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      18 Years Ago
      ☁ Lyft ☁
    

    
      Nakano’s blood ran cold when she entered the bedchamber on her wedding night. The tyrant she must now call husband would not be kind in this endeavor because he was unkind in everything. How she wished she could speak to Shesha, the king serpent, like her mother had. That power bypassed her as well as the power to rule their people. One who cannot command nagas to keep the balance could not rule, so she had to marry one who could speak to the serpents. If she had the power to link her mind with them, she would order them to eat her new husband. Anything, she prayed, to avoid this terrible future that felt like a death sentence. Unlike her warrior-meaning name, reused from her maternal great-grandmother, she was weak, submissive, and a disappointment to her mother, the empress of Lyft. Nakano was forced into this marriage. Over politics. To not lose it all, the empress of the Lyft sphere—not a true mother anymore—sold her daughter to the richest serpent-speaker.
    

    
      The servants, mostly male—her mother’s standard, to enforce “equality”—started to undo her elaborate bun, which she found ostentatious. They removed the pins that had held her black tresses in place and all the ornaments from jeweled pins to flowers that ran down the side of her face. She doubted her great-grandmother’s people really wore this so many years ago and felt bad her late father’s heritage was ignored. But men were nothing but expendable to Mother, and Mother wanted her heritage to stand out as unique and better than the majority who she viewed as common. Nakano saw no reasonable evidence as to why.
    

    
      Finally, her hair was free, cascading down her back, a burden of femininity falling upon her shoulders. One servant brushed her hair with gentle strokes, being sure not to snag on the sticky wax that had been used to maintain her updo. He applied oil next, the smell of jasmine and lavender giving her a shred of comfort. The oil meant the preparation for her new husband’s visit would take hours. Another servant drew a bath, and the aroma of flowers filled the room.
    

    
      However, once they set out her night clothes, a short, lacy—horrid—thing, bile rose, stinging the back of her throat at the thought of how her future spouse would view her in it. She swallowed hard, the bitter taste lingering.
    

    
      The other men awaited orders, never meeting her gaze. She was better than them, these “humans” the empress had repeatedly warned her were so vile that they allowed lust to overtake their brains. The more they could control their base nature, the more they had to offer the empire. The more they could offer, the more likely males could rise in society and be trusted. It was “the way of things.” Nakano never asked questions. She obeyed. The largest question that burned inside of her was why some women seemed to like them. She often saw hidden kisses and touches between servants and ladies. If men were so vile, then why invite such attention? More so, Nakano could not comprehend why—unlike other ladies her age—she did not like to look upon them or kiss them. To Nakano, the male form was nothing, while a woman’s was beautiful, made of soft angles and skin.
    

    
      Nakano let her mind wander upon these things while her waiting ladies bathed her, a role never bestowed upon male servants. She never found men appealing in any sense. Now, one would rule her—mind, body, soul—and her people. There was so much Nakano did not understand about the idea of lust, or men, to know what to expect this evening. Mother had given her a cursory explanation that sounded pretty simple—weird, but simple. Her ladies had told her horror stories that frightened her. She could not lend credit to their accounts. They were unmarried maidens who were supposed to be innocent.
    

    
      Once she returned to the bedroom, wrapped in towels, she dismissed the servants, wanting them gone. Only her aide Udaya stayed behind.
    

    
      Nakano saw her future splayed out in front of her. This vile man, twice her age, could wrestle male-control back, render her powerless, and change the matriarchy that had worked for generations. The Lyft sphere had been founded by Earth’s “witches”—accused, branded, or slaughtered—united by their persecution. They, with enlightened warlocks, forged this glorious new world. Nakano’s ancestors, as well as many others, followed after them, coming from Asia and then other places around the globe—anyone whose blood sang the charms of their air magic.
    

    
      Now, at the age of sixteen, Nakano was letting her foremothers and future generations of Lyftian women down.
    

    
      Nakano’s dread was palpable, like a sheet of opaque gloom over the entire festivities.
    

    
      Udaya sighed. The woman was gorgeous, her beauty and ancestry made Nakano want to give up everything and run far far away with her. Udaya’s thick black, wavy hair normally cascaded down her back to her waist, but today it was fastened in a thick braid down her spine, and those almond-shaped honey-brown eyes looked upon Nakano with nothing but adoration. Her golden-tan skin made the vibrant teal sari she wore look decadent. A pang of longing filled her heart as she met her aide’s gaze. Udaya should be empress. She was the people, was much more charismatic, compassionate, wise, and…her family could speak to the nagas.
    

    
      Nakano could not do this, many another, marry a man. There had to be a way out. “I wish it were you.”
    

    
      Udaya’s sad gaze met hers. “Your mother would never allow it. You simply breed with him as duty. I will be here for you, in heart. I will always be here.”
    

    
      Udaya leaned down to Nakano and kissed her lips. Nakano’s stomach dropped in pleasurable ways. Mother would never approve. She still believed they were only best friends. Only Udaya made Nakano feel this way, and no one else ever had nor would.
    

    
      “Goodnight, my love,” Udaya said sweetly. “Whenever he leaves your bed,” she hesitated at the door before opening it, “I will come back. I will care for you. It will be okay.”
    

    
      “And if it’s not? If it is everything I fear it will be?”
    

    
      Udaya’s eyes narrowed at the thought of the man being forceful. “I always look out for you. Trust in me.” She walked over to the platform bed and lifted Nakano’s pillow. Underneath rested a katar. Then she dropped the pillow, ignored Nakano’s gasp, and walked out the door, her braid swinging like a pendulum, reminding her that time was ticking away.
    

    
      Nakano could not take a life. Impossible. Wrong. She would give her husband a chance. He had not tried to make himself likable, but if she only had to have relations for progeny—if blessed with a couple daughters—she could survive. She would have the balm of real love from Udaya, always, ever since their first kiss a month ago.
    

    
      After Nakano changed into the horrid ensemble and slipped into her robe, she sat on the edge of the bed, running her hand along the silky sheets. She felt like an animal on an altar, only this sacrifice would not turn the profane into holy—the other way around. He would sully her. She heard footsteps, boots upon stone. She stood, dispelling that image of herself being ready for slaughter. She would be brave.
    

    
      Her husband entered, stumbling a little, his body swaying. The stench of alcohol and smoked tobacco wafted in with him. His eyes, squished in his plump, lined face, like almonds pressed in shortbread, greedily ran up and down her body. She felt naked and exposed, despite wearing a robe that covered most of her flesh.
    

    
      He laughed, for some reason, and then licked his lips. Her pulse spiked and terror pounded in her heart. Hunted, vulnerable. Despite her mother forcing her to train as a warrior, she could not fight this kind of battle. She did not know how to deal with men. Mother was right: Nakano embodied weakness.
    

    
      Terrified of the prowling beast before her, she fell back onto the bed. She saw a tiger, ready to pounce.
    

    
      “That’s a good girl. Right where I want you.” He did not bother to talk softly or flirt with her as men often did, nor did he care about her fear; it was almost as if he was taking pleasure in her terror. She scrambled backward until she hit the headboard, her hand slipping under the pillow. Cool metal touched her hand. Steely resolve formed. Her hand gripped the crossbars, her fingers curling around them.
    

    
      A sign. All signs pointed to destiny. Not wrong, but right. Not impossible, because it was there in her hand. Freedom. Power. 
    

    
      He crept onto the bed like a tiger going in for the kill. His hands were upon what was physically and emotionally hers. No one else’s. She would be the empress of her own body, mind, soul, and her sphere.
    

    
      Without hesitation, she thrust the katar forward in a punching motion, committing an act of sacrifice. She reclaimed her freedom and embraced her future.
    

    
      Lyft was hers.
    

    
      No one would take it from her.
    

    
      Never.
    

    
      
    


    
      Present Day
      🔥 Fyr 🔥
    

    
      1
      ☁ An Announcement ☁
    

    
      Princess Alexandra Sapphirian of Fyr—Xandra for short, or she’d throw a punch—chased her cousin Thomas through the palace’s orchard. Her more-than-suitable athletic stamina, for a lady, quickly caught up to Thomas’s inverse unsuitable lack of soldier status for a gentleman. Although her parents had made strides in changing people’s perception of male and female through many reforms in the Fyr sphere, the elderly clung onto traditions with an iron-clad fist. Too much for Xandra’s liking.
    

    
      Xandra tackled Thomas to the ground, then bent his arm behind his back until he cried out in pain. “Mercy!” 
    

    
      “Take it back,” she ordered.
    

    
      “All right! You’re not a complete shrew.”
    

    
      “Nor unmarriageable?”
    

    
      “I’m not taking that back,” Thomas said defiantly, still fighting back despite being overpowered. “You are obsessed with putting men in a place beneath you, physically beating them up if needed—case in point—and you are obsessed with that crazy man-killing empress of Lyft.”
    

    
      “She is a great woman! Take that back right now Thomas Arlo Sapphirian.”
    

    
      “He is right, you know,” a judgmental voice she loved and hated at the same time interrupted the fight. Xandra craned her neck to see her twin sister. She was absolute perfection, dignified and ladylike while Xandra was just the opposite. She envied Tourmaline yet could never connect with her. How could two souls who shared a womb be so different in appearance and personality?
    

    
      Xandra’s momentary distraction allowed Thomas to roll over and push her away with his knees, then feet. She toppled over onto her bottom. Josephine, her cousin and Thomas’s older sister by two years, gave a high-pitch giggle like other ridiculous ladies of the court.
    

    
      Tourmaline shook her head, her sapphire-blue eyes twinkling. She was the epitome of courtly beauty, just like their mother, the queen, who had changed the ideal beauty away from fair features. Tourmaline looked exactly like Mum, dark-haired and tan-skinned, but instead of Mum’s gray eyes, they were that vibrant blue Sapphirian color, clashing against her darker flesh. Whatever bloodline she inherited her complexion from was not passed down to Xandra. She looked like her dad, spot on, from the brown hair with subtle auburn streaks to the pale aristocratic chiseled features. The eyes were wrong though. They were gray, which made her an “abomination” on the Fyr sphere. Had she not been a twin, her mother would’ve been accused of adultery. Paternal eyes were supposed to be dominant. The safety net of being a twin did not spare Xandra at all; she was removed from the line of succession to appease the people. Fyrians ignored her now and simply dealt with her to not appear rude or risk losing favor with the king—the very overprotective dad-king namesake. He had tried to save her through his name. It hadn’t fully worked.
    

    
      Tourmaline shook her head. “Xandra, he’s right. You are a princess. You cannot go around acting this way if you ever hope to marry.”
    

    
      Xandra stood up, dusting off her pants, ignoring Thomas’s hand offering to help her up. His Sapphirian-blue eyes narrowed, annoyed. She did not know why she was always so disagreeable toward him; he was her best friend, her only friend. Being a year older than her, he almost felt more like a sibling than her real ones. Tourmaline and Xandra had been inseparable when they were little, until they turned twelve. Tourmaline became obsessed with gentlemen while Xandra could care less about them unless they would let her spar with them. As for marriage? Good riddance to that. “I hope to never marry, but if it is by choice, one should never be called a shrew.”
    

    
      Tourmaline scoffed. “Still think you’re going to another sphere to become some heroine like Mum?”
    

    
      “Dad told me—”
    

    
      “Dad lies to make you feel better about the people hating you.” Tourmaline’s eyes were cold. Her sister was embarrassed. Those sparkling blue eyes took in the boy’s pants Xandra was wearing with disdain, even though Mum wore similar ones too while sparring and picking fruit.
    

    
      Her sister’s words stung. She tried not to react. It was as if that last connection they had was severed by her vicious comment.
    

    
      “Out of line, Tourmaline.” Thomas defended Xandra—not that she needed it.
    

    
      Tourmaline’s eyes narrowed on Thomas. “You too, Thomas. You are just…weird. Your head is always in a book, discussing stuff no one cares about on Fyr. That’s why you two are friends. You’re in your annoyingly odd bubble ignoring reality.” 
    

    
      “Tourmaline, he’s right. Too far.” Josephine was clearly disappointed in her. Tourmaline blushed at being taken down a notch and then walked on, Josephine shooting them an apologetic glance before she followed.
    

    
      “C’mon.” Thomas slung his arm around Xandra’s shoulder, leading her back to the palace. “She’s vile and her husband will suffer for it.”
    

    
      “Oh, did she pick one yet or does she still have them all on reins?”
    

    
      “Josie said Tourmaline’s suitor list has twenty-four men on it still. She is lapping up the attention which is why her head is so big. Just wait till she settles down and realizes only one man will give her attention.”
    

    
      Xandra huffed.
    

    
      “How many are on your list?” Thomas dared to ask.
    

    
      “Over my dead body will I tell you. And it doesn’t matter. My dad says I will leave Fyr. Every firebrander in this family knows my future disappears, just like yours. We tried so many times to see it, Thomas. You know what that means.” She softened her voice at the end, knowing how sensitive her cousin was about the only two outcomes for Sapphirians who could not see snippets of their future in the flames. Thomas had a hard time digesting that no firebrander in the entire sphere had seen Xandra or him in adulthood.
    

    
      Thomas’s jaw clenched. “I do not want to talk about that.”
    

    
      “Look, I do not think either of us will die. We will probably go to another sphere. Firebranders cannot see what happens on other spheres, remember?” Most Sapphirians were firebranders, easily seeing the future in the flames.
    

    
      “You do not know that for sure, and I do not fancy other spheres. I might not fit in Fyr well, but I love it here.” He kicked a stone. “Drop it, Xandra.”
    

    
      She scrutinized him. Sometimes they were so alike, and sometimes she did not understand him. She shifted the conversation because he would get more waspish if she kept pushing. “How many girls’ lists have you signed?” She nudged him.
    

    
      “No comment.” He opened a door into the palace, letting her enter first.
    

    
      The answer was likely the same as the acceptable men on her list: zero. Of course, there were poor but ambitious cunning folk on her list after Dad had lessened the nobility-commoner divide. Equality and finances were improving, and Fyr had entered a Golden Age—foretold in the book of edicts—where few went without work, food, or shelter; however, the court’s behavior—Tourmaline being a prime example—still stayed snooty rather than humble. Xandra had allowed these men to visit her and pretended to be genteel for her mother’s sake, but they all knew it was pointless. The cunning folk men only wanted a leg up in society. She could not dislike them for their ambition. Maybe one day she would find a man she could tolerate who loved disagreeable shrews who had to have their way. Doubtful. The idea of being Bladesung, a heroine like her mother, was more palpable. To ride a dragon into battle and save the kingdom…that was what Xandra dreamed of.
    

    
      Once Xandra and Thomas were inside, before she could get to her room, she came face-to-face with her mother. Her arms were crossed, those piercing gray eyes, like her own, were reprimanding; the gaze was like being disappointed in yourself. Mum disciplined Xandra, and Dad spoiled her rotten. With the others, it was an even trade of who was the discipliner and who was the sympathetic one. Xandra was treated differently than her siblings—always.
    

    
      “Running through the halls, beating up your poor cousin, making a spectacle of yourself, all while the ambassador from Water is due to arrive at any moment. We cannot step a toe out of line. Your father—”
    

    
      “Foolishly thinks he can create peace in the universe since he managed it here.”
    

    
      Her mother’s eyes went wide, and her nostrils flared. “Do not test me today, Xandra. All the spheres would be better off if we communicated more, could trade magic and goods, let people emigrate.” All spheres except Lyft. The books Xandra read told her that Lyft seemed to have everything, completely self-reliant. “You and I will talk later, alone. In the meantime, please change. You have grass stains on your rump. Dress to impress the Ambassador of Water. Do not wear your brother’s pants in company. I had very nice ones made for you that were not too girly.” Her mother knew too well that if left to her own choices, Xandra would come down in her younger brother Gareth’s doublet as well.
    

    
      Not wanting to anger her mother in front of an ambassador, she obeyed and opted for her mother’s infamous skirt-pants and corset blouse. After all, honoring her mother’s style might make her a bit softer with their “chat” later. Deep down, she knew her mother loved her, and she knew why she was hard on her. Xandra often impulsively did things that made her own life harder, made her more of an outcast. No parent would want their kid to feel that way.
    

    
      Still, she was sixteen. Mum had to stop protecting her. Xandra was going to do something great and daring. She knew it. If only she could foresee what that would be.
    

    
      [image: ]
    

    
      Dinner was a boring affair—and, as always, obnoxiously loud. Once upon a time, there had been only one table in the dining hall, and now there were four long tables filling the room. There was the king and queen’s table where their elder kids sat; if married, the spouses joined and there was always an extra seat across from Xandra’s mum near the head of the table for a guest, like this dark-skinned ambassador from Water. He appeared serious and nervous, unsmiling despite her mother’s kind small-talk. Next to him was Xandra’s eldest brother, Rowland, and the heir to the throne. He was the brooding type, but he did have the sphere’s weight on his shoulders, or he at least he acted like he did. They all foresaw Dad living a long time, so Rowland did not even need to worry about ruling until he was an old man, or he might get completely bypassed, and it would pass to Rowland’s daughter Roseland. Rowland was different like Xandra, but in a good way. He had white fire magic like their mum developed from discovering she was a powermender, prompted unconsciously to save Rowland from poison when she was pregnant. She merged her light magic with his fire, and the result gave them electrical zapping powers and white fire. The former was an annoying torture Rowland taunted them with as a child, but with Xandra being eight years younger, he barely picked on her, already becoming more serious as the heir. The people loved him. He looked just like their father and his strange color of fire made him seem even more powerful to the people. Dad could beat him still in sword and power duels, but that speaks volumes for real warfare experiences versus training.
    

    
      The only one who could sometimes best Dad in sparring matches was her warrior brother who taught Xandra all she knew, Aschen. He sat across from Rowland; both had their wives next to them, and Xandra was thankful her brothers chose well—pretty, intelligent, and full of personality. Zigzagging down the table were the rest of her siblings. Grandmother was at the foot of the table, next to Xandra. It was an irritatingly massive family. That was not even counting the kids’ table at the back of the room. They got promoted to the adult table at fifteen; it was a condescending system, and who knew what they would do since there was no more room. There was talk of Aschen moving out of the palace with his new wife to maintain his own property. Xandra would miss him but could visit. If her three other older brothers married and moved out, and her cousins did as well, it might not be so loud and chaotic here.
    

    
      Xandra dared to make eye contact with Thomas at his table with his absurd number of siblings. She swore Uncle Cobalt and Aunt Mary were competing with her parents to see who could have more kids. The person who loved it all, who loved them most of all, was Grandmother. She loved them all with overly abundant enthusiasm, even Xandra, despite her faults. To her, Xandra was no different, no less a Sapphirian for her birth defect.
    

    
      Thomas met Xandra’s gaze and took his butter knife and made a throat-slitting gesture as if the dealing with his family killed him. Xandra laughed but stopped when Tourmaline kicked her under the table. Yes, Xandra should not be out of line in any way with the ambassador here.
    

    
      The other table had “family” at it. People in their very close inner circle who dined at the palace often who they saw as family were among extended blood-related family: super old “Grandpa” Tobias, and Auntie Madge, Uncle David and his husband Uncle Humphrey, Great-Aunt Edwina, Great-Uncle Gareth, and the other Cobalts who were visiting today.
    

    
      How could anyone even eat in such chaos or even think? Xandra was not cut out for this big of a family. It made her want to hide away and find quiet. She forgot and mixed up names. Every time a Sapphirian was born, part of her wished to see the wrong eyes, a family member to make her feel less alone, but they were always the perfect sapphire blue. Then guilt would ensue. If any were born, they would be seen as baseborn, shunned. The only thing that saved Xandra was having a legitimate twin and her father’s gesture of naming her after himself. She loved her family, and they treated her kindly. How many of them there in one room was simply too overwhelming.
    

    
      When she turned twelve, she had begged her parents to stop having kids, but no—they smiled slyly at each other and told her she’d understand one day. Then they just kept going. Finally, they were finished after twelve children—she hoped. Xandra’s youngest sibling being five, Aunt Mary had her latest just a week ago.
    

    
      Her father stood up and clinked his glass to gain everyone’s attention: an announcement. Did he reach some amazing deal with the Water sphere so soon? Mother stood up as well. Odd. Father was the great orator, and her mother preferred to control things behind the scenes, quietly, and only spoke publicly to put people in their place if needed.
    

    
      Dad waited for the room to quiet down. “We have an announcement to make. I know we have a guest here and when we have a guest, we have a ball. We wanted to announce this now—because frankly we cannot hide it much longer, and there’s no reason to have a second ball to celebrate. We’ll be combining the honor of our visitor and peace negotiations with the Water sphere with our news.” He took up her mother’s hand and they had that pathetic look in their eyes—so sickly-sweet in love. Barf.
    

    
      “We are having a baby.” Her mother gushed. Applause reverberated throughout the room and there were hollers of congratulations. Xandra stood up. Grandmother’s hand clamped down on hers. Tourmaline’s eyes widened, and she shook her head telling Xandra to cease and desist whatever she was about to do. Xandra could not. She never had the courtly gift of playacting, pretending, or even suppressing her feelings. Then her mother’s eyes locked on hers, demanding obedience with that cursed gray stare that ruined Xandra’s life, made her an outcast for her “mistake” of inheriting them. It did not matter she could perform fire magic; the people only believed in stupid eyes to determine legitimacy.
    

    
      Her anger boiled up inside her until she felt she might burst. “No!” It came out of Xandra’s mouth before she could stop it.
    

    
      The entire room went silent, everyone staring at her. Her father’s face was the worst. When he was disappointed in her, it broke Xandra’s heart.
    

    
      There was no going back. “Why cannot you just…stop?” she demanded. That got a few chuckles and quiet side remarks she could not hear or understand. “Seriously? You two are so old! Isn’t it dangerous?”
    

    
      Her mother’s lips tightened. Oh no, too late it dawned on her that she had been epically rude. “Forty-two-year-old expectant mothers are not unheard of,” her mother ground out trying to withhold her anger. Xandra could see the light magic balling up in mother’s closed fists.
    

    
      “It was a surprise blessing,” her father cut in, always knowing the right things to say. “And a welcomed addition.”
    

    
      Her Uncle Cobalt stood up. “Cheers to the thirteenth Sapphirian of King Alexander’s line.”
    

    
      Everyone ignored Xandra’s outburst and toasted in celebration. She sat down and avoided eye-contact, but her mother’s angry eyes and father’s disappointed ones bore into her with an oppressive weight. As soon as dinner was over, she fled to her room refusing to attend the ball. She was sure her parents were happier for it.
    

    
      After all, they never sent for her or demanded her presence.
    

    
    
      2
      ☁ Mother ☁
    

    
      Rochan gave his training his all, every time. Today was no different. Sweat trickled down his spine; his ebony hair was plastered to his forehead, dripping salty droplets into his eyes. Lyftian men were not allowed to learn combat, unless they were “expendables”—martyrs for entertainment who fought beasts and each other. Rochan was luckily nowhere close to an expendable in rank. He was one of few men allowed to indulge in this practice since his mothers were Empress and Empress Consort of Lyft.
    

    
      His trainer Dev—and much more to Rochan biologically—saw his fatigue and called the match. They shook hands. Per usual, Rochan went to pull him in for a half hug, seeking the father-son bond that was denied publicly, but Dev yanked his hand away and grabbed a towel to mop his face. Wondering if he had somehow upset Dev, Rochan grabbed a towel likewise. He waited a moment for an explanation. That was when he noticed Dev’s dark eyes dart up into the stands with a hard stony glare.
    

    
      She must be there, watching Rochan, judging him, always hating him for being born a boy and for inadvertently destroying her womb during his difficult birth. He had robbed her of a chance of a coveted daughter, a future empress. Girls were only coveted because Empress Nakano Jadeite willed it to be so, his “mother.” 
    

    
      The empress came out of the shadowed overhang, the light showing the features of her high cheekbones. He did not need to see her dark eyes to know they glared at him with a torturous hatred.
    

    
      “Have you told him yet?” Her severe voice only ever ordered, demanded—quick words that sounded harsh, intended to intimidate.
    

    
      Dev bowed his head as all men did. “Your Imperial Majesty, I did not have the chance. I apologize. I will do so shortly.”
    

    
      “Because you played soldiers instead.” It was not a question. The empress never asked. She commanded. “He will not need to fight if he marries a warrior wife.”
    

    
      “Marry?” Rochan asked, his tone incredulous. Too late he realized he spoke before being spoken to, showed an ounce of aggression toward the empress’s words. He would pay for that later. To insult her words was to insult her personally. A question in an improper tone was an insult.
    

    
      Head down. Mouth shut. He was forgetting the first lessons of his childhood ingrained in him by the empress’s “sheer will.”
    

    
      His mother cocked her head, examining him as if Rochan were a bug that she contemplated squishing. Out of the shadows, Udaya came, the shining beacon in his life—aside from these all-too-short moments with Dev. The tension left Rochan’s shoulders, and he dared to feel fleeting relief, no matter how short-lived it might be. Udaya’s silky red sari flowed as she walked, the empress’s eyes glued to her, taking her in.
    

    
      Despite the empress being his biological mother, Udaya, the empress’s wife, was more of one to Rochan. They had married after the laws were changed to allow marriage between women. In private, he called Udaya “Amma,” the word passed down in her family for “mother.” Aside from not giving birth to him, every other respect made her his mother, including the love and bond they shared. Udaya, though, was technically his aunt. Dev was his real father—not that Rochan could act or admit it publicly. It had been Dev’s duty to give the empress and his sister the closest biological baby possible. He was not sure when the practice of doing such came into being, but it was commonplace in some homes—to use men for their seed and not let them be involved.
    

    
      “Nakano,” Udaya put her hand on the empress’s shoulder. “Let me be the one to tell him.”
    

    
      The empress shook off Udaya’s hand and said, “Stop babying him. He is practically a man.”
    

    
      Rochan felt pride. At sixteen, his indomitable mother calling him something other than “boy” in an insolent tone was something positive. He hated how the compliment made him feel important. He hated how his confidence depended on the minute moments between his mother’s frigid or angry moods.
    

    
      The empress crossed her arms. Dressed in her typical formidable charcoal-gray qipao for its feminine elegance and reminder of power over the male sex, she was intimidating. Clothing was power, and he had no choice over his wardrobe. Even servants had that. At least Amma won the battle to choose it. She’d always chosen the clothing of her ancestors, not the empress’s. Rochan knew that annoyed the empress because she had mandated that he must wear soft soled shoes and to tread as lightly as possible. Everything to make him masculine, powerless, silent.
    

    
      “You will marry,” the empress said.
    

    
      Rochan’s blood ran cold at the proclamation. It was an order which meant there would be no say in it for him.
    

    
      “Your wife will rule as empress.” 
    

    
      This was no surprise. He was told his entire life men could not be trusted with power in Lyft, that they were full of violence and lust and could not be logical like women. Men only wanted war and sex. The history books proved the empress right, but Dev secretly had told him that she had books rewritten to hide men’s past accomplishments. Plus, Rochan liked the exercise of fighting but could never actually hurt anyone. He would never love the concept of war. As for lust, he did not know what it felt like, not that he got to see many girls, being cooped up in the sandstone and marble palace like a dirty secret.
    

    
      Who knew what to believe about men? Not that he would ever admit he mistrusted the empress’s words. In fact, Rochan’s mind spun to what marriage would mean. He would have an empress-in-waiting commanding him too, and then once a female child, an heir, was born, what would become of him? As long as Udaya and Dev were around, Rochan felt safer. Otherwise, he would be scared for his life.
    

    
      Rochan bowed, waiting for her to continue.
    

    
      “I’ll let your Amma tell you more.” Disdain and mockery ran through her voice.
    

    
      Udaya stared at the floor as the empress swept out of the combat room. Rochan did not bow his head to the empress as he should. Luckily, she did not turn to observe his slight.
    

    
      Udaya’s eyes met his. Her features spoke of sadness and regret. She headed toward the stairs to join them.
    

    
      Dev placed his hands on Rochan’s shoulders, bracing him. “Rochan, you knew this day would come, and it is time. You will have to marry. It will not be your choice who will become your empress.”
    

    
      Rochan swallowed hard. Marriages on Lyft, for the history of emperors and empresses, had been arranged until Nakano had changed it all, marrying the woman she loved. “Not at all?”
    

    
      “I will try to persuade her,” Udaya said, sighing as she looked at Rochan with the pure love of a mother. “As much as I can. But your mother—”
    

    
      “She is not my mother—”
    

    
      Dev’s hand covered Rochan’s mouth. “Now is not the time for revolution,” he whispered. He pointed to his own temple, reminding Rochan that Dev could read the future off the wind, something Rochan inherited from him. Rochan was not as powerful, though, because he had to hide it from the empress—who had no foresight; if he were caught practicing, it could mean his death. “There are ears everywhere. If any of us misstep, we will die.” He let Rochan go.
    

    
      Dev would not lie. He was telling him not to push his boundaries yet, but Rochan was sick of it. Years of his mother’s suppression and disdain built up into bitter resentment that ate away at his kind heart.
    

    
      “Your mother,” Udaya continued, “has set up a tournament, the Empress Games, to ‘win’ you.”
    

    
      “Win the position of empress, you mean?” 
    

    
      “Yes, and you come with that.” Udaya said, her eyes full of empathy. She ran the back of her fingers down his cheek, ignoring his sticky sweat. “I…I’m sorry you have no choice.” Her hand dropped to her side. “I tried. She killed to be able to choose me yet deprives you of the same freedom of choice.” She shook her head. Rumors were just confirmed. Rochan’s head was spinning. The empress was a murderer. He had heard the rumors many times but never wanted to know the truth because… What would she do to him if he disobeyed?
    

    
      “Enough,” Dev scolded. “No talk like this. There will be games. You must go along with this. Foreigners are coming. They can change things.”
    

    
      Foreigners? The term was only used in books about those…from other spheres?
    

    
      Dev grabbed Rochan by the nape of his neck and pulled him in for that paternal half hug he had longed for—any semblance of feeling gave Rochan strength. Dev whispered, “Trust the flame and no one else. No. One.”
    

    
      Then he patted him on the back smiling like his comment was in jest. He had not let Udaya overhear him. Trust “the flame” over even Udaya? Dev himself? What did he mean?
    

    
      Rochan forced himself to smile as if it was something good, a joke. Then he looked at Amma and said, “I will do my duty. Assure the empress I will comply—to a point. I want a shred of say in this. I cannot marry a woman just because she can beat the snot out of others. I want to measure their minds and personalities as well as looks. I will help craft these ‘games.’” 
    

    
      Udaya smiled. “Very wise. I think she will see it that way as well. Perhaps three rounds? Limit the girls after each. It will give you more time to come to terms with this too.”
    

    
      “More rounds than that, please.” Rochan dared to prolong his “prison sentencing” because marriage would be trading one dictator over his life for another.
    

    
      “Make a list of rounds, and I will try.” She patted his face, her umber eyes so solemn, speaking to him of how much she wanted to help him but did not have enough courage or power. To Rochan, those two traits seemed the same, and he lacked them both.
    

    
      “I can think of many categories to make this lengthy, but I do not want to test the empress’s patience.” Rochan’s mind raced thinking of what the empress would find important other than being a solid warrior. “Aside from two battle competitions, one limiting and then face-offs of the winners until no one is left, an outing together to test social skills, a knowledge round for ability to rule, and…a beauty round for comportment. A warrior wife is one thing, but the people have to like her and if I am expected to have children, she cannot repulse me.”
    

    
      “Beauty?” Udaya grimaced. “The empress—”
    

    
      “You will present it right, Amma. She must be adored by the people. She must be able to make attractive offspring who will be adored by the people. Battle alone will only expose the girls’ powers and brute strength, but we both know power is more important, controlling the naga is more important. You will remind her that these rounds are exactly the same criteria she used to choose your brother to father me. The looks even mattered to her, albeit I admit there was a sentimental value because he has your bloodline. Still, make her see. We both know Dev would have not been her choice if he was not talented in power and fighting, handsome, and intelligent.”
    

    
      Dev shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Sister, give him this at least in his life, a wife he can tolerate; after all we have been through and all we must still endure, he deserves to be happy.”
    

    
      Udaya sighed, clasping Rochan’s hand. “Trust me. I will try to get you what you want, but I will have to act like it much of this was my idea and you agreed to it.”
    

    
      Rochan nodded. His mother could manage the empress better than anyone.
    

    
      “And Rochan, we cannot do the battle competition first. Weeding them out through other rounds will leave us with a handful to fight. She would never tolerate so many battles because they would take too much time.” Udaya squeezed his hand and left.
    

    
      “You should go,” Dev said, while putting sparring weapons away. Their conversation was over. Rochan knew when to hide things and when to press for answers. This was not the time. Trust the flame? He did not understand, but he knew asking more would be dangerous for Dev.
    

    
      He went to his room, pried open the window, and pulled in the wind, letting it wrap around him. He doubted the empress would catch him using his powers, but he could not care less if she did. He had to see something, pull a glimmer of his future off the breeze. Marriage? It was terrifying. He could trade one dictator for another…or did he dare to hope he could find someone who would be a friend, a partner—someone like who Udaya was for the empress. He did not desire control over the sphere, just needed control over his own life.
    

    
      The wind was not kind tonight, though. He saw snippets only: clashing of swords, gray eyes, pale skin, fire, air, blood, naga—it was too quick and indiscernible. The wind picked up quickly, unnaturally so, meaning someone was conjuring and controlling it through their powers. Rochan gave up and fastened his window. The palace would be hit hard by the cyclone, but not as hard as the Isle of the Gods—the land of outcasts, runaways, and punished men. The empress was all powerful and she was angry at Rochan, particularly after she realized she would have to give him his request with the games to placate Udaya; the empress would take her rage out on their people. Only they never knew she caused the storms. He wanted to expose her or counter her windstorms with his own, but not yet. He could not, and not because Dev told him not to. The empress was powerful, much more than he could ever hope to be. Rage fueled her power. Rochan should have rage at the life he had been given, but he was weak. It was easier to obey and hold onto hope of an escape.
    

    
      After the storm ceased—meaning her tantrum had ended—Rochan was summoned to her office. He entered, eyes downcast, head bowed, awaiting her greeting, for one must always show deference for the empress. As a boy, he had seen a man lose an eye for daring to meet her gaze; Rochan learned young to be quiet, mild, and weak. She hated that he was weak, but she hated him even more when he showed an ounce of strength. Now that he towered over her in height, he wondered if she was perhaps as frightened of him as he was of her.
    

    
      “Sit,” she commanded as one would a dog. Of course, she’d demand he sit. She sat upon a small platform, so if he stood, he still would be looking down at her. She wanted to look down at him and upon him. A large mahogany desk separated her from her visitor, a clear divide. It was a well-planned setup to intimidate her guest. And it worked.
    

    
      Rochan sat down, finally letting himself meet her cold, hard gaze. Her black hair was fastened in a severe bun, her hair starting to gray at her temples. Her face was all hard lines whereas Amma’s was always soft and warm. Rochan felt he was a combination of them—hard angles of strength mixed with warm, soft planes of emotion, like rocks in a bubbling brook that were smoothed in time.
    

    
      “I am going to speak to you about your marriage,” the empress started. Her tone was an awkward mix of trying to be kind and sociable but not able to perform it quite right. She never had a way with words, particularly about the important things. “Since I was not blessed with a daughter to become empress, I must select my successor.”
    

    
      This she could do without making him marry the woman but that would emphasize his expendability if he admitted it. Deep down, in her twisted mind, perhaps she was trying to protect him through this union. More like her vanity needed her bloodline to continue.
    

    
      “I’ve decided on a contest, a contest to win your hand in marriage. The woman must prove herself in intellect, combat, and social grace. Since every girl in this world would dream of becoming empress—and I am told you are considered very handsome—we must limit the number through questionnaires first. I do want you to be content with whoever wins, as you must spend your life with her, but also to prevent your insubordination. I fought to keep Lyft this glorious matriarchy. I will not have you attempt to usurp your wife’s power.”
    

    
      He wanted to interrupt that she had turned a glorious matriarchy into a man-hating, man-slaughtering institution. It had started with his grandmother, he was told, but his mother was the first one to use such severe violence. Saying anything of this nature would be far from wise, so he stayed silent. Giving him any say in his bride was a gift he did not want to lose. Amma must have persuaded her to let him have this little bit of choice and suffered the empress’s rage for it.
    

    
      “Therefore, you will create the questionnaire to try to limit it to compatible women in personality. I suppose it should reflect your interests, preferences, what you might want in a life-long companion.”
    

    
      For how harrowing the situation was, this was surprising leeway. She would let him cull his pool of possible brides. At least if the end decision was not his and came down to chance, he would have something in common with the girl. His mind went to Dev who would tell him about destiny, that his wife was already chosen by the gods, and everything would work its way into balance in the end. Rochan was worried about what he would have to sacrifice or endure to find that balance, something he never had felt was within his grasp. Rochan was on sand that shifted with the empress’s moods, never predictable except for its callousness.
    

    
      A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts.
    

    
      “Enter,” the empress said coolly. He could not leave yet as she had not excused him, so he sat there awkwardly as the servant entered.
    

    
      “Empress,” the man bowed and delivered his message looking at the floor. “The Fyrian ambassadors have arrived.”
    

    
      “Send them to the tearoom.”
    

    
      “They are men, Your Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      “Men!” The empress snapped. She stood, her fists clenching. “They dare to send men here?”
    

    
      Her hatred of the male gender was completely irrational, but Rochan was used to it. The Fyrians might not know her preferences rather than purposely slighting her, but he would not dare to point out she was being ridiculous.
    

    
      “A middle-aged man and a meek older boy.” At least the servant had the sense to describe them as non-threatening.
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