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      The stench of rusty metal and fear amass as another servant is dragged into the throne room.  A lump forms in my throat, knowing that the smell of blood will be palpable enough that everyone will taste copper on their tongues for the rest of the day.  My chin stays high and my face hardens as the Fae male is dropped thirty feet away from the dais.

      My uncle, King Aeron of Krigare, sneers at the offender.  My eyes flit left, inspecting the twitch of Uncle's nose.  From the way his upper lip bobbles, I am certain much blood will be spilled this week.  One would think that the endless punishments on the people who disobey him would make him become bored of the action and seek a new form of entertainment.  I shudder at the thought of war, aware that is what Uncle seeks.

      The guard speaks, informing Uncle of the offense or crime the male has committed.  Humming a tune in my mind that Mother used to sing, I’m able to block out their words.  It is the only way to remain stoic and calm in moments like these.

      My eyes drift to the servant which is a mistake.  His gaze pleads with me for assistance although I know he, and all who live under Uncle’s rule, have heard of the reprimands I have endured for interfering with his affairs.  The right side of my mouth tugs slightly, offering the Fae the little bit of condolence I can afford.  I send a prayer to the Gods, bidding him a swift and painless death as—as the guard’s sword pierces the man’s spine, cracking it like twigs upon impact.

      I have heard many tongue lashings as well as the crack of a whip against my flesh.  The latter, particularly when I was younger, I would garner for reacting out of empathy for those presented to Uncle.  After the second time, when he drew blood by way of a riding crop, I had pinched my skin every time since I was forced to watch him torture his subjects.  I was almost eleven when I finally learned the lesson to never react.  Uncle barely glances at me, regardless if we’re before the people of Krigare or dining alone in the evenings.

      “Do my duties bore you, niece?” His expression is a sneer as always.

      Uncle never addresses me while in the throne room attending to his subjects—not unless I did or said something to draw attention.  Why is he paying attention to me?  He must be in the foulest of moods to acknowledge my presence.

      “Not at all,” I object, offering him a heartless smile.  I shift in the cushioned footstool I’ve been afforded when I’m requested to be in the throne room.  “It has been at least three days since blood has been spilled in this room.  The servants will be grateful for the added duties to keep them from boredom.”

      Uncle’s left eye twitches as he studies me.  “Mind your mouth.”

      “It would not bother you as such if you would allow me to join the warriors and⁠—”

      The raising of Uncle’s hand, indicating that he might backhand me, cuts me off instantly.  He snickers when I flinch and prepare for the blow.  Uncle is always in a mood, but he is unpredictable when it comes to his physical corrections.  Their occurrence is less frequent over the last few years.

      “No niece of mine shall fight.  Not when your duty is better suited elsewhere for my kingdom.”

      Several thoughts scream in my mind; the preferred response I desperately long to perform is to lash out by way of my tongue.  I have yet to figure out if Uncle has discovered that I know the truth about to whom the kingdom of Krigare belongs.  It wasn’t always named that and he hasn’t rid the land of all who served or know of my parents.

      “You have conquered several, fine kingdoms and their lands in between, Uncle,” I declare.  “I doubt that my duty to marry is⁠—”

      “That is the duty of every Fae princess,” he states sharply, his pointy nose gleaming in the firelight.  “There are still many who defy me and many whom I will conquer.”  Uncle peers at his subjects.  “There are several ways for you to perform such a duty, but I am waiting to see who will come groveling to my feet that bares the most riches and spoils for me.”

      “I do not wish for you to be burdened by my presence, dearest Uncle.  I⁠—”

      His hand darts to my shoulder, squeezing it with great force that he could break a bone or two if he desired.  “You are not a burden…not yet.  However, you are beginning to age and that does not bode well for me should I not marry you off soon.”  He looks me up and down.  “Though, you still have many more breeding years ahead of you.”

      I bite my tongue, determined to avoid giving him the satisfaction that his insult has pierced my heart far more painfully than his fingers digging into my body.  Though I hate him and all that he has done, one would think that a heart does not exist between my breasts.  I am twenty-nine, which is still young for the Fae since we live to be over four hundred.  Most noble females are auctioned off as early as the age of twenty to ensure allies across kingdoms.  I have heard of most Fae not only finding love but also their mates, particularly among the people who serve.  Yet, those are only fairytales since I have not heard of them in our kingdom for as long as I have lived.  Uncle has a say in all happenings in Krigare—especially unions.

      The power of his warriors and my beauty have aided Uncle well in commanding power.  I am a prize to wave around when other nobles are present to see who has the best offer.  That is the only thing he sees as a value with me as many Fae kings and nobles do.

      My chin lifts defiantly.  “I will not marry any prince, king nor unseelie nobleman you present.”

      Uncle’s fingers tighten, shooting pain down to my palm.  “You will, and if I hear of a single misstep by you, you will die a slow, painful death.”

      He respects intimidation and defiance, but less so with Fae women.  There’s a fine line between asserting oneself in front of and to Uncle and another with getting your head chopped off.

      Narrowing my eyes, I say, “Do it and I will do whatever the Gods wish of me so I may haunt you now and in my afterlife.”

      Several long moments drift by, making me question my words.  Rarely, I speak so candidly with Uncle let alone anyone who works for him.  My gumption had gained after watching my cousins, Caellach and Rian, challenge their father not long before they became kings-in-waiting.  They still challenge him now, though it is more playful and a matter of wit to see who will crack first under pressure.  They send letters of threats of war and even send at least a thousand soldiers to pretend an invasion from time to time.  I fear for their princesses and their subjects once the kings of Hokum and Pieva are turned over to them.

      The crease in Uncle’s brow gives way to the beginning of his reaction.  His eye twitches paired with the quiver of his lip.  As I expect to be reprimanded fiercely for my words, his mouth forms into a sneer-like grin.  He cackles loudly which makes his voice boom off the stone walls.  Uncle slaps his left hand against his thigh and rocks forward before releasing his iron grip on me.  It takes him a moment to collect himself.

      Wagging a finger at me, he says, “The Gods would not afford you such a pleasure, child.”

      I snort my disapproval of his last word.

      “Regardless, your duty will be to marry the prince or king I deem fit to benefit this land.”  His face hardens, offering a warning.  Uncle leans closer, lowering his voice.  “I will kill you if it does just as well.”  Before I get the chance to reply, he turns his attention to the people before us.  “General!”

      Three guards, two flanking the middle, approach the dais and bow.

      General Renack greets, “Yes, my King.”

      Uncle waves his hand dismissively.  “I am tired of tending to the peasants.  Escort my niece and me to the grounds.  I wish to inspect your recruits.”

      With another bow, General Renack repeats, “Yes, my King.”

      Tightness forms in my chest for two reasons.  I am eager to catch sight of the guards training and I fear that many, if not most, have been brought to serve Uncle by force.  Whispers have traveled cautiously about how many of the new guards have been taken from other kingdoms and not just the two Uncle has already conquered.  Their young ages have been another whisper floating through the kingdom, but I have yet to confirm it myself.

      As the guards, who were lined up against the two main walls of the great room step forward, creating a barrier between those present and Uncle, they bow as he passes.  General Raneck is a step behind Uncle paired with two guards flanking him once again.  Ten steps behind them are two guards, then myself, and two more behind me.  As we reach the end of the room and exit, the remaining guards follow, lined in pairs as they march.

      We round the corridor along the castle yard, and head for the closest training facility.  The air is pungent with sweat as it echoes with the clangs of metal.  When we round the corner to the training pit, I’m suddenly prevented from taking a step.  The sound of fabric tearing is heard and I spin on my heels to see what has happened.

      The guard occupying the space over my right shoulder winces, reddening in the face as he bows.  “My apologies, Princess.”

      My gaze cuts down to the back of my maroon dress and finds the golden hem ripped.

      The guard unsheathes his sword, holds it towards me with two hands, and kneels.  “My deepest apologies, Princess.”

      I regard him and consider my options.  The idea to wield the weapon through the air and into Uncle’s chest takes precedence.  As pleasing as that act initially seems, and would settle many things for the revenge that I seek, it would do me little good.  Uncle does not deserve a swift and painless death—not at all.  There will be an audience the day I administer the blow that will result in his death, but it will be when there is a lesser chance of me being stopped.

      “What is your name?” I request, clasping my hands.

      The guard keeps his head bowed and tentatively lifts his eyes to me.  “F…F…Finley, Princess.”

      I scoff at his name, knowing the meaning.  I wouldn’t be surprised if Uncle forced most of his soldiers to change their names to represent words that coincide with war, battle, bloodshed, and the like.  As I take the sword, the guard flinches.  So much for a Fae whose name means warrior to be scared of a female regardless if I am a princess.

      I yank on his collar and tug him towards me, sheathing his weapon.  “Be at peace, Finley.”

      The soldier’s mouth gapes before he swallows the knot in his throat.  He bows.  “Thank you, Princess.”

      His reaction is intriguing to me.  None of the soldiers have ever seen me be violent towards anyone.  Why would he expect me to be with him over a mere rip in my dress?  I’m certain it has more to do with Uncle than me.

      “What is the commotion about?” Uncle snaps.

      I face him and curtsey.  “I have a tear in my dress.  It had snagged on the fence and warrior Finley was kind enough to inform me so I do not misrepresent the kingdom, my King.  I do wish to inspect the soldiers with you upon my return.”

      Uncle regards me and the guards for a long moment.  He waves his hand.  “Begone with you.”

      I force a smile, nod, and curtsey without hesitation.  My feet rush towards the stone path, eager to no longer be with Uncle and return to inspect the soldiers.  Once I breach the first doorway that will take me inside, I spin on my heels and peer out.  My smile fades when I see three of the guards following me; Finley being one of them.  I continue through the castle, paying them no mind.  My feet move with their path in mind in hopes of ditching the guards.  If I take long enough, Uncle will be done inspecting the soldiers’ training and I’ll be able to observe them in peace.

      My thoughts drift to the conversation between Uncle and me.  It is quite rare for us to exchange as many words as he had in the throne room.  Perhaps I should be excited to marry and oppose it more so Uncle will dispose of me.  It would do my nerves well to be rid of Uncle, but it would not aid me in my plan for revenge to take back the kingdom.

      Uncle is unaware, at least to my knowledge, that I know the truth about how he came to reign over the land.  Uncle Aeron and his guards, including General Raneck, killed my parents, the former King and Queen of this land which was once called Soare.  Not only did Uncle kill his brother, but he also murdered my older brothers Aero and Keegan.

      I was merely six when the treachery took place.  It was in the middle of the night, under the guise that the King of Padina was attacking.  Father was good friends with King Valo—at least that is what I can recollect.  As the soldiers went to their posts to secure the wall, my parents were left with only six guards to protect them, my brothers, and me.

      Cornelia, my chambermaid, was leading me to follow my kin when I cried for my dryad.  The doll went with me everywhere, and in the middle of the chaos, I had forgotten to grab her.  Mother had given me the toy when I was just a babe.  She wanted to keep the spirit of the dryads alive since many had not seen them for several hundred years.

      All I remember is Cornelia leading me through one of the secret tunnels to make it back.  From what I recall, we had just reached the exit to the room where my kin was secured by Uncle’s soldiers.  Metal clanging and males shouting made Cornelia cover my mouth.  She whispered to me to stay quiet as we listened.  Cornelia was able to peer through an opening that I was too short to reach.  Even though I could not see what had happened, I heard everything.

      My Father’s voice gurgled as he said, “Why, brother?”

      Mother screeched, and a few seconds later, the sound of four heavy bags hit the floor.

      “Where is the girl?” Uncle inquired curtly.

      “Queen Eleanora sent the chambermaid for her,” a guard stated.  “We⁠—”

      “Bring her to me,” Uncle commanded.

      Cornelia snatched my wrist and darted through the tunnel, leading us back to my room.  We made it into the hallway, but hefty footsteps were echoing off the walls.  Scared, Cornelia scooped me into her arms and dashed for an inlet at the end of the hall.  There rested two wide pillars with vases atop them.  She curled us into the corner, keeping to the shadows.  Silly me, I reached for the doll I had dropped, revealing our hideout.

      General Raneck lifted me as another soldier snatched Cornelia.  I wiggled to get free but was unsuccessful.

      “Stop fussing, child!” he commanded.

      By the time we got to Uncle, he was in his private chambers.  I cowered as I peered around, hoping that Mother or Father would leap out and save us.

      “Where were you?” Uncle inquired with a hiss.

      I couldn’t utter a word, therefore I raised my hand that was holding my dryad doll.

      Uncle inspected it and me.  “Luckily for you, you survived the attack.  King Valo sent his assassins to infiltrate.”  He peered at me with distaste.  “He had your mother, father, and brothers killed, child.”  He turned sharply and beings pacing the room, stroking his white beard.  “I shall take over the kingdom on your behest…that is, until you are of rightful age to rule.”

      My head bobbed, petrified to mutter a word should he wish to kill me.

      “What of the chambermaid?” the General inquired.

      Uncle strode up to her and took a firm hold of Cornelia’s chin.  “She is lucky like the child.  Saved by you from seeing the same fate as the King, Queen, and Princes.”  He forcefully released Cornelia.  “Take them away.  I must tend to the Kingdom.”

      That night, I cried until I had no tears left.  Cornelia held me, humming Mother’s songs or telling me stories I’d heard dozens of times.  As the dawn approached, I peered out my window and looked up at the sky, finding one star left, pleading it to keep shining.  Looking back at Cornelia, I vowed that one day, I would redeem the kingdom, slay Uncle, and free the Fae from the other kingdoms of the nightmare that would become King Aeron of Krigare.

      Moving swiftly through the halls, I return to my chamber to change.  I’d use the secret tunnels, but no one knows that I am aware of them and it will stay that way.  When I arrive, Cornelia is already setting out another maroon dress.  I let out a sigh, tired of the primary color my Uncle deems appropriate for his kingdom and subjects.  All who work for the castle must where red—dark red.  The kind of red that looks like the blood of a soul that struggles to remain in the body.  The only colors you’re allowed to pair with it, particularly in public, are gold, black, navy, or a grey that is almost black itself.

      My room is filled with the same lifeless color which is paired with the slate stone walls, ceiling, and floor.  Accent rugs and drapes are almost all red and only have some accenting tones.  It is a combination of colors that is without a soul.

      Cornelia frowns when she hears my displeasure.

      I love her dearly.  She’s been kind and motherly to me even before that fateful night and every day since.  If Uncle hadn’t spared her, who knows what I would have become?

      “I am tired of the color of death,” I state, plopping down on the chaise by the hearth.  There isn’t a fire roaring but my skin prickles as if there is one.

      Cornelia does not comment; she hasn’t spoken since the day my kin was murdered.  Though I converse with her, she has continued to remain mute.  I long to hear her voice, regardless if it would be to chide me.

      “There are more colors in the world,” I quip as if she’d reply.  “Green, yellow, purple, blue, and all their different variations.”

      Ignoring me, she inspects the seams before selecting a different pair of sandals that will lace up above my knees.

      “I do not sound like a whiny child,” I declare, though I know I do.  The need to brighten the mood will be satisfied.

      She snickers and shakes her head.

      Frustrated, I get up and head to my window.  I’m not in the same room I occupied when my folks were King and Queen.  I had been moved the night following their murder.  It is a third of the size my previous room was, or at least it seems to be; things look bigger when you’re a child.

      As the sun shines above, there’s a cool chill in the air that is not usual for this time of year.  Spring arrived two weeks ago and there shouldn’t be the taste of death floating in the wind.

      Looking back at Cornelia, I say, “I fear more blood will fill the lands.”

      She raises a brow.

      I lift my dress and inspect the tear Finley caused.  It isn’t bad, but it was a good excuse to get away.  I’d rather watch the soldiers train when Uncle is not present.  He’s caught me observing intensely a few times.  When I’m alone, watching from the shadows, I make mental notes about one or two of their tactics, practicing them in my chamber when possible.

      Memories of the past twenty-three years surface.  Some seem vivid as if they’re playing out right before me in the present time.  Others have faded and I can’t make out colors, sounds, words, or even smells.

      “Why does no one, other than me, speak my name?” I ask abruptly.

      Fear splashes across Cornelia’s face and she rushes to me, shaking her head.

      “Why does no one dare speak my name?” I repeat.  “Why do you not dare⁠—”

      She covers my mouth, pleading to me with her eyes to refrain.

      I yank away from her, needing to get out my irritation.  “They know who I am.  They, even if they believe the lie, his lie, know what happened to my kin.”

      Cornelia throws a spindle of ribbon at me.

      Swatting it away, I ask, “What is so wrong with my name?”

      She hurls another in my direction.

      “Aurora!” I shout.

      Picking up the entire wicker basket, Cornelia chucks the remaining spindles at me.

      “That is my name,” I declare.  “Not Princess, not Child, not Niece…not anything else.”

      A loud bang strikes the main door to my private chamber.  Cornelia offers me a warning glare before she rushes to answer it.  It doesn’t take long for one of the guards to enter the greeting room.

      “What is the matter, Princess?” he asks, bowing.  He glances around and darts his eyes to the floor the moment he peers into my bedchamber.

      My gaze sharpens, seeking him to be the one to receive my venom.  “My name is not Princess!”  I scan the room and grab one of the spindles from the floor, launching it at the soldier.  “I have a name!”

      Cornelia tries to block me as I gather more items to throw at him as the other two guards enter.

      “My name is Aurora!” I holler.  “I will not⁠—”

      “What is going on?” General Raneck’s voice booms from the entrance.  He peers around with a scowl on his face.  “Why are you soldiers inside the Princess’ chamber?”  The anger in his eyes grows when one of the spindles I throw hits him in the head.  “That was not wise, Princess.”

      “I have a name,” I scold.

      He lets out a huff and rolls his eyes.  My arm thrusts another object at the General, but he deflects it with ease.  I could take him on, even if the fight wouldn’t last long.  I don’t get the chance to practice enough as the General and his soldiers do, but at least I could get in a blow or two—hopefully.  Now is not the time to reveal my attempts at fighting.

      “Your Uncle demands your presence,” General Raneck informs.

      “I will not see him until one of you speaks my name,” I declare.

      He takes a warning step towards me.  “Stop acting childish, Princess.”

      My arms cross defiantly.  “Say my name,” I command through a clenched jaw.

      The General looks at Cornelia.  “Make sure she changes and comes to the throne room immediately.”  He steps toward my wardrobe and opens it.  Shifting through a few pieces, he glances at me twice before selecting a dress.  “This will do.”

      My brows raise, shocked by his action and the dress of choice.  The general has never entered my chamber let alone sifted through my attire.  The dress is a deep red, like the rest, but it is more revealing which is saying a lot since most of my dresses have a plunging neckline, exposing half of my back, and have at least one slit in it to make it easier to walk.

      Cornelia nods and curtsies as she attempts to get me to comply.

      “What is my uncle up to?” I ask, deepening my gaze.  “I have barely been gone since he went to visit your recruits.”

      General Raneck smirks which is a once-in-a-lifetime kind of expression.  “You don’t have long.  Get changed and I’ll escort you down.”  Without another word, he silently commands his soldiers out, slamming the door behind him.

      “Ow,” I whine after Cornelia pinches me.

      She smacks my rear and inspects my body.

      “It was entertaining, wasn’t it?”

      Cornelia scowls.

      Turning to allow her to aid me, I say, “I am bored with being his bargaining piece.  I am a female, not an object.  I’d prefer doing something rash where he’d kill me rather than suffer another⁠—”

      Cornelia snatches my arms and spins me.  Her head shakes when I look at her.

      “It’s true,” I admit.

      She cups my hands in hers and swipes a lock of my blonde hair from my face.

      “I wish the Gods would put me out of my misery.”  My chin lowers.

      Cornelia peels off my ruined dress, tossing it on the bed to fix later.  With the dress General Raneck picked out, she lowers to the floor, waiting for me to step in.  Once I do, she lifts it, setting it right on my hips before connecting the golden metal necklace that has two pieces of fabric that cover my breasts.  The cool chain that dangles down my back sends chills throughout my body.  She adds two gold snake armbands just below my shoulders followed by five gold bracelets to my right wrist.  A moment later, I find the door opened and I’m pushed out, colliding with General Raneck.

      He looks me over and grunts.  “Move.”

      My feet scurry to keep up with his long, accelerated pace.

      When we reach a side door to the throne room, the general blocks me from continuing further.  He steps out and spins, placing his hand on my collar.  My eyes glower, warning him that his touch is inappropriate.

      “Stay here.”

      “Stay….”  My voice fades when he disappears and two guards block me from entering.

      I duck around them, vying to see what’s occurring.  If my eyes aren’t deceiving me, there are many soldiers from the Kingdom of Cysgod present.  As I attempt to get around the Krigarean guards, General Raneck snatches my wrist and yanks me forward.  His grip is more constrictive than usual which means that I am in far more trouble than I anticipated.  My breasts bounce at the swiftness of our movement.  The general drags me into the middle of the room about twenty feet from the dais.  My eyes widen when I realize that the male kneeling before Uncle is the recently crowned King of Csygod.  The only way I know this is by the crown on his head, the colors he wears, and the soldiers who have accompanied him.

      General Raneck takes his place next to Uncle who seems rather calm.

      “Thank you, great King Aeron of Krigare for your offer.”  King Caelum rises.

      “Coward,” I mutter.

      King Caelum’s body becomes rigid and I can feel his piercing gaze even though he’s facing Uncle.  “Our kingdoms shall benefit greatly from this union.”

      “Union?” I balk, darting my attention between him and Uncle several times.

      “Kneel, Niece,” Uncle beckons.

      I don’t comply which is not customary for me.  Something is forcing my body to resist.

      Uncle rises from his throne and stomps towards me.

      Despite knowing what’s coming, my chin lifts defiantly.

      “Kneel,” he commands less than a foot away.

      My chin tips higher.

      Uncle studies me for a long moment, and right as he turns, he spins back around and slaps me across the face.  His rings strike with great force, drawing blood instantaneously.  I suck in a sharp breath.  My eyes sting just as bad as my skin.

      “Kneel,” Uncle’s voice echoes oddly in my head.

      The room is silent as my legs wobble under me.  My brain shouts no as my body begins to acquiesce.  My vision is blurred from the blow, my head is spinning, and as I think I’m about to fall over, an arm catches mine, guiding me down as my right knee collides with the slate floor.  The coldness rising through my leg is bittersweet as my eyes are transfixed on the floor.  Two drops of blood drip and splatter against the stone.

      “Force is needed to get her to obey, yet rarely,” Uncle announces.  “It has been some time since I’ve had to use a riding crop on her.”

      Something tugs at my arm and I find myself standing.  My gaze shifts as I desperately try to steady my breath.  Uncle’s fuzzy body shrinks as he makes his way up the dais to his thrown.  I blink rapidly, desperate to rid the haze from my head.

      Once Uncle sits, he says, “Tonight, we feast for the joining of Cysgod’s forces with Krigare.  They will afford us much bounty for the years to come with their might.  Tomorrow, we will have a union.”  Uncle offers a wry smile.  “Once the union has been solidified, King Caelum shall return to his kingdom and ready his troops for our first, joint conquest.”

      The soldiers of both kingdoms unsheathe their swords and clang them against their metal chest plates.  The people of Krigare cheer as I find myself struggling with the sudden turn of events.  Are the Gods hearing my plea or am I merely trading one nightmare of a king for another?

      “Now,” Uncle declares as the room silences.  “As the Great Hall is prepared for tonight’s feast, King Caelum will join me in the Solar to discuss our future exploits.  Leave us!”

      King Caelum, who is still holding my right hand, spins me so nimbly that I almost collide with one of his soldiers.  “Clean her up,” he directs, forcing our joined limbs downward.  He disappears as quickly as my fate has been sealed.

      “Come,” the guard calls.

      I dare not afford him my gaze.  “Uncle will not like my wounds tended to for at least a day as punishment for my insolence.”

      “We’ll clean it up enough so the pain will be lessened,” he claims.

      The guard offers me his arm and I happily take it, afraid that I won’t be able to walk without crumbling to the floor.  His steps are fluid despite mine being unsettled.  As we reach my chambers, I realize that not a single Krigarean guard is present.  That is the first teether cut from Uncle.  I almost feel as if I should be grateful, but much worse things may come from this.  Uncle likes control of all things, and though he has made a bargain with King Caelum, he will not cut ties so easily.  This is a display and I’m not sure what Uncle’s plotting.

      “Wha…what is your name, warrior?”

      “The name’s Kion.”

      A snicker slips past my lips.  “Apologies, Kion.  I mean no offense.  By your name alone, Uncle would most like snatch you from King Caelum and have you as one of his.”

      He replies with a grunt.

      Cornelia answers the door before Kion has the chance to knock.  She smiles though it fades the second she sees my face.  Her frown sharply turns to disappointment as Kion ushers me inside.  Cornelia darts to her ante-chamber to retrieve ointment.  She tends to the cuts and bruising as Kion watches us from the doorway.

      “Is your King as cruel as Uncle?” I ask.

      Cronelia pinches me and I bite back my whimper.

      “It would depend on with whom you inquire,” Kion states.

      My head snaps in his direction.  “I’m inquiring with you.”

      Kion snickers.  “Another time, Princess Aurora.”

      Tears well in my eyes as I lower my chin and fiddle with my fingers.  A giggle erupts from within me and I cover my mouth.

      “What is funny?” The soldier inquires.

      “The thought of kissing you,” I admit, giggling more.  “You are the first Fae to say my name in years.”

      He doesn’t comment.

      “Why is it that a soldier from another kingdom has no qualms about saying my name, but everyone in my kingdom does?”

      “Because many of us from other kingdoms know who you are and know the story of the fall of the Kingdom of⁠—”

      “Don’t dare speak its name,” I warn, interrupting him.  “Uncle has eyes and ears everywhere and he will slit your throat for uttering that name let alone thinking it.”  I look and find the Fae warrior gripping the hilt of his sword.  “Thank you, Kion.  I greatly appreciate the kindness you have afforded me.  I hope to do right by you and the people of Cysgod as your queen.”

      “You will be a fine queen, Princess Aurora,” he declares.  “Much like your mother was.”

      I jerk my face to the left, not wanting him to see me cry.  Twenty-three years have passed since I’ve heard my name from another’s lips.  Twenty-three years have passed since someone has not only mentioned Mother but has indirectly sung her praises.  I pray to the Gods that I am a mere shadow of her excellence.  May her spirit give me the strength to endure my new life, and if not, may the Gods have mercy on my soul and take me home to the heavens.
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      Once the sun is hidden over the treetops, there’s a knock at my door, informing me that I am being summoned.  As I rise from the vanity where I’ve been waiting, not uttering a word, Cornelia stops me.  She heads to my wardrobe and opens the lower, hidden compartment.  A smile spreads on her face as she lifts the bottle of stardust.

      It has been hard to come by for many years in all kingdoms, but Cornelia was able to retrieve Mother’s before Uncle commandeered their chamber.

      My heart breaks, knowing my kin are gone and this is the only thing left of them that I have aside from a few other trinkets. Would they be proud of me?  Would Mother be proud of the woman I’ve become?  Am I proud of the woman I have become?  Can I even call myself a woman?

      With the use of her fingertip, Cornelia dabs stardust upon my cheeks and nose, hoping its simmering essence will better hide the swelling of my face.  She proceeds to scatter it along my neck, my shoulders, and then down my chest well below my breasts.  She offers a solemn smile, knowing that this is one of our last nights together.  If Uncle deems to be rid of her, I pray to the Gods that she escapes and starts a new life in another kingdom.

      “Princess Aurora,” Kion calls.  His hand stretches outward, offering me an escort.

      I force a smile and curtsey, pleased that perhaps I may have one friend who has been born from this unfortunate union.  When I reach him, I lift onto my toes and kiss his cheek, needing to offer my thanks for speaking my name several times now.  Kion blushes and steps to my side, directing me through the corridors.

      Sounds from the Great Hall reverberate into the passageways as we turn the last bend.  Uncle has started the festivities, having forgotten all about me, but more likely seeking to punish me.  I’m led to the raised platform that Uncle and King Caelum occupy.  Half-eaten plates atop the table and what smells like stale ale linger in the room.  A celebration has taken place and it includes Uncle drinking more than usual.

      King Caelum leans to his left, speaking lowly to Uncle as Kion pushes in my chair.  I stare at the empty plate before me, wondering if I shall be afforded to dine on my last meal as if I’m about to be beheaded at dawn.  My eyes widen when a hand stretches out, removing the plate before me, only to replace it with one baring food.  I pray to the Gods for offering me this blessing.  After my second bite, water is poured into my glass chalice, glinting of deep oranges from the torches lining the walls.

      Gradually, I take bites, keeping my gaze down as the room bursts with chatter and laughter.  There are some noblemen and women present, but most are Uncle’s and King Caelum’s guards which is not customary.  Perhaps Uncle senses a threat at my union with King Caelum, but it doesn’t make sense if he’s permitting it.

      King Caelum came into power perhaps three years ago by way of slaying his father, King Larken.  I have heard many tales of King Larken’s ill-mannered and violent behaviors which could have put him at odds with Uncle or put them as allies.  Perhaps Uncle made a deal with King Caelum, offering me if he would remove his father and eventually join Uncle’s desires to rule all.  If so, why wait this long to come and claim me?

      Eventually, my hands lower to my lap and, as with most meals, I am ignored.  I do not know whether to be grateful or solemn.  The throbbing in my face has subsided and I dare not touch it to check the swelling nor smudge the stardust.  I timidly observe the people before me, and by their behavior, one would think that I’m hiding in the shadows, spying on them.

      The guards from both kingdoms drink well into the night as if they’ve been engaged in combat together for years.  I wonder how they do it.  How are they able to not be bothered by the alliance of the two most notorious and evil kingdoms there are in all the land?  Don’t they tire of endless bloodshed?  Aren’t they bored of slaying one another, especially when many have families in other kingdoms?  They could be taking the life of a brother or a cousin.  Perhaps, that is all they know and care to do in their miserable lives.  How can I be one to judge?  My life isn’t better than theirs.

      I remain seated, as always, until Uncle dismisses me or he has forgotten that I’m present.  The latter is the most frequent of happenings.  I inspect Uncle with a dart of my eyes to the left.  Despite his age, it appears that the ale is getting to him.  Uncle is not known to drink more than a cup.  He rises without acknowledging King Caelum or anyone for that matter.  Voices hush as the guards and King Caelum rise, bowing as Uncle vacates the Great Hall.  With the help of the arm of my chair, I rise and curtsey, bidding Uncle my third from last goodbye.  The second to last goodbye will be when I leave with King Caelum for Cysgod and my final one will not come until I claim Uncle’s head.

      As I lower, someone touches my shoulder.  My body becomes frozen as my eyes lift to the hand, scan the arm of the dark gray sleeve, and stare into the golden eyes of King Caelum.  A fire dances in his gaze and turns the edges of his onyx hair to look like a graphite halo surrounding him.  Oddly, there is a softness to his rugged features which makes him appealing.  I wonder if he knows this.  I would bet all of Uncle’s gold that King Caelum does and uses it to his advantage.

      “I will see you to your chamber,” he offers gruffly.

      My mouth opens, but words fail me.

      King Caelum pulls the chair back and offers me his hand.  The Cysgodian guards rise, placing their fists over their hearts as they bow.  Uncle’s guards do not move which indicates who is in control of both armies.

      Kion leads the way as twenty other Cysgodian soldiers follow behind us.  The sound of their boots echoes a lonesome tune, as if once they stop, my life will end as well.  The clang of their armor offers a counter-beat, seeming to darken around each corner.  My door cannot arrive soon enough.

      “Your name does not fit you, my soon-to-be King,” I state.  “Your father surely didn’t expect his son who is named of the heavens, where our beloved Gods reside, to take his crown by force.  Did you go rabid like the Conroicht?  Perhaps he should have named you⁠—”

      His grip tightens around my fingers and I’m forced to stop speaking and walking when he does.  I dare not look at him, knowing I have spoken out of turn.

      There isn’t a sound other than his controlled breath in and out of his nostrils.

      “I have heard the rumors, King Caelum.”  My stare pierces the floor.  “I know a wolf in a sheep’s hide even if that wolf is a kingdom away.”

      “One would almost say the same of your beloved Uncle,” he jabs.

      I snicker.  “Beloved is a word that has never been used to describe him.”

      A hand wraps around my throat and I’m pushed against the stone wall.  “You know little of me, Princess Aurora.  Mind your words or I will seek pleasure in punishing you.”

      My chin raises.  “You know little of me.”

      King Caelum’s attention lowers from my face.  My dagger, which was hidden against my thigh, is pressed against the bottom of his leather chest guard.  A low chuckle reverberates from him.

      “With the tip of my hand like so,” I state, lowering my wrist an inch.  “I merely need to press up and I will wound you greatly.”

      “Princess Aurora,” Kion chides, stepping closer.

      King Caelum growls at the guard who backs down a second later.  “I know more about you, my soon-to-be Queen of Cysgod than you realize.”

      “Not enough to know that I was armed and⁠—”

      He snarls like the wolf he is which cuts me off.  “Three punishments so far, Princess Aurora.  The odds gain in my favor.”

      “Three?” I scoff.

      The fire in his eyes intensifies.  “First, for calling me a coward.  Second, for calling me a wolf.  And now, the attempt on my life.”

      “Your life?” I balk.  “You and your guards outnumber me.  If you wanted, I would be dead and my blade wouldn’t be where it is.”

      “Precisely.”  His grip tightens around my neck, his thumb pressing into the bottom of my chin.  “You pose no threat to me.”

      “That is what Uncle would wish you to believe,” I inform.  “Who was kneeling to whom earlier today?  Not one Krigare guard rose when either of us stood, not that they have ever risen for me other than to escort me somewhere.”  A yelp rushes out of me when my weapon-wielding hand is pinned against the wall.  My gaze darts to its proximity and I swallow the lump in my throat when I realize its tip is a mere inch from my eye.

      A devious smirk tugs at his lips as King Caelum chuckles deeply.  “I’ll very much enjoy the punishments you will receive from me when we are afforded the time.”

      Indignantly, I reply, “I’m certain it won’t be worse than what Uncle has done to me.”

      King Caelum releases me, returning my dagger to the inside of my left thigh.  I’m speechless as his fingers graze my skin and linger longer than needed.  Should he lift his fingers barely an inch, he will touch a place no Fae male has ever touched.  “We shall see, Princess Aurora.”

      My tongue darts out and wets my lips.  I’d say it’s due to my nerves, but that is only a partial truth.  The desire to kiss him for speaking my name is the culprit which startles me.

      He peels me from the wall, leading me with a constricting grip on my elbow.  My feet scurry to keep up with his pace while the soldiers seem unphased.

      What feels like an eternity comes to an end and I let out the breath I did not know I was holding.  King Caelum spins me to face him, presenting me with the same fierce gaze since the moment we met.  My body trembles as he remains silent, looking me over.  His lips pull to the right and our connection is suddenly ended.  I’m left standing alone as he departs and ten of his guards follow as his shadow.

      “You will be protected by us from now on,” Kion states.

      My gaze stays transfixed on the wall opposite my door.

      “I will be here all night,” he continues.

      I manage a dip of my chin.

      “Is there a secret tunnel that leads to your room that should be brought to my attention?”

      My focus slowly lifts to Kion’s face.  As my head bobs, my left arm raises and points down the hall where we came.

      He grunts in distaste.  “Show me.”

      Kion is the only guard who follows as I lead the way.  I peel back the curtain and show him the exit and how to open it.  He thoroughly inspects it.

      “Where does it lead?”

      Lowly, I say, “Many places.  It branches off to several locations.”  I make eye contact with him.  “Word of caution, Kion.”  I watch his face, hoping he’ll heed my warning.  “Uncle’s castle has eyes and ears everywhere.”

      He snorts.  “How does the Princess’ chambers not have a secret tunnel that leads to the….”  Kion’s voice fades, not finishing his question.

      “That chamber was not originally mine,” I state.

      Darkness clouds Kion’s aqua eyes and it makes me want to cower although I know it is not meant for me.  His hand grabs my arm forcefully, dragging me back to my door.

      I wait for instructions and Kion’s jaw clenches several times.  My attention turns to the other guards and I realize that all of them are wearing helmets that obscure most of their faces.  Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen a single soldier wearing them when I was in the throne room or the Great Hall.  Squinting, I lean toward the closest one, hoping to catch sight of his eyes.

      Kion steps in front of me, directing me back with his body.  I collide with the cool, stone wall with nowhere to go and he is pressed against me.

      “You three inspect the room,” he commands.

      I try to see who he’s directing, but Kion’s too tall.

      His breath is warm against the top of my head, cooling as it reaches my shoulders.  His brunt cedar locks delightfully accentuate his features, even in the darkness of the hallway.

      Licking my lips, I inquire, “I do not think King Caelum would take kindly to our proximity, Kion.  Though we’ve only met, I rather like you and would mind if you lost your head.”

      He doesn’t comment.

      “It’s clear,” a soldier informs.  “Only the chambermaid.”

      “Good,” Kion replies.

      My heart melts, happy to know she’s still alive.  “Cornelia.”  I don’t hear her footsteps.  “Cornelia, come out.  It’s alright.”  I shift past three of the guards and open the door that once was a closet that I insisted on being her room.

      “You seven will stay with Princess Aurora inside this room,” Kion’s voice booms.  “You will wait until I return.”  He looks at the rest of the soldiers.  “The rest of you will follow me.  We’ll inspect the tunnels.”

      Cornelia clings to me as two of the guards flank either side of the door.  One holds it open for those not remaining.

      “Kion,” I call.

      He stops in the doorway and barely glances over his shoulder.

      “Eyes and ears everywhere,” I remind.  “Mind your words and mind your heads.  He will find out you’ve been in there.”

      His head bobs once before he steps out and closes the door.

      Cornelia leads me to the vanity and I sit eagerly.  Though I sat all night, I feel as if I’ve been standing the entire time.  She picks up a cloth and dips it in oil-infused water.  When her hand lifts to my face, I stop her.

      “Leave it,” I request.  “I wish to feel as if Mother is still with me.”

      With a smile, Cornelia nods.  She returns the cloth and begins to undo my hair.  She takes her time, humming the song Mother would sing to me every night.  A smile creeps onto my face and I catch myself before speaking the lyrics.  It is a song that has been forbidden in Krigare since the night of her death.  Uncle claimed it was the best way to honor her and not conjure pain from the past.

      “Thank you, Cornelia,” I whisper.  “You have done right by me with Mother’s song.”  My hand lifts and wipes the tear that falls down my cheek.  “I will miss you dearly.”

      She leads me to my sleeping chamber, opening the partition to afford privacy but will allow the guards access should they need to suddenly enter.  With my nightgown on, red of course, I climb into bed.  Staring at the ceiling, I pray that the morrow moves swiftly so my day of freedom, or day of death, greets me sooner.

      The sound of my bedchamber door clanging against the wall jolts me from sleep.  I stare in disbelief as Cornelia is more frantic than I have ever seen her be.  She yanks the ash-color blanket and crimson sheets off and pulls me out of bed.

      “Uncle cannot be awake at this age of the day, can he?”  My arms stretch above my head and I yawn.  They lower the second I sense someone else in the room.  Grabbing a pillow, I shield my body.  “King Caelum.”  I awkwardly exit the bed.

      His unshaven face deepens as fire flicks in his gaze.  “You will dress and escort me around the castle grounds.”  He doesn’t give me a chance to reply, moving to my greeting room.

      My head tilts to find him perched against the chaise, an ankle resting over a knee.  I blink at Cornelia as I try to take in what is transpiring.

      “Do not bathe,” he adds.

      The desire arises, confident that the stale ale that coated the hall has clung to me.  Lifting my arm, I  take a deep inhale.   A sigh releases from my lips pleased that I do not reek.

      “Do not make me wait,” he commands.

      Cornelia and I scatter about the room grabbing what we need.  I brush my hair that comes to my waist as she retrieves a dress.

      “Not that one,” King Caelum states.

      I hear rustling, so I peek from behind the partition to find out what’s occurring.

      As Cornelia returns, I yank my head back just before King Caelum sees me.  As the maroon dress is inched up my body, I realize that King Caelum has selected the least revealing dress.  Embroidered black swirls cascade along the sleeves, over the bodice, and down the skirt to emulate snakes slithering within vines.

      Rushing to the vanity, I lace my black leather sandals as Cornelia tends to my hair.  Her fingers move with the utmost speed as she creates several small braids that loop with the final grand one.  Looking up, I find King Caelum’s undivided attention on me which is disconcerting.

      Thoughts of last night swirl through my mind.  What are the punishments I am to incur?  Perhaps one will lead me to my death and I will be reunited with my kin.

      When she’s finished, Cornelia spins me to face her.  As she taps the cloth into the oil-infused water, King Caelum snatches her wrist.  Terror splashes across her eyes and I do not know what to do.

      “The stardust stays,” he informs harshly.

      Cornelia drops the fabric and nods.  She retrieves my cloak, red of course, that has black leather trim, and pins it with a serpent brooch that is encrusted with black diamonds.  Spring may have officially arrived, but the early days in Krigare can be cold enough that you can see your breath.

      “Are you ready?” he inquires.

      “Y…yes,” I eke out.

      King Caelum prompts me to stand, leading me to the door.  His right arm extends at his side, indicating that he wishes for us to touch while walking.  Tentatively, I raise my arm.  My left hand hovers over his before it lowers on top of it.  The temperature of his skin is alluring, enticing my fingers to curl around them.

      Conversation is nonexistent as we stroll the halls of the castle.  We take a side door that leads to the back gardens which have seen better days before Uncle’s reign.  The air is chilled enough to see a hint of our breath pair with the taste of copper.  The weight of my wool cloak keeps me grounded as the feeling of floating away arises.

      At first, I think we are alone, but then I spot several men.  They’ve shed their metal armor though their weapons remain.  The guards keep a distance yet are vigilant and as quiet as a mouse.

      We make our way further east, passing by the ivy and stone maze Uncle enjoys using to torture anyone who displeases him.  It’s less of a maze and more of a trap.  There is no exit, and before the victim realizes there isn’t a way out, they’re picked off by any number of Uncle's favorite options; vipers, venomous spiders, a Banshee he’s made a bargain with, any unseelie Fae, Boggarts, or any one of the number of traps Uncle has rigged.

      Our walk continues further out into the grounds, causing our bodies to appear as ants to any prying eyes from the castle.  The sun begins to peek over the treetops, enticing me to greet it face-on.  King Caelum waits, allowing me a moment of reprieve.

      “How many eyes and ears?”

      A songbird flits by and I watch it dash away only to be met with the residual scowl of King Caelum’s face that I was graced with last night.  “You should know the answer to that.  It takes a wolf to smell a wolf.”

      Stepping closer, he lowers his mouth to my ear as his hands remain behind his back.  “That will be the fourth punishment, Princess Aurora.”  The heat of his breath tickles my earlobe. “Careful.  With all these punishments to look forward to administering, I may become overzealous with their delivery.”

      “Then perhaps your lack of control will be to my benefit.”

      “How so?”  His brows furrow, curious by my reply.

      “The greater the chance for a mistake which will hasten the ending of my misery and return me to the Gods.”

      King Caelum steps back and peers at the castle that is behind me.  Keeping still, my eyes inspect the land and try to count how many guards are with us.  I speculate that there are the same as last night.  To have twenty as he did can mean many things.  I don’t doubt it is a mind game he is playing with Uncle and I suspect he is unaware of the games Uncle partakes in.

      “I think you might rather enjoy the punishments I have been concocting for you, Princess Aurora.”

      “I doubt that, my King,” I snort.

      He closes the space between us.  “I may deduct a punishment just because you called me your King without prompting and before the union, no less.”

      The thought to smite him with words surfaces, but I am not able to conjure an insult or an excuse that would amend it.  He has spoken my name several times which is akin to a male whispering to his lover.

      “How many eyes and ears?” he inquires again.

      “Any who fear him or death.”

      King Caelum regards me.  “Do you fear him?”

      “No,” I quip sternly.

      “I wonder why,” he muses.

      “I pity him more than I could ever fear him.  I’ve seen the darkness in his heart and have survived it.  I merely look forward to the day his head is severed from his body.”

      “Bold words to speak,” he accuses, coming closer.  “How do you know I won’t tell him?”

      “I don’t,” I reply, clasping my hands behind my back.  “But, you would be a fool and a coward to do so.  He would gut you like a boar just for uttering the words, not caring if I had spoken them.  More likely, Uncle would think they were your thoughts.  He’d take your kingdom and dangle me to the next Fae king who’d fall for the bait as you did.  If you reveal my words, you wouldn’t be able to parade around that you had bested him while I am on your arm.  I know what Fae men desire and that is power…regardless of how they obtain it.”

      The sides of his jaw flex, indicating that he is considering my statement or perhaps a reprimand.  His nostrils flare as he peers down his strong nose at me.  Without a word, he snatches my hand and leads me back to the castle.  The thudding of my heart is felt in my ears and it persists long after I’m delivered to my chamber.

      Cornelia ushers me into the bath and I stay well past my usual allotment.  She had added extra oils and herbs which relax my aching bones tremendously.  Food is brought and I force myself to eat.  When I’m almost finished, a wedding dress is delivered by one of Uncle’s guards.  The way Kion stares at it would make me guess that he wishes to set it on fire.

      “It is a power play by Uncle,” I say.

      “Clearly.”  Kion scoffs and leaves the room, slamming the door behind him.

      “I didn’t mean it as an insult to your intelligence!” I shout.

      Pretending as if what just happened is a regular occurrence, Cornelia ushers me into my room.  She removes my robe and straps my dagger to my thigh.  I’m required to hold the bowl filled with translucent gold paint as Cornelia coats my legs.  The liquid is cool to the touch and I’m forced to widen my stance when she covers my inner thighs.  It is a Fae tradition for Princesses.  The paint warms with friction over time.  By morning, it is one of the ways to confirm that a union has been consummated.

      The sun splays its rays through the window, shimmering with the colors of a rainbow.  Keeping my legs wide, I hobble closer and entwine my fingers with them.  It feels as if the Gods are speaking, but their words are unclear.  Is this a blessing?  Is this union an answer to my prayers?  I fear to hope too much that it is so.

      Cornelia brings over a chair, standing atop it as she styles my blond strands.  Softly, sweetly, she hums Mother’s song one last time.  Movement in the mirror that hangs over the dresser catches my attention.  It is as if I am seeing myself for the first time.  My irises sparkle more than I have ever seen them.  Their outer gold ring shimmers, blending toward the inner white.  I was told that I had the most unusual eyes for a Fae, but I have seen many with colors I adore.

      Taking in my naked form, the present moment jabs my heart with blunt force.  I hadn’t thought of what a day like today would bring.  The joy of distancing myself from Uncle is paired with the pain of losing the one who has been like a second mother to me.  Cornelia has been there since the day I was born.

      The red velvet fabric that is embroidered with red snakes slithering over it is clipped together over my shoulders with a golden chain twisted to look serpent-like.  It tappers over my breasts, lacks sleeves, and the plunging neckline is repeated against my back.  My head is adorned with dangling gold and ruby jewelry chains that match the three that connect the dress against my shoulder blades.  The waist is tight, the slit is far from modest, and my sandals are gold chains that scale from my toes to several inches above my knees.  Cornelia adds a golden snake armband and scatters stardust upon my skin.  Once she’s done, I wait to be summoned.

      I get lost in my head and don’t realize it when I enter the throne room.  Kion has escorted me and the extensive train that is a part of my dress.  Uncle sought to play his predictable move rather than affording me a gold dress which is custom.

      The moment distracts me from noticing the decorations or if there are any.  My focus is on the floor under me as I’m taken to the base of the dais.  Kion offers my hand to someone as a piercing silence echoes in my ears.  My eyes lift to find Uncle before me and King Caelum at my side.

      Uncle is in his usual attire while King Caelum has a radiant charcoal gray outfit that makes his onyx hair and golden eyes gleam with an enchantment any Fae female would notice.  He is a striking man with a chiseled jaw even under his bristled face.  His facial hair isn’t long, but it’s thick enough to hide the potential for freckles or dimples.

      The ceremony is long, but what would I know?  I have never attended a Fae wedding, royalty or other.  Uncle did not allow me to venture outside of the castle grounds.  He didn’t allow me the chance to see my cousins’ unions and they’re the two closest, and most allied, kingdoms with Krigare.  Uncle took over Padina the night my kin were murdered.  I’m surprised he hasn’t taken on more kingdoms which includes two others.  My cousins’, Rian and Caellach, unions took place a few years back with the princesses of Hokum and Pieva.  I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they become kings—by Uncle’s doing.

      My ears throb from the constant beat of my heart within them.  Everything anyone says is left on deaf ears.  I offer a smile or nod until I realize that it is my turn to speak.  I say what is required, making sure to enunciate each word.

      Applause rings through the room when Uncle’s mouth finally shuts.  King Caelum curls his fingers behind my neck, pulls me to him, and kisses me.  I never knew my first kiss would be so bittersweet.  His lips are firm but there’s a gentleness to them as if he’s revealing a secret.  Our lips part and my body ignites from the warmth that spans from my core.  I don’t know how to describe the sensation other than by saying it is like the sun’s rays warming your face when it greets you for the new day.

      We’re led to the balcony where General Raneck announces the union of the kingdoms.  We remain on the balcony, smiling and nodding at the people below us for some time.  Eventually, I am escorted back inside where many noblemen and women offer their congratulations.  Several of them attempt to speak candidly with King Caelum, most likely vying for a way into Cysgod.  I wouldn’t put it past anyone to try to leave Krigare.  I also wouldn’t put it past several of them to pretend that they have something to offer King Caelum and have the intent to spy for Uncle.

      As my feet become tired from standing in place, King Caelum is directed to join Uncle in the Solar.  I’m left attending to the remaining people who continue to offer their congratulations and gifts for the union.  When I think that my legs have gone numb, Kion escorts me to the Great Hall where Uncle and King Caelum are already seated and appear to have eaten.

      Once I lower to my chair, a hand reaches forward, removing the plate before me.  Another with food is lowered not long after paired with water in my chalice.  Voices boom throughout the Great Hall, making it impossible to eavesdrop on the two men to my left.

      Kion offers wine, but I politely decline.  I’ve had sips of leftover drinks to know the taste.  Uncle has never offered nor have I requested it.  It is better to have one’s mind clear than muddy with doubt.

      Many noblemen and guards dance with noblewomen, but no one asks me to dance.  To distract myself, I study the people before me.  Many pretend to be eating and drinking but their attention flits to our table occasionally.  I’m certain some are speculating about the kingdoms allying themself.  It is seen on both sides of the attendees; Krigare and Cysgod.

      “Are you enjoying—”  Pain seers my cheek, and blinds me momentarily though my vision doesn’t fully return after my head is flung to the right.

      “Do not interrupt us while we are speaking,” King Caelum sneers.

      My mouth is left hanging open in shock as I struggle to breathe.  I’m barely able to swallow the spit and blood that coats my tongue.

      “Come, my Queen,” a voice beckons.

      I prepare for another strike or a voice to command me to stay.

      “You will do well at keeping her obedient,” Uncle's voice boasts loud enough to mask the ringing in my ear.

      “Come, my Queen.”  A hand presents itself in my line of sight.

      As I gulp for air, my watery eyes climb each section of the appendage in front of me.  The figure is blurry, but I place my hand in his.

      “Come on.”

      I cling to Kion as he directs me to stand.  My fingers clench his, needing him to know the severity of my state.  He guides me slowly, waiting for each wobbling leg to stand firm.  At the base of the steps, I squat to get a hold of the train to make my departure more agile.

      The hall seems dark and closes in so my pace quickens.  Kion keeps hold of my arm, matching my steps.  The march of the guards behind us tears at something inside me, letting me know that I have traded one tyrant for another.

      “King Caelum⁠—”

      “Don’t!” I warn heatedly, yanking from Kion’s embrace.  “Do not speak his name.  Nothing you can say will make me see anything other than that he is just another tyrant who wishes he was the Gods.  False Gods who will rise and fall at their own doing.  What they fail to realize is that they could never be Gods in the eyes of anyone.  True Gods do not rule.  They lead with love and compassion which is the furthest thing that that heartless beast possesses.”

      Tears pour down my aching face as I attempt to sprint up the staircase.  My foot falters, smashing my knee into the stone.  A whimper slips past my lips, but the little bit of pride left forces me to swallow it down while shrugging off the hand that offers assistance.

      “My Queen.”

      “Leave me alone!”  I dart up the stairs, ignoring him and the guards who follow.

      A hand snatches my arm and spins me.  Kion’s arm connects with my chest and he thrusts me to the wall.  “We inspect the room every time.  Give the guards a moment.”

      “Two guards have been outside it since we left.  The only Fae in and out would be Cornelia and⁠—”

      “Captain,” a guard calls.

      “Stay with her!” Kion commands one of them.

      Two guards advance and pin me against the wall like a shield.

      My head tilts side to side, desperate to see.  “What is it?”

      Not a single guard answers me.

      Kion storms out, dragging the two guards who were watching my chamber with him.  His voice is a whisper.

      “Only the chambermaid was in and out,” one of the guards informs.  “She was tending to things for the Queen’s departure.”

      “What….”  Movement catches my attention, making my words fade.  It takes me less than a second to duck under them and find Cornelia’s body on the floor.  “Cornelia!”

      Someone grabs me and drags me to my sleeping chamber.  The door is shut and locked as my feet steady under me.  Hurling my fist at the wood, I pound on it multiple times.  “Kion!  Kion!  Let me out!  I must see to her.  I am her only friend.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Kion!  Kion!”  Sobs take over the sound projecting from my mouth.

      What feels like an eternity passes.  No one speaks to me.  No one checks on me.  Over time, exhaustion sets in from the events of the day, and my body that was slumped against the door now lies on the floor with my back against it.
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      My head is pounding when something pushes my body along a smooth surface.  Someone cradles me like a child, carrying me into the greeting room. As I blink several times to clear my vision, the memories come crashing back, burning my chest.  Two guards remain inside the room, not saying a word. Kion insists on treating my face, but I refuse.  It is the least of my concerns and nothing compared to the fate given to Cornelia.  It takes coaxing, but eventually, I allow one of the laundry maids to be let in.

      “Name’s Gertrude, my Queen,” she says, lowering a tray with a mug and small jars on it.  “You can call me Gertie if you’d like.  Most do in the kitchen and laundry rooms.”

      “Thank you, Gertie,” I eke feebly.

      She slides a footstool closer and inspects my face.  “A nasty gash but it’ll heal quickly with the herbs.  Much of the swelling will be down by sunup.”

      “What of Cornelia, Kion?”  My gaze bores into him.

      Gertie’s hand pauses just before my cheek.

      There’s a long uneasy silence in the room.

      “We’ll discuss it in the morrow,” he claims.

      “Just a warm compress to clear the dried blood,” Gertie states, proceeding to dab my cheek.

      “There is nothing to discuss, Kion.  Tell me what you did with her body?”

      “Not of your concern,” Kion barks.

      Gertie fumbles with the cloth, almost knocking a few of the ceramic jars on the tray.

      “It is my concern,” I snap.  “She was the only semblance of a family I had.  The least you can afford me is an answer.  That is the only thing I will ever demand from you as your Queen.”

      Kion shifts in his seat.  “She was poisoned.  Someone had to have gotten to her when she was outside this room.”  He picks up the mug and hands it to me.  “Drink.  It’ll calm you.”

      “My Gods,” Gertie whispers to herself.  “May you find peace in the afterlife, Cornelia.”

      After a sip of my drink, I say, “And of the disposal?”

      “It’s already outside of the kingdom’s borders,” he informs.  “No need for your uncle to pin this on you or King Caelum and keep us here indefinitely.”

      “How do I know your King didn’t have a hand in it?”

      “You would think—”  His voice cuts when I point to my face.

      “I know a beast upon the first strike,” I declare, venom in my tone.  “I know one well before it comes within reach.”

      “Drink up, my Queen,” Gertie directs.  “It is best to get the tea in while it’s hot.”

      I chug the liquid and throw the mug at Kion’s feet.  It shatters, emulating the state of my heart and soul at the loss of Cornelia.  “I have lost everything in one night.  I do not trust anyone.”

      “You can trust me, my Queen,” Gertie says.  She’s gentle when she spreads oil on my cheek.  “We’ve all liked you most.”

      “Thank you, Gertie,” I mumble as my voice falters.

      “You should get rest,” Kion instructs.

      “I can see to her if you need,” Gertie offers.

      I school my breath.  “That would be lovely, Gertie.  You may have Cor…Cornelia’s room.”

      Her brow lifts.  “She had a room?”

      “It isn’t much, but I had cleaned out the closet for her.  There is a small bed, blankets, and a few other items.”

      “That is most kind, my Queen,” she says.  “I’ll take these back to the kitchen and will be right up.”

      “Guards will escort you,” Kion states.

      “I know where to go,” she says.

      “It is to ensure your safety,” he declares.

      Gertie’s head bobs when she swallows.  “Of course.”  She stands, picks up the tray, and curtsies.  “I won’t be long.”

      Neither Kion nor I speak as we sit at the hearth, waiting for Gertie to return.  There’s a fire blaring in it, but the fire does not affect the cold seeping throughout my veins.  I will find out who killed Cornelia, and whoever it is, I will personally sever their head from their body.  If Uncle did this, I will remove his Faehood, shove it down his throat, and then chop off his head.  Kion better be accurate with his assumption that his king had nothing to do with her death or I will make his just as gruesome and public.

      I pray to the Gods that no one meets them tonight unless it is the person or persons responsible for taking Cornelia from me.

      My gaze stays on the area rug as my body rocks.  I never knew I could feel exhausted yet just as awake at the same time.

      Kion sits on the low table and takes my hand.  “He will be in soon.”

      I do not acknowledge his words.

      “It is expe⁠—”

      “I know what is expected,” I inform, pulling from his touch.  “I may have been sheltered in this kingdom, but I very well know what is expected of me.”

      “I’ll speak with him about⁠—”

      “You have no right nor duty to interfere,” I remind.  “What is done is done between your king and me.”

      “He is your king now.”

      I snicker, almost choking on my spit.  “He will never be my King.”

      Needing space, I move to crack open my small window and sit.  The sky is clear, the moon is high and almost full as the stars twinkle their kisses upon our world.  I wonder idly if I will be able to find stardust on the ground along our travels to Cysgod.  Where would it be most likely found?  Who collects it and why are the Gods scarce with how much they send us?  Have we fallen out of favor with them, making us unworthy of it?

      The aches in my body have subsided and the need to sleep comes just before Gertie returns.  She leaves my hair as is and aids me with changing into my nightgown.  Once in bed, I count the faded painted stars on my ceiling until my eyelids become too heavy to stay open.

      An unfamiliar sound stirs me from sleep.  The bed shifts and my eyes spring open, squinting at the hints of sunlight cascading in.  As my hand slides to the edge of the covers, a body rolls into mine.

      “My Queen,” his husky voice says, reaching for my face.

      To keep space between us, I shove him and dash out of bed.  “Do not touch me.”

      His eyes narrow but there isn’t anger in them.  “You are my Queen.  I may touch you if I’d like.”

      “I do not wish for you to touch me,” I command.

      The blankets fall from his waist when he stands, revealing his naked body.  My attention darts away, not wishing to gaze upon him.

      King Caelum steps towards me.  “Why are you wearing that color?”

      “This is what I sleep in,” I quip.

      “You shouldn’t have been wearing anything.”

      As he moves closer, I hurry for the door.  He blocks it from opening the second I have my hand on the knob.

      “Take it off,” he commands gruffly in my ear as his chest is pressed to my back.

      The door doesn’t budge under my command.  I’m whipped around to face him.  King Caelum’s hand reaches for my face.  I whimper, afraid he’ll strike me again.

      “I did not mean to strike you so hard,” he claims.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.  It takes me a second to gain the courage to stare him in the eye.

      “I did not⁠—”

      “I heard what you said,” I interrupt coldly.  “What I would expect, from any good king, would be I am sorry I hit you at all.”

      “Kion tended to it well,” he says, grazing his thumb along my cheek.  “I barely see it.”

      There’s a small ache from his touch which is surprising.  I had expected it to be sharp.  “Gertie took care of me, not that you would care to know who she is.”

      His gaze drops to my body.  “You have not taken off that garment.”

      “I will when I go to bathe.”

      King Caelum glances around.  With a firm hold of my wrist, he pulls me back to the bed.  “You are my Queen now,” he declares, snatching my dagger that is peeking from under my pillow.  “You are not his.”  With the use of my dagger, he cuts the front of my garment.

      I tremble and whimper each time there’s another tear.  As soon as I know that I’m naked, my hands cover my breasts and I tip my leg to hide my lower region since no male has ever seen my lady garden.  The dagger is tossed onto the floor before King Caelum takes hold of my neck and chin.

      “Lower your arms.”

      With a shaky breath, my head sways in opposition.

      “I want to look at you, my Queen.”  When I don’t respond, he says, “You are mine to look at.”

      “I don’t care,” I seethe.

      “Lower your arms,” he says more sweetly.

      Reluctantly, I comply.

      “Good girl.”

      “I’m not a girl,” I quip.

      “You are a girl until we consummate the union, and even after that, it will take time for you to become the woman you are meant to be.”

      “I will not willingly give you my body nor will I give you an heir.”

      He laughs which catches me off guard.  “You might not be willing right now, my Queen.  But, you will desire me.”

      “No one could desire a heartless wolf,” I sneer.

      “I think you’ve just earned two more punishments,” he says, biting his lip as his gaze trails down my body.  King Caelum inspects my face as he sweeps a strand of hair off my shoulder.  His finger continues over my collarbone.  “I look forward to the day to administer them.”

      “I will call Kion should you force yourself on me.”

      “Kion does not get a say in the matter regarding us,” he says sternly.  “Now.”  King Caelum slides his hand down my arm and captures my hand.  He steps back and overtly inspects my body.  “Oh, my Queen.  You are more beautiful than I could imagine.”

      “You’re as ugly as I imagined.”

      He makes a tsking sound.  “Seventh.  I’m feeling generous.  So, I will strike the last punishment for hitting you last night.” He yanks on my hand, forcing our bodies to collide.  “Now, we are pressed for time, Queen Aurora.”  His other hand rests on my hip as we spin.

      My back strikes the bed and he climbs over me.  “King Caelum.”

      Realizing what he’s doing, I curl my legs to my chest and thrust my feet outward.  They strike his chest and force him back.  Flipping, I give myself better leverage to get away.  I yelp the second he pulls me back by my ankles.  King Caelum manages to rotate me with ease and climbs over me once again, pinning my arms.

      “I will loathe you forever if you force yourself on me,” I declare.  “If there is a child that comes from it, he or she will hear of your heartlessness and will want nothing to do with their beastly father.  I’ll make sure of it.”

      “You wound me, my Queen.”

      “I doubt that since there isn’t a heart to wound,” I say.

      There’s a slight burn as my arms are dragged above my head.  King Caelum secures them with one hand while his other clamps around the base of my neck and throat.  His thumb presses up in such a way it is hard to breathe.

      With his mouth next to my ear, he says, “Now, that I have your undivided attention, my Queen.  I’m going to tell you how this is going to happen.”

      My thighs tighten and my ankles lock behind his back.  His ribs feel like iron as I squeeze as hard as I can.  Something pulses against my belly just before my legs give out.   Glancing down, I realize it’s his Faehood.  I flush instantly and release my grip.

      “Well, that will aid us in my future plans,” he snickers.

      “There is no us,” I barely utter.

      “I will not repeat myself, my Queen.  Do you hear me?”

      I consider my situation, hating that he’s got the upper hand.  “Yes.”

      “As much as I would like to consummate our union, I would much rather get out of this kingdom,” he announces.  “Unfortunately for us, your uncle will want to see proof that we have consummated.”  He’s quiet for a moment.  “We must create enough friction that the paint warms and spreads onto me.  There is one preferred way I would like to do this so it doesn’t take as long.”

      “Which is?” I ask.

      His lips press to my earlobe.  “By having a little fun.”  King Caelum keeps my hands above my head but he releases my chin.

      “What do you mean by fun?” I ask nervously.

      He offers a smile as he directs one of my legs higher on his hip.

      My breathing becomes jagged and shallow as his mouth dusts kisses along my jaw and at the corner of my lips.  The coolness of the air tingles my skin against the heat of his body.  I whimper when his groin rocks into mine.  I may not like how he’s going about it, but I think I comprehend why he’s doing it.  My body feels cold and he needs it to be as warm as his.

      “No tricks?” I inspect.

      “No tricks.”

      He moves with ease as I lay still, uncertain of what to do.  His fingertips dance along my breasts, making me shiver.

      “It is alright to enjoy yourself, my Queen.”

      King Caelum doesn’t force me to kiss him which surprises me.  His free hand cups my breast, kneading it pleasantly.  I watch every twitch of his eyebrows, every flicker of fire within his irises, every muscle twitching from his movements.  Our hips sway together as my legs glide up and down his.  There’s a building sensation within me at how our bodies are rubbing together.  I gasp when his teeth apply pressure to my nipple.

      He begins to grunt louder with each rocking of his hips.  It takes a moment to realize that I answer his noise with a soft moan.  He encourages me to be more vocal, but I don’t dare.  I’m embarrassed by what’s happening.  I capture my lip between my teeth to stifle sounds, but a squeal releases from me.  He chuckles which tingles my belly.  Just when I think I can’t breathe anymore, he stops, groaning loudly.  I study his face, curious to know if he had enjoyed himself as much as it sounded.  The bed shakes below me as his ragged breath slows.  My lips curl inward to prevent me from asking that question or any other.  He rolls off me and onto his back.  I stare at the ceiling wondering how I agreed to this.  I know the answer.  Being in this kingdom any longer would make me go mad enough to attempt to kill Uncle in front of anyone.

      He may be a tyrant like Uncle, but what surprises me is that the act in which he just offered was an act of compassion.  This does not mean I forgive him for last night.  This does not mean I will give him my body or an heir.  This does not mean that I do not think he is a beast.

      My head rolls to look at him.  He is a handsome Fae, to say the least.  Am I better off with a handsome beast than an ugly one?  Uncle would never have allowed me to be traded to someone who is anything but a beast, even if it is a lesser beast than he.

      King Caelum drags a gentle finger down my cheek.  “My Queen.”  He shifts closer, pressing his arm against my chest, applying pressure.

      I thrash to get away, but there’s no use.  Panic rises inside me like a growing storm on the horizon.  A prick to my inner thigh makes me yelp.  When he squeezes my leg, I growl in defiance.

      “There needs to be the appearance of blood, my Queen.”  He releases me and gets up.

      I attempt to do the same but halt when I see the warning in his stare.  “You could have warned me.”

      He struts to my tattered nightgown and wipes the blade with it.  “You fussed less when I pricked you last night while you slept.”

      “You what?”  I dart to a seated position.  Grabbing the top sheet, I cover myself and inspect the lower sheet.  There are specks of dried blood.  “How…how could you?”  Not giving him a chance to reply, I leave the room.  Embarrassment bursts inside me the second I see Kion on one of the chairs in the greeting room.

      He rises and bows.  “Good day, my Queen.”

      I don’t reply and head to the washroom.

      “Good day, my Queen,” Gertie greets when she sees me.  “I just finished getting it ready.  Kion had said the King wanted to leave⁠—”

      “Out,” King Caelum says gruffly as he saunters into the room.

      Our bodies collide when I turn.

      “Not you, my Queen.”

      Gertie slips past without a word or noise.

      He steps into the tub, offering me a hand to lower.  My fist clenches the sheet around me.

      “Come now, my Queen,” he says.  “I have already had the honor of your beauty.”

      My jaw sets as my chin tips upward.  The sooner we bathe, the sooner we can be rid of Krigare.  Hesitantly, my arms lower, but my hand still holds onto the fabric.  His fingers wiggle, beckoning me to come closer to the edge.  After the count of five, I release the sheet and step forward.  King Caelum shifts closer, water sloshing around the lower parts of his hips.  He reaches out, offering aid.  The liquid is warm against my toes, luring me to relax as it swallows my ankle.  As I take my next step down, the water hits just below my knee.  When I reach the bottom, it rests at my ribs.

      “Come, my Queen.”  He leads me to the back stone seat.  A wooden stool with towels and soap is close by.  King Caelum picks up the soap and lathers it, placing his hands on my shoulders.

      “I can wash myself.”

      He ignores me and ventures to my neck.  Large yet gentle, King Caelum’s hands are thorough with their soap application.  He takes his time when he’s washing my breasts and becomes more diligent when he rounds my hips and thighs.  I do my best to remain still and quiet, uncomfortable with his touch.  I remain standing, waiting for his next instruction.

      “Go change.”  He offers a towel.  “We leave soon.”

      I don’t give King Caelum a chance to change his mind.  I exit to my left from the sunken tub and wrap myself.  Gertie is quick to her feet when I enter the greeting room.  My head stays low, embarrassed by this morning’s events and eager to be rid of this kingdom.  I stop short at the sight of a dress hanging on the partition.

      “Since you’ll be riding, I’ll make braids in your hair, my Queen,” she says, placing several items in a trunk.

      “Where…where did that dress come from, Gertie?”  I stare in awe at it.

      Gray may not be my color of choice to wear but at least it’s not red.  It makes me feel as if I’m going to a cremation.  Swallowing, I contemplate whose death it is.

      “There’s more than one,” she states.  Gertie continues to speak but her words become muddled in my head.  “See.”

      “See?”  I turn to look at her and find her gesturing to several more dresses within my chest.  “Where did they come from?”

      “That’s what Cornelia was working on,” she says, wincing.  “She got word of the union not long after it was announced and managed to get several of us in the laundry room to aid her.”

      The dress hanging has a sparkling silver hem to the cuffs and trim along with embroidered stars all over the fabric.  I step closer, needing to inspect them by hand.

      “Pack what you wish to bring,” King Caelum’s voice booms from the doorway.  “Once we leave, we will not be back.”

      When I realize that he will not be staying in the bed chamber, I inadvertently close the door for privacy.  Kion’s and King Caelum’s voices are low on the other side of the wooden barrier as I dress.  I don’t bother trying to listen.  I couldn’t even if I tried.  I’m in my head too much and not sure of what to pack.  Anything red is out of the question.  King Caelum made sure of it earlier.

      “What of a few books?” Gertie asks.  She shifts my hair.  “There.  Your hair is all done.”

      “That would be nice,” I agree, rising from the chair I’ve been occupying.  I peek through the crack of the door hinge to see how distracted the males are.  There is no other opportunity to seize the moment, so I take it.  With the aid of my dagger, I trace the edge of one of the stones in the wall.  It gives way after a few seconds of using the blade for leverage.

      “What are you doing, my Queen?” Gertie asks lowly.

      “Taking the items that are most dear to me,” I inform.  “I dare not let Uncle find them.”

      “How do you know he hasn’t already?”

      “Because he’s never dared to come to my room.”

      “He could have sent a guard,” she counters.

      With an opening of just a few inches, I reach inside and grab my satchel.  I feel a smile creep onto my lips as I dust it off.

      “What’s in it?” She inquires.

      “Yes, do tell, my Queen.”

      I dart to a standing position and hide the bag behind my back at the sound of King Caelum’s voice.  “A little privacy would be nice.”

      “There is no privacy between us,” he states.  “Last night and this forenoon revealed that.”

      My mouth remains shut as my nostrils flare.

      “Either you show me willingly, my Queen, or I do it by force.”

      Tears well in my eyes and I’d hate to lose any of the bag’s contents.  “Beast,” I seethe, shoving it at his chest.

      I chew my bottom lip as he takes out the first item—my dryad doll.  King Caelum glances up at me for a second before placing it on the dresser to my left.  He takes out the large jar of stardust and doesn’t comment as he places it next to Briar—the doll.

      “How’d you get so much,” Gertie asks, gazing at the bottle.  “I haven’t seen Stardust in ages.”

      “It…it was my mothers,” I admit.

      King Caelum reaches in for the next and final item.  It sparkles luminously when it’s revealed.

      “Queen Eleanora’s crown.”  Gertie drops to her knees and bows.

      Whenever Mother wore her crown, I always thought that the Gods had smiled upon all Fae that day, illuminating the world with their love and light.  Its base is gold mixed with copper to make it strong.  It has angel wings splaying from her temple back, elongating her pointy ears towards the heavens.  Translucent gems glittering in the sunlight as if they are the stars and she had been blessed by the Gods herself to rule.

      King Caelum returns the stardust and Briar to the bag, handing it to Gertie.  He steps towards me with Mother’s crown in hand, raising it above my head.  “What you will wear this day forward as Queen Aurora of Cysgod.”
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      In eager anticipation, my body trembles as King Caelum brings out his steed.  I have yet to see Uncle and I wonder if he’ll make an appearance for our departure.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he causes a situation, halting us from leaving.

      The sun hasn’t reached the tip of the eastern castle wall, indicating that other than the guards, all will be sleeping from the celebration last night.

      Kion tosses Gertie onto his horse and mounts a moment after.

      “Gertie is to join us?”  I peer back and forth between Kion and King Caelum.

      “Yes, my Queen,” Kion returns.

      “Mount up,” King Caelum directs.

      I place my foot in the stirrup, and as I’m about to pull myself up, a hand is felt on my rear.  The second I land, King Caelum is right behind me.

      A team of at least fifty guards is split between the front and rear of our horses.  The animals’ hooves clomp against the cobblestone streets as we head south to the gate.  There aren’t many guards out, but people are meandering the streets.  Many subjects bow and offer gifts as we leave, but I’m unable to take all of them even with Gertie’s assistance.

      A sweet breeze tickles my neck as we get closer to the gates.  I do not remember the last time the air smelled like flowers in Krigare.  The scent collides with my face the moment the horse steps beyond the entrance.  When I glance back at the wall, my head feels heavy with Mother’s crown.  It is tricky to balance while turning so I slow my movements.  The metal and diamonds are heavy, especially with the knowledge of their original owner.  The feathered extensions on the sides, balance its weight, but it is still odd to have a crown atop my head since I never wore one in Krigare.

      “You have ten days to return to Cysgod,” Uncle’s voice booms from behind us.

      I’m forced to crane my neck to find him even after King Caelum turns the horse sideways.

      “Seven days to settle,” he continues, peering down at us with the use of his pointy nose.  His eyes have no gleam since they’re hidden by the sun.  “And nine days after that to meet me in Pieva.”

      The horse below us feels as if it’s dancing when King Caelum keeps us moving to the side away from the castle wall.  I dare not look at Uncle or the man sitting behind me.  I am certain they are having a silent discussion, or knowing Uncle, disagreement.

      A weight lifts from my chest and the air tastes sweeter the further Krigare is behind us.  A few clouds dot the sky, but the sun shines brighter than I can remember.  Perhaps this is an omen from the Gods.

      We ride in silence for a long while, keeping a steady yet hastened pace.  In time, Krigare disappears behind us, settling my heart more than I had anticipated.  The horses are directed to gallop and we cover a lot of ground.  When the sun shifts overhead, I realize that we’re headed west and perhaps a little south.  The land is intriguing to me since I only have knowledge of it from books and maps.  There is a mountain range far to our right with hints of white on the caps and grasslands to our left.  All of the grasslands are open other than a few scattered trees.  The foliage is tall and has many patches of color from flowers.

      “Hokum is north,” Kion states, pointing to our right.  “Pieva is south.”  He points to the left.  “Those are where your cousins have espoused.”

      “Yes,” I affirm.  “An easy takeover from within should the kings not give way to Uncle’s demands.”

      King Caelum snorts which catches me off guard.  I didn’t expect his response.

      It took some time, but Uncle was able to weasel his way into Hokum the moment Princess Liridona turned twenty-two.  The king of Hokum didn’t want war, knowing he would lose.  Caellach was thirty-eight when their union occurred nine years ago.  Having Hokum on Uncle's side aided his quest for Pieva.  Rian was thirty when his union took place to Princess Milea from Pieva who was twenty at the time.  With a total of four kingdoms under his control and two in waiting with my cousins, Uncle has a mighty force.  However, with Cysgod added as an ally, I am certain war will be had soon.  The question is which kingdom Uncle lusts for first.

      “The Princesses were so young at their unions,” Gertie says.

      “Much younger than I.”

      “You aren’t that old, my Queen,” Gertie claims.

      “When the Summer Solstice arrives, I will be thirty.  An old bitty for most kings or princes.”

      “Many have children well into their eighties,” she reminds.  “That is still young for us.”

      “Speak for yourself, Gertie,” I reply.  “I dare not have children at least that late in life.”

      “You sound as if you’d die not long after,” Kion teases.

      “One can only hope,” I mumble to myself.

      The idea of being a mother would tease me from time to time.  Uncle would make me regret the fantasy instantly when he spoke of my duties as a princess or when he’d berate me in front of others.  I would not wish the life I have on anyone, not even my worst enemy.  Father had never spoken ill of his kin which doesn’t make sense when considering how Uncle turned out.  Yet, Father was first born and destined to inherit the land.  He had a working friendship with the Kings of Hokum and Pieva.  I vaguely recall their visits when I was young.  If I am not mistaken, we had taken trips to their kingdoms during certain times of the year for celebrations.

      We ride the horses hard after a short lunch and I’m rather grateful that we do.  The ground moves swiftly below us which prevents awkward conversations with King Caelum.  As the sun begins to set, we make it to camp which is already set up.

      In the distance, one can still see the peaks of the Hokum mountains.  However, not being able to see Hokum would be a second reassurance.  The more distance between Uncle and myself, the better despite the potential of my impending demise at Cysgod’s gates.

      My body is stiff when I dismount.  It takes a moment for my muscles to comply with their required movements.   Gertie comes to my aid which is helpful in many ways, including distracting King Caelum from questioning me.  She leads me towards the tents and it doesn’t take long to discover the one I will be occupying with the King.

      We continue our walk through the camp until we’re informed that dinner is ready to be served.  Reluctantly, I allow the guards to lead us to where we’re expected to dine.

      “Eat, my Queen,” King Caelum instructs coldly.  “You need your energy.”

      Defiantly, I place another piece of smoked meat in my mouth, not bothering to look at him.

      The food is good, tasty even, more than I expected.  The cook had time to make candied apples which is a delight.  I accept a chalice of mead, eager to get out of my head from all that has been fluttering inside it.  Ignoring everyone, I eat until my heart’s content.  It has been some time since I have been allowed as much as I have consumed.  I honestly expect to be chastised by King Caelum, but he seems rather pleased by each bite I take.

      “Come, my Queen.”  He rises and offers his hand.

      I wish to turn down his gesture, but I know I’m just getting to know King Caelum.  He has not seemed as brooding or grumpy since we left Krigare.  Anyone trapped within those walls for merely a few hours would make a sacrifice just to be let out.

      He leads me to our grand tent which is set up with more than a bed.  There’s an empty copper tub, a vanity with a stool for me, a desk for King Caelum which has several items on it, our chests, and a mountain lion hide on the ground.  He undresses as I peer into my trunk, hating the lack of accommodations within it.  It’s more than I had been given by Uncle.  There isn’t the color red in sight, but there isn’t a nightgown either.

      “Come to bed, my Queen.”

      The top of my trunk slams shut and I remain on my stool.  My mouth opens to reply, but words fail me when I find King Caelum naked and strutting to the closest side of the bed.

      “We ride at first light,” he informs.

      I shift in my seat and look out the door.  “I am not tired.”

      A low chuckle reverberates from the bed.  “I know how to aid you with sleep.  Now, come.”

      “No.”

      He lets out a loud huff.  “Why?”

      “You’re naked.”

      “It didn’t bother you last night,” he states.

      “I was asleep when you came to bed.”  I fidget with the end of my braid.

      The covers fling off him and he strides towards me, lowering to one knee.  “I do not bite.”

      My chin lifts as I refuse to look at him.  “Last night and this morrow would say otherwise.”

      He takes hold of the seat on either side of me.  “This morrow was mild compared to what I’d prefer to do to you, my Queen.”

      Hardening my expression, I look him in the eyes and say, “I am not your Queen.”  A yelp bursts from me as I’m hoisted over his shoulder.  “Put me down!”  My body plops onto the bed.

      “Either take it off or I will,” he says.

      I try to get away, but he gets a hold of my ankle.

      “It’s a pretty dress on you,” he states.  “It would be a shame for you to have one less upon our arrival at Cysgod.”

      “I want a nightgown,” I demand.

      “Didn’t you pack one?”

      “They were all red,” I remind.

      “You do not need one,” he counters.

      “I shall sleep in this.”

      King Caelum drags me closer and climbs over me.  “You will wear nothing and you will go to sleep.  There are plenty of blankets to keep you warm aside from me.”  He doesn’t give me the chance to reply.  “It isn’t as if I haven’t seen you naked, my Queen.”

      I can feel the skin between my top lip and the bottom of my nostrils quiver.  “Please,” I barely utter.  “I am not accustomed to being naked while I sleep let alone having a male in the same bed.”

      “You need to become accustomed to it,” he counters.  “I am your King.”

      My lips curl inward as my head turns to the side, nervous and ready for a reprimand.  “F…fine.”

      He rolls off of me and watches as my fingers barely tuck under the edges of my dress.  King Caelum offers assistance, and oddly, I allow it.  I can’t keep from shaking and I’m rather embarrassed by my lack of control.  The dress falls to the ground and my hands cover my lower region.

      “Here,” his voice says lowly from behind.

      Timidly, I look over my shoulder.  A squeak slips past my throat when I see him offering one of his shirts.  “Th…thank you.”  Once the fabric is on, I feel the tension in my body lessen.  I cower when King Caelum is standing within a foot of me.

      “What scares you?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat.  “Y…you.”

      “Why do I scare you?”  His hand lifts and pushes a strand of hair from my face.

      “You remind me of⁠—”

      “Him?” He guesses, cutting me off.  “I am nothing like him.”

      “You hit me in the face which he never had until the announcement of our union.  Uncle was strategic with his punishments,” I state, wincing the second the words leave my mouth.

      “I did not mean to strike you…at all,” he claims.

      “Good recovery,” I tease coldly.

      “It will never happen again,” King Caelum declares.

      “I have heard those words uttered many times.”

      His hands surround my face.  “I will say them as many times as you need to hear them.”

      “Words.”

      He takes my crown and places it on the vanity.

      “What did you offer Uncle?”

      King Caelum studies me.  “A story for another time.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I must gain your trust before you will believe a word I say,” he states.  He comes closer, guiding me to one side of the bed.

      Once the blankets are peeled back, I lower and allow him to cover me.  “Actions do not afford trust in relationships of abuse.”

      “You think our relationship is abusive?”  He rounds to the other side of the bed.

      My shoulders bounce.  “All I know is abuse.”

      Once he’s under the blanket, King Caelum props his head up with his hand.  He studies me and I him.  His lips part and all I can remember is the way they felt against my neck.  He stares at me like the wolf he is and I cannot tell if he sees me as dinner or a plaything.  Which do I feel safer being?

      “Get some sleep, my Queen.”  He rolls onto his back.

      “I’m not yours.”

      He chuckles.  “Yes, you are.  One day, you will be by your own will.”

      I roll toward him.  “What makes you think so?”

      Half of his face is darkened by the lone candle that rests on the table next to his side of the bed.  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Laying on my back, I say, “I will not give you my body willingly.”

      “You will,” he claims.  “And, you will be the one begging me to touch you.”

      A snort slips past my lips.  “Only in your dreams, King Caelum.”

      A smile pulls at his lips, appearing deviously playful.  His eyes close while mine remain open, studying him and his features.  The single crease above his brow abates as his chest rises with a calming cadence.

      The thought of slaying the beast where he sleeps tickles my mind, but something is holding me back.  The wolf bared its teeth, but even with the snap that drew blood, it was minuscule compared to the strikes from Uncle.  Despite both events, my wounds healed rapidly and there was no bruising nor barely a small mark from the gashes the following day.

      Why don’t I kill the wolf beside me and be done with beasts?  The opportunity is painstakingly present and possible.  Could it be just like the previous opportunities to kill Uncle?  Could it be fear that prevents me from doing it, and if so, why?  Death does not scare me because that would be the ultimate freedom from the atrocity that is my life.

      Even with the excitement of the past few days, sleep teases me but does not come.  I listen to the sounds outside our tent and the breathing of the male lying next to me.  Much later, he rolls closer, cocooning me with his body.  I try to fight it, but there’s something about his form that’s relaxing.  Knowing that I have a wolf next to me, protecting me from the other beasts out there that may be worse than him, entices slumber finally.

      “Wakey, wakey,” a familiar voice calls.

      A daze consumes my head and I can’t tell if I’m dreaming.

      “Easy, Caellach,” another voice commands.

      My eyes dart open and it takes me a second to realize where I am.  Despite having King Caelum’s shirt on, I pull the blankets over my chest and sit up.

      “We didn’t believe that Father had released you,” Caellach states.  “So, we came to see it for ourselves.”

      “Funny how he didn’t invite us to the union,” Rian quips.

      “We knew your new king wouldn’t have gotten much farther so we had scouts tracking since you left Krigare,” Caellach explains.

      My attention shifts to King Caelum who’s sitting in a chair with his feet up on the desk.

      Rian comes over and sits next to me.  He inspects my face and body.  “You’re thinner than the last time we saw you.”

      “Uncle has⁠—”

      “Don’t defend him,” Rian requests.  He picks up my left hand and sees the ring.  “Interesting jewelry from Cysgod.”

      “It’s a family heirloom,” King Caelum states, lowering his feet.

      “How did you get past the guards?” I ask.

      My cousins snicker though Rian cuts his short first.

      “Kion knew where they were at all times,” King Caelum announces.  “I allowed them to enter the camp.”

      “Allowed?” Caellach scoffs.

      “You were never good at sneaking up on people, Lach,” Rian teases.  “Your big head always got in the way.”

      His brother steps to my vanity and picks up Mother’s crown.  “Where’d you get this?”

      “I gave it to her,” King Caelum lies.  “Put it down if you know what’s good for you.”

      “How are Miela and Liridona?” I ask, changing the subject.  “And the children?  I hope they’re well.”

      “They’re well since they’re not around Father,” Rian states.

      My brow lifts, surprised by his candidness.  Though they have always appeased their father, I have seen in their faintest expressions that they do not agree with many things Uncle does or says.  He does not correct them, but I wonder if he’s ever seen their reactions.  Despite everything, even when they’ve been kind to me, I am cautious around my cousins.  It could be a ploy, for what type of gain I do not know.

      “Father will have your head should he hear the way you speak of him,” Caellach warns.

      “He won’t hear of it,” Rian bites back, rising sharply.  “Your family would be at risk should you dare open your mouth before thinking.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Enough!” King Caelum commands.  “You have seen your cousin.  She is well.  You may visit Cysgod if she requests it.”

      “Visit?” I repeat, shocked to hear his words.

      “Be gone before I send word that you are scheming against your father,” King Caelum threatens.

      “A gift, dear cousin.”  Caellach steps toward me, offering something from his pocket.  “Liridona picked it out.”

      “Thank you.”  Opening the fabric, I smile when I find dried hilliewallops in it.  “It has been some time since I’ve had some.”

      “They just came in bloom,” he states.  “She plans to send an entire cart full.  Also said that they are good for many ailments.”

      “They are.  Thank you.  Please give her my love.”

      “And, a gift from Miela and myself.”  Rian steps over, offering something.

      Two of the smoothest iron rods with sharp points are found with jewels at the other end.

      “It is lovely,” I reply.

      “They’ll come in handy should he get out of line,” Rian teases, tipping his head toward King Caelum.

      “They are meant for the hair,” I say.

      “Or a good weapon when needed,” my cousin replies with a wink.

      “He has appeared as himself since the beginning,” I inform.  “A wolf in wolf’s clothing.”

      My cousins smirk as they look at King Caelum.

      “Good luck with this one,” Caellach says.  “If any one of us is like Father, it would be Aurora.”

      My chest constricts at hearing him speak my name.  Neither have done it since I was little.

      “You are of his blood.  It takes a fellow snake to survive a viper,” I declare.

      “You’re not in the viper’s den anymore,” Rian states.

      I glance at the three men before me.  “We’re all in Uncle’s den…it has just expanded its reach.  I expect him to conquer Iasc and at least another kingdom within a year.”

      “Father has conquered more than he can handle,” Caellach states.

      There’s no argument.  After claiming Soare and Padina, Uncle conquered the kingdoms of Kristal and Colina within ten years.  All three kingdoms are the closest to Krigare, giving Uncle leverage with the amount of land he possesses as well as the number of soldiers he has gained from it.

      “Yet, he plans on taking over more,” I remind.  “Mind your kingdoms.  I don’t doubt something will come of their kings, affording you a better place under his thumb.”

      “We are aware of Father and his desires,” Rian informs.

      “Yet, you do nothing,” I counter.

      “One does not just oppose Father…particularly openly,” Caellach informs.

      “There are more of you than he,” I remind, peering at the men before me.  “Combined, you three have more of an army than he would ever dream of.”

      “We are not kings,” Caellach reminds.

      “Yet,” Rian says with an expression that reveals it is only a matter of time and may be under circumstances that may raise questions from many.

      “Uncle’s thirst for power knows no bounds,” I remind as if they have forgotten.

      “Don’t fill your pretty little head with the matters of men,” Rian suggests.

      “Why not?” I scoff.  “Oh, that’s right.  The role of a female is to smile and look pretty.  No female could ever comprehend such ideas or actions.”

      My cousins look at King Caelum and stand.  Rian moves first, bowing at me.  “It is good to see you, cousin.”  He kisses my cheek and leaves the tent.

      Caellach approaches with a hint of timidness.  “Write to us.”

      “Uncle will intercede,” I counter.

      “Then, we will visit once you’re settled.”  Caellach kisses my forehead and leaves.

      Once my gifts are packed in my trunk, I turn and face King Caelum.  “You cannot trust them.”

      “Who says that I do?”

      “You let them into the camp,” I remind.

      “The situation was under control the entire time,” he claims.

      “I love my cousins, but they are of Uncle’s blood.”

      “You are of his blood.”  King Caelum stands and approaches me.  “Does that mean I should not trust you either?”

      “Yes,” I admit.  “He raised me to obey, but….”  My words soften when King Caelum reaches towards me, causing me to flinch.

      His fingers caress the edge of my hairline.  “You think he is releasing you into the world, destined to be just like him.”

      “How can I not?” I scoff.  “Look at who he bargained with.”

      “Do you know the difference between vipers and wolves, my Queen?”

      It takes me a moment to reply, “No.”

      “A viper, when backed into a corner, is left to defend itself.  A wolf has an entire pack to safeguard what is his.”

      “You expect Uncle to attack Cysgod?”

      He smirks as his head tilts to the side.  “I planned on it.”

      “Then, why bow to him?  Why ally with him?”

      “To catch a viper in his den,” he states.

      “So, the world will have to deal with a pack of wolves once you’ve killed the viper?” I ask, shocked to be having this conversation.

      “Yes.”

      I force down the lump in my throat.  “And, what do you plan for the world once you’ve killed the viper?”

      He moves closer and cups my chin.  “You are not ready for that part, my Queen.”

      “How do you know?”

      King Caelum steps away and sits at his desk, slipping on his first boot.  “When you are willing to give me your body without coercion…then, and only then, will you be ready to understand it all.”

      “And, if I don’t?” I goad.

      “Then, I have failed my people.”
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      As we ride, King Caelum’s final words in our tent linger in my mind like a song.  How could me giving myself to him willingly allow me to comprehend anything?  More importantly, how could the lack of me doing so cause him to fail his people?

      By nightfall, we’re almost through the Ravaryn Forrest.  The trees stretch toward the sky, at least three times the size of any other tree I have ever seen.  We’re just north of Ogień which makes me question King Caelum’s relationship with that kingdom.  If my cousins had scouts watching us, I would surmise that other kingdoms will do or have done the same.  Who else will we encounter on our journey to Cysgod?

      The moon is hidden by the canopy of leaves above, making it tricky to see more than a foot before us.  The horses do well as they continue forward and I’m grateful to have them carrying us compared to having to walk through this dense foliage.  A blue light flickers in the distance, disappearing as fast as it came.

      “What…what was that?”

      “Deva, my Queen.”

      A giggle erupts from me as I look back at King Caelum.  “Deva?  They are myths told to children.  I—”  I’m cut off the second a yellow one lights up a few inches from my nose.

      “And yet, they are all around you.”

      Blues, yellows, purples, whites, greens, reds, and oranges sparkle around us.  Most are along the ground, lining the pathway as a few flicker above our heads.

      “Did you see them when you came to Krigare?” I ask, reaching toward the closest.

      “We took the southern route around Ogień.”

      “Why are we going this way?  Is it faster?”

      “Not really.”  King Caelum snatches the Deva before us.

      “You’ll hurt it,” I accuse with a frown.  “Let it go.”

      “They are stronger than their size presents.”  He cups my hands together and offers it.  The Deva shines like the sun at its highest peak.

      I cannot make out a body to the ball of light but I can feel that there is something present when it touches my thumb.  It chimes a sweet song and glimmers brighter than one could imagine.

      “What is it doing?”

      “It is summoning its people,” King Caelum states.  “They recognize you, Queen Aurora.”

      “How can Deva know who I am?”

      “Even the Deva know of the murder of King Reuel and Queen Eleanora.”

      My face falls and I stick my hands out, opening my fingers.  The Deva does not leave and more come closer.  “How do they know of my kin?”

      “All of our land heard of the fall of Soare,” he explains.

      “I have never left Krigare since that night,” I remind.  “How can⁠—”

      “Yet, you did leave Soare when you were little.  Besides, they know where your mother came from.”

      “What makes Aria different than other kingdoms?”

      He chuckles.  “They all have their own magic, but I am not speaking of Aria.”

      “What do you mean?”  I barely glance back at him.

      “She was not from the Kingdom of Aria, as you were told,” King Caelum claims.  “Some say she was from Ukiyo.”

      “Ukiyo is not real,” I say, giggling.  “Mother liked to tell stories.”

      “With good reason,” he replies.  “It is not easy to reach nor wise to conquer.  Ukiyo is where your lineage is from, but your mother was not born in either place.”

      “Then, where is she from?”  I look over my shoulder, doubting his claims.  “And, why should I believe anything a wolf wishes to say?”

      He chuckles for a long moment.  “This coming from the one who thinks she is a viper.”

      “Wouldn’t I be a serpent after living in the den of another?”

      His lips graze my earlobe.  “You were a mouse being played with.  Now, you are something else, my Queen.  And, I look forward to the day you embrace it.”

      “What am I if not a mouse or viper?”  I don’t allow him to reply.  “Are you trying to say that I am a wolf like you?”  I snicker at the thought.  “I am far from it.”

      “Says the one who does not fear her uncle and eagerly waits for the day his head is severed from his body.”

      “If my mother was not from Aria, then why would she lie to her daughter or her family about it?”

      “To protect the ones she loves.”

      The trees open and a vast clearing is found under the moonlight.  The Deva continue towards the tents that have been set up, waiting for our arrival.

      “Do not be surprised if you see a dryad,” he adds.  “They are known to be where the Deva are found.”

      My resolve hardens.  “I am not a child.  I am not naive.  I will not fall for your tricks.”

      Our conversation concludes though I swear I see a guard pretending to be a dryad along the tree line.  When we reach its location, nothing is there.  I squint, hoping to make out a tree-like creature with eyes despite the low visibility.  A frown forms on my face when nothing is confirmed.  I secretly wish that dryads were real.  I have since Mother gave men Briar.

      We’re taken to our tent and I can barely walk from a second day of riding.  Kion and King Caelum speak as soldiers bring a few items and Gertie unpacks for me.

      During dinner, the soldiers are quiet as they keep their eyes on the horizon.  Kion nor King Caelum seem to mind when they do strike up whispered conversations amongst themselves.  One speaks up and points to the sky.  It takes until a few fires are snuffed out to see what he’s identifying.

      “The Gods smile upon our journey,” Kion says, pointing to the colored streaks as they dash across the sky.

      “They smile upon the union of our King and Queen,” Gertie claims.

      I catch King Caelum’s attention when I snort in opposition.  My chalice raises to my lips and I take a long pull of the mead, grateful for the diversion.

      “There should be stardust along their trail,” Gertie continues excitedly.  “That’s how I heard the Gods send their kisses to the land.”

      This claim piques my interest having never heard an explanation of stardust origins before.  Mother told stories of stardust being all over the land.  She said that it has healing properties, but I have never seen it do anything other than shimmer against someone’s skin.  When I questioned her about it, she said that not all dust that ladies wear is stardust.  Stardust is what the Gods gave to the Enkeli who once protected our land and the innocent. Supposedly, it gives them the power of the rising sun and the setting moon and is the only thing that can revive a mortally wounded Enkeli.

      None have seen Enkeli for thousands of years; the Soturi Enkeli, who were the warrior angels, nor the Amor Enkeli, who were the love angels.  It has been speculated that they’re the same and were close with the Conroicht who turned on them.

      It is said that the Conroicht, the Fae who could change between human and wolf form, became infected and crazed.  They were once revered for their guardianship over children, wounded men during battle, and were the finders of missing people.  The infection made the Conroicht rabid, much so that they killed all the Enkeli and then turned on themselves.

      “Why would the Gods smile upon our union?” I blurt.

      Kion, King Caelum, and Gertie stare at me as the guards around us become quiet.

      “I am no one special,” I say.  “Just because I was born a princess does not make me better than any other Fae in the land, even Gertie.”  I study the people before me.  “To say I am special is to say we all are special.  The Gods smiled upon us all tonight, not only myself.”

      “Thank you, my Queen.”  Gertie raises her glass and bows her head.  “I have never been complimented as such in all my life.  I shall cherish that present until the day I die.”

      I force a smile and look away.

      “I hope we see an Enkeli,” Gertie hums.  “They are the ones who can collect the stardust.”

      “It’s been a long time since they’ve been spotted outside of Ukiyo or Celio,” a guard states.

      “I wonder why?” Gertie sighs.

      “Because they nor those kingdoms exist,” I blurt.

      “To say they don’t exist is to say the Gods do not exist,” Kion claims.

      “Fine.”  I huff and stand abruptly.  “The Gods do not exist.”  My feet storm in the direction of our tent and it doesn’t take long for me to reach it.  I wring the back of my neck, hating how stiff I feel.

      “Tired already?” King Caelum asks.

      My feet stumble when I turn to face him.  “Yes,” I lie.

      He begins to remove his riding attire.  “It is to be expected.”

      “What is?”

      “Your doubt in their existence,” he claims.  “All that you’ve been through.  All that⁠—”

      “How do you know what I’ve been through?  Were you there?  No!  So, please tell me, King Caelum, how I may not hate the very Gods I am to love who have put me in the position I’ve been placed?”

      “Warriors are not made during peace.”

      “Warrior?” I scoff.  “What am I a warrior of, hm?  A warrior of pretty dresses?  Or, perhaps a warrior bowing to beasts who think they are kings and wish to be Gods?  Tell me, dearest King.  What exactly am I a warrior of?”

      “That is for you to discover and not for me to tell you,” he claims.

      “Why not?”  I charge towards him.  “Since kings have a fine head on their shoulders to tell everyone else what to do, why not tell me?  And, don’t say it’s because I’m not ready.”

      “You aren’t ready.”

      My hand flies through the air, stinging a second later after contacting King Caelum’s face.  His head doesn’t move from my blow.  He’s either stronger than I thought or I am weaker than I realized.

      “Do not insult me.”

      His hand snakes around my wrist and he pins me against the vanity.  “It’s the last thing I would ever wish to do, my Queen.”

      “I am not yours.  I never will be.”

      “You are more his than you realize,” he claims.  “You don’t have to be his any longer.”

      “How—”

      “You afford him control right now,” King Caelum states.  “By the way you react rather than respond.”

      “And, how, according to you, am I to act?”  I pull down, but his hands tighten around my skin.

      “As the Fae woman you are meant to be.”

      “What or who am I meant to be, hm?”

      He turns my wrists, forcing me to cup them together.  A fire ignites between them, hovering as if it is a Deva.  The heat tingles my fingertips as its warmth spreads up my arms.  My mouth falls open, shocked by what’s happening and how the fire is not burning my skin or his.

      “You are the morning sun, my Queen.”  The fire sparkles in his eyes.  “You can command it if you open yourself to the energy.”

      “How…how are you doing that?”  I gulp, surprised by what’s transpiring.

      “I command fire.”  One of his hands releases me and swipes over the ball of heat crackling between us.  The color changes to that of pure white and disappears at the snap of his fingers.

      “You are the King of Cysgod,” I remind.  “You are to control shadows if you had magic, not fire.”

      “How do you think shadows exist, my Queen?”  King Caelum studies me as I stare at him blankly.  “Shadows cannot exist without either light or dark.  They are the blending of the two.  Light cannot exist without the dark and the dark cannot exist without the light.”

      “I—”

      “Not every Fae who wields magic resides in a kingdom that is of their gift,” he adds.

      “I—”

      “It is a choice,” King Caelum continues.  “The choice of darkness.”  The lights in our tent extinguish at the flick of his wrist.  “The choice of light.”  The flames return on his last word.  “Neither is better than the other.  They must work together to live.  They must work together for our world to survive.”

      “I and many others could have lived without Uncle.”

      “Would you have lived if not for him?” he asks.

      “How can⁠—”

      “Another King could have declared war against Soare or even Krigare.  Another King could have killed you.  Even if your kin lived, you would not be the Fae woman standing before me.”

      I snicker.  “We would not be⁠—”

      “You would not still be his.”

      “I am not yours,” I declare.  “I am no one’s.  How can I belong to anyone when I don’t even belong to myself?”

      “You are a freed mouse that has the bite of a viper because of the evil that was inflicted upon her.”

      “Me, free?”  I scoff.  “How am I free?”

      “Are you chained to this tent?  Are you⁠—”

      “So, you’re saying that I can walk out of this camp right now if I choose?” I ask heatedly.

      “Yes.”

      My eyes narrow.  “Alone?”

      “No, but you would not be forcefully returned.”

      “What game are you playing, King Caelum?”

      “I am not playing a game.  You may leave if you wish, but those guards will follow you.”

      “Because you’ll order them,” I challenge.

      “I would be there by their side, but I would not request it of them.”

      “Then, why would they willingly protect me?” I ask.

      “You may bite at me all you wish, but I will not bite back.”

      “I have seen your teeth, wolf, when you struck me the night of our union,” I remind coldly.

      “I’d say we’re even considering you struck me not too long ago.”

      “Why?”  I shove his chest.  “Why would you let me go if you claim that I am your Queen?  Why would they follow me, protect me, if I choose to leave?”

      “Why else would a pack of wolves defend their alpha’s Queen?”  He doesn’t give me a chance to think or reply.  “Because she is his mate!”

      “Mate.”  I giggle nervously.  “Mates between Fae do not exist.”

      “Not where you grew up,” he claims.  “Where I’m from, there are plenty who are with their mates.”

      My nostrils flare.  “I am not your queen.  I am not your mate.  To be your mate would make me a wolf which I am not.”

      “You are what you say you are, my Queen.”

      Wanting to test his words, I storm out of the tent.  My head darts back and forth, trying to decide which way to go.  The five guards present don’t comment or offer a suggestion.  Once I’m ten feet away, I hear their footsteps trailing me.  I do not look back, I do not ask questions let alone speak.

      Wandering to the east, I find myself stopped in front of the forest.  I stare at it and the Deva who dance about inside.  In time, their colors and lights fade, making me have to deal with what’s behind me.  Soon, I’m pacing the grass and mumbling to myself.  When my feet become tired, I lay on the ground and stare up at the stars.  I will the Gods to send another shooting star, but one does not come.

      “They’re different out here, aren’t they, my Queen?”  Gertie lowers herself next to me.  “I never knew there were so many.”

      “There are more than one could ever count,” I agree, flitting my gaze across the millions of stars above.

      “I know they’re kisses between the Gods, but I like to think of them as deceased Fae looking down on us.”

      My head turns in her direction.  “That’s a pretty idea.”

      She smiles brightly.  “Which one would you say is your mother?”  Gertie looks back up at the sky that is dusted with colors of blue, white, soft yellow, and purple between the stars.  “I think she’d be that one.”  She points to a bright star.  “And that….”  Her arm moves.  “That one is your father with your brothers between them.”

      “You are most kind, Gertie.  I do not deserve it.”

      “Everyone deserves kindness, even the most evil of Fae.”

      “Why do you say that?” I ask, shocked by her statement.

      She shrugs.  “They were a child once.”  She glances at me.  “A child who turned into an adult.  They were hurt so badly that they do not know how to love others let alone themselves.”

      My attention returns to the stars.  “Some of us are not worth loving.”

      “Everyone is worth loving,” she counters.  Gertie points to a star that’s far to the west.  “That one would be my grandmother.”  She looks back at me.  “Everyone is worthy of love, even the most evil of Fae.  To love them is the ultimate slight.”

      “What do you mean?”  I prop up on my elbow.

      “Forgiveness is a personal thing,” she states.  “It is for you and you alone.  But, forgiveness takes away the power they hold on your heart and soul.  You can forgive without forgetting.”

      “Who hurt you?” I ask.

      “Everyone allows themselves to be hurt, my Queen.  We choose that pain.  We can also not choose it.”  She looks back at the sky.  “I’d rather not choose it.  It takes away the beauty of life that the Gods have given us.”

      A smile creeps onto my lips.  “How old are you, Gertie?  If you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Not much older than you.”  She sighs.  “I have yet to find my mate, but I know he’s out there.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “It makes each day worth getting up,” she says.

      I reach over and touch her hand.  “Your mate will be lucky to have you.”

      “Yours is lucky to have you, my Queen.”

      I grimace at her words.  She had to have overheard my conversation with King Caelum.

      “I do not mean to upset you,” she says.

      “You do not upset me, Gertie.  Far from it.”  I peer around at the guards who surround us at a distance before laying back down.  “I have missed having someone to converse with.”

      “You spoke to Cornelia, didn’t you?”

      “She never spoke back,” I remind.  “Not since Soare became Krigare.”

      “Could you ever figure out what she might say?” she asks.

      A smile creeps onto my lips.  “I pretended through the years, answering what I thought she would say.  It would make her laugh or smile which would make me do the same.”

      “She was lucky to have you,” Gertie states.

      “I was lucky to have her in more ways than one.”  I look at the woman beside me and touch her arm.  “I am lucky to have you.”

      Gertie smiles as she rolls toward me.  “I know I’m a bit of a talker, my Queen.  If it ever becomes too much, just let me know.  I won’t be offended by it.  I’m just glad to be out of Krigare.”  She lays back down.  “I always wanted to see what the world was like and now I have that chance.  My odds of finding my mate are greater now being out of Krigare.”

      “For not having anyone to converse with for so long, I dare not stop you, Gertie.”

      “Kion doesn’t seem to mind when I ask questions as we ride, but King Caelum….”  Her smile fades when I look at her.  “My apologies, my Queen.”

      “I am still trying to figure him out as well, Gertie.  There is no need to refrain.”

      “Says the one who can’t lose her position,” she balks.

      “He will get more than an earful from me should he ever even utter the words to dispose of you let alone take action on it,” I declare.

      Gertie’s smile returns, but it does not meet her eyes.  I meant what I said about defending her.  She is all that I have left of Soare.  She may be the only friend the Gods have afforded me and I dare not do anything to lose her.  I will fight to keep her by my side.  Should I lose anyone else, I know that I will lose myself completely to all that is the darkness that has clouded my heart and become just as bad, if not worse, than Uncle.
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      A dream about a knight wakes me, replaying in my mind.  His face was obscured until it was mere inches from mine.  My eyes fluttered open when the knight became King Caelum.  Fatigue prevented me from objecting verbally or physically as he carried me back to the tent.  He had removed my dress, managed to put his shirt on me, and placed me in bed without any assistance from Gertie.  The blankets and hide cocooned my body the second they were draped over me.  It didn’t take long for another warmth, King Caelum’s body, to meet my skin.  I was able to protest by way of a groan which was all I could muster.  The fieriness of his skin had a way that relaxed me instantly and lulled me back to sleep.

      Moans vibrate in my chest as I roll over, recounting the dream once again.  My legs barely move on their own, forcing me to direct them with my hands.

      “What’s wrong, my Queen?”  His voice is low as the blankets shift over my body.

      I don’t answer and dig my elbows into the bed to pull myself to the edge.  Something appears before me and my gaze darts away.  A burning consumes my cheeks and ears, embarrassed by the sight of his naked body.

      “I can help you,” King Caelum offers, kneeling.

      “I didn’t ask for your help nor do I want it.”

      He scoops me up and places me on the side of the bed where my feet hang and barely touch the ground.  King Caelum picks up my foot and presses his thumb into my sole.

      “Ow,” I whine through the bittersweet pain.

      “Lay back.”

      “No,” I object, not eager for another precarious situation with him.

      “If I do not aid you, you will not have the use of your legs by this evening,” he claims.

      I remain still and quiet.

      King Caelum stands and moves around to the other side of the bed.  I let out a sigh, grateful that he’s letting me be.  Something grabs me from behind and I yelp as I’m yanked back.  He returns to my bedside and brings over something to sit on.  I manage to prop up on my elbows as his hands return to my right foot.

      “Your safety and comfort are my responsibility, my Queen.”

      “Says the one who⁠—”

      “I have already apologized for striking you,” he reminds, squeezing my foot.  “If you dare bring it up again, I will add back the eighth punishment to your list.”

      A moan bursts from me and I wonder if my foot is in that much pain or if he is the culprit for how bad it hurts.  I do not speak nor look at him as King Caelum continues to rub my appendage.  My toes feel as if they are no longer stuck together when his hands reach my calf.  My arm darts to my face and I bite it to curtail the groans vying to escape.

      I jolt to a seated position when King Caelum reaches my thighs.  “What are you doing?”

      “Massaging you,” he explains, stating the obvious.

      I push his hands away.  “You do not need to go so high.”

      “It is all attached,” he claims.  “If I do not tend to each muscle in your lower body, it will be uncomfortable for you while we ride.  More so when we reach our next destination where you will not be able to walk.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” I say, placing my foot against his chest.  I bite back a smile when his chest hairs tickle my toes.

      Climbing over me, he puts us in the same position we were in the morning after our union.  He’s naked and his shirt that I’ve worn for the second night has lifted to my belly button.

      “Get off of me,” I command.

      His eyes roam my face as his fingers skim along my cheek.  “You are beautiful even when you’re angry with me or embarrassed by the way you feel as I touch you.”

      “Embarrassed?”  I scoff.  “I’m not—”  My words are cut off when his hand rests on my waist, affording his thumb the ability to circle my hip bone.

      “Shy, maybe?” he says with a playful tone.

      “Shy?  Why would I be….”  My voice fades when his fingers inch closer to my lady garden.

      “Modest might be more appropriate,” he suggests.  King Caelum studies me.  “Wiggle the toes of your right foot.”

      Clenching my jaw, I comply a second later.

      “Now, wiggle the toes of your left.”

      I deliberately count to three before obeying.

      “Do you feel the difference?”

      My head bobs while my mouth remains closed.

      “Good.”  He sits up and returns to the stool and begins manipulating my left foot.

      Desperate to conceal my reaction, I close my eyes and pull my lips between my teeth.  Though I will deny it to anyone, how his hands work against my skin is tantalizing.  They’re rough but my muscles welcome the coarseness.  I didn’t know someone could touch me in a way that makes me want it to never end—particularly a male.

      While I’m lost in thought, King Caelum climbs over me.  “Shall I continue over the rest of your body?”

      My eyes pop open.  “No.”

      He chuckles as he rolls over.

      “Why do you insist on touching me how you do?”

      He regards me as he sits up.  “You are my Queen.  I may look at you and touch you as I please.”

      “I am their queen,” I state, gesturing to the exit with my chin.  “What’s the difference between them touching me as they please?”

      “There are many differences,” King Caelum replies.  “You also only know violent touch.”  His hand extends toward me and I pull away.  “You cower as a wounded, abused animal would…even from a touch that is meant with love and⁠—”

      “Love,” I scoff with a snort.  “You do not know me.”

      The lines on his face harden but soften a second later.  “Your chambermaid touches you and you react differently.  Your challenge stems from males.  You expect to be hit, berated, or any other negative lashing either by tongue or a hand.  With Gertie, you encourage her touch and you touch her.”

      “Females are different,” I counter.

      “Females can and do inflict pain, even as a defensive response to protect oneself.”

      My gaze sharpens on him.  Words fail me when I realize he knows me better than I thought.  Yet, I know little to nothing about him.

      “Your words, tone of voice, and body language change depending on who you are with,” King Caelum adds.  “You are different with Gertie than you were with your uncle or me.”

      “Because you both are beasts and she is not,” I say.

      “Yet, many beasts can and do appear in a cloak of the smaller animal to entrap their prey,” he adds with a sly grin.

      I don’t comment, detesting his accuracy.  He is calling me a beast and rightfully so.  Despite my hatred for him, Uncle has made me into one to some degree.

      “Stand up and walk around.”

      “Do not tell me what to do,” I state, stretching before performing as he had instructed.  My joints crack and the tightness in my muscles seems to have disappeared—for now.

      King Caelum rises and pulls me into him.  Our bodies bounce against each other but he keeps me held against him with his hand secured on my lower back.  “You need to feel the difference in your muscles.  Plus, you need the blood to move since we’ll be on horseback all day.”

      “Why do you care about my comfort?”

      “You are my Queen,” he says.

      “If I was anything else, would it still matter to you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I regard him.  “Why?”

      King Caelum releases me and heads to the desk.  He uncorks a bottle and pours two drinks, offering one to me.  The cup lifts to his lips and he chugs it without answering.

      “Which dress do you wish for me to wear today?” I inquire, sniffing the liquid.  A sigh releases from me when it smells of water.

      A wicked smile pulls on his lips.  “I’d prefer you wear nothing.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “However, others will be around and I do not wish for any of them to gaze upon your full beauty, my Queen.”  He pours himself another glass, gulping it down a moment later.  “Wear whichever pleases you.”

      My brows lift.  “Aren’t I to wear what pleases you?”

      “That will be done once we’re in Cysgod,” he returns.  “You are limited with your attire as we travel.  I wish for you to be comfortable.”

      “To be comfortable would be to have my own horse,” I state.

      He chuckles.  “You would fall off given how tense your body was before I worked on it.”  King Caelum sticks his head out of the tent and requests food to be sent.

      Ignoring him, I consider what to wear.  Cornelia created eight dresses other than the grey one.  By the colors presented, I’d say she had little time to get her hands on fabric let alone the ability to dye them from the lack of colors found in Krigare.  The remaining dresses are navy, sky blue, evergreen, lilac, white, and royal purple.  There will be the need to wear several more than once which I don’t mind.  I’d have to make ten dresses last an entire season in Krigare.

      “How many more days to Cysgod?” I ask, choosing the light blue dress that has yellow thread on the hem.

      “Four if we continue at the pace we’ve done the past two days.”  King Caelum is suddenly behind me.  His fingers skim across my neck, making me shiver.  “Cysgod will welcome you no matter what color dress you wear, my Queen.”

      Keeping my back to him, I goad, “Even red?”

      He snorts his distaste.  “They will welcome you even if you wear red.  I do not wish for you to ever where that hideous color.”

      “Nor do I.”  I chance a glance at him.  The coolness of the forenoon air slithers through my body, tempting me to lean into his warmth.  “I am cold-blooded like a snake.”

      “I am as warm as a wolf.”  He moves closer, slipping his hand along my stomach.   “I don’t mind being used by you for my heat, among other things, my Queen.”

      “That would require me to trust you.”

      “It will take you some time,” he agrees.  “But, you will find that you can.”

      “Says every predator who traps their prey.”

      His hand tightens across my belly.  “You are not trapped, Aurora.  You are more free than you could ever imagine.  Did I not prove that last night?”

      With the lift of my chin, I say, “There were guards around.  I was not⁠—”

      “They were there to protect you should anyone attempt to hurt you ever again.”  King Caelum spins me to face him.  The fire in his eyes ignites, offering a warning.

      “Had I run?” I inquire.

      “They would have followed but none would have tackled you to the ground nor forced you to return,” he claims.  A snort slips past his lips.  “I, on the other hand, would possibly tackle you.”

      My gaze narrows.  “Why?”

      “For fun.”  He steps away from me.

      “Fun?”  I lower to my stool and face the mirror on the vanity.  “How would tackling me be fun?”

      Glancing into the mirror, I see a devious smile spread across his face when he spins around.  His pants are low on his hips, revealing the hair that leads to his Faehood.  Something I wish I hadn’t seen, and yet, the placement of the fabric is luring my gaze to remain.  Heat rises to my cheeks and I dart my head to the side.

      “There are many ways to have fun, my Queen.”

      “Maybe for a wolf,” I mumble, biting back a smirk.

      “You’re better off with a wolf than a snake,” he states.

      “I am the snake,” I remind.

      He struts toward me and captures my hair in his hand, tilting my head to the side.  “I have seen you, my Queen.  You are not a snake.  You were a mouse dealing with a viper.”

      “A mouse who is now dealing with a wolf.”

      The hairs on my body stand up when his warm breath tingles my neck.  “Snakes eat mice.  Wolves do not.”  His lips dance along my skin.  “You, my Queen, are neither mouse nor snake.”

      Our eyes meet in the mirror.  “Then, what am I.”

      “You are something entirely different.”  His teeth nip at my earlobe as his hand glides to my breast.

      I snicker.  “Are you suggesting that I’m a wolf?”

      His chuckle is low and rumbles down my spine.  “You could be one if you wanted.”  He tips my head to the other side as his hand dips under the shirt that I am wearing.  “You are so much more, Queen Aurora.”

      A whimper pushes past my lips when he pinches my nipple.  “Why won’t you tell me what I am?”

      “Only you can decide what you are or will be.”  King Caelum squeezes my breast and kisses my nape.  “We all have the power to embrace what we truly are.”

      A tear slips down my cheek.  “I know nothing else,” I admit lowly.

      His hand clamps around my arm, just below my shoulders, and forces me to stand and face him.  King Caelum presses his lips to mine, catching me off guard.  He lowers to my seat and pulls me onto his lap.  Our kiss ends as he nuzzles into my hair.

      “I will show you the world, my Queen, so you may be the woman you wish to be, the woman I know you can be, and the woman you are destined to be.”

      “What am I destined to be when I’m stuck with another beast?”

      Gertie pops into the tent, drawing our attention.  “My apologies, my Queen and King.”  She dashes out and yells, “Let me know when you’re ready to dress.”

      Heat burns my cheeks as I stare at the entrance, willing my chambermaid to return.

      King Caelum guides my chin to face him.  He holds it firmly, but just enough that I can’t pull away.  “You are destined for greatness, Aurora.”

      I strive to look away but he holds on.  “I am no one.”

      His hands surround my face.  “You are the Queen of Cysgod.  You are my Queen.”

      “They are just titles,” I challenge.  “They’re just words.”

      “Then, show them who you are.  Show them the Fae woman who has compassion for others even when she was not afforded it.  Show them the fierce warrior who withstood the torture of her uncle after her kin was murdered.  Show them that despite the hardship you were dealt,  that many of them were dealt, that they, too, can rise above the pain and be more than what was done to them.”

      My eyes lower, desperate for him to not see the pain within me.  The words he has spoken, and the words Gertie said last night, pierce my heart such that I feel asphyxiated yet can breathe freely for the first time.  I am not a queen and I was never a princess.  I was and am a child whose kin was betrayed and murdered.  I am a caged animal that is starting to despise being provoked and manipulated.  The anger within me clouds my heart and soul from ever being anything other than someone who is plotting revenge.

      “Your uncle’s head will be severed from his body,” King Caelum states, his gaze sharp like a sword.  “If not by you, then by me.”

      “You could be playing me just as he did,” I quip.

      Wrapping his arms around me, King Caelum shares, “You will learn in time that you can trust me, Aurora.  You are safe with me until my last breath.”

      “Why would you say such a thing to someone you don’t know?”

      “I know more about you than you or most realize,” he shares.

      “How?”  I pull back and wipe my face, hating the tears that are forcing their way past my eyelids.

      Our foreheads connect as his fingers curl around the back of my neck.  “You will not believe my words, my Queen.  Not yet.”

      “What are you planning on showing me?”  I ask.  “Do you think attacking him, killing him on my behalf, will get me to see you any differently than I already do?”

      “No.”

      My brows lift in shock, hoping he’ll explain.  Instead, his lips press to mine, lingering longer than I prefer.  There’s a softness to his mouth as if he’s pleading with me, but I’m not sure about what and why.  King Caelum releases me, returns me to my seat, and walks away.

      “Gertie,” he beckons.

      “Yes, my King?” she replies, entering the tent with a curtsey.

      “See to it that Queen Aurora eats while you dress her,” he instructs.  “We leave soon for our next leg to Cysgod.”

      “Yes, my King.”  Gertie rushes out of the tent, returning with food.  She places one tray on King Caelum’s desk and the other on my vanity.  “There’s juice or water, my Queen.”

      “Water will be fine.  Thank you, Gertie.”  I reach and grab a slice of cheese and dried meat.

      The tent is silent as she unbraids my hair and brushes it.  I aimlessly comply with Gertie’s directions as she styles my hair once I’m dressed.  King Caelum’s reflection in the mirror draws my attention.  Our conversations repeat in my head as I study his form.  The muscles on his back are magnificent, even more so as they connect to his shoulders and continue down his arms.  His hair falls just past his shoulders with a slight wave to it.  The lower sides of his scalp are shaved back but is not completely bald with an intricate cut through it that emulates flames.  His physique is much larger than Uncle’s which is interesting.  They are both warriors in their own right, yet King Caelum has crafted his body to be more like a soldier than a king.

      It takes me a second to realize that he has caught me staring.  My jaw tenses and my gaze darts to the grass.  I hear his footsteps first before I see him, standing before me with his hands on the top of his pants.  His fingers move slowly as he hooks the last two buttons.  Muscles flex in his bare feet, indicating the strength he has in his smallest of toes.

      The conundrum that is King Caelum baffles me.  His claims of trust will not come easily yet he has touched me several times and I cannot remember flinching or cowering.  Words are just that—words.  Yet, there is something about him that is vastly different than when we were in Krigare.  Uncle and his kingdom can stifle anyone in the oddest of ways.

      Did King Caelum honestly not intend to strike me the night of our union?  Did he intend to present himself differently for Uncle’s sake?  He has mentioned punishments, but none have been administered.  He can control fire and hasn’t used it to threaten me into submission.  Aside from that, there have been several instances where his touch is something I have never felt from a male.  The guards kept their distance as did the noblemen.  The only Fae male who touched me after my kin was murdered was Uncle and that was always to inflict pain.  Several of King Caelum’s touches have been pleasant, particularly when I barely felt them, and are paired with his warmth.

      “Ready?”

      When I finally look up, King Caelum is fully dressed.

      “She is, my King.”

      A hand reaches out to me.  “Ready to ride, my Queen?”  The heat from his hand caresses my cheek from a foot away.

      Placing my hands in his, I say, “Yes.”

      He guides me to stand.  “You look lovely in blue.”

      “Like the dawn with her blond hair and golden eyes,” Gertie agrees.

      “How are your legs?”  He steps closer.

      “B…better.”

      “I would offer to walk part of the day, but⁠—”

      “The further we are from Krigare, the better,” I agree, recognizing his intent.

      “It will return to Soare once again, my Queen.”

      “With a wolf as its king?” I ask.

      He chuckles and steps forward, closing the gap between us.  “No.  Perhaps one of our children one day.”

      I tip my head closer to him and whisper, “I will not give you an heir.”

      Sliding his hand onto my back, he replies, “You will, my Queen, and it will be you vying for my affection.”
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      As we begin to veer further south, the landscape captivates me. Currently, we’re traversing through a rocky-hill section with tall grass between every crack and crevice.  The foliage stretches as high as the knees of our horses and dances in the wind.  Flowers are visible; some of which I would love to stop and small, perhaps pick a few herbs, too.

      Reading about such things in books does not do its beauty justice compared to observing it in person.  The authors have done a marvelous job depicting the plants, sky, and everything around them far better than I ever could.  They still see the beauty in life, all the way down to a speck of dirt on the tiniest of rocks or the deepest hole.

      The sky is several shades darker than the dress I’m wearing.  The sun illuminates brightly above, just starting to cast our shadows to the east.  There’s a river to our left in the distance that has grown in width and winds like a lock of stray hair blowing in the wind.  I had seen a creek in the Ravaryn Forrest and would surmise that it connects to the one that is present.  My eyes stay vigilant on the terrain, hoping to see other species of Fae.

      “Ogień’s castle will be seen soon,” King Caelum hums in my ear.  “We will join King Conláed and Queen Kenina for the evening, affording us better accommodations until we leave at first light.”

      “I have not minded the tent,” I say.

      “Tents are meant for soldiers, not Queens.”

      “And, what of kings?”  I shift to peer at him.  “Are tents meant for kings?”

      “When leading his soldiers into battle, yes.”

      “How many battles do you have planned, King Caelum?”

      “You may call me my King or Caelum,” he informs.  “You do not have to pair them together all the time.”

      “You are not my King,” I remind smugly.

      “Shall that be punishment number eight?” he asks with a hint of a smile in his tone.  “You may just call me by my name, Aurora.”

      If I didn’t hate the beast behind me, even with the kindness he has afforded, I would kiss him each time my name has been spoken from his lips.  I’d kiss any Fae who willingly speaks my name, even if it was to threaten or belittle me.  The mere fact that they say a name that I have longed to hear for over twenty years has made my dead heart pulse once again.  How he says it creates knots in my stomach which is confusing.  How can I despise him and long to hear his voice?

      “I am used to punishments,” I remind.  “The collection of them is different, but do as you wish.”

      “If I did as I wished, Aurora.”  His voice deepens as his lips graze my ear.  “We would have consummated the union the past four nights.”

      “What’s stopping you?”  My teeth clamp on my tongue, mortified that the question blurted out.

      “A female should not be forced.”  There’s a low rumble in his chest.  “Perhaps gently coerced, but never forced for an act that is meant to bring pleasure.  Besides, you cower from the slightest touch from me.  Something that we will break.”

      A breeze kisses my cheek and my gaze returns to the land around us.  “No threat of a punishment for the question?”

      “No punishment is needed when asking a question, my Queen.  How else are you to learn who I am?”

      “Words, King Caelum,” I say.

      “Followed by actions that have not inflicted any pain upon you.”

      A giggle erupts within me.  “Tell that to my feet and legs this each time we’ve awoken.”

      His hand slides over my waist.  “Yet, that pain aided them.  It is no different when a soldier trains.”

      “I am not a soldier,” I declare.

      “You knew where to place your dagger at my ribs to strike a mortal blow had you wished it,” he reminds.  “Something I am certain your uncle did not teach you.”

      I do not comment, hoping he will not press for more information.

      "It was good to see that, despite your situation, you were willing to defend yourself even if it meant your potential death.”

      “A chance to return to the Gods, at any age, would be an honor,” I retort.

      “A chance to live the life the Gods meant for us is even a greater honor.”  He pulls me into his body.  “You are destined for greatness, Aurora.  I look forward to the day you not only know it but take action.”

      “Destined?” I scoff.  “Destined?  No one is destined for anything.  We strive to be seen by the Gods for the feeble bit of time we live.”

      “Everyone is destined for greatness, my Queen.”  His lips press against the back of my head.  “It is up to them to make something of themselves.”

      “Says the beastly wolf king who was born into privilege and slayed his father,” I quip.

      “Punishment number eight,” he declares wickedly.  “I’m curious to see how many more we add before we reach Cysgod.  Shall we wager on it?”

      “You would ensure that you win,” I claim.

      His laugh rumbles into my body and booms around us.  Heat tingles my cheeks when I see Kion looking back at us.

      “The Piedra Kingdom is a seven-day ride to our right,” King Caelum informs.  “Below it and a little further south is Vouri.  Vouri is an ally of Cysgod whom your uncle has been seeking since he came into power.”

      “And, now you’ve given it to him,” I state.  “He’ll attack Bosc and then head south Piedra.”

      “Piedra and Bosc are allies,” he shares.  “Their forces are mighty, and even with Hokum, Pieva, and Padina, aside from claiming Kristal and Colina, he doesn’t dare attack them.”

      “Allies?”  I glance back at him.  “Who have other alliances?”

      “Ogień and Cysgod with Aria,” he replies.

      “Aria…as in the kingdom my Mother was from?” I snicker at the absurdity.

      “Yes,” King Caelum claims.  “Celio and Ukiyo are two others.”

      I laugh.  “Celio and Ukiyo are legends…myths.”

      “There are truths to all legends and myths, my Queen.”

      The horse’s footing alters below us, causing my hand to steady myself by way of King Caelum’s thigh.  The horse begins its descent of the rocky hill.  “My apologies.”  I go to pull away but his hand covers mine.

      “No need to ever apologize for touching me, Aurora,” his voice hums in my ear.  “I welcome your touch whenever you’re willing to give it.”

      “Even a slap to the face?  A dagger to your ribs?” I goad.

      His arm snakes around my body as we’re tipped back from a steeper decline.  “Yes.”

      “Why?”  I can feel him smile against my temple.

      “I long for your touch, my Queen,” he says.  “My Aurora, my⁠—”

      “Mate?”

      There’s a long beat of silence other than a whisper of a breeze dancing by.

      “Yes,” he affirms.  “But, I was going to say my Enkeli.”

      “I am no angel, King Caelum.”

      His arm tightens as he takes in a deep breath.  “You are all of that and more to me, Aurora.”

      “You will never be any of that to me,” I counter.  “I⁠—”

      Fingers curl around the thickest part of my braid.  My head is tilted back and his mouth claims mine.  Our lips part only for a second before his tongue grazes mine.  He releases me a second later as if the embrace never happened.

      “Thorin is to the east of Ogień.  Talay, which is along the eastern coast, is allied with Uisce.  Their allegiance is much like Bosc and Piedra where their bonds cannot be severed.”

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Any relationship can be severed.  All it takes is one person to betray another…or die.”

      “There is more to the world and people around us, Aurora,” King Caelum claims.  “There are more good Fae than there are bad.”

      I snicker.  “Which do you think are you?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he states.

      “A wolf is not a good Fae,” I say.  “It may protect its kind, but it also hunts others.”

      “Life is about balance, Aurora.  You cannot have birth without death.”

      “There is nothing to gain from killing someone?” I declare.

      “Isn’t there?  The death of your uncle would prevent the death of hundreds of thousands.”

      My mouth opens to comment, but only silence is found.  His words ring in my ears, realizing how one could correct the words I had spoken.  He is right.  Uncle’s death would end the suffering of many.  Yet, wouldn’t another tyrant rise?  Wouldn’t it give way to someone who wishes the same; to rule over others by force?

      “There,” King Caelum says, drawing my attention as he points forward.  “Do you see it?”

      I squint, wondering what I’m missing.  Something in the distance flickers.

      “That fire is at the very top of the Ogień castle,” he explains.  “It always burns.  Should it ever go out, Cysgod will know and we ride to their aid.”

      “So, Uncle will now have gained the alliance of not only Cysgod, but Vouri and Ogień?”  My heart beats thunderously in my chest.  “My Gods…do you know what you have done?”

      “Yes,” he replies.

      “You have doomed Iasc since they are divided by the ocean.  Uncle has been building a fleet in Padina beyond what King Valo had,” I say.  “How…how could you?”

      “They have the power of the water and a connection to the Selkie and sea nymphs,” King Caelum states.  “They have a mighty fleet and know the waters better than any other kingdoms or alliance."

      “They will perish if Cysgod, Ogień, and Vouri side with Uncle.”  I twist to face him.  “How can you do that?”

      A devious smile spreads across his face.  “Who says that we would side with Krigare, my Queen?  Who says that we might not make it look like we are aiding Krigare only to turn on King Aeron and aid the others?”

      My brows furrow, confused by his words.  “Why would…how could….”  I turn back in the direction of Ogień.

      “You do not believe me, and that is alright.  You will in time.”

      A thought pops into my head.  “Does King Conláed agree with this tactic?”

      “Yes.”

      My mind races with endless questions.  Could there be a plot to end Uncle’s reign?  Do Caellach and Rian know?  If they do, who’s side would they choose?  How many kings will pledge allegiance to one only to create or forge a secret alliance with another?  When would the lies, death, and destruction end?  A war that involves all or most of the kingdoms could end us all.

      “Why….”  I force the lump forming in my throat down.  “Why tell me this if it is true?”

      “There will no be secrets between us, Aurora,” King Caelum states.  “I may refrain from sharing certain details for certain reasons during sensitive times, but I will never lie to you.”

      “I could send word to Uncle,” I declare.

      “You could,” he agrees.  “And, I would not stop you.”

      “Why not?” I scoff.  “He would⁠—”

      “Do you think he would believe it was from you or that I wouldn’t have screened your messages?  Do you think that he would or doesn’t already suspect something of either myself or our alliance?”

      Words fail me having not given those questions a thought.

      “You may inquire about it to King Conláed if you’d like,” he adds.  “Queen Kenina knows as well.  They are a magnificent force since she and he discuss all matters of their kingdom.”

      “A…all,” I barely mutter.

      “There are many unions that are to better the people,” King Caelum claims.  “There are many matings that occur in each kingdom, even between kings and queens, or the soldiers, which means many more offspring being born.”

      “We are not mates,” I state, hating how that topic has found its way back into our conversation.

      His knuckles graze my cheek.  “King Conláed and Queen Kenina are mates.  You may inquire about it with them if you’d like.”

      “If they are mates, does Uncle know?”

      “He does not believe in the power of mates,” King Caelum shares.

      “The power?”

      “There is a greater strength within any people who have mates at every level,” he says.  “Not just the king and queen, but the noblemen and women, the guards, and every other Fae within the kingdom.  There is a loyalty that cannot be broken like that of a wolf pack.”

      “How are you able to command fire?  The Ogień Kingdom is of fire.  Are…are you….”

      “I am from Cysgod,” he says when I don’t continue.  “Abilities of certain magic are not limited to where one is born.  Some have more than one gift from the Gods.  Usually, those with several are the keepers and protectors of the land and its inhabitants.  Besides, most kingdoms have changed names over the millennium except for Celio and Ukiyo.”

      “Uncle does not bear abilities,” I mumble.

      “No, he does not, which reveals that he is less favored by the Gods and less of a threat to any kingdom.”

      “Could he have had abilities or gain them?” I ask timidly.

      “We are born with them though they only reveal themselves as we come of age and show our true heart and soul to the Gods,” King Caelum states.  “You will meet many in Ogień who are not from the royal line who have abilities.  The same goes for Cysgod.”

      “Wh….”  I swallow and moisten my lips that feel dry.  “What kinds of abilities?”

      A fire ignites within his palm and he raises it to my chest.  “The elements are just a few of them.  Other abilities are sought after which is why deals are made and alliances form between certain kingdoms…particularly those who wish to protect their people.”

      “I never saw someone with abilities in Krigare,” I say.

      “You wouldn’t have.  No one was willing to give that kind of power to King Aeron.”

      A hiss slips past my lips.  “Do not ever say his name in my presence.”

      The fire in his hand is extinguished and his arm wraps around me.  “My apologies, Queen Aurora.  I did not mean to offend you.”

      “You have done it many times,” I declare.  “I have not verbally announced them previously.”

      “Have you kept a list?”  He pulls me closer.  “I would much like to compare it to mine.  If you wish to punish me for them, I accept them without hesitation.”

      “No,” I reply, furrowing my brow.  “How would….”  My throat clears.

      “No as in you don’t have a list or no you are not willing to share?” he asks.

      My chin lifts as I shift on the saddle.

      “I should add your lack of an answer to your punishments.”  He turns my chin so I will look at him.  King Caelum’s fire gleams in his eyes.  “Would you like that, my Queen?”

      “I welcome any punishment you wish to administer,” I goad.  “It will give me a great indication of what kind of a beast you truly are compared to Uncle.”

      He laughs boisterously which causes several of the guards and Gertie to glance in our direction.  I keep my eyes low, not wanting to give away what we may have been discussing.  King Caelum has threatened punishment, but I have yet to receive a single one.  Uncle enjoyed dispersing punishments no matter who was around and immediately following the offense.  The larger the audience, the grander the torture Uncle partook in, especially the kind that embarrasses a person.

      “Do you see it now?”

      My head jerks to the horizon and I find it instantly as we come to the top of the last rocky hill.  The Ogień castle is glorious with banners and flags dancing in the wind with the colors of yellow, orange, and red.

      “Red,” I snicker.

      “Fire has many colors.”  His palm returns just before my chest and a ball ignites.  It changes from red to orange, to yellow, to blue, and then to a white as pure as snow.  “Each color is a different temperature.  White is the hottest.”

      Its warmth splashes against my face and something within me beckons to touch it.  As my hand lifts, the fire disappears and his hand lowers.  A frown forms on my lips, saddened by the fact that it’s gone.

      With a sigh, I look back at the land and see the dramatic change as we reach the bottom of the hill.  The earth flattens and a variety of colors and crops are along it.  Fae are working in the fields who stop to look at us.  As we pass, they bow before returning to their work.

      “Does King Conláed or Queen Kenina have abilities?”

      “Perhaps you will find out while we dine with them,” he replies.

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Sharing one’s abilities with another is symbolic,” King Caelum instructs.  “Not all are gifted with the sight of it let alone the knowledge of what those abilities are.”

      “Why don’t all Fae have abilities?”

      He lets out a weighted breath.  “That is an answer I have yet to discover.”

      I gasp loudly.  “King Caelum doesn’t know everything?  Who would have thought?”

      “Tease all you like, my Queen.  I do not mind.  And, I know it’s one way you are showing that you like me.”

      “I loath you,” I return harshly.

      “You loath your uncle.”

      “Yes, but I loath you as well.”  I flick my braid over my shoulder purposefully.  I can’t tell where it hits him since the top of my head comes to his chin.

      “Is it bothering you?” he asks.  “I could chop it off.”

      I consider the suggestion.  “I haven’t cut it since Uncle’s betrayal.”

      He leans toward me as his arm circles around my body.  “I am sorry you lost them.”

      “Were you the one who wielded the blade?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Then, I do not want an apology nor pity.  I don’t even want that from Uncle.”

      “What do you want from him?” he asks.

      “For his death to be slow and painful, begging for his pitiful existence to end, and even then, it will not be given…not until his last breath comes and then his head is severed.”

      “That can be arranged, Aurora.”

      My breath catches in my chest at his response.  Words fail me, so my hand reaches up and squeezes his forearm.

      “You may kiss me if you’d like,” he states.  “I welcome the touch.”

      My arm lowers and my cheeks burn.  “Pardon?”

      “A kiss to say thank you.”

      “Why would I thank you let alone kiss you?” I quip.

      “As I said before, Aurora.  His head will be severed from his body, if not by you, then by me.  There is no need for me to lie about that matter.”

      “Then, why did you threaten to tell him my desires when we went for our stroll in the back garden?” I ask.

      “To provoke the mouse and see the size of her teeth.”

      “I thought I wasn’t a mouse?”

      “You are most certainly not a mouse, Queen Aurora.”

      The horse reaches a wide, dirt path and takes off.  I’m thrown into King Caelum’s chest which catches me with ease.  With my legs still weak from the riding, I’m forced to hold onto the saddle horn with one hand and his leg to stabilize my movements.  King Caelum’s arm remains on my hip, guiding me to follow the horse’s gait.

      The large doors of the castle are already open and the wall has a lower level with a fire burning from one to the other and reaches at least fifty Fae high.  Our horses slow when we reach the bridge.  We’re escorted by Ogień guards who seem to converse easily with some of the Cysgodian soldiers.  They bow as King Caelum and I pass by, cheering as if we have won a war.

      “For you, Queen Aurora,” a little girl calls as her father holds her on his shoulder.

      I reach to my right and take the beautiful bouquet.  “Thank you.”

      “Her eyes do shine like the sun, Papa,” the little girl's voice says before they become lost in the sea of bodies.

      The people of Ogień rush to greet us as if we are their king and queen.  Several more items are offered to us as we pass.  King Caelum takes some, thanking the people before he hands them to one of his guards.  A smile beams on his face as he waves to the crowd and an uneasiness settles in the pit of my stomach.

      I must ask King Caelum about their behavior.  Is it true?  Can it be true?  Are Ogień and Cysgod allies?  Is King Caelum actually from Ogień?  He denied it when I questioned him and he said that he wouldn’t lie.  Yet, beasts will tell a lie, believing its truth, until everyone else says the same.  I have seen it with Krigare when Uncle took over.  It didn’t take long for everyone to speak and act as if Uncle had been king the entire time.

      Something isn’t right.  This has to be a farce.  There’s something I’m missing, but what is it?  What kind of shadow is he commanding and can I break the spell it plays upon my eyes?
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      As we travel through Ogień, the buildings are very different from Krigare.  What once used to be a shining kingdom, under Uncle’s touch has become like blood and soot.  Ogień, on the other hand, is glorious.  The streets are cobblestoned.  The buildings are made of lighter shades of stone or wood and are intricately designed.  The air smells of sweet flowers, fresh water, and food, paired with a hint of warm embers.  It also carries the song of voices—happy voices.  It’s enchanting and makes me ponder what Cysgod looks like.

      The interior of the Castle is beyond what I could imagine.  The walls are carved to emulate fire roaring all around us though the stone isn’t painted.  The ceiling is vast, several times taller than that of Krigare.  Despite the endless fires seen and the scent of smoke, everything and everyone looks clean.

      “Queen Kenina,” I greet with a curtsey.  “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      She glides toward me wearing a radiant dress with a train that is half of what my wedding dress possessed.  Her hair crackles of copper and fire.  A golden crown with rubies and emeralds is shaped into fiery ear cuffs that line the upper part of her elongated Fae ears adorns her regal features.  The dress fits her form, hugging every curve and the slit in the skirt reaches the top of her thigh.  The fabric is evergreen, a color that looks marvelous on her yet I would not associate it with a kingdom whose name means fire.

      “It is my utmost pleasure to meet you, Queen Aurora.”  Her voice is silky as she kneels.

      King Caelum smiles and nods when I look at him.  He doesn’t explain why another queen would lower herself to me nor does he utter a word.  Is this a statement of rank?  Even though their kingdoms are allied, is King Caelum above Ogień and its rulers?

      “Your beauty has been whispers among those who have had the pleasure to glimpse it, Queen Aurora.”  She rises and continues the rest of the way to me.  Looking at King Caelum, she offers a curtsey.

      “I wouldn’t believe the stories of those eyes if I hadn’t seen it for myself,” King Conláed states, rising from the floor.  His attire matches his queen’s, both with golden embroidery on the evergreen.

      “I do not mean to be rude, but why are you kneeling in your kingdom?” I ask nervously.

      Queen Kenina smiles sweetly.  “You do not know?”

      “Know what?”  I glance at King Caelum and back to our hosts, wondering about what’s transpired.

      “Celio and Ukiyo are real, my dearest Queen Aurora,” King Conláed declares.  “I have been to Celio and have seen Ukiyo from a distance.”

      “Where do you think your mother’s crown comes from?” Queen Kenina asks, gesturing to it.

      I almost reach up, having forgotten it was on my head.  “The wings are because she loved birds and dreamed of flying.”

      “She must see it,” King Conláed states.

      “See what?” I ask.

      “Seeing won’t necessarily aid her in believing,” Queen Kenina debates.  “We have seen it and every time feels as if it is the first time gazing up at them.”

      “What will I not believe if I see it?”  Anger boils within me and I set it on King Caelum.  “Well?”

      He lets out a heavy breath.  “This is not how I expected us to be received today, King Conláed and Queen Kenina.”

      “Received?” I say lowly.  “You make it sound as if they are below us.”

      “No one is below me, my Queen.”  He approaches cautiously.  “We are below you.”

      “No one is below me,” I counter.  “Why would you say such a thing?”

      “How is King Roshan?” King Conláed inquires.  “I hope he is well.”

      My mouth opens to insist on my question being answered but I think better of it.  The topic can be pressed later when King Caelum and I are alone.

      “The last time I had seen him, he was quite well,” King Caelum replies.

      “Who’s King Roshan and what kingdom does he rule?  I have never heard of a King Roshan. If Uncle had, I know I would have heard it in passing while he plotted to take over all kingdoms.”

      “You will get to meet him when we return to Cysgod, my Queen.”

      My eye twitches as I peer at King Caelum, irritated by the brush-off.

      “Come,” Queen Kenina calls.  “We have refreshments.  I am certain you are tired from your travels.  Dinner shall be ready soon.”  She steps toward me and offers her arm.  “You’ll get to meet our sons and daughters tonight.”

      I smile and take her offered limb.  “I would love to see as much of Ogień as possible before we leave.  I do not know when we may return and would enjoy spending as much time with you as I can.”

      Queen Kenina leads me to a grand window that stretches to the ceiling.  A servant approaches, offering us drinks as we exit onto a balcony.  My gaze flits back to King Caelum who is speaking lowly with King Conláed.

      “We will be able to visit Cysgod if you’d like,” Queen Kenina says.  “It is a beautiful kingdom.”

      I refrain from commenting, doubting that a kingdom that is called shadows could be beautiful.  “How long have you known King Caelum?”

      “I have known him since he was born,” she reveals.

      My brows lift.  “You do not look your age, Queen Kenina.”

      “I am only ninety-eight,” she replies.  “You may call me Kenina.  There is no need for such formality between us.”

      “We hardly know each other,” I remind.

      She sips her drink.  “I knew your mother.  She was a lovely woman.”

      “My mother,” I barely repeat.

      “Mm,” she hums.  “You look a bit like her.”  Queen Kenina smiles and tips her head.  “You have her freckles and hair though yours has a little more gold to it.”  She reaches and gently touches the tips of my locks at the end of my braid.  “It has been a long time since I’ve seen someone with blond hair such as yours.”  Her gaze lifts to mine.  “Even longer since I have seen a Fae with such unusual eyes.  They are like the moon and sun converging in an eclipse but the moon retains its color.”

      “King Caelum has a fire to his eyes as well,” I state.

      “More than just his eyes.”  When I don’t comment she adds, “I know of his skills with fire.  He would be most suited to rule Ogień but he is better off in Cysgod because of his lineage.”

      “His lineage?”

      Her smile reaches her eyes which sparkle when she takes another sip of the wine that was offered to us.  “You’ll see when you get to Cysgod.”

      Clasping my hands, I say, “If I am too forward, please do not take offense.  I have had little upbringing in settings such as this.  Knowing that King Caelum is…gifted, that would make me surmise that either you or King Conláed are gifted.”  A tickle in the back of my throat forces me to cough before I bite my lip.

      “It is not forward, dearest Queen Aurora,” she replies sweetly.  “I am shocked that he has revealed his abilities to you already.”

      I chance a glance back inside over my shoulder.  “I have yet to see him wield it.”

      “Fire is a tricky magic to wield,” she says.  “When it takes hold, it acts as if it has a mind of its own…sort of like the wild child of all the elements.”

      I offer a forced smile, uncertain of what to say before turning my gaze over the kingdom below.

      “Several of my children are gifted,” Queen Kenina offers.  “I have the gift to harness lightning.  It’s not quite fire, but when utilized correctly, it can start one.”

      My head tips, offering gratitude.  “I would gather the energy needed to command it is great.”

      “Most abilities take a lot of energy.  It’s learning how they can take it as well as give it to you when needed.”

      “I have never heard of such a thing,” I admit.

      “It is my turn to request that you do not take offense, Queen Aurora.  Given your…situation in Soare, I do not doubt that there is a lot that has been kept from you.”  She looks over my shoulder, back into the castle.  “When dealing with King Caelum, trust your instincts and not your head.  A Fae who was caged like you will suspect the worst of everyone, particularly males, and they are not all evil.”

      “King Conláed seems quite sweet,” I agree.  “I can see it in his eyes.”  My gaze lowers to the marble floor.  “There were a few guards who had eyes like him in Krigare.”

      “We are not in that kingdom, my dear,” she reminds.  “There is no need to call it by its false name.”

      “Haven’t many kingdoms changed names?” I inquire, remembering what King Caelum had mentioned.

      “They have, but that was when a king or queen wielded such abilities.  Mine is similar to fire, and Conláed’s great-grandfather was a fire wielder, so we saw no need to change the name.”

      “King Caelum said that many with abilities have been coveted by other kingdoms.”

      “Mm.”  She sips her drink.  “There are a few kingdoms who are keen to include people with similar abilities into their people…even into a union.”

      “What if they had mates?”  I inquire.

      Queen Kenina places her hand on my shoulder.  “Some are fortunate to be with their mates such as Conláed and myself and you and King Caelum.”

      The scoff that slips past my throat catches me off guard, causing me to deflect it as a cough.

      Stepping back and regarding me, she says,  “I am not sure if it is a good thing that your uncle does not believe in mates let alone how he treated you.”  Before I can reply, she continues.  “Hear me out, Queen Aurora.  I mean it as in he may have spared you.  But, at what cost?”

      “Spared me?  The viper spares no one.”

      “Yet, he did not kill you as he did the rest of your kin,” she states.

      My eyes enlarge, shocked by her words.  “You⁠—”

      “We knew King Valo,” she interrupts.  “He was a great leader…kind and compassionate.  He had an alliance with Soare.  He did not betray your father.”

      “I am aware.”

      Queen Kenina’s brows furrow.  “How?”

      I chug the rest of my drink, enjoying the bubbles of the wine.  “I was there when it happened.”

      “How and how did you survive?”

      “I was in the secret passage with….”  My head bows.  “With Cornelia, my chambermaid.”

      “And, King Aeron spared you both?  I do not mean offense,” she says when she catches the change in my expression.

      “It is his name that offends me the most,” I admit.  “Uncle, from what I know, wasn’t aware of Cornelia and me in the secret room.  She watched it unfold while I heard everything…metal clanging…blood-curdling screams, and bodies dropping to the floor aside from the words Uncle spoke.”  I turn away from her, wiping a tear that has fallen down my cheek.  “Cornelia was spared until the night of my union.  I guess Uncle didn’t want loose ends.”

      “Then, he kept her around until she was no longer useful,” she surmises.  “Cornelia was a great Fae woman.”

      My feet carry me to the railing and I peer out over the kingdom.  “How would you know about a chambermaid?”

      The giggle that slips past Queen Kenina’s lips, pulls my attention to her.  “Cornelia was no chambermaid, Queen Aurora.  She was your great-grandmother…your mother’s mother.”

      The shatter of glass rings in my head before I feel the burning pain from my knees from hitting the floor.  My head shakes, not because I don’t believe the woman standing before me, but because I know she isn’t lying.  It is a skill I have learned thanks to Uncle.  A skill that has done me justly so far.  A skill that perplexes me with King Caelum which is why I’m torn between his words and actions.

      “My Queen!  Aurora,” his voice sings in my ears as a hand aids me to stand.

      “I am alright,” I lie.

      “What did you tell her?” he barks.  “Why would⁠—”

      “King Caelum!”  My words cut him off.

      The warmth from his hand on my cheek is inviting, but I stave off the need for its comfort.  My gaze sharpens when he and I make eye contact.  “Do not speak to Queen Kenina in such a manner.”

      “I—”

      “She has told me a truth that I had suspicions about since the death of my kin,” I inform.

      “Which is?”  He glances at the King and Queen of Ogień.

      “That Cornelia…the chambermaid who should have meant nothing to him…the woman he poisoned to damage me, was a relative.”
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