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The steam-powered trolley squalled to a stop on its ancient tracks, rocking Thompson Gale hard against the back of his seat.

Across the aisle, a mistkid shuffled from window to window with a rag in one hand and a tin bucket in the other, wiping fog from the glass before it could freeze there. He couldn’t have been more than eight. Maybe nine. His sleeves were wet to the elbows, his cheeks raw from the cold that leaked in every time the doors opened.

Thompson watched him smear a clear circle into the condensation and wondered how much Salt City paid children to be miserable.

Not enough to keep them from looking hungry, apparently.

Public transport was disgusting. It smelled of wool, dampness, cheap oil, and people who had no choice but to sit close to strangers. Thompson had no choice either, which offended him more. He couldn’t get a roller into the market proper, and he wasn’t about to walk all the way from his office through minus-seventy air just to visit Belma’s stand before the investor meeting.

So here he was, shoulder to shoulder with people whose lives were measured in wages, ration slips, and weather.

Thompson Gale had learned young that most people could be sorted into three categories: useful, expensive, and in the way. The trick was knowing which they were before they did.

The trolley door groaned open. Cold rolled in like something alive.

The mistkid went to the door and splayed his dirty fingers, hoping for a bitty or two. Thompson plucked the rag from the child’s pocket, cleared his nose into it, and pressed it into the boy’s open hand.

The child stared at the rag in horror.

Thompson smiled.

He pulled his heavy coat tighter, adjusted his scarf, and stepped down from the sealed, chuffing metal box into the bellside market.

Salt City had no sense in it. That was the first thing Thompson had learned. In The Corners, winter drove civilization underground, where it belonged. Sensible people sealed the doors, watched the curfews, and let the surface become someone else’s problem until the season passed.

But Salt City stayed open.

It steamed. It shouted. It sold.

It was chaos.

He did appreciate the chaos.

The market was alive despite the winter, its noise spilling through the sullen haze in bursts of bells, voices, cart wheels, and the hiss of heaters burning dirty oil. Steam clung to the streetlamps. Smoke drifted between tightly packed stalls and narrow-fronted buildings, carrying the sweet-earth smell of cooked meats, roasted vegetables, and deep-fried scraps sold hot enough to make people forget the air could kill them.

He didn’t know how they did it. Working in this. Living in this. Pretending a city belonged above ground when every sensible civilization in the Unionfold had learned to bury itself for winter.

Still, Salt City had its uses.

It stayed open. It kept moving. It let men like Thompson Gale keep making moves while lesser cities locked their gates and waited for permission to breathe.

And DC had delivered, arriving with Thompson’s precious cargo just in time to turn back to The Corners before it disappeared below for the season.

His film was developing. His chief engineer had seen enough of the images to start making lists: drafters, fabricators, materials men, precision manufacturers, and a private technical team that would answer to Thompson alone. Not the Mountain. Not the Unionfold. Not some committee of frightened old men who mistook caution for wisdom.

He didn’t need to build the Hawk. Not yet. The associated technologies alone could make him rich enough to buy half the Unionfold and dangerous enough to frighten the other half.

That was the real prize. Not the machine itself, but the thousand little miracles tucked into its bones. Materials. Tolerances. Propulsion systems. Fabrication methods. Answers to questions no one in the Unionfold had been bold enough to ask in centuries.

Given time, Thompson would understand enough.

Given money, he would own enough.

And given a blind eye from the Mountain, he might change the Unionfold before anyone realized he had begun.

The woman from the south had not been seen since she stole one of his planes. Neither had her partner. That suited him. The Uninhabitable Zone had a way of simplifying unfinished business. Still, Thompson had people searching. Beyond the walls. Inside them. Along trade paths, freight houses, small fixer outlets, shade routes, and anywhere else a desperate woman might surface when winter started squeezing. She’d surprised him once already, and once was too many times. 

But first, Belma.

Then the investors.

Because why risk his fortune when he could grow his using other people’s money?

And then maybe later he’d see that old man called Wrickley, the fabricator, to see if he’d finished the project Thompson had commissioned. In the photos were digital notes, theories, and short list of specific parts suspected to have failed. Thompson didn’t need to build a Hawk at all if he could have replacement parts machined that might repair the one Eldon and her partner were hiding.

He reached Belma’s booth with the empty satchel at his side waiting to be filled with special antiquities from the UZ, curated and hand-picked by ruinhawks and scavengers Belma trusted. Her tabletop boasted an arrangement of barely legal relics—hand tools, brass hinges, old belt buckles, cracked spectacles, sewing awls, drawer pulls, pocket knives under four inches, chipped porcelain knobs, and little tins filled with buttons, screws, and other small things Belma somehow made look precious. Things the Mountain looked past.

A squat, coal-burning heater hissed behind the counter, belching out heat in the tight space.

“Tommy!” Belma called through her heavy scarf, her soft green eyes igniting an inner warmth. Her voice was muffled, but friendly. “Twice in a week? People will talk.”

“Hey, sexy lady,” he said, pulling down his scarf. “What’s good today?”

“Come around the counter. I have something special. It’s from the south.”

His chest tightened, an eager burning sensation taking hold.

“South from The Corners,” Thompson said, “or south below your counter?”

Belma’s eyes narrowed with amusement or warning. With her scarf up, the two looked irritatingly similar.

“Because I don’t think we could pull off what I’m thinking in public,” he added. “Or maybe...”

He imagined her smile underneath the colorful threads, her soft, dark curls locked away under the knit cap and heavy hood. He suddenly wished they were alone, inside, free of the protections required outdoors. But she had said a word he hadn’t expected to hear: south.

Winter had arrived, and the shade traders were active. If she had something from down south, it must be special.

He stayed on the walk side of her counter, worried one of his workers might recognize him and see him getting familiar with the vendor. The market was a well-traveled path from Benning, the closest place to get food, and a favorite spot with his employees on their lunch breaks.

He hated when his workers recognized him in public. The fake smiles. The forced hellos. The little moments when they seemed to forget that drawing a wage from his company did not make them acquaintances.

“From a little farther south,” Belma said, turning serious.

Thompson leaned on the recovered plastic counter and waited. Few things came from south of The Corners. His dig was the southernmost stripzone the Unionfold had ever allowed, but his conscripts had been transported out and his site closed, not for winter, but because of that damned Mountain fed and his circus of brown-suited runaways.

“Before I show you—” she hesitated.

“What’s the matter?”

“It bothers me that you walk around in the open with no protection,” Belma said. “No one to protect you. Why do you tempt the fates?”

“Tempt the fates?” said Thompson. “I am the largest employer in the Fold. The things I build improve people’s lives.”

“People hurt each other for a hardbit.”

“I dare the fates to try,” he said, a little too confidently. “I could slap a toddler, and the CED would rush over to wipe its slobber from my open palm. Show me what you have.”

She scanned around her stand for watchers.

Satisfied she couldn’t lure him around, Belma brought two objects up from below the counter, just high enough for him to see, and low enough that passersby would not.

He was unimpressed.

A little offended.

“I walked past three other booths with fake fruits,” said Thompson.

She looked offended. “Fake?”

He looked closer, noting the inconsistencies in their coloration, the uniqueness in their bumpy coverings, like fingerprints. A dent deep enough to pierce the skin on one.

They were very convincing.

He’d only seen such specimens in old contraband books in his collection.

“Oranges?”

“Mandarins,” said Belma. “Do you know what those are?”

He reached for them.

She drew them away, making him second-guess his initial assessment. But second-guessing was for men who mistrusted their own eyes.

They sure as hell didn’t grow them in The Corners. He owned a sixth of all privatized grow capacity there, and he would have heard if a competitor had managed such a feat. Fruits like that didn’t exist. Not anywhere. They had to be fabrications, some sort of waxwork facsimile.

She leaned in and spoke low. “My guy said if I could move them all, he would bring more. He split the take down the middle, even.”

Disappointed she’d allowed herself to fall victim to some skinner’s trick, he shook his head. He did appreciate the attention to detail, however.

“What?” she said.

“You’ve been had.”

Belma whipped off a glove, pinched the edge of the dented skin, and pulled away a flake the size of her thumbnail, revealing a softer layer underneath, with what looked like a lighter-colored vein running across it.

He gasped.
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She sank her fingernail in and withdrew it, bringing it to his nose.

Bright. Zesty. Floral.

Belma pressed her finger to his lips, and Thompson recoiled, not from the sweet taste, but because she would do that where people could see.

She withdrew.

He had to have them.

“How much?” Thompson demanded.

“I sold two an hour ago to a regular for an N note. A man I trust.”

“Paper?” he scoffed.

“An N note each.” Her eyes smiled as a sharp breeze puffed her hood. “I could open a proper storefront after a single season with more, inside the blinds and out of the cold. Maybe an eatery, or a pub. I could take care of myself.”

He didn’t like the way she said that, but he was sure she didn’t mean anything by it.

An N note each, he pondered. A single N could buy several bushels of fruit from the vert farms and growhouses. Or a tailored suit. A pre-Peace book.

What fruit was worth a book?

These were.

The mandarins represented a living thing lost, forgotten, grown in a climate the earth no longer provided. His insides tingled.

“Who’s your supplier?” he asked.

“Are you trying to cut out the middleman?” She juggled the mandarins under her counter provocatively, dancing them around on her fingers, as if tempting him with the promise of a similar treatment later if he committed to the purchase. “Are you sure you want to cut me out? With no middleman, who will handle your fruits the way you like?”

Thompson leaned over in an attempt to conceal what grew below his belly.

“I promise you’ve never had fruit so juicy or sweet.”

Thompson made an off-color comment about Belma’s own sweet juices, which produced a pronounced reddening of the fine alder skin above her scarf.

“You win,” he conceded. “Both of them. And any more you have. I want them all.”

“Are you going to grow them?” she asked.

“Why, do you want a percentage?”

“I would sell the fruits for you. That would be my percentage. If they grow, it’ll be harder to accuse you or me of the C word.”

“Rare seeds have found their way into the Unionfold before and were legalized. That’s how blueberries came,” he reasoned.

He imagined being the first to grow mandarins in the Fold. Would he need to redesign his climate systems? The first crop would yield a literal mountain of cash. What other exotic fruits could Belma’s supplier access? How was he traveling to and from where they grew? Could Thompson reach there by plane?

He had to know who her man was.

Thompson whispered across the distance, “Close up early and I’ll meet you at your place. We’ll split one.”

“You know I can’t close,” she said. “I have children to feed. And to do that, I need money. All I have are these two. Two N notes.”

“All I have are Z notes,” he said in a way that was meant to impress her.

“I don’t have change.”

“Show me,” said Thompson, thirsty for more.

“I’m sorry?” said Belma.

“Since you won’t close up, show me what I’ll be missing.” His voice changed as he said it. Less playful. More certain. “That’s my change.”

“Mr. Gale,” said Belma, looking around nervously.

She always called him by his last name when he managed to talk her into something uncomfortable.

“Here? I can’t—”

“You can,” he said, heat rising in his face.

Belma froze, her free hand working the buttons on her coat.

Thompson saw the slightest tremor in her fingertips, and his excitement grew.

Behind her coat were layers of clothing, which she managed to pull up just enough, and only for a moment.

He offered a playful wink, guardedly flicked through a stack of bills, folded two N’s, and put them in Belma’s hand. He grabbed the fruits as she brought them over the counter, stuffing them into his open satchel before bringing the flap over.

Then he left, navigating the busy market, the contraband fruits heavy at his side.

His investors would begin arriving soon, and his renewed energy ensured they’d listen. They always listened, eventually. Some men commanded a room with charm. Others with fear. Thompson had found money worked better than both, especially when paired with the suggestion that a man’s fortunes might turn if he disappointed him.

He imagined all the things he’d do to Belma tonight. Maybe he’d have one of the fruits for lunch, save the other for the future rendezvous threatening to distract him from the meeting. If someone saw him or discovered the peelings, however, they might ask questions he didn’t have the answers to.

Let them ask, he thought.

He was Thompson Fucking Gale.

He smiled, recalling the moment he heard Eldon call him that over the radio from The Corners.

“I’m Thompson Fucking Gale,” he said, pushing his way through the throngs of people.

The freezing winter breeze penetrated his skin even through his heavy layers. Dirty waves of bodies washed by him on the path to the trolley stop. As Thompson exited the square and waited for an open-top steamer to pass so he could cross the main street, a steel grip closed around the upper arm of his thick coat and held him still.

A second hand snatched the satchel from his shoulder before he could turn.
“Careful with that,” Thompson snapped.
The man ignored him, opened the flap, and looked inside. His eyes lingered just long enough for Thompson to feel the weight of the mandarins turn from treasure to evidence.
“My,” he said. “Never seen ‘em like that before. Contraband, is it?”

He turned to find a sharply dressed man behind him, an accusation unspoken on his stern countenance.

Two uniformed CED Enforcement Officers flanked him.

“Excuse me,” Thompson said, pulling away.

“Hold him,” said the man through his scarf, his voice familiar.

“Do you know who I am?” Thompson demanded.

“You’re Thompson Fucking Gale,” he said. “We’ve met.”

“Lieutenant Darien,” Thompson said, recognizing him immediately. The fed from the south. “CED now? How convenient.”

“Told you I knew how to find you,” Darien said. “Thompson Gale, by authority of the Compliance Enforcement Division, you are detained for possession of level-two contraband. You will submit to custody without resistance.”

Darien closed the satchel.

“Take him.”

The Enforcement Officers closed in.

Thompson resisted. Everyone did.

The first baton strike buckled his knee. The second found the side of his face. Then fists, boots, and black lacquered sticks rained down, and the great Thompson Gale disappeared beneath them in the street like any other man.

Thompson awoke some time later in a small cell in central booking, his body sore, his face a wreck, his jaw painfully locked open by the blunt force the arresting officers had employed to subdue him.

He couldn’t wait to make his first tele call.

The whole damned Mountain was about to rumble.

No one touched him. Not here. Not anywhere in the Unionfold. He had money. Power. Assurances. Arrangements. Thompson lay in the tiny block cell staring at the wall through swollen eyelids, his head heavy, ears ringing. He tried moving his jaw and whimpered at the sudden shoot of pain beneath his ear.

Someone would fucking pay for this.

And it would start with Lieutenant Ferris Darien.

That Mountain prick who’d boarded his plane at his stripzone a month ago. Thompson would need to summon DC back from The Corners to deal with him more directly. DC traded in the kind of violence this situation called for. And those Enforcement Officers—the CED’s Division Marshal Klondike would handle them. Those two would not only be unemployed, but Thompson would see to it that they served conscription at the hardest stripzone available.

Until they were a hundred.

For a moment, he worried his secret had been discovered.

That might complicate things.

Impossible, he reasoned. He had been painstakingly cautious. That Mountain fed could tear Salt City apart and never find his film, his photos, or his notes. His investor materials? Maybe. But there was nothing damning in them. Darien had caught him with two fruits purchased at a market stand. A minor contraband charge at most, if they could prove he knew they were illegal. Confiscation and a small fine, assuming Thompson didn’t already own the judge assigned to his case.

And if he didn’t, he would before the gavel fell.

Besides, what the fuck was a Mountain fed doing harassing Unionfold citizens over market contraband? It wasn’t their purview. This felt personal.

All the more reason to send for DC.

His cell door opened, but instead of the physician he’d been promised to treat his broken or dislocated jaw, a quiet bailiff stood over him.

“Up,” he said.

“Uh uh,” Thompson managed, a river of drool spilling from his lips.

The sound that came out of him was not speech. Not really. It was wet, childish, useless.

The bailiff did not care.

When Thompson didn’t move fast enough, the man reached down and yanked him to his feet. Thompson was about to protest when he saw the bailiff’s hand come to rest on his baton. His name badge read York.

Fine, Thompson thought
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