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To Félix, who gave me the strength to finish this story while my world fell apart.








Your story begins with death.

Not yours, thankfully. But a painful death nonetheless.

Marise was dying, and there was nothing you could do about it. Everyone close to Marise, yourself most of all, knew she was a good woman. Unlike her husband, King Elias of Cicia, she could have made a decent ruler—and I’m telling you this as someone who believes all monarchs are inherently unfit to rule. If all the kings and queens and emperors and empresses walking the galaxy’s planets had been as kind as Marise, perhaps I wouldn’t have become the staunch republican that I am. But it doesn’t matter what kind of ruler Marise could have been, because she was only the king’s wife, and she was dying. What you didn’t know at the time of her passing is that Marise’s death was the only way for you to become Green Scales, the woman I fell in love with.





Marise’s love for spaceflight, the depth of which you witnessed when she brought you along, had caused irreversible damage to her body. It wasn’t your fault, you knew, but you still felt guilty. Too often, you had supported her. Encouraged her. You’d ask her when she would travel next to the moon, to the nearby planets of Rebos and Eucaria, or to other systems. She’d wink at you and grab your hand before taking you to her favorite spaceship, the Starling, a small racing ship she always used for her personal travels.

I wish I could say you were both young and naive, but you were not. Young, yes, but you both knew the risks. Racing ships are for racing, not for lengthy spaceflights. How many solar flares happened when you were flying between your home planet of Therria and Rebos? How many cosmic rays bombarded the thin hull of the ship? Too many, you would say, lowering your gaze. But it’s worth it, you’d think secretly in the back of your mind. It was worth it when Marise put her finger on her lips and gave you an impish look before activating her diastium engine—opening a wormhole through the fabric of spacetime—and taking you to planets like Onvoth, Xulia, Reon V, or Phau.

Was it really worth it? you asked yourself, holding Marise’s hand as she lay in bed. Of course not. But you couldn’t have stopped her. Even if you hadn’t encouraged Marise, her passion for flying outweighed everything else. All the warnings in the world would have changed nothing. She was the one who taught you to fly, after all.

“Elias,” Marise said softly, her voice barely audible in the vastness of the queen’s bedchamber. “Leave us alone.”

He looked at you, then at Marise, and shook his head. “You are my wife. I will not abandon you when you are at the threshold of death.” Elias’s voice was firm but hollow.

Marise inhaled as deeply as she could. Breathing had become so difficult that she barely spoke anymore, precipitating her decline. Being forced into silence was, after being forced to stop flying the Starling, the worst thing that had happened to her.

“I only wish to receive serenity . . . before my passing to the Meadows. Once Cyrelle has serened me . . . you will come back to me for my last breath.”

He nodded and left without arguing.

“Cyrelle,” Marise whispered before you began the serening ritual. “Listen to me.”

“I am listening,” you said, squeezing her hand harder.

“I need you to make me a promise.”

A promise? You didn’t expect Marise to ask you this. She had never made you promise anything before. But dying people have last wishes, so you nodded and said, “Anything.”

“You shall not gift serenity . . . to those who don’t want it.”

You frowned before asking, “Why would anyone refuse to be blessed by Zephis?”

“Because serenity kills your will.”

“Kills your will?” you asked, uncertain. As a Serenitress yourself, you were well versed in the effects of the serening ritual, but you had never considered how it could impact someone’s will.

What about yours, you wondered? You had been serened many times, by others or by yourself. Had it, somehow, influenced your own desires and your will to fulfill them? But now wasn’t the time to think about yourself, so you squeezed Marise’s hand, gently prompting her to respond.

“Yes,” she said, before adding, slowly breathing in and out between words, “Promise me . . . you will never force serenity . . . on those who need . . . to keep their will strong.”



For an instant, you wondered if she spoke from experience. Had you mistakenly killed Marise’s will by serening her when you shouldn’t have? You always serened people when they requested it, and Marise was no exception. Should you have refused her Zephis’s gift for her own good? It was too late to worry about it, but at least you could become a better Serenitress. And the promise also applied to you, you guessed. The next time you wished to serene yourself, you would think twice about it.

“I promise,” you said.

“Please also promise me . . . you won’t give serenity . . . to those who don’t deserve it.”

This was an easy promise to keep, one you had already made on the day you became a Serenitress. A tear rolling down your cheek, you said again, “I promise.”



Fourthday 18 Termisun 1496 AE

Hyla, Kingdom of Cicia, Therria

Yesterday I lost a dear friend. There are not enough words in the Cician language to convey the depth of my grief. I miss Marise. I know I will see her again in the Meadows when my time comes, but this is a meager consolation.

The funeral will take place the day after tomorrow and will last most of the day. Elias already ordered a full month of public mourning, but the mourning in my heart will last far longer. He was so stoic when he made the announcement. How can he remain so calm, when I cry every hour of the day? I wish I was as resilient as he is.



Elias didn’t cry when Marise died. Neither did he cry at her funerals, nor when he publicly announced his intent to marry again.

That he sought a new wife surprised no one. He had no heir and the right—the obligation, in truth—to find another bride to carry his future children. What surprised every­one was his intent to marry you.

“But I am your sister,” you argued, dumbfounded by his proposal. How could he sit so casually on his throne and declare the unthinkable to you, and in front of his guards, no less? At least he had the decency not to make his heinous proposal in front of the entire court. “What about the law?”

“I am the king. I make the law. If I want to marry my sister, I will marry her.”

You shook your head in disbelief. “Father would have never approved of it.”

“Indeed, he never approved.”

You opened your mouth to respond, but you froze. At last, after an uncomfortable silence, you pulled yourself from your stupor and asked, “What do you mean?”

“Do you really think I wanted to marry Marise?”

You let the question sink into your mind until you felt nauseous. “You wanted to marry me before,” you stated blankly, realizing you had mistaken his mild reaction to Marise’s death as resilience, when it had genuinely left him unmoved, for he had never loved her.



“I’ve always wanted to marry you, Cyrelle. Father wouldn’t let me, so I married a woman he picked for me who was enough to my liking. But Father is dead now.”

“What about Mother?” you asked pressingly.

“She has no power over me, nor does she have power over the laws.”

It was true, but you still hoped his love for your mother would make him change his mind. “She will be heartbroken.”

“Why would she? Her two children will marry the person they love the most.”

You blinked. Despite his flaws, you loved your brother, but with a different love—and he was certainly not the person you loved the most. You never imagined kissing him like a lover, and the idea of intimacy with him repulsed you. Inbreeding also meant a higher risk of genetic dis­eases and displeased noble families, since it prevented others from marrying their children into the royal family. Your ancestors had made unions between siblings illegal for more than one reason.

As he approached you and put his hand on your cheek, you wished your father wasn’t dead and would stand between you and Elias. Everything made sense now. Elias’s unusually long and tight embraces that you mistook for a deep brotherly affection, and your father telling him to let you breathe. Elias’s longing looks he should have cast at Marise, but that you often caught being cast upon you. Your father’s eagerness to find you a suitable husband, and Elias’s support when you pushed back against his recommendations. Elias hadn’t been trying to protect you from a marriage you had no interest in. He only wanted to keep you for himself. Did Mother know, too? you wondered. No, she would have warned you. Your father must have kept this secret to himself, taking it to the grave to spare your mother from the hideous truth.

“What is your answer, Cyrelle?” he asked.

Your answer. Do I really have a choice? you silently asked yourself. You were a princess, but he was the king.

“I love you, Brother, but—”

“Then it’s settled,” he said. “We will announce the royal wedding and—”

“Wait!” you pleaded. “I need . . . time to think about it. It is not a hasty decision to make.”

He frowned, and you guessed his frustration by the way he lifted his chin and stuck out his chest. “I see you are confused. Marise’s loss still affects you. I know how close you two were. But believe me, she would have wanted the two of us to be happy. Why don’t you hold a serening ritual for yourself, Cyrelle? It would help clear your mind.”

You nodded slowly. The No you wanted to shout was impossible to say without angering him. What would he do if you refused? Elias was clever but irascible, and he reacted to opposition with cold and violent retribution. Would he unleash his temper on his own sister, whom he professed to love? He had done it before. You were fully aware of what he was capable of. Would he force you to marry him? He could, and you knew it.

“I will do that, yes,” you answered, bowing your head respectfully so you could also hide the tears coming to your eyes.

Relieved to have an excuse to leave, you fled to your apartment and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of your serenity shrine. You weren’t confused and had already made your decision, but a serening ritual still ap­pealed to you.

You took a deep breath, ready to begin, when Marise’s words echoed in your mind. Serenity kills your will. Serenity felt delightful and brought peace to those you serened. It had brought peace to you in times of need, taming your inner demons, silencing your torments and your desire for vengeance, for violence, for anything unreasonable you had ardently coveted at times.

Nobody knew it except your precious diary-screen, but there had been moments when you had wished ill upon others. Cousins mocking your mother, the queen, for her modest origins and teasing you for them when you visited them as a child. They had played so many tricks on you, these cruel children who had grown up to be ruthless adults. Their false modesty when they bowed exaggeratedly in front of your father. How they asked him for favors, then insulted your mother behind his back and criticized him for marrying her instead of a noble. You had considered telling it all to your father and asking him to punish them, hopefully violently—which he might have done, for he would have done so much for his dear daughter—but a serening ritual brought you back to your senses, killing your desire to exact a needless vengeance for what was, after all, not worth such ire.

What if it killed your much-needed desire to escape a marriage with Elias?

You couldn’t let that happen. So, you stood up and left the palace.



On the highest hill of Hyla, Cicia’s capital, stood the Temple of Serenity. Its rules did not allow ships in the vicinity, not even yours or the king’s, so you walked.



After climbing the three hundred steps leading to the temple, you entered and stopped at the altar of Zephis. The Old People used to revere the Goddess of Serenity under other names, under other skies, until they forgot her and her divine siblings and lost themselves in the cult of a false god pretending to be the only one in existence. But our civilization found Zephis and the others again, their es­sence the same as it had been for thousands of years. A name was just a name. Only the essence mattered.

You dropped to your knees and asked for the goddess’s blessing absentmindedly, as you had done so many times. Thankfully, a simple blessing wouldn’t bring you true serenity like a serening ritual would, so your will would remain intact while your humor would improve. You kept praying until the goddess’s blessing filled your heart with soothing warmth, making you feel well enough to meet your mother. You rose and walked to the courtyard where the Serenitors and Serenitresses usually were enjoying some leisure time before the evening collective prayers.

You found your mother there among others who had, like her, vowed to dedicate their lives to Zephis after being trained in the serening arts. The High Priest was here, too. He welcomed you like a grandfather would welcome his granddaughter—which you were, in a way. As an orphan, your mother grew up in the temple. The Serenitors and Serenitresses were her only family until your father, then a young prince, fell madly in love with her while attending a serening ritual. She left for the palace after their wedding, only to come back as a widow, ready to take her vows.

“Something troubles you,” the High Priest said.

“Yes, indeed.”

“Sister Lilla,” he said, referring to your mother, “will host a ritual for you if you can’t attain serenity on your own.”



“I am here to see my mother, but not for a serening ritual,” you said, kindly but firmly, before turning to your mother. “Mother, I need to talk to you. In private.”

She nodded, and together you walked back inside the temple to the Fountain of Whispers. Coral and pearls decorated the fountain in intricate, hypnotizing patterns meant to soothe the spirit of the people who struggled to attain serenity. Your mother lit a stick of sandalwood incense before kneeling on a blue cushion.

“Elias wants to marry me,” you said, sitting next to her.

“So, this is true,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “I couldn’t believe it when word reached the temple.”

Elias hadn’t made his proposal in front of the entire court, but the guards present in the throne room had heard every word of it, which meant your brother didn’t intend for the information to remain confidential until you gave your answer. You weren’t surprised the news was already spreading like wildfire through reader-screens.

“You must reason with him,” you said.

“You know I cannot do that. The vows I pronounced forbid me from interfering with public life.”

“Public life,” you said, a lump in your throat. “I am your daughter!”

“You are Cyrelle, princess of Cicia, and your brother is the king. This . . . unholy proposal is a royal matter, not one I am allowed to interfere with. If I served Ameris,” she said, referring to the god overseeing all contracts and unions, including marriage, “I could argue with him. But I am not, and I am sure your brother has already found an ambitious priest willing to bend to his will and officiate the wedding to gain his favor, no matter what Ameris thinks of marital unions between siblings. The best I can do is advise you. If Elias comes, I could advise him, too, but I know he won’t listen. When he has made up his mind, it’s impossible to make him change it.”

You exhaled softly. She was right, but you had still hoped she could, somehow, talk your brother out of it. “What should I do?”

“You can’t say no to him. Not directly. He won’t tolerate it, and Zephis knows what his retribution will be. One way or another, he will hurt you if you displease him.”

“I know,” you whispered, bringing your hand to your face. Your brother was close to you once, protecting you from the annoying cousins, teaching you how to play many games, taking you on your first excursions in the city, and behaving like a brother should behave. Caring and sup­portive. Things changed, and slowly but surely, he matured into an irascible young adult unable to accept any form of resistance, especially from his sister, who was also growing up and asserting herself. Your fond childhood memories of Elias were tainted by the first and only time he raised his hand to you, when he slapped you after you asked him to stop hurting his horse. He promised never to do it again and kept his word, but you still remembered the burning sensation on your cheek all the same. You had long hoped that as he grew older, his temperament would revert to his calmer self, but it had never happened, and now you doubted it ever would.

“But you can’t say yes either,” your mother continued. “You must refuse without antagonizing him.”

“How?”

She paused, thinking. “A condition to your agreement,” she finally said. “Ask him for something impossible. A nuptial gift that he’ll feel compelled by his pride to give you, but that he won’t be able to deliver despite his wealth and power.”



It sounded like a good idea, but you didn’t know what you could ask of Elias that he could not provide. The kingdom’s wealth was immense, thanks to Celadon, a giant diastium-eating snake from the planet Phau. She was the last of her kind and lived in captivity in the Cician palace’s serpentarium. Every month, Celadon shed an emerald-green skin a hundred times more potent than the raw diastium she fed on. Cicia used it to power its diastium engines, which meant the kingdom had no need for the production of its diastium mines and could sell the excess to other countries at a high price.

“Tell me, Mother, what I could ask of him.”

“Ask him,” she said after sitting silently for a few minutes, “for a suit as radiant as the sun. The suit should be as practical and resistant as any space suit, but of a beauty and radiance only the sun could possess. Tell him this would content your heart and make you willing to marry him.”

“What if he succeeds?” you asked, your voice trembling.

“Trust me, he won’t.”

Upon hearing these reassuring words, you hugged your mother and returned to the palace. You found your brother in his apartment and immediately asked him for the suit as a condition for the wedding to happen.

“You know how I love spaceflight,” you promptly said to justify yourself as you noticed his furrowed eyebrows. “Almost as much as Marise loved it.”

“Yes,” he snapped, “and look what it did to her.”

“I know, Brother. I don’t intend to travel across the galaxy on a racing ship like the Starling. I will use the Life­bringer,” you said, referring to the royal Cician spaceship orbiting Therria that Elias used for interstellar travel. “If I am to become the new queen, I will need to visit our colonies often.”



“We have plenty of regular space suits to keep you safe,” he said. “Why do you need one that looks like the sun?”

You could have told him it was to please you and your taste for fashion, but you doubted it would be enough to convince him. You knew flattery would soothe him. “I will need a suit that will make my travels safe and easy, but that is also worthy of the queen of the greatest of all the kingdoms.”

Cicia wasn’t the greatest kingdom, if by greatest you meant the
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