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Dedication


[image: ]


For Marisa

Anna to my Elsa

Sol to my Lia

Aquina to my Aishagi—

Always there.
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For teenage Jess

Who loved fantasy books

But never really saw herself

And never really knew herself—

I wrote a story for you.
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​​​​​​​​​​ Map
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Follow the characters’ journeys in The Great Tree of Iris on the official map on the author’s website!
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Content Warning
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The Great Tree of Iris explores subjects that may be sensitive, including but not limited to: anxiety, panic attacks, depression, parental abandonment, violence, Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms, racism (between elves, half-elves, and humans), emotional manipulation/abuse, disease, suicidal ideation (brief mention), creature physical abuse (two brief scenes), and death.

​​

PART ONE

Something Memorable Happened in the Wide World

From An Incomplete History of Erienva

By Lilrian Dotherana

––––––––
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I warn all who care for Erienva: peruse these pages with caution. For only if we understand the past, can we conceive the present.
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​​​CHAPTER ONE

​​No Stars
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Lia

Today was Harvest Day. 

Lia, her hands trembling, peered through the floor-to-ceiling windows of her study. Beyond, the Great Tree of Iris stretched its spiraling branches three stories high. The last of the moonlight lined the trunk as wide as a house. In the gloom, she could barely make out the deep golds and reds that veined the enormous leaves.

I have a duty, Lia thought dizzily. This has gone on long enough.

There were no stars this night.

From outside, a tree guard’s eyes shone like ghostly pinpricks in the torchlight. With a jolt that cricked her already-sore neck, Lia stumbled back to her cluttered desk. Gulping for air, she scanned the last page of her notebook, dimly aware this would not change anything.

“The Tree’s roots must be cared for especially, as we believe they may react to the elements...”

A giggle sounded through the open doorway. Lia whirled around. A slight figure was silhouetted by the yellowish haze of the hallway lanterns.

“Lia?” Her younger sibling Sol stepped inside, their eyes doe-like in their innocence. “Shh—I’ll be right there,” Sol whispered to someone, and quick footsteps retreated.

Lia wiped the harried expression from her face and threw a hand on her hip. “Why are you still up?” she asked.

Sol's gaze traveled over her slightly mussed red hair, the blue ink spattered over the white skin of her hands and arms, the black dress with billowing sleeves that clung to her wide hips.

“I should be asking you the same,” Sol said, scurrying over. With effort, they steadied Lia’s arm. “Drinking and writing? I’m impressed.” Their cropped blond-brown hair, today streaked with bright blue, was adorned with a jeweled comb.

“You shouldn’t be awake,” Lia slurred, plunking down in her desk chair. It was strange to look up at Sol for once. 

Sol’s bright laugh, which was usually one of Lia’s favorite sounds, echoed hollowly in her ears. “I absolutely should be awake,” Sol said. “Today could be my last.”

A lump clogged Lia’s throat. She gripped Sol’s slender arm and immediately dropped it, remembering the pox. “Don’t say that,” Lia whispered.

“I don’t want to argue with you today,” they said defiantly before scampering away, silver dress flying, only to pause in the doorway. Sol’s voice fell soft. “Just...go to sleep, would you?”

Lia set her teeth. “Be careful.”

Sol’s shoulders slumped. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” They disappeared, and Lia was alone again. She blew out a breath. 

So far, humans were nearly powerless against flameblight, the disease that had plagued them for nearly a thousand years. And in mere hours, the Great Tree would give Sol a single chance to live.

There’s still time to research more, Lia thought. Before it all begins.

She untucked her father’s pen from her bun. “Where is it?” she muttered, rifling through the unwieldy stack of books on her desk. Several volumes tumbled to the ground, narrowly avoiding her slippered feet. With the thrill of success, she pulled out a crimson book and slapped the cover. 

An Incomplete History of Erienva by Lilrian Dotherana. She flipped to the bookmarked page and read:

“According to an unnamed human scribe: ‘We were drawn to the Tree as moths to a flame, by power we do not hold. Why indeed would we settle elsewhere?’”

And that was the last thing Lia read before the alcohol took its toll, and her forehead hit the desk.

*
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The Great Tree is dying.

That was Lia’s first thought. The second was: Is this a dream?

Her feet were rooted to the spot as she stared at the sun-dappled scene. The Tree’s leaves were rotting dark as ashes, sweeping away as dust on a brittle wind. Dark sludge bubbled from the trunk, and the bark stripped in vast chunks. Branches bowed like crooked hands, snapping and plunging to the damp grass.

Each horrifying thump echoed like a fallen boulder on a mountainside. The stench was of poisonous, rotted things, of moss one thousand years old, and Lia clamped her hands over her nose.

More of the sun blazed through the gaps as the Great Tree of Iris disintegrated before her.

Time slowed. Her vision blurred no matter how many times she blinked. But she couldn’t fall apart—not here. Not where so many people would see her. Thirty years of caring for this tree: first, watching her father protect it, then taking over the responsibility herself. 

This feels so real, she thought. She glanced down at her large stomach. She flexed her fingers and shook her head. I look the same. I can move.

All around her, sunflowers awash in sunset colors were bursting from the ground. They swayed in their own dance, as if to mock the dying giant before them.

Lia stared. There were no sunflowers in the south. Only in the elven lands.

The wind gusted then, and the flowery scent of freesia washed over her. Someone laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Lia. It’s going to be all right,” said a soft voice.

Lia glimpsed a shadow: an elegant tilt to the chin, long braids, pointed ears. An elf?

“Who are you?” Lia spluttered. But the shadow vanished, and the dead tree blurred, and there was nothing for a long while.

Then, someone was shaking her arm. ​​
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​CHAPTER TWO

​​Come, My Friend, and Let It Be
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Rhael

A bolt of panic sliced through Rhael. She’s not waking up, he thought.

“Lia,” he rasped, shaking her harder.

Her head snapped up. Last night when they’d danced at the party, he hadn’t noticed the dark circles that cupped her emerald eyes or the deeply carved lines in her forehead. As if each year of working at the Great Tree had marked her like woodgrain.

Instead, the bonfire light had softened her face, her laugh, into the image he dreamed of. Holding her again, pleasing her in every possible way. Standing by her as her closest friend, and more, as it had been years ago.

But she didn’t want him like that anymore. She’d made that quite clear. Though last night, when she’d agreed to dance with him, hope had burst in his chest like the first dawn of spring.

“I wasn’t sleeping,” Lia said. She straightened and glanced out the windows at the Tree before pressing a palm to her forehead. “I mean, of course I was sleeping. What are you doing here? Did Sol send you?”

“Of course. Come on, it’s my turn to cook breakfast,” Rhael said, not unkindly. “Let’s go to the canteen.”

“Fine.” She pinched the bridge of her aggressively freckled nose. “Wait outside.”

Rhael raked a hand through his black curls as he glanced around her desk. Several dip pens, a well of dark ink, a pink straw hat, blue reading eyecrystals, and an empty wrapper were strewn about. She jutted her chin his way.

“I’ve been busy. I need to clean up.”

He laughed. “I don’t care about that. I’m just glad you’re awake.” 

In the hallway, Rhael drummed his long fingers on the wall. The tell-tale sounds of Lia readying for the day filtered through the door gap—the lid of her trunk creaking open, three choice curses, heavy steps.

The Lia that flung the door open appeared surprisingly sober. Determination set her jaw as she straightened her tree-green scholar robes.

“Okay, I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

Rhael resisted the urge to cup her cheek, to brush his finger over the new bruise on her forehead. But she’s not some battered bird, he thought. It was the very fact that Lia was so capable, so smart, that he was attracted to her. 

That he loved her.

Outside, a sluggish sun grazed the horizon. Mist still clung to the ground and the climbing weeds. Rhael squinted, catching flashes of golden wings from the lunalis tittering in the Tree’s branches.

Lia stalked past him and underneath one of the enormous roots. It dove back into the ground and rose again and again like an endless wave, petering out beyond his vision.

Wordlessly, Lia swerved around the line and the officials who were preparing for their duties, armed with clippers and ladders. Rhael tried to propel his lanky legs faster, but he was no match for Lia today. Panting, she grinned from the canteen door.

“You’re fast,” he said as she waved him inside. When she smiled like that, Rhael could almost forget that Harvest Day was personal this year. Sol was like a sibling to him, and the idea of them suffering from flameblight even at this moment was enough to make tears prick at the corners of his eyes.

Rhael realized he’d frozen in place, and he raced to crack eggs in a pan over the fire, whistling a few notes to distract himself.

“I love that song,” Lia said.

Over his shoulder, he shot her a smile that he hoped was dazzling. She eased onto a counter stool as he sang:


Come, my friend, and let it be

Areina shall rise again

We shall toast until the dawn—



“And join in this fair glen!” A bright soprano. Rhael twisted to see Sol sidle up farther down the counter. They wore cuffed pants and a flashy patterned sweater that covered most of the pox.

Lia stared dully as Sol snatched the coffee pot and a mug. Oblivious to the mood of the room, Sol gulped down a mouthful and blanched, waving a hand toward their mouth. 

“Oof, I didn’t expect this to be so hot. But thanks, Rhael.”

“I didn’t make it,” he said, pouring a cup for himself. As he sipped, he couldn’t tear his gaze from Sol. He tried to memorize their face: soft cheeks accentuated by a pointed chin, which gave the illusion of a teardrop. Short hair dyed a different color every week, still styled from the party.

Sol shot him a glance. “I don’t need your pity.”

“We don’t pity you.”

“Please don’t speak for me, Rhael,” Lia muttered from behind her mug.

Sol set their chin on their hand and glanced at Lia. “Did you sleep?”

“Let’s not start this again. I’ll only ask you the same thing.”

“Sleep is for the dead,” Sol said in a light tone that made Rhael wince. Silence fell. “I—I’m sorry. I just...want the leaf to work, and I can’t think about it too much.” Blinking furiously, Sol peered up at the glass ceiling, where the Great Tree’s leaves flashed by in a riot of autumnal color.

Lia moved next to Sol. She grasped their hand gently, where the orange splotches shone like coins against their white skin. “It will work,” Lia said, her hollow voice bereft of her usual assuredness. “It has to.”

“But even after all your experiments, you still don’t know why the leaves cure only some people.”

“It’s rare they don’t work,” Rhael said, turning back to the fire before Sol could see the emotion on his face. The next part came out sharper than he intended. “Sol, there’s an extremely high chance you will be back in Sylas’s arms tonight.” He set three plates of eggs on the counter.

“He’s really into me.” Sol grinned impishly. That knocked a genuine chuckle out of Rhael.

Lia let her head fall backwards in relief for a moment. “Where is everyone?” she asked Rhael. “Did they eat already?

“They’re all setting up now.”

“We should go, too,” Lia said, her stomach rumbling loudly.

Sol giggled. “Eat your breakfast first, dear sister.”

“Sol,” Lia grunted, “if you weren’t taking the leaf today, I’d tell you to go home.” She took two tentative bites. Rhael and Sol glanced at each other, pleased. “Ah, leave me alone,” Lia said. “You need to eat, too.” 

“There she is, my protector,” Sol said, attacking their eggs with vigor.

As the three of them tore into their breakfasts, pointedly avoiding further conversation, Rhael couldn’t help but wonder if they would all sit here again tomorrow, together, alive.​
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​CHAPTER THREE

​​One Fortnight Ago
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The Wizard

The Wind Wizard huffed a heavy sigh into her couch, which was almost as disheveled as she was. Crumbs and drink stains dotted the snow-white fabric.

The timeworn owl clock in the corner hooted five times, each hoot louder than the last. Was it day or night? Time had no meaning, the sun and moon never marking anything of importance. 

A fly buzzed near the wizard’s cheek. She gathered the little magic lying dormant in her veins to blow it away, with a mighty huff that could have blasted her hat clear across a field. Spent, she threw her head back down into the cushion. A cloud of dust burst forth and sent her hacking.

Nothing matters, she thought. Was this real? She wondered vaguely if anything existed anymore: the continent of Erienva, the memory of her sister and brothers, hope. Her beloved best friend.

It had been this way for at least ninety-nine years.

But this day was different, because magic twinged deep in the marrow of her ancient bones. Only something that a wizard, made from elves and elements, could feel. 

Something memorable had happened in the wide world.

The wizard heaved herself up, her brilliant mind slowly clicking into place. 

It was time to demand answers.
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​​​CHAPTER FOUR

​​Harvest Day
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Sol

Sol joined the stream of a line, which wound under the towering roots and around the canteen, the scholar residences, Lia’s study, and nearly halfway to the city of Iris.

Two hours until the start.

Thousands of humans from all over Erienva had made the trip, and Sol wasn’t used to being among them. 

Common Tongue dialects mingled in the air: the twangs of Belia Bay and Vinta, slower speech from Terafi, clipped consonants from Jarost and Iris. A lilting curve to the vowels from a couple that must have hailed from far north. A mixture of emotions—fear, grief, hope—seemed to swirl over the crowd.

Sol flexed their fingers nervously. If only I could make something right now, they thought.

From their spot in line, Sol could see the rustling, wide crown of the Great Tree. The uppermost branches spread like tiny capillaries, as if carrying the very lifeblood of humans. The other surrounding trees, small by comparison, shone in an array of colors like bruises, mottled yellow to deep purple.

Because it was autumn, no one could accompany Sol in line. Their mother supervised the orange harvest in Noni Village. Lia and Rhael, of course, had scholar duties, though they would wait for the results with Sol tonight.

Sol’s forehead beaded with sweat, and they raked their nails up and down the ballooning blotches along their arms. The burning sensation watered their eyes. There was a reason it was called flameblight. 

At least they couldn’t pass it to others anymore. At least the scholars and scientists had been able to produce some kind of medicine. But the disease still flared in Sol’s veins. If they didn’t take the leaf today, or it didn’t work, their internal organs would shut down one by one. Because flameblight, if left untreated, was always fatal.

Several hundred years of suffering had taught humanity that much.

Since Sol’s diagnosis three months past, they had tried to ignore the news often by throwing themself into work at the jewelry shop, traipsing along the coast, and laying entwined with Sylas until the pale light of dawn. But hope remained. The Tree was their hope. 

Because Sol Tovar wanted to live. They wanted to drink up every stream, traverse every rocky pass, claw through the Eight Peaks of the North, explore every elven city, glide along the waves all the way to Cerise. They wanted to craft jewelry unlike anything Erienva had ever seen. They wanted to fall in love, hard and without end. They wanted it all.

Twenty-three years was hardly enough time.

Quickly, Sol thought of their favorite place, and a wave of calm settled over them. Grainy sand between my toes, the rumble of waves, beats pulsing through the palms—

A hushed voice from behind hauled Sol back to the present.

“Are you okay, my love?” An adult was hugging a small child. Both were shrouded in cloth.

The child shook their head and stared down at the grass, shivering violently. Thick gloves stretched far up their twig-like arms.

Sol’s heart quivered and broke. The entire family might have flameblight. Who would take the leaf? They would only receive one, to cure a person until the end of their days. Sol sucked in a breath and began counting the folks ahead to pass the time.

One hour and three quarters until Harvest Day began.

*
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Lia

The scholars greeted the travelers from tables along the line. As Lia made her rounds supervising the process, all she could think of was the Tree’s death. Had it been a dream? Had she simply hit her head after too much orangean cocktail? Or was it a vision, somehow magically planted in her mind?

Of course, magic existed outside of the Independent Lands. Elves and wizards and dragons, born long before her lifetime.

But if she confided in Rhael, he would laugh in her face. The only magic here is the Great Tree, she thought. Just a dream. That solves that.

Her stomach churned regardless. Her job and lifelong goal were to preserve the Tree as long as possible, at least until the scholars and scientists could develop a preventative treatment for flameblight. But for hundreds of years, this had so far proven impossible.

The line was shortening slowly. Lia reached Rhael, who was recording an interaction with a retreating couple.

“Still no sign of Sol,” Rhael said to her.

Guilt bubbled up. She shoved away all thoughts of the Tree’s husk, of the shadowed elf, and took in the scene behind her. Slowly but surely, officials were snipping leaves. The branches held a limited amount, and only one week a year could people “take the leaf” successfully. This week. Human scholars for generations before Lia had tested this, often to deadly results. Their job was a solemn one, and Lia did it with pride. But now...

“Rhael,” she said sharply. He looked up at her through his eyecrystals, his reddish-brown forehead creasing in confusion.

“What?”

“We can’t keep doing this every year. Meeting the need. Curing folks. We have to find the cause.”

Rhael glanced around at the huddled travelers, the frowning scholars, the grim-faced officials. He rubbed his temple. “We will, Lia.”

“I can’t go through this again,” she whispered. “If I catch it. If you do.” Lia’s mother had taken the leaf successfully, long before she was born. And Rhael’s parents had never had the chance.

Rhael’s kind brown eyes softened. “I don’t want to think about that right now. Can we focus on Sol?”

“My father would have wanted us to do more...” she faltered, gripping the edge of the table.

Rhael covered her hand. “You’re doing more than enough.”

“Rhael! Lia!” Sol was waving both hands in the air, to scandalized looks from the crowd.

Lia couldn’t help a half-smile. Still, Rhael watched her. 

“What are you grinning about?” Lia asked him.

Rhael shrugged nonchalantly, adjusting the cuffs of his scholar robes. “I was just thinking about that laugh you let out last night. You should do that again.”

Lia’s face heated. She snorted lightly. “You wish.” Harvest Day, while solemn, was also a celebration. Lia didn’t regret one moment of the party. How they’d spun in circles and laughed, Rhael to tears, at some joke between them. But truly, she had no romantic feelings for him anymore. 

He didn’t push her, but she knew exactly how he felt. Rhael had never been able to hide his affections.

As Sol came fully into view, Lia found she couldn’t swallow.

Soon, she would know Sol’s fate for certain.
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In her study, Lia tapped her foot as dusk painted itself around the Great Tree. 

The sky flared to a dazzling pink the moment Sol brought the cup of medicine to their lips. They gulped it down in one motion, gagged, and wiped their mouth.

“Well, that’s done,” Sol said, chucking the empty cup into the wastebasket, “and it was horrid.”

Even though Lia knew no reaction would show, she half-expected Sol’s hands to glow. “You should rest until the healer comes.”

“I can decide what I’ll do, thank you very much.” Sol rummaged through their pack, took out wire and a mallet, and scooted toward the steel block Lia kept handy for Sol’s jewelry making. A distraction.

Being the older sibling is hard, Lia thought as she joined Rhael in the doorway, where he was scanning the hallway. Despite the day, the peace of this moment settled her. Both Sol and Rhael were here. Her family—one by blood and one by time.

“I heard heavy storms are moving from the sea,” Rhael said. Sol’s hammer banged repeatedly behind them.

“That’s not good for us,” Lia said.

“Mm,” he murmured. “We should leave before dawn.”

Despite Lia’s status as Scholar First Class, or perhaps because of it, she represented Noni Village at the Assembly of Independent Lands. An honor, but also a burden of leadership and trust. Luckily, she and Rhael could travel to the Sun Villa together; he represented the town of Vinta. But they’d both have mountains of work to make up.

“One problem at a time,” Rhael said, watching her wrestle with her emotions.

She schooled her face into a neutral expression.

One hour later, a healer arrived to test Sol’s saliva. Lia hid her shaking hands behind her back. She’d never been more anxious in all her life, and that was saying something. While Sol’s pox had receded to scars over the last hour, this would be the true test.

The healer dipped a long white strip into a vial. It came out as pink as the Tree’s summer leaves.

“You’re free of flameblight,” the healer said. Sol burst into tears and leaned into Lia. She brushed Sol’s bangs from their sweaty forehead.

“You’re okay,” she whispered. We’re okay.

Rhael was already scrawling a note, and when he whistled, a gold-feathered lunali flew through the open ceiling hatch. Lia knew, when it soared out the window, that it was heading to her mother.

Thank you, Lia mouthed to Rhael, and he smiled with his success.

Lia tightened her hold around Sol. When she returned from the Assembly, she’d find the cause of the disease. No longer would she allow others to endure this pain. Sol’s pain.

But how?
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​​​CHAPTER FIVE

​​The Sun Villa
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Lia

At first light, Lia and Rhael hooked their packs to twin chestnut horses in the stables. Sol was spinning wildly around a support beam, and Lia shooed them away.

“All right, fine. I’m off to the port, then,” Sol said.

Rhael winked and tapped his slightly crooked nose. “So, you’re off to see Sylas.” 

“Yeah, I suppose.” Sol shrugged. “Travel safe, you hear? Or I’ll send my sun wards after you.” They wiggled their fingers.

Lia pursed her lips. Ever since Sol had first heard tales of the elves, they’d pretended they had powers. It was easier for Lia to pretend elves didn’t exist.

The dream resurfaced. The elf’s grip on her shoulder, the steady voice full of care as the Tree’s ashes blew away into oblivion.

But Lia blinked the thoughts away. “You be careful, too,” she called after Sol, eyeing the scars along their bare arms.

Sol shot her one last cheeky grin before strolling toward the Belia Bay towpath, their handmade sun earrings glinting like tiny jewels.

“If we reach the Sun Villa by nightfall,” Lia called to Rhael from her horse, “hopefully we’ll miss the storm.” Unusually dark clouds shadowed the northern skies beyond.

“Have I ever told you what the Vintanese believe? Storms are a normal part of Areina’s and Eylo’s sky cycles. Don’t worry so much.”

The sun, Areina, and moon, Eylo, were an important part of Rhael’s culture. For Lia, they were simply fixtures of each stressful workday.

“I always worry,” Lia said. “I can’t help it.” She gripped the reins tighter. “I hope there aren’t surprises at the Assembly.”

“I think the last meeting was concern enough.”

Lia frowned to herself. At the beginning of summer, they had ridden north from the Great Tree as the leaves brightened like a trove of emeralds. At that particular meeting, the northern farmers reported untimely droughts and crops refusing to sprout—the crops that fed most humans. Likely, the harvest yields Lia and Rhael planned to cart back south would be significantly less.

Lia stewed over this silently for a time.

“You’re unusually quiet today,” Rhael called. She shot him a look, and he held up a hand, the other still holding onto the reins. “It’s just that I care about you.”

“I’m thinking,” she said. It was all she could manage.

Within the hour, Rhael pointed over her shoulder. “Look, you’re missing your favorite view.”

Blue banners adorned with golden suns flapped cheerily, beckoning to one of the two places Lia called home. The spindly gray towers lining the hills seemed to sway in the wind.

It was true—Lia loved the city of Iris, where she’d studied for years. The oldest city on Erienva contained the most prized artifacts of living folk and all records pertaining to the Great Tree. There, Lia was widely known as one of the only people alive who was fluent in Old Irisian.

But two years later, the hurt was still an unforgiving wave. The memory swept through her for the thousandth time: Anyssa’s raven ringlets winding with her own copper hair. A sun-dappled room, a blue quilt. Anyssa’s frown dipping as she pulled away from Lia for the last time, one pale shoulder exposed.

“You work too much, Lia. You don’t care enough about me,” Anyssa had said, her chin tilted up. “I can’t be with you anymore.”

She left, glancing at Lia with something like pity or remorse. 

Now, Lia forced her gaze from the towers to the road ahead.

At long last, they dismounted in front of the Sun Villa, the inn where tomorrow’s meeting would take place. Lia shook out her drenched cloak. “That was miserable,” she said, “but we may have missed the worst of it.”

Rhael laughed, rain gleaming on his thick lashes. “That’s the spirit.”

“Mind if I eat supper alone?” The heaviness of Harvest Day weighed on her shoulders. And these boundaries with Rhael—they were important in their complicated relationship.

After a pause, he nodded. “Let me know if you want to talk.”

She smiled genuinely. “Thanks.”

Rhael stared at her a beat too long, and she turned away to lead her horse into the stables.

After picking up a hearty stew from the kitchens, Lia sat comfortably in a burnt orange armchair by her room’s window. The freezing downpour drummed on the tin roof above her head. A howling wind rustled the grassy hills beyond.

As she ate, she wondered what tomorrow’s assembly meeting would bring. What was that dream? Would she have it again? Had Sol made it back to Port Iris safely? The warmth from the small fireplace did little to ease her anxiety.
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Lia twisted in her sheets all night, dreamless.

*
[image: ]


Morning dawned gloomy and chill, which did not improve Lia’s mood. She chose sensible clothes: black pants, a white tunic, and her dark blue cloak. With the greatest care, she tucked her green knitted gloves embroidered with silver suns into her side pocket. Her mother’s handiwork.

In the dining room, the ten representatives of the Independent Lands gathered around the massive table. Grooves and nicks in the worn wood told of many a gathering. An enormous fire crackled merrily along the wall shared with the kitchens, and the room, which was set on an elevated platform, was open to the elements on three sides. 

It would have been cozy if not for the weather. 

Rain slanted inwards and wetted the floor, and Ravi Mairnos of Jarost grumbled, slipping in his expensive leather boots. Rhael’s leg jerked under the table with each boom of thunder.

Even while sitting, Lia towered over the other folk, though she was used to it. Used to standing out in a crowd.

Cira Roon of Iris stood immediately, squaring her shoulders like a soldier. “Well, shall we begin?” The Assembly’s leader surveyed the table. “Let us start with good news. Lia, would you care to report about Harvest Day, for those who may not have heard?”

Lia rose with the satisfaction of being relied on. She had expected this. “Rhael, please feel free to add your thoughts,” she began. “By all accounts, Harvest Day was a suc—”

Another thunderous boom and a loud “whoa!” sounded from outside. Two white horses skidded to a halt.

The Assembly members jumped up and murmured to each other, straining to see the newcomers. No one else had been invited, and who would travel in this weather?

Lightning sliced the room, making Lia blink repeatedly. Boots thudded up the stairs.

“Are we late?” spoke a soft, deep voice.
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​​​CHAPTER SIX

​​One Fortnight Ago
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The Dragon

The young dragon curled her spiked tail around herself as she gulped for air. On the exhale, black smoke escaped from her nostrils like a duet of music notes. Puff, puff. 

She peeked out of the cave. Her only choices were to crawl or fly, but both options risked death.

And her father knew. He’d sent her on a fool’s errand. Living folk hadn’t seen a firedragon in nearly one hundred years. Surely, they would slaughter her on sight for the destruction her kind had wrought in Mirnor. 

Half of a city, ravaged by flame and flood. 

And when the elves or humans killed her, her father would grin fiendishly, spared from doing the job himself. Fury and anguish rippled through her body.

It would take approximately 2,328 beats of her wings to escape these lands. Would she make it?

The dragon guards lining the walls of Drogna had not moved from their stations in three days, shielded and ready to strike. To strike her. She’d heard their taunting laughs, seen plumes of dancing flames erupt from their mouths and ring the night sky.

The dragon forced back another sob. She hadn’t eaten. She couldn’t outside the dragon city, for nothing lived or grew in this festering desert. Grotesque pits stretched before her like eyes ripped wide open. Fumes from the guards’ throats caught on her tongue, thick and choking.

The dragon knew only three things: she had to leave. She had to find food.

And she had to find the wizard.

​​
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​CHAPTER SEVEN

​​Level of Destruction
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Lia

“Are we late?” 

The gathering had been fairly quiet, but nothing compared to the silence that followed that question. Lia felt she might have been struck by lightning herself. 

Two figures appeared under the overhang. One was burly with dark brown skin and taller than anyone she’d ever met—a mountain of grace, yet limping heavily in an eggplant-colored cloak. A silver insignia of the crescent moon glimmered on his chest. And when he shook off his hood, a collective gasp sounded around the table. 

Long pointed ears poked out beneath his short, coiled black hair.

Recorded meetings between humans and elves were rare. They looked like humans at first glance—except for the ears. And that unending elegance, even while injured.

It had been nearly a century since immortal elves from the western queendom had been seen in these lands. For Lia, of course, any events that had happened before her lifetime were stories, something as far away as the moon himself.

The second figure, of medium build and still quite tall, stepped forward. She wore a stylish, close-fitting violet coat with many pockets.

“I am Rory Elatha, and this is Icarion El’Narie,” she said in an authoritative yet bright voice. “We are emissaries of Queen Rina Tiergartia, Second of Her Name, and ask for a few moments of your time.” Her rich brown skin shone wet from the rain. She smoothed out her braids, which cascaded from black to bright purple at the ends. 

Lia dug her fingernails into the table. Rory was, unmistakably, the elf from her dream, right down to her voice when she’d said, Lia. It’s going to be all right.

So, it wasn’t a dream. It was magic—a vision of some kind. And though she studied a magical tree for a living, this...this was—

Icarion hissed as he lowered himself into a chair, pulling Lia out of her mental spiral.

Cira broke the stunned silence with a bewildered look at the Icarion’s wrapped, bloody leg, which was now on display. “What can we do for you?” she asked.

“I will rest after Rory says her piece,” Icarion said.

Another crash of thunder rattled the foundations. “We heard tell that this group represents the Independent Lands,” Rory said. “We need naturalists or scientists to travel with haste to the city of Kyrali.”

Lia’s hands were going numb. 

“And what,” Olican said, crossing his arms, “would they do there?” It was common knowledge that Olican Toluk of the Belia Isles mistrusted everyone. He sneered at the elves, his face contorting with hatred.

Lia’s stomach twisted.

“A large section of our sunflower fields has decayed,” Rory said, ignoring Olican’s gaze. “We fear the poison’s spread, but none of our experts can find the cause. The queen calls outsiders to Kyrali to seek answers.” Her tone became more earnest. “We have never seen this level of destruction before. Is there anyone here who can assist?”

Cira glanced wordlessly at Lia and Rhael. The others shifted nervously, and some retook their seats.

“Why should we leave our lands to help the elves?” Olican’s voice called over the storm. He spit to the side, to Lia’s disgust.

Rory finally faced him, her eyes sparkling with barely-contained annoyance. “We have relied on our magic, not our studies, over the years. So we do not have the expertise to read the oldest texts, or the knowledge of what could save the sunflowers. Our few scholars have been unsuccessful.”

“Not our problem,” Olican said.

No one else spoke. 

Everything the emissary was saying was unheard of. Dangerous, but intriguing. Lia tried to keep her face neutral—her scholar face. She didn’t think Rhael’s thin eyebrows had ever risen so high.

Lia knew little of the sunflower fields in the north. They were sacred to the elves, and they contained beauty unseen on the continent of Erienva, thus attracting much tourism and wealth. But beyond that, since elves had left the south and were unaffected by flameblight, humans, even the scholars, had no reason to pry further into their doings.

The elves had wanted to leave, after all, and Kyrali had shut itself inside its city walls.

But Lia had seen the sunflowers before, in her vision. The sunset-colored petals fluttered at the fringes of her memory. She tapped her foot. Would the poison spread? Could that explain the poor harvest? 

The Great Tree’s dying throes replayed in her mind.

In the silence, Rory frowned. “Right. If you change your mind or send for someone, please alert us. We leave in haste by midday tomorrow.” She looked to Cira. “Is there room at the inn?”

“Yes. I am sure you can arrange...payment.”

Rory's grin dazzled. “We still use silvers, believe it or not.”

Cira, who quickly brushed aside her own awkwardness, rang the table bell. An attendant marched into the room and helped Icarion out of his chair, down the stairs, and into the rain. It was a comical sight, what with the elf standing at least two heads taller.

Rory watched them go. Then, she looked each person in the eye, leaving Lia for last. She stared back, struck by the power simmering there.

Had Rory Elatha wormed her way into Lia’s mind with magic?

The emissary smirked, her gaze never leaving Lia’s face. “You all could use some cheering up. After all, you have a lovely fire.” 

With a flap of her coat, Rory was gone, as quickly as she’d appeared.

“Well,” Rhael whispered to Lia, “that was unexpected.”
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Early evening saw Lia and Rhael sipping tea in her room as the rain dissipated to a dull roar.

It was true—the harvest yields were much less than usual. There was barely enough time to discuss the strong storms, coming frost, and sea merchant shortage, because when it came to Assembly business, nothing compared to the elves’ request.

“Well, it’s an opportunity,” Rhael mused. “We can’t pass this up.”

“We have duties, though. Work to do.” This was the thought that coiled like a snake around Lia’s mind all day. She couldn’t leave for an elven city for an untold amount of time.

Though, if it meant saving the Great Tree, that was certainly within her duties.

“Think about what we could learn.” Rhael’s expression was earnest. “Maybe you could get promoted.”

Lia couldn’t deny her ambitions to ascend from Scholar First Class to Head Librarian at the Grand Library of Iris. The position required years of study and original writing, and she’d been working toward the position since she was Sol’s age.

Rhael was more focused on connecting with the elves. Because he isn’t dreaming of the Tree dying, Lia thought. Of course, she’d considered tracking down the elves to question them about the vision. But the unease of unknowing, the magical part, gave her great pause.

“Rhael,” she said quickly, “something happened to me. I—”

Several quick knocks sounded at the door. 

“A bit excessive,” Rhael said, raising an eyebrow.

The door swung open, and a soggy Sol trampled inside, shaking water from their hair like a cat.

Lia set her mug down and jumped up. “What are you doing here?”

“Well, hello to you, too,” Sol said cheerily. “Glad I had the right room.”

Immediately, Lia wrapped Sol in a hug. She leaned back to examine them. “Are you safe?”

“Of course I’m safe. The healer inspected me, didn’t they?” 

Rhael threw Sol a clean daffodil-colored robe. Sol caught it with a grateful nod and went to change. When they returned, Lia offered them a mug of tea.

“Thanks, Lia,” they said before taking a loud gulp and perching on the windowsill.

“So...” Lia said.

“Sylas wanted to deepen our relationship.”

“You can’t just run away from your problems.” Lia stirred her own tea vigorously. The movement calmed her. “Sometimes you have to talk about them.”

“I know.” Sol made a face. “I didn’t come here for a lecture. I wanted to get away. I only left a couple of hours after you.”

“And what? You traveled through the night and all day? In this? You’ll get sick.”

“I like a nice hike. It was fine. I missed the worst of the rain until today.”

“What about work?” Rhael asked.

Sol pouted at him. “You, too? All right, fine. Enneka sent word that she was closing the jewelry shop because of the sea storm warnings.”

Lia had to admit that the storms had been fierce lately. But Sol should have done the opposite and taken shelter.

Rhael leaned back in his chair. “Well, I’m happy you’re here. Though I might leave tomorrow.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Sol, you have to hear about what happened today.”

“Wait. What happened today?”

Lia couldn’t help but laugh. She sighed and began the tale, though in the back of her mind, she was mulling over the choice she had to make. To stay, or go?
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Lia was sleeping. “Another vision,” she thought dimly. A strange calm lulled her senses.

She was grasping the railing of an iron bridge carved with ebony scrolls. Luminous flowers wove through the grates underfoot, their calming scent perfuming the air. She blinked furiously, but she could not see beyond the river at her feet. 

At least the Great Tree isn’t dying.

A laugh rang out behind her. It was Rory the elf, carefree and full of life. Thousands of sunflowers, as tall as before, dipped their heads along the riverbank behind her.

“Come with me,” Rory said, holding out her hand. 

And Lia took it.

A new, sharp voice sliced through Lia’s mind like a knife. Go! Go with the elf to—

The scent of flowers turned cloyingly sweet, like spun sugar. Lia’s stomach turned over.

Crack. The bridge shuddered, and she dove for the railing, her hand slipping from the elf’s. The grates began breaking apart row by row, crashing into the river. 

The water swirled the color of deepest ink as Lia and Rory fell into the abyss, lunging for each other.

​​
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​CHAPTER EIGHT​

​This Should Be Interesting
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Sol

Sol, who had stayed in Lia’s room, met Rhael to fetch breakfast. Lia, mercifully, was still sleeping.

Outside the kitchens, a tall elf leaned against the wooden building. In the cloudy, sunless morning, he looked regal; his square chin jutted up to the sky, and his pointed ears poked out above broad shoulders. Sol squinted at his arms. Curlicued scrolls of teal and gold ink twisted toward his hands, though they were mostly covered by a neat gray tunic. A leathery belt looped at his waist.

“So, that’s him?” Sol whispered, their hands going clammy.

“Obviously,” Rhael said.

Sol barely heard him. They were already lost in thought. What should I say?
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Icarion

Icarion glanced at the approaching mortals. The shorter one was dressed brightly as Areina, with a skip to their step. He blinked.

He had never known such a lovely person, and he was shocked at himself for admitting that, if only in his mind.

“Good morrow, good elf,” the person burst out in a loud, awkward voice. They bowed low and doffed their yellow cap. Blue strands of hair tangled with blond and brown.

The other human snickered behind his sleeve.

Icarion’s mouth twitched. He schooled it into a wince as he rolled his injured leg back. “Hello.” And that was it—he turned his back on them both.

Tempting as it was, Icarion couldn’t afford distractions, and he didn’t have the patience to deal with humans today. Not on his first journey outside of Kyrali, and certainly not while he couldn’t heal his leg with magic.

Luckily, the kitchen door swung open at that moment. He slipped inside, grabbed two plates of food, and left as quickly as his leg would allow.

As he ate in his silent room while Rory finished readying the horses, all he could think of was the person’s brightness. The flash of some hope in this world.

It’s not as if it matters, he thought. I’ll never see them again.
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Lia

If Lia had been distressed about her first vision, it was tenfold this morning. This one had an urgent message. Both Rory and the new voice were telling her to go to Kyrali.

She barely listened while the Assembly of Independent Lands argued over management of the upcoming berry harvest. Even the earthy coffee aroma failed to calm her as she picked crumbs from a fresh pumpkin scone.

At the strike of ten hour, there was Rory Elatha, all purple coat and confidence.

Cira stood to greet her. “Well met.” She addressed the assembly once more. “We will return to this matter later.” 

“Thank you,” Rory said. “Will anyone offer service to Queen Rina? Otherwise, Icarion and I ride south to Iris.”

Silence pulsed a drumbeat in Lia’s ears. Her eyes locked with Rory’s, and the elf cocked her head curiously. Lia wondered again if she was sending her visions. She ground her teeth in annoyance.

Suddenly, Rhael sprang up, nearly knocking his mug over. “Good elf, I will assist. My name is Rhael Vind of Vinta, and I am an Associate Scholar of the Great Tree. I shall be glad to survey the problem.”

Rory laughed lightly, surprising everyone—but especially Lia.

“Call me Rory. There’s no need for formal talk. And thank you.” Rory turned to the rest. “Is there anyone else?”

If Rhael was going, Lia should go, too; they worked best as a team. Perhaps they could assess the situation quickly. But still—it would be easier to go back to the Tree. Do her work. Cocoon in her study, take more notes. Let Rhael report back.

Lia’s mind reeled through her life. She imagined her hulking figure of a father, his head bent over his experiments with soil. How endlessly he had cared for their community. How Lia herself took care of baby, and then child Sol, while their mother wallowed in grief after Eren Tovar’s death.

Then, she thought of Sol, covered in the pox, the light dying from their eyes when they announced their diagnosis. Lia thought of the staff she supervised at the Great Tree, the research she conducted, the papers she wrote, and the thousands of humans she worked for, to prevent flameblight once and for all. And she thought of her visions again: the rotting bark, the ashen trunk. How real it had felt.

Lia’s nails bit her palms. She cared so much that it was second nature, like blinking. If the sunflowers died, it would clearly hurt the queendom’s livelihood. If the poison spread to the Tree, many more humans would die with it. As Sol could have.

Even more, what if the elves held information about the cause of flameblight in their locked city? This was her one chance to find out.

Lia found herself rising.

“It would be my honor to assist your queen. I am Aeliana Tovar, Scholar First Class of the Great Tree.”

Rhael’s face lit up. Olican huffed from the corner.

“Excellent.” Rory looked her up and down with a crooked grin. “Aeliana. Well, this should be interesting.”

Lia didn’t know what that meant, or what she was getting into. But her face bloomed with heat.

The elf, infuriatingly, smirked at her.​​
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​CHAPTER NINE

​​Protective Good Luck Charm
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Lia

As they were readying to leave, Lia overheard the elves talking. Icarion winced as he tried to mount his patient horse.

“Ari, you should rest longer,” Rory was saying. “Travel back on your own in a few days. But go the long way this time. Avoid those cliffs.”

“But my shop...” Icarion grunted and gave up, dropping to the ground. Somehow, even his fall was graceful. A strange envy cut through Lia. She and Icarion were of similar stature, after all; she could never move like that.

“Pa and I will check on the shop,” Rory said. “We’ll hang a sign on the door: ‘Icarion got tripped by a giant. Come back later.’”

Icarion glared up at her.

“Too soon?” She chuckled, offering him a hand.

Someone tickled Lia’s sides. She let out a bark of laughter before clapping a hand over her mouth. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

Sol had already lost interest. “He’s really hurt, huh?” they said faintly, stepping around Lia. She made a mental note to lecture Sol about staring openly at strangers. 

But Sol was an adult now. It would be useless. 

“To answer your question,” Sol said, elbowing her, “I’m coming with you.” They shifted their overstuffed pack on their slender shoulders.

“No, you’re not.” The answer was automatic.

But Sol was ready for a fight; they raised their chin defiantly. “You’re not my parent, Lia. At least let me travel with you.”

“Why?”

“I need to get away.”

Before Lia could object further, the gravel crunched.

“And who is this?” Rory asked. “A stowaway?”

It was the first time Lia had stood within arm’s reach of her. Above high cheekbones, she could see the curious eyes now—hazel surrounded by a striking ring of jade.

“I’m Lia’s protective good luck charm,” Sol insisted. “I go where she goes.”

Rory hesitated briefly. “You can come, then. But who are you?”

Sol puffed out their chest. “I’m Sol. Her sibling.”

Lia was used to comments on their many physical differences, so she was grateful when Rory didn’t say anything. 

The elf turned to her. “Are you ready, Aeliana?”

“It’s Lia. And I’m ready as I’ll ever be...Rory.”

“Oh, so that’s how it is?” she asked with a grin, dropping the formal emissary voice. “Are elves a little strange to you? Uncomfortable calling me by my name?”

Lia’s face heated up for the second time. Damn it. Everything she had wanted to ask the elf—about the sunflowers, about the visions—evaporated.

Sol, who was watching the exchange with great interest, snickered.

“I’m uncomfortable with all of this, to be honest,” Lia said. Sure, perhaps they would save the world, and the scholarship opportunity was tempting. But she would rather be in her study any day, curled up with a mug of coffee, a plate of cookies, rain pattering on the window, and a book about leaves in her lap.

Rory narrowed her eyes, as if trying to decide if Lia had lied about her credentials. Then, she shrugged. “Well, I suppose you’ll just have to trust me. Off we go.” She quirked a smile and strode to her horse.

Lia sucked her teeth. It wasn’t as if she’d signed a contract. Sun above, she was a grown adult; she wasn’t obligated to go.

But Rhael would be upset. And Sol would melt. Lia could never go back on her word.

“Fine, you can come,” Lia said to Sol, “but don’t get in the way.”

“I’m honestly hurt that you think I would.” All enthusiasm lost, Sol stomped toward the kitchens.

Lia stared after Sol, hooking her pack to the horse. She couldn’t help but think, Did I make the right decision?
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Rory

Rory Elatha was ready.

She was deep in thought as they rode straight north. Queen Rina had assigned her this task. She and Icarion were the first elves to leave Kyrali in nearly a century.

Rory had tried to make herself useful in recent years, knowing the day would soon come when the queen would require an emissary again. It helped that Rory was excellent at her job. She smiled to herself. Sure, she’d been a bit distracted by parties and lovers, but nothing that impeded a job well done.

She thought fondly of late nights by the moonlit lake. In her memories, Kayana whispered in her ear and traced her bare arm, leaving goosebumps in her wake.

Rory thought of the Twin Cities of Mir and Nor, the two soaring clock towers lining the bridge, and her friends from long ago.

And the sprawling City of Flowers, teeming with life.

And Terafi Isle. Lapping waves, nightly bonfires, and bodies writhing along the sand.

That was only the beginning. Rory had even been sent to the Independent Lands long ago, to trade with merchants and reclaim an important book. The queen had honored her in court for that successful mission.

From deep in Rory’s memories, Remeya Tiergartia’s hooded eyes cast over her. Remeya was a Kyralin courtier of the highest rank. “You’re too good at covering things up, secret-keeper,” she sneered, her lip curling.

And Rory was. 

Eylo above, Rory Elatha would live her immortal life to its fullest, consequences be damned. Because a future simmered just beyond reach, threatening to break her.

Ma would be proud of me, she thought as she rode on.

She hoped.
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Lia

Lia, Rhael, and Sol tried to keep pace with Rory’s horse. The elf’s black-purple hair flashed ahead in the misty sunshine.

“I didn’t know elves were so speedy,” Rhael grumbled.

From Lia’s horse, Sol was peppering Rory with questions. “What’s Icarion like?”

Rory laughed, twisting to flash Sol a bright smile. “Well, he’s everything to me,” she called. “He’s my brother, though not by birth. My father adopted him. You’ll see him again in a few days, if you’re still in the city.”

This candid response surprised Lia. In fact, all of Rory’s actions had. An unconfirmed image of elves had always existed in Lia’s head: quiet creatures, untouchable in their immortality, commanding humans at every opportunity.

So far, Icarion had given off a surly air. But he was gravely injured. Rory, though, had shrugged, grinned, laughed—that laugh!—and smirked her way into Lia’s life.

She talked as if she was her equal.

This did nothing to ease her anxiety. She didn’t trust elves; she didn’t know if she ever would. And quite frankly, she was embarrassed for Sol, who was still firing questions Rory’s way. Lia fought back the urge to stop them. Rory’s laugh rang out and—

Memories of the visions clawed through Lia’s mind: the ashen Great Tree. Falling through the bridge, lunging for Rory’s hand.

Lia slid in the saddle and grabbed her head with one hand, gasping for air. Her hands and feet numbed. Her vision slanted. I’m going to fall off, she thought. Her chin fell to her chest.

She had a sense of Sol taking the reins, of halting.

“What’s wrong?” Rhael said to her right. His voice was in and out of focus.

Now that they’d stopped moving, Lia’s breathing slowed. She blinked one eye open to see all her companions staring. Even Rory’s mouth was a tight line. Lia’s hands stopped trembling.

“Sorry, I...I remembered something. Headache. I’m okay.” 

Concern creased Rhael’s brow. “You don’t have to apologize for not feeling well.”

“Shall we stop here?” Sol suggested.

Rory slid down from her horse. “Capital idea, Sol.”

Lia squeezed her eyes shut to block them all out again and counted backwards from thirty. 

A panic. Ever since her father died, she’d been plagued by these moments. They were always unexpected, and she was still learning how to live with them, twenty-three years later.

The panics usually came on fast and without warning. Healers had taught her breathing exercises and how to notice smells and sights around her. But in the darkest moments, she’d lose her grip on reality, unable to see her hands, the sweat pouring off her. 

Lia dismounted slowly and took an apple from Sol’s waiting hand. She’d deal with it one moment at a time. That was all she could do.
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Sol

They made camp next to a barren field. The sharp smell of smoke from a nearby farming enclave soaked the chilly air. Sol’s nose stung as they inhaled deeply.

For the first time since their diagnosis, Sol felt truly alive.

Even though Sol’s bedroll was nothing like a real feather mattress, they were comfortable on the ground. Anticipation shook them like the fizz on orangean cocktail. They couldn’t stop grinning up at the stars that winked one by one, just for them.

Sol had never had a reason to travel north, and somehow, they’d talked their way into this.

I could have traveled alone, Sol thought.

But that would have been risky. And with their apprenticeship, when was there time to roam farther than Terafi Isle for a spontaneous party? Once the healer had diagnosed Sol, leaving their family became unthinkable.

A brief wave of guilt passed through them. Work. I’ll send a lunali to Enneka tomorrow. Tell her I’ll be away. Sol gulped. She might fire me.

But now, anything was possible. Sol was healed, they were free, and they were on their way to a hidden elven city. Sol couldn’t think of anything more important than finally seeing the world and looking after their sister while doing it.

Lia was gazing stonily into the campfire. Rhael was already snoring softly, and Rory was scouting down the path. Earlier, when her coat had flown upwards, Sol had caught a glimpse of two moon-curved daggers, sheathed along the back of her belt.

Lia was watching Rory again. Sol sighed. The elf hadn’t given any hint she was lying, or purposefully throwing them into danger, and that was good enough for Sol.

They thought back to Lia’s panic—she’d been quiet the rest of the day. Sol considered joining her by the fire, but their body felt loose and warm inside the bedroll. As the flames crackled, Sol’s anticipation dimmed peacefully into sleep. 

The most peaceful sleep they’d had in weeks.

*
[image: ]


On the second day, Sol wanted to hike.

“We’ll have to move faster than that,” Rory said, craning her neck northwards. They were resting along a babbling brook, which wove around a copse of trees.

Thoroughly put out, Sol plopped down on the ground next to her. It was as good a time as any to ask the burning question. “Why did Kyrali close, anyway?”

Rory hesitated. “Do you know what happened to the city of Mirnor?”

“Only a little.” Sol had heard rumors.

“Have you two heard about the Floods of Nor?”

Lia and Rhael looked up from their hushed conversation, frowning.

“Only that there were floods,” Lia said.

“We don’t have any contact with Mirnorian scholars, even the human ones,” Rhael said.

Lia finished their tandem thought: “And it happened before we were born.”

“I thought you were a scholar,” Rory said. “Don’t you study these things?”

Sol gulped. Sure enough, there was a scathing reply. 

“What do you know?” Lia asked. “You shut yourself inside a city for a century.”

“That was not my doing,” Rory said sharply.

Lia paused. “I’m sorry,” she said finally.

The emissary’s voice turned surprisingly gentle. “You’re forgiven.”

Lia smiled warily. Awkwardly. Sol chuckled. Now this was a side of Lia that Sol rarely saw.

Rory braced her hands on her knees. “Well, you all need to hear the full tale before we reach Kyrali. This is difficult for me to talk about, since my kin were deeply affected.”

“When events are great and terrible, they leave a mark,” Lia said.

Rory held Lia’s gaze for a long moment. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” She turned to Sol. “Kyrali has been closed for a century out of fear. Queen Rina combined her concealment powers with those of her court to encase the city in magic. No living being can leave or enter without express permission, save guards, farmers, and fishermen.”

Sol shivered, and it wasn’t from the chill.
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