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STEEL CITY, VEILED KINGDOM

PART FIVE

CHILDREN OF CHANGE




Uncovered

Floating aah wonderful drifting yeehaw!! Wonderful wonderful floating love it where we going don’t wanna stop let’s not get off let’s turn the lights on and fly around the cabin

My eyelids drifted open to a puzzle: I felt weightless, but I was in my burrow room, not in a shuttle cabin or under a bubble blanket and definitely not levitating three inches above my bed.

My fingers flexed into the mushy mattress pad, grounding me into my own body. The drifting sensation lingered. But if I wasn’t floating…‌

I looked over, arm fumbling in the opposite direction for the wander lamp. A single orb jostled down the silver track. Now I could see her face, whiskers catching the low light. The memory of last night traveled from my body to my brain. I flushed for a second‌—‌but then pushed the feeling aside. What we’d done was…‌strange, yes! But no stranger than anything else done by a mixed-race couple.

Her gaze darted to a spot, lingered, looked elsewhere, paused, kept doing this. A corner of my mind was lit with a blue glow, amorphous like smoke but flickering like flame.

Her eyes finally found me. She smiled, a crooked thing that was lucent and glossy and ageless all at once. My breath caught. I was looking at a miracle.

“You’re healed,” I said.

She churred. I reached out. Her coils jumped towards my palm like a cat eager to be petted. I stuck my hand between a gap in the bony coils, sliding my palm around on soft muscle that I loved. Then I broke into an idiot grin.

“Your powers are back! You’re healed!”

Her ears flexed back, eyes closing gently. She sent an offer, gentle as a plume of vapor. I flung open the doors of my psyche and the veil sight flooded in, all of it‌—‌the Fount smoking glimmerously, the rocks and trees standing above us on the mountain, even the desert singing, music emanating from another realm of being. All-intricate, all-imaginative, all-vibrant; the creation of a being more powerful and logical and artful than any human, faerie, or squargling. I knew it beyond a doubt.

I studied it for a long time. When I was done, she gradually darkened the distant things until my view was reduced to the visible world of the room in front of me.

I shook my head at her, not knowing what to say.

Her gaze dropped, as though staring into my chest. “I can see your soul.”

I looked down at my bony ribs, pasty belly. I poked it.

“Feels normal to me.”

She passed the image to me, a dark, inky substance spinning like a whirlpool in my trunk. Its interior flashed a bright light at random intervals, never the same color twice.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“You’re ridiculous.” I said, curling into my shoulder. Then, giddy, I kicked my legs against the bed, bouncing us both. I couldn’t stop smiling. “I can go back‌—‌no one has to‌—‌you don’t have to hunt anymore!”

“Elk remain tasty.”

“Fine, elk, kill all the elk you want! But how did it happen? You didn’t eat any flesh.”

Her mouth stretched, showing all her teeth. “Idothink it’s not flesh I feed on.”

“Oh no. You don’t mean‌—‌”

“The poetics match…‌” She clicked her teeth, thinking.

I flopped back onto the pillows. “Your powers are fueled by sex.”

“No!”

“Well? Then what?”

She tilted her head up, thinking.

“I am a dead field. Your seed…‌doesn’t root down. They each die, I can feel it.”

I took a breath and held it, unsure for a second if I wanted to pursue this. “What’s that got to do with…‌”

“When they die…‌they feed my powers.”

“Oh, for crying out loud. My…‌genetic material is hardly the same as an already-formed person!”

“No, but when they die…‌” She shook out her ears. “To end a life is to end potential, yes? At least,” her head rolled like an owl’s, “potential on this plane.”

“Okay…‌”

“When a one dies, their power to act dies with them. But before that, while they live, there is power waiting in them, in their future, where they can move and choose. Idothink…‌when your seed dies, they are the same as a body dying‌—‌their potential to act is lost.” She lowered her head, mrred softly. “Uncreated…‌they lose every future choice.” Her head rose again. “Idothink my powers don’t eat flesh, but choice. Even the potential of it, apparently. Fate-eater.”

“That is…‌” I shook my head, at a loss for words.

“It was the one experiment he didn’t dare conduct…‌” She shook her head and guttered, a dead-ringer for Merrimack wrapping up a case. Then, she began to cackle wickedly. I stuck my finger in her face.

“You can’t tell anyone! I’m serious!”

She stopped laughing, but couldn’t smother her smirk. “Worry not. Who would I tell?”

I frowned, dubious. Then she pulled me close to her coils and hummed. I surrendered, absolutely content. An ancient-feeling image rose in our mind, of us inside the archway of a tunnel entrance, nights, days, years passing before the entrance but the permanence of us two, one place, prevailing. It was instinct, yearning, finally relieved.

I attempted to give her a bear hug, but this section of coils was too wide for me to get my arms around. I grabbed hold of a coil ring and shook. “C’mere!”

A brief surge of heat, and I had her, human-shaped in my arms. The pale skin of her back seemed to glow in the low light. I studied her face. No lines. Jet hair with a sheen.

“Guess what?” I said.

The dry, patient look. “What?”

“I just ended the war.”

“You alone, hm?”

I beamed.

She bit me lightly on the chin. “My memory says it was a two-person effort.”

I pulled her onto me.


Instinct

Ping.

My steps echoed as I walked through the empty Practical Applications floor. I twisted my new ring, carved from a whisker-tooth. I hated leaving the burrow so soon‌—‌we had a newly-dug bedroom to furnish. But I’d been called in extra early‌—‌some meeting with the Fellows to get me up to speed before I was reassigned to Rodor.

Rodor. How was I going to play advisor to him now?

A framed print of my Novus painting was propped up against the mural of the Cavanaugh Collective framing the lab entrance. I pushed the door open.

The air was eerily still, devoid of the drone of cooling fans. The Twins must have been decommissioned in my absence. There were no people here I could see.

“Hello?” I called. No answer. I slinked to the conference room doors and pushed them open.

Alain, Wallman, Chak, and Neel were all seated at the table in their usual spots. I took my place up front, where I hoped Rodor would still want me. Alain left his seat to greet me.

“Jerimin, good to have you back, great to see you, you’re looking rather well today!”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, sliding my hands under the table before he could see the ring.

The door opened behind Alain. I leaned around in time to see Harper slipping a keycard into his pocket. He pivoted so his heavy frame blocked the door. The electric lock clicked.

“Director!” There was a smile in Alain’s voice, but I was studying Harper’s face. His eyes weren’t leaving mine. The back of my neck prickled.

“I should’ve told you all this earlier,” Harper said to the room. “The public results of Jerimin’s Kakuri-Majinuri tests are fraudulent. His actual score is a negative four.”

A half-second of stillness among the Fellows let me jump to my feet before they all leaped on top of me like I was a bomb.

* * *

The Fellows fell upon me, knocking me back down into the chair. As fast as I thrashed them off, they kept coming back, keeping me off my feet. Wallman launched himself into my chest and the chair tilted back. Coil instinct silently screamed as we fell backwards, didn’t stop until we slammed into the ground. The weaselly man knelt on my chest, pinning me.

He yelled something over his shoulder, but I couldn’t comprehend it, because coil instinct was bleeding together with human instinct and I couldn’t sort through the mishmash of impulses. My neck and fists twitched as my body fought over whether I should tear Wallman’s throat out or smash his face in. Seconds ticked by.

“Yes, we need enforcers at the Kosmopoulis Institute! A KM case! Third floor teleportation lab! Please hurry!”

I looked up. Blue glow of a mobi shining on Neel’s face. All the Fellows had to do now was keep me trapped here until the enforcers came to shoot me.

Wallman had his weight on my shoulders, but my arms were still free. I jabbed upwards with both hands, swung my legs, scooped him over my body. I popped to my feet.

“Now‌—‌now stop that!” Alain took hold of my sleeve. I threw an elbow back and it connected. A thump, a moan. I charged Neel, still on the mobi. Seeing me, he hurled his phone across the room, throwing his hands into the air. My long fingers wrapped around his throat.

“Please‌—‌!” he said.

A hand yanked my collar from behind. My spine wrenched, but whisker instinct kicked in. Snapping my teeth, I twisted into the movement, found Wallman falling off me‌—‌

and Chak’s finger poised over the trigger of a pepper spray canister. Her finger turned white as she clenched the button down‌—‌I didn’t even have time to flinch. But nothing came out of the nozzle but a sticky crawling froth. Her face dropped in horror.

I moved in. She flicked her wrist over, fist clutching the plastic canister, and struck me full in the face.

White pain. I gasped, soundless. Wallman jumped onto my back and I stumbled forwards into Chak, knocking her down as I fell on top of her. We were nose to nose, my hands trapped beneath her body. Her eyes shot around in panic until she spotted my necktie. She grabbed hold of it with one hand and yanked. It tightened around my throat like a noose, choking me. Her teeth clenched. She pulled me closer, closer, into kissing distance.

“It’s working!” said Wallman, voice distant. “Keep pulling!”

Just as white spots were beginning to swim in my vision, whiskers opened my mouth wide and kicked my head back.

Chak cried out, releasing my tie. A short bloody line tore her lip now. I could taste blood on my teeth. I arched myself backwards only to have Wallman shove me back down again, right into Chak’s face. My lips stretched wide around my teeth, begin to chatter at shivering speed, less than an inch away from Chak’s face.

What was I doing?!

She recoiled. The movement, like prey, bowled my shock aside, driving me forward. I’d chew her face off!

She shrieked, curling her limbs beneath her, then exploded outwards. The motion threw me off, Wallman still clinging to me. I stumbled backwards into the table. The impact knocked Wallman off my back, sending wheeled chairs spinning. Air wheezed out of him. Hands free, I clawed my tie off, then whipped around to the little man, already getting back up.

I grabbed his legs and pulled. He slid easily onto the ground. The ratty man pushed himself to his seat. I kicked him back down. I turned to escape but he was already pushing himself upright again. I kicked harder. He screamed‌—‌but still kept trying to get up! Over and over he kept trying.

I don’t have time for this!

I began stomping instead, humming a low note as I did so. Eventually, he stopped moving and was silent.

Steps behind me. I swallowed the humming. In one unthinking motion I pivoted, grabbed Chak’s hair in my fist, then continued the rotation until her face slammed into the table. Her hands reached for mine but I caught them, my one hand swallowing both of hers up. She stared up at me. At last, no fight in her eyes.

I shoved her towards the wall, where she sunk to the floor, hands at her bloodied mouth.

Alain trembled against the wall. Neel ran towards me. I tensed, ready to take him on, but all he did was drop to his knees at Wallman’s side.

Fellows subdued, I turned to the last thing standing between me and freedom: Harper.

He settled low in his bulk, hands out as though ready to catch me. He spoke in that calm voice that I hated.

“It’s time to stop, Jerimin. I know everything. You can still make the right choice.” The keycard stuck out of his pocket, a half-inch of smooth plastic visible. I paused, swaying rhythmically on my feet, compelled to study him. Precious minutes escaped before I realized my newly installed instincts were working against me. All he had to do was stand there, let the enforcers in. Patience wasn’t what I needed right now!

I flung myself forward, escaping stillness’ pull. Harper set his shoulders. I came at him.

BAFF

His meaty fist connected with my chin and only coil instinct turned my inevitable fall into a drunken retreat.

Go to ground, said the new part of me.

I shook my head. He’s too big. Can’t let him pin me. Gotta get the key. Gotta get out.

I rushed him again, got him to charge back. I stopped short and sidestepped him so he careened past. I grabbed the back of his collar, tried to redirect his momentum to aim his head at the table, but he was too heavy and broke my grip. He turned on me and now I was trapped between him and the door. Blows rained down on me, a mauling. I closed up, protecting my head‌—‌until he backed me into the wall.

No. Not here.

I clawed his glasses off, tried biting when he grabbed for my arms. He pulled back, leaving my fists free. I pushed off the back wall, coil instincts muting my voice to animal panting. I feinted high for his eyes, jabbed his belly instead. Sour air blew out of him. His head dropped. I smashed my fist into the side of it. His mouth bled but he ignored the pain, caught my arm and spun me around instead. He hugged me into his chest, trying to wrap his other arm around my neck. The lines in my head flashed and I heard the snapping of my teeth as I arched my back, trying to reach him.

I’m human! I don’t bend that far!

I stomped down hard on his foot, but though he cried out, he didn’t let go. I kicked wildly, finally connected with his shin. His headlock loosened for a moment, giving me enough room to squirm around. Now I faced him. I kicked his knee in, was rewarded with a shout of pain and the sight of the big man dropping.

I dug my claws into his jowly face and slammed his face into the doorframe over and over. Another pull on the back of my sleeve‌—‌Alain. Unthinking, I grabbed his white hair and hurled his head into the doorframe once. He slid to the floor. I turned back to Harper and I didn’t stop hurting him until the fat man’s eyes rolled back. I ripped the keycard from his pocket, hurled his dead weight onto a shell-shocked Chak, and flung the door open. I pelted down the stairs and ran out of White Hall.

People yelped as I blew by them, but I ignored them, concerned only with getting away. The enforcers would be showing up any second. Once they arrived, Chak and Neel would tell them everything they knew, everything I’d done. My worst secret was out. As long as I was on Netron, I was dead.


Reunion

Come home, come home. The mental wire bit into my head, pulsing an image of my apartment with every footstep. My Queen was waiting for me there. Once I got there, we could return to the burrow‌—‌and never come back.

I was halfway to Serene Industrial when everyone’s mobi began beeping, three tones; two same, one low. Everyone stopped, taking out their screens. My blood turned icy. I glanced over at someone’s mobi. A picture of my face filled the screen. I glimpsed the words dangerous and contact enforcers.

I U-turned on the spot, hunching. I spotted a stairway leading to the sublevels and hurried towards it. The streets down below wouldn’t be as crowded.

/What’s wrong?/ she sent.

/They sent out a public alert. Everyone’s looking for me now. I can’t get to you./ Forget a public teleportal bank‌—‌

She sent an image of the royal warehouse where I’d sold off her sister’s things. I’d ruled it out earlier; it had been too close to White Hall, where the enforcers were already heading. /Too risky,/ I sent back.

I got off the stairway, standing in a shadow formed by one of the upper-level bridges. I racked my brain. No teleportals meant no escape offworld. Who could I hide out with here on Netron? Father? No! Lyle? I had no idea where he was. But I had a lot of other squargling friends…‌

I turned, charging towards Embassy Square. Once inside the doors of their embassy, Netron enforcers wouldn’t have any jurisdiction. Osider had never implemented its own KM tests, but even if my numbers worried them, I’d done a lot for the people of Osider. They’d give me a chance to explain. I knew they would.

* * *

I burst into the Osidern embassy at full speed and almost bowled over two little squares.

“Excuse me, I need‌—‌” Then I saw who it was. I almost laughed with relief.

“Rodor! Ternerr! I’m so‌—‌been a misunderstanding‌—‌I was attacked, I need to stay…‌”

As I spoke, their eyes got wider. As their eyes got wider, the color leached from their skin. Within seconds, Ternerr’s vibrant orange turned to sun-faded mustard; Rodor’s to a sickly salmon. They said nothing, frozen in place.

“Guys? Are you okay?”

Horror grew on their faces.

“What is that?” Ternerr asked in Native. His claws clicked against the glass of his screen as he trembled. “Where’s Jerimin?”

My heart started pumping double-time. Other squarglings in the lobby were beginning to sniff. One let out an alarm whistle. I ran my hand over my face, saw blood smeared on my palm. I stared at it, not sure what to do next.

“Send Agent Pālau to Serene Industrial,” said Rodor.

Agent Pālau? At my apartment? She’d scent my Queen out in no time!

“Maybe this thing left the real Jer there.”

Thing? Real Jer?

Ternerr started typing on his screen computer, but his eyes were locked on me. I had to stop this.

“Guys, it’s me! Jerimin! I still look like me, right? I mean‌—‌I know I’m a mess, but…‌here, here’s my mobi, take it!” I pressed the rectangle into Rodor’s palm. He looked down at it. I looked. It wasn’t my mobi‌—‌it was the keycard Harper had used to lock me in back at White Hall. I patted my pockets, came up empty. My mobi must have fallen out during the fight. Cold hysteria swam in my belly. This couldn’t be happening.

“No!” I shouted at them, trying to end the nightmare. “It’s really me, okay? Call‌—‌call my father‌—‌Stop looking at me like that!”

“Okay, listen, listen, calm down.” Rodor spoke in a soft voice, like he was dealing with a mad dog. “Calm down. Maybe we’re making a mistake. I don’t know. But if you come peacefully with us to a holding room, that’ll give us time to check things out.”

I looked over my shoulder. Whether I could see them or not, the enforcers were still hunting me.

“I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t turn me over to Netron.”

“Come peacefully and we won’t, Lane.”

“I’m Jerimin!” I said.

Ternerr looked like he was going to be sick. Rodor paled again, but then beckoned for me to follow.

Before we could leave, Ternerr peeped. “Warfather, did you hear the rumor? Do you think‌—‌”

“Lyle says he doesn’t know what happened for sure. Go on to White Hall. Let me know if they’ve seen Jer.” Then Rodor looked up at me. “Come with me, please.”

I followed him deeper into the embassy. After a few turns down the maze of hallways, he began pelting me with questions. What was my full name? Address? How old was I? What was the last thing he’d said when we were together last?

I answered them all correctly. I still wound up in a cell.

The secured room looked like a doctor’s waiting room for one person, sans TV and magazines. Also, the one chair was bolted down. I could see the back of a huge green hen guarding the energy shield. Rodor spoke to her in Native, and then left.

I felt around in my head for my Queen, but something was interfering, making me unsure about my sendings. /Get out of my apartment. Go to the burrow./ Beads of confusion kept tracking around the wires in my head like ants.

I looked around again. In the wall next to the shield was a pet door, its flap wide as a shoebox. I reached for it, but the hen outside mantled, grakking a warning. I pulled my hand back and sat down.

What in the world happened to make my friends not recognize me anymore? When I’d left this morning, I’d looked like me‌—‌and sure, I could see how a couple of shiners would make them pause, but I didn’t think Harper had pummeled me into unrecognition.

I had nothing to do but stare at the wall and feel the wires in my head flash with alarm. Was Agent Pālau at my apartment now? When I’d left this morning, my Queen had been in her human shape. I hoped she’d stayed that way. And I doubly hoped she wasn’t ghosting as me.

I closed my eyes, tried to enter the wires, but my fretting mixed with the interference and made reading all but the most obvious signals of our connection impossible.

Suddenly, my fingers grabbed onto the makeshift wedding band, holding it there, knuckles going pale. THIS IS MINE THIS IS MINE YOU CANNOT TAKE IT IT IS MINE MINE MY RING MY RING

And then, as quickly as it had come on, the feeling vanished. It was replaced by incredible watchfulness, anticipation of betrayal‌—‌

Suddenly, something yellow was thrust into my room through the pet flap. A fluffy drooping rag came for my face, attached to the end of a flexible pole. I leaned away. It followed me and I shoved it aside, moving to the opposite corner of the room.

“Lane.” I looked outside‌—‌there was Rodor, watching.

“Warfather, what’s‌—‌”

“We need a scent sample.”

I looked at the rag again. I took it and wiped my face and hands on it like a dishrag. Dried blood crumbled onto it.

“Mahalo,” he said, and the pole snaked back out the way it’d come in, taking the stained rag with it.

I moved to the energy wall to see the guard offering the rag to Rodor for a whiff. He shook his head, and the guard said into her radio in Native, “No change, Agent Pālau.”

The line in my head was calm, not even worried now. A squawk of static sounded over the radio. The guard turned to Rodor, who turned to me. “Lane,” said Rodor, “Do you have a ring?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Will you please remove it, put it inside the flap, and step away.”

Her instinct reared its head.

“I’ll get it back, right?”

“It depends.”

“Depends?!”

“Lane!”

I grit my teeth. Why call it her instinct? It was as good as mine now. I had to force my arm to set it on the vent, but once done, I was free of the feeling. The guard’s clawed hand scooped the ring in. I heard sniffing, and then a purple rag came through the flap. I scrubbed my face on it, then went to the wall to watch.

Rodor sniffed this, shook his head. “Still no change.” My ring was returned through the flap. I snatched it back and put it on, missing the next thing Rodor said before he left.

Maybe an hour passed. There was a knock. I looked up. The guard was there, lightbands in her claws.

“Face the wall, Lane.”

When I did, the forcefield was let down and she cuffed me. I angled my head to watch her, saw the soft glow on my skin as the restraints were activated. I was led out of the cell and Rodor fell into step next to us, along with another security hen.

“Where are you taking me?” I didn’t recognize the hallway, but I sensed we were heading towards the entrance of the embassy. No one answered. Rodor didn’t even look over.

“Rodor‌—‌Warfather, where are you taking me? Don’t take me outsi‌—‌”

“You’re not going outside,” was all he said.

Minutes later, we entered a teleportal room. Three more squargling guards joined us. The wide terra stage gave us room to stand shoulder-to-shoulder.

I’m okay, I thought, stepping onstage. As long as they don’t send me straight to an enforcers’ station, I’m okay.

The technician took the coordinates, chirped in Native by Rodor. Before I could convert Osidern numbers to Standard, the action completed, and the scene around us changed.

I thought an enforcers’ station would be the worst place for them to send me.

I was dead wrong.


Monsters and Glamours

We were surrounded by the Hriannen royal guard, all selkie, all muscle. Beyond them glowed the pink quartz walls of Everlush, crowds of faerie girls. My throat tried to close in panic.

“Let’s go,” said Rodor, stepping offstage. Seeing him surrounded by fae was such an odd sight, the words just fell out of my mouth.

“You shouldn’t be here, Ro.”

He turned back, the searching look on his face turning the black mask of his face a deep, serious “v”.

“That’s right,” I said. “If I’m not me, I’ve sure done a good job of knowing all the things I’m supposed to know!”

He squelched like a wet boot and turned away.

We entered the palace proper. The cavernous quartz halls were packed with fae, most of whom had their mobis aimed at me. Though the selkie guard formed a formidable wall around us, ambitious sirens and pixies floated above the earthbound crowd, shooting and uploading high-definition shots of my disgrace.

Not that it mattered. I cupped my hands to better hide my ring. If my betrayal were discovered, no amount of sweet-talking would stop the Princess from throwing me to the Gorgon. This fact didn’t stop my brain from trying to come with ways to convince them that I was still on their side.

I looked up from my scheming as we approached the throne room doors. They looked just as they had back when Mākaha was searching for the Fount: dark wood edged in white marble, tall enough to admit the biggest dragon, and shut tight.

Half the selkies broke off from our escort and peeled the doors open. Through the widening gap I could see a thick carpet of grass and flowers, divided in half by a long white path that ramped up and off the ground, forming a fashion runway that led straight to the dais that held the throne.

The throne itself seemed to be made of the same white stone, carved like a sun with scalloped edges, as tall as a storefront. Waterfalls fell on either side of the dais, forming pools that sparkled in the light of giant burning wander lamps.

The squarglings made soft, impressed noises, and then we marched onto the soft grass, past rows of wooden benches growing out of the ground. The selkie guard walked right onto the rising curve of the white runway, but the squarglings paused.

Princess Jantessa smiled at us from the seat of the throne. “You may approach,” she said.

We walked the long runway, single file, with Rodor in the lead. Birds twittered from branches above us, just audible over the splash of the falls.

We assembled on the dais before the Princess. She wore a topaz-blue dress, red hair tied up in loops that mirrored the sun-shape of the throne. She lounged comfortably in the cushions of the royal seat, like she’d been doing it her whole life. She caught me examining her and frowned, puzzled. But then her expression turned shifty-eyed, as though seeing something she wanted to steal. Even knowing her proclivity for collecting men, that particular leer didn’t look right on her face.

Something’s off about her.

The squarglings bowed formally, wings out. A wing in my back reminded me to catch up. I lurched forward, jerked back upright. After a mocking eyebrow-raise at me, the Princess nodded at Rodor.

“Mahalo nui loa for seeing us on such short notice, Your Highness,” he said.

“Anytime, General. What’s up?”

“Is there a spell on this…‌man?”

The way he hesitated before “man”…‌I don’t think I can fully describe how scary that was.

“I know he looks the same, but…‌his scent is…‌is…‌” The Warfather twanged rapidly, troubled.

The Princess gave him a funny smile. “So he smells bad‌—‌tie an air freshener around his neck.”

“No, he doesn’t smell bad, Your Highness. It’s…‌ugh. Imagine this: someone walks up to you, claiming to be your old friend. Sounds like him. Talks like him. But it’s not him. And he’s wearing your friend’s skin like a suit.”

“Augh!”

“Yes! THAT’S what he smells like to us. And this”‌—‌he nodded at me‌—‌“person just went in place of Jerimin to his work and attacked his co-workers.”

“They were going to kill me!” I said.

The hen nearest me snapped her wing with a sound like an umbrella being blown inside out. I glared at her. She mantled her wings, unafraid. Rodor went on. “Agent Pālau scented Jer at his apartment, but the trail was a month old.”

No. No. Unbelievable!

“You’re the expert on enchantment and powers: is this Jerimin Icarii, or is it something pretending to be him?”

“Something?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe wearing an illusion‌—‌”

“Glamour.”

“Glamour.” Tunk, tunk, he went in his guitar-string way. “Can you tell us?”

“He looks fi‌—‌” The Princess stopped midsentence, head jerking back. After a pause, she said, “Wait, wait, does he know…‌You! What kinda sandwich did you get last time we met?”

It took me a minute to think back. That happened in another lifetime, it felt. “Mushroom. Portobello. You know there’s no enchantment on me!”

Rodor broke in. “It answered a bunch of my questions right, but I’m still not convinced! Listen, I’d just feel better if you could check him over for me. I mean‌—‌could a glamour be linked to an object? He showed up wearing a ring we’d never seen before.”

The Princess straightened in her chair. “Ring?”

“Lane, hold up your hand, please.”

Dread paralyzed me.

“Lane.”

The hen guard struggled with me to get my hand up, but the Princess saw my wedding ring and when she did, I swear, it was like someone else was looking at me from behind her eyes. She reclined back, nodding slowly.

“I get what you’re saying,” said the Princess. “A Netron saying he ate a Portobello mushroom sandwich last month is like saying you drank a Jukee yesterday, right, Ro?”

He cawed softly and preened his wing.

The Princess held her fingers to her mouth a few seconds, pretending to think. “It’ll take a couple days for me to give him the full lookover. Come back evening after tomorrow.”

That look.

I threw myself towards Rodor, flat on the ground. I heard the scrape of firearms unholstering just as I remembered I was using the wrong instincts. I crawled to my knees instead and grabbed the hem of Rodor’s uniform.

I looked up into his face. Even now he was leaning away, repulsed. Would my friend do what I asked when I smelled like a monster?

“If there’s any part of you that thinks I could be who I say I am‌—‌that you jailed Jerimin Icarii by mistake today because his scent went wrong one morning, you’ll make the Princess and her court guarantee that they won’t harm me. Make her promise you‌—‌in her vow name!”

From the other side of the platform, I heard water dripping off a selkie exiting the pool.

I shook Ro’s uniform. “Please!”

“Lane, let go of me!” His tail was frozen stiff.

I let go and bent my head to the ground. Nothing happened. Then, Rodor spoke.

“Princess, how would I go about entering a vow with you?”

“A vow!” The Princess chuckled like he’d just flirted with her. “C’mon, Ro, you know I wouldn’t harm this guy! It’s not in my nature. And none of my girls would mess with him either‌—‌not unless he started something first!”

“No offense was meant, Your Highness. But that’s the thing…‌” I peeked up, saw Rodor’s tail swinging as he thought. “If this…‌man…‌really is Jerimin, he won’t harm you. But if it’s not him, maybe we can use a vow to keep you and your girls safe.”

The Princess chewed her lip for a moment. “Sure we can’t just shake on it?”

The Warfather looked back at me, considering. I bowed my head again to the floor.

“We both want to keep your court safe, Your Highness. I think you know a vow’s the best way to do that, especially if this creature is hostile.”

The Princess’ wings buzzed, annoyed.

“It’ll cost you, General. Sure you don’t wanna back out?”

A long pause. Would he put his neck on the line for me?

“I’m sure,” said Rodor. I slumped in relief.

The Princess sighed, pained. “Fiiine. Get over here.”

Rodor’s claws clicked as he moved away from me. The Princess sang a series of notes. Though I didn’t move from my position, I heard wings chiming down from above. A strange sound started up, like musical white noise.

Minutes passed. When it let up, I caught the sound of pen writing on paper, a sound that took me back to the burrow’s piano room. My stomach ached‌—‌we’d been safe and happy where we were‌—‌why’d I ever leave?

“Oh!” said Rodor, sounding like he’d chanced upon a beautiful view in the woods. “So that’s your‌—‌”

“You mustn’t share it ever, General.”

“I understand, Your Highness.” Rodor clucked twice. Claws clicked to a stop in front of me. “Lane, no physical harm will come to you from any Hriannen at Everlush‌—‌as long as you don’t start anything first. If you’re really Jerimin, you’ll keep your end of the bargain. Bad things will happen to me if you don’t.”

I sat up, nodding. “I will. I will. Thank you, Ro‌—‌Warfather.”

“We’ll be back in a couple of nights. Thank you again, Princess.”

“My pleasure. Don’t worry, we’ll treat him well!” She giggled, but her eyes were dead as she looked at me. “I don’t know what our guest is so nervous about.”

The squarglings all bowed. I watched the selkie guard escort them out through the gigantic doors without me.

The doors shut with a boom. The Princess turned to me.

“A wedding ring? Sweets, say it ain’t so!”

I didn’t answer her‌—‌but, I realized, she wasn’t listening. At least, not to me. She tilted her head to one side, and the way her eyes were going, she was
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