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Part Fifteen — Thelyrah
 
 
“Please send any suggestions regarding repair or destruction of the rendings via crystalline missive to Corestone, as soon as possible. If you prefer to send your missive in the hands of a Haporai, Corestone currently has chambers available for up to three Sestras from each temple. Thank you for your contributions…”
 
— Empress Thelyrah in missives to the Head Haporai of every Temple Conven in Nuama, sent during the twenty-third annum of her reign, specific date unknown
 
 
	Sunlight filters in from the skygate above the bed. Etan’ash stirs, and you scoot closer to them. Your leopardess Ehsohsilk lifts her head from the foot of your bed. Seeing nothing much is happening, she yawns and goes back to sleep.
	“How long have you been awake?” Etan’ash asks, voice sleepy, sliding a hand up your bare thigh.
	“Not long. I wanted you to get some rest. You were up late last night,” you chide lightly, turning over to face them.
	Their eyes are the color of rich soil with speckles of copper and gold. You could look into them forever.
	“Yes, I was in the archives. I discovered something incredible—”
	“Tell me afterward…” you whisper, cupping their face.
	“As you wish.” Etan’ash grins, pulling you closer.
	They lower their face to yours, fingers caressing your temples. They kiss the tip of your nose, then lightly brush your lips with theirs.
	As the kiss deepens, you let your hands roam freely, caressing their biceps, then their chest. Etan’ash’s breath hitches as their nipples harden under your touch.
	“Thee…” they groan against your mouth, then slip their tongue inside.
	They lick your lower lip, pulling you tight against their body—firm yet soft, silken yet strong.
	You reach between their legs, finding their folds swollen. The thick pebble nestled there is much larger than the nub between your legs—yet it is nothing like a varapos.
	“Can’t keep your hands off my asikol, eh?” they tease, breathless.
	“It’s so silky, and so responsive…” you murmur, stroking it with the pad of your thumb.
	Etan’ash’s asikol swells, their breathing quickens. One of their hands drifts down your belly, delves into the slickness gathering between your thighs.
	“Thee, you’re dripping—”
	“Am I ever not wet when you touch me?” You smile and lean forward, recapturing their mouth with your own.
 
~
 
	Later that morning, after Etan’ash has told you everything, the two of you hold a closed conclave.
	Only two others—and Ehsohsilk—are present.
	Ishawé, the visiting Haporai from Temple Vipera, who has been Demuter’s Writbearer for several annums. And of course, the Head Cloudweaver of your private contingent, a Sestra named Varusha.
	After pleasantries have been made, Etan’ash speaks.
	“Last night in our personal archives, I found important information about a Haporai who has long been thought to be dead. I think she may have something to do with the rendings we’ve seen,” they begin. “Her name is Vorahni.”
	“Vorahni… why does that sound familiar?” Ishawé muses, leaning her chin on the folded fingers of her left hand.
	A midday meal of roasted root vegetables bathed in herbed oil is on a platter in front of her. A mug of fermented mint beverage laced with crushed ice from the frozen lakes of Brre Isla rests near her elbow. She holds a litstick of ismaoa between the index and middle finger of her right hand, from which she takes an occasional puff. The sweet-smelling smoke drifts through the chamber, filling it with a lightly floral scent.
	“Ishawé, it’s possible that you remember Vorahni’s name because she was one of the Ensheduana who was present at the birth of Ahurewah’s second son. She cut off the infant’s wings that day—after he had been ritually sacrificed, of course. A short time later, Vorahni left Corestone for a post in Hagate. While in Hagate, she trained to become a Haporai,” Etan’ash replies, motioning to an archival record on the sete in front of them. “This is what Vorahni looks like.”
	Ishawé and Varusha lean forward to get a glimpse of her.
	You brace yourself for what you know Etan’ash is going to say next. Ehsohsilk pads over and plops down on your feet. You are grateful for her.
	“There is something else I must tell you. I recognize Vorahni,” Etan’ash says.
	“What? How is that possible?” Cloudweaver Varusha asks, eyebrows raised. She has such an expressive face. It’s something you’d adored about her since you were younglings.
	“How indeed?” Ishawé chimes in. “Wouldn’t Vorahni have been dead before you were born, Etan’ash?”
	“I was very young when she supposedly died—the reason I recognized her is because I saw her when I was in Ihatithre.”
	“What!? How?”
	“I saw her through a rending in the firma. I believe she is still alive—or was—here in Nuama. For at least a few annums after her postulated demise, perhaps longer. And worse yet, I believe she may have found The Awakener’s Luminariume.”
	You are prepared for what Etan’ash says, as the two of you already discussed their findings this morning over first meal.
	Yet, hearing it for the second time isn’t any easier.
	You are not speaking much, choosing instead to focus on the meal in front of you. There is nothing you can say to defend yourself, your reign, or your Mother’s mistakes when she ruled Nuama. But regardless, no one would blame anything solely on you or your Mother—each Empress does her best, and that’s all that can be asked.
	So instead, you take a large swallow of your favorite concoction, called an eritra. The liquor is made from fermented avodea—a plant with thick leaves that grows in warm, dry areas—and is cut with the juice of a small green citrus called limeion. Crunchy flakes of pink sea salt are dissolving along the sides of the vessel.
	“You think you saw Vorahni inside The Awakener’s temple? That shouldn’t be possible—the Luminariume hasn’t been seen since Enlieanu created Ihatithre,” Varusha says, tapping her fingers idly on the table.
	“Yes, but if the Luminariume still exists, that means it is possible the Aevum Namurei was not destroyed,” Ishawé says, her face lighting up at the possibility.
	“Agreed. It is my very strong opinion that we must try to find both the Luminariume and the Aevum Namurei. It would be catastrophic if the Aevum fell into the wrong hands,” Etan’ash says, reaching for a slice of root loaf. “It’s possible Vorahni somehow used the Aevum to open a rift between Nuama and Ihatithre—though how she did so, I can’t begin to even guess. The only conclusion I’ve been able to reach with any certainty is that we cannot assume Vorahni was—or is—trustworthy.”
	“That makes sense to me,” Varusha says, a hand idly drifting to the hilt of her blade.
	Etan’ash sighs heavily, setting the piece of root loaf on their platter without taking so much as a bite. They look up. Meet Ishawé’s gaze, then Varusha’s.
	“I haven’t yet spoken the worst of what Vorahni has done.”
	Their voice is ice-cold.
	Despite your comfort with your Evermate, you shudder. Sometimes you forget how relentlessly they’ve pursued the return of The Awakener—and the safety of Nuama—all these annums.
	Ever since you became Empress.
	You pull your wrap tighter around your wings and shoulders, knowing that what Etan’ash is about to say could be the first droplet of the flood that ends your reign—and Nuama.
	Ehsohsilk stirs, lifting her huge head to your knee. You bury your fingers in her warm fur.
	“There’s more?” Ishawé says. “Oh my. Well, out with it.”
	“Yes, tell us, Etan’ash.” Varusha leans back, crossing her bare, bulky arms across her thick chest.
	“There was a little boy with Vorahni, aged around ten annums. And he still had his wings.”
	For one inestimable second there is silence. Then—
	“You’re not serious!” Ishawé gasps. “How? Do we know if Vorahni ever visited Ga’hueal? Or—”
	“How would she have managed to steal a youngling without the Cloudweavers on Ga’hueal noticing? No,” Etan’ash shakes their head. “I think someone in Hagate didn’t ritually sacrifice their son at birth—or perhaps didn’t deliver him to the duug when they were supposed to—and Vorahni discovered that fact.”
	“But she was an Ensheduana!”
	“Actually, she completed her training to become a Haporai shortly before her disappearance,” Etan’ash replies.
	“Even less reason to commit such a horrific violation of sacred ethos! What could she have been thinking?!” Cloudweaver Varusha demands, slamming her closed fist lightly on the table.
	“It’s difficult to know,” you choose your moment to finally speak. “Love can cause even the most dedicated Sestra to do completely unexpected things.”
	“Love? You think she loved this child?” Ishawé laughs. “Truly?”
	“Or perhaps Vorahni loved the child’s Mother enough to save her son,” Etan’ash says.
	Their voice sounds as ancient as The Awakener. You reach for their hand and twine your fingers through theirs.
	“Well, whatever Vorahni’s reasons were, don’t matter. We must find her. And this young winged male—” Cloudweaver Varusha begins.
	“He would be at least forty-five annums by now,” Etan’ash gently reminds her. “Older than each of us who are here, except Ishawé.”
	“You’re correct, I would be a few annums older than this illicit winged male, if he is still alive,” Ishawé agrees. “Etan’ash, do you think Vorahni opened this rift—the rending—recently?”
	“I believe the rending was opened—on her end of it—at the very moment I saw her through it. By my estimates, that would have been between thirty-five and thirty-eight annums ago.”
	“So she may be the reason we’re having rendings here in Nuama? But then why did it take so long for us to see them, if she opened the original rift between here and Ihatithre so long ago? And why did the rendings begin in Ihatithre?” Ishawé asks as she reaches for her goblet.
	“I don’t think any of us know for certain where the rendings began,” Etan’ash says, and you feel frustration pour from them in waves. “There is no way to know if I saw the first one, or if they have been happening ever since the rift was opened all those annums ago. For all we know, they may have been happening in remote locations around Nuama or Ihatithre for many annums now.”
	The four of you sit in silence for a time. With a sigh, you reach for an ismaoa litstick, light it, and take a deep inhale of the calming smoke.
	“Well. None of this is good news,” Ishawé finally says.
	“No. It’s not. We need to gather the most experienced Haporai from each Conven and discuss a plan to deal with these rendings. And we must increase our Visitations into Ihatithre—”
	“Yes, yes. But we must also find Vorahni—” Varusha begins.
	“When will you tell the Firma Tender about all of this?” Ishawé interrupts, directing her question to Etan’ash.
	“I don’t know,” Etan’ash admits. “You’re well aware that once information is in the archives, it can never be fully removed. If the knowledge that there is at least one winged male flying freely in Nuama fell into the wrong hands, it would almost certainly incite another Bloodletting.”
	“There hasn’t been a Bloodletting for over a thousand annums,” Cloudweaver Varusha says, reaching for and igniting her own litstick.
	She very rarely indulges in ismaoa. She must be feeling anxious—a generally unfamiliar feeling for most women in Nuama.
	“Myself and many of other Haporai have been worried about a Bloodletting for quite some time—since Empress Zaval’s reign. That was when my predecessors discovered a group of more than forty servants and Fa’loom in the Mamlakah of Piarta who were beginning to foment a rebellion,” Ishawé restlessly flutters her wings, then takes a long inhale of her own litstick before putting it out in the nearby crystal vessel filled with water, set on the table for just that purpose. “You know about that, Varusha.”
	“I do. I just—” the Cloudweaver sighs and lowers her head, cupping it with her hands. “How likely do you and the other Haporai think another Bloodletting is—truly?”
	“Likely enough that I came to Corestone not just to follow up on Demuter’s report regarding Sareff and his co-conspirators, but also to discuss reviving our search for the lost knowledge of woman/woman procreation,” Ishawé states.
	“You mean…bifemme conception?”
	“Yes. It is time to put an end to over nine thousand annums of managing males. There need not be any reason for them. They can simply die out over time, and future generations of Sestras can live freely.”
	You absorb her words. She isn’t wrong. It would be a relief for future Empresses—possibly including your daughter, and most certainly her daughter—not to have to deal with males any longer.
	“That would mean not just recovering the lost knowledge of procreating from two women, but also the related skill of ensuring each infant is a Sestra,” Varusha replies.
	“Indeed. It will be no small task, and may well prove impossible. After all, The Awakener’s methods disappeared when she did—and many Sestras since then have tried without success to recover the secrets of bifemme conception. But as I see it—and I am certain many other Haporai agree with this sentiment—every issue we have discussed today is intertwined, and each traces back to the fact that we are currently dependent on males to procreate.”
	“You’re right, Ishawé,” you finally speak again. “There were traitors within the halls of Corestone. That alone means that the possibility of another Bloodletting isn’t an amorphous worry, rather it is based on increasing reports of individual males committing small abdications such as theft and breaches of consent. Though I think we’re all aware that recently in Neppi, a Fa’loom named Navherae murdered his Keeper, as well as her other household Fa’loom—then himself. That was rare.”
	“Rare, yes. And tragic, to be sure. But let’s not forget the rendings,” Ishawé says.
	“Indeed. The rendings are part of the same problem. And those were very likely caused—whether on purpose or not—by one of our own Sestras. Rebellion is fomenting. Ihatithre grows stronger. The simple fact is that if males no longer existed, every single one of these issues would cease to exist.”
	“Indeed,” Ishawé nods. “If we had the knowledge of bifemme conception, we would no longer needed to control the number of males who live—nor those who become sires. We could produce many more Sestras, which would mean more women would likely be willing to perform Visitations into Ihatithre.”
	“And if there were no longer males in Nuama, perhaps the Conven would allow more Sestras to perform the types of missions I have been attempting at Lake Tiv’esh,” Etan’ash nods.
	“I am nearly certain that would be the case,” Ishawé agrees. “It should also be said—because of the low number of males who become sires, there are women who have been ‘waiting’ to become pregnant from many annums. If we knew how to impregnate women at will, and had no need for males—”
	“Or we could stop limiting the number of males we allow to become sires.”
	Your joke is dark, and the other three know it. Not every male should be a sire. And the Ensheduana make sure of it.
	“Turn Nuama into another Ihatithre, you mean?” Ishawé spars back.
	“I still can’t believe they allow males to choose their female breeding partner there,” Varusha shudders. “No matter how many annums pass, knowing there are almost as many males in Ihatithre as there are women always makes me feel sick.”
	“You and I both,” you nod, reaching for your eritra and taking a couple of healthy swallows.
	This conversation is one of the more stressful you’ve had as Empress—after all, nearly every issue in Nuama is on the table.
	Ehsohsilk licks your elbow, and you smile down absently at her.
	“I’d like to use my own life as an example of why these issues are so pressing,” Ishawé begins. “And—why I am so passionate about recovering the lost knowledge of bifemme conception, as well as the creation of only infants that are Sestras. If you would all like to hear?”
	“Please, Ishawé. We are curious,” you reply, and Varusha and Etan’ash nod along with your sentiment.
	Ishawé nods, then lights another litstick. Inhales deeply before speaking again.
	“I am a Haporai. I, along with several other Sestras, have charge of Temple Vipera, where we have managed breeding, sire, and matriarchal records for over nine thousand annums. Obviously large aspects of my daily tasks involve those records in some way. I am also Demuter’s Writbearer. Though I trust him implicitly, he is a male. Being responsible for him, as well as any mistakes he might make, is a heavy burden—”
	“You trained him well, Ishawé,” you say softly, reaching over and patting her hand. “He always succeeds at getting close to those who would rebel, and his reports are very thorough—”
	“Be that as it may, my point is that it is so much work to manage men. I am tired of it—and I know many other Sestras in Nuama are, too.”
	“Agreed,” you reply, thinking of Sareff.
	“So,” Etan’ash’s voice is silken, fractured crystal. “Now that we have discussed these issues at such length—what are we going to do?”
 
~
 
	That evening, Minah comes to see you.
	Her
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