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Steel City, Veiled Kingdom, Part 1: Surface

STEEL CITY, VEILED KINGDOM

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
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