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Dedication


Loneliness is common in life, but you’re never truly alone. It’s an honor you’ve chosen this as a passport to a new world. Consider me your tour guide. Come get lost for a bit and allow me to show you a place where magic, love, wonder, and fantasy exist. Together, we will ride a dragon, and maybe when you leave the Veil, you will have made some new friends and recognized the magic inside you.
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Prologue






Ah, the Veil. The Court of Light, to be precise. I’ve observed the Fae for quite some time. They are no threat to me. I find them amusing. Especially that last squabble Jarvok and Aurora had. I mean, a vapor dragon. I am still fanboying over it. Well done, Jarvok!


			I watched this group of castoffs rebuild themselves after the Creator locked them out of the Shining Kingdom so long ago. They earned my respect at first—reinventing and redefining who they were. I realized they did it all not to spite their almighty, but despite him. They can act like such simpletons.


			The Fae are still so concerned with their daddy. They don’t see how their issues sully everything they do. Despite the long and bloody war, they now have peace. They should be celebrating, but instead of being happy, they are stuck in their feelings. The bishops are upset with their queen and her choice to welcome the Dark Fae into the fold.


			Aurora has forgiven and evolved. Good for her. When has trusting scheming men not worked out for a woman in power? Queen Aurora has found common ground with the Dark Fae king. Yes, they are in love—could you just die. It’s sweet. Excuse me while I grab my airsickness bag. Like the bishops, some Light Fae are holding steadfast to their old Virtue beliefs, sowing seeds of discord. They’re worrying about what dear ol’ dad would think. It makes me sick.


			Earthborn Fae aren’t any better. They do not know what suffering is. They prick their fingers on a thornbush and cry. Pockets of these younger Fae feel the war was not theirs to win or lose. They can’t grasp the bigger picture, but they will jump onto a cause if their friends tell them to.


			The older, more bitter Fae are leading the younger ones, whipping them up into a frenzy, causing a rebellion. The insurgents are becoming emboldened as they listen to propaganda about how their beloved queen is defaming the sacrifices of the fallen Fae who gave their light during the war. A war those Earthborn Fae have no connection to. But fear is a motivator. If the queen lies with the king, she may put the Dark Fae above the Light Fae. It’s all manipulation. Idiots.


			Do I care? No, I do not. While these Fae prance about, neglecting the dwindling humans who still worship them as gods and goddesses, droughts are more prevalent, crops are ruined, and illnesses run rampant. Soon, the old religion will pass on, making it easier for me to take center stage, where I belong. Alright Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up.


			The misunderstanding trope: one chat, and so much could’ve been avoided. Queen Aurora should have told King Jarvok about the mounting rebellion their unification was causing. But she knows the Dark Fae king rules with a Kyanite fist. He would put a swift end to the tension bubbling under the surface. And rightfully so. I always appreciated his take-no-prisoners attitude, even when he was a Power Brigade Angel. Aurora believes she can handle this on her own, or perhaps she naïvely hopes it will simply work itself out. I think she doesn’t trust her lover as much as she says she does. Deep down, she knows he is the better ruler.


			Everyone is a pawn in this game, and I should know. I am the one playing across from the Creator. I’ve waited to see how I can use the Fae to my advantage, and my persistence will soon pay off. If patience is a virtue, then knowledge is power. I have both. Let’s see how our little lovebirds are doing. I sense a snake among them, and no, it’s not me.




Message from the Narrator




I’m baacckk.


			Let’s review our pop culture references in the prologue, shall we? Fanboying—A rather new term, but I do love it. All the kids are using it on Tiktok. Trope, that’s big on bookstagram. I love that one, and look, you’re reading a book. How meta of me. And my favorite, Sunset Boulevard. A classic quote, that all my Friends of Dorothy will know if they know their herstory—Yes, a RuPaul reference! Oh, I do enjoy Drag Race—Nymphia Winds for the win! I’m on a roll tonight. And I threw in a biblical metaphor. When you’re hot, you’re hot. Enough about me. We need to get back to the story.
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One


A CHANGE WILL DO WHO GOOD?




King Jarvok, leader of the Dark Fae, called the meeting of the High Council Guard into session. His two lieutenants, Zion and Asa, stood tall and silent at his side, ready to serve.


			“I have asked you here today to inform you of the decisions I have made regarding the unifying of our Court with the Light Fae. I am due to deliver details of my reorganization of the Court of Dark to Queen Aurora by the full moon. Therefore, I wanted you to be aware of the changes that will occur once the unification ceremony takes place.”


			The members of the High Council Guard had very different reactions to the king’s declaration. Yagora and Pria exchanged uneasy glances. Azrael and Ezekiel leaned forward, hanging on their king’s every word. Jonah’s eyes were half closed, and his head drooped forward and then shot up just before his chin hit his chest. Zion and Asa stayed put at the head of the Obsidian crystal table. Jarvok paced.


			Los, a small dragon with the rare ability to blend into his surroundings like a chameleon, was perched at the observation window, trying to stay out of the way. His pink tongue lolled out of his mouth as it always did. As he paced deliberately, his large, dark eyes remained fixed on the Dark Fae king. The dragon surveyed the scene. His sharp senses picked up on the tension in the air, fully grasping the gravity of the situation.


			The Court of Dark’s Oracle had Holly, a black mink and Lady Zarya’s Familiar, snuggled around her neck. The two were present to lend any support should their king request it. Dragor, King Jarvok’s dragon companion and leader of the Draconian faction, snored, sharing Jonah’s lack of enthusiasm for the meeting.


			Jarvok had not planned to unite with Queen Aurora of the Court of Light. The Courts had been engaged in a never-ending civil war. Eventually, the two sides had agreed on a treaty, and the fighting had come to a halt, until Queen Mary I of England had reneged on a reproduction contract with the Court of Light. This had all culminated in Awynn, a bishop from the Court of Light, sacrificing himself to save Jarvok during a tumultuous standoff between the two sides.


			The battle between Aurora and Jarvok was brutal and unforgiving, with neither of them holding back. A smile played across Jarvok’s face as he recalled the memory.


			If the others only knew… The battle would have led to us both meeting our Oblivion, if not for the ghosts of the past.


			A simple, kind gesture from long ago had broken their anger in the heat of battle. The two monarchs learned they had been guiding each other in many ways. Aurora had observed that they’d been assisting each other without knowing it, so imagine what they could do if they tried to help one another. The initial idea of unification for survival had evolved into a desire to blend the Courts voluntarily. Love had won over hate.


			The change was drastic, from the day a contorted feather brushed my face and waking up nameless on an empty beach as a shattered Power Angel to being King Jarvok, leader of the Dark Fae, betrothed to Queen Aurora of the Court of Light—a former Virtue Angel, of all things.


			He glanced up at the several sets of eyes fixated on him.


			“I will keep Blood Haven as home to the Weepers and as our main training facility. I will need a Fae to oversee it,” Jarvok said as he paced the room, his commanding voice booming. “Most of the dragons will stay here. Dragor, you will accompany me, of course, and Los too.”


			The black dragon snorted, lifting one eyelid. They were connected at the hip and heart. Wherever one went, the other followed. Los had never doubted he would go with Jarvok. The bond between the king and the dragon was as strong as that of a father and son. He elbowed Dragor in his side, “Looks like we are going to have some fun in the Court of Light buddy.” The chief of the Draconians gave the chameleon dragon and eyeroll, then smirked. 


			Jarvok turned his attention to Zion. “Lieutenant Zion, if Queen Aurora and I do not produce an heir to the new Court of the Fae, you will be the heir to the throne.”


			All eyes turned to the lieutenant as the room gasped.


			“My liege?” Zion’s head jerked back. “I thought I was to remain here—”


			Jarvok raised his hand to silence his lieutenant. “You are my second-in-command. We are unsure if Aurora and I can reproduce, so it is reasonable that my second would be the heir and represent the Court of Dark to keep the Courts balanced. You will accompany me to the Court of Light and learn to rule. If there is a successor, you will be a trusted advisor in both military and Power Brigade traditions. You will hold a highly respected position.”


			Jarvok met Zion’s gaze. He could sense the Fae was disappointed. Zion would no doubt prefer to watch over Blood Haven, to protect it. This was a way for Jarvok to tell Zion how much he trusted him, even if his second could not see it yet.


			“It would be my honor,” Zion finally said, straightening.


			Jarvok nodded. “That leaves the business of Blood Haven and who will remain here as its custodian.”


			Pria and Yagora held hands under the table. Jarvok caught their gesture out of the corner of his eye, but he swung his gaze in the opposite direction.


			Azrael exhaled as his king turned from the duo. After the events of the dragon tournament, Azrael was not pleased with them, but now was not the time to address it.


			“Lieutenant Asa, you will accompany me to the Court of Light for the unification ceremony, but afterward, you will return here as Mistress of Blood Haven,” Jarvok announced.


			“What?” Pria whispered, dropping Yagora’s hand under the table.


			“Her?” Yagora asked aloud.


			“How could he?” Pria said under her breath.


			Azrael covered his smile. He was enjoying Pria’s and Yagora’s displeasure.


			Yagora slammed her hands on the table, her white and black hair falling forward. She stood, and her arms shook as she hit the table again. “She is not worthy, my liege, nor is she strong enough! Let me face her in the ring of combat! I will show you she is not the Fae to lead Blood Haven.” Her nostrils flared.


			Asa remained silent. Zion put his forearm across her middle to block her and shook his head.


			It seemed Los and Dragor sensed that Jarvok’s stoicism was a bad sign. The dragons’ ear feathers twitched in their own wordless communication. Whenever Jarvok was too calm, it was never good and that was not a well-kept secret in Blood Haven. 


			Jarvok snuffed out the flame of a candle with his hand and licked his lips, tasting the fear permeating the air. His Black Kyanite boots were heavy on the Obsidian floor, yet he moved with boneless grace toward Yagora.


			“You dare to question me?” His voice was controlled, like a slow-burning fire chewing up kindling before it became a raging inferno.


			Yagora’s eyes remained on Asa as the king closed the distance between them. He raised his chin, his imposing figure impossible to ignore. Yagora finally looked up, meeting Jarvok’s amber gaze, but she could not hold his stare.


			“You have little to say, Yagora,” he said. “Perhaps it is because you don’t think for yourself. It is why I did not choose you. You are a follower, not a leader. Step aside.”


			Yagora did as she was told.


			Behind her was the puppet master. Pria glanced up at her king, but she too could not hold his gaze.


			“Ah, the brains behind the operation. You poked the troll to get it to roar. Do you think me stupid, Pria? Did you assume I was not aware of the Fae you blended with to use as pawns? The relationship you formed with Yagora to ice out Asa. Did you truly believe I was unaware of all your schemes? My dear, I am not king of the Court of Dark because I am naïve. I can almost applaud your cunning. Therefore…” Jarvok unsheathed his Elestial blade in one fluid motion. The aura-charged weapon lit the room up in a warm white glow, and he slashed Pria across her face, opening an ugly gash on her right cheek. She dropped and grabbed her face as blue blood leaked between her fingers.


			Jarvok bent down and grabbed a fistful of her teal hair. As he pulled her head back, a low whisper came from the back of his throat. “That is a reminder, Pria. Incite my anger again, and it will be your neck next time. Consider this your final warning. Now take your seat and let us finish this.” He released her with a push.


			Pria found her way to her feet and bowed to her king. When Yagora offered her help, it was met with a shrug of indifference. King Jarvok returned to the matters at hand as if nothing had transpired. “As I was saying, Lieutenant Asa will be Mistress of Blood Haven. She will be in command of the Weepers and their training. I will disband the High Council Guard. Some of you will remain here under her command, while others will accompany me and Lieutenant Zion to the Court of Fae to act as advisors. You will be part of a new Council composed of representatives from both courts. The best of the Illuminasqua will train with a handpicked group of our fiercest warriors to make up a select, elite fighting force. I believe it is best for everyone if the Weepers remain separate from the Light Fae. They are too unpredictable. In the name of peace, let’s not invite trouble. They do best when kept to a routine.” He glared around the room, daring any Fae to speak. The group was silent. “Any comments?”


			The table remained silent. Pria’s cheek had stopped bleeding. Azrael sat tall. Yagora ceased her attempts to help. Ezekiel sharpened a small blade.


			Dragor huffed, and the scent of sulfur from his flint–covered back teeth wafted throughout the room. His long tail flicked, fanning the flames, so to speak. It seemed Dragor had something to say.


			Holly jumped down from the table to speak with him. The two exchanged sounds and grunts. “Are you sure you want me to ask this in front of everyone?” she inquired, her voice floating up to those seated at the table. The dragon bobbed his head.


			“Ask me, Dragor,” Jarvok said, catching wind of the conversation. He could understand his dragon perfectly, but Dragor was looking to make a point by involving the mink since the Shadow Realm was obviously aware of the issue.


			Holly scurried back to the table and stood in the middle. “Dragor is concerned about how some of the Draconian faction members will feel about living with the Light Fae, especially the Ice-Breathers. The Massacre of Secor Valley is still a sore subject, King Jarvok. They want to know their sacred ways will be honored. Can you speak with the queen regarding this before you ask the Ice-Breathers to follow you?”


			Jarvok strode up to the leader of the Draconians and bowed his head. “I have not forgotten what happened at Secor Valley. I understand the Ice-Breathers have not either. I think it is best the Ice-Breathers stay here at Blood Haven with Yanka and Asa. I do agree we need some kind of acknowledgment regarding the travesty that transpired, and we need to see the sacred ways are protected under a treaty. This will be addressed. You should accompany me. Once we have come to a resolution, the Ice-Breathers can follow us to the Court of Light.”


			Dragor rose and curved his serpentine neck in a display of respect.


			The king turned to the mink. “Thank you, Holly.”


			The Familiar gave him a slow blink and returned to Lady Zarya, who stroked her for a job well done.


			Zarya spoke up next. “King Jarvok, will you be living in the Court of Light’s palace or constructing a new one?”


			Everyone in the room zeroed their attention in on him.


			“We have not discussed living arrangements. I’m unsure about the best option considering the Veil.” Jarvok’s voice betrayed his lack of confidence in the process.


			“What of the Veil?” Azrael asked. “Will you share with the queen the fact you created two layers and reveal how the Court of Dark travels through them?”


			Ezekiel paused his sharpening.


			Jarvok pulled at the hairs on the back of his neck. He wanted to be open with his new love, but his head said not to tell her everything. It was the Court of Dark’s top defense. “No, I will not share that piece of information with the Court of Light. I feel it is in our best interests to keep it off the table.” Everyone seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Jarvok glanced at Lady Zarya, who gave a subtle chin tilt as if to reassure him she agreed with his decision.


			Azrael stroked his cheek, still worried about the secrecy of their Veil within the Court of Light’s Veil. “No disrespect, my liege, but Queen Aurora has never mentioned to you the Light Fae cannot see Blood Haven from the Smoking Mountain?”


			Lady Zarya placed a hand on Azrael’s shoulder. “Azrael, the Smoking Mountain was home to the Fire Drakes. Most of the faction died soon after Lady Kit at the Battle of the Red Sea. Bishop Awynn, the last among them, began his bishop training in his early years. The peak of the Smoking Mountain has been abandoned since the Fire Drakes met their Oblivion.”


			Azrael shook his head, patting Zarya’s hand. “I mean no disrespect to our Oracle, but there are still other vantage points. How have the Light Fae not noticed this?”


			Jarvok sighed. “Azrael, the next best place to spot Blood Haven is by the Niamia Falls, too close to our side of the Bridge of Oroki. Aurora would not violate the treaty by crossing into our territory. I have no intention of telling Aurora about our Veil. She crafted her Veil, and we… Well, we improved upon it. Does that put your mind at ease?”


			Azrael nodded. Being Archangel Michael’s apprentice, he’d become paranoid from being constantly surrounded by weaponry and lacking personal contact.


			“Lady Zarya, you, Holly, and my lieutenants will accompany me to the Court of Light for the logistical meeting on the full moon. Jonah and Azrael, I will leave the two of you to oversee training exercises until we return. Zion will give you a list of the last-minute preparations.”


			Jonah stood. “Yes, my liege.”


			Jarvok gestured to Zion to open the doors. “Good, this meeting is dismissed.”


			The High Council Guard filed out. Pria tried to linger behind with Yagora, but Zion grabbed them both and propelled them out.


			Asa was left alone with her king. “My liege, may I speak with you?”


			Standing at the observation window, Jarvok hung his head. He was drained from the meeting. So many questions had been raised, and Jarvok was doubting all of it. He needed peace and quiet and didn’t want to focus on emotions, which Asa liked to discuss.


			“Lieutenant Asa, is this something we need to do right now?” His voice dripped with exhaustion.


			“I need to know… Why me?”


			Jarvok gave a long, deliberate exhale. “You are the best Fae to oversee this fortress, the Weepers, and the Draconians. You are a fierce warrior, yet you see the emotional composition of a situation. I know you are loyal and ethical.”


			She glanced down, her eyes darting from side to side as if she was deciding how to configure her next comment. “But for those very reasons, do you not believe it would behoove you to have me at your side in the new kingdom?”


			Jarvok was befuddled. He’d hoped Asa would appreciate this as a reward for her loyalty, but she saw it as rejection. He cracked his neck to the left, but the tension did not dissipate. “Asa, Blood Haven is the very spot where I crashed after Archangel Uriel blew the Wormwood Trumpet at me. My mind and body were shattered. I hoped Oblivion was only seconds away when you and Zion helped to pull me from the depths of the crater. Giving you Blood Haven is my way of saying I am grateful to you. I doubt peace between the two courts would have been possible if I hadn’t had you both standing by my side for millennia. I am giving you the place that ended my life as a Power Angel and birthed my reign as king.”


			Asa dropped to her knees in the traditional position of humility, digging for something in her armor.


			King Jarvok observed without speaking or moving toward her. She lifted her hand up to him, and a blue stone gleamed in her palm.


			Jarvok furrowed his brow and took the stone from her outstretched hand. “You kept your disk?”


			“Yes, my liege. When I saw the Angelite disk in Queen Aurora’s crown, and it was revealed you were their Shooting Star, I dug mine up to give to you as tribute. I was going to wait until your unification ceremony, but after what you just said, it feels right to present it to you now.”


			Jarvok rubbed the blue Angelite crystal between his thumb and index finger. The fissure that signified their abandonment from the Shining Kingdom caught his skin. The Angelite crystal held their Glory from the Shining Kingdom. Each of them had ripped their disks out of their heads once they discovered they had been abandoned. He had done it himself, as had Zion and Asa. The members of the High Council Guard had asked him to do it for them. The small crystals had represented their lives as Power Angels, and when a Power died, it was given as tribute to their commanding Archangel.


			The pain from the memory of that time was not as cutting as it had once been. He realized it was due to his kin and his relationship with Aurora. He glanced at his third-in-command. Asa’s gaze stayed on the ground, and her forehead was bowed. He bit his cheek, trying not to show any emotion. She was special to him, and he was even more confident in his choice. He thought about the times he had been hard on her. Those occasions had been born of his own fear and self-doubt. He had been wrong, so very wrong, to treat her like that.


			Jarvok recognized he would send Pria to her Oblivion if she messed with Asa again. He could not undo his prior treatment of Asa. But he understood today how much Pria and Yagora had taunted her over the years. He would not allow it to continue. Asa’s heart was far too good.


			“Rise, Lieutenant Asa.” Jarvok moved his gauntlet up on his left arm, exposing the inside of his left wrist. He unsheathed his Elestial blade, and she backed up as he cut into his skin, marking an oval shape. His skin burned and crackled. With a swift motion, he pressed her disk into the red raised tissue, feeling the smooth curve as he pushed it into the muscle. With precision, he ran his blade along the perimeter of the disk, creating a hissing sound as crystal met flesh. Her eyes were fixed on the disk as the heat caused the flesh to sizzle. Jarvok never flinched. The skin glowed, and the blade turned blue for a flash and retracted. He turned his arm over to show her. Her Angelite disk was embedded in her king’s left wrist. The left side of the body represented feminine energy and receiving energy. By placing her disk on the left, he was telling Asa he accepted her energy, love, and light. There was nothing for her to say. It was the ultimate sign of respect and love.


			He met her eyes, and an unspoken admiration passed between them. She dipped from the waist and then exited to leave him to his thoughts.
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Two


Silence Says Everything




Rowan sat across from Queen Aurora as the sun reached its zenith. The meeting was already running late, causing frustration among the attendees. The table was to hold six, however, it was currently occupied by only Rowan, the queen, and Theadova. The bishops were nowhere to be found. Queen Aurora huffed and mumbled, pushing her chair back. She stood to pace about the room.


			“Your Grace, I believe either your bishops are sending a message of defiance, or we are poor company. And in my case… Well, that is impossible,” the champagne fox said.


			Theadova nodded. The white deer’s golden antlers caught the light. Aurora glanced at him and noticed that the edges of Theadova’s antlers were adorned by small green leaves and buds, an indication of his age. Following their abandonment, Theadova had become one of the earliest Virtue Angels to utilize his final bit of Glory and assume the shape of fauna. He was the leader of what was now only a handful of white deer in the Aubane faction.


			She frowned. It seemed like only yesterday he had accompanied her when she set out to meet the primitive humans for the first time. That day, they’d discovered the power of worship. How very long ago that was, she thought. Back then, she’d been such a young queen, still unsure of what it meant to lead.


			She glanced back at the white stag, and the image in her mind of Theadova with flowers on his mighty antlers brought a smile to her face.


			“I tend to agree with the Oracle’s Familiar, my queen,” he said, and the sound of his baritone voice pulled her back to reality. “It is no secret the bishops are not happy with the union of the two courts, but this is outright insubordination.”


			The queen sat back down, but on the edge of her chair, elbows on her knees, chin resting on her fists. Rowan hopped from his seat and ambled to Aurora. His taupe fur glittered with a tinge of gold, and his black triangular nose twitched. The fox was as tall as a fallen Forehelina tree.


			As Rowan moved closer to the queen, he was struck by how tired she looked. The weight of this unification is taking its toll on her, he thought. “My majestic muffin,” he said in a soothing voice. Aurora glanced at him, her gaze heavy with questions and doubt. “The Court of Dark is due to arrive on the full moon. We can figure this out without the bishops,” he said and pinned his ears back.


			She shook her head. “I know the bishops took issue with my choice, but this is extreme,” she murmured to the fox.


			A knock at the door drew their attention.


			“Your Grace, I have a message from Bishop Geddes,” a guard called out. Theadova strode to the doorway, his hooves echoing on the crystal floor. The guard delivered the note.


			Queen Aurora unraveled the parchment and feverishly skimmed the page, as if the paper held the remedy for the hateful venom her bishops seemed to have coursing through their veins.


			“Bishop Geddes says he and the other bishops have been delayed. They are dealing with a dispute between the Selkie Seal and the Oberon Polar Bear faction. They had hoped to be back in time, but the argument has remained heated. He says they will be back in time for the meeting with the Court of Dark.” She slumped into her chair, palm pressed to her heart. Theadova gave Rowan a sideways glance. It seemed neither was buying the excuse, but their queen was.


			“Umm…muffin, that is very convenient, since none of us heard of any confrontation between the two factions,” Rowan said carefully.


			Theadova chimed in. “Yes, Your Grace. No one has informed me of any problems with the Selkies. They are inhabiting the warm coastal waters. Why would they risk a confrontation with the Oberons?”


			Aurora’s eyes moved erratically from side to side. “Enough! They would not lie about Fae lives being in danger to avoid a meeting with their queen.” She stood, and the wind in the room stirred.


			Rowan knew when an argument was over. “Your Grace, how about we figure out what you need for your meeting with the Court of Dark, shall we?”


			Aurora calmed, and Rowan twitched his whiskers at the white stag. There was nothing more either of them could do. They recognized the bishops were not being truthful, but the test would come later if they showed up for the meeting with the Court of Dark.


			“Yes, let us continue. We have waited long enough. What do you suggest, Rowan?” Aurora asked, settling back into her chair again and rubbing the smooth lacquered armrest.


			The fox took his seat, curling his bushy tail around his paws. “Well, the most obvious is living arrangements. Will King Jarvok move his kin here, or will you build another palace to accommodate everyone?”


			Aurora furrowed her brow. “Leave the Court of Light? I planned the placement of each crystal. Desdemona spent so much energy on the design of the causeways to ensure our safety. I-I could not just up and leave!” She massaged her temples.


			Theadova shot another look at Rowan. This was so much more complicated than the Fae had surmised.


			“Perhaps living arrangements are too intricate to start with. What about the line of succession?” Rowan suggested.


			Theadova clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth as if to say, really? How is the line of succession less complicated than who’s living with whom?


			Aurora sighed. “We do not know if Jarvok and I can successfully procreate, Rowan. Many of the Virtues who kept close to their angelic state have been unable to reproduce. The others who used the last of their Glory to change their being have been successful in creating offspring. Lady Serena was the only exception. When she transformed into a mermaid, those Virtues who followed her did so without any reproductive abilities by their own choice. When she met her Oblivion, they all did. There has not been another mermaid since, and there never will be.”


			Rowan averted his gaze, absorbing what the queen had said. “I understand, but just because you are unsure, it does not mean you won’t. You must make provisions.”


			Aurora nodded. “I suppose that as of now, the rule is if I were to meet my Oblivion, or I were unfit to rule, the bishops would have the power to name my successor. The pool of candidates would come from the heads of the three royal houses, as they have experience leading. There were four, but I never named a fourth to represent Water. Perhaps I should. But I digress. If Jarvok and I have our union ceremony, and then something happened to me, then I guess Jarvok would be the ruler. If we do not produce a child and something happens to both of us, then I do not know… I see your point.”


			Theadova took the lead. “What about setting guidelines?”


			“Yes,” Rowan agreed. “Perhaps if you do not produce an heir, each Court would choose a successor, so the Courts stay balanced and united.”


			Aurora rose. She was not one to sit during stressful conversations. She walked over to a Stargazer flower and picked up her water decanter, listening to Rowan and Theadova go back and forth on the line of succession. Aurora glanced out the window and froze. She saw a white cape with a Fire sigil embroidered on it swelling in the breeze, giving her a peek at the deep-red hue underneath. The figure wearing it slipped behind a tree. She put her hands on the windowsill, startled by the sight. Flattening her palms against the window, she craned her neck looking out further, her heart pounded as a breeze swept through the room.


			“My queen?” Rowan asked, suspicion leaking into his gaze as he observed Aurora’s stance. “What is it?”


			Rowan touched the queen’s arm with his paw to get her attention. She glanced at the fox and looked back outside. She could no longer see the cape.


			“Nothing, nothing. I thought I saw someone or something… but it was nothing,” she mumbled. “I am sorry. What were we discussing?”


			“Guidelines for succession for the two Courts,” Rowan said patiently. “Without an heir, both you and Jarvok must choose a successor from your Courts for marriage. This way, it stays balanced. One Court does not… Well, excuse the pun, outshine the other.” He chuckled at his own turn of phrase.


			“Perhaps Desdemona would make a well-suited successor,” Theadova suggested.


			“We could have Lady Sybella vet the candidates,” Rowan added.


			Aurora’s eyes were still glassy. “I am the queen. I shall decide who my successor is. I do not want to have this discussion! It is my job to protect the Court of Light. I will deem who is worthy, no one else.” Her voice was stern.


			Rowan’s head jerked back as if he’d been struck. “Of course, muffin. No one was insinuating otherwise,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her sudden change in demeanor and overly aggressive tone. His ears twitched.
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