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CHAPTER ONE
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Flying did not suit me. As we swept over the open grasses, as Fluffy's curled toes ringed my body and his stout, reaching wings held us aloft, I imagined what might have inspired our gods to relinquish their own feathered appendages. 

Perhaps it was only the sense of helplessness, of being entirely in another's control, that picked at my scales. In flight, I trusted my chick, trusted an avian with my life more wholly than I'd ever trusted anything.

Fluffy banked to one side, tilting and lifting me so that the air rushed over my long body. I tried to curl, to wind myself into a knot beneath the bird, but with no ground for purchase, I only managed to twist and flail.

"Are you comfortable, Mother?" His slick head, covered now in smooth shimmering feathers, turned back to check on me.

"Fine," I managed.

It had only been two short weeks since my awakening inside Pith's rebel burrow. Like the chick's name, my label as 'Mother' also stuck, and I was greeted upon opening my eyes by the furious screeching of a fully-feathered avian who could now barely fit inside the rodent's largest tunnels.

Fluffy had passed the all-dark in the rats' care and had lost every last trace of the down for which Lohmeer had named him. His body had abandoned its roundness. His wings had grown into massive pennants that could easily lift and carry the both of us. Though I'd slept through his early attempts at flight, I was informed by Tiff that they'd been both comical and terrifying in turns.

"It's just a little farther," he called again, his voice carrying the scratching warble of his species. Viirlahn called it a death rattle, but then the aspis had kept his distance from the chick ever since we'd woken to the big head and hooked beak probing at our den.

Viir could not hear the silent call of "Mother," and had mistaken the chick's eagerness for an attack. Needless to say, he'd awoken on the wrong side of the nest.

I tilted my head enough to stare down at the passing landscape. A few test flights had convinced me of my chick's aerial abilities. The open air beneath us still spiked my nerves, still made my head rheumy and soft at the edges. The rodent general, Pith, and I agreed on the value in my continued appearances on the wing, however.

Still, as Fluffy swooped lower, and our twin shadow danced over the grasslands, I wished for the four-leggeds’ ability to close my eyes. I forced my thoughts back from that drop, from the blur of solid ground beneath us, and fixed instead upon my immediate plans.

I'd woken unsure what world I would discover, but Pith had quickly filled in the gaps my sleeping had spawned. The Burrow, too, spent the all-dark in its typical slumber, but rumors hissed that there were shifts of serpents forced to remain awake, and that their rodent population had still halved during the frigid months.

The mice Pith's sorties had not liberated were stirred to rebellion by the rumors inside the Burrow. They refused to eat, palming tainted food until the truth overcame them. They slipped away, waking guards or not, while the rulers of Serpentia dreamed their all-dark visions.

Pith's caravans to the Croc's Maw had been forced to double their efforts, though the way was far more difficult in the hostile weather of the all-dark. Eventually, the rats and mice had given in to their own natures, hunkered down in their rebel base, and simply made room for the Burrow's refugees.

As for me, I'd woken to Fluffy, to Viirlahn's presence, and to Kahrill's marked absence. Sometime during the long sleep, the pythos had abandoned us. Our deal completed, the white snake had braved the dark and the weather to be on her way. She'd left with her belly full of my offspring, and I meant to be at the gates of the nursery tower long before whatever eggs she laid were hatched.

No child of mine would be ejected from the tower, not without a warm welcome awaiting them at the exit.

Already, Lohmeer, Teerahl, and I had in our care half a dozen hatchlings that had been destined for abandonment. The first batch, Pith's rodents had diligently collected on our behalf. The last two, my friends had intercepted personally. And so, the nursery tower still clung to its archaic traditions. The barbarism that ejected the less aggressive of our kind to fend for themselves continued despite the concessions the pythos had made on my behalf.

"I can see the mine from here," Fluffy hooted. "Should we circle first?"

"Yes." I shouted, but the wind of our flight tore the word away. Yes, circle please.

Very few serpents could hear my silent thoughts, and no mice that I'd encountered. Once or twice, I'd suspected Kwirk might have, but the old mouse kept his own council, even when we'd believed ourselves allies, friends. The avian, however, continued to show the ability long past his hatchling stage.

If this was a characteristic of birds, however, I could only guess. I still heard his clear, enthusiastic answer. Yes, Mother.

We flew wide around the mine, a gaping, tiered pit gouged from the southern grasslands to provide skymetal for generations of the serpents inside the Burrow. The stone layers ringed the main dig site, steely in shade and dull in luster. Here and there, a wiggle of raw skymetal shone slick and bright where a vein had been exposed. There, the rodents and the serpents who controlled them focused their efforts.

Huge constrictors, long and stout enough to dwarf Lohmeer easily, toiled beside scruffy, overly muscled rats. A network of pulleys and rails crisscrossed the levels, studded with fat metal carts.

Here, the Burrow tore its skymetal from Serpentia's bowels. Here, the source of the serpents’ great inequality came to light.

I forced my body to relax, making myself as long and dangling as possible. As obvious as I could. A lone avian circling any serpent construction would cause alarm, raise defenses I didn't want aimed at Fluffy.

Make sure they see me.

My reputation would give the weapons pause. My rumors should buy us enough time to land, to speak to any who would listen.

A little lower.

Already, we'd intercepted two parties on the road between the mine and the Burrow. Two lines of carts overflowing with skymetal had stopped long enough to hear my message. And no sooner had we lifted back to the sky again than they'd continued, methodically, automatically on their way.

It wasn't working.

"Where should we land?" Fluffy's voice had grown as well. His juvenile chirping had morphed into an adult's booming screech. If the miners hadn't spotted us yet, that sound would have them looking to the sky for sure.

Above the lip. By the ladders.

I guided my chick to the highest point in the mine, to a place where, should things turn unpleasant, we could easily spring into the air again. When Fluffy banked and angled his wings downward, we dropped. The world lifted to meet us, and I tensed into a rigid bar and held my breath.

Landing never got any easier. Still, we'd done this enough now that I knew when the avian would release me. I was ready, and as soon as Fluffy's claws spread, caught myself with a thought and lowered the final short distance through my own mental power.

This. This was what the band had cost me, and it would not be missed by those watching. That I'd flown, even a single half-length on my own power…. They would remember that while they chewed on my speeches.

I touched down on a ledge of bare stone, a lip that protruded over the great pit. To one side, the ladders stretched their zig-zag way down into the hole. I kept my eye on that access point and eased closer to the edge.

Keep behind me.

Fluffy bounced into position. The precaution was reflex, a mother's urge to protect my chick. The avian's body had grown too large for my slim coils to shield him. Still, keeping the bird at my back would allow me to block any attack aimed at my chick.

Voices already lifted from the mine. The top ladder shuddered. I watched as a pointed muzzle appeared, a twitching nose and a veil of long whiskers. That they'd sent a rat to meet me made my jaw tighten. Were they so afraid of me, or only so dependent on the rodents that orders were given without forethought? A reflex. Send the rat in first.

I softened my ess and waited for the rodent to scent us, to determine my position and how best to finish his ascent. When the nose retreated, I cursed silently and considered dropping down amid the mob. I could feel them assembling just one tier below.

The ground trembled with their movement.

I stretched my tongue, gathered the mine's dust, the sharp traces of skymetal, and the flavor of rat and serpent. I felt them with my belly scales, and I judged their fidgeting as less than all-out hostile. My story had arrived before us, then. Perhaps they'd been expecting our visit.

The rat's head popped back into view. Round black eyes fixed on me, shone with the fuzzy glaze of the viper drug behind them. So long since I'd seen that amiable, half-conscious expression.

"Come up." I made my voice soft, a warm corner in a familiar den. "We will not harm you."

The rat vanished, shook his ladder wildly in his retreat. The shiver of his descent was followed immediately by a voice from below. A serpent voice, raised to its full timbre.

"We can't see you."

Here was my moment of truth. Had I chosen this ledge wisely after all? The tier below was too narrow to spy without hanging over the lip, and my appearance there would make an appealing target, an easy shot should the mob intend to end me.

Mother?

Fluffy picked up on my nerves. That or the chick had also reassessed our position and come to a similar conclusion. We had the advantage of height, but no vision. We had position but would have to take a huge risk to press it.

I threw my tail forward. Twice already it had taken an attack that might have otherwise ended me. If the miners poised to strike, let them fire upon the least vital portion of their target.

I wiggled it into view, waited, and when no attack came, slithered to the lip with the rest of my length. Lifting my fore third, I raised myself at the brink of our ledge and gazed down upon the gathered throng.

Serpent faces stared up at me. Arrow heads tilted toward the heavens, and tongue after tongue flicked, scenting for us, carrying our presence back to each brain below. They waited, unarmed and squeezing onto the narrow space. As I watched, more bodies forced their way up the lower ladders, pressing in from the side ledges and twisting over one another in an attempt to see.

Their rats scrambled out of the way, climbed over coils, and dodged scaly tails. One by one they vacated the spaces between their masters, spilling back down the ladders to make room but, I suspected, remaining close enough to hear.

I imagined them crowding the cliffs, clinging to ladders with their disk ears ready to catch the softest sounds.

"You know who I am." I gave them sound, let my voice reach for the far rim of the pit, and let my thoughts echo each word. Just in case. You know who I am.

The ledge below writhed, scale rasping against scale. The air filled with a hissing whisper, a collective murmur that only confirmed my statement.

"And if you know my name," I continued, speaking over them easily and gazing down into many swaying faces, "then you know the truth. You've heard rumors, whether you believed them or not. You have questions."

The assembled miners began to shout. Voices lifted, one over the other, until the meaning and the words were lost. I picked individual fragments from the uproar. They were the same words, the same concerns we'd heard on the long roadway. What will we do without our mice? What if we are weaker without our bands? Without our slavery?

Both kinds, I noted. The serpents feared the loss of their institutions, external as well as self-inflicted. Once again, I was struck by the feeling that my people knew the truth. Deep down they believed me. It was the risk to them personally, to each serpent's life, that held that belief in check.

For the hundredth time, I lost faith in them.

Where were the heroes here? Where were the righteous?

A single voice lifted now, won dominance over the pack and threw the unavoidable accusation at me. The question that was their only defense.

"How do we know you tell the truth? Why should we believe you?"

This part disgusted me nearly as much as their ambivalence, their selfish clinging to injustice. Perhaps it was worse, even than their failings. This time, my revulsion was turned upon my own actions. Necessary, a voice in my mind hissed. My voice, but in a tone I cared little for. There is no other way.

Mother?

Fluffy knew it too, sensed already what our next step was after only a scattered, half-dozen or so performances.

I considered not doing it. I contemplated simply flying away, leaving the Burrow to wallow in its own filth.

Another voice, equally despicable, assured me there was no other way. It was time to act. Time to complete the spectacle I'd inadvertently made of myself.

It was time to play god.

Yes.

I braced myself and cringed inward.

Now.

My chick stepped in behind me and spread his wide wings. Fluffy made a legend of me, a mockery of gods who may just have been a mockery in their own right. I posed, winged and rampant, and the mob fell silent, pressed their bellies as low as they would go, and prepared to listen.

[image: image-placeholder]We returned to the jungle without further stops. Fluffy soared over the twisting black forest where once I had lived beneath a fractured stone. The northern plain streaked beneath us next, only long enough for us to bank east and catch a brief and distant glimpse of the dark spire that was the serpent nursery. The tower where my egg-mother held court.

Where all the madness that was my world began.

Before I could think of that world, of the things we must do next—the journey I owed to the pythos and the questions I meant to fling at them—the jungle was suddenly everywhere below us. I struggled to lift my tail high, to coil tightly enough to avoid dragging against the vegetation.

As far from a god as possible, dangling like cargo in my chick's grip.

Fluffy knew the jungle better than I, now. He'd spent my months' long slumber testing his own boundaries. He flew expertly into the trees instead of above them, and his dodging and ducking turned my stomach into knots.

I'd never loved the dense foliage, and my experiences with giant insects, psychedelic mushrooms, and drug-addled lizards hadn't endeared the terrain to me any further. But Pith's rebel rodents controlled the southern fringes of the jungle, so for now, this was our home.

I had hopes that it would not be for much longer, hopes that would require a private audience with the rat general.

Precautions?

Fluffy had, despite my initial efforts to birth him, been raised by the same rodents who filled the underground base. It had been a mouse who oversaw his experimentations with flight, and it had been rodents who educated him on the rules and policies for base life.

He addressed those now, though I still struggled to learn and retain the proper protocols.

"What do we do again?" I asked aloud, for our pace was slower and the wind light.

"Make sure we weren't followed." He carried me through a maze of branches, tucking his feet just so that I would not be bashed against the foliage. "We'll land on that big one ahead."

It gave me less than a tongue-flick to prepare, but when he released me, I floated gracefully to the bark and settled there, coils drawn tight around me on the fat horizontal platform.

Fluffy thumped down at my side. The branch shook, and a patter of leaf debris trickled through the foliage over our heads. We stared back the way we'd come while I tried to imagine what sort of creature would have been capable of following us while we were on the wing.

I almost mentioned the thought to Fluffy, pointed out that no serpent or enemy from the Burrow would have the ability to keep pace with him. Only another avian might track us as we went now, and those were few and so far had expressed no interest in our business at all.

Safe?

His thoughts rang clear, dragging me out of my musing.

"I think so."

The jungle closed in around us, thick and smooth and so overlapped and layered that a horde of serpents might wait just three lengths off and I would never see them. My tongue danced, however, and all it gathered was the usual mold and fungus, rich dirt and bitter vines. All the scutes along my belly felt was the whisper vibrations of small insects, wind-laced leaves, and the stuttering of Fluffy's claws against the bark.

Safe.

I sent confirmation, and readied for flight again. This time, however, my chick did not budge. His claws remained stretched out, flat upon the branch, and his feathered head rotated sharply to one side. Listening. Did the avian hear something too faint for my belly to sense?

"What is it?" I whisper-hissed.

"Nothing." Fluffy's feathers puffed, giving a lie to his answer. He flexed his hocks, bobbing in place and swiveling his head so that it leaned the other way. "Just a feeling."

I knew enough about instincts to be wary. Pith's base relied on secrecy. The rodents who ventured from its confines first doused themselves in a powder made from yet another fungus. It masked their scent so surely that even I had stumbled into a hostile swarm of them without a clue they were there.

Perhaps Fluffy only sensed a scouting party, a friendly patrol that I could neither smell nor feel. Surely a small group of rodents so far below my branch might walk with soft enough steps to remain undetectable.

Fluffy jerked backward. His head angled straight up, contradicting all my theories by leveling a hard stare at the sky. The canopy blocked most of that, made a patchwork of smooth fronds only stippled in places by specks of clear, flat, open space.

I followed his lead, twisting and craning until I could mark the heavens between the leaves. A soft breeze shifted these, making a moving mosaic of the view. My scales protected me from the lingering chill, the last traces of the all-dark, but I still shivered. I trembled, and beside me, Fluffy puffed himself so fully he doubled in size.

Something. Something just…

His thought was my only warning. The avians that skimmed over the canopy flew in utter silence. They were black shadows only, sharp shapes sweeping past our vantage as distant and unconcerned as the clouds.

Had they followed us, or was their flight mere coincidence? I had no quarrel with the birds, no reason I could imagine why they might seek me out. Their treaty with the Burrow might thin with time, but our base and my actions were well enough outside their territory to be inconsequential.

My only encounter with an avian had been violent, but only in the manner of birds hunting whatever they spotted alone and defenseless on the ground below. I was certain there'd been nothing behind that fight aside from convenience and happenstance.

These two passed without so much as glancing down, and I decided that once again it was only a random encounter.

Fluffy's feathers disagreed. He prickled and puffed, and I was forced to slither further along the branch to make room for him.

"They're gone," I dared once the silhouettes had faded into memory.

"They might circle." Was there hope or fear in that statement?

I tightened my coils and let my tongue flutter out a different sort of tension. Eventually, my chick was bound to long for his own kind. Eventually, I'd already decided, he must return to them.

Today, however, seemed far too soon.

If these strange birds returned, if they had seen us, had meant to make contact, what would I say to Fluffy then?

Gone.

His lone thought held an echo of regret.

I lifted my fore third and turned my nose in his direction, fluttering, tasting for any sign he meant to abandon me, to reach for those strangers who had every right to his loyalty that I did not. Kin and culture that should have been his by birthright.

I tasted only sweet feathers and familiar warmth.

Safe.

Without thinking, I slithered close to the puffy body, wrapping a coil loosely around his scaly legs and stretched my head up to brush against his feathered breast. It was a pose that had worked wonders on him when he still fit snugly within my circle. And though he overflowed that boundary now, his head lowered. His feathers smoothed and I heard the gentle clacking of his beak.

Content for a moment. Soothed if not satisfied.

Mother.

Fluffy crooned silently and I thought again of those shadowy avians above. My chick would fly away soon, as was the way of hatchlings. My eggs would hatch soon, too. And as was the way of serpents, I would likely never know them.

I pressed my face against a pillow of feathers and tried to believe I might, to imagine that I would sense their impending hatch, that I would hurry to the nursery tower by some invisible instinct and sing to my own brood as my egg-mother had sung to me.

I would sing to them, even if I had to do it from outside the walls. And if even one of my own offspring was rejected, I would be waiting to take them into my coils.








CHAPTER TWO
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Fluffy and I parted ways as we entered the rodent base. The rats had dug the chick a larger opening, though it too was manned by guards and barrels of scent-masking dust. Neither of us used the powder, so I could only assume Pith's rebels had found some utility for the new, larger exit. Perhaps the caravans that slipped away to the Croc's Maw left by this route now. 

Perhaps they would meet a cranky old mouse there, and he would tell them of the time he'd nearly killed me. Would Kwirk speak of me as the oppressor he had overcome, or the friend who had, eventually, assisted in his liberation?

Either one would be a fair assessment.

As Fluffy tucked himself into the broader tunnel which led to the center of the compound, I turned instead to the downward branch, to the maze of falling and rising tubes that would lead me to my own den.

My thoughts circled around Kwirk as I slithered, which likely contributed to my foul mood as I arrived to find Viirlahn giving orders to the base rodents as if he were still inside The Burrow.

"I need more fibers," he told the satiny mouse who hunched in front of him.

The aspis held his head so high his scales brushed the top of our home, and he swayed from side to side in a slow, hypnotic dance that I found far too alluring when it wasn't used to intimidate our hosts. "More shades, do you understand shades? I can't get the scene right without the correct tones."

"Y-yes, of course." The little mouse bobbed and clutched at her own tail. "I can bring whatever we have, sir."

"Very good." Viir flicked his tongue slowly, letting the full length emerge and hang in the air between them.

I watched the mouse shrink lower in response and felt a hiss brewing. We were not the masters here, and we'd been treated like kings without ever having to ask. Still, I waited until the rodent had left us, scampering from the den as fast as her furred feet would take her, before I confronted Viir.

As she streaked past me, I hissed a soft, "thank you" that likely only terrified her more.

Viirlahn ignored it and turned back to his work. He'd requested a loom, which the mice had quickly provided. Its huge frame rested against one of our curving walls, sat close enough to my altar for the Mother that he'd rubbed away a few of the lines as it shifted around.

The warp stringing had caused the most damage, but even now that he built his fabric, a wild passing of weft would occasionally infringe upon my drawing. The tapestry he worked on pleased me, despite the fallout it caused to my own work, because it depicted Kwirk's victory over General Gohvaar.

If Viir had spun the mouse's expression a bit too smugly, I wrote it off to their long rivalry.

The mistreatment of our hosts, however, I could not excuse.

"They do not serve us," I said by way of greeting.

"What?"

"The mice here are not our servants."

Viirlahn twisted from admiring his latest passes and regarded me with a level stare, eye to eye, though I could see he wanted to lift higher. Old habits died hard, and I understood on one level why he struggled. He'd lived a privileged life, and though he'd never held my caste or pattern against me, Viir had always been an aspis. By his very nature, he had enjoyed things that I could only imagine as if they were owed to him.

"I know it's hard," I tried. "But we can't treat them like—"

"Pith told me to request whatever I needed," Viir argued. His tone was sharp, but I knew it carried more hurt than anger. He didn't understand, and he'd given everything up for me.

Not that he'd had much choice.

It was that part that nagged at me, the fact that Viirlahn was here at my side because of what the viper general had done to him. He was made to be outcast, made to join us, and though I knew he loved me, that he wanted to be together, I couldn't quite believe he'd have ever left the Burrow of his own volition.

"Maybe if you asked instead of ordered?" I tried to keep judgment from my words, but he flinched anyway. His tongue poked between his lips, the tips barely visible. "I mean, you could thank them, say please."

"She asked me if there was anything I needed." Now the anger echoed. "Should I also put my belly to the dust, Sookahr? Should I lower before them and beg them for the things I need?"

"I didn't say that." I dragged my full length into the room and curled toward our shared nest to give him room, to be less confrontational. "But you can see how terrified she is when you tower over her."

"They all jump at the slightest shadow," Viir said. He waved me off with a ripple of his tail and turned back to the weaving. "You know they do, Soo."

I might have argued. There was at least one rodent in the rebel base that I believed would never cower, not to Viirlahn, nor me, nor the late viper general, Gohvaar. Pith, the rat leader and our current host, had been born a free rodent. I could imagine him standing proudly before any serpent.

If I said more, however, Viirlahn and I would fight outright. He might demand a separate den. Might return to the Burrow even, now that Gohvaar was gone. I had no idea if they'd allow him back, and I feared he only hesitated because he too was unsure of his personal safety and status there.

I coiled into our nest with a full-body shrug and settled my chin on the lip of our packed leaves. He'd made good progress on the tapestry. The massive, diamond scales of Gohvaar wrapped back and forth across the lower third of the loom. The general's neck lifted, though the weft stalled before it reached his flat, triangular head.

Viir had explained that he would have his mouth agape, the broken fang clearly a central point of the arrangement. But the star of the show was nearly finished. Standing atop the viper's back, spear clutched in tiny, perfectly rendered paws was Kwirk.

Only the tips of his ears and the dangerous end of the spear remained to be woven. The mouse hefted his weapon, forever, among the threads, frozen in the act of liberating his people… and saving my life.

To Viir, I believed, it was that last point which mattered. And though he'd finally admitted his own part in my rescue, weaving a tribute to himself was a little too arrogant. Even for an aspis.

I knew he meant to give the piece to Pith as well, that he planned on leaving it with the rodents as a gift and payment for our presence among them. It was that knowing that allowed me to overlook our argument. That allowed me to pretend I didn't see how poorly he fit in here.

Also, I did not want to see it.

For a long breath, we both held silent. The den filled with tension, with unspoken worries and small annoyances. Then Viir let out a soft hiss and focused on his task again. His shuttle lifted into the air. The delicate, skymetal band around his middle glowed and hummed. He passed his threads forward and back, and I remembered that he was amazing, that he might have been famous. Eventually, his weavings would have hung in the dens of the Circlet themselves.

And now he wove a present for the rats, a tribute to me, the reason he'd lost everything.

"What do you think?" His question drew me out of an impending spiral.

"It's amazing," I said. "All your work is amazing."

His tail buzzed, but I knew it was a feigned irritation. I knew I'd pleased him because his head drifted upwards again.

"Think I captured fuzz-butt all right?"

"It looks just like him," I answered, and it did.

"I made him a little younger of course," Viir said. "A little thinner."

"I'm sure he'd appreciate that."

"Does he look cranky enough?"

"He does." I chuckled, shook out the last of my frustration, and let a sigh free. "I should speak with Pith. The miners had some interesting things to say about the Burrow."

"It's dangerous, you know." Viir kept his gaze focused on the tapestry, but his voice shifted, lowered to a serious tone that he rarely used. "I don't like you flying around in Burrow territory. Something bad could happen."

"Something bad already happened, Viir. It's happening every day inside the Burrow."

"Why is it your job to fix it?"

I wanted to tell him it was all our job, but there was no way he'd take that the right way after our argument. I wanted to believe his question came from a place of fear, too. That it came from his worry for my welfare, from love.

I wanted not to judge him for it.

I settled for a lame, half-true answer. "Because no one else will?"

Viir rippled and sent his shuttle across the loom with a bang, erasing another line of my makeshift shrine.

I watched his band pulse, the metal swirling over his shiny, so-slick scales. Would he ever take it off? Even if I convinced the Burrow to stop muzzling snakes and constrictors, how could an aspis ever believe he might be no better than an ordinary serpent?

No better than I?

But this was Viir, and Viir had never cared about status, never judged me for what I was. He loved me, band or not, pattern or not. Venom or not.

What held him back, I knew, was not about me. It was about his own sense of self, the worldview that had given him his swagger and bravado. The things I adored about him. Who would he be without his band? If Viir was afraid to find out, I couldn't blame him.

Not when I was just as terrified.

"I should go find Pith," I said. "I won't be long."

Viir ripple-shrugged and spooled out more thread for his picture. He focused, leaned into his band, and filled the room with a humming that I had to hear as sinister now.

"It looks good," I said, but I was already halfway out the door. Halfway out and running away fast.

[image: image-placeholder]I met Fluffy again halfway to the common areas. Pith was with him, along with a dozen armed and dusted rats, and how they barreled through the tunnels told me they'd been looking for me for a reason I was not going to like. I pulled to a halt in the narrow passage and waited for them to explain.

Instead, Pith blew past me, waving one paw as he did and dragging me along at his side by will alone. There was something about that rat, something that you simply did not question.

We headed for Fluffy's exit, Pith and I in the lead, followed by my chick and then the rat warriors, two by two. My length required the rest to fall back, and when Pith spoke, I knew his words were meant for me alone, that he'd been waiting to speak to me until we might have at least that narrow stretch of privacy.

"Vipers have been spotted at the jungle's edge," he said.

My insides shivered.

"They can't have followed you," Pith continued, but he was far more confident than I of that fact. "But they're clearly looking for us."

"I'll go out and meet them," I said. "Better that than let them come snooping."

"We'll all go."

He didn't elaborate, and I had no desire to press him. I slithered forward, straining to keep even with his pattering paws, with the self-made warmth that fueled the bodies of the rat and his people. Behind us, I heard Fluffy's claws scrabbling at the tunnel floor. There was no room to spread his wings inside the compound, and his round body was balanced for flight, not running along the ground.

As we neared the exit, I pondered Pith's assertion that the vipers had not followed us. He put too much faith in our flight, I believed. Though Fluffy was fast and could move always in a line that avoided terrestrial obstacles, I felt our trajectory could still be judged.

Assessments could be made, clearly had been made, for I had no doubt the serpents at the jungle's fringes had come on our tail. Either directly or through many days of spying and configuration.

They knew which part of the jungle we entered. With enough time, they would know where Pith's rodents hid, scentless powder or not.

We emerged into a cleared space shielded by a woven thicket, half natural and half manufactured by the rodents’ nimble paws. Pith drew to one side, and I coiled to the other while Fluffy spilled forth, flapping his wings to steady himself and, I suspected, to stretch away some of the confined feeling he had to experience when wedged into the tunnels.

An avian knew no natural boundaries, and I feared life beneath the ground would leave my chick stunted in some way.

The warrior rats fell into a line across the exit, and Pith addressed us all at once.

"We will approach the invaders," he said. "But we will circle north first, come at them from a position distant enough to lend doubt to their estimations of our location. We'll go on foot, and Sookahr and Fluffy can further mislead by advancing from a more distant point."

"We can move more swiftly," I said. "Shall we head for the tower road and fly at them southward, in the open?"

"If you can accomplish that and still match time with us," the rat agreed. "But I'd rather have you there when this meeting begins than arriving late from a safer angle."

"Of course." I dipped my head, didn't even realize I'd done it until Pith's eyes widened.

"And we must hurry," he added. "If they enter the jungle before we intercept them, there's little point in subterfuge."

I couldn't have agreed more. The rats hurried to obey their leader, falling in behind Pith and marching at his heel into the northernmost break in our sheltering hedge. I slithered to a trunk with thick, folded bark, one I found easiest to climb and which Fluffy and I used by matter of routine to reach the canopy.

Up I went, hugging the ridges and gripping with my scutes. Three of my lengths above the ground, the tree’s first branches spread, and there Fluffy and I had designated our launch pad. By the time I'd wound my way up and out into position, my chick waited, head up and wings wide as if sniffing the breeze.

"Did you understand Pith's directions?" I asked as the first clawed foot reached for me.

"Yes, Mother." His toes wrapped my midsection, careful to avoid puncture. "We're to keep low and go north."

"And then east before we circle back," I added, tensing for the leap I sensed was coming.

"If we have time." He launched, catching my extra length with his other foot and carrying us aloft.

Air rushed over my body. My stomach tightened, threatened to regurgitate for the three wing strokes it took Fluffy to level his flight. Once we were balanced, he aimed us toward the upper branches, toward a path that would keep us just out of sight but also force us to dodge and weave the tangled growth as we flew.

Due north. Toward the City of Tongues and the territory of those massive insects that still haunted my nightmares. Fluffy carried me in the direction of the tower road, and I knew before we'd cleared the first ring of trees, that I would change our course long before we reached that distance.

We would circle. We would misdirect. But I would not venture willingly into that northern tangle, regardless of the reason. My tail kinked just thinking about it. When Fluffy dodged the next cluster of branches, rocking us first one way and then the other, my stomach agreed.

A little north, a little past Pith's target, and then we would circle back, meet the rats in time to face the vipers before they entered our domain. And though that confrontation terrified me, it was dulled by the feeling of fronds whipping past, by the memory of fat-bodied giants that fell from the treetops, and the sense of security I'd fashioned around myself in the name of revolution.








CHAPTER THREE
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The rats trekked south along the jungle's border. I spotted them ahead, and I saw beyond them, the smoke from a fire that meant the vipers had camped in the grass, bedded down outside the jungle rather than venturing into its web. 

Despite myself, I saw wisdom in that choice. I also saw what perhaps Pith had missed. They did not seek out his base so much as wait for us to discover them.

The other serpents waited for me, and I instructed Fluffy to skim lower, to land beside the marching rats so that I might relay this truth to Pith.

"They're camping at the fringe." He did not miss a stride when Fluffy deposited me beside him.

"Waiting for us to come to them," I said. "They want to talk."

"You're sure?"

"I am." I slithered, stretching out straight and leaving the rodent general a pace behind in the process. Vipers were no strangers to strategy, nor to warfare. Their position was too obvious, their smoke too brazen. "I believe we should be cautious. Fluffy and I should take point."

It would give the rodents time to scatter, a thin chance of escape if the camp ahead were a trap. Pith must have seen the wisdom in this as well, for all I heard was a soft hrmph of agreement, and the rats fell back another pace.

I called to my chick, lifting my fore third to make myself an easier target for his toes. We launched quickly, flapping to a height I felt certain would make us clearly visible and still keep out of range of the vipers' weapons. At least the ones I knew about. So far, we'd yet to face a violent reception, but I had no illusions that the Burrow would allow my guerrilla tactics without reprisal.

Fluffy circled above the serpents' camp, and I took stock of them as they, no doubt, took stock of us.

There were six vipers in a circle around the flames. Six rats to tend them, adding bits of wood and grass to the fire and scampering from one huge, keeled serpent to the next. Of the vipers, I needed to see only one to know where I stood. The largest of their company was familiar to me, and though he'd once done his best to see me dead, we'd since conversed on more than one occasion without conflict.

The sight of the immense Bahboor now, of that enormous, flattened head, the rostral horns and the distinct, diamond pattern, allowed me a measure of relaxation.

"I remember him," Fluffy chirped. "Are they friends?"

"We can count no Burrow citizen as friend," I answered. "Not and remain safe. Be cautious. But I do not believe they've come for battle."

For one thing, I saw no weapons aside from the natural fang and venom possessed by any viper. The five around Bahboor wore massive, armored bands, the wider rings of a soldier who had been banded specifically with battle in mind.

To my astonishment, Bahboor went un-banded. This was, in all the days since my awakening, the first Burrow serpent I'd seen without a metal ring, and it told me far more than the open camp, the easy fire, or the lack of armaments.

Land just outside their ring.

Fluffy settled me a good three lengths from the firelight, more cautious than I'd instructed and likely wiser. Bahboor slithered out to meet us, and I noted at least two of the vipers behind him touching their chins reverently to the grass. That deference had not been ordered out of them it seemed, and even their leader, who dwarfed me by three times at least, who dwarfed even the shadow of Lohmeer, came at me with his head far lower than his station.

"Greetings, friend Bahboor." I meant to remind him of our past meetings, but my words seemed to reassure him.

He lifted slightly, coiled into a knot before us and let out a long, hissing breath that had only relief in it.

"Sookahr," he said. "I am glad you've come."

"There are more of us," I warned, but only to prevent a misunderstanding. "A troop of rats approach from the north."

"Understood," his great head tilted.

"What brings you to the jungle this evening?"

"Orders," he said. "They have made me general in Gohvaar's place, though my refusal to be re-banded nearly cost me that appointment."

"I had noticed the absence," I said. "Did you discover what you feared, then?"

"I am… much stronger without it." Bahboor nodded, tensing his middle as if leaning into a band that was no longer there. "Not nearly as strong as some, but I was clearly muzzled."

I didn't wish to test his new power, nor to accept his guess that I could still outmatch him. It was enough that he'd seen proof of my theory. If he hadn't, I doubted I would have faced a peaceful viper camp this night.

"Others among my kind were not," he continued. "Many soldiers have discovered the lack of band to be a handicap."

"I imagine that ratio would be much lower among constrictors," I said. "And among ordinary snakes."

"Yes."

And so, the vipers believed my story, had discovered for themselves that the aspis class manipulated the banding to preserve their political power and social status.

"Were you sent here to discuss banding with us?"

"No." Bahboor's horns dipped as his neck arched. He lowered his head to the ground, but I suspected it was more from exhaustion than any deference to my “wings.” It had to be laborious, carrying that great cranium aloft. "I am sent as a delegate," he said. "To hear your demands."

I gaped at him. My long tongue fell slack, while his flicked a slow dance, tasting my surprise. The ground danced with the approach of Pith's company, and I stared into the huge slit eyes, the twin horns, and the wide mouth of Bahboor and struggled for the right words.

If the Circlet had sent him to ask me what I wanted…. My head spun. Did that mean they’d decided to listen? Was it even possible the leaders of my people might consider change?

"Sookahr?" Pith's voice drifted on the night air, seeking reassurance and the all-clear to move his soldiers forward.

"It's okay," I called back, twisting before I realized how open that left me, how easy it would have been to strike at my back while I looked into the darkness.

I found no hint of that urge on Bahboor's face. He waited, stoic and level, while Pith and his rats appeared at my flanks.

"The Burrow has asked for our demands," I told the rodents, keeping my gaze properly fixed on the viper this time.

"Your demands," Bahboor said, emphasizing the insignificance of the rats. "They wish to know what it is that you want."

"They wish me to stop what I'm doing," I said. "And yet they've sent you with no weapons."

Bahboor's head lifted so slightly that I would have missed it had I not been watching for exactly that reaction. He took offense, and yet he did not strike or even threaten.

"My apologies for being cautious," I said. "But it seems out of character for the Circlet to bargain with a rogue, un-banded thorn in their sides."

"They look after their own scales." Bahboor ripple-shrugged.

The ripple on a snake of his size stretched for an impressive duration. That he had relaxed again, smoothed my own hide. I believed he spoke the truth.

"They look after their own power," I added.

"Your whispers have not been without consequences," the great viper said. "There is dissent among the lower castes… and between the envenomed as well."

I would have bet the viper was not supposed to tell me that. Was Bahboor's mission to get my terms for the Circlet, or just for his own kind? If there were a coup in the works, it might be another way to advance, another chink in the aspis' armor.

But it would do no good to replace one villain with another. I reminded myself that the banding might be an aspis sin, but it was viper venom, viper scheming that imprisoned the rodents inside the Burrow.

"We want you to stop the drugging," I said. "For a start."

He'd expected that, I saw it in the slumping of his neck, the relaxing of his arch, and the lowering of his huge head. "You expect us to live without mice."

There was no accusation in that, only a flat statement of fact.

"I expect you to give them a choice," I said. "Stop poisoning their grain and see what happens."

"Your friend here has already seen that process well underway." Bahboor flicked his tail in Pith's direction. He bore no rattle, but his friends around the fire burred softly. "Our rodent population has diminished to the point that production suffers."

"I may have a way to mitigate that," I said. "By way of my next demand."

The vipers held their tails. A few beside the fire shifted, eased closer, moving enough for me to mark them and for Pith to draw his rats into tighter formation.

"You would have us forego banding," Bahboor guessed.

"I would have you reform the process," I said. "Immediate transparency and completely optional bands."

"So that the strong may come from any caste."

"So that the castes become irrelevant."

That time, he hissed, a single low note backed by the rattling of his warriors.

Metal rang among the rats. They drew their weapons forth, and we hung for a moment over a precipice. In that breath, I smelled fear and fury. My tongue captured the reek of tension, the scratch of the fire's smoke, and the sweet tang of anticipation on the wind.

Bahboor recovered first, gathering his coils and his voice. He spoke softly, resigned, sounding more tired than angry.

"You wish us to destroy our culture. Our whole way of life."

"You asked me for demands," I said. "And I have told you what I want. If they are more than I might eventually accept, is that not the way of negotiation?"

"It is." There was gravel in that, and I chose to hear it as amusement. "And I will take your message home as you have said it."

His tone carried a dismissal, a finality to it that reminded me I had one other item to discuss, a promise that I fully meant to keep.

"There is another thing," I said. "Call it a demand if you like."

Bahboor lowered his head until I could stare into his slit pupils. Each of these was nearly as large as my whole head. I had seen his fangs once before, and despite the friendly nature of our parley, a shiver tracked the length of my spine.

"I would see a pythos on the Circlet," I said.

Bahboor laughed. It was a sharp note, a quick burst from his spiked nostrils. When I did not react in kind, he stiffened.

"So." His nod was as slow as a tree's pulse. "So, the egg-mothers have taken a side after all."

"They have as much a right to representation as any of us," I said.

"The aspis will never consider adding a seat to the Circlet."

"Nor would I," I said. "I meant a return to the original Circlet. One snake, one constrictor, one pythos, one viper and—"

"One aspis." Bahboor let the chuckle free this time, let it echo out across the grasses, let it lap against the base of the jungle trees. "You would balance their power, defang them, as you did Gohvaar."

"Their power has been abused."

"Exactly like Gohvaar," Bahboor said. "You'd be better off wishing for real wings, and more likely to grow them from your own scales before the aspis give up their hold upon the Circlet."

"These are my demands," I said.

"They'll turn on the tower." He whispered it, may have been speaking to himself. His head lifted, but I sensed no threat in it. In revealing I worked for the pythos’ benefit, I'd given him something new to chew on, and he mumbled aloud thoughts that I believed were not meant for me at all. "Might swing things. Should go straight to the tower before they know."

Pith eased against my side, a sudden warm presence and a soft nudging of a tiny elbow. He looked up at me, full of questions, and I shook my head. If there had been any danger in this meeting, it was gone now. I'd given the viper intelligence the aspis did not have, and I watched him digest it now as surely as if he'd swallowed the all-dark feast in its entirety.

Would it be viper against aspis in the Burrow next? If either side could woo the pythos…. But that thought sparked only more anger in my belly. Neither side would worry about snakes like myself, about the massive constrictors either. Even though the lowest of our ranks were also the most populous.

I wanted to be there, suddenly. I wanted to be present the first time an aspis met an un-banded constrictor who could lift him with a thought.

If the banding were ended and a lower caste showed the most skill, it would be civil war I brought to my people. There would be chaos in the Burrow before it was done, and I suffered a pang of regret at that, which my leaders did not deserve.

Bahboor had recovered from his musing while I indulged in my own. He'd lifted too, and when he spoke, I had to lean backwards, to crane and raise myself in order to show I had no fear of him.

"It will begin soon," he said. "And move quickly. Your friend's rebellion, however fruitful, was nothing more than an inconvenience compared to what you ask now. The mice, the rats, their freedom will not carry half the weight of what comes next."

I would have argued that, to the rodents, it weighed far heavier, but he barreled forward, and I did not wish to miss a word.

"Not all have been so quick to believe the aspis cheat at the banding. Very few of us have been brave enough to find out."

His pride in that showed in his flexing, in the height of his head and the ringing of his words.

"And I carry no guarantee they will consider your words anything more than open rebellion. They may continue to ignore you. They may do anything."

"I understand," I said.

"Do you?" Bahboor shook his head, answered for me. "No. If they come for you in force, Sookahr, neither the jungle nor the rats will spare you. The aspis will raze the world if it means that they can keep their power. If they can see you burn in their stead, they will."

I had no answer for his warning, a threat that I fully believed was sound. The aspis would fight to keep the Circlet in their clutches, but they did not care to battle with their own teeth. Always, the vipers had been their weapon.

And when Gohvaar had fallen, when Bahboor removed his band and found the word of a lowly snake held more truth than his leaders', I believed the aspis had lost their sword. If anything, it was turned against them now.

I thought of Viir and shivered. If the envenomed castes turned on one another, I was almost grateful to Gohvaar for getting my aspis out before that clash began.
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