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Queen Rionach’s cries seeped through the cracks of old Oberon Castle. Along with the cold morning air, her screams reached Valda’s chamber. The young girl fell from her bed, scrambling, terrified. She ran to the door, her tiny ear pressed to the thick wood. There were footsteps on the other side, and she wondered if she should peek out. She wasn’t supposed to. Her mother had always told her to stay inside her chamber if she were to hear racket outside. Yet the queen never mentioned anything about what to do if she was the one making the racket. Valda pulled on the latch and opened the door. The guards on each side looked at her, surprised to see her up. 
She wasn’t supposed to do that. She wasn’t supposed to leave her room, not at this time. She was supposed to wait for a chambermaid to wake her up. 
But her mother needed her. 
Ignoring their questioning gazes, Valda ran down the hall as fast as her short legs would allow her. The guards followed her, their armors clattering behind her. The grand chamber wasn’t far from hers, but tonight, it felt like it was. The guards that normally stood by the grand chamber were missing. A rare occurrence must’ve happened for them not to be there. As Valda pushed the door open, her confusion cleared up when she saw the chief general of the Skylian army. 
Arwin turned to her, his face battered, bruised, and tired. His leather armor was torn and useless. Valda’s nose scrunched at the smell of blood; a distinctive scent she could recognize at only six years old. 
“Valda…” His hoarse voice dropped to a whisper.  
“Is she here?”  
Valda focused her attention on her mother. The young woman sat on the edge of the bed; her face tear drenched. The young girl opened her mouth, but Arwin picked her up. The smell of blood was stronger, so Valda pushed him away.
Thankfully, her mother stood from the bed and pulled her from the general’s arms. Valda welcomed the teary kiss and wrapped her arms around her neck, hiding away from Arwin and his ravaged demeanor.  
“What happened to him?” Queen Rionach asked, her hand gently stroking Valda’s back.  
“You need to come to the throne room,” Arwin answered. 
Rionach’s hold on Valda tightened. The young girl turned to look at her and then at Arwin, whose expression saddened as they made eye contact. 
“What happened to my mate, Arwin?!” 
He didn’t answer. Instead, he focused on Valda. She moved in her mother’s arms uncomfortably. Arwin had a scary face. Though many chambermaids called him handsome, she couldn’t find a fragment of beauty in his visage. The left side of his face had been marred.
“Arwin, what happened to Brontes?”  
He shook his head. “I am here for you. They need you in the throne room—”
“He is dead! I felt it… The bond, I felt it break!” 
Arwin nodded and attempted to grab her, but Rionach slapped his dirty hand and ran down the grand hall, running past injured soldiers and worried handmaids. 
Valda clung to her mother’s neck until she stopped at the entrance of the throne room. Taking a deep breath, Rionach moved a shaky hand to push the heavy door open, her voice calling out to the king.
“Brontes?” 
The king’s body lay on a large, marbled platform, surrounded by even more dead and injured men. Handle gripped in his hands; the Heaven Sword lay over his chest. Although his eyes were closed, Valda knew that his slumber wasn’t a normal one. Valda understood death. She knew that once someone died, they fell into a deep sleep, never to wake again. Her father was death-sleep, and he was battered too, like Arwin. 
The general walked in, holding his injured side. His attention fell on Brontes, then to Rionach, and finally settled on Valda. His gaze softened and his jaw quivered. 
Was…was he about to cry too? 
Valda frowned as reality dawned on her. 
Her father was dead…  
Brontes Aither, King of the Sky Kingdom, lay dead before her very eyes.  
“Momma?” Valda pulled on her mother’s blouse, but the young woman was barely holding on, with lost and clouded eyes. She tugged at her blouse, but her mother wasn’t there. All she saw was a husk of what she used to be. 
Between the sobbing of the broken warriors around them, the general’s steady and clumsy steps filtered through Valda’s senses. She turned just in time to see him running his fingers through his silver hair, and promptly touching the scar on his face. He carefully laid his arm on Rionach to usher them out of the throne room and back to the grand chamber.  
“We will make preparations for the king’s burial,” Arwin whispered once they were inside and alone.  
“How did he die?” Rionach asked, finally finding the words. 
Arwin shook his head. “The Sea Kingdom was destroyed. The storm…” 
“It wasn’t the storm.” Rionach pulled away and touched his side. Arwin grunted in pain and took a step back. “A storm wouldn’t do this. What happened?” 
Arwin pulled away, grabbing the queen, preventing her from touching him again. It was clear as day that he didn’t want to have the conversation now.  
“Arwin…” It was so strange to hear the general’s name in her mother’s mouth. Valda had no memory of her mother ever calling him by his first name up until now. “What happened?” 
Valda wanted to know what happened too. Her father was a strong, burly man. Tall and powerful, the best fighter in the entire eastern hemisphere. Feared by many, respected by all. How could a mere storm take his life?  
“Not now,” Arwin whispered, his gaze falling on Rionach, then on Valda. He rubbed his hand over his trousers, cleaning them before offering himself to the queen. “Let me help you,” he said, gathering Valda in his arms.  
She held on to his neck, absentmindedly embracing him. She hadn’t realized it yet, but she was in dire need of a hug, of comfort.
The general’s heavy hand pressed against the center of her back before traveling to the nape of her neck. Arwin cradled her as she pressed her heated face to the crook of his shoulder, something her father would always do when she was about to cry. 
As Arwin squeezed her to him, she felt the press of an object on her torso. Curious at what it might be, Valda touched the round object and pulled it out of from Arwin’s leather cuirass. Valda frowned, holding a small shining golden apple.
Arwin snatched it away from her hands and hid it in his trousers before he shook his head. He quietly scolded her before Rionach sobbed, calling out to Valda’s father over and over again.
Valda’s chest ached, seeing her mother suppress her own sobs and walk away. 
“Cry all you need, child. I will be here for you,” Arwin said, taking a couple steps forward. “For both of you…”   
Silence fell in the room. Until Rionach whimpered. “What happened to the Sea Kingdom? What happened to Queen Amphitrite…?” 
Arwin rubbed Valda’s back, his strokes heavy and quivering. Valda pushed away from his shoulder to look at her mother. Fresh tears were sliding down her cheeks. 
“The royal family is gone.” 
“What? No…” Rionach gazed at Valda, her heart breaking yet again.  
“The castle collapsed on itself.” 
Rionach sat on the edge of the bed, and Valda could only move her arms towards her. Arwin set her on the ground, and she dashed to wrap her arms around her mother’s waist. Her mother never cried. She always smiled when she was around her father. Seeing her like this turned Valda’s stomach, because she knew that from this day forward, her mother’s smiles would be numbered. 
“They can’t be dead, Arwin,” Rionach said, her lip quivering as she raised her gaze at him. “The Fates spoke to Brontes in his dream. They said that Valda would marry the heir of the Sea Kingdom. The kingdoms were to join, Arwin—” Rionach’s breath faltered. Shaking her head, she touched Valda’s head. More tears streamed down her face. “She won’t find her mate?”
“Rionach,” Arwin whispered the queen’s name as if he was telling a secret. His heavy boots echoed in the vast chamber as he kneeled next to Valda. “Brontes had a dream. They are gone. All the gods are gone.”
“But— They must communicate somehow, right? Without them we are lost.” Her eyes widened as she grabbed his forearm. Hope shone in them for just a second. “The Oracle! They can use their blessing and tell us if Valda will find her mate!”
“Listen to me, Rionach. I will say this again, if you need me to.” The scarred side of his face stretched as he gave Valda and the queen a rueful smile. He pulled Rionach to a stand and gathered her in his strong arms, pressing their bodies dangerously close. “I will take care of both of you…”  

Raan Era wasn’t sure how he was going to tell his wife that he had rescued a Sealian child— a baby no older than a year old. He was on his way back to the Sky Kingdom. The sea had finally ebbed away its savage attacks enough to allow boats to leave the shore. Thousands of Sealians were packed in ships heading back to the Sky Kingdom. They couldn’t stay in their land. The storm had destroyed their homes, their bridges, and their crops. They had nowhere else to go. They could stay and try to rebuild or leave and make a life elsewhere. For now, they needed food, water, and shelter, and the other Kingdoms in Gaia would accommodate them.
The destruction in the Sea Kingdom was nothing like Raan had ever seen. It was as if the gods themselves had descended, taking back what belonged to them, and destroying everything to start anew. Triton Castle didn’t stand a chance when the roaring waves crashed on it, followed by a lightning storm beyond imagining. How Raan was able to find this child was beyond him. But he wouldn’t, couldn’t, leave a baby to die. He found it strange that the child was left out by the ruins of Triton Castle, alone and exposed to the cold rain and strong winds. The cyclonic tidal waves that had destroyed the castle should’ve taken her life as well, and yet she lived. Maybe she had been specially protected by Poseidon himself.
He pulled his coat and looked down at the baby girl, grimacing at her high-pitched wails. He patted his pants, feeling for something he could feed her, but he had nothing. Waiting to safely dock land was the only choice. For now, Raan’s priority would be to keep the baby warm.  
“What will Saha think when she sees you?” he wondered as the roaring sea outside of his cabin smashed against the ship. The wood groaned and his heart raced.  
“Poseidon, please allow me to go back to my wife,” he prayed, snuggling the baby closer to his warm chest. “Ouranos, let me see the sun once again.” 
From the spot on the ground where he’d chosen to rest a fellow soldier scoffed.
Raan arched his bushy brow. “What?” 
“I don’t know what’s funnier. You not deciding which god to pray to, or that you are praying at all.” 
Raan shook his head and looked down at the baby, whose fussy cries had settled for now. “You act as if they don’t exist, my friend.” 
“They left a long time ago.” 
“Or so we think,” Raan refuted, but the other man laughed and turned to give Raan his back.
“Have you forgotten about The Great Disappearance?”
The Great Disappearance of the gods happened centuries ago. The gods left, leaving a handful of mortals with their powers. Those who were stronger used their power to reign over the others, thus the kingdoms appeared. But Raan believed the gods were still around, still listening, cursing those who deserved it as well as blessing those who do good.
“I wasn’t talking to you, though. Mind your business,” Raan said.
“Even if the gods were still around, I sure wouldn’t be praying or asking for anything.”  
Raan scoffed this time and waved his hand dismissively before going back to the baby girl swaddled inside his coat. He took in her features. Like all Sealians, the child had thin blue curls on top of her head, as well as blue eyes. The baby was beautiful. Saha would love her the second she saw her—he was sure of it.  
“First, I have to make it home alive,” he whispered to the baby, a tired yet bright smile spread across his face. Leaning against the wooden wall, Raan sighed loudly as the rocking boat drifted him off to a light sleep. 
He could still hear the conversations around him. Soldiers and rescuers exchanged theories of what had happened. Some said it was just bad luck; the Sea Kingdom’s island hadn’t been hit by such a storm in decades. Others said the gods had punished them.  
Upon the ship’s arrival on the Sky Kingdom’s shore, a soldier slapped his hand on Raan’s leg, waking him up. Raan gasped softly, clutched the baby to his chest. He didn’t want to admit it now, but he had grown protective of the child.  
“We are here, Era. Let’s go.”  
Raan nodded at his fellow soldier and watched him walk up the stairs to the main deck.  
“We are home, little one,” he muttered, checking inside his coat and finding the baby girl smiling wildly and waving her hands to reach his nose. “You must be starving. I will get you some fruits as soon as we are out of here.” Raan sealed his promise by pressing his lips against the baby girl’s hand. His black beard tickled her fingers, and she squealed in delight.  
He climbed the stairs to the main deck and off the ship. The Sky Kingdom already had helpers out on the docks. Large wooden tables were set out, where Sealians were asked to give their names, their towns, and the names of any immediate family members.  
Raan squeezed the bundle in his arms, his other hand moving to touch his sword’s handle. He and his wife had been trying for a child for such a long time. Finding this baby felt like a blessing from the gods. But at the same time, if she was someone’s child, there must’ve been a couple of parents looking for her.  
“Let’s look for your parents, shall we?” Raan walked with a slight limp through the dense Sealian and Skylian throng. His injury in battle burned through his thigh with each step. The air became dense with feelings of desolation, mourning, and fear. He saw Sealians embracing each other as they found their loved ones alive, as well as mothers falling to their knees crying at the confirmed deaths of their children or mates. Raan swallowed hard as he stood before a Skylian clerk.  
“Soldier.” The middle-aged woman tilted her head in a somber greeting. “What do you have for me?” she asked, dipping her quill in ink and eyeing the bulge inside his coat. 
Raan tensed, deciding whether he should show the baby to the clerk. Before he could walk away, he saw a father embracing his adult son, his shrieks of happiness swallowing Raan whole. He turned back to the clerk and undid his coat, presenting the beautiful baby.  
“I found her abandoned outside of the castle. She wasn’t dressed and she had nothing to identify her by.”  
The clerk’s eyes widened, and Raan wasn’t sure if it was because of the child’s beauty and innocence or if she was just surprised someone would’ve left their child alone.  
“Were there any dead bodies near the child? Any that you thought might have been her parents?”  
Raan shook his head. “It was as if she was just left to die near the shore. I had just been checking for survivors in Triton Castle and… there was no one.” 
The woman bit her lower lip and brushed the quill against her jaw. “I’ve had so many orphan children through my table today.” Her gaze moved from the baby to Raan. “I could take her, but I don’t think we will be able to find any family members. A child this young, left alone like that—” She shook her head while turning and pointing to a group of children. “Just now I had a brother and sister who lost their mother as their ship docked.” She cringed. “It has been difficult.” 
The orphans were all sitting alone, separated from the rest of the Sealians. Raan’s stomach dropped. There were children of all ages, from toddlers to teenagers—all broken, crying, bruised, and cold. Shivering, his attention returned to the baby in his arms. How could he leave her here and hope for the best?  
The woman released a resigned sigh before saying, “I will take her off your hands and—”
“Can I keep her?” 
The clerk took a deep breath, looked at the baby, and shrugged. “If someone comes forward claiming they have a baby more or less her age, I will have to contact you for further investigation.” She took out another large book, opened it and dipped her quill in ink. “What’s your full name, soldier?” 
“Raan Era. I am a guard from Oberon.”  
“Where do you live?”  
“On the outskirts of Cressida.”  
The clerk nodded as she wrote down. “Are you mated?”  
“Yes. My mate’s name is Saha Era.” Raan couldn’t help but smile at the thought of his mate. His wife; his soulmate. He wondered how she would react the second she saw the baby. Would she get mad? Would she tell him to take her back?  
A soft coo interrupted his thoughts, and he peeked down to see the baby sucking on her thumb.  
“Do you have any food I could give her? She must be starving.” 
“I will give both of you food soon enough. I need you to tell me her name.” 
Raan frowned. “I am sorry. Name? I…” 
“I need it for record purposes. You can give her a name right now.” The clerk chuckled for the first time. Her crooked smile brought Raan some comfort. It had been a long time since someone had actually smiled at him. “Maybe something related to her heritage. We wouldn’t want her to forget her roots.” 
“Of course!” Raan smiled back and took a minute to think of a name. The clerk had put him on the spot; it was hard for him to think of anything, let alone a name for another human being. He sighed in discontent and turned around to take in his surroundings, hoping something would inspire him.  
The waves ebb and splash about the rocks near the dock. Two more ships were nearing the shore, probably filled with even more Sealian refugees.  
“How about Maris?” Raan finally suggested.
“Maris? That sounds beautiful. Maris Era. ” The clerk said approvingly.
Raan nodded decisively. “Maris Era.” He liked it as well. It had a nice ring to it.  
“Good.” The woman closed the book and stood up. “Stay right here. I will be right back with some food for you and little Maris.”  
Raan nodded, watching as she walked over to a pile of wooden crates filled with provisions. Maris blew spit bubbles, her tiny hands pulling at his dirty clothes. The clerk came back with a waterskin filled with cool water and a box with fruits, dry meats, bread, and cheese. Raan tried to take it while juggling Maris in his arms.  
“Thank you so much.” 
“The Sky Kingdom can only do so much to help our brothers and sisters from the Sea Kingdom. That beautiful baby deserves a chance for a good life, and I am more than sure she will find that with you, Raan Era.” 
A knot formed in Raan’s throat. He swallowed it down and bowed his head at the clerk before saying his goodbyes and limping away. He found a quiet spot away from the ships. He sat down and settled Maris against him. She could already sit up straight while he pulled out the bread before offering it to her. Reaching chubby fingers for the bread, Maris took it before shoving it into her mouth.
Raan chuckled and repeated his actions. Maris ate, and it wasn’t until she was dozing off that he ate something himself. 
The rushing of the sea swallowed the voices on the other side of the dock. Raan was thankful for it. He wouldn’t be able to stomach the all-too-familiar sound of pained cries. Deciding on getting a horse once he was done eating, Raan wanted nothing more than to be home with his mate and Maris. 

Rionach rubbed the tension from her temples as she wrote another letter to the neighboring kingdoms. The letters were short and to the point. King Brontes Aither was dead and apparently the Sealians’ royal family was as well.  
It was hard to put the announcement into words. Her own emotions surfaced each time she wrote her mate’s name. She swallowed hard and folded the piece of paper, sealed it with wax, printing the symbol of their patron god Ouranos with it. She addressed it to the Vulcan Kingdom and put it aside before starting her last letter to Harmonia.  
Rionach wished she could feel something other than the emptiness in her chest. For if she had a broken heart, that meant she had a heart to heal. Instead, she felt nothing but the heaviness of absence inside of her.  
Hearing about the severance of a mate bond was one thing; feeling it when it happened was another. Waking up to that dull, aching pain, and then sudden silence, was something she would never forget. With a heavy sigh, she finished her last letter. She meticulously put her stationary away, but not before wiping her cheeks and nose. 
In her bed, Valda lay tangled between the satin sheets, sleeping quietly. She hadn’t slept in her own room since the incident two weeks ago. Not because she was scared (or so she said) but because she didn’t want her mother to feel alone. Rionach had tried to hide her amusement when Valda told her.
Her Valda, her little thunderstorm, with a personality as big as the sky itself, always looked out for her. But with her father’s death, Rionach was worried that her daughter’s larger-than-life personality would wither away.  
She believed Brontes when he told her about his dream, about Valda and the heir of the Sea Kingdom, about the union and the revolution throughout Gaia. Although Gaia was diverse, the idea of Kingdoms coming together through a mate bond, or even a regular marriage, was unheard of. 
But that didn’t matter to Rionach now. All that mattered was that her sweet thunderstorm had been robbed of meeting her mate.  
A soft knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. Rionach turned as someone pushed the door. A tired looking Arwin walked in, his hand resting on his sword hilt. She flinched at the dark circles under his eyes. How long had it been since this man had a good night’s rest? 
“Still up?” Rionach asked, her voice a soft whisper, not wanting to wake Valda. 
“Still working,” he corrected. “I just wanted to see how you were doing before retiring for the—“ Arwin’s eyes drifted to Valda. “Ah. Little Valda is here.” 
“Oh!” Rionach turned to Valda. “She doesn’t want to leave my side.” 
“Understandable,” Arwin muttered before clearing his throat. “Rionach—“ 
“I need a full report of what happened at the Sea Kingdom,” Rionach said, standing from her small desk. “A very detailed report,” she added. 
Arwin’s gaze fell before he nodded. “And you shall have it, but there is not much to look into.” He stepped away from the door, circling to the living space in the chamber and sitting down on the grand sofa. He spread his legs, taking up most of the space. He exhaled, closing his eyes and throwing his silver hair back.  
“I still have ships coming in from Agenor’s Islands. I’ve heard reports of tidal waves destroying some of the ships on their way back.” He rubbed the scarred side of his face. “We keep losing people…” 
“It has been years, decades even, since the Sea Kingdom had a storm like this.” 
“You’d think they would be ready for this, but they weren’t…” He shook his head before resting his hazel gaze on Rionach. “Could it be punishment?” 
“For what?” Rionach scoffed. “And why would any punishment fall on my mate?” She sighed. “Why wipe away the Sea Kingdom’s royal family, especially with the prophecy?” 
Arwin turned away, enough to hide his face from Rionach. “Maybe… the Fates were wrong?” 
Rionach tensed. “Blasphemy…” 
Shrugging, Arwin stood from the sofa and quietly walked to Rionach’s bed, where Valda still slept soundly. His tense back muscles relaxed as he studied the sleeping child. Leaning close enough to brush Valda’s dark curls from her forehead, he let out a soft grunt before straightening again. “She looks so much like him.” 
Rionach swallowed hard and smiled. Yes, Valda was the spitting image of her father, the late king. With her dark hair, honey eyes, sun-kissed skin, and freckles sprinkled over her face, shoulders, and chest, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that she was the next queen. Yet, whenever Arwin mentioned Valda’s resemblance to her mate, she always felt a hint of resentment in his voice.  
Deciding on brushing the feeling away was better for now. She remembered Brontes and how it felt to see him for the first time, locking eyes and feeling the surge and the connection right away… 
Valda will never experience that. Rionach sighed and walked to the other side of the bed before lying next to Valda. She cradled the young girl in her arms and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. She didn’t wake up; instead, she snuggled closer to her warmth.  
The bed dipped as Arwin sat with them, looking down at her and Valda intently. As much as she wanted to push him off and tell him to leave… she couldn’t help but appreciate his presence, especially when he cared so much about them. His hand went back to Valda’s hair. He petted her sweetly before releasing a tired sigh. 
“I am sorry, Valda,” he muttered, his voice trembling.   
“Why?” 
Arwin’s lips parted, as if he wanted to answer right away, but then he bit his lower lip and stood from the bed.  
“Because she won’t meet her soulmate?”  
Arwin frowned. “No.” He answered, nonchalantly. “Countless go about their lives, never finding their soulmate.”  
Piercing hazel eyes burned through her. Rionach swallowed hard, her gaze straying away from his. 
“Many hope they will find their soulmate in their next life.” Arwin shrugged. “Pray with her and keep hope that she will find hers.” The general’s steps were slow and calculated as he moved to the living space and then out the door. 
Rionach’s jaw quivered, unable to pick up if he spoke jeeringly or not.

Raan wasn’t sure what his mate was feeling. Deep within his chest he could feel her excitement and fear, but also apprehension.  
Saha, his mate of fifteen years, stood by the dining table, staring at the Sealian baby. Maris was enveloped in soft satin sheets he had managed to buy before heading home. Her small hands and feet reached the chandelier dangling from the wooden roof.  
For a moment, Raan stared at Saha. Her hands were rolled into fists and pressed to her stomach, as if unsure if she was supposed to touch the baby.  
When he arrived and tied the horse to the outside of his home, before he could knock, his wife had already opened the door for him, possibly feeling his presence minutes before his arrival. Before she could throw her arms around him and welcome him with a kiss, she had noticed the bundle in his coat. 
Her smile had disappeared for a second as he walked in and proceeded to settle the infant on the table. 
Now, they both looked at each other as if neither had seen or heard of what a baby was, despite being the one thing they had longed for since the moment their life together began.
“That’s a baby, all right,” Saha exhaled, rubbing her hands against her loose cotton pants. “Are… weren’t…” She scratched the back of her head next and turned from Maris to Raan. “I…” 
“I found her outside the Triton Castle,” Raan began, walking closer. “General Arwin had said there were no survivors after the castle collapsed, but…” he stretched his hand, his finger brushing against Maris’s own. She quickly grasped it and held on tightly. He chuckled at the baby’s strength. Who knows? Maybe she would be a great soldier one day.  
He swallowed hard at the thought. Maybe he was getting ahead of himself. 
“She was by the shore, surrounded by water. As if Poseidon himself was keeping her safe. I couldn’t leave her there. The boats were already leaving, so I tucked her in my jacket and left.” 
“And her parents? Did anyone claim her?” 
Raan explained everything, how no one had claimed they had a missing baby, and that the orphaned kids would be taken care of. He knew they would mostly be placed in a temporary home. It would’ve been better if he took the baby in. After all, wasn’t having a child one of their biggest desires?
No, Maris wouldn’t be from their flesh and blood, but Raan already felt he loved her. 
“So… we keep her until someone comes forward?” 
“If they do,“ he mumbled, their gazes glued to the beautiful baby.  
A dead silence fell upon them, and the only thing that could be heard were Maris’s happy squeals.
“She has a beauty mark,” Saha said, her fingertips brushing over Maris’s left cheek, right under her eye. “Kind of like me, look.” Saha exclaimed, pointing at the mark on her chin.”  
Raan chuckled, grabbed Saha’s face, and kissed her jaw. “If it wasn’t for the blue hair, I would say she is yours already.”  
Saha’s chuckle disappeared. She bit her lower lip and turned away from Maris and Raan. “If they come looking for her, I will be devastated, Raan.” 
He nodded. He didn’t want to admit it, but he would be heartbroken as well. Clutching Saha’s waist, he shifted her to face him. He already knew what she felt before she could utter a single word. The bond allowed them to know what the other felt without the need to talk. Sighing, he squeezed her smaller frame to his and pressed his lips to her temples.  
“No one will claim her.” 
“How are you so sure?” she asked, her hands clutching the back of his shirt.  
“Because I will not allow anyone to take her away from you. I promise.” 
Saha pulled away enough to turn towards the baby. With trembling hands, she reached her.  
“I named her Maris.” 
Saha’s lips spread into a wide smile as she picked Maris from the table. “Maris Era…” She pronounced the name with pride.  
Feeling warmth spread through his chest, Raan sighed in contentment and wrapped his arms around his mate and their new daughter. 



2


Valda’s bloody hand curled into a tight fist as she walked down Oberon castle’s great hall. Warm blood dripped from her fingers to the pristine floor. Hours ago, she’d thrust her dagger one last time into a traitor. It was the fifteenth kill of that day. Her enemy’s blood mingled with her own from a wound on her upper left arm.  
She’d come back from Umbriel to get her arm fixed by the castle’s doctor, a blessed Asclepius worshiper who’d worked for the family for years. She didn’t mind the pain or that she was bleeding profusely. One touch from the man and she would be healed. Many healers were Asclepius worshipers and began their studies in medicine from an early age, hoping that by showing determination and discipline, the god would bless them.
In the great hall, caged in wooded frames and old paintings, the eyes of past rulers and bearers of the god sign gazed down at her as she made her way to the throne room. She always wondered if they regarded her with awe or disapproval. Their burning gazes were heavy on her shoulders, judgmental.  
“Still with me?” Arwin’s voice pulled her from the heavy gazes. His firm hand fell on her broad shoulders, shaking her slightly. She turned to face him, her height matching his, her eyes darkening at the sight of him. 
“I am here,” she answered as he pushed the doors to the throne room open for her. Inside, her mother’s surprised gasp filled the empty silence. 
“Valda!” Rionach shrieked, climbing down the dais, and running towards her. She wrapped her arms around Valda, bringing her down with her. Valda hugged her mother tightly with her uninjured arm, squeezing her smaller frame and pressing her face to her shoulder.  
She was home. She was in the castle. She was alive. 
“Glory be to Ouranos!” Rionach pulled away, cradling Valda’s dirty face. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?” 
“She is fine,” Arwin answered, stepping aside.
His presence brought a heaviness to the warm welcome. Valda wished he would leave her alone to talk to her mother, but knew that as soon as she freshened up, rested and ate, the conversation would turn to the coup. Who were the leaders and what did they want? 
Rionach ignored Arwin and touched Valda’s waist, her eyes widening as she saw the deep red coming from underneath the heavy armor and stained the orange silk blouse. “You are bleeding.” 
“It’s not all mine.”  
Rionach sighed and turned to Arwin, anger brewing in her expression. “I thought you would not make it in time for her birthday! I was worried sick. You sent out no communication, no—“ 
“I am sorry we worried you. It wasn’t my intent. We never imagined that this group would be as big and spread out as it was,” Arwin said, waving his hand dismissively. “We are here, we made it and,” he slapped Valda’s back a little too hard for her liking. “And she is safe. Just like I promised.” 
Valda grunted and straightened her back. A reflex of years of training with Arwin’s not so gentle handling. “I need to freshen up.” 
“And a healer,” Rionach added, patting her hand and examining her arm.  
Valda frowned. “Is the healer gone?” 
“It has been days since I last saw him. Nobody knows where he has run off to.” 
“He ran away?” Valda asked. If there wasn’t an Asclepius follower in the castle, her healing would be slow and torturous. She sighed and rubbed her face in frustration. “Have you tried getting another?” 
“Of course, I’ve tried. But they are hidden amongst us. They don’t want to be exploited.” 
“Like we exploited him?” Valda asked, clearly knowing the answer to her question. One blessed Asclepius worshiper in one castle meant the poor man was over worked. There were dozens if not hundreds of her soldiers needing to be healed. One man alone wouldn’t do. Even if the god’s power was at his fingertips, his body was of a mortal, he would tire faster than a regular healer. 
Arwin chuckled and shook his head. “He is well paid.” 
“By being locked up in the castle?” Valda asked a faint snarl escaping her lips. “Wouldn’t you like to be locked up in a place with no contact with your family, Arwin?” 
“You are being sentimental. What better honor is there other than to work at Oberon castle? Being the royal family’s healer?” 
“Being free could be better.”  
“Oh, Valda. Please. That man had everything he wanted. Food, drinks, and all the lovers he wished for. I wish I was blessed by Asclepius and given the gift of healing. I could really use a quick and easy fuck.” 
“General.” Rionach cut him before he could add anything to his discourse. With a disapproving shake of her head, she dismissed Arwin, who left the two women with a wicked grin and a soft chuckle.  
Once the doors to the chamber closed, Rionach touched Valda’s bloody hand and whimpered. “I could send a chambermaid to your room. Maybe she will be able to clean up your wounds?” 
“Better than nothing, I suppose,” Valda mumbled.  
“Valda,” Rionach called out, gently touching her daughter’s jaw with her fingertips. “What did he do?” 
Valda rolled her eyes. She was tired of the same question every time she left to train or prevent a coup. Her mother was suspicious of foul play with Arwin, convinced he used too much force during training or abandoned her on the battlefield when she needed him the most. Valda was tired of explaining that Arwin was not her bodyguard, and she could take care of herself just fine.  
“Nothing, Mother.”
“I cannot do anything if you don’t tell me, dear.” 
“There is nothing to say,” Valda muttered before forcing a gentle smile. “I will head out to my room now. I am sure Cerberus misses me.” She kissed her mother’s forehead.  
“I will have supper ready for you. We can continue talking once you are feeling better.” 
“Of course.” Valda bowed to her mother before heading out once again into the hall. This time, instead of ignoring the portraits, she lifted her eyes to study them, stopping in front of her father’s portrait. 
Although dead tired, she took her time to take in her father’s expressionless face. The memory of his smile drifted from her mind like dandelion seeds. Though she couldn’t feel the warmth of his love, she could feel the heaviness of everyone’s expectations on her shoulders. The comparisons seeped through the halls in whispers and finger pointing, in angry disapproval. 
Valda wondered if she would ever step up to be the ruler everyone thought she would be. If when the time came could she make the right decisions for her kingdom? As of lately, Valda felt that her decisions weren’t the best. Or at least that’s how Arwin made her feel.
She pushed her thoughts away to the far corners of her mind as she greeted the guards by her door. Settling in her bedroom, she sat on a small sofa by the fire in the living space. She stretched out her legs, and leaned back, exhaling as the tension in her back eased.  
Suddenly something stroked her legs. Looking down, her large black cat, Cerberus, welcomed her with a loud meow.
“Hello there.” 
The cat stretched her front legs and then the back before shaking her head, the tufts at the tip of her ears swayed. Valda chuckled and complimented the stretch before patting her lap. Cerberus jumped right away and bumped her face against Valda’s. The vibration of her purrs relaxed Valda after her strenuous ordeal.
“Missed me?” Valda asked, stroking under the cat’s chin. Cerberus closed her large yellow eyes and purred louder, leaning into the soft caress. “I will take that as a ‘yes, I did’.”
They were interrupted by a soft knock on the door. Valda placed Cerberus on the floor before a young, terrified maid peeked her head inside. Valda frowned before sitting up straight, as Cerberus waltzed to the entrance. “The healer is really gone, isn’t he?” Valda’s voice boomed inside the large room.  
The maid cringed before rubbing her hands together and nodding. “Queen Rionach sent me. I have some knowledge in medicine…” She looked down at the large cat and visibly swallowed.
Valda stared at the maid. She had common Skylian features, sun-kissed skin, dark raven hair, and light eyes. She was probably new to her position. Her eyes traveled over the young woman’s body before deciding she was too tired.
It was an open secret that Valda enjoyed sleeping around with the help. The power play involved in every interaction left her craving more. She knew she shouldn’t, now that her twenty- fifth birthday was days away.
Nine years ago, against Arwin’s wishes, her mother had brought the kingdom’s Oracle to the castle. Not man nor woman, not alive nor dead, the Oracle was a creature cursed with the burden of being a vessel to The Fates. They could see into the future. They roamed the desert of Umbriel, with scorched skin from the blazing sun, not dying, not living, just existing to foretell whatever tragedy or good fortune of whoever asked. A person with a query could only ask one question every twenty years. 
Valda did just that. “Oracle, when will I meet my mate?”
The Oracle’s answer was forever engraved in Valda’s mind. “You will meet her on your twenty-fifth birthday.”
Valda needed to focus on finding her mate and that meant she had to stop sleeping around.
“What’s your name?” 
The maid’s lips twitched, she cleared her throat and answered, “Melvian, your highness.” 
Valda nodded. “Melvian, come. Take my boots off.” 
Melvian hurried to Valda while Cerberus crawled near the fireplace. Her yellow eyes studied Valda, giving her slow blinks now and then.
Lowering to her knees, Melvian hastily undid the knots, slipping the boots off. Her hands trembled when she noticed the blood staining the boots. 
Peering up to Valda with a questioning gaze, Melvian set them aside. Valda grunted as she moved forward, unclasped the heavy armor from her shoulders and torso, letting it fall onto the marble ground. In doing so, she revealed the slashes of her arm, and a small wound over her right shoulder. Valda sighed; she touched her left shoulder before removing the stained shirt, leaving only a black wrap covering her breasts.  Not saying a word, Valda showed off the wounds that needed tending. 
“I shall bring the kit,” Melvian said, standing and heading to the bathroom. 
“Draw my bath while you are at it.”  
Melvian nodded, leaving Valda to look down at the extent of her injuries. She had it worse, but she was more than sure that they would scar.
Melvian came back with a large box. She placed the kit near the night table before opening it and turning to Valda. “These are deep,” Melvian said as she roamed the wound further. “You will need stitches.”  
Valda grunted as Melvian worked on her arm.  
“I suggest you consume ginger and turmeric. Tea is always good. It will help you keep an infection away. In a few days you will feel better.”  
Valda nodded. “You do know a lot.”  
Melvian smiled at Valda. “Thank you.” 
“When did you get this training in healing? You seem rather young,” Valda said, feeling Melvian tense at the word.
The younger woman pursed her lips as she began to tend to the wounds. She didn’t answer until Valda grabbed her wrist, stopping her movements altogether. “My mother is a healer!” she yelped.
“A worshiper?”
Melvian shook her head. “No, ma’am.” 
There was no way of knowing if she was lying or not. Valda could torture her and wait it out, but at the end of it all, she wouldn’t be like Arwin… She sighed and released the maid to lean back on the chair. “Get my bath ready. Clean this mess up.” 
“Yes!” Melvian turned on her heels and placed the boots inside the walk-in closet before running to the other side of the room, bumping her hip against a small table. The crystal containers rattled as the dark liquid sloshed inside. She hissed, grabbed the table, and turned to Valda, who stared at her with an arched brow. 
“Bring me a drink while you are at it.” 
Melvian nodded, grabbed a glass, and poured a drink before running back to her. Valda took the proffered glass and waved her hand dismissively.  The maid hurried to the room next door and finished preparing Valda’s bath.  
Standing tiredly, Valda shot the glass in one and hissed as the burning sensation settled in her stomach. After placing the glass on the small table, she undid the ties of her chest wraps and unrolled it from her torso, throwing it on the ground for Melvian to take care of later. Then she pulled her pants down until she was bare from all her clothing. 
Valda was never shy, she had nothing to be shy about. Standing a whopping six foot and five inches, she was the tallest woman in the entire Skylian court. The only person able to see her eye to eye was Kayden, her best friend and the next in line to be the leader of Harmonia. Even Arwin was short by a couple of inches. Although sun-kissed like any other Skylian, her skin was embellished with dark freckles and white scar lines. All of them had a story, so she never saw them as something to be ashamed of.   
Stepping in front of the full-length mirror, Valda looked at the wound, imagining the scar it would become. She flexed her arm, the bicep bulging under the tanned skin. The wound stung, but nothing she could not handle. Her honey-colored eyes traveled to the muscles of her thick thighs, noticing a couple of bruises forming. She had an ointment to help with that. If only the castle’s healer hadn’t fled. She would be ready in no time. Suddenly, the mark of Ouranos shone on her forehead for a heartbeat then disappeared. It had been weeks since the mark of the god surfaced. All those chosen to rule by the gods bore that mark. Seeing it once more eased her worries of one day being worthy of ruling.
She let out a relieved sigh before walking towards the bathroom. Melvian was just finishing pouring a bucket of warm water into the tub before squeezing some oils in. Once the young maid made contact with Valda, she looked away from her nakedness. 
“Do— do you want another drink, Your Highness?”  
Another drink sounded nice. It would numb the muscle aches. “Sure.” Valda was calmer now. The welcoming scent of the bath had somehow relieved her stress. She placed her hand over the edge and slowly got into the tub. She hissed loudly and closed her eyes as she let the warm temperature ease her. 
First, she would wash away all the blood she had on her, the dirt and the grime; then, she would drink some whiskey and sleep until noon. Absent-mindedly, Valda nodded at her plan and smiled.  
 It wasn’t long before the tiredness of battle came crashing down on her, nearly immobilizing her. She lay in the tub, eyes closed, listening to the maid’s footsteps as she walked in and almost immediately feeling a warm cloth upon her shoulder. “Is there anything you need before I leave for the night, Your Highness?” 
“Leave the drink on the floor and go. I want to be alone.” She wanted time to think about her upcoming birthday, about the fact that she was days away from meeting her mate. Her stomach jumped with anticipation. She wondered what she would look like. Would she be the Sealian beauty she had imagined in her dreams? Sighing, a smile spread across Valda’s face.  
Maybe with her mate, the weight of everyone’s expectations would be bearable. 

The tavern was filled to the brim with boisterous soldiers, their armor clanging against each other as they laughed and cheered. The air was thick with the pungent scent of ale, sweat, and smoke from the hearth.  
From what Maris heard, the soldiers had just returned from a grueling battle, and were eager to drink and celebrate. Tankards were raised high in the air, and rowdy cheers echoed off the walls as they toasted while Maris tried to write down their orders in between each drunken cheer.  
Cressida was a small village and only had one small tavern. Maris never imagined it would be this full. The sound of raucous laughter mingled with the strumming of a lute and a thumping drum. A few soldiers had taken to the makeshift stage, singing bawdy songs. Some were even dancing, their movements uncoordinated but exuberant, making it hard on Maris to move from table to table. 
Maris wasn’t in her element. She tried to keep up with the demands of the thirsty and rowdy soldiers. She poured ale from barrels stacked high behind the bar, wiping the sweat of her brow with the back of her forearm. The tavern’s hearth blazed bright, casting flickering shadows on the walls as it roasted meat on spits. 
The soldiers let loose with wild abandon. They pounded their fists on the tables, shouting out orders for more ale and mead. The noise was deafening, but it was better than to have a bunch of drunk men fighting over nothing. 
On cue, a few soldiers broke out into a brawl, the sound of punches and curses ringing out through the tavern. But the scuffle was quickly quelled by the more level-headed members of the group, who pulled the combatants apart and laughed it off with a rough pat on the back. 
Maris exhaled, undoing her ponytail in exasperation, and pulling it higher to keep her hair from her face. She fixed her sleeves, re-rolling them up to her elbows, then grabbed the tray of food, took a deep breath, and walked out to the tavern. 
“All right, gentlemen. We have tonight’s special for all three of you,” she raised her voice to capture their attention. When they stopped talking, she rapidly placed their plates on the table before moving back. “Hope you enjoy it.”  
Maris tried to ignore their hungry gazes; after all, she knew how to deal with drunk customers. As she was about to walk away, one of them grabbed hold of her apron and pulled her a little too rough for her liking. She stumbled on her feet, but managed to stand as she turned around and faked yet another smile.
“Yes?”  
“I said mine with no onions,” the soldier slurred his words, holding on tightly to Maris’s apron and pointing his other hand to his plate.  
“Oh! Excuse me, no problem I will get your order fixed right away, sir… If you let go of me, that is.” Maris grinned and only moved when the soldier’s hand dropped to his side.
She took the plate and made her way back to the kitchen, slamming the door open angrily. “Hey!” She almost smashed the plate over the counter. “I said no onions! Why do you keep getting the orders wrong?”  
“You better keep your mouth closed if you don’t want me to tell the boss you are the one taking bad orders,“ one of the cooks said, wiping his hand with a dirty rag. He took the plate and fixed it. “You Sealians are useless.”
“You are the one that can’t read…” Maris muttered and took the plate once again. “Thanks.”   
She walked to the table of drunken soldiers and placed the plate. “Special with no onions, enjoy….”  
“Maris!”    
Maris turned her attention to the woman calling her. She couldn’t help but smile when she recognized the young woman at one of the tables. The long black hair and tired eyes were a quick giveaway. “Melvian!” Maris waved excitedly, and just as she was to walk towards her another hand forcefully grabbed her elbow. 
She almost lost her footing as she turned around to look down at the smirking, red-faced Skylian soldier. “What now?”  
He laughed, loud and obnoxious, before winking at her. “You seem like you need a break.”  
“At least someone noticed. You could teach my boss a thing or two about caring for his workers.” 
“How about you take a break with us, honey?”  
“Not going to happen.” Maris jerked her arm away from his grip and he stumbled forward.  
“Now, now! You don’t have to be so aggressive, sweetie.”  
“Oh, but I do.” Maris stopped moving altogether when he reached for his water. Her frown turned into a menacing smile as the soldier drank. Her eyes sparkled for a moment. The guard grabbed her again, this time, for dear life.  
He gagged as he swallowed, trying to cough, struggling to breathe. He turned to look up at Maris in fear.
Maris watched him, unconcerned by how fast his face turned purple. The rest of his friends had stopped eating altogether and moved to his side. Maris fought to release his grip, and decided to let the water go down. 
He fell on the floor and coughed loudly, gasping for much-needed air.  
Maris snorted and looked down in disgust. “That’s what you get.”  
“What did you do?” the soldier asked, standing up and pulling out his sword. “You tried to kill me?” 
“How?” Maris gasped when two guards stepped beside her, also drawing out their sword. “Really? He chokes on water, and you think I did it?” she scoffed. 
Maris deftly dodged the soldier’s punch, knocking another one aside as she backed away from the fray. Her heart raced as she scanned the chaotic tavern, searching for a way out of the danger. 
Just as she was about to be cornered by a particularly aggressive soldier, someone grabbed her wrist, pulling her towards safety. Melvian. 
“Come on, Maris,” Melvian said, her voice low and urgent. “Let’s get out of here!” 
Together, they slipped out the back door and into the dimly-lit alleyway. The sounds of the tavern slowly faded away, replaced by the distant hum of the town at night. 
“Are you all right?” Melvian asked.
Out of breath, Maris nodded as she pressed her hands to her bent knees.
“You need a new job, Maris. You can’t keep working at this sort of place.” 
Still gulping mouthfuls of air, Maris scoffed and looked up at her. “Easy for you to say. You are not a Sealian, and your dad helped you get a job at the castle.” 
“They were recruiting,” Melvian said.
“And your dad knew right away.” 
“And now I know, and I want you to know.” Melvian patted her shoulder, pushing her to stand straight. “The princess’s birthday is coming up, they need extra hands to help out at the castle.” 
Maris wasn’t sure what to say. It wasn’t right for a Sealian to be around Oberon castle. It wasn’t a concrete law, but everyone knew that Queen Rionach wasn’t fond of Sealians. It was an open secret that she blamed them for the king’s death.
“I don’t think I can make it inside the castle.” 
Melvian sighed, leaned against the wall, and groaned in annoyance. “Maris…” Her voice shifted, sounding condescending and rueful. “I don’t think your mother would’ve wanted you to stay as a mere server in a low life, dirty tavern.”  
“It doesn’t matter that you are my best friend, I will not allow you to talk about my mother and use her to manipulate me.” 
Melvian took a step away and nodded. “I am sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. Not after what—“ 
“Melvian!” 
“Sorry! Sorry. I—“ Melvian squeezed her eyes shut. She grabbed Maris’s hand and pulled her closer. “Listen. I am worried about you. Especially about your wellbeing. Sealians everywhere are being treated like shit.” 
“Don’t you think I know that, Melvian? I’ve been trying to get a decent job, but Skylians won’t hire us. What makes you think I will make it to the castle?”
“Because I am there, I can help! I want you to be secure, taken care of—Stop scoffing. I swear to the gods, Maris! Why are you so difficult? You will be inside a castle filled with soldiers!” 
Maris was about to pull her hand away from Melvian’s grasp. Soldiers. Maybe even a certain General. Her unfocused gaze stared past Melvian. “Does General Arwin live in the castle?” 
Melvian frowned confused. “What? No? I… I don’t know. I see him a lot, but—“  
“I accept your offer.” 
“Wait. Why the sudden change? And why are you asking about General Arwin?” 
Maris opened her mouth to answer but hesitated. She wasn’t sure if Melvian would find it strange and then decide to pull out on helping her. But this was her best friend, they had known each other since they were little girls. Melvian would never judge her. “He was my father’s superior.” She shrugged dismissively. “Maybe he knows what happened to him?”
“You want to talk to General Arwin about your father’s death?”
Maris pursed her lips and lifted her shoulders. “Why not?”
“He is always busy or with the queen. It’s hard to get to him.”
“I could learn his schedule. Maybe offer to serve him?”
Melvian’s face frowned in disgust.
“Not like that, Melvian,” Maris said, nudging her friend’s flank.
“I wish I could help you with that, Maris. But I don’t want to seem suspicious.”
“You don’t have to do anything, but I could try.”
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Valda struggled not to groan as the chambermaids tailored her clothing. Her birthday was a couple of days away and the royal garment for a special occasion needed to look good and still fit. The dark orange silk blouse popped under the yellow corduroy coat. The coat was embellished with fine, intricate designs down the front and back. The suit was tight around her shoulders and arms, then again, it had been years since she’d worn it.  
She casually mentioned her discomfort to one of the chambermaids, who nodded and took notes. A young maid pulled on the jacket carefully while another eyed Valda hungrily. The princess smirked, knowing full well the effect she had on women and some men. Valda knew her reputation with the maids. Never soldiers, never men. Yet, as much as she enjoyed the company in bed, nothing filled her heart with contentment. It never felt right.  
Cerberus stared from the other side of the room. Her fluffy tail swayed from side to side as she casually tossed slow blinks to Valda. Her dear pet was never far away from her. She always found a vantage point to watch Valda’s every move.
Snapping her fingers, Cerberus made a bird-like shrill before sauntering over and rubbing her large body against Valda’s pants. The maids around her tried not to step on Cerberus, her intrusion comical to Valda’s eyes.
“I think we are done here,” Valda announced when she heard someone at the door. Her mother’s voice sounded on the other side, and she asked a fleeing maid to open the door.  
With a bow, the remaining maids left the room, leaving Valda alone with her mother. Valda smiled, bright and content. “Hello.”  
“Hello there,” Rionach said, watching Valda struggle with the heavy jacket. “Let me.” She grabbed it and placed it neatly over a chair. “This is the look you are going for?” She chuckled, touching the golden designs.
“Is there a problem?” Valda gave Rionach a playful look before she began to undo the button at the high neck of the silk blouse.
“Not at all. I like the look. It reminds me of your father. The man exudes power just as you do when you decide to dress up.” Rionach smiled at her daughter before pushing her hands away and undoing the button for her. “Tomorrow is the big day,” she began. “And I know what the Oracle said, but we have no way of knowing if that Sealian mate of yours will be there. So,” Rionach bit her lower lip. “I invited all the royalty from the neighboring kingdoms.”  
“All of them?” Valda raised her eyebrows, surprised. 
“Yes.” Rionach took a step back as Valda took the blouse and tossed it near the jacket. “If anything happens, I want you to at least think about having a heart mate.”
Valda frowned. Not liking what her mother was saying or implying. She spoke as if the Oracle was wrong. “I don’t want a heart mate,” she said, picking up Cerberus and scratching under her chin.
“A lot of people have heart mates, Valda. They grow old together, have children together even,” Rionach muttered, rubbing her hands together. She seemed to hesitate for a moment before blurting. “What about Kayden?”
Cerberus sneezed and Valda’s eyes went wide and took a dramatic step back, almost dropping her cat. She couldn’t believe her mother would even suggest something like that. Kayden was her best friend. They met when they were still kids when her mother went on a diplomatic visit to Harmonia. After making fun of his red hair, and wrestling him in the castle’s garden, they became inseparable. She loved Kayden, but he was a man and she thought she had made it more than clear growing up that she was not attracted to men.
“Excuse you?”
“But Valda, an alliance with Harmonia is an alliance with the Vulcanians! Can you imagine? We have the numbers; they have the power and fire!”
“Have you gone mad? I am not marrying Kayden. He is currently sinking his cock into every single person he sees.”
“So…” Rionach cringed, waving her hand as if in a balance.
“Except me!” Valda released her hold on Cerberus, allowing the animal to gracefully fall on the floor. The cat found a spot n the living space, allowing her to keep an eye on her owner.
Valda paced in her chamber, her arms akimbo before she stopped before her mother. “Do you think I will not find her?” Rionach opened her mouth, but Valda spoke before she could answer, “Do you not want me to find her?”
“Why would I not want my daughter to find her soulmate and experience the beauty of a bond?”
“I don’t know. Why aren’t the Sealians allowed near Oberon castle then? Why are we treating them the way we are?”
“Oh, Valda, please. We’ve raised taxes on everyone, not only the Sealians.”
“And do you think that is the correct thing to do? Tartarus! They are not even permitted to come to our castle to ask for help. The last Sealian to come here, was dragged out.”
“She wanted more money, more resources, what more do they want? We’ve done enough by keeping them here, giving them the aid of our people!”
“They are our people too! If you didn’t know, that woman’s brother is a soldier in our army.”
Rionach frowned. “A Sealian in our army? Who agreed to this?”
“I did.”
Scoffing, Rionach folded her hands, and looked away. “Well! What do you want me to do then?”
“Don’t hate them.”
“I don’t hate them, Valda.” 
“Mother, you made a decree stablishing that if the Sealian ever revolt against us, it will be seen as an act of war, and they will be either kicked out or ‘eliminated’, whatever that means.”
Rionach swallowed, her gaze darkening as she stared at Valda. “Biting the hand that feeds you is an act of war, Valda. I will not tolerate them revolting against us after all we have done.”
“We can do more. And if you cared about me actually finding my mate, you would do more to have an amicable relationship with the Sealians.”
Rionach inhaled deeply and waved her hand dismissively. “You are obsessed with helping everyone.”
“Because everyone needs a helping hand.”
“And yet, we help and help, and we get more and more rebels trying to destabilize what we built,” Rionach said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Some people are ungrateful, Valda. They will always be like that. When you become queen, you will see that it doesn’t matter what you do, there will be someone who disagrees with what you do.”
Valda frowned, her hand touching the now scarring wound in her arm.
“Let Arwin take care of the rebellion. Now is not the time to talk about this. What bothers me is your birthday and your expectation of what will happen.”
“What about it?”
“We don’t even know if what you will find tomorrow is your heart mate or soulmate, Valda. Your sixteen-year-old self didn’t ask the question correctly. You asked the Oracle when you would meet your mate. You didn’t specify what type of mate.”
Valda closed her eyes tightly just as her mother stood from the bed. “You don’t have to remind me every single year.”
“Oh, but I feel like I should. Don’t be so adamant and open your heart to the possibility of finding someone that will work for you. Yes, I would love nothing more for you to find your soulmate, but there is a possibility that you won’t. The Sealian royalty is dead, buried under their own castle.”
Valda’s lips parted. Her mother wasn’t often rash with her words, but hearing the fact that the Sealian royals were dead, squeezed Valda’s heart. The death of people she didn’t knew shouldn’t affect her and yet it did.
As if feeling her distress, Cerberus stood and ran up to her, rubbing her tail against Valda’s calf.
“I need to get going. There are so many things that I must take care of,” Rionach said, giving Valda a harsh kiss on her cheek. “Meet me for supper.”
Valda nodded, as Rionach bowed her head, opened the door and left.

Maris was inside Oberon Castle. Placing her hand over her neck, she touched her necklace. Two wedding bands dangled from it, hidden behind her silk blouse. Maris didn’t have a lot of things. She walked inside the castle with only one large bag and a broken violin inside a worn-out case. Her most precious possession was her parents’ wedding bands, which she carried everywhere since their passing.
Melvian was more excited than she was. She pulled her along the halls as fast as she could, greeting the guards while they stared at Maris curiously.
As she walked in, Maris’s thought of ways to get closer to General Arwin but everything proved to be ridiculous and alarmingly suspicious. She couldn’t just ask to be his handmaiden. A Sealian working inside the castle was unheard of. If it wasn’t for Melvian, she wondered how she could’ve even put a foot inside.
Then, there was the fact that Maris could barely remember what the man looked like except his graying hair and the scar on his face.
Maris took a deep breath, clutching the necklace.
What could she ask him if she were ever in front of him? How would she react? Would she have enough strength to even talk to him? Her parents were petrified of him when they met the general on the outskirts of Ophelia Plaza during the Patrons Festivals nine years ago. She had been playing around with Melvian, eating from the kiosk when she bumped into Arwin.
Her parents had been so afraid. Her father stood between the general and his family. Maris wasn’t sure what they said, all she knew was that at the end of that day, her mother had locked herself up with Maris underneath a secret compartment under a desk in their study room as the sounds of marching boots, gruff voices, and slamming doors muffled through the wooden secret door.
Maris had tried to scream and call for Raan, to ask him to come back, but the commotion outside wouldn’t allow her screams to reach her father. Her mother made sure she stayed quiet, covering her mouth and holding her down with an iron grip.
But then the footsteps moved on, her father’s desperate screams dissipated through the house, until all went quiet. 
It took her mother a while to release her. When they did, the house was incomplete disarray. The living room’s furniture was upturned. In the kitchen, the pantry was scattered about, food spilling on the floor as if whoever walked in had searched for something.
Maris remembered her mother quietly putting everything back in its place, every pencil, furniture, blanket.
But then, in the middle of the living room, while she cleaned up, Maris had found her father’s wedding band on the ground.
“I can feel his fear,” her mother had said, taking the wedding band from Maris’s hand, kissing it and hiding it somewhere in her clothing. Quiet hours ensued, mixed only with the sound of her mother’s hesitating footsteps through the house, mending what was destroyed.
Then came the sudden gasp, the tearing of something deep within her mother’s visage. Maris would never forget, her mother’s tears as she turned to Maris to whisper, “The bond is broken…”
A shiver ran down her spine at the mere thought of standing face to face with General Arwin.
What have I done? Maris thought, knowing well it was too late to back out now. She needed to somehow find that man, ask him about her father, and then what?
What could she ever do with the answer? Get some closure of course, but…
He was the general of the army, she was… well…
A Sealian.
As Maris stepped through the kitchen’s arched doorway the smell of spices and roasting meat greeted her, mingling with the sounds of clanging pots and crackling flames. She found herself standing in the heart of the castle’s bustling kitchen, a vast room filled with cooks, scullery maids, and kitchen hands, all working tirelessly.
In the center of the room, a massive stone hearth blazed with a roaring fire, around which skilled chefs are busily turning spits and basting joints of succulent meat. The air was thick with smoke and steam, and the heat was almost overwhelming.
Nearby, a team of maids bustled about, scrubbing pots and pans with abrasive ash, and cleaning vegetables and herbs for the chefs to use. In the far corner of the room, a group of kitchen hands were busy chopping wood and bringing in fresh water from the castle’s well.
Despite the chaos and frenzied activity, Maris could tell the kitchen ran with a well-oiled efficiency. 
Melvian patted her arm, gaining her attention before saying she was to find the headmistress. Maris nodded at her best friend and stood by a corner as she watched everything unfold. After a brief respite, the doors by the archway burst open as a tall man with the reddest hair she had ever seen waltzed in as if he owned the place. He bellowed a salutation, which some maids and cooks answered, and went straight to the winery. Maris arched her brow at the man’s familiarity with the place and wondered if he was one of the young men at the Skylian court. 
He grabbed a bottle, inspected it and then bit on the cork before pulling it off. He took a swig and approved of the taste with a hoot before locking eyes with her. 
Maris tensed and straightened as the red-haired man blatantly stared at her. His face was a contortion of bewilderment and curiosity. She noticed him eyeing her hair. 
As he walked towards her, Maris’s heart quickening with nervousness. Was he going to kick her out? He looked like he was in charge.
“A Sealian inside Oberon?”
The man was tall, tall enough to make Maris take a step back and bump into the wall.  She tilted her chin to her chest in a subtle bow. “I am waiting for a friend.”
“Oh?” The man looked behind him and shrugged. “Who?”
“Melvian. She is a maid here.”
“Are you a new hire?”
Maris opened her mouth, unaware of what to say. Was she a new hire or not? “I guess?”
“Wow, Queen Rionach is really getting soft with your people. A Sealian. So, what will you do? Kitchen? Cleaning? Chambermaid?” he asked, moving closer to her. 
A sudden shift of emotions made her frown. She felt calm, safe, and for some reason oddly attracted to the man. His red hair and orange stubble were somehow appealing.
What the actual fuck?
“Are you all right?” He grinned, a perfect welcoming smile that drew Maris’s stare to his lips. 
“Maris!”
Oh, praise Ouranos.  Maris released a breath, shook off the strange daze, and turned to Melvian. 
“Sir Kayden,” Melvian greeted, bowing her head low. 
Maris made a mental note on the name. Sir Kayden. He must be royalty.
“I can’t find the headmistress. I think she is out and about…” Melvian whispered to Maris but by the way the strange man chuckled, it seemed he’d heard her too.
“Ah. I see.” Kayden nodded, taking another swig of the wine bottle. “What’s your name?”
Maris shot Melvian a glare before answering. “Maris.”
“Looking for a job at the castle, Maris?”
Maris nodded at the same time as Melvian. 
“I was just about to meet the queen for some dinner. I can take you to her, if she is in a good mood, she can hire you right on the spot. The gods know they need all the help they can get,” Kayden said as he waved his hand around the busy kitchen.
Melvian’s eyes grew wide, her hand slipping to grab Maris and squeezing it tightly. “You would do that, Sir Kayden?”
“Of course!” 
“Maris. You must go with Sir Kayden. I am sure he will help you more than I can.”
“Melvian…” Maris hissed a warning before looking at the grinning, fiery red-haired man. “Are you sure?”
“You will be fine. Trust me.” Turning to Kayden, Melvian chuckled awkwardly before pushing Maris towards him. “She is all yours.”
Kayden huffed with delight. “If only! Come, Maris.” He waved his hand at the door and waited for her to grab her things.
Maris’s stomach dropped as she walked next to the unknown man as he made his way through narrow halls to a large and open alley.
The Great Hall… 
I am truly inside Oberon Castle…
All Maris could do was stare up at the tall ceiling. Large chandeliers embellished the long hall, burning long candles. She counted them absentmindedly, taking in the details and the intricate golden design, interlocking upon themselves like vines. The marble ceiling and walls reflected the burning light in a welcoming, warm golden aura.
“Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Kayden asked. “My castle is small and lonely compared to this one. Oberon is always alive with people,” Kayden said. 
Maris frowned at the new information. He had a castle? So, he is royalty. She wondered what kingdom he was from. She would guess he was from Harmonia or Vulcan from his fiery red hair.
As they walked through the halls, she took in the guards, the walls, the columns, and the different paintings of the rulers. She recognized most of them, especially Brontes, Rionach, and at last, a young child. She stopped to stare at the painting, marveling at how realistic it looked. The picture was of a young princess. The child’s right hand rested lazily over the pommel of a sheathed sword; her left hand dangled from her side in a tight fist. Her royal blue corduroy suit and silk blouse were adorned with countless gold medals. Her eyes, like her face, showed no happiness. Her mouth was void of any hint of a smile, and her honey eyes didn’t shine. They looked hollow, empty.  
Maris couldn’t help but feel sadness for the child. Tilting her head to the side, she scrutinized the oil painting one last time before she felt Kayden’s presence behind her, making her jump. “Forgive me! I got distracted.”  
Kayden shook his head and looked at the painting. “Do not worry. I should’ve walked slower.”  
“This is the princess?”  
“Yes, this is Princess Valda.”  
“Does this picture do her any justice?” Maris asked before pointing out the darkness within the princess’s features.  
Kayden stared at Valda’s picture. He inhaled deeply and seemed lost in thought before he decided to give Maris a definitive answer. “It doesn’t. She is much more than a painting.”  
“You are her consort?”
Kayden snorted and shook his head. “Gods, no!”
It was hard to determine what he was. If he was royalty, why did he parade around like he owned the place? As if he had been here his entire life. Maris tried to comprehend everything, anything she could later use to her advantage. As they continued down the long hall, they stopped by two grand doors. Her stomach turned. 
“Is this...” 
“The throne room. You are correct. Now, mind you, there has been a lot of activity in the castle. If you see chaos, do not panic.” He smiled another perfect smile and her jittering nerves subsided as if magic.
As Kayden opened the door, Maris took everything in. She saw maids running around with plates, drapes, napkins, and towels. Some were holding buckets of water while others carried some brooms and mops.  
“Kayden!”  
The man stretched his neck to see further back, and Maris noticed a certain woman waving at him. It was the queen.
“Queen Rionach!”  Kayden hollered, waving back.
As the queen got closer, Maris’s stomach jumped within itself. She had never been before royalty, much less talked to one. Rionach wasn’t tall, she was close to her size. Unlike Maris, she was slender with dark hair tied up in a perfect bun. She didn’t look a year over forty. Her face lit up when she saw Kayden, but Maris noticed the dark circles under her eyes. No doubt the queen had a lot of sleepless nights.
“I’m so glad to see you. What happened last night? You didn’t make it to the castle.”  
Kayden chuckled nervously. “Yes, I was celebrating Valda’s return.” He arched a brow at the queen.
“Oh.” Rionach’s smile disappeared. “Well, I hope you stay around. I just came from Valda’s chambers,” she added before noticing Maris. The happiness in her eyes dissipated to something else.
Maris frowned. Was the queen mad at her? 
“Who is your friend there?”
“Oh!” Kayden pushed Maris forward in between Rionach and himself. 
Maris bowed low. “My name is Maris Era, your highness.”  
“She needs a job,” Kayden simply said.  
“A job, huh?” Rionach raised her right eyebrow at Kayden. Maris noted the discouragement in her voice. “What can you do, girl?”
“Just about anything,” Maris said, keeping her voice low and her gaze downturned.
Maris felt soft fingertips on her chin, tilting her face upward. The queen’s dark gaze lingered over her face. The scrutiny was there, making her extremely uncomfortable. An awkward smile spread out over Maris’s lips, hoping that the sincere display of emotions would be enough to calm the queen’s examination. 
It didn’t. 
A ghost of a caress brushed over the birthmark on her cheek. Then the queen’s thumb rubbed carefully over her face. 
“Where did you meet?” Rionach asked Maris. 
“I, uh… Well—” 
“We met a long time ago at one of the Patrons Festival at Ophelia Plaza. We danced at the square,” Kayden lied. 
Did they? Maris wouldn’t know. She did dance that day, but she wasn’t sure she did so with Kayden. Though she would’ve remembered his hair… She would’ve remembered a lot of things from that time if it hadn’t been overshadowed by something else.
“My queen,” Kayden grinned that charming smile that had made Maris quiver moments ago. This time, she didn’t feel a thing, as if the charm of that smile was aimed at someone else. “You’ve said a couple of times that you needed extra help. Why not a Sealian amongst your servitude? It would look great for others to see how both kingdoms are starting to work as one?”
Rionach’s upper lip twitched. Her face washed with an inner turmoil Maris couldn’t quite pinpoint. The queen’s hand moved away, forming a fist by her side. 
“Did you talk to Valda?” Rionach asked Kayden.
“Not at all.” His smile never wavered; if anything, it widened. 
Maris shifted her weight from one foot to the other, anxious at the awkwardness and silence between the two royals. Then out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Melvian walking up down the hall. 
“Ah! One of your girls can show her around, if, of course, you accept her working here.” Kayden chuckled, his hand moving to touch Maris’s lower back. 
Her anxiousness disappeared.
As Melvian walked closer, Rionach turned and stopped her with a faint wave of her hand, her eyes never leaving Maris. “Can you take her and show her the servants’ quarters?”  
Maris eyes widened as did Melvian’s.
“Of course, Your Highness,” Melvian said, curtseying. 
Maris let out a sigh of relief while Rionach placed her hand over her shoulder. “Go with Melvian. She will show you around and give you a change of clothes. You do not mind starting right away, right?”  
“No, ma’am! Not at all.” Maris gave her the most honest smile she could muster.  
“Good. I like hard working people. I would like to see you helping the others around to clean the throne room.”  
“All right!” Maris turned and almost hugged Kayden. Almost. She bowed her head low and grabbed her things before nodding at Melvian and following her out of the throne room.  
***
As soon as Melvian closed the door, she released a high-pitched squeal and wrapped her arms around Maris, squeezing her. Maris dropped her belongings and hugged her best friend back. “You are in! You are actually in!” Melvian exclaimed before turning to the mess inside the room. “Please excuse the chaos,” Melvian said as she gathered some dirty clothes and threw them to her side of the room. “It’s been a while since I had a roommate. The last one was an older woman. She retired not so long ago.”  
Maris wasn’t paying attention to Melvian as she looked from the ceiling to the walls. The room was not big, but it wasn’t small either. It was far larger than where she’d slept yesterday. There were two small beds on opposite walls. Between the two, there was a small desk, probably used for writing letters or reading. On Melvian’s side, she already had a stack of books waiting for her. Right at the foot of the bed, a trunk closed off with a lock. 
Maris moved closer to look at the titles of the books. They were all about medicine and healing, home remedies, medicinal plants, first response medical treatment. Then on the last board, there were romance novels. She chuckled at some of the titles.
“I don’t remember you being into this.”  
“Don’t judge,” Melvian warned. 
Maris continued her exploration and noticed the small wooden closet, and finally the door to the attached washroom. It wasn’t big either. There was a decently sized tub, a cabinet with towels, soaps and oils, a basin on top of a metal table, and a furnace with a cauldron. Maris was pleased. Although it was for two people, the room was comfortable for her standards, not to mention she also had space to put away her clothing and belongings. 
“That’s your bed. The trunk’s lock is inside of it, and the same with the closet. I use the locks as a routine because no one has ever stolen anything from me.”  
Maris nodded before walking to the bed and sitting down. She collapsed onto her back and let out a pleasurable sigh. Oh, gods, this is comfortable. “Oh, it’s been so long since I slept on a bed and not on a dirty futon.” She smiled. “I’ve died and gone to the Elysian Fields.”   
Melvian laughed. “They are pretty comfortable.” She turned to Maris’s closet and opened it for her. “I think your things will fit here.”  
“Thank you.”  
“We need to get you ready, though. The queen wants you to get to work right away,” Melvian said, grabbing hold of Maris’s violin case. This time, Maris jumped off the bed and almost slapped Melvian’s hand away.  
“I got it.” Maris knew that the sudden movement made Melvian uncomfortable. If she was insulted by it, she hid it well, but her friend knew this violin was special to her.
“You still play?”  
“Used to,” Maris answered. “It has a couple of broken strings, and I haven’t been able to buy some new ones,” she explained.  
Melvian nodded at that. “All right. Listen, I need to give you the heads up before you start interacting with the entire help and the royals.”
Maris turned to look at her with a serious expression.
“Queen Rionach is a bitch, especially to Sealians so stay away from her as much as you can.”
“Run away from the queen. Got it.”
“Some maids will think they are above you, but they are not. You only take orders from the headmistress and any other royalty that might walk. If they give you an order, stop what you are doing and do what you are told.”
“Slave out. Got it.”
“Maris, I am serious.”
“I am serious too. I am listening.”
“You are very very pretty so stay away from the princess.”   
Maris tilted her head confused. “Should I say thank you for the compliment?”  
“I am serious. Stay away from Princess Valda. She is… she is vicious.”  
“Vicious?”  
“She is known to have a horrible temper and she usually lets it out on the maids.”  
“She beats the maids?” Maris’s voice quivered. 
“Oh, gods, no.” Melvian coughed embarrassed. “She… uh… Does other activities with them?”
Maris shook her head, not understanding what her friend was trying to tell her. “She fucks them to release her anger?”
Melvian pursed her lips. “Yes.”
“And that is a problem because…?” Maris teased.
“Maris, really? A royalty sleeping around with the help is not good. Sorry, I don’t care if you are the queen of the planet. I won’t jump in bed with you. I am not into that.”  
“You don’t like women the way I do, and that’s fine,” Maris said as she began to pull her hair up in a tight bun. 
“No, but I’ve heard that even girls like me get coaxed. She has… something.”
Maris chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t worry. I am not that easy.”  
“Have you seen the princess?” Melvian asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.
“Only in the painting.”  
“Well, like I said I am not attracted to women, but she is gorgeous and arrogant. She knows she is attractive. You are gorgeous too. I bet she will try to get to you.”  
“I will stay away from her then,” Maris said and placed her hands on her hips.  
Melvian shifted her weight from one leg to another, somewhat tense about the awkward conversation. “What size are you again?” Melvian asked as she walked to her closet. “Let’s see if we can get you a uniform to fit those tits of yours.”  
Maris frowned at the comment and looked down at her chest. “You know, your compliments are somewhat violent, Melvian.”  
“Here,” Melvian said, giving Maris one of her shirt uniforms and then a flowy, knee-length, black skirt. “That’s our uniform. I will get you your own later today.”   
Maris grabbed the shirt and took a long look at it. It was a white, fitted cotton shirt with little to no sleeves. She thought that maybe it was to make it easier to move around in it. Her eyes went back to the skirt. It was perfect for the hot weather. She didn’t waste a second and began to undress.  
“Let me know if it fits.”
Maris struggled a bit with the shirt. She got it over her head, the difficult part was to get it over her chest. She let out a frustrated groan as she tried to pull it over her large breasts. “Little help here.”   
“It’s supposed to be skintight, by the way,” Melvian explained as she helped Maris with the uniform.
“Who agreed to this uniform?”  
“I don’t know,” Melvian said before Maris was finally able to pull the shirt down.  
“Let me guess.” She turned around and grabbed the skirt. “The princess?”  
“No. No.” Melvian snickered and shook her head. “I am going to have fun with you around.”  
Maris gifted Melvian with a wide and honest smile as she tied the skirt belt. When she was done, she patted her collar and noticed she was still wearing the necklace. “I can keep this on, right? I don’t feel like leaving it here just yet.”  
“I don’t think there will be any problem with it,” Melvian said before turning towards the door. “Let’s go. We have a lot of work to do.”  

It had been so long since they’d all had dinner together. Her mother’s excitement was palpable as she grabbed her hand and squeezed it while Valda sat next to her at the head of the table. Kayden was beside her, his never wavering grin widening as he arched his brow at Valda.
Arwin walked in, freshly clean and looking like a king himself. Nothing like the bloody warrior from a few days ago. He sat on Rionach’s left side, staring at Valda. 
“It’s been much too long since we all sat down to have a meal. This pleases me,” Arwin said, fixing the sword attached to his waist.
“It’s been long because you two are never around. And if Valda isn’t around, neither is Kayden,” Rionach said. 
“I am so sorry, Rionach, but my sister just found out about her powers, and it is very tiresome teaching her how to control it.”
“Oh?” Rionach’s amused giggle took Valda by surprise. “How is that going?”
“She gets to do whatever she wants. A spoiled brat, that’s what she is. Not even mother see how she is manipulating them.” Kayden sighed and grabbed the empty wine glass. “If we could fill this up it would be wonderful.”  
Valda let out a soft chuckle before rubbing her left eye with the back of her hand. “You get angry at her for things you used to do, Kayden?”
“Used to do?” Kayden laughed and winked at her.  
“Kayden, you will get in trouble if you get caught,” Rionach scolded while waving a hand at one of the maids. 
“I think we are family here. I won’t get in trouble unless you tell on me.” Kayden grinned. “I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”
The help entered the dining room, carrying large platters of steaming food. They placed them on the table in front of the guests, revealing a feast. There were roasted chickens, seasoned with herbs and spices, as well as tender pieces of beef and pork, cooked to perfection.
Alongside the meats were bowls of creamy mashed potatoes, roasted root vegetables, and freshly baked bread. The smells wafting through the room were enough to make Valda’s mouth water, and she eagerly reached for the food, filling her plate with a generous portion. She was tired of eating rations of dried meat whenever she was out in the desert. This feast was what she needed.
As everyone else filled their plates, the maids moved around the room, filling their glasses with a red wine. The drink was rich and full-bodied, with hints of black cherry and vanilla.
As she ate, Valda noticed Arwin’s attention had fallen on Kayden. “You are using your powers for what?”
Kayden scoffed and waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, you know.” He made a vulgar gesture which made Arwin chuckle. “You would do the same if you were me.”
“I don’t need to use any gift to get laid.” His eyes drifted to Rionach and Valda’s stomach turned. 
“I am surprised. With a face like yours, I thought it would be hard to get anyone to suck your—”
“Kayden,” Valda’s warning growl made her best friend shut his mouth. 
“Sorry. I forgot we were eating.” He laughed.
Valda sighed and rubbed her eyes again. Since she came back from her last battle, she had felt them burning. Today was no different, if anything they bothered her more. She tried to restrain herself from touching her face again, letting out a frustrated groan.
“Valda, are you well?” Arwin asked, dipping a piece of bread in the beef fat.
“I think so,” she answered. Valda opened her eyes wide and blinked, trying to alleviate the itching. “Must be something in the air,” she concluded before grabbing hold of the glass of wine in front of her.  
“After being so long out there, it’s only normal that you get some eye irritation,” Rionach added before patting her hand. “I wish you didn’t have to leave so much, dear.”  
“I wish I was home more often, Mother. But it just seems that these rebels are gaining ground as the months pass.”  
“It’s weird. At first, it was one attack every year or so, then it went up to once every six months, and now once every three. I think they are getting stronger or getting more people,” Rionach said, giving Arwin a look. “What do you think?”  
“I think they are persistent,” Arwin answered, leaning back in his chair.  “Who knows who is behind these movements? I wouldn’t be surprised if it were the Sealians themselves.”
Valda rolled her eyes. “Why would it be them?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because your mother keeps raising taxes on them?” Kayden blurted. The awkward silence that followed through made Valda uncomfortable, but she couldn’t deny that Kayden might be up to something. 
  “They use our resources, and you expect them to live in my land for free?” Rionach asked. 
Valda noticed Kayden’s grin falter. “You are right, forgive my lack of tact.”
“You might be right, Kayden. I would be pissed too. Not to mention every petition in the last years has been Skylians asking for lower taxes.” Valda sighed and finished her glass of wine in one gulp.  “If our people are struggling to pay; I don’t want to know what the Sealians are doing to pay.”
“You want some more wine, Valda?” Rionach asked, clearly wanting to change the subject.
“Sure, why not?”  
Rionach turned around, gave one of the maids a soft smile, and waved her hand at her. 
“All the money goes to better our army, Valda. We are not wasting it,” Arwin said, shrugging. “Many Skylians understand the need to be protected.”
“From what? All kingdoms are at peace. Besides, can you imagine all the things we could do with that money? Houses, roads, schools. I would even build an Asclepius temple. The more blessed healers, the better,” Valda said, quietly thanking a maid after her glass was full.
“A temple for a god that isn’t ours?” Rionach recoiled. “Blasphemy.”
“No wonder people are rebelling,” Kayden muttered, taking a bite of a chicken leg.
“I haven’t heard of any kingdom doing so, Mother. Just imagine creating a haven for blessed healers. They wouldn’t be running away and hiding out, afraid to be used for ulterior motives.”
“That doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” Arwin said, tilting his glass toward Valda.
“Of course, it doesn’t!” Valda said, slapping her hand on the table.
“We are not talking about this now!” Rionach said, her voice exponentially louder than Valda’s. She eyed her, straightening her back and tightening her grips on her utensils.
“Then when?” Valda asked, receiving a shove on the knee by Kayden who ate quietly, his focus on his food.
Shrugging, Rionach went back to cutting a piece of meat. “Not now.”
Valda sighed, giving up on the conversation and taking another large gulp from her glass.

Melvian and Maris were in the adjacent room. Melvian was still showing Maris around when they saw a group of maids walk in, grab a bottle of wine, and then leave. Melvian peeked her head just as the royal family were sitting down to eat. Melvian pulled Maris aside just enough for her to look out to the dining room too.  
“All right. You already met the queen,” Melvian began before pointing at Arwin. “There’s Arwin. Overall, he is not much of a nuisance, in fact, he is calm and collected.”  
Maris frowned deeply. “Arwin,” she whispered, her hand absentmindedly coming to grab hold of her necklace. From what she could remember, his hair was grayer now, his scar was somewhat hidden underneath a white stubble, but Maris could make it out from where she was standing.
Her stomach turned, and her knees buckled with the need to walk up to him and demand him to tell her what he knew, what he had done. But Maris just stared, watching him eat and drink without a care in the world.
If he had something to do with her father’s death, he didn’t deserve to be so at peace.
Taking a deep breath, Maris grabbed a bottle of wine and turned to the entry to the dining room. Before she could take a step, Melvian snatched her elbow and pulled her away.
“What do you think you are doing?” Melvian hissed, taking the bottle of wine from Maris’s hand and setting it aside. “I know you were not just about to go in there and talk to General Arwin.”
“You said he was calm and collected,” Maris said with a shrug.
“He is having dinner with Princess Valda, Sir Kayden and the woman who just give you a fucking job. You are here because for some miracle, the queen said ‘yes’.” Melvian pulled her closer and whispered, “Don’t push your luck.”
“The only reason I said yes to this was to get closer to him.”
“And you will, but not now,” Melvian growled before jutting her chin towards the dining room. “Look at them. Do you think they will be happy to have a maid, a Sealian maid, interrupt them?” Melvian shook her head, answering her own question. “Come on…”
Rubbing the elbow, Maris turned back to the dining table. She recognized Kayden and then the woman next to him.
It was Valda.
The picture did not do her any justice. The smile on the woman’s face was bright enough to illuminate the entire galaxy. The wrinkles on her forehead were permanent, the frown making her look older than she might be, yet Maris couldn’t look away. 
She took in the curves at the corner of her lips, long eyelashes embellished her honey-colored eyes and perfectly plucked eyebrows, square jaw, and plump, naturally rosy lips. Her black hair was short and messy. Continuing her exploration, Maris noticed the thick column of the princess’s neck, the broad shoulders hidden under the soft material of her blouse. Muscled arms strained under the princess’s clothes as she reached out for her drink. Long fingers curled to grasp the glass of wine before taking a sip. 
Maris swallowed the same time that the princess did. Valda wasn’t a feminine beauty. She was handsome as well as beautiful, a gorgeous balance. Melvian wasn’t joking when she said Valda was a work of art.
“Stop staring. That’s not polite.”  
“I am sorry.”
“Stay away from her, Maris. I am serious. You wouldn’t want your new job to go to shit, just because you couldn’t keep your undergarments on.”  
Maris didn’t say much but did arch a brow at her best friend. The agitation in Melvian’s features was evident and it was amusing to some extent. 
“Great,” Melvian said, closing the door to the throne room and jerking her head to the side.  
Maris smiled and touched Melvian’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about me. I am a grown woman, and I can take care of myself.”  
“I hope,” Melvian said, guiding Maris out.  
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Valda was used to the special ceremonies in the castle. They mostly never revolved around her. Her mother was the center of attention most of the time, but today she was. And although she knew the day would come, she couldn’t push away the feeling that something extraordinary was going to happen.
The term “butterflies in the stomach” seemed like an understatement. Valda felt hordes of horses running inside her chest and stomach. She could barely breathe. Her hands itched inside the pockets of her slacks as she willed herself not to bite her nails. She wore a flowing ensemble of silks and cotton, a beautiful blend of oranges and purples, with intricate golden embroidery. She stood outside the throne room, in an adjacent room they used to get ready before walking in. The court was loud on the other side of the door. The music competed with clattering of silverware and glasses. The room was full, there was no doubt about it.
And Valda wondered if her mate was waiting for her inside the room, walking amongst the guests. Was she sipping wine, talking to one of the ladies or lords of the court? Was she having a good time, was … was she even invited to the damn thing? Valda sighed and rubbed her face. Her mother probably didn’t even send an invitation to the settlers in New Agenor.
Her mother wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t do anything to stop her from being with her mate, right? 
Something rubbed itself against her calf. Looking down, Valda chuckled at Cerberus’s aggressive display of affection. A rub to her calf, a soft nip to her pant leg, and then the slow blinking that melted her heart. 
“You are going to keep me company, aren’t you girl?” 
The cat’s loud purrs settled Valda’s nervousness. She petted under Cerberus’s chin, her purring getting louder. 
“Stay close, all right?”
Cerberus opened her eyes, her pupils dilating before releasing a loud hiss.
Before Valda could wonder what was wrong with her, a strong slap to her shoulder tensed her muscle until she saw Kayden’s blue eyes shining with mischief.
“You fucker,” she mumbled before pushing his hand away. 
“Happy birthday, Princess Valda.” Kayden pulled her into a hug, which Valda reciprocated. 
Cerberus hissed again, but Kayden shook his foot at her. “Get!” 
“Kayden!” Valda snarled, watching her precious pet run into another hidden room. Kayden annoyed Valda to no end, but she could never deny that she loved him as the brother she never had. His annoying grin and brash humor always brought a smile to her face. 
“You scared the shit out of me,” Valda chuckled before pulling away and looking at Kayden from head to toe. She whistled and raised a coy eyebrow. “Well, hello there, Sir Kayden. I am sure you will not use your powers to get laid tonight.” 
“I will take that as a compliment.” He laughed, while trying to hide something behind his back. 
“What you got there?” 
“It’s a present. I wanted to be the first to give you a proper birthday gift. I know you will give it great use if things go as planned.” 
Valda pursed her lips just as Kayden pulled from behind him a wooden box with a simple latch. The symbol of the goddess Aphrodite was branded on top of it. Knowing Kayden, it was something she wouldn’t be able to show off inside the throne room.
“I want you to open it here.”
And she was right. She grabbed the proffered box, took in its weight and hesitated before opening it. “What is it, Kayden?”
“Just open it! Come on!”
Valda sighed, smoothed a hand over her uniform and undid the latch. Slowly she peeked inside the box. Before opening the entire thing, her eyes grew wide as she closed the box again. “This is a joke!”
Kayden threw his head back and laughed. “It is not!” He squeezed Valda’s shoulders and pointed at the box again. “A gift from the goddess of love herself. Blessed by her! You can feel everything when you use it.” He winked at Valda, and her cheeks heated up. 
“Everything?”
“Everything.”
Valda swallowed hard and turned back to the box as she opened it wider. The gift was a sex toy. One Valda could wear to mimic a cock, and if she used it, she could feel everything a man could. She wasn’t sure of the material it was made of, but the skin-like color matched hers. She rolled her eyes. As heat warmed her ears, she closed the box. 
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
“Of course!” Kayden bellowed, shaking her slightly. 
Valda smoothed her hand over a persistent wrinkle on her suit. Eyeing a maid, she gave her box with the instructions to take it to her room, much to Kayden’s disapproval.  
“Disregarding my gift so fast?”
“Kayden,” Valda huffed, fixing her hair and the arms of her suit. “I can’t walk into the throne room with a cock in a box. Besides, I am not going to use it now.” Her stomach turned again, and she sighed. “I am sorry, Kayden I am just—”
“You are anxious as fuck, my friend.” Kayden patted her back again. “She will be there; I know she will.”
“What if she isn’t?” Valda asked in a harsh whisper. 
“Your mother sent invitations to all the kingdoms. I received an invitation, my cousin in Vulcan did. I am sure Rhea did too. Behind those doors, there is a room filled with people from different courts. I am sure your mother sent an invitation to the Sealian survivors in New Agenor.”
Valda took a deep breath and nodded at her friend’s words. His hand came to the nape of her neck, squeezing the tension away.
“Either way, I am sure you will make a good impression. If anything, you will find a heart mate here.”
Valda grunted and fidgeted with the edge of her suit. “You sound like my mother,” she mumbled, rubbing her left eye. 
“What’s wrong?”

Valda shook her head, but her best friend grabbed her shoulder firmly. 
“Tell. me.”
Valda clenched her jaw. She knew Kayden wouldn’t judge her. Maybe tease her, but that was something they always did. “I don’t want a heart mate.”
Kayden nodded for her to continue. 
“Kayden, the Fates spoke to my father in a dream that I would marry the heiress of the Sea Kingdom and that heiress was my soulmate. Here I am, hoping and praying that by some miracle she will be on the other side of these doors. It’s been nine years since the Oracle said that my mate was alive. Yet my mother and Arwin have done shit to find her amongst the survivors.” She sighed and turned to look at the closed doors to the throne room, her stomach filling with worry and nervousness. “What’s the use? It’s as if something is stopping me from getting what it’s rightfully mine.”
“There are twenty-four hours in a day, Valda. It’s your birthday, go out and have fun. Dance, drink. Who knows,” Kayden shrugged. “If nothing happens then we can always send out to get the Oracle and kill them for lying to the crown.”
“If I don’t meet my soulmate, they wouldn’t have lied though,” Valda said, pressing her lips to a thin line.
“And why is that?”
Valda sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “When I asked them, I didn’t specify which mate. When the Oracle answered, they could’ve been talking about either my soulmate or a potential heart mate.”
“I don’t give a fuck. We can still kill them. What’s the worst that could happen? The Fates coming to curse us?” Kayden sniffed, fixing his black suit.
“It’s been a long while since a god has cursed us mortals.” 
“Those cowards are long gone,” Kayden reassured Valda, slapping her back once more.
“I know, but—”
“Valda. If you are not supposed to find her, then you won’t. Many of us go about our lives without knowing our soulmate. We just have to wait for our next life.”
Valda raised her eyebrow. “That’s reassuring.”
Kayden chuckled, shook his head, and pulled her in for a tight hug. “You know I am here to make you feel better. Now,” He pulled back, patted her shoulders, and fixed her collar. “Let’s go out there and get some birthday gifts.”
Laughing, Valda stood before the throne room and took a deep breath. “No gift today will topple yours, though.”
“Fuck no, they won’t.”
As Valda pushed the door open and entered the room, the chatter and laughter of the courtiers ceased. Every eye was fixed upon her, and suddenly her title was heavy on her shoulders. As she carefully moved about, she saw fear and respect keeping the guests at bay, scared to approach her. But today, Valda didn’t want to be unreachable. She tried to be open, to let others know that she was indeed happy they were part of her celebration. As she made her way to the dais, where her mother sat on her throne, Valda’s smile illuminated the far dark corners of the room. 
Rionach’s gaze fixed upon her. She had been conversing with a maid, but upon seeing Valda, she dismissed her and smiled warmly at her daughter. The knots in her stomach tightened, her nerves jangling like the strings of a lute.
The courtiers murmured as she approached, whispers floating through the air like butterflies. Some stared at her in awe, while others simply gaped, unsure of what to make of her. Valda didn’t mind the fear. People were easier to control when they were afraid. But still Valda’s heart raced faster as she walked towards her mother, her footsteps echoing in the silent hall. She could feel the weight of the throne upon her, and the eyes of the court as well.
As she finally reached the throne, she curtsied to her mother, her eyes downcast. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, her body trembling with nervous energy. She had never felt so exposed, so vulnerable. But as her mother’s hand rested upon her shoulder, she felt a sudden surge of strength, a warmth that spread through her.
Valda raised her head, her eyes meeting her mother’s. She took a deep breath, and the tension in her body began to ease. She was not alone. Her mother was there, and Kayden was surely using his gift to seduce someone to join him in bed at the end of the night.
“Happy birthday, my dearest Valda,” Rionach said, standing from the throne and wrapping her arms tightly around her before cupping her face and pulling her down to kiss her forehead. “I want you to go ahead and talk to every single attendee. Not one should leave this castle without a proper hello from you.” 
Valda nodded. She needed to do so, if she wanted to find her mate, who hopefully was hidden among the courtiers. Still, she would rather ignore every single person who didn’t sport blue hair. Maybe that way she could get to who she wanted fast enough.
Standing by her mother, Valda thanked the guests for coming to her celebration, and then descended the dais. She could make out the royalty from other kingdoms. Some of them were already sitting by the long dining table, while others were talking amongst themselves.
The first royalty Valda approached was the princess of the Vulcan Kingdom, Kenna Hagan. Kayden’s cousin and a fierce warrior, much like Valda. Poised yet serious, her clothing stood out from the rest. Her plaid fabrics with animal pelt were attention grabbing. Her makeup was also something that many talked about. Valda did a double take at the shadow tones across her eyes reaching her temples, the red paint on her neck, and her long black hair pulled back into intricate braids. Intrigued, Valda saluted her by bowing and grasping her forearm in a tight grip. 
Kenna did not smile. Unlike the others in the room, Kenna seemed as if she was forced to attend. Valda had no doubt in her mind that Kayden had something to do with it. The Vulcan kingdom was the most feared. Their people were fearless warriors who took death as the ultimate and honorable thing to do only if it was defending their kingdom. The descendants of Ares could manipulate fire, making them the most destructive of the elements. No one dared try anything with the Vulcanians, not when their royalty could destroy everything, and the passion of war ran through their veins. 
“Happy birthday,” Kenna said with her heavy Arevulcan accent and moving her pelts from her waist to rest her hand there. 
Valda nodded. “I appreciate you being here.”
“Do you, Your Highness?” The taunt came in a husky and teasing growl. 
Valda grinned, showing her teeth, and pulling the warrior close enough to brush her lips over the curve of her ear and whisper. “Behave,” she warned, not before kissing the younger woman’s cheek.
They had enough familiarity for Valda to act so coy. Although completely different from Kayden’s demeanor, Valda found herself drawn to Kenna, for they both enjoyed a good training session every once in a while. More than once, Kayden had tried to get them both to be together, but a woman such as Kenna was not the type Valda was interested in.
Kenna threw her head back, cackling. “I will, Valda. If you keep my cousin in check. I have seen what he is doing. I try to ignore the fact he used his gift on me.”
“So, I am correct. You didn’t want to come.”
“I would rather eat coal than appear in these…” she waved her hand. “Things.”
Valda nodded, excused herself and moved on with her tour. 
The ruler of Harmonia, Leida Poyraz was next. Kayden’s mother, with her fiery, breathtaking hair, white milky skin, and a smile that could light up the darkest Skylian night, laughed loudly with the men around her. Her hand, dainty and empty of a glass of wine was soon filled by a guard’s callused one. Her blue eyes sparkled with lust as the guard kissed her hand. Valda wondered how her friend could go about his day knowing that his mother, the direct recipient of the gift of Aphrodite, was lusted and coveted by many. Valda couldn’t deny that she was absolutely gorgeous, and she wasn’t the only one who took notice of her beauty. It was no secret that Leida had the same fame as Kayden. There were rumors that Leida had an affair with Vulcan Hagan, Kenna’s father, and rightful king of Vulcan kingdom.
Leida wore a simple white dress, contrasting dramatically with her fellow royal Kenna. Where Kenna oozed strength, power, and violence, Leida’s presence irradiated love, peace, and serenity. As the ruler of Harmonia, her gift was the same as her son’s. 
As peaceful and non-confrontational as she looked, she wasn’t someone to start a war with. Unlike Kayden, she could manipulate the feelings of not only one person, but an entire room. With just a flick of her wrist, a room full of happy and kind people could turn into a ravaging angry mob, or worse… A sadden throng ready to end it all, including themselves. 
As Valda approached her, Leida giggled and offered her hand. Valda took it gracefully and proceeded to kiss her knuckles. “You look radiant, Queen Leida,” Valda said. The term queen was used loosely, as the relationship between Vulcanians and Harmonians was as confusing as the way they governed over each other. Yet, Valda would never want to be on Leida’s bad side. 
Leida chuckled and moved closer to Valda, enough to place a soft hand over Valda’s strong arms. “You look amazing. Formal attire suits you so well, Valda.” Valda’s name on Leida’s lips sounded like a delicious and compliant purr. “So, different from your usual dirty and bloody garbs,” Leida teased.
Valda smirked, letting the woman get closer. “I bathe regularly,” she joked, raising a flirty eyebrow at Leida. 
“I won’t believe it until I see it…” Leida poured lust from her full lips, and Valda couldn’t help but swallow and force herself to behave. An angry and cautious growl behind her warned her of Kayden’s presence. 
“I better get going. There are still people for me to greet.”
“Of course. Forgive me for keeping you,” Leida said.
“Oh, but there is absolutely nothing to forgive,” Valda murmured, grabbing her hand and kissing it again. 
Another growl and Valda moved away just in time for Kayden to move next to his mother, a frown on his rugged face surfaced for the first time in a while. Leida shrugged, grabbed his arm, and ushered him away. 
As Valda navigated through the throne room, she felt a hand on her back. The scent of flowers and earthiness engulfed her. Turning, she found herself staring at the young king of Rhea Kingdom. Hawthorne Zinnia was younger than Valda by six years. His parents were middle aged when they had him, and just a couple of weeks back, his father the king passed away leaving Hawthorne in charge. Many saw him as an immature child, whilst Valda saw his potential. A force to be reckoned with and someone to keep happy due to all trades they could make with the kingdom. Being the kingdom with the most fertile lands, it meant they controlled most of the imports of food and medicine. 
“Happy birthday, Princess Valda Aither.” The young man bowed low, his green tunic draping over his dark skin contrasted dramatically and gave him an ethereal glow. “It is good to see you.” Always so proper and respectful.
Valda chuckled as she breathed in and inhaled the smell of roses. “I am happy you could make it. I am sorry about King Yarrow.”
“Thank you. I appreciate it.” Hawthorne stood next to Valda, his blue eyes roaming the room. “I was going to decline your invitation. I always feel like this is just a bribe to get on my good side.”
Valda smiled and shrugged. “You sound like your father.”
“I am starting to think he was right.”
“The Sky Kingdom is an ally of Rhea. We will always protect those who help us.”
“Of course,” Hawthorne chuckled and patted Valda’s shoulder. “I made an appearance. If you forgive me, I must retire. My kingdom is still mourning my father’s death, and I don’t think my people will see me in good eyes if I am out here celebrating.”
“Understandable,” Valda agreed, gripping Hawthorne’s forearm before allowing him to leave. 
Alone with her thoughts, Valda turned to the party. She watched the laughter come and go as the maids waltzed in trays upon trays of food and drinks. She searched for any guests from the Sea Kingdom.
She found a couple of blue heads that she had already met before, not one of them looked pleased to be there. With a sigh, Valda turned to the throne. Her mother was casually talking to Arwin, who stood next to her as both company and maybe as protection. Her upper lip twitched in slight disapproval. She knew there was something going on with her mother and the General. If anyone denied it, they had to be blind. The General’s eyes shone with an untold adoration while the queen’s lips curled at the corner every time they spoke. 
They were probably heart mates, and Valda couldn’t blame her mother for wanting to be with someone after her father’s death. But Valda couldn’t comprehend how someone that once had a soulmate could be with someone else after their mate’s death. Wasn’t her mother supposed to feel that gaping hole in her chest?
She is still human, Valda. She needs to feel something other than pain. 
Grunting, Valda picked a glass from a passing maid. Still grumbling from watching her mother close to the general, her eyes caught a shade of blue she hadn’t seen before. Bright aqua blue hair…
Valda finished the drink and placed the empty glass as another maid walked by. She fixed her suit and as she was about to walk towards the owner of such blue hair, a deep red cut in front of her path. 
“Kayden.” Valda sighed and looked over his shoulder. The blue was gone.
“Your mother told me to look for you.”
Valda inhaled deeply, her jaw tensing. “What for?”
“She has a present for you. Also, speaking of mothers. You were not hitting on my mother, right?”
“They are off limits.”
“Yes, of course, they are off limits, but she was hitting on you, and I could swear you were reciprocating—Pay attention to what I am saying! What are you looking for?” Kayden asked, turning to follow Valda’s gaze. “You saw something?”
“I did, but now it’s gone. I swear I saw another Sealian that wasn’t the one Mother invited.”
“Well, I am sure they won’t leave just yet.” He grabbed Valda by her arm and turned her towards the dais. “Let’s go.”
Valda approached the throne, and the attendees quieted down as her mother took notice of her. She stood up, folded her hands in front of her while Arwin bowed low. Behind him, another guard proffered a long wooden box. The seal of the Sky kingdom was printed on top. Arwin took the box and stood next to the queen.
Valda’s stomach dropped. She knew what was inside the box, and she never thought she would be the recipient of such a gift. With widened eyes and parted lips, she turned to her mother, who gathered her in her arms and hugged her tightly. 
“I’ve been meaning to give you this for quite some time now, Valda,” her mother said, pulling enough to cup her cheeks and lower her face to kiss her forehead. 
“I know your father would’ve wanted to give this to you himself, but in his absence, I will do as I must.”
Valda bit her lower lip, trying to stop its quivering. She hooked her hands together to keep them from trembling. She turned to Arwin, whose stoic façade did little to appease her excitement.
“Princess Valda Aither. As the future queen and protector of the Sky Kingdom, I give you the weapon your father wielded.” 
Arwin took a step forward and Rionach undid the latch, opening the great oak chest. A wave of anticipation and reverence rippled through Valda. Inside, resting atop a bed of red velvet, lay the legendary Heaven Sword. Passed down from generation to generation, the unbreakable weapon had been wielded by the direct descendants of the chosen mortals.
The hilt bore the mark of Ouranos, whose power and might were said to imbue the blade with its legendary strength. It was common knowledge that only the ones that bore the mark of the gods on their forehead could wield the Heaven Sword. If anyone else tried to touch it, they would burn their hands. 
Slowly, Valda approached the chest, her hand shaking with anticipation. She knew that she had been chosen by Ouranos to wield this mighty weapon because she bore the mark on her forehead since her twenty-first birthday, a day she would always remember for the reality of her responsibility and the accompanying weight.
With a deep breath, Valda reached into the chest and grasped the hilt. As her fingers closed around the grip, a surge of power coursed through her veins.
The attendees cheered as Valda raised the weapon high above her head, its blade gleaming. 
Rionach clapped her hands, before reaching out to Arwin once again. The general handed her the scabbard to carry the heavy sword. 
Still amazed by her gift, Valda sheathed the sword and tied it around her waist. Her warrior ensemble seemed complete. 
“Today, on your twenty-fifth birthday, you, Valda, take possession of the Heaven Sword. The amulet passed from generations through generations. The wielder of the sword must always use it to protect the kingdom from inside and outside forces, putting the Sky Kingdom’s wellbeing before anything else. Do you Valda Aither, take the Heaven Sword as your weapon, command its power for good and peace?” 
Valda took a deep breath, her chest expanding, her shoulders squaring. She gripped the sword’s hilt and nodded her answer before saying, “I swear upon my life to use the powers of the sword for good and peace.” 
Another surge of cheers inundated the throne room as the princess and the queen hugged.  Rionach squeezed Valda’s face and patted her arms before instructing her to go back to the party. 
Valda couldn’t believe that she was now the owner of her father’s weapon. Lost in her inspection of the sword’s hilt, she didn’t notice a young woman standing before her. Her blue aqua hair pulled her from the buzzing sounds around her, and for a moment, everything slowed down.

“Hurry up with the drinks!” Melvian said, as she cleaned an empty tray while Maris struggled to open a bottle of wine. 
“I am trying!”
“Well, if you were not sticking your head out every once in a while to have a look at the princess, maybe you would’ve opened a couple of more bottles.” Melvian’s tone was annoying, and although Maris loved her, sometimes she could be bossy.
“I wasn’t staring.”
“Never said you were. Thank you for confirming it.” Melvian sighed as she placed the glasses filled with wine on her tray. “Keep them coming.” 
On the back of the throne room, inside the antechamber that led to the kitchen, the chaos of keeping up with the party was overwhelming. Maris was trying, but reloading the empty trays with filled glasses, and opening up bottles of wine was growing tiresome. She would rather be out there serving than doing all the work.
If she was out there, she could at least try to get closer to Arwin, maybe she could get him alone and talk to him when no one was looking. But going out there meant she would have to also maybe bump into the princes, which she didn’t mind.
She frowned at her own thoughts as she popped another bottle of bubbling wine. She quickly emptied its content inside smaller, dainty looking glass.
Melvian had come and gone, and Maris decided it was a good time to take a breather.
Tiptoeing to make sure no one was watching her, she peeked her head through the curtains to the throne room. She searched amongst the hundreds of guests. There were many people wearing so many different outfits from different kingdoms. As her eyes roamed about, she noticed the queen sitting on the throne and next to her, Arwin.
The general’s eyes were fixated somewhere other than on the queen. His hand slipped to his pocket, pulling out what appeared to be a golden sphere.
Narrowing her eyes, Maris took a step further out, trying to make out what he was holding. It wasn’t until he pressed the object to his lips that she managed to see what it was.
A golden apple.
Why did he have that and why was he kissing it reverently?
A maid walked past her, making Maris take a few steps back to avoid bumping into her. When she turned back, Arwin was gone. Maris cursed under her breath, as she searched for him within the crowd. That’s when she saw her.
There she was. Princess Valda, standing before… another Sealian?
Maris frowned; she had never interacted with another Sealian in her life. The woman talking to the princess was beautiful. Dark skin, light blue hair, and a smile that would dazzle anyone. 
Her chest constricted, and she wanted nothing more than to go over to that woman and push her away from Valda’s undivided attention.
A sudden slap to her behind shook her out of her daydream. Letting out a yelp, Maris turned to Melvian, who looked at her with an annoyed scowl. “I am sorry, did you say something?” 
“Yes! I need you to take these out,” Melvian gave Maris a tray of different sized glasses, all filled to the brim.
Maris’s stomach turned. “You want me to go out there?” There were way to many people out there, and although she was used to serving in a tavern, serving at a royal party was something completely different. Her parents always kept her away from large groups of people such as the one in the throne room. She couldn’t help growing nervous.
“I guessed you could do a better job handing out the drinks rather than filling the glasses.” Melvian sighed as she took a tray herself. “Don’t you dare trip or run into someone. That is instant termination of your job,” Melvian warned, slipping more drinks into Maris’s tray. “Keep your eyes on their hands. Check if they are empty. Smile.” Melvian gave Maris a fake grin. “Like this.”
“Oh, I know how to fake a smile. I did it plenty at my old job,” Maris said, trying to hide the fact that she was on the verge of hyperventilating.
“Then you know that if you are not paying attention you are doomed.”
Maris opened her mouth to object, but Melvian was right. She wasn’t paying much attention to what she was doing. 
“I thought so.” Pointing with her chin, Melvian ordered Maris to follow her through the throne room entryway. “Let’s go!”

The music faded into the back of her mind as she concentrated her gaze and studied the woman’s features. The woman smiled, and Valda’s brows knitted together, confused.
“Happy birthday, Your Highness,” the woman purred teasingly.
Valda softened her expression and cocked her head to the side as she admired the woman’s beauty. A Sealian, through and through. Yet, as she looked at the woman’s eyes, she took a step back, blinking as a distinctive irritation surfaced in the center of her eyes.
“The Oracle spoke. You will meet your mate today.” The woman tilted her head, her smile spreading sweetly. “Have you met her, Your Highness?”
Valda kept her eyes locked with the woman’s, expecting something to surge through her. She waited for fulfilment, for the spread of fire, but all she got was a feeling that something wasn’t right, and that she shouldn’t be standing before this stranger. There was no connection, no bond. There was nothing. This woman was not her mate.
“You are not her,” Valda whispered, as the burning in her eyes increased. 
“No, I am not. And I am so sorry you will never get to see her. Blessed birthday, Valda Aither. May your god heal you.”
Confusion racked over Valda. Squinting, Valda moved to grab the mysterious woman, but before she could, pure liquid pain split through her head. Covering her eyes, Valda faced away as her breath hitched. Taking steps back, she bumped into someone. Glass hit the floor and a soft voice begged for forgiveness. But Valda couldn’t answer back. The pain was unbearable and wouldn’t be lessened by the press of her palms to her eyes.
Suddenly, a hand came to her back. Although the pain continued, the fear in her chest waned. Peeking through, she saw long red hair and caring eyes. Leida.
Valda moved her hand to the smaller woman’s shoulders, struggling to speak past the pain. “Help,” Valda mumbled, not wanting anyone else to hear her. “Something’s wrong.” 
Leida frowned and moved closer. She cupped Valda’s face. “I can’t stop it,” Leida said. “I can keep everyone calm but…”
Valda’s grip grew tighter as she bared her teeth, her vision faltered as the corners darkened around her.
“Help!” Leida yelled, capturing the attention of everyone in the throne room, including Kayden and Rionach. Horrified gasps rolled through the room as people gathered to see what was wrong with Valda, yet no one dared intervene. 
Valda fell to her knees. The sound of bone colliding with the marbled floor echoed throughout the throne room. She pressed the heel of her palms to her eyes, squeezing again. Howling in pain and unable to understand what was happening, Valda felt Leida’s hands on her shoulders, as she tried to steady her now erratic movements. 
“Help! Somebody please! We need a blessed Asclepius worshiper now!” Leida called out again.
The shooting pain tore through her face. Throwing her head back, Valda screamed at the ceiling as whiteness consumed her. She heard the gasps and shocked yells coming from the attendees. The blinding light ruptured the darkness until it dissipated into nothingness.
As the light resided, Valda pushed herself from the floor and walked aimlessly. She needed to stop the pain, she needed to get help. Where was the healer? Hands clutched her suit, holding her in place, and just like a wounded animal, Valda flailed her arms, trying to escape the unknown clutches. 
“Valda!” She recognized her mother’s voice, far from her. “Stop!” 
“It hurts so much!” Valda yelled, her hands coming to cup her eyes again. Warm liquid poured out, drenching her hands. The drops hit the marble floor and she feared the worst.
Blood?
“Valda, you need to stop!” Kayden was closer. His voice quivered with emotion. He wrapped his arms tightly around her, his powers coursing through her. But Valda wouldn’t yield. 
She pulled away from the embrace and slammed her fist to Kayden’s jaw. He hit the ground with a pained groan.
“Valda, you need to calm down,” Leida spoke and once again, the ebbing waves of comfort washed over her, but it didn’t work. 
Valda stood alone in the vastness of the throne room, her body wracked with agony and her mind clouded with despair. As she heard footsteps approaching, Valda gritted her teeth and braced herself. She knew that they were coming to help her, but the pain was too much to bear. She didn’t want to be touched; she wanted all to stop. With a fierce cry, Valda unleashed her power. Her body became a conduit for the winds, and gusts of wind exploded from her body with a force that shook the room to its very foundations.
The wind tore at the tapestries on the walls, flung chairs and tables across the room, and sent the people who had dared to approach her reeling backwards. 
Despite the distress that wracked her body, she refused to back down. She screamed with all her might, calling forth the very power of the winds themselves.
Her heart beat inside her chest like a war drum, muffling the cries of those trying to help. The power of Ouranos filtered through her vain, as tornado thickened around her. This wasn’t happening, not now, not during her birthday, not when she was supposed to meet her.
As she continued to unleash her fury upon the throne room, her body convulsed with pain and her mind was consumed by a tempest of emotions. She barely registered the sound of approaching footsteps.
But then, a voice cut through the roar of the wind, sweet yet firm. “Your Highness, I am so sorry, but I have to do this.”
Before she could react, Valda felt strong arms wrap around her, pulling her close. She smelled the salty tang of the ocean and felt a sudden sense of calm wash over her. It was as if the ocean itself had come to claim her.
Then, the person struck behind her knee and slammed her to the ground, flattening her to the cold marbled floor. For a moment, Valda struggled against the hold, still consumed by her emotions. But gradually, as she felt the presence of the person holding her, her breathing slowed, her muscles relaxed. The gusts of wind tearing through the room slowly abated, until there was only a gentle breeze left. 
“Forgive me, Your Highness.” The person said again, their hold loosening. But Valda didn’t stand as unconsciousness draped around her like a dark veil. 
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Maris burst through the door with Melvian following close behind. Her best friend closed the door and locked it before releasing the breath she was holding. Maris sat on the edge of her bed, her hands trembling with fear. She’d been nervous about serving drinks inside the throne room. She never thought she would bump into the princess herself. Of course, Maris had to make a fool of herself by dropping the tray with all the drinks. But then she saw her.
Princess Valda was so close, yet so far away, consumed by pain and anger. Nobody could help her. She needed to do something to stop her from suffering. A shiver ran down her spine as she thought about what could have happened if she had not been strong enough to hold the princess back.
Melvian sat beside her, trying to reassure her. “Stop. You didn’t do anything wrong,” she whispered. “You did what you had to do. The princess was out of control.”
“It wasn’t my place to do anything.” Maris looked up at Melvian, her eyes wide with fear. “But what will happen now? What if I get kicked out for what I did?”
Melvian shook her head. “I don’t think that will happen.”
“They took her away…” Maris mumbled. “There was so much blood—”
“No one could do anything. Not even Sir Kayden. He tried to stop her and… You did what you had to do to keep her safe. They will understand that you were just trying to help.”
Maris nodded, but she still felt uneasy. She had never been so close to the princess before, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. “I just don’t know what was happening to her,” Maris said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Her eyes… were completely white and her cheeks…”
“I know, Maris. It was a fucking mess.” Melvian sighed and rubbed her face. “There is nothing we can do now but wait for instructions.” 
Melvian was more scared than her, if that was possible. Yet, she tried to stay as calm as she could for her. Maris had no idea what her life would be without her.
Patting her back, Melvian turned and hugged her tightly. “You are not leaving this castle that’s for sure.” 
Maris leaned into Melvian’s embrace, welcoming the comfort that washed over her. She knew she wasn’t alone in her fear, and that they would do whatever it took to help the princess through whatever was troubling her. But the memory of the princess’s rage still lingered. Maris knew that there was a storm brewing in the castle that she may not be able to stop.
A knock on the door made both women jump. Melvian cursed, before untangling herself from the embrace to open the door.
On the other side, the headmistress called for Maris.
Her stomach dropped the second she heard her name. Standing up, Maris pushed Melvian out of the way. Behind the headmistress, Sir Kayden stood, hands behind his back, his usual smile long gone.
Maris swallowed hard and stepped out, gave Melvian one last look and closed the door.
“I want you to go with Sir Kayden,” the headmistress, a middle-aged woman with streaks of silver hair and callused hands spoke. Her rueful smile did nothing to appease Maris’s nerves.
Maris couldn’t find her words, so she nodded at her and stood next to Kayden.
“Let’s go. The queen asked for you.”
Shit.
Nodding again, Maris followed Kayden down the hall.
It was the tense calmness that made Maris feel utterly uncomfortable. Kayden walked next to her with an air of sheer power and gentleness, yet his steps were fast, urgent. Maris tried to keep up, but her chest tightened as they stood before the princess’s chamber. Maris felt an emptiness at the pit of her stomach when Kayden nodded at the guards and then gripped the handle before turning to her. 
“I want you to talk only when referred to.” Kayden’s voice was stern, serious, so different from his usual happy, mischievous, and playful self.
Maris frowned at that, yet she nodded. “Of course.”
Kayden walked in and held the door for Maris. As soon as Maris was inside, she could smell blood in the air. She covered her mouth and nose and exhaled as she tried to get the smell out of her system. As she closed her eyes, flashes of what had happened hours ago hit her with full force. The princess screaming, blood and panic in her eyes. The floor was no longer pure white, but crimson red. If it wasn’t for her tackling Valda over…
Maris wondered at the cause. Who was to blame for this? Why was she called into the princess’s chamber? She still didn’t know.
A pang of fear hit her stomach. Was she going to get fired? Was it because she dropped the drinks or because she body-slammed the princess to the ground?
She couldn’t make out the conversation between Kayden and the queen. All she heard were the muffled words, pushed back by the view of a wounded woman on a white bed. 
The princess was pale. Her lips were parted as if she had been gasping and moaning in pain. Her eyes were protected by a blood-stained wrap that covered her ears and the bridge of her nose. Her face glistened with what appeared to be water or sweat.  
Then she noticed the large black cat curled up next to her, with a paw placed over her stomach. The animal’s tail moved from side to side, agitated and anxious.
Rionach patted her hands dry with a cloth before looking up at Maris. “You are here. Good.” 
Maris was brought back to reality. The queen was talking to her, and if she wanted to stay in the castle, she needed to listen and pay attention.
Rionach placed the cloth on top of the night table and pushed the stool away with her body. “I wanted to have a word with you before commanding your new job.” 
Maris turned to look behind her. Kayden was gone. He probably left without Maris noticing.
“Do you know why you are here, girl?” 
Maris blinked. She was pulled out of her trance by the sweet, velvety voice.  “No,” she answered. 
Rionach sighed and placed one hand over Valda’s forehead. Maris could tell she had a fever. Maybe she was fighting some infection. 
“I need your help.”  The queen brushed the strands of black hair away from Valda’s face as she battled with her own emotions. “I saw you in the throne room. I saw how you managed to subdue her and control her.”  She turned her eyes to look at her. “How?” 
Pure adrenaline and a dash of luck… “My father gave me basic self-defense training. I can hold my ground.” 
“You are telling me that with some basic training you became stronger than the princess?” 
“Not stronger.” Maris rubbed her hands together. “I just used the princess’s strength and weight to my advantage. I will never be physically stronger than her. I know; I’ve heard the stories. I simply grabbed what she was throwing and threw it back at her. She was too worried about the pain to know someone was grabbing her.” Maris licked her lower lip and dared to ask. “Is…she all right?” 
“I…I have no way to answer that question,” the queen said, choking on her words. “All I know is that she is weak and hurt, and I need you to take care of her for the time being. You were able to calm her down and control her. Not even Kayden or Leida could do that.” 
“Sir Kayden took the wrong approach,” Maris said. 
“I am giving you my daughter to care for, girl. I hope you understand what I am doing.”
Maris nodded. “I understand.” 
“Do you?” Rionach snarled. “I am leaving a Sealian to take care of my daughter.” She scoffed, and Maris was sure she didn’t intent to say that last sentence out loud.
Maris stared at the queen and raised a skeptical eyebrow. “If you are insinuating that I will somehow betray the trust put on my shoulders, you are mistaken. I would never ever in my wildest dream betray you or the princess. I might not have been born here, but I am also Skylian. I will gladly give my life for the royal family.” She nodded at her own words. “My father taught me that.”
Rionach stared at her, and Maris couldn’t tell if she believed her or not. “He taught you well then. I am pleased with your words.”  She took a step forward, yet her hand lingered over Valda’s heated cheek. “She is not easy.” 
“I can imagine.” 
“She will fight with you, a lot,” Rionach added.
“I will fight with her as well.” 
“Are you sure you want to help?” 
Maris walked to the other side of the bed and looked down at Valda. Her main goal in entering the castle was to find Arwin, not become the princess’s maid. Being glued to Valda would mean she would less likely encounter Arwin around the castle, but at the same time, she couldn’t bring herself to abandon the princess, not when she needed a helping hand.
The princess was breathing hard, gripping on the white bed sheets for dear life. Was she in pain? Was she having a nightmare? Maris frowned and leaned over to place her hand on the strong muscular arm. “I am.” 
Rionach exhaled and walked over to the door. “I don’t want you to leave her side even if she throws you out. She can’t be alone.”
“You may leave in peace, Queen. I will take care of all of this.”
Maris was so consumed by the woman in front of her that she didn’t hear the door close. Valda was vulnerable and wounded, breathing deeply, clearly in pain. Was she awake? Probably. Maybe she listened to the entire conversation, but right at that moment, she didn’t care. 
The black cat shifted its attention to her. Wondering if it was friendly, Maris extended her hand towards it. The cat stood and smelled her fingers. Its whiskers and cold nose tapped Maris’s fingertips. This was good. The cat’s curiosity was more welcomed than any form of aggression. After a second of exploration, the cat pressed the corner of its snout to Maris’s hand, rubbing its face against her.
Perfect. The cat liked her.
“Aren’t you a big ball of fur?” Maris whispered, cautiously scratching the top of the cat’s head, then playing with the adorable tufts of hairs on its pointy ears. “Are you going to bite me if I pet you too much?” The cat pulled away, shook its head, and let out a soft meow, all the while blinking slowly. “Good boy.” As she praised the cat, the princess stirred under the covers. 
Maris turned her attention to the princess, whose hand clutched the white bedsheets. Her lips parted, panting softly while she mumbled something Maris couldn’t quite understand. She should talk to her. She didn’t want the princess to think she was alone. The cat jumped off the bed and moved to the living area while Maris moved closer to the princess.
“Your Highness.”
Valda gasped, jerking as she had just noticed someone was right next to her.
“Who are you?”
Maris took a step back. “I am not here to hurt you,” Maris said quickly. “I am here to help you.”
Valda tried to sit up, but her body, especially her arms, were too weak to support her. She couldn’t even hold herself up. The powerful warrior princess looked feeble and weak. Nothing compared to the woman she had seen days ago. 
The princess sighed with exasperation, submitting to her immobility. Her skin pricked as the cold night air seeped through the open balcony doors.
The bumps went from her arms, up her neck and across the exposed skin of her chest. She knew she should look away, but there was something stopping her from doing so. Even in her state, the princess’s presence lured her in.
Maris verbalized her every movement. The least she wanted was to receive a punch to the face as Kayden did at the party. “Your highness, I am going to help you sit up, all right?”  
Valda growled in response and Maris was taken aback.
“Is that a ‘no’?”
Instead of answering, Valda leaned back, hissing in pain. Maris could tell that this was not easy for her. If the rumors were true, and she was always the ever-strong warrior, depending on someone else must be hard on her.
“Hurry up,” Valda said, yielding.
Maris hooked her arms under Valda’s and pulled her up until she was leaning against the headboard. The sheets fell to her waist, exposing her chest and stomach. More goosebumps spread across sun kissed skin. She swallowed hard, her attention falling on Valda’s face. She was in pain, maybe she shouldn’t be doing this. Maybe she should rest until she was able to sit up without any discomfort. 
“Are you comfortable—”
“Get out. I want to be alone.”
Maris’s mouth snapped shut. She wasn’t expecting that. Well, maybe she was, but not so early in their interaction. With her hands on her waist, she stared down at the panting princess before shaking her head. “I am sorry, Princess, but you are stuck with me. Your mother gave me clear orders—”
“Get the fuck out of my chamber before I suffocate you.”
Maris scoffed. “I am sorry. I think we are not communicating effectively. Your mother, Queen Rionach, told me to stay here, and look after you.”
Instead of fighting with her again, Valda leaned her head back on the headboard, her mouth parted as she took mouthfuls of air. She was sweating, and although Maris was sure the whole, half naked, sweating image would’ve been better appreciated in another context, she still couldn’t wash away the feeling that there was something worse going on with the princess.
“I am going to check for a fever,” Maris announced. She was indeed going to check for a fever, but at the same time, she wanted to touch Valda again.
Inhaling deeply and catching the faintest scent of the princess’s perfume, Maris pressed her hand against Valda’s sweaty face. She was burning up. 
Shit.
“Why are my eyes covered up?” 
Surprised by the question, Maris tilted her head and pressed her knuckle to Valda’s cheek, to her delight, the princess leaned slightly against her touch. Didn’t the princess remember what happened? How her eyes bled and how a bright light shone out of them? Maris bit her lower lip and thought about how to answer.
“You were hurt. You were bleeding and hitting everyone in sight.” She moved closer to Valda, her hands hovering. She didn’t have another reason to touch her, and yet she ached to just feel her skin again. To ease her worries and calm her.
Valda moved one hand to touch the wraps over her eyes but lost her balance. If it wasn’t for Maris, she would’ve toppled over.
“Take the bandages off,” Valda said softly at first. 
“I don’t think I—”
“Take the fucking bandages off!” Valda bellowed. 
Maris exhaled loud enough for Valda to hear. She wanted the princess to know that her screaming was getting on her nerves. Maybe other maids enjoyed the screaming and foul mood, but she didn’t, and she wasn’t going to put up with it. “Fine. What do I know about basic first aid?”
“Do as you are told…”
“I won’t,” she mumbled to herself.
This time Maris was a bit rough. She moved her hands to the side of Valda’s head and tugged on the wraps. Was she weak? Injured? Not Maris’ fault.
The princess groaned in annoyance and Maris ignored it. Maybe she wanted to hurt Valda just enough to stop her from screaming. Maris pulled on the last wrap and placed it on the nearby night table and waited then for the next command. 
Valda groaned and slowly began to open her eyes. To Maris’s horror, the princess’ eyes were completely white. There was no sign of honey-colored iris or dark pupils. Around the eyes, bruises contrasted dramatically with her skin. It was as if she had been punched repeatedly.
Valda swallowed hard, her jaw slackening. She took deep gasps of air as realization slowly fell on her. One hand touched the bed underneath her, then she moved to her side, feeling the night table.
“Where…” She gasped. “I…” She touched her face again. “What’s going on!?”  
The cat came back. Its perky ears moved from side to side, its eyes wide. Then, as if sensing something was about to happen, it crawled under the large bed. 
That wasn’t good…
“Am I blind?” 
Maris tensed. Her hands rolled up into fists by her side. How was she supposed to answer that?
Valda slid down the headrest until she was lying on the bed once again. “I am blind.” That was more a statement than a question. “I am blind,” she repeated as she faced the tall ceiling. 
“Your Highness?” 
“What time is it?”
Maris frowned. What kind of question was that? What did it matter? “It must be midnight, probably. I am not sure.”
“Gods, no…” Valda whimpered, closing her eyes, and grabbing the sheets tightly. “No, no, no!”
“Why do you need to—”
Suddenly, the room was filled with a deafening roar. The wind rushed in, howling, and tearing at everything in its path. The doors to the balcony cracked from their hinges. The curtains were ripped from their moorings, swirling around the princess like a twister.
Maris stumbled back, her eyes wide with fear as the wind picked up the furniture and hurled it across the room. The bed groaned and shuddered, its posts twisting like the limbs of a tortured tree. The walls shook in the onslaught. 
It was Valda. All of this was Valda. The princess’s rage fueled the wind, making it stronger and more destructive with each passing moment.
Maris ducked behind a nearby wardrobe, the wooden doors rattling in their frames as the wind battered them relentlessly. She could barely hear herself think over the roar, but she could sense the princess’s agony and despair.
As the storm raged on, Maris knew she had to do something to help the princess. She cautiously crept out from her hiding place, her heart pounding in her chest. With a deep breath, she stepped forward, her voice strong and resolute.
“Princess!” she called out, her words nearly lost in the wind. “Stop!” 
At first, there was no response. The wind continued to rage, the debris flying around the room. 
Suddenly, a large water pitcher tumbled off a nearby table, shattering into pieces on the floor. Water spilled out in all directions, soaking everything in its path. Maris quickly realized that this was her chance. She focused all her attention on the water, summoning it to her will with a flick of her wrist.
She closed her eyes, and the wind’s roar faded away as she concentrated on the liquid. She could feel it swirling around her, moving in response to her commands. With a sudden motion, she raised her arm and sent a sphere of water hurtling towards the princess’s face.
The sphere struck the princess with a satisfying thud, drenching her and knocking the wind off her. The gusts faltered then dissipated completely. The room fell silent, except for the princess’s coughing. Water must’ve gotten in her nose. Good. She deserved it for acting the way she was.
Maris sighed in annoyance and ran her fingers through her hair, which had become loose from her bun. She turned to Valda, her nostrils flaring and her chest rising and falling in agitation. She understood Valda’s anger. To have something suddenly taken away with no explanation would infuriate anyone. But the princess needed to think things clearly before destroying everything in her path.
“You need to control yourself,” Maris muttered. She hissed as she gathered the objects that had been thrown to the ground by Valda’s temper tantrum. 
“Would you?!” 
Maris thought it would be better to stay quiet. Instead, she kept tidying the bedroom and kept herself busy.
“I thought so…” Valda said, turning to lie on her side. “Who are you?” 
“Your new exclusive chambermaid, I suppose.” Maris grabbed another object from the ground and slammed it on the nightstand. Good thing it was just a brush, or she might have shattered it in her anger.
“Your name?”  
Closing her eyes and inhaling deeply, Maris decided to go along with the princess’s questionnaire. If it meant she would calm down and maybe trust her, what could go wrong? 
“My name is Maris, Your Highness.” 
“Maris.”
As she uttered her name, Maris couldn’t help but notice the way the princess’s voice caressed it, drawing out every syllable with a gentle touch. It was as if Valda had taken Maris’s name and transformed it into something more, something magical and alluring. A shiver ran down her spine.
“Maris,” she said again, testing the word on her tongue.
The cat jumped on the bed, releasing a soft and quick purr.
Good timing. Maybe she would be able to change the subject. “I hope this is your pet.”
“Cerberus?” Valda called out while the cat meowed loudly and pressed its head against Valda’s face. 
“He’s been keeping an eye on you.”
“She.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“She is a girl,” Valda corrected, patting Cerberus’s flank. 
“Cerberus is a girl?” Maris asked, incredulously.
The princess shrugged nonchalantly. “It was the first thing that came to mind…”
“Right. To name a female cat the name of a three-headed male dog. A complete contradiction.”
Valda snorted. “It’s original.”
Maris placed the last object on the nightstand and stared at the princess’s muscled bound back as she lay on her side, petting the cat. “Can’t argue with—”
“Are you here to follow my every move?” Valda asked, cutting her useless comment. “Are you going to see if I fall on my face or stub my toe?” 
Maris rubbed her temples. “If you don’t stay put, yes, probably.” 
“I haven’t heard your name before. Are you a new hire?” 
“Yes, ma’ am. I’ve been working in the castle for just a couple of days.” 
“And my mother appointed you to stay with me?”
“Yes.”
Valda scoffed and tried her hardest to sit up to Maris’s surprise, she did so without any help. Cerberus crawled to her lap and curled into a ball. 
“Are you hungry, Your Highness?” Maris asked, thinking that maybe it would be good for her to get her something to eat, maybe get something for herself. She hadn’t been able to eat anything. A good late-night snack, maybe some warm milk would do her good.
“I can’t eat smelling like this. I need to wash the scent of blood off me. After that then I can eat.”  Saying that, Valda pulled the bedsheets away from her body. Cerberus let out an annoyed growl and settled at the foot of the bed, looking from Valda to Maris. 
Valda moved her legs to the edge of the bed and inhaled loudly, almost in pain.
“Princess, please. Let me—”
“I need to know if I can do this by myself. I don’t want to be handheld.”
Maris bit her tongue and shrugged. “Go right ahead.” 
Valda let out a disgruntled noise. She waved her hand until she grabbed the bedpost and pulled herself up. At first, she managed to stand, but just as she did, she fell back to the bed. “Fuck,” she muttered before trying again.
“Oh, please just let me help you for now. Then you can kick me out if you want.” 
“You sure talk a lot for a chambermaid.”
“I will be quiet after we make it to the washroom, I promise.” Without giving the princess a second to reject her offer, Maris placed a muscled arm over her shoulders and held on to the princess’s waist. In this position, she was finally able to take in Valda’s height. The woman was almost a foot taller than she was.
“Take me to the washroom. There’s always a tub filled with warm hot water there,” Valda said, her grip on Maris’s shoulder tightening as she took a tentative step.
The princess struggled with her footing as she took her first steps forward. Her legs trembled, weak and unsure. Her other hand moved to her side, fingers spread, careful not to bump into anything, but Maris made sure she made it to the garderobe. Inside was a pearly white claw tub. Struggling with the princess’s formidable weight, she eased her slowly into the tub, helping move one leg in and then the other.
As Valda sank in the water, the sound that escaped her mouth was extremely delightful. Valda threw her head back and moaned happily when the warm waters covered her sore body.  
Maris stared quietly in wonder. Valda’s hand dipped to the band of her underwear. Hooking her thumb under the band, she pulled it slowly down her long legs then let it fall beside the tub with a wet ‘flop.’ 
Then, she tugged on the wraps harshly until her breasts were free. The princess sighed and heat spread through Maris’s face as she couldn’t look away.
All those stories were true. The princess was gorgeous in her own way. The rippling muscles under the sun-kissed skin, the freckles, the subtle tanned lines on her legs and arms, the scars…
Maris stopped her exploration as she looked upon the many scars embellishing the princess’s body. Maris was sure that each one had a story, and, for some reason, she couldn’t wait to find out what they were. 
Wondering if the princess knew she was still there, Maris cleared her throat and waited for a reaction. Valda groaned, opened her eyes and waved her hand around. 
“Bring me a cloth and soap.”  
Maris froze. Did the princess want Maris to bathe her? She cursed under her breath, her eyes roaming the garderobe.
“I don’t know where your stuff is, Your Highness.” 
Valda sighed, annoyed. She raised her hand and pointed to the far-left corner of the room. “Third drawer to your right are the cloths, and the last drawer in the middle you will find the soap.” 
“All right…” She moved to the bathroom furniture and did as she was directed. There were, however, a lot of different soaps. Maris glanced at Valda then back to the drawer. She grabbed a green bar and placed it under her nose. Mint. She put it back and then grabbed another one. Vanilla. She sighed in contentment. She reached for another bar, this time a pink one with red dots. Strawberries.
“Mint.”   
Maris jumped, and the soap slipped from her hand and landed loudly in the drawer.
“What are you doing? Just hurry up already,” Valda muttered, her arms now on the edge of the tub, waiting.
“Y-yes, ma’am.” Maris scrambled with the soap and the cloth towards Valda. The princess’s hand was already extended, waiting for her. After handing the soap and cloth to Valda, Maris left the room by the princess’s command. 
It was for her own good. She shouldn’t invade the princess’s privacy. She needed her time to wash up, and maybe get used to the fact that she couldn’t see. 
Maris rubbed the goosebumps from her arms and let out a frustrated groan as she looked at the ceiling. She wanted to concentrate on something other than the image of the princess bathing herself.
“I need to get a hold of myself. I need—” She exhaled and squeezed the tension forming at the base of her neck. She was there to help, and she was going to do just that, right?
A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. She frowned. It was rather late. The only people in the castle were guards, and most of the maids were cleaning the mess in the throne room. It couldn’t be the queen; she wouldn’t knock on the door. 
Maris unlocked the latch and peeked outside. “Melvian!”  She opened the door completely and pulled her friend for a tight hug. 
“Gods! Maris! What in Tartarus!” Melvian hugged her right back, squeezing her for a moment before pulling back. “I thought you got kicked out!” 
“I thought the same, but I think they liked that I rough-handled her.” 
Melvian shrugged confused. “Why” 
“I am kind of like her personal maid now.” 
Melvian’s eyes grew wide in terror. “Oh, no.” 
“Oh, yes. I don’t think she will be much trouble though.” 
Melvian frowned. “Is she dead?” 
Maris blinked. “How can I be the personal maid of a corpse, Melvian?” 
Melvian muttered something and shrugged again. 
“She is blind.”  
Melvian’s expression changed from surprised to sad in a matter of seconds. “Blind?” 
Maris nodded. “She is taking a bath right now and as you can see; she wasn’t happy about being blind. She almost destroyed the entire room.” 
“Well, that fucking sucks.” 
“Melvian!” 
“No!” Melvian raised her hands. “Listen, she won’t be able to fight alongside her army. I’ve never heard of a blind soldier surviving a war, not even joining one.”
Maris swallowed hard. She hadn’t thought about that. What would become of the princess now that she was blind? Would they even respect her or see her as their superior? Maris frowned, tracing back to General Arwin. She hadn’t been able to see him at all after this. Was he even in the castle?
“Have you seen the general?”
Melvian shook her head. “After what happened in the throne room he disappeared.”
Maris bit her lower lip and turned back to the mess in the room. “What do you think he will say when he knows about this?”
“Why do you care?”
“I… don’t?”
“You are weird,” Melvian said, before scoffing.
“Everything will be fine because an Asclepius worshiper will come and heal Valda, right?”
Melvian was apprehensive to answer. She shrugged her shoulders and nodded reluctantly. “True, but there is no healer in the castle. He is gone.”
Rubbing the anxiousness from her hands, Maris walked to the living space and sat on the grand sofa. No Asclepius worshiper meant no cure for whatever the princess had, and that was petrifying. “Do you think she will be all right?”
Melvian shrugged. “She will have to be.”
“Yes, but… I’ve seen how people get when things get taken away from them. It’s not pretty.” 
Pursing her lips, Melvian walked towards Maris. “Don’t do that to yourself.”
“How can I not, Melvian?”
“Don’t.” Melvian grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the door. “I never told you why I came here. I brought the princess some food in case she woke up.”  Melvian pulled in a cart filled with fruits, nuts and different kinds of tea. “These are all the princess’s favorites. I don’t think she will eat it all so I guess you can eat from this too.” 
“Thanks. I was actually starving. I haven’t been able to eat anything.” 
“Maris!” 
“That’s her!” Maris grabbed Melvian’s shoulder and turned her around on her feet. “You need to leave.” 
“Hey! What—Wait a…”  Melvian’s words died in her mouth. She gazed at the end of the royal room, eyes open in surprise. 
Maris followed her gaze and found Valda’s tall form leaning on the bathroom entrance with nothing covering her up. 
“Maris, are you there?”
“I am here,” Maris answered.
Now that Valda was standing on her own, Maris could see all the other scars embellishing her body. They were not too many to make her look gruesome, but enough to make her rather interesting to the eye.  One of those scars was on her muscular thigh. Still, it didn’t make her leg look any less desirable. Her thighs were toned and strong. Clearly, she ran a lot in battle, not to flee, but from charging into her enemies and jumping over them. 
Another scar was displayed on her stomach. The toned abdominals had a diagonal line that went to her back. Maybe she was injured in a sword fight years ago. That one might have made her stay in bed for weeks or perhaps just a couple of days.
“I am drenched,” Valda said. 
Maris shoved her elbow against Melvian’s ribs and whispered, “Me too.”
“Maris!” Melvian hissed.
Valda arched her brow and shook her arm. “I need a towel.” 
Maris turned around and stared at Melvian with eyes wide open. She mentally implored her to leave, and thank the gods Melvian understood. Patting Maris’s arm, Melvian closed the door on her way out.
“Did you leave?”  Valda asked, almost in shock.
“No, Your Highness! I am here. A maid had just brought some food for you,” Maris answered and bolted to the princess’s side. She didn’t wonder how Valda got out of the tub with no help. Of course, the princess would regain her strength little by little, yet she had to admit she was still a tad surprised.
“Bottom shelf, left,” Valda said, signaling where the towels were as if she had read Maris’s mind. 
Quickly, Maris picked a white towel for the princess and placed it over her shoulders as she guided her to sit on the bed. She quietly watched as the princess patted her face dry, being extra careful around her eyes. Nevertheless, the princess hissed in pain as she touched her brows. 
“What do you want to wear?” Maris asked, wanting to keep the princess’s mind on something other than the fact that she was naked and in pain.
“I would say casual, but it’s the middle of the fucking night.” Valda groaned again, running her fingers through her wet hair. “Something comfortable so I can sleep some more after eating.”
Maris nodded, feeling sorry that this was the way the princess’s birthday had come to an end.
As she stepped into the walk-in closet, she entered a world of elegance and sophistication. The room was filled with an array of colors, patterns, and textures that immediately captured her attention as she took in the sight before her.
Everywhere she looked, she saw a collection of masculine clothing. The clothes were made from silk, cotton, and other fabrics. She ran her fingers over the clothes, marveling at how soft and smooth they were against her skin.
“Maris?” Valda called her from outside the closet. Shaking herself from her daydream, Maris picked up a soft silk button shirt with a pair of black linen pants. As she walked out, Valda was somehow folding the towel and placing it in the nightstand for Maris to pick up later.
“I see you are slowly getting your strength back. You can already take a couple of steps by yourself.” 
Valda chuckled. “Clearly you don’t know me. I bounce right back after every fight.”
“This wasn’t a fight, though,” Maris said, placing the clothing on the bed.
Valda’s upper lip twitched, her jaw muscles straining before saying. “All I need is a blessed Asclepius worshiper. I will be fine. I can manage.”
Maris smiled at Valda and nodded at her words. “And I will be here until you are healed. This is only temporary,” Maris announced, crossing her arms, and watching a sneaky grin forming at the corner of the princess’s lips.
“You want to get rid of me already, Maris?” The playfulness in her tone was there, even after the pain and fatigue, Valda still managed to display a playful nature Maris didn’t know existed.
Arching her brow, Maris chuckled. “It is not like that, princess. It was your mother’s order, and by the looks of it, you are the one that is in a hurry. You don’t need my help moving around your chamber.” 
“I do, Maris. I can still stub my toe against a table’s leg… or smash my knee against a kid’s head. Danger lurks every corner.” 
“That would be a tragedy, poor kid.” 
“Whoa, now. I need my knees. Skylian children are hardheaded.” 
“I would never doubt that.” Maris leered. 
“Are you already flirting with me, Maris? Taking advantage of someone in my situation is rather horrendous and punishable by the Skylian law.”  
Maris laughed and quickly covered her mouth. “Forgive me, princess. Skylian law is no laughing matter.”
“It is not. I take my job very seriously.” Valda chuckled and the tension in her shoulders slowly receded. “Anyhow, you are forgiven. No law will be put to use today.” 
“Thank you for being so merciful, Your Highness.” Maris smiled, watching Valda face her. If it wasn’t for the bruises around her eyes and the fact that she didn’t have any iris, Maris would’ve thought she was looking directly at her. Slowly, Maris made her way to the still naked princess, touched her wrist, and guided her to the side of the bed where her clothes were. She handed one piece of clothing at a time, making sure that when Valda put it on, it didn’t look untidy.
The quietness of the room was rather calming.
Until Valda spoke….
“You may use my towel, Maris.”
Maris frowned, as she fixed the collar of Valda’s shirt. “What for, Your Highness?”
Valda chuckled. “Weren’t you wet?”
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Nine years…
Nine fucking years waiting for nothing!
The Oracle lied. Valda found neither her soulmate nor a heart mate. What she did find was that she had been cursed. Because she was blind, even if the Oracle spoke the truth, she wouldn’t be able to recognize her soulmate by sight or form a bond with them.
The eyes are the windows to the soul…
And her windows were shut.
As much as she wanted to say she didn’t need anyone. She did. At least until the blessed worshiper came and healed her. The darkness wouldn’t feel suffocating if Valda knew when the new Asclepius worshiper would arrive. She wouldn’t jump at every sound. She would go about her day, trying her hardest to pull through. But the healing wound in her arm was a simple reminder that the worshiper was gone, and it would be a while until her mother found another one… if she found someone.
For now, she would have to deal with this the best way she knew how. Ignoring it.
Now, she lay in her bed in the wee hours of the morning. Although she heard shuffling outside her room, Valda refused to open her eyes. If she did, she would be reminded of what had happened. 
“I know you are awake, Cerberus told me.” Maris’s voice pierced through her darkness.
The cat’s happy meow made the maid chuckle. Traitorous Cerberus. She was supposed to be on her team. She needed to hiss at everyone who met her. Her trusted and loving companion was always close, keeping Valda rooted. No matter what happened, there was something good to look forward to with her around. Her dear Cerberus, whose quiet meows and purrs erased every angry uproar. Last night wasn’t any different.
“Cerberus!” Valda called out, but the cat didn’t come, instead, the bed squeaked with her steps as she walked away from Valda.
“Oh, you want some scratches?” Maris’s voice didn’t sound tired. “You like that, huh?”
“She is not friendly,” Valda mumbled as she pulled the covers from her body, patted her chest and noticed the blouse was still in place and hadn’t opened up during her sleep. 
“Really?” 
“She bites everyone and hisses at new people,” Valda added, patting her nightstand and then the bedpost. She pulled herself up, and quickly regretted it as she sat back down. That wasn’t good. Maybe she was sore, maybe she needed a good hearty meal and not just fruits.
“She looks menacing, but she is a total baby. Aren’t you, Cerberus?”
Cerberus let out an adorable meow mixed with a purr and Valda scoffed. “Unbelievable.”
“I won’t steal your cat, Your Highness. She is all yours,” Maris said, stifling a giggle. “Are you hungry?”
Valda waved her hand in the direction she thought the maid was. She pulled herself again and sighed with satisfaction when she was able to stand on her own. “Starving.”
“Of course. I will be right back.”
Maris’s steps faded until a door opened and closed. Her grip on the bedpost tightened as her legs trembled under her weight. Her teeth gritted as she managed to steady herself. She took a couple of uneasy steps forward, her body tensing for impact. She knew it was going to happen. It was a matter of time before she bumped into something. She just hoped Cerberus wasn’t around. The least she wanted was to step on her tail. She would never forgive herself if she hurt her cat.
Valda stretched her arms in front of her, her hands open as she scanned her surroundings. She walked unsteadily across the room until she made it to the washroom entrance. She celebrated her accomplishment with a smile, and Cerberus seemed proud of her as well. The cat rubbed her body against Valda’s leg, bumping her head a little too aggressively. 
Walking through the entrance, Valda moved to where she thought the basin was. She touched warm water and exhaled happily. Maybe she could endure this for the time being. She just needed to remember where everything was.
As she washed her face and mouth, the door to her chamber opened and rolling wheels squeaked. 
“It’s me, Your Highness,” Maris called out as the door creaked. 
“Morning.” 
A second voice sneaked into the room. 
“Morning, my Queen.” Maris peeped, her voice low and timid.
“Is my daughter awake?”
“Yes, my Queen.” 
Valda quietly shuffled out of the washroom and into her room. Her mother’s footsteps came closer and so did the sudden gasp. Valda winced at the sound, and smoothed a hand over her chest and stomach, making sure that, although disheveled, she was still presentable.
“That bad?” Valda asked, smiling jokingly, but she knew her mother would see right through it.
“Valda, your eyes,” Rionach said, her voice quivering. “I, wha—”
“Mother,” Valda warned, her hands moving forward. A soft and small hand touched her fingers, pulling her forward. She wasn’t aware where she was heading but she trusted whoever was holding her wholeheartedly. She took her next steps with more confidence until a second hand smoothed over her back, exerting enough pressure to sit her down. She touched her surroundings, noticing she was sitting at her small table. 
“I will be standing next to you, Your Highness,” Maris said, making Valda jump slightly at how close she was. 
“I wasn’t aware that you had lost your sight…” Rionach said, as a chair scraped the hard floors. Wood groaned and fabric fluttered before Valda. 
“It was to be expected,” Valda said, touching her brow and temples and hissing. The flesh there was still tender. A tender rub to her leg announced that Cerberus was close by. After a couple of caresses, the cat’s weight draped over Valda’s foot. 
“Right…” Rionach sighed, her fingers drumming over the table. “I’ve talked to Kayden and his family. We are to leave for Harmonia in search of a blessed worshiper. Hopefully you will be fine before the next full moon.” Rionach sounded hopeful, but she had always been good at masking how she felt. Without her sight, it would be hard for Valda to know what she was truly feeling.
Sighing, Valda rubbed her temple again and nodded. It was easier that way, to accept and be hopeful that everything would be fixed. “I assume you will be taking Arwin with you.”
“No. He will stay in charge while I am away, I cannot leave the entire kingdom at the mercy of the rebels.”
Valda scoffed and waved a hand at herself. “I am alive.”
“You are unwell.”
“Not being able to see doesn’t take away my ability to take charge and give orders, Mother.” 
“I will feel safer if Arwin stayed here.”
Valda swallowed hard, a sharp sting starting at the corner of her eyes. Her mother didn’t trust her to make good decisions. She would rather have Arwin do so. Somewhat Valda didn’t blame her, but she would love to have an opportunity to prove herself.
Somewhere from behind Valda, Maris cleared her throat which prompted her to turn as if looking for her.
“I was told that you appointed her to keep me safe?” Valda asked, pointing a finger to where she thought Maris was. 
“That is correct.”
“Why?” Valda asked.
Maris scoffed behind her.
“Well, for starters she managed you well.”
“Managed me?”
“Does your face hurt, Valda?” Rionach asked.
Valda opened her mouth to talk, but as she did the dull stinging of her jaw reminded her that indeed, her face hurt. She rubbed her cheek and nodded.
“That was Martha.”
“Maris, Your Highness,” Maris corrected.
“Yes, right. She was the only one that managed to stop you before you destroyed everything.”
“My apologies for ruining my own birthday celebration,” Valda mumbled.
“You have nothing to apologize about. I do want you to take this time to rest, though.”
Valda nodded, her fingertips grazing her cheekbones. “When are you leaving?”
“As soon as I can. I am waiting on Kayden. He is currently speaking to his mother so we can leave on his ship. After that, it will be a while until I come back…” Rionach paused with slight hesitation. “You know how the Asclepius worshipers are…”
“Remember when I said that it was fair if healer left without a trace?”
“Yes.”
“I was full of shit,” Valda muttered. “Bring them back by any means necessary.”
Rionach chuckled and patted Valda’s hands. “Anything for my daughter. I also came to bring you this. You dropped and forgot about it during the entire ordeal, I took and put it away,” Rionach said, turning Valda’s hand and placing something on it. “It’s the Heaven Sword.”
Valda inhaled sharply and turned her eyes down as if she would somehow see the box there. She caressed the chest for a couple of seconds before finding the lock. As soon as she opened it, she moved her hands over the jeweled handle, then over the length. “Thank you.”
“You will see again, Valda. Believe that.”
“I hold a promise to your words, Mother,” Valda said and moved the box in Maris’s direction. Maris took it from her, her steps moving away to somewhere further back. “Please, be careful. I am worried that neither I nor Arwin will be going with you.” 
“But Kayden will. I will be back before you even notice that I am gone,” Rionach chuckled then announced, “And I am going to kiss you now,” before the sound of wood scraping the floor made Valda wince. Her mother gathered her in her arms and pressed a warm kiss to her forehead, right between her eyes. “I want you to focus on getting better and stronger, all right?”
“I will, Mother,” Valda said before closing her eyes as she felt her mother’s feather-like kisses again.
Way too soon, her mother pulled back, caressed her cheek, and walked away, leaving Valda with a sudden ache she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Opening her eyes, Valda faced where she thought mother was.
“Maris, was it?”
“Yes, my Queen?”
“Take care of her. If you must slam her to the ground to get her to rest, do so. I will allow it.” 
Valda raised an eyebrow and huffed.
“I will hold you to that, My Queen,” Maris said, amusement in her voice.
Valda exhaled once she heard her mother leave her bedroom. After a short silence, she heard sniffling behind her and frowned. Was… was Maris crying? 
“Why are you crying?” 
A gasp and many sniffles later, Maris answered, “Are you sure you are blind?”
“I am blind, not deaf,” Valda said, standing from her chair and moving towards the breakfast car Maris had rolled in. The smell of brewed coffee and warm oatmeal awakened her appetite and she was terribly hungry. Before she could make a fool of herself, Maris’s gripped her shoulders, guiding her back to the chair. 
“Let me serve you breakfast.” 
At first Valda wasn’t too happy with the constant handling. She wanted to try to do mundane things by herself. If she burned herself pouring some coffee, then so be it. She didn’t want to rely on Maris with all the basics. For now, she allowed the other woman to set her breakfast on the small table. 
Maris grabbed her hand and slipped her a spoon before guiding both hands towards the oatmeal bowl. Trying her hardest, Valda began to eat quietly yet, the question was still in the air, and she knew Maris was avoiding it.
“I asked you a question. What were you crying about?” she asked again, wiping her lower lip with the back of her hand.
Once again, silence.
“Maris…”
“It was nothing.”
“You cry over nothing?”
“Your Highness, if I am being honest, it doesn’t concern you.” 
What the fuck? Who was this woman and how dare she? “I am your Princess. I am asking you a question; I expect an answer.” 
An annoyed sigh came from in front of her. Maris was sitting where Rionach had sat a minute ago. “Your interactions with your mother, the Queen.”
“What about it?”
Maris inhaled sharply before answering. “It made me miss my mother.”
Valda frowned. “Where is she?”
“She is dead.” 
Valda almost choked on her food, her shoulders stiffening. “I am sorry. If I had known, I wouldn’t have made you talk about it.”
“It’s fine.”
“You sound young, though. What happened to her?” Valda asked, her hand searching for the warmth of the cup of coffee, once she found it, she swept her fingertips over the edges of the cup and grasped it carefully, not wanting to stain her blouse or burn her mouth. She brought it to her lips, took one sip and closed her eyes reverently. She felt stronger already.  
The shuffling of fabric and the thrumming of fingers against flesh indicated the question was out of order, but Valda couldn’t help being curious. Besides, if she wanted to trust this girl with her life, she needed to know more about her.
The tension of her question still lingered, and after awkward seconds of silence Maris finally answered.
“She killed herself.” Her voice quivered indicating that it happened recently.
Valda felt as if a bucket of freezing water had been dumped on her neck. She rubbed her palm on her slacks, suddenly feeling terrible for her questioning. “My deepest apologies, Maris.”
“It is fine. I am over it.”
She was lying. Valda could tell, but she would not push the young women to talk about her mother or her past for now. She took another long gulp of the coffee and placed it on the table before searching for the spoon and going back to the oatmeal. 
“My father perished when I was a child. I don’t remember much, but I do feel that emptiness. I don’t want to sound pessimistic, but what’s worse of all is that, as time goes by, you start to forget specific details about them. Their voice, their face, their smell.”  Valda sighed, losing her appetite. She placed the bowl on the table and stood from the chair. Maris walked to her and grabbed her hand as she guided her to the bed.
Valda wasn’t tired, but she was fatigued. She sat on the edge of the bed and the spot next to her dipped.
She smiled welcomingly, unable to tell if Maris was looking at her. Then she felt Maris’s hand upon hers. She gladly accepted the small show of affection with a light squeeze of her hands. “My mother and general Arwin always tell me that I look just like my father, so I had some solace when I was in front of the mirror. I felt like, wherever he was he would be looking at me from the other side of the reflection.” Valda chuckled at how stupid that sounded, but it was true. Whenever she wore her royal attire and looked at the mirror, it felt like her father was staring right back, proud of the woman she had become. 
She hoped wholeheartedly he was proud, wherever he was.
“But now, I can’t even have that.”
“Well, I don’t know how that must feel. I look nothing like my parents. I was adopted.”
Valda’s curiosity was piqued. “Oh? Adopted?”
“I am Sealian, my Princess.” 
Valda tensed. Sealian? A Sealian inside Oberon Castle? A Sealian chambermaid? “Really?” Her breath faltered, as she tried to think of the exact time she and Maris met.
Could it be?
“Yes, blue hair and all!” Maris said, her voice cracking with a giggle. 
Valda grinned, her chest tightening. “Ah, you must be gorgeous then.”
“I would like to think so.” Her voice was playful, almost flirty.
Valda threw her head back and laughed.
“You know, Princess, before I became your helper, they painted you with such harsh colors.”
Valda chuckled. She could imagine what was said to Maris, yet her curiosity won the best of her. “Such as?”
“Oh, they said I should be careful because you had the tendency of kind of forcing yourself on poor maids.”
“I never force anything. I believe in consent,” Valda said, biting her lower lip. “I always ask for permission.” 
“I…Uh—,” Maris stumbled with her words, seeming nervous. “They also said that you have a horrible temper.”
“That’s true.” Valda nodded proudly. 
“And that you have done unimaginable things on the battlefield.”
“Also true,” Valda said, rubbing her hands as if she was trying to wipe away stains. She wasn’t proud of all the things she had done. She was either following orders from Arwin, or making last-minute decisions that would save her life. “I am not a good person. Not all the time, at least,” Valda mumbled the last part. 
“Is anyone?” Maris whispered. “We all have our darkness to deal with—some more than others.”
“Hmm,” Valda patted her knees, deciding if she should end the conversation at the same time, she wanted to listen to Maris talk more.
Maris, the Sealian appointed by her mother to take care of her. Maybe she was overthinking all of it. There was a possibility that her mother had decided to hire Maris right after the conversation they had in her chamber, maybe her mother appointed Maris to help her, hoping she was the mate the Oracle spoke of.
Maybe everything was just coincidence and Maris was just a Sealian who needed a job.
Valda took a deep breath and decided that she wanted to stretch her legs and get some exercise. Maybe going outside to the garden to get some fresh air and sunlight would help with her overthinking.
“Would you mind taking me outside? I would like to get some sun in.”
Maris’s hand pulled on hers again, stopping her from rubbing them together as she did moments ago. Maris squeezed the meaty part of her palm and Valda shivered at the sweet caress.
“Sounds perfect,” Maris said, standing along side Valda and exiting the room.
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It had been three weeks since her mother left. Despite knowing that the journey to Harmonia was long, Valda couldn’t help but feel anxious. She knew her mother was guarded, Valda trusted Kayden with her life, but always felt uneasy when she wasn’t the one taking care of her mother.
She had sent a letter to Harmonia, asking either Kayden or Leida to let her know they had made it safe and sound, but of course it would take days before she received a response. In the meantime, she would have to wait. But Valda had never been good at waiting. Even as a little girl, she detested being told to wait, to have patience. Even when the Oracle told her she would meet her mate on her twenty-fifth birthday, Valda hated the fact that she needed to wait nine years to see her…
In her mother’s absence, Arwin was in charge, which she thought was completely preposterous. Valda wasn’t able to see, but she was able to make good decisions for the wellbeing of her kingdom. Right?
Arwin always made the important decisions, but Valda has seen how hot headed he was. He would rather kill first and ask questions later.
Every time she called for him, he was never in the castle. To her surprise, he was gone, off to train or off on a mission that she knew nothing about.
For being the high commander of the army and ranking above him, she sure was unaware of her army’s movements and operation.
She didn’t like being left out, as if she was useless, no longer fit to rule. She couldn’t even do the basic things, her mother needed to appoint a nanny for her. But not just any nanny, a Sealian.
Valda wanted to believe this was her mother’s way of showing her that she didn’t hate Sealians and wished to include them in the castle. At the same time, Maris was a young Sealian who Valda met the same day the Oracle claimed she would meet her mate. Or was it the day after?
It was all a blur in Valda’s mind, and it drove her mad!
She thought that maybe in a week, she wouldn’t need Maris around, but she did, and that infuriated her. The first week she was trying to get used to her new reality. Of getting used to walking in Oberon Castle’s long stone halls with her hand touching the wall while the other held onto Maris’s shoulder. A week of hitting her knee against unknown objects. Of snarls, growls, and angered screams of frustration. Of throwing things across the room in annoyance. A week of yelling at Maris for not helping her the way she thought was the right way.
And when she screamed and yelled at Maris, she felt sorry for mistreating her right away. Though she did ask for forgiveness, and promised herself to take control of her emotions, rage ravaged through her.
Valda was growing tired of clumsily burning her hand with the coffee, of trying to get dressed without help. Of relearning, reimagining. 
Of waking up in the middle of the night only to find the same darkness consuming her, day in and day out. She silently cried as non-Asclepius worshipers brought from outside the castle told her they didn’t know what happened, how they could help, or how to treat her blindness. This healing was beyond them, they repeated what she already knew. She needed an Asclepius Worshipper; a blessed one.
She felt utterly useless.
She was tired of going to bed, crying herself to sleep thinking she was alone, but Valda knew damn well she wasn’t. She knew Maris was somewhere in her room, watching her. She could only imagine the look of pity. Valda, Princess of the Sky Kingdom, crying herself to sleep.
Pathetic…
Valda had heard Maris whispering with the other one, Melvian, the one who brought them food.
She isn’t well. She is weak. She needs time. She will be fine.
Valda tried to ignore it, but she just couldn’t accept that she had fallen so low as to need around-the-clock help.
She would wake up, and Maris would be there to help her look her sharpest. She would be there to help her with her breakfast. The quiet conversations of the day would spill out of them like a river into the ocean. It felt natural, like old souls. Like they had done this before. 
But before the conversation could get deeper, either Maris or Valda would cut it off, stand, move about, and get angry at her own clumsiness. 
Valda never opened her eyes. What for? The ability to look into Maris’s eyes, to see if she was the mate the Oracle spoke for was taken away from her.
All of this felt like a curse.
The second day after the accident, Valda tried to find some resemblance of a vision within her. But all she heard within the darkness were surprised and terrified gasps followed by whispers of disgust from people inside the castle.
What happened to her eyes? What happened to her gorgeous honey-colored eyes? She doesn’t have the king’s eyes anymore.
Valda tried to ignore it and not let it get to her, but she wasn’t getting any better as the days passed, and she was sure that Maris noticed. 
At night, when Valda had no other resolve but to sleep, Maris would step in with that cheerful tone of hers and tell her that a new day was upon them, that she would feel better, and that she would regain her sight. As much as Valda wanted to believe her, the answer to those confidence boosts was always a mediocre smile and silence. Yet, Valda couldn’t deny, the woman’s company, other than Cerberus’s, had become the most comforting thing in the entire ordeal. Not only was she always gentle with her, but she also never made Valda feel as if she was being pitied.
She was the one that pitied herself. 
If she fell, Maris would pick her up as if nothing had happened. If she spilled anything, she would help clean it up in silence. If Valda asked to be left alone, she never left. She would stand in silence until called upon.
And then, there were her hands. The softness of Maris’s skin was always welcome. As much as Valda wanted to hide it, whenever the young woman helped her change, and ran her fingers through her hair, Valda would lean into her touch, smell her scent.
Maris smelled like sand and ocean. Like the shores of one of the many islands of Agenor back in the Sea Kingdom. Valda hadn’t been there a lot when she was younger, but she could remember how the burning sun felt different on her skin.
She had imagined many times what she looked like. All she knew was that she had blue hair, small, soft hands, and a sweet yet firm voice.
And as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she liked having her near. Even if she was throwing a fit, she liked knowing that all she had to do was call Maris and she would come, and calm the raging storm, and for that, Valda was more than grateful.
She would be lying if she didn’t say she wanted to explore Maris, to touch her and feel her, make a picture in her head of what she looked like. But if she did, she would just validate what Maris already knew, that she enjoyed taking the help to bed. She did want to take Maris to bed. Having sex with her would definitely make her think of something other than her blindness, but rolling around in the sheets with Maris, using her as she would use any other chambermaid sounded… wrong. 
Her little seashell didn’t deserve to be used and tossed away. For her patience alone, she deserved better. She enjoyed their talks. Maris made her want to get up in the morning, literally obligating her to get up and go about her day.
If it weren’t for Maris, Valda would probably stay in bed all day.
That would’ve been an excellent idea for today, Valda thought as she fell to the ground, ignoring the guards’ snickering and laughing around her. To Maris’s displeasure, Valda had asked the men to train with her. Now, as she lay on the floor, maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. 

Maris stood far away, watching the “training” unfold.
The only reason she agreed to go out to the training grounds was to see if she managed to come across Arwin. The man was nowhere to be seen since Valda’s incident. Granted, Maris had only had contact with the outside word through Melvian and the guards by Valda’s door, she thought she would find him in the castle’s corridors and halls. Trying to keep her eyes away from Valda proved to be difficult, especially when she was petrified the princess would get hurt…again.
Luckily Cerberus accompanied them when they left the room. Her quiet presence was somehow comforting, as if Maris wasn’t the only one suffering at what was unraveling before her. At first, she told the princess to reconsider, the training was out of the question, but of course she simply got an earful of how she was getting in the way of her wellbeing, and that “she needed to train to get back on her feet”. Whatever that meant. Maris thought she was already on her feet. Tartarus, she was already standing up and getting ready to make a fool of herself. 
Maris sighed, rubbed her temples, and closed her eyes. “How can you stand her? Really? She is so hardheaded!” 
Cerberus licked her whiskers, then her front paw, and cleaned her ear. 
“Used to seeing her act like this?” Maris asked, sitting next to Cerberus and petting her behind the ear. The cat closed her eyes and purred. “Can you go and bite her?”
Another heavy grunt made Maris turn just in time to watch Valda fall on her back. Clouds of dust formed around her while the guard “training” with her laughed and wiped his brow. Maris eyed him sternly. She could so easily grab a rock and smash his head open, but she shouldn’t. Valda was training and she was the audience. 
The princess scrambled to her feet again and ran her fingers through her hair. She patted her clothing, as more sandy dust flowed out of her. “I need a weapon!”
Maris sighed again, her head falling.  “Your Highness…” Before Maris could voice her discomfort, a male guard grabbed a wooden baton and pressed it to Valda’s open palm. 
Valda held the weapon firmly, with her eyes closed, she took a more defensive stance. Slowly, she waved the baton around, as if she was holding a sword and getting the feel of its weight. Within seconds, the expertise Maris had only heard about surfaced as Valda twirled the baton with subtle swiftness of her wrist. The baton spun rapidly, forming circles as Valda rotated her body with remarkable proficiency. Valda was made to hold a sword, she was made for battle, she was made to kill and destroy, and as she turned and spun the baton, she smacked the wooden weapon across an unsuspected guard’s face.
Maris gasped and jumped back in shock. She wasn’t expecting that. She wasn’t expecting Valda to hit anything at all. The guard writhed in pain, holding his face as droplets of blood trickled from between his hands. Another guard pulled him aside and when he moved his hands away, Maris winced at the sight of his broken nose oozing more blood. 
Smirking, she rested the baton on her right shoulder. Valda taunted the other guards, with a wave of her hand. 
A third guard charged at her, yelling at the top of his lungs. Valda turned her face in his direction, dodging his attack and thrusting her baton into his ribcage. The sound of bone cracking did not affect Valda, but Maris’s hands went to her own chest grimacing. 
The guard moved back as a fourth one tiptoed towards Valda. The princess’s defensive stance didn’t falter as she focused on what was happening around her. Maris stared unapologetically. She watched the tall woman’s labored breathing, her chest rising and falling with each breath. Glistening droplets of sweat ran down her temples, neck, the straining muscles of her thighs and arms. Maris was so enthralled that she didn’t notice the fourth guard about to attack the princess.
Four versus one wasn’t fair, and even less so when Valda wasn’t able to see. As the guard lifted his baton to hit Valda, Maris yelled, “Behind you!”
Valda grunted, pushing the baton back and hitting the guard’s crotch with the blunt and round end. Maris chuckled as the man grabbed between his leg, dropped his weapon and fell back. Valda squared her shoulders before throwing the baton to the ground and fixing her hair. 
“Don’t get cocky,” Valda said, turning her chin high. 
Cerberus meowed, pulled away from Maris to rub herself against Valda’s pants.
“Are we done?” Maris asked, standing up and walking to Valda, ignoring the groaning men surrounding them. 
Valda nodded at Maris’s question and smirked. “Yes. I think that was a good start, don’t you think?” 
“I think you shouldn’t be straining yourself. You need to rest.”
“I’ve rested enough,” Valda muttered.
Maris shrugged. In part, it was true, Valda hadn’t left her chamber for weeks, and although she clearly regained her strength and energy, she was still getting used to not seeing. 
“I can feel you are tense.” 
“Are your guards always so enthusiastic about training you and beating you up?”
“It is an honor to train with the High Commander of the Skylian army.”
“They were ecstatic about hurting you.”
“I can’t see their body language. You can. I think they were just happy to be participating in such training,” Valda said, squeezing Maris’s shoulder. “I can take care of myself, Maris.”
Sighing, Maris patted Valda’s hand to get her attention while Cerberus ran in front of them, waving her puffy tail from side to side. “What now? Do you want to get something to eat? Sit down and relax?” She hoped the princess would say yes. She needed to keep her out of trouble.
“I want to go out. To Ophelia Plaza.” 
“Now?” Maris tensed again, and Valda chuckled.
“Yes, but I understand it wouldn’t be prudent.” 
That was an understatement. There were so many things she didn’t like about the idea. The first one being that the princess was blind, and if her own guards wanted to make a joke out of her, Maris didn’t want to imagine what would happen when ordinary citizens knew about Valda. The second one being Maris hated being outside and surrounded by people. The constant antisocial behavior from her parents had rubbed off on her. She would rather stay indoors than go out. 
“I don’t think you should just yet.” Valda’s hand on her shoulder tightened. She knew Valda itched to do more, to go back to normal, but she needed to be patient and wait to heal.
“I wish to be among my people.” 
“Is that wise?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean, would it be wise for you to be out and about the castle, with no protection and mingling?” 
“I serve and protect my people. They protect me too.” 
Maris tutted and shook her head. “You trust too much…” 
“And you trust too little. I haven’t been given a reason not to trust them. They loved my father, adore my mother, and they love me too.” Valda nodded. 
“I cannot tell you what to do, Princess. If you wish to roam about, we could. I do wish I could take a guard with us, though.” 
“No guards.” 
Maris frowned and raised an eyebrow at Valda. “No guards?” 
“Did I stutter?” 
Maris opened her mouth before being interrupted by one of the many castle maids. Kayden was in the castle and had requested to see Valda. 
Maris tensed. Kayden was back in the castle but the queen wasn’t? Did something happen? Turning her gaze to Valda, the princess’s facial expression dim with worry. She wouldn’t say it out loud, but Maris had grown to detect the subtle changes in Valda’s demeanor, and knew when something was wrong. 
Tightening her hold, Valda quietly asked to take her back to her room, while Maris did as she was told.
As they arrived inside the room, Kayden acknowledged them with a warm and open smile. He was sitting on the large sofa in the living area. The red-headed nodded his head as Maris walked in with Valda. She moved to give Valda space to sit down, but Kayden grabbed hold of Valda’s wrist and eyed Maris cautiously. 
“I got her. Thank you,” Kayden said, with no room to argue or for Maris to say otherwise. 
Maris gave Valda a quick look before silently stepping away to stand close to the sleeping section of the chamber, giving them enough space to speak without feeling like she was eavesdropping. Next to her, Cerberus sat on her hind legs, her ears back, her yellow eyes wide. It seemed the animal was as restless as she was.
Kayden turned his clear blue eyes to meet hers, his face void of his usual happy grin. Instead, dark circles cut deep into his handsome face. His upper lip twitched as he moved to grab hold of Valda’s hand. He slipped from his chair, kneeling before Valda, cradling the back of her head with his other hand and pressing their foreheads intimately close.
A rush of jealousy broke through Maris. She couldn’t explain why she wanted to push Kayden off Valda. Something inside of her stirred with anger. Her hands curled into fists as she watched their interaction. 
“Kayden…” Valda whispered, grabbing hold of his face and pulling him off her. “What happened, where is my mother?”
The man’s lip quivered. He inhaled deeply but before he could exhale Valda pushed him away. “Don’t. Don’t use your powers on me!” 
Maris pondered if she should intervene. It seemed they were about to fight, but Kayden didn’t waiver. He leaned back, grabbed Valda’s hands and cleared his throat. 
“I received your letter and I found it… odd.”
Valda frowned. “Why?”
“As we were leaving for Harmonia. I waited for your mother on my ship. Instead, I received a message from her, saying that I should go on without her since she needed to leave some things set here in the Sky Kingdom before she could join me. I made it to Harmonia, but I found it curious that your mother never arrived…”
Maris’s eyes widened.
“What do you mean she never arrived?” Valda asked.
“My dear friend, my sister…” Kayden whispered. “I need you to be as strong as you are...and more,” Kayden said, swallowing an upcoming sob that Valda was not able to see, but Maris noticed from far away as she was.
Everyone in the room except Kayden jumped at the sudden hard knocks upon the chamber door. Maris didn’t waste a second to open it, only to see one of the many guards of the castle, red-faced and holding in his emotions to no avail. He bowed low before walking inside the room. 
Maris could see that he was holding back, that he was the bearer of news that he didn’t want to hold possession of. Before she could ask him to spit it out, the guard’s cry slipped free.
“Princess Valda, we need you at the throne room immediately.”  
Maris’s heart dropped.
“Something happened to the queen.” 

Pure ice ran down Valda’s back. Her entire world was muffled with an amalgamation of words, sensations. She couldn’t breathe. A ringing in her ears drowned out by the pounding beating of her heart. Stumbling on Cerberus, hearing her yowl didn’t stop her. She opened the door and ran outside, pressing her palm to the wall as she ran to the throne room.  
Kayden’s steps closed behind her, and even when he asked her to slow down, she didn’t. Her breathing was labored, tears brimmed in the corners of her eyes as she stumbled to the ground. Kayden moved behind her, and as her emotions fluctuated, she knew well he was trying to ease her worries. But she wouldn’t have that. 
Something happened to the queen. The words dawned on her like an ancient memory that was repeating itself. This time she wasn’t a child, she was grown, and she understood everything just fine. She didn’t need anyone to sugarcoat what might happen.
“Valda!”

“No!” She snarled, almost like a caged animal. As she felt her way, she finally touched wooden doors, and with the little strength she had left, she pushed them apart. All sense of self flew out of her as she stumbled onto the marbled floor.
Her knees hit the ground hard, and she knew she would be bruised later, but that didn’t stop her from crawling to the middle of the room. Halfway there. Kayden managed to pull her up, squeeze his chest to her taut back, holding her firmly. “Valda, please.” 
“Mom!” Valda cried like a lost child. Her open eyes moved about, searching in the darkness that enveloped her. When she didn’t hear anyone answer, she fell to her knees again and sobbed. She knew… She felt it… Her mother was gone.
Yet she stood with Kayden’s help. She moved forward until she bent over a stoned table, slamming into her midriff, knocking the air out of her. She stopped herself from falling over, only to feel a body lying before her.
“Momma…” Valda whispered, her hands trailed over the face of a corpse, touching the cold skin and rigid features. She felt shoulders, arms, and hands, which were neatly folded on her lower stomach. “No. No, no, no, no! What happened?” she asked to no response. “What happened!” she screamed, turning to face whoever was beside her, around her, in the room. 
“I was contacted by Vulcan Hagan.”  
The King of the Vulcan Kingdom. Why was Kayden contacted by them? What did her mother have to do with him? 
“Your mother was found dead on arrival on the royal ship.”
Valda’s eyes widened. “What? But? How? That doesn’t make any sense! She was going to Harmonia with you!” Valda bellowed, her voice thundering in the throne room.
“It is true, Valda.” 
Valda winced, as Arwin’s voice joined in. She turned to where she thought he was, the sound of his heavy boots echoed inside the throne room before feeling his heavy hands on her shoulders. “I was summoned by Vulcan. I arrived and took her home…”
“But how! Why was she even there?”
“I don’t know, Valda. But know this.” 
His calloused hand cradled her face and wiped away the tears that spilled. “Whoever did this will pay the consequences.”
“This is an act of war,” Valda snarled, tearing her face away and turning to Kayden. “There will be blood. Friend or foe, I will spill their blood.” Valda whispered, her trembling hands cupping her mother’s face before she leaned forward and pressed her sweaty forehead with the corpse’s cold one. “I will avenge you; I will have the head of whoever did this to you. I swear it, Mother.”
A hand clutched her wrist and pulled her away. Strong arms enveloped as a rugged bearded face pressed to hers. “My girl, I am so sorry,” Arwin began, cradling Valda’s head on his shoulder and squeezing her to him. “But as I said many years ago, I will take care of you. I will not let you do this alone. You must rest. I will start the preparations for your coronation.” 
Valda tensed. Coronation? Me? Queen of the Sky Kingdom? “No. No, wait. It’s too fast. We can’t just—” She slipped from the embrace, her hand moving to touch the cold corpse next to her. It was too soon. Too fast. too much all at once. Panic set in her stomach and chest, she could barely breathe as she thought about wearing her mother’s crown. It was preposterous! She couldn’t rule, not like this! She envisioned herself ruling when she was well in her fifties, maybe forties, never this young!
“The Sky Kingdom must have a Queen,” Arwin whispered. “You are the next in line.” 
“I… I can’t do this, Arwin.”
“Go, leave everything to me,” Arwin said, still touching her forearm. “Kayden, take her to her room.”
Kayden’s steps sauntered closer, and just as Arwin released her, Kayden touched her waist. “Let’s go.” 
“I can’t– I can’t leave her here. She needs to—”   
“She will be taken care of, Valda. The only thing you must worry about is yourself. You need to rest.” 
Valda nodded, lost inside her own mind and darkness. She was pulled away, ushered through the long hall until she was in her room again. The smell of the ocean hit her at full force, calming her nerves somewhat. Or was it Kayden? She heard Maris ask what had happened. Kayden answered truthfully. Hearing it made it worse. Tears welled up in the corner of her eyes. The wind died down around her, tired, quiet, useless.
“Princess?” Maris’s voice sounded just as tired as she felt, yet the pang of sweetness was enough for the wind inside of Valda to pick up again. “Let’s get you to bed.” 



8


It wasn’t easy to put Valda to bed…
Sudden sobbing outbursts hit her twice before Valda finally fell asleep. Before Kayden could leave, the soon-to-be queen of the Sky Kingdom grabbed hold of him and begged him to kill the sorrow, to stop her from feeling all together. But of course, that would go against so many things. It would anger the gods, and who knew, perhaps even bring forth more curses. 
Kayden declined as sweetly as he could saying he could only calm her enough to rest and Maris was glad he did. Valda needed to mourn the death of her mother.
As Valda begged Kayden, Maris wondered if it would be wise if she stepped in to tell her that everything would be all right. After all, Maris knew what it was like to lose a mother and even if she wished to deny it, she still carried that open wound.
Maris’s hands hovered over Valda’s body, wondering where she should touch to calm her. She didn’t want to be the focus of her anger. As she decided what to do, Kayden stepped in, shaking his head. He would take care of this for the time being. The man pulled Valda into a tight hug, whispering something in her ear that Maris couldn’t quite make out. Somehow it calmed the princess enough for her to stop crying and cling to Kayden for dear life. 
“Everything will be all right,” Kayden repeated, cupping Valda’s cheeks and moving away enough to look at his friend’s tear-covered face.
Maris silently watched as he eased Valda into the bed. Maris then locked her blue eyes with Kayden’s.
“You should rest,” Kayden commanded as he took one final look at Valda before addressing Maris. “You have been on duty way too long. When was the last time you went to your chamber and actually slept there?”
Maris opened her mouth to answer, but Kayden interrupted her. 
“She is drained. I don’t think she will need you this evening. Go. Rest. Take a warm bath. I will stay with her for a few minutes, make sure she is fine. I need to stay and overlook the preparations for the coronation.” Kayden moved a chair and placed it near Valda’s bed. “I know you are worried; everyone is.”
“Will— will she be all right?” Maris whispered, not wanting to wake Valda and fighting the need to stay. Her hands trembled; her breath agitated. She clutched her hands in front of her, wanting to hide the shakiness from Kayden. “She is too upset and, I know what happens when someone is really upset,” she muttered, a flash of her mother’s tear-soaked face made its way into her mind. Maris knew what people were capable of when they felt lost.
“She will be all right; everyone will.” Kayden sighed and rubbed his temples, not before he waved his hand towards Maris. Her nervousness and anxiety dissipated instantly.
Controlling herself, Maris took a deep breath and nodded. “I will take my leave. Please, do not hesitate to call for me if you need my assistance,” Maris said before looking at Valda’s sleeping form one last time.
Valda looked calm and Kayden was right when he said that Maris needed to rest to tend to Valda in the upcoming dark days. It wasn’t going to be easy.
With a final sigh, Maris exited the royal chamber silently. The atmosphere within the halls of Oberon Castle was quiet, wounded, and gloomy. The soldiers standing guard carried a depressed look about them. Morale was at an all-time low. Their queen was gone, to be replaced by a young, blind woman. Would she be able to lead and protect them? 
It took her a while to reach the servant’s chambers. She pushed the door open and was relieved to see that Melvian was awake, reading a book while an oil lamp burned dimly next to her. Maris smiled when she saw her best friend’s surprised look. Melvian quickly dropped the book on her nightstand and stood to greet her. 
“It’s so good to see you,” Melvian said, pulling away from the embrace. “Are you staying the night here? I know you have been staying at the princess’s chamber. Sleeping on that sofa must be super uncomfortable.”
“It is. I am taking a night off.”
“Is she alone?”
“No. Sir Kayden is with her. He will be there for a while. He was the one that dismissed me.”
Melvian nodded. “That was wise. You have been at this for so long.” She sighed and pulled Maris to sit on the bed. “Do you want me to run you a bath?”
“Melvian, you must be tired…” Maris said, embarrassed. A part of her would enjoy it if someone else ran her a bath for a change. 
“It’s not a problem, really.” Melvian smiled. “You are my best friend. We have to stick together and help each other, and I plan to do just that.” She headed to the bathroom, warming some water for Maris. Tiredly Maris followed Melvian.
“It is a shame what is going on,” Melvian said as she placed a cauldron over the small stove.
Maris nodded and looked to the ground, thinking. “I feel so bad for Princess Valda, Melvian. Losing her sight and her mother.” She shook her head. “She is devastated. I am surprised she hasn’t thrown a tantrum like when she found out she was blind.”
Melvian turned to Maris and nodded. “She tends to destroy things.”
“I can’t blame her, though…”
“How are you, though? Has she… you know?”
Maris scoffed and shook her head. “She has been nothing but respectful. Yes, she flirts, but nothing out of the ordinary.”
Melvian arched a brow.
“I flirt back,” Maris said, shrugging. “I enjoy it.”
“Maris,” Melvian clicked her tongue.
“She needs a distraction, Melvian. If I can provide her with it, why shouldn’t I?”
“All I have to say is, be careful.”
“I am. She is nothing like the old warrior princess that killed anyone that tries to overstep their boundaries.”
“Which worries me. Do you think we are doomed?”
“Doomed? I don’t think so. Vulnerable? Of course. I believe the Princess knows this, and wants to go back to training as fast as she can, bu—”
“A blind ruler? On a kingdom with a lot of civil unrest?” Melvian shook her head before grabbing the hot cauldron and pouring its content into the small tub. “I don’t know. You must remember that she is the army commander. All our wars have been won thanks to her. If she is blind…” Melvian sighed. “It sounds like a recipe for disaster. I’ve heard rumors that the group of rogues responsible for King Bronte’s death are still at large. Can you believe that?”
“I thought he died when the Sea Kingdom fell due to the hurricane.”
Melvian shrugged. “That’s what I’ve heard. People are not happy with how high the taxes are. Many are going hungry, especially on the southern side of the kingdom. There are people that were never happy with Bronte’s ruling. When he died, they wanted nothing to do with either Rionach or Valda. People are scared that Valda won’t be strong enough to keep a coup from happening.”
“A coup? Why would there be a coup? Is there someone out there that would dare challenge Princess Valda for the throne?” Maris asked, dread digging into her chest. The mere thought of someone challenging Valda to a duel in the state she was in petrified Maris. Valda wasn’t easy, but she didn’t deserve what was happening to her. Even now, Maris wanted to go back to Valda’s chamber and make sure that she was alright.
Grief can break a person. The absence of a loved one tears apart at the very heart; at the very soul, leaving in its place an empty husk. The emptiness can be suffocating, enough to drive someone to do drastic things.
And Maris was petrified that Valda would do something drastic like her mother did.
Shuddering in a breath, Maris crossed her arm under her breasts going back to the conversation with Melvian “Is there even someone strong enough to beat Valda?”
Melvian bit her lower lip and shrugged. “There are a lot of things that we do not know about being locked up in this place. We are sheltered from the outside world. Last thing I heard is that more royal guards and soldiers are deserting the monarchy and heading south. Valda’s last battles were there. She was trying to dissipate those traitorous groups.”
Maris frowned and tilted her head in confusion. “You sure know a lot.”
“I have my ways. I ask a lot of questions.”
“Still…”
“Maris…” Melvian pursed her lips. “I am trusting you with this information.”
Waving her hand, Maris dismissed her friend’s hesitation. “You are my only friend, Melvian. Your secret is safe with me, but I can’t help but wonder if you know more.”
Melvian nodded. “Oh, there is.”
“I am all ears.”
Biting her lower lip, Melvian sat on the ground and stared at Maris. Her dark eyes rolled over Maris’s face, studying her before saying, “They think the heiress to the throne of the Sea Kingdom is still alive.”
Maris unfolded her arms from her chest. “What?”
“Well, it’s more of a legend. They said that the Princess never truly died but was brought to our kingdom to live as a commoner. Then again, a lot of kids were brought here after the destruction. So, who knows,” Melvian said before walking towards Maris and grabbing her forearm. “Let’s get you off of these clothes.”
Maris stood, giving her back to Melvian. Fingers work the buttons at the back of Maris’s uniform until Melvian took away the dirty clothes, leaving Maris with only the necklace with her parents’ ring dangling from her neck. Maris quickly moved to the tub and slipped inside, letting the warm water untie her tired and sore muscles. She let out a loud and content sigh before leaning back and closing her eyes.
Maris heard Melvian walking about the bathroom. She opened one eye just as her best friend grabbed some soap and a cloth and placed it within reach. “I think that’s it,” Melvian said before patting Maris’s wet shoulder. “I am heading to bed.”
“Thank you so much. I really appreciated it,” Maris mumbled, almost on the edge of falling asleep.
“Of course. Scream if you need anything,” Melvian responded before leaving Maris.
Though Maris didn’t have many thoughts, the Sea Kingdom’s legend did catch her attention. She closed her eyes again and let out a tired moan before grabbing the cloth and the soap, yet she didn’t get much cleaning done. She fell asleep before she could wash her legs.
After what seemed like seconds, Maris gasped, pulling herself from the now freezing bathwater. Her lower jaw trembled, and she cursed softly before slipping out. Melvian was nice enough to leave a robe out for her, which she quickly pulled over her shaking shoulders. Maris frowned, wondering how long she had been in the tub. She made her way to bed. Melvian had fallen asleep, and someone was knocking at her chamber door. 
Weird, Maris thought before grabbing Melvian’s watch to check the hour. Who could it be? She opened the door to find a red-faced Valda, holding on to the door frame for dear life. Maris smelled the alcohol. The damn woman was too blind to navigate her room but wasn’t too blind to find the liquor bottle feet away from her bed, nor too blind to find the help’s quarters. How in the world had she made it this far without waking a soul?
“Princess!” Maris half whispered, half screamed. 
“Good. I finally found your room,” Valda said, pushing the door open and taking a clumsy step inside.
Maris turned to Melvian. Her friend was knocked out cold. Maris prayed to the gods that she was a heavy sleeper.
“Princess! You shouldn’t be here. You should be resting,” Maris said, placing her hand on Valda’s broad shoulders and pushing her to the door.
“I rested, then I got thirsty,” Valda explained, taking another step. She loomed over Maris. It was at that moment that she noticed how big Valda was. Her broad shoulders and taut frame pressed to her, like a wall. She was unmoving and strong. So fucking strong. And for the first time, Maris was petrified of what she would do now that she had alcohol in her system. Anger and alcohol could make a horrible mix.
“Why aren’t you in my room? I needed your help, and you weren’t there. I called out to you, and…” Valda paused. She swallowed hard. “I was alone.”
Maris stared up at Valda, studying her face. The soon-to-be queen of an entire kingdom was petrified of being alone. Maris would not have cared if it was someone else, but Valda? It only proved her humanity. She wasn’t a wall, she wasn’t a goddess, she was a regular woman, with real fears just like anybody else. The past weeks have proven just that, but to think that Valda sought her attention, her companionship, made Maris’s heart ache.
“Sir Kayden told me to rest. I was following orders,” Maris managed to say, stumbling over her words.
“You take orders from me, not Kayden!” Valda snarled, reaching for Maris but she was faster.
She dodged Valda’s hand and grabbed her wrist before lowering it. “Princess, you shouldn’t be here,” Maris repeated. “This is the servant’s quarters. Did you need something?”
“Of course, I do. I need you back in my chamber.” Taking another step forward, the princess tripped over her own feet, stumbling to the ground and taking Maris with her.
She found herself underneath Valda. Strong muscular arms and thighs caging her in. Maris swallowed hard as she realized the position she was in. The princess was in her chamber, on top of her. Maris was just wearing a robe. If Melvian woke up, she would probably give her an earful after Valda left. 
Looking up, she watched Valda bare her teeth in both anger and pain. “I need you back in my chamber.”
“Princess, I—”
“Now!”
Maris swallowed hard at the desperation in Valda’s voice as she lowered her body to hers. Valda moved her hand again, this time finding Maris’s collarbone.
Her callused hand heated her skin instantly. Closing her eyes, Maris prayed the princess wouldn’t notice what she was wearing. The anger in the princess’s face dissipated as her rough hand rubbed against still wet skin. 
Valda’s breath hitched, and she moved closer, circling her large hand around Maris’s throat as she pulled her smaller body against her bigger one. Her pinky brushed against the metal of Maris’s necklace and she groaned a noise Maris couldn’t quite pinpoint. Moving even closer, the princess’s nose bumped against her temple. She was so close Maris could smell the alcohol and feel hot breath against her.
“What were you doing?” Valda asked, her hands squeezing just enough to make Maris whine.
Maris closed her eyes tightly. Valda’s warm touch upon her cold skin was exhilarating. Even though she knew the Princess wasn’t in her right mind, she couldn’t help but take advantage of the situation. She had wanted to feel more, to experience more for such a long time, but she never dared. She could have flirted harder. Her touch on Valda’s skin could have lingered longer. She had known Valda slept with the help, Melvian had made it more than clear on more than one occasion. And yet, this was the first time her hand had ever been on Maris with an intention other than to be guided…
With trembling hands, Maris tugged on her robe, revealing more skin for Valda to touch. She was only away from Valda for a couple of hours, and yet, something called to Maris, undoing her and crumbling her walls. Her body ached, wanting, no, needing Valda’s touch.
“Maris!” Valda squeezed again.
“I was taking a bath. I was just heading to bed.” Maris wasn’t sure how she was able to form a coherent, complete sentence. 
“You shouldn’t sleep here. You should be at my chamber at all times. If you are going to do your job, do it well or—” Valda’s words died in her mouth. Her hand slipped further down Maris’s neck, as if discovering she wasn’t wearing much. She closed her eyes, taking a mouthful of air before her hand trailed lower, over Maris’s collarbone, down her cleavage and the valley of Maris’s ample chest. 
Opening her eyes again, the whiteness of Valda’s eyes seemed to search for something, anything. Breathless, she raised her hand, cupping the underside of Maris’s chest, her thumb brushing over an already aching nipple. 
Maris shuddered, her fingers circling over Valda’s thick wrist, trying her hardest to regain an ounce of self-control. The other woman’s touch set her skin ablaze, the coldness she felt moments ago in the tub dissipated, leaving an aching down between her legs.
She wanted this, she wanted Valda’s touch and as much as she wanted to enjoy it, Maris was still in her chamber, with Melvian sleeping a couple of feet next to her.
“You are not wearing anything…” Valda said, confusion forming on her face in a frown. The princess’s nose bumped Maris’s collarbone, and she inhaled. She held her breath, closed her eyes and released a racking sigh before moving her hand back to Maris’s throat. “Were you waiting for me, my little seashell?”
Maris tensed, her eyes narrowing as her brain processed what was happening. Little seashell? Pet names? Since… when?
“Gods, you smell so fucking good…”
Maris felt Valda’s strength through her hand as she squeezed her throat, firmly yet not aggressively. At the slight pressure of Valda’s hand, she opened her mouth to breathe, to take a gulp of air, and a moan escaped her parted lips. Valda’s body radiated might, violent might, and warmth, which she took in like a flower soaking in the sunlight.
“Gods, you like my hand on your neck?” Valda asked, her lips caressing Maris’s cheek.
It wasn’t until she heard Melvian moving in her bed that she reacted, grabbed Valda’s hand, and pushed her away. Fear crept its way into her mind, pushing away the fog of lust clouding her better judgment.
Valda growled softly when her hand was peeled from Maris’s skin, yet she found a place on the curve of Maris’s waist, which she held firmly. 
“Princess, you should leave.”
“Not without you,” Valda said, squeezing Maris’s waist tightly, probably leaving a bruise.
“My bed is here. I have been sleeping on a sofa for far too long. My back is suffering.”
“I will order your bed to be brought in,” Valda snarled as she moved closer. 
“Wait! I—”
“Or you could sleep right next to me.” Valda spewed lust with no shame whatsoever, and Maris drank from it. “Share my bed. If you do, you will be protected at all costs. No one will lay a hand on you. I must…” The princess shuddered as she moved her hand from Maris’s waist up to her exposed breast, leaving goosebumps in her wake. “I must have you close. I need you close,“ Valda muttered, lowering her large frame over Maris’s. “I know you want me close too,” Valda whispered, trailing her lips over the curve of Maris’s ear. “I can smell how wet you are for me.”
It was the first time Maris had heard the princess be so vulgar and she loved the fact that it was because of her.
“Say yes, and I swear you will be taken care of.” Valda’s hands trailed over Maris’s shoulder and down her arm. She clutched her hand and pressed it to her chest, over her heart. Her white eyes drifting shut. “I will not allow anyone put a hand on you.” Her voice lowered.
Maris frowned as realization dawned on her. Her eyes shot from Valda’s face to the hand pressed to the princess’ chest.
Was Valda asking her to be her heart mate or mistress?
The fact that Valda wanted to fuck Maris right there and there didn’t bother her. What bothered her was that she was seconds away from agreeing to it. She shook her head to dissipate the fogginess of her arousal. The same arousal pooling between her legs. She was bombarded with images of having the ruler of the Sky Kingdom, almost a goddess, between her legs, holding Maris’s hips down with her callused hands while Maris grabbed on to her short, dark hair to keep her steady and guide her mouth until she saw stars. She had wanted Valda since the first day she laid eyes on her, but Maris was petrified that her want went above physical desire.
Maris shuddered and looked at Valda. She wore a sleeveless black shirt, showing off the strength in her shoulders and arms. Her legs were covered with loose, navy-blue pants that thinned at her ankles. Even though the princess was more covered up than Maris, her desire did not placate. Maris touched the taut muscle on Valda’s forearm and pulled away, enough to give herself some space to breathe anything but Valda’s scent. The smell of clean linen and cinnamon was imprinted on Valda’s skin, making her deliciously irresistible. She sighed, cupped Valda’s face, and pushed her away. 
“No.” The word tasted like poison on Maris’s tongue. “Princess, you are drunk. You smell like alcohol.”
Valda leaned on her knees and the ball of her foot, eyes open, searching for Maris within her darkness. Her teeth were bare, feral, and raw. Maris stared. Anyone would be afraid to face Valda like this, but Maris took in every small detail. The scars on her arms, her messy hair, her moist, parted lips, the lost look on her face. With how Valda’s eyes moved, Maris knew that she wanted to do exactly the same thing. It was confirmed when the princess whimpered longingly. 
“I want to see you,” Valda whispered, her hand once again moving, searching to touch Maris. “If I could see you, then I would know if you were my mate.” Her desperation was evident. It was the first time she verbalized her need to see again. 
“Princess,” Maris began, moistening her lips, wanting to press them over Valda’s skin to taste her. But not now. Now she needed to get Valda out of her chamber and back to her own. “Please. There is someone else in the room with us,” Maris said, holding Valda’s forearm and pulling her up to stand. “Please. You should rest. Come, I will take you to your room.”
“You don’t want to be my heart mate?” Valda winced. “I—”
“I don’t desire a mate,” Maris replied, her truth just beneath the surface. The concept of a soulmate was often portrayed as the epitome of love and connection yet it had a shadow Maris couldn’t ignore. Witnessing her mother lose her soulmate revealed the darker side of such bonds. Maris wasn’t sure she could endure the loss of her soulmate.
A heart mate was different, where choice and affection prevailed over predetermined souls. Yet even this choice came with its own brand of pain. If she committed to being Valda’s heart mate, what if Valda’s soulmate appeared later? What if Maris’s soulmate appeared?
Squeezing her jaw, Maris shook the idea of Valda being with someone else. She couldn’t bring herself to imagine the other woman in someone else’s arms.
“Let’s get you to your room, Your Highness.”
Valda jerked her arm away violently, her frustration evident, as well as her state of arousal. “I know the way. I managed to get here by myself, didn’t I?”
“Of course,” Maris muttered and watched the towering woman leave, closing the door behind her. 
Maris let out the breath and shuddered before closing her robe tightly. She touched her neck, jaw, and ear. Her skin reacted, goosebumps trailing over her. She closed her eyes tightly before turning around and slipping under the covers of her small bed. She took one last glance at Melvian, whose covers seemed to hide her up to her shoulders. She was rather thankful that she wasn’t a witness to that. Now all that was left was to try and get to sleep.
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After a restless night, Maris woke with a gasp. Melvian had already left, her bed neatly made with Maris’s clothes folded to perfection. Looking out the window, she knew she was already late. She hoped the princess wouldn’t blame her. 
She managed to get ready in time before running out of the servant’s quarters. It wasn’t bad enough that she had woken up almost freezing in the middle of the night, but she had experienced the closest thing to intimacy she had ever had with the ruler. She could still feel Valda’s fingers on her neck, her breath on her ear, her scent. 
After Valda left, Maris couldn’t regain her composure enough to fall asleep right away. Instead, she was kept awake by arousal trickling down her thigh every time the image of Valda came to mind. There was no doubt that the gods sculpted Valda’s body, but something about her presence made Maris melt with need. She tried to stop herself from finding some release, knowing that Melvian might wake up if she got too loud, but as the minutes ticked by, she had no choice but to quietly ease her frustration with her hand. 
She imagined Valda slipping under the covers behind her and aggressively placing her large hand over her mouth with the same strength and violence as before. The woman’s other hand then would slip to the junction of Maris’s legs to tease her to the point of delirium. Alas, it wasn’t Valda’s hand keeping her quiet or spreading the wetness, but her own. 
After finding her release, she still couldn’t sleep… All her dreams ended with the princess, between her legs, eyes open, honey-colored eyes staring at her with her tongue deep inside Maris’s wetness. Each time, Maris awoke during the night, covered in sweat. 
And now Maris was late. She had overslept, and she ran down the castle hall, hoping and praying that Valda had somehow dealt with her emotions enough to not jump at her throat when she walked in. 
Today was the queen’s burial, and she knew that Valda needed all the emotional support she could get. Maris was somewhat lucky that Kayden was around for that. Maris wondered if she was even allowed to attend the burial.
Maris sighed, fixed her hair into a high ponytail, and took a deep breath before opening the door.
She found Valda sitting on the edge of her bed, a random maid tying her boots. A burning rage of jealousy set her blood on fire when she saw the young girl touching Valda. 
Cerberus was close to Valda, sitting right behind her. The tip of her fluffy tail waved from side to side. As soon as the cat saw Maris, she blinked slowly and released a soft happy chirp. At least someone was happy to see her.
Valda’s stoic features seemed distant until she heard the door opening. Her emotionless façade dissolved, replaced by curiosity. It was as if Valda wasn’t expecting her. 
“You may leave,” Valda murmured to the young maid before pulling her leg back.
The servant nodded and quickly made her exit.
After the maid was gone, Maris took a deep breath and turned to Valda. “Princess, please forgive me for being late. I—”
“I understand,” Valda interrupted, waving her hand dismissively. “It was my fault,” she added standing from the bed.
Gaze roaming Valda’s body, Maris’s admiration of the black chest wraps was impeded by recognition that the lower half was already dressed with the same outfit she wore on her birthday. Valda tried to fix her leather belt, moving it about as if wanting the buckle to be right underneath her belly button. 
Maris walked towards Valda, her fingers lingered over the buckle before she fixed it. Looking up now, she noticed the dark circles under Valda’s eyes. She must’ve had trouble sleeping, hopefully for different reasons than Maris.
“What do you need?”
Valda tensed her jaw before she answered. “I need my black silk dress shirt, my jacket’s uniform, and the box with my medals in it. I need them for the coronation,” Valda said. 
Maris nodded and quickly did as she was told. She placed both the jacket and shirt on the bed before going back for the box. It was wooden with a simple latch. Looking inside revealed numerous gold and silver medals. All of them had different sizes and ribbon colors. It was going to take a long while to put them all on her. 
“Did you find it?” Valda asked, her voice surprisingly soft compared to last night.
“Yes, I got it,” Maris answered going back to Valda. “I got the shirt and jacket too,” she said, helping Valda put both on, checking for wrinkles or specs before patting her shirt’s collar. Maris then turned to the box. “You should sit down for this.”
Valda nodded and searched for the edge of the bed before sitting. “I wasn’t feeling well yesterday.”
Maris nodded but knew that she wasn’t able to see her. She wasn’t ready to talk about what happened just yet. She was still processing the way her body reacted to Valda, and what she wanted from her. Now, she had known about lust. She had been intimate with men and women before entering the castle. After her mother’s death, she found solace in the arms of people that worked with her. Misery loves company.
But with Valda, it was different. She burned for the princess, aching to be touched and be near her from the first time she saw her. She wanted every interaction to be with her. Even now, as she pinned the many medals onto the jacket, Maris still wanted to feel Valda’s hand upon her skin, whether it was on her neck, waist, or breast. She wanted it all, and she still couldn’t believe that she had been seconds away from agreeing to be the princess’s lover or heart mate. 
“I understand what you are going through. Sorrow and grief can cloud your judgment.”
“I apologize if I made you feel uncomfortable,” Valda said, tilting her head as if looking at Maris.
Maris shook her head. “You didn’t,” she said but then noticed the mistake of her confession. “I mean, I was uncomfortable, yes, but I understand. I am a good listener, and if you need to talk to someone, I can be that person.” Maris raised her gaze to Valda’s, whose eyes were now closed. “I do ask you to do it at more accommodating hours, though…”
Valda scoffed and hid her laughter. 
Maris almost melted when Valda’s shoulders relaxed.
“If my roommate would have woken up to see us, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”
“Yes, I was about to mention that. She didn’t wake up?” The princess bit her lower lip as she stifled a chuckle. 
It was Maris’s turn to laugh. “I hope not! I don’t think I could keep a straight face if I told Melvian that the Princess of the Sky Kingdom had managed to find my chamber drunk out of her mind.”
“I wasn’t that far gone,” Valda scoffed.
“You were. You basically asked me to be your heart mate.”
Valda’s playfulness was washed away from her features in a matter of seconds. “I wasn’t that far gone,” she repeated sternly. 
Maris took a deep breath and placed the final medal around Valda’s neck. She decided it was better to change the subject. “Should I get the Heaven Sword?” she asked but didn’t wait for a response. She stood up and walked to the bureau. 
“I spoke the truth,” Valda said, sending a shiver down Maris’s spine. “Even if you decline my offer of being my heart mate, I want you in my chamber at all times. I already spoke to a room keeper, and they will bring a bed and settling you in here.” Valda stood up, towering over Maris. 
“I do not wish to sleep here,” Maris said, looking up at Valda. “I have a room, and I have personal belongings that I would like to keep protected.”
“This castle is protected. Your personal belongings will be safe. If you wish, I will also ask them to be moved here as well.”
What was happening? Maris didn’t want her stuff to be touched or moved. She had her room, and although the idea of being close to the princess was extremely appealing, she still needed her space! “You have no right. I need privacy!”
“I am minutes away from being your queen.” Valda raised her chin high and squared her shoulders. “I have every right over the decisions that happen in my castle. Either you accept the accommodations, or you accept the accommodations.”
Valda was hiding something. Why did she want her close? What was the use? She could manage around the castle just fine. Tartarus! She made it to the servant’s quarters! Maris bit her lower lip, trying to keep her anger at bay. “Why the urgency?”
“Urgency? There is no urgency. My mother’s last order for you was to stay near me. To help me. It would be a shame for you not to do as she asked.”
Valda’s stoic features scared Maris. The way she stood as if staring down at her, reading her every move, so confident and commanding, made her knees buckle. How could she be angry and turned on at the same time?
“I need my sword…” Valda said before extending her large hand.
Maris’s shoulders slumped. She turned to the bureau and found the Heaven Sword exactly where Valda had last left it when her mother brought it. She walked the box back to Valda. To let her know she was near, Maris grabbed Valda’s extended hand.
“Put it on,” Valda ordered.
Maris sighed. She looked down at Valda’s leather belt and slowly undid it. Intentionally slow, Maris strapped the scabbard to Valda’s right side before buckling her up again. Her hand lingered around her waist before looking up at Valda’s blank features. 
“Thank you,” Valda said before sitting back down. “What are you wearing?”
Maris frowned at the sudden question. “My uniform…”
“That won’t do.” Valda patted her thick thighs before turning to where the closet was. “In the far left of the closet, you will find a black dress.” She smirked. “I wore it a long time ago. Once.”
Maris gazed at the closet and then at Valda. “What about it?”
“You are accompanying me to my mother’s burial.”
Maris froze. “Wait. What?”
“You are accompanying me to my mother’s burial,” Valda repeated nonchalantly. 
“I thought you were going with Sir Kayden.”
“You thought.”
“Why—”
“Because I am giving you an order,” Valda answered, opened her eyes and scratched her temple in exasperation. “I am starting to get slightly annoyed at your constant asking and questioning. I’ve never had this kind of problem with any other servant in this castle. Not even my most insubordinate soldier has ever dared to question me.”
“I don’t think I should be at the burial. I am not royalty, and I will be in the way.”
“Maris…”
Maris swallowed hard and stared at Valda. She shivered at the way she had whispered her name. The soon-to-be queen sounded tired and angry.
“You won’t be in the way. You’ll be in front of me, helping me. Whoever dares to do something to you, or even whisper one ill word against you, will suffer the consequences.”
Maris knew Valda spoke the truth, but something in the back of her mind screamed at her to stay hidden, to not go out, to remain as unnoticed as possible. She was scared, and she needed Valda to know that. Taking a deep breath, she made a quick decision to open up more. Valda needed to trust her, and the only way to do that was to speak the truth.
“I am terrified of being out there.”
Valda cocked her head. “Out there?”
“Around people.”
“Why?”
Maris bit her lower lip and looked down at her hands, the hands that could control water and manipulate it at her own will. “I just am.”
Valda nodded. “You should never fear anything, especially if you are in my presence.”
“Not even you?”
Valda chuckled. “I tend to have a temper, but I would never do anything to put you in harm’s way.”
Maris nodded before heading to the closet. “Fine. I am going to change.” She walked inside the closet and quickly found the dress. It was a simple black linen dress with wide sleeves. An intricate golden design embellished the shoulders, collar, and front side of the dress. It was wide, not fitted to the body. Maris wondered if the dress was long enough to trip on the hem. After all, Valda was a foot taller than her. Taking the dress, Maris placed it over herself, to check the length, then headed to the changing panels on the other side of the room.
“Really? You’re going to change behind the dividers?” Valda chuckled, stood up, and moved to her bureau. She searched for the chair, and placed it in the middle of the bedroom. “You don’t need to do that.” She waved her hand in front of her eyes. 
Valda had purposely sat down in front of the divider, spread her legs, chin resting on her knuckles, eyes open. If Maris didn’t know better, she could’ve sworn the soon-to-be queen was staring at her. 
“Please, don’t let my presence stop you.”
What is she doing?
Maris sighed, placed the dress on the bed and grabbed the edges of her blouse before stopping with a frown. “Why did you really go to my chamber last night?”
Valda didn’t answer. Instead, crossed leg jutted forward and bounced over her knee.
“What did you think was going to happen last night, Your Highness?”
Still Valda acted as if she wasn’t listening.
“Did you mean what you said?”
“I told you a moment ago that I was willing to move everything to my chamber—”
“You asked me to be your heart mate.”
Valda bit her lower lip, closed her eyes and shrugged. “I guess I was inebriated after all.”
Maris narrowed her eyes at Valda. “You don’t remember?”
“Listen, I haven’t fucked in a while, Seashell. We’ve gotten closer. Why not take advantage of the situation?”
“Seashell?” Maris asked, her brow arched. “You asked me to be your heart mate. Or did you mean mistress?”
Valda chuckled, picking at the meaty part of her hand as she faced nowhere in particular. “It sounds classy, I suppose. But I clearly remember you saying ‘no’. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Heart mate, mistress, lover—” Valda shrugged. “You can name whatever we have however you want.”
“I won’t deny that it is tempting,” Maris said, her hands rubbing the fabric of her blouse. “I won’t deny my attraction to you.”
“You’ve made it clear since day one.”
“Other than pleasure, what would I get out of this?”
“If you decide to be my heart mate—”
“I don’t desire a heart mate,” Maris cut her off. “I have my reasons.”
Valda nodded and continued. “Then it will be purely physical,” Valda answered, squaring her shoulders. “You still have to obey orders, do as I say and… behave, as you have been till now.”
“I’ve been behaving?”
Valda chuckled. “Don’t get too comfortable, Seashell.”
“I am a seashell now?”
“You are from the Sea Kingdom, and you mostly keep to yourself. I think it fits you.”
The corner of her lips curled in a teasing smile. She liked that endearment. It was short, sweet, and could lead to many things. Seashells sometimes had pearls in them, something valuable.
Heading towards Valda while the princess concentrated on her footsteps. She turned towards Maris and leaned back on the chair as Maris stood a couple of inches away from her. Without uttering a single word, Maris pulled on the buttons of her skirt and let it fall with a heavy flop.
Valda moved in her chair, straightening her back, pressing her thick forearms on the armrest, and inhaling deeply, her nostrils flaring.
Maris hooked her thumb to the edge of her tight shirt, pulled it over her head, and threw it with her skirt. Now, standing in just her undergarments, Maris purposely released a tired groan, enough for the princess to make out where she was standing.
“Are you trying to get me to fuck you, hours away from burying my mother?” Valda asked. “Have you no respect?”
Maris blinked and took a step back in precaution. The princess’s voice sounded harsher than seconds ago.  
Valda released a deep rumble from her chest and pushed herself up. “Get dressed.”
What in the world is going on? “I know what you are doing,” Maris said, trotting to the bed. She pulled the dress over her shoulders and made sure that it didn’t drag. It didn’t, it was long enough to cover her ankles. It must’ve belonged to Valda when she was a young girl.  
Valda frowned. “Oh?”
“You feel bad about wanting to keep your mind busy instead of thinking of your mother’s passing.” She tied the sashes behind her and walked to Valda. “I get it. You don’t want to fall into despair.”
The princess did not react, instead she hesitantly walked to the small table with the large liquor bottles. “Did you do it? Keep your mind busy when your mother passed away?”
Maris looked away briefly, gathering her thoughts before answering. “Of course, I did. That’s what you want isn’t it? That’s why you came to my chamber last night?”
“Maybe.”
“Do you think it is a wise decision?” Maris asked.
Releasing a scoff, Valda shook her head. “You are going to question my decisions as well?”
Stuttering, Maris shook her head, silently cursing herself. “Forgive me. It is not my place to do so.”
Valda nodded and extended her hand towards Maris, who gladly took it and placed it upon her shoulder. Suddenly, Valda’s other hand gripped her waist. Maris tensed as the heavy hand brushed against her stomach and underneath her breast. “The dress fits you well.”
“Thank you?”
“You are welcome.” Valda released her hand and fixed her hair for the last time. “You will walk in front of me at all times. First, we will be in the throne room. I will take my mother’s tiara and crown myself queen. Then, her body will be taken to the burial grounds on the outside of the castle. She will be put to rest next to my father.”
Maris nodded at Valda’s words before she felt the heavy hand upon her shoulder again.
“It will be quick… Then I will talk to my people. I do believe a crowd is already gathering at Ophelia Plaza.”
“I will be sure to follow orders, Princess.”
A knock on the door signaled someone waiting for them. As Maris guided Valda to the door, she opened it to find a tired-looking Kayden standing on the other side. His clear blue eyes lacked the usual spark and there were dark circles under his eyes. Next to him was a tall, brooding man. His silver hair was disheveled, as if he had also missed a couple nights’ rest.
Maris gazed at the side of his face intently, recognizing the scar.
Arwin Tuuli….
It’s been weeks since she last saw him. Her stomach turned as she saw how close he was.
Jumping at Cerberus’s sudden hiss, Maris looked down to find the cat’s tail puffed up, body arched, and pupils blown out as she stared up at the General. Maris arched a brow yet thanked Ouranos she wasn’t the only one agitated by his presence.
Good girl.
“Good morning, Valda.”
“Good morning, Kayden,” Valda responded.
Maris gave Kayden a warm smile which he reciprocated right away. His presence was synonymous with comfort and ease, yet the nagging jealousy she got whenever Valda and Kayden were together would always ruin the moment, especially when she saw how Kayden and Valda interacted.
But, at the moment, Kayden and Valda greeted each other with the utmost respect, like colleagues rather than friends.
“I am accompanied by General Arwin Tuuli. He has come to escort you,” Kayden said with a slight annoyance. 
Maris quickly glanced at Arwin and then turned to Kayden. She could feel and see from the corner of her eyes the man’s burning gaze upon her. His hazel eyes widened as they trailed over her body and then focused on her face. Maris eyes narrowed, before she canted her head towards him. She locked her stare with his, and her entire body ran cold.
Arwin looked at her as if he had seen a ghost. His upper lip curled for a second as his hand formed fist by his side.
If only she had a dagger… if only she was alone with him. She just wanted to ask him a couple of questions to talk to him but as she opened her mouth, Valda’s hands squeezed her shoulders. She accepted Valda’s touch and looked away.
“How are you feeling, Valda?” Arwin asked, his attention still on Maris.
“As anyone who has lost a loved one could feel, General,” Valda said vehemently.
Arwin nodded and bowed his head. “Of course. Forgive my imprudence, Princess,” he said with a hint of embarrassment. 
“Shall we go?” Kayden asked.
“I am ready,” Valda answered before slightly pushing Maris forward. 
Before Maris could go, she waved her hand at Cerberus, quietly asking the cat to step aside and stay in the room. Waving her tail angrily, the animal took a couple of steps back and disappeared into the living space, hiding in a corner.
Maris walked in front of the group. Eyes locked with the long hall and the stoic guards that stood at the walls. Behind her, Arwin muttered to Kayden, asking him who she was, why was she here. Kayden spoke the truth telling him that Maris was here only to help Valda.
She made her way through the corridors until she saw the large doors that connected the throne room to the main hall. Taking a deep breath, she moved her hand and gently placed it upon Valda’s, curling her fingers with the tall woman’s.
“Everything will be fine,” Maris whispered only for Valda to hear.

The weight of an entire kingdom fell upon Valda’s shoulders. She knew the throne room like the back of her hand, but her nervousness made it difficult to navigate. Valda was aware of the whispers. They wondered silently what had befallen her, while others scoffed in disbelief that this blind woman was about to be the new ruler.
On numerous occasions, Maris had to help her up the stairs and dais that led to the thrones. Instead of the usual two, there was only one. Her memory provided the image of an intricate chair that seemed to be built from sand. In front of the throne stood the open casket of the late Skylian Queen Rionach. 
Standing at the head of the casket, Valda ordered Maris to leave her alone for the intimate yet important ceremony. Word had already gotten out about the queen’s death. Every single person in the kingdom knew. 
Inside the throne room were the lords of all major cities as well as the smaller villages. Not everyone could fit inside the throne room, and not everyone could make it to Oberon Castle on such short notice, but there were enough people to witness the ascension of a new ruler, one who should promise to keep the peace.
Valda could feel the building pressure deep within her chest, and though her features remained stoic, her hands told another story. Her left one dangled at her side with a white-knuckled fist while the other hand squeezed a death grip upon the Heaven Sword’s handle. She kept her eyes open, looking into nothing yet hearing and feeling the atmosphere in the room.  The air was dense, gloomy, the heaviness of loss permeated around her. 
It was suffocating.
Valda took a deep breath and one confident step forward. She relaxed her hands and touched the casket and was soon met by cold cheeks. Valda swallowed the lump in her throat, she needed to say a proper goodbye to the woman who’d tried her best to keep Valda’s humanity on the surface.
The pressure intensified, bubbling up to escape her throat in a cry, but she held on. She leaned forward until her forehead was pressed against her mother’s. It was part of the ceremony to say goodbye by pressing foreheads together. Skylian thought that the mark of the gods was used to pass on knowledge, ruler to ruler, generation through generation. Her mother had done the same with her father, although her mother didn’t carry the blood of those blessed with the gift as Valda did. Feeling her mother’s cold skin pushed her to the brink but taking deep breaths and pressing hard to her core shattered away the need to cry out. 
It was but a touch, nothing more, and yet, Valda couldn’t tear away. If she did, everyone would see a tear escape her eye. With a violent exhale, Valda pulled back, her face void, her cheeks moist. 
“Saying goodbye is never easy,” Valda began. The soft buzzing of whispers in the throne room quieted until no soul could be heard. “Not when it happens so suddenly.
I wasn’t looking forward to this. Never have. There were moments in my life where I thought I would die a princess,” Valda confessed. “With all the wars I’ve fought, my mother always said goodbye fervently, thinking that I wouldn’t come back. She would ask Ouranos to bless me and keep me safe, but she would kiss my cheeks until she was sure that she would linger on my skin even after I left the safety of the castle.
Queen Rionach was an excellent queen. She put her people’s needs above her own. She worried about every single one of the villages and developed cities in this kingdom. I only pray that I will be half as good a ruler as she was. She worked so hard, alone and with a child. The weight of honoring that hard work is heavy, but hopefully bearable.”
Valda trailed her fingers upon her mother’s face until she touched cold, hard gold. The queen’s tiara made of glistening, pure gold, delicately crafted with intricate designs that called to mind the swirling patterns of wind-blown sand dunes, adorned with rare gems, rested on the queen’s head. Slowly, and as if she would damage the perfection that was her mother, Valda took the tiara in her hands and presented it to the soldiers and leaders of her kingdom. The tiara, although small, felt heavy in Valda’s hands.
Straightening her back, Valda closed her eyes and bowed her head at the delicate crown before her voice boomed and inundated the throne room’s silence.
“I, Valda Aither, daughter of Brontes and Rionach Aither, High Commander of the Skylian army, descendant of the god, carrier of the gift of the wind and the symbol of Ouranos, crown myself Queen Valda Aither of the Sky Kingdom.”
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“All hail Queen Valda of the Sky Kingdom!” Kayden’s cry broke the deafening silence.
The gathered crowd repeated his words uniformly, louder, filling the throne room with a cacophony of cheers and a sense of excitement. 
Maris watched from her corner as the village dignitaries and viziers bowed as Valda placed the tiara over her head. 
Taking a deep breath, Maris decided if she should approach Valda. It wasn’t until the now queen turned her head that she gathered enough courage to step forward. Grabbing Valda’s trembling hand, Maris gave it a firm squeeze, letting her know she was there, and she wasn’t going anywhere.
“You did well,” Maris whispered, rubbing her thumb over the back of Valda’s hand. 
Valda turned toward Maris and gave her a thin smile which quickly disappeared when a set of hurried steps headed their way. 
Maris watched quietly as the General got close. Her face furrowed, unable to hide her displeasure.
It seemed she wasn’t the only one angry, the General’s frown could be seen a mile away. “My queen,” he began, moving to grip Valda’s forearm in a strong salute.
“General,” Valda rumbled with annoyance.
Although Maris was curious as to why, she held the question buried deep within her mind to pull out later.
“I never thought I would see the day that you became queen. I am more than proud of you,” Arwin said, touching Valda’s shoulder before slipping his hand to her nape. “You have my utmost loyalty.”
Valda nodded, grabbed his hand, and pulled it away. 
“Is something wrong?”
“I haven’t had a clear head since,” she pointed at her face, “this happened, and even less so when I found my mother dead.”  She sighed and squared her shoulders. “But now that I can think clearly, I have to ask, where were you when I became blind? Why haven’t you visited me in all these weeks?”
The General scoffed. “My dear tornado,” he whispered and moved closer. “I had to take care of the kingdom. With you hurt, your mother traveling to Harmonia, I had a lot in my hands. I trained you well and I knew you would be fine. You are strong! And—”
“You will address me as Queen Valda, General. Do not get confused,” Valda said, moving her hand to his chest and pushing him away from her. “Maris?”
“Yes, my Queen?” Although she was used to calling her ‘Your Highness’, calling Valda ‘queen’ sounded right.
“Are the people in the throne room moving out to the garden?”
“I believe so,” Maris whispered, trying her hardest to keep her gaze on Valda and ignore Arwin’s burning glare. “The throne room is emptying.”
Arwin scoffed and relaxed his stance, propping his hand on his waist. “I am sorry, my Queen, I have to ask.” He pointed an accusatory finger towards Maris. “Who is this woman? And how come she is acting as your personal helper?”
“Because I am.” Maris’s chin jutted forward; her lips pressed into a thin line. Arwin’s eyes widened before snarling.
“How? Every single servant in this castle must go through me first.”
“Not Maris,” Valda began as she touched Maris’s shoulders, reassuring her that she was protected. “She was appointed by my mother.”
“I’ve never seen her before,” Arwin said as he looked at Maris from head to toe. “We’ve never had a Sealian inside the castle other than Captain Hurley.” His upper lip twitched. “Appointing him wasn’t my call.”
“I am capable of deciding who gets to be in my army, General.”
His shrug followed by a condescending nod didn’t sit well with Maris.
“You are still learning to be a leader. It’s normal to make mistakes.”
“I beg your pardon?” Maris asked, her heartbeat quickening. Who does this man think he is talking to Valda— to the Queen.
“Arwin.” Valda’s voice deepened as she took a step closer to him. “I am not the little girl you took under your wing to train. I will not make the bad decision of following all your orders as I did before.”
“When you followed orders, you were better off, Your Highness.” He gritted his teeth. “Having a Sealian in the castle, even as the help, doesn’t look good for us.”
“Neither does “the help” we’ve given them.”
Arwin scoffed, squared his shoulders and looked at Maris again. “I think we’ve done enough for them. The least they can do is be more grateful.”
“Do you even know what you are talking about?” Maris asked, her hands clenching by her side.
“How did you get in this castle without me knowing?”
Maris opened her mouth to answer but was silenced by Valda’s warning growl. 
“Enough! She answers to me, General. Not to you. Now, please move on to the burial grounds. I want this day to be over.”
Arwin took a deep breath and turned from Valda to Maris. He fixed his hazel eyes on her, as if burning her into his memory. “I will be taking my leave. Yet, I do need to know when you will be available for your first briefing.”
“Later.”
Maris smiled at the terse answer and at the General’s annoyance.
“Of course,” Arwin ended the conversation, grabbing the handle of his sword and walking away. 
Valda waited for a couple of seconds before closing her eyes and exhaling. “He is a handful,” she began before moving closer to Maris. “Sometimes I cannot stand him.”
“Do you, now?” Maris asked before touching Valda’s hand on her shoulder. “He seems controlling.”
“A Skylian trait, I assure you,” Valda smirked.
Maris caught that smirk and couldn’t help but show one of her own. She cleared her throat as Valda straightened her back before squeezing Maris’s shoulder. 
“Take me to the burial grounds, please.”

The Skylian sun was unforgiving. The heat filtering through her clothing burned her shoulders and back. Valda was used to the heat. The many battles she had fought in the southern deserts had made her skin tough. The darker shade was proof of that. 
As she stood before her mother’s closed casket, Valda listened to the words of a high priestess, reading from the Codex Olympica, specifically the book of Ouranos.
Valda had memorized each verse relating the god’s journey through the world as a child, yet never truly followed the god’s teaching.
Maybe that was the reason she was cursed. Maybe not following her studies was the reason all of this was happening. 
The priestess closed the Codex and said the words everyone wanted to hear. Queen Rionach will be reborn, she will find her mate, and continue the endless cycle of birth and death.
Valda shifted her weight from one leg to the other uncomfortably, and Maris pressed her side to her arm. Valda thanked the gods for her. Even with a simple touch she was able to calm her, enough to pull through the horrible ordeal of burying her mother. 
She tried not to cry, but as soon as Maris told her that they were placing desert roses and lowering the casket to the ground, a sneaky tear slid down her warm cheek. 
She was going to miss her mother. Her smile, her jokes, the way she protected her. How she always tried to have a solution to her problems, no matter how big or small. She would miss her warmth, and how she encircled Valda’s entire being in her slender arms. She would miss the sound of her laughter, the warmth of her lips upon her cheek and forehead. She would miss having her worried sick when she left for missions and the spark in her eyes when she came back, unharmed. 
“Long live Queen Rionach!” Valda croaked, unable to hide the pain of finally saying her goodbyes. She pressed her fist to her chest, saluting her mother one last time. She didn’t move until Maris signaled that it was done, and that the queen’s casket was covered with dirt.
After the burial grounds were emptied, Valda moved to the castle’s main quarters. The room belonged to the queen and king. It was located on one of the tallest pillars. Its balcony looked over Ophelia Plaza in its entirety, and some of the surrounding villages. 
It was time for Valda to address her people, and though she was not ready to speak with thousands of Skylians, her heart poured out for them. They were scared, and they had their reasons to fear the unknown. The dawn of the new Kingdom looked bleak, as if a dark curtain had cast its shadow upon them, and even if Valda could not see, she could feel the tension in the air. 
Valda stood on the balcony, her hands gently resting on the cold railing. Blind to the bustling streets below, the energy was palpable. She took a deep breath and lifted her chin, determined to be whatever her people needed her to be.
“Sky Kingdom,” she began, her voice ringing out strong and clear. “I stand before you as your queen.”
She paused for a moment, listening to the murmur of the crowd below, and she hoped they could hear the sincerity in her voice.
“I promise you the peace we have lived in, the order that you have grown used to, and prosperity you all look forward to,” she continued, “I know that these are difficult times, but we will work together to overcome any obstacle. The Sky Kingdom will be stronger, wiser, and fair to all, where every person can thrive and yes, that includes our Sealians brothers and sisters, who’ve come to our land with their hopes and dreams of creating a future for them and their children. As long as they live here, I am their queen as well, and I will do all things necessary to build a better kingdom.”
She paused again, her hands moving subtly as she gathered her thoughts. There was a knot in her chest, tight with the knowledge that the weight of the kingdom was on her shoulders. Every decision from now on would affect millions, and she wasn’t sure she could stomach something going wrong.
“I may not look like the Valda you are all used to seeing, but know, this will not stop me from protecting you from enemies inside and outside our lands,” she said firmly. “I will not hesitate to do what needs to be done.”
The crowd below erupted in cheers, and the queen smiled, her hands still moving gracefully as she acknowledged their applause. “I am honored to be your queen,” she said finally, her voice ringing out over the cheering masses. “Together, we will build a brighter future for all of us.”

Maris watched from the inside of the room, standing behind the curtains that led to the balcony. There was no mistaking the tension in Valda’s back as she spoke loud and clear, her arms over her head, a play of strength and a script of confidence. Maris wasn’t fooled. Valda was petrified and anxious about her new duties, yet when she talked to her people, there was no trace of that fear in her movement, voice, or face.
Maris’s dark blue gaze held Valda’s clear, worried, and tired eyes. 
Never far from them for long, Kayden’s gaze was just as exhausted as Valda’s, and that worried Maris. She had never seen him in such a state. Yet he gave her a tight smile, a silent promise that he was fine.
Maris frowned and looked away, focusing her attention on Valda. Maris knitted her brows together in worry and rubbed her hands against the dark dress, smoothing a persistent wrinkle. She tried to keep her mind busy with other thoughts, to clear her head of what might come, but all her thoughts fell upon the queen. 
After one last, “All hail Queen Valda,” the tall woman took a couple of steps back, turned on her heel, and walked inside her new room. 
Valda let out a ragged trembling breath. The day was done, and Maris was sure that she wanted nothing more than to take her clothes off, including the tiara, and go to bed.
Maris was about to help her, but Kayden stood before her and the queen.
She tensed at the delicate way Kayden cupped Valda’s face. Yet, she knew that the queen needed her friend, and she shouldn’t get in the way of Kayden supporting her. They talked— mostly Kayden reassuring Valda that she would be fine, and he would be there for her. Among the breaths of hope, Kayden told the queen to take it one day at a time, to be strong, to which Valda agreed with a nod, her large hand encircling the Harmonian’s waist, pulling him to an intimate hug. 
They stood like that, holding each other and taking in the other’s presence before Kayden separated first. Without saying anything else, he kissed Valda’s cheek, bowed to Maris, and left the room.
Now Maris was left with a tired and broken queen. The awkward silence consumed both women for what seemed an eternity until Valda spoke. 
“I do not wish to sleep here.”
Maris focused on Valda. “My Queen?”
Valda’s upper lip twitched. “This is my mother’s room. It will always be her room. I do not wish to be here.”
Maris understood Valda’s desperation. She grabbed hold of her sweaty and trembling hands. “Let’s get you out of here.”
***
Maris closed the door behind her as Valda walked in. She undid the belt, pulling at the Heaven Sword scabbard. Without uttering a single word, Valda tossed the weapon across the room, hitting a full-length mirror and shattering it into pieces. Maris recoiled at the sudden clattering. She pressed her body to the door while Valda walked cautiously until sitting on the sofa.
Cerberus jumped out of her hiding space, sitting on the sofa’s arm rest and blinking slowly. Maris thought the poor animal was so used to the racket and commotion that she didn’t react. 
“The mirror—”
“What the fuck does it matter? I am not using it,” Valda mumbled, leaning against the arm rest and propping her temple on her fist. 
Maris inhaled and slowly walked over the mess Valda had made, making sure not to step on it and cutting herself. Her hand found Cerberus’s tail. She pet it absentmindedly while staring at Valda. What was she to do now?
“Do you want to talk?”
Valda grunted. “About?”
Maris opened her mouth but then closed it. What could they talk about? 
Cerberus’s tail flicked in her hand, and she cast a brief look at her adorable face. Cerberus was staring, slowly blinking at Maris and purring. “Your cat seems to like me,” Maris said, petting the long fluffy tail. 
Valda didn’t answer right away, instead she kept quiet until Cerberus nudged her arm. The queen leaned back and held her hand out, palm facing upward. Cerberus stood from her position and rubbed her face ferociously and almost aggressively against Valda’s hand.
“You are her favorite,” Maris added but quickly bit her tongue over the stupid comment. Of course she is her favorite, Maris. She is her owner. 
“Cerberus was a gift from Arwin a long time ago. She hasn’t left my side ever since.”
“Did… you have other pets other than Cerberus?”
“No,” Valda answered while Cerberus moved with deliberate grace from the arm rest to Valda’s lap. She curled up into a ball and let out a soft huff when the queen’s hand fell on her back. “I don’t want any more pets. She is a handful as she is. She hates Arwin, dislikes Kayden… I am surprised she hasn’t bitten you yet.”
“Yet,” Maris repeated, trying to break the tension with some humor, but Valda’s expression didn’t waver, and she decided it was better to let it go. “Do you wish to be alone, my Queen?” Maris asked, seeing Valda’s tense upon calling her. 
Valda shook her head, the tiara on her head did not budge. She stood from the sofa seconds after Cerberus jumped from her lap and proceeded towards the table with the bottles of liquor. Seeing Valda move about without much help pleased Maris. Still, she wanted Valda to get some of her independence back. She should do something to help Valda navigate her chamber, but Maris didn’t want to be separated from Valda. Not yet at least. 
Valda poured herself a glass of whiskey. The amber liquid glinted in the dim light, and she could almost smell the pungent aroma from where she stood. The queen’s hand trembled as she raised the glass to her lips, a telltale sign of the inner turmoil she was trying to quell. The first sip burned, making Valda cough and her eyes water, but she didn’t stop. She took another sip, then another, her throat working as she swallowed hard. The tension in the room ebbed slightly with each sip, replaced by a distant numbness that settled over Valda’s features. 
Valda rubbed her hand against her pants, opening her eyes, lost in the swirling liquid in the glass, as if seeking solace in its depths. The lines of worry on her face softened, replaced by a fleeting moment of respite, a temporary escape from the burdens that weighed her down. She was trying to distract herself, but then again there were other ways to do so, other ways that the queen had openly suggested to Maris.
“It sounds weird when you call me ‘queen’,” Valda muttered, guiding herself to the sofa again. “I am no queen.”
Maris frowned. “Then, what was all that ceremony? A show?”
Valda didn’t even turn to face her. She usually did so when they talked, at least Maris would know she was paying attention to her, but now, Valda wouldn’t do so. It was as if she was talking to a damn wall.
“What do you need, my Queen?”
“I need to go to sleep for four months.”
Maris pursed her lips. “You are allowed to cry.”
“I’ve done that plenty,” Valda growled, a warning for Maris to be quiet and not to meddle.
“It’s fine to do until you are dry out.” Maris walked towards her, as she took another sip. “It’s much better than what you have been doing,” Maris said, overstepping her boundaries and taking the glass from Valda’s hands.
Surprisingly, Valda didn’t react to it. Instead, she turned to Maris.
She sat in silence and the darkness of her existence. Resting her elbows on her knees, the tiara dangled unimportantly and forgotten from her forefinger.
Valda fell from the sofa down to her knees while tightening her hold on her mother’s crown until her knuckles were white. 
“You must rest.” Maris touched her muscular forearm.
Valda closed her eyes and nodded. The crown slipped from her hands as Maris grabbed it and placed it on the nearest table. She came back and put her hands on Valda’s face. 
“My Queen,” Maris began, feeling the weight of the word upon her lips. Valda was the queen. She commanded the strongest army on the planet. She was unreachable, stoic, strong, and yet there she was, small, wounded, vulnerable.
Valda scoffed and shook her head. “No, not yet. I can’t—”
Maris lifted Valda’s head to face her. She witnessed Valda Aither crumble down to a mess of snot and tears. Maris didn’t judge her. She was too familiar with that grief. Maris had felt this vulnerability before, loneliness was needed in a time like this, but it surely was not recommended. It only made things worse, opening the door to overthinking, which led to deplorable and self-harming actions. Maris closed her eyes tightly and inhaled sharply as she pushed down long buried memories.
Vulnerability was a gift that not many were eager to share. And Valda had given her just that, the thing that humanized and equalized everyone.
Pain.
Maris’s fingers played with the sweat-damped hairs on the back of Valda’s head.  She knew Valda’s way of dealing with things was unorthodox, but her very soul was screaming to do something, not just sit there and listen to Valda cry. 
Valda shuddered, took in a sharp intake of breath, and grabbed hold of Maris’s upper arm.
“My Queen...”
“I am no queen. I am not good at making decisions. I act like I am, but I am not.”
“Then who shall rule? Arwin?”
Valda scoffed. 
Maris wanted to reassure her that everything was going to be all right, but she knew better. After her own mother’s death, the only good thing to happen was her employment in the castle. Everything else was overwhelming. “My Queen...” she needed to stop Valda from falling into that pit that she knew too well, and she knew exactly how to do so.
“Forgive me, my Queen.”
Valda frowned in confusion. “For what—”
Maris clamped her eyes shut, pressing her lips over Valda’s fuller ones.
The entire atmosphere of the room changed. The kiss muted all the noise inside Maris’s head. It was quiet, tranquil, it was home. As soon as serenity settled in, a rippling wave forged into her, pulling her closer.
Raw energy irradiated from Valda, and Maris relished in that warmth, taking in the intimate scent of the queen’s skin, mixed with her unique taste and whiskey. Her mouth opened before the kiss deepened again. It was abrupt, still soft and tender, but hopefully enough to shove away all the queen’s pain.
Her queen.
But as soon as the attack started, it ended. 
Maris was the first to pull away, afraid of what she had done. She agreed to this, to be intimate with the queen, but it was too much, too soon. Her lips, moist from the attack, burned with an incomprehensible need to be pressed onto Valda’s again. Her hands trembled to do more than just hold onto Valda’s shoulders for support. Staring in utter surprise, she studied Valda’s strong features.
There was no coldness on her face. She looked like she wanted nothing more than to hold Maris softly in her arms. As if, scared to hurt her in some way, and Maris couldn’t take it. She should’ve listened to Melvian, she should’ve stayed away. She didn’t want this. Right?
What have I done?
“Pl-please forgive me… That was overstepping my boundaries,” Maris whispered, but her hands didn’t move. Her lips parted as she studied Valda’s mouth.
Reluctantly, she pulled herself away enough to stand. Distancing herself from Valda seemed to be the best thing. But her body craved to be pulled in again. To be held, to be touched by Valda. Shivering, she formed a fist and tried her hardest to control the pool of desire that was unleashed within her stomach. She turned her back to Valda and wondered if it was a good idea to leave for the night but was stopped by Valda’s booming yet quivering voice.
“Don’t leave.”
That plea suffocated her. Maris’s heart squeezed inside her chest as she turned to look at Valda.
“You are not allowed to.”
Maris shuddered at the steeliness in Valda’s voice. Slowly, the fear melted away and was substituted by a burning need coiling in her lower abdomen. 
“My Queen...” Maris swallowed the knot in her throat. Her breath hitched the moment Valda stood up straight and meticulously made her way towards Maris, slowly, steadily, searching. “My Queen, I...”
“I want to see you,” Valda declared, her hand reaching to Maris. She allowed herself to be captured. A calloused hand warped around her nape, pulling her closer before pressing their foreheads together.
“I want to see you how much you want me, Seashell.”
And gods, she wanted her. She wanted her from the first second she laid eyes on her. She shouldn’t. Not now. Not ever.
Shaking, she grasped Valda’s jaw, blue eyes glued to white. A distinctive ache in her stomach melted away between her thighs. Her thumbs slowly caressed Valda’s cheeks, parting her lips, wanting to bring forth words that would hold Valda near her heart and soothe her aching. 
“Your voice...” Valda leaned closer as she spoke. “Your scent. I know, I can feel just how gorgeous you are.” Valda traced her calloused fingers over Maris’s upper arm, leaving a trail of delicate goosebumps before circling Maris’s waist, pulling her even closer. “I want more.” Leaning her head to the side, Valda closed the distance, capturing Maris’s lips in a searing kiss.
Moaning into her mouth, Maris deepened the caress, her tongue darting to taste Valda in soft strokes. Valda tasted like raw power and whiskey, and the saltiness of her tears. She was delicious and the desire that flourished within her chest filled her up with a sense of belonging she hadn’t felt…ever.  As if she had found something she never thought she had lost.
Thick fingers gripped the hair at the back of her head, holding her steady. Valda’s tongue slipped inside her mouth with a desperation that made Maris whimper with need. A soft rumble vibrated from Valda’s chest.
Pulling away, Valda’s hands roamed her waist, her ass, the back of her thighs and up her waist again while her lips trailed a fiery road of open mouth kisses from neck to her chest. She realized Valda wasn’t simply feeling her up, this was her way of seeing her and worshiping her body.
“My Queen… wait—”
Suddenly, a roar emanated from deep within Valda, her hand clutching Maris’s cheek, forcing her mouth open. 
“Listen to me, Seashell,” Valda began, her chest rising and falling with her hard breaths. “I want you to say my name.”
Maris swallowed hard, her hand clutching Valda’s powerful forearm, eyes searching at her features. To call her by her name would be too intimate, too provocative.
“I want you to whimper my name when you come.”
Releasing Maris, Valda concentrated on the buttons of her clothing, undoing them as fast as she could. Maris watched her struggle until something inside of her snapped. She pushed the queen’s hands away, undoing the buttons and ignoring that, in her desperation, she tore a couple of them. If Valda heard them clattering on the ground, she didn’t care. That, or she was as desperate to taste her as Maris was to taste Valda. 
As she revealed the queen’s wrapped chest, her mouth watered with the need to press her lips to the smooth skin. But before she could react, Valda pulled at her dress, revealing thick, strong thighs to the cold night’s air.
“Off,” Valda commanded, dragging Maris’s dress over her shoulders and tossing it aside, forgotten on the chamber’s floor. Her hands flew to the now exposed skin of Maris’ back, ass and waist. 
“Oh, blessed be the gods,” Valda whispered between heated kisses to Maris’ jaw, neck, and finally her shoulder. Maris quivered as Valda painted her skin with brushes of pure lust. Her skin came alive with every stroke of her lips, with every harsh, demanding caress of her hands. “Bless them for gifting you with this body.” Valda groaned, her hands digging into Maris’s ass before removing her undergarment, cupping her hard enough to lift her from the ground. “I will take my time tasting all of you.”
Liquid lust pooled between Maris’s thighs at the hoarseness of Valda’s voice. The queen’s need was palpable, and the way she touched her, how she voiced her cravings for her made her pussy throb, knowing well that the queen was a woman of her word. She had never felt self-conscious of her body, but she had never felt this wanted in her life. 
Maris closed her eyes when Valda’s teeth scraped her neck, touching the pillar of muscle, begging for submission, which she wasn’t ready to give just yet. Her breath was labored, her heart was hammering, and wetness dripped down her thighs. 
“Valda.” The name came out more like a whisper, beseeching the other woman to do as she pleased. She pulled at her pants and pushed the queen to the large bed. 
Valda wasn’t having any of that. She growled, grabbed Maris by her throat, stopping her from moving altogether.
Maris froze, her hand flying to grip Valda’s taut forearm, fearing that she had done something wrong to provoke the other woman's anger. But Valda wasn’t angry, she was fighting to stay in control.
“Stop.” Valda’s voice was drenched with lust. She was on the verge of losing all sense of control, and Maris was more than happy to take the reins if needed. Though she yearned to be under Valda’s command. Valda brought her back to reality with a soft squeeze, easing the fog of desire enough to listen. “I am the one in control.” Valda breathed over Maris’s parted and moist lips. “Don’t forget who I am.”
“But I want to sooth your worries.” Maris was the one that initiated, and although she felt she wasn’t supposed to do so, having Valda reciprocate her desire fueled her need. She wanted to please her, make her forget about everything, at least for tonight.
Valda shook her head. “No. Let me… You deserve as much as pleasure as you are willing to give to me.”
With a growl, Valda claimed her mouth in a rough, violent kiss. Her arms enveloped Maris’s waist, and Valda deftly spun them around, causing Maris to land gracefully on the bed, her legs playfully dangling from the edge.
Valda positioned herself by the bed, leaning in with her hands on either side of Maris’s supple torso. Without hesitation, her lips descended on Maris’s skin, tenderly caressing the silky plains of her stomach, leaving a trail of goosebumps in her wake.
“My Queen,” Maris managed to say in between shudders and gasps, her voice strained with desire. She doubted she could form a coherent sentence if Valda kept touching her the way she was.
“No. Say my name again...” Valda whispered, withdrawing slightly to allow her hands to continue the tender caresses that her lips had begun. “I want to hear my name on your lips. Say it again.”
Maris, overcome with longing, pulled Valda up and kissed her with urgency, the howling wind inside her head drowning out everything else. She felt dizzy and lost, but the only anchor was the firm, calloused hands of the warrior spreading her legs. Maris gasped, looking down to see Valda’s hands on either thigh, parting her with purposeful intent.
“Valda, wait.”
“Should I?” Valda shuddered and leaned closer, pressing their clothed breasts together. “I can smell how wet you are for me.” She dipped her hand down Maris’s soft stomach, over the plush mound, and finally between her legs. Her fingertips slipped through Maris’s wetness. Maris gasped, joined by Valda’s groan.
“My dear Seashell.” Valda knitted her brows together, faking worry. “You are drenched…” She grinned, her face inches from Maris’s. “If you taste as sweet as you smell…” She pulled her hand away, bringing it to her lips and licking her middle finger before releasing a delighted sigh. She bit her lower lip, pulling Maris closer to the edge of the bed. “Gods, you taste as sweet as ambrosia.”
Maris propped herself on her elbows, looking down to witness the sight that had been plaguing her mind. The queen fell to her knees, pulled Maris closer until her ass was hanging from the edge of the bed. Her large and rough hands spread Maris’s legs wider and leaned her face closer. 
The first glide of her tongue over Maris’s wet folds was wide, thick, taking in as much as she could in a single stroke. Valda closed her eyes in pure ecstasy as a deep rumble of pleasure erupted from deep within her.
The sudden caress undid Maris. Her eyes rolled back as Valda’s hands gripped her thick thighs roughly, blunt nails digging into soft flesh, keeping her obscenely open. With lips parted, Maris’s labored breathing and soft moans inundated the room, quieting down the noise inside her head until nothing more than them existed.
Valda’s strokes were slow, painfully slow. She licked her folds, from her opening all the way to her aching clit, circling it with the tip of her tongue, sending waves of ecstasy coiling and building at her lower stomach. Maris quivered underneath her tongue while her hand searched for something to hold on to. She fisted the silk bed sheet, anchoring herself before opening her eyes and daring to look down. Valda was buried between her legs, eyes closed as if she was devouring a pomegranate. 
Suddenly, Valda pulled away, licking her lips and pressing her cheek to Maris’s luscious thighs. The queen seemed to be struggling with her own desire, as if she was on the edge of coming just by eating Maris out.  
However, Maris wanted none of that, Valda couldn’t leave her on the edge of orgasm. If she needed to grab her by the hair and pull her back between her thighs…
“No, no, please. Don’t stop.”
Valda’s breathy laugh broke Maris. She had never heard such a delicious sound come from the queen. She opened her eyes wide and took in the sight of the large woman standing before her. Her frame exuded strength and power, enough to make anyone cower in fear, but Maris shuddered as her pussy pulsed with need. 
“Maris,” Valda’s voice came out shaky, uncontrolled. Her hands moved to squeeze Maris’s hips, demanding attention. “Keep your eyes open.” Maris swallowed hard, her throat dry from panting. She propped herself on her elbows once again as Valda undid the chest wraps.
“I want you to see for both of us.” She tossed the wraps away and moved her hands to her belt. The queen was fast. She pulled the leather garment off before quickly tossing the pants aside. Now, finally bare, the queen smirked with all the confidence in the world. 
“Give me your hands.”
Maris’s blue eyes roamed over the queen’s torso, memorizing every soft and hard line on Valda’s body, every grotesque scar she carried proudly. Maris bit her lower lip, eyebrows knitted together as she tried to close her legs. She needed to find some sort of relief from the ache that had been building in her very core.
“Give me your hands, Maris.”
Maris couldn’t disobey, even if she wanted to. Valda’s words pierced through her like a dagger. Sitting up, she moved her hands and placed them over Valda’s chiseled stomach. Her grip was surprisingly soft. Valda cradled Maris’s hands in her bigger ones before bringing them to her lips. She kissed her knuckles dangerously slowly, one by one, with a tenderness that threatened to undo Maris’s control.
“Don’t be afraid to touch me, Maris,” Valda said, her lips brushing over Maris’s fingertips. “My body is yours to enjoy.”
Maris stared at Valda, parted her lips, but the only thing that came out was a deep moan as the queen pressed her delicate fingers to Valda’s round chest. Her blue eyes trailed over Valda’s lustful expression before sliding down to her hands. Unlike her, Valda’s breasts were not big nor were they small, they were perfectly round, slightly heavy, topped with dark, hard nipples. She tested their weight by cupping them in her palms, feeling the aching buds against her hands. Maris couldn’t help herself, and leaned forward to kiss Valda’s sternum, not quite reaching her breasts and aching to take one nipple into her mouth.
“Good girl.”
Fuck. Maris quivered, the small praise sending a jolt down her spine. She wanted to hear that again, she wanted to hear Valda saying that again. 
“Keep your eyes on me. Touch me.” Maris nodded against her stomach, her gaze hazy with longing as Valda pushed her back on the bed. Trailing her hands down Maris’s thighs, she cupped the back of her knees. Kneeling once again, the queen pressed her tongue to Maris’s folds, combining sweet strokes with harsh sucking.
Maris was lost, but she followed orders. She kept her eyes open, memorizing how Valda looked pleasuring her with her mouth. It was too surreal. The queen was serving her, fucking her, drinking from her core. Maris shook with each stroke until she thought she couldn’t take it anymore. Wanting to make this last, Maris grabbed hold of black hair and tried her best to steady the queen’s ministration to no avail. Valda never stopped. Each time she licked a place that made Maris pant, moan, or tremble, she repeated the movement again.
Maris felt her release with one final flick of Valda’s tongue. Her grip grew tighter as she let out a silent scream that consumed her. She had to close her eyes as Valda anchored her to the bed and helped her ride the final waves of pleasure against her mouth. 
Slowly, Valda released her grip and slowly pulled away, not before leaving a trail of open mouth kisses to Maris’s quivering thighs.
“Delicious,” Valda muttered, brushing her lips over the blue mound. “You are absolutely delicious.”
Maris opened her eyes just in time to see Valda licking her lips and wiping her chin as if not wanting to waste a single drop of her. Maris swallowed hard and noticed right away that she needed something for her dry throat.  She tried to pull away, but Valda quickly placed her hand over her lower stomach. 
“Vald—”
“No,” Valda cut her off, crawling onto the bed, covering Maris’s body with her own. “I said you are staying.”
Maris nodded, looking up at Valda’s face, studying her, tiredness enveloping her. Now that wouldn’t be fair, would it? To come and leave the queen wanting? Moistening her lips, Maris moved her hand to Valda’s shoulders. “Valda.”
“I want you to experience how good you taste.” Valda grunted, grabbing Maris’s face again and forcing her mouth on hers. The kiss was consuming, especially when Valda forced her tongue inside Maris’s mouth. She tasted herself, and rolled her eyes again at how forceful and dominant her queen was. She swirled her tongue over Valda’s, licking her and pulling her harshly to cover her body with the queen’s.
Valda was addicting, and she wanted to experience her as well. With their mouths locked, Maris moved her hand to touch the mound of black hair before a hand gripped her wrist.
Hissing in annoyance, Maris pulled back, only to find Valda with her eyes open and shaking her head at her. 
“Not tonight. I had my fix; I want you to sleep.
“What… No– I want to taste you too…”
“There is no rush.” Her husky voice pulled Maris in from the cloud of pleasure and settled her into the warm embrace of comfort. Valda pressed her nose to Maris’s temple, rumbling contently before inhaling deeply. “You can eat me out later. You are not going anywhere after all…”
Maris released her and saw how the tall woman settled on her side next to her. Her muscled arm wrapped securely around her waist, pulling Maris’s back to her chest. Her breathing and warmth lulled Maris into a slumber she didn’t realize she needed. As she drifted off, she heard Valda whisper, “Your eagerness will be rewarded, Seashell.”
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Valda fell asleep when she heard Maris’s soft breaths. She woke up once Cerberus jumped at the foot of the bed. She didn’t kick her out. Her cat’s company always helped her sleep better, but waking up next to a warm body was something Valda was not used to. Not that she was complaining. She had wanted to take Maris’s to bed for quite some time, but she wasn’t going to do it without the other woman’s consent.
Valda had made the first move in the servant’s chamber and after being turned down, she thought Maris wouldn’t act upon her attraction, at least not last night. The distraction was welcomed, and Valda took it. She was dying to taste Maris, and she wasn’t disappointed.
Maris was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted in her existence, and she wanted more.
Rubbing her hand over Maris’s arm, goosebumps spread across her skin. Valda kissed them without hesitation. The show of affection came naturally to Valda, as well as the need to make Maris more comfortable.
She wasn’t going to allow her to leave her chambers. If she wanted Maris to move into her chamber, now was the moment. This could be the opportunity she needed to make Maris accept that maybe, just maybe, she was the mate the Oracles spoke of. If she needed to fuck Maris into accepting her offering, Valda would gladly do so.
Taking advantage of the fact that her lover was asleep, Valda cautiously stood, and clumsily made her way to the living quarters, stumbling on the forgotten clothes. She needed to find a way to move about her room freely…
Nude, she opened the door and called out to a guard. She instructed them to bring in Maris’s belongings and to leave them by the door. The guard agreed and their footsteps receded down the long hall. Closing the door, Valda walked back to bed. Maris’s breaths were still deep and even; still asleep. She patted the bed, finding the sheet and covering Maris’s body with it before pressing against her back and wrapping a possessive arm around her waist. If she was going to enjoy every second of Maris’s company, she needed to keep her warm, taken care of, and healthy.
Valda had no way of knowing if Maris was her soulmate, but for now, getting the other woman to accept they had some connection was crucial. She could get Maris to change her mind about being her heart mate. She could later think about how to reveal her relationship with a Sealian to her kingdom, to Arwin…
Sighing against Maris’s shoulder, Valda squeezed her to her taller frame and allowed her overthinking mind to rest for the time being.

Maris woke as the bed shifted underneath her. Her eyes fluttered open to darkness and the rustle of bed sheets behind her. Dawn was approaching; she could tell by the nightly creatures’ hushing. It was still dark and cold, but soon, the light of the sun would snake in, warming the room.
Feeling small steps by her feet, Maris looked down to find Cerberus pawing the thick comforters, her purrs loud enough to reverberate to the bed. “You were here this entire time?”
Of course, Cerberus didn’t answer, instead, she continued kneading the bed until she created the perfect spot for her to curl up and continue her nap.
Finally awake, Maris stared at the stone ceiling before turning her head, only to find Valda. The queen’s parted lips and soft snoring indicated that she wasn’t going to wake up soon. The weeks spent looking after Valda helped familiarize her body and mannerisms… last night more than ever. 
Blue eyes trailed over her strong body, taking her in as memories came rushing back. Maris sat up as she took in her hard lines and soft curves. That was when she realized she had slept wrapped in the sheets while Valda slept uncovered. She frowned at that. Maris’s chest wraps had come undone while sleeping, leaving her bare to closed, blinded eyes. 
Sighing in frustration, as a distinctive burn settled between her legs, Maris slipped from the covers and out of bed. She shouldn’t stay. She could still feel Valda’s hand gripping her thighs, holding her steady while her mouth brought her the most intense orgasm she had ever felt. It wouldn’t be right for her to stay in bed, to wake the queen, to demand more. Closing her eyes and brushing her fingertips over her neck, Maris remembered how the large, callused hand felt, squeezing her, demanding attention.
Don’t forget who I am.
The words strangled her more than Valda’s hand, and yet she couldn’t help but look upon Valda’s sleeping form. The queen never seemed at peace except when she slept, and it brought Maris’s heart solace. She wanted Valda to be at peace, with no worries, but her position in the kingdom, and having a peaceful life didn’t exactly go hand in hand.
Maris drifted to the bathroom, then washed the wetness between thighs then her face and mouth. After she was done, she moved to the room’s living area, where she found her things settled in a corner. She swallowed hard and hoped that whoever brought those items didn’t see her and Valda in bed.
Her bag and worn-out violin case seemed untouched, but she opened them regardless, hoping all her things were still inside. Unlatching her violin case, she opened to find the instrument unscathed, strings still missing. She closed the case, set it aside and opened her bag. Her old clothes were still there, along with a pair of shoes and a makeshift-sewing kit. She used to mend her clothing a lot, not having enough money to purchase new clothing, Maris had to make do with what she had. She moved a ball of strings and yarn aside before she thought of something.
She turned to face the bed and saw the tall woman moving. The queen would wake soon…
Maris dressed in a hurry, putting on the usual maid attire, and making sure that her parents’ rings were hidden under her clothing. Holding the ball of yarn, Maris walked back to the bed, and tied pieces of strings to the bed post, she unraveled the ball, made a path to the garderobe, another to the living space. She connected the yarn to the door, the large sofa, the table where they ate and finally to where Valda kept her liquor.
It wasn’t much, but if Valda was able to follow the yarn string to move about, she would get some of her independence back, something that Maris was sure she missed more than anything.
Happy with what she had done, Maris put the ball away, just as Valda woke up.
“Maris?”
Gasping, she closed her eyes tightly as she tried to control her nerves. She never thought she would be intimate with the queen, let alone sleep in the same bed. Now, as Valda awoke, the anxiety of interacting with her was settling in her chest, squeezing it.
“I am here.”
She heard Valda sigh in relief. The towering woman sat up on the bed, nothing covering her, hair disheveled. She looked beautiful. 
“What are you doing?” Valda asked, her hands moving to comb her hair, brushing the strands away from her forehead. 
“I was looking at my stuff. They brought them here. I didn’t notice,” Maris said as she turned back to grab her suitcase and her violin. “I don’t know where to put them.”
“In the closet, where else?” Valda said as she pushed herself off the bed, touching the bedpost, her fingers made contact with the yarn Maris had tied moments ago. She frowned in confusion before pulling it. “What is this?”
Maris smiled, proud of herself but still unsure of how Valda would take what she had done. “It’s a string,” Maris said and took Vada’s hands and lead her to touch a second line. “This one leads to the living space.”
Valda’s frown slowly disappeared, replaced with a soft smile. “Oh.” She stood straight and chuckled. “I don’t want to get rid of you, Maris. Not after last night.”
“Well—” Maris stuttered, her cheeks hot. “I thought that you might enjoy having a bit more freedom to move wherever you want, especially in your own chamber.”
“Thank you.” Valda nodded. “Truly, I appreciate this a lot.” She breathed out, her hand still touching the string.
“There are more around the chamber, but I would rather have you find them on your own. I am still going to be here in case you need anything.”
“Of course. You are not going anywhere, your things are here,” she said, confidently making her way to the bathroom using the string as her guide.
“About that…” Maris began, going back to her belongings. “You say to put my things in your closet, but your things are in there. It wouldn’t be right.”
“I am telling you to put them there for a reason. Do so.” Valda, although groggy, spoke with firmness and slight annoyance.
She went into the bathroom and made it to a large washbasin. She cleaned her face with a nearby washcloth then moved her hand until she grabbed a miswak with a green paste made of mint leaves. She washed her mouth and then rinsed. It was all part of her daily routine; Maris was used to it and was thankful that Valda knew where everything was placed. She didn’t need help with that.
“Do you still wish to bring your bed to my chamber? Or are we past that?” Valda asked, patting her face with the cloth. 
The question caught Maris by surprise. She turned to the large bed and then at the naked goddess. She wasn’t sure if her answer would define whatever it was they had. Or was it just a one-time thing? 
Maris snorted out loud, making Valda raise a dark eyebrow. 
Who was she kidding? She was the queen’s maid, and she got to see her like this in the intimacy of her bedroom. Of course, it wasn’t a one-time thing. Right now, the only thing she could think about was paying back what Valda had done to her. 
“Do I have a choice?”
Valda’s smirk transitioned to a deep chuckle, and Maris felt herself getting wet again. The woman was a work of art, and she knew it. She knew the effect she had on Maris, and she wasn’t afraid to show it. “You tell me. Do you wish to bed me again?”
“You make it sound so fancy, my Queen.” Maris smiled at Valda. Of course, she remembered the words spoken in the heat of the moment last night—of Valda asking her to call her by her name, but they weren’t fucking; they were having a serious conversation. Right? 
“Fine.” Valda crossed her arms under her chest, taut muscles out for display, the smirk never leaving her face. “Do you want to fuck me, Seashell?”
Valda and vulgarism were a hot match, and Maris inhaled sharply.
“Yes,” Maris finally exhaled, eyes glued to Valda. “After all, I have some unfinished business.”
Valda laughed, and Maris’s knees almost buckled. 
“I do have some important matters to attend to before you pay me back. I need you to take out my clothes, please.”
A tinge of excitement ran through Maris. Valda promised something to look forward to. “I will not stand in your way of ruling, my Queen,” Maris couldn’t help the playfulness threaded in her words. She left Valda in the bathroom and went to the closet, pulling out a simple white shirt and black slacks. She placed a pair of boots near the bed before hearing a knock on the door. 
Cerberus raised her head, her fluffy ears flicking. She stood, stretched, and jumped off the bed, racing to the door.  Whoever it was, was probably bringing breakfast. 
Maris pushed the cat to the side with her leg as gently as she could before opening the door. “You are not going out…” On the other side of the door a smiling Melvian greeted her.
“Morning, Maris.”
“Good morning, Melvian!” It was always nice to see a friendly face other than Valda’s. The guards that stood at the door always looked so stoic, angry, or emotionless.
“I brought Queen Valda’s favorite for breakfast,” Melvian said as she pushed the cart inside. It was a banquet of fruits, oatmeal bowls, sausages, and buttered bread. To drink, there was iced water, freshly squeezed juice, and coffee. Maris’s stomach growled the moment the aroma permeated the air, saturating every corner of the room. “You can eat too. Unless you want something else?” Melvian said, her eyes quickly glancing at Maris’s grumbling stomach.
“I think that will do just fine,” Maris said as she pulled the cart near the small eating table. “Thank you so much.”
Both women were so concentrated on setting the table that they didn’t notice when Valda walked into the living space, fully clothed and brushing dark strands away from her face.
“It smells delicious,” Valda said, rolling her sleeves as best as she could. 
Maris turned to the queen and walked to her side. “I got it,” she said before fixing the sleeves, making the ruler look perfect. 
“Good morning, my Queen,” Melvian greeted quickly, bowing low. “I brought your favorite.”
“Yes, I can tell. Thank you,” Valda replied with a smile, placing her hand one of the strings and heading to the breakfast table.
Melvian bit her lower lip and nervously rubbed her hands together before addressing Valda. Her voice trembled as she spoke. “My Queen, may I have a word with you? I swear it will only take a minute of your time.”
Valda frowned and took a handkerchief from Maris’s hand. “Speak.”
Melvian took a deep breath to calm herself. “My father, Hephast, he made something for you, and he wanted me to give it to you.”
Valda grinned as soon as she heard the name. “Hephast, of course. My father’s favorite blacksmith.”
“Yes, he is very devoted to your family. A little too much—I don’t mean it in a bad way!”
“Relax, Melvian. What is it? What did your father want me to have?” Valda interrupted gently.
Melvian hunched over and searched underneath the food cart, pulling out a long yet thin box which she quickly handed to Maris.
“Shall I open your gift?” Maris asked, placing her free hand over Valda’s shoulder.
“Please,” Valda said, grabbing hold of a warm cup of coffee and blowing on it.
Maris delicately turned the small lock and opened the box. As soon as she saw its contents, she turned her eyes to Melvian and smirked. “You want me out of my job? I thought you were my friend.”
Melvian’s face turned red with embarrassment. “No! I—” She groaned in frustration. “I told him this wasn’t a good idea!”
“What is it?” Valda asked, turning her face towards Maris with curiosity.
“It’s a white cane,” Maris answered, gently grabbing Valda’s wrist and placing the cane in her hand. “But not just any white cane—”
“Father wanted to be funny, and he imitated the Heaven Sword’s handle...”
Valda squeezed the handle and chuckled. “It’s perfect.”
“It’s also hard enough to be a baton. He said that you need to protect yourself better now that... Oh, boy.” Melvian hesitated, scratching the back of her neck.
“Spit it out. I know what Hephast is all about... Don’t be shy,” Valda said, arching one eyebrow while feeling her present.
“He says you need to protect yourself better now that you are a useless warrior.” Melvian closed her eyes and grimaced.
Maris tensed up, her gaze never leaving Valda. Yet to her surprise and Melvian’s, the queen threw her head back and laughed.
“Tell your father that he is a useless drunken beggar that needs to get a new hobby.” Gripping the white cane tightly, Valda flicked her wrist and almost hit Maris and Melvian when the stick unfolded. “Feels sturdy...”
“Please use that accordingly!” Maris said, quickly taking the cane from Valda’s hands and collapsing it to put it back in the box.
“Thank you, Melvian. Tell your father that I do appreciate his gift and his sense of humor. I might just go visit him soon enough.”
“I will... I am so sorry. I—” Melvian stammered.
“Melvian. I know your father; he is like that. Do not worry. I won’t have him executed.”
Sighing in relief, Melvian gave Maris a grateful look before bowing her head and leaving just in case Valda decided to change her mind at the last minute.
After a couple of seconds of silence, Maris turned to Valda with a one-sided smile. “You love tormenting your maids, don’t you?”
“It can be entertaining,” Valda said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Sit. I know you’re hungry. I can hear your stomach from a mile away.”
Maris shook her head and chuckled before sitting on the other chair at the small table, right in front of Valda. She picked up some strawberries and buttered bread, along with another cup of coffee.
“Thank you,” Valda said before dunking some bread in her cup.
“For the food?” Maris asked with a playful smirk.
“Last night...” Valda rectified as she took a casual bite of her bread and turned her face towards Maris, her eyes closed. “I was able to sleep, and I didn’t have any nightmares.”
“You slept through the night?”
“I didn’t wake up once,” Valda answered with a genuine smile. “Sleeping with you has healing qualities.”
Maris gazed at the ruler, observing as Valda calmly ate her breakfast, picking and biting into the various fruits on display. Compared to the emotional wreck Valda had been the previous night, she seemed more composed now, which gave Maris a sense of relief. 
“You know,” Maris sighed, touching the rings hidden under her blouse, “I won’t pretend that you’ll magically forget. You never do. You never forget them, and every little thing reminds you of them. But one day, you’ll wake up, and they won’t be the first thing on your mind.”
“I appreciate your honesty,” Valda said, bringing her mug to her lips. “And your company.”
“It was my pleasure,” Maris replied. 
Valda chortled, almost choking on her drink. “Of course it was. Mine too.”
Maris bit into a strawberry, scanning Valda as she ate, finding everything she needed and wanted with ease. Valda was truly remarkable, and Maris couldn’t help but stare. “So, this is it? We’re making jokes now?”
“I guess? I hope it doesn’t bother you.”
“It doesn’t. I’m just curious,” Maris said, furrowing her brows and leaning closer. “Do you usually have breakfast with the maids you sleep with, Your Highness?” Maris teased, and Valda easily caught on.
“If I am being honest, no. But then again, you’re not my maid, Maris.”
Maris shifted in her chair, prepared to deny the fact that she didn’t want a heart mate again but after last night, it was hard to form the words. “Wh— What am I then?”
Canting her head, Valda waved her hands, thinking her words over. “I think you’re more of my personal assistant.”
“Oh? Am I higher up in the hierarchy? If we keep this up, will I become queen?” Maris joked, unfazed as she bit into a juicy strawberry.
“If you fuck me well enough, maybe,” Valda replied, causing Maris to almost choke on her fruit.
“I need you to be in my meetings. A simple maid cannot be there. So, yes, you are higher up in the hierarchy, but it’s not just because of what happened last night,” Valda said, pausing and opening her eyes. “Well... kind of.”
“What do you mean?” Maris asked.
“You know how to keep me calm, collected. That’s useful when it’s time to make decisions,” Valda explained. “And according to many, I am not very good at that.”
Maris shrugged. “Your Highness—”
“Valda,” she corrected.
“Valda,” Maris shook her head. “With all due respect, we... we were intimate. Everyone is calm after sex.”
“You have a good strategy then,” Valda chuckled. “But I think it’s more than just us fucking, Seashell. I think you’re truthful. I don’t often have people being truthful with me. It’s hard to find that. If I can surround myself with people I can trust, it will make things easier for now.”
Maris noticed Valda’s relaxed demeanor. The woman sitting before her was nothing like the mess she had cradled in her arms the previous night. 
The table rattled as Cerberus jumped onto it. The cat’s large frame was graceless as she tried to tiptoe across the smaller table. Valda sighed in annoyance and grabbed her by the scruff of her neck, pulling her down and accidentally knocking some plates around.
“Stay down,” Valda muttered, handing a strawberry to Cerberus but she took her sweet time to sniff it before scampering off to the bedroom.
Maris couldn’t deny that she was starting to feel fond of the furry behemoth. It was like having a mischievous shadow, making its presence known before causing havoc. Plus, Valda seemed to care for Cerberus, which calmed Maris.
Maris smiled as Valda grabbed another strawberry, swirling the tip with her tongue before biting down and savoring the juicy fruit. She looked down at her own oatmeal and decided it was a better choice. That simple action reminded her that Valda had completely ignored her breasts the night before, and she found herself wondering how the queen’s tongue would feel on her nipples.
“Gods...” Maris shook her head, trying to dispel the rising arousal.
“What is it?” Valda asked.
“Um, my coffee is cold,” Maris lied, crossing her legs under the table.
“You can have mine,” Valda said, licking the corner of her lip and savoring the last drops of strawberry juice.
“I’m fine, I’ll just have some oatmeal,” Maris replied, nodding as she reached for a bowl.
“I need to ask you a favor. Go to the guards at the door and tell them I’m calling a meeting with General Arwin,” Valda said, suddenly remembering something. “Wait, what week are we in?”
“Third day of Stellaris,” Maris answered.
Valda leaned back, sighing. “Today we have an audience.” She rubbed her temples. “Can you go and tell the guard to deliver the message?”
Maris nodded. “Yes, of course. Anything else?”
“You’re coming with me to the audience and the meeting,” Valda said firmly.
“Wait, you want me at the meetings starting...now? Aren’t you going to wait a bit?” Maris asked nervously.
“No,” Valda said, sitting up straight and wiping her lower lip with her hand before turning to face Maris. “I want you by my side. I need you to take notes on the discussion with the general and pay close attention to his body language.”
A nervous chill ran down her spine at the thought of being near General Arwin. She paused for a moment, massaging the tension from the back of her neck before speaking again. “Valda,” she said, using the queen’s name without any teasing this time. “That man doesn’t seem to be fond of me. I don’t think having me in the throne room during such an important and private meeting is going to make him like me any more.”
“I don’t care about General Arwin’s feelings,” Valda said, her jaw tense. “I need to hear what he knows about my mother’s murder and what’s happening in my kingdom in detail. If he’s uncomfortable with your presence, that’s his problem.”
Maris knew that arguing would be futile. Valda was the queen, and her orders were to be followed. She would have to push aside her plan to get the general alone and fulfill her responsibilities as Valda’s personal assistant, a role she didn’t have as a maid.
Taking a deep breath, Maris made a quick decision to comply with Valda’s order for now. “All right,” she conceded, pushing her chair back and standing up. “I’ll inform the guards and deliver the message.”
***
The moment Maris entered the throne room, her stomach clenched withing itself. A cold shiver ran down her spine as tension formed in the back of her neck. She had hoped that as the years went on, her fear of being around so many people would slowly dissipate, but it didn’t. Even after her parent's death, Maris carried their anxiety as they stepped in a place filled with people.
Swallowing hard, she willed her nervousness down her throat, forcing it away for now in order to take in what was about to happen.
Maris had never witnessed or been part of an audience. She wasn’t surprised to see the throne room filled with people awaiting their turn to talk with Valda. The air was so thick with anticipation and nervousness it was almost palpable. 
The courtiers and officials, dressed in their finest attire, shifted in their seats or paced back and forth as they awaited their turn. Many of them seemed apprehensive, unsure of how to approach the queen. They exchanged cautious glances and spoke in hushed tones, mindful of their words and actions.
Some of the courtiers averted their gazes or lowered their heads as Valda passed by, while others tried to catch her attention with careful bows and respectful greetings. There was an unspoken sense of unease, as people tried to gauge Valda’s mood and disposition. However, Maris didn’t feel the tension in Valda. The hand upon her shoulder never tensed. Instead, the queen’s thumb rubbed soft affectionate circles, sending a jolt through Maris. Such a soft touch could make her feel so much. It was… thrilling.
Valda took her seat on the throne, her expression composed and regal, her eyes closed as her grip on the armrest tightened. Maris stood nearby, attentive and ready to take notes as instructed. The courtiers approached Valda one by one, making their requests or presenting their concerns. Some stumbled over their words or fumbled with their papers, while others spoke with measured precision, trying to strike the right tone.
Everything was running accordingly, until Maris noticed a woman walking towards them. The first thing she noticed was the dark blue hair on top of her head. Her hair was cut short, shaved close to the scalp on the side. Maris had never met, or exchanged words with another Sealian, seeing one so up close was exciting, and new.
Maris focused on the woman. She didn’t appear to be older than forty. She appeared to stand at a similar height to Maris, boasting thick arms and legs, a broad back, and distinct curves. She wore dark pants, and a purple tunic that reached the middle of her thigh. Her clothing was different from what Maris had seen, still she found the outfit and the woman before her beautiful. Her brow was tense, her hands curled into fist by her side. Unlike the others, this woman was alone.
“What is she doing here again?” Maris heard someone from the audience ask, shaking their head in disapproval as the other Sealian stood before the dais.
Again? The woman had been here before?
“I am Eyphah Hurley. A Sealian from New Agenor,” the woman announced. “I come to ask the crown for leniency…” She turned to the group of men that had been whispering. “Again.” She snarled and faced Valda again. “My people are suffering. We need a fucking break.”
Surprised by her boldness, Maris’s couldn’t look away as Eyphah continued.
“Our taxes are the highest in the entire kingdom. We have nothing left to buy food and construction materials for our homes. Not to mention, when we do have enough, your Skylian vendors sell us everything for twice the price. How are we supposed to move on from our tragedy, when everything is working against us?”
Moving uncomfortably, Maris’s fixed her gaze on Valda, whose entire demeanor did not change, except the tapping of her finger on the armrest.
“Are you done?”
Eyphah’s brow furrowed further. “No. If you were able to see, maybe you would notice the state New Agenor is in. The roads are broken, the houses falling apart. We have a lot of children in New Agenor! They need good and secure homes!”
Maris swallowed hard. The woman was desperate and rightfully so. She had known firsthand how Sealians were treated growing up. At least Maris had Skylian parents that tried to make it easy for her. Of course, all of that went away when her father died, and her mother fell ill. Maris took it all as it was, part of life. She needed to come up with ways to survive because nothing was fair in life but… As she watched Eyphah, she couldn’t imagine what she and the people of New Agenor were going through. She needed to do something, but what? It wasn’t her place to tell Valda what to do.
“You know how bad it is and yet you keep on breeding,” an old man scoffed. “That’s all you people are good for, fucking and reproducing so others can take care of you!”
Valda slammed her hand against the armrest, and hollered at the man to be quiet. Without an order, two guards escort the man out of the throne room. Silence consumed the chamber until Valda spoke again, this time calmer.
“What do you want, Eyphah?”
Eyphah inhaled deeply. “Lower our taxes, and rule in our favor. I don’t think it is fair we pay almost twice as much as Skylians for our basic needs.”
“Anything else?”
Eyphah shook her head. “No, Your Highness.”
“I am sorry you are having such a hard time surviving in my kingdom. I assure you that was not the intent when we allowed you a piece of our land two decades ago. I cannot grant you what you want. Not now at least.”
“Wh— What? Are you serious?”
“Did I stutter?” Valda asked, lifting her chin. “This is my first day as queen. After I have my meetings, I will decide what to do about your taxes, and not just yours, the entire kingdom as well.”
“You—” Eyphah huffed, gritting her teeth. “Thank the gods for your mother’s decree, if not, you and your people would’ve already felt the rage of the sea in the form of a Sealian attack.”
“Are you threating me?”
Eyphah didn’t answer, instead her dark eyes shot to lock with Maris’s. Her angered gaze softened for a second as her lips parted. Her fists uncurled and she stood there, staring at Maris in complete awe.
“Sealian?” Valda asked again.
Eyphah’s jaw snapped shut before her attention was on Valda. “Ma— Maybe,” she stuttered.
Valda waved her hand, and two guards came to stand between her and Eyphah. “Escort her out of the castle.”
“There will be no need for that. I can let myself out,” Eyphah said, bowing once and shooting a glance at Maris before turning and walking out of the throne room with the two guards behind her.
Maris sighed deeply when Eyphah was gone. This whole audience thing was exhausting, but it gave Maris a closer look at how royalty listened to their people. This could also be another way for her to know what was happening outside the castle’s walls.
After the commotion of Eyphah’s audience subsided, three men walked over to the dais. They bowed to Valda in solemn respect and then looked at one another as if deciding who would talk first.
“Good day to you, Queen Valda. I hope you are well.” One of the men said, his voice did not tremble like the others. “I am Jaltious, leader of the town of Caliban.”
Valda greeted him with a nod. “Good to hear from you, Jaltious. What do you seek in today’s audience?”
Jaltious’s hand fell on his sword hilt as he inhaled sharply. “Queen Valda, with all due respect, we come here to ask for you to lower our taxes. We understand your mother raised them for—” He waved his hand dismissively. “Whatever reason it was. But since you are our ruler now, we believe it would be in our best interest if you could help us. We paying such high taxes, means we don’t have enough to help the townsfolks. Our livestock is suffering, we’ve lost more than a dozen cows as of today. I am worried we won’t be able to trade with the other towns in the month of Astralon.”
“Other than lowering taxes, what do you need?”
Jaltious laughed nervously. “Your Highness, if you lower our taxes—”
“What do you need?”
Jaltious’s jaw flexed. He took a deep breath and scratched the back of his neck. “We need to pay our field workers so they can stay longer hours, and—”
“How much?”
Jaltious stuttered. He calculated a sum in his head before uttering it to Valda. It was an exorbitant number of coins. Maris thought Valda would deny Jaltious what he asked for.
“Done. I will also add twenty cows to compensate you for the ones you lost. Anything else you need?”
Jaltious huffed and rubbed his forehead. “It would be better if—”
“Like I told the Sealian, I will not make any decision regarding taxing until I have my meetings. If there is any change, I will let you all know.”
“Your mother was quick to raise taxes without talking to us, why can’t you—”
“My decision making is none of your concern. Anything else?”
Jaltious lowered his gaze. “No, that would be all, Your Highness. Thank you.” He bowed low and walked away from the dais just as two other men walked towards Valda.
One of them introduced himself as Edemus, the chief of Perdita town, and next to him, was his highest rank guard.
Edemus was an older man, with short white hair, a tired and angry gaze and a deep frown. When he greeted Valda, the poison dripped in every syllable before his displeased shot to Maris before going back to the queen.
“We’ve come to ask for more guards on our borders with Umbriel. Thieves are raking our town, taking everything. We barely have food for ourselves!”
Valda moved on her throne, sitting up straight and squaring her shoulders. “When did this start?”
“It has always been a problem!” The old man snarled, waving his hand in agitation. “Ever since the king died, we’ve been thrown to the wolves. I feel as if we have been forgotten.”
“You have not been—”
“It feels like I have. Queen Rionach did nothing in my last audience, Your Highness doesn’t seem to see the problem. And I—”
“I would be careful with the next words that come out of your mouth, Edemus. I could very well not help you at all.” Valda rested her arms on her knees, her face forward, as if looking at Edemus. “Speak ill of my mother and I will have your head rolling down the Great Hall.”
The old man bit his lower lip and took a step back, bumping against his guard. He nodded his head and bowed his head low.
“Well?” Valda asked.
“Forgive me,” Edemus said, holding back another snarl.
“You will have six royal guards at the border of Umbriel. They will take turns keeping Perdita safe. You will, however, feed them and house them. Understood?”
Edemus nodded again, his face twisting with anger.
“I asked you a question, Edemus.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“Good. Now leave before I change my mind,” Valda said, leaning back on her throne. Edemus left, muttering something Maris couldn’t quite hear.
Stepping next to Valda, Maris touches her shoulder, earning a surprised grunt from the queen. “Are you all right? Do you wish to leave?”
“I am fine.”
The stern answer came as no surprise to Maris. She walked back to stand behind her just the last courtier arrived, dragging the hand of a young woman who herself carried a young girl. Maris frowned, clearing her throat as if letting Valda know something was amidst. The middle-aged man had Skylian features, with a skin damaged by the burning sun, deep wrinkles to his brow and corner of his eyes. His teeth were bared before he released the woman, who stumbled to her feet. She cradled the young girl in her arms and bowed low to Valda. The woman was also Skylian and wore a shawl to cover her hair as did the young girl. Maris was unable to determine the relationship between the man and the woman. She didn’t want to imagine that they were mates. 
“Queen Valda, I’ve come to you for a resolution of this matter.” The man stepped on the dais. The guards took a step forward, stopping him from getting closer to Valda, but instead, she raised her hand, allowing the man to get closer. 
“Speak.”
The man turned to the young woman and pointed an accusatory finger. His anger was evident as it oozed out with every word he spoke. “This woman will not allow me to be with my mate,” he began before walking towards the woman and grabbing her hand, trying to get her to release the child. 
Maris’s heart dropped, as her eyes widened. She looked at Valda and watched as a deep frown formed on her brow. She leaned closer and whispered to her ear, “He is with another woman. Younger than him. she is… holding a child, a girl. She is no older than ten.”
Valda nodded at Maris and turned back to the man. “Who is your mate?”  Valda asked. 
The man scoffed, grabbed the child, and pulled her away from her mother’s embrace. “Her daughter.”
The throne room fell silent, and the audience’s collective breath seemed to hitch as the man’s words sunk in. Murmurs and whispers spread like wildfire among the courtiers, their faces contorted with surprise and concern. Some exchanged incredulous glances, while others shook their heads in disapproval. The tension in the room was clear, and the air thickened with unease.
A few brave souls voiced their dissent, speaking out against the man’s request with raised voices, while others shifted uncomfortably in their seats, unsure of how to react. Valda’s expression was inscrutable as she took in the reactions of her courtiers. 
The man shifted nervously, sweat glistening on his brow as he realized the gravity of his words. He released the girl, who scurried back to her mother’s embrace. 
“Your Highness, she is a child!” the woman pleaded, tightening her hold on the child. “This man has come to our lives; he won’t leave us alone. He claims my child is his mate!”
“She is!”
“How can you know! She is a child; she is not twenty-one!”
“Enough!” Valda yelled rising from her imposing throne, a hush fell over the audience. All eyes turned towards her, and the air seemed to crackle with anticipation. Maris held her breath as Valda placed a cautious hand over the handle of the Heaven Sword. “You claim this child is your mate?”
The man nodded and voiced his answer. “She is.”
“And what do you want to do?”
“Well…” he stuttered looking back at the woman and the child. “Take her home.”
“Her home is with me!” The mother snarled. 
“Mates should be together. She has no business interfering!”
“How old are you?” Valda asked her frown deepening. “You sound old enough to be the girl’s father.”
“It does not matter—”
“Answer my question.”
The man’s breath hitched, his hand rubbing his pant leg nervously before answering her question. “Forty-five, Your Highness.”
“Your Highness, she is eight. She doesn’t know what it is to be a mate, she—” The woman was silenced by Valda’s raised hand. She cowered back, taking steps away from the man.
“You want to form a mating bond with an eight-year-old?”
“No– I… I want to be with my mate. It is my right! My… My mate died exactly nine years ago. The moment I saw this child and she looked at me I knew my Arla was in her. She is there and—” He swallowed hard. “I need her with me.”
“I am sorry for your mate’s death. I can only imagine the emptiness.”
The man nodded, a soft smile spreading across his nervous features. “So, you see, Your Highness. I know it must be wild but—”
“I think an eight-year gap is better than thirty-seven,” Valda said. 
Maris’s heart dropped as she understood what was about to happen. 
In one swift motion, Valda drew the Heaven Sword from its sheath. The blade gleamed in the light before it pierced right through the man’s stomach. With a furious scream, Valda pulled the blade upward, and then stepped back. The blade cut through the air with a whistling sound, slicing through the man’s body with effortless precision. Blood sprayed in all directions, and the man fell to the ground, lifeless.
The woman behind him screamed, turning the child’s face away and shielding her with her own body.
Maris watched in horror as the scene unfolded. Her hand instinctively went to her mouth in shock, and her eyes widened with disbelief. 
The courtiers recoiled, some gasping, others covering their eyes. Valda stood over the fallen man, her chest heaving, her sword still dripping with blood. Opening her eyes, she raised her chin, as if daring anyone to challenge her.
The throne room was struck speechless, their faces pale and eyes wide with shock. Whispers and murmurs filled the air as fear and uncertainty gripped the courtiers and spectators alike.
“I will not tolerate using the holy connection of mates as a reason for such sickening actions,” Valda snarled, putting the bloody sword back in sheath. “If this man’s claims were true, then they will find each other again once he is reborn.” The mutter died out into a soft whisper except the soft sobbing of the woman and her child. “Go home. You are safe. He will not bother you again.”
The woman turned and tried not to face the bloody scene. She bowed low and thanked her before guards came to escort her out. 
“This audience is over,” Valda declared and turned to Maris.
As Valda extended her hand towards Maris, a rush of fear and excitement surged through her. Maris hesitated for a split second, her mind racing with conflicting emotions. She couldn’t be truthful and say she agreed with what she had done, but at the same time, she wouldn’t have allowed a grown man to do what he wanted. Something sickening, something… horrifying. 
With trembling fingers, Maris tentatively reached out and took Valda’s hand. The queen’s grip was firm, her touch electrifying, sending a shiver down her spine. Valda’s display of raw power and unwavering resolve had left Maris breathless. Her body betrayed her, her pulse quickening, her breath coming in short gasps. 
As Valda placed her hand over Maris’s shoulder, silently asking her to return her to the throne, a mix of terror and desire coursed through her veins. Her mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions, but she couldn’t deny the overwhelming attraction she felt towards the queen. She tried to compose herself, but her body still tingled with the aftermath of the intense moment.
Maris cast a furtive glance towards Valda, who closed her eyes and released a heavy breath. A flush of heat spread across her cheeks as she quickly looked away, her heart pounding in her chest. She knew she had to be cautious in Valda’s presence, knowing what she was capable of doing in front of a multitude of people, but she couldn’t deny the magnetic pull Valda had on her.
Her lower lip quivered, as a guard approached her quietly from her side. The young man moved close enough to whisper to her ear that Arwin was waiting for them in the cabinet. Maris nodded, taking a breath, and calming herself before touching Valda to get her attention. She delivered the message, and her stomach dropped yet again. She wanted to ask Arwin so many questions, but with Valda around, it wouldn’t be wise.
After the room emptied, Maris, guided Valda to the cabinet. As they walked in, Maris took in its walls adorned with rich tapestries depicting scenes of battle and conquest. The ceiling was adorned with gilded carvings. The room was dimly lit, with flickering candles casting dancing shadows across the space. A large, ornate desk stood in the center of the room, strewn with scrolls, quills, and inkwells, indicating its use as a place for conducting important affairs of state. 
Shelves lined the walls, holding leather-bound tomes and ancient manuscripts. Soft, plush chairs and cushions were scattered around the room, providing comfortable seating for private discussions or consultations. 
Arwin was already sitting on the other side of the large desk, his fingers tapping at the armrests. As the door opened, he turned to look at both Valda and Maris. Immediately, his brow furrowed as he sat up. Daggers were thrust into Maris’s stomach by Arwin’s glare. After Valda sat down, Maris stood behind her, her gaze locked with the General’s. His hazel eyes burned to her blue ones before he moved his stare to Valda. Arwin sniffed, his fingers tapping the large wooden table before him, restless.
“I called you so you can give me the briefing, yet I truly feel like you are uncomfortable for some reason, General.” Valda leaned back on the large plush chair. “Care to share why?”
“I will not share anything until this woman is out of the room.”
Valda’s upper lip twitched. Her hand moved to the seat beside her. She pushed it back and smiled. “Maris, if you please.”
Hiding her nervousness, Maris pulled the chair further back and moved to sit next to Valda. As she did, Valda reached into a small drawer on her desk, opening it up for Maris to look down. Inside a small notebook and a pencil waited for her. She picked up the notebook and the pencil and set them on the table, in front of Arwin.
“Maris will be helping me by taking notes. She is my assistant, and you will respect her the same way you respect me.”
“This woman hasn’t even been here for a month, and you are already taking liberties with her.”
“Commence the briefing, if you will.”
“Valda, but—”
“Begin. The. Briefing.”
Arwin gave Maris one last glance before wiping the sweat off his chin and looking down at the notes he had gathered. He shuffled the papers around before Maris opened her notebook and wrote something in it.
“I have a couple of reports that I would like to share with you,” Arwin began. “Where do you want to start?”
Valda shrugged and waved her hand. “Whichever.”
Arwin nodded, licked his lower lip, and before he could talk, Maris interrupted him. 
“I would like to have a copy of those reports at the end of the meeting.” Maris kept her eyes on him, smiled, and added, “Please.”
“Of course…” Arwin flashed her a condescending smile. He pulled out one of the many reports written by the councils. He read over them, explaining how they had foreseen a decline in tax influx even though they raised them. This was due to the dry seasons and lack of movement in the exports. He also explained their worry about the low imports from the kingdom of Rhea and how they were low on medicine supplies.
He moved on to explain that there had also been an influx of Skylians moving to the destroyed islands of Agenor in the Sea Kingdom.
Maris arched her brow at the news.
Arwin explained that many lords and high-ranking knights were moving to the islands closest to the Sky Kingdom, and buying off destroyed homes, and lands abandoned by Sealians to restore it. 
At first, Maris smiled at that. She had never heard news about any restoration going on in the Sea Kingdom. Her heart warmed with the idea of going to the Sea Kingdom and hopefully seeing it as it was back before the destruction but then Arwin continued explaining, that after each restauration, either the lords kept the land for themselves, or sold it back to the few survivors for an exorbitant price.
Maris’s smile disappeared in an instant. That… How was that fair? The Sealians still living on the islands of Agenor had no means to buy or rebuild their homes. Why were Skylians taking their land?
“As you know, we’ve also doubled the taxes on the Sealians living in New Agenor. We’ve provided them with a batch full of Sealian water and it almost cost us another ship,” Arwin added before his eyes turned to Maris. His sardonic grin made her want to puke. She wrote down a couple of things in her notebook, gazing away from him before she lost her temper.
“What is it?” Valda asked Maris, interrupting Arwin.
“Your Highness?” Arwin raised a white eyebrow as he looked at Valda.
Maris moved uncomfortably and shook her head. “Nothing, my Queen.”
“Speak.”
Arwin scoffed. “Is she your counselor now?”
“General, I suggest that you keep your remarks to yourself,” Valda said. She turned to Maris and spoke again. “Go on.”
“I … think this revitalization of the Sea Kingdom by Skylians hands… is not what they need,” Maris said, her voice quivering and looking anywhere but towards Arwin. “Not to mention, why make them pay higher taxes, when they already have lost so much.”
“If they haven’t done anything to fix what happened to them in twenty years, they are just lazy and incompetent.”
Maris tilted her head in disbelief. She remembered Eyphah Hurley during the audience, she remembered her anger and frustration at not being heard by the crown. She was all alone, begging Valda for help and albeit Valda neither denied nor accepted helping the Sealians, it still felt as if the Sealians, her people, were left to fend for themselves.
That wasn’t right. None of the things coming out of Arwin’s mouth was right. Sealians weren’t lazy, they just had a whole kingdom working against them, while trying to stay afloat.
Maris needed to do something, anything that might get the Sealian the help they needed, why not try to get that help now?
“Lazy? I been working ever since my father died. I couldn’t find any job that would take me. One look at my hair and they turned me away, and I will not speak of the way I was treated in the places I was hired.” Anger bubbled in Maris’s chest as Arwin dismissed her with a scoff. She turned to Valda before asking, “Has the Sky Kingdom even gone through something like this in its history?”
Valda shook her head. “Not that I know of.”
“You shouldn’t judge them then,” Maris added. “You don’t want to lower their… our taxes? Fine! Then create laws so your people will hire Sealians. Tartarus! Pay them an incentive for having Sealians working for them! Give us a chance!”
“Are you saying that this kingdom is not to your liking, girl?” Arwin smirked. “You can always go back to the Sea Kingdom and try your luck in that forsaken place.”
“Arwin!” Valda growled. “Enough!”
“It’s fine, my Queen. I take no insult. Maybe it is hard for the status quo to hear what needs to be changed.” Maris tilted her head and stared at Arwin. “If my queen is to take money from the Sealians, might as well use it to fix their Kingdom and have them go back to their home.”
“We’ve done more than enough for your people,” Arwin said, his words sharp and biting.
Valda closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “What are we using the money on, Arwin?”
“According to the report, it is mostly going to the army,” he answered.
Maris went back to her notebook and wrote a couple of lines. She was so preoccupied that she didn’t notice Valda’s hand, sneaking under the table and grabbing hold of her thigh. Maris eyed her lap and then Arwin, who was distracted by the mess of reports. 
Valda leaned close enough for Maris to hear her say, “We will talk later.”
Quickly and as covertly as she could, Maris squeezed Valda’s fingers reassuring her that they would indeed talk.
“What’s next?” Valda asked the general.
“I can continue with security.”
Valda waved her hand, signaling him to continue.
“The civil unrest continues down south. Your last battle before your birthday did not deter more rogues from joining in. From what has been reported, there are more soldiers abandoning the army and joining these… legions.”
“Legions? Really?” Valda asked, scoffing at the word.
Arwin shrugged. “Valda, people are rebelling. After your father’s death, it has been all downhill, especially when your mother took power. With her unsystematic approach to ruling—”
“Unsystematic? Is that how they call it?”
Arwin swallowed hard, his lips tight. “Are you saying they are wrong?”
“Of course they are! My mother did what she could. She married into royalty; she had no idea how to rule.”
“Do you think people care about that, Valda?” Arwin scoffed. “They don’t. They want someone that can rule, that helps them live their lives as carefree as they can. They are not blessed like the gods like you. That’s why when your mother died and you took the throne, the attacks settled down a bit, but with your… situation, it is getting out of hand.”
Valda rubbed her forehead. “What have you done to stop them while I was out? You said you were dealing with all of this.”
“I doubled the troops in Umbriel and its adjacent plains. We are trying to smoke them out, but they seem to be organized. They might even have a leader.”
Valda rubbed her scar-covered knuckles, lowering her head. “We cannot let this happen.”
“Valda. I cannot shake the feeling that these scoundrels could be tied somehow to your mother’s assassination.” Arwin licked his lower lip, took a quick glance at Maris, and spoke again. “They want this unrest; they want to destabilize, maybe take charge. What better way than to take out the queen.”
Maris scoffed and shook her head at Arwin, who looked upon her with anger. “If I may, my Queen.” Maris decided it was better to look at Valda than at the man before her. 
“Proceed.”
“I don’t think this is right. If what the general is saying is true, then why not take you out as well? The real destabilization would’ve happened if they took both women of power out, the queen and the princess. No other ruler could take on the role. The kingdom would fall into chaos.” Maris couldn’t help but look at Arwin. “I don’t think they wanted your mother out of the picture.” Maris bit her lower lip before she continued talking. “I think they wanted you in power.”
“What would be the reason for that?” Valda asked.
To manipulate? Maris nibbled her lower lip, unable to voice her thoughts. “Maybe they want a blind leader? Maybe they know you are still naïve when it comes to ruling.” she said instead, trying to get Valda to understand what she really meant.
Arwin scoffed dramatically. “Oh, please. If you are trying to say that Valda is easy to manipulate you might be right, but in any case, if they wanted a coup, they should’ve done so when Brontes was alive.”
“I am easily manipulated? Says who? You?”
“I, well… What I mean is—”
"No. You will respect me and you will not speak ill of the late king,” Valda warned, her hand forming a tight fist.
Maris’s curiosity peaked. For Arwin to speak of King Brontes as he was, he must’ve not liked him.
“Did your father died mysteriously as well, Your Highness?” Maris asked, her attention on Valda.
“He died during the Sea Kingdom tragedy,” Valda answered, shifting in her chair, her leg bouncing underneath the table.
“How?”
“He suffered great injuries when the castle collapsed. We didn’t have a blessed Asclepius worshipper in the ship with us, he died on his way back home,” Arwin intervened, straightening his back.
“Is it normal for people in this kingdom to die mysteriously?” Maris asked.
Arwin’s façade darkened. “What do you mean?” He leaned over the table, getting dangerously close to Maris. “What do you know?”
“I know nothing. I am spewing theories and questions just as you are, General.”
“Oh really? It sounds more like you know things we do not know. Funny how since you made your presence known, a lot of bad things started happening.”
“What are you insinuating, Arwin?” Valda asked, her legs ceasing its bounce.
“I mean, this woman never went through one of my background checks.” He shrugged. “You tell me.”
“I would never harm the royal family,” Maris said, as a small ray of fear slithering down her back as she felt Valda turning to face her. “I was raised by a soldier who pledged his eternal loyalty to the crown.”
“A Skylian soldier raised you? Really? I wouldn’t be surprised if you were lying about this as well.”
“I was thought fidelity, General. And I do not like—”
“I don’t give a fuck what you like or not.” Arwin turned to Valda and slammed his hand on the wooden desk. “This is the problem right here, Valda. You use these maids as fuck toys, screw around with them once or twice, and they think they have the right to come in here and talk when clearly all they are good for is to spread their legs and open their mouths.”
“Arwin…” Valda growled the second warning of the day.
“No. I will not be quiet. It is clear as day you are your father’s daughter. All it takes is a pretty little face and a wet cunt and you are no longer able to make any right decision for your kingdom! Look what is happening. She is doing exactly what the bastards down at Umbriel want to do; destabilizing. Gods know if she is with them, and they pushed her in this place to fuck things up. As she said, those assholes probably wanted you in power. They know how easily you can be manipulated by a pair of tits and a cunt—”
Air was dragged out of his lungs. Gasping, his wide eyes settled upon Valda, her hand extended, eyes opened. He moved his hand to touch his throat, but all there was the wafting wind around his head.
Arwin’s red face took Maris aback. What scared her the most was that she didn’t want Valda to stop. She wanted her to hurt Arwin. If she couldn’t do it herself, she should allow Valda to do it on her behalf. Shouldn’t she? But then who would answer her questions regarding her father’s death? When will she have closure? 
Fighting with her own indecision, Maris groaned in frustration before calling out to Valda.
“Enough! Stop!” Maris stood and grabbed hold of Valda’s thick forearm. She tried to push the hand down, to stop Valda from suffocating the general, but Valda’s anger disgorged out of her pores. 
The queen snarled, showing her teeth like a rabid wolf as she concentrated on Arwin’s gasps. 
“Valda,” Maris whispered, her soft hands trailing over her face. “Please, don’t.”
The General rolled his eyes to the back of his head, his arms going limp at his side. Maris panicked, grabbed Valda’s hand once again and squeezed. 
“Stop it! You are killing him!”
Suddenly, Valda released her hold on and Arwin fell back, coughing and gasping.
As the queen jerked away from her, Maris pulled her hand back, noticing how enraged she was. The calm woman from earlier in the morning had disappeared; in her place stood a warrior, engulfed in flames and ready to destroy whoever stood before her. Maris debated within herself whether she should talk again, touch Valda and try to reason with her, but as her hands moved, so did Valda’s. 
Valda slammed her fist on the desk, the wood cracked underneath her hand, tearing from within down the middle, breaking in half.
A surprised yelp escaped from Maris as she pushed back, avoiding the flying splinters. Her gaze moved from the desk to Valda, and back to Arwin, who still lay on the ground, trying hard to even his breathing. 
“I want you to listen to me, and listen well, Arwin,” Valda began, leaning closer. “I am the Queen. I am not my mother. You will not intimidate me or manipulate me into doing or thinking what you want. Not anymore! I am not a little girl! You will respect me, as your superior. If you dare disrespect me again, I swear upon my mother’s grave I will have no hesitation in suffocating you. Understand?”
Arwin pushed himself away from Valda, nodding his answer.
“Speak,” Valda barked.
“Y–Yes, Your Highness.”
Valda’s upper lip twitched, she stood straight and took a cautious step back. “This meeting is postponed for another day.”
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Valda was so tired of people telling her what to do, when to do it and how to do it. She was tired of Arwin, telling her when she was doing something wrong, while leaving her out of all the important decisions. She was… tired of him. She had been tired of him for quite some time, but she had never been able to get rid of him. Even now, Valda knew that he would still look out for her, take care of her. She hated him for that. She hated that he wouldn’t apologize, and neither would she. Arwin deserved what she’d done, but there was a sliver of truth in what he said. 
She allowed her emotions to get the better of her, she allowed others to get inside her head. Maybe Maris wasn’t who she said she was. Maybe she should’ve allowed him to investigate her. She barely knew who this woman was, and she had fallen into a routine, into a comfortable familiarity. 
She enjoyed her company. Now more than ever…
As Valda walked down the hall, using her hand to the wall as a guide, she smashed her body into a wall that wasn’t there. Strong hands grabbed her shoulders and steady her. She tensed, but the artificial calmness let her know right away who she had bumped into.
“Busy day being a queen?” Kayden’s taunting voice pushed away her anger just for a second. The hurried steps behind her let her know that Maris was close. 
“I thought you left.”
“I was about to. I was just heading to your chamber to check on you. I heard you had an audience.”
“Your Highness!” Maris said behind her, out of breath. “Please, you need to wait up.”
“And Maris is running after you? Who is helping who?” Kayden laughed before patting Valda harshly. 
“I had a skirmish with Arwin.”
Maris scoffed. “Skirmish? You almost killed—”
“You will talk when addressed to,” Valda ordered. 
“Hmm. I also heard you killed a man.”
“He wanted to fuck a child. He claimed she was his mate who died nine years ago.”
“I’ve never heard of the mating bond forming after sleeping with someone younger than twenty-one.”
“Neither have I. Yet, he claimed it was his right to take her to his home.”
A short silence fell on them before Kayden laughed again. “You did him a favor. He will be reunited soon enough, hopefully.” He grabbed Valda’s forearm and gave it a firm squeeze. “In any case, I believe you did the right thing, not in the right way, though. I would’ve captured him and killed him somewhere else.”
“I need to make a stance. I don’t want others to think I am weak.”
“They know you are not weak, but are you judicious?” Kayden asked, squeezing her forearm again and patting her shoulder. 
Valda was taken aback by her friend’s words. She hadn’t thought about that. Like Arwin, she had gone about her life doing first and asking questions later. Maybe she should start listening instead of moping. 
“Either way, my dear friend. I came to say my goodbyes. I will be heading back to Harmonia, and I will contact my cousin to see how we will come up with a blessed Asclepius Worshipper for you. I haven’t forgotten about you. We will fix this.”
Valda sighed, conceding. She was already getting used to the darkness, she didn’t care if she was able to see again. She would have to do with what she had and get used to using her other senses rather than her sight to fight. “May Ouranos guide you, Kayden.”
“He won’t. Aphrodite will.” Kayden chuckled and patted Valda’s face a little too hard for her liking. “Write to me. If you need me here, you know I will come running.”
“Thank you, Kayden.”
“Maris!” Kayden chirped while Maris said goodbye to him. His footsteps receded until there was nothing but silence in the hall. Maris’s soft hands touched her waist and gently guided Valda to her room.
As Maris closed the door, Valda could make out Cerberus welcoming meows and soft pads of her paws. The large cat rubbed herself against Valda’s leg until she picked her up. Another bump to her head and a loud purr confirmed that the cat had missed her owner.
“Your Highness?”
Valda hugged her pet tightly, slowly walking to the large sofa and sitting there. “Yes?”
“Are you all right?”
Valda could hear Maris’s worry. She was probably as nervous as Valda was. She licked her lower lip and nodded her head. “I got angry.” That was an understatement. 
“I see,” Maris whispered.
When Maris’s hands landed on her back, she flinched at the sudden touch and pulled away quickly.
“Valda.” Her name was soothing when Maris said it, bringing a sense of peace, compared only to when Kayden used his power. However, this peace was not artificial. It was real and that terrified her. She wanted Maris, there was no doubt in her mind, but what if Arwin was right? What if she was making a horrible decision in wanting to make Maris her heart mate when there was a possibility that she was the enemy?
“Should I be worried?” Valda asked.
“About?”
“What Arwin said, about you…”
Silence consumed the room, except for the cat’s purrs.
“Do you trust your general, Your Highness?” Maris asked, her voice closer than what Valda predicted.
“He is ruthless, but he has taught me everything I know. I should trust him,” Valda said, scratching Cerberus’s jaw.
“I… don’t. I don’t like him, and if am being honest, I think he is hiding things from you.”
“How would you know that?”
“I—” Maris sighed, her steps shuffling around. “I don’t. I don’t know but his face—”
“He likes to do things his way. My mother has gotten into numerous fights with him because of that, that doesn’t mean he is untrustworthy.” Right?
“He is putting ideas in your head that I am here to hurt you and I need you to understand this,” Maris said. “I would never do anything to harm you or anyone at all. If you want me to swear it, I will.”
What bothered her the most was that she trusted Maris. And even if Arwin told her that there was something wrong or suspicious about her, she wouldn’t listen… Something inside of her was sure that Maris was harmless, and that she truly just wanted to help.
“I know you would never hurt me,” Valda whispered, absentmindedly petting Cerberus neck. “You would’ve done that by now. But then I think about what you said, how they rather have me in power than my mother and…”
“Valda, I would’ve basically given myself away. Why would I let you know my plans if I had any? I didn’t even want to be in that meeting in the first place. That man—” Maris scoffed. “He hates me.”
“He probably hates all Sealians,” Valda said before she bit her thumbnail. It made sense. Yet, there was still something that was bothering her in the back of her mind. Arwin’s words to her. Was she really that predictable and easily manipulated? No. Valda had never taken such liberties with other maids. Maris was different.
“I need to clear my head,” Valda said. “I need my cane.”
“Yes, of course,” Maris hurried away from Valda and came back just as quick to hand her the cane. Valda kissed Cerberus’s snout, placed her on the floor before unfolding the cane and standing. She tested the cane and chuckled when she felt Cerberus swatting at it. “If you want to come with me, you are more than welcome, Maris.”
“Where are you going?”
“To beat something up.”

Maris was in disbelief. She had heard countless stories of Valda’s legendary skill as a warrior back when she worked at the tavern, and her mother’s praises of the royal family and Valda’s abilities had only added to the mystique. The bards at the tavern sang of Valda’s conquests on the battlefield, but seeing her in action always left Maris in awe.
Valda had expressed a desire to train, and Maris could do nothing but follow her. A group of five young soldiers were already waiting, and fear gnawed at Maris’s stomach. She had been a witness to Valda’s last “training” session, which hadn’t gone well in the beginning. But something was different this time.
Valda stood in the center of the ring, surrounded by the men, her cutlass gripped tightly in her hand. Her knees were bent, her eyes closed in concentration. Maris watched uneasily from the shadows, torn between a desire to intervene and the knowledge that it would only land her in trouble. With a fierce scream, Valda unleashed her power, and the men charged at her with swords raised.
But Valda deftly blocked every attack, using gusts of wind from her free hand to knock the soldiers off their feet. Maris held her breath, anxiously gripping her skirt. Valda effortlessly threw off a soldier who had managed to grab her in a chokehold, and with three opponents down, she turned her attention to the last two guards.
Releasing her cutlass, Valda clenched her fists, and the wind around her intensified, swirling like a tornado. The guards charged at her, but Valda stood tall, her control over the wind evident as the guards’ skulls collided with a sickening thud, pulled together by the force of the gust.
Maris squinted, shielding her eyes from the sand, but she couldn’t look away from Valda’s graceful movements as she dusted herself off, retrieved her sword, and sheathed it. She wiped the sweat from her forehead before dismissing the soldiers.
Maris approached Valda, announcing herself with a touch of her arm. “How are you feeling?” she asked.
Valda sighed. “Content yet worried.”
Maris frowned. “And why is that?”
“For now, I have to rely on my gift,” Valda said, her tone tinged with frustration. “I can’t fight like I used to, but I can still defend myself.”
“And what’s wrong with that?”
“I cannot use it all the time. The gods gave their chosen few special gifts, but our mortal bodies have limits. We are not capable of using those gifts as much as they would’ve.” Valda sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “I do hear the steps, their grunts. I can smell them getting close, but at the end of it all, I won’t have accuracy.”
“I think with a little bit of practice you can get where you want to be. You’re relearning a skill that took years to master. Of course you have to take things slow.”
Valda chuckled. “True. As much as I want to go back to how things were, it is impossible. Now, I do want to go back to doing something that I enjoyed when I was a princess.”
“What is that?”
Valda turned away from Maris and called out to one of the guards by the back entrance of the castle. “Get Argo and the other mare. I wish to go out.”
Maris watched as the guard nodded and left in a hurry. “Argo?”
“My horse. I want you to accompany me to Ophelia Plaza. Stretch those legs, mingle with my people.”
“You used to do that when you were a princess?”
“Of course. How else would I know what my people need.”
Maris frowned. “According to the economics report, you weren’t that in tune with what your people needed.”
Valda tensed, and Maris quickly recovered. 
“I mean no disrespect.”
“Things will be changing. I will make sure of that.”
Maris turned to the sound of soft gallops headed their way. A gorgeous golden horse with a white mane moved closer to them, followed by a shiny black mare. Maris was amazed at the two beasts. 
“Your horses, my Queen,” a guard announced while handing the reins to Maris. 
“Thanks, that is all for now.” Valda moved her hand until she felt Argo’s fur under her fingertips. She smiled and patted the horse’s thick neck. “Please, tell me you do know how to ride a horse.”
Maris’s frown was annoyed. “Of course I can ride a horse,” she said, grabbing the saddle’s horn and pulling herself to sit up. If Valda were able to see, she would probably be impressed by the fluidity of her movement. “I had a horse once. I sold it before coming to work here.”
“Interesting.” Valda chuckled, patting her way around the saddle until she found the horn, and just as Maris had, she pulled herself up with elegant ease. “I need you to go up front. Argo will follow you until we are at the plaza. Then she will navigate the plaza on her own,” Valda said, patting Argo’s neck again. “She knows the stops that I take.”
“I would rather be next to you, if that’s all right with you.”
Valda shrugged and clicked her tongue to get Argo going.
“Do you usually just go out and that’s it? No guards?”
“I am the queen.”
“Yes, but you are the queen now. I mean before?”
“My people have no desire to see me hurt, just as I have no desire in taking advantage of them. As the princess, I came and went as I pleased. Everyone was used to it.”
Maris couldn’t help but chuckle. 
“Is there something that amuses you?” Valda asked while Argo came to stride next to Maris’s mare.
Maris shook her head as she looked forward to the plaza’s arched entrance. She could already smell the food, and hear the buzzing laughter and conversation. People made her nervous. A side effect of her secluded upbringing she had never quite shaken. She would rather be at the castle, alone and just interacting with Valda.
“Well?”
Valda’s question snapped her back. Sometimes she would forget that Valda wasn’t able to see her. She had managed to get around just fine without her help. “It is nothing.”
“You laugh at nothing?”
“I just. Find this to be quite ironic,” Maris began, noticing the sudden beaming smiles and salutations headed their way as Valda walked down dirt roads. 
“What is?”
“When I was a young girl, my parents kept me away from everyone. They were always petrified that something bad might happen to me and yet, you,” Maris smiled and looked at Valda. “The Queen of the Sky Kingdom, is not scared to walk among her people and was allowed to do as she pleased as a child.”
“I wouldn’t say I could do as I pleased.” Valda smirked coyly.
“You could walk around. I was locked up.”
“Strange. You had no friends?”
“Only Melvian.”
“What about your education?”
“I was homeschooled.”
“You had a private tutor?”
“My mother and father were my tutors.”
Valda frowned. “That’s it? Two tutors? Your father was a soldier, what of your mother?”
“She was a homemaker.”
Valda pursed her lips then dipped her head in acknowledgment. “And yet you do not sound inarticulate.”
“I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment or an insult to my parents.” Maris raised her eyebrow and turned to Valda, who seemed to be panicking. 
“Forgive me. I did not mean—”
Maris chuckled. “It’s fine. I read a lot too.”
Maris leaned to the side and grabbed hold of Argo’s reins. Once again, Maris thought that the smartest thing was to change subjects. Even as she is getting comfortable with Valda, she still didn’t feel comfortable enough to tell her everything. She pulled Argo closer to her black mare and decided to go back to the conversation at the meeting.
“What I still do not get is, you claim to be loved, yet General Arwin talks about a possible coup.”
Valda got tense; her upper lip twitched in annoyance. “And?”
“Are you not scared?”
“There is always going to be a threat of a coup. No one is going to be fully content with how things are going. I do not expect that, yet I am sure that if I go to the south, settle the rebels, purge them, these rumors of a coup would disappear along with them.”
“Or you could also rethink your taxing system,” Maris said, shrugging. “Maybe this coup idea has some roots there? Maybe if you start taking care of the most vulnerable in this society things can somehow settle down.”
“You were raided by Skylians, yet you speak as if you have been hurt by the taxing system,” Valda said. When Maris took too long to respond to her annoyed tone, she insisted, “Well? Have you?”
“I think everyone is angry at the taxing system.”
“But there is something more…”
“My father was a soldier in your army. After his death, me and my mother were pretty much abandoned by the crown. My mother was unable to work, I had to step in and help. I— I was too young,” Maris stuttered, her emotions amassing as a knot in her throat.
“Abandoned? We never abandon our soldier’s family.”
“I thought that too…” Maris wished the conversation was over. However, Maris knew that Valda could get all the answers she wanted, she was the queen after all.
Before Valda could ask her another question, the mouth-watering smell of food filled Maris’s nose. The queen pulled on Argo’s reins and subsequently on Maris’s mare. 
“Do you smell that?” Valda asked, breathing out contentedly.
Maris raised an amused eyebrow before inhaling and sighing in pleasure. “Oh, yes I do.”
“Please, tell me we are near Lasmeer’s.”
Maris had heard about Lasmeer’s. Lasmeer’s was a small kiosk near the center of Ophelia Plaza.  Melvian had talked about it more than once, and had told Maris that she wanted to take her there to indulge in their grilled meats with bread.
Maris turned enough to see the entrance and the smoke coming out of the kiosk. “We are. Do you want to stop here?” she asked, but the queen was already down from her horse. Maris didn’t waste a second. She jumped down and quickly grabbed hold of Valda’s forearm. “You should wait for me.”
“I am starving, and the aroma is making me insane.”
Maris tied the reins outside the kiosk before following Valda closely. The queen had taken out the white cane and used it effortlessly as she made her way inside. A wide, bright smile was plastered on her face.
“I cannot believe my eyes! Valda! Oh wait, no, no…” A man who appeared to be the owner walked out, arms open, grease stains adorned his cotton shirt and pants. The large man bowed down mockingly before moving his hand in an exaggerated courtesy. “Queen Valda!”
Valda’s smile almost reached her ears as the man grabbed hold of her and pulled her into a tight and welcoming hug.
Anxious for a second, Maris was scared that he was getting too close to Valda, but with the way she hugged him back, she guessed that he was all right.
“It has been too long, my friend!”
“Lasmeer. I am glad to know you are fine,” Valda said before pulling away and grabbing his forearm in a firm salute.
“I’ve heard what happened. My deepest condolences. Your mother’s passing is a sad event, yet I must say, I am proud and honored to call you my queen.”
“I appreciate it, Lasmeer, but just for today, I wish not to be your queen but your friend. Just like old times.”
“Ah! But of course!” Lasmeer turned to Maris and moved his hand, signaling them to sit near a small bar area. 
Maris nodded and helped Valda settle down before sitting next to her. The kiosk was far from a royal socializing place. It was dirty, open to the public, yet cozy and inviting at the same time. Lasmeer was like any other Skylian, except he didn’t have any dark hair on his head save for his thick beard. His bald head shined with sweat as he walked behind the bar. His yellow eyes darted out to look at Maris, trailing over her before going back to Valda. 
Maris guessed the man was no older than fifty, and by the scars on his arms and his limp, she also guessed he used to be a soldier. 
Without asking, Lasmeer pulled two large crystal cups from underneath the bar and placed them in front of Valda and Maris. Then, he poured two beers into the cups.
“I also heard about your blindness,” Lasmeer said, throwing the now empty bottles away. “How are you holding up?”
Valda shrugged, patted her hand on the wooden bar until she felt the glass. “I can still beat your ass.” She smirked, bringing the glass to her lips and taking two large gulps. 
Maris stared as the beer disappeared down Valda’s throat before slamming the empty cup. She closed her eyes in disapproval before taking a short sip of her own. She was not a fan of alcohol, yet she didn’t want to be rude towards Lasmeer. As she tasted the cold liquid, she was surprised to find herself liking the taste.
“Oh, Valda. I would say look at me, but alas,” Lasmeer chuckled. “I am fat and old. Anyone could kick my ass.”
Valda laughed and patted her fingers on wood, asking for another bottle. “No glass, please.”
Lasmeer nodded, opened another bottle, and placed it near Valda. “So, do you want the usual?”
Valda pursed her lips and turned her face towards Maris. “Are you hungry?”
Lasmeer raised a dark eyebrow and leaned on the bar as he looked at both women. A playful smirk painted his rugged features. “I could get your lady friend a menu.”
“Ah. My apologies. Lasmeer, this is Maris. After I lost my sight, she became my personal assistant,” Valda said, “Maris, this is my good friend, Lasmeer. He was a soldier in my father’s army, but he decided to follow his dream and… open up a food place.”
“Ah, but you see this is not just any food place. Who doesn’t love a good grilled meat placed between two sweet bread buns? And I can assure you! I’ve traveled to every single kingdom and found nothing like it! I pick distinctive ingredients from each place and use it accordingly! I am sure you will love it.”
Maris smiled at Lasmeer’s excitement. “You’ve traveled to every kingdom?”
“Yes! Every single one! I’ve touched snow, burned my skin on the volcanic rocks on Vulcan. Drank water from the rivers of Rhea and washed my body on the beaches of the Sea Kingdom.”
Maris was jealous. She had read about the different ecosystems in the kingdoms. She could only imagine what it would be like to touch snow, walk into a rainforest, and see a beach… She sighed, daydreaming. A beach. She had seen the pictures and read the descriptions, but of course, that wasn’t enough for her. She understood it was her Sealian blood that called for her to see those beaches, feel that sand under her toes, the warm waters around her. The sway of the waves. To swim…
Swim…
Did she even know how to swim? 
“Are you hungry, Maris?” Valda asked again, this time, her hand slipped to touch her thigh, pulling Maris back to reality.
Stuttering and grabbing Valda’s hand, Maris stopped her from any type of public display of affection or even closeness. The queen’s eyes remained closed, yet she leaned over in the stool, invading Maris’s personal space. As much as she wanted to keep Valda at arm’s length, somehow the closeness made her feel protected; a feeling she needed right now as she was out in public. 
Maris hummed and pursed her lips before accepting a menu from Lasmeer. She looked over the names of the plates and let out an anxious sigh. “Yes, but to be honest I am not sure what to get.”
Valda nodded and pulled away, and turned to where she thought Lasmeer was. “Two doubles with cheese and some fried potato strips.”
“Got it.” Lasmeer flashed an all-knowing smile before leaving to the kitchen.
The awkward silence passed between them. Valda pulled the bottle to her lips and drank quietly.
“That sounds like a big meal,” Maris said, taking another sip from her beer.
“It is hearty.”
“Did you come across this place with Sir Kayden?”
Valda nodded. “Yes. When he came to visit, he and I would come here, eat, and have a beer and wreak havoc.” Valda smiled, and Maris rested her cheek on her palm. “I mean, I know I wasn’t supposed to drink—”
“Your secret is safe with me, my Queen.”
“Wait until you have a taste of the food. They really are a mixture of all the different flavors from all the kingdoms.”
“You’ve been to all of them?”
“I’ve been to most kingdoms,” Valda answered, leaning back on the high stool, spreading her legs comfortably.
“Which ones are in your to-be-explored list?”
Valda pursed her lips and tilted her head, thinking. “I haven’t been to the Vulcan Kingdom.”
“Why not?”
“I just haven’t got the chance to go there. Vulcan is filled with active volcanoes ready to erupt at any given moment. They say their god has mercy on them, keeping them at bay and the people safe.”
“What...about the Sea Kingdom?” Maris tried to push down her nervousness with another large gulp of her beer. “Have you ever been there?”
Valda nodded. “Yes. I went there two years ago.”
“How was it?”
Maris knew Valda could read her innocent curiosity. “It’s beautiful. Islands upon islands interlocked by floating bridges. On the largest island, Triton Castle used to stand proud. Around the castle, the soft sounds of the waves soothed even the saddest soul into a warmth of familiarity only the sea could bring. The same sea that protected Triton over millennia. It is a gorgeous place. I can still remember how it looked before… its destruction.” Valda sighed, drinking from her bottle until it was empty. 
“There are still people there, last time I checked. I’ve tried to bring them here, to feed them and house them. They claim that they are waiting for their queen.” Valda chuckled and shook her head. “The bridges are down, swallowed by the raging sea. The islands are bare, the ruins of Triton are eroded by waves crashing into it for almost twenty years. What makes them want to stay there, I—”
“Would you have left?” Maris asked, interrupting her. 
“I don’t know,” Valda answered truthfully. “I love my people, I love my kingdom, but if it were to be destroyed the way the Sea Kingdom was, with no hope to go back to its splendor, why stay there?”
“Maybe there is still some splendor there. I do believe there will always be hope as long as there are people willing to work. The Sea Kingdom wasn’t built in one day, why should its rebirth?”
Valda frowned and nodded. “I know that you weren’t happy with what you heard in my meeting with Arwin. About the Skylians coming in to rebuild for their gain.”
“They are stealing land…”
“I know, and I will fix it. It is not fair, as you said. Us coming there to take over and then taxing you further for using our resources. It’s not right. I will fix it.”
She believed Valda. She knew deep down she wanted to overturn many of her mother’s decrees and decisions. She had only been a queen for a day and needed time to adjust and think things through.
“I would love to go to the Sea Kingdom,” Maris said, changing the subject but with a distinctive longing in her voice.
“Maybe someday, I will take you there. You deserve to see it.”
Maris’s lips formed a soft, satisfied curve. Her hand slipped from her cup to grip Valda’s thick forearm, squeezing it. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For painting an image in my head of my people and my land. No one has ever done that. The books I’ve read do it no justice.”
“I do it no justice.”
“And yet you tried,” Maris said, unconsciously leaning closer and pressing her lips to Valda’s cheek. Valda tensed, and Maris pulled away just as Lasmeer walked in with their meal.
“Goodness! This is way too much food!” Maris shrieked as Lasmeer placed both plates in front of her and Valda.
“Eat what you can, I’ll take care of the rest,” Valda commented.
Maris watched as Valda gathered the food in her hands. She was sloppy, with chunks of meat falling from between the two pieces of bread. The queen took a large bite, more meat falling as well as vegetables. Maris grimaced, not used to making a mess when eating. She gathered the meal, looking down and studying which side was the best one to take a bite off. Valda had already taken three big chomps off and she was still deciding how to start. Groaning, she tried to open her mouth as wide as she could before closing it. The explosion of flavors took her by surprise. 
“Gods!”
“I know, right?” Valda chuckled before taking her fourth bite. 
“Slow down!” Maris said, eying the mess Valda had made.
“I can’t! I haven’t been here in a couple of years! I missed this!”
Maris scrunched her nose before putting her food down. “I am making a mess.”
“You need to open your mouth wider,” Valda teased, a sly smile painted on her lips.
“You are making a mess too.”
“I have an excuse,” Valda said, waving a cheese-covered hand over her eyes.
“Can’t argue there,” Lasmeer said, wiping his hand with his apron. 
“Of course.” Maris sighed as she grabbed a napkin and tried to clean up her hands a bit. “Lasmeer, is there a washroom nearby?”
“Out in the back,” Lasmeer answered, leaning over the bar near Valda. 
“Do you want me to accompany you?” Valda asked. 
“Oh, please. Eat, don’t wait for me. Talk with Lasmeer. I am sure there are things you’d like to discuss with me out of earshot.”
“Not about what you think,” Valda muttered in her defense.
“Sure. I will be right back.” Maris hopped from her stool and exited the shop.

Lasmeer cleared his throat, capturing Valda’s attention. “Explain.”
Valda knitted her brows together as she wiped her bottom lip with a napkin. “What?”
“Don’t play dumb. I’ve always thought you would end up with that boy from Harmonia, and you are here with this girl who I’ve never heard of before.”
“She is my assistant.”
“I didn’t know assistants kissed their bosses on the cheek.”
Valda scoffed. “Get me another beer.”
“As my queen wishes.” Lasmeer cackled before retrieving another bottle. “I am surprised, though. I thought that after what has been going on you would’ve stayed locked up in your castle.”
Valda leaned back on her chair, her hand up, waiting for Lasmeer to place the cold drink in her hand. “What happened to me is no reason to be locked up. I was confined to my chambers for way too long the first weeks.”
“I am not talking about that,” Lasmeer said. “I am talking about the rebellion.”
Valda was about to take another gulp when she heard Lasmeer’s word. She stopped dead in her tracks as she registered what he was saying. “Rebellion?”
“I thought General Arwin told you?”
“What rebellion?”
“I mean, I shouldn’t be the one telling you.”
“You start, you finish.”
“There has been a lot of movement down south. Last I heard from a group of soldiers that came by the other day, there has been an exponential increase of rogues. I am talking about hundreds of soldiers renouncing their pledge and joining up with this group of bandits. There is a rumor that they might be planning to overthrow you any time soon.”
“The General did mention some movements. I didn’t know they were that big.”
“Nobody thought that either. They do have a leader, though no one knows who they are or they rather not say.”
“A leader, huh?”
“Yes. I am letting you know what I’ve heard. I am sorry you weren’t aware, and I don’t have much to say.”
“No, that is quite fine.” Valda took a deep breath as she analyzed the information. Suddenly she lost her appetite, and anger brewed inside her stomach. How come she was getting more information from the cook at a slovenly canteen than from her own General. Her upper lip twitched before she turned to where Maris had been sitting. She touched the empty seat and wondered what was taking so long… “The washroom is not so far from here, is it?”
“Not really. It’s right out back.”
Letting out a deep rumble from within her chest, Valda stood up, grabbed the white cane, and left heading to the washroom. It didn’t take her long she had been to Lasmeer’s countless times. She navigated effortlessly to the back where a sizable shack made from wood and rocks was.
Valda’s cane touched the entryway’s partially opened door.
“Maris?” Valda walked into the washroom. All she heard in the silence was the murmuring of the people outside walking through the plaza. 
Closing the door behind her, the muffling chatter was silenced enough for Valda to feel out the place. She got an image of the washroom by moving the cane from side to side across the floor. Her hand met a basin made from rugged rocks and filled with water. Gripping the white cane tightly, she called out once again. Her cane bumped against the wall of a stall. Inside the stall there was a slight formation of a rock for people to use.
Amidst the smell of shit she could make out Maris’s faint scent. Either she was still here, or she had been here. Suddenly, Valda heard shuffling clothing, angered whispers, and a warning.
Don’t move. Be quiet.
Valda opened the stall, stepped in, and inhaled. 
Maris was not there. 
“Maris?” Valda swiftly moved to the second stall. The scent was getting stronger. She pushed the cane inside. 
Maris was not there.
Playing dumb, Valda moved to the third and final stall, pushing the door open. Someone was struggling to breathe.
Valda took a deep breath, the tension building inside her. Gathering her composure, she then slowly exhaled, releasing the air in a controlled manner. She could sense a burning gaze fixated on her back, and the faint sound of shuffling in front of her.
Valda took a step back, her grip on the cane tightening until her knuckles turned white. Without a word, she swung the cane with all her might, connecting it with a resounding crack against someone’s face. She heard Maris let out a relieved sigh as whoever was holding her released their grip. Dropping the cane, Valda reached out and grabbed the person, swiftly turning and slamming their face against the rock sink. The sickening sound of breaking bone and rock filled the room, and Valda growled as the scent of blood mixed with the putrid odors.
Before Valda could react, a second assailant struck her with a vicious elbow to the brow, causing her to lose her footing and slam her face against the hard floor. She fought through the sudden surge of pain, her senses heightened as she heard Maris’s faint gasps. Footsteps approached, and then she heard hacking and coughing coming from the attacker. They struggled for breath as they stood back up, their horrible sounds giving away their position. Valda reached out, her hand finding their face, and with a swift jerk of her hands, she twisted, breaking their neck. The attacker’s body fell to the ground with a heavy thud.
Maris let out a petrified yell.
Valda’s brow furrowed as she reached up to touch the warmth of her own blood trickling down her face, cursing as the headache settled in. “Maris?” she asked urgently, her voice laced with concern. She felt a surge of energy coursing through her, fueled by the fear that something might have happened to Maris.
“I am here,” Maris whispered, her voice trembling.
“Come to me,” Valda commanded, her hands urgently searching for Maris. She couldn’t afford to wait. Falling to her knees, Valda crawled towards where she thought Maris was, ignoring the splashing mess of water as she moved. “Are you all right?” Valda asked anxiously, her hands finally finding Maris’s waist. “Did they hurt you?”
“No, I am fine,” Maris reassured her.
Valda opened her eyes, as if she could see beyond the darkness itself to confirm Maris’s well-being. “They beat me up a bit, but I am fi—” Maris started to say, before Valda growled and turned as if wanting to make sure the attackers were dead.
“Valda, please,” Maris pleaded.
“Who were they?” Valda demanded, her voice dripping with anger.
“I don’t know... they were wearing the same uniform as the guards back in the castle,” Maris replied, her voice filled with uncertainty.
Valda’s eyes widened in disbelief. She hurried away from Maris, her hands searching until she found one of the corpses. With a sense of anger and betrayal, she patted the guard’s chest until she felt the cold badge resembling Oberon Castle stitched to the right side of the man’s clothing.
“Worthless traitors,” Valda muttered through clenched teeth, as she tore the badge from the guard’s clothing. “Can you help me find the other plaque?” Valda asked, her voice softening as she addressed Maris.
Maris took a moment to compose herself, shuffling to her feet and walking away from Valda. She groaned as she moved the other attacker’s dead body, and after a quiet moment, she sighed with relief and moved back to Valda. “Here,” Maris said.
Valda swiftly grabbed Maris’s wrist, pulling her to kneel next to her. A pained hiss issued from the younger woman, and her angry visage broke down into a concerned frown. “They hurt you,” Valda whispered, her voice filled with remorse. “They hurt you because I couldn’t help.”
“You helped. You were there. They are...literally dead at our feet,” Maris said, her voice filled with gratitude.
When Maris’s trembling hand touched her brow, she flinched at the surge of pain but still held her place, accepting the sweet, comforting caress.
“I am fine...” Maris reassured, her voice barely above a whisper.
Valda sighed, leaning her face into Maris’s hand. “Forgive me,” she said softly.
“No. There is nothing to forgive,” Maris tenderly replied.
Before Valda could object, a pair of soft lips pressed to hers, calming her instantly. She wrapped her arms around Maris, wanting to squeeze her tightly, but unwilling to hurt her. Valda stood, helping Maris up with her. Her hands trailed over her arms, feeling her, checking for wounds.
“We are going back to the castle. I can have Melvian take a look at you. After that, you will rest,” Valda said with determination.
“I am fi—” Maris started to protest.
“That’s an order,” Valda barked, flinching and tensing as the sound of running footsteps neared.
“What happened?” Lasmeer asked, out of breath.
“We were attacked, but we’re fine,” Valda replied, holding Maris close. “Could you please fetch our horses, Lasmeer?” she asked kindly, while putting the badges away in her pocket.
“I would like to have my meal to go,” Maris added, clearly trying to lighten the mood.
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The ride back was awkward yet oddly charming. 
As much as Maris didn’t want to be carried around, she couldn’t say no to Valda.
She’d tried.
The queen had demanded her to sit on her lap as they made their way back to the castle. Argo was a good horse that knew his way around. Maris’s mare followed right behind as if it was tied to Argo. 
As much as Maris wanted to relax and enjoy the ride back to the castle, the constant and deep-seated growling emanating from Valda’s chest made her uncomfortable. She understood her anger, but at the same time, she didn’t know if she could say something to calm her. Maris, herself, was still shaken up. The fact that she was out in public was enough to make her nervous, and now she was terrified.
She had just finished washing her hand when the two guards entered the washroom. Of course, she thought nothing of it. She even smiled brightly when she noticed the uniforms. She had no reason to fear them. But then they grabbed her, started asking her questions, regarding why she was in the castle, threatened to kill her if she didn’t talk, even slammed her against the wall when she refused. Her silence more fear driven than anything. 
Thankfully, Valda made it to the washroom to stop them. But, Maris couldn’t just sit back and watch everything unfold. As one of the guards slammed his elbows against Valda’s brow, she used her powers to smother him with water, giving Valda enough time to attack.
Sometimes Maris wished she was stronger. She was done sitting back and watching. She wanted to fight too, to help.  
Shifting in her lap, Maris turned her face enough to look at Valda. The queen was frowning deeply with her eyes closed. 
“I am fine,” Maris whispered again.
Valda’s answer was another angered grunt. 
“Really, I am—”  
“We will see if you are fine or not when we get to the castle.” 
Maris decided to stay quiet the entire ride back and didn’t protest when Valda carried her the rest of the way to her chamber. Once there, Valda settled her on the large bed and called for Melvian.
Maris laughed at that. She was sure her friend had no idea she was being called on to attend her. She knew about Melvian’s curiosity with healing, but never thought much about it.
Valda sat at the bedside as they waited. Cerberus jumped on the bed, meowing at Maris and then slowly making her way towards Valda.
The queen leaned down, allowing the cat to bump her head with hers. Maris moved closer, but the simple movement of reaching out made her cringe in pain.
Valda’s face contorted with anger. She grabbed Cerberus, who released an annoyed growl before Valda set her down to the ground. 
“This won’t do. I can’t have you like this and expect you to help me around.” 
“I can manage just fine,” Maris said, while Cerberus jumped back on the bed and sat between both of them. 
“You can barely move. What did they do to you?” 
“Nothing, I– Cerberus! Stop it!”  Maris hissed, waving her hand at the cat, and pushing her off her lap.
“Can’t even take Cerberus’s weight on you.”
“To be fair, your cat is pretty big,” Maris said, pushing Cerberus’s face away from her as the cat tried to bump her head against her arms. “What’s with you? You’ve never been this clingy.” 
Valda chuckled. “She knows you are hurt.”
“I am not.”
“Stop lying...” Valda’s voice lowered, and Maris felt a thrill run down her spine. She snapped her fingers making Cerberus stop her affection to go back to Valda’s side. “Down, Cerberus.” 
Cerberus hissed as Valda grabbed her by the scruff and set her down, before patting her bottom hard enough to get her to run off.
“Now, Maris.”
“Yes?” 
“Answer my questions.” 
Maris was about to do just that, but she noticed the soft curve on the edge of Valda’s lip, a subtle tease that Maris couldn’t quite ignore. She wanted to let her know that although in pain, she was fine. The best way to do that was to tease her back.
“Or else what?” Maris asked, grinning the moment Valda turned enough to face her. Oh, she had flipped a switch in the queen, and she was about to enjoy every single second of it.
“Maris, I do not believe you are in the right state to be saying those things, especially to me.” 
“What things?” 
The subtle change in Valda’s features sent a surge of desire through Maris, making her thighs clench involuntarily. She longed for the queen’s touch, to have Valda ease her discomfort with pleasure, and to reciprocate in kind. Her body ached with anticipation, and Maris found herself biting her lower lip as she inhaled Valda’s intoxicating scent of clean linen, wood, and spices. Gods. Valda could be covered in sweat and still smell delicious.
“You know exactly what I am talking about.” Valda’s growl drew Maris’s attention, and she responded by placing her hand over Valda’s, guiding it to the outside of her thigh. The soft touch ignited a fiery sensation pooling between her legs, causing her to tighten her grip.
“I have no idea what you mean, Your Highness,” Maris murmured, her breath brushing against Valda’s moist lips.
“I do not care if you’re injured, I will gladly punish you if you continue to behave like a brat.” 
Valda’s warning only served to fuel Maris’s desire, and she let out a breathy laugh, her eyes fixated on Valda’s perfect face, disregarding the gash on her eyebrow. “I believe your brain got scrambled inside your skull. You’re not making any sense,” Maris teased, her hand tracing Valda’s jaw and neck. “You don’t have a fever.” She tilted her head, bringing her lips tantalizingly close to Valda’s. “You need to sit down.”
“I am sitting down.” Valda’s raised eyebrow betrayed her surprise, and Maris couldn’t resist the urge to tease her further. 
“Not where I would like you to,” Maris whispered, feeling a shiver run down her spine as Valda’s other hand moved to expose her darker skin.
“Oh? Where would you like me to sit, Seashell?” Her white eyes flashed a faint tone of honey before disappearing instantly.
Maris’s head tilted, mesmerized. “On my face, my Queen.”
Valda’s breath hitched at Maris’s bold suggestion; another flash of honey brightened her white eyes before vanishing. Before she could pull away, Maris claimed her lips in a searing kiss, reveling in the taste and warmth of Valda’s mouth, knowing she had the queen under her control.
Valda’s eyes fluttered closed as she let out a sultry moan, her mouth eagerly melding with Maris’s in a fiery kiss. Their tongues tangled, sending shivers down Maris's spine. Valda’s hands blazed a trail of scorching heat from Maris’s knees to her waist, pulling at her clothing, revealing more and more of her flesh for the queen’s exploration.
With a sigh of satisfaction, Maris pulled away from the hungry kiss, her eyes fixated on Valda’s trembling hands as they slipped off her undergarments, discarding them carelessly.
“My queen is not one to follow instructions,” Maris teased, her voice husky.
Valda’s breath hitched as she growled against Maris’s ear, her words dripping with heat. “I will use your face as my throne eventually,” she murmured, her hands brushing tantalizingly close to the juncture of Maris’s legs. “But right now, I need to taste you again before I lose my fucking mind.”
The explicit promise in Valda’s words sent a wave of need coursing through Maris, accelerating her pulse, her body aching with longing. The throes of desire pulsed between her legs, and she eagerly surrendered herself to the insatiable hunger burning between her and Valda with an urgency that was too powerful to resist.
Maris’s frustration simmered as she grabbed Valda by her shirt, pulling her back up before she could descend further. She held Valda’s face, steadying her. 
“I want you to do more than taste me, Your Highness,” Maris breathed, her voice deep with need.
Valda trembled, pressing her chest against Maris’s, her hands roaming hungrily over her waist, arms, shoulders, and neck, mapping every curve and contour, as if memorizing the sight and feel of Maris.
“What do you want?” Valda asked, her voice low and rough.
Maris swallowed hard, suddenly feeling shy and hesitant, but emboldened by Valda’s unwavering attention. She wetted her lips and took a deep breath, hesitating. 
“I want you to worship me, Valda,” Maris finally confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.
Valda faltered for a moment, her lips quivering with want, her whole demeanor shifting as a different side of her was unveiled. The confident and powerful queen seemed to crumble for a fleeting second, as if she wanted nothing more than to make love to Maris. Maris frowned in surprise at the unexpected reaction, chuckling unintentionally, not realizing that Valda could interpret it as an insult.
Valda’s hand moved forcefully, gripping Maris’s face with an intoxicating mix of possessiveness and want. Maris moaned, her mouth falling open as she succumbed to the sensations coursing through her body.
“How do you want me to worship you?” Valda breathed, her lips tantalizingly close to Maris’s.
Maris swallowed hard, unable to form coherent words under Valda’s commanding touch.
Valda’s voice dripped with seduction as she gave Maris a choice. “As a queen,” she murmured, her moist lips brushing against Maris’s lower one, sending shivers down her spine. “As a goddess,” she nipped at Maris’s trembling jaw, igniting a trail of heat in its wake. “Or do you want me to sit on your face?” Valda’s bold suggestion made Maris’s body pulse with need, her mind foggy.
Maris squeezed her eyes shut, trying to regain some semblance of control, but the intensity of their passion was overwhelming. Just as she was about to answer Valda’s question, Cerberus meowed loudly at the door, rasping it with her claws before a knock interrupted their heated moment.
Snarling, Valda released Maris from her grip. She took a deep, heaving breath. Maris couldn’t help but smile, realizing that Valda was just as affected by their game as she was.
Another knock on the door echoed, and Valda, using the strings Maris had attached around the room, walked towards it. She fixed her hair, before finally opening it.
“Good afternoon, my Queen. It’s Melvian,” greeted Melvian, her voice warm and friendly.
Maris breathed a sigh of relief, glad to see her friend, while Valda groaned with annoyance.
“Right. Come in,” Valda said, opening the door wider and allowing Melvian to step inside.
Cerberus meowed affectionately and rubbed herself against Melvian’s leg, then gracefully strutted in front of her. The cat stretched her paws and shook her fur before settling down.
Maris arched a brow, amused by Cerberus’s fondness towards Melvian, and exchanged a knowing glance with her friend who simply shrugged in response.
“She likes you too,” Valda said, waving at Cerberus with a teasing smirk.
“A good judge of character,” Melvian chuckled, her voice lighthearted and playful, as she jumped slightly when Valda stood close to her.
“Follow me,” Valda said, her tone authoritative yet friendly as she led Melvian further into the chamber.
As Melvian got closer to Maris her eyes widened. “Gods, Maris! What happened?” she exclaimed, her voice filled with concern.
“Some thugs tried to mug me, I guess,” Maris said, shrugging, her voice tinged with humor. She didn’t want to reveal too much, unsure if Valda wanted others to know that her attackers were castle guards.
Valda sat down near the bed, giving Melvian enough space to work. “Two castle guards attacked her at Lasmeer’s in Ophelia Plaza. I took care of them,” Valda explained, sounding rather proud of her understatement.
Melvian frowned with worry as she spoke. “Castle guards? Most of the guards know you work here. Why would they attack you?” 
Valda shrugged, gesturing towards Maris. “Please. Could you take a look at Maris?”
Maris shook her head and reached for Melvian’s wrist. “Take a look at her first. She got a pretty nasty blow on her head. I know she’s hard-headed, but it still worries me.”
Melvian’s eyes opened wide in surprise, and she turned to Valda, who grinned in response to Maris’s comment. “I’ll go get the kit then,” Melvian said quickly, hurrying off to the washroom, but not before her face turned red upon noticing something on the ground.
Valda leaned back in her chair and turned her attention to Maris. “Do you trust her?” she asked.
“Melvian? With my life. She’s my best friend. She...she was the one who brought me here,” Maris replied earnestly.
Valda nodded, and just then, Melvian returned and gently touched Valda’s jaw and tilted her face upwards. She studied the queen’s face, a frown forming on her face. “This might sting a bit,” Melvian warned.
“Get on with it. Maris needs your attention more than I do,” Valda said.
Melvian worked quickly, dabbing the cut with a cloth drenched in alcohol, cleaning the dried blood off Valda’s face and applying a bandage to the gash, before turning her attention to Maris. With a sympathetic and warm smile, Melvian asked Maris to lie on the side of the bed closest to her for examination.
“As you look her over, I’ll be heading to talk to Arwin,” Valda said, standing and placing her hand in her pocket.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of Maris, Your Highness,” Melvian reassured her.
“You better,” Valda said, trying to sound playful, but her tone lacked its usual levity. Maris noticed how Melvian tensed as Valda grabbed her cane and left the room, locking the door behind her.
As soon as Valda was gone, Melvian turned to Maris with a knowing gaze. “You are fucking the queen, aren’t you?”
Maris’s eyes widened and before she could deny anything, Melvian squeezed her shoulder, causing her to yelp in pain.
“Don’t you dare deny it. I saw your undergarment on the ground, and when I walked in, your face was red, crimson! Not to mention the entire room reeks of sex.”
Maris’s eyes widened in surprise. “You can smell it?” 
Melvian let out a frustrated groan before turning away and sitting on the chair Valda had used. “Maris, you are my friend and I told you that—” 
“I know what you told me, Melvian, and I really appreciate you worrying about me. Believe me, I do.” Maris sighed and sat up. “There is something about Valda that just pulls me to her. I can’t control myself.” 
“Yes, of course. That would be her hand. Not only is she pulling you but also your undergarments.”  
“Melvian, I am being serious.” 
“And so am I! Maris, you can’t get involved with Queen Valda! You just can’t. Look, you are hurt, two “guards” attacked you. You don’t have any internal bleeding, but you will have bruises the color of the night sky, your shoulder was almost dislocated,” Melvian sighed and covered her eyes anxiously.
“Wow, you really are good at diagnosing.” 
“Thanks…” Melvian said before resting her elbows on her knees. “Are you sleeping with the queen or not?”
Maris pursed her lips and nodded. “I am, and I am not planning on stopping any time soon.”
Melvian blew a breath and rubbed her hands over her thighs before lifting her gaze to Maris. “Well, I guess if we are opening up to each other… I have something to tell you.”
Maris frowned. “What is it? Are you all right?”
“I… might be a worshiper.”
Maris’s heart dropped. “An Asclepius worshiper?”
Melvian nodded, scratching her arm, and averting her gaze to the ground. “A blessed one at that. I just healed you, so all that stuff about having a bruise… it’s not going to happen. I was blessed months ago. I was able to heal a soldier with a broken rib. One touch, Maris. That’s all it took. I was more than surprised to know I was chosen by Asclepius.” Melvian scoffed. “I guess all those hours of worship were worth it. He heard me.”
Many healers were Asclepius worshippers, yet not all of them had the ability to heal as the blessed ones. The chosen ones were able to heal sickness and injury with one touch, some could even bring people from the brink of death with their extraordinary knowledge. Their gift was coveted by many, to the point they were kidnapped and locked away.
“Melvian! That’s wonderful! We must tell Valda!”
“No! Don’t!”
“Why not!? Melvian! You can cure her blindness—”
“I… tried,” Melvian said softly, as if ashamed. “Just now, I was wrapping her gash up and… Maris, this is not an illness. She is not sick. What she has is not natural.”
“What in Tartarus do you mean? Can’t you fix and heal anything?”
“Any natural sickness and injury, yes.” Melvian licked her lower lip and grabbed Maris’s hand. “She is cursed, Maris. This is the work of a god.”
“Why would a god curse her?”
“I don’t know, Maris. I—” Melvian blew a raspberry and stood, flailing her arms in the air. “The rumors keep coming. The kingdom is restless. They will look for any way to harm and demoralize the queen. Imagine if they knew that she was cursed? Even now they are starting to suspect it.”
“Is there no way to heal her?”
Melvian shrugged and shook her head, rubbing her arms in distress. “No. That’s why I worry so much. If the kingdom already has a bad impression on Valda. They don’t think she is ready to lead. They know she is blind, imagine if they know it is because of a curse from a deity. On top of that, if they know her lover is a maid from the castle…” Melvian bit her lower lip, her eyes shooting to Maris. “A Sealian…”
Maris’s upper lip twitched. Averting her gaze from Melvian, focusing on Cerberus stretching her front legs, and opening her mouth wide in a large yawn.
“Are you mates?”
Maris scoffed. “No. We had sex once, Melvian. We are not heart mate, we are not soulmates. Didn’t you say she used to fuck around with maids?”
“Yes, but none of them stayed around as long as you had. None of them joked around with her and called her hard-headed without any repercussions. You act like mates, Maris.”
“We are not, and you can be assured, things will not escalate. I don’t want a mate. She knows this and—”
“Then why keep you? The Queen can already walk around freely, she walked out to talk to Arwin just now, why keep you around?”
“I don’t know, Melvian.”
“Does anyone else know?”
“We are not in the open like that!” 
“Then why were you attacked, Maris!?” 
“I don’t know!” Maris yelled, fear trickling out like a broken faucet. “I don’t know, and I am scared to find out why.” 
Melvian sighed, stood up, and pulled Maris into a tight hug. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” 
“I will be fine…” 
“Things will get worse before they get better. The kingdom is on the brink of a civil war. I am petrified that this won’t be a balanced conflict, and now that I know that guards from the same castle we live in are against Valda, who can we trust?” 
“You know more than I do Melvian. You got ears on the outside,” Maris said, wrapping her arms around Melvian and squeezing her.
Melvian’s upper lip twitched. “Yes, I do. But I need you to keep it a secret, Maris.” 
Maris smiled and rested her head on Melvian’s chest before sighing and nodding. “You can count on it.” 

She hoped Arwin was inside his study. When he wasn’t in the training yard, instructing new and upcoming soldiers or guards, he was there. Although he overlooked the entirety of the army and the castle’s personnel, Valda ultimately would’ve been the one to give the final say to whatever decision Arwin took. 
With trembling hands, Valda opened the door and stepped inside the study. Arwin announced himself with an angered grunt the second she walked in.
“What can I help you with, my Queen?” 
Valda didn’t speak. She made her way to where she knew the desk was, placed her hand inside her pocket, and retrieved the two badges she had removed from the corpses. Movements uncharacteristically elegant, she put them on the desk and sat down unaided.
After a shuffling of papers, Arwin spoke. “Are you all right? What happened? You are hurt.” If he was being facetious, Valda couldn’t tell. Not without seeing his face.
“I am fine,” Valda answered, leaning back and crossing legs. “My assistant could say otherwise.” 
“Oh?” 
“She was beaten around on our outing. Another maid is having a look at her as we speak.”
“And how does this pertain me?” His voice did not hide his annoyance. 
“According to Maris, two castle guards attacked her. If it wasn’t for me, they would’ve killed her, probably worse. You know our code against that kind of attack.” 
“Death.” 
“Exactly. I took off their badges and I was wondering if you could read their names out loud for me.” 
Arwin sniffed in irritation. The badges scrapped against the wood of the desk as Arwin picked them up. He read the names out loud. “Acton and Karlec.”  
Valda nodded. “Young boys. I knew them.” 
“Stupid ones. Not so bright,” Arwin added.
“But they knew to follow orders,” Valda said, opening her white eyes. “Or at least that’s what I thought.” 
“They were young boys, Valda. Driven by hormones. You know how it is. Boys will be—”
“If you finish that sentence, I swear upon Ouranos…” Valda growled before taking a deep breath. Arwin always had the ability to get her riled up. Today was no different. “These guards, I am sure, were following orders.” 
“Not mine.” 
“I never said they followed your orders. But I am noticing a pattern here. The people you bring to work here are either leaving or not really that good at what they do. Or, you don’t know everything about them, like Melvian. Who knew that we had a fine healer among our servitude?” Valda’s laughter was shaky. “Not me.” 
“What are you trying to say, Valda?” 
“You remember Lasmeer?” 
Arwin chuckled. “The soldier who quit to become a cook?” 
Valda nodded. 
“I remember him.” 
“I paid him a visit today. That’s where Maris got attacked. He told me that my own soldiers were leaving to join the rebellion and that they had a leader. How come I have to find this out from a fucking cook in Ophelia Plaza!” Valda bellowed, not able to hold in her rage any longer. 
“I can explain.” 
“Then talk, Arwin. Because I am about to break something, and it won’t be your desk.” 
“I kept it from you due to your situation. You had too much going on at the same time. Your blindness, your mother’s death–” 
“I asked for a meeting so you could tell me everything. I don’t need you to sugar coat things or give the information little by little. Right now, I have a million things going through my mind, and the one that is eating me alive is if I can still trust my father’s right-hand man. You.”
Silence fell in the room. The soft muffled click of the badges against the wooden desk took Valda by surprise. She shifted in her chair just as Arwin took a deep breath.
“Your father had trouble trusting me as well.”
Valda frowned. She wanted to ask why but before she could Arwin continued.
“I guess he saw me as a competition.”
“Why would the king see a soldier as a competition?” Valda asked.
Arwin grunted. “I don’t know, but I just knew he was threatened by me.” He chuckled, as his chair groaned when he moved. “He gave me the scar on my face.”
Valda frowned. She always wondered how Arwin got his scar. She never asked, thinking he must’ve gotten it in a battel when he was younger. It never crossed her mind that her father gave it to him.
“Why?”
Arwin inhaled. “Again, he was threatened. But I proved myself to him. I accepted his decisions, even the ones I thought weren’t so good. He made me his general. If he could find it in himself to trust me, so can you. You can always trust me, Valda.” 
“Then prove it. Stop hiding things from me like I was a little girl. I can handle it.” 
“Can you? What if I told you that a coup is imminent, that we are months, probably weeks away from having a civil war? That we need to head to Umbriel, fucking kill every single one of those bastards, and show their decapitated heads in the sand hills so anyone else who even has the audacity of thinking about dethroning you would run back to whatever hole they came from. What would you do?” 
Valda swallowed hard. “Are we weeks away from a civil war?” 
“Answer my question.” 
“You know my answer. The same answer as always. I would go to battle as I have done before becoming queen. You know me, Arwin. You know what I am capable of.” 
“And I know you hesitate a lot. I ask you to trust me, because I know you don’t trust yourself.”  
Valda jumped as she felt the sudden touch of the general upon her shoulder. The tension drowned her, and as much as she didn’t want to, Valda needed to trust the only person that knew how to rule aside from herself.
“I will lead you to victory, protect you from harm as I have always done. There is always going to be the threat of a rebellion, a coup, but you know how we resolve all of that. I haven’t taken you to Umbriel for obvious reasons. My next trip will be in a couple of days. I cannot ask you to join me. I will not be able to defend you if we do not know who the enemy is. Trust
me, Valda.” 
Biting the inside of her cheek, Valda placed her hand over Arwin’s before he patted her shoulder and moved away. 
“There is something I would like you to do for me,” Valda said, her white eyes searching uselessly for him in the room. “I need you to do an investigation. A background check on someone.” 
“I am all ears.” 
Valda exhaled shakily. “Maris.” She closed her eyes. “I need you to get me all the information you can from her. Family, where she lived, what she did before working here. Her education… her father.” 
“Father?” 
Valda nodded and wetted her lower lip before talking. “Her father was a soldier to our army, but she told me that she was abandoned by the crown when her father died.” 
“Hmm. The only reason I can think of for the crown abandoning his family is—” 
“If he is a traitor to the crown,” Valda whispered as a sudden fear washed over her. She wiped her palms over her pants roughly.
“I’ll look into that. Of course.” 
Valda sighed and crossed her legs again. “Is there any news about my mother’s death? Have you been able to find something?”
“The investigation is going well. I will be receiving a full report from King Hagan. If anything, whatever happened to your mother happened in the Vulcan Kingdom.” He paused and the sound of fingers drumming over wood caught Valda’s attention.
Valda raised her eyebrow. “Yes?”
“If we were to tie your mother’s death to them, what will happen?”
“You know damn well what will happen. I said I wanted blood, I will have blood.”
Silence consumed the room again and Valda heard taping fingers against wood.
“Arwin? What is it?”
Arwin huffed, the tapping of the fingers stopped. “I wonder.”
“What?”
“Is the Sky Kingdom ready to engage in war with the Vulcanians?”
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Valda closed the door behind her. She was greeted by the rustle of bed sheets. Expecting Maris, she was surprised when Melvian cleared her throat before speaking.
“Your Highness, I gave Maris some medicine from the healer's chamber. Her shoulder was banged up, nothing to worry about, yet I gave her something so she could rest the night with no pain,” Melvian’s voice came from somewhere near the bed.
“Is she resting?” Valda inquired; voice tinged with concern.
“She is. Just now she closed her eyes. I was waiting for you to return before I took my leave,” Melvian replied.
Valda nodded, acknowledging the effort Melvian had taken. “I will take over now. Thank you, Melvian.”
“I left some medication on your nightstand also. Just in case you get a headache,” Melvian added.
“That won’t be necessary, but I appreciate it,” Valda said, making her way to the bed.
“If you need anything, I will be in the kitchen,” Melvian said before leaving and locking the door behind her.
Valda sighed wearily, her right hand behind her head as a pounding headache intensified more because of stress rather her cut on her eyebrow. She considered taking the medication, realizing she might need it after all. She lay down, turning towards Maris’s sleeping form. Soft snores filled the room, and Valda smiled at the sound. She scooted closer, placing her hand on Maris’s waist, noting the younger woman’s deep sleep.
Valda’s fingertips trailed over Maris’s face gently, tracing her eyebrows, nose, and lips as she tried to etch an image of Maris in her mind. She fought the urge to wake her, moving strands of hair away from Maris’s face before leaning in and kissing her forehead. As soon as Valda realized what she had done, she pulled away abruptly, her breath hitching. She turned to lie flat on her back, facing the ceiling, frowning.
Valda was conflicted and confused. She didn’t want to involve Arwin, she didn’t want him to look into Maris. But she needed to know that Arwin was wrong about Maris. She wasn’t in the castle to disrupt, she was in the castle because the Oracle was right and Maris was her mate.
Heart mate, or soulmate, whichever. It didn’t matter. Even if Valda didn’t want a heartmate in the first place, she still wanted Maris.
But, if Arwin was right about Maris, what would Valda do to her?
Valda turned to Maris again, their bodies entwined in the shared bed. Maris was fast asleep, in her room, her territory. Valda couldn’t help but feel a sense of intimacy and closeness as she shifted closer, her hand finding Maris’s waist and pulling her into her chest.
Maris whimpered softly, instinctively nuzzling into Valda, their legs tangling in the way of lovers. Valda couldn’t resist the temptation of Maris’s scent, the strong sea aroma that both calmed her and stirred a longing within her. It was intoxicating, addictive, and Valda found herself craving it more and more.
“Your highness should rest,” Maris’s groggy voice broke the silence, and Valda couldn’t help but chuckle deeply at the concern in her tone.
“You’re banged up. Melvian told me, despite your attempts to hide it,” Valda said, her fingers tracing soothing circles on Maris’s back.
“That tattletale,” Maris muttered against Valda’s chest, her hand moving to cling to the back of Valda’s shirt. “I would say not to believe her, but I know my suggestion would fall on deaf ears.”
“I’m already blind. Is that not enough?” Valda teased, her heart swelling with affection for the playful banter.
“It is, my Queen,” Maris replied, her lips brushing against Valda’s shoulder in a tender gesture.
Valda chortled, pressing her nose to Maris’s hair once again. “If you’re in too much pain, I could take you to the pools and have you swim there,” Valda suggested, willing to do whatever it took to ease Maris’s discomfort.
When Maris tensed in her arms she gently pressed her forehead to Maris’s. “The pool is filled with Sealian water. It’s known for its medicinal properties and coming into contact with it may do your body good, being from your kingdom,” Valda said softly.
Maris’s breath hitched, and she pulled away, whispering, “A pool full of Sealian water?” Valda’s hand passed over the goosebumps forming on Maris’s arms.
“Yes,” Valda replied. “We built it in the hopes that the waters would heal us too, but it didn’t work. However, my mother insisted on keeping it. We could go tomorrow at first light if you’re interested.”
Maris hesitated, and then asked, “Is... is it deep?”
Valda opened her eyes, surprised by the question. “Yes,” she answered, noticing the tension in Maris’s body. “Is that a problem?”
Maris confessed, sounding ashamed, “I don’t know how to swim.”
Valda tensed up in response. “You—” She pulled back, giving herself space to process what Maris had just said. “You’re Sealian. Every single one of you is born with the natural ability to swim.”
“I’ve never swum before,” Maris admitted.
Valda frowned in confusion and disbelief, untangling her legs from Maris, and sitting up straight. “Never?”
Maris explained, “I live in a desert. I don’t have many opportunities to go swimming.”
Valda’s jaw dropped, her eyebrows arching in surprise. “We do. After my father’s death, my mother prepared a space for the survivors. They had man-made lakes, like in New Agenor,” Valda scoffed, her upper lip twitching. “The lakes were open to everyone, including Sealians who didn’t live there.”
“I didn’t know—” Maris stammered.
Valda interrupted, “Did your parents know?”
Maris sat up straight, her voice firm but gentle, “I don’t know.”
“You’re telling me that your parents adopted you as an infant, raised you until your... how old were you when your mother killed herself?” Valda’s words were sharp, filled with incredulity.
“Valda.” Maris’s voice was sharp with warning, a mix of strength and sweetness, trying to prevent Valda from crossing a line.
“And they never took you to enjoy the waters of your kingdom? Instead, they kept you locked up like some prisoner.” Valda’s tone dripped with poison, her hands clenching the bed sheets beneath her as she moved in closer. She wasn’t mad at Maris, she was mad at her parents for not allowing her to experience who she was. Everyone deserved to know where they came from. Why had Maris been denied the chance? 
“Valda!” Maris’s warning came again, sharper this time. “I will not tolerate disrespect to the memory of my parents. I want this conversation over.” Maris’s words were firm, final.
Anger surged inside Valda. How dare Maris silence her. “I will speak of whatever I want in my room, my castle, my kingdom.” She leaned in closer, invading Maris’s personal space with her imposing figure. “Now tell me, what did your parents teach you?
“They taught me well enough to know when I am being disrespected.” Maris’s response was measured, composed.
Valda frowned deeply. “Who are you, Maris?” She pressed her fist to the bed. “A Sealian with no connection to her birthplace, with parents that kept her locked away like some exotic animals. You come into my castle, you come into my bedchamber, you are here, with me, shifting everything I am, and for what?”
“I didn’t come here for you, I came—” Maris stuttered; the bed shifted again.
“Why are you here, Maris? Is it because you are part of the coup?” Valda eyebrow raised. “Arwin was right.”
“No! He is not. Stop it, Valda.” Maris’s voice was a plea, trying to diffuse the escalating tension.
“Is that why the crown never helped your family after your father’s death? Because he was a fucking traitor who was sick in the head?” Valda’s words were sharp, fueled by her anger. Arwin was right about her.
Right?
She gasped at the sudden stinging on her cheek. Not from the pain, but at Maris’s audacity to raise her hand against her, and for some reason, desire pooled deep within her. 

Maris quickly pulled away, her palm throbbing from where it had made contact with Valda’s cheek. She rubbed her hand against her skirt, her eyes locked on the furious queen.
Valda’s anger was palpable, evident in her clenched fists, corded neck, and flaring nostrils. “Valda...” Maris started, her voice trembling.
“You dare put your hands on me?” Valda’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You dare strike me? In my own bedroom?” Her tone was sharp, laced with indignation.
Maris stood from the bed, slowly putting some distance between herself and the queen. “You speak of my parents as if you knew them. You know nothing about them,” Maris said, her voice wavering.
“I would if you would talk about them,” Valda growled, taking a deep breath to try and calm herself. “But instead, you come into my life as if it were some mystery to be discovered.”
“I never asked for this!” Maris retorted, scurrying away from Valda, just out of her reach. In her haste, she accidentally stepped on Cerberus’s tail, and the cat hissed loudly before hiding under the bed.
“Cerberus! I am so sorry!” Maris yelped, leaning enough to try and see where the cat was.
“What did you asked for then?!” Valda demanded.
“What do you care?! Are you worried that I am sick in the head like my father? Don’t you worry, my Queen, my injuries are more tenable than that.” Maris’s shoulder throbbed, still slightly sore even though Melvian had healed her. She had no visible bruise. She knew she had to stand her ground despite the pain.
Valda’s upper lip twitched, her hands clenched and unclenched as she took deep breaths, trying to control her anger. “Unlike you, I would never lay a hand on you,” Valda said through gritted teeth. “I’ve told you before and I’ll say it again, I will never harm you.”
“And yet your hands say otherwise,” Maris retorted, remembering how Valda had used her gift to hurt her in the past, despite not needing physical contact.
Valda tilted her head towards Maris, but this time her tone lacked the playful affection she’d grown accustomed to. “Maris,” she began, her voice soft and distant. “I understand your reaction.”
“Do you?” Maris challenged, her guard still up.
Valda’s hand moved to touch her cheek where Maris had slapped her, and her anger seemed to dissipate as she looked at Valda’s tousled hair, tight shoulders, and snarling features. Maris felt a pang of guilt for her actions, and for accidentally stepping on Cerberus. But Valda had crossed the line.
“I didn’t mean to...” Maris said, her voice rueful.
Valda groaned and ran her fingers through her unruly hair, turning towards Maris. “Obviously,” she said, her frustration evident. “I don’t think you had a death wish. Even if you didn’t want to hit me…”
Valda paused, closing her eyes and taking another deep breath. “Holy Ouranos, you’re testing my patience like no one ever has,” she said, her voice strained. “I can’t... I can’t control myself near you.”
“I just reacted,” Maris said, hiding her reddened palm. There was a crimson imprint on Valda’s cheek, and she looked down in shame. She knew she shouldn’t apologize, considering Valda had spoken ill of the two people who had given her a home and kept her safe. But deep down, she knew they had their reasons for keeping her isolated from the world.
Gaze on the floor, Maris sighed heavily. “I’m sorry. I just...”
Maris was taken by surprise when Valda slammed her against the bedroom wall, a strong hand gripping her neck as rough lips crushed against hers. A moan escaped Maris, a mixture of pain and pleasure as Valda’s tongue dominated her mouth, silencing her protest and pained groan. Valda’s other hand slipped over Maris’s thigh, pushing up her skirt to expose her bare skin.
Despite it all, Maris couldn’t control her ragged breaths as they mingled with Valda’s. As much as she wanted to push her away, her body betrayed her with a primal desire. The pull in her stomach and the throbbing arousal between her thighs were undeniable. Valda’s aggression had awakened something in Maris that she had never experienced before. Even though the queen’s behavior was irritating and infuriating, she couldn’t help but melt under the queen’s touch. 
“You think you can walk around doing as you please with me. You are completely mistaken.” Valda’s growl vibrated against Maris’s lips as she continued to ravish her, her fingers leaving a trail of heat on Maris’s exposed skin. Her thoughts were muddled, torn between her anger towards Valda and the overwhelming sensations coursing through her. She struggled to maintain her composure, but Valda’s touch was electrifying. The queen’s fingers rubbed against her mound, teasing her slit, gathering the wetness between her folds before rubbing it against her clit. Her knees buckled, as her grip on Valda’s shoulders tightened. 
Valda pulled her away from the wall and pressed their bodies together. Valda’s form was hard against her own, sending shivers down her spine. As their lips parted, Maris gasped for air, her chest heaving with a mix of desire and frustration. Valda’s slow, teasing touches only stoked the fire, but not quite satisfying Maris’s longing.
Despite knowing she should resist, Maris found herself drawn to Valda, her body craving her touch in spite of her better judgment. Snapping out of the haze, Maris grabbed Valda’s wrist and pulled her hand away from between her legs, pushing for some breathing room. Valda’s expression was a mix of frustration and longing as she moved her hand back to the junction of Maris’s quivering thighs.
However, Maris pushed away, her hand slipping to find the line of buttons on Valda’s trousers. She cursed at how many buttons there were before finally undoing them enough to slip her hand inside and cup between Valda’s muscular thighs. Her hand cupped the dark mound between Valda’s legs, relishing the dampness there. The queen was wet, drenched because of her. Not one of those silly little chambermaids, who probably had no idea how to make a woman like Valda crumble at her feet like she was about to do. 
Valda was wet because of her.
“Your Highness,” Maris whispered, almost purring as her lips trailed over Valda’s shoulder. “Let me take care of you, please.” She nipped at Valda’s skin, feeling the queen’s breath hitch.
Valda’s hands glided over Maris’s spine, her fingers curling around the back of Maris’s neck as she tilted her head, diving in for another kiss. This time, Valda’s sultry moan sent a delicious shiver down Maris’s body, igniting a fire within her.
Gasping into Valda’s mouth, Maris slipped a finger through Valda’s slick folds, earning a soft, feminine cry from the strong woman before her. Maris realized she loved that sound and craved to hear it again. She added a second finger, watching Valda’s composure break even more.
“Is my queen completely soaked for me?” Maris purred.
It took Valda a few seconds to reply, her face flushed with want. “Yes,” Valda whimpered, her hands clutching Maris’s face desperately. “Gods, Maris...” She kissed her again, sucking on her lower lip, her breath coming in ragged gasps as Maris’s skilled fingers rubbed soft, teasing circles.
“What are you doing to me?” Valda moaned, her face filled with need.
“I am fucking you with my fingers, Your Highness,” Maris chuckled, bumping her nose with Valda’s, relishing how the tall woman’s eyebrows knitted together, her lips parting in a gasp of pleasure. Maris slipped her middle finger deeper, feeling the queen’s walls quiver with anticipation, warm and wet and slick. Gods, she was so wet. She knew Valda was close, and her own mouth watered with anticipation. She had yearned to have her for so long, and now she was finally about to taste her.
Maris couldn’t get enough of Valda. Having her between her legs wasn’t sufficient. She craved seeing Valda unravel under her fingers, going deeper than any hand or tongue ever had. She longed to hear the soft moans coming from Valda’s core, see her struggle to catch her breath when she climaxed, all because of her.
With the meaty part of her palm pressing against Valda’s clit, Maris’s fingers hooked and stroked at her walls, seeking that sweet spot she knew all too well. “You are so beautiful like this,” Maris whispered, captivated by the way Valda’s face contorted, her eyes squeezed shut, and her large hands tightened on Maris’s waist. “You’re taking me so well, my Queen,” Maris breathed, reveling in the moans that escaped Valda’s lips, her body arching and trembling as Maris skillfully worked her to the edge of orgasm.
Valda’s release came as a silent cry, her hands clutching Maris’s face. Maris watched in awe, savoring the expression of surrender on Valda’s face as she let go of her power.
As Valda’s knees weakened, Maris wrapped her arm around Valda’s waist, guiding her to sit on the edge of the bed. Reluctantly, Maris withdrew her hand, but the way Valda leaned back on her elbows and spread her legs urged Maris to keep going, to explore more of the queen’s desires.
Maris took a step back, her gaze fixated on the flushed and disheveled woman before her. Valda’s hair clung to her sweaty forehead, her chest rising and falling with the effort to regain control. Maris needed Valda’s pants off, now. Her eyes traveled to the heavy boots the queen was wearing. The intricate laces were going to be a problem, and Maris didn’t have the patience for them. Kneeling, she tugged on the laces harshly, earning a surprised yelp from Valda. Maris blew a strand of hair from her face before trying again.
“Help me with these,” Maris said, tugging on the boots harshly.
“You have no patience at all, don’t you, Seashell?” With a huff, Valda pulled on the laces and then kicked both the boots and pants off her, followed by her blouse and chest wraps.
Once the garments were off, Maris’s eyes shot to the junction of Valda’s legs. Maris couldn’t help but be drawn to the glistening mound. Her hands trailed up Valda’s legs, over her hip bones, and across her toned stomach. “I want to taste you,” Maris breathed, unable to contain her craving.
Valda, still catching her breath, nodded in approval, and that was all the encouragement Maris needed. She pressed her hands on Valda’s inner thighs, parting the muscular legs, her own core throbbing with need. Leaning in, Maris used her broad tongue to trace a path from Valda’s opening to her sensitive clit, eliciting a surprised gasp, and it was like music to Maris’s ears. She gave her another lick, reveling in the taste of Valda’s arousal. She was like nothing she’s ever tasted before. She was perfect, and Maris’s hunger grew.
On her knees, Maris continued to spread Valda’s lips with her hands, savoring the sensation of Valda’s groans vibrating against her tongue. The room was filled with the sounds of their shared pleasure, and Maris found herself longing to hear them every day for the rest of her life. Pressing her mouth further, she wrapped her lips around Valda’s clit, and just as Valda’s hips began to move in response, Maris looked up, unable to tear her eyes away from the sight of Valda’s quivering body. Teeth bared, her eyes fluttered open as her chest heaved with frustration.
Maris was captivated by the sight, as if it was the first time she had ever seen Valda without clothes, despite having memorized every line and scar on her body. She couldn’t help but stare, completely enthralled by the breathtaking warrior before her. Valda’s chest rose and fell with each ragged breath, a mixture of desire and frustration filling the air between them.
Valda’s pleas for Maris to continue anchored her between Valda’s legs, her hands gripping firm thighs with anticipation. She was determined to make Valda come again, even if she suffocated between her legs.
Valda’s hands reached out, grabbing Maris’s dark-blue curls and pulling her closer. “Gods, that’s it. Don’t you dare stop,” Valda gasped. 
Maris moaned as her tongue slipped past Valda’s opening, savoring her taste. The power and strength that Valda possessed, capable of killing her with a snap of her fingers, only heightened Maris’s arousal. She was enthralled by Valda’s commanding presence and how she used her strength in this moment.
Unable to contain her own desire, Maris slipped two fingers into Valda’s wetness, curling them to stroke that sweet spot once more. Her lips latched onto Valda’s clit, teasing and tugging. Her other hand pressed against Valda’s lower stomach, adding more pressure, as Valda’s moans filled the room.
Valda’s body responded eagerly, her hips moving in sync with Maris’s expert ministrations, her grip tangling in Maris’s hair. The intensity of the moment was electrifying, and Maris was lost in the sensations, the taste, and the sounds. 
Valda’s second release came swiftly, as her body quivered with pleasure. Her hands held Maris’s head in place, raising her hips to ride out the waves of her orgasm.
As the waves ebbed, Maris withdrew her fingers, missing the sensation of Valda’s walls squeezing and fluttering around them. She crawled up the bed, eager to see the aftermath of her efforts. She wanted to witness every detail of Valda’s pleasure.
“I thought you would have more stamina. You are a warrior after all.” Maris grinned.
Valda let out a breathy laugh, closing her eyes and leaning back against the soft silk sheets, looking as though she was floating in a state of bliss. A content smile spread over her full lips, and she spoke teasingly. “You sure like to talk a lot for a Sealian that doesn’t know how to swim.”
Maris’s playful grin persisted. “Yet I survived your attempt to drown me.”
Valda guffawed, her hand moving to find Maris. She traced soft circles on Maris’s skin with her fingers, sending shivers down her spine. Valda then pushed herself further back into the bed, resting her head on a pillow, and let out a satisfied sigh. She extended her hand for Maris to take.
Closing her hand with Valda’s, Maris allowed herself to be pulled into a slow, passionate kiss. Valda’s satisfied moan further stoked the embers of Maris’s desire. Her own arousal still dripped down her thighs, and Valda’s kiss did little to quench her need.
Valda pulled away from the kiss, her breath warm against Maris’s lips. “Is that what I taste like?” she asked, rubbing her nose against Maris’s.
Maris nodded, her thumb wiping Valda’s lower lip. “Delicious.”
“I wonder...” Valda tilted her head, her expression playful. She dove in for another kiss, her tongue exploring Maris’s mouth before pulling away with a mischievous smile. “Between you and I, who tastes sweeter?”
Maris teased, “You’ve already forgotten what I taste like? So soon?”
A deep rumble of amusement escaped Valda’s chest, her smile bright and playful. “Silly me.” Her expression then turned more intense as she sat up. “Take your clothes off, Seashell.”
There was no room for objection, and she needed to liberate her heated skin from its confinements. Standing by the side of the bed, Maris peeled off her tight shirt uniform, removed her chest bindings, and let her heavy breasts spill free. All the while, she watched Valda ascend higher up the bed, closer to the headboard. Maris climbed back onto the mattress, settling on Valda’s lap, straddling her.
“It’s my turn,” Valda announced, her lips leaving a trail of kisses along Maris’s chest, her hands finding their way to her ass.
Growing impatient, Maris grasped Valda’s face and guided her mouth over her left nipple, eliciting a deep chuckle from the queen.
“You’re so impatient, Seashell.”
“And you like to prolong things unnecessarily,” Maris replied, feeling annoyed. She grabbed a handful of Valda’s black hair and pulled her closer.
Valda took Maris’s nipple into her mouth, her lips hot and soft against the sensitive skin. She sucked hungrily, her hands roaming from Maris’s ass to her back, caressing her with desperation.
As Valda continued, Maris threw her head back. Valda’s lips moved from her breast to the middle of her chest, and then to her neck. Her long blue hair brushed against Valda’s face and arms, prompting her to pull back and run her hands through it with satisfaction.
“Your hair is so long,” Valda murmured, feeling the texture, and bringing it close to smell. “You always smell like the sea.” Valda brushed her lips against Maris’s collarbone. “You’re absolutely perfect, aren’t you?”
“Valda,” Maris whimpered, a silent plea escaping her lips.
She craved release, longing for Valda since she woke up next to her that morning. She wanted this woman more than anything she had ever wanted before. But Valda was torturing her, licking her neck, her chest, the space between them, pulling her head back to nibble on her skin, guiding Maris’s hips to rub against her own muscular thighs. Maris was losing her mind.
“Goodness, Maris. You’re drenched,” Valda purred, rubbing her lips over Maris’s earlobe. “You poor thing.” Pulling away, Valda guided Maris’s face to hers and kissed her again, slow and hot, pouring her need into each stroke of her tongue.
Maris broke the kiss, her hands gripping Valda’s shoulders as she held on tightly. Her hips rocked back and forth, seeking the friction that would bring her release. But Valda had other plans. The queen leaned back, resting her head on the pillow, and effortlessly lifted Maris from her thighs, positioning her body over her own until Maris hovered above her face.
Maris tensed. She wasn’t prepared for this, to sit on Valda’s face. She wasn’t exactly lightweight, and she didn’t want to hurt her. Her thighs strained as she tried to hold herself up while Valda pulled her closer.
“Valda, wait.”
“You tell me I drag things too long and now you want me to wait?”  Valda pulled her again.
“I... I don’t think I should,” Maris stammered.
Valda ignored her protest and took charge. “Don’t hover. Sit. For now, you will be the queen. I will be the throne.” Determined, Valda pulled Maris, forcing her to sit on her face before spreading her apart, and dipping her tongue into Maris’s core.
Maris was overwhelmed by the intensity of the sensation. Her hands, gripping the pillows next to Valda’s head, flew to the headboard, her nails digging into the wood as she opened her mouth in a silent scream. Valda frowned at Maris’s quietness and effortlessly lifted her up, letting out a deep growl.
“Scream if you must, Seashell. Let the guards outside know who is taking you.”
Whimpering, Maris couldn’t hold back any longer. A cry escaped her lips as her hands fumbled with the headrest, angling her body to meet Valda’s hungry mouth. She couldn’t resist the urge to hold onto Valda’s dark hair, keeping her steady as she rocked her hips, grinding her swollen clit against Valda’s skilled tongue. Her arousal was making a mess, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.
“Fuck, Valda!” Maris gasped as the pressure built in her body. Valda’s deep, rumbling chuckle vibrated through her, sending shivers down her spine. Valda’s hands on her lower back and thighs only pushed her closer to the edge, and Maris knew she was so close to coming.
As her climax approached, a warm sensation pierced through her forehead, spreading down to her neck and breasts. She had never felt something like that before. It was hot, ticklish and as strange as it felt, Maris found no reason to fear the feeling. She couldn’t hold back the cries that escaped her lips, turning into curses until they were replaced by soft, satisfied moans. Valda’s strokes intensified, anchoring Maris to her face, and pushing her higher and higher until she couldn’t take it anymore.
Maris collapsed, her arms useless, but Valda didn’t stop. Her relentless licks continued, flicking Maris’s clit until a second wave of pleasure crashed over her. Her body went limp, and Valda sat up, gently pushing Maris down until she was comfortably lying by her side.
Valda’s satisfied smile left Maris breathless, or maybe it was the earth-shattering orgasms she had just experienced. “You are so much sweeter, Seashell,” Valda said, licking her lips with relish. “So much sweeter...”
Maris scooted closer and rested her head on Valda’s chest, listening to her frantic heartbeat, knowing that she was the cause of it. Valda released a pleased rumble and pulled Maris even closer, their legs tangling together in an intimate embrace. Closing her eyes, concentrating on the warmth that spread through the contact, Maris couldn’t help but feel possessive of the queen. Her hand clutched at her flank as Valda breathed in deeply and exhaled happily.
Maris wasn’t sure where she stood with the queen. They were lovers, there was no doubt in her mind, but Maris wasn’t sure if the queen would at some point ask her to be her mate again. Either way, she wasn’t about to ask and ruin it whatever it was that they had. She enjoyed being with her, enjoyed the bickering, her difficult personality, her passion, she enjoyed everything. She just didn’t want the heartache that came with being mated.
“I am sorry,” Valda mumbled, her voice was soft and slow, with a gentle cadence that seemed to lull Maris into a relaxed state. “I never meant to hurt your feelings, or insult your parents,” Valda said, her every word was carefully measured, spoken with a quiet intensity that carried a hint of drowsiness. Her voice drew Maris in, enveloping her in a warm embrace. 
Maris admired Valda’s open and non-judgmental demeanor as she revealed more about herself. “To answer your question,” Maris began, leaning closer and pressing her bare chest against Valda’s, “my mother taught me how to play the violin.”
Valda’s raised an eyebrow. “You play an instrument? Would you play for me?”
“I haven’t played in a while since it’s broken,” Maris admitted.
“I can get you a new one,” Valda offered.
“I don’t want a new one. I want the one my mother gave me.”
Valda’s determination was evident. “I will fix it then.”
Maris chuckled. “In that case, I only need some new strings.”
“Done. You will have your strings tomorrow,” Valda promised, shifting to the side as Maris leaned against her, resting her forehead against the queen’s cheek, comforted by her presence. The room grew quiet, and Maris drifted off to sleep, until Valda spoke again, her tone curious.
“Have you ever met another Sealian?”
Maris’s mind raced as she searched her memories, but she couldn’t recall ever meeting another Sealian except the one at the audience. She sighed, realizing once again the extent to which her parents had kept her sheltered. “I’ve seen other Sealians. Never really talked with one. I think that woman at the audience was the closest I’ve ever been to one.”
Valda’s tension was palpable. “I find it hard to comprehend how parents could keep their children away from their people, their heritage. What were their reasons for doing this to you?”
Uneasy, Maris didn’t want to delve into her past. “I do not know, but I am sure they had their reasons. I guess…” She bit her lower lip, stopping herself.
“What is it?”
“My parents couldn’t have children of their own. My father found me I the destruction. Maybe, they were scared someone would recognize me and take me away?” she replied, hoping to change the topic. “Can we please go to sleep?”
Valda exhaled, her touch growing soothing as she rubbed small patterns on Maris’s skin. “I will take you to the pools tomorrow, and you will meet another Sealian,” Valda said, her promise lulling Maris back into a peaceful slumber.
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Heavy paws pressed against her chest, kneading into her, suffocating her. Then a pause before a head smashed against her face. Maris woke to see a set of yellow eyes looking at her intently. Somewhere beyond the grogginess, Valda’s muffled voice ended a conversation before the door closed. As footsteps got closer, Cerberus stood and smashed her head against Maris again, claiming her attention once more.
“Cerberus, you are crushing me!” Maris whined as she patted the cat’s flanks to coax her off.
“Cerberus! Off!”
The black cat tensed and ran to the foot of the bed, raising her head to bump it with Valda’s hand, which she had extended.
“Don’t let her get on you like that. She will kill you in your sleep.”
“Oh, please. She looks scary, but I bet she is a softie.”
“I am not so sure of that.” The queen wore a sleeveless, yellow shirt which accentuated her strong arms and tanned skin. Fitted pants covered her long, muscular legs, leaving very little to the imagination. Her feet were bare, and her hair seemed to be combed with her hands. The afterglow suited her, and Maris couldn’t help but smile, proud of her handy work.
“Morning,” Maris said, pulling away from the sheets and sitting up on the large bed. Cerberus went back to her, sitting on Maris’s lap and accepting all the pets.
Valda grinned and curled her finger invitingly at Maris. “Come eat,” she said, using the threads as a guide to sit at the small table.
“Again? Aren’t you insatiable?” Maris grinned, playing with the long, thin hairs on Cerberus’s tail. 
“Maris…”  Valda warned, unable to hide her smirk. “Come eat breakfast.”
Maris rolled her eyes. Evidently Valda was not in the mood to be playful. She got out of bed, but not before patting Cerberus softly. The cat took up as much space as her large body would allow while Maris walked to the closet. As Valda’s assistant she didn’t have to wear the maid’s uniform, but when she opened the walk-in closet, she was filled with a sense of dread at the sight of her clothing right next to Valda’s. Her worn-out linen dresses contrasted dramatically with Valda’s pristine clothes. It was mind boggling. Was it prudent to have her clothing in the same closet? 
“You don’t need to get dressed just yet,” Valda said before taking a sip of her coffee.
“You want me to have breakfast nude?”
“Not like I am going to enjoy it,” Valda arched her brow, her face tilted away from Maris as she grabbed a strawberry and popped it in her mouth.
She didn’t argue, instead she sat in front of Valda as she picked up a piece of sausage and waved it around. Cerberus raised her head, sniffing before running to Valda’s side. She took the sausage and scampered to the living space.
“How long have you been awake?”
“Not long. Maybe an hour?” Valda said before her hand traveled to her pocket. “I got you something.”
Maris was about to take a mouthful of oatmeal when her curiosity stopped the spoon mid-air. “Oh?”
The queen took out a small box and carefully placed it on the table. “Here.”
Maris moved the oatmeal bowl aside as her eyes fell on the present. “What is this?”
Valda smiled. “Open it.”
Maris arched her eyebrow as she took the box. Inside it, there were countless silver strings. They shined as the rays of the early sunlight reflected upon them. She gasped quietly. Her eyes flew to a grinning Valda and back to the strings.
“Are these—”
“You said you needed strings. I went ahead and sent a messenger to get me some. I know there are many kinds, varieties, and types of materials, I hope this suits your instrument.” When Maris didn’t respond, she knitted her brows together. “Maris?”
Maris opened her mouth, but the words were caught in her throat. Valda’s smile, though small, was there, and she seemed so proud of what she had done and so … happy. Maris didn’t know what to say other than to thank the queen for her small gesture. With this, she would be able to play her violin, which she had neglected for so many years.
Releasing a shaky breath, Maris closed the box and said, “Thank you so much.”
Valda tensed. “Are you crying?”
“It’s been five years since I’ve played the violin…”
Valda nodded. “Are you afraid you might have forgotten how to play?”
“I hope not. If I did I—” Maris wiped away her tears and shook her head. “Gods, if I forgot what my mother taught me,” she let out a nervous chuckle before touching the box again. “She will probably find me in her next life and slap me.”
“I am sure you can still remember,” Valda said in a calming tone. “Go ahead,” Valda leaned forward. “Play for me…” A bright smile was painted on her rosy lips. “Please.”
A fluttering sensation consumed her stomach. To play for Valda? She got you the strings for something, Maris. Just go for it. “Right! Let me just get the violin and get ready.” Maris let out a breathy laugh before she ran to the closet and pulled out the worn-down violin case. 
Valda turned to face her, following the sound of her footsteps. 
As Maris kneeled, a very curious Cerberus walked towards her, sniffing at the case then swatting the violin as Maris pulled it out. Maris chuckled and swatted her hand back at the large cat, play-fighting with her. Except, Cerberus fell to her side and stretched out, taking up way too much space for a cat. 
Maris couldn’t help but stop what she was doing to rub Cerberus’s fluffy stomach. 
“I think your cat has become my cat.”
Valda chuckled. “I will have to draw the line there, Seashell. No one takes Cerberus away from me.”
Maris snickered, her fingers running through the fur before patting her. “Go on with your momma. I don’t want her to get mad at me.”
Cerberus shook her head and let out a soft trill, but stood when Valda called out for her. She silently made her way to Valda, jumped on her lap, earning a soft groan from the queen. Maris always found it funny when such a beast of a cat decided it was a lap cat. Cerberus was larger than any cat she had seen in her entire life. If she stood on her hind legs, she was sure she could reach Maris’s stomach. 
Without Cerberus distracting her, Maris put the new strings on her violin, tuning it as she went along until it was perfect. 
“All right. Are you ready?” Maris asked, placing the violin on her shoulder and resting her jaw on it while her other hand held the bow. 
“I am all ears,” Valda answered, resting her elbow on the table and her chin on her knuckles while she scratched Cerberus’s head.
Taking a deep breath, Maris closed her eyes and began to slide the bow against the pristine new violin strings. A soft melodic tune filled the silence of the large chamber, resonating against its stone walls. Standing still, Maris created a theme of the bits and pieces of the melodies taught by her mother years ago. 
With a subtle clumsiness at first, Maris began to weave a song as she went along. The opening notes were bright and cheery, painting a picture of a sunny meadow with flowers swaying in the breeze. Maris’s fingers danced with skill and emotion, bringing the melody to life. All the while Valda closed her eyes, leaning against the chair as Cerberus stared intently.
As the melody shifted, the music grew darker, and Maris’s playing became more intense. The notes were haunting, filled with longing and sadness as the happy memories of her mother invaded her mind. All those afternoons where her mother would teach her how to hold the bow, how to settle the violin on her shoulder. The feeling of her hands on hers as she guided her through the notes.
Memories of her father weren’t far behind. Him seated in the living area of their home, staring as she played with a proud smile on his face. The tempo picked up, and the music took on a sense of urgency. Maris’s fingers moved with incredible speed, the melody rising and falling like waves crashing against a rocky shore. 
With a final flourish, Maris brought the music to a slow stop, the last notes fading into the air. She lowered her violin, her eyes meeting Valda’s open gaze. Her haunting white eyes seemed to look upon her, glimpsing into her deepest memories. And just like that, Maris pulled back, looking away, hiding from the queen. She felt seen, exposed, and she wasn’t ready to be so vulnerable, not with Valda. 
Valda patted Cerberus’s back before she stood from the table and took a couple of unsure steps towards Maris. Wanting to avoid Valda was impossible. She reached out, grabbed her forearm, and led the queen to her. She expected Valda to say something, she never expected her to wrap strong arms around her and pull her into a strong and much needed hug. Maris’s hand rested on her back, eyes wide open as Valda squeezed her shorter frame to hers. Maris melted, pressing her lips to her taut shoulder. 
Her eyes burned with unshed tears, but she swallowed hard and willed them away. 
“That was beautiful,” Valda whispered against her temple.
Her cheeks warmed at the praises. She looked up at the queen and blushed as Valda pressed her forehead with hers while her large hand moved to grasp her waist intimately. Not wanting her emotions to get the best of her, she patted Valda’s back and pulled away.
“You told me you were going to take me to the pool today,” Maris said, moving back a step and brushing Valda’s hand away. “We better finish our breakfast. If we keep this up, we might as well stay in for the entire day.”
“That doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”
“Valda…” Maris pouted and gave Valda’s hand a firm squeeze.
“All right, all right.” Valda released her with a conceding sigh and slowly made her way back to the table. 
Maris took the chance to put the violin away and finally dressed. Maris pulled on a flowing, floor-length dress made of a lightweight, airy fabric. The dress had long sleeves that were loose and billowy, draping down to the wrists. The bodice was fitted, accentuating her curves. The dress was not adorned with intricate patterns and designs, but it had a worn out, blue-ish color. It wasn’t eye-catching, but it was comfortable, and that was what she needed. As she walked to the breakfast table, Maris combed her fingers through her long, wavy hair and finally sat down to enjoy her breakfast. 
For a while, they kept to themselves until Valda broke the silence with a question. 
“You never take off your necklace,” Valda said, dunking a piece of bread in her coffee. “Sentimental value?”
Maris licked crumbs of bread and honey from her lips before she touched her neck and then her chest, finding rings dangling from necklace. “Yes.” Maris didn’t plan on explaining, but the silence between them was expectant. “They are my parents’ wedding bands,” Maris said and took a long sip from her coffee.
“Heart mates?” Valda asked, grabbing a piece of bread and holding it for Cerberus.
“Soulmates,” Maris corrected, swallowing hard. She dunked a piece of bread in honey and took another bite. 
The silence was deafening until Valda spoke again. “Why don’t you want a mate? Do you have one somewhere, Maris?” The hesitation in Valda’s voice was evident and Maris couldn’t help but smile. 
“No heart mate, no soul mate. Then again, I am not twenty-one yet, so I haven’t met my soulmate.” Her eyes shifted to Valda, who petted Cerberus’s head after she took the bread. “I don’t think I could handle being someone’s heart mate, and then having that person leave for their soulmate, or vice versa.”
Valda nodded, yet her jaw tensed.
“I guess you haven’t met your soulmate.”
The subtle upturn of Valda’s lips took Maris by surprise. She hid a pout by biting on her lower lip. “Apparently.”
“I could’ve sworn you and Sir Kayden were close to heart mates.” There, she finally said it. She just hoped she didn’t sound like she was about to puke with jealousy. 
Valda chuckled deeply and shook her head. “Gods, no.”
Maris released the breath she was holding. 
“Kayden is my best friend. Nothing more,” Valda said before reaching for her coffee. “The man can be annoying as fuck sometimes, though.” She scoffed. “I would never mate with a person like him,” she muttered more to herself than to Maris. “Not to mention he is a man. I am not attracted to men.”
Of course. Maris shook her head. Why was she worried about that? Why was she worried about Valda being mated at all? Maybe because, in her heart even if they weren’t soulmates, there was a slight probability they were heart mates and that terrified her.
The smile that absentmindedly painted her lips disappeared when she caught herself thinking about being mates with the woman in front of her. Valda was a queen, strong, important. She was… someone.
“Have you had a lover?” Valda asked, eyes closed, cleaning up her plate by popping one last strawberry into her mouth.
Maris pouted and twisted her lips, mulling her answer. “I’ve—I’ve had lovers before. Nothing serious.” Kind of like now, right? 
“Me either.” Valda finished her breakfast leaning back on her chair and whipping her hands on her pants. 
Unable to tell if Valda wanted to continue the conversation, Maris grew quiet as she ate her oatmeal, making as much noise as she could with her bowl, emphasizing her desire to eat instead of talking about her past, and the topic of mates. 
“Well?” Valda’s booming voice interrupted the short-lived silence. “Do you want to go to the pools or not?”
The pools! “Of course, I do!” She leapt uncharacteristically from her seat, but the mere thought of dipping her foot in Sealian waters called to her as if she had never even seen a drop of water in her life. 
“Let’s go then, I am tired of sitting around.”
Maris quickly grabbed hold of Valda’s arm and led her out of the room. As they walked down the grand hall, Valda described the route to the interior pools. Ignoring the entertained gazes of the guards by the door, Maris dragged the queen along.
After a couple of twists and turns, they made it to the pools. Maris pushed open the grand crystal doors, and her breath caught as she stepped into the hidden chamber. It was a veritable underwater wonderland, with walls adorned in iridescent seashells that shimmered like scales. The floor was paved with smooth, snowy rocks, reminiscent of a beach.
At the far end of the chamber, a small waterfall cascaded from a rocky ledge. The sound of the waterfall was a soothing melody which left goosebumps on Maris’s skin. 
The waterfall emptied into a large rectangular pool that stretched out, taking up most of the room. The water was a crystal-clear turquoise, and it was surrounded by meticulously arranged seashells, coral, and driftwood, creating a naturalistic ambience.
On the right corner of the room, a smaller circular pool beckoned with its heated waters. The steam rising from the pool carried a hint of briny salt. Maris could imagine herself sinking into the heated pool, the tension melting from her muscles as she gazed up at the star-shaped skylight above. 
“If you want, we can start with the smaller pool. I wouldn’t want you to drown.”
“Valda! Don’t start!” Maris pouted and slipped her hand away from Valda’s grasp as the taller woman laughed.
“Lock the doors.”
Maris took a deep breath and glanced at Valda and then at the crystal doors. Before she could ask what the use was, Valda explained how they would fog up as soon as they were locked. No one could look inside the room. Maris was relieved that she wouldn’t make a fool of herself in front of any passersby or castle guards. 
As the doors locked with a loud click, she turned to see Valda removing her yellow blouse. Her chest wraps were white as well as the undergarment. As Maris took in Valda’s body again, the queen’s voice echoed inside the chamber.
“Take your clothes off.”
It was an order Maris couldn’t quite deny. “All of it?” she asked, seeing Valda still wearing her undergarment.
Valda turned her face towards Maris’s voice and shrugged. “Your choice.”
Maris turned away from Valda and slipped her dress off, leaving her dark chest wraps and underwear, matching Valda. Then, she folded the dress neatly and placed it on a small table next to the doors.
“I need your help. Take me to the smaller waterfall. It has been a long time since I’ve been here, and I don’t quite remember where everything is.”
“Of course!” Maris scurried to Valda’s side, grabbed her calloused hand, and slowly dragged her to the waterfalls. Valda got under the steady stream, her white undergarment stuck to her body, revealing everything to Maris’s hungry eyes.
Maris stared, unable to peel her eyes away from Valda, who dragged her fingers through her hair, wetting it completely. 
“If I am not mistaken, on the left side is the shallow part and there are some steps. Right?”
Maris turned to confirm. “Yes. Should I take you there?”
“If you may.”
Maris nodded, grabbed Valda’s hand again before making her way towards the white steps of the pool. Valda was the first one to step in. Maris made sure that the queen didn’t stumble on her feet or slip. When Valda was finally in the pool, the water reached her up to her waist. 
“Come in.”
The water in the pool looked pristine, clear, and clean. If it weren’t for the ripples on its surface when Valda moved, Maris would’ve thought that there was nothing there. 
Taking a sharp breath, she walked down the steps with wobbly knees. Come on, Maris. You want this, you can do this. She took a second step, and her foot touched the water, then she took another and another and another.
Her shaking hand grabbed hold of Valda’s firm one, and she sobbed. This was something that she had wanted to experience ever since her parents told her about her adoption. When they told her that she came from the Sea Kingdom, and that it was natural for her to crave being near water. This was surreal, and she couldn’t bring herself to grab hold of her emotions like she usually did. She couldn’t. 
The water reached under her breasts, seeping into her undergarments and the ends of her hair. The saltiness of the water was like a warm blanket, hugging her lovingly. Before she could enjoy the embrace, Valda steadied her by wrapping one strong arm around her waist, crushing their chests together. As Valda walked towards the deep end, Maris noticed that her feet were no longer touching the floor of the pool. Her breath hitched, and she wrapped her arms around Valda’s neck. 
“Valda, wait a second.” Maris shuddered, her grip tightening.
“Is the water cold?”
“No, I—” Maris squeezed her eyes shut, as she hooked her legs over Valda’s hips. She held on to her for dear life, her entire body shaking. “I am scared.” That was an understatement. She wasn’t just scared, she was embarrassed. ‘A Sealian that doesn’t know how to swim.’ She would carry that for years to come if she didn’t learn how to swim right away. What if she never learned? What if she couldn’t learn?
“It’s all right to be scared. I am not going to drop you unless you want me to.”
“I can’t touch the bottom,” she said, her nails digging into Valda’s shoulders.
“I can, don’t worry. I got you,” Valda said, her other hand gripping her thigh. “I am not letting you go,” Valda said and by the way she clutched onto her, and how her face dipped as if she was staring at her, Maris knew she meant it outside the pool too.
“I am going to go further into the deep end. Is that all right with you?” Valda asked and Maris clung tighter. The air grew thick as she thought of something to say instead of ‘no, wait,’ instead of sounding petrified. Yet, Valda didn’t move except the hand that reassuringly rubbed her back. As her tension ebbed away, Maris was able to breathe again. Her hold on Valda relaxed. It felt like an hour had passed, but Valda didn’t push her. She stood perfectly still.
“You can move…” Maris finally said.
Valda dipped her chin in a small nod, her body shifted further into the pool, until the water reached her chin. Maris gasped, as Valda’s body floated. Letting go of her thigh, Valda treaded the water as her legs moved in circular motions.
Her stomach turned, and Maris pressed herself even closer. She whimpered as the water covered her shoulders and neck until only their heads were above the surface. Her breath quickened and she wasn’t sure what to do other than to hold on.
“Do you want to know how I learned to swim?” Valda asked, a soft chuckle escaping her.
Maris nodded, her eyes glued to Valda, trying to anchor herself to something—anything that will keep her focused other than on the fact that neither her nor Valda were touching the bottom.
“When I was ten, my mother and I went on a trip to Harmonia. I remember that day clearly because it was my first time on a ship. I was nauseous to say the least. On our way there, Arwin wanted to stop at one of Agenor’s islands for some reason. He grabbed a lifeboat and took me there, but we never made it. He thought that I needed to learn how to swim. So, he anchored the boat and… pushed me into the sea.”
Maris tensed, and she pulled back to look at Valda’s face. She was smiling. “Are you joking?”
“I am not.”
“Valda, that’s horrible.”
Valda shrugged. “I learned how to swim there and then. Sometimes you need to be pushed to your limits.”
“You— You are not going to do that to me, right?”
Valda’s frowned deeply; the smile gone in an instant. Shaking her head, she rubbed Maris’s back. “I would never.”
“Good.” Maris nodded, her hands relaxing, finding Valda’s nape and holding her hair.
“I do want you to experience this, Maris. You deserve to know who you are, to feel your heritage, to be consumed by it. You are a Sealian, these waters, are from your land and I am sure you can feel it calling to you.”
Calling. It was. Her chest felt warmer, her skin was covered in goosebumps, but that sensation of failure stayed in the back of her head, clouding her enjoyment of what was supposed to be something exciting.
“We can take a deep breath together. We can go to the bottom of the pool and just like that, I am sure you will know exactly what to do.”
“What if I can’t? What if nothing happens?”
“Then, nothing happens,” Valda said with a shrug and a smile. “All I ask is that you look at me, watch my movements and mimic everything that I do, all right?”
Maris looked down, studying Valda’s leg. Releasing her iron grip on the other woman’s hip, she began to kick her legs just as Valda was doing. Suddenly, one of Valda’s hands moved to grab hers, and she tensed again.
“Wait, Valda!”
“Maris, I need you to trust me.”
“I know but—”
“I won’t let anything bad happen to you. You already know this. I got you.”
Maris shuddered in a breath, closed her eyes and groaned as she squeezed Valda’s hand with hers. Valda released her hold on her waist before holding her wrist. Still close to her, Maris’s grip on Valda’s fingers was almost painful, but she didn’t care, she wasn’t about to let go.
“At the count of three, we are going to take a deep breath. I am going to pull you under water.”
“Valda! No—”
“I will be holding your hand the entire time. I won’t let go. I promise.”
“I swear, Valda!” Maris sniffled, water reaching her chin as Valda put more and more distance between them, their only lifeline was their interlocked hands.
“Are you ready?”
Nodding, Maris closed her eyes, took a short breath to ease her heart and exhaled. “One.”
Valda chuckled, squeezed her hands reassuringly and said, “two.”
“Three!” Maris yelped, and quickly took a deep breath before closing her eyes and dunking her head under the surface. Valda squeezed her hand tighter, pulling her deeper and deeper. Maris kept her eyes closed, holding her breath in her mouth, but then Valda released one of her hands. Her eyes flew open, and she found Valda treading in the water. She mimicked her right away, controlling her movements, her hair floating around her, almost blocking her view of the queen. Suddenly, Maris’s lungs were filled not only by air but power. The warm sensation at her fingertips and toes made her shiver in delight as the water entered her every pore, and that was when she exhaled…
And she then inhaled.
She could breathe…
She could breathe underwater.
Maris scoffed, bubbles escaping her mouth and floating to the surface. More bubbles surfaced this time coming from Valda. The woman pulled at her, egging her to go back to the surface instead, but Maris slipped her fingers from Valda’s grip.
Panic settled over Valda’s features. She trashed her arms about and swam to the surface while Maris drifted to the bottom. Her feet finally touched the pool’s floor, and she didn’t panic. Her hands moved in the same circles as Valda had done, keeping her up right. She laughed again; more bubbles escaped her. Effortlessly, she bounced on her toes and swam towards Valda, who had gone underwater again, waving her hands, calling for her, reaching out, desperately. Thrusting her arms, Maris swam towards her. Instinctively her body moved quickly until she reached Valda, clutched her arm and pulled her to the surface.
The queen gasped for air and turned in Maris’s arms before gripping shoulders. “Blessed be Ouranos! You scared me to death! I thought I lost you.” Valda shuddered and pulled her in for a tight hug. “Don’t ever do that—”
“You were right. I was going to be just fine,” Maris interrupted her before cupping her jaw. “It was as something snapped in place inside my brain… Tartarus! Can Sealians breathe underwater? Because I think I did just that!”
Valda chuckled awkwardly. “I doubt that.” 
“Why?”
“Because. Breathing underwater is one of the gifts only the Sealian royalties had. That and the ability to control water and the sea.”
Maris froze. “That’s the gift for the heir of the Sea Kingdom?”
Valda nodded. “Just as I can command the wind, Sealian royalty could command the sea and water.”
Could. They could manipulate water. Maris stared at her hands as they waved about, keeping her afloat.
It’s been years since she first noticed she had a gift. It was during the Patron Festival in Ophelia Plaza. She was with Melvian, and her parents enjoying the music and the food when suddenly someone bumped into her. She was holding a glass of water and for some reason, it hovered over the ground before her. It must’ve been seconds, but Maris noticed, and she knew she was the one that had caused the water to float. No one noticed, or at least she thought.
Maris never understood how or tried to do more than just simple tricks. She wasn’t able to bring forth a storm as Valda could bring a tornado. But somehow, she felt that was surely to change soon. This water, being from her kingdom, made her feel different.
Valda’s hands bumped into Maris’s stomach, knocking her out of her daydream.  Valda’s eyes were open and looking right through her.  Maris hadn’t noticed she had been quiet for a long time.
“Can other people apart from royalty bear the gifts?” Maris suddenly asked, swallowing hard.
Valda pursed her lips and scratched her chin. “Well. Of course. The blessed ones are humans, mortals and weak. They sleep around. They have bastards. I know there are Skylians able to control the wind, but since I bear the mark of Ouranos I have more control. Where they can create a soft breeze, I can destroy a village.”
“You are stronger because of your lineage?”
“I am stronger because of my blessing and connection to the god,” Valda said, raising her chest, prideful.
Maris nodded. Of course, Valda was blessed by the god. Maris wasn’t. She didn’t have the mark of Poseidon. Her tricks were weak and sloppy. Maybe she was a bastard child from some royal. Maybe her real parents were bastard children and inherited the gift from them. 
That made sense.
Flicking her gaze at Valda, Maris wondered if she should let her know that she could somewhat manipulate water but, then again if she did, what would it matter? 
But what if she was somehow tied to the royals from the Sea Kingdom? What if she was the heir to what was left? 
Maris blinked and scoffed at her own thoughts. Her being the heir wouldn’t change anything with Valda. The other woman would still be the queen of the most powerful kingdom on the planet, while she would have a handful of Sealians and a kingdom with nothing to offer but ruins. A handful of Sealians that needed all the help they could get.
“Maris, are you all right?”
“Yes, I am just thinking,” Maris answered. “Whatever happened to the kings and queens of the Sea Kingdom. I mean. I know the whole place was destroyed…”
Valda pursed her lips. “Lead me to the edge?” she asked, touching Maris’s arm. 
Maris grabbed Valda’s elbow and pulled her towards the edge of the pool. Valda pulled herself out and sat down, her legs dangling and splashing the water. Maris imitated her and sat next to her. 
“Reports said that they died when the castle collapsed on them.”
“Everyone died?”
“Yes, the king, the queen, and their daughter all perished. Their structures were not strong enough to hold out to a hurricane.”
Maris frowned and turned to the pool again. “Who wrote that report?”
Valda tilted her head to the side. “General Arwin.”
“Hmm,” Maris’s upper lip twitched. 
“You don’t like him?”
Maris hesitated to answer. Arwin was Valda’s general, her right-hand man. And although days ago she almost choked him, he was still closer to her than Maris would ever be. “I haven’t had enough interaction with him to form an opinion.”
“But?”
Maris hesitated to answer. Talking bad about Arwin could get her in trouble. She knew Valda wasn’t keen of him, but he was the general of the army. She somewhat trusted him.
“I was with my parents in Ophelia Plaza for one Patron Festival. Arwin walked to us, and my parents seemed scared. I don’t remember what they said but it looked like he didn’t seem to want me there. Not to mention that same day my dad disappeared. My mother’s mind fractured. She said the bond was broken and that he had died, but we never got a body.” Maris swallowed hard, touching the bands dangling from her necklace.  
“How long ago was this?”
“I was twelve. So maybe that was almost nine years ago? I don’t remember exactly.”
Valda moved uncomfortably. “Those were bad years for a lot of people. The uprisings in Umbriel were starting back in those days as did my training as a warrior under Arwin’s wings.”
“So young?”
“Arwin would say otherwise. He wanted to start training when I was younger. I am sure my mother didn’t allow him. I would wake up before the crack of dawn and he made me run five miles as a warmup.”
“Goodness. A bit abusive don’t you think?” Maris asked, wrapping her arms around her knees and resting her chin on them.
Valda laughed softly and shook her head. “I mean…” Valda leaned back, exposing both her stomach and legs. “It was rough, but I think I turned out just fine.”
Maris rolled her eyes and looked away, her face going bright red. There it was again. The playfulness that broke down Valda’s wall. Sometimes Maris wondered if she was the only one who got to see her like that. Had other maids gotten to see the queen’s scandalous side? Jealousy panged the second she imagined Valda flirting with anyone else. Maris buried the sentiment somewhere deep in her mind, hopefully never to think of it again. 
“Seashell?”
Maris’s gaze went from Valda’s contracted abdominals to her face. “Hmm?”
“Do you enjoy it?”
“The pool? Yes. It is quite magical. My shoulder is completely healed. That’s a big plus.”
“I am not talking about the pool, Maris.” Valda’s voice dropped, as she pressed the back of her hand to the outside of Maris’s thigh.
Maris realized that she was addicted to the way Valda pronounced her name. Each syllable sent a bolt of electricity through her, goosebumps forming in her skin. “Then what?”
Inhaling deeply, Valda moved closer, her fingers stroking further up Maris’s thighs. “Us.”
“Are you asking if I enjoy having sex with you?”
Valda nodded, jaw muscles flexing.
Maris wet her lips before answering. “I think my cries last night were evidence enough.”
Valda seemed pleased with the answer yet the fierceness in her features did not ease.
“I will not stop, Maris. I don’t think I will. I might not know what I am getting myself into by sleeping with you, but to be honest. I do not care.”
“I—”
“No, let me explain.” Sitting up straight, Valda squeezed Maris’s thigh, hard enough to keep her quiet.
“When I was sixteen years old, I asked the Oracle when I would meet my mate. I wasn’t smart enough to specify which one, heart mate or soulmate. They said I would meet her on my twenty-fifth birthday. I waited nine long years, only for—” she gestured at her face, “this to happen to me. I didn’t want a heart mate, Maris. But now I can only hope I will at least get that.”
“Valda…” Swallowing hard, Maris grabbed Valda’s hand and squeezed it. “I don’t want a—”
“I know. I know and I get it, and trust me, I understand. But don’t deny that there is something happening between us because I can fucking feel you. I can taste you, and you…” Valda scoffed. “You feel like you were made for me.”
“Valda. You are the queen of the kingdom. I am a maid.”
“Yes. But—”
“I slapped you across the face.”
“Yes, and look how we ended up.” She smiled. “Do you deny the attraction?”
Maris shook her head. “I won’t deny that.”
“Good.” Valda said. “Now, kiss me.” The command was firm, but full of longing.
Taking a deep breath, as if about to jump into the pool again, Maris moved to her knees and cradled Valda’s face. She mashed her lips to the queen’s in a soft, chaste kiss which was much more affectionate than hungry. Fear ignited in Maris’s heart like a lantern in the dark at the thought that she was already in too deep regarding her feelings for the Queen.
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Maris was trying her hardest to pay attention to the meeting, but Valda’s taste still lingered in her tongue, her scent saturated her senses. Even now, as the queen sat next to her, not moving or flirting, Maris wanted to squeeze her thigh underneath the large table. Yet, she had been instructed to pay attention, take note of body language and important information to discuss later. 
After her swimming lessons, which ended as she had hoped for, Valda called forth a meeting with the kingdom’s counselors and advisors. Unlike Arwin, these advisors came ready to plead their case. 
The first to talk was Angus Taskon, middle-aged man with an overly bushy silver mustache. The man was quick to report how this season’s crops were abundant in the northern towns, yet not so much on the southern cities. He announced a plan to help the south which didn’t include anything about lowering taxes. Valda thanked him for his help and his oversight while he kept his head low accepting the praises. Once he was done, he sat down with a satisfied grin on his face. 
Next was education. A woman stood and greeted Valda with the utmost respect. Lyra Lever, a retired teacher in her sixties, addressed the upcoming programs she wanted to implement kingdom wide in the forthcoming years. She detailed a plan to integrate more reading and writing, starting with the earlier years. First, they would print as many books as possible, distribute them through the villages, assign a teacher for each school and invest in materials for the younger kids. By the age of seven, every Skylian should know how to read. Her reason for that was that she thought it was time to move forward. If anything, Maris was sure that Skylians were seen as barbarians. Not like Vulcanian, but close. Valda agreed to the plan and moved on to the next topic. 
Housing and infrastructure. A young man in his thirties stood from his chair and fixed his sleeves, rolling them up to his elbows. A tactic to look more mature. Maris chuckled at that, and Valda leaned in to ask what was so funny. As Maris gave her a detailed description of the secretary of housing and infrastructure, Valda snorted and leaned back on her chair, unimpressed. Dristan Sato was nervous. His voice quivered as he turned to talk to Valda and explain how their budget wasn’t enough to do what he envisioned. He talked about the need to build better, stronger houses that would take in the tornadoes and sandstorms in the kingdom. He also spoke about how the last audience and how Eyphah Hurley had pleaded to have better materials to build their own homes.
Maris wrote it all done, feeling a pang of guilt. She was under the protection of Valda. She was safe, sound, with food and shelter while other Sealians were out there, struggling. Things needed to change, and fast.
The budgeting counselor stood from his chair angrily. Hadeon Lain was an older man, with thinning, silver hair and a nasty attitude. He demanded that Dristan let him talk. As he raised his voice, Valda stopped their bickering altogether with a slam of her hand on the desk.
Maris snorted and leaned back to watch the queen do what she did best.
“Lain,” Valda began, her voice low and thick. “Why are you interrupting Sato?” 
Hadeon swallowed hard. “This boy—” 
“This boy has a name!” Dristan, the Secretary of Housing and Infrastructure, growled.
“Your Highness, Sato wants more money for housing when we know that we are already asked our people for too much money. According to General Arwin’s security report, we are on the brink of an all-out civil war, and the entirety of our budget should go towards the army and our security!” Hadeon said as he picked up his reports. “These invaders…” 
“Survivors,” Valda corrected, forming a fist with her right hand, and pressing the white knuckles to the table.
“Survivors,” Hadeon mumbled. “Don’t you think they are taking a little too much?” 
“No,” Valda simply answered. “They are working and giving to this kingdom as much as you are, Lain. I think they deserve to live with dignity. After the last audience, I can no longer ignore their needs like my mother did. Their cry for lower taxes will not fall into deaf ears. The live in my kingdom and if they are in need of having a house so they can get started, who am I to say no to them?” 
Maris inhaled deeply and nodded slightly.
“But, Your Highness, I—” 
“I already had a talk with General Arwin about the army’s budget. I came to the conclusion that we are investing too much in it. I want a report to be handed to my assistant tomorrow. I want a plan of how you will be dividing the kingdom’s budget to accommodate what Sato envisions without raising taxes for Sealians and our people.” Valda’s hand relaxed. “Actually…” She placed her open palm on the desk and took a deep breath. “I want to see how viable is to lower our taxes.” 
“Wait, what?” 
“Lain,” Valda bared her teeth in a soulless smile. “I want the report by tomorrow. Until then this meeting is over. I will see you all next week.”
The counselors stood from their chairs and left the meeting room. All except Dristan, who stood still until Maris noticed. He rubbed his hands together, before raking his fingers through his hair.
“My Queen, if I may?” Dristan called out.  
Valda had just unfolded her cane when she turned to Dristan. “Sato. How can I help you?” 
The man cleared his throat and threw a quick glance at Maris before addressing the queen. “I just wanted to say thank you, Your Highness.”  His voice quivered nervously. “I was wondering if I could present to you a detailed plan on the housing ideas I’ve had. As well as the pathways and streets in our kingdom. I think they are due for an upgrade, and I would be more than happy to help.” 
Maris looked at Dristan’s young and unruly look. The man was handsome, like many Skylians, tall as a tree and with a boyish glow that made her turn away. As soon as her eyes fell on Valda, Dristan’s looks were forgotten. Valda was taller than him, with that delicious combination of feminine and handsome beauty. She couldn’t help but smile up at Valda as the queen extended her arm and nodded.
“Tomorrow. Look for Maris and hand it to her. I will go over it, and then I will make a decision.” 
Dristan released his breath and grabbed Valda’s forearm for a firm squeeze. “Count on it, my Queen. Thank you!” His smile could illuminate the entire room. He bowed his head at Valda and then at Maris and turned to leave.
Maris kept her gaze on him until he opened the door. Dristan bumped into someone on the way out, bowing his head in apology before making his way. 
In walked the most handsome man Maris has ever seen in her entire life. Standing as tall as Valda, his long aqua hair was tied up into a loose bun on top of his head. His skin was as pale as the moon, and his eyes the darkest shade of blue she had ever seen. He was wearing a dark tunic, which accentuated the color of his creamy skin. There were small silver details along the tall collar, matching the buttons in front. He wore a pair of white slacks with black boots tied up to his thick calves. His steps echoed in the meeting room as he walked towards them, his face void of emotions save for when he connected his eyes with Maris. His full lips curved to a soft smile in an amicable greeting. The sleeves of his tunic went down to his elbows, exposing a series of blue tattoos on his toned forearms. The designs resembled ocean waves crashing into rocks. His wrist was adorned with bracelets made of black beads and one yellow seashell. 
As soon as he was close, he clasped his hands behind his back and stood up straight, his eyes focusing on an unknown spot on the wall. “My Queen, Captain Isen Hurley. I was told that you needed to see me.” 
Maris’s jaw slacked. Was he a captain? To the Skylian army? Her eyes went from Isen to Valda as she waited for her suspicions to be confirmed. 
“At ease, Captain,” Valda said, extending her arm to him. 
Isen grasped the queen’s hand and gave it a firm shake before Valda offered him a seat. “Captain Hurley, I called out to you for a rather personal favor. I hope you don’t mind.” 
He smiled, his teeth pearly white and perfect. “I live to serve the kingdom that gave me a second chance, and you as well, my Queen.” 
Valda chuckled and turned to Maris, signaling her to sit down as well. “Captain Hurley, I want you to meet my personal assistant.” 
Maris smiled brightly at the captain, her eyes sparkling with amazement. “Maris Era.” She let out a breathy laugh as she rubbed her hands on her dress. “It is so nice to meet a fellow Sealian.” 
Valda’s entire demeanor changed. Her eyes opened as she turned to Maris, her brows knitted together in worry. Before Maris could say anything, Isen was formally greeting her by placing his fist on his chest and bowing.
“The pleasure is all mine, Mistress Era.” 
Maris dismissed him by waving her hand. The whole “mistress” thing was too much, and she frankly didn’t like it.
“Oh, please. I am not a mistress. You can call me Maris, I insist.” 
Isen turned to look at Valda as if asking for permission. “If it is all right with my Queen.” 
“Captain Hurley, I called you here to make you an acquaintance with my assistant. She has expressed to me that she has no recollection of her home kingdom and that she has never met another Sealian.” 
Isen regarded Maris with a strange look until his eyes widened with sudden realization. His gaze went from confusion to wonder and then utter adoration. Maris moved uncomfortably in her seat before clearing her throat and looking up at Valda. The queen, of course, wasn’t paying as much attention to her as Isen was. Valda seemed distant; her mind was somewhere else.
“I want you to talk. Tell her what you know of the Sea Kingdom,” Valda said, her fingers touching Maris’s arm as she spoke.
Isen narrowed his eyes to the spot where Valda’s fingers grazed Maris’s skin. He forced an awkward smile, his large hand coming to touch his knees. “I enjoy nothing more than to talk about my kingdom.” 
Valda nodded and turned to Maris. “I will leave you two to talk. I will be heading to my chamber. I have something to get in order.”  
Confusion glinted in Maris’s eyes. She couldn’t help herself. She knew her place, especially in front of others, but she couldn’t stop herself from grasping Valda’s callused hand and holding her firmly as she was about to leave.
“What is it?” 
Valda didn’t reply, instead she turned to Maris, arching her eyebrow.
“I mean.”  Maris quickly released her hand and tucked it in her lap. “I will see you later then, Your Highness.” 
Tightening the grip on her cane, Valda left the throne room, closing the door behind her.
A shiver ran down Maris’s spine as her eyes settled on Isen’s darker ones. She smiled politely and placed her hands on the table before her. “Well.” 
“Well,” Isen chuckled and mirrored Maris’s hand placement. “What is it that you want to know?”
Maris swallowed; her throat suddenly dry. “Everything?” Isen’s gaze burned into her, taking all of her in.
“Maris, I can assure you that although I am staring at you because I am fascinated by your beauty, I do not wish to take you to bed.”
Maris scoffed. Aren’t you the honest type? “Then why do you look at me as you do?” 
“Because,” he said, his broad chest expanding as he took in a deep breath. “You carry the scent of the sea as if you were born in the Sea Kingdom.” He tilted his head. “You are younger than I am… Were you born here?” 
“No, I was months old when...it happened.” 
Isen nodded. “I was born and raised on the northern island of Nereid. I was thirteen when the hurricane hit. I managed to escape with my twin sister and my injured mother through one of the many ships near the coast.” Isen’s face softened, and he looked away from Maris to the tattoos on his arm. 
“You had access to a ship?” 
Isen nodded. “My mother was a soldier in the Sealian army, my father worked as a fisherman.” He chuckled, disguising the sadness in his voice.
Maris rubbed her knuckles as she took in Isen’s features now that he was closer. He had a subtle dark shadow, a blueish stubble on his face like the color of his mane. There was also a small bald spot on his right eyebrow, probably from an old scar.
“I was able to escape. My father didn’t. I am not sure if he is still out there. I went back for him, but our home was destroyed and the handful of people that lived there weren’t able to tell me if he survived or not. They said that he tried to come here using a smaller boat, but disappeared, never to be heard from again.”
“What about your mother?” 
“My mother did not survive the trip.” 
Maris’s stomach dropped. A thirteen-year-old alone with his sister, in an unknown kingdom with strange customs? “And your sister?” 
“She is currently living in New Agenor. She married another Sealian She...she is happy, I suppose.” He didn’t sound that convinced. 
“Tell me about the islands.” 
Isen’s smile widened. “Ah! Of course! The biggest island in our kingdom was called Triton, that’s where the castle was located.”
Maris leaned closer, excitement gleaming in her eyes as she pictured everything in her head, painting every detail as a memory in her mind.
“Triton was connected to different sets of islands. Each island was home to a clan.”
Maris leaned her cheek on her hand, staring as she listened to Isen explain the costumes of the kingdom. It was common for the women to tend the crops as the men spent their days in the water, fishing. Education was lauded throughout the kingdom, with art an early and encouraged focus.
Isen told Maris how his sister could draw and paint to perfection. Her drawings were so realistic that the images flew off the page while he could sing. She laughed at that. Isen took that as Maris not believing him, so he belted all the shanties his father and mother taught him as a child. She couldn’t help but blush in embarrassment. 
Isen told her about how they would celebrate a yearly festival in Triton Island, where children made an exposition of their art or had small concerts for their parents. 
She felt homesick for a place she didn’t remember. 
The excitement in Isen’s eyes made her wish that she had experienced what he had. Isen’s vehemence made her think if he could be exaggerating. The books she had access to did little to no justice to his recollections. It sounded like paradise to her, and although she loved the Sky Kingdom, she still felt like an outsider. 
Isen’s energy dimmed when he noticed Maris’s saddened face. His hand gestures, which he said were very Sealian, slowed and he leaned towards her. His large hands grasped hers tenderly, affectionately...brotherly. 
“If you wish me to stop, I will.” 
Maris looked at their joined hands. Hers were miniature compared to his. She slipped away from his grasp only to quickly brush away a sneaky little tear. “It’s quite all right. I am just—”
“Overwhelmed?” 
She nodded. 
Isen took a deep breath and leaned back. “We can continue some other day.” 
“No, please…” Maris wanted this to last forever; she wanted to soak up everything that had to do with her people and the kingdom more than anything. “Tell me about the king and queen, what were they like?” 
The captain puffed his chest. “They were the most gentle and loving rulers on the entire planet. And I can assure you that this is true because I have traveled all of Gaia!” 
Maris laughed softly as her tears trailed down her cheeks. “Don’t say that so loud. Queen Valda might hear you.”  
Isen’s features softened as he watched her smile. “Happiness suits you better, Maris.” 
She couldn’t help but blush at his compliment. “Tell me about them, please?” 
“Of course. King Aegaeon was…” He sighed as he remembered. “Scary.” 
“I thought you said they were gentle and loving?”
“Oh, they were! But King Aegaeon was strong and powerful. He had a wonderful sense of humor, and he was always telling jokes regarding his scary looks. He did not have the gift; it was the queen who wielded that power. But King Aegaeon was a force to be reckoned with. He would give his life to protect the kingdom and his queen.” Isen’s face softened in realization. “And he did.” 
Maris swallowed hard, moved by the thought of a king giving his life for the people he loved. “And the queen?” 
Isen stared at Maris. He nibbled on his lower lip as if he was looking for the right words. His tall build took up most of the space as he moved his seat closer to Maris. Once again, he moved his hand over hers and held it firmly. His eyes narrowed, and she suddenly felt nervous at the closeness of his body. “Captain?” 
“You must forgive me for my behavior but,” Isen swallowed before continuing. “When I first saw you, I could’ve sworn that I saw Queen Amphitrite standing before me.” He placed Maris’s over his chest, his heartbeat accelerated as his deep ocean eyes stared at her. No trace of ulterior motives or lies. His eyes shone with an adoration that she didn’t know she needed. Her free hand traced the small scar at his face and shifted a loose strand of aqua-blue hair to secure it behind his ear. For some reason, a need to protect this man surfaced from deep within her…
It scared her beyond words.
Isen closed his eyes, leaning into the soft caress, squeezing Maris’s hand tighter to his chest.
“To think that I have been searching for you for decades…” he whispered, his eyes fluttering open to drown in her gaze. “You are my lost princess, aren’t you?” 
Suddenly, Isen’s eyes grew wide and just as he was about to turn the sound of shattering glass echoed throughout the small room. Maris gasped and turned to the door while Isen stood, looking petrified.
Melvian stood by the door. Anger flared in her glare.
“Melvian!” Isen released an awkward laugh.  
“Good afternoon, Captain Hurley,” Melvian’s words were laced with venom as her eyes moved from Isen to Maris yet softened as she looked at her friend. “Good afternoon, Maris.” 
“Melvian…” Isen turned into a ball of jitters and nervousness. “This is not what you think.” 
Maris’s eyes flew open. Wait! What? Her neck almost snapped as she turned to face Isen and then Melvian. 
“I am sorry, Captain Hurley. I came in to check on Maris. She had a horrible day yesterday, and as her healer I wanted to make sure she was all right. I went to search for her in the queen’s chamber, but the queen told me she was here. She didn’t mention she was with you, though.” Melvian grinned an empty smile. 
Isen paled further. He turned to Maris and bowed low to her. “I will take my leave. It was wonderful to meet you, Maris Era. I hope we can continue our talk some other time.” 
Melvian kneeled to the floor, grabbing a piece of glass. If Maris didn’t know better, it looked like Melvian wanted to stab the captain with it.
As Isen walked to the door, he stopped to look down at Melvian and gave her an awkward yet perfect smile. “Love, it is not what you think. I must speak with you as soon as you can.” 
“If you have a headache, you can wait for me in the healer’s chambers, Captain.” She gritted her teeth at the last word. 
Isen nodded and turned once again to Maris, bowing before closing the door behind him. 
“Melvian?” 
Melvian’s dark eyes were fiery once they turned to Maris. She took a deep breath and picked up the glass of water she had brought for Maris, along with some medicine. “Yes,” she began. “Isen… is my mate.”
Maris’s jaw slacked. “Your mate? You are mated?”
“Maris…”
“Why do you keep hiding stuff from me? I thought we were best friends?”
“Maris, listen—”
“You don’t trust me, Melvian?”
“No. It’s not that…” Melvian groaned and rolled her eyes before leaving the mess on the floor and heading to Maris. “Isen is the one who gives me information from outside the castle.”
Oh. “He asked you to keep it quiet?”
Melvian nodded. “I am sorry.”
“I should be mad at you, though…” Maris said, shoving at Melvian’s shoulder before scratching her forearm nervously. “Are …you mad at me?”
“No, I am not mad at you. He is too good looking for his own good and doesn’t even notice when he is being a charmer. He is always so clueless of why women are always swooning over him!” She took a deep breath again before looking at Maris. “Was… was he hitting on you, though?” 
“Not at all. Like you said, he doesn’t know when he is being charming.” 
Melvian chuckled and shrugged. “I can’t blame him.”
“I don’t blame you for having him as a heart mate, though. He is really handsome.” Maris snickered before noticing Melvian’s serious demeanor. “You are heart mates, right?”
Averting her eyes, Melvian scratched the back of her neck. 
“Wait. Melvian…” Maris grabbed her face and turned her attention back to her. “You are heart mates, right?!” 
Melvian shook her head. “He is my soulmate.”
“Are you joking? Please, tell me you are!”
“Maris, I didn’t plan this! It’s not how it works!”
“Then, how… I…” Maris groaned and stood from her chair. “Is it even allowed? Mates from different kingdoms?”
“Another reason to keep it hidden. I’ve never heard of people from different kingdoms being actual heart mates, let alone soulmates. I am telling you, Maris. Something is changing around us, and I am not sure we are ready for it.”
“The gods are allowing all of this to happen?”
“Who knows?”
Maris rubbed the back of her neck. Things were changing all right. Her conversation with Captain Hurley had been eye opening. She had always felt strange in her own skin but having him look at her as if she was royalty had shifted something inside of her.
“How’s your shoulder?” Melvian asked, touching Maris and making her jump at the sudden contact. 
“It’s fine. I thought you healed it.”
“I haven’t been a blessed worshipper for a long time. I still think my powers don’t work.”
“Well, they do and if they didn’t, it doesn’t matter. Valda took me to the pools.” 
“Sealian waters have that effect, especially on your people,” Melvian disposed of the glass in a nearby receptacle and moved to Maris. “I would like to look at it, if you do not mind.”
“Oh, no. Not at all.” Maris moved a chair aside for Melvian. The young woman touched and prodded Maris’s shoulder quietly. Still, Maris could feel her friend’s angry eyes burning holes on the side of her face. “Are you sure you are not mad at me?” 
Melvian sighed and moved her hands away. “It took me by surprise to see him kneeling before you. Plus, you were touching his face so sweetly. I—” She groaned in frustration. 
“If it makes you feel any better, I can say he is not attractive at all,” Maris lied, her lips pursed as she tried her hardest not to laugh. 
Melvian eyed her and pushed her shoulder away before standing up. “I know he is gorgeous. All you Sealians are.” 
“You think I’m gorgeous, Melvian?” Maris batted her eyelashes and laughed when Melvian made a vulgar gesture.
“No, but seriously. What were you guys talking about?” 
Maris’s laughter died down as she thought of an answer. She might as well tell her friend the truth. “He spoke of his life in the Sea Kingdom. Valda called for him because I told her I’ve never met a Sealian before. She thought that maybe it would do me good to talk with someone from my home kingdom.” 
“Did it?”  Melvian asked, sitting back down next to her.
“Yes and no. Yes, because I got to live through him and experience what the kingdom used to be, and no because I’ve never felt more homesick in my life. I didn’t even know you could be homesick in a place you have no recollection of.” 
Melvian gave Maris a sympathetic smile before patting her arm.
“Captain Hurley was sweet enough to go on to full detail about everything and then he said the weirdest thing.” 
Melvian tilted her head. “What did he say?” 
“He told me that I looked just like Queen Amphitrite.” Maris casted a gaze to the closed door of the meeting room before traveling back to Melvian. “And I was petrified at that. He thinks I am the heir.” 
Melvian took a deep breath. “He said that?” 
Maris nodded. 
“Isen can be dramatic, of that I can assure you. I bet he was all ‘I shall be your champion, my Queen.’ and grabbed your hand and looked into your eyes.”  
“He did let me touch his chest.” Maris wiggled her eyebrows. “And face too.” 
“Maris, I swear to Asclepius, I will slap that grin off your face.” 
“I don’t think your queen will like that,” Maris teased.
“She would probably kill me if I lay a hand on you, right?” 
“Yep.”
Melvian let out an exaggerated groan. “Skylians are so territorial and possessive. I can’t stand it. I am lucky I am not mated to one,” Melvian said before gathering her things. “I am glad you are well. I wish I could stay and talk some more, but I told Isen to meet me at the healer’s chamber and I really have to give him a piece of my mind. He needs to stop being so dramatic.” 
“Oh, please. Go easy on him.” 
“I won’t,” Melvian declared as she walked to the door. “I will see you when I see you?” 
Maris nodded as Melvian left. 

Cerberus nibbled on a piece of dried meat Valda carried around. She had kept it inside a drawer near the large sofa for random treats. It had been a long time since she had sat down to relax with her pet. She missed going out with Cerberus and walking around the castle’s gardens. She missed watching the large black ball of fur jumping over the flowers, chasing random bugs or hunting small lizards. She also missed resting on the large sofa, reading a book while she lay on her chest. She was well aware that Cerberus was uneasy. A cat her size needed to get out and exercise. She didn’t trust anyone to take her beloved pet out to the garden. For now, petting and scratching her chin would have to do. 
Things were getting complicated. With Maris being attacked by castle guards, Valda couldn’t trust anyone in the castle. She didn’t know if they were out to get her or get Maris. Why were they after Maris in the first place? Arwin’s half-assed explanation did not sit well with her. There had to be something else.
And then there was Maris. Maris Era. The name sent a jolt down her spine. She had heard that last name before, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to remember when she had heard it.
Laying down on the sofa, Valda patted her chest until she felt Cerberus’s heavy paws. Then the weight of the large cat almost suffocated her until she lay down. 
Maybe she should ask Arwin, but she hated that she had to rely on him, and she would have to rely on someone to read the report. If Arwin read it, she wouldn’t know if he was telling the truth, if Maris read it… She wouldn’t want Maris to read a report on herself.  
Valda sighed, opening her eyes, hoping to see Cerberus staring back.
She cared too much. Enough to take Maris to the pools and ‘show her how to swim’. Enough to be mindful of what others said about her, and to try to kill Arwin when he went too far. Enough to want to help the Sealians more than her mother had done, but the woman still kept her at bay. She doesn’t want a heart mate. Or any mate. She is also not twenty-one yet and still, a stinge of fear spread through Valda. Maris was with another Sealian right now. A handsome one at that. She remembered what Isen Hurley looked like.
Nibbling on her lower lip, Valda wondered if she could ever take Maris to New Agenor. She seemed genuinely worried about her people. She was open to learning more and doing more for them. Would it be a good idea to take her to New Agenor? Present her as an advisor?
If she did, she would be exposed to more Sealians, more people. The chances of Maris finding her soulmate amongst the people of New Agenor was bigger.
Valda grunted and rubbed her forehead. Fuck… What am I thinking? You want to keep her away just like her parents did?
Valda couldn’t deny herself; she couldn’t keep her hands off her. Knowing that she was close, that the attraction was mutual, fueled the desire deep within Valda. It could very well be lust, something that Valda was not a stranger to but it wasn’t. It wasn’t lust.
Maris was different. She laughed at her nonsense. She played the violin, which shouldn’t have come as a surprise, since the Sealians were extremely talented at all the arts. She always smelled like the sea, and she was soft. So soft. 
Valda’s hands would always dig into her flesh, holding her steady. Her taste heightened the need to have her, and the possessive nature within her spread like wildfire.
She wanted Maris, there was no doubt in her mind, but could she bring herself to claim her as a heart mate knowing that there was a big possibility that she would find her soulmate and leave?
No. Valda wouldn’t allow that. She would kill Maris’s soulmate without a second thought. She would do whatever was in her power as a queen to keep Maris with her, even if what she wanted was wrong. No one should kiss Maris the way she did, no one should fuck her the way she did. No other name would slip from Maris’s mouth but her own. 
But could she bring Maris to experience the emptiness of a broken bond if she were to kill her soulmate for her own selfish reasons?
Valda scoffed as she opened her eyes and noticed Cerberus’s yellow eyes coming in and out of focus.
Wait. Cerberus?
Gasping, Valda straightened as she strained her eyes harder. Cerberus jumped off her chest as she sat up and let out an annoyed trill. Before her, she watched the empty fireplace forming, still in a deep haze, dark and hard to make out, but she had seen that fireplace many times to know that she was indeed looking at it.
“I can see!” Valda yelled before closing her eyes, rubbing the blurriness aggressively. Then, she opened her eyes again, only to be enveloped in darkness.
Valda blinked violently then pressed the meaty part of her palms to her face, scrubbing aggressively.
“I swear I was able to see something,” Valda muttered to herself, grabbed her cane, and dashed out the door to find Maris.

Maris stepped out of the throne room, heading to Valda’s chamber. She tried her hardest not to think about what Isen had said, about her possibly being the heiress to the throne of the Sea Kingdom. She couldn’t bring herself to pull away from the idea that he was right. Yet, if there wasn’t a way of corroborating his suspicion, why bother telling Valda anything at all? 
Heavy boots echoed behind her. Thinking it was Valda, Maris turned to see Arwin following close behind. Maris swallowed hard, turning to keep on walking until he called out for her. A shiver went down her spine, and she stopped walking all together as his steps got closer. Maris lifted her gaze, locking it with his as he pivoted and stood in front of her. 
“Good afternoon.” His voice was dry and void of emotion, unlike his expression. The fake smile on his face made Maris’s stomach turn. She didn’t return the greeting; she didn’t back down. She stared at him with a burning rage that bubbled from the pit to her stomach to her extremities. 
“Silent treatment?” he said mockingly.
“Is there something you need, General Tuuli?”
Arwin’s eyes dragged over her body. She suddenly felt exposed and wanted to shrink away from the look. 
“No. Well, yes. I think we started on the wrong foot. I wanted to apologize for what I said during our meeting. It was out of line.”
Maris glared at Arwin, unable to tell if he was lying. His lips were slightly upturned, but she wasn’t sure if his smile was condescending. “Apology accepted.” She squared her shoulders, not wanting to be intimidated by him any longer.
His grin widened, yet his eyes never smiled, they were void of that infinitesimal spark. “Blessed be the goddess,” he said, as Maris narrowed her eyes. Goddess? If this man wasn’t worshiping Ouranos like Valda did, who was the receptive of his prayers?
“Did I say something wrong?”
Maris shook her head slowly, taking a step back. 
“Don’t tell me you are one of those who think all gods left?”
This conversation was going nowhere. What did he want? “I— am not sure what you want me to—”
“Do you believe in The Great Disappearance, Maris?”
Of course she did. It was what her parents taught her. The gods left, leaving their power to a handful of mortals. The kingdoms were forged after the strongest mortal took power. But Ouranos was a male god, and so was Poseidon. Who was the general’s goddess? Did it have anything to do with the golden apple he had kissed during Valda’s birthday?
“Yes,” she answered.
An acknowledging grunt escaped from Arwin. “I don’t believe in that,” he muttered, touching the handle of the sword at his waist before sticking his hand inside his pocket, grasping something. “I think some stayed behind. It was their turn to be worshiped as the old gods were.”
Maris opened her mouth, but Arwin changed the topic.
“You know, Maris,” he began, snapping his finger and pursing his lips, deep in thought. “Ever since I saw you the other day, I was fascinated and trying to remember where we had met.” 
Maris stiffened, inhaling deeply, and taking a step back. 
“It was a long time ago at the plaza. You are Raan Era’s girl, right?”
Maris upper lip curled, her hands balling into fists. She trembled with the need to smack him across his face. How dare he say his name? How dare he act so casually when it was after their meeting that her entire life collapsed. She could still remember her parents’ urgency when they left the plaza and how they dragged her down to the secret compartment inside their bedroom, how her mother begged her to stay quiet while they came and took her father.
She could still remember her mother’s empty gaze when she turned to tell her that the bond was broken.
“I know you had something to do with my father’s disappearance, General Tuuli.”
Arwin laughed, leaning against the wall, and looking down at her. He was being condescending, in fact he was being a total asshole, and Maris wanted to wipe that stupid smile from his face. 
“Do you, now?” 
Maris nodded, her jaw tense as he leaned closer. Her heartbeat resonated inside her head as she focused on the sharp and ugly scar on the side of his face. “I was young, but I remember how scared my father was when he saw you at the Festival. After that, my father was taken from our own home.” Her heart was beating so hard inside her chest, she was sure he could hear it. “What did you do to my father, General?” Maris asked, taking a tentative step forward, her hands fist by her side.
“Are you sure it was me?” 
Maris frowned as she canted her head to the side in confusion.
“Maris!” 
Widening her eyes, Maris noticed Valda walking out of her chamber, holding her cane and waving it around excitedly. Shooting a glance at Arwin, he silenced her by placing one finger over his lips. He pointed at himself and then wagged his finger back and forth. 
He didn’t want Valda to know he was there. Why? “What do you mean?”  She hissed just as he walked past her, brushing his shoulder against hers.
“Maris!” As Valda’s steps echoed through the hall, she turned to face Valda beaming at her.
“Your Highness,” Maris replied, turning to find that Arwin was already gone. 
Valda reached out for her, and Maris grabbed her large hand, giving it a firm squeeze.
“You are trembling,” Valda said, her hand moving to her forearm. “Are you cold? You don’t feel cold.”
Maris shook her head. Anger brewed deep within her stomach. She hated how calmly Arwin reacted to her questioning, how dismissive he was. He knew he was hard to reach, and more than anything, there was no evidence to tie him to her accusations. Still, him asking her if she was sure felt almost like some sort of confession, as if he knew who was truly responsible. 
Her gaze flicked to Valda, who leaned over her with such concern it wretched her very soul. She shuddered in a breath and spread her fingers over Valda’s open palm. “I am sorry, can we go back inside your chamber?”
“Are you sure you are all right?”
She wasn’t, but letting Valda know wouldn’t fix anything. If anything, it would make things more complicated. Valda was the queen, Arwin was the General, and she was the help. Letting out a resigned sigh, Maris pulled Valda to her chamber.
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The silence bothered Valda. She had been so excited to share with Maris what had just happened, but something was wrong. As the door closed behind her, Maris’s steps circled next to her. A sigh filled the room, joined by the sound of someone sitting on the sofa. 
Cerberus’s welcoming chirps warmed her heart, but Maris’s silence made her uneasy. Using the strings Maris had tied around the chamber, Valda walked to Maris then took a sharp turn to where the liquor table was. She poured herself a drink and decided if she should pour Maris a drink as well.  
“How... was your talk with Captain Hurley?” Valda asked, slightly hesitant, walking back to the sofa, and accidentally bumping her boot with Maris’s foot. After Valda waved her hand around, Maris ushered her to sit, trying not to spill her drink. 
After a couple of minutes of silence, Maris told Valda about the details of the Sea Kingdom, things Valda already knew and had studied many times when she was younger. Valda listened attentively as Maris went over everything with contained excitement. Valda could pick up on the longing in Maris’s voice, in her need to visit the Sea Kingdom, regardless of how destroyed it was.
Valda felt as if it was her duty to show Maris her home kingdom. It wasn’t fair that the young woman’s parents denied her a connection with who she was. As she listened to Maris, she remembered the last meeting she had with Arwin and how there were Skylians moving into the Sea Kingdom, buying off the destroyed houses and buildings from the Sealians and rebuilding.
In theory, it didn’t sound so bad, but if there was going to be an exodus of Skylians, looking for cheap territory for their own gain, pushing Sealians off their very own land then… It wasn’t good. Sealians were losing what belonged to them not only because of the hurricane, but because they didn’t have the means to get it back. 
“We haven’t talked about Arwin’s meeting.” 
The observation cut off Maris’s recounting of the bridges connecting the islands. A tired sigh and a dip from the sofa signaled that she had stood up. Valda sat quietly, awaiting Maris’s words on the matter, instead the receding steps took her by surprise.
“Maris?”
“How many people are still in the Sea Kingdom?” she asked.
“It is hard to tell.”
“What about those in New Agenor? Are they allowed to move from here and back?”
“Yes, of course. They can use our ships and—”
“Why is taxation so high for the Sealians?”
Valda let out an exasperated groan before drinking what was left in her glass. “My mother set that taxation for the number of resources we used on them and the kingdom when the destruction happened. We are still spending a lot on them.”
“And on the army, according to Arwin.”
“I’ve already asked for a report to fix this. I will fix this, Maris. I know this is important.”
“Yes, as the ability for people to be resilient.” Maris sat back down next to Valda and took the glass away from her hand. “Which I am sure we are.”
“We?”
“The Sealians,” Maris clarified before touching Valda’s forearm, letting the queen know she was close. “Do you think it is fair for us to pay such high taxes when we can barely get a decent job in Skylian land?”
Valda frowned. “I get that. But, you are working in Oberon Castle. Is that not decent enough?” Valda didn’t want to sound harsh. She modulated her tone for that exact reason. Weeks ago, she wouldn’t have cared how she sounded. But she truly wanted to know what Maris was thinking.
“What other Sealian other than me and Captain Hurley work for the Skylian crown?”
Valda squeezed her jaw and faced Maris.
“Valda, I’ve been jumping from job to job since my father died when I was twelve. When I got the job, it was a miracle if I was treated or paid fairly. I was lucky to find this job. Not everyone is as lucky as I am…” Maris paused and sighed. “If you can call me lucky.”
“My mother blamed your people for my father’s death. I think that sentiment rubbed off on some Skylians.”
“That could explain a lot of things. But I think with a little help, and maybe someone to tell them what the correct road is, we could either go back to the Sea Kingdom or try to make a life here in New Agenor.” 
Valda leaned back on the sofa. For someone with no connection to her people, Maris seemed to understand what they were going through. What surprised her was that a simple conversation with Isen could make her so passionate about her people.
A sliver of jealousy settled in Valda’s stomach before she rubbed her hand against her linen pants. “I see your conversation with Captain Hurley was deep.”
“It was interesting. He told me a lot of things and… His mother died when he and his twin sister were making the trip here. He was just thirteen, can you just imagine how horrible and scary it must’ve been for children their age to make it here all alone?” Maris sighed and squeezed Valda’s thigh. “He was kind enough to tell me so many things. He wanted to continue our conversation some other time.”
Valda swallowed hard. Was Captain Hurley smitten with Maris? Did he, perhaps, think that she could be his mate? If Maris wasn’t twenty-one yet, she wouldn’t be able to identify who her soulmate was, but Captain Hurley was well into his thirties. He wasn’t mated, and he was a very handsome man. 
Could it be that Captain Hurley saw something in Maris? 
“And you agreed?”
“Of course.” 
Valda nodded, covering Maris’s hand on her thigh with her own. She was curious and knew that her rashness might not sit well with Maris at the moment, but she just needed to know.
“Do you like Captain Hurley?”
The sudden silence didn’t sit well with Valda. But as she shifted to Maris, the young woman answered hesitantly. “He is a very charming man. It was like talking to an old friend.” 
Old friend. Valda stiffened. She raised an eyebrow and waved for Maris to continue.
“He made me feel like I never missed anything at all being raised here and all.”
“Did you… feel attracted to him?” 
Maris scoffed, pulling her hand away from Valda scooting over. “Valda, really?”
“I have my reasons. I remember what he looked like. That’s why I am asking.” Valda squared her shoulders and asked again. “Did you find him attractive?” 
Maris stuttered and then huffed. “Yes, I did.” 
Valda took a deep breath just as Maris got closer. She squeezed her soft body to her hard one as Maris’s small hands touched her thighs again. Maris rubbed soft circles onto her leg, not knowing what the simple caress was doing to Valda. She wanted Maris near, she wanted to feel her body and listen to her voice, and make sure that she wasn’t lying.
“Can I ask you a personal question?” 
“What is it?” Maris didn’t sound angry, or annoyed, but rather comfortable and slightly curious.
Yet, Valda hesitated to ask her question. Maris didn’t belong to her. At least not as she would like to, but that didn’t diminish the burning need to know everything about her. If she was attracted to men, she wanted to know. “Have you ever slept with a man before?” 
Maris tensed and her breath hitched. She moved against Valda, probably looking for a way to avoid answering altogether, but Valda would have none of it. Her answer, whether it was yes or no, didn’t matter, and it wouldn’t make her think less of Maris. She simply wanted to know because Valda was going to ruin her for anyone else. She would make sure Maris craved her touch alone.
After a quiet second, Maris answered with a quiet, “Yes.” 
“You’ve fucked men before?” Valda asked, cupping Maris’s face. She felt Maris nod and a deep burning fire settled in Valda’s lower stomach. Jealousy. She could never fuck her as a man could—
Wait.
Valda opened her eyes, her face turning to where she thought her closet was. Her upper lip twitched mischievously before squeezing Maris’s jaw, earring a soft whimper.
“Did you enjoy it?” Valda asked, her voice so low it was almost a growl. Maris panted against her face, her hands held Valda’s thick wrist, not to push her away, but to keep her in place. Valda had noticed that Maris enjoyed it when she was rough, and she was more than happy to oblige her needs.
“I did,” Maris answered in a shuddering breath.
“Do you like being held down and filled to the brim?” Valda asked, her hands moving down Maris’s back to her ass. She squeezed tightly. “Do you like feeling full?”
Valda’s lips parted, she wanted to have one hand on Maris’s head, pining her face to the silk sheets while the other gripped her waist as she plowed into her. Maris would be hers, and no one else.
“Maris?”  Valda’s deep thick voice broke the silence.
Her other hand cupped Maris’s face, and she felt her nod once more. Valda hissed in a breath before capturing her lips in a scorching kiss. A bolt of lust seared through as she stood, grabbed Maris by the back of her knees, and pulled her enough to wrap her legs around her waist. Valda picked her up with ease. She imagined all the positions, all the scenarios she would be able to claim her, over and over again.
No one else would have her. No one else would be allowed to even breathe near her. If Isen even dared, she would have no remorse if she ended his life. 
Valda moved confidently through the chamber, until her knees touched the wooden platform of the bed. Carefully, she settled Maris on the bed, kissing her fervently as her hands explored the curves of her waist and ass. With apprehension, she pulled away, chuckling at Maris’s subtle whine. 
“I have to look for something,” Valda whispered against her mouth. “Be a good girl and undress for me, Seashell.”
“W-what? What are you going to look for?”
“Trust me, you will enjoy it,” Valda said, sealing her promise with a deep kiss. She pulled away from Maris, whose hands still clung to her, only releasing when she climbed off the bed and made her way to the closet. She was so thankful for the strings.
Maris issued an annoyed grunt and fabric shuffled. Valda hoped she was able to find a specific box. Valda silently thanked Kayden for his obsession with sex and the fact that he had this magical cock lying around. Or did he create it just for her? Either way, Valda was going to use it, and she hoped Maris would want to use it. 
As she moved about the closet, searching the numerous wooden drawers, Valda wondered if the box was even in the room. She had given direct instructions for the gift to be put in her room, but with all that had happened, Valda hadn’t taken a moment to look for it. Growing impatient, she fell to her knees and opened the last drawer, finding what she was looking for.
Touching the lid, Valda made out the symbol of Harmonia. She removed the metal latch from the box and opened it. One hand trailed over the phallic object and a wide grin spread over her face.
Valda stood, placed the box on top of the drawers and removed her clothing. Her heated skin welcomed the cold breeze with goosebumps. Naked, she felt the cock in her hands and tried to understand how to wear it. Kayden had told her it had been blessed by Aphrodite herself. She knew that was a lie, but still…
She would feel everything if she wore it. She would be able to feel all of Maris. 
Touching her way through, Valda found the side she was supposed to place inside of her. Spreading her legs, Valda felt her opening, making sure she was wet enough for the toy to fit through without any problem. Her early thoughts of taking Maris had done the trick. Leaning against the closet frame, Valda’s jaw slacked in a silent groan. 
She squeezed her eyes shut and shuddered. What sort of witchcraft was this? Valda’s hand trembled, her fingers circling on the base of the cock. She felt it. She felt her hand, the warmth and softness of her skin on the base. Squeezing the length, she pumped the head and her knees almost buckled with the shocking sensation running through her. 
Valda’s mouth parted as she released a broken moan. Oh, she needed to use this on Maris. She needed to feel her. Taking mouthfuls of air, she returned to her bed, where an exasperated and desperate Maris waited for her.
Her hand moved about until it bumped into Maris who was standing by the bed. The younger woman pressed against her, and she could feel Maris’s ass to the underside of the cock. Valda groaned, holding Maris steady by the waist as she pressed her nose to the back of her head, inhaling her alluring scent. 
Maris clutched to her nape, her other hand moved behind her to touch Valda’s cock. Her hands were silky soft, and Valda had to bite her lower lip to keep herself from moaning.
“What is this?” Maris asked. Her voice was low, a whisper.
The queen growled, needing to push her against the bed and be done with it. But she wanted to enjoy this as much as she wanted to please Maris. It didn’t matter if she had her release as long as Maris did. She would do anything to have the younger woman melt in her arms. 
With uneven breaths, Valda wrapped her arms around Maris’s torso. “A gift,” she managed to say.
“From whom may I ask?” 
Valda shuddered, tracing soft, delicate circles over Maris’s hip bone. “Kayden.”
“Why am I not surprised? Do your maids enjoy it?”  Maris tried to turn to face her, but Valda held her in place and shook her face against the back of her head in a silent plea for her to stay as she was.  
“I haven’t used it on anyone,” Valda said, breathless and struggling to stay in control. “You would be the first.” The only... Pressing an open-mouth kiss to Maris’s exposed shoulder, she fought the need to sink her teeth into supple flesh. “You should feel tremendously special.” She moved wavy hair away from Maris’s neck to bury her nose there.
“Unless you don’t want me to use it on you. I can make do with my mouth and fingers, Seashell.”  She groaned, pressing herself even closer to Maris, wanting her to feel the length and thickness of the toy. “But I would love nothing more than to feel you clamp around this.” 
Valda huffed, as the hand clutching Maris’s waist slipped down to between her legs, cupping the mound between Maris’s thick thighs.
“Oh, my little Seashell.” One long finger slipped through wet folds. “You want this, don’t you?” 
Her answer was a broken cry as Maris spread her legs wider. Valda took her time to toy with her clit, rubbing soft and teasing circles around it as her lips traced the curve of Maris’s ear. The younger woman rocked her hips in a silent plea. 
Valda inhaled sharply, lifting fingers coated with Maris’s wetness to her mouth for a taste. Maris gasped in surprise, grabbing her hand.
“Valda.” 
Maris sounded like she was on the very edge of her own orgasm. That wouldn’t do. Valda wanted to take her time, tease her, and spread her apart before taking her, but at the same time she just wanted to feel Maris wrapped around her. Grip possessive, Valda grabbed Maris’s waist and bent her over the bed, pressing her face to the soft bed sheets. 
“Don’t you dare move,” Valda warned, releasing Maris’s thick mane before sliding her hand down her back and ass. As she got on her knees, Valda spread Maris’s thighs apart before dipping her tongue into her drenched pussy. She circled the sensitive nub before she drew it into her mouth, sucking it softly at first.
Maris’s gasp was music to Valda’s ears, and she wanted to hear more, she wanted to fill the room with her moans and cries.
“Tell me you want it, Maris,” Valda whispered, stopping her ministrations to wait for an answer. Instead, she heard Maris’s lustful whimpers. “I can always use my tongue, fill my mouth with your cunt. I can fuck you with my tongue until you come.” 
Valda waited for an answer, what she received were grunts and nonsense mumbling coming from Maris. A hand reached to clutch Valda’s hair and pulled her in. But that wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted to hear Maris say that she wanted the cock.
“Now, now. Use your words.” 
A low and frustrated moan escaped Maris, making Valda smirk with pride. Knowing Maris couldn’t form a coherent sentence filled her chest with gratification.
“P-please.”
“Please what, Seashell?”  Valda asked, her hand finding Maris’s wet cunt again. Standing, Valda moved behind Maris, the head of the cock pressing against her pussy. And then it was her turn to gasp. She bit her lower lip at how good Maris’s warmth felt.
Maris gripped the hand over her ass. “Please, fuck me with your cock.” 
Valda’s breath hitched before releasing a long moan. Her blunt nails dug into the soft skin of Maris’s ass and hip as she positioned herself at Maris’ opening.
Shuddering in a breath, Valda spread Maris’s folds, pressing the head to her clit. “Fuck, Seashell…”
“Valda, please.” Maris reached to touch the cock, positioning it back in her opening.
At first, Valda went slow, coating the tip with Maris’s slickness and shuddering in delight at her lover’s silkiness. The sweet torture wasn’t only for herself, but for Maris as well. The younger woman whimpered, raising her ass to take her in. She couldn’t help but lean and give open-mouth kisses to the salty skin of the young woman’s back. Valda thrusted forward, just enough for the head to slip in. 
Maris was perfect, hot and wet and silky and…
Gods. Valda leaned back, pressing her hips until she bottomed out against Maris’s ass.
“Fuck, you feel so good.”
Maris stiffened under Valda, her labored breathing coming up short as she tried to talk. “You can feel me?”
Valda chuckled, her fingers dragging through the underside of Maris’s hair. She clutched the blue mane and turned her lover’s head to the side. “I can feel everything.” Releasing Maris, Valda’s grip returned to her waist, as she pulled her hips back, until the head was at her opening and pumped right in. 
Maris squeezed her for dear life. She could only guess how the burning stretch would feel for her. Sweet and delicious. Panting, Valda pumped into Maris, leaning over her. 
“Valda,” she cried, arching her back and giving Valda better leverage. 
“Yes,” Valda murmured, her lips caressing Maris’s back, the pressure unfolding on her lower stomach as she slid in and out. “You are perfect. You are so perfect for me.”  She pulled back and thrust in harder. “This is where I belong, is it not? Making you scream? Deep inside of you?” 
Maris’s long hair brushed against Valda’s callused knuckles as her grip tightened. “Yes. Please,” Maris whimpered, moving her hips to meet Valda’s slow thrusts, begging her to move faster.
“Gods, yes.” Valda shuddered, her pace quickening, the sound of their hips slapping together filling the large chamber. Releasing her hips, Valda caressed Maris’s arched back, finding the spots that made the younger woman shiver until they moved to her neck. Tall frame looming over her, she pulled Maris’s face to hers, tilting her chin as high as she could. “Give me your mouth, Seashell. I want to swallow your screams when you come.” 
Valda muffled the loud noises with her mouth. She kissed her deeply, her tongue dragging against Maris’s as she continued thrusting with an unforgiving rhythm.
Maris was at her mercy, and the fact that she relinquished such control spoke volumes. A silent gasp escaped Maris, which Valda drowned with the stroke of her tongue. 
“Valda, please!” Maris cried out, as Valda kissed her forehead.
“I love it when you scream my name,” Valda said, her fingertips brushing over Maris’s neck. “Let the entire castle know that I am the one taking you.”
“Don’t stop, please, Valda,” Maris whimpered, “Don’t ever stop.” 
Valda hovered over her, her hand moving back to her waist as she slid down, pressing hot, wet kisses to Maris’s back, branding her with each stroke. She shook her head, strands of short hair tickling her lover’s shoulders as she pulled Maris, pressing her chest to her back.
“I won’t stop.” She panted, sending Maris’s walls fluttering. Her lover was close, but she was far from done. “Not even the Gods will keep me away from you.” She then stopped moving altogether, slipping out suddenly. 
Before Maris could utter a word of disappointment, Valda turned her around and picked her up. Her legs automatically encircled the queen’s waist. Valda held the base of her cock, and without warning, pushed inside Maris again.
The surprised gasp that escaped from Maris’s lips made Valda shudder with want. She held onto Maris’s thighs and ass as firmly as she could before she started a new rhythm. 
“Hold on to me.” 
Maris clung to Valda for dear life as she rammed into her. Their chests pressed together as if they could only breathe each other’s breath. Valda’s brow stitched in pure concentration, holding Maris close as she angled herself to thrust into her. She wanted to know what got Maris off. She wanted to make her come. She wanted to ruin Maris for anyone else that even dared lay eyes on her. 
With a possessive growl, Valda released Maris’s thigh and clutched the back of her neck, and claimed her mouth in another burning kiss. Maris clung to her shoulders as her entire body stiffened and she clamped around Valda’s cock.
Valda’s jaw slacked, her eyes squeezing shut as Maris’s pussy sucked her in. Her rhythm faltered before both her hands moved to Maris’s ass, pressing tighter, wanting them both to ride the waves of their orgasms for as long as they possibly could. Her own orgasm followed suit, unable to control herself or the pleasure of having Maris’s hot wetness wash over her cock. 
“Fuuuck!”
Without much of a warning, Valda fell back on the bed, her strong arms holding Maris as if she was the most important thing in her entire existence, and she could only shudder as the thought raced in her mind. It was too much for Valda’s heart to handle, and she closed her eyes tightly. Maris slumped over Valda, still holding onto her as if fearing she might drop her. But Valda held her tenderly. She would never hurt her, not on purpose.
“You are perfect,” Valda whispered, callused hands holding Maris close to her body. “Gods, you are perfect…” She needed Maris to understand. “I would give up my throne to have a second-long glimpse of your face as you come…” 
Maris shook her head against her shoulder. With open palms, she pushed herself up, sitting on Valda’s lap with her cock still perfectly snug inside. “You don’t mean that,” she said, out of breath, thoroughly fucked and loved.
Valda wanted nothing more than to see her, with disheveled hair, drops of sweat on her skin, a goddess.
“You don’t know what I am capable of, Seashell.”
Maris released a sigh, her hips jerking forward, enough to stir Valda’s arousal once more. Maris’s silkiness gripped her cock and she shuddered with desire. She lifted her enough to ease her cock out and back in. A low groan emanated from Valda as Maris’s hands clamped around her face. Soft, plump lips slotted against hers, prying her mouth open and welcoming a warm tongue.
Valda hooked her arms behind Maris, imprisoning the younger woman to her. 
“What was that all about, Your Highness?”
Valda opened her eyes, hoping that by some miracle she would be able to see Maris just as she had seen her cat moments ago. “What do you mean?”
Maris chuckled and bumped her nose against Valda’s sharp jaw. “The gift?” 
Valda pulled the younger woman closer. “I just wanted to let you know. You won’t need a man to satisfy your needs. You have all you need with me.” 
“Oh? Is that jealousy I hear? Were you concerned that my attention would fall on Captain Hurley instead of you?” 
Valda shrugged teasingly. “You are my assistant. You have nothing to assist him with.” 
“He might need help tying his hair.” 
“Well, I guess a new uniform reform is due. I will start with the haircut style. Buzz cut, everyone.” 
Maris laughed loudly while Valda pressed her hand to her chest. Her heart beat erratically. Maris’s laughter ebbed, and for some reason, Valda could tell that she was studying her features. Maris pried her hand away and softly brushed her fingertips over the ridges of scars on Valda’s arm. The queen sucked in a breath, tensing at the sudden caress. 
Just as quickly, Maris pulled her hand away. “I am sorry, I shouldn’t have.”
Valda shook her head. “No. No, it’s quite all right. It just took me by surprise, that’s all.” Valda eased Maris from her, her cock sliding out of her warmth. She missed it already, but it was still early, and maybe they could fuck again if Maris wished to. Holding Maris close, she pushed herself up the bed until she laid her head on one of her many pillows.
“How did this happen?” Maris asked, her hand grazing the skin below a scar on her upper thigh. 
Valda grunted as she got comfortable enough; her hand dropped from Maris’s shoulder to lay on the bed. “It’s all blurry. I don’t really remember.”
“Try?” Maris whispered, a silent plea to learn more about Valda. 
Valda exhaled harshly, pressing her head against the pillows, her eyes closed as she tried her hardest to remember. The cold slice of a sword penetrated her memory, followed by her piercing screams and bright tinge of blood. “Sword wound.”
“How old were you?”
Valda raised an eyebrow. “Seventeen.”
Maris nodded. “And this one? This one looks… big.” She ran her fingers from Valda’s toned abdominal to her back.
“Another sword, twenty.”
“And this?” She touched Valda’s eyebrow. 
“Edge of a table, three.”
Maris snorted, and Valda grinned. “I am sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”
“That’s fine. I like listening to you laugh,” Valda said. “It is incredibly calming.”
“Good to know. I like it when you are calm.”
“And when I am not?”
“Then I don’t like you,” Maris said as a matter-of-factly. She folded her hands on Valda’s chest and rested her chin there. 
“What about you? Do you have any scars?” Valda asked.
“Oh! Of course! I got plenty. Give me your hand.”
Valda frowned and held her hand out for Maris.
The younger woman took the large hand and pressed Valda’s fingertips to the bottom of her chin. “You feel that?” 
Valda frowned and rubbed her fingers over a small crescent-shaped line. “Yes?”
“Floor, four years old.”
Valda snickered. “Who won?”
“The floor put up a great battle, yet I was victorious.” Maris tried her hardest to sound serious, but failed miserably as Valda cupped her chin.
“I don’t doubt you,” Valda said, touching the scar with her thumb once more.  “You are strong.”
“Am I?” Maris asked, sighing and leaning into Valda’s caress until she pressed her lips to her palm. 
“More than you may think.” Valda’s chest rumbled as she closed her eyes and snuggled closer to her lover. The weight and tiredness of the day fell on her like a brick. Maris’s warm body lulled her into a content state as she fell asleep. 
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Maris woke to something bumping into her head. Once again, Cerberus's furry face was the first thing that she saw in the morning. Her large paws kneaded the pillow next to her. Valda exited the washroom. The sudden rush of heat took Maris at the sight of the queen completely nude. Inhaling deeply and sitting up, Maris pulled the sheet from her body, noticing the marks. Their late-night activities were evident on her waist and thighs, painted by Valda’s rough hands.
Cerberus bumped her head against Maris’s back, meowing loudly for attention, which earned a short session of scratches under the chin. Valda walked towards her; a bright smile painted on her full lips. Hand outstretched, Valda reached out for Maris who grabbed her fingers and gave them a firm squeeze. 
“Slept well, Seashell?” Valda asked, as she leaned towards her. 
Maris cradled her face to give her a chaste and quick kiss. “Yes. I was tired out.”
Valda chuckled at her, grasped her jaw, and deepened the kiss. A pleasurable groan escaped the queen before she managed to pull away. “I wish I didn’t have things to do. I could fuck you again right now.”
“Valda…” Maris purred, her lower stomach tightening as memories of last night resurfaced between the haziness of her still sleepy mind. 
“What? Is that a no?”
Cerberus meowed and lifted a paw out to Valda. The queen sighed and reached for her pet, who pushed her adorable face into her hand. 
“I don’t think poor Cerberus can take another of our fuck sessions.”
“I can take her out,” Valda suggested, gathering Cerberus in her arms with a grunt. “Holy Ouranos, you are heavy. What are they feeding you?”
“They?” Maris chuckled while Valda casually tossed Cerberus in the sofa’s direction.
Thankfully, Cerberus landed right where the queen intended. Her dark pupils blew up as she ran around the entire room, her tail puffed up. 
“What’s wrong with her?”
Valda opened the closet door and Cerberus ran between her legs, jumped on the sofa and let out an overly excited meow. The cat then dashed through the small breakfast table, knocking empty cups. The plates shattered. Maris cringed at the racket while Valda’s head slumped in defeat. 
“Cerberus!”
“I think she really needs to go out,” Maris said, as she walked next to Valda and inspected the closet. She pulled out a linen dress and shoes she would wear after washing up, as well as a black silk blouse and pants for the queen. “You should take your pet outside unless you want your room destroyed.”
Valda scoffed, feeling along the stitching to orient the front from the back before pulling her pants on. Maris helped by buttoning up her blouse then tucking it. The queen's mood shifted, and Maris basked in it. She loved the subtle smirk at the corner of the lips, her relaxed shoulders, and features. She wanted to kiss her. She wanted to hug her, squeeze her, and keep her close. She wanted to cancel everything Valda planned for today and stay in bed all day, going over every scar and freckle on her skin. She… wanted her. Maris’s chest tightened, her hand smoothing a wrinkle over Valda’s blouse.
“I can’t keep an eye on her,” Valda mumbled with annoyance.
“I will,” Maris said while Cerberus zoomed between her feet into the living space again, where she jumped onto the liquor table. The cat knocked a glass to the ground then climbed down to smell the liquor spilled. “Cerberus!” Maris yelped, walking to the cat and waving her away from the mess. 
“What happened?” 
Maris picked the cat up and touched the top of her head, wet where the liquor had dribbled onto her fur. “She got some whiskey on her head.” Maris petted her again. “I might as well give you a bath. You kind of stink” Cerberus pulled back, swatted Maris’s hand and hissed. “Oh hush. You brought this upon yourself.”
Valda chuckled before reaching over Maris. She touched Cerberus, accidentally bumping her hand against Maris’s shoulder. “Cerberus. You will let Maris give you a bath.” 
The cat growled.
“You will not put up a fight.” Valda then turned her attention to Maris. “I will call for someone to clean this mess up.”
“I am going to wash up and give Cerberus a quick bath,” Maris announced heading to the washroom. A tub filled with hot water was ready for her. Yet, she didn’t want to put Cerberus in the same water she was going to use to bathe herself.  Closing the door behind her, Maris settled the cat down and sat on the ground. With little effort, she used her power to drag a steady stream of water from the tub to Cerberus. 
“This will be our little secret, all right?” 
Cerberus closed her eyes softly as a ribbon of the warm water fell on her head. As the stream continued, Maris scrubbed Cerberus’s body, giving special treatment to the top of her head. She couldn’t help but scratch under her chin and watch her purse her lips with delight.
Once Maris was done washing the whiskey from Cerberus’s fur, she opened the door and allowed the cat to run back outside. She then slipped into the tub and washed her hair. Before she dipped her head into the warm water, she made out the sound of Valda opening the door to someone. She welcomed the stranger, but their words were cut when Maris dipped her head in the water to wash away the soap. Maris paid no mind to the conversation, she knew Valda had to deal with queenly things daily, and Maris was just an assistant, she didn’t need to know everything that happened in the castle. 
Finished with her bath, Maris put the oversized robe over her naked body and walked out. Valda was seated on the large sofa in the room’s living space and tilted her head as the door closed. She walked barefoot towards the queen, her padding steps alerting Valda.
“Who was it?” 
Valda turned to Maris and clasped a pack of folders closer to her body. “General Arwin,” she answered, standing up.
Maris's eyes drifted from Valda’s serious face down to her hand. “What’s that?” 
“Sato and Lain’s reports.” Valda’s face was void of expression, and Maris frowned at the sudden rise of the walls that she had once crumbled. 
“Oh right! I can read them if you want,” she said, remembering Dristan’s plans and how he wanted to contribute more.
If she could get closer maybe, just maybe, she could give Valda some good insight into what her people needed. Maris’s chest was about to burst with excitement. Her eyes drifted from Valda’s tense frown to the folders. As Maris reached for the papers, the queen’s large and strong hand grabbed her wrist, stopping her.
“Valda?” Maris called out, her own hand moving over the queen’s.
Valda gasped as if snapped back to reality and released her. “I am sorry.” 
Maris frowned deeper as she studied Valda’s face. She seemed lost, conflicted about something. Maris tilted her head and then softly touched Valda’s forearm. “Is everything all right?”
Valda nodded and faked a smile. “Yes! Yes of course everything is fine.” She moved away from Maris, heading to her bureau, and leaving the folders there. “Don’t worry about those reports for now. Are you hungry?” Valda asked.
“Yes,” Maris whispered, attention moving from Valda’s tall form to the folders.
“Great.” Valda nodded and touched Maris’s shoulders, feeling the robe. “You should get dressed. Let’s have breakfast in the dining room, and then we should head out to an emergency meeting General Arwin called.” Valda smiled an empty smile. 
Maris pulled Valda to her, her hands coming to rest the queen’s chest. “Valda? Are you sure everything is all right?”
Valda nodded and then scoffed. “Starving.” 
“Oh.” Maris decided to let it go for now. Valda wasn’t going to tell her what had gotten into her, but whatever it was, it had to do with Arwin. She stepped away to get dressed.
As she did, she saw the queen move about the room, nervous, close to the folders. The queen took the folders in her hands, touched the surface of the bureau, and opened a drawer, slipping the papers in and closing it. 
***
The meeting was impromptu, and since Isen was already in the castle, Valda asked him to join them, much to Arwin’s disdain. Valda sat at the head of the table, hands neatly folded, with Arwin on her left and Isen standing next to Maris, hand clasped behind him. 
As Arwin spoke his agitation grew, and Maris made sure to write that down. Isen’s calm demeanor took Maris by surprise. 
Arwin explained that he had received reports about the activities in Umbriel, and Valda listened attentively. He never looked at Maris. It was as if she didn't exist, and Maris was fine with that. She also wished he didn't exist. 
“I do believe it would be better if I head down there, under cover. I need to find out who is the one in charge.” 
Valda shook her head before he could finish. “Arwin—”
“Your Highness, I can go with a group of experienced soldiers. I am more than sure that I can infiltrate the rogues, find out who’s behind all this, and be done with it. We have enough information to at least get close to them.”
“I can go for you,” Isen interrupted, “I can infiltrate it better than you can.” 
Arwin scoffed. “No offense, Captain, but a Sealian infiltrating? Really?” 
“What’s the problem, General?”  Isen asked, standing up straight and crossing his arms over his broad chest.
“I will tell you what the problem is. A Sealian would never betray the throne. You should know.” 
“I will take that as a compliment.” Isen nodded. “Yet, it is possible a Sealian could join the Umbriel rogues if that Sealian is not happy with what is happening to his people in this Kingdom.”  The handsome man glanced at Maris before turning to face the queen. “Besides—” He waved his hand at Arwin dismissively. “Everyone knows who General Arwin is. And he is very easy to spot.” He pointed at his cheek.
Maris pressed her lips into a thin line as she tried not to laugh. Isen seemed not to be a fan of Arwin, and for that reason alone Maris liked him even more.
“Captain Hurley, if you may,” Valda said, a soft, amused curve forming in her lips.
“Well, if someone knows who I am, I can just take care of them. Easy, no problem.” Arwin asserted, trying to save face.
“Then the operation will be a waste of time.” Isen shook his head and rubbed his temple. “Let me go. No one knows who I am, I am barely here in the castle as it is.” 
“Hurley,” Valda warned, waving a hand at him, signaling to be quiet. 
“My apologies, my Queen.” 
“We get it, Captain. You want to give your heart and soul to your second home. But sometimes it is imperative not to send a boy to do a man’s job.” 
“My good looks are rather boyish, aren’t they?” Isen flashed Arwin a perfect grin, and Maris hid her secondhand embarrassment behind her hand.
“My Queen,” Arwin Isen turned his attention to Valda. “Let me go. I will have this done by the end of the month. If I could take you to this operation I would do so, but—”
“I get it.” Valda interrupted him. “Yet I am afraid what Hurley is saying is true. You are well known, Arwin.”
“I always find a way to get things done.” 
Valda crossed her arms over her chest, deep in thought. Her lips pursed as her brow knitted together.  
“All right,” Valda said, standing from her chair. “I will allow it.”
Isen groaned and shook his head. “My Queen, please, reconsider.”
“Are you doubting me, Captain Hurley?” 
He gasped and quickly shook his head. “Not at all. Forgive me.” 
“It seemed to me like you are. We will have a small talk after this meeting.” 
Maris shuddered. If that statement had been directed at her...well, she would probably become aroused.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” Arwin said as he stood and bowed to her. “I will take my leave in the next two days.” 
Valda nodded. “Take whatever you need. Everything will be at your disposal.” 
“Thank you, I will. Now if you excuse me, I need to get the troops ready,” he said, leaving the room.
Isen swallowed hard before turning to Valda. “My Queen. Please.” He got on one knee. “I didn't mean to doubt you. I just—” 
“Knowing you, you must be bowing down with a fist over your heart…” 
Maris confirmed. “He is.” 
“Stand up, Captain.” 
He did and fixed his tunic in the process. 
“I have a special assignment for you,” Valda said, lowering her voice and walking closer to him. 
“I am at the Sky Kingdom’s disposal, Queen Valda.” 
“I want you to follow General Arwin.” 
Isen raised his eyebrows and lowered his voice as well. “My Queen?” 
Valda nodded. “I want you to spy on him then report back to me. Do whatever you need to do, but I need you to do this alone. If you take a troop, he will know that something is up. It should be done with the greatest discretion possible. No one else should be aware of this task.” 
Maris kept her eyes on Isen. His expression shifted from one of concern to a more solemn, serious look. He straightened before gripping Valda’s shoulder. “You can count on me, my Queen.” 
Valda nodded before touching his hand. “Go, don’t come back until you have something.” 
Isen turned to Maris and bowed his head low before leaving the throne room. 
Maris let out an anxious sigh before turning to Valda. “We are alone,” she announced, closing her notebook, and standing. “Captain Hurley looks ready to battle, whereas Arwin—” She shook her head. “He seemed desperate to leave.” 
Valda let out a dangerous growl. “That’s why I sent Hurley after him. I do hope he doesn't get caught.”  
“Do you think he will?”
Valda grumbled something under her breath. “Arwin is a very clever soldier. He is a force to be reckoned with. Everything I know is because of him…” she stopped talking and opening her eyes to an undetermined spot on the table. “And I know a lot, or at least I did before.”
Maris's brows furrowed, “You know a lot, the fact that you are blind does not erase your memory or knowledge now, does it?”
Valda nodded. “I am unable to use my full potential.”
“Or so you think,” Maris said, moving close enough to place her hand over Valda’s thick forearm. “You seem different today.” She squeezed the taut muscle before pressing herself close to Valda’s side. “Tense.”
Valda turned her face towards Maris. “I am fine.”
“No. You are not. I can feel it.” Maris was desperate to know what was wrong. How come she was so distant? Why was she pulling away? “There is something you are not telling me, and I know. I know it is not my place but—” Maris shuddered, daring to place her hand on Valda’s face and pulled her close enough to press her forehead against the queen’s. They were out in the open, she shouldn’t be doing it, but Valda didn’t pull away. “I can find a way to ease your worries, if you tell me.”
“Seashell,” Valda pulled her closer. “It is nothing. I swear.”
“You may say it is nothing, but I see how your face contorts with worry.”
Valda pursed her lips before pressing them to Maris’s mouth. “I am fine.”
Maris froze at the sudden display of affection out in the open. Something was definitely wrong. Valda never even put her hands on her when they were outside her chamber. Valda was holding her with a longing that made her tremble, and even though she shouldn't, she kissed the queen back. It was a tender, loving kiss, filled with affection, so unlike the passionate, possessive kisses they shared in the privacy of the chamber. 
“I will try to believe you, Your Highness.” Maris nuzzled Valda’s cheek, earning a soft sigh. 
“Of course.” Valda sealed her promise with a kiss and pulled back, her hand lingering over Maris’s waist before slipping away to her side. “I do want to ask something of you.”
“Anything for you.”
Valda’s lips stretched to a smile. “I want to take you to New Agenor.”
Maris’s eyes widened. “What?”
Valda moved her hand towards her, and she gladly took it. Touching her had become one of Maris’s favorite things. The softness of her skin, with the strength of her muscles, had become addictive, and if she could always touch Valda, then she would. 
“There are so many things that I want to do for the Sealians, Maris.” The queen sighed and scratched the back of her head. “I know you haven't lived what they did, but as my assistant…” Valda stopped, squeezed Maris's hand, and shook her head. “No, you are no longer my assistant.”
Maris's heart dropped, and before she could cry out her total hate for that sentence, Valda spoke again.
“You should be their spokesperson in all ruling matters in the castle.” 
Maris bit her lower lip as an unsettling knot tightened in her stomach. She put some distance between herself and Valda as she thought her words over. “Spokesperson?”
“Representative.”
“But they already have that. That woman that came to the audience, she…”
“She is angry. I need a fresh pair of eyes. You will help me make decisions that will affect them. I am in no way qualified to make decisions without their input. You can help me with that. That’s why I want to take you to them.”
“They won’t just talk to someone that just happens to land there.”
“You are them.”
“No, I am not. I was tucked away, remember? Gods, Valda! It was just yesterday when I talked to Isen. He is the only Sealian I’ve ever interacted with! I felt like I was a complete stranger to everything.”
Valda shrugged. “What better way to connect with who you are than to surround yourself with it?” 
Maris turned her frustrated gaze to the throne room’s vaulted ceiling. It was now that she noticed the many windows that adorned the walls. The light peeked in, not too bright, not too dark, just right. She took a deep breath and placed her shaking hands on her temples, a sad attempt to regain some composure before she spoke.
“I have no idea who I am,” she whispered, almost to herself. 
Valda’s bulging arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her in. “For now, you are Maris, a good hearted Sealian that happened to be in the right place at the right time. I understand that you might feel I am putting a lot on your shoulders, but if I had a chance to lead my people, to help them organize after what happened to them, I would take it. I would not trust this mission to anyone else.” 
“I am not a leader, Valda.”
“Says who?” Valda canted her head before she cupped Maris's cheek. “What I said in my bed was true. You are stronger than you think, and smarter. Besides, you can come up with a thousand ways to make the lives of your people better. Of course, to do that you need to be in direct contact, and so do I. Let’s go together, help me identify what they truly need. If this doesn’t work, you can blame it all on me. They already do.”
Valda’s face stretched to a bright smile that made Maris's heart flutter.
Maris's hand trailed over the collar of Valda’s blouse, playing with it before taking a deep breath. All her life, she was tucked away for no one to see, her abilities hidden. She never told her parents about her powers. There was no reason to. Even Melvian didn’t know. Her powers would come and go as she was younger, but with each passing day she felt she could control it a bit better. 
Oh, how she had entertained herself when it was time to take baths, how she had played with the puddles after a rare storm. The Sky Kingdom was such a dry place. Maris always complained to her mother about the heat, and Saha would always look at her with pity.
Her tricks were unpolished, clumsy. As much as she wanted to perfect it, the fear of being found out was stronger. If she were to become a representative to her people and a leader, she needed to break away from all of that, and she needed to step up and be stronger and bolder. Fear settled in her stomach, and she became queasy with the thought of meeting all of them. Valda pulled her into an intimate hug. 
Maris tucked her head under Valda’s chin, her own arms circling her waist and slowly squeezing her with a content sigh. Valda was there. She was there, and she was holding her tightly, and she was making her feel so safe. Maris's chest was about to burst with all the love she felt. 
Love. 
Valda made her feel loved, and she hadn’t felt like ever. Even now, as she held her, asking her to do something so important as to lead, Valda wasn't pushing her to make a quick decision or to give her a straight answer. She simply held her, as if knowing that the decision Maris was about to make was important and needed to be thought through. 
But Maris already knew the answer. She knew what she needed to do. She had to protect and help her people. “Valda?” Maris called out, a mere whisper as her hands took hold of the blouse on Valda’s back. “Take me to New Agenor.”
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They left at first light. 
The carriage was surrounded by castle guards, two in the front and two in the back, all on their horses. Maris had insisted on taking guards with them, not only because she had no idea where the New Agenor was, but also because she truly believed that they needed extra protection. The incident back in Lasmeer’s place made her wary of her surroundings. Growling with exasperation, Valda agreed to take the guards. She had refused at first, mentioning that if guards tried to hurt her before, why should they take them to New Agenor?
Inside the carriage, Valda had her arms crossed and was trying to catch some minutes of sleep while Maris wrote in her notebook aggressively. She knew her writing was bothering the queen, who released a couple of annoyed sighs now and then. 
Maris’s fears were real, and she was glad that Valda could understand her completely. Of course she did. She had watched Valda stand on the balcony of the late queen’s chamber, making promises to thousands of Skylians that she might not be able to keep. To carry such a burden on her shoulders was something Maris could never bear, and yet Valda did. 
Before they left for New Agenor, Maris had run into Melvian and told her all about it, and before Valda could object, both women were in her chamber, discussing all the things Maris should take. The trip to New Agenor would’ve taken them a day and a half; one if they weren’t using the carriage. Therefore, Melvian had brought her bag and kept showing Maris various plants and ointments she could use in case of an emergency. She gave top priority to a plant that was supposed to help with heartburn. Stammering and suppressing a blush, Melvian explained that Sealian food was high on spices, and it usually caused heartburn. Maris couldn’t help but snicker at Valda’s confused frown, probably wondering where Melvian had tasted Sealian food. 
After Melvian left the queen’s chamber, a milliard of butterflies invaded Maris’s stomach. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was nervous. Valda picked up on it even in her silence. With a sweet rub to her arm, Valda silently asked how she was. Maris could’ve spent hours telling her that she was petrified, that she thought her presence in New Agenor would only bring more turmoil to the survivors. She was an outsider looking in, but she wanted nothing more than to help them. She never considered moving close to New Agenor, nor bothering Melvian with her problems. She seemed to be doing well, Maris didn’t want to bring her down with her problems. Living in the shack she had shared with her mother seemed to be the logical thing to do, but now, as she was heading to New Agenor, it didn’t seem like it was the best idea. But, if her connection to the queen could benefit them, then, damn it, she was going to take advantage of that any way she could. 
The carriage shook violently, and Valda touched the wall behind her as she called out to Maris, who had just closed her notebook, irritated by how bumpy the road was. 
“I am here.” She tried to hide her displeasure, but Valda picked on it right away.
“We really need to work on these roads,” Valda mumbled, grunting as she settled on her chair and another bump shook them both. “What are you doing?” 
“Making a list of things I want to talk about and see.” Maris sighed and scratched her head before turning to Valda. “Do Sealians have ships for them to travel to the Sea Kingdom and back?”
Valda frowned and shook her head. “They use our ships, and only if they are available.” 
“And if they want to take them. I guess not a lot of people want to go to the Sea Kingdom. There isn’t much there to look for.” 
“There are no complaints that I know of.”
“That you know of…” Maris nodded and wrote something else in her notebook. “I know we can’t trade with other kingdoms if it isn’t through your ships, but maybe you could start by changing that? Wouldn’t it be nice to have their own ships, to do as they please? I mean, there could be things in the Sea Kingdom that they need.” 
Valda slumped on the chair for a minute before pursing her lips. Maris took a deep breath and closed the notebook. “Is this the road they use every day to get provisions?” She didn’t hide the annoyance in her voice.
“Yes, it is.” 
Maris huffed and moved uncomfortably. “And do you think this is acceptable?” 
Valda raised her chin. “It is not.” 
There was a long, deafening pause between them until Maris ended it with an annoyed sigh. “Valda,” Maris touched Valda’s knee. “Why didn’t you let me read the reports? I could’ve seen what Dristan wanted to do with the roads, I could’ve made annotations to further the work, but you didn’t even let me touch them. Why?” 
Valda stiffened under Maris’s soft touch. She tightened her jaw before gripping Maris’s hand. “There were some things I didn’t want you to see.”  
Maris frowned. “Why?” 
“It was an investigation.”
“On what?”
Valda swallowed hard as a deep rumble rolled from her chest.
Maris narrowed her eyes and realization washed over her. “On me?”
The queen dipped her chin to her chest.
Maris slowly pulled away from the queen’s strong grasp. Silence consumed the carriage; the only sounds were the clopping of hooves and the groaning of the wooden structure around them.
“You still don’t trust me, do you?” Her voice quivered, unable to look at Valda. 
“I do.”
“It doesn’t seem like it,” she muttered.
“Maris,” Valda whispered. “We will read that report, together if you wish.” Her hands moved to her slacks, wiping her palms against her knees. Maris noted this was something Valda did when nervous. She would rub her palms against her pants, as if wiping something off them.
The carriage groaned as it took another bump on the road. Maris looked outside the small window, taking in the vast plains of the desert. 
“What was the investigation for?” Maris asked, not wanting to face Valda.
“I want to know more about you. Your father was a soldier in my army, you said so, but you claim you were not taken care of after his death. I want to know the reason.”
“So, it’s not me? You are investigating my father?”
Valda nodded. “Who was he?”
Maris turned back to Valda, her upper lip twitching. “He was the kindest, most loving man I’ve ever met. He was a Skylian soldier, and his name was Raan Era. There. Now you don’t have to have anyone read the report. You got it from the source.”
As Valda opened her mouth to talk, the carriage came to an abrupt stop. 
“What’s happening?” Valda asked, searching for the door latch. She opened it with a sharp shove and stepped outside with Maris following close behind. 
Maris’s demeanor changed to fit one of the Queen’s assistants. She craned her neck to look at the carriage driver before she placed her arms on akimbo. “What happened? Why are we stopping?” 
“It is impossible to go forward in the carriage, ma’am.” The driver shrugged and jerked his face towards the road. 
“Stay here, Your Highness,” Maris placed her hand on Valda’s back for a second before moving to look at the road ahead.
The shrubbery of thorns and cacti by the side of the road would hurt the horses, and the road itself was uneven and cracked, making it impossible for them to continue on wheels. Maris scratched the back of her head and turned to Valda. 
The queen’s eyebrows were knitted together in both worry and apprehension as she waited for confirmation. “What is it?” she asked as Maris walked back to her.
“He is right. There is no way the wheels can take that. We either go on foot or turn back.” 
“Absolutely not. We are hours away, and we are not packed to go walking.” Valda rubbed her face angrily before turning to the guards by the back of the carriage. “I need two horses, pack the necessary things to get us through, and go back to the castle along with the carriage.
One of the guards nodded and jumped off his horse to do as commanded.
“That’s it? We are taking only two guards?” Maris asked so only Valda heard.
Valda nodded before unsheathing the Heaven Sword from the scabbard. “I have all the protection we need right here.” She waved the sword, and Maris took a step back to avoid getting hurt.
“My Queen, I know you are more than capable of killing anyone who dares to come close to us, but really. We should keep them all here with us.” 
“I don’t trust any of the guards in my castle. Be content we have at least two.”
“My Queen, we have set the horses with provisions,” a guard said before turning to Maris. “We will take our leave as soon as we get the order.” 
Maris opened her mouth to protest, but Valda was faster. 
“Off you go,” Valda instructed, searching for Maris with her hand. 
Valda bumped her hand with her shoulder and Maris quickly leaned to grab it. “Are you certain this is what you want?”
“Trust me,” Valda muttered. 
Maris closed her eyes and nodded, squeezing the older woman’s hands, and settling her eyes on the horses. “Up we go then,” she said, pulling Valda to touch the saddle’s horn. Valda pulled herself up with delicate ease and settled on the horse’s back—bags of provisions secured to their saddlebags.
Maris settled on her horse before grabbing the reins and turning towards the uneven road. The two guards in front exchanged positions with the ones leaving.
“Even this way it might be a hard ride. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“More than anything,” Valda said before clicking her tongue and nudging her heels into the horse’s sides. “If we get started now, we might make it before it gets dark. We do not want to stay out during the night. It will get too cold, and we do not have the cover of the carriage to keep us warm.” 
Maris moved closer to Valda’s horse, grabbed one of the reins, and tied it to the cantle of her saddle. “We should hurry up then.” Maris turned to the guards inside the carriage and nodded her head before saying, “The queen will send word of our safe arrival. You must not worry.”
“We will wait for word from both of you. Safe journey,” the carriage driver said with a slight bow of his head.
Valda saluted them before the soft echo of hooves receded behind them. “We must make haste.” 
Maris nodded, and clicked her tongue, pressing her heels to the sides of her horse. They departed, following the damaged road to New Agenor.
***
The road to New Agenor was insufferable, and Maris couldn’t hide her annoyance. Each time Valda spoke to her, she would answer tersely, not in the mood for conversation or to be playful with anyone, especially not Valda.
When they arrived during the evening, the idea Maris had in her mind was banished. The whole place looked more like an abandoned settlement than an actual village.
Maris was beyond disgusted.
The entrance to the settlement was badly adorned with a wooden board with the words “New Agenor” drawn with blue paint. This was just pathetic. Her upper lip twitched with unfathomable rage. 
A boy, no older than fifteen stood at the settlement’s entrance, holding a wooden spear with three spikes at the end. His tired eyes turned to Valda and Maris as they approached. 
Anxiety crept onto his face when he realized that the woman behind her was none other than the queen. “Greetings!” Maris said, trying her hardest to sound as calm and collected as possible. 
The young boy swallowed hard and ran back into the settlement, where Maris lost sight of him. The settlement had many houses spread around a large plaza. On the east side, a small tuft of trees encircled what appeared to be the artificial bodies of water that Valda had mentioned. From astride her horse, Maris could only see the trees that contrasted so dramatically with the dry and sandy surroundings.
The houses, all made of different woods, were of various sizes. On the north and south side of the plaza, there were two large two-story houses. The young boy had found refuge in the one on the south, whose windows were illuminated. Unlike the one in the north.
Maris sighed, her breath clouding before her as the temperature dropped dramatically. Thankfully they had made it. As Maris turned to tell Valda the news, she saw the door of the south house open. The boy came out with a woman behind him. Her hair was the same shade of aqua, and her face suggested that she didn’t have many friends. Maris recognized her right away. It was the woman from the audience.
Maris swallowed as she took her in once more. At closer inspection, she didn’t look tall, her body was plump and strong. Her hair was short, buzz cut on the sides. Her deep frown made her look menacing.
She wore a black sleeveless tunic and dark skin-tight slacks that clung to her strong thighs. She was barefoot, and her arms were covered with faint traces of ink. 
“Maris?” Valda’s voice pulled her away from the scrutiny. 
“They are coming our way,” Maris replied.
Valda moved her horse to stand next to her; she straightened her tired back and lifted her chin.  
Maris glanced quickly at Valda. Commanding strength and confidence radiated from her as they both waited for the now small group. The boy moved back as the woman stood before the two horses, crossing her thick arms over her small chest. She stiffened her back and raised her chin high to Valda. She wasn’t carrying any weapon, unlike the “guard’s” sad excuse of a trident. 
“Good evening,” the woman spoke, her voice thick and rich, almost melodic despite being laced with venom. “I believe it is quite late to have a visit from royalty.” She theatrically bowed her head. “Welcome to New Agenor, Your Highness. I am Eyphah Hurley. The one that keeps asking for help and the leader of this settlement. I would be happy to assist you in whatever it is my precious queen needs.” 
Maris’s eyes widened as she quickly recognized the name. 
This woman was Isen’s sister.
“Good evening,” Valda began before getting off her horse and running her hands through her hair. “You did not mention you were the leader.” Eyphah snorted and turned her gaze toward Maris and softened the moment it fell on her.  Her eyes were dark blue, so dark it could be mistaken for ebony if it wasn’t for the torchlight.
“You don’t know a lot of things,” Eyphah said, her eyes never leaving Maris. “Forgive me if we were not ready for your arrival. We had no clue you were coming.” 
Maris turned to Valda, yet she could still feel Eyphah’s burning gaze on her, so she decided to get off her horse and move closer to the queen. 
“And you are?” Eyphah asked, her hands still at her waist. 
“Maris Era, I am the queen’s assistant. I’ve come as a helping hand. To be the connection between the crown and New Agenor,” Maris said, tone lit by a spark of hope. 
Eyphah’s gaze traveled from the very top of her head down to her boots. Maris had changed her clothing to look more like the settlers. She wore a white tunic, resembling Isen’s style the day they met, and a tight, legging-like bottom that went down to her ankle. Her shoes were new, and she hadn’t worn them down to make them comfortable. She had her hair down for most of the ride, but she then tied her long bangs back and away from her face, the rest of her hair fell in waves around her shoulders. 
The woman’s stare burned her, and she looked for refuge with Valda’s skin. She bumped her arm with Valda’s and cleared her throat before speaking. “I do not want to impose but—”
“You two coming in the middle of the night feels non-imposing at all,” Eyphah interrupted. 
Maris felt Valda’s angry rumble rolling off her chest. As a way of calming her, she placed her hand on her shoulder blade and took a deep breath.
“I am sorry. Where are my manners?” Eyphah laughed and turned to the boy next to her. “Go to House of Proteus, tell them we have royalty coming over and to prepare a meal. Then tell them to fix up the bed at House Arago,” Eyphah turned to Valda and Maris, her smile condescending. “I hope you do not mind that House of Arago has only one bed. Your guards can stay in the house next door. It needs some repairs but it will make do. I hope there is no problem with that.” She raised her blue eyebrow.
“Is there a sofa?” Maris asked.
Valda shifted her weight from one foot to the other as a grumble rolled through her chest and throat. 
“There is,” Eyphah said, scoffing and tilting her head and signaling the boy to leave. The boy nodded, gave Eyphah a clumsy salute, and went off. He ran as fast as he could, crossing the plaza and entering the house Eyphah had come out from. “I hope you will find our homes as pleasurable as your mighty castle, Your Highness.”
“I am sure I will.” 
“Of course. You must be tired. Freshen up and join us for dinner. Then maybe we will discuss the reasons for your visit.” Waving her hand, Eyphah commanded the small group to head back. 
As Eyphah bowed dramatically and left.
Squeezing Valda’s hand, Maris her neck to look up at the queen. “I didn’t know she was Captain Hurley’s sister,” Maris commented. 
A dark eyebrow arched, and Valda tilted her head in Maris’ direction. “If they weren’t twins, I’d ask if they were raised by the same parents,” she whispered, only for Maris’s ear to hear. 
Maris scrunched her nose and nudged Valda’s side as she chuckled. “They are different.” 
“One is a charmer, the other is completely the opposite,” Valda said, hands moving to sweep away the hair from her forehead. “I think freshening up is in order. I feel I have sand in unmentionable places.” Turning to the guards, she waved her hand at them to follow her.
Snickering, Maris placed her hand over her shoulder and followed Eyphah, hoping that the water was warm. She was tired of the cold.

Their horses were tied up outside the House of Argo. The large house was mostly used for important visitors. There was a living space on the first floor, with a small rustic kitchen and a dining area. On the second floor, there was one large master bedroom and a bathing room. 
As the helpers settled their belongings on the floor, they announced that dinner would be ready in approximately an hour then left. Valda stood at the door unmoving, unsure of where to step. She never thought it would take such an emotional and mental toll on her to be far away from the familiarity of the castle, of the strings... She moved her hand and touched the wall next to her and took a couple of uneasy steps forward. 
“I am here,” Maris said and hurried to grab her hand firmly. “What do you need?” 
“Are we alone?” 
“Yes, we are.” 
Valda let out a content sigh as her shoulders dropped. “Good.” 
“Do you want to freshen up now?” Maris asked, her tone soft compared to their earlier conversation.
“I would love to,” Valda declared, letting Maris drag her up the stairs. With unsure steps, Valda climbed up to the second floor before Maris stopped her. Soft and delicate hands undid the buttons of the silk shirt before pushing the expensive fabric off her shoulders. Maris turned to her pants, where she unbuckled the belt, took the Heaven Sword, and settled it somewhere in the room. 
“A bath has already been drawn. And the tub looks big enough for us.” 
Valda smiled. “Do you want to bathe with me?” 
Maris chuckled and finally pushed the white slacks off Valda’s waist. “Do you want to bathe with me?”  she returned, teasing.
Valda didn’t answer right away. Instead, her arms snaked around Maris’s waist until she was flushed to her body. “I will take your lack of clothing as a yes,” Valda said before receiving a peck to her lips. After feeling Maris peel away from her, the soft pads of Maris’s feet resounded on the wooden floor before she once again felt gentle hands on her thick forearm. “Where do you want me?”
Maris’s breath hitched, yet she hid it with a chuckle. She pulled Valda towards the bathtub, and ever so slowly, guided her until the tall woman was inside the tub. The warm water was welcome against Valda’s skin. She felt uncomfortable with all the dirt sticking to her damp skin and hair, but now, as she lowered herself to sit, a satisfied moan escaped her lips. 
“Enjoying yourself?” Maris asked.
“Yes, I am.”
The water moved as Maris got in the tub. She too made a satisfying sound. After seconds of comfortable silence, Maris’s breathy laugh shivered down the queen’s spine.
“This is Sealian water.” 
“Is it?” Valda asked, leaning her head against the back of the tub. “How can you tell?” 
“The soreness of riding the horse is disappearing. I feel energetic.” 
Valda absentmindedly arched her eyebrow and nodded. “Good to know.”
“Do you have something in mind?” 
“My mind is constantly racing with ideas and problems, Seashell. I am over analyzing every single thing about this place.” 
Maris groaned. “Well, this place is falling apart. Houses are made of wood. From what I could see the man-made lakes are too small. Eyphah was telling the truth when she was in the audience.”
Valda didn’t say anything because she knew Maris was right. She guessed it was bad, she guessed the Sealians needed the things they asked for, but her mother was in charge and it was she who needed to take care of it.
Right?
She had visited New Agenor before, she had seen how things, maybe they weren’t as bad as they were now but, she could’ve done something, she could’ve spoken out more, but she didn’t.
“Did your mother know how bad it was?” 
“I believe so.”
Maris shook her head and splashed some of the fragrant and warm water around.
Valda chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I should’ve known. I should’ve acted.”
“You are,” Maris whispered. “Just as I am…” 
“Things will change. You will see.” 
“I know.” Maris shifted, the water sloshing until she was comfortably settled against Valda’s legs, her back pressed to her chest. “You already told me. I trust that you will do something.” 
Valda’s deep rumble rolled to Maris’s back as she secured her arms around the younger woman’s waist. She knew what Maris was doing, and she welcomed the shift of conversation. “I like hearing you say that.” Valda sighed, her hot breath raising goosebumps along Maris’s arms and shoulders. “We are both tired.” She moved Maris’s hair from her neck. “And you feel extra tight and tense.”  
Maris’s breath hitched, and she rested her head upon Valda’s shoulder. “They are waiting for us to have dinner with them, you know?” 
Valda rubbed Maris’s shoulders. Her lips pressed against the top of blue curls as she nodded. “I know, I can be quick,” she groaned, her hips grounding against Maris’s back. “Something tells me we both need to be as relaxed as possible before meeting Isen’s sister again.” 
Large, calloused hands moved from her shoulders, down wet arms, over supple breast, and her soft stomach, until finally settling on Maris’s inner thighs. “It’s hard to make decisions when you are tense.” And she wanted to feel Maris relaxed in her arms. Softly yet firmly, Valda spread Maris’s thighs wider, earning a tired hiss. Dipping her head, Valda pressed her nose to engulf herself with Maris’s scent, groaning the instant her fingers moved closer to Maris’s heated core. “You can stop me anytime you want to.” 
Maris chuckled and shuddered as Valda’s lips brushed against the curve of her ear. “Have you forgotten that I wanted you before we even left the castle?”  
Valda groaned, her fingers dipping and curling to find Maris’s aching clit. “Yes, I have noticed that you are quite insatiable.” And she had not one single bad thing to say about it. She loved how Maris responded to her, how with just one touch she was willing to crumble.
“Can you blame me?” Maris shuddered, her hand snatching Valda’s dark hair. “I always want you. If I could have you all the time, I would.” 
Valda chuckled, her strong arm encircled securely over Maris’s chest, holding her in place as her other hand began slow and dexterous torture. “You can have me. You can have all of me any way and any time you want.” 
Maris’s other hand came to grab Valda’s forearm. Her blunt fingernails gripped tightly, sending soft flashes of pain through Valda’s arm, but she didn’t stop. She wanted this. She wanted to undo Maris, have her scream her pleasure, even if someone heard. Gods, she couldn’t keep her hands away from her. She couldn’t keep her mouth away.
Valda released her steel hold on Maris, grabbed her waist, and pulled her body from the water with a desperate snarl. “Grab on to the fucking tub.” Kneeling behind Maris, Valda latched onto the back of her thighs and bare ass, spreading her. Clumsily and cursing herself, Valda kissed Maris’s thighs, leaving soft wet presses over every inch of her supple skin. “I want to taste you again. I want to eat your cunt and I want you to scream to your heart’s content.”  
“Fuck, Valda.” 
Valda repositioned herself again, her lips trailing over Maris’s wet skin, her thumbs spreading her wider before she buried her face in Maris. Valda’s heart fluttered as Maris squealed with surprise, tremors moving through her entire body when her tongue dragged over her wet folds. 
Maris’s fingers curled through Valda’s hairs, her nails scratching the queen’s scalp. Their loud groans wove into the dense air. Concentrating on Maris’s clit, Valda flicked her swirled her tongue as her large hands gripped her ass hard. She spread her tongue enough to thoroughly lick every inch of her. 
As Maris’s cries bounced off the walls, Valda couldn’t help but drop one hand to touch her own clit in time with the stroke of her tongue. 
Valda moaned, the vibration coursing through her lover, who shuddered in complete delight. Maris’s knees buckled, water splashing as she almost lost her footing and a raging fire of pride raced through her. She was the one that was making Maris weak in the knees, she was the one making this sweet girl cry out, she was the one that was about to make Maris come.
As her fingers curled inside herself, Valda let out a surprised gasp as Maris clutched the back of her head, pushing her deeper into her pussy. Valda’s tongue darted inside her opening, as Maris’s taste overpowered all her senses. She moaned into the younger woman again at the thought of Maris using her for her own pleasure. All that mattered was that Valda was undoing her. All that mattered was Maris. 
Valda came quickly, her body tensing, muscles tightening, and the grip on Maris’s ass became almost painful. Valda did not yield. She used her other hand to steady the young woman. Maris’s orgasms hit her seconds later. Her grip on Valda’s hair loosened as she grabbed hold of the tub for dear life. Her pleasurable cry was loud, unapologetic, and Valda smiled against the wet skin as she lapped Maris’s release, not wanting to waste one single drop, heightening the Sealian’s orgasm until she couldn’t take it anymore. 
Maris pulled back away from Valda’s mouth, water splashing as she turned. Valda grinned at the sound of Maris’s heavy breathing.  “I take it you are somehow more at ease,” Valda asked playfully. 
Before Maris could answer, Valda brushed her thumb over her lower lip, gathering Maris’s release before slowly sticking it in her mouth and sucking it clean. “I will take your lack of answer as ‘I have been thoroughly relaxed, Your Highness. Thank you’.” 
Maris chuckled breathily. Grinning, Valda clutched the tub’s edges and lifted herself up. She was damn sure Maris was watching the water sluice down her broad shoulders, breast and lean stomach. She made sure Maris had a great view, before lifting her leg and climbing out.  
“We must leave soon. They are waiting for us,” Valda said, still breathless from her own orgasm. 
“How am I supposed to carry on with my day after that?” Maris groaned, a soft thud sounding in the washroom, probably from her leaning her head against the tub.
“You should start by getting dressed.”

Maris had an iron grip on Valda’s hand under the wooden table. A wide variety of complexions had come to greet them at House of Proteus. One thing didn’t change, everyone had blue, curly hair. Some women wore it short, others long and luscious. Some men displayed their blue beards proudly while others kept their faces clean shaven. Tattoos were common, and Maris wondered what she would look like with a tattoo like Isen’s. 
Valda squeezed her hand sweetly, snapping her attention back to her. “Do you want something to drink?” Maris asked, always attentive, always worrying about her. 
Valda nodded while Maris reached for a tall glass with a light-yellow liquid. She grabbed Valda’s hand and placed the glass in her palm. “What is this?” Valda asked.
“They call it meidiala,” Maris said, struggling to pronounce the name correctly. “It is an alcoholic beverage. They say it is very refreshing.” 
Valda nodded and brought the glass to her lips and took a short sip. 
“Good?” 
“Yes. Unlike Skylian liquor, this one is not bitter. It is rather mild-tasting,” Valda said before gracelessly tilting her head back and drinking until the glass was empty. 
“More?” Maris asked but did not let Valda answer as she grabbed the empty glass and replaced it with another full one. 
Leaning close for Maris to hear, Valda asked, “How many people are in here?” 
Maris scanned the room’s loud bustle. People kept walking in, some sat at the long table, waiting for their food. The only thing being served were drinks.
“There are a lot of people here. I would say around twenty. Maybe more. The boy at the entrance is now guarding the door.” 
“Boy?” Valda asked, stopping herself from taking another gulp of her drink. “How old?” 
“I wouldn’t say a day over sixteen.” Maris moved her hand underneath the table again and squeezed Valda’s thigh. “There are people from different ages. They all have different toned blue hair.” 
Valda chuckled and nodded. “All Sealians.” 
“Yes,” Maris said, her voice quivering.
She was surrounded by her people, and unlike her parents led her to believe, Maris didn’t feel threatened or scared.
When she was younger, she never understood her parents’ paranoia and their need to keep her hidden. Growing up, seeing the hidden compartment in the office room, it all seemed so normal to her. Until she saw General Arwin in Ophelia Plaza until she saw her parents’ fear. She could still feel her mother’s iron grip on her arm, the desperation in her eyes when she asked her to get inside the secret compartment. After that, she hated being around a multitude of people.
She was nervous, there was no doubt about it, but there was a feeling of community and family. Everyone talked and laughed loudly amongst themselves, greeting each other with kisses on their cheeks and tight hugs and slaps on their backs. 
“Are you all right?” Valda asked.
“I am fine. Just overwhelmed.” 
“If you wish to go, just say the word. We will leave at first light.” 
“No. I do not wish to leave. I want to get to know each and every single one of these people. They must all carry stories of the Sea Kingdom deep within them. Even the younger ones. They carry the stories of their fathers and their fathers before them. Endless stories of everyday life.” Maris trembled, as she thought about all the things she could learn from them.
“I know it is a lot. But whatever it is you need just tell me and I will make it happen.” 
“I will,” Maris said, moving away to put space between them. It would be better and less complicated if they kept their relationship hidden from the public eye, for now. As Valda pulled the drink to her lips again, Maris stiffened and said, “Eyphah has entered the cabin now.” 
A rumble of annoyance rolled through Valda as everyone in the cabin settled and quietened down.
“Enjoying yourself, Your Highness?” Eyphah’s voice was as rugged and commanding as Valda’s, making it clear that this woman wielded power among her people.
Valda finished her drink and placed the empty glass on the table. “The meidaila is pretty good.” 
“If you were in a carriage, I would let you take barrels of it but…” Eyphah leaned against the table, the wood cringing at the weight. “I don’t think a carriage could make its way here. Was the road...bumpy?” 
Valda raised her chin high, her elbows coming to rest on the table. “It was.” 
“A shame, isn’t it? Imagine you are making this trip here maybe once every ten years. My people must use it every single day to get provisions from the neighboring villages.” Eyphah paused. “Imagine how it is for them.” 
Valda opened her mouth to reply, but paused when Maris squeezed her thigh hard. “I think it would be better if we talked about the road infrastructure when we are both rested. I understand that we have a lot of work ahead of us, and that there are things that I would rather discuss in private with you, Eyphah. I hope you understand that,” Maris continued.
Valda’s growl was subtle. Talking in private with Eyphah was not part of the plan, but if these two women were on the verge of grabbing each other by the neck, it would be better if Maris spoke with her alone.
“Of course,” Eyphah said before she snapped her fingers. 
Maris leaned back as servers brought them their dinner. Her plate clattered before her as those same servers filled her plate. 
“It is a true shame you are not able to see the feast served just for you, Your Highness. Us Sealians love good, seasoned meat. You have guava-bathed pork meat with fried plantain and sweet rice. You can also taste stewed spicy chicken. As we speak, your glass is being filled with more meidaila, and for dessert we have rice with milk and cinnamon straight from our farms. I hope you are hungry.” 
Maris’s eyes widened as the food settled before them. It took her a while to register the different smells. Her mouth watered like never before. It was as if her very soul knew that this was what she had been missing for her entire life.
“This looks delicious,” Maris said, more to herself than to Valda, but the queen nodded at her statement. 
“It looks and tastes delicious. Please, help yourself. We have more where that came from,” Eyphah said as she grabbed a circular, bread-like food. Maris watched intently as Eyphah filled it with pork then salad before folding it and taking a bite. Raising her cobalt eyes, Eyphah gave Maris a teasing wink before offering her a plate full of the bread-like food. “Eat, eat.” 
“What is this?” Maris asked, accepting the proffered plate. 
“Casabe,” Eyphah answered, grabbing one more casabe from the stack and placing it on her plate. “You have never eaten casabe before?” 
Maris shook her head, almost ashamed. She grabbed a casabe for her and Valda and prepared it as Eyphah had just done. She grabbed Valda’s wrist and placed her callused hand over the food. Maris didn’t usually do that. Back in the castle, Valda could manage to eat the Skylian dishes with such elegance and skill, but this was new. It was different for both of them.
Valda grabbed the folded casaba and steadily brought it to her mouth before Maris followed suit. 
Maris’s eyes widened yet again as she quickly covered her lips. The food was absolutely delicious, and she couldn’t wait to take another bite, this time with the spicy chicken. 
“Tasty, am I right?” 
Valda nodded, but Maris was the one that answered with an excited, “Yes.”
“Good. I am glad,” Eyphah said as she took another bite of her food, her eyes never leaving Maris. 
Maris tried to keep her gaze focused on her plate, but she could feel Eyphah’s burning stare upon her. Eyphah Hurley seemed to be strong, capable of anything, but sarcasm oozed from her lips every time she opened her mouth and that bothered Maris to no end. She could understand why Eyphah would be mad at the sudden intrusion, but the woman needed to understand that Maris was there to help. To be that connection between them and the crown would greatly benefit them. Why would anyone be opposed to that? 
“You remind me of someone,” Eyphah suddenly spoke, pulling Maris out of her thoughts. 
Maris gave her the friendliest smile she could muster. “Oh? Who may I ask?” 
“Queen Amphitrite.” 
Maris’s upper lip twitched. She hid her expression by pursing her lip and grabbed a glass of meidaila. “I will take that as a compliment. I’ve been told that she was a very beautiful woman.” 
“Gorgeous,” Eyphah added as she grabbed also her glass. “Breathtaking, strong too. Didn’t take shit from anyone.” 
Maris turned to Valda, who ate quietly, vigilant of the conversation. “So, I’ve heard. You’re not the only one that has compared me to the late Queen.” 
Eyphah raised her eyebrow and tilted her head. “Oh? Who has also commented this?” 
Maris gulped down her drink and wiped her lips before she answered. “Captain Isen Hurley.” Both Valda and Eyphah tensed at her words, each for different reasons.
“Captain Isen Hurley,” Eyphah laughed and shook her head in disbelief. “How many cocks did that asshole suck to get to be a captain?” 
Every single soul around them heard Valda’s threatening growl. Maris was angered too. How dare this woman speak of Isen in such a way? His sister!
“Captain Hurley worked his way to his position. He is a valiant and strong soldier that would give anything for the crown and for the Sky Kingdom,” Valda said, her hands now fists.
“A boot licking Sealian, if you ask me,” Eyphah dipped her stare from Valda to Maris. “I wonder how you got your job as the queen’s helper.” 
“Be wary of your words,” Valda snarled. 
“You wouldn’t dare attack me, Your Highness. This is my territory.” 
“Your territory is in my kingdom,” Valda spat back. 
Eyphah ignored Valda’s warning and turned her cobalt eyes back to Maris. Her gaze trailed over her, long enough for her to skim right down to her breasts. Maris’s anger flared. Who was this woman, and what in the world was she even thinking?
“Why did you come here?” Eyphah asked, her eyes rising to Maris’s face.
“I want to help you, help them, our people. They deserve better, in that we can agree on! Right?”  
Eyphah snorted and pushed herself off the table. “That’s bullshit. The crown doesn’t want to see us better.” She then turned to Valda and pointed an accusatory finger. “She doesn’t give a shit about us.” Eyphah grabbed a glass of meidaila and left.
Maris let out a frustrated groan before she turned to Valda. “Wait for me in House of Argo.” 
“What? No! Where are you going?” Valda asked, moving to grab Maris but touching the now empty seat. “Maris! Do not go after her!” 
“Valda, I need to talk to her.” 
“Not alone!” 
“If you are there, she will be discouraged from talking.” 
Valda scoffed. “I don’t think my presence has stopped her from speaking her mind at all!” Valda knitted her brows with worry. “Please, Maris. I cannot protect you if you go alone.” 
Maris smiled and touched Valda’s shoulder. “I won’t need your protection. She wouldn’t dare hurt me.” 
“How do you know?” 
“Because. I know you wouldn’t.” 
Valda frowned deeply. “What does that mean?” 
“I will be fine,” Maris answered, completely ignoring Valda’s question.
“If she dares to put a single finger on you, I—” 
“You will do nothing. I can take care of myself,” Maris interjected, squeezing Valda’s shoulder. “After you are done eating, tell the guards to take you back and wait for me. I won’t be long.”
Before Valda could utter another word, Maris left House of Proteus.
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Maris exited House of Proteus just in time to catch Eyphah heading to the group of trees on the far side of the settlement. Blowing a strand of hair away from her face, she decided to follow her. As she did, she took in the broken-down houses around the plaza, the skinny horses, and the sad attempt of communal gardens in between the cabins. The people had tried to thrive; she could see that their attempts to make a home out of this piece of land had not been in vain, yet there was no doubt in her mind that the crown could’ve done so much more. Why hadn’t they?
A small wooden gate divided the houses from the small forest, a crass contrast between the sandy fields. Maris frowned. It was as if life could only be found there. 
Swallowing hard, her breath catching in her chest, Maris lost herself in the dense foliage. The forest was young, the trees under ten feet tall, the brushes and flowers pristine and untouched. She had never seen flowers like these. Roses, lilies, and carnations, she had seen them in books but never in person. Her hands itched to touch them, to see if they were as soft as she had read. Their fragrance brought some sort of comfort to her tension. 
Was she doing the correct thing by following Eyphah? Shouldn’t she just give her a moment to think? 
Maris sighed and rubbed her temples, brushing strands of blue hair away from her face. All right, Maris. Cut the bullshit and do what you have to do. Talk to her, see how you can ease any immediate need, and do your thing.
She nodded at herself and continued moving, her gaze trailing to find Eyphah unsuccessfully. Instead, she found herself staring at a small lake. Even in the night, something inside the lake made the water glow a bright green hue. Maris stood still, her eyebrows rising as she sucked in a quick breath. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in her entire existence…
Maris took a step back, as if her foot would somehow damage the beauty of it all. Yet, her curiosity got the best of her. She kneeled to the edge of the lake and hesitantly trailed her fingertips over the water’s surface. The greenish hue glowed brighter, centering exactly where Maris had touched. She shook her head in disbelief and let out an amused, breathy laugh.
“Wow…” she exhaled.
She turned her head, half expecting to find Valda standing beside her. Then she frowned, even if Valda was there, she wouldn’t be able to see it. And for the first time, Maris wished the queen would be able to enjoy what she was seeing. She groaned before moving her hands against the water, making it shine brighter, enjoying it one more time before continuing her search.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” 
Maris raised her eyes from the lake to the woman standing on the other side of it. “Eyphah,” she called out in a soft whisper.
The older woman gave her a playful smile before squatting at the edge, mimicking Maris. “I think this is the only thing I am actually grateful for.” She touched the lake, commanding and confident of what it could do. The lake grew brighter. “It’s a bioluminescent lake.” 
Maris looked down at the rippling surface. The thrill of colors danced in front of her like millions of tiny lightning bugs. It was breathtaking. 
“When Queen Rionach decided to give us a piece of this land, we didn’t know what to do with it. We knew we had to build houses, a plaza for the children. We begged her for a place to swim and she did give us this. The water she brought from the Sea Kingdom was probably from beaches near the castle.” Eyphah shook the moisture from her hands and stood straight. “It brought the organism that glows with the movement of the water. We never thought it would survive, let alone create this.” She raised her palms and looked at the vegetation. “Like a gift from Poseidon himself.” Eyphah then turned and pointed behind her. “There are five more lakes just like this one. During the day they are filled with children swimming and playing.” She then turned to Maris. “Sometimes at night we catch young lovers in it.” She raised a blue eyebrow. 
There was a playfulness in Eyphah’s mannerisms as she walked towards her, hands inside her pockets, feet bare and casual. All traces of anger were gone.
“I was looking for you,” Maris said, her eyes glued to the other woman. Being Isen’s twin sister meant she was older than Maris and Valda. Yet, the woman didn’t look a day older than twenty-five. As she got closer, Maris noticed that her tattoo was exactly like Isen’s. Meaning that at one point, they were close. 
“You found me, love,” Eyphah purred, her voice silvery, inviting. 
Maris raised a questioning eyebrow. Love?  “Do you think we could talk?” 
“We could.” Her stance changed from relaxed to withdrawn. “I do have to say, seeing the queen here does make me uncomfortable.” 
“Why?” 
“The woman hasn’t stepped foot here since she was a child. Suddenly she comes back waving around a treasure such as yourself.” She shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be cautious?” 
“You are not acting cautiously. You are acting angered.” 
“I am tired of all the promises.” 
“What promises?” 
Eyphah scoffed and shook her head as she began to walk away again. 
“Eyphah, I am here to help. If you don’t tell me what is happening here, I can’t do shit!” 
“No one has done more shit in this place than me! All of this!” She waved at the surrounding trees, the settlement beyond them. “All this shit! Me! I did it! I don’t need another traitorous Sealian coming here and acting as if they know what’s best for us. All because you feel backed up by the crown.” 
“Another?” Maris frowned. “Are you talking about Isen?” 
“Oh no, love. I am talking about Captain Hurley.” Disgust painted her mouth at the mention of her brother. “A Sealian being a captain in the army of the kingdom that threw us in the middle of nowhere to fucking die.” Exasperated, she ran her hand through her hair. “It is quite rare to see a Sealian working for the crown.” She began again. “I thought my brother was the only traitor.”
Maris’s upper lip twitched. She took a step back to look at Eyphah in disbelief. Though she was annoyed with her mischaracterization of Isen, Maris could guess that sibling relationships were complicated. But calling her a traitor without even knowing her was just wrong. Maris’s stomach twisted in an angered knot.
“Are you calling me a traitor?” 
Eyphah shrugged. “If the shoe fits…” 
“You don’t know anything about me, and by the words spilling out of your mouth, you don’t know anything about your brother either.” 
Eyphah threw her head back and laughed. “You are right. I still don’t know how many cocks he sucked to get where he is.” 
“How dare you…” Maris turned to Eyphah, her teeth bared in an angry snarl.  
“Same question goes to you, love.” Eyphah stepped closer, her face inches away from Maris before canting it to the side. “What does the queen’s cunt taste like?” 
“Careful with your words! I am your representative before the crown of the Sky Kingdom.” Maris raised her chin. She was done playing games.
“Representative?” Eyphah whistled and moved her hands as if protecting herself. “Please. Have mercy!” 
“Do you think that this attitude will help our people?” 
“They are my people, not yours. The moment you decided to work for them you relinquished anything that had to do with the Sea Kingdom, and so did the captain.” 
“Says who? You?” Maris lashed out, her jaw tightening. 
Eyphah’s lips curled. “You come here unannounced with the queen by your side. You’ve had the protection of the crown while we almost starved. My brother left, saying that he would bring forth the help we needed. You have no idea what it is to struggle the way we had.”
Oh, but Maris knew. She knew quite well how it felt to be completely abandoned by the crown. “I do.” 
“Don’t compare yourself to us!” Eyphah yelled, her chest heaving with unreleased anger, anger she had probably been holding onto for years. “Do you have any idea how it is to come to an unknown place, with nothing? My brother was holding onto my shirt as the ship beneath us sank as we made land! My mother died before she could step foot on this godless place.” Eyphah’s voice quivered, faltered even. She took a step back and took a deep breath. “You have no idea how it feels to not know how you will survive, if you were going to survive.” 
Maris slanted her head and gifted Eyphah an apologetic smile. “I do.” She took a hesitant step towards Eyphah. “I know that fear, that pain. That uncertainty. I know it quite well.” 
Eyphah looked at her now, curious and hesitant. “Do you?” 
“I was adopted by a Skylian soldier and his wife back when the destruction happened. They didn’t have children of their own, so they raised me as if I was theirs. My father disappeared one day and… my mother lost it.” She shrugged as if trying to ease that distinctive knot that formed in her stomach. Her eyes burned, and she struggled to hold her tears in. “I know how it is to walk in and see everything you know gone...” She bit her lower lip and swallowed hard. “…dangling from a rope.” 
Eyphah’s eyes went wide, and Maris could see the sudden regret of her words seep into her voice. She swallowed hard, looking at Maris as if she was staring at her very soul. She hoped Eyphah could see that she spoke the truth and not some script that she memorized to make her yield.
The older woman’s shoulders relaxed, and she said, “I am so sorry.” 
Maris nodded and looked at the soft grass underneath her feet to hide that sneaky tear that always escaped when she talked about her mother. After the heaviness on her chest receded, she looked up at Eyphah’s cobalt eyes. The tenderness the older woman radiated was enough to make Maris sob. “I am sorry too. We have both lost people we care about; I am sure you are petrified of losing more.” Maris shrugged. “I understand. Now we must focus and see that we have each other, and by the Gods, Eyphah,” She sucked in her breath and exhaled her anxiety. “If we can help each other, why shouldn’t we?” 
Maris got dangerously close to the other woman, her hand clamping over Eyphah’s forearm, anchoring them both. Maris needed to know that she was getting through her. Yet as she searched Eyphah’s face, the woman’s dark eyes fixated on her tears, then on her lips. Maris moved uncomfortably, taking a step back, releasing her hold on her. 
Eyphah sucked in a breath and darted her gaze to Maris’s eyes. “Forgive me.” She trailed her tongue over her lower lip before nibbling it. “You are just…” She hesitated and then chuckled nervously. “Very easy on the eyes.”
“I will accept the compliment.” Maris laughed awkwardly. 
Eyphah nodded, her eyes flashing with a shade of lust as she stood straight, squaring her shoulders. After seconds of silence, it was Eyphah who tore the tension with one serious question. “Would you like to go back to my cabin?” Before Maris could answer, she added, “We can continue talking. I have some meidaila we could drink if you wish.” She smiled a crooked yet charming smile. “Take a break from being the queen’s seeing-eye dog?” 
Maris raised an eyebrow at the invitation. Sleeping with the settlement leader was not in her plans, and though she did find Eyphah’s character alluring, maybe because she had a thing for strong women, Maris noticed that she simply was not interested.
She was interested in Valda, her hands, her mouth, her perfect smile and short black hair, her sweet soft whisper, and her encouraging words. And she preferred Valda’s “seashell” to Eyphah’s “love” any day.
“Where would my diplomacy be if I went back with you to your cabin?” Maris teased. “Besides.” She tilted her head. “I remember your brother telling me you are married.” 
Eyphah sneered. “Was.” 
“So, you are a widow?” 
Eyphah shrugged nonchalantly and took a step back. She gave up on her courting, to Maris’s relief. At least for now. “How long will you be staying in New Agenor?” 
“I haven’t conversed with the queen. I don’t think we will be leaving tomorrow, if that’s what you are asking.” 
Eyphah nodded. “Two nights from now we will be celebrating the Night of the Nymph at the square. There will be music, food, art.”
“What is the Night of the Nymph?”
“If our princess was still alive, she would be twenty-one by now. We like to celebrate her birthday just like we did back in the days. We try to resemble the patron nights we had in the Sea Kingdom as well... It would mean a lot if you partake in it.” 
Maris bit the inside of her cheek to prevent her joy from overflowing. Seeing Eyphah relax, welcoming her at last, made her feel at ease, safer. Maybe she could get through this woman and get New Agenor the help it needed.
“I wouldn’t miss it.” 
Eyphah nodded and extended her right arm out for Maris, whose eyes trailed over the tattooed forearm, taking in the intricate design. She would ask Eyphah about the tattoos, but not tonight. Maybe tomorrow, perhaps on the night of the celebration. With renewed confidence, Maris gave Eyphah’s arm a firm squeeze. 

Valda’s leg wouldn’t stop bouncing. 
She sat at the large sofa in House of Proteus. Eyes closed, ears wide open. She listened to the distinctive chirps of the night birds and insects. New Agenor was a quiet and peaceful place that deserved to have the tools to compete with the different villages across the sandy plains of the Sky kingdom. And her family had not given them what they needed. She had given them anything.
Valda sighed and leaned on her knees—a sad attempt to control her leg. 
Her grip on her own kingdom was slipping. It was as if she was placed there as a faux ruler. She didn’t know much about the needs of the Sealian people other than their need to lower taxes. Yes, Eyphah had come to beg for help, but in her haste to proof that she was able to make good decisions, she didn’t pay much attention to them. She didn’t know anything about her royal army, the troops based in Umbriel. She was slowly discovering everything she believed in was not as she thought. Had it all been lies? She had been crowned then tucked away while someone else called the shots.
She frowned.
That person being the General. 
Her stomach tightened. Valda had always been taught that she should trust Arwin. Her mother had somehow made it clear that he was part of the family, that he was her father figure, and that she should obey him. And she did. She obeyed his rules, his laws, his orders. Following them was how she survived all those years in training, all those battles.
But resentment was always there—that thorn of anger and doubt. He made her do something she never wanted to do, something that still to this day bothered her whenever she remembered. 
Valda rubbed her hands in disgust. She could still remember the smell of the blood of her first kill—her first execution. Her stomach turned at the thought that it was one of her own that she had slaughtered. And although she remembered what she had done, she had tried her hardest to erase it, to blur the details, the face of the man, his pleas of mercy, his name…
Valda frowned deeply, her face darkening. 
What was his name? 
The sound of footsteps made her tilt her head back. Her breath hitched the moment she heard Maris greet her guards outside of the cabin. 
Her heart was racing when she stood from the sofa just as Maris said goodnight and closed the cabin door, locking it in the night. Valda relaxed the moment that delicious sea scent engulfed her senses.
“Are you all right?” She tensed. “Did she touch you?” 
“I am fine. She didn’t do anything she would regret later.” Maris’s padded closer to her. Her hand suddenly fell on Valda’s belt. “Nothing bad happened. On the contrary. I think I will be able to talk to her like a civilized individual.” 
Valda’s face warmed. “Really?” 
“Yes,” Maris said, her voice trailing off as if unsure of sharing whatever information was in her mind.
“What is it?” 
“Nothing,” Maris guided Valda to sit back on the sofa before joining her. “There is going to be a celebration in two nights time—the Night of the Nymph, she called it.” 
“She wants you there?” 
“Yes. She wants me to experience a patron night.” She paused. 
“I feel like you are hiding something for me,” Valda said, her lips pressing into a scowl.
Valda had tried to open up to this woman, but the feeling of Maris not telling everything to her, of not trusting her, was a slight pang of pain in her chest. She wanted Maris to trust her with everything. She wanted her to feel like she could tell her absolutely anything and know she wouldn’t judge her for it, Gods knew she would try to be as understanding as she could.
Valda tensed before speaking again. “What happened?” 
Maris grabbed her callused hands and gave them a firm squeeze before speaking, “I saw the lakes, well… I would call them ponds instead of lakes,” she said as she trailed her index finger over a protruding vein on the back of Valda’s hand. “She asked me to go back to her cabin.” Her voice was low, careful as if she knew Valda was going to be furious.
Valda’s upper lip twitched. Heat rose to her ears and face, and an exhale whistled through her nose until she was able to talk. “And did you?” The question hung in the air, and she felt Maris tense. 
“I am here.”

“That doesn’t—” She closed her eyes as she tried to control the bubbling rage inside her chest. She gritted her teeth before inhaling sharply. “That doesn’t answer the question, Seashell.”
“Valda.” Maris cupped her jaw and held her face steadily. “I want you to listen and listen well.”  
Valda could hear her own pulse inside her head as heat flushed her entire body. “I am listening.” Her voice shook.
“I don’t want anyone else but you.” 
Valda exhaled, closing her eyes ashamed of the rage that coiled in her very core. “Do you?” 
Pulling her in, Maris pressed her forehead with hers and kept her there as she nodded her response. “I only want you. No one else, just you. You are enough.” 
Valda gripped Maris’s arms, close to her shoulders. She dipped her head and pressed a quick kiss to the other woman’s lips. “Forgive me, Maris.” 
Maris moved a strand of ebony hair away from Valda’s face. “What for?” 
“I should’ve done more. We—My family, should’ve done more. I promise you I will rebuild New Agenor. I will rebuild the Sea Kingdom, the castle, everything.” She shuddered and drifted her hands to Maris’s waist. “Gods, I will rebuild the castle for you,” 
Maris giggled and shook her head. “I am no queen.”  
Valda let out a ragged breath while chortling. “Oh, but you are. You are my queen, Seashell.” Valda whispered before claiming Maris’s lips in a sweet yet passionate kiss. “You have me wrapped around your fingers, and I can’t believe I am glad that you do.” 
“Valda—”
“Just take the fucking compliment.” 
With a hearty laugh, Maris slanted her head and pulled Valda into another kiss.

Maris inhaled sharply, her eyes fluttering open to the lingering memory of her dream. It was hard to focus on the image, but compared to the dark, painful ones she has had in the past years, this dream was warm. Although things weren’t quite going well back in the castle with the attack at Ophelia Plaza, the rogues at Umbriel, her relationship with the queen was growing.
Each moment spent together drew them closer. Now, being with her at New Agenor, handling all the responsibility that Valda had bestowed upon her, she still felt a little nervous but content. All because Valda trusted her. She trusted her enough to give her the reins. Maris couldn’t help but smile happily. Being in New Agenor made her feel as if she was right at home, albeit there were many things to be done to make this place a better one. Just by being here, they were headed in the right direction. 
Maris turned her head, her gaze settling on the sleeping queen. The tranquility in the woman’s features stirred something inside her. It was so rare to see her so calm, so relaxed. Unable to deny herself, Maris moved a soft strand of hair away from Valda’s forehead. The other woman did not flinch a muscle but let out a pleasurable sigh before shifting under the covers. She wanted to wake up every single morning of her life to see the queen’s calm face right next to her. The queen’s peace brought her peace. It brought her happiness. It brought her home.
Maris frowned. Home. She was home. It didn’t matter if she was in the new settlement, or back in the castle, or even in the Sea Kingdom, rebuilding the forsaken land. If Valda was next to her, she was home.
As much as Valda felt guilty about not doing more for her people, Maris was grateful she even decided to take her to New Agenor. She didn’t have to. She could continue with her life without caring, but she hadn’t. She cared, she was here, she was open to change and open to helping, and Maris was forever grateful. Today would be a more than special day, and she was happy to share it with Valda.
Her eyes drifted from Valda’s content face to the window. It was still dark, but in a couple of hours, dawn would break, and then she would be completely involved in the day’s activity. Today was going to be a long day. She should probably get some more hours of sleep, but she was too excited.
Maris pulled the covers off her naked body, carefully slipped out of the bed, and walked to their bags. She pulled out Valda’s clothes for the day as well as her own. Remembering the relentless sun and overwhelming heat, she thought a cotton blouse and knee-length breeches would do Valda just fine, while she would wear a Sealian tunic that reached the middle of her thighs and breeches resembling Valda’s. Although she had seen Eyphah barefooted, she thought that Valda would make do with boots while she wore sandals. 
Suddenly, the small bag that Melvian had prepared for them caught her eye. She pulled it open, going through its contents. There was medicine powder, bandages, and a small flask with a hydrating salve made from aloe, mint, and another endemic Skylian plant, making the balm cool to the touch. Maris opened the flask and brought it to her face, smelling the refreshing scent. Melvian had told her that salve would be useful for their skin, especially if they were exposed to the sun for countless hours, but it could also be used for massages.
Last night, she enjoyed talking with the queen, exploring the many things they could do and her possible allegiances with the other Kingdoms. Rhea could help import more plant life, while Harmonia and Vulcan could give them more resources, such as tools, not to mention all the ships the Sky Kingdom could lend to transport those tools. Rebuilding would be a priority.
Maris’s eyes sparkled with every word said by the queen. She loved spending those intimate moments with her and longed for more before their day started. 
Turning back to Valda, she noticed her back was exposed, her muscles shaped into a delicious artwork of strength. Maris’s hands itched to feel the ripples of power under her fingertips. The queen was still sleeping on her stomach, murmuring something while extending her hand, patting the space where Maris had slept. 
With a sneaky grin, Maris made her way back to bed and carefully crawled on top of Valda. Her supple thighs straddled her waist, securely trapping the larger body underneath her.
For a split second, Valda stiffened, her eyes flying open, but as soon as she registered Maris’s hands drawing soft circles on her back, she relaxed under the gentle caress.
“It’s me,” Maris whispered. Her right hand traced the soft dip of Valda’s back dimples while the left one held on to the small flask.
“Good morning, Seashell.” Valda’s deep, sleepy voice shivered through Maris’s body. 
“Good morning, Your Highness,” Maris teased, rubbing agonizingly slowly against the back of Valda’s powerful thighs.
“Did you rest well, Maris?”
“I did. And you?”
“I did. I would complain about the size of the bed, but it being smaller had its positive side.”
Maris arched her eyebrow. “Oh?”
Valda nodded, snuggling closer to her pillow. “The smaller the bed, the closer we were. The night wasn’t that cold.”
Maris canted her head and ran her hand over the rippling muscles on Valda’s back. “True.” She removed her hand and opened the flask, giving it one final sniff. “We should get you ready for the day.”
Valda grunted and shifted again, making Maris almost lose her balance on top of her. “It’s too early.”
“Ah, yes. Yet, if the weather is anything like it was yesterday, it will be hot. Burning hot. That can surely cause you some skin problems. We need to get you ready to face the day now.” She looked down at Valda’s naked back. “I can see that the sun was pretty harsh on your skin.” She trailed the red lines on Valda’s neck. Although Valda’s skin was tough and resistant, she could distinguish several tan lines around her neck and shoulders.
“I didn’t know you had the ability to forecast the weather,” Valda teased, relaxing under the soothing caresses. 
Maris chuckled. “It’s just an observation. Besides, how good would I be if I am not taking care of my queen?” 
“Even if you weren’t my assistant—”
“New Agenor’s representative, actually,” Maris corrected. 
“Representative,” Valda began again. “Even if you weren’t New Agenor’s representative, you would still be a good girl.” Valda grinned against the pillow.
Heat rose to her cheeks before she cleared her throat nervously. “Anyways, back to the weather.”
“You seem obsessed with the weather…”
“Well, right now, I am noticing the burn marks from yesterday.” She rubbed her fingertips over Valda’s neck. “May I propose something to prevent any possible damage to your skin?”
“I’m always glad to hear your ideas. My skin always suffers under the sun. It can get dry pretty quickly.”
“Again, that was prior to you finding a capable lover to care for those things. You completely disregard your health from time to time.”
Valda laughed before touching Maris’s calf lovingly. “My body says otherwise. Or would you say that I disregard my physical health?” This time, Maris saw Valda’s devilish smirk as she crossed her arms under the pillow. The massive muscles of her shoulders flexed for Maris’s viewing pleasure.
Maris squeezed Valda’s flank to steady herself as the queen moved. As much as she wanted to tell the truth and say that there was absolutely nothing wrong with Valda’s physical appearance, she wanted to play along. This teasing that they always partook in was one of her favorite things about being with Valda.
“Melvian insisted that I bring this ointment and I don’t want it to go to waste. It will help you with the burns and give your skin a nice tone.”
“I already have a nice tone.”
True. Valda’s sun-kissed and freckled-covered skin was beautiful. “Also, I wanted to coddle you this morning. Let me put this on you to get you ready before breakfast time.”
Maris opened the flask, moved it under her nose again before leaning over Valda. The queen inhaled deeply and let out a satisfied groan as she exhaled. 
“Good?” 
Valda’s body relaxed as she poured a thin line of salve over her shoulders and spine. The cold liquid sent a ripple of goosebumps over Valda’s skin as Maris closed the flask and gently tossed it aside. She rubbed the salve thoroughly and evenly on Valda’s back before using her thumbs to knead the stiff muscles. She loved Valda’s body, but there was something about the queen’s back that was extremely erotic. Especially when she could feel the muscles rippling with each movement, her mind drifted back to the nights she had dug her blunt fingers to her skin in the heat of passion. The queen never flinched. It was as if feeding a fire that consumed her. 
A pleasurable sigh escaped Valda’s lips, pulling Maris back to the task at hand. Maris rubbed her fingers tighter, noticing the hard spots on her back. “Gods, Valda you have knots all over.” 
“Part of the job,” Valda said, her lips parting—a deep rumble escaping her throat. “Your hands are a gift from the gods,” she groaned.
“I know. I’ve seen how you come because of them.” Maris’s lips curled. Valda closed her mouth and stiffened. “Hmm? Speechless? My, my. Who would’ve thought?” Maris leaned close enough to take a quick peek at Valda’s face. “Is that a blush that I see on my darling queen’s face?” 
“Maris…” Valda’s voice was low, practically a growl, and it made Maris shiver with excitement.
“Right.”
Maris couldn’t help but smirk as she leaned closer, putting more weight onto her hands as she tried to smooth out the knots. Painstakingly, she brought her hands together and moved them up to both sides of her neck, pressing hard enough to release the tension there, her body riding up Valda’s thighs until her mound was snuggled to Valda’s backside. The position resembled the one Valda had taken just a couple of nights ago, when she had used the cock on Maris, taking her from behind. 
Heat rushed through Maris’s entire body, down to right between her legs. Her hands slid from Valda’s neck, covering her shoulder, and finally down her spine, settling on the dimples of her back, right above the curve of her ass. Maris stared. Valda had a perfect ass. It wasn’t solid as a rock, but it was firm, soft to the touch. 
Maris hissed an intake of air as she squeezed Valda’s hips. 
“That feels so good,” Valda whispered, shifting under Maris again. 
“Does it?” Maris asked, matching Valda’s tone. The other woman nodded, and Maris settled her hands on top of her bottom. She squeezed the soft flesh as a tantalizing moan escaped Valda’s parted lips. 
Being able to touch Valda so freely, with no boundaries, burned Maris’s very core. Her entire body was set ablaze, and she clenched at the thought of touching Valda in other places. Fluttering her eyes closed, her thumb kneaded Valda’s ass cheeks, slowly and instinctively. She spread Valda enough to see damp, delicate, and soft dark skin glimmering. Wet. For her. 
Maris’s mouth watered as she stared down at Valda’s delicious form, then raised her gaze. Valda was struggling for control. Hands clutching the soft fabric of the pillow, she buried her face to drown out the faint cries that dared escape her. 
“Is it good?” Maris asked, her tone teasing. 
Valda answered her with a soft cry, muffled by the pillow. 
Maris grinned as one hand dipped between Valda’s cheeks and touched her damp folds. “Oh, Your Highness,” Maris let out a theatrical gasp, her index and middle finger gathering Valda’s wetness to tease the sensitive nub. “This is more than good, this is perfect.” Maris wet her lips with her tongue, settling her knees on the inside of Valda’s thighs, spreading her legs wider. “I should probably massage you here as well. I know I can get those knots untangled just by touching you here.” 
Valda lifted her head from the pillow, eyes closed. Her mouth hung open, whimpering in pleasure as Maris’s fingers worked her, slowly and steadily, her fingertips circling around her clit. “Gods, don’t you dare stop.” 
Maris shook her head. Her grip on Valda grew bolder, stronger, as did her strokes. 
Her gaze went from Valda’s face, down her rippling back, and finally to her cunt. “I want to taste you.” Maris shuddered, her voice intense and desperate. “Please, let me.” She shook, her movements slowing down, she searched the queen for a signal that Valda wanted her as much. 
The queen answered with a dip of her chin.
Maris’s breath rasped as she pulled her hands away to push against Valda’s leg, bending it at the knee, spreading her wider. She lay down on her stomach, and before she could move forward, Valda was pushing against her face.
The sounds of encouragement escaping Valda drove Maris insane. She slipped her arms under Valda’s thighs, gripping her waist securely as she buried her face between Valda’s legs. “Fuck, you taste delicious,” Maris rasped, pulling back long enough to give open mouth kisses to Valda’s inner thighs before going back for harder, insisting laps of her tongue. 
“Please, don’t stop. Not even for a second,” Valda cried, her hands fisting the bedsheets with a white-knuckle grip. “I am so fucking close,” she said, baring her teeth in a hiss. 
It didn’t take long, just a couple of flicks to her clit and strong strokes of Maris’s tongue, and the queen’s breath exploded from her lungs. Maris’s grip on her tightened as she lapped up the new wetness that seeped from her. 
“I can’t get enough of you.” Maris leaned closer, pressing her lips to the soft and delicate curve of Valda’s lower back. Her voice quivered as if hesitant to have said those words. Yet, she never ceased the tender caress of her lips as she continued moving up. She kissed Valda’s spine, the back of her neck. She moved Valda’s hair away from her forehead and kissed her there too. Eyes closed, controlling her emotions as much as she could. “Gods, I want everything you have.” 
Valda pushed herself until she was lying on her back. Her chest heaved with every breath as her hand trailed Maris’s delicate arm until she cupped the younger woman’s face. Eyes closed, Valda pulled her in for a possessive and searing kiss—a seal of ownership. 
Maris shuddered. She belonged to Valda, didn’t she? Her heart, her body, even her soul belonged to this powerful woman, and instead of being scared, she froze in realization. In those quiet heartbeats, in those seconds as they separated their lips, Maris knew and felt she was way too far gone, and she couldn’t live without her touch. 
“You have me. You have all of me.” Valda panted heavily, her body still coming back down from the frenzy induced by Maris’s mouth. “I am here.” Valda kissed her again, her tongue trailing the seam of her lips until she granted her access to the warmth of her mouth, to her taste on Maris’s tongue. 
Valda moaned into the kiss and pulled the younger woman to lay on top of her. “Fuck, you are perfect.” 
Maris shook her head, cupped Valda’s cheeks, and pressed their foreheads together. “I am anything but.” 
“You. Are. Perfect,” Valda repeated, emphasizing each word with a terse kiss. “You will not argue with me. I am your queen, what I say goes. What I say is law,” Valda said, frowning angrily, but Maris knew her.
She knew she was bluffing, and instead of being petrified at Valda’s intensity, she chuckled in amusement. 
And then it hit her. Valda thought she was perfect. And even though they hadn’t said it, this was the closest thing to love as Maris has ever felt. She swallowed hard, her hands moving from the queen’s face to her shoulders, deep in thought. 
Valda picked on her distress and slanted her head to the side. “What is it?” 
Maris wetted her lips with her tongue and locked her gaze with Valda’s white, unsettling eyes. Should she tell her? Should she just tell her and get it over with? How would Valda react? What would she do? She trembled, petrified of voicing for the very first time that she wasn’t like any other Sealian, that she may bore the gift of the heir of the throne, and that she was irrevocably and completely in love with her. 
She looked at her hands, her thumb stroking Valda’s soft skin, her heart hammering inside her chest.
“Valda?” 
Valda, still in the height of her orgasms, still sleepy and tired from their ride yesterday, lifted her head to press it against Maris’s forehead. “What is it, Seashell?” 
Valda sounded so sweet, so tender, so understanding, so fucking loving… Maris bit her lower lip, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. As she exhaled, a thunderous knock sounded on the door to the bedroom.
Both women froze.
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“What is it?” Her question hung in the dense air. Her arms tightened around Maris’s waist, pulling her closer. 
“Valda?”
Valda could feel Maris pulling away; she could feel her becoming detached. Valda clenched her jaw and pressed her forehead with her lover’s. “What is it, Seashell?” Maris’s fingers brushed her heated skin. The hesitation—the fear. Valda hated it. Maris should never be afraid of her, not in the slightest. 
And then, a frantic knock on the door tore away the tension and the silence.
Valda’s eyes widened, yet her grip on Maris did not falter. It grew tighter as she turned towards the sound. “How dare they?” The growl vibrating in her chest was smoothed away by Maris’s soft hands upon her breast.  “What time is it?” She asked her attention back to the woman in her arms.
“It’s early. Sun’s up.”  Maris sighed and pulled away from Valda. “Who is it?”
“It’s Cai, ma’am.” 
Valda frowned. “Who?” 
Maris shrugged. “I have no idea who that is.”  
Valda patted the bed around her, searching for something to cover her naked body. Maris noticed and quickly grabbed Valda’s hand, guiding her touch a soft silk shirt. 
“Put this on. I will get the door.”  
Valda nodded and tried her best to put on the blouse without Maris’s help. 
The knock came again, and with it, Valda’s lack of patience. “I will tear the fucking door off its hinges.” 
“You will not do such a thing.” 
Valda heard Maris’s approaching footsteps but didn’t feel her touch. Instead, she listened as the younger woman opened the door.  
“Cai,” Maris said the name as if registering it in her head. Valda decided that whoever Cai was, wasn’t going to harm them. 
“Your Highness,” Maris called out, turning her attention to Valda. “This is the boy who received us when we arrived at New Agenor.” 
“What does he want?” Annoyance dripped from her tone. “And why did our guards allow him inside the house?”
Cai laughed nervously. “Your guards were not at the front door.”
Valda scoffed in disbelief.
“Also, Eyphah asked me to let you know that breakfast is ready, and she wishes for both of you to join her.” 
Valda’s shoulders tensed at the mention of Eyphah’s name. The very thought of being in that woman’s presence made her stomach knot. That woman and her audacity to ask Maris to go back to her cabin… How dare she? 
Valda knew she shouldn’t let her agitation get the best of her. She shouldn’t let her anger burn at the back of her throat. She had no attachment to Maris, at least not in public. She wasn’t her consort nor partner. Valda wasn’t even courting Maris. 
Her heart clenched. As they were now, they were way past the courting. They had moved to be lovers and open about their attraction when they were behind closed quarters, to wanting each other and having each other every chance they could. Yet, Valda was petrified of asking Maris to be her heart mate again. She wasn’t sure how she would react if she said no again.
As if Maris had heard her thoughts, the Sealian’s hands moved over Valda’s soft cheek, tenderness in her fingertips. Being mad when Maris was around was hard… Valda melted into the sweet caress, closing her eyes, and lowering her tense shoulders. 
“Don’t,” Maris whispered. “I can see you are over thinking.”
“Am I?” Valda tilted her head further, her lips coming to find Maris’s palm. She kissed it and pressed it to her face. That welcoming warmth was all she needed. Maris was here. She was touching her, everything was right in the universe. 
“Yes. You might not know it, Your Highness, but you do wear your heart on your sleeve.”
Valda’s earlier agitation melted into a chuckle. Reluctantly, Valda pulled away from Maris’s hand and spoke. “We better get going. I don’t want that woman to burst into our room.” 
Maris agreed silently, lowering her hand to the edge of Valda’s shirt. She tucked it inside her pants, fixed the buckle, and patted her down. Then she rolled up the sleeves up to the elbows, exposing the queen’s strong forearms. Finally, her fingers ran over dark hair, combing it before being ushered out of the cabin.

Although breakfast was delicious, Maris’s focus drifted from the empty plates to Eyphah, and then to Valda. The queen’s features were unreadable, while Eyphah’s amusement could not be contained by her subtle smirk. 
Maris was irked by the gesture but opted to pay no mind to it and imitated Valda’s lack of emotions. The least she wanted to do was give Eyphah a speck of hope of ever getting into her bed. Maris scoffed at how absurd the idea was. After giving herself to the queen the first time, Maris couldn’t even imagine being intimate with anyone but her.
“Is the awkward silence entertaining to you, love?” Eyphah asked, lifting her mug, and having a sip of coffee.
Valda’s grip on her folded white cane tightened noticeably. She wasn’t surprised by Valda’s response. She might take it as some kind of disrespect, but commenting on that would confirm she was indeed somehow attached to Maris. 
“Eyphah, please. Call me Maris—”
“Representative also works,” Valda interjected, her knuckles white.
Eyphah set her gaze on Maris, arched an eyebrow, and shrugged. “Let me use ‘Maris’ then. It sounds much less formal than ‘representative’.”
“Where should we start?” Valda spoke sternly.
“Wherever Maris wants.” A wide and perfect smile spread across Eyphah’s face as she turned her attention to Maris. “Did you have something in mind?”
Maris shifted uncomfortably in her chair as she nodded. “I want to see all the roads that lead in and out of New Agenor, as well as the ones inside the settlement. I’ve noticed they are not in the best state.”
Eyphah nodded. “Done. What else?”
“The housing structures. What materials are you using?”
“Not the best. We have been recycling from broken down houses. As soon as one is destroyed after a sandstorm, we demolish and reuse what we can. It is hard to get construction materials with the roads as they are not to mention they sell us everything for twice the price.”
Maris nodded, tutted, and took out her notebook. “Do you need construction materials?”
“Yes. New ones if possible. We are not asking for the best quality, but definitely new. We have survivors that used to work as engineers back in the Sea Kingdom. They can make the best out of anything.”
Valda bumped her shoulder with Maris. “What about food? Where is your food sourced?”
“We have a small farm near the lakes. We use the water to keep it growing, yet we encourage our people to grow their own food.”
Maris nodded and wrote in her notebook. “Can we see it?”
“We can leave right now,” Eyphah said, pushing herself off the table and heading to the door while Maris gathered her notebook and placed Valda’s hand on her shoulder.
The cabins in New Agenor were small. Most of them only had two bedrooms with a communal bathroom for every three houses. To Maris, it wouldn’t be a problem, except that now when there was daylight, she could see how many people were in the settlements. She thought a population of a hundred, maybe two hundred, turned out to be approximately two thousand. 
There were a lot of children in New Agenor. Young kids with different shades of blue hair ran down the settlement’s unserviceable roads, laughing and oblivious to their surroundings. Having lots of young kids was a positive thing, yet, it broke Maris’s heart. They didn’t deserve to be living like that compared to the Skylian children. This place wouldn’t do for them.
“There are a lot of children here,” Maris commented as they continued walking. 
Eyphah couldn’t help but give Maris a sly smile. “We got busy as soon as we settled down.” 
Maris nodded at the remark. “Do you have a doctor amongst you?” 
“No.” 
Maris’s eyes widened as she followed Eyphah close behind. Valda’s grip on her shoulder tightened. “You don’t? How do you care for the sick? The children?” 
“We don’t get sick so often. The lakes provide us with all the medicinal necessities. We are not violent, so we don’t injure one another.” 
“What about pregnant women? What about thieves? Accidents?”
Eyphah turned to Maris and then to Valda. “We have our ways.”
Maris narrowed her eyes at Eyphah as she continued walking in front of her. She was hiding something. Maybe she knew of a blessed Asclepius worshipper. Maybe Melvian had visited New Agenor more than once. Maybe Isen had brought her here when they needed a healer.
Eyphah stopped at one of the small communal gardens. She let out a loud sigh before moving her hand theatrically. “We have over thirty of these. We do need some watering system to help them grow. The earth in this kingdom is as dry and barren as an old woman’s cunt. We do gather water when it rains…or should I say, if it rains.” 
Maris turned to face Valda. The queen’s upper lip twitched with annoyance as she slipped her hand off Maris. “Rhea has an excellent watering system. They have used it over many years on their farms and crops. I know our weather is not the best, especially if you’re out here. But we can come up with something to help you. We are on good terms with that kingdom, so I can ask them for some blueprints of their system,” Valda explained.
“How long will it take?” 
“Give or take? Two months. After that is all about getting the water you need.” Valda sighed, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath through her nose. 
Maris frowned and turned her entire body to face the queen. “Your Highness?” 
“You can’t use the lake as your water source, but there is water under this land.” Valda raised her head. The morning sun shone upon her feminine features, and specks of gold shone through her hair. 
“We know. We have been trying to dig a well since we came here. As much as we tried, we weren’t able to reach it. That’s why we make do with the water from the lakes.” Eyphah narrowed her eyes at the queen.  “It bothers me to no end that I’ve traveled to your castle to ask for the bare minimum, your mother never yielded. It was a constant battle.”
Valda frowned at the mention of her mother. “I know. Things will change. You were right, Hurley. You all needed a break.”
“I hoped you would. I practically live in the castle. Always fighting for my people, in hopes the queen would listen.” Eyphah waved her hand dismissively. “She didn’t.”
“I cannot speak for my mother. I can speak for myself and the decisions that I will make regarding this place from now on.” 
Eyphah grunted and crossed her thick arms over her chest. “You still act as if you rule here.” 
“You are still stepping on Skylian sand. This,” Valda swirled her index finger. “This is my kingdom. I am the ruler. As you step on Skylian land you must abide by my rules. Now I do know my family has not been fair with you, or your people. But I am here to rectify those mistakes.” 
Although Valda wasn’t exactly looking down at her, Eyphah couldn’t hold her blind stare. Her cobalt eyes trailed to the ground before raising her stare at Maris. “Thank you. We have lived in the dark long enough.” 
“That will change. I assure you,” Maris said, interrupting Valda as she opened her mouth to talk.
Eyphah nodded. “I really hope so. Not for my sake, but for the kids. They deserve better.” 
“We can all agree on it,” Valda said, flashing Eyphah an encouraging smile.
Eyphah chuckled and placed her hands on her waist. “We do need seeds, though. We would like to broaden our crops and foods.” 
“Done. I will tell my agriculture expert to bring in as much seed as you need after we build the watering system.” 
“What about our lakes?” 
Maris rubbed her temples. “I would call them ponds.” 
“Whichever,” Eyphah huffed.
“I will leave that to you, Maris. I haven’t seen them. I will do whatever you wish to do,” Valda said, her hand moving towards the young Sealian. Maris quickly grabbed it and placed it back on her shoulder. “Is there anything else?” 
“Schools. We need a school, a bigger square to trade goods.” 
“Let’s fix the roads and get the goods before looking for a way to trade them,” Maris interjected before moving to touch Eyphah’s forearm. “One day at a time.” 
Eyphah grinned and patted Maris’s arm. “I am sorry if there is not much entertainment that I can bring you today. As you can see,” she pointed over to the square. “We are getting ready for the Night of the Nymph.” 
Maris raised her eyebrow and turned to look over Eyphah’s shoulders. Indeed, there were a couple of musicians talking while holding their instruments. There were drums, but it was the violins that piqued Maris’s curiosity. She wondered if they were built the same way as the one her mother gave to her. She bit her lower lip, and Eyphah noticed enough to turn to the musicians and then back to Maris.
“Do you play?”  Eyphah asked.
“I do, actually.” 
“Well! You are a Sealian, after all. We are all blessed when it comes to the arts.” She chuckled. 
Valda slipped her arm from Maris’s shoulder to the middle of her back and pushed her slightly away. “Go talk to them.”  
“What? No. I don’t want to be awkward.” 
“Not at all!”  Eyphah interjected and shrugged. “They would be more than happy to gush about their skills. Go!” 
Valda shoved her softly. “Go, Maris.” 
Maris’s gaze moved from Eyphah to Valda and back. She inhaled deeply and fixed her blouse before exhaling. “All right then. I will be right back.”  

As Maris’s steps receded, Valda stood awkwardly next to Eyphah, who cleared her throat uncomfortably. As she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, Valda waited for the sound of violins playing in the distance. Instead, she got to hear Eyphah annoying chuckle.
“What is it?” she snapped. 
“Nothing. Just taking in the scenery.” 
Valda frowned. What scenery?  If she was correct, there was nothing to take in. Broken down houses, sad excuses of community gardens, and a couple of ponds were not something to admire.  
Before she could talk, Eyphah said, “It is such a shame that you are blind, Your Highness.”
Valda stiffened, a warning growl emanating deep within her chest and unfurling through her limbs. 
“I could go into great details about all the things you are missing about your seeing-eye dog.” 
“Her name is Maris, and I would watch the next thing that comes out of your mouth, Hurley. I will not tolerate any disrespect.” 
Valda swallowed hard; her throat tight as she felt a distinctive emptiness in her chest she had been trying to avoid ever since her lips first touched Maris’s. Never in her life had she wanted something as much as being able to see her lover, to see how she looked when she smiled, when she laughed, how she looked when she was sleeping, when she bathed. Valda let out a growly breath as her mind wandered at the sounds coming from Maris whenever they were together… She wished to have an image attached to those noises.
“Of course, my apologies.” Eyphah quieted for a couple of seconds before addressing Valda again. “I am curious, though. How in the world did a Sealian end up being caretaker?”
“Assistant.”
“Right.” Her tone was dull. “Assistant.”
“She was appointed to me by my mother when I fell… ill.” 
The silence enveloping them wasn’t comforting. Valda could feel Eyphah’s eyes on her, and it made her uncomfortable. “She is not your mate, isn’t she?”
Valda’s jaw tensed and she shook her head. 
“Heart mate?”
“No.”
Eyphah sighed. “Good. Then there will be no problem if she stays here rather than go back to the castle with you, correct?”
Valda blinked and took a step back. The thought had not crossed her mind, not even once. Her relationship with Maris, although secret, was...stable, right? She shook her head and turned her head the moment she heard the soft and sensual sound of a violin playing in the distance. Valda didn’t need to look to know that it was Maris. Her Maris…
Valda’s bit her lower lip at the sudden realization of her feelings, especially the possessive ones running through her at the thought of having her lover pulled away from her arms and into the ones of someone like Eyphah.
She wanted to say there was nothing for Maris here, but how could she deny Maris what belonged to her? How could she do the same thing her parents had done? “If Maris wishes to stay here,” Valda began, her voice faltering as she tried to finish her sentence. “If she wants to stay here, I will not oppose it.”
“Good. Because regardless of her job to you or the crown, she is a Sealian, she belongs here.”
She belongs with me. “Whatever she wants, she gets,” Valda said, turning away from Eyphah. She concentrated on the sound of violins playing.
She heard Maris laughing, as she stopped and instructed someone to play a different key before starting the song again. Another round of laughter slipped through the hot air until it reached her. And from far away she could make out Maris’s voice. 
Once the song ended, and once again Maris’s voice reached her, this time closer. Valda stiffened. She wanted to leave. She wanted to go back to the cabin and hide out, not only from Eyphah but from everyone else. She wanted to be locked up with Maris as she had been in the castle. 
“Is everything all right?” Maris asked, lazily placing her hand on Valda’s back. The sudden touch made Valda jump, surprised to feel Maris so close to her. 
“Yes. Can we go back to the cabin?” Valda snapped. 
“Oh. Sure,” Maris said, her voice filled with confusion and hesitation. “Thank you for today, Eyphah.” 
The mention of the other woman’s name made Valda’s stomach turn as well as the retort, mixed in with the pet name Eyphah had used with Maris.
“No problem, love.” 

Nighttime passed by in deafening silence, in awkward touches and angry huffs. Valda and Maris ate in House of Arago, to Maris’s displeasure and at Valda’s suggestion. The queen had said she had enough socializing for the day and told Maris that she was more than welcome if she wished to eat with Eyphah at House of Proteus. 
Maris declined over and over again, and confirmed she wanted to spend her evening with Valda. Tomorrow morning, they would visit the ponds or lakes and somehow determine what to do with them. Valda was quiet as she sat on the living room sofa, eyes closed. More than once, Maris thought she was sleeping. It was nerve-racking, and Maris had enough of it. 
“What’s wrong?”
Valda opened her white eyes to nothing and answered, “What do you mean?”
“You’ve been quiet all afternoon.” Maris slanted her head and frowned. “Did something happen between Eyphah and you?” Her silence was louder than the words she didn’t want to say. “Valda.”
Valda’s face shifted to where Maris stood, which was unsettlingly accurate to the Sealian’s position. It sent a chill down Maris’s spine, and she tried her best to hide the ragged breath escaping her lungs. 
“I am jealous,” Valda whispered into the cold air in the room. 
“Jealous? Why are you jealous?” 
Valda grimaced, not wanting to answer. “I am jealous of Eyphah.” 
“Eyphah?”  Maris snorted dramatically. “Please!” 
“It’s not that I am jealous of the attention she might get from you.” 
“If any…” 
Valda waved her hand, asking Maris to be quiet. “Ever since I lost my vision, I have had to deal with the fact that I am missing things.” 
Maris opened her mouth to protest. To tell her she wasn’t missing much, that there was nothing she should feel jealous of, but instead, she allowed Valda to voice her worry. 
“I miss watching the sunrise and sundown on my kingdom. I miss seeing the faces of my people working at Ophelia Plaza. I miss how Ophelia City looked when I stood from outside my balcony. There was something magical about all the flickering lights disappearing into the night as people settled to sleep.”  Valda scratched her neck awkwardly. “But today, I was talking to Eyphah, and she started saying some things which, I have to say, bothered me.” 
“Like?” 
Valda’s face contorted in pain. She covered her eyes with her left hand, rubbing her eyebrows in exasperation. “When you went to talk to the musicians, she said something about you. I didn’t allow her to go into detail but…”
“And that bothered you?” 
“Of course it did! Imagine that bitch having the privilege to look at you! I wish I could just scoop her eyes out of her sockets.” 
“Valda!” 
“It’s…”  she sighed and slumped on the sofa. “It’s not fair.” 
Maris nibbled her lower lip then patted her knees before standing up. The wood underneath her feet groaned as she made her way towards Valda. She moved Valda’s hands away from her lap and slowly settled herself in it. She wrapped her arms around the queen’s torso and rested her head on her broad shoulder.
“I am sorry.” 
Valda sighed under the welcoming warmth and weight. She cradled Maris closer and pressed her nose to her temple, inhaling deeply. “Don’t be.” 
“You shouldn’t be jealous, though,” Maris whispered, one hand moving to grab Valda’s thick wrist. “Want to know why?” 
Valda grunted and squeezed Maris’s body tighter. “Why is that?” 
“She can look all she wants, but you,” she took Valda’s heavy hand and placed it over her left breast. “You, Your Highness, can touch.” With a sly smirk, Maris squeezed Valda’s hand tighter over her chest. 
Valda’s body tensed, and her breath hitched as a calloused hand gripped her tighter. “Can I?” 
Maris nodded, “Touch…” She squeezed her hand once again before slotting their lips together in a chaste kiss. “Kiss—”
“Lick, suck, bite,” Valda added, pulling Maris in to grind her bottom on her lap.
Maris chuckled into the kiss, heat scorched through her, settling low on her stomach. She could feel her own heartbeat inside her head and between her thighs. “Yes, you can do all that.” 
“How about fuck?” 
“Definitely, fuck.” Maris sighed, a soft moan escaping her mouth as Valda’s hand dipped to cup her bottom. 
Valda pulled her in for another kiss, spreading her legs, so Maris was nestled between her thighs, legs straddling her waist. “Speaking of fucking.” Valda bit her lower lip and then grinned. “I brought something from the castle that you might just enjoy.” 
Maris arched her eyebrow. “Oh?” 
Valda nodded, her hands moving from gripping Maris’s ass to slowly rubbing her back. 
“Oh!” Realization washed over her, as well as a jolt of excitement. “Wait! How?” 
“You were resting before we left for the trip. I managed to get it and slip it inside my bag.” 
“Slip it inside, huh?” 
Valda’s grin grew wider. “That’s right.” 
“It would be a shame not to put it to good use. Wouldn’t it?” 
With a dip of her chin, Valda stood from the sofa as Maris wrapped her legs around her waist. “Let’s put it to good use, Seashell.”  
***
As the sun hid over the horizon, the flickering lights of torches filled the settlement square.
The square was nothing compared to Ophelia Plaza or the court inside of Oberon castle. It was small and contained, rustic because the ground was not paved with small rocks like Ophelia.  The preparations yesterday ended with large logs placed around a large blazing fire.  As the minutes passed, children and their parents gathered around, taking up the space around the logs and torches.
The day before, when Eyphah had shown them the lakes to both Valda and Maris, she told them what she needed to keep them in optimal condition. They then shared a meal, and after that, Valda and Maris were left to enjoy the rest of the day as they saw fit. They went to the lakes had suggested, and after she explained how the water glowed when you touched it, and what she thought was needed to improve, they mostly talked about the plans to bring forth the help New Agenor needed. Maris couldn’t be happier with all the promises Valda was making, starting by lowering taxes. It seemed like things were about to get better for her people.
Now, they were getting ready to attend the Night of the Nymph. According to Eyphah, the celebration was nothing compared to the huge festivities back in their home kingdom, but it was something, and Maris wouldn’t miss it for the world.
Maris looked out from the window with childish fascination as musicians settled around the fire. The smell of delicious food brought and placed about the square reached her through the glass. Maris crossed her arms under her chest anxiously as she continued her inspection. 
There were so many people, and according to Eyphah, everyone would be present at Night of the Nymph. Maris inhaled deeply and bit her lower lip at the thought. She hated crowds and being around so many people, but then again, they were her people.
She lowered her gaze to the ground, ashamed. 
“Nervous?”

Maris jumped as Valda’s booming voice consumed the thick air of the room. She turned to the washroom, where she saw her come out rubbing her fingers through damp hair. The queen was wearing a simple blouse, a dark slack, and her combat boots. Her sleeves were messily rolled up to her elbow. The white blouse stuck to parts of her wet skin. 
“I am. There are a lot of people out there.” 
Valda nodded, sitting on the edge of the bed. “If you do not wish—” 
“I do.” Maris didn’t even let her finish her sentence. “I do, I feel like I have to.” 
“Maris, you are not obligated to do this.” 
“I am…” Maris whispered, biting her thumbnail. “Something out there is calling to me, and I am being pulled into it. I can’t turn away; I can’t just say no.” 
Valda pursed her lips before shrugging. “I understand,” she chuckled.
Maris turned to Valda and tried to ignore how beautiful she looked with her wet hair and calming smile. “You do?” 
Valda nodded. “When I was old enough to go, I always felt obligated to go out to the Patron Festivals outside of Oberon Castle.” 
“I am almost positive we danced at one of those Festivals.”
Valda chuckled. “Probably. I danced with whoever pulled me in. I enjoyed the festivals, I loved being around my people and dancing with them. But after a while, I just felt it more as a chore rather than an opportunity to be with them.”  Her shoulders slumped. “If you don’t want to go, don’t.” 
Maris closed her eyes tightly and released the breath she was holding. Her steps echoed, and the floorboards groaned beneath her feet. She stood before Valda and held her jaw. She moved Valda’s face until their eyes were somewhat connected. “I will go if you come with me.” 
Valda sniffed her laughter. Her eyes drifted shut as she relished the softness of Maris’s hands. “Wherever you go, I go.” 
Maris’s lips curled into a soft smile. “Really?” 
“I promise.” Her large hands settled on Maris’s waist, pulling her close as she tilted her head, silently asking the Sealian for a kiss.
Maris couldn’t deny her anything. She fisted her short dark hair and mashed her lips against Valda’s in a slow yet passionate kiss.
***
When Maris walked down the stairs, Valda was patiently waiting for her in the cabin’s living space. She was sitting by the small fire, her elbows resting on her knees. The queen automatically turned the second she heard the board of the stairs creak underneath Maris’s weight. 
“Ready?” Maris asked, her hand slipping to grab hold of Valda’s. 
“If you are,” Valda answered, giving her fingers a tight squeeze before letting Maris place her hand over her shoulder.
Maris wore a dark blue, sleeveless tunic with a black girdle tied to her midriff and a deep cut down her cleavage, accentuating her large breasts.  Tight white pants covered her long legs down to her knees, while calves-high boots protected her feet. She felt awkward. She had never worn full Sealian clothing in her life, and Skylian clothing was much lighter. 
Taking a deep breath, Maris straightened her shoulders as she changed into the role of New Agenor’s representative and the Queen’s helper. She opened the door and left House of Arago. 
The square was loud with life. Laughter and conversation filled the cold night with the warmth of family and friends. Kids ran around between the cabins and met up at the square to regroup and run off again. Musicians tuned their instruments, and the conversation grew as more people approached. 
Maris felt her body tense the closer she got to the fire pit. She saw familiar faces she recognized from her meal when they had first arrived, but there were also new faces that stopped talking to stare at her as if remembering her from some other place. 
If Valda could feel her tension, she was doing an amazing job at ignoring it. Maris wasn’t quite sure she was able to hide her nervousness. She threw all the protocol out the window as her hand fetched Valda’s hand and squeezed it over her shoulder. 
A deep rumble escaped the queen’s chest, and it rolled through her body onto Maris’s. “My offer still stands,” Valda whispered, close to the curve of her ear. “We can go back to the cabin.” 
Maris shook her head, her hair brushing against Valda’s face. “I will get over it,” she whispered. “I will be fine.” 
“I am here. Say the word and we are gone.” 
A sudden jerk to her tunic made Maris snap her gaze down. A child, no older than seven, grinned at her. The child’s smile was missing a couple of teeth. His hair was unruly, wild, and deep blue. Maris smiled back awkwardly before greeting him with a confused, “Hi?” 
“Are you a newcomer?” 
Valda arched her eyebrow. “A child?” 
Ignoring Valda’s question, Maris lowered herself to be at eye level with the kid. “Hi. What’s your name?” 
“Coljar.” The boy smiled again.
“Coljar!” Maris yelped. “That’s a pretty name!” 
“If you are a newcomer you have to come near the fire!” Coljar said, grabbing Maris’s hand and dragging her away from Valda.
“Wait!” Maris turned just in time to see the queen raise her hand searching for her. “I will be right back!” 

Valda stood in her own darkness, surrounded by people and conversations she didn’t pay attention to. Maris’s scent was whisked away by the smell of food. 
She was afraid to move an inch, afraid to bump into something or someone. She moved her hand to her back and pulled out her white cane. She unfolded it, and although she felt the ground underneath her, she stood motionless until a hand clenched her elbow. Valda tensed as she jerked and moved to the side. “Who—” 
“Don’t just stand there. Come.” 
Eyphah’s voice broke through the din. With a loud growl, she yanked her arm away from Eyphah’s grip, staggering as she took a couple of unsure steps. “Do not put your hands on me.” 
Eyphah sighed. “I am sorry. I didn’t want the almighty Queen to look like a dumbass standing there.”
“Why do you care?” 
“I care ‘cause…” She drifted off, as if her attention was placed somewhere else. Valda was sure that she was looking at Maris. “I don’t want Maris to worry about you. I want her to relax for the night and just enjoy herself rather than serve you like a dog.” 
Valda’s grip on the white cane grew tighter. “She serves me out of her own volition.” 
“Sure,” Eyphah’s terse answer stabbed Valda’s chest. “It has nothing to do with your title and the fact that you can give her anything she wants if she just fucks you the right way.” 
“You are lucky I am out in the open or I would’ve sucked the air out of your lungs.” Valda bared her teeth. “Maris is not like that.” 
Eyphah sniffed and pushed Valda aside leaving her alone once again.
As Valda was about to call out for Maris, she felt a tug on her left leg. She frowned and dipped her chin to her chest as if looking down. 
“Hi!” 
Valda tilted her head as she recognized the voice. “Coljar?”  She lifted her face concentrating on all the voices around her. “Where is Maris?” 
“She is out with the musicians. Are you the queen?” 
Valda tutted and nodded. 
“Oh. You don’t look that powerful. You look lost. Can’t you see me?” 
Valda shook her head at the boy. “I am blind.” 
“Oh!” Coljar fell silent. His tiny grip on Valda’s leg did not lessen, though. They stood there, awkwardly taking in their surroundings before he pulled at her pants again.
“Yes?” Valda asked, mildly annoyed.
“Can we paint on you?” 
“Paint on me?” 
“Yes! Like, paint your face and arms. You have good arms.” 
Valda tilted her head. “Will you make me look ugly?” 
“Nah!” 
Valda scrunched up her nose and shrugged. “Well then. Take me away.” 
Coljar giggled, grabbed Valda’s index finger and pulled her away. Valda didn’t have much choice but to follow him. She tried to hide her amusement as she heard him order everyone around them to move out of the way, because the queen and her champion needed space. Valda smiled, calm and collected, as this tiny boy pulled her around by her finger until he casually ordered her to sit down.
Closing her eyes, Valda moved her free hand to feel her seat. She slowly sat and figured she was by the fire pit. Valda still heard the tumultuous chattering around her but tensed when a brand-new pair of small hands fell on her shoulder. 
“Coljar! She is perfect!”  
Valda raised her brow and turned her face to acknowledge the presence behind her.
“She is the queen!” Coljar said, releasing her finger and tugging on her shirt. “Hey, miss—” 
“Valda,” she rectified.
“Valda!” Coljar continued. “Can my friends help me out?”
Friends? How many are there?  Valda opened her mouth to talk, but she suddenly felt a cold and wet touch in the middle of her left hand.  “What is this?” 
“Lia! You can’t just start out of nowhere. We need to come up with a design!” Coljar’s annoyance was palpable, and Valda could only laugh. 
“How many of you are there, kid?” 
Coljar grunted as he pulled himself to sit next to Valda. “Lia is my baby sister. She is super annoying and doesn’t talk much.” 
“I talk!” Valda guessed it was Lia. She sounded much younger than Coljar. “I just—” she huffed, annoyed. “You talk too much! I want to paint!” 
“Lia is right, Coljar. You just like to talk too much.” Another girl behind Valda said while touching Valda’s broad shoulders again. “I am Kimmi, Your Highness. I’m their cousin.” 
Valda nodded and then felt another wet dot painted on her hand, this time on her wrist. “Are you guys professionals?” she asked playfully.
“Eh!”  Kimmi shrugged. “I could say I am. I’ve been doing this for three years now. Coljar and Lia want to imitate me.” 
“How old are you, Kimmi?” 
“I am twelve. Coljar is seven and Lia is six.” The young girl said before huffing. “You don’t mind us painting you?” 
Valda laughed. “Whatever you do is fine. I won’t be able to see it.” 
“Others will!” 
“If they don’t like it, they can just close their eyes.” Valda tutted and shrugged.
“All right then!” Coljar celebrated while Lia painted a third dot on Valda’s middle finger. 
“Your Highness, are you wearing anything underneath your shirt?” 
“Of course,” 
“I think you would look great with some designs on your shoulders and arms,” Kimmi said as she patted Valda’s forearm.
“And face!” Coljar added.
“And hands,” Lia said, adding a fourth dot on her middle finger. 
Valda snickered and shrugged. “Fine. You can use me as your canvas. I don’t mind.” 
Kimmi let out an excited squeal and moved away enough to give Valda space to unbutton her blouse and slide it off her shoulders and arms, remaining with her chest wraps. Coljar and Kimmi’s paint brushes clattered as they hurriedly grabbed them while Lia pulled Valda down to the ground, so it was easier for them to reach her tall form.
Within seconds, Valda struggled to keep still from giggling and laughing at the soft paint strokes on her skin. She scrunched up her nose, her shoulders quivered under the tickling brushes tickled her skin, and the sound of happy giggling children filled the air around her.

Maris’s attention shifted from the violin she was holding to Valda’s delectable laughter. She had heard her laughing before, but never with the intensity as she was now. Warmth spread through Maris’s chest and stomach as she watched the all-mighty, growly, and scary queen sitting on the floor, surrounded by children, having her arms and face painted with bright colors. Absolutely terrifying. Maris thought before handing back the violin. 
As the musicians talked to her about the different songs they were playing, Maris’s eyes drifted to Valda again. She was sitting, legs crossed underneath her, her naked arms rested on her thighs as Coljar, and two other kids ran their brushes over her muscular arms and broad shoulders. The tallest girl concentrated on the small yellow dots she painted on Valda’s face. The queen’s nose scrunched as if to suppress a laugh.
Maris let out a satisfied sigh, but her moment of admiration was cut short when a deep, feminine voice filled the night’s damp air. Surprised by the harmonic and lyrical voice, Maris turned to find no other than Eyphah, standing near the large fire, eyes closed, mouth open as she sang.
As if on cue, the musicians settled in their place and joined in Eyphah’s beautiful voice with their instruments. The booming of the drums echoed throughout the settlement and into the night sky, accompanied by the sweet melody of the violins. Maris could feel herself being swept by the rhythm as well as the people around her. Children and young couples began to clap their hands, joining in the celebration. 
They all stood from the logs to dance around the fire, circling it repeatedly. The music was so different from the one played at the Patron Festivals; so distinctively Sealian. Shuddering in a breath, goosebumps on her skin, she couldn’t help but close her eyes and dive into the rich song which carried the story of a sailor and his prized treasures. Maris was pulled and lulled by the sounds of the raging sea inside of her. Her heart beat with the drums, and her hands began a slow dance of waves and raging wind. 
With a content sigh, she stood from her seat and watched as the circle of her people—her people—laughed and danced around the fire. And just like that, she jumped into the ring, grabbed a youngster’s hand, and let herself be dragged into the laughter and joyful words of the song. 
Her feet moved of their own accord. Her hands slipped from hand to hand as she was passed around the couples. All she could see was a sea of blue hair, all with different shades, different textures. As she closed her eyes again, letting herself be enveloped by the music, her hand was captured by a rough and callous one. She opened her eyes and stared into a cobalt gaze that looked at her adoringly. Eyphah continued her song, her voice quivering as if she was holding something back. 
A spark of lust was still prevalent in Eyphah's eyes as well as longing. But Maris also saw the power and a burning need to protect which made her gasp before she was released back into the crowd. 
Eyphah’s voice filled her head, and the images of the song played out in her mind as if she had lived it. As if she had traveled from island to island on large boats. She pulled back and took a step away from the joyous crowd to watch a young Sealian woman stand before the drums, her hips swaying in time with the rhythm, her feet stamping out a staccato beat, guiding the drummers in their song. Their hands flew over the skins with effortless precision. It was a conversation between the dancer and the drummers. 
Her eyes traveled over the joyous crowd, some danced, some ate and engaged in conversation, some were sitting down painting another person’s arms and face, and that was where she found Valda. The queen was sitting down, eyes closed clapping with the rhythm of the music while the children that were once decorating her skin danced in front of her. 
Not wasting a second, Maris walked to her before announcing, “I shall take away your canvas!” She grabbed hold of Valda’s hand and pulled her up. Valda’s eyes widened at the sudden contact, but Maris washed away all doubt when she pulled her in and whispered to her ear. “Dance with me.” 
It wasn’t a question, or request.
Valda’s face relaxed instantly. She gave Maris an awkward smile before shrugging her colorful yet bare shoulders. “I can’t—”
“You can,” Maris interjected. “Close your eyes, let go. I got you.” 
I got you. Maris swallowed hard, her gaze fixated on Valda’s nervous features, but then the queen nodded. 
“I trust you,” she whispered, her hand sneaking over Maris’s waist, pulling their bodies dangerously and intimately close, unaware of curious gazes thrown their way. “I trust you with my life,” Valda said, pressing her forehead to Maris’s, smudging some yellow paint on her skin.
The musicians slapped the palm of their hands harder against the drums’ leather. The violinist picked up the pace, and Eyphah’s voice sounded over all of them, harmonizing beautifully.  
Now, the tired dancers moved away and left the rest of the dance floor for the couples. And Maris didn’t waste a second to drag Valda into the circle. Valda stumbled once, maybe twice, but as Maris led her with the rest of the dancers, she got the rhythm down, closed her eyes, and began to laugh as their movement got faster, more euphoric.
Maris moved back and twirled the tall woman before being snatched away by a young and beautiful girl. Before she could say anything, she was pulled into a strong and tall body. Maris looked up and saw a handsome man smiling down at her before he twirled her away into the arms of a middle-aged woman. Maris turned back, frantically searching for Valda.
Her darling queen was now dancing with a man and then shoved to dance with a young girl. Something inside Maris stirred when she saw Valda dancing with someone else, laughing so freely. She was moved to the arms of yet another man and then to another woman. She never stopped looking at Valda as she danced and jumped from dancer to dancer. 
Finally, Maris saw Valda moving closer. This time, she would not let go of the queen, her queen. She reached to capture the other woman’s hands, and when she did, she was enveloped with a distinctive warmth that rose from her chest, through her neck, and up her face until it at last settled on her forehead. The heat was a welcoming change to the cold night, and so, her eyes drifted shut as she relished that warmth spreading through her entire body. Valda wrapped her strong arms around her, unconcerned by the questioning gazes.
Maris melted in the embrace, taking in Valda’s peculiar scent, her nose tenderly nuzzling Valda’s broad shoulders. She pulled away enough to look up at Valda, whose hooded eyes seemed to be looking down at her with a tenderness that made her heart ache. Her eyes drifted shut, as she allowed the other woman’s strength to envelop her.
And then, Maris heard a gasp.
The music suddenly stopped, and Eyphah’s voice died in her throat as a ragged breath escaped her.
When Maris opened her eyes, there was no one dancing. Everyone was staring at her with wide eyes, slacked jaws, and one or two elders’ eyes were stained with upcoming tears…
Only then did she notice the steady beaming of a blue light emanating from herself…
“Princess! Our princess! She is here! Blessed be Poseidon!” Someone in the crowd hollered.
Maris looked up at Valda, whose beautiful face was adorned with dots upon dots of yellow paint and now reflected a shine of blue light. 
Maris took a step back. Her hands trembled with both fear and excitement. She turned to her side. Coljar was sitting not far away, looking at her as if she was the most beautiful deity amongst all. She grabbed a small mirror he held, probably to show Valda how she looked, forgetting there was no use for it. Maris took it in her shaking hands and looked upon her reflection.
On her forehead, the steady beam of Poseidon’s symbol shone through in the form of the trident. On instinct, Maris grabbed Valda’s forearm, smudging more paint. “Valda,” She called to her, but Valda was too lost in her own world to even acknowledge her. “Valda.” 
Valda’s white eyes moved about as if she was searching for a way to see what the commotion was about. 
“Who are they calling out for?” she finally asked until realization fell on her face, and the excitement that shone through turned into something Maris couldn’t quite grasp. “It is you, isn’t it?” 
“The symbol…”  Maris whispered, pulling herself closer to Valda. “It’s on my forehead… it’s shining I—” 
“You are the lost princess?” Valda’s throat moved as she swallowed hard.
Maris did the same, swallowing the only logical answer, but when she opened her mouth to speak, she felt a strong grip on her elbows. As she turned, she found Eyphah’s questioning gaze on her once again. Maris searched into Eyphah’s eyes for an answer, but the beam of the Sealian symbol draped Eyphah with a soft blue hue. The woman fell on her knees, grabbed Maris’s trembling hands, and pressed her lips to them. 
Suddenly, and in deafening silence, everyone around Maris lowered themselves to their knees… everyone except for Valda. The queen of the Sky Kingdom looked lost in her chaos, and little by little, she moved away from Maris, bumping into the kneeling Sealians until she was away from the crowd and heading back to House of Arago.
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“Valda!” 
Her call was unanswered, and a part of her went missing when Valda did not turn back. She was sure she heard her. Why was Valda ignoring her? Maris looked down at Eyphah, their eyes connecting for a second before she snatched her hands away from the other woman’s burning lips. 
“No,” Maris warned Eyphah, watching as she stood up straight with piercing, icy cold eyes. 
“No?” 
Maris quivered under the intense gaze until she looked away to escape it, only to be met by hundreds of different shades of blue eyes looking at her with hope, wonder, and exhilaration. Maris swallowed hard and moved away from Eyphah’s space. Everyone was expecting her to say something, and as much as she wanted to give them words of trust, Maris couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
“Princess? You are our princess, right?” An older man asked, taking one unsure step towards her.
“No! She is our queen! The one that will take us back to the Sea Kingdom!” A middle-aged woman bellowed, grabbing the old man’s hand and dragging him back.
“Where have you been all this time?” 
“We thought we were left on our own.” 
“Why have you been hiding?” 
“What happened?” 
Maris took a step back, but as she turned to look behind her, more Sealians gathered around her, waiting for answers. The beaming symbol cut the darkness, and the dimming fire by the center of the square. Taking a deep breath, she opened the palms of her hands and spoke.
“I know this is sudden, and you are all as surprised as I am.” 
“You didn’t know you are our princess?” Cai made his way from the throng of people and stood before Maris. “How?” 
Maris shook her head. “I am sorry,” she whispered, her lower lip quivering as she looked upon their faces. “I want to tell you everything, but I don’t think I will be able to answer each and every one of your questions.” 
Cai nodded, and so did the people around him. 
“I will answer them first thing in the morning. Please.” Maris moved her hand to the fire. “Celebrate the Night of the Nymph,” she trembled as her heart pounded rapidly inside her chest. “And as you fall asleep tonight knowing this, tomorrow will be a new day for all of us.” She bowed her head and turned to leave, only to have Eyphah block her path. 
“Where are you going?” 
With her forehead no longer shining the symbol of Poseidon, Maris didn’t answer; she pushed Eyphah aside and started for House of Arago, but a rough, thick hand grabbed hold of her elbow, pulling her back.
“Let me go! I need to go back to her!” 
“She is no longer your concern! We are! We! Your people, the people from the Sea Kingdom! Not Skylians, and definitely not that woman.” 
“Let go of me right now, Eyphah!” 
“I don’t know what bullshit that woman has put in your head, but you…” Eyphah’s lower lip quivered. “You are everything we have been waiting for. All these years, we thought you were dead!” 
Maris couldn’t tear away from Eyphah. The gathering tears in the other woman’s eyes made her shiver with an unknown force as the sudden realization dawned on her. Ever since Valda took her to the pool back at Oberon Castle, the idea of her having royal blood crossed her mind, but she never truly stopped to think how it could be possible. Her eyes drifted down to her own hands. She had the gift. She had the symbol… She was the heiress of the Sea Kingdom. 
No, not the heiress.
She was the rightful queen. 
Shaking her head, Maris shoved Eyphah away. She ignored the angered and curious gaze of the people around her. Disappointment and fear trickled down her very soul when she turned to look at each and every person in that square. They had called to her in hope, joy, and disbelief. What did she have to give them?
Nothing.
Maris had nothing to show for all the hope that glimmered in her people’s eyes.
“I need to think,” Maris said apologetically. “I need to talk to Valda.” 
Eyphah scoffed. “What you need is to understand. You are our ruler, and we need you.” 
“I know!” she bellowed, desperation and fear set deep in her chest. “I know! I know!” 
“Then why were you hiding it from us?” 
“I wasn’t!” Maris said, but Eyphah grimaced, and she knew that she did not believe her. “I didn’t know!” 
“Lies! Did she tell you not to say anything? Does she have you so wrapped around her finger? Did she want that much control that she took the Sealian heiress as her fucking whore!?” 
Her anger boiled over, and without thinking, Maris drew her hand back and struck Eyphah on her face. The sting in her hand ran through her very bones. It had been so long since she had been that angry. Eyphah might have been protecting her people, but Maris would not be disrespected.
Eyphah’s turned to her, her hand on her cheek, and Maris couldn’t tell if it was astonishment or rage shining through those cobalt eyes. “I’ve had it with your stupidity and you running your mouth as if you know me. You don’t, Eyphah. I will be damned if I have to stand here and let you run that fucking mouth of yours and insult me or the Queen.”
“You are lovers, aren’t you?” 
“Did you even hear a word I’ve just said?” 
“Why won’t you answer?” 
“Because that is none of your concern.” Maris turned away from Eyphah and headed after Valda.

Valda wasn’t sure how many people she tripped over. She didn’t know if they did it on purpose or if she was moving chaotically in search of safety, House of Arago. In search of silence. Where were her guards when she needed them?
When she was just about to give up and sit down on the dirty, uneven ground, a small voice called out. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. It wasn’t just one; it was three. Coljar, Kimmi, and Lia called to her as if she was one of them, as she was an equal, and for the time being, she believed that was what she needed. The kids circled her. Coljar grabbed her pant leg and tugged on it while Kimmi pressed Valda’s forgotten blouse to her flank. Valda didn’t speak. She stood her ground until little Lia asked what was wrong and why she looked so sad.
Valda frowned at the question. Sad? She looked sad. She chuckled and ran her fingers through her hair before giving them her best smile. “I seem to be a bit lost, that’s all.” 
“Do you wish to go to House of Arago?” Kimmi asked.
“Very much so,” Valda answered, turning her face in Kimmi’s direction. 
The young girl’s small hand slipped inside Valda’s as she whispered, “Here is your blouse.”
“It has some paint stains on it,” Coljar added.
“It’s fine. It was bound to happen.” Valda’s hands closed over the soft fabric. 
“You messed up your painting while dancing,” Lia said, her small finger poking the many dots she had made over Valda’s left hand. 
“Yes. I am sorry.”
“No! It’s fine! You were having fun!” 
“Lia’s right. You looked like you were having a lot of fun,” Kimmi said, her hand now resting on Valda’s wrist. “Do you mind if we take you back to House of Arago? You are pretty far away from it.” 
Valda swallowed hard and nodded. “Please?” 
All three kids quietly guided Valda to the doorstep of the cabin. Valda could feel their hesitation to let her walk in alone. Holding her blouse with a death grip, she moved her other hand to search for the doorknob, turned to the children, and once again gave them a cheerful fake smile.
“Thank you. I think I will wash off and head to bed.” 
“Would you like to come to the lakes with us tomorrow?” Kimmi asked. 
Valda shrugged at first, but then agreed with a dip of her chin. “Sure. Good night.”
Valda turned the doorknob, walked inside, and quickly closed the door behind her. She exhaled the ragged breath she had been holding and stumbled to the sofa. She dropped her blouse somewhere on the cabin floor as she sat down, mentally exhausted. 
Then, it hit her.
Maris was the heiress of the Sea Kingdom. 
She had always been the heiress.
Leaning her elbows on her knees, Valda rested her head on the palm of her hands. 
Everything made sense…
The relentless attraction, the moment she smelled her in her chambers when she lost her vision. The way her touch burned her skin, the way she craved to be near her every single second of every minute, of every hour, of every day. Valda could only succumb to Maris’s touch as she had never done for anyone. Valda burned for her as she had never burned for anything or anyone in her life. She craved her. No, she needed her like she needed to breathe.
The Fates spoke to her father about the union of the sea and the sky, but she could never have imagined the whirlwind of emotions it could represent. Maris was the sea, and Valda was the wind. Her raging gusts made Maris’s waves stronger, taller, more destructive. They slammed into her heart, breaking down the stone walls she had built. With just a touch, Maris had killed the old, stoic queen, and brought forth this person, this woman.
Valda couldn’t recognize herself…
Valda touched her face, arms, chest, and she felt the paint there. She remembered how she felt when she was with the children, and dancing around with Maris at the square, and she sobbed.
Gods… Maris was her mate, the one the Oracle spoke of.
She covered her mouth, closed her eyes tightly to hold her tears. 
She loved Maris. She loved her, but was it because it was written in stone that their union was supposed to happen, or was it an amalgamation of all those moments they had spent together, of all those nights, those kisses, those tight, suffocating hugs…
Fuck… What if she still denied her? What if she said no to being her heart mate, her soulmate?
Valda slipped down to the cold, wooden floor and brought her knees to her chest, her hands now fisted her dark hair. 
“Valda?” 
The air got caught in her throat, and she lifted her head towards the door of the cabin. 
“Valda, it’s me. Can I come in?” Maris called out from the other side of the door, and Valda wondered if she heard her cry.
She could tell her not to come in, to sleep somewhere else. Valda needed to think. She needed a moment by herself.
No, she couldn’t. She couldn’t stay away. Maris was hers, she was Maris’s, and the stars had agreed on that millenniums before their birth. Valda pushed herself off the ground and slowly walked to the front door. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door. The smell of the sea engulfed her, and she almost succumbed to it.

“Hi,” Maris whispered, taking in how disheveled Valda looked. The paint on her face was smudged all over her forehead, cheek, and nose. A clean trail ran down her cheeks where her tears had slid. Maris felt her heart break into a million pieces at the state of her queen. “Can I come in, please?” 
Valda simply nodded and opened the door the rest of the way before going back to the sofa. 
Maris closed and locked the door behind her. She didn’t want any interruption this time. As she turned to her, Valda’s eyes were open and lost as if she was searching for something. Maris stood uneasily by the door, wringing her hands, wanting nothing more than to hold the tall woman and kiss her worries away, but Valda didn’t need that now. 
“Valda,” Maris began, but Valda was faster.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” 
Maris rolled her tongue over her lower lip. “I didn’t know.” 
Valda lowered her eyebrows into a deep frown. “You didn’t know?” 
“I didn’t…” Valda scoff and shook her head in disbelief before Maris continued. “I didn’t know! You must believe me!” 
“How the fuck do you not know?” Valda’s rage bubbled and spilled out. “Please, explain to me because I fucking knew I was different from the first day I became self-aware as a kid!” 
“I knew I was different! I knew it! I– I started to notice I could control water, but I thought it was just magic, tricks Sealians could do. It was nothing out of this world!” 
“You can control…” She shut her mouth as sudden realization washed over her. “You could breathe underwater too.”
Maris nodded, her hands tangled in a mess of anxiousness and fear. “I… thought I was just another Sealian, a stray?”
“A stray?”
“Yes! You said that some people do have the gift, but they are bastards and—” She shuddered in a breath. “My parents… they were scared that I would be taken away. There was always this fear that my real parents would find me. I don’t think they could survive handing me back.” Maris knew that her fear might sound irrational, Valda’s confused expression washed over her, agitating her further. If Valda couldn’t believe her.
“Maris…” Valda began, shaking her head again as if trying to come up with some words that might be able to relieve some tension, but Maris was faster. 
She spoke over Valda. She couldn’t brush this under the rug as if it was nothing. “I was petrified. When you took me to the pool, I was able to breathe underwater when I felt this...” She shook her hands desperately as if to prove a point. “This power surged through me as if I was being reborn again! I knew that I could’ve been the heiress.” She sighed, afraid that she wasn’t making any sense. “I had my doubts. I couldn’t be from royalty. I am just a—”
“Why didn’t you tell me then?” Valda asked, and she looked so defeated and hurt that Maris didn’t know what to say or do to make her whole again. “Why didn’t you want to tell me? Did I ever make you feel unsafe?” 
Maris inhaled through her nose; her shaking hands held onto the fabric of her tunic as she sorted through her thoughts. Valda never made her feel unwanted or unsafe. Well, maybe that one time she walked in her chamber drunk, but it did not count. Valda was not in her right mind. Valda always did her best to protect her, to make her feel wanted, needed…
Maris exhaled, and the words slipped out in a whisper. “I was scared.” She shook her head. “I am scared. I am so, so scared, Valda.” 
Valda stood from the sofa. Dark, tall, and intimidating, all the ever-powerful queen. Maris raised her chin, and for the first time, she wasn’t afraid of Valda’s anger, but rather her sudden rejection.
Her hands trembled again. All she wanted was run her fingers through her short hair, run her palms over her broad shoulders, arms, and abdomen. She wanted to press her body against her. For some reason, she felt that she wasn’t going to do any of that again, that she was losing Valda right before her eyes, and there was nothing she could do to stop her from just leaving as she had done when the symbol of Poseidon beamed proudly on her forehead.
But Valda was full of surprises and secrets of her own, and as much as Maris wanted to believe she knew her from the inside out, she didn’t.
“I am the one that is afraid,” Valda said.
Maris’s breath faltered. “Why?” 
Valda’s eyes seemed to search for a beacon. As she found none, she decided to close her eyes before her shoulders slumped and she spoke. “The Fates spoke to my father in a dream many years before our birth. They told him how the sea and the heavens would unite, bringing forth a new world order.” Valda paused to wet her lips. “Many thought that it would never happen. My father fell for my mother; they were mates. There was no one for my mother but my father. The same was with your real parents…”
Her real parents.
“Amphitrite loved Aegaon deeply. Then I was born, and everyone believed that I was one of the links of the prophecy, of course—” Valda chuckled and tilted her head. “Amphitrite went ahead and had a daughter. They didn’t know if you were the other missing link to that prophecy, and I could never find out because your kingdom was destroyed, along with the king and queen… and after all these years, I thought the heiress was dead. Until I spoke to the Oracle.” 
Valda swallowed hard. “The Oracle said I would meet my mate on my twenty-fifth birthday. But then.” She waved her hand in front of her eyes, her hand curling into an angry fist.
“I know I asked you to be my heart mate and you said no. But now, I cannot tell if my feelings for you are because of a stupid prophecy, if you are my soulmate, or is it because I truly…”
Slowly and unsure, Valda took a couple of steps towards Maris. She met her halfway and grasped the Queen’s hand as the other woman reached for her. As soon as she had Maris’s position set, Valda caught her jaw. Maris closed her eyes, savoring the feel of Valda’s rough grasp on her face. 
Valda leaned closer. Her forehead pressed to Maris as her warm breath washed over her lips. “My beautiful seashell…” The longing in Valda’s voice settled deep within Maris’s core. Her heart beat wildly inside her chest, her head, and between her thighs. “When I am with you the rage consuming me burns out like a candle until all that remains is you. I don’t care if the gods didn’t choose you as my soulmate. I will burn everything to ashes if I ever find myself without you.” 
Maris’s hands played with the button of Valda’s pants. Her eyes glued to the unsettling white gaze that seemed to stare down at her. 
“I cried in anger and jealousy because others get to see you when I cannot, but that doesn’t matter because I get to feel you next to me. I can feel your breath on my neck when I am inside of you, and I am engulfed with your scent, with the scent of the sea that you love— that I love so much, and I know that the only thing I need to feel like a real human is your touch, your lips—“ Valda captured Maris’s mouth in a heated yet short kiss. “Your taste… That’s all I need.” 
“Valda—” Maris whimpered, her own need pooling at her lower stomach. Her breath hitched as Valda got closer. She smelled so good, like the clean Skylian air, like warm sand.
“I do not care if this desire that burns me is due to some prophecy, or it is because of all the things we have shared. All I know is that I want you here, with me, next to me, every moment. If you are not the one the Fates called out for me…” Valda shuddered, her thick arms now wrapping around Maris’s waist, as she squeezed their bodies together, slotting in perfect harmony. “I love you so much, Maris. Heart mate or soulmate. I love you.”
Maris’s heart had come to an abrupt stop. She clung to Valda as if her entire life depended on it, as if she let go, everything around her would dissolve into a dream.
But it wasn’t a dream...
Valda loved her… 
Maris’s breath came out in a soft sob she tried to hide by pressing her face to Valda’s shoulders. Valda snuggled her nose to the side of Maris’s head, inhaling deeply while Maris gathered strength from her very soul, trying miserably not to cry. 
Valda loved her, and Maris could only cry in both happiness and relief. 
Her hands slipped from Valda’s slick body, and she pulled away enough to cup Valda’s jaw. She needed to see her face. She needed to see the truth shining through her features. She needed this to be real. 
Valda’s fresh tears were the answer she was waiting for, and on instinct, Maris wiped them away, along with the yellow dots adorning her gorgeous face. Suddenly, the weight of those words fell into her mouth. As much as she could show Valda how deeply she loved her, she decided it would be wise if Valda heard it too.
“I love you,” Maris whispered. Liberating warmth spread through her chest, down to the tip of her fingers and her toes. “I love you, and I wanted to tell you two nights ago, but I always thought that it wasn’t my place to say it.” 
She still felt like it wasn’t her place to say it. She was the Skylian queen’s secret! No one knew of their relationship behind closed doors except for Melvian, and now Eyphah.
Valda’s face lit up in such wonder that it seemed to take years off her features. She looked like a young, innocent girl, hearing the one thing she had wanted to hear all her life. “You love me?”
Maris nodded, taking Valda’s hand, and pressing it to her chest, over her heart. She wanted Valda to be her mate. She knew there was no way of knowing if they were soulmates, but for now knowing that their hearts belong to each other was enough.
“Yes, I love you. And I know it is not my place and I didn’t want a mate but, Gods, Valda.” Her hands squeezed Valda’s hand tighter as if she was grounding herself. 
“You love me…” Valda sighed, her strong arms squeezing Maris closer. It was no longer a question. It was a statement, and one that sounded so beautifully in both women’s ears. 
Maris smiled, her hand never left Valda’s. She wanted to scream it at the top of her lungs, she wanted everyone to know, but as she opened her mouth, Valda’s warm lips covered hers, taking the words out with every caress, with every stroke of her tongue. Valda burned her. She burned her with a passion that she had never met in anyone she was intimate with. 
“Lead me to the bedroom.”
Maris fixated on Valda’s rosy lips when she heard the command. As much as she wanted to ignore Valda’s words, to forsake them, and just let the other woman have her in the living room, she decided it would be better to do as she was told. 
“Come.”

Maris grabbed Valda’s wrist as she headed to the bedroom. The queen’s need drove her into a frenzy, making her miss a couple of steps and almost fall on their way up. Maris was there to catch her, chuckling at her clumsiness, regardless of Valda’s warning growls.
Maris opened the door hastily and pulled Valda in. Yet before she could close the door behind her, Valda’s hands were already on her bottom and thighs as she pressed her to the wall. 
“You drive me absolutely crazy, Maris.” 
The way Valda carried her, the way she would pick her up and take her with such confidence, regardless of her condition, how her mouth would say the dirtiest things to get her ready for her, yet whisper the most beautiful, love confessions…made Maris melt, and she could only let her do as she wished.
This was the Valda no one else got to see. This was the Valda that was saved for her eyes alone. 
And now, as the queen pulled her chest wraps off, baring her skin to Maris’s hungry gaze, as Valda’s eager hands yanked Maris’s clothing desperately, Maris could only think of how much she loved her, and how spending a second away from her would mean the death of her very soul. 
Valda was her soul; she was the beating of her heart, the air she filled her lungs with. She was both her heart mate and soulmate. There was no doubt about it, and she would accept no other than Valda.
Maris got up to her knees, still on the bed, and kissed the other woman ardently, her tongue licking at the seam of Valda’s mouth, begging for entry. Valda warped her arms around her, pressing their bare chest together. The feeling of their warmth drew desperate sighs from their throats.
Just like that, Maris was surrounded by all that was Valda, her scent, her taste…
The queen kneaded at Maris’s ass, pulling her closer.
Maris moved back from the assault, kissed her way down Valda’s neck until she reached a taut nipple. She captured it with her lips, sucking on it slightly while her hand tested the neglected one. She wanted to make Valda beg, but instead the other woman groaned, her hand on the back of her head, guiding her mouth to the other nipple—it drove Maris insane. 
Maris pressed her thighs together, wetness already seeping. Her blue eyes lifted to Valda’s white ones before dipping her chin. Valda clutched her, heaving with desire, and Maris wanted to discover how badly the queen needed her. She caressed Valda’s hips first, her fingers drawing soft circles on her waist before moving down to her thighs. Her slender fingers made a ticklish path before pressing to the junction of her legs. Maris sighed at the wetness there. She remembered a few nights ago, how wet and delicious Valda had been on her tongue, and she wanted to taste her again.
“What are you doing?” Valda asked with a throaty moan. Maris didn’t answer. Instead, she slipped her index finger enough to coat it with Valda’s wetness. “Seashell?”  Valda asked again, her hard breathing engulfed the silence in the room.
Maris slipped her finger out, and sucked on her digit, smacking her lips loud enough for Valda to know exactly what she was doing. 
“Delicious as always, Your Highness.”
Maris gasped as Valda gathered her in her strong, powerful arms, settled her on her lap, and breathed her in. Their mouths parted, and they drank from each other while Maris’s hands clung to the dark locks she had grown to love. She pressed her chest to Valda’s, relishing the softness of the skin she had come to know as if it was her own. 
She moaned into Valda’s mouth as the queen’s hand found the junction of her thighs. Valda slowly began to make love to her with her skilled yet rough hands. Maris’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as long thick fingers worked her tension away while the queen’s lips trailed goosebumps down Maris’s neck. 
Yet, Maris’s concentration was on the feeling of Valda inside of her. Those hands… Capable of bringing her so much pleasure, capable of so much bloodshed. Capable of grabbing her face forcefully, exactly how she liked it, and stroking liquid heat to her very core.
“That’s it, Seashell.” Valda’s voice pulled her back to reality, grounding her. “Let the entire settlement know who belongs to you.” 
Maris’s eyes shuttered open, and her gaze fell on Valda’s hooded white eyes, lost in their own darkness. Oh, how she wished Valda could see how easily she could ease her body, how easy it was for the Sealian to let go. Maris moaned again, louder as Valda slipped a second finger inside of her, the meaty part of her palm pushed roughly against her clit, and she gasped, called out to her again, and clung to her. 
“Good girl, that’s it. I got you.” Valda smirked.
That smile—Maris would do anything to keep that smile painted on Valda’s lips. She thought about when she first lost her sight, and how weak, weary, and sad Valda was, and how she never got to see her smile as she was now. That grin calmed the raging onslaught of worries, eased the storm of uncertainty until all that remained was Valda… and that smile.
“I love seeing you like this.” 

A deep growl surfaced from within Valda’s chest, her arm tightened around Maris’s waist, and instead of burying her face in her breasts, she tilted her head to press her ear over Maris’s chest. There, vibrating within her lover’s bosom, was the steady beating of her heart. Valda steadied herself, listening to it.
It dawned on her that she was holding the most important person in her life, and Maris’s heart was beating like that because of her, because of her lips, her fingers—because of the way she was making her feel.
Maris’s hand shily brushed her hair from the forehead, possibly scared that something was wrong, but Valda calmed her worries with a sweet kiss to the valley between her breasts.
There was no doubt in Valda’s mind that she would give up anything to see Maris, but… as time seemed to stop, and the world around her dissolved into nothing, all that existed was Maris, her skin, her scent, her taste, her warmth, her heartbeat, and above all, the loving strokes of her fingers in Valda’s hair. 
“Your heart is beating so fast, Seashell.” 
“Isn’t yours? 
“Of course, but you are so worked up.”  Valda moved her face, her lips tracing a ticklish road from Maris’s cleavage all the way up to her mouth. Maris’s held her there, their mouths joined in a chaste yet gentle kiss. Valda was the first to pull away and resume the journey down Maris’s neck, chest, and back to her breasts. 
Valda’s lips clamped over Maris’s nipples, pulling the perked nub into her mouth as Maris pulled her closer. It was as if Maris couldn’t get enough, as if she wanted more, and Valda was glad to give her exactly what she needed.
“I want you to keep your eyes on me at all times, Maris,” Valda commanded, her hand rubbing roughly against Maris’s clit.
“Yes, Valda.” She managed to answer between soft pants.
“I want you to understand, no one will ever fuck you and make you feel the way I do.”
A low keening moan escaped Maris. Valda moved swiftly and precisely, pulling her from her lap and gathering her in her arms until Maris was lying underneath her. Valda captured Maris’s cries with her mouth, silencing her as she spread her leg and settled herself between them. Her own pleasure slipped out of her throat at how warm Maris felt against her core. 
Maris’s hands moved to her waist as she guided the rolling of their hips together, but Valda wanted to take things slow, to prolong Maris’s pleasure for as long as she could. If she gave in to Maris’s taunts, it wouldn’t be long until they were both succumbing in each other’s arms.
“Maris, please,” Valda’s body quivered, her hips moving away only to be pulled right back by Maris’s eager hands.
“I need this,” Maris pleaded, blunt nails digging into Valda’s skin. “You—I need you, darling.”
At the velvety use of the sudden pet name, her control cracked. “Darling?” she asked, her hands gripping the tender flesh of her lover’s waist.
“Yes, darling, my darling—please, Valda,” she whimpered.
Valda groaned as she pressed herself harshly against Maris. Feeling the other woman’s dampness against her own cracked her self-control further. Maris clasped Valda’s nape, tilting her head so she could look at the Skylian queen.
Maris’s breath was warm over her mouth, her grip was desperate as she pulled her back yet again. How could Valda ever deny herself to Maris, especially when she was begging to be taken?
“Fuck,” the broken moan escaped the Sealian’s chest. “Valda, please, please, make me come.”
The last thread of control snapped inside of Valda in an audible gasp. She leaned back, pressed her hands over Maris’s stomach commandingly, forcing her to stay still as the rolling and rocking of her hips became almost erratic. Her left hand climbed from her stomach, over the sweet valley of her heavy breasts to her sweaty and slender throat, until her fingers settled over Maris’s mouth. 
Crying out, Maris clutched Valda’s thick thighs, scratching her while Valda’s thumb rubbed Maris’s lower lip. Maris’s tongue darted out, licking as it met Valda’s caress. She kissed the rough pad before pulling the finger into her mouth and sucking on it ardently. 
Valda’s rhythm faltered. She leaned over Maris, the hand that held her steady by the stomach moved to clasp Maris’s neck, squeezing it enough to make her gasp and release her thumb. 
“Maris,” Valda growled a warning, her hips going back to the steady rocking as she helped them both reach that peak. Maris smiled against Valda’s thumb and snickered in between soft cries as Valda rumbled again. 
“I am close, darling,” Maris whimpered, clasping Valda’s broad shoulders as her hips met hers.
Valda nodded, unable to form a coherent sentence while her mouth hovered over Maris. She swallowed her cries, the warmth of her breath washed over her parted lips. The broken cry filled the cold air in the dark room.
With a jarring thrust, Maris threw her head back and shuddered in delight. Valda smirked, her lips trailing over Maris’s pulse. “That’s it, Seashell. Come with me. Let’s come together.” 
“Don’t stop, please,” Maris’s grip on Valda’s thigh was almost painful.
“Never,” Valda snarled, leaning closer, gathering Maris in her arms, pressing their bodies closer. 
Finally, the air exploded out of their lungs. Her lover’s hands flew to her back, scratching freckled skin, leaving a score of red marks. A distinctive warmth settled on her forehead and slowly dripped through her face, shoulders, and breasts. Valda gathered herself in soft pants as Maris’s hands moved from her back to her jaw. 
“Your forehead…” 
“I know,” Valda panted. 
“Mine too,” Maris whispered. 
“Perfect,” Valda answered, the teasing smile spreading across her sweaty face. 
Maris covered the queen’s lips in a sated yet passionate kiss that ended with both women pressing their beaming foreheads together. It burned slightly, nothing too painful, but as they touched, a sensation of fullness spread throughout their very souls.
The warmth finally settled, slipping away through their limbs and then fingers. Sighing contentedly, and with a dopey smile, Valda shifted on the bed until she was softly secured in Maris’s loving embrace.
Maris ran her hand through Valda’s sweaty hair, kissed her forehead, and pulled her impossibly closer. “Are you comfortable?” She asked, that same hand now rubbing against the other woman’s jaw.
“Yes. Are you? Am I not too heavy?” 
The concern in Valda’s voice earned a chuckle from Maris. “You are fine. I am fine.” 
Valda nodded, her arm finding a very comfortable curve on Maris’s waist. She moved her face enough for a kiss which Maris gave without a second to waste.
“Are you okay?” 
“Yes,” Valda answered, happy and dazed, and so full of love her chest was about to explode. “Just thinking…”
“About?” Maris asked, her hand now rubbing against the dimples of Valda’s lower back.
“About how I would forsake my duties as queen only to stay in your arms just like this.” Valda’s large hand clamped over Maris’s jaw as she brought her in for another kiss, this time possessive and eager. 
“We do not have anything planned, now do we?” Maris asked against her lips.
“Oh, Seashell, after tonight, I am pretty sure Eyphah, and the rest of the settlement would like to have a word with their ruler…” 
Maris tensed and Valda tried her hardest to calm her anxiety. “Other than that, our schedule is pretty much clean,” she said, giving Maris an apologetic smile.
Maris pulled away and let out an annoyed sigh.
“Maris—” 
“Valda,” Maris began, interrupting her. “I am frightened. All my life, I have been hiding in the shadows. I didn’t know who I was, what I was, and just like that, the problems of an entire kingdom have fallen on my shoulders.” 
“You have every right to be terrified.” 
“But I shouldn’t be! I shouldn’t! I should—”
“Maris,” Valda began, her hand falling on Maris’s shoulder. “I was petrified when my mother died, I was petrified when I crowned myself, I was petrified when I faced my people…” She swallowed hard, not used to talking about how unfit she felt as a ruler, how she still felt she wasn’t doing her people any good. “I am petrified knowing that I will have to make decisions that will affect them all. It is normal to be afraid.” 
Maris groaned. “You are right… Tomorrow, I will face them, and I will come to terms with this new reality and try to make the best of these changes for everyone.” She shrugged. “There is nothing else I can do but take it one day at a time.” 
“True, but you have to remember one thing, though.” 
“What is it?”
“I will not allow my mate to face this alone,” Valda said, her hands lazily stroking Maris’s waist.
“Mate?”
“You are my heart mate. And I am more than sure you are my soulmate.” Her face dropped as she pursed her lips. “If I was able to see I am sure we would’ve formed the bond ages ago.” Shaking her head, she titled Maris’s face towards her. “I will be here to help you in any way I can. I promise. We will do this together.” A sniff came from Maris, and Valda frowned, wiping her tears away. “Tonight is not about crying, Maris.”
“I know. I just…”
“Tonight, we celebrate that against all odds, we found each other,” Valda whispered, leaning to kiss the corner of Maris’s lips, which was moist with her tears. “We found each other, and I love you.”
Maris nodded, as she sniffed again. “I love you so much, Valda.” Snuggling closer, Maris pressed her ear to Valda’s chest, squeezing her flank before speaking again. “Valda?”
“Yes, Seashell?”
“What does the Oracle look like?”
Valda scoffed. “Hideous. They are not a man nor woman. They have wraps all over their body because they wander the Umbriel desert. The sun has burned their skin to a crisp. They face is dry and dark with blemishes and, well, they are hideous.”
“What did you feel when they said you were going to meet me in your birthday?”
“Relief,” Valda whispered, pressing her lips to Maris’s forehead. “Sleep. Tomorrow will be an exhausting day.”
It wasn’t long until Maris’s soft snores creeped into the quiet room. Valda cradled her, as if protecting her from what was yet to come. It wouldn’t be easy, but it was the right thing to do, for the Sealians to start to heal with their real ruler.
***
The warmth of the sun shining through the window fell upon Valda’s back, but it was the burning itch inside of her eyes that stirred her. She didn’t think much of it; it happened from time to time. The queen pressed her eyelids with the meaty side of her palms as she sat on the bed before gracing Maris’s figure, still sleeping next to her.
Her steady breathing was almost a lullaby, coaxing her to come back to bed and sleep the morning away, but Valda needed to relieve herself. She stood from the bed with her eyes closed and slowly walked to the washroom.
Inside, she moved her hands until she found a wash bin. She cupped her hands to gather some icy water and then splashed her face. Valda gasped. She wasn’t expecting it to be so cold. 
Her eyes flew open, and she stared down at the red dots in her hands…
Wait.
She strained her eyes, watching the water dilute the red pigment and sluice down her wrist, forearm, to her elbow. Valda watched her muscles move underneath tan skin, the veins in the back of her scarred, rough hand. Her eyes jumped to the other hand, and she held her breath. She studied the small, childhood scar on the back of her left hand, the white lines over her knuckles.
Her gaze moved to her chest, there was no paint there, but her flat stomach was smudged blue all over. She noticed her dark brown mound and then her bare thighs…
She saw everything…
Valda lifted her gaze to the small hanging mirror above the wash bin. The mirror was big enough to reflect her face. Its fractured side made her think it had once been bigger and noticed the nail from which the mirror hung. She could see everything—the smallest details. 
Valda moved before the mirror… Honey-colored eyes stared back at her with the same incredulous spark. Honey-colored eyes. 
“There is no way.” Valda grabbed the mirror, ignoring its damaged sides.
Valda swallowed hard, her lips parting in her reflection, her neck moving as she tried to talk. There were smears of paint on her shoulders, exactly where Maris’s hands had been last night as they made love.
Her heart missed a beat, squeezing inside her chest.
“Maris.” 
As the fog of disbelief cleared out, the sudden realization that the woman she had wanted to see for so long was steps away, sleeping soundly in the bedroom, loosened Valda’s grip on the mirror. She shuddered and placed it inside the wash bin, and turned towards the door, slipping in the process and falling in her desperation.
She stood up quickly, slipping twice more without losing her footing. Pausing at the opening that divided the washroom and the bedroom, her hands held to the door frame with white knuckles.
She exhaled as her still burning eyes fell on Maris’s sleeping form. Her chest was about to burst with all the emotions she had been holding since the first day she heard Maris’s voice.
Valda’s knees buckled, and she fell again hard on the wooden floor as if about to worship the holiest of goddesses. Finally, she found her words, only to let them out in a whisper.
“Holy Ouranos.” 
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Valda could see it all.
Maris was lying on her back, the paint-stained, white bed sheet tangled around her legs, covering her hips and waist. Her chest, large and round, topped with taut, dark nipples. A silver necklace with two wedding bands rested between her breasts. Maris’s skin was sun-kissed with thin, darker tanned lines along her shoulders and neckline, which were also beautifully splattered with the same paint that stained the sheets. Her arms were soft yet firm, strong enough to carry Valda when she needed the extra help at the beginning. Her stomach, although it was half-covered, was soft with delicate rolls. Her hips were wide, as supple as her thick and firm thighs. A mixture of red, yellow, and blue dots coalesced harmoniously, brushed with her handprint on Maris’s body. Valda had to swallow hard and clench her hands into fists to prevent herself from touching and burying her face between her thighs.
Now was not the time to touch. Now it was time to admire everything she hadn’t been able to before. Valda crawled on her hands and knees, not trusting her legs to support her weight as she got closer.
She didn’t dare blink. She was petrified that if she did, she would go back to that suffocating darkness which had haunted her since her twenty-fifth birthday. Her eyes drifted from the blankets covering Maris’s hips to her peaceful, sleeping face.
Maris—her Maris was absolutely stunning. She had the kind of beauty that made anyone turn around if she walked by. The type of beauty wars had been fought for; the type of beauty people had died for in centuries past. Her hair reminded Valda of waves back in the Sea Kingdom. It was long, longer than what she expected, wavy, and dark blue while her nose was perfectly symmetrical, and her lips…
Valda swallowed hard.
Maris’s lips were parted. They were the same shade as her nipples, and they were plump, kissable—perfect. Her jaw and chin were nothing like Valda’s square and rough features. Hers were soft, feminine. She was everything Valda wasn’t. A perfect complement to Valda’s coarse edges, she was her balance, her mate through and through.
Her mate. Maris was her mate. Her heart mate… maybe even her soulmate…
She needed to wake her up. She needed to look deep into her eyes, feel the mate bond. She needed it more than anything now that she wasn’t blind.
Honey eyes roamed the valley of Maris’s breast again, and Valda wondered what they would look like underneath her callused hands. How their skin would contrast so dramatically. She released a deep, guttural groan. Oh, she couldn’t wait to put her hands on her, to feel the texture and see the ripples her strong grip would create on her supple skin.
Finally, Valda grabbed onto the bedsheet with the tip of her fingers, careful not to disturb her lover’s slumber. She tugged on the blanket until it gracefully fell on the ground, leaving Maris completely bare.
Valda’s heart pounded inside her head, and between her thighs. Her entire body quivered with the ravaging need to touch her, but not yet. Not yet, she told herself over and over again. Taking a deep breath, Valda decided her legs were strong enough to hold her weight, and she stood.
There, Maris lay with her legs slightly parted, enough for Valda to see the blue mound and the soft, dark folds, still glistening with last night’s play. Valda had never been as thirsty as she was now. She sucked in her lower lip, biting it painfully hard, trying to regain just an ounce of control.
Not yet, Valda. Not yet.
Suddenly, Maris inhaled sharply, her teeth chattered slightly, and her skin covered with goosebumps. Her nipples hardened even more as the cold, morning breeze touched her perfect skin. Her mate was cold, and Valda fought the primal need to lay next to her, to warm her with her larger body, and keep her secure in her embrace. But she couldn’t. Valda’s fists tightened even further. Not yet…
Maris’s eyes fluttered until they opened. She tilted and turned her head to look up at Valda’s towering form right next to the bed.
Blue eyes connected with honey ones and time stood still. Their heads raged with the sounds of a raging storm, of waves and wind gracefully singing a song of connection, of eternity and peace.
Their stare lingered, and a peculiar light entered Valda’s bright eyes.
The Fates foretold the truth. Maris was hers, as she was Maris’s, and there was no longer a doubt in her mind, for Valda felt full, warm, and complete the moment her eyes connected with the Sealian’s.
“Valda?” Maris whispered, her voice faltering as she exhaled. She felt it too, the echo of a thousand lovers reuniting once again with a single gaze.
Valda’s eyes burned with unshed tears and the horrible need to blink, but she was scared—petrified! She didn’t want to lose it now. She didn’t want to lose Maris and go back to full darkness! No! It would be too cruel if that happened. And so, Valda took in the smallest details her eyes could see, just in case darkness consumed her yet again.
Maris propped herself up on her elbows, her hair moving gracefully around her shoulders. Her hands were a mess of paint, but her fingers were long, feminine, pristine—musician’s hands. Valda imagined those same fingers flying across the strings of a violin, running through her hair, trailing a sacred path over her skin.
When Maris frowned, small gentle creases formed in the middle of her forehead before she arched a perfect dark blue eyebrow.
Valda took it all in.
“Your eyes!”
Valda nodded, but she moved her gaze to the way Maris’s stomach slightly rolled as she sat up, admiring how her breasts bounced, how her feet touched the floor and noticed how clean they were.
“I can see again,” Valda gasped, a tear finally rolling down her heated cheek. “I can see you.” Valda laughed in disbelief, the air leaving her lungs in short pants.
Maris stood, cradled Valda’s face in her hands, and held her gaze.
Maris’s eyes were dark blue like the deepest end of the Sealian oceans, yet carried a spark of love and fondness that cleared them up like a sunny sky. Her lashes were long too, framing her eyes to perfection. She had a few freckles over her nose, and when she scrunched it up, she looked adorable as she laughed. A beauty mark rested perfectly on her left cheek, and there was a small scar on her chin.
Maris was perfect and even though she had said it over and over again in the shadow of her blindness, in the passion of their lovemaking, Valda was right. Her soul told her she was right all along.
Maris was perfect. Maris was a goddess and Valda could only thank Ouranos himself for granting her the chance to see her lover.
Suddenly, Valda froze as she watched Maris’s mouth form into a big bright smile.
Praise be to the gods… That smile. Valda would destroy all the kingdoms on the planet, forge war with Ares, if it made Maris smile like that again.
As if she had noticed Valda’s wonderment, Maris’s blue eyes turned their attention from Valda’s eyes to the tears rolling freely down her cheeks. Cold hands wiped them away, and for some reason, that smile was gone. Valda’s grin vanished, and she didn’t realize what she had done until Maris looked up at her with a curious gaze.
“Don’t stop smiling,” Valda breathed, her desperation dripping out of her voice, thick and sweet as honey. Her damp forehead pressed against Maris’s, grounding herself. “Please,” she whispered, her eyes now hooded with fear of never seeing that grin again.
Maris did. She smiled brightly while holding onto Valda’s shoulders, beaming as her tears slipped from the corner of her eyes. “You have beautiful eyes,” Maris said.
Valda nodded against her. “And they will only look at you for as long as I breathe.”
Maris’s grip tightened as she noticed Valda struggling. “Blink.”
“No.”
“You have to.” She giggled, unable to hide her amusement.
“What if I lose it again?” Valda asked, her hands itching to touch Maris’s skin. “I would never forgive myself.”
“Blink, darling. I promise I will be here when you open your eyes again.”
Valda swallowed hard, connected her eyes with Maris’s once again, and then she pressed her eyelids shut. Maris stroked her face, encouraging her, as if to say, I am here. I will always be here.
Valda opened her eyes again, and just as Maris had promised, she was still there…
Valda released the breath she was holding in a shaky sob. She wrapped her arms around Maris, pulling her close, wanting nothing more than to blend herself into her skin and never let her go. Her lover’s shoulders muffled her cries as Maris cradled her large form and settled down to the floor while Maris touched her nape, stroking her hair, offering all the comfort she needed.
Valda was not sure how long she cried, but when she pulled away, she let out a soft curse, looking down at the mess she had made. She was a ball of tears, snot, and paint, and she hated it.
Yet, Maris opened her palms invitingly, just in case Valda wanted to hold her once again.
“I am sorry. I made a mess of myself,” Valda said.
Maris arched her eyebrow and smirked. “No, that would’ve been me last night.”
Valda scoffed, her body relaxing as she was pulled to their natural teasing. “Aren’t you a humble lover?” Valda said, her index finger finally trailing over Maris’s left breast, touching a spot of dried red paint.
As Maris sucked in her breath, Valda’s eyes flew from Maris’s chest to her face. “Oh… I didn’t quite catch your expression.” Her eyes darkened, and Maris swallowed hard. “Again.”
Leaning forward, Valda cupped Maris’s left breast in her hand, earning a soft gasp.
“Beautiful.” Valda grinned, and before she could do the same to the right breast, Maris grabbed her wrist. “What? Too much?”
Maris shook her head. “No, but we both need to take a bath,” Maris said and pointed at Valda and then at herself. “And the blankets are also dirty. We should put them out so it can be cleaned and—”
“Then I can bury myself inside of you and see all those pretty little faces you make?”
Maris was about to say something, but as soon as Valda ranked up the dirty talk, she paused and stared at the queen. “Valda—”
“I want to see everything. I—”
“Valda!”
“What?”
Maris’s eyes were on Valda’s again. As much as she wanted to continue the conversation, Valda knew something was bothering her. The sudden realization of what had just happened dawned on both women, and Valda could only sigh.
“I can see again.”
Maris licked her lower lip and touched Valda’s knee. “I know, but… how?”
Valda never stopped gazing at Maris as she shrugged. “I was cured. Maybe it was really a sickness and—”
Biting her lower lip, Maris wrung her fingers, deciding whether to say something she wasn’t supposed to. Valda canted her head and grabbed her hands. “Maris? Do you know something that I don’t?”
“Maybe?”
“I need you to be honest with me. Enough secrets. What is it?” Valda asked, taking in the little twitches and gestures Maris made when she was debating within herself.
“It wasn’t a sickness, Valda.”
She frowned and straightened her back. “How do you know?”
“Melvian. She told me it wasn’t a sickness.”
“What does she kn—” Valda’s jaw slackened. “She… she is a blessed Asclepius worshiper, isn’t she?”
“Yes. I… found out the day I was hurt in Lasmeer’s joint.”
Valda closed her eyes and racked her fingers through her hair in frustration. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“To be fair, she asked me not to. And…” Maris frowned, placing a hand over her chest and blinking rapidly.
Valda was about to ask what was wrong until she felt it. Maris was confused.
“You are angry at me?” Maris asked, rubbing a distinctive spot over her chest.
The bond…
They formed it. They could feel each other’s emotions.
“Wait. You are not angry, you are happy…” Lifting her gaze, Maris came face to face with Valda’s broad grin. “Is this the bond—Stop smiling! I am serious!”
Valda crawled to her, grasped her jaw tightly and lingered in a kiss, ignoring Maris’s objections and light shoves. Chuckling teasingly, Valda took in Maris’s scrunched nose. “I have opened you up like a true seashell,” she said, her lips hovering over Maris, stealing her breath away. “I have your pearl now.”
“Valda, please!” Maris shoved her away, and Valda feigned being hurt as she stumbled to the ground.
“I should be angry that you kept that information from me, though.”
“She is my best friend. If Kayden told you to keep something a secret, would you?”
Valda shrugged, facing the ceiling, her arms stretched to her side. “What does it matter now? I can see!” She pointed at something on top of her. “This house is falling apart. There is a huge crack in the ceiling. If it rains water will get in.”
Maris slapped her hand away, crawling to sit on her hips. Valda didn’t waste a second to clench Maris’s thighs, watching closely how the flesh molded under her firm grip. “Valda, this is serious.”
“I am being serious. You need to let me celebrate that I have my sight back.”
“Yes, but we also have to figure out how it happened. Melvian couldn’t heal you. She told me it wasn’t a normal sickness.”
“She tried to heal me when she was taking care of my brow, wasn’t she?”
Maris nodded, absentmindedly rubbing against the hard blocks of muscles in Valda’s stomach. “She believed it was a curse.” Valad snorted and shook her head. “Valda!”
“After The Great Disappearance there hasn’t been one curse brought upon us humans. The gods are gone.”
“Then why do we still pray? Why do the Asclepius worshipers still bend to their knees to heal us?”
Valda shrugged. “Some of us believe they can still listen.”
“If they can still listen it’s because they are near us…” Maris said, her eyes trailing down Valda’s shoulders and chest.
“What is it?”
“I…” Maris bit her lower lip and slid down Valda’s lap. “Do you think some gods are still around us?”
Valda frowned. No one knew if the gods were still around. The Great Disappearance happened centuries ago, but no one was sure if it was of their own accord, or because they were forced out. The Fates would still foretell the future within mortal’s dreams. Asclepius lived on in the hands of his worshippers, Ouranos, Poseidon, Vulcan, and Ares among others were still present in the form of the rulers.
Maybe among those gods there was one that was angry at Valda. But why? What had she ever done?
“Valda.” Maris moved closer, grabbed her hands, and pressed them to her lips. “Valda, last night we joined the gods’ symbols together when they glowed. That must’ve done something, right? Maybe healed you or broke the curse?”
“I haven’t done anything to receive such a curse, Maris. Why would I be damned in such a way?” Valda’s face darkened as she stood up and ran her fingers through her hair in irritation. “Maybe someone asked their god to curse me?”
“Is it forbidden for people to worship other gods other than their patron?”
“Not really. As there are worshippers of Asclepius, there are different worshippers for different deities.”
Maris moved uncomfortably. “What deity is connected to a golden apple?”
“Eris,” Valda answered. “Why do you ask?"
"Are there Eris worshipers?"
"I guess. I do believe each kingdom has tried to eradicate them. Some of them are horrible enough to make them choose evil over doing good. They are agents of chaos; they take any opportunity they can to jump into any destabilization.”
Maris’s eyes moved around, thinking and analyzing everything Valda said, until her face dropped, hurt. “So, the Sea Kingdom,” Maris trailed off before finishing her question. “It was destroyed by—”
“We don’t know that. It was a storm, anyone, even—”
“Poseidon wouldn’t do that. Why destroy what he helped build?”
Valda pursed her lips and nodded. “That’s why it is so hard for me to understand why a god would curse me. What is the gain?”
“Maybe the god is not gaining something, but their worshiper is. Why would they want you blind and not dead?” Maris asked, touching the wedding bands dangling from the necklace.
“Because they didn’t want me to meet you,” Valda mumbled as her eyes shot back to Maris. “They didn’t want things to change, if things went as planned, we would’ve seen each other, and we would’ve felt exactly what we just felt as I linked my gaze with yours… It was written.”
“You still met me that day.”
“True, but not under the circumstances needed to create the bond you feel, that I feel,” Valda whispered in the last part, touching her chest. “I feel full, content, as if I found something which has been lost for such a long time.”
Maris’s smile could light up Tartarus, and Valda felt as if she was slowly melting again. “I felt that the moment I saw you. I heard the wind inside my head, and a rough sound I can’t quite make out.”
“Waves, the sound that you hear, that I hear, are the winds and the waves merging together.” Valda mirrored Maris, yet the grin faded as she looked back down to her hands. “Someone wanted me blind so I couldn’t be with you. So, they knew you were alive?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.
“Or they just didn’t want you to find your mate regardless of if it was me or someone else. They wanted you to be vulnerable, weak.”
“Manipulated…” Valda growled, her hands forming fists by her side.
“Arwin…” Maris whispered the name.
The only person who could benefit from her blindness was him. He would also benefit from her father’s death, Tartarus! Even her mother’s. Maybe he kept Valda alive out of the goodness of his heart? Because he saw her as a daughter?
No…
“Valda…”
Honey eyes connected with sullen and worried blue. Valda frowned, grabbed Maris’s hands, and kissed the center of her palm. “What is it?”
“Arwin, is he…” Maris’s shoulders shrank. “Does he worship Ouranos like you, or…?”
“He is not religious, if you ask me, but all Skylians worship Ouranos,” Valda explained, and then frowned as Maris slipped her hands away from hers. “Maris—”
“I had a conversation with him, a couple of days ago—” Maris raised her hand, just as Valda’s anger unfurled deep within. “He didn’t hurt me or say anything insulting. He was, surprisingly, apologizing.”
Valda still didn’t yield. She wanted to grab Arwin by his throat. How dare he get close to Maris after all the shit he had talked about her?
“What took me by surprise was something he said when I accepted his apology.” Valda canted her head, and Maris continued her explanation. “He said ‘Blessed be the goddess.’ And I wondered what goddess he was talking about. Then I remembered that he was holding a something resembling a golden apple during your birthday celebration.”
Valda pulled back. A questioning frown darkened her features.
Goddess Eris, accept my sacrifice.
Valda swallowed hard as the whispered words came in the form of a blurry and misty memory. Valda moved away from Maris, giving her enough space for the other woman to wonder if something was wrong.
“Valda?”
“Eris. He worships Eris.”
Maris’s eyes widened. “Of all the gods he could pick, that asshole chose—”
“The goddess of chaos and discord,” Valda muttered, racking her hands through her hair again, this time clutching it at the top.
“Do you think she cursed you?”
“Probably…” Valda muttered, her brain crawling with details she had forgotten. Between them was the vision of a woman, light blue hair, Sealian features. A woman she believed was her mate, but disappeared just as her nightmare began.
“Who is she?” Maris asked.
Valda released a shaky breath, surprised that she had dug so deep into her own thoughts that Maris was able to read her mind. “I have no clue. She came to me on my birthday. I thought…”
“She wasn’t.” Jealousy and possessiveness dripped from Maris’s voice.
“Of course, but… that woman looked like a Sealian and—”
“Gods and goddesses can shapeshift at will, Valda. Why wouldn’t Eris be any different?”
Valda raised her eyebrow at Maris.
“I read a lot back when I was a kid.”
“That explains everything.”
Maris chuckled at the queen’s playful tone, yet touched Valda’s lower back. “This is a problem, though. If she were to shapeshift, we wouldn’t know who she is. If she is amongst us. And what guarantee do we have that Arwin won’t use her to do more harm?”
“We are not sure of that yet, Seashell.”
“I guess,” Maris mumbled.
With a sigh, Valda grabbed Maris’s hand, pulling her close enough to plant a kiss upon her lips. The soft caress turned heated in seconds as Valda kept her eyes open to take in all the smooth lines on Maris’s face. She deepened the kiss, licking at the seam of Maris’s lips only to be stopped by her lover.
“Valda, wait.”
“No, I don’t want to. I’ve been denied seeing so many parts of you. I think it is only fair that I see as much as I can.”
“And you will. But, darling, I still have to make an appearance out in the square. Eyphah—”
“Please don't mention her.”
“Well, I don’t think she and I are on the best of terms,” Maris said, inhaling deeply through her nose and scratching the back of her arm.
Valda tilted her head in confusion. “What happened?”
“I slapped her across the face.”
Valda’s eyes widened in disbelief before she threw her head back and guffawed. Maris cringed and moved to cover Valda’s mouth. “We are in the wee hours of the morning. There are guards outside. They can hear us. Control yourself!”
“So, what if they hear us?” Valda said as she pulled Maris’s hands away from her mouth, her shoulders shaking with amusement. “I am pretty damn sure they heard us fucking last night.”
“Valda!” A soft red shade covered Maris’s neck, cheeks, and ears.
“Wow… You look even better when you are embarrassed,” Valda chuckled, her fingertips tickling over the reddened skin of Maris’s face as her amusement ebbed, giving way to something else. “I wonder what other faces you can make?”
Maris stuttered at first, slapping her hand away again. “Can you focus for a moment?”
“I doubt it, Seashell.” A dopey grin returned to Valda’s face, and Maris melted against her. “I do not like you slapping people around. I don’t want Eyphah to like it as I do,” Valda said, teasingly giving Maris’s ass a firm spank, earning a surprised gasp from the other woman.
“Valda!”
“All right. All right. I will behave.” She straightened her back, yet her hands never left Maris’s ass, instead they kneaded the firm flesh, making Maris’s breath hitch. “What did Eyphah do?”
“Talked too much,” Maris shrugged, before scratching her arm.
It was Valda’s turn to roll her eyes. “Completely normal when it comes to that woman. What was she saying?”
Maris bit her lower lip and hesitated to answer, which only made Valda’s good mood slowly slip away.
“Maris?” Valda prodded again, the playfulness gone. “What did she say?”
After some quiet seconds, Maris decided to respond. “She told me you took me as your whore just to have further control over us Sealians.”
How fucking dare she?
Valda stood up and turned to the door. When she was a hair’s breadth away from exiting the room, Maris closed the door and stood before Valda. “Get out of my way, Maris.”
“No, I will not. You are naked and so am I! Plus, you are not going after her!”
“She disrespected you!”
“She disrespected you too.”
“I don’t give a fuck what she thinks about me, but she shouldn’t be talking about you like that! You are her queen, my queen, and she will respect those titles if it is the last thing I do.”
“Valda, stop! I—” Maris stumbled as she pushed Valda away from the door. “Defending my honor with violence and naked is not going to make things better. I already slapped her across the face. Do you think it will make things better if you head out and suck the air out of her lungs as you did to Arwin?”
“That sounds like an excellent idea.” There was a dangerous playfulness in Valda’s tone.
“Valda!”
“She shouldn’t address you as such.”
“We agree.” Maris tutted, grabbed Valda’s arm, and led her away from the door and into the washroom. “I need you to stop being so hot-headed for a couple of hours. I told the people of the settlement I would be answering their questions today.”
“Do you want me there with you?” Valda asked, her tone serious once again.
If Maris needed her there, she would be there in a heartbeat. Anything the other woman needed, Valda would provide. It was written, Valda would take care of Maris’s every need until her final breath. Yet Valda understood the duties her mate must face now. There would be a time where Valda might need to step back and let Maris take her rightful place as the future queen of the Sea Kingdom.
She frowned. It was strange to see Maris, let alone see her as the Queen of the Sea Kingdom. Her chest swelled with pride as she watched Maris stand in the middle of the room, bare and natural, and beautiful just for her to see and feel. Yet, their bond was strong enough for her to know the Sealian was tense, nervous even at what she was to do today. That wouldn’t do. Valda needed to make this conservatory with Maris’s people as smooth as she could.
“Here. Let me bathe you.”
There was no room for discussion. Valda picked Maris up and made her way to the tub. The water, which was still lukewarm, was already sprinkled with soothing oils. Who had prepared the bath? Valda didn’t know. She was just grateful it wasn’t freezing like the one she used to wash her face moments ago.
The thought of her being the one to bathe Maris was a welcoming change. It had always been Maris, the one who always drew baths and scrubbed her down. Valda was looking forward to being the one to help her out for once and it would give her immense pleasure to take care of her with such a basic thing as bathing her.
“No one has ever done this for me,” Maris said as she moved to the other side of the tub. Valda held on to the rim as she slipped inside and settled down, sitting face-to-face. “The last person to draw me a bath was Melvian, the night you bashed into my maid chamber. It was always my mother who drew my baths… when she remembered.”
Valda leaned back against the edge of the tub, taking up most of the space when she stretched out her long legs. “Tell me about your mother,” Valda requested, grabbing a cloth and soap near the tub and lathering it abundantly.
Maris took a deep breath while Valda leaned forward to knead at Maris’s feet, lifting them above the water with one hand and rubbing the cloth with the other. Valda watched as Maris rolled her eyes back and leaned against the rim of the tub. Valda took it all in. As much as she wanted to focus on cleaning her, she was too embroiled in watching Maris’s face as she relaxed underneath her strokes.
“My mother was a good woman. She took care of me as if I was her own, and never asked for anything in return, except, of course, that I behaved and did what I was told.”
Valda grunted in approval, her hand and cloth moving to Maris’s calves. Her silence was an invitation for Maris to continue.
“She taught me how to play the violin. I guess she did it as a way for me to still be connected to my culture.”
“Sealians are great artists,” Valda said, stroking behind Maris’s knees before switching legs to start anew.
“No lie there.”
“Can I ask you something personal?” Valda’s caresses slowed down as she stared at Maris’s face. She didn’t want to make Maris feel uncomfortable, but it had been something she had wanted to know for some time. Straightening her shoulders, Valda wetted her lips and said, “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”
Maris opened one blue eye to look at Valda. “What is it, darling?”
Valda swallowed hard and finished cleaning up Maris’s legs before asking, “Did you ever find out the reason behind your mother’s death?” As soon as she finished her question, Valda noticed how Maris pulled back, exactly what she didn’t want to happen. “I am sorry. I should not have—”
“No, it’s fine.”
“You don’t have to talk about it.”
“I do…” Cupping her hand, Maris splashed some water on her arms and chest before taking the cloth from Valda.
Valda knew it was all an act. Maris needed to keep her mind busy with a task to help her calculate her words. She could feel Maris’s inner turmoil and a tinge of anger, and she wanted nothing more than to comfort her.
“My mother didn’t take it well when my father disappeared.”
“I thought he had passed away.”
“He died, according to my mother. She felt the bond shatter. She… lost herself.”
“Grief can make you do that.”
Maris nodded. “What I don’t understand is how she could have left me, knowing how much we both suffered when my father died.”
Valda could almost feel Maris’s anger burning inside her heart. If it pained her, she could only imagine how Maris felt. “I am sorry to hear that.”
“This is the first time I’ve ever talked about it with anyone.” Maris puffed her cheeks as she explained through pursed lips.
“Talking can help.”
Maris scoffed while Valda dipped the cloth in the water and continued bathing her. She moved to straddle Valda’s waist. Quietly and ever so gently, Valda rubbed the fabric over Maris’s arms, making sure to get all the paint off her skin.
“I don’t think I can do so without crying.”
“Did you allow yourself to cry?” Valda asked, her eyes moving from Maris’s arms to her face just as Maris opened her mouth, but closed it and turned away.
“I will take that as a ‘no’.”
“I didn’t have time.” Maris sounded defensive. “As soon as she was gone, as soon as she was buried, I needed to find a way to keep going, to keep living. Melvian was kind enough to find me a job at the tavern, then she dragged me to the castle.”
“You have me now. I will not let anything happen to you.” She would rather die than harm Maris.
“I know…”
Valda nodded, her hand and cloth moving to Maris’s neck and then her shoulder, feeling the tension there. She wasn’t going to say anything else that might make Maris feel like she was pushing her to talk. As silence consumed them, Valda thought Maris was done with the conversation until she heard her breath quiver.
“I came home after working at the tavern, and I noticed there were no candles lit up for me.”
Valda raised her gaze from Maris’s chest to her face, stopped her movement, and gave Maris her undivided attention. Maris closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose, the images in her head clearing up to what happened that day.

Today was one of those days. One of those days her mother would be shut off, wouldn’t talk, wouldn’t even look at her. She had deteriorated more and more, and even though Maris tried to take her out of the house, take her into town for a meal, her mother was hiding inside of herself.
The only thing she could do was to fake a smile and talk to her about her day as she usually did. Her job at the tavern was horrible. She hated it! She hated her boss, she hated her co-workers, she hated the patrons that frequented the place, but Maris needed to smile for her mother. She needed to smile because her mother needed her more than anything, and the least Maris could do was smile.
As she tied her old horse to the outside of her home and grabbed her backpack, Maris noticed something was strangely off about her home.
Her mother should be home by now. She should’ve turned on a couple of candles for her. Saha always worried about her working late, so she would light up candles. Even in her delirium, Saha always remembered to turn on the candles for Maris.
“Mom?”
Maris called out as she opened the door to darkness. The small kitchen was untouched, and so was the dining table right next to the door. Strange. Her mother always served her dinner, or at least a cup of hot coffee before going to bed.
“Mom, are you here?”
Maris moved to the living space to find it empty. Taking a deep breath, something unsettling scoured through her chest, tightening it. As she was about to head to the one-bedroom she shared with Saha, she found a small note underneath what appeared to be two wedding bands. Maris frowned, grabbed the piece of paper, and tried to read it as best as she could in the silent darkness.
‘I am sorry. I needed to see him. I love you. Be good, — Mom.’
Maris dropped the letter and bag before rushing through the corridor to the bedroom. The door was locked! She locked the fucking door!
“Mom!” She slammed her open palm over the hardwood of the door. “Mom! Open up! Please, Mom! Please! Don’t!” Her grip on the doorknob tightened before she slammed her shoulder in a sad attempt to open it.
“Mom! Please, don’t!” She slammed her shoulder again as tears slid down her cheeks. Maris sobbed loudly as she desperately pulled onto the door with both hands, calling out to her, pleading to whatever god who would hear to please, please stop her mom, keep her safe.
Taking a step back, she drew in a breath, raised her leg, and kicked the door right off the hinges…
And she saw her.
Maris’ mouth parted in an empty gasp, her hands, red and bruised, uncurled, unsure of what to do.
“Mom!”
Her legs finally decided to move. She ran to her mother, moved the chair Saha had used as leverage out of the way, ignoring the crashing of mirrors and wood. She wrapped her arms around her mother’s legs and pushed her up as if trying to relieve the strain of the rope.
“Mom! Mom! No! Please, don’t leave me alone! Please, Mom!” She released her, grabbed the chair again, climbed on it, held her mother’s body, and undid the knot as fast as she could.
As the dead weight of her mother’s body leaned on her, Maris tripped and fell to the floor, yet the pain coursing through her was nothing compared to the desperation in her veins. Maris gathered her mother, moved her so she was facing her. Ignoring the marks on her neck, the lifeless look in her eyes, she pressed her hands to her chest and compressed it while calling out to her until her throat was hoarse and burning.
Her mother didn’t react. The coldness of her skin penetrated through the clothing and into Maris’ hands as her agonizing cries blended with the critters outside her home.

Valda pursed her lips. If she could take away the pain she would’ve done so without second guessing. Watching Maris hold the dangling rings from her necklace, feeling her shallow breath on her neck as she cried was enough to drive Valda mad. She never wanted to see Maris cry. Valda cradled Maris’s body to her, squeezing her. “I am sorry you had to go through that.”
Valda could only imagine the pain and desperation, but if it was close to the pain she felt when Rionach died, then she knew Maris’s heartbreak. Valda stopped her cleansing and moved her hand to wipe away her tear-soaked cheek.
“We were fine. Until my dad died, then everything went to Tartarus.”
“It must’ve been hard to be alone…”
“I’ve been alone most of my life. Except for Melvian. I’ve had lovers here and there, but…” She swallowed hard. “I didn’t want any type of mates because of my parents.”
Valda titled her head, her thumb rubbing against Maris’s cheek. “I am sorry—”
“It wasn’t because of you, Valda.” Maris scoffed, shaking her head. “I was afraid. I am afraid.”
“Of what?”
Maris squeezed Valda’s hands, pulling it away to touch the lines in her palms. “At first, I was afraid to take a heart mate because there might be a possibility of them finding their soulmate and leaving me. Then, when I met you, I was afraid I would find a soulmate and leave you.”
“Like I would let you go that easily,” Valda chuckled, pressing a chaste kiss to Maris’s temple.
Maris’s soft laughter soothed Valda. “I know, but now I am afraid of breaking the bond.”
“That will not happen.”
“Valda, you never know. Look at my parents. Look at what it did to my mother. I don’t want to experience that pain; I don’t want you to experience it.”
“Neither of us will,” Valda said, squeezing Maris’s hand. “You are not alone anymore. I will not break the bond.” That was a promise Valda was going to keep for as long as she could. She would not leave Maris’s side, not when she needed her this badly, not when the gods had arranged for them to be together.
“True but right now, I feel like something heavy is sitting on my chest, and it’s not letting me breathe.”
“You are anxious, which is completely normal…” Valda should know, she felt the same heaviness when she crowned herself as queen. It was the heaviness of carrying the hope and dreams of an entire kingdom, and Maris shouldn’t do it alone.
With a sigh, Valda ran her fingers through Maris’s hair before speaking again. “Maris, I cannot promise you things will be easy; they won’t. They rarely are. What I can promise you is that whatever happens, I will be here for you. I am not leaving your side unless you tell me to… and even then,” Valda laughed. “I don’t think I could ever part ways with you now that I found you, Seashell.”
“I don’t think I could ever part with you,” Maris said, her hands circling Valda’s waist as she pressed her forehead to her shoulder. Valda’s receptive body more than welcomed the warmth of her skin. “Nothing could make me leave. I love you so much.”
“And you have no idea how it fills my heart to know this,” Valda replied, pulling back and lifting Maris’s chin to look at her lovely face. “How lucky we are, Seashell. Unbeknownst to us, and even when you fought against it, we became heart mates, only to find out our souls belonged together all along.”
Valda watched as Maris gave her another sweet smile. Valda could write enough poems to fill a library describing Maris’s beauty. Yet, it would never be enough. Maris was pure perfection in her eyes, and nothing she could do would make her stop loving her the way Valda loved her now. Unable to help herself, Valda leaned forward and captured Maris’s lips in a soft kiss that warmed her soul and ignited a flame that consumed them.
“You know what helps me when I am anxious?” Valda asked, her smile mischievous and gaze never leaving Maris’s tranquil face.
Maris narrowed her eyes at the queen earned a deep chuckle. “I think I know but go ahead and tell me.”
“You need to keep your mind busy for now until you go out to face your people.” Grinning playfully, Valda handed the cloth to Maris and then leaned back on the other side of the tub, her thick arms rising from the surface to lay on the rim. “Now, I know I don’t need your help washing anymore, but for good time’s sake, I would love it if you washed this paint off me.” Valda beamed.
“You are taking advantage of the fact I haven’t been crowned yet, aren’t you?”
“Probably.”
“Although, I am New Agenor’s representative, not your assistant.”
“True.” Valda’s smile grew wider.
“Which means, I have no business doing this.”
“Really? I just thought you would enjoy rubbing me down.”
Maris arched her eyebrow. “Oh? Maybe you would enjoy watching me rub you down.”
Valda knew her smile melted Maris’s resistance. She saw it in the way her eyes trailed over her face, her lips and jaws, and down her chest. She felt the tug on their bond, and she knew Maris needed this distraction more than anything. Sighing dramatically, Valda leaned back again and watched as Maris lathered up the cloth before slapping it on Valda’s arm. The sudden strike burned for a second, but as Valda opened her mouth to complain, Maris straddled her waist, sitting on her thighs, and began to rub the cloth over Valda’s broad shoulders.
Valda watched Maris scrub the paint on her shoulders, collarbone, neck, and arms. Who would’ve known something so simple as to rub a washcloth over her dirty skin would give Valda such peace?
“You are staring,” Maris said, her gaze focused on her chore.
“You cannot blame me for doing what I’ve been dying to do since the moment I heard your voice,” Valda whispered, canting her head and exposing her neck for Maris to clean.
“It is still rude.”
“Am I forbidden to look at my mate?” A shiver ran down Valda’s spine the second Maris connected her eyes with hers. The intensity her gaze carried played with her control.
Valda didn’t want to be overbearing or imprudent, but Maris was calling for her, and she was more than willing to answer her call. Pushing herself off the edge of the tub, Valda’s hands slipped to grasp Maris’s waist. The skin there molded under her strong grip. Maris let out a tiny breath, her lips parting slightly, and Valda could feel how she needed her, but as always, Maris tried to hold on to her self-control.
“You know what?” Valda asked, her warm breath trailing over Maris’s ear.
“What is it?” Maris answered, her hands now on Valda’s shoulders as if it would be enough to stop her if she wanted to take what she wanted.
“I find it absolutely delectable the way your skin looks underneath my hands.”
Maris whimpered, and it spurred something inside Valda, making her bolder. Her hand moved to cup Maris’s bottom. Valda’s eyes trailed down as she saw the curve of Maris’s ass despite the water’s murkiness.
“Do you want me to take care of your anxiousness, Seashell?” Valda asked, knowing the answer would be an effusive ‘yes,’ yet she loved to hear Maris beg for her to take her. She loved listening to her voice break as she demanded to have her, taste her. Her lover’s hooded gaze was hazy with want, and Valda knew she was already addicted to seeing her delicious expression.
As Maris opened her mouth to answer, there was a loud and obnoxious knock on the chamber door.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Valda bellowed, releasing her lover’s body to slam her open palm on the rim of the tub. With an angry snarl, Valda pushed herself up, water sluicing deliciously down her now clean skin. “Whoever it is will get an earful. I’ve had it with disrespect in this place.”
Valda walked out of the washroom, ignoring Maris’s scolding call, pleading with her to put something on. Valda didn’t listen, and she closed the bathroom door behind her before slamming open the one dividing the bed chamber from the rest of the cottage.
Valda had never been embarrassed by her body. In fact, she was rather proud of her marked and scarred skin. They were trophies to her, showing off all the battles she had won. Why hide it?
Eyphah stood on the other side of the door, gaping, her eyes wandering from Valda’s face down to her chest and mound, and then back up. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard and took a step back, a tinge of pink on her cheeks.
Meanwhile, Valda’s upper lip twitched as she looked down at the woman before her. “Eyphah Hurley.” Valda’s voice reverberated. She recognized the woman.
Eyphah was an attractive woman, and unmistakably Sealian with her blue hair, undercut and all. She wasn’t as feminine as Maris, and she wasn’t as tall as Valda. As she studied Eyphah closely, she decided if it came to a fight, she would win in a heartbeat. Valda scoffed and turned away before grabbing her bag and pulling out a silk, long sleeve blouse, and buttoned slacks.
“Where is Maris?”
Valda let out a warning growl as she dressed before her. “What do you need?”
“I need to talk to my queen.”
“The one you called a whore?” Valda slipped her arms inside the shirt before tugging it over her head. As she turned her gaze back to Eyphah, she caught the embarrassment in her blush. “She was taking a much-need rest as I was.” As she finished getting dressed, Valda sauntered over to Eyphah, her muscular arms dangling by her side standing face-to-face with her.
“You can see…” Eyphah said, almost a question.
Valda nodded, her head canting as she leaned closer. “I have been given the miracle of sight. I would love to explain it, but it is too long, and I want you out of here quickly, and there is something much more important you should know.” Valda waited until Eyphah’s gaze fell on her again before she talked. “Maris, the one you called whore, your queen, is my mate.”
Eyphah’s lips twitched, and Valda caught the fire in the woman’s eyes before she added, “If you ever insult your queen, my queen, again, I won’t be as lenient as she was. I will not just slap you across the face like she did, Hurley.” She leaned closer. “I will pull your spine right out of your body and set it in the square for everyone to see what happens when you disrespect my mate.”
Eyphah flexed her jaw, her eyes shooting down to the wooden floor.
“Understood?” Valda asked, and after a couple of silent seconds, Eyphah nodded.
Suddenly, the door to the washroom burst open, and a very wet, very disheveled Maris walked out with only a large towel covering her breasts down to her mid-thigh.
“How dare you lock me up in there?” Maris snarled, her anger directed to Valda, unaware that Eyphah was in the room with them, yet. When Valda stepped aside, and she saw the other Sealian, Maris’s face drained of color. “Eyphah!”
“Forgive the intrusion,” Eyphah said, her gaze jumping from Valda to Maris.
“Remind me to kill our guards when we get back,” Valda muttered before Maris slapped her arm.
“What? They are clearly useless.”
Eyphah cleared her throat. “Maris, I was worried you had forgotten that you were to address your people.”
“It’s early,” Valda refuted.
“She said she was to talk to us at first light,” Eyphah snapped back.
“Things happen…”
Maris moved between the two, her hand absentmindedly falling on Valda’s stomach. Valda jumped at the sudden contact, yet did not pull away from it. She was tired of hiding, tired of acting as if her relationship with Maris was anything but lovers. Not to mention, Valda was aware of Eyphah’s intentions with Maris, and she was not going to have it. She noticed Eyphah was looking at Maris’s hand. Good. Let it be known that the future queen of the Sea Kingdom was hers, and she would do anything in her power to keep it that way.
“It’s true?” Eyphah asked. “You are mates?”
Valda felt a brief air of tension and anxiousness. Maris wouldn’t deny her, would she? Holding in her breath, Valda watched her lover nod, ever confident, ever grateful, and she couldn’t help but smirk proudly.
“Are you sure?”
“If you keep questioning our union, I will take it as a sign of disrespect, and I already told you what I would do to you if you disrespected my mate.”
“Your Highness,” Maris’s warning tone mirrored the displeasure in her narrowed eyes. “There will be no bloodshed.”
“That depends on Hurley,” Valda rectified while Maris inflicted more pressure on her stomach.
Valda knew she wasn’t the most pliable. She was on edge at the sight of Eyphah. If Maris had a type, Eyphah fell in it, and Valda would not take any chances. Straightening her back and shoulders, Valda set her large hand on Maris’s lower back, as her eyes penetrated Eyphah’s angry and suspicious gaze.
Ignoring Valda, Eyphah turned her undivided attention towards Maris. “They are asking for you. They have already started to settle at the square, and they want to talk to you. My people, your people, are terrified and excited, and hopeful, and I don’t know what to tell them other than to wait. They sent me to get you, and that’s why I am here. I didn’t mean to intrude or make you feel uncomfortable, Your Highness.”
She shook her head. “Call me by my name. I am still Maris.”
“No, I—” Valda said, agitated.
“Valda, that is my choice,” Maris said, raising her hand and interjecting what Valda was about to say.
She swallowed hard, but ultimately nodded at her lover’s words. “Fine.”
Eyphah bit her lower lip, probably to hide her discomfort at the interaction, and left when Maris told her to wait outside. Valda closed the door right behind her, as Maris gathered her clothing to dress.
Today was going to be a day.
***
Valda watched in awe while Maris spoke to her people.
Their eyes fell on Maris the moment she walked out of House of Arago. Everyone was already waiting for her with both apprehension and pride on their faces, and although she felt Maris’s fear of being exposed, Valda couldn’t feel prouder of how she stood her ground.
Maris didn’t keep anything to herself. She explained how she was adopted, how she was raised, her parents’ fear of having their child being taken away, how she was different and able to manipulate water, but also how she ignored it thinking she wasn’t the real princess. Maris explained how she came to work at Oberon castle, and became Valda’s maid, how she met Isen Hurley, and how felt this overwhelming feeling of wanting to keep everyone safe and do everything for their best interest.
As Maris spoke, Valda saw the Sealians eyes water with happiness while Eyphah moved uncomfortably at the mention of her brother, rubbing her tattoo.
Finally, Maris spoke about her fears, about how she knew nothing about being a leader, or ruling, how she was just like them, how she feared doing something that would hurt them, any of them, and they would see her as unworthy.
There was silence for a couple of seconds, until Eyphah said, “We do not expect you to run this as if you know how to. I think I speak for everyone when we say we are just,” she swallowed hard. “We are glad we are not alone.”
“You will never be alone,” Maris answered, turning for a split second to lock eyes with Valda. “Now we have to come together if we want to rebuild.”
“We would like to rebuild the Sea Kingdom,” a man said, his hand curling over who appeared to be his husband. “We can help,” he moved his free hand to show off the settlement. “We can rebuild anything.”
“There is no doubt in my mind that we can, but I do believe that it will be much better to regroup as much as we can and make a solid plan. I would gladly go back, see what is salvageable. I don’t want to jump in right and put you in danger.”
“There is a full generation of Sealians that were raised here, and have never seen our kingdom in its full glory. And, with all due respect to Queen Valda, this is not our home, it is nothing like it. We want to go back,” a middle-aged woman said, in her arms was a toddler with wild blue locks like Maris’s. “They should live and experience their home, like we did.”
“And they will, in due time,” Maris’s voice did not falter.
Valda took a deep breath as her heavy hand slipped to Maris’s shoulder before giving her a firm squeeze. She was more than sure that Maris could feel her warmth. The bond was new to them, and a tad overwhelming, but it was necessary to have the quiet conversation and reassurance of a touch.
“There is something I would like to show you.” Eyphah slipped from the log she was sitting on. Her interruption didn’t sit well with Valda, who slipped her hold on Maris to frown at her.
“What is it?” Maris asked.
Pointing at House of Proteus, Eyphah said, “I’d rather show you.”
***
House of Proteus was bigger than House of Arago.
Valda took in the details and the decorations of the third-floor room. Like House of Arago, Proteus had living space on the first floor for big crowds like the one they had when she and Maris arrived. The second floor were rooms, and Eyphah was the one that lived there by the looks of it.
Valda frowned at that.
Eyphah was the leader of the Sealians, and Valda found it incredibly suspicious how she was so easily slackening her iron grip on the people to hand it to Maris.
As they went to the third floor, Valda could tell that the small attic-like room was used as a worshiping space. The room wasn’t big enough to fit more than five people. It was small and filled with seashells, paintings of beaches, sea stars, and drawings of powerful waves. In the center of what appeared to be an altar, was a trident. The dark metal reflected the candles; its three spears glistened, sharp, and dangerous. Valda couldn’t tear her eyes away from it, and by the looks of it, neither could Maris.
“I would’ve wanted this moment to be between Sealians, but—”
“Anything you have to say to me you can tell me in front of Valda.”
Eyphah nodded and turned to the trident. Carefully and reverently, Eyphah clasped the weapon and pulled it away from its spot.
“This is Poseidon’s Trident. It belonged to King Aegaeon—your birth father.”
Valda held her breath, as did Maris. The trident looked so big and heavy in Eyphah’s hand. By the calluses she had on her skin, Valda was sure that Eyphah was a fighter, used to holding weapons, but Maris was anything but a soldier. She watched intently as Maris moved her delicate, smooth hands to grab the trident. The moment Eyphah released it, the weight made Maris’s stance falter. Valda moved as fast as she could and grabbed the weapon and pulled it back to her mate.
“It is heavy,” Maris said—an understatement.
“It was his weapon of choice.”
“Got it?” Valda asked, ensuring that Maris held her ground before releasing the trident.
“I do, darling. Thank you.”
Valda nodded and moved her hand away and hooked it behind her.
“It’s yours now, Maris. The trident, the people, everything. I can’t wield it; it must be you.”
Maris held the trident with both hands. Valda could see her muscles move under her skin as she tried to keep it upright and inspect the delicate designs around its shaft and spears. The soft, intricate lines made it look more like decoration than a weapon.
“I don’t want it.”
Valda frowned, and so did Eyphah.
“What? Why?” Valda asked.
“I don’t think I need a weapon by my side to rule or to be respected.”
Eyphah scoffed while Valda moved her hand to touch the Heaven Sword dangling from her waist. “You need to have a heavy hand, Maris. You can’t just smile and hope for the best when ruling.”
“I can’t believe I am saying this, but I agree with Valda. You can’t pretend there will always be peace.”
“Do you even know how to hold a sword?” Valda asked again. “I could teach you.”
“There is no need for that, really. I do believe in having conversations and resolving conflicts with words, rather than blood.”
It was Valda’s turn to scoff. “Maris, please. I understand that you wish not to engage in violence, but having a weapon and being able to defend yourself is important.”
“Do I have to remind you I am able to command the sea and waters, Valda?”
“Right now, right in this place, there is no water that you can use as a weapon.” Eyphah sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. “You need to learn how to use one. The trident is heavy, yes, but with some training I am sure you will be able to wield it as if it was another arm. I can show you.”
Valda growled. “I will teach her.”
Maris bumped her elbow with Valda. “You will not teach me how to wield a sword, and you,” she looked at Eyphah, “will not teach me how to fight with a trident.”
“Maris—” Valda began, but was quickly shut down by her mate.
“And that’s final.” Maris added, handing the trident back to Eyphah. “Put it back on the altar.”
Eyphah opened her mouth, probably to protest further, but decided otherwise. “Fine,” she snapped, taking the trident, and returning it neatly to the altar. “I will have my room cleaned up. You may move your things there and I will move to one of the new buildings near the square.”
Maris’s face twisted in a confused frown while Valda felt her shoulders tense. “What do you mean, Eyphah?”
“Well? You are staying, right?”
“Of course not! She is coming back to Oberon with me.”
“Valda, wait—”
Valda huffed and looked down at Maris; their eyes met for a moment as a million questions went through her mind. “You want to stay?”
“I haven’t made that decision yet.”
“But, I—”
“It is a hard decision, one that cannot be made right now,” Maris added.
The silence was suffocating, and as much as Valda wanted to keep her gaze locked with Maris, the younger woman turned away to smile at Eyphah.
“I will be staying at House of Arago with Valda, for now.”
Eyphah nodded, probably affected by the same awkward silence. “As you wish…” With one final bow, Eyphah left the two women alone.
Valda stared as Eyphah left, trying to concentrate her energy on something other than wanting to ask Maris what she was planning to do. Before she could even formulate the question, Maris’s hand rubbed the skin of her abdomen.
“Not now, Valda.”
If not now, then when?
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The awkward silence suffocated her. She couldn’t turn to face Valda. Already she could feel her pulling away, blocking her thoughts and feelings as she left the makeshift altar.
In all honesty, Maris wasn’t sure if she should stay. She knew there was much to be done and learned; to join in with her people, become one with them. To discover all the things that made her a Sealian. To hold the hands of those who fought for survival twenty years ago. To learn the deep-seated traditions, the history, to engulf herself with the foods, the songs, to rule with love and heal all the traumas they’d suffered. Even if they were born in the Sky Kingdom, all Sealians carried a collective invisible scar of what happened all those years ago.
Yet, Maris knew she couldn’t do it all, and putting that much strain on her shoulders wouldn’t do any good. But she needed to try, for them and for herself.
She should stay…
Returning meant falling back into the comfort of Valda’s embrace, and being taken care of, to drift into the blissful love Valda’s arms promised. To open her eyes and see her, to close her eyes and know she was there right next to her. That she would help with everything and anything. It was tempting, and she wanted it more than anything. If she stayed in Oberon, she could pull Dristan by his collar, sit him down, and tell him everything that needed to be fixed not only in the settlement, but also in the Sea Kingdom and have Valda help rebuild.
But then, how would it feel to finally return to the Sea Kingdom and see its beaches, the castle, and bridges all rebuilt? She couldn’t do all of that alone, and as much as she wanted to stay, to reconnect, she still had other things to attend to back in the castle.
The settlement had been working fine under Eyphah. Now she would have the helping hand she had long wanted. Maris would never decide on anything before discussing it with Eyphah. She had already been a loved leader; Maris saw no reason for that to change.
If Maris left with Valda, they could coordinate all the help her people needed. If she stayed, she would have to get messengers to go to the castle. A reality that trailed her thoughts back to Eyphah. She always knew what all Sealians needed, not to mention she had the character to make her voice be heard. Maris could always let Eyphah continue in her role, but Eyphah was not the ruler.
Maris rolled her shoulders, the pressure of all the decisions yet to be made an uncomfortable weight she still wasn’t used to. Decisions that would affect not only herself, but her people and her relationship with Valda.
Valda.
Even if she didn’t want to admit it, Valda didn’t like the idea of Maris staying. Of course, knowing Valda as much as she did, Maris knew she wouldn’t object if she decided to stay. Yet, it was plain as day that she wasn’t happy with that decision. How could she be? Valda had wanted nothing more than to see Maris, and now that she finally could, Maris was deciding whether to stay in New Agenor without considering Valda’s feelings.
Still standing in silence, Maris stared at the trident while Valda shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She could feel Valda’s discomfort deep within her chest, stirring up a storm that Maris wasn’t sure she could deal with at the moment.
Rumbling deeply, Valda exited the house with Maris following close behind. Outside, surrounded by the other settlers, Eyphah talked about continuing the celebration tonight—a celebration of finding their heiress—their queen.
Maris couldn’t bring herself to turn down the invitation. She promised to be there and dance with her people as she had the night before.
Valda nodded in agreement before a group of kids waved their hands at Valda and Maris. The queen looked down at them with some confusion until a shine of wonderment filled her eyes. Maris smiled as she watched Valda lower herself to greet Coljar, Lia, and Kimmi. The kids’ amazement was evident, especially when they all noticed their canvas could see again. Maris thought it was adorable when they reintroduced themselves to Valda. And although Valda smiled and laughed with the kids, Maris was sure that Valda was not completely fine. The storm stirred again. They had just found each other. How could she ever leave?
“Maris?”
Maris snapped out of her thoughts and turned to look at a pair of honey-colored eyes. Valda touched her forearm when she called out to her, and Maris couldn’t help but take a deep breath in as their skin touched. “I am sorry. What is it?”
“The kids and I are heading to the lakes. Do you want to come with us?” Valda asked, her free hand holding Lia’s smaller one. “They told me last night they wanted to go today; I wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.”
Maris blinked and took a step back to look at the children’s polite yet wistful smile. Before answering, Maris sighed and shrugged. “Why not?”
Coljar let out a hushed “Yes” behind Valda while Kimmi high-fived him.

She didn’t want to. But she knew she needed to give Maris her space to think, even if she wanted to make the decision for her. She’d just found her, she’d only just seen her, why did she want to take that away?
It wasn’t fair! But, that was not what Maris needed right now. She needed support. She needed time to think, and Valda would just give her whatever she required.
Silently confirming her decision with an internal nod, Valda removed her blouse and her slacks. She neatly folded them at the edge of the lake before slipping in her chest wraps and undergarment. The queen cringed at how incredibly cold it was. Of course, the kids were used to it, and Lia did not waste a second before she splashed her. Valda gasped at the sudden shock of cold water on her chest. She stood motionlessly; her skin prickled with tiny bumps.
Growling playfully, Valda raised Lia over her head by one of her legs before slowly dunking her into the water. Next came Coljar, who tried his best to climb over Valda. She lifted him and tossed him to the side as he squealed in delight.
Valda heard Maris’s laughter behind her. It warmed her heart to know she was in a good mood despite everything. Turning her back to the kids, she found her sitting next to her clothing. “Aren’t you coming in?”
“Do you want me to come in?” Maris asked with a playful tone.
“I am asking for a reason…” Valda hissed as Coljar splashed her again, this time on her back. “Maybe you can help me teach these kids a lesson.”
“I think you can manage without me,” Maris said, and Valda’s smile faltered. Maris stuttered as if she grasped what she had just said. “I mean, I think you can dunk their heads in the water for a couple of seconds, but I can splash them from here.”
Maris gathered some water from the lake into a sphere with a wrist flick before tossing it at Kimmi’s head. The young girl let out a yelp before turning to look at Valda and Maris.
“See?” Maris chuckled as she created a second sphere and brought it close enough to Valda’s face.
It was the first time Valda had seen Maris’s gift on full display. Although it was just a simple gathering of water into a ball, Valda was impressed. She brought her hand up and touched the sphere. Chuckling to herself, her eyes drifted to Maris’s smiling face. She stared at the fine lines at the corner of her eyes whenever she laughed, the scrunching of her nose.
Could Valda manage without Maris? Of course. She worked just fine before meeting her. Did she want to manage without her now?
She sighed, placed her hands on the edge of the lake, and pushed herself up to brush her mouth against Maris’s. There was no need to hide her feelings for the younger woman, no need to deny who they were. Thankfully, and to Valda’s relief, Maris didn’t pull away. Instead, the water sphere dissolved, and the same hand that had been manipulating it brushed her cheek as Maris deepened the kiss. Her touch was loving and affectionate, which made her shudder.
“Are you cold, darling?” Maris whispered.
Valda smiled against her lips. “If I say ‘yes,’ will you warm me up?”
“Then you are not cold enough.” Gathering another water sphere, Maris splashed Valda’s face, making her stumble back into the lake, splashing all over the kids.
As Valda hacked and blew the water from her nose, all while clearing her eyes, Maris stood and gathered Valda’s clothing and dashed in the opposite direction.
That little…! Hearing the rapid footsteps, Valda climbed out of the lake, excused herself to the kids, and went after Maris. The lake area was not so big that Maris could run off and hide. There were not enough places. Yet she ran into the denser, more foliaged part of the settlement, where the large trees created a soft canopy over the water. As Valda followed in Maris’s footsteps, she stumbled upon a smaller lake.
Maris was right when she called them ponds. A leaf fell from the branches above, dancing in the air until it landed perfectly in the middle. Then, as if by magic, the pond let out a soft glowing hue of blue and green, taking Valda’s breath away. Valda stopped walking, ignoring the cold wind seeping into the afternoon air and her soaked underwear. Kneeling, she touched the surface of the pond, gasping as it came alive with bright colors.
Then, the air left her lungs when someone pushed her into the water. As she resurfaced, Maris’s mellisonant laughter filled the air. Valda moved her dark strands away from her eyes to see Maris standing right in front of her, arms crossed and a cocky little smile on her face.
“The almighty strong queen of the Sky Kingdom was distracted by the pretty colors in the lake and couldn’t see the danger behind her.”
“I swear, Maris, you are playing with fire.”
“Oh, not at all, darling. I am playing with water. Do you need me to do the water trick again and splash that handsome face of yours?”
Valda couldn’t stay mad at Maris, not when she looked so adorable standing there, pretending to have her wrapped around her finger. She did, though, but Valda would not say it out loud, not when she was in such a precarious situation. She was in Maris’s environment, and anything she did could be used against her. Yet, with a slow movement of her hand, a gust of wind blew onto Maris’s back, pushing her into the pond with Valda.
When Maris resurfaced, Valda’s bright smile was unapologetic and went unappreciated by Maris, who couldn’t see through all the hair in her face. Valda moved the strands away with a low chuckle, cupped her cheeks, and kissed her.
If Maris was mad at her, she never showed it. Instead, she sighed into the kiss and wrapped her arms around Valda’s waist.
“How’s that for warming you up, darling?” Maris laughed, pushing away to the edge of the pond, and getting out.
“I had another thing in mind.”
“Ah, the day is young.” Maris shrugged, stood up, and with the delicate movement of her hands, the water that wet her clothing and head separated from the fabric and strands before shaking it off.
Valda was mystified. She had never seen Maris openly use her power. Seeing her so comfortable was stunning. “You are absolutely beautiful. You know that, right?”
Suddenly, music sounded from deep within the settlement, and Valda watched in wonder as Maris’s expression changed from teasing to elation. The younger woman bit her lower lip, following the source of the rumbling drums and high-pitched violins. Valda forgot Eyphah’s words about the continuation of the celebrations. For a second, she just admired how Maris’s face looked when she was excited about something.
“You want to leave?” Valda asked.
Maris nodded, her eyes going back to Valda.
Valda couldn’t say no to her. She crawled out of the pond, then gave her one quick peck. “We should let the kids know we are heading back.”
Maris nodded, gathering the water on Valda’s skin, undergarment, and hair before shaking it off. She then handed Valda her clothes which she had hidden behind a large bush, and headed to where the kids were swimming. When they announced their playtime was over, and they were returning to the square, Kimmi, Lia, and Coljar let out an annoyed groan in unison, but agreed to leave.
It didn’t take them long to return to the center of the settlement. Music poured out from the musicians’ instruments as the crowd moved about, dancing and pulling those sitting down.
Maris squeezed Valda’s hand, her excitement evident before they joined the dancers, unhooking their hands and mixing themself in with the Sealians.
As Valda’s dance partners changed, her eyes always lingered on Maris. She found her countless times, breathless, laughing deliriously with her people.
Maris was a work of art created and presented by Athena herself. The way her hips swayed with the rhythm, like waves against a sandy shore, how her hair bounced with each spin, like droplets of dew on calm waters. Her smile could light up an entire galaxy like the birth of a brand-new sun, and all Valda wanted was to be around that gorgeous star and feed off its light.
Maris twirled from person to person until she was back in Valda's embrace, and gods, she smelled so good, felt so right, looked so gorgeous. And she was all hers… Maris was all hers. She belonged with Valda, whether it was here, in the Sea Kingdom, or back in Oberon Castle. And that knowledge tightened Valda’s grip on Maris’s waist enough to make the younger woman halt her dancing and look into Valda’s adoring eyes.
As excited as the Sealians were to have their ruler among them, they felt the intimacy of the encounter was too much to break. So, in a silent common agreement, no one dared to separate them during what was left of the night.
The music dissolved into the night’s air and starry sky. The bodies dancing around them misted away until all that remained was them—Maris and her soft hands, and that small crinkle of her nose, as she smiled, the fire in her eyes and the warmth of her body pressed to Valda’s.
She couldn’t pull away, not when she finally had Maris, not when everything was falling into place.
“Come.”
The command came in a whisper that only Maris could hear. Valda snatched Maris’s hand as they slipped away from the multitude and headed to House of Arago. The short distance was enough to ignite fiery anticipation within Valda, her hands trembling with a need to bury her fingers into Maris’s hair and taste her lips.
And that was exactly what she did the second the door closed behind her. She fisted blue curls as she pulled the shorter woman into her towering form, tilting her head back and crashing her lips over Maris’s slightly parted ones. The rasping groan that escaped Valda rolled through her chest to Maris. Releasing her hair, Valda’s hands trekked over the tunic’s fabric, untying the strings at the neck. The desire to undo Maris’s clothing was just as sweltering as the one to taste her. Her mouth was dry, and she needed to quench her thirst.
Yet, as Valda moved away from the kiss, Maris jerked at her button blouse. With a flick of her wrist, Maris undid the blouse, buttons flying and clattering quietly on the wooden floor. Seconds later, restless hands spread over Valda’s damp skin, pulling at her and egging her on with soft caresses.
Valda grasped Maris’s jaw with a desperate snarl, pulling her face back to devour her trembling lips. Hungry moans rattled her as she plunged her tongue inside Maris’s awaiting mouth. The young woman shuddered, and Valda could only watch as Maris’s face furrowed with frustration.
“What is it? Tell me,” Valda asked as she kissed her lover again, silencing the answer to her question in a burning caress.
Pulling away and putting some distance between them, Maris looked up at Valda. She wrapped her arms around Valda’s shoulders, their foreheads touching. “You, I want you now,” she said breathlessly, her eyes hooding as she locked their gazes.
Valda’s eyes bore into Maris’s. The intensity and need to capture every single detail of her lover was maddening. Valda tugged Maris to her chest, then squatted enough to pick her up, an arm across her back and another under her knees. Valda lifted her with ease, secured her, and walked up the stairs, two steps at a time. The door to the main room was open, and Valda thanked Ouranos for allowing her to keep visual contact with the woman in her arms because if she had to settle Maris down to open the door, she would crumble into a fine dust.
As Valda moved her gaze away from Maris’s face to focus on the bed before her, Maris’s hands brushed over her cheek, pulling her face back. Valda noticed as she wet her lips and opened her mouth to speak, but Maris’s eyes lingered on Valda’s own before looking down at her parted lips.
“I want you.” Maris’s voice washed over Valda’s skin, pricking it in the process.
Valda sighed and gave Maris an intense kiss, her teeth scoring her lower lip, tightening her grasp before Valda settled her on the bed. Valda’s rough hands moved to the edge of Maris’s pants, pulling them enough to move Maris’s body to the edge of the bed. Her blouse came next, and without a sliver of self-control, Valda yanked the yellow tunic over her head and threw it somewhere on the floor.
Not breaking eye contact, Valda slipped her own ruined blouse from her arms, standing on her feet instead of her knees. Maris trembled with need. Valda could see the prickled skin, the warm red color on her cheeks, chest, and neck. She saw the hooded eyes looking up at her, Maris's slender violinist’s hand move to trace over a taut nipple, over her soft stomach, blue mound, and finally spread her folds.
Valda fell on her knees as she stared at the glistening pink skin of Maris’s pussy. Her mouth hung open in a permanent whimper, her mind unable to form any kind of thought. Maris’s fingers lingered, spreading more for Valda’s hungry gaze, her index finger moving to gather the wetness at the opening to rub against the sensitive nub.
Valda groaned, her hands forming fists at the edge of the bed, right next to Maris’s spread thighs. “Perfection,” she whispered, leaning close enough to brush her lips against the heated skin of her lover’s inner thighs. “You are pure perfection, a queen, a goddess.”
Valda sealed the words with an open mouth kiss to the junction of Maris’s thighs, earning a surprised gasp. As she moved to worship Maris’s skin, the younger woman slammed her legs shut, trapping her fingers.
Her lover was breathing hard, her chest rising and falling as if struggling to keep herself at bay. Valda tried to calm her, her callused hands trekking over her calves, then her knees, and finally her waist. She propped herself on one foot to look down at her.
A lovely shade of red painted Maris’s face, her lips parted, sucking in air, panting. Valda tilted her head in silent question. Maris’s free hand cupped Valda’s face, her thumb rubbing her lower lip before she spoke.
“Valda,” she whispered against her mouth, breathing her own air. “I want you to use it.”
Valda’s mind was so clouded with need that she didn’t quite register what her lover was saying. It wasn’t until Maris’s eyes shot to their belongings on the other side of the room that Valda understood what she meant.
“I want you to fuck me with it.”
Valda kept her eager nod to a simple dip of her chin. She grasped Maris’s jaw, pulled her face back, and kissed her fiercely.
“Get yourself ready for me,” Valda rasped, releasing Maris, dipping her own fingers down Maris’s thighs and over her delicate fingers. “I want to see you touching yourself.” The command came in the form of a whisper upon Maris’s ear.
Goosebumps decorated soft skin as Maris’s exposed nipples hardened. Valda had to peel away from her, almost painfully. She wanted nothing more than to feel the heated skin on hers, to kiss and worship the valley of her breast, kiss and lick the columns of that pretty and delicate neck, and watch as her breathing became labored.
With a heavy grunt, Valda pushed herself away from Maris, almost stumbling when she tried to keep her eyes locked with the younger woman on her way to the other side of the room. Turning her back away, Valda raided their packs until she found what she was looking for. Valda pivoted back to Maris, struggling with what remained of her clothing. It didn’t take long until she was bare, slipping the toy through her drenched entrance, and going back to the bed.
As she moved to the foot of the bed, Valda took in all the details she hadn’t been able to see in the past while stroking the thick cock.
Maris lay before her, legs slowly spreading, revealing herself. Her fingers rubbed soft circles over her sensitive bud before dipping back to the entrance to gather more wetness. Valda stared, her chest heaving as the scent of Maris’s arousal scorched her lungs. She could almost taste her.
Suddenly, Maris moved her hand, giving Valda a glimpse of her, of how wet and glistening she was because of her. Her.
The younger woman’s stomach moved with each deep breath, her chest swaying slightly as she inhaled. The blue hair rested on the white sheets as a halo adorning its goddess. Valda’s mouth was dry, and her hands trembled with a final tug to the cock.
Maris whimpered and raised her head to look down at Valda, her brow furrowed with confusion. Valda relished that look. She knew what Maris wanted, but damn it, she wanted to enjoy this more than anything in her existence.
“Let’s see if you are truly ready,” Valda whispered, grasping thick thighs, and spreading them wider.
“I am, please. Valda.”
Valda hushed her, her lips caressing the softness of Maris’s stomach, right underneath the dip of her belly button. “Let me make sure, Seashell.”
Gripping Maris’s wrist, she withdrew the woman’s hands from her folds, wetness glistening on the Sealian’s fingertips. Languidly, Valda ran her tongue over the coated digits, her eyes rolling back as Maris’s taste invaded her mouth. A dark, guttural groan exploded from deep within Valda’s chest as she released Maris and grasped her large hands on her hips.
“I want more,” she announced, pressing her broad tongue to Maris’s opening.
Maris grasped her black locks, scratching Valda’s scalp firmly. Valda’s eyes were open, watching as the woman she adored writhed underneath her tongue’s relentless strokes. Maris squirmed, her hips moving to find that sweet spot that made her come. Valda knew what she was doing, so she pulled back. The angry hiss emanating from Maris made Valda’s heart miss a beat. How could she hold Valda’s entire life with just a gaze from those blue eyes?
“Stop teasing,” Maris groaned, her hand still tangled in Valda’s hair.
“I am not. I am just looking at you,” Valda whispered, pressing her slick lips to Maris’s thigh. “Let me see how you look when you are desperate to get fucked.”
“Valda,” Maris breathed a warning, her fingers tightening.
Her eyes bore into Maris’s, locking her in place, trapping her under the fire of her gaze. “Begging?”
“I am not begging. I am giving you an order.” A playful curve appeared on Maris’s brow and mouth, and Valda groaned at the intensity of her expression.
The Maris she had first met wouldn’t even dare to say something like that. To order the queen to do as she will? Valda would not have that.
Valda blew out a growly breath before clamping her hands harshly on Maris’s waist, pulling her closer to her.
“You are not ordering me,” she rasped over Maris’s ear. “I am ordering you.”
She hissed as she kissed Maris’s opening with the toy’s head. With a swift jerk of the hips, the first inches slipped inside. Valda could feel her lover’s strength slipping out of her body.
They both froze, Valda adjusting to the sensation, while Maris gripped the bed sheets tightly.
Valda had already engraved the feeling of Maris’s body into her mind and senses. Yet, seeing the way she rippled underneath her almost sent her into a frenzy. “Now, I want you to use that little mouth of yours. Let the settlement know who you belong to.”
The harrowingly slow thrust got Valda the intended reaction from her lover. Maris’s mouth hung open as a breathy groan released from her throat. Valda couldn’t help but kiss the corner of her mouth, her hand firmly clutching her neck as she pushed in further. Maris’s walls were warm, silky, wet, and deliciously tight.
As much as Valda wanted to close her eyes, to fill herself with the sensation of her skin on hers, she kept them open. Leaning over Maris, she took in the way plump and ravaged lips parted, the soft droplets of sweat formed over Maris’s brows and how they slowly sluiced down her neck and chest. Squeezing her tighter, Valda grasped Maris’s waist. The hand on her neck moved closer to her lips. She watched that tiny tongue flick the tip of her index fingers, and her thrust faltered. How could this woman have such control over her? How was this possible?
“Fuck!” Maris cried out, one hand moving to scratch Valda’s forearm. “Harder, Valda, please.”
There it was! The begging! Valda sighed, her face pressing to Maris’s shoulder as she went harder and faster. She wanted to hear her, she wanted to feel her shuddering as Maris lost control of her senses, but above all, she wanted to see her squeeze the cock and watch how she came all over it.
“That’s it. Let it go, let them know.” She sharpened her thrusts, their skin slapping against each other as the sound echoed inside the bedroom chamber, seeping into the cracks of the old wood and out the windows. “Let them know their queen is being fucked by me.”
Maris’s grip tightened on Valda’s hair. Her body bounced against each hard slap of Valda. She burned the image of Maris in her mind, her large hands cupped and groped Maris’s chest. Her fingers pinched taut nipples, earning another cry from the Sealian.
Maris was a gift, and if Valda had to lose her vision again, if she had to go another second without seeing this woman, without touching her, feeling her, kissing her, filling her mouth with her taste, Valda would rather be put to death.
With a huff, Valda wrapped her strong arms around Maris, her soaring lips kissing her underneath her earlobe as she unapologetically thrust into her over and over again.
“Valda!” Maris cried out.
The queen’s name was the most beautiful song coming from her mouth. Valda couldn’t get enough. She would never have enough. If the gods allowed it, she would fuck and taste Maris every single night, every single morning.
Oh, to wake her up with her tongue, to have her writhe underneath her in the evening. How many times had she imagined this sight when she was blind?! Her expectations drastically paled at such a delightful view. The Elysian Fields were no comparison to the paradise of Maris’s body.
And it was all hers to take, every day, every hour, every second.
Valda sighed. Her gaze roamed in complete awe and reverence. The thin sheen of sweat coating Maris’s body made her glow like the goddess she was. Valda’s took her in, her hair the color of the sea, her hooded eyes that locked with hers for just an instant, her plump parted lips, the sweat sluicing off her body, her tits…
Releasing her tight grip on Maris’s waist, Valda slipped her hands to grope them yet again, to hold them as she moved, but she wanted to see more, to take in more. She looked at the rolls of her stomach, so soft and delicious, and finally how her cunt spread out to take in Valda’s cock. It was so slick, and Maris was so gorgeously pink and wet.
Valda made a quick mental note to send a thank you correspondence to Kayden when they returned to the castle.
“You are taking it so well, Seashell.”
Of course, she was. Maris was pure perfection. There was nothing she could do wrong.
“Valda.” Maris reached with one hand, cupping Valda’s face, and reeled her in for a kiss.
For a second, Valda closed her eyes as the softness and warmth of Maris’s hands seeped into her skin while her tongue found its way into the younger woman’s mouth. Valda mimicked her thrusts with her tongue, her arms hooking under Maris as she held her still, her movements never slowing, not until Maris was a mess underneath her.
And then, Maris pulled away, clutched Valda’s face, and opened her mouth to talk. The young woman fought her own body as she tried to voice what she was aching to say. “I am not leaving you,” Maris whispered.
Valda’s breath exploded in her chest. “You are not.”
“I am not,” Maris repeated, her voice broken and heated. “I am not, I’m not, I love you so much.”
“You are not leaving me,” Valda rasped, a knot burning in her throat as a shadow of distress painted on Maris’s face.
“I can’t, I won’t.” Maris exhaled a sharp breath, throwing her head back in pleasure, the soft yet sharp lines of her neck standing out for Valda’s burning eyes.
Valda took it as an invitation and planted soft, wet, open-mouth kisses to the delicate flesh, her rhythm never faltering, steady as she helped Maris reach that peak she was looking for. With a strangled cry, Maris arched, her large breast pushing into Valda’s smaller ones. She tensed underneath Valda, her mouth open in a silenced scream until an earth-shattering moan escaped her.
Valda watched in bewilderment, her own orgasm hit her, roughly, desperately. She held Maris steady, rubbing and easing the cock in and out softly, coaxing more tremors from her mate until her small hands gripped her wrist.
Valda was almost in a trance as she took in all she could of the woman beneath her, and yet it wasn’t enough. She needed more.
She needed to make her come again.

Maris could only see white stars. She could barely move from the strain in her body but the heavy body on top of her. She closed her eyes the second she felt Valda kiss her neck, her collarbone, between her breasts. She heard her shuffle around, and then something hit the ground with an audible thwap. Valda’s caresses sent a jolt of electricity through her. Her skin came alive with goosebumps as Valda’s tongue swirled around her left nipple before groaning in satisfaction as she took all of it into her hot mouth.
“Darling…” Maris called out to her, her hand finding the base of her head. “Wait.”
“I want more,” Valda whispered as she made a hot trail of open-mouth kisses down Maris’s stomach. “I need more.”
Absent-mindedly and on instinct, Maris spread her legs for her lover, who settled on her knees on the ground and pressed her mouth hungrily against her pussy.
“Valda, wait, please.”
Valda stopped, and Maris’s breath was snatched by the way Valda’s honey-colored gaze snapped to hers. Valda had no business being this attractive, with her tousled hair and lips wet with Maris’s slick. Maris was enthralled by the way the other woman looked at her. She never thought she would grow addicted to the way those eyes worshiped her entire being, as if there was nothing else but her.
Maris’s throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. She reached with her hand, silently begging Valda to lay next to her. She did, no questions asked, and Maris couldn’t help but kiss those taut and wide shoulders as she settled by her side.
“I mean it,” Maris whispered, her lips tasting the sweat on Valda’s skin. “I am not leaving you.”
Valda sighed and got comfortable enough to pull Maris over her. She snatched the bed sheets and covered their nakedness before looking down at Maris. “If you have to—”
“No. I am going back with you to Oberon castle. We will sit down and make a plan. My people will get the help they need, but only if we work together. They are safe here. Eyphah has made her life’s goal to keep them safe, and I am sure she will continue doing so as we get to work.”
Valda nodded. Still dark with lust, her face softened. “We can get started right away. I will give the announcement to lower the taxes, give them the things they need… As soon as we get back, we will meet with Dristan.”
“When can we leave?”
Valda let out a breathy laugh. “We can leave first thing in the morning tomorrow, if that’s what you wish.”
Maris sighed, pressed her forehead to Valda’s collarbone, and nodded. She didn’t want to waste a second. She wanted to fix everything. If she could fix everything with a snap of her fingers, she would. As the exhilaration of her orgasms settled, rough hands played with her hair, tilting her head back enough to find honey-colored eyes burning with a yet-to-be-extinguished fire. Heat settled in Maris’s lower belly again, as Valda’s grin spread wider.
“Give me one more, and I will let you rest…”
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Valda tasted like nothing Maris had ever tasted before. The sweetness always overpowered the tanginess. Not like Maris didn’t like it, she loved everything that was Valda. Her strength, her roughness, her scars, the softness of her skin, her mischievous smile. The way she kissed her when she was trying to express how much she loved her, and the passion when she grabbed her by the neck and forced her tongue down her throat.
Maris wouldn’t have it any other way. She would never say no to waking up sore, with the larger woman clinging to her as if she was a beacon to her sanity. She would never say no to slipping out of Valda’s iron grip to spread her thick thighs and delve into the paradise of her body.
The sounds the queen made always pricked Maris’s skin. Valda’s sleepy groans mixed with breathless gasps of pleasure always fueled Maris to bring her to that peak. What a glorious way to wake up. Yet, what she loved the most was when Valda came to her senses, when she looked down and locked those gorgeous eyes with Maris’s and her lips curved into an irresistible smirk. And then there were her hands…
Maris groaned into her mound as Valda’s large and callused hands tangled into her blue curls and held her in place. Not like she was going to deprive her queen of the pleasure she deserved.
And Valda deserved all the pleasure the universe could give her, but alas, the one Maris was giving her right there and then would have to do.
As Valda’s breathing deepened and her cries amplified, Maris doubled her efforts. Even if she gripped her hair harshly, even if she began to feel that distinctive tension on her wrist as she slipped a second finger inside of Valda’s opening, coaxing another strangled groan from the other woman, Maris would not stop.
Seconds later, Valda’s loud, pleasurable whimpers erupted from her chest as her walls tightened around Maris’s fingers. Her tongue languidly stroked the sensitive nub. She slipped her fingers out, sucked them clean, and kissed the planes of Valda’s stomach.
“Morning.” The greeting came out with a teasing grin as Maris settled next to Valda.
The queen didn’t waste a second. She grabbed Maris’s face and crushed her lips with hers, moaning as she tasted herself. Maris obliged, letting her take what she wanted before the queen released her and let out a satisfied sigh. Rubbing her nose against Valda’s ear, Maris waited until Valda regained her composure before talking.
“We have to go.”
Valda nodded, eyes closed, hands on the sweat-dampened sheets underneath her. “Right,” the queen whispered as she opened her eyes and turned to look at her.
Her eyes shined with such unspoken affection it made Maris kiss her. If they didn’t stop, she would probably make the queen hers again. Valda read her mind and pulled away from the kiss before sitting up.
Over the next hour, they bathed, mindful of keeping their hands to themselves. They dressed and put their belongings away. Valda brought all their bags down to the first floor. As Valda opened the door the Skylian guards stood.
“We are going back to the castle,” Valda announced, handing them a bag with provisions. Their eyes widened, a small smile spreading across their lips at the mention of going back.
Next to the guards, Cai also stood. Maris quickly noticed his tired eyes and decided the child needed to rest. She wasn’t sure if he was put there by Eyphah, but he was too young to be acting like an adult. There was no need for him to stand guard when Valda’s guards were doing so.
When she dismissed him, Cai gave her a bright smile before heading down to the lakes.
“He is too young to keep watch all night long. He looks like he did not sleep a wink. I should talk to Eyphah about him.”
Valda shrugged as she threw a thick blanket over one of their horse’s croup and loin. “I was more or less his age when I started training,” Valda said with her attention on securing the bags to the horse. “Also, he probably didn’t sleep due to all your screaming.”
Maris flushed, her cheeks burning like the sun. “Valda!” Her eyes shot at one of the guards, who cleared his throat and hid behind one of the horses.
“I speak only the truth,” Valda said pridefully.
“I was following instructions,” Maris quipped, earning a teasing smile from the tall woman.
“And I must say, you would’ve made a fine soldier.”
Maris threw her head back and laughed. “I don’t think I would’ve survived your training regimen. What was it? Running five miles as a warm-up?”
“Oh, please. That’s nothing.” Valda said, patting the horse’s butt before going to the second one and repeating the process, this time with Maris’s bags.
“I can give you one and a half miles.”
“We can start there. I am sure you can make it to five. A little training would do you well.” Valda chuckled.
“It would do you really well.”
Both women snapped their heads to turn to the person who cut into their conversation.
Eyphah stood between House of Arago and House of Proteus, her hands hooked behind her back and a concerned expression on her face. “I was hoping we could start in the upcoming days.”
Maris turned to Valda, expecting her to say something, but Valda kept her attention on her horse, her eyes fixed to the binds securing their belongings. Maris was grateful for that. She shouldn’t have been the one to break the news of their departure. That was Maris’s job. Taking a deep breath, Maris turned to Eyphah and made it down the steps.
“I won’t be staying.” Maris waited a couple of seconds for Eyphah’s reaction.
“You are not?”
“Not now. I am heading back to Oberon Castle, and I will be discussing all the things we talked about with Dristan Sato. He oversees the infrastructure, and before I came here, he had some ideas planned for the reconstruction of roads and houses. I will bring him here if I must, and we can get started on all the help New Agenor needs.”
Eyphah squeezed her jaw muscles and took a deep breath. As she did, her shoulders sagged. “Many of us want to go back.”
“And we will.”
Eyphah nodded, fidgeting with her hands before exhaling. “I am at your will and do only as you wish.”
“I need you to keep doing what you have been doing. Yes, there are a lot of things to fix, but you have kept our people safe, and I am more than grateful to you, Eyphah Hurley.”
“I will gladly die for them if it comes to that.”
“I do not doubt it.”
“I can go and get Poseidon’s Trident. You might need it and—”
“No. Leave it here, as a warranty of my return. When I come back, I will allow you to show me the basics.”
A quick twitch of Eyphah’s upper lip let Maris know that the woman liked the idea of training her, and that gave her some peace of mind. She needed Eyphah’s help in keeping the Sealian’s morale high.
“How long will you be in Oberon Castle?”
“I am not sure, but I will be back.”
Eyphah nodded and exhaled the breath she was holding. Her hands slacked at her side before she pursed her lips. “Safe travels, my Queen.”
“Stay safe,” Maris said, taking a step forward and wrapping her arms tightly around the other Sealian. Maris felt how Eyphah tensed under the sudden display of affection, but ultimately Eyphah had no other choice but to return the hug, squeezing Maris tightly to her chest.
It wasn’t until Valda cleared her throat that Maris pulled away, chuckling and rolling her eyes at Valda’s possessiveness.
“Goodbye, Eyphah Hurley, and don’t be so rough on Cai,” Maris said, squeezing Eyphah’s shoulders one last time before turning to her horse.
Valda was already upon hers. Maris climbed onto the saddle, patted the beast’s neck, and then waved at Eyphah as she and Valda galloped out of New Agenor and onto the road that would lead them back to Oberon Castle.

The first thing Valda needed to do when they returned to the castle was to call in an emergency meeting. She would announce that she had found the heiress of the Sea Kingdom, or in any case, that the heiress found her. She would let Maris lead, telling the directors to follow her every instruction. Hopefully, no one would dare to question the legitimacy of Maris’s title, and if they did… Valda would have to step in. Valda would not intervene with Sealian affairs. The only possible thing she could do was to dissolve her mother’s laws regarding Sealian’s tax and give Maris the tools to manage and make the right decisions.
Valda would only speak her mind if needed and asked. This was Maris’s moment to take the reins.
Yet, Valda knew that even if she did ask the directors to help, the only guarantee that the Sealians would get the help they needed was if they were married.
Valda swallowed hard, her hands twitching at the thought of marrying Maris. What would it be like to proclaim her love before all the Sky Kingdom? To hold her hand, present her as the new queen. Her dress would be a mixture of Sealian and Skylian royal apparel. A tiara with her symbol standing proudly at its peak would adorn her head. Seashells and diamonds would be woven into her dress. Her hand would carry a bouquet of dianthus and crinum lilies. Her nails would be painted the color of her eyes, hair adorned with the rarest pearls in all the Sea Kingdom. And her smile…
Maris’s smile would be hers for the rest of their days. And she would stand by Valda as her mate, her queen, and everything would be right in the universe…
Valda turned to look back at Maris. The younger woman was wearing the usual Sealian get-up, a white tunic and cotton slacks to help with the heat, yet Valda had given her a cloth resembling a pashmina to cover her head and neck. Valda was wearing one as well. The cloth protected her neck and shoulders, which had already suffered enough when they first arrived at New Agenor. Casually, Valda opened a pocket of the bag next to her right thigh and pulled out an apple, wrapped in a piece of cloth.
“Here.” Valda maneuvered her horse until she was galloping next to her mate. “You should eat something. We didn’t have time to eat a proper breakfast, and I need you to conserve your strength.”
Maris accepted the proffered fruit and took a hefty bite out of it while Valda reached for the waterskin next.
“Do you think there will be any trouble once I take over everything regarding New Agenor?”
“If there is, I will take care of it,” Valda said, patting the Heaven Sword attached to her side.
“No, you see. That’s what I don’t want to happen. I don’t want this to turn into a power battle between me and the directors or the soldiers… especially General Arwin. We both know he is not fond of me.”
“It will not be a power battle because I have all the power,” Valda chuckled, and Maris rolled her eyes at her. “I understand what you mean. You don’t need to worry. After all, we still don’t know if he made it back or not. Isen was keeping an eye on him. Maybe as you speak to the directors, I can have a word with the captain.”
Maris nodded and took two more bites before discarding the rind on the sand. She then took a generous gulp from her waterskin as if delaying something. Valda reached and grabbed the waterskin from Maris’s hands and strapped it back to the horse. Maris sighed and readjusted the cloth over her head, her body swaying with the horse’s steps.
“What is it?” Valda asked. She could feel a tautness in their bond. “You are tense.”
“Of course, I am,” Maris sniped. “I left the castle as your assistant, and I am coming back as the ruler of the Sea Kingdom. I know I will face reluctance and opposition from your people. Why should they listen to someone like me?”
“Because you are my mate! I will not—”
“That’s the problem, Valda. You think that they will not rebel against you, but gods, you have a rebellion unfolding right beneath your nose, and nothing has been done about it. You keep on trusting Arwin—”
“I don’t—”
“But you do!” Maris sighed and let out a frustrated groan before touching the center of her chest. “You are angry.”
“You are not letting me speak,” Valda huffed.
“Speak then.”
“Not if you will not listen.” Valda watched Maris squeeze her jaw shut. Taking a deep breath, Valda closed her eyes and let out a soft prayer to Ouranos before speaking again. “What is it that you need from me? I will do it.”
“I want Arwin out.”
“Out?”
“I don’t want him near us. I don’t want him in the castle. I don’t want him going back to New Agenor. I don’t want him.”
Valda chewed on the inside of her cheek. Getting rid of Arwin wouldn’t be easy. Maris had her opinions and theories about him. He might be behind many things that have been going array in the kingdom. Knowing he worshipped Eris, her sudden blindness likely due to a curse, his ongoing dismissiveness regarding anything related to the Sealian did raise some eyebrows. But could Valda make the right decision? Could she follow through with what Maris was asking?
“You asked me what I want, that’s what I want. I want Arwin out of the castle. Retire him, send him to rest, but I don’t want him overlooking everything we do and every decision we make regarding my people or yours. You have the power to do it.”
“That I do.”
“Then what’s stopping you? Are you afraid of him?”
“I’m not afraid of him! I almost choked that man to death because he insulted you. Did you forget already?” Maris shook her head at Valda’s question. “He was my father figure after my father’s death. My mentor.”
Maris scoffed. “That man knew what the surviving Sealians were going through, he oversaw all those reports, and yet he did nothing. If we continue keeping him reporting everything nothing will get done.”
Valda nodded apprehensively. “If that will make you feel more comfortable. I will do as you say, Seashell.”
The tension between both women diluted, yet a small string was still tense, pulling at their hearts as they galloped next to each other. Valda cleared her throat, unable to shake the feeling and the question lingering in her throat.
“Do you think I don’t have the power to stop a coup from happening?”
“I have no doubt you can stop anything from happening.”
“But?”
“I am petrified to find out how much power does Arwin hold withing the kingdom.”
Valda swallowed hard. “Not more than me.”
“I hope so.”
***
Silence fell on them again, and although Valda continuously offered Maris her waterskin and more food, the Sealian kept to herself for the rest of the ride back. The tension grew as the minutes went by.
The Skylian guards broke the silence when they announced that they were approaching the city of Ophelia. Not wanting to draw attention to Maris, Valda decided it was best to enter the castle from the back. As they approached, the air around them grew dense, as a chilling and nightmarish view revealed itself as they passed the sandy entryway.
Bodies.
Piles upon piles of decomposing carcasses welcomed them. The stench of decay and death filled Valda’s nostrils. Her stomach turned, and she grabbed her cloth, wrapping it around her face to stop the offensive smell from taking over.
The guards behind them drew out their swords and before they could utter a word of warning, their bodies fell on the ground with an arrow sticking out of their throats. Maris gasped, pulling at her horse, and bumping against Valda’s.
Valda jumped off her horse, pulled the beast away from the bodies, and grabbed Maris’s horse by the noseband. She looked up at the tallest part of the castle. In plain sight, she saw guards, HER guards, pointing arrows at her. Yet, they didn’t shoot. They stood there, staring as if awaiting orders.
“Get down now!” Valda ordered, and thankfully, regardless of their skirmish, Maris did as she was told.
“Valda!” Maris shuddered in another gasp as she turned to the pile of bodies. “What happened? What’s going on!?” she asked, her question muffled by the cloth around her face.
“I don’t know, but stay near me,” Valda growled, pulling the Heaven Sword from its sheath. As she turned to the back entrance of the castle, Maris’s trembling hand tugged at her blouse.
“Valda…” Maris whispered, her grip on the blouse becoming tighter. “Is… is that Dristan?” The dread in her voice stabbed Valda’s heart like a burning spear.
Valda’s gaze snapped as she turned to look at the bodies. She inspected from afar, her stomach turning the more she took the sight in. She had killed, she had held fellow soldiers in her arms as they died, she had never in her years as a warrior seen a literal mound of corpses. As she continued her scrutiny, she recognized the faces of soldiers, guards, and maids. Her heartbeat accelerated, and she fought the need to vomit. Adrenaline rushed to her veins until her eyes fell upon the empty, glassy gaze of the young man.
Dristan lay between the bodies of two young maids, his clothing stained with blood, not only his.
Valda closed her eyes, nodded, grabbing Maris and turning her away. “Yes, it is.” Valda tried to keep her voice firm, unwavering, but the more she tried, the harder it became to hold her emotions at bay. “Don’t look, Maris, please.”
“What if… Melvian—” A shuddering breath escaped Maris, as her grip on Valda tightened. “Valda.”
Valda’s stomach dropped.
“Is she there?” Maris asked again, her fear passing over Valda’s chest, eating her whole.
“I didn’t see her,” Valda barked and grabbed Maris by her elbow, dragging her away from the gruesome sight. “We must get inside the castle.” She made her way to the back door, which, oddly, was unguarded.
Maris’s breaths were hard as their footsteps echoed down the marble halls. The soldiers that usually patrolled the halls had been exchanged for faces Valda had never seen in her life.
“Stay close to me.”
“It’s the coup. They entered the castle and—”
“Maris,” Valda mumbled, stopped walking, and clasped her large hands over Maris’s arms. “I need you to do as I say until I figure out what is happening. I need you to focus and trust me.”
Maris nodded, yet her entire body quivered.
“Do you trust me?” Valda asked again, wanting to ground her.
This time, Maris locked her eyes with the queen and gave her a firm, “Yes.”
Valda walked down the aisle, eyeing the unknown soldiers who didn’t even dare to acknowledge her presence, yet they did not attack her either. Walking up to one of them, she stood at his eye level. His gaze never left the unfocused spot he was staring at.
“Name and rank.”
Maris flinched at Valda’s tone.
The soldier did not waver.
“Name. and. Rank,” Valda repeated.
When the soldier did not answer, she pulled his sword from its scabbard and pressed the sharp blade to the soldier’s neck. “I will not repeat myself. If I do not get an answer, I will dispose of you for insubordination.”
The soldier’s eyes finally focused on Valda’s unbendable stare. “How can it be insubordination, when I do not take orders from you.”
Valda flared her nostrils and pressed the edge of the blade to the man’s pulse. “Who do you take orders from?”
The guard answered firmly, “I answer to King Arwin.”
Her hold on the weapon weakened. “Arwin? King?” Valda scoffed. “I must’ve missed his coronation.” Her joking tone did not ease the tension.
“Valda,” Maris warned, her hand moving to the dip of her back, over her belt. She silently pulled her away from the guard. “He is not alone.”
As Valda turned, she could make out the rest of the soldiers guarding the main hall. Their swords were drawn, their stance ready to act on command.
Valda threw the sword away from the soldier’s reach. “Tell General Arwin his queen is back. I must talk to him at once.”
The soldier nodded. “I will relay your message to the king.” Yet, the guard did not move as another one left the hall. The echo of the boots receded and bounced between the walls.
Several tense minutes passed when a young soldier came back from inside the castle. He stood next to Valda, dangerously close to Maris. The feral need to protect her mate kicked in as she stood between the young man and her lover.
“The king asked us to escort you back to your chamber. He will call for you once he is ready.”

Valda closed her chamber door, grabbed a chair, and placed it under the handle, locking it in place. Valda was agitated. Maris could feel it in that distinctive tug, that dread coursing through her as well. In the background, Cerberus’ hungry meows took her by surprise. The large cat ran out, her screams loud, calling for attention from both women. It seemed she hadn’t eaten anything since they left.
“Cerberus!” Maris kneeled down and cradled the cat in her arms. “You poor thing.”
“What in the actual fuck?” Valda snarled. Her features were tense as she laced her fingers behind her head in frustration, dropping her stoic facade. As she turned to Maris and saw her with Cerberus she grew even more worried. She grabbed the cat from Maris’s arms, touching and inspecting her. Cerberus’ loud purrs invaded the room, yet she meowed again, struggling to leave Valda’s arms as if wanting to show her something.
“She must’ve been hiding,” Valda said as she allowed Cerberus to escape her embrace and run to the empty bowl.
“Valda…” Maris began, reaching towards her mate.
“I must have some water somewhere—”
“Valda—”
“There should be something to eat—”
“Valda!” Maris screamed, stopping her before she went to look for food. “Arwin is the leader of the coup!”
Valda visibly swallowed and sat on the sofa, not defeated, but on the verge of collapsing. Maris knew she was thinking about the bodies.
Those bodies… There were dozens and dozens of them. Young maids, soldiers, Dristan… Maris pressed her fingers to her temple. All her plans, her ideas. They were trash now, disposed of like nothing. Arwin had been the one in charge all along.
Valda stood up, running her hands through her hair. Her hard stomps were the only sound other than their heavy breathing before Maris said, “It was always him all along! He left to gather his men, not to investigate.”
Valda was quiet, her rage bubbling in her chest before she growled, “I am going to slash his throat and watch him bleed. Fucking traitor.”
“No. You will hold your ground and take a breather. This is what he wants. To destabilize.” She grabbed Valda by her forearms, Cerberus’ loud meows diminishing in the background.
“He killed them!” Valda yelled, swinging her arms as she turned to her mate. “My men, my soldiers, Dristan. The maids!”
Valda clutched her hair again, a swirl of air forming around her. A small tornado erupted from within the queen’s body. The furniture around them tumbled and thrashed about as papers erupted from drawers.
Maris quickly cupped Valda’s face and held her steady. She wouldn’t allow this. She couldn’t. Valda losing control would just make things worse. There must be a diplomatic way of dealing with things. Right?
“Valda! You can’t let the rage control you. It won’t fix anything.” Maris said, watching the darkness in Valda’s eyes settle as she breathed in.
The raging wind around them shifted until it stopped completely. The flying sheets of paper floated around them like dry leaves until they scattered all over the chamber floor.
Valda closed her eyes and pressed her forehead to Maris. As she trembled, her hands twitched over the sword handle. It had been a while since she had seen Valda like this, with rage spewing out of her pores. She understood it. She even acknowledged the need to do unimaginable things to whoever was responsible for the hideous act outside the castle, but they needed to think, plan, and act accordingly. If every soldier inside the castle were against Valda, acting on their feelings without a plan would be absurd.
“If he touches a strand of your hair—”
“He won’t,” Maris assured her, squeezing Valda’s cheeks.
“If he does…” Valda continued, her arms circling Maris, crushing their bodies together.
Maris could feel the drumming of Valda’s heart against her chest. She wanted to calm her, to clear her mind. She needed her to think straight, with logic, not with her emotions. Truth be told, Maris wasn’t exactly calm.
The doorknob turned harshly, and when it didn’t open, the person on the other side slammed their fist against the thick wood.
Valda tensed under Maris’s touch and turned towards the chamber entrance before releasing her. Before Valda could ask who it was, a masculine voice yelled from the other side, “Valda Aither, the king is available for an audience. Open so we may escort you. Your companion will stay here. Only you are allowed to be in his presence.”
The lack of title towards Valda settled unlawfully in Maris’s stomach. She squeezed Valda’s thick forearm until those gorgeous eyes dropped back on her. “Valda…”
“I must go see him,” Valda said. Her anxiousness melted and was replaced by the bitter cold facade Maris had seen her wear at the beginning of her reign.
Maris nodded, yet now it was her turn to be afraid. Uncertainty seeped into her. Valda needed to go, but why couldn’t she let her leave? “Be careful,” she whispered, her hands cold and clammy. “Please.”
“I will come back, all right?” Valda sealed her promise with a heavy kiss. “Here.” She untied her scarab and placed it in Maris’s hands.
She hugged the blade to her chest, her attention back on Valda. “What do you want me to do with this?”
“I want you to lock the door behind me. If anyone tries to enter, I want you to use it.”
“Valda, I can barely hold this—”
“Please…”
Valda was begging… The queen was begging her to protect herself.
Taking a deep breath, Maris nodded reluctantly.
“Valda Aither, if you do not open this door, we will break it and take you by force.”
“I am coming!” Valda barked and turned back to Maris. “Stay here. Don’t open the door.” She kissed Maris one last time. “I love you. Stay safe.”
“I love you too. Now go.” Maris gently pushed her to the door.
Valda removed the chair, opened the door, and walked outside before slamming it shut. Maris quickly repositioned the chair. Turning to the room, she saw the mess Valda had created in her fit of rage. She placed the Heaven Sword on the ground and decided it would be wise to keep her mind busy by cleaning up, a habit she had picked from her mother years ago.
She circled the room, picking up the objects that had fallen to put them back in their place. Gathering broken vases and cups, she put a brush on top of a bureau, which was open and messy as well.
On the floor, near the furniture, Maris there was a clutter of folders and papers. She opened the folder and put the sheets inside one by one. She wasn’t paying attention to the paper’s content until she saw Dristan’s signature. Maris’s throat constricted as new emotions dared to come out. Dristan had a lot of ideas to help, and just like that, he was put to death…
Swallowing a sob, Maris watched Cerberus sit on one piece of paper and licked her paw, nonchalantly. Maris waved her hand at Cerberus until she moved away. She picked up the paper and frowned when she found her name written on it.
Name: Maris Era
School History: Unknown/ Homeschooled
Work History: Dune’s Tavern.
Position: Tavern hand
This was the report Valda didn’t want her to see. The one she asked to be submitted. Maris sighed and continued reading the rest of it.
Birth mother: Unknown/ Deceased
Birth father: Unknown/ Deceased
Adoptive mother: Saha Era- deceased
Cause: Suicide
Adoptive father: Raan Era - deceased
Cause: Capital Punishment
Reason: Treason to the Skylian Crown.
Maris’s heart stopped beating… Treason to the Skylian Crown? Her father was a good father, and a husband who loved his family and kingdom more than anything. He was a faithful soldier, willing to give his life for the crown… Why was he killed for treason?
As the paper slipped from her fingers, Maris got on her hands and knees as she gathered as many sheets as she could. Most of them were about reconstruction, ideas to make New Agenor and the roads leading to the settlement better, and the school system.
Suddenly, she saw her father’s name. She grabbed the report. It narrated what her father did to be found guilty and receive capital punishment. Supposedly he purposefully delayed helping King Brontes when the catastrophe happened, and years later was caught assisting the uprising rebels from Umbriel desert. Maris didn’t believe it one bit, and she scoffed as she read the entirety of the write-up. At the end, the name of her father’s executioner was written with fine red ink.
Valda Aither, Princess of the Sky Kingdom.

“Don’t do anything, Valda Aither. We have strict orders to kill the woman in your chamber if you try anything,” a guard said, reaching over to grab her by the arm.
Valda hissed as one of the soldiers dared touch her. She flinched away from his grasp and gave him a silent warning. As much as she wanted to take control back by force, she knew she wouldn’t get far if she tried to do it herself. They could harm her, or worse, hurt Maris, and Valda would do anything to keep her mate safe.
She was walked past Arwin’s living quarters, and she couldn’t help but frown in confusion until she stood before the royal chamber. Suddenly, Valda felt a tug on her chest, harsh and devious, pulling at her from her very core.
Something was wrong with Maris…
Before she could turn and head back, one of the soldiers opened the door, walked in, and announced her presence to someone inside the room. This room was her mother’s and father’s; not even when she became queen did she take this room as hers.
Valda rubbed her chest, the tension easing momentarily as she stepped inside the chamber.
There, in the living quarters of the room, Arwin sat on the leathery sofa, swirling a glass of hard liquor, looking cozy in her mother’s chambers. Valda lost her breath, her hands fists by her side.
Arwin took one short slip from his glass as his eyes landed on Valda. There, Valda could see the surprise and shock in his expression as he choked and hacked.
Arwin placed his drink on the small table and stood as he recovered.
“Valda! You got your sight back!”
Valda didn’t answer, her mind running wild. She could choke him to death right where he stood. She could dash over and smash his head against the corner of the table until all that remained of his face was bloody pulp. She could take the small dagger always in his boot and stab him in the neck. Instead, Valda took a deep breath and exhaled after a couple of seconds.
“What have you done?”
“I was waiting for you to come back. I was told you were over at New Agenor. I guess you were taking your assistant out on a little trip. Understandable. You have been cooped up in the castle for so long, a little distraction would do you good.”
“What have you done, Arwin?”
Arwin scoffed. “I took care of the rebels in Umbriel.” When Valda didn’t reply, he continued. “I dissolved everything. They are no longer rebels. They work for the crown now, I disposed of the traitors who disagreed with the new monarch. And here we are.”
“You killed innocent people.”
“I killed traitors to the crown.”
“Have you lost your fucking mind, Arwin?!”
“No, I haven’t.” Arwin grabbed his glass and finished it in one long sip. His hazel eyes focused on Valda as he took a step forward. “Valda Aither,” he began, his face eerily calm. “This would be a moment where I would ask you for a duel. Whoever wins keeps the crown, but your absence hurt this kingdom, and I had to step in, given that there are no heirs to the throne.
The Sky Kingdom is falling into a dark turmoil, Valda. You and your mother perpetuated this… unbalanced share of wealth. The crown was taking too much from the people and I knew that. I proposed something different, and a lot of Skylians were with me. Your leadership hasn’t been doing what it’s supposed to. I am taking charge. I am doing what must be done. Now, I do not want to kill you. Instead, I am asking you to abdicate and let me take over.”
Valda scoffed and shook her head. “I will not. This is my kingdom! I am the rightful heir to the throne and if you think I will give it up, you’re mistaken. Not now, not when I have found her.”
Arwin’s lips curved into a condescending smile. “Who?”
“I found the Sealian heiress, my mate. That’s why I regained my sight. The sky and the ocean, the wind and the waves coming together.” Valda nodded at her words. “I found her, and she healed me! She is my mate, and we love each other.”
Arwin’s laughter rumbled inside the chamber.
Valda’s stomach turned as another pull to that bond made her cringe. She tried her best not to let Arwin see her wavering confidence.
“Who is it? That maid of yours? Maris?”
“Yes, Maris.”
“And she loves you? Even after what you did?”
Valda’s taut features softened in confusion. “What I did? What are you talking about?”
“You executed her father, Raan Era. You—” Arwin snarl widened, his arms akimbo. “Wait. You never read the report?”
Valda’s chest constricted as her throat closed, and the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood. The report… Maris’s report…
“Well, my dearest child. I suggest since you got your sight back, you go ahead and read it.”
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Valda didn’t move. She didn’t breathe or think. She just stood there, staring at Arwin’s devilish grin. His posture was so calm and confident it made her stomach turn. Something inside of her twitched, snapping her back to reality as Maris’s voice in her memory as she asked her why should she trust Arwin?
“What’s in the report?” Valda asked, finding her voice again, her hands trembling with unreleased anger.
“Go read it.”
“What is in the fucking report, Arwin?”
Arwin let out an aggravated sigh. He sat down again, lifting his boot to the table as he leaned back. “Do you remember when you were… sixteen? Seventeen? When I gave you a special lesson?”
Valda frowned as her mind went through thousands of memories of Arwin training her, teaching her combat skills and techniques. This man had been with her since the second she opened her eyes, and yet she couldn’t recall this special lesson he spoke of, as if she had erased it from her memory on purpose.
“Which one?”
“The day I taught you to kill a traitor. Your mother was so mad when she found out I made you execute a man in cold blood. She claimed you were too young. I said you must start them young for them to become good rulers. I guess I was wrong with that one.”
“Arwin. Get to the point!”
“Do you remember or not? The man I told you was responsible for your father’s death? One that was attached to the rebels down at Umbriel?”
A sudden realization dawned on Valda’s face, and her legs weakened, not enough strength left in them to hold her body weight. She remembered the sword she held, how heavy it had felt in her hands. She remembered the smoldering, afternoon sun on her back and shoulders, burning her face. Arwin had contacted a man, claiming he was responsible for her father’s death. She remembered the man’s face, his pleas for mercy…
“I remember. I couldn’t… finish it.” Dread settled in Valda’s stomach.
“Raan Era,” Arwin said.
“Captain Hurley, I want you to meet my personal assistant.”
“Maris Era. It is so nice to meet a fellow Sealian.”
Era…
Fuck
Fuck! Fuck. FUCK!
“Don’t tell me…” Valda’s throat constricted; she could barely breathe. “He was—”
“I think you should head back to your chamber. I need to make an announcement and I would love for you to be there with your mate.” Arwin’s tone was densely condescending. “This controversy happening between us needs to be resolved in a diplomatic way, don’t you think so?”
Though Valda was lost in her own thoughts, she managed to register Arwin’s words. She nodded in agreement. She didn’t care about the announcement. Whatever the asshole was thinking about doing could be fixed. Valda could fix it, but what she had done to Maris…
She rubbed her palms over her slacks harshly, her mind transported to that day. The memory was buried along with all the other deaths she had caused. She dared not to remember it not only because it was her first execution, but because she regretted the way it was done.
It was the same day she had spoken with the Oracle. Her excitement over the news was brushed away as she stood over a man, kneeling on the courtyard sandy ground, shaking, sobbing. His face was covered up and his shirt stained with blood.
Once Arwin removed the bag over his head, she asked him if he knew why he was kneeling before her. He didn’t know why he was taken away from his family. He cried and pleaded. He bowed his head asking for mercy, screaming that he had a soulmate, a daughter and that he wanted nothing more than to go back to them.
She felt disgusted as the memories of Raan’s pleas washed over her. She could feel the warmth of his blood on her hands, his eyes turning glassy and lifeless. Everything was coming back to her, as well as the fear, the self-hate. Suddenly she heard him. He called Arwin a liar, and he kept recalling his daughter.
His daughter…
Maris.
Gods, what had she done?
Without a word, Valda slammed the door open and ignored the soldiers chasing after her as she headed back to her chamber. Behind her, Arwin commanded the soldiers to leave her be. Good. She didn’t have the patience to fight now. She needed to get to Maris.
The raging wind inside her mind deafened Valda. Her hands trembled as she grabbed hold of the doorknob. She tried to open it, but it seemed Maris had placed the chair back in its place, keeping any uninvited guests out.
“Maris, it’s me. Open the door.”
Silence.
Valda’s stomach turned yet again. She slammed her hand against the hardwood. “Maris! It’s me, Valda. Open the door.” Her mouth was dry. Had someone entered while she was away? Did someone take Maris away? Was she hurt?
Taking a step back, Valda pressed her palms together right above her chest, closed her eyes, and exhaled. A gust pulled the door off its hinges and into a mess of flying splinters.
Inside the room, Maris sat unmoving on the living quarter’s sofa. In one hand, a piece of paper dangled from her fingers. In her other hand, she gripped the handle of the unsheathed Heaven Sword, the blade resting on top of her thighs. Cerberus was hidden underneath the sofa.
Blue eyes moved from the paper up to lock with glassy honey eyes.
Valda swallowed hard, her throat bobbing as she pushed down the fear she had been holding onto. Her gaze trailed over the paper Maris was holding and a cold shiver overwhelmed her entire body. “Maris? Are you all right?”
Valda had never seen such hatred in someone’s eyes. Her chest was heavy with so many dreadful things, and she wanted to pull Maris in, hold her, and kiss her. But before she could say anything, Maris spoke.
“You killed my father. ”
It wasn’t a question. It was a statement—a fact.
“Maris, I didn’t know he was—”
“You killed my father…” Maris snapped, standing from the sofa, the paper falling at her feet. Her hold on the sword tightened. “Why?”
Valda didn’t have an answer that would suffice. Saying that she was following orders, she was young, she didn’t know Raan was Maris’s father. They were all excuses. They wouldn’t ease the pain. It wouldn’t undo anything.
“You are the one responsible for my mother’s death! You!” Maris shook her head in disbelief. “You! You fucked my life!”
All the pent-up anger, unshed tears, everything that Maris held back was all because of her. Gods, it—was her all along. And it didn’t matter if she was queen or not, or if she had the power to create hurricanes or tornadoes, to hold the Heaven Sword over her head, or if the symbol of Ouranos burned steady on her forehead. None of that mattered now that she was the one who broke her lover. Valda couldn’t do anything but stand before Maris and accept everything the younger woman threw at her.
“Everything makes sense! I always wondered why the crown wasn’t helping the family of their fallen soldiers. It was because his name was sullied as a traitor!”
“Maris,” Valda whispered, her palms out reverently, “Maris, listen, please. You need to listen to me.”
Maris looked down, grabbed the report, and threw it at Valda. “You killed him because he was a traitor?” Maris scoffed in disbelief; her brow furrowed. “A traitor? My father?”
She wasn’t listening. She was letting out all her anger at once, and there was nothing Valda could do but stand there and take all of it until she tired out. Maris raised the Heaven Sword with both hands. Her grip trembled with the weapon’s weight, but her eyes didn’t waver.
“My father was a good man!”
“I have no doubt about it now that I know you.”
“And you! You…” An earth-shattering sob escaped Maris’s chest. “It was you all along.”
“I didn’t know…”
“You kill people without knowing their crimes, then? What kind of a ruler are you? You cold-hearted murderer!”
“You are right. You are right, I am so sorry, Maris.”
“I bet he begged for his life. I bet he told you about me.”
Valda’s lower lip quivered, and she nodded. “He did.”
Maris’s face twisted in pain and anger all the same. “And still you killed him.”
“I was following orders.”
“From who?”
Valda didn’t have to answer the question. The way her shoulders slacked in defeat was all the answer Maris needed.
Maris pursed her lips, tears gathering at the corner of her eyes. “Arwin?”
“I was young.” Valda slowly lowered herself to one knee, then the other, her hands still open. “I didn’t know what I was doing. Maris, I am so sorry.”
“You are not.” Maris got closer, the blade of the Heaven Sword inches away from Valda’s pulse. “You are not, you killed a good man, destroyed a family. My mother killed herself because her mate was taken away from her. I lost my parents not only once, but twice, and it was all you; my mate.” She hissed with such uncontained fury that Valda closed her eyes, waiting for the final inches of the blade to meet her neck.
She would gladly welcome death if she were to die by Maris’s hands. She had hurt her in a way she would never be able to repair, and knowing she was the cause was a burden too heavy for Valda to carry.
“Maris,” Valda’s soft silky voice quivered inside her chest.
Tears flowed down her face. She was unable to hold them back, not when Maris was so hurt. Valda knew Maris wanted nothing to do with her. All fragments of love had become pure and unfathomable rage and hate. Still, Valda grabbed her sword handle, covering Maris’s delicate fingers with her own and pushed the blade. The pressure was enough to break her skin into a bloody fine line.
Maris stumbled back as she saw the crimson of Valda’s blood stained the blouse. Her eyes widened in shock and a hint of worry. Yet Valda could only see a sliver of hope that Maris still cared.
“If you wish to kill me, Seashell, do it.” Another drop of blood sluiced down her neck, deepening the stain. “You deserve to avenge your father. I know that’s what I would’ve done. If it will make your hurt disappear, do it. I shouldn’t have caused you this much torment. If the damage is beyond repair, take your revenge.”
The hesitation was there. She saw it in the spark of Maris’s eyes. Maris’s grip on the sword slackened enough for her to slip her hands away. Valda took control of the weapon yet kept it in the same position.
“I can’t,” Maris murmured, her hands falling at her side. “I won’t.”
Valda noticed the way she trembled; she watched a million thoughts run through her lover’s mind, and gods, she wanted nothing more than to know what she was thinking. The pain was evident in her features. Her heart was broken. Valda could feel it deep within her chest, and as much as she tried to pull Maris back, she would just drive her away.
No… Valda couldn’t pull her back now. She couldn’t force her to do anything. It would just make them drift farther apart.
Maris’s gaze shot up to the bedroom entrance. Her anger subsided, replaced by dread.
Following Maris, Valda turned and found a group of guards by the chamber’s entrance. Their swords were drawn, waiting for either of them to attack. Valda gripped her sword tightly, standing and putting herself as a barrier between the intruders and Maris.
“What do you want?” Valda asked, her voice low and menacing.
“King Arwin has requested your presence in the throne room, as well as your companion,” the guard said before pausing and adding, “He has an announcement to make.”
***
The last time Valda had seen the throne room this full was on her twenty-first birthday. Then, friendly faces filled the room and welcomed her. Now, scowls and angry stares greeted her. Insults were hurled at her. Mediocre, fake, unlawful, weak.
Weak.
Taking her anger out on them would prove she was not only weak, but a coward. A coward like Arwin. Valda could still not wrap her head around the fact this man was responsible for the bodies outside her castle. The same man who showed her how to rule and make day to day decisions. His tough love never led her to believe he could kill so many people in cold blood, and if he was capable of that, what else could he do?
Maris walked closely behind her, and Valda could feel the anger blazing from their connection. Maris didn’t want anything to do with Valda. Whenever Valda reached for her, she pulled back and averted her gaze to look anywhere but at her. The rejection hurt, but Valda preferred her angry than away from her. As much as Maris was the most important thing in her life as her mate, Valda needed to find a way to deal with what was happening in her kingdom and Arwin.
Valda and Maris stood in the middle of the throne room, away from the dais. Around them, the people had created a circle isolating the two women and making them the center of attention. They stayed away from them as if they were diseased.
“Ah! Good! You are here. All of this wouldn’t be possible without your presence.”
Valda’s gaze shot to the dais, where Arwin circled the king’s throne. Her father’s crown dangled disrespectfully from one of his fingers. Valda clenched her fists and tensed her jaw.
Arwin spread his arms with a theatrically handsome smile on his rugged features. “People of the Sky Kingdom, I am the bearer of exciting news.”
Valda heard Maris shuffling behind her, putting space between them. She turned to look at her, gaze apologetic, wanting to do something, anything to get the other woman to talk to her. As Valda was about to reach out, Maris’s eyes widened at the spectacle over Valda’s shoulder.
A young woman walked from the entranceway behind the thrones. Long aqua curls reached her back, her clothes were all Sealian, and she carried a waterskin on her belt. The woman moved to Arwin, whose palm was out, inviting her to grab hold of it.
When she did, she stood beside Arwin and smiled at everyone in the room. Her eyes traveled across every face until it landed on Valda. The innocence of the smile faded, replaced by a cynical and dark grin.
“My compatriots. I present to you, the heiress of the Sea Kingdom, Nerea Thalassa.”
Valda felt the taut pull of Maris’s emotion right away. She heard her inhaling deeply and hold her breath.
For the first time, Valda saw Arwin for the liar he was. She had seen that woman before; right before she lost her vision.
“The Fates were right. The wind and the waves. The sky and the sea would join together,” Arwin said, his hand slipping over Nerea’s waist, presenting her. The woman turned from Valda to Arwin and smiled again, her hand slipping to his shoulder, holding him intimately close.
“Lies!” Valda bellowed. “How dare you sully the throne room where my parents ruled. How dare you spew such lies!” Gritting her teeth, Valda unsheathed her sword and ignored the surprised gasps of the people around her. She pointed the blade at Arwin, who waved his hand dismissively.
“You will not turn my throne room into a circus, Valda. Lower your weapon…”
“I should suffocate you where you stand. You and this fake heiress. Whoever she is.” Turning back to Maris, Valda pleaded with her eyes for the other woman to talk, but Maris didn’t. She didn’t even meet her gaze. “Maris…” Valda called, reaching out with one hand while holding the Heaven Sword with the other. “My mate…”
Another burst of surprised gasps and whispers exploded within the throne room. Valda looked upon the leaders of her army, the directors, Hadeon and Lyra… Her directors. It took Valda a moment to recognize the few faces that looked at her with both shame, pity, and disgrace.
They turned their heads away as Valda made eye contact with them. Valda stumbled for a moment and waited for them to stand up for her. Then she realized that the only reason they were alive, and Dristan was dead, was because they had forsaken her. They gave up their loyalty to stay alive. She wanted to be angry at them. She wanted to be furious, but… they did what they could to survive.
As the unknown woman stood at the dais, her forehead shone with dim light, the mark of Poseidon. Valda didn’t flinch. The light was not vibrant and strong like Maris’s… A poor imitation. A shapeshifter.
“The symbol! It is true! She is the heiress!”
“Praise be Poseidon for keeping her safe!”
Valda scoffed. How could they be so gullible? How could she have been so gullible? She had swallowed Arwin’s lies all her life. She had hurt her mate by doing as he asked. Yes, it was years ago, yes, she was a child, but Valda couldn’t free herself from the guilt.
Within seconds, the air inside the throne room grew dense, shifting and swatting about inside Valda’s head and in her ears, growing stronger and louder as a hurricane engulfed her. Valda grabbed the wind within her hand and tossed it across the throne room towards Arwin.
With a flick of his wrist, Arwin stopped the attack and dissolved the tornado into nothing.
Valda’s mouth slackened in a silent gasp.
Arwin could command the wind…
Arwin…
“Impossible…” Maris spoke for the first time since they left the chamber. “How?”
Arwin grinned and again waved his hand dismissively. “I am royalty,” he turned to the woman next to him. “As well as her.”
The woman whispered something only he could hear into his ear. With her hand still on his shoulder, Arwin held her close so she could lean against him. “Of course, you may leave, love.”
The light coming from the woman’s forehead dissolved within her skin. Arwin slowly released her, and she climbed down from the dais to disappear behind the thrones.
Valda frowned and took a shaking step towards the dais, still holding her sword. She heard Maris’s soft curse under her breath and then a gasp. The sound of clanging metal echoed in the throne room as the guards and high-ranking soldiers mimicked Valda by taking out their own weapons. The tension in the room was palpable, yet Valda focused her gaze on the man before her.
“I have no fucking idea what you are trying to do. They might not see through your lies, but I do, and I am tired of standing by and letting you do as you please. This ends—”
“No, this is not ending. This is just the beginning, Valda,” Arwin said, interrupting her as he hooked his hands behind his back. “I suggest you put away that toy before you are skewered to death by your former captains…”
“Put your sword down,” Maris grunted behind her. “You will get us killed…”
Turning to Maris, Valda slanted her head as she stared at her lover. “Tell them you are the heiress.”
Maris pursed her lips and tensed.
“Tell. them.”
Maris shifted her gaze away from Valda to hide all the rage flourishing within.
Valda felt as if she had just been drenched with a bucket of icy water. The tight connection of her chest wavered. Maris wouldn’t help her. She wouldn’t talk. She wouldn’t tell them the truth. Why? Was it to hurt her?
“Gentlemen, put away your weapons. I need to have a talk with our abdicating queen.”
Valda snarled, and just as she was to move again, Maris grabbed hold of her blouse and stopped her.
The men around them sheathed their sword, spat on the ground, insulting her name, and one by one exited the throne room until only the three of them remained.
The door of the throne room closed heavily, locking them inside. The sound of dainty footsteps broke the empty silence as a fourth person joined them. This time, a woman with dark brown hair moved about the dais and sat down on what used to be Queen Rionach’s throne.
Quietly, Arwin pulled a small golden sphere from his pocket, kissed it, and gave it to the mysterious woman. A golden apple. Just like Maris had mentioned. She had been to blind to see who this man’s true loyalty lied with. And it wasn’t with Valda.
“I remember when Arwin whispered your name years ago,” Valda whispered in an angry hiss. “I know who you are.”
“And yet, you keep praying to an unseen god who abandoned you. Pity,” the woman sighed, her gaze falling on Arwin. “This one is way smarter than you or your father.”
“You do not get to speak of him or sit in my mother’s throne,” Valda muttered, her sword pointed at the woman. “I will not hesitate to kill a goddess, Eris.”
Maris’s quiet gasp shuddered through Valda as a soft grin creeped through the mysterious woman’s features.
“Oh, please. You humans and your costumes. This is just a chair.” She slammed her hand on the armrest. “You give everything meaning and emotional attachments.” She waved her hand dismissively.
“Valda,” Arwin called out, sitting on King Brontes’s throne. “My dear girl.”
“I want you to shut up and answer my questions right now.” As fast as the wind, Valda moved until she was standing face to face with Arwin. Her sword was close to his neck, inches from silencing him forever. “You command the wind.”
Arwin nodded nonchalantly.
“How?”
“I have royal blood, of course.”
“From whom?”
“Your grandfather.”
Valda’s furrowed brow quivered for a second. “You are my father’s brother?”
Arwin smiled. “Half-brother. ”
“You are lying. Why would you be kept out of the ruling chain?”
“That’s exactly what I was asking myself all these years. Especially when your dear father died protecting the Sea Kingdom.” Arwin turned his attention to Maris and widened his smile. “A tragedy really.”
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you had something to do with my kingdom’s tragedy,” Maris rumbled, before looking at Eris.
The goddess laughed, filling the vast emptiness of the throne room and sending a shover down Valda’s. “She is smart. Ever the real heiress. Too bad you didn’t have the courage to show it.”
“It wasn’t lack of courage,” Maris snapped before eyeing Valda with rage.
“Maris,” Valda reached for her only to have her hand smacked away.
“Don’t you dare touch me, you murderer. All this time I thought he was behind my father’s death, and it was you!”
“Trouble in the Elysian Fields?”
“Fuck you, Arwin,” Valda snapped back, yet she couldn’t conceal the pain of being rejected and insulted.
“You want to head back to New Agenor? Will you go back as the ruler or another one of the bunch?” Eris asked, standing up. Dark purple wisps of shadows wrapped around her body, consuming her before disappearing into thin air. Her body transformed into the young woman she was before. Her aqua blue hair did no justice to the beautiful shades the real Sealians had, not to mention her sad attempt at the symbol on her brow was laughable.
“I am their queen,” Maris said, her brow furrowing further at the sight of the impostor.
“You are nothing,” Eris rebutted.
“Valda, I am going to make this easy on you.” Arwin pushed himself from the throne, towering over Valda from his position atop the dais. “I want you to abdicate, run away, and disappear. Clearly, you are at a disadvantage. Your men have renounced their fidelity to you. I am the one in charge.”
“You mean you killed the men who knew all of this—” Valda waved her arms around her, “is wrong.”
“You were gone,” Arwin said.
“I was working!” Valda countered.
“Fucking this slut is not working.” Arwin raised his chin.
“She is my mate. The heiress of the Sea Kingdom! What you are doing will only hurt the balance of the entire kingdom.”
“Ah, this kingdom is already damaged. There is a war brewing, Valda and I don’t think you are ready for it.”
Valda slanted her head to the side in confusion. “A war? With whom?”
Eris stood from the throne and circled back. She handed Arwin a bloody wool bag. The putrid smell emanating from it made Valda take a step back and cover her nose with her blouse.
“The Sky Kingdom has the biggest and strongest army. We are a force to be reckoned with,” Arwin began as he opened the bag and stuck his hand inside. “What would happen when we forge war with the descendants of Ares himself?” His question was accentuated with a devilish curve on his lips.
“What did you do?” Valda asked.
Arwin pulled out the moldering head of Vulcan Hagan, King of Mars.
Maris gasped loudly and turned away at the horrific scene while Valda’s eyes widened in pure terror. Before she could react, Arwin tossed the severed head to her feet. She took a step back, bumping into Maris.
“My investigation on your mother’s murder confirmed she was assassinated by someone in the Vulcan Kingdom.”
Valda shook her head, her eyes glued to Hagan's head. “You are lying.”
“I had long conversation with him, but the old man thought kicking me out and calling me a liar was a proper answer to my queries. I killed him and brought you the head of the man responsible for your mother’s death.”
“You are a liar! Every single word coming out of your mouth is a fucking lie!”
“You should thank me. Here is your revenge.”
Valda heard his words but could not process what he was saying. How could the king be the one behind her mother’s death? What could he gain from it? Why did Arwin do this?
“You are fucking insane!” Valda bellowed as she looked from the head to Arwin. “You just declared war on the Vulcanians! Do you have any idea what will happen to us? To the citizens?”
“I know damn well what will happen. When your father died, I ruled behind the throne room. When your mother was in power, I fucked the decisions into that pretty mind of hers, when you were a blind queen, I looked at my people and knew what they needed. They needed more than you could ever offer them. I have more experience in this than you, I can rule a kingdom and protect the people with an iron fist while you go and fuck your little tadpole bitch to your heart’s content.”
Rage and hatred broke his calm and collected demeanor. It wasn’t until he found himself leaning over Valda that he pulled back, fixed his silver hair, and squared his shoulders. “Abdicate, Valda. You will give the Skylians a gift if you give up your title.”
Valda raised her sword, moving it to Arwin’s face, right over the scar. “I will kill you.”
“Kill me? Can you kill the man who loved you like a father, Valda?”
Valda blinked at the sudden softness in his voice. Her sword wavered, and so did her powerful stance.
“If you don’t abdicate, I will kill you, your mate, and I will send out a platoon to kill all the Sealian survivors in the settlements.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“I killed Skylians who opposed me. Do you think I will second-guess killing those parasites?”
“Valda…” Maris pressed her forehead to Valda’s strong back. “Please…”
The tension in Valda’s chest returned tenfold. She felt Maris’s warmth traveling over her body, seeping into her skin, and settling in her stomach. Maris was petrified for her people, as was Valda. If they both died, who would protect them?
“Please, darling,” Maris whispered only for Valda to hear.
The word of endearment shattered Valda’s brave veneer. And although she knew Maris used the term to manipulate her, Valda was just glad there was a glimmer of love in that word.
“Let’s recoup,” Maris breathed. “Let us choose our battles.”
Valda swallowed hard as she felt Maris’s hand over her waist. Reluctantly, she sheathed her sword and turned to face her. Maris’s eyes shone with worry. The sorrow and hatred were buried for now. Dipping her head at her mate, Valda turned back to Arwin.
“Fine.”
Arwin grinned. “Oh?”
“I abdicate. The crown is yours. You’ve caused enough innocent death as it is.”
“A wise decision really,” Eris interjected, but no one acknowledged her.
“I suggest you leave now. Don’t take any personal belongings, just leave. I will make it look like I killed you and your mate, and no one will go after you. Think of it as a gift. To live among your people in complete anonymity could be a blessing.”
Valda’s deep rumble disturbed the room’s consuming silence. Valda’s gaze fell on her mate again, giving her back to Arwin. The young woman was holding on to her own feelings, trying not to crumble under the pressure of their situation. Valda could feel it, and what hurt her the most was she couldn’t do anything to alleviate her pain. Valda brushed Maris’s arms with a soothing caress, pulling her to her chest.
Maris did not return the embrace.
“We will be all right. Please trust me.”
Maris did not reply, not even a nod of acknowledgment.
Without warning, Maris’s hands darted and clutched Valda’s shoulder, her fingers digging into the fabric of Valda’s shirt in sheer horror. Valda’s eyes widened in alarm as she heard Maris’s desperate cry, but before she could react, a chilling jolt tore through her back like an icy dagger, piercing deep into her muscles.
Agony ripped through Valda’s body, leaving her gasping for breath. With a surge of adrenaline, she forcefully pushed Maris away, her gaze frantically searching for the source of the pain.
Arwin stood before her, gripping the dagger that had just been wrenched from her back. Blood gushed from the wound, staining the pristine white marble floor.
Valda’s strength wavered, her energy draining away. She sank to one knee, her eyes fixed to the man she had once revered as a father. The blood from the dagger dripped relentlessly.
“Valda! No! No!” Maris’s desperate cries echoed through the air, her trembling hands futilely pressing against the gaping wound to stem the torrent of blood.
With a swift flick of his wrist, Arwin angled the dagger downward and jerked his head toward Maris. “I think we need to make this more convincing, don’t you?” his voice dripped with sinister intent.
Maris’s urgent tugs on her blouse urged her to rise despite the pain. Struggling to her feet, Valda leaned on Maris for support, leaving a trail of crimson behind. Her mate’s anguished pleas reverberated in her ears, fueling their shared desperation. They had to staunch the bleeding, they had to flee, they had to survive.
As they hurriedly sought refuge, Valda heard the relentless pursuit of another set of footsteps. They stumbled into the first room they could find—her mother’s chamber. The balcony doors stood ajar, allowing the frigid breath of the Skylian night to invade her already chilled skin. She shivered uncontrollably.
Valda’s breathing became labored, her vision blurred. Amidst her panting, Arwin’s voice pierced the haze. “This is not the way out!” he declared, interrupting Valda’s faltering thoughts.
Glancing down, Valda noticed the pool of crimson forming beneath her. Despite her wavering senses, she caught sight of Maris manipulating water from a nearby pitcher, making it float before her. In an act of desperation, the liquid surged into Arwin’s nostrils, choking him. Maris stood in a defensive stance, her fists clenched, striving to maintain her hold and deny him air. Valda could hear the suffocating gasps and gagging sounds, and a fleeting smile touched her lips before her strength gave way, and she collapsed to the ground.
“Valda!”
Maris released her watery grip, kneeling before her, concern etched upon her features. In her gaze, Valda recognized love and worry, and was reassured that her mate still cared.
In the background, Arwin fought for breath, regaining composure. He brandished the dagger again, and in two menacing strides, he loomed behind Maris, raising the blade high and bringing it down.
Valda, mustering the last of her fading energy, wrapped one arm around her lover, and with her remaining strength, she unleashed a blast of power, hurtling them both off the balcony and throwing Arwin against the walls in a bone-rattling impact.
The wind roared in her ears as they plummeted. Valda clung to Maris, holding her tightly as they fell, desperately summoning a weak and uncontrolled gust of air to cushion their landing. Valda hit the ground first, the impact stealing her breath and forcing her to release Maris, who tumbled a few feet away, silent and motionless.
Swallowing the metallic taste of blood that choked her throat, Valda gazed at Maris, her gaze fixated on the collapsed and broken figure. Dread settled in her gut as she felt the absence of her lover’s bond within her chest. But then, a flicker of movement from Maris stirred hope within Valda. She exhaled a breath of relief.
“M-Maris?” she called out, her voice strained. Reaching out as far as her limited strength allowed, she pleaded, “Get up, please.”
Maris lifted her head from the ground, her eyes locking with Valda’s, determination etched upon her face.
Valda managed to summon a ghostly smile, sensing the apprehension and looming of death reflected in Maris’s eyes—those captivating, familiar eyes that held her own gaze.
An attempt at laughter escaped Valda’s lips, mingling with a spray of blood.
In the final moments before the world slipped into darkness, Valda felt the gods’ benevolence grant her one last precious sight of Maris’s breathtaking blue eyes, etching their essence into her memory as everything faded away.

As Maris pushed herself off the ground, searing pain shot through her left arm, signaling a possible fracture. With a tearful cry, she stumbled back down, the impact jarring her further. Despite Valda’s attempt to soften the fall, their descent had still been hard.
“Gods, Valda!” Maris gasped, her voice anguished.
Opening her eyes, Maris caught Arwin’s imposing figure looming over the balcony of the royal chamber. He gripped the railing, scanning the area below in search of them. For a fleeting moment, it seemed as if he couldn’t spot them until his hazel eyes locked with Maris’s.
Bastard. Bastard. Bastard.
Arwin shifted his body back towards the chamber’s interior and shouted something unintelligible to Maris. She had no intention of staying to find out what he meant. Clutching her broken arm, she hurriedly made her way to Valda, sinking to her knees beside her.
“Valda!” Maris shook her forcefully. “Valda, wake up. We have to leave—”
Her words dissolved in her mouth as if stolen along with her breath. She struggled to inhale, to exhale, feeling as if the air around her was being constricted. Her uninjured hand desperately reached out, trying to grasp at an invisible force closing in on her neck. Her lungs burned, and her heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears. Gazing upwards, she saw Arwin’s hand extended toward her, choking her, lifting her off the ground as though suspended by an unseen rope.
“Oh, what an honor!” His voice bellowed from the balcony. “To die just like your mother!”
In the midst of the suffocating ordeal, the sound of a whistling arrow sliced through the air, piercing Arwin’s shoulder with a resounding impact. He released his grip on Maris, and she collapsed to the ground once more, her face flushed, gasping for air, but relieved to breathe again.
“I’ve got Maris, Isen! Get Valda now!”
Melvian...
The smaller woman’s lifted Maris, her uninjured arm draped over Melvian’s shoulder. A glimmer of hope ignited in Maris mingling with tears of both joy and desperation that streamed down her cheeks.
Melvian was alive. Alive and well. Her dear friend had survived.
“You’re alive,” Maris whispered, her voice hoarse and low. “I thought he had killed you, along with the others...”
“I managed to escape when he returned,” Melvian explained. “I sensed something was wrong with Isen, so I made my getaway.”
Maris turned her attention to the handsome Sealian just as he released another arrow that found its mark in an approaching soldier’s chest. The guard staggered, clutching at the grievous wound before collapsing, revealing a group of armed soldiers emerging from the castle entrance, their swords drawn.
“We have to leave, now!” Melvian urged, pulling Maris towards her waiting horse.
“Wait! No, no! Valda!” Maris protested.
“Isen has her. We need to go, Maris!” Melvian grasped Maris by the waist, assisting her in mounting the back of her horse.
From her vantage point, Maris observed Isen secure the bow across his chest and lift Valda onto the horse’s back. Despite his own injuries, Isen managed to position Valda carefully on her stomach. With a swift motion, he mounted the animal, urging it forward with kicks to its flanks. Maris and Melvian followed closely behind, galloping away from the danger that pursued them.




Arwin Tuuli

“Ithink it is sharp enough.”
“You think,” Arwin chuckled and lifted the blade for further inspection. “It could go for a couple of more hits to the whet stone.” 
Brontes rolled his eyes and shook his head before he leaned back on thick blankets. “Always so dramatic.” 
Arwin grunted a laugh before continuing the downstrokes on his sword, his forearm muscles bunching and corded under sleek tanned skin. “I hope you will call me dramatic when it is my sword that slashes through the neck of our enemy in one stroke.” He turned to Brontes as a condescending smile stretched out on his face. 
“What enemies, Arwin? Look at us!” Brontes waved his hands, gesturing at their predicament. “We are fucking lost in Umbriel. The one thing we need to think about is food and water which,” Brontes turned to grab his satchel before tossing it at Arwin. “Is almost gone.”
Arwin caught the satchel with ease, uncrewed the top and took two large swigs of it all the while Brontes stared at him, anger blazing through his honey-colored eyes. 
“You are such a prick, Arwin.”
“Ah, if I was such a horrible person, why would you keep me around?”
“Because Father wanted it that way,” Brontes snarled before turning his back to him. “I hate being stuck here with you. I hate being your fucking babysitter.”  
“Babysitter?” Arwin threw the empty satchel at Brontes, hitting him right on the head. “You are only a couple of months older than me!”
“Still. It is babysitting.”
“I would say it is the other way around. You are clearly not fit to be the heir.”
Rubbing the back of his head, Brontes turned to face his companion, his features tense. “And you are?”
“I am a better fighter than you,” Arwin quipped.
“Listen to me carefully, kid.”
Arwin’s grip on his sword grew tighter. 
“For some reason, Father sees something in you that I do not see. He wanted us to go through this phase of training together because I know he plans on making you captain pretty damn soon, and after that, you will continue to climb until you become the general, but I want you to keep something in mind,” Brontes paused as he pointed at his forehead. “I am the heir of the Sky Kingdom, you… you are a bastard piece of shit that my father needs to keep a secret.”
“You know?”
“I saw you doing your little tricks.” Brontes’s upper lip twitched. “I put two and two together quickly. We Aithers like to put our dicks everywhere. Sadly, Father is less skilled in pulling it out.” Brontes snorted and turned his back again. “I need to sleep. Tomorrow we will collect water. I hope there is an oasis nearby. We will replenish our satchels, kill something, and eat. Then we will head back to the castle. 
Arwin’s jaw tensed as he stared at the back of Brontes’s head. His fingers twitched for his sword again but decided otherwise. Him and Brontes had been lucky enough to find a cave amidst the unforgiving desert of Umbriel. The cave was large and deep. Its opening was hidden on the side of a tall, rocky outcropping. Anyone else would have thought it was just another insignificant rock, Arwin had told Brontes they should explore it, maybe even turn it into a secret hideout just in case they were once again in Umbriel, but alas, Brontes refused to explore any further. The prince decided he had enough training and hiking for the day and made a fire before throwing his blankets next to it.
Arwin waited until the prince’s soft snores filled the thick air before standing and tying his scarab to his belt. He grabbed one of the logs Brontes used to make the fire. He held it as a torch as he decided to go deeper into the cave. Turning one last time towards Brontes, he made sure he was asleep before venturing off.
The cave went deeper for a couple of miles before the ground went concave. With some proper tools and engineering, the cave could be used as some kind of refuge, maybe even a resting spot for soldiers or travelers. Arwin frowned, kneeled, and moved the torch closer to the edge on the ground. This place could really be made into a secret hideout, and no one would even find it. Tartarus, the heir didn’t even see the promises of this place. Arwin did, as he did with the Sky Kingdom and its army.
With a satisfied grunt, the young man stood up straight and decided not to speak of his findings to Brontes. What good would it be?

“Enough!” Arwin bellowed as he grabbed one of his soldiers by his uniform and shoved him away. He looked down at the man tied up in front of him.
With a disgusted groan, Arwin rubbed his tired eyes before combing his fingers through his silver hair away from his face. “Really, Isen? You thought that a guy like you would just pass through, unseen?” He waited for a response, but Isen seemed to be too busy trying to get some much-needed air. “I asked you a question, tadpole.”
Isen blew the water from his lips and raised his face to Arwin. Bun undone, strands of his blue mane stuck to his wet face and neck. The water mingled with trails of blood and dirt, down his chest and flank. He let out a deep growl, attempting once again to free his arms from the shackles secured over his head. 
“You are not going anywhere.” Arwin kneeled, now eye to eye with Isen’s broken face. “Listen. I know Valda sent you. I know because you used one of the castle’s horses to follow me. You see, the lad that seated your horse? He is with me, and so is every single soul in that castle.” He licked his lips and moved closer. “I think you are the only parasite that thinks that Valda is the best to rule.” His grin was dark. “Because you and all you Sealians are parasites, sucking the resources from our kingdom, moving in as if we have a fucking obligation to the likes of you.”
“I serve the crown of the Sky Kingdom. Valda is the queen, she has the crown, I serve her.”
“Ah, so they didn’t break your jaw. Good.” He chuckled. “Let me fix that.” Arwin drew his fist back.
The Sealian grunted on impact, spat a glob of blood and turned back to Arwin. 
“Listen. You can survive this. You can renounce Valda and pledge your allegiance to me. Because, let me be honest here, you might be Sealian, but you are a formidable soldier. Of course, not formidable enough to actually finish your mission. But that’s fine. Nobody is perfect.”
“You want to rule?”
“Are you listening to me, Captain Tadpole?”
“I can hear you loud and clear. I just want to skip all your bullshit and get to the fucking point.”  
Arwin stood up straight, his gaze fixated on Isen. “I should kick you for that.”
Isen tutted. “You are the leader of the rebellion… You are a cockroach. You only do shit when hidden. Skylians will never bow to a nobody like you, Arwin.”
“General to you, Captain. Respect the ranks.”
Isen spit again, this time he almost caught Arwin’s boot. Isen grinned. “Stay still, let me see if I can get your face next.”
Arwin shook his head in amusement. He lifted his hand, and with a soft movement of his wrist, the air inside the cavern grew thick and heavy. He drew the air out of Isen’s lungs, encapsulating his head in an empty airless void. Surprised gasps sounded around him, but his attention was on Isen’s face, on his wide eyes and open mouth. Watching him gasp for air, struggling with his chains, brought him joy. Yet, he lowered his hand, freeing Isen and allowing him to breathe again. 
Isen’s gasps echoed off the walls of the cavern, muffling Arwin’s steps as he moved close to him. The General fisted blue hair and pulled Isen’s head back until he was looking down at cobalt eyes. He smiled and as gently as he could, wiped the blood from Arwin’s lips. “Did you like my magic trick, tadpole?”
Isen heaved in air, his hands clenching on the chains above him for dear life. Still, he answered the General’s question with a slow dip of his chin.
“Ah! You did?” He chuckled. “You make me blush, Captain Hurley. Would you like to see what else I can do?”
“You— you do not bear the mark.” Isen grinned. “Do you?”
“I don’t need that stupid mark on my forehead to rule.”
“You are a bastard. That’s why you are angry.” Isen began to laugh but Arwin’s grip on his hair tightened, making him hiss in pain. “The king died in battle, you hoped to take his place, but instead you were hammered down as the General. Not High Commander. No. Just General.”
“If you keep running your mouth, you will see where you will lie. I might as well leave you to die under Umbriel’s sun. What do you think?”
“I’d rather die than to pledge my allegiance to you.” He spat again, this time in Arwin’s right eye. 
Arwin released him and planted the sole of his boot on his face. He wiped the saliva from his face and then turned to his soldiers, who looked at him with a petrified gaze. “I want him tied up and thrown out miles away from here. I want him to burn down to a fucking crisp.”
One of the soldiers nodded while the other moved out of Arwin’s way as he left the cavern. The General took one last look at Isen before grabbing a bag by the holding cell and leaving. 

Arwin watched from the corner of the throne room as Brontes pressed his forehead to the now deceased king. At any crowning ceremony, the heir would press their forehead to the dead ruler as a way of passing on their knowledge.
Arwin thought it was a load of garbage. 
His grip on his sword tightened as he heard Brontes proclaim himself king and place his crown on his head. A theater, he thought. Everything was a theater. As the leaders of every town and city came forward to congratulate Brontes and give their condolences, Arwin couldn’t help but turn to face the corpse of his father.
His father…
He couldn’t even mourn his death properly. The man never treated him as a son, he never treated him with the same warmth he treated Brontes. Arwin understood the reasons, but after the death of his mother, and moving into the castle at the tender age of ten, he thought that maybe the man who had given him the gift of wind would treat him like he treated Brontes. But no, he treated him as less, as another soldier in training. What Arwin wouldn’t have done to at least receive an affectionate gaze from the king. Just a fucking gaze. 
Arwin blinked the tears away and cleared his throat as he saw the new king walk towards him. Brontes smiled at him brightly, and surprisingly pulled him in for a strong and warm hug. Arwin froze, his hands unable to move, unable to process what was happening. 
“We will be fine,” Brontes told him, as if the death of their father would affect them the same way. “We got each other, right?” 
Arwin nodded, his shaking hands moving to hold onto his half-brother. “We do.”
“You won’t let me do this by myself, right?”
Arwin shook his head and buried his face in Brontes’s shoulder. “I won’t.”
“Good, because I need all the help I can get, and who better to help me than you.” Brontes pulled away and patted his brother’s young and handsome face. “Brother.”
Arwin’s chest swelled with pride. He nodded and cupped Brontes’s nape, pulling him down to press their foreheads together. “Brother,” he whispered, the word filling a void he didn’t know had been empty.

Arwin opened his eyes just in time to see his lover rise from his bed. The beautiful young woman stretched her arms over her head, the bedsheets falling from her chest down to her slender waist. With a deep chuckle, he draped his thick arm over her figure, pulling her back to bed. The woman resisted at first, but after receiving soft, open mouth kisses to her shoulder she settled in against his chest. 
“I should really get going, Arwin,” she said, her hand lazily stroking soft circles to Arwin’s taut and bare chest.
“You are always so eager to leave, Rionach,” he groaned, pressing his hardening cock against her side. “Stay. Today is my free day, I can spare a couple of hours with you in bed.”
Rionach chuckled, touched his stubbled jaw and pulled away. “I have places to go, though.” She kissed the tip of his nose, so condescending and cold that it made the young soldier frown. “Oh, please. Don’t look at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like,” she motioned her hand at him. “Whatever that is!”
Arwin grunted and released Rionach before sliding off the bed and grabbing his pants. “Leave then.” 
Rionach scoffed. “Are you really going to act like that?”
He shook his head, pulling the pants on and combing his hair with his hands. “Like what?”
Rionach laughed and shook her head. “Really, Arwin?”
“Listen. I have no idea what is going on. You have been acting off ever since I introduced you to King Brontes. You merely want to spend time with me. You have blown me off on more than one occasion. For fucks sake, Rionach, we are supposed to get married!”
“No, Arwin. You want to marry me. I haven’t accepted yet.” 
Arwin stopped moving and stared at the breathtaking woman lying on his bed, his fucking bed. 
“I’m an idiot.”
Of course, he was. He had ingrained in his head that Brontes was his brother, his only brother, his family, and that he should meet the woman he loved, the woman he should wed! But he saw the way Brontes’s eyes flared, he saw his hungry gaze fall upon Rionach, and he saw Rionach return the look.
How could he be so fucking stupid? He knew there was a possibility they were mates. But he pushed the thought aside, lied to himself. There was no way the woman he loved was his brother’s mate. Right?
“Why do you feel like an idiot?”
“Because I am, Rionach! Do you think I am fucking stupid?”
Rionach lifted her hands in defeat, grabbed her clothes, and got dressed as fast as she could. “I can’t deal with you right now.”
“You can never deal with me. You always run away instead of having an honest conversation.”
“Says the one screaming.”
Arwin grabbed his silver hair in exasperation. He opened his eyes and stared intently at Rionach. He needed to get a hold of his emotions and he needed her to leave. “Go, Rionach. Please.”
Rionach nodded, and without saying another word, she left…
Arwin stared at the closed door for what seemed an eternity. He understood that he had asked her to leave, but he never thought she actually would. He decided to leave his room, go out to Ophelia Plaza, maybe have a drink. He needed time for himself. Maybe he was just over thinking things. Brontes wouldn’t dare to come between him and Rionach. 
Arwin had talked to him about her, about her beauty, of the day they met at the plaza. Of her gorgeous smile, long dark hair, of how headstrong she was, and how he felt each time she touched him. 
He talked to Brontes of what they would do on their nightly visits, and although he knew it wasn’t proper, he just felt proud saying that he was able to catch a woman such as Rionach… Brontes didn’t seem interested until he met her; until his eyes fell on Rionach. Until he grabbed her hand and kissed it in greeting. Arwin could still feel the squeeze of his heart as his half-brother stared at Rionach. 
Brontes wouldn’t dare, would he?
He jumped on his horse and left the castle in a hurry. Ophelia Plaza would give him the distraction that he needed. He found said distraction inside the taverns. Even if he sat alone, women would approach him. His boyish good looks, his strange silver hair, always made him stand out to the rest of the Skylians. A trait he had inherited from his mother. 
He drank alone, ignoring the hands of women and men, touching his back, wondering what he was doing, making small talk. He ignored them all. His mind always trailed back to Rionach, to her smile, to her hair, to her short, tight body. He suppressed an aroused groan and moved uncomfortably on his stool. He had met her years ago, during a Festival. He was dancing in the center square of the plaza, young, happy, unbothered. The only thing that he worried about was his rank test and how he would pass them to be where he was now. 
She was standing by the musicians, watching them play, her hair down to her shoulders, her dress reached her thighs. As the music got louder, as more and more people were pulled into the square to dance, he was tangled by a group of youngsters, and before he knew it, he had her in his arms, dancing, laughing.
She seemed so unbothered, so … free. Free of judgment, of worries, of responsibilities, of anger, of sadness, pain. She was everything he wanted, and then more. 
Before he knew it, she was stretching her arms to the sky, her eyes closed as he twirled her by the waist. He found himself laughing as well, breathless by her beauty, by their dancing, and by the closeness of her soft body to his. Rionach was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his entire existence, and he never wanted to let her go. 
They were intimate that same night. He had taken her to his home outside the castle. The house used to be his mother’s, and he still owned it. He was so nervous, scared that he might not be able to satisfy the goddess standing in the middle of the small living room, but her hands, her kisses, her caresses melted his anxiety away.
He wanted her forever, and he had decided as he held her down on his bed and thrusted into her, that he would have her. He grew addicted to her hands, to the way her face contorted when he was inside of her, of the small keening sound she made every time she was about to come, of how she squeezed his cock.
He was hers as she was his, and nothing and no one was to change that. He decided that she was his heart mate, they were to wed, that he would marry her and move out of the castle, that he would retire from his life as a soldier and live only to satisfy her, to keep that smile on her rosy lips, to hear her voice break as they made love. They would raise a family; she would bear him children and they would die holding hands when they grew old.
Arwin had everything planned in his head, all he needed was Rionach to say, “I do”. 
Rionach was his, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. But he was sitting at a tavern alone, with a glass half empty and strangers trying to drag him to their sheets, and all he could think about was Rionach.
This wasn’t the place to be. He needed to leave. 
Arwin paid for his drink and decided to head back to the castle. Maybe it would be better to sleep and rest his tired, overworked mind, but as he walked down the halls of Oberon castle, as he noticed the pitiful looks the soldiers gave him, Arwin couldn’t help but grow wary.  Something was not right. 
His boots echoed through the stone walls; his steps heavy with his own tiredness. As he went past the King’s study, he couldn’t ignore a soft keening noise he knew too well, he couldn’t unhear the masculine grunts. 
Arwin’s heart dropped to his stomach. He took a sidestep towards the door, his heartbeat loud and deafening in his head. The moans of pleasure, the sound of flesh hitting flesh were loud enough to pierce through the haze of his worst fear. 
Arwin’s trembling hand fell on the door’s latch, and slowly, silently, he opened the door to Brontes’s office.
His hazel eyes fell upon Rionach’s face. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted in a silent cry of pure pleasure, while Brontes, his brother, his blood, thrusted in and out of Rionach in an unforgiving and relentless rhythm. 
His grip on his sword tightened, his upper lip twitched, yet he never spoke a word. Until Rionach’s eyes opened. She saw him standing by the door from the corner of her eye, and she let out a loud gasp. 
Brontes looked down at her in confusion then followed her gaze. Brontes pulled out, covered his erection, and grabbed his pants from the ground. 
Rionach pulled her dress to hide herself, while turning away, ashamed. 
“Arwin!” Brontes called out, moving to cover Rionach’s disheveled form with his own. 
“My king.” Arwin’s anger was dangerously contained. He stared at Brontes before slowly dipping his gaze to Rionach, his Rionach. “Miss.” 
“Arwin,” Rionach’s voice trembled. She pushed Brontes aside to face him. “Arwin, I—” 
Before she could speak, Arwin pulled out his sword. 
“Arwin,” Brontes said, his voice calm yet deep. “Don’t.” 
Arwin shook his head, his face stoic. He lifted the tip of his sword to Brontes’s face. “I challenge you to a duel.” 
Brontes’s eyes widened. “Are you insane?” 
“If I win, you will leave her alone, I will become king.” Arwin’s eyes shifted to look at Rionach and then went back to Brontes. “If you win, you can marry her for all I care.” 
“I will not kill you.” 
“Might as well.” 
“Arwin, please. We can talk about this. Rionach and I, we are ma—”
“I don’t want to know.” Arwin pressed the tip of his sword to Brontes’s Adam’s apple, watching it bob with the force of his swallow.  “Tomorrow, first light.” 
“Arwin! Please! I—”  
“I would shut up if I were you, Rionach,” Arwin warned, before putting his sword back into its sheath.
He stared at Rionach intently, as if searching for a hint of guilt in her eyes. Gods, if he saw just a speck of it, he would ask her to come back, to be with him, to leave the king. He was the one that loved her more than anything in this forsaken place. Yes, he was no king, but damn it, he loved her. He loved her so fucking much. Instead, what he saw made his skin crawl. All he saw was fear, not for him…
No.
Her small hand slipped through Brontes’s, her fingers threading his. She squeezed his hand, looking for comfort. She was scared, not of losing Arwin, but of losing the king.
His gaze dropped to the floor. Arwin turned away and closed the door behind him. When he was finally down the stairs, heading to his chamber, and alone, then he let out a shuddering breath. 
He pressed his back to the door, locking it in his wake before he slid down to the cold stone floor.  If he died tomorrow, he wouldn’t care, if he killed the king, he wouldn’t care either. If he killed her. He shook his head and grabbed his hair in frustration. He couldn’t kill her. Not her. He couldn’t extinguish the fire that she ignited in him. He couldn’t destroy that smile, that laugh. No, not Rionach. 
He couldn’t.
He shouldn’t.
He wouldn’t.
Arwin exhaled, standing again, and undid his belt. His sword clattered loudly as it fell. His chest was heavy with unshed tears. Whatever happened tomorrow, he had lost Rionach. He slipped under the covers and touched the side where Rionach had been hours ago.
Her scent still clung to the pillow, to the sheets. He hugged the pillow tightly to his face, and it dawned on him. He never really had her in the first place, had he? 

Arwin did not sleep. Instead, he recounted the moment he met Rionach, and brought her to his home. He replayed the countless nights they would sit after making love and talk about what each one of them wanted. He always added her to his future, always talked about how he would get her a bigger house, how he would buy her the most expensive dresses. Her happiness was his goal.
She would listen to him intently, smile at his words and laugh when he said something too ostentatious. She never said no to him, but… she never truly said yes.
Arwin kept his gaze fixed on a specific stone of the ceiling as maids walked down the halls and soldiers changed shifts. 
He needed to get up. The sun was already out, and the king was probably waiting for him somewhere at the back of the castle, where soldiers would be sent to train or spar. He pulled himself out of the bed, grabbed the forgotten belt from the floor and buckled it. He attempted to fix his hair with a shaking hand. 
Exiting his chamber, he walked past the judging gaze of the guards by the halls. Arwin knew they knew. Word always traveled fast in Oberon castle. As he stepped outside, he searched for Brontes amongst the soldiers. He found him, sitting on a wooden stool in an open sandy square. Soldiers stood around, wanting to see the duel between the General of the royal Skylian army, and the King.
Arwin’s heart raced, his grip on his sword tightened as he approached his brother, but as he got closer, he saw her. Rionach stood away from the king, yet close enough for Arwin to know which side she was really on. Their eyes met, and for the first time Arwin saw something twinkle in them when she saw him. Yet, that spark wasn’t love. It was something else…
Pity?
“Arwin,” she gasped and walked to him. His heart beat faster, stronger. This woman would be the end of him if he allowed it. “Arwin,” she touched the hand that held his sword. “Please, you do not have to do this.” 
Arwin blinked, staring down at Rionach as if expecting something else in them. She wasn’t worried about him; she was worried about Brontes. She was petrified to see him hurt.  How...dare she!?
“I don’t, but I want to.”  He turned to Brontes, whose face showed remorse rather than fear. “Let’s get this over with.” 

Arwin pushed the door to his chamber open. He let the bag hit the ground with an audible and disgusting crack.  His trip back to the castle was slow and hot. His cotton shirt stuck to his sweat dampened skin. As he sauntered to his bed, he caught his reflection in the mirror next to his closet.
He had weathered the years well. The fine lines at the corners of his eyes were prominent, as well as the ones at the edge of his mouth. Luckily his hair was already silver, no white hair would pop out. He was still strong, his body an easy witness to that. His arms were thick, thicker than many of the young soldiers at Oberon castle. 
Arwin ran his fingers through his hair and tilted his head to the side. He stared at the scar along his jaw, the one that many people saw first when they laid eyes on him. His reminder. As he continued his scrutiny, he decided that something was missing.
Turning to his sleeping space, he wandered about his closet, getting on one knee, and pulling out a large box. He went back to the mirror, opened the box, and took out a crown.
It was Brontes’s crown. 
Made of thick, embellished gold, and studded with the same gems as the Heaven Sword. The symbol of Ouranos was shaped delicately in the middle of it, proud and powerful.
Arwin had taken it from Rionach’s room, because it was his now. The throne was his. Not Valda’s, not Rionach’s, no one else’s but his. It had to be his since the moment Brontes died, but his heart did not pump pure royal Skylian blood. He was a bastard. He took in the crumbs of whatever power was given to him by Brontes. 
He was supposed to be happy with that…
He wasn’t. 
His fingers traced over the crown, over the symbol. His tired eyes inspected and analyzed each and every single detail. It was immaculate, as if it was only worn on special occasions…
Well, Arwin needed to fix that.
Raising his gaze to the mirror, he held the crown with both hands, lifting it over his shoulders, over his head. He closed his eyes and ever so slowly, he placed the crown on his silver head. When he adjusted it enough to know it wouldn’t fall to the dirty ground, he opened his eyes.
There he was.
King Arwin of the Sky Kingdom…

Arwin hated that Brontes was so calm, so collected. It was as if the asshole took duels everyday. Damn it! He was fighting him! His brother! His own fucking blood. How could he be so calm!? 
Arwin gritted his teeth, his nose flaring as the king stepped close enough to grab Rionach and pull her away from him. Brontes unsheathed his sword and pointed it at Arwin before barking orders at the soldiers—Captains and Lieutenants of the royal army looked on, in disbelief. They probably couldn’t imagine that anyone would even dare point their blade at the King. 
“General Arwin has challenged me to a duel.” 
They gasped and he smirked, his chin high. They probably didn’t believe that he would have the audacity to do so. Well, he did, and he was going to win.  
“As it is stated in Skylian law, anyone can challenge the king to a duel. If I win, we will continue with our lives as if nothing happened.” Brontes’s eyes burned through Arwin. The king was unyielding, whereas Arwin shifted his weight. He was nervous. There was no doubt about that, yet Arwin didn’t want anyone to notice.
“If General Arwin wins, he will become the next king.” 
“What!?” 
“Sir! Reconsider!” 
Brontes silenced his soldiers with a wave of his hand. “It is the law.” 
Angry gazes settled on Arwin. Yet, his eyes did not falter. He looked upon the king with a dour stare, taking one step forward. 
“No one will step in to help. No one will fight this. We will duel with our swords.”  Brontes dipped his chin and repeated himself. “With our swords.” 
Arwin understood right away and nodded in agreement. No gift would be used, only their sword and strength. 
Brontes shifted closer and touched his sword to Arwin’s. “I forgive you. Whatever happens”
Arwin’s upper lip twitched. Forgive him? For what? For defending his honor? For punishing him for touching what was his? 
“Fuck you!” And with an angry snarl, Arwin charged. 
But Brontes was stronger and quicker.
Of course, he was. He had the best trainers, the best food, the best beds. The much-needed rest of a man that was to become king. His mother probably worried that he ate enough, that he rested. His father encouraged him to keep going when he was about to give up.
What did he have? 
His mother died when he was young. She always saw him as a burden, an unavoidable problem she would carry until he was old enough. Luckily, she had died before his coming of age, she didn’t have to see how miserable his life had been—how hard it was to obtain something, anything. If Brontes had to work for his strength, for his skills, Arwin had to work twice as hard. He still couldn’t believe he had made it to General. He couldn’t believe he was still even alive.
The air exploded out of his lungs as his back hit the sandy ground when Brontes had kicked the back of his knees. He opened his eyes and rolled away just as Brontes’s sword thrusted into the spot he had been seconds ago. 
Arwin scurried away from him, his chest burning with unreleased anger and as he looked up, the king fixed his shirt as if this was merely training, a sparring session. Fear dawned on Arwin. Brontes was going to win. He was going to thrust his sword into his stomach, he was going to decapitate him—the death of a traitor. His body would probably be tossed away to the blood-stained sands of Umbriel, vulture food.  
As Arwin’s gaze fell on Rionach, he saw that same fear in her tear-clouded eyes. She was crying, covering her mouth, trying not to say a word. Was she not trying to take sides? Did she feel something for him? Probably. She had to. There was no way in Tartarus that what they had was nothing. 
She had seen him with an adoring gaze, she had screamed his name—his name time and time again. It was him who she held onto when she succumbed to pleasure. It was him she smiled at when she woke up, the first one she kissed. His skin was the first thing she touched when she needed to feel alive. It was him! Not Brontes!  He was there first!
He was there first. 
Arwin’s head dropped. 
All he ever wanted was to be someone’s first choice. He wanted to be Rionach’s first choice, he wanted to be his father’s first choice—Brontes’s first choice. His brother.
That was all. 
Arwin’s leg faltered as he blocked another attack. Brontes had struck from above, waving his sword as a hatchet. The King was focused on hurting him, his brother. His only brother, his only blood relative who remained alive. 
Now on one knee, taking mouthfuls of air, Arwin looked up to Brontes. The king stumbled back, making space. No, that won’t do. Not now. He wouldn’t do this. Brontes would never leave things unfinished.
“Just kill me,” Arwin mumbled, his eyes filled with tears until they overran, spilling over his dirty smudged cheek. “Please. Just get it over with.”
Rionach screamed at the top of her lungs, begging Brontes not to kill him.
His heart broke even more. She wanted him alive. For what? To see her marry the king? To see her gift that smile to Brontes instead of him? To see her round with a child that wouldn’t be his? 
Arwin’s stomach knotted, and he crouched, holding his flanks. “My King, please. I beg you.” Arwin didn’t see Brontes’s forlorn stare fall from him to Rionach and back to him. He was in too much pain to even dare look up, to face his reality. The king won. Everything would remain as it was. He would marry Rionach, crown her queen, have royal descendants with her… descendants who would rule instead of him. 
“I will not kill you, General Arwin.” 
Arwin’s blood boiled. “Please.” He lifted his head to look at him again. “Kill me!” 
“I will not!”  
Desperation settled in. He would not be witness to Brontes’s ascension, to his marriage, to him holding a child with Rionach. He would not witness Rionach pulling Brontes down for a kiss, dressed in white and with a tiara on her head. He would not. Arwin’s grip on his sword tightened. He tried one last time. 
“King Brontes, I beseech you.” 
The king shook his head. 
Arwin kneeled down, begging yet. No amount of begging would do. The king would not yield. He never did. Arwin snapped, and with the last ounce of energy in him he raised his sword to strike.
With the same speed as lighting, the Heaven Sword struck Arwin’s face, his weapon dropping along with his remaining dignity.

Arwin stared at his reflection. The long gash on his face had long been sutured. A flesh wound. The doctor had called it a flesh wound… as if it was just a scrape of a mere child falling on his knees. A flesh wound…
The healer forgot to say that it would leave a horrendous scar on Arwin’s once handsome face. Tilting his head, Arwin inspected how the healing was coming alone. He looked miserable. If he weren’t such a coward, he would’ve ended himself right there in front of the king, but oh no, he had to be theatrical and ask Brontes to end him.
Brontes had come into his room after the match, as if Arwin’s pride hadn’t been damaged enough. The king gave him some much-needed leave to recuperate his strength.
Of course, the king needed him. He was his fucking general. He knew more of the army than Brontes did, and yet…
Arwin looked at himself one last time and decided that it wasn’t worth it. Thinking about everything was not worth it. It was done. Brontes would marry Rionach. They were soulmates. Arwin would continue being the general, and Brontes king. Rionach would bear him an heir to the throne, and Arwin would watch as the baby was presented to the world, and he would go through the stupid protocol of bowing on his knees and pledge his loyalty to that baby. The mere thought of him kneeling and presenting his sword to Brontes and Rionach, made his stomach recoil in anger. Scoffing, Arwin grabbed his coat and left the castle.
His goal, for now, was to drown his sorrow with alcohol at Ophelia Plaza, and subsequently find someone to use and forget about the soon-to-be queen of the Sky Kingdom. Yet his visit to the local tavern was unfruitful. People walked up to him and touched his shoulders, but as they saw the scar, they moved away, probably scared not only by the scar but also by whatever was the cause. Arwin didn’t blame them at all. The gash was disgusting, red with the still fresh stitches that pulled his skin. If he let his beard grow, maybe it would cover it up, but as much as he hated that mark, he found it to be a good reminder of what he had done. He had challenged the king and survived.
He snorted.
Who was he kidding?
He survived because Brontes took pity on him. If he had been any other soldier, he would’ve been dead, his corpse tossed out to rot in the blazing Umbriel desert, food for scavenger birds. But no. He was alive, all because he was the king’s secret sibling.
“Fucking asshole,” Arwin murmured to himself as he chugged another shot.
Another pair of soft hands brushed his shoulders, and he turned around. He was met with dark hooded eyes and a mischievous smile. He grunted as he took in the woman before him. He wasn’t enticed, he wasn’t even moved, so he turned and asked for another shot.
“It is such a sad thing, to see the General of the strongest army in Gaia, drinking away his sorrows,” the woman said, sitting on the stool next to Arwin. “Bad week?”
Arwin rolled his eyes before facing the woman. “Bad life.”
“Got it. I can’t blame you. You would think that life here would be easy. It isn’t.” The woman smiled at the bartender and winked. “I’ll have whatever he is having.”
“I am not paying.”
“Oh, is King Brontes not paying his soldiers what they are due?” She laughed, circling her finger around the glass, taking one short sip. “Oh my, the hard stuff. I’m always fascinated how mortals want to destroy their insides with such things.”
Mortals? Arwin’s curiosity peeked. Out of the corner of his eye, and acting as uninterested as he could, he took in the woman. An ethereal smile painted her lips as her dark eyes examined the now empty glass. Her skin glowed with eternal youth and unbroken innocence. This woman was not real, she was… goddess-like.
“Who are you?”
The woman chuckled, her eyes flicking to Arwin’s. Holding his gaze, she leaned closer to his space—her scent was thick and flowery, overpowering. Swallowing hard, Arwin allowed her essence to relax him, subdue him, and he found himself smiling at her. Her own grin never wavering, as if she had nothing to be worried about, unlike him.
“I think the last name that stuck with me was Eris.” She chuckled.
Arwin released the breath he was holding, a shiver running down his spine.
Eris, goddess of discord.
What was she doing here? What did she want? Wasn’t she supposed to be gone, along with the other gods?
Arwin’s hands trembled, unable to do something other than stare. Finding his voice again, he cleared his throat before asking, “What do you seek?”
Eris laughed, the sound earthy and pure, and otherworldly. “I seek nothing, General. It is you who seeks something you cannot obtain.” She settled the glass between them, her hand slipping to touch him. The contact froze him in place. “I’ve heard your cries, General. I’ve seen you on your knees begging, whimpering to Ouranos to give you peace, to fill your heart. What has he done?”
Nothing. Ouranos had done nothing but ignore him. Arwin shook his head, answering her question.
“I didn’t ignore you, General. I heard you loud and clear, and I am here. Renounce Ouranos, let me be your goddess.”
Pushing his chair back, Arwin stood, knocking his drink, spilling over, and dripping to the floor. He pulled a couple of coins from his trembling hands and slammed them on the table and walked away. As he exited the tavern, he could feel the goddess’ burning glance on his back.

It had been two months since Arwin found himself face to face with the goddess Eris. And in his desperation to hide from her, he had decided to head to his old home, where he used to live with his mother. Maybe she couldn’t find him there, but as Arwin pushed the door open, he feared Eris’ glance would find him. Racking his fingers through his white hair, he stared at the mess in his living space. Its interior was slowly succumbing to a lifetime of neglect, the condition worsening with each passing week. He knew he needed to go back to work but didn’t think he would be ready to face the king or Rionach again.
But what if he did what he was yearning to do? He could do as Eris wished. Renounced Ouranos as his god, go under her wing and protection. Worship her. What would happen if he did? Could she really give him what he wanted?
A soft knock on the door pulled him from his thoughts. Turning towards the entrance, he noticed the door ajar. A small face pressed through, and a pair of dark eyes stared back at him. Arwin’s chest tightened with recognition.
“Rionach?”
“Arwin,” she sounded relieved to see him. “I thought you would be here.”
Rionach took a step inside and closed the door behind her. And just like that, the air in the small living room grew dense, acidic. Arwin swallowed hard and stood in the middle of the room, unmoving. He hadn’t seen Rionach since the duel, and he thought that maybe staying away from her would clear out what he felt for her, but oh, how wrong he was.
“What are you doing here?”
Did she come back to say sorry? Did she want to take him back? A small spark of hope ignited in his chest. He would take her back in a heartbeat, he would forget about the entire duel ordeal, he would forget about seeing her underneath his brother. Gods, he would take her back and worship her instead of Eris.
“Does he know you are here?” he asked, but the mere thought of his brother made his nose scrunch as if he just smelled something rotten. But when Rionach’s face softened so did his frown. “What is it?” he asked again, holding his breath.
Rionach’s eyes turned from him up to the broken-down ceiling. Maybe she was reminiscing of their time together in his home, perhaps she was searching for words as beautiful and articulate as she was. He couldn’t help but smile hopefully, his fist clenching by his side.
“I am sorry, Arwin.”
He released his very soul from his lungs. “Sorry?”
Rionach nodded. “I am sorry I was never clear. I am sorry I am not clear right now. I am sorry it had to come to this.”
Her hands quivered. Unsure of what to do with them, she looked down and clasped her fingers together, preventing them from trembling. He tilted his head to the side and stepped towards her, arms open. Oh, how he wanted to embrace her one more time, to pull in all the broken pieces of his own heart with one hug, surrounded by her scent, and heal himself.
“I love you, Arwin,” she whispered, and just as his face brightened with a beaming smile, just as he took another step to grab her, she added, “I am just not in love with you.”
What? The pressure in his chest became unbearable, suffocating the goodness in him one more time. He couldn’t keep his eyes on her one more second, so he looked down at the dirty ground. What was the use of this? Why did she need to come here and tell him that? What was the fucking need?
“I think you should know; the wedding has been moved.”
Wedding? Right… “Already regretting it?”
“It will be sooner.”
He closed his eyes tightly.
“Arwin, I am pregnant.”
Arwin’s gaze flitted to Rionach, hoping that she was bluffing, but the seriousness and distress in her face was evident. She was pregnant. How far along was she? His large rough hands clasped Rionach’s arms. “It’s mine, isn’t it?”
The distraught in her eyes shifted, leaving way for a surprised gasp. “No. It’s—”
“Don’t you dare, Rionach. Don’t you dare say it is his. You were in my bed the same fucking day you cheated on me.” He fought the desperate sob that dared to escape him. His grip tightened as he ignored Rionach’s pained wince. “That is my child! I will not allow you to marry someone else if you are carrying my child!”
“Arwin, you are hurting me!”
With a snarl, he released her. The future queen of the Sky Kingdom shouldn’t have bruises… He moved his hands to his hair. Fire burned inside of him, a million thoughts running through him. Kill the king, keep Rionach close. Overthrow everything. Pray to Ouranos, pray to Eris.
“Rionach,” he began, turning away from her as she rubbed her hands over the lingering feeling of his grip. “Rionach. If that child is mine, I swear I will kill him and take you back.” His voice didn’t quiver or fault.
“It is not yours,” Rionach whispered.
“This child is mine, and so are you.”
Rionach shook her head and opened the door behind her to leave. “You are not all right.”
He wasn’t. Not when all of this was happening as fast as it was. How could he even breathe near Brontes knowing he was raising his child. How could Arwin stand by the king and queen as they present the new royal baby as theirs.
“I am leaving, Arwin. This is it.”
“Leave then,” Arwin muttered, his back still turned to her when receding steps echoed until the door closed.
Rionach was correct. He was not all right. How could he be when everything he held dear, everything he wanted, was being snatched from his very hands? The wind inside of him was rough and jagged, pulling and slipping out of himself, mimicking the inner turmoil that consumed him, wanting to escape one way or another. With a scream, Arwin fell to his knees and the house around him exploded in a gust of angered wind.

Arwin’s knees wouldn’t stop shaking. He was sitting outside the royal chamber while Brontes walked back and forth, almost wearing a hole into the rug. The news ran through the entire castle. The queen was in labor, and she had two midwives and a doula at her disposal while Arwin and Brontes had to wait outside.
At first, Brontes didn’t want to be in the same room as him. But maybe it was the way his eyes glazed over with tears, or perhaps it was the desperation to know if the woman they both loved would be all right, which made Brontes allow him to sit in the living space outside the royal chamber.
And now they were both in the same room in a horrible waiting game.
Arwin rubbed his cheeks, his body trembling with anticipation. Would the child look like him? Will it sport his gray hair, his hazel eyes? Will it be a boy? A girl?
“It’s been too long,” Brontes snarled as he turned on his heels before starting another anxious lap over the rug.
Arwin agreed. It had been too long. He couldn’t wait to see Rionach in all her glory, holding their child. Their child.
After their conversation at his mother’s house, he hadn’t said a word to her. He only saw her in the castle’s halls, walking back and forth with the chambermaids while the castle’s staff prepared for the royal wedding. A wedding that he had no choice but to attend. It was a morning wedding, and as he stood next to other high officials of the army, he couldn’t help but look at his brother with such envy. Arwin was able to contain his emotions until he saw her.
As Rionach walked down the hall, Arwin took her in. Her hair was half-pulled into a bun, her off-shoulder dress left her perfect skin uncovered for anyone to see, and how dare they see her skin. Arwin never would’ve allowed such a dress in the first place. He wouldn’t allow anyone else to see her…
As she walked past him, he could smell a faint hint of her vanilla soap, overpowered by a strong lily perfume. Her scent was off, but it was still Rionach; it was still his Rionach.
He focused on her face, her smile, so bright, brighter than he had ever seen before. She released the bouquet to grab hold of Brontes’s hand.
The fire boiling in Arwin’s stomach burned with an intensity like no other. His eyes were locked in the union of their skin, and he could still remember the way Rionach gasped for breath underneath Brontes.
His eyes bounced from their joint hands to Brontes’s face and the happiness that shone there… it was supposed to be his. It was supposed to be him holding her hand, recipient of her gorgeous grin. Oh, how satisfying would it be to pull out his sword, drag it across the king’s neck, and take his place.
An infant’s cry broke the images of the flashback. Anger diluted as the cries grew louder and stronger. Brontes stopped his march, his gaze fixed with the closed door to the chamber. Within seconds, a handmaiden opened the door with tears in her eyes.
“Your Highness! She is here!” the handmaiden exclaimed.
She? A girl?
Brontes exhaled the breath he was holding and almost pushed the young handmaiden out of his way when he entered the royal chamber. One midwife washed her hands while the doula gently helped Rionach breastfeed the infant. Brontes’s face wrinkled with emotions at the sight of his wife and child. And Arwin…
Arwin’s whole world collapsed on itself as he saw the baby’s dark hair…
Ebony, like Brontes’s.
Rionach was too busy soaking in her husband’s affection, all the while trying to adjust the child in her arms. All Arwin could do was imagine what it would be like if it were him kissing her tears away, him supporting the child’s weight in his arms, him who felt as if his chest would explode with pride.
Rionach raised her eyes for a split second, and as soon as she saw him standing there, she turned her gaze to the child in her arms. He wasn’t even worth a second glance, an acknowledgment.
His upper lip twitched, and he decided to leave. He bowed his head to no one and closed the door on his way out.
The kingdom, along with every single person in it, could burn for all he cared. How long had Rionach been sleeping with Brontes? How was she so sure that her child was his? Arwin didn’t need to be there when she gave birth, but he was. He was there because he needed to be there for her regardless of the outcome. Because he cared.
He cared enough to make sure the child was healthy, enough that when the child was a couple of months old, he bowed down to her and Brontes, and presented his sword to them. Not only that, but he also swore to be loyal and to keep her safe.
Valda Aither, princess of the Sky Kingdom.
The name sent a shiver down his spine when she was presented to the people as if she was something special. She wasn’t. She was just the daughter of his traitorous brother and his whore wife. What bothered Arwin the most was how much she took after Brontes. Valda was his spitting image. All smiles, black hair, and honey-colored eyes. There was no doubt that she was Brontes’s, and apparently, there was no doubt she was the one the Fates spoke to Brontes about.
She and her mate would change things. They would bring forth a new world order.
No, she would not change how things were. For it was him, Arwin, who would change everything, even if it was for the worse, even if it took him all his life to achieve it.
The plan was set in motion when the news spread of the new Sealian royal baby—a girl. A baby girl was born, and already the whispers of change and renewal spread throughout every meeting in each castle and kingdom.
That wouldn’t do for Arwin. And so, he walked out of the castle, out of Ophelia, and into the Umbriel desert, feet sinking into the dense sand, the harsh burning heat on his shoulders.
He didn’t crave death, he craved revenge, and it wasn’t until he found himself falling to his knees that he realized he was calling out for her; for Eris.
Her sweet embrace chilled the heat on his shoulders and face, as if a cool blanket enveloped him. Sparkling eyes looked upon him as a smile, more radiant than the sun itself, clouded everything around him.
“We meet again!” Her voice was sweeter than anything he had heard before.
He smacked his chapped lips together, looking for the right words.
Shaking her head, she brushed away his hair and smiled even wider. “Oh, how lost you are,” she whispered, her lips trailing a soothing comfort on the skin of his forehead. “I can lead you back— to where you want to be. But I need something in return.”
“Anything,” he said, his hands fisted by his side, scared to touch the goddess before him.
“Build me a temple, fill your people’s mouths with prayers for me, sacrifice, and spill blood in my name. You will have my protection, and you will rule.”
Rule. He would rule. What more could he possibly want?
“Done.”
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Blood soaked Maris’s hands, but she fought through the excruciating pain in her broken arm. They had taken refuge in Lasmeer’s modest home in Ophelia, their only sanctuary amidst the chaos. Melvian’s father was gone, a victim of their pursuers, and Maris couldn’t shake the dreadful feeling that they would come for Lasmeer next.
Lasmeer was the only person Maris could trust. His kindness towards Valda gave her a glimmer of hope that he wasn’t a traitor. She held her breath as they arrived at his doorstep, her mind racing with fear and uncertainty. If Lasmeer had betrayed them, if he laid a hand on Valda…
Isen pounded his open palm against the door while Melvian hurried to assess Valda’s injuries. Maris couldn’t tear her gaze away from Melvian’s face, searching for any sign of hope or reassurance. But her expression remained unreadable, intensifying Maris’s growing desperation. She needed to feel Valda’s presence, to know she was still alive.
When Lasmeer answered the door, weariness and confusion etched across his face, Maris held her breath. Recognition flickered in his eyes as he saw Isen, a genuine smile lighting up his tired features as he pulled him into an embrace—a gesture of goodwill that eased Maris’s apprehension for a moment. But as Lasmeer’s gaze shifted to Valda’s lifeless body, confusion morphed into shock.
“By Ouranos, what happened to her?” Lasmeer exclaimed.
Tears cascaded down Maris’s cheeks. “They betrayed her,” she choked out between sobs. “Arwin... he killed all the soldiers who refused to turn against Valda, and...” She bit her trembling lip, struggling to articulate her anguish. Valda was injured, unresponsive, and Maris’s broken arm had grown cold.
Lasmeer gestured for her silence, his hand moving through the air urgently. “Quickly, come inside! We mustn’t let them know she’s here.”
Isen nodded at Lasmeer, cradling Valda in his arms as he brushed past him into the house. Melvian placed a comforting hand on Maris’s thigh, her voice filled with urgency. “Come, Maris. Let’s get you inside.”
“I’ll tend to the horses. Go,” Lasmeer interjected, already taking charge of Isen’s horse and reaching for Melvian’s.
Maris leaned heavily against Melvian’s shoulder, dismounting from the horse with a mix of desperation and determination. Isen gently laid Valda face down on a long dining table, his brow furrowed with worry as he ran his hands through his mussed hair. Maris took in his disheveled appearance—dirt, blood, and exhaustion were clear in his clothes and an untrimmed beard. He bore the scars of a battle she couldn’t comprehend. Had Arwin harmed him? The thought sent a shiver down Maris’s spine, evoking memories of her own suffocation, and her mother’s tragic end.
“Melvian, time is running out,” Isen’s voice boomed, piercing through the small living room. His anger and desperation mirrored Maris’s own.
Melvian approached Maris, cupping her face and grounding her in the present. “I need to attend to Valda, Maris. Can you hold on for a little longer?”
Maris’s focus shifted from Valda to her friend, determination and trust flickering within her gaze. She nodded, gently pushing Melvian away without a second thought. “Go.”
Melvian sprang into action, positioning herself near Valda’s flank. Closing her eyes, she moved her hand over Valda’s back, arms, and legs. Maris watched, captivated by the young healer’s intense concentration as she worked her magic. Suddenly, Melvian stopped, opened her eyes, and turned to Isen.
“Punctured lung, three broken ribs.”
A lump formed in Maris’s throat as she hurried to Valda’s side, her trembling hand brushing against Valda’s dark hair for the first time. She noticed, with a pang of dread, the laborious rise and fall of Valda’s chest.
“I will need towels, water, a knife and a makeshift tube,” Melvian announced just as Lasmeer walked inside the home.
“I will fetch them for you,” he said as he turned to another room. “I have a couple of wooden straws that could work.”
“Yes, please,” Melvian replied, nudging Isen with her elbow. The handsome Sealian nodded, reaching behind him to produce a flask.
Maris furrowed her brow, glancing at the metal container and then at Melvian and Isen. “This isn’t the time to be drinking—”
“Maris,” Isen interrupted, his tone firm and commanding. It sent a shiver down her spine. “It’s Sealian water. It will speed up the healing of your arm. Drink.”
Melvian nodded in agreement, her gaze steady. “But first, I need to align the bones. If I don’t, your arm may heal improperly, and you could lose use of it.” It dawned on Maris then, the reason behind Isen’s slightly battered appearance. Perhaps he carried the flask with him wherever he went. It made sense.
“It’s going to hurt... a lot,” Melvian warned.
“Fine, just hurry so you can tend to Valda,” Maris responded, turning to Isen, who promptly opened the flask for her, his hands finding her shoulder and supporting her injured arm. Maris winced and clenched her teeth as Melvian grasped her wrist and elevated her arm.
“When I tell you, drink.”
Maris nodded, placing the flask’s mouth against her lips. Her hand trembled with anticipation, fully aware of the impending pain.
“Take a deep breath,” Melvian instructed.
Maris tightened her grip, following Melvian’s guidance.
“And...”
The sickening sound of bones snapping together made Maris’s stomach churn.
“Drink!”
Maris let out a pained scream, momentarily drowned out by the forceful intake of Sealian water. She swallowed, preparing to pull away, but Isen tilted the bottle higher, urging her to drink every last drop.
The healing properties of the water took immediate effect on Maris’s arm. The pain gradually subsided, leaving behind a faint burning sensation from her elbow to her shoulder. As Maris cautiously tested her arm’s mobility, Lasmeer entered the room with the requested supplies and Melvian set to work.
Maris watched in silence as Melvian washed her hands in the basin and took the small knife in her grasp. Isen removed Valda’s torn blouse, tossing it aside. Maris hovered nearby, her hands clasped to her chest, feeling a sense of helplessness. Eventually, she noticed Lasmeer pulling out two chairs, silently urging her to sit. It took a moment, but Maris finally acquiesced, trusting that Melvian and Isen knew what they were doing. She had never witnessed Melvian’s skill and was awed by her friend. Isen stood steadfast beside her, no words needed as he moved with purpose, making it difficult for Maris to comprehend the intricate procedure taking place.
Melvian positioned several towels beneath Valda, grasping the sharp knife before plunging it into Valda’s flank. Maris felt Lasmeer’s firm grip on her wrist, pulling her back as Isen extended his hand, urging her to stay put.
“Stay where you are and let us work,” Isen commanded, his eyes blazing with determination to protect at all costs.
Maris’s outburst went unnoticed by Melvian, who widened the wound with her finger before replacing it with a straw. Within moments, a thin stream of blood flowed through the straw, and Valda took a deep breath.
Maris felt a feeble tug in their bond as she, too, drew in a breath. As she observed Valda’s chest rise steadily, tears welled up in the corners of her eyes.
“Isen, hold this,” Melvian instructed, placing his large hand against Valda’s flank, holding the straw firmly. She then walked over to Maris, taking hold of her face, staining her beautiful features with Valda’s blood.
“She will be fine, won’t she?” Maris asked, her gaze shifting from Valda to Melvian.
“Kneel,” Melvian said, lowering herself to the floor and pulling Maris down with her. She clasped Maris’s hands tightly, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “Repeat every word I say, Maris.”
Maris glanced back at Valda, watching her lover grow paler by the second, feeling the bond weakening once again. Just as she reached out to return to Valda’s side, Melvian’s grip tightened, anchoring her in place.
“Asclepius, God of medicine, hear our plea. Bless our hands and minds. Send forth your sons and daughters to aid us. Help us heal, help us restore. Help—”
“Melvian...” Maris called out, her blunt nails digging into her friend’s skin. “I... I can’t do this. I’ve never been a follower of Asclepius.”
Opening one eye, Melvian gazed directly at Maris before responding, “Then today is a good day to convert, don’t you think?”
Maris released a breath and cast one last glance at her lover before turning back to Melvian. With a nod of understanding, she closed her eyes and whispered, “Asclepius, God of medicine, hear our plea,” Maris’s words echoed with Melvian’s as their prayer drifted into the cold night air.
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