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      An ache spreads throughout my knuckles and into my arms as my hands clench the wooden sword.  Sweat pools at my nape as I steady my breathing, thinking over my steps to perform the blow accurately.  I have faltered each time, aware that I am in my head more than I should be to master this strike.

      “That was better,” King Caelum’s voice booms.

      My chest heaves from the activity, rather than in fear of his presence.  The scent of sweat and damp earth thrust their way into my nostrils as I steady my body and mind.

      “You have gotten stronger,” he adds as his footsteps indicate that he is moving closer.

      “Why don’t I feel it?”  I turn to look at him, wishing to face him.

      With a wry grin, he replies, “Because, you are still learning and establishing the strength you never were allowed to have.”

      The wooden sword rattles by my side as I consider my life.  A piece of small rock keeps my attention, aiding me to avoid eye contact out of fear—fear of what, I am uncertain.

      I know he will not strike me.  I know that King Caelum will not reprimand me in the way Uncle did whether alone or with an audience.

      He could have stopped me, commanded me to cease my line of questions and statements, yet he did not.  I fathom why, both sides of the matter, and I still find myself perplexed by the Fae male standing before me.

      “I did not expect to find you in our bedchamber after what happened at dinner.”

      My gaze jumps to his face, while my jaw remains clenched.

      He takes a gradual step towards me.  “That would be the last place I would have looked.”

      “Where did you expect me?”

      His shoulders bounce as he steps to the side, which seems to close the distance between us more than it should.  “I do not know the thoughts that consume you, Aurora.  From what I have seen, I expected you to be beyond the mountain by now.”

      A snicker rises inside me.  “I am no fool.”

      “That, you are not.”  The heat from his body reaches its fingers towards me, inviting me to come closer.  “My inclination was that you would be either here or on the training trail.  Though you snuck out of our bedchamber, they still knew where you went and confirmed my suspicion.”

      “The viper came out tonight,” I confess, lowering my chin.  “She felt defensive.”

      “I did not see a viper, my Queen.”

      My head sways in opposition.  “What else would you call what I have done?”

      “A queen making her voice heard,” he claims.

      My head bobs as my eyes remain on the dirt. “I am to be punished for my outburst,” I say.  “It should not have happened.”

      “There is no punishment to be garnered.”

      “You were not pleased with my questions or where things had progressed,” I accuse.

      “I was not angry with you, Aurora.”  King Caelum takes another step closer.  “I was concerned.”

      “There was anger in your eyes,” I announce, daring to look at him.  “I know the difference in how your fire burns.”

      The embers in his gaze crackle as his lips turn up at the sides.  “Concern for you and a slight bit of anger toward my brothers…as well as at myself.”  King Caelum slips his fingers along the edge of my cheek.  “Please accept my apology for thinking you were not ready to hear the truth.”

      “Forgiven,” I quip, though a nervousness rises within me.

      His hands surround my face as his lips consume mine.  “I have a confession.”

      My brows furrow as my heart beats faster, wishing his lips to keep kissing me rather than speaking.

      “Since you know what I am,” King Caelum prefaces.  “It is time for you to know that Caelum is my second name.”

      My hands become cold and clammy.

      He studies me for a moment, gauging my response.  “My name is Rafe.  Many of us have used a second name to keep our heritage alive yet hidden.”

      “What does yours mean?” I blurt.

      “Caelum means the sky or heavens which is fitting given your heritage, the Kingdom of Cysgod, our union, and us being….”  His voice drops off.

      The word he would not speak, I know for certain, is mate.  I am conflicted with the use of the word and what it means.  I desire that mates do exist, and I’m confused by how I feel should he be my mate.

      “Rafe is old Conroicht,” he shares, gliding his thumb over my bottom lip.  “It means wise wolf.”

      A snort slips out of me.  “I do not mean to laugh.  Please accept⁠—”

      “Don’t,” he requests, kissing the edge of my mouth.  “It is I who should be begging for your forgiveness and mercy.  I will gladly accept any punishment you see fit for my oversight, my Queen.”

      “What shall I call you?”

      “That is complicated,” he replies.

      My head bobs as everything snaps into place, like the final pieces of a puzzle.  “It is not wise to call you by your true name.  It is not safe until all can know that the Conroicht and Enkeli exist.”

      “I long to hear you call me by either name, Aurora.”

      “Caelum.”  A whimper leaves me after his lips claim mine.

      A throat clears behind the King.  “No one wants to hear your sickening banter let alone see it.”

      “Then, be gone,” King Caelum declares.

      “Knowing that it irritates you so, I think I’ll stay,” the male returns.

      “What do you want, Emric?”

      He rounds the wooden partition that holds several weapons.  “Not that you two have consummated the union or⁠—”

      “Emric,” he warns, whipping around.  King Caelum keeps a hand on my sleeve either to protect or reassure me.

      “Shouldn’t that be your top priority with your Queen?”  Emric drags out his last word as if it will elicit a particular, desired response.

      “The dealings between the Queen and me are none of your concern.”

      “You are more the fool than you have ever been,” Emric claims.  “Is it because your Queen refuses you, or are you not male enough to⁠—”

      “Emric!”  As King Caelum shifts towards his brother, my hand darts to his sleeve, halting him from doing something he’ll regret.

      “It’s not my fault that you can’t handle your mate.”  Emric’s last word is clipped.  “If you cannot handle her, how can you be King?”

      “Emric,” he warns, stepping away from me.

      My fingers tighten around the fabric.  “ Caelum.”

      His body halts for a second, giving a slight pull as if requesting for me to let him go.

      “Rafe, please.”  His true name is but a whisper on my lips, meant only for the shadows to hear.

      “It has been some time since you’ve flexed your might, little brother,” Emric snickers.  “I’m intrigued if it will rile your mate in that manner.”

      “At least I have found my mate, unlike you,” he snaps back.

      “Caelum.”  My voice falls on deaf ears.

      A snarl erupts with a snicker as amusement glints in Emric’s gaze.  “If mine is anything like her, I am glad not to find her.  Perhaps she needs⁠—”

      Fury burns through me, forcing me to step around the King to be seen by both men.  “If you wish to be king, then challenge him.  It is easy to use a sharp tongue over one's teeth or blade any day.  Perhaps it is I whom you wish to bite.  Well, I’m right here.”

      Emric roars with laughter.  “Oh…I did not know my new sister would have such a nasty bark.”  His head tilts to the side as he inspects his brother.  “Sad that she does not know what her action does for me.”

      “Know what?”  My attention darts back and forth between them.

      Caelum takes in a deep breath and lets it out slowly.   “What do you want, Emric?”

      His arm extends and picks up a leather arm guard.  “Father sent me."

      We watch Emric expectantly.  I do not completely believe him and I’m curious about how he will handle himself before his brother.  I am also intrigued by how King Caelum will treat his brother.  It will give me much insight into their relationship and how the Conroicht run things.  If I am to be their queen, I might as well have a better comprehension of how to handle these pups.

      “Something amusing, sister?” Emric inquires.

      He may not see me as his queen, but there is some degree of respect for King Caelum and perhaps me.  It will take time to figure out Emric, but I would wager he has many walls, just like King Caelum, if merely for how their people have had to be hidden for so long.

      Sequestering a smirk as I clear my throat, I reply, “I see what Demetria means when dealing with males who are still mere pups.”

      Emric snarls in objection, which gets his brother to reply in kind with greater force and a step forward.  My new brother lifts his hands in surrender, which is strange, but King Caelum does not back down.  Is this purposeful just to toy with the King, or is there some underlying issue that is being revealed?

      “It seems as if your mate….”  Emric purposefully drags out his last word.  “Is more of a wolf than she thought.”

      My brows pinch, shocked to hear the reference and not the use of a snake.

      “You will do well in this pack, sister,” Emric states, offering a shallow bow.

      “You should kneel before your Queen.”

      Emric snorts.  “Mother will always be the High Queen.”

      King Caelum takes a step forward.  “I have bowed and kneeled before Aurora and⁠—”

      “What you do in your private chambers to vie for her to tussle in the sheets is none of my concern.”

      “I have kneeled before her in front of the guard.  Kion was present, not that I need to justify anything to my older, unmated brother.”  The heat emanating off of Caelum indicates the amount of anger he harbors is beyond any that I have ever felt.  It’s as if I’m standing in the sun at its peak on the hottest day of the year.

      “That is because you are weak,” Emric snarls.

      “She is the true Queen of⁠—”

      “He does not need to kneel,” I inject, stepping between them, though my eyes remain on the male whose bed I share.  “I am not interested in any false loyalty to either crown or kingdom.”

      “I suggest you listen to your mate.”

      My head snaps toward Emric.  “And, I suggest you spend your time finding yours rather than stirring up needless drama.  That is the very thing Uncle desires…to break us apart.  That is how he slithers his way in, and by the time anyone realizes it, it will be too late.”

      Emric takes a step towards me.  “How do we know that you are not the snake hiding in the cracks?”

      “I do not need to prove myself to you,” I declare, squaring my shoulders to him.

      “One person who does not trust another can stir up more than you realize,” Emric claims.

      “I am familiar with the dealings of men and their desire for power.”  My eyes scan the length of him.  “What I see before me is a pitiful Fae male who has everything to gain, but lacks the courage to⁠—”

      “Watch it!” Emric growls.

      “Brother,” Caelum warns, wedging himself between us.

      “Being the only one of your litter to not be mated does not make you weak, Emric,” I continue, holding my ground.  “It makes you stupid and careless.”

      “There is more weakness in being with one’s mate.  I see how it has affected my little brother since the day he knew who you were.”

      “It has made him keener, wiser, more the makings of a true leader than you will be until you find your mate,” I spit heatedly.

      “So, you admit it?  He is your mate?”

      King Caelum growls, and it does not ease when I place my hand on his chest.

      “That topic does not involve you,” I counter.  “Your dealings with your mate would be⁠—”

      “It does involve me and every other Fae over this Godsforsaken world, princess,” Emric challenges.

      The King shoves his brother, forcing Emric to take two steps back.  “She is Queen!”

      “It involves the lives of everyone if you cannot deal with your past and accept who you are,” he adds.

      “Do not belittle the Queen.”

      “She is not my queen,” Emric quips.  “Mother is our Queen.”

      “The day will come when you will kneel before Aurora in front of all of Cysgod,” he declares loudly.

      “Not until I’m dead.”  Emric storms off, leaving the wake of his fury behind.

      A silence permeates the area, and I feel ashamed for how I handled myself.  I could have managed the situation better.  I could have been more—queenly—if that is even a term or concept.

      “I did not mean to rile things,” I admit dejectedly.  “I⁠—”

      The King’s hands are suddenly on my body—one clenching my hip while the other clamps the base of my braids at my neck.  His mouth devours mine causing the tension in my body to release with the moan in my throat.

      “You did nothing wrong,” he insists, keeping his lips pressed against mine as he has me pressed to a wooden partition.

      “I—”

      His kiss deepens, sending shivers over my skin.  “You are breathtaking, Aurora.”

      “I am far from⁠—”

      Another kiss cuts me off.  I am filled with desire and several other emotions.  He reluctantly allows us a chance to breathe and our chests heave as his nose grazes my jawline.  “You do not know what you did, do you?”

      “I did not admit to being your mate, if that is what you are thinking,” I declare.

      A smile pulls at the corners of his lips.  “That will come one day, but that is not what I meant.”

      “He was a mere pup needing to know his place,” I claim.

      “You were magnificent, but that is not it.”  His face buries into my neck and inhales sharply.  “The Gods have made you perfect in every way, Aurora.”

      “I am not perfect,” I return, forcing a swallow.  “I am far from it.”

      “You are perfect for me,” he states, looking me in the eye.  “You said my name.”

      “I’ve said your name many times,” I remind.  “I am confused by which one to call you at the moment, and if one’s personality is different than the other.”

      “I am the same Fae regardless of the name, Aurora.  Though, Caelum’s reputation is that of a killer,” he reminds.  “It is not how I would have preferred things were done, but it was to protect⁠—”

      “Your kin and the Conroicht,” I cut in, nodding.  “I know.”

      The fire in his eyes grows like the smile on his face.  “You said my name without preceding it with the word King.”

      “I’m certain you⁠—”

      “Do not tease me, not this time, my goddess of the dawn,” he requests, interrupting me.

      “I dare not tease you.”

      “But, I think you do.”  He chuckles and his breath tickles my nape.  “I think you enjoy riling me.”

      “Why would I enjoy such a feeble task?  My time is not spent thinking of the many ways to rile you,” I goad.

      “I would not mind if you did.”  His lips cling to mine, unwilling to part until I pull back.  “Whatever you desire, my Queen…it is yours.”

      “Because you think I said your name?”

      “Yes, for I know you said my name,” he affirms, pressing himself harder against me.

      It would be rude to deny him the little bit of pleasure he is gaining—even myself.  How he touches me is nothing of a punishment, but I dare not reveal my enjoyment.  I do not think he would mock me, but I want a better comprehension of why I relish his touch and crave it when he is gone.  Could that be the ultimate punishment?  Could desiring his touch and not knowing when it will grace me with its presence again be the sweetest, most excruciating punishment—more so because he expects me to request it on my own?  If so, what does he gain from my admittance of desiring his touch?  Does that give way to the ultimate control any male could have over me, more so than Uncle ever could?

      “What do you desire, Aurora?”

      My lip captures between my teeth.

      “Anything, my dawn.  If you want all of the stars, I will retrieve every single one just for you.”

      “That would be selfish to the rest of the Fae who wish to see the love between the Gods,” I counter.

      “I do not care.  You are worth all of them and more, Aurora.”

      Heat prickles my cheeks.  “I do not want the stars unless, maybe, they were painted on the ceiling of our chamber.  Besides, the kisses between the Gods aren’t meant for me.”

      The King’s brow lifts as the fire flickers in his gaze.  “How about kisses from me?”

      “I have never kissed another Fae male, so I have nothing to compare them to.”

      He scoffs and rolls his eyes.  “I will retract my offer if you do not state what you desire, my Queen.”

      “I desire to know which King I am conversing with.  Is it King Caelum or King Rafe?”

      “You are conversing with both,” he claims.

      “There are two Kings of Cysgod?”  My brows raise playfully.  “Is there another queen whom⁠—”

      “Do not tease me, Aurora.  I will add a punishment should you continue.  Now, tell me what you desire.”

      “I desire to know what to call you,” I reply slyly.

      “Caelum when in public.  Caelum when it is just us.  Once my people, our people, no longer need to hide their existence, then Rafe no matter who is around.”

      “It is distracting and confusing,” I say with a sigh.  “One might think I have a lover.”

      A rueful spark lets out in his fiery eyes.  “You dare to tease me, my Queen.”

      “I do not,” I counter.

      “Then, tell me what you desire and it is yours.  Whatever you wish, Aurora, for you have honored me beyond that which I thought would be possible in our short amount of time together.”

      “It feels like an eternity.”  My breath is stolen with the return of his lips on mine.

      His heart beats fiercely against my chest.  “Tell me, my Queen.”

      “I desire….”

      I consider what to ask for.  There are many things that I would enjoy, several that I will not request from him even though he is confident that I will one day.

      “I desire to see Celio and the Enkeli.”

      “Done.”  King Caelum’s mouth takes mine, sealing the agreement.  “We’ll go within seven days.”

      “Seven days?”  My brows lift, shocked to hear his concession without caution, warning, or any other type of swaying.

      “Unless you would like to leave sooner or later?  We can arrange to go whenever you’d like.”

      As he leans closer for another kiss, my hand presses against his chest.  “Why the sudden eagerness to afford me what I want?”

      “I told you why,” he claims.

      “This from the male who believed I needed to learn truths over time?”

      “I was forthright in declaring my misjudgment, Aurora.”

      “So, you’re just willing to take me to Celio without any other consideration?” I inspect, suspicious of his accord.

      “You’ve known the truth of the Conroicht and saw it firsthand tonight.”  He steps back and drags his fingers through his hair.  “You did not cower at dinner, nor with Emric pulling his little stunt.  Why should I deny you if you are stronger than I anticipated.”  He kneels before me.  “Please forgive me for that oversight.  I will make it up to you.”

      “Your acceptance in taking me is beyond that of saying only your name,” I clarify.  “Because I did not back down, because I did not run away, because⁠—”

      “Yes,” he interrupts.  King Caelum laces his fingers with mine.  “I wish to show you the world and beyond, Aurora.  I was waiting rather than listening to you lead as you have.  I just missed the signs.”

      A warmth sparks in my chest as I peer down at the Fae before me.  His eyes glow with a brighter golden hue which elicits my heart to pound in my chest.  “Stop kneeling, my King.”

      “I will kneel before you every day…clothed or not.”

      My lips curl between my teeth, hating how he can make an innocent moment like this into something more, stoking the fire within my stomach.  “Caelum,” I warn.

      He springs to his feet, capturing my hands in his.  The warmth from his breath dances along my knuckles as his lips hover above them.  “Oh, my Queen.”  Caelum presses his mouth against my skin.  “How you honor me so.  I hope to only spoil you every day in the same way.”

      My chin lifts to the side.  “This does not settle things between us.”   My head remains in place as my eyes cut to him.  “I am quite nettled with you.”

      “May we discuss your annoyance in our bedchamber?”

      “No,” I quip.

      “I do believe that one of us has garnered a punishment,” he states, slipping a hand over my hip.

      “I am exhausted by the excitement of the day.  Much has transpired.”

      “Would my queen enjoy a massage, then?” he checks ruefully.

      “Why am I to be the one punished?” I scoff.

      “Well….”  Caelum steps back and inspects me.  “You refrained from telling me of your suspicions of the Conroicht and what you were discussing with Demetria.”

      “Ladies speak of many things that are meant just between us,” I counter.  “That does not warrant a punishment.”

      His mouth cocks to the side.  “That is a fair claim…still weak, but fair.”

      “Weak?”  My voice cracks.  “Fair?”

      “I will punish you for arguing with me.”

      “No, you won’t,” I challenge, biting back the smile that wishes to emerge on my face by way of the grin on his.

      “Well….”  He lets out a huff.  “If we are to travel to Celio within the next day, you will need to stop riling me, and we must get you to bed.”  Caelum hoists me over his shoulder, carrying me out of the training area.

      “Caelum!”  I shout.  “Put me down.”

      “Make me.”

      “I will summon Emric,” I warn.

      “He won’t come to either of our aid.”

      “Then, I’ll call for Bezaleel.”

      “He’ll laugh at or ignore us altogether,” he quips.

      “Kion!”  My mouth falls open the moment I feel something strike my rear.

      “Behave, my Queen.  I do not think you will wish the whole kingdom to know about our dealings.”

      “You will when I’ve got a dagger at to your neck or ribs,” I goad.

      Caelum plops me onto my feet and presses me against the stone wall.  “I will punish you here and now if I must.”

      My eyes widen and my breath hitches, becoming more shallow when he kisses me.  Can he tell that I desire a punishment—his, and only his, punishment?

      “Though I wish to punish you, Aurora, I will not.  Not until you request it.”

      “Then, what do you call what happened in the Solar before dinner?” I mutter.

      “I told you…that was no punishment.”
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      “Is it true?” Gertie asks excitedly as she turns, disrupting the flow of bodies moving as one blob over the ground.

      “Keep your eyes forward,” I command, feeling my chest tightening.

      We’ve been setting on a good pace, faster than I am accustomed to, but some new energy has invigorated me.  Last night, I was beaming from ear to ear, having to hide it each time I caught King Caelum watching me.  He claimed that had he known that I would smile as I did after him affirming four times, because I insisted, that we will be traveling to Celio, he would have presented the option sooner.

      “But, tell me it’s true, my Queen,” she declares as her voice gets muddled by the march of our footsteps.

      “Yes!” I confirm.  “We leave at daybreak.”

      The group comes to a halt, squeezing me in place between each male who surrounds me.   Gertie’s back is now against my chest and another pressed firmly against my back that I would almost think it was King Caelum encroaching on my personal space—not that I have minded of late.

      “Why have we stopped?” I ask.

      “Where are you going, my Queen?” a male asks, someone from behind my right shoulder.

      “I am not the queen, remember?  I am a trainee as you are.”

      “Wherever you go, Aurora, we go,” Lycus declares, who is at Gertie’s left shoulder.

      “Bold to call her by her name,” a male snickers.

      “The King could have your head for it,” another threatens.

      “You must train,” I counter, needing to avoid a fight about what Caelum would or wouldn’t do.

      “As you,” Silvius states, who is at Gertie’s other side.

      “Honestly, males,” I say with a sigh, not daring to call them boys.

      I had done it once and they were not fond of the term of endearment.  I insisted it was meant from that of a friendly, sisterly place, but they would not have it.

      “I will continue to train,” I say.  “I will not shirk my duties as a trainee.  King Caelum has confirmed that I will resume the forenoon after we arrive in Celio.”

      “Celio?” many male voices repeat as the group spreads out to face me.

      “None of the Enkeli compare to your beauty, my Queen,” Uraz declares, lowering to a knee.

      “Stand up and stop wasting time,” I huff.  “Kion had removed three buckets of sand from our time today.  We barely made it yesterday.”

      “Yet, we did make it,” Shiro reminds.

      A smile splays across my lips at his enthusiasm.  “Can we discuss this once we finish?” I request.  “I’d prefer to not have Kion choose to penalize us for any reason…more so you while I am away.”

      My feet barely touch the ground as the mass of us move forward again.  The air is sweet, yet warm already.  The full sun has barely hit the crest of the eastern mountain.  It sparkles brightly off the waterfalls in the distance, indicating that it will be warm.

      Ignoring the sweat on my brow, my thoughts wander to what King Caelum shared last night about our journey to Celio.  I could see the desire in his gaze to share more, but he insisted on much of it being a surprise.  He had suggested that we could cut out half a day’s ride by going through the mountain, affording me the chance to see parts of the inner city and the Kobolds who tend to it when not in use.  From what he claims, their species is a fickle kind, preferring to remain in the tiniest of cracks of the mountain and have a way to seal them up so no one nor nothing can sneak inside.  King Caelum also mentioned that they are barely knee high and have a glow on their skin, but surmises that it is the algae that gather at the base of something called stalactites that are found in the deepest of caverns under the mountain.

      When we reach the climbing section, I’m flanked once again, but I insist on mastering this section without help.  My arms have gained strength and I refuse to allow anyone to do it for me.  The males urge the idea of tying a rope, as they have each time, just in case one of my feet slips.  They offer to Gertie but do not argue with her as they do with me.  Several justify that it is because I am the Queen.  They’d rather enjoy keeping their heads should I meet my untimely death and King Caelum chooses to behead everyone for it.  Lycus tries to recover by claiming that they value me just as much as a friend as a queen, but I’m not believing that rationale either.  They continue to talk over me, so I just surrender to their protectiveness, particularly when they argue and waste time.

      “You barely made it,” Kion says with a frown.

      My eyes dart up to the contraption.  The last few flecks of sand find their way down to the main pile.  I let out a final sigh despite the burn in my chest.  “Yet, we made it,” I wheeze.

      “That’s the spirit,” Gertie cheers.

      “Had you not made it, all of you would be wearing armor in the morrow and two more buckets would have been taken off,” he commands.

      “Wouldn’t be here for it since the Queen is leaving,” Uraz states.

      “What are you talking about?” Kion steps down from his platform with contention on his face.

      “Wherever the Queen goes, we go,” Lycus declares.  “That’s what he means.”

      “You do not give orders in this infantry, Trainee,” Kion quips.  “You aren’t even soldiers yet.  You do as you are told.”

      “Tell him, my Queen,” Silvius requests.

      My eyes inflate as I scan the males before me.  “Tell him what?  I am a trainee just as you.”

      “We’re done training for the day,” Shiro says, slapping his hand onto Lycus’ back.  “Well, some of us.  Therefore, you’re back to being the Queen.”

      “She is always the Queen,” King Caelum’s voice booms, his footsteps solid, yet relaxed with his pace.  “There is no time Aurora isn’t the Queen.”

      “Caelum,” I chide through gritted teeth.  “You are not aiding⁠—”

      “Shall I make you do the trail again, trainees?” Kion inquires as ten soldiers in full uniform stand behind him.

      “You can’t make us do anything,” Uraz declares.  “Only the King and Queen.”

      My fist flies and strikes King Caelum in the chest.  “Pleased?   You’ve created division.”

      A sly grin emerges on his face.  “What have we got here, General Kion?  A lot of trainees challenging you?”

      “Not all of us,” Gertie quips.  “Some of us were fine minding our own business.”

      “Until you announced that we are going to Celio,” I remind.

      “If trainee Gertie is going, then the rest of us are going,” Silvius declares.

      “Wherever the Queen goes, we go,” Uraz reiterates.

      “Trainees don’t get to choose where they’re assigned,” Kion informs.

      “While I admire your resolve, trainees….”  King Caelum peers at all of them.  “Not everyone will be assigned to travel, escort, or protect the Queen.”

      “Isn’t that for the Queen to decide?” Uraz asks, glancing at me with a lifted brow.

      “Any soldier who wishes to present himself, or herself, must first and foremost finish their training.”  King Caelum’s arm lifts and the ten female soldiers tasked as my personal guard currently step forward, wearing leather uniforms and multiple weapons.  “If you think you can take on any one of these highly skilled, highly trained soldiers….”  He steps to the side.  “By all means.  Make your challenge known, and you will present yourself here and now.  The victor will obtain the honor.”

      “We just trained,” Lycus reminds.

      “What is happening right now?” Gertie asks lowly in my ear.

      My shoulders bounce as I find myself speechless and concerned by how this situation has already gone awry.

      “Let’s go,” Nuru declares, stepping forward first.  Her golden hair looks like clouds glistening in the sunshine and her gray armor gleams with pride.

      “No!” I shriek.

      “Twenty gold coins to the male who beats any of these warriors,” Dacian offers, entering the arena.  “One hundred if you think you can defeat my mate.”

      “Dacian,” I balk.   My surprise increases when I find Demetria smirking and preparing to fight as well.

      Dacian shrugs and says, “Sometimes, it’s the only way pups will learn.”

      “Pups?”  Lycus advances, but Silvius blocks him with his arm.  “Pups?”

      “Caelum?” I call, hoping he’ll ease the situation.

      “Settle down,” Caelum commands, placing himself between everyone.  “Settle down.”

      Nuru holds her ground as Demetria and the others prepare for the challenge.

      “Do you agree, Kion?” Caelum asks.

      Kion grunts and nods.

      “What?” I quip.  “You’re insane.  You’re all insane.”

      “Then, commence the challenge,” the King commands.

      “Caelum!” I call as he leads me to the platform Kion was occupying when we returned from the trail.  “This is absurd.”

      I find myself standing against the front railing, not far from where Kion usually stands when giving directions.  Caelum’s chest presses to my back and his arms take hold of the rail on either side of me.  Gertie joins us, more eager to see the outcome.

      “What are the rules?” Lycus asks, stretching.

      “There are no rules, mutt,” Demetria announces.

      “So, shifting is fine?” Shiro inquires.

      “If you think you need it to defeat me, by all means.”  A twinkle shines in Nuru’s eye.

      “The only rule is that you yield when your opponent administers a vital blow.”  Kion unsheathes his sword and indicates the various ways how he might strike Nuru down.  “There is no honor in arguing when there is a fair strike.  Man up when you are defeated.”

      “Why does he say man up, yet calls them ladies while training?” Gertie asks.

      “In training, we are all one Fae,” Ulric states, appearing at Gertie’s other side.  “Most males do the fighting.  It isn’t meant to demean the females.  To reach the level of training they have, they do not care for simple terms such as that.”

      “This is preposterous,” I assert.

      “This is how pups learn their place,” Ulric replies.

      “They’re not all pups,” Gertie reminds.  “Some aren’t Conroicht."

      “No, but it is what males need,” Ulric returns.  “Even the King needed to have his ass handed to him a few times.”

      My brow inclines skyward as I peer back at Caelum.  I have never seen him fight, and ponder what it would look like while observing.

      “The worst is when it is your mother putting you in your place,” Ulric adds.  “Or a sister.”

      A smirk tugs at my lips, wondering if Demetria, despite being younger, has ever put any of her brothers in their place.  She’s got the confidence, and for her to be in my private guard, I would bet all of Cysgod that she has the strength and skill to as well.

      Gertie’s arm shoots upward.  “Show ‘em how it’s done, Nuru!”

      The trainees stop what they’re doing and look up at us, shock laced in some of their expressions.

      Gertie shrugs, “Sisters in arms.  Respect you guys, but I gotta side with my sisters who protect the Queen.”

      “May the Gods help us,” I mumble.  My gaze shifts back over my shoulder.  “This will ensure dissent and division, Caelum.”

      “I am growing quite fond of you calling me by just my name, Aurora.”  His beard tickles my cheek as he makes himself more flush with my body.  “Though I wish to give you everything, you must see how things are done with our kind.”

      “What do you mean by our kind?  Do you mean warriors in general or Conroicht specifically?” I ask.

      “Both.”

      “Why are you allowing this to happen?”

      His hand snakes over my belly.  “It will ensure the safety of everyone.”

      “How?”

      “Do you trust me?”  His voice is but a whisper in my ear.

      My head bobs faster than I’d like as the word barely ekes out.  “Yes.”

      Wooden swords are offered which makes Nuru and the others scoff despite having smirks plastered across their face.  She asks if they’re using shields or not.  When Lycus is offered one, he takes it, causing two muscles and a vein to bulge in his neck.

      Nuru bows, lowering her eyes as her grin widens.  Lycus doesn’t hesitate, which is his demise.  I’m certain she had expected him to think she lowered her guard when she spins and smacks the flat side of her weapon against his rear.  A sharp inhale is pulled between his teeth before Lycus attempts to walk off the pain.

      My lips curl inward to hide my emotions.  The male had it coming, even I knew that.  Gertie shouts as the rest of my guards snicker.  Kion watches on, amused by the spectacle, though one would think he isn’t since his arms are crossed.

      For a trainee, Lycus is strong and has skill.  I would assume he has siblings or friends he has brawled with in the past, preparing him for training.  Despite his attempts, Nuru evades each of his strikes, blocking or swatting it out of the way while yawning which makes the male stumble.

      I may not like what is taking place, but I get why it must be done.  Soldiers must be confident in all matters, even when they know that there is more to learn.

      When Lycus aims left, Nuru dashes out of the way, tripping him to the ground.  “Yield,” she commands, weapon angled at his throat.

      A boyish grin splays across his face as he shoves the wooden object away.  Lycus jumps to his feet and attempts another blow.  Nuru sees it before it happens, snatching the Fae’s wrist, twisting him around, and tossing him toward Silvius and several others.

      “Yield,” she directs with the tip of the wood at his groin.

      “Low blow,” a male shouts.

      “Precisely.”  Nuru smirks as she tosses her hair over her shoulder.

      Lycus shifts faster than the sound of his clothing ripping reaches me.  He snarls and lunges at Nuru, teeth bearing as he stalks to the left.

      “They do exist,” Gerite whispers in my ear.

      My head bounces as I keep my eyes forward.  “Learned that last night.”

      “You wish to take it this far?”  Nuru asks.  She tilts her neck from side to side.  “Bring, it mutt.”

      Lycus attempts another blow, only to miss.  Nuru kicks his face and then his feet out from under him, shoving her elbow into his side and the edge of the weapon to his jaw.  He yelps from the pain, and it’s evident that she hit him hard with the slight limp he’s attempting to hide.  She commands him to yield once more, and when he does not relent, Nuru uses another tactic.  Lycus springs to his feet as she tosses her shield and weapon aside.  Each time the wolf lunges toward her, Nuru moves faster than the blink of an eye.  Her fists slam into his face, his ribs, his back, and finally into his groin.

      Nuru stands, dusts her hands free from debris, and sweeps her golden locks back as she grins in victory.  “Warned you, pup.”

      There isn’t a bead of sweat on her brow, a smudge of dirt on her armor, nor the appearance of a single strand of hair out of place.

      Lycus shifts while crouched in the dirt, bruised and bloody from the beating he took.  He nods as a pair of pants are offered.  Two males step in front of him, affording Lycus the ability to dress.  Several grunts and groans are heard before he reappears, offering a bow to Nuru.

      “Anyone else want to challenge us?” Demetria inquires.

      “Sister!” I scold.

      She winks and says, “I’m not going to let Nuru have all the fun.”

      “Lycus got his ass handed to him by an Enkeli who didn’t even use her wings,” Uraz snickers.  “Gods.”  He rubs the back of his neck and kneels before Nuru.  “I think I am in love.”

      “You’re not my type,” she quips, shoving her foot against his shoulder which makes him fall back.

      Snickers skitter across the group and one rises within me.

      “Come on,” Demetria hollers.  “Do you give up that easily?  If we did, the Queen would be dead.”

      Shiro lifts a wooden sword into the air and shouts while amusement dances across his face.  He advances Demetria a second later while ten other trainees grab weapons and follow after him.

      Nuru steps aside, offering her fellow sisters a chance at the fun.  Idalia and Oriana are quick to step in next to Demetria.  Three more come to their aid, creating a barrier that blocks and deflects any attempt by the males.  Bodies fly through the air, some landing with assistance as others slam into something.

      “Caelum,” I call, hating how I can’t remove my attention from the spectacle before us.

      His fingers caress my neck.  “Do you see why they have been chosen to defend you, Aurora?”

      I force a swallow and nod, unable to speak at the beauty of their movements.  They look like birds hunting prey with a playfulness regardless of whether they’re on the ground or in the air.

      “They work as if they are one body.  See how they won’t let a single male breach their barrier by twenty feet, keeping Demetria out of harm.”

      My guards’ movements are flawless as if they can read one another’s minds.  There is no hesitation, no questioning, no doubt.  Each of the females has confidence in not only herself but those by her side.  It is a marvelous dance of their bodies that one must see to fully comprehend how a true team works.

      “Why…why isn’t Demetria fighting?”

      His chuckle rumbles against my back.  “She will.  Watch.”

      The rest of the trainees charge the females, shouting with fists flying.  Several of the males manage to climb onto each other’s backs in an attempt to give them leverage.  As the fifth one situates himself on the shoulders of the last, the females who were the barrier lunge forward, knocking them back at least ten feet.  The ladder of bodies sways, and as the top male is about to tumble forward, Idalia and Brynlee toss Demetria into the air.  She flies over her sisters and whips her foot into a male’s chest.  The force gives her a renewed height, repeating the action with three more attackers.  She flips and lands on the ground, taking out five more as if she’s strolling through the village.  The speed at which she and the others move is fascinating.

      Plumes of dirt rise, making everybody fighting unable to be seen.  My eyes scan the ground, hoping to see something as the sounds of grunts and hits echo within the dust cloud.  When silence falls upon the group, I find myself holding my breath while the dirt dances back to the ground.  The top of a head here and there becomes visible, eventually revealing the final strikes.

      “Yield!” the females command as they have a sword in each hand aimed at the necks of the males who are piled on top of each other.  They have circled the males completely.

      A hand reaches up from the second or third row of bodies.  “I yield.”

      A clap is heard in the distance, yanking my attention towards it.  My eyes widen when I see who is doing it.  The woman is beautiful, and though we have never met, I know who she is instantly.

      “Well done, ladies,” she praises as she approaches.  A maroon dress clings to her body, a sword at her hip, and a golden crown rests atop her head.  “As always, you are the shining stars from the Gods.”

      King Roshan, Emric, and Nero approach with another male beside them.  From his features, I would say that the unknown male is Connell; King Caelum’s third eldest brother, which would make the woman in the crown their mother.

      I shove past King Caelum and scurry down the side of the platform.

      “Red, Mother?”  King Caelum inquires.  “Really?”

      “Just because you detest the color does not mean that others cannot wear it,” she challenges.  Queen Otsana curtsies as I approach.  “It is an honor to meet the new Queen of Cysgod.”

      “Please don’t,” I request, lowering to a knee.  “It is I who should bow to you.”

      With a wicked grin that I have seen on King Caelum a few times, Queen Otsana turns her curtsey into a kneel, deepening hers so she is below me.

      “Mother,” King Caelum calls when he is by my side.  He offers me a hand to rise.  When I don’t take it, he lowers and aids me to stand.  “Aurora has a thing about people bowing or kneeling before her.”

      She rises gracefully and clasps her hands.  “Why?”

      “I am Fae just as everyone else,” I say.  “There⁠—”

      “You, my Queen,” she interrupts.  “You are Fae, yes, but you are not just as the rest of us.  You are much more.”

      My jaw sets, uncomfortable with how this conversation is going.

      King Caelum’s hand slides over my lower back reassuringly.

      “It is an honor to meet you.”  I curtsey.  “Had I known you were coming, I would have made sure I was better presented.”

      “Nonsense.”  She waves her hand.  “I have spent many years in training attire as has my lovely Demetria.”  Queen Otsana’s gaze shifts to the group behind us and smiles.  “Ah, my beautiful daughter.  You and your companions have done quite well.”

      Demetria approaches, places her fist over her heart, and bows.  “Thank you, Mother.”

      “Dacian,” Queen Otsana calls.  “Any takers on your bet?”

      “They did not turn it down,” King Caelum declares.  “Therefore, all who challenged the Queen's guard must accumulate their share for payment.”

      “What?” several of the males groan.

      “He could double it,” Queen Otsana suggests with a warning glare.

      “Who are we to pay?” Shiro asks, craning his neck as if he pulled a muscle.

      “Your Queen,” Demetria declares.  “And, if any of you ask to which one I am referring…you’ll pay triple.”
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      As I exit my chamber, Oriana extends her hand outward, revealing a sack.  “The winnings, my Queen.”

      I take the bag, almost dropping it, not expecting the weight.  “Dacian will be pleased.”

      “Dacian is a good winner,” Brynlee states.  “Yet, he is also a good loser which is not common in many males.”

      “What keeps him so grounded?” I ponder out loud, leading the way down the hall.

      “Demetria for one,” Imelda states.  “She’s good for him.”

      “And, he’s good for her,” Jasira adds.

      A smile forms on my lips, pleased to hear my guards speaking so candidly with me.  They have been more willing to speak first lately rather than wait to be spoken to, which has led to many interesting topics.

      “Any news on the males who were kicked out of training?”  I stop walking when no one replies.

      “They’ll have another chance at another point,” Jasira shares.  “Pride is all they’re dealing with, which isn’t uncommon.”

      “They feel as if they need to prove something,” Imelda explains.  “Some do more than others depending on where they were born.  The Conroicht are competitive.  Most take it well and….”

      “Some don’t,” Jasira finishes when Imelda stops short.

      “I will pray for them and their kin.”  My feet resume my pace, hurrying through the hall.

      After the challenge, I excused myself from having lunch with the trainees, knowing that Queen Otsana would like to dine.  She afforded me time to wash and present myself, though she claimed it wasn’t necessary.

      My feet come to a halt the moment I realize which hallway we’re walking through and where we are headed.  My attention dashes to King Caelum who approaches, takes my hand, and kisses it.  “Why are we⁠—”

      “Mother came with some news,” he shares promptly.

      “Why can it not be shared elsewhere?”  My throat constricts while my veins burn, revealing the conflicting emotions clanging inside me.

      “I could invite them back to our chambers,” he offers.  “But, that would delay matters, requiring us to bring several things with us, and to present your challenge with the Solar to everyone.”

      My chin lifts as my gaze trickles down.  “I see.”

      “Once everyone is gone, I am more than willing to replace any negative emotions with those of pleasure, if you’d like, my Queen.”

      My body shivers at the thought of entering the room as well as at the anticipation of his touch.  Pleasure—it is becoming the most delicious punishment and I dare not tell anyone how much I prefer it.  I never knew punishment of any kind could be so desired.

      King Caelum steps closer, lowering his mouth to my ear, and whispers, “As I have said, Aurora.  All you need is request my touch, and it will be yours completely.”

      “If you wish an heir, I told you that I will comply,” I say, clearing my throat when my last word gets stuck.

      “I do not seek compliance, Aurora.”

      “Yet, you have sought out my touch many times after claiming that you would not touch me unless I am begging you for it,” I goad, hoping to alter this conversation.

      Soft whiskers tease my cheek, enticing me to turn towards him and offer myself more.  Yet, I will not.  It isn’t that I cannot for I have every time he has given me a glorious punishment.  They call to me at all hours of the day, enticing me like a siren at sea.  I’m frightened to take the last few steps, giving myself to him completely.  It will be my undoing and I can’t stand to give him the last beating piece of my heart only to have it strangled to death by the viper.

      “Those punishments were justly deserved,” he claims.

      “Would you say the same of your return to our bedchamber?”

      The shadows around us dance from the fire building in his gaze.  His hand that has been resting on my hip curls around the base of my head and tilts it back.  “You wish to tease me, my Queen.”

      “You enjoy being teased,” I remind, clearing my throat.  “You have requested that I do regardless of my intention.”  My body is coaxed back two steps, pinning me between him and the stone wall.

      “You enjoy teasing me.”

      The corner of my lips tugs to the side.  “I am merely giving what you have requested of your Queen, Caelum.”

      He lets out a ragged breath as he glides his nose along my cheek and nips my earlobe.  “You honor me in more ways than you realize, Aurora.”

      “Yet others think I do not honor you at all since we have not consummated our union,” I say.  “You may have your heir.”

      His fingers press into my skin, but not in a restrictive way.  “You know my answer to that matter.  It has not yet changed, nor will it until you offer that upon your own free will.”

      “But, I do.”

      “You intend to appease others and the need for an heir and not because you desire such.”

      “I desire to give you whatever you wish, my King.”

      “The craving for your flesh is feeble compared to what I truly desire, Aurora.”  His lips press to mine firmly and linger.  “Do you know what I speak of?”

      “How can I know if you do not tell me?” I ask, needing to lead our conversation in a particular direction.

      King Caelum removes his body from mine, taking his warmth with him.  The silence between us is palpable, making me wish he hadn’t taken two steps back.  The coolness of the shadows slithers along my skin, making me think that Bezaleel may be close by and eavesdropping.

      “I do not mean to upset you,” I offer in an attempt to console him.

      “I can tell them that you wished to rest after training,” he offers, keeping his attention at the end of the hall.  “They will comprehend and I do not mind.”

      His offer, as sweet as it is meant to be, is a blow, taking the wind right out of me.  My jaw bobs as I attempt to form a reply while I am left speechless.

      “I dare not push you, Aurora.  We can make another attempt at the Solar when there won’t be as many eyes or⁠—”

      “I would like to try again.”  My step is light and tentative, not because of concern for his objection, but more over the matter of seeking his approval.  “I can smell the food and I am hungry.”

      “You…would?”  His head languidly turns towards me.

      “It has been many years since I was in Uncle’s Solar and….”  My chin drops and my fingers fidget with a golden chain that is part of the sash on my dress.  “The last time I was in one….”  My eyes lift to his and dart towards the door.  “Was more pleasant than expected.”

      “You do not have to agree for my sake, Aurora.”

      My foot slides closer with a little more confidence this time.  “I know.”

      He cups my face and says, “Food can be sent with you to our chamber.”

      My head sways in opposition, appreciative of his kindness.

      “You do not have to stay if you become uncomfortable.”

      I nod and hum, hoping to find my voice while enjoying the return of his heat.  “I know.”

      “You do not need to make excuses nor announce that you are leaving,” he offers.  “You are the Queen, Aurora.  If you are compelled to do anything, you do it.”

      “An…anything?” my voice meekly repeats.

      “Anything.”

      My eyes flutter when his hand presses more firmly into my cheek.  “What if I dare to….”

      “To what?” he asks when my question fades.

      “Oh, good,” Dacian’s voice booms around us.

      King Caelum’s hand remains against my skin as we glance away from each other.  Dacian lets out tension in his shoulders as he adjusts his sword at his hip.

      “I thought we were running late to the meeting,” he announces.  “Since you two aren’t in there, I know I can’t nor won’t be yelled at.”

      “We?” I reply.

      A body flies into view, revealing Demetria with her hair tussled, yet she is wearing a dress.  “Oh, good.  We’re not late.”  She curtsies.  “Good day, my King and Queen.”

      Snickering, the couple dart into the Solar before either King Caelum or I get the chance to say a word.  My mouth dries, making me realize that it has dropped open.

      “What was that about?”

      “You would know the answer to that question if you had consummated the union with my brother,” a voice states gruffly from my left.

      “Emric,” Caelum growls.

      He continues towards us, not breaking his stride, and purposefully bumps his shoulders against his brother’s.  King Caelum offers a warning snarl while he takes the force and channels it into the fire igniting in his gaze.

      “Careful brother, that might be the very thing that is keeping that little mouse from being in your bed at night.”

      “How am I a mouse?  You said⁠—”

      “You may have a bite like a young pup, sister….”  Emric barely looks back over his shoulder.  “But you’re a mouse since you have not solidified your union.”  He disappears into the Solar a second later.

      “I—”

      “Ignore him,” Caelum insists.

      “How?”  Anger boils inside me and I thrust it at the King.  “He wouldn’t be commenting if⁠—”

      “I will not take that from you, Aurora.  No honorable Fae male will take it from any female.”

      “You wouldn’t be taking it since I have offered it?”

      “Offered what?”  Ulric crunches on an apple as he strides into view.  His body lurches forward and Kion is seen a second later.

      My stomach grumbles, eager for sustenance.

      “Good day, my King and Queen.  We’ll be ready when you are.”  Kion’s gaze stays forward as he pushes Ulric again.

      When neither Ulric nor Kion are in sight, King Caelum continues, “If you wish to discuss this topic further, I would prefer it would be done in our private chambers, Aurora.”

      My mouth opens to reply that I have the same sentiment, uncomfortable that we’re out in the open.  I’m certain many have heard our conversation.

      “Mother does not make random visits,” he declares.  “Are you joining us in the Solar, or am I informing everyone that you wish to rest?”

      The door looms in my peripheral over Caelum’s shoulder.  I do not wish to be left out if I am being invited.  I do not wish to allow Uncle to rule over me anymore, but my feet feel stuck to the floor, pulling me into it.

      “Aurora?”

      “I do not wish to hear about things afterward,” I state.

      Caelum takes my hand and smiles.  “I will be with you the entire time.”

      “I….”

      He waits patiently while I try to find my voice.

      “I’m…scared.”

      His warmth encompasses my body.  “What happened the last time you were in there?”

      “I….”  My voice cracks.

      “Were you beaten?”

      My head sways.

      “Were you punished…truly?”

      As water wells in my eyes, my head shakes again.

      “Do you trust me?”

      Forcing a swallow, my head juts down as my chest expands sharply.

      “Then….”  His hands surround my face and his thumbs wipe the tears that trickle down my cheeks.  “Let me catch you.  Let me be your wings until you discover yours.  I will not let you fall nor allow any harm come to you.”

      A whimper leaves me when his mouth takes mine.  My fingers curl into his shirt, and I yank him closer.  “Promise?”

      “With all my heart,” he hums against my earlobe.

      I’m not sure how long he gives me, but there isn’t another word uttered between us.  King Caelum’s kisses are gentle and sweet, much different from his teasing ones, or the ones that reveal his desires.  After each kiss, the burn in my chest shifts, granting me a deeper breath.

      With my hand in his, he leads the way to the door, stopping just out of view.  “Remember, you are Queen Aurora of Cysgod, the Queen of Shadows, the Queen of the Wolves, the Queen of the Conroicht, and the Queen of my heart and soul.  I will die before I allow you to ever fall again.”

      There is a brightness to the Solar as we enter.  I would associate it with the way the sun is reflecting through the stained-glass, circular window above that has flames stretching toward the middle.  Yet, I think King Caelum would debate that it is something that has shifted within me.  I would concede, knowing that he is correct by how I feel, more so when I glance at him each time.

      Conversations are light as we get settled around the oval, mahogany table.  My mind flits over many things, unable to focus on what any one person discusses.  When I make eye contact, I offer a smile and nod to be polite.  Once we’re finished eating, Caelum takes my hand and places it under the table, resting it on his thigh, and covers it with his.  This forces me to sit upright while giving him the ease of reclining.

      Gertie sits three spots to the right with Demetria and Dacian in the middle.  Kion, King Roshan, Queen Otsana, Emric, Connell, and Nero are with us; all in Fae form.  Ulric and Tarian are also with us, along with Bezaleel and several other soldiers.

      “To what do we own the honor of your visit, Mother?” Dacian asks, lifting his chalice above his head.

      “Many,” she replies.  “I have heard many things about our new Queen, and felt it has been plenty of time for our King, and the Queen, to become better acquainted with each other since their union.”

      “You are Queen,” Emric growls lowly.

      Eyes shift towards him, but no one acknowledges his words.

      “They have not consummated the union, Mother,” Emric declares harshly.  “They spit on us, all Fae, the Conriocht, and the Kingdom.  They disregard and disrespect customs and their people.”

      “This coming from the only brother who isn’t mated?”  Dacian quips with a hand on his chest.  “Anyone surprised?”

      “Knock it off,” Demetria commands.  “Both of you.  Every couple handles their union differently.”

      “As you did by making poor Dacian wait five years?” Nero asks with a snort.

      “When you males continue to act like pups, that is exactly how we will treat you,” she replies.

      “Enough,” Queen Otsana commands with a growl.  “The King and Queen have their reasons.  It was a forced union for Queen Aurora and it does not matter what⁠—”

      “If Caelum is King,” Emric interrupts.  “They are to produce an heir for that very reason.”

      “May the Gods help you and your future mate,” Kion interjects.  “There is more than just the desire for an heir when it comes to their roles as King and Queen.”

      “At least he’s acknowledging Caelum as King,” Connell goads.

      “Certainly,” Nero snickers.

      Caelum squeezes my hand.  “If you cannot keep your opinions, and that is all they are, to yourself, Emric, you may see yourself to the door…kin or not.”

      The chair under Emric squeaks as he pushes it back.  He vacates the room without another word.

      “Is it only me or does the air feel lighter in here now, hm?” Dacian asks.

      “Lighter,” Connell agrees.

      “Enough,” Queen Otsana snarls.

      “Yes, Mother,” they reply in unison.

      A smile tries to paint itself on my lips, pleased to hear how my new mother handles herself, her grown children, and the room.  I am sure to learn many things from her so I may be a better queen for Cysgod and Caelum.

      Pressure is applied to my hand, bringing me out of my head.  When I realize it is Caelum’s fingers reminding me of where I am, a tinge of panic strikes my veins.

      “He isn’t wrong,” Bezaleel states.  “But, there are more pressing matters.”

      “Why does everyone feel compelled to discuss King Caelum and me in such a manner?”  My eyes sharpen as I stare each one of them in the eye.  “We do not fill our conversations regarding any of your relationships, openly or in private.”

      “It is disrespectful, is what I would call it,” Gertie says tentatively.

      “Precisely,” Queen Otsana agrees.  “Keep your opinions of others to yourselves, unless you are willing to have your hide on the chopping block.”  She lifts her chin and smiles with her gaze shifting to Caelum and me.  “As much as I would like my visit to be that of only congratulations and celebratory matters, there is another topic that must be discussed.”

      “Which is?” Kion prompts.

      “I have received word that King Aeron….”  Her lip quivers at the pronunciation of her last word.  “Is attempting to ally with the Kingdom of Unda.  The Queen of Talay sent a letter and the King of Unda is pretending to be interested.”

      “What now?” Gertie quips under her breath.

      “He is foolish,” Kion quips.

      “Or, he may not be,” Caelum replies.

      “How so?” King Roshan asks.

      “It could be deliberate,” he replies.  “An attempt to learn of any secret alliance between the Kingdoms.  Uncle could force the King to talk.”

      “They are not of this continent,” I remind.  “How would that benefit him even if the King of Unda would agree and wish to aid him?”

      “They wouldn’t,” King Roshan shares.  “Unless by force as Caelum suggests.  Unda has ties to Iasc, Uisce, and Talay, though many have forgotten it since they keep to their continent.”

      “Who needs to come to land when you are allied with three other Kingdoms who wield the element of the seas?” Kion inquires.

      “Uncle will interject himself with as many Kingdoms as he is able, purposeful or not,” I share.  “He wishes for war.  He wishes for blood.  He⁠—”

      “He can try,” Nero snickers.  “That doesn’t mean he’ll get it.”

      “With Caellach in Hokum and Rian in Pieva, he can create a coup as he did with my parents, giving my cousins the crown.  Then, he would attempt the same thing here.”

      “Which wouldn’t happen,” Dacian states.

      “Yet, he thinks it can happen, since the farce you have purported between King Caelum and King Larken,” I remind.

      The day after discovering that the Conroicht is within Cysgod, Caelum requested that I continue to call his father, our father, King Roshan.  I agreed instantly, knowing that the ruse of King Larken’s death must continue.  If Uncle learns of their existence, who knows what he would do with that knowledge?

      “She has a point,” Demetria agrees.

      “He will achieve it at any cost,” I add.  “He will ally by coercion or threat if he must.  He will trick anyone unable to see what he is doing, and when you think you have figured out his plot, he will thrust another maze over you.”

      “The Banshee is not pleased with the deal she made with him,” Bezaleel states.

      “Are you suggesting we ally with a Banshee?” Kion asks.

      “I do not trust her either,” Bezaleel replies.

      “The enemy has enemies,” Demetria inclines.  “Some keep their word while others do not.”

      “That is preposterous,” Nero agrees.

      “Yet, it might be the very thing that will aid us in defeating Uncle,” I reply, coming to Demetria’s aid.

      “You’re both mad,” Nero states, turning his attention to everyone else.  “Can you believe what they’re suggesting?”

      “Banshee can not kill the thing that is Uncle,” Bezaleel states with a hiss.  “Only power from the divine light can.”

      “What do you mean, thing?” King Roshan inquires.

      Bezaleel contorts his neck as his gaze remains on the table.  “There is a darkness within him that is not of this world.  It has been here for some time, but has resided in that form longer than it should have.”

      “What do you mean?” Ulric asks.

      “It feeds off of the very thing it uses to live,” he continues.  “It is different than the shadows, but it tries to be them…use them.”

      “What do you mean different than the shadows?” Gertie asks.

      The very thought came to my mind.

      “Shadows are only made when there is the displacement of light,” Bezaleel explains. “They would not exist without the presence of an actual thing.”  His gaze lifts and he drags his chalice closer.  Extending his other hand, he commands, “Light.”

      No one moves or speaks.

      Bezaleel lets out a frustrated sigh.  “Someone hand me a candle.”

      Gertie gets up and retrieves one, placing it on the table.

      “Thank you.”  Holding up the candle he says, “There is no shadow cast upon the table from the light.”  He sweeps his fingers through the flame and it flickers.  “When you block the light with an object…”. Bezaleel places his hand next to the light.  “You then see a shadow.  The shadow does not exist without the light nor the object.”

      “What does that have to do with the darkness you said is within him?” Kion inquires.

      “The darkness within him….”  Bezaleel hisses.  “Casts its own shadow, though it has never been seen.  It exists in either light or darkness, much like us.  Yet, it’s not from this world.  It is not an object that can be easily seen nor caught.”  He taps the table.  “Because it is not from our world, only the light from the Gods will reveal its true form so we may kill it.”

      “How do you suggest that?” Ulric asks.

      “There is only one place that I know that shines with the light of the Gods,” Bezaleel continues.

      “You mean the Enkeli,” Gertie surmises.

      “Ukiyo to be more precise,” Dacian informs.

      “Does he know that neither perished?” King Roshan asks.

      Bezaleel shrugs.  “The shadows do not reveal that as if whatever darkness it is, knows someone is listening.”

      “Which means what?” Dacian requests.

      “Which means that he does not speak of certain things to anyone,” Bezaleel replies.

      “That is why he permitted the union,” I say with a sharp inhale.

      “What do you mean, my Queen?” Gertie asks.

      My gaze focuses on the candle in front of Bezaleel.  “He wants, or needs, something from the Conroicht.  He believes, or knows, that you did not perish.  He planned this union knowing that you are either the Conroicht or have ties with them.  If he conquers⁠—”

      “The stories all say that they perished,” Gertie reminds.

      “The question is, if he thinks they survived, why does he need the Conroicht gone from existence,” Bezaleel adds.

      “Perhaps there is some truth in the myth behind the Conroicht and Enkeli.  Perhaps, this darkness needs to claim the body of a Conroicht to be strong enough and….”  Gertie’s voice fades as she leans back in her chair.

      My mind riddles with the implications of Gertie’s insight and many more questions when she does not continue.  The room remains silent as the meaning and questions linger amongst us.

      “Why would he need the body of a Conroicht?” Ulric inquires.

      “I’ve never heard that part of the story,” Kion states.

      “It doesn’t matter what Uncle plans,” I announce.  “We must find out what this darkness is and stop him…stop it.”
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