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The skylight shone through the great windows that lined the circumference of the dome building, and brushed over the arching slate panels two stories above. Zenith stood outside, and gazed in at the six other members of his Spirit Council. He tried to find his calm within the luminous colors of surrounding Aether—reflecting off the black marble that spread beneath their feet. 

But even his calm was writhing. 

He took a deep breath in as he opened the large doors, and tensed himself to match the atmosphere his presence always brought. He allowed his focus to rest on their beige floor-length robes—bathed in the cosmic light that shifted throughout the room as he strode forward. The bellow of his Council attire and the sensation of his long grey beard and hair drifting back with every sturdy stride did nothing to ease his inner conflict. The subtle breeze from an open window across the room did nothing to ease the stifling of his lungs. 

They all straightened in their seats. Calla’s square jaw loosened, and her long flat brown hair drifted off her shoulder as her eyes and pale features followed him. The harsh rumble echoed throughout the waiting silence when Zenith pulled out his chair to sit. 

He scanned their faces as he strived to collect himself...the time has come. 

“Let’s begin.” He did his best to keep his voice gruff and the emotion dead within his dark-brown eyes. There was to be no frailty in these moments. Not with what he had to tell them. 

His posture pushed against the seat’s back when he briefly caught Calla’s patient regard. It would not remain soft, kind, and content with him for much longer. He swallowed, and gently cleared the building pressure within his throat. He graveled his voice to be blunt and commanding. “This meeting shall only be a few moments for I have other tasks that need my attention. All things of consequence I believe were covered in the last meeting two weeks past. Alastor, what of the other council buildings?” He looked to the brown and grey-haired man to his left. 

Alastor’s hazel eyes were shadowed with neutrality beneath his dark-grey diadem, which wrapped around each of their heads. “All Council buildings have finished their construction. One reserved for each of the other Ethnics, as well as an additional fifth for all Councils to gather for united updates, continental goals, and all overarching discussions every three years—as you’ve chosen.”

Zenith rubbed an eye, already needing to bring this gathering to a close as his Coordinator continued. 

“The Water Ethnic building is located above the City of Castana, while Earth resides in Dreburg’s center. The Air Ethnic Council building is in the center of Grediff—just North of the Air Ethnic King’s estate, and the Fire Ethnic Council is stationed on the eastern border of Hazdellin. The supreme council estate takes dominance over Salleria.” Alastor scratched his bearded jaw and shifted in his seat, aware of Zenith’s restlessness. “Malachi will be the one that represents our position and prioritized authority among the Councils—that way we may remain here to avoid ridding Ethanon of all its main protection.”

A murky shadow passed, gliding over the bald head of Malachi as his dark-taupe eyes and caramel-brown complexion deepened. “The first meetings and follow-throughs have proven to be relatively successful so far. Which is good to see amongst all other provincial adjustments since our severance and Aether-wide turbulence of conflict.” 

“Relatively?” Zenith’s tone came out grunted as he slouched forward and clasped his rigid hands atop the table.

The man rubbed a scratch into his short white beard. “Still adjusting and tweaking the dynamic, it will take time.” 

“Of course it will, Malachi, I expect nothing of perfection at this point. If no more wars or battles have struck the minds or deeds of women nor man, then we can move beyond the frivolous mention of relativity—and instead speak of actions to progress more change, to move this uplifted Aether-forsaken province towards a resumed inclusion.” He could delay no more. He had to be done with this. “I have given it much thought, and have come to another proactive decision. None of you will like it, however it has long been decided.” 

He took in his Council along the table’s circumference and reinforced his hardened walls. 

His Aether-Consort was the first to respond to his verbal halt. “And what is this decision exactly? That is the purpose of these new Councils, Zenith. To run ideas through other minds, to trial and test, to include, and come to decisions as a whole. You no longer need to feel the burden of making choices on your own. We are your Council.”

Zenith jounced his hands off the table along with the reassuring touch she had laid over his wrist. He knew they would wholeheartedly despise him with the plan he had set in place. His fists clenched out of view beneath the table. “It has been decided. And I shall repeat your words, Ambassador, you all are my Council. Whether or not we discuss it as one does not defy the fact that the final order comes from my authority. As does this.”

He reached down the mental line as Calla’s expression went from compassionate, to aggravated, to fearful. This was not typical behaviour of her husband, her Aether-King. He had not been himself these past few weeks, and had been distant with them all. She could sense the discomfort of his soul—that whatever decision he would be forcing upon them must be truly wrenching.  

He pulled back from the link and reinforced the wall where sections had begun to wane. “We will be sending Spirit Ethnics to the continent of Thesnia, to return our Ethnic hand to the land. To live and grow alongside the other Ethnics in a trial of increased unity. We will rid the land of its separation according to province, and will be the first Ethnic group to disperse its people.” He wiped his calloused palms down his thighs to distract from their quiver. “Gradually, if the transfer goes well, others will join. Eventually there will be no more Earth in the north, no more Air to the east, no more Fire in the south and Water Ethnics to the west. People will live where they please without the challenge of specific Ethnic diversity.”

Dusa heightened her posture as enthusiasm rose in her expression, from the idea of returning to the land they all grew up being a part of before The Aether War. She saw nothing wrong with this plan. Yet.

“Zenith, I think that’s a wonderful idea. However I see in your eyes a creeping shade of unease, is there more?”

His tone deepened. “There is, Dusa.” His voice hitched slightly before her name, which made the light in her grey eyes turn leaden. “We will not be the ones to return.”

On her right, Albion’s arm shifted as he brought his hand over to hold hers upon her knee. 

The simple tones and evening light of the room made them all look much older. The man pushed in while a glimpse of concern crossed over his dark-brown eyes and features. “Who else would be best for this? I’d imagine we would be the most suitable—us and our children being the ones to start this trial. Were you thinking half of us, along with other chosen ones of the population? If we are to send Spirit Ethnics down they need ones to be their protectors, their voice.”

“You are correct, Analyst, that the ones we send need voice and protectors. Plenty are provided. But it will not be us who go, because this Ethnic needs its Monarch and affiliated Council. We cannot leave them.”

“You can still send a few of us down, Zenith—you need not leave; there are six of us.”

“Do not interrupt.”

Albion fixed his mouth shut with his Aether-King’s redundant order. They were all anxious as to where this was going. They knew he was stalling.

“The Aether War is just freshly resolved and there is still much work to be done. A plan of full evacuation is a potential future possibility, depending on how this inclusion trial goes. I see very little risk, and everything has already been prepared. The terrestrial Council Leaders are on board and are ready to welcome the new additions.”

Zenith paused to look them all in the eyes. Beyond his battering heart he forced an unmoving resolve to seep from his essence. “The youngest of our latest generation will be the ones to forge this new path. All children in Ethanon ten years of age, and below.”

Nobody knew what to say or how to effectively object, understandably shocked by the words he spoke. It took moments to register, conflicted with their denial. He felt that his Council’s silence just made it worse. 

Calla shook as she locked empty eyes onto his, searching. “No. You cannot mean all children, not her.” Through his connection her throat became stiff, still stunned and not yet able to transition her collective emotions into their verbal counterparts.

He pushed away her words and faced left to see Alastor’s simmering glare. He was wise to not outwardly fight his Aether-King. “Your boy will be the only one to stay behind; I have need of him.”

A flicker of relief dashed over the man’s features and the matching hazel eyes of his ebony-haired wife, Hania, who sat to his left. But the tension of the room did not ease. 

Calla stood and gave him a threatening gaze. “Not her, Zenith. You hold the boy here, you must spare your own heir. What if something were to happen?”

He couldn’t meet her incredulous scowl.

“It has been decided.”

“Then he must go with her, you cannot separate them. He must go to help protect her.”

“The boy stays, Calla. She goes.” 

Calla slapped her hand on the table. “I will NOT let you send our daughter away!”

He launched from his seat to finally face her. “I AM YOUR KING! You will sit down, wife.” His wife. His Ambassador. His Aether-Consort, and mother of his beloved child. He took no joy from this soon farewell either. 

Zenith stared at the others still seated at the table, all chests heaving with unease.  He sat back down. “This plan is NOT up for debate, nor discussion. Each child is already assigned with waiting terrestrial Guardians throughout the land that will house, protect, and raise these children in their parents’ stead. It is already in order. Every one of these children that are to go down will be marking the path for our final unity. They will be the leading Spirits of Thesnia. They will be sent down one month from today.”

“One month.” Albion’s panicked words gripped Zenith’s aching compassion. The man’s widened eyes snapped to his wife. 

Dusa’s eyes reflected the rip that began tearing through their bonded souls, and her complexion’s warm glow seeped from her russet skin. The reality dawned on the couple’s minds, and all focus wrapped around the small heart that beat within her heavily pregnant womb. They stared into each other’s fear. 

“No.” Albion shot up from his chair making it crash to the floor. The sharp sound echoed against the thick glass that kept them caged. “You cannot do this Zenith, we must be exempt. Dusa is due any week now, you cannot!” 

He raised himself once more to match Albion’s enraged stance and bashed his fist upon the solid surface between them. “SIT DOWN!” A deep crack struck its way along the table’s thick diameter, and the windows around them shook with the Aether’s rage. 

Albion was pushed back into his corrected chair with the force of his King’s demand. He had lost himself, understandably so; their child would not be past infancy.

Zenith kept to his feet and reached his mind towards the man. He felt his urge to fight for the strength to stand back up, to take Dusa and flee, however none of them could go against him. All six were tied to his final will by their diadems. There was nothing his Council could do, no matter how powerful their loathing. 

He turned away and stormed for the exit, not daring to turn back and face the strong minds of the group he held dear. Not daring to show the tear of parental weakness that soaked into the aged lines of his cheek. 

The doors of the dome building shut behind him, and he pushed aside the uproar that began after his departure. He gathered his shaking voice to solidify unto himself once more.

“One month...it has already been decided.”
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~Hania~

The flat expanse of land took the emotion of darkened grey as the skylight began its slow drift behind Drehielyn—a soon-to-be flight below. Hania stood with hundreds of others near the province’s edge, and stroked aside her black hair when it wisped across her face in the calm Aether breeze. She overlooked the familiar plunge, and craved the comfort of elemental life that Ethanon no longer harbored beneath its crust; but she would soon see it again—the glow of Thesnia’s roots.  

This event would make its mark in history, mark an end to awaken many new beginnings. Families gathered to part ways with their young as they nudged closer to the edge. One by one the children were lifted onto the deep-violet hew of her husband’s serpentine back. His form continued its gradual expansion to accommodate the necessary room as the numbers increased. His patient Aether-Dragon eyes remained a steady and vibrant magenta glow. 

The oldest children carried bags of close possessions on their backs while the youngest of the group, including infants, slept cradled within their not-yet adolescent arms. Ages eight to ten were to watch out for the younger youth even once they landed until they were of a more mature age; they were to befriend and defend to the best of their ability. Young children bearing a responsibility that no mother could fathom, yet nor could they fight any further what was the ending rule of Zenith. 

Her mind became too dense to hear the voices that surrounded her, the sense evaded her because of this brutal loss. All these children, all these tears and mourning for those who still lived. Her only solace was the steady pulse of her beating heart inside her stiff chest. 

She watched with strained eyes as the Aether-King himself severed his five-year-old daughter from Calla’s livid resisting clutches. Hania glanced at her son’s struggle to break out of Malachi’s strong hold, which kept him unable to go after his beloved friend as she was taken away. Tears streamed down and stained his fair cheeks as he kicked and screamed silent tortured cries, watching as the girl’s unconscious body was gently laid upon Alastor’s back with the others. 

She scanned the area as it emptied, and watched as Dusa brought her new daughter to her husband. Albion’s tears dripped onto the fresh golden skin as he kissed her newborn cheek, then passed her to the nearest empty hands of a leading child. He turned to his wife and they rushed into each other’s crushing embrace, falling to their knees. 

The silence and pressure within her aching skull deepened when she refaced the province’s edge, and her body stung with the disintegration of her human flesh as her being changed. She stepped off, and breathed into the drop of Aether’s force. 

Her matter shifted and expanded, lengthened and reformed into her Aether-Dragon. Her white glowing eyes took in her form of glistening midnight black, and her mighty chest elated as her star-scattered wings pounded down to position her up next to her mate. 

Hania drifted the tip of her spine along his and bellowed a heart-wrenching screech throughout the endless space. A cry for those who said their farewells. A cry to send their young Spirits off into a land they’d have to adjust to on their own, guarded by strangers. A cry for the parents that wouldn’t be able to watch their children grow. And a cry to send Alastor off, knowing she was ready to follow him and be the catcher of the ones that fell. 

She followed his semi-transparent form as they made their way towards the approaching atmosphere. They passed through the countless stars and scintillating bursts of color, while gasses and light of varying shades of a never-ending spectrum pushed through the black depths of their surroundings. The neighboring water planet Encelan loomed heavily next to its planet mate—keeping the comfort for their tectonic offspring strong.

A crackled-grunt escaped her maw when they hit the dense current of air that held the planet together. A strong beam of light coated her vision and stung her senses as they breached the globe’s cosmic armour. She felt and watched as her and Alastor’s Aether-Dragon forms shifted into that of flesh and blood. Air flooded into her solidified lungs in large gulps as the children gasped along his winding back; her chest caved for them—many having entered a world they’ve never breathed before. 

It was nightfall when they fell from the sky—mere stars. The crisp cool air of approaching winter drifted into her snout as she looked over the glittering frost that coated the grass. She let her glowing gaze peer along the veins of the Elemental Tree that spread beneath Drehielyn’s uppermost layers as it beckoned her descent. She finally settled upon the land, and gripped her sturdy claws into the living earth with relief that all children remained safe and accounted for. 

Hania pushed her emotion aside as they passed them along to their terrestrial Guardians throughout the continent. To raise, to protect, and to shelter them as they grew alongside the other inhabitants. To forge a new path, a new future. 

Alastor shifted back to his human form and pulled her into his supportive embrace. This duty was easy for no one. She brushed back his brown hair, dimmed and lined with age, and together they inhaled the refreshing night breeze before returning their bodies to their beasts. They flew back to their hovering land, leaving their legacies to live a new beginning.

...But those children did not last the night.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One 

[image: ]


Twenty years later

The Marhreth sky was a bright crisp blue. Estalia slouched back on the thickest top branch of their backfield oak tree, and rolled one of its many dormant buds between her fingers. She reached her other arm up with splayed fingers to stroke through the nearest air-Dragon as it slithered above. The forming clouds trailed behind their feather-like manes as their wingless serpentine bodies made their way around and over the horizon. She crossed her legs into herself as a cool breeze pushed by, drifting her brown hair across her face. She flicked the bud away to brush it back, twisted the length of it to toss over her shoulder, and brought up her beige cardigan’s hood.

A low brassy sound pierced and reverberated through the air. Estalia peered over her shoulder to see Yara standing at the door’s open threshold with her calling horn, waving for her to come back in. 

She took one last glance at her treetop view of Litlin’s open field beyond their homestead’s hill and the Asimi’s sparkle. She braced herself, and shifted her weight off the branch to start her descent. 

As soon as her boots hit the ground she heard the rustle of baby earth-Dragons...she was going to miss them. They were already close to the height of her knees, which was her only way to gauge when they seemed to disappear—wherever it was they went, she had no clue. 

She plowed through the tall grass and pushed away the jumbled sounds of livestock that unsettled her ears as she got closer. 

Estalia looked down with a jolt when her foot struck something. She chuckled and shook her boot out of the grass-Dragon’s form, then sidestepped to get around as it sewed itself back together. She urged herself into a run as it bounced after her through the dry green. The baby beast didn’t let its swooshed playful growls cease until she bounded up the wooden steps of the wrap-around porch. 

A content smile came to her flushed face when she glanced at the old initials of her and Cyrus—still preserving its etch in one of the wooden pillars. She brushed the tips of her fingers over it as she passed and reached to swing open the back door.  

The hectic clank and crash of dishes overpowered the door’s creak as it closed behind her. She glanced at her foster mother as she rummaged around in the kitchen sink, then heard the bathroom door shut behind the staircase in front of her. Winslow came out brushing his fingers down his grey-streaked brown beard. She offered her foster father a reflection of his small smile when his dark-green eyes met hers. He drifted around the comfort chairs, and passed the centered oval table to poof an unnecessary chop into each of the pillows on the couch to her right. 

He arched himself back up into a sturdy stretch with a groan then hobbled over to give her arm a squeeze. “Hi love.” 

“Hi.”

He went to the stairs to grab his headband off the banister, then set back his chin-length hair before closing the open cellar door. He walked to place a hand on Yara’s blond head, and let it drift across her white tucked wings as he sidestepped between her and the kitchen table. He plucked off the towel from its hook next to the stove-oven and started wiping off the counter. Estalia crossed her arms under her chest with a quiet huff out her nose and did a brief scan over the ceiling beams. Why did Yara want her here? 

Winslow soon guided his wife aside from the sink so he could take over and she finally turned around. Yara gave her a light-blue-eyed glance as she pushed the table and chairs over an inch towards the kitchen window.  

“Estalia dear, will you go to town for me please?” She picked up the piece of paper that was laying on the surface and passed it to her. “This should be all we need. Don’t head back on your own again, just stay and wait for Cyrus; you know I don’t like either of you traveling alone later on in the day.” 

It’s not like anything ever happened. 

Estalia’s lips parted to reply but she paused when Winslow spoke over his shoulder. “Vernon said that Tien went to town as well—have her with you on your ride back.”

Great. 

“Will James still be joining us?”

“Yes, he’ll either ride with or behind you.”

“Okay.” She walked over to get their budget pouch on the living-room table and slid her vest off of the second comfort chair that faced it. She grabbed her riding gloves from the fireplace mantel, scooped up the shoulder bag on the second couch, then went out the front door.  

As soon as she stepped onto the shaved grass she heard the distant gritty grinding of a saw continue from Vernon’s shop behind the second house. She crossed the lawn to go to the stables.

“Hi sweetie, going to town?”

Estalia pivoted to face the hen house when Yago stepped out and down the ramp. Her foster aunt cradled the basket of eggs under one arm while her other hand picked out some straw from her tight pale bun. “I am, need anything?”

“No we’re good, thank you—Tien’s already there grabbing some things. We’ll see you tonight for dinner, ride carefully.” 

“I will, see you later.”

“Bye sweetie.” Yago tugged to readjust the pink scarf around her neck as she left to bring the eggs to Yara. 

The accessory was smart; she wouldn’t want to get farm grime in a set of gills either. Estalia’s shoulders tensed up with her shiver at the thought as she continued on to prep her horse. She missed the more strenuous runs she had with Mabel, but once her foal came along they could resume their sprints through Ettandra’s fields without limits...maybe even beyond.
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She urged Mabel into a gallop across the vast plain towards Wesbul, but after a few minutes she slowed her to a canter, then a trot, and took in the open expanse of olive green and wheat. She gathered a refreshing breath, and listened to the whispered shifts as she brought her brown mare to a gradual halt. She closed her eyes, lifted her face up to the cool sun, and let her senses wash over her. She focused on the slight rise and fall of Mabel’s sides against her legs. The rough feeling of her ivory mane as she brushed her fingers down her crest. The crunched rip that sounded below as Mabel leaned down to graze. The pressure that came onto her foot in the stirrup.

Estalia’s eyes flinched open with the sudden start of her frantic heart. She jolted her boot away from the Pure-Form that faced her. It was formed from the soil around Mabel’s hooves and mirrored the shape of herself—as they normally did with those they approached...but this felt off. She tensed until she shook as the dirt-Form tilted its head, watching her. It inched closer, and drifted its hand up the side of her calf. What the El was it doing? 

She looked to her left towards a rustle that sounded a few paces away. Another Pure-Form rose, forming itself from the tall grass. Its reflected shape swayed closer. Her head snapped around when she sensed another presence at her back; a rock-Form started lifting itself onto Mabel’s hind. She hated how she trembled, she hated not knowing what to do. This had never happened before. No more than one, maybe two had ever appeared at one time—but three? She tried to pull herself away from the impulse to shove the rock-Form off. Everything was okay, they were harmless. She was okay.

She wasn’t okay. 

The air above her shimmered. She squinted to try and count the air-Forms that were visible as they rippled under the sun in near-invisible waves. It looked like two dozen...plus the three earth ones....

She looked back down with a hitched breath. Ten more earth-Forms had risen from the ground to circle around her, while the Form at her back had no respect for personal space as it peered its faceless head over her shoulder. She didn’t understand what was happening, she couldn’t handle this, she wanted to leave—but she didn’t dare. She didn’t know how they might handle her flee given this odd behaviour of theirs.

She was startled when a presence flitted into her mind. Just like the physical Beings mirrored her image, the Spirit Pure-Form mirrored her own inner voice. 

We have come to warn you, to plead with you.

What the El?

Our reasons have no regard towards Elysia.

Oh for Aether’s sake. 

That it may. 

Estalia did a scoot forward. She just wanted this to be over. What was the point of this? 

We are about to be threatened.

What?

We are about to be threatened.

Yes she heard it, there was no need to repeat.

The Spirit-Form didn’t respond. She had to push, had to give some effort.

...‘That it may’.

She reached back for the Spirit’s attention. What did it mean by ‘that it may’?

There is a higher force in effect. 

Obviously if it involved the Aether it would be a higher force. Why have they approached like this, why so many?

We needed to get your attention. 

Well they got it, and freaked her the El out in the process. Why her? 

She waited, but there was no answer. 

Estalia eased slightly when the rock-Form slid off Mabel then crumbled into a pile on the ground. The dirt-Form by her leg burst and glided into the grass. The other earth-Forms drifted back into the field, but the air-Forms remained. 

They said they were about to be threatened—by what?

A seed has managed to spread into the minds of many, it will affect us all. We sense it, however we do not know how, nor when.

Wow. That’s helpful. 

You must aid us. 

What was she supposed to do?! She couldn’t do anything. She held no skill or useful knowledge, she didn’t know how to help. 

You must aid us.

They had to go creep onto someone else’s horse. 

You.

No.

Yes.

She brushed through her hair to twist and flick over her shoulder, then brought up her hood. Nope.

Yes.

...If she were to say she’d help, what would they even have her do?

The Spirit’s reflection of her voice took a moment to answer. 

James. 

What?

James.

El she got it. She just didn’t understand why James would have any mention in this. What would he do? 

The Spirit-Form didn’t respond. For Aether’s sake.

Yes. 

She was about to snap back at the annoying thing but her mind emptied of its presence. Estalia closed her eyes as the sudden silence beat against her skull then cleared back into balance. She lowered her hood and reopened her eyes when the surrounding air again shifted, as the air-Forms drifted away on the nearby Dragon’s wind. She tilted her head back when its tail came down, and let it wipe over her face like a cool cloth.

Her. They said she had to help them. Why was it her problem? She wasn’t anyone of significance or with connections. Was it just because she was a Spirit Ethnic? If that were the case they could have approached Tien...maybe they did. She’d have to ask her. But why James? She didn’t think that threatening the Pure-Forms was even possible—they were elements. They couldn’t be harmed, nor threatened for that matter.

But they couldn’t be ignored; no one would dare ignore them. Especially if they felt the need to make such a dramatic entrance, like what the El was that? She had to tell James, had to at least take their guidance with that tidbit of information—if she could even call it that. She’d see where it went. 

What would she say to him? The Pure-Form barely even told her anything.

She pushed the thoughts of it away when Mabel did a sharp lift of her head with a groan. Estalia leaned forward in her saddle to brush her hand over the white star on her mare’s forehead, then down her mane. She took a deep breath, looked around once more, then continued her way to town. 

She remained anxious during their gallop when the wind didn’t rush into her face, but instead pushed against her back as if it were encouraging her forward.
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~Estalia~

The muffled rhythmic taps to her left kept pace with the steady clop of Mabel’s hooves as they reached the town’s loose cobblestone paving. Estalia turned her head to peek in through the broken window of ‘Cobbler & Wears’, and returned the wave she received from the steady worker. 

Her hand flinched back to herself when a dense bellow and heavy thud came from ‘Meat and Mills’ on her right. She urged Mabel into a quicker pace. She wasn’t fond of the butcher, he was a tad too exuberant in his line of work; not that it was any of her business. At least he balanced it with the tedious grind of grain. It seemed like an unsanitary combination, but it was okay—none of them got sick from it yet.

She passed through the town center as a couple sat down on the large fountain’s edge, holding their thumb-sized vials to their chests. She hadn’t thrown a note of intention into the Pure-Form water in a while, it might actually do her some good this time around...not that she knew what to even write. 

The couple’s voices dimmed as she continued to the stables, but her ears strained to latch onto their verbal statements of manifestation which replaced the common coin-for-a-wish. Together they tossed in their vials of gratitude, their acknowledgment of strong will and ambition, of troubles they’ve overcome, of their hopes and dreams, of goals they planned to accomplish, and all the other ‘blah’ she struggled to pull out of her own self. 

Why did it come so easily to them, why was she so resistant? She was twenty-five for Aether’s sake, with very little urge, no experiences, no vision for her life, no sense of what was good in her, no sense of what could be. How did so many others? What the El was wrong with her? She wanted to live. She wanted to feel. She wanted to love. But every day, all she felt at the end of it was...nothing. She was empty. Whatever substance the Pure-Forms were exposed to that made them think she was an asset to their case, she wanted a cellar full of it. 

Estalia swung her leg over and dropped to the ground. She offered Mabel her sugar-cubed palm, then gave her reins to the stable hand. A smile tugged at her mouth when she heard the familiar whinny of Tien’s dapple grey; she left the soon-to-be parents to their horsey gossip.

A hammer’s thwack continued as she returned to the center and began a browse along the inner circumference of shops. She paused to look over the rebuilding progress of ‘Smiths & More’. Edgar said she could start helping on the inside soon, but never told her exactly when or the type of tasks. She missed having something to do.

She strode next door to ‘Dreilyd Fabrics’ and peeked through the showcase window. Tien didn’t seem to be inside, but it’s not like she was scheduled to be. Estalia felt somewhat relieved she had yet to bump into her, though the anticipation also stressed her out. She was ready for this day to be done. 

A cloud drifted overhead on a Dragon’s breath, casting a shadow that made her pick up her pace. Tien most likely went to the Grocery to see them. She’d either be there, or they would know what direction to send her in to find her. Maybe she could grab somethi—

She jumped back when the red ‘Sweet Shop’ door suddenly swung open, and the woman that came out held it for her to take. She gripped the side, peered in, and continued holding it open for the small kid that came running. She sucked in a hiss when he tripped over the threshold and fell to the ground in front of her with a whined-grunt. She stepped over it, and let the door close.

Estalia continued along, smelling the many different aromas of the ‘Spice Shack’. Each savory, earthy, and warm scent followed her up the Grocery steps and into the awning’s shadow. She used the twist of her weight to open the heavy oak door then walked in under the sharp ding of the door-bell.

Neither of them were downstairs, but she heard the floorboards of the second story creak. Her boots thudded across the main floor as she went over to the long register desk. She leaned back against it facing the front door and crossed her arms under her chest as she scanned the shelf-filled walls—full of baskets with fresh produce, coffee, tea, and other things for baking and cooking. She turned her lean onto her hip to face left when she heard their muffled voices over the squeaks and groans of the steps, followed by their stomped bustle down the hall on the other side of the wall. She gave a small smile when they came out from the back entrance. 

A happy light seemed to pass through Cyrus’s light-blue eyes, which thankfully made the stress in her chest finally lift. He returned her smile, and went behind the counter to set down his cardboard box with a rub over his clean-shaven chin. He brushed his shaggy blond hair back, wiped his hands down their matching green aprons, then took the knife from his front pocket to slice open the box. 

“Good afternoon Estalia, what brings you to the shop today dear?” James walked by with a firm squeeze of her shoulder as he made his way over to restock the greens. 

“I just came to get a few things, and wait for Cyrus to finish up.” Her eyes followed his dual-bladed back as he set the basket down on the floor, then tied his grey hair into a pony-like tail that ended between their cross.

“No need, save your money. Just leave Yara’s list on the counter, I’ll gather it before we head out; we’ll be closing up here in about thirty minutes.”

“Okay.”

She didn’t know what to say to him about the Pure-Form’s approach, didn’t know how to start. What could she even do, what could James do? They were just people, the Pure-Forms should have the power to fix themselves. She repeated those questions with a partial hope that the Spirit-Form would come back with more information or advice, but her mind remained occupied by only herself. 

Estalia again pushed it away, and nudged her hip off to post both elbows on the counter with a fold of her arms. She watched her foster brother’s white-winged back as he emptied his box onto the shelf behind the counter—adding to the assortment of writing utensils, papers, books, an abacus, knives, and other miscellaneous items. 

He finished, chucked the emptied box onto the floor with a thump, then untied the string of his apron for it to loosen around his belly. She smiled as he folded up his black work sleeves, then leaned on his own elbows to reflect her stance. He seemed to be in a rare good mood, perky even. She flinched when he booped her nose and opened his mouth to say something, but James made his way behind the counter. Cyrus straightened himself—two inches taller than her five-nine frame, then jolted forward when James gave him a casual pound on the back. 

She fixed her own posture with a clearing of her throat. “Has Tien been in? I haven’t bumped into her yet.”

James turned his green-eyed attention away to pick up the discarded box as Cyrus replied. “She was in earlier, said she was going to the Sweet Shop. I doubt she’d still be there though.” 

“Okay.” She dug through her bag and put the list in Cyrus’s outstretched hand before turning for the door with a glance over her shoulder. “We’ll see you guys soon.” 

“Bye dear.”

Estalia let the door shut itself behind her, stomped down the sturdy wooden steps, and aimed her way back towards the Sweet Shop. The shrieks of children hit her ears when a group of them came running around its corner, but she froze when a rock-Form chased after them—reflecting one of their small shapes as they played. 

She had to relax, they were harmless. Dramatic? Yes—but harmless. She grew up with them, and not once had she ever been nervous. She couldn’t let one abnormal situation ruin her judgement of them. 

She went over to the large fountain and sat on the edge of its basin. She drifted the tips of her fingers across the water’s surface, and watched it ripple over the many vials of purpose that scattered the bottom. She had to relax. The Pure-Forms were no different than they always have been. 

She closed her eyes with a deep breath, and continued to skim her fingers over the cool water as she eased her mind with memory. Of the good moments when the Pure-Forms teased and interacted within their elemental bounds. Of when they splashed her while near the river with Nyad. Or when air-Forms blew Tien’s coiled hair in her face. Or when they buffeted Cyrus and Ophelius down the homestead’s hill with a forceful gale during the somers when he used to visit. And the many times fire-Forms picked on Winslow by reaching out from the flames to scorch his marshmallows.

They were harmless. She was okay.  

Estalia kept her eyes closed and reached down to scratch the phantom stroke off of her leg. She took another deep breath, and focused on the sounds around her. The sounds of the door-bells ringing...of the water trickling. Of the consumers consuming, and vendors vending...the hammers ha—

“ESTIE!” 

Aether save her. 

She looked in the direction of Tien’s happy shout and stood to meet her. 

Tien skipped over after closing the door of ‘DT Colours’ and gave her a jumping hug. Estalia tilted her chin up to avoid getting it butted by her head, and did her best to discreetly spit out the chestnut-brown hair that floated into her mouth. 

She took hold of Tien’s delicate shoulders to set her back a step. “What happened to make you so ecstatic?” 

Tien’s grey eyes twinkled and she grasped her hands with an elated shake. “Estie, I met someone!” Her golden-brown skin glowed as the sun peeked through the passing cloud. She doubted her Spirit sister could even see beyond her grinning cheeks. 

Estalia raised a brow. “Met someone?” 

“Yeah!”

“So?”

Tien looped her arm through hers and began guiding her into a wandering stroll—heading nowhere in particular. “He said he’s Daniel’s replacement, so he’ll be working with you! His name is Xerxes. He’s super cute, has the prettiest green eyes, super charming. You know how sometimes when you first meet someone and you instantly feel like you’d get along? That’s what it felt like.” 

“Hm.” She tried to push away the unsolicited image of Daniel’s charred corpse. She still didn’t understand how it happened, why he was even at the store when the fire started. He didn’t have a shift in the forge that day. 

Thankfully Tien continued, not needing a response. She was incredibly skilled at one-way conversations. 

“I was picking stuff up for dessert tonight—for when we come over, and when I turned around I bumped right into him and dropped everything, I was super embarrassed. But he held my arms to steady me, and his eyes just drew me right in. He’s so sweet. I can’t wait for you to meet him! I think there’s definitely something there between us. I’m going to go for it. Do you think I should go for it?”

“I—”

“I’m gonna go for it!” After interrupting her gaping jaw Tien skipped ahead. 

Estalia huffed an incredulous chuckle, more drained from the last five minutes than she had been over the last week. Tien paused her hopping strides to wait for her to catch up. She made no effort to increase her pace.

“Anyway, after that whole fumble we got to chatting. He just arrived from outside of town the other day, and in perfect time to help finish the rebuild! I heard dad talking with Edgar saying you can go in after a few more days. Xerxes and I will be there too. I can’t wait to get to know him more.” 

Wonderful.

“You just met him, Tien.”

“Yes, and I’ll meet him again tomorrow!”

That’s not what sh—nevermind.

Another hiss came through her teeth when the same kid from earlier ran past and tripped over an exposed patch of earth. Tien immediately dropped down with a sympathetic coo when he did a face-planted cry into the cobblestones.  

Estalia tried to avoid its teary gaze by continuing on to sit back down on the fountain’s edge facing the opposite way. What the El was it with kids falling all the time? Where were his parents? They needed to get their child some better shoes. She glanced at Tien when she returned and settled onto the stone beside her. “What else do you have to pick up?”  

“I think I got everything. Are you waiting for Cyrus again?”

“Yes. It shouldn’t be too long now, we can go wait inside while they finish up. You must’ve dropped your bags off with Axel?” 

“Yeah.” Tien stood to lead the way to James’s with a skip in her step.

***
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A carnation-pink haze streaked along the horizon as the sky sank to a deeper blue. The vest she had around her no longer kept the chill from seeping through to her skin. Estalia hugged herself with a shiver while Cyrus slid off of James’s light-brown and white-speckled Clydesdale. She thanked him when he covered her with his coat, then he draped his arm over her shoulders as they started for the main house. 

James and Tien placed the bags on the counter by the sink and started helping by setting the table. She didn’t want to add to the kitchen chaos and crunched space, so she followed Cyrus upstairs and casually stalked into his room uninvited. She plopped down on his large bed in the far left corner by the window as he took a white short-sleeved shirt and brown sweatpants from his pine dresser by the door. He went out and turned left to go into the small bathroom between their rooms.

Estalia stood, and sauntered over to his bookshelf that took up the whole length of the far wall. She slouched to rub her fingers across the many spines. To say he liked books felt like an understatement. He seemed to be more of a hoarder, considering there were second rows tucked in behind the front visible stacks. 

She straightened, and stepped closer to look at the large painting he had pinned up on the wall. She had to admit Tien did a good job at displaying the far-off view of Wesbul from the top of their hill. She made it a few somers ago, and captured the lowering sun’s warmth with different shades of yellows and oranges. She added a sinking cerulean-blue glow over the far-off scattered group of homes and stores, and included the details of their casting shadows. She created life inside with candle-lit windows, and in the distance was a long stretch of dark strokes for the Endera forest. Estalia did a swipe over the rough canvas with her fingers before turning back around, and returned to the bed when she heard the tub drain; that was quick.

He had candles posted on any spare inch of surface to aid his late-night reading, she was surprised the house hadn’t burned down yet. A soft smile came to her face as she leaned to grab her brother’s round glasses that sat next to his three-book stack of current reads on his side-table. He seemed to have gotten a slight short end of the Air-Ethnic stick by being only far-sighted, but at least he still got the ancestral gift of heightened sight. He could see further than all of them, however up close his vision was just as impaired as a turkey’s.

She quickly set his glasses down to stop her fiddling when he came back in towel-drying his hair. She tried to hide her smirk from seeing both of his wings wrapped in blankets to keep them from dripping; the guy had to do what he had to do. How he was able to tolerate those things she had no clue. “...How was work?” 

He draped the hair-towel over his laundry basket and leaned against the dresser as he brushed his hair around with his fingers. All the perkiness from earlier was gone. His voice was lower in his fatigue, his tone soft. “It was good, pretty busy before you came. We had more stock arrive from Dreburg, but other than that it was just a normal day.” 

“Hm. Are you ready for dinner?”

He gave a loose shrug. “As ready as I can get.”  

He nudged himself off the dresser and started stretching out his shirt as she stood and shuffled past. He closed his door behind her, then thumped his way down the stairs as she backtracked to close her own door down the hall.

Tien’s burst of giggles made her peer over the railing, to see Cyrus’s wings and hair fluffed from Yara’s flick of the wrist. Estalia went down the stairs, helped him brush down his poofy feathers, then urged him into the kitchen.

He took his plate over to the couch to sit next to his father, his uncle Vernon sat across from them while Yago claimed the other leather chair, so Estalia set her plate down at the table and took a seat with her back to the window. She did her best to avoid eye contact with James in case he sensed something off, and she didn’t feel like triggering a conversation with Tien or Yara, so she kept her head down and gaze on her plate. 

Her mind muffled out the conversations that drifted around her until it no longer could. Her heart skipped a beat when Yago spoke to her from across the room. 

“Estalia, how was your day sweetie?”

She kept her head down. Maybe if she pretended not to hear, her foster aunt’s curiosity would brush past. 

“Estalia?”

Awesome.

Her attempt to avoid attention just made it worse. She snapped her head up, acting as if she were caught in a daze, just to see everyone looking at her. Other than Cyrus, who was busy picking a casserole potato slice off of his stomach that wouldn’t stay on his fork. She struggled to swallow when she met James’s stare from across the table, but still forced in a big bite of her buttered bread. Act casual. It was a great day. Nothing happened.

But that wasn’t true...there would be no better time to mention it to James than now. She couldn’t keep putting it off, she couldn’t keep pushing it away. The Pure-Forms approached her. As much as she resented that, she couldn’t ignore them—no one could. 

She tried her best to keep her tone light, unbothered. “It was okay, pretty uneventful. The ride to town was a bit off I guess.” She cued a mental forehead smack. What the El was that? She could have come up with something, smart. 

She shrugged and lifted a sloppy spoon of chili to lather over the unchewed contents still in her mouth. She had to chew. She had to breathe. 

“Why, what happened on your way to town?”

Estalia chewed and spoke through puckered lips to keep the food in. This was good. Maybe they wouldn’t understand her mumbled words and let it go. “Mabel and I got approached by a couple of Pure-Forms. It was just weird.”

She was ready to go to bed. She was tired. She was done.

James spoke. “How many?”

She did a thick swallow and cleared her throat after a few sips of water. 

He pulled her plate away when she went to scoop for another bite. “Estalia, answer me dear. How many?”

She cleared her throat again. “Maybe between thirty-five, forty...ish.” 

Her attention flickered to Winslow when his fork clattered onto his plate then onto the floor; he rushed with a grunt to pick it back up. 

James’s stare didn’t falter. “What happened?”

‘What happened’? That’s it? She had expected him to have more of a reaction, or better-quality questions.

“A Spirit one just mentioned some sort of threat towards them, and that they needed me to help them or something. But that makes no sense, so we can just forget about it.” She forced her shoulders into another shrug and pulled her plate back to finish. 

But she couldn’t ‘just forget about it’. Estalia’s brow furrowed when James looked at the other Guardians. There was something shared in their expressions, but it wasn’t fear, wasn’t concern. James didn’t even seem the least bit surprised—none of them did beyond Winslow’s brief struggle with the utensil. 

She glanced around at the five of them. “What was that look, what is it?”

Winslow cleared his throat with a cough and stood from the couch, then made his way over to bring his plate to the sink. Apparently no one heard her clear enough. 

“It’s like you all know something, tell me.”

Yago and Vernon were stiff in their seats, completely ignoring her. They ignored her now but couldn’t before when she actually wanted to be? This was starting to tick her off.

Cyrus came over to stand behind her chair and rested a hand on its back. James offered to take his plate and settled it onto his own neat stack. “If this happens again Estalia, you come to me immediately.”

She glared at him, that wasn’t an answer. They must know something, but what the El was there for them to know? She didn’t originally want this conversation, but now she felt like it was moving on far too quickly.

James restated his order once more as he pushed out his chair with a rumble and stood. “If something abnormal happens, whether it be with the Pure-Forms or otherwise, you come to me. You do not wait.” He handed the dishes to Yara then gave Winslow a squeeze of the shoulder. “I have a letter to send; we’ll talk tomorrow.”

A letter?

He turned back to Yara. “Yara, thank you for having me over again dear, I’m going to head out.” He gave her a brief hug and a kiss on the cheek, then dipped his head towards Vernon and Yago as they whispered to each other over the small circle side-table between their chairs. James grabbed his bag and swords off of the second couch next to the fireplace, then walked out the front door. 

Cyrus spoke from behind her. “A letter, what letter?” 

Winslow sighed with a tense pause, as if he were conflicted on whether or not to answer. “To Juno.”

Estalia contained her eye-roll when Tien’s eyes filled with surprised wonder. “Juno, like Queen Juno?”

He lifted Tien’s plate and started wiping off the table. “Yes.” 

“How the heck does James know Queen Juno?!”

He slid her plate into the sink’s soapy water and placed a wing-hidden kiss on Yara’s cheek before returning to give Tien’s shoulder a gentle touch. “It’s not my story to tell love.”

Winslow ruffled Vernon’s groomed-back blond hair when he and Yago entered the kitchen—still avoiding all acknowledgement of her.

“Yara, Verni and I are going to head out too. Come over for coffee in the morning, I’ll have some extra breakfast made for you.” Yago gave Yara a kiss on each rosy cheek then turned to Tien. “Ready sweetie?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Tien bounced up and stepped to give her and Cyrus a thankfully brief hug, then went ahead of her foster parents out the door. 

Cyrus gave her back a rub. “I’m going to bed, goodnight.”

She didn’t bother hiding the disappointment in her tone. “Goodnight.”

Yara spoke as she started gathering the leftovers. “Goodnight Cyrus honey, sleep well.”

Winslow propped his hair back from his face, then grabbed a clean towel to start drying the dishes that Yara continued. He glanced over his shoulder to see Estalia still seated at the table with her arms crossed under her chest. “You should go to bed too love.”

She shook her head. “What the El was all that about? Is there something you’re not telling us? Or did those Pure-Forms just make me paranoid.”

Yara replied. “Just go to bed dear, we’ll talk in the morning.”

She clenched her teeth through a few moments, but waiting just turned into a waste of her time. Estalia launched from her chair with a huff out her nose, stomped up the steps, then shut the bathroom door behind her. She did her best to push away the presence of their hushed voices that had started once she left.
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Chapter Three
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~Juno~

She dug her long fingers into the cool soil and began lifting out small sections at a time. The bold appearance of dirt coated itself over her white chilled hands, but did nothing to hide the plethora of scars that scattered over her working limbs. Juno straightened herself and inhaled the fresh Dragon’s breeze that drifted through her cropped black hair, then resumed.

She settled each clump of pansies into their dug-out allocations, and basked in the early sun of lent as it shone down on her hunched-over spine. She spread her silver wings and let them drape over the ground at her sides, allowing the radiance to warm her feathers and the back of her neck. 

She gazed forward into the pond at her oval face and grey-eyed reflection, and took in the memory of her father. She missed him deeply—may he rest in Elysia’s peace...she missed the times that were light, and good, and free of pain. When she could run as he chased her along the tiled pathways that intertwined amongst the many patches and lines of their wild and planted flowers. She missed hearing his voice read, and speak of his favorite books, and the tales of his adventurous youth before the Councils were formed and he was titled a King. 

It has been many years since she last placed her feet in the pond before her, and let the little fish, frogs, and occasional Dragons nip at her toes. It has been many years since she’s lived.

A pale pillar garbed in black approached and stood behind her. An ocean-scented air washed over her and her Leading Distant Private who looked down at her with black monolid eyes; always the impeccably-unreadable mask. 

“They are waiting for you.”

Juno cleaned her hands with a clap then held one up for assistance, but Mellan didn’t take it. Her Guard’s long raven-haired curtain fell forward as she bent to pull her up to standing, making no acknowledgment of her wince. The woman kept a firm hand on Juno’s arm as she leaned with a grunt to grab her bladed staff that rested on the nearest bench, then settled into the carry of her own weight. 

She swiped off Drehielyn’s clinging crumbs from her long white toga, then hobbled alongside Mellan towards Caelus who held open the large wooden door. He was holding it far too soon, they were still many paces away. She disliked her urge to rush—she could not. 

Her Local Private’s smile widened to the teeth as they drew closer, and his kind brown eyes gleamed fondly within his incessant air of patience. “Beautiful day to be in the garden, majesty.”

“It is indeed, Caelus. Thank you.” 

His light-grey wings tucked in closer as she entered the stone tower. The shadows casted over his short light-brown hair and round stubbled jaw as the door closed behind them. They turned to make their way down the awaiting great hall. 

The whispered scuffs of her slippered feet and the harsher strides of the boots that flanked her sounded against the white marble floor. The relatively steady rhythmic taps of her bladed staff echoed along the passing walls as it aided the heavy galling limp of her right leg. She could feel the crisp wind blow through the floor to high-ceiling windows that continued down the hall’s expanse. She found a sense of peace as the sheer grey curtains softly waved and swept the floor with each gentle drift as they made their way to the center tower. She let the tips of her wings relax and trail behind her when the other two Privates of her Guard pushed through the approaching door. 

Mae tucked in her beige wings and Juno gave the middle-aged woman a fond dip of her chin when she stood aside. A subtle clang of steel sounded from between Akash’s beige-speckled dark-brown wings when he shifted to hold the door open with his back. She rested a hand on his shoulder and ushered Mae and Caelus through first.

Juno looked up the spiraling stone stairs and let the extensions of her back flare with the thick sound of a muffled boom. With a mighty plunge she launched into the air, and pushed a strong cast into her wings to elevate her upwards towards the entrance ledge. 

She grinned as Mellan raced up the staircase around her ascent while her ebony hair danced through her manipulation of the air. In a way the woman was quite fortunate. Wings were far from a quick, steady, and easy way of transport. Each wing was of considerable weight; to stack one’s body into the equation, the strength and ability it took to fly was not a skill unearned. She knew many winged folk that either lost or never worked for the strength to get themselves off of the ground. Endurance and elevation once in the air was something else entirely.

The four Privates distributed themselves around the two curved couches that faced each other in the center of the glass-walled room. Her gaze went to Kailani’s dark-chai complexion when she came to stand beside her—her compact frame no taller than her shoulder. Juno stroked down the back of Kailani’s subtle brown waves that ended at the nape of her neck, and rested her hand between the base of her brown deformed wings—no larger than one’s torso.

Her hip was in desperate need of respite. She released her hand and went to the left couch. Kailani followed, then came to a halt next to the curved arm. 

Juno tossed the pillow out of her way to sit next to Ilmari, then forced her ankles to cross beside his on the centered oval table. She contained her smirk when he scoffed and swatted Gunter away from fondling his long white hair from behind the furniture’s back, which sent the pale black-winged bald man over to sulk on the opposite couch. 

“I appreciate you all for coming to meet with me, I’m aware that the Council keeps your tasks somewhat cumbersome.” 

Caelus bowed. “It’s always a pleasure, majesty.” 

She had a hard time keeping her eyes from rolling at that man. She despised these titled formalities. She acknowledged him with a brief dip of her chin, then continued. “For the sake of time I’ll get right to the general point. I received a letter from an ally of mine, and a situation has occurred that is rather...unsettling. Mellan, Akash, I want you to handle the task of increasing security around all Air territory borders to the north and west. Mae, Caelus, work closer to the east and south. I also want you all to speak with however many you can. Keep your senses open to collect things that seem amiss, or if experiences—of others or your own, carry any abnormalities. Report back to me directly once the border task is complete.”

Mellan crossed her arms with a shift in stance. “What is the nature of this? Why increase security, are we to be attacked? What specifically should we be looking out for?” 

“I want increased monitors because I am honestly not sure what is to come. It is of Pure-Form relevance. I cannot say more at the moment, just come to me once it’s done.” 

Mae spoke. “Will weapons be required, or are you simply looking for a more expansive intellectual stronghold?”

“Both, but be discreet. I do not want the Council aware of these efforts, at least not yet. Do you understand?” 

They all stiffened, knowing that it was above her Royal station to act outside of the Council’s overarching authority. This was not a Council order, so if they were to get caught following through with their Queen’s personal initiative they would all be punished. It was the Air’s way. 

After a tense moment the four of them nodded and went to the ledge. Silence ensued as Akash, Mae, and Caelus dropped off, while Mellan manipulated her drift down the coiled iron railing.

Once the door shut down below, Juno loosened her breath and Gunter stood. He rubbed his black chin-beard as he walked over to the small table against the window. 

“Do any of you want tea? Coffee?” 

Kailani and Ilmari shook their heads. 

“I wouldn’t mind some chamomile, thank you Gunter.” 

He poured her cup, then placed it by her feet on the table before settling down with his steaming barley. Kailani left her side to sit beside him as he exaggerated a sigh from his sip. He rested his forearms upon his knees, and clasped his hands with a smack of his lips.

“So, what happened Juno? Why the discretion? You’re well aware of our Council’s consequences, as are we—considering if you get in trouble again we’re the ones that have to distribute the treatment.” 

Kailani slapped the back of his smooth head for the abrupt and casual reference of the memory. Juno smirked at his openness and the attempted humor within Kailani’s strike, however the reminder always sent phantom pinches along the textured scars embedded on her back. 

She may be a Queen, but it was just a title. They all knew it. When together just the four of them, regardless of talk, they were friends, equals, and on even ground beneath the Air Council’s metaphorical boot. Not all members were bad of course, but at the end of the day it was the character and attitude of the Leader that set the reputation, and limits, of the faction.

Kailani spoke with a stiff posture as she sat perched on the edge of the cushion. “I assume when you said ‘ally’ you meant James? The occurrence must be off-putting if he deemed it appropriate to reach out after so many years of silence. He may have saved your life, but you owe him nothing. What allyship does he offer? What use? What purpose is strong enough to feel the need to go under the Council’s table to arrange extended watch and protection for things you say you’re not sure of? And what of the Pure-Forms? They are of no threat. Not at any point throughout our history have they had damaging tendencies. They are our most natural allies.”

Juno pulled her feet from the table with a
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