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PART ONE: THE SEABIRD

1.1


The seabird slid through the black sky beneath the blanket of cloud, its feathers ruffling fitfully as it was buffeted by the cold and changing winds. 

The ocean was the colour of slate. It bulged and warped in angry swells that consumed one another. Above, spectral light flickered within the thunderheads, and the air boomed. A steady rain fell, slipping off the seabird’s oiled feathers in scattered trails of droplets as it banked and flapped.


It was lost. Somewhere on its solitary journey towards the breeding grounds, its sense of navigation had failed it. A magnetic storm was stroking the upper atmosphere, throwing its instinctive guidance systems into disarray. The oppressive cloud, which had not dispersed for three days now, had swallowed the sun and robbed the seabird of its only visible point of reference. It was alone, gliding over an endless expanse of steely waves, and completely without direction.


The bird was of a hardy breed, a species which had evolved for long flights without rest. Their migration took them many days coast to coast, and they never stopped flying in all that time. There were beasts in the sea, toothed leviathans and quick, nimble, biting fish that attacked in swarms and would pull them under if they descended to the surface. The open ocean was too vast to provide reliable feeding on their trip, either. So they gorged themselves in the weeks before their flight, and they slept on the wing.


A sudden squall hit, blowing the seabird aside. It adjusted to compensate, the wind rippling violently across the short white down of its smooth head and along the feathers of its wings and tail. The horizon had faded, sea and sky merging into one bleak emptiness, obscured by curtains of moisture drooling from grumbling clouds overhead.


It had endured the storm for a long while now, but for how long it could not have known: there seemed to be no passage of time in this howling, skirling void. The seabird was aware only of the wind against its body, the constant need to move onward. These were its only concerns.

Until, impossibly, it found land.


At first it was a grey mass nearly indistinguishable from its surroundings, but as it neared it began gradually resolving out of the rain. The tired traveller angled towards it. It was not troubled by the presence of land where there should be no land; nor did it care that it could not have crossed half the ocean yet, and so it could be nowhere near the breeding grounds it sought. Neither matter registered in the seabird’s mind. Land meant shelter.


The shadow loomed as the seabird battled through the storm. It widened and rose, separating into detail, emerging from the bitter rain like the blunt prow of some gargantuan ship. Colossal cliffs, pocked with abandoned dwellings, were topped with sheer walls of riveted and welded metal and weathered stone. Dour outposts blistered along the walls or hunkered atop precarious rock pillars; narrow bridges and winding stairs stretched between them. Distant, skeletal cranes hung against the skyline, creaking in the wind. Thin towers with flanks smooth as jade spidered upward, rising above ugly, squat temples and webbed with walkways of breathtaking delicacy. Vents gushed dismal waterfalls from the base of the perimeter wall, plunging to the sea below to join the foamy churn as the waves battered the feet of the cliffs. And atop the great plateau, this lonely island risen from the ocean, a thousand thousand tiny lights glimmered, a net of baleful stars in the gloom.


Dark and grim and storm-lashed, the city of Orokos filled the horizon.


The seabird angled downward, between the raking spires and the walkways and the pulleys and scaffold, seeking a place to land and shelter. The unfamiliarity of its surroundings unnerved it. Thunder boomed and rolled across the sky. Flashes of lightning high in the clouds illuminated huge, folded shapes that watched it pass from nooks and eyries. The people of the city called them jagbats, but the seabird knew only what its instinct told it: they were predators, and it was prey. 


Wings spread, and something launched itself into the air, soaring towards the seabird.


It sensed the danger and reacted immediately, plummeting towards safety. 
It chose as its sanctuary a large oval window, hanging open near the pinnacle of a five-sided tower. The tower was scabbed with ancient bedrock near its base and up its sides, as if it had thrust from beneath the earth and into the air; but its upper reaches were naked, and revealed it to be fashioned from red-and-black stone.    


The seabird accelerated its dive, and arrowed towards the window. The jagbat chased it down, but it was too fast, and finally the larger creature banked and flapped silently back towards its perch, thwarted.

The seabird, still travelling at maximum speed, shot through the window into the shadows. It saw the obstruction in its path far too late to do anything about it. Instinctively it tried to brake, but it was going too fast. It crashed violently into the side of a metal pipe with a cracking of its hollow bones, and fell out of the air.


The dreary glow from outside spilled onto the iron floor, spreading across the brass tanks and the labyrinth of pipes and guages and valves that dominated the chamber. The seabird lay paralysed, its small heart thumping wildly in shock, its broken wings limp. 


Something moved. An inhuman hand reached down and picked it up.


Half in the shadow and half in the light, the golem looked uncomprehendingly at the dying thing in his palm. His long fingers opened, accompanied by the soft sigh of metal on metal as the jointed rods that ran from fingertip to forearm slid against each other. He watched the seabird die in puzzlement, felt its heart stop beating through his thick and scarred skin. 

For a time, he was motionless, gazing at the tiny body in his grip. Then he squatted down, and began to try and wake it up.

