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All things, no matter how significant lose the war against time.








Chapter 1
Into the Depths




Fiare


The city of Malarmha in Bloom was incredible. The She’ehlarah celebrated the time with so much light and love, but this was something else. The streets were flooded with so many happy Yurelle that it was difficult not to get bumped and jostled.


Even so early, the streets were bustling. Countless people ran through the streets and danced together. Fiare had never seen any such celebration in her life. She wasn’t aware that people could be so elated. It felt bizarre as an outsider. She’d been in the city during the festivities last time, but she’d been blind to it all. She’d gone right to her room as the festival was ending.


Not this time. Having just read a report of all the lives lost in the Velwrith attack, she needed something to take it off her mind. There would be more talk about it soon. And they would likely send another search party for Syriel.


After that night in Velwrith when her uncle was executed, everything was distant. It was like reading about the lives of people she’d never met. Today, however, it was about her and Avena. About the vibrant festival that she hadn’t been able to celebrate last season. This was the first Bloom where she wasn’t alone, and in Malarmha she could be openly romantic with Avena.


Fiare looked down at her red dress. She’d worn the colour of Avena’s hair as a surprise. She could only hope Avena would like it.


She waited in the street, trying to stay out of the way, her two guards helped. Although some Yurelle approached the purple haired, bright winged guards with questions, most left her alone, or avoided the armoured foreign guards.


“Red,” Avena said.


Fiare turned to see her. Fiare couldn’t help but laugh when she did. Avena was wearing a purple dress. It was a complicated garment, in mock She’ehlarah style, though, thankfully not as complicated as a true She’ehlarah gown. Still, it was beautiful and best of all, it was beautiful on her.


“Purple,” Fiare said, hugging her love.


“I hope it’s as fun here for the Bloom as in the castle. I know you never got to celebrate with us last festival,” Avena said.


“People are celebrating as if it’s their last day,” Fiare said.


“For some, it could be,” Avena said.


Fiare nodded. So much had happened since she’d moved to the underground city that it was hard to think of time as being as deadly as it was. But Avena was right. The Bloom wasn’t just a celebration of new life and maturation; it was the passing of another season. Life was short.


Fiare took Avena’s arm and felt a moment of shock in the air. She smiled.


Fiare smiled. Every moment was precious, and the celebration of new life was the most precious of seasons. Especially now. The two stared at each other for a time, taking in the other’s clothing, hair, and jewellery. Avena was so incredibly beautiful, it was such a shock, even now. And, seeing her in clothing styled to look like She’ehlarah clothing warmed Fiare’s heart more than she thought possible.


“Take me to your favourite place,” Fiare said.


There was silence for a time, when Fiare looked at Avena directly.


“Would you ever want to have a child with me?” Avena said.


Fiare’s eyes widened.


“Of course, I would,” Fiare said. “If it were possible. What made you ask that now?”


“We don’t have the same social restrictions here as in Velwrith. We’ve made advancements here that they couldn’t anywhere else,” Avena said.


“Are you truly saying it’s possible here?” Fiare said.


Avena nodded.


“I would love to have children with you. I’ve only dreamed of making a little creature in my own body,” Fiare said.


“Come with me,” Avena said, pulling Fiare along behind her.


Fiare had to rush to keep up with her. Avena was so quick when she wanted to be. Fiare had never had to run before, and she’d never seen how quickly a Yurelle could dart through the city. She knew Yurelle were strong, but even so, she was surprised how quickly Avena could run.


They dodged through people left and right, and jumped through the middle of a group of younger Yurelle who screamed when they were momentarily separated.


“Be careful!” Fiare said.


“It’s part of the fun for everyone,” Avena said.


Fiare couldn’t look at anything as she ran, as not to bump into others, but she could see other people running around, like them. It was bizarre, she couldn’t remember ever running through Velwrith even as a child. After a time, they finally stopped. Fiare bent her knees, putting her hands on her legs to catch her breath.


They stood before a large garden, surrounding a pond and a gazebo. It was incredibly beautiful. There were numerous gardens throughout the city, but this one was different. Little jars of light had been tied all over the large gazebo. Spiralling streamers intertwined with flowers had been twisted through the wooden supports.


It was quiet now, so early, but a place like this would be busy, Fiare was sure of it. Avena took her arm again, as she, this time slowly, guided her into the red gazebo.


“Fiare Dairsen, will you marry me?” Avena said.


Fiare started in disbelief. She had thought Avena was being cryptic and romantic, this day, but she never thought she’d propose. Fiare hadn’t remembered that the Yurelle got married. But she wasn’t in shock for long.


“Of course, I will!” she said, hugging Avena.


“I love you Fiare,” Avena said.


“Avena, I want to have children with you, soon,” Fiare said.


“Me too,” Avena said.


They held each other for a time longer, before they finally both pulled back from the hug so they could kiss each other.


“I love you,” Fiare whispered, between kisses.


Nothing else in the world mattered now. Not the past, nor who she had been. Only this. Only Avena. And only the children they would have.




Vira


It was warm at the top of the tree and yet somehow, she felt cold. She’d never regretted not being coupled as much as she had in this moment. But she remembered: had she chosen one of the many suitors she’d been offered, she would have likely been dead.


Sleeping in the children’s quarters at her age, by choice, was as absurd as fleeing the castle in the middle of the night because of an abrupt attack. It couldn’t be real. None of it was real.


“Did they say when they’d bring Pame back?” Alura said.


“No, they just took him. Please stop asking me, you were there, too,” Vira said. She had tried to make her tone sound comforting but clear. Instead, it came out sharp.


“I’m sorry,” Alura said.


“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say,” Vira said.


Vira looked over to Alura who was lying on her bed, again. “Come here with me,” Vira said, tapping the empty seat on the couch next to her.


“Why didn’t they take Raishy?” Alura said.


“I still don’t know, Alura. I’m sorry,” Vira said, her tone now sounding kind.


Alura climbed off the bed and walked over to the couch, sitting next to her cousin.


“It is going to be okay,” Vira said, tapping Alura on the shoulder.


Alura nodded.


“We’re through the worst of it all. We have to be,” Vira said.


“Lunch will be soon,” Alura said, smiling.


Vira smiled back. That was what she needed. “Quite soon,” Vira said, putting her head on Alura’s shoulder.


She looked over to Raishy, who was having his midmorning nap. They were safe, warm, fed, clean, and clothed. It was more than they should expect from the people who were their enemy. Things were starting to feel better. Vira and Alura were calming down and even getting along better. For the first time, Vira could tolerate her cousin. Perhaps it was because she was the only company Vira had here. Or, perhaps, it was because the last conversation she may ever have would be with her.




Kyra


Early in the morning, the king’s market already bustled with life in line with the Bloom. Kyra had never celebrated in this way before and couldn’t resist her joy at the sight. Pame, being her agemate, would have seen the bliss many times before, ironically increasing her need to keep her excitement restrained.


Available only for royalty, nobility and palace staff, the market was abuzz with activity appearing to look like any other in the city. Here, however, they were all watched, ensuring that no talk about seeing a She’ehlarah in Daltay; walking with their queen, no less. It was still a risk, but per Reia’s advice, she needed to make Pame believe he was free.


Kyra had never seen the king’s market. It was perched high on a decayed disc that had been rebuilt from wood. The sound of wood under her shoes made a nice, heavy sound.


The pair walked beside each other, but at a short length.


“Is it like the Bloom in Velwrith?” Kyra asked.


“I went when I was one season. It was bright and fun, but not like this. Last season we weren’t allowed,” Pame said.


“So, you’ve never seen it as an adult?” Kyra said.


“Never,” Pame said.


Kyra stepped closer to him as they both walked slowly through the brightly adorned market. She felt his excitement, but a glance to his face showed how well he hid it. Was that a trained skill? Or did he just not trust her enough yet to be honest with her? Or perhaps he just wasn’t an expressive person.


“I’ve never seen it before,” Kyra said.


Pame stopped walking. “You didn’t go last season, or the season before?” Pame said, his voice slightly higher.


“Last season I was a prisoner of Methis. The season before that, I was a prisoner in my home. Locked up by my father,” Kyra said.


Pame stared at her. The market bustled around them and their guards as he stared without word.


“Sorry,” Kyra said, resuming their walk.


Pame started walking behind her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” Pame said.


“No point being sorry for that,” Kyra said.


“I’m sorry for you,” Pame said.


Kyra glanced back at him. He seemed so young; despite that they were the same age. He seemed similarly at odds with his world as she was with hers. Kyra had spent her life locked up, and it almost felt like he had, too. Did others see her as stunted too?


“That’s kind of you,” Kyra said. “What was it like growing up in Velwrith?”


“Difficult. My sister was always getting into some trouble. She and my father bickered a lot. He would always remind me that none of us mattered because we were so far from the throne,” Pame said.


Kyra slowed to walk beside him. She looked him over again. The well fitted Iewen clothing he’d been given suited him well. She thought he’d look out of place anywhere, but at least the clothes fit him.


“Isn’t your father Guiyn? He’s second in line?” Kyra said.


“’So close he could touch it’. That’s what he used to say. But Uncle Amer was born to be king. Everyone knows that he’d rather give his throne to his younger brother, my uncle Laur,” Pame said.


“Why so?” Kyra said.


“Because Uncle Amer loved Tenro. He never spared a moment for me. And no one can stand Vira. I think that’s why everyone avoids my family,” Pame said.


“What’s so wrong with Vira?”


“She rejected everything given to her, never even coupled. I don’t think she’d ever think anyone worthy of her. Worst of all, she takes after my father. Everyone says there was nothing Uncle Amer hated more than his first brother,” Pame said.


“Do you take after your father?”.


“Not even a little! I take after my mother. She’s almost always silent. She spends all her time wishing she had married Uncle Laur, or best yet, Uncle Amer,” Pame said.


“Was that an option?”


“I don’t know, but she sure cried about it a lot,” Pame said.


Kyra went quiet for a moment. When she’d met Pame he sounded like a child, but the more he talked, the more he sounded like her. It made her uncomfortable. She didn’t want to do this anymore. It felt too much like she was Methis. When she thought that, her stomach dropped.


“I’m sorry to tell you it all, but thank you for asking,” Pame said.


“Sorry you had to tell it,” Kyra said. She was more grateful than she could articulate. She’d been a moment away from losing her thoughts to the rising anxiety about who she was becoming. His appreciation caught her so off guard that she snapped out of it before it begun.


“I’ve been telling it my whole life, but no one listened. It can’t be as bad as what you had, though,” Pame said.


“Sounds like our lives are much the same, really,” Kyra said.


“Would you tell me about your life?” Pame said.


“Sure,” Kyra said, taking a breath. She hadn’t expected him to ask about her. It took her a moment to think on how to even begin. “My father wasn’t like yours, he loved me when he shouldn’t have.”


“Shouldn’t all parents should love their children, no matter what,” Pame said.


He stopped walking again and Kyra did too. She attempted to smile, but even she knew how it would look to him. He was so sweet, really. But so naive to the cruelty of their world and the customs of the people in it.


“Guard, can you find a private place for the two of us to speak, please?” Kyra said.


“This way, highness,” the guard said, gesturing for the pair to follow.


Kyra took a final glance at the market around them as they left it. She had been so excited a moment ago, but now it didn’t seem to matter. What an incredibly sharp turn the day had taken. She felt so surprised that she didn’t know how to feel now.


She thought to rub the king’s market in his face. Show him how wonderful it was that she had her own market and use it as a tool to show him how strong her position was. More so, how unstable his was. But she couldn’t, now. It wasn’t hers anyway. It wasn’t even called the queen’s market.


The part of it all that concerned her was that she pitied him. He reflected what she hated about herself, and she felt pity for her own situation. But even still, she had to know more.


Her guards led them into a little restaurant on the edge of the market disk. Those within it left, promptly.


“You can wait outside,” Kyra said.


A part of her regretted not bringing Vujet here. But another part of her was glad. She thought he might feel pain, or worse, humiliation while she sympathised with their enemy.


“It seems our lives were more similar than I thought possible,” Kyra said.


“Seems impossible. We’re from different worlds,” Pame said.


“Yes,” Kyra said.


She moved to a table in the corner of the room and sat down. Pame sat opposite her.


“I would like to start again,” Kyra said.


“Start what again?” Pame said.


“When I was little, Methis had a plan for me. He lied to me, manoeuvred me, and tried to make me have his children,” Kyra said.


“That’s horrible,” Pame said.


She wanted to tell him she had the same plan for him but thought better of it. She didn’t even know what plan she had for him.


“I didn’t know you’d be just like me. Everyone says the She’ehlarah are monsters,” Kyra said.


“We all say the same about the Iewen. All I’ve ever heard is about the cruelty. And about how the Iewen killed my cousin, Zona,” Pame said.


“I read about that when I was free. I didn’t know the She’ehlarah knew Methis did that. I never thought to ask anything of it,” Kyra said.


“I don’t know how they knew, but everyone in Velwrith says Iewen killed him,” Pame said.


Kyra furrowed her brow. “I’d like to send you home,” Kyra said.


“Must you?” Pame said?


Kyra looked at him, feeling her confusion in the air between them.


“I have nothing to go back to,” Pame said.


“Do you have anything here?” Kyra said.


“I know I’m not important. Certainly not as much as a queen. But we could learn from each other. We have a similar past, but we could have a far better future,” Pame said.


“What if you’re the heir to the She’ehlarah throne?” Kyra said.


“If you are sure, you could protect me here. Then I have become important for the first time in my life. But I’m not fit to rule,” Pame said.


Kyra smirked. “I said the same thing once. Does your face never twitch?” Kyra said.


“What?” Pame asked, a little startled.


“Sorry,” Kyra said, pursing her lips. “Your face never changes.”


“My mother taught it to me. I cried when Velwrith was attacked. ‘Like an infant’ she said,” Pame said.


“I might have done the same. I’m sorry you went through all that,” Kyra said.


“Thank you, that’s kind of you,” Pame said.


“Is it? Isn’t that what people are supposed to say?” Kyra said.


Pame shrugged. Kyra smiled, faintly.


“I’m sorry about your cousin,” Kyra said.


“That’s kind of you, thank you,”Pame said.


Kyra nodded.


“Well … we have the whole place to ourselves. Tell me all about the She’ehlarah.”


Pame smiled. Kyra, taken aback, couldn’t help returning it.




Tenro


The lizard’s pattering legs bolted through the tangle as it has been born to do. Tenro held his swaddled egg close. They needed to hurry, but being too quick could kill them just as quickly as being too slow. Tenro looked above him to see the Dragonriders flying above him.


Despite that they were in the tangle, there was no place safer as that beneath a mounted Dragonrider. And King Tenro was beneath three. One of his King’s Guard had already died to protect him. He would do as much as possible not to lose another one.


He leaned forward, shifting slightly in the lizard saddle. The only thing that mattered more than getting home safely, was getting his child home safely. She was the rightful heir to the stone throne and the joining agent of the Yurelle and She’ehlarah. The egg strapped to his chest was peace eternal for both colonies.


“We will be there soon, sire. We know where we’re going and we’re on a mission to get there,” Payon said.


Tenro said nothing, he held the egg to his chest. The egg would harden, but only if they made it back to a suitable place, quickly. They needed to get back to the safety of a city. And soon.


Part of him felt guilty that Payon still didn’t know why Syriel had to stay in the tangle. Or that he didn’t know that Cthessa got up and walked away. He’d helped them so much, but Hye hadn’t told him, and he knew information best. Tenro had come to trust that, as Amer had.


He returned his attention to the egg in his arms. He was King and now without his queen. It wasn’t the first hard choice he’d have to make. He had to trust the specialists around him, even when they were not around. He could only hope that Syriel and Hye would return.


He’d never doubted a She’ehlarah before, but this was a new world: where princes were killing queens. Or at least trying to, anyway. At least his father would never hurt Syriel now. A plus side in this tangle: she was free from the treason of his family.


He had to remind himself that princes killing queens wasn’t new. It was ancient history. It was the reason kings sat on the thrones instead of queens. It just didn’t feel possible, even now.




Reia


Reia sat waiting, rapping her fingers on her desk. Finally, the door opened.


“Forgive the lateness,” the guard said.


“Never mind that, tell me about it,” Reia said.


“She was sympathetic to him. She talked to him for hours,” the guard said.


Reia sighed. “Don’t tell Vujet. But have him meet me in the throne room, bring the girls, and Amer’s child.”




Syriel


She touched her hand to the empty space beside her and felt an excruciating absence shoot through her body. It wasn’t solely emotion. Her body ached for the absence of what she’d given away. Most of all, she ached that she’d allowed it.


“Majesty,” Hye said.


He touched her naked ankle. And shook it slightly.


She felt it. But she didn’t want to move. Why should she? What was the point?


“Majesty, please,” Hye said.


Syriel dug her hand into the plant covered dirt, the feeling of Tenro beside her, gone as soon as it came.


Acasia knelt into her view. “There is a time to mourn, and now, if we all die here, you won’t have it,” she said.


Syriel knew she was right. But what did it matter now? The only time that had ever mattered was behind her.


“Syriel, we have to get you out of here, please,” Acasia said.


Even if they could defeat Cthessa, where would she go? Her own mother didn’t want her. How could she go back to when she was wanted? How could she find a way for her mother to care about her again? She couldn’t see a way forward, so how could she get up?


Syriel stretched her hand into the space where Tenro had been one moment ago. And her little child. She didn’t even know if Var was a boy or a girl. She only knew the literal emptiness inside her without them. But the figurative emptiness was far harder to bare.


“Majesty, Cthessa is out there now. If we do nothing, everything is gone,” Hye said.


Syriel closed her eyes tightly. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I know must but I can’t.”


“It’s an easy season, we’re lucky. The rain is light. We can have today. She needs it, she’s lost more than we could know,” Acasia whispered.


“I know more than you realise,” Hye whispered back.




Remin


The Sprawl was bright with too many different variations of flowers to count. He stood beside Leisa, his hand in hers watching from the front of the crowd.


“You’re right to get here early, this is a great view,” Remin said.


Leisa lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of his. Remin quickly kissed her hand as she had. As she lowered their hands, he swooped in to kiss her mouth. She laughed, giving Remin an awkward breath in his cheeks. He leaned back, a broad smile on his face.


“Sorry,” Leisa said, laughing again.


“You think I would predict your silliness by now,” Remin said, also laughing.


Leisa put her free hand to her mouth, mocking humility. Remin knew it was a jest. Leisa was too much fun, too free but most of all, too smart to be ashamed of making his life brighter.


He was surprised how much he cared for her, but even as he stared at her, he felt sore, empty. The last time he stood before the throne of his new queen, she’d pardoned one of Methis’s consorts for attacking another. They’d ruled that the Iewen who exiled her was no king and now, he heard that that same not-king’s daughter was now queen.


Remin squeezed Leisa’s hand again. She was so much fun. But it felt insufficient. It was strange. Perhaps it wasn’t that his life wasn’t enough. She was enough for him, he truly felt that. Still, something felt, lacking between them.


He looked back through the crowd. He saw Methis. Remin stared at him. After a time, Remin gestured for him to come over. To his extraordinary surprise, he did.


Remin looked back to Leisa to see her staring at them both with wide eyes. “You called him over?” she asked.


Remin could feel her confusion in the air. “Hald is a new beginning, a life we would have otherwise lost,” Remin said.


Leisa didn’t reply. She didn’t have to. Remin could feel her confusion, irritation but also her admiration thick in the air around them.


“Did you want to speak again?” Methis said when he was finally in hearing range.


“I did. You didn’t lie to me,” Remin said.


“No,” Methis said.


“Did you see the pardon of your consort?” Remin said.


“Yes,” Methis said, his face darkening.


“Was it fitting?” Remin said.


“A life of service seemed too severe. I can only be grateful she wasn’t executed for what I made her into,” Methis said.


Remin stared at him for a time. He didn’t know what to reply. In that comment, Methis showed a different side of himself. The last conversation they had; he was angrier than Remin had ever seen him. He’d seen that Methis hadn’t changed. It was only one comment, perhaps it was a trace of honest regret.


“Did you change your mind about your name?” Remin said.


“No. I was Methis there I will be Methis here,” Methis said.


Remin furrowed his brow. He thought on that for a time and then looked back to the throne upon the dais for a moment. And then he thought about his daughter, on a far higher throne.


“Is she well?” Remin said, still staring at the throne.


“Quiet. The kingdom betrayed me for her, she’ll make a fine Iewen queen. What she lacks in the eye of the perfect god, she will make up for by her service to the clean god,” Methis said.


Remin looked back at Methis, who returned the stare. It was a confusing statement. Remin hadn’t raised her like a queen, nor had there ever been a queen on the gnarled throne. Of all the sons of Amaranthus, Remin knew that he had to trust in the legacy. He was the only exiled king, after all.


He returned his attention to the dais again. Leisa squeezed his hand. She leaned closer to him and Whispered: “Are you to be friends?”


Remin shook his head. But his scent betrayed him, as he felt his uncertainty in the air.


Methis had ruined his life. But he’d also put his daughter on the throne. And an honest life in Hald, despite how miserable it would be, seemed liberating. Remin knew that first hand. Perhaps it would rub off on Methis. Perhaps it already had. His words were already different, and his tone almost unrecognisable.


For a moment, Remin couldn’t work out if his life was better there or here. Perhaps worse was the more appropriate word. He felt Leisa’s hand in his and remembered that he had her here. He had something. Even if he was terrified that his something wasn’t enough.


He should be happy, but he just felt empty. But at least, he was honest. Honest with all things but that. Remin felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see a young female, dressed in bright and complicated, fine clothing.


“Her highness would like to meet you and Methis after the address,” she said.


Remin nodded. The female then pushed through the crowd. Remin turned to Methis.


“We’ve been summoned,” Remin whispered to him.


Methis scoffed. “When, and by whom?”


“By our queen, after the address,” Remin said.


“Curious,” Methis said, a little too loud.


Remin looked at Leisa and tried to hide both his discomfort and excitement from her. This could mean anything, he reminded himself. Much like his almost permanent cloud of disappointment, Leisa could assume it was because of anything. And he could tell her it wasn’t her fault. In truth, he still didn’t know why he felt disappointed. She was exactly what he needed, but he still felt empty.




Hye


He shared her pain. When he’d left the city, he knew it was likely that he would never see his own daughter again. He hadn’t made her, but she was his. Right now, he was tired and cold, and for the first time in his life he was afraid. Not for himself, nor his daughter, but the legacy of the She’ehlarah.


Hye lied down beside Syriel and pulled her close to him. She jolted with tears, as she nestled into his arms. Appropriateness didn’t matter now, not if she was about to die. Or if history was about to repeat and, as the Feularah, the She’ehlarah were soon to be destroyed. They might already be gone. But if there was a chance to save them, Hye wanted to take it.


“Your child needs you now. We can both get back to our little ones. We just need to finish this. We need to protect them both,” Hye said.


Syriel nodded. They hugged for a time before Syriel moved away from him and sat up.


“We can save them,” Hye said.


Syriel nodded.


Hye felt a wave of profound relief leave him. He knew he felt it, but for the first time in his life it didn’t matter.


“How old is yours?” Syriel said.


“In bloom now, majesty,” Hye said.


Syriel looked at him in silence. She then stood.




Reia


She waited in the throne room, patiently. But there was a note of concern in the air around her. She needed to hide that. She’d chosen a queen she could control. She’d chosen well. When they had a problem, Reia herself could solve it. She could always feign confusion or twist her choices to her queen.


The throne room was well guarded today, so nothing would go wrong, even if it went badly. Which it would. Exile always went badly. She’d prepared for everything. Vujet trusted her, she only needed to give the order.


Vujet entered the throne room in a hurried pace. He closed the distance between them in silence.


“What is it?” Vujet said.


“One of the girls was heard saying things that should be silenced,” Reia said.


“Which one?” Vujet said.


“It doesn’t matter, Kyra has waited too long to deal with it. And it must be dealt with,” Reia said.


Vujet eyed her carefully for a brief moment.


“I didn’t think I would do this again, as a general, but so be it,” Vujet said. He lifted a knife from its scabbard, glancing at the blade before returning it.


“You’re ready?” Reia said.


“Always. Anything for the throne,” Vujet said.


Reia nodded.


“Precisely,” she said.


It took time. But the two She’ehlarah princesses were brought into the throne room, with the little prince. They looked tired. But not scared.


“By your lead,” Reia said, walking away from the throne.


“We were told her highness wanted to see us,” Vira said.


“She has declined to be here,” Vujet said, walking toward them.


“Why were we asked here?” Alura said. Her voice was so quiet that Reia could hardly hear her.


“Queen Kyra Feth-ren has decided that in this time of war, you are all to be exiled,” Vujet said.


The moment he spoke, the guards in the room straightened their posture.


“What?” Vira yelled.


“No, something is wrong!” Alura said.


“The tradition here, is that your wings will be removed. If by your own hand, you can take the knife. If you lack the courage, then it would be by my hand, but there would be no knife,” Vujet said.


Reia watched in silence as she leaned on the pillar at the back of the disc. They never take the knife.


“No, there has been a mistake,” Alura said, breathlessly.


“Let us speak to the queen!” Vira yelled.


Vujet drew his bone blade and walked toward them.


“Your time to choose is limited,” Vujet said.


When Vujet was close enough, Vira took the dagger. She slashed at him. Vujet took her hand, and removed the blade from her fingers, forcefully. None of the guards moved to assist. They didn’t need to.


“That’s a first,” Reia said, quietly.


Vujet scoffed. He held the dagger to Alura. Her colourless face wasn’t even turned toward him. She was looking from guard to guard.


“You have chosen,” Vujet said.


Reia watched as two of the three sets of wings were torn, their screams for help and mercy flooded the throne room. The wings of the youngest didn’t need to be removed.


Reia watched in silence. She’d seen it so many times that it was seldom satisfying. It was most so, to see the princesses and prince of the hated She’ehlarah brought to justice.


Soon all She’ehlarah would know the same treatment. Even now, the Iewen army was preparing to attack. Reia could only hope there would be none of them left alive. And then, their great plant could be destroyed. Amaranthus’s dream would finally be reality.




Remin


Remin didn’t hear the queen’s words. He was too distracted to hear the address. His thoughts were locked in wondering why he would be asked to speak with her following it. But most of all, why Methis had been invited.


When she walked off the dais, Remin kissed Leisa’s hand and then let hers go. She mouthed “good luck”, which he returned it with “I love you”. He pushed through the dispersing crowd.


If Methis was behind him or not, he didn’t care. They’d both heard the same instruction. A part of him wished Methis would stay, but it was a bitter and silly thing to think. Especially since it was possible Queen Phelendra would only meet with Remin if Methis were present.


It was an irritating way to find out that Remin’s wounded heart still felt bitterly about Methis. Even after everything Remin had gone through in Hald. It was still better down here than up there. Remin would always mourn his potential life if he had stayed Farin, far above them both. Methis’s pathetic games hadn’t even worked out well for him. There was a little mercy in that, at least.


At the edge of the crowd, a steward gestured to Remin. When she did, Remin saw Methis beside him. Methis had made it through the crowd. Remin thought it a pity.


Guided by the steward, the pair walked into a little room. Queen Phelendra sat at a small desk in the corner of the room. Beside her stood an armoured figure who looked more imposing standing next to the seated Queen.


“Thank you,” Phelendra said, looking at her steward.


The steward bowed her head and then left. When the door closed, leaving them alone in the room with Phelendra and her guard, she spoke again.


“I’m sure your curiosity is killing you painfully, so I will get to the point. Remin, I’ve been watching you since you’ve been here and you don’t act like a typical Iewen exile. You act much like Tsune, or Lshar. I have given them both positions of significance because of this and I would like to do the same for you,” Phelendra said.


“I am honoured, Highness,” Remin said.


The guard at their post stiffened as Remin spoke. Phelendra furrowed her brow.


“It might seem silly, but we don’t say ‘highness’ here. A lot of the people here don’t fly and the term above is related to the obsession with flight, and literal height. We say ‘your grace’ here,” Phelendra said.


“I do apologise, Your Grace,” Remin said.


“No point in doing so, as you’re reserving the respect of the Iewen. It’s the only Iewen thing I’ve seen or heard you do,” Phelendra said with a smile.


Remin bowed his head deeply.


“But now I’d like to be even more direct if you could manage it. How do you feel about Methis, here?” Phelendra said.


Remin looked at her with wide eyes. He then looked at Methis, who stared back with equally as widened eyes, and raised eyebrows. It was beyond discomforting to see emotion on Methis’s face.


“I don’t know how to answer that, Your Grace,” Remin said.


Phelendra folded her hands on her desk, “Methis, how do you feel about Remin?”


“It’s complicated, Your Grace,” Methis said.


“Of course, it is. Both are better answers than I expected, which means you’re being polite or the history between you is just that,” Phelendra said.


“To be honest, Your Grace I don’t think it’s entirely behind me, but it’s not as troubled as it once was,” Remin said.


Phelendra looked at Remin and then back to Methis. She was quiet for a time. She then looked to her guard.


“Leave the three of us, please,” Phelendra said.


“Yes, Your Grace,” the guard said, as they departed.


Remin looked from Phelendra to Methis. When the guard had left, the three of them stood in the room in silence for a moment.


“I’d like you to both join my council,” Phelendra said.


“Why?” Methis said.


“I want a different perspective and the two of you are different from anything you should be. You’re both outliers in your own way, and we are a civilisation of outliers,” Phelendra said.


“If you want to shake things up, surely there are easier options, Your Grace,” Remin said.


“Easy is so seldom worthwhile. I’m not looking for a little change, I want to remember what it was like when the first Iewen were exiled. I want to bring the same innovation now as they did then,” Phelendra said.


“What makes you think outliers bring innovation?” Methis said.


This was the second time Methis hadn’t addressed Phelendra appropriately, but she didn’t seem to care. Or at least she didn’t seem like she cared. It bothered Remin. Was this old Methis bucking against power? Or was Remin seeing things that were not there in a once bitter enemy that had been neutralised?


It was as possible. Phelendra had dismissed her guard so they could talk freely, after all. But it seemed disrespectful.


“I know it does. Our history shows it. Not just of Hald, even, but of the Iewen. When Amaranthus was first exiled from Velwrith, he had no choice but to adapt. The She’ehlarah haven’t changed but the Iewen have. And so too have we down here. Because we’ve had to,” Phelendra said.


“What changes would you expect, Your Grace,” Remin said.


“Nothing specifically. I’ve heard the same words and see the same things happen here. It’s become too routine, and we are not a people of consistency,” Phelendra said.


“What if we have trouble working together?” Methis said.


“I find disagreements are so often the seed of new ideas,” Phelendra said.


“You seek new ideas, such as that wingless can live in Daltay,” Methis said.


Phelendra nodded. “Precisely. Just as a non-tyrannical king on the throne.” Phelendra looked at Remin when she spoke.


“I don’t think that’s a new idea,” Remin said.


“If it was a first in Iewen history, what would you call it?” Phelendra said.


Remin was speechless. He’d never thought of himself as the seed of a new idea. Perhaps he should have.


“I will join your council,” Methis said.


Phelendra looked at Remin, as did Methis. After a moment of thought, Remin felt himself nodding, almost by accident.


“We meet at noon, I will send someone to retrieve you both,” Phelendra said.


Remin bowed his head as Methis placed his hand on his chest, for a moment.


“Do you have any last questions?” Phelendra said.


“What should we wear?” Methis said.


Remin looked at Methis with wide eyes. He could have asked her anything, but this!


“I’ll send you something better to wear,” Phelendra said, then looking at Remin.


“Thank you, Your Grace,” Remin said.


Phelendra nodded.


Remin bowed his head again as he left the room with Methis behind him.


Leisa was standing beyond the door, waiting patiently. Remin closed the distance between them quickly and kissed her. As they stepped back, she took a deep breath.


“What happened?” Leisa said, her face pale.


“Methis and I are to be on the Queen’s council,” Remin said.


“You could have said that right away!” Leisa scolded. “Congratulations!”


“Thank you, I think,” Remin said.


“You think?” Leisa said.


“It’s a shock. We should go for drinks,” Remin said.


“Post haste!” Leisa said, smiling, broadly. “I know just the place. Come on, Methis.”


“Should we really invite him?” Remin whispered.


“You might as well get used to him now,” Leisa whispered back.


She was right, as usual. Besides, the Bloom was a celebration. Surely, he couldn’t get up to trouble at such a joyous time. Who could be bitter during the Bloom?




Syriel


She walked slowly, but she walked.


“Just here, Majesty,” Acasia said.


Syriel walked toward Acasia. There was a pool beside her, like she said. The forest floor had mostly covered it. It was lucky Acasia had seen it, and she was right: the rain was light and they had many dry moments. Finding such a pool was important.


“We bathed here yesterday. Once you’re finished, we’ll leave. I’ll stay at the water’s edge and wait for you. I’m not going anywhere, Syriel,” Acasia said.


Syriel heard her words, but they meant nothing. She had nothing left to continue. Acasia and Hye thought the battle was about to begin, but it was over. You can’t fight if you have nothing to fight with.


“She’s her,” a voice whispered.


“That’s not the one,” another whispered.


“It is, I saw her in the dream,” another whispered.


Syriel squeezed her eyes tightly. She was hearing things now.


“I told you she’d come,” another voice said. This one was louder. More insistent.


“Quiet, please,” Syriel said.


“What’s that?” Acasia said.


Syriel opened her eyes and looked around. Acasia stood behind her, turned to face her. She thought for a moment she’d slipped into Fasier. But she was still sitting by the pool. She shook her head.


“Sorry. Nothing,” Syriel said, almost in a whisper.


She plunged her hand into the water.


In an instant, she felt a memory. An awful sensation, like a tearing, but without pain as Syriel knew it. Everything felt different. Wrong. She wasn’t herself. She was Cthessa. Kneeling at this very pool.


She heard a whisper in her head, a malevolent little voice boring through her mind.


“I remain,” the little voice said.


“It’s Leatti,” another voice said.


“She left us here,” a voice whispered.


This voice sounded like the one that Syriel had just responded to.


“You can’t take us with you,” another voice whispered.


“We die here,” a voice whispered.


“Who are you?” Syriel thought.


“We are her castoffs,” the dominant voice said.


“Cthessa expelled you. She’s killed you,” Syriel, thought.


“We die gratefully, to be free,” the dominant voice said.


“What’s your name?” Syriel thought.


“Eilen, mother of Tarind, the father of great King Amer,” Eilen said.


“Why was it you she expelled?” Syriel thought.


“I wanted to die,” Eilen said.


“Why?” Syriel thought.


“To close the circle. To end her pain,” Eilen said.


“But not Leatti?” Syriel thought.


“Most wanted to stay with her. To live,” Eilen said.


“Many would want to live imprisoned rather than to die,” Syriel thought.


“Yes. But they will die soon, too. She will consume them all. She wants only revenge,” Eilen said.


“She got her revenge already, she has destroyed the She’ehlarah,” Syriel throught.


“Not yet,” Eilen said.


“How did she do it? Why did she wait so long?” Syriel thought.


“You know why, scion,” Eilen said.


Syriel opened her mind. She saw Eilen. She coupled for her beauty. She was extraordinary. Vibrant purple hair, and symbols on her skin that Syriel had never seen. She smiled at Syriel as she seated herself on the stone throne.


“Your grandchildren will have purple hair. But your children, will all have blue hair,” Eilen said.


Syriel saw herself in her own mind as she stood before the throne.


“Why do you sit there?” Syriel thought.


“You thought I should be here. This is how you see me. You’re generous,” Eilen said.


“You never sat there,” Syriel thought.


“I never could have. Not since the age of the Fanatic Prince,” Eilen said.


“Because he killed queens,” Syriel thought.


“Ask what you need to while you can. Stop delaying,” Eilen said.


“How do I stop her?” Syriel thought.


“Teaching her about Fasier freed her. You are the master of that world beyond Khiar,” Eilen said.


“Will I ever see Khiar?” Syriel thought.


“Never. You need to go back to Fasier. You need to talk to him,” Eilen said.


“Did he plan this?” Syriel thought.


“Not him, but he walked his path willingly,” Eilen said.

