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Dedication


Be open to love, creativity, and all the universe offers, but more importantly, be ready to give it back. You never know whose heart you will touch.
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Prologue




I could watch these two for hours, but I doubt it will last much longer at this pace. King Jarvok had to ruin the peaceful ending by reopening old wounds. The little queen was already upset over her mistake with Queen Mary. Her ego had kept her from handling the human monarch properly, which had led to the death of her Fire Bishop, Awynn. In complete fairness, Awynn had saved the Dark Fae king and taught Aurora a lesson in compassion. What a waste. All his power had been lost over a silly emotion.


I’d witnessed Aurora’s vengeful side. I found it amusing that her plan involved Mary giving birth to nothing but a swan’s feather. She should put effort into enhancing her monologuing. Her conversation with Mary had been a tedious recap of the same insults she’d thrown at Mary’s father, King Henry.




Jarvok felt the Queen of the Light Fae’s plot was worthy of a Dark Fae. I don’t believe Aurora liked the compliment. She is so sensitive. Harsh words were spoken, leading us to this point. Aurora delivered the first blow, literally. The Court of Light’s queen put up a fight in the beginning. I find her adorable. She should have remembered the rules of combat though. Strike hard, strike first, and show no mercy.


I sit and watch these two fight like children. It’s entertaining, especially as the Illuminasqua captain is involved. I like her. She has spunk and something else I can’t quite put my finger on.


Jarvok seems to think he has the queen painted into a corner. I get the feeling he has something up that Kyanite sleeve. The devil is in the details, darling.




Message From The Narrator






Well, well, I am back. So did we figure this one out? It was obvi. I couldn’t help myself. With all the fighting, I had to go classic and iconic Cobra Kai. I usually relate “No Mercy” to Sensei John Kreese, but most of you don’t remember the original. You still think Smith’s kid and Jackie Chan were in the first Karate Kid. What are you being taught nowadays? Go back to the classics. The old goody-goody in the Netflix show, Daniel, was the OG Karate Kid, way back when.


			The last one was a quote from the show Lucifer. “The Devil’s in the details, darling.” Tom Ellis did an amazing job. Loved him. Two points for originality, but do you really think the devil would run a nightclub in LA? Please. That’s too predictable. He’d go for something more like a megachurch. That’s where the money is. Oh, now I am getting off track. Back to our story. TTYL.
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One


VAPOR






The act of throwing the Dark Fae king into a cyclone and almost killing him may have lacked diplomacy and started this mess. However, he did attempt to assassinate the Queen of the Court of Light.


			Dragor—the leader of the Draconian faction, a Fire-Breather and King Jarvok’s companion—stood on his hind legs to his full height of twenty-five feet. With mouths agape, Queen Aurora and Desdemona saw their imminent demise. A strong, pungent odor of charcoal, magma, and sulfur permeated the air. Their eyes filled with tears, but closing them was too much of a risk. What they saw would haunt their nightmares.


			The Fire-Breather brought his left front claw to his mouth and breathed a steady stream of fire until it glowed red. Then, the dragon cut himself with the bright red claw from the hollow of his throat to his stomach. The two Fae winced, disturbed by the self-mutilation. There was no blood or gore. The heat he’d generated cauterized the wound. Casually, the dragon used his long claws to dig into the vertical slice and pull it open, seemingly unaffected by the grotesque sound of tearing meat. Dragor’s rib cage cracked open, revealing the inside of the beast’s chest cavity, including a beating heart encased in a crust of white magma. With each beat, it pulsed and smoldered like a hot coal.


			Queen Aurora, numb with fear and awe, watched the dragon, who did not appear to be in any pain. Desdemona glanced back at her queen, the beginnings of a look of terror on her face.


			“Suggestions, my queen?” Desdemona asked.


			It took Aurora a moment to gather her thoughts. “Steady, Captain,” she replied, but even to Aurora, her voice sounded unsure and wobbly, as if the sound traveled up from her knees.


			The dragon kneeled, the booming of his beating heart deafening as his ribs and chest no longer muffled the thud of the six-chambered pump. Jarvok gave a mocking smile, maintaining eye contact with them as he backed into the dragon’s chest cavity. The rib cage snapped shut like a Venus flytrap closing on its prey. Aurora let a startled scream escape her. Dragor used the same claw that sliced his chest open to trace over the wound, sealing Jarvok inside of his body. With a thundering roar, the dragon took to his hind legs and stood at his full height. His body stretched while dissolving, his shoulders taking on a larger, almost hulking musculature as his wings shrank, becoming as thin as gossamer. His legs were as thick as the crystal pillars of the palace, yet the dragon was becoming only an outline of smoke.


			Desdemona rubbed her eyes. “I have witnessed nothing like this,” she whispered to her queen, daring not to look away from the wispy remains of Dragor hanging in the air. The dragon made of vapor blinked, and he had the same honey-colored irises as the Dark Fae king. Desdemona gasped when the silhouette of Jarvok suspended in Dragor’s chest became visible through the smoke. As Jarvok raised his arms, the dragon’s smaller wings unfurled. Jarvok and Dragor were of one body and one mind. The smoke dragon still maintained all the weight of a corporal body, and the ground shook with each step.


			“They have melded!” Desdemona exclaimed.


			With an explosion of wind, Aurora tried to make the vapor dragon dissipate, but nothing happened. Jarvok inhaled, and with it came the familiar clicking sound of the Fire-Breather’s back teeth. The two women scattered. With a hair’s breadth to spare, they dodged the stream of flames that came dangerously close to overwhelming them.


			Both Jarvok and Dragor smiled, and the king’s voice echoed through Dragor’s jaws. “You can’t win, Aurora. Give up. You wield power over the element of Air, but I have become Fire itself.”


			The creature stalked toward the queen. Desdemona jumped in front, Elestial blade blazing slicing and cutting into the vapor dragon. It did nothing to harm the beast.


			Jarvok swatted at her with his front foot, sending Desdemona careening across the terrace and into a wall, leaving a full body imprint.


			Aurora gawked at the vapor dragon.


			Why was I not informed about Jarvok’s ability?


			Then, as if she had been trying to read words on a butterfly’s wings, the world slowed down, and the answer crystallized.


			No one has ever survived an encounter with him.


			The gravity of her situation took hold. Her nervousness went to her knees, and they betrayed the final thread of calm she desperately clutched. Aurora’s eyes flickered onto Desdemona’s motionless figure. A wave of concern for her esteemed warrior and dear friend’s safety was on the verge of engulfing her. The queen’s focus shifted to the vapor dragon, her face devoid of emotion. The trembling in her legs grew stronger, and she could sense it creeping into her arms and torso, ready to take over her entire body.


			The dragon smiled, baring its teeth. Both knew the finality of things to come. Aurora refused to let a human’s egotistical mistake undo the treaty. More importantly, she would not have Awynn’s sacrifice be in vain. Her kin needed her, and she would either meet the challenge or perish in combat with dignity.


			As the smoke dragon closed in, she frantically racked her brain for what she knew about the Fire-Breathers. She pulled at her hair, desperate.


			Dragor was of the Draconian Fire faction. His ability to breathe fire came from the two types of bacteria living in his stomach. One bacterium gave off methane, the other hydrogen. Gases were pumped into and stored in vesicles under the jaw.


			She glanced at those gas bladders. In vapor form, they would not be a weakness.


			Eating flint rock as babies flattened the Fire-Breather’s back teeth, and the rock coated those teeth. When dragons inhaled, they bit down on their flint-covered teeth, creating a spark. The air the dragons inhale acted like a compressor and pumped the methane and hydrogen vesicles, allowing the gasses to mix in their mouths. All it took was an exhale and a strike of their teeth, and voila: Fire-Breathing dragon.


			How did this help? Damn it to Lucifer. Think, Aurora!


			The dragon cornered Aurora and inhaled. As he opened his mouth, she saw her opening.


			Literally.
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Two


THE LAST TANGO




Fight fire with air, or rather, the lack thereof. Yes!


			Her only hope was to snuff the fire out as the dragon inhaled. This would involve employing an unprecedented level of elemental Air mastery. Bishops had full authority over their element, but what she needed to do was beyond even the bishops. She had no choice. Aurora tapped into her innermost being, balancing her chakras, sensing the intricate fibers that form Air. Each facet of the element had a unique energetic signature. Her brow glistening with sweat, she concentrated on one specific thread frequency.


			I found it! Good.


			Time was at a standstill. Just as Awynn had described, she remained calm amid the chaos. She tilted her head, trying hard to catch a familiar voice from afar.


			Is it an embodiment of an elemental guiding me?


			It was said the elements were sentient and could speak to you once you were in perfect synchronicity. There was no time to ponder the source of the voice or its message.


			In a delicate manner, Aurora pulled. Noticing the thread’s smaller fibrous parts, she concentrated on unraveling them with her thoughts. The pressure grew. Despite her trembling hands and tears streaming down her face, Aurora refused to give up. She could feel the heat from the dragon’s breath intensifying, signaling it was moments away from unleashing its fury.


			Come on, Aurora. Just listen to the wind. Speak the language.


			Upon opening, her eyes were a solid shade of green, their light reflecting off the crystal pillars. Each cell filled with energy. Her power flowed out like a raging river overtaking a dam. Aurora’s lips curled. Her magick no longer contained, she made a circular motion with her wrists. Her arms and body followed, undulating as an energy whip materialized and wrapped around the creature’s head, forming a bubble. It conformed around the vapor dragon, her vibration matching his.


			Jarvok’s sardonic smile and bared teeth showed his indifference toward the queen’s demonstration of power.


			Shaking his head, the vapor dragon showed his disapproval.


			“Oh, Aurora, trying to suffocate me?” A laugh followed Jarvok’s question. “How plebeian.”


			The dragon exhaled to spew his fire.


			Nothing happened.


			Aurora clung desperately to her energy, striving to maintain the bubble’s stability. Jarvok’s eyes widened in surprise as no flames materialized.


			“No, Jarvok. It’s a bubble of carbon dioxide, which smothers hydrogen and methane fires. You have little time before it suffuses through the vesicles of his gas bladders and lowers the flame in his heart. Disconnect from Dragor and bring the fight to a close. Fae to Fae.” She tried to sound confident, but her strength was faltering. Her hands trembled, and the power in her eyes flickered away like the last remnants of a dying fire.


			Aurora hoped the dragon’s own primal necessity for survival would sever the connection between him and Jarvok. There was no way Jarvok could sustain the concentration needed if Dragor panicked.


			The Light Fae relied on the Draconian to take the lead on separating, hoping the expenditure of energy would leave the dragon too exhausted to fight. She would still have Jarvok to deal with, but an angry Dark Fae king was better than this scenario. Granted, it was all theoretical. The dragon thrashed, reaching for the energy rope and clawing at its neck. Aurora could not hold on any longer. She let it go, stumbling backward. The bubble dissolved.


			When Dragor’s body temperature dropped, it signaled the culmination of Jarvok’s fight. In order to save his friend, he had to make the tough decision to separate. Weary, Jarvok lifted the claw and sliced open the vapor body, emerging from the smoke silhouette. It was not as neat as before. He could not raise fire, but it had to be done. When Jarvok hit the ground, the vapor dragon vanished, leaving an unconscious corporeal Dragor with a large gash in his chest.


			Jarvok used his Elestial blade to close and cauterize the wound. He crawled to the creature’s head, placing his cheek on the dragon’s forehead, checking his temperature. Next, he shifted his attention to the gas bladders located on either side of Dragor’s neck that stored methane and hydrogen. Jarvok needed to confirm these would inflate. If not, Dragor’s body temperature would continue to drop. With caution, he stroked his hand over the bladders, observing their stretching and expanding. Jarvok rubbed the dragon’s snout, noticing the increase in the heat he was giving off. He exhaled. With the release of the suffocating bubble, Dragor’s body temperature rose.


			Jarvok lowered his forehead to Dragor’s ear. “Thank the universe, you’ll be okay. The fire of loyalty burns brighter than all else,” the Dark Fae king whispered in his companion’s ear, promising to seek revenge.


			Jarvok growled and looked over his shoulder. He scanned the battle-scarred veranda for Aurora. His honey-colored eyes ignited as he found her leaning on a pile of rubble.


			Aurora attempted to stand and prepare for Jarvok’s oncoming wrath. Each step brought him closer to her and their imminent showdown. Their eyes locked. She witnessed the searing intensity in his. There was a clear reflection of his overwhelming thirst for vengeance. In a moment of uncertainty, Aurora steeled herself and swallowed. Her gown now resembled mere rags, while her hair had become tangled and knotted. She wiped at her face with the back of her hand, rolled her shoulders back, and took a defensive stance.


			Jarvok passed the rubble and the remains of the low west wall, the smell of burning debris lingering. His Elestial blade itched under his skin, and he flexed each finger on his right hand one at a time. The Dark Fae made a fist and flicked his wrist outward. The Auric weapon blazed to life. The bright-white light caused eerie shadows to fall on the wreckage. He raised it to his face, allowing Aurora to witness the instrument that would bring about her death.


			Jarvok crept toward her and then suddenly leaped forward with a grin of amusement. Her reaction was exactly what he had predicted. She recoiled from his movements. He swung his sword, and the sound of his blade reverberated through the stillness as Aurora’s final moments approached. He toyed with her, skulking forward like a monster playing with a mouse. He moved with a frantic energy, stuttering and stopping, bobbing and weaving, each movement accompanied by a chilling, maniacal laugh.       


			I will relish finally taking you out, Aurora, sending you to your Oblivion. Let the Creator see one of his favorites disappear from the Earth. None of mine will be hurt by you again. Your kin will finally understand the need to ask for help, to beg. To be less than.


			A mere few feet from her, Jarvok was poised for an easy win when something diverted his attention. He turned toward the smoldering mineral and crystal ruins and froze. Leaning forward over the remains of the wall, he opened his eyes wide, almost losing balance in his attempt to get a closer look. Various reactions flickered across his face. The venomous viper smile disintegrated under the puzzling jumble of emotions. He glanced at Aurora in astonishment and gestured to something in the distance.


			“It’s here? Why? How is this possible?”


			Jarvok hurried to wake the slumbering dragon. Abandoning his quest for revenge, he pressed his shoulders into the Fire-Breather’s side, his boots struggling to find traction as he exerted all his force.


			“Please, my friend. This is of the utmost importance.” The Dark Fae king’s tone was compassionate yet emboldened. With exhaustion evident, Dragor raised his head and then lowered it back down, closing his eyes as his chin met the ground. Jarvok kneeled in front of the dragon, pleading with him, fists pounding the floor. The dragon must have noticed the imploring emotion emanating from Jarvok, because he summoned all his bravery and, with a yawn, spread out his wings. Beaming with both pride and gratitude, Jarvok mounted Dragor. The pair dashed over the wall and glided away.


			Aurora stood, astonished by the turn of events. “What was that all about?” She traced the dragon’s trajectory across the sky. The pair grew smaller and smaller as they approached the horizon.


			“Oh no, Jarvok, not there,” she said when she realized where he was going.


			Desdemona regained consciousness, but Aurora put her right palm up, telling her to stay put. The monarch lifted her hands and levitated upward, following the dragon, curiosity fueling her actions.
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Dragor’s landing lacked its usual gracefulness, but Jarvok didn’t mind given the dragon’s exhaustion and injuries. He dismounted and gave his friend a grateful nose rub. Dragor had used up all his energy to bring him here, and this would not be overlooked.


			Aurora perched on a tree branch a short distance away, being careful not to disrupt them. She decided it was better to let Jarvok have his own space. Her left arm encircled the tree trunk as she leaned forward.


			Tears welled up in Jarvok’s eyes as he stopped in his tracks and stared up at the sky above. He stepped cautiously onto the perpetually blue-stained sand, his shoulders squared and a lump lodged in his throat.


			“After all this time. It’s still blue, discolored with your blood.” With his head lowered, he gently brushed his index finger across the scar from his Angelite disk on his forehead. “I often wondered if any amount of rain could ever wash it away.” Bending over, he caressed his hands just above the sand, taking care not to disturb the blue grains. He walked to the first set of armor and dropped to his knees in the Power Angel position of humility. His knees opened wide while his hands formed a triangle shape. He bowed his forehead to the space between his hands. The helmet of each fallen Power Angel hanging off the driftwood pieces stared down at him as if judging him for not visiting sooner.


			Before the war started, Jarvok had come to the Power Memorial every day, giving each set of armor a name. Using his Elestial blade, he’d carved their names into the breastplates. He’d wished for them all to enjoy the same advantages as his living Powers.


			Jarvok lifted his head and traced the moniker before him with his fingertips. The armor belonged to a female Power Brigade member. Females were scarce in each platoon. He had named this one after his mother, Azalea. His mother died a short time after giving birth to him, as all Power Angels’ mothers did. Mating with their Creator and giving birth to one of His offspring had consequences, unlike the Virtues or Archangels. The lower factions of Angels were produced differently than the higher ones. It was “messier,” as some put it.


			Jarvok remembered very few things about his mother except her voice. Her voice was etched in his brain. It was the only aspect of his life in the Shining Kingdom he refused to let time take. But much like his mother, his name and most of his brethren had been taken from him by the Creator. He paused.


			No, I am more than that now. I am not bound by Him anymore. My mother is gone. That life is gone. I am a king, and I must do what He would never do— be accountable.


			The Dark Fae king looked skyward and closed his eyes for a brief second as he gathered his thoughts. He slowly opened his eyes and faced his past.


			“I apologize for not visiting here in a while. I thought I had lost you. No. That’s an excuse. You see, there was a war. But you are here, and I should have looked harder for you. One day, I went to the place where you were, but you had vanished. I can still remember that day. Rain poured down, and it felt like the Creator’s cruel prank, tears from above mocking mine.” He rubbed his face. “I frantically dug in the sand, worried the beach had taken you. I spent the entire night there. When I discovered you were gone, I asked Dragor to transform the sand into glass. I was stupid.” As his hand rested on the helmet, it curled into a tight fist. “Oblivion or not, you died here on this planet as free angels. Therefore, you are my kin. Just know I didn’t abandon you. Please believe me. I would never. I’m not like Him.” His voice caught. Jarvok raised his hands to his mouth. “Please, forgive me,” he whispered, dropping his chin to his chest.


			Overhearing his confession, Aurora could not contain herself. She came out of hiding. Dragor blocked her path. He grunted and glowered at her, his sickle tail snapping closed as he waved it in warning. It appeared the dragon wasn’t over her attempt to smother his fire.


			“Easy. I’m not here to fight,” she said calmly, her hands up. She wasn’t looking for a confrontation.


			“Dragor,” Jarvok shouted. He stood, the intensity back in his stare. “Let Aurora pass. I have questions for her.” His voice was a bit more soothing than it had been a mere second ago.


			Guarded, Aurora tread past Dragor, the two eyeballing each other with distrust. Once she cleared the large creature, she fixed her eyes on Jarvok. The moment her feet touched the blue sand, Jarvok leaped forward, consumed by his desperate need for the one answer that mattered to him.


			“What is my Power Brigade Memorial doing here?” He pointed back toward the marker. There was no entitlement in his voice, nor a commanding tone, just a simple inquiry. He balled his fists, his knuckles blanching as he tried to contain his emotions.


			In her search for the right words, Aurora averted her gaze, feeling as though an apology might be necessary. “Well, I would pass the beach when I visited the Dryads. It seemed very special that a platoon took the time to pay their respects. It reminded me of the sacrifices we made and still needed to make, especially as leaders.”


			Jarvok folded his arms and lifted his chin. He didn’t seem to buy Aurora’s casual posture. He wanted answers. “We make many sacrifices. However, your answer explains nothing. You wanted something and just took it.” His short temper was growing ever shorter.


			Aurora took a deep breath, not wanting to not sound defensive. “No, I wanted to protect it. When the humans were discovered, I feared they might desecrate it. The memorial meant too much to me. It is part of who we are.” The queen pointed at herself, then at him. She still couldn’t bring herself to talk about their past. “It acts as a reminder of what can happen if you abandon your responsibilities.”


			Jarvok paced, absorbing her words. “So you transported it into the Veil to preserve it?”


			Aurora nodded, too nervous to speak. Minutes ago, they were battling each other to the death. Now, they stood inches apart, no weapons drawn, speaking like civilized Fae.


			Jarvok glanced over at the armor markers. “I don’t remember how long it took to burn all of their bodies. It could have been days.” He raised and dropped his shoulder, his voice distant, as if back in the moment, speaking to her like a ghost from the past.


			“I am sure the platoon worked very hard.” Aurora’s eyes were glassy with unshed tears.


			Jarvok did not correct Aurora on the accurate tally of individuals who had constructed the memorial. It had been only one. “I came upon this scene of my fallen brethren. They all chose to end their lives when they figured out we had been cut off. I can still see their blades piercing their throats, eyes, and foreheads.”


			Aurora shuddered at his description.


			“The sand was wet with their blood, and I pushed all of it aside and started gathering their bodies. I was worried about reanimation.” He snorted as to dismiss the thought. “I had bigger issues on the horizon, but ignorance was bliss at the time.” He rubbed his temples.


			Aurora nodded in agreement. “I cannot believe some of you made it through and carried on. I must say, Jarvok, I am shocked by your sense of duty to the Brigade and touched by your loyalty to your fallen friends. You wanted to give them dignity even in Oblivion. It is a beautiful sentiment.” She reached for Jarvok but pulled her hand back upon hearing Dragor’s low warning growl.


			“I returned every single day, and one day, it had vanished. I presumed humans played a part. I never thought of transporting it to the Veil. Very clever.” He curled his lips and shook his index finger to acknowledge her resilience.


			“I cannot take all the credit. The Spelaions helped carve the ground underneath to make sure we got every grain of sand and their…umm…essence into the Veil.” She attempted to be delicate in her choice of words.


			Jarvok concentrated, his thumb pressed against his lips in deep contemplation. “Thank you, Aurora.”


			Dragor lifted his head in astonishment at the normally obstinate Dark Fae king’s admission.


			Aurora shook her head. “You don’t have to thank me.” Uncertain of how to respond, she looked away, chin dipped, contemplating the recent happenings between them. The minor act of appreciation made their argument feel like it had happened days before.


			“I do owe you a debt of gratitude. You kept them safe when I could not. What happened with Queen Mary? You handled it well. I apologize for my harsh commentary. Furthermore, I accept your proposal to move toward and attempt to unite the two Courts as one. Seeing the memorial and how you saved it… Well, perhaps there is a chance for us to build upon this.” Jarvok stared ahead, his hands behind his back.


			Aurora jerked her head back at his change of heart. She’d made the proposal sarcastically and completely forgotten about it. Awynn’s final words echoed in her mind, “Compassion is a universal language.” Her eyes flicked to Jarvok. Years of hurt and distrust had formed a thick, tall wall between them, but it was beginning to show signs of a fissure.


			“We have both suffered great losses as rulers,” she said. “Let’s consider showing more compassion. We were thrust into these roles by circumstance, not by choice.” Repeating Awynn’s words, a pang of pain struck her stomach.


			Jarvok pursed his lips as he mulled over her words. “We will try. Maybe the Light and Dark can unite one day. However, this endeavor will take time. We have both committed sins against each other’s Courts. Forgiveness is not something one can rush, nor is trust. Let’s try to maintain the treaty and avoid harming one another.” He turned toward her, and Aurora noticed the faintest smile across his usually hard face. It softened his demeanor, and she felt a glimmer of hope.
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THREE


FROM THE ASHES




The air held a strange dichotomy. Aurora could sense the push and pull of energies playing upon the currents. Optimism and peace prevailed between the Courts of Light and Dark. It seemed like she and King Jarvok had taken significant strides toward long-term unification. Awynn’s teachings had been so valuable. His final lesson had made this possible.
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