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Dedication



For everyone who understands  

that animals are people too. 






Introduction




Dearest Reader,  

Before embarking on our second journey into Serpentia, I feel compelled to shed some light on an unfortunate but undeniable truth: snakes eat mice. There can be no debate about this, as it is proven time and time again, and despite the fact that many of us love all creatures—snakes and mice included—snakes still eat mice. 

As is often true in nature, there is a complex and perfectly balanced relationship between predator and prey species. Mice, being small, fluffy, and highly prolific, prove a nutrition-packed snack for their natural predators. In return, the predation of creatures like snakes keep us all from being overrun with pesky, if incredibly cute, rodents. 

Nature is a good thing. As someone who has had both snakes and mice in my home, I can assure you that the snake is far less likely to leave his droppings in your silverware drawer. 

Should you be of the sort, like myself, who is enthusiastic about reptiles and snake-keeping, it is vital to understand that snakes eat mice. They must eat them. In most cases, rodents are the only sufficient diet, and this book is in no way a condemnation of that nor an encouragement to seek out other options. As pet owners, it is our primary duty to provide the best, healthiest conditions for our little darlings, even if that means a diet of humanely killed rodents. 

Serpentia, however, is not our world. Sookahr is no ordinary snake, nor are the mice and rats who live in these pages our mice and rats. In creating these stories, I asked myself what would happen if both predator and prey were sentient? Civilized? How would the natural balance shake down, when the snake could look his mouse friend in the eye and think, oops? 

You’ll find the answer in these pages. It is only my answer, and I imagine there could be many others. I hope you’ll enjoy exploring this one, suspend disbelief with me long enough to live for a time among snakes that don’t eat mice—or shouldn’t. I hope you can see it too, the great spire, the nursery tower, and a shelf of ghostly egg-mothers chanting to us all. You are special. Come forth, beloved. 

Welcome to Serpentia.  








CHAPTER ONE
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I held motionless as a stone beneath the trees. A warm breeze skated over my scales, a ghostly tongue-flick that chilled my belly. My own fork remained tight inside my lips even though I longed to taste, to smell the clearing ahead for any sign my message had been received.  

For any sign of Viirlahn. 

Wind shifted the clump of deadwood—tangled black fingers against long grass. The branches rattled, echoing across the beetle fields, across grasses that looked like liquid slate in the darkness. I hid inside the forest’s edge, not far from a tall perch where, during daylight hours, a fat sentry guarded the beetle herds. 

The animals had long-since been corralled and secured beneath their nets. The perches stood alone, dead crosses overlooking the empty pasture. 

The world was pale and gray, devoid of motion aside from the rippling grass and the occasional stutter from the deadfall. Which was where I’d hoped to find my friend, my love, and the only serpent remaining inside the Burrow that I gave a damn about. 

Viir’s continued absence pointedly suggested he was still furious with me. You’re a fool, Sookahr. 

I waited anyway, eyes fixed on the deadwood. My thoughts whirled in a frenzy of doubt. I’d explained it all in the note, but that didn’t mean Viirlahn would see things my way. It didn’t mean he’d forgive me. My heart argued that he could have been kept away somehow, but even the Circlet would not dare harm an aspis  like Viir. 

They’d have no such reservations about me. I’d blatantly defied the Burrow when I freed Kwirk, my mouse servant and would-be murderer. 

Worse than my disobedience was the fact that I knew their secrets. I knew the rotten truth at the core of Burrow society: their rodent partners were slaves, drugged into lives of obedience and servitude. That knowing made me dangerous. 

The biggest enemy in the history of Serpentia. 

Irritated, I used my mind to push at the deadfall. Without the skymetal band all Burrow snakes wore, my mental powers had swelled. Even I couldn’t be sure of my limitations now that I eschewed the muzzle they’d bolted around me. The fallen wood clanked and shifted. I focused, squeezed, and heard more than one log snap. 

Throwing a stupid tantrum wouldn’t bring Viir back to me, wouldn’t heal that wound any quicker. The night already waned, and I’d lingered close to my old home for too long already. Certain it was time to go, I risked a stretching of the tongue, letting my tips slip and flutter in the night air. 

Summer settled into its last days around the Burrow. Even though the beetles slept for the evening, there might be other serpents about. Lingering any longer was an exercise in foolishness, yet I longed to do just that, to lay between the trees and simply will Viir to my side. To reach for him with a thought. 

It would be so easy. 

Pride held me from it. Pride and an instinctive knowledge that the breach of privacy would drive the wedge between us deeper. If Viir still resented my leaving, forcing a meeting could only build upon that anger. 

That thought, at last, released me from my vigil. He hadn’t come to the deadfall tonight, nor any of the nights I’d sat watching. Perhaps it was time to let him go. But as I bent around myself and slithered back the way I’d come, I knew I’d return as soon as the moons shone again upon the pasture. 

I’d made a promise, to Viirlahn and to myself. I’d return because I wasn’t ready to give up hope. Not yet. I needed to believe I still had a path to forgiveness—a path that would bring Viir back to me and soothe the twitchy, uncomfortable feeling that had settled beneath my scales as if I were due for a shed. 

Dejected, desperate, I flowed beneath the trees, a darker shape among deep shadows and black trunks. I curved and undulated over the forest floor with the barest rustling. Nearly silent and so certain of my skill that I ignored the snapping of a nearby branch. 

Until it came again. 

The second time, I muzzled my ego long enough to feel concern. The pasture had been empty, the perches bare, but something rustled through the brush. I froze my body, stilled my tongue, and became another twig among the detritus. 

If the Burrow caught me, Viir’s forgiveness would be moot. At least one member of the Circlet wanted me dead, not just for what I’d done, but for what I knew. For secrets that anyone inside its walls should  have ferreted out long before I had. 

A small thought hissed, suggesting the real reason behind Viir’s anger. 

Maybe leaving him had not been the worst of my crimes. I’d broken his world by confiding in him, upturned his reality as surely as my own. Yet he chose to remain within the Burrow walls. 

The cracking of a stick jerked me back to the moment. My tongue pressed to be free, to flick and gather. I let the tips protrude just enough to taste twig and mold, rich dirt and dry grasses. There was serpent there. The musk of many snakes in one place could not be mistaken, but it remained faint, distant. If a viper guard tailed me now, he’d brought none of the odor with him. Nothing of scale and venom to give him away. 

Only…there was something just as familiar. Once I’d ruled out angry serpents, I let my tongue free and gathered. A rodent wandered in the woods with me, and the scent dragged my guilt to the surface. How many years had I kept Kwirk at my side, believing him my best friend and most loyal companion? The memory had fangs. The wounds stapled into my tail ached in answer. 

Twice-bitten in my life, both times at a crossroad that I hadn’t understood until much later. 

The rodent in the woods now did its best to be silent. I drank in his scent, the heady aroma of fur and of the blood that made its own warmth. 

Hissing softly, I let my watcher know he was not so invisible as he believed. 

Not that a rodent couldn’t also prove dangerous; I’d learned that mistake as well and none too distantly. My heartrate quickened at the memory. I stretched my tongue again, curving the front third of my length into a tight ess for better striking. 

The brush rustled, softer, more distant than before. Whoever had watched me moved away now. I’d frightened them, or else they’d no intention of interacting with me at all. A spy, perhaps? A tail, or… Another thought occurred to me much too late. 

Could Viirlahn have sent his own mouse to meet me? If the lurker in the woods was, in fact, Noch, then he might have brought a message: long awaited news of my dear friend. I’d scared him off, and though my mouth opened, prepared to call him back in haste, the danger of a mistake kept my voice in check. 

There was no way to be sure. I might just as easily summon the wild rats, and the memory of their cool steel and hot fury brought my tongue home, sealing my lips tight together once more. 

The moment stretched into silence. A breeze moved the overhead branches. Warm air bathed my scales, but no more sound came from the brush. The danger, or the opportunity, had passed. 

One last time, I considered reaching for Viir. The temptation reared its head, and I went so far as to form the thought, to wrap Viirlahn’s name in a swaddling of regret and repentance until it throbbed like a living thing. 

Viirlahn. 

It would take no effort to throw that word at the Burrow, only a flick of will no more draining than a flutter of my tongue. 

“No,” I spoke aloud and shook myself from nose to crinkled tail. My scars pulled at the surrounding scales, and I wondered for the second time if I might have a shed brewing. 

Letting the trespass evaporate unsent, I exhaled another hiss and relaxed my posture for quicker traveling. I slithered from Burrow territory, low and quick this time, with my body attuned and listening for any sign of pursuit. Believing the night would keep me safe had been an error, yet I knew I’d return again as soon as the moons allowed. 

I could think of nothing else to do. 

The leaves scratched my belly, already dry from summer heat. The ground retained the day’s warmth, and my progress was swift, if not sure. 

I tasted as I went, hot bark and warm earth. Tart mosses and sweet fungi, growing in symbiosis beneath the roots. 

The den I shared with Lohmeer and Teerahl lay to the northeast, beyond the Burrow road on the border between forest and deeper jungle. 

I made my way directly as far as the road, certain the scents of traveling serpents would mask my own. I lay at the road’s side until I was assured no wagons traveled the packed surface. 

Nothing moved from either direction; not even the faintest vibration reached my belly. I tasted the air and found the musks stale, the dry night pervasive and mine alone. Still I peeked first, daring only a quick protrusion over the berm’s shelter before I ducked away again. 

Empty. Clear as the dark sky. 

I flowed over the hump of dirt, onto a roadway that had been firmed by thousands of passing bellies, by cart wheels and beetle feet, and by the labor of generations of rodent servants. All of this passed through my mind as I stretched my way over the warm surface. Despite my fear of detection, that heat pulled at something deep and instinctual, tempting me yet again. 

How delicious it would be to stop for a breath and soak up the warmth. 

A full day’s worth of sunlight radiated from the road, making me pine for my sleeping shelf—pipes full of warm water and the heat of my old den. 

But all of that was behind me, as the road most certainly should be. I raced the final stretch across and flew over the far berm, only pausing to catch a breath when the shadows hid me once again. My new life might lack the luxury of a hot wall and running water, but it was a free life. It was mine. 

For the first time in all my years, it was something I’d chosen for myself. 

That luxury was denied to the serpents in the Burrow, along with the freedom to choose their own career, to be whoever they wanted. I knew I should treasure my autonomy far more than a little extra warmth, more than a rich beetle roast in heavy gravy. 

My belly tightened. The scales around my scars itched until I dragged myself into motion. Lohmeer’s cooking had come along nicely. There would be food at home, warmth enough and even more: friendship, freedom. I turned my nose toward these things and started off again. 

Only to be brought short by movement ahead. This time, no rattling of branches announced my nighttime companion. Between the trees a form clearly shifted, silent but bold and unconcerned about detection. Possibly they wanted to be seen—had moved into my path on purpose. 

Which meant they sought a confrontation. 

I freed my tongue but caught no scent at all upon the wind. That alone was enough to convince me of menace. The shadow in the trees was no serpent, and it smelled of nothing at all. Round and low to the ground, I would have labeled it rodent had it brought the proper identifying odors to my tips. But if this were a mouse it was made of aether, of trees and bark and dirt as much as the forest around it. 

It humped between the trunks, shifting like a mouse, twitching, and yet not smelling at all like it should. 

I shivered, leaning into the fear. My mind lashed out, snagging a nearby branch and lifting it into the air with a thought. I hurtled the limb toward the odorless specter, twisting in the opposite direction even before it hit ground with a shattering of wood and a thump that raised my scales momentarily from the earth. 

I flailed for purchase, racing away from the shadow and the impact, and using my mind to fling back whatever detritus I could seize. The forest echoed with the sound of wood tearing. Rocks twanged against tree trunks. 

Leaves swirled and scattered in a cloud behind me. 

I slithered as fast as my slender body could manage, which was far quicker than many a snake, but woefully slower than a determined rodent’s pace. I fled just the same, with my heart beating in my throat and my will bent on freedom. 

My tongue danced. My mind continued to fling bits of the forest into my wake, and my scales brattled against the ground, slipping and twisting and driving me deeper and deeper into the night, the trees, and a terror I’d believed I’d long since abandoned. 

The mice had found me. Kwirk’s face twisted into a murderous mask in my memory. They’d found me, and now I’d pay for the crimes of my people. 








CHAPTER TWO
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I circled my way home, three times around before I dared risk a direct route.  

Once my panic ebbed, I discovered the forest demon had not pursued me. 

Perhaps the branch I’d thrown had hit its mark, or perhaps my fury only spooked the thing, frightened it away—or for long enough that I could make my escape. 

Doubt squirmed in the back of my thoughts, however. Whoever it was had purposefully snagged my attention. There’d been nothing meek about that shadow, and though I wanted to call it rodent, mice and rats in my experience had always shown far more caution. Then again, the rodents in my past had been drugged, and the few who’d had their own wits about them…

Those had attacked with metal and teeth and no sign of mercy. 

Not that we’d earned any of that. 

For whatever reason, my evening stalker let me go. I wandered home in as roundabout fashion as possible, slithering far to the north and then back down along the same stream I’d used to mask my scent the night I freed Kwirk’s family. By the time I reached familiar terrain, my body ached. My head felt too heavy to lift. I slithered flat again, stretching along the ground as if I wore the lowliest of patterns. 

My sides heaved. My breath came in great gasps, and when those, at last, brought the scent of Lohmeer’s grub-and-bitter-root stew, my hunger only added to the misery. A grumbling belly did little to spur my coils, and I limped home, exhausted, more unnerved than I’d been in the long weeks since my final exodus from the Burrow. 

Teerahl’s stone pathway led me in. Though I’d spent long hours practicing my telekinetic skills by shuffling them around, Teerahl gave an equal effort in straightening them again. We’d settled into a comfortable truce, and over the time the three of us dwelled in her burrow together, I’d come to appreciate her far more than I’d expected or hoped. 

Until I met the rogue snake, I’d believed a lone serpent could not survive outside the Burrow. Teerahl defied that belief, and despite her defensive attitude, she’d willingly opened her home to Lohmeer and I. Perhaps more willingly in Lohmeer’s case, but I was in no position to look askance at any offered assistance. 

I slithered up the pathway and managed to feel a small stirring of guilt that I’d done my best to dishevel her tidy arrangement of stones. 

The entrance to our little den nestled in the crack between two rocks. 

I dragged my carcass between the halves and pressed downward, falling more than slithering into our shared living space. 

Here the scent of Lohmeer’s cooking overpowered even our collective musks. Warmth radiated from the rooms despite a lack of geothermal-heated plumbing. In the height of summer, the long sunlit days kept the earth a pleasant temperature. 

Teerahl’s belongings—her baskets of stolen sundries and lost items—

had been shoved to the walls to make room for us all. We’d lined the main space with a carpeting of soft moss, and the fire pit to one side served as Lohmeer’s kitchen. Her sleeping chamber, we’d completely stuffed with leaves in preparation for the coming all-dark. 

The three of us fit inside that space, but only by twining closely together—something we’d not experienced before our winter preparations. 

The awkwardness after our first night in the nest lingered for days, full of silence and a pointed distance between our scales. For the first time in many years, I couldn’t look upon the holiday season with anything close to excitement. 

″Where have you been?” Teerahl’s chiding brought my head up, but the heat in my face had little to do with her words. “It’s feeding day and you’ve been gone half the night.” 

″Let him be.” Lohmeer spilled from the sleeping chamber, his huge, stout coils covered in lowly blotches. The heavy-bodied constrictor had not grown any slimmer for his foray into cooking. His body barely fit through our tunnels, but despite his low caste and course appearance, his presence filled me with relief. “Hungry?” 

″Yes.” I ignored Teerahl, who’d been lying in wait beside the wall, and curved enthusiastically toward Lohmeer’s pot. 

Teerahl flattened her neck and hissed at me. Her trick of impersonating an aspis had lost impact through overuse, but part of me still cringed when she raised her stub-nosed head higher. “You’re rail-thin as it is.” 

″I’ll eat,” I said. “I’m trying to eat.” 

Lohmeer still wore his skymetal band. It hummed as he used telekinesis to ladle stew from the pot into a wooden bowl waiting on the floor beside the fire. They’d already eaten, and the fact that my bowl had been left out showed a kindness that belied Teerahl’s fury. They worried about me. My poor health had already caused them grief once. 

″I’m sorry I’m late.” Chagrin drove me lower still. I nosed my way to the bowl and let my tongue flick through the heady steam. “It’s delicious, Lohmeer.” 

He swelled at the compliment, and I knew I’d won at least one of them back to my favor. Teerahl would be a harder target, but I’d had a thought already that might work its magic on her. My tongue drifted deeper, tapping at the stew’s hot surface and bringing a taste straight to the roof of my mouth. I longed to drink deeply, but the glaring from across the room worked in opposition to my appetite. 

″I’ve a mind to dig you a storage room,” I said. 

He’s already lost too much weight. 

Her thoughts reached me before I finished, and my guilt doubled at the concern she masked with her outward anger. 

″What?” Her tone gave away none of the emotions I couldn’t help overhearing. 

″I think I can dig.” I did my best to sound nonchalant and stuffed my nose into the bowl of stew, drinking at last from Lohmeer’s offering. 

I think he likes it. 

The constrictor’s thoughts often centered around his insecurities, and though they too made me cringe, I found his desperation for my approval slightly more palatable than Teerahl’s internal mothering. 

″What do you mean, dig?” 

I didn’t have to read her mind to catch her eagerness. “I was thinking about it earlier. I’m pretty sure I can just push the walls out a little. Carve you a closet or two if you want them.” 

″More space would be nice. You two aren’t exactly grubs, you know.” 

Aloud she sassed me, but in her head I heard her elation. So much better if we weren’t slithering over one another. 

I heard something else in that, too. Something even her thoughts didn’t give word to. It was slithering over me that bothered her. Proximity to Lohmeer was not unwelcome. Also, I realized she hadn’t been lurking against the wall when I entered; they’d both been in the sleeping chamber. 

Together. I felt the memory of her embarrassment and the echo of her frantic scramble to exit before I landed in the den. 

Things had progressed between them, it seemed, and  that would certainly make the all-dark an awkward affair. 

I can’t tell if he likes it. Too much bitter root. I knew it. 

″This is amazing, Lohmeer.” I slurped the stew, letting my thoughts settle while I ate. Their internal dialogue wore at me. One of the reasons I strayed farther and more often from the den was to escape the constant mental chatter. When I wasn’t stalking Viir, I used the excuse of practice, dragging myself into the woods to crack branches and lift stones and, once, to push over an entire tree just to see if I could do it. 

The stew was delicious, though I preferred the sauce-laden grubs to the hunks of vegetable. I kept that to myself and licked the bowl clean, happy with Lohmeer’s unvoiced satisfaction. When I raised my head again, Teerahl dropped right back into our argument. 

″Where did you go?” 

″The moons are in sync.” I didn’t explain beyond that. We’d had this conversation enough times for her to know exactly what the timing meant. 

″I told you.” Teerahl turned her mood on Lohmeer, who cringed downward as if the tiny pot could hide his bulk. “He’s going to lead them here.”“I won’t.” I spoke the words, even though that same doubt had driven me to an extra loop around our sanctuary. Her fear was one I shared, but I’d gotten in the habit of arguing with whatever the rogue snake said. More accurately, I wasn’t ready to give up my last hope of seeing Viir again. “I’m careful, Teerahl. I promise.” 

″Yes, I’m sure you are.” 

He’ll get us all killed. 

″Do you want more soup?” Lohmeer tried to keep the peace—a futile effort that had stopped being endearing weeks ago. Still, I heard his worry beneath the desire to please, and it was Lohmeer’s fear that dragged the confession out of me. 

″I was followed tonight,” I said. “I think it was a rodent.” 

″Maybe Rapt?” Lohmeer latched on quickly, as if my words were a juicy beetle. He’d let it slip more than once that he missed his mouse. He still held out hope the rodent might be moved by loyalty to search for him. 

″More likely one of the others,” Teerahl said. “You know, Sookahr, the ones who’d like to see us all dead.” 

″I know.” I lifted myself higher, raising the front third of my body and matching her eye to eye. “But I was careful. I’m always careful.” 

″Sure you are.” Teerahl’s gaze drifted, quite pointedly, to my much-abused tail. 

Maybe Rapt can’t find us because—

“I need some air,” I snapped. The conversation, both voiced and silent, pressed in, making the room seem tiny. Didn’t they wonder at all why I kept my distance? The den we shared could never be home and hearth to me when I couldn’t even sleep without hearing their dreams piled atop my own. 

Off he goes again.  Teerahl’s tone shifted like a gnat between worry and disdain. 

″I won’t go far; just need to catch my breath.” And before Lohmeer could moan wordlessly again, I added, “Thanks for dinner. Stew was great.” 

I backtracked, looping around myself and ignoring her disapproving posture. The earthen walls squeezed me as I drove up the sloping entrance and raced for the crack in the rock, intent on a moment’s silence. 

The night hadn’t ended as I’d hoped in more than one way. But if the strange, scentless mouse-form in the woods was anything at all, it was a warning—one I would not take lightly, regardless of what I told my den mates. I had been careless, and someone found me in the woods. 

If I wooed danger in my own name, that was one thing, but to bring it back here would be unforgivable. Lohmeer and Teerahl deserved far better from me, and I vowed as I emerged from our home to use even more caution. Perhaps to skip the next moon sync and stay home. 

My scales prickled. I wanted to argue, even with myself, but Viirlahn had not answered my letter. He hadn’t magically forgiven me and appeared among the deadwood. Maybe it was time to let him go too. 

I thrashed free of the stone and nudged one of Teerahl’s path-markers aside with my tail. Irritable. Petty. I’d straighten it again before going back inside. It still felt good to bang out my frustration a little. I flicked my tongue and reached with my thoughts, grabbing another rock and lifting it high, flinging it back down, and then rolling its neighbor out of line. 

I hissed, twisting higher and lifting three stones at once, slamming them together and causing a small rain of chips. Harder to repair. I dropped my focus and the rocks fell to the earth. Maybe Teerahl wouldn’t notice. 

Maybe I could turn them so the chips didn’t show. Maybe I was an ass. 

″That was quite the tantrum.” The voice came from atop our home. It came, like a spring breeze on a still day. And though he kept his tone soft as a whisper, it sounded against my scales like a trumpet’s blast. 

″Viirlahn.” I spun on my tail, leaning back and stretching my nose as high as I could manage without attempting to levitate. 

″You know, Sookahr.” He perched atop the split stone, bathed in moonlight and sparkling like a stream. Sleek and polished and as glorious as the gods I’d once worshiped. Viirlahn, rampant. Viirlahn, in his full glory. 

His tongue danced, and I could hear the mirth in his words just as easily as I could feel the pain in his thoughts, the longing that gave me a tendril-thin hope. “I think I’ve been a very bad influence on you.” 








CHAPTER THREE
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“I thought  I was the rebel.” Viir slithered down from the rock, hugging the rough surface with glass-smooth scales. “But you’ve taken things to a whole ’nother level.” 

I opened my mouth, but instead of the careful words I’d rehearsed, my tongue hung free and stupid, useless for anything but drinking in the scent that was all Viir and all I wanted. 

He landed in a graceful coil, head swaying above his knotted body. His slit-pupils fixed on me, reflecting the moons’ light. 

″Hello, Sookahr.” 

″Viir.” I choked it out and his slender head tilted to one side. “I waited for you. I went every moonsync.” 

″I know.” Viir’s tail twitched. He uncoiled slowly, circling me but not closing the gap between us. 

I measured the distance he kept and decided he hadn’t forgiven me just yet. That he was here at all, however, gave me a shard of hope. “It was your mouse watching?” 

″Noch fears you mean to steal me away. He volunteered to spy on you.” 

Viir shrugged, a ripple that traveled through the raised portion of his body. 

″So I took the opportunity to run off and find you on my own.” 

″How?” I heard all the arguments again, the times Lohmeer and Teerahl assured me I was putting them in danger, and it brought my head lower. My chin flirted with the dirt. Just as quickly, I remembered throwing a branch at my shadow, tossing rocks and limbs and anything else I could behind me. “Did you follow me here?” 

″No.” Viir stopped circling and lowered his noble head until our eyes met. “I didn’t have to, Soo. You’re not that hard to find.” 

He’s going to lead them here. 

Guilt twisted in my belly. I felt the stew swirling, threatening to come back up. Too many emotions to relax and digest it. Fear for our home, guilt for the danger I’d brought to it, and elation to see my friend again, even if he hadn’t properly forgiven me. 

″I’m going to be sick.” 

″Breathe,” Viir said. “Stretch out and stop your crazy tongue for a second.” 

I hadn’t realized how frantically I’d been tasting the air, but as soon as he said it my tips snapped back inside my mouth. I obeyed him, laying my head against cool ground and stretching my coils straight. The nausea passed. I breathed, realizing Viir had slithered much closer. 

He looked down at me. The moons sparkled in his eyes. 

″Viir.” I put as much apology in that syllable as it could hold. “I had to free Kwirk.” 

“Little gratitude he spared you for it,” Viir said. “Or is the old crankster inside with your new friends?” 

I heard jealousy in that, and though it shouldn’t have pleased me, I lifted my head as if it were a lifeline. 

″He had a family. Did you know they have families?” 

″Of course they do.” Viir pulled back, swaying from side to side. His voice lowered until I had to strain to hear him. “It’s not that I don’t believe you about the mice, Soo.” 

″Do you?” 

I felt his thoughts dancing, between his own mouse and his warm bed, between desire for me and fear of what I represented. 

“What would we do without them?” He dodged the question—an old Viir tactic when he didn’t want to give a straight answer. “I mean, if we just let them all go, how would we do anything?” 

″Like this.” I reached with my mind and lifted the stones again, this time slowly so as not to be accused of showing off. I carried four of the round rocks easily with my mind, and I set them spinning in a ring around my friend. “Easily, Viir, without your collar.” 

″Maybe.” Viir watched the stones, twisting first one way and then the other. “Maybe not, Soo. Maybe not everyone would be so strong without their band.” 

″Maybe they would.” 

″Why would we have rodents in the first place, if that was true?” He stopped twisting and sighed. “Would you put those down, please?” 

I settled the path stones back in their places, careful not to leave too much disarray in their lines. 

″Listen, Soo,” Viir continued. “I’m not saying it’s not terrible. I don’t want to keep my mouse a prisoner either. But couldn’t you have done something else about it? Talked to the Circlet, maybe?” 

″They put him back,” I said. 

Viir’s head snapped around, turned from the stones, and met me eye to eye for the first time in so long. I wanted him to get it, needed him to understand, but I could see his concerns too clearly. I couldn’t blame him. 

All of us should have been afraid, but I worried his fear was for the wrong reasons: for his own comfort, for the future of aspis luxury. I felt guilty just thinking it. 

″Viir, they put him back. Kwirk tried to kill me, would have killed me, and they put him back in my room.” 

″I know, but—” 

″It was a message, Viir. A very clear message to me.” 

″That’s why you left? Because they threatened you by giving you back your mouse?” 

“No.” I lifted my body now, sure the stew would stay put and just as certain that this was my last chance to convince Viirlahn, to make him understand. “I left because it would have been wrong to stay, to keep Kwirk drugged, keep him against his will. To use him, Viir. Do you understand that much? That we take their lives and use them for our own benefit?” 

″I do.” His head hung limp on the end of his slender neck. “I just don’t know what to do about it.” 

″Nor do I.” That confession surprised me as much as it did him. We both shivered beneath the weight of the truth. Though I’d left the Burrow with rebellion brewing in my heart, I hadn’t a clue what action to take next. Aside from freeing one small family of mice, all I’d netted myself was outcast status, and I’d put all my friends at risk to do it. “I wish I did. I wish I could march back to the Burrow and demand the Circlet listen, demand the rest of them listen. But they’d kill me, Viir. I’ve no doubt they’d kill me before they’d let me speak.” 

″They already have.” He twisted and stared at the skymetal band encircling his middle. 

Once, I’d been jealous of the ornament, the artfully wrought metal that befit his status as an aspis,  but would never be allowed a lowly snake such as myself. Now a small voice in the back of my mind assured me that I was more, that were we both bandless, my skills would far surpass my noble friend’s. 

The band hummed softly. A hatch in the metal opened. From inside, a rolled paper floated free, uncurling as it hovered in my direction. I waited for Viir to smooth it with his thoughts, to settle the little flier on the ground before I peered closer. 

Dead.  

The word stared up at me from Viir’s parchment, but I didn’t register it, didn’t process what he’d said until the next sentence filtered through my disbelief. 

The fugitive has been dealt with. 

Below this, a detailed list of my crimes had been conveniently assembled. 

Some of these, I happily admitted to: rebellion, subterfuge, absconding with Burrow rodents. Others I would have phrased differently or outright denied. For instance, “spreading dissent” would more accurately have been listed as “revealing the truth”, and as far as I knew, I’d never attacked nor assaulted anyone. Unless they counted the rodents who’d meant to kill the Circlet. 

Even saving our rulers hadn’t spared me from defamation, it seemed. 

So much for gratitude. Then again, I’d refused to take my reward with humility and behave like a good citizen. 

″They’re saying I’m dead.” It sank in, finally. They didn’t need to find me, to deal with me at all. They’d already handled my little defiance. No one would care that a single family of mice had gone missing. Despite my whole life’s reversion, nothing inside the Burrow would change at all. 

″There’s no way to come back now,” Viir said. 

″I wasn’t going to.” 

It was a mistake. I saw it in the jerk of his neck, the way his head lifted, pulling away from me. Viir had been hoping for something too. All this time, he’d been hoping I’d change my mind, get tired of life in a hole in the ground, and come home. 

″If I wanted to, Viir, it would only be for you.” 

“And that’s not enough?” Hurt echoed in his words. He sagged, a posture that looked pathetic on his frame. No aspis should ever slump. 

″You could stay with me?” 

I knew the answer to that, but I had to ask anyway. Viir in a hole in the ground, without heat and comfort, made no sense at all. I couldn’t even imagine it, as much as I wanted us to be together. 

″Can I bring my mouse?” 

I gaped at him. My mouth hung open and my tongue flopped, limp as an old rag from between my lips. 

He shivered. “Would he try to kill me too?” 

″I don’t know,” I whispered. “But he’d wake up eventually. Three days and he wouldn’t be the mouse you know any longer.” 

″I’m still mad at you,” he said, “but I don’t want to lose you.” 

″I don’t want to lose you either.” 

″The constrictor boys are not as much fun.” 

It was my turn to be jealous. I suspected he’d brought up his new friends for exactly that purpose, but it didn’t lessen the sting of knowing Viir wasn’t spending his days alone, pining for me. I swallowed the twinginess and gave him a sour look. “Are you getting them into trouble now?” 

″Maybe.” 

″I suppose you’d be pretty bored out here.” Now that I’d said it aloud, it became undeniable. Viir was welded to his life of luxury. He might play at being the rebel, but he’d never be happy doing so without an audience. 

″But…” 

″I love you, Soo.” 

″Then what do we do now?” I shivered, wanting to rush to him, to wrap myself around Viir and forget about the rest of the world, just for a moment. But despite his confession, his tone remained sad, strained. I held my breath, held my tongue still and straight. 

″I guess we just do what we can.” Viir ripple-shrugged and the moonlight bounced off his scales. “I can get away when I can.” 

″I could meet you somewhere closer,” I offered. “If we’re careful…” 

He nodded, and I clung to that hope, thin as a strand of silk. He still wanted to see me, which meant I didn’t have to face a future without him in my life. It would be dangerous to keep meeting, would put my den mates at risk too. I couldn’t deny it anymore, but it didn’t matter. Just like that, I threw away the others’ safety. To keep Viir in my life, I would risk them. For Viir, I would risk anything. 

With that thought alone, I moved. Finally, Viir slithered to meet me. 

We bumped noses softly, twined our necks together, and let the rest of it melt away in the warmth of the contact. He might not have forgiven me, not yet, but he hadn’t let me go either. He’d found me. 

I shoved aside my worry and focused on Viir. I was dead to the Burrow. 

Handled. Even if they could find me as easily as Viir said, even if they already knew where I was, dragging me back to the Burrow would only prove them liars. 

I flicked my tongue, breathing in Viir’s scent and flavor and telling myself it didn’t matter if our little den was not as secure as we’d hoped. I tried to believe it, and I ignored the memory of an odorless, mouse-shaped shadow hiding among the trees. 

″I love you, Viir.” I curled around my friend and let his slick scales wipe away any trace of thought beyond that moment. 








CHAPTER FOUR
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My stomach rumbled against hot sand. I flicked my tongue and caught the scent of blood, warm and metallic, on my tips. Vibrations trembled through the ground, moving against my belly and driving me in fast pursuit. Food ahead. Food waiting for me, fresh and wiggling.  

Eat.  

My coils stretched. I slithered between black disks that stood on their ends. They rocked as I passed them, back and forth, almost touching one another. A sound like bones cracking came from that movement, like the beating of a petrified heart. 

Eat, beloved. Kill. 

“No!” I jerked upward, drawing half my length into the air. I knew that voice, and though my egg-mother had been all kindness to me in real life, her words turned sinister in what I now understood to be the dreaming. 

Kill. You must kill it. 

The sands before me opened up, as if the disks shuffled to the sides or the space between them simply stretched wider. If they were meant to be eggs, my mind had twisted and hardened them until they were blackened and as unforgiving a stone. They rocked faster now, and the cracking sound turned to a cacophony of sharp snapping. 

On the sand, a bundle sprouted, tiny grains poured away as it rose to the surface. It was small, blind, and made of velvet. 

″I won’t do it,” I said. 

The stone disks crackled in answer, tilting one way and the other until my head spun. 

Kill.  

“There has to be another way.” I lay back until my head nearly met my coils. My body swayed in time to the disks’ movement, as if they controlled me, as if I danced to their jarring song. Held captive, I whispered, “Another way.” Another way? 

Sahveen’s disembodied voice echoed over the disks. She was everywhere and nowhere, above and below and always inside my mind. 

″There must be,” I said. “Why not? We don’t eat them aft…” I trailed off. 

Suddenly, even that I was unsure of. Perhaps the Circlet’s lies stretched as far as our kitchens. Did our mice offer up their children to our bellies, even beyond that horrific first meal? 

We don’t. 

For the first time in my memory, my egg-mother sounded confused, less than all-knowing. I fixed upon the warble I heard in her words, and I remembered why I didn’t believe in this any longer: Teerahl. 

″Not everyone eats,” I said. 

Yes. Some must perish in the wild. 

″But not all of them perish.” 

The disks dipped so low now they brushed the sand with each sway. The sounds they made grew became an assault against my scales. I throbbed with each crack, each movement of stone shell. But I saw them splitting now, fine dust raining from each disk, the slivers of light showing through. 

″Teerahl lived!” I shouted at the emptiness. “She didn’t eat, didn’t do this, and she thrives still.” 

No one answered; my thoughts echoed only with my own indignation. 

Around me the stone eggs continued to crack, but now the walls joined them. And the ceiling. Dust filled the air. The baby mouse vanished back into the sand as my dreamspace trembled and bucked beneath my belly. 

Chunks of stone slammed into the ground. The whole world was collapsing. 

I spun, drifting between the disks and dodging what I could of the debris. Smaller pebbles pelted my scales. A circle of light gleamed in the distance. I raced for it, sure of the exit, certain of hope and freedom from this madness. 

The stone eggs tumbled out of my way, crumbling as they rolled back into shadow. The walls split, showing hairline cracks so like my eggshell that I considered stopping to wonder at them. A chunk of stone changed my mind, landing so close to my nose that I tasted it as it passed. 

I curved around, slithered faster toward the opening, and smelled fresh air ahead. Skimming over the sand like a breeze on water, I neared freedom, only to be brought up by another familiar voice. 

″Sookahr.” There was Viir, coiled to my right and swaying in time to the cracking sounds. 

″This way,” I called. “I found the exit, but we have to hurry.” 

″Hurry?” Viir rippled and shook his head at me. “What’s the rush?” 

″The rush?” I looked pointedly at the walls, the roof, and the rain of debris. “The whole thing is caving in on us.” 

″But I have a warm bath ready,” he said. As the words emerged, a pool appeared beside him, ringed in slick mosaic and wafting steam from its glassy surface. “Wouldn’t a bath be nice?” 

A chunk of the roof landed in his pool, splashing water across the sands and turning them dark. Viir ignored the impact and the sprinkling of his scales. His tongue danced merrily. 

″We have to leave,” I said. 

″Aren’t you hungry?” The pool vanished. A table rose from the sands, just as the mouse infant had. It was set with silver platters, ornate drinking bowls filled to the brim with wine, and fat beetle roasts drizzled in their own juices. 

I leaned forward, letting my tongue reach for the odors. Sweet meat on my tips. A tap to the roof of my mouth and my belly rumbled in pleasure. 

“You are hungry,” Viir said. “And I made your favorite.” 

There was a chink in that, a fallacy that I coiled desperately around. 

The idea of Viir cooking anything was too far-fetched to be real. I dreamed, I remembered. And that was not my Viir. 

On the table, the beetle roast twisted, looking at me with the face of a blind rodent pup. I backed away, coiling over myself to put more distance between us. To ease, once again, toward the light and freedom. 

You would leave him? 

Sahveen’s voice mocked me. 

Even him? 

″That’s not Viir,” I hissed. 

Isn’t it? 

I shook my head, yet I could see my love in the dream reflection. I saw what she wanted me to see. Viir might not be a cook, but he was chained to his pool and his table, his comfortable life. So chained he might let the burrow fall in upon him before giving it up. 

″There’s another way,” I said. “There has to be another way.” 

I turned from the illusion, from the disks and the sand and even from Viir. The light loomed ahead, and I raced for it without looking back, chanting in my mind. Another way. Another path. 

Yes,  Sahveen hissed . Go forth, beloved. 

I only had to find it.   My egg-mother crooned inside my head. 

Come out, little Sookahr. Come. Come and show me. 
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We lay in our sleeping den, packed in like the threads of Viir’s tapestry. 

Safe, except that was as much an illusion as the dream had been. 

I believed the Circlet was aware of my location. At the same time, I understood what I had to do. Viir would never leave his comforts, and my friends here would never be free from the Burrow’s influence. The only way to keep them all safe, to truly make things right, would be to force the Circlet to evolve. 

To do what Sahveen’s chant had suggested at my birth. 

I had to change the world. 

I slithered from our sleeping room and shook the last veils of dream away. Freeing my mouse had been one thing, a simple thing compared to what I contemplated now. I was one small snake, mighty in some ways perhaps, but no match for the entirety of the Burrow. I’d just as likely move the rocks above us with my mind. Still, a voice in the back of my thoughts whispered, why not? 

I’d never been brave enough to try it. 

I slithered through the living area, cooling and slowing as I went. The air filtering into the den was a little crisp, and I stopped myself, tightening into a knot at the base of our exit. Not warm enough to do more than creep about up there, and creeping speed was less than safe during the summer. 

We’d seen an avian a few weeks prior—just a shadow in the distance, but enough to remind us that the Burrow was not our only danger. I held position at the base of the tunnel, where the lingering embers of Lohmeer’s cooking fire could heat my scales, and I let my mind chew on this new plan. 

It would do no good to rush headlong against the Circlet. Shouting the truth to whoever would listen would only get me killed, branded a lunatic, or both. Even if I reached a few open minds, I could save no one like that, would change nothing. 

I needed to do this the smart way. Like the viper in the desert, I would move sideways, come at my goal from an unexpected angle. My egg-mother had given me the clue—or perhaps the dreaming had provided it. Without Mohjiir’s drug, I couldn’t be certain if a dream was a true message or just a happy accident. 

Either way, I planned to take its advice. 

As the day dawned warmer, I settled more firmly on my course of action. 

A weight lifted from my scales, one I hadn’t realized I’d carried. Idleness had made me irritable, moody, and distressed; my tantrums with the path stones should have told me as much. Viir had seen it easily. I needed to be doing, acting on the things I now knew, the truths that gnawed at my belly. 

Like the mouse I’d once eaten. Like the hundreds of rodents still living as prisoners inside the Burrow. I might not know how to free them yet, but the first problem I could work on. I could convince my egg-mother and her kind that there was no need for their brutality. 

Teerahl proved it was senseless to throw away a single hatchling, to make the first meal a thing of shame and murder. To abandon even one serpent to the wilds. 

By the time Lohmeer’s arrow-shaped head poked out of the inner den, I’d warmed fully to my plan. My body felt hot enough to race for the nursery tower that instant. 

″You’re up early.” He inched to the kitchen and stared wistfully at his dead embers. “Did you sleep all right?” 

In his thoughts, Lohmeer cataloged the stores in his kitchen, reciting types of root and herb and how many dried beetle grubs he’d set aside for the cooler months ahead. Behind that, I caught a thread of worry for my benefit. 

Had they heard me? I tried to imagine what sounds I’d made during the dream, if I’d screamed Viir’s name aloud, or if his question was merely polite inquiry. 

″Can I light that for you?” I moved to the firepit and reached with my mind for his flint igniter. “I dreamed a bit. Hope I didn’t disturb you two.” 

″No.” Lohmeer dropped his nose away quickly enough that I knew I’d embarrassed him. Were we all slithering around on eggshells? 

I lit the fire, testing myself by moving the wood to the pit at the same time I manipulated the flint. Sparks rained against the tinder, and the old embers glowed and caught. 

″Thank you,” he said. 

″You still enjoy cooking?” I marveled at his transformation at least once a day. He’d been a builder in the Burrow, banded and branded for a life of construction and labor. To see him content with herbs and insect parts both rallied my belief in our society’s ignorance and grated against the ingrained certainty that we were each destined to one path only. 

It was this thing, the proof that our castes and limitations were a lie, that most tested my belief in our feathered gods. 

″I love it.” Lohmeer brightened. His eyes glowed like the embers and his head lifted, raising far above his station and full of pride at his new mastery. His thoughts echoed the thrill he found in preparing something as simple as bitter root stew. 

How could anyone believe in castes in the light of my stout friend’s transformation? And if they were wrong, if everything about our previous lives was dead wrong, then how could I cling to the heart of it all? My long devotion to the Sage paled against one glimpse of Lohmeer’s happiness. 

Teerahl’s burrow bore no altar, no niche for a winged serpent god. She’d never left an offering to Sage or Dreamer, to Warrior, Tender, or Mother, yet she’d survived what the rest of us deemed impossible. She’d lived despite the odds, and she’d needed no faith at all to do it. 

″I’m going to the nursery tower.” I said it without thinking. 

Lohmeer snapped to attention, tilting his head and flicking a fork in my direction. He’d already put his pan upon the cooking rack, despite the fact that none of us needed to eat again so soon. Still, a round vegetable of some sort hovered above the flames, ready to drop into place. It wobbled as he stared at me. 

″How long will we be gone? Should we eat first?” 

I might have known he’d expect to come. Lohmeer wore loyalty as closely as his own scales. He’d follow me off the end of the world if I let him—and almost had on at least one occasion. 

″I’d better go alone this time,” I said. 

He shook his head, letting the tuber thump into the pan as he focused on me instead of his cooking. “It’s not safe.” 

He doesn’t eat. He gets fixated on a job and he forgets to eat.  His thoughts followed closely on that declaration. 

″No.” I scrambled for a good rationale, for the right argument to keep him here where he belonged. “I’ll be less obvious alone, more likely to bluff my way inside. Sahveen invited me, and I’m not sure how far that invitation will stretch.” 

″I can escort you to the tower,” Lohmeer argued. “I’ll wait for you outside.” 

″Teerahl needs you here.” 

He pulled his tongue back inside his mouth, and I knew I’d hit upon the correct angle. 

″I think the Burrow knows where we are,” I said. “Viir hinted as much. I don’t think they’ll make trouble, but if they did, and we left her here alone…” 

″You’ll be all right if I stay?” 

I’d divided his loyalties, and I saw how it pained him to choose between us just as clearly as I knew who would win that battle. I was glad for it, glad to lose to his affections for Teerahl. For one thing, it served my immediate purpose. I only hoped that the rogue snake thought of him as more than just a path to motherhood, and that she would be gentle with our friend’s feelings if that were the case. 

″Yes. I’ll be able to concentrate more, to focus, if I know you’re here watching over her.” 

He relaxed, lowering his nose and flicking a casual taste of the cooking root. His band hummed. A barrel in the corner lost its top, and a bundle of dried herbs danced floated into the air. “Will you eat first, just in case?” 

Our long hunger in the jungle had scarred him—not that his food obsession began there. Still, I knew the worry creasing his wedge-shaped face was for my benefit. He’d seen me so thin my band loosened, and he’d watched over me when I’d been ill afterwards. 

″I think I can fit a little in,” I said, though I’d be in no danger of starvation for weeks yet. “And I’ll need the neonate band.” 

I’d almost forgotten that. Getting to the nursery tower would prove difficult enough. Talking my way in to see Sahveen would be impossible without some semblance of civility; I could hardly count on my egg-mother meeting me at the gate. And so, while Lohmeer continued to experiment over breakfast, I turned to the things piled around our living area. 

We really did need that storage closet. I suffered a pang of guilt over leaving again before making good on my promise. It doubled when my rummaging brought Teerahl, glassy-eyed and prickly, from the sleeping chamber. 

″Are we under attack?” Her voice, even groggy with sleep, jabbed at me. 

″Sorry.” I ceased my efforts and looked as contrite as I could manage. 

Is he really? 

″Sookahr is leaving.” Lohmeer clattered his pan as he attempted to split his focus again. “He’s going to the nursery.” 

″Stirring up more trouble?” This time Teerahl’s voice shifted, if not toward approval, at least to a friendlier note. 

I couldn’t be sure if she was glad to be rid of me, or if she just preferred I focus my rebellion on the tower that had rejected her. 

″I hope not.” I knew better than to promise anything; trouble followed me around. “But I mean to use you as an example, with your permission.” 

“How so?” Her tail buzzed and she lifted above me, triggering my instinct to cower. She could look so like an aspis when she wanted. 

″To convince them we could survive without the first meal, that they can offer the hatchlings proper insect food, and…” 

When I trailed off, Teerahl’s neck flattened into a simulation of a cobra’s hood. “And?” 

“And that there is no need to evict any hatchling. They all are worthy of nurturing.” 

For several long breaths, she held her pose. Still as a mosaic on a Burrow wall. Only the very tips of her fork fluttered, and that movement was slow, concentrated. When she spoke again, it was as if a bubble had burst. Teerahl lowered, rounded, and became the ordinary, keel-scaled pain in my tail again. 

″I didn’t need their nurturing.” 

Despite the assertion, I heard approval behind the words. If I meant to go against the snakes who’d turned their backs on her, I had her support. 

″I left the band around here somewhere.” I returned to my task, shoving a barrel to one side and exposing the sleek, ornate surface of my former band. 

″Why not take that one?” Teerahl slithered closer, examining the designs etched in the metal’s surface. 

It was a fair question. With my powers growing, I could likely hold the heavier band in place, and I’d pass more easily for a citizen with a proper ring around my middle. However, the skymetal would dull my telekinesis. 

Worse, it was a symbol of something that made my scales shiver. 

″I need to take the little one back to her,” I said. 

Teerahl looked straight through me, but she held her tongue. If she had comment on my reluctance, she kept it to herself, only watching as I dug through her things. 

″You know,” she said when I’d shifted to the next pile of goods. “If you convince them, you’ll be dooming everyone to life inside the Burrow.” 

″And saving their lives,” I countered. I wanted to elaborate, to explain that I meant, eventually, to change the Burrow’s ways as well. But I caught a glint of metal behind a stack of pillows and reached for it instead of speaking. 

Maybe I feared her reaction, and maybe I just hesitated to voice it aloud. 

The egg-mothers seemed like a friendlier target. I needed to keep my mind centered on this task. If I made headway at the tower, then I could consider my next step, and how likely it was to lead me up against the Circlet and the Burrow itself. 

″There it is.” I plucked the neonate band from its hiding spot and absently arranged Teerahl’s things back into their proper, if temporary, places. The tiny band hovered while I fiddled, and then turned over as I inspected it. Months had passed since I’d last worn it, but the metal gleamed as if newly polished. 

″I think your head has gotten too big to fit it.” Teerahl twisted toward Lohmeer and slithered nearer to the scent of hot vegetable and herbs. 

″Maybe.” I let a chuckle escape. 

While her back was turned, I maneuvered the ring over my nose, sliding the band as far up on my head as it would go. The skymetal was cold and slick, both familiar and suddenly terrifying. Would even so small a band as this be capable of crippling my abilities? 

I reached for the pillows again, shuffled them, and then straightened the pile with little effort. Perhaps Teerahl was correct and my ego had grown overmuch, but I couldn’t help the sigh of relief when I felt the invisible force answer my summons. 

Nor the shudder, ever so softly, as the band warmed and began to hum. 
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