do. You’re just as likely to get run off or fined if you go knocking on doors in the Foredistrict by yourself. But I’m not above charity. Seventeen percent.”

“Fine. Seventeen. But for every kilogram we find in the future, it drops by one percent.”

Corun fought hard to conceal his smile. Rhyo was implying the ore was scarce, and now it would only take a single wheelbarrow to reduce the appraiser’s commission to zero. His friend might not be as well-read as Corun, but he knew his business.

“Agreed,” Hagen said.

They each shook hands with the man, then collected their wheelbarrow and headed back into the Reardistrict. Corun’s last glimpse of the distracted appraiser was of an old man gazing at a find that could be his ticket to greater prosperity or another failed dream in a long line of them.
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“We should celebrate,” Rhyo said as they walked down Second Street. In the Reardistrict, their movement was not confined to any one street, and many laborers shared the central thoroughfare with them, each busy doing their part in keeping the city going. The few glances the pair received were undoubtedly the result of their wheelbarrow’s incessant squeaking. “The way I see it, the two of us will have more shares than we’ve ever had before, no matter how large the deposit is. I mean, how big do you think it is?”

“I said not to get your hopes up,” Corun reminded him. But the words were futile. If he knew his friend at all, Rhyo was already planning for a future full of luxury, leisure, and lechery.

“If it’s palladium, we should buy the bar outright. We can spend the rest of our lives celebrating. You meeting me there later?” Rhyo asked, and Corun tried not to meet his eyes.

“After I run some errands, maybe.”

“Your mom can get by without you for an evening. Think of all the pretty girls at Feldspar’s. Seriously, close your eyes and imagine them. Eden and Kali, our favorite bartenders. Just picture them and their jugs . . .” Corun, whose eyes remained open, stared at his friend in disgust as he blindly reached out a hand. “Their jugs of beer,” Rhyo clarified the moment he opened his eyes.

“You know how my mom is,” Corun said as they approached the residence in question. The building occupied a six-by-four-meter lot with little room to spare between it and the neighboring structures. Like all the rest, its walls were made from rusty iron sheets welded together, and a single metal step separated the paving stones and the closed front door. A ceramic sign beside the door read “Celest’s” and depicted a pot with fanciful decorations. 

“I’ll save you a seat at our table,” Rhyo called after Corun as they parted ways.

The moment Corun opened the door to the pottery studio, a symphony cascaded out and onto the street. He entered swiftly and closed the door before passing laborers could pinpoint the source of the music.

“You’re early,” his mother shouted. She was a thin, dark-haired woman, and wore an apron that appeared more mud than cloth. She stood before a bulbous, narrow-mouthed vase resting atop a table and swayed gently to the music as she applied a line of white paint along the rim. An array of clay vessels at varying stages of completion occupied every corner of the room. Some were dry and decorated with colorful glazes, while others still glistened wet from the potter’s wheel. 

The music originated from a small device in the corner of the room. The main body of the phonograph was no larger than his helmet and similarly made of metal. A small stylus floated lightly against a rotating wax cylinder mounted on a larger, hand-cranked mechanism, tracing the delicately carved lines that formed the music. The large metal horn jutting out above the device was responsible for the tooth-rattling volume. Corun waited as the song rose to a crescendo and faded, then spoke.

“I came across something in the mines today,” he said as he set his pickaxe by the door and propped his miner’s hat atop its sturdy handle. “I left a bit early to get it appraised.”

“We both know who will get the short end of that deal,” she said, no love lost between her and appraisers.

“This could be it,” he said soberly, “the thing that finally gets us into the Foredistrict.”

She raised an eyebrow, and while it was directed at the vase in front of her, he felt the full force of it.

“Is that why you’re working so hard all the time? You know I don’t care for the Foredistrict. They don’t do anything but sit around and gossip all day.” Corun must have inherited her expressive eyebrows, for with one glance at him, she instantly became defensive. “The difference is, I do all my gossiping through the window while I work. It keeps me occupied, and I earn enough to live on. What more could I want?”

Corun frowned. He knew his mother had a hard time with idleness, but it was unthinkable to turn down riches just because it meant she would never have to work again. But keeping busy was all that kept her melancholy at bay these days, though the music certainly helped. Corun suspected it mostly had to do with his father, but her life before he came along hadn’t been easy either. Her parents had died during the Great Famine, a time when water became so scarce the crops withered before they bore fruit, and when nothing but the seeds of crops and the hardiest of men and women made it through. Not without sacrifice. They had resorted to incinerating the bodies of the dead to capture their vapor. It ended when the board of directors voted on a change in direction and the miners struck on a moist basalt weeks later. 

It was too late for her parents. The dry rock had resulted in daily cave-ins, and Corun’s grandparents had been some of the early victims, leaving Celest with an empty home and no provider to speak of. She had survived off the kindness of neighbors, who took pity on the girl too afraid of the rocks above her head to leave the shelter of her roof. That was when she’d met Corun’s father, a neighbor boy charged with delivering food and other necessities each morning.

Corun’s grandparents were not the only casualties. The city lost all its soy, a short shrub with fuzzy pods containing plump emerald seeds. They’d made so many things from it: oils, flour, sauces, milks, and tofu. They even made something called a candle from its hydrogenated oils. When it burned, it cast a soft, flickering light. Everything had been brighter back then, his mother often lamented. Nowadays, they had to content themselves with drawing open the curtains to let in a bit of light from the streets. That was at least one thing riches would bring them: access to electricity.

“I got a new order from the pub today,” she said, leaning close to wipe away a smear of titanium white glaze from the vase. “They’ve had five broken mugs in the past week.”

Corun smiled. He was sure Rhyo was responsible for a couple of them, rowdy drunk that he was.

Remembering his chores, Corun retreated into the bathroom to wash off the dust clinging to his skin, hair, and clothes. He sponged clean a few gashes on his legs while he was at it— falling and bouncing rocks were the bane of every miner’s shins. A shirt and pants, both tan and made from rough-spun barley wool, left to dry in the bathroom from the previous day, replaced his former outfit. The crinkling of paper in his pocket reminded him of the anonymous pamphlet, and he promptly transferred it to the pocket of his clean pants. Tempted as he was to read it, he would save it for the evening, when he was alone at home. Finally, he took the pail of dirty water back into his mother’s studio and added the rock dust he’d collected at the mines. As he stirred with a large metal spoon, it formed a dark brown slurry.

While the larger rocks settled, he wiped down the studio with a rag. Left to dry, the silicates in the clay could be trampled into dust and become airborne, a serious hazard to the lungs. Even after his father died from silicosis from his time in the mines, and his mother made him promise to always wear a dust mask, her own safety never concerned her.

Ten minutes later, he poured the dark slurry of water from one pail to another, leaving behind a course sediment. The much finer particles left in the water would settle to the bottom over the next few days and become the clay his mother would use to create the new mugs.

She hadn’t lied. Her business provided her with a steady flow of work, even from those living in the Foredistrict. Celest’s wash basins, pots, tiles, and drinking vessels with carved reliefs, colored with every metal oxide or mica imaginable, adorned many homes throughout the city. Her pieces had a character that was lacking in anything made from rock, metal, and glass, which in Motus was almost everything.

“Take those two pots over to the Smeltery would you? I’ll pay you back for the bisque fee,” she said when she noticed him heading toward the door and donning his helmet. She now sat at the pottery wheel, her feet rhythmically kicking the circular slab of stone beneath to get it spinning. She indicated the two pots on the clay wedging table with a tilt of her head. “Take the ones you dropped off yesterday to Ruth at the Shroomery.”

“Same exchange as last time?” he asked, eager to supplement his diet with a bit more variety that evening.

“A pound each,” his mother confirmed. “I swear you’ll never stop growing, eating the way you do. They’ll have to make the ceilings higher.” He was making to pick up the two unfired jugs when she added, “And crank up the music again. Surprise me with something.” 

“You’ll wear through them in days at this rate,” he said. The wax cylinders were only able to retain their clarity for a few dozen playthroughs before they became a garbled mess. And because they’d all been made when wax still existed, they were irreplaceable. Occasionally, she would have him polish a worn cylinder smooth, take the phonograph, and record people singing or talking in the market. It was the only way she could ever experience the city; her decades-old fear of leaving the house remained as strong as it had ever been.

“It’s a good thing you’ll be rich soon. We’ll be able to afford electricity and one of those wire recorders they use in the Foredistrict.”

With a roll of his eyes, Corun rewound the phonograph and removed the delicate wax cylinder. They had dozens to choose from, a collection acquired by his father over many years. As he replaced the cylinder with one in a paper tube labeled “Farmyard Duet,” he eyed two cylinders set apart from all the others. Compared to the rest, these were truly irreplaceable. His father, the ravages of silicosis beginning to take its toll, had erased one of the worn wax cylinders and made a recording of his own. A bedtime song for his young son. The tinny sound of his voice on the phonograph compensated for much of the gruffness brought on by the disease. 

Corun had never listened to the second cylinder, at least no more than a few quick snatches when his mother didn’t know he was listening. It was a love letter, she had said. He could have written it, Corun knew, having been the one to teach Corun to read and write, but he used the machine to record his voice instead so that his wife could listen long after his voice had faded and he’d passed away. Corun was eight when that day came. After that, he had occasionally arrived home to hear her listening to the recording and made a point to stand outside until it was over. Depression hit her hardest on those days, especially as the voice became too garbled to understand.

The scratchy sound of the cylinder moving into position beneath the gem-tipped needle soon transitioned into that of a man’s and woman’s voices, a love song about the couple chasing quail through the barley grasses, only to find each other instead.

He took up the unfired pots and cast one last look at his mother, her mouth quietly moving in sync with the lyrics, and pulled the door shut behind him.

It only took him ten minutes to drop off the pots at the Smeltery for bisque firing and another ten to deliver the still-hot pots from the day before to the Shroomery. He stayed to watch Ruth fill the pots with lime-soaked barley straw and sprinkle in some grain spawn. He had seen this process many times before, and the tenacity of the strange lifeform never ceased to amaze him. In under a week, the white mushroom mycelium would completely overtake the straw, and within a few days of removing the lid of the vessel and exposing the substrate to fresh, humid air, mushrooms emerged. The spent mushroom substrate was scraped out of the pots and sent over to the Composters for the mealworms to break down into yet more soil for growing barley. 

When Ruth noticed him standing there watching, she shooed him out with two sacks of mushrooms. He returned these to his mother, who insisted he keep one for his help. Pickaxe and mushrooms in hand, he left for his own home, eager to fill the growing void in his stomach.

His quadruplex, by definition, supported four rooms in total, each three meters wide and two across, just large enough for a bed, a small shelf of books, and a kitchenette. Corun could make out the familiar sounds of the other three tenants toiling away at one task or another or snoring as they recovered from their last shift.

Removing his clothes and falling onto his bed, he lay there unmoving until the tension in his back and shoulders eased. Only then did he begin the real task of recovery. He struck a spark against his stove’s burner, lighting the stream of methane.

Barley flour, salt, yeast, water, and malt sugar went into a bowl for bread, while chopped mushrooms sizzled on a hot pan with a bit of quail fat. He saved a bit of flour and water to thicken the mushrooms into a creamy gravy and poured it onto bread rolls straight from the bread pot. He sat down on the base of his bed with the hearty meal heaped onto one of his mother’s decorative plates.

Each bite shocked his dusty tastebuds back into life and suffuse his weary limbs with energy. He would need to save that energy for the mines tomorrow, he decided. Rhyo would forgive him for not showing up at the bar.

Settling into his straw mattress, Corun ignited his carbide lamp and fished the crumpled pamphlet out of the pocket of his discarded pants.

Writing was a common pastime for the more affluent members of society who commonly wrote tales of fiction wholly unimaginative, or books of a more scientific and technical nature, hoping to pass on a bit of wisdom. The author of these pamphlets was different. Unlike him, they were formally educated, but like him, they had a contempt for the current system of governance that trampled on and took advantage of hardworking shareholders. It was no surprise that the author chose to remain anonymous, as the contents of each pamphlet was sure to bristle some feathers. The author’s views made them undeniably an Ascensionist, which was common among laborers, but they presented the facts far more cogently than any laborer could. More than that, the author possessed a knowledge of past events and scandals that could only have been gleaned from the Motus Archives or the quiet gossip of a board member’s assistants. Corun had saved each one he’d managed to scrounge from trash heaps on Third Street. Now, he had a new one to add to the collection and enough fuel in his headlamp to read it.

Where did we come from? The rock that surrounds us provides everything we need to survive, if barely, but it is notably lacking in life. We carry that with us as we tunnel through the rock, just as our ancestors did. But the plants, microorganisms, and quail had to come from somewhere, as did we. This is a tenet shared by all, but we agree on little else. 

Decensionists believe we came from below, a place described in some of the more popular fictions as a pocket of air filled with lifeforms of all shapes and sizes, surrounded by water deep enough to swim in and illuminated by rocks glowing white with heat. Ascensionists, while notably lacking in novelists, believe we emerged from a cavern far above, one so immense it is impossible to see the other side. Each theory has its issues, but none so egregious as the one proposed by Lateralists, namely that every form of life we have in our care was revealed to us individually as we explored. A cavern of barley, a cavern of quail, a cavern of mealworms. It is a theory that seeks to explain the differences in these lifeforms whilst ignoring the dependence each has on the other, or the lack of any historical record of such a find. They would have us continue in the same strata, in a place neither too hot or cold, through rock neither too dry nor dense, and at a neutral slope that favors the hauling of buildings and wheelbarrows of ore alike. Their appeal to shareholders averse to change will be Motus’s downfall. 

At our current pace, our city will shrink to nothing in the coming century, or we will lose another invaluable resource in our lifetimes, one that cannot be replaced, and the fragile ecosystem of our city will crumble. Change is risky, but when the alternative is a certain death, searching for our origins will give us a fighting chance. 

And once we find it, the only question we will have is why we ever left.
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“You never said what you’d do with all the shares,” Rhyo said the next morning on their way to the mines. He pushed his wheelbarrow stacked high with roof supports, while Corun carried his friend’s shovel and his own pickaxe on each shoulder. Despite their burdens and lack of sleep, they were the only ones on Third Street with a spring in their steps.

“Start my own restaurant, I think,” Corun said, finding it hard to resist Rhyo’s infectious enthusiasm. His friend looked none the worse for wear after spending his night drinking and making moves on the bartenders. Corun wished he could say the same. After reading the latest anonymous pamphlet, sleep had been elusive. The future was always on his mind, but never before had he imagined one so bleak as detailed there. And before he knew it, the streetlights outside his window had brightened to signify the start of a new day.

After brewing orzo that morning, a beverage of roasted barley sweetened with barley malt and barley milk, Corun had donned his helmet and face mask and left to meet Rhyo at the Smeltery. Never ones to pass up some shares, they filled Rhyo’s empty wheelbarrow with roof supports to haul to the mines. Their payment never made it to their pockets and was used instead to replace the spent calcium hydroxide in their carbide lamps with fresh calcium carbide and to fill their canteens and the upper compartments of their headlamps with water. 

Only when they reached the wall of darkness a few dozen meters past the headquarters building in the Foredistrict, did they turn their lamps on. Reaching up, Corun twisted the dial on the top of the carbide lamp, allowing some water to drip into the bottom chamber, reacting with the calcium carbide to release acetylene gas. He shifted his hands to the parabolic mirror on the front of the headlamp and flicked a small wheel, sending sparks from the cerium iron alloy across the small jet of gas. It lit with a small, familiar puff, casting a bright but diffuse light across the ground before them.

It took another few minutes to reach the mines, but still longer than Corun would have liked. There was plenty of space between the edge of the Foredistrict and the mines, but the city seldom moved farther than twenty meters each Moveday, leaving the Reardistrict in a perpetual state of overcrowding. And the reason they didn’t move farther? According to Cinna, the paver, it was because they didn’t want to hear laborers hammering and chiseling at the rock.

“When I get back, I expect there to be a heap of that rock ready for hauling,” Rhyo said as they finished unloading the roof supports. With no other miners in the vicinity, he didn’t bother keeping his voice low. “I’ll go pick up another load of supports and see if I can find Hagan. With any luck, he’ll have identified it for us.”

With that, Rhyo buffed out a few scratches on his wheelbarrow with the heel of his palm, grabbed its handles, and headed back toward the city, leaving Corun alone in the mines.

Corun located his tunnel with the same ease he did every day. It was to the right of center, the same tunnel his father had mined since he purchased the claim over thirty years ago. To his relief, no other tunnels extended as far into the rock as his, making it unlikely the other miners would have stumbled across the same deposit. 

He mined the same way he had been taught, starting high and moving low. He had notched a few lines into the haft of his pickaxe to mark where he should grip, a place that, until recently, seemed to change every year as he grew. He extended his hands high into the air until the head of the pickaxe brushed the tunnel ceiling. Then he began driving the tapered end into the rock. It was slow-going, but having a smooth ceiling reduced the risk of cave-ins and provided a flat surface for the roof supports. And as always, precision was paramount, as any deviation from the heading of the city, either up or down or side to side, without board approval, was deemed a waste of space, earning him a fine by compliance officers.

When he had cleared a small divot into the stone wall where it met the ceiling, he flipped his pickaxe around and began chipping away at the stone again with the spiked end. Corun preferred to move systematically, in quarter-meter segments, and end with a clean tunnel with no knobs or protuberances along its walls for other miners to deal with. Not for the first time, he considered doing away with this routine, becoming more like the other miners, who whittled away at the wall wherever they saw fit. But his father had taught him when he was five years old, and no treasure lurking behind the rock wall could so easily make him cast that tradition aside.

Corun knew this day would not be like the others after the first few dozen strikes of his pickaxe. Despite Rhyo’s demands, he’d only expected to expose a small amount by the time his friend returned. Much to his astonishment, the strange silver-black ore appeared a quarter of the way down the wall, deposited in a remarkably strait line. The vein was thick, and continued downward, well beyond the small bit he’d exposed the day before, even past the level of the floor. Exposing that much of the dark surface made him double-check the brightness of his headlamp, so great was it at absorbing the light. Despite the appraiser’s assertion that it was not radioactive, Corun adjusted the cloth over his face, wary of breathing in the smallest amount of the stuff.

Once all the ore was exposed within his mining claim, he made his first swing into the material. It crumpled under the blow, cascading to the floor. He stared in amazement as the final flakes hit the ground, exposing more of the ore behind it. Even if this material was only worth a bit more than standard ore, there was enough here to ease their financial woes for months. And if it was chock-full of platinum or something even more valuable, they would live in luxury to rival that of the chairman of the board.

Corun laughed as he dug further into the ore, and mounds of it accumulated around his ankles at record speed. 

“You’ve either found something,” said a voice behind him, “Or the mines have finally driven you mad.” The light from Malac’s headlamp obscured his features, but Corun heard hope and a bit of bemusement in the miner’s voice. The man must have only just arrived to start his shift, drawn into the mouth of Corun’s tunnel by his maniacal laughter.

“Better pick up your pace, old man, before I take it all for myself.”

Malac remained silent as he knelt to rub a bit of the black, metallic ore between his fingers. Moments later, he stood and began hacking at his own section of wall, far faster than his normal, methodical pace.

Soon, Corun had to stop. The silver-black ore came up to his knees and covered the tunnel behind him for several meters. It would take a dozen haulers to carry this much
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