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Steel City, Veiled Kingdom, Part 2: Going Underground

STEEL CITY, VEILED KINGDOM

PART TWO

GOING UNDERGROUND

  

The Burrow

There was the sound of a magazine page turning, a glossy bend, a slow flap.

My eyes peeled open one section at a time. The blue sky was bright, so I squinted them shut again. It felt like an elastic band was wrapped around the inside of my lungs, tight. Mom used to read magazines at the psychologist’s office. That idiot. He never helped me. A cool breeze ruffled my hair. I shivered‌—‌but something went wrong with my lungs. I lurched upwards, hacking.

Every spasm made my chest and throat burn until I spat up something wet and black onto the ground. I stared at it muzzily. If that was dirt, I wasn’t in the library anymore, and I really had survived through a mad dragon and its inferno. It had scorched my lungs, but I had survived.

I reached out with my palm and rubbed the sputum into the gritty pale dirt.

“Jerimin.”

I turned onto my other side, towards her voice.

Perhaps you’ve had dreams where you’re with a person, and you know who they are, despite the fact that they don’t look the way they do in reality. But their dream-shape is inconsequential, because the feeling behind the shape is so them, it’s‌…‌it’s‌…‌

It’s hard to explain. But that’s how I knew that the grey creature with the magazine was my Queen.

The hands clutching the magazine were definitely hers: small, with long narrow fingers. But her skin was now a mottled, dark grey that nearly made her a part of the shadow. The shape I’d seen attack the dragon clarified into a huge, skull-shaped head with large ears.

My eyes met hers. She pulled away. Instead of legs, she had rows upon rows of coils that expanded and contracted, reminding me of the bellows of an accordion. These coils now curled in front of her, and her oversized head ducked, like she was trying to hide behind them. She went still the way an animal goes still, completely motionless.

I searched her new face. She’d folded her giant batlike ears flat against her skull, but the expression in her eyes‌—‌huge, catlike, and egg-yolk yellow‌—‌wasn’t frightened, just unsure.

“Honored Queen?”

Her coils squeezed together, but she stayed dead still for a moment more. Then:

“You do not keep fear of me?” There was something extra to her voice, like a hidden harmony reverberating from far away.

I shook my head. “Your voice sounds different,” I said. “But it’s still you.”

She blinked, but then her coils unrolled, one after the other. Upright again, she telescoped forward, ears relaxed towards me. She shifted on her coils from side to side, and I saw a smaller pair of dark eyes below her cat’s pair, examining me. 

I looked away from her face and waited for her to finish. She reached out and took my arms. I winced‌—‌they were burned where I had crashed on the library floor. She didn’t say another word, just tilted her oversized head. She released my arms, then placed her palm on my chest. I felt strange, like I should reach back to her, but too late, she’d taken back her hand.

She shifted on her coils again and produced the Novus magazine with me and Harper on the cover.

“It is yours,” she said, holding it out to me. “The only words to survive the fire.”

“Oh. Oh! ‌…‌I’m sorry.” I hesitated, but took it after she nodded.

The glossy paper, the black and white photograph of that night‌…‌somehow, it felt starkly artificial now. I had become a product. And I knew who had helped produce me.

“She betrayed me. Just like you said she would.”

Her coils corkscrewed. “The princess.”

I nodded. “After she gave me the statue, she told me to leave it with you and come back to her. When I said I wouldn’t, she said I’d be sorry.”

She didn’t say anything for a long time. Her voice was very quiet when she spoke again. “You‌…‌turned away from her bright smile? To stay with me?” She looked down. “You do not even know me.” Both pairs of eyes narrowed and studied my face. I wished again that I could know what she was thinking.

“You stayed.” Her smaller eyes held me.

“I‌…‌of course.” I said. “Of course I‌—‌”

“You chose. To stay.” There was another pause I didn’t know how to fill. She closed her eyes. The next words came out as though she didn’t know how to speak them.

“Thank you,” she said.

I sat, stunned.

“I should be saying that to you! You fought the dragon, you got us out of there‌—‌” I stopped to swallow a coughing fit. If it weren’t for me accepting all the statues, the dragon would never have come! “You saved our lives!”

Her ears twitched.

“These words sound strange from your mouth to my ears. Maybe”‌—‌she closed her mouth, thinking, then went on‌—‌“maybe we do not owe thanks to each other.” She curved her coils onto the ground, a crescent-moon shape. “Maybe now, we are alongside each other. We‌…‌You are built for running. I am not; I must hold my ground‌—‌I must, I keep no options.” She lifted her coils, displaying the lack of legs. “But twice when you could have run, left me, you returned and fought alongside me. As best you could!”

Her eyes closed like a cat’s smile.

“I did not know I could trust you to do this thing.” Her coils repositioned themselves. “You trust me to treat you well with my whiskers on‌…‌yes?” She traced the outline of her brow with her fingers. I leaned closer, saw the thin wires coming off her brow.

I nodded. “You’ve always treated me well, Your Majesty.”

Her coils retreated, revealing a bright object on the ground behind her in the shadows.

“Come.” She repositioned herself near the object. I got up.

As I approached, the white thing took shape. I took it to be a funny-shaped rock at first, but when I stood over it, the shape rounded, and I could see it was filled with a glossy black substance‌—‌oil, maybe?

“Lumpy, for a bowl,” I said.

“Yes,” her larger eyes darted to the side, as if they’d seen something of interest there. But then they returned to their normal, preoccupied-looking state, straight ahead, unfocused. “Sit down.”

I sat. “What’s in it?”

“A thing that heals.”

“If I drink it, will my chest stop hurting?”

“Your throat will stop hurting if you drink it,” she said. “If you want your lungs to ease, you must breathe it.”

“Breathe it in?” I scooped some out of the bowl with a finger.

She was suddenly in front of me. “It is precious!” She hovered on her coils, arms poised inches away.

The thick liquid oozed down my fingers with the consistency of a thick pancake batter. All four of her eyes followed its trail.

“I’ll be careful,” I said. I raised my other burned arm and daubed the substance crosswise. Where it went on, the skin was warm, but otherwise, it lay there.

“Rub it in.”

I did, cringing at the pain of the burn. But when the black had all absorbed, the skin was healed, a normal-colored band in the middle of the burn, like nothing had ever happened. It couldn’t be! And yet, when I stroked it, it didn’t hurt anymore.

“How?”

“I do not know. It healed me in the past. I do not know.” Her coils were back on the ground.

I shifted onto my knees and looked into the bowl. I could see the light shapes of my face in it, but only just. The sky reflected best, its blue color almost unchanged.

“Breathe it in?” It didn’t look like it’d go down easily. What if I choked?

But I had proof it worked‌—‌on the outside, at least.

Yeah, but just because triple antibiotic works on a cut doesn’t mean you should gulp it down when you feel bad.

I took a deep breath‌—‌and coughed instead. My body clenched in agony. I had to end the burning!

When I recovered, I leaned down nose-to-nose with my dark image. I put my mouth in it and felt ridiculous. But in the liquid, I saw her face move over mine, watching, so I tried to inhale. My nose took in too much air as I inadvertently gulped. I sputtered, pain jolting through my body. She took my shoulder and tipped me upright. Fine black droplets were absorbed instantly by the parched ground.

“Sorry,” I managed this between lingering hacks.

“Try again.” She retracted back from the bowl and waited for me.

Well‌…‌here goes nothing, again. I leaned forward. My mouth and nose were just covered. Now‌…‌Breathe! Instead, my chest clutched itself and I ended up spluttering in the bowl itself. Great‌—‌I had a precious resource half on me instead of in me and had probably gotten my snot in it besides. Fantastic.

I wiped the muck off with my hands and nearly rubbed it on my ruined pants before I changed my mind and reached for my arms instead. In a few moments, they were healed clean.

“I’m sorry. I’m really making a mess of this.” I glanced up to check her face. There was a hard expression on there, one I couldn’t exactly read as anger. I hastily looked back on the ground.

“Stop sorry-ing me. You are willing. Your instincts are not. My instincts would not be!” Her coils brushed the ground behind me. When she spoke again, she was beside me.

“Will you let me help you?”

I turned my head to face her. Up close, her head was enormous.

“What‌…‌do you mean?”

She wavered on her coils.

“I can hold your head under.”

I stared. Her ears folded back. I took a deep breath to tell her what I thought of that idea, but another agonizing coughing seizure erupted. She bobbed around me, concerned. I fell on my side and curled up. No matter how shallowly I breathed, it hurt, it hurt. Easily, so I wouldn’t create another fit, I got back on my knees, delicately panting.

I looked her in the eye and nodded.

She came forward. A wall of coils hung around my shoulders like a stole. They pressed in with a firm pressure. One of her hands cradled the back of my head. My heart just started to beat faster when the coils contracted and I was shoved face first towards the black substance. Instinct made my mouth fly open to take one last breath, but then her other hand rammed into my mouth and my face was up to my ears in the black.

Thoughts of the miraculous healing power of the black were decimated by the screaming of my instincts. I thrashed and wrestled, even clawed at her, but for every move I made, her coils‌—‌far stronger than I’d imagined‌—‌countered the movement and redirected it so my head remained under.

The pain in my lungs grew bright like a knife. I held my breath until white spots floated before me. Finally, it was too much. I took a deep pull through my nose. Panic exploded my body into action again when the heavy black fluid filled my chest. I kicked and kicked, connecting with nothing.

The knife-pain turned hot, like steel in sunshine, and then there was a near-electrical prickling deep in my chest, in a place that had to be physically in me, but was no place I could have ever knowingly pointed out to anyone‌—‌

and then her hand let up. I flung my face back, free!

The liquid sludged down the sides of my face, gobbing onto my shirt, but I didn’t care, because there was cool air to breathe, and it didn’t hurt anymore to take it in. I gulped in air.

“It doesn’t hurt,” I said. I sounded hoarse, so I swallowed. Mm, my throat. “Still a little sore there, though.”

“Drink.” She slicked off the black from the sides of my face and held her filled palm out to me. I looked at it, thinking of how I’d tried to fight free of it seconds ago.

But I licked from her palm. Strange, strange, what a strange life you live now‌…‌ She squirmed as though ticklish. When I was done, she groomed her palm, elegant as a cat. I made sure to ingest any of the stuff left on me. Soon the only liquid left was either absorbed into the thirsty ground, staining my clothes, or lying in the bowl itself. I reached for it, feeling it my duty to finish what had been given me, but her jaws swung open‌—‌snake-wide, revealing a mouth that was toothy like a dinosaur’s.

She took the entire bowl in her teeth and tossed her head back, drinking it all in one go. From this angle, the bowl now looked a little like part of a large skull.

But then she bent over and set it aside. “Better, yes?”

I sighed, relishing the way my chest could now painlessly expand.

“Yes!” I bowed in my seat. “Thank you for sharing it with me.”

She played at my voice. “Thank you, honored Queen, for drowning me in it.”

I looked at her.

She looked at me.

Then we both burst out laughing. Unfortunately, it started me coughing again. Up came another wad of mucus. My hands flew over my chest for a handkerchief, but unfortunately, I had none. I turned away and swallowed it. Ugh!

When I turned back to her, she looked puzzled.

“Your body is trying to rid you of it. Next time, use a magazine page.” She nodded once.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I rubbed my tongue around my mouth, trying to get rid of the taste of ashes. Disgusting!

After a moment, her coils nudged me. “You should rest. Come inside.” She rolled the magazine under her arm.

“Wait, where am I?”

“Outside.” She smiled like she was keeping a secret.

“But where?” I craned around her to look out from the shadow that surrounded us. I caught only a glimpse of two scrawny savannah trees, distant desert canyons, and a sky bluer than any I’d ever seen before. Then the dark grey of her coils rushed in front of me, replacing the lit scene with mottled grey. Wherever I tried to look, her coils flared to block my view.

“Is this your burrow?”

“Nein! Do not look.”

“But what is it?”

“My burrow curls behind you. This is‌…‌my front yard?”

I tried to peek underneath a coil. It lifted up to reveal her head, upside down.

“It does not keep readiness!” She batted at me. “Tomorrow the dust changes. A surprise, Icarii!” She unfolded upright again.

“How will the dust change?” I allowed myself to be turned around.

“An earth blessing. You must to wait until tomorrow to see it.”

“But where am I? Where’s Everlush from here? Are we even still on Hriana? What’s my name?”

Her ear cocked to match her crooked smile. “Tomorrow.” She shooed me towards the center of the shadow.

“Just one more question‌—‌”

She crowded me back toward the shadows, still grinning.

“Okay, okay.” I held my hands up in surrender.

She retracted on her coils until she seemed to disappear into part of the wall opposite the front yard. I went towards where she had gone, but stopped short of entering it. She seemed to have disappeared, the black was so absolute. I squinted at the black, but my eyes never adjusted further.

I jumped when she extended from the shadow directly in front of me.

 “Don’t suppose you, ah, have a flashlight. Do you?” I ended with an embarrassed chuckle. Listen to me, a grown man scared of the dark!

She blinked, then held out the magazine. I took it from her. Then she took my face between her long-fingered hands and pulled me close. My face burned with embarrassment.

“What‌—‌”

Her cat eyes closed and she purred. The sound was thick in my skull and chest, a pleasant muffled buzz. Her coils began retracting, and soon I walked into the shadow.

In the blackness, the buzz turned into a thrum, and then flattened out into something still and deep inside me. We were still moving, but my notice of this was distant. I couldn’t name this feeling. I felt‌—‌like a string that had been strummed, except the sound hadn’t come yet. The anticipation was terrible‌—‌except it was also exciting‌—‌and relaxing at the same time, somehow. I felt like I was standing at the edge of a deep well, badly desiring to jump in, but paralyzed.

 The hum broke, ending my reverie. I took a deep breath, peaceful.

“Low here,” said her voice in front of me. “I knew you would be Netron, but not so tall.”

I smiled as I bent over. Light met my eyes; they drank it in. We were in a room dug out of the earth, lit by thoughtfully placed wander lamps.

“What kind of purr did you do back there?”

“Hm?” She released my head. “Just a purr.”

I looked around. “Did you do this on purpose? The layout, I mean.” Aside from the colors and materials, the kitchen was set up just like the one in Everlush.

“My table is better.” She thumped her coils against a massive stone table in the same place as the palace’s. On top of the table stood my carrier and the white bag. The white bag’s contents had been arranged on the table in organized piles, even the clothes.

“Snacks?” she offered.

“Please.” I set my magazine down on one of the piles, then took a seat at the table. Even the chair was a palace import, but the wood was dark instead of bright.

She elevated herself to a high kitchen cabinet and rummaged around. When she was done, she settled across from me with a bag of veggie puffs and a box of croutons. I thanked her and took the proffered puffs. She opened the crouton box as we spoke.

“Your magazine speaks that White Hall will announce the projects that passed in a few days. You will have to go back.”

“What? Let me see.” I took the magazine from her, saw the exact date. My stomach cramped a little. “That’s all it takes to file through everyone?”

She dipped her head below her shoulders. The gesture made sense now as a shrug, for her bony carapace locked her shoulders into a ball-and-socket joint that didn’t let her lift her shoulders any closer to her head.

“I do not know.”

She pulled the crouton box open and popped a few in her mouth. I peeled open the veggie puffs (“contains less than 1% vegetable matter”).

“Treno said they’d weed out the entrants, but I thought it’d take longer.” My stomach clenched tighter as I thought about my handwritten project‌—‌everyone else’s project had been digital. Had mine gotten thrown out?

“Treno?” Her dark eyes lost focus. She tilted her head. “Tropic green? Red-orange belly?”

I looked up over my head out of habit. “Yeah, he’s the squargling who tried to get me in trouble.”

“So HE is the one who gave you trouble!” She threw back her head in her stuttering laugh. “But it is you instead on the cover. Excellent.” She set two croutons in front of me.

“He was at the gala, too.” I flipped through the magazine, looking for the waterglass photo. She pushed the croutons at me.

“I guess I was too upset that night to mention him.” I held out the photo to her.

“Eat your gift, Icarii,” she said mildly, reaching for the magazine.

I crunched down on the croutons. Garlicky.

“A Netron-living squargling. I know so little of things.” She shook her head.

“You and me both,” I said after opening the puff bag. Hanging around him had made me realize how little I knew about the race in general.

“Do you guess who else is in your magazine?” She turned pages.

“I don’t know‌—‌Jan Lynn?”

“She is in everything. No‌—‌look.” She held the page up to my face.

Is a pop Princess in our future? asked a stark black heading.

“My sister wants to make music business. Wants!” All four eyes rolled, an incredible sight, “She is a siren; she will make music and Paxis will listen. Did your keen ears hear of this?”

“Only that she was on the way to some recording thing the last time I saw her.”

She clicked her tongue, a sharp sound that seemed to bounce off the stone table and into my ears.

“Awake, Jerimin. You must tell specifics when you hear them.”

“Yes, honored Queen.” Feeling sheepish, I buried my attention in the puffs bag. I nibbled on one. Bland. I had another.

She tapped her fingers and hummed. “I am not sure‌…‌you can fight her haze, and yet it is only a sometimes thing. But Idothink‌…‌hm.” Her ears twitched as she thought. She set the box of croutons down and floated away on her coils.

She stopped in front of the refrigerator.

“Lunch, next.”

I suppressed a groan. “Not more frozen dinners, I hope.”

A wave went through her coils; when it got to me, they shoved me lightly.

“There are also soups here!”

Sorry, still not excited.

“And hear this,” she turned upside-down. Her ears made leafy shapes, hanging towards the ground. “You can buy us real food on Netron now! But tomorrow.”

“Really? Thank goodness.”

“Ja.” Still upside down, she stretched her arms.

I stood up. “I’ll fix some soup.”

Standing over the simmering pot, I looked over the piles set on the stone table.

“I’ll need to repair that teleportal before‌—‌no, I need to build another, to make sure the first isn’t broken‌…‌Great, White Hall has my blueprints!” I began ladling potato cheese soup.

“But you keep the thing the blueprints made,” she said, now waiting upright at the bar. “And I keep a little waystone for the new twin. I had it here, unknowing.”

I almost dropped the ladle. “Really? I could start rebuilding after lunch.” I set the bowls down. Now I could get any supplies I needed from Netron! Housings, plastics‌…‌

“Nein, nein. Tomorrow. You still cough from the dragon’s fire.” She jolted backwards, cat’s eyes widening, as if seeing the blaze again.

When she spoke again, her voice was soft. “My poor library, all smoke.” She lowered slowly to the ground, twisting slowly on her coils. When she stopped, her face was on the ground, ears lowered and still.

“Honored Queen?”

After a moment, her ears flickered back to life. She undid herself, forced a smile for me. “Ignore me now, Jerimin. Today is a good day. We are in my burrow now, so it is a good day.”

She took her bowl in her teeth and drank it with a smooth sweep of her neck. I followed suit, wondering if we should’ve toasted our misfortunes first.

* * *

My new bedroom wasn’t far from the kitchen. She led me down the tunnel that led away from the kitchen, deeper into the burrow. She held my head from behind this time while I walked through the pitch-black. I stumbled along until I saw some light ahead, coming from wall to my right.

“Wait.”

She let go and went around me. Now I made sense of the light‌—‌curtains had been installed in the earthen walls. She pulled back the material with a shiink. A wander lamp showed a chamber beyond them. I ducked, eager to go in, but she held me back.

“I will make it taller for you.” I thought I might get to see her use her powers, but instead she used her teeth and coils to carve the archway higher. Something in her saliva sealed the dirt so it was hard and sound.

Unlike my room at Everlush, my burrow room was furnished simply, with a couple wander lamps, a bed, and attached washroom with modern plumbing.

The only odd thing about it, I decided, was the lack of door.

“How will you knock?” I asked.

She tilted her great head for a moment, as though puzzled by my request.

“Knock. Yes, Idoforget it is difficult for you to know where I am. I can click” ‌—‌she demonstrated, two sharp clacks made with her tongue‌—‌”when I arrive. Yes?”

I agreed. She helped ferry my clothes to my new room, then wished me an early goodnight. She retracted soundlessly, disappearing into the dark.

I put on my pajamas, flopped into bed‌…‌and became completely obsessed with the lack of noise here. On Netron, no matter how quiet it was (and I hadn’t realized this before) there was always some background noise. Refrigerators humming. The dog-high whine of a monitor. Computer fans. People talking in the next room. Space shuttles landing. All noises that said to my subconscious, Civilization is right here. Nothing is going to get you.

But here in the burrow, silence was absolute‌—‌unless you counted the beating of my heart, which, without the gentle white noise of civilization, pulsed in my ears until it became cavernous. It vibrated my chest, my wrist, my neck, not with panic, but with sheer‌…‌

I was alone in my body and I wasn’t sure if I could handle it.

When her two clicks came, it seemed like I’d spent the night awake waiting for them. I felt for the orbs and sent them down the wander lamp’s track.

I pulled on my robe, then answered the curtain.

“Good morning, Your Majesty. It is morning, right?” It was pitch black when I’d gone to bed, and it was still pitch black.

“Ja.”

“Do I, ah, get to see the ‘new dust’ today?”

She grinned, teeth zipper-tight. “Dress. Breakfast outside. I have not seen it yet.” She gave a light purr and closed the curtains.

After dressing, I toasted a loaf of bread for us (thawed from the freezer the night before). She’d laid out some tools for me this morning on the stone table, next to my new waystone and the old mini-teleportal. After I gathered everything into my carrier and slung it on my shoulder, she loaded my arms with the casserole dish holding our toast and butter.

Taking the back of my head in her hands, she moved me forward out the tunnels into the sunshine.

What I saw out there astounded me. Instead of arid dirt, there was now swathes of flowers, bright green grass. The scraggly savannah trees had filled out overnight and were providing shady spots and chirping birds, though the shadows made them hard to spot. I looked again out into the bright blue sky, the hazy mountains. On Netron, this would have been a million-jen view. A gentle breeze made the grass whisper peacefully.

“What happened? You did this?”

She stopped guiding me from behind and extended out into the sun. Her cat’s eyes closed, and she stretched in the sunshine. She thrummed, happy. The waiting-string feeling grew again in my head, but faded when she spoke.

“A table for your work is there, Jerimin.”

Left of the shady overhang we’d come out from under, there was a halved log from a tree that must have been truly enormous as a whole. Now it provided a flat workspace. Once I confirmed it was splinter-free, I set my things down and took her a piece of toast. I ate my slice, leaning against it.

I could stay here all day. The burrow’s front yard had the tower parks back home beat by a mile. No crowds, no neighboring towers blocking your view‌…‌and no guards to kick you out after closing time! I glanced over at the Queen, but she was busy examining the grass, in no hurry for me to start.

The birdsong and the wind filled my heart with a peace I hadn’t had in a while.

 I took a deep breath of the sharp air‌—‌and coughed. I turned, looking for something‌—‌a paper, anything!‌—‌to spit into but I had nothing. Feeling barbaric, I spat into some plants.

“When you buy us dinner tonight, take some tissues for yourself.” She’d tossed her toast down like a dog snapping up a treat, and then began hovering over various areas of the front yard. I say hover, but I’m not sure that conveys the strength of her coils, how they released her forward and elevated her above the ground with a not-unpleasant tension, like a tight, agile spring being wound and unwound. And yet, she had the ability to move swiftly, like a snake, snapping into positions when something caught her attention.

From time to time, she would grab a plant, twist her coils so her upper body twisted, and wrench it out of the ground.

“Weeds,” she said after I asked why she tore some up and left others. She set the weeds in a pile as far away from the entrance as she could. “Later you will toss those over the edge, yes?”

“Of course, honored Queen.”

“I will return.” She reversed back into the tunnel, curving her course to reach into the toast pile on her way. I found myself a rock suitable for sitting on (if something that hard and bumpy could ever be called suitable) and rolled it to the table. After a few minutes to recover from the exertion, I got started building another miniature teleportal.

I settled into my work, rediscovering the rhythms quicker now that I’d done it before. Sometime later, she returned with a little container and started tossing something‌—‌seeds?‌—‌onto the ground. When they hit the grass and plants, they made a hushing percussion like rain. The sound drifted to the back of my mind as I built. She returned back to the container from time to time, collecting more seeds to throw.

I stood to take a break and stretch. When I stopped arching my back, she was suspended next to me, seeds cupped in her hands.

“Your walk‌—‌twice as useful. Your palms.”

I obeyed and got a handful of whatever it was. Up close, it looked like corn and raisins and some sort of pellets, mixed with some other things. She returned to the gourd, picked it up, and extended past me. “Follow. I need your throwing arms.”

I walked with her to the edge of our front yard. Her coils were fully extended and taut, as though she were stretched to her limit. The front yard ended in an almost sheer drop of hard-packed dirt. Where the incline started, the garden continued just barely‌—‌a few patches of green grass spotted the top, but beyond that‌—‌down the incline and past it, the mountain was barren with bleached dirt and some stringy scrub.

Seeds pelted over the incline. They landed, sounding like rice.

“Throw far, Jerimin.”

I gave it a handful. It was fun to hear the sound. I smiled. I wish I could have done this as a kid.

“Are you going to grow a garden down there, too?”

She turned to me, face owlish.

“Garden‌…‌”

“Yeah‌…‌this’ll grow, right? Seeds?”

“Feed. Feed. You want to see deer, yee?” Her zipper grin reappeared, and something about it made part of my stomach press on itself. Her teeth were locked together tight as two gears.

Stick your arm in there‌—‌but I pushed the thought aside. Orca-whale teeth or not, she eats textured plant protein like everyone else.

“Deer are interesting,” I said. “I saw some at a petting zoo once, down on the surface.”

“If they find feed, they will track it to my front yard. You will see them. They can climb this wall‌—‌they are not Netron deer, Idothink. They are good deer.” After a moment, she reached into the gourd, and more feed pattered on the ground.

I didn’t throw any for a moment. After a few more handfuls, she turned to me. I swallowed.

 “Last night‌…‌I was‌…‌” I shrugged. “I, the dark‌—‌it was‌…‌too quiet, I guess.” I chuckled, glanced at her. She looked at me full on, all eyes serious.

“See to the north.” I looked where she indicated and noticed brown smoke blighting the clear blue sky. “That is my library now. Two days before I could hold it in my hands.” She turned back to me. “I do not know what I am doing, little court. But we are not smoke, because of you. Alongside, maybe‌…‌we can figure it all out.”

“Yeah. Yeah.”

She nodded once. Hands empty, she brushed them off over the incline. I looked at the feed I had in both hands. I glanced at her, tried to send a clear picture of what I wanted to do. Her mouth quirked in a smile, and she nodded.

With a mighty jump, I flung all the feed I had into the air. For a moment, it hung in the air like confetti. We listened to the pattering rice sound, and then went back to the front yard.


The Qualification Screen

Since the day we’d spread the deer feed outside, I’d finished two more miniature teleportals‌—‌the one from the fire was damaged beyond recovery. But I’d not only gotten the newest one to work, but I’d grown confident enough to make a cutaway cover in front of the stage, which would look nice if my project qualified.

No. It’d look nice when I qualified.

This afternoon, she lay in the entrance of the burrow, coils filling the tunnel. No deer had shown up yet, but she watched every day for them, magazine by her side, often unread. She seemed to bring it along wherever she went now.

I came up behind her. One ear flicked backwards, towards the sound of my footsteps. She scooted aside so I could join her at the entrance. I carried my dirt-free Netron visiting shoes on my shoulders.

“I’m heading back now.” The burrow’s traditional teleportal stage made coming and going to Netron from the isolated mountain as easy as taking an elevator to street level. Restaurant food was a big plus. “Wish me luck.”

She made a sliding movement with her jaw, clickclickclick. “As though you need any. Smart one you.”

“Shall I pick up anything while I’m out, honored Queen? I glanced at the magazine lying in the dirt. The dried, black healing material splattered on the black and white cover gave it some added style. “Maybe something to read?”

“Nein.”

“Any sign of them?”

“Nein.” Back when she summered here with her governess, a herd of deer had taken up residence in the front yard, she’d told me. But so far, there’d been no sign of them.

“Maybe you should set out some water? It looks awfully rough out there.”

“They came without it before,” she said with a frown.

She picked up her magazine and began to retract back towards the kitchen.

“Hey, wait.” I reached my hand out. She took my head in her hands and guided me through the tunnels as she moved. I could find my way to a couple of places on my own now, but I still had a tendency to bump into walls or go down the false tunnels she’d built. I didn’t want to be bruised or late today.

She let me go in the kitchen. I was an expert at going from here to the teleportal chamber by now.

“Thank you.” I bowed. When I came up, she leaned forward and tufted my hair with her fingers. She leaned back.

“Everything OK? I ironed.”

“Only remember; change your shoes. Your earth shoes are harmless here, but Netron grocers must call the police.”

I smiled at the memory. “She acted like I’d come in painted green!”

She laughed. “Bring us some good bread when you return.”

“Yes, honored Queen.”

“Good  bread.” She extended into my space so I had to back up.

“I won’t forget.” I turned to leave. Just outside the tunnel, she spoke again.

“Do you still ask for luck?”

I turned. She was right there behind me with her magazine.

“Maybe‌…‌.You are Netron, with air in your blood, and skepticism‌…‌ I do not know if you will want this.” She shook her coils out. “My words tumble. If you think this is silly, you do not have to take it.”

She opened the magazine. In there, right behind the cover of me and Harper, was a smooth pebble. She held it out to me.

“I know youdothink this magazine is an artificial thing, but I purred to see the so-successful image of you.” I picked up the pebble and examined it. It was light grey, but pearlescent, even in the wander light.

“And besides,” her coils piled high behind her, making her bigger. I stepped back. “You are not a product; you grow.” Her coils relaxed again.

“Is it enchanted? Imean, it’s a‌…‌very nice pebble‌…‌”

She was looking at me sideways with her cat’s eyes.

“It is‌…‌it does not do anything. But‌…‌” her ears flexed as she wavered back and forth on her coils. “It feels right to put it near things. I think‌…‌it absorbs‌…‌” She shook herself again. “You do not ha‌—‌”

“No-no, it’s all right, I understand.” Sort of. She didn’t look convinced. I pocketed it quickly. Instead, she reached into my pocket and pulled it out again, quick as a magician. My stomach tightened. Not another fight, not before I leave again. Instead, she held the pebble up.

“No. To your eyes, it is a pebble, and that is not a useful thing. But to my eyes, it shone, like your Netron. But it wasn’t quite you, so I put it beneath that tree where you eat lunch sometimes, to make it more you.” She shook herself again. “It shone. I changed it for you. That is all.”

She handed it back. Ears flat, she brushed her coils against me as she retracted back to the kitchen.

“Honored Queen?” I called after her. Her motion stilled.

“Thank you.” And I meant it, I realized. She’d made it special for me. No one had done that in a very long time.

Her ears lifted again. “You are very welcome, Jerimin.”

* * *

Shoes changed and my pebble safe in my pocket, I entered the White Hall atrium. A screen announced the callbacks would be listed “shortly.” Beneath the message, a digital clock marked the current time. The café tables in the rest of the atrium were packed with people eyeing the screen.

There was no room for me here‌—‌maybe outside. I exited to the landing at the top of the stairs. There, quietly muttering like parrots, stood a group of squarglings, holding paperwork of some sort. In flock-unison they stopped their mutter, turned to look at me, then resumed their quiet cawing. Hunching, I looked away, searching for another place to wait.

Flower shop, tax place, courier’s office, bookshop‌…‌and that bakery Treno had invited me to. I jogged down the steps.

Lift Bakery was also crammed with White Hall hopefuls. But I had to get bread anyway. The door to the bakery opened with a chime. Eyes flashed at me as people glanced up. My issue of Novus was a few weeks old by now, but the stares told me I was recognized. I stared back. Gazes fell away quickly.

I was heading towards the counter to order when a green motion caught my eye. It was Treno Tiex, waving at me from a table in the back.

He opened his beak.

Ohplease don’t shout. On Osider, shouting for a friend was fine apparently, but one did not shout on Netron, save for fatal wounds and lost children. As though reading my mind, Treno’s Netron tablemate shot him a look of mortification.

The squargling’s beak snapped shut. I nodded at him to let him know I saw him, then went to the counter.

I ordered two loaves of bread and raspberry tea, then went to Treno’s table. He introduced me to the man next to him, his roommate.

“An honor to meet you,” I said.

“The honor’s all mine, sir.” The roommate had stood to greet me and now pulled his chair out and gestured for me to take it.

“I couldn’t, sir,” I said.

“I insist. Tiex-sir asked me here for moral support, but I’m sure you two have much to talk about. I’m only taking space away from other contestants. Good luck to you both. See you later, Tiex-sir.” He bowed, then left.

I watched him out.

Tiex burbled, sounding glum. “I wish he’d stop calling me Tiex-sir. We’ve been sharing rent for a year now.”

My food arrived, the tea steaming, the bread wrapped up tight in hot foil.

“Ooh.” Treno lifted in his chair, sniffing. He glanced from the bread to me.

“A gift for a friend,” I said. “Sorry.”

I took in the crowded café.

“Were there really this many people in line before I came?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Well, you entered at the last minute! There were people camping out on the stairs before the doors opened‌—‌and those were just the folks who didn’t submit on the net!”

“Brr. I noticed there’s a bunch of Osiderns camped outside now.”

“Oh, them? They’re Lynn. If it’s a really good crop, she’ll be able to cull some good talent, even from the rejects.”

“Really!”

“She’ll try to sign on the winners‌…‌you’d be surprised how many switch a year or two in.”

Siphoning talent out of Netron. Shrewd. I drank long from my tea. When I set the cup down, I noticed the squargling’s nostrils flaring.

Oh no, their sense of smell‌—‌said to be better than a dog’s‌—‌

He must have seen the alarm in my face, because he asked the question lightly, with a little smile.

“Do, uh, you garden?”

It threw me for a moment. I’d changed my shoes, right? I glanced down to double-check. They were the clean ones.

“Sorry?” I said.

“You smell like, uh, dirt.” He shrugged, and his wings rose with his shoulders. His nostrils flared again. “‌…‌and maybe compost? My scenting isn’t so great. I just smell something rotting‌—‌but not in a bad way! Decomposition’s actually kind of a sweet scent.” He shook his hands to assure me he hadn’t meant offense.

He can smell the burrow on you. My thoughts flashed on the dragon’s description of the Queen‌—‌and he can smell her, too. Part of my brain froze‌—‌his sense of smell “isn’t so great” but he knows I didn’t just come from an apartment. While that part of my brain gawked at his ability, the other part forced me to smile and say, “Wow, you can really tell all that from a sniff?”

He cawed modestly. “Yeah.”

“As a matter of fact, I just came back from a volunteer project planting seeds at a tower park. I’m afraid I don’t know what was in mulch they gave us, but I apologize if it’s distracting for you.”

“You’re pretty tidy for planting. And no, it’s not distracting, just different.”

“I changed before I came,” I said. “So, how will we know we can go look? Will a White Hall official come in and announce the results when they’re posted?”

He snorted. “Someone’ll come up. Probably some sleeping-bagger who got a table. He’ll swagger back after he’s got a good look.”

“Very gracious imagination you have.” I sipped my tea with a smile.

“That’s how it works‌—‌even if you guys don’t show it! But I’m probably too hard on your people. You’re OK, though.”

“Thank you.”

“Even if you DID make the cover instead of me. I’m the only squargling who applied this year!”

I startled at his jealousy. “You got your photo in the magazine, Tiex-sir,” I said.

“With the wrong director!”

“It’s better than‌—‌ninety-nine percent of the people here.”

“I thought I might at least get my own sidebar. You know‌—‌‘only squargling this year, how does that reflect on dadada’ that sort of thing. But no, I’m overshadowed by an Icarii.” His wings fluttered.

“I‌…‌I apolo‌—‌”

“Apologize!” He honked a laugh. The whole café startled.

I frowned. “What do‌—‌”

“Stop it! You Netrons‌—‌throw in a little competition and suddenly you think we’re after‌—‌no! Don’t apologize for winning. I’m just grousing. Besides, it’ll look great for me if I get in on the same wave you do. Even better if I get in and you don’t! No offense.”

I didn’t know what to say. He went on.

“I mean, yeah, I wanted a photo with Director Harper. But I’d like it if we both got in. Better us than them,” he tilted his head back towards the café crowd, “right?”

“I‌…‌guess‌…‌so‌…‌” I wasn’t quite following his line of thought, but it sounded like he wanted us to be friends at least. “Do you know any of them?”

“Just a couple from last year. They’ve been trying to get in for years now. Maybe with this new director, they’ll have a better chance.” But he was smiling as if to say, No they won’t.

“And I heard of one guy trying to get in on some new way to cook food. Microwave replacement or something. Squares‌—‌guys‌—‌like that ought to be trying to get into culinary training, not White Hall.” A little too late he added, “In my opinion.” He turned to preen his scaly wings. When he turned back, he asked, “So, what are you trying to enter on?”

“Sorry?”

“You can be general. It’s not likely we’ll be matched up for the debates. If we get called.”

“I’m‌…‌Mine’s to do with teleportation. You?”

“I didn’t say I’d tell.” We laughed. When we were done, I said, “So‌—‌what’s your project about?”

He grinned again, but there was an edge to it. “I’m not telling.”

“Oh.” I tried not to think of how the Queen would react if she saw me being so
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