Working title: TRIAL OF FLOWERS

From "The Soul Bottles":

"Eventually, the City will fail, collapsing in flame and ruin, victim to a secret war that has raged for generations against powers hidden by darkness and distance."

It was if his very words could spark the fire.  I had a sudden vision of a thousand thousand dwarves and dwarfesses, City servants with their muslin wraps burning as they grunted their fear through tight sewn mouths, fingers screaming, "flame, flame."

...

TRIAL OF FLOWERS will be a langorous exploration of the decadence of the City Imperishable that, chapter by chapter, speeds up as the stakes for the City and its key players rise higher and higher.  It will be a moody piece, stylized and worm-ridden like the short story from which it is drawn.

Life goes on as always, hot and muddy as the Saltus river, but some things are going increasingly wrong.  The secret wars alluded to by Ignatius of Redtower are spilling over from the realm of the numinous into the cobbled streets of the great metropolis.  There is great unrest among the dwarves of the city, while the Yellow Mountain tribes and their Tokhari mercenaries harry the City's westernmost plantations and granaries for the first time in generations. Ignatius of Redtower has vanished from a locked room, and his daughter Fiore turns to Jason the Factor for help.

Into this rising chaos enters Imago of Lockwood, son of a declining house. Beset by debts and legal troubles, he finds a disused provision of the city law and makes a bid for the long-vacant office of Lord Mayor and the immunity from prosecution it so conveniently brings.  Lacking sufficient political connections in addition to his penury, Imago must mount his attempt through an archaic and baroque ceremony known as the Trial of Flowers.

Imago rises in power, drawing Fiore to court him as well as Jason.  Each man tries to turn the vanished magus' daughter to his cause with power and sexual pressure -- another trial of flowers, in a sense -- but she holds her own with advice from Bijaz, Jason's father's ageing dwarf-retainer. Even as this contest of hearts and minds goes on, the dwarves who truly manage business and government are fleeing the City.  Jason is eventually captured by Bijaz's daughters, whom he once took harsh advantage of.  They have turned against their father and fight for a new order.  In their power he is forced to undergo the terribly painful surgeries required to transform an ordinary adult into an equivalent of a boxed dwarf.

As the invading armies enter the City, the Tokhari mercenaries turn out to be working in part at the urging of Jason's long-lost sister.  When they sweep the stumbling, wounded Jason off the streets he must choose between his long-lapsed loyalty to his family and his shifting sense of allegiance to the City.  Imago must decide in those last hours whether he is working for his own ends, or for the City he has claimed the leadership of.  Fiore must choose to assume her father's powers against the City's numinous enemies, and whether to back Jason or Imago.  Bijaz must decide whether to stand with the old order or whatever new order might survive fire and sword and civil strife.

