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Aliya, queen of the final human kingdom, looked down from her balcony into her city. The crowd today was unbearable. After all, today brought an end to the seven year war. She sipped at her drink, striving to remain calm. The past year negotiating ceasefire after ceasefire had completely strung her nerves out. Exhaustion had become one of her many companions throughout her pilgrimage. She had witnessed destruction, restoration, and finally, love. 

“Your majesty?” Sophia murmured, her voice fear-tinged. No matter how many years pass, those emblems will continue to strike a fear into her people's hearts.

“Take the day off Sophia,” Aliya replied, catching her maid's shoulder. The woman had worked as maniacally as her queen today, and that was more than enough. 

“B—but, lady queen, I—”

“Shush. When I need you, I'll call you. For now, get some rest.” 

That satisfied her enough to nod weakly and step away. Aliya missed the previous maid, a stoic old woman made of gnarly wood that would've spanked Aliya if she'd gotten away with it. Aliya allowed herself to smile before focusing once more on the city gates. Tenuously, she grabbed a thread from the fabric the world was made of, wrapping it around her finger. This heightened her senses immediately. For a few moments, all she could do was drink it all in. The wind at her hair, her scarf fluttering. Her taste buds flared with sweetness from the drink, and her feet ached more sharply. If she was a novice, she would've tripped and fell. But experience caught her, and she felt within control again. 

When her senses matched the tone of her body once more, she breathed out. It would never stop being an exhilarating experience, she thought. In her youth, she'd been foolish enough to presume that you could grow your tolerance to it, much like alcohol. Oh, how wrong she had been. She wove her fingers expertly around the thread, feeling her way through the air. The truth was that you could never rein your emotions in. And this magic was emotion. When she finally detected the foreign buzz of the entourage entering the city, her thoughts froze. There they were. The scent of nightshade permeated her once again. It had only been a year, yet it tasted like nostalgia. She tied a knot on that thread and plucked another, finding the other caravan right behind it. She tasted the shine of metal from that one, his armor. Struggling to control her heartbeat, she moved further back. Following right behind the metal bearers was the human entourage that she'd entrusted to bring her new allies safely. Everyone seemed alive and well. 
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She was unable to help herself, and weaved the two threads, melding their tastes as one in their mind. Two men. Two kingdoms. Both of which had been at war with her people and each other for over a century. Over the past year, she'd brokered a flimsy peace with half-promises and bundled confessions of love. Now, all she had to do was maintain it. 

––––––––

[image: ]




Aliya realized her stupidity the moment she stepped back into her room. Why had she sent Sophia back? She'd abolished the rule that allowed a high lady to keep her maid as an occupant in the room. And now, Sophia was probably halfway down the palace to her quarters. The soldiers guarding her door would have no idea how to gauge Aliya's appearance, so she groaned and got to work. Her late mother hadn't taught her much, but the one thing she repeatedly drilled her on was the importance of her attire as queen. So she abandoned the gown in the colors of Naim, her kingdom. From her wardrobe, she pulled out a blazing white garment. Her footwear was eggplant, the color of nightshade. She ended it with the silver gauntlet. Bold, and brash, both traits she would desperately need today. However, she felt a lot more uncertain by the time  she was ready. She wished she could've just called Sophia. Oh well. 
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