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ELIAS BEGAN STIRRING beside me. A few peaceful weeks had passed since my parents left for the Human Realm. I waved my hand toward the heavy curtains around our room. Sunlight immediately streamed through the glass panes. It would be another beautiful, but busy day inside the castle.

“Good morning, my queen. When did you wake up?” Elias rolled over to face me.

“Good morning, love. I’ve been up for a little while. We have a meeting with Arno soon,” I smiled.

“I can’t wait to see what he has to say. Samuel will probably attend our meeting,” Elias declared annoyedly.

I kissed his forehead before getting out of bed. He sat up and leaned his back against the headboard. I put on a sleek, black dress. My armor neatly appeared on top of the dresser as I walked over to the mirror. I sighed at the bags under my eyes. They looked like bruises. Elias was suddenly hugging me from behind. Delight glowed in his eyes as his reflection stared back at me.

“You’re as beautiful as ever, lady Eliza. I hope you know that I’ll follow you into any battle. I’ll always make it back to you,” he promised, kissing my neck.

“I’ll try not to lead you into too many battles,” I laughed loudly.

He went over to the dresser, picked up my crown, and gently placed it on my head. His thumb traced my chin before he went to get dressed. I strapped my armor on and held my helmet under my left arm.

“You look like you’re ready for a fight, darling. Should I be concerned?” Elias stared confusedly at me.

“Other factions need to see that we’re united and ready to fight, if we have to. I don’t trust Samuel, honestly. I think we will have problems once Arno steps down,” I explained.

“Well, I’ll put my armor on and then we can go downstairs. We can handle whatever happens as long as we’re together,” Elias assured me brightly, calmly.

He quickly put his armor on before unsheathing his sword. His careful gaze inspected the blade. He nodded his approval and sheathed his sword. He opened our bedroom door before offering his arm to me. I smiled and held his arm as we made our way to the throne room. Leif and Gemira rose from their seats. I gestured for them to sit down as Elias and I took our seats across from them.

“Good morning, love birds,” Leif greeted us cheerfully.

“Good morning. Have you heard anything from my parents?” I asked seriously.

“I haven’t heard anything yet. Our borders are still quiet and secure. Gemira and I walked the walls this morning,” Leif informed me.

“Harper and Cecil should have been back a few days ago. I want some of our guards to go to the Human Realm, please. We have a meeting with Arno and potentially Samuel,” I sighed irritably. 

“I’ll send some of my friends to search for your parents. I’m sure Harper and Cecil are fine. They’re probably just busy,” Leif smiled.

“Are you and Gemira available for the meeting? I’m not sure what Arno wants to discuss,” I looked at both of them.

“We will be there, Fog Queen,” Gemira smiled proudly at me.

“Have any Ice Roamers tried testing our borders yet?” Elias spoke up.

“There’s been little movement on their territory. My son is in charge of that section,” Gemira responded calmly.

Urgent knocking on the door took our attention. Arno strode into the room moments later. Samuel was a few steps behind him. They crossed one arm over their chests and respectfully bowed their heads.

“Good morning, Arno and Samuel. You’re early. What’s going on?” Elias greeted them politely.

“We’re having some issues. A group of Ice Roamers attacked the sanctuary late last night. Our casualties were heavy. I was hoping to deal with them on our own, but we need your help,” Arno explained furiously.

“How long have the Ice Roamers been attacking? What was your original reason for calling a meeting?” Elias stared him down.

“I wanted to discuss the possibility of moving our territories to better benefit both of our kingdoms,” Arno responded.

“I was going to challenge you to a blood duel,” Samuel admit loudly.

“We will help you, Arno. You can wait outside, Samuel,” I stated coldly.

Anger smoldered in the young archer’s eyes, but he bowed and left the throne room. I gestured for Arno to sit at the table with us. Exhaustion shadowed his eyes.

“I’d like to discuss issues with Samuel before we move forward, Arno. I know he will be the next leader of the Sun Assassins once you step down. We don’t have an issue with that. I will not tolerate his attempts to challenge my better half, especially during meetings in our castle. He has been warned twice already. I will make an example of your son if he tries again,” I informed him darkly, furiously.

“I’m not making excuses for him, but I didn’t know he was going to do that. I admit that I’m rethinking my choices about my future successor. Samuel is a strong leader, but he’s developing quite the unhealthy obsession for you, Eliza,” Arno stated.

“Thank you for understanding. Now we can move forward to the bigger issues at hand. When did the attacks begin? Why didn’t you let us know sooner?” I changed the subject.

“I was hoping that the Ice Roamers would stop once we fought back. It’s been happening for a few nights,” Arno sighed heavily.

I gazed at Leif and Gemira. Their eyes were slits of fury. Gemira leaned back in her chair. She rubbed her bad leg. Leif held her other hand. Elias was caught up in his thoughts. His gaze was distant, locked onto the table.

“Move your sanctuary to our eastern wall. We will escort your people,” I decided steadily.

“Thank you, Eliza. I’ll speak with Samuel once we’re done here,” Arno shook my hand.

“Why would they go after your territory? We haven’t had any issues with them since before Eliza and I took the throne,” Elias spoke up.

“They know about the flowers. Our ancestors created flowers that guard our territory from Fog Walkers. We’ve obviously become allies since then though,” Arno explained tiredly, sadly.

“So, we burn the old sanctuary once everyone evacuates. Your people will be safe as well as ours. Then we can deal with the Ice Roamers together,” Elias leaned forward in his chair.

“Burn it? We have centuries worth of history,” Arno protested.

“Would you rather have a controlled burn or the chaos of our mutual enemy?” Leif spoke up calmly.

“Preferably neither, Leif. We will evacuate the sanctuary in a few days. Are you sure that we’ll be safer near your wall?” Arno stared at me.

“We will bring the fight to the Ice Roamers once your people have recovered,” I stated.

“Thank you. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to burn the sanctuary. I’ll inform Samuel of everything,” Arno rose to his feet.

He bowed deeply before hurriedly leaving the throne room. I leaned back in my seat. Leif was picking at his fingers.

“I can’t believe that archer wanted to challenge the Fog King to a blood duel. Cecil and Harper are missing all of the fun. I’d pay good money to watch that fight,” Leif laughed.

Gemira sharply elbowed him in his ribcage. His composure grew serious as he looked at each of us.

“We will suffer heavy losses if we march against the Ice Roamers, Eliza. We have never seen how many people they actually have. I think you made the right decision to help Arno though. They risked everything to help us in the past. At least our realm was peaceful for a little while. I’ll go check on our main army. I’d like to send some scouts out to the Ice Roamer territory, if that’s okay,” Leif declared grimly.

“We need Cecil and Harper. I’m going to try to summon them back. Send the scouts, please, Leif,” I nodded.

Leif nodded to me and touched Gemira’s hand before leaving the room. Gemira looked at me for orders. My stomach churned as I weighed my options. Her leg was giving her issues today.

“Can you let our guards on the walls know what’s going on, please?” I smiled at her.

“Of course, Fog Queen,” she dipped her head.

Elias and I were left alone in the throne room. His pupils flickered as he thought. I took his hand. His gaze locked onto mine.

“Are you sure that we should risk our kingdom for Arno?” he asked quietly, worriedly.

“What’s the point of having the throne if we don’t try to help? The Ice Roamers would come for us immediately if they killed off Arno’s people. I can’t watch another group of people get wiped out,” I admit sadly.

Images of Jacob and the other Shadow Knights flashed in my mind. Elias nodded slightly, but concern widened his eyes. He pressed his forehead against mine for a few moments. His breathing slowed, syncing with mine.

“I’ll follow you into any battle, my darling. Just promise me that you won’t get killed,” he stated quietly.

“I’ll try my best to keep that promise,” I kissed him.

“Summon Cecil and Harper, please. We need them for the upcoming war,” he sighed. 

I nodded and rose from my chair. I focused on their faces in the center of my mind. Static filled the air around me until I could hear frantic movement.

“What’s going on, Eliza?” Harper demanded loudly, confusedly.

Cecil spun on his heels. His top hat had a burnt hole in the side. His eyes were bloodshot. A deep, purple bruise covered the left side of his face. I quickly filled them in as Harper helped Cecil into a chair. His white, long sleeve shirt was tattered, bloodied. Harper wasn’t much better. A massive gash was on her arm. The edges had been burned to stop the bleeding. Leif walked back into the throne room. His eyes widened with shock. Gemira returned a few minutes later and sat down heavily.

“What happened to you two?” Elias asked worriedly.

Cecil grinned, revealing his broken fangs. He shakily took his hat off and placed it on his knee.

“The Human Realm is off-limits. Let’s leave it at that for now. So, how is the throne?” Cecil asked calmly.

“Well, it was peaceful until a little while ago. Are you sure that you’re alright? I’ve never seen either of you so shaken,” I stared at him.

“A few days of rest and we will be back to normal. I’m surprised that you’re willing to destroy the Ice Roamers. I’m afraid that we’re in for a very long war,” Cecil admit worriedly.

“I would like all of us to lead our own groups. I’m hoping we can spread out a lot of the fighting so it’s a little easier for our army. I’m not happy about wiping out a faction, but I can’t sacrifice our kingdom,” I explained grimly.

“What would you do if the Sun Assassins turn on us after the war?” Leif spoke up.

“I don’t know yet, honestly. Will you be alright being a general again?” I met his steady gaze.

“I’ll do whatever is asked of me. I don’t think we should attack areas or single groups though. I would suggest two combined groups per area. Cecil and I were in charge of the first invasion years ago. We were pushed back after a few days. I can draw you a map of their last main fortress,” Leif offered.

“Thank you for your guidance, Leif. Let’s start working on our battle plan. Arno said that he would let us know when it’s safe to burn the sanctuary,” I reminded everyone.

“I finally get to set their paradise on fire,” Leif laughed half-heartedly.

Cecil and Leif started signing to each other. Gemira and Harper watched them. Elias leaned back in his chair again.

“Who was able to attack you two in the Human Realm?” Elias asked quietly.

“I’d prefer if we could discuss that once we’re had time to rest,” Cecil stated tensely.

“Was it humans? Or is there a rogue Fog Walker?” Elias pressed.

“There were humans living underground when we arrived. None of them were happy to see us. But there was one Fog Walker living among them. Harper’s mother was buried a few years ago. We went to pay our respects, but that’s when the other Fog Walker ambushed us, but I think there’s at least five of them near the human settlement. We’ve never seen them before. I think they’re from a village near our kingdom,” Cecil explained shakily.

His hands trembled. Harper held his hands as she sat beside him. Dread unsettled my stomach as I stared at my parents. Both of them were so shaken, so defeated. Static swirled around my gloved hands. Harper met my gaze.

“Are you sure they’re from one of the villages? A lot of their younger Fog Walkers serve here in the castle. Most of the villages wouldn’t dare attack any of our own people, let alone you or Harper. Most of our people know your reputation as well as mine,” Leif pointed out.

“They kept their faces covered. I think they were hoping Eliza and Elias would come looking for us. They knew we consume souls, and one of them knew Eliza,” Cecil sighed his frustration.

“No one else would know me outside of the Fog Realm besides the Shadow Knights and Mouse. Could he be in the Human Realm? If he was there, then why would he be baiting me?” I spoke up.

“Can you summon him? I didn’t even think of him. One of our interrogators had an iron earring,” Cecil stated coldly.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Harper declared.

“It makes sense though. Hear me out, mom. Mouse was changing into a human because of me before I became a full Fog Walker. His kingdom would have cast him out. Maybe they banished him to the Human Realm, which would explain why he targeted you and Cecil. He could be trying to escape the Human Realm by using us,” I explained slowly.

“He’s going to be dealing with me, regardless of whatever his reasons are,” Elias rose from his seat.

Fury smoldered in his eyes like I’d never seen. His shoulders straightened as his fingers grasped his sword’s hilt. Power rippled through the air around him as he strode over to the throne room door. His boots clicked dangerously as he walked slowly back to my side.

“Lady Eliza, can you summon Mouse? I’d like everyone but Leif to leave after,” Elias’s voice shook with anger.

“I can try to. I don’t know if it’ll work,” I answered quietly, evenly.

“I’ll take Leif to the Human Realm if it doesn’t work,” he declared dangerously.

I nodded slightly and tried to summon Mouse. I focused on his face in the middle of my mind. The air grew colder after a few attempts. A loud thud sounded from the left of me. I looked to find a golden mask staring at me.

“Hello, Eliza. I’ve missed you,” Mouse’s voice echoed in my ears.

I rested my hand against my sword’s hilt as he slowly started walking towards me. I realized no one else could see him. Elias was busy discussing something with Cecil and Leif.

“They won’t see me until I allow it. I see you replaced me. He seems a little too protective, maybe even controlling. It didn’t take you terribly long to move on. So, what exactly do you want?” Mouse asked bitterly.

“Did you attack my parents in the Human Realm? You left me, Mouse. I did what I could. I connected with Elias,” I glared.

“You know I’m not a monster. I’ve been in the Fae Kingdom. I was called for a higher purpose in the community. I’m glad you’re doing better then. I had nothing to do with whatever happened to your parents,” he explained seriously.

“Show yourself to my council. Then I can send you back to whatever you’re doing with your life now,” I stood up.

Mouse bowed graciously and snapped his fingers. Elias immediately unsheathed his sword and pressed it against Mouse’s throat. The fae held his hands up, proving he was unarmed. Harper’s gaze locked onto both men. Cecil remained motionless in his chair.

“Hello, everyone. It’s been quite a while. Can you lower your blade? She summoned me,” Mouse broke the silence.

“Cecil, are these the earrings that you saw?” Elias demanded.

Cecil shakily stood up and walked over to inspect Mouse. He shook his head. Harper offered her arm to Cecil. Amusement glowed in Mouse’s eyes. Elias lowered his sword but didn’t sheath it.

“So, why exactly did you think that I would attack your parents? I don’t have a death wish. I know I left, but I wouldn’t do anything to hurt any of you,” Mouse stared at me.

“It was a theory. I’ll send you back to whatever you were doing,” I declared dismissively. 

“I can help you find whoever tortured your parents,” Mouse held his hand up.

Silver glinted from his palm. I realized he was holding the ring that he had made for me. Elias stared at me from behind Mouse. His face was stoic. I smiled at Elias and ignored the ring. Disappointment briefly dimmed Mouse’s eyes, but he nodded slightly.

“I can bring my team to find whoever hurt your parents and bring them back here for you,” Mouse offered seriously.

“It’s convenient that you’re wearing a mask,” Elias spoke up.

“I was performing a ritual. I don’t think that you would understand, Fog King. I can easily leave and let all of you try to find the guilty party. I owe a favor to Eliza,” Mouse turned towards the other man.

“Let’s give the fae a chance in the Human Realm for a few days. We have a war to prepare for. Thank you, Mouse. You can leave for the Human Realm. I’ll be expecting an update within a week, please,” I waved my hand.

Mouse nodded and walked slowly out of the throne room. 

Elias didn’t move until the door slammed shut. He stood on my left side. Harper and Cecil sat together. Cecil’s eyes glowed with admiration as he looked at his wife.

“I’ll make the map for you, Eliza. We should have a better idea on where to send everyone once we have a visual,” Leif broke the tense silence.

“Thank you. Elias, would you care to join me in the arena?” I gazed at him.

“Let’s go,” Elias responded.

“We will meet up with everyone in an hour. Make sure the guards on the wall are looking for Arno’s signal, please,” I reminded everyone.

“It’ll be a comet. You’ll be able to see it anywhere in our kingdom,” Cecil smiled half-heartedly.

Elias and I left the throne room and made our way outside. Sunlight warmed my back as we started walking towards the arena. Elias’s fingers firmly intertwined with mine.

“Are you okay, Elias?” I asked after a while.

“I’m alright, darling. I hate to say it, but I was hoping it was him. I wanted to fix the issue. I’m worried about marching against the Ice Roamers. Our whole world will change if we kill off an entire faction,” Elias explained quietly, worriedly.

“We will overcome anything set in front of us. I didn’t know there were villages of Fog Walkers. Have you been to any?” I changed the subject.

“I visited one to the north when I first became a mark-born. I’m sure we could find time to go to a few of them. Is there anything in particular that you’d like to work on today? We haven’t been in the arena for a while,” he smiled warmly at me.

“I want to work on my fire some more. I need to get my anger out,” I stated.

We walked into the empty arena. Fire sprouted along the barriers. Elias’s face grew serious as he placed his blade against his other arm. Metal hissed as I unsheathed my sword and nodded to him. The cage slowly lowered over us, locking us inside of the sandy clearing. Our swords clattered against each other. Smoke billowed from my nose as I leaned into my swings.

“You’re still really defensive, Eliza,” Elias commented amusedly.

“That’s why you’re my better half,” I declared.

I took a few steps backwards as he rolled in front of me. Flames danced over his sword as he lunged. I deflected again. We went in circles. His feet moved in sync with mine. I couldn’t outrun him. I slowly exhaled, allowing the embers to ignite in my veins. Elias grinned proudly. I teleported behind him. He moved at the last second and grabbed my free arm. Pain erupted from my elbow as I couldn’t stop myself from moving past him. Silver flashed from the sand in front of me. Fury burned in my stomach as I stared at my old ring. I commanded the fire to consume the ring.

“Eliza,” Elias’s voice suddenly boomed in my ears.

I blinked and focused my attention back onto him. He had lowered his blade. Concern glazed over his eyes as he stared at me. A massive wall of golden fire was to my left.

“I see you have something bothering you. What can I do to help?” he asked uncertainly.

“I just need to slow down and think. I can’t figure out how to get myself to fight offensively,” I responded.

“That’s what I’m here for. Don’t change yourself into something you don’t want to be. Come over here,” he sheathed his sword.

I sheathed my blade and walked over. He hugged me tightly. I leaned my head against his chest and sighed. 

“I’ll never be mad at you for voicing your troubles. We’re a team, Eliza. It’s you and I against everything else,” he whispered gently.

“I’m just upset that I had to see Mouse. It’s like the universe is working against me. He had my ring earlier and then it was here in the sand. I didn’t want to reopen that chapter of my life yet. I wasn’t expecting my parents to be hurt. I’ve never seen either of them so shaken,” I explained bitterly, defeatedly.

“I can go speak with Mouse, if it would put your mind at ease. I’ll send my best bounty hunters to the Human Realm to find whoever attacked your parents. We can spare a few of our people for this. It directly affects us, your parents, and the throne. Thank you for telling me what’s going on in that pretty head of yours,” he kissed my forehead.

“Thank you for caring. Are you ready to get back to training? I want to work on my defense some more,” I pulled away.

“I’m ready,” he smiled.

We unsheathed our swords and went to our starting positions. The edge of his blade shone in the firelight. He started running towards me. My feet moved automatically, bracing me for the impact. His hilt snagged onto my arm, trying to throw me off-balance. I moved into his strike and teleported behind him. He immediately spun to face me. Steel screeched as I blocked again and rolled away.

“You’re making me work today,” Elias grinned amusedly.

“I make you work every day,” I blocked his swing.

I staggered backwards from the force of his blow. Sand crunched under my boots as I tried to balance myself. He frowned before signaling for us to stop. We stood together as the cage suddenly began lifting. Gemira and Leif appeared on the other side of the sandy clearing. Leif waved eagerly as they made their way over to us.

“Do you mind if we join you for a little bit? Gemira wanted to get some training in,” Leif shook our hands.

“Of course. Both of you are always welcome to join us,” I nodded my approval.

“Thank you. It’s been a while since I’ve had a good day with my injury. I have some ideas that I’d like to work on by myself, if that’s alright with everyone,” Gemira declared.

“Elias and I were about to take a quick break. We’ll be up in the stands for a few minutes,” I smiled at her.

Elias and I teleported to the front row. The cage groaned tiredly as it was lowered from the ceiling. Elias sat beside me. Leif was talking to Gemira before he retreated to a safer distance.
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