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Dedication

To my parents, who let me read anything I wanted to as a kid,

and to my darling husband, who never stops believing in me and my big dreams.



PART 1: SURFACE

PART ONE

SURFACE




Oceans at the Edge

I once tried to run into the sea to drown myself, but the water never rose higher than my skinny fourteen-year-old calves.

It didn’t take long before I found the end of the sea, a glass wall at the very edge of the tower. Jets pumped recirculated water through slots aimed at my ankles. I stared through the glass at the steel city before me. If climbed over, I could jump, and if I jumped, I’d fall. I’d close my eyes and pretend I was flying‌—‌at least, until the first autokinet smashed into me. It’d be a quick death‌—‌the machines never stopped in time‌—‌and a better one than the injection in store for me when I failed my final set of tests.

At least this way I get to choose.

My palm had just kissed the glass when my father grabbed me from behind.

I twisted, but he was too strong. He hauled me, his only son, through the water, back to where my mother screamed and people avoided looking at us. My escape had failed.

I’d been paying for that day’s cowardice ever since. You see, I didn’t score low enough on my final Kakuri‌-‌Majinuri tests to warrant death‌—‌but my numbers weren’t high enough to declare me a safe member of society. I fought the judgment for a couple years, but I eventually got the message and stopped.

Fifteen years later, there was no water. And no wall, either. I’d found another edge, on an unfinished street. No one would see.

The autokinets thundered at the base of the skyscraper city.

I took a breath, closed my eyes…‌

And swore. Why did I have to do this? I never did anything wrong! I never hurt anyone‌—‌never wanted to! I’d just been judged unfairly‌—‌the tests were wrong!

But my anger changed nothing. The KM numbers made me unemployable, so I was penniless. The numbers made me dangerous, so I was friendless, even among the other city castoffs. And, worst of all, the numbers made me honorless, so I had no family.

The numbers had stolen my future, and I couldn’t get it back. It wasn’t fair, but I saw no other solution.

The world grew dim as dusk arrived. I took a step towards the edge‌—‌

‌—‌and was grabbed from behind again.

But instead of being dragged away, I was swung to the ground. Dazed, I stared up into the face of a pale-skinned woman with wild black hair. Her hand pressed on my heart, pinning me down.

“Do not,” she said. “I need you.”


The November Woman

I swiped at her, but despite her small size, I couldn’t break her grip.

“Come with me,” she said. “Say you will come.”

“No‌—‌leave me alone!” No one was supposed to see!

“I can help you.”

“No one can help me!”

“You do not want death.”

I stopped struggling and looked into her face. It was too dim to see much, but her eyes…‌there was something in her eyes. Something old? But her face looked so young!

Her gaze darted above my head, but then she looked back into my eyes and said, “You do not want to die. Come with me instead.”

The wind blew icy through my torn suit. She knew. Somehow she knew.

“We will eat.”

My stomach growled. She glanced up again. I looked up to see what she was seeing, but she said, “Food not from the garbage. Will you come?”

“How can you help me? You don’t even know me.”

“I got rid of your KM numbers, Jerimin.”

My mouth fell open. She drew lower to me. “I have work for you. But it is too high up‌—‌” she swallowed. Her eyes searched the sky, landed back on me. “I will not speak here. Understand?”

My numbers were gone. My numbers were gone.

She put a hand on my face, jostled it in time to her words. “Will you come?”

No numbers. Work. What does this mean?

“Yes. Yes!”

She took hold of my arms and leaned back, pulling me to my seat. She didn’t let go.

“I am taking us away now. Be calm.”

Warmth rushed through my entire body, delicious after years of being cold. The street faded to black. But then the heat left, and the street didn’t come back. All was dark. What had happened? Where were we?

She let go of my hands. I was alone in the void. My heart seized. “Come back!”

“Chh,” she said. I heard a rattle, a metallic shiver, then a sound like a ball rolling in a track. There was a final clack, like one billiard ball striking another and then a flame appeared, suspended over a red orb inside a silver wire funnel.

“How’d we get here?” Shelves surrounded us, filled with cardboard boxes, but it was still too dim to make out any more.

“Valewalked,” she said, picking up two more clacking orbs from a reservoir around the bottom of the funnel. She glanced at me. “You name it ‘faerie teleportation’, but it is not the same.”

Click, clack, she set them in the wire track and they rolled into the bottom of the funnel, and the light grew. Now I could see her face better‌—‌rosy bone pale, strong jaw, blue eyes, and short wild hair so dark it seemed to cut away wedges of her face.

She’s like a November morning, a part of me thought. I shook myself. Ridiculous!

She picked up the contraption.

“Is that a faerie lamp?” I asked.

“Name it a wander lamp.” She set it on a nearby shelf, where it revealed the Wikibar logo on the side of a food box. “Pixies made it. What do you know about pixies, Jerimin?”

“How do you know my name?”

“What do you know about pixies?” She repeated it with the same tone, but her eyes were insistent.

“FAE-W,” I said slowly, the acronym from the old video coming to mind. “They’re Hriannen girls‌—‌fae‌—‌and they’ve got fire powers.” This sounded silly. But she seemed interested. “They work at hospitals mostly‌—‌they’re healers.”

She nodded. “Yes. Fire purifies. What does a pixie look like?”

“Um…‌long ears. Wings like a beetle. Short, usually?” With dark hair, too. But I hadn’t noticed any wings on her. Besides, she had human ears.

“Tell me about sirens.”

I looked to the side. We were all alone. What did these questions have to do with me? But I remembered myself‌—‌

“They’re tall. They sing. Pointy ears, wings like‌—‌a fly, I guess. They manipulate the air and vision and things.”

“The sky is theirs, and weather,” she added. “Dryads.”

“Um…‌there’s usually flowers in their hair? Aren’t they part plant?”

She ducked her head below her shoulders, tilted it, a weird gesture that I think was supposed to be a shrug. “Yes-no. They are faerie. Go on.”

“Um…‌plant powers…‌oh, and they can’t fly. And the water kind can’t, either‌—‌the selkies.” They were the most beautiful, though. “They supposedly have seal skins or something that they wear…‌or are‌—‌” I shook my head, thinking of their dark, satiny skin, their proud carriage. “If you can believe it.”

“You do not?”

“I believe in mass conservation. A person can’t fit into a seal’s body. Period.”

“Mm,” she said, glancing above my head. My stomach dropped‌—‌I couldn’t afford to offend her!

“But‌—‌that doesn’t mean…‌” I stopped when her eyes returned to my face. “And they usually have brown skin, dark skin‌—‌sometimes grey, even!”

She nodded. And then didn’t say anything else.

“So we’re on Hriana?”

“I keep more questions for you,” she said. She turned her head, looked off in the dark for a moment, then turned back to me. “What time is it inside a candle?”

Something buzzed blue in my head. That question was from my final KM test.

She went on. “Is it A, vanilla; B, eleven-eleven-eleven; C, glass; or D, not applicable due to the advent of digital timekeeping devices?”

Vanilla. If you could taste a white candle, it’d be vanilla inside, and it’d hold that glow the whole time it burned, and when you were done, it’d turn cold-dull until you lit it again.

“D,” I whispered. Her gaze lit above my head, just for an instant. Then she said, “L, D 4 montage sixty-two gostak distimming. If O, M, ninety-two, why birds?”

I wanted to weep. It had been an essay question on the test. Someone normal would naturally write in a sane answer. And there were sane answers.

I swallowed, eyes burning. “Such nonsense does not befit a gentleman?” The same answer I’d written.

Her eyes returned to my face. “Final answer?”

“Yes,” I answered softly. I wanted to shout back, Why not, ten thousand three hundred fifty four??

THAT was the answer I’d wanted to write. But the answer I’d originally written‌—‌I think it might have saved my life. But there was just as good a chance it had doomed me. I’d spent sleepless nights wondering if I’d given them what they wanted.

She was nodding again.

I dragged my hand over my face. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Last question,” she said. “A food shipment arrives at a town‌—‌”

I moaned, but she went on. “A food shipment arrives at a town on an island with no other sustenance on it. Aside from the shipment, there is no other way of acquiring food. There are no fish in the waters. There are no islands nearby.

“There was an error with the shipment. It only contains enough food for five thousand inhabitants for a year. The island has a population of eight thousand. The next shipment will not come for another year. How can they feed everyone?”

Kill off the extra three thousand people.

It was still the first answer that came to mind! I bowed my head, quickly churned up the normal answers I’d thought about while I was trying to sleep out on the streets, except all of them were feeble, stupid answers. Maybe…‌they could send out messages in bottles?

I opened my mouth to say it, but she said, “No. That is enough.” She’d said it looking above my head again.

I looked up to see what she was looking at, but the wander lamp’s light didn’t reach whatever ceiling was here.

 She reached to the back of her head, scratched an itch deep in her hair. My mouth was dry. That was it. I’d have to jump. She looked around us in the dark some more. Finally, I couldn’t stand it.

“Did I pass?”

“I am satisfied we will work well alongside each other.”

I slumped with relief. I must have finally hit on some normal answers.

“Only, you are fortunate I do not believe your mouth,” she said.

What was that supposed to mean?!

No, be quiet. She thinks…‌whatever she thinks and it doesn’t matter what you think as long as she keeps you around.

“Do you keep any questions for me?” She tilted her head to the side, like a quizzical dog.

I had a million of them, but I’d better start with the simplest.

“What’s your name?”

Her eyes narrowed to lines, like a mean cat. My heart raced.

“That is not a polite question.”

Idiot! You never ask a fairie her name!

“Are you a faerie, then?”

The glower remained.

But you just spent ten minutes telling her fae have pointy ears. She’s no faerie.

Hunh. We were on Hriana and she wasn’t a faerie.

“Hriannen?” I tried. She nodded once, face relaxing a little.

“What should I call you?”

“Call me what you want,” she said, looking at the floor. A handful of names ducked out of my head‌—‌none fit.

“Do I have to pick now?”

“Nein‌—‌no.” She resettled herself. “Maybe my title would be best.”

“Title?”

She nodded. “I am…‌” she lowered her head and scooped her neck into the air, a motion that looked agitated. “I am Hriana’s Queen.”

I did a double-take. She rose up in her seat briefly, as though to challenge me, but then brought her head low again.

“I thought…‌well, the last I saw, Hriana’s queen was a tall redhead. And so was her daughter.”

She bared her teeth in an empty way.

“‌—‌But that was years ago. Of course.” On the streets, galactic politics bore little weight.

“A mistake by the court,” she said.

“Okay‌—‌okay, Honorable Queen.”

She relaxed. “Yes. Because I am Queen, that is how I could change your numbers. And have you watched.”

“Watched?”

“And researched. What are those tests really like? I saw the questions given you and your answers (you wrote lovely answers earliest, Idothink)‌—‌but what was it like, to first see them?”

Awful. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Then I flinched. What if I made her mad and she made me leave?

She stopped looking above my head. “Fine. Then…‌” she clicked a rhythm with her tongue, “Before I found you. What were you doing? You lived always in Kosmopoulis, my research says. How did you get to where I met you? I learned a little of your history, but only through paperworks.”

“What do you know?”

“Your grades. They were high until your KM tests‌—‌you could have gone anywhere. Then you dropped them. A perfect fifty percent average.”

“I didn’t drop them. I was stressed, and they fell.”

She bore into me with a look. “A perfect average.” She over-pronounced the word until it had sharp corners on it. “And when it was over, you escaped the death score‌—‌by four points, yes?”

I nodded. So the hacker I’d hired had been worth my life savings. That lifesaving four was actually eight points above my actual score. Zero or below would’ve sent me to a KM house, and eventually to the incinerator.

But four was still too low.

“After that, my follower lost you. I do not understand. You lived. But then you vanished? Why, when you had conquered their tests?”

“I wouldn’t say conquered.”

She waited for me to go on.

“Most corporations consider a person with a score that low unhireable. Too risky‌—‌you know, in case there was an error in the test. Or something.” I swallowed. “Most children are decided either way by the end of secondary school, and I was…‌” she met my glance, interested, “on the knife’s edge. My life went on hold while I took my final KM tests. By the time I was through with them, I’d lost my uni hold.” There was no way they’d let me on campus with a four.

“I lived with my parents, looked for work. I thought someone in Kosmopoulis would give me a chance. I mean, I wore a suit, I had some good grades, I had a reason for my life track being different‌—‌‘Hey, I know I’m not a university grad, but my life went a little haywire while they checked to see if I was crazy‌—‌but I passed, see?’‌—‌I would have worked for free, but…‌the numbers. They saw them, told me ‘Thank you for your interest, we’ll call you by Friday either way.’ But…‌” I shook my head. She made a sympathetic noise I could only describe as a mrr.

“Yeah. I spent…‌ugh, years applying to places in Kosmopoulis. Then one day I get the idea‌—‌try the next city over. I hadn’t tried everywhere in Kosmopoulis, but…‌just about.

“I don’t know, I guess I thought my numbers wouldn’t follow me? But that was stupid of me‌—‌once something’s in the net, it sticks. I knew that.” I looked at her. “How did you‌—‌”

“Does it matter? And yes, I chose a good one,” she said, answering my question about her technician before I could ask it. “Finish your story,” she said.

“Oh‌—‌it’s‌—‌look, I went a city over to apply for a warehouse loading job. They had some openings. They’ll take any strong back there. I had a suit and tie and nice resume page on the net, so I thought‌—‌they’ve got to pick me. I mean, this is the kind of job they take people off the street for. Some people even work their way up. Not far, but they get their honor back.

“But, I mean, I was in the waiting room with people in rags.” I could still see the potted plant, the beige walls chipped in places. Like a doctor’s office, but a cheap doctor’s office. “The procedure there was different‌—‌they’d call you in for an interview, and a few minutes later they’d pick someone. The choice was made in minutes, not days.

“I went in. I talked to the line director and he said to me, ‘What are you doing here? A young man like you should be at University, studying to make ten times as much.’

“I started to tell him my line about my non-traditional life track, but he looked down on his screen and I saw when he got to my KM score. It’s pretty much the same. Their smiles sort of freeze, like they’re in a room with a rabid dog. ‘Nice doggie’, you know?”

“Yes,” she said. I startled at how sincere she sounded. But she didn’t say anything else, so I went on.

“You can guess how the rest of the interview went. Since I was the first one in, I had to wait until the others were done. When it was over, he picked people with drunk’s noses, men with tics, women who hadn’t had a real shower in months, and I was left behind. I hadn’t done anything, I hadn’t hurt anybody, but‌—‌”

I shook my head, tried to bite down on my anger. “He picked trash eaters over a clean man with bad numbers.”

I had to stop, take a few breaths. “It put things in perspective for me. My numbers weren’t going to change, ergo, my life wasn’t going to change.” I shrugged. “Why bother going back to my family? I was just a burden.

“So I left. I walked out of there and kept walking in the opposite direction of home. And, um…‌after a couple years of…‌‘living’ out there…‌” I shrugged. “You found me.”

She nodded, nodded. I waited for her to say something. She didn’t.

“Why me? I mean, why are you giving me a chance when…‌” I gulped, forcing down sudden tears, “no one else has? I’m not even in a clean suit‌—‌” I stopped myself, but my voice had already cracked.

 She hummed a comforting note. “I picked you because you are smart. And a little wily, Idothink.”

I looked at her‌—‌how could she say that? I’m harmless!‌—‌but she went on, brow furrowing. “And I…‌know…‌what it is like to be condemned for being…‌for just being.” She nodded once to herself. She glanced up at me. “I am not a faerie, but I am Hriannen. Because of this, I am unwanted here.”

“What are you, then?” Yikes, that was rude. “‌—‌If I may ask.”

“Later,” she said. She crawled over to a box and pulled back the flaps. She pulled out a brick of sugar wafer cookies. They were dyed sick-medicine pink and might’ve been stale, but my mouth watered regardless.

“I need you to help me,” she said. “Do what I ask, and you will have a normal Netron life.”

I hid my face in my hands. Could it be true? I could go back to my family?

I looked back up. “What do you want me to do?”

“Two things. First, do the things I ask.”

The things I ask‌—‌ I studied her. Fae were homewreckers, brazen man-eaters. The sterile faerie women seduced husbands away from their wives and stole the children, too. Things might include something salacious.

But she said she’s not a faerie. And I have no home to wreck.

“All right,” I said softly.

“Second, you must keep me a secret from everyone. I must be unspoken in your life. Do you agree to these terms?”

With simple weariness, I realized I’d do anything if she could make my life reappear. I nodded, then bowed. She nodded back.

“We will be a good team, Idothink.” She glanced down at the cookie box. Oops, was I staring? She set them back inside the cardboard box. “You are too empty to eat that. Let us tea.” She stood and picked up the wander lamp. I stood to follow her.


Everlush

She led us through the dark to a door. She pushed it open, revealing a lighted hall of pink quartz, gold, and wood. I’d only seen pictures before, but I knew at once we were in the giant tree palace the fae called Everlush.

The Queen went ahead of me into the hall and set the wander lamp down on a counter. She reached for an attached pair of tongs and chased one of the orbs around until she caught hold of it. She pulled it out of the funnel; its flame vanished, and she set the orb into the reservoir at the base of the lamp, clack-clack.

While she fished the other orbs out, I turned back in the doorway. With the door open, I could see light switches on the inside. After a glance at her, I flipped the switch. Lights in the dark room flickered, revealing endless concourses of metal shelves, taller than me, piled with cardboard boxes of food‌—‌from powdered milk to Space Tasties and every other kind of food in between. I couldn’t even see them all.

I frowned, puzzled. If the lights worked, why hadn’t she turned them on? “Jerimin,” she called. I switched off the lights and turned to her. But when the door clicked shut behind me, I looked back. Four Year Emergency Food Storage was written on the door.

So far, I’d seen no one else here. But all the food boxes I’d seen had been empty.

Walking through the palace’s high-ceilinged walls was so different than hiding from the crowds on the metal streets of Netron. For one, sunset light reached here. We passed enormous windows, or sometimes open platforms, where you could easily see the enormous branches and rustling leaves that made up Everlush.

The streets I’d lived on had been below the surface thoroughfares, where the shadows of the buildings guaranteed no light got through. Besides footsteps and closing doors, the only other sounds were of can fires and clothes rustling. And, of course, the constant hush of the autokinets, racing hundreds of stories below.

We wound up at a kitchen. She sat herself up on a barstool, then waited, looking at me.

“W-what?” I tried to smile.

“Make us tea,” she said.

My nerves drove me to spin around, looking at things‌—‌and I saw a teakettle. I filled it with water and placed it back on the burner. She talked to me across the stove.

“I am glad you agree to my requests to work. But Idothink you have questions for me, before you sign the contract.”

“There’s a contract?”

“There is always a contract, yes? You must sign before I can let you out. To work.”

I warmed my hands by the metal of the teapot. I avoided my reflection.

“Well…‌You won’t…‌You won’t make me do anything salacious, will you?”

She growled a little in her throat. I stepped back.

“I am no faerie,” she said.

I bowed quickly. “M-my apologies. Of course not!”

“No, I will not make you do anything of that sort.”

“Okay. All right. That was…‌my biggest concern. But what kinds of things do you want me to do?” 

“I need someone who can‌—‌” she twisted her arm through the air, “extend my movements for me. Netron is a hard place for me to be. Too high. I need you to act for me there. And use screens for me.”

I nodded. Errand boy, tech support‌—‌I could do that.

“And I…‌” she took a deep breath, “need you to go someplace for me. You care to help me, yes?”

“Yes!”

“I will need you to work at a place. It will help me very much if you are there working.”

My first instinct was to blurt out, “I’ll work anyplace!” But I took hold of myself and asked, “Where do you want me to work, honorable Queen?”

“White Hall.”

“White Hall!” No, she couldn’t mean that! “The Institute? Are you sure you couldn’t‌—‌I mean‌—‌” My jittery smile left as soon as it came, “Not just anybody gets to work there! You have to be‌—‌” I stopped before I said a genius.

“You are,” she said. “I saw your grades from before.”

“I’m not that same kid anymore!”

“You are inside. All ones are the child inside, if you dig through.”

“I‌—‌I can’t. Does it have to be there?”

She nodded once.

I silenced my groan. “You act like it’s a done deal‌—‌” I stopped. Did she think I could get in on my name alone? My father’s reputation couldn’t carry me in. It didn’t work that way where I came from.

I caught her eyes returning from glancing above me. I started the sounds of sentences, failed to follow through on them.

“I know you can do this thing.” She pushed her head out towards me.

“How? You have no proof‌—‌and grades I got a decade ago don’t count! I’ve never even been to university!”

“Nor I.”

I started. “Really?”

She nodded once. I frowned. Could I trust someone who wasn’t educated?

She shook her head. “Maybe a one must do more to gain confidence, to feel it. But I see the chords you’re made of. White Hall is accepting new blood this year. Come up with an idea before November ends so you may enter.”

I shook my head. “I don’t believe it‌—‌”

The teakettle screamed. She flinched in her seat, so I grabbed it off the burner, poured and served it.

Across the counter, I set her cup down before her and bowed. She did nothing back, but asked, “Do you still care to work alongside me?”

White Hall. Why did it have to be White Hall?

“Drink.”

She sipped out of the small bowl, and I took a sip from mine. At first, the shock of the flavor‌—‌salty brine tea‌—‌was all I could think about. Then the warmth of the tea melted down through me, through all my inner layers of cold, sinking into the ends of my toes. I never thought they could be warm again. It was all because of her.

“Yes.” I might not like it, but it would be worth it. Just being warm again was worth it.

“Though I expect you to dig up some White Hall ideas earliest, I keep also things for you to do tomorrow. Things not for White Hall. But before you go, you must sign the contract.”

“Okay,” I said. The tea was filling my hollow insides in a way I’d nearly forgotten. “Where is it?”

She pulled real paper from her cloak, unrolled it, and set it in front of me. I looked at her.

“Paper?” Only Osiderns used paper contracts, but that was because they needed scent samples. “You don’t need a scent sample, do you?”

“No. Paper is my way.” She slid a pen over to me, a real ink pen, I realized, pulling off the cap. I was used to styli.

She pointed to where I should sign and I did. Below the signature line was a huge blank space. She held the paper up, almost next to my face, then stared at me hard. The tea in my belly began to gurgle with disquiet, but before I could ask, she rolled the papers back up, blinking her eyes like she’d been staring into a bright light.

She exhaled long, slumping her chin onto the counter.

“Tomorrow, then. You start tomorrow, helping me. But tonight, only sleep.”

I turned away, yawning. “Excuse me, sorry.” I should have been jumping for joy, too excited to sleep. But here it was safe and warm…‌

She tucked the contract away. “I will show you to your room.” She led me down a wide side hallway where doors were placed intermittently, like in a hotel. At a room with a stork silhouette painted on, she opened the door and let me in.

The room was palatial‌—‌a giant bed, a wardrobe made of white wood from Golden Fields, a washroom bigger than my bedroom when I was a kid…‌

I blinked, dazzled by it all. And to think, yesterday, I was curled beneath an underpass, watching the shadows from the street above.

“You can work the wander lamp, yes?” she asked.

There were two on either side of the bed. Using the tongs, I clattered a few extra orbs in, and the room gleamed even brighter in the flamelight.

 “Good. The orbs are cool if they sit outside the wire, you can pick those up with your hands.”

I nodded.

“You will fare well here, in this life. I know it is different to you, but…‌” She looked around the room. When she didn’t go on, I worried something might be wrong, but then she looked at me and said, “Thank you.”

“Me?”

“You could have said no. But you chose to help me instead.”

“I‌—‌” It was death or her‌—‌did she really think I would’ve chosen differently? I’d never be able to repay her. Thank you seemed inadequate, like giving a drop when I needed to give an ocean.

“I’ll serve you well, honored Queen.” I hesitated. “You made the right choice picking me.”

Her eyes went soft.

“I hope so. Good dreaming.”

* * *

The sunlight shining in past pink curtains awoke me. I lay there, disoriented, until my door swung open. I shut my eyes, pretending to be asleep.

A pause. “You are awake, good. You should arise when you first awaken, next time. You must learn much, do much. Ready yourself; I will wait outside.”

Yesterday came flooding back. It was real. The Queen was real‌—‌and if I wanted to keep this new chance I’d been given, I’d have to impress her.

I sat up out of bed and made my way into the shower. The whole washroom was pink, save for the shower head and faucets, which were green like they’d grown out of the giant tree. However, the water that flowed from the faucets was perfectly clear and hot. The rain-smelling cake of soap was wrapped in paper, as though this were a hotel room (though, maybe it was‌—‌after all, would a palace really need so many rooms?). In the cabinet stood small hotel-sized bottles of shampoo that smelled like roses and honey.

When I stepped into the hot spray of water, I realized with a jolt that this was the first real shower I had been able to take in years. I shuddered at the brown filth slurping down the drain. Never in my life did I ever think I’d be in such a state.

After I toweled off, I looked around the bathroom and saw my grimy, streetworn clothing staring me in the face. I went to the bedroom and checked the armoire, but the only thing inside was a plain white bathrobe, far too short for me. It made me sick to think I had to get back into them after getting clean from the shower, but spending the day in a robe was not an option. I could practically feel the grime latching back onto my skin as I slid my arm through the shirtsleeves.

I took a moment to run a complimentary razor over my face (all this time away from civilization and I still couldn’t grow a real beard), mussed my hair in a futile attempt at helping it dry faster, then left.

“Breakfast!” commanded the Queen the moment I stepped out of my room. I hurried behind her‌—‌though she didn’t run, she was definitely eager to get to the kitchen.

Once there, she sat herself at the bar again. I looked at her. She looked at me.

What did she want me to do? Did she have servants? Was I the servant?

“The servants left,” she said. “You will make us a breakfast. We will eat together.”

The servants left? Then my old manners kicked back in and I bowed. “Yes, honored Queen.” I pawed through the cupboards, where I found shelf-safe milk and powdered orange juice‌—‌and little else. After putting the milk away in the fridge, I stood the glass pitcher I’d found in front of her, poured the water and juice mix in. She watched the spoon go round as I stirred.

“Would you like some now? I know it’s not cold, but‌—‌”

“I can’t eat that,” she said. “Too sweet. Take it for yourself.”

“Sorry!” I put the juice in the fridge, feeling foolish. “What are we going to eat? I didn’t see anything in the cupboards.”

She tilted her head at me. “You can use the microwave, yes?”

Was there anyone who couldn’t? “Yes, ma’am.”

“We can have those frozen pastas,” she said.

“For breakfast? There isn’t any cereal?”

She turned to the side, looking in the general direction where we’d come from yesterday. “The cereal is crawling.”

“Crawling? You mean, buggy?” My stomach turned. “How about toast?”

She shook her head.

“Pancake mix?”

“Eaten.”

“You don’t have more…‌” I hesitated‌—‌should I not have looked back yesterday? “in a different room, someplace?”

“It is all eaten.”

I thought of the endless shelves I’d seen yesterday.

“There’s no pantry anyplace else?” I waited, but she didn’t reply. “What about those pink cookies?”

She dropped her ear to her shoulder briefly, that strange shrug. “If you care for pink cookies, you may take them. But it is a far walk to them. And pasta is right here.”

I looked where she was looking, at the freezer door. I went over and opened it up. A blast of cold air burst forth. Sure enough, it was fully-stocked with a variety of boxed frozen meals. I pulled a couple.

“We’ll have to go grocery shopping soon,” I said.

“Grocery shopping,” she repeated in a tone I couldn’t place.

 “Yes, if we want anything to eat!”

“Hm.”

“You’ve been grocery shopping before, right?”

She replied with a sort of hum that didn’t sound like an affirmative.

I tried to picture her behind a shopping cart. The image didn’t last long. But then‌—‌I was talking to a queen, wasn’t I? How often would royalty go grocery shopping?

“I beg your pardon, honored Queen‌—‌I forget sometimes to whom I speak.” I went to the microwave and shoved the meals in. It whirred to life.

“I purr to eat hot things again,” she said. “Already you are useful.”

“Again? What happened?”

“My governess cooked, earliest. But now she is gone, and I cannot use the things she did.”

“Gone? Did she leave?”

“She went to heaven,” she said matter-of-factly.

It took me a moment to realize what she’d said. “Oh. Oh! I’m sorry for your loss.”

She looked me in the eye and said, “It does not matter.” Before I could respond to that, she went on. “Find forks instead‌—‌the dishwasher may hold some.”

I scanned the kitchen for the dishwasher. I pulled out a fork.

“They are clean.”

Finally, something done right. I put away dishes until the microwave beeped. I removed the dinners and set them on the counter. She sat up tall in her chair as I pulled a couple of floral napkins from a holder and wrapped the forks in them.

I gathered her meal and setting and placed it before her with a bow. She returned it with a brief nod and motioned to the seat beside her. I grabbed my food and joined her.

My breakfast was macaroni au gratin. Though bland, my stomach cramped with eagerness when I smelled it.

“Slow, slow,” she said, lightly touching my arm with her hand.

I stopped‌—‌she hadn’t hesitated to touch my dirty clothes. “Yes, honored Queen,” I said. I ate one steaming noodle at a time.

Before I’d even eaten a fifth of my meal, she was done‌—‌and eyeing my food. I leaned my elbow between her and my breakfast, then felt ashamed when she sat up, and looked away. I put my arm in my lap. I’d come off the street, but would the street come off of me?

“Sorry,” I said.

She gave me an odd look. “After you are done, you must help with some equipment. For a call. No matter what you see or hear, I want you to stay quiet and out of sight.”

“Why? What do you think I’ll‌—‌”

I stopped at the stony glare she was giving me. “Sorry. Yes, honored Queen.”

Idiot‌—‌quit asking questions and stay on her good side. I went back to my macaroni. She was already back to staring at it. You should be grateful you have something to eat. My ears burned. After a while, she asked, “Is it good?”

I still had some left‌—‌maybe I could make up for earlier. “Would you like to try some?”

She made a small sound in her throat before she stepped off her stool and backed away from me. She stood there, watching me. What had I done wrong now?

“Sorry, I’m taking too long, aren’t I?” I got up and tossed my remaining food in the incinerator. “Where’s this equipment?”

“Follow.”

It was hard not to be awestruck by the palace in the daylight. Birds twittered outside, hidden in the leafy canopy just outside the enormous picture windows. Some had flown inside‌—‌you could hear them chirping high up, even if you couldn’t see them. The sunlight put patterns across the floor on the marble. The halls were wide, like the city streets back home, but in addition to having rooms on the ground level, structures sometimes were carved above in the wood, like entrances to homes built right into the tree trunk. Had these been homes for flying fae? Why had they left?

We turned off to a path where proportions were less grand; here, where the windows were smaller, bedsheets had been pinned up to keep out the light. After going down a twisting hallway, she pushed open a set of purple double doors.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting behind them‌—‌a conference room, maybe‌—‌but this wasn’t it. It looked like a dance studio that had been overrun with giant climbing plants, except the mirrored wall had been smashed to pieces, leaving more jagged black shapes than mirror. Our shoes crunched on the shards of glass that littered the wooden dance floor.

“What happened in here?” I asked. She crunched by, and I caught her shooting one of the giant red flowers above our heads a dirty look on her way to the upright piano in the corner. She stopped and nodded at the instrument.

“It is in here.”

“What’s in there?”

“The equipment.”

I came over to look. The piano looked normal, though its black and white keys were dusty. How could something be inside? She reached for the front of the piano‌—‌just above the keys where the music would go‌—‌and flipped up a piece like a lid. Sitting on top of the piano’s guts was a video conferencing machine‌—‌a Lynn Enterprises one that might’ve been state of the art when I was a kid.

She held up the lid on the piano with one hand and looked at me. “Take it out.”

I didn’t see why she couldn’t grab it with her free hand‌—‌the machine was only the size of a screen, but thick as a brick instead of thin. I grabbed it out (a number of the wires inside the piano flopped around like spaghetti‌—‌wait, was it broken?) and set it on top the piano when she closed it back up.

“Make it…‌work,” she said, digging around in her jacket. “Here is the number.” She handed me a scrap of pink paper with a connection password and a Netron phone number on it.

Once it was turned on, it had to connect to the satellite network. While it did that, I asked, “Where do you want to be during the call?”

She coughed in scorn. “Anyplace but here.”

“I mean, which of these walls do you want behind you?”

 “It gives no difference. It will not be long.”

I pointed it at a wall that was mostly greenery, but the room was in such bad condition that I imagined anyone on the other end would be able to see the dark backing of the mirror where it had been broken. I unrolled the machine’s projection screen and angled it to allow her to see the person she would be talking to. It was a big one, too, one that folded out to three times the size of the machine.

“All right. If you’ll step over here‌—‌Honored Queen‌—‌”

She crunched over the glass into place, face grim.

“Um…‌” She was facing the wrong direction. I’d never seen anyone do that before.

“Do you know how this works?” I asked, then winced inside. Was I being patronizing?

“No,” she said.

“Uh. Well…‌If you just‌—‌sorry!” I’d touched her shoulder with the palm of my hand and had seen her stiffen.

“If I may?” I resorted to turning her with waves of my arms, like a space shuttle spotter. But it worked. I showed her where to look into the camera, and how the projection screen in front of her would display the other person. She nodded along, but seemed to be biting down the whole time.

“Are you ready?”

“Will you be seen?”

“Er…‌if I’m over here…‌”

“Then be over there‌—‌or wherever you can be hidden.”

I crouched behind the piano.

“Ready now?”

She sighed, waved an arm at me. I dialed. When the connection was made, a faerie woman’s face appeared onscreen. She had blue hair with white tiger stripes and a nametag that read Zure.

“Beautiful gree‌—‌oooah,” the secretary’s face twisted, seeming to light up with malicious glee and twist with disgust at the same time. “It’s you! I’ll connect you!”

“Ngh‌—‌wait‌—‌!”

But it was too late‌—‌music with flutes and chimes played as a vibrant sideshow of Hriana’s natural wonders lit up the room.

The Queen slumped. The projection screen changed to show the famous lavender forest arch. A second later, the giant flowers in the room around us opened, spilled envelopes onto the floor with a sound like flapping wings.

“What‌—‌” One had opened right over me. Envelopes were sliding off my back. I grabbed one.

“Stop!” said the Queen, just as the slideshow stopped. The face of a red-haired faerie filled the screen. It was the same beautiful princess of Hriana I’d grown up seeing‌—‌green-eyed, with a perfume ad smile, but I’d never seen this look on her face‌—‌narrow-eyed, gleefully nasty.

“Stop? Sure‌—‌” The Princess reached as though to disconnect.

“No, no, I wasn’t talking to‌—‌the warehouse! I want to sell!”

For a second, the Princess’ face turned to surprise‌—‌there was a blur behind her as her wings buzzed. Then her look turned skeptical. “Really?”

The flowers unfurled; more paper careened onto me. The floor was now almost solid envelopes. I crept aside to avoid another deluge, but ended up moving back to get a look at the exchange. After all, she didn’t say I couldn’t watch.

“I’m sending this man to the warehouse tomorrow morning.” The Queen held up the paper. In the corner of the projection screen I could see it was my contract, except in the space below my signature was now filled with a black and white image of my face! I looked terrible‌—‌but how did that get on there?

The Princess leaned close onscreen, peering at the print.

“No!” She covered her mouth, scandalized‌—‌then she began to snicker. “How on earth did you‌—‌”

“It doesn’t matter. He will represent me in this. If you’re there, he’ll sell. Flit on by and I burn it.”

A squeal came out of the projection screen’s speakers, and the Princess shot up past the view of her camera. I was staring at her belt before I realized she’d just levitated out of her chair. She lowered a little, but part of her head was still cut off.

“You wouldn’t! It’s worth a fortune!”

The Queen’s face remained blank, impenetrable. The Princess lowered until her face was back in view. There was no mirth left in it.

“Fine. How early?”

“Eleven. Cash only.”

The Princess lunged towards the camera. “This isn’t a junk sale!”

“It’s junk to me. Whatever you don’t buy, I destroy.”

“You‌—‌”

“I’m tired of arguing over it.”

There was an awkward pause. Too late I realized the Queen might have wanted me to cut the connection, but then, she hadn’t given me any signal to.

The flowers belched out another shower of envelopes. Now the place was knee-high in them. The Princess’ eyes followed the motion of the falling paper. An awful smile grew on her face. Her next words came out brightly as she smoothed her hair back.

“Got it. Big sale tomorrow, everything must go, and I get to meet your‌—‌”

“Leave him be.”

The Princess feigned hurt, but couldn’t stop her smile showing through. “I can’t help it if men like me!”

The Queen coughed in reply, a scornful sound.

“Just sayin’‌—‌if he likes me more than you, don’t be surprised! Actually, you’d better count on it!”

The red flowers dropped another batch of envelopes. I heard the Princess laughing while I shook the envelopes off my back. “I gotta run‌—‌enjoy your fan mail!”

The Princess disconnected, and the screen went black.

The Queen turned to me. “Shut it off!”

I flung my hand over the off button. Moments later, the deluge of envelopes ceased.

The Queen waded her way towards the exit, looking like a child maneuvering through a snowdrift.

“Come!” She shouted at me over her shoulder in the doorway. I hadn’t even made it around the piano before she left the room. The drift didn’t come as high on me‌—‌one advantage to my height, I had to admit‌—‌but the paper was slippery where I stepped on it.

I was at the door when I realized I hadn’t let go of the envelope I’d taken at the beginning of the Princess’ call. I glanced out the door‌—‌no Queen in sight. I looked down at the letter.

Four-Eyes was written on the outside. I picked it open and took out the contents. Written on a pearlized piece of stationary was a note written in script so elegant that the message didn’t immediately register with me:

Your face looks like dog vomit.


I read it‌—‌then read it again‌—‌was this a joke? I dropped it and grabbed another envelope. This one read:

Why don’t you kill yourself already, freak?


It was written in a different hand. The third read, 

You shouldn’t have been born. You’re a MISTAKE.


I flung it away like it was a venomous snake. Who’d written all these things? I looked out over the room‌—‌then took the final steps into the hallway, kicking the envelopes back in as they tried to spill out.

I slammed the doors shut, sucking in air. There had to be thousands of letters in there now‌—‌were they all different? Who’d written them? Were they all for her?

You’re being watched. I looked up. The Queen crouched down the hall, almost hiding behind the curve in the blonde wood of the tree. I stood up all the way. My ears burned‌—‌but I hadn’t done anything wrong! But she hadn’t wanted me to see, either.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She bristled. “Netrons! Always apologizing for every step they take! You make ‘sorry’ a nothing word.”

“I’m sor‌—‌” I jogged to reach her. She ducked low like a cat ready to flee, so I stopped short of her.

“You knew what they said, didn’t you?”

 She didn’t nod right away. “Earliest, my governess made a call with that machine, and it happened.”

“Did you‌—‌”

“She did not let me read them, no. But I can see them without letters‌—‌all acid and hate.”

I nodded, though I didn’t understand what she meant by seeing them without letters. But I knew what it was like to have other people think of you as a mistake. I went to her side.

“Do you know who wrote them?” I asked.

“The court, mostly; my sister’s people. I told you, they left.”

Her own people! I wanted to ask more, but decided against it. She didn’t need to be reminded of these things.

“Let’s go someplace else,” I said. I reached to put my arm around her shoulder, but pulled back in time.

“I was trying to, Jerimin,” she said, but there was only a little heat behind her chastisement.

She took us through the palace, up the subtly corkscrewing levels that made up the main street, under trapezes and drained pools, past the Hriannen translocation stones. The higher up we went, the more ornate the décor got, until we came upon two titanic wooden doors edged in white marble, whose top edges I almost couldn’t see. But though the doors were clearly the focal point of the area, we walked past them.

We stopped in front of a set of wooden doors, set across from a stained glass window in the shape of a rose, so that the rose image was projected onto the door. She leaned into the iron handles before I could get the door for her.

I reached above her to hold the doors open. She looked up at me.

“Ladies first,” I said. She slid sideways into the room, always keeping an eye on me. I stepped inside and looked around.

Shelves of books‌—‌paper books, not screens, magazines, or media strip containers‌—‌towered overhead in aisles that ran towards a central hub. Looking down the aisle I could see through the middle hub to the tremendous floor-to-ceiling windows that let in the sunlight.

“There are things for you here,” she said, sticking her neck out as if to point. “The royal library. Your research will be done here.” She began walking ahead of me towards the hub. I looked at the shelves around me as I followed.

The hub was filled with soft sofas, chairs, and tables. On one of the tables were some mibi cards, fanned out so their colors showed. Strange‌—‌mibis were disposable tech, usually given to Primary-aged children for their lunch money. Any that weren’t lost by Secondary tended to be formatted and put back on the market. Why not store all the key codes on one mobi?

“Are these keys, or money?”

“Keys. For tomorrow. The white one guards the door to return to the waystone‌—‌”

“Wait‌—‌excuse me, Imean‌—‌will I be going on a waystone, or a teleportal stage?”

“My tongue lies lazy. It is a Netron stage. It stands behind a locked door‌—‌”

I nodded, waved her on. I knew well the safeguards: a locked door was an easy way to keep people from accidentally teleporting into each other at the same time.

“The pink is for the warehouse itself, and the greys have numbers on them? For the storage drawers.”

The question mark lingered in the air.

I picked up one of the keys, showed her the number on it in white. “Is this what you mean?”

“Yes.”

I took the fan of mibis.

“And…‌mm, underneath. That paper‌—‌”

Another piece of stationary. Thin, angular handwriting labeled a simple layout of a room. Easy enough to figure out. I took it, too.

“If she gives you the jen, you may give her the grey keys. Let her court move it out. But keep the other keys, the white and pink. She cannot have the warehouse.”

“Yes ma’am.” I collapsed them down and put them in my shirt pocket.

Once I did that, she looked around a moment, then crawled under the table. I thought she might’ve dropped something, or had something else under there for me, until she went still instead of rummaging around. Odd.

“Honored Queen?”

“Mm?”

“What are…‌have you lost something?”

“No.”

So she really was just…‌

I squatted down. Yes, she was there under the table, laying low over her knees.

“Do you need help?”

She shook her head, looking at her hands. Her fingers drummed the ground over and over. This flooring looked hard on the knees.

“Um…‌can I…‌would you like anything?”

Her hands went still. “Nein. Only I like to sit in my library. Peace breathes here.”

I could see a tour wouldn’t be offered.

“May I take a look around?”

She looked up; I was struck by how small and young she looked.

“Youdolike it?”

“Uh…‌sure.” The chairs weren’t all one standard shape‌—‌at least one had to fit me comfortably.

“Not just the chairs. The books!”

“Well…‌sure, I like books.”

She crawled out a little ways, and the light hit her pale face to almost a glaring brightness. “You do?”

“Yeah‌—‌yes. I’ve got a little shelf of them at home. Kid stuff, but‌—‌”

“I thought all Netrons sneered at books.”

“Well…‌screens are useful…‌” Life was much easier when you could find phrases automatically, play embedded musical selections mentioned in the text, and consolidate all the quotes about certain subjects across multiple books with tags…‌

Her face was so somber.

“But books…‌books have a presence to them. Right?”

She nodded at me slowly. The slow smile growing upon her face made me smile back.

“Ididthink you would understand. This library will be the only thing I will be taking.”

“Taking? Taking where?”

“To my burrow.”

“You have a…‌you mean, like a cave?”

“Not a cave!” she said, offended. “I dug it out myself, in a place distant. Everlush is too high and bright.

“This library did much for me when I was younger. I…‌I didn’t talk at first. But I had to, if I was going to be Queen. They were going to take the throne from me. If they’d done it‌—‌” She stared at the floor, stricken. When she looked up, she said, “The words here saved my life.”

She said it simply, but I could tell she believed it. Even if I wanted to argue, I couldn’t, not with her conviction.

She nodded to herself. “I will eat happiness when we leave.”

Leaving? But I just got here!

She looked up. “You may look around. Perhaps some ideas will fly to you for White Hall, hm?” With that, she curled up on her side and closed her eyes.

OK. I walked away, uneasy. But then I decided it was a good thing.

She trusts you.

The shelves towered over me. How could anyone reach them? Even on the balls of my feet stretching my arms up as high as I could, I couldn’t even reach halfway up the shelf.

More pressingly, how did anyone find anything here? Sure, the endcap signs read “Science” or “History” but how could you really find anything?

On the perimeter of the library stood a long carved counter with holders and servers for screens and minifridges within reach: on the other side there seemed to’ve been a soda fountain. Syrup nozzles labeled blackberry, cherry and lemon-spark  jutted out over a stainless steel sink. I squeezed the trigger of one experimentally and a glob of half-crystallized sludge oozed out. Huh.

I found a towel to wipe off the counter and continued on. This area was set up like a licensed media center‌—‌once your screen had logged into their system, you could look things up. Except on screens, you did a title search and boom‌—‌you were reading or watching the thing you wanted. Here, even if I could look things up, I’d still have to find the things on the shelves.

After a long search, I gave up on the hope of finding a screen left behind. I unfolded the map of the warehouse. The back was blank. If I could get her pen from her, I could start mapping the library by section. I’d have to, if I was really going to do any work here.

I headed back to the hub. Before I saw her, I heard her humming something to herself, but she stopped when I stepped into the circle of chairs. But if she knew I was nearby, she didn’t say anything.

“Honored Queen?”

“Hm?”

“Could I please borrow that pen of yours if you have it? I’d like to make a map of the library.”

A hand slid out from under the table, released a pen onto the rug, then slid back out of sight.

“Thank you,” I said to nothing. I knelt to take the pen. While I was down there, she spoke.

“You become lost here?”

I ducked down to see her face, feeling like I was talking to a housecat under the sofa.

“The high ceiling does not scatter your ways, does it?”

“You mean…‌does the layout confuse me?”

She nodded.

“No, I can navigate fine, but without a computer screen, I don’t know how I’m supposed to find anything for my White Hall project research. You don’t have a screen, do you?”

“No,” she said. “There are none here?”

“None I could find. Ma’am.”

Her lip curled in disgust. “Fae,” she spat.

I decided not to pursue that.

“The aisles keep signs.”

“Oh, yes, I’ve seen them. It’s just…‌they’re so general.”

“Screens do not show the same?”

I stared at her. “Haven’t you used one before?”

She shook her head.

How could that be? It wasn’t like this technology was new.

She raised up on her arms. “Machines go black when I touch them! Or bite me.”

“Bite you?”

She scowled at me. I hurried on. “It’s just, with a screen, I could look up a phrase and find out every book that phrase was ever used in.”

She lurched back, clearly impressed. Unbelievable.

“Well‌—‌” I looked around me. Towers and towers of books, millions of words. Bragging about the superiority of screens now brought the enormity of my task home to bear.

There was no way I could get into White Hall. I was an impostor. Even if I had an expert search engine powered by the moon, what chance did a failure like me have‌—‌KM problems aside‌—‌with only a Secondary education? What was she thinking?

“Are you sure I can get into White Hall?”

“You only fear because you have not started. Remember, they seek ideas, not completion. You could build an idea worthy of legend.”

“Legend! Like make-believe?”

“Nein! In‌—‌” she shook her head and her hair flew around like a lion’s mane. “Legend is not the same as imaginary, Netron!”

“If you say so. At least, could I buy a screen tomorrow, after the sale? It’d help a lot‌—‌” She was already shaking her head no.

“I want you here. I am expecting a one. Once she visits, we can leave for my burrow.”

“But how will I research?” Somehow I got the feeling this burrow of hers wouldn’t have any screens in it either.

“We will dig a solution. Besides‌—‌do you want to go into a store as you are?” She reached out a hand and stopped short of touching my filthy, worn pants.

“I could…‌” order through the net, I almost said, before I remembered I would need a screen to do that! Suddenly I wanted to kick all paper. I couldn’t go out in public this way‌—‌and I certainly couldn’t enter a store! They’d think I was going to steal something! The looks they’d give me!

“Well‌—‌after the sale‌—‌somehow I’ve got to find some new clothes then, don’t I?”

An odd troubled look came upon her face‌—‌odd because she bared her teeth in an almost comical expression of alarm. Her eyes raced up and down me, like wardrobe problems had never crossed her mind.

“The problem…‌will be solved,” she said, putting her chin on the floor. But she looked so troubled!

“At least we’ll have the money for the clothes.”

Instead of cheering her up, this bit of optimism seemed to add more lines to her face.


Price Wars with a Princess

The next day, I stood next to the Queen in front of one of the palace teleportal stages. The warehouse keys were in my hands, but as the Queen ran through the rules yet another time with me, I stared at the teleportal stage, puzzled by something. Then it hit me.

“Where’s all the processing equipment?” I asked, interrupting her. Realizing what I’d done, I hopped into a bow and apologized.

She waved me off my apology, still frowning a worried frown that hadn’t left her face since yesterday. “The what?”

“These teleportal stages need…‌monster-sized computers to run them! I see the coordinate input panel, but‌—‌” I waved my arm at the wooden wall behind the stage. There should be two rooms full of equipment!

She looked where I was gesturing, seemed almost to read the blonde wood for a second, then said, “Go open it.”

“Open what?”

She circled the stage, looking silly in how far away she kept from it, and stopped in front of the wall.

“Here. It is openable.”

I came up beside her and saw a latch the same color as the wall around it. I pulled it and the wall shifted on rollers. I pushed it aside and caught the blast of heat from the Cavanaugh processor before I saw it.

“OK, just…‌wait, how long has it been‌—‌nevermind.” If she never touched electronics, it must have been idling forever. These things went down for repairs all the time, the heat wearing out their components quickly‌—‌but even if it were broken, I wouldn’t know how to fix it. It’d either work, not work at all, or work halfway and kill me. There was nothing I could do about it.

I slid the wall back and sighed, my shoulders slumping. “Let’s hope it works.”

She kept staring at the wall, almost as if she were still looking at the processor.

“It hums safety.”

I left her to input the coordinates written on the paper warehouse layout.

She made another wide circle coming back to my side, where she watched over my shoulder (so to speak‌—‌she had to stand on her toes to see over my crooked elbow) as I set up the self-timer. In a second, I would hit lights, run over onstage, and then the action would go off a few seconds later, sending me to her warehouse on Netron. Hopefully.

Before I pressed the button, she spoke.

“The rules, Jerimin?”

Again, really?

“Don’t bow, take all the money. No negotiating.”

“And?”

“And I’m to have no further contact with the Princess.”

“Unleaveoutable, that‌—‌essential. Do not be taken in by her starbeam smiles. She is no good for us.”

I bowed. “Yes, honored Queen.”

She leaned out to the side, shaking her head.

“You say yes, but she clouds the minds of mortal men.”

“Well.” It was true, a lot of faerie women were literally irresistible. The fae called it charisma. My father called it a selfish act of abandonment on the part of the men who fell for it. “That may be, but I’m loyal to you.”

Her head snapped up.

“You would give me your loyalty?”

“You were the one who got me off the streets. Princess Jantessa hasn’t done anything for me. My loyalty‌—‌well, allegiance, I guess is a better word‌—‌is to you, honored Queen.”

“Your loyalty. It is mine, then?”

“Yes. I‌—‌I pledge it. My honor, too‌—‌”

“You may keep that. All I care for is your loyalty.”

I hesitated, then nodded. “You have it, then. By my honor.”

A smile lit her face momentarily, probably thinking, like I was, that I didn’t have any honor to swear by. But her face relaxed and she said, “I accept your loyalty.” She plopped down on the floor. “Now go.”

I bowed again then hit the button. Only a few seconds after I got on the platform, the action click went off. I blinked, and when I opened my eyes, I was in a grey-walled room, listening to the whining whirr of a cooling fan. I stepped off the stage and looked around. This stage’s coordinate panel was kitty-corner to the stage itself, and one of the walls was actually a side of the processing computer.

The whine was one of the computer’s fans, and it didn’t do much to help cool things down in
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