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STEEL CITY, VEILED KINGDOM

PART FOUR

FORCES OF ATTRACTION




Polarity Shift

I woke up sore all over. I rubbed my back. I didn’t care how effective they were supposed to be, free weights weren’t worth the aches. I shuffled into the burrow’s kitchen.

Cereal rang as it landed in my clear glass bowl. Maple-Cinnamon Space Tasties weren’t going to help my track time any, but oh, they were just the thing for‌—‌

The Queen extended into the room on her grey coils. Seeing her, I froze. But it wasn’t because of fear.

You, Jerimin, are going straight to hell.

I swung into the fridge for the milk. Though it was right there on the front shelf, I rummaged around like I couldn’t find it, trying to collect myself. I stood up, half out of the fridge, milk jug in hand. She was closer now. I went still again.

She lifted her chin at me.

“The door,” she said. I shut it, then went to my bowl. Pouring didn’t go so well with my trying to look at her and the bowl at the same time. Milk splashed the counter, my hand.

I took my cereal to the table, trying not to slop.

She flowed over to the cabinets and took her jar of black blood down from the cabinet. On her way back, she picked up the milk jug I’d forgotten to put away. She poured milk for herself in a soup bowl.

I couldn’t stop watching her coils. The way they moved was‌—‌weightless, no. Catlike? Not quite. Powerful? Yes, but not just that…‌ I cycled through images, seeking comparisons but dismissing them all. They’d made us read poetry every year I was in school‌—‌a pointless exercise, I’d thought. But faced with her in this state, I finally got what those poets had been chasing after in words‌—‌and why they even chased in the first place.

She slid the jar of black blood towards me. “You should make a me-tea for yourself. Your body will keep no pain then.”

My head felt like a balloon. I nodded, mouth full of cereal.

She frowned down at me from a loop of coil. “You will not speak to me today?”

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

She threw herself behind her coils, eyes bulging. She didn’t show her face for some time.

“It’s charisma, isn’t it?” I asked. Suddenly my father’s judgment of the men who’d left their wives seemed cruel. You couldn’t battle this feeling‌—‌you didn’t want to!

It took her a while before she answered. “My mother and my sister and her friends and the court drilled into me that I kept none.” She peeked over the swell of her coils. “Were their words wrong?”

This was the exact same creature I’d run from screaming yesterday. But yesterday she’d been running on zero, sick. This is what she looked like‌—‌no, what she was‌—‌when she wasn’t starving. This was supposed to be her normal!

This was why she killed. This…‌loveliness was inside her, but it took death to bring it out.

And I liked it. A lot.

“Yes,” I said. “Very wrong.” I took a bite of my cereal. She sipped her cup of milk. We ate in a no-words-needed silence. A comfortable silence.

When I was done, I asked, “Do you feel as good as you‌—‌” Look didn’t encompass everything. No word did, so I shook my head.

Her face began to crinkle into a smile. But she paused midway through. Her mouth slipped, ears lowering.

“What’s wrong?” I reached my hand flat onto the table, wanting to touch her, terrified to.

“Roger died.”

The words hit me like an autokinet. I’d refused to open the secret door‌—‌I’d forgotten him, left him to starve to death.

“I’m so sorry‌—‌”

Suddenly, I couldn’t meet her eye. He’d died because I hadn’t wanted to see her, and she knew it!

“Did you eat him?” I asked.

She mrred in distress.

“No! No, no. His body is in his cage.”

I got up.

“He does not look the same,” she said when I opened his cage. She said this sadly, but perhaps I should have taken it like a warning. He was feather light, bones sharp under the still silky fur.

I cradled his body. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I couldn’t stop saying it.

Finally she took him from me. She ran her grey hand through his fur. In sadness she almost glowed. She shifted so the rabbit was on her coils, and with her newly freed hand she slowly pulled me close. I leaned in and sobbed for a while.

“The change is hard, isn’t it?” she said. I nodded. She rubbed my head. “Weep all you need, my Jerimin. But I hope you do not cry for him. He went through the new birth. He is well in the spirit world. You gave him nothing but happiness while he was on this earth.”

I reached for my handkerchief, but I had none in my pajamas. I clenched my teeth, trying to hold it together.

“Can you see him now?” I asked.

“No. But I will tell you if he visits.”

I broke down again.


Bear

I went to White Hall a half-hour later.

The people I walked beside on the street said nothing, didn’t smile. There weren’t many people out and about. But it fit‌—‌Rodge was gone.

When I walked into the Titan lab everyone was gathered around a screen. It showed a Netron broadcaster, reciting facts. She looked like she’d been up three nights without sleep, but her demeanor was professional and stoic.

I heard a sniffle. I looked over to see Neel putting his arm around someone. I turned back to the screen. A tickertape at the bottom of the screen looped over and over‌—‌the casualties, an estimated timeline of events.

“Young Icarii-sir.” I looked down. Chak’s eyes looked shrunken and red. “Did you hear?”

I nodded.

She frowned. “Where’ve you been?”

More than a day had passed since our attack on Lanakila. What excuse did I have?

Stick to the truth. “I didn’t feel like coming out.”

She looked at Alain’s door, closed, and nodded.

“He’s in there,” said Wallman, who saw me looking. His eyes scrunched on the screen like it was the world’s toughest logic problem. “There’s a Fellows meeting in fifteen.”

“I’m invited?”

“The General wants you there.”

I stood at the back of the group and stared at the screen. I half-listened, occupied with thoughts of this morning.

The newscaster was talking about the reaction of the Osidern Mothers in Council when the Fellows left the crowd. Neel knocked on Alain’s office door. When the man came out he seemed to have it together, though his eyes were also reddened.

The elevator ride up was silent. We got off at Hydroponics. Mākaha stood outside the lab door, absently stroking the head of his yellow dog. Behind him stood Harper, arms behind his back.

Without a word, we went to the golem’s room. Already waiting there was the Gorgon, another tray of dirt, and Kim, the veterinarian.

Mākaha’s wings raised a little at the sight of the Gorgon, but he made his dog hop onto the table without any comment. He watched the blood withdrawal without a word.

“Where’s the golem?” I whispered to Neel.

“At my place,” answered Chak in a whisper. “His fosters are on vacation.”

When it was time for more blood, the Gorgon asked me a question with her eyes. I shook my head, looking down at the floor.

Blood was collected from Harper and the General, but this time Neel was passed over in favor of a collection from Chak. The Gorgon did her thing. We filed out in silence.

Outside, the General pulled me aside.

“You’ll get your next assignment on your mobi,” he said, then left.

I watched him walk away. It was a little strange to have him talk to me‌—‌normally he left Ternerr to those menial tasks. But the little Kōko‘olua was absent today. Probably had more on his plate than he’d ever had before. I trudged back into the elevator with the Fellows.

Alain let us out early on our way down. Nothing would be getting done today.

Chak caught me on my way out.

“Will you join us at my apartment?”

“I…‌why? If I may ask?”

“It’s Bear. We did all right yesterday but I think I’ll be better with someone else there.”

“I’d be happy to, Chak-miss‌—‌but surely you’d prefer your parents to be with you than me?”

“There are other people in my family who need them more.”

“The other Fellows, maybe?”

“Alain and Neel have their families and Wallman-sir is allergic to dogs.” She jutted her chin out at me. “Listen, if you don’t want to do it, just say so.”

I could already see her filing this mishap away for future use against me. What I really wanted to do was go through my secret door, to her.

“I’ll come,” I said. Charisma like that wouldn’t disappear overnight‌—‌and I was curious about Bear’s progress. The Queen would be, too.

Chak’s apartment was all tile floor. The floppy-eared golem sat on a blue area rug in front of the TV, clutching a chunky, colorful remote while he stared at a cartoon on TV. I thought he took up quite a bit of room in the modestly-sized apartment‌—‌and then Chak’s dogs trotted in. They were two full-sized Doberman pinschers, as full of sharp angles as their owner’s haircut.

“Don’t worry, they’re trained.”

After a cursory sniff in my direction, Chak’s dogs focused all their attention on her. The golem turned its thick block head to Chak and saw me. It wagged its tail and asked with a doggy smile on its face, “Auntie Chak, who’s that?”

Chak smiled back, too cheerful.

“This is your Uncle…‌Uncle…‌” she looked at me, eyebrows raised.

“Jerimin,” I said. I was still boggling. Cartoons? Auntie Chak? The voice fit his size, but…‌this wasn’t the weapon I was expecting.

“Uncle Jerimin.” He lumbered to his feet. He walked over three-footed, still holding the remote in a tree wood paw shaped like a hand. He was huge, with a bearlike shape and a sloping neck.

His blocky snout snuffled me, right in my face.

“You smell funny,” he said, frowning.

“Bear! Icarii-sir, I beg your pardon‌—‌” Chak actually bowed. One of her dogs danced lightly on its feet, licking its lips.

“No‌—‌it’s all right. Squarglings tell me that too.” I’d put on my scentmod this morning, so I didn’t think he was getting a Queen smell or a burrow smell. Maybe the mod itself was throwing him‌—‌I doubt he’d ever met a person who wore one.

I turned to the golem, who was still in my face. “I bet next you’ll say my eyes are the wrong color, too.”

He leaned in closer, staring into my face. His breath was moist like tropical air and smelled of cheese crackers and pine needles.

“Yeah, yeah! One of ‘em is darker!” He took my chin in a massive paw-hand and turned my face to Chak, a wrenching move that would have made a chiropractor jealous.

“Auntie Chak, look, lookit, one’s darker!”

“I see that, sweetie, I see.” Chak’s cheerful voice belied the alarm in her eyes.

A noise on the TV program caught the golem’s attention and he turned his head to look. I extracted my face from his hand. I felt more nervous with his manhandling than I ever had with the Queen’s‌—‌with her, every movement was deliberate. Bear didn’t know his own strength.

“Auntie Chak, can we go for our walk after my show’s over?”

At the word “walk”, both dogs turned to Chak. Though they made no sound, urgency was clear in their eyes. One did its odd nail-clicking dance in place again. Chak reached for the leashes hanging by the door. The dogs brushed past me to her.

“You can watch your show later.” She knelt and clipped the leads on to her dogs. They leaned towards her, silently broadcasting their desperation.

“Aw. Can’t I go later?” he asked.

“Everyone’s ready now,” said Chak, with a look at me. I nodded.

“I could go later, alone!” said the golem.

She gave him a narrow look. “Does Aunt Persy let you go out walking alone?”

His head sank. “No.”

“Then it’s time to go.”

“But Auntie Chak, it’s just a few more minutes.”

One of the dogs whined softly.

“Bear, get up and come on your walk right now, please.”

At these words, Bear stiffened, eyes blank. A ridge of moss-fur on his back stood straight up.

“Yes, Auntie Chak,” he said in a dead voice.

Chak covered her mouth, horrified.

Then, almost quickly as it had happened, Bear came to. He trundled towards the door, sticking the remote control in his mouth. Once past us, he opened the door and let himself out, almost like his body was driving him.

“Stay with him, will you, Jerimin?” whispered Chak, gathering the dogs. I hurried after the lumbering beast, but it wasn’t like you could lose him; he took up the entire hallway. Chak and her dogs caught up with us in the elevator. Inside, Bear kept sniffing my hair, acting as though nothing odd had happened.

The elevator let us out.

“We’ll stick to the neighborhoods, if you don’t mind,” said Chak. “The…‌ things on TV, on the street…‌” she said.

“Of course.”

The golem wuffed at the dogs, but they ignored him.

Once the dogs had had their potty break in the designated area, we set out. Chak’s neighborhood was in the Eastern style, with many walls covered in flowers and climbing vines, which were trained and pinned away from the residential windows. Abandoned stands showed where vendors would normally sell food on the corners.

Relieved of nature’s call, the dogs became inquisitive, sniffing around while they trotted at Chak’s side. When the golem wuffed at them, at least one would return the sound, making the plant-dog’s stubby tail wag.

“What are their names?” I nodded at the Dobermans.

“This girl here is Kona Honey Macademia’s Shaded Lady‌—‌Kona for short‌—‌and the antsy one is Changying’s Red Hot Perpetual Motion, AKA Dancer.” She smiled down on her dogs.

“Dancer goes like this,” said the golem around the remote. Despite his clumsy paws, he did a passing imitation of Dancer’s excited mincing.

I nodded. “Very nice.”

His dark brown lips curled up in a smile around the remote. In his mouth, the remote’s white plastic looked much like a bone, except for the colorful green buttons. Bear looked at Chak and, from the tone of it, asked a question around the remote.

“Bear, sweetie‌—‌” said Chak.

“Here. Allow me.” I reached my hand out for the remote. He stared cross-eyed at my hand, and when he didn’t move, I carefully pulled the device from his mouth. Chak took it from me, wiped it down with her handkerchief, and stuck it in her bag. Bear licked his lips. “Auntie Chak, where are we going? Can we go to the park?”

“I think that’s a good idea. The girls are craving a good run, and with…‌Uncle Jerimin with us, he can keep you company if you tire out.”

“I never tire out!” The golem roared joyfully, rearing on his hind feet. He threw his dinner plate-sized paws over his head, towering over me like a grizzly over a toddler.

Chak stepped back. The dogs shot between her and the golem, barking and growling.

“Bear!” said Chak sharply.

Whining, the golem went back to the ground. “I was just having fun.” He scuffed his forepaw on the ground.

“Hey, looks like we’re here!” I said.

A playground bordered by a ring of trees formed the center of Chak’s park. Off of it I could see a gated swimming area, and grassy field, but we headed towards an orange oval track.

We had the park to ourselves today‌—‌memorials had sprung up in parks closer to Little Osider, but here, there was no sign of the disaster that had befallen Lanakila Camp.

On the track, Chak let her dogs off their leashes. They skipped away like kids free from school. I offered to hold their leashes, but Chak ignored me and began jogging. She kept pace with the dogs easily, though she pelted down the track in her office clothes.

“Let’s run!” said Bear, before he galumphed away.

I shrugged and took off after him. My work loafers could handle a run‌—‌their carbon copies at the burrow handled everything else, didn’t they?

The golem’s initial sprint took him almost to the turn of the track in just a few seconds, but after that, he slowed enough that I could have easily passed him. Instead, I kept pace with his four-pawed plodding speed walk.

His tongue lolled out of his mouth, and he smiled at me.

“Wow! You sure are a fast runner,” I said.

That put a new spring in his step, and he bounded forward two lengths.

“I never get tired!” he proclaimed between his panting.

“I know! You’re amazing!”

He grinned his doggy grin at me. I couldn’t help but smile back. We really built him to be a weapon?

Maybe it’d be different when he grew up, but right now, the last thing I wanted to do was send him to encounter something like Lanakila. Even if he was the size of a building, his mind and temperament just weren’t suited for it.

Chak and her dogs passed us for the second time. Bear looked at them passing us, then looked at me. “Am I winning?”

“You sure are!” I said.

His head lowered, his ears went back. “I’m going to be the champion!” and he set off in another rocking sprint that ended in him stumbling back into his speed plod. I caught up to him, started to say something, but his face lit up, showing those wooden fangs.

“Look, look, it’s the line!”

“Cross it,” I said. “Hurry up so you can beat me!”

He stopped his plod to get onto two legs, then hopped over the line.

“You beat me!” I said.

“I AM THE CHAMPION!!!” he howled, sounding so ecstatic as to be raging. Before I could join him in his celebration, Chak came running up, her dogs barking in alarm.

“Bear, be quiet!”

The golem’s eyes went blank, and he went down on all fours. Gasping, Chak clapped her hand over her mouth.

“Yes, Auntie Chak.”

* * *

“And they want to send that thing to fight you,” I said to the Queen over dinner that night, recounting the day. Her happiness at seeing the delicious and plentiful noodles I had procured made me feel like a champion, even as I divulged this bit of gossip about Netron’s secret weapon.

“I asked Chak after. He’s at his full size. He won’t get any smarter. He just wants to watch cartoons and run around and count flowers‌—‌he can’t even see the colors, for pity’s sake!”

She gulped, blinking her yellow eyes. “If his root is obedience, perhaps he does not need to keep much cleverness.”

“Did the Gorgon know?”

Her eyebrow quirked. “That it would keep the intelligence of a pup? What do you instincts say?”

“Yeah. Yeah, she knew.”

“But your Fellows knew‌—‌planned to program him, pilot him. Do you think they will still do it, after meeting him?”

I looked down at my cup. “I’m not sure.” I could see Chak and Neel hesitating, maybe even Alain and Harper. I shook my head. “They created him for one purpose. After Lanakila, they’re going to be throwing all the switches to get at you. Osider especially. But…‌you know, he’s brighter than a police dog, and I doubt Chak has any problem with them.”

“A police dog still keeps her own will though, yes?”

I thought back to the look on Chak’s face after she gave her inadvertent commands. If seeing Bear as a zombie frightened her, how could she feel good about sending him to fight?

“Yeah. It’s one thing to expect a…‌a civilized person to do what they’re told, after years of‌—‌” I gestured with my hand, “you know, learning compliance‌—‌in school and work and things. But with Bear‌—‌he can be compelled anytime they want.”

“Just ‘they’? What about you?”

“I don’t know if that’s been set up yet.”

“The next time you stay with him, make yourself his highest authority.”

I gave her a look, but didn’t mean it.

“I say this for your safety. If your Harper ever wanted to see you have an ‘accident’,” she waggled her ears in a meaningful way, “that earth-and-blood mutt would be a very good tool, yes?”

“And since I’m not a Fellow, I may not even get authorization. They’ll have a chain of command.”

“You could be at the top. A power no one else has to know about.”

Yes. Tell Bear to obey me over all others no matter what they say. And to never tell. If I were quick, I could make him do anything he didn’t want.

But if I wasn’t quick enough, the power to command him would rest solely with the Fellows. Or Harper. Or both.

“Hm.” I drank my soda.

“Idowonder what his brother will be like.”

“Wish I could tell you.”

She mrred. “We will find out, or we won’t. Do not frown your trouble.” She sighed and piled on more noodles. I frowned.

“Will they help?” I asked, nodding at the food.

“They stave off my draining very little. This body dies all around me, I can feel it. But do not worry. Lanakila gave us much time.” She purred, and I got lost in it.


The Substitute

The next day, I joined Harper and the Fellows for another meeting in the conference room. The Fellows and I were assembled around the table. While the others were chatting, I asked Chak, “How’s Bear?”

Her back stiffened. She glanced at me with her eyes but didn’t move her head. “Back with his foster family.”

So much for bonding.

“Well…‌tell him ‘hi’ for me if you see him.”

She frowned down onto the table. I picked up my screen in front of me and pretended to check email. My Queen was right‌—‌getting Bear to see me as tippity top of the chain of command had to be a priority. If I didn’t hurry, Harper or the General would do it first and lock me out‌—‌if the Gorgon hadn’t already. But without being an official Fellow, I didn’t have access. I’d have to argue that as Liaison, I had a right to command him. Ugh. I’m sure that would go over well.

Ternerr entered the room, followed by Kōko‘olua Ez. I straightened up, knowing four eyes were recording me now. The room turned to look at the squarglings, but didn’t quiet much‌—‌without Mākaha here, the meeting couldn’t get started.

Ternerr’s wings fluttered. Poor guy looked doubly flustered today. Ez was putting on a good show of efficiency‌—‌no droop to his wings or tail, like Ternerr. But his bloodshot eyes betrayed him.

I wouldn’t be Ez right now for every share in Lynn Enterprises.

The door opened and Harper took his seat behind me. Grudgingly, I slouched some so he could see.

The white square looked over us. Ternerr stared straight ahead, tail stiff.

Ez spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen of the Institute, I present to you Warfather Teodor Terciero Navarro de la Casa de los Llanos de Memorias.”

I found myself still sitting in my chair. Funny, because I could’ve sworn I just fell off it. Ternerr, Warfather?

“What happened to Mākaha?” I said. Every face at the table turned to me and shot shame lasers out of their eyes. What? I was just asking their question out loud!

My question didn’t faze Ez in the least. “He was relieved of the mantle by President Shading and the Mothers in Council this morning,” he said. “A new Warfather will be chosen at the end of the month. In the interim, he,” Ez nodded at Ternerr, “is fully the Warfather in duties, knowledge, and authority. Treat him so.” Ez stepped back.

Ternerr’s eyes shot around the room. He looked like a drowning man flailing for a rope. “If my Battle Technology Liaison would please come to the front?”

I went to the seat to the right of Ternerr, forcing Wallman to switch places with me.

Wings quivering, Ternerr laid out the official review of what had happened at Lanakila Camp, while Ez supervised. I only half-listened, more thinking about how Ternerr looked like a remedial student giving a report while the teacher watched.

I’d meant to take notes‌—‌that’s why I had my screen with me‌—‌but instead I found myself leaning forward, willing him to keep going when he stuttered, to have a steady voice when his breath started to quake. But I tried not to show my avidness in my face‌—‌he needed to see people having confidence in him, right?

Ternerr survived the presentation, ended with a thank-you for our continued support and a request to send someone weekly to update him with the second golem’s progress.

Then, when I stood to leave, he touched my ankle with his tail. “Just a sec, OK?” he asked under his breath.

I nodded and leaned against the table. He went to Alain. The doctor was staring off at a wall. Chak was trying to get his attention with his name, but only a beeeep from Ternerr broke him out of it.

“I’m sorry, go on?” said Alain.

Ternerr asked him something, but it was too low for me to make out. Alain’s brow furrowed. Then, with an almost casual toss of his arm, he indicated Wallman, currently trying to corner Ez. Ternerr guttered, confused, while Chak’s eyes widened with shock. She grabbed Alain’s arm, then said something to him‌—‌glancing at me, but still talking too low for me to hear.

He stared back at her dumbly. She spoke again and from the glint of her eyes I could tell she was restraining the strength of her opinion.

Then Alain blinked, seeming to come awake, and he nodded at her, nodded again, and again, and then he turned to Ternerr.

Ternerr accepted the first nod he got and turned back to me. With a wing he beckoned me along and I left the conference room following both Ternerr and Ez into the elevator.

“You’ll have the report to me tonight?” asked Ez.

“Yes, Kōko‘olua,” said Ternerr.

Ping. They went quiet when the elevator loaded with people. When the Netrons saw the squarglings, they looked at them and gave their condolences, which the squares solemnly accepted.

The steady stream of people approaching the squares made the trip slow through the lobby of White Hall. They were even stopped, despite their brisk pace, on the subdued streets. During a lull I asked Ternerr where we were going.

“Embassy,” he said. “Agent Pālau investigated the scene and sent back samples.”

“Samples?” I said. But then more citizens stopped him and when Ternerr continued again, he only said, “I want to get your opinion on what happened.”

He was interrupted again by three Netrons staring at him, wishing to speak. I didn’t ask anything until after we were inside the embassy. Here the groups of squares and hens rushed about from one wing of the embassy to the other. They muttered in low tones, mixing Standard and Native. When the Kōko‘oluas approached, they kept talking, but always met their eye, bowed their heads, and moved aside.

Ez stopped in an empty side hall and took Ternerr by the shoulders. Ez glanced at me, but then turned back to Ternerr. Ez opened his beak and made a little wash of crackles; if static could sound reassuring, that’s what it would have sounded like. Ternerr shook his head over and over, but Ez kept nodding insistently.

“You can do this,” he said. “Our whole lives are spent preparing us for these moments so that when they happen‌—‌”

“Easy for you to say!” said Ternerr. “You were training for this out of the egg, I’ve only been doing this since middle school! I was only supposed to sub for industrials, not‌—‌” His thin surface of indignation didn’t cover his fear.

Ez spoke over him, clearly and calmly.

“Sí, you were trained for the private sector. But you’ve been working with the militials for months now and doing a fine job of it. And you’ve proven yourself an adaptable, capable young square.”

Ternerr drank in his words with his eyes.

“You are going to get through today, and tomorrow, and so on, until you’re back to being Kōko‘olua and someone else is made Warfather‌—‌even if you have to do it one minute at a time.”

Ternerr’s eyes widened but he didn’t ask “how” out loud.

“If you need help, you have me‌—‌you have my number‌—‌”

Ez stretched his wing towards me.

“And you have Icarii-sir here, and plenty of others rooting for you.”

He soft-cawed twice, a Native call for agreement. Ternerr nodded, repeated it, and Ez nibbled the orange’s shoulder.

“Everything you need is in the Warfather’s office, but you can use mine if you need more space. Or fresher air.” This got Ternerr to smile.

“All right. Thank you, Kōko‘olua,” he said.

“My pleasure, Warfather,” said Ez. Ternerr’s wings hitched, but he quickly lowered them. Ez raised a wing in my direction then left.

Ternerr sighed. After a second of taking in his doubtful look, I put my arm around him and gave him a squeeze. He looked up at me, looking a little sick. “Thanks.”

I stood back up. He sighed again. “Time to see how I play the game.”

* * *

I got the impression that Ez’s office was one of the nicest in the embassy. Three green-cushioned benches faced a koa wood desk you could have performed surgery on. It was the size of a door and immaculate, with nothing on it except for a wire basket of fruit. Someone in his position, with no paper clutter at all? If it hadn’t been Ez, I might’ve been suspicious.

Hanging on one of the walls was a small photo of the black-and-white square himself in unusual patterned garb, drowning in flower leis. The frame had unusual symbols carved into it.

“The day he was inducted as a Kōko‘olua,” Ternerr said when he caught me looking. “It’s like his diploma‌—‌the carvings and scents and everything show he’s legit.”

“Do you have one?”

Ternerr chirped. “Sure. Just haven’t brought it here. Still hoping for that civilian job, I guess.”

He set down the monitor-sized box we’d picked up from Mākaha’s old office. Interlocked inside a tic-tac-toe shaped frame were clear plastic cubes, each a few inches square, labeled with numbers. I helped Ternerr extract the individual cubes and laid them out in numerical order. When we were done, Ternerr pulled out his screen, linked into the system and pulled up the video on the wall.

“Come over here. There’s room,” he said. He helped me move the bench so I could also be behind the desk. Clacketyclack. The lights lowered, then the video started.

On the wall, the brown-and-blotchy figure of Agent Pālau, larger than life, turned to the camera. She still wore that black mat-apron thing, but there was no wire in her ear. In her hand carried something like a cross between a perfume bottle, a melon baller, and a handheld vacuum.

I shifted on the bench. This is bad.

Ternerr paused it immediately. “That’s Grenera Pālau, President Shading’s chief of security,” he said. I nodded. “Agent Pālau normally wouldn’t work something like this, but she’s got a bear nose, which means‌—‌”

“I know, Kōko‘olua. I met her once, before the war,” I said. “Ez was there.”

Ternerr flapped his wings and whistled, surprised. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to sell you old news.” Clack. The video went back into motion. Agent Pālau spoke.

“How we looking, Naneka. Good?”

“‘Ae.” The video was rough and the operator’s voice was overloud.

“Okay. Aloha, Warfather Mākaha. I’m gonna walk you through what we find here. This was the first building hit.” The camera zoomed out, revealing a building whose plaque was written in Standard and Native Osidern, Teleportation, Commissary, Lanakila Camp.

“Where is Lanakila anyway?” I asked.

Ternerr paused the video to pull up a map. I was more interested in the areas around the camp‌—‌where was the cave-burrow?‌—‌but after pointing out the camp, Ternerr went back to the video.

The camera followed Agent Pālau through the building and down the stairs into the basement. There glowed a giant Cavanaugh stage, and around the corner, the camp’s server farm. In a shadowy corner sat the bank of cords the Queen had made me unplug.

“At oh-three seventeen, oh-three twenty-five, and oh-three thirty-three on May seventeenth, the tech super was alerted that some servers had gone down. Different servers each time‌—‌the Kōko‘olua can give you the specifics. A technical was sent in each time, and the servers got fixed every time‌—‌but here’s the weird part: the keycard system shows them going in, but it doesn’t show them coming out. They’ve been missing ever since.” She paused, turned her head, and sniffed the air, beak slightly agape.

“Gren,” said the camera operator.

“Right.” The piebald hen shook herself. “The third interruption broke the Cavanaugh fan. A twenty-wing crew was sent down to repair it, but it never got fixed. The super assumed they were working the whole time, ‘cause, well, you know Cavanaughs.” The big hen shook her head, navy blue comb waving. “I’m going to see what else I can find.” The camera followed her as she got on all fours and began scenting.

Please say the cinnamon worked!

After a few minutes, she pushed herself back on her haunches with a grunt. “Something’s off here‌—‌” She lifted the trapdoor and the camera angled to look past her wings. It was a service hatch for accessing the subterranean Cavanaugh machinery. I squinted. I couldn’t remember seeing any machines then.

“There’s a mix of natural mint leaves here, we’ll put ’em in vial one‌—‌”

She paused, and Ternerr opened it and took a whiff. My stomach clenched.

“And also store-bought cinnamon, vial two.” A pause for Ternerr to sniff.

Ho boy.

“The mint leaves might be local,” continued Agent Pālau. “I’ll have to talk to the town Incensario.” She crooked her finger at the camera. “Show them this.” The camera leaned over and zoomed in on the dirt floor of the maintenance room.

“This area,” her piebald arm gestured in a circle, “smells different than the rest of the floor. I’ve never scented anything like it before.”

Her back and wings bent into view and I heard a metallic click, the sound of prying, and a grunt.

“Naneka, sample box, please.”

When Pālau was upright again, she had the sample cube marked “3” in one hand and the little metal scoop in the other. She nodded at the camera.

“Take a whiff.”

Ternerr undid the box and sniffed. “Oh, that’s…‌bizarre!” He offered me the cube to sniff. Inside was a little chunk of soil. It smelled like dirt…‌but awfully familiar dirt.

“Can’t tell if it’s biological or what. Whatever it is, it hardened the dirt in here,” she tapped her toe claw on the floor, “like concrete. Lookit.” She scraped her toe within the circle of dirt, to no effect. Then she scratched outside of it, where the dirt formed a ridge.

“We’re going to get some drilling equipment here, see what’s going on.”

The video cut to the outside of a different building. Agent Pālau stood next to a sign that read in Standard, Hen Lodge.

So that’s where we’d been.

“Sonar showed a tunnel leading from the commissary to the hen dorms.”

Yikes. They’d figured that out quick enough.

A pause, then an embedded link popped onscreen. Ternerr pulled it up. A cutaway map showed our route into another building.

Agent Pālau’s uniform rustled as she spread her wings. “Tunnel’s sealed at both ends. Sample three don’t like being drilled through‌—‌they’ve had to replace two of the augers already. I’m having other tests done up around camp to check for more holes, maybe one’ll be easier on the equipment. In the meantime, I sniffed around the server farm a little more. Found two personal scents in the room. Machine burnoff makes it tricky, but one’s humanoid.”

My chest tightened, but Ternerr flopped his head upon the table. “Super! There’s only twelve billion different humanoids to pick from. Faerie? Human? Boca de Madre!”

Agent Pālau went on. “It’s faint, but I’m leaning towards a male‌—‌couldn’t taste any perfumes. But,” she made a weird aw-aw-aw-aw, “nothing says a human woman couldn’t’ve gone without perfume for a month, taken some testosterone, then come down.”

She turned towards the building and spoke over her shoulder. “First dorm hit. Hope we find something.” The camera followed her in.

“Look at the lights.” She pointed up at the fluorescents, “First responders said they were all off, which is not SOP.”

I recognized the white cinder brick walls. Though the Queen had floated through the hall without touching either side, Agent Pālau sniffed up and down each wall, genteel as a cat. “Still that‌—‌” She halted at a light switch, one of the first I’d turned off. “A GardenAll glove was here, one of the brown dye lots from the past couple years. I’ll put in a sample from the archives‌—‌Warfather, this glove could’ve come from any Sun Mart across Paxis. If they’d left it behind I could’ve gotten a‌—‌” Her head slowly turned towards the nearby dorm room, almost like she was being pulled by her beak. She pushed the door open and walked inside.

I’d been expecting bunk beds, but the room actually had stalls, like a horse stable, two on each side that faced each other. Inside each stall was a large box with a beanbag-like mattress inside it. Posters of a popular squargling drummer hung on the walls.

Agent Pālau stood stock still, beak bobbing.

“It’s all over the place…‌” Her head went back and forth, back and forth, frantic puffing sniffs. She went to one of the stalls, opened the half-door, and inhaled. She held the breath, sat back, and focused into the distance. It was like watching a wine taster, only the look on her face was troubled, confused.

“It’s like…‌” Still focusing into the distance, she reached into her utility belt, opened a knife with a flick of her wrist, and cut a square off the mattress sheet. She looked at the camera.

“What number?”

“Five, Agent,” answered the camerahen. Ternerr opened the box.

“You won’t make this out. It’s…‌” Agent Pālau paused a long time, tail swinging, but the camera kept faithfully on her face, even as she worked out what she was going to say next. Ternerr leaned in to smell.

“Like a…‌funeral? No…‌an open grave. But closed, too, at the same time! Maybe…‌It’s like…‌something dead? No, that’s not it, smells like a pulse. No fear, no blood…‌It’s…‌like a funeral, or…‌or a grave that’s open and closed at the same time.” She shook her head at the same time Ternerr shook his. I looked at him.

“Dirt,” he said. “Maybe grave dirt‌—‌if I’m reaching.”

“Did it wear off?”

“Maybe. But she’s the super scent savant, so…‌” He shrugged. “No surprise I can’t smell it.”

The video had kept playing during our talk, so Ternerr rewound it. We hadn’t missed much, just more of Agent Pālau trying to describe the Queen’s baffling scent. The hen’s take on the other dorms was essentially the same, except when she came to where Queen had dumped the strange boar-head coat on me. She gestured to the empty spot where the garment used to hang, wall discolored from where the coat had blocked the light over the years.

“Warmother Kukana’s boar-dance coat’s been here since Lanakila was founded. Been missing since the attack. Stolen, I reckon, but I can’t guess why. Museum might like it, but it’s not something you could go out and fence.” She grakked once.

The video faded in, faded out.

Now Agent Pālau stood next to a wooden sign with the placard Squares’ Lodge. She had a bag slung over one shoulder, filled with something I couldn’t see.

“The attack on the lodge started about three hours after the cyber sabotage. The camp mother had it hosed clean before I could get to it‌—‌nobody could handle the smell.”

Agent Pālau began approaching the lodge. After a few steps, the image blurred, then stopped as the camera landed on the ground. A high-pitched ee started. I thought it was a camera malfunction until I heard the panic in Agent Pālau’s voice.

“Naneka!”

The whine melted back into a voice. “I’m okay, Gren.” said the camerahen. “Just…‌I can’t go in there. The‌—‌the smell! I can’t.”

A dappled palm covered the lens.

“Mahalo for your service. Your time is your own.”

“Mahalo!” managed the camerahen before she choked, starting into the eerie whistle again. The sound of her footsteps on gravel grew softer as she retreated from the lodge.

Agent Pālau arranged the camera on her hand, scratching static as she hit the microphone. It bobbed as she approached the wooden doors of the lodge. She jerked back at the threshold.

“Mother, the fear! You could paint a house with it.”

Her blotchy shoulder pressed against the wooden door, which folded open.

“Madre!” said Ternerr, shrinking in his wings.

The wood floors and walls were dark with bloodstains, reaching the height of an average squargling. The box-beds they nested in were scattered to the edges, some overturned. The camera panned slowly.

Finally, Agent Pālau spoke.

“Over four hundred squares were housed here.” She didn’t say anything more.

The camera moved forward, paused. Moved forward again, paused. Then the camera was set down. Rust-red stains on the floor bled into one another, borderless. There was rustling, and then Agent Pālau set down four paper dossiers, like the ones I’d seen Ez sniffing back at the Blue Banner.

“I have them,” she said. She took up the camera again and began to walk the floor. She moved forward, pausing only to set down dossiers from time to time. She went in a straight line until she came to a wall. Then she turned and walked the opposite way until she hit the other wall. Back and forth she went, covering every square foot. Every once in a while she would exclaim things to herself‌—‌once, even, “I need a break.” But she didn’t stop.

“No bodies. All blood. They have to be dead. But if they’re dead, where’re the bodies?”

She began going down the center of the lodge, approaching the trapdoor. As she neared, you could see an irregular shape, lighter than the rest of the lodge. She came close, pointed the camera down at the trapdoor. Do not block! was painted on a round circle, the letters still their original color.

“The grave smell’s here, too, stronger than it was at the barracks.” she said. The camera swept the area slowly. “Why the shape, I wonder?”

To me it was clear as day: the negative shape of coils resting against the floor.

Agent Pālau set the camera down again. She got down on all fours and started to lift the trapdoor, until her beak pulled her in a different direction. She crawled to the left of screen and paused, waving her beak over the floor. She blinked.

“The boar coat was here.”

She began sniffing furiously. My throat started to close.

“It’s acrid…‌just as scared…‌human sweat. I wouldn’t have picked it out, but it bonded with the dust and age from the coat. I’ll have forensics cut you a sample.” She dug through her belt, then circled a part of the floor with chalk.

A note flashed on the video: Number 7.

She grunted as she got to her feet.

Ternerr paused the video, opened the box labeled “7” and pulled out a thin wooden circle, almost like the lid to an oatmeal container. He began sniffing, little quick puffs.

I licked my lips. This could be my doom.

He looked at me. My heart froze.

“Just sweat.”

He shook his head in amazement, resumed the video.

Agent Pālau grabbed the trapdoor. As she lifted it, she stopped halfway, staring up at the support beams, disturbed.

“How’d the blood get up there?”

* * *

The video ended on a shot of the lodge walls. The projector made it look like the bloodstains were here in the office with us. I shuddered.

Clack clack. The lights went up. Ternerr adjusted his glasses.

“Well, Battle Technology Liaison, how are we gonna prevent a sequel of Lanakila?”

“Strong locks on each dorm room might’ve helped, or at least given them warning.” I stopped. Was I betraying the Queen by saying these things? I shook it off. “Keycards didn’t seem to stop things happening in the server farm, so maybe physical locks would be the way to go.”

Ternerr frowned and nodded while I spoke, claws clacking on his keyboard. When I didn’t say anything more, he continued to stare at the screen, poised to take more notes. Right, I had to be helpful now.

“Pour concrete foundations,” I said. “Reinforce any ground-level surface that someone could dig or drill through.”

He kept typing. “What about energy walls?” he asked. “Nobody’d be able to dig through those.”

I shrugged. The typing stopped and he gave me a funny look.

“You got something better? We could beef up the backup battery systems, if you’re worried about someone cutting the power.”

I shook my head, quickly. “No, it’s just…‌if they’re determined enough, they’re going to get through, no matter what tech you do or don’t use.”

He looked over his glasses at me again. “That’s not the kind of talk Warfathers like to hear from their advisors.”

I bowed, quickly. “Sorry. It’s just…‌let me sleep on it. Maybe I’ll come up with something better for you.”

He twee‘d like an electronic cricket, but seemed to ease up. He held his screen out for me to sign, verifying his role as dictation-taker.

We stood up, rearranged the benches, then started to leave. Ternerr was opening the door to let us out when I asked, “Why was General Mākaha removed from office anyway?”

Ternerr’s step out the door turned into a pivot on his heel; he shut the door in the same movement. We sat down on the benches across from one another.

“This isn’t to be said to the gen-pub, cachaí? The Mothers still haven’t ruled whether outsiders should know, but since I’m Warfather…‌”

His foot wiggled as he thought.

“Agent Pālau thinks nobody noticed the missing tech crew, but I interviewed the camp father. He told me the tech super poked his beak in a couple hours later to check in on them. When the super saw the crew was missing, he told the camp father. They were on their way to pick up the camp’s best scenter when they heard the alarm ring from the squares’ lodge.”

“They heard the squares?” I flashed back to inside the lodge. It was like a bad dream‌—‌all I could remember were the alarm screams going on and on. Easier to remember the moment when it’d all gone silent in the burrow.

Ternerr nodded.

“But‌—‌and this is the camp father,” he voice changed, low, drawling.

“‘At first, I thought for sure it was a jaguar alarm. Lots of city newbies smell a jag passing through and ring out. Just instinct. Usually their neighbor pecks him out of it, after a second. But this one went on and on for so long that it woke my mate up.’” Ternerr’s voice returned. “The camp mother was sleeping in the north side dorms, which weren’t hit. She caught the blood scent and had the remainder of the camp surround the lodge while the camp father called Mākaha. Around that time they noticed half their hens were gone.”

Fear gripped me. I’d figured the Queen had something to do with the squarglings not leaving the lodge, but I assumed the reason nobody came in was because they didn’t know we were there. But hearing that there’d been hundreds of warriors surrounding us the entire time made me sweat ice.

“The camp father had the Warfather on his mobi, and Mākaha kept telling him not to go in. Not to go in and aid his other children! They could hear the screams!” Ternerr’s glasses had slipped lower on his beak. I’d never seen him so mad. “And after he got on scene, to ‘assess the situation’”‌—‌he puffed his chest out waggled in mockery of Mākaha‌—‌”he still wouldn’t let them go in. Said he wasn’t sure about containment, even though the Incensarios had fogged the place! Everyone wanted to help, and he left ‘em paddleless instead!”

“Couldn’t they have disobeyed?”

“Gosh, brah, it’s the military, not…‌not…‌” he squinted at me. Suddenly I felt exposed. It wasn’t the Netron way to suggest what I’d just said, and I’d said it right to the face of a living no-erase hard drive. I thought quick‌—‌how to save myself? An idea came to mind, and much as I hated to ruin my reputation among the squarglings, I figured it’d keep me looking normal. If bigoted.

I looked down. “Well…‌I just thought…‌you know…‌that kinda thing happened. Sometimes. In your‌—‌Osider’s‌—‌history.”

He made an effective shaming noise and shook his head.

I bowed and didn’t come back up. “Sorry. I know you’d never‌—‌”

He made a BLAT error noise straight out of a video game. “Just‌—‌no.” Once satisfied that I’d quailed under his withering look long enough, he went on, relaxed.

“By the end of the day the government was slammed with official complaints. Each of the warriors sent a no-confidence letter to the Mothers in Council, plus President Shading. Ez was buried‌—‌he‌—‌” He bent his head, shook his open claw at me. “Anyway, like I said, if anyone asks you‌—‌” He opened his beak and out came radio static.

“Yes, Kōko‘olua. I mean, General.”

His beak snapped shut, cutting off the sound. “Warfather,” he corrected.

“Yes, Warfather.”

He stood, yawned, then stretched, wingtips pointing towards the ceiling. Should I ask my last question? I decided against it‌—‌until he was halfway to the door.

“Ternerr‌—‌sir‌—‌one more thing.”

He turned around.

“How will you pick the next General? Is Ez in charge?”

“No‌—‌they’ll hold another contest.”

“Contest?!”

His beak wrinkled at the way I said it. “Not like a radio contest. Think ‘practical audition’. Kōko‘olua Ez and I are developing it so the winner has the kinds of qualities the Mothers in Council are looking for.”

“Which are?”

“Sorry‌—‌it’s a closed beta, you might say.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean‌—‌”

“But,” he said, opening the door, “I can tell you that the Warfather’s Battle Technology Liaison’s got a good seat.”

* * *

I went home.

Over four hundred deaths, a career lost, a priceless relic destroyed.

Ternerr’s worst nightmare had come true. Alain was a wreck, Neel’s kids were scared again, and the streets of Kosmopoulis were silent.

And I’d been the one to aid and abet the murderer who’d caused all this.

That was stomach-churning reality. Yet I was still reaching for the secret door. Her charisma would fade away so fast and I wanted to be there while it was at full power, even though I’d be vulnerable to anything she suggested.

I opened the door.

Speak of the devil.

She smiled up into my face, human. Attractive. Well, more attractive.

DID YOU JUST ADMIT TO BEING ATTRACTED TO

I elbowed that voice aside. If I’d had a tail, I might have started wagging it.

“Hi,” I said to the Queen.


Problem Solving

Within a few weeks, summer arrived on both sides of the door. The streets of Netron swelled as sunshine-hungry people escaped their cubicles. At work, mining contracts were in the works with Setsorea Corp; mass production of my terra teleportals would start soon.

On the other side of the door, stepping into the front yard was like entering a blast furnace. But the inside of the burrow was cool and comfortable, especially once I built the Queen her own terra stage.

After all this time, her charm hadn’t faded a bit. Could I be having my first summer romance? It was an easy thing to think, especially since she stuck to her human form. I visited as often as I could while keeping up my running schedule and staying accessible to White Hall.

Satiated, her questions about the war dried up. It seemed to be the last thing on her mind. To keep us entertained‌—‌and to keep me from inviting her to my place‌—‌I set up a screen for us in the burrow and bought shows for us to watch‌—‌mostly cartoons, but I managed to sneak in some of my old favorite afternoon shows too. She laughed at all the same parts I’d laughed at as a kid.

It was like it how we’d been before‌—‌no, better. How could it not be better, now that we shared so many secrets between us?

As I circled the indoor track at Serene Industrial I threw my brain at the challenge: how could I keep her in this vivid state without sacrificing more warriors? She let me experiment with plant protein powders in her food (gave her vertigo), mass-doubled tofu loaves (disgusting)‌—‌even appetite suppressant powders, (not just ineffective, but five minutes after she took one, I found myself crazed with hunger, able to think of nothing but ransacking the fridge and filling the black hole that seemed to have replaced my stomach. Figure that one out!).

Experiment after experiment, nothing worked. Nothing stopped her power from draining her.

She insisted the only thing that could stave it off was flesh. I went away for a few days, thinking. After some lip biting, I offered her my own blood. It was easier than I’d thought. I even drew it myself, thanks to some online medical training videos. Afterwards, I poured my warm blood into a thermos and took it to her.

She made a catlike, questioning sound.

“Another experiment,” I said. Her head bowed examining it, then she looked up. She knew what it was. She unscrewed the lid while I tried not to think about her lips.

She held her neck over the thermos, mouth a little open, getting the warmth, I guessed. I’d only filled the thermos a little way, not wanting to overdo it on my first try.

She looked down at it again. “Idothank you. But I am not an Orlock. I would still need flesh.”

“Just try‌—‌please?”

“Perhaps this, and deer…‌” she said. She took a sip‌—‌and had to slap her hand over her face. She swallowed it straightaway like she’d just gotten a mouthful of nail polish remover. She shoved the thermos into my arms, but before I could take it, she took it back to screw on the lid.

“It is too late for us. You are bitter to me.”

“Is it just me? I could‌—‌blood banks, we could ghost there.”

She jumped up. I stood, crouched to look into her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Milk, water, something!”

I leapt to, returning with milk and buttered bread. She grabbed the bread out of my hand and stuffed it in her mouth, then grabbed the milk and chugged it.

“A blood bank‌—‌it’s worth a shot, right?”

She gulped, then licked her chops. “Ja,” she said. “But if it works, how could we keep stealing from them? They’d notice. Someday we’d be caught.”

“I’ll get a dog, then.” I said, thinking of Kim, the vet.

“You were not so cruel to Roger.”

“We’d treat it well‌—‌it wouldn’t mind! It’d live like Lynn!”

“One animal would not be enough,” she said. “And the flesh‌—‌”

I wanted to pull her into my arms, make her stop arguing with me. I didn’t want to go back to the way things were. I chewed on my thumb.

She pulled me down to be next to her. “It is very fine thinking you do. Brave, noble you. We will find the solution. But tonight‌—‌let’s Merrimack. And then you must sleep for that squargling contest, meet their new Warfather.”
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