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STEEL CITY, VEILED KINGDOM

PART THREE

BURIED




Never Marked

Something bounced off the upright grave and thudded to the ground by my feet.

“Pick it up.”

Her voice was too solid to be a dream. I blinked, eyes dry. Had I been sleeping? It was so dark here that there was no difference between open eyes, closed eyes, blinking eyes‌—‌

‌—‌How could you be so stupid! She looks like something that ate the baby and you cry on her shoulder, you almost lo‌—‌

“Now, Icarii.”

The thunder beneath her voice kicked me into gear. I tried to kneel but my leg and rib made it sheer agony. I leaned on my good side, hoping to splay my legs and lower like a giraffe, but I over leaned and jolted the rib. I tumbled to my knees, the pain like summer-hot steel.

I fought to breathe. Things were getting drifty again, but I had the sense to grope around for the fallen object. At the first touch, like a perfectly round disc of warm skin, I knew it was Metatithenai. I shuddered, but the pain dulled.

Pink spots played across my vision. Is this what it’s like to faint?

As I tried not to pass out, two rows of teeth gently‌—‌

‌—‌gently!‌—‌

closed over my chest

Your head is in her mouth, your shoulders, don’t drop the watch, DON’T DROP IT

and lifted.

My legs twitched, as if they wanted to start a struggle but feared the repercussions.

I was set down like I was a balloon and the ground was all needles. The teeth released me. I thought I heard coils moving, but the pain made it hard to focus.

“My rabbit has been teleporting this whole night.” Her voice’s strange harmony bounced off the back of my head. “You must attend him. Then go to White Hall, to work.”

“What” and “how” sounds huffed out of my mouth before I took hold of myself.

“What day is it?” Each word needed a deep breath.

“It is a Tuesday.”

It took me another minute to process that.

“Next Tuesday?”

“The tomorrow Tuesday.”

No! It couldn’t be.

“Tomorrow?” I’d only been in that grave for one night? It felt like‌—‌

“I put years in your headclock,” she said. Spots multiplied before my eyes. Thinking wasn’t safe anymore.

“I wanted you to think‌—‌” I definitely heard coils shifting around. I tensed. But she didn’t attack me. Yet.

“Think what?” If I could hear her, I’d know where the danger was.

Beneath my fingers, the watch shuddered. My heartbeat followed suit.

“I wanted you to think about what you threw away.” Her voice started cold, hard, but closed in pain on the last words.

Pain? What have I done?

Stop thinking!

I breathed slowly, dragging air in like a stone on a rope.

“Attend my Roger, attend work. To them, nothing will seem off about you, yes?”

When I didn’t respond after a time, her small hands clasped my shoulders. Teeth clamped around the top of my head. I shut my eyes tight.

The teeth forced me to nod.

Her jaws released my head. Only then did I start trembling uncontrollably.

“‘Yes, honored Queen’,” she prompted.

“Y-y-yes,” I stopped. Honored? No, never, “Your m-m-Majesty.”

The resulting pause was excruciating. Her hands were still on my shoulders. It felt like her teeth were still on my brow, even though I knew they weren’t.

Instead, a very soft voice, a near-whisper, said, “Fine.”

The coils were closing in around me. I could feel the warmth they emanated coming closer, closer, until they braced against me.

I flashed to the morning of that first day at the burrow, drowning while she held me down.

“No!”

Her nails bit into my shoulders, the coils pinned me against themselves. The side of my chest was pierced, torn, and then that huge mouth clamped around my chest. I screamed, but could not struggle.

I felt something warm. Was I bleeding out? Then I felt the swipe of a too long, too agile tongue against‌—‌the rib. By the time I realized something was flowing into me, not out, my rib stopped hurting.

The mouth moved to my leg, did the same there. Then the coils released me. Healed. The pain was gone because of her.

“We do not keep all time.” An arm on my shoulders lifted me to my feet, guided me out of the black chamber. I walked until she told me to stop. The arm let off my shoulders. Her hands dug into the ground on either side of me. I heard rustling, no, it was dragging.

End of her tether, end of the line, end of the line, the thought bobbed in and out of my thoughts.

One hand on the back of my neck started me forward again. I kept one hand on the formerly injured rib. I was breathing easily now. Nor did I limp.

I will not be marked‌—‌she’d said that long ago. Now I knew what she’d meant.

Light ahead. I blinked, not thinking it was real at first. But as I got closer, I saw the shapes of my lab.

Roger was on the right, the left, the right, the left stage. He sat up when he saw me, the motion strobing across the two platforms.

She let go of my neck. I walked until I bumped into the table, turned the teleporter off. Roger did not fight or even come to me when I let him out. My hand ran over his ears, his back, but I didn’t really feel it. His hammering heartbeat seemed out of place next to mine, which churned like a pump, sludge-filled and slow.

I put him in his regular cage, carried him out to the kitchen. She filled the tunnel behind me and did not touch me again.

I only have snapshots of time after that. Here I am walking into the kitchen. Now here we are eating breakfast in silence. Now I’m in my burrow room, changing for work. My shirt from the night/day before is torn and stained with globs of black from where I was healed. My pants, bloodstained. Here I am taking a shower too hot. And now I am clothed, clean, on the other side of the secret door, heading to work.

The remainder of my bruises are covered by my long-sleeved shirt, so I must be careful not to roll up my sleeves, no matter how warm it is in Alain’s lab today.


To War

Arriving late, I found the Titan Fellows surrounding two squarglings: Shading’s black and white assistant, Ez, tablet computer in hand, and a new squargling I’d never seen before. He was the color of avocado flesh, muscular with parrot’s sharp round beak.

I wished someone had told me about the special guests. Maybe they had called…‌My mobi was still at home…‌somewhere…‌ How would I talk my way out of that one?

The tight, blue buzz hadn’t stopped since I stepped out of my…‌the apartment. But deep in my gut, I knew its nature had changed. Instead of being like a parachute bursting open only when I needed it, it was now like an electric fence; constant, vigilant. I felt it now, tamping my hysteria down.

The green stranger tilted his beak up at me, nostrils flared. Red-orange splotches surrounded each of his eyes, adding to his fierce appearance. What did he smell on me?

Alain had been speaking to the squargling; now the doctor looked over his shoulder and found me. “General Mākaha, please allow me to introduce Jerimin Icarii,” he said.

I bowed. When I came up, Ez, the President’s assistant was leaning, muttering into the General’s ear.

General. So…‌Osider and Netron were going to war. But together, against her.

And me.

I pushed the thought away. I was Netron, that’s who I was.

Ez stepped back. I wondered what he had told the general.

“Jerimin, of course, is the inventor behind the terra design teleportation module,” said Alain.

“Get those stages running,” Mākaha said to me.

“Yes, sir,” I dipped. “We should have the full-sized prototypes finished either…‌” I glanced at Alain, “today or tomorrow.”

Alain nodded his head. “General, we’ll get started right away doing the safety checks. We’ll be sure to have them done in a reasonable time,” I said.

“‘Reasonable’?” The General’s wings arced out. Ez thunked his tail on the floor. Mākaha nailed him with a look.

“I suppose you know how long a ‘reasonable’ time is, Kōko‘olua?”

“I don’t, Warfather.” Ez said simply. He turned towards me. “Young Icarii-sir, how long has the new design been in development, in total?” His claws tapped his screen’s keyboard, ready to take notes.

I looked down, my brain flipping through images of the time before it’d all gone dark, gone wrong…‌Do I lie? But no, lying makes it hard to keep your story straight.

“Since October,” I said.

The recessed buttons clacked, hollow-sounding as he typed the information in. Despite myself, I felt my confidence rise.

“Where will you teleport the troops to, sir?” I asked the General.

His head tipped at me. It was a pigeon like movement, but the pull of his beak made me think he didn’t like me asking questions.

“They’re warriors, not troops.” I ducked in a bow, but he kept going before I could apologize aloud.

“We’ll hit her at her heart‌—‌Everlush. We might be doing Rose Hall’s dirty work, but the pineapple will be sweet for everyone when that psychotic sow’s dumped off her throne.”

Amen to that, I thought to myself before I realized I could say it out loud. So I did. He snorted approval.

“The sooner we hit her, the better. Get working,” said Mākaha.

I nodded. When I turned to join Alain, I heard the General ask Ez in an undertone, “Shouldn’t they have grease on them?”

I left White Hall the same way everyone else did; in a shirt ruined with sweat, hairline stiff and cool in the winter air. I pulled my coat up tight around my neck and stepped down the White Hall steps, weary.

The full-sized stages were connected now and had teleported boxes of paper and biological material with no ill effects. Somehow that minor triumph buoyed everyone up, despite impending…‌

What, attack? Not that people were getting lazy, but it seemed like everyone was more relaxed now that we knew Osider was on our side.

Netron’s side. No, I mean‌—‌our side!

Our side?

Did they see, did they really see what she had done on Osider? Even if they didn’t see the color of the bruises under my clothes

How was I going to sleep tonight? I know I’ll dream it. How can I handle it a second time?

…‌Even if these people were reassured by not having to fight amongst each other, couldn’t they see they needed to be afraid?

I pondered all this while I walked home, head bent so I could be in my own world while the rest of the world walked past. Winter darkened the night sky early.

So, even lost in my thoughts, I took notice when the air turned bright, then flashed pink, green. I looked up and saw salvation. It was Princess Jantessa’s beautiful, kind face blown up on the side of the building, lit up with shimmering lights.

I ran for Rose Hall.

* * *

I threw the doors open. “I need to see the Princess.”

Zure, the secretary, exchanged looks with the four other fae talking with her. One, doughy but beautiful, spoke up.

“I’ve never known Netrons to be so bold.” She shifted her hips deliberately. “I think it’s sexy.” She smiled at me with soft lips; in the back of my head I was reminded of Harper’s fish lips and frowned.

The other fae snickered. I shook it off. More important things were at stake.

“Please, is she here? It’s urgent.”

“She’s here,” said Zure, “but she’s not letting anyone up right now.”

Was nothing easy with fae? I grit my teeth. “I said, it’s urgent.”

“She heard you the first time, lamb, but she’s got her orders,” said the big one. “Besides…‌you ought to know we fair ones prefer a soft touch. More flies with honey, and all.” She looked up at me from dark eyelashes.

I looked at them. The others were already turning back to Zure’s screen.

No. No no no. I couldn’t be this…‌this powerless! I was not going to demean myself by flirting with these silly geese. I walked over and looked over the screen. Instead of getting upset, they laughed at me.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Zure both smiled and sneered at me. “You might have special privileges, but not around here!”

I stepped back, puzzled. “Special privileges?”

The big one’s eyes darted up at me. “Sounds like you need to have a talk with your woman, lambface.”

“Quit calling me that! What privileges?”

“Kid, you signed the paper!” said Zure. “Or were you drunk then?” They laughed.

Memory hit me in a flash: when I first met the Princess, after I’d given her my signed contract with the Queen, everyone had laughed at me.

“So, the contract gives me privileges, right?”

Zure rolled her eyes, but the big one nodded with a pitying smile.

My palms grew sweaty. I reached into my pocket, undid the clasp holding Metatithenai onto my belt loop. The skin-surface of the watch pulsed against my hand.

I held it up. “Does this give me any extra privileges?”

The big one glanced up, readying another cute little smirk, until she saw the watch.

“Metatithenai!” She clutched her belly. They all jumped back. Zure made a sign with her fingers, while another clutched her heart.

“She made you‌—‌?”

“I want to see the Princess.” I held the watch up like it was a shield.

Without moving, Zure said, “Up the stairs, first door on your right.”

I shoved the watch in my pocket, pushed through the purple curtains, and took the stairs four at a time.

The door was brocaded in gold leaf, making the standard Netron door feel exotic. It made me hesitate. I’d bluffed my way through downstairs, but this was the Princess. I doubted Metatithenai gave me any kind of power over her. But I didn’t want power‌—‌I wanted help.

I thought of her storm-goddess proclamation in the back of Steel’s studio.

I was really pushing it, wasn’t I?

Swallowing, I opened the door.

And stood, baffled at what was inside.

The smell of rubber flooded my nose. In another life this might have been an executive meeting room, maybe with a long koa-wood table down the middle and some leather chairs. But now the dark panels had been torn out and spotlights shone down on dozens and dozens of SHOES. Heels, sneakers, heeled boots, in every color and texture imaginable were displayed in attractive poses on transparent shelves. From time to time, a special light shone on one, and its image was displayed, floor-to-ceiling and rotating in 3D, on a display wall.

I was so busy processing everything that it took me a second to realize that someone was singing. It didn’t sound like regular singing…‌besides being in a language I didn’t recognize, it stopped and went in up and down in places that sounded odd. Despite its strangeness, there was a definite mournful quality to the sound.

A fabric screen had been set up, dividing the room in half. I followed the melody to the other side. The Princess was bowed over in magenta chair, red hair a wall in front of her. The tips of her iridescent wings were raised to the ceiling.

“Hello?” I said.

The song stopped, but the actual sound hung in the air like an afterimage of light. She looked up. I’d forgotten how much more beautiful she was in person. Especially those eyes. But they were red like she had been crying.

She curled her lip in disgust.

“Who let you off your leash?”

Whatever bravado had possessed me to pull out the watch abandoned me. I opened my mouth to answer, but the Princess spoke first.

“Guess you learned what old Four-Eyes is all about, huh?”

I swallowed. “Ye‌—‌”

She kept going. “And now you’re here thinking little Jannie will pull your buns out of the fire before they’re burnt. Is that it?”

I waited for her to go on, but she seemed to be waiting for my response.

Too slow. The Princess’ wings blurred and made a sound like a wet finger on crystal. She lifted off the velvet chair.

Her voice was soft. “Other people have problems too.” She didn’t look up from the object cradled in her hands. I swallowed.

“I’d like to hear about your problems.”

She looked up from her hands, livid. The sound of her wings changed into an awful chupping.

“Sure you do. ’Cause you think if you give little Jannie your shoulder to cry on, boo-hoo, for what, five minutes? That she’ll whisk you under her protection, ha…‌ha…‌happily…‌ever…‌after!” She turned on the wing, like a music box figurine, sobbing.

I took another step back. Stupid watch. Me and my bravado. The Princess sank to the ground like an old balloon.

Behind me, past the shoes, I could still see the door‌—‌royal purple, with a lacy lavender pattern. Maybe I should leave. With a sniff, she floated herself back onto the chair.

“C’mere.” She clutched the object in her hand, beckoned me with the other. She swallowed back tears.

What was the saying? No one squirms harder than a man with a crying woman…‌unless it’s a man with a crying man.

I steeled myself and went to her. She threw her arms around my neck and held me. At least she didn’t seem to be crying anymore.

“So, uh‌—‌” I cleared my throat again. “So how was your day?”

She sobbed again and I wanted to run out of the room. As always, she smelled good.

“Today was fine.” She leaned back, sniffed. I went for my handkerchief, but she shook her head. I was close enough to see the droplets on her eyelashes, her clear green eyes.

“It’s tomorrow. My first concert‌—‌”

“Really? That…‌that sounds great. What’s…‌are you nervous?”

She shook her head, made a reply that was half a sob. “My mama,” I think she said. She released her other hand and showed me what she was holding.

It was a sandal, only big enough to fit a toddler’s foot. It was white with pink crystals and had little wings on the ankle. They were worn, but clean. You could see where little feet had left impression in the soles. I flashed back to the clunky impostor-squargling shoes I’d worn.

She smiled at the sandal. (She was beautiful even after crying. How was that possible?)

“I sang my first picture-song for the Court in these shoes.”

“Wow,” I said. She gave me a strange look.

“You must have been very young,” I said.

Her eyes flashed.

“Really little, I mean,” I corrected.

She relaxed. “Yeah, well…‌Mama was a good teacher. And really, it’s more…‌a way of making stage fright disappear before it ever shows up.” She rubbed her lips together. I tried to pull away, but she looked at me. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Go on.” She broke off searching my face to look at the shoe again. “I was so excited when I got these. They were part of a this whole outfit my mom had made for me. It was…‌purple…‌and sparkly…‌” Her eyes went dreamy. “Mama didn’t want me wearing the same outfit twice, but she let me wear the shoes whenever I wanted.”

“After my picture-song, she sang a duet with me.” She released me from her arms to cradle the shoe again. “And now, she’s gone.” She glanced up at me. “That freak killed her. She’ll say she didn’t, but‌—‌”

I nodded. “I understand.”

“Good.” She nodded, looking away. She turned back, squeezing the sandal. “This should be one of the happiest nights of my life. Instead, it’s one of the saddest. And it’s because of her. Of death.”

She was suddenly eye-to-eye with me. She flew backwards, only inches off the floor. She looked sick to her stomach.

“I shouldn’t be alone anymore.” She crossed her arms like she was cold. “Where are my girls?”

“Downstairs,” I said.

“I shouldn’t be like alone like this,” she said, staring past my shoulder. She set the sandal down, absently.

She inhaled as though to call someone, then stopped, turned to me, and said, “She doesn’t know you’re here, does she?”

My stomach clenched. The Queen would find out. Somehow she would. And what would she do to me now? The thought stole my voice so I shook my head. The Princess gave me a long, searching look. I could see dark circles under her eyes.

“Can you kill her?”

I felt my heart gallop.

“Excuse me?”

“Will you kill her for me?”

Memories of zippered teeth.

“N-no!”

She ran her hand down my cheek, but her eyes were dead when her lips pulled up in the shape like a smile. “Come find me when you will.” She floated past me, the chiming drowning out my thoughts before she disappeared behind the screen. I stared at the empty chair, the little shoe beside it.

“It’s not a job for cowards, and you’re a coward.”

I heard the door open.

“Zure, I need the girls.” Her voice carried with supernatural power. “Send everyone up. And give Jer music on his way out.”

* * *

I opened my apartment door and there stood the Queen.

“Tell me what happens.”

I looked behind me, hoping to find a witness.

“No one lives on your floor yet,” she said.

I moved to enter, but she didn’t budge.

“You will not bite at me today.” Her voice held a warning in it.

“No,” I said.

“‘No’,” she mimicked, flatter, harsher. She stooped her head low, like a dog ready to charge.

“No…‌Your Majesty.” I got it out, finally.

She relaxed and stepped aside‌—‌

“What is that?” Her eyes narrowed at the music strip in my hand.

“Nothing.” I jammed it in my pocket.

“It’s her,” she was looking above my head, where I imagine a picture of the Princess’ billboard was as obvious to her as a neon sign. I took the strip out and tossed it on the back of the couch.

She looked at it. It was covered in photos of her sister.

“What is it?” As though she were looking at the stomach contents of a dead animal.

“Music,” I said. I didn’t know what you’d call the look that swept over her face. It was a sneer, it was a wince, it was a grin‌—‌

“We should listen then, yes?”

“I thought you wanted to see what happened today.”

“And dinner. But this hour is early.”

Sure it was.

I inserted the strip into the player. The Queen touched the cushion next to her on the couch. I sat.

Good dog.

The start of the album was haunting; it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The Queen listened to her sister’s soaring inspirational song stone-faced.

But as the album proceeded, the lyrics got…‌well…‌suggestive. And suggestiver. Not to mention the beats. For the second time that night, Princess Jantessa made me squirm.

The Queen looked over at me and grinned the entire time. I stood up to turn it off, but she pulled me back to my seat. I tried to disappear into the sofa cushions.

A half-hour later, it was over.

“News, or dinner?” she asked.

I fled to the kitchen.

“Netron will love it, yes?” she said to my back.

It’ll be banned within a week, I thought to myself, but said nothing.

She looked disappointed when I set the bowl of canned ravioli in front of her. Sure, I hadn’t microwaved it, but if she didn’t like it‌—‌

“You will never speak to me, now.”

I couldn’t help it. I glanced into her face. I wasn’t sure what I saw there. I didn’t know what to do. I thought of what the Princess had asked me to do, I thought of the Queen sitting by me under the tree, and I thought of the dead squarglings, I thought of laughing with her and I thought of being beaten by her. My arm went to my still-tender ribs.

“Why are you doing this? Why do you need a war to be happy?”

“It’s not about‌—‌” She stopped herself. She shook her head and buried her face in the bowl. I watched her spoon the food in. She made soft, painful sounds as she swallowed each spoonful whole.

I left her, turned on the TV.

The news channel was on a commercial first, and even when the broadcast came on, there wasn’t mention of any new general; just that the danger of war between Netron and Osider had passed, and that they would be uniting to “conquer a different enemy.”

“Why is the green one missing? Who is she?”

I flinched at her voice behind me.

“The green one, in your head, in White Hall.” She was looking above me again.

I didn’t say anything, but turned back to the screen. A second later I was wrenched to the floor by my elbow.

“Who is this?” My own physical sight was shoved aside by her mental coils, and an image of the squargling Mākaha was thrust into my vision. He moved across my living room the same way he’d moved through the lab today, tables appearing only when he set his clawed hand down, walking through my sofa like it wasn’t there…‌because it hadn’t been in the lab.

And with every second I stayed silent, her coils squeezed the edges of my mind. Narrow fissures swelled around the image of Mākaha; behind them, memories of pain rushed and piled atop one another and molded like red lava.

Had I ever experienced that much pain in my life? Maybe it wasn’t mine.

The suspicious quantity of bad memories went forgotten when a fissure cracked, and all that pain came rushing in.

When it abated, I was on my knees, clutching my head and gasping.

I heard Mākaha’s indistinct voice as though from a distance. He walked right through the Queen, who was looking down at me with an expression I couldn’t name‌—‌but it wasn’t anger, not at all.

“Who is he? What will he do to us?”

I took a deep breath and told her.

“Maaaw-kaha!“ She stretched the strange rhythm of his name. “So that is what the speaker doesn’t say.” She looked at the screen behind me, where the squargling newscaster spoke.

“Osider will lead Netron to war, then? Netrons and their pink, clean hands!” She looked down on me. “When will he take Everlush?”

Her stare grew more dangerous the longer I remained silent. I looked down when I answered.

“I don’t know.” I glanced up when I felt her anger squeezing my head again. “‌—‌He didn’t say!”

Her face softened, grew thoughtful. “It takes time to collect an army, to grow it, move it. I must go to Everlush, do a thing…‌”

She lifted my chin so I was forced to look into her eyes.

“No one will be hurt,” she said.

I got to my feet. I walked past her and took her empty bowl to the sink. I could sense her watching me as I washed it, dried it, put it away. When I was done, she moved to the secret door.

“My Roger,” she said.

Right. Right. (That poor thing…‌if she ever got angry at him, that’d be the end of him, wouldn’t it? And I’d left him there.)

I nodded and opened the secret door. She watched me set coordinates and step onto the stage.

She was already there when I teleported into the burrow. She followed me into the lab, where Roger blipped back, forth, back, forth…‌I reached for the control and shut off the transferal. I put him in his big cage, fed him, watered him. I turned, expecting to see her watching from the doorway, but no.

I peeked out both sides of the hall. Trying not to think, I grabbed Roger in his cage, tucked both little stages under my arms, and took them all back home to Netron. I set him up in the room next to mine. It was white and undecorated, but it wasn’t hundreds of feet underground with that murderous creature. It had been my idea to get him. He was my responsibility, and I had to try and protect him.

I didn’t know what she’d do when she found out.



Authority

I woke up every hour on the hour throughout the night, convinced in my aching bones that the Queen would be here on this side of the door, enraged by my theft of her rabbit. At 3AM I was startled awake by a muffled THUNKthunk. I turned to the drawer. It sounded like it’d come from there, but I knew for a fact only Metatithenai lay there, in its blood red cloth. I turned away, gathering covers to me.

Maybe I’ll just find him dead in his cage.

Upon that thought, I threw off my covers and moved Roger into my room. His cage rattled like a wander lamp where I placed it on the nightstand.

I awoke again before six, decided to just get up. I set Roger up to teleport in my bedroom and left for work. I’d eat when I got there.

Despite the blush light streaming in, it was a chilly morning. White Hall’s lobby was noisy with the sounds of people ordering at the food stands, silverware clinking. It was a half-hour before the labs were officially open, but the tables were packed. I guess war was good for business.

Genome Giraffes nodded at me as I made my way to a tea stand. A couple new recruits from the Stats department even made small talk with me in line. They mostly seemed to want information about the meeting between Alain and Brown. But the overall tone was cordial‌—‌friendly, even. Maybe war was good for teamwork, too.

When I turned to the tables, middle school memories floated up. People sat with their tea, muffins, and egg-slice sandwiches. It seemed like there was no good place for me to go. Then I saw Neel, sitting with the Fellows, waving at me like a bee was in his hair.

The only open seat at the four-person table was next to Neel. There was a brief pause as the Fellows puzzled out a way to restack their trays and rearrange their dishes so mine could fit on top and still slide in their dishes in around my setup. Then I sat down, still towering over them. I thought Chak and Wallman might be annoyed with my making them rearrange their table, but they seemed…‌subdued, today.

“I am very glad you can join us this morning, young Icarii-sir,” said Neel. There was something in his smile that seemed like he was ready to flinch at any second.

That’s how you’ll wind up if you don’t watch it.

What was that supposed to mean? Neel was okay.

“I’m grateful you invited me over, sir. I hope your family is well.”

“Thank you, my family is fine,” he frowned at his plate, “though my children are scared about this war. My children don’t like to see others get hurt.”

I watched the steam float off my tea, wishing my guilt would float away so easily. I’d made them afraid.

“No one does, Neel,” said Wallman. “But it sounds like Brown and Shading are going to nip this in the bud.” He gave me a look as if to ask, “Right?”

“It won’t last long,” said Chak. “No one knows how to fight a war anymore. That general of Osider’s will probably march right in, arrest her, and it’ll be all over.”

I wondered what Chak had heard that made her less frantic than she had been the last couple of days. Something on the news, maybe? I hoped whatever she’d heard was true.

“Hriana’s Queen left behind evidence that pointed only to her,” said Wallman. “She could be an idiot.”

Wrong on that one, Tim.

“Maybe she wants to get caught. Subconsciously, I mean!” Chak wiggled her hand, seeing the table’s skeptical looks. “They say she’s an unstable personality.”

You’ve got no idea.

I cut into my waffle. Strawberry preserves oozed out.

“Where’d you get that? Here?” Wallman asked. I nodded and pointed out the stand where I had bought it. “Huh,” he said.

Did Wallman and I just have a non-hostile moment together?

“I hope you are right, Chak-miss. I just want things to go back to normal,” said Neel. I caught him glancing at me when he said this and he quickly turned away, looking embarrassed.

Did Neel wish I was gone?

My follow-up thought failed to crystalize because General Mākaha chose that moment to stride into the lobby, flanked by the black and white Ez, and Harper himself.

My table scrambled to their feet, along with the rest of the lobby, but Harper didn’t notice. Mākaha was talking over his shoulder at Harper, keeping Harper too preoccupied to acknowledge the respect of his workers.

The trio disappeared into the elevators. Chairs clanked as everyone around us started to sit back down. Poor Neel was already seated when Chak, still standing, turned to us. “Let’s go.” She motioned toward the elevator Harper and co had just gone up.

I looked down at my tray of food, more than half-full.

Neel started to stand, but Wallman dropped back in his seat. Neel froze in a painful-looking quarter-squat.

“They’ll be there later, Chak,” said Wallman. “We aren’t invited anyway. Besides, you can’t make the new kid work your hours and starve him.”

Chak tapped her heel on the floor like she wanted to leave. Neel sat back down. I sat and got back to work eating. Chak shook her head at us and left the table for the elevators.

I offered Wallman one of my sandwiches.

“No, no, I’m already on my fourth antacid today. Just make sure you share what you hear, Golden Boy.” The nickname made me want to squirm. Wallman went on. “It sounds awful‌—‌it sounds Osidern‌—‌but there could be careers to be made in this war.”

“That is‌—‌is‌—‌is very horrible!” Neel said, trembling.

Wallman waved his hand. “Sorry, Neel! But you’ve got to admit, the extra job security won’t hurt when this thing blows over and we’re left with the terra design.”

Neel drew himself up, his belly overlapping the table.

“You should talk about job security! As long as there is new technology, there is logistics!”

“Right, and there are plenty of freshly-graduated Icariis out there‌—‌no offense‌—‌waiting for me to make a mistake so they can replace me. You don’t get to be indispensable by accident, Neel.”

This took the wind out of Neel’s sails. After a minute, he said, “Perhaps you are right, Wallman-sir.”

Neel touched my shoulder while I was chewing. “Please keep me also informed, young Icarii-sir.”

I swallowed. “I doubt Director Harper will feel the need for my assistance, but I’ll keep you both informed if I hear anything.”

Breath whooshed out of Neel. “Thank you, young sir!” Wallman didn’t quite roll his eyes, but he came close. I turned to my food. They launched into a discussion about careers, the threat of new graduates, and the Shangri-La of tenure. I kept half an ear to it but focused on finishing my meal. Chak may have had the right idea‌—‌to be there in case the General needed her. I hoped whatever she had heard about an easy capture of the Queen was right; but the only chance I had of getting such reassurance would be to get closely involved with the planning of this…‌arrest. Eating waffles, while fun, would not further this goal.

When finished, I stood, scooped up the trays. Wallman and Neel leaned back to look at me.

“Where are you going? We’ve got forty-three minutes until work starts!” said Wallman. I shrugged, facing the elevators. I didn’t know where to go next, but the lobby didn’t feel right. I headed for the stairs and took them three at a time. Midway up the first flight, I heard the stairway door open again.

“What are you doing?” said Wallman.

“Young sir?” said Neel. They started clomping up the stairs after me, making a sound like rocks bouncing.

I was about to ask why they were following me when a four-note musical chime sounded.

“Get in the hall! That’s the signal for an announcement,” Wallman shouted. I waited for them on the next landing and opened the door for them. Neel managed to thank me in between catching his breath.

What I saw when I entered the main hallway was strange. People had stopped what they were doing and were staring at a projection on the walls. Stranger still, those who were in elevators were facing the wrong way, watching a built-in screen at the back of the elevators. I leaned in to peer over their heads. The voice of Harper’s secretary spoke. “Please stand by for an announcement from the director.” I caught a glimpse of the Institute’s logo before it flickered. The screen showed Harper in the conference room where he, Alain and I had spoken with Commissioner Brown.

I didn’t think TV did much for Harper. Of course, the age of the screens didn’t help; they were pixelated and had a few dead spots.

“Good morning, colleagues. I’d like to thank you for your attention. As you know, Osider’s Marzu Mākaha has been chosen as the general of Paxis, to…‌deal with the…‌the…‌this threat.” His hands went up as he struggled over the word. But he lowered them off-screen afterwards. “My officers and your colleagues here at the Institute are working closely with his staff, in order to facilitate a quick and peaceful resolution.

“In order to prepare us, the General has asked that an informative presentation be shown to all of you. At eleven o’clock, your scheduled activities will be put on hold and you will meet in the auditoriums to view it, per his request. I know this is early in the workday, so reminders will be posted. Thank you again, White Hall.”

Discussion began the moment the screens shut off. I went back into the stairwell, alone. I ran out of breath a few floors before I reached Practical Applications and took the elevator the rest of the way up. Neel and Wallman, already there and waiting for me at the stairwell entrance, saw me step off the elevator. They came over.

“What do you think it could be, young Icarii-sir?” Neel asked as I wended my way through the crowds to the teleportation lab. The normally clear walkway through the floor was clogged with clots of people all speculating over the announcement.

“He doesn’t know any more than you do, Neel,” I heard Wallman behind me. “I doubt Chak knows anything either, for all the good running off did her. Or us.” I ignored his meaningful tone and opened the door to the Titan lab entrance.

What would the presentation be? A feel-good rally? A boast of Osider’s military prowess? Commercials?

I dropped my coat off at my too-small desk and went to the workspace of the full-sized stages.

As fast as Cavanaugh components deteriorated in the heat, it was worse when the stages were shut off. The lab’s original set of Cavanaugh stages, referred to by longtime Titans as “the Twins”, were still activated. The noisy fans blew out dry drafts of heat. I swiped at my damp forehead. My bruises were lightening, but I still didn’t dare roll up my sleeves.

Next to the Twins, in their own temporary acrylic glass room, stood my pair of terra stages. They were up and running safely, transferring biological material with ease. That they were doing it so soon was a good first step, sure, but a far cry from teleporting a sentient being…‌and none of that even addressed the infrastructure, and‌—‌

I sat up, sucking in a brief gulp of air.

Should I even be thinking about any of this? She had inspired these; were they tainted by her somehow? Should I walk away? Could I walk away?

I opened the door to the acrylic glass room and went onstage. I liked the sound my shoes made on the terra platform, the way the steel and acrylic platform switched to the rock surface.

I made this. This was my work. If she were caught, I wouldn’t know what to do next…‌especially if she revealed me.

But if she weren’t caught, then what? Should I leave? Was I in White Hall for her? For me?

“What are you daydreaming about?” Wallman shouted at me from the doorway.

“Just what to do next,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Then come on out, the General’s here.”

He scurried away without bothering to see if I’d followed. I hurried after.

Chak had headed Mākaha and Ez off at the Titan entrance. She let them through once we’d joined her.

“Hriana’s princess has given us coordinates for a stage in Everlush,” said Mākaha, gesturing to a paper in Ez’s hand. Ez looked between the three of us before he handed the paper to me. Chak and Wallman frowned. “It’s set up somehow so that none of your old teleportals can tap in. I want your team to break into that location with your new stages,” said Mākaha.

Chak spoke. “But even if we could intercept the paths, it would be months before any transferals could be made.”

“Get it working. I want my warriors transferred as soon as possible.”

“It hasn’t been tested for biological safety yet!” said Wallman.

“Send a rabbit in, then a camera after it. I don’t care,” said Mākaha. “Get it done.”

Wallman drew himself up to his full height.

“It can’t be done!”

“Can’t?” The General’s wings spread out. Ez made a short warning cack. But Mākaha, focused on Wallman, didn’t notice. Chak came forward to Wallman’s side.

“With all respect, General, we have protocols to foll‌—‌”

She protested as Mākaha pushed past her deeper into the lab. We followed. He went straight for the new terra stages in the clear room. Wallman ran to block him.

Wallman and the General were about the same height, but seeing them butting heads in the doorway made me realize that Mākaha was built like a boar: wide and solid muscle. How did he get so tough eating fruit his whole life?

He spread his dark wings again just as Chak rushed to stand by Wallman’s side.

General and Fellows stared each other down. I turned to look at Ez, but he marched past to the General’s side.

Snap! Ez cracked his glossy black wing right next to Mākaha’s head. The General didn’t even flinch. A chicken-like mutter began; it took me a second to realize it was Ez. Whatever he was saying to the General, it didn’t sound good.

Chak motioned for me to get over there. She didn’t look happy either. I didn’t move‌—‌Mākaha could go through the both of them like an elephant through rice paper; what made her think I could help?

The General turned his back on the blockade, threw a wing forward into Ez’s face. Ez let out an incensed parrot-shriek that made heads across the lab turn. But the General didn’t back down. Instead, he buffeted Ez in the face with his wings. When he stopped, they stared at each other, wings angled. A second later, Mākaha dismissed the aide with a toss of his head. He looked right at me.

“You there,” said Mākaha. Ez supplied him with my name, but Mākaha whapped him again with a wing. Ez stepped away, then went to stand next to Chak. His beak was pulled into a frown as he watched the General.

“Sir?” I said.

“Warfather,” said Mākaha. His tail was lashing.

“Yes, Warfather,” I said. I had a brief flash of distaste for him, but I remembered: he was going to be solving the biggest problem in my life; if he wanted me to call him “dear,” I wouldn’t argue.

“I need your hunk of junk to intercept and reroute the travel stream of a closed teleportation system on Hriana in order to transport my warriors so we can end this stupid woman. Will you or will you not aid me?”

I took a second to absorb what he said, even as Chak and Wallman shouted at him about safety regulations.

Mākaha silenced them with a boar-like roar over his shoulder.

I didn’t know, factually, if my design could safely do what he needed it to do. But she had to be stopped. I was okay with Roger on my teleporters, but did I dare trust them to transport sentient people? What if they killed them? I didn’t want anyone else to die.

My stomach stirred. I thought some more.

“Well?” Mākaha’s wings, dark red on the inside, were lifted at me now. He could fell me like a tree if he wanted to. I doubt he’d even break a sweat, or whatever it was squarglings did when they exerted themselves.

“General, we all want this ended as soon as possible,” I said.

His hard look didn’t change. “I also don’t want your warriors coming into any harm. Let us attem‌—‌do some animal test runs today after we break in on this closed-circuit set.” I lifted a hand to the Twins, still blowing out heat. “When we get that to work safely, then we’ll help you infiltrate Everlush.”

Mākaha looked at me. Maroon eyes intensified his hawk stare. I held my breath‌—‌and noticed Chak and Wallman, giving me a look that said I’d committed major heresy.

Then, the General’s wings lowered. “Get to it!” he said. He whistled for Ez. Ez followed him, but glanced over his shoulder on his way out.

Chak turned on me.

“You have no right!”

“Right? Try authority,” said Wallman. “When Dr. Alain isn’t here, I’m the last word, Icarii.” He jabbed his thumb into his chest with every word. I winced. It’d been years since I’d had a run-in with authority. But now, this sort of thing counted. I’d never live it down.

“Not only do you not have the authority‌—‌where do you get off disregarding thirty-five years of safety protocols?” Chak slapped her hand into her palm. “You see what happened to those monkeys? The rabbits?” she said. “You of all people should know! You’re Icarii’s son!”

My brain ducked for cover, leaving me without answers. I stuttered instead.

“Go home,” said Wallman. “I’m suspending you.”

I turned in the direction of the exit and walked away from my stages. I glued my eyes to the door.

“Young Icarii-sir!” Neel called after me while I walked. Questions tumbled in my head, over and over, sickening me‌—‌

If I was censured, I’d probably be fired‌—‌was this my escape? But I didn’t want to ignore safety…‌except that I was, for Roger.

But this! Mākaha wanted zero safety, none! I at least got him to agree to some tests, and wasn’t that the right thing to do?

I was half-aware of the alarmed looks the other Titans were giving me as I walked past them.

What will my parents say?

Forget them‌—‌what will the Queen do to you?

My memories of the dark drowned out the rest of the sounds on the floor, even as people asked where I was going.

Ping. The elevator door opened, though I hadn’t yet pushed the button. I almost stepped on a pair of expensive wingtips.

“Jerimin?” It was Alain. I closed my eyes. Great. He’s going to drag me back to Wallman. I braced myself for total mortification.

“Young Icarii-sir, where are you going?”

My head snapped up. Harper? Where was a window to jump out of when you needed it?

The doors began to close between us, but before I could sprint for the stairwell, Harper hit the “open” button.

“Jerimin, what happened to you?” said Alain. “You’re pale as flour!” He turned to Harper, with alarm in his eyes. “He couldn’t have seen it, could he?”

Harper’s Adam’s apple bobbed. My fear stepped back for confusion. What were they upset about?

Harper stepped forward and left the elevator. Alain followed. Now that the doctor was in the light, I could see he was shaken.

“What’s going on?” I said.

“Let’s go to your lab,” Harper said to Alain.

The other departments glued their noses to their monitors as we passed by, the traditional Netron mode of expressing dire curiosity.

I took care not to knock my forehead against the entrance to the Titan lab following Alain and Harper inside. We didn’t get very far before Wallman stormed out of his office. Nearby lab workers glued their noses to their screens in silence.

“Director‌—‌Dr. Alain.” He bowed to each of them before turning on me.

“Why are you back here? I told you, you’re suspended!”

“Suspended?” Alain and Harper spoke at once. Harper’s eyes lit up like a squargling’s in a jewelry store. My termination looked imminent.

Wallman explained. While he spoke, Harper’s hand cupped his mouth, like he was studying the perfect way to make sure my gaffes dragged me out of his life forever. I was so involved in watching him that I didn’t notice the sick look on Alain’s face until he spoke.

“You can’t suspend him, Tim.”

Wallman’s mouth dropped open. Alain gave a sort of hopeless shrug.

“Of course I can,” said Wallman. “I have…‌” He stopped for Harper’s upheld hand.

“Doctor, despite the…‌serious situation,” there, his neck jumped again! “I know you agree that circumventing safety regulations is unwise‌—‌even dangerous.”

I stepped forward.

“What’s dangerous, sir,” I said, “is General Mākaha ordering us to completely forego safety in order to meet his demands. ‘Send a rabbit in, then a camera after it, I don’t care’ is what he said.

“I got him to agree to a minimum of safety tests in our own lab, under Institute supervision. I’m sorry I overstepped authority,” I glanced at Chak, who’d joined the circle with arms folded, “but I want this war over as soon as possible. If Hriannen healers have to burn cancer out of a dozen warriors ten years from now, I’m okay with that. It’s better than the alternative.”

Alain blew out air. “I agree.” He glanced at Harper. “After what we’ve been shown, I think he’s absolutely right,” he said. “Sorry, Tim, I’m withdrawing the suspension.”

Chak and Wallman’s faces clouded over with resentment. I shifted in place.

Harper turned to Alain. “He still disregarded authority, Doctor.” He looked at me. “I think a temporary dock in pay will help him remember that rules‌—‌including ones regarding seniority‌—‌exist for a reason. Thirty-four percent should do.”

“Yes, sir.” Alain and I answered in unison. Wallman puffed up, Chak nodded, and Neel looked horrified on my behalf. I wore a decent remorseful look, but inside, I couldn’t help wonder why I was being disciplined for potentially saving lives.

Harper asked Wallman to escort him back to the elevator.

Everyone stood around, watching Alain for some sign of what to do, but for once, he didn’t utter a word. He rubbed his face and looked off in the distance, haunted.

Chak clapped her hands, startling me.

“All right, everyone. Let’s see if Icarii’s design can infiltrate the Twins’ closed circuit. Let’s move on it!”

I was the last to go back into the lab. When I looked back, Alain was still standing where he had stood earlier, looking at some terrible thing he could only see in his mind.

What did he see?

As it happened, I didn’t have to wonder long.


War Made Real

Eleven came around.

In the Titan lab, the two sets of teleportals seemed to be linked, but nothing was happening on either end. So when the bell for the assembly sounded, it was a welcome break from the frustration. I drifted to the back of the group and took the stairs partway up.

After a few floors, I had to give up and join an elevator. People ignored my panting. Ping.

The broadcast was in an auditorium similar to the one I’d made my presentation against Treno in. I took a seat in the very back. No sense blocking some short’s view and drawing down more wrath upon me today.

I let my eyes drift over the shadowy crowd as they settled in. I suppose if I hadn’t had the financial backing of the Queen, I’d be nauseated about my dock in pay. Whatever gains made in personal prestige by working at White Hall were offset by the less-than-spectacular pay. How Neel fed a wife and three children on this salary was miraculous, if you thought about it. Unless Fellows were paid better.

But since I didn’t have money worries, my concerns remained the same: what would the Queen do at Everlush? And how could I help Mākaha stop her?

The lights dimmed. A spotlight went on. It followed General Mākaha, entering the stage with a microphone clutched in his claws. He turned to us.

“What you are about to see will disturb you,” he said without preamble.

Whispers started, but he plowed on. “You will be shown archival footage now.” He began to pace the stage. “Years ago, a group of fringe elements laid siege to the Osidern capital.” He pushed a button on a remote control at the screen behind him. Colors changed in Osider’s pre-Netron version of a countdown. “This was considered a police maneuver at the time; it is the best example of actual combat I can show you.”

The countdown ended. The film color was off: oranges were apricotish, yellows limeish, blacks faded. But the colors were true enough to show the bloodshed.

A thick wall of squarglings surrounded the entrance to the Presidential Lodge. They were in primitive-looking armor, defending against a mass of other squarglings trying to get in. These attackers had even more ramshackle armor, made of woven fiber. But they held tooth-laden clubs, machetes, and giant tortoiseshell shields.

The line defending the lodge used ballistic guns‌—‌with actual projectiles‌—‌to keep the machete-wielding invaders at bay.

One got too close to the police, and the officer hen pecked his eye out. The footage was silent, but the audience hissed in pain when it happened.

Chopped wings dangled. Limbs were lost. Warriors fell, writhing in pain on the ground. It was hard to tell who was who.

Blood and surgery programs never bothered me, even as a kid, but this kind of violence was beyond my realm of experience. And out of Alain’s too, I realized, watching a guerrilla cleave an enforcer’s head.

Amazing‌—‌I’ve got a stronger stomach than a doctor.

My eyes were on the screen, I picked a corner to focus on. Just sky.

The woman next to me turned her head to me, then turned it back to the screen, back again as if to ask, Are you seeing this?

I gave her a reassuring smile. At least, I meant for it to be reassuring. She bent her head. Down the row, I now noticed others doing the same, studying the floor like it was an entrance exam.

Other audience members stared in shock. The General regarded upon them with his fierce eagle stare. I swear he caught me looking at him and mantled his wings. I returned my eyes to the screen and let my vision blur.

After the presentation, everyone stood to returned to their work. There were only footsteps, the pings of elevators. No one said “excuse me” when they bumped into one another.

In the Titan lab, there was no more progress for the rest of the day.

I went back to my apartment. It wasn’t until I turned off the light to go to bed that it the images from that morning hit me like an autokinet plummeting from the sky. All of them were there, flashing before me, even the ones I thought I’d avoided with my corner trick. They faded into the dark hole, my upright grave. I smelled earth and blood and ran to the toilet and was violently sick. Afterwards, my battered, bruised body ached.

Help Mākaha stop her? How, when I was so powerless?

* * *

The next day I woke up extra early. I set Roger up, dressed for work, then opened the secret door.

I stepped offstage in her burrow and went straight to the kitchen. I didn’t know for certain she would be there, but I needed to talk her out of this madness.

My sweaty hand along the wall released the smell of earth, setting the cereal in my stomach churning.

She wasn’t in the kitchen. The refrigerator light glared at me when I opened it. She was almost out of food.

I fried a cheese sandwich. And then another. And another. I made as many as I could. But she never showed up.

Sure, the one time I need her, she becomes a ghost.

At that thought, I jumped back. She could be right here watching me now, and I’d never know it. I searched every corner of the dark kitchen from where I stood, I tried to expect her there…‌but still saw nothing.

I left the food lined up on plates on the counter and went to the teleportal.

Back in my apartment I rubbed my hands down the straight cool lines of the walls. I think sanity must feel like this.

I peeked in one last time at Roger, then went to work.

Things were still quiet at the lab. Some colleagues continued to look a little green around the gills, but that abated when my terra stages beamed a donated tin of nuts onto the Twins.

Four hours past closing, we’d succeeded in teleporting a dozen rabbits to and fro. We’d done it. Tomorrow we’d have something to show Mākaha. Alain would tell Harper in the morning.

I fell asleep that night with fewer troubles. The General would be pleased with the development, send his troops‌—‌warriors‌—‌out to Everlush, and then…‌then what? Who knows? I didn’t know how anything would work, but if anyone could conquer her, that tough squargling could.

It made a comforting fantasy as I fell to sleep.
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