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“And you would also acknowledge that the
enchanted are those who change their minds either under the softer
influence of pleasure, or the sterner influence of fear?”

The Republic, Plato (translation by
Benjamin Jowett)


Chapter One






The traditions of the Kalliopolis had been
inescapably engrained in him, to an extent he realized only now as
the bells of the temple rang, and he rose and went to the evening
service. Ariston didn’t even believe in the gods anymore, and in
this, at least, he was no worse than most of the residents of the
Kalliopolis, who felt only that they should behave as if they still
believed. The rurals in this village amid the Barrens had true
faith.

He had begun to realize how difficult it
would be, finding a place. In the Kalliopolis, they looked down on
him as a fallen Guardian, useless scrap. And here in this outlands
village, where he had hoped for freedom—not much of it, not until
he passed beyond the borders of the Kalliopolis’s lands, but at
least a first breath of it—he found he scorned the inhabitants for
their naïveté.

Even his hope of leaving at the end of the
service was shattered, as all brittle things must be. The storm had
moved in, blowing dust too thick to walk through for even the short
distance to the inn down the street. He sat in the pews with the
rest of them, hearing fine sand rasp against the bare boards of the
walls and the windows’ thick stained glass.

Someone went around lighting candles. It was
by their dusty glow that Ariston first saw him, kneeling across the
room, the sand-choked window behind him like a dull emerald halo.
He knelt and his hands were folded as humbly as any peasant’s, but
Ariston knew the boy was also from the Kalliopolis. He dressed too
finely, and the soft tunic covered a body slender without being
athletic—not a farmer’s body. His head was bowed, soft yellow hair
falling across a pale face.

Sent after him? He didn’t believe so. If
anyone cared enough about Ariston to send after him, they’d pick
more strength than was in this humble youth. Humble or reverent—or
perhaps frightened. His vulnerability, his youth, and his beauty
stirred something in Ariston, protectiveness or lust. Both feelings
were familiar, almost old friends, but all the same he turned away,
lowering his eyes. This wasn’t the time for it.

A sound carried through the snarl of blowing
sand, low and distant and strange enough to make Ariston tense,
glad of the sword he still kept at his side. A Guardian’s sword, so
sharp the edges were clear as water—an old Guardian’s sword. The
new ones put more power in their blades, less craftsmanship.

And at that thought, he recognized the
sound: the heavy tread of a mounted Guardian. A true one, the new
kind. No wonder Ariston felt tense—and no wonder the youth across
the aisle was shaking like a paper flag. The peasants in the hall
began to murmur as the steps grew louder, closer. Even through the
storm, Ariston heard their metallic echoes.

A knock came at the door, hammering like the
house-sized steel hooves of the Horse of Illya. The boy looked as
if the blows had landed on his shoulders. And then the voice came,
like a trumpet’s call:

“I’ve come seeking Phaleas Peneste.”

The murmuring peasants fell silent, their
nervous looks turned reverent. So they recognized the voices of the
new Guardians. Their eyes went to Ariston, then the
youth—Phaleas—and back. They were the only strangers. And the
Guardians, the new ones at least, did not make mistakes.

Phaleas unfolded his hands slowly, almost
reluctantly. In that motion, Ariston saw the youth’s entire
history—his reverence a holdover from a childhood in a town like
this, his urban grace the signature of years spent in service in
the Kalliopolis, his fear the mark of a runaway. Like Ariston, he’d
tried to escape. Unlike Ariston, somebody cared enough to bring him
back.

“Phaleas Peneste,” the trumpet sounded. “The
squire.”

As he rose, his hands clasped each other
again. Slender, strong, skillful mechanic’s hands for all his
youth. He couldn’t have served the Guardians for more than a few
years—even the longest service could only have lasted the ten years
since they were created. He must have been in the Citadel for far
less than that. Surely the fear would have bled away with
familiarity.

Ariston bowed his head as Phaleas opened the
door, shielding his face with a fall of dark bronze hair, far
longer than a Guardian’s should ever have been. Strands blew in his
eyes in the same wind that sent sand scraping over the floorboards,
and brought shivers washing over the congregation like waves. He
glanced up and saw all he needed to: the Guardian, like an iron
statue of a man though a moving statue, bending head and shoulders
that towered over Phaleas—who was hardly diminutive—the face’s
molded features as austere and beautiful as the youth’s, if colder.
A cloak of aristocratic violet billowed around him like wings,
except where it was held down by the great sword strapped between
his shoulders. The blade was large enough to carve a man in half
and then serve as his funeral bier.

Looking down again, Ariston heard Phaleas
murmur something the wind snatched away. The Guardian didn’t deign
to reply, if he heard. The thunderous footsteps moved back,
clearing the door, and Ariston had to see, had to watch Phaleas
walk out into the storm. The end of his escape, barely a day’s
journey from the city, before he’d even passed the nebulous,
dust-swept borders of the Kalliopolis’s reach.

The end of Ariston’s escape too.

Already the peasants’ eyes were turning
toward him. Accusing. Nervous. What did he have to do with this,
they were wondering. It couldn’t be coincidence, three men—three
beings—from the Kalliopolis coming here on the same night. And
perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps it was a sign from the gods that nobody
with any mind believed in.

The Guardian might not have called Ariston
into the storm, but he would bring him back just the same. He had
taken away the strength to continue running—but why give the metal
bastard all the credit? So had the peasants with their staring,
unwelcoming eyes. So had the empty service and its ringing bells.
So had Phaleas, with his mechanic’s fingers intertwined in prayer,
his beautiful face molded by dread.

Perhaps Ariston had never had the strength
in the first place.

Before the door closed, he saw the Guardian
hold his violet cloak around Phaleas, as if shielding him from the
storm.

⁜

Inside, Phaleas sometimes thought of himself
by a rural nickname: Fal. It was the only part of him that remained
a farmer’s son. The rest had been burned away, like the coal or
rockblood in Eudaimon’s furnace, whose heat he could feel through
the Guardian’s cloak. Almost too much heat; Eudaimon had driven
himself severely, coming after Phaleas.

Now he drove them both severely, coming
home.

Eudaimon was mounted, having connected the
terminal gears of his torso system to a hippus, the four-legged
machine that could travel faster than any Guardian and far faster
than a man. But both constructs moved more reluctantly than they
should. Fal was certain sand and dust had gotten into their joints,
and perhaps the cogs and pipes of their inner workings as well.
He’d have to inspect them once they were home.

So easily he became a squire again.

Sand rasped at his cheeks and eyelids, the
backs of his hands, his ears. Half its fury came from the speed of
their passage; they were outpacing the storm. That, at least, he
could escape. With Eudaimon’s help. He just couldn’t escape
Eudaimon.

The furnace’s heat seared through the cloth
of the cloak and Fal’s own tunic. He had only felt it this hot once
before—and perhaps then his perceptions had been confused. He had
been naked, or near enough to it, clothed only in rags—a peasant’s
orphan of barely eight years struggling along a roadside deep in
the winter. Freezing. Dying. Eudaimon had found him, taken him up
and held him in a tent made of his cloak, his furnace’s heat
thawing the boy, returning him to life. As, ten years later,
Eudaimon returned a disobedient squire to the Kalliopolis.

He hadn’t asked why Fal fled. Perhaps he
didn’t care.

They were out of the storm before sunset.
Then it was a long ride across the Barrens, bare dust except for
where strands of shattered rock thrust their shadows east, back to
the storm and the village now far beyond it. From the corners of
his eyes, Fal thought he could see things. Roofs, trees. Perhaps
sometimes he really did, spotting the rare village living as well
as it could in this stretch of ruined land. Perhaps he saw, as
superstition said, the ghosts of things from before the
Destruction, the time when the Kalliopolis was born. Once, nearby,
he saw a four-footed figure perched on a broad stone, an animal’s
body that watched them with dark, human eyes.

Then, in the distance, something he knew was
real: the white pillars and broad bronze domes of the Kalliopolis.
Home. A slave’s barracks. He swallowed his bitterness, knowing what
his teacher Glaucon would say if he heard such things: You
haven’t learned to be so sour here.

But he couldn’t stop thinking that if he’d
only pressed on through the storm, Eudaimon would not have found
him. Not so soon, at least. He might have had another day of
freedom; even that would be enough. If only he had braved the
storm. But Fal wasn’t brave; he was a prisoner of fear as much as
he was a slave of the Guardians.

He pressed his face to Eudaimon’s cloak and
breathed in a smell like coal and oil and steel. Once he had done
this and felt safe. Now he only tried to block out the acrid taste
of dread, and to avoid seeing the approaching Kalliopolis.


Chapter Two


The only thing he liked about the entire
Kalliopolis: the marketplace food. Almost as good as the delicacies
once enjoyed by the Guardians, but cheap enough that Ariston could
afford it—a lucky thing, as he’d never managed to cook very well on
his own. Another of the practical skills he hadn’t learned, even
after a decade. He still had his pride.

Oil dripped from the bread-wrapped meat as
he bit into it. The smell of frying olives mixed with other scents:
sandalwood, cinnamon, cedar, wax, iron, leather, animal shit. The
stalls of the marketplace were arranged in a rigid grid, but still
there wasn’t much order to them. The sandwich stand sat between an
incense stall and something like a great tree hung with birdcages
filled with gamecocks. Ariston tried to face the incense, but the
wind blew from behind him, so it didn’t do much good.

And then his body was prickling to
attention, but he was never certain what caused it. Which he saw
first. Fair-haired youth or the metal creature following him. Which
boiled in his veins first, lust or aggression. Whether Ariston’s
brain first screamed to make love or to fight. He wasn’t even
certain how he knew at once that the Guardian was following
Phaleas—but that didn’t bother him much. He didn’t know how most of
it worked, the heritage of his Guardian training.

Phaelas didn’t seem to have noticed his
follower, and Ariston doubted the boy could act so nonchalant if he
knew he was being shadowed. All the same, it wasn’t surprising that
he was. Only three months ago, Phaleas had tried to leave the
Kalliopolis; no wonder they didn’t trust him out on his own
yet.

But the tender meat turned rancid in
Ariston’s mouth. The invisibly sharp Guardian sword was heavy at
his side. When desire on the one hand mixed with aggression on the
other, the old instincts rose like the hackles on an old guard
dog—even though he knew Phaleas was in no danger, and that he
wouldn’t have been able to save him if he was.

He followed, taking a parallel course down
the row of stalls one over from Phaleas and his Guardian shadow’s
route. Neither of them seemed to notice. He hadn’t expected the
squire to, but as for that walking iron casting…. He was glad, and
yet almost disappointed. A machine’s mind didn’t work in the same
twisting ways a man’s might. The Philosophers had decided that was
a good thing in a Guardian.

But if a Philosopher had walked in Phaleas’s
place, and Ariston had been an assassin, he’d bet that
thinking-bloated fool would have preferred more limber flesh and
mind for protection, despite the temptations and weaknesses it was
prone to.

Like good market food. Ariston dropped the
half-finished sandwich in a swine pen as he passed by and brushed
fat and oil on the sleeves of his coat. He preferred his hands free
and dry if he needed to draw his sword. Which he knew he
wouldn’t.

Phaleas was perfectly safe, whatever
Ariston’s protective instincts cried out.

He didn’t look frightened, Ariston observed,
nor enchanted by the market, as many youths his age might still be.
His features were as empty as those of the Guardian following him.
If this had been the first time Ariston saw the squire, he would
have been fooled.

But I know you’re as human as I am.

He needed to find a way to get rid of the
Guardian. Ariston thought of the old days, of what might have
distracted him from his assigned task. Another duty, he
thought, would be the only thing to draw this hunk of metal away.
One more pressing. How pressing? It depended on why they felt they
needed Phaleas followed. To keep him from escaping again? He was in
the middle of the Kalliopolis, that couldn’t be a great concern.
No, most likely they followed him simply as a reminder—on both
sides. You belong to us, Phaleas. We can’t trust
Phaleas.

Discipline was a very important thing to
Guardians, but not as important as justice. At least, so it had
been with Ariston’s generation—though that hadn’t ended so well for
the fleshborn.

But why was he quibbling? His mind was made
up. He wasn’t about to let this opportunity—Opportunity for
what? More quibbling, Ariston?—pass by. He’d go through with
it.

He’d never tried dishonesty before, but that
only made it a more perfect plan to outplay a more perfect
Guardian.

Φ


“My Lord!”

In the moment between calling and watching
the Guardian turn to him, Ariston felt his gorge rise. It was
galling to have to say these words, and to this thing, no less. But
he repeated it, his old title, as meekly as possible. “My Lord, I’m
in need of your assistance.”

The thing—It? He?—bowed his head to the
squeal of grinding gears, ending in a mockery of a listener’s pose.
“Yes?” His voice sounded less like a trumpet today than like
escaping steam, which perhaps it was.

Ariston threw open his jacket, baring his
Guardian’s sword—unavoidable, really—and more importantly, the torn
strings near his belt that had once held his purse. “I believe
there’s a thief running in the market today.”

“It appears to be the case.” He didn’t think
the machine was capable of irony. “When did you notice it was
missing?”

“Perhaps a hundred paces back.” He waved an
arm vaguely. “I know I had it at the pastry stand at the
corner.”

He’d heard the Guardians could detect lies,
so he tried his best to speak as an honest man and hoped anything
about him that rang false would be attributed to anxiety. A
purse-snatcher running about in the Kalliopolis wouldn’t be unheard
of, despite the Philosopher’s best hopes, but it was no small
matter. The Guardian nodded stiffly—another squeal of gears—and
started down the way. One hundred paces back, at least.

Ariston lengthened his strides and caught up
with Phaleas. The youth had continued walking as he distracted the
machine Guardian, but at a tranquil pace that was easy to overtake.
When Ariston came abreast of him, he still had the breath to say,
“I hope this day finds you well, Phaleas.”

He jumped, but when he turned to Ariston,
his expression was austere, almost serene. “Who are you?” His eyes
went to the sword at Ariston’s belt, still uncovered.

“Someone with your interests at heart, I
promise. Did you realize you were being followed?”

Phaleas looked over his shoulder, stiffened
as he caught sight of the iron figure disappearing through the
crowd.

“You didn’t,” Ariston said.

“I don’t make a habit of mistrusting those
who work for the good of everyone.” His eyes went back to
Ariston’s.

He laughed. “The ones they replaced, on the
other hand—Well, I compliment you on your ability to give rote
answers. That was rote, wasn’t it?”

The youth seemed far less bothered by his
venom than Ariston was himself. “I’m especially leery of those who
claim to have my interests at heart.”

“Why did you try to leave the Kalliopolis?”
Ariston asked softly.

Phaleas paled, and for a moment he could
have been taken for one of the marble statues in the alcove of the
Citadel’s temple. Portraits of nobody, every one of them. Some
abstract beauty. “How do you know about that?”

“I was there. In the church. In the storm.”
He added in a voice a little above a whisper, “I was also trying to
escape.”

“You didn’t succeed.”

“Neither of us did, it seems.”

Phaleas glanced at him. His eyes were silver
as a Guardian’s skin. “If I tell you why I left, will you tell me
why you did? And why you came back?”

“Of course.” He took his purse from where it
had been secreted in a pickpocket-proof compartment inside his
coat, beside the sheath of the knife he’d used to cut its strings.
“I can also buy us both lunch.”

A hint of surprise softened Phaleas’s
features, widened his pale eyes. Ariston grinned, a charming flash
of teeth that had brought more than one man to his knees. Never
women—he’d kept to that part of the Guardian’s code, at least. No
stray seed spilled in fertile soil on his account. But then,
flaunting the law of the Guardians had never been his primary goal
in that particular diversion.

Although the idea did have its appeal.

“I’m supposed to arrange for a delivery of
new rushes to the Citadel,” Phaleas said. “I can’t spare much
time.” Then, to Ariston’s surprise, he smiled. “So we’ll have to
eat quickly.”

Phaleas was a messy eater, perhaps from lack
of practice with the greasy street food. Ariston lent him a linen
handkerchief to clean his face between wolfish bites. The youth’s
appetite was also a pleasant surprise—he might practice austerity
up at the Citadel, but it didn’t come naturally to him. Ariston,
more curious than hungry, gave him his own sandwich when he didn’t
seem satisfied with one.

“Thanks. This is… good.” Phaleas glanced
around after speaking, as if expecting to see somebody else in the
tiny street-corner garden, somebody prepared to report on him for
daring to enjoy a meal.

“They’ve never served anything in the
Citadel that doesn’t taste like sand.” Ariston sat back on the
bench, arms folded over his sword where it rested on his knees.

“You know. You were there….”

“For over twenty years of my life. From my
birth until ten years ago, when the Philosophers decided they could
no longer trust the flesh with all its weaknesses….”

“Or the mind with all its thoughts that they
couldn’t control.”

“So you’ve learned more than just rote
answers.”

Phaleas shrugged. “It makes sense, doesn’t
it? The current Guardians are far more loyal in service of the
Kalliopolis than any human being could ever be.”

“They don’t run away, for one thing.”

In answer, Phaleas took a large bite of the
sandwich and chewed very slowly, eyes on Ariston’s face. Not the
most delicate way to express it, but he clearly meant for the
former Guardian to speak first.

“I left because I hate this place.” The
words slid like bile off his tongue. “And it loves me no better. I
was raised to serve it—created to serve it—and ten years ago it
decided it no longer wanted my service. For whatever reason.” He
shrugged. “We were only human, one way or another.”

“Why did it take you ten years to decide to
leave?”

“I didn’t want to admit I wanted to. That
it… hurt too much to stay. Like some of my other companions, I
spent time working as a bodyguard. And a torchbearer. Even some
time unloading carts at a warehouse. Anything to feel useful. And I
tried to forget… well, everything… in the usual ways. Wine. Sex.
Theater. Not that any of them worked so well.”

He glanced at Phaleas. The youth had
finished the sandwich and was folding the handkerchief absently.
Tidy, as the Citadel liked its servants. “One day it just ended for
me. I couldn’t go on anymore—or so it felt, at any rate. It was
either leave the Kalliopolis, or jump from the Temple’s bell tower.
And they’re very careful about who they let up the bell tower.” He
meant it as a joke, but Phaleas didn’t laugh.

“And why did you come back?”

“I realized running didn’t do any good. The
Kalliopolis
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