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For those who dream of a different reality.
These stories are for you.

Part Twenty-Two — Thelyrah
 
 
“The children and Sestras of Nuama have suffered enough. From here forward, the wings of every male infant shall be removed at birth. No man will ever fly again.”
 
— Empress Esmuthelan at the first conclave of the newly-formed Conven of Haporai
 
 
	Cold air finds you long before Hagate comes into view.
	It slips beneath your feathers in thin, needling currents, stealing warmth from the skin along your shoulders and wingroots, despite your thick laiokin.
	Each breath you draw tastes sharper than the last—clean, metallic, and biting, like snowmelt running over jagged stone.
	Etan’ash flies to your right, a steady, dark shadow against the bruising violet of the sky, close enough that you can hear the rhythmic beat of their wings. You move in practiced synchronization, two parts of a single entity, adjusting your pitch without speaking. Your flight lines weave and settle as the airpath shifts beneath you.
	Below, the land rolls northward in long, shadowed folds. Forests of angsanga and cedar darken to deep emerald-black, broken only by winding streams that flash like silver blades when the waning moonlight strikes them. Here and there, the pale, jagged scars of stone spires break through the canopy, reaching up toward the sister moons.
	But it is the silence that unsettles you most.
	At this height, and this far north, there are no resonant temple drums thrumming in the distance. There are no murmuring voices of Sestras carried on the wind, no distant calls of traders or children or nightbirds. Only the relentless rush of air past your ears and the slow, powerful sweep of your own wings. The world is empty of everything but freezing sky.
	And in that vast, terrifying quiet, your mind will not stay still.
	You find yourself wondering—not for the first time—what your son looks like now. Whether he found any small scrap of happiness in his hidden, stunted existence. Until Minah was conceived, you’d gone to see him as often as possible, risking everything.
	You’d brought toys and garments made of soft biosilk and thick liuen wool.
	You had held him close each time you saw him. Your breasts had ached with phantom letdown when he cooed and babbled—but your milk had long dried up.
	Your body wanted to nurture him, but you could not.
	Leaving him that last time was the most painful thing you’ve ever done. You had known you wouldn’t be able to see him again—he was becoming too old.
	He had made you a Mother, and there was almost nothing you could do to help keep him alive and safe.
	It turned out that he’d been young enough to forget your visits—at least, that’s what Sai had said in her missives over the annums.
	Sai.
	Your gut twists.
	She had been more than happy to become Te’ire’s surrogate Mother, stepping into the space you left vacant. It’s too bad Sai had kept Amaz around, though.
	That disgraced, sniveling Fa’loom.
	You’ve known for over an annum that he was the one to expose your son to the Cloudweavers that fateful night at the Festival of Soluné.
	You were exceedingly glad when Amaz was captured in Shabnead, dragged from the dirt like the vermin he is. Apparently, he’d been living in the wilds and Groveholds like a scavenger since disappearing from Hagate a few moon cycles prior. Or at least, that’s the story he’d given under the weight of the Cloudweaver’s gaze.
	You’d wanted to have him killed—to see his blood stain the stone—but Etan’ash had cautioned against it, their hand on your arm a cold anchor.
	What was it they’d said? Oh yes—
	‘Executing a runaway Fa’loom whose only official crime was being caught in the act of stealing will draw attention to him—and you. Send him to Ga’hueal, he will die there soon enough.’ 
	You’ve been meaning to inquire whether he’s still alive. You decide you’ll ask Etan’ash to send a missive to Ga’hueal inquiring about Amaz’s fate as soon as possible.
	All these thoughts circle through your mind, yet you are avoiding the most painful one.
	Te’ire would hate you if he knew you were his Mother.
	And he would have every reason to.
 
~
 
	Your body aches in ways you didn’t know it could. You’ve just given birth for the first time.
	It is a boy.
	You know what that means.
	Etan’ash is sitting next to you, as they have been since your first contraction. The infant is being looked over by the Ensheduana—but you want him back.
	He should be with you, in your arms.
	Not poked and prodded and gawked at by them.
	They must evaluate him, though he is to be killed. They must know whether he would have made a good Unbroken. They need to know Esmuthelan’s lineage is still strong.
	Finally, you cannot stand it any longer.
	“Bring him to me,” you demand.
	The eldest Ensheduana turns to you, a knowing, pitying look on her wrinkled face.
	“Empress, it will be easier if you do not hold him—”
	“Bring him to me. Now.”
	So she does.
	He seems so small. Smaller than you would have expected, a fragile weight against your ribs, though the Ensheduana said he was a little larger than average for full term. You had bled quite a lot during the delivery, the sheets stained a dark, terrifying crimson, and despite having imbibed a draught of fiera, you still feel quite weak and sleepy, your head swimming.
	He is perfect. His hands are so tiny, like the pale petals of a starflower. His fingers smaller still. He has a tuft of dark hair already, and you can tell it will be even curlier than yours.
	His wings are beautiful—soft, downy feathers in shades of the deepest parts of the forest at dusk.
	And though you know it is not recommended—that it creates a bond that will only make the coming execution harder—you allow him to latch on. He begins suckling, a small, rhythmic tugging, his eyelids fluttering.
	You can feel Etan’ash’s eyes on you, heavy and watchful, so you look up. They are gazing at you with an unreadable expression, a mixture of love and terrifying resolve.
	In fact, everyone in the room is watching you feed your son. The eldest Ensheduana is frowning.
	“Please, Etan’ash…” you whisper, and somehow they understand.
	They nod, and though they do not sigh, you sense they wish they could. They rise from their place next to you on the bed and say, “Thelyrah and myself would like privacy for a few moments.”
	The Ensheduana—and your Mother, aunts, and Grandmother—exchange glances. What you are asking is rare, and therefore feels dangerous.
	“Very well,” the eldest Ensheduana says, stepping forward. “We can take the infant with us—”
	“No. Leave.”
	They cannot disobey a direct order from their Empress, so one by one they file from the birthing chamber.
	“What’s wrong, Thee?” Etan’ash asks, coming to sit next to you once more.
	“I just want a moment with him. Why does everyone else get to hold him before I do? He is mine. I carried him, I birthed him. Why did they take him from me?”
	“Thee…” they say helplessly.
	“Look at him, Etan’ash. He is so beautiful. And his little belly—how did it get so full? He hasn’t yet drunk enough of my milk for his belly to be so round. I must have nourished him well when he was inside me—”
	You think of the women in Ihatithre who never see their daughters because there, a woman is just another mouth to feed, a burden to be discarded. They are thrown into the desert to die, never knowing the comfort of their Mother’s breast, never having been held in the light.
	It is then you begin weeping, the hot tears falling onto the soft, dark hair of your son.
~
 
	Tears are streaming from your eyes and freezing to your face. The wind has become more frigid, and your wings are tired.
	“We should land, Thee. It’s getting late,” Etan’ash says softly. In response, you bank downward toward a small clearing next to a stream.
	As the two of you set up a basic encampment—just a fire and simple biosilk shelter—there is silence.
	What is there to say? All those annums ago Etan’ash broke Sacred Ethos for you. And nothing has been the same since.
 
~
 
	“Thee, how will we even—”
	“Just take him out the skygate. I’ll tell them that you and I fed him to my leopardess. They’ll believe me!” You switch the infant to your other breast without thinking.
	He latches on well and continues eating. His tiny eyelashes flutter—he is sleepy. It’s hard work being born.
	“Thee, be reasonable! Where will you tell them I went?!”
	“I—”
	Your heart is racing. What you are suggesting is one of the deepest breaches of Sacred Ethos you could possibly commit.
	And you are the Empress! You must—
	But then, the baby opens his eyes and meets your gaze. Fully. As if he didn’t just arrive here a few moments ago.
	You’ve seen many births—aunts, cousins, friends. So you know infants almost never make eye contact the way he is doing now.
	You take a deep breath and trace the outline of his tiny, shell-shaped ear.
	“His name is Te’ire.”
 
~
 
	The fire crackles and snaps. You still have decent firespeaking skills, though you don’t have time to practice these days.
	Etan’ash sits nearby. They are silent.
	It is not an uncomfortable silence. Simply that of two people who have seen too much.
	You hope Te’ire felt loved by Sai. In her missives about him, it sounded like she’d formed a solid bond with him.
	She often reported that he was lonely and increasingly bitter about it. You wish he hadn’t been so isolated.
	He could have been living in Corestone all this time, surrounded by loved ones.
	If you’d been braver.
 
~
 
	“The nook. Put him in the nook,” you hiss, your voice frantic.
	You begin wrapping the baby—Te’ire. Your firstborn. Your son. A broken sob bursts from your chest—
	“Thee, do you seriously want me to enclose him—”
	“Yes! We can get him out when they’re gone! It has an air shaft, he will be able to breathe.”
	“Thee, he will be in there alone—”
	“Better alone than dead,” you snap, then realize Etan’ash cares about him too.
	Otherwise they would not be worried about him being enclosed in a tiny bubble inside the stone wall.
	“If you are certain this is what you want, I will help you,” they say, grabbing your face with both their hands and forcing you to look them dead in the eye. “But this is something that can never be undone.”
	“I know.”
 
~
 
	You should rest.
	But you cannot stop thinking about Te’ire. Wondering if he is warm. If the Cloudweavers are feeding him enough. If his wounds from being captured are beginning to heal.
	Like many, many nights before this one, you are wondering what his life was like. Though Sai sent you updates on him almost every moon cycle, you know that pales in comparison to the loneliness and isolation he must have felt.
	Is probably still feeling.
	Etan’ash is lying across the fire, wrapped in their laiokin and a biosilk coverlet.
	They face you, but their eyes are closed.
	Yet you know they are not asleep.
	“Etan’ash?”
	“Yes?”
	“Are you angry with me?”
	The silence is long. And loud.
	“No, Thee.”
	“It seems like you are. And you have every reason to be.”
	“We have been worrying about this exact situation for many annums—ever since Te’ire was born. Moreso since we received news that Amaz exposed a ‘winged male’ at the Festival of Soluné last annum. There is nothing left to say about it. I only hope he does not guess you are his Mother. I still think it would be much better if you let me speak to him.”
	“He is certain to overhear the Cloudweavers talking about the Empress coming. And he knows you as Hashep. If you see him, he may figure out you’re traveling with me. You said yourself that last time you saw him, he seemed to intuit that you know who his Mother is.”
	Etan’ash sighs at your words.
	“It’s not fair to keep me from him, Thee. I’ve gone to see him multiple times every annum for his entire life. I am one of a very small number of people he knows. And he trusts me—”
	“You can see him separately, a few days after I do. Or maybe—”
	“Thelyrah, he’s smart. He is likely to figure out you’re his Mother, one way or the other. I can almost feel it. After all, you’re planning to free him.”
	“Etan, I am sorry I dragged you into this—”
	“It’s alright, Thee. I made my own decision to help you keep him alive all those annums ago. But I admit, I wish your first child had been a girl. Everything would have been so much easier.”
	“For you and me? Or for Te’ire?”
	“All of us.”
 
~
 
	“Hurry!” Your voice is desperate, pleading.
	“I’m trying,” Etan’ash hisses.
	“The Ensheduana and my family will insist on returning soon—”
	“I know, Thee! Leave me to it!”
	So you shut your mouth and watch as they seal your son inside the wall.
 
~
 
	“Te’ire is alive because of us, Etan. And though we broke the Sacred Ethos to save him—”
	“And he still has his wings. Like no male in Nuama—other than those who dwell beneath Ga’hueal. I cannot imagine what the Haporai would say if they ever found out.”
	You have no reply. They are right, and you cannot argue. Yet—
	“Etan—”
	“Thee—”
	You both fall silent.
	Fear builds in your chest—what if, when you free Te’ire, he is captured again? And how will you hide the fact you’ve freed him? There are so many questions you’ve been unable to think of solutions for.
	Yet—
	“What would you have had me do?” you demand. “I couldn’t let them kill him! I could not!”
	Etan’ash sits up, then slumps forward. They rest their elbows on their knees and cup their head in their hands. They look defeated.
	You have almost never seen them this way.
	A bolt of worry shoots through you, hot and strong.
	“Etan?”
	A nightbird calls from far-off, the sound echoing against large stone boulders standing sentinel behind you.
	“I know. I didn’t want him to die, either,” they finally reply. “But what now? What will you say to the Cloudweavers when we arrive? What reason will you give, as the Empress, for speaking to him alone? How will we free him without the Cloudweavers knowing it was us? And what if he guesses you are his Mother? What then?”
 
~
 
	The Ensheduana are gone. As are your Mother and all your other Sestra relatives.
	“Get him out! Hurry,” you whisper.
	Though, you have no reason to be quiet.
	They had believed everything you’d said. That you and Etan’ash killed your son. Fed him to your leopardess. Threw his wings into the fire that still blazes in the centre of the birthing chamber.
	And that the leopardess had carried him to the beach below to consume him.
	“One more moment…” Etan’ash says as the stone continues to part.
	They are well versed in both mineralshaping and plantspeaking, and dabble in the other arts.
	The stone widens slowly—just as your uru did a few hours before.
	You can hear your son crying, and your milk lets down almost violently, making wet spots on your night-time gown.
	“I need to hold him—” you choke out. “I can’t stand to hear him upset—”
	“Here,” Etan’ash whispers, their tone soft and soothing as they finally lift him from the cleft of the rock. “Here he is.”
	You scoop him into your arms and offer your breast immediately. He’s been enclosed behind the wall since midday, now it is almost time for evening meal.
	Pangs of guilt rock through you, and you stroke his head over and over until he calms. Small hiccups emerge from his mouth even as he eats, and you manage a soft smile. What a funny little creature he is.
	Then the brief moment of calm is shattered.
	“Thee, what are we going to do with him? We cannot keep him here for very long, and you cannot fly. You’ve just given birth—”
	“I know. Please, give me time to think,” you say, drifting towards the bed, your son held tight in your arms.
	Etan’ash sighs and comes to sit next to you.
 
~
 
	“Would you undo anything, Etan’ash? He has been hidden all this time. He has been safe. He has not caused any trouble until now—”
	“How can you know that, Thee?”
	“We have not heard anything about him all these annums until Amaz exposed him—”
	“True. And that is because of how closely he was watched.”
 
~
 
	“We could ask Sai to take him,” you say.
	Te’ire has fallen asleep, his tiny tongue sticking out a bit. You’d laugh if you weren’t so worried about him.
	“Sai?! Thee, she chose exile with a male who didn’t follow the law of consent over remaining here at Corestone with her Sestras—”
	“I know! But who else is there?”
 
~
 
	“We should sleep. We aren’t far away now,” Etan’ash says.
	So you try to rest—but you are wide awake. Your mind is filled with visions of your son and how he might react if he realizes you are his Mother.
	Sometimes you think perhaps he will forgive you. Mostly you are certain he will hate you.
	Over and over in your mind, you see him flying away from you without so much as speaking a word. And wherever he goes, you know you are unlikely to see him ever again.
	You’ve wept about losing him many times over the annums, when thinking about how lonely he must have been, when thinking about how smart and thoughtful Sai told you he was despite everything he’d been through.
	Tonight your well is dry. But your heart aches just as it always has. It is an ache that never goes away—knowing your actions hurt your child. Knowing he experienced pain because of you. Pain you could have prevented.
	When the sun rises, you are exhausted. But you must continue on. So you do.
	Late that morning, you and Etan’ash arrive in Hagate.

Part Twenty-Three — Tuheru
 
 
“Now that I know what Ihatithre is truly like, how can I not support Minah in her quest to recover the knowledge of bifemme conception… it is like I was her, when she was there. I remember everything, though I dare not speak of it to her. It is too horrific, and the last thing I want is to cause her more pain… but what I have not yet told anyone is that I know what an Unbroken is. And what a sire is—I might have been one, once. Is it possible Minah is my daughter? Carrying this knowledge is a burden so heavy, I fear I cannot bear it much longer. Yet, if I tell Thelyrah, what will happen to me?”
 
— Fa’loom Tuheru’s personal sete notes
 
 
	Tuheru was in the communal kitchen atop Corestone. Earlier that day, Thelyrah and Etan’ash had flown north to Hagate.
	They hadn’t said why—just that there was a small emergency to attend to, and they’d be back in half a moon cycle or so.
	Tuheru stood at the long stone counter, hands moving with the practiced, unconscious grace of many annums of service.
	The communal kitchens atop Corestone always smelled of the same comforting things—the silky-green sun-touched scent of malave leaves, honeyed warmth of baking root bread, and the faint, mineralian tang of the stone walls themselves.
	With Thelyrah and Etan’ash gone to Hagate, the sprawling corridors and halls of Corestone felt hollow, its heartbeat slowed to a sluggish rhythm.
	Isahore was in Thelyrah’s chambers, giving her bathing pool a deep clean. Yohim was in the Groveholds above, picking herbs.
	And Tuheru was preparing a simple paste of mashed hafoda for evening meal for him, Isahore, and Yohim. Later, he would grill crispy slices of thin-sliced root bread to eat it with.
	Thump. The pestle hit the mortar.
	Thump.
	It was a soothing sound. A safe sound. The sound of a man performing a familiar task in the most beautiful place in Nuama.
	I am lucky, Tuheru recited internally, the words familiar and worn smooth like tiny grains of sand. I am here, at Corestone. I was chosen over twenty annums ago, and she chooses me still.
	Thump.
	The pestle ground against the stone bowl, a gritty, wet noise.
	And suddenly, the smell of baking bread vanished.
	Rot filled his nose. The thick, cloying scent of mud mixed with something copper and stale. The warmth of the Corestone sun was replaced by a damp chill that seeped through a rough woolen tunic—not his usual biosilk.
	He wasn’t Tuheru. He was Minah.
	He—she—was standing in a crowded, muddy thoroughfare. A place called Da’reth by those who lived there.
	The place Tuheru had always known as Ihatithre.
	A man was walking toward her.
	He had a heavy beard and eyes that were hard and flat. He looked at Minah’s face, then down to her hips, then back up to her
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